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To R. W. Lid


The people and institutions in this novel are all imaginary, and do not refer to any actual people or institutions.

R. M.
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The heavy red-figured drapes over the courtroom windows were incompletely closed against the sun. Yellow daylight leaked in and dimmed the electric bulbs in the high ceiling. It picked out random details in the room: the glass water cooler standing against the paneled wall opposite the jury box, the court reporter’s carmine-tipped fingers playing over her stenotype machine, Mrs Perrine’s experienced eyes watching me across the defense table.

It was nearly noon on the second and last day of her trial. I was the final witness for the defense. Her attorney had finished questioning me. The deputy D.A. waived cross-examination, and several of the jurors looked at him with puzzled frowns. The judge said I could go.

From my place on the witness stand I’d noticed the young man sitting in the front row of spectators. He wasn’t one of the regular trial-watchers, housewives and pensioners filling an empty morning with other people’s troubles. This one had troubles of his own. His brooding blue gaze stayed on my face, and I had the uncomfortable feeling that he might be willing to share his troubles with me.

He rose from his seat as I stepped down and intercepted me at the door. ‘Mr Archer, may I talk to you?’

‘All right.’

The bailiff opened the door and gestured urgently. ‘Outside, gentlemen. Court is still in session.’

We moved out into the corridor. The young man scowled at the automatically closing door. ‘I don’t like being pushed around.’

‘I’d hardly describe that as being pushed around. What’s eating you, friend?’

I shouldn’t have asked him. I should have walked briskly out to my car and driven back to Los Angeles. But he had that clean, crewcut all-American look, and that blur of pain in his eyes.

‘I just got thrown out of the Sheriff’s office. It came on top of a couple of other brush-offs from the local authorities, and I’m not used to that kind of treatment.’

‘They don’t mean it personally.’

‘You’ve had a lot of detective experience, haven’t you? I gathered that from what you said on the witness stand. Incidentally, you did a wonderful job for Mrs Perrine. I’m sure the jury will acquit her.’

‘We’ll see. Never bet on a jury.’ I distrusted his compliment, which probably meant he wanted something more substantial from me. The trial in which I had just testified marked the end of a long uninteresting case, and I was planning a fishing trip to La Paz. ‘Is that all you wanted to say to me?’

‘I have a lot to say, if you’ll only listen. I mean, I’ve got this problem about my wife. She left me.’

‘I don’t ordinarily do divorce work, if that’s what you have in mind.’

‘Divorce?’ Without making a sound, he went through the motions of laughing hollowly, once. ‘I was only married one day – less than one day. Everybody including my father keeps telling me I should get an annulment. But I don’t want an annulment or a divorce. I want her back.’

‘Where is your wife now?’

‘I don’t know.’ He lit a cigarette with unsteady hands. ‘Dolly left in the middle of our honeymoon weekend, the day after we were married. She may have met with foul play.’

‘Or she may have decided she didn’t want to be married, or not to you. It happens all the time.’

‘That’s what the police keep saying: it happens all the time. As if that’s any comfort! Anyway, I know that wasn’t the case. Dolly loved me, and I loved – I love her.’

He said this very intensely, with the entire force of his nature behind the words. I didn’t know his nature but there was sensitivity and feeling there, more feeling than he could handle easily.

‘You haven’t told me your name.’

‘I’m sorry. My name is Kincaid. Alex Kincaid.’

‘What do you do for a living?’

‘I haven’t been doing much lately, since Dolly – since this thing happened. Theoretically I work for the Channel Oil Corporation. My father is in charge of their Long Beach office. You may have heard of him. Frederick Kincaid?’

I hadn’t. The bailiff opened the door of the courtroom, and held it open. Court had adjourned for lunch, and the jurors filed out past him. Their movements were solemn, part of the ritual of the trial. Alex Kincaid watched them as if they were going out to sit in judgment on him.

‘We can’t talk here,’ he said. ‘Let me buy you lunch.’

‘I’ll have lunch with you. Dutch.’ I didn’t want to owe him anything, at least till I’d heard his story.

There was a restaurant across the street. Its main room was filled with smoke and the roar of conversation. The red-checkered tables were all occupied, mainly with courthouse people, lawyers and Sheriff’s men and probation officers. Though Pacific Point was fifty miles south of my normal beat, I recognized ten or a dozen of them.

Alex and I went into the bar and found a couple of stools in a dim corner. He ordered a double scotch on the rocks. I went along with it. He drank his down like medicine and tried to order a second round immediately.

‘You set quite a pace. Slow down.’

‘Are you telling me what to do?’ he said distinctly and unpleasantly.

‘I’m willing to listen to your story. I want you to be able to tell it.’

‘You think I’m an alcoholic or something?’

‘I think you’re a bundle of nerves. Pour alcohol on a bundle of nerves and it generally turns into a can of worms. While I’m making suggestions you might as well get rid of those chips you’re wearing on both shoulders. Somebody’s liable to knock them off and take a piece of you with them.’

He sat for a while with his head down. His face had an almost fluorescent pallor, and a faint humming tremor went through him.

‘I’m not my usual self, I admit that. I didn’t know things like this could happen to people.’

‘It’s about time you told me what did happen. Why not start at the beginning?’

‘You mean when she left the hotel?’

‘All right. Start with the hotel.’

‘We were staying at the Surf House,’ he said, ‘right here in Pacific Point. I couldn’t really afford it but Dolly wanted the experience of staying there – she never had. I figured a three-day weekend wouldn’t break me. It was the Labor Day weekend. I’d already used my vacation time, and we got married that Saturday so that we could have at least a three-day honeymoon.’

‘Where were you married?’

‘In Long Beach, by a judge.’

‘It sounds like one of these spur-of-the-moment weddings.’

‘I suppose it was, in a way. We hadn’t known each other too long. Dolly was the one, really, who wanted to get married right now. Don’t think I wasn’t eager. I was. But my parents thought we should wait a bit, until we could find a house and have it furnished and so on. They would have liked a church wedding. But Dolly wanted to be married by a judge.’

‘What about her parents?’

‘They’re dead. She has no living relatives.’ He turned his head slowly and met my eyes. ‘Or so she claims.’

‘You seem to have your doubts about it.’

‘Not really. It’s just that she got so upset when I asked her about her parents. I naturally wanted to meet them, but she treated my request as though I was prying. Finally she told me her entire family was dead, wiped out in an auto accident.’

‘Where?’

‘I don’t know where. When it comes right down to it, I don’t know too much about my wife. Except that she’s a wonderful girl,’ he added in a rush of loyal feeling slightly flavored with whisky. ‘She’s beautiful and intelligent and good and I know she loves me.’ He was almost chanting, as though by wishful thinking or sheer incantation he could bend reality back into shape around him.

‘What was her maiden name?’

‘Dolly McGee. Her name is really Dorothy. She was working in the university library and I was taking a summer course in Business Ad–’

‘Just this summer?’

‘That’s correct.’ He swallowed, and his Adam’s apple throbbed like a grief in his throat. ‘We only knew each other for six weeks – six-and-a-half weeks – before we were married. But we saw each other every day of those six-and-a-half weeks.’

‘What did you do together?’

‘I don’t see that it matters.’

‘It could. I’m trying to get a line on her personal habits.’

‘She had no bad habits, if that’s what you’re looking for. She never let me drink when we were out together. She wasn’t very keen on the coffee houses, either, or the movies. She was – she’s a very serious girl. Most of our time we talked – we talked and walked. We must have covered most of West Los Angeles.’

‘What did you talk about?’

‘The meaning of life,’ he said, as if this went without saying. ‘We were trying to work out a plan to live by, a set of rules for our marriage and our children. The main thing for Dolly was the children. She wanted to bring them up to be real people. She thought it was more important to be an honest individual than to have security and worldly possessions and so on. I don’t want to bore you with all this.’

‘You’re not. I take it she was completely sincere?’

‘Nobody was ever more sincere. I mean it. She actually wanted me to give up my job and go back and finish my M.A. She didn’t think I should take money from my family. She was willing to go on working to help me through. But we decided against that plan, when we made up our minds to get married.’

‘It wasn’t a forced marriage?’

He looked at me stonily. ‘There was nothing like that between us. As a matter of fact we didn’t even – I mean, I didn’t touch her on our wedding night. The Surf House and Pacific Point seemed to get on her nerves, even though she was the one who wanted to come here. So we decided to postpone the physical bit. A lot of couples do that nowadays.’

‘How does Dolly feel about sex?’

‘Fine. We talked about it very frankly. If you think she left me because she’s afraid of it, you’re way off the beam. She’s a warm person.’

‘Why did she leave you, Alex?’

His eyes clouded with pain, which had scarcely left them. ‘I haven’t been able to figure it out. It wasn’t anything between me and Dolly, I’m sure of that. The man with the beard must have had something to do with it.’

‘How does he get into the picture?’

‘He came to the hotel that afternoon – the day she left. I was down on the beach having a swim, and afterward I went to sleep in the sun. I must have been away from the room for a couple of hours. She was gone, bag and baggage, when I got back. The desk clerk told me she had this visitor before she left, a man with a short gray beard who stayed in the room about an hour.’

‘No name?’

‘He didn’t mention his name.’

‘Did he and your wife leave together?’

‘The desk clerk said they didn’t. The man left first. Then Dolly took a taxi to the bus station, but so far as I could find out she didn’t buy a ticket. She didn’t buy a railroad ticket or an airline ticket, either. She had no car. So I’ve been going on the assumption that she’s still here in Pacific Point. She couldn’t walk down the freeway.’

‘She could hitchhike.’

‘Not Dolly.’

‘Where did she live before you were married?’

‘In Westwood, in a furnished apartment. She gave it up and we moved her typewriter and things into my apartment on Saturday morning just before the ceremony. All the stuff is still there, and it’s one of the things that worry me. I’ve been over it with a fine-toothed comb for clues, but she didn’t leave any behind – nothing really personal at all.’

‘Do you think she planned to marry you and leave you?’

‘No, I don’t. What would be the point?’

‘I can think of several possibilities. Do you carry much insurance, for example?’

‘A fair amount. Dad insured me when I was born. But he’s still the beneficiary.’

‘Does your family have money?’

‘Not that much. Dad makes a good living, but he works for it. Anyway, what you’re hinting at is out of the question. Dolly’s completely honest, and she doesn’t even care about money.’

‘What does she care about?’

‘I thought she cared about me,’ he said with his head down. ‘I still believe she does. Something must have happened to her. She may have gone out of her mind.’

‘Is she mentally unstable?’

He considered the question, and his answer to it. ‘I don’t think so. She had her black spells. I guess most people do. I was talking loosely.’

‘Keep on talking loosely. You can’t tell what may be important. You’ve been making a search for her, of course?’

‘As much of a search as I could. But I can’t do it all by myself, without any cooperation from the police. They write down what I say on little pieces of paper and put them away in a drawer and give me pitying looks. They seem to think Dolly found out something shameful about me on our wedding night.’

‘Could there be any truth in that?’

‘No! We’re crazy about each other. I tried to tell that to the Sheriff this morning. He gave me one of those knowing leers and said he couldn’t act unless there was some indication of a breach of the peace. I asked him if a missing woman wasn’t some indication, and he said no. She was free and twenty-one and she left under her own power and I had no legal right to force her to come back. He advised me to get an annulment. I told him what he could do with his advice, and he ordered two of his men to throw me out of his office. I found out where the deputy D.A. was, in court, and I was waiting to put in a complaint when I saw you on the stand.’

‘Nobody sent you to me, then?’

‘No, but I can give you references. My father –’

‘You told me about your father. He thinks you should get an annulment, too.’

Alex nodded dolefully. ‘Dad thinks I’m wasting my time, on a girl who isn’t worth it.’

‘He could be right.’

‘He couldn’t be more wrong. Dolly is the only one I’ve ever loved and the only one I ever will love. If you won’t help me, I’ll find somebody who will!’

I liked his insistence. ‘My rates are high. A hundred a day and expenses.’

‘I’ve got enough to pay you for at least a week.’ He reached for his billfold and slammed it down on the bar, so hard that the bartender looked at him suspiciously. ‘Do you want a cash advance?’

‘There’s no hurry,’ I said. ‘Do you have a picture of Dolly?’

He removed a folded piece of newspaper from the billfold and handed it to me with a certain reluctance, as if it was more valuable than money. It was a reproduction of a photograph which had been unfolded and refolded many times.

‘Among happy honeymooners at the Surf House,’ the caption said, ‘are Mr and Mrs Alex Kincaid of Long Beach.’ Alex and his bride smiled up at me through the murky light. Her face was oval and lovely in a way of its own, with a kind of hooded intelligence in the eyes and humor like a bittersweet taste on the mouth.

‘When was this taken?’

‘Three weeks ago Saturday, when we arrived at the Surf House. They do it for everybody. They printed it in the Sunday morning paper, and I clipped it. I’m glad I did. It’s the only picture I have of her.’

‘You could get copies.’

‘Where?’

‘From whoever took it.’

‘I never thought of that. I’ll see the photographer at the hotel about it. How many copies do you think I should ask him for?’

‘Two or three dozen, anyway. It’s better to have too many than too few.’

‘That will run into money.’

‘I know, and so will I.’

‘Are you trying to talk yourself out of a job?’

‘I don’t need the work, and I could use a rest.’

‘To hell with you then.’

He snatched at the flimsy picture between my fingers. It tore across the middle. We faced each other like enemies, each of us holding a piece of the happy honeymooners.

Alex burst into tears.
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I agreed over lunch to help him find his wife. That and the chicken pot pie calmed him down. He couldn’t remember when he had eaten last, and he ate ravenously.

We drove out to the Surf House in separate cars. It was on the sea at the good end of town: a pueblo hotel whose Spanish gardens were dotted with hundred-dollar-a-day cottages. The terraces in front of the main building descended in wide green steps to its own marina. Yachts and launches were bobbing at the slips. Further out on the water, beyond the curving promontory that gave Pacific Point its name, white sails leaned against a low gray wall of fog.

The desk clerk in the Ivy League suit was very polite, but he wasn’t the one who had been on duty on the Sunday I was interested in. That one had been a summer replacement, a college boy who had gone back to school in the East. He himself, he regretted to say, knew nothing about Mrs Kincaid’s bearded visitor or her departure.

‘I’d like to talk to the hotel photographer. Is he around today?’

‘Yes, sir. I believe he’s out by the swimming pool.’

We found him, a thin spry man wearing a heavy camera like an albatross around his neck. Among the colored beach clothes and bathing costumes, his dark business suit made him look like an undertaker. He was taking some very candid pictures of a middle-aged woman in a bikini who didn’t belong in one. Her umbilicus glared at the camera like an eyeless socket.

When he had done his dreadful work, the photographer turned to Alex with a smile. ‘Hi. How’s the wife?’

‘I haven’t seen her recently,’ Alex said glumly.

‘Weren’t you on your honeymoon a couple of weeks ago? Didn’t I take your picture?’

Alex didn’t answer him. He was peering around at the poolside loungers like a ghost trying to remember how it felt to be human. I said:

‘We’d like to get some copies made of that picture you took. Mrs Kincaid is on the missing list, and I’m a private detective. My name is Archer.’

‘Fargo. Simmy Fargo.’ He gave me a quick handshake, and the kind of glance a camera gives you when it records you for posterity. ‘In what sense on the missing list?’

‘We don’t know. She left here in a taxi on the afternoon of September the second. Kincaid has been looking for her ever since.’

‘That’s tough,’ Fargo said. ‘I suppose you want the prints for circularization. How many do you think you’ll be needing?’

‘Three dozen?’

He whistled, and slapped himself on his narrow wrinkled forehead. ‘I’ve got a busy weekend coming up, and it’s already started. This is Friday. I could let you have them by Monday. But I suppose you want them yesterday?’

‘Today will do.’

‘Sorry.’ He shrugged loosely, making his camera bob against his chest.

‘It could be important, Fargo. What do you say we settle for a dozen, in two hours?’

‘I’d like to help you. But I’ve got a job.’ Slowly, almost against his will, he turned and looked at Alex. ‘Tell you what I’ll do. I’ll call the wife in, and you can have your pictures. Only don’t stand me up, the way the other one did.’

‘What other one?’ I said.

‘Big guy with a beard. He ordered a print of the same picture and never came back for it. I can let you have that print now if you like.’

Alex came out of his dark trance. He took hold of Fargo’s arm with both hands and shook it. ‘You saw him then. Who is he?’

‘I thought maybe you knew him.’ Fargo disengaged himself and stepped back. ‘As a matter of fact, I thought I knew him, too. I could have sworn I took his picture once. But I couldn’t quite place the face. I see too many faces.’

‘Did he give you his name?’

‘He must have. I don’t take orders without a name. I’ll see if I can find it for you, eh?’

We followed him into the hotel and through a maze of corridors to his small cluttered windowless office. He phoned his wife, then burrowed into the pile of papers on his desk and came up with a photographer’s envelope. Inside, between two sheets of corrugated paper, was a glossy print of the newlyweds. On the front of the envelope Fargo had written in pencil: ‘Chuck Begley, Wine Cellar.’

‘I remember now,’ he said. ‘He told me he was working at the Wine Cellar. That’s a liquor store not too far from here. When Begley didn’t claim his picture I called them. They said Begley wasn’t working for them any more.’ Fargo looked from me to Alex. ‘Does the name Begley mean anything to you?’

We both said that it didn’t. ‘Can you describe him, Mr Fargo?’

‘I can describe the part of him that wasn’t covered with seaweed, I mean the beard. His hair is gray, like the beard, and very thick and wavy. Gray eyebrows and gray eyes, an ordinary kind of straight nose, I noticed it was peeling from the sun. He’s not bad-looking for an older man, apart from his teeth, which aren’t good. And he looks as though he’s taken a beating or two in his time. Personally I wouldn’t want to go up against him. He’s a big man, and he looks pretty rough.’

‘How big?’

‘Three or four inches taller than I am. That would make him six feet one or two. He was wearing a short-sleeved sport shirt, and I noticed the muscles in his arms.’

‘How did he talk?’

‘Nothing special. He didn’t have a Harvard accent, and he didn’t say ain’t.’

‘Did he give you any reason for wanting the picture?’

‘He said he had a sentimental interest. He saw it in the paper, and it reminded him of somebody. I remember thinking he must have dashed right over. The paper with the picture in it came out Sunday morning, and he came in around Sunday noon.’

‘He must have gone to see your wife immediately afterward,’ I said to Alex. And to Fargo: ‘How did this particular picture happen to be used by the newspaper?’

‘They picked it out of a batch I sent over. The Press often uses my pictures, as a matter of fact I used to work for them. Why they used this one instead of some of the others I couldn’t say.’ He held up the print in the fluorescent light, then handed it to me. ‘It did turn out well, and Mr Kincaid and his wife make an attractive couple.’

‘Thanks very much,’ Alex said sardonically.

‘I was paying you a compliment, fellow.’

‘Sure you were.’

I took the print from Fargo and shunted Alex out of the place before it got too small for him. Black grief kept flooding up in him, changing to anger when it reached the air. It wasn’t just grief for a one-day wife, it was also grief for himself. He didn’t seem to know if he was a man or not.

I couldn’t blame him for his feelings, but they made him no asset to the kind of work I was trying to do. When I found the Wine Cellar, on a motel strip a few blocks inland, I left him outside in his little red sports car.

The interior of the liquor store was pleasantly cool. I was the only potential customer, and the man behind the counter came out from behind it to greet me.

‘What can I do for you, sir?’

He wore a plaid waistcoat, and he had the slightly muzzy voice and liquid eyes and dense complexion of a man who drank all day and into the night.

‘I’d like to see Chuck Begley.’

He looked vaguely pained, and his voice took on a note of mild complaint. ‘I had to fire Chuck. I’d send him out with a delivery, and sometimes it’d arrive when it was supposed to, and sometimes it wouldn’t.’

‘How long ago did you fire him?’

‘Couple of weeks. He only worked for me a couple of weeks. He isn’t cut out for that kind of work. I told him more than once it was beneath his capacity. Chuck Begley is a fairly bright man if he’d straighten up, you know.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I thought perhaps you were an acquaintance of his.’

I showed him my photostat.

He blew the smell of peppermint in my face. ‘Is Begley on the run?’

‘He may be. Why?’

‘I wondered when he first came in why a man like him would take a part-time delivery job. What’s he wanted for?’

‘I wouldn’t know. Can you give me his home address?’

‘I think I can at that.’ He stroked his veined nose, watching me over his fingers. ‘Don’t tell Begley I gave you the word. I don’t want him bouncing back on me.’

‘I won’t.’

‘He spends a lot of time in the home of one of my customers. You might say he’s a non-paying guest of hers. I certainly wouldn’t want to make trouble for her. But then,’ he reasoned, ‘if Begley’s on the run I’m doing her a favor in seeing that he’s picked up’. Isn’t that right?’

‘I’d say so. Where does she live?’

‘On Shearwater Beach, cottage number seventeen. Her name’s Madge Gerhardi. Take the freeway south and you’ll see the Shearwater turn-off about two miles down the line. Only just don’t tell either of them that it was me sent you. Okay?’

‘Okay.’ I left him with his bottles.
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We parked our cars at the top of the access lane, and I persuaded Alex to stay in his, out of sight. Shearwater Beach turned out to be a kind of expensive slum where several dozen cottages stood in a row. The changing blue reflection of the sea glared through the narrow gaps between them. Beyond their peaked rooftops, out over the water, a tern circled on flashing wings, looking for fish.

Number seventeen needed paint, and leaned on its pilings like a man on crutches. I knocked on the scabbed gray door. Slowly, like bodies being dragged, footsteps approached the other side. The bearded man opened it.

He was a man of fifty or so wearing an open-necked black shirt from which his head jutted like weathered stone. The sunlight struck mica glints from his eyes. The fingers with which he was holding the edge of the door were bitten down to the quick. He saw me looking at them and curled them into a fist.

‘I’m searching for a missing girl, Mr Begley.’ I had decided on the direct approach. ‘She may have met with foul play and if she did, you may have been one of the last people who saw her alive.’

He rubbed the side of his face with his clenched knuckles. His face bore marks of old trouble, some of them done by hand: faintly quilted patches around the eyes, a thin scar on his temple divided like a miniature ruler by stitch-marks. Old trouble and the promise of further trouble.

‘You must be crazy. I don’t even know any girls.’

‘You know me,’ a woman said behind him.

She appeared at his shoulder and leaned on him, waiting for somebody to second the self-administered flattery. She was about Begley’s age, and may have been older. Her body was very assertive in shorts and a halter. Frizzled by repeated dyeings and bleachings, her hair stuck up on her head like a yellow fright wig. Between their deep blue artificial shadows, her eyes were the color of gin.

‘I’m very much afraid that you must be mistaken,’ she said to me with a cultivated Eastern-seaboard accent which lapsed immediately. ‘I swear by all that’s holy that Chuck had nothing to do with any girl. He’s been too busy looking after little old me.’ She draped a plump white arm across the back of his neck. ‘Haven’t you, darling?’

Begley was immobilized between the woman and me. I showed him Fargo’s glossy print of the honeymooners.

‘You know this girl, don’t you? Her name, her married name, is Dolly Kincaid.’

‘I never heard of her in my life.’

‘Witnesses tell me different. They say you went to see her at the Surf House three weeks ago this coming Sunday. You saw this picture of her in the paper and ordered a copy of it from the photographer at the Surf House.’

The woman tightened her arm around his neck, more like a wrestling partner than a lover. ‘Who is she, Chuck?’

‘I have no idea.’ But he muttered to himself: ‘So it’s started all over again.’

‘What has started all over again?’

She was stealing my lines. ‘Could I please talk to Mr Begley alone?’

‘He has no secrets from me.’ She looked up at him proudly, with a wilted edge of anxiety on her pride. ‘Have you, darling? We’re going to be married, aren’t we, darling?’

‘Could you stop calling me darling? Just for five minutes? Please?’

She backed away from him, ready to cry, her downturned red mouth making a lugubrious clown face.

‘Please go inside,’ he said. ‘Let me talk to the man.’

‘This is my place. I have a right to know what goes on in my own place.’

‘Sure you do, Madge. But I have squatter’s privileges, at least. Go in and drink some coffee.’

‘Are you in trouble?’

‘No. Of course I’m not.’ But there was resignation in his voice. ‘Beat it, eh, like a good girl?’

His last word seemed to mollify her. Dawdling and turning, she disappeared down the hallway. Begley closed the door and leaned on it.

‘Now you call tell me the truth,’ I said.

‘All right, so I went to see her at the hotel. It was a stupid impulse. It doesn’t make me a murderer.’

‘Nobody suggested that, except you.’

‘I thought I’d save you the trouble.’ He spread out his arms as if for instant crucifixion. ‘You’re the local law, I gather.’

‘I’m working with them,’ I said hopefully. ‘My name is Archer. You haven’t explained why you went to see Mrs Kincaid. How well did you know her?’

‘I didn’t know her at all.’ He dropped his outspread arms in emphasis. The sensitive areas around his mouth were hidden by his beard, and I couldn’t tell what he was doing with them. His gray eyes were unrevealing. ‘I thought I knew her, but I didn’t.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I thought she might be my daughter. There was quite a resemblance to her in the newspaper picture, but not so much in the flesh. The mistake on my part was natural. I haven’t seen my daughter for so long.’

‘What’s your daughter’s name?’

He hesitated. ‘Mary. Mary Begley. We haven’t been in touch for over ten years. I’ve been out of the country, on the other side of the world.’ He made it sound as remote as the far side of the moon.

‘Your daughter must have been quite young when you left.’

‘Yeah. Ten or eleven.’

‘And you must have been quite fond of her,’ I said, ‘to order a picture just because it reminded you of her.’

‘I was fond of her.’

‘Why didn’t you go back for the picture then?’

He went into a long silence. I became aware of something impressive in the man, the untouchable still quality of an aging animal.

‘I was afraid that Madge would be jealous,’ he said. ‘I happen to be living on Madge.’

I suspected he was using the bald statement to tell a lie. But it may have come from a deeper source. Some men spend their lives looking for ways to punish themselves for having been born, and Begley had some of the stigmata of the trouble-prone. He said:

‘What do you think happened to Mrs Kincaid?’ His question was cold and formal, disclaiming all interest in the answer to it.

‘I was hoping you’d have some ideas on the subject. She’s been missing for nearly three weeks. I don’t like it. It’s true that girls are always disappearing, but not on their honeymoons – not when they love their husbands.’

‘She loves hers, does she?’

‘He thinks so. How was she feeling when you saw her? Was she depressed?’

‘I wouldn’t say that. She was surprised to see me.’

‘Because she hadn’t seen you for so long?’

He sneered at me hairily. ‘Don’t bother trying to trap me. I told you she wasn’t my daughter. She didn’t know me from Adam.’

‘What did you find to talk about with her?’

‘We didn’t talk.’ He paused. ‘Maybe I asked her a few questions.’

‘Such as?’

‘Who her father was. Who her mother was. Where she came from. She said she came from Los Angeles. Her maiden name was Dolly something – I forget the name. Her parents were both dead. That’s about all.’

‘It took you quite a while to get that much out of her.’

‘I was only there five or ten minutes, maybe fifteen.’

‘The desk clerk said an hour.’

‘He made a mistake.’

‘Or maybe you did, Mr Begley. Time passes very rapidly sometimes.’

He clutched at this dubious excuse. ‘Maybe I did stay longer than I realized. I remember now, she wanted me to stay and meet her husband.’ His eyes held steady, but they had taken on a faint lying sheen. ‘He didn’t come and didn’t come, so I left.’

‘Did you suggest seeing her again?’

‘No. She wasn’t that interested in my story.’

‘You told her your story?’

‘I told her about my daughter, naturally, just like I told you.’

‘I don’t understand it. You say you were out of the country for ten years. Where?’

‘In New Caledonia, mostly. I worked for a chrome mine there. They shut it down last spring and shipped us home.’

‘And now you’re looking for your daughter?’

‘I’d certainly like to put my hands on her.’

‘So she can be a bridesmaid at your wedding?’ I wanted to see how sharp a needle he would take.

He took this one without a word.

‘What happened to your wife?’

‘She died.’ His eyes were no longer steady. ‘Look, do we have to go into all this? It’s bad enough losing your loved ones without having it raked up and pushed in your face.’ I couldn’t tell if his self-pity was false: self-pity always is to some extent.

‘It’s too bad you lost your family,’ I said. ‘But what did you expect when you left the country for ten years?’

‘It wasn’t my choice. How would you like to get shanghaied and not be able to get back?’

‘Is that your story? It isn’t a likely one.’

‘My story is wilder than that, but we won’t go into it. You wouldn’t believe me, anyway. Nobody else has.’

‘You could always try me.’

‘It would take all day. You’ve got better things to do than talk to me.’

‘Name one.’

‘You said there’s a young lady missing. Go and find her.’

‘I was hoping you could help me. I still am hoping, Mr Begley.’

He looked down at his feet. He was wearing huaraches. ‘I’ve told you all I know about her. I should never have gone to that hotel in the first place. Okay, so I made a mistake. You can’t hang a man for a little mistake in judgment.’

‘You’ve mentioned murder once, and hanging once. I wonder why.’

‘It was just a manner of speaking.’ But the confidence was seeping out of him through the holes my needle had made. He said with a rising inflection: ‘You think I murdered her?’

‘No. I do think this. Something happened between you, or something was said, that might explain why she left so suddenly. Give it some thought, will you?’

Slowly, perhaps involuntarily, he raised his head and looked up at the sun. Under his tilted beard his neck was pale and scrawny. It gave the impression that he was wearing the kind of mask Greek actors wore, covering him completely from my eyes.

‘No. Nothing was said like that.’

‘Was there any trouble between you?’

‘No.’

‘Why did she let you come to her room?’

‘I guess she was interested in my story. I talked to her on the house phone, said she resembled my daughter. It was just a foolish impulse. I knew as soon as I saw her that she wasn’t.’

‘Did you make arrangements to see her again?’

‘No. I’d certainly like to.’

‘Did you wait outside the hotel for her, or agree to meet her at the bus station?’

‘I did not. What are you trying to nail me for? What do you want?’

‘Just the truth. I’m not satisfied I’ve been getting it from you.’

He said in a sudden spurt of fury: ‘You’ve got as much as –’ He began to regret the outburst before it was over, and swallowed the rest of the words.

But he turned his back on me and went inside, slamming the door. I waited for a little while, and gave up on him. I walked back along the sandy access lane to our cars.

The blonde woman, Madge Gerhardi, was sitting beside Alex in his red Porsche. He looked up with shining eyes.

‘Mrs Gerhardi has seen her. She’s seen Dolly.’

‘With Begley?’

‘No, not with him.’ She opened the door and squeezed out of the little car. ‘It was at that garage that specializes in fixing foreign cars. I drive an MG myself, and I had it in for a lube job. The girl was there with an old woman. They went away together in an old brown Rolls. The girl was doing the driving.’

‘Are you certain of the identification?’ I showed her the picture again.

She nodded over it emphatically. ‘I’m certain, unless she has a twin. I noticed her because she was so stunning.’

‘Do you know who the old woman was?’

‘No, but the man at the garage ought to be able to tell you.’ She gave us directions, and started to edge away. ‘I better get back to the house. I snuck out along the beach, and Chuck will be wondering where I am.’
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A mechanic lying face up on a creeper rolled out from under the raised front end of a Jaguar sedan. I saw when he stood up that he was a plump Mediterranean type with ‘Mario’ embroidered on his coverall. He nodded enthusiastically when I asked him about the old Rolls and the old lady.

‘That’s Mrs Bradshaw. I been looking after her Rolls for the last twelve years, ever since she bought it. It’s running as good now as the day she bought it.’ He looked at his greasy hands with some satisfaction, like a surgeon recalling a series of difficult but successful operations. ‘Some of the girls she gets to drive her don’t know how to treat a good car.’

‘Do you know the girl who’s driving her at present?’

‘I don’t know her name. Mrs Bradshaw has quite a turnover with her drivers. She gets them from the college mostly. Her son is Dean at the college, and he won’t let the old lady do her own driving. She’s crippled with rheumatics, and I think she was in a smash-up at one time.’

I cut in on Mario’s complicated explanations and showed him the print. ‘This girl?’

‘Yeah. She was here with Mrs Bradshaw the other day. She’s a new one. Like I said, Mrs Bradshaw has quite a turnover. She likes to have her own way, and these college girls don’t take orders too well. Personally I always hit it off with Mrs Bradshaw –’

‘Where does she live?’

Alex sounded anxious, and Mario was slightly infected by his anxiety. ‘What is it you want with her?’

‘She’s not the one I’m interested in. The girl is my wife.’

‘You and her are on the outs?’

‘I don’t know. I have to talk to her.’

Mario looked up at the high corrugated-iron roof of the garage. ‘My wife divorced me a couple years ago. I been putting on weight ever since. A man don’t have the same motivation.’

‘Where does Mrs Bradshaw live?’ I said.

‘Foothill Drive, not too far from here. Take the first cross street to the right, it runs into it. You can look up the house number in the phone book, on the desk there. It’s in her son’s name, Roy Bradshaw.’

I thanked him. He lay down on the creeper and slid back under the Jaguar. The directory was under the telephone on top of the battered desk which stood in a corner. I found the listing: ‘Roy Bradshaw, 311 Foothill Drive.’

‘We could phone from here,’ Alex said.

‘It’s always better in person.’

In spite of the housing tracts and the smokeless industries proliferating around it, Pacific Point had kept its identity. Foothill Drive was lined with trees, and had a dusty changeless quality. Settled old families still lived here behind mortised walls that had resisted earthquakes, or hedges that had outlived generations of gardeners.

The towering cypress hedge of 311 masked the house completely from the road. I turned in through the open iron gates with Alex following me. We passed a small white gatehouse with a green door and green shutters, rounded a bend in the driveway, and came in sight of the white Colonial house.

A woman with a wide straw hat tied under her chin was kneeling shoulder deep among the flowers in front of it. She had a pair of clippers in her gloved hands. They snicked in the silence when our engines died.

She rose cumbrously to her feet and came toward us, tucking wisps of gray hair under her hat. She was just an old lady in dirty tennis shoes but her body, indeterminate in a loose blue smock, carried itself with heavy authority, as if it recalled that it had once been powerful or handsome. The architecture of her face had collapsed under the weight of flesh and years. Still her black eyes were alert, like unexpected animal or bird life in the ruins of a building.

‘Mrs Bradshaw?’ Alex said eagerly.

‘I am Mrs Bradshaw. What do you gentlemen want? I’m very busy, as you can see.’ She flourished the clippers. ‘I never trust anyone else to clip my roses. And still they die, poor things.’ Regret rustled in her voice.

‘They look very beautiful to me,’ I said in an encouraging way. ‘Mr Kincaid and I hate to bother you. But he seems to have misplaced
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