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BY JOHN ROSS MACDONALD

The woman could have supplied most o fthe answers in the case, hut she wasn't talking
when Archerfound her. She lay nude and dead on thefloor ofthe old deserted house.



e entered my doorway side-
ways, a man in a very con-

He closed the door violently,
almost breaking the expensive one-
way glass panel. “1'm sorry. I'm un-
der quite a strain.”

servative dark grey suit, carrying a“You're in trouble, then.”

dark grey Homburg in his hand.
Across the bald top of his head,
long black strands of hair were
brushed demurely. His face was long
and dark. Only his tie had color:
it lay on his chest like a slumbering
purple passion.

His sharp black gaze darted
around my office, then back into the
corridor. Though his face was com-
posed, he was as taut as a wire. |
could practically hear him hum.

I said: “What'’s the trouble? Some-
body following you?”

“Certainly not.” His tone was so
icy it clinked.

I had my coat off and my shirt
unbuttoned. It was a hot spring
morning. He looked at me in a
certain way that reminded me
of school. “Might you be Archer?”

“It’s a reasonable hypothesis.
Name’s on the door.”

“1 can read, thank you.”

"Congratulations, hut this is no
talent agency.”

Without moving his feet, he
seemed to jump backward. He
clutched his blue chin between
thumb and forefinger and gave me
a long sad hostile stare. Then he
shrugged awkwardly, as if there was
no help for it.

“Come in,” | said. “Close it be-
hind you. Don’t mind me; | get
snappy in the springtime.”

2

“Not I. My sister.” His mouth
snapped like a trap, and he looked
at me some more. | assumed an air
of bored discretion garnished with
a sprig of innocence.

But all I felt was the boredom.
"Your sister,” | reminded him after
a while. “ Did she do something, or
get something done to her?”

A narrow edge of white teeth
showed in a fussy little smile. "Both,
| fear. We maintain a school for
girls in — the middle west. | can’t
emphasize too much the utter im-
portance of keeping this matter
profoundly secret.”

“You're doing your
down, Mr. —"

He produced a card from a thin
black wallet and hesitated with it
in his hand.

“Don’t tell me,” | said. “Let me
guess. Does it begin with a conso-
nant or a vowel?”

He sat down with great caution,
as if the chair had electrodes, and
handed me his card. J. Reginald
Harlan, M.A.

“Your sister is in a spot, Mr.
Harlan. You run a girls’ school —”

“She’s headmistress. I'm registrar
and bursar.”

“— so you're vulnerable to scan-
dal. Is it sexual trouble she’s in?”

“You're quite acute.”

"Some of my best friends are

part. Sit
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sisters. Is she older or younger than
you?"

“She’s considerably younger. You
might say I've been in loco parentis
to her since Father died. Maude’s
still in her early twenties." He didn’t
mention his own age.- He was the
kind who would keep it a secret.

“And she ran away with a man?”

“A man, yes.” He heaved a spin-
sterlv sigh. “How she could have
become infatuated with that dread-
ful creature — 1 fail to understand
it! Maude’s always been such a
sensible girl, mature for her age. a
great scholar. That's what makes
this whole affair so incredible. And
disgusting. For a woman of her
class, in her position, with a hun-
dred young minds in her charge,
suddenly to run mad over a man!”
A faint, attractive doubt softened
his eyes for a moment. He was won-
dering if some long overdue light-
ning might blast and illuminate
him. “1'd always supposed the teens
were the dangerous age. Perhaps
after all it can happen at any age.”
One hand crawled up his chest like
a thin white crab and fondled the
purple tie.

“Tell me about him,” | said.

He told me that the man was a
painter named Leonard Clark. At
least the lecture bureau that sent
him to the Harlan School claimed
that he was a painter. Clark regarded
himself as a universal- genius, in his
cups. Yes, he drank a good deal.
In spite of that, he spoke well. His
lectures on modern art were the hit
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of the spring semester. Some of the
girls actually begged him for snip-
pets of his beard. . . . Yes, he wore
a beard, and a different-colored beret
for every occasion. On Friday, when
he arrived, he wore a white beret.
On Saturday at the intramural
hockey game, he wore a bright red
one. On Sunday, when he and
Maude slipped away from chapel
to go for a long walk in the country,
he wore a dark blue one. On Mon-
day, the day he left, his headgear
was a brash and shameless orange.
Maude left with him.

“1 followed them to the airport,”
Harlan said. "l remonstrated and
pleaded with her. She was adamant.
The school meant nothing to her,
suddenly. | meant nothing to her.
The memory of our father, who
founded the school, meant nothing.
Over a single weekend, that devil
of a Clark had bewitched her. She
said that marriage was all she'd ever
wanted, and she was going to have
it. Her entire system of values has
been subverted!” He gave a cruel
yank to the purple tie, and subsided.

“Maybe she’s in love. Hell,
maybe he’s loveable.”
“He's a lewd rascal. | know a

lew'd rascal when | see one. He’s a
sponge and a w-omanizer and a
drinker.”

| looked at my liquor cabinet.
was closed.

“Do they intend to get married?"

“It’s already done. They were
married before they left. The situa-
tion is desperate. Mr. Archer. You
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don't know my sister. She is a fine,
proud woman, a woman of sensibil-
ity. This Clark will pulverize her
spirit, brutalize her body, waste her
money —”

“Money?”

“Of course money. Why else did
he marry her? She exhausted our
joint checking account the day she
went away. That's nearly a thou-
sand dollars gone already, and there’s
nothing to prevent her from draw-
ing on our capital. She might even
sell the school.”

“She owns it?”

“Father left it to her. | — my ad-
ministrative ability was a little slow
in developing. Poor father didn’t
live to see me mature.” He coughed.
“The buildings alone are worth
nearly two hundred thousand; the
added value of our prestige is in-
calculable.”

Harlan paused in a listening atti-
tude. No doubt he could hear the
unholy gurgle of money going down
the drain. | put on my coat.

"You want them traced, is that
it?"

“Oh, | know where they are.
They've settled in his apartment in
Westwood. | was out there last
night, but Clark wouldn’t let me see
her. He had the gall to tell me that
I had no business meddling in
Maude’s affairs. He even threatened
me with physical violence. What do
you think of that?”

I thought that Clark was doing
the natural thing. | didn’t say it,
though. Harlan was hellbent for
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trouble, and if | strung along 1
might help to minimize it:

“And that’s where | come in?”

“If you will. | deplore and detest
violence of any kind. On the other
hand, | intend to see my sister today
if it’s the last thing | ever do.”

We had a short talk about money.
Harlan endorsed a twenty-dollar
travellers' check for me, and we
went downstairs to my car. It
wasn’t far to Westwood, as distances
go in Los Angeles. Clark’s apart-
ment was a studio built over an at-
tached garage. A flight of concrete
steps slanted up the outside wall
to the studio door. | knocked.

“Imagine Maude being reduced
to this,” Harlan said at my elbow.
"My sister is a woman of exquisite
refinement.”

“Uh-huh.” | knocked again.
There was no answer.

“Pick the lock,” in an urgent
whisper. “They’re in there lying
low, I'm sure of it. You must have
skeleton keys?”

“1 also have a license to lose.”

Harlan reached past me and ham-
mered on the door. His seal-ringed
knuckle made little dents in the
paint.

A man's voice said behind and
below us: “Looking for someone?”

I laid a hand on Harlan’s convul-
sive arm. A heavy-bodied man with
unkempt hair was leaning on the
railing at the foot of the stairs.
“Clark’s not here, if he's the one
you want.”

We went down. The man’s face
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was disorganized by alcohol, and
marked by grief. It had never
launched any ships. Weak and over-
fleshed, with a raw defenseless
mouth, it drooped abjectly on its
bones. So did his body. He was a
soft-boiled egg without a shell.

“Where did Clark go?”

“l have no idea.” He lifted the
burden of his shoulders, and dropped
it. “He drove away early this morn-
ing before | woke up. He cleaned
out everything in the studio that
belonged to him. Which, apart from
his paintings, didn’t amount to
much.”

“You're his landlord?”

He nodded. “Clark’s been away,
though, on a lecture tour in the east.
He just got back yesterday. Now it
looks as if he’'s gone for good.”

“You must be Mr. Dolphine,”
Harlan said. “1 spoke to your wife
last evening. A charming girl in-
deed.”

Dolphine leaned his back against
the closed door of the garage, and
looked at Harlan. His eyes were
narrow and empty between puffed
eyelids. “Who, may | ask, art you?"_

Harlan opened his mouth to speak,
glanced at me, and coughed against
the back of his hand.

“Mr. Harlan sold Mrs. Clark a
car,” | said. “She’s a little behind
on her payments.”

Harlan scowled in my direction,
but Dolphine didn’t, notice:

“Clark really is married, eh?”

“Didn’t you see his wife?”

“Sure, | saw her. | was outside

THE GUILTY ONES

here when they got in from the air-
port yesterday morning. He in-
troduced her to me, but | had my
doubts.”

“About what?”

“About her being his wife.” He
noticed Harlan’s stricken look, and
said: “1 mean, Clark isn’t the marry-
ing kind. He’s kind of a louse where
women are concerned. But | guess
they’re married if you say so.”

“Ofcourse they’re married,” Har-
lan said dogmatically. “Isn’'t mar-
riage a normal custom in Los An-
geles? If only to support the divorce
rate —”

I silenced him with a stiff look.
As a Los Angeles car dealer, Harlan
wasn't very convincing. “What
about her car?”

“She didn’t have one. They got
here in a taxi, and Clark said they
flew out from Cleveland. The only
car between them was his old Buick,
and it’s gone. They must have left
init.”

I got a description of the Buick.
a blue prewar sedan on its second
hundred thousand, but Dolphine
didn’t know the license number.
Nor had Clark left a forwarding ad-
dress.

“Do you know any friends of
his?”

“1 do not. | lead a very quiet life
myself.”

“Your wife might be able to help
us,” Harlan said. “She seemed to
know Clark quite well.”

Dolphine’s grey head turned.
“When were you talking to Stella?”
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“Last night, about nine o'clock.
Clark wouldn’t let me in to see my
— to see Mrs. Clark. | took the
liberty of ringing your doorbell.”

“Why?”

“1 hardly know. | acted on im-
pulse. Your wife didn't seem to
mind.”

“She didn’t en? What did you
talk about?”

“About your tenant, naturally.
I had the impression that she was a
friend of his. She seemed interested
in the fact of his marriage, though
she was just as incredulous as you,
at first.”

“But you convinced her, huh?”
Under the high sun, Dolphine’s
face was blotched white, as dead as
the moon.

“1 suppose | did.”

“And you found her charming,
huh?” His heavy tousled head came
forward, dragging the shoulders
after it.

The situation was turning ugly,
but Harlan was impervious to it.
“Why yes, you have a very lovely
wife, Mr. Dolphine. Do you think
we might ask her a few questions, if
she’s at home this morning, and not
too busy —?”

Dolphine took Harlan by the
throat. | knocked his hands up and
away before they could do any
damage. He staggered back against
the garage door and stood shudder-
ing, his arms outstretched in the
attitude of crucifixion.

“By heaven,” Harlan said. “I'll
sue you for assault and battery.”
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“I'm sorry.” Dolphine’s mouth
was trembling, as if he had given
himself a terrible scare. An asth-
matic wheeze twanged like a loose
guitar string in the back passages
of his head. “I'm not a well man.
This excitement —” His hands came
together, operatically clutching at
his chest.

“Take it easy, Mr. Dolphine.
Harlan didn't mean anything against
your wife. We're simply trying to
repossess an automobile, and we’ll
be grateful for any cooperation —”

“You're a pair of liars,” he
wheezed. “Who are you, anyway?
What do you want?”

“Nothing at all from you. If we
could ask your wife a couple of ques-
tions —”

“You can't.”

“Why not?”

"She isn't here.”

“Where is she?”

His mouth was working. He put
one hand up to hold it still, and said
between the fingers: “Stella’s left
me.”

Harlan pushed forward past me.
“Don’t you have any notion where

she’s gone?”
“No. | don’'t. Are you from the
police?”

“I'm a private detective,” | said.

Dolphine wheezed waspishly:
“Ask Leonard Clark where she is,
then. He can tell you.”

He turned his back on us and
walked uncertainly to the front
door of his house.

Harlan started after him.
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I held him. “Drop it for now.
We've stirred up enough trouble.
The guy’s broken up.”

The front door slammed, and a
bolt clicked home. Harlan struggled
in my grip. “He knows more than
he’s saying.”

“Everybody does, except maybe
you. You talk ahead of yourself.1*

“How dare you?” His hat fell off,
and his meager hair came unstuck
and fell over his ears. “Take your
hands off me, do you hear?”

I left him wiping his hat with a
handkerchief and got into my car,
not caring whether he came along
or not. He ran after me and climbed
in:

“The least you can do for the
money | paid you is drop me at my
hotel. The cab fares are scandalous
here.”

“Worse than Cleveland?”

No answer. He sulked while |
drove back to Sunset.

“Which way?” | asked him at,the
intersection.

“1'm staying at the Oceano Hotel,
in Santa Monica. If you're going to
do nothing further to find my sis-
ter, | expect a rebate of at least
fifty percent.”

I couldn’t help laughing at him.
“You’'ll get paid in services, Harlan.
I'll spend the rest of the day on it,
but | can’'t promise anything. This
town was built for missing persons
to lose themselves"in.”

“How do | know you’ll spend the
day on it?”

I wanted to ask him who had
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stolen his rattle in infancy. Instead
| said: “Oh, shut up.”

He sulked the rest of the way. |
let him out at the curb without a
word. On the light-washed ocean
front, against the pale pink back-
drop of the hotel, he looked like a
displaced shadow from a dark dream.
Not my dream, | congratulated my-
self.

Prematurely. Within an hour he
telephoned my office. In the mean-
time, 1'd been in touch with a friend
at the art gallery who knew Leonard
Clark. Clark was a genuine painter,
financially unsuccessful like most
living artists, who eked out his
rare commissions by teaching and
lecturing. He'd had a year in France
in the old expatriate days, and never
got over it. That is, he drank too
much, lived foolishly in the Bohe-
mian manner, and treated women
badly. The women seemed to like it.
My informant couldn’t or wouldn’t
name any names.

Harlan’s voice was high with ex-
citement: “l've heard from him,
and my fears were justified. It’s
money he wants.”

“Clark, you mean?”

“Yes. He telephoned me a few
minutes ago. |I've been trying to get
in touch with you. He's coming
here.”

“When?”

“At twelve noon.
him in the lobby.”

I'm to meet



“Good. I'll try to get there before
he does.”

The electric clock on the wall of
the desk-clerk’s alcove said nineteen
minutes to twelve when | walked in.
Harlan was sitting stiffly on a red
plastic settee. He rose to meet me
with a tentative smile:

“1 didn’t mean to be unpleasant
this morning. I'm afraid we Harlans
have rather emotional natures.”

“Forget it. How much money
does he want?”

“Five thousand dollars. He says
he's bringing Maude’s check for
that amount. I'm to expedite pay-
ment by telephoning our bank in
Cleveland. It amounts to his asking
me to cash the check.”

“Did you talk to your sister?”

“No. He had a long involved ex-
planation about Maude. According
to him, she’s not well enough to
leave the house, and there’s no tele-
phone where they’re staying. | tell
you he means her no good, if she’s
still alive —"

“Don’t jump to conclusions. Han-
dle him carefully. Accept what he
says.”

“You don’t mean | should cash
the check?” Harlan spoke with
great feeling — five thousand dol-
lars’ worth.

“It’s your sister's money, isn't it?
Maybe she needs it.”

“How could she? She took a
thousand dollars with her on Mon-
day. She couldn’t spend all that in
less than two days, unless the man is
bleeding her.”
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“It may not be as bad as you
think. I've made some inquiries.
He’s known locally as a painter.”

“That's scarcely a recommenda-
tion,” Harlan said darkly.

“We'll see. Tell him he’ll have to
come back for the cash. I'll wait
outside and tail him when he comes
out. You sit tight. I'll get in touch
with you when | find out where
they’re holed up.”

Leonard Clark had the virtue of
punctuality, at least. At one minute
to twelve, an old Buick sedan pulled
up at the curb a hundred feet south
of the hotel entrance. It had come
from the direction of downtown
Santa Monica. The man who got out
was unmistakably the one 1 was
looking for. Red-headed, blue-be-
reted, and well over six feet tall,
he was as conspicuous as a circus
wagon.

I was parked across the wide boule-
vard, facing south. As soon as he
entered the hotel, | U-turned and
parked a few cars behind the Buick.
Its faded blue paint was almost hid-
den under a thick coat of road
grime and dust.

I left my car for a closer look at it.
The registration on the steering
post showed Leonard Clark’s name,
and the address in Westwood. The
back seat was piled with stretched
canvases, some of which were framed.
To my unprofessional eye, the top
one looked professional. There was
a long object wrapped in brown
paper on the floor. It had the shape
of a spade.
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Back in my own car, | made a
note of the license number and
waited. The blue glare from the sea
bothered my eyes. | put on a pair
of dark glasses. A few minutes later
I removed my coat. Then Clark ap-
peared on the sidewalk, swaggering
towards me. The face above the
beard had a look of naive excite-
ment. He was one of those middle-
aged men who still have a boy’s
reactions: chronological age about
forty, emotional age about twelve.
The beard had a purpose.

It got into the Buick, closely fol-
lowed by its owner, and headed
north. | trailed it through increasing
traffic at a variable distance. Clark
drove with artistic abandon, burn-
ing rubber at the Sunset stoplight.
Six or eight miles north of it he
turned off the highway, tires screech-
ing again. | braked hard and took
the turn onto gravel slowly.

The gravel road slanted steeply
up a hillside. The Buick disappeared
over the rim. | ate my way through
its dust to the top and saw it a
quarter-mile ahead, going fast. The
road wound down into a small closed
valley where a few ranch-houses
stood in cultivated fields. A tractor
clung like a slow orange beetle to the
far hillside. The air between was so
still that the Buick’s dust hung like a
colloid over the road. | ate another
couple of miles of it, by way of
lunch.

Beyond the third and last ranch-
house, a County sign announced:
This is not a through road. The
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Buick was far ahead by now, spin-
ning into the defile between two
slopes at the inner end of the valley.
It spun out of sight. The road got
worse, became a single dirt track
rutted and eroded by the rains of
many springs. At its narrowest point
an old landslide almost blocked it.

I was so taken up with the road
that | passed the house before |
noticed it. It stood far back, masked
by eucalyptus. | caught a glimpse
of the Buick, standing empty,
through the trees; and | kept on
going. When | was out of sight of the
house | turned my car and left it
with the doors locked.

I climbed through yellow mustard
and purple lupine to a point from
which | could look down on the
house. It was a ruin. Its cracked
stucco walls leaned crazily. Part of
the tile roof had caved in. | guessed
that it had been abandoned when
water undermined its foundations.
Rank geraniums rioted in the front
yard, and wild oats stood fender-
high around the Buick.

In the back yard, close against
the wall of the house, Clark was dig-
ging a hole. The bright iron of his
spade flashed now and then in the
sun. I moved down the slope to-
wards him. The hole was about six
feet long by two feet wide. Clark’s
head, when he paused to rest, cast a
jut-jawed shadow at the foot of the
stucco wall.

| sat down with the yellow mus-
tard up to my eyes, and watched
him work. After a while he took his

9



shirt off. He had heavy white shoul-
ders peppered with reddish brown
freckles. The metal of his spade was
losing its brightness. In an hour the
hole was approximately four feet
deep. Clark’s red hair was dark
with sweat, and his arms were run-
ning with it. He stuck the spade
into the pile of adobe he had dug,
and went into the house.

| started down the hillside. A
lien pheasant whirred up from under
my feet. In the glazed stillness, its
wings made a noise like a jato takeoff.
I watched the house but there was
no response, no face at the broken
windows. | stepped over the sagging
wire fence and crossed the back
yard.

The door hung open on what had
been a back kitchen. Its floor was
littered with broken plaster which
crunched under my feet. Through
the bare ribs of the ceiling daylight
gleamed. The silence in the house
was finely stitched with a tiny tu-
mult of insects. | thought | could
hear the murmur of voices some-
where; then the sound of heavy
footsteps moved towards me through
the house.

I had my revolver ready. Clark
came through the inner doorway,
carrying a burlap bundle upright
in his arms. His head was craned
awkwardly sideways, watching his
.feet, and he failed to see me until |
spoke;

“Hold it, gravedigger.”

His head came up, eyes wide and
blue in the red sweat-streaked face.

io

His reaction was incredibly quick
and strong. Without losing a step
he came forward, thrusting his
bundle out at arm'’s length into my
face. | fired as | went down back-
wards with the burlap thing on top
of me. | pushed it off. It was heavy
and stiff like refrigerated meat. One
of Clark’s heels stamped down on
my gun hand, the other came into
my face. The daylight in the ceiling
glimmered redly and died.

When my eyes blinked open, sun-
light stabbed into them from the
open door. One of my arms was
numb, pinned under the thing in
the burlap shroud. | disengaged my-
self from its embrace and sat up
against the wall. The rumor of in-
sects sounded in my head like small
arms fire between the heavy artil-
lery of my pulse. | sat poised for a
while between consciousness and
unconsciousness. Then my vision
cleared. | dabbed at my swollen
face with my usable hand.

My revolver lay on the floor. |
picked it up and spun the cylinder:
its chambers had been emptied.
Still sitting, | dragged the burlap
bundle towards me and untied the
twine that held its wrapping in
place. Peeling the burlap down with
a shaky hand, | saw a lock of wavy
black hair stiff with blood.

I stood up and unwrapped the
body completely. It was the body
of a young woman who had been
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beautiful. Her beauty was marred
by a depressed contusion which cut
slantwise like a groove across the
left temple. Bending close, | could
also see a pair of purplish ovals on
the front of her throat. Thumb-
prints.

She wore no clothes. Her skin
shone like ivory in the light from the
doorway. | covered her with the
burlap. Then I noticed that my wal-
let was lying open on the floor.
Nothing seemed to be missing from
it, except the travellers’ check that
Harlan had endorsed to me that
morning.

I went through the house. It was
a strange place for a honeymoon,
even for a honeymoon that ended
in murder. There were no lights,
and no furniture, with the excep-
tion ofan old canvas cot in what had
been the living room. This room had
a fairly weatherproof ceiling, and
was clearly the one that Clark and
his wife had occupied. There were
traces of a recent fire in the fire-
place: burned fragments of eucalyp-
tus bark and a few scraps of scorched
cloth. The ashes were not quite
cold.

| crossed the room to the cot,
noticing the marks of a woman’s
heels in the dust on the floor. In the
dust beside the cot someone had
written three words in long sloping
script. Ora pro nobis. The meaning
of the phrase came back to me
across twenty years or more. Ora
pro nobis. Prayfor us. Sow and in the
hour ofour death. . . .
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For a minute | felt as insubstantial
as a ghost lost in time. The dead
woman and the living words were
realer than | was. The actual world
was a house with its roof falling in,
dissolved so thin you could see the
sunlight through it.

When | heard the car noise out-
side, | didn't believe my ears. |
went to the front door, which stood
open. A new tan Studebaker was
toiling up the overgrown drivew'ay
under the eucalyptus trees. It
stopped Where the Buick had been,
and Harlan got out.

| stood back behind the door and
watched him through the crack.
He approached cautiously, his black
birdlike glance shifting from one
side to the other. When his foot
was on the lintel, I showed myself
and the empty gun in my hand. He
froze in midstride, with a rigor that
matched the dead woman'’s.

“For heaven’s sake, put that gun
down. You gave me a dreadful
start.”

“Before | put it down, | want to
know' how you got here. Have you
been talking to Clark?”

“1 saw him at noon, you know
that. He told me about this place.
I didn’'t get out on the street in
time to intercept you. Now put the
gun away, there's a good fellow.
What on earth happened to your
face?”

“I'll tell you in a minute. | don’t
understand yet why you’re here.”
But | dropped the gun in my pocket.

"Wasn't that the plan, that |
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should join you here? | rented a
car and got here as soon as | could.
It took me a long time to find this
place. And no wonder. It's posi-
tively Godforsaken.” His eyes dark-
ened, and cleared. “Are they in-
sider"

“One of them is.”

“My sister?” His hand grasped
my arm. The long white fingers
were stronger than they looked, and
they were hard to shake ofil.

“You tell me.”

I took him through the house to
the back kitchen. Pulling back the
burlap that covered the damaged
head, | watched Harlan’s face. It
didn’t change. Not a muscle moved.
Either Harlan was as cold as a
cadaver, or deliberately masking his
reaction.

“I've never seen this woman be-
fore.”

“She’s not your sister? Take a
good long look.” | uncovered the
body.

Harlan averted his eyes, his cheeks
flushing purple. But his look came
creeping sideways back to the body.

“This is your sister, isn't it, Mr.
Harlan?”

| had to repeat the question to
make him hear. He shook his head
negatively. “1 never saw her be-
fore.”

“1 don’t believe you.”

“You don’'t seriously think I'd
refuse to identify my own flesh and
blood?”

“If there was money in it.”

He didn’t hear me. His interest
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in the nude body was almost embar-
rassing. | replaced the burlap and
told him what had happened, cut-
ting it short when | saw he wasn't
interested.

I took him to the front room and
showed him the writing in the dust:

“Is that your sister’s handwrit-
ing?”

“1 couldn’t possibly tell.”

“Look closely.”

Harlan squatted, leaning one arm
on the cot. “It's not her writing.”

“Did she know Latin?”

“Of course. She taught it.
surprised that you do.”

I'm

“1 don’t, but my mother was
Catholic.”
“l1 see.” Rising awkwardly, he

stumbled forward on one knee,
obliterating the writing.

“Damn you, Harlan!” | said.
“You're acting as if you murdered
her yourself.”

“Don’t be absurd.” He smiled
his thin white-edged smile. “You're
morally certain that’'s Maude in the
back room, aren’t you?”

“I'm morally certain you were
lying. You were too careful not to
recognize her."

“Well.” He dusted his knee with
his hands. “1 suppose | had better
tell you the truth, since you know
it anyway. You're perfectly right;
it’'s my sister. But she wasn’t mur-
dered . . .”

The sense of unreality returned
to the room. | sat down on the cot,
which squealed like an animal under
my weight.
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"It’s a tragic storv,” Harlan said
slowly. “1 was rather hoping not
to have to tell it. Maude died last
night by accident. After | left the
studio, she quarreled with Clark
over his refusal to admit me. She
became irrational, in fact: 1've seen
it happen to her myself, in the last
few months. The truth of the mat-
ter is, my sister was losing her mind.
Clark tried to quiet her, but she got
away from him and flung herself
bodily down those outside steps.
The fell killed her.”

“Is that Clark’s version?”

“It’s the simple truth. Clark came
to my hotel room a short while ago,
and told me what had happened.
He found my check in your wallet,
and realized from that and your
professional license that | had hired
you to investigate him. The man
was in terrible earnest. | know
genuine anguish when | see it, and
I can tell when a man is telling the
truth.”

“You're better than 1 am,' then.
I think he’s playing you for a
sucker.”

“What?”

“l caught him practically red-
handed, trying to bury the body.
Now he’s lying out of it the best
way he can. It strikes me as damn
peculiar that you shallowed it.”

Harlan’s black eyes probed my
face. “1 assure you Clark’s story is
the truth. He told .me about every-
thing, you see, including the matter
of — burial. Put vyourself in his
place. When Maude killed herself —
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was killed — last night, Clark saw
immediately that suspicion would
fall on him, especially my suspicion.
In his panic, he acted like a guilty
man. He remembered this place,
which he’d come across on a sketch-
ing expedition, and brought the
body here to dispose of it. His ac-
tion was rash and even illegal, but I
think understandable under the cir-
cumstances.”

“You're very tolerant all of a
sudden. What about the five grand
he’s been trying to con you for?”

“1 beg your pardon.”

“The check for five thousand, has
it slipped your mind?”

“We'll forget about it,” he said
impassively. “It's my affair, strictly
between Clark and me.”

I was beginning to get the situa-
tion, if not the motives behind it.
Somehow or other Clark had per-
suaded Harlan to cover for him.

I said with all the irony | could
muster: “So we«ll bury the body
and forget about it.”

“Precisely my idea. Not we, how-
ever. You. | can't afford to become
involved in any illegality what-
soever.”

“What makes you think | can?”

He removed a leatherette folder
from his inside breast pocket and
opened it to show me the travellers’
checks inside. There were ten hun-
dreds. “One thousand dollars,” he
said, “seems to me an adequate sex-
ton’s fee. Enough to assure forget-
fulness as.well.”

His look was very knowing, but
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his passion for money was making
him idiotic. He was like a tone-deaf
man who couldn’t believe that other
people heard music and even liked
it. But | didn’t argue. | let him sign
the checks and listened to his in-
structions. Bury her and forget her.

“1 sincerely hate,to do this to
Maude,” he said before he left. “It
goes against my grain to leave my
sister in an unmarked grave, but |
have to consider the greatest good of
the greatest number. It would ruin
the school if this matter got into the
newspapers. | can’t let mere fraternal
piety interfere with the welfare of
the school.”

The more Harlan said, the less |
understood him. | suspected he was
a psychopathic case. Naturally |
didn’t bury the body. I left it where
it lay and followed Harlan back to
Santa Monica. | caught the Stude-
baker before it reached the city,
but I let it stay ahead of me.

He parked on Lincoln Boulevard
and went into an air travel agency.
Before | could find a parking space,
he was out again and climbing into
his car. | made a note of the agency’s
name, and followed the Studebaker
back to the Oceano Hotel. Harlan
left it at the white curb for the
garageman. There were shells in my
glove compartment, and | reloaded
my revolver.

The lobby of the hotel was de-
serted except for a pair of old ladies
playing canasta, and the desk-clerk.
I found a telephone booth at the
rear, and called the travel agency.
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“Sanders' travel agency, Mr. San-
ders,” a phony British accent said.

“This is f. Reginald Harlan,” 1
said fussily. “Does that mean any-
thing to you?”

“Indeed it does, Mr. Harlan. |
trust your reservations are satisfac-
tory?”

“I'm not entirely sure about that.
You see, I'm eager to get there as
soon as | can.”

“1 absolutely assure you, Mr.
Harlan, 1've put you on the earliest
available flight. Ten o’clock from
International Airport.” A trace of
impatience showed through the
phony accent.

“When do | get there?”

“l thought 1I'd made that clear.
It's written on your envelope.”

“l seem to have misplaced the
envelope.”

“You're scheduled to arrive to-
morrow morning at eight o’clock,
Chicago time. All right?”

“Thank you.”

“Not at all,” he said contemptu-
ously and hung up.

v

| called the hotel switchboard and
asked for Harlan.

“Who is speaking, please?” the
operator said. *

“Clark. Leonard Clark.”

“One moment, I'll ring Mr. Har-
lan’s room.”

“Don’t bother. I'll just go up.

He’s expecting me. What was the
number again?”
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“Three-fourteen, sir.”

| took an elevator to the third
floor. The elevator boy noticed my
face, opened his mouth to comment,
caught my eye, and shut his mouth
without speaking. Harlan's room
was at the front of the hotel, in a
good location. | knocked.

“Is that you, Leonard?”

“Uh-huh.”

Harlan opened the door, and |
crowded through. He raised his fists
together in front of his chest, like a
woman. Looking at me as if he
hated me, he said:

“Come in, Mr. Archer.”

“I'm in.”

“Sit down, then. I'm afraid |
wasn’'t expecting to see you again.
So soon,” he added. "There hasn’t
been any trouble?”

“No trouble. Just the same rou-
tine murder.”

“But it was an accident —"

“Maybe the fall downstairs was
an accident. | don’t think that fall
killed her. There are thumb-prints
on her throat.”

“But this is all news to me. Do
sit down, Mr. Archer, won’'t you?”

“I'll stand. In the second place,
your sister wrote a prayer in the
dust in that house. She was alive
when Clark took her there. In the
third place, you just bought tickets
to Chicago, and you’re expecting
another visit from Clark. Aren’t you
getting pretty cosy with him?”

“He’s my brother-in-law, after
all,” he answered blandly.

He sat down in an armchair by
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the window. Past his narrow cor-
morant skull 1 could see the sky
and a distant sea horizon. | spend
too much of my time trying to
question liars in rented rooms.

“l1 think he’s your partner in
crime. You both stand to gain by
your sister’'s death. From what I've
seen of the two of you, you’'re capa-
ble of murdering for gain.”

Harlan made his hands flop in the
air. “My dear good fellow, you
couldn’t possibly be further wrong.
Even apart from the money I've
paid you, | do earnestly hope for
your sake that you won’tact on your
ridiculous theory. In the first place,”
he mimicked me, “if | were in league
with Clark, I wouldn’t have sought
your help this morning, would 1?”

“You must have had a reason. |
admit | don’t see it.”

“l came to you in all sincerity.
But now | know more about the
situation. | tell you in all sincerity
that if Clark had murdered my sis-
ter I’d follow him to the ends of the
earth. You don’'t know me.”

“What about the plane tickets?”

“You’'ve made a mistake. | bought
no tickets, and if I had it’s no con-
cern of yours. Look here.” He
showed me the return half of a
round-trip ticket between Los An-
geles and Cleveland. “You see, I'm
flying home to Cleveland tomorrow,
by myself.”

“Mission accomplished?”

“Damn it!” They were the strong-
est words 1'd heard him use. He rose
and came towards me. “Get out of
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my room now. I’'m sick of the sight
of you.”

“I’'m staying.”

“I'll call the house detective.”

“Hell, call the police.”

He went to the room telephone
and lifted the receiver. | stood and
watched his bluff fade into nothing.
He put the receiver down. | sat in
the armchair he had vacated, and
lie went into the bathroom. | heard
him in there retching. He had meant
it literally when he said I made him
sick.

The phone rang after a while, and
I answered it. A woman'’s voice said:
“Reggie? I'm calling from a drug-
store. May we come to your room?
Leonard thinks it would be safer.”

“Naturally.”

“Did you get the tickets?”

“Absolutely.”

The bathroom door had opened.
Harlan flung himself on my back.
I hung up carefully before | turned
on him. He fought with his nails
and his teeth. | had to quiet him the
hard way, with my left fist. |
dragged him into the bathroom and
shut the door on him.

Then | sat on the bed and looked
at the telephone. Clark had a woman
with him, and she knew Harlan.
She knew Harlan well enough to
call him Reggie, and Reggie had
bought plane tickets for her and
Clark. With a wrench that shook me
down to my heels, the entire case
turned over in my head and lodged
at a crazy angle. Over its tilted
edge, | saw Dolphine’s grief-marked
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face, and heard him wheezing that
his wife had left him.

There was only one Dolphine in
the directory. His telephone rang
six times, and then his voi