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prologue

As the car rolled smoothly along through the night, the man in the back seat found it increasingly difficult to keep his eyes open. He had already been riding for some time, and before that he had had an unusually long and tiring day. At last he gave in and allowed himself the luxury of not caring where he was; he let the many things in his mind come together and overlap one another while he rested his head against the back of the seat. Then, despite the bumps of the road, in a matter of only a minute or two he was sound asleep.

For some time the driver had been watching him very carefully. The low-mounted rear-vision mirror made this simple; a slight shift of position brought the passenger easily into view without his being able to notice it. Presently it became obvious that the tired man was more than just dozing; his mouth was open and his breath made an audible sound as it went in and out with the rise and fall of his chest.

The driver maintained a steady pace for another twenty minutes and then swung off onto a side road slowly enough so that the unfamiliar motion of the turn would not rouse the passenger.

On the narrower road, the driver kept the car’s speed even and moderate so that anyone who saw it passing would not take special notice of it. There was almost no other traffic. Twice roads branched off to high and deserted canyons, but the car continued steadily ahead. Then the low-beam headlights picked up a sign and the brake lights came on.

When the car pulled up quietly at the side of the blacktop pavement, it was in a position where the driver could see the loom of the lights of an oncoming vehicle for a considerable distance in either direction. The sleeping man, now slumped in total relaxation, had no idea when the headlights were cut or when the driver gently opened the door next to where he sat.

For a few seconds the driver stared without any emotion at the face of the sleeping man. Then he checked quickly that no cars were coming as far as could be seen in either direction; the night was totally dark and silent. The place was right and the time would never be better. The driver gulped in a deep lungful of air and then struck with vicious, violent power.

The sleeping man slumped a little more and the breath flowed slowly out of his mouth into the still air of the night. He had no sense of pain, no knowledge even that his sleep had been disturbed. When the second smashing blow hit him, he was oblivious to it. His chest no longer moved. The third massive blow smashed two bones in his body, but he was beyond caring. Sometime in the next few seconds he died.

When the last blow, the most vicious of all, struck the man, his body received it, but his spirit was no longer present to be outraged. The driver knew that his victim was already dead, but long and careful training forbade the taking of any unnecessary chances. Making sure could do no harm; not doing so could lead to the gas chamber.

Along the thick shrubbery that lined the road on the south side, there was a small opening and a turnoff. The driver, after checking once more for intruding headlights, walked ahead to see that by no possible chance anyone was hidden there watching. He found no one. Looking down the narrow half roadway that broke off at the gap, the driver saw only the comforting blackness and, very faintly, the glint of water.

A fresh cadaver, especially of a substantial and solidly built male, is an incredibly awkward and damning possession. The driver was aware of this, but he already knew exactly what he had to do.

The dead man felt no indignation when hands began to undo and pull off his clothing, when fingers were thrust into his mouth and the two carefully made dentures that fitted over his gums were pulled out and thrust into the pocket of his coat. For a moment the person who had done all this contemplated slicing off the tips of the dead man’s fingers to destroy any possibility of his prints being taken and identified; then he decided it would not be necessary.

Only the night watched while the murderer rolled the dead man’s clothes and possessions into a neat tight bundle and then searched carefully to be sure nothing had fallen out that someone might later be able to identify. Satisfied that the work had been completed, the driver placed the bundle on the front seat of the car, using the open window so that the automatic light would not come on an unnecessary time, and then turned to do one more essential thing.

In five minutes the engine of the car came once more to life and the driver backed cautiously onto the paved road. There was still no evidence of any other traffic, but the rigid necessity to avoid taking chances still held good. Not until the car was safely shielded by the heavy shrubbery did the driver turn on the lights, and then only the low beam. The car departed as it had come, as a carefully chosen pace unlikely to be noticed by anyone. Soon its red tail lights vanished around a turn and the peace of the night returned once more.


chapter 1

Forrest Nunn was awake before the hands of his electric alarm had reached quarter to eight. He pushed down the plunger that would silence the bell and allowed himself a minute or two of total luxury in his warm bed. Then, feeling a little guilty that his wife was up before him, he pushed the bedclothes aside and swung himself to his feet. For a moment he rubbed the palms of his hands across his face to rouse himself further, and then stepped into the bathroom.

At forty-six he did not look his age by a good ten years. His bare body was comfortably on the lean side, well muscled, and deeply tanned. There was no break in its sun-deepened tone below his waist; he was uniformly darkened all over except for the undersides of his arms where the skin color was visibly lighter. He brushed his teeth, shaved, and then stepped under a stinging shower. He was toweling himself when he detected the welcome aroma of frying bacon and caught the sounds of breakfast being prepared in the kitchen of the converted farmhouse.

Quickly he ran a comb through his wet thick hair, pushed his feet into a pair of well-used leather sandals, and, otherwise entirely nude, walked down the hallway toward the kitchen.

He was halfway there when he met his older daughter. She was a buoyant eighteen, at the mid-point between adolescence and womanhood, pretty by any standard and beautiful by some. Her hair, worn loose about her face, set off the wide spacing of her blue eyes, which were her best feature. Her body was near perfection, still that of a girl in outline, but with the depth and symmetry of fast-approaching full maturity. She was wearing nothing, and even in the restricted lighting of the hallway her young skin seemed to glow with a golden-bronze color.

“Morning, Daddy,” she said, and smiled at her father.

“Good morning, Linda.” He laid his hand on her bare shoulder for a moment; then, together, they went to the kitchen.

It was a very large room at the back of the house, with windows on three of its four sides. The morning sunlight streamed in to burn brilliant patterns on the linoleum and brighten every corner of the clean, well-scrubbed interior, which Forrest had spent long hours rebuilding to make it exactly the way his wife had wanted it to be. The many windows offered a wide view of well-maintained grounds, with the children’s playground on the left and the main parking area, which was surrounded by shrubbery, on the right. To the center, concealed by a small grove of trees and the picnic area, were the big pool, volleyball courts and other game facilities, the main sunning lawn, and the beginning of hiking trails that wound up through the foothills of the San Bernardino Mountains.

Emily Nunn, who was actually two years older than her husband, looked even younger than he did and could have passed as being in her early thirties. There was no evidence of middle-age spread in her firm slender body, which was partially concealed by the ample cooking apron she wore tied around a waist as smooth and shapely as her daughter’s. Her Swedish descent was revealed by her naturally ash-colored hair.

“Where’s George?” Forrest asked after he had come into the room. Before his wife could answer, he reached over and kissed her with gentle tenderness on the cheek.

“He just left to do the main pool,” Emily answered. “He wanted to get it finished so he could go into town later this morning. Something about the Little League finals.”

“Hank and Mary’s son is playing third base for the Tigers,” Linda added. “That makes four nudists in the series—two of ours, one from Glen Eden, and one from Olive Dell.”

As she finished, there was the sound of running bare feet and nine-year-old Carole erupted through the doorway. “I’m going to the game with George,” she announced without stopping. She hurried to the breakfast table and popped into her chair in a single continuous motion.

“Did you brush your teeth?” Forrest asked his younger daughter.

She looked at him and curled her lips in disappointment. “All right,” she said slowly, and raised her slight body from the wooden chair. As she turned to go, her father gave her a playful slap on her bare buttocks for a reminder.

“Teeth and hair brushed, and hands and face thoroughly washed,” he admonished. “No breakfast until you do—ever.”

With the appearance of utter weariness that a frustrated child can summon at an instant’s notice, Carole plodded back across the room and disappeared into the living quarters of the house.

Forrest turned again to his wife. “If the lumber gets here in time, I plan to spend most of the day on the sauna. There’s a couple with three children coming for an interview about eleven. Will you handle it for me?”

“Should I dress?” Linda asked.

Forrest nodded. “I think so; they have a sixteen-year-old son and this will be their first visit. Don’t put on a sun robe. I don’t want him to break his neck trying to look around corners.”

Linda smiled at him. “I know better than that. We’ll take care of them.”

As Emily Nunn turned back toward the range where she was preparing breakfast, her attention was caught by her son George, whom she saw emerging from the grove of trees that screened the pool area. When he started to run across the grass toward the house, she knew instantly that something was wrong. It did not need to be anything serious, but she looked quickly at her husband and silently flashed him a message.

Forrest Nunn read it correctly but did not allow himself to be unduly disturbed. George was twenty-four, but there was still a good deal of boy in him yet, and a clogged filter in the pool was about the worst to be expected.

When George came in through the outside doorway, Forrest looked at him and immediately changed his opinion. His son’s face had a mature set, with unusual tightness at the corners of his mouth. Something as minor as a mechanical problem would not cause him to look like that.

The young man crossed the room and spoke softly to his father. “Dad, can I see you for a moment?” There was urgency in his voice.

Forrest nodded and followed his son into the outside sunlight. As soon as the door had closed behind them, George turned. “Dad, there was a dead man, nude, floating in the main pool. I just pulled him out.”

“Who is it?” Forrest asked quickly.

“I don’t know him. Man of about fifty or so, floating face down. I got him out and thought of artificial respiration, but he was gone—cold as ice.”

“Go back and try to revive him anyway. You know what to do. Keep at it—he may still be alive no matter how he feels. I’ll join you as soon at I call the sheriff.”

George turned and ran back toward the trees and the pool. Almost as rapidly Forrest returned to the kitchen, threw a quick “It’s all right” to his wife, and went to the telephone. He glanced at the emergency-number list posted on the wall and then dialed swiftly. When he heard the ringing on the other end of the line, he consciously relaxed so that his voice would be normal when he spoke. “This is Forrest Nunn at Sun Valley Lodge. My son has just discovered a nude body floating in our main pool.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised,” the voice on the line commented.

“I didn’t make myself clear; this isn’t one of our people. I haven’t seen him yet, but according to my son he is a stranger. He’s being given artificial respiration, but George is sure that he’s dead.”

The voice at the other end became crisper. “Keep up the respiration until we get there. Mouth-to-mouth, if possible. Try not to disturb the area any more than is necessary. We’ll come as soon as we can.”

The line went dead.

Forrest returned at once to the kitchen to face his wide-eyed, worried wife and their two daughters. “Carole,” he directed, “I want you to go to your room and stay there until I call you. You’re a good girl and you aren’t being punished. Run!”

Carole looked very disappointed but nevertheless obeyed immediately.

When she was safely beyond hearing, Forrest said calmly, “George has found a man, a stranger, floating in our pool. He thinks the man is dead, but he’s applying artificial respiration anyway. I’ve sent for the sheriff’s rescue squad. Please stay away from the pool area and see that no one else goes there. Linda, dress and put the chain up on the gate. Don’t let anybody in, not even our members, until the sheriff’s squad arrives; then take your orders from whoever is in charge.”

“How about the new couple?” Linda asked quickly.

“If they come in the meantime, have them use the private driveway and offer them some coffee. If you have to, explain we have had something unusual occur and will be with them as soon as we can.”

Linda nodded her understanding and hurried after her sister.

“Is that all?” Emily asked.

“So far, yes. I’m going down to the pool to spell George. Handle things, will you?”

Emily nodded. “If you need me, call.”

Forrest reached for a pair of sun-bleached khaki shorts where they lay conveniently ready, picked up another pair for his son, and left. Emily watched him as he crossed the lawn with long swift strides and disappeared down the pathway through the grove that led to the pool area on the other side.


chapter 2

Along the stretch of public road that bordered the grounds of Sun Valley Lodge, there was a solid screen of shrubbery and trees unbroken except for the main entrance driveway and a smaller road some distance away for the private use of the owners. Opposite the principal gateway there was a sign, which read:

SUN VALLEY LODGE
Affiliated with the A.S.A. and W.S.A.
Visitors Welcome

(Please use gate phone)

Even though the public road was only a two-lane macadam-topped secondary highway, the thin stream of traffic it carried added up to a surprisingly large number of cars by the end of the long California summer. The road followed the foothills for some miles and then turned up toward the mountains and the high resort area, where it joined the main routes to Big Bear Lake and the winter ski sites. By taking a branch, the knowledgeable driver could end up at the El Cajon pass and cut many miles off the established through-way route from Los Angeles across the desert to Las Vegas.

Of the sum total of cars which traveled the relatively obscure cutoff route past the lodge, a few turned in. Many other drivers who glanced at the sign in passing weren’t even aware that the abbreviations represented the American Sunbathing Association and its regional subdivision, the Western Sunbathing Association.

Linda Nunn knew every part of the lodge grounds and every foot of its hiking trails; she had lived there since she was ten years old. As soon as she saw her father take off toward the sheltering trees that guarded the big pool, she hurried to her room wondering how any stranger, dead or alive, could have got to the carefully protected recreation area without having been seen from the house. Buried in the entrance driveway, there was a concealed treadle that rang a bell in both the office and the kitchen whenever a car drove in; the warning device had not rung the night before.

Opening her closet door, Linda snatched a dress from a hanger and slipped it over her head. She did not bother with underwear; she was not planning to leave the park grounds and expected soon to be free of clothing again, possibly within the hour. Though her closet and dresser were full of the usual things found in a young lady’s wardrobe, wearing any more than was absolutely necessary at the lodge was pointless. The dress she had chosen was conservatively cut and would do nicely.

She paused for a brief moment at her mirror and gave her hair a pat or two before she hurried out of the room. Her feet in attractive and well-made sandals felt the springiness of thick Bermuda grass as she walked rapidly across the big front lawn, taking the short cut to the members’ entrance. She arrived slightly out of breath, but in time to put up the chain that had been provided against any circumstance which might require that the grounds be temporarily closed. With this done she paused to collect herself and speculate on what would be likely to happen next.

Eight minutes later she heard the distant high whine of a siren. It was not continuous, but sounded only now and then as the approaching vehicle hit curves in the road where a warning was necessary. She had heard that same pattern many times before, even in that quiet rural area. This time, she knew, the emergency equipment was coming to her home and the realization gave her a strange and uncomfortable feeling.

The sound grew louder until she could distinguish that there were two cars, one close behind the other. With a final blast from the sirens the vehicles came into view, a copper-colored patrol car closely followed by a police ambulance with the word “RESCUE” visible on its side. The lead driver, who obviously knew exactly where the lodge driveway was, pulled up and stopped.

When he leaned out to speak, he was crisp but pleasant. “Is there a service road down to your pool?” he asked.

Linda hesitated a moment. “Yes, but we don’t use it very often. It’s pretty rutty.”

“That’s all right. Which way do we go?”

“You have to use the other driveway. Shall I show you?”

“Please.”

Because there were two men in the front seat of the car, Linda opened the rear door and climbed in. Sitting on the edge of the seat, she directed the driver to the other entryway, down past the onetime farmhouse, and onto the dirt road that skirted the edge of the trees. The sheriff’s car bumped heavily over exposed tree roots and soft sandy potholes for a hundred yards and then drew up beside a complicated filter system that serviced a beautifully decked Olympic-size swimming pool.

When Linda reached to open the door, she discovered there were no handles on the inside of the car. The man beside the driver let her out and followed as she led the way up an embankment to the deck level. The smooth surface of the water stole a deep blue from the sky and created a false feeling of calm serenity. Midway up the side of the elaborate concrete decking, George Nunn was lying prone, face to face with the body of a substantially built man, stark nude in the strong light of the sun. George, with his fingers around his lips, was doing his best to force mouth-to-mouth air into the lungs of the inert man. Forrest was kneeling beside his son, watching for any sign of reviving life.

After a quick glance at the scene, the sheriff’s deputy next to Linda reached for her shoulder and turned her away. “You’d better leave us now, Miss,” he advised.

“I’ve seen dead people before,” she answered quickly. “That is, if he’s really dead.” She looked back and saw that two more men were getting out of the ambulance, which had followed them down the road.

The deputy took a firmer tone. “He’s not covered, Miss.”

Linda looked at him. “I’m not a cottontail,” she retorted. “And I might know him. I know everyone who comes here and a good many other members, too.”

While they were talking, a surprisingly young-looking man carrying a doctor’s familiar black kit brushed past and knelt beside the man on the deck. He motioned George away and laid his ear against the man’s chest. A moment later he rolled up an eyelid and then listened carefully with a stethoscope on the side of the chest next to the left arm. He shook his head. Experimentally he flexed the arm itself and then rose to his feet. “He’s gone,” he announced. “Probably several hours ago.”

He looked at George. “You did exactly the right thing in trying to revive him. If you’d been in time, you might have saved him.” He turned. “Get the girl out of here,” he ordered.

“She’s my daughter,” Forrest said mildly. “She’s seen death before.”

The young doctor opened his mouth, remembered where he was, and closed it again. “At least let’s cover him up,” he said finally.

The ambulance driver brought a blanket and laid it over the body.

The senior deputy was an older man; his body was thick around his middle, where much of his weight had settled, making him look shorter than he was. He appeared in his early fifties, but added five years more when he took off his uniform cap to wipe his arm across his forehead. His hair had turned largely white, and over much of the top where his cap had rested it was gone altogether. When he had wiped the perspiration away, he replaced his cap, produced a small notebook, and asked calmly, “What happened?”

George answered. “I came down not much more than half an hour ago to clean the tiling and backwash the filters—we do it every other day. When I came through the trees”—he stopped and pointed—“I saw him floating in the pool. He was back up, with his face in the water. I was surprised because I hadn’t heard any guests come in and early Tuesday morning isn’t a usual time for the pool to be in use. When he didn’t pull his face out of the water after half a minute or so, I knew something was wrong. I ran the rest of the way and dove in. I pulled him out and put him on the deck where he is now. I was pretty sure he was dead—he was cold—then I ran for Dad.”

“If you dove in after him, how come your shorts aren’t wet?” the deputy asked.

“I didn’t have them on at the time.”

“Do you know this man?”

George shook his head. “I don’t and Dad doesn’t. He isn’t a member here, that’s for sure.”

“I don’t think he’s a member anywhere,” Linda contributed unexpectedly. “Maybe a onetime visitor, or an occasional who goes to one of the northern clubs, but no more than that.”

The deputy turned and looked at her. “I’m sure you have a reason for saying that,” he prompted. “Would you mind telling me?”

“He’s a cottontail,” Linda pointed out. “He isn’t tanned at all around the hips, you could see that clearly. He couldn’t be a nudist and have skin that white anywhere.”

The deputy wrote in his notebook, then looked down at the doctor, who had resumed his examination of the body. “What do you think?” he asked.

The doctor got to his feet after replacing the covering. “I don’t think he drowned. Possibly an accident, but more likely he was murdered.”

The senior deputy nodded. “About what I figured. He doesn’t appear to belong here. And if he had come in for a midnight swim without the owner’s consent, he would have some sort of a vehicle. He could have walked in, but if he did, where are his clothes?”

He turned to the driver who had accompanied him. “Call in and tell them what we have,” he directed. “Ask if Virgil is still there. If he is, maybe it would be a good idea if he stopped by.”

The other man nodded and returned to his patrol car. In little more than a minute he was back with a report. “Virgil was just walking out the door, but they caught him. He said he’d look in on his way back to Pasadena. They’re going to call Chief Addis and ask if we can have him if it works out we need him. He asked to have the body left where it is until he gets here.”

“Will that be long?” Forrest asked.

“I don’t think so,” the senior deputy answered. “He doesn’t know this area the way we do, but he should be here inside a half hour.”

“Meanwhile, then, come up to the house and have some coffee. It’s ready—it always is.” He motioned toward the pathway.

“Somebody will have to stay with the body.”

The ambulance driver, who had remained silently in the background, raised his right hand shoulder high to volunteer and sank into one of the aluminum deck chairs. Forrest led the rest of the small party through the grove and toward the residence on the other side. Linda fell in beside the man in charge, whose uniform already showed dark marks of perspiration under the armpits.

“Who’s Virgil?” she asked.

The deputy looked at her a moment before he replied. “In Virgil’s case it might be best to wait until you meet him. Then you’ll know.”


chapter 3

Forrest Nunn held the door open to the big bright kitchen, where his wife, who had seen them coming, was already setting out the coffee cups. It was characteristic of her that she counted her guests first and then took time to wonder what was going on. “Please sit down, gentlemen,” she invited. “The coffee is ready and I’ll have sweet rolls for you in a moment.”

The deputy in charge, who was at once fully aware that his hostess was wearing a coverall type of apron and nothing more, regarded it as one more curiosity in the line of duty and took it in his stride. “Bill Morrissey, ma’am,” he introduced himself. A little gingerly he walked past her and stood waiting at the table. The other deputy, who was much younger and considerably less self-possessed, mumbled his name and hurried to join his partner, his eyes toward the floor. The back of his neck was red and he shifted his weight slightly from one foot to the other.

The young doctor was close to being rude. He introduced himself then stood stiffly to one side. Emily Nunn realized immediately that he wanted her to see his disapproval, and just as quickly decided to let him stew. It was doubtful if he had turned thirty yet. She noted that and thought he had a good deal to learn about people before he could be a real success in his profession.

“Please sit down.” She indicated the waiting table. “Linda, will you serve the rolls while I pour the coffee?”

Forrest took his place at the head of the table and motioned Morrissey to a chair beside him. The deputy eased himself down slowly with the air of a man who can fit himself in anywhere. The other deputy took his chair nervously and, for something to do, looked carefully into his empty coffee cup apparently to see if it was clean. It was.

Emily picked up an oversize electric percolator and, beginning with the senior deputy, filled the cups. She poured one at a vacant place and, turning brightly to the doctor, asked, “Do you take cream, sugar, or both?”

“Black,” the doctor answered tersely. It was a moment before he realized he had been trapped; since he had specified how he would like his coffee, he would now have to drink it. With the corners of his mouth held tight he came to the table and reluctantly sat down. Linda did not ask if he would like one of the freshly baked rolls; she put one on his plate.

As Emily turned to set the large percolator on the table within easy reach of everyone, Bill Morrissey reconfirmed that the big apron she was wearing did not reach completely around her body. He picked up a spoon and stirred his coffee.

Forrest broke his roll and asked Morrissey for the butter. “During the summer we have a lot of your people in and out of the park,” he commented. “Joe Thompson, Mike Marino, Ed Meyers, but I think this is the first time you’ve been here.”

“That’s right,” Morrissey admitted easily. “I usually stay at the station and answer the complaints. Heard a lot about your place, of course.” He sipped his coffee and made a small decision. “About the only resort around here where we’ve never had a squawk.”

“That’s nice to hear,” Forrest acknowledged. “We don’t have a bar, of course, and that has its benefits. Also we’re pretty selective about our membership.”

Emily, her guests served, sat down at the end of the table and motioned her daughter to sit beside her. “Have you ever been in a nudist park before, doctor?” she asked pleasantly.

“No, I have not.” He bit the words off at the edge of courtesy.

“We get a lot of our people through medical advice, you know. It’s too bad you’re not married; otherwise we’d like to have you and your wife come out for the weekend as our guests.”

The doctor looked at her clinically. “How do you know about me?” he asked.

Emily smiled. “Single men are quite easy to spot—at least we find it so. Let me warm your coffee.”

As the doctor drew breath to decline, the gate phone rang. Linda rose quickly to answer it.

“This is Mr. Tibbs,” the voice on the line said. “I took the liberty of walking in past your chain to use the phone. This is the nudist camp, I believe?”

“This is the nudist resort,” Linda corrected. “Are you a member of any other nudist organization, here or abroad?”

“No, I’m not.”

“Are you married, sir?”

“No, not yet. I still have hopes.”

“I’ll be right out.” Linda hung up the phone. “Another single,” she reported to her father. “Is he behind the times! He called this a nudist camp.”

“At least he didn’t call it a colony,” Emily said gently.

“Well, he’s a cottontail at any rate. I’ll go take care of him.”

“Did he give his name?” Deputy Morrissey asked.

“Tibbs,” Linda said.

“Now that I know what that word means, I can tell you he isn’t a cottontail.”

Linda looked at him for a moment, waiting for him to go on. When he gave no sign of further comment, she shrugged her shoulders slightly and confidently went out the door. As she started across the big lawn for the second time that morning, she recalled how many single men had applied at the gate, some of them very nice, others clearly not. Worst of all were the occasional cars filled with four or five men, all professing interest, all carrying cameras, and all with families that had been carefully left behind. But she had handled many would-be sightseers, and none of them frightened her. When she went to meet people at the gate, she knew that if she did not reappear or call in within five minutes, her father would be out immediately, to take over if need be.

When she reached the entrance, there was a plain black Ford sedan pulled up in front of the chain; standing beside it, a man was waiting.

Linda saw many things quickly. She saw that he was probably in his early thirties, that he was of medium height, rather slender, and dressed in a quiet business suit. But these were secondary impressions. The thing that she saw first, and which overshadowed everything else, was the fact that he was a Negro.

For an instant her confidence fled; she had never met a Negro applicant at the gate before, and she had no Negro friends. As a rule, if a single man presented himself unintroduced, she would automatically and courteously turn him away; it was the lodge policy. But if she did that now, the man might think it was because of his race, which wouldn’t be true.

Without knowing how, she sensed that he understood her embarrassment. He came forward a few steps and then stopped, meeting her halfway.

“My name is Virgil Tibbs,” he said. “The sheriff’s office asked me to stop by. I’m a police officer.”

Linda’s first sensation was relief—she would not have to turn him away. So this was Virgil! At that moment she remembered Deputy Morrissey’s remark that he was not a cottontail. Morrissey had been right; the joke was on her. As she unhooked the chain, she made up her mind that in a nice way she would get even with Morrissey. He could have told her what to expect.

“Come in, Mr. Tibbs,” she invited. “You understand that this is a nudist park. The parking lot for visitors is right ahead. Leave your car and follow the path to the lodge. I’ll meet you there.”

“Thank you,” Tibbs said. He got back into his car without further comment and drove in. As she replaced the chain, Linda thought that his voice was a nice one, moderate and controlled, and without any trace of an accent. She took the short cut across the grass once more and waited a hundred feet from the main building. She wanted to see how Tibbs would walk; she could tell a lot about people by the way they carried themselves, particularly when they were entering nudist premises for the first time. As she stood there, the sounds of singing birds filled her ears and the air was rich with the sense of life and of growing things. It was difficult to remember that in the midst of all this a dead man lay down on the pool deck covered with a blanket. A man who might have been murdered.

When Virgil Tibbs joined her, she approved his walk as good. She felt that he had confidence—not the aggressive kind, but the bearing of a man who knows his way. It was also a quiet kind of confidence, the sort you have to look for to see.

The birds continued to declare that God was in his heaven and all was right with the world.

“The others are in the kitchen having coffee,” Linda explained. “Would you like to join them there?”

“It might be better if you showed me—where the trouble is,” Tibbs answered.

“This way.” She liked the fact that he put business first; her father had taught her the importance of that.

When they came out of the grove, she discovered that the deputies and the doctor had returned to the pool area. She had a quick odd reaction—they had done that so Tibbs would find them on the job. That made him something more, perhaps, than just a regular policeman.

“Are you a detective?” she asked.

“The Pasadena police call me an investigator,” he answered.

“An investigator is a detective, isn’t he?”

Tibbs looked at her and smiled a little grimly. “He’d better be if he wants to keep his job,” he replied. In a few more steps they reached the pool deck.

After nodding to the men, Tibbs lifted a corner of the blanket, glanced at the body, and walked back a few steps to where Linda was standing. “Thank you for bringing me down here,” he said. He stopped at that point, knowing that she would understand he wanted her to leave.

Linda looked at him steadily. “The body is nude. I’ve already seen it. I’m not going to faint or act up just because he’s dead.”

Tibbs returned her look just as steadily. “If you were me,” he asked, “how would you feel about taking the covering off the dead body of a naked man in front of an attractive young lady?”

Without looking Linda sensed that Bill Morrissey was standing a few paces away watching and listening.

“That would depend on the young lady,” she answered. “Any young lady, I wouldn’t do it. But suppose that the young lady in question had lived eight years in a nudist park and looked on anatomy the way you look on a pair of shoes. Suppose she had thought of going to medical school. And suppose she wanted to learn whatever she could whenever she could. What then?”

Tibbs pressed his lips together and the corners of his mouth quirked. Then Linda followed him as he walked back toward the corpse, and she stood six feet behind him when the cover was removed. Despite her confident statement, she wondered just how she was going to feel, not knowing what they were going to do. She decided to keep her mind focused on watching the investigation and to keep all other ideas out of her head. It would be interesting to see how much she could notice and detect on her own.

She guessed the man’s age as fifty. His hair was well and recently cut; that probably meant he had not been living away in the woods someplace. His face was full, clean-shaven, and, despite the look of death, she felt that he had probably been a nice man. If he had applied at the gate with his family, she would have passed him as far as the parking lot and called her father. She had a quick idea and looked at his nails. They were clean and well cut—didn’t look like a workman’s hands. He had been an executive—something like that.

She studied the white marks where he had worn bathing trunks; they had been briefs and to her practiced eye it was clear he had seldom if ever been out of doors without them at least. There was a scar on his body where he had had his appendix removed. She also made careful note of one additional fact.

The Negro detective was on his knees beside the body, his fingers pressing the cold flesh here and there, and once he opened the jaws and looked into the dead man’s mouth. Linda admitted to herself she would not like to do that. The thought of medical school, which had been a hazy one at best, retreated further in her mind.

Tibbs got to his feet. “You can take him away now,” he said to the ambulance driver. “I don’t know yet whether I’m going to be officially assigned to this or not. If I am, then I’ll want the lab and P.M. reports.”

The driver went down the short embankment to his vehicle and returned with a long wicker basket. As Linda moved back to allow more room, the driver and the junior deputy placed the body in the carrier. The body was heavy and Tibbs gave them a hand.

“Do you need us any more?” Morrissey asked.

“No, go ahead,” Tibbs answered. “I’ll look around a bit and wait for orders. Have them call me at the resort office.” He turned to Linda. “Is your phone listed?” he asked.

“Of course. We have an ad in the yellow pages.” She supplied the number.

When the vehicles had gone, she remembered to offer the usual hospitality. “Come up and have a cup of coffee,” she suggested. “You can meet the rest of the family.”

“I’d like to do that,” he answered. “But I want to look around here a little first. Are you expecting any guests today?”

“We don’t have any specific reservations, but some people will probably show up. Perhaps quite a few.”

Tibbs looked up into the sky in the general direction of the sun. “Would you mind if I took off my coat?” he inquired.

“Here?” Linda retorted. “Well, what do you think! By all means. Put your clothes on one of the chairs and be comfortable. And use the pool, too, if you don’t mind the fact there was a body in it. The showers are right there.” She pointed.

In a moment she sensed his embarrassment and misread it. “Don’t tell me you’re worried about my being here—” she began.

Tibbs managed to interrupt her. “I said ‘coat.’ We have rules in the police department.”

“We have rules here, too,” Linda countered. “You’re an exception because you’re here on business.”

Tibbs took off his coat and hung it across the back of one of the chairs.

“Tie,” Linda said. “Compromise.”

“Do you promise to stop there?”

Linda giggled. “I promise.”

Tibbs undid his tie and laid it carefully over his coat. He was wearing a short-sleeved white shirt; when he opened the neck, Linda thought he looked quite handsome. “Now aren’t you more comfortable?” she asked.

“I certainly am,” Tibbs admitted.

“See?”

Tibbs smiled. “Don’t waste your time in medical school; study law and develop your natural talents.”

“How about becoming a policewoman?” Linda asked.

Tibbs looked at her carefully. “All right, let’s say you are a policewoman. You know this area, and against my better judgment you have seen the body. Now, what are your deductions?”

Linda drew breath and gathered her thoughts. When she spoke, it was as though she were delivering a formal report. “The victim was a man approximately fifty years of age. He was not a laboring man—probably an executive. He took pride in his appearance—at least he was careful about it. I would say that he was neat in his habits. He wasn’t a nudist. On the whole, I would say that he was a nice man.” She paused and looked at the Negro detective. “How did I do?”

“Not badly,” he admitted. “You saw quite a few things. I had a closer look than you did, and have considerably more experience.”

“How much experience? Have you worked on murders before?”

Tibbs answered her patiently, “I’ve been a policeman more than ten years. Yes, I’ve worked on murders. I’m something of a specialist in crimes against persons—things like murder, extortion, assault with deadly weapons, armed robbery—”

“And, of course, rape.”

“Young lady—” Tibbs began.

“What did I miss? About the body, I mean,” Linda interjected quickly.

Tibbs sat down on a concrete pool bench and locked his fingers together. “Well,” he began, “you saw the haircut, the fingernails, and the bathing-trunk marks. For a first try I’d say that was good.”

“He had had his appendix out, too,” Linda added.

“Good. That’s a sound point of information. Doing a little guessing, I would add these facts: the victim, as you call him, had probably been living abroad and only recently came to this country. He may have spoken with an accent. There is a good chance that he was an excellent swimmer. I think I would disagree with you that he was an executive; it seems more probable that he had independent means or possibly a person who worked only occasionally. Considering his age, it would be fairly possible that he was retired. For a real long shot, I would hazard a guess as to his profession. I’d say he was an unusually good technical man of some sort—perhaps an engineer.”

Linda stood and looked at him. “I’m impressed,” she said.

“You shouldn’t be. Go back to your Sherlock Holmes and reread A Study in Scarlet. See what the head of this business did with an empty room in a deserted house and part of a word written on the wall. A whole word,” he corrected.

“I’m still impressed. I see why you’re a detective.”

Tibbs shook his head. “You certainly saw several good points, but you missed a very big one.”

“Well, I did hold out on you a little,” Linda confessed. “I don’t know you very well yet, but I know something about that man’s religion. I’m pretty sure he was a gentile, at least I’m certain he wasn’t orthodox.”

Tibbs looked at her. “You are a most remarkable young lady,” he conceded. “I held out on you, too, and I’m very glad that I did.”

“Tell me,” Linda said anxiously. “I gave you all I had.”

Tibbs shook his head. “I’m sorry, I can’t do that. But suppose you put together all the facts you now have and see if you can add them up into something.”

Linda thought. “The motive was robbery,” she suggested. “They took everything he had, even his clothes.”

Tibbs pressed his fingers together hard. “That was minor to the real crime; they took his life—almost the worst thing there is.”

“What is the worst?”

“Treason. But you’re still overlooking the important thing.”

“Please tell me.”

“Put together the basic facts: here is a body found entirely without clothing or jewelry, granted that you’re used to things like that around here—being without clothing, I mean. However, you said yourself he wasn’t a nudist. He had full upper and lower dentures and they, too, have been removed. He was brought here sometime during the night without arousing your family and dumped into your pool. Why?”

“To embarrass us, to damage the nudist idea.”

“I hardly think so. Don’t you see, young lady, he was left like that in a strange place where he obviously didn’t belong, even without his teeth—”

Linda opened her mouth and drew a quick breath. “So that no one would know who he was!”

“We can identify him, but it may take time, valuable time.”

“May I ask something?”

“Go ahead.”

“If the murderer wanted to make identification difficult, or even impossible, why did he leave the body here where we would be sure to find it right away? There are hundreds of places right near here where he could have rolled it off a cliff and maybe no one would have found it for weeks. Some of the canyon roads go through pretty wild country.”

Tibbs looked at his locked fingers and then at her. “Now you’re beginning to get somewhere. At the moment I don’t know the answer to that question. For the time being, at least, it’s the crux of the problem.”
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