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Chapter One

It is an observation of Miss Rachel Murdock that you have to accept a lot of very odd things together in life: the inappropriate and the beautiful, the dull and the flash, the terrible and the good, much like a great lump of a bouquet from which the deadly nightshade gleams forth among the baby’s-breath and the forget-me-nots.

During the time that horror stalked the wind at Crestline, Miss Rachel had opportunity to observe that if the deadly nightshade, the uglier side of life, appalls you, you can do various things about it. You can concentrate upon, the baby’s-breath and try not seeing the nightshade. That was the technique Ardette Schuyler determined on when she cut the bloody fringe from her shawl and hemmed the wool neatly with blue ribbon. Or you might ignore the whole bouquet, nightshade and all, and live in a dream world like Bertha Mills’s and over your knitting ask a casual question of a corpse as if you expected it to answer, to make conversation even as its heart’s blood lay spreading in the sun. Or lastly, like Prudence, you could pluck the nightshade out and wear it in your hair for a garland and wait without any fear showing for the death that walked in snow.

The people at Crestline reacted so variably to horror and to strain that it took Miss Rachel a while to sort their attitudes, to realize that each looked at murder a little differently, and that among them there was no common denominator of emotion. To Frieda Casling, for instance, the thing that lurched down at her from the top of the woodpile as if to take her in its sodden arms made little more seeming impression than a similar error in taste by a street drunk, while it sent her daughter Janet into paroxysms of screaming. Similarly, if Andrew Schuyler felt the breath of danger on him he gave no sign. It was his brother Bonham who tried to dabble with fate.

There were enigmas, too, more baffling than the little sign of the hand; enigmas in human form whose thoughts Miss Rachel could not read. Like Bruce, huddled inside his Army overcoat, his look on Prudence, dence full of agony and impatience—impatience to put her away, perhaps, to be through with her once and for all. Enigmas like Bertha, knitting, waiting for another woman’s blood to creep to her foot.

There were snatches of the affair more tortuous than the rest, and only through the unraveling of these was Miss Rachel to come finally to the truth. She can forget Ardette Schuyler’s shawl, Bertha’s everlasting knitting, the figure on the woodpile coming unfolded like the loosening of some dreadful puppet. But not to be forgotten are the moonlit nights, the snow that made Crestline so quiet, the picture of a man thumbing his nose at his daughters, and the feeling that the word “Papa” had become akin to something crouched in the dark.

The pattern to be wrought in snowflakes and blood had its beginning in January. Miss Rachel considers that Janus, the two-faced Roman god who looks with irony both at the future and the past, had set his mark on things even then.

Miss Jennifer Murdock never stops breakfast when the early mail arrives. Her practical mind sees no reason to let the coffee cool and the toast burn while the examination of bills and circulars goes on. It is Miss Rachel, two years her junior and, in Jennifer’s opinion, a whole generation sillier, who must drop everything and run to the front of the house when the postman rattles the lid of the mail slot. If Miss Jennifer knows that Rachel expects adventure to pop out of a letter at her someday, she shrugs it off with the rest of Rachel’s foolishness. It belongs in a class with Rachel’s inveterate movie-going (unseemly at seventy), her curiosity about the affairs of strangers, and the two series of murders she has solved with the help of Lieutenant Mayhew.

On a morning in January Miss Rachel returned to the table with a thick handful of mail of all sizes.

Miss Jennifer buttered her toast in a way that somehow expressed disapproval. “That’s an unusual lot, isn’t it?”

“It seems to be.” Miss Rachel examined the top missive with pleasure. She never ruffled through the mail or sorted it, but took it as it came like a series of bonbons whose centers were a mystery. “This is addressed to both of us. It’s an advertisement about wheel chairs.”

Miss Jennifer choked, sputtering toast crumbs. “Oh, Rachel, such nerve! Why, we’re perfectly able-bodied!”


“Hmmm,” said Miss Rachel, studying the colored illustrations.

“It’s a practical joke,” Miss Jennifer decided. “Someone thinks we’re elderly enough to poke fun at, and he’s having things like that sent us just to—”

“No,” Miss Rachel interrupted. “I sent for it.”

The anger went out of Miss Jennifer and she waited, looking down at her plate abashed. “You didn’t say anything about not feeling well, Rachel. Besides—a wheel chair. We’re on such a hill here.”

“I know. That’s why I wrote them.” Miss Rachel held the pamphlet with its pictures of wheel chairs into a better light. “I’d always wondered about Mr. Harrison, you know. How he keeps from running away on his hill. I was wondering if they came with brakes on them. I see that they do.”

“Rachel!” cried Miss Jennifer, straightening. “Then you don’t need a—”

“Of course not.” Miss Rachel had put the circular about wheel chairs aside. “Here’s a letter for you, Jennifer.”

Jennifer didn’t take it, the small square of white that should have worn a death’s-head, though it didn’t. “But if you were curious about Mr. Harrison’s wheel chair why didn’t you just ask him?”


“It wouldn’t have been polite. It would have reminded him.”

Jennifer cast a speculative eye on the rest of the pile of letters and sighed. She tasted her coffee and found it cold. It usually ended like this in spite of her firmness about staying at the table when the postman came. There was always a sort of excitement about the things that Rachel did, an infectious giddiness that took one’s mind from the food.

Miss Jennifer went to the kitchen. The Murdock house was old and vast, and the kitchen was two doors and a hall away from the breakfast room. Mrs. Marble, the housekeeper, chided Miss Jennifer.

“Why didn’t you call me? Here’s hot coffee. I could have brought it.”

“It was Rachel, really,” Miss Jennifer admitted. “Sometimes we get a bit on each other’s nerves.” She poured coffee into her cup and watched the steam rise. “I always thought she took after our mother’s people. They say that some of them were theatrical folk.”

Mrs. Marble looked at Miss Jennifer, who was gaunt and faded and plain, and felt pity stir in her. It couldn’t have been easy to have lived with a sister like Miss Rachel who, even at seventy, was a pink cameo in a taffeta frame, fragrant with lavender and alive to her toes.

When Jennifer finally went back to the breakfast room Miss Rachel was through with the mail and had fresh bread in the toaster. The square of white lay above Miss Jennifer’s plate, but Rachel seemed to pay it no attention. She was looking out at the January sky and the panorama of Los Angeles in the distance.

Jennifer slid into her place, and a streak of stubbornness kept her from reading her letter. The handwriting was small, feminine, and unfamiliar. The postmark seemed to be Crest-something. It wasn’t a fat letter and neither was it overly thin. Miss Jennifer made an involuntary move to pick it up and saw Rachel’s eyes slide off the landscape outside very quickly. Miss Jennifer changed the direction of her hand, picked up a slice of fresh toast.

Miss Rachel also took fresh toast, buttered it, nibbled at it, and then began to gather the other mail into a stack again. Under the lovely fluff of her white hair her face was serenely pleasant. “There’s nothing here I want to keep,” she said absently. “Do you want your letter or shall I throw it out too?”


Without thinking, Miss Jennifer clutched her letter and ripped its flap. Too late, she realized the trick. Rachel’s eyes had become very bright. Oh well, thought Jennifer, I’d teased her enough. She drew out two sheets of paper, one an ordinary-sized writing sheet, the other small and narrow and nearly transparent. The unusual texture of the second caused her to look at it first. A sort of warning ran through her nervous system at what she saw. This wasn’t, she knew instinctively, to be an ordinary letter—not with this sort of thing enclosed.

Miss Rachel took it out of her fingers and examined it and then asked: “Well, what else?”

Distaste hampered the movement of Jennifer’s fingers. “Really, Rachel, this is decidedly queer. I don’t know who should send me a drawing of a hand. I don’t like it.”

“Who did send it?”

Jennifer scanned the name written at the bottom of the page. “Prudence Mills.”

Miss Rachel said slowly: “Prudence Mills. Do we know her?”

“She’s the eldest of Emily Barrows’ girls. You recall when Emily married that widower, Mr. Mills. We were there. Remember how his little girl, the fat little girl he already had, cried so loudly that he took her out to be spanked?”

Miss Rachel seemed engrossed in memories. “It was 1918. The church was full of flowers. Emily looked lovely. I thought he was a bit old for her, and there was something—a sort of slyness—I didn’t like. His little girl shrieked when he reached for her.” Her eyes drifted to the slip of paper she still held, a small section of tough transparent drawing paper. In its center was a tiny hand, exquisitely traced; below in irregular block letters were the words I, too. “How long since Emily died? More than ten years, I think. What about Mr. Mills? Is he living?”

Miss Jennifer tore her eyes from the closely written letter. “While you were so busy last fall”—this was her way of chiding Miss Rachel for being away on another case with Lieutenant Mayhew—“I had a note from Prudence about her father’s funeral. I didn’t go, being so upset over the things you were doing, but I sent flowers and Prudence came to call afterward. She’s a very sweet girl and I liked her very much. I hadn’t seen her for years, of course—not since Emily—”

“What about this?” Miss Rachel said, interrupting and holding out the sketched hand. “Why has she sent it to you?”

Miss Jennifer went back to the letter. “She says it was poked under her door and that she doesn’t know what it means but that she’s afraid something unpleasant is going to happen.”

“Anything else?”

Miss Jennifer held the letter out toward her sister. “It’s really for you, Rachel. She says she’s heard of the things you’ve done. I suppose she means those two dreadful times you went away from home and tried to get killed. She wants me to ask you to advise her.” Miss Jennifer coughed on a pleading note as Miss Rachel took the page and began to scan it. “Don’t begin to think about going, Rachel. Write her what you think about it.”

“But I don’t know what to think about it,” Miss Rachel replied with her eyes at the bottom of the page. “She doesn’t give us much. There’s no clue here as to who might have sent her this—whatever it is.” She tapped the tiny drawing of the hand. “She thinks it may have come from one of the family who live near them there, the Schuylers, because the Schuyler brothers were former partners of her father and weren’t satisfied with the way he had treated them. She doesn’t explain why, since there’s this ill feeling between them, she and her sisters are staying near the Schuylers at Crestline. It isn’t ä regular town, you know.”

“Isn’t it?”

“It’s a resort, a winter-playground sort of place. There must be snow there now. I wish she’d said”—Miss Rachel peered into the envelope as if in an effort to extract something further—“what it was took them up there.”

“The snow, perhaps,” Miss Jennifer said, looking cold.

“There’s this sentence, too, stuck in without much relevance: Bertha is so afraid at night. Who is Bertha?”

“Prudence’s stepsister, the fat little girl who cried at Emily’s wedding.” Miss Jennifer frowned thoughtfully. “Something Prudence said that day she called gave me the impression that Bertha is overly timid. Perhaps being afraid at night is just part of that.”

“And the youngest, Emily’s second girl?”

“That’s Nona. She can’t be more than twelve or so.”

Miss Rachel’s eyes were wide, rather apprehensive.


“Rachel, couldn’t you figure something out to write to Prudence which would reassure her? This affair can’t be much, just a silly tracing of a hand and the two words written under it which don’t make sense. Tell her you’ll think it over and let her know.”

Miss Rachel slipped the letter and the little tracing of the hand back inside their envelope. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Jennifer’s worry and the fear of loneliness in her eyes made Miss Rachel flinch. She tried to think of something to write to Prudence Mills, some sort of platitude which would cover a traced hand with I, too, written under it, an overly timid sister who had become afraid of the dark, and the sort of all-pervading terror which had shown between every word of Prudence’s letter. She tried not to think of Crestline as she had seen it one winter years ago: a vast cradle of snow above the jagged reaches of the valley, trees dark and dripping, a thick mist running down out of the sky like the congealing breath of a giant, and quiet so intense you could hear your own heart beating.

She mustn’t think of Dorothea’s granddaughter at Crestline with a stepsister who was too afraid and a young sister too little to help, with silence out-side and the mist running past the window in a soundless flood….

She put it out of her mind, determined to write the letter later.

That evening at half-past nine, when she and Jennifer had finished their second game of dominoes, there was a slight lull. Miss Rachel felt sleepy and at the same time oddly tense, the latter feeling, she knew, being the result of thinking of Prudence’s letter all day. Miss Jennifer was yawning. Their black cat, Samantha, was curled before the fire; her eyes were shut, but the tip of her tail twitched because she had been offered liver for supper instead of the fish which she preferred.

The quiet came to an end with the jangling of the telephone. Samantha glared toward the hall; Miss Rachel felt a wave of totally uncalled-for goose flesh start up her arms, and Miss Jennifer whispered loudly, “It’s her.…”

The telephone rang again.

“Don’t answer it, Rachel,” Jennifer said, still in a whisper, as though the telephone might hear. “Let it ring till it quits.”

But Miss Rachel had hurried into the hall, to the table by the foot of the stairs. The receiver was cold against her ear. Then she said: “Yes, I’m Miss Rachel Murdock.” A moment of silence; then: “Prudence? I remember you very well. Your grandmother was my dearest friend when we were in school together.”

The voice on the wire was young, blurred, breathless. “I’m afraid I’m imposing, calling this way, but I was wondering if Miss Jennifer had received my letter. I wrote it Tuesday, and it should have reached her.”

“She received it this morning,” Miss Rachel said.

“Did you—” The voice died, renewed itself after a momentary pause. “Do you think that what I wrote about means anything important?”

“I couldn’t say,” Miss Rachel answered slowly, “without knowing a great deal more than what you gave us. You see—” She paused for thought, and the wire hummed with a sound like a strong wind blowing. “You see, it’s very hard to give a complete impression of a situation just by writing.”

A choked sound behind her; Jennifer was in the hall.

“If I could see you,” Miss Rachel went on, “I might be able to understand it all so much more clearly. Couldn’t you come into Los Angeles someday soon and talk things over?”


“I’m afraid not. There are—reasons why I can’t leave now.”

The conversation seemed to have died; the wire sang its windy song, and Miss Rachel suddenly imagined Prudence Mills at its other end over miles and miles of suburbs and mountains. She didn’t know what the grown-up Prudence looked like, but the windy sound made it seem as though she were out of doors and in the middle of a storm, the night a whipping chaos about her.

A faint sound came over the wire, and, hearing it, Miss Rachel went suddenly cold and the white hair stirred on her neck.

Prudence Mills was crying. It was child’s crying: lost, alone, terrified.



Chapter Two

“Could I, perhaps,” Miss Rachel said as if there had been no break in the conversation, “come and visit you a day or so at Crestline? Would you have room for me?”

The crying came to an abrupt, incredulous halt. Miss Rachel was conscious of Jennifer moving around into range of her sight and of the cat at her feet, a study in black satin with reproachful green eyes.

“Would you?” came Prudence’s voice shakily. “It isn’t asking too much?”

“I was at Crestline some years ago. I never forgot how—how lovely it was.” Miss Rachel’s thought snagged on the word; lovely didn’t describe the savage beauty of the saw-toothed peaks and the dripping trees. “I think I might enjoy a visit there very much, especially since it will give me a chance to become acquainted with you and your sisters again. Suppose we make it tomorrow?”

“Oh, thank you I” It was more a cry than it was words.

“I’ll take the electric car from here to San Bernardino,” Miss Rachel said smoothly. “I believe there’s a bus from there to Crestline.”

“It’s not comfortable and it’s slow,” Prudence put in. “Let me meet you in San Bernardino with the car.”

“Very well. Suppose you meet me in the depot at about four.”

“I—I can’t begin to tell you—” Prudence stopped, tried again. “Perhaps you’ll find, when you come, that I’m just making mountains out of molehills, that all my worries don’t amount to anything after all.”

“Perhaps. Let’s hope so,” Miss Rachel agreed.

“I’ll meet you at four, then.”

“I’ll be looking for you.” Miss Rachel put up the receiver and turned toward a completely outraged Jennifer. “I’m sorry. There wasn’t anything else I could do.”

“You could have told her the simple truth,” Miss Jennifer burst forth. “You could have told her you are seventy and in no condition to go traipsing off to a high altitude in freezing weather, and with too much sense in the first place to become involved in whatever quarrel she’s having with her dead father’s partners.” Miss Jennifer stopped for breath, and the cat leaned toward her and rubbed her back against Jennifer’s ankles, as though approving all that she had said. “You could have told her to ignore anything as silly and pointless as that drawing of a hand. You could have reminded her that you aren’t the police and that if she needs protection she can hire a private detective.”

Miss Rachel put a conciliatory hand down to Samantha, and the cat disdained it. “That’s all only partly true, Jennifer. For one thing, that drawing of a hand means something to somebody. It has significance somewhere. The words under it: I, too, prove that it was expected to mean something to Prudence.”

“Oh, folderol!” Miss Jennifer cried in exasperation. “Rachel, look at yourself! What could you do, providing Prudence really is in danger and needs help?”

Miss Rachel obediently raised from petting the cat and regarded herself in the green recesses of the hall mirror. “I don’t know what I could do—really. But I’ve promised to go and I can’t break my word to Prudence.”

Miss Jennifer, having said all that could be said in the face of such foolhardiness, went stonily upstairs to bed. Miss Rachel and Samantha were alone in the hall. The cat, who went with Miss Rachel on whatever travels that lady undertook because she refused to eat with Miss Rachel away, seemed aware that something unusual was about to happen.

With the idea that now was as good a time as any to start her preparations, Miss Rachel went to the hall closet and from a high shelf took down Samantha’s traveling basket. She placed it on the hall floor and put up the lid to air the interior. Samantha walked close, sniffed the straw rim delicately, looked inside, and purred.

“And this time,” Miss Rachel-said, “you’re going to keep out of mischief. Remember!”

The green eyes turned on her and seemed to grin.

There was something about Prudence so instantly reminiscent of her grandmother, even in the thronged half-light of the depot, that Miss Rachel was startled. For a fraction of a moment the slender girl in the nubbly gray wool suit might have walked out of Miss Rachel’s school annual, her brown hair flying, her head up, just as Dorothea’s had been with that odd impression of looking at life unafraid. Miss Rachel stepped away from the pillar which had sheltered her and kept the crowd from bumping Samantha’s basket. She put out a gloved hand toward the advancing girl—and then froze, feeling the smile stiffen on her face, feeling the friendly words she was prepared to say vanish in a wave of dismaying repulsion.

This was Prudence without any doubt, this brown-haired girl with the dark eyes and the steady step and—that other thing at which Miss Rachel tried not to stare.

Prudence’s hand was warm, even through Miss Rachel’s glove. Her eyes, those searching eyes that must have gathered all of Miss Rachel’s horror and shock, smiled when her lips did. “It was so sweet of you to come. And nervy of me to ask you.” She bent, brushed Miss Rachel’s cheek with her young lips. “We’re going to do everything possible to make you comfortable, so that you can tell Miss Jennifer that it wasn’t too terrible. I know what she must think of me. I saw her, you know, when you were away settling that other thing.”

“I promised I’d write her every day,” Miss Rachel said lamely. Her sick thoughts stuck there. She wanted suddenly to be outdoors, surrounded by people, by anything at which she might look except Prudence Mills.

“Are your bags in the checkroom?” Prudence asked gently.

Miss Rachel fished out a cardboard stub and handed it over wordlessly.

“I’ll be right back.” The girl began to pick her way through the crowded depot; the nubbly wool was covered by other hurrying coats, and Miss Rachel began to feel more normal.

Why, she wondered, hadn’t Jennifer saved her this shock by telling her?

The answer must be, obviously, that Prudence had been all right when Jennifer had seen her in the fall. No one could look at her now and try to describe her without beginning: “She has a scar, you know.” Miss Rachel shut her eyes, but her mind’s voice went on: “A terrible scar; it makes an angle across the lower part of her left cheek, and there’s a queer irregularity in her jaw that looks as though the bone had been smashed. The skin hasn’t mended well. It looks bungled, lumpy.”

“Oh, Prudence, Prudence!” Miss Rachel cried inwardly, seeing again the gallant walk, the eyes full of infinite patience. Her throat was filling with something—tears, she was sure—and lest Prudence should catch her disgracing herself she hurried into the ladies’ room and stayed there in a cubicle until the tears were gone.

She came out a little shaky but composed, and there was Prudence by the pillar with Miss Rachel’s two small dun-colored suitcases at her feet. She smiled; Miss Rachel forced herself to smile back, and then they were walking together toward the entrance where the sun was bright.

Once inside Prudence’s black coupe it wasn’t bad. Prudence’s right profile was toward her, and there was no sign of the scar. Miss Rachel saw now what the scar had destroyed: not obvious beauty, but a cool, lovely completeness as clean as a figure of marble and ebony. Anger rose in Miss Rachel, replacing all grief. She was suddenly overwhelmingly glad that she had defied Jennifer and come to be with Emily’s girl. If she could ferret out the sender of that anonymous cryptic message it was worth any effort and any inconvenience. To have sent it in the first place to a girl like Prudence, a girl who must be hurt almost past enduring by this thing that had happened to her face—that was monstrous.

As if her thoughts had paralleled Miss Rachel’s own, Prudence took advantage of a lull in traffic to say: “We’d better talk things over going up. I suppose you’ll want to hear first about that drawing I sent you. It was put under our kitchen door four nights ago. I found it in the morning when I went down to start breakfast. In spite of almost constant thinking about it, I can’t find that it means anything.”

Miss Rachel took the slip of tough, transparent paper from her purse; saw Prudence’s glance flicker to it for a moment. “I brought it back with me. So far as I can figure, the words I, too, seem to imply the existence of a secret bond which the writer wishes to make known. The drawing of the hand should supply the motive for its existence, at least in the opinion of the writer.”

“It’s meaningless so far as I’m concerned.”

“Since it was put under your house door and not delivered to you personally couldn’t it have been meant for one of your sisters?”


Prudence almost let the car slide through a red signal. She put on the brake abruptly, said: “Forgive me for jolting you. No, it couldn’t have been for one of my sisters. Nona’s just a child, you see, and Bertha’s not—she wouldn’t know what it meant.”

“Did you ask either of them?”

Prudence’s hand, reaching for the gear lever, wasn’t quite steady. “No, I didn’t. I’ve kept as much of it as I could to myself. Nona doesn’t seem to realize that there is anything wrong. Bertha, of course, has been terribly afraid since her room was broken into.”

“You didn’t mention that,” Miss Rachel reminded gently.

“Bertha has slept on the ground floor whenever we stayed at Crestline because we thought it might be warmer for her. One night when she went to her room there was someone in it, in the dark. Whoever it was went out the window before she could do anything but scream. We found tracks outside, but it was snowing so heavily we couldn’t make anything of them. Bertha won’t sleep alone now. She stays with Nona.”

“Was anything taken from her room?”

“No, nothing.”


“Do you have any idea what the purpose could have been in being there?”

Prudence frowned as if troubled. “It might have been eavesdropping, I suppose. The three of us were in the living room with only the space of the hall between the two rooms. Both doors were open a little.”

They were beginning to leave the city of San Bernardino behind, to come into long suburban avenues lined with citrus groves which gave off a heady fragrance.

Miss Rachel’s orderly mind was sorting facts. “This prowler and the anonymous message—they’re the only things which have frightened you?”

Prudence looked very white, very pinched. “No. There’s”—her left hand jerked from the wheel to touch her cheek—“there’s this thing that happened to me. Nona and Bertha think it was an accident, a fall I had on the ski jump. I didn’t fall. I wasn’t even wearing skis when it happened. I was coming home in the twilight with my skis under my arm when something struck me from behind. I can remember falling with my arms up to protect my face. When I came to, Nona and Bertha had just found me with the flashlight. My jaw was broken, and there was this”—her eyes, turned briefly on Miss Rachel, were dark with horror—“this deep gash torn in the flesh. It didn’t heal well. You see, I’d lain so long in the snow.”

“But, Prudence!” Miss Rachel cried. “That was a case for the police! An open attack, an attempt to kill you!”

The girl’s lips contracted as though in agony. “I’ll explain—later—why I couldn’t go to the police.” She had begun to shake very noticeably. “I’m sorry to be so upset. It—I can’t talk about it very well.”

The speed of the car dropped, and Miss Rachel saw the green orange trees going past slowly. The sun was low; the breeze that came off the hills above them was chill. Beyond, more spectacular than a painted backdrop, were the peaks that must surround Crestline. Miss Rachel felt as though their icy covering had surrounded her heart. She was remembering, too, the image she had conjured up about Prudence at the other end of the telephone wire: alone in a windy chaos; and she remembered the sound of Prudence’s crying.

It was true. Prudence was in a storm: a storm made of hatred and terror and violence. She was peculiarly open to, hurt, but she was not alone. Not any longer.

Miss Rachel put a gentle hand on the shaking one at the wheel. “Don’t think about it now. Put your mind on your driving. Force yourself to speak about something else.”

Prudence took hold of herself with an effort. Though her face was ashy and her eyes enormous as if from fatigue, she tried to smile. “I’ve been very selfish in asking you to come. At least I can quit talking about myself and point out a thing or two as we go.” She nodded ahead to a break in the trees where wide lawns showed like clipped green velvet. “We’re coming to one of the oldest homes in this section. The adobe wing was built during the Spanish period. For many years it was the home of the wealthiest Spanish family of the district. Father knew the Ortegas in a business way. He handled the sale of their lands when they went back to Mexico.”

The adobe house slid by, long and low and red with the reflection of sunset. Prudence put on speed. She indicated other landmarks as the highway took them higher into the hills. Her voice had taken on a new quality: edgy, tense. Miss Rachel found herself wondering about the things to come, her inevitable meeting with Prudence’s sisters, perhaps with the Schuylers, whom Prudence seemed to fear.

Abruptly, rounding a convolution of the valley, they were in shadow and the air had become colder. The narrowing view ahead was blue, and traces of snow lay under the trees and in the shelter of boulders. To their right a leaping stream roared in its deep-cut channel. There were occasional cabins along the bank, but they seemed deserted.

The little car climbed for long miles; the snow increased; there was a stinging sharpness to the air. The blue reaches of the valley slid gradually below, and ahead was mist with the peaks stuck through it. On the crest of a sudden grade Miss Rachel found herself looking at the village. It was larger than she had remembered it. There were about a dozen homes, a general store, a photographer’s shop, a post office, a ski-rental establishment, and a tavern. Outside the tavern a neon sign lighted the dusk. It said Cocktails. There was a dark blue coupé just by the door.

Prudence edged suddenly to the curb and braked the car. “If you’re as cold as I am you need something to drink,” she said with an attempt at lightness. “Shall we?”


For an instant Miss Rachel’s thoughts skittered through an assortment of childhood memories: of her father, militant in the Anti-Saloon League; and of her mother, who had written pamphlets with fascinating pictures in them. The pictures had always been of devils, horned and tailed and debauched-looking, and wearing labels which spelled Gin, or Whisky, or Rum. There was also the thought that she had no idea of how to behave in a bar, never having been in one, and the knowledge that what Jennifer would say if she ever knew would be monumental.

Miss Rachel got out, adjusted Samantha’s basket lid so that there was no chance of losing the cat from the car, smoothed her taffeta skirt and woolen jacket, and said, “Yes, let’s.”

Spicy warmth and a-jangle of music met them at the door. The barkeep put down a glass he was polishing, and in the space of silence during which the juke box changed records he said, “Well!”

Prudence answered his grin. “Hi, Mickey!”

There were two other people in the place: a couple at a table in a corner. The man was young, straight inside his Army uniform, and the girl, whose back was toward them, wore a blue suit and had hair almost the exact shade of Prudence’s. At his first sight of Prudence the man had half risen from his chair. But Prudence seemed not to see; she helped Miss Rachel upon a stool, slid upon one herself, and said to the barkeep, “See what you can do about a couple of old-fashioneds, Mickey.”

It was a relief, Miss Rachel thought, that since she had to start drinking at her age she could at least begin on something as respectable-sounding as an old-fashioned and not a zombie’s kiss, such as they drank in that last picture she’d seen.

The barkeep set up two husky glasses and began to fill them.

Miss Rachel glanced surreptitiously over her, shoulder. The couple in the corner were preparing to leave. The girl was talking, smiling up at the man as he helped her into a fur coat. But the man seemed not to hear her; he looked ill, ghastly, his square face almost the color of his khaki uniform.

Mickey pushed the drinks across the bar. Prudence took her glass, started to lift it, looked into the mirror where the whole room was reflected softly.

The door slammed, cutting off the Army overcoat and the darkness outside.

A great splotch of Prudence’s drink spilled out upon the bar. Prudence cried, “Sorry,” and Mickey picked up a towel.

The wood of the bar was dark, polished, red. The spilled drink took its color, reflected the light in a cherry glow. Prudence stared at it, and Miss Rachel thought: “It’s like blood—running….”



Chapter Three

Miss Rachel slipped her own drink close to Prudence’s hand. “Take mine, won’t you?”

Prudence shot her a glance full of realization and contrition. “Let’s leave them, shall we? I think a pot of tea by the fire at home would warm us better.”

“Look, I made them special!” Mickey complained, seeing Miss Rachel getting ready to go.

Prudence put a bill on the bar and smiled at him. “They looked heavenly, Mickey, but we’ve just remembered our dinner.” She guided Miss Rachel out into the night.

In the few minutes since they had gone inside the valley had filled with darkness. The wind off the peaks carried with it the smell of mist and the odor of pine trees. Lights were on in most of the cabins in the village, and a scattering of lights followed the road as it wound upward. Prudence stood on the curb and looked up, where the red taillight of a car flashed on a turn.

“I wanted you to see him,” she said with a tight voice.

“The young man in the Army uniform?” Miss Rachel guessed.

“Yes. That’s Bruce Casling. He’s a nephew of the men who were Dad’s partners, the Schuyler brothers. I’ve known him practically all of my life, and for a while we—we were engaged.”

The young man’s stunned, sick expression returned to Miss Rachel’s mind. “You broke it off?”

Prudence stepped off the curb and went to the car. “Not formally. He didn’t come around while I was in bed after my accident.” Again the quick, sensitive touch against her cheek. “And afterward he’s just looked sick when he saw me.”

Getting in beside Prudence, Miss Rachel asked: “And there wasn’t any quarrel before that?”

Prudence shot her an odd look. “There was a sort of argument. It came up after Dad’s death. You remember I told you Dad had handled the sale of properties for the Ortega family? Some of their acreage was in the desert. The only value it could have had would have been for mineral rights, and no one knew what, if any, minerals were there.” The car backed, surged forward on the upward road. “The Schuylers urged Dad to buy this property for the company. Bruce is a graduate geologist, and they sent him out there to look things over. I never knew what it was he found. Dad bought the acreage, but he bought it for himself. That fact came out in his will. The Schuylers claimed that he had betrayed them, and they tried to force me to sell them a share in the lands.”

“And your quarrel with Bruce?”

The lights of the village dropped and receded, to reappear under Miss Rachel’s elbow as the car climbed and twisted up the side of a peak. At last Prudence said: “Bruce accused me of taking something which I hadn’t known existed, one of the reports he’d made on his geological survey. He accused me of this in the presence of his uncles, while they were trying to force me to give them a share in the Ortega desert properties. He said that—that I had stolen the report and that Papa had used the knowledge of what it contained to swindle his uncles.”

“That seems an odd bit of reasoning. If the Schuylers were your father’s partners weren’t they supposed to share their findings with him?”


“If the sale had gone through as promised they were supposed to let Papa in on the development. They’re shrewd, suspicious men. Their ideas of business ethics were strictly their own.”

“Do you think that your father did see this report of Bruce’s?”

Prudence sighed. “No. I don’t know.”

“You didn’t sell them a share in the lands?”

“I couldn’t. Papa had specified that a certain sum must be paid for the property if it were sold. They couldn’t begin to raise the required amount.”

The snow, in the glow from the headlights, shone frosty and thick. It encroached upon the road, so that there was a pathway for the wheels and no more. Fence posts and tree trunks stood out blackly when the light touched them. Prudence let the car glide down, a slope, then pulled suddenly to the right, and Miss Rachel saw that they were in a driveway, approaching a two-story cottage with shingled walls in natural color and roof and shutters in green.

The door opened as Prudence brought the car to a halt, and two figures were outlined against the lighted interior. Their shadows angled out across the snow: the small shadow with pinafore ruffles and pigtails; the bigger shadow with its knitting bag, its bun of hair, its stooped, heavy plumpness.

“Hurry inside,” Prudence cautioned. “I’ll get your bags.”

Miss Rachel found herself going up the walk between snowbanks, the shadows from the doorway marking a pattern on her skirt. Prudence came up behind her just as she reached the step. The figures moved from the door. She saw a child of perhaps twelve with straw-colored braids and wide eyes full of surprise, and a woman of about thirty-five who smiled. Miss Rachel answered the smile.

“Miss Rachel, may I present my sisters? Nona, Bertha, this is Miss Murdock.” Prudence set the bags inside the door. She looked pinched, winded.

Bertha went on smiling, though her eyes had gone back to the knitting in her hands.

Nona said, “How do you do?” very properly. The surprise was turning to disappointment. Whatever she had expected, it hadn’t been a small, delicate lady of seventy.

Miss Rachel carried Samantha’s basket; the cat chose this moment to push the lid up and work her head through. The green eyes took in the room, the furnishings in monk’s cloth and bamboo, not new, the three floor lamps that made the room too bright for comfort. She glared at Nona, who cried, “Look! A kitty!” and at Bertha, still knitting.

“Any dinner for us?” Prudence asked.

“We’ve kept it hot,” Bertha said, looking up. She had a soft, colorless voice, a slow way of speech. “I’ll be serving while you put your wraps upstairs.”

Miss Rachel followed Prudence up a narrow flight of stairs to the second floor, into one of three rooms that opened off a square landing. In the instant before Prudence pressed the light switch Miss Rachel saw the lights of another house from above them, three stories of panes like yellow stamps pasted against the night.

“You’ve neighbors fairly close,” she said.

The lights came on; Prudence’s eyes studied hers. “The Schuylers. It’s awkward, their being so near. Papa bought this before the quarrel, of course. It was fun then.”

Miss Rachel remembered the straight young man in the Army overcoat; she had a sudden vision of Prudence walking with him in the snow. “Have you thought of taking your sisters somewhere else? It might be more pleasant—for you too.”

“There was a clause in Papa’s will that our cabin has to be lived in during two winter months of each year.” She was at the window, drawing the monk’s-cloth drapes. “Papa loved it so here when the snow came. He must have been afraid we’d forget and neglect the place. Anyway, the house in Los Angeles is rented. It seems foolish to move.”

“How much of the time are the Schuylers here?” Miss Rachel asked.

“They never go. It’s their family home, in a way. Bruce has a laboratory of a sort added on at the back of the house.”

Miss Rachel was letting Samantha out to stretch. “Was it from there that the report on the Ortega property was supposed to have been stolen?”

Prudence nodded bleakly. “Yes. He has a locked filing cabinet in which he keeps some valuable specimens and part of a book manuscript he’s preparing on the structure of crystals. The reports were supposed to have been in there—and I had a key, as well as Bruce, because I’d been helping with the typing of the manuscript and could work sometimes when he was away.” She moved from the window; Miss Rachel saw how strained, how taut she was. “You see, it—it could have looked to him as though I might have taken a copy of the report. I had the only key besides his own.”


Miss Rachel was never to become accustomed to the terrific brightness of the lights in Prudence’s house. She wished now that Prudence’s face didn’t stand out so white, the scar like a red shadow on her cheek, her eyes full of a pain almost past enduring.

“There’s something more,” Prudence went on, dropping her voice. “I told you that at the time I was hurt I couldn’t call in the police. I’ll explain that now, and you’ll understand. It’s another part of the story about Bruce’s locked cabinet.” She put a hand on the metal foot piece of Miss Rachel’s old-fashioned bed and clutched it hard. “When Bertha and Nona found me in the snow the—the thing was there that had been used to break my jaw. It was a triangular piece of stone with a sharp edge, and I recognized it. It was a specimen of gold-bearing quartz that Bruce had found during his college days on a field trip to the mother-lode country above Stockton. He had always kept it locked inside the cabinet.”

Her eyes finished what she had lost voice to say: that only Bruce had a key, except her own.

“Couldn’t his key have been stolen, perhaps a duplicate made?” Miss Rachel wondered.

She shook her head as though she had thought the point out long before. “I don’t think so. Bruce didn’t keep his cabinet locked to keep his family out but to protect the stuff from the people who come up here for the sports on week ends and occasionally make off with whatever strikes their fancy. All that his family would have had to do would be to express the slightest interest in what he had, and he’d have been proud to show it to them.”

From below Bertha’s expressionless voice echoed in the stairs. “Dinner’s waiting!”

“They weren’t interested,” Prudence finished. “Not his mother, Frieda, nor his sister Janet—neither of his uncles, except in what work he did for them. There wasn’t a person in his house who knew what Bruce had in his cabinet or cared what he did with it.”

They left the room then, and Prudence showed Miss Rachel the bath at the end of the hall so that she might freshen herself. When Miss Rachel emerged Samantha was at the top of the stairs, her tail twitching. Below Nona coaxed with a saucer of milk.

“Will she be friendly, ever?” she asked anxiously.

Miss Rachel went down, Prudence following. “Give her a little time. I think that she’ll be friends.”

In the dining room Bertha had set out hot consommé, biscuits and cheese, an omelet surrounded with ham slices. For the first time Miss Rachel began to appreciate the appetite that the long ride had given her. She and Prudence ate; Bertha sat near and knitted, and from the hall came Nona’s coaxing tones to the cat.

There was a rap, sharp, loud, from the direction of the kitchen.

Prudence rose at once without any look of surprise. The kitchen was narrow, and Miss Rachel could see her as she walked to the rear door and opened it. The night showed black over the top of Prudence’s head; a mumbling voice came out of it, and Prudence stepped aside.

The man who came in was about fifty, gray-haired and big, dressed in a thick wool plaid jacket over denim work clothes. He looked into the dining room across the load of wood in his arms and, seeing Miss Rachel, he jerked a hand free to touch the brim of his cap. “Evening,” he said. To Prudence: “You want this in the front room?”

“Yes, we’ll need it there,” Prudence answered.

He walked through, bringing a smell of tobacco and pine smoke into the dining room.

“You want I should build up your fire for you?” he asked, out of sight now beside the fireplace.


Bertha’s agitated hands had folded and refolded her knitting; she edged off her chair, and Miss Rachel could not miss the look of secrecy and fright that had come over her. At Miss Rachel’s chair she bent, whispered, “He’s one of them. He’s their hired man. Do you think she ought to let him come in here?”

There was an odor to Bertha, also, a dry, closeted, moth-balled smell that reached Miss Rachel now. The bun of Bertha’s hair made a shadow on Miss Rachel’s plate, and Bertha’s plump hand fingered the edge of the cloth.

“He might be spying,” she whispered. There was a helpless note in the way she said it. “I wish that someone would ask him to keep away.”

She wandered back to her chair near the kitchen door, and Miss Rachel saw that there was more of the child in her, in some respects, than there would be in an aggressive youngster like Nona. There was a wishful helplessness in the face of what she felt was danger. The knitting shook in her fingers, but the stitches fell into place even as she watched the door to the living room in obvious terror.

The man, having built up Prudence’s fire, came back through to the kitchen, paused long enough to be introduced to Miss Rachel.


“This is Mr. Flynn, Miss Murdock. He’s our good Samaritan in these parts.” Prudence gave the stolid man a smile. “I don’t know what we’d have done without him.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Mr. Flynn said. “Excuse me, I’d better get back.”

Bertha seemed to shrink as he went past; or perhaps it was just that Miss Rachel knew, now, how she feared him. There was a core of panic inside Bertha’s softness, and it was directed for some reason toward this hired man of the Schuylers.

This was, Miss Rachel felt, the beginning of the Shape of Things. Sipping tea a little later in front of the fire, she added it to the other items: to the facts about Bruce’s peculiar cabinet, to the drawing of the little hand, to the attack on Prudence, to the grim point that Prudence thought Bruce had revenged himself on her because she had defied his uncles.

The fire was warm, but Miss Rachel’s back grew chilly.

An hour or so afterward, in bed, she listened to the running of the wind, the whipping of trees against the house. Samantha was curled against her feet, and warmth and the vibration of purring came through the covers. It was very dark, now that the lights were out. She wondered whether Prudence was asleep, or whether she lay awake, remembering. She wondered, too, about the girl who had been with Bruce Casling in the tavern. Prudence had mentioned a sister, but there had been nothing sisterly in the girl’s manner. And there was that odd detail about the girl’s hair—hair that was so much like Prudence’s.

There would be time tomorrow to have a look at the Schuylers.

Miss Rachel shut her eyes, felt sleep drift over her like the swell of a tide.

It must have been long hours after that she awoke, stirred, took in the unfamiliar room that was lighted now by the last glow of a waning moon. The cat was gone; faint mewings sounded from below and far away. Samantha needed to go out.

Miss Rachel found robe and slippers in the dark and felt her way through the hall and downstairs to the kitchen. Here the moon made a silver patch on the linoleum, and Samantha sat in the midst of it, her fur tipped with platinum and her eyes afire.

She mewed at sight of Miss Rachel, stood up to rub against the robe as Miss Rachel came to the door. The knob was cold to touch; the glass-panel showed an out-of-doors frosted in ice. Miss Rachel opened the door a crack, felt cold air rush in as Samantha went through.

Samantha paused on the sill, put feet together, and complained.

Miss Rachel looked down. Tucked under the door was a scrap of white; something about its appearance or odor had annoyed the cat, and she refused to pass it. Miss Rachel, shivering, drew it in and lifted it to the moonlight and unfolded it.

The snow and the moon and the lashing wind seemed to wait, to share her fear as she looked at the second drawing of a hand.



Chapter Four

Miss Rachel heard the wind, felt its cold seepage through her clothing. The cat was etched in black against the frosty step. There was, in fact, a sort of nightmare clarity about the scene, a macabre glitter and contrast heightened by nervous tension. The white paper with its lettered message swam up at her in the uncertain light.

The differences between this and the first anonymous message were instantly apparent. Below the drawing were the words, You, too. And the hand itself, tiny and meticulously traced, had been changed—maimed, rather—to the extent of having each finger chopped off short at the joint so that five spread stubs remained.

It was hideous; it roused in Miss Rachel a chill sickness that she tried in vain to suppress. The stillness outside, the snow, the wind that smelled of pine trees were all part of an immeasurable menace. She drew back, called the cat inside with a whisper, shut the door, and latched it.

The paper she thrust into the pocket of her robe.

Before returning to her room she drew a glass of water at the sink. The drink was icy, tasted faintly of rust, but it took away some of the dry-throated illness that plagued her.

Back in the bedroom, with the door securely shut, she switched on a table lamp beside the bed, took from her purse the original message, and spread the two side by side on the counterpane.

She saw how the changed pronoun and the disfigurement of the hand lent direction and menace to the second message. It threatened; it promised hurt. There was no hope, either, that her theory about the first was true: that it was meant to reveal a hidden ally. Prudence had no ally. She had instead an enemy who planned further injury beyond what she had already suffered.

There was a sound of some sort in the hall. Miss Rachel’s fingers jumped to the lamp, switched it off, and she sat unmoving in the dark. Clothing rustled against her door; the knob creaked. Since you’re coming in, Miss Rachel thought, I’ll have a look at you. One hand swept the two bits of paper into her robe pocket; the other turned the light button.

Bertha, shapeless inside a gray wool robe and with her bun of hair unwound into a tail, peered at Miss Rachel as if in surprise. “I forgot about you,” she said. “I heard somebody and I wondered who it was. You know, when you’ve been asleep—it’s hard to remember, always.”

“I’m sorry if I’ve disturbed you.” Miss Rachel stood up from the bed. “I felt restless and went down to the kitchen to get a drink.”

“Yes,” Bertha said slowly, “I know you did.”

Her eyes seemed to search the top of the bedside table, the smooth reaches of the counterpane, even the floor with its scattered rugs. “Is there anything else? Would you like an aspirin—or anything?”

Miss Rachel tried to convince herself that she had imagined that last brief—and rather knowing—glance of Bertha’s, the one that had seemed to rest for an instant on the bulge in Miss Rachel’s robe pocket. “Nothing, thanks. I’m going to try to go back to sleep now.”

“Well—just let me know.” Bertha went out and began to draw the door shut. “Just tap for me if you want anything. I’m next door with Nona.” The door closed on the patient, rounded figure, the vague eyes that avoided her own.

Miss Rachel caught Samantha as the cat was about to run out with the other woman. It took a good many strokings to get her to lie quietly on the counterpane.

Miss Rachel then put out the light for the last time, hung her robe over the foot of the bed, and settled to sleep. Perhaps, she thought, in her dreams she might find an answer to the disturbing riddle of the maimed hand, the cryptic message.

She woke, as she had slept, with the knowledge of Prudence’s danger and found Prudence herself beside the bed with a tray of breakfast in her hands.

Miss Rachel sat up. “Oh, Prudence, you shouldn’t! I could have come down.”

Prudence adjusted the legs of the tray, put it across Miss Rachel’s lap. “We always spoil our company for one day. Then we put them to work.” She uncovered a poached egg, two crisp slices of bacon, toast from which butter oozed, orange slices, and coffee. “Eat this and then dress up warmly. I’m going to show you the sights.”

Miss Rachel began to eat while Prudence brought in a woolen jacket, a muffler and cap, and mittens. “You’ll need galoshes,” she cautioned. “We’ve a collection downstairs. Don’t forget to have me get you a pair.”

Miss Rachel glanced out through the windows to a world as whitely magic as those in fairy tales. Above, at the top of a long slope, like a castle set upon a hill of glass, sat a big house. It was, Miss Rachel remembered, the home of the Schuylers. It was wide, comfortable, the lower floor walled with shingles painted cream color, the two upper stories finished in ivory stucco. Windows and porch were trimmed in deep brown. It didn’t quite fulfill Miss Rachel’s expectations of a resort dwelling; there was too much of a look of formality and permanence to it.

Still, as Prudence had said, it was actually the year-round home of the Schuylers. They were there always, and Prudence must live at the bottom of their hill when she was at Crestline.

Two vague thoughts, which were to bear fruit later, flitted through Miss Rachel’s mind. One was the remembrance of an old Grimm’s fairy tale about a princess who had to climb a glass hill to reach her prince; the other was that Prudence had said it had been her father’s wish that they stay here at least part of the year.

These thoughts were cut in upon when Miss Rachel’s eyes fell upon the robe which she had thrown over the foot of the bed. Setting the tray aside, she reached for it, pulled it to her, and ran her fingers into the pocket.

The second message wasn’t any more pleasant by daylight. Miss Rachel, spreading it against her knee, felt a shiver of cold run across her skin as she saw the chopped-off fingers, the enigmatic You, too.

You, too—what?

Could it mean You, too, are maimed and disfigured? That would apply to Prudence, certainly.

Miss Rachel made up her mind to ask Prudence about the Schuylers later, to discover if one of them was crippled or injured. If so, the message might possibly not contain the threat that it seemed to; it might still be an attempt to strike up some sort of comradeship with Prudence.

Miss Rachel thrust the notes into her purse as Prudence came for the tray. The girl bent, her left cheek toward Miss Rachel, and the scar showed brutally plain on her light skin. “Hurry,” she said, smiling. “You’ll love it once you’re outdoors.”


Miss Rachel obligingly hurried while Prudence took away the tray and Nona came to offer some salmon to Samantha. The cat, though not overly pleased with the canned fish, ate it.

Nona was happy over what she considered a success. “She let me feed her. Did you see?” The taffy-colored pigtails jumped with Nona’s delight. “Could we take her on our walk? Would she like that?”

“All too well, I’m afraid,” Miss Rachel said. “The only difficulty would be in getting her inside again. I think we’d better leave her, at least for this time.”

Nona agreed, but reluctantly. “She’ll stay with Bertha, then. Perhaps Bertha can tame her.”

Miss Rachel was dressed warmly now. Prudence met her at the foot of the stairs and indicated an open closet.

“The galoshes are in here. Let me have a look at your shoe.” She studied Miss Rachel’s outstretched black kid. “Hmm. Awfully little. Suppose you try these.”

Miss Rachel took the brown pebbly-rubber overshoes and slid her feet into them. “I’m afraid they’re a bit large.”


Prudence thrust the brown ones into the closet, handed Miss Rachel a pair in black. This proved to fit satisfactorily. Within two minutes Prudence and Nona were escorting her through the front door and out into the white fairyland that was Crestline.

The air was sharp, tangy with the smell of pines, and full of sunlight. This nook in which sat Prudence’s house and that of the Schuylers was relatively isolated. Though Miss Rachel looked in all directions, she saw nothing but snow and the dark wet trees and the mist that hung below the peaks.

The thought came to her that this was a place for mischief, for prowlings alone. Glancing back at the house, she saw Samantha at a front window, yearning to be out.

“This is where we see the village,” Prudence said, and Miss Rachel followed to where a stone parapet overhung the lower valley. Like steps going down, the road swung back and forth with an occasional cabin roof showing beside it. The village below showed signs of life. Three boys, like ants in sugar, rolled in the snow. A woman on a cabin porch shook out a rug. Someone—Mickey, perhaps—wielded a broom on the tavern steps. All of it was a bright miniature seen through a microscope. Miss Rachel turned away, a little dizzy from the height and the snowshine.

A man was walking the road, quite close but not looking in their direction. When Prudence turned she made an abrupt sound of surprise on seeing him. Nona whispered to Miss Rachel: “It’s Andrew Schuyler.”

Andrew Schuyler was about fifty. He had a heavy, loosely hung body, gray hair, an unreadable face. He was dressed in corduroy breeches, thick boots, a plaid hunting jacket and cap. Through one arm hung the thing that caught Miss Rachel’s eye. Andrew Schuyler was carrying a shotgun.

It took him a minute, no longer, to walk past. His boots made a dull, thudding sound in the snow. The gun swung easily; there was in his appearance neither a knowledge of nor interest in their presence. Nona stared in frank curiosity. It was Prudence who went white, who trembled, who drew away toward the parapet.

Miss Rachel, wishing to distract her, asked: “Could we walk up past the house to that little knoll, perhaps?”

“Of course.” Prudence’s eyes still kept their pain, “There’s a higher knoll that you can’t see from here. You can see the houses in the next canyon when you’re on it.”

“And the peaks,” Nona reminded, dancing a little because of the cold. “You can see the peaks as plain, especially when the mist is thin.”

They walked up past the house, past a stone fence that seemed to mark the boundaries of the Schuyler property. They found the second knoll just beyond the one that Miss Rachel had seen from below. The trees clustered here, and Prudence made them hurry to avoid the drip from the branches.

It was everything that Prudence and Nona had promised. The next canyon angled off toward the right with the roofs of three cabins stuck up through the snow like growing mushrooms. The peaks rose up, terrifyingly near; terrifyingly, too, like the teeth of some preglacial shark gnawing at the sky. Miss Rachel looked, took a deep breath, and sighed. She felt suddenly very small. There was an interval when neither Prudence nor Nona spoke; the silence belonged here, belonged with the feeling of lostness and littleness and helplessness.

Miss Rachel found herself remembering the two anonymous notes and Bruce Casling’s sick face as she had seen it in the tavern and the figure of his uncle carrying a gun. She wished suddenly that she had insisted on Prudence’s leaving this place.

She looked at Prudence, to try to put some of the feeling into words, and she saw Prudence’s face ablaze, her eyes hot, unbelieving. Miss Rachel found what Prudence saw; it was below, where Prudence’s house reflected the sun from a wet roof from which the snow was melting.

A girl was walking from the Schuylers’ house into Prudence’s yard. Though it was too far to make out any features, the hair was unmistakable. The girl was she who had been with Bruce Casling in the tavern the evening before.

Prudence said very quietly: “If it’s fun she’s after, she won’t have any. Bertha won’t tell her anything.”

The silence returned; because of the distance, no sound of steps came from the walking figure below. Nona sighed, a puzzled and resigned sigh, as though the worries of her sister were past understanding.

A sudden thought made Miss Rachel ask: “Do you know her?”

“I met her in the village once.” Prudence put out a hand toward a swaying branch, crushed pine needles in her fingers. “She spoke to me. She said she’d understood that Bruce and I had been engaged. She hoped there wouldn’t be any hard feelings now that—that he was going to marry her.” The figure below stepped upon Prudence’s porch, disappeared behind the front of the house. “She’s a fool!” Prudence said violently. “A fool.”

Miss Rachel, remembering the girl’s chatter in the face of Bruce Casling’s sick misery, agreed mentally that she couldn’t be overly bright. At the same time, the look on Prudence’s face wasn’t good. It was stricken, disastrous. “What’s her name?” Miss Rachel asked, hurrying to say anything.

“Bonnie Fielding,” Prudence jerked back. She flung the crushed pine needles down, stared at the stains on her fingers, as though wondering how they came there. A minute—two—three—ticked away, and a thick fear began to hammer in Miss Rachel’s throat.

“Can’t we walk into the next canyon?” she asked Nona.

“Yes, let’s!” Nona agreed. “Come on, Pru.”

“You two go on ahead,” Prudence said indistinctly. “I’ll be along in a little while.” Her eyes went back to the houses below. “I shouldn’t leave Bertha to handle things like this. It isn’t fair to her.”


There was as yet no decision to go down on Prudence’s part. Her words were more in the nature of an argument to herself. Thinking that Prudence might follow, Miss Rachel let Nona lead the way on the path that crossed the little ridge and descended into the next canyon. Here on the inner hillside the snow was deep; the high banks threw a reflection into their eyes that blinded them.

“Here,” Nona offered, “take my hand and I’ll help you.”

Miss Rachel reached for Nona’s hand, felt the warm fingers curl into her mitten, shut her aching eyes against the glare.

Sharp, as distinct as a hammer blow in an empty house, came the sound of a gunshot from the other side of the ridge.

Miss Rachel jerked at the impact of the sound; her foot slipped, and she fell with a flutter of taffeta skirts among some stones at the bottom of a little wash. She was not immediately conscious of hurt. Nona slid down, shrieking, after her, and Miss Rachel felt her head lifted and heard Nona’s voice begging her to come alive.

Miss Rachel took a breath to reply and found something very wrong with her ribs. They were white-hot and stabbed her with pain. She opened her eyes, found Nona’s face and Nona’s pigtails swimming in the midst of light. “Go and find Prudence,” she whispered with what breath she had.

“Yes, I’ll bring her,” Nona sobbed. “I’ll come right back.” She scrambled away, shredding snow off the bank in Miss Rachel’s direction. “Don’t move! Prudence! Pru! Pru!”

Shrieks and footsteps went over the ridge together, and Miss Rachel lay like a broken doll in the bottom of the wash. She wondered in a vague way how many bones she’d broken and whether they might not knit, since she was seventy. She thought of the girl who had gone into Prudence’s house and of her own foolishness in leaving Prudence alone.

It had been cruel to send Nona to find her sister.

The cold from the earth and the snow surged up into Miss Rachel’s body, and she shook with it and with the memory of the shot that had caused her to fall. The sunshine made a red nimbus inside her eyelids. She remembered the color of the spilled drink on Mickey’s bar.

Blood…. There would be blood wherever Nona discovered Prudence, for Prudence would be dead.



Chapter Five

When Miss Rachel opened her eyes some minutes later and saw Prudence bending over her, white and shaking but alive, she felt as though the whole affair which had brought her to Crestline had swung off some fundamental pivot upon which it belonged. The gunshot, to her mind, had meant the end of the campaign of hatred against Prudence. But Prudence was alive.

It was Prudence’s voice which asked: “Can you stand? Could Nona and I lift you back to the path?”

She put gentle hands under Miss Rachel’s shoulders, and white fire ran through Miss Rachel’s body from armpit to waist.

Prudence drew away quickly. “Nona, put your coat over her. Be careful that you don’t move her, even a little. Stay close till I come back.”

There were long minutes then, during which Miss Rachel heard Nona’s frightened breathing and felt the cold encase her body gradually, like the putting on of an icy garment. She had little sense of time and a great sense of the difficulty and pain of getting her breath. When steps came again on the path they were heavy, measured. She looked through a haze of light to see two men, a stretcher made of blankets between them. Prudence hurried ahead.

The figure that slid down to loom large on Miss Rachel’s horizon was that of the hired man, Jim Flynn. He looked at Miss Rachel with alert, noncommittal eyes, setting the stretcher down carefully beside her, waiting for Prudence to give directions.

The second figure, in shabby blue pants and a worn sweater, was unrecognizable until Miss Rachel caught sight of his face. This was Bruce Casling, out of uniform and into clothes that spelled relaxation. She saw his brows draw together in a quick frown of commiseration at her misery. He didn’t look at Prudence.

They put the stretcher beside her, put her upon it. Bruce’s hands under her shoulders were practiced, firm. The hired man’s pinched her ankles, though they tried to be kind. Miss Rachel felt herself proceed uphill to the path with Bruce Casling’s heels crunching snow just beneath her head. She shut her eyes against the glare. Every step was a jolting agony.

Prudence’s hand found hers under the blanket as they walked, pressed it in admiration and sympathy. Miss Rachel’s kaleidoscopic thoughts were shot through with a sudden determination that Prudence mustn’t fall victim to the thing that seemed planned for her; that somehow and somewhere she must win back the happiness she deserved. There were plastic surgeons in Los Angeles to whom Prudence’s scar might not be beyond repair. If Miss Rachel could get her away from Crestline …

A groan escaped her in spite of herself. Bruce Casling came to a halt.

“She’s in pain, and this isn’t helping her. Prudence”—there was an odd hesitancy in his use of the name—“couldn’t we put her in one of our extra bedrooms, at least until the doctor can get here and do something to relieve her? It will save her a good deal if we don’t have to get down that hill with a stretcher.”

Prudence didn’t answer immediately. She must have many memories of the castlelike house on the hill above her own. At last she said, “It might be best. She is suffering so much.”


Miss Rachel heard the sound of feet upon a porch; there was the shrilling of the Schuyler doorbell. Nona moved into her range of vision, eyes big and cheeks reddened with weeping.

A door latch clicked and a woman’s voice said, “Yes, Bruce, what is it? Oh—Prudence. How are you?”

The inexpressive suavity of the voice remained with Miss Rachel while Bruce explained.

“Come in, of course, all of you,” the woman said when Bruce had finished. “Don’t try to get her upstairs. The sewing room has a very comfortable couch in it. Bruce, you know the way.”

The warmth and the lived-in odor of a house surrounded Miss Rachel. She looked up to meet a pair of chill blue eyes which regarded her thoughtfully. This woman—Bruce called her Mother—was well over forty. She looked brisk, well kept, trig in her knitted suit of dull green. Her face was a mask of affable reserve. When she saw that Miss Rachel looked at her she smiled very briefly and then turned to precede the group.

Somewhere during their progress to the sewing room Miss Rachel remembered later seeing a slight, round-faced girl who watched her with a look reminiscent of Bruce. Prudence had mentioned a sister. The girl had a cast of features similar to the mother’s, except that the mouth was softer, more alive, and the eyes, like Bruce’s, seemed; full of sympathy.

The sewing room was warm, neatly curtained and cushioned in chintz. The sewing machine and a cutting table stood against one wall, and the couch was across the room against another. A rag rug of yellow-and-rose scraps filled the middle of the room, and there were extra chairs here and there and a small cabinet of drawers. All of this Miss Rachel took in before she relaxed on the couch, feeling pain sweep through her.

The doctor, having finished with Miss Rachel, talked to Prudence just outside the door. Their voices wove in and out of Miss Rachel’s consciousness, and she learned that she was sprained and torn but not broken, which the doctor seemed to consider a sort of minor miracle.

Her single visitor had just left her: a woman whose age Miss Rachel judged must approach her own, who had come in with the aid of a cane, used it to illustrate the foolishness of old women who assayed slippery mountain trails, asked shrewishly where she hurt most, and trundled out again. Somewhere in the midst of the discourse she gave forth the information that she was Ardette Schuyler, that Bonham and Andrew Schuyler were her sons, and that Frieda Casling was her daughter. This made her Bruce and Janet Casling’s grandmother, but there was nothing grandmotherly or doddering in the quick gestures, the marching walk, the direct and uncompromising speech.

“I’ve left my shawl somewhere,” she had said just before going. “It’s blue. If you find it, tell somebody, will you?”

Miss Rachel was to remember this much later. She shook her head mutely now, watched the old woman’s back as it disappeared into the hall.

Prudence came in then, having listened docilely to the doctor’s instructions. She sat close to Miss Rachel and put a warm hand on Miss Rachel’s chilly brow. “You’re to stay very quiet,” she instructed. “No talking, no excitement, and you’re not to move for at least two days.” Her eyes clouded a trifle. “I wish we could have had you at home.” The reasons for Prudence’s wanting her at home were obvious; Miss Rachel didn’t ask for them. “I’m going to bring you some broth in about an hour, when you’re over your shock a little. That’s the doctor’s orders.”

Miss Rachel nodded meekly to let Prudence know she had heard.

“I can’t understand how Nona came to let you fall,” Prudence went on after a moment. “She should have helped you.”

“It was the gunshot,” Miss Rachel whispered. “It startled me so. You see, you weren’t with us and I thought—”

Steps burst in the quiet of the hall; Miss Rachel’s door flew open, and Nona stumbled in. She was without cap or wrap; the pigtails were raveled with the effort of running, and her white face shone with sweat. Under the hem of the pinafore her knees shook as she slowed, advanced cautiously toward Prudence.

Something intangible came in, too, with Nona’s entrance—a premonition of terror, a ghost of violence that set Miss Rachel’s nerves tingling and brought Prudence, taut, to the edge of her chair.

“You know that girl? The one we saw going into our house?” Nona began with childish indirection.

“Yes, I know,” Prudence said.

“She’s—she’s all bloody and queer-looking, sort of crumpled down.” Nona crouched over to illustrate. “I went to the door of the living room when I heard Bertha talking, and there was this girl—”

“Bonnie Fielding,” Prudence put in jerkily.

“And she had been bleeding awfully, and there was blood on the floor almost as far as Bertha’s foot, but Bertha was knitting and talking just as if she didn’t know, and there was the girl in the chair and—and I got scared and ran out.” Nona finished, gasping for breath, and waited for what Prudence would say.

Prudence had risen. She looked stunned and yet incredulous. “Do you mean that Bertha is sitting in the room with Miss Fielding and doesn’t know that she’s hurt?”

“I don’t think she’s hurt,” Nona said. “I mean, not so she can still talk, or move. Her eyes were awful. They were dead when you looked into them.”

Prudence made an instinctive gesture of horror. “Nona, didn’t you speak to Bertha?”

“I was afraid,” Nona replied. “Besides, if I could see how she looked from the door, Bertha must have seen it from her chair.”

Prudence ran from the room, and Miss Rachel tried to sit up to follow. Torn muscles and wrenched ribs produced such pain that she almost screamed. When she had lain down again and the agony had somewhat abated she saw that Nona was looking at the door.

If Nona got away she was helpless to learn anything, and her last contact with what seemed to be a crime was gone. “Nona,” she said, thinking quickly of something to attract the child’s interest. “What about my cat? Did you see her there?”

Nona turned fearful eyes on her. “No, Miss Rachel, I didn’t.”

“Nor hear her?”

The pigtails swung with Nona’s headshaking.

“Do you think that Miss Fielding is dead?”

Nona crept close like a mouse, slid into a chair beside the couch. “I think she is. There seemed to be a—a sort of gaping place under one ear. I think that’s where the blood had come from.”

“Which ear, Nona?”

Nona frowned, then touched her left ear with a finger tip. “This one.”

“Think hard, now. Was she near a window?”

Nona swallowed. “Yes, she was. I remember the sun was shining in and it touched her hair and made it all glittery, like Prudence’s when she’s outdoors. She was sitting in Prudence’s chair too.” This was added with a touch of regret. “It’s where Prudence sits when she reads her letters or knits.”

Miss Rachel felt surprise well in her at the richness of the nugget she had uncovered. “Nona, did you think for a moment it was Prudence who sat there?”

“Yes—I—Though I’d left her here with you, of course.” Nona puzzled a moment in silence, then glanced quickly at Miss Rachel. “How did you know?”

“I just guessed,” Miss Rachel said. “Think again, Nona. Was there any hole, any shattered place, in the window?”

Nona concentrated in vain. “I don’t remember.”

There was a light tap on the half-open door. The round-faced slender girl who must be Bruce Casling’s sister came in. She carried a pillow in a fresh case and a blue satin comforter. “I’m afraid we covered you in rather a hurry,” she explained. “I’ve brought you some decent things.” She came toward the cot, smiling, and yet with a look of trying to read Nona’s and Miss Rachel’s expressions. “I’m Janet Casling. Perhaps Prudence has mentioned me to you.”


Miss Rachel quelled her impatience at the interruption. “I’m Miss Murdock and I’m dreadfully sorry to have to be such a nuisance to you and on such short notice.”

“You seem very pale,” the girl said anxiously. “Is there anything I might get you?”

“I believe I will have one of the tablets the doctor left.” Miss Rachel let Janet Casling get the tablets, lean over her with a glass of water. It gave her a chance to study the girl at close range, to observe the features so much like the mother’s, the eyes so much like Bruce’s, an effect of mingled austerity and sympathy.

Janet Casling wore a gray sweater, a gray plaid skirt, stout shoes whose tan leather was dark near the soles, as though she, like Prudence and Nona and Miss Rachel, had been walking in snow. She was not a pretty girl, though obvious efforts had been made on hair and make-up to achieve a look of becomingness.

She had set the glass down and was looking at Nona. “Is there something wrong?”

“That Miss Fielding,” Nona chattered. “I was telling Miss Murdock about it. She’s in our living room and she’s—”


“Nona,” Miss Rachel said sharply. “I think we’d better let Prudence handle things.”

Nona put her head down upon the bedding and shook with sobs. Janet Casling said quickly: “It isn’t possible that Bonnie would go to Prudence and make a scene.” But her tone was doubtful, and she kept looking from Nona to Miss Rachel. “It’s true Bonnie accused Bruce of wanting to marry her because she looked like Prudence. That was after she’d seen Prudence in the village and realized that their hair and general build were identical…. She was pretty furious then. But that’s been weeks ago.”

Miss Rachel didn’t say anything. Prudence herself was in the door, and she, like Nona, looked winded and panicky and pale.

Janet Casling swung round. There was an instant of silence. Then Janet said: “Prudence, if Bonnie’s made a fool of herself in any way—”

The scar on Prudence’s chin and cheek was a red line on her blanched face, and under Janet’s gaze she put up a hand in that oddly apologetic, frightened gesture to touch it. “It isn’t anything like that,” she got out. “Miss Fielding has been shot in my house. She’s dead.”

“In—in your—” The implication was as plain as though Janet had said that Prudence had lured Miss Fielding down to kill her. “But—Do you mean to say you shot her?”

Fury darkened Prudence’s eyes at the stupid remark. “I didn’t say it.”

“Well—” Janet backed a little, glanced at Miss Rachel in uncertainty. “Is there anything to be done? I’m afraid I can’t think straight in things like this. It’s horrible, isn’t it?”

“There’s one thing I’d like to see immediately,” Prudence said.

Janet’s uncertainty increased. “You mean, something here?”

“The gunrack in the closet off Bruce’s laboratory. There were five guns in it the last time I saw it. I want to count them now.”

“Isn’t that something the police ought to do?”

“They can do it when they get here. I’ve called the sheriff’s office in San Bernardino and they’re sending some men up. Meanwhile, I want to see the gunrack for my own satisfaction.”

For an instant Miss Rachel thought that Janet would balk. A White stubborn line drew itself about her lips. “The men won’t like it, Prudence. But if you’re determined—”


Prudence vanished from the door, and Janet followed with obvious mistrust. Nona’s head rose with a cry, and she fled after them. Miss Rachel was alone.

She was worse than alone. She was in the midst of criminal violence, unable to move off a bed, with a hunt already on for the weapon and the corpse still sitting in Prudence’s living room; with Bertha, who must have witnessed the murder, still a virgin field for questioning, and with Samantha, who had never failed to yield clues of some sort, apparently missing.

In desolation Miss Rachel shut her eyes and tried deep, regular breathing to control her nervous impatience. She had drawn some five or six breaths and was beginning to feel that, ribs or no ribs, she must leap from the couch and be going, when there came a very soft sound from the direction of the door.

For some instinctive reason for which she was later to be grateful Miss Rachel didn’t open her eyes. She listened. The sound came again, the rustle and creak of almost noiseless walking. It advanced into the room, and suddenly Miss Rachel caught a whiff of tobacco and a woolen-and-leather smell that seemed masculine.


She peered cautiously through a fringe of lash without opening her eyelids.

Andrew Schuyler was standing near and watching her with eyes like a wolf’s. He was dressed as they had seen him on the road, in hunting jacket and cap; the shotgun was in his hands. The sunlight threw his shadow behind him on the wall: thick, dark, unmoving.

Miss Rachel all but stopped breathing.

With a long, silent step Andrew Schuyler reached the foot of the cot and knelt and began to slide the gun under it along the floor.



Chapter Six

It was Miss Rachel’s first intimation that there might be possibilities in the Schuyler household as meaningful as any she might find at the scene of the crime. When Andrew Schuyler had gone, she felt still the presence of the gun, a dark gleam against the wall under the cot, its stock still warm from his touch and its barrel loaded with sudden death.

Nona came creeping back after a few minutes. Miss Rachel asked immediately for the results of Prudence’s errand and learned that there were two guns missing from the gunrack. Nona was shivering. Though there were many things Miss Rachel could have wished described in detail—the position of the corpse in relation to the unseeing Bertha, the presence or absence of any steps besides Nona’s own in the snow, the exact situation of the window in regard to Prudence’s chair—she forebore to ask because of the terror in Nona’s eyes.

“What is Prudence doing now?” she asked at last.

“She’s fighting with Janet.”

Miss Rachel’s eyes widened. “Fighting?” It didn’t sound like Prudence.

“She wants to lock the gun closet and keep the key,” Nona explained, “and Janet says that her uncles wouldn’t like it.”

Remembering Andrew’s caution in getting rid of the shotgun, Miss Rachel could see Janet’s point. “You must go back to Bruce’s room and find out what’s been done about it,” she instructed Nona. “If they’ve gone try the closet door and see if it opens.”

Nona went unwillingly away and returned very quickly. “There isn’t anyone in the laboratory, and the closet door is standing open a little. I guess Janet got her way.”

Miss Rachel groaned inwardly. What Prudence had wanted to do had been shrewd, forcing the murderer to rid himself of the gun in a way that might possibly reveal him. Janet’s open door was an invitation to anonymity. At least, Miss Rachel thought with fierce comfort, she had the goods on Andrew.


Some fifteen minutes passed in silence, during which Miss Rachel lay quietly and pictured the roaring cars of the sheriff’s office coming up from San Bernardino and wished that something might be done about getting her old friend, Lieutenant Mayhew, into the case. The lieutenant was doing specialized work in ballistics for the Los Angeles police. Miss Rachel longed for the comfort of his large, square, uncommunicative and sometimes disapproving presence. If he could but see the thing under her cot …

She looked hopefully at Nona. Nona looked back from a working face bedewed with tears, and Miss Rachel sighed. Mayhew wouldn’t come, even though Nona could be trusted to call him. He didn’t go about butting into the affairs of strange sheriffs who might not want him.

Sometime during these thoughts Bertha must have come in very quietly. Miss Rachel, glancing toward the door, found her there on a chair with her knitting spread out upon her lap and her eyes fixed on it in a despairing stupor.

“Bertha!” Miss Rachel cried, almost forgetting not to sit up.

Bertha flinched, met Nona’s and Miss Rachel’s gaze with obvious hesitation. “Prudence sent me here to wait,” she explained.

“Tell me about it,” Miss Rachel commanded. She felt Bertha’s vacillation, the terrible timidity which caused her to face everything but the unpleasant truth. Miss Rachel made her eyes stern. “Tell me everything that happened from the time that you answered the door and saw Miss Fielding to the moment when Nona came in and found you.”

“Prudence asked me not to talk to anyone until the police came,” Bertha stammered.

“She didn’t mean me. What was the first thing that Bonnie Fielding said when you opened the door?”

Bertha tidied the bun at her neck. “She asked if Prudence were home.”

“And then?”

“I said that Prudence had gone for a walk, and she asked to come in and wait.”

“Did she talk while she was waiting?”

“Not much. Just about the weather, at first. Then she asked about Prudence’s accident, and I told her how that happened.”

“Why did she sit where she did?”

Bertha’s pale eyes were blank. “I don’t know. Perhaps because the chair was near the window and the sun was shining in. She said that she was always cold at Crestline.”

“How long did she stay before she was shot?”

Bertha jumped at the word. “I can’t remember. Prudence says it wasn’t long. She’d seen Miss Fielding go to the house, you see, and then heard the shot while she was with you.”

A correction about Prudence’s whereabouts was on the tip of Miss Rachel’s tongue, but she controlled it.

“Prudence thinks it might have been between ten and fifteen minutes,” Bertha went on.

“Now tell me just what you saw and heard at the time Miss Fielding was killed.”

Bertha picked up her knitting with shaking hands. Nona’s breathing was loud in the quiet. From some other part of the house came indistinguishable women’s voices: one, quiet but venomous, seemed connected in Miss Rachel’s mind with Frieda Casling—it would match the controlled harshness of her expression as Miss Rachel had seen it briefly in the living room—and the other was Prudence’s, not controlled but angry.

Bertha gasped out: “There was a dreadfully loud noise from outdoors.”


“Did Miss Fielding move or cry out?”

Bertha shook her head wordlessly.

“Did you realize she’d been injured, was dying?”

“I had come to a hard place in the knitting. I didn’t look up. The Schuyler men are always hunting, though I’d never heard them shoot so close before. I—I didn’t realize what had really happened until I heard Nona and looked around at her.”

Miss Rachel’s memory ticked off the long minutes of Nona’s search for Prudence, Prudence’s errand to bring the men with the stretcher, the careful walk to the Schuyler house, and Nona with them all the way. She wondered if Bertha was nearsighted. It was a point she must discuss with Prudence.

“When I saw Nona I knew something was wrong. Then I—I looked closely at Miss Fielding and I saw the blood on the floor.”

Prudence came in during the last words. She looked greenish and ill, and yet a spot of fury burned in each cheek. “They’ve decided I did it,” she jerked out. “Frieda and Janet and ”

“How ridiculous,” Miss Rachel said clearly, “and how impossible, since you were with us.”

Prudence’s hand went up in the oddly helpless gesture of covering the scar on her cheek. For an instant Miss Rachel thought that she would cry. Then she said, “So I was,” in a strangled voice. Her glance went uncertainly to Nona, who was obviously making a valiant effort to understand.

“We mustn’t forget that point,” Miss Rachel told Nona. “You see, with all of these people who wish to hurt Prudence saying that she must have fired the shot that killed Miss Fielding, we mustn’t forget to say that she was with us when we heard the gun go off.”

She spoke slowly, clearly. Nona was frightened, but her gaze on Prudence was adoring. “Yes, I see. I won’t forget.”

Miss Rachel shut her eyes and sighed. She felt singed when she thought of Lieutenant Mayhew’s reaction should he ever learn of this subornation to perjury. He might—he might even wish to have her arrested. Her mind fled panic-stricken from the image of bars. And yet—there was Prudence, Emily’s little girl, lost in a storm the magnitude and ferocity of which Miss Rachel was only beginning to realize.

In defense of Miss Rachel, be it said that she had no idea then of the person or thing she was protecting.


The sheriff was a thin man with a razor-backed nose and a habit of searching through the pockets of his suit as though he had lost something. He held his main session of questioning in the living room of the Schuyler home—a trial to Miss Rachel, who couldn’t attend—and came to the sewing room much later and rather as an afterthought.

“I’m Sheriff Moresby,” he introduced himself, drawing up a chair. Another man had come in with him, a man whom Miss Rachel took to be a deputy until the sheriff turned to address him. “Bonham, I guess I won’t need you. Meet me outside in five minutes.”

Miss Rachel stiffened at the casual tone. She was used to Lieutenant Mayhew’s shrewd attention, not giving thought to the fact that the lieutenant had learned by experience that more than likely she was holding evidence out on him. Five minutes…. She thought of the gun under the cot. Well, if five minutes wouldn’t cover her story of the gun, it was the sheriff’s loss, not hers. She turned her attention to Bonham Schuyler.

He was a dark, agile-looking man. He had none of his brother Andrew’s heaviness or his sister Frieda’s coldness. His smooth hair, touched with gray, set off a face that was warm and alive. Miss Rachel was reminded of Janet Casling. Bonham had the look of the office man. He was neat, quiet, correct, with a surface expression of friendliness. “Whatever you say, Joe,” he answered the sheriff. “I think you might plan to stay for dinner. We haven’t seen much of you these past few months.”

It was then, and perhaps without any real justification, that Miss Rachel conceived a dislike for the sheriff. She had never known Mayhew to accept a dinner invitation from a houseful of possible murderers.

Moresby said, “Well, I’ll think it over. See you outside.”

He turned to Miss Rachel. “I heard about your accident, Miss Murdock. It’s too bad you have to be laid up this way. Those trails through the snow are treacherous.” He began going through his pockets, reaching with long fingers into their inner recesses. “Now about this murder. This Miss Fielding was shot through the window, was killed instantly, and Bertha Mills doesn’t seem to be able to help us much. Suppose you tell me what you know about it.”

Miss Rachel looked at him warily, wondering if he had been able to break Prudence’s false alibi.


“We heard the shot,” she began. “We were over the ridge, in the other canyon.”

“How far would you say you were from where the gun was fired?”

“Goodness, I couldn’t even guess. I’m not familiar with firearms.”

“Aren’t you?” he asked easily, and a little chill ran over Miss Rachel’s neck. Could he have heard of those affairs in Los Angeles and Breaker’s Beach? He continued: “Prudence Mills says that when the sound of the shot came you stumbled and fell. From that, I thought that it might have seemed—quite near.”

He was angling for something.

Miss Rachel said carefully, “My footing wasn’t very secure. I suppose someone saying Boo in a loud voice would have had the same effect.”

He sighed, went on with the aimless search of his pockets. “I understand from Miss Mills—Miss Prudence Mills—that you came up yesterday evening.”

“That’s right.”

“This was to be an ordinary visit?”

Miss Rachel’s pulse fluttered. “Why—yes, I thought so.”

“I see.”


“After all,” Miss Rachel said, trying to be light in the face of his gimlet stare, “I didn’t exactly plan on being involved in a murder.”

He gave her a peculiar glance, and again Miss Rachel wondered if by some freak of fate her modest fame had preceded her. “And Miss Prudence Mills and Nona Mills were with you? Is that correct?”

She nodded wordlessly, since not to speak seemed less a sin than a flat “Yes.”

“You give Miss Mills an ironclad alibi,” Moresby said thoughtfully.

Miss Rachel felt like snapping, “Why shouldn’t I?” Why, her thoughts continued angrily, should everyone but Prudence be considered above suspicion? She dwelt on the dinner invitation, Bonham Schuyler’s easy assurance of Moresby’s complete friendliness.

“Not that you shouldn’t,” Moresby went on, “since she was with you. The point I’m bringing up is one that Mrs. Casling told me about—that her son had been engaged to Miss Mills and was now engaged to the murdered girl. Such situations lend themselves to tragedy.”

“Indeed,” Miss Rachel said frigidly.


“And I understand, also, that words passed between the two girls when they met recently in the village.”

“Perhaps Miss Fielding was trying to boast of a victory which was, actually, simply a loss of interest on Prudence’s part.”

“Possibly.” He waited a moment in silence. “There were other difficulties, of course. The Ortega properties caused quite a stir. We heard about that in San Bernardino.”

Miss Rachel saw that he knew almost as much as she did; he had heard of the broken engagement, the fight over the desert lands, and he no doubt knew of Prudence’s accident, since the scar on her cheek was too raw, too obvious, to escape notice. There were still two things which Miss Rachel might consider her exclusive property: the vindictive and seemingly pointless notes with the hands and the shotgun under her bed.

“I don’t see,” she pointed out, “that you can consider the Ortega properties any motive for Prudence to murder Miss Fielding. In fact, considering Miss Fielding’s superficial resemblance to Prudence and the fact that she was murdered sitting in a chair which Prudence commonly occupied, I should think you’d have quite another set of ideas entirely—the Ortega properties taken into account.”

He knew what she meant. There was the barest change in his thin face; he stopped digging into the depths of his pockets. And yet his reaction wasn’t what Mayhew’s would have been. There was a guard up in his mind. She watched him, knew that he was feeling through what she had said word by word and that he was looking for something she hadn’t put into it. Duplicity, perhaps.

It was Bonham Schuyler’s dark face at the door which interrupted Moresby’s rumination. “The county medical man’s here. He wants you to come over to the Mills place with him.”

Moresby rose. “Thanks so much, Miss Murdock. Perhaps I’ll be back later, if you feel equal to it.”

Miss Rachel experienced a little triumph at having intrigued the sheriff’s interest, even, she felt, his suspicion. The five minutes were long gone; the gun was still hers (not counting Andrew, who wouldn’t be apt to talk about it), and she had pulled the wool over his eyes about Prudence’s alibi. And he intended coming back for more.

The house was very quiet after Moresby’s departure with Bonham Schuyler. Miss Rachel went over things carefully in her mind and decided that Bonnie Fielding’s being murdered for Prudence could be accepted as a fact—why on earth had Bruce Casling picked out a girl who resembled Prudence so much, anyway?—and that back of the crime lay a tangle of hatreds, old and new, with Papa Mills the unwitting fountainhead of all of it.

Queer that Papa Mills had left Prudence such a heritage, had insisted that she come here and live part of the year close to people who were due to become her enemies once his will was published. It was almost as if …

The door slid open very softly, and Moresby looked in.

Miss Rachel was becoming adept at pretending to be asleep. She watched while the sheriff, without making a sound, put a round, black, shining thing behind the sewing machine and ran a near-invisible wire from it out into the hall. Long acquaintance with Mayhew enabled her to recognize the black object at a glance.

She smiled, but not unruefully.

If there was wool over Moresby’s eyes, it was not of her doing. It was because Sheriff Moresby must think it becoming.



Chapter Seven

Miss Rachel felt the pressure of necessity in two regards: to locate her cat and to regain possession of the two notes to Prudence. The notes she had left in her purse lying upon the dresser in the room she had occupied last night. Giving Moresby a decently long time to become settled, or to settle a man on the other end of the dictaphone, she began to call for Nona in a weak but insistent voice. Moresby or his man must have contacted someone, for Nona shortly appeared. She looked less woebegone and more alert, the result, perhaps, of Moresby’s inquisition of the group in the living room.

“Someone said that you wanted me,” she said, coming close.

“I’m worried about my cat,” Miss Rachel began. “I wonder if you’d mind very much going out to look for her?”


Nona’s glance was troubled. “If she’s in our house I might not be able to look for her. That Mr. Moresby asked us to stay out for a while. They’re talking to Bertha in the living room.”

A vision of Bertha, mute with fright in the face of Moresby’s frustration, occurred to Miss Rachel, and she had a fleeting idea, too, of letting the sheriff’s men find the notes to Prudence. Those two malevolent squares of parchment, perhaps more than anything else, would show Moresby the menace that had mistakenly spent itself on Bonnie Fielding. It was the uncertainty in the situation which decided Miss Rachel against this latter. Moresby’s men might not search the house minutely, since the murderer had stood outside to fire the shot. There might even be a chance that the murderer would find opportunity to reclaim the notes in an effort to cover his tracks. She pulled Nona close and whispered soundlessly into her ear. Nona’s eyes widened; she started to speak aloud, and it was only by a painful effort that Miss Rachel reached and put fingers against her lips.

Nona plainly distrusted Miss Rachel’s effort at secrecy and went away looking puzzled and anxious. During the fifteen minutes or so of her absence Miss Rachel lay on tenterhooks lest the child be caught in her errand and the truth wormed out of her by Moresby.

When Nona returned Prudence was with her. Prudence carried Miss Rachel’s bag. She proceeded to remake the bed and to get Miss Rachel into a nightie. There was no sign, so far as Miss Rachel could see, of the purse or the notes or the other article which she had instructed Nona to bring with her. Nona stood back and watched Prudence at work.

Prudence laid out nail file, comb, and other toilet articles. The sewing room was rapidly taking on the look of a hospital. “I’m going to get you some broth,” she said. Miss Rachel, warm in the depths of Prudence’s own quilted bed jacket, smiled back. “Nona, stay here until I come. And don’t go on any more wild-goose chases to the house.”

This last quelled any hopes Miss Rachel had that Nona had done her errand without interruption. She was surprised, therefore, when Prudence left to have Nona come quickly and take her purse from under her jacket and put it on the coverlet.

“You did get in?” Miss Rachel whispered.

She opened the purse quickly, saw that the notes were safely inside, closed the snap, and slid the purse out of sight under the couch. “And the cat?”


“She was sitting in your room,” Nona whispered. “I thought I’d bring her to you, but when I tried to catch her she ran from me. There was something wrong with one of her paws, though. She limped awfully.”

Samantha’s gift for being involved in violence seemed vindicated. Making a mental note to get the cat in her possession as soon as possible, Miss Rachel hurried on lest they be interrupted. “And the window?”

Nona glanced behind her as though wondering who or what might be eavesdropping. “I couldn’t. The hole wasn’t big enough.”

Miss Rachel stared disbelief. “Not big enough to measure?”

“Not with a piece of string, the way you asked me to.”

Miss Rachel lay back upon the pillows and thought in silence. She had imagined the hole through which death had burst in Bonnie Fielding’s skull to have been the sort made by a shotgun, a great smashed place, and she had instructed Nona to measure its width with a length of string with an idea of trying to judge how far away the murderer had stood to fire.


“It was a very little hole,” Nona went on, still whispering. “I put in the tip of my finger, and then I heard someone coming inside, so I got away.”

Nona had gone to the rear of the house, she explained, had gotten inside and up into Miss Rachel’s room without being observed. Coming back with Miss Rachel’s purse under her jacket, she had met Prudence on the stairs. Prudence had Moresby’s permission to bring Miss Rachel’s personal necessities to the Schuyler house.

“I couldn’t tell her what I’d come for, and she scolded me,” Nona complained. Coming outside, shepherded by Prudence, who carried Miss Rachel’s bag, she had heard just a snatch of a detective’s conversation with Bertha in some other room. A man’s voice had said: “The sound of the shot didn’t frighten you?”

Bertha’s answer: “The Schuyler men go hunting so often.…”

Miss Rachel shut her eyes, plagued by the thought of a small hole in a windowpane, a hole obviously made by a rifle or pistol bullet—while a shotgun lay carefully hidden under her bed, put there by the most obvious suspect of the lot.

When Prudence came in a moment later Miss Rachel asked if she would attempt to catch Samantha.

“Of course I will,” Prudence said, plumping the pillows so that Miss Rachel might sit up to eat the broth. “Nona, I might need you.”

Propped up and left alone, Miss Rachel found that she could see a good deal of the rising ground behind the Schuyler house. There was a cleared area containing an immense woodpile, the dwindling end of the stone fence, an open shed which sheltered tools, and a double garage. As she watched and sipped broth Jim Flynn came into the clearing, took an ax from the shed, and began to split some of the wood into kindling. The ax made a sound like chunk, chunk, chunk, and yellow chips flew off into the scattered snow. Flynn’s brown, leathery face was expressionless ; it didn’t change when he looked up to find Bruce Casling coming toward him.

Bruce was again in Army uniform and was headed for the garages. He stopped near Flynn, and the two men engaged in conversation. Miss Rachel had an instant’s regret for Nona’s leaving; she could have sent the child to listen. Flynn, for some reason which she would have given much to know, began to point up into the sky in the direction of Prudence’s house. His finger followed a down-falling line until it rested on what must have been the horizon.

Bruce, looking as Flynn pointed, turned his face toward the window, and Miss Rachel saw how haggard and ghastly he was. Whatever the reactions of the rest of the family—she recalled Janet’s quick repulsion and Bonham’s unruffled affability with Moresby—there was no doubt that the murder of Bonnie Fielding had hit Bruce hard. She wondered just how well he had loved the girl whose hair had been so exact a match for Prudence’s. Perhaps inconsolably. A little feeling of desolation, of death to a hope she hadn’t put into words, crept into Miss Rachel’s thoughts.

Bruce Casling shortly went on to the garages and drove away in the blue coupé she had seen before the tavern. Flynn returned to his wood chopping, which continued as the sun passed its peak and began to throw the shadows of afternoon across the clearing.

Prudence came with a squirming bundle in her arms. “I’m so sorry to have had to treat her like this,” she said, putting the bundle on the couch beside Miss Rachel. “She wouldn’t let me touch her, so Nona and I caught her in this blanket. She’ll probably never like either of us again.”


The folds of the blanket parted, and Samantha’s head, ears backed and eyes blazing, emerged. Miss Rachel put out a hand toward her, and she howled, a sound of aloneness and fear.

“It’s queer how animals sense things,” Prudence said, white-lipped. “She probably understands in a dim way what happened down there this morning. She might even have been in the room …

The cat put out a paw, flinched when it touched the covers. Miss Rachel caught it, ran swift fingers through the black satin fur and across the hard little pads. Samantha spat, jerked the leg to get it away. Between two toes Miss Rachel found a stiff, needle-sharp little thorn. A quick disappointment filled her. She had expected something more—perhaps a bit of glass from the broken window, proof that Samantha had been in the room when Bonnie Fielding died. Samantha was notorious for finding thorns. She averaged one a week at home. Miss Rachel pulled it from the flesh, laid it on the smooth wood of the window sill beside the couch, and—though this was unlike her—forgot about it.

Samantha escaped the three pairs of hands and fled under the bed. Miss Rachel stopped Nona from going after her. She wondered what Samantha must be thinking of the strange oil-and-gunpowder-smelling mechanism which she must by now be investigating.

“What has Moresby decided to do?” she asked of Prudence.

Prudence shook her head worriedly. “I don’t know. He’s been talking to Bertha. He has no idea, of course, how timid she is. I don’t think he believes her story of not knowing Bonnie Fielding was murdered at the time the shot was fired.”

“He questioned all of you, didn’t he? What sort of stories did he get from the people here?”

“Nothing that seemed of any importance. Andrew Schuyler admitted being out with a gun—he couldn’t very well do otherwise, since we’d seen him on the road. He admitted, too, that the gun was the caliber of the one which had killed Miss Fielding, a .30-.30 rifle.”

“But, Prudence!” Miss Rachel cried. “When we saw him he had a shotgun!”

Prudence looked at her uncertainly. “Did he? I don’t remember. I—I tried not to look at him at all.”

A sense of fear, of danger, grew undefinably in Miss Rachel’s mind. “You must remember. Prudence, you must!”


“If he had been carrying a shotgun wouldn’t he have said so?” Prudence asked, though she still looked confused. “Wouldn’t it have been to his advantage to tell the truth?”

Miss Rachel pursued the subject no further aloud, conscious as she was of the listening object behind the sewing machine. She tried to think of a reason why Andrew had hidden his shotgun and claimed to have carried the .30-.30.

“What sort of alibi did he offer Moresby?” she asked at last.

“A very good one, and one that Moresby wouldn’t have any trouble in checking. Andrew said that he went on down the road to the second turn and from that point he shot at a bird, and almost at once he met Mickey, the bartender at the tavern, coming up. He says that he must have been there talking with Mickey at about the time Miss Fielding was killed.”

“Do you know if Moresby has checked this with Mickey?”

“He stopped things right there and went away for several minutes. I think he probably called Mickey at the tavern. When he came back he didn’t pay any further attention to Andrew.”

“And Bonham Schuyler?”


“He said that he was inside the house but couldn’t recall just where. Ardette, the grandmother, said the same. Mrs. Casling heard the shot; she was at the front door, looking for Flynn to ask him to do an errand. Janet claims to have been enameling her nails in the bathroom on the third floor. Bruce was in the tool shed, and he says that he, too, was looking for Flynn. The housekeeper, Mrs. Barnes, was in the kitchen.”

“And what about Flynn?”

“We didn’t hear his story. Moresby must have talked to him somewhere else. He wasn’t with us in the living room.”

Miss Rachel’s memory dwelt on the figure of Jim Flynn with its arm pointing into the sky as he talked to Bruce, and a deep unease stirred in her. She looked out toward the woodpile, from which Flynn had disappeared. The temper of the day was changing. The sun was gone; the trees and the patches of bare ground had darkened under the shadow and the sky was a running well of the thick mist she remembered from her previous visit.

Miss Rachel has never laid claim to the gift of premonition, but she felt now a strong dislike for the irrelevance that seemed to pervade the affair. There was a connection somewhere between Prudence’s notes with the hands drawn on them and Andrew Schuyler’s claim of carrying a .30-.30 and Jim Flynn’s motion of pointing into the sky. She put her mind to it—and only half heard the remark from Nona that was to ruin all that she had tried to do for Prudence.

“I didn’t forget, either,” Nona said in a bid for commendation. “I told the sheriff that Prudence was with us all the time. Even when he came back to me and asked me over again. Didn’t I, Prudence?”

Prudence knew nothing of the dictaphone. She squeezed Nona’s fingers. “I wish I had been with you.”

Miss Rachel’s conscious thought swung back and faced nightmare. There were perhaps ten seconds during which she stared at Prudence and Nona, and they looked back at her a little wonderingly.

Prudence leaned toward her, put a warm hand on her suddenly cold one. “I want you to know where I really was. Not that I think there’s any doubt in your mind. It’s just that I owe you that because you’ve been so loyal and so kind to someone who is just the granddaughter of an old friend—and hasn’t any real claim on you at all.”


Miss Rachel moved, though she knew that it was too late and that at the other end of the wire someone was ready to quit listening and to act. She put a hand across Prudence’s lips and said, “Stop.”

Moresby was in the doorway.

“Go on, Miss Mills. Your friend, Miss Murdock, isn’t the only person who’s interested in what you were doing when Bonnie Fielding was murdered.” He began that leisurely, maddening search of his pockets. The gray light gave him height and sternness. His brown face, his steely eyes seemed meditative. “We’ll congratulate Miss Murdock and your little sister for lying for you later. Go right on and tell all of us just where you were.”

The color died out of Prudence, and only her hair was alive. It shone with a reddish glint as she turned to Moresby. Her hand against Miss Rachel’s shook for an instant and then was still. “We had been together on a little knoll which overlooks this canyon. Nona and Miss Murdock went on across the ridge and I stayed there. I—I had seen Miss Fielding go into my house and I was trying to decide whether to go down and talk to her or to let Bertha suffer it out.”

Moresby had made it bad; Prudence was making it worse.


“You mean by that,” Moresby said carefully, “that you expected very unpleasant things from Miss Fielding? A quarrel, perhaps?”

“Miss Fielding was rather tactless. The things she had said in the village sometime before hadn’t been true, but they hurt. I hoped she would go away when she saw that Bertha was alone, and that’s why I waited on the knoll.”

Moresby’s glance slid off Prudence to rest on Miss Rachel. “Your friend has protected you very well on this point, whether she knew its importance or not. I think we can give her credit for knowing it. She is too familiar with the work of the police not to realize the value of an alibi while a murder is being committed.” He came into the room and looked about with a sort of shrewd wishfulness. The light from the windows was fading rapidly now. The mist had lowered to the treetops, and streamers of it drifted over the woodpile toward the house. Moresby’s figure was like that of a dark scarecrow. He addressed Miss Rachel directly. “Just what did you think Miss Mills might be doing, to cause you to lie for her?”

Miss Rachel wanted to say, “Nothing at all,” but she was too dismally conscious of something which was going on under the couch. Samantha, alone and not liking the presence of the shotgun, had decided to howl.

Nona, glad of a relief from the tension she felt in Moresby and Miss Rachel and Prudence, ran to the foot of the bed and lifted the chintz ruffle that covered the edge of the mattress. “Kitty?” she called. “Come, kitty; come, kitty. Here, let me pet you”

For an instant that might have been forever Miss Rachel waited for the inevitable.

“Look!” Nona cried. “Look what I’ve found! It’s—Why, it’s a gun!”



Chapter Eight

There was unholy joy in Moresby before bafflement took its place. He had knelt beside Nona, and taken the gun quickly from her hands. Rising slowly and keeping his face under control, he almost hid his chagrin at seeing a shotgun.

He listened without comment while Miss Rachel told him about Andrew’s putting it there. He went after Andrew, still carrying the gun, brought the big man back to face Miss Rachel.

Andrew was careful. “Look, Moresby, I don’t know what this is all about—but one thing’s certain. I’ve showed you the gun I carried, the .30-.30, and you found my fingerprints on it and one bullet missing from that practice shot I took away down the road. Now why would I be putting a shotgun under this couch? It doesn’t make sense.”


Miss Rachel lifted her snowy head to stare; he refused to meet her eyes. There were some seconds of silence. Moresby seemed to be thinking.

“As far as the .30-.30 is concerned,” he said slowly, “we know that you carried one and that one

was used to kill Miss Fielding ”

“Which you haven’t found yet,” Andrew said quickly, “and which you won’t be apt to find in this house, because we only owned the one.”

Moresby hefted the shotgun. “Is this yours?”

Andrew shrugged his shoulders loosely. “Looks like it.”

Moresby looked at Miss Rachel. “Do you have anything further to say?”

“I’ve told you exactly what happened.” She reached for the cat which Nona had lifted Upon the bed. “From my familiarity with police work—which you mentioned—I might say that I consider you as being prejudiced and inefficient.”

Moresby flushed a deep lobster color. His slatlike cheeks and thin mouth tightened. Miss Rachel saw that she had made an enemy and that she had done Prudence’s cause no good in doing so. Moresby strode from the room, carrying the gun, and Andrew followed. It was Andrew who turned at the door to look back with unreadable eyes. Samantha hissed at him.

Prudence said miserably: “I should have admitted not being with you from the beginning.”

Miss Rachel was struggling to get out of the covers. Her ribs had settled into an aching stiffness, and movement brought out a thin dew of perspiration on her upper lip. “You’ll have to help me,” she said. “I’ve got to get to a telephone.”

Prudence read determination in her and put out gentle hands to help. Wrapped in a robe and supported on either side, Miss Rachel made staggering progress to the hall. A telephone sat on a little table some dozen feet from the sewing room, a chair beside it with its back against the wall. Miss Rachel let herself down slowly, took the receiver up with fingers that shook. “Give me the Los Angeles Police Department,” she said softly. A minute or more ticked by in the warm gloom of the hall. The phone crackled. “I’d like Lieutenant Mayhew, please.”

When Mayhew came on the wire he sounded hurried and displeased. He listened while Miss Rachel ran through a sketchy narrative. When she had finished he said: “Of course you know that I can’t step in without being asked.”


“Yes, certainly, but couldn’t you ”

“I’ll call you if I hear from the officers at Crestline.”

That seemed to finish things as far as Mayhew was concerned.

Prudence and Nona helped Miss Rachel to the cot, but not before she had stopped beside the sewing machine, taken a pair of scissors from the drawer, and neatly cut the wire to the dictaphone. Enough was enough. The cloudy afternoon was verging toward darkness. Miss Rachel had never suspected herself of snoring at night—but if she did, no sniggering detective was going to listen to her.

Prudence was called away by Janet Casling, who came in solemnly to announce that Moresby wanted her. Janet’s mother, Frieda, brought Miss Rachel a little creamed chicken on toast, turned on lights, and drew the blinds.

“I hope you’ll be comfortable.” Against the chintz drapery of the window she looked sallow and tired. The brisk figure inside the green knitted suit was inclined to sag. “We’ve a really nice guest room upstairs, but I don’t suppose you feel like being moved, do you?”

Miss Rachel had endured the trip to and from the hall much better than she had expected, but she didn’t tell Mrs. Casling. There were certain advantages in being considered completely bedridden.

Frieda Casling adjusted a curtain, seemed loath to leave. “It’s turned quite cold in the last two hours. I think it’s going to snow.”

Miss Rachel, remembering that Bruce had driven away and had not returned, inquired about the condition of the roads when freshly covered.

“Not dangerous,” Frieda told her. “Though I think Mr. Moresby is planning on going out in the next half-hour. He’s already sent the ambulance on with Bonnie’s body.”

She was watching Miss Rachel without seeming to.

“I—I can’t begin to tell anyone how Bonnie’s death has upset us all. She and Bruce were engaged, you know, and we were all very fond of her. I can’t understand anyone’s wanting to murder her. It’s so—so senseless.” She lifted her hands in a puzzled gesture. Her eyes—their color oddly matched that of the forget-me-nots in the chintz—were steady, measuring. “There’s no motive for a thing like that. Nothing but—well, people might have thought that Prudence was jealous. Not that any of us would give the idea any consideration.”


She waited. Nona, who had found a comic book and was engrossed in it, looked up at the continued silence. “Why doesn’t Prudence come back?” she asked uneasily.

Frieda Casling wet her lips and looked toward the hallway, “I’m sure I don’t know. Perhaps Mr. Moresby is still talking to her.”

The thought of Moresby and his one-track mind, the memory of his ready acceptance of Andrew Schuyler’s story about the rifle filled Miss Rachel with a deep alarm.

“Can’t I go find her?” Nona begged.

Frieda Casling glanced at Miss Rachel. The idea of Prudence’s danger, of how apt Moresby was to arrest her on suspicion of Bonnie Fielding’s murder, was obviously uppermost in her thoughts. Miss Rachel wondered if the previous remarks about Prudence hadn’t been an effort to find out what attitude Moresby was taking. “I’ll go see what’s happening,” Frieda decided.

Miss Rachel and Nona waited for her for many long minutes. A car started outside with a roar of the motor, and Miss Rachel had the sudden and frightening idea that it might be Moresby taking Prudence away with him on suspicion of murder. She reached, lifted the blind away from the window. Outside was impenetrable darkness, and a breath of cold stole toward her from the pane. She was almost off the cot when Prudence walked into the room.

Prudence wore a gray look. The shadow of despair clouded her eyes, and the scar on chin and cheek looked bright, malicious. She fell into a chair, and there was a defenselessness about the way she sat and stared at Miss Rachel as if not seeing her.

“He thinks I did it,” she said finally.

Nona’s face quivered with fright.

“There’s just one thing holding him. If he could only find the gun that killed her and prove that I’d had any sort of chance of using it he’d have me. It’s just that one thing. The gun that isn’t there.”

Miss Rachel looked at her own two hands, thin-veined and white, lying on the coverlet. They were seventy years old, but at that instant they would have throttled Moresby without any hesitation.

The cat came and rubbed Prudence’s leg, and Prudence looked down absently. “We haven’t fed her.” She stood up, picked Samantha up gently. “I’ll take her to the kitchen. Nona, be ready to go when I come back. We’re going home to sleep.”

She went out, and Nona came to sit on the side of Miss Rachel’s cot. “I’m afraid,” she whispered. “I don’t want to sleep in our house.”

“You’ll have Prudence and Bertha,” Miss Rachel reminded her.

“Bertha’s afraid.” Nona took a big breath. “She’s afraid that Jim Flynn will come back in the dark like he did that night she caught him in her room.”

Miss Rachel sat up straight. “How do you know that it was Flynn in Bertha’s room?”

“She’s so afraid of him. She wasn’t before that night.”

Miss Rachel remembered Bertha’s uneasiness while Flynn had been delivering the wood the night before. And yet Nona’s logic had holes in it. Bertha’s fear of Flynn might have been part of her general timidity.

When Prudence and Nona were gone and Miss Rachel was supposedly settled for the night she lay and listened to the sounds in the Schuyler house, and the idea came to her that perhaps she might later do a bit of prowling. Prudence had left her a flashlight because the wall switch was beside the door and she might wish to locate her glass of water or the aspirin or Samantha during the night. She let a while go by, and the house gradually quieted. Andrew Schuyler went past her door—she recognized his heavy voice saying good night to someone—and Janet put in her head to ask if there were any last-minute things that Miss Rachel wanted. After that there was intense stillness on the lower floor, and Miss Rachel decided that the time for her scouting expedition had arrived.

The sewing room was on the upper side of the house, facing the ridge of hills that led like a series of steps to the peaks beyond. The hall was a lengthwise affair that began from the living room and must logically end in Bruce’s laboratory at the rear of the house. Taking the flashlight and inching painfully into a robe and slippers, Miss Rachel tried standing up unassisted. Though her ribs throbbed with fresh pain and the stiffness caused by the fall impeded her movements, she managed to reach the door.

It occurred to her that the first errand might as well be the investigation of the other end of the dictaphone wire. She located the loose strand, opened the door and got through it without letting Samantha into the hall, followed the wire to a closet which proved to be deserted. She felt through the darkness to a small table and a chair just inside the door. Through some oversight Moresby had neglected to remove his equipment. Earphones and the receiving apparatus were pushed together against the wall.

She shut the closet and had a look into the living room, since this was close. The dying fire in the fireplace cast a still-red glow over the room. There was a feeling as of a seepage of cold air from the direction of the door. On a table at the end of a davenport sat a bowl of yellow roses; while Miss Rachel watched, the petals of one loosened and fell with a soft, nearly inaudible sound.

Miss Rachel went back to the hallway and paused at the foot of a flight of stairs which she had noted opposite the door of the sewing room. From above came faint light and footsteps, but nothing which indicated an approach to the lower floor. Clutching the flashlight, Miss Rachel headed for the inky blackness at the far end of the hall.

She found doors to the dining room, the pantry, a little office which was probably the business sanctum of the Schuyler brothers, and the kitchen. But not of the laboratory.

Standing puzzled in the dark at the open door of the kitchen, she felt again the almost imperceptible creeping of cold air from the out-of-doors, and the feeling caused a prickle of unease over her skin. She advanced into the kitchen, trained her flash briefly on the walls, found two doors. The first led outside. It had a pane in its upper section, and through it she saw the cloudy night, the fringe of black that must be trees. The second door was the one she had hunted. Opening it and training the light for an instant through it, she saw the paraphernalia of a laboratory, shelves of mineral specimens, workbenches, a steel filing cabinet, a closet with its door ajar.

She went first to the closet and examined the rack of guns just inside its door. Three ancient shotguns whose appearance spoke of long disuse lay in the lower brackets. The two upper brackets were empty, but there, she reasoned, had been the accustomed storage space for the shotgun Andrew Schuyler had carried on his trip that morning and had later hidden under her bed and the .30-.30 which he had wanted Moresby to think that he had had with him and had fired.

The closet further yielded a pair of boots with Bruce Casling’s name stenciled in the lining, two fishing poles, a boxful of stored chemicals, and a stack of enamel pans with stains in their inner surfaces. Back in Bruce’s laboratory Miss Rachel tried the filing cabinet but found it locked. In the drawer of a table she found a good many well-filled notebooks and a photographer’s envelope with four snapshots inside. These she glanced at briefly in the light of the flash, laying them out against the dark wood of the table. They were taken at Crestline, a summery, full-leafed Crestline strangely unlike the desert of snow about her now. She recognized Prudence and Nona in the moment of looking at them, and Frieda Casling in one picture with Janet and Bruce on either side.

On a quick impulse she thrust the pictures back into the envelope and put the envelope in the pocket of her robe and felt her way through darkness back into the kitchen.

It seemed much cooler now, as though the warmth had evaporated through the walls and the wind from off the snow had come in to take its place. Miss Rachel went into the hall, listened again at the foot of the stairs. There seemed to be no sound, no movement from above. Miss Rachel, clinging to the banister and breathing hard with strain, went up and found herself facing a door outlined in light.

Without any feeling of guilt that she was conscious of, she put an eye to the keyhole.


Ardette Schuyler was in the room, and she was wielding a pair of scissors on a shawl. It was a blue shawl of a silk-and-woolen weave, and Miss Rachel was reminded of Ardette’s searching for it that day at noontime. Under the mop of gray hair her face had a look of determination and of almost military calm. The scissors shone in the light, and the fringe dropped off the shawl and into a black wastebasket at Ardette’s feet.

Though Miss Rachel watched for some minutes, Ardette did nothing more exciting than to begin replacing the fringe with a border of blue satin ribbon. Miss Rachel decided not to risk further search of the upper floor with the grandmother awake, and returned silently to the floor below.

It was cold enough in the lower hall to make her shiver, and the half thought came to her that someone must have left a window open. She was almost at the door of the sewing room when there came a sound from the front of the house.

It had been an unmistakable sound, that made by the closing of a lock. Miss Rachel stood quiet, listening, and then went to the living room and peeped in.

Only a vague shadow of the fire remained, enough for Miss Rachel to see that the window draperies next the door were moving very slightly and that another rose had let its petals drop. She felt a chill go over her as she recalled that first falling rose. There had been someone walking about the house then; someone recently passed through whose passing had created a current of air and disturbed the overblown bouquet.

She tried to recall any sound which might have indicated that she had been followed and spied upon and could remember none. She had felt absolutely alone in the laboratory. There had been, of course, that odd sensation of moving air in the hall, easily accounted for if someone had used the front door. She had an odd urge to know what Prudence might be doing and if she were safe. There was even an idea of slipping on a coat and shoes and going across the snow field to see.

She went back to her room, shaken by a feeling she didn’t like. Without using the flashlight she crept across the room and sat down on the cot. Could she manage a walk as long and as chilly as that to Prudence’s house? If she took an aspirin, perhaps … Her arm brushed the pillow as she reached across it; a crackle of paper sounded loud in the utter quiet.


She felt with her fingers, still not dreaming what it was, and found a crisp square fixed to her pillow with a pin.

The flashlight found it for an instant, and she saw what had come. The third hand. For her.


        
        Chapter Nine

        Her own heart sounded fearsomely loud to Miss Rachel, loud enough to be
            heard on the second and third floors of the Schuyler house, like a drum being beaten
            with a trip hammer. The parchmentlike square was smooth between her fingers; she could
            half make out its lighter surface in the dark. She needed no light to remember the words
            or the drawing.

        A hand, cut across the middle so that only the palm and the thumb
            remained. And the lettering: Now, you.

        Miss Rachel shivered; the paper spiraled to the floor. She spent a minute
            retrieving it, and Samantha came and leaned against her arm and purred. She thrust the
            paper under her pillow and, driven by a need for action, put on shoes and her coat and
            went, with much painful effort, into the living room.

        
        The third rose let its petals drop as her footsteps jarred the floor
            beside the door. She looked out into blackness; the cold blew in, and a flake of
            something touched her cheek. Maneuvering through a narrow opening, she managed to leave
            Samantha inside.

        It was snowing. The wind drove the snow against her face, and below, at
            the foot of the hill, a light in one of Prudence’s windows seemed veiled by a
            blurry curtain. Feeling her weakness, the ache of her lungs increasing with the cold
            air, she made haste down the steps and across the rocky slope.

        The light she saw came from the pane in the upper half of
            Prudence’s kitchen door. On tiptoe Miss Rachel peeped inside.

        Even in the kitchen the light seemed exceptionally blurry and unlike the
            glare she recalled from the previous evening. Then she saw that the globe above the
            sink, though lighted, had been funneled in a sheet of newspaper. Prudence was standing
            beside a table with her back to Miss Rachel; she seemed busy with something in front of
            her. Miss Rachel felt a surge of relief on seeing Prudence apparently unharmed, and
            though the memory of the note was terrifyingly recent, her race to get to Prudence
            seemed a trifle silly.

        
        She stepped back and looked at the upper story. It was dark, its outline
            vague against the night. There was no sign that Bertha or Nona might be up or awake.

        Inside the kitchen Prudence was turning slowly. Miss Rachel now noticed
            that she was dressed for the out-of-doors in a heavy coat and with galoshes over her
            shoes.

        Prudence was putting a cork into an ink bottle, and when this was done she
            picked a pen off the table and advanced with the two articles toward a small cabinet on
            the wall beside the stove. The cabinet’s door, when Prudence opened it, displayed
            rows of spice cans. Prudence inserted the bottle of ink into a space behind them,
            dropped the pen in after. Then she went to the sink and with meticulous care she washed
            an inkstain off her finger under the faucet.

        Miss Rachel drew quite away from the door. She felt again as she had when
            Prudence had appeared that morning on the top of the snowbank, as though the case had
            swung off into new and inexplicable and more terrifying orbits.

        Prudence’s fingers under the flow of water were shaking as if with
            excitement. Her face wore an intent, guarded look. Once, when there
            must have been some sound from another part of the house, she jerked about from the sink
            and waited with her gaze on the inner doorway.

        After a moment’s waiting she quickly turned off the faucet, took a
            damp cloth to the table, and wiped at what must have been an ink spot, returned to the
            sink and rinsed the cloth, removed the paper funnel from the light, and took a curiously
            long look at the room. An instant later the place was in darkness.

        In the night outside Miss Rachel felt strangely lost and alone.

        She went back painfully and slowly to the Schuyler house. She knew what
            waited for her there—the cold room and the cot and the hatefully written thing
            under the pillow—but her interest in it had gone flat. She wished suddenly,
            remembering Jennifer’s pleadings, that she had never come to Crestline.

        She was just inside the living-room door when the lights of a car splashed
            the windows of the room with a yellow beam. Miss Rachel hurried to the opposite side of
            the room, looked back. The headlights had swept past; through another window she saw
            them focused on the door of the garage, two spots like a pair of giant eyes, snow
            blowing through the space between the car and the door and a dark
            figure getting out to open the lock.

        She hurried to the sewing room, met Samantha’s complaining mewing
            with a word of comfort, shed coat and shoes, and got into the cot.

        A man’s firm footsteps went past in a minute or so. Miss Rachel,
            lying still to listen, heard the steps pause, heard a door squeak near by. Too near, she
            thought, for the kitchen passage to the laboratory. A discreet sound of rummaging, of
            drawers being opened and shut and their contents shifted came through the wall.

        Miss Rachel recalled her investigation of the hall and of the rooms
            leading off it on this floor. Bruce Casling was in the little office next the sewing
            room.

        There was a nearly inaudible cracking of a board in the hall, and Miss
            Rachel woke to the knowledge that someone besides herself had ears for what Bruce was
            doing. She all but held her breath and she felt the presence of the one waiting in
            darkness outside her door as palpably as though she saw him through the panel.

        A further cracking, an abrupt halt in Bruce’s rummaging. Then
            Bruce’s voice, muffled but distinct: “Who’s out there?”

        
        Miss Rachel forced her stiffening limbs out of bed, crossed the room, and
            put an ear against the keyhole. She heard Bruce more distinctly now, imagined his square
            face darkening as he demanded: “Who is it? Come on. Speak up.”

        The precise and quiet voice of Bonham Schuyler answered:
            “I’m here. Looking for something, or just curious?”

        “Just curious,” Bruce said without apparent embarrassment.
            “I’m surprised at your lack of system in this stuff. You’ve got
            records of old man Mills’ transactions right here with the records of things
            you’ve done since he died.”

        “Well….” Bonham seemed trying to repress a dry humor.
            “Sometimes old things overlap into new things. I think you know what I mean. The
            principle doesn’t apply only to business. Old romances, for instance, have been
            known to creep up and spoil new ones. In various ways.” He set the last three
            words apart with peculiar emphasis. “Do you see what I mean?”

        “I see what you mean,” Bruce said evenly.

        Miss Rachel risked being caught eavesdropping by slitting the door and
            peeping into the hall. Of Bruce she could see nothing. Bonham Schuyler stood on the hall carpet with the light from the office on him. He was
            dressed in a gray robe over bright red pajamas. He looked neat, affable, every inch the
            well-preserved middle-aged professional man.

        “If I had a woman who loved me well enough to commit murder for
            me,” Bonham went on coolly, “I think I’d give her a
            break.”

        There was an instant of complete silence. Then Bruce said, “I want
            the report I gave you on the Ortega properties.”

        “Do you?” Bonham took a pack of cigarettes and a book of
            matches from his robe pocket. “What do you want it for?”

        “That’s my business.”

        “Hmmmm. I wouldn’t try using it now in the way I think you
            have in mind. It wouldn’t help you. It certainly wouldn’t help her. Not
            that Moresby’s a fool. He knows there was a deal with Mills and that there were
            hard feelings over it and he thinks that Prudence held onto the property because she was
            too shrewd to let it go.” Bonham paused to blow a cloud of smoke toward the door
            of the office. “That’s why I wouldn’t drag the report out now. It
            wouldn’t leave her a leg to stand on as far as the murder of Bonnie Fielding is
            concerned.”

        
        “Where is it?” Bruce said stubbornly.

        “I don’t know. I think Andrew put it away.”

        “I wish you’d tell Andrew,” Bruce cut in,
            “that he can drop that yarn about carrying the .30-.30 this morning. Jim heard
            his shot from the lower road—it came a fraction of a second sooner than the one
            up here which killed Bonnie. He saw a bird go down, and as it fell on this side of the
            ridge he went to retrieve it. It was full of shot.”

        Bonham looked at the end of his cigarette as though it somehow amused
            him.

        “Obviously,” Bruce went on, “he thinks he’s
            protecting somebody by claiming that he had the .30- .30.”

        “Hmmm. Very astute of you, Bruce. Since the .30-.30 is mine and I
            didn’t have much of an alibi, I judge that Andrew thinks he’s protecting
            me. I’m eager to know when and where he found it. He was carrying
            it—rather obviously, I thought—when Moresby got here.”

        “If Moresby catches him in the lie he won’t feel so
            smug,” Bruce said grimly.

        “Being embarrassed hasn’t seemed to be one of
            Andrew’s afflictions,” Bonham reminded him humorously.

        
        Bruce slammed some drawers shut while Bonham stood watching.
            Bonham’s cigarette smoke rose in the still air; gray hair on his smooth head
            caught the light as he looked toward Miss Rachel’s door. “This little old
            lady who seems to have hurt herself,” he said in a lowered tone, “why do
            you think Prudence brought her up here?”

        “I don’t know.” The light went out suddenly, and
            Bruce’s steps came into the hall. Miss Rachel shut her door in a hurry.
            “From her age, I’d judge her perhaps to have been a friend of
            Prudence’s grandmother.”

        The words, and the silence that followed, brought a strange nostalgia to
            Miss Rachel. She saw again the peaked roofs of Oakley’s Seminary for Young
            Ladies, the broad steps and the dim hall and the face of the girl who had been her
            friend through the heavy homesickness of First Year….

        A face like Prudence’s and yet unlike. Was it more than a scar,
            this difference? Wasn’t it, perhaps, a bit of Papa Mills?

        Miss Rachel woke with a fogged feeling of having overslept. Samantha made
            complaint at the side of the bed. Miss Rachel stretched a hand and raised the shade, and dull daylight came in. The sky was overcast; what
            sun there was shone on a thick fall of snow.

        Someone tapped at her door, and Janet Casling looked in. “Awake?
            Would you like breakfast?”

        She brought Miss Rachel a washbasin and towel, and Miss Rachel noted that
            she looked weary and that her grip on things was unsteady. Miss Rachel herself felt
            wretched. She was now not only stiff with day-old bruises; she was catching a cold from
            her night excursion.

        The housekeeper, a plain, stout woman whom Miss Rachel had not met before,
            brought the breakfast. Eating it, Miss Rachel kept a desultory eye on the out-of-doors.
            She was turning over in her mind the hodgepodge of things she had learned. Jim Flynn had
            been talking about a bird when he had pointed into the sky. There was some point in the
            Ortega deal which stood in Prudence’s favor in relation to the crime—so
            long as Moresby didn’t learn about it. Andrew Schuyler thought that he was
            protecting his brother Bonham in claiming to have carried the .30-.30.

        Miss Rachel sighed. She longed for the orderly touch of Lieutenant Mayhew.
            It was

        
        She sat up very straight, and the cream pitcher dashed its contents upon
            the tray. Into the view of woodpile and fence had walked a familiar figure, a big man,
            square-framed and impassive, with a blunt, unreadable face. He was kicking the snow in a
            way that indicated displeasure at its heavy fall. His snap-brim felt and his overcoat
            were a deep, well-remembered brown. Sheriff Moresby followed in a manner almost
            apologetic, and Andrew Schuyler came and stood in the edge of the picture like a boy
            prepared to be whipped.

        Miss Rachel put the tray hastily aside and struggled into her clothes. She
            tucked the third note into her purse with the other two and took the purse with her. The
            cat followed, as she did whenever possible, and when they reached Mayhew she rubbed his
            leg, knowing him. Mayhew’s brown hand came down to stroke her.

        “You might have left out the cat,” he said pointedly,
            “for just this once.”

        Moresby looked his surprise. Andrew Schuyler took a bandanna out of his
            hunting jacket and wiped his face with it.

        “Beg pardon,” said a young man in a brown uniform who had
            just come up. “We found it, sir. Right over here.”

        
        Miss Rachel followed as they walked downhill toward the fringe of trees.
            The young man stopped at the edge of a half-moon-shaped clearing. Thick brush had made a
            wall, and across the wall and somewhat below was Prudence’s house. Through the
            big living-room window showed the top section of a chair. It was empty, but there was no
            need to ask who had sat there yesterday.

        “This is the only cover at the correct elevation,” the young
            man explained, looking at Miss Rachel meanwhile, as though wondering how she had
            attached herself to the party. “The snow, of course, has covered everything.
            There should have been footprints here yesterday.”

        Moresby flushed.

        Mayhew looked at Andrew Schuyler, who hung at the edge of the group.
            “Not a particularly difficult shot with a good gun. Any trouble with the sights
            on your .30-.30?”

        Andrew shook his head wordlessly.

        “Suppose you show us now just where you found it.” With a
            glance at the young officer: “Get in touch with the Weather Bureau and find out
            what chance there is of a thaw. If there isn’t any start working this clearing.
            Go easy at it.”

        
        Andrew led the way back up the hill toward the bigger house. His thickset
            body betrayed a certain lassitude and unwillingness as the group entered the yard. He
            pointed grudgingly toward the open shed, to the bench built along its inner wall.
            “In there, lying on the bench. I saw it just as I started to enter the laboratory
            to put away the shotgun.”

        “And just why,” Mayhew asked without emphasis, “did
            you think it a good idea to hide the shotgun under Miss Murdock’s
            cot?”

        Evidently Mayhew had had the story from Moresby.

        Andrew shrugged. “We’d hidden stuff in the sewing room since
            we were kids. I guess I’d forgotten what I knew of ballistics, that if the
            .30-.30 was the murder weapon you’d find it out sooner or later. Janet had called
            me from the front porch and told me that Bonnie had been killed. When I came to the rear
            and saw this .30-.30 I had the crazy idea of trying to protect the family. I
            don’t know.” He made a vague gesture with his heavy hands. “Blame
            it on general stupidity.”

        Moresby gave him a vindictive stare and turned his back. Mayhew poked
            about in the stuff inside the shed. When he caught sight of Miss Rachel peering at him through the open front he said, “Wait inside, will
            you?”

        Miss Rachel went back to the sewing room. She was shaking with exhaustion.
            She fell upon the cot, clothes and all, and lay there while Samantha stared at her from
            the floor.

        The door opened abruptly, and Ardette Schuyler marched in. She held her
            cane in one hand and the black wastebasket in the other. She nodded to Miss Rachel,
            switched her attention immediately to the group of men on the other side of the
            window.

        “Poking and nosing about. Trying to look busy,” she sniffed.
            “Why don’t they get down to business and find who killed that
            girl?” Her seamed face drew into a frown. “And what there can be in our
            back yard to interest them I don’t know.”

        Miss Rachel passed up the opportunity to point out that the gun which had
            killed Bonnie Fielding was practically a member of the Schuyler family.

        “I wanted to burn some stray threads and trimmings,” Ardette
            went on. “It’s a nuisance to gather them off the floor. Well, I
            won’t burn them now. I’ll wait until the men are gone.”

        She put the black wastebasket beside the sewing machine, pushed it against
            the wall with her cane, marched into the hall.

        
        Miss Rachel was never sure what caused her to look inside the wastebasket.
            It obviously must contain the trimmings from the shawl, which should be innocent enough.
            Perhaps Grandmother Schuyler’s unwillingness to take it out to the incinerator
            with Mayhew present struck an odd note. At any rate, Miss Rachel got off the cot long
            enough to lift the several layers of newspaper from the collected scraps beneath.

        The fringe was there. Miss Rachel picked up some bits of it, felt
            revulsion twist suddenly inside her.

        Against her palm it was dried, tangled with a heavy stain—the dark
            and mottled red of blood.

    

Chapter Ten

Miss Rachel’s second reaction was not, under the circumstances, a completely reasonable one. A prickling of anger started at the nape of her neck and lifted the hair queerly across her scalp. The fact that this was Ardette’s home, Ardette’s sewing room, and Ardette’s business about the fringe slipped from her mind. All that remained was a feeling that the Schuyler habit of ditching evidence in the sewing room had gone a little too far.

She took the wastebasket and went upstairs to the room occupied by the grandmother and rapped at the door. No one answered. Miss Rachel looked in. The room mirrored Ardette’s personality; it was furnished sparely and solidly without frills and was forcefully tidy. Miss Rachel set the wastebasket inside the door and shut it. Let Ardette take it out past the gimlet eyes of Lieutenant Mayhew and try to burn the fringe. With a hope of seeing this happen, she went back to the sewing room—to find Mayhew waiting for her.

She knew that he was ready to listen to whatever she had to say. She seated herself on the cot and looked at him and sighed. “I thought you weren’t coming,” she began tentatively.

“The sheriff’s office asked for help on the ballistics angles,” he said. “Identifying the gun that fired the shot, plotting the course of the bullet, and so forth.” He paused and looked patient.

It was always difficult in the beginning with Mayhew, getting him to see things the way she saw them. Mayhew seemed to start out with a belief that Miss Rachel herself was the main cause of trouble. Only tactfulness and time could convince him that Miss Rachel had sensed villainy already afoot and had rushed in to stop it.

“Suppose you tell me your part in it,” he went on, making it sound as though Miss Rachel were a moving spirit behind all of the violence. “Why you came up here and—ah—what you’ve been doing since.”

Miss Rachel began carefully at the beginning with Prudence’s letter and telephone call and continued through what she knew of the rest of it. She made just one omission—the things she had seen Prudence do the night before.

“Didn’t it occur to you,” Mayhew said finally, “that perhaps the best thing you might have done would have been to stay completely out of it?” He moved slightly, and the chair creaked with his weight. “You see, in the first place, Miss Mills’ purpose in getting you up here isn’t very satisfactory. She couldn’t expect actual physical protection from your being here. And this business of being afraid of nothing in particular doesn’t ring true.”

He was saying the things that since last night, when she had stood at Prudence’s kitchen door, Miss Rachel’s own thoughts had been saying.

“Even these anonymous notes—” He tapped the three squares of parchment which she had given him at the beginning. “Even these have a phony ring to them.”

It was true. Miss Rachel looked at them and her mind went back to Prudence hiding the bottle of drawing ink behind the row of spice cans. There wasn’t any terror or mystery connected with the drawings of the little hands, just sickly disbelief and a wish that she’d never seen any of them.


“You see, the point of the thing is that nothing has happened to Prudence. I’m not forgetting the injury to her face. But couldn’t that have been an accident, as everyone thought it was, the result of a fall much like yours? In fact, wasn’t it much more apt to have been an accident, rather than the senseless beating she says it was?”

Miss Rachel looked at his cold logic with her mind’s eye and found no flaw in it.

“Furthermore, being so disfigured and having lost the man she loved, what more natural course of action would follow than to try to build up a fictitious danger and persecution to draw him back to her?” Mayhew leaned sidewise, and the chair emitted distinct groans. “The things I’d like to know more fully are the details of her childhood. Was she the darling of the family? Did she rate most of the attention of her parents?”

“I don’t know,” Miss Rachel said miserably.

Mayhew looked hard at her, and she wondered how much he read from her face.

“I’m going to check on this business about the fringe,” he said, getting up. “If you have a chance, talk to Prudence about her childhood—not that I’m trying to make this a study in psychological back tracking. I’d like to know how her father treated his three daughters; that’s all. He seems to have been a queer duck, otherwise.”

He went out, and Miss Rachel sat and thought about Papa Mills. She remembered him at the wedding, a big shrewd-eyed man with a quiet air of being used to having his own way. She remembered, too, Bertha’s tantrum in the midst of the ceremony and Papa Mills’s carrying her out. Had he carried her away from more than the ceremony of his second marriage? Was Bertha’s almost psychotic timidity the result of long years of childhood repression, of a feeling of unlovedness, of neglect?

Something in her train of thought brought to mind the snapshots she had found in Bruce’s laboratory last night. She took her robe off the back of a chair, found the pictures still inside the pocket. The four, she saw, made a series. They had been taken during a picnic on some previous summer. In one Frieda Casling stood between her children and looked proud. In another Prudence and Nona cooked wieners over a charcoal fire. The third and fourth were of groups: Ardette, Bonham and Andrew, Frieda and Bruce, Prudence and Nona, and Bertha in various order faced the camera.


Miss Rachel put the prints close to the gray light of the window and stared. Unmistakable in the last two pictures, far in the background of trees and rocks, was a peeping face. Miss Rachel had the feeling that Papa Mills was looking at her through the barriers of time and death, for the peeping face was his. And just as certainly he was thumbing his nose at the happy groups in the foreground.

Frieda Casling brought Miss Rachel’s luncheon, found her in bed with a thoughtful look for the ceiling.

“Feeling better?” Her eyes sought and found Miss Rachel’s clothing laid neatly across a chair. “I thought you were up. I mean, the housekeeper said that you’d been moving about.” There was a trace of hopefulness in the way she said this.

“I did get up,” Miss Rachel said, ignoring the hope, “and it wasn’t wise, I’m afraid. The pain’s bad again, and I’ll have to stay here.” She sighed; being bedridden had its obvious uses, especially in the Schuyler household;

Frieda was in another of the knitted suits she seemed to favor, this one of rust and ochre. The knitted surface across her bosom moved with her uneven breathing. She seemed somewhat exasperated by Miss Rachel’s prone position and to have some other idea in mind also.

“There seems to be some question about my mother’s shawl,” she said. “This lieutenant whom you seem to know has been quite persistent about it. Do you know what it’s all about?”

Miss Rachel saw that her acquaintance with Mayhew had been noted in the Schuyler household, but she managed to look innocent nevertheless. “I suppose it’s in connection with some clue he has,” she said vaguely. “He finds them everywhere, you know.”

Frieda’s trig form stiffened. “I’m sure there was nothing to be found in mother’s belongings.”

Miss Rachel raised to look upon the tray. “One never knows, does one?”

Frieda’s gaze went out through the pane to the snowy space and the fringe of trees. “If there was anything—wrong—about the shawl it’s entirely my fault. I saw that she was wearing it.” She bit at her lip. “I should have taken it away.”

Miss Rachel prodded a mushroom with the tines of a fork. “Well, don’t blame yourself too much.” Her tone was devoid of interest.


Frieda’s glance flickered over her. “Bonnie, you know. She was wearing the shawl when she went to Prudence’s house. I shouldn’t have let her. In the mood she was in ” Frieda’s words came to an abrupt end.

Miss Rachel nibbled the mushroom. “What sort of mood,” she wondered absently, “was she in?”

“Oh….” Frieda made a negligible gesture with one hand. “Just irritable, sort of.”

“Quarrelsome?” Miss Rachel suggested.

Frieda took time to answer. “Yes, I thought so. She had these spells when she became rather unreasonable. I suppose at the bottom of her trouble was the feeling that Bruce had become interested in her simply because she looked rather like Prudence.”

“Oh” exclaimed Miss Rachel. “Was that why?”

“Certainly not,” Frieda said quickly. “Bruce was genuinely fond of Bonnie for her own sake. It was just this streak of unreasonableness that made her keep bringing the matter up. I’ve no doubt she went to Prudence’s house to pick a quarrel because of it.”

“But she didn’t see Prudence there,” Miss Rachel pointed out.

Frieda, looked at her with a touch of confusion.


“Another thing,” Miss Rachel went on. “Since you knew she was in a quarrelsome mood, I presume you mean that she had already quarreled with someone here.”

Frieda’s eyes flew wider. “No, no,” she said, but it was weak.

“You’re sure, though, that she took Mrs. Schuyler’s shawl?”

“Yes, that’s right. I want it understood that Bonnie took it, that Mother didn’t—ah ”

“Wasn’t on the scene,” Miss Rachel suggested peaceably. “I see your point. Wasn’t it rather nervy of her, though, taking an elderly woman’s wrap when Mrs. Schuyler might be needing it?”

“It was odd,” Frieda agreed, seeing light now that Miss Rachel was being agreeable. “She did it without thinking. She was very angry, you see. I mean, of course, in a mood.”

“In a mood,” Miss Rachel agreed. “And excited.”

Frieda sighed suddenly, as though a job was done. “Have you noticed the reporters? They’ve been taking pictures. I heard one of them ask Sheriff Moresby how near they were to a solution.”

“I haven’t seen them, no,” Miss Rachel said.

“Well….” Frieda backed toward the door. “I’ll leave you to your lunch and look in later.”


Miss Rachel nodded. She was studying her creamed mushrooms, as though they made a pattern whose details she must fix in her mind. Samantha, on the floor beside the couch, slitted a green eye at Frieda’s departure, meowed softly at the opening door.

“Stay here,” Miss Rachel commanded softly.

The sewing room grew very quiet; so quiet that the cat’s purring was like the sound of a little motor in the silence.

Footsteps, heavy men’s steps, came down the hall and passed Miss Rachel’s door; and then voices came from the office. Miss Rachel put aside her covers and went swiftly to put her ear against the keyhole. There was almost nothing to be heard from the direction of the hall. Evidently the office door was closed. She went to the partitioning wall and tried putting her ear at various levels, but though she could recognize Andrew Schuyler’s heavy tones and Bonham’s chipper inflection, she could not catch enough to make sense of the conversation.

She came embarrassingly near being caught eavesdropping when Janet knocked at her door and came in for the tray. There was just time to streak across the floor and get into bed. She wondered if the girl had heard her.


Janet had not gone when Prudence and Nona came. There was a strained greeting between the three. Nona went at once to try to make friends with the cat, but some spontaneity had gone out of the child. Though she was scrubbed, freshly pinafored, her pigtails burnished, she reflected something of Prudence’s behavior. There was letdown, tiredness, in the two of them. They asked about Miss Rachel’s health; they listened while she said that she felt so much worse and would have to stay in bed—and in the middle of it Prudence shut her eyes as though something were past enduring, past looking at any longer.

Miss Rachel seemed not to notice. She led the conversation into erratic channels. The weather, the fall of snow, Frieda’s remarks about the reporters…. “Your father would surely have hated this, Prudence. In a way, since he had to go, it’s best that he passed away before any of this happened.”

Prudence’s eyes came open, and she looked at Miss Rachel without expression. “I don’t know. It was odd, sometimes, the way Papa reacted to things. You couldn’t be sure whether he would like a thing or despise it.”

“Your mother ” Miss Rachel suggested.


“Mother would have loathed anything like this to touch us. She was very straightforward. She wouldn’t have liked the reporters asking questions and dropping hints. I’m glad that she isn’t here.” Prudence’s fingers strayed up to touch her cheek, to brush at the disfiguring scar. “I’m glad that she doesn’t know about—about any of it.”

“She must have loved you very much,” Miss Rachel said softly.

A spot twitched in Prudence’s lower lip. “As far back as I can remember, I was conscious of her love. Her love and her pride in me. It seemed sometimes that she couldn’t praise me or caress me enough. I suppose it seemed odd to other people. I—I missed it so when she was gone.”

A figure, moving across the snowy space beside the woodpile, caught Miss Rachel’s eye. It was Jim Flynn, his gaunt body wrapped against the cold in a Mackinaw, his long arms swinging. He took an ax from the shed and began to chop wood.

The sight of him seemed to break in upon Prudence’s introspection. She watched as Flynn’s long arms began to rise and fall with the weight of the ax. Finally, with a brief excuse, she left Nona and Miss Rachel and went out. In a moment or two she appeared in the clearing. Flynn stopped chopping wood and they began talking.

Miss Rachel felt consumed with curiosity to know why Prudence should have sought out Flynn at this time, though her common sense told her that it might well be because of some ordinary thing like the night’s wood supply, which Flynn seemed in the habit of looking after. Prudence stood quiet with her hands in the pockets of her jacket, while Flynn shifted his position now and then by leaning on the ax.

Miss Rachel’s attention was distracted by Mayhew’s arrival. Nona was sent out with Samantha to give the cat an airing. At about this time, as she asked Mayhew about Mrs. Schuyler’s shawl, Miss Rachel half noted that Flynn had taken paper out and was writing on it with a pencil.

“Mrs. Schuyler says that her daughter, Mrs. Casling, saw Bonnie Fielding wear the shawl when she went to Prudence’s house. When Mrs. Schuyler found it missing and learned where the other woman had last seen it she went to get it. This is the part I don’t like. Mrs. Schuyler says that she opened Prudence’s door and walked in and found the shawl on the chair where Bonnie Fielding had been killed. The body had been removed. That’s meddling with evidence, though Moresby says that he had examined it and found nothing on it except some stains on the fringe and had left it lying on the back of the chair.”

    “And she took it home and replaced the stained fringe with ribbon?”

“That’s her story, and she’s pretty cool about it.”

Miss Rachel frowned. Outside, Flynn and Prudence had walked nearer the woodpile, and Janet Casling had come out dressed for departure and taken Bruce’s coupé from the garage. “It could be true, of course,” she said. “Mrs. Schuyler’s the type of strong-minded woman who wouldn’t be affected by such things. Did Bertha recall the shawl?”

“She remembers Miss Fielding wearing it as she came in but can’t remember seeing it afterward.”

“The thing that interests me,” Miss Rachel said thoughtfully, “isn’t the bloodstains or Mrs. Schuyler’s manner of recovering it. It’s the fact that Mrs. Casling was so anxious to clear her mother of any possible blame that she let slip the fact that Bonnie Fielding left this house in a huff—that she’d quarreled with someone here before she went to Prudence’s. Mrs. Casling’s purpose, of course, was to convince me so that I’d tell you and you’d quit suspecting Mrs. Schuyler because of her bloody shawl. She didn’t mean for me to know about Bonnie’s quarrel in this house. I think you might find out who Bonnie had quarreled with.”

“Bruce Casling,” Mayhew said, as if to himself.

“I’d begin with him, certainly,” Miss Rachel advised.

Mayhew looked his annoyance at having received council from a spinster of seventy, but he went away promptly, and Miss Rachel knew that he meant to find Bruce. The room grew quiet again. There were no longer any voices from the direction of the office. Outside, Flynn was alone and back again at his everlasting job of cutting firewood. The blue coupé swung back into the clearing—from the shortness of her absence, Janet must have gone no farther than the village—and Flynn stood still to watch.

Janet climbed from the car, threw a bright red tin of tobacco toward the hired man, ran to the front of the house.

It was done quickly, somewhat like a trick of sleight of hand, and in following Janet’s figure Miss Rachel failed to see just what Flynn did with the new tin of tobacco.

It was an oversight she was long to regret.



Chapter Eleven

Night seemed on the verge of coming in all during the long afternoon. There were brief flurries of snow. The clouds had a dark transparency like running water, and, looking through them, Miss Rachel saw a wavering panorama of forest and hills and, nearer, Jim Flynn half hidden behind his growing pile of firewood.

Nona, having brought Samantha in again, stayed for a brief, uneasy visit. Miss Rachel’s inquiry concerning her half sister brought out the information that Bertha, too distracted for knitting, wandered about her house and stared out at the weather. Prudence was getting a meal. Lieutenant Mayhew and Bruce Casling were sitting on the stone fence and seemed to be arguing.

Ardette Schuyler looked in while Nona was there. Her eyes snapped from the spot where she had left the wastebasket to Miss Rachel’s face. Miss Rachel was graceless enough not to blush, and Ardette went out without speaking, looking somewhat puzzled.

When Nona had gone Miss Rachel lay and thought about the night to come and made plans for it. She did not recall later just when it was that Jim Flynn climbed the woodpile and sat on its peak to smoke his pipe and stare at the cloudy vistas below. He was there when the real twilight began at last to darken. His plaid Mackinaw showed bright; his cap was a dark patch against dun-colored skies. When Janet Casling came from the rear of the house and looked up at him and spoke it was already too dark to make out his features from the window. His face was propped between his knuckles; his elbows pressed his knees.

Janet backed away with short, stumbling steps; disappeared as she had come. It was some minutes before she reappeared with her mother. Frieda’s rust-colored knitted suit made a warm patch in the snow. She walked briskly to the woodpile and looked up. There was annoyance, no more, in the brief pause she made, the ejaculation which reached Miss Rachel through the pane. Frieda grasped at the piled wood and tried to climb it. A few pieces started to slide. She paused, grew suddenly rigid inside the knitted suit. Janet was screaming—short, high-pitched cries of warning and of fear.

The woodpile was loosening all the way to the top, and the figure of the hired man seemed keyed to its disintegration. He, too, was coming undone  with a curious slow detachment of knuckle from chin, elbow from knee, and had begun to fall toward Frieda where she stood below.

She stepped aside as the plaid Mackinaw, the loose legs, and the rolling head came down. Janet’s screaming paused on a strangled note. Bruce Casling ran into the clearing from the rear of the house, and Miss Rachel heard a door slam after him—the door of his laboratory, perhaps. He was out of uniform, into his well-worn clothes. He knelt by Flynn’s sprawled body and turned and lifted it. Almost instantly he motioned his mother and sister away.

Another figure—Mayhew’s square, brown-coated one—came from the other direction and knelt beside Bruce and shut off Miss Rachel’s view of Flynn’s body. But Mayhew didn’t stay. He rose, seemed to give brief directions, went back toward the front of the house. Bruce Casling took the arm of his mother, pushed her and Janet together past sight of the thing on the woodpile, then returned to stand near by without moving.

Miss Rachel felt herself possessed of an illness which was not pretended. There was no question as to what had happened to Flynn. While she had lain here through the afternoon with her eye more or less constantly upon him his life had come to its close. She had literally watched him die.

She watched, too, while the sheriff’s men came, and they and Mayhew went through the elaborate ritual of criminal detection. The dark came down, and more snow fell, and Mayhew and the others worked by flashlight, their hands reddening in the cold. No one came to light Miss Rachel’s room or to pull its blinds or to bring her food. She sensed terror in the quietness of the house, knew that she was not alone in watching the woodpile being taken apart stick by stick and that other eyes than hers followed the sheeted body on the stretcher as it went away in the dark.

When it was quite black inside her room she dressed quickly and resumed her seat by the window. When Mayhew came she turned toward him, knowing him by his step. Samantha stirred out of her sleep to purr.


Mayhew said, “You must have seen all of it.”

The lighter square of his face was barely visible against the dark. She knew what he expected, and there was nothing she could give.

“Flynn was poisoned by means of his pipe,” Mayhew went on. “I want to know when he went out there, who approached him, when he began smoking, how Mrs. Casling and her daughter acted when they found him.”

Miss Rachel straightened in surprise. She had thought, somehow, of Flynn being murdered as Bonnie Fielding had been—by an invisible marksman on the hills above. Into her mind crowded the events of the afternoon—Flynn’s conversation with Prudence, his scrutiny of the valley from the top of the woodpile, his long immobility as dusk came down. And then, with the clarity of a vignette, something more—the flashing arc of a red tin from Janet’s hand to his.

It was all she had, and Janet herself must have told it by now. Mayhew listened, moved briefly with impatience because she couldn’t give definite times for Flynn’s arrival or the strange stillness that must have marked his death.

“I’ll speak to Janet Casling,” he said when Miss Rachel had finished. “It must have slipped her mind when I asked her before.”

“Have you talked with Prudence?” Miss Rachel asked.

He shook his head. “Not yet. I thought you’d be able to give me something to go on.” There was the suggestion of a sigh. “What about this conversation she had with Flynn? Was she close to him? Did anything pass between them?”

“I couldn’t say for sure,” Miss Rachel said guiltily. She remembered the way Prudence had stood with her hands in her jacket pockets, Flynn’s movement in jotting something down. “He wrote something on a slip of paper while she talked. I told you that. It’s the one definite thing I remember.”

“I don’t think it’s anything to count,” Mayhew replied. “Flynn had a nickel notebook in his pocket with some scribblings in it—stuff he wanted to remember to do. There was one line, though, now that I recall it. It said, Need tobacco. Perhaps that’s what Janet did for him—brought him a tin of tobacco that he wanted.”

“You said that he was poisoned by means of his pipe.” Miss Rachel hesitated. “Did you mean through the smoke, by inhaling?”


“That’s what the doctor thinks,” Mayhew said’ and let the implication lie. His face was a blotch, dim and unreadable.

“You haven’t had time to test the tobacco,” she thought aloud.

Mayhew didn’t answer that. He had risen, gone to the wall beside the door. His fingers found the light switch, and the sewing room came alive with a yellow glow. “I suggest you get your things together and go down to the other house. Your friend, Miss Mills, offered to let me stay the night on a cot in her dining room. I’ll feel better if you’re there also.”

They had come to a familiar impasse—Mayhew’s old desire to have Miss Rachel safely where he could keep an eye on her; her own determination to poke about even at the risk of a little danger. Mayhew’s feelings were a combination of chivalry, longstanding friendship, and a firm conviction that elderly ladies should keep inquisitive noses out of police business. Miss Rachel’s were much more simple; she was more curious than the proverbial cat.

“There’s a very active and very dangerous murderer loose,” he went on, “and he might have the, idea that you saw more from your window than you did. He can’t be sure, you know.” Mayhew’s face was patient. “Get your things together while I go look up Miss Casling.”

His brown back vanished into the hall, and Miss Rachel stared after it thoughtfully. She could not afford to antagonize Mayhew at this stage of the game, since his resources for getting information were so much better than her own. Nevertheless, her plans, already laid, involved her presence in the Schuyler house that night.

There was an immediate job which required doing, and she set about it with dispatch. She left the sewing room, felt her way into the darkened kitchen and the laboratory beyond. The whole lower rear floor had an air of complete desertion. In the laboratory she searched among Bruce’s paraphernalia until she had located a small pliers and a spool of black friction tape. With these she went back to the sewing room and did a brief but workmanlike job of repair.

There was a minor matter of checking up, then the return of the pliers and tape to the laboratory, and a moment spent on the laboratory door which led outside.

When Mayhew came back, he looked thunderously angry. It was on the way to Prudence’s house, his careful hand beneath her elbow, that he told her of his interview with Janet.

“She was with her mother, and at my first mention of poison in the pipe she burst out with a denial of having tampered with Flynn’s tobacco. It was too pat. She’d been coached. Someone had known, or possibly guessed, how Flynn had died and had warned her.”

“She didn’t deny bringing the tobacco to him?”

“No. She must have guessed that that had been checked. At any rate, she bought it of the bartender in the village, and he knew Flynn’s brand. We called him and checked that part of it without any trouble.”

Miss Rachel looked up, to where scudding clouds lay low over the half-visible fringe of trees. “How long had Flynn been with them?”

“For years.” Mayhew hesitated in his stride long enough to get a better grip on the cat under his other arm. “He was more or less a part of the family—so much so that he had gotten into the habit of expressing his opinions pretty much as he pleased. He’d always liked Prudence Mills. We got the details of a quarrel between Flynn and Andrew from the housekeeper—the quarrel was sometime back, shortly after the unpleasantness over the Ortega deal. The housekeeper says that she overheard Flynn and Andrew arguing and that Flynn said, ‘You’ve got to stop this thing,’ and that Andrew blew up and shouted that he couldn’t. Now Andrew says that he can’t seem to recall the occasion.”

They were at Prudence’s back door, and through the kitchen they looked into the dining room, where Bertha and Nona were clearing the table. At the sound of Mayhew’s knock Nona dropped a plate and Bertha backed toward the living-room door with a hand over her stout bosom.

Prudence walked into view from the direction of the sink, her hands damp with suds. Seeing Mayhew’s face beyond the panel, she dried them hurriedly on her apron and opened the door.

To Miss Rachel she said, “Forgive us for neglecting you this afternoon. Even—even what happened doesn’t excuse us.”

Her eyes went with the apology: they were full of sympathy; they belonged to the girl who had long ago been Miss Rachel’s friend at school. But the rest of Prudence was a white caricature, a bloodless and expressionless doll. Mayhew looked at her sharply.


“Are you sure you were well enough to have come?” Prudence asked.

“I prefer,” Mayhew said very quietly, “to have Miss Murdock where I can keep an eye on her. Her situation in this case might lead to a great deal of danger. She has received one of your peculiar notes, in case she hasn’t told you.”

Mayhew’s wording was odd. Almost, Miss Rachel thought, as though he and not she had stood outside Prudence’s door in the blowing night and watched her hide the bottle of ink. Your peculiar notes.…

Prudence just stared, and that look of fighting something inside herself increased.

“For that reason,” Mayhew went on, “I suggested that she come here with me, even at the risk of its not being good for her.”

“Of course,” Prudence said

Nona came in, and Samantha allowed herself to be taken from under Mayhew’s arm. She even condescended to eat a bit of salmon. Bertha brought in a handful of dishes, flushed as Mayhew looked at her, went quickly to the sink. The light shone in the gray hair that flecked the bun on her neck. Miss Rachel saw that she was regarding them secretly from over Prudence’s shoulder.


They went through the dining room where, from the amount of food left in the dishes, Miss Rachel judged not much had been eaten for dinner. Mayhew assisted Miss Rachel up the stairs, and Prudence brought her handbag and the little wrapped bundle of night things which she had carried. They left her as they thought, secure, and went back below to the living room. As soon as they were safely gone Miss Rachel went to sit on the stairs and listen.

Mayhew plunged right in. “You talked with Flynn this afternoon?”

“Yes,” Prudence answered. “I suppose Miss Rachel told you that I saw him through the window of her room?”

“You tell me,” Mayhew said curtly, but without offense. “Just when you went out and what you said and what Flynn did while you talked to him.”

“I wanted to ask him for some firewood. He’s been so good about helping, even since—Well, I guess you must know about my quarrel with the Schuylers.”

“Yes, I understand all that.” Mayhew must have had it from the sheriff. “Flynn must have liked you pretty well.”

“I had a queer feeling sometimes that he was sorry for me,” Prudence said. “It wasn’t anything he’d say, just his actions.”

“Begin with your going outside from Miss Rachel’s room,” Mayhew suggested.

“I went out to the woodpile and asked him if he’d mind giving me enough for tonight. He promised to bring it down. It wasn’t that it really belonged to the Schuylers,” she put in in explanation. “The forest is common property at Crestline.”

“I see.”

“Before I could go he asked me about Bonnie’s murder. He wanted to know how Bertha and Nona were taking it, what I’d heard from the sheriff, and so forth. I don’t remember exactly all that we said. He told me about seeing a bird fall and of going to get it—this must have happened at about the time Bonnie had been shot, and it had something to do with a story Andrew had told the police.”

“Did he explain this point to you?”

“Not very clearly. I didn’t ask for details because I really wanted to get away.”

“About Flynn’s pipe. Did he take it out or handle it while you talked to him?”

“He took it out.” Prudence stopped briefly. “He took it out to get at a notebook. He scribbled something in the book with a pencil. I don’t know what it was. I don’t think it had anything to do with what we were talking about.”

There was a short rustle of paper. “Could you point out just what line it was he wrote while you talked to him?”

Complete silence; Miss Rachel could visualize Prudence bent over the notebook, studying it. A step sounded below; Nona and Bertha went toward the living room with a look of not quite wanting to go and of yet being unable to stay away. Samantha, at their heels, paused to look up at her mistress on the shadowy staircase.

“This line, I think,” Prudence said at last. “This one which says, Tell them about the noise.”

“Do you have any idea of what it means?”

“No, except that Flynn usually jotted down little errands he was apt to forget.”

Mayhew waited a long moment, and Miss Rachel knew how he must look: big and determined and full of furious thought. Finally: “Was there any sound, any distinct or unusual one, that you remember happening about then?”

Prudence waited also before she said, “None that I remember.”


Bertha and Nona had disappeared into the lighted room. The door was ajar some inches, so that the hall was in shadow. Into this shadow came a form, so silently, that to Miss Rachel its approach was like the materialization of a ghost.

The light fell across the face below in a narrow strip, and Miss Rachel saw Bruce’s square chin and his hand reaching for the knob.

He must have seen Mayhew then. He waited, immobile, while Mayhew went on with his questioning of Prudence.



Chapter Twelve

“And the phrase, Tell them about the noise, means nothing to you?”

Prudence hesitated. Bruce Casling took his hand off the knob and turned his head slightly, as though the better to listen. Samantha, on the bottom step, began to purr loudly in the quiet.

“I—I don’t believe that it does,” Prudence said finally. “There was a moment there—something I half recalled.”

Mayhew waited; Miss Rachel pictured his immense patience.

“No,” Prudence decided. “It isn’t anything I could put my finger on.”

“Very well.” Mayhew’s notebook closed with a little slap of its pages. “Just keep it in mind. Things pop up again, sometimes, when we least expect them to.”


Bruce drew away and walked quickly out of sight. Something in Mayhew’s tone expressed finish, finality. He would be in the hall in a moment, and the girls would be going to bed. Miss Rachel, caught off guard by the suddenness of the end of the interview, tripped over herself getting down the steps. Samantha looked up, rose. Miss Rachel, catching the banister, managed to reach the lower floor without falling.

She went quickly and silently through the dark dining room and the kitchen and waited at the glass panel, watching Bruce’s dim figure vanish into the cloudy night. There was no way of telling whether or not he had gone home; no light came on in the lower story of the house at the top of the hill. The dark received him, and he was gone.

She was without a wrap, and there was now no time to go back for one. Samantha rubbed her ankles and mewed softly, inspired by the odors of the kitchen. Miss Rachel, thinking to leave the cat busy with a bit of food, found the remains of a salmon patty which Nona had prepared on the sink and put it on the floor. But once outside the cat was with her, having bolted the fish as she saw the door open.

It might prove awkward, having the cat tag her, but a light had gone on in the dining room behind her, and there was Mayhew shedding his coat, a speculative eye on the cot Prudence had set up for him. She couldn’t risk opening the kitchen door to put Samantha inside. The wind filled her taffeta skirt like a sail as she drew away. She shivered, then began to run lightly through the dark.

The Schuyler house appeared suddenly, its upper floors dim against the clouds, the porch a cavern of darkness. She felt her way down the wall to the rear, to the door of Bruce’s laboratory which she had put off the latch earlier in the evening. There was no sound, no trace of light inside the place. She turned the knob and went in, and the cat’s warm fur pressed her ankle as Samantha squeezed in too.

Dimly she saw Bruce’s mineral specimens on their shelves. A few crystals reflected what light there was as she passed through. In the kitchen Samantha remembered and cried for more fish, and Miss Rachel picked up the cat and carried her into the hall. Here was a concentrated blackness which caused Miss Rachel to have a feathery tickling across her skin. She waited, judged distances, went silently to the sewing-room door to listen. She was fairly sure that no one in the Schuyler household had seen her departure with Mayhew. Unless he had told them of his intention to move her to Prudence’s—which she doubted, because Mayhew was habitually closemouthed—they must think her still sleeping in the room beyond.

She went on without noise to the closet where Moresby had left his dictaphone equipment and shut herself in. It was awkward and uncertain working in the dark, but she at last got a buzz and then a steady, uninterrupted sound like the live connection of a telephone. She settled herself to wait.

She must have dozed a little with weariness, because the latch clicking in her ear woke her suddenly and she looked involuntarily toward the door. Then came the realization that the sound came from the dictaphone. She stiffened, knowing that someone had entered the sewing room on the other side of the wall.

Utter quiet followed, then a few slow steps, and a man’s voice burst forth, making Miss Rachel jump.

“Who is it?”

A small sound like a stifled cry. Then Janet’s voice, unmistakably, saying: “Uncle Bonham? I thought Miss Murdock was here.”

“Did you?”


“And yet when she didn’t answer my knock—”

“Of course.” There was some irony in the way he said it.

“Do you suppose she’s gone back to Prudence’s?”

“There’s no telling where she is. I gather she fancies herself as a sleuth. Perhaps even now she’s doing our rooms with fingerprint powder and a microscope.”

Janet waited an instant. “You’re joking, aren’t you?”

“Can’t you tell?” His tone was grinning.

Suddenly: “What are you doing here?”

“Me? Oh, I wasn’t worried about Miss Murdock. I came in to find something. I thought that in case she was sound asleep I wouldn’t disturb her; I’d just take what I was looking for and go.”

“What was it?” Janet asked curiously.

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you. It’s something that Andrew put away sometime back. He always liked this room for hiding stuff. I think he had the idea from childhood that it was forbidden territory. Mother’s sewing, basted and laid out, was holy and no mistake. So he sort of carried the idea along with him that if he wasn’t allowed in here, other people weren’t either, and so that made it ideal to hide stuff that he didn’t want anyone else to see.”


The explanation was long, deliberate, and Miss Rachel could imagine Bonham going smoothly along with his search while he made it.

“Don’t you want the light on?” Janet asked.

“Thanks. This small flash does quite well.”

“I—I was wondering where Bruce might be.”

“Oh.” A few moments without any sound of movement. “Isn’t he accounted for?”

“He isn’t in his room. I knocked a few minutes ago and looked in.”

“It seems,” Bonham said with quiet humor, “that you’re looking in on a lot of people tonight.”

Janet’s voice became strained. “Do you think Bruce is in any danger?”

“Possibly.” The sewing machine was being gone through; Miss Rachel recognized the sliding of narrow drawers, the rattle of pins and spools. He was perilously near to the listening device. “I think all of us are in some danger.”

“Oh.” Janet’s voice was very small, very remote.

Miss Rachel realized why when Bonham said, “Going?”

“Yes, I—I guess I’ll go back to bed.”

“You won’t mention any of this to anyone, will you?”


“No, not if you’d rather I wouldn’t.”

“Good girl. I don’t seem to be having much success, anyway. I wonder if Andrew’s changed his ideas since they found the gun he hid here? Hmmmm.” A sound as though he were tapping the ^sewing-machine lid with sharp, impatient nails.

“Uncle Bonham, I—” Janet seemed full of hesitations tonight; she coughed embarrassedly now before going on. “I can’t help wondering what you and Bonnie were arguing about yesterday morning. She went out in such a perfect fury. Just livid, really.”

The tapping of nails, all other sounds, had abruptly stopped. “How do you know this?” Bonham asked.

“Not by eavesdropping,” Janet answered. “You were both talking pretty loudly, and I was in the hall. She kept saying, ‘It’s a rotten, dirty deal; it’s filthy,’ over and over.”

“And I was saying, ‘Shut up,’ wasn’t I?”

“Yes.”

“I’m saying it now, Janet.”

“I—I don’t understand.”

“I’m saying it to you.”

Miss Rachel’s mind’s eye pictured the room beyond : dark but for the pencil of light from Bonham’s small flash; Janet by the door, her face white in the reflected glow; Bonham’s suavity turned to stone.

Then there was the click of the latch, and Janet’s heels went by in the hall outside the closet.

No further sound on the dictaphone. Miss Rachel cautiously jiggled a dial, got an increased hum but no movement from Bonham. She left the machine and went to the keyhole and put her ear to it. There was a soft step in the hall, the click of another latch farther than the door to the sewing room. Briefly the keyhole shone with a stab of light.

The office, she thought; Bonham’s gone to hunt in the office. She slid the door open a crack, listened, watched the stairs with narrow caution, pushed Samantha back with her heel, and slipped through. There was a penciling of light all around the office door. Without any shame at all Miss Rachel put an ear against the panel.

Here there was a sound as though the house were being taken apart. Boards groaned. A nail screamed briefly in being withdrawn—the sound was unmistakable—and for a moment there was silence, as though the searcher waited to know if he had been heard.

At the height of the subdued fury, Miss Rachel turned the knob and drew the door toward her. Evidently Bonham felt no worry about having the light on in the office; the room was full of brightness from the desk lamp. Or perhaps it was usual for the office light to be on late at night, while the sewing room was another matter.

Bonham was on his knees, and he was prying the baseboards from against the plastered walls with a claw hammer. His back was toward Miss Rachel. The gray robe gave him the look of a monk. Beneath the edge of his well-groomed gray hair his neck was frosted with perspiration. The sound of his breathing filled the silence.

His search of the baseboards revealed to Miss Rachel the type of thing for which he must be hunting. Nothing larger or thicker than paper could have been slipped between wood and plaster.

She waited until she saw that he had failed in finding anything, then shut the door silently and waited. Almost at once the light went out. Miss Rachel retreated to the closet. Bonham’s steps came into the hall and approached the stairs and stopped.

Samantha chose that moment to mew. It was a soft mew, scarcely audible even inside the closet, but Miss Rachel froze, and her heart began to beat heavily and fast. She was so conscious of the figure, the intelligence, alive in the darkness and so near. She held her breath, tried to force her ears into hearing Bonham going safely upstairs. He didn’t go.

Instead he took a hard quick step in the direction of the closet. Miss Rachel stepped back so quickly that she all but fell over the cat. Her eyes waited for the closet door to open, showing the grayness of the hall and Bonham’s figure coming in at her.

That didn’t happen, either.

He went past and back into the sewing room. Miss Rachel stood in the dark and shivered. Samantha rubbed her ankles and purred and made again the soft, inquiring sound that meant to ask when she could get out of the closet and do a bit of prowling on her own.

Miss Rachel felt her way to the chair by the table and sank into it. She wondered a little at the depth of her own terror. Bonham Schuyler, neat and professionally affable, had nothing about him in daylight to send waves of goose flesh over her.

Her hand encountered the earphones, and mechanically she lifted them to listen. The hum was there and some soft movement that she could not identify.


This business of listening into the room where she had been supposed to sleep had been so different from what she had imagined. She had thought to slip back, perhaps on some wild chance to hear the entry of someone who meant to do her harm, to confront and to identify that person. To end, perhaps, the poisonous cloud that had settled over Crestline as surely as the snow. Instead, here was Bonham rummaging the room casually, knowing she wasn’t in it.

And then suddenly and eerily there came into the dictaphone the sound of the sewing machine.

That, to Miss Rachel, was the most fantastic touch of all. The homely clickings and whirrings that make up the most domestic sound in the world stirred and lifted the hair along her neck. There was something ghostly and impossible about the thought of the sewing machine running in the middle of the night in an unlighted room, with Bonham Schuyler its only possible operator.

She put the dictaphone down and heard creakings from the hall, as though the wind were passing through it. When she took up the phones again the sewing machine had stopped. There was a squeak like the protest of bedsprings, the sound of Bonham’s walking, then silence. She remained beside the table, waiting to hear his step in the hall.

A long time seemed to go past; the air in the closet was growing stale, and Miss Rachel felt chilled and sleepy. She slipped the earphones on again and heard nothing but the hum of the current, and without removing them she put her head forward on her folded arms. Definitely she must not go to sleep ; when the coast was clear she must get out of this house and back to Prudence’s.

She sighed. Samantha had curled against her feet, and Miss Rachel felt the warmth of her body and the vibration of her purring. The creaking continued in the hall, and after a while it and the purring merged and Miss Rachel dreamed about the sewing machine.

When she awoke the cold drag of unfinished sleep hindered her thinking, and for a moment she lay against the uncomfortable pressure of the earphone without realizing what it was. She wondered at the darkness, the shut-in smell, her own thick-headedness, until she remembered. Then she stood up, put the dictaphone equipment carefully against the wall as the sheriff had left it, rubbed her arms where her forehead had pressed and numbed them.


She felt for a wrap, then recalled that she had left Prudence’s house without one. A step took her to the door, to the. cold touch of the knob against her palm.

She turned the knob and the door failed to move.

Her mind took in the fact that she was locked into the closet, and for an instant there was no fear; just a sleepy acceptance of the fact that someone must have known of her being here and had played this prank.

Then she heard steps moving towards the door, and the illusion of prankishness dissolved into the nightmare that was truth.



Chapter Thirteen

Mayhew awoke to what he thought was a particularly fierce and sudden dawn, realized that he was looking into the business end of a flashlight, and sat up. “What is it?” He could make out the round face, the thickset figure of Bertha on the other side of the light.

“It’s Miss Murdock. She isn’t in her room,” Bertha said.

“Hmmm? What about the rest of the house?”

“Not there, either.” She looked behind her at the dark. “She’s gone. She’s gone out in the snow.”

Mayhew pulled his overcoat on over his pajamas and put on his shoes. He was annoyed. There were definitely times when women of seventy should stay in their rooms. Bertha’s worry rankled, too, because if she hadn’t awakened him Miss Rachel would probably have slipped back without any trouble. She had done so before. Nevertheless, the idea of Miss Rachel prowling the white desert of Crestline brought him anxiety. He wondered if she had passed him in his sleep and if for once his wary senses had failed to rouse him.

He clumped upstairs after Bertha and looked into Miss Rachel’s room. Two things drove the last of the sleep from his mind: the fact that Miss Rachel’s bed had not been slept in and the clock which said twenty-five minutes of five.

Miss Rachel had been gone all night.

He rapped at Prudence’s door, and when she came he asked if she had seen Miss Rachel after their interview in the living room the previous evening.

Prudence shook her head. “No, I didn’t see her. I stopped at her door and said good night, and when there wasn’t any answer I thought she must be already asleep.”

Mayhew looked in at Nona, curled like a kitten, with her pigtails unraveled to taffy on the pillow beside her. Prudence, in a robe now and with a frown between her eyebrows, turned on lights throughout the house. Miss Rachel wasn’t to be found.


In the kitchen Mayhew stood at the door and looked out at the beginnings of dawn. Sky and snow were gray. The trees rose darkly to the slow coil of clouds. Between the kitchen door and the Schuyler house was a trail, beaten hard. Mayhew stared at it sourly and cursed.

He sent the women into the front room and dressed quickly and went out. The cold air had a wet and leafy smell, stung his lungs at first breath. He marched up the hill to the Schuyler porch and rang the doorbell. It was a long while before anyone answered.

Ardette Schuyler held the door open with a hand all bone and veins. “Yes? What is it?”

“I’m looking for Miss Murdock.”

“At this hour? Well, come in. You know where she is.” Her eyes were frosty with impatience.

“I’m afraid I don’t. You see, she wasn’t to sleep here last night. She went back to her room at the Mills place.”

“Did she?” The old woman retreated into the room. She was wearing the blue shawl over a wrapper of Paisley print. “Why look here for her, then?”

“Any objection if I do?”

She watched him, not answering, and Mayhew saw that she was adding up mentally what he had just said.

“She seems to have stepped out for some reason or other. I thought she might have come back here, perhaps for some of her belongings which she’d remembered.”

It was lame; it didn’t fool the brilliant eyes that looked into his. “She’s missing,” Ardette said slowly. “You’re afraid something’s happened to her.”

Mayhew hated having her put it into words. “Not this quickly. There are too many places—ordinary places—she may have gone.”

Ardette turned her back on him and stalked to the hallway. In the doorway of the sewing room she stopped to switch on the light. So far as Mayhew could see, it looked just as it had when he had left it with Miss Rachel the evening before.

At his suggestion she took him down the hall to the kitchen, where gray light came in through a window above the sink, and into Bruce’s laboratory. Mayhew glanced into the closet at Bruce’s stored paraphernalia and at the one box the police had examined with particular care. He went to the door that led outside and examined its lock.

“Is this usually left open?” he asked.


Ardette, who had been looking at Bruce’s array of mineral specimens with scant interest and no familiarity, jerked about in surprise. “Isn’t it locked? It should be. Naturally it should have been at night.”

She watched with displeasure as he went outside and roved back and forth over the snöw.

He came back presently and said, “I’d like to speak to your grandson.” As she made as if to hurry away: “No, I’ll go with you. Just show me his room, please.”

They went upstairs to a room at the end of the second-floor hall. Bruce came almost at once, shoving his arms into the sleeves of his robe, rubbing his thick hair back off his forehead. And before Mayhew could begin the grandmother put in briskly: “Your door wasn’t locked, Bruce. Your laboratory door. People could get in, you know.” It sounded like reproof, nothing more, but Mayhew felt anger pound in him.

“And Miss Murdock—” she said.

“Mrs. Schuyler”—it was a tone which left no doubt that Mayhew was the law—“will you wait, please, in your room while I talk to Mr. Casling?”

A smudge of red came into her putty-colored cheeks. One ancient hand jerked at the shawl; the other gathered the skirt of the Paisley robe, and she swept away. Bruce’s eyes went after her puzzledly.

“What about Miss Murdock?” he asked.

“Suppose we talk about the door to your laboratory,” Mayhew said. “I believe we stressed, didn’t we, the importance of keeping it locked?”

“It’s locked. I locked it,” Bruce told him.

“You understand that a certain chemical was removed from your photographic equipment?”

“Yes. The cyanide. But there isn’t any more of it. Since I joined the Army I haven’t tried to keep up my work even on leave. I haven’t looked for any new crystalline formations to photograph. Most of my supplies are about gone too.”

“But you did lock the outer door to the laboratory?”

“Yes, I did that early in the evening. I’m not apt to forget it. After I’d locked the door I stepped back into the kitchen, and the housekeeper was startled and fainted. She was pretty upset over Jim’s death, you know. Anyway, it meant we made ourselves sandwiches for dinner or went without.”

“Your door was unlocked since then, however, and there’s evidence that someone used it to get out of or into the house.”

Bruce’s square face grew stubborn. “I don’t know anything about that. I shot the bolt, but it could have been put off the latch again, of course.”

“From inside,” Mayhew said thoughtfully.

“Yes, from inside.” Bruce’s gaze went down the hall; something in his eye grew fixed, unreadable.

“You’ve been in your room since yesterday evening?”

“No, I—I went out for a breath of fresh air just before I turned in.”

Mayhew’s tone was very casual. “You wore your boots?”

Bruce’s eyes swerved to him; it was a moment before he answered. “No. My boots are in my laboratory closet. I don’t wear them unless I’m going off into pretty rough country.”

“When did you last see them?”

“Why, yesterday, I suppose, when you fellows had me go over the. chemicals I use in photography.”

“Do you have any idea where they might be now?”

“If they’re not in the closet—no.”


Mayhew looked past him into the room. It was a man’s room, furnished stoutly and without frills. A cabinet photograph stood on a chest of drawers and was turned so that its face could not be seen from the hall.

“Do you mind if I have a look into your closet, just in case?”

Bruce drew back and watched as Mayhew went first to the closet and examined the shoes on a rack. If he noted Mayhew’s glance at the photograph he gave no sign. It was a picture of Prudence taken some while ago; perhaps two years, judging by the style of hairdress.

Mayhew came out with a pair of shoes whose soles were well soaked. “These seem to have been worn outdoors recently.”

Bruce looked directly at him. “I said I’d taken a walk.”

“Meet anybody?”

There was a fractional hesitation. “No, no one.”

Mayhew returned the shoes, said briefly: “I’ll see you later,” and went back downstairs. He went through the house now from the living room back. In the hall closet he found Moresby’s dictaphone, remembered Miss Rachel’s account of the sheriff’s listening in on her, gave it more than an ordinary scrutiny. There was, he saw, a stub of wire leading from the set toward the hall. It ended inside the closet. There was nothing to show that it had been meant to go to the sewing room; no sign, either, of the listening disk at its end.

Aften an hour’s search, however, Mayhew found the disk. It was in the refrigerator in the kitchen, hidden behind a platter of uncooked liver, the wire bound round it and tied into a knot.

He took time out at this stage of the search to go upstairs and look through the other rooms for sign of Miss Rachel and to check back at Prudence’s house to make sure she hadn’t returned there in his absence.

Miss Rachel and her cat were gone.

It was the cat he found trace of. Near the sill of the door in Bruce’s laboratory he discovered a faint paw print, dark against the wood. Seeing its color brought the pulse pounding into his temples, sent him to the telephone to bring Moresby and the county doctor. When he had finished telephoning he stood at the foot of the stairs and looked upward, and something in his face boded ill for the house of Schuyler.


Janet Casling kept rubbing her forehead with an odd, shaky motion of her hand; her eyes were wide, fearful, and Mayhew, who was trying to pin Mrs. Casling down about her bedtime, watched the movement irritably from the corner of his eye.

They were in the living room, where he had herded them: Andrew, heavy-lidded and slouched in his chair; Bonham, neat and still brisk, but with an overtone of watchfulness about him; Ardette, grim as a fox; Bruce, who looked worried; Janet with her interminable shaky movement, and Mrs. Casling, who seemed to be trying to be helpful and wasn’t.

At the beginning Mayhew had demanded flatly which of them had been downstairs from nine o’clock on and had received a series of stares and head shakings.

He had then gone into things individually. Bonham had been asleep. Andrew had read a sporting magazine for a while and had played solitaire and had gone to bed about midnight. Ardette had sewed a little before retiring. None of them had heard anything. Now he was trying to get Mrs. Casling to decide whether the clock had said eleven o’clock or five minutes till twelve when she had put out her light.

It might, by a freakish chance, be important. Mrs. Casling thought there had been someone in the hall just after her room had gone dark. There had been a creaking sound and a click like that of a latch. She remembered, because for a moment she had been tempted to get up. There hadn’t been any regular meal that evening; the cook had had hysterics, and she had thought that some member of the family might be on the way to forage for food. There were some tins of sandwich meat in the cupboard which could have been used in the emergency.

Janet had quit rubbing her forehead. “Mother, that was I. I went past your door at about eleven.”

Mrs. Casling made a deprecating gesture. “Well, dear, why didn’t you say so? Did you find something to eat?”

“No.” Janet stared at the lap of her scarlet robe, at her own fur-trimmed slippers. “I didn’t go down. I—I went back.”

Mrs. Casling turned bright gray eyes on Mayhew. “It wasn’t important, then. Just Janet.”


But Mayhew was looking at Janet’s averted face. “Just how near the stairs did you go, Miss Casling?”

“Not very near.”

There was something odd in the way she avoided his eyes, and he saw that she was looking at Bonham. So that was it. She was lying to protect her uncle. “You didn’t see Miss Murdock, by any chance?”

“Miss Murdock?” A warning crept into Bonham’s eyes, but in her hesitation she missed it. “No, I’m afraid I didn’t. She wasn’t in the sewing room—” She bit off what she was saying, shrank in her chair.

“Wasn’t she?” Mayhew looked very pleasant. “I’d thought she might have come upstairs—but suppose you tell me about not finding her in the sewing room.”

“She just—just wasn’t there.”

He seemed not to notice the slow red that had come into her face, her discomfiture at being caught in the lie.

“Was anyone else?”

Much too quickly she said: “No. The room was empty.”

“This was at about eleven o’clock?”

“That’s right. About eleven.”


“Did you look into any of the other rooms on the lower floor? The kitchen, for instance?”

She was more sure of herself here. “No. I didn’t go beyond the sewing room.”

“Did you hear any sound from the direction of the kitchen which might have indicated that someone was there?”

Again the curious impression of sureness, of not having to watch what she said. “No. I didn’t hear anything outside the sewing room.”

Mayhew stared; she turned red again. “I—I mean,” she stammered, “that I didn’t hear anything—anything at all.”

He felt his gorge rise, and something more—a sense of the necessity for hurry. The stubborn, shrinking girl was an obstacle in the path which he felt must lead him to Miss Rachel quickly—if he were not already too late. “I’m going to tell you why it is important that Į know all possible facts about your movements last night,” he said and pinned Janet Casling with his eyes. “Miss Murdock has disappeared. She was supposed to have slept at the Mills house last night, but for some reason she left it to come back here. The cat followed her and was with her in this house. There is now no sign of either of them, except some small evidence that one or both were injured enough to leave bloodstains.”

Janet clutched the arms of her chair and shivered uncontrollably, and there was no mistaking the way she looked at Bonham Schuyler.

Bonham sighed, took a pack of cigarettes from his robe pocket, and stared at the open end without taking one. “Why don’t you tell him that you found me in the sewing room?” he asked easily. “It’s much better to come out with a thing like that than to let everyone think you know I’m a murderer.”

“You—you asked me not to—”

His glance grew impatient. “Janet, don’t be a fool. The thing I asked you not to mention had no possible connection with Miss Murdock or with her disappearance.”

She was on the fine edge of disaster, every nerve feathered with fire. “Well—Bonnie—”

He crushed the whole pack in his fist; shreds of tobacco sprang out upon the floor. He watched them fall, his face wintry.

Mrs. Casling put in the finishing touch. She said placatingly, “But, Janet dear, you can’t know about Bonnie, I mean, for sure.” She looked from Bonham’s stony amusement to Janet’s fear. “I mean, whatever you think—”

If there had not been such anxiety in Mayhew on Miss Rachel’s account he would have laughed. It had been done so much better than even he could have hoped.



Chapter Fourteen

Bonham ran long fingers through his neat gray hair. “Janet came into the sewing room while I was there,” he said to Mayhew. “I’ll even tell you why I was there. I was looking for some papers which Andrew has put away so thoroughly that nobody can find them. They’re business papers. They haven’t anything to do with crime.”

Andrew’s dull stare came up to rest on Bonham. He moved with a trace of restlessness, inching higher in his chair, but no change came over his face.

“They weren’t by any chance papers having to do with the Ortega deal you handled with Prudence Mills’ father?” Mayhew suggested.

Andrew grinned, obviously because it was Bonham on the grill. Bonham’s smooth calm cracked a little. “In a way,” he admitted.

“And you found them?”


“Sorry. I didn’t.”

“Do you mind telling me why you wanted them?”

“Just curious. I wanted to look them over again.”

“What was the idea in going after them in the middle of the night?”

His look turned wry, humorous. “I couldn’t sleep. It was something to pass the time.”

Mayhew’s disgust must have shown in his face; there was quick alteration in Bonham’s. It was then that Moresby provided an interruption by his arrival with the doctor. Mayhew gave the Schuylers permission to return upstairs and went away with the sheriff and the doctor to where the bloody paw print stained the floor of the laboratory.

With the doctor on his hands and knees, doing careful work with a razor blade, Moresby and Mayhew looked over the contents of the closet. “The boots are gone,” Mayhew pointed out, “and there are fresh prints outside showing hobnails in the heels. They lead away toward the road. I can’t find anything resembling Miss Rachel’s footprint. She’s very small, you know. If she left this house she was carried, and it’s my guess the one who carried her wore the boots to disguise his own prints.”

While he spoke they had gone outside. Moresby’s face was sober as a hound’s as he followed the boot prints across the snow to the road. Here the trail ended in churned slush. Cars from cabins higher in the hills had destroyed the trail.

He and Mayhew stood together at the jumping-off place where the road was banked. The snow fields below stretched out, humped and icy, to the miniature settlement at the village. Mayhew frowned at the precipice, but nowhere below was there any interruption of the snow; no broken surface, no huddled figure gave hint of where Miss Rachel might be. Mayhew felt heaviness grow in him. He turned his back on the valley to stare at the encircling hills.

“It was the cyanide, all right,” Moresby said in the tone of taking up a recent conversation. “Doc says it was in his pipe, put there by itself or in the tobacco. The ash doesn’t give any reaction, and it looks as if a grain of the stuff were tamped in out of sight, so he’d put the tobacco in on top of it without knowing. We’ve got Mickey’s word that the can. left the tavern with the seals unbroken. I wish there could have been someone who saw Flynn when he opened the can. Your little old lady now—” He left the thought unfinished. Mayhew’s little old lady might well be in the same condition as Flynn and past remembering anything.

They tramped back and forth on the road, then, and tried to find traces of the boot prints without success.

“Let’s go have another look at Flynn’s room,” Moresby offered in the face of Mayhew’s glum silence.

The doctor was still in the laboratory. He had soaked the splinters from the floor in the bottom of a test tube ; the pinkish liquid swirled as he held it toward the light. Mayhew hurried through, hunched inside his overcoat, his eyes grim.

On the third floor they found the housekeeper sitting just inside her door with a hammer in her hand. She watched stonily as they went past, made no answer to Moresby’s greeting. Flynn’s room had been gone through the previous evening. The pipe rack with its two additional pipes had been taken away, but the outline of its base could be seen in the faint dust on Flynn’s dresser. Mayhew made a brown shape in the mirror as he walked past, stopped abruptly as he saw Prudence at the door.

“Have you found her?”

Mayhew studied the white face with its angle of red line along the chin. He shook his head. “Not yet.”

She started to cross the threshold. “We’re all so worried. It—it doesn’t seem possible that anything could have happened to her. She was so self-reliant. She can’t be—”

“Please don’t come in,” Mayhew said coldly.

She stopped as though he had struck her, put a hand on the edge of the door. “I’m sorry. This is Mr. Flynn’s room, isn’t it? I thought you’d be looking for Miss Rachel.”

“We are,” Mayhew told her. “But finding her is a part of a pattern. The pattern includes the murder of Miss Fielding and of Flynn. That’s why we’re here.”

“I see.” She glanced at the room as though taking in its details in a new light. “And you—you don’t know where she is?”

“We’ll let you know as soon as we can,” Moresby put in.

She backed away, and Mayhew remembered suddenly the photograph in Bruce Casling’s room. It was of a different Prudence from this scarred and trembling girl. He felt pity rise in him, recalled Miss Rachel’s stricken expression when he had voiced suspicion of Prudence. He was still looking after her when Moresby said, out of silence: “I’ll be damned.”

Moresby had been behind the door. He backed out now with a folded bit of paper inside his big hands. Mayhew glanced at it, froze, knew what it was even as Moresby unfolded it for him to see. He knew by now the stiff transparent parchment, the black ink like spider’s tracery, the cryptic brevity of the message.

The hand was crudely and hurriedly done, the lettering more uncertain than he remembered it from the other messages. The maimed hand was split in half this time. The single word said: You.

“Like those others the little old lady gave you, isn’t it?” Moresby asked.

Mayhew’s voice was ice. “It is.” He began to run downstairs where Prudence Mills had hardly vanished. Moresby locked the door of Flynn’s room, ran past the glowering housekeeper to follow.

He found Mayhew at the bottom of the stairs on the first floor, his big figure the dominating one of a tableau of three. Mickey, the barkeeper from the village, neatly plump inside a bright green sweater and hiking breeches, stared from the shadows of the hall. Prudence was against the wall beside the sewing-room door. She looked, Moresby thought, like a rag doll that had been propped there as if about to topple over. Mayhew was facing her, holding out the thing Moresby had found in Flynn’s room.

“You dropped this, didn’t you?” he asked her.

She shook her head without speaking.

“Or perhaps you knew it must be there and had come for it?”

She didn’t answer that. She wet her lips with the tip of her tongue and turned her head to look at Mickey. There was the same appeal, somehow, that an animal puts forth when it is being beaten. Mickey swallowed, thrust his hands into his pockets, and took them aimlessly out again.

“There isn’t any connection,” she gasped.

“Any connection with what?”

She seemed to talk with difficulty. “There’s no connection between those things and the—the murders. I know there isn’t. Don’t ask me why. But they’re—they’re just mischief. They don’t mean anything.”

“There’s only one way you know a thing like that,” Mayhew said. He reached suddenly and snatched at her hand and pulled it up. Across the palm was an indelible black stain, scrubbed pale but still and unmistakably the mark left by India ink.

Prudence stared at the mark with a kind of dull interest, as though she saw it secondhand through Mayhew’s eyes and only vaguely realized what it meant. Mayhew’s face was dark with fury.

“You wrote these things to yourself to excite sympathy and attention,” he said. “You got Miss Rachel up here as an added touch, to bolster the mystery. You made the story of your accident into a deliberate attack.”

“No,” she whispered.

Frieda Casling had come to stand at the top of the stairs. She adjusted the blouse of her rust-colored suit with small plucking motions. She looked not at Mayhew and Prudence, but at Mickey, as if wondering how he came there.

“Now you think it might be wiser to spread the threats out a little, to direct them away from yourself. Murder changes things. The police might wonder why you received the threats and someone else always got killed. You left a note for Miss Rachel, though she is your friend and made a long trip to come when you called her.”

Prudence shut her eyes. “Not Miss Rachel—”


“And you planted this last one a minute ago in Flynn’s room. Do you think we’re fools?”

The light from the stair well shone full on Prudence’s face, made it a mask and the scar into a rather comic mistake, a slip of the paintbrush. She looked like nothing alive. Moresby came down a step, uneasy, thinking she was fainting.

Then her eyes came open and she said very clearly: “I won’t do it again. I promise, that I won’t.”

Even Mayhew was surprised at her sudden capitulation, though he tried not to show it. “And you expect us to believe that these have nothing to do with the rest of it, with Miss Fielding’s murder, with Flynn’s, with Miss Rachel’s disappearance?”

She nodded slightly without taking her head from against the wall. She seemed to Moresby’s eyes to be glued there, bracketed in the outline of the stair well. “They have nothing to do with—those.”

Moresby didn’t like it, though he himself had directed Mayhew’s attention to the false alibi Prudence had first given him. Something about her, a stark look of unaliveness, of shock, gave him a deep feeling of discomfort.

Mayhew abruptly put the folded note in his pocket. “I’m going to ask you to go over again the account you gave me of your actions during the time Miss Fielding was being murdered and during the time you talked to Flynn. If you’ll come outside”—he motioned toward the front of the house—“I’d like to stand with you on the exact spot where you stood when the bullet was fired that killed Miss Fielding. I would like, also, to re-enact your conversation with Flynn. I’ll ask Sheriff Moresby to sit in the sewing room and check what he sees with what Miss Rachel told me.”

Mayhew made an elaborate business of getting out his black notebook, opening it to a center page, handing it carefully to Moresby. Moresby stared at the briefly written account; realized slowly that Miss Rachel had seen practically nothing, and that Mayhew was bluffing.

Prudence pushed away from the wall and walked ahead of Mayhew through the living room. Mickey waited until they were past and then with a half-apologetic glance at Moresby went trailing after. Moresby frowned. Mickey had always had the conventional bartender’s attitude of attending strictly to his own business, and this was unlike him.

Frieda Casling touched the sheriff’s arm. Her voice was cool. “Do you think we might all have breakfast now?” she asked. “It’s getting late.”


Moresby stared. “Yes, I think you could.” He went down to the window of the sewing room. Presently the odor of bacon and coffee reached him and roused nothing but a distaste for the thought of food. He was sitting and looking out at the dismembered woodpile when Mrs. Casling came in with a tray.

“I thought you’d like something hot. It’s only coffee and toast. If you haven’t had breakfast, though, I’d be glad—”

“Thanks. I’ve eaten.” The smell of the coffee had no appeal.

She leaned toward the window. “They’re coming, aren’t they? Do you suppose he’ll learn anything?”

Prudence and Mayhew had come from around the rear of the house. Prudence had her head up, but her walk was shaky. Mayhew let her precede him, and Moresby saw her point to a spot where Flynn must have stood.

For long minutes while Moresby watched and felt Frieda Casling’s stare from across his shoulder, Mayhew and the girl stood talking together. When it was over, when Prudence turned and walked downhill and Mayhew went back the way he had come, Moresby looked back at Mrs. Casling and caught her for once off guard. There was an expression of fear in the tight lips, the unwavering eyes. Then she saw Moresby looking at her and corrected her features quickly.

“He let her go, didn’t he?” she asked. “Wouldn’t that mean he’s satisfied with what she told him?”

“Perhaps,” Moresby said.

Mayhew came in, and Mrs. Casling offered him coffee, which he refused. He waited in a silence that was pointed, until she left them alone. There was grim defeat in the way he fell into a chair and stared into space.

“Nothing doing?” Moresby asked.

Mayhew shook his head. “How soon can we get men up here to search the hills?”

“It won’t take long. I think there’s a group of Boy Scouts in the village. We can start them while I’m getting deputies.”

“I think the village would be a good starting point. Have them come up from below, paralleling the road and looking for any stray tracks that go off at a tangent. If they don’t get anything that way we can start them from here up into the hills.”

Moresby got up to go. “I don’t like using kids for this kind of thing, but this is a matter of time. If we have another snowfall we’re sunk. Are you coming with me?”

Mayhew got up also, but he shook his head. “I’m going to stay here and take two houses apart.”

When the sheriff had gone Mayhew began on the sewing room. Such things as could not be investigated by sight and touch from outside he took apart, literally, and so he came to the mattress on which Miss Rachel had lain.

Against the wall on its under surface was a fresh cut, newly mended. The ticking had been sewed inexpertly on a machine with a bright blue thread. Investigating the sewing machine, Mayhew found matching thread on spool and bobbin and a shred of ticking caught in the foot piece. He took scissors from the machine drawer and went after the mattress, not gently. It bulged stuffing as he cut it. Under his fingers, deep in felted cotton, paper crackled.

He drew out a double sheet, folded twice.

At the top of the first sheet was the word: Report. There followed a description of a piece of land in surveyor’s terminology, and in parenthesis: Ortega Holdings.

Mayhew pushed close to the pane as his eyes followed the typewritten notations below. They were of a peculiar monotony.


Gold: no indications.

Silver: no indications.

Lead: no indications.

Pitchblende: no indications.

Here and there his eye caught evidences of humor:

Petroleum: not even a smell.

Platinum: I’m laughing.

There were other names, minerals which Mayhew had not even known existed and of whose value he was ignorant. The two words, no indications, followed without change.

His eyes went impatiently to the second sheet. At the bottom, under the word Summary, he read the following:

Here’s the report on the Ortega property. I know it will be a disappointment to you. The only hope I can offer is that a better geologist, with more complete equipment, might be able to dig up something I’ve overlooked.

When I get back from Berkeley I’ll talk this over with you. In my opinion the property is worthless and I wouldn’t waste any more time or money on it.

BRUCE



Chapter Fifteen

Mayhew knocked at Bruce’s door, and a heavy step answered. Bruce came in his Army uniform, his cap in his hand. “Hello. Need me again?”

“Not for long.” Mayhew held out the typewritten sheets. “Did you write these?”

Bruce gave them a glance. “Yes, that’s my work on the Ortega properties.”

“Is this summary the same as your original?”

“It is the original,” Bruce said.

Mayhew went in and shut the door. “Will you tell me, then, why Prudence Mills’ father was supposed to have stolen it and, acting on the information it gave, bought the Ortega lands before your uncles could get them?”

For a moment Bruce’s look was absolutely blank, as though Mayhew had posed a problem to which there was no answer. Then, with a gesture of half shaking himself: “I don’t think Mills could have known about the report.”

“Didn’t you accuse Miss Mills of having stolen the report for her father’s use?”

He hesitated an instant, trying to read Mayhew’s face, then said slowly: “There must be a mistake. Perhaps Prudence misunderstood something I’d said. No, I wouldn’t accuse her of that.”

“And your uncles, then, couldn’t have made an effort to get possession of these lands after Mills’ death, since they were worthless and your uncles knew it?”

It required such an obvious lie—even Moresby had heard rumors of the settlement of the Ortega lands deal—that Bruce simply let it go. He walked to the dresser and jerked briefly at his tie, brushed the top of his cap, and looked critically at his shoes.

“Why don’t you admit that this report is a forgery to throw us off and to clear your uncles of the suspicion of killing Miss Fielding, under the impression that she was Prudence Mills and that her death might clear the way to acquiring these lands?”

Bruce stared thoughtfully at the window and seemed to turn the possibility over in his mind. When he glanced again at Mayhew he was frowning. “I’m not going to influence you either way. Take the report or leave it. When you get me into a witness stand I’ll tell the truth. Till then I guess you’ll just have to follow your hunches.”

“It will be much better,” Mayhew warned him, ‘‘for you to drop that attitude and co-operate with us. Concealing information comes under the head of being an accessory to the crime.”

“I haven’t concealed anything,” Bruce pointed out. “I told you, to begin with, that the report was the original one I sent my uncles after I’d gone over the Ortega lands. You proceeded to show me that the report, as it stands, clears my uncles of any motive for killing Miss Fielding under the impression that she was Prudence. I haven’t added to or subtracted from my first statement.” He shrugged. “Now you take it from there.”

Mayhew put the report into his pocket, said: “You won’t have any trouble getting away for the inquest? It’s to be tomorrow morning at eleven in the village.”

“I’m on furlough from my outfit. I’ll be there.”

“Thanks.” Mayhew’s gaze promised Bruce a working over when he had him under oath. “I’ll expect you there.”


Bruce watched him go. When Mayhew paused at the door he lifted his hand in an awkward salute. “Good hunting,” he said.

Mayhew went down and proceeded to take the laboratory apart with special vehemence. By now the doctor was making scratchy entries on a printed form and the test tubes were put away. The room was beginning to brighten with sunlight, and out-side the eaves were dripping and the snow had a wet sheen like silk.

In the back of a desk drawer Mayhew found several sheets of tough tracing paper which he took out and held to the light. When he had fished from his pocket the note which had been found in Flynn’s room he fitted it into a cut corner on one sheet, laid the whole on the dark wood of the desk, and stared at it. Then very carefully he took out the collection which Miss Rachel had given him, the three which had been meant for Prudence and herself, and put them beside the other.

He was still frowning at them when the doctor picked up his report and turned away from the table. “Well, I’ve finished with this, Lieutenant. Of course with a few more tests and further classifications I can tell you from just what part of the animal kingdom this blood came. But the preliminary work’s done.”

Mayhew’s head came up slowly. “It wasn’t human blood?”

“No. Not human. And not fresh. There’d been considerable coagulation.” He tapped his teeth with the tip of the pen. “I might venture the opinion that the cat had got into something, some stored meat, for instance. That is,” he corrected, “under ordinary circumstances. Miss Murdock having disappeared makes things somewhat different. I can’t quite figure out what could have happened.”

A group of Boy Scouts came around the corner of the house. They were very sober, very alert. Moresby came to the door of the laboratory, and by his look Mayhew knew that the search between here and the village had been fruitless.

He had a county map of the district and he and Mayhew planned further search. Within a half-hour Mayhew was out of sight of the houses, climbing the ridge, the folded drawing paper and the collected notes making a stiff patch in the pocket of his overcoat. The voices of the scouts were faint in the distance, reminding him somehow of the chopping cry of hunting dogs on a fresh scent. The sun was warm. Water was beginning to seep out of the edges of snowbanks and run in trickles through the trees.

At a bare outcropping of stone he turned and looked below. An infinitesimal figure in green was caught like a mote in the sunlight between the two houses. The glare hurt Mayhew’s eyes. He shut them briefly, and when he opened them the green mote was much nearer the Schuyler house—so near that to have traveled the distance it had, it must be running.

A faint unease roused in Mayhew, and he stood still to watch.

The green mote disappeared under the eaves of the Schuyler porch, and there was no further movement, no sign of life in the narrow view that Mayhew had of the clearing. The sound of the scouts’ voices drew away, and the sun grew still warmer. The mist had melted from among the trees; the peaks stood tall and icy against a pale blue sky. Mayhew shifted from one foot to another, debated whether to return and to check on what might be happening below.

His anxiety about Miss Rachel and his knowledge that a definite section of the hills had been given him to check sent him on.


He met Moresby on the spot agreed, a frosty plateau at the foot of a towering sugar pine. Moresby was winded and red. At about the time of Mayhew’s arrival a scout scrambled down out of some rocks and saluted with a look of importance.

“I didn’t find anything, sir.”

Moresby said, “Thanks. You’ve done all you could. Tell your scoutmaster I’ll see him later.”

The boy went off toward the valley, and Moresby turned to the lieutenant. “That was the last of them. None of them found anything. Your little old lady didn’t fly. If she was brought up this way there would have been sign of some kind.”

“I know it.” Mayhew sat down and listened to the forest quiet. There was a film of perspiration on his forehead and upper lip, and a frown had etched a permanent line between his eyebrows. “Still, there has to be something somewhere. She’s little, but she’s not invisible.”

“I called the ranger station at the mouth of the valley before I came up here. They might have something by now.”

There was no lightening of Mayhew’s expression.

“Say that a car could have been used—it would be hours gone by now, of course, but the rangers might have noticed it. It was tire marks covered the boot prints, you know”

Mayhew stared at the scene below, at the dark rim of pines, the valley opening downward like a funnel, the bobbing miniature figures of the Boy Scouts crossing a field of snow. “Add up what we’ve got,” he said slowly. “First Miss Rachel’s disappearance. Then the cat’s print in blood—not human blood. The microphone from your dictagraph hidden in the refrigerator. The Ortega papers sewed into a mattress in the room where the microphone should have been.” He watched a pine cone drop suddenly, hitting lower branches on its way and sending off snow in a spray like powdered sugar. “Your gadget interested Miss Rachel. I think she’s always wanted one of her own. Say that she came back to the Schuyler house with the idea of doing a bit of listening with the machine, just on the chance that she might hear something valuable.”

“Look. You said that the rip in the mattress had been sewed on the machine in her room. The microphone was just under and behind the sewing machine. If they’d had any difficulty, any reason to examine the lower mechanism—”

Mayhew’s fists went white as he clenched them. “There was a shred of the ticking caught in the treadle,” he said. “That’s it. That’s how they came across the microphone.”

“Then the wire—”

Mayhew began to move off downhill in the path the last scout had made. Moresby had difficulty keeping up with him.

They were both breathing heavily when they reached the back door of the Schuyler house. The doctor was gone from the laboratory, and Bruce was there rummaging his desk drawers with a frown between his brows. He looked up as Mayhew and the sheriff entered. Mayhew paused to watch him. Bruce pushed the drawer shut.

“Looking for something?” Mayhew asked.

“Not particularly.” Bruce picked his cap off the desk as if to put it on. “Someone’s been in here, and the stuff’s been pushed around. I can’t see that anything’s missing, however.”

Mayhew took the folded sheets of drawing paper out of his pocket and put them on the desk. “What do you know about this?”

If there was any change in the expression of Bruce’s face Mayhew failed to catch it. Bruce picked up the sheets and ruffled them indifferently with a thumb. “It looks like the tracing paper I’ve had on hand. When I first took up the idea of writing this treatise on crystalline forms I intended to illustrate it with drawings. The few I made were terrible. A professor in Berkeley offered to help me photograph a few specimens and show me the ropes on the rest of the work. That’s how I happened to have cyanide here, unfortunately.” He tossed the sheets back upon the desk. “I don’t need this, haven’t used it for months. Why did you take it?”

Mayhew took out the note found in Flynn’s room and silently fitted it into place in the corner of the uppermost sheet. “Do you have any drawing ink of this type?” he asked.

Bruce’s look abruptly snapped from abstraction to deep attention. He picked the note up slowly. “No,” he said at last, “I’m not sure about the ink.” His glance devoured the split hand, the single word, You. “I had some here.” He looked at Mayhew. “Is this some sort of threat for Jim, some warning sent before he was murdered?”

“That,” Mayhew said grimly, “is what we’re trying to find out.”

With a single sweep he collected the drawing paper and note and put them back into his pocket. “If you run across this ink you thought you had here will you let me know?”

He walked out on the question that Bruce obviously meant to ask him, and with Moresby went into the sewing room and began work on the machine. They found a great many prints on the metal sections and, on the treadle wheel near the shred of, ticking, a clear large thumbprint.

“It’s a man’s print,” Moresby pointed out. “I’ll get my ink out of the car and we’ll try the men.”

They went first to Bruce, still in the laboratory. But the thumbprint, taken back to the sewing room and compared, proved to be unlike the one on the treadle.

Andrew was in his room. He came to the door in his house slippers, a hunting magazine in one hand, reading glasses in the other. To Moresby’s request for a set of thumbprints he acquiesced without argument.

As the sheriff pressed his thumb upon a card he asked: “Did you fellows find something?”

“We hope so,” the sheriff said briefly.

“Here in the house?” It seemed to Mayhew that there was a touch of anxiety about Andrew as he asked this. “Something about the little old lady?”


“We can’t tell that yet.”

“Oh.” His glance swung back to Mayhew. “I hope it isn’t anything serious, her disappearing this way.” There was an instant of hesitation, as though Andrew wished to gauge the temper of the two men. “What about the evidence you had, Lieutenant, that meant the little old lady had been wounded?”

“We’re working on it,” Mayhew told him.

“But you haven’t found her?”

“Not yet.”

Andrew shifted his heavy body, looked at the ink-stain on his thumbs. “Well, she might turn up yet. Maybe she just went off somewhere on her own hook. I thought she sort of liked to play detective, from what I saw of her.”

“Thanks for your trouble,” Mayhew said. He led the way out of the room.

But the print in the sewing room was obstinately different from that on the treadle wheel. They went in search of Bonham.

Janet Casling rose out of a chair in the living room as they came in. At Mayhew’s question as to whether she had seen her uncle recently she at first shook her head and then stopped with a half-startled look. “Wait. The bartender from the village—Mickey, isn’t it?—came looking for Bruce, and I heard him talking with someone in the hall. I’m pretty sure it was Bonham. I don’t know where they are now. I got the impression that they had gone away together; perhaps out through the kitchen.”

“Why was Mickey looking for Bruce?”

“I don’t know.” She stared at the window, where sunlight came through in a yellow flood. “He was excited when he knocked at the door. He rushed in past me, hesitated just long enough to ask where I thought Bruce might be, then went on into the hall.”

In the silence that followed her words Mayhew heard the eaves drip on the other side of the pane. He was remembering the green mote he had seen running to the Schuyler house as he stood on the outjutting rock high on the ridge. Mickey had worn a green sweater. “From what direction did he come?” Mayhew asked.

“From Prudence’s house, I think.”

“Suppose you look around for Bonham,” he said to the sheriff. “I’ll glance in at the Mills place.”

Moresby nodded, and Mayhew went out into the sun. He had a queer compulsion to run, even as the green mote had; a premonition of something gone wrong in the cottage at the bottom of the hill. The deliberate process of walking raised sweat across his face. To relieve some of the urgency inside himself he scuffed snow as he went along, uncovered footprints in the wet ground. When he reached the back door of Prudence’s house he was shaking and his hands felt cold.

He went through the house and found no one in it.

He stopped an extra second or so in the room Miss Rachel had occupied, looked in frustration at her neat belongings. Some movement out of doors caught his eye through the window. There was a green mote on the hill, flying through space like a bug with wings. Mayhew ran to the window, squinted against the glare. The green mote resolved itself into the figure of a man, a plump man who ran downhill like a thing possessed. Mayhew’s breath seemed to stop in him as he watched; then he pounded out of Miss Rachel’s room, down the stairs, through hall and dining room and kitchen. It seemed that furniture and walls went past with the slowness of a particularly bad nightmare.

Outside he stood and tried to see the green figure again, but it was gone. The snow on the ridge shone with the luster of satin. The clearings between were empty.


He began to run uphill in the direction from which the green figure had seemed to come. Running, he shed his overcoat and threw it on the snow. His breath began to be a stab of fire in his lungs. He slipped where snow was melting on a rocky knoll and went down, and when he rose he ran afterward with a limp, and pain drew in the corners of his mouth and caused him to bite the undersurface of his lip.

How long it was before he came into the particular clearing where Mickey must have seen the thing that set him running Mayhew did not know. It had seemed an eternity. It seemed another eternity before he could force his legs over the narrow snow field to the sugar pine on the opposite side.

It Was not an especially large pine, but it had stout low-hanging branches. From one of these hung a rope, and at the end of the rope was a body, a slim body, straight and motionless in the yellow light.

Mayhew heard his own voice, hoarse in the quiet. The face on the hanging body was that of Prudence Mills.



Chapter Sixteen

He gripped her hand, and it was warm. With shaking fingers he felt for the pulse, sensed the thick beating of his own heart as he searched, found a thread of life in Prudence’s wrist. With desperate effort he managed to shinny up the pine tree and tear the rope loose from the limb. Afterward he discovered that his hands were bleeding. At the time all he knew was that knots and twigs came away at last together and that the slim body dropped like a plummet to the wet snow below.

He tore the loop from around her throat, laid her on her face with her arm under her forehead, straddled her, and plunged forward to compress her lungs with cupped hands. She was frail under his weight; her body felt childlike in its thinness. He waited, counted seconds, felt the sun hot against his back. Then another plunge, another hiss of breath, another period of counting.

He kept no track of time, but it seemed only a short while before other steps came pounding up the way he had come, and Bruce stumbled into the clearing. Mayhew was counting, his mind intent on the mechanics of artificial respiration. The horror and incredulity on Bruce’s features brought him up short, almost caused him to lose his pace.

Bruce ran to Prudence and tried to lift her head, and Mayhew took an extra second to punch at him with a closed fist.

“Get away, damn you. Go call the doctor, and when you come back bring a blanket and a bottle of whisky—anything with alcohol in it.”

Bruce seemed not to have heard; he reached for one of Prudence’s hands and folded it inside his own. “What’s happened to her? What are you doing with her?”

Mayhew jerked his head toward the sugar pine. “She tried to hang herself. Get going.” He drew back, spoke the words so that they fitted into his counting. “Are you going to leave or do I have to stop this and kick you downhill?”


Bruce got to his feet. “You wanted a doctor,” he said.

“And a blanket and some whisky,” Mayhew gritted. He tried to kick Bruce’s ankle with the toe of his shoe to bring him out of it. Bruce walked away, but he had the look of scarcely knowing what he was doing. Mayhew picked up a wet clod and threw it at him, and it struck Bruce’s shoulder, leaving a splotch of mud on the uniform.

Some of the stunned look went out of his face and he started down the slope with long running steps.

When he came back he was carrying a blanket and a bottle in which whisky shone with an ocher gleam. Mayhew was sitting with his back against the sugar pine. When Bruce came into sight the lieutenant got up with a groan.

    Bruce started to run. “You’ve quit. Is she—”

“She’s breathing,” Mayhew said wearily. He jerked the blanket off Bruce’s arm, knelt, and began to roll Prudence up inside it. “Give me the whisky.”

For an instant Bruce stared at Prudence’s face, dark with congestion and spotted with earth. Then he turned, and Mayhew bent over her with the bottle, saw that Bruce walked to an outcropping of stone and fell against it. His legs worked like those of a fighter who needs but one punch to send him sprawling. His hands clung to a crevice in the stone.

Mayhew listened to Prudence’s breathing: a hoarse, constricted sound. He put the bottle into one of his pockets, bent, and lifted the blanket-wrapped body. She was light, but his arms sagged with her. They were numb with the long effort of getting her to live.

Bruce came toward them from the stone. “I’m all right now. I guess it—it got me for a minute.” He put out his hands. “Let me carry her, will you?” He looked drained, his eyes fogged with something Mayhew couldn’t quite place—bewilderment, perhaps.

Mayhew, after a moment’s hesitation, let Prudence down into Bruce’s arms. Her head hung back, and the mark of the rope was hideous on her throat. Bruce inched her against himself, let her head forward.

“Who ” His lips twisted and he stopped; then: “Who was with her here when she did this?”

“I don’t know.” Mayhew told of the running figure in green, Janet’s account of Mickey’s coming to the house, her belief that he had talked to Bonham in the hall. “We’ll have to get hold of Mickey. I want to know why he was running away, why he wasn’t getting her down.”

“You’re sure she wasn’t—couldn’t have been put there?” Bruce asked grimly.

“We’ll have to wait till she comes round, of course.” Mayhew kicked at a length of log which was propped against the foot of the sugar pine. “But from what I saw as I came up I’m pretty sure she could have reached this with her toes if she’d wanted to, and that she’d used it to get up there in the first place.”

“But why?” Bruce’s tone was strangled. “Why in God’s name should she have done a thing like this?”

A masklike expression came over Mayhew. “Perhaps she’ll tell us when she’s able to talk.” He turned and began to walk off slowly, picking his way between wet snow and stones on patches of open ground. He was shaking a little from the reaction of the long strain. “Bring her this way. Did you get hold of a doctor?”

“Moresby caught the county doctor in the village,” Bruce answered. “He’s coming back.”

At the back door of Prudence’s house Moresby and the county medical man stood waiting. Bruce carried the girl upstairs and then brought a chair and settled outside her door with a look of staying there. Mayhew saw the doctor begin his work, then went back downstairs. In the kitchen he found Bertha and Nona, just come in and still in heavy wraps. Bertha was drawing a drink at the faucet, and when she saw Mayhew she let the glass fall.

“Oh! You surprised me so. I didn’t know anyone was here.”

Nona fixed him with anxious eyes. “Have you found Miss Rachel yet?”

    Mayhew shook his head. “Miss Mills,” he said to Bertha, “there’s been a very serious accident. Your sister Prudence—”

She had been fumbling, picking the drinking glass out of the sink. It fell again, cutting off Mayhew’s words, striking the floor with a smash. “Prudence? She’s hurt herself?”

Mayhew’s stare was long. “She should have a nurse with her. Do you have any preference, or shall I tell the doctor to call one whom he knows?”

She was going to pieces in front of him, and in spite of the severity he had put into his voice. She looked down at the broken glass, then into the sink, then back to Mayhew. Her hands and arms were shaking, and she seemed either unaware of it or unable to control it. Tears rose into her pale eyes; the bun of hair trembled with the force of her first sob.

“Miss Mills, it won’t help things for you to lose control of yourself. What shall we do about getting a nurse?”

“Let the doctor,” she cried. She ran past him, stout inside a mottled tweed coat, her bosom clutched in her hands. Nona caught the infection of panic/ gave Mayhew a glance full of uncertainty, and followed Bertha. Mayhew shrugged, kicked the remains of the glass under the sink, and went out.

He trudged uphill slowly because he was tired. The afternoon was beginning to wane, and the search for Miss Rachel had been a bitterer disappointment than he cared to admit, even to himself. He should by now have called her sister in Los Angeles, but there was something about that that smacked of defeat. He hated with his whole soul this last, this attempt at suicide on the part of Prudence Mills. It was ugly, useless; it rankled in his mind along with Miss Rachel’s disappearance, gave him a baffled feeling of shirked responsibility.

At the edge of a snowbank he found his coat, bent, and jerked it across his arm. And then stayed that way, staring.

Beside the spot where the coat had lain two boot tracks marked the mud. He saw how the print of the hobnails had filled a little with water. The tracks approached from below, from the forest beyond Prudence’s house, and they disappeared in the same direction. They were accompanied by and, in some places, overlapped by a shorter and heavier footprint. Their sole destination seemed to have been his coat.

He ran a quick hand into the side pocket, found there the two notes which had been meant for Prudence and the one for Miss Rachel. The fourth, the one Moresby had found in Flynn’s room, and Bruce’s drawing paper were gone.

With rising anger Mayhew went through the other pockets. Then he began to backtrack doggedly, angling off into the trees where the two sets of footprints led him, coming out upon a turn of the road. He had time to see that they led downward in the trough made by passing cars; then a horn hooted above him and a sedan slewed by, the driver looking back angrily at Mayhew.

It was the type of weather which made skidding easy, and Mayhew knew the driver to be justified in his anger at having to turn out for an unexpected pedestrian. Nevertheless, he cursed the man for not having stopped. Where the car had passed the boot tracks were obliterated.

Mayhew thrust his hands into his overcoat pockets and slogged off down the road the several miles to the village. At the tavern he turned in, found Mickey on one of the stools before his own bar, a double shot of whisky in front of him. Otherwise the long room was empty.

When Mickey caught sight of Mayhew in the mirror he took half the whisky at a gulp and then sat still, crouched over as though expecting a blow.

Mayhew walked to the bar and inched upon a stool and let the silence endure for several minutes. Mickey didn’t look at him again. Above the collar of the green sweater perspiration came out in a fine dew. Mickey stared at his drink, and when the silence had endured for a while he swallowed.

“How is she?” he jerked out suddenly.

Mayhew let a deliberate minute pass. “Miss Mills?” he asked.

“Prudence,” Mickey said, swallowing the remainder of the whisky.


“She’s going to live, no thanks to you.”

The words came in a torrent. “Look, Lieutenant. I come up the hill looking for her, see, and all at once there she is on the end of a rope right in front of my eyes. I figure she must be dead. I’d tried to keep my eye on her but I had lost her more than ten minutes before. I clumb that tree like a cat. So help me ” He put a shaking hand flat on the bar as though taking an oath. “I fell and conked myself and when I got up I was all scrambled. The snow and the trees and the pine with Prudence hanging on it went around like some crazy kind of fireworks. I started to run. Just nuts, I guess. And when I went back you and Bruce Casling were there, and you were doing what I’d ought to of done.”

“Very neat,” Mayhew said. “Of course you’ve had time to think it up.”

“Honest, Lieutenant. That’s the facts.”

“All of them,” Mayhew said as if in conclusion.

Mickey’s eyes slid over uncertainly to rest on Mayhew’s face. “Yeah,” he said, but it was weak.

“Why had you gone to the Schuyler house for Bruce?”

“Oh. Well, I thought he’d help in case I lost track of her, see, and needed somebody to help me look for her.”


“And why were you so anxious to keep track of her?”

“She looked bad. There in the hall when you were talking to her, I thought she was going to be sick, and then afterward I sort of decided somebody ought to keep an eye on her. She looked like she wasn’t going to be able to take it, if you get what I mean. I’ve seen people look that way a lot in my business—men, mostly—and I don’t like it.”

Mayhew’s eyes sharpened. “And when you went looking for Bruce, you found him?”

“No. I ran into Bonham.”

“You told him your worries about Miss Mills?”

“Well, not exactly. I asked if he’d seen Bruce, and he said no and asked what I was excited about. I’d run up the hill, see, and I was breathing pretty fast. He thought I was excited. I said I had an idea Bruce might help me with, and he looked at me in that shrewd, funny way he has. He asked me what Prudence was doing. Just a guess, I suppose. I threw him off, though. I said she was fine.”

“What did he do then?”

Mickey screwed up his face in an agony of concentration. “Darned if I know. He went out. I stayed to use the phone, so I didn’t see him afterward.”


“Whom did you call?”

Mickey stumbled; distress wilted him. “On the phone? Oh, I—I called here.” Having seized the lie, he hurried with it. “Customers, you know. Somebody might of come in. I got a business to keep up.”

“Do you mean to say that you’d go out and leave your place open?”

Mickey looked longingly into the whisky glass as though in search of further help. “I trust people, more or less. You got to, running a place like this.”

“I see. Suppose you tell me who went back with you after you’d fallen out of the tree and run away.”

“Went ” Mickey moistened a dry mouth. “Who went back with me?”

“Wearing Bruce Casling’s boots,” Mayhew explained.

Mickey shook his head vigorously. “I don’t know. I can’t keep track of who wears what around here. If I tried to I’d go crazy.”

Mayhew stood up. “You’re coming with me and you’re going to do a lot of talking before I’m through with you. You know where those boots are and who wears them, and unless I miss my guess you know something about the disappearance of Miss Murdock and her cat.”


“Honest ” Mickey cried.

The door in the wall behind the bar came open slowly. To Mayhew’s eyes the thing inside it was an apparition, an uneasy ghost risen to confront its murderer. Mickey gave a gasp.

“You shouldn’t of,” he cried in the direction of the ghost. “I was doing all right. I could of stalled him.”

“He’d have had you hanging yourself next,” Miss Rachel said tartly. Her gaze at the lieutenant was not kindly. She took off an apron she was wearing and put it neatly away under the bar. The black cat at her feet looked up and mewed. Miss Rachel took a bit of pickled fish out of a huge jar under the mirror and put it on the floor for Samantha.

“She’s acquired a taste for that,” she said to Mickey. “I hope it’s not permanent. I don’t know where I’d be able to get any; once I’m home.”

“Will you please tell me,” Mayhew said in a grim voice, “just what you’re doing here and how long?” Miss Rachel came around the bar, smoothing her taffeta skirt. “I’ve been here since last night. I came because I wanted to see what reactions would take place up there”—she motioned in the direction of the upper road—“if something happened which wasn’t on the murderer’s schedule. As for what I’ve been doing, Mickey told me there isn’t ordinarily any local trade until evening. There might be a few customers stop on their way to the higher resorts. They wouldn’t recognize me—and so that Mickey could watch for me, I attended to his business.”

Incredulity almost robbed Mayhew of speech. “You ”

“That’s the part you mustn’t ever tell Jennifer,” Miss Rachel cautioned. “She thinks that my dabbling in murders is dreadful, but this other—I’m afraid she’d never speak to me again.”



Chapter Seventeen

A kind of grim fun came into Mayhew’s voice. “I’ll respect Miss Jennifer’s feelings. Though of course she ought to realize that being a detective calls for almost anything. Even being a barmaid at the age of seventy.”

Miss Rachel tried not to blush.

“And you might,” Mayhew went on, “start explaining now. About the boots and the things that disappeared from my overcoat pocket and the cat’s paw print in blood on the floor of Bruce’s laboratory. Begin with last night, when I thought I had you safely into bed.”

“I didn’t go to bed.” She stopped, realized that her tone was defensive, resumed what she was saying in a matter-of-fact voice. “I sat on the steps and listened to your questions to Prudence. While I was there Bruce came in at the back door and listened awhile also.”

“Nice that we had an audience,” Mayhew said with sarcasm.

Miss Rachel allowed a moment of silence to go by in way of reproof, then went on to tell her adventures in and out of the closet up until the time she found herself locked in it.

“I was a bit frightened there. Someone came and listened at the door, and I knew it must be the one who had fastened me in. I kept still and they went away.” She took a deep breath at the memory. “I have hairpins, you see. I simply worked with one until the lock turned, and there I was—free again.”

“And you didn’t,” Mayhew said mildly, “think of coming back and telling me all this?”

“I considered it,” she admitted, “but meanwhile I’d had a much better idea. It had occurred to me that since everything had gone so nicely on the murderer’s schedule—two murders without a conclusive piece of evidence, and everyone running around in circles—that it was time something seemed to go awry. Haywire, I believe, is the common expression.”

She glanced at Mickey, who nodded.


“So I decided to disappear. You see, the murderer would know he hadn’t done away with me, and yet here would be this terrific fuss and search to confuse him. Or her. And a great deal of excitement which wouldn’t make sense to him, any more than what he’d done made sense to us.”

“I see. Your technique, then, is to put on a better show than the murderer’s and frighten him into breaking down. You don’t advocate going as far as to kill somebody too?”

She looked into Mayhew’s angry eyes, and her own softened. “I’m sorry. I suppose it does sound foolish. I thought I’d left evidence you couldn’t miss—I meant the little disk from the dictaphone to tell you that I’d planted the paw print. The disk was behind a plate of raw liver in the refrigerator, you know. And you surely saw the difference between the note I made and put in Flynn’s room and those written for Prudence and for me.”

“Yes, I saw that.”

“I tried to leave, the sort of trumped-up evidence you could seem to be taken in by. But I thought you’d know it for the fake it was.”

“I was beginning to. The fact that Mickey came back to my coat with someone wearing the boots gave me the idea that you might still be mixed up in things. It had begun to look like some of your previous cases.”

Miss Rachel turned quite pink. “I decided to take the note and paper away when I discovered them inside your coat. Mickey had told me of the thing that had happened to Prudence, and I realized that things had gone quite wrong in that direction.”

“And just what,” Mayhew asked, “do you think you’ve accomplished by all this? Have you come to some conclusion about the murders?”

“Not quite.” She was taking a jacket out of a closet at the end of the bar. “I’ve figured out a few things which must be true. First, though, I have to hear from you what happened while I was gone. Who did what and why?” She looked kindly at Mickey. “Thanks so much for taking me in. If there’s ever anything I could do in return, don’t hesitate to ask me.”

“That’s okey.” Mickey stood up, watched her preparations for departure with admiration in his eyes. “Glad to help, ma’am.”

Mayhew held the jacket so that she could slip into it. “Mickey brought me this from Prudence’s,” she explained. The gray wool settled softly over her small shoulders. “He said that he knew it was mine because it looked like me, somehow.”

“And, besides, it smelled good,” Mickey said appreciatively.

Miss Rachel and Mayhew went out into the light of late afternoon. Mayhew carried the cat, which persisted in looking over his shoulder at the jar of pickled fish as long as possible. “Now you can tell me,” Miss Rachel said when they were well out on the road, “all about everything.”

A very stubborn look settled on Mayhew’s face. “The things that have happened at Crestline from the moment Bonnie Fielding was murdered are police business,” he said. “Oh, I know that Prudence called you up here with that story of feeling some menace hanging over her and that you were, after a fashion, brought in as a sort of private investigator. That doesn’t change the fact that you aren’t equipped to handle a homicide investigation. My advice is, from now on keep out of things.”

She stole a glance at him, let a spell of silence go by. “Have you heard from Sara since you came up?” she asked at last.

Mayhew shook his head. Some of the anger left him, and a hint of humor took its place. He knew perfectly well what Miss Rachel’s oblique remark meant. Sara was his wife, and if it had not been for Miss Rachel there would have been no Mrs. Mayhew. There would have been a yellow-haired girl dead at the hands of a homicidal maniac and a man who cursed himself for the rest of his life for not listening to a little old lady.

They made the first turn in the upward climb before Mayhew spoke. “This is all strictly confidential,” he began.

Miss Rachel sighed. It was unfair, really, the way she used Sara’s name to get Mayhew to do as she wished. And still—a choking sense of hurry caused her to say: “Tell it all quickly, please.”

“It was Bertha who woke me,” he began and went on to relate the things that had happened up to and including Prudence’s being found in the sugar pine.

“Bruce asked me,” he concluded, “if it weren’t possible she had been put there. I don’t think that it was. I think she had made a deliberate attempt at suicide. And the only reason—the one logical and valid reason—for her doing so was to escape the blame she knew she deserved, the accusation she knew was coming.”

Miss Rachel had begun to walk very fast.


“Take the girl’s background,” Mayhew continued. “She’d been left with control of this property which Bruce’s uncles were determined to get hold of. She must have enjoyed a little flurry of power, of importance, before the accident to her face spoiled things. Then she saw a way to turn even that into something to gain her what she wished, to get Bruce back and to stay in the limelight. She started this imaginary campaign of mystery and danger. But meanwhile, Bruce had become interested in another girl. He didn’t get excited over the danger to Prudence, though she kept him informed through Flynn, who must have been an easy tool in her capable hands.”

“But how do you account for the report you found, which stated that the Ortega properties were worthless?”

“I don’t account for it so far as the case against Prudence Mills is concerned. There are always minor lies in any case, cooked up by people who are afraid they may be blamed and who go to elaborate lengths to prove themselves innocent. Bruce or his uncles—perhaps Bonham alone—prepared this false, report and hid it, no doubt with the idea of making sure it was found at the moment it would do them the most good. It removes the motive they might have had for trying to murder Prudence. If the Ortega lands were worthless, they obviously couldn’t be bringing pressure to bear on her to release them.”

Miss Rachel gave him a peculiar look. “That’s true, isn’t it? I mean, providing you’re going on the theory that Bonnie Fielding was murdered because someone mistook her for Prudence.”

Mayhew looked at the ground in front of his feet.

“And you don’t believe that, do you?” she asked.

“I’m not throwing it out completely,” he said slowly. “It’s still a possibility.”

“Even throwing it out, even granting that the murderer knew he was shooting at Miss Fielding doesn’t automatically convict Prudence,” Miss Rachel said. “You mustn’t forget that we know now that Miss Fielding had a terrific quarrel with Bonham just before she flounced out of the house to go to Prudence’s. I think you ought to find out what that quarrel was about.”

“I will when I locate Bonham,” Mayhew promised forcefully. “We haven’t had trace of him since your friend Mickey ran into him in the hall this afternoon.”

“I don’t like his being gone this way.” Miss Rachel frowned, walked a little faster; a flush came into her delicate cheeks. “You shouldn’t have let him get away.”

“When you have murder in the middle of a wilderness,” Mayhew pointed out, “you’re lucky if all your suspects don’t scatter to the four points of the compass. Look.” He stopped to motion toward the great peaks, far and unreal in the dying sunlight, the long ridges of hills that dropped gradually toward the valley. “It’s an invitation to running away, all that space is.”

Miss Rachel looked and shivered. And then a very thoughtful expression came over her. “Have you let anyone know that you think Bonnie Fielding was killed by someone who meant to kill her, that there wasn’t any mistake in identity?”

“No.” Mayhew stared at her. “Certainly I haven’t. Why?”

They were coming up now to the narrow valley where the Schuyler house sat at the top of the rise and Prudence’s at its foot. “Nothing,” Miss Rachel said hurriedly. “It was just a thought I had.”

“What gave it to you?” Mayhew was suspicious.

She was looking up at the shimmering slope where the big house stood like a castle. “I was thinking of the way they’ve taken these deaths—each in his own way, and according to what you’d consider his background. The grandmother, Ardette, has tried to minimize the publicity and the bad flavor of things in general by ignoring them. Bonham has done some clever covering up and Andrew some stupid tricks that didn’t fool anyone. Frieda has been controlled to the point of acting like a robot. Janet is afraid. Bruce seems alternately asleep and in agony.”

Moresby had come out upon the porch of Prudence’s cottage and was staring down at them, at Miss Rachel particularly, with something like explosive interest.

    “Nona is, of course, a child. Bertha has been scared out of her wits from the beginning and has tried to protect herself in the one way she knew, by means of that shell of timidity she assumes. As for Prudence—”

Mayhew waved an arm at the sheriff, but his eyes never left Miss Rachel. “And Prudence?”

Miss Rachel seemed suddenly pinched. “You mustn’t think too harshly of Prudence. She, like the rest of the people in this thing, has reacted to it according to what you’ve called a background.”

“A background of being a spoiled darling,” Mayhew said in a clipped voice. “Of having her own way and of being the hub around which everything else revolved.”

“For a little while,” Miss Rachel admitted. “While her mother lived she was loved and given, perhaps, more attention than was good for her.” The pinched look deepened. “Then all of that was taken away. She was only a youngster. There must have been a time afterward with nothing in it but bewilderment and hurt.”

“Until she got onto things.”

Miss Rachel made no answer.

“If I could only prove,” Mayhew went on, “that her story of where she stood when Bonnie Fielding was killed was a lie. Or if I could have had the sense to pump Flynn while he was still living. He must have seen her, must have known that she had committed the murder. His path to retrieve the bird Andrew had shot led directly below the spot where the murderer stood to kill Bonnie. He had started, of course, by the time the second shot was fired. For whom would he have kept silent, kept his dangerous information to himself, except Prudence?”

Miss Rachel was watching Moresby, who had begun to walk back and forth across the porch, keeping his face toward them.


“I’d like to sit with Prudence if I might,” she said at last.

“I’ve no objection. I’m going to look for Bonham,” he answered. Moresby had left the porch, and Mayhew went to meet him. Miss Rachel slipped past demurely on the path where snow was melting. If she felt Moresby’s outraged stare she did not lift her eyes.

In Prudence’s living room she looked about her. The big window, before which Bonnie Fielding had sat in the morning sunlight, was shadowy, facing the east where dusk was beginning to gather. The house smelled close, and the air in it was slightly chilly. Bertha’s rocker sat in its corner, the knitting on its cushion making a crimson splash in the darkening room. Miss Rachel went to examine the intricate stitch, and then on a sudden impulse she picked up the knitting and sat down.

To her right the window let in a great deal of gray light. She could see, by leaning forward, the spot among the trees where the murderer must have stood.

She stared, perplexed, at the trees, at the wall of green through which a gun had barked death at Bonnie Fielding. There was still the small round hole in the pane, outlined with a nimbus of little spidery cracks, and by sitting in the other chair—she made the move quickly, without taking her eyes off the slight rise above the house—she could bring her eye on a line with the bullet hole and the spot where the murderer must have stood to fire.

Mayhew opened the door to put the cat in.

Samantha bounded from his arms in a long leap.  For an instant she glared at Miss Rachel and spat, and then the knowledge of her own foolishness came over her and she mewed and walked away toward the kitchen.

Mayhew said, “What are you doing in that chair?”

Miss Rachel’s eyes had followed her cat. “Do you know, I believe she thought, just for an instant, that I—”

“This is the sort of thing,” Mayhew continued, coming into the room, “that makes me so damned nervous where you’re concerned.” He walked to the window and looked out through it at the trees and the snow. “It’s getting dark. I wish you’d go upstairs and sleep, or something. You should be tired after all you’ve done.”

It was a reproach, a reminder that she was an impediment in the path of official progress. Going to bed was the least she could do, his tone implied, to make up for the anxiety he had gone through on her account.

With unaccustomed meekness Miss Rachel went. On the stairs she paused, looking through into the dining room where Nona had put on a light and was giving Samantha a saucer of milk. On the upper landing she found a dusky glow, let through from Bertha’s room. Bertha’s door was open, and Bertha’s dejected figure sat by her window in a straight chair. The bun of hair shook now and then with a repressed sob; a handkerchief made a pale spot at the end of Bertha’s nose.

Miss Rachel went softly to Prudence’s door and opened it. The bed on the other side of the room looked wide, the figure in it narrow. Prudence’s eyes were huge, the smudges under them as dark as bruises, her hair pushed back tight, and the bandage on her throat casting a shadow that hid the scar. She was like something laid out for burial. Miss Rachel clung to the doorframe and trembled.

“Don’t cry,” Prudence said hoarsely. “I’m not worth it. I’m just a sham, a fraud. Come and sit down and I’ll tell you about it.”


“About the notes with the hands drawn on them?” Miss Rachel asked.

There was an instant of silence; the dusk seemed to intensify outside the window, to seep a little more swiftly into the room. “You knew, didn’t you?” Prudence asked. “Didn’t you guess from the beginning that I’d done them?”



Chapter Eighteen

Miss Rachel crossed to where Prudence lay. “Wait. You mustn’t tell me this. I don’t want to hear it.”

The enormous eyes flinched a little. “You’re so loyal. You won’t believe the truth about me because Grandmother was your friend. Try to remember that I’m two generations removed from her, that I’ve inherited all sorts of ideas and impulses she wouldn’t have understood at all.”

Miss Rachel shook her head. “I still don’t—”

“Don’t interrupt.” Prudence’s voice seemed to tear its way out of her throat. “It’s so hard to talk. Let me tell you all of it. I wrote the note and sent it to myself in an effort to get attention and sympathy. When the—the murders started I sent one to you and to Jim to spread things out a little and to fool the police. It was just a game when it started. I didn’t mean it to be ugly or frightening. If you took it seriously I’m sorry.”

Miss Rachel’s little figure grew very straight; she looked at the face on the pillow and asked: “And the hands—those sketches you put on each message?”

“The hands?” Prudence hesitated; one hand came up to touch the scar on her cheek. “They meant—well, a sort of injury, something crippling, disfiguring. I couldn’t sketch in anything like my own scar. It would have been too obvious, too leading.”

“And what did this game of yours have to do with the murders?” Miss Rachel asked.

“Nothing. You have to believe that.”

For an instant Miss Rachel stood quite still in the gloom. She had seen lights go on in the big house at the top of the hill. They shone out through the dusk, though the afterglow still lingered in the sky. Figures moved back and forth, casting brief shadows on the curtains at the windows. She had a sudden intuition as to what Mayhew was doing. He was gathering the Schuylers to put them through it, to get the last scrap of information out of them that it was possible to get, to break open the story of the Ortega deal, to clear up every last lie that stood between him and the simple theory he had determined on: that Prudence had killed Bonnie Fielding out of jealousy over Bruce.

“What is it?” Prudence said when the silence endured too long.

“Prudence.” Miss Rachel leaned, put a hand over the slack one on the counterpane. “Prudence, you must listen and help me. We have just one valid clue as to who committed these crimes. You aren’t afraid to help me with it, are you?”

The head moved weakly. “No, I’m not afraid of that.”

“Do you remember when you stood talking to Jim Flynn out beside the woodpile? Do you remember his writing something down while you talked to him?”

“I’ve gone over that so often,” Prudence whispered, “and I don’t know what he meant. I don’t remember any noise. I don’t know why he should have written: Tell them about the noise.”

“Then think carefully. Sometime about then, when you were talking with him, I sent Nona outside with the cat. Did you hear Nona come out? Did she speak? Did the door slam after her? Was there any sound whatever to let you know she was there?”

“Nona? I don’t—” Prudence’s voice died. She looked huddled and small in the darkening room. “Not Nona,” she whispered at last. “Don’t think about her, not in connection with—any of this.”

“Haven’t you been thinking about her?” Miss Rachel asked.

There was silence then, and the dark seemed to creep in over the sill and fill the room.

“Please go,” Prudence begged. Her face stood out waxen and sharp in the shadow. The hand under Miss Rachel’s moved uneasily away. “I can’t talk any longer.”

Miss Rachel bent, and her lips brushed the clammy forehead on the pillow. “Will you believe me, Prudence, if I tell you that nothing is ever going to hurt you again?”

For an instant there was complete immobility on Prudence’s part; then she rose, twisted, tried to catch Miss Rachel’s hands. “No. Whatever you, know—Please!”

But Miss Rachel had gone.

The air outdoors was warm, even yet, and Miss Rachel picked her way to avoid mud puddles on the path. At the Schuyler windows she looked through at Mayhew’s big figure, Moresby’s thin lounging one in the background, the people who sat uneasily watching the two men. There were the Schuylers, all of them: the grandmother, her two sons, her daughter, her grandchildren. It came over Miss Rachel that that family solidarity was what could have defeated Mayhew, had she not the wedge to break it. She rapped softly and went in.

Mayhew’s greeting was a trifle sharp; he had thought that Miss Rachel was safely abed. But he offered her a chair and went on with what he had been saying.

“And on this date, January sixteenth of last year, you received this report from your nephew?” Mayhew held the typewritten sheets he had extracted from the mattress toward Andrew Schuyler, who nodded. “What did you do with it?”

“I talked it over with Bonham,” Andrew grunted.

“And what final decision did you come to in regard to the Ortega properties?”

The bull-like expression of stubbornness increased in Andrew’s face. “We let things drop,” he said finally.

“In other words, you didn’t then or at any future time try to get possession of these desert lands?”

There was an instant’s hesitation. “No. We didn’t want them.”


Mayhew took a deep breath, and then Miss Rachel interrupted. “Might I say something?” she asked mildly.

For a moment Mayhew looked as though he might refuse. Then: “Very well. What is it you wish to say?”

“First I’d like to ask Mr. Schuyler a question.” She directed an innocent glance toward Andrew. “It’s about Mr. Mills, Prudence’s father. Wasn’t he a bit hard to get along with?”

Andrew stared back uncertainly. “He was a tricky devil to do business with, if that’s what you mean.”

“And there were times when you and your brother felt that he’d perhaps used the firm’s money and influence to make private gain?”

“Well—we figured that went on all the time, more or less.” Andrew was wary, but he wished to put on a show of co-operation. “Not to speak ill of a man that’s dead, of course. Maybe he couldn’t help it.”

“That’s a charitable viewpoint. But he did cheat you?”

Bonham was staring at his brother, trying to catch his eye. Andrew was watching Miss Rachel. “Well, yes, we thought so.”


“And the Ortega deal was a wonderful opportunity to get even, wasn’t it?”

Andrew caught his brother’s look, froze, glanced from Miss Rachel’s serene face to Mayhew’s frosty one. “Why, maybe you’d better explain what you mean,” he said lamely.

There was a momentary interruption: Bertha and Nona came to the door, and Mayhew admitted them. Plainly they were expected.

“I mean,” Miss Rachel said carefully and simply, “that you knew the Ortega lands were worthless. But you kept this knowledge from Mr. Mills. He got wind of your interest in the lands and bought them up quickly for himself, and you sat back and let him do it. It was your way of paying him back for his years of dishonesty.”

Mayhew was watching Andrew’s red face, where bewilderment struggled with a desire to blurt out what was in his mind. “Is this true, Schuyler?” he demanded.

Bertha and Nona looked at each other. “Are they talking about Daddy?” Nona whispered loudly. Bertha put a finger to her lips.

“There wasn’t anything dishonest about it,” Andrew said in the face of Bonham’s obvious fury. “We just let him go ahead and sink his cash in the Ortega deal—and not telling him he was a fool isn’t a crime, is it?”

“No,” Miss Rachel said, “so long as it affected only Mr. Mills.”

Bonham spoke for the first time. “Believe me, Miss Murdock,” he said, “we had no intention of working a hardship on Prudence.”

“You mean your offer to buy back the lands after Mr. Mills’ death? Of course we can’t know just how serious you were in that, Mr. Schuyler. If you meant it, it was a very fine gesture indeed. Or perhaps you knew that Mr. Mills had sewed up his estate so that Prudence couldn’t get rid of the property and that for all practical purposes she had been left penniless.”

“Mills left a trust fund,” Bonham pointed out.

“That’s mine,” Bertha put in quickly, then looked distressed as the glances of the others swung toward her. “I mean, the trust fund was set up for me a long time ago. Of course we’re having to live off it now—but that’s why Prudence and Nona got the rest.”

“I don’t think you convinced everyone of your complete benevolence so far as Prudence was concerned,” Miss Rachel put in, looking at Bonham. “Wasn’t there some sort of quarrel between you and Mr. Flynn regarding it? And then, of course, you and Miss Fielding—”

“So you were listening,” he said grimly. “I thought, when I ran across the microphone hidden in the sewing room, that you might be at its other end. You heard Janet accuse me of quarreling with Bonnie. I don’t think, however”—he smiled a little—“that she knew what Bonnie and I were quarreling about. It might have been anything.”

Miss Rachel looked at Bertha, who had pressed back into her chair as if trying to disappear into the upholstery. “What did Miss Fielding want to say to Prudence? You sat with her for a while, and, according to Mrs. Casling, she was pretty angry. I think she might have begun by telling you what was on her mind.”

Bertha seemed to consider this warily; then decision came into her eyes. “Yes,” she said finally, “that was it. She meant to tell Prudence that the Ortega lands were worthless. She’d found it out, and she’d decided at last that Bruce really didn’t care for her at all, and it was her way to get even.”

Mayhew looked at Bertha in disgust. “Why didn’t you tell us this before?”


“I didn’t think that it mattered.” She was watching him carefully. “I thought it might even not be true.”

Mayhew looked at Bonham Schuyler, who had turned very white and was gripping the arms of his chair. “Suppose you tell us exactly what passed between you and Miss Fielding just before her murder. Obviously you quarreled over her intention to talk about the Ortega properties. Miss Rachel heard your niece say that some of Miss Fielding’s words were: ‘It’s a rotten, dirty deal.’ There’s only one deal in this thing fits that description.”

Bonham’s calculating glance went round the room; Janet shrank as it passed her. “If you think you can railroad me into this you’re mistaken. I didn’t shoot Bonnie. Why should I have? Even providing Bertha’s story is true and Bonnie was going to tell Prudence that these lands were worthless—why should I have killed her for it?”

“Isn’t it odd,” Miss Rachel put in, “that both the people who protested to you about the treatment given Prudence have been murdered?”

Mayhew said heavily: “I’ll have to hold you, Schuyler, until we check on more of this.”

For an instant the careful mask cracked and sheer panic looked out of Bonham Schuyler’s eyes. He rose out of the chair as if he had been coiled there. He was halfway to the door when Mayhew’s foot moved; the next instant he was on his face on the rug. The jar of his falling jolted the little table which contained the roses. The last petals fell from the blown bouquet, and some of the water splattered out to make a dark spot on the rug.

Bonham sat up slowly and made a wry face. “Nerves, I guess.” His stare fixed on Miss Rachel and her pulses jumped. “Why didn’t you stay locked in that closet?” he demanded.



Chapter Nineteen

It was very late when Mayhew returned to Prudence’s house. There was no one waiting for him except Miss Rachel; the rest were sleeping. Miss Rachel was in the dining room, sipping a cup of tea and watching her cat with peculiar interest.

The cat was nursing a sore paw from which a thorn had just been extracted.

Mayhew put his hat on the table and sat down heavily.

“Would you care for some tea?” Miss Rachel asked. “It’s fresh and it’s very hot.”

“No, thanks.” He looked disgustedly at his shoes, where the mud clung and could not be completely dislodged. “You need galoshes in this weather. The whole side of the mountain is running mud.”

“What did you get out of Bonham?”

“Not much. He finally came round to admitting that what Andrew had said was true, that the two of them had led Mills into a trap, hoping he’d get his fingers burned. There’s an utterly crazy note, though, in what he wants us to believe. He says that Mills must have known very soon afterward that the Ortega property was valueless, that Mills had time to get rid of it and didn’t have to leave it to his daughters to be stuck with.”

“Hmmm,” Miss Rachel said thoughtfully.

“He hasn’t admitted that he killed Miss Fielding and Flynn, but as long as he keeps talking he’ll come to it eventually. He says that he shut you in the closet for a joke, intending to release you later, and that he wasn’t anywhere near Prudence Mills when she tried to commit suicide, that he was out walking. Just walking. I’d like some proof that he was near her when she tried to kill herself, that he did nothing to save her because he hoped her suicide would clear himself. I’m going to work over that ground tomorrow.” Mayhew rubbed his head hard with the palm of his hand. “Right now I’m going to bed.”

Miss Rachel gathered up her teacup and saucer. When she had put them away she turned down the covers on Mayhew’s cot.

“Good night,” Mayhew said drowsily.


She was picking up the cat. “Good night.”

In the upper hall was darkness and silence. Miss Rachel went to her room, snapped on the light, put the cat down, and went to sit on the side of her bed. For a long while she made no move, except that a frown came between her white brows and etched a line in the delicate skin.

When twelve o’clock boomed on the clock downstairs on the mantel she looked thoughtfully at the door. Then, moving without noise, she took her jacket and flashlight, opened the door a crack, and listened.

The hallway creaked a little as she passed through it to the stairs. Below Mayhew slept deeply and peacefully. Miss Rachel went into the kitchen, where the pane in the door showed a moonlit square against the dark. She felt the cat at her heels, though Samantha blended so invisibly with the night that there was nothing to be seen of her.

Miss Rachel stood on the kitchen step and breathed in the outdoor air. It was warm, piny, wet. The drip from the eaves made silver splashes in the long running puddles that marked the edge of the roof. The ground beyond glistened; the snow was pitted with melted spots; the trees moved with the wind. Quickly, holding her skirts up, Miss Rachel angled off leftward and climbed the short rise to the edge of the woods. Samantha followed, alternately a shadow within shadow and a spot of ink under the moon.

Miss Rachel used her flashlight cautiously, keeping the direct beam away from the house.

Under the trees the snow was deep and untouched by the thaw, but in the crescent-shaped opening it was surprisingly clean. Miss Rachel remembered then that the detectives must have gone over the ground, must have brushed away the snow in an effort to find trace of the person who had stood here to murder Bonnie Fielding.

She clicked off the flashlight and stood quiet, feeling disappointment crowd out her beautiful theory.

It was then that Samantha cried out, angry and snarling, and when Miss Rachel focused her in the beam of light she came from under a small bush, limping.

“You’ve got a thorn,” Miss Rachel scolded and went and bent over her. Here the snow had been swept away before it had melted. The ground was dry, hard, and the thorns dropped by the little bush lay thick. Miss Rachel reached for the cat; the movement brought the flashlight nearer the earth, nearer a dry mark which must have been made when the ground had been soft. And Miss Rachel suddenly made no further movement at all, but stood bent and felt her own blood pound in her ears.

It was all so simple, once you saw it clearly.

Through her mind fled the remembrance of many things: mostly the look Prudence had had when she had seen her put away the bottle of ink, and the face of Mr. Mills in the snapshot, thumbing his nose at the happy group below.

When she arose she felt stiff and tired and she was trembling. And she knew that she must reach Mayhew before it was too late.

She had taken perhaps three steps when some instinct, some indefinable knowledge of sound or movement behind her made her turn. A dry scream rose in her throat as she saw the face so near her own, the dark body with its arms outstretched to reach her. There was an instant which was all nightmares rolled into one. There was a terrible drugged inability to move, to run, to put up even so much as a finger against this reaching shape.

There was the knowledge that it was death which had its arms out and wanted her.


All she could say was, “Oh!”

She tried to fall and could not even do that, but stood rigid and felt a grip like fire cut into her shoulder. And there was a knife, sudden and bright in the moonlight. The flash of it hurt her eyes so that she put up an arm.

The blow knocked her off her feet; she heard the ripping of taffeta and the sudden screech of the cat. Her hands plunged into snow. Something inside her said, “Run! Run! Get up and run!”

She crawled to her knees, conscious of noise behind her, of a scream that began like something human and then wandered off into the lower registers of fury. Someone else was using Mayhew’s voice to curse. Miss Rachel rubbed her head, looked at her arm and the red drip that came off it. Samantha ran past, spitting. The moonlight shone in her green eyes, frosted the ridge of fur along her back, touched her claws with silver.

Miss Rachel’s blood was making a pool.

She watched it and listened to the struggle behind her. There was no longer any instinct in her to get away. She felt lethargic; her eyes seemed full of sand.

She fell forward and lay quiet just as Mayhew flung the murderer against a tree, saw the dark body slide down into unconsciousness, and turned to see what had happened to her.

The doctor swabbed the wound in her arm, and it hurt. Beyond the doctor was Mayhew, very grim, Nona half asleep but staring, Prudence like a white ghost shedding tears. The overhead light stabbed Miss Rachel’s eyes, and she thought suddenly of Jennifer and a dry sob shook her.

Prudence tottered to the edge of the bed and knelt down. “Don’t! Please don’t cry! It’s bad enough knowing I got you into it. If I’d had any sense, if I’d dreamed—”

Miss Rachel heard her own voice in a sort of croak. “You thought that Nona was writing the notes. Why?”

Prudence’s throat shook. “I couldn’t see that they were a part of the murders. They seemed so childish, so sort of secretive and pointless. The printing was poor—”

“Deliberately so, in order to disguise the writing.”

“And then I—I found materials left out one night, ink and pen and drawing paper, in the kitchen, and I thought that only a child could have been so careless, so unaware of what such a discovery might lead to.”

“It was planned so carefully to frighten and confuse you, all of it.”

Prudence’s eyes pleaded. “I tried to make you think that I was writing them. And then, seeing Nona so normal and sweet and thinking that underneath, perhaps, were other things—dark things that didn’t show—things like the tricks Papa used to play on us—I tried to kill myself. Dying would have been better than knowing Nona for something like that. I still don’t see how you knew I didn’t write the notes.”

The croak interrupted. “There was too much about them that you didn’t know. You didn’t mention, for instance, the second note for you, one I’d found in the kitchen—and you included the note in Flynn’s room. The real writer would have known about that note for you, whereas I composed the one for Flynn, and he wouldn’t have mentioned it.” A hoarse breath came that must belong to her, since it interrupted the croaking. “And you didn’t know what the hands meant. That was the most obvious fault of all.”

Prudence’s thin face came up sharply. “But you knew?”

“The only thing they could have meant. Your father’s hands. They had become a symbol of Bertha’s unlovedness from the day they reached for her at your mother’s wedding and carried her away and spanked her. She thought all the rest of the years he lived that he’d turned against her. She saw those hands grasp and cheat and claw their way through the crooked jungle he called business. She saw them play the sly, hurting tricks you mentioned in connection with Nona.” Into Miss Rachel’s mind came the thought of Papa Mills peeping down at a picnic, thumbing his nose at other people’s happiness, and she shivered. “You see, she couldn’t know how like she was to him, how Emily’s spoiling and loving you were as hateful to him as to herself. Putting the sketches of the hands on the notes was her way of getting even at long last—of making you fear those hands as she had feared them, and as unreasonably. They were to her the symbol of her timidity, her warpedness—and she meant you to be warped, changed, shrinking as she was.”

The doctor’s crisp voice said, “Later, Miss Mills. You’d better go now.”

Prudence looked at him. “My sister Bertha? You’re sure that she’s—”

“She must have saved some of the cyanide she had used in Flynn’s pipe,” he said gently. “There’s nothing we can do for her. She’s gone.”

Mayhew brought in a tray containing scrambled eggs and toast. He put it down awkwardly on a chair and went to raise the blind. He looked big and serious and stern and very much a policeman.

“Good morning,” Miss Rachel said very meekly.

He didn’t answer at once. He took time to adjust the tray across her lap and to hand her the napkin and the fork. “How does your arm feel?” he asked gruffly.

“Fine. Well, it hurts a little, of course.”

His mouth got very straight. “It could easily have been your heart she nicked.”

Miss Rachel smiled soberly. “Thanks for coming out when you did. It’s remarkable you were there just when I needed you.”

“The only way to sleep on a case is with one ear open. That is,” he qualified, “any case when you’re in it. I was only half asleep when you went past. Bertha woke me up completely, though I’ve never known a big woman to move so quietly.”

Miss Rachel looked at the eggs. “Aren’t you just a little glad that I found it? The paw print, I mean. You see, Samantha must have followed Bertha when she left Bonnie Fielding in the living room and slipped out to steal the gun and shoot her. Because the ground was soft the cat left a little print just under the bush where she picked up a thorn. It all fits together, and only Bertha’s leaving the house could have let Samantha go out.”

“That was sheer luck. You might have found nothing and been killed for good measure, simply because she was afraid of you.”

“Not entirely luck,” Miss Rachel corrected. “The thaw had softened the ground and made conditions much the same as on the sunny morning when Miss Fielding was killed. I couldn’t help thinking that perhaps the snow had melted away enough to reveal something interesting. Though of course I didn’t expect the paw print until I saw the thornbush. Then I remembered Samantha’s limping right after the murder and my taking a thorn from her foot.”

“You should have told me that.”

Miss Rachel frowned a little. “There are so many things that fit together in the end, little things like ravelings from a sock. They’re unimportant to begin with, and then suddenly they all knit together and make the pattern of a crime.” She looked at him hopefully. “You do see what I mean, don’t you?”

“I hope,” Mayhew said fervently, “that you never leave home with that cat again.”

“She’s been very helpful.”

Mayhew rose from the chair beside her bed. “Perhaps it’s tiring you too much to talk.”

She saw that the subject of Samantha’s help was not one upon which they would agree. “No. Sit down. I’d like to talk with you about Bertha. She must have hated Prudence for so long and yet have had such need of her. She was so like her father, really.”

Mayhew looked interested. “I’d like to know something about Mr. Mills. You knew the man. He must have had a mind like a corkscrew.”

“Devious, yes.” Miss Rachel looked at her scrambled eggs and cut off a bit meditatively. “I almost believed for a while that Prudence was rather like him. And then I saw a snapshot in which he was thumbing his nose at a picnic party, a party in which Nona and Prudence were having a good time broiling some wieners—and I knew that Prudence couldn’t be like that at all.”

“You said that she was spoiled.”


“Spoiling doesn’t make a sneak,” Miss Rachel pointed out, “and, besides, Prudence’s spoiling stopped very quickly when her mother died. I rather imagine that Mr. Mills by then had felt a sort of kinship for Bertha, whom he had once spanked for making a scene in front of her pretty new stepmother. He must have felt something of the sort to have left her a trust fund, and Emily’s fussing over Prudence must have irritated his egotistic nature almost past endurance.”

“You mean he and Bertha had both become a sort of background for Prudence’s prettiness and brightness? I can understand how that would affect a person like him.”

“So we come to the Ortega deal. The Schuylers had let him burn his fingers, but he saw that with a little planning he could arrange it as a neat little climax of all he held against Prudence. He’d leave her penniless ; he’d leave Bertha with plenty. Bertha must have known of all this. It delighted her soul. She’d have her sister where she wanted her, dependent for every cent. I imagine that Mr. Mills died quite happily. Prudence wouldn’t starve, but she’d pay for every moment of adulation Emily had spent on her.”


“Wait. Prudence was going to marry Bruce Casling. That wouldn’t fit in.”

“And so it didn’t come to pass,” Miss Rachel said. ‘‘The Schuylers couldn’t offer to buy the Ortega lands and at the same time admit that they were worthless. Prudence has too proud a nature to accept such open charity. Bruce couldn’t admit the truth for the same reason. All he could do was urge the acceptance of his uncles’ offer. He made up the story of a stolen report to try to force her to accept. This, of course, only added to the stiffness between them. Then Prudence was injured, scarred terribly by a mineral specimen she thought only Bruce could have obtained.”

“Bertha admitted doing that—stealing Prudence’s key to the filing cabinet and taking the stone—before she died. This intensified the coldness between Bruce and Prudence, since it made her suspect him. The scar was the one thing she begged Prudence’s forgiveness for,” Mayhew said bitterly.

“The wedding, at any rate, was off. Bruce, in pique or sheer desperation over trying to forget Prudence, took up with Bonnie Fielding. Then Bertha, fearful lest Prudence become so miserable she would leave her in spite of everything, conceived the idea of sending the notes. They were half a threat, half a sly hint at Bertha’s motive and identity. Prudence, of course, eventually came to the conclusion that Nona was writing them and did everything possible to protect her.”

“If Bonnie Fielding told Bertha what she intended telling Prudence, Bertha saw that the end of the game was in sight,” Mayhew commented.

“Certainly. Once Prudence knew that the lands were worthless and that Bruce and his uncles knew they were worthless, she’d know their real motive for trying to buy them from her. And the chance of a reconciliation would be very great. Of course you’ve got to remember Bertha’s terrible timidity, her desire to cling to Prudence, her utter terror at the thought of being left alone. Remember her reaction to Prudence’s suicide attempt? Utter, unreasoning panic—she saw that she’d driven Prudence too far and that she was apt to lose her in a way she hadn’t expected. But any form of losing her was unthinkable. Prudence was Bertha’s prop, her shield. Killing Bonnie Fielding and coming back to sit in the room with a corpse and pretending not to know it was dead—these were small matters compared to losing the one human being who had any patience with her overwhelming agony of timidity.”


“She told us before she died that Flynn had suspected her and had unwisely told her so. He’d seen or heard something that gave her away.”

“He must have heard the cat mewing when he went to retrieve the bird Andrew had shot. Remember what he jotted down just as Nona went outside with Samantha? Tell them about the noise. I talked with Nona a few minutes ago. The cat mewed as she went outside with her. That’s the sound Flynn recognized—though he must have been waiting before going to the police, trying to pin down his impressions into something definite. He must have suspected Bertha long ago. He had prowled her room searching for something—evidence, probably, to link her to Prudence’s injury—and she hated and feared him and must have planned his murder almost as soon as she had killed Miss Fielding. Her opportunity to put poison in his pipe must have come the same night she left the note for me. That would account for the Schuyler house being entered, cold air being let in from out of doors.”

“The giveaway, of course, should have been the fact that she was the first to miss you, the first to be disturbed by your absence.” Mayhew smiled wryly. “You had planned to confuse the murderer by going away. Bertha’s being the one who first knew you were gone should have meant something.”

“I thought of it, of course, but at the time I was so sure that Bonham—By the way, why did he sew that report up in the mattress?”

“He says he wanted to keep it out of my hands as long as possible,” Mayhew explained. “He seems to have had some idea that keeping it hidden was a way of helping Prudence—that we might still have the theory that the Ortega lands were valuable and that someone had killed Miss Fielding, thinking her to be Prudence, to get hold of them. He’s a fool, of course.”

“Not a bad fool,” Miss Rachel qualified.

“I’ve met worse.”

It was months later that Miss Rachel sat beside a hospital bed and saw the last bandage lifted off Prudence’s face.

The nurse bent forward with a mirror, and Prudence’s eyes grew big. She looked first at Miss Rachel, then at Bruce.

“It’s going to be better, isn’t it?” she asked.

The doctor cleared his throat. “I think you’ll find in time that the injury will be quite invisible. There’s still healing going on, of course, and your skin is sensitive from being bandaged so long.” He smiled a dry, professional smile. “Come see me in about three months, after you’ve got a good tan.”

Prudence swallowed hard, turned briefly toward her pillow. “I can’t believe—It doesn’t seem possible that it’s me and that I won’t have to pretend any longer that I’m not hideous.” Something bright slid down her cheek and lost itself on the blanket.

Bruce bent toward her in swift solicitude, and Miss Rachel rose quickly to leave.

Prudence dashed away the tears to cry: “Must you go?”

“I must get back to Jennifer,” Miss Rachel explained. A demure light had come into her eyes. “She’s rather difficult these days. You see, she was curious about the ingredients of a cocktail called a stinger—it happens to have been one that Mickey taught me—and in an absent moment I told her. She hasn’t really trusted me since.”

“But you could have explained that you’d read about it somewhere,” Bruce suggested.

“Yes. Hmmm. I might have, except that I also made the mistake of telling her how it tasted.” She bent over the white face on the bed, the white face whose chin was straight, whose flesh was marred by the thinnest of lines—a line that would go away. “Good-by, my dear. Come see us whenever you can.”

“Good-by,” Prudence whispered.

On a breath of lavender Miss Rachel Murdock was gone.
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Outside the moon filled the night with such a silver flood that Miss Jennifer Murdock stood still to take it in. Beyond the black shadow of the pepper tree the garden lay distinct, transfixed, and the street and the houses facing on it were painted with a motionless light in which jutting curbs and cornices and window embrasures stood etched in darkness and in which the rest was more fantastically clear than by day.

There was no sound except the rustle of a bird high in the tree and the closing of the house door very softly behind her.

Miss Jennifer pulled her little knitted cape high about her throat, snapped the buttons of her woolen gloves, shook the petticoats under her taffeta skirt for easier walking, and began to pick her way along the flagstones to the gate. She carried under one arm the account book of the Parchly Heights Methodist Ladies’ Aid and in the other hand her spectacle case. The account book had displayed a shortage of fifty-eight cents, and she and Mrs. Brenn had been until now discovering the error. Miss Jennifer’s eyes stung with weariness. The effect of the moonlight and the silence was chilling and a little eerie; she wished suddenly that she had let the error go and had left earlier for home.

The grass of Mrs. Brenn’s lawn shone with a silver frost, and the water in the birdbath gave back the light with the trembling brilliance of a mirror. The gate moved with a faint squeak; its crisscross of shadow touched Miss Jennifer’s shoe and then swung back. There was no other person abroad upon the street. There was only the moon, the breathless light, and the stillness—and a feeling of nervous discomfort that hovered near Miss Jennifer’s heart.

She had taken no more than five steps away from the gate when there came, from the other side of the silence, the rattle and thunder of a car. An old car, Miss Jennifer thought, from the noise of it and the uneven explosions of its cylinders. She was a little glad to have had the silence shattered, and she watched the far end of the street to see if the car would turn toward her.

The headlights, canary-colored eyes in the white glow cast by the moon, swung into sight some blocks away. The motor coughed on the slight rise; the high, old-fashioned chassis swayed. Then the car slowed suddenly and crept against the curb. The occupant, Miss Jennifer thought, must be searching for a number.

It came on by jerks and starts. With a long squeech of the brakes it pulled to a halt almost opposite. A voice, a rather blurry thick voice, said loudly: “Thanks, old man. Thanks. Can’t say how I ’preciate you bringing me home.”

Another voice, also masculine, but with traces of impatience, answered: “Don’t mention it. Glad to help.”

A figure, the figure of a big man, had clambered out the opposite door and stood, half visible to Miss Jennifer through the car windows, on the sidewalk. “I want to pay for the gas. Ought to do that. Least I can do. Right, isn’t it?” And something about the tone, the slurred syllables, the uncertain timing, caused Miss Jennifer to realize that the man was drunk. The figure, through the glass, swayed a trifle as it fumbled through its clothes. “Can’t seem to find m’ wallet. See it inside anywhere?”

There was a brief search. “Nah. It ain’t in here. Look in your pockets, bud.”

“Oh. Here it is. You could use a dollar, couldn’t you?”

“Nah, let it go. Look, I’ve got to get rolling. Can you make the steps all right or do you want me to help you?”

The man on the sidewalk stood still in a curious silence. Then he said with the heavy sarcasm of the thoroughly liquored: “Say, you aren’t insinuating anything, are you? You don’t happen to think I’m drunk, do you?”

“Nah, I didn’t mean a thing. Forget it. Skip it.”

“Because”—he leaned back into the car, a black gargoyle against the white night, finger wagging in the driver’s profile—“because if I thought you meant I was drunk, I’d bring you inside and damned well drink you un’er the table. See?”

“Disgusting!” Miss Jennifer murmured, and began to walk very quickly out of earshot.

“Not drunk a bit!” persisted the man on the sidewalk.

“Sure you ain’t.” The old car hummed, had hiccups, slammed into noisy gear, and began to creep away. “Good night. Look out for the steps, though.”

In the unreality of moonlight the scene had the silly disconnectedness of a bad farce. The staggering man, the old car, the meaningless argument, all played against the background of the two-story stucco home, were, in Miss Jennifer’s opinion, poor theater. The actors just didn’t belong to their surroundings: to the neat rectitude of Parchly Heights, to the prim lawns and privet hedges, the air of established wealth, the sobriety and quiet.

She tried to remember who lived in the house before which the drunken man had alighted and could not recall knowing the people there.

She had come to a corner, where Mrs. Brenn’s lawn ended at a cross street; some touch of curiosity made her look back. There had been silence since the departure of the car. Through a fog of moonbeams she saw the figure of the man it had left; he was on his hands and knees crawling up the steps of the stucco house. His body looked hunched and buglike, and he was having obvious difficulties with his legs.

A habit of helpfulness made Miss Jennifer turn full around. Then she checked herself. It would, after all, not be proper for a spinster of seventy-two to go to the aid of—she stumbled mentally over the common term—of a drunk.

The man had reached the vestibule, a severely classic little entry with pillars, its door dark under an arch. He crawled to his knees and then inched upright and stood swaying with an arm about a column. After a while there was the tinkle of keys, and Miss Jennifer relaxed. Once inside, she felt, he should be among friends.

He staggered into the oval space before the door, his figure blending with the other darkness. There was the metallic click of a lock opening, the faint screech of a hinge.

And then out of utter stillness, out of the darkness at the door, came the crash of gunfire. There was a flash of blue flame, a belching roar, a thin sharp odor which stained the night.

Miss Jennifer felt shock run through her like the arrowing of a little knife. She trembled and put a hand over her lips to shut off a scream. The figure of the man had slumped, though in the dark entry she could not see just how he lay; he clawed at the door and made a whimpering sound that reached her across the moonlit space. In a dazed and incredulous moment Miss Jennifer found herself running toward him. She passed the privet hedge, and a branch of it snagged her taffeta skirt, and there was a short sound of ripping. At the entry she stumbled and put a hand briefly on a column for support.

A light came on inside the entry, a yellow beam bisected the porch and showed him lying there.

He had been a man of nearly forty, to judge from his build and his flesh and his trace of baldness. There was about him a loose, gross air, a sort of slovenliness hard to define, a hint of carelessness and dissipation. His clothes were not quite up to Parchly Heights; they were poorly assembled, poorly pressed. He lay on one side facing the crack of light. One large flabby hand still held the bunch of keys, spattered bloodily with red, and red had crept down into his collar and shirt front and into the lapels of his brown worsted coat.

There was no way of knowing whether she had ever seen his face before. There was, on the drunken man, no longer any face. Nor did he move now or make the whimpering sound. He was quite and inevitably dead.

Miss Jennifer stood shuddering, but even in that moment she saw that there was no one in the vestibule, no crouching form, no hidden murderer. The dead man was entirely alone, save for herself. The door—she was sure of this point—had not opened beyond the small crack, far too narrow to admit a human body. No figure had run out into the moonlight from the porch.

Miss Jennifer stared about her, at the little oval alcove before the door. Two niches in the wall on either side held pottery vases. “But how—?” she whispered in the half-dark to the man at her feet.

A cool voice said on the other side of the door, “I’m going to look, John. That didn’t sound just right, did it?”

There were steps, a woman’s steps, approaching the crack of light. Horror and confusion urged Miss Jennifer to get away, not to be embroiled in whatever violence was due to be uncovered. She ran like a mouse off the steps and out into the moonlit street. There was the stench of gunpowder in her nose and a fixed hope in her mind that this would turn out to be a dream and that she would find herself at home in bed when she reached the next corner.

Parchly Heights—at least the part of it surrounding the house with the privet hedge—was coming gradually to life with lights, with discreet voices, with hesitant door openings and peepings forth.

Miss Jennifer found her own corner, her own quiet street, and turned there with a little sob and sank down onto the curb. “It was real,” she thought. “I actually did stand there and see a man shot to death. In his own doorway—at least he had keys to the house, even if he didn’t look as though he belonged in it. He was shot from inside the entry. And there wasn’t anyone else there….”

She looked at the moonlight, a limitless flood going off into infinity, and at the hill where, beyond a stretch of vacant property, stood the house she shared with her sister Rachel.

Miss Rachel by now should be yawning in the sleepy quiet of the parlor, her black cat curled up by her toes, her book closed in her lap.

Miss Rachel’s book was called The Corpse with the Cunning Eye, and if there was one thing that she loved meddling with, to the frustration of Lieutenant Stephen Mayhew and the incredulous horror of Miss Jennifer, it was murder.

Sitting on the curb, shivering and sick, Miss Jennifer made a great resolve: that nothing short of death itself could make her reveal to Rachel the part she had played in that night’s terror. For if she were to know, of course Miss Rachel would be in the middle of things at once.

Miss Rachel was startled awake by some slight noise. She looked first at her book; The Corpse with the Cunning Eye had dropped from her lap to the floor. She bent to pick it up and then stayed that way, half crouched over, her nose only a few inches from the inquiring one of the cat. The gas sputtered a little, and the ticking of the clock on the mantel was loud in the drowsy room.

She had heard again the noise that had wakened her, the sound of a quiet step in the hall beyond the living-room door.

“It’s Jennifer,” she thought, and then: “No, it isn’t. Jennifer puffs when she comes in, and Mrs. Brenn always irritates her so that she bangs the account book down on the hall table before she takes off her wraps. Whoever this is, he’s being very quiet. I wonder if we’re really at last going to have burglars?”

Someone rapped very softly on the doorjamb.

“Is anyone inside?” It was a young voice, a girl’s voice. “Is anyone at home?”

Miss Rachel breathed again and straightened in her chair. “Come in,” she said.

A girl in a dark blue coat and wearing a blue veil tied over her hair and under her chin came into sight in the doorway. She was slight and small of figure; her face was thin, and there was a smudge of tiredness under each eye. She tried to smile at Miss Rachel, but her lips trembled in doing it and she bit at them and seemed at a loss for words.

Miss Rachel indicated a needle-point-covered chair to the right of her own. “Won’t you sit down?”

The girl gave her an uncertain glance. “I—I must apologize first for coming in as I did. I rapped at your door, you see, and no one came and I—” She stopped and seemed to take a deep breath. “I was afraid to stay outdoors and I slipped inside. Your front door wasn’t fastened.”

“Have you fastened it now?”

“Yes.” She came a few steps into the room. “That was all right, wasn’t it?”

“It was perfectly all right.” Miss Rachel put her book upon a stand and plumped the little pillow at her back. She looked more pleased than anything. Her small face under its puff of white hair, always pleasant, beamed at the hesitant girl in the door. “Come in and tell me about it.”

The girl walked with a curious softness, a sort of subservience, as though she were trying to blend with the furnishings and be invisible. She slid upon the chair and after a moment she untied the veil and let it fall back upon her shoulders. She had thick hair, quite dark. It somehow made her look thinner and paler than before.

“I must apologize for coming here as I have, late at night, without any appointment.”

Something in the latter phrase caught Miss Rachel’s notice. “What makes you think I make appointments?”

The girl looked at her confidently. “You are a detective, aren’t you?”

There was only an instant during which Miss Rachel showed any surprise. Then a pink spot came into each of her cheeks and a businesslike air seemed to settle over her. “I have handled a few things in my time,” she said casually. “Suppose you begin now at the beginning and tell me what’s frightened you.”

The girl took the veil and wadded it nervously into her fingers and then let it dangle before the cat. “There isn’t really a beginning. It always was there, in my uncle’s house, from the day I first came into it. A feeling. A feeling as though someone hated me, hated me so much that—” She stopped, made a helpless mute gesture with the hand holding the veil.

“Feelings are based on concrete evidence, whether we realize it or not,” Miss Rachel told her. “There must have been something, some small incident, that caused you to believe what you do.”

“Little things were always going wrong,” the girl said. “Ink would be spilled in a room I had just dusted; dishes be broken and half hidden in the trash box; wilted flowers put out when there were guests. But until tonight—” She stopped, and Miss Rachel saw that she was shaking, that some inner grief was clawing at her, and that she was fighting for self-control. “Tonight my little bird died.” She had put a hand into the pocket of her coat and was removing a small bundle wrapped in a man’s cotton handkerchief. “He had convulsions. He must have suffered terribly. Pete helped me give him water, but it didn’t do any good.”

The handkerchief fell open to reveal a wad of crumpled yellow feathers, two spidery feet stiffened in death, a beak from which no more song would flow.

The girl turned away to weep, and Miss Rachel took the bird and bent with it toward the light.
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The girl’s visit marked, in Miss Rachel’s mind, the beginning of the affair she decided eventually to call the Case of the Sliver of Doubt, in which she played a game of wits with Murder over such trivialities as a cologne bottle, a red robe, a wedding ring in a nest of cotton, a werewolf, and a woman who wore garlic.

If there had been a sliver of doubt as to whom the most valid of these clues had led, there would be, in Miss Rachel’s mind, quite a different state of affairs in the house on Chestnut Street. The red robe with its secret would be hanging in the last recesses of the closet of a young woman who would have had no further use for it—being in prison or worse. The wedding ring would have been buried, deeply and darkly, with its original owner. The cologne bottle would have been full again of fragrance. And the woman who wore garlic and was afraid of the thing on the wall should have found a happier job.

These things, though mute, were eloquent under Miss Rachel’s inquiring mind. She had no difficulty over them.

As to the werewolf, Miss Rachel prefers not to think. There are deeps in the human soul like the chasm in the western Pacific, where strange things swim, where old terrors peer from their medieval darkness, where long shapes coil and seem asleep, where the unbelieved comes to life. She burned the werewolf, and it returned from ashes to haunt her; and there are moments yet when she dreams that she stands in the black hall of the house on Chestnut Street and sees the wolf-like shape crouch in the eye of a green glow and feels old and unnamed terrors grip her.

Not that the case depended on the dark for any of its chills. There were moments in daylight, in the warm commonplaceness of morning and afternoon: moments like the one when she saw Mrs. Terrice’s ghost, grown old, fade from the rear of the garage; moments like the one she spent under a bed watching a man’s feet circle her; moments like the one in her own living room, where her cat growled faintly and a murderer’s footfall was soft in the still air. Or the moment she stood in a bathroom door and felt time dissolve and saw the horror some believed in long ago come to life: the long prints on the tile and the limp thing they had circled with its blood.

It was for a time complicated, terrifying, sickeningly baffling, but out of it Miss Rachel got part of a bride’s bouquet, a great Dane, and the experience of being a cook. And Miss Jennifer obtained her great adventure. Which Miss Rachel considers sufficient reward for anybody.

She turned the rumpled ball of feathers over and stroked it gently with a forefinger.

“How old are you, my dear?”

The girl dried her eyes fiercely with the back of a hand. “Eighteen. Nineteen next month.”

“And your name?”

“Shirley Melissa Grant.”

“Your parents?”

“Dead.”

“You spoke about living in your uncle’s house,” Miss Rachel said gently. “Tell me about that: how you came to be there, how long, and so on.”

“My uncle is Mr. John Terrice. He lives at 1350 Chestnut Street. It’s a nice house, a lovely home, just as they promised me it would be.”

“Promised you?”

“When Mother died. Mother, you see, had wanted me to go to live with Grandmother Grant in Michigan. She is my father’s mother, very elderly but nice. Mother thought, for some reason she didn’t explain, that I would be happier there. But Uncle John persuaded me after the funeral that I should come to live with them here in Los Angeles. Only he called it Hollywood, and it sounded exciting.”

“Parts of what people call Hollywood can be very dull,” Miss Rachel said. “And it’s true he misled you in giving it that name. This is strictly Los Angeles. It’s Parchly Heights. We aren’t even Beverly Hills.”

The girl looked at the bundle of yellow feathers and her lips shook. “I’ve been with my uncle and his family a little more than a year. It—it hasn’t been dull. At first it was strange, and lately it’s been terrifying. Sometimes I’m afraid that I’m imagining things, slowly but surely going crazy. Young people can go crazy, can’t they?”

“I wouldn’t worry too much over that possibility,” Miss Rachel counseled. “Just when did you first get this feeling that someone in the house hated you very greatly?”

“I don’t know.” A drear, peaked look had come into her face. “It just came over me gradually. A lot of little accidents happened. I was blamed for them. I began to keep watch. I found things ready to happen: a vase on the very edge of the mantel where even so much as a step might jar it off, a broom poked through a window light and covered with a curtain—but not covered so well my aunt wouldn’t notice it.” She suddenly put a hand miserably over her eyes. “They were just tiny, hateful things, not really hurting anybody. Not even, perhaps, meant to get me into trouble. Just mischief, maybe, the way a bad little boy might do. Until tonight. Until my little bird died.”

“The house sounds as though it were bewitched,” Miss Rachel mused, staring at the ruffled feathers. “And these accidents, as you call them, have an odd sound. You were—” She hesitated, as if seeking a tactful word. “You were, after a fashion, rather a housemaid in your uncle’s house, weren’t you?”

“I am,” the girl said, bringing it into the present. “That was another thing that came over me gradually. A maid quit, and they talked about the labor shortage and all made shift to do the work between them. Only in the end I seemed to be doing it all.”

“I see.” Miss Rachel wrapped the bird gently back into the man’s handkerchief and rose and took it with her to a tiny desk, where she sat down and took from a drawer a sheet of paper and a pen.

“I would like for you to give me now the names of everyone in your uncle’s household,” she said to the girl, who sat broody and tearful, stroking the cat. “And their ages, too, perhaps. And how they’ve acted toward you.”

The girl straightened uncomfortably in the chair. “I was wondering, Miss Murdock, about your fee. I know you’re quite famous—I’ve read about you in the papers—and perhaps what you charge would be more than I could pay. I can’t let you go ahead until I explain that.”

“We won’t worry about a fee,” Miss Rachel said, “until we see where all this leads us. There may not even be any.”

The girl relaxed, found a handkerchief in her coat pocket and blew her nose into it, and said, “You’re about the nicest person I’ve met out here. I guess you must be a lot like my Grandmother Grant.”

“Thank you. And now your uncle’s family, please.”

“Well …” The girl puckered her dark eyebrows in a little frown. “There’s my uncle. I suppose we’d better begin with him. His name is John Terrice, as I told you, and I guess he’s about fifty. He was very nice to me when I first came, and then the niceness sort of wore away, and he treats me now like a—a servant. Which I am, I guess. He just doesn’t speak except to ask me to clean the ash trays or to please bring him a drink.”

“Do you think that he dislikes you?”

“No.” The girl took the cat into her lap and stroked it and looked thoughtful. “I think Uncle John is just the kind of man who gets tired of people. Anybody, I mean. He just can’t be bothered to keep up being nice.”

“I see,” Miss Rachel said, writing briefly. “And what does your uncle do in a business way?”

“Sells stocks and bonds in an office downtown. He’s been there for years. I guess he’s a sort of vice-president, or something. The firm is called Tewsley, Tewsley, and Dunn.”

“I believe that takes care of your uncle except for one item. Have any of these—accidents, we’ll call them—taken place during hours when he could not have arranged them? I mean, for instance, some mischief done when he was at the office.”

“I don’t know. I’d have to think about that.”

“Do, then, while we go on with the others. Your aunt, let’s say.”

“My aunt’s name is Lydia. She’s about forty, I suppose, but she looks young and pretty when she’s fixed up. Oh, but it couldn’t have been Lydia who did these things. She’s always been so nice about the accidents, even when something she liked very much had been broken.”

“Hmmmmm….” Miss Rachel made spidery dark writing on the page. “Go on, then.”

“There’s Lee. She’s my cousin. She’s beautiful the way a doll is, only more alive and intelligent. She’s twenty-one and has the most beautiful pale hair you can imagine.” The girl’s face, bent above the cat, was suddenly unhappy. “I guess you’d say that Lee was perfect. She just has everything.”

Miss Rachel was watching from the corner where the desk stood. “And how does she act toward you?”

“Oh …” The girl shrugged. “All right. We don’t have much in common. She’s going to college, you see. I guess in her mind I’m just a Middle West hick.”

“I’m sure that no one would think of you that way,” Miss Rachel said, watching the sensitive profile, the smudged, tired marks under the eyes where the wet traces of tears still glittered. “Does your cousin ever help you with these chores of yours?”

“She rearranges the furniture once in a while.”

“And dusts it, then?”

“No. I do that.”

“I see. Is there anyone else?”

“Oh yes. Two. My two other cousins. One is Lee’s brother, my uncle’s son. His name is Thaw. He’s about twenty-five. He was in the Navy and was hurt so badly in an explosion just after Pearl Harbor was attacked that he was discharged. He’s been there ever since I have. I like him, though he’s a little bit hard to know. Sometimes I think he broods over being laid up like he is—he was hurt pretty badly, you see—and that he gets nervous and tired and snaps at people without meaning to.”

“And your other cousin?”

“He’s”—the girl seemed to find difficulty with her voice—“he’s the way I am. He does chores, the gardening work and little repairs, and washing the cars, and things like that.”

“He is your uncle’s second son?”

The girl raised startled eyes. “Oh, not at all! He’s like me, you see, a poor relative they’ve taken in to help. Only they’ve had him since he was ten, and I guess the niceness wore off years ago.”

“If there was any,” Miss Rachel murmured. “How does he treat you?”

“Pete has just been wonderful,” the girl said softly. “I think he knows, sometimes, what’s going on; that perhaps he has an idea about it. It was Pete, you see, who thought I should come to see you.”

“Pete sounds like a very sensible young man,” Miss Rachel agreed. “Now. About your little bird. Did you see anyone touch his cage today?”

“No. My aunt was in my room—she keeps towels and things stored in my dresser—but I don’t know of anyone else who would have even gone near him.”

“If you will leave your bird with me I think I can find out, by having his body analyzed, just what it was that killed him. As for these other things …” Miss Rachel nibbled absently at the end of her penholder and studied the wall. “What about the servants?”

“It couldn’t be the cook, and she’s all that’s left. They’ve had three cooks while I’ve been there, and the accidents were going on during the time the changes were made.”

“It’s not likely the cook is to blame, then,” Miss Rachel said. She put down the pen and swung about in her chair so that she was facing the girl. “I’m going to think over very carefully what you’ve told me, and I will make other inquiries too. Meanwhile, I wish you to be quite careful in everything you do. Stay with a group or two or more in your uncle’s house whenever it is possible. Lock your door at night and prop a chair under the knob. Like this.”

Miss Rachel went swiftly to the hall door and demonstrated the old-fashioned methods of security.

The girl seemed suddenly pale. She had half risen out of her chair, letting the cat drop; her lips were taut, trembling. “You believe it, then? You believe that someone hates me?”

Miss Rachel came to stand beside her, a Dresden figure in sprigged muslin, smelling of lavender, and with a face serene as an angel’s. “The one thing you mustn’t do, my dear, is to give way to fear. Sit down and be calm while I make us some tea. What I told you to do were merely sensible precautions. It is possible that someone dislikes you enough to do you harm.”

“Why should they?” the girl cried passionately. “I’ve tried so hard to please, to make them like me, to—to belong to them—” She put a hand to her mouth to stop its trembling. “I’ve been so lonely. I wanted someone of my own.”

“I know, my dear, and that brings up a request I have to make of you. I wish you wouldn’t make any especial effort to please your uncle’s family from now on. Do what you’re supposed to do and no more, and what you do, do as if it were a chore you didn’t relish particularly but simply wanted to get out of the way. Do you understand?”

The girl was staring at her strangely. “Be like that? Be ungrateful?”

A ghost of a smile tugged at Miss Rachel’s lips. “With maids as they are, my dear, you’ve more than repaid any of their kindness.”

“Very well,” the girl said, hesitating. “I’ll try it, anyway.”

They were silent together over the tea, while the cat lay purring by the fire and the clock’s ticking was the only interruption to the quiet. Miss Rachel, meanwhile, itemized the girl’s clothing. The dark coat had belonged to someone else, someone with more of a flair for a severe and tailored cut than this girl would have. The girl cousin, Lee, perhaps. Miss Rachel visualized her as a lovely and faceless figure with pale floating hair, wearing the dark coat. Its strict cut would accent that type of beauty. The shoes and hose were cheap, the skirt and linen blouse bought for service and not appearances. The veil, Miss Rachel thought, must have been Shirley Grant’s idea. It was typically the romantic type of headgear that eighteen-year-olds would love.

Shirley Grant broke the silence suddenly by saying: “Do you know, I forgot to tell you about Addison.”

Miss Rachel put aside her cup. “Addison?”

“Addison Brill, Aunt Lydia’s brother.”

“Does he live with the family?”

“Part of the time. Most of the time, lately.” Some trace of embarrassment had come into her expression; she had colored a little, and her eyes avoided Miss Rachel’s. “I suppose I left him out because I try so hard not to think about him.”

Miss Rachel’s glance was sympathetic, but she made no attempt to hurry Shirley Grant to go on.

“He—he drinks so much, and when he’s drunk he’s so uncouth and silly. Sometimes when he’s awfully drunk he pretends to be in l-love with me. I always go then and sit in the bathroom till he’s gone. He isn’t at all neat or careful of his appearance like the rest of the family. He’s just—impossible to be around. I wonder sometimes how they stand him.”

The gas muttered faintly; Samantha, the cat, gave forth a prodigious yawn.

“I suppose,” Shirley went on quietly, “that they let him stay because he has so much money and he’s just about ready to die.”
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Miss Rachel sat quite still for a moment. It was then, she thought later, that an inkling of the terror to come on Chestnut Street first stirred in her mind; a faint chill settled on her neck, and the ticking of the clock seemed distorted by the silence of the room into a hoarse and pulselike hammering.

She took a steadying breath. “Ready to die? In what way?”

“He has an alcoholic heart, or some such thing. Uncle John said once that Addison was apt to pop off at any moment, and if he did he wanted to see him cremated because all that liquor was going to burn like the devil.”

There was no sign of humor in the girl’s sober face.

“Your uncle seems a bit on the macabre side, so far as fun goes,” Miss Rachel said. “However, do you think that Addison might be the type to work these mischiefs? He might be quite piqued, you know, by your going off to sit in the bathroom.”

The girl shook her head. “He’s the one person I am sure just couldn’t have done any of these things. He wasn’t even living at the house when the trouble started, and one of the things broken was a bottle of expensive scotch whisky. Addison in his blottiest moments wouldn’t break a bottle of that.”

“I see.” Some ghost of trouble still nagged at Miss Rachel’s thought. “You said, didn’t you, that he had a great deal of money? If he dies, who gets this?”

The girl looked at her blankly. “I don’t know. Aunt Lydia, I suppose, since she’s his sister and he hasn’t anyone else that I know of.”

For a while there was silence while Miss Rachel resumed the sipping of her tea and the girl sat waiting. “One last thing,” Miss Rachel said finally. “Since this young man you call Pete had the idea first of coming to see me, I should like to talk to him too. Suppose you ask him to come here sometime tomorrow afternoon.”

“I’ll tell him,” the girl said.

At the door she paused to look out at the night. The pavement that wound downward between vacant properties, the grasses parched by summer, the bisecting corner of Chestnut Street were stark under the moon. The shadow of the curbing was like a line drawn in black crayon; the roof of Miss Rachel’s porch made a shape on the sidewalk like the silhouette of a hat.

“How still everything is!” the girl murmured, “and—lovely, isn’t it?”

“I don’t believe I’ve ever seen moonlight as brilliant,” Miss Rachel agreed, but she wondered privately if the girl should have come out in so bright a light.

She was still in the parlor somewhat later, sitting at her little desk and looking at the sheets of paper she had written upon, when Miss Jennifer came in.

Miss Jennifer was puffing somewhat more than usual, it seemed, and she dropped the Parchly Heights Methodist Ladies’ Aid account book on the floor with a loud slam before she put it on the hall table. Then she asked in a voice that seemed breathless and weak: “Are you still up, Rachel?”

Miss Rachel opened her mouth and then shut it again, which she knew was wrong of her, and waited in silence until Miss Jennifer came to the living-room door.

Miss Jennifer jumped and gave a gasp when she saw her. “Rachel! Can’t you answer when you’re spoken to? Dear, you gave me a start.”

“Why, Jennifer? Why should I have startled you?”

Miss Jennifer stood still, and a cautious look came into her face. She was, in Miss Rachel’s opinion, somewhat discomposed and flustered, and the rakish angle at which her hat hung over one eye was strictly out of character for Jennifer.

“What’s wrong with you?” Miss Rachel wondered.

“Nothing at all,” Miss Jennifer got out, and advanced toward the mantel, where she usually put her spectacles in their case, and then stopped and looked dazedly at each of her hands.

Nothing was lost on Miss Rachel. “What’s become of your glasses?”

“I—I don’t know.”

“You have lost them,” Miss Rachel decided. “How could you, Jennifer, on the short walk from Mrs. Brenn’s?”

A sort of righteous determination came into Miss Jennifer’s expression, and she closed her lips firmly on whatever answer she had intended to make; Miss Rachel was reminded of the time she had taken Jennifer to see the exhibition of nudes at the art galleries. Miss Jennifer, like a mule, had her balking point, and this was it. Miss Rachel made her tone quite casual and said, “Oh well, in the dark one is apt to lose things easily anyway.”

Miss Jennifer couldn’t resist the correction. “It isn’t dark outside. It’s—it’s sort of unnatural. The moonlight, I mean.”

“Oh?” Miss Rachel made a deliberate chore of getting her notes together. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“You can see everything with a dreadful distinctness,” Miss Jennifer went on, as though the words were being forced out of her. “Every house, every bit of lawn and garden, every gate and hedge and—and step is just as clear as though it were day.” She shivered suddenly, which Miss Rachel seemed not to see, and went on: “I wish that I had come home much earlier. Finding the error about the fifty-eight cents wasn’t worth it.”

“Wasn’t worth what?” said Miss Rachel absently.

The righteous determination came into Miss Jennifer’s face again; she sat down on the chair the girl had vacated and began to remove her gloves. The silence was punctuated by the ticking of the clock like a series of little question marks.

Rachel said, again very casually: “What is the number of Mrs. Brenn’s house on Chestnut Street?”

Miss Jennifer gave her a wary glance before answering. “Thirteen thirty-nine is Mrs. Brenn’s address. Why?”

“Did you by any chance notice any of the houses on the opposite side of the street? One in particular; it’s a trifle this side of Mrs. Brenn’s address. Thirteen-fifty. A rather nice house, I should think.”

Miss Jennifer’s mouth had dropped open, and she was staring at Miss Rachel in what was obviously terror.

“Someone went inside it, perhaps, while you were walking past,” Miss Rachel went on, thinking of Shirley Grant and not liking the queer appearance which had come over Jennifer.

“You can’t possibly know about that!” Miss Jennifer choked. “You can’t! I won’t believe that you do!”

“Were you nervous?” Miss Rachel asked, remembering Shirley’s humble manner, which might look like skulking under the moonlight.

“Nervous!” wailed Miss Jennifer.

“There is something going on inside that house,” Miss Rachel said ominously, “which makes me afraid. A pattern of frightfulness which began small and is growing bigger; a mean and clever intelligence which has turned at last to death.”

She was thinking of the canary, wrapped in the man’s handkerchief, tucked into a drawer of her desk.

Miss Jennifer tottered up out of the chair and fled for the hallway. Miss Rachel sat, amazed, and heard her running steps on the stairs and wails which came intermittently like the cries of a child in the deep dark. She listened for the slamming of Miss Jennifer’s bedroom door, and when it came she, too, went upstairs.

But there was no getting Miss Jennifer out of bed. She was crouched under the bedding with all lights on, shivering as if with cold, and when Miss Rachel peeped under at her she made a chattering remark about witches and a request that Miss Rachel go away.

“You’ve meddled with it so long,” Miss Jennifer got out as Miss Rachel paused at the door, “that you’ve gotten psychic about it. You know it before it happens. You’re—” She sneezed with the nervous beginnings of a cold. “Go away! I won’t say anything more!”

Miss Rachel went downstairs again, turned out the gas, tested the window fastenings, went with the cat for her nightly chore out of doors. Standing and looking at the moon as she had with Shirley Grant, she thought: “It? What does Jennifer mean by it?”

She went back over Miss Jennifer’s return to the house, the dropping of the book, her jumpiness on suddenly seeing Miss Rachel, the terror she had shown over the questions about the house on Chestnut Street, and came to an inevitable conclusion. Something had happened to frighten Jennifer out of her wits, and that something might still be going on now.

She went back to the hall closet and returned to the front porch wearing a little plush cape and a dark hat pulled down over her white hair. Calling the cat produced no results; Samantha had seen the hat and was evidently in a mood to follow. Resigned to the cat’s company, Miss Rachel walked quickly away in the direction of Chestnut Street. She was at the corner when the first wail of a police siren lifted itself into the night.

Miss Rachel stood still, and in the silence following the scream of the siren she heard the rustle of the cat scampering under the hedge that bordered the sidewalk, and the croak of a little frog, a soft and lonely sound in the quiet of the garden.

She began to hurry; at the corner opposite Mrs. Brenn’s garden she paused again to take in the bunched collection of cars, the hurrying men, the confusion and lights at 1350 Chestnut Street, and with a practiced eye she picked out the black sedan belonging to Detective Lieutenant Stephen Mayhew of the Homicide Division.

She studied then the surroundings of the house. There was a tall hedge between it and this next house to the corner. Without any scruples that she was conscious of, Miss Rachel swung open the white picket gate and cut diagonally across the intersecting lawn. Though there were lights on here next door, there was no one looking out. The people inside were either overly polite, or their curiosity had been satisfied. In an effort to satisfy her own, Miss Rachel made prickly progress through the hedge and came out into the yard of 1350.

Before her was a strip of turf, a flagged pathway, and a bed of night-blooming stock. The colors of the flowers made a pastel border against the white wall of the house. There was a window, also, its sill just at eye level, the lower frame raised so that the curtains moved softly with the air from outside. The room beyond was dark.

Miss Rachel stole toward the front of the house and found herself looking at the broad back of a uniformed officer who stood twiddling a night stick and whistling “Moonlight and Roses” very softly, as though affected by the brilliance of the moon.

Miss Rachel retreated to the rear, passing other windows whose shades were down with lights behind them, and was about to step upon the broad porch there when voices reached her from just inside the back screened door. She dropped out of sight behind an oleander bush and waited until the voices were gone. Samantha came and rubbed the sprigged muslin with a hard inquisitive ear and sharpened her claws on the wood of the steps.

Miss Rachel went back to the first window and tried to peer in.

There were faint odors of tobacco, of leather, the indefinable dry smell of books. Miss Rachel tested the pane with her finger tips, and it rose easily in its channel. She stood on tiptoe and put her head in and made out the vague shape of a big desk and bookshelves and a mantel with a deer’s head over it. This would be a man’s room, she thought. She turned and looked about at the limited space between the house and the hedge.

A torrent of white roses spilled from the top of a fanshaped trellis beyond the bed of stock. Miss Rachel, investigating, found the wood of the trellis stout, its construction admirable. It took a while and some soil on the sprigged muslin to dig it out of the earth and to unfasten the rose branches from the wood. Then some practice was necessary before the correct balance was obtained at a spot under the window. Getting a little precariously over the sill, Miss Rachel made up her mind to call to the attention of Lieutenant Mayhew the ease with which trellises might be put to the uses of burglars.

The cat made the window ledge in a single leap and stood there purring and watching Miss Rachel, who had moved off through the gloom. When her eyes had become accustomed to the dim light Miss Rachel saw that the room had two doors, one at either end. She opened the nearest door a crack; a span of yellow light illumined the darkness, and Miss Rachel put an eye to it.

A group of people sat in what was obviously a dining room. The center of the space was taken up with a large table, on which was a centerpiece of crystal flowers and little deer, reflecting the light from the hanging fixture above. The chairs in which the people sat were pushed away, arranged in clusters.

Ash trays littered the edge of the table, and blue smoke trailed in the bright light.

Shirley Grant sat quite alone in a near corner. She still wore the blue coat and the veil upon her hair, but she looked more pinched, more tired than ever, and her eyes were dry and held a fixed, stunned appearance.

Two people opposite her, ignoring her, were older than the others. Mentally Miss Rachel labeled them as Mr. and Mrs. Terrice. The woman was blonde, with pale skin carefully rouged, a petulant, proud look to the pose of her head, immaculately slim hands with fuschia-tinted nails toying with a cigarette in a holder. She was at least forty, the kind of forty that stays beautiful because it is fragile and not fat.

The man was small and neat. His eyeglasses and his half-bald head added, somehow, to the impression of neatness; the glasses shone with cleanliness, and the bald head looked sleek and tended. He had a narrow, rather expressionless face on which the brows were unexpectedly heavy. He was tapping out a cigar into a tray.

At the far end of the table two young people sat with their elbows upon the wood. The girl’s pale hair was dressed in a style so elaborate as to be almost painful; there was an arched pompadour, a topping of curls, a long and twisted roll from temple to shoulder. Framed by this formal and stylized glory was a rounded, delicate, utterly beautiful face. The effect was that of a doll put up to be displayed. Or of a Renaissance angel in a painting.

Beside her was a young man with a square face, dark eyes, heavy brows reminiscent of Mr. Terrice’s, a stubborn chin on which a deep scar had made a triangular incised mark.

The girl said something in an undertone, and the young man shook his head; there was an effect of distaste and impatience in his movement. These two, Miss Rachel thought, would be the Terrice younger generation: Lee, the girl, and Thaw, her brother.

Thaw, Miss Rachel remembered, was possessed by a chronic snappishness since his injury in the Navy. Lee was the modern young sophisticate, glittering and blasé.

Mr. Terrice had finished extinguishing his cigar. He pulled his coat straight, turned in his chair to face Shirley in her corner. He didn’t quite meet her eyes; he seemed to be examining some detail in the wall behind her. “I want to be as fair as I can, Shirley. Understand that I’m not making an accusation. But we deserve the truth.”

The girl seemed to crouch, to grow thinner, smaller.

“I want to know,” John Terrice went on, his face as expressionless as ever, “just why you were hiding a bullet in your hand when I met you in the hall tonight.”
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