

[image: Cover]




Table of Contents


Copyright

Dedication

A Multitude of Sins

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


A Multitude of Sins

By M. K. Wren

Copyright 2014 by Martha K. Renfroe

Cover Copyright 2014 by Untreed Reads Publishing

Cover Design by Ginny Glass

The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher (Untreed Reads) or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

Previously published in print, 1975.

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author, except in the case of a reviewer, who may quote brief passages embodied in critical articles or in a review. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction. The characters, dialogue and events in this book are wholly fictional, and any resemblance to companies and actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Also by M. K. Wren and Untreed Reads Publishing

Curiosity Didn’t Kill the Cat

http://www.untreedreads.com




FOR L.A.T.—who somehow made room for one more.




A Multitude of Sins

M. K. Wren




CHAPTER 1

Meg stretched herself, obliterating most of Harney and Malheur Counties in a gray fog, then she smiled her Mona Lisa smile, blue jewel eyes half closed, and challenged him to do something about it.

He did, with a resigned sigh, closing his calculations of day’s marches and encampments inside the leather-bound tome, then devoting his attention to a gentle, systematic rubbing, working down from her ears to her tail.

Conan Flagg knew himself to be a sucker for blue-eyed females, and this blue-point Siamese was totally female. But being also very much a lady, she was seldom overdemanding. She indicated her satisfaction with a thrumming purr and after a few minutes lapsed again into catnap.

He leaned back and rested his eyes, strained with fine print and illegible topographic markings, with a long look out the window to his right. Past the chimneys and roofs of the village, the Pacific Ocean lay shining in the April sun, gray-green, dappled with lavender cloud shadows.

To his left, through the one-way glass on the door, he could look into the bookshop and across to the front entrance. His view included the end of the counter and Miss Dobie, her determinedly auburn hair in close-ranked curl. She was contending with a horde of youngsters with her usual inertial efficiency, circling the dour square of her face with a benevolent smile. Beatrice Dobie had no great fondness for children, but she thoroughly enjoyed the dinging clank of the ancient cash register registering cash.

He was spared that sound as well as the clamor of exuberant youth; this small sanctum, which he called an office, was soundproofed. Satisfied that Miss Dobie needed no assistance, he lit a cigarette and took a moment to savor the Ravel Quartet in F playing on the tape deck, his dark eyes focused on the opposite wall. The Leonard Baskin woodcut was new and deepened the shadows at the corners of his mouth with a smile of pleasure.

But a few seconds later, the smile vanished when Miss Dobie knocked and hastily opened the door.

“Sorry, Mr. Flagg, but I just found this on the counter.” She handed him a long white envelope. “Looks like somebody’s trying to save money on postage.”

He frowned at the address. It was printed with a rubber stamp; the one available at the counter.

THE HOLLIDAY BEACH BOOK SHOP

AND RENTAL LIBRARY

BOX 73 HOLLIDAY BEACH, OREGON

CONAN JOSEPH FLAGG, PROPRIETOR

His name was underlined in red, probably with Miss Dobie’s pen, also available at the counter. The letter inside the envelope was typed on quality bond; a modern typeface, possibly an Olympia electric portable. There was no letterhead, signature, or name on it.

“Who left it, Miss Dobie?”

She shrugged, her mouth a thin, nonplussed line.

“I don’t know. I was upstairs looking for that Kathleen Norris book for Mrs. Hoskins, then the school bus dumped the kids just as I got back downstairs. I didn’t even notice that letter till I got rid of most of the little—” She turned and sighed at one of the youngsters. “Danny, please stick to the children’s section.”

“Can you remember who was in the shop when—” The bell on the counter clanged for attention. “Never mind. I’ll read it first and see if it’s worth the questions.”

“Probably a fan letter,” she said, closing the door with an arch smile. “Or a billet doux.”

“Typewritten?” But she was gone. He took a short puff on his cigarette and began reading the letter.

Dear Mr. Flagg,

Forgive me this unorthodox approach, but I find myself in an unusual situation. I need professional assistance of a kind I know you’re qualified to offer, although your private investigator’s license seems to be a well-kept secret.

It isn’t so secret that you’re majority stockholder of the Ten-Mile Ranch Corporation, and as such, I realize you can well afford to turn down any cases that don’t excite your interest. This is one reason for my reluctance to commit either my problem or my identity to paper. There are other reasons, but they’re part of the problem.

All I’m asking is a chance to explain the problem to you in private. Please believe me, that is imperative. I’ve formulated a plan to assure the necessary privacy. If you’re willing to grant me an interview on these terms, you can indicate assent simply by carrying out your part in the plan. If you don’t do so, I’ll accept that as a refusal, and I assure you, won’t bother you again.

I would like to meet with you at your house. There’s a path leading from the beach to the patio south of the house, and that will be my avenue of approach. I know your housekeeper, Mrs. Early, is there on Mondays and always leaves promptly at four. I mention this because you may wish to have her transmit a message to me. I’d prefer to have no one else involved, but I’ll leave that decision to you.

I’ll be on your patio at four o’clock. If you aren’t there, or I don’t receive a message from you by four-thirty, I’ll understand you aren’t interested in my case.

Thank you.

His first response was annoyance—at the letter, its writer, its method of delivery, the school bus and its contents for delaying Miss Dobie’s discovery of it, and even Miss Dobie for reasons he couldn’t define beyond that coy billet doux. It was now only five minutes until four.

He reached across Meg for the phone, then waited impatiently through five rings for an answer.

“H’lo? Flagg residence?” The thin voice was underlain with wheezing.

“Mrs. Early. I was afraid I’d missed you.”

“Oh, Mr. Flagg? Well, I was jest about out the door, and Chester’s outside leanin’ on the horn waitin’ for me.”

“Sorry to keep him waiting, but I’m glad I caught you because I…ah, forgot my house keys this morning.”

That produced a bemused cackle. “Oh, I swear, Mr. Flagg, if you ain’t the most absent-minded man I ever did know. Why, if your head wasn’t—”

“But it is firmly attached, fortunately. As for my immediate problem, you can solve it very nicely by leaving the patio door unlocked for me.” Then he added, “Just leave the door open. Air the place out a little.”

“Leave it open? But anybody could jest walk right up from the beach and—”

“The path isn’t that obvious, and you can’t see the door from the beach. Anyway, I think I’m coming home soon.”

“Well, all right, but it jest don’t seem right to—”

“Mrs. Early,” he said carefully, “leave the door open. Please. Oh, and if you don’t think Chester will get too impatient, would you mind putting on a fresh pot of coffee?”

“Sure, Mr. Flagg. Chester’s used to waitin’ fer me. He’s been Early all his life.” She paused to appreciate her threadbare witticism with a gleeful chuckle. “Oh—don’t fergit to look in your fridge. Had some spare ribs left over yestiddy. Didn’t want ’em goin’ to waste.”

Conan laughed. “To throw away your spare ribs would be more than a waste; it would be a crime. Thanks, Mrs. Early.”

He looked at his watch again, then at the letter, not yet fully convinced he should answer the anonymous summons. Perhaps it was only reflex that induced him to tell Mrs. Early to leave the door open, literally and figuratively.

The incidence of neatly corrected typos suggested he wasn’t dealing with an experienced typist, but the writer was obviously educated; the letter was literate and even rational in tone despite its unusual content.

The writer was also very familiar with some aspects of his personal life, but only the reference to his private investigator’s license concerned him. That was a well-kept secret. But not perfectly kept; he had a file of anonymous inquiries from obvious cranks or paranoids. He was also aware that certain people regarded Conan Flagg, private investigator, with some animosity, and wouldn’t be above setting a lethal trap for him.

The latter consideration he dismissed. The letter was too well written for any of the potential Flagg-killers he knew. He was also inclined to dismiss mental aberration.

Still, he wondered at the repeated references to privacy, the insistence on meeting at his house, and the approach through the patio, which like the path, was heavily screened by trees. And the path began in a small cove hidden from view except in a narrow arc directly west. Jane Doe’s “problem” included a pronounced fear of observation.

Then he frowned. Why was he thinking in terms of Jane Doe rather than John? Something about the syntax, perhaps. He began rereading the letter, but stopped himself and returned it to its envelope.

He was procrastinating. As if he still had a choice to make. He would keep this appointment. At least, he’d find out about the problem. And the writer. But it rankled, this feeling that he’d been pushed into a decision before he had time to think it out.

He rose, pausing to give Meg a brief rub.

“Wish me luck, Duchess.”




CHAPTER 2

She was late.

Isadora Canfield looked at her watch, finding it hard to focus. Ten minutes past four.

What if Conan Flagg came for this appointment, and finding the patio empty, left in disgust? Should she leave another letter? Sorry, Mr. Flagg. Couldn’t meet you today because it took fifteen minutes for me to muster the nerve to walk up this path. How about tomorrow?

It was so hot for April, even under the dense shadow of jackpines wind-cast over the rough footpath. A creek chattered nearby, hidden in the impenetrable cover of salal.

No, it wasn’t that hot. Her palms and face were damp with perspiration for the same reason her throat was dry.

Isadora Canfield had never walked this path before, and realized now she was a fool to think she could without being reduced to a state of quivering terror. The child on the beach last week had been so nonchalant. Sure, it goes up to Mr. Flagg’s house. Jeremy—so he called himself—cheerfully admitted to frequent trespassing and provided a detailed description of the path and the Flagg residence, including the patio and sliding glass door opening onto it.

The path was easy. A couple of minutes.

But Jeremy wasn’t afraid of…

Oh, Lord, don’t concentrate on them. The clay was slick; she placed her steps carefully, occasionally reaching out for a tree branch, but only after examining it closely.

How much farther?

She wouldn’t take her eyes from the path, the hiding shadows lacing it, the dark, festering worlds under the salal. If she slipped and fell into it—fell through it…

She made herself stop and take a long, deep breath.

What’s the alternative to this path? The office at the shop with its door in clear line of sight through the glass-paneled front entrance to Highway 101? And the red Ford that always parked directly across the highway?

This couldn’t be explained in five minutes. The faithful watcher would wonder if she spent too long in private conversation with Mr. Conan Flagg. She’d found out he was a private investigator; the man in the red Ford could, too.

Or could she enter this house by way of the front door? It was only a few yards from the beach access at the foot of Day Street where the red Ford was waiting near her silver Stingray. He was bound to be suspicious if he knew she was having a long talk with Flagg in his own house.

Isadora resumed her cautious course up the path, a little calmer. Nothing like a larger fear to put a lesser one in perspective. Hold on to that. Thank God for the sunlight; it helped somehow, even if it deepened the shadows.

She’d come this far. This far on the path, this far with her diurnal and nocturnal watchers. She knew they were watching her, but they didn’t know she knew…

It was ridiculous; crazy. Maybe Dr. Kerr was right.

A shingled wall and the top of a glass door lurched into view through a tangle of branches; her steps quickened.

The watchers must not know she knew. If they did, they might send someone else, change the situation somehow, so she could never learn the truth, never find out why…

Something brushed against her ankle.

She heard her own choked scream as she stumbled onto the stone paving of the patio, pounding across it toward the open door. She didn’t stop until she was inside, the glass barrier closed behind her.

For some time, she stood gripping the door handle, forehead pressed to the cool glass. Probably nothing more than a tendril of vine had precipitated this panicked retreat. The fear always seemed foolish when the danger was past.

Danger. There wasn’t even that to justify it.

She remembered her father sitting down with her in earnest consultation one day. Years ago. She’d been twelve; it was…yes, at the beach house at Shanaway.

“Dore, honey, just remember, there aren’t any poisonous snakes west of the Cascades. These little grass snakes can’t hurt you. They’re probably just as scared of you as you are of them…”

She felt the aching behind her eyes. Not now. Don’t think about that now.

Then she became aware of her silent surroundings, and was both embarrassed and apprehensive. The patio was empty. So was this room. A narrow room with a disproportionately high ceiling, the west wall a solid span of glass looking out on the ocean. Straight across from her was a heavy wooden door with carved panels. It was closed.

If Conan Flagg weren’t here…

But the glass door had been open. Didn’t that constitute a message? An assent?

She squared her shoulders. That’s how she would interpret it. Mr. Flagg could argue the point if and when he arrived. He might also argue her decision to wait here in his house, but she wasn’t ready to return to the patio just yet.

She took off her sunglasses and put them in her handbag. A library. A proper library, the walls lined with shelves and solid with books except for the spaces left free to display a collection of paintings remarkable for its diversity. Her steps were silenced by a rich brown carpet that made velvet for the jewels of five Navajo rugs. There was little furniture; a desk near the patio door, a contemporary armchair and reading lamp by the windows. A very personal room, and although the decor was quite different, it reminded her of the library at…

Not now. Can’t you keep your thoughts away from that?

She turned, something glimpsed but not yet consciously recognized drawing her eye to the east wall; the corner at the left end of the wall. A painting hung there. The shelves were built around it to form a deep vertical niche exactly the size of the canvas.

With recognition came shock, all the more stunning because it was unexpected. She knew that painting. A life-size figure of an armored man, a knight. But the armor was of a peculiar design, equivocally anatomical; it was bone and muscle as well as armor, the head both helmet and skull, empty sockets staring out with blind sight. The psyche armored against pain in a bronzed sheath of fear.

The painting was Jenny’s.

But something more than years had come between this painting and Jennifer Hanson.

That was what made it so bewildering. It wasn’t so surprising that it was here; Conan Flagg was obviously a collector, and the early works of Jennifer Hanson could be found in many Northwest collections.

The early works.

Isadora stared at the painting, shoulders sagging. Not an hour ago, she’d left Jenny in her studio at the cottage facing a naked canvas, a palette knife in her hand, slowly, incessantly marbling the pigments into muddy grays. And she’d wondered if Jenny would get as far as daubing some of those sickly, blemished mixtures on the canvas before she wandered away to the window or down to the beach.

Where are you going, Dore? When will you be back, Dore? What about supper, Dore?

Yet she always accepted Isadora’s vague answers with an indifference that never made sense.

Have a good time, Dore.

And five, six—how many years ago?—this was an early work of Jennifer Hanson. There was power and conviction that sprang from the soul in this haunting image.

She wondered bitterly if Catharine remembered the Knight; remembered her daughter’s early works.

She turned to the wooden door. She couldn’t stay in here. Breaking and entering, invasion of privacy—she didn’t care. And where was Conan Flagg? Perhaps the open patio door was only a coincidental accident.

With the library door closed behind her, she caught her breath, finding herself in a long corridor ending in the distance with another door. That must be the front entrance. On the left, spanning half the length of the hall, was a wash of light. The living room. An intricate wooden grille maintained the semblance of a corridor.

She paused before taking the single step down to the living-room level. On the south wall was a bar decorated with Haida motifs. At the west end of the north wall was a stone fireplace; at the other end, a pass-through into the kitchen. There was a hint of voyeurism in this secret inspection of someone else’s house that made her uneasy; something unreal and dreamlike. But no more unreal than the situation that brought her here.

Her abstracted gaze traced the spiral of the staircase to her left; the low ceiling of the hall was a balcony that must give access to the bedrooms. The living-room ceiling vaulted above it to the west wall, which, like the one in the library, was solid glass; solid sea and sky.

She almost smiled, thinking that no decorator had ever touched this room. It was immaculately kept under Mrs. Early’s aegis, but immensely cluttered and furnished with abandoned eclecticism. Mr. Flagg was definitely a collector and paintings were only the beginning.

But only one thing here could hold her attention for more than a few seconds.

A concert grand.

It was in the center of the room, turned so the pianist could look out over it to the windows. She walked toward it, drawn as if by an offered hand of solace, finding in its familiar lines a remedy.

The name over the open keyboard was Bösendorfer, and her eyebrows came up at that. She wondered how many years had gone into the warm, satin gleam of the wood; how many hands now dead had touched the yellowed ivory of these keys, and how many yet unborn would make music with this instrument crafted out of exalting genius and exacting pride.

That Conan Joseph Flagg, owner of this piano, was absent, might appear for an appointment she’d asked of him, or might not appear, was forgotten. The watchers, the coiling shadows on an innocent path, even the grief was forgotten.

The piano was in perfect tune. The decision to begin playing occurred with the same absence of conscious consideration that let the testing chromatics glissando into the Paderewski Minuet in G, shift capriciously to Saint-Saens’s Swan, form a collage of Beethoven, Liszt, Chopin, Bach, Rachmaninoff; music born in the minds of men who defied mortality on barred sheets of paper and in succeeding generations of memories. In these sounds, in the intricate, instant interplay of muscle and nerve, she was out of reach of fear or even time. A familiar paradox; music exists in one dimension, time, yet obliterates it.

She didn’t know what made her stop.

She only wondered how long she’d been playing, and when she’d ceased to be alone.

He was standing by the staircase, watching her.

Her first impression was shadow; whip-lean, relaxed as a cat, flashes of bronze in the sunlight. And she didn’t recognize him.

Yet the face was quite familiar; dark skin drawn in angular contours, straight black hair, black eyes with an almost Oriental cast. But there was none of the polite friendliness a “proprietor” displays for his customers in those eyes. They were opaque as stone, yet she could all but feel the rapt tension in them, and her only coherent thought was: What in God’s name am I doing here?




CHAPTER 3

It was a short walk. A block south to Day Street, then two blocks west to its terminus in a paved beach access. The house lodged into the wooded hill south of the access was always a joy to his eye; an angular structure with great spans of glass set in slabs of satin-shingled walls.

But Conan walked past his own front door, ignoring it. The cars parked in and around the access included the usual assortment of stationwagons, VWs, and campers. A silver Stingray was the only sports car, and only one car was occupied, a red Ford.

It had the anonymous look of a rental. The driver had a similarly anonymous look; average build, indeterminate age, coloring a mean drab tan. His air of indifferent patience alerted Conan for the same reason it made him invisible to the unpracticed eye.

The sand made squeaking sounds under his rubber-soled shoes. He stayed close to the bank, absently frowning at the number of people on the beach; a preview of summer. But there was no one lurking suspiciously near the foot of the path. He looked at his watch: 4:15. Jane Doe would be waiting on the patio. Supposedly.

But when he reached the patio, it was empty. That didn’t especially surprise him, but finding the patio door closed did. If Mrs. Early had taken it upon herself to…

But the door was unlocked. His faith in his housekeeper was restored. Not, however, his faith in Jane Doe.

Music. His first angry assumption was that someone had the temerity to touch the stereo console without his permission. But when he heard the Emperor Concerto shift with a nice improvised chord transition into El Amor Brujo, he realized he was dealing with a more heinous crime. Someone had presumed not only to touch but to play the Bösendorfer.

His anger lasted until he reached the step down into the living room, and there died an unresolved death. He had no right to anger. This young woman belonged to that piano, possessed it as he never would; he only owned it.

He was stunned, like a skeptic in the presence of a miracle. She played with the passion generally ascribed to youth, yet with the restrained precision of a Rubinstein. It was chilling to hear her; an atavistic response to extra-human powers, witch or wizard, magician or saint.

When at length she became aware of him and the music ceased, he felt in some sense cheated, and at first he didn’t realize how badly he’d startled her. Then he relaxed into a smile.

“If you’ve come to steal the piano, take it with my blessings.”

Her eyes widened in embarrassed surprise, and he thought to himself they were exactly the same shade of sapphire blue as Meg’s.

“Mr. Flagg, I—this is really unforgivable of me.”

“Don’t apologize. This piano hasn’t enjoyed musicianship of that caliber since it’s been in my possession.”

She rose, smiling uncertainly as she started to close the cover, then seemed to remember it had been open; still a little off balance, but recovering remarkably fast. He leaned on the piano with one elbow, automatically making surface observations, noting that the gold-mounted ring was jade and possibly Imperial; the casual, off-white slacks and tunic with the matching sweater had probably set someone back several hundred dollars.

“I’m not sure I’d be so gracious if this were my piano.” She touched the keyboard reverently, smiling to herself. Her nails were unfashionably short but perfectly manicured, and Conan doubted her long, sable-colored hair ever went a week without professional care.

She looked up at him. “Do you know its history?”

“Oh, I was given a rather colorful account when I bought it—from a Hungarian gypsy in Paris who claimed to be a descendant of the last Czar Nicholas.” He also noted—again automatically, perhaps—that she had the kind of tall, lithesome figure that evoked envious glances from women and long stares from men; a fine-boned oval face with fair, perfect skin, and with the reserved smile, her mouth had a particularly sculptural quality. Bernini. No, the hands were Bernini, but the mouth was Houdon.

He sighed. His objectivity was going to hell.

“But it’s a long and probably apocryphal story. May I offer you a cup of coffee—or something else, perhaps?”

“Why, yes, thank you. Coffee would be fine.”

“Sugar and cream?”

“Please, if it isn’t too much bother.”

He retired to the kitchen and after a brief search in the cupboards, took out a tray and a pair of porcelain cups and saucers. Somehow, mugs didn’t seem appropriate. While he prepared the tray, he took advantage of the pass-through and her momentary interest in the Netsuke case to study his enigmatic guest, a nagging memory refusing to come into focus. He’d seen her before. Not at the bookshop, although he was sure she’d been a frequent customer lately. Sometime before that.

He was still frowning in pursuit of the memory while he poured the coffee, but when he carried the tray into the living room, he offered a reassuring smile. He put the tray on the table between the Eames Barcelona chairs facing the windows, and when they were seated, made a diversion for himself in lighting a cigarette while she stirred sugar and cream into her coffee. He looked around finally to find her studying him over the rim of her cup, to all appearances perfectly at ease; she seemed privately amused at something.

“You know what they say in the village, Mr. Flagg?”

“In this village, a great deal is said.”

“They say your mother was Chief Joseph’s daughter.”

For a moment, he was stopped by the sheer incongruity of that; then he laughed aloud.

“Is that what they say? Well, there’s a flaw in the chronology of several generations. Chief Joseph met his Waterloo long before my mother was born. But she was Nez Percé; she gave me my middle name in honor of the old chief.”

“What was she like?”

“Thoroughly ‘civilized.’ But I don’t remember her too well; she died in one of Pendleton’s bad winters, of pneumonia, when I was thirteen.” When she looked vaguely startled at that, Conan asked, “Didn’t they tell you about that in the village?”

“No, I mean, it just occurred to me that I was thirteen when my mother died.”

“That isn’t a pleasant thing to have in common.” He paused, watching her. “You know, it’s disconcerting thinking of you as ‘Jane Doe.’ It doesn’t fit you somehow.”

She put her cup down, centering it precisely in the saucer, and with that seemed to shift mental gears, an underlying tension exposed in her restrained composure.

“Does Isadora Canfield fit better?”

“Yes. You have identification, of course?”

That apparently surprised her, but she reached into her purse, which she’d put on the floor by her chair, took out a billfold, and handed it to him without hesitation.

“My driver’s license and some other cards are in there.” As she reached across the table, her sleeve pulled back, and he caught a glimpse of a thin, reddish scar across the inside of her wrist.

The driver’s license told him, among other things, that she was twenty-one years old. There were membership cards for the Young Republicans Club, Sierra Club, Portland Symphony Association, and a student ID from Willamette University in Salem. The address on all the cards was Mission Drive in Salem, the Oregon state capital.

At this point, the “Canfield” began to register.

He turned over the last plastic folder and found a faded snapshot. Three people, obviously mother, father, and daughter, seated on a porch ornamented with elaborate Victorian gingerbread. The child was Isadora Canfield at about ten years old. The woman was smiling down at her, while the man, broad-shouldered and vigorous, but already graying at the temples, was looking directly into the camera.

“The late Senator John Canfield,” Conan said quietly. “You’re his daughter.”

She nodded once. “Yes.”

Finally, the nagging memory came into focus.

“Now I remember where I’ve seen you.”

“The Canfield name always rings bells.”

He ignored her sarcasm. “You did a concert with the Portland Symphony two years ago. The Tchaikovsky Concerto #1, wasn’t it?”

“Why, yes. Don’t tell me you were there?”

“Actually, I was coerced into going since I expected nothing better than a parlor pianist of the Senator’s daughter. You see, sometimes a name rings the wrong bells. But I was forced to eat crow, and gratefully.”

Her eyes were a warmer blue when she smiled.

“And I’m grateful you’d remember.”

Conan looked down at the snapshot again.

“This was your mother.”

“Yes.”

“She was a beautiful woman, and you favor her.”

“Thank you. Yes, she was beautiful. She was a dancer. I mean, she studied ballet until John Canfield swept her off her en pointe. That’s why I was named Isadora. Mother was a great admirer of Isadora Duncan.”

“It’s a beautiful name.”

“A little unwieldy. Most people just call me ‘Dore.’ Dad started that; he said ‘Dora’ sounded so old-maidish.” There was a wistful sadness in her eyes; something that made her seem achingly vulnerable.

“I’m sorry about your father.”

“So am I. It was so unexpected. But perhaps it was better for him; no long illness.”

“A heart attack, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“That was only a few months ago, as I remember.”

“January. January fifteenth.”

She spoke the words with dull, weighted portent; a date she would carry in her memory until she died. And Conan’s memory of John Canfield—the public image, at least—was revived. A vibrant, intelligent man, passionate in his convictions, articulate, and graced with a fine sense of humor.

He returned the billfold to her. “I’m sure this isn’t a subject you wish to pursue. Perhaps you should tell me about this ‘problem’ of yours.” He watched her as she picked up her cup before replying. She was much too pale.

“Well, it’s very simple, really.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

She smiled bitterly. “I mean, the basic…situation. You see, someone is following me. Closely and constantly. I’m never free; I can’t set foot out of the cottage without an escort. That’s why I was so insistent on a private meeting with you.”

He blew out a stream of smoke, allowing himself no change of expression.

“Do you know this ‘someone’?”

“There are two of them. No, I don’t know them, and I’ve been very careful to ignore them. I don’t want to alarm them into changing the status quo. Mr. Flagg, I have political connections and a good memory.” A slight, uneasy pause at that. “In some areas. Anyway, I found out you’re a private investigator without too much difficulty. They could, too, and if they knew I was seeing you, they might guess why, and—well, I was afraid it would make it that much harder to get at the truth. And that’s why I’m here. I want to know who they are, and most of all, why they’re watching me.”

He hesitated, then said drily, “Well, your curiosity is reasonable enough.”

“Reasonable?” She put her cup down, suddenly defensive, then seemed to catch herself, even calling up a brief smile. “Reasonable, but not a very interesting problem?”

“No. Surveillance is usually quite interesting; it’s so often a symptom of something more serious.”

“Whatever it’s a symptom of, I must know. It just doesn’t make sense; it’s so pointless. I must find out what it’s all about, or I’ll go—” She stopped abruptly.

After a short silence, he asked, “I assume you’ve considered going to the police about it?”

She shook her head. “No. I mean, I’ve considered it, but I couldn’t cope with the publicity if the reporters got hold of it. That’s one disadvantage of being the Senator’s daughter. You’re always good copy.”

“All right, but before we go on, I’ll be honest with you—I must be sure you actually are being followed.”

She looked at him sharply, again on the defensive.

“You think I’m imagining things?”

“That’s a possibility, but I wasn’t suggesting it. I’ve had some experience with tailing myself, and I’m good at recognizing it, but I’ve also fallen into a series of coincidental meetings and come to the conclusion I was being tailed when a little checking proved me wrong.”

“There’ve been too many ‘meetings’ to be coincidental. Or imaginary. That…did occur to me.”

His eyes narrowed. He had the feeling she’d considered that possibility seriously, and he wondered why.

“All right, then. Tell me more about it.”

Her breath came out in a long sigh of relief.

“Well, as far as I know, there are only two men. One I call the day man, the other the night man.”

“They seem to maintain regular shifts?”

“Yes. The day man must be staying out at Shanaway somewhere. I’m living there now; we have a cottage up on the ridge. Anyway, every time I drive into town that red Ford shows up before I reach the highway. From then on, he follows me everywhere I go.”

He tensed at the words “red Ford,” but didn’t comment on that, asking, “Does he leave his car to follow you?”

“Yes, I’m sure of that, but I’ve never had a really close look at him. He seems to prefer staying in his car as long as he can keep me in sight.”

Careless, Conan thought; but he’d seen the man in the red Ford, and that in itself was indicative. A good operative wouldn’t be seen without an intentional search. Certainly his mark shouldn’t be so aware of him.

“Can you describe the car?”

“Oh, yes. Dark red Ford; a new model, two-door sedan. Oregon license plate AMK510.”

That cool and competent observation definitely took her “problem” out of the realm of the imaginary.

“What can you tell me about the night man?”

“Well, I know him by sight, but I’m not sure of his car, although I thought I saw him getting into a light blue Ford one night.”

“How is it you know him by sight?”

“I see him where I work.” Then she explained with a crooked half smile: “I’m playing evenings at the Surf House bar, much to Catharine’s consternation.”

“Catharine?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. She’s Dad’s—I mean, my stepmother.”

“And she disapproves of your job?”

“Oh, my, yes! A Canfield performing in a bar? It’s a blot on the family escutcheon.” There was a nearly ferocious undercurrent in her sarcasm that surprised him.

“I gather you aren’t too fond of your stepmother.”

“Not very subtle, am I? No, I’m not fond of her, and the feeling is mutual, although we both kept it under wraps for Dad’s sake. But that’s only family in-fighting.” And obviously, she thought it of no interest to him. “The job at the Surf House is just cocktail piano, but I…I needed something to do.”

He nodded. “Tell me more about your night man.”

“He was the first one I noticed. He’d come to the bar every evening about eight when I began playing and nurse a few drinks along until closing time. He didn’t talk to anyone, or dance, or even drink enough to show it. I couldn’t believe my music glued him to that bar stool for six hours every night. Max—that’s the bartender, Max Heinz—didn’t know anything about him, and if anyone comes into the bar more than twice, Max can usually give you their life history. Anyway, I ran a few tests. Once, on my night off I drove to Westport for dinner, and another time I took in a movie at the local theater, and the night man showed up both times. I even went down to the Surf House on my night off once, and he wasn’t there, but he arrived within ten minutes.

“When did you first notice him—and the day man?”

“I started working at the Surf House on March first, and I noticed the night man three or four days later, then after another couple of days, I spotted the day man. I ran my tests during that first week, but when I was sure I wasn’t—I mean, I was sure they were following me, I stopped that. I didn’t want them to know I’d caught on to their little game.”

He smiled at that. “Amazing.”

“What?”

“Most people would panic in a situation like that.”

“I don’t—well, I don’t usually panic easily.”

There was something hidden in her eyes. He remembered the glimpse he’d had of the scar on her wrist.

“And your next step was to find a handy private eye?”

“Yes. Mr. Flagg, do you believe me?”

Both the question and the intense plea reflected in her eyes caught him off guard, and he realized that again he’d made a choice without being fully aware of it; the decision made when he first saw her—or rather, first heard her. Anyone possessed of talent of that magnitude should be spared the natural shocks to which lesser flesh is heir.

“Believe you? Is there any reason I should doubt you?”

Her cheeks went red, and the question seemed to have deeper meaning for her than he intended. He didn’t wait for a response, but rose and went to the cabinet by the fireplace and took out a Polaroid camera.

“Miss Canfield, come into the kitchen a moment.”

She hesitated, nonplussed, then followed him into the kitchen. He crossed to the high windows on the north wall and looked out into the beach access. The red Ford was still there, its driver still waiting.

Conan motioned her to the window.

“I think you’ll find the view interesting.”




CHAPTER 4

Isadora Canfield’s blue eyes were glacier cold.

“That’s the man.” Then she looked up at Conan. “You knew he was here. But, how—”

He smiled and focused the camera on the man.

“Are you asking me to reveal trade secrets?” He concentrated on the camera until the finished photograph was ready, eyed it critically, then put it on the window sill. “Now, give me a smile.”

He got a quizzical frown instead when he turned the camera on her.

“Why do you want a picture of me?”

“This won’t be a one-man job.” He paused until the photograph was developed. “Doesn’t do you justice. I’ll have to call in reinforcements. I need a picture because I may not have a chance to make formal introductions.”

“Then, you—you will help me?”

He laughed. “Have I a choice? At least, I’ll try.”

“Oh…thank you…”

She was on the verge of tears, and he said tersely, “Thanks aren’t in order yet. Come on, we’ve work to do.”

“Work?” She frowned in bewilderment as he guided her back to the living room. “What do you mean?”

“Isadora, I have just begun to question.” He waved her to her chair and seated himself, eyes narrowed intently. “You want answers to two questions re your watchers: who and why. The who we’ll ignore for now; they’re probably hired professionals, and their identity is only important if it leads me to their employer. The question that concerns me now is why. Have you any theories on that?”

She shook her head. “No. That’s what’s so unnerving about it. There’s no reason for it.”

“There’s a reason; every effect has a cause. It might be something very personal; something out of your past.”

That called up a faint smile. “Some skeleton in my closet rising up to haunt me? The trouble is, there’s never been time in my life for anything but the piano; I’ve never been involved in anything remotely illegal or even immoral, and I’m too egocentric for the kind of personal involvements that might lead me astray. Believe me, there’s nothing in my past interesting enough to attract this kind of attention.”

He believed her, but something about her had attracted someone’s attention.

“How long have you been living at Shanaway?”

“We came down February twenty-fifth.”

“We?”

“Jenny and I. My stepsister; Catharine’s daughter.” Her eyes narrowed. “The faithful watchdog.”

“The what?”

But she only laughed. “Don’t mind me. That’s just more family in-fighting.”

He hesitated, then: “So, you discovered the tails within…what? About two weeks after moving to Shanaway? You’re sure you weren’t under surveillance before that?”

“As sure as I can be. Before Dad died, I was at Willamette University. It’s a small school, and these two, or anyone like them, would stick out like sore thumbs.”

“You’ve graduated from Willamette?”
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