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Curiosity Didn’t Kill the Cat


FOR RDG—who sees with an unflawed lens,

past awareness to wisdom.


CHAPTER 1

“…according to Coast Guard spokesmen at the Holliday Bay Station, gale warnings have already been posted. Residents are warned to expect 50- to 70-mile-an-hour winds, with occasional higher gusts. High tide at 8:50 P.M. will be 8.2 feet, but onshore winds will increase the expected rise. Weather Bureau estimates place the arrival of the storm front on the central Oregon coast at approximately midnight.

“In other local news, the Holliday Beach City Council meets tonight to discuss the proposed tourist information center at the junction of Highway 101 and—”

The man in the blue Chevrolet snapped off the car radio, then leaned back again, resting one arm along the back of the seat. A middle-aged woman appeared at the door of the bookshop and hung up a CLOSED sign, but his only overt reaction was a slight narrowing of his eyes. Miss Beatrice Dobie was of little interest to him. The closing of the shop was of more concern; it meant his vigil was nearly at an end.

He briefly considered the position of his car again. He was parked less than fifty feet north of the entrance of the shop, and there was some risk of recognition at that distance. Still, the object of his interest was on foot today and would be homeward bound, moving in a southerly direction—away from the car. And the approaching darkness further lowered the risk; the mercury vapor street lamps were already warming up.

He glanced up at the sky, noting the saffron glow in the dusky air, feeling the pervading tension in the atmosphere. The warnings of 70-mile-an-hour winds had caused no apparent panic among the residents, but in the last hour the little resort village had acquired the look of a ghost town. All the shops along the block were closed now, and even Highway 101, the famed Coast Highway, was empty.

He watched a miniature tornado of dust spin across the asphalt and dissipate against the closed shop fronts on the east side of the highway. Then his eyes moved back to the bookshop and idly fixed on the weatherworn sign above the doorway:

THE HOLLIDAY BEACH BOOKSHOP

and RENTAL LIBRARY

Conan Joseph Flagg, Proprietor

“Consultant”

A faint sigh escaped him; the only hint of impatience in his hour-long vigil.

Consultant.

What the hell did he mean by that?

The quotes around the word gave it a hint of irony, and that, coupled with the fact that it was a bookstore, made the chance of coincidence negligible. There weren’t that many Conan Joseph Flaggs around. Waiting to see the man in person was only a necessary formality.

Books.

The man’s mouth tightened, deepening the creases at the corners, as he surveyed the aging, ramshackle, shingled building. He was remembering a time when one Conan Joseph Flagg had almost blown a field assignment because he was distracted by some rare volume displayed in a German shop window.

It figured that Flagg would own this Dickensian pile.

He glanced at his watch, then reached out to the dashboard and brought a small microphone close to his lips, his eyes still focused on the entrance of the shop.

“Evans—”

After a pause, “Yes, sir. Have you had a look at Flagg yet?”

“No. Any word from Portland?”

“Yes, sir. I had a call half an hour ago. That may have been Harry Morton you saw coming out of the bookshop this afternoon; they haven’t been able to locate him anywhere else yet. Washington’s checking into it.”

“I know it was Morton. Any hints about his recent activities?”

“No, he dropped out of sight about a year and a half ago.”

“Well, I doubt he went into retirement.”

“No, sir. Not Morton. You think Flagg’s involved with him in something?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea, but I intend to find out. We should have a preliminary report on Flagg’s recent activities by tomorrow.” He paused, distracted by a movement at the shop door. “I’ll talk to you later, Evans.” He switched off the mike and replaced it, then leaned back, his arm finding its rest on the seat.

The middle-aged woman emerged, pausing to tie a scarf over her auburn hair; then she walked quickly to the red Porsche parked south of the shop. A few seconds later, the car spun out onto the highway with a resounding drag-strip roar.

He looked at his watch, noting the time of departure out of habit: 5:04. Then his hand tightened on the steering wheel. The door was opening again.

The secret of invisibility is immobility; that attitude of stillness was as habitual to him as noting the time of even minor events. He didn’t move, or even blink, his gaze intent on the man who passed through that door, then turned to lock it and give the knob a quick, testing tug.

Conan Joseph Flagg.

The man allowed himself a brief sigh of satisfaction, and he was thinking that Conan Flagg hadn’t changed much in the last ten years.

His vital statistics were quite familiar. Height: six feet, exactly. Weight: 170 pounds. Color of hair: black. Color of eyes: black.

And he was remembering another entry on that personnel form. Mother’s maiden name: Annie Whitefeather.

The man watched as Flagg turned and surveyed the darkening sky, his face tilted up toward the street lamp.

No, he hadn’t changed.

The heritage of Annie Whitefeather was written in every line of his face—the width of cheekbone; the slight epicanthal fold over his stone-black eyes; the dark skin; the straight, black hair; the high-bridged, hawk-boned nose. The Irish had lost out in Conan Flagg.

When Flagg turned and struck off southward, away from the car, the man relaxed enough to smile at a fleeting memory. The other officers in his command used to call Flagg The Great Stone Face—behind his back. Or Chief Joseph. He’d tolerated that simply because his middle name was in fact a reference to the ill-fated Nez Percé leader.

Then the smile faded. It didn’t sit well, treating Conan Flagg as a potential suspect. It would seem more natural to be indulging in casual reminiscences with him over a couple of beers. But ten years was a long time. He might not have changed outwardly, but there was no way of knowing whether he’d changed inwardly.

He tensed. Without a hint of warning, Flagg had turned on his heel and was walking back toward the car.

The decision not to move was made before Flagg took another three steps. Driving off suddenly would only call attention to himself and increase the chances of recognition. And the light wasn’t good; and it had been ten years…

As Flagg neared the car, the man gazed absently across the highway, but he heard the brief pause, the split-second break in pace, and out of the corner of his eye saw Flagg’s head turn toward the car.

Flagg passed without further hesitation, continuing until he reached the grocery store at the corner, and only then did the man move, turning in time to see him disappear into the store.

Then he reached for the ignition switch, allowing himself no outward expression of annoyance; but the muscles of his jaw were bunched as he turned onto the highway, and his foot was a little heavier than usual on the accelerator.

This could complicate matters.

Flagg had seen him, and it was at least remotely possible that he’d recognized him, in spite of the dim light, in spite of the ten years.

A jinx, he was thinking irritably; this assignment would be a jinx all the way. He’d been assured there had been no hint of trouble, but he’d learned to mistrust vagaries like instinct and intuition.

A jinx. And stumbling on Conan Flagg in this out-of-the-way burg was only the beginning.


CHAPTER 2

The rain stopped as if in deference to the rising sun, but the wind showed no similar respect. It seemed, if anything, to increase in intensity.

And this dawn didn’t come heralded with color. It came imperceptibly, in minute degrees. The white ghosts of the breakers flickered out of the darkness, and slowly the atmosphere assumed a dull, nacreous sheen hardly recognizable as light.

Conan Flagg became aware of the encroaching dawn as he lay stretched across his bed, and he gave the covers an impatient kick. There was no comfort in the pummeled pillows, the twisted, disordered piles of sheets and blankets; the rubble of insomnia.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed with a sigh of disgust and stared numbly at the glowing dial of the clock on the control console.

7:10.

And only beginning to get light. November. Before the winter solstice, it would be pitch dark at this time. The village of Holliday Beach straddled the 45th Parallel and paid for its long summer days with the short and usually rainy days of its winters.

Forty-five degrees north latitude; halfway between the equator and the North Pole. That fact always seemed to have some deep significance, but he’d never decided exactly what it might be.

Forty-five degrees…and you’re spinning your wheels. He’d been spinning his wheels since one-thirty this morning.

No—his mental wheels began their ceaseless turning yesterday evening when he saw the man in the blue Chevrolet outside the bookshop. But the subsequent events of the night—or rather the early morning—had distracted him from that particular enigma.

Tragedies supposedly came in threes. He wondered how enigmas grouped themselves.

And in this case, one of the enigmas was also a tragedy.

He didn’t know yet exactly how to classify the man in the blue Chevrolet. An enigma, definitely, and possibly more. A door opening suddenly into the past; a living question mark.

He turned up the volume on the stereo system; it had been on all night, but the music didn’t have charm enough to soothe him into sleep. He felt for his cigarettes on the cluttered bedside table. The flare of the lighter stabbed at his dark-accustomed eyes. Then he took a long drag, resting his elbows on his knees, letting his head fall forward, pulling against the tension of his shoulder muscles.

Rachmaninoff…the Second Piano Concerto.

Briefly, he wished for something with less emotional impact. He listened for a few seconds, then pulled himself to his feet and extricated his robe from the tangle of blankets, pulling it on as he walked over to the wall of windows at the west end of the room. He leaned against the glass door, gazing out over the deck to the vague white lines of the breakers.

The roar of those towering cataracts waxed and waned, but never ceased to be less than a roar; a sound that stirred some center of fear and awe in the primate mind buried in the human brain.

It was the first good blow of the season, and Conan reveled in the winter storms as only the desert-born can. Still, he was well aware of the insensate power existing within this vast vortex. The sea was called cruel, but cruelty was a human invention. The sea was only incalculably powerful.

A human being is a frail vessel.

And the juggernaut of the storm had snuffed out a human life in its passing, impersonally and implacably.

Or so it would seem.

But there had been one dissenting opinion. His eyes squeezed shut.

No—it’s not possible! It can’t be an accident! Please listen to me—he was murdered!

*

He looked down, his eyes slipping out of focus, his consciousness slipping back into memory.

Directly below him to the north of the house was a public beach access. A farseeing Oregon governor had recognized a truth many years ago: the beaches belong to all the people. They were designated public property, and the state maintained these accesses at regular intervals along the coast.

This one was only a small paved area large enough to park three or four cars and provide easy pedestrian passage to the beach.

An empty space now, the pavement wet and oily, streaked with fingers of sand encroaching from the beach. A space as bleak and lonely as a desert expanse for all its small dimensions; a loneliness created by the long-drawn sighs of the wind, the dull, vague light, and the gray mist moving like smoke, gathering the glow of the street lamp in a blue aureole.

This small paved area had provided a stage for the last act of a tragedy only a few hours ago, and he knew he would never again see it as anything else.

Conan had been awake when the curtain went up; he seldom turned off his lights before 2:00 A.M. The arrival of the storm front at midnight had distracted him, but only briefly, from his labored efforts at translating a century-old book. He’d been so engrossed, he hadn’t even heard the siren until it was quite close.

The siren. 1:35 A.M.

Even in memory that sound sent a chill along his skin, and last night, when the siren finally separated itself from the storm sounds, he’d felt the same chill. He’d put his book aside, thrown back the covers, and paused only long enough to switch off the reading light before coming to this window.

There had been more sirens, but all of them sank into silence by the time he reached the window, and this small paved area had been crowded with an ambulance and two police cars, one state, the other local. A Dantean scene in the black heart of the storm, lit by headlights, spotlights, flashlights; white shafts glittering with rain. The red emergency lights spun, pulsing reflections wavering and angling down the windows with the wash of rain. Hooded figures, bent against the onslaughts of wind and rain, moved in and out of the light shafts.

Conan had observed that scene from the vantage point of his bedroom, making no move to join the cluster of curious onlookers already accumulating on the periphery of the stage—a silent chorus. He waited for the drama to resolve itself, and it did within the next few minutes.

A pair of headlights came out of the darkness, out of the sea itself, it would seem. That apparent impossibility hadn’t disturbed him; in this context it seemed reasonable. And there was a reasonable explanation. The tide was going out, and the vehicle was making its way along the beach.

The Beach Patrol jeep.

The jeep lurched through the sand on its oversize tires, was caught in the headlights of the cars at the access, and finally came to a halt beside the ambulance.

Conan was satisfied, even then, to watch the scene from a distance, but he changed his mind a moment later. A figure emerged from one of the police cars; the one emblazoned with the shield of the Holliday Beach chief of police. He’d been only mildly annoyed as he watched Harvey Rose make his way around to the passenger side. It was more than the wind that made Chief Rose so unsteady.

Conan changed his mind when Rose opened the car door, and a tall, slender woman stepped out. She was bareheaded, her gray hair slipping from its upswept corona, windblown tendrils streaming unnoticed across her distraught features.

Elinor Jeffries.

This gave the entire scene substance; brought it into jarring, sharp focus. Conan grabbed his robe, pulling it on as he ran out of his bedroom and along the balcony to the staircase.

But he didn’t have an opportunity to talk to Nel Jeffries. There was too much confusion, and in the end he’d been too stunned to react before the scene dissolved and Nel disappeared with Chief Rose and the ambulance and the police cars.

He remembered that the front door had jerked out of his hand as he opened it. It was at the north end of the house facing the access, and in the lee of the wind, but some wayward gust pulled it away, and he met a solid wall of icy rain.

He saw Elinor Jeffries near the Beach Patrol jeep, and began working his way through the crowd toward her. Two men were maneuvering a laden stretcher out of the jeep. The occupant of that stretcher was shrouded with a blanket.

But Harvey Rose was bending, turning the blanket back, looking up at Elinor Jeffries, and Conan caught a glimpse of the man on the stretcher before Rose covered the head again.

He recognized him. The victim.

Captain Harold Jeffries, U.S.N., Ret.

A man who had survived thirty years of active duty—most of it at sea—before his retirement.

Conan’s next thought had been for Nel. The shock of seeing her husband…

But Elinor Jeffries needed no comforting then. She was pleading, but not for comfort.

His memory was focused almost entirely on her face and on her voice. Then, as now, the words were clear, etched indelibly. Her hands locked on Chief Rose’s arm, her features taut, intense, Rose making a befuddled effort to calm her.

She wouldn’t be calmed. And if her voice was strained with shock, it still carried a solid conviction as chilling as the beating wind and rain.

“…it’s not possible! It can’t be an accident. He was murdered! Please listen to me—he was murdered!”

*

Conan turned away from the window and went back to the bedside table to dispose of his cigarette. The gray morning light, devoid of warmth, made even this room seem bleak and empty.

Murder.

Most foul, as the Bard would have it. It was primarily that word that had deprived him of his sleep last night, not Harold Jeffries’ death in itself.

He couldn’t regard the death as a personal loss; Jeffries had never been a close friend. Conan hadn’t even particularly liked the Captain; he’d always cared a great deal more for Nel than her taciturn husband.

But he couldn’t dismiss the memory of that word on Nel’s lips.

He lit another cigarette and wandered through the gray shadows back to the window, his eyes drawn inexorably to the beach access.

Shock. Hysteria. Elinor Jeffries had just seen her husband’s drowned body when she spoke the “murder.”

Yet he knew Nel well enough to call her a friend, and he found hysteria an inconclusive explanation. The Jeffries’ marriage wasn’t exactly one of deep passion, and Nel wasn’t prone to uncontrolled emotional outbursts.

And why would she react in that particular way? Why throw out a word like “murder”?

Conan, son, you’re muddlin’ yourself…

So Henry Flagg would have dismissed these fruitless speculations.

…you’re just like your mother, the Lord rest her soul. Always rattlin’ up spooks.

But Henry Flagg had been a man with his feet planted firmly on the ground, and hidden somewhere in the recesses of his land-rooted psyche was the conviction that only birds were meant to fly.

And Conan Flagg had been handed, in a period of less than twenty-four hours, two conundrums; two enigmas. It was enough to make him muddle himself.

He took a long drag on his cigarette, letting the smoke veil around his head, his dark eyes narrowing as he gazed down through the less tangible veils of mist beyond the window.

Nel’s reaction might be explained as emotional strain. But the man in the blue Chevrolet—that enigma couldn’t be explained away so easily.

Major James Mills, Army Intelligence, Retired.

At least, he was retired from G-2.

Conan smiled in retrospect, remembering the jarring shock of recognizing that bland, nondescript, eternally middle-aged face yesterday evening. It had been ten years since he’d last seen James Mills, and half a world away. Berlin.

He found his own reactions vaguely amusing. In spite of the shock, he’d walked past Mills without a word or a hint of recognition. Reflex. He’d taken his cue automatically from the Major; from that disinterested gaze focused across the street.

It hadn’t occurred to him until later that what he interpreted as a no-recognition signal might simply have been an attempt on Mills’s part to avoid being recognized.

He turned his gaze outward to the headland that loomed to the south; a shadow now, blued with a dense growth of hemlock and jack pine. Jefferson Heights, the natives had patriotically, if unimaginatively, named it. He watched the waves breaking in slow, monumental explosions along the black cliffs at the point of the headland, but he found it impossible to enjoy this vista now, or even to focus his thoughts on it.

Finally, he turned away from the window and walked back to the bedside table, wondering if he’d ever have any answers to the questions Major James Mills called up by his very presence, or to the questions Nel Jeffries called up with the word “murder.” It was highly unlikely, and he had other, more mundane problems to occupy his mind.

The rain was beginning again, rattling against the glass and thrumming on the roof. He heard that sound with a little dread. The roof at the bookshop would probably be leaking by now. He should get to the shop early to help Miss Dobie with the buckets and mopping.

And this was Saturday. His housekeeper, Mrs. Early, was due at ten, and he intended to be gone before she arrived. He wasn’t equal to a rehash of Captain Jeffries’ death as interpreted by the local grapevine.

He switched on the reading light and picked up a book from the table. It was an old, extremely rare, and exquisitely beautiful book entitled L’Histoire de la Peinture Italienne. His fingers moved gently, with almost covetous pleasure, across the embossed leather cover. Then he put the book on the bed and took an open notebook from the table, frowning as he read his own scrawling handwriting.

Last night, he’d headed the page: “L’Hist. de la P. It.—Columbia U. Lib. Re: Consultation project: Fabrizi. (Unsigned triptych; nativity).” Under this, in parentheses, was written: “For H. R. Bishop, Montgomery, Alabama.”

The rest of the page was blank except for one short entry: “pp. 373-74. Ref. to painter ‘Fabrizio’—school of Giotto. Alterpiece (?) Pitti, Florence. Possible alternative spelling of…” The entry ended abruptly there.

He’d ceased writing when he heard the mourning wail of the sirens.

Conan dropped the notebook on the table and stood for a moment with his hands on his hips. Concentrating on mundane problems would be difficult today.

Then he turned, stripping off his robe as he walked to the bathroom, making a mental note to call Nel Jeffries later in the day.

Through the automatic process of showering, shaving, and dressing, he was still preoccupied, his thoughts turning in a repetitive fugue whose major themes were Harold Jeffries and Major James Mills. It wasn’t until he stopped to pick up the Histoire before leaving the bedroom that he took note of the particular combination of slacks and heavy turtleneck sweater he’d chosen.

He’d dressed himself entirely in black.

And perhaps it was the only appropriate color for the day.

The chime of the doorbell stopped him before he reached the bedroom door. He went to the high, narrow windows on the north wall and saw the town’s one-cab taxi fleet retreating up Front Street.

He was only annoyed as the chime sounded again. He turned and crossed the room with long strides, then traversed the balcony and descended the spiral staircase into the living room, his pace quickening as he hurried down the screened passage under the balcony to the front door.

His annoyance was mounting as the chime rang again. He didn’t even take time to check the view-hole before he opened the door, and he was entirely unprepared for what he saw.

His unexpected visitor was Elinor Jeffries.


CHAPTER 3

Conan had always maintained that Elinor Jeffries was the most beautiful woman in Holliday Beach.

Hers wasn’t the self-conscious beauty of youth, although he doubted she’d ever been less than beautiful. If he’d been asked, he couldn’t have guessed her age; with Nel, age seemed irrelevant. And almost inevitably in her presence, such old-fashioned adjectives as “gracious” and “well-bred” came to mind.

She was tall and slender, with fine-boned features, and steel-gray hair worn in a style almost reminiscent of Gibson. She had a smile to light a whole room, and gray eyes that always had a hint of laughter in them. But this morning, there was no life in her eyes, although she was as impeccably groomed, her bearing as graceful as ever.

“Nel, come in. Please.” He recovered himself finally, and stepped back from the door.

She smiled faintly, turning as he closed the door behind her.

“I’m sorry to burst in on you without warning, Conan. I’d have called, but—”

“I know; my phone’s unlisted. And I need no warnings from you, Nel. You know that. May I take your coat?”

“No, thank you. I won’t be staying long.”

He hesitated, still a little off balance, then led her down the entry hall. At the kitchen door, he stopped.

“Go on into the living room. I’ll put some coffee on.”

“Oh, you needn’t go to the trouble for me.” She stepped down into the living room and paused by the piano, her eyes moving around the room distractedly.

After a moment, he nodded and followed her, stopping to switch on the lights. But the high ceiling and the dark, paneled walls seemed to absorb the light, and the room, which usually seemed so spacious and warm, was bleak and dark. He went to the windows that made up the west wall and started to pull the drapes, then hesitated and glanced at Nel. It occurred to him that she might not enjoy this particular view this morning.

But she smiled at him and walked over to the two Barcelona chairs by the windows.

“Please—go ahead, Conan.”

As he pulled the drapes, she looked out at the surf, her eyes taking on the same clouded, vague light as the sky. Then she sank into one of the chairs, putting her purse beside her on the floor, and began removing her white gloves.

He studied her, not in the least deceived by her outward composure. That was only a product of ingrained self-discipline. She was too quiet; too composed.

“If I can’t tempt you with coffee,” he said, “perhaps I can offer a little brandy.”

“At this early hour?” She laughed at that, but it was only a frail echo of her usual laughter. “You’re leading me astray, but at the moment I’m willing to be led. Yes, I’d enjoy that.”

He went to the bar at the south end of the room, and the brandy was as much for his own nerves as Nel’s. He returned with two glasses of Courvoisier and put them on the table between the chairs, then seated himself, all the while watching her. And wondering. But there was nothing in her expression or attitude to explain this unexpected visit. Under the circumstances, he doubted it was simply a social call.

She took the glass and raised it to her lips.

“Thank you, Conan.”

“Of course. I’m glad I thought of it. The morning routine of coffee is getting tiresome.” He tasted his brandy, still watching her closely. “How are you, Nel?”

“Oh…I’m really quite all right. I’m tired, I guess.”

He offered her a cigarette, leaning forward to light it for her, then lit one for himself.

“Is someone staying with you?”

“Yes. Pearl Christian. She was with me last night, so she…just stayed. Thank goodness for Pearl; I don’t think I could stand anyone else around. She knew Harold, and she can understand how I feel now. Perhaps you do, too, but not many would.”

“And how do you feel now?”

She sipped at her brandy, a faint, pensive smile shadowing her mouth.

“Well, to be honest, I’m not really sure yet. You know, I married Harold rather late in life, in both our lives, because I was tired of the struggle after…Mark died.” She paused. “Harold had many characteristics I didn’t appreciate, and I suppose in some ways I feel a certain sense of…of relief now.” She looked up at him, then, apparently satisfied with his brief smile of understanding, turned away, her eyes seeming to slip out of focus. “But even if our marriage wasn’t truly a union of love, at least we had a great deal of respect for each other; I think it could be called a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

Conan laughed a little bitterly. “That’s more than can be said of most marriages. Will you be staying in Holliday Beach?”

“I don’t know. I won’t make any major decisions now. Jane and Mark—my children—are coming down this morning to help with the necessary arrangements. The funeral will be tomorrow. Then I may go into Portland and stay with Jane and her husband for a while. I don’t know. I might prefer to be alone.”

She paused, and Conan waited, reading the making of a troubled decision in her controlled features; a decision that had nothing to do with Portland or Holliday Beach.

For a while, she seemed unaware of him, taking another swallow of brandy, tasting it as if she were searching for a flavor that wasn’t there. Finally, she put the glass on the table with a decisive gesture and turned to face him, something contained and tense in her posture.

“I had a specific purpose in coming here this morning. There’s a sign outside the bookshop that says ‘Conan Flagg—Consultant.’”

He laughed, a little surprised at the turn of the conversation, and a little uncomfortable with it.

“Nel, you know good and well I added that ‘consultant’ because I was tired of people asking me to look up information for them—gratis. It’s purely accidental that it became a bona fide business. You should know better than to take that sign too seriously.”

“But I am taking it seriously.”

He paused, stopped by the cool intensity of her voice.

“All right, Nel.”

“And I…I want to consult you. I want to hire you.”

“Hire me? Whatever for?”

“I—” She faltered, but only briefly. “I know all this will sound like the maunderings of a grief-stricken old woman. I’ve been told as much, in more or less polite terms, several times in the last few hours. But I’m quite in control of myself, and I’m not sure I could honestly be called grief-stricken. I didn’t love my husband, Conan, but we…we understood each other.” She paused and crushed out her half-smoked cigarette, her mouth unnaturally tight. Then she leaned back and carefully folded her hands together.

“Whatever I felt for my husband, he was, in his own way, a good man. Even if he weren’t, I don’t think it right or just that his murderer should go unpunished.”

* * *

Conan absorbed this in silence, allowing himself little outward indication of surprise. But he felt a chill weight gathering under his ribs.

Murder.

Hysteria might have been responsible for that word last night. But not now. He frowned and tapped his cigarette against the ashtray.

“Nel, I don’t understand.”

She replied in the same calm, contained tone.

“I think my husband was murdered, but I have no proof. You’ve made a business, of sorts, of finding the answers to other people’s questions, and I have a question. I want to know what happened last night. I want to know who killed my husband and why. I’m quite able to pay for your services.”

He waved the last statement aside irritably.

“Your ability to pay for my services is the least of my concerns.”

For a short time he was silent, considering Harold Jeffries’ death, the man himself. And Nel.

Murder.

The day was out of joint, and there seemed to be nothing he could do to set it right.

“Nel, I’ve known you for a long time—”

“And you think perhaps the shock has been too much? I’ve flipped my wig?” She laughed, but there was no humor in it.

“No. What I was going to say, is that I’ve never known you to be unreasonable or illogical. I don’t think you’ve…flipped your wig. But if you have good reason to think your husband was murdered—and I’m assuming you do—why come to me? If you’re right, this is something for the police.”

One hand went to her forehead to push a strand of hair back, and her eyes closed briefly.

“Don’t you think that was my first thought? Yes, I talked to the police. Of course, I didn’t expect much from the local police. Chief Rose was too busy trying to sober up last night to pay much attention to me.”

Conan gave a short, caustic laugh. “As usual.”

“I also talked to the State Police and the County Sheriff’s office. All I could get from anyone was that I should talk to the local police. It wasn’t a state or county matter unless the local office requested assistance. So I was right back where I started—with Harvey Rose.”

“That isn’t much of a starting place.”

“No. But I did reach one…well, slightly sympathetic ear with the State Police. A man named Travers. He said he was a friend of yours.”

Conan nodded. “Steve Travers. Yes, I’ve known him since we were kids. We grew up together near Pendleton.”

“Well, he couldn’t help me any more than the others, although he was courteous enough to check with the patrolmen who were on the scene last night. That didn’t seem to change his opinion, but he did tell me it might be ‘worth my time,’ as he put it, to talk to you.”

He looked at her sharply. “Why me? Did he say?”

“No. It seemed a little strange, but he asked if I knew you, and I said you were a friend. I suppose he thought you’d be able to calm down the hysterical old woman. I doubt he had anything else in mind.” She looked at him intently. “And, Conan, I’m well aware that there’s probably nothing else you can do for me. I know it’s unreasonable for me to come to you with something like this, but if I’m not hysterical, I am desperate. There’s no one else I can turn to. I thought perhaps you’d at least listen to me without automatically dismissing everything I say as some sort of delusion.”

He found it difficult to meet her eyes.

“Nel, I’m complimented by your faith, but—”

“I’ve gone over the whole thing in my mind a thousand times. I just can’t believe Harold died as a result of an ‘accidental drowning.’ It just isn’t possible. And I can’t simply shrug my shoulders and forget about it. I must know. I must find out what happened last night.”

He raised his glass, then put it down again. The brandy had a flat taste. Then he rose and moved restlessly to the window to stare out at the surf.

He knew what he should do. He should simply say, sorry, but I can’t help. It would come to that sooner or later; it might be easier for Nel if he said it now.

If Jeffries had been murdered, it seemed unlikely that it had been premeditated. It seemed utterly improbable that anyone would have a motive to kill him. He hadn’t been particularly well liked, but neither was he hated. He inspired indifference more than anything else. Why would anyone want to kill him?

But that was the question Nel was asking—not did someone kill him, but why. And who. There was no doubt in her mind that he had been murdered.

He turned, finding her calm gaze fixed on him, and in the wan light, her face seemed something drawn in charcoal; all soft grays.

“Nel, Steve Travers may have sent you to me to calm down the hysterical old woman, as you so inaptly put it. But he also knows I hold a private investigator’s license, and from time to time I take on problems of this sort. At least, when I have a personal interest in them.”

Her eyes widened. “Conan, you—”

“I know. Steve’s one of the few people who know about it. I prefer to keep it quiet.” He smiled fleetingly. “In this, as in everything else, I’m an amateur. A professional dilettante. And I intend to maintain that status.”

“Should I be encouraged that you’ve told me this?”

He frowned and looked out the window.

“No, not really. I know my limitations. But I’d like to know more about it.” He looked around at her. “I’d like to know why you think your husband was murdered.”

She seemed to sag, her breath coming out in a long sigh. Then she nodded, lifting her chin slightly.

“To be quite honest, I have nothing you could call concrete evidence, and I haven’t the slightest idea what happened last night. I…wasn’t home when Harold left the house.” She paused, shaking her head. “I so seldom went out without him, but Pearl and I had been invited to the Barnhards’ for bridge. And on the one night I was gone—” She stopped, then went on firmly. “It doesn’t matter. Anyway, I don’t know what happened last night, and the only evidence I have is my knowledge of my husband. But as far as I’m concerned, it’s as concrete as a fingerprint.”

He nodded. “All right, Nel, go on. I’m listening.”

“Well, that’s more than the police would do.”

“They’re used to working with more concrete evidence—such as fingerprints.”

“I know, and I can see their reasoning. Harold was seen walking down Front Street in the general direction of the beach access—”

“Who saw him?”

“Alma Crane, our neighbor across the street.” Her tone was briefly cold. “Who else? The all-seeing eye of Hollis Heights.”

Conan knew Alma Crane and understood Nel’s coldness. He made no comment, waiting silently for her to continue.

“Anyway, a few hours later, he was found washed up on the beach. So the police, quite naturally, I suppose, assumed he went for a walk on the beach and got caught in a high wave.”

“But you have another explanation?”

“No. All I know is that explanation is wrong. It sounds reasonable enough, and would be—for anyone but Harold. I knew my husband, Conan. I know it’s inconceivable that he would voluntarily go out on that beach last night—or any night. And if he didn’t go voluntarily, he was taken there forcibly, and he died there. That doesn’t add up to ‘accidental drowning.’”

He walked back to his chair and sat down, frowning as he stubbed out his cigarette and lit another.

“What makes you so sure he wouldn’t go to the beach voluntarily?”

She hesitated as if she were trying to find the right words.

“You see, Harold had many…eccentricities, and one of them was his strange—well, I suppose you’d call it a fear of the sea. It was strange. He spent most of his life on or near the ocean, and in a way, he loved it; at least he loved his life on the sea. But at the same time, he was deathly afraid of it. I think it started when he lost that ship. That was in the Korean War. He never talked about it much, but I understand there weren’t many survivors. At any rate, his attitude toward the ocean was…ambivalent, at the least. Fear, is the only word I know for it, and it was getting worse with time.”

She sighed and leaned back in her chair, gazing out the window.

“I never did really understand it. I was only grateful he was willing to live here on the coast. That was a concession to me; he knew how I loved it. But when we decided to move down here, there was one thing he was adamant about: he would not live on the beachfront. We had a chance to buy the Adams house—you know, that nice place down on the front next to Mrs. Leen’s?”

He nodded. “Yes, I know the one.”

“It was a real bargain then, but Harold wouldn’t have anything to do with it. He paid twice as much for the house we have now, and it isn’t nearly as nice. And he was always…extremely careful with his money. Penurious, to be quite frank.” She leaned forward, emphasizing her words. “But the important thing to him was that our house is up on Hollis Heights, a good three hundred feet above the beach level. He didn’t seem to mind so much being within sight of the ocean, but he literally couldn’t stand being—well, within reach of it.”

She sighed and leaned back, closing her eyes.

“And Harold did not take walks on the beach, day or night. In all the time we lived here, nearly ten years now, he only set foot on the beach three or four times, and that was at my insistence, and always on mild summer days. He used to get quite upset when I went down to the beach, and he never wanted me to go alone.”

She looked up, a troubled, reminiscent expression clouding her gray eyes.

“And those few times he did go with me, he insisted on waiting until low tide, and all the time he was nervous as a cat. You’d think he was expecting a tidal wave. The longest time he ever stayed on the beach with me was about half an hour. Then he just grabbed my arm and practically ran for the access. That was also the last time he went to the beach, and that was six years ago. It was a kind of phobia, I suppose. It was entirely unreasonable, and even he admitted it. But he couldn’t seem to help himself; even the thought of going to the beach made him almost ill these last few years. He just couldn’t stand to be that close to the water.”

She paused and looked questioningly at Conan.

“So, can you tell me, in the face of all that, how it would be possible for Harold to suddenly decide—especially on a very stormy night, with the tide nearly high—that he wanted to take a little stroll on the beach?”

He was silent, searching for an answer, feeling the acute sense of discomfort that always accompanied any confrontation with the inexplicable. He crossed his legs, settling himself deeper into the chair, frowning as he took an impatient puff on his cigarette.

“Nel, has Harold been acting strangely? I mean, have you noticed any change in personality lately?”

She laughed. “You mean symptoms of senile dementia? No, and he was in excellent physical health, considering his age. He had a checkup about a month ago. I know what you’re doing, Conan. I’ve been doing the same thing for hours—looking for some simple, logical explanation for an utterly unreasonable act. I can save you some time and trouble. Harold was perfectly clear mentally, and quite stable emotionally, except for his phobia about the sea, and he solved that problem very neatly by simply staying away from the beach. Suicide isn’t a possibility. He might complain about the way the world was going, or about my cooking, but he never complained about himself. He always seemed quite content with his lot in life.” She shook her head, her shoulders coming up in an uneasy shrug. “Conan, there is no logical explanation for his going to the beach last night.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

“Then perhaps the question is why he left the house, not why he went to the beach. Have you any doubt that he left the house voluntarily?”

She hesitated, then shook her head.

“No. Mrs. Crane saw him leave. He was alone, and apparently under no duress. But I can’t guess what prompted him to go out; he said nothing to suggest he had any intention of leaving the house last night. I suppose it’s possible he had some sort of secret life; something that would explain his going out without telling me. But knowing him, it’s highly unlikely; he wasn’t that imaginative. And if he ever had any secret rendezvous, they were few and far between. He has never, under any pretext, gone out alone when I was home, and I very seldom went out without him. He made too much of a fuss about it. Besides, even if I knew why he left the house, it still wouldn’t explain how he ended up on the beach.”

“It might have some bearing on that.”

She pressed her fingers to her eyes tiredly and nodded. “Yes, I suppose so.”

“Nel, did you talk to Mrs. Crane?”

“Of course. When Pearl brought me home and we found Harold gone, I called Mrs. Crane. I knew she’d take due note of it if he left the house. After that, I could hardly get rid of her.”

“I suppose she came over to your house.”

“Oh, yes. Full of neighborly solicitude.”

He laughed briefly. “Alma always likes to be where the action is. What did she tell you?”

Nel took a deep breath. “Not a great deal, although it took quite a while for her to tell it. She said she heard our front door close and looked out her window. That was at eight-thirty. She pinpointed the time by the fact that the Lawrence Welk show had just concluded and she’d turned off her television.”

“When did you leave the house?”

“Pearl picked me up at eight. Anyway, Alma said Harold left the porch light on and took time to lock the door, then he walked down Front Street ‘at a good clip.’ She can see quite a distance from her south windows; she knows he stayed on Front as far as Beach Street. There’s a light at the corner there, and he didn’t turn off. But it was too dark for her to see him after that.”

Conan frowned. Beach Street intersected Front only a block north of his house—and the access.

“Was he alone?”

“Yes.”

“You have no idea where he might have been going?”

“No. We don’t know anyone down at this end of Front; not well, at least. Except you.”

“Well, Harold never paid any calls on me here at home. Is there any reason he wouldn’t take the car? I mean, mechanical problems that would preclude his using it?”

She picked up her glass, swirling the brandy idly, smiling with a hint of irony.

“No. The car was always in perfect working order. Harold wouldn’t tolerate mechanical malfunctions; he ran a tight ship.”

“That would suggest his destination was close—within walking distance.”

“True, but it doesn’t suggest to me what his destination might have been.”

“Did Mrs. Crane have anything else to offer?”

“Oh, a great deal, but nothing else that could be classified as factual.”

“Nel, what about—” He paused, then, “I don’t like to make things worse for you, but was there anything unusual about the body? Any signs of violence?”

She shut her eyes briefly. “I—I don’t think so. Nothing obvious, anyway.”

“And the official cause of death was drowning?”

“Yes. I’ve ordered an autopsy done, but I haven’t heard anything about it yet.”

“Do you know who the examining physician was?”

“Nicky Heideger.”

His head came up. “Nicky?”

Dr. Nicole Heideger was probably one of the finest G.P.’s in the country, but because she was too outspoken about local politics, she was persona non grata to the administrators of the Taft County Hospital.

“I know it was Nicky, Conan. I talked to her last night at the hospital.”

“I was only surprised she’d be called in. Nel, when Harold was found, was anything missing—billfold, money, jewelry?”

She shook her head vehemently. “No. He still had his billfold, and there were forty-five dollars in it. He was wearing a rather expensive watch and a two-carat diamond ring. It wasn’t a simple case of robbery.”

“All right. What about yesterday? Did anything unusual happen?”

“No. We were both at home all morning, then we came down to the bookshop in the afternoon—you remember.”

“Yes. Where did you go after you left the shop?”

“To the post office to pick up the mail.”

“Were there any personal letters for Harold?”

“No. The only mail in the box was a letter to me from my daughter Jane.”

“And after you left the post office?”

“We went back home.”

“Were there any calls or visitors?”

“No, and neither of us left the house. We were together all day until Pearl picked me up for our bridge date at eight o’clock. Everything was perfectly normal; there wasn’t the slightest hint that anything was wrong. When I left, Harold was sitting by the fire, peacefully reading a book. He was in his robe, already prepared for bed.”

Conan’s lips were compressed, and he nearly knocked the ashtray from the table as he put his cigarette out. He despised questions with no answers. Why would a man comfortably reading, already prepared for bed, go to the trouble of dressing and braving a rising storm on foot? Particularly a man like Captain Jeffries, whom the villagers called a recluse; a hermit.

“Did…Harold drink much?”

She laughed at that. “He didn’t drink at all. That was another of his quirks.”

He nodded, staring down at the rich patterns in the Lilihan, his frustration mounting steadily. It was like trying to climb a sheer wall; he kept fumbling for a foothold, and the wall only became increasingly solid, offering not even the slightest crack. He wondered why he kept asking questions.

He shifted his gaze to Nel, still finding her calm a source of amazement.

“What about Harold’s financial status?”

“He had a pension from the Navy, of course; that was his sole source of income, and it was quite sufficient for us.”

“No investments or anything of the sort?”

“United States savings bonds. Harold was a flag-waver, really; a borderline chauvinist. Nothing else, except some small insurance policies. I kept the accounts, and if he indulged in any financial speculation, it was either before we were married or entirely sub rosa. And on a small scale.”

“Insurance policies?”

She eyed him obliquely. “I’m the beneficiary of all of them—and his sole heir. He has a brother still living, but Ben did quite well for himself in real estate in California. Harold didn’t think he needed anything from him.” She pulled in a deep breath, her weariness coming through. “It’s ironic. If you’re looking for someone with a reasonable motive to kill him, I’m the only one.”

Conan rose and went to the window again, finding immobility intolerable. And he was running put of questions.

“Nel, haven’t you any thoughts, any speculations, however irrational? For instance, when you reached the conclusion he’d been murdered, did anyone—or anything—come to mind?”

Her head moved back and forth slowly.

“No one and nothing. And I have no speculations, irrational or otherwise. All I know is that Harold didn’t go out to the beach of his own volition.”

“Did he leave any messages? A note, perhaps, or—”

“No. I looked for one both before and after he…he was found.” She frowned and leaned down to open her purse. “There was something, though; but I’m not sure it means anything.”

He tensed, the frustration translating itself into reined excitement. Hope. A fragment of a hint, something, anything that would give him a small foothold.…

He walked over to her and took the sheet of paper she proffered, studying it almost hungrily. It was from a notepad and bore the navy insignia and Jeffries’ name and rank. A telephone number was written across the lower part of the page.

“This is Harold’s handwriting?”

“Yes.”

“Where did you find it?”

“It’s from a notepad by the telephone. It’s a local number by the prefix, but it doesn’t belong to any of our friends. I checked our address book.”

He stared at the number, his frustration returning with a rush that made his shoulders sag. He saw his own disappointment reflected in Nel’s eyes.

“What is it, Conan?”

He returned the sheet to her. “That’s the bookshop number.”

“It’s what?”

“The bookshop.”

“Oh.” Her hand moved spastically, crumpling the paper, and for a moment she seemed on the verge of weeping. Then she pressed the paper flat and put it in her purse, managing a short, brittle laugh.

“Well. So much for my one concrete piece of evidence. I wonder why he wanted the bookshop number.”

Conan frowned, walking slowly back to the window.

“I don’t know, but I doubt anyone at the bookshop had anything to do with his death.”

Again she laughed. “Well, I can’t see you or Miss Dobie doing him in, and that leaves Meg. She’s out on the basis of the feline aversion to water.”

He called up a smile at this, more for the effort behind it than the humor. She was at the frayed end of hope. “Nel, you found nothing else?”

“You mean in the form of written messages? No. Pearl and I searched quite thoroughly. We even sorted through the ashes in the fireplace.” She paused, watching him, and her voice had a dull, final tone. “I’ve given you nothing to work with.”

He turned, drawn by her weary, weighted resignation. There was no hint of recrimination in her eyes, but she seemed immensely tired. And age was a part of her now; he could well believe she was a grandmother. Before, it would have been irrelevant to call her old; now it was only unkind.

“Nel, I’m an amateur. I’m not equipped to deal with this. If there’s an answer, it’s probably buried in Harold’s past. Or his death might be a psychotic and random act, entirely unmotivated. In either case, getting at the truth would challenge the facilities of a fully equipped police force.” He turned away. “I could tell you I’d investigate it, but it wouldn’t mean anything. It would be a hollow promise.”

She rose and walked over to the window beside him. “Conan, do you believe me?”

“Believe you?”

“Do you believe there is something wrong here? That Harold didn’t die accidentally?”

He took a deep breath and finally nodded. “At least, I believe something’s wrong, and it’s quite possible he didn’t die accidentally.”

“Thank you.”

He frowned irritably. “For what? The only thing I can do is talk to Steve Travers, but his hands are tied officially, unless Rose requests state assistance, and that’s highly unlikely.”

“I know, but—”

“Nel, I can’t help you. I’m…sorry.”

And he couldn’t meet her gaze. He could only stare out at the rolling surf, still thinking over every piece of information he had, still trying to find a foothold.

“Conan—”

Her hand on his arm brought his head around; she was smiling gently.

“You’ve already helped me, and I’m the one who should be offering apologies. Forgive me for burdening you with this, but consider yourself unburdened. Please. I wanted someone to hear me out, and you did. And I said I had no one to turn to but you, so if you’re powerless, then I’ve done all I can.” She smiled again, her hand tightening on his arm. “I just don’t want you falling into the typical male reaction of feeling inadequate when you can’t accomplish the impossible.”

He laughed at that. “It isn’t a question of ego bruising. I want to know the answer myself.”

“Perhaps you will—we both will—somehow.” She glanced at her watch and sighed. “Jane and Mark are probably at the house by now, and they’ll worry about me. I’d better get home.” She went back to her chair for her purse, pausing to pull her gloves on.

“I’ll drive you home, Nel.”

“No, you needn’t. I could call the cab; but I think I’ll walk. It isn’t far, and I’d enjoy it.”

He regarded her dubiously a moment, then nodded.

He could understand her need for solitude, even if it meant a walk in a pouring rain.

“All right. And if there’s anything I can do…I mean, anything—”

“You’ve already done more for me than you know. Don’t worry about me. And again, thanks.”

He accompanied her to the front door, feeling vaguely uncomfortable. Thanks for having ears, perhaps. That was all. He watched her walking up the street, her back straight with that graceful Victorian carriage; then finally, he turned away and closed the door.

She could unburden him of any obligation to her, but she couldn’t unburden him of the cloying, nagging frustration fostered by the unanswerable questions she’d raised.


CHAPTER 4

As he drove past the post office, he saw that Miss Dobie had already arrived; her red Porsche, Beatrice Dobie’s private declaration of independence from the confines of middle age, was parked south of the bookshop.

He parked the Microbus and walked through a haze of rain, squinting up at the sign over the door.

Consultant…

Hubris. Or as Henry Flagg would have expressed it—damnfoolishness.

When he opened the glass-paneled door, he was greeted by an assortment of sounds: The jangling of the bells hung on the door; Miss Dobie’s shouted, “Good morning!” from the second floor; and inevitably, the melodic pinging of water dropping into buckets.

Then came a demanding, husky-toned meowing. Meg was waiting for him on the cash register counter across the room from the entrance. His tense features relaxed into a smile as he swept the cat into his arms.

“Meg, I hear you, but I don’t believe a word of it.”

She closed her sapphire eyes as he stroked her back, her complaints lapsing into a rumbling purr. She was a blue-point Siamese, of not particularly good form; a little too square in the face, and her back feet were pigeon-toed. But she had fine, large eyes of the deepest blue.

Meg was the bookshop’s—or it was hers; Conan wasn’t sure which. But she had decided long ago that the shop was her home and her domain, and he was too inordinately fond of this feline doyen ever to contest her sway.

He gave her a final vigorous rubbing.

“All right, Duchess, that’s it. I have things to do.”

But Meg protested, locking her claws in his jacket as he tried to put her down. After a moment, he desisted and reached for a piece of scrap paper from the counter, wadded it into a ball, and rolled it along the floor. Meg leaped for it avidly, making a skidding turn as she landed.

He watched her, laughing at her tiger feints and lunges. Paper was Meg’s hang-up. She’d received hundreds of toys from her admirers, all designed to delight the feline heart, but even the fanciest bored her. Her favorite plaything would always be any loose bit of paper.

At the jingling of the bells on the door, he looked up to see Ellie Todd, one of the local high school girls, coming in.

“Good morning, Ellie. May I help you with something?”

“Oh, hi, Mr. Flagg! Uh…yes, just a second.”

He watched, fascinated, as she rummaged through a large, gaily colored receptacle which he assumed she called a purse. Finally, she brought forth a wrinkled mimeographed sheet, loosing a long sigh of relief.

“Oh, here it is—thank goodness! Mr. Flagg, I’ve got a book report to do, and I have to have it in by Monday, and they don’t have any of these books in the school library. I hope you’ve got at least one of them, or I’m just sunk!”

He took the paper, frowning at the date on it.

“Procrastinating again, Ellie? This assignment’s three weeks old.”

She grinned sheepishly. “Yeah. I guess I sort of forgot about it.”

“Obviously. Of course, I should just let you suffer the consequences.” Then he smiled at her. “Don’t look so worried; you know I’m a soft touch. And don’t give me that fluttering eyelash bit. It may devastate the football team, but I’m immune.”

She laughed at that. “Why, Mr. Flagg!”

“Now.” He studied the list. “I think I saw this one upstairs yesterday. Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast.”

“Really? Oh, that’d be groovy! I saw the movie on the late show last month.”

Conan sighed. “Well, I hope you won’t be disappointed with the book. Come on, let’s see if we can find it.”

As he led the way to the stairs at the north end of the building, he noted that Miss Dobie had already put out buckets and cans and mopped the floor, but he saw a pile of water-soaked books in one corner. He’d never been able to understand how it was possible to have leaks on the first floor of a two-story building, but that was only one of the shop’s many quirks.

The bookshop was badly lit, dingy, full of odd rooms, unexpected corners, and low beams. Still, his clientele insisted, it was a place of unique and comfortably anachronistic charm.

And Conan agreed. He’d been quite content to leave the building in its charming state when he bought it, except for some direly needed structural work.

He led Ellie up the creaking staircase into the quiet, attic-like gloom, hearing a distant swishing and thumping—Miss Dobie mopping up in the Reference room at the far end of the second floor.

The fiction was arranged in more or less alphabetical order according to author. Conan found the Ds and glanced down the titles, then gave a satisfied, “Ah!” and pulled out the book in question.

“Voilà!” he said, handing it to Ellie with a flourish. “You’re saved.”

“Oh, wow, Mr. Flagg! That’s just groovy!”

He winced, and while she thumbed through the book, he automatically noted a Rex Stout which had been put on the wrong shelf. He reached for it, then stopped abruptly.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, a dim alarm was ringing. Not for the Nero Wolfe, but for the book just next to it. He pulled out the other book, frowning, wondering why he’d noticed it at all.

It was only a common, red-jacketed Modern Library edition of Crime and Punishment.

Yet when his eye chanced upon it, he felt a shiver of apprehension, and irrationally the sound of sirens came to mind.

“Mr. Flagg?” Ellie was watching him inquisitively.

He smiled at her and started to put the Dostoevsky back on the shelf, then hesitated, and instead tucked it under his arm.

“I was just trying to remember something, Ellie. Come on, I’ll check out your book for you.”

Downstairs, Conan returned to the counter. The process of “checking out” the rental books was simple enough. He stamped the date on the library date card that was kept in an envelope in the back cover of the book. The cards were only a convenient means of marking the date on which a book was taken out; they were always left inside the books, and only referred to when a book was returned in order to calculate the nominal daily rental fee.

He stamped the date on the card, returned it to its envelope, then handed the book to Ellie.

“Here you are, and good luck.”

“Oh, thanks, Mr. Flagg—ever so much.”

When she was gone, with an unnerving jangling of the door bells, he picked up the Crime and Punishment again, studying it curiously. Then he shrugged; he’d have to ask Miss Dobie about it.

He checked to see if the cash was in the register—knowing it would be—then, with the Dostoevsky in hand, went into his office.

*

Conan had made certain concessions to modernity in his office—or rather, to his privacy. The room was sound-proofed, and the “mirror” on the door was a one-way glass. The door, marked with a small sign reading PRIVATE, was behind the counter and a little to one side, so that from his desk, he had only to turn his head to the left to see both the cash register and the front entrance.

And he’d made concessions to his pleasure. The small room was carpeted with a ruby-hued Kerman, the wood-paneled walls adorned with a few of his favorite paintings. It was furnished with an old Hepplewhite desk, two comfortable chairs for visitors, and a Louis Quinze commode housing a stereo and a small bar and supporting the coffeepot, which was always full when the shop was open. The one window opened to the west, giving him a view over the rooftops of the village to the sea.

There was also an antique safe. He never kept money in it, however; it served as a storage place for a few especially rare volumes.

He put the Crime and Punishment on the desk and hung his jacket in the small closet behind the door, then poured a cup of coffee and sat down at the desk to check the mail. It was laid out in two neat stacks—“personal” and “business.”

He glanced through the personal mail, noting return addresses, and ripped open a letter bearing the Circle-10 insignia of the Ten-Mile Ranch Corporation. This would be from his cousin, Avery Flagg. As he read, he heard Miss Dobie approaching, and looked up as she sauntered in.

“Well,” she said, pausing to prop a wet mop against the doorjamb, “the rains have come.”

Conan laughed. “The monsoon season. Thanks for taking care of the bucket brigade.”

“Sure.” She poured herself a cup of coffee then settled in the chair across the desk. “That roof is really getting bad. We’ll have to hold a rain sale pretty soon.”

He glanced up at her briefly as she loosed a long, weary sigh. Beatrice Dobie was somewhere in her fifties, trim-figured, but with a square, broad-featured face that made her seem heavier than she was. Her hair was a deep auburn, and she went to some trouble to keep it that way.

Miss Dobie had her quirks; she could be exasperatingly long-winded and occasionally stubbornly perverse in her convictions, but he was well aware of her special gifts; particularly the gift of a card file mind. She was an indispensable part of the shop.

He finished the letter from Avery and tossed it on the desk.

“That roof isn’t just getting bad, Miss Dobie, it’s gone.” He sighed. “You’d better get your notebook. There are quite a few things to take care of today.”

She went out to the counter and returned with a stenographic notebook and a pen.

“Well…this looks like a good day to get things done,” she commented, resuming her seat. “There won’t be many people out in this rain.”

“Oh, there’ll be some locals,” he said, opening another letter and glancing through it. “The post office parade should be starting soon.”

“At least they’ll have plenty to talk about today. Did you hear about Captain Jeffries?”

He didn’t look up. “Yes.”

“You know…it’s hard to believe. And to think the Captain and Nel were in the shop just yesterday.” Miss Dobie shook her head ponderously. “You’d think a man who spent his life on ships would know better than to go out on the beach on a night like that. Seems strange.” She sighed. “But I guess the sea takes its own.”

Miss Dobie had a penchant for such weighty observations. Conan’s jaw tightened and he continued his examination of the mail without comment. Finally, he put aside the business stack.

“There’s nothing imminent here,” he said. “Just bookkeeping.” He turned to the personal stack again and handed Avery Flagg’s letter to her. “You can send a reply to this. Tell Avery—again—he has my proxies and my good faith, and I will not attend his damned board meeting. Why the hell does he think I made him chairman of the board?”

She scribbled a few quick shorthand notes, making no response, knowing none was expected, and knowing the letter she wrote would be couched in more polite terms.

“About the roof,” he said, as he glanced through another letter, “you’d better call old Hitchcock. See if he’s sober enough to give us an estimate.” He separated three letters and handed them to her. “These are inquiries on consultation projects. Tell them I’m tied up at the moment. They sound about as interesting as stale macaroni.”

She took the letters with a faint smile.

“What about the Fabrizi project? Did you find anything in that French book?”

“Oh—that reminds me.” He straightened and reached for a battered three-by-five-inch card file.

This was the File, always spelled with a capital letter in his mind; the heart of his consultation business. It contained the names of the top authorities in almost every field of human endeavor. It had been years in the making, and he considered it one of his most precious possessions. Miss Dobie had standing instructions: in case of fire, save the Morris Graves and the File first.

He looked under “Art,” flipping through the cards hurriedly.

“Yes, there was a possible lead in the Histoire,” he said. “But I was thinking about that man in Florence. I dealt with him on that pseudo da Vinci business a few years ago.” He paused, pulling out a card. “Ah. This is the one. Luigi Benevento.”

“I remember him.” She studied Conan thoughtfully. “Shall I write to him, or are you going to see him yourself?”

He looked up at her sharply. “What makes you ask that?”

“Oh…you just had that nostalgic look on your face.” She leaned back, giving him one of her slow, maddeningly knowing smiles.

“Nostalgic?”

“Well…it’s been months since you’ve been away from the shop, and every time you start getting itchy feet and thinking about faraway places, you get that nostalgic look.”

He smiled, then took out a cigarette and lit it, for a moment indulging himself in a warm, sienna- and ochre-toned vision of Florence. Business would be slow this time of year; Miss Dobie could take care of the shop easily enough. There was nothing to keep him here now except…

His smile faded and he dropped the card on the desk.

“It’s a beautiful idea, Miss Dobie, but I’ll…have to think about it.”

She raised an eyebrow at that, then shrugged.

“Shall I write to Benevento?”

“I’ll do a rough draft for you. I have some specific questions and—” He frowned at the shrill ring of the phone, and when he made no move to answer it, Miss Dobie leaned forward to pick up the receiver.

“Holliday Beach Bookshop.”

He stared at the Benevento card, listening to her monosyllabic responses, hoping the call wasn’t for him, but knowing it probably was.

Finally, she covered the mouthpiece with one hand.

“It’s Avery Flagg.”

He reached for the receiver, his frown deepening.

“Where’s he calling from?”

“The Pendleton office. Shall I leave?”

“What—oh, no. Hello.”

It wasn’t Avery who responded, but a crisp, feminine voice.

“Mr. Flagg? Just a moment, please. I have Mr. Flagg on the—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Carrie, this isn’t Wall Street. Get Avery to the phone.”

He heard a muffled giggle. “Yes, sir.”

The next voice was Avery’s, and it had an edge of anxiety in it.

“Conan, I’m glad I caught you.”

“Caught me? Where the hell did you think I’d be?”

“Well, with you, I never know.”

He leaned back and took a quick puff on his cigarette. “Yes, I know. I’m such a gadabout. But I’m glad you called. It’ll save me some postage and Miss Dobie some wasted time. I just got your letter.”

“Letter?” A brief pause. “Oh, yes. That one.”

“That one. The answer is no. Don’t expect me at the meeting.”

Avery sighed, but didn’t press the matter, which surprised Conan.

“Well, we were going to discuss the Vanstead ranch; they’ve dropped the price another ten thousand, but that wasn’t what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“I’m relieved.”

“Conan, I just had a call from Hendricks at the Portland office. He has a friend in the state tax office in Salem; records division. Anyway, he picked this up and tipped Hendricks about it, and—”

“Is this third or fourth hand?”

“Who knows. But the word is, someone’s digging into corporate records and asking a hell of a lot of questions about you; financial status, where you fit in with the company, that sort of thing.”

Conan laughed, finding Avery’s tone of mixed chagrin and suspicion ironic.

“Who’s supposedly asking the questions?”

“I don’t know. Government boys. And I don’t mean state.”

“Federal, then? Well, that’s a relief. I thought it might be the Mob, or whatever it’s called these days.”

Avery Flagg wasn’t amused.

“Conan, this is serious.”

“No doubt. And no doubt you’re thinking of the IRS.”

“It crossed my mind. Look, if there’s anything—”

“Avery, we have an excellent and overpaid staff of accountants to deal with problems of that sort. If you’re worried about the IRS, consult them. I’m the last one to ask when it comes to the intricacies of taxes.”

“I just thought…well, if there was something I should know about.”

Conan knocked the ash from his cigarette into the ashtray with an impatient snap.

“I’m sorry, I can’t help you. My life’s an open book. At least, my financial life. I haven’t time to waste trying to hide anything from the all-seeing eye of the IRS.”

Avery sighed. “All right. You’re sure there’s nothing you’ve…uh, forgotten, maybe?”

“Quite sure. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some important business to attend to.” He caught Miss Dobie’s eye, exchanging a wry smile with her.

“Sure. Well, thanks anyway.”

“You’re quite welcome. Good-bye, Avery.”

He cradled the receiver, pausing to take a slow drag on his cigarette. That possible inquiry into the business affairs of Conan Flagg vibrated in his mind like a dissonant chord.

Then he leaned back and turned his attention to Miss Dobie, who was waiting patiently. And silently. For all her tendency to verbosity, she could be admirably tight-lipped about matters she knew to be private. She wouldn’t question him about the call.

And he wouldn’t allow himself to be concerned over a piece of gossip.

*

“Now, Miss Dobie, where were we?”

“Luigi Benevento.”

“Oh, yes. I’ll take care of that later.”

“Okay. Say, what about the Dell order?”

“Oh. I forgot about that. Joe Zimmerman was here—as usual.” He opened the top drawer of his desk and pulled out a duplicate order form, and as he handed it to her, he fixed her with a suspicious look. “You certainly timed that hair appointment well.”

She tried to look innocent, but only succeeded in looking sheepish.

“Well…one thing you can say about Joe Zimmerman, he’s as regular as clockwork.”

He nodded glumly. “Sure. You can set your calendar watch by him. Every second Friday of the month, and neither rain, nor snow, etcetera, will stay him on his rounds. Unfortunately, I forgot what day it was.” He paused, then added, “Obviously, you didn’t.”

She glanced over the order form. “Oh, he’s not such a bad guy, really.”

“No. Just the world’s biggest bore. The All-American Failure.”

“Well, he’s harmless enough.”

Conan hesitated. “Yes, I suppose so. But I always wonder about a man whose capacities fall so far short of his ambitions.”

“Well, we only have to put up with him once a month.” She laid the order form aside. “Oh, by the way, there was a telephone repairman here this morning before you arrived.”

“Telephone repairman?” He focused intently on her.

“I guess there was some trouble up the line. He said he was just checking.”

Conan considered this piece of news, and perhaps it was only intuition that set his teeth on edge; or nerves. Or the fact that the local telephone company seldom checked its equipment except on urgent demand.

“Who was it—Frank Beasely?”

“No, it was a new man. He says he’s only been with the local office a couple of weeks. I think he said his name is Evans. Nice young man, and that’s a pleasant change.”

He smiled at that, then reached for the telephone and unscrewed the mouthpiece. Miss Dobie watched him curiously, but he gave her no opportunity to question him.

“Did he check the extensions?”

“Oh, yes. He was very thorough.”

He nodded as he replaced the mouthpiece and cradled the receiver. No doubt the “telephone man” would, indeed, be very thorough.

The phone was bugged.

He felt the heat in his cheeks; a reaction to anger. The whole day was assuming the irrational aspect of a dream, and not a pleasant one. The bug made absolutely no sense. Who would want to…?

Major James Mills.

Conan almost laughed. Who else? And perhaps Avery’s third- or fourth-hand information was more than gossip. And the Major’s appearance outside the shop yesterday—perhaps that was more than a chance encounter.

But why?

The bells on the front door jangled, and he came to his feet, waving Miss Dobie back to her chair.

“I’ll take care of it. You finish your coffee.”


CHAPTER 5

He greeted Miss Hargreaves and Miss Corey, two of the local teachers, with his customer’s smile.

“How are you ladies this morning?”

“Well, we’re just fine, Mr. Flagg,” Miss-Corey replied. “But, my goodness, isn’t this a terrible day? And wasn’t that awful news about Captain Jeffries?”

“Yes, a terrible thing,” he responded tersely. “May I help you with something?”

Miss Hargreaves piped, “Oh, no. We’re just on our way home from the post office, and we thought we’d stop in and look around upstairs for a while.”

“Fine. If you need any help, let me know.”

The Bobbsey Twins, he called them privately, and he smiled faintly as he watched them walk away toward the stairs, in perfect step, as usual. Then he went over to the door and opened it, and leaned against the jamb, his preoccupied frown returning.

The sun was shining dimly through a break in the clouds and bringing out the local citizenry for what he termed the “post office parade.” With no house-to-house delivery, the daily pilgrimage to the post office was an important ritual of village life.

He saw Mrs. Edwina Leen coming up the sidewalk from the north, her long, threadbare coat fluttering around her legs, her white hair constrained with a babushka-like scarf.

He smiled to himself; Mrs. Leen’s name was a tempting source for jokes. She was no more than five feet tall, and weighed at least 190 pounds. She was one of the many Social Securitied widows living in Holliday Beach.

Mrs. Leen was a relative newcomer; she’d taken up residence in a beachfront cottage half a block north of Conan’s house a little over a year ago, but from the beginning, she’d fallen in with the pervading rituals and rhythms of the village, and she passed this way every day, rain or shine.

He waved and shouted a good morning to her, but she only squinted vaguely at him through thick, gold-rimmed glasses. He raised his voice; she was quite deaf and probably hadn’t heard him.

“Good morning, Mrs. Leen,” he shouted. “Nice to have the sun out for a little while.”

Her pink face crinkled in a friendly smile.

“Mornin’, Mr. Flagg. I’m sure glad the sun decided to come out.”

She didn’t pause, her rolling, stiff-legged gait carrying her past him and on toward the post office. She’d probably be back to check out a book on her way home; Mrs. Leen seldom missed a day at the shop, and had already nearly exhausted his supply of mystery books.

“Hey! Mr. Flagg—”

Conan turned, then smiled as he recognized Olaf Svensen trudging along the sidewalk.

“Well, Sven, how are you?”

The old fisherman came as close to smiling as he ever did.

“Purty good, purty good,” he rumbled. “I be better when this blow be over. Can’t be takin’ my Yosephine out in this.”

“No, it’d make for rather rough going.”

The brief break in the storm was passing, and a sprinkling of rain began. The fisherman eyed the cloudy sky balefully.

“Ha! Look at that. Startin’ in all over ag’in. On’y fisherman catch anyt’ing in this weather’s them damned Rooskies. Them wit’ their big boats; yust like the Queen Mary. They be out catchin’ fish like crazy—our fish. And me—I can’t even get my Yosephine out of the Bay!”

Conan studied Svensen intently.

“The Rooskies? That Russian fishing fleet is back?”

“Ya, they be back. Me and Hap been up nort’ by Tillamook Head couple days ago. Sighted ’em up there, movin’ sout’. They always stayin’ yust outside the t’ree-mile limit. But the damned fish—they don’t know nothin’ about t’ree-mile limits!”

“I suppose as long as they stay in international waters, no one can touch them.”

“Oh, they be doin’ a lot of talkin’ in Washington, but that’s all is goin’ to come of it, yust talk.” He shrugged and paused, preoccupied; then his features relaxed slightly. “Hey, Mr. Flagg, you hear about ol’ Cap’n Yeffries?” Conan nodded. He suspected he’d be hearing about it all day.

“Yes, I heard.”

“Strange business, that. I wouldn’t be surprise hearin’ some of them damn-fool toorists ’round here gettin’ drowned. But ol’ Cap’n Yeffries—I just don’ know.”

The rain resumed in earnest now, the wind rising in intensity. Svensen turned up his collar, pulling his head down, turtle-like, and cast another vengeful look heavenward before he started off down the sidewalk again.

“Damned Rooskies!” he muttered. “I be seein’ you, Mr. Flagg.”

“Take care, Sven.”

He retreated into the shop as Svensen went on his way, but he didn’t go back into the office. He closed the door and thrust his hands into his pockets, staring at the miniscule, sliding lenses of raindrops on the glass.

The business about the trawlers was interesting, particularly in light of Major Mills’s unexplained, and perhaps inexplicable, arrival on the scene. But, of course, the Russian fishing fleets had worked the coast in this area before.

And it wasn’t the “Rooskies” that made his black eyes opaque and cold, but the activities of a certain pleasant and very thorough “telephone man.” Mr. Evans, whoever he might be, hadn’t bugged his phones on a personal whim; he was acting under orders. Orders from James Mills.

The Major.

A door opening into the past.

The last time he’d seen Major James Mills was at an airport in Berlin.

Conan’s departure from Berlin had been involuntary, as was his transfer to desk duty in Washington. He’d left Berlin on a stretcher.

The scar was still with him, like the memories. Both were permanent parts of his being. The scar traced a thin line from his right clavicle, angling down to the eighth rib on his left side, ending there in an inch-long cicatrix of heavier scar tissue.

Major Mills hadn’t been with him the night he acquired that scar; he’d been alone. But the Major had done some after-hours checking and sent another agent, Charlie Duncan, to the site of that ill-fated rendezvous. Just in case. Conan owed his life to Duncan.

Later, the Major had taken time to see Conan off at the airport, which was typical of him. It was also typical that, from that day, there had been no communication of any kind between them. Mills didn’t indulge in casual exchanges of letters or Christmas cards.

That had been ten years ago.

And four years ago, Major Mills had retired from G-2. Conan knew this from Charlie Duncan, and he was a dependable source of information. Mills’s retirement could be accepted as fact. At least, his retirement from G-2.

But he hadn’t retired from the business.

The rain increased in tempo until the glass was only a blur of distorted images, and it seemed appropriate somehow, that wracked view.

That hadn’t been a no-recognition cue yesterday; Mills had hoped to avoid being recognized. Yet if he intended to spend any time in Holliday Beach, he would be well aware of the risk that Conan might recognize him in the future; and if Mills was working under a cover identity, that could be highly dangerous.

The safest course of action for the Major would be to set up a private meeting on his own terms and warn him of his presence in the village.

But Mills hadn’t taken that course; instead, he was monitoring Conan’s phones, and someone from the federal government was digging into state tax and corporate records and asking questions about his financial status.
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