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  CHAPTER ONE


  THE WINDOW at the front of the long, low room gave a sweep of the bay. The summer afternoon had darkened to twilight, the water lay still and silky and on the islands lights had begun to twinkle. The sky gleamed gunmetal.


  The man who sat crouched at the edge of a chair, facing the water, seemed hung in the grip of a terrible indecision. He had the stunned look of someone faced with an enormity of choice. The skin around his taut mouth quivered and twitched. His eyes were fixed on nothing. The hands hanging between his knees stumbled through a tally of knuckles and nails, betraying the inner torment.


  Outside across the water, the auto ferry hooted a warning before wallowing free of its slip.


  Behind him the room was dark except for a single light burning above a desk. Paper had been run crookedly into a typewriter, then half pulled free, and the typed words ran downhill on the page as if hurrying beneath a load of guilt.


  To Whom It May Concern


  And I suppose this concerns everybody. Murder is commonly believed to do so. The fact is that during the last year I have killed three young people. I put down here their names and their ages, the latter as correctly as I know them.


  
    
      
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            Edith Tomlinson

          

          	
            Aged fifteen

          
        


        
          	
            Charles Carrol

          

          	
            Twelve

          
        


        
          	
            Barbara Martin

          

          	
            About eighteen

          
        

      
    

  


  In each case, it seemed to me at the time that the child was better off dead. This is not inserted here as an excuse for what I have done, but for the benefit of parents and others. For the people who had authority over these children, from whom they should have received guidance and counsel.


  I have chosen my fourth victim. I had hoped not to continue with this thing, but conditions are much too offensive not to demand the remedy.


  Perhaps this may be taken, sensibly, as a warning. And perhaps this last death may be avoided. So take heed.


  There was no signature. The rest of the page was blank.


  The ferry was out into the channel now, and its string of lights bobbed against the darkening water. A single car sat on its ramp. In the sky above a flight of birds winged, arrow-shaped, headed north.


  With a shudder of exertion the man on the chair forced his head up and squared his shoulders. He stared for another moment at the water, the pale sky, the moving ferry like a squat bug skimming the bay; and a faint smile finally touched his lips, smoothing and relaxing his face, erasing the look of tension. It was replaced by something like a humorous—and yet dedicated—submission.


  He rose from the chair, moved lithely back to the desk and bent above the machine, rereading what had been written. He pondered then, eyes remote; finally withdrawing the sheet, laying it aside, and picking up a plain white envelope. He adjusted it in the platen and then typed rapidly.


  To the Chief of Police


  Newport Beach, Calif.


  As if an inner indecision, now thrown off, had been all which had tormented him, his air was brisk and casual. He took the envelope from the machine, folded the page and inserted it, licked the flap, pasted it shut. He removed a stamp from a brass box on the desk and fixed it to the envelope.


  He walked to a door at the rear of the room, opened it, and stood there facing an inner courtyard. Ivy geraniums and purple lantana sprawled beside the brick walks. Across the open area was a lighted window in which was a slender, brown-haired girl working at a loom. She was bent towards a lamp, her fingers full of yarn. He waited to see if she would notice his open door, but she did not. He went out through the courtyard to the street. He passed a grocery store, a liquor store, and a barber shop on his way to the mailbox.


  He dropped the letter into the slot and then stood there, looking at the box as if he might expect some reaction from it. A rejection of the letter, perhaps. The street was quiet, little traffic on it. From the other side of the peninsula, beyond two blocks of buildings, was a wide beach and the Pacific surf. He could hear the surf break, faintly, and the salt wind was fresh. He stood for a moment or so longer by the mailbox, then went back the way he had come. He had noted that the next and final collection of mail took place at nine-forty that night.


  In the courtyard again he glanced in passing at the big window; but now the girl was gone, the loom sat there unattended under the light, piles of bright yarn spilling from the table beside it. He hesitated beside his own door. There was a clatter of dishes from somewhere at the rear of the building, as if the girl might have gone to fix her supper.


  He drew a long breath of the sea wind, let it out in a soundless whistle. He opened his door, went in, shut it behind him. The room was as he had left it, big and comfortable and cool. He looked around carefully, as if appreciating for the first time the sort of sanctuary it offered.


  At a quarter of nine that night a girl named Molly Pettit came out of the liquor store. She carried a heavy sack containing two quarts of cold beer, along with a sack of pretzels and some salted peanuts, plus other items. When she reached the corner where the mailbox stood, she noted two casual idlers, young ones. They wore denim jeans, pulled low, plaid shirts with the tails out, cuffs turned once. Their hair, long for the male gender, was swept behind their ears, folded carefully into a drape at the back. When they saw Molly they stared briefly and then averted their eyes.


  Molly recognized them. She was a friendly girl. She gave them a smile. “Hi. What are you two doing here?”


  It was a moment before they decided that they knew her too. “Nothing.” The taller of the two put a hand on the mailbox, leaned his weight on it. He glanced from Molly to the lighted front of the liquor store, thought something over, then asked tentatively, “Would you buy us some cigarettes?” He jingled some change in his pocket with his free hand.


  She came to a stop, still smiling. “Folks know?”


  The atmosphere stiffened up. But then they decided to grin about it. They really wanted those cigarettes. “Afraid not,” one admitted. The second, shorter and more deeply tanned, more muscular, added, “Oh, come on. Please.”


  “How long have you two been smoking?”


  They looked at each other in mock consultation, two taut young faces with something slightly predatory under the surface. “Can’t you remember?” The deeply tanned boy was Curtis Appleby. He was almost seventeen, broad-shouldered, his hands grown so fast that they were out of proportion to the rest of him. They were man’s hands. He shoved them into the jeans pockets, rocked on his toes. The gray eyes meditated on Molly. “Don’t try bugging us,” he said. “Just yes or no.”


  She put a hand into the sack. “One pack won’t kill you, anyway.” She tossed it to Curt and he caught it, jerking his hands free and clapping them together around the pack. He smiled then, a real smile; and she winked in answer.


  “We’ve got the money.”


  “Forget it.”


  “Well—thanks a lot.”


  “I probably broke some law or other, dammit,” she said, rearranging the load inside the sack. “And just for you, you young punks.”


  He flinched elaborately. “Don’t call us that. We’re cool heads.”


  She had half turned; looked back. “How’s your mother?”


  Curt’s head lowered. “She’s okay.” He was suddenly busy then, getting the pack open and offering it to Arnold.


  They bent together over the match Arnold produced and Molly watched them for another moment, the brightness of the flame in their faces, the night overhead, and around them the empty street. The fun washed from her eyes. For an instant she seemed to study some lonely secret; then mentally shake herself before hurrying on.


  “Good night.” It was Curt, jerking the cigarette from his lips, looking after her.


  “Good night, Curt.”


  She turned at the next corner, walked the block to the bay, turned again on the broad walk at the water’s edge. She had the place to herself. There were boats out on the bay, anchored, their lights streaking the black water. Someone had a radio going out there and the music sounded remote and full of yearning and loss, and Molly bit her lip over it. She walked faster; not fast enough to outrun the music, which followed her across the watery distance.


  She slowed as she approached the house. It was a big place, bigger than its neighbors, set in closely among the rest, as all of them were around this precious bit of water. There were lights throughout the lower floor, a couple upstairs. She opened the gate soundlessly and went softly up the walk. She knelt in the dark, putting the sack with the beer and pretzels out of sight behind some shrubbery.


  She straightened, took cigarettes and matches from her handbag, lit a cigarette. Then she went up to the porch and opened the front door. Her father sat in an easy chair, watching television. Across the room at a little desk, her mother sat with a calendar, a stack of invitations and notes, and a studying frown. She looked briefly at Molly and said, “Well, darling, did you have a nice little walk?”


  “Yes, Mother.”


  “Are the Prescotts at home, did you notice?”


  “No, Mother. I didn’t notice.”


  “Her mother’s with them. From Chicago.” A pause while the frown came and went. Molly’s mother was a slim, straight woman with an aristocratic face and smooth white hair. She wore a lot of gray, soft gray silk. Her fingers were exceptionally long, and she used them faultlessly. “I suppose I ought to do something in the way of entertainment. A tea or something, while she’s here.”


  Molly glanced at her father. He was sunk in the chair, watching a fight on television, and seemed oblivious to what was being said. “If you like, then, give a tea.”


  Her mother ruffled the pages of the little calendar. “Still, the Eccles are having a lot of people in on Wednesday. The Prescotts, too, of course. They aren’t calling it tea, but that’s what it will amount to. I don’t want to duplicate what they’re doing, it will bore everyone.”


  Molly nodded, her expression uncertain. “Well—something else.”


  “Something on the boat?” She rubbed a forefinger along the edge of the little desk. “A swim party? But no, she’s an old lady. Must be eighty.”


  Molly stood there, wondering what she should say. Better say nothing. Better just to keep quiet. As if some idea of her withdrawal had reached her mother, Mrs. Pettit looked up suddenly and fixed her gaze on the girl. At once, under the cool studying eyes Molly was aware of her small awkward body, the unsure hands, the face no one . . . well, almost no one . . . had ever called pretty, the mop of black hair so uncompromisingly rough and straight. She saw herself through her mother’s eyes.


  Why couldn’t I have been tall and cool and blonde, beautiful?


  Why couldn’t I have been the kind of girl you’d love to have at a tea table, pouring, smiling at everyone, gracious?


  The thought of the beer hidden outside in the shrubbery brought a blush of color into her cheeks.


  That’s me. Beer and pretzels and a dark . . .


  “Do you have a suggestion?” her mother asked with a touch of sharpness, eyes still on Molly’s face.


  “No. I guess not.”


  Almost idly: “What would you like?”


  A rush of feeling, a mixture of grief and remorse, poured through Molly in that instant. Mother, Mother, if you knew what I really love doing, you’d . . . You’d just die.


  “No ideas?”


  Molly shook her head. Her mother gave a little sigh and turned to the contemplation of the calendar. Molly went through the house, the hall, the dining room with its great empty table, the array of chairs. The pantry, that always seemed to smell of butter and fly spray. In the big kitchen she found Uncle Florian seated at the kitchen table under a bright light, playing solitaire. He glanced at Molly, grinned one-sidedly. He was a big man with a sagging shape, face heavily dewlapped, eyes full of a watery patience like an old hound’s. He wore pajamas and a cotton robe. A pot of coffee sat near him on the table, a half-empty cup by it. He was just getting over a week’s drunk.


  “Hi, baby.”


  “Hello.”


  “You look kind of hopped up. Got a date?”


  She smiled a little, neither nodding nor denying, knowing that they understood each other.


  “Well, let’s figure it out. In case they ask——”


  “I decided to call Shelley and then she wanted me to run over for a minute.”


  “Any chance she might telephone? After you’re gone?”


  “No, no chance at all.”


  He gave her a little anxious glance. “I’ve been thinking. Worrying. You know, how you got along while I was out of commission——”


  She touched his shoulder, the rough cotton robe. “I got by. I took a chance, but . . . it turned out all right.”


  “When will you be back?”


  “Open the door about two.”


  He nodded. He reached shakily to drop a red jack on a black queen. “It’s a dirty shame, Molly, it shouldn’t have to be this way——”


  She bent, brushed his thin hair with her mouth. “No, never mind.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Two o’clock”


  “Will do.”


  Molly took a flashlight from a kitchen cabinet, let herself out through the rear door to the porch, then hurried up the dark walk beside the house, back to the spot where she’d left the sack in the shrubbery. She took it up silently, careful not to clank the bottles together, and then as silently drifted up the front walk to the gate. She glanced back at the house there, holding the gate catch in her fingers so that it wouldn’t snap shut when she released it. The wind with its smell of the sea swept over in a sudden gust, ruffling her hair, the collar of her blouse. She could hear a faint echo from indoors, the noise of the fight on TV; and from the water the far-off thread of music.


  She crossed the bayside walk to the railed enclosure leading to their boat ramp. She crossed the length of the ramp, feeling the cleats beneath her shoes; and by the big float she could see the white bulk of the cabin cruiser gleaming dimly, tiding the water, the hawsers whispering and creaking. She went to the far end of the float, pointed the flashlight at the water, clicked it on and off, on and off, and waited.


  The dinghy slid out of the night like a ghost.


  The face that looked up dimly at her was young, blunt, and smiling. He put out a hand and she gripped it and stepped in. The warm contact of flesh shook her with sudden weakness. The sack slid down her legs to the bottom of the dinghy, she stumbled to her knees, and then she was against him, smothered against him, and there was nothing for Molly but the roar of pulse, his mouth on hers, and the aching, seeking, melting compulsion of her love.


  Wrong. Wrong. Illegal, even. The thorn of grief twisted in her brain, the torment always mixed with the drowning ecstasy.


  A sob filled her throat but she never left off kissing him until the sting of pain in her lips forced her to. Then she pushed erect, straightened her skirt, looked around. They’d drifted from the float out into the bay, the wrong direction. He laughed a little, settling himself quickly to work with the oars. They crept past the big and little islands, sparkling with lights.


  The rackety clutter of the boatyard loomed up at last, a scarecrow forest of junk against the sky, the street lights in the blocks beyond. The dinghy bumped a float. They got out into utter dark and he tied up. They walked directly to the shack. Inside with the door shut, he snapped on the single, unshaded bulb and propped the sack of beer against the mirror on the dresser.


  It was a single room of about eight by ten. There was a slatternly bed, the dresser, an old set of shelves crowded with junk.


  He stood there smiling at her. He wore a white T-shirt, sun-faded denim pants, rubber-soled sandals. He had blond hair cut short, a tanned face, blue eyes; and he was big. He was very big for seventeen.


  To Molly, who was twenty-two, he and his watchman’s shack represented ecstasy and fear and passionate kisses and an unending, clawing foreboding of disaster.


  CHAPTER TWO


  LATER, LARRY got up and took a couple of glasses from the shelves and poured them full of beer. He took them back to the bed and then he and Molly lay there, his arm under her, lifting their heads now and then to sip.


  “How’s it going at home?” he asked.


  “Oh . . . about the same. Just, Uncle Florian’s up and around again.”


  “Is he going to let you in tonight?”


  “Yes. That’s a relief.”


  “He’s quite a guy.”


  The silence drifted in again, a stillness compounded of the night, the empty boatyard, the faint faraway slap of little waves at the edges of the float. On the ceiling Molly could see a spider, a daddy longlegs, poised motionless in a faint web of shadow. The breeze shivered the blanket scraps that served as window curtains.


  There was no need to ask Larry how things were with him. She knew. He hadn’t any folks, any family at all. Two years ago he had run away from an institution in Minneapolis, an orphanage run by some very religious people whose religion had somehow not taken with Larry. He’d hitchhiked West, with stopovers in El Paso and Phoenix. He’d washed dishes in a Los Angeles beanery, finally drifting down to the Newport—Balboa Bay area and the job with old man Warren. He helped around the boatyard during the day, slept on the premises as a watchman at night; and he took things as they came. He didn’t worry, as Molly did, because he was under age and their love was out of bounds, they were breaking the law, and if her parents learned of it the disgrace might kill them.


  He was not particularly afraid of juvenile authorities. He had never attracted their attention. He looked older than he was; he could, and did, pass for twenty. He thought that the orphanage people must have given up trying to trace him long ago.


  He crawled from the bed again and brought the pretzel bag, opened it, dumped the pretzels on the blanket, then refilled the glasses with beer. This time he didn’t lie down; he sat beside her with his legs crossed, munched pretzels, looked at her. He was not a talkative boy.


  She said, “What kind of job are you doing for Warren now?”


  “The same thing, the schoolteacher’s boat. Finishing up the painting.”


  She caught his free hand in hers, spread the blunt, stocky fingers. “Uh-huh. Green and white.”


  He grinned at her, his teeth shining.


  She pressed his palm to her cheek. “He works you too damned hard.”


  Larry laughed at the idea.


  “When shall we go to Laguna?”


  He shrugged. “Go tomorrow if you want.”


  “Will the paint job be done?”


  “Probably not. It doesn’t matter. The teacher hangs around here, keeps wanting little changes. Let Warren listen to him.” He grinned suddenly. “Today he got to talking to me. About myself. How long had I been here, where was I from, had I made any friends. What I did with my time.”


  Molly’s head lifted sharply. “What?”


  “He didn’t mean anything. Just gabbing. Lots of people ask stuff like that.”


  “But he’s a teacher in the high school,” Molly said in fright. “He’s around kids your age all the time. He’ll know you’re not twenty. He’ll report you!”


  “For what? To stick me back in junior high?” He cracked a pretzel between his teeth and chewed it, his eyes mocking her.


  “He’ll tell somebody. He’ll talk about you,” Molly insisted, her eyes dark with apprehension.


  He set the beer on the floor, brushed crumbs from his palms, bent towards her, framing her face with his hands. “Nobody’s going to spoil it. I love you and you love me. We’re going to get married as soon as we can. As soon as I get a better job, as soon as you can leave your folks.” He kissed her with his hard young mouth.


  She wanted to believe. The moment held them in breathless intimacy. She tried to dismiss the teacher, Mr. Freitag, from her mind. The image persisted. She knew Freitag well, she’d been in his history classes, remembered him as a pontifical, somewhat bitter, and opinionated man. Not the sort to be kindly curious about a stray kid hired to slap paint on his cruiser.


  She caught Larry’s wrists. “Stay out of his way.”


  “Okay. Tomorrow we go to Laguna and have a picnic.”


  “In our secret cove.”


  Their eyes held, love burning in them like a light.


  At the mailbox Arnold was fooling with the hinged slot. “There’s something stuck in there. Hasn’t gone all the way down.”


  Curt had been thinking about going home. Pretty soon a cop car would come around, the cops would want to know why they were still out on the streets. Expecting trouble. He looked idly at the box. “Leave it alone.”


  “Say, it just moves up and down with this thing, it’s stuck against that inside wall.” He was squinting into the dim interior. “I’ll bet I could get it out.”


  “Afraid not,” Curt said. “Or haven’t you heard about robbing the mails?”


  “I just want a look at the name and address,” Arnold persisted. “Get me a little thin stick or something.”


  “Let it drop.”


  “No, I’m going to have a look.”


  Curt glanced uneasily up and down the street. The liquor store was the only shop still open in the vicinity. Under the street lamps, the sidewalks stretched off emptily. Lights shone in a lot of windows, but blinds were drawn. The far-off roll of the surf was the only sound on the night wind. “Okay, do it now and get it over with.”


  “I’ve got to have something. My hand won’t go in this thing.”


  Curt found a scrap of metal, some sort of strap off a case of liquor, and they fished with that, finally fished out the letter and took it off under the nearest light.


  Arnold read what was on the envelope, and whistled between his teeth. Curt’s face had tightened. “Put it back.”


  “Hell, I’ve got it out, I’m going to read it.”


  “Leave it alone,” Curt said urgently.


  Arnold was already busy with the flap. He drew out the single typewritten sheet. His hands were shaking a little now with nervousness, with the knowledge of his own mischief. He read slowly, swallowed hard—some of the words were a little beyond his vocabulary but he got all there was to get. Somebody was making a confession of murder. Three murders.


  He thrust the page and envelope suddenly at Curt, but Curt jerked back, his heels slipping, scrambling for balance. Letter and envelope spiraled to the ground. “Hey! Cut it out!”


  Arnold’s face twisted and he giggled with nervous tension. “You want to see it, don’t you?”


  “I saw it. I read it when you did.”


  “What’ll we do about it?”


  Curt looked down at the sheet, fluttering a little under the brush of wind. “It’s going to have your fingerprints on it.”


  “On paper?” Arnold objected.


  Curt hesitated, unsure. He tried to recall all he had read, mostly in crime comics, about prints. “I think so.”


  “Hell, I’ll wipe them off.” Arnold jerked out a handkerchief, bent to pick up the sheet, then straightened without touching it. His long bony face seemed suddenly immature. “Or look, suppose we just burned it, put a match to it. Nobody would know.”


  “He might.” Curt pointed to the letter; the gesture summoned the writer into the night beside them, almost visibly, and Arnold’s throat worked over the lump of fear he was trying to swallow. “He could be watching us now. Let’s just stick it back where it was.”


  Arnold picked up the sheet by a corner, gingerly, his hands shaking. He brushed the sheet with the handkerchief, turned it, brushed it again. Then, holding the sheet between his teeth, he worked on the envelope. Getting the page back into the envelope by holding both of them through the handkerchief took some frantically awkward effort. He made no attempt to reseal the flap. He dropped the letter into the box, worked the lever several times, and announced to Curt that the thing was gone.


  “Let’s dig out,” Curt whispered. The street seemed suddenly full of movement, shadows, and whispering noises.


  “Yeah. I’ll see you.” Arnold almost sprinted, his long legs carrying him swiftly away towards home.


  Curt walked quickly in, the other direction. He felt filled with the uneasy thud of his own heart; he couldn’t throw off the sensation of being observed, of eyes drilling into him from the dark. As he walked he watched and listened, but could not pin the sensation to anything concrete. He crossed to another block, then down a side street to an alley. He felt compelled to go faster and faster, until finally he was running.


  In the dark attic apartment he fumbled hurriedly for the lights.


  “Mom?”


  No answer. Well, he hadn’t expected her to be here anyhow.


  He went into the miniature kitchen, drew water in a glass, drank thirstily. The little room, crowded under its sloping ceiling, smelled of coffee and stale food. Its window, a sparkling pane not more than two feet square, looked out over the bay. Curt switched off the light and leaned on the sill to look.


  The view, day or night, always quieted some question within him. There were the Newport hills, far up the bay, marked now by a rim of lights. There was the water, a blue shimmer under the sun, a black mirror after dark, somehow alive, a living thing that tied it all together, the houses hugging its rim and the people in them, drawn there to be beside the bay. The water had been there in the beginning, the beautiful bay all alone; and now the houses had crowded about it, hemming it in a row of stucco and brick and white clapboard. Some day the bay would be alone again. When The Thing went off. When all of the houses would be blown away. There would be floating rubble, a border of broken trash, for a little while. In Mr. Freitag’s history classes Curt had absorbed a chilling conception of man’s fragility in the face of time. Man and his works perished. Mr. Freitag worked hard to impress on his students how all was apt to perish in a nuclear Armageddon.


  Usually when Curt stood here to muse on the town, the people hugged in close to the fringe of water, he felt that some answer long sought had been supplied. Nothing mattered. He and his mother and the attic apartment and the difference between them and the rest of the people didn’t matter. They didn’t matter because everything was going to be blown up anyway.


  Tonight he was disturbed by the memory of the letter.


  It was hard to look at the border of lights and to think impersonally as usual: Enjoy yourselves, suckers. It won’t be long anyhow.


  Somebody out there wasn’t fitting the pattern. Someone wasn’t living here to enjoy the water, own a boat, keep a nice home with its own private pier, bask in the summer sun, play bridge or drink frosty highballs or swim. Somebody out there was playing God.


  Somebody out there was crazy.


  The cold conviction of insanity settled in Curt, and he moved uneasily away from the window. He passed through the other room to the room where his bed was, a cot under the sloping eaves. At the head of the cot was another window, set into a dormer. Curt stripped off his clothes, got into pajamas, stretched out belly-down, reached under the cot and brought up a pair of worn binoculars. He inched himself into the window embrasure and fitted the glasses to his eyes.


  Things jumped at him from the dim shadows: a stalking cat in an alley, a hibiscus bush glowing with dim bloom, an open garage with a workbench under a drop light, the shining tools arrayed as if for action. God, suppose I see him——


  The thought of the murderer down there brought the dry taste of fear into Curt’s mouth. He swept the glasses intently over the familiar scene; it had the empty look of strangeness. Even things long known, like Lottie Tomlinson’s lighted window, the loom sitting there under the light, the yarns spread ready for weaving—even this was strange. And then, jerked into his mind from the depths of shock, came a name.


  Edith Tomlinson.


  The first name in the letter.


  Curt dropped the glasses from his eyes. His face took on a blank, incredulous look. An uncomprehending half-smile touched his mouth.


  That little kid. Two years behind him in school. Blonde. Skinny. Freckles on her hands, eyes like copper coins, a puckered, rosy mouth. Always smelling like peanut butter. Lottie Tomlinson’s little sister, the two of them orphans, living together, Lottie making a precarious living with the loom.


  In the dark, Curt shook his head. A new knowledge filled him, shook him. He knew how Edith Tomlinson had died.


  Somebody down there wasn’t just handing out death from an insane sense of justice. Somebody was really crazy as a coot.


  Because the letter was a lie.


  He put the glasses to his eyes again, swept the dark scene with angry intensity. And now he had another shock. From the depths of the shadowy courtyard by Lottie’s window, a face looked up at him. Too far to know, it was simply a pale mask with smudges for eyes, a slash for a mouth. But from it he sensed a gaze, answering his own.


  He jerked the glasses from his eyes as if in doing so he removed himself from the other’s observation. Then he took a second cautious look without the binoculars. Without them, there seemed nothing at all down there in the distance except the dark, the lighted window like an illuminated postage stamp, beyond it the blocks facing the bay and the big dark water and the far-off rim of hills.


  He tried to persuade himself that the face had been something he’d imagined.


  He slid back out of the window embrasure, put the glasses on the floor under the cot, turned on his back, and lay looking at the ceiling. A faint light fanned in under the door from the outer room. The apartment seemed to brim with silence. Curt wished suddenly that his mother would come home.


  In her little kitchen Lottie Tomlinson poured boiling water into the cup with the instant coffee, replaced the kettle on the stove, went back into the studio.


  The loom waited by the window, the empty warp a reproach. She took the coffee to the middle of the room and stood there to drink it. She was a small slim girl, just past twenty; dark-haired where the younger sister had been fair, but with the same coppery-brown eyes under thick lashes, the rosy mouth. She would have been a beauty with fifteen more pounds on her.


  She studied the array of wool on the table with lackluster eyes. There were two shades of turquoise pulled out, one brilliant, the other grayed. She frowned over the choice. It was a time to be careful, to use all the taste and judgment she possessed. Not every day an order fell from the blue, hand-woven draperies for a ten-room house throughout.


  She looked at the wool, and the familiar, rebellious grief tore through her. What did the work matter? Why should she care? What was life good for any more?


  A throttling lump burned in her throat, tears she didn’t want to shed. I’m cried out, I’m cried out. Let it be enough. The cup shook in her hands.


  I’ve got to forget you, little one. I’ve got to forget that you lived just fifteen years. That you never went to dances, never had a beau, because I thought there was so much time. That I didn’t weave you the Mexican belt, nor let you wear lipstick, nor buy you those crazy sandals with the bells. That I took you for granted, scarcely even seeing you, my bratty little sister—because of course there was plenty of time.


  And then suddenly there wasn’t any.


  She felt her face start to crumple. God, God, please let me forget Edie! I’ll die if I don’t!


  Blinded, she stumbled into the kitchen, rinsed the cup under the tap, set it on the sink, then stood there gripping the edge of the drain and fighting away the tears.


  I can’t cry all over those damned drapes.


  She returned at last to the other room, to the loom, where she sat down and turned her eyes on the turquoise wool and tried to force herself to make a choice.


  As if it mattered.


  In the next street the last mail truck rattled on its way, headlights gleaming. At the corner it squealed to a stop and the driver hopped out, jingling his keys, dragging the sack beside him. He opened the bottom of the box and began to remove the small accumulation of letters.


  CHAPTER THREE


  CAPTAIN MATTHEWS, a barrel-shaped, crew-cut man in a tan suit, looked with utter hatred at the letter spread beside its crumpled envelope on the desk before him. His state of mind could be gauged by the density of the cigar smoke in the small office. The smoke was thick and had a roiled look. Roiled, that was, for just nine-fifteen in the morning.


  Across from Matthews, Detective Archer sat stiff-faced, tapping his thumbs together in his blue-serge lap. They’d reached a temporary block in the argument: Was the letter, or not, an idiot’s trick to needle the police?


  Matthews was convinced the thing was a fake. Archer doubted.


  “Look, we know”—Matthews stuck out his slab of a chin, pinned Archer with icy gray eyes—“we know the Carrol kid died of a skull fracture, knocked down in his own cement driveway by his dad, backing the family car from the garage. The kid’s mother and little sister were right there. The kid ran after the pup, the car hit him. He never regained consciousness. My God, you can’t believe this nut when he claims he killed him!” Matthews scratched his jaw, breathing heavily.


  Archer pursed his mouth and looked at a picture on the wall. The picture showed the finish of a sailing race, Snipe Class, all manned by local kids. The captain’s kid had finished second and there was an inked arrow over a scrap of sail in the picture. “I don’t see how he could have killed the Carrol boy. But I’m not closing my mind to it, either.”


  Matthews did something with his mouth that wasn’t quite a smile but resembled one to the extent that his lips drew back and his teeth showed. “Now, the Barbara Martin thing, the eighteen-year-old. She died of an incomplete abortion and old Doc Tatum is serving time right now for doing a poor job and getting caught at it. You claiming this nut had a hand in that?” Matthews thumped the paper with his fist.


  “Might be the one who got her pregnant,” Archer said with a touch of prim disapproval.


  “That’s not the same as killing her. They don’t usually die of that.” Matthews showed his teeth again, almost a leer, studying Archer’s prissy expression.


  “Cause of death, the way it turned out.”


  “Oh, we knew who got her pregnant,” Matthews put in, losing patience. “Hell, you remember. Johnny What’s-his-name, his dad’s a big banker in L.A., owns an apartment house in Beverly Hills. Rented the Lido Isle house for the summer and bought a yacht and turned his kid loose on us.” Matthews picked up his cigar and added smoke to the cloud over his head. “If this nut was looking for someone who needed killing, he had it made right there.”


  “It’s been a year. More than a year.”


  “Uh-huh. So why would he get all shook up now? He’s carried it around with him—hasn’t, of course, it’s all a lie—and now he’s got to unload. It doesn’t even make sense.”


  Archer sat a trifle straighter. He was gray at the temples and wore rimless glasses, and something about the way he used his hands, folded them, rubbed and twiddled them, made other people think of an undertaker on first meeting. Second meetings wrought the difference. Archer was a cop and a good one. “Let’s get away from Barbara Martin and the Carrol boy. I’m interested in Edith Tomlinson. I want to get back on it.”


  Matthews’ gaze sharpened. “Always did, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, I always did.”


  All resemblance of a smile vanished from Matthews’ face. “Do you have some idea that the Chief and I quit on it before it was necessary? That we left something undone? That we might have used a few more men, more heat, more money? On a case like that?”


  Archer’s composure did not diminish. He glanced from Matthews to the framed picture on the wall, the inked arrow above the scrap of sail, almost invisible in the throng. “I know that you wouldn’t scamp money nor time in an affair concerning the death of a child. Neither you, nor the Chief. What I felt was needed was a kind of continuing interest. Prodding. The nose of the law, still sniffing around the doorstep—to use a figure of speech.”


  “The Tomlinson case has never been marked closed. It’s right up top in the files.”


  “True. But we’ve been busy with other things. Not murder, we don’t have that here. Everybody’s having such wholesome fun.” Archer’s smile didn’t resemble Matthews’ imitation. It was genuine, though mocking. “We’ve had cars stolen, and some burglars came down from Wilmington to see what the other half had that was worth lifting. And of course we had the false alarm about the marijuana parties the teen-agers were supposed to be having, and it turned out to be beer. These things, and things like them, have taken up our days. And for more than three months, Edith Tomlinson’s murderer—if she had a murderer—must be sleeping pretty soundly nights and eating three squares without a nervous worry to give him indigestion.”


  “You think she was killed.” Matthews sounded as if he had just discovered a curious quirk in the other.


  “Think and know. Two different words.”


  Matthews sat chewing it over. “We’ll yank the package on all three and I’ll talk to the Chief, have to anyway, about this thing.” His eyes rested on the letter as he got slowly to his feet. “Cockeyed—for what it’s supposed to be. No name, no prints. It’s been opened. It’s dirty.” He looked suddenly at Archer. “What about him? What’s he like?” More quirks, his tone invited.


  Archer’s thumbs pressed nail to nail above his folded palms. “He could be what he says, the murderer of all three. I can’t believe it, yet, but I’m not going to close my mind to it. He could be a nut, too, somebody with a mean grudge to settle. He wants the police to go around and poke things up and bring the grief back. He’s got somebody he wants to see crying again.”


  Matthews flinched. “Yes, that part’s going to be nasty.”


  “Or this. I like this. He could be someone who knows something about Edith Tomlinson’s death. He wants the police to move, but he’s not the type to issue an invitation and attract attention to himself. So he cooks up this letter, he adds a couple of other cases to make it seem we’ve got a mass murderer on our hands—something he knows will get us going even if we’ve closed file on the Tomlinson case.”


  Matthews stared at Archer as if the detective had exceeded all expectations. “You like that?”


  “It sets well,” Archer said formally.


  “Until we find out otherwise, we’ll have to treat this as a genuine article. I mean, on the surface. Of course, the Carrol kid and Barbara Martin will pan out the same. And Tomlinson too, probably.”


  “We’ll see.” Archer too was standing. He was slender and compact. His clothes were neat and well cared for, and the one thing which might make it seem he wasn’t the merchant or undertaker he resembled was the businesslike bulge of the gun on his hip.


  Matthews leaned above the letter. “There’s one more thing here, the threat. Crazy like the rest. ‘Better off dead,’ he says. He’s going to strike again, he’s got the fourth victim all picked out. What do you make of that?” He was inviting Archer to make nothing of it.


  But under Archer’s reserve lay something grim and harsh. “It could be the snapper.”


  “What?”


  They looked at each other. “He had a reason for writing, crazy or otherwise. And I can be wrong. He might know nothing at all about Edith Tomlinson or the other two, just picked the names out of old newspapers. He might just be planning something he figures will fit in. And that since he’s prepared us, we’ll bite. Another moral retribution, by a nut who’s playing executioner.” There seemed in the room the sudden crackling of fear, sharp as the release of an electric current.


  “You like that, too?”


  Archer didn’t reply. He moved away from the desk. “Where do I start? With the Carrols?”


  “I’ve got a trip to make to the upper bay around noon. I’ll see them. You can call on Lottie Tomlinson. Get on with that sniffing around the doorstep, as you put it.”


  Archer was at the door, his hand on the knob. “I know it’s got to be done, but damned if I’m going to enjoy it. I’ve seen her a time or two, shopping and so on, and she looks so damned lost and lonely. I think she took the kid sister’s death pretty hard.”


  “See if she can figure out why anyone would think Edith Tomlinson would be better off dead.”


  “Not in those words,” Archer said, shutting the door behind him.


  He drove down the peninsula. Traffic was pretty light. It was a bright sunny day, typical for June. Glimpses of the bay showed a few sails and motor launches out on the glassy water, a promise of the fleet to come. School would be out soon, summer places would open up. The business of having fun would swing into high gear.


  It’s like one great big apartment house, he thought with the accustomed irritation. People crowded in to get near the water. Why the hell couldn’t there have been something here about the size of Puget Sound? Then they wouldn’t be sitting in each other’s laps.


  The flats where Lottie Tomlinson rented were built in the shape of an L. A courtyard led in from the street. Someone had been watering the greenery, the bricked walks were damp. Archer avoided a couple of puddles. He glanced in through the big window before ringing the bell. The studio room where Lottie did her weaving seemed to be empty.


  She came from some other room, opened the door, recognized him at once. She had on shabby corduroy pants, a white blouse, sandals. She’d pushed her hair back and tied it with a scrap of black silk. No make-up. Archer decided that he had roused her, not from sleep but from some unhappy introspection, perhaps over a cigarette and the dregs of breakfast.


  When she saw him the flinching withdrawal was obvious.


  “I’d like to talk to you, if you could spare a minute or so,” Archer said politely.


  “About Edie?” No, not about Edie, her eyes begged.


  “Concerning your sister, yes.”


  She licked her unrouged mouth and glanced at the room behind her. She was preparing an excuse, something about work to be done, or having to go out somewhere. Archer made his move before she could gather words. “We’ve never cancelled the investigation into your sister’s death. Every once in a while we have to check, make sure there’s nothing new, and so on.”


  She looked at him helplessly, then moved back in defeat. “Come in, then. Do you want to sit down?” She was hoping that he would stand and be brief, but Archer moved across the room casually to a broken-down couch. He moved some swatches of hand-woven materials and sat down with his hat beside him.


  After a moment’s hesitation she pulled the chair away from the loom and sat down in it. “It’s been three months, exactly three months today. Is that why you came?”


  “No. I hadn’t thought of the date,” Archer admitted. He was sizing up the room swiftly. He thought it gave off a miasma of neglect. The girl, too, looked as if she could stand a bit of attention; he wondered in that instant how much cooking she was doing for herself.


  “Is this something you do for . . . everybody?”


  Torment the survivors, she meant. Archer nodded.


  “I don’t know anything new at all.”


  Archer stretched his legs and adjusted the crease in his pants. “Do you have relatives here in the bay area?”


  “No. There was just Edie and I. We have an aunt in Philadelphia. I don’t ever remember seeing her.”


  “You have close friends? ‘What I mean . . . someone to sort of help you over the hard spots?” It was not at all what he meant, but she had no way of knowing.


  “Everyone’s been awfully good to me.”


  “In particular?”


  She spread her hands in an attitude of mild bafflement. “Just . . . everyone. I had to . . . I hate to sound ungrateful . . . I had to sort of fend people off and make them leave me alone. At a time like that there’s just so much sympathy you can take. And then you can’t bear any more.” Her copper-colored eyes under their thick lashes studied him anxiously to see if he really did understand.


  “And then they let you alone?”


  “Well, mostly.”


  “And who didn’t?”


  “They all meant well,” she said, brushing it aside.


  “Has anyone been persistent? Has anyone kept you stirred up or seemed to take an interest in your grief.”


  She seemed almost shocked by the thought. “Oh no, there’s been nothing like that.”


  He decided that her preoccupation with her own torn emotions would have prevented her noticing, if there had. Abruptly he said, “Did your sister know anyone named Barbara Martin?”


  She shook her head after a moment, a moment during which he thought some tag of memory fluttered before her. “No, I’m sure not. I’ve heard the name, it’s familiar somehow. But we never knew anyone—”


  “And anyone named Charles Carrol?”


  This struck home. The coppery eyes took on a glint of fear. “He was a child who died. His father was backing the car in the driveway.” Her fright crushed back the bewilderment, the nebulous dread with which she had greeted his arrival. “Why are you trying to connect Edie with these two? I seem to remember now, there was something about this girl Barbara Martin, something in the papers a long time ago. She’s dead.”


  Archer didn’t answer. This wouldn’t have surprised her had she known him better, but she didn’t know him at all. Pallor, a look of shock, spread in her face. “What are you trying to say to me? What do you want to prove?”


  Almost primly he admitted, “I merely wanted to talk about your sister’s death in the bay.”


  “We talked before. I had to—a lot. Not to you, always. There was another detective, a Captain Somebody, and I went with him several times to the float where it happened, trying to figure out how it had happened, how Edie had fallen with her legs tangled in the line like that.”


  Archer seemed to relax a little in the face of her stumbling fright; he cocked one leg on the other, flexing the crease in his pants as he did it. “Didn’t you ever worry about her, out in that little dinghy so much?”


  “It’s . . . it’s why everybody lives here. To be near the water, so that the children can enjoy it.” Under his implied criticism, she grasped for self-justification. “Edie was a good sailor. It was a good little boat. Most of the time she was with a group, other kids who had boats or who helped her sail hers. It was unusual for her to be completely alone.”


  “She had dates?” he asked casually.


  He was surprised at the gush of grief he sensed in her. Tears filled her eyes, spilled over. “No. I didn’t . . . didn’t allow——” She caught at the shreds of voice. “She was so young, and I thought there was plenty of time.”


  He knew then. And it seemed that the figure of little Edith Tomlinson stood invisibly with them. Too young. Denied, because there was all of life ahead of her. She had asked, obviously. And this older girl had said no.


  “With whom had she wanted to go?”


  A flicker of surprise at the unerring deduction. “A boy named Curt Appleby. He wasn’t her age. Older. I don’t think he’d even asked her, either, as yet. I think Edie wanted the permission just in case. And I—I wouldn’t give it.”


  “You decided the question simply on a basis of her age? And his?”


  She moistened her lips; her glance flickered away.


  “You were acquainted with the boy’s . . . family?” Ugly, mean; he felt mean and ugly throwing in the hint like this. But this was a case in which, on its crackbrained surface, murder had been done because of disapproval. And it was best to sound out such disapproval when he could, among all those involved.


  “I think he has only a mother.”


  A couple of blackbirds flew into the courtyard outside the big window and began to squawk and fight over something, a bug perhaps, in the shrubs.


  She said determinedly: “You didn’t answer my question. I want to know what connection Edie’s death has with the Carrol child, or with Barbara Martin?”


  “We don’t know,” he said frankly, looking directly into her strange copper-brown eyes. “Someone has written an anonymous letter, connecting the three cases. Confessing to murder in each, in fact. This is something you will keep in confidence, please.”


  She reacted as if he had thrown a bucket of water into her face. She drew back in shock, caught a ragged breath. She would treat it in confidence, he was sure. She would not repeat what he had told her.


  She didn’t even believe it.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  MOLLY PETTIT came down the stairs tying a knot behind her neck, the rope that fastened the neck of the red linen halter. She wore brown shorts, straw kicks on her slim feet. She found Uncle Florian seated in the precise spot of the night before, though now he was looking distastefully into a cup of coffee. A cigarette smoldered on a tray. He glanced at her, wrinkled his big nose, and said, “Why can’t they invent a morning beverage that at least smells like Scotch?”


  The little colored maid who drove down from Huntington Beach every weekday stood at the sink, humming to herself and clattering dishes. Mrs. Pettit was across the room at a small desk-and-bench arrangement, what she called her household nerve center, with telephone and shopping lists in front of her, a pencil tapping her teeth.


  Molly said hello generally, helped herself to coffee from the percolator on the sink, sat down opposite her uncle. He gave her a second, elaborate squint. “Say, you’re looking pretty sharp today. Must have had a good night’s sleep.”


  She stuck out her tongue at him briefly. “No. I’m just happy. I’m going on a picnic.” She hadn’t expected her mother to catch it but Mrs. Pettit looked around at once.


  “With whom, dear?” When Molly didn’t instantly answer, she added, “I thought perhaps with the Zackers. I know they’re going out today, the channel, perhaps all the way to Catalina.”


  Molly hated to disappoint her, but if she were to lie and say yes, it was the Zackers, her mother would be so proud she’d tell everyone. And then the lie would be found out. At the same time Molly felt a breath of fear clouding her thoughts. It was unlike her mother to try to pin her down.


  “I’m not going on a boat at all, Mother. Just down the coast, just roasting wieners and swimming and such ordinary things. . . .” Her voice died; her thoughts took it up: there’s nothing glamorous about me, Mother. I’m so earthy. So common. You’d die of shame to know how common I am. She stole a glance in her mother’s direction. Mrs. Pettit was frowning.


  “Well, dear, don’t get badly sunburned. I’m planning an evening affair for the Prescotts. You know, Mrs. Prescott’s mother is visiting.”


  “Yes, you told me.”


  “She’s the widow of a former governor of Illinois. Very important people.”


  Molly’s eyes were drawn to her uncle. He was adjusting an invisible monocle with which to glare into the coffee cup.


  The colored girl turned from the dishes. “You want some breakfast, Miss Molly?”


  “I’ll fry an egg.”


  “No trouble. I’ll fry it.”


  “You’ll do it better,” Molly admitted. She avoided looking at Uncle Florian; even the cold touch of fear couldn’t keep her from choking with laughter if she did. She bent her head, the mop of untidy black hair brushed forward against her cheeks.


  “Don’t get sunburned,” her mother repeated. “I want you to wear that white eyelet, that off-shoulder dress. You look fine in it.”


  I look awful. I look like an over-frosted cake. I look as if my mother had put me in it to conceal something people might notice otherwise.


  “It’s really a nice dress,” Uncle Florian said softly, so that Molly knew he had guessed her thoughts.


  “It’s okay,” she said.


  “Just one thing. Save the day. Let me do your hair,” he begged.


  “Oh, now, Florian!” her mother cried in disgust.


  “I’ll admit, I’ll freely admit, the last time——” He put both hands on the table, leaning earnestly towards Molly. “Not too hot. But the time before that—it was fine. Wasn’t it? Didn’t people comment?”


  Molly let him see the love in her eyes. “Yes, darling, it was striking. It made me almost resemble Sophia Loren. Everyone thought so.”


  Her mother had turned fully in her chair. “You are not supposed to resemble an actress, Molly. You are supposed to look what you are, a sweet and wholesome young lady. A girl with breeding and good taste, a nice family, a refined home.”


  Molly licked her lips. Her uncle’s face flushed suddenly with red splotches and he got to his feet. “Goddammit, Clara, you make me sick!” He left the kitchen to the precipitate slap slap sound of his ancient slippers, bathrobe wadded against his skinny legs.


  “Now what on earth got into him?” Mrs. Pettit was staring after him in outrage.


  “I don’t know.” Molly, too, rose from the table. “I’m going to eat breakfast out on the steps. It’s such a beautiful morning.” She took the plate from the little colored girl, poured fresh coffee, put plate and cup on a tray and took it out. The smell of the sea was fresh and strong, blowing in on the Pacific tide. The small yard displayed a lot of bloom, hibiscus and cannas in yellow and red, a heap of purple lantana in a corner. Molly ate quickly, her mind on the day to come. She would need Uncle Florian’s car. Her own, the striking blue convertible, was much too noticeable.


  She thought suddenly of Larry, seeing him vividly sitting cross-legged on the bed, the torn sack of pretzels between them, the light shining on his lean brown body. A loosening warmth rushed through her. Her hand, lifting the cup, began to tremble.


  Oh, my darling . . .


  Then she felt clutched by anguish; the salt taste of tears filled her mouth. My love, my love.


  There were no new words, though when she had begun to love him everything else had changed, the whole world had taken on a strangeness. Who was it had said when you fell in love all the popular songs suddenly seemed to mean something? The word love itself seemed to be a bell ringing in her mind.


  She stood up unsteadily, took the tray inside, ignored some remark by her mother, and hurried upstairs to her uncle’s room. He was seated on the side of his bed in pants and undershirt, putting on his socks.


  “I need your car, Uncle Florian.”


  He looked up, his hound’s eyes full of understanding. “The picnic? Keys are on the dresser. Get some air in the left front tire before you go very far. Been meaning to get it fixed but didn’t.”


  She went to the dresser, picked up the keys in their worn leather case. “If it weren’t for you——”


  “I’m not doing you a damned bit of good,” he said harshly. “I can’t. My brain’s been fried too long in alcohol. If I weren’t a rummy I’d think of something, I’d figure out a way.”


  “There is no way.” She was looking into the mirror, not seeing herself. A fringe of black hair lay across her forehead. Her mouth looked pinched.


  “Goddammit, he won’t be seventeen forever. At least I’ve got that to look forward to.” He glanced up and caught the wince of pain. “Kick my ass, baby. Kick it hard. I deserve it, a rotten old hulk, hurting you, I ought to be kicked but good.”


  She stumbled over to the bed, fell there, dropped her head across his knees, and clutched his legs in agony. “It’s not you. You’re all right! It’s me, it’s what’s inside me, the way I can’t . . . can’t control——”


  He was stroking the black hair, murmuring to her.


  “—even when I know what it would do to them!”


  “Nobody was ever descended from a virgin. That includes you, baby.”


  “But she’s so clean, so innocent. So decent.”


  “She’s a goddamn snob. An oblivious social-climbing bitch. I knew her when. Goddammit, I grew up with her, I knew her when she still wet her pants.”


  He went on smoothing the tumbled black hair and by and by Molly lifted her head and scrubbed away the tears with the backs of her hands.


  He held her face between his hands. “This day is for you, baby. A day to be young in, to be in love in, to lie in the sun in. And don’t you forget it. Even the moralists in the pulpits don’t have all the answers. Quit thinking of yourself as dirt, as a criminal. Or I’ll kick your ass.”


  She tried to smile. “Come with us! We’ve found a secret cove!”


  “And you damned well keep it for yourselves,” he scolded, pretending to clout the soft chin. “Now get along. And drink a bottle of beer for me. Personally, I’ve got to get out and locate something stronger.”


  She stood up. “Are you going to drink today?”


  “Got to. It’s getting to where there’s no between-times. I’ll nip today, just enough to live.” He reached for his shoes. “You’ll never know what I’m talking about. And that’s a comfort.”


  Molly hurried to her own room for her purse and bathing suit. She had about fifty dollars left of the monthly allowance. Next year, she thought gratefully, she’d be teaching, she’d have her own money. She took a towel and her brief black suit, some sunburn lotion, and then went back downstairs, out the front door to avoid her mother’s questions. The big double-double garage doors fronted on the narrow alley. One door was shut, one up; the little maid’s car occupied the space vacated by her father’s business sedan. Her mother’s station wagon sat there shining in the sun. Molly pulled up the closed door. Her own bright new convertible sat side by side with Uncle Florian’s dilapidated Ford and showed up every neglected dent and rusted spot.


  She got behind the wheel, nursed the motor to life, and backed into the alley. At the first grocery she stopped for buns and wieners and mustard, paper plates, potato chips and beer. She scrounged an empty corrugated-cardboard box, stopped at a dispenser for ice. She packed the carton in the rear of the Ford with ice and beer.


  She drove up the peninsula to the mainland, to the intersection of the coast highway. He was lounging near the signals, in a patch of weeds, as if waiting to hitch a ride. She swerved in quickly, braked the car. He was smiling in at her, the sun a blaze in his pale hair. He yanked open the door and hopped in. He wore the same T-shirt, faded pants. He was barefooted. In spite of the openness of the place, the traffic containing God knew whose staring eyes, the brilliant light that shone in on them, he pulled her over and kissed her, hard.


  She clung to the wheel, not wanting to, wanting instead to surrender to him, melt against him.


  “We’ve got the whole day.”


  It made her think of what Uncle Florian had said, a day made for love, for being young, for lying somewhere in the sunlight.


  Just one day . . .


  One beautiful and never-to-be-forgotten day out of a lifetime of . . . what?


  She felt her hands tremble on the wheel, had to bite back the stinging rush of tears. To cover how she felt she swung the little car recklessly into the stream of traffic. There was the squeal of tires behind her, the savage squawk of a horn.


  Larry looked back casually. “Squirt in a beret, driving a Thunderbird. Doesn’t he know a woman driver when he sees one?”


  They climbed the hill to Corona del Mar, swept along in the stream of cars. The big bay lay behind and below them, and Molly threw a glance at it.


  “What a spot,” Larry said, his glance following hers.


  “I’ve lived here almost all my life. Winter and summer, though it’s not as fashionable in the winter.”


  “It’s not? Why?”


  “Oh . . . The big affairs are held in L.A. And the water’s not supposed to be nice. And a lot of the big yachts go into drydock. And only the natives remain to hold the fort.”


  “That’s bad? It sounds better to me than the summertime.”


  “It is.” She threw him a loving and mischievous look. “I was teasing.”


  “How come your mother stays here winters when it’s not the style?”


  “Dad’s business.”


  “He makes her stay?”


  “He has to be here. And if she went to L.A. it would have to be by herself. And a lone woman is a social leper.”


  “I don’t know much about society but I don’t think your mother would allow anybody to call her a leper.”


  She took a hand off the wheel to squeeze one of his. “Don’t let me forget, I’ve got to stop for air. Left front tire. Uncle Florian warned me.”


  But that was the last she thought of it.


  Curt opened his eyes. The sunlight was bright; he sensed how late it was. He crawled to his knees, leaned into the window embrasure, and looked at the bay. The water lay blue and sparkling, speckled with boats, dinghies mostly. A few big yachts were anchored out in the water and beyond Lido Isle a majestic sail moved close to the main channel.


  He sat still, listening for some sounds from the other room. His mother had come home late. He’d heard her in the other room; she’d had someone with her—not a surprise. He had heard long murmurings, then finally cries and exhortations. The apartment below them was occupied by an elderly man who was totally deaf. A necessary dispensation; this was the first place they’d lived where they hadn’t been evicted at the shortest possible notice.


  By and by his mother and her unknown caller had begun to sing one of the dragging off-key hymns of her composing. His mother had sounded firm and exalted. The visiting masculine voice—something about it bookish and scholarly—had nevertheless stumbled with a tone that Curt recognized as embarrassment. The hymn finished, there had been further long colloquy.


  Then the prayers had taken on a loud and desperate urgency. His mother had shouted for help against temptation while Curt had lain wide-eyed, willing himself not to hear.


  There were thumps and bumps, as if his mother wrestled physically with the devil.


  Once years ago his mother had initiated Curt into these practices, keeping him up all night in the process. But a teacher had noticed the child’s inability to stay awake in school. There had been sessions with the juvenile authorities. Curt had been taken from his mother and placed in a foster home in the country near San Bernardino.


  A big childless redheaded woman had sheltered five of them on a dairy farm. She had had an enormous bosom, wore glasses, drank a little dago red before meals, and had given Curt and the other forlorn waifs a great warm bountiful love. Curt had helped with the dairying, as much as he could for his size, and had loved her in return, desperately. One thing alone had gnawed him. According to his mother’s teachings, the wine-drinking meant that Mrs. Reeder was headed straight for a fiery hell.


  After a time, through no wish or doing of his, he was reunited with his mother. She and he had moved to Newport Bay and she had done housework by the day for a living. Before that, according to his dim understanding, she had run some kind of church.


  He remembered a word from the juvenile court hearings: fanatic. He remembered two words overheard at school: crazy fanatic.


  He knew that both had been applied to his mother. He knew what averted eyes meant, and what tittering whispers meant, and when Edith Tomlinson had stared at him in adoring puppy love, he had been afraid that she was staring because his mother was a freak. And that made him one.


  Last night, after the cries and the wrestling noises had ended, other sounds no less betraying had taken their place. His mother had explained definitely, long before, that a thorough tussling with evil usually drove away bad desires. If it didn’t, if the bad desires persisted, God forgave the giving in.


  Curt scrambled from bed, went to the door, opened it a cautious crack. His mother lay on the bed-davenport, wrapped in a sheet. She was alone.


  In the morning light her figure was revealed, slim and long-legged. A mop of lustrous brown hair spread across the pillow. In spite of her age and the hard work she had done, she was a good-looking woman. Her skin was soft and clear, her features even. Her appearance in sleep always surprised Curt. She looked so gentle.


  He crept past on his bare feet, went into the little kitchen, and opened the refrigerator. He took out milk and bacon. The motor of the refrigerator went on with a sharp initial clatter and his mother stirred in the outer room.


  “Curt?”


  “Yes, Ma.”


  “What are you doing? Getting something to eat?” Her voice was mild, blurry with sleep. She yawned; he heard the couch creak as she stretched her body on it.


  “That’s right.”


  “Oh, lordy.” A moment of hesitation. “Did you hear me come in last night, Curt?”


  “No, Ma. No, I didn’t.” He was dropping bacon strips into a pan. His face had tightened, hardened.


  “I brought a friend up.” Another wait, as if she were testing him. “A good, nice religious man. We had a little talk.”


  “I didn’t hear you.”


  Apparently she decided to believe him. She got up, trailing the sheet, and went into the bathroom. Curt’s thoughts turned to what had happened last night, Arnold’s taking the letter from the box, and what the letter had said. Curt felt confused and scared. He felt that he ought to talk to someone about the contents of the letter, perhaps even mention his impression that someone had watched his window from the courtyard where Edie Tomlinson had lived.


  The connection between the watching face in the courtyard of Edie’s home and the mention of her name in the letter was something to puzzle over. Perhaps—the thought spurted through him—perhaps he and Arnold had been seen robbing the mailbox. Perhaps the writer had waited out of sight, to make sure the letter was taken up at the proper time. To make sure no one got hold of it except the postman.


  Of course Edie’s death had been an accident. Everyone knew that. So it must mean that the writer of the letter was crazy.


  He had confessed to murder, but he hadn’t really killed. He had not signed his name. He didn’t really want to be found.


  It must be some kind of gag, Curt decided. A joke on the cops.


  Curt stood staring into the pan of sizzling bacon. In the bathroom his mother was humming one of her hymns. It seemed to be the one he had heard her sing last night, but it was hard to tell; every one of his mother’s hymns sounded like “Moonlight Bay.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  ARCHER SAT on the corner of his desk and mulled over a typewritten copy of the letter. The original with its envelope had gone to L.A. for examination by experts.


  I have chosen my fourth victim. I had hoped not to continue with this thing, but conditions are much too offensive not to demand the remedy.


  Archer scratched the side of his jaw with his free hand, then pushed the rimless glasses higher on his nose, and frowned.


  He thought, maybe we haven’t paid enough attention to this particular paragraph.


  Of course he had pointed out its possible danger and significance to Matthews; but his real interest had been in the Tomlinson case and he had let that interest orient his interpretation of the letter.


  He could sympathize with Matthews’ viewpoint, too. By claiming the responsibility for these three deaths, this mocking bastard had implied a shocking stupidity on the part of the police. Matthews would go all out to reinforce the original conclusions.


  And while he’s doing that, Archer thought, and while I’m all wrapped up in what could have happened to Edith Tomlinson, this cookie could go ahead and do what he’s threatening here—add number four to his list—and whether he’s nuts and has just imagined that he murdered these kids or is smart enough to have a real motive and want to cover it, number four will be just as dead as Charles Carrol and Barbara Martin and Edith Tomlinson. And God knows you can’t get any deader.


  So what we’ll have to do—at the same time we go poking into the past—is to keep an eye out for the future, trying to figure out who it is that he. . . .


  Archer yanked his thoughts up short. How could they guess his concealed motive, the thing he meant to hide by this crazy confession? Even taking his story as a sort of cockeyed jumping-off place, how to know by what standard this nut judged whether people needed killing? And without that yardstick, where and at whom should they look?


  He’s got us running, Archer thought in a rage.


  He remembered little about the Carrol youngster. The Martin girl had been involved with a rich, spoiled boy who had gotten her pregnant and left her. That might seem to involve a moral judgment, provided the writer of the letter had had anything to do with her death.


  Which Archer couldn’t believe.


  Archer got off the desk and walked the floor and muttered to himself under his breath. By and by Matthews came in.


  Matthews was tense and furious. “I talked to Mrs. Carrol. It was quite a conversation.” There was a glitter to his eyes that Archer had never seen before.


  Archer waited flat-footed, feeling the sweat dry up on his face, feeling the moisture dry out under his tongue. He could sense it coming like a ton of toppling bricks, and he was choked with dread. How could they have been this stupid?


  Matthews stood in the middle of the room. His crew cut seemed suddenly grayer, dusty. “Mrs. Carrol never mentioned this before. But when her son ran across that drive, following the pup, the pup had been whistled to. It’s the whistle she just hadn’t bothered to talk about.” His breathing must have been audible in the next block.


  With his cottony mouth Archer managed: “Did she see anyone?”


  “No. There was just this whistle out of nowhere, or maybe out of some big shrubbery along the boundary of their yard. The pup had been trained to respond. Charles Carrol had worked hard teaching him.”


  Times like this, Archer thought numbly, I wonder why I ever even entertained the notion of being a cop.


  “Any reason given for failure to tell us?”


  “Shock. Shock and a belief at the time that it couldn’t have meant anything. There’s a path, kids go down to the bayside behind those shrubs. Neighbor kids. She’d always told herself that one of them must have whistled, trying to attract the attention of a pal already on the beach.”


  “And what does she think now?”


  Matthews licked his lips. “She’s been sick a lot since her son died. There was a nurse with her. The daughter—she’s just a kid, just a little older than the boy. The nurse and the kid chased me out. Mrs. Carrol was screaming.” Matthews’ face was grayer, like his hair, Archer noted; he was quite grayish around the mouth. “She was screaming that she’d always known it was murder. And why hadn’t we?”


  “Oh God.”


  After a moment Matthews looked around the place as if he couldn’t endure being in it. “I need some coffee. What I really need I’ll get when I go off duty.”


  Archer followed him. They drove a short way. At the coffee shop they huddled at a rear table.


  Matthews said, “I’ve got to talk to Mr. Carrol. And somebody at San Quentin had better question old Doc Tatum.”


  “His office nurse is still around,” Archer said. “Miss Povell. She’s working for another doctor. On the Island. Suppose I check the autopsy on Barbara Martin, then talk to her, then talk to the Martin family.”


  Matthews looked almost sick. “It’s going to crucify them. After all this time.” He rubbed a hand over the lower part of his face. “Yes, that’s what we’ll do, what we have to do. You know”—he looked over at the window, where sunlight poured through, squinted at the light—“it could still be . . . a fake. A gimmick. Maybe that whistle Mrs. Carrol thinks she heard, maybe it was just a——” He didn’t finish, didn’t say what the whistle might have been.


  “Let’s have the coffee and get going.”


  After that silence lay heavy between them.


  Lottie Tomlinson left the loom and went into the bedroom. She lay down on the bed and shut her eyes. It was no good trying to work. There was nothing in her to give, no interest, no inspiration, no feeling for color or texture. She was squeezed dry.


  She thought about the detective who had been to see her. Some words dropped into her mind, heavy as stones. And then they let you alone? The memory of her own voice: Well, mostly. And who didn’t?


  An echo of the incredulous shock she’d felt returned to mind.


  In those days, when Edie had first been gone, surely she would have gone mad except for the kindness of the few she had permitted to sympathize. She hadn’t wanted people like . . . like Curt’s mother. Mrs. Appleby had wanted to talk about God’s judgment and hell-fire and the evil that walks on every hand by day and by night, and finally Lottie had vomited on the rug and then Mrs. Appleby had gone.


  Curt himself had been a help. A week after Edie’s death he had come to visit briefly, bringing a collection of little stuff, shells and dried pods of seaweed and some gull’s feathers. He had told Lottie that he and Edie had run into each other on the beach, the ocean side of the peninsula, and had gathered the stuff, and that he had put it away and forgotten it until now. Now he wondered if she might want it.


  She had made some cocoa and they’d eaten a cookie together and then without saying much more he had gone.


  That made a warm, bright memory . . . because she knew what those moments on the beach must have meant to Edie, being with this strange, quiet boy on whom she had such a crush.


  The detectives words: She had dates?


  Edie’s date had been with death.


  I gave you the little boat, I wanted you out on the water in the sunlight with the other children. I wouldn’t buy the crazy sandals, they were too adult. I didn’t allow you to wear lipstick. Your mouth was so young, so sweet; it didn’t need paint. And if Curt had asked you to go to the Christmas dance, I was all ready to say no.


  Edie’s image seemed to swim before her, the coppery eyes, fixed on distance, the face full of a listening stillness.


  Was I really thinking of your good, Edie, or was I being selfish? Was I so wrapped up in work, in what I considered my talent, my gift, that I couldn’t, take time to see you as you were? I couldn’t take time to find out that you were growing up?


  Lottie rolled over, burying her face in the pillow, trying to smother the sobs.


  The detective would be coming back to talk again. Someone has written an anonymous letter——


  I can’t stand any more, Lottie thought. I can’t endure questions, and remembering, and talking about Edie’s dying. Picking over the details. She fell into the bay; it was an accident. If I have to talk and remember, I’ll be better off dead.


  She lifted her face from the wet pillow. She spoke to the blank wall above the bed, as if beyond it lay some merciful surcease. “I’d be better off dead,” she said distinctly into the silence. “I would really be better off dead.”


  There was no reply. How could there be?


  In some other part of the building a board creaked, there was a sound almost like a footfall, but of course the building had been here for years and was built on the sandy bar, and there were always little settling noises like this.


  Lottie put her face down and felt the tears spill from her eyes.


  Curt put on swim trunks, took cigarettes and a towel off the rack, and went out. He walked casually past the building where Edie Tomlinson had lived. The courtyard under his examining gaze now seemed innocent and open and sunny. He paused to light a cigarette as a cover for further examination. Lottie’s big loom sat in the window unattended, bright yarn and tags of warp hanging from its frame. He took a good long stare at the other doors. Two of them. The upper floor was one huge double, occupied by the owner during the fall and winter and empty now—it was being prepared for summer rental. Curt studied the uncurtained windows, the glare of fresh paint off the walls inside, and understood in a moment. He turned his attention to the lower apartment. The blinds were drawn, a newspaper still lay on the step.


  His gray eyes took on an introspective shrewdness.


  On the narrow bayside beach he spread the towel and lay down in the sun. There weren’t many others around. It was early enough in the summer so that the breeze was cool, the sunlight deceptively mild. He could smell hot dogs and popcorn from the stands on the other side of the promenade, mingled with the watery odor of the bay. He put his face down into his folded arms and shut his eyes. He wanted to lie quiet and to think.


  His mother was out on a housecleaning call and though the apartment was peaceful and empty he had no wish to stay in it. He was restless, with an undercurrent of excitement in his thoughts.


  Surely by now the police must have the letter and an investigation have been started. Curt had a fair idea of police procedure from sessions with Arnold at Arnold’s TV set, and from reading crime comics. He knew that the police could not dismiss the letter at once as the work of a crank, even though they knew the deaths mentioned in it had not been murders.


  Curt had tried hard but could not recall the other names. But he was convinced that the two, like Edie, must have been victims of accidents. The letter was a gag, a trick. It was meant to torment the cops. The nut who had written the letter was lying low behind those closed blinds, waiting to see what would happen when the cops came to interview Edie’s sister.


  Curt rolled over, looked at the brilliant sky. What a bastard the creep was, when you thought about it, bringing the cops around again to hash over the kid’s death with Lottie Tomlinson. He remembered vividly the crushed, sick look Lottie had worn the day he’d taken her the bits of stuff he and Edie had scrounged on the beach.


  To even things up, somebody ought to write the cops an anonymous letter about him.


  Curt was grinning to himself over the idea when a head interposed itself against the light, and shading his eyes he saw that it was Arnold. Arnold flopped down beside him, sitting with his knees drawn up, his skinny arms wrapped around them.


  “Saturday,” he mused. “Two more weeks of lousy school, then every day will be like this. Cool, man.”


  “A blast,” Curt agreed.


  A couple of teen-aged girls came down the walk, dressed in swim suits. One was tall with red hair, not as yet filled out much; the other was short, stocky, with a protruding stomach.


  Arnold said, “Look at that.”


  “Skags,” Curt dismissed them.


  Arnold leaned over. “Do you think anybody saw us with that letter?”


  “I don’t know. Why?”


  “I felt kind of . . . funny, afterwards.”


  “I told you not to take it out of the box.”


  Arnold shrugged, his face closing at the reminder. “Oh, hell, what’s the difference? I don’t even remember what was in it. Do you?”


  “You remember, all right,” Curt said.


  The girls ran into the water a short distance away, began to hop around and holler, glancing now and then at the two boys. Arnold watched interestedly but Curt wouldn’t look; he thought the pair completely without attraction.


  “I’ve been thinking.” He waited until Arnold looked around. “I’ve figured something out. Hey, do you remember any of the names in that letter?”


  “Charlie Carrol,” Arnold said promptly. “I remembered because my folks know them, my dad had some business deal with Mr. Carrol. It was just about the time the kid got run over.”


  “You’re sure that was one of the names?”


  “It’s the only one I’m sure of, and that’s why,” Arnold insisted. “I remembered how the kid got killed, his dad ran over him with the car.”


  “It fits in, then,” Curt said. “I remembered another name. Edie Tomlinson. She died in an accident too. So you see the letter is just a gag.”


  “I don’t dig it.”


  “Some creep, having fun with the cops.” Curt hesitated, on the verge of telling Arnold that he knew where the writer of the letter lived.


  “Anybody do a thing like that, he’s nuts,” Arnold said emphatically.


  “It figures.”


  “I hope to hell he wasn’t around to see us monkey with that mailbox.”


  “Maybe he’s watching us right now,” Curt said, enjoying Arnold’s nervousness. “Maybe he’s waiting to see if we’re going to the cops.”


  “What could we tell them?” Arnold was still watching the girls, who were throwing water at each other and squealing. “They got the letter, they know everything we do. They’ll even trace back, what box it came from. They’ll ask everybody in the neighborhood if they saw anybody drop a letter, if they remember who it was.”


  “Suppose we went to the cops and said we saw who dropped it?”


  Arnold looked down at him in scared astonishment. “Why in the hell would we say that?”


  “He’s playing games. Why shouldn’t we?”


  Arnold got to his feet. He looked tall and skinny against the sky. “I had one hassle with the cops. You know. My old man said he’d beat hell out of me if there was a second one. I don’t mean to give him any reason. Whatever you think you want to do, leave me out of it. I never saw any letter, I never robbed any mailbox.”


  He went off down the beach to where the girls were jumping around in the water, and after a moment of waiting on the edge, making sure of the invitation in their manner, he jumped in to join them.


  Curt turned again on his face. What a rank Arnold was!


  The more he thought about the letter, and the motive that must lie behind it, the surer he was that it demanded some action, some answer on his part.


  He’d have to be careful, that was all.


  CHAPTER SIX


  THE ENTRANCE to the doctor’s office was through a small court overgrown with bougainvillea and roses. Archer opened the door. Inside was antiseptic gray paint, rubber-tiled floor, and the nurse at the desk.


  Miss May Povell was a slim woman in her fifties. She had an alert, intelligent face. The gold graduate’s pin gleamed on her starched bosom, and the peaked white cap was set precisely centerline on her gray hair. She looked up as Archer entered, recognized him, smiled with the touch of ruefulness he remembered. She had been cleared of any complicity when Dr. Tatum had been convicted as an abortionist, but Archer’s arrival must have brought back unhappy memories. “Hello, Mr. Archer.”


  “Hello, Miss Povell. Are you free for a minute?”


  “Oh yes, certainly. Won’t you take a chair?”


  “Is the doctor in?” Archer asked it, wondering if their talk might be overheard.


  “He’s out on a call. He won’t be back until two.” She turned slightly from the desk, folding her hands, letting him see that she had put work aside and was giving him her attention.


  Archer sat down, dropped his hat on the floor beside the chair. “It’s about Barbara Martin.”


  The gray brows arched. “After so long a time? I should think it had been concluded long ago.” She shook her head. “Poor unhappy child. What more is there to say?”


  “We don’t know. We need an opinion. You were among the last to see her before her death. She came to you, in Dr. Tatum’s office.”


  Miss Povell moistened her lips. “She was dying.”


  “You knew what was wrong with her? Right away?”


  “A nurse does not diagnose, Mr. Archer. It was later that . . . well, let’s say that as soon as I saw her I knew that her condition was dangerous.”


  Archer nodded soberly. He had put his elbows on the chair arms, put his fingers up steeple-fashion, and regarded Miss Povell across them. “If I recall correctly, you spent a while alone with her before the ambulance arrived.”


  “A short time. I put her down on a couch with a blanket over her. It was obvious that she was in great pain and had an extremely high fever. She seemed incoherent.”


  “Did you try to talk to her?”


  “Yes, I did.”


  “The only questions asked you at the inquest seemed to concern whether you had any knowledge of the abortion Dr. Tatum had performed on her three days before her visit to the office.”


  She bent her head in agreement. The starched white cap reflected the light from the courtyard window.


  “So . . . up until now . . . you haven’t discussed what you and Barbara Martin talked about during those moments you spent alone with her?”


  She met his eyes levelly. “Do you think I would have concealed some important fact, Mr. Archer? I had great respect and affection for Dr. Tatum. If I had found out anything from the girl, anything along the line you seem to be hinting about——”


  He broke in abruptly. “Could anyone else have had a hand in her death?”


  She sat absolutely still. An expression of distaste pinched in the corners of her mouth. “As I was about to conclude . . . if she had said anything at all to absolve Dr. Tatum——”


  “I’m not talking about the abortion. She’d had it. Dr. Tatum did it. She died of an untreated infection following surgery.” He waved away the objections she was beginning to gather. “I know why Doc did it, too. She was one of his babies, he’d brought her into the world, he’d treated her all her life from measles on up——”


  “Then I’m afraid I just don’t know what you’re talking about,” she put in, in a firm tone.


  “I’ve been looking over the autopsy report, the reports filed during the police investigation, and so on. I noted something I hadn’t paid a lot of attention to, before. The doctor performed the surgery at his office——”


  “During my absence, Mr. Archer.”


  “Yes, during your absence. At night, in fact. From the time he aborted her until she staggered in on you, nobody seems to have seen her. The family didn’t know where she was. They’d filed a missing-person report with the police, in fact.”


  Miss Povell adjusted some stacked forms on the desk, frowning. “Yes, I remember that.”


  “Everybody’s guess was, Barbara Martin spent those three days with some girl friend, a friend who was afraid to come forward and speak up after her death. But now——”


  She glanced up, still frowning. “What has happened now?”


  Archer leaned forward in his chair, the steeple-peak of fingers under his lean chin. “When you talked to her, did she mention anything to give a clue to where she’d spent that time?”


  “Oh, no, Mr. Archer. I’d have said so at the inquest.”


  “Did she . . . uh . . . speak of any medicines that might have been given her? By someone else, I mean—not the doctor.”


  “No. Nothing like that.” Miss Povell seemed to hesitate. “There was just one thing . . . I mean, it was pitiful.”


  “What?”


  “The aspirin.”


  The sudden wolfish attention in Archer’s manner must have surprised her. With the first sign of nervousness, Miss Povell reached for the perfectly centered cap, tugged at it, pulled the curls from around its starched rim. “The aspirin were in her purse in a prescription bottle, and when I first saw them I thought perhaps it was something she’d been taking to reduce the infection. But then I rolled some out into my hand, and I saw what they were. One of the patented aspirin mixtures.”


  Archer seemed to be feeling his way. “How did you know?”


  “Oh, we had them on hand. I have some here, in fact. They’re perfectly safe. Innocuous.” She opened a drawer of the desk and Archer caught the array of samples, part of what must be the deluge sent to every doctor. She took out a small glass vial, unscrewed the cap, poured five or six tablets into her palm. “You see? The faint pink color, the pharmaceutical emblem on each tablet, the characteristic oval shape——”


  “Yes, I see.” Archer fell back in the chair, filled with a rage of disappointment. He had thought of poison, something clever and obscure, not noticed because of the girl’s highly infected condition. But he sensed that the alert, intelligent nurse wouldn’t have been deceived. “Wait a minute. You said these aspirin were in a prescription bottle?”


  “That’s right.”


  “A prescription issued to Barbara Martin?”


  Her gaze clouded. “I’m . . . afraid I didn’t notice.”


  “Where is that bottle now?”


  “I returned it and the tablets to her handbag. I had opened the bag in the first place to find—quickly—her home telephone number. After Barbara died at the hospital the purse must have gone, along with her clothes, to her family.”


  Next call, Archer thought, a bitter taste coming into his mouth.


  “Did you question her about these tablets?”


  “No. Once I saw what they were, there was no need.”


  “She had no other medicines with her?”


  Miss Povell shook her head. “None at all.”


  “And when you did talk to her, she was unable to answer?”


  “The only coherent thing I remember . . . she said, ‘It didn’t work.’ ”


  “It didn’t work.” Archer’s echo was almost a whisper.


  “Obviously, she meant the operation which Dr. Tatum had performed.”


  Archer nodded but his look was thoughtful. As he rose to go he was remembering that Dr. Tatum’s surgery had worked, all right; the fetus had been aborted. The infection had come on afterward.


  “Do you have any idea why . . . sick as she was . . . she hadn’t come back to Dr. Tatum for treatment?”


  “I can’t imagine why she had not,” Miss Povell answered. “She must have known he would have done anything to help her.”


  Archer went to the door, hesitated there. “Did you like Barbara Martin?” he asked suddenly.


  “Very much.” Miss Povell had risen from her chair; some pink color had come up into her face as they had talked, but now it was dying away. She looked tireder, Archer thought.


  “What kind of girl was she? I mean—giggly, or loud, or obviously coquettish?”


  “None of those. She was shy. Respectful with older people. She used very little make-up. Her clothes were conservative for a youngster. She was a nice child—a thoroughly nice child.” The color had returned, burning in two angry spots on Miss Povell’s cheeks. “That boy should have been sent to prison for a good term of years.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Archer thanked her and left.


  Crossing the channel, seated in his car on the little auto ferry, he stared through the windshield at the approaching shore of the peninsula. Bright sun shone on the patchwork of homes, stores, apartment buildings, variegated stucco and redwood and stone facing. It reminded him suddenly of a puzzle, put together by an idiot. Somewhere in its maze was the box where the letter had been dropped—the post-office people would be checking now to find it. Somewhere in there was the brain, the creature who had written the letter.


  “Goddamn you,” Archer said half aloud. “Goddamn your filthy black heart.”


  The ferry hooted its warning to the crew in the slip. Archer reached for the key and the motor purred into life.


  Molly carried the sack of lunch stuff. Larry put the box with the ice and beer on his shoulder and trudged after her. The rim of the bluff broke sharply and below was a tiny semicircular beach. Molly scrambled down, loose stones falling around her. On the beach she turned to watch Larry. He looked big and bronzed in the sun. The sun also highlighted his blond hair and smoothed the planes of his face, so that he looked extremely young. She thought despairingly that he looked about fifteen.


  He put the box on the sand and glanced around lazily. Molly said, “I don’t think anyone’s been here since we were. There isn’t a scrap, not even a pop bottle.”


  Larry nodded. “How about a beer? We’ll leave the bottles to show we own the place.”


  They sat down and he opened beer and they drank. The sun had heat, reflected off the overhanging cliff, and the seaweed and ocean smells seemed trapped in the pocket here, strong and clean. Molly stretched and drew a deep breath. “It’s a beautiful day. I wish that a day like this could last forever.”


  He grinned at her over the bottle. “We’ll have other days.”


  Molly nodded. “I get scared sometimes though. I dream things.”


  “About what?”


  “You know.”


  The sand was coarse and crystalline, almost white in color. Molly pushed off her straw kicks and dug her toes into the sand. She looked out at the sea. The sun seemed to reflect off the water as if off a mirror. The waves rolled in, enormous and green, turned over with a thunderous spray of rainbow light. “I like this particular day awfully well, though,” Molly said. “I like it a lot. It’s good to be out of town, all alone. Where no one can see us. Even when we’re in the shack with the door locked I’m never really easy. Every minute I’m expecting some horrible big banging on the door.”


  “With police whistles,” he teased. He was grinning again, thoroughly amused. The sun glinted in his eyelashes and shone on his strong white teeth.


  She said suddenly, “I wish Mr. Freitag hadn’t asked you all those questions.”


  “Ah, he’s just a nosy old biddy,” Larry answered. “He carries his classroom around with him. Invisible blackboards. Anybody under twenty-one, he’s got to quiz ’em and show off.”


  “You should have made an excuse and gotten away from him,” Molly said. “Or else, even better, brought the conversation around to age, and told him you’re nineteen or twenty.”


  Larry’s expression suddenly hardened. “Chrissakes, why? My age is none of his damned business. I’m making my own living, I’m keeping my nose clean. I’m not asking old Sister Freitag for a damned thing.”


  “That isn’t the point,” she said patiently. “In California it’s the law, you go to school until you’re eighteen or have graduated from the twelfth grade. Anything less, you’ll be looked up by the juvenile officers.”


  He turned to face her. His eyes were angry. “Molly, look. They put me back in school, I’ll be in the eighth grade. The eighth grade. It’s ridiculous. They’re going to shove me in with a lot of little kids? Me? I’d disrupt the classroom.”


  “The law——”


  “To hell with the damned law. There must be some out, some way that it’s done with common sense. Before I have you ragging me over it I’ll walk up to the nearest juvenile bull and explain the situation. I’ll tell him how I’ve been on my own for three years. I’ll ask him to figure out how he can arrange to put me back in school. According to the law. I’ll want to know who’s going to support me while I crack books and do homework. Who’ll buy my clothes and my eats. Who’ll supply spending money so I can have a soda in the candy store, along with the other kiddies.”


  She had retreated into misery. “They can put me in prison for what I’m doing with you.”


  “Over my dead body.” He got up, dropping the empty bottle in the sand. He jerked the T-shirt up over his broad shoulders, flung it down by the bottle, shucked the denim pants down off his legs. He wore a faded black knit swim suit under the pants. “Let’s go in, I’ll race you.” He looked down at her, where she sat hunched with averted face, the black hair blown across her eyes. “Hey, you.” He dropped to his knees beside her, put fingers under her chin, forced her to look at him. “I don’t know where you’ve been all these years, Molly, or what sort of folks you’ve run around with, that you seem to think everybody in California under eighteen automatically has to be a virgin. Where I come from they never heard of such a crazy rule.”


  She put her hands up to touch his bare arms. “I just have a feeling as if a . . . a truck is going to run over us.” Her hands tightened. “As if . . . any minute . . . we’ll find somebody looking down at us from the top of that bluff. I have a sense of being followed and watched, of something getting ready to happen. All the time. And I can’t throw it off.”


  “Who’s interested in what we’re doing? Your folks?”


  She shook her head, crouching against him.


  “Nobody gives a damn about me but you.” He put his mouth down, she felt his breath on her face, and then he kissed her. “We ought to go in. Come on.” His hands fumbled at the back of her neck, unknotting the halter tie.


  “No, wait. My suit’s still in the car. I’ll have to get it.”


  “All right.” He kissed her again, and then there was sudden urgency in his fumbling. “If there is some invisible juvenile bull at the top of the bluff, let’s give him something to look at, first”


  “No . . . no, Larry!”


  “Because this is a day we want to remember forever——”


  “Not . . . now.”


  But she was prone on the sand, his arm was hard and heavy across her waist, his hands pinning her shoulders had the weight of stones. She felt the heat of the sun on her bare breasts, and the thunder of the surf seemed far away, muffled in the thudding of her pulse.


  Another sound cut in, small and sharp, as imperative as the preliminary rattle of a whip. A terrible shock brought Molly up to struggle against him. There had been a fall of little stones off the bluff. Someone was up there. She writhed free as he tried to catch her. She tied the halter into place as she sprang to her feet. Then she was running.


  She had to confront the face she imagined, the face of terror that had followed and looked down, spying upon their moment of love-making.


  Breath tore at her lungs, her feet felt cut and raw, as she reached the rim and toppled there, the distance a dizzying blur. Larry was with her in the next instant; and then when she could see clearly, there was nothing between them and the shabby little car sitting alone in the sun. A long way off against some foothills was the coast highway, busy with bug-sized traffic, too far even for the noise to reach them. The only movement was that of summer-dried grasses under the sea wind, the only sound that of the surf.


  She turned to Larry, clung to him shaking. “I thought I heard someone.”


  “There’s nobody here but us.”


  He carried her back down to the beach. She was wrung out, heavy with lethargy. She wanted to sleep.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  LOTTIE TOMLINSON went into the bathroom and ran the cold water tap, put hands and wrists into the basin, then splashed her face. When she lifted her face from the towel she found herself looking back from the glass, and then suddenly she could see the marks left by the weeks since Edie had died. The Italian cut had grown out shaggy and uncurling. Her face had thinned in the cheeks and temples, giving an effect of hollow malnourishment. Her skin looked dry and withered.


  She loosened the scrap of silk holding her hair, shook the hair down around her face, studied herself critically. “I’m an old lady,” she said softly, frowning at herself. “I’ve gotten old, grieving for Edie.” All at once a sense of alarm, the first rousings of self-preservation, ran through her; and at the same time she seemed to take a great step past all the numb, distracted sorrow and to be in the open, to be self-possessed, clear-headed. She opened the medicine chest, took out a jar of cream, and began to scrub it into her skin.


  Afterwards she glanced down at the clothes she wore as if seeing them for the first time that day. An old white school blouse of Edie’s, too tight across the bust. Blue corduroy pants, worn thin on the knees. The scuffed sandals she should have discarded long ago. Old things. Shabby, dismal things.


  What happened to me?


  She tried to think back, tried to re-create the feeling of lostness and fear of living that had come over her when Edie had died.


  I wanted to grieve forever, she thought. She felt a pang of guilt, then put it firmly aside. Edie wouldn’t want me to go on like this. I can’t imagine why I felt it was somehow due her.


  She went into the studio room, sniffing at the air of staleness, looking around, seeing the untidiness and the layers of dust, the unswept floor, the neglected loom, the fallen scraps of samples. “I’ve been away somewhere,” she said to herself, not quite understanding what she meant by it.


  It occurred to her that perhaps most people who go through a deep and irreparable loss suffer this same thing, this locking in of despair that seems to have no end until, suddenly and miraculously, it breaks.


  “Edie . . . Edie . . .” she whispered into the silence, but her sister’s name brought no clutch of agony, only the remembrance of love.


  She saw the chair then, the one where the detective, Archer, had sat earlier this same day. His visit seemed far distant in time, past some bridge of contact, in some other and separate part of her life. She thought back, impatient with herself. How had she acted with him?


  Like a fool.


  She should of course have listened calmly and carefully to what he said, then replied, with common sense. She’d have to go to see him. Now.


  She went into the bathroom, shed her clothes, and showered, rubbing herself hard with the towel. Then she removed the cream from her face and applied make-up. She hurried into the bedroom and opened the closet and started to search for a dress to wear, but the hair falling about her face, damp and lank, distracted her. She went to the dresser, opened a drawer. She took out a pair of gold-banded combs, lifted the hair at either side of her head, and pinned it back. Then she brushed it softly into a roll on the neck.


  The appearance of self-neglect was gone.


  She selected a brown linen dress from the closet, held it against her for a judge of fit. Because she had lost weight it was going to be loose, but then it was one of the newer styles, new late last summer, and not expected to hug the waist.


  She put on hose. How long since she’d worn nylons? She couldn’t remember. At Edie’s funeral, probably. Shabbiness had grown into a uniform.


  With white pumps, white purse under her arm, she took a final look at herself in the mirror. Suddenly the knowledge of how changed she would seem to Archer swept over her and in spite of the seriousness of her mood, she smiled. She walked out through the front door, locked it, and turned to the courtyard.


  The door of the other downstairs flat was closed, the blinds drawn at the windows. She noted the paper lying spread on the step, and the part of her that had suddenly awakened from long grief was now avid for news of the world. She stooped, picked up the paper, stood there to read the headline. But nothing seemed changed, or at least the paper made the current crises sound like all the old ones; the ferment of politics, the clash of minor foreign wars, the dismay over local crime seemed of a pattern she’d always known. She put the paper back on the step.


  The place had an air of vacancy, she thought, as if her co-occupant were gone for the day. But moving off towards the street, she revised this impression. The sense was not so much one of emptiness as of secrecy. He’d been in there last night, she knew. She had heard the typewriter. She had not heard him go out during the morning, though he well might have without her knowing, since she had paid little attention to anything beyond the perimeter of her misery.


  She had long sensed his interest in her affairs. At the time of Edie’s death he had been one of the people whose sympathy she had rebuffed. She had shrunk from the solicitude of anyone living so close, fearing an intrusion on her grief. He had seemed to understand how she had felt, and had left her alone.


  But Edie had been friendly with him.


  He had moved into the next flat a month, perhaps a little more, before Edie had died. A day or so after his arrival Edie had noticed an injured bird in the shrubbery and he had helped her to catch it and doctor it. The bird had died afterwards, and he and Edie had buried it. He had helped her patch a sail for the dinghy. Edie had been a great chatterer, and probably she had told him a good deal about herself and Lottie and their domestic arrangements. Under such circumstances, he might have felt that he was obliged to express his sympathy in her time of grief.


  She hadn’t seen him recently to speak to. She had noticed his passing in the courtyard, if she were working at the loom. She knew that he typed in the evenings. Class work? Somehow she had absorbed the knowledge that he had a large classical record collection; no doubt without being aware of it directly, she’d caught snatches of his hi-fi.


  On the bus she dismissed him from her thoughts and began to consider the coming interview with Archer.


  At the police station, she had to wait. Archer wasn’t in, though he was expected shortly. She sat in an anteroom. There was a counter, a couple of officers on duty, a phone board, a typist working on reports. It wasn’t a big police force. There never had been very much crime.


  She recalled their interview of the morning. Archer thought that there was something strange about Edie’s death. He always had, she sensed, even before the arrival of this anonymous letter he had mentioned just before leaving. He had tossed the information about the letter in as if as a final goad to rouse her. She scarcely believed in that letter. Somehow she had a much firmer conviction about Archer’s interest and bloodhound instincts than she had in the letter.


  Archer came in hurriedly. He noticed her, nodded, then took a swift second look. Behind the lenses, his eyes widened.


  “Mr. Archer——”


  He controlled his air of surprise. “Miss Tomlinson. Glad to see you. I’ll be with you in a minute. Come in.” He put her in an office, his own, she decided, and then went out quickly again.


  Matthews was sitting with his elbows on his desk, hands clenched, forehead dropped forward to rest on his knuckles. His face was hidden by his fists but Archer thought that the crew cut was grayer, dustier than ever. When he lifted his head his big face seemed to have taken on the malevolent dilapidation of a piece of old driftwood.


  “Well, you’ve been gone long enough.”


  “I had to check the autopsy report on Barbara Martin. In Santa Ana. Then I talked to the nurse, Miss Povell. I telephoned the Martins, trying to run down an old prescription bottle the Martin kid had with her at the end. The family’s pretty well split up. The mother’s in the East with the younger kids; the husband still lives here, but he doesn’t know anything about a prescription bottle. He’s going to look.”


  Archer sat on the edge of the desk.


  “I take it you think the prescription bottle means something.”


  “This is what it could mean,” Archer said. “The girl was missing for three days following the abortion. Hid out somewhere. Her folks filed a missing-person report here. Dr. Tatum claimed at the trial that he hadn’t known where she went. The point is, during those three days this infection—infection that Doc could have stopped in its tracks—flared up and raged out of control. Killed her. She must have known, even young and inexperienced as she was—she must have known she was in terrible need of medical care.”


  Matthews was tense, stretched tall in the chair. “Someone kept her prisoner until it was too late? But wouldn’t she have told it?”


  Archer shook his head. “Not that way. According to what Miss Povell said, the kid must have been doctoring on aspirin. Like trying to put out a forest fire by spitting on it. She had aspirin with her, but it was in a prescription bottle. She told Miss Povell it didn’t work. Miss Povell thought she was talking about the abortion, but I don’t believe it. The kid was talking about the medicine. She couldn’t understand why it hadn’t helped.”


  Matthews made a bitter mouth. “She thought it was something better? Is that what you mean? But wouldn’t she know aspirin by looking at it? It says ‘Bayer’ on it or something.”


  “Bayer aspirin says ‘Bayer.’ This is one of the mixtures. Pink tablets, oblong shape. Marked with a pharmaceutical emblem, it wouldn’t mean a thing to her.”


  “What are you getting at?”


  “Someone palmed off the aspirin as a prescription. Perhaps even told her it was from Doc Tatum. She’d be in bed, feverish, not too observant. I think the explanation fits. I think it covers everything. And it’s murder.” Archer took out a handkerchief and wiped his face.


  Matthews got to his feet so fast the chair bounced off the wall behind him. “By God, you find me that bottle! I’ll fix his wagon!”


  But Archer was shaking his head. “He’s too smart for that. The bottle wouldn’t lead us back to him. Wouldn’t have, even then. The girl wouldn’t have been allowed to take it.” He waited and watched Matthews bull his way around the room as if searching blindly for somebody to fight. “It’s too long a time, now . . . we won’t find the cab that took her dying to Doc’s office. Nor anyone who might have noticed where she caught it. If she took one. No investigation was made as to how she arrived, to stagger in on Miss Povell.”


  Matthews lifted helpless fists, shook them at nobody.


  Archer went on: “We haven’t a Chinaman’s chance of finding which store sold those pills. Or who bought them. God knows an empty prescription bottle, a blank label, wouldn’t be hard to come by. Give me the average busy drugstore, I could lift them myself.”


  “Labels are typed, aren’t they?” Matthews seized on it. “The dose is typed, the patient’s name, the doctor’s name, instructions how to take the medicine?”


  “He has a typewriter. We knew that.”


  They looked at each other for a long stretched moment of silence.


  Matthews came to the desk, leaned on it. “And still . . . it could be something else entirely. An ignorant kid, scared, alone. She might have been dumb enough to try aspirin and expect it to kill the fever. She might not know enough to realize the bugs were eating her up.”


  “True,” Archer said expressionlessly.


  “Only . . . with that letter here——”


  “He either knows the truth. Or he’s a hell of a good guesser.”


  “He just took a chance. He took a chance and stumbled on a case where there was a question, a possible discrepancy——” He was watching Archer to see if Archer believed it.


  “You think so? Both times, he guessed that good? Charles Carrol and now Barbara Martin? By God, his percentage is something to look at!”


  “Yeah. Yeah.” Matthews blinked slowly, something aged and turtle-like in the motion of his gray lids. “I talked to Mr. Carrol a while ago. Called him up, he’s in the Santa Ana office, the real estate outfit he runs. He didn’t hear any whistle when the pup ran across the drive.”


  Archer said, “He was driving the car, backing it, probably goosing the choke.”


  “That’s right. He told me he wouldn’t have heard anything, anyway, he had the windows up on that side.”


  “Any talk about the whistle from his wife and girl?”


  “Yeah, he’d heard something.”


  “Any reason someone might think his kid was better off dead?”


  “I asked him,” Matthews said.


  “What does he think?”


  “He thinks we stink.” Matthews’ tone was heavy.


  Archer got off the corner of the desk and in his turn began to walk around the room. “We’ll have to inquire who might have noticed someone beside the shrubbery, might have heard the whistle and looked over there. It’s been months, of course. Like Barbara Martin—time went by, because we didn’t suspect. With Barbara, I’ve thought of something. Something with possibilities, even yet. This question. Who would she have turned to in a time like that? Who would have hidden her, that she trusted? Her minister, priest? Another doctor? A girl friend?” He paused on the rim of reflected light from the window. “A relative? Some favorite teacher?”


  “By God, you’ve named just about everybody!”


  “Named the ones we’ve got to see.” Archer went over to the door. “Lottie Tomlinson’s waiting to talk to me. There’s hope there—the Tomlinson case isn’t as stale as the others.”


  Matthews nodded. “Well, I’ll start the ball rolling. Shoot some questions to Quentin for Doc Tatum to answer. Try to locate some of Barbara Martin’s old school friends. I’m going even farther than that. I’m going to Beverly Hills and have a session with the bastard that got her pregnant.”


  With his hand on the door Archer said, “I’d like to have a talk with him myself.”


  “Hell, you’d lose your temper,” Matthews growled.


  Curt left Arnold still jumping around in the water with the pair of skags and went back the way he had come. He turned in at the courtyard and walked to Lottie’s door, punched the doorbell. He could hear a ringing inside, but no one came to answer.


  He sat down on the step and dropped the towel beside him, pretended to inspect some imaginary irritation on the bottom of his foot. Meanwhile he listened intently for any sound from the other apartment. He noted the paper lying where he had seen it earlier, the blinds still drawn. But it was far too late for anyone normally to be asleep.


  He got up, flicking sand from the towel, started to leave, then suddenly swung and walked boldly to the other door, pressed the buzzer. Again he heard the bell inside. But no step, no answering rattle of the door. He lifted a fistful of knuckles and pounded sharply.


  Nothing disturbed the pocket of quiet in the courtyard. He could hear traffic a couple of blocks away. Somewhere nearby a radio played softly, nothing he recognized, something long-hair. He pounded again, and again the quiet settled around him afterward, an empty sense of being alone.


  If anyone answered the knocking he was prepared; he’d ask if they knew where Lottie had gone. But no one came.


  He waited, then looked behind him, then put a hand on the knob and turned it. An inner lock resisted.


  Curiosity thudded in him now, stronger than fear. The creep was out somewhere, must have been gone for hours. Must have left before the paper came, and that meant early.


  Gone for the day.


  Curt left the courtyard and circled the house. He came to the window overlooking the bay—draperies were drawn inside, there wasn’t even a chink left to look through. An alleyway led to the rear doors. Curt figured out which was Lottie’s. On the back step of the other flat was a fresh quart bottle of milk. Curt studied it, a slight smile touching his lips. Then he went to the rear door and rapped, then tried the knob. There was a lock here too, but it was loose. The sea wind and the sun had warped the door. It no longer fitted closely in its frame. Curt took a look all around; there was garages in view and above some of them were living quarters, but all windows within sight were empty of watching faces.


  He gave the door a good stiff shove and it popped in and Curt found himself staring at a kitchen.


  He saw a refrigerator, a white kitchen range, a table with two chairs, maple, gingham cushions tied into the chair seats. There were curtains at the windows, bordered with the same gingham. It was neat, clean, and cozy.


  Curt had the feeling of looking at a picture, or at a movie set. It didn’t seem real. It belonged to the creep, a dark and twisted mind, and so something should be odd about it. Without really knowing what he had expected, he knew that it wasn’t this.


  With a final glance at the opening of the alleyway, making sure no one had appeared to watch him, he went in quietly and let the door swing shut behind him.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  MOLLY WOKE sluggishly to find Larry kneeling on the sand beside her. He was saying something in a hurried, urgent tone but she only caught a foggy snatch, something about the car. She lifted her head and looked around, seeing the scuffed sand, the remains of lunch, the small burned-out fire where they’d toasted wieners, the row of beer bottles lined at the foot of the cliff. Larry’s humor. It was very hot, closed in; she felt as if she had been asleep in an oven.


  She sat up and pushed the hair out of her eyes. “What did you say?”


  “The car’s got a flat. I thought you might be burning, I went up to get the suntan lotion. The left front tire’s as flat as a busted balloon. I opened up the trunk and took out the spare. It’s shot, threadbare. Doesn’t your uncle buy tires when he needs them?”


  “He doesn’t have much money.” What he did have, Uncle Florian hoarded for the bad days when he had to have whisky. “He told me to get air in it. I forgot.” She looked helplessly at Larry, trying to comprehend their predicament.


  “We’re a hell of a long way from anywhere, any service station or garage. Or even a phone.” Larry was frowning into the distance while he talked. “I’m going to have to take the flat off and walk to the highway with it, catch a ride.”


  “Couldn’t we drive on the flat?”


  “We wouldn’t get anywhere on that dirt road. We’d bust an axle before we hit the highway.”


  Molly looked at the sun. There was no slightest hint as yet of a sunset chill, but she shivered. “It’s late.”


  “It’s late for what I’ve got to do,” Larry agreed. “I was trying to remember which direction I’d find a service station quickest.”


  “South.” She scrambled to her feet. “Let’s get the tire and get going.”


  “Hey, you’re going to wait here!”


  “No!” She held her hair against the ruffling of the wind and looked around again, struck with a sudden strangeness. The little cove seemed no more than a toehold against the vastness of the sea. It had a fragile impermanence, as if the sea might rise and in a single surge wash it away. Even the daylight, the cliffs behind her, seemed something she could blink into darkness at a moment. “I’d be scared!”


  He laughed and caught her and pulled her close to him. His skin was warm, the flesh hard beneath; she sensed the ripple of strength as he kept her from drawing away. “You got over that. After you thought somebody was watching—and they weren’t. Remember?”


  She let her head lie against him, let memory wash over her.


  Larry shook her a little. “You wait here, take another nap. And I’ll be back as quick as I can.”


  “You might be hours!”


  “No, I won’t. You’ll be comfortable here. I have to lug that tire in the sun, and that dirt road will be full of stickers. I’m going to see if I can squeeze my toes into those straw sandals of yours.” He gave her a final hug and picked the straw kicks out of the sand. He stood on one leg and rammed his toes into the opening between straps. A strap popped but he forced his foot in, all the way. His heel hung out over the back edge of the shoe. Molly suppressed a half-hysterical giggle.


  “What’s wrong?” he egged her. “You think they’re not my size?”


  She scrambled up the cliff after him. The Ford sat hiked up crookedly on its jack, the left front wheel off and propped against the fender. “Wait! Larry!” She ran to him, caught him in her arms. “Please take me along!”


  “Baby, I’m wearing the only pair of shoes.” He wooled her head, kissed her, pushed her off.


  “I don’t care. My feet are tough.”


  “You stay!”


  He rolled the tire ahead of him, back up the dusty track that led to the highway far in the distance. Molly stood there watching him. He must be hot in the sun. The shoes gave him a half-crippled hobble that looked ridiculous. The tire kept getting away and flopping over in the weeds beside the road. Molly put her hand over her mouth. Suddenly she began to cry.


  She went to the rim of the cliff and looked down, and it was like looking into the memory of their day here, the hours in the sun and the sea, vanished as if they’d never been. The edge of surf had crept to the spot where they had built the fire, the ripples were carrying away the burnt chunks of driftwood, the lunch scraps. Washing out Larry’s footprints, and hers. Pretty soon even the beer bottles, the dead soldiers Larry had lined up along the cliff, would swirl away into the ocean limbo. Molly felt utterly alone She wiped the tears away but more came. She knew that her eyes must be swelling and reddening, Larry would see when he came back and think she must be crazy; and then she remembered her mother’s party. Was it tonight? Was it just a few hours until she was expected to show up in that white eyelet monstrosity? With hair ragged from wind, sunburned skin, tear-swollen eyes and nose?


  She ran to the car, got in, turned the rear-view mirror so that she could see herself. She pulled back her hair, thrust her face towards the glass. But there was just a blur. She couldn’t stop crying.


  She gripped the wheel, head bent, fighting to control the tears. When she had them choked back somewhat she crawled from the car. She sheltered her stinging eyes from the sun and tried to find Larry in the distance. When she saw him she was shocked at the amount of space he had already put between them. He was almost at the highway.


  Some sort of insect was buzzing in the weeds, a high shrill sawing. The surf pounded at the foot of the cliff. “Larry!” Her cry was lost in these other sounds; she had a terrible sense of being mute, of never making herself heard . . . the fear, the aloneness would have to stay bottled up. “Larry, wait for me! Don’t leave me!” She started to run up the road. She crossed a patch of fine, wind-blown, stickery thorns and dropped to her knees with a scream.


  She pulled the stickers from her flesh, leaving bloody wounds. Then she hobbled along, bent over, trying to watch for thorny patches through the tears, now flowing again.


  When it seemed she must surely be nearing the highway she paused in the headlong rush to look for him again. What she saw held her rigid in surprise. Larry was at the highway, still quite a distance from where she stood. He had the tire propped against his leg and he was waiting for a lift. But at this particular moment the highway was almost empty. There was a single car, a black sedan, dropping down towards him from a slight rise. What held Molly stock-still, uncomprehending, was an impression that the car had started to move just as she had looked at it. That it had, in fact, been parked at the top of the rise, almost out of sight.


  For a moment the unfocused fears of the day remained buried in astonishment; then they seemed to burst over her in a flood. She stumbled into a run, keeping her eyes on Larry, oblivious of the torture in her feet. As the black sedan approached him she saw that it was slowing. She saw Larry step forward upon the pavement; he lifted an arm in greeting or request. She tried to put on a burst of speed. She screamed, “Larry, Larry, wait!”


  Too far. He hadn’t heard her. The sea wind had whipped her cry away. There was no use trying to run faster. Her legs felt like two broken sticks. The air she sucked into her lungs burned like fire.


  “Don’t! Don’t get in that car!”


  She had tried to shout, but what came out seemed no more than a hoarse whisper, lost in the crackling sawing of insects and the mutter of the sea. Larry didn’t turn. He didn’t even see her.


  The black sedan came to a stop just beyond him. She could make out the figure of the driver, small black head and shoulders against the brightness beyond. A man in a hat. He had turned and seemed to motion to Larry to come, get in. Larry grabbed the tire. He swung open the rear door of the sedan and tossed it in, then hopped in after it. She saw him lean forward, very close to the driver, as if they were saying something. Did Larry know this man?


  Under the blaze of heat, wrapped in a dizzy fatigue, Molly cried, “Don’t go with him! Don’t go! Larry, Larry!”


  But the driver had turned to the wheel, Larry had settled back. The car was in motion. It picked up speed, crested the next small rise in the highway, and was gone. In the next moment, it seemed, a burst of traffic descended, cars whizzed in both directions.


  With a stunned, wilted air Molly caved in. She fell to her knees in the dusty track, then slipped sidewise, sat there with the heat of the sun pouring down on her, the sea wind tossing her hair.


  The tears had all dried up. It was much too late for them.


  Archer said formally, “I hope you’re feeling better.”


  “I am,” Lottie Tomlinson said. “Just all at once, I . . . sort of snapped out of a mood I was in. I don’t even know how or why it happened. I seemed to wake up and look at myself.”


  Archer leaned back in his chair behind the desk, nodded. “There comes a time. Fortunately for us, it came now. We need your help in this. We need your memory and your judgment. Your sister’s death was the most recent of the three mentioned in the letter. There are ambiguities in the other two affairs. We can’t pin them down completely as murders. Or as accidents . . . providing you can think of what happened to the Martin girl as an accident.”


  “I remember,” Lottie said. “That poor girl.”


  “I have hopes, in the case of your sister’s death. We will go over it in detail, just as if it had happened yesterday——” He straightened, glancing at her sharply. “This won’t hurt too much?”


  “No.” She answered his look levelly. “I loved Edie. More than I knew. And I guess when she died I went into a kind of panic. Fifteen. And I’d forbidden her things, because she had all the years . . . the years . . .” For a moment she looked down into her lap, and the new-found composure seemed on the verge of cracking. “But I know now . . . we can’t foretell what’s to come. And the way I treated her, the caution I showed about her, was the way you should treat a fifteen-year-old as young for her years as Edie was.”


  “I was going to say”—Archer was looking through the stuff on his desk for the copy of the letter—“a lot of fifteen-year-olds are pretty grown up.”


  “Edie wasn’t. Thinking back, not judging myself for what I kept her from doing—she was still a kid in so many ways. Younger than most. She still collected sea shells and stray dogs and sick birds.” The memory of the neighbor in the other flat, Edie’s care of the injured bird under his supervision, returned to mind briefly.


  “Sick birds, hmmm?” Archer found the letter but didn’t pass it to her for the moment. He sat still as if thinking. “Do you suppose your sister might have complained to someone else about her discontent?”


  “I——” In her turn, Lottie was thoughtful. “Perhaps. She was a confiding sort of child. It wasn’t that there was a deep resentment. I always explained the why behind what I decided. And most of the time she agreed, after a little haggling. But Edie was a chatterer.” Again the thought of the neighbor, an intrusive tag end, flitted across her mind.


  “It could be,” Archer said, “that what she chattered about to her friends was passed on to this person. Must be an adult. Or she could have spoken to him directly. I’d like a list of everyone you can remember, anyone at all, you think she may have talked to.”


  “She spent hours on the bay, in her boat. And at school——”


  “Yes. I know. Practically everyone in Newport or Balboa. But make a list anyhow. You never know.” He put the paper on the desk in front of her and while she read it he waited with his gaze fixed on the wall above her head.


  She put the letter back on the desk. “That isn’t the original?”


  “The original is being given the works in L.A. They have laboratory facilities——” He pulled the sheet back, turned it to look it over.


  Lottie’s copper-colored eyes seemed darkened with fear. “Aren’t you worried? Aren’t you trying to stop this . . . this next thing he’s going to do?”


  Archer glanced up sharply and she was surprised at the sudden change. The undertaker’s calm was shot through with harsh, affronted anger. “We have to work backwards in this. From the act, the accomplished crime, to the motive, the specific reason for it. We have to get inside his head. To prevent the next thing”—he used her word with a particularly bitter emphasis—“in a town this size, we have to know why he thought these three should die.”


  She stared at him for a long minute. “In the case of Barbara Martin, what I remember of it——”


  “She had had an abortion. We can conclude that it was her pregnancy, or its termination, which seemed to him a just cause for removal. To some people, any sex outside of marriage is about as big a sin as you can have. Don’t quote me, but in my opinion such people have strong repressions and are themselves potential sex criminals. To others—sometimes I suppose to the same people—abortion is simply murder. The destruction of the unborn fetus is the killing of a living being.”


  “But this other child, this Charles Carrol——”


  “We haven’t pinpointed anything at all.” Archer had his long hands flat on the desk, was looking straight across the desk at her, and she had the feeling of being pinned by his eyes. “What about your sister?”


  “You mean . . . because I wouldn’t let her do things that seemed too grown up . . . because I forbade——”


  “No. Simple discontent wasn’t it. She knew in time you’d let her do these things. What was she doing that you didn’t know about?”


  It took a moment to register, to extract the meaning from what he had said, another moment of shock over it, and then Lottie looked at him as if he’d thrown garbage at her. “Edie? Nothing!”


  “You’ll have to do better than that.”


  She was dumfounded. “What are you trying to make me say?”


  “Not say. Remember. Your eyes are opened now, you have a clue to go on. You knew your sister. You can think back. In fact, you’ll find yourself unable not to think back. You’ll remember little things, odds and ends, that had no meaning before. Little absences, little secrets. A phone call. Something about her clothes that struck you as queer at the time, that you dismissed. A way she looked at you. You’ll see what one of these things meant.”


  “About Edie? I will remember something Edie did . . .” She got up unsteadily from the chair. There was sudden sweat on her face. “Like Barbara Martin?”


  “Maybe.” He didn’t even blink.


  “At fifteen?”


  He put an elbow on the desk and leaned his chin in it; his look seemed almost contemptuous. “Weren’t you fifteen once, Miss Tomlinson?”


  She stood stock-still. Her mouth twitched a little, that was all. She drew a deep breath, and then she touched the fingers of her left hand lightly on the desk as if to steady herself.


  “Suppose we go back now to the day your sister died, all the events leading up to that happening.” He glanced at the chair, politely, as if expecting her to sit down again.


  She leaned towards him across the desk, closer and closer. Her free right hand swung up savagely to slap his face.


  Archer put up both hands to steady his glasses, to adjust them on his nose; she watched in shocked fascination while he got her back in focus through the lenses.


  “Miss Tomlinson——”


  She turned and walked crookedly to the door, opened it, slammed it behind her.


  Archer went into the men’s room and splashed water on his bruised nose and dried it. He studied himself in the mirror over the washbasin. He made a face with a lot of teeth showing. “You brutal bastard.” He went back to the office and walked around; he walked tiredly, with a vacant compulsion, no expression on his face. He stopped by the window once to look out. He could see the main highway down the peninsula, a few cars, the wide blue sky out over the Pacific.


  “Christ, how I hate this job. And what I have to do to earn a living at it. She shouldn’t have just slapped me. She should have kicked my teeth in with one of those nice white pumps.”


  He sat down at the desk, licked his dry lips, and leaned back in the chair. He shut his eyes to think. After some silent moments he said softly, “When we find the son of a bitch I’d like a half hour alone with him. Somewhere in a soundproof room. Or out in the hills.”


  He pursed his lips, shook his head without opening his eyes.


  “Hell, fifteen minutes would be plenty.”


  CHAPTER NINE


  THE SIDEWALK tilted in the garish sunshine, then steadied. There was a dry hot pain deep in Lottie’s throat, tears that wouldn’t rise, and her shoulders trembled under the warm brown linen.


  How could she have gone there?


  How could she have been stupid enough, naïve enough, not to know that to invite the police to touch Edie’s memory would be to smear it? Of course, it was all they knew: dirt. They worked and lived with filth, lust, depravity, thievery, soul-sickness, and sudden death. They had certain tools in their unimaginative kits; they dragged out a tool they supposed to fit the situation. A young girl’s death was to them of a certain pattern. She was dead by violence, so she must have been doing something she shouldn’t. She must have been slipping around, morally. So go look for some undiscovered filth.


  Or make some up.


  I shouldn’t have just slapped him, Lottie told herself. I should have hit him with something. She stumbled on in the sunlight, trying to think of what she might have done to Archer if she hadn’t been so stunned by what he had said.


  She came to the bay. The north end had a lot of sales yards and little docks, places where boats were painted and repaired. She found a bench and sat down. The water looked dark green and dirty, there was flotsam in it, discards and chips from the repair yards, unidentifiable trash. The way the water looked made Lottie think of Archer’s mind. His brain must be just like that water. He wanted to dunk Edie’s memory in it.


  Her dry throat contracted. Edie . . . Edie . . .


  She tried to summon the grief, the numbing wretchedness that had wrapped her and in some way insulated and protected her; but when it came it was only a shadow of itself. It was weak, changed. Nothing settled into her like the despair she had known; it was as if some inner bulwark had been constructed within the last few hours. She found herself staring at the water again. The chips and trash shifted about, as if they were being sorted and arranged by an invisible tidal hand. There was even a sort of pattern to it all, if you studied it.


  As if—she couldn’t resist the comparison—this was Archer’s brain laid bare. Working, tidying up the dirt, putting it into the proper order. It was still dirt, but it was being classified.


  Right now, he’d be gathering something to impute to Edie.


  She stood up suddenly and started to walk again.


  I’ll walk all the way home, she told herself. It will be good for me. Exercise and fresh air. I can’t just sit here thinking about Mr. Archer and his strangely respectable appearance and his cesspool of a mind. When I get home, when I’m back inside the place where Edie and I lived so long, then I can get back to normal. I will feel the grief again. I can’t imagine why I thought it should go away.


  And for a while, as she walked, the expectation of knowing the deep, insulating grief kept everything else at bay. The water sparkled on her left, there were boats out, the lazy afternoon had music and chatter in it. Once in a while, passing some house on her right, she had to answer a greeting from someone who knew her. She didn’t delay. She felt that at the end of the walk a kind of shelter waited.


  And if Mr. Archer comes to me again, she told herself, feeling suddenly competent, I’ll be savage with him. I’ll show him my utter disgust and contempt. If he hints the least thing about Edie’s morals . . .


  The thought broke off raggedly. She had a sudden sharp memory of Edie as she had seen her one day . . . one of the last days . . . stepping into the bedroom from a shower. The clean young skin, the nice breasts filling out, the legs long and smooth and rounded. The indented waist and the soft fullness of hips—Edie had been little-girl-shaped until she was almost fourteen.


  Edie had picked up a towel, turned to put a foot on a stool to dry it. And, there had been a quartet of scratches close together, straight across the small of her back. Not in a place, or in a way, she would have scratched herself. But as if, come to think of it, someone had gripped her naked there and yanked her close.


  The sidewalk really did tilt this time The sunlight exploded.


  Lottie found herself leaning crookedly on a fence. Beyond the fence a woman in a brief blue sun suit and a shaggy straw hat looked up from a bed of petunias. The bed was boxed in redwood, raised off the sand, and the flowers were growing in imported dark, rich soil. The woman was sweating, her face was reddened by her efforts with the trowel, and on her arms freckles danced. She had gloves on her hands. They were white gloves with green thumbs, enormous out-of-proportion green thumbs with a rubbery brightness. And Lottie was struck by the size of those great thumbs, the emblem of fertility and gardening good-luck, and the piddling size of the petunia bed. It struck her as utterly ridiculous. She began to giggle hysterically.


  “Well, now.” The woman turned her back, offended. Lottie pulled herself away from the fence.


  She walked, her whole body moist and leaden.


  It was beginning to happen, the way Archer had said it would. She was remembering. And the memory was tainted, it had the smell of filth about it. There would be other memories, she sensed, and they also would seem to have but one meaning, one tormenting possibility. The image of Edie, the Edie she had known, would be destroyed.


  She caught herself up short. What had Archer done to her?


  Think back. Think of that moment when you glanced at Edie as she stooped there with her back turned to you. Had the marks really seemed like those of human nails? Had they been made . . . was she positive they must have been made . . . by four fingers pressed too hard and dragged across the flesh?


  Too broadly welted to have been made by something sharp. Not slivers at the edge of the float where Edie always swam. Not loosened nailheads on someone’s dinghy. Not pins to hold in a shirt tail.


  What had she thought about them at the time? She tried to control the gathering panic.


  At the time, she recalled, she hadn’t thought much of anything. Why? Because she had wanted to be blind?


  Because I knew Edie so well.


  What had she said to Edie about them?


  “Edie babe, you’ve positively gouged yourself across the butt.”


  A sudden stiffening in the bent form. Yes, she remembered that too, now. Edie, not lifting her head, her face hidden in the damp fair hair, intent on drying her foot. Too intent


  “Something must have bitten me there, I guess. Poor old bug.” But later, much later.


  Lottie felt the warm sweat gather on her upper lip, wiped it away with the back of her hand. The dazzle off the bay seemed to invade her brain.


  But wait. Why couldn’t there be some other explanation than the one Archer’s terrible words had conjured up for her? An innocent one?


  Suppose Edie had been scratched there—by human nails. Suppose in some hassle on the beach, some completely juvenile and meaningless horseplay, her suit had slipped down that far and someone had been grabbing her? Edie didn’t have a two-piece suit, trunks and bra, which was the only sort which could have done this, but she might have borrowed one from a friend. The girls were always exchanging clothes for an hour, a day, or a week. It gave the privileges of a vastly extended wardrobe.


  Of course there must be an innocent explanation. I’ll find it.


  Edie’s dead. She can’t defend herself. She can’t offer the casual reason she might have, that day.


  Lottie thought, I’ll talk to her friends. I’ll bet I can run it down. A sudden hopeful clarity settled in her thoughts, brightened her face. Where to start? The telephone? It would be quickest.


  She began trying to compose the polite, cautious, misleading queries, and felt her tongue twist. She had so little practice in humbug.


  Did Edie ever borrow a swim suit from you? Did she wear it in a group, and was there some sort of tussle, people playing around and grabbing each other, and did she complain of being scratched?


  I don’t remember, Miss Tomlinson.


  Or worse: Scratched where?


  Or even worse: Oh, I know where she got those scratches, and it wasn’t what you think. (Giggles.)


  Dry-mouthed, eyes stinging, Lottie found herself turning into her own street. She went into her flat and sat down by the little table, took up the phone. She licked her lips, and began to dial. All of Edie’s old numbers were scribbled across the front of the phone book.


  A half hour later she dropped the phone into its cradle and sat there with her numbed thoughts in confusion. It had been nothing at all like she had expected. No slyness, no blurted confidences, no giggles, no secrets, and no information.


  Nothing, in fact.


  In the world of the young—she had forgotten this—the ones who went away, dropped from sight for any reason whatever, were forgotten in a remarkably short space. Some of Edie’s dearest friends had seemed to have trouble remembering who she was. Others confused her with new Edies, who appeared to have sprung up in ranks as thick as marching marines.


  All of the youngsters had been very polite, once they understood who she was. They seemed to make genuine efforts to recall what she wanted. They were vague about the clothes they’d shared with Edie. It appeared, too, that old swim suits vanished into limbo even more quickly than absent friends.


  There had been no curiosity. This had surprised her the most. It was as if, perhaps every second day or so, the sister or other relative of a child dead by violence called to inquire about queer scratches on the flesh, seen just before death; and the sincere, uninterested, and emphatic answer always had to be one of ignorance.


  From these polite young people she had not even raised a conjecture.


  Lottie thought, it must be me, somehow. I didn’t get through to them. Or it was the impersonality of the phone. I should have gone to see each one. I should have hammered away until someone remembered something.


  She rubbed the loosened hair back from her face. She felt the sweat that dampened her temples. The tendons in her knees shook from the long, long walk.


  I’m really making a thing out of this. Thanks to Mr. Archer. Thanks to a brand new viewpoint. A viewpoint on hell, she thought.


  Of course . . . actually . . . looking at it sanely, it didn’t amount to anything.


  She tried to regain that state of innocence, or of ignorance, in which the scratches across Edie’s rump had meant nothing. She tried to recall the assured, complacent, incurious attitude towards Edie, tried to drag it bodily back into her brain, and could not. The thing that Archer had said lay like a rock in its path.


  In this moment of silent struggle she was aware of a sound from the other flat, a brief stumbling noise as if someone had bumped into some piece of furniture.


  Without stopping to think through what she intended, she rose and went out into the courtyard, knocked on that other door. She had rebuffed his offered sympathy at the time Edie had died; she’d have to think of some way to apologize for that; but right now it was necessary to talk to him. He had known Edie pretty well. And he was old enough, mature enough, to be able to judge a child.


  The words rose in her throat: I have to talk to you about Edie.


  But then she became aware that, though there had been other small noises in the flat, he hadn’t come to the door. He seemed to be taking a long time answering. He seemed unwilling, as if he knew that she had come with a rush of unanswerable queries. He seemed to be holding himself back. He seemed to be keeping a secret.


  The illogical conviction fastened itself leechlike in her mind: he knows what I’ve come about. He knows, and he’s too kind . . . or he’s afraid . . . to tell me what he knows.


  She beat on the door with a clenched fist.


  Inside, Curt stood in the doorway between living room and bedroom and licked his lips with nervousness. His instinct was to get out of the place; the caller at the front door was too persistent for comfort. There was something obstinate, dogged, about the continued beating and hammering. It occurred to him that the noises he’d made, bumping furniture in the dimness, kicking the stuff on the floor, the books and boxes of papers, had been heard by the person outside.


  He didn’t want to leave. He hadn’t had much time as yet, and what he had found so far had been interesting. Books of clippings, for instance. All about Charles Carrol and Barbara Martin and Edie Tomlinson.


  This was the place, all right. This was the home of the guy who’d written the letter. There was the desk across the room, the typewriter sitting there between stacks of manuscript paper. Just yesterday, he must have typed out the page he and Arnold had fished from the envelope last night.


  The place had a tomblike quiet—had had, rather, before the caller had begun pounding on the door. The eerie effect was increased by the blinds and drapes being drawn. The only light admitted into the living room flickered in around the edges of the drapes at the big window facing the bay, a watery, uncertain luster that brought surrounding furnishings into brightness only to blot them out in the next moment.


  Something about the place smelled unused, as if it were not actually lived in, though Curt could not pin the impression down.


  He padded silently to the desk and hung over it. He wanted to take something along, a piece of evidence to prove what he had found here. He could steal the books of clippings, of course, but they were awkward to carry, he had nothing with which to cover them unless he took something from this place. And suppose he met the owner on the way to his home?


  And, too, the books might actually prove nothing. Prints might be hard to lift from the rough pages, the newsprint. He had found no indication in them of their owner.


  He studied the typewriter thoughtfully. He knew that the cops could match typewritten material to the machine from which it had come.


  An idea so bold and callous that it somewhat scared him came to mind. Hell, whoever was at the door already knew somebody was in here. He grabbed a sheet of typing paper, an envelope, sat down before the desk and ran the sheet into the machine.


  Come and get me, coppers.


  I live in the flat next door to Edie Tomlinson’s sister. I’ll be waiting.


  You Know Who


  He grinned admiringly at the note.


  He took the sheet out, ran the envelope in, typed a duplicate of the address on the other letter. Hastily he folded the page and slipped it inside and sealed the flap.


  He walked out into the kitchen and listened at the door. The alley outside was silent. He opened the door a crack and peered out. He saw only the narrow, empty way leading to the bay front.


  He stepped out, pulling the door shut behind him.


  At the corner he dropped the letter into the same box. No stamp, but it would be delivered just the same. A bitter and joyful sense of justice filled Curt; the bastard had been playing a joke on everybody, the cops, the people whose kids had died, most of all Lottie who lived close where he could enjoy watching her, and now he was going to have the gag turned right back on him. Curt was whistling cheerfully as he ran up the stairs to the attic apartment.


  He went at once to the window in the bedroom, took the binoculars from under the cot, crawled into the window embrasure. He focused the glasses, trained them on the front door of the flat he had just left.


  The courtyard was empty.


  He searched every cranny before he could be sure. Then he waited and watched for more than fifteen minutes, but no one returned to the door. It annoyed him.


  There were several things he could do for kicks. He would have liked to tell Arnold. He would have enjoyed seeing Amold’s long horsy face go pudding-soft with fear, the Adam’s apple working up and down on the knot of apprehension. Arnold would be scared to death that he might be hooked into the thing and his dad give him another beating with the strap.


  Also, Curt would have liked to hang around the mailbox. He had a bet with himself, the carriers were all warned now to be on the lookout for another letter. The guy who opened the box would get all shook up.


  Cool, man.


  Of course the cops must know, as he did, that the letter was a fake. Written by a real joker. All those deaths—he didn’t remember Barbara Martin, but he was sure about Charles Carrol and Edie—all had been accidents. It had said so in the paper.


  CHAPTER TEN


  CHARLES CARROL, SR. came into the police station with the haunted manner of a man carrying a sack of overripe eggs which might explode before he could get rid of them. He was about fifty. He had a small potbelly, a fringe of sandy hair surrounding a bald spot, good clothes, and big crooked teeth which gave his face a look of unexpected strength when he smiled. He wasn’t smiling now.


  He asked for Matthews, who had gone out, and got Archer instead.


  Archer took him into the office and seated him in a chair. Carrol began to talk about his son without preamble.


  “You know, this investigation about my boy . . . I lost my temper earlier today when Mr. Matthews talked to me on the telephone. I guess—well, I’m sensitive about the boy’s death. I’m the one who backed the car over him. For a long time I’ve had to live with grief and guilt. My wife, what she says about it—well, it hasn’t helped either.”.


  “No, I should imagine not.” Archer was remembering that Mrs. Carrol had become an invalid. No doubt really she wanted to strike out, she wanted to maim or kill the husband who had killed the child; but all she could decently do was to punish him by becoming helplessly sick. Archer had noticed the pattern long ago, in other people. The weak, the repressed, the conventional. Much better, Archer thought in passing, if Mrs. Carrol were to let herself go and throw a few dishes and other household implements.


  “She’s blamed me. Up until today. The nurse called me to come home, she called right after I had talked to Mr. Matthews. Now my wife is screaming that there was someone hidden in that shrubbery. Somebody who whistled, who caused the pup to dash across the drive like that.”


  “She had talked about this before, hadn’t she?”


  “I never believed it.” Carrol was peering at Archer as if Archer was apt to produce a hat and start pulling rabbits out of it. “Do you?”


  “We’re very interested,” Archer said.


  Carrol went on, “And this thing, this utterly silly question: Why would anyone think my boy might be better off dead? Now I ask you, isn’t it ridiculous? I lost my temper, shouldn’t have done that of course, but the whole thing is fantastic.”


  “Is it?” Archer made the finger-steeple and nodded over it.


  Carrol took out a handkerchief and wiped around under his collar. His voice grew lower and humbler. “I thought at first Mr. Matthews must mean some reflection on our family. We weren’t giving Charles the proper kind of care or supervision or something. But then, thinking some more, I got an impression . . . he might have meant morally. Morally better off dead.” Carrol folded his feet together under the chair. He kept his eyes down.


  Archer’s gaze took on a sudden gleam of sympathy, as if he understood the misery of the man across the desk. “And what has occurred to you?”


  “You understand, Charles was just a kid. He was like a lot of boys his age”—Carrol waved a hand vaguely—“insensitive.”


  Archer nodded again. “About what?”


  “Oh. Pain.”


  Archer said nothing, simply waited. Mr. Carrol held his hat on his lap and thought about what he must say.


  He got it out. “You see, we had had another dog. Another puppy. Not long before . . . he hadn’t been dead long. This puppy was a replacement.”


  “Something happened to the first puppy?”


  “Charles . . . wanted to teach it to swim.” Carrol shook his head in sudden denial. “But it’s too ridiculous. You can’t believe—I mean, lots of kids are cruel to pets. They just don’t understand. You have to scold them, you try to explain, you want them to see that the animal has feelings. Just like people do. You might even spank. You don’t kill them for their cruelty?” He hesitated, working on the hat brim. “Do you?”


  “He drowned the puppy?”


  “Not intentionally. He wanted it to swim. He took it too far out in the bay. Too often. And he cried bitterly when it died, Mr. Archer. He was heartbroken.”


  “How was he doing with the new dog?” Archer asked dryly.


  “He’d learned his lesson?”


  “What you’re saying then, Mr. Carrol, is that if your son was killed over some moral transgression, this is the only one you can think of?”


  Carrol nodded wretchedly.


  “Of course,” Archer pointed out, “some people can become pretty wrought up over cruelty to animals?”


  “That’s what I’ve been thinking. These fanatics, animal lovers, these people who write letters to the papers. Who leave money to build homes for stray dogs when they die. Old ladies with fifteen cats in a one-bedroom apartment People who get up at meetings and holler that vivisection has got to go.”


  Archer formed the steeple and rubbed his nose with it, staring at Mr. Carrol.


  Carrol showed the big, uneven teeth in a ferocious grin. “If one of them killed my boy, I’d like to get my hands on him.”


  “Oh yes, Mr. Carrol. And so would we. The trouble lies in that single word: if.”


  Carrol glanced up uncertainly. “I supposed, thinking over Matthews’ phone call, that you people had some new evidence. A witness. Or even a confession.”


  “We have a confession of sorts.” Archer picked up the copy of the letter and turned it on the desk so that Carrol could read it.


  Carrol bent forward to read, reacting almost at once with agitation and shocked astonishment. “This . . . it’s unbelievable! Here’s this man, a mass killer—and no one once suspected him?” He dropped the hat, had to bend to pick it up, then read the letter again. “There’s something here that strikes me as . . . sensational. Like a trick. Cheap. Phony.”


  “It still might be,” Archer agreed, “but I’m beginning, not to believe so. How could he pick out the three cases in which there was a possibility of murder? In which he knew the question could be raised? When all of the evidence made public classified the three as accidents? In Barbara Martin’s case, you might say, a medical mishap.”


  Carrol tapped the page. “This threat, now. There’s a silly ring about it, as if he wants to scare everyone. He wants to feel important.”


  “Read it again. It will sound different every time you go over it.”


  Carrol coughed into his hand. “I don’t know, I just can’t seem to take it seriously——” He went through the written page again. “But then . . . yes, I can see what you mean. Not a trick. Insane. The mocking self-importance of insanity.”


  “He’s been playing God, according to him.”


  Carrol’s excitement had subsided and he seemed confused. “The Martin girl, a medical mishap. I remember that case. She’d had an abortion. Surely you can’t class Charles’ death with hers.”


  The flicker of sympathy vanished from Archer’s eyes. “I didn’t. This letter did.”


  “She got herself into trouble with some rich man’s boy,” Carrol went on doggedly, “and then called on poor Doc Tatum to help her, and ended up dead, with Doc in prison.”


  “I don’t believe any of it was intentional on the girl’s part,” Archer said with some stiffness. “As for classifying your son, morally, along with Miss Martin, I might point out that this item might possibly come in handy eventually. We need to know how and why he judged these children. To some people the torture and killing of a pet might rouse a hell of a lot more anger than even the killing of a person.”


  “I suppose so. The fanatics I mentioned.”


  Archer was suddenly quite businesslike. “What we’ve asked Miss Tomlinson to do, in regard to her sister . . . make a list. You’ll be pleased to write down the names of any adults who might have known about the dog’s drowning.”


  Carrol shook his head. “Oh, heavens.”


  Archer looked at him patiently. “Anyone come to mind right away?”


  “That’s just it. So many people. Too many.”


  “I should think you’d have kept sort of quiet about how the dog died,” Archer said.


  “Well . . . yes, in a way. I judge you don’t mean relatives.” There was sudden uncertainty, mixed with thought, on Carrol’s face. He rubbed a hand over the bald spot, unhooked his feet from the chair rung, and put them flat on the floor. “My wife, I guess—she’d know.”


  “Did anyone come persistently to offer sympathy?”


  “We had a lot of that, but I’m in business, I discounted most of it.”


  “Anyone not connected in a business way?”


  Carrol, licked his lips, avoiding Archer’s eye. “I don’t want to embarrass anyone.”


  “If he’s the man we want, he won’t be at all embarrassed,” Archer promised. “We’ll keep him much too busy.”


  “Do you want me to make a list now?”


  “Anyone you can think of offhand. Go home and think some more, and telephone.”


  Mr. Carrol took out a gold fountain pen, and Archer offered a fresh sheet of paper. Mr. Carrol, after some hesitation and obvious misgivings, scratched down about a dozen names on the page. He handed it over as if, finally, he were delivering that sack of rotten eggs.


  “Anything else you want of me, Mr. Archer?”


  “That’s all for now. I’ll keep in touch. And . . . oh yes, you’d better talk this over with your wife and daughter as soon as possible. As soon as your wife feels up to it.”


  Carrol got to his feet. “What else are you doing? I don’t mean, the other cases, I know you can’t tell me that. But about Charles——”


  Archer said, ‘We have a man out now in your neighborhood, a uniformed officer, asking questions. Someone may have noticed who stood there to whistle to the dog.”


  “And remember, after all this time? It seems impossible.”


  Archer thought sourly, I don’t believe it either.


  When Carrol had gone, Archer took the list and read it thoughtfully. He consulted a city directory, making notes of addresses and professional or business lines. Then he had a check made of the local files. He telephoned L.A. Central Headquarters. He called the C.I.I. in Sacramento.


  There was no local police information on any of the names Carrol had given him. L.A. and Sacramento would take longer; but Archer had a hunch. The man he wanted didn’t have a record. Archer folded Carrol’s list and put it in his pocket, went out and got into his car, and headed for Lottie Tomlinson.


  She opened the door reluctantly and as soon as the light struck her, Archer knew. Something had sickened and destroyed her. A memory. All of that blush and aliveness, the change he had noticed on seeing her waiting for him, was gone.


  “Miss Tomlinson, I wanted to give you the rest of the day. Really I did. But I don’t have a choice. I have to move when I can.”


  She seemed to shrivel. She still wore the brown linen, the smart white pumps, but they didn’t do anything for her now. She wavered in the half-open doorway, obviously wanting to tell him to go away and leave her alone; but then she moved slowly back into the room. “I suppose you do.”


  He stepped in, pulled the door shut behind him. She made no move to offer a chair, just stood there watching him. “Can we sit down?”


  She nodded. They sat down.


  “Will you look at a list of names? Will you try to remember if your sister knew any of these people?”


  She licked her mouth as if tasting a bruise on it. “Yes.”


  “Mr. Carrol gave us these.” He leaned over, put the sheet of paper into her hands, waited while she looked at it witlessly. “Are any of them familiar?”


  She roused herself. “Yes. Several. This Mr. Winthrop owns the market where we trade. He’s a very pleasant man. He was always nice to Edie, and she seemed fond of him.


  “What sort of man is he?”


  “Oh . . . middle-aged. He has a family. They live on the upper bay somewhere, moved there about a year ago. He used to scold Edie for buying candy. He said it wasn’t good for her, and they used to argue. Nothing serious, it was mostly fun.”


  “He doesn’t sound like the one I’m looking for,” Archer admitted.


  “He’s . . . very friendly and tolerant.”


  “What about the others?”


  “This Mr. Warren—doesn’t he own a boatyard?”


  “That’s right”


  “I think Edie used to hang around there. There was a boat being built or repaired, I can’t remember which, and the people who owned it were the parents of a friend of hers, and while the work was being done Edie and the girl made nuisances of themselves until I heard about it and put a stop to it.”


  “How long was this before her death?”


  “A few weeks.” Lottie let the paper slide into her lap. When she looked at Archer there wasn’t even any animosity, and this worried him; he’d wanted to rouse her defiance, get her started thinking, get her milling over things to prove him wrong . . . and so bring up something he didn’t have yet. But the girl was beaten.


  “You know Warren by sight?”


  “No. I’ve never seen him. Edie chattered about him, ‘Mr. Warren says this,’ or ‘Mr. Warren explained that,’ and I knew she was much impressed, always was by anyone with a great knowledge of boats.”


  “Did he offer sympathy . . . phone, send flowers . . . when she died?”


  In her dull hoarse voice Lottie said, “I believe there were some flowers at the funeral with his card in them.”


  “What about the other names on the list?”


  She glanced down at the paper, blinked as if with sudden weariness. “These two . . . Edie did baby-sitting for them once in a while. The Forsters and the Waddells. They live along the bay front, big homes; they rent the houses to vacationers in the summer, as so many do here.”


  “Of these four—Winthrop the grocer, Warren, the Forsters, and Waddells—which had she seen most recently?”


  Lottie frowned, then shook her head. “I don’t know. Mr. Winthrop, I suppose, offhand. She went into the market at least once each day to shop for our food or for snacks.” She folded the paper, offered it back to Archer.


  “Winthrop lives near the Carrol house on the upper bay,” Archer said slowly.


  “This . . . person . . . who wrote the letter”—she looked past Archer, or through him, with bitterly knowing eyes—“isn’t a family man. He doesn’t live with other people. He’s not that normal. To be like this, he must live a twisted and solitary life. He’s removed himself. He no longer even thinks of himself as a member of the human race. He has become God, the old-fashioned image of God who listened and peeped and grew indignant, who kept track of misdemeanors, who passed judgment on minor frailties and mistakes.”


  Archer sank lower in his chair, almost as if to fade from her sight and let her forget that he was there.


  “Obviously, in this town he could have found plenty of adults on whom to vent his self-righteous wrath.” Her eyes suddenly focused on Archer as if demanding agreement; and he nodded. “He didn’t. In all cases he chose children. To me it smacks of something occupational.”


  Archer made a motion with one hand, almost a finger-snapping, as if catching himself in some oversight.


  “He could be a man who has some authority over children. Or who craves to have. I think he’d be a man children don’t like much. He wants to lead them, and he’s thwarted.”


  Into Archer’s mind rose the thought of Warren and the boatyard. Swarms of kids at all hours. Warren always hired youngsters, too—he had one there now that . . .


  She was speaking again in the hoarse, exhausted half-whisper. “He is secretive. Sly. He likes to feel that he moves mysteriously, and probably he has some infantile identification with such figures as Superman, Zorro, and such like. The writing of the letter had but one purpose—the further inflation of the ego. He was no longer satisfied to know the truth all by himself. Sharing it meant impressing others. I think if you wait long enough, Mr. Archer, you’ll walk in some day to find him waiting for you in that outer office. Of course by then someone else will be dead. Another child. Or perhaps two or three.”


  Archer thought grimly, how right you are, my girl. Aloud, though, he said, “All valid conclusions, Miss Tomlinson. Most of which had occurred to us.” He sat a little straighter, smiled at her. “Do you feel like going back over that day your sister died? You know, I mentioned the idea in the——”


  She didn’t answer the smile. Her face was stiff. She rose suddenly. “I’m much too tired. Besides, there is something I have to do. Perhaps I can see you again tomorrow morning. At your office.” Her tone invited: Don’t come here.


  Archer went away. He decided to have a look around Warren’s boatyard, and to find out if Barbara Martin might possibly have hidden out there for the three days she had been missing. It seemed to him that Warren had various small shacks and sheds amidst the clutter.


  When he had gone, Lottie went to a table and got a pen and a tablet of Edie’s old school paper. She was about to write a letter of her own.


  I know that you were in there earlier, when I knocked. I wanted to talk to you about Edie.


  It has occurred to me that you lead the kind of life and that you are the kind of person who might have written that letter to the police.


  If you don’t know what I’m talking about, ignore this. If you do, go now and have the decency to give yourself up.


  You were there hiding. I heard you.


  Lottie looked at the sheet for some minutes before folding it without a signature.


  She went out into the afternoon sunlight, to the door of the other flat. She slipped the letter beneath the door.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  THE DRIVER threw a glance over his shoulder at Larry in the back seat. “You know, I thought I recognized that girl who was waving to you in the distance. Isn’t she Molly Pettit?”


  Larry hesitated for a fractional moment. “Yes, sir, that’s right.”


  “You and she were at the beach for a swim?”


  “We had a sort of picnic.” Larry couldn’t see the other’s face, now; the driver was staring at the road and the hat brim cut off all but the shadowy chin. “And then we swam too, of course. The water’s swell today. Surf’s just right. Sometimes, these open beaches, it can be pretty rough.”


  The hatted head jerked in a nod. “How is she? Pretty nice company?”


  Larry thought about how to take this. It could mean something funny if you were expecting that; or it could just be friendly interest. He said expressionlessly, “She’s a lot of fun.” The man in the front seat, he decided, wasn’t the type to pass remarks with a double meaning. Larry tried to clear his mind of any suspicion of it.


  “It’s pretty sticky, riding home all the way in a wet suit. How do you manage? Change down there on the beach?”


  Larry felt a certain tightness settle in him. This wasn’t what he would have expected. It bordered on nosiness or worse. But again he repressed the beginnings of doubt. “I wear my suit under my pants. I guess my hide’s tougher than most. I don’t mind it, wet or not.”


  “And how about Miss Pettit?”


  Larry thought instantly about that tussle they’d had. He’d been a fool. She was his girl, she loved him; he knew it. He had no business pulling a riot like that, scaring her. The moments preceding her frantic escape from him were hazy; he remembered trying to untie the halter, how the knot had loosened suddenly while she was protesting that her suit was still in the car. Then her warmth and closeness had overwhelmed him and he had lost control.


  He remembered climbing the bluff, trying to keep up with her. How the little rocks dislodged by her frightened hurry had popped against his face, how dust flew in his eyes. Then the empty expanse, nothing but the pooped-out-looking Ford sitting in a waste of weeds and, far away, traffic buzzing on the highway. Afterwards, Molly clinging to him and crying brokenly about her fears and his carrying her back to the beach. She had seemed drowsy and drained. Later he had brought her suit from the Ford.


  Why hadn’t he noticed then that the tire was low?


  My mind must have been on something else. Yeah!


  He awoke abruptly to the silence in the front seat, the memory of the question that had set off the train of memories. “Miss Pettit changed in the car,” he said.


  More silence. Larry had the impression that the driver somehow knew different. But how?


  No way at all. There was no possibility of being seen on that beach by anyone except a sea gull.


  Larry caught himself shaking his head. He was getting to be like Molly, he was listening for trouble, expecting it.


  If she could see me now . . . He broke it off; the thought changed. If she could hear these questions, she’d have a fit.


  “That isn’t Miss Pettit’s car,” the other man was saying. “I mean, it’s not the one she usually drives.”


  This guy really notices things! “It’s her uncle’s car.”


  “That convertible of hers is a pretty flashy piece of merchandise,” said the driver, almost musingly.


  It struck Larry then how unlike Molly herself was the car her parents had provided her. All chrome and dazzling paint and low rakish lines. Bold power under the hood. A suggestion of insolence in the way it handled. An enormous trunk to hold glamorous luggage. The kind of car that went important places. Not a machine—an expression of what they hoped from Molly. Molly with her stubby, awkward hands, unmanageable hair, and humble manner. Oh, Molly!


  The thought of her brought a strange quick pang. How in the hell had he come to love her this much?


  “She doesn’t like her car much,” he said to the driver. “She says it makes her feel like she’s wearing a disguise.”


  “That’s rather foolish. Most young people would give a good deal to drive that convertible, to have it for their own.”


  “I guess she’s not the pattern,” Larry said.


  “She doesn’t go by the rules, then, does she?”


  Now what in the hell does he mean by that?


  “You’d have to know her, to see how different she is.” After he’d said it, Larry didn’t like the sound of this, either. What in God’s name was happening to the conversation?


  “Her folks are pretty nice people,” came the voice from the front seat.


  As if, the tone added, Molly wasn’t.


  Larry was angry now. “Are they?” he said, deliberately doubtful.


  The driver, he sensed, almost looked back at him; the question must have threatened some set of standards, an opinion already solidified. There was a hint of suppressed wrath in the way the gloved hands gripped the wheel. What the talk might have gone to from that point, Larry never knew. He noticed all at once that another car had drawn up beside them, preparing to pass, and that from it someone was looking at him.


  “Well, what do you know!” He grinned, waved back at the lifted hand.


  The driver threw a single startled glance at the other car, then turned his gaze to the road. The tires spun. The car seemed filled with a heavy silence. The other car gradually passed them and drew away.


  In the distance a high green sign indicated a service station. Larry pulled the tire close and moved over towards the door.


  Molly limped the rest of the distance to the highway and flagged a car, an antique but shiny Buick with three elderly ladies in it. She gave them the phone number at home, begged them to deliver a message to Uncle Florian. They listened and looked at her sympathetically; their faces were kind and concerned. One of them delicately suggested that Molly might want them to take her somewhere where she could wash her face and perhaps take an aspirin. Or at least have a cool drink of water.


  She shook her head, willing the Buick to spring into gear and take them quickly to the nearest phone. “I have to wait for someone.”


  Obviously they didn’t want to leave her. Her swollen eyes and shaking mouth, the air of wild impatience, scared them. They knew that something had happened down there by the lonely beach. They were also half afraid that she was going to tell them what it was. They would have liked to take her where she could lie down genteelly, where they could pat her wrists with cologne and give her sips of ice water.


  “Please,” Molly said, “just tell my uncle I need him terribly. My car keys are on the dresser. He’ll come at once.”


  The lady in the rear seat put a hand on the door. “Would you like me to wait here with you?”


  “No, no, thank you so much, but I’ll be all right!”


  The woman peered at the jacked-up Ford in the distance. “Are you all alone?”


  “Yes, I’m alone.”


  This was so plainly reassuring to the woman that Molly decided they thought she was being persecuted by some unmentionable lout they couldn’t see from here. The flat tire was the subterfuge of a scoundrel. Perhaps she was even in danger from a kidnaper! It was the sort of thing which would occur to a little old lady who probably looked under the bed every night.


  Molly thought, if I told them the truth they’d think I was crazy!


  They drove off, at last, and she went back to the Ford to wait for Uncle Florian. The sun westered, and the first hint of evening’s coolness came into the ocean breeze. She put an arm on the steering wheel and leaned her head on it. Larry had been gone a long, long time.


  He wasn’t coming back. Something had happened to him.


  Molly tried to look at the years ahead; but she couldn’t face them. If she couldn’t be with Larry she wanted to be dead. It was as simple as that.


  What was I worried about, why did I torment myself and Larry? Some silly detail about his being under age? Some nonsense I thought of as lasting forever? Why didn’t we go out of town, and write down a few harmless lies, and get married?


  She tried to control the panic, pin it down. What was its cause? Why was she so sure that Larry had met disaster, that some horrible plan had come to fruition? What was it about the car that had picked him up, the hatted figure of the driver, that she seemed to recognize?


  She beat her clenched fists on the wheel. I’m not crazy. I did know that car, that man . . . somehow.


  She heard a car, the crunch of tires on the weedy track, and turned. Through tears she saw her own convertible creeping along, Uncle Florian staring back at her through the windshield. He hated the car and drove it, when he had to, as if at any moment it might spring from under his control and dash its costly self to smithereens.


  He got out with a jump and hurried towards her. She was already out of the Ford. “Uncle Florian!”


  He comforted her. “No, no, don’t cry! Tell me about it.”


  She told him about the flat tire and Larry’s leaving, and the car that had picked him up.


  “I guess I don’t understand,” he said as if puzzled. “What’s wrong?”


  “He didn’t come back!”


  “Well, it takes a little time to get a tire fixed,” Uncle Florian said reasonably. “Suppose they’re busy at the service station. They can’t lose customers at the gas tanks, just to fix your tire. And maybe the tube can’t be repaired and he’s got to buy a new one. Does he have the money to do it?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Well, we’d better take a trip down the road and find out. Which way did he go?”


  “South.”


  “You want to drive?” Obviously he hoped she would.


  “Please drive, and I’ll watch the other cars. In case Larry’s in one of them, coming back.”


  “I can’t figure out what you think has happened to him.”


  “That man——” But there was no way she could put the conviction of loss and grief into words. She followed Uncle Florian to the convertible, got in beside him. As he drove, she searched faces. Sometimes the cars drove by too fast, or they were bunched together, or they whipped past on curves where she had only a glimpse. She began to be afraid. Larry might come back to the Ford, after all, and then he wouldn’t know what to think, when she was gone.


  She began to cry again, and that distracted Uncle Florian.


  He pulled over to the shoulder, a wide spot. “Look, baby. This is a big strapping kid you’re worrying about. He’s not walking in a dark alley somewhere, he’s out in broad daylight. He’s not drunk, or helpless, or stupid, or scared. Not from what I know of him. From what I know, I’d say he was damned well able to take care of himself. A hell of a lot more able than I am, for instance.”


  “He just won’t believe——”


  “He’ll believe, if somebody makes a funny move. Don’t you worry about that. Maybe he’s told you, and maybe he’s even told himself, that you’ve imagined this menace, or whatever it is.” Uncle Florian was patting her hand, wiping tears away with the handkerchief, anything to make her feel better. “But if this guy jumps him, or even looks at him cross-eyed, there’ll be fur flying.”


  She choked off the crying. “Let’s . . . go. I’ve got to find him.”


  “I’ve got to find that damned, tire,” Uncle Florian said. “I sure as hell will never get the Ford home without it.”


  Molly watched the mileage on the speedometer, not because she was interested in the ticking distances, but because it was better than noticing the sun, far in the west now, dropping down towards the sea. Where there were trees, their shadows lay across the highway in long, ragged streaks. When hills closed in the road, there seemed a sudden foretaste of dark.


  It’s going to be nighttime soon, she thought. Even the summer twilight won’t last forever. The day will end, the day Uncle Florian said was for loving and remembering. Night will come.


  Without Larry, night will be forever.


  She bent her head, choking back the agony, and then Uncle Florian said loudly, “Look, there it is!”


  She jerked erect. The high green sign glowed in the distance. GAS, it said. She leaned forward, putting her hands on the dash. Hope seemed to rush through her like a tide, carrying her up, up. Uncle Florian touched the brake pedal, turned the wheel. The heavy car slowed and turned smoothly from the highway into the graveled approach to the pumps. And then, in the next instant, emotion washed out of her and she was empty.


  Larry wasn’t here.


  It was a small place, very busy. There were cars at the pumps, and a couple of men in white uniforms were trying to take care of everything at once. Behind them was a small building, mostly of glass, brightly lit inside, and empty. Lots of boxes on shelves, candy and drink machines, a phone, a grease rack. But not the one she looked for.


  “Now don’t be nervous,” Uncle Florian said, opening his door. “Hold your horses while I check the can.”


  She didn’t wait for that. She jumped out and walked quickly around the small office. Behind was an open field where beans or something had been harvested, acres of short brown stubble, beyond this the mountains turning purple in the late light.


  She looked at the high pale sky and despair shook her. She heard a door slam, then Uncle Florian’s voice, “Molly?”


  She turned back, hurried to where one of the white-uniformed men stood at the end of a set of pumps, making change from an open cash drawer. She touched the stiff white sleeve and he turned, his hand filled with bills, to look at her. He had bright blue eyes in a tanned face. There were sun-wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, a quirk to his lips, and some undefinable resemblance to Larry made her catch her breath.


  “I’m looking for a . . . a friend. He must have come in with a tire, to have it fixed. He’s young and blond, big, and he——”


  “Ma’am, I’m sorry—we’ve turned down six or seven. Just didn’t have time.”


  “Where did he go, then?”


  “I don’t know, ma’am.” He closed the drawer, started to move away. In desperate entreaty she followed. He began paying money in through an open car window, to a fat man who stared past him at Molly.


  “It’s terribly important. Did he go on in the same car?”


  The attendant took a damp cloth from a metal container beside the pump and began to wipe the fat man’s windshield. “I guess I don’t know that, either.” He must have seen the deadly pallor, the begging, trembling hands, for he paused and said kindly, “What was he like? Young and big? Wait a minute.” He was rubbing the rear-view mirror at the side of the windshield, his eyes crinkled up in their sockets. “Mmmm. He’d hitched a ride, is that it? Had the tire with him?”


  “Yes, yes, that’s Larry!”


  “He’s the one who asked how far to the next station.”


  “And did the man wait for him?”


  “I wish I could say, but we’ve been jumping like crazy here since early afternoon. I haven’t had time to keep track of nobody!”


  “Perhaps . . . well, maybe you could recall whether he went back out to the highway.” It could mean that the black car hadn’t waited, that Larry had hitched another ride!


  The attendant rubbed the mirror and then slowly shook his head. “I don’t actually recollect, to be honest with you. But to make a guess, I think he went around back.”


  “Where the car had waited for him,” Molly said in a small, strained voice.


  “I don’t know. Sorry.”


  Uncle Florian was there, then, with a cold Coke from the machine. He forced her to take it, drink it.


  “It could be,” he said into her ear, “that this bugger in the black car was just somebody trying to help. I know you don’t believe it, you think something’s happened to him, something has been trying to happen. But look, baby—he’s alone nights there in that boatyard, sleeps in a shack you could pry open with a shoehorn. If somebody really wanted to get at him, that would look to be the place.”


  “Somebody has been watching us,” Molly said. She was looking into the half-empty Coke. There was nothing in her face but utter tiredness.


  “Well, hell, we’re not giving up now.” Uncle Florian went to the car and opened the doors and stood there waiting.


  Molly didn’t finish the drink. She put the bottle in the rack and went to the car and got in.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  “NOW YOU think hard,” Uncle Florian said, guiding the car upon the highway as if it were a baby carriage full of quintuplets. “You think of what gave you the idea somebody’s got it in for you and Larry.”


  She wasn’t watching the oncoming cars now, and he knew this was a bad sign. She wasn’t expecting Larry back, now or ever. But she finally roused and answered. “It must have begun with my own feelings. Guilt. The need to hide and lie. The fear that the family would find out. A kind of dirtiness.”


  He swung the wheel so hard that the car lurched. “Now you wait a minute——”


  “No . . . I know what you’re going to say. I was a fool. I know it. I’d never make that mistake again, looking at us through Dad’s and Mother’s eyes. Or perhaps through the eyes of people like the Prescotts.”


  “Well, thank God for that!” he said explosively.


  “What I’m trying to say: these feelings built up in me a sense of needing to be punished. I was afraid of my own happiness. I deserved some horrible disaster. So that when gradually I got this idea of someone lurking around, I was sort of . . . all tuned in. Do you see what I mean?”


  “I sure do.”


  “I can’t even pin it down, I can’t even decide when it began and how I knew it was continuing.”


  He said cautiously, “It couldn’t have been your imagination?”


  “That I’m sure of. It wasn’t.”


  “Okay, then.” He breathed a sigh that almost seemed one of relief. “We go on from there. Somebody’s been spying on you two. Now—why?”


  She was staring at the scene ahead where the highway dropped and cut across a shallow coastal valley. There were bean fields along the edges of the hills. The dry bed of a stream snaked down to the beach, bordered with willows, the brushy growth now thick with shadow. To the right were broken cliffs above the Pacific. On the left was the railroad and in the distance, coming fast, one of the streamliners from San Diego, headed for L.A. The only building in sight was a small loading shed beside the tracks.


  “It seems all tangled up with the way I felt, with the guilt and the sense of doing wrong.”


  “Well, he had to have a better motive than that. Jealousy, maybe,” Uncle Florian pointed out. “How would he know about your conscience?”


  “It’s as if he . . . he was my conscience,” she said uncertainly.


  “Look. I agreed to believe you, to believe in this boogie-man. Now you’re saying——”


  She clenched her hands on her lap. “But he was real.”


  “You saw him? Describe him?”


  “I can’t.”


  Uncle Florian puffed out a breath as if blowing feathers away from his face. “This tippytoes, this visible reminder of sin, this incarnate conscience, must have done something, sometime, to make himself seem so damned real.”


  She threw him a look of fear and despair. “There was just once, this little thing—you’ll think I’m crazy. It was dark and I was going for some cigarettes or something, and I passed an alleyway near the beach. An apartment house, I think. The back doors. And someone stood there and watched me pass, and I knew. He is the one.”


  Uncle Florian blinked at the coming cars. He looked tired, wrinkled, with too many drinks under his belt and too many memories behind his eyes. “He’d been following you.” It was a statement, not a question.


  “I don’t think so.”


  “What the hell was he doing, then? Putting a hex on you? Sticking pins in a doll? Thumbing his nose? For God’s sake——”


  “He was watching,” she said desperately. “He passed judgment on me. He condemned me to some sort of hell. I sensed that, walking by. I’ve never felt so . . . so unclean, as just then!”


  “Baby . . . baby!”


  “I said you’d think I was crazy.” She folded her head down into her shaking hands.


  He got a cigarette lighted, fumbling with the wheel and the lighter and the pack. “Look. I’m a weather-beaten old rummy. I’ve been there. I know exactly what you’re talking about. This is my country. I mean, I feel that way about people watching me, all the time. I pass folks on the street, dozens of them, and they don’t seem to see me but I get a whiff of hell-fire off their minds. Or they pop into a store just before we meet. Or the women suddenly have to rummage in their purses, the over-burdened old bags, or the men have to hunt up the notice for the lodge dues in their inside coat pockets. You think they aren’t judging me and I don’t know it? Kiddo, I can give you chapter and verse. What they’re thinking.” He blew smoke in an angry explosion.


  She crept over close to him and laid her head on his arm.


  “If I could get close enough, I’d blow my breath in their faces,” he went on. “I wish to God it stunk enough to make them vomit. I’d like to see the old bags throwing up into their purses. I’d like to see the lodge brothers spewing in the gutters. Know what I’d do? I’d pass the word they were drunk.”


  She clung and trembled, and then his voice changed, dropped lower, took on a weary and exasperated humor.


  “No. No, I wouldn’t really. Kiddo, to tell the truth I don’t give a damn. If I did care, I’d do something to them or to me. But hell, they don’t even have an inkling. You can’t worry or communicate or hate over somebody who lives away off. And that’s them. They live and breathe and sleep and eat in another town. Hell, another dimension! And I’m on Alcohol Avenue, lying there relaxed with my eyeballs on the sidewalk.”


  She stroked his coat sleeve. “Please . . . darling——”


  “But this, to get to the meat of my meandering . . . you. You’re young and clean and sweet. You’re still in that world I can see dimly from my prone position. So why should the boogie-man follow you around?”


  “I’ve—broken the rules.”


  “Oh, God. Oh—look, one day in the market. I was pricing the wine. It was one of my poorer days. Mrs. Prescott, the same Mrs. Prescott your mother wants to impress with this goddamn party tonight—fright’s sake, it is tonight!—anyway, this same Mrs. Big Guts, she was in the market and so help me she was sticking a pound of butter into her handbag!”


  Molly said nothing.


  “Don’t you get it? Rules, schmules. Mr. Tippytoes must be purblind. He’s got the whole world . . . and he picks you?”


  “I don’t know why. But he did,” she said, muffled in the coat.


  He threw the cigarette away. Nothing he’d said had made any difference and wouldn’t. It was fixed in her head. It might be true, and meanwhile Uncle Florian decided to believe it. Believing it gave the day a certain orderliness and meaning, made what they were doing now an intelligent process. And these were things his days and processes hadn’t had since he could remember.


  They rolled up out of the shallow valley to a sunlit plateau and a wide sweep of the sea, and then Uncle Florian was jabbing the brake pedal. “Service station ahead. We’ll find Larry. I’ve got a feeling.”


  She jerked erect. In the late light the place looked quiet and peaceful, a small yellow building set in a square of blacktop, with young white oleanders along the drive. The trio of pumps was new. She sensed in the instant that this was a one-man station, the creation of an optimist who had plunked a small hoard on a gamble for independence The car turned from the highway, and something warned her: a locked-up look, an empty silence. “No one’s here.” She peered at the yellow building. “I can see a sign. I’ll bet it says ‘Closed.’ ”


  The sign that leaned against the glass inside said just that.


  Uncle Florian grunted. He guided the convertible past the three pumps and out again to the highway. He waited for a burst of traffic to go past. Then suddenly he was looking at Molly. “Wait a minute.”


  All light had died in her eyes. “What is it?”


  He scratched his chin. “Something back there. Didn’t fit. Weren’t there air and water hoses at those pumps?”


  “I didn’t notice.”


  “Place locked up. They lock them up, too.”


  She wasn’t interested, wasn’t following what he said. She was waiting for something . . . for nothing. Her hands were folded in her lap.


  “I’m going back for a look.”


  He backed the convertible, jockeying for a spot near the, small yellow office. He got out. He glanced at Molly, who hadn’t moved. He leaned in and opened the glove compartment and took out a pint bottle. “Putting on my thinking cap.” He drank, returned the pint to the glove compartment. “You wait, I’ll look around.”


  She turned as if awakening. “What’s the matter?”


  “I don’t know. Nothing, maybe.” He walked from the car slowly, sizing up the small yellow office. The sunlight made a glitter on the glass that enclosed three sides. A lot of fresh merchandise on the shelves, he noted in passing. Boxed inner tubes, all sizes. A rack of tires, wrapped in brown paper spirals. Oil and gas-additives and gunk for stopping radiator leaks, on wire display pyramids. A shelf with order pads in neat array, a phone. Ready for business. Even the pencils lying by the order pads had been sharpened.


  But business was being turned away.


  Uncle Florian almost stumbled over the gum machine. He sucked in his breath, licked his lips, gave it a tentative kick as if it might be a mirage. He took a quick glance at the car. “I know damned well they take them inside,” he muttered to no one. Then he put a hand on the door knob, testing. The door opened smoothly. He yanked it shut again before Molly could notice. He took a long hard look inside, through the glass panel in the upper half of the yellow steel door. The mottled gray-and-yellow asphalt tile on the floor was clean, polished and empty.


  He went away, around the corner to the rear. Here was equipment for fixing tires, a dip tank, a machine for extracting inner tubes, air hoses. A grease hoist. Beside the hoist was a tiny yellow shed, shelves inside full of canned oil. The doors had been unlocked, hung open, and the last of the level light shone on the bright labels.


  He looked for the rest rooms. They were off at the edge of the blacktop, spanking new yellow paint making a brave show against the massed young oleanders. Uncle Florian suddenly wanted another drink. He wanted it bad. He rubbed his mouth, shook his head, and walked off to the entrance where it said MEN. He rapped on the lattice which hid the door from the driveway. “Anybody in there? Hello! Hello!”


  A windy sound came from the open bean fields, a brush of surf from the sea. Then, under these, a moaning gurgle, a human voice trying to get out a word. Uncle Florian’s hair stood up on his neck. His head pulsed with a rush of blood. His hand shook as he reached past the edge of the lattice and pushed in the door.


  He first saw the gout of blood on the wall over the washbasin, then the mirror there reflecting his own pop-eyed image, then the man on the floor. The whisky came up with such a rush that he barely had time to swerve, to hit the dirt beyond the lattice. He heard running steps; it was a moment before he thought of Molly. Then he braced himself at the edge of the lattice, and she ran into him bodily.


  “Don’t. Baby, don’t go in there.”


  “Larry!” It was a scream, tearing the silence to shreds.


  “Don’t look!”


  She was like a cat. She had steel springs in her wrists, she had claws, she spit at him through her teeth. “Let . . . go!”


  She got past him. He was old and pudding-soft and fuzzy with drink, he consoled himself. The screams were horrible.


  He went off to the phone, fumbling in his pants for a dime.


  Barbara Martin’s father didn’t seem like an old man, Archer thought, until you looked into his eyes. Then you saw that here was a man whose life was over as far as important things were concerned. He was still going through the motions, but he had the tentative air towards his own existence of a man who has lived through a holocaust, or has been the witness of slaughter, or an unwilling soldier in an old, old war.


  They were in the vestibule of Martin’s apartment. Not, Archer remembered, the address given in the death certificate. The family had split up after Barbara had died. The mother was in the East with the younger children. Martin had remained in Newport Beach. To go through the motions.


  “Come inside, Mr. Archer. Take a chair. Any chair.” Martin waved vaguely at the furniture. It sat around the rim of the room, very ordinary stuff, but still a grade better than the place itself. The five-year-old drapes didn’t do anything for the cracked, waved-paned windows. The rug was too big for the floor, and Martin had tucked it up against the wall. The place smelled dusty. A brown dog, very old, lay in a corner on some tattered cushions.


  “I’m . . . sort of batching here.” Martin sat down and began to light a cigarette. “The flat gets run down. Excuse it, please:’


  “Think nothing of it. I’m alone myself,” Archer said.


  “You wanted to know something about a medicine bottle. I went out to the garage, have some stuff stored there, haven’t opened some of the boxes in months. But I found some odds and ends, some of it Barbara’s stuff and other things——” He looked at the cigarette as if it hadn’t delivered some expected ease, reassurance, relaxation, and he was disappointed in it. “I’ve got a couple of boxes in the kitchen. If you want to look.”


  “I’d be glad to.” Archer, too, began to light a cigarette. He was tired. It had been a hell of a day. He felt indescribably dirty. “I don’t suppose your wife might have taken some of the girl’s things with her.”


  “She——” He decided the cigarette might have something in it if he drew on it hard enough. “She wanted nothing of Barbara’s. Not even a picture. Not even a memory.” His voice cracked a little on the last few words.


  There was a clock-tick of silence.


  Martin glanced over into the corner. “Not even Barbara’s dog.”


  Archer let it go. He didn’t want to, but he had a hunch Martin would be pretty useless if he investigated that line and kept him talking on it. “I have a few things I’d like to ask, about your daughter. First, whether she liked boats, owned or had owned a boat. Where she took it to be worked on, painted, and repaired, if ever.”


  “She and my oldest son Robbie had a small sailboat. Mostly, it was Robbie’s. Barbara had gotten quite grown up in the last year or so before her death. Grown up, and very loving and . . . beautiful.”


  My salary doesn’t cover looking into this man’s eyes, Archer thought. The city treasury couldn’t finance it.


  Martin continued, “Oh, she sailed with Robbie now and then. But she knew people with nice boats, with real yachts. You can’t live here long without that, especially if you’re young and look the way Barbara looked. She had lots of invitations for trips. Acapulco, Santa Barbara, Monterey. Even . . . once . . . a summer in the San Juan Islands. Then, those last months she met this . . . this boy. His father had bought him a motor launch. We didn’t know about their being out in it alone.”


  Archer had his hands on the arms of the chair. “Mr. Martin”—the man lifted his bent head—“Mr. Martin, do you have any whisky?”


  “Why, yes. Excuse me. My rudeness—I didn’t think. I guess I took it for granted . . . on duty . . .”


  He went, stooped and gray, to a corner where a sideboard stood beside the kitchen doorway. He got a bottle from a compartment, poured two shots neat. “Want water?”


  “No, thanks.”


  They drank. “Now. What about repairs to this boat she owned with your son?”


  Martin seemed to think about it. “Robbie painted it once with Barbara’s help. I remember how they argued over the colors. She ran a splinter under her nail, too, and it was infected, had to be treated. She was a delicate girl that way, had so little resistance. She seemed to have so much life in her, so much love of living. But she was like a flower. You could blow her away with a breath.”


  The whisky wasn’t going to be enough. Archer thought, I’m damned if I can keep this according to routine, all according to the rules of evidence, and not leading a witness, and that kind of crap. He said abruptly, “Did she ever hang around a boatyard, one run by a man named Warren for instance? Would she have hidden out there, in a place like that, after the abortion?”


  Martin didn’t seem disturbed or distressed by his bluntness. Perhaps the questions were familiar to him. Perhaps he asked them of himself, deep in the nighttime when he had trouble getting to sleep. “I know the place you mean. I’ve met Warren. I don’t believe Barbara went there.”


  “Where would she have gone? What kind of person would she have appealed to?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Haven’t you given this some thought?”


  “Much more than you can imagine,” Martin said. There was a kind of dignity, beaten but intact, in the way he faced up to the question.


  “What do you think?”


  “I’ve been very careful about coming to a decision. You see, Mr. Archer, I decided long ago that in an obscure way my child had been murdered.”


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  SHE HAD been kept from medical help? Is that it?”


  “You’ve thought of it, too,” Martin said. Martin’s hands lay on his knees and their pale shape made Archer think of the torn halves of a dead butterfly. “From what was brought out at the hearing—the inquest, as it was called—it seemed that no one could have been with Barbara and not know she was dying.”


  “You say that you don’t know to whom she would have turned. What have you decided?”


  “To whom she did not.”


  Martin’s tone was firm, as if he had put in many an hour thinking about this affair, had arrived at careful and logical conclusions.


  “I went first to the boy and his family. They were in the midst of moving back to Beverly Hills. Lots of confusion, packing, and so on. The boy and the father were curt—the father, yes, even a little contemptuous. But the mother was kind; she followed me outside and spent a little while talking to me. She said that Barbara had not contacted them during the time she’d been missing. The husband had been at home, she had made it a point to check on all phone calls, and she had kept an eye on her son.”


  “That’s interesting,” Archer pointed out. “Did she say why? What I’m getting at, it would imply a knowledge of the abortion.”


  “She said that she had known some serious trouble was in the wind. The boy had talked to her and her husband. He’d told them a girl was trying to shake him down, blame him for her pregnancy . . . for money. Blackmail.” Martin’s broken-butterfly hands suddenly gripped each other. “The dirtiest lie, the filthiest lie of all. I almost went back inside and tackled the two of them.”


  “I can see why.” The whisky was a hot sour taste in the back of Archer’s throat, calling for more. I’d like to get drunk, he thought. I’ll bet I could make it, real quickie, too.


  “I didn’t argue with her. I could see, they thought me a poor befuddled fool, trying to shore up the reputation of a delinquent girl. I thought this much must be true, that Barbara hadn’t been near them, and I was glad she hadn’t. Even to save her life. . . .” He was gripping the shape of his bony knees, knuckles white. “I went around to Barbara’s friends. And then . . . I guess the parents were afraid of scandal. They were wishing their girls hadn’t known mine. They were watchful, as if I might carry a contagion.”


  “Why didn’t you come to us?”


  “Frankly, I didn’t even consider it. I had nothing but an idea.”


  “We’ll listen to ideas.”


  “Well, then, there was this. I kept thinking, perhaps someone like Barbara herself, young and scared, had given her shelter while she could recover from the abortion. Someone too inexperienced to know what to do.”


  “I see.”


  “I didn’t want to bring such a person into it. I spent a month talking and visiting. I decided at last, though, that if one of her young friends had helped her, I’d have heard something. And there was nothing.”


  His eyes held defeated memories. Archer decided that the time had taken much out of the man, that it was then, plodding from door to door and looking into one young face after another, that he had gradually crumbled inside into what he was now.


  “It was during that month that my wife left me,” Martin went on. “She took the other children with her. She said that she loved Barbara just as much as I, but that we must forget our daughter. We must wipe the memory from our lives. We owed it to the younger ones. We had to make a new life for them.”


  Well, the mother had something in a way, Archer thought, somewhat revising his opinion of her.


  “I . . . I can’t forget Barbara, though. She was a frail sort of girl while she was alive. Lovely, but easy to destroy. A wraith of a child. It’s in death that for me she’s taken on such formidable staying powers. I have the feeling that she’s with me much of the time. For instance, that she’s with us now.”


  “I understand.”


  “Now. To go on with what I decided.” He paused as if to collect and phrase what he had to say. “An adult. One that Barbara trusted. More, one that she loved. What the psychologists would call a parent image.”


  Lottie Tomlinson’s words flared in Archer’s memory: In all cases he chose children. To me it smacks of something occupational.


  “A minister? Sunday-school worker? Teacher?”


  “I’ll tell you about this woman,” Martin said. “She’d been a Girl Scout leader, Barbara had been in a troop with other girls and this woman took them on hikes, camp-outs, that kind of thing. Then Barbara got too big for the thing, or sort of lost interest; I guess the older ones do somewhere along the line. But she kept contact with Mrs. Kitzmiller.”


  Archer knew the woman. He remembered her, large-framed and not fat, gray hair pulled back along a bulging line of temple. Homely in the face and big in the feet. You sensed kindness and compassion in her, an unbounded mercy sweeter than Chanel No. 5.


  “You think she hid the girl and allowed her to drift into death?”


  “I think she knew something that she kept to herself.” Martin drew a long breath, as if relieving some tightness within. “Mrs. Kitzmiller is a widow. She has a child of her own, a girl who was crippled years ago, in her babyhood, by polio. I think that for this crippled girl she has made the world into a never-never land of sweetness and joy. The Girl Scout work provided happy companionship for her daughter, trips, outdoor activities and hobbies. It might have been that she kept quiet, not for herself but for the sake of her daughter. She might have felt that becoming involved with what had happened to Barbara might threaten what she had done and could do for her child.”


  “You talked to her?”


  “More than once. If you know her”—he looked at Archer; Archer nodded—“then you know that she is an innately kind and decent woman. She would not conceal knowledge of a crime. What she knew must have seemed to her a fairly innocent thing.”


  “She just didn’t want to be associated, in the public prints and the public mind, with a girl who had died after an abortion.”


  “I think that was it.”


  “Give me her address and I’ll talk to her.”


  Martin hesitated at the edge of his chair. “She isn’t a woman you can bully or frighten.”


  “Mr. Martin, have I bullied or frightened you?”


  “Really, I wouldn’t know if you tried. My approach to everyone is the same—I am humbly seeking the truth. And their attitude to me has been alike also—they have withheld it.”


  For the first time a feeling of impatient anger towards Martin flared in Archer’s mind. “I haven’t hidden anything from you, Mr. Martin.”


  “Haven’t you?” The weak eyes searched him. “Then what’s the secret about the medicine bottle you’re looking for?”


  Archer told him, explaining what the nurse had said and then adding, “It would be a miracle, after all this time, to find a clue like that intact.”


  “It would. And I must say, there is no medicine bottle in either of the two boxes on the kitchen table.”


  Archer rose, making a mental note to talk to Mrs. Kitzmiller about the girl. “Well, let’s have a look.”


  The kitchen was small and close and smelled of coffee and something Archer couldn’t identify but which made him think of liniment. Then at the table, Martin lifted the paper covers on the cartons and the air suddenly swam with roses. Old roses, petals falling to dust. Sachet, Archer thought. “Did she pack these?”


  “Barbara? No, I packed them long after her death, when I moved here. The fragrance you notice . . . it was sachet, a little packet I tucked into her stocking the last Christmas we all had together. She was big for that nonsense but she still loved it. I sprinkled it in here among her things to keep out for a little while the odor of death. Do you know what I mean? Not physical dissolution. Nothing to do with the body. But there is a sort of old forgotten mildew, or emanation”—he paused as if perplexed—“impossible to describe. I guess you sort of feel it, really.”


  “I think I know what you mean.” Archer had his eye on a black patent purse.


  Martin saw what he was staring at. He lifted the purse out and handed it over, almost formally as if presenting a gift. “This is the one she had with her, those missing days.”


  Archer turned it over between his hands. It looked new, he thought. Not much inside. There was a gilt B on a little flap attached to the snap. He put a thumb on the B, lifted the catch with his other thumb, and the purse yawned. He hooked a chair with his foot, pulled it out and sat down. Gently he slid the contents of the purse out upon the table.


  A plastic compact. A lipstick, the case knobbed with little jewels and painted sea shells. A souvenir of something or other, Archer bet to himself.


  Martin put a finger on it. “That boy bought it for her.”


  A souvenir of love, then. Color for a warm young mouth, eager for kisses. Color for a girl who’d been like a flower—easy to blow away.


  Some bobby pins in a plastic bottle. A wallet. Archer opened the wallet eagerly: it held a driver’s license, a student-body card, some snapshots of girls in swim suits on a beach with picnic truck scattered around them.


  “School friends,” Martin said above Archer’s shoulder.


  Nothing else. No pictures of boys, or men. He put the wallet back upon the table.


  Some scraps of paper caught his eye, but they turned out to be shopping notes. He glanced at the rest, a handkerchief, some keys on a string, all little keys and nothing to do with strange doors, and a pack of gum, a small comb in a transparent plastic case. He put a hand inside the purse and felt all around, carefully, inside. The rayon lining felt new and slick.


  He sat for a moment in thought, and then he reached for the handkerchief and caught it by one corner and lifted it, shaking it a little so that it loosened and unfolded as his hand rose.


  “What about this?”


  Martin was shaking his head and peering blankly above his shoulder. “Why, I don’t . . . Isn’t it yours?”


  “You saw me take it out of the purse.”


  “Yes. I guess it’s always been in there, with the rest. I just hadn’t noticed. What’s that red mark?”


  Archer slipped the case off the lipstick with his free hand and snapped up the cylinder of red salve. “Seems to match. She wiped her mouth on it. Maybe she’d just taken a pill. One of the aspirin she thought was something else. Then she used this, forgot, and stuck it in her handbag.” He waited, but Martin seemed wrapped in perplexity. “Was she in the habit of carrying a man’s handkerchief?”


  “Oh no. She had her own, little things with lace and initials. But mostly, I remember, she used cleansing tissues. At least, always for something like lipstick. I don’t understand this.”


  “It could be pretty damned significant.”


  “I guess you’re thinking of laundry marks,” Martin offered.


  “I don’t see any at first glance. But some of our modern outfits use tricky inks. The marks show up under ultraviolet light. We’ll turn this in to the lab.” Martin was putting everything back into the purse, including the handkerchief. “I’ll take the whole lot. Let them work it over.”


  He returned to the boxes. Martin laid out their contents. Some sweaters in plastic cases, some frilly underthings. “Most of the clothes I gave away, though. While there was still some use in them.” He removed some school yearbooks, and Archer leafed through them. Then there were phonograph records, last year’s hit tunes. The ghosts of forgotten melodies ran through Archer’s head as he muttered the titles to himself.


  Archer spent more time on the snapshot album. Martin showed him what to look for, identifying Barbara in the snaps, the boat she had shared with Robbie, the younger kids in the family. The album covered some span of years, and Archer got the feeling that he’d seen Barbara Martin grow up and fill out into womanhood before his eyes. There was a picture of the mother, too, and Archer studied it measuringly; she was a compact, slender brunette with a direct stance and a no-nonsense air about her. A sort of domestic top sergeant, Archer decided. She would keep the kids in line. She would inspect toenails and backsides of ears, and the state of the bathroom when they were done with it.


  But in the end, Archer laid the album aside.


  In the bottom of the second carton was a small collection of baby things, yellowed with time. Booties and tiny socks, and frail embroidered cotton frocks, and a bib. Martin took the bib up and inspected it closely. “Look, there’s a spot of something . . . baby cereal.” He pried it off with his thumbnail and Archer saw how his hands shook. “For a while we thought she’d be the only one we’d ever have. Those days . . . she was our world. She was simply our whole wonderful world.”


  Archer took the purse back into the front room. He let Martin spend about five minutes in there getting control again.


  When I leave here, Archer thought, I’d better hit straight for the Kitzmiller woman.


  Hell, no. First I’m going to a bar. They say whisky never cured anything. But I’m going to give it a chance to take off the edges.


  When Martin returned he didn’t look too bad except for the reddened flesh around his eyes. He took a position just inside the doorway. “Mr. Archer, in spite of the deductions you’ve drawn from that handkerchief—Barbara simply would not have spent those last three days hidden out with a man.”


  “She must have been pretty desperate, Mr. Martin.”


  Martin’s chin rose stiffly. “No matter what that boy had done to her, and no matter what she must have felt for him, she was fundamentally sweet and decent. And innocent still . . . in the purest meaning of that word.”


  “I don’t doubt it,” Archer replied. “Don’t you understand that it would take someone quite innocent and trusting? That an alert, knowing, suspicious girl would have spotted this freak for what he was? Even sick, even desperate for shelter, she’d have smelled something of his rotten motives?”


  Martin walked to a chair and sat down in it.


  “Your daughter turned to someone she thought she could depend upon utterly. A pillar, let us say, of righteousness. Not Mrs. Kitzmiller. A man. Now you’d better start thinking seriously along those lines.”


  Suddenly Martin broke down and crouched in the chair, holding his shuddering head in his hands. Great sobs tore from his throat. “Why didn’t she come home? Why didn’t she come to us? Why? Why?”


  Archer thought of the snapshot of Barbara’s mother. “Somebody failed her. She was afraid.”


  He went out and shut the door. The last glimpse he had, the old dog in the corner who hadn’t moved during his visit, had padded over to the shaking man and was trying to get a tongue in to lick his face.


  He went to the car, got in, clicked on the speaker. The girl asked him to hold on. Matthews wanted him.


  Matthews came on. “We’ve found the carrier who picked up the letter, and he remembers the box. Remembers because the letter’d been torn open, wasn’t sealed.”


  “You mean he didn’t have curiosity enough to read it?” Archer was astounded.


  “He says he was in a hurry. Could be. Or maybe he’s just polite. Anyway, he’s here and I’m sending him down to meet you on the corner.” Matthews supplied the address.


  “Any rush about it?” Through the windshield was a sign: BAR. Archer looked at it, knowing he was willing to break regulations and risk a batch of demerits. End up pounding a beat on the beach, he threatened himself wryly.


  “I want you to inspect all mail in that box, and then take a good look around the district. You might even ring a few doorbells,” Matthews offered on a rising note of sarcasm.


  “I’ve got Barbara Martin’s purse, the one she had with her while she was missing. Don’t you want me to bring it in?”


  “Send it back with the squad car that brings you this postman.”


  “Roger.”


  Roger, smodger. Who in the hell did Matthews think he was?


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  LOTTIE LIFTED her head from the pillow. There had been a sound from the other apartment, a door-slam. A loud one. Not from the front entry, the courtyard, but from the direction of the alleyway. She sat up and put her feet on the floor. She could see through into the big front room where the studio window let in the light, and there were long streaks of shadow in there, the look of dusk.


  Almost at once she heard other noises. They seemed boisterous, abrupt. Hurried and clattering. She stood up and wiggled her feet into her shoes and went out into the studio room and glanced at the courtyard. Somebody’s cat had strolled in, stood there on the walk twitching its tail at the birds. It was a big black cat with watchful green eyes. Some sound from the other flat must have reached it because it turned its head suddenly to look in the direction of the windows. To Lottie the green eyes took on an opalescent sheen, like quicksilver.


  She listened. Heavy steps began to pound to and fro next door, much louder than any she had noted before. She got an impression of haste and carelessness. There had been no pause to indicate that he’d seen and picked up and read her note.


  A sudden feeling of confusion rushed through her. Had she been foolish, reckless, writing that note, accusing him on so little? On nothing, really. What would he think of her when he read it? She put up her palms to touch her cheeks; her face all at once felt hot with shame. And her heart was pounding.


  Then she heard something being dragged across the floor. It seemed to sound big and hollow, and she thought of a trunk or of a big wooden case. He must be quite busy in there, engrossed in something which took his whole attention. Remembering the layout of the other flat from looking through it when it was empty, she decided that he had not gone near the front door at all. He was working in the other part of the place.


  What had made her do such a thing?


  She had been upset by Archer’s visit. In a reaction from the vile images roused by Archer’s previous talk, she had created an image of her own. She had fleshed out the ghostly impression of the letter writer. A hateful, secretive, egotistical monster. And then, because he hadn’t come to the door when she had pounded on it earlier, she had jumped to the conclusion that her neighbor answered the description.


  How on earth would he react to her letter?


  He could do one of several things. He could ignore it, if he were kind. Or he might try to reason with her, try to find out what this was all about and why she felt as she did towards him. Or, then, he might become very angry. Justifiably angry. Again Lottie was aware of her burning face. He’d been kindness itself with Edie. Would he remind her of that?


  Of course if he were completely innocent, the letter might not mean anything at all to him. Lottie was baffled now, because she couldn’t recall the exact wording.


  It might be possible to get the note back before he read it.


  She could knock at his door and say that someone had left a message for her and had mistakenly put it where it was. Weak, and it sounded too silly. She could knock—and then when he opened the door pretend to drop something, a purse or a letter or something, and pick it up along with the note before he noticed.


  The trouble was, if she drew him over to the door at all, he’d see the white folded sheet. Picking it up, reading it, would only take a moment. Then he’d open the door and face her with the open sheet in his hand.


  Pinched with self-disgust she went closer to the big window, passing the loom and her bench. The black cat noticed her and backed away, then pretended an innocent playful inspection of a nodding flower, as if of course he hadn’t even noticed the birds. You old fraud . . .


  Her eyes searched the other step, the doorway. She licked her lips. There was a sudden dryness in her throat. Under the edge of the door, the tiny white triangle shone in the light. She hadn’t pushed the note completely in out of sight.


  I can walk over there and slip it out again.


  There was even more noise from next door. It sounded as if the tenant were dragging boxes from the closet. She heard thuds, scrapes. And again, she sensed his hurry and his absorbed attention to whatever he was doing.


  She went to her own door and opened it soundlessly. The black cat retreated to the courtyard entry. The chattering sparrows flew up to the edge of the roof and settled there in a row. She stepped out. The air was cool with a sea smell. She glanced carefully at the windows opposite. None of the shades had been lifted.


  He must be working in there in the dark. But of course, she corrected herself instantly, he could have the lights on. It would soon be dusk. He might simply have thought it not worth while to open the blinds, then close them again within an hour or so.


  The walk underfoot made scratchy sounds. They seemed loud in the stillness. In the center of the courtyard she paused, listened. From out here the sounds from the other flat were muffled, almost indistinguishable. She looked over at his door. The tip of paper seemed brilliantly white. She tried to swallow a knot of nervous apprehension. Suddenly it seemed desperately important to get that note back!


  She went, walking as silently as she could, to his door. She bent there, put a finger tip on the narrow triangle of paper. She tried to scratch and worry it towards her.


  It was stuck.


  This was the double-folded corner. Inside, the sheet must have opened somewhat, fanning out. She managed to get the tiny corner between her fingers, and pulled. It moved a little and then she felt the paper begin to buckle as if it had encountered a loose splinter or some other obstruction. At the same time there was a loud papery rattle. The folded sheet seemed to act as a sort of amplifier. She jerked her hand away. Surely he had heard that inside.


  She waited, biting her lip in frightened vexation. She couldn’t just stay here, couldn’t remain bent beside his doorstep. If he were suddenly to open the door, she’d feel a fool.


  Well, there was more to it than embarrassment. She couldn’t quite explain it to herself, but something cold and ominous seemed to have invaded her mind. It was as if the note bore an identification of herself which would be disastrous!


  She firmly put thumb and forefinger on the projecting bit, and yanked, and the paper burst free with a distinct, echoing pop. She wadded it in her fist as she hurried, first towards her own door and then—some blind instinct guiding her—to the open entry of the courtyard.


  She heard a door open behind her.


  She didn’t want to look back. She couldn’t help herself. At the gate she threw a single look back over her shoulder. His door was ajar and he stood there in the shadows. There were no lights on inside, as she had pictured to herself. The gloom behind him was thick as that in a cave.


  His eyes were fixed on hers. She met his gaze with a feeling of shock. He’d lived next door, sharing the one roof, he’d been friends with Edie, he had come offering help and sympathy when Edie had died—and yet he was a stranger more unfamiliar than someone she’d never met.


  She felt her fingers close tighter over the sheet of paper, wadding it against her thigh, to keep it from his sight.


  Then she was in the street. There was sweat on her face; she hadn’t known it until the sea wind hit her as she stepped free of the wall. She went up a block, away from the bay, towards the middle of the peninsula. Down the street she saw a mailbox. She might not have noticed it, but there was a police car drawn up beside it. A man in a postman’s uniform was getting out of the car, and nearby was another figure, one that reminded her of Archer.


  She turned at the next corner. She circled back until she reached the bay. Most of the bathers had left the beach. It was near enough the dinner hour so that the sea-food cafés were filling up. She passed one, felt the faces looking out at her as she walked. She felt utterly removed from the rest of the human race, set apart, a creature with unfathomable emotions and impulses.


  “I must be crazy,” she whispered to herself.


  People did go crazy with grief, with loss. And it seemed now, in retrospect, that her actions after Edie’s death had been those of a mentally unbalanced person. And now, she thought, I’m still no better. Writing the note, sticking it under his door, was the act of an idiot.


  She walked out upon a small pier where boats were tied, leaned on the rail, opened her hand, and let the sheet of wadded paper fall to the water. It began to float away, looking very white. The paper gradually softened and filled with water. It flattened and finally sank.


  I didn’t even reread it, she thought. She tried to remember what she had written. Something about his being the kind of person the police were looking for. An unpleasant secretive person who wrote anonymous letters confessing to murder. Silly, she thought, rubbing her hair back from her face. The whole thing’s very silly.


  The idea of the letter, the confession, had seemed unreal, almost ridiculous from the first. She had dismissed it almost as soon as Archer had told her of it.


  Then she remembered something else. Archer himself. The letter had had nothing to do with Archer’s opinion about Edie’s death.


  Nothing silly about that—he was thoroughly convinced that it was murder. And he always had been.


  The postman let down the side of the box and Archer looked in at a heap of mail, letters and bigger items, jumbled together in the bottom of the box. Then he squatted beside the postman and reached for a handful. The man gave him a close, sharp look as if he might be planning to tamper with the sacredness of Uncle Sam’s postal service.


  Archer found what he was looking for almost at once, and it was a shock. He ripped open the envelope, and while he was doing it the postman muttered some kind of protest, and Archer paused long enough to show him the typed address on the envelope.


  He grunted incredulously at the message. Almost instantly he decided that it had been written by a different person. The first letter had had an air of pompous righteousness. It had been deliberate, wordy, and erudite. But here, in this new letter, his sensitive inner ear caught a sort of juvenile defiance. A thumb-on-nose, yaah-yaah-yaah-you-can’t-catch-me note.


  Two different people—or a split personality? Possibly the latter. The guy was admittedly a nut; why not?


  He stood and revolved it mentally and listened to his hunches, and decided that he liked the idea of two different people better. He rammed the folded sheet and the envelope into his coat pocket. His first impulse was to hurry off to the flat next to Lottie Tomlinson’s and pound down the door. But he checked this impulse at once. Matthews would want to move carefully; he would want to see this letter and have it compared with the first. A stake-out, surveillance, was called for while this examination went on. Archer frowned into the distance, where the squad car sped towards headquarters with the purse Mr. Martin had given him. Then he went to his own car, flipped the switch on the radio, asked the operator for Matthews.


  Matthews had gone out.


  Archer requested a squad car; and then a warning stirred in the back of his mind. All this police activity around the mailbox might be noticed by the wrong people, and give fright. Lottie’s home was almost within sight of this corner. Archer directed the squad car to meet him three blocks down.


  The postman came to the car to ask if he was needed further. He had a route to cover. Tomorrow was Sunday and he had no wish to work half of Saturday night. If Archer was through with him, he’d phone the post office and they’d send someone for him. Archer let him go.


  While he waited for the squad car, Archer couldn’t resist a quick stroll, a roundabout block, to a point where he could see Lottie’s apartment. For the first time he took a really good look at the building, sizing it up. Upstairs, the big flat was vacant. They’d be asking about two-fifty a month until October. He could see the clean empty windows, the freshly painted ceilings, lit by the dying sunlight. The courtyard facing the street made a little private place, good for sunbathing and lounging and patio dining. He had never seen Lottie sitting out in it. He had the impression that Lottie spent her days in the recesses of her flat. Lying in the darkened bedroom. Or in the kitchen, bumbling over the fragments of a meal.


  He sauntered nearer, avid for a close look at that other door.


  Blinds down all around. The place had a closed, vacant look and for a moment Archer was stung with apprehension. This letter, both letters, could be a big joke! All the work he’d done with the Carrols, with Martin and with Lottie, his conviction about the truth of the confession, seemed no more than a gust of wind blowing through his brain, and gone. But then he looked again, seeing a newspaper scuffed aside by the step; and he got a new impression entirely.


  All tucked up, he thought, like a mouse in its hole.


  He turned in an inconspicuous manner and went back the way he had come. He was thinking, though, about the tenant in that other flat; and curiosity was a taste in his mouth, hungry and clinging, more real than the flavor of Martin’s whisky. He wanted to know. Face: its complexion, expression, its zeal and energy, its smile and frown. Body: its age and build, the way it moved, its strength, the way it dressed. The mind: what worm lay in it.


  He found himself clenching his fists at his sides, and the movement had no resemblance to the semi-poetic steepling to which his fingers were accustomed.


  Where had the bastard come from? What was his business, what did he do for a living? Whom did he know? Who let him into their homes, unaware, and let him talk to their kids and let him sit there nodding and judging and making plans inside his diseased brain? Had he been inside Lottie’s place, studying the little sister, probing the young mind just beginning to unfold? Sure he had!


  Hell, Archer thought, he’d be willing to bet that the bastard had been a kind of chum to the kid! A big-brother or uncle type. A scrap of his conversation with Lottie returned: she still collected sea shells and stray dogs and sick birds. In that moment, Archer felt that if he turned he could see the bastard with the dead kid, as real as life, in that courtyard with a fluffed lump of feathers between them.


  A surge of blood darkened his face. He licked his lips.


  I’m jumping to conclusions, he reminded himself.


  Got to do a lot of checking, quick. We’ll want the name, what references he gave in renting the flat, past history, record if he’s got one. We’re going to have to phone Lottie Tomlinson and get her out of there and talk to her. And contact the other neighbors without being seen.


  And then, if the letter proves out, jump him.


  It wasn’t going to be the same touch on the typewriter. Archer promised himself that, crediting his own subconscious antennas. But it could damned well be the same machine. The look of the typing on the page, the sheet itself, had registered with him somehow.


  What kind of story lay behind a switch like that he couldn’t imagine. He couldn’t figure it, but he knew he was going to enjoy it immensely.


  He turned into the street where the mailbox stood, and there two blocks away the squad car was just slowing to a stop. Archer quickened his step in its direction. It was then that some sort of reflected light, a twin twinkle like a pair of eyes, flickered at the edge of vision; and he glanced that way. Whatever it had been was gone. High, he thought. Roof level or near it. He frowned over the impression, then dismissed it.


  In the attic Curt hurriedly crawled from the window embrasure and put the binoculars away under the cot. He slid rubber-soled sandals on his feet, hitched the jeans higher on his bare torso, went out into the other room. His mother was just entering from the door to the stairs. She had a sack of groceries in her arms; her purse dangled from a wrist. Someone was behind her. A man. Curt stopped, grew tense, a sensation almost like a desire to retch rising in his throat.


  “Hello, Curt.” Under the blown, lustrous hair her face looked flushed, alive, and the mouth seemed full-lipped and pulsing with fresh color. She set the groceries on the table, dropped the purse, turned to the man who had hesitated at the doorway. “Come in. This is my boy. He was in bed asleep when you were here last night.”


  The man looked at Curt. “Hi, there. I’ve seen you around.” He smiled. He came into the room with a quiet way of walking.


  “You sure have,” Curt said. “I’ve been in some of your classes.”


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  THE SUN was going down. A bank of clouds lay like a feather-edge of gold out along the horizon, lit by the sun behind it; and the sea had great ropy paths of purple shadow in it. On the headland, the small yellow service station looked lonely but important, like a painted landmark set there to guide the ships.


  A second car sat pulled in behind the convertible, black and white and marked with the emblem of the California Highway Patrol. One of the officers, with Uncle Florian, had stayed with the injured man in the toilet. The second officer was with Molly in the service station. He had pulled a stool from under the counter, got her to sit on it. He had offered to get a Coke from the machine for her, but she had shaken her head.


  When Molly looked at him, he swam in and out of focus. A rocking pulse beat inside her skull. Her hands felt cold and remote, as if between them and her brain some connection had gone awry. “It isn’t Larry out there.” She repeated it, not quite believing it. At first she had been sure that the beaten, bloody thing in the toilet must be Larry, though it didn’t wear Larry’s face.


  “Yes, we know it’s not your friend. It’s Bob Maule. He owns this place. Opened up two weeks ago.” The voice was patient and steadying. “It looks as if somebody might have tried a stick-up. And he put up a fight.”


  She saw that in the officer’s mind this had nothing to do with her errand, her search for Larry, though she was sure it must have. “Have you called a doctor?”


  “Ambulance on the way, miss.”


  “Do you think he’s going to die?”


  “Probably not. He took an awful clip on the back of the head but he’s not unconscious. Probably a concussion.”


  “Couldn’t he tell you who did it?”


  “We’ll try to talk to him after the doctor sees him.”


  She tried to take it in, organize it so that it fitted into the rest of what she knew, the events of this strange day which had shifted into nightmare. She and Uncle Florian had stumbled on the aftermath of a robbery, that was all; it was a coincidence.


  She looked up at the big man in the uniform and said, “Why don’t you check the cashbox?”


  He nodded. He knew his way around in here; he went at once to a drawer fitted into the counter below an adding machine. He pulled it out. From where she sat Molly could see the money. “Scared out,” he, said.


  “It wasn’t a stick-up,” Molly said. “It was something else.”


  He looked at her. “There’s no sign that anyone came here to fix a flat. Your uncle looked. The dip tank is dry and the air hose back there isn’t connected.”


  “He brought Larry here,” she said from her parched, scratchy throat. “Something went wrong.”


  “This black car you keep talking about——”


  “I’ve seen it somewhere. Around town. Newport.”


  “We’ve put out a bulletin on it,” he reminded her. “We’ll find your friend.”


  “He’s not a friend. He’s somebody I love, someone I love terribly.”


  “I understand. It was just a manner of speaking.”


  She wanted to cry again; it would have been a relief. But terror had dried her tears, parched her throat. She sat and trembled.


  He wanted somehow to put her at ease. “Give me a good description. I can add it to what we have. Color of hair and eyes, height and weight. Age, and so on. We’ll locate him.” He picked up a pencil from the counter, turned a sheet of paper towards him. “The name again?”


  “Larry Lebracht.”


  “How old?”


  The pencil poised in his fingers waved and glittered. After a moment he looked up at her curiously. Molly felt naked. It was then that the ambulance cut in, siren dying, from the highway. A sheriff’s car rolled in behind it.


  “Wait here. I’ll be back.” He put down the pencil and hurried out to direct the ambulance driver. Molly rubbed a hand across her eyes.


  She got to her feet. The room seemed unsteady. She caught the rim of the counter, pulling herself close, her face next to the glass pane. The big white ambulance rolled past the office, on out to the rest rooms. The sheriff’s car stopped behind the station and two officers got out and went hurriedly on. Molly felt alone, in a backwash. A cold despair settled in her, heavy as stone.


  She got back on the stool.


  She looked carefully all over the inside of the small office, trying to see something that might indicate that Larry had been here. It was very clean, no dust anywhere, no tracked-in oil spots or greasy rags or stray nuts and bolts. Mr. Bob Maule was obviously proud of his new place. He kept it nice. The only thing the least bit out of place was an empty cardboard box sitting on the end of the counter. It had held an inner tube. Molly looked at it for a long minute before getting off the stool to go closer.


  She put out a hand to touch it. The halves of the box were laid open; the tube which had been inside was gone. She bent above it in sudden suspicion, but the odor of fresh rubber reassured her. It had held a new inner tube until recently. She picked up the cardboard lid, turned it over to read the label, tried to figure the size of the tire from the printed figures. They meant nothing to her.


  She heard a step behind her and turned. Uncle Florian had come in. He looked tireder than she’d ever seen him; his face seemed to sag from its bones and his eyes were heavy-lidded. He put a hand on her arm. “Baby, they’re letting us go. I’ve told them everything I can. They’re taking him to the hospital, going to lock up the place until the fingerprint men get here. We can roll.”


  She jabbed the lid of the box against his chest. “Look at this!”


  He took it, turned it over. “What about it?”


  “It had an inner tube in it!”


  She seemed to make no impression on his tired preoccupation.


  “Don’t you understand? Larry came here, the tube in the tire couldn’t be repaired. He bought a new one.”


  “He had money for it? I thought you said he hadn’t.”


  It brought her up short. Larry usually carried less than a dollar with him. He made little at the boatyard, and what he made he threw away.


  “No.” She hated to admit it. “But look. Maybe the man in the black car loaned him the money. As a sort of . . . of way to get his confidence.”


  Uncle Florian laid the cardboard lid back on the counter. “Honey babe, we’ve got to head for home. There’s a party going on in a few hours. You’re expected to be there.”


  She couldn’t credit her ears. “Now? Go home to a party now?”


  “We’ve got to show up. As I say, I knew Clara when she still wet her pants. But that was a long, long time ago. She’s had the whip hand for years now. We both know it. I’d damned well starve to death if she didn’t let me live with you there, worse, I’d never have a damned thing to drink.”


  Molly felt dizzy with the pounding of blood in her temples. “But Larry’s a million, million times more important——”


  “I know. I agree completely. But if the two of us stay out here on this highway, roaming up and down looking for Larry while that party goes on, we’re dead. She’ll make you wish you never heard of Larry Lebracht. She’ll get his ass kicked out of the job in the boatyard, and then where will he be? She’ll put me out on the street, for being with you, for not corraling you and taking you home.”


  “She couldn’t!” Molly’s eyes were filling with tears now, at last. Her throat was one great tormenting ache.


  “She sure as hell will.”


  “Just look, then, just tell me. Is this the size of tubes in the Ford?”


  “I should know but I don’t.” He pushed the lid further away on the counter, took Molly’s arm and drew her outside. One of the State Patrol men was at the car, leaning in through the open door, talking to the radio. The ambulance was pulling out with a crunch of gravel.


  “What did he tell them?” Molly cried, staring after it.


  “Nothing, baby. My guess, he won’t talk for some spell.”


  “It had to have something to do with Larry!” She was wringing her hands in agonized fright.


  “Maybe it did.” He was leading her to the convertible.


  She pulled free of his hand. “I won’t go! How could I make small talk with Mother’s friends, and drink cocktails, and dance . . . and all the time——”


  “We’ve got to put in an appearance. Then we could leave, I guess. Or I could, without her noticing. I could come back up to check on the Ford. Maybe Larry’d be back there by then.” He looked at Molly wistfully. “Or maybe he’s there now, waiting for you.”


  She didn’t want to turn north again. The car had taken Larry south, where the coast was lonely; there were long vacant stretches of bean fields and grazing lands. “I just don’t see how I can do it!”


  He didn’t argue any more. The gray light shone in his face and she saw how wrinkled and sagging he looked. He was an old, old man, though she hadn’t thought of it before this. He was scared, too. She knew that her mother was perfectly capable of turning Uncle Florian out to shift for himself; she had no sympathy with his alcoholism. He was looking at the probable future and its bleakness lay in his eyes.


  He glanced at the convertible. “Okay. Where do we go now?”


  Molly went over, opened the door, and slid in behind the wheel. He came around, got in beside her. He sat slumped in the seat.


  “We’ll go home,” she said softly.


  He didn’t say anything.


  “The State Patrol have my description of the black car, Larry’s name, and his description. They’ll be looking for him. They can do a much better job of it than I can,” she explained. For a moment she looked back down the highway towards the south. “We’ll just have to leave it to them.”


  “Baby, I know. You’re doing it for me.”


  For a moment her hands tightened on the wheel; she looked sick. “Don’t worry about that,” she told him. She turned the key in the switch and drove the car from the paved drive to the highway and swung north.


  When they crested the rise they could see the Ford sitting alone in the distance, still jacked up. Twilight was settling. The grassy distances were gray, brushed with a foggy glow from the west. She turned into the dirt track. The heavy convertible rolled in the ruts, losing its insolent ease of handling. At the Ford, Molly jumped from the car and ran over, looking for she knew not what. Then she ran on to the edge of the bluff and looked down into the little cove. The tide was high now, lapping at the foot of the bluff, and most of the cove was under water. There was a cold, foggy smell that made Molly think of death and set her shivering.


  “This is the end of the day,” she whispered to herself, “the day that was made for loving and remembering. It’s finished.”


  Uncle Florian was beside her. “Don’t stand so close to the edge.” Then he suddenly took her hand firmly. “Come away from there.”


  She went with him to the car, and then suddenly got a pen and paper from the glove compartment and began to write a note.


  
    Larry, dear,


    I had to go home.


    Molly.

  


  She ran to the Ford and tucked the paper under one of the windshield wipers. It fluttered, the sea wind twisting it. She thought: it’s going to blow away before he comes, but it doesn’t matter. Larry’s dead. The whole world will blow away before he ever comes to me again.


  Uncle Florian was watching her closely; she knew he was worried about her. “Shall I drive home, baby? You could lie back and shut your eyes and rest a little.”


  “I’ll drive.” She slid in behind the wheel.


  They came down off the curving highway from Corona del Mar, and all the big bay and the closely built islands lay spread out below in the twilight. Beyond was the Pacific, pretty foggy now. All light had died in the west. “I don’t see how I can do it,” Molly said, thinking of her mother’s party that night.


  “You’ll be fine,” Uncle Florian assured her. He seemed suddenly confident. He opened the glove compartment and took out the pint of whisky and poured some into the plastic shot measure which made the cap. “Here. Get this down.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t need it.”


  He drank it himself.


  She turned left at the first intersection, crossed the causeway to Balboa Island, drove through the small business district to the ferry ramp. The streets began to fill with lights. She braked the car and they waited in a line with four or five other cars for the ferry.


  “I was going to do your hair,” Uncle Florian recalled.


  “There isn’t time now.” She brushed the rough black locks off her forehead. There was sand in her hair, sea salt crusted along her temples. Molly thought, “I’ll brush it out.” She remembered that her mother wanted her to wear the eyelet-embroidery dress. It was supposed to do something for her. In the shop, the woman with the gray eyes and the steel-colored smile had brought it out for her and her mother, and her mother had said at once that this was what she had been looking for. Something young and yet not too naïve. Molly had not known what they were talking about, but she had sensed that she was a marketable product being wrapped for display.


  The ferry came hooting and honking into its slip, and a couple of cars felt their way off it and up the ramp. Molly put the convertible into gear. She had a sudden almost irresistible desire to crash through the guardrail into the bay. People would say that it was an accident. She reached a toe for the gas pedal. But of course, there was Uncle Florian to be considered. He might not be ready to die.


  They drove down the peninsula, turned into the alley. Molly parked the car in its slot and they went at once to the house.


  Her mother was in the kitchen with the colored maid, inspecting a great tray, of hors d’oeuvres. She had her hair piled high in a coronet shape which was glossy with spray, rigid; and she wore the diamond necklace her husband had given her on their last anniversary. She looked at Molly with cold distaste. “I think you do these things on purpose,” she said


  Uncle Florian went past to the stairs without a word; Clara’s eyes followed him. She seemed to be making some promises to herself about him. Then she glanced again at Molly. “It’s not that you’re ragged or unclean,” she said almost thoughtfully, examining Molly with her eyes. The colored girl went hastily to the sink and busied herself. “There’s actually nothing wrong with the swim suit, and your hair might almost just be wind-blown. But somewhere about you, I can’t quite figure where, there’s the look of a tramp.”


  Molly swallowed the dry spasm in her throat.


  Her mother nodded slowly. “That’s what it is. I’ve finally figured it out. In spite of a fine home and a decent family, you’ve turned out to be a tramp.”


  There was a stretched-out moment of silence and then Molly said, “You’re right, Mother. You have no idea how right you are.”


  There was a flash of surprise in her mother’s face, which she almost instantly repressed.


  Molly went up to her room, took off the suit, got in under the shower. A few minutes later when she came out, the colored girl had laid the eyelet-embroidery dress on the bed and was fussing over shoes and hose. Molly told her she could manage alone and the girl left, though rather reluctantly.


  Molly took a bra and slip from the dresser and put them on. Then she went to a window and opened it wide. Something tight and panicky, like a band across her chest, seemed to interfere with her breathing. She leaned in the open window, sucking in air and looking at the gray sky above the close-packed line of roofs. Downstairs she heard the first of the guests arriving, full of laughter and chatter.


  She went to the dressing table and sat down on the stool facing the mirror and began to cream her skin. There was still the difficulty with breathing, and now her head throbbed, too. Things on the dressing table caught and reflected the light queerly; bottles of cologne, a silver picture frame, a rack of earrings, scissors, all glowed and sparkled.


  Her eyes returned to the scissors.


  She picked them up, then laid them down again. They were manicure scissors with a pink plastic grip.


  She brushed her hair, then removed the cream and put on make-up. She got up and slipped on the nylon hose, the slippers, gathered the eyelet-embroidery skirt and slid the dress on over her head.


  She sat down at the dressing table to apply the finishing touches. She found herself staring at her own face in the mirror. Uncle Florian hadn’t had time to do anything to her hair, but it didn’t matter. No hair-fixing could repair the flaw her mother had noticed tonight for the first time. Nor any cosmetic, nor the eyelet-embroidery dress. It was past fixing, like what had happened to Larry.


  More guests were coming in downstairs, and her father had put a musical comedy score on the hi-fi.


  Molly laid her right wrist on the edge of the dressing table, took up the scissors and began to saw on the flesh. When she had worked a while on one wrist she tried the other. The small blades were dull, and her flesh was stubborn. There was blood. Quite a bit of blood. But not enough. No, not enough to die.


  She stood, and blinked at the stained apparition in the mirror. A cry burst from her stiffened lips; she clapped a hand to cover it.


  Stumbling, terribly afraid now, she went out into the hall, down the front stairs. She could see faces lifted towards her. There was sudden quiet, and the music of the hi-fi seemed unusually loud.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  WHEN HE saw the back door ajar, the empty gloom within, Archer knew that the bird had flown. He thought, right under my nose. What in the hell had alarmed and warned him? Why had he decided to run?


  Archer pushed in the door with his toe, stepped in over the sill. He noted at once the closed, stuffy smell. No windows open, and the day had been warm; still this didn’t account for all of it. There was an odor of storage, saved papers—that was it. He looked around the kitchen. There was the usual white range, refrigerator, sink and drainboard, table and chairs. Quite domestic. He wrapped his hand in a kerchief and lifted the refrigerator latch.


  There were a couple of bottles of milk, bacon, eggs, sandwich meat, a bottle of mayonnaise, and some lettuce wrapped in waxed paper.


  One of the cops from the radio cruiser had come in behind him. Archer said, “Go tell Matthews to send the experts and give it the works. Nobody’s home.” He went on into the other room. It was quite dark with the blinds drawn. He switched on a couple of lamps, then walked around. The furniture wasn’t much. Either the landlord had supplied what was here, or the tenant had hit the second-hand stores—except for the desk and the typewriter. They looked new, first-class. A lot of neat stacks of paper, some blank and some typed on. His eye caught a title page.


  My Life As A Murderer


  Archer studied the sheet for a silent moment. His mouth twisted over a bitter taste. He sat down before the desk. “All I need,” he muttered.


  He read other scattered sheets and the look of sour dismay increased. Restlessly he left the desk and went into the short hall, found the bathroom and looked around there, then walked into the bedroom beyond. Here was a lot of what seemed to be trash, boxes and crates, old newspapers, big hard-backed scrapbooks, all piled out into the middle of the floor.


  Archer looked it over and decided that the tenant had been sorting and packing the stuff when some interruption had stopped him.


  He went back to the living room, and now the indications of haste and a task cut short were more apparent.


  “Baby, you were busy in here.”


  The cop came back from his errand. “Did you say something, Mr. Archer?”


  “I was wondering if they’d found any trace of Miss Tomlinson.”


  “No, sir. Nothing yet.”


  Archer thought, I wonder if the bastard took her with him? Hoodwinked her or scared her, so that she went along? We lost an hour there, trying to get hold of the landlord and find out who his tenant was, comparing the typing on the two notes, and all the other piddling around, and in that hour, the creep slipped out and the girl left too—somehow.


  “Anyhow, we know. The typing compares,” Archer said absently, aloud.


  “Yes, sir.” The uniformed cop was looking at the typewriter. Then he added confidently, “There’s something else, too. He must still be in the neighborhood. We covered the ferry and the intersections at the highway.”


  “He could be anywhere,” Archer said morosely. “Swimming the goddamn bay, for instance. Or headed out to sea in a boat. Or eating dinner in a café. Or sitting in a show.”


  “We’ll find him.”


  “Let’s hope. Let’s just damned well hope.”


  The cop was peering at the stack of typescript. “Is he a writer of some kind, do you think?”


  “I don’t know. He’s been playing at something.”


  “This seems to be part of a story, how somebody committed a crime. I see the word victim here and there.”


  Archer muttered an agreement.


  The cop wandered out to the bedroom and came back in a couple of minutes. “He’d been packing up in there. Looks like he kept clippings and papers. Doing research, like. Stuff dragged from the closet and spread all over the bed. Then he took off and left it.”


  “Something scared him. I don’t think it was us. I keep wondering if Miss Tomlinson could have investigated.” Archer stood frowning and worried.


  The cop scratched his head. “Wonder what the neighbors thought of him?”


  Archer was at the window which faced the bay. He had drawn the drapes back and the dark water glittered out there under its reflected lights. “The way this place is laid out the neighbors might not have seen much of him. Courtyard out front gives a lot of privacy. Apartment upstairs is vacant. Miss Tomlinson could have seen him coming and going, of course, but she may have been the only one. At the back, that rear door, it’s all closed in with an alleyway.”


  The cop nodded. “Yes, I sized up that part of it. You think he might have picked this place because of the way it’s laid out?”


  “I wouldn’t be a damned bit surprised.”


  “And because of the young kid, Miss Tomlinson’s sister?”


  “We’ve still got to find out if he was living here at the time she died. A minor item—I’d bet my bottom dollar he was.”


  There was a short space of silence. Out on the darkening water the ferry hooted.


  “Miss Tomlinson should have known him pretty well,” the cop said. “It’s too bad she’s not here.”


  “I’m going to try her back door, take a look around.”


  Archer went through the kitchen to the alleyway. Lottie’s rear door wasn’t locked. He stepped in and switched on the kitchen lights. The place was laid out much like the one next door, but this apartment was different in that it was obviously fully lived in. Fuzzy around the edges, showing neglect, but still bearing the stamp of its occupant. He walked to the other room, then into Lottie’s bedroom. She was gone; in a way he was relieved. It had occurred to him she could be dead over here.


  The uniformed man was bent again at the desk, peering at the sheets of typescript. He looked up. “Any sign of her?”


  “The back door was open, I walked through the place. No one in it, and nothing that looked like trouble. It was all just the way I’d seen it earlier today.”


  “I hope she’s all right.”


  Archer stood silent, in thought, and then asked: “How much could you hear, while I was over there? Footsteps?”


  The cop looked doubtful. “I guess I wasn’t listening.”


  “Go next door. Stay in the front room for a minute or so, then go into the bedroom. I want to make a test.”


  The uniformed man went out obediently and after a while, faintly, Archer could hear the heavy tread in Lottie’s apartment. He went into the bedroom and picked up a packing box and dropped it. Then he hefted two or three of the big notebooks and let them fall to the floor. He slammed the closet door.


  He met the cop at the back door. The man looked into the lighted kitchen, bulky against the growing dark. “Sounded like the house fell.”


  “She would have heard him. He was sorting and packing. Clearing out to run. Something made him quit. She did, perhaps.”


  “You think she got suspicious of him?”


  Archer was remembering certain hesitations, a trace of thoughtful reserve, in Lottie as he had talked to her. “I wonder if she wasn’t, always?”


  The fingerprint men and other experts arrived from headquarters, and Archer went off to pound on neighboring doors. He found out certain things at once. The upper flat had been occupied by the owners up until six weeks before, when it had been vacated for renovating. The owners were in Europe. The two tenants below were not known for neighborliness. The girl lived in a shell of grief now, and before she’d been wrapped up in her weaving and the little sister; and in either case she had scant time for friendly contacts. The man must have lived the life of a wraith; few had even noted his comings and goings via the courtyard.


  Archer got one offbeat item from an elderly woman who lived nearby in an upstairs rear flat. She said she was sure she had seen a juvenile sneak into the bayside lower flat during the afternoon. She didn’t know the time, her clock was in the kitchen, but she supplied Archer with an excellent description which, had he known, fitted Curt precisely.


  She gave Archer a lecture on the current state of juvenile morals, and he asked her why she was so sure that the boy had been an interloper, and in reply she shook her head.


  When you got so old, you just knew things.


  Archer wished that he was, and that he did.


  He went to the radio cruiser and called in, checking on the progress with loose ends. No legible fingerprints, after all this time, on the stuff in Barbara Martin’s handbag. Small hopes die as painfully as big ones; Archer flinched. The man’s handkerchief didn’t have a laundry mark on it, either. Archer heard this with surprise, then was thoughtful. He turned from the phone with a frown. The man must have a family of sorts somewhere, to have his wash done privately; and then Archer growled an oath to himself, remembering the rash of self-service laundromats in the town. Great white rows of machines, and you stuck in the dirty clothes and soap, with fifteen cents for the coin slot; and the machine turned everything out clean in thirty minutes, and a second machine waited to dry it if you chose.


  Everywhere I turn, Archer thought, there’s a beautifully new neat explanation for what lacks. Civilization, you bore me.


  Curt’s mother opened up the gate-leg table in the corner of the front room and spread it with a blue cotton cloth. She’d been frying hamburger and onions and french fries, and the heat of the stove had brought a flush to her skin. She looked sweaty and vital, full of energy, her eyes shining.


  The visitor sat on the end of the couch, relaxed, his head back on the cushions, watching her. He wore a brown sports jacket, brown slacks, and beside him he had laid down a collection of papers, letters, and other material, not neatly stacked but rather hastily shuffled together. Once in a while he put a hand over to touch this stuff. His fingers were long, pale, and the nails looked bloodless.


  Ignoring Curt, who sat across the room with his arms on his knees, she said to the visitor, “I was surprised when I saw you. You were coming here, weren’t you? Lucky I bought plenty of hamburger.”


  “Lucky for me,” he agreed amiably.


  “Curt and I never have visitors to dinner. Do we Curt?” She shot a swift, curious glance at her son. “Cat got your tongue?”


  He lifted his face. There was a hostile blankness, as if inner defenses had gone up, shutting out his mother and the man on the couch and the world around them. “Afraid not.”


  “Afraid not. Afraid not. What kind of answer is that?”


  “The cat hasn’t got my tongue,” Curt said with an elaborate air of translation.


  “To be square about it,” the man on the couch said wryly.


  Curt glanced his way but said nothing.


  “We can sit down.” She bustled around, arranging chairs and squaring the plates and battered silver. “Hamburger’s done. We aren’t rich so we don’t live fancy.” She gave the man a steady look as he rose from the couch; she smiled directly into his eyes. “We have faith. We have the Lord’s word and His blessing. We’re proud to be poor in His name.”


  The man crossed the room almost lazily, sat down, unfolded the napkin. Curt’s mother paused in the act of arranging the platter of hamburger, the dishes of onions and french fries. “We say blessing.”


  The man refolded his napkin and put it carefully back beside the silver.


  The three bowed their heads above the chipped dinner plates and she began a long, involved prayer. Curt showed no sign of restiveness, though the visitor licked his lips a couple of times and half lifted his head as if she might be coming to an end. Inwardly Curt was withdrawn, sheltered in dull inattention. His mother’s voice was a monotone, words slipping past. He didn’t examine meanings.


  When the blessing had been said, when she had waited firmly for their answering amens, she began to dish up the food.


  The visitor examined the oozing hamburger patty, thick white gravy, the sticky french fries, and the onions in their patina of oil, and said, “Looks delicious.” He took up a slice of bread, broke it, and buttered a chunk.


  Her hair had loosened. It shone rich and warm in the unshaded glow of the wall bracket. “Thank you, but it’s just our usual. If I ever brought home a steak, the house would fall down. I mean, it really would!” She threw back her head to laugh.


  He gave the room a surveying stare as if taking the remark seriously. “No, it looks pretty sturdy to me. Nice and solid. And high, like a nest. You’ve got a lot of safety here, and comfort. Up away from trouble. I’ll bet you hunted for a while before you found this.”


  “Well, yes. I haven’t always”—she carefully divided the onions that remained between her and Curt—“don’t always have such good luck as I have here. The landlady’s nice.”


  Into Curt’s frozen mind snapped the combined images of other landladies, women with gray topknots, winking lenses, falcon noses, deep lines from nostril to jawbone setting the mouth into a pair of brackets, the lips gullied with little wrinkles all puckered into’ a spitting scorn. He remembered the things they’d said to his mother, while he and she stood among packing boxes on the bare floors waiting for someone in a truck, all about her being such a crazy religious fanatic. And something else, something that didn’t belong with being a lady preacher but had instead to do with men. Men, not as they walked the streets and kept stores and mowed lawns at home, but as they came creeping at night on mysterious errands. The landladies had been explicit enough, ignoring his tender ears, but their words were not of Curt’s vernacular, then or now. It was by a sort of osmosis that he had come to understand what they had meant.


  “Besides that,” he said, unconsciously amplifying his mother’s words, “the old guy below us is deaf.”


  The visitor looked at Curt attentively.


  “Well, he is partially deaf,” Curt’s mother put in, as if this somehow made the defect more respectable. She added on a thoughtful note, unaware of self-betrayal: “He can’t carry a tune, either.”


  Curt bent above his plate, cutting the hamburger patty into quarters, dipping it into the gravy before putting it into his mouth to chew.


  “Many deaf people have harsh and inflexible voices,” said the visitor with wry complaint. “I remember a professor at college. After all these years—his classes were an ordeal, we dreaded them. He stated each fact in a kind of muffled monotone. You had to listen carefully to catch what he meant, to get any sense of it; he’d talk about the horrors of the rape of Rome with the same delivery he mused about his dahlias.”


  Curt’s mother bent on him her shining and expectant eyes. ‘You must have a wonderful education, being a teacher.”


  He shrugged, ignored her admiration. “A requirement in California. A certain number of years, university and so on. I don’t have a doctorate.” She looked blank, then started to say something, and he put in quickly, “Nothing to do with medicine. The doctor’s degree, the Ph.D., is the highest university degree and many teachers have them. I don’t. I have just the master’s.”


  “It must be wonderful to go to college.” She said it wistfully, toying with her fork, her face soft and almost shy between the wings of lustrous hair. “I quit high school. Quit to go to Bible Institute. But I didn’t finish that, either. I married Curt’s father.”


  “He too was a Bible student?” Some irony underlay the question.


  “Well, he . . . wanted to be. He tried for a while. He prayed and he studied, me praying and studying right alongside him. But there was the weakness in him, wanting to drink and dance and listen to trashy music, run around with the wrong kind of people. He just couldn’t quit those things.”


  The visitor shrugged pessimistically. “He couldn’t help himself.”


  She shook her head. “He gave up too soon, I always felt. I begged him, I told him it would come if he kept trying. But he didn’t wait.” She rose swiftly, rushed across the room, brought back the big notebook folder full of her own hymns. “He could have found it working with me, teaching and preaching, and singing. He could have conquered in glory. But he wouldn’t try any more, finally. He went like a pig to its wallow.” Her eyes no longer shone warmly; they had taken on a glitter.


  “You did far too much, of course,” said the visitor.


  She hesitated. “Too much? How?”


  “All this——” He wagged a hand, summing up her ineffectual didoes in the simple gesture. “Useless. He was past caring and hearing. He was bent on a way he could not change. How old was he?”


  “Thirty-two.”


  “Far too late. It has to happen in first youth.”


  The glitter died to a puzzled attention. “What does?”


  “Becoming a decent human being.” The visitor pushed his plate, laid a long hand firmly along the table edge, leaned forward. “I’m not a religious fanatic. My morals are not those of orthodoxy. In fact, one might say—the opposite.” He smiled slightly. “I believe, with simple finality, in one single cure for evil.”


  Curt waited; the light above the table threw shadow into his eyes and gave the flat planes of his cheeks a dusted look, where the fine white hair had begun to thicken.


  “What single cure?” said his mother, almost scornfully.


  “Death.” The visitor looked from one to the other. “You should have killed him. But of course, much better to have had it happen when he was . . . say . . . about Curt’s age. The flaw must have been visible. Someone should have taken steps.”


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  “YOU MUST be crazy.” She said it half jokingly, though she sensed his utter conviction, and her attitude began to lose its coquettish warmth. “Besides, that’s not Christian. Killing people, before their time to go. Even a sinner must be given every chance to change.”


  “They don’t, though,” the visitor assured her.


  “God arranges our time to die.”


  “I can’t agree. It seems to me a matter of chance, and this offends my sense of justice. I see so many who are evil, living to a ripe old age. And on the other hand, as the old saw has it, ‘The good die young.’ To attempt a small correction on this order would seem only the reasonable thing to do.”


  She brushed at an invisible crease in the cotton table cover. “You wouldn’t talk that way in school. In front of the youngsters,” she said uneasily.


  “No. I wouldn’t. For one thing, I’d shortly be out of a job. Though I think a realistic idea of what might happen to them could bring a sharp improvement in behavior.”


  “What might happen—you mean, dying?”


  “Yes.” He shook his head ruefully. “Would you believe it, even the H-bomb seems to have lost its terror? Familiarity, of course, plus the complacent thought that it’s never really going to happen.”


  She thought it over, smoothing the invisible wrinkle with her firm brown hand. “No one would do a thing like that—kill youngsters because they were going bad.”


  He shrugged. “We’ve had deaths right here in Newport that no one has been able to explain.”


  There was an uncertain, stretched-out moment of silence. Curt stirred in his chair, looking neither at his mother nor the man, and then he blurted: “I want to go over to Arnold’s. We’re going to watch TV tonight.”


  “You stay right where you are and finish what’s on your plate. I might let you go later when the dishes are done.” She turned to the man. The wary distrust was gone, as if she had at last identified some old, familiar adversary. “I see now what’s happened. You’ve been reading meanings.”


  He lifted his brows in sardonic question.


  She went on: “You’ve seen sin around you and you’ve drawn conclusions. You’ve tried to make out the pattern, make it fit your poor human understanding.” She waited as if expecting his instant enlightenment. “I used to do the same thing, I’d see something bad happen to somebody, them getting just what they deserved according to my ideas, and I’d figure it was judgment. That’s before I got real understanding.”


  “You have it now?” he wondered with a touch of mockery.


  “Sure I do. Like last night. What I told you.”


  He seemed mildly provoked. “That wrestling with sin?”


  “It’s what we need to do. Struggle with temptation. Fight it. Sing and pray. But if the temptation doesn’t go away, if it stays right with us, gets stronger, it’s meant.”


  “You’re implying that bad behavior has its place in the scheme of things. That God—as you imagine him—permits it for some purpose we’re not given to understand. But I can’t believe this. Your ‘temptation,’ as you call it, is simply a congenital lack of decent instinct.”


  She shook her head. “I see that we have a lot of talking to do.” The smile returned, the warmth lit up her eyes. “You’re making it hard, putting it into big words. Because you’re educated and can’t help it.”


  He seemed to reconsider. His manner was that of a man who suddenly checks himself before going too far. “I’ll let you explain it all. We have the entire evening, providing there are no interruptions.”


  “Shouldn’t be.” She finished her meal quickly. “I’ll send Curt on over to see his friend and we can be alone.”


  “It might be better if Curt stayed home. He can read, or something, in his room.”


  She was disappointed. “Well . . . if you say so. But I don’t see why——”


  “I’d just feel better about it.”


  Curt listened, not to the words but to the tone; and the inflection made him uneasy. He got up and began to collect the dishes, carrying them into the tiny kitchen. He made a soapy solution in the dishpan, dipped in the plates and the silver. The window above the sink gave a dim view of the night outside. Without seeing it, Curt knew that the flat black bay lay out there, lights winking across it. Along the rim were the boat landings, all lit up, the slips and the boats rocking a little. Further along were all the hot-dog stands, the cocktail bars, ice-cream parlors, the penny arcades and kiddy rides, under a blaze of neon. And over all the tall dark sky.


  People were out there, some of them walking and gawking along the bayside under the lights, a thin early-summer crowd; and some were sitting at home, only a little way away, and none of them knew what was going on up here, the crazy man in the other room talking to his crazy mother, his mother all pleased and interested because she thought she might bring him around to her way of thinking.


  The factor of time suddenly occurred to Curt, and he stopped washing dishes to frown over it. He had seen the squad car in the street near Lottie’s place and had figured that the cops must have gotten the letter and be interested in that next-door flat. Curt had been filled with pleased excitement and had been about to go out to look on, when the visitor had arrived with his mother.


  Why had the man left home? Had something warned him? What was that his mother had said on first coming? You were coming here, weren’t you?


  She must have met him, then, in the yard below. Or perhaps even on the stairs.


  Curt drained the plates, wiped the silver. He was beginning to feel afraid. Could the man somehow know about that letter? Know that he had written it?


  Curt looked nervously at the window above the sink. It let out on the sheer, three-story wall. But the one in his bedroom was bigger, had an apron of roof below it, and overlooked a small porch. There would be quite a drop, and the porch roof was small and sloping.


  He went on thinking about it as he hastily scrubbed up the pots.


  Larry Lebracht clawed his way up out of the culvert to the weedy bank. He sat there, running his hands over his head and body, feeling for broken bones. The highway was less than twenty feet away, and the lights of cars spinning by up there left glittering and aching reflections in his eyes.


  There was a lot of crusted stuff, dirt, and a drying stickiness he knew was blood; his hair was matted and the whole side of his face puffed and throbbing. One eye opened to no more than a slit. The bastard had really given him the business.


  A truck roared by, headlights glaring, and Larry saw the tire lying on the bank nearby. He crawled over to it, touched it, remembering the service station, the new tube, and the owner who had mysteriously disappeared out back somewhere. What in hell had gone on after that? He could recall opening the car door, boosting the tire inside, thanking the driver for offering to take him back to Molly even as he wondered a little over all the trouble the bastard was taking for his sake. After that moment—blooey!


  He squinted at what he could make out of the surrounding country, trying to identify this place. It looked like the country near the service station, a flat headland with hills in the distance. Bean fields all around, in the dark, most likely. Larry struggled to get to his feet and toppled over instead, rolling back to the opening of the culvert.


  He lay there while his senses steadied.


  Molly had been right. Damned if she hadn’t been exactly right. He’d walked right into it, after her telling him. Somebody had been following and waiting, and had hit when the time was right. Funny how he hadn’t wanted to believe Molly. It had sounded crazy as hell, her crying and whispering how scared she was, there on the beach while he had held her.


  He suddenly took in the meaning of the black sky above, all speckled with stars. Hell, it was night! It must be hours since he’d left Molly at the Ford. She’d be wondering what had happened to him.


  God, no! She’d be sure now that he was dead!


  He got up again, propping his weight on the culvert’s cement buttress. He waited until the roiling dizziness faded a little, then crawled back up to the tire. He got it and himself up close to the edge of the highway and stood there to thumb a ride. He had to figure first which was the right direction. A far-off wink of light from a ship at sea gave him his bearings.


  Nobody wanted to stop. I must look like hell, Larry thought. When the next pair of headlights streaked towards him, he glanced down at his clothes. The T-shirt was a rag, the pants covered with dried mud from the bottom of the culvert. God knows, he thought, what my face looks like from the beating. He tried to shelter his eyes from the dazzle.


  He waited, a dogged determination keeping him there; and at last a car slowed as it approached. He heard the screech of worn brakes, then the rattledy-clunk of an old car before he made out what it was behind the headlights, an ancient pickup with a load of hay. The cab door swung open. The driver looked at Larry’s burden. “Got a tire? Sling it in back with the feed.”


  Larry threw the tire behind the cab and got in. There was a man and a dog. The man was about fifty, needed a shave, wore overalls and a blue cap, and smelled of muscatel wine. The dog was a collie. He looked nervous. He looked to Larry as if he had been watching his master drive, and was expecting a wreck at any minute. Larry rubbed his ears.


  The driver put in the clutch and peered over at Larry. “Been in a fight?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “Thought you’d tell me I ought to see the other feller.”


  “I’d like to see him myself.”


  “Like that, huh? He jump you?”


  “He sure as hell did.”


  “Over a gal?”


  “Well . . .”


  “Uh-huh. I knowed it.”


  They sailed off down the highway, not exactly staying in one lane. The light from the dash shone in the collie’s nervous eyes. The air got pretty thick, and Larry rolled the window down a bit.


  “You want a drink to pick you up, reach up back of the seat there.”


  “Thanks.” Larry got the bottle and looked it over. It was muscatel, and the sweet heavy flavor escaped as he unscrewed the cap. For a moment he was almost sick. Then he put the bottle to his lips and took a long drag.


  There was an instant of nausea, and then it decided to stay down. He capped the bottle, started to return it to the shelf behind the seat The driver put a hand over. “Need a snort myself.”


  The headlights wobbled back and forth across the white line and Larry watched the road nervously, until he realized that he and the collie were poised there alike, tense as a pair of cats, and that the driver was unconcerned. He grinned over it, and the grin caused a great flashing spasm in his face, from jawline to the injured eye.


  The driver insisted on turning off at the dirt track, when they reached it, taking Larry all the way to the Ford, and then parking the pickup so that the lights illuminated the jacked-up wheel. The collie got out and walked to the brink of the bluff and looked off worriedly at the sea, the wind ruffling his fur.


  Larry found the nuts, and he and his new-found friend put on the wheel, then let down the jack. Larry couldn’t remember putting air in the tire after the bastard had bought the new tube for him, couldn’t remember the service station man doing it either, but the tire was fully pumped up and firm.


  In his muscatel voice, the man said, “You’d better head for a doctor, get that face patched up. You got a cut there along your hairline’s a beaut. What’d he use on you? Bike chains?”


  “I don’t even remember.”


  “He try to kill you?”


  “I guess he thought he did,” Larry decided. “That’s why he left me.”


  The other man nodded, whistled to the dog, went to his truck. He waved cheerfully from the cab window as he swung the truck around, and beyond him the collie sat erect, ears pricked up.


  Larry got into the Ford. The key was in the switch, thank God. He reached for it, and then a staggering wave of darkness swam up and over him, and his wounded head thudded down against the wheel. He clung there, fighting for consciousness. In the distance, the red taillight of the truck winked and vanished.


  When things settled down a little, he got the motor started and switched on the lights. Against the glow ahead he saw a trembling something fixed under the wiper, a tiny scrap that wavered against the light. He crawled from the car to get it, knowing beforehand what it was: Molly had left him a note and it had blown away, except for this bit.


  He stood there dizzily looking off into the dark, wondering what Molly’s note had said.


  It couldn’t happen that way, of course . . . but there was a white scrap of some kind snagged in a tumbleweed out at the edge of the light. He went out there and brought it back, a small damp scrap of paper. He took it to the headlights. Molly’s writing winked up at him. He didn’t try to figure out what it said through the buzzing of his senses; the paper, the thread of ink were physical things linking him to her. Then he noted the scraggly and broken writing, still without reading it; and he was shot through with fear. If she figured something had happened to him, she might do something kind of drastic. She might go to the police, get herself involved in a bad situation.


  He put the note in his pants pocket and got behind the wheel, turned the Ford in the dirt road, and headed for the highway.


  First stop: first phone. Get to Molly at home. Or get hold of the uncle she was so fond of.


  He didn’t want to go inside where people would see him. He passed up some roadside cafés and liquor stores and found a gas station with a phone booth out at the edge of its parking area. He went in there, left the door open so that the dome light wouldn’t shine on him, got the operator, and asked for Molly’s number in Newport Beach.


  The phone rang for a while and then a man’s heavy voice said, “Hello.”


  “Hello,” Larry said cautiously. “Is Molly there?”


  There was a moment as if he had surprised the other man, and then sharply: “Who’s speaking, please?”


  Larry hesitated. “If I can’t speak to Molly, I’d like to have her uncle. Uncle Florian.”


  “Who is this speaking?”


  “I’m a friend of Molly’s.”


  “Do you happen to have a name?” The tone was mean, hard; the naked anger reached Larry over the wire.


  “Larry.”


  “Larry. That’s all?”


  “Larry Lebracht.”


  “Larry Lebracht,” the man repeated in his hard voice. He was thinking it over.


  “Is Molly at home, please?”


  There was a short laugh. “I’m afraid she’s not quite . . . presentable. Not right now.” The harsh authority gave Larry an inkling; this must be Molly’s father. “Are you by any chance the young hoodlum responsible for the fiasco here tonight?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir. Is Uncle Florian there?”


  “My brother-in-law is in jail,” the man said. “My daughter is on her way to a hospital. If I were you I would stay away from here.”


  Larry was frantic. “Please, Mr. Pettit! I don’t want an argument. I’ve got to know——”


  “If you come within arm’s reach of me I’m going to kill you. Or I might even look you up to do it.” The phone slammed and went dead.


  Larry drove to the shack in the boatyard and washed and repaired himself as well as he could. He put tape on the worst of the cuts on his face. He couldn’t do much with the mess in his hair; his head seemed one big wound, stuck together with blood and dirt, and the lightest touch was agony. He changed clothes, putting on a real shirt and his one good pair of slacks, and some shoes. He wondered just then what had become of the sandals he’d borrowed from Molly. Gone. Or back in the culvert. Or in the bastard’s car.


  He drove to the jail and found out about the charge against Uncle Florian.


  During the evening there had been a call about a riot at a party. The police had responded dubiously since the address was quite respectable. When they got there the trouble seemed to be that a man was beating his wife; and then it turned into a man beating his sister about a girl cutting her wrists.


  It was now past visiting hours so Larry didn’t get to see Uncle Florian. The cops got quite interested in Larry’s beaten appearance, so he left.


  He had other things to do.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  LOTTIE TOMLINSON sat on a bench facing the dark sea.


  The seaside promenade stretched emptily in either direction spotted at regular intervals with ornamental lights, bordered by occasional clumps of palms. There was a light a short distance behind the bench; it threw Lottie’s shadow on the pavement, and she looked at it dully. She was glad of the sea wind, cooling her tired body. She had walked for a long way, through darkening streets, roundabout from the bay over to the ocean side of the peninsula, all the way out to the end of the pier and back.


  Her legs had begun to tremble with tiredness. The grief and dread in her mind were muffled with exhaustion.


  She had thought and thought about Edie, as she walked. Nothing remained now but the craving for peace, the desire to know the truth at any price and be done. Well, there still was one other thing . . . something she thought of as a ragged and dirty bundle lying in a dusty corner of her mind, waiting for final disposal. Her memory of Edie. She knew that it shouldn’t be like this, that no subsequent discovery should change the memory of love, the trust that had existed between them.


  It won’t always be this way, she thought dimly, tiredly. I’ll find Edie again, as I always knew her; and this grinding and dirty day will be gone into limbo. It’s just right now that I have to know, that I have to get rid of this torment Archer planted in my head. When I know, I can rest. I can look at life again and face tomorrow and the day after; and then accept Edie for whatever she was. Loving her, anyway.


  She realized that she had accepted the worst interpretation of those scratches across Edie’s bottom. This too was part of the damage, the sickness, that had overwhelmed her after that visit to Archer’s office. Since those minutes she’d walked out and the scene had tilted, all the little boats had seemed to slide down the tilting bay, nothing had been as it should be. Most of all herself.


  The memory of the subsequent hours and the ideas that had filled them, all the telephoning, the vague and chattering replies she had received from Edie’s friends, had grayed as if with immense distance. Even her anger at the tenant next door, her suspicions, writing the note and then retrieving it from under his door, had the fogged unreality of nightmare. She no longer considered him at all in relation to Edie, Edie’s death possibly being murder, or any affairs of hers. Her viewpoint had narrowed. There was just one focusing point, now. Find out. Find out if Edie, so young and so sweet, sleeping and eating and living her young life right under her eyes, had concealed an ugly transgression.


  No. Trespass. Forgive us our trespasses, as we . . .


  Forgive.


  How can I forgive, Lottie asked herself in her whimpering mind, if I don’t even know?


  The shadow on the walk squared its shoulder before she realized that she had.


  There was one more place to go. After all.


  Curt’s house.


  Lottie thought: his mother will be there now and I’ll have to ask my questions in front of her. She’s known far and wide as a crazy religious fanatic. What will she do?


  Perhaps she will beat me for insinuating that Curt might have lapsed into what she thinks of as sin.


  As she rose from the bench, Lottie’s exhausted mind brought up sharply: She thinks. Don’t I?


  Haven’t I been thinking in terms of sin? And couldn’t Edie have been an innocent victim, sinned against, really, and still not told? Couldn’t Edie have held silent because of shock, or shame, wanting to spare me, or simple incomprehension of what had really happened?


  Did it have to be a . . . a romp?


  Until the shocking word occurred to her, she had had no precise idea of just how she had pictured Edie getting those gouges. And now she knew.


  I need my mind washed out with soap.


  She paused at a corner, looking at the lighted street ahead, a couple strolling arm in arm, the girl’s skirts blown by the sea breeze.


  I started out with the idea of play, of proving that those scratches had happened innocently in some beach tussle. And when I couldn’t prove anything innocent, when the kids on the phone wouldn’t or couldn’t answer my crying hope, I still somehow took for granted that this grab across the buttocks had to represent something playful.


  Her shadow followed her along the side of the building, a marching woman of shadow who looked straight ahead and moved stiffly, whose loose hair wove in the air before her face. Though the shadow woman had no brain and no heart, was made simply of a dark patch laid against the bricks of the wall, she walked with the stunned gait of someone going somewhere to die.


  I won’t ever know now, Lottie told herself. I’ll go to Curt’s house and ask him, and his mother will be angry. Perhaps she will beat Curt as well as me. Perhaps she’ll throw me out, down those three flights to the ground. And I still won’t know about Edie.


  But this much I have pinned down, thank God. If Edie did . . . did that . . . it wasn’t a casual promiscuous frolic.


  Not for Edie.


  For Edie, it would have been what Edie took for love.


  Larry Lebracht turned in at the courtyard entry and went purposefully to the door and lifted his hand to rap. Actually, he would have preferred to kick down the door and barge in but there was still some remnant of disbelief, incredulity, in his mind. He still couldn’t quite digest the knowledge that had been thrust upon him. For a moment, waiting, seeing the windows dark, he was aware of the utter quiet in the courtyard; and then he heard the whisper of steps behind him. He turned.


  The next minute his arms were pinned behind him. Then a flashlight lit his face.


  “Who are you?”


  He tried to struggle. Then some whiff of authority reached him, the gleam of a badge from one of those on either side, their unmoving sureness. “What in hell is it to you?”


  “We’re police officers.” A leather folder flipped open under his face. “Answer my questions, please. Who are you and what are you doing here?” (And what in God’s name, he sensed, happened to your head?)


  “I’m Larry Lebracht. I work at Mr. Warren’s boatyard. I came here to see the guy inside. Natch.”


  “Take him out to the cruiser,” Archer said abruptly.


  In the police car, Larry tried some nimble double talk. He didn’t get anywhere with Archer. Archer pried out of him the tale of the day’s misadventures, finally. The picnic, the flat tire, the helpful Samaritan who turned out to be something else. The mystery of what had happened to the operator of the service station.


  He got from Larry everything but the name of the girl who had been along on the picnic. He skirted this question, and at first Larry thought it was damned considerate of him. Then Larry had the growing impression that Archer didn’t need the girl’s name because he already knew it.


  Listening carefully, Larry decided that Archer had already known about his being missing, too; and he wondered with a flash of dismay if Molly or Uncle Florian had reported his disappearance to the cops.


  Or then, that still-unexplained battle between Uncle Florian and his sister. Could it have tipped them off?


  Archer was cagey and Larry suddenly didn’t trust him.


  Archer switched the line of questioning abruptly. “And you knew this man at once, recognized him, called him by name?”


  “Hell, yes, I’d worked on his boat, he used to hang around as soon as school let out.” Larry made a rueful grimace. “I just remembered something. Right after I’d got into his car, in the traffic—another car passed and one of the guys in it knew me. Freitag must have seen him wave to me. I’ll bet that’s why he wanted to dump me at the first service station. I had to beg him to take me further on. Then . . . I don’t know what happened to the guy . . . there was just this one operator at the pumps, and a real small place, nobody stopped but us——”


  Archer explained what had happened to the owner of the service station.


  Larry said, “He knocked him out first, then went to work on me.”


  “Figures. But now, this. How did you know he lived in that flat?”


  “I saw him come out of the door one day. Just by accident. I was passing, I don’t think he even noticed me. The thing I caught at the time—I just kept going—it wasn’t the address he’d given Mr. Warren, the home address where the repair bills had to be sent, things like that”


  “You saw him coming out,” Archer said. “How did you know he wasn’t just a visitor?”


  “He looked in the mailbox by the door. That’s why he didn’t see me.”


  Archer could imagine it plainly, the young man passing in the street, the other man pausing to betray himself by the single, revealing gesture.


  Larry said, “Can you tell me what happened to my girl?”


  Archer hesitated and then said, “You’d better talk to her folks.”


  “Her old man’s going to kill me if I come near him. The only one I can talk to is her uncle, and he’s in your jail.”


  Archer nodded. “We’ll go back to headquarters and I’ll let you see him. I’ve got some things to do there, too.”


  On the way to headquarters, seeing the check points set up, Larry said: “You must think Freitag’s still in there.”


  “He could be.”


  Archer’s own words returned to him sourly: he could be swimming the bay, or stealing a boat, or seeing a show. . . .


  Somehow, though, in the end they’d get him.


  They might never be able to prove that he’d had a hand in the deaths of Charles Carrol, Barbara Martin, and Edie Tomlinson, provided he chose now to deny it. But, at least he could be salted away for a while for what he had tried to do to Larry Lebracht.


  While Larry went in to talk to Uncle Florian, Archer put in a call for a doctor. He had no intention of losing this prize witness.


  Lottie stood in the dark yard and looked up at the towering old house. Many of the new places tried to give an impression of space, ranchiness, and cultivated distances to their squeezed-in properties, but this builder had been realistic. Land was precious, so build high, even if the footing was sand. The lower floor was dark, on the second floor a single window showed a light, but in the attic apartment all lights seemed to be burning. It had almost a festive look.


  Lottie went up the outside staircase, her hand on the splintery rail, her thoughts filled with the questions she meant to ask Curt.


  She rapped at the door. She heard some sound within, some kind of singing, hastily stilled. There was a hesitant silence; she sensed some unwillingness about answering her knock. Then the lock turned and Curt’s mother looked out, the light behind her. Lottie was surprised at the woman’s vivid, flushed appearance. Her lustrous brown hair falling loose, her glowing eyes, made her seem almost another person from the withdrawn dayworker to whom Lottie was accustomed.


  “Mrs. Appleby, is Curt here?”


  Her figure filled the doorway, blocking Lottie’s view. “He’s in his room.” She made it sound as if he were, in some way, unavailable.


  “I’d like to talk to him. It’s very important.”


  “He’s not . . .” The woman brushed at a lock of hair. “Oh, I expect he might be in bed by now.”


  Lottie sensed the thought as if Mrs. Appleby had spoken: Get lost. But a stubborn persistence kept her on the porch.


  “It’s very important,” she said again, and waited.


  Curt’s mother narrowed the opening and for a moment Lottie thought she meant to close the door in her face. “Well, can’t you ask me?”


  “No. I have to talk to Curt.”


  The look of flushed excitement was fading, her manner was growing mean. “This is kind of peculiar, isn’t it? You coming here and wanting to see my son, and he’s just a kid? Compared to you? Doesn’t it seem funny?”


  A sick knot rose in Lottie’s throat but she refused to move. “This has to do with my sister’s death. Curt knew Edie before she died. I’d like to ask him a single question.”


  A touch of uneasy surprise showed in the woman’s expression. For an instant her hand on the door slackened and it moved inward, and Lottie caught a flash of movement inside the room and heard a rustle as of papers being shuffled together. Apparently Curt’s mother realized that Lottie had seen something; she hastily jerked the door to a narrow crack and peered through it with one eye. “How long will that take you, that single question?” she asked.


  “Only a moment. Can’t you send Curt out here?”


  Curt’s mother turned her head; her face disappeared from Lottie’s view. Lottie sensed that a voiceless conversation went on between her and some other person. She was asking if Curt should be sent out; and receiving an answer from someone Lottie couldn’t see.


  “Just let him come and stand where you are now,” Lottie begged.


  “No, but . . .” Lottie’s quick ear caught a step inside, as Curt’s mother looked out at her again. “If it’s just for a minute or so, you can see him in his room. This way.”


  It was such a crazy switch, after her ugly insinuations, that Lottie was astonished. The door swung open. Across the room a man’s back was disappearing into the shadowy doorway of what must be the kitchen. He had a sheaf of paper under his arm. In the next moment, Curt’s mother had stepped into her line of vision. “Over here.”


  She shepherded Lottie to the door and opened it and all but shoved Lottie through. A light burned in the ceiling; Lottie saw the cot, the shabby chest of drawers, an open closet. Curt was in the window embrasure across the room, busy there with something. He jerked himself back into the room and jumped to his feet, stood facing Lottie and his mother.


  His mother was in a hurry now. “Here’s Miss Tomlinson, she’s got a question to ask you.” She went out of the room and shut the door.


  They stood looking at each other. Curt’s face was smooth and expressionless, a mask. Lottie brushed at her blown hair; she was boiling with awkward embarrassment; the stunned grief, the feeling she had to know the ugly truth no matter what, almost forgotten.


  Curt licked his lips. “Hello.”


  She sensed his wariness, as if her being here was a part of something else, something he was already prepared to cope with.


  “Curt, it’s about . . . Edie. Something has come up about her death. About . . . perhaps it wasn’t just an accident.”


  No flicker of interest, no start of surprise, nothing. He was ready for this, too; ready for questions about Edie. From her, or from someone.


  “The police are starting an inquiry into some accidental deaths. Edie’s, and others’. And I’ve remembered something. I think I need your help.”


  He was resisting her. He had been prepared to resist, to evade, from the instant she had been half shoved inside this room by his mother. As clearly as if he had said so, she sensed his intention to thwart her.


  “I don’t know anything,” he replied in a monotone.


  “This . . . this isn’t something I can talk about easily. It’s very personal, very private. It concerns a mark on Edie’s body, something I noticed one day when she had showered after she’d been at the beach. A scratch. Some marks like——” Her voice dried up, she choked over the words and felt the trembling seize her throat. How could she go on when she was being ripped apart by shame, and when he didn’t even seem to be listening?


  “She had scratched herself, or someone or something had scratched her, in a place that . . . that would ordinarily be covered by her swim suit.”


  There. They were said at last. The ugly, dirty words.


  Well, at least now he was looking at her, actually staring into her eyes. “She tore the suit,” he said.


  Lottie heard what he had said, couldn’t quite believe it. “What?”


  “She tore the backside of her suit. We were gathering shells, and she sat down on some driftwood, and there was a nail in it. When she got up again, she ripped her pants. There was a lady on the beach, having a picnic with a bunch of kids, and we borrowed a pin from her. I tried to pin the pants and I scratched Edie. So the lady did it.”


  Lottie, listening, felt her soul gathered up on a vast clean wind.


  “I guess Edie didn’t tell you. She could have sewed it up.”


  Of course she had. Edie hadn’t wanted a scolding for her carelessness.


  Lottie walked stiff-legged to the end of the cot and sat down. The relief was so great that she was dizzy with it.


  The tears came and she let them run down her face; and inwardly she found that scuffed, dirty bundle in a cobwebby corner of her mind, lifted it and dusted it off and found Edie’s memory as bright and shining as ever.


  His hand rested on her arm; his urgent words gradually penetrated her thoughts.


  “We’ve got to get out of here. Don’t you know who that is in the other room?”


  She lifted her swimming eyes. Suddenly she did know; she placed that vanishing back in the kitchen doorway; and at once her mouth was dry with fear.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  ARCHER STOOD in his office, behind his desk, all the lights lit, and studied the section of coastal map spread on the wall. The long hook of the peninsula jutted from the coast and dropped south, a narrowing arm that shut in the bay with its islands. A spider’s web of streets marked every inch of bayside land. Archer cupped his hands and laid them on the map, a section of the peninsula. “He’s in there. I know it”


  Matthews nodded.


  “He has a house on the upper bay, not too far from the Carrols. He rented it for the winter. To a middle-aged couple from Kansas. He took the small apartment, he told friends, to do some writing. Perhaps something autobiographical.” He remembered Lottie’s summation of the man who might have killed her sister: He is secretive. Sly. He likes to feel that he moves mysteriously.


  “When we get him,” Archer went on, “we charge him with the attack on Larry Lebracht. That sticks. We found the people who passed Larry in Freitag’s car, so it’s just not Larry’s word against his. Then, there is the owner of the service station. He’s in bad shape now, according to the doctors, but will probably pull through. He ought to identify Freitag without any trouble, by the time we go to trial.”


  “Before we start worrying about a trial——”


  “Yes, I know. Counting your chickens and all such.” Archer turned to face Matthews who sat on the corner of the desk. “I’m going back to that neighbor. One item I didn’t check out. A woman neighbor saw a juvenile sneaking into Freitag’s place. I didn’t connect it at the time——”


  “The second letter,” Matthews said.


  “I’ve got to talk to that woman again.”


  He got the same description the second time, with one thing added: the neighbor thought the boy lived somewhere around close. She was sure she’d seen him going by before, on the way to the beach. Archer put two men on it, plus his own time; and shortly had the name of every school-age kid in the district. Finding some of them was another thing; it was not yet curfew and they were visiting friends, or seeing the show, or at parties, or God knew where.


  Archer was warming up now, though. When they got that kid they’d have another piece of the puzzle, they’d find out why the kid had done what he’d done—a gag? for kicks?—and they just might get a lead, incidentally, on where Freitag was keeping still right now.


  Working in a hurry, not realizing that the house was divided into flats, Archer had passed up the darkened three-story dwelling, had asked his questions of a neighbor next door. The description he got of Curt made his eyes gleam behind their lenses. Upstairs—there was an attic apartment. And at that moment Archer’s mind, working with the oiled efficiency of a thinking-machine, recalled the fleeting impression, the scrap of next-to-nothing, the two winking and shining orbs like a pair of eyes that had glimmered down at him in the dying sunlight.


  If the kid he wanted was up there and if that kid owned a pair of binoculars, a hell of a lot of this thing would fall into place.


  Archer got his men, put one in the alleyway and one at the foot of the stairs, just in case the kid decided to run. Then he went softly up the stairs to the top landing, an open perch that made him feel nearer the night and the stars, and there he waited for a moment and listened.


  Lights shone at the windows, but there wasn’t a sound from inside.


  Archer lifted his knuckles and rapped.


  He thought that he heard a sound like a sigh, then, just inside.


  He knocked again.


  The doorknob twitched with a metallic rattle and then the door crept inward. A woman stood in the opening, the light behind her. She was a woman of ordinary height, slender, with lustrous brown hair falling loose. Archer thought she was the most horrible sight he’d seen in a month of Sundays. Someone had worked on her with a knife.


  From a gashed, trembling face she whispered, “Go after him. Kill him. He caught them trying to get out of the window in the other room and he”—eyes blinked, a dreadfully slow closing and opening, in the bleeding mask—“he’ll drown them in the bay. God forgive me. I thought he was a good man.”


  Archer signaled his men below with a sweep of his arm, then ran in past the woman and gave the place a hasty shakedown. She was alone here. There was a lot of blood near the door—where, Archer thought, she must have tried to keep Freitag from taking her son away. He found the phone, called headquarters for a doctor, gave orders for a general alarm all along the waterfront. “Get boats out. Get anybody who can help, but warn them. He’s a maniac and he’s armed.” And even as he said it, Archer was struck by the murderous change of pattern. Freitag had killed the Carrol kid, the Martin girl, Lottie’s little sister—provided he had killed them—in bloodless ways. He’d murdered little Charles Carrol with a whistle to his pup, the Martin girl by keeping her from a doctor, Lottie’s sister in the bay. And now he was beating and cutting. Chopping down the owner of the service station, trying to brain Larry Lebracht, knifing Curt’s mother, all in a bath of gore. And suddenly, standing at the phone, Archer felt a premonitory uneasiness. It was as if——


  She had laid a hand on his sleeve. Blood had run down her arm in veinlike streaks, as if the blood were seeking to follow its inward patterns. Beside her mouth, a cut welled, and she kept licking the sticky moisture off her lips. Archer couldn’t look at her.


  “Find my son,” she said. “He tried to save me. He tried to keep Mr. Freitag from cutting me, and he got cut himself. He tried to protect me because I’m his mother, and all I ever did for him was to”—she made a strangling, coughing noise—“to torment him about religion. If I can see him again, if you will bring him back, I promise——” She stopped again to cough; and now Archer looked at her closely in fear and saw the wound that wasn’t bleeding, the one in her throat just above the collar bone.


  He picked her up bodily and carried her to the couch.


  It was dark here. The water made little sucking and slapping sounds under the rim of the float. The cruiser was a dim white bulk, motionless, heavy in the water; much heavier than the tipping float on which they walked.


  “Get in there,” Freitag said. “You’ll find chairs in this little afterdeck. Sit down and keep quiet.” His voice was breathy and tired; it had an uneven edge as if below conscious thought something sawed on him. “If either of you yell, I’ll slit both your throats.”


  Curt had his injured arm clutched close, trying to stanch the bleeding. Lottie had to help him up the little ladder to the deck, guide him to a chair. “How do you feel?” she whispered.


  “Shut up,” Freitag said below her.


  “I’ll be all right,” Curt said in a monotone.


  “I told you to shut up.”


  “You’re going to kill us anyway,” Curt said. He sounded adult, resigned; even old.


  Lottie sat down in one of the canvas chairs. She tried to control the shaking exhaustion, the rasp of fear in her thoughts. “Mr. Freitag, what have you got to lose by letting us go? You’re not cooped up in that apartment any longer, you’re not forced to make a stand. You can run your boat up the bay and get off on a beach there and walk away and never be seen again.”


  “Shut up.” Freitag stood with his feet braced apart, looking at the lights on shore. “I’ve got to put up the canvas,” he said, as if to himself.


  “Curt needs a doctor. You don’t want him to bleed to death,” she argued.


  “I’m going to have to cut your throat after all,” he said.


  “Yes, I guess you are.”


  Freitag paused, jerking his head around to stare towards her. She could see his face, floating there in the dark; couldn’t read the expression on it. “You’d like that.”


  “I’ve wanted to die for a long time.”


  “And now? You still want to die? Facing it, as it were?”


  She hesitated, then said with an air of frankness, “I don’t know.”


  “You blamed yourself for Edie’s death,” he probed.


  “For a long while. No, not for her death. For her life. For what I hadn’t let her have. For the fun I had denied her.”


  “And you think”—he still stood brace-legged, as if the boat might suddenly move under him—“you think that fun is the fitting object of such a young life as your sister’s.”


  “I was much too serious with her, and too strict.”


  He made a small, cackling sound. “Death gives us perspective, Miss Tomlinson. We see what lacks. We see the unfinished, the lopsided structure. The sinners must regret their sins and I have no doubt that the righteous detest their obsession with righteousness. Life should be a sampling. A fact I have not known until tonight. You see, I too am developing a perspective. Too late. Even as in death.”


  She was almost choked with fear, feeling that he was talking to cover nerving himself to violence. “You must be insane.”


  “No. I think not. I have been in the grip of something, a fixed idea. I thought I could expand it into something that would enlighten and help others. A book. A system of religious thought.”


  “Coming from you, after you’d killed those children——”


  “No, no. I doubt that I am yet a murderer. Unless that foolish man at the service station has died. He saw me pick up the wrench and start for Larry, so . . . since Larry hadn’t noticed . . . I had to attend to the other man first. Larry himself—well, I think that his skull is thick enough, I don’t think I damaged him permanently. I may have improved his morals.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about”


  “Actually, Curt’s mother may have a point. Some aberrant behavior may have been meant to be. But at any rate I had no desire to kill.”


  “You killed my sister,” Lottie said softly.


  “Her death was an accident. Believe me.”


  He waited as if expecting her to assure him that she did believe. She sat small and quiet in the shadows. She had been testing some object under her chair, in the dark, probing it with her toes and tipping its balanced weight under her heel. It was something made of iron or steel. A big heavy tool, perhaps two feet long.


  “Nor did I have anything to do with the deaths of Charles Carrol and Barbara Martin. The Carrol child was run over by his own father, chasing a dog, I understood. The poor Martin girl . . . she, too, must have felt that life needed to be a sampling of experience. But how she died—that was the fault, actually, of a woman named Kitzmiller, who took her in. Who was too stupid to know that the girl needed further medical attention.”


  “You’re lying,” Lottie told him coldly. “I don’t know why. We don’t count. You needn’t impress us. I should think you’d want to tell us the truth before you cut our throats.”


  She let an arm drop, silently, watching that floating face for any reaction. Her fingers touched cold, smooth steel.


  Freitag’s voice hoarsened suddenly, as if what she had said had hit deep. “My confessing to these three deaths had a purpose,” he said. “A point. After all, punishing those I felt needed it would get little attention, would make little change, unless I could make it seem a part of something much more serious. I’ve been a teacher for years, and I’ve seen the power of example.”


  “It’s ridiculous,” Lottie said illogically.


  “Then . . . this idea. To make them think: you’ve been punished but you’ve gotten off lightly. Others weren’t so lucky. And you won’t be . . . next time.”


  “I can’t believe all this.” Lottie was actually unaware of how deaf she was to any justification he might make. She heard his words and the surface of her mind rejected them; she had no idea of the toll taken by the months of grief and the savage hours of this day now closing.


  She got her heels squarely under her and stood up quickly in the small afterdeck of the cruiser. The steel crowbar was in her hand—the bar left there carelessly by Larry Lebracht—and, avoiding the glitter of the knife, she brought it down on Freitag’s head with all her strength. She felt the crushing jar all the way up through her arms to the elbows.


  He folded to his knees, dim there in the shadowy darkness, and she struck again without aim. There was the crack of bone, and a sharp coughing noise. He tried to say something. She struck again.


  Curt took her arm. “Miss Tomlinson——”


  She leaned against the railing. Curt took the bar from her hands. The wind off the bay seemed cold now and the dark around them swam with lights and voices, the converging mutter of other boats. And then behind them the cluttered boatyard came to life under a floodlamp on a pole.


  A siren howled.


  Curt was bent over Mr. Freitag.


  “How is he?” Lottie whispered.


  “I guess Teach is dead,” Curt replied.


  Archer was at his desk, a cup of coffee, black, untouched in its paper cup, in front of him along with a clutter of teletype reports.


  Matthews came in. He was smoking a cigar.


  “For Christ’s sake don’t blow any goddamn cigar smoke around in here,” Archer said. “It stinks like hell around this place after midnight. It smells like an old graveyard. If you blow smoke at me, goddamn it, I’m going to quit. I’m going to leave this goddamn job.”


  “You’re tired, sure,” said Matthews, blowing smoke. “I am too. It’s been a hell of a day. What say we knock off?”


  Archer sunk down in his chair. “I hate to mark those damned cases closed, again.”


  “So do I.”


  Archer put his slim, long-fingered hands at the edge of the desk, dug his thumb nails into the grain of the wood. “There was just enough of an element of . . . well, call it chance . . . an element of chance in each death. Enough to make it maybe murder. Enough to make suckers out of us. Make slobs out of us.”


  “Always is. Or almost always is,” Matthews said tiredly. “I’ll bet in at least half the accidental deaths, there’s that difficulty.”


  “You call it a difficulty?”


  “Don’t try to pick a fight.” Matthews went over to the window and pulled the drapes, blew more smoke into them. They’d stink for a week, Archer thought, watching him in anger. “We’re just not God. We’re not even an all-seeing eye,” Matthews went on. “I used to think, sure, like you, there might be something in Edith Tomlinson’s death. But this kid we had in here tonight, this Curt What’s-his-name with the mother in the emergency hospital, says it almost happened once before. The little girl was hasty and clumsy. She got her feet wrapped and had to be helped. A couple of other kids back him up; I talked to them on the phone. So it wasn’t impossible.”


  Archer went on chewing at the desk with his nails.


  “The thing I hate,” Matthews said, “is not preventing this other stuff. But then, maybe——” He chewed the cigar thoughtfully. “Don’t really know what I’m trying to say. Maybe there was a kind of blowup all set to go and old Freitag sort of took out the cork.”


  Archer said tightly, “I spent the day tormenting people about things they’d stopped tormenting themselves about long ago. Mrs. Carrol’s all doped up tonight so she can sleep, and Carrol is chewing his nails over the idea his kid was a sadist with animals. Lottie Tomlinson has killed a man with a crowbar. That kid, Curt——” He broke off. “I can’t forget Barbara Martin’s father. My God, if I had Freitag here alive now, I’d——”


  “You’ve always seemed like a pretty cool piece of goods to me before,” Matthews said, looking Archer over. “Maybe you had a blowup coming too.”


  Archer went on as if prodding himself. “That guy in the service station, all beat up. Larry Lebracht beaten to a pulp, a fugitive kid from an orphanage that doesn’t want him back. His girl slashed her wrists when she thought Freitag must have killed him. How much can you do with one letter, in one day?”


  “Quite a lot if you work it right.” Matthews dropped the cigar regretfully into an ash tray; Archer transferred it promptly to the waste basket. “Well, one kind of good thing—Larry Lebracht works for old man Warren, the boatyard. Warren thought enough of him, he paid for doctoring his head. Says Larry can be a partner there someday if he wants. And something more.”


  Archer looked to make sure the waste basket wasn’t burning.


  “Old man Warren bailed out the girl’s uncle. And Lebracht and the uncle took off.”


  In a cocoon of blankets on the hospital bed, Molly opened an eye and looked at the gray light. It was growing daylight. There were steel bars along the side of the bed, making it into a sort of crib. She felt woozy and dopey. Her wrists were encased in bandages. She got her hands up out of the blankets and inspected these wrappings, and horror squeezed itself into her numbed thoughts. A picture flashed in her mind: uplifted faces in the downstairs hall, herself floating above them. Come down. Come down, Molly. Her father’s voice, commanding. Come down Molly and tell us what this is all about. What have you tried to do? No, not quite that. The words had been: Calm down, Molly. And then she remembered the later scene in the kitchen, sitting on the kitchen stool while her father said patiently over and over, Calm down, Molly, and tell us why you did this to us.


  And one little glimpse: the colored maid crying over beside the sink while she fumbled with a bowl full of ice cubes and a washcloth, preparing a cold compress for Molly’s wrists.


  Then the terrible part had begun. Her mother had come in. Perfume. A dress that glittered, the diamonds at her throat. High heels tapping; and then the screams. Over Molly’s own tearing sobs, the screams that accused her of being a tramp.


  A tramp.


  A no-good, wrist-cutting freak of a tramp.


  Then something to do with Uncle Florian.


  Molly fought free of the blankets and sat up in the cool hospital room, in the gray light, and began to struggle with the criblike bars that shut in her bed. And the next moment a person in white was there, all clean white starch and a kind voice. And you must go back to sleep.


  There were three legs at first. Three legs that she could see from under the cocoon of covers. Then one more leg moved into sight and she uncovered her head and looked up. Uncle Florian and Larry stood by her bed. Larry bent down to her so suddenly it almost scared her.


  He smelled as antiseptic as she did.


  She put an arm around his neck, tight. “I thought you were dead.”


  “I just damned well love you to pieces,” he said brokenly.


  Uncle Florian said huskily, “They’re going to run us right back out of here, baby, so we’ve got to talk fast. Larry and I are going on a trip. A little jaunt. Don’t know where. Your mother’s dismissing the battery complaint, so I don’t have to worry about that. Larry and I’ll bum our way north and pick fruit or mop out saloons. Killing time. We’ll write you care of general delivery.”


  She shivered, crying out, “Don’t go away!”


  “I’m coming back!” Larry told her.


  “I am goddamn well taking him away until he’s over eighteen,” said Uncle Florian. “They don’t catch me for contributing. Or whatever. After that I’ll bring him back and turn him over to you. And the two of you can get married. And I can take up drinking where I’m going to have to leave off.”


  “Oh, I can’t stand it!” Molly wept.


  “Sure, you can, baby. Look, when we get back you’ll have forgotten all about this unpleasantness. You’ll have a job and can support us in luxury. And I’ll stand up at your wedding, providing I can stand at all. I never saw such a goddamn happy ending in my life.” He bent down in his turn, and gave her a wavering, loose-lipped kind of kiss.


  Against her hair he whispered, “Don’t be too tough on your old lady. And remember your dad always was a stuffed shirt and can’t help it. And all you’ve got to do is wait.”


  She looked at them, at Larry and at Uncle Florian, knowing how her love would follow them. Her love would go with them, and she would wait.
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