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Nothing’s Certain but Death

M. K. Wren


Chapter 1

February ninth was the night of the full moon, and Max Heinz, like any experienced bartender, was well aware of that astronomical happenstance despite the fact that the moon was obliterated tonight by a pounding black storm.

Beyond the Surf House dining room’s wide arc of windows, the Pacific Ocean offered ranks of thundering cataracts performing furious prodigies, but it played to shadows and empty tables; the only customers at this late hour were gathered on the upper level in the amber recesses of the Tides Room, as indifferent to the sea’s glory as it was to them, drowning the sounds of rain and surf in raucous song and laughter.

Still, for all the noise, it was a small crowd. Monday. Always chancy, and so was the rain. Sometimes it brought them in droves, but not tonight.

There were only five people Max classified as real customers, and he didn’t know any of them, although the couple in the corner had been in before and he could identify them as scotch rocks and whiskey sour. The three loners at the bar were travelers, but not tourists this time of year. Salesmen, maybe.

All the noise came from the group around the baby grand, but most of them Max didn’t classify as customers, even if they did pay for their drinks; they were Surf House employees. One of them, Brian Tally, was his boss.

Conny Van Roon was actually a customer, of course, but on such a regular basis that he rated a special classification. So did the young woman playing the piano but for entirely different reasons. She was in a class by herself.

And Conan Flagg.

Max had never succeeded in classifying Conan Flagg, except perhaps as one of the things that made life in Holliday Beach, a very small dot on Oregon’s map, interesting.

He was standing on the far side of the piano, looking down at the keyboard, the light from the overhead spot making strong shadows under high cheekbones, negating itself on straight black hair and under the angled lids of black Indian eyes but reasserting itself in the occasional flash of a smile.

Those smiles were generally for the pianist.

Isadora Canfield, whose graceful, brutally powerful hands would two days hence be shaping the demanding complexities of the Liszt Concerto No. 1 in E-Flat on a concert grand in London’s Albert Hall, had for the last hour served as accompanist for a loud and only rarely harmonious sing-along.

And she was loving it.

So was Conan Flagg, but then he’d be equally enthralled if she were playing “Chopsticks.”

At 6 p.m., Isadora had arrived at his door—in an Alfa Romeo, this time—out of a limbo of months and miles, to inform him that she had the evening free. At 2 a.m. she must leave for Portland International Airport or her jet would turn into a pumpkin, but she was Cinderella until then if he cared to be her Prince Charming.

He cared to. For Isadora or her music—and her music—he cared to be almost anything.

“Suuuure, a little bit of heaven fell from out the sky one day…”

Brian Tally was leading the chorus in a clear Irish tenor a little muddied with whiskey, which was probably also Irish. He leaned on the piano across from Conan, turning blue eyes appropriately heavenward as he sang, the spotlight firing his red hair, putting into high relief his flushed, blunt-featured face; the kind of face women called ruggedly handsome and men were simply comfortable with. Isadora looked up at him, laughing, and exchanged a telling glance with Conan while her fingers danced through flamboyant arpeggios and maudlin tremolos.

“And nestled in the ocean in a spot so far away…”

Brian pulled a solemn face, lost the melody, and broke into laughter, swaying as he draped an arm around Tilda Capek’s shoulder. At first it seemed she might fall under his faltering weight, but she managed to get him in balance and on the melody, leading him in a soft, husky alto.

“And when the angels found it, sure it looked so bright and fair…”

Tilda was smiling, but it didn’t reach her eyes, which were fixed on Brian’s face with a troubled concern that was revealing. But Conan wasn’t surprised at that revelation any more than he was at the affectionate presumption of Brian’s embrace. This had been a long time coming.

Tilda Capek had been hostess and dining room manager at the Surf House Restaurant for three years, and for many of its male customers, she was its main attraction. No doubt she was aware of that, but she never seemed to be, always warmly gracious, yet as unapproachable as a Meissen porcelain and as artfully beautiful: champagne-pale hair and fair skin; large, changeable gray eyes framed by dark lashes. She spoke with a hint of an accent and seemed as unaware of its beguiling charm as she was of her beauty.

But at the moment Tilda was aware of only one thing: Brian Tally.

He was drunk.

“They said suppose we leave it, for it looks so peaceful there…”

With extravagant gestures, Brian played conductor to the ebullient chorus, and even if he was unsteady on his feet, his phenomenal memory for lyrics didn’t fail him.

But he was drunk, and Conan did find that surprising.

As owner and host of the Surf House, Brian had long ago learned the art of pacing and subterfuge as well as developing an impressive tolerance for alcohol. Conan had never seen him actually drunk, but tonight he seemed to be deliberately working at it.

Tilda wasn’t alone in her concern. The matronly soprano issuing from the woman next to her tended to wander from the melody whenever the sharp eyes behind the jewel-rimmed glasses wandered toward Brian.

Beryl Randall, Brian’s bookkeeper. “Born with an adding machine for a brain,” Brian always said, and Beryl always laughed. At least when he said it.

“So they sprinkled it with stardust just to make the shamrocks grow…”

Beryl lifted her chin fastidiously as Howie Bliss, who was living up to his surname, staggered against her. The sentiment of the song was overwhelming him; tears flooded his puffy cheeks, and his face was neon pink to the balding dome of his head.

If Brian wasn’t so near oblivion himself, Conan knew he’d be watching Howie closely; his history as a cook at the Surf House was checkered with alcoholic disaster.

But if Brian was indifferent to Bliss’s alcohol content, Claude Jastrow wasn’t. Jastrow, still in his chef’s white, contributed to the musicale with a resonant baritone while casting looks of withering scorn on his subordinate.

“’Tis the only place you’ll find them no matter where you go…”

Jastrow also bestowed occasional withering glances—equally unavailing—on the man standing next to him at the end of the piano, a meager, middle-aged man who seemed to have outfitted himself for a vacation in Palm Springs ten years ago and never made it.

Conny Van Roon. Everyone called him Conny, but the sign outside his real estate office read, “F. Conrad Van Roon,” and Conan had it on good authority that the F. stood for Frederick. He had other things about Van Roon on good authority, too, but tonight Conan could only regard him with warm tolerance as Conny la-da-da’ed along, off-key, offbeat, grinning his vacant contentment.

“Then they dotted it with silver to make its lakes so grand…”

Isadora ran a flashing arpeggio while the choraliers took a concerted breath in anticipation of the finale.

“And when they had it finished, suuuure, they called it IIIIIII-er-land!”

The music dissolved in hectic laughter, and Brian shouted, “Erin go brath!” or a close approximation, kissed Tilda resoundingly, then treated Isadora to the same accolade.

“Oh, Dore! You’ve gotta have some Irish in you somewhere. Isadora, Dore, our own adorable Dore!” He started to make a song of it, then turned, arms raised, and sighted Max Heinz at the bar. “Pour another round for ever’body, Max—on the house!” He surveyed the room and laughed. “Safe enough, the size of this house.”

Isadora rose but didn’t join the general movement toward the bar; she turned to Conan, her hand finding his.

“Five minutes till midnight. Let’s go home.”

He drew her under the arc of his arm. “Home? You sound like an old trouper. Where’s home for you? Any place you hang your Steinway?”

There—that shadow smile again; Conan sighed.

“Home is where the heart is,” she said.

“Mm. Then what are we doing here?”

“Hey, Dore!” Brian shouted. “Conan—come on, you two. Berry up to the—” He doubled in a spasm of laughter. “B-barry up to the bell! Oh, damn. What’ll you have? Hey, Max, fix the little lady a drink.”

Isadora gave Max a brief shake of her head, then smiled for Brian.

“Thanks, but save your booze. It’s nearly midnight.”

He produced a despondent sigh. “Pumpkin time, right? And that’s when your glass slippers crack up.”

Conan and Isadora found that amusing for reasons of their own and, if this Cinderella still had two hours’ grace, neither of them felt it necessary to reveal the fact.

Isadora gave Brian a sisterly hug.

“It’s been a marvelous ball. Thanks so…much….”

She had lost his attention.

His gaze was turned on the entrance of the bar with a fixity that created a chill vortex; it moved out from him, silencing voices, paralyzing motion. The terrain of his face was suddenly uncharted territory.

And into this silence, someone said in elegantly ironic tones, “By the pricking of my thumbs… Something wicked this way comes…”

Conan glanced behind him, seeking the source of that astounding pronouncement. Claude Jastrow’s mouth was tight with a smile, but there was no humor in it, and no one was laughing. They were all, like Brian, staring transfixed at the entrance where the catalyst of this incomprehensible chemistry paused, perhaps intimidated by the many eyes so abruptly focused on him.

A spare, slightly stooped man who could be no more than thirty-five, yet at first glance seemed elderly. He wore a tan raincoat, the shoulders soaked with rain. His pale hands moved nervously to unbutton it, revealing a dark suit, pristine white shirt, and a narrow, unpatterned tie. The shirt collar was unfastened and the tie knot a little loose, but the vest was neatly buttoned, and Conan almost expected to see a gold watch chain looped across it.

Black tie and tails would be no less inappropriate here, and that made the hat crowning the ensemble all the more curious. A Homburg wouldn’t have surprised Conan, but the man wore an odd, soft-crowned hat of rough brown tweed, its floppy brim pulled down over his forehead to protect his glasses from the rain. But to no avail in this storm. The lenses were so spattered with light-catching droplets, he seemed blind, which only added to the impression of vulnerability.

Yet Brian’s words to him were spoken in a seething, guttural tone that made Conan’s pulse accelerate.

“Goddamn you, Nye!”

The man stiffened, eyelids moving rapidly behind the glittering lenses.

“Mr. Tally, that’s hardly—”

“What the hell do you want? Can’t you leave me alone?”

Conan was watching Brian and the man he called Nye, but he was aware of shifting movements: Beryl Randall taking up a position near Brian on his right; Tilda Capek standing close enough to reach out for his left hand. But he waved her back, as if to keep her out of the way of potential danger. Max was coming warily out from behind the bar, and even Jastrow and Bliss were on their feet, watching, ready.

Nothing about this encounter made sense, and apparently it didn’t seem odd to anyone here that Brian Tally, over six feet tall, weighing no less than a hundred and eighty, and none of it superfluous, might need their support, moral or actual, against this antagonist—an owlish man with thin, white hands, looking up at Brian in rain-dazzled myopia.

And Nye, his brow furrowed earnestly, proved willing to brave the united front to approach Brian.

“Mr. Tally, I must speak to you. It’s very important.”

Brian exploded, “Five days, Nye! Then your goons can come in with their damn orders in triplicate and board the place up! You can have it—right down to the last cocktail fork! But I’ve still got five days, so why in hell can’t you leave me alone?”

Beryl was making clucking remonstrances, while Nye shook his head and moved even closer, which to Conan’s mind showed remarkable courage. Or perhaps it was only literal and figurative short-sightedness.

“No, you don’t understand,” he insisted, evidently oblivious to Brian’s clenched fists and certainly to his state of inebriation; he seemed cold sober. “Mr. Tally, I’ve come across something that—well, it changes the picture drastically. Please, it’s imperative that I discuss—”

“Damn it, haven’t you done enough? What do you want? My blood along with everything else?”

Nye drew himself up. “Mr. Tally, that’s entirely uncalled for. After all, I have a job to do.”

“You’ve done it! You’ve done me!”

Brian closed the remaining distance between them, shaking off the anxious protests and restraining hands, while Nye persisted in explaining himself.

“Believe me, I’m very sorry about what’s happened, but I’m trying to tell you that I’ve found something—”

“Sorry!”

That was a poor choice of words.

Beryl screeched, “Brian!” as his sledge-hammer fist cocked back, level with his shoulder.

Conan moved in, impelled more by instinct than conscious intention, and discovered that Nye’s reflexes were faster than he anticipated.

Nye dropped.

For Conan, he simply vanished. But the flesh-and-bone hammer of Brian’s fist was launched on its trajectory, and now Conan was in its path.

In the last millisecond, he saw the raw chagrin on Brian’s face, but he could no more stop that hurtling missile than Conan could evade it.

It was an earthquake, a tidal wave, and a bolt of lightning all in one.

A phenomenon, but for Conan one of brief duration.

He didn’t even know when he hit the floor.


Chapter 2

Conan drove to the bookshop the next morning. Usually he walked the two and a half blocks, but he wanted to find out if he could manage the XK-E’s manual shift with his left hand in a cast.

He admitted, grudgingly, that it wasn’t as bad as he expected; his thumb, index, and middle fingers were free, which gave him enough grip to control the wheel while he shifted gears.

A fracture in the fifth metacarpal. That was Dr. Nichole Heideger’s diagnosis after she studied the X-rays at the hospital last night. The break was accompanied by a gash that took ten stitches to close. Nicky X-rayed his aching and swollen jaw, too, and pronounced it intact, although she advised him it would produce a colorful bruise.

She also advised him, with some relish, to stay out of barroom brawls.

He told her it was an accident, which was as true as it was incredible; the broken bone was a result of hitting his left hand on the edge of a table when he went down after inadvertently putting his face in the path of Brian Tally’s fist.

Brian was at the hospital, too, repetitiously and blearily apologetic, looking more in need of medical attention than Conan. Tilda and Max took him away finally after Conan mouthed the words of understanding and forgiveness Brian seemed to need so desperately.

But a true spirit of forgiveness came hard, especially when he had to say good-by to Isadora in the sterile glare of the emergency room with a curious orderly, a nurse, and Nicky as witnesses, and his left hand immobilized in wet plaster.

It was asking a great deal of a man to forgive that.

Two blocks east of his beachfront home, Conan turned left into a parking lane paralleling Highway 101, drove a half block, and stopped directly in front of the bookshop door. That was sheer perversity. Miss Dobie considered it a stone-etched tenet of good business that the best parking places must be left for customers, and she always parked a considerate distance from the shop, even if it meant trudging through a drenching typhoon to reach the door.

And Conan didn’t even have the excuse of rain.

Last night’s storm was well gone, sweeping east to the Cascades; the air was crystalline, the west wind salt-scented and bracing; the sun poured out a beatitude of warmth upon the row of ramshackle old shops facing the highway, of which the Holliday Beach Bookshop was the largest as well as the oldest and most ramshackle.

This was his most prized possession, yet today he surveyed it with an atypically jaundiced eye, noting that three shingles were missing on one of the upstairs gables, and the trim needed painting.

When he got out of the car, he slammed the door, which was also atypical; the Jaguar was another prized possession, and although its inner workings were to him analogous to the Delphic mysteries, he always treated it with awed respect.

But it had been a long night. A long solitary night.

The bells on the door jangled, and Beatrice Dobie, at the counter across from the entrance, offered a sunny smile.

“Good morning, Mr. Flagg. Isn’t it a lovely day?”

Conan muttered, “Good morning, Miss Dobie,” and went to the door behind and to one side of the counter. It was equipped with one-way glass and a sign reading “Private,” but he left it open. That was simply habit.

This room, which he insisted on calling his office, was also a prized possession—rather, a small space serving to house some of his prizes: the Kirman on the floor; the Hepplewhite desk; a cast-iron half ton of an antique safe; the drawings, prints, and paintings—which included a Ben Shahn—crowding the paneled walls.

In the exact center of the desk reposed another of his prizes, although he never made the error of thinking of Meg as a possession. He suspected she considered him a possession, however.

He sat down in the big leather chair behind the desk, bringing his head nearly on a level with Meg’s.

“Good morning, Duchess.”

Siamese cats, Miss Dobie maintained, were descendants of royal houses, to which he always retorted that they had been rat catchers in the temples. But Miss Dobie adhered to the royal house lineage, adding, irrelevantly, that Meg was a blue-point Siamese, as if that made her blood even bluer.

At that moment, the Lady was occupied with her postprandial ablutions, making a pretzel of herself, one hind foot pointed as gracefully as a ballerina’s so that she might wash each dainty, daggered toe.

Conan didn’t disturb her, knowing that cleanliness is next to repletion in the feline lexicon, nor did he start checking the morning mail, which was generally his first order of business; Meg was sitting on it.

He only slumped deeper in his chair, remembering, when Meg spared him a curious glance, that Isadora Canfield’s eyes were exactly the same shade of sapphire blue.

And Isadora was in London.

He was still glumly nursing that thought when Miss Dobie came in carrying a ten-pound tome bound in brown leather, her square face inflated with a beaming smile that made her look incongruously cherubic. She admitted to fifty-five years, but Conan always accepted such feminine admissions with private skepticism.

“Look what came in the mail, Mr. Flagg.” She put the book down on his desk with a triumphant thump and paused meaningfully.

But Conan didn’t comment, nor even move, and Meg, startled by the seismic impact of the book, unwound herself and departed, muttering inscrutable comments all the way to the door.

Miss Dobie watched her go with an absent frown, then turned to her employer and offered enlightenment.

“It’s the Gaston! Portland: Its History and Builders. The third volume. Remember, that collector in Kansas City—oh, what is his name? Chalmers. That’s it. F. T. Chalmers. Well, he offered fifty dollars for volume three to complete his set, and I found this at that estate sale in Amity last week and made a bid for ten. Of course, the asking price was forty, but I told Mrs. Jenks I can’t pay that kind of money and make anything on my time, and it wasn’t very likely she’d find anybody else who’d even offer ten for a single volume out of a set, and what did you do to your face, Mr. Flagg? And—oh, dear—did you break your wrist?”

Conan regarded her with frank amazement, then waved toward the safe where the coffee pot wheezed.

“Will you pour us some coffee, Miss Dobie? No, I didn’t break my wrist. It was a metacarpal bone.”

She filled two mugs, placed one in front of him, and sat down in the chair across from him with the other.

“Well,” she said to his metacarpal, then her gaze shifted to his empurpled jaw. “What happened to your face?” Conan grimaced as he seared his tongue on the coffee.

“I was in a barroom brawl.”

“Oh?”

He lit a cigarette, ignoring her lifted brow and the pendant question in that syllable. When it became apparent that he didn’t intend to elaborate, she leaned back and crossed her legs with an air of studied indifference.

“By the way, there was a call for you this morning.”

Obviously, she was feeling as perverse as he.

“When? Who was it from?” His first thought was Isadora, which was nonsense; when she was on tour her communications were limited to an occasional post card.

“Oh…it was a little after ten; about half an hour ago. Earl Kleber.”

He flicked his cigarette irritably against the rim of the ashtray.

“What did he want?”

“Well, I don’t know, but he said it was important. He wanted you to call him as soon as possible.”

“He’s probably selling shares in the police pension fund.” Conan eyed the telephone as if it might explain the vagaries of Holliday Beach’s chief of police, but he didn’t make a move toward it.

“I wondered,” Miss Dobie drawled, “if it might not have something to do with the terrible thing that happened at the Surf House Restaurant last night.”

Miss Dobie’s mind worked in mysterious ways, and he read that as a probe; he had refused to elucidate on the barroom brawl. Still, he didn’t understand why she characterized that abortive scuffle as “terrible,” or how she happened to know about it.

Of course, the Holliday Beach grapevine was extraordinarily efficient, and the bookshop was one of its main exchange centers, second only to the post office. Conan couldn’t guess why Chief Kleber would be interested in last night’s comedy of errors, but it was possible.

He shrugged. “Well, I can’t think of anything else Earl would want to talk to me about.”

Her eyes went round. “You know about it, then?”

“Know about it?” That knowledge was not only painfully, but visually evident. “How could I not know about it?”

She frowned in obvious confusion, which made it mutual.

“You mean, you were there?” she asked.

Conan was considering going home and starting the day fresh; it might make more sense the second time around. The ring of the phone came as a welcome diversion, and he answered crisply, “Holliday Beach Bookshop, may I help you?”

“Conan? Oh God, I hope so.”

He stared across the desk at Miss Dobie but only because she happened to be in front of him; he wasn’t seeing her. The voice was Brian Tally’s, and the husky tension in it sounded an immediate alarm.

“Brian, what’s wrong?”

“It’s about what happened last night. Conan, I’ve got to talk to you.”

“Last night?” He laughed uncertainly. “Look, I’m not going to sue you, so will you just forget about it?”

“Forget about—” A spluttering pause, then, “Oh. I see what you…no, I didn’t mean—I guess you haven’t…heard about it, then.”

Conan brought his eyes into focus on Beatrice Dobie, who seemed to be concentrating her every faculty on the task of lighting a cigarette.

“No, Brian, apparently I haven’t heard about it.”

“Well, it’s that…oh, damn”—he stopped for a long breath—“that IRS auditor.”

“What IRS auditor?”

“Nye. His name was Eliot Nye. He was the guy who came into the bar last night. The one I…I tried to…”

Conan closed his eyes wearily. Leave it to Brian Tally to take a swing at an Internal Revenue Service agent.

“Is he suing?”

“Suing? Oh, Lord, I wish he was.” His next words came out with wondering hesitancy, as if he doubted their veracity himself. “Conan, he’s dead.”

Finally, it was all beginning to make sense.

That was the “terrible thing” that happened last night at the Surf House. Miss Dobie was still pointedly not listening, but under her auburned curls her ears were pink.

Conan said into the phone, “I assume he didn’t die of natural causes.”

“No. He was…murdered.”

“How did—” He stopped, hearing Brian in a curt exchange with someone else; a man’s voice.

Brian concluded that conversation with an impatient, “All right, I said I’d tell him. Conan, Earl Kleber’s here. He wants to talk to you. You’re a witness.”

“A witness?” The only thing he could testily to was Brian’s unsuccessful attempt to treat Nye to a mouthful of fist. But perhaps that was a large “only.”

That bungled assault was meaningful in relation to Nye’s death only if Brian was a suspect. A murder suspect. “Brian, where are you?”

“The restaurant. Howie found him here. Nye, I mean.” Brian was mumbling unintelligibly. Conan asked, “Did you say Howie Bliss found him?”

“Yes. He was…the body was in the walk-in.”

“The what?”

“The freezer. Damn, what a hell of a way—somebody shut him in there; hit him on the head and left him there to…to freeze to death.”

Conan felt the muscles around his mouth tighten; he crushed out his cigarette with hard jabs.

“You can tell Kleber I’m on my way.”


Chapter 3

“The morning was a gift of spring all the more generous because it was premature. Conan drove south on Highway 101 with the windows down, the heady wind tingling against his face, but the glory of the day stung in some obscure sense, as if it were a personal affront, a gaucherie comparable to laughter at a funeral.

Being a rational and educated man, he recognized the magnificent indifference of natural forces to the triumphs and tragedies of humankind. Still, at times the veneer of rationality cracked, and as he sped to the site of death, he could only regard the shining day with irrational resentment. The occasion demanded gray rain.

But he came by such unreasonable lapses reasonably enough. He was born on a cattle ranch in Eastern Oregon, a semidesert land in which survival was literally dependent on the whims of nature. A drought could sear the pastures into blowing dust flats devoid of sustenance. A badger hole could cripple a horse and leave a man stranded miles from help or water. A lightning-ignited range fire could raze crops, herds, homes, and hopes in a matter of minutes. And in a high desert blizzard, the temperature could drop to forty below and cattle could freeze on their feet.

One of Conan’s clearest childhood memories was of a winter night when he was thirteen. He stood at the open door of the old house at the Ten-Mile Ranch, shivering in the agonizing blast of blizzard wind, and stared out at his father on the porch only a few feet away but nearly invisible in flailing curtains of snow.

Henry Flagg faced that keening white oblivion with both hands raised, convulsed into fists, and howled curses into the storm.

He would not curse his God, but he cursed the icy wind that had torn down the power lines; he cursed the cold that even the sturdy walls of this stone-cased house couldn’t rebuff; he cursed the mountainous drifts that lay siege to his keep, that no vehicle, no horse, no man, could break through; he cursed his human impotence against that vast omnipotence while his wife and younger son lay dying of pneumonia, and the nearest doctor was thirty miles away in infinity.

Henry Flagg dealt with the forces of nature on a highly personal basis, and now, when the skies laughed in the face of a human tragedy, Conan discovered that he hadn’t, after all, interred that with his father’s bones.

He roused himself in time to turn right at a junction where a billboard urged him to. The Surf House Resort, a hundred motel units, two swimming pools, sauna, tennis courts, beauty salon, gift boutique, and easy beach access. Plus Tally’s Surf House Restaurant and Tides Room Lounge.

Within a distance of two blocks, he went from one axis of Holliday Beach’s existence, the Coast Highway, to the other, the beachfront. When he reached Front Street, he crossed onto a field of asphalt around which the resort complex clustered, forever celebrating and waiting for summer.

The restaurant was west of the parking area and beyond the outdoor pool. The sun made glowing jewels of the lights atop the three police cars, two marked with the insignia of the Holliday Beach police, the other with the star of the county sheriff. The crowd of resort employees and townspeople was small, which meant the cars had been here for some time; curiosity had given way to boredom.

Conan roused a stir of interest as he passed between the cars, exchanging greetings with the onlookers he knew. He felt their stares at his back as he traversed the covered walk beside the swimming pool to the glass doors bearing the legend, “Welcome to Tally’s Surf House Restaurant.”

It was a little difficult to read at the moment. Standing in front of it was a young man of formidable height and breadth, wearing a blue uniform with a .38 holstered in black leather at his side.

Conan nodded, returning his smile.

“Hello, Billy.”

Sergeant William Todd opened the door for him, taking no offense at that familiar greeting; he had been a Holliday Beach Bookshop habitué since he was old enough to read.

“Chief Kleber’s waiting for you, Mr. Flagg.”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

Sergeant Todd restrained a smile. “Good luck.”

Another policeman was posted ten feet down the hall where a narrow passage opened to the left. Along that passage were the restrooms, a phone booth, and at the end of it, a door opening into the kitchen. That explained the guard; the freezer was beyond that door.

Another ten feet down the entry hall, the opaque glass screen on the right angled out, making the entrance to the bar, and a few feet farther, the hall ended in five slate steps descending into the dining room, a spacious room with a warm, lush atmosphere enhanced by banks and hanging pots of Boston fern. The west wall was a curving panorama, its windows framing an unspoiled span of beach, surf, and sky.

Conan looked to his left where there was another opening into the kitchen. A second police guard was posted there. The other occupants of the room were seated by the windows in a numb tableau presided over by Chief Earl Kleber in his blue uniform and Sheriff Gifford Wills in brown.

Brian was slumped at a table across from Tilda Capek, his head cradled in his hands, while Tilda watched him silently, one hand resting on the table near him. Beryl Randall sat at the next table to the left, and the sunlight wasn’t kind to her, betraying the artificial consistency of hue in her reddish hair, the lined irregularity of her scarlet mouth, the harsh curves of overdrawn brows behind the rhinestoned glasses. It also betrayed, when she looked at Brian, the anxious bewilderment in her eyes.

Claude Jastrow sat across the table from her, his attention fixed on the contemporary chandelier in the center of the ceiling. There was something oddly self-conscious in his posture and the studied cant of his head; something also evident in the perfectly matched pants and sweater combination, both designed to play up a slender, but well-proportioned body, and stylishly accented with jewelry at the neck. He wore his brown hair long, brushed straight back, calling attention to a high forehead that was the best feature of a face otherwise notable only for exceptionally fluent eyebrows, which he used to maximum dramatic advantage.

Conan wondered if Jastrow chose to sit so near Howie Bliss with that same self-awareness. They had in common their profession, but it was obvious, even without tasting their respective wares, that Claude Jastrow was a chef, while Howie Bliss would never be more than a cook.

At the moment, it seemed unlikely that Bliss could manage a hard-boiled egg. He looked as if he’d been deposited in the chair like a sack of potatoes, the front of his white jacket gapping in zigzags, his round face gray, mouth slack, bloodshot eyes shifting from Kleber to Sheriff Wills in resentful alarm, although their attention was turned elsewhere.

Part of Bliss’s problem was undoubtedly shock—he had found the body—but it could also be attributed simply to hangover, and in that he wasn’t alone. Across the table from him was another hard-hit victim.

Conny Van Roon’s costume hadn’t changed since last night except that it was rumpled as if he’d slept in it, and the plaid jacket seemed to have stretched, or he had shrunk within it. Perhaps he had combed his thin, dark hair, but he hadn’t shaved. Obviously, he needed the coffee beside him on the table, but he only slumped bonelessly, staring down at his limp hands as if he was wondering how they worked.

Van Roon was oblivious even to Kleber, who was standing near him but occupied at the moment with Max Heinz. Kleber, notebook in hand, had Max thoroughly intimidated, which Conan found both unexpected and surprising. Life behind a bar had inured Max to human folly, and he usually dealt with it with capable tolerance, but he seemed out of his depth now and looked as sick as Van Roon or Bliss, although the only physical reason could be lack of sleep; Max never drank.

Now he threw up both hands helplessly.

“Chief, I told you, I didn’t know those five. They paid cash; no credit cards or room charges and none of them was anywhere near eighteen, so I didn’t see any IDs.”

“All right, so what about this”—Kleber checked his notebook—“this Canfield woman?”

Conan descended the steps and started across the empty expanse of the room, and Brian surged out of his chair.

But Kleber spoke first.

“’Bout time you showed up, Flagg.”

Giff Wills, bluff and bland and blond, was more polite; his job was, after all, elective. He offered a smile.

“Morning, Mr. Flagg.”

“Good morning, Sheriff.” He glanced at Brian, who had come up beside him, but again Kleber intervened.

“We’re getting everybody together who was here last night when Nye came in. I understand you’re friendly with this piano player.”

“Pianist,” Conan said.

Kleber raised a heavy black brow. He was well into middle age but retained a thick crop of dark hair. His eyes were equally dark, but his complexion was fair so that his jaws were always shadowed with incipient beard.

“You know where I can find her?”

“Isadora?” Conan shrugged. “She’s out of the country.”

“Out of the country?”

“On a concert tour.”

While Kleber pondered that, Wills nodded sagely.

“Sure, I remember her now. She’s Senator Canfield’s daughter, Earl. Remember a few years back when the senator got murdered? You was in on that, right, Mr. Flagg?”

“Yes.”

Kleber remained unimpressed. “Still ought to get a statement from her. Maybe by phone.”

Conan asked sharply, “You’re taking statements now?”

“No. Just asking a few questions. And we don’t need any advice from amateur lawyers.”

Wills oiled the waters adroitly. “Right now, we’re waiting for the county DA and the state medical investigator, Mr. Flagg. I asked for a state crime scene team, too.”

Conan’s eyes narrowed at that. Calling in the state police was certainly an available option for the sheriff, but Wills wasn’t famous for his grace in surrendering any part of his authority.

On the other hand, Wills wasn’t famous for burning his hands on hot potatoes. Wills seemed to sense Conan’s unasked question and cast an anxious glance toward the kitchen. “When Earl told me who that guy was—I mean, him being with the IRS—well, I figured this thing might get a little complicated. ’Specially this kind of homicide.”

“What kind is that?”

“Well, the kind where it ain’t just a matter of robbery or a couple of drunks having at each other. The kind where you can’t say right off the bat who did it.”

Earl Kleber was looking past Conan straight at Brian, and if a confrontation was to be avoided, some distance would have to be put between them.

Conan said to Wills, “I’d like to talk to Brian for a few minutes. We’ll be up in the bar.”

Wills, being a peaceable as well as politic man, nodded amiably, but Kleber sputtered, “Now, just a damn minute! I’ve got some questions to ask you, Flagg, and anyway, you’ve got no right to leave here, either one of you.”

Brian retorted, “We’re not leaving, and you’ve got no right to hold me—unless you want to arrest me here and now.”

Kleber’s face went red, but that silenced him. Conan took Brian’s arm and aimed him for the steps.

“We’ll be within shouting range, Chief.”

Kleber turned away with a snort of disgust, while Wills smiled benignly, and Jastrow laughed and murmured, “Virtue itself of vice must pardon beg.…”

Brian muttered, “Shut up, Claude,” and marched off, pausing only long enough to send Tilda an uncertain smile.

*

In the wan solitude of the Tides Room, Brian went behind the bar and stood looking blankly around him.

Finally, he asked, “Can I get you something?”

Conan saw a glass coffee server steaming on a hot plate. “Coffee, Brian. Straight.”

He fumbled about filling a cup, which clattered in the saucer when he put it on the bar for Conan. Then he opened the refrigerator under the back counter, took out a quart bottle of tomato juice, and when he came around the bar and sagged into the chair next to Conan’s, gulped down a third of it, then sat with his eyes closed as if he were waiting to see how his stomach would respond.

No doubt that was questionable. He had repaired his appearance with a shave and change of clothes, and as befitted the host of the Surf House, he always dressed well, but his physical state seemed past remedy and aroused Conan’s sympathy. No one should have to contend with Earl Kleber, much less a murder, when he was so pitifully hung over.

“Last night was the full moon,” he said at length, apparently getting a reasonably favorable verdict from his stomach. “I should’ve known.”

Conan lit a cigarette and offered him one.

“What’s this about the full moon?”

“Don’t laugh,” he said sharply, although Conan hadn’t. “Call it superstition, but it never fails. The night of the full moon, you can always count on trouble in a bar.”

Conan took a long drag on his cigarette while Brian got his ignited, a feat of coordination that demanded his full attention.

Then he said grimly, “Conan, I called you because I can read the writing on Kleber’s face and I know I’m in trouble. I also know you’re a card-carrying private detective, even if you don’t seem to like admitting it.”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
Rias

eath






