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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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    “But you’re mistaken, Uncle John. I wasn’t hiding it. I mean, I didn’t intend to hide it. There wasn’t any reason I should have.” She seemed to take in the curious silence of the others. “Was there?” she stammered.

Mr. John Terrice adjusted the crease of one trouser leg; his wife flicked ash off her cigarette with a tap of a fuschia nail.

“You know, my dear,” Lydia Terrice said, “that you brought me a box of blanks. Not just one.”

“I went back,” Shirley said quickly. “I remembered that you had said you wanted the box.”

The square-faced young man with the scar on his chin, staring at the crystal deer, said idly, “Addison was pretty rotten to you, wasn’t he, Shirley?”

“Not—not that rotten,” Shirley said. “I wouldn’t have killed him.”

The silence came back for some moments. Mr. John Terrice spent the time in wiping his glasses.

Lydia Terrice spoke again. She had a soft, controlled voice with an amused inflection as artificial as the fuschia nails. “I’d never realized what sort of people policemen were before. I’d thought of them as sort of brave automatons who chased robbers.” She watched the smoke rising from her cigarette. “That Lieutenant What’s-his-name—Mayhew, I think—is pretty shrewd. He’s far from being a robot. I don’t believe I’m going to like him.”

Lee gave the other woman a flickering smile; the effect was as if a lovely and expensive doll had looked back interestedly from inside its glass case. “He was rude, darling, to tell you your little trick on Addison was stupid.”

“He hadn’t breathed Addison’s alcoholic miasma as long as we had,” Thaw flung out, “or he’d have rigged up a shotgun loaded with grape.”

John Terrice had put on his glasses and was looking at his son. “I’ll have to remind you, Thaw, that remarks of that sort are very much out of order. Addison has been murdered. The police are apt to be quite a nuisance until the murderer is discovered. Things such as you have just said won’t make conditions any more pleasant for anyone.”

In resentment at his father’s correction Thaw began to grind out a cigarette as though trying to bore a hole in the bottom of the ash tray.

Lee put a hand on his impatient one. “Dad’s right; it isn’t the smart thing to remember Addison’s faults. It might not be even too bright to think about the money he left us. We did a dim-witted trick in fixing up the gun to scare him; let’s act sorry about that. And let’s give out with as little personal stuff for the police and newspapers to mull over as possible.”

Thaw laughed, a sudden and humorless sound. “The fuss they make over a cluck like Addison—ready to drop in his tracks from heart trouble, drinking himself to death on top of that—makes me sick. He was my uncle. So what? I’ve seen better men than Addison die by hundreds, and no damned detectives on the scene, either.”

“What you say is quite true,” John Terrice answered carefully. “And yet, for the safety of the rest of us, you are going to have to acquire a different perspective on this matter. You have been at war, and certain things in civilian life seem trivial to you now.” John Terrice straightened a cuff inside his sleeve with critical nicety. “The feeling of triviality would vanish if Lydia or Lee should happen to be arrested for Addison’s death. Think of that possibility and you won’t be nearly as careless in your opinions.”

He had made an impression. Thaw looked at the delicate girl beside him, at the small and graceful figure of Mrs. Terrice. “I’ll keep my mouth shut,” he said finally with curtness.

Mrs. Terrice put in, in her voice with its subdued and brittle amusement: “I agree, John, that Thaw should use a little care in his speech. But your picture of Lee or of me being arrested for murder is a trifle out of focus, is it not? That Lieutenant—Mayhew—knows about the revolver in the niche at the entry. I explained to him that it had been loaded with a blank, put there to frighten Addison for a joke when he came home from his drinking bout. Only I didn’t call it a drinking bout, of course, or let on how really tired we were of Addison’s staggering in at all hours. I made it sound like a silly prank that had accidentally gone wrong. I think that’s much the most likely story for the police. It was a joke, and it came off wrong, and no one is to blame for Addison getting killed. No one at all.”

The curious silence returned, and after a moment Miss Rachel saw that John Terrice was looking again at Shirley Grant.

“The police are a peculiarly suspicious lot, and you were right in judging Lieutenant Mayhew to be shrewd,” he said some minutes later. “In the brief talk I had with him he asked me if there had been much chance of a genuine bullet getting exchanged for the blank you meant to use, and I told him there hadn’t been any chance at all.”

Lydia Terrice looked as though he had just slapped her.

“I told him the chance of an accident was quite improbable, because there wasn’t a real bullet in the house.”

The cat was rubbing Miss Rachel’s ankles on the other side of the slit in the door, and the sound of her purring was like that of a tiny motor running at high speed. The air that blew in through the open window was warm with the summer night, and yet the purring of the cat was not homely or familiar enough, the air not warm enough, to keep Miss Rachel from feeling strange and chilled.

The conversation in the other room was moving slowly toward some preconceived point. Miss Rachel felt the pattern of it; the cautious knitting up of a net to catch the victim.

“But you’ve spoiled what I said, then!” Lydia Terrice cried, forgetting to be amused, and Lee Terrice was staring at her father strangely.

“Perhaps I have,” John Terrice said smoothly, “in some respects. True, you thought that you were putting a blank shell into the gun, when you were undoubtedly putting in a live one, and so from your point of view Addison’s death was an accident and you were wise to stress that opinion to the police. But this man Mayhew is far too clever not to investigate other things about that bullet. Such as how you came to have it.”

“But”—she made an impatient gesture—“you have heard how I happened to have it. Shirley brought it to me from the closet upstairs. Lee and Thaw and I were together in the den. I put the bullet in the gun in front of all of them, and Thaw took the gun out to the entry, with Lee and I following, and fixed the trigger with a string so that the gun would go off when Addison opened the door.”

He bent toward her, his sleek head inclined as if to listen intently to what she would say. “And the bullet you selected—was it different in any way from the others?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t see the others.” She was staring now at Shirley.

“Didn’t see them?” he echoed.

“Shirley took one from the box and handed it to me, and I put it in the gun.”

“Did you ask her to do this?”

“No. Well—perhaps I may have.”

“You had better remember that point more definitely,” he warned, “or the lieutenant will badger you about it.”

“I don’t believe that she had asked Shirley to do this,” Lee put in. “I seem to remember Shirley standing a trifle behind us all, reaching through with a bullet in her fingers when Lydia asked for one.”

As though he had settled some phase of the questioning to his satisfaction, Mr. Terrice turned again to Shirley. “Let’s go back over our meeting in the hall, my dear. When I met you you were coming away from your room. Is that where the box of blanks had been stored?”

Lydia answered at once, as though the trivial point annoyed her: “Of course it wasn’t. I sent Shirley to the linen shelves off the upstairs bath—that storage space beside the shower. That’s where she got the bullets.”

“No, it wasn’t where I got them,” Shirley corrected, thoroughly confused. “After I’d looked through all of the linen shelves I remembered that often you stored extra things in the dresser in my room, and I went to look. There they were, as I had thought they might be. I started out with one.” She turned to Mr. Terrice. “I met Uncle John in the hall, and just after I’d passed him I remembered that you had asked for the box, so I went back.”

“And you brought the box of blanks downstairs?” Mr. Terrice asked.

“Yes.”

“Then why, my dear,” he pounced coldly, “didn’t you offer the box of blanks to your aunt?”

“I don’t know.” The dry-eyed look she turned on him was puzzled and miserable. “Aunt Lydia said something like, ‘Give me a shell now,’ and I must have forgotten about offering the box.”

The calmness of Mr. Terrice was akin to that of a surgeon using a scalpel. “And then you did—what?”

She stared at her finger tips twined in her lap. “I—I put away the box of shells.”

“Put them back into your room?”

“No.” She waited until his silence, his waiting, compelled her to finish. “I left them in the pantry. That’s where the police found them.”

“I came into the den just as the others returned from fixing up the unfortunate little surprise for Addison,” Mr. Terrice said, suddenly leaning back with an effect of relaxing, “and I don’t recall seeing you there for the rest of the evening. What happened to you?”

Her eyes made a frightened circuit of the room; she was obviously and transparently trying to make up a lie. “When I—when I went into my room for the shells I noticed my little bird was acting ill. After I had put the shells into the pantry I went down into the cellar where Pete was. He had an electric iron all apart and was trying to find what was wrong with it.”

“That’s right,” Lee added absently. “I asked him to fix the iron so that I could press a formal. My blue one.”

“And then?” Mr. Terrice said.

“He went upstairs with me and we tried to give the bird a little water with a spoon, and it—it finally died.”

Lydia said in a tone that might have been one of genuine sympathy: “Oh, Shirley, what a shame!”

Shirley bit a lip before she went on. “Then Pete went back to his work and I—I stayed there in my room. I just wanted to be alone.”

“Of course,” Lydia said. “You poor child. Your poor little bird!”

“Curious,” Mr. Terrice said meditatively. And then: “Might I see your bird, Shirley?”

“I—I buried him,” Shirley stammered.

Mr. Terrice raised his extraordinarily thick brows to show his surprise. “Out of doors, Shirley? At night?”

She didn’t look at him. “Yes.”

“You weren’t, by any chance, out of doors at the time Addison was shot?”

“I was just at the back door,” she said quickly. “Just coming inside.”

“Don’t you feel free to use the front entrance?”

“Yes—only, you see, no one knew I’d been out, and I thought it would save questions—and things—if I just slipped back—” She stumbled in what she was trying to say. “I don’t mean that I was trying to keep anything a secret—”

“How did you know then,” Mr. Terrice cut in, “that the sound you had heard was Addison being shot?”

There was an instant of silence so complete that the purring of the cat rose into it like the sound of a miniature airplane, and Miss Rachel pushed the animal with her foot and was rewarded by being nipped at.

Shirley got out, “I didn’t know about Addison. Not then. I heard a shot—I didn’t know just where—and came through the house and found you all at the front door.”

“The shot hadn’t sounded right,” Lydia said. “I knew at once something had gone wrong. I told John—”

Thaw Terrice suddenly said emphatically: “What’s that damned thrumming noise? I hear it ever so faintly once in a while, like a motor running a long ways off.”

He was looking directly at the door behind which Miss Rachel and Samantha were hidden, and John Terrice’s expressionless eyes followed Thaw’s and settled on it too. Miss Rachel, seeing that cold glance, shivered. She stooped in the dark and reached for the cat, who evaded her with a sidewise leap that caused the door to click shut.

There was no time at all to be lost. Miss Rachel caught the tip of Samantha’s tail, and Samantha escaped again by leaving a few hairs in Miss Rachel’s hand. A chair scraped the floor of the dining room; Lydia’s voice came, throaty with sudden nervousness.

Miss Rachel ran to the window and scrambled through it and was pushing the rose trellis down into the bed of stock when a light came on inside the room she had just left. Mr. Terrice, shorter even than she had supposed, now that she saw him standing, was in the door to the dining room. He brushed back an invisibly displaced lock of his thinning hair with the palm of one hand. With the other hand he pointed to Samantha.

“It’s only a stray cat!” He gave something like a laugh.

Lydia, slim in diaphanous blue, slipped past him. At this distance she gave an impression of youth, of silky charm. “Horrors, it’s a dreadful black cat! Aren’t they symbolic of death or something? Scat! Drive it out, John. And how did it get inside in the first place?”

“Through the open window, obviously,” Thaw snapped, coming over to draw down the pane.

Miss Rachel pressed herself into the prickly recesses of the hedge, felt fuzzy dust settle on her from its leaves, wondered if the sprigged muslin was apt to survive the night. The window framed the people in the room beyond: Thaw with his irritable eyes and his scar, Lee with her glittering hair, Lydia as small and as graceful as if she were sixteen, John Terrice all sleekness and composure. A frightened face peeped from the dining room and disappeared, and Miss Rachel felt disappointment well in her. She had hoped that Shirley might recognize the cat, might guess that the cruel questioning had had a listener who was her friend.

She was digging back through the hedge with an idea of waiting there until she could reclaim the cat, when something reached at her from the hedge’s other side.

A hand. A hard cold hand that slid across her mouth.
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    “And just what do you think you’re doing?” said a gruff masculine voice in her ear. A young voice, edgy with tension. “And who are you, anyway?”

She bit him, and the hand jerked away, but a sudden hole enlarged itself in the hedge where he had pushed through to get at her, and she toppled back toward him. After an interval of clutching blindly at twigs and of hearing muffled groans, Miss Rachel found herself sitting on the lawn of the house next door. The moon, beginning to set, showed her a young man sitting facing her, who clutched one hand in the other and made grimaces suggestive of pain.

She got up and smoothed the sprigged muslin and straightened her wraps. “I’m sorry if I hurt you, but I don’t like people who put their hands over my mouth out of the dark.”

“I apologize,” he groaned. “I deserve it, I guess. I should have found out who you were first. All I could see was a shape in the hedge. I didn’t know who it was.” He looked ruefully at his bitten hand.

“And you know now?” Miss Rachel asked, surprised.

He glanced at her. “Of course. You’re Miss Murdock. Shirley went to see you tonight. I told her to go.”

“Then you must be Pete,” Miss Rachel said.

“Pete Whittemore, miss.” He scrambled up, rubbed his bitten hand hard along the side of his shirt, and seemed to think it cured. He was light-complexioned, with sandy unruly hair and a manner of quirking his lips in what was not quite a smile but which gave the impression of a quiet and rather sardonic sense of humor. He quirked his lips at her now, and the moonlight turned eyebrows and lashes to silver and left his eyes in shadow, so that the effect was a little like an amused and mischievous mask.

She took in his nondescript shirt, his battered cords, the tennis shoes stained and blotted with grease. The Terrices, she thought, wasted little money on clothes for their charges.

“Have you been inside?” she asked. “Have you talked with the police?”

“Do you mean since Addison was killed? No. I heard the shot from the cellar, but I wasn’t sure what it was—a backfire, maybe, or something else—and I went on putting away my tools until I heard the excitement start. Then I thought suddenly of Shirley; I thought she might have been in some accident or some sort of trouble, and I hurried upstairs. The cook was going to pieces in a kimono in the kitchen, and she hadn’t seen Shirley, but she knew Addison had been shot. I somehow got the idea Shirley might still be with you.”

Miss Rachel thought of Jennifer under the bedclothes. “You didn’t—ah—go to my house, did you?”

“That’s exactly what I did, and I beat on the door and rang the bell—it was rude as the devil of me, I know—but I kept on until somebody came. Finally a little old lady peeped out at me and offered to chop me into pieces if I put so much as a toe in the door. She had an ax in one hand and I thought, of course, she must know something of Shirley’s troubles and Addison getting killed to be frightened that way, and I tried to talk to her.”

“She wouldn’t talk,” Miss Rachel decided, knowing Jennifer.

“No. She said that she knew nothing of any man being killed and that she didn’t intend to be questioned about it.”

“You had mentioned this man’s murder?” Miss Rachel said thoughtfully.

“No, I hadn’t. She just seemed to know why I was excited—I guess I was pretty wild; I thought Shirley had vanished off the face of the earth—and she told me to go away and not to come back under any circumstances.”

“And so you came back here? Did you just arrive?”

“Just now—and made the mistake of trying to see who was hidden in the hedge.” He rubbed his hand as though an uneasy memory stung him. “Have you seen Shirley? Did you come here with her?”

“I thought it was time a few things were looked into,” Miss Rachel evaded. “From what Shirley had told me, I thought something quite violent was apt to take place.”

“You did?” he said admiringly.

“It was the pattern of the thing,” she explained, “which worried me. Little meannesses getting bigger. Incidentally, what do you think of the series of accidents which seemed to have happened to things in Shirley’s care?”

The silver eyebrows knitted in a frown. “I don’t know. When she first told me about them—they hadn’t been going on long then—I thought it might simply be imagination on her part. Then one day I saw Shirley put away a wet mop in the broom closet and a little later I ran across it on the back porch—draped over a pair of white pumps that Lee had cleaned and put out to dry. I knew then that the things Shirley had talked about were real—and that someone must hate her so much that they were willing to do these cheap dirty tricks to get her into trouble. I’ve been uneasy since. I’ve tried to keep watch and could never quite catch up with whoever was doing the mischief. Tonight when her little bird died I felt like kicking myself for being so stupid and helpless. And I thought of you. I thought maybe you’d help Shirley.” He made an awkward motion with the bitten hand. “I’d heard you were—well—rather a nice person.”

“Thank you,” Miss Rachel said. “You were right in thinking I would try to help her, though of course I can’t guarantee any chance of success.” She stood thoughtful and silent for some moments. “I’m trying to think of some way to keep Mr. Terrice from doing what he is trying to do now.”

The quirk disappeared; the mask with its silver brows grew quite still. “Just what is Mr. Terrice trying to do?”

“He is manufacturing a nice case against Shirley in the matter of the murder of Mr. Brill.”

Knuckles bunched and showed hard-white under the moon. “He is, is he? I’m not going to take that. It’s time that somebody—”

“No, you don’t,” Miss Rachel cautioned, twitching his sleeve with a sharp jerk. “You would be playing into his hands if you did anything violent. Taking a poke at Mr. Terrice and being in love with Shirley at the same time would just be answering his prayers.”

He seemed to be breathing with difficulty. “How did you know I feel that way about Shirley?”

“I would if I were you,” she decided. “Now be quiet while I follow an idea I’m getting.”

He stood there, restless and nervy, while she thought it out. At last: “I believe I’ll use Jennifer,” she said.

“Jennifer?”

“My sister,” she explained. “This is going to be rather illegal, and it may cause her some grief, but in a way she deserves it.”

“I don’t understand,” he said.

“We are going to hunt for a case with spectacles in it. The case is somewhere along this sidewalk, or the one in the next block. It may have fallen under a shrub or into the gutter. I can’t be sure, even, which side of the street it is on, but I believe that curiosity, at least, would have brought her fairly near and that it will be on this side.”

“A spectacle case with glasses in it,” he said with an air of unquestioning obedience. “And we’ll have to keep out of sight of the police.”

“I will, I think, though later you are going to have to brave them to find my cat for me. Now. Be quiet and be thorough.” She led the way, stopping at a small shrub near the sidewalk to peer under it, and with a look toward the Terrice home to make sure that no police were watching, she went out through the picket gate to the street.

They searched, and the moon waned, and the lights and activity of the police receded gradually into the distance.

Miss Rachel raised, feeling the crick in her back from bending so long, feeling the sting of tiredness in her eyes. “I’m afraid—” she began, and just then Pete Whittemore cut her off.

“Got it!” He pounced upon a shadow where a white-flowering shrub overhung the edge of a lawn. “And the glasses are in it. Look. Is this the right spectacle case?”

With a faint twinge of guilt Miss Rachel saw in the dying light the old-fashioned gold frame and the small bifocal lenses of Jennifer’s spectacles. “Yes, it’s the right case.” She hesitated while the memory of Jennifer’s terror under the bedclothes made a brief plea for mercy.

“And what do we do now?”

Miss Rachel turned firmly to the thought of Jennifer’s perfidy in not telling her immediately about the murder. “We’ll plant these glasses under the nose of the police. In the shrubbery near the front entrance to Mr. Terrice’s house, for instance.”

“Don’t you imagine that the police have already examined the ground pretty thoroughly? Suppose they don’t believe these glasses are a clue?”

“There is one infallible way of making the police believe anything, and that is to pretend that you’re trying to hide whatever it is from them,” Miss Rachael instructed. “Take these glasses and drop them in some convenient spot, and when you’re sure that an officer is looking at you pick them up quickly and put them in your pocket.”

“Then they’ll suspect me.”

“For a moment, perhaps. They’ll want to know why you picked the glasses up and tried to get away with them, and you can say—” She frowned briefly in thought, remembered suddenly the immaculate spectacles of Mr. Terrice. “You can say that you thought they might be your uncle’s and you were just going to take them in and ask him. The police will then seize on the glasses and try to find out who owned them—which they will, of course, through the optometrist who made them. And it will be Jennifer.”

He worried about it. “Won’t that be rather hard on her? They might be nasty about it.”

“I think that Jennifer will be able to take care of herself. The idea is to give the police someone to work on besides Shirley, whom I suspect is going to be nominated for their attention by Mr. Terrice. Jennifer will do as a stopgap.”

“I feel sorry for her,” he protested.

“She’s the one who offered to work on you with an ax,” Miss Rachel reminded. “Now get along and do what I told you to do. When you’re quite finished answering questions you might locate my cat and bring her home to me. She’s entirely black and she won’t scratch you if you give her a bite to eat before you pick her up.”

He looked at the spectacle case uneasily. “You know, I still don’t feel quite right, involving a little old lady in something she didn’t do.”

“Don’t be too sure about Jennifer,” Miss Rachel said, walking away toward her own corner.

She wanted to be alone, to think over the events and the personalities of the evening and to add to her notes about Shirley Grant. And to figure, too, some way to wriggle herself innocently into the investigation made by the police. The police had certain resources of equipment and intimidation which Miss Rachel perpetually envied them, though she had found in previous affairs that having observed life and humanity for the space of seventy years was no mean advantage, either.

She wondered what Lieutenant Mayhew had discovered thus far, and what he was doing at the moment, and whether his square brown face was looking at Shirley Grant with the deceptive mildness which he reserved for his prize suspects.

Detective Lieutenant Stephen Mayhew came and stood in the door of the dining room, which he filled with the effect of a brown bear at the opening of its den, and regarded with deep thought the group of people who were settling themselves in chairs about the table.

“I’m sorry that we’ve had to keep you out of the living room,” he said with the same effect, now vocal, of a bear trying to be amiable. “You may come back, now.”

He stood aside and they filed past him. Mayhew wondered why they seemed to have just been seating themselves after so long a while in the dining room; his eye settled on the door to a room he knew now was the den, and from the lights being on beyond the open door, he decided that they had for some reason gone into the other room. He didn’t like it. He wanted suspects who stayed put and kept their mouths shut; and this group, having gone in a body to the other room without consulting him, looked queer, looked like a mutual doctoring of evidence or something equally reprehensible. He decided to investigate the den thoroughly later.

The living room was a long, elegant room furnished in pastels. Two sofas faced each other on either side of a fireplace of gray fieldstone; the sofas were in coral, the string rug between them in soft, dull yellow. The dull yellow was repeated in the brocade of draperies at the windows, in a touch of detail in the pale wallpaper, in two figurines of china on the mantel. The room had not the used and lived-in look of the den. It was a little frosty for comfort, a little too fragile for ease, and the wide floor and the delicate furnishing gave rather the impression of a display, a model not meant to be used.

Mayhew saw that each of them, as they entered, cast a look at the recessed entry where the front door now stood closed. Mr. Terrice looked at it as though it annoyed him, and Mrs. Terrice looked at it and put up a spider-web handkerchief to catch a non-existent tear, and the three younger people just stared.

“Will you sit down over here, please?” Mayhew said, indicating the furniture that enclosed the space before the fireplace. “There are a few things I’ll have to get straight, and then we’ll call it a night.”

“We’ve answered your questions till we’re black in the face,” Thaw flung out. “Can’t you do your work without all this bungling around?”

Mayhew didn’t answer this; he let them seat themselves and saw that Mr. and Mrs. Terrice took one of the coral sofas and that Lee Terrice took the other and that Thaw Terrice sank into a deep chair done in dove-gray velvet. The girl Shirley had begun to interest Mayhew; she seemed so frightened, so unnerved, so desperate for self-control. She took a small straight chair from its place by the wall and put it slightly behind the chair occupied by Thaw. It struck Mayhew that she was in this family without being part of it and that she was ill at ease in this room.

When they were settled Mayhew took a notebook out of his coat and leafed through it. He made no attempt to sit down, since the Terrice furnishings were not built to hold a man of his size, and he had no intention of trying a chair and of looking like a bear on a toadstool. He said: “What sort of financial shape was Mr. Brill in, Mr. Terrice?”

“I know very little about Addison’s affairs,” Mr. Terrice answered. “Once in a while he might ask me to pick him up a little stock at a bargain. He didn’t confide in me otherwise.”

“He didn’t have to work for a living?”

“No. Addison had enough to live on.” Mr. Terrice took out a white pocket handkerchief and touched his upper lip. “He had inherited some money from his family—from my wife’s parents—years ago. He hadn’t worked since.”

This was going smoothly, Mayhew thought; he was getting a good picture of the murdered man: a drunk with plenty of money, for whom his family felt no grief, for whose going the cook was joyful though unstrung, and whose boorish love-making (also an item from the cook) must have been unendurable to a girl like Shirley Grant.

There was a scuffle, a brief outburst of words outside, and the door burst open and Edson, Mayhew’s assistant, came in dragging another man. A slim, unruly-haired youngster of about nineteen, whose mouth was mocking before he made it still.

Edson held out something: a spectacle case in which glasses rested. “Found this guy trying to get away with these. He found them just beyond the porch. Thinks they might be Mr. Terrice’s.”

The room grew very silent, and Mr. Terrice stood up. He walked to Edson’s outstretched hand and looked long at the glasses, and to Mayhew he seemed to grow a little pale. He turned his eyes on the tousled-haired young man, who scowled.

Even Mayhew, from where he stood, could see that the glasses in the open case were identical to the pair on Mr. Terrice’s nose.
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Miss Rachel looked out with interest at the day. Some clouds had come up since dawn, and the sky was full of a cool gray light, fuzzy at the horizons, and the big homes of Parchly Heights spread out below were massive and reserved, like a rich man at breakfast. Morning’s quiet reproached her interest in violence.

Miss Jennifer peeped into the breakfast room. “Are you going to Aid Meeting this morning, Rachel? Wednesdays, you know.”

Miss Rachel studied Jennifer’s black cape, the hat with its blue flowers still a little awry, the Parchly Heights Ladies’ Aid account book tucked solidly under one arm. “Haven’t you located your glasses yet, Jennifer?”

“Not yet,” Miss Jennifer said, and began to back away.

“Don’t go. I want to tell you something.”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Miss Jennifer got out hastily. “I haven’t time, I mean. I’m going to meeting.”

“I wouldn’t take that, if I were you,” Miss Rachel said, pointing to the account book. “There’s something peculiarly wrong with it.”

Miss Jennifer cast a suspicious look at the book, then turned it over cautiously in her hands. She found shortly what Miss Rachel had seen: a spot of blood on the under cover. She gasped with shock and almost dropped the book; she looked at once small and angry and afraid.

“You may as well tell me about that man you saw murdered,” Miss Rachel coaxed. “I know that you saw either the actual crime or the events immediately after it. When you came in last night you were—”

Miss Jennifer had fled with a slam of the front door; where she had stood lay the account book with the stained cover uppermost. Miss Rachel left the breakfast table and picked it up; she was still sitting and looking at it when Mrs. Marble, the housekeeper, came to say that there was a gentleman and he was carrying a cat.

“Bring him in,” Miss Rachel directed absently. “I know who he is.”

This did not seem to surprise Mrs. Marble, which should have warned her. When the housekeeper returned it was to usher in the large brown-coated and patient figure of Lieutenant Mayhew, carrying the cat.

Miss Rachel slid the account book out of sight upon an extra chair and asked him to sit down.

He sat down opposite her with a slow testing of the chair, which brought forth squeaks. The cat looked at her solemnly from over the top of the table; Mayhew pointed to the black ears with a big forefinger.

“Is this yours?” he asked.

Her face under its demure puff of white hair remained serene. “I don’t know. It does look like my cat. Where did you find it?”

“I found it in a house in which a murder had just taken place,” he said, “and the inference was obvious.”

“What inference?”

“The inference that you had been there also. I know by now the habit your cat has of following you. It could hardly have come in alone.”

“I haven’t said,” she pointed out, “that it is mine.”

“In that case, perhaps I’d better take it to the city pound and let it be exterminated there.”

They looked at each other for a long moment: the huge stubborn man and the little old lady as fragile as a doll.

“Your official mood isn’t your nicest, and I don’t like you in it,” she said gently. Then after another moment: “And how is Sara these days?”

He shook his big head; his steel-gray eyes were cold. “No, you don’t, Miss Rachel. You’ve played that tune too often. I know you saved my wife’s life, and I’ve been grateful to you, and I’ve let you dabble in police business too many times because of it.”*

She had the grace to blush a little. “Very well. I admit that the cat you found in the Terrice home was mine. I admit, too, that it had followed me inside. I know just how angry it must have made you when you found Samantha there. But, you see, I had a right to go prowling a bit—in a way.”

He looked at her, impassive, disbelieving, and let the cat slide out of his arms to the floor.

“I can’t have interference this time. I can’t afford to. I’m up against something much too clever, much too adroit, to risk fumbling.”

“You’re up against something much too subtle to shut me out of it,” she said. “I was, after a fashion, in on things before the murder happened. I can give you so much background, detail—”

He shook his head, stood up, bunched his hands inside his overcoat pockets. “I’m asking you to stay out of it. The thing’s clever, but it’s simple and straight. It was done with a trick, and when I know what the trick was I’ll have the murderer. I don’t want background and detail. I especially don’t want the kind of slippery involvements that went on at Crestline.”†

She said firmly: “But I have a right. I’ve been engaged by one of the people in that house.”

“By whom?”

“By—Miss Grant.” Seeing his start of attention, she hurried on: “The girl’s been persecuted. She’s the center of some kind of meanness, tricks meant to get her into trouble with the uncle and aunt….”

A look almost of disgust had come into Mayhew’s face. “The girl is neurotic. I can see that with half a glance. The others don’t like her, and so she becomes persecuted. No, Miss Rachel, I can’t have you on this. Leave it be.”

“But Pete Whittemore backs her up. He told me these things were true, that her uncle seems to hate her, that someone is going out of their way to make her life miserable.”

Mayhew stared at her now with marked attention. “You talked to this Pete Whittemore yesterday evening?”

“That’s right.”

“Did you and he plan any trick with a pair of glasses?”

Her eyes fled from his; she was painfully conscious of a blush beginning at her throat to steal upward. “I—Why do you mention this?”

“Because Pete Whittemore was strangely able to find a pair of glasses in a case on ground I had recently searched. The case was sold by an optometrist who has among his clients your sister Jennifer. But the glasses in it were a pair of John Terrice’s.”

Miss Rachel watched her cat, who was investigating a saucer where milk was usually put. She saw what Pete had done: in reluctance to injure Miss Jennifer and in hatred of John Terrice, he had ruined the little plot about the glasses. There was now no connective link between the spectacles, the blot of blood on the account book, the snag in Jennifer’s taffeta skirt (which might have torn on the Terrice’s hedge), and any footprints and other evidence which the police might have gathered. Miss Jennifer could keep still with impunity, and Miss Rachel would be convicted in Mayhew’s mind of the thing he hated most, the deliberate confusion of evidence.

“There might have been some error,” she stammered.

“There was,” he agreed. “It was the error of thinking that we were a little stupider than we are. No, Miss Rachel. It won’t do. I forbid you”—he made it sound ominous and official—“I forbid you to meddle in the murder of Addison Brill. This is final, and I’m not apt to change my mind.”

She had begun to get a little angry. “I must have some rights in this matter. Miss Grant came to see me before the murder occurred. She said that she was being persecuted and she asked me to help her. Do you mean that you can forbid me making an investigation on her behalf?”

“In such a case, no.” He was colder, more remote, more stern than Miss Rachel ever remembered seeing him. “I cannot forbid you making an investigation of the matters relating to Miss Grant.” He waited, gave his next words deliberate emphasis. “I can and do forbid you to interrupt or to confuse the work of the police in the murder of Mr. Brill.”

Miss Rachel, watching him, thought desperately: “We’ve been friends so long…. This can’t be happening now. There’s Sara—”

But before she could speak Mayhew went on: “Since you have, also, entered this investigation in the pay of one of the parties suspected of the murder, I forbid you to manufacture or conceal evidence relating to her possible part in the crime.”

Miss Rachel cried: “But I wouldn’t—!”

“You have,” he reminded curtly. “Good-by, Miss Rachel.”

She watched him go, struggling between anger and regret, and for a long while after the front door had closed on his heavy step she sat quietly at the breakfast table. But when Mrs. Marble came with a second cup of coffee she refused it. She went instead to the hall closet for wraps, took the yellow ball of feathers from her desk drawer, still wrapped in the handkerchief, and put it into her purse. Then, by dexterously pushing Samantha with her foot at the last moment, she was able to leave the house without her.

She took the streetcar into town and went shamelessly to the police laboratories and asked for a friend of Mayhew’s, Mr. Salter.

Mr. Salter, a dry little man with a sandy mustache, came and was sad about the bird—which he took to be Miss Rachel’s, since she failed to tell him otherwise—and promised to do what he could about finding out why it had died.

As a last-minute thought Miss Rachel included the man’s handkerchief. “I found it by the bird cage. I think it might be the—the gardener’s.” Lying was hard work for her, and not having a gardener at all made it worse; Miss Rachel felt fine perspiration come out across her upper lip. “He’s queer, you know. He might have done it.”

Mr. Salter said, “Hmmmm….”

“He drinks,” she added, remembering the details about Mr. Brill.

“That’s bad. Well, I’ll do what I can for you. You might call me up sometime later today. Will you want your bird or shall I dispose of it?”

“That depends,” Miss Rachel said thoughtfully. “You’d better keep it on hand until I tell you otherwise.”

Leaving the police laboratories, she went to a drugstore and called the Terrice home. A frosty young voice answered her—Lee, she thought—and promised to bring Shirley if she could be found.

When Shirley came she sounded quiet and afraid. “Meet you downtown?” she said. “I’ll see if I can get away.”

“Quit repeating everything I say for the others to hear,” Miss Rachel cautioned. “And why shouldn’t you get away?”

“The cook is leaving,” Shirley answered, “and I’m trying to run the kitchen. Aunt Lydia is calling the employment offices like mad, and they haven’t anyone to send.”

“I know,” Miss Rachel said, remembering Mrs. Marble’s hints about the wages paid in aircraft factories and Jennifer’s outraged remarks at the twenty-five-dollar increase Miss Rachel had given her. “She won’t find anyone, but that really isn’t your responsibility. I want to talk to you. I suggest we have lunch downtown together. At the Tea Pot, say, in an hour.”

“The Tea Pot in an hour,” Shirley said dutifully, and Miss Rachel could have pinched her.

But Shirley seemed to be alone when she walked in forty-five minutes later and looked about for Miss Rachel. A waitress whom Miss Rachel had chosen for the look of intelligence about her approached Shirley and made sure who she was and then led her back to a far booth where the light was dim.

Shirley was dressed in a black wool suit with epaulets of silver fox grown a bit shabby and a gray hat trimmed with sequins. The outfit shrieked of Lee’s streamlined sophistication.

“Why do you wear those things?” Miss Rachel asked impatiently, still cross over Shirley’s break at the telephone. “Don’t they ever buy you anything of your own?”

The sensitive face colored a little. “Not often. And Lee has such lovely things….”

“For her. Not lovely on you, child. You should go in for pinafores and daisies. Besides, don’t ever wear fur once it becomes ragged. There’s nothing more untidy.”

She sat there meekly, taking it in. Her very quiescence, her lack of fight, made Miss Rachel crosser than ever—until she remembered the mother’s death, the girl’s aloneness and lack of love.

“Look, my dear,” she said gently. “I have been sitting here thinking over what you told me. There is a plan I want to try. It might work. With your co-operation and with Pete’s I’m sure that it will.”

“About how my bird died?” the girl asked. “I’d almost forgotten that, or that I asked you about it. Addison getting killed the way he did—”

“No, no,” Miss Rachel corrected. “My plan is about your cook.”

“The cook?” Shirley’s eyes were startled.

“Yes. You see, it will be a way for me to get into your house and study things at first hand. To be the cook, I mean.”

The girl’s mouth sagged. “But you’re so—so little and—well, you’re sort of dainty and not—not young.”

“You have no idea how desperate the shortage is in household help,” Miss Rachel told her, “I spent the time before you arrived in talking over the phone to a few employment agencies. People are literally hiring anything that has two hands and isn’t totally blind. I even frankly told one woman I was seventy, and she begged me to come in and register and promised a bonus if I got in before noon.”

“I could help you with the heavy things,” the girl said, still obviously trying to orient herself to Miss Rachel’s idea. “And the meals there are very simple; they don’t eat elaborately.”

“I didn’t think so,” Miss Rachel agreed, remembering Lydia’s slimness.

“But still—I’m just not that important. Not important enough for you to go to all this trouble.”

“It isn’t exactly trouble,” Miss Rachel said with a wry look.

“And Addison getting killed has made all sorts of confusion. The cook told Aunt Lydia about something she saw in the night, and Aunt Lydia said that she was crazy—it’s more like a madhouse. You wouldn’t like it. I can’t ask you to do this for me.”

“You didn’t ask me,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “And what was it the cook saw?”

A vague, unhappy fear came into the girl’s face. “Something like a wolf, or the shadow of a wolf. She’s foreign—she came from some country in the Balkans. Aunt Lydia says that she’s insane, that people over here don’t believe in things like that. I don’t know…. I didn’t like the part about it being outside my door.”

Miss Rachel, studying the unhappy eyes, the white troubled face, said very quietly: “What was the part about it being outside your door?”

“Just standing and watching.” The girl gave an uncontrollable small shiver. “As though it were waiting there for me to come out.”

*The Cat Saw Murder, The Crime Club, 1939.

†Catspaw for Murder, The Crime Club, 1943.
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Miss Rachel asked incredulously: “Do you mean that the cook thought that she saw a werewolf?”

The girl glanced up in surprise. “Yes. That’s what it was.”

“There isn’t any such thing,” Miss Rachel told her. “There never has been.”

She could not remember later feeling the slightest trace of fear. The idea of a werewolf in a house in Parchly Heights was so fantastic that it was funny. She simply didn’t believe in the possibility of such a thing, Balkans or no Balkans, and trying to be frightened by it was like trying to be frightened of a witch on a broomstick.

“Foreign people are always thinking they see things like that,” she went on, because the girl looked so miserable. “Middle Europe is ridden with old superstitions and odd beliefs. Just forget what the cook thought she saw. Your aunt is right: the woman is no doubt unbalanced—or at least on the verge of being queer.”

“She didn’t say,” the girl added carefully, “that it was a werewolf. She said that it was the shadow of a werewolf.”

“Substance or shadow—it was nightmare either way.”

A little color seemed to come back into Shirley’s face, and her shoulders moved as though, relaxing. “But your idea of trying to cook, Miss Murdock—I couldn’t let you do that for me.”

Miss Rachel was looking at her thoughtfully. “There is something about the house in which you live that worries me. No, don’t look frightened again. I don’t mean the super-natural. I mean the atmosphere, the feeling of the place—the dislike the family seems to have even for each other. Or perhaps it’s just the way they struck me—as if they didn’t belong together.” She gave up trying to explain to the puzzled girl and sat staring at her cup of tea. “I want to get into that house, to stay in it night and day, and to find out why it strikes me so.”

Shirley made no protest. She took a cake off the plate between them and nibbled at it and watched the new customers coming in to have luncheon at the Tea Pot.

“I think we shall use that waitress again,” Miss Rachel decided, getting up. “She’s an intelligent girl. Wait here until I come back.”

She walked away, erect and small inside her best taffeta. When she returned the waitress who had approached Shirley at the door was following. Miss Rachel slid back into the booth and began to speak rapidly.

“I’ve already explained to this young lady,” she said, indicating the waitress who stood by the table, looking amused, “that we were going to play a little joke on Mrs. Gerris.”

Shirley almost dropped her cake. “Mrs. Gerris?”

“Mrs. Gerris,” Miss Rachel said firmly. “And she has agreed to help us. Of course it’s just for the birthday party and all in fun, but we do need help. We need someone whose voice Mrs. Gerris will not recognize. Now or later.”

Shirley looked at the waitress in confusion, and Miss Rachel hurried on before she had time to ask a question.

“Now,” Miss Rachel said, “we’ll need Mrs. Gerris’ telephone number.”

She had to kick Shirley sharply under the table before the girl came awake enough to realize what was wanted. Shirley then gave forth with a Parchly Heights number, and Miss Rachel shepherded the two of them back to the telephone booths in the rear of the café.

It was a tight squeeze in the telephone booth. The waitress was beginning to be a bit surprised, and Shirley looked helpless and puzzled. Miss Rachel stayed in character as a funny little old lady with a yearning for practical jokes. She made chatter while the young waitress dialed. The sound of the telephone ringing at the other end of the line was a loud pulse in the stuffy booth.

The line opened with a snap, and a tiny voice crackled in the waitress’s ear. Miss Rachel slipped the receiver over to Shirley.

“Who is it?” she whispered.

Shirley stared at her. “It’s Lee.”

“Ask for Mrs. Gerris,” Miss Rachel told the waitress.

The waitress said, “Is Mrs. Gerris home? This is the employment agency calling.”

The line was silent for a moment; came to life on a softer note.

“Mrs. Gerris?” the waitress asked. “I’m calling you from the agency. We have an applicant you might be interested in. Could I send her out to see you?”

The line said something in reply; the waitress put a hand over the mouthpiece and glanced at Miss Rachel. “She wants to know how old you are and how much experience you’ve had.”

“Tell her I’m over fifty,” Miss Rachel answered, “and that I’m a salad expert.”

Listening to the rest of the conversation, Miss Rachel studied the profile of Shirley Grant where it was reflected on the glass panel of the booth. The downcast face was so shy, so unsure. She remembered Mayhew’s bitter words: “The girl’s neurotic—the others don’t like her.” She wondered irritatedly if there was any manner of magic which could rouse self-confidence in Shirley Grant.

The waitress hung up the receiver and turned away from the telephone. “You’re to come out at once, and she’ll give you an interview.” Her eyes studied Miss Rachel’s little figure. “You’re going to be a shock. I can’t imagine you doing anything more strenuous than making fudge.”

Miss Rachel simpered, an expression she has found useful, and in the movement of getting out of the booth she managed to slip a bill into the girl’s hand. “It’s just a joke, of course, a funny little joke for Mrs. Gerris’ birthday party. We’re having loads of refreshments sent out, but she’ll think for a little while that I made them.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Good-by, my dear, and thank you.”

“Good-by.” The waitress pocketed the bill and watched them walk away, and when Miss Rachel looked back at her from the front of the café she was still there, looking slightly amused.

Miss Rachel stopped in the shadow of a marquee and fanned herself with a lavender-scented handkerchief. “How hot it was in that booth! I thought we’d all suffocate. Did you understand, Shirley, why I used the name of Gerris?”

“I think so,” Shirley said. “Wasn’t it so that the waitress wouldn’t recognize the name?”

“And it was enough like Terrice,” Miss Rachel pointed out, “so that the change might not be noticed over the telephone. The waitress is a clever girl and she may decide later to investigate that telephone number, but I think for the present that we’re safe. I have an appointment to see your aunt about being her cook. You must get home first and warn your young friend Pete. He might give things away if he saw me there unexpectedly.”

Shirley made her last protest. “You’ve been so kind and patient. I can’t let you go to all of this trouble about my little bird.”

Miss Rachel stopped fanning to stare and remembered in time not to correct the impression which Shirley had just revealed. The child had no way of knowing, of course, just how curious she was about that hocus-pocus with the gun before Addison’s arrival, or of how she had tried to involve Jennifer with the police to force her to talk.

“I know you’ve accidentally been involved in murder cases before,” Shirley went on, “and those experiences must have been dreadful for you.”

Miss Rachel gave forth with something between a choke and a sneeze. “I hadn’t—um—thought of them that way, my dear. Now, we mustn’t dally. You go along home and I’ll follow in a little while.”

Mrs. Terrice took her into the pantry, where the breakfast dishes still stood piled and stained with food. She indicated a pair of stools, and Miss Rachel sat down upon one.

Mrs. Terrice was in a morning gown of shell-pink chiffon. Her hair was tied on top of her head with a pink ribbon, and the mules she hooked on a rung of the stool were scarcely more than scraps of pink brocade. She was sixteen, Miss Rachel noted, everywhere but around her mouth, where slight lines had begun to tell the truth.

“The work isn’t heavy, but I must be sure that you’re capable of it,” Mrs. Terrice said firmly. “For breakfast we have fruit and toast and sometimes an omelet. Luncheon is just salads and cold cuts. With dinner you must take a little more care. Mr. Terrice is fond of fowl, and it must be cooked right. How are you with sauces?”

“I’m able to make all of the standard sorts,” Miss Rachel said, taking care not to sound too eager.

“I have the recipes for his favorites, anyway,” Mrs. Terrice added. She was busily studying Miss Rachel’s physical equipment. “If it weren’t for having Shirley I couldn’t hire you. But she can do the heavy work and leave you free for cooking. What salary would you expect?”

Miss Rachel unabashedly named the sum she was paying Mrs. Marble, and Mrs. Terrice’s eyes flew open.

“I’m—I’m afraid we couldn’t quite meet that figure. Would you consider less?”

Miss Rachel considered the food the Terrices were apt to have to eat and said she might. Mrs. Terrice smiled and named a figure, and they bargained pleasantly for a while, and finally it was settled.

“And your references?” Mrs. Terrice asked.

Miss Rachel, without the slightest hesitation, produced the forgery she had composed in the lobby of the St. Regis Arms, and Mrs. Terrice read it hastily and returned it to her.

“That seems to be in order. Now, about uniforms. Do you have your own?”

“Not any new ones.”

“They needn’t be new. If you are willing to start work today I could let you have some aprons which fit our last cook. She was a large woman—a foreign type….” A shadow of a frown passed over Mrs. Terrice’s delicate forehead. “They’ll be large for you, but they might do for the day. Do you think you could fix us lunch?”

The Terrices, Miss Rachel thought, must be getting hungry. “I think I might.” She let Mrs. Terrice take her on a tour of the kitchen.

It was a large kitchen, tiled profusely in pale blue, well equipped, electrically with refrigerator, range, mixers, and other devices, but the store of food was small and the canned goods which Mrs. Terrice displayed were of an inferior grade.

“Rationing,” Mrs. Terrice offered lightly, closing the door of the cupboard on two cans of peas, one of beets, and a jar of pressed chicken. “You won’t have to use many canned goods, anyway, since we have a garden. There are six of us, by the way. Myself and my husband, and the children, and two”—she hesitated, smiling a little—“two orphans out of the storm,” she finished, with an air of having made a small joke.

Miss Rachel smiled back as though she knew it was expected of her.

“I’ll leave you, then,” Mrs. Terrice concluded. Plainly she was glad to turn the kitchen and all its works over to someone, even to a little old lady with white hair. “If you need anything Shirley can help you. I’ll send her in right away.”

She went out, leaving a breath of jasmine sachet in the air, and Miss Rachel decided that it was as good a time as any to discover how an electric range was operated. She was still experimenting when Shirley slid in through the door.

Miss Rachel took a quick peep into the pantry through which Shirley had entered, and out of the back door which let upon a porch and gave a view of lawns and garages. “Now, my dear. I want you to take me upstairs and show me where those bullets were kept. The blanks, I mean, that you brought to Mrs. Terrice.”

Shirley looked at her incredulously. “But the police took them last night. And how did you happen to know about them?”

“The newspapers were full of details about the murder. And I had already guessed that the police had taken away the shells. All that I want to see is the lay of the land, so to speak. The places the murderer must have gone hunting for them.”

Shirley stood there, young and perplexed, rubbing one temple with the tips of her fingers.

“Didn’t Pete tell you anything about meeting me here last night?” Miss Rachel asked suddenly.

Shirley shook her head. “No. Were you?”

“Never mind. How do we get upstairs?” Miss Rachel pushed at her with a recipe book she had picked up off the stove. “I have a room somewhere, don’t I? Go tell your aunt I want to see it.”

Shirley went away and returned in a moment, looking more puzzled than ever. “She asked if you’d mind sharing my room for just tonight. She wants to clean the cook’s room before you use it.”

“That’s very thoughtful of her,” Miss Rachel commented. “Is it the usual thing to clean the cook’s room for her?”

“I suppose she likes you,” Shirley said innocently. “She didn’t do it for the others.”

They went up by way of a back stairs which seemed to occupy the space between the pantry and dining room. In the second-floor hall was Pete, using a vacuum cleaner on the carpet. He looked at Miss Rachel and winked dryly. By daylight he was a little huskier, a little younger, than he had been under the moon, but the mocking look was the same.

Shirley smiled at him before she turned to climb the second flight, a brief smile with worry behind it, and she said to Miss Rachel: “He’s been swell.”

The third floor looked narrower and indefinably shabbier; there was a place in the wall where the plaster had cracked and had never been mended, and Miss Rachel suspected that the carpeting had graced the second-floor hall before it had developed worn spots.

“My room is up here, and Pete’s, and Thaw’s, and the cook’s.” Shirley giggled suddenly. “You aren’t a bit like a cook, Miss Murdock. I can’t imagine you in there.” She motioned toward the first door to the right. “She used to snore so, and there was always a smell of garlic about her. I used to think she wore the stuff.”

A memory stirred somewhere in the back of Miss Rachel’s thought and died away as she went on listening to Shirley’s chatter. Garlic … the wearing of garlic … Didn’t it vaguely remind her of something Shirley had said in the booth at the Tea Pot?

Shirley opened the door of her own room. “Here’s where I found the blanks finally. In my dresser. Why are you looking at me? Is anything wrong?”

“No. Nothing,” Miss Rachel said, going in to examine the stuffed drawers of the dresser. But the half-awake thing in her mind refused to go away.

It was near midnight when she sat up in the dark on Shirley’s lumpy bed and felt her heart thud in the beginnings of an utterly ridiculous fear. She had, in the deeps of sleep, remembered what the superstition was about wearing garlic. Garlic was the old middle-Europe charm against things of the night.

Against werewolves, for instance.
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But in the sunny warmth of the kitchen the next morning, with Shirley bent pink-cheeked over the toaster and the percolator bubbling on the stove, the chill fear of midnight seemed laughable. The cook had been a superstition-ridden peasant from some Balkan dot on the map and probably looked for Dracula on every street corner.

“When the cook left—” she began.

Shirley interrupted at once, breaking off her thought. “The police are furious about her going. Lieutenant Mayhew raised the roof. He wanted her new address, only of course no one knew it.”

“I suppose he’ll ask for her whereabouts through the newspapers.”

“Speaking of newspapers—Uncle John hates them, and he’s frozen every reporter who’s showed his nose here. I wish you could have seen them.” She bent suddenly back to work. “Here comes Thaw.”

Thaw Terrice looked pale; the square chin was set and the triangular scar on it stood out like a sharp imprint made with a tool. His eyes, under their heavy brows, settled on Shirley. He said with a touch of awkwardness, “Good morning.”

“Good morning,” Miss Rachel answered, watching him from across the mixer into which she was breaking eggs for an omelet.

He seemed to take in suddenly the tiny figure inside the wrappings of the cook’s huge apron. “Can’t I help? Pour the coffee, perhaps?”

“You might,” Miss Rachel agreed.

“I’ll pour it,” Shirley said suddenly, leaving the toast. “I know who wants cream and who doesn’t, and all that.”

“So do I.” A hint of stubbornness had come out on the square chin. “And since I had the idea first, I think the job’s mine. Isn’t it, Mrs.—Mrs.—” He was looking at Miss Rachel.

“Miss Murd,” Miss Rachel supplied, having assumed the easiest alias possible so that she could remember to answer to it. “And I think I’ll pour the coffee, if you don’t mind.”

She took the handle of the pot from under his big hand and went off with it to the dining room. She wanted to see the Terrices this morning, since in avoiding Mayhew she had missed a great deal of what had happened. She wished also to learn what the police had been doing.

The dining room wore a slight air of gloom, though the windows had been thrown open and the sunlight and a faint odor of stock were drifting through them. Mr. Terrice was experimenting with the cantaloupe which Shirley had already served; Mrs. Terrice was writing what looked to be a shopping list, and Lee was looking bored and gorgeous at the far end of the table.

“I can’t believe you’ve always been a cook,” she yawned as Miss Rachel stood beside her to pour the coffee. “You’re much too nice and you don’t smell like a kitchen. I think you’ve been a lady in waiting somewhere and the fairies changed you to a cook, and in the middle of the night you’ll ride away in a pumpkin.”

“Lee!” Mrs. Terrice chided. “How fanciful you are this morning!”

“It’s an aftermath of those fantastic yarns the lieutenant told us last night. Ballistics! I’m still laughing!”

“Lee!” It was cautioning this time, and the pencil in Mrs. Terrice’s hand shook a trifle and made a ragged little mark on the shopping list. “Let’s not go into that at breakfast.”

Mr. Terrice had put down the spoon beside his cantaloupe. “I must warn you, Lee, to be more careful in what you say. I thought the lieutenant showed admirable patience in listening to you. Especially since what you had to say was trivial and uninteresting. There wasn’t any eyewitness to Addison’s death. Your suggestion about canvassing the neighborhood must have bored him beyond words.”

“Perhaps,” Lee said slyly, “that’s why he’s out doing it this morning.”

Mr. Terrice gave a little start and touched his spoon as if to pick it up, and then instead picked a bit of invisible fluff off the tablecloth and dropped it to the floor.

“You see,” Lee went on determinedly, “that if we all have alibis—and we all seemed to have, even to Shirley, who told him something in private that must have satisfied him—and if it was quite impossible for a real bullet to have been substituted for the blank because we didn’t have any real bullets, then somebody must have come up from outside the house and changed that bullet. You didn’t; I didn’t; Lydia didn’t; Thaw didn’t.” She tapped with a pink nail on the tablecloth to emphasize her points. “We four were together in the den from the time the gun was loaded until poor old Addison was shot. Shirley was out burying a bird, which seems in some mysterious way to have cleared her of suspicion with the police. Pete was in the basement and didn’t come up until the excitement started. So—” She shrugged and brushed at the heavy twist of pale hair on her shoulder. “There just had to be somebody else. Somebody who—who had an interest in Addison somehow….”

A peculiar thing had happened to the three people at the table. During Lee’s last sentence Mr. and Mrs. Terrice had grown quite still, and their eyes on Lee had a fixed, mesmerized quality, as though they were trying in some soundless way to force her to stop what she was saying. And Lee, looking back at them, let her voice die.

Then she added frigidly: “She couldn’t have known about the gun.”

Mrs. Terrice stood up suddenly. “I have a headache. Please excuse me. Lee dear, when you’re quite through with this discussion you might bring me up a little coffee and toast. I’ll be in my room.”

She went out, and all that remained of her was a lace handkerchief beside her plate and the odor of jasmine sachet.

“I’m stupid today,” Lee said contritely. “I’m sorry I mentioned Mo—”

Mr. Terrice literally sprang out of his chair. “Lee! Are you quite out of your senses?”

He turned abruptly to Miss Rachel. “That will be all for now, thank you. We’ll ring if we wish anything more.”

“I have an omelet,” she offered.

“Not this morning,” he said brusquely. “I’m sure we won’t need it. Do anything you want with it.”

In the kitchen Thaw was standing with his back to the room, looking out at the lawns and the gardens through the glass panel of the door; he made a big rugged shape against the blue polka-dot curtains, and the sun struck red lights in his hair. Shirley was putting a pan on for the omelet.

Miss Rachel said: “Do come into the pantry for a moment, Shirley.”

Shirley came away with a look of release. Miss Rachel whispered: “What’s wrong with him?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes I think he’s trying to make friends and just doesn’t know how. He’s cross now because I won’t let him help. I wish he’d go out and eat with the others.”

“They aren’t eating. There was some sort of situation came up which seemed to ruin Mrs. Terrice’s appetite, and Lee burst out with an apology for mentioning someone whose name begins with an M.”

Shirley turned on her a look of wonder. “I don’t know who it could be.”

“Someone, too, who had an interest in Addison,” Miss Rachel remembered. But Shirley’s eyes remained blank. Trying another tack, Miss Rachel said: “Did you tell Lieutenant Mayhew that you were with me while the murder was taking place?”

“Yes. Wasn’t that right? He seemed to accept it without any question.”

“That accounts for what Lee calls your alibi,” Miss Rachel murmured. “Do I dare ask Thaw Terrice who the other member of his family is? Yes, I think I do.”

She came back into the kitchen quite briskly and took the omelet out of the mixer and poured it into the skillet. “Isn’t there someone missing from your family, Mr. Terrice?” she asked of the silent young man at the door. “I was given to understand there was to be one more of you than there is. Or was that a mistake?”

He turned around slowly; there was a kind of repressed anger in his face. “Someone was kidding you, Miss Murd.”

She hummed softly and absently, stirring the omelet. “I guess your mother miscounted.”

“My—” He checked himself quickly. “Lydia must have had her mind on something else. She wouldn’t have told you that.” A sudden look of understanding came into his face. “Oh. Perhaps she unconsciously included Addison.”

“Hmmm. No, not the gentleman who died.” She skated off on very thin and experimental ice. “A lady. A third lady.”

He gave her a measuring stare and then bolted out of the room toward the front of the house.

Miss Rachel looked at Shirley across the stove. “Why did he correct me when I called Mrs. Terrice his mother? Isn’t she?”

“I thought that she was.”

“Just how much,” Miss Rachel asked, “did you know about the family before you joined it?”

“Not a great deal. Uncle John was a stepbrother of Mother’s. They never saw much of each other after they were grown. She knew that he was married and had two children, nothing more. I don’t think that she liked him very well. She wanted me to go to my father’s people when she knew that she must—must die.”

The sober and sensitive face had turned away; a little feeling of loneliness crept over Miss Rachel.

She began heaping the omelet into a warmed platter. “If you will locate Pete, I think we might eat this. It seems the family isn’t hungry.”

When Pete had come and the three of them were at the kitchen table Miss Rachel brought up the subject of the gun.

“Whose was it?” she asked Pete. “How long had it been here?”

“It was an old pistol of Thaw’s, rather a big thing he sometimes took on hunting trips. He’d had it for years.”

She turned to Shirley. “Who had the idea of pointing it right into Addison’s face when it went off?”

“I don’t know.” Shirley stopped in the act of separating a bite of omelet with her fork; turned dark puzzled eyes on Pete. “I guess it was Lee. Someone said, there in the dark of the entry, that it had better go off in his face to have any effect because he was always so—so stupid when he was drunk. And so Thaw fixed it that way.”

“Thaw seems to have disliked his uncle intensely. Was there any cause, outside of Addison’s drinking?”

“Addison had a knack of getting Thaw’s temper up,” Shirley said. “It was a mean habit, because Thaw’s injuries still hurt him sometimes, and I think that’s when he gets snappish and his temper wears thin. Those were the times that Addison liked to bring up old arguments—or fresh ones—and have Thaw jump in and get furious.”

“I am beginning to understand how Addison’s departure might have been welcomed by almost anybody,” Miss Rachel meditated. “What about Lee? How did she and Addison get along?”

Pete said dryly: “Her highness was no end embarrassed by the brute.” He made it, somehow, sound like Lee. “The lout actually descended one day upon a sorority party Lee was giving on the back lawn. He did a three-point landing in the punch bowl. It seems he mistook it for a pool.”

Shirley was blushing. “Oh, he was dreadfully drunk that day. Last week. It seems a year ago.”

“So that, all around, he was strictly undesirable, and the wish to remove him must have been overpowering at times. Still,” Miss Rachel wondered, “why didn’t they simply ask him to leave?”

“I think the answer to that is the money Addison had,” Pete replied. “As long as I’ve been here I’ve heard hints from Aunt Lydia about the mistake her parents had made in leaving everything to Addison. It must have been quite a fortune when he first got hold of it. Aunt Lydia more than hinted that part of it was rightly hers. I guess she couldn’t risk an open break with Addison by making him get out; she figured she’d lose everything that way.”

“Did the man have any other relatives?”

Pete frowned into the cup which had held his coffee. “I could never rightly get the straight of that. I think there was someone, once, and that she died or disappeared. There were three of them in the beginning. I know that much from something Aunt Lydia let drop and which almost caused Uncle John to have fits. What the mystery Was I never could figure. Maybe it’s a scandal, something they want to keep quiet.”

“Why doesn’t Thaw call Lydia ‘Mother’? Or Lee, either, for that matter?” Miss Rachel asked, remembering former conversations.

“I don’t know.” He looked at her blankly. “When I first came I thought it was because Aunt Lydia prides herself on looking so young and that the term ‘Mother’ might sound old to her. I haven’t given it a thought for years.”

Miss Rachel sipped her coffee and continued to look thoughtful, and the conversation died.

When the dishes were cleared Miss Rachel slipped upstairs and made preparations to leave. Shirley came in as she was putting on her hat and stood behind her, a slight timid figure in the green wriggly depths of the mirror.

“I have to go out for a while,” Miss Rachel told her, giving a final pat to the white hair. “And you must cover up somehow and keep the rest of them from knowing. You might put some lettuce in the refrigerator to crisp for lunch, too, and see what the garden is producing in the way of carrots and cucumbers.”

Shirley sat down on the edge of the bed. “Uncle John sent Lee in to say he wants to see me in about a half-hour in the den. It surprised me. He’s never been so formal.”

“Don’t do a thing he tells you until I get back.” The very memory of Mr. Terrice’s smooth purpose with Shirley the evening before made Miss Rachel yearn to stick him with her longest hatpin. “And don’t let him badger you about having a bullet in your hand when he met you in the hall. Remind him that the whole idea belonged to someone else and that you were just the innocent bystander.”

“How did you know?” cried Shirley, round-eyed.

“I’m seventy years old,” Miss Rachel said, as though that explained everything. “Now keep your wits about you and don’t be putty in his hands. Speak up in your own defense.”

“Suppose it’s the lieutenant?” Shirley gasped. “Suppose he’s there with Uncle John?”

“Why should he be?”

“He’s found an eyewitness, you know. Oh, you didn’t, of course. Well, Lee says that Mrs. Brenn across the street is sure she saw the murderer. He was all black and he flapped. Wings, sort of.”

“Amazing!” cried Miss Rachel, putting on her gloves.

She puzzled over the strange hallucinations of Mrs. Brenn all the way to her own house on Sutter Street, and only on her own front porch did she remember Jennifer’s black cape.

Mrs. Marble, answering the bell, was bleak. “I don’t know as I want to stay, Miss Rachel, even with the raise. It’s lonely here in this big house without a soul to speak to. The cat won’t eat a bite, and there’s queer noises after dark, and I keep thinking about the airplane factories with all their lights on.”

“Where is Jennifer?” Miss Rachel asked, going over the mail on the hall table.

“I wouldn’t know, miss.” A slight wait to give her news good timing; Mrs. Marble was an artist at gossip. “She’s gone, bag and baggage, like a thief in the night. She burned a book or something in the fire and then lit out. She left a message for you, miss.”

Miss Rachel put down the assortment of letters. “What was it?”

“She said that it was evil stuff you were meddling in and that you’d do best to leave it alone,” Mrs. Marble said darkly. “And so I think, miss, I’d just better go away too.”
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Miss Rachel, sitting at her desk in the living room and hearing the rummaging of Mrs. Marble in the floor above, felt very lonely indeed. She sensed the combined displeasures of Lieutenant Mayhew, Jennifer, and Mrs. Marble, and the only restraint to keep her from tearing up her notes about Shirley Grant was the thought of how dull life had been before she had begun dabbling in crime. Knitting and animal welfare weren’t in it for excitement when compared with climbing in windows and getting a job on forged references.

She sighed and stacked the notes into a neat sheaf and went out into the hall to the telephone.

Mr. Salter—still dry and somewhat sad even on the phone—had decided that the bird had died from a dose of paint thinner. Paint thinner would give the proper combination of chemicals of which the little bird had been full.

“Would a bird drink such stuff?” Miss Rachel wondered.

Mr. Salter thought that it wouldn’t have, that the thinner had been given by means of something like a syringe or an eye dropper. Had Miss Rachel happened to read in the papers, a month or so ago, of the drunken man who had dosed himself similarly, though not meaning to?

“I hadn’t read about it, no,” Miss Rachel answered.

“Narrow squeak with that fellow. He’s still in the hospital,” Mr. Salter informed her. “Guess he’ll have a closer look at his bottle next time. Might almost think someone had gotten the idea for your little bird from that case, wouldn’t you?”

Miss Rachel said it was possible. “I’ll do a little detective work at home.” She was almost ready to hang up the receiver.

“Wait a minute,” said Mr. Salter. “I want to talk to you about that handkerchief. The one you left with the bird.”

Miss Rachel’s mind flew back to Shirley, sitting grieving with the dead bird wrapped in a square of cotton. “What about it?”

“Very peculiar thing wrong with it,” Mr. Salter went on in his dry tone. “The cloth is full of particles of gunpowder. Not burned powder. The fresh kind you’d get out of a bullet.”

He waited as if to get some reaction, but Miss Rachel was far too busy with a confusion of thoughts, main among which was the memory that Addison Brill was supposed to have been murdered with a blank shell that had turned out to be real.

“I see,” she managed at last.

“What’s going on out at your place?” he asked. “Are you sure that everything’s all right? No strangers living with you, or anything like that?”

“Oh no. No one like that.”

“Lots of folks are taking in defense workers to board,” he ruminated.

“We haven’t,” she said firmly.

The cat had come to the living-room door and stood looking at her. Samantha was hollow and mournful; her green eyes reproached her mistress, and the black silhouette was thin.

“Shall I cremate your bird for you?” Mr. Salter asked. “He won’t keep, you know. Not even full of paint thinner.”

“Suppose you do that, and thanks. And you might mail the handkerchief back to me in a plain envelope.” She gave Mr. Salter her address and heard him writing it with a dry whisper of a pen.

“How’s Mayhew these days?” Mr. Salter asked. “I hear he’s giving the ballistics boys some work. Tell him to stop in and see me sometime.”

Miss Rachel went cold all over at the idea of asking the next question, but she asked it. “What is the ballistics angle on this murder out here? The Brill man. You know.”

“The Brill case? So far as I’ve heard, it’s a straight case of finding the weapon right off. Wasn’t there some business of the trigger being tied to a doorknob?”

“I believe so. And thank you so much. Do bring Mrs. Salter to tea someday.”

A totally unsuspicious Mr. Salter promised to bring his wife to Miss Rachel’s for tea, and the conversation closed with mutual thanks.

Miss Rachel sat in the hall for a moment after she had hung up the receiver, adding penciled lines to the notes she had made on the evening of the crime. She was frowning over the memory of Mr. Salter’s reference to a drunken man’s mistake with a bottle when Mrs. Marble came downstairs with a suitcase.

“If it’s all right with you, Miss Rachel—seeing you’ve sort of moved away somewhere else anyway—I’d like to go now instead of giving notice. My niece thinks I can get into a riveting class, and they’re having interviews this morning. I—I don’t hardly know how to say good-by. We’ve been good friends.”

Mrs. Marble had turned away to stare fiercely off into the living room. Miss Rachel left her chair. “Good friends never really say good-by,” she said. “And so let’s don’t, either. We’ll see each other again soon. Let me know all about the riveting class, will you? I hope that you’ll like it very much.”

Mrs. Marble’s plain workaday face melted with remorse. “If you really do need me to stay—if there’s no one else you can get—”

“We live in perilous times,” Miss Rachel said quietly, “and it’s so much better for all of us that we have women like you who aren’t afraid of tackling a man’s job. No, I won’t ask you to stay. If Jennifer and I can’t do our own house-work we’re very poor things indeed. I’m wishing you good luck.” She held out a small hand to take Mrs. Marble’s big one.

“Take care of yourself,” Mrs. Marble muttered huskily. “And don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

She walked away with a firm tread, and the open door showed the sunny street and then drew closed. Miss Rachel, feeling a little lost, went back to the desk in the other room. The cat followed her, a lean reproachful shadow, and when the notes were straight and had been checked and put away Miss Rachel went to the kitchen to feed her.

“I can’t leave you alone,” she said to the black shape bent above a saucer of fish. “And I couldn’t possibly take you with me to the Terrices’. Or could I?”

The result of considerable mental debate on Miss Rachel’s part was that when she left her house on Sutter Street the cat was following. Samantha scuttled through hedges and across lawns and lay in wait with green eyes shining wherever shrubs bordered the sidewalk; she thought that she had fooled her mistress, and Miss Rachel was amused by it. But on the Terrice back lawn, peeling an orange, stood Lee, slim in blue blouse and nubbly-textured slacks, and when she saw the cat she pointed in distaste.

“Is it yours? No, it couldn’t be. The thing got into the den the night Addison was killed.” Her eyebrows, level and fine and almost invisibly dyed a delicate brown, drew together above eyes grown suddenly frosty. “How does it happen that the cat’s following you now?”

Miss Rachel looked behind her in pleased surprise. “Well, can you imagine! Is it here? I petted it up the street a way. I think it’s lost.” She bent down with a look of fatuous affection. “Animals always love me so! Dear little kitty, do you need a home?”

“If it does,” Lee said, “it’s come to the wrong house. Mother can’t abide cats. Dogs, either.”

“I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if I took the kitty in for a few days until I find it a home,” said Miss Rachel, whose mind was made up on this point anyway. “I adore animals. I always have. Will you ask her for me if it might stay?”

Lee shrugged, expressive of disinterest, and walked into the kitchen. Miss Rachel, coming in after with the cat in her arms, found Shirley at the sink keeping a bent head above a bowl of lettuce. There was instantly in the room an air of anger and conflict.

“Are you going to do what Dad asked you to do?” Lee said to Shirley.

Shirley shook her head, and the dark hair swung across her neck and touched the corner of a rebellious mouth. She gave Miss Rachel a brief glance from eyes in which tears stood. “I don’t know yet. I’ll see about it.”

“He wasn’t asking much,” Lee said as though the matter held small importance, “considering what we’ve done for you.” She walked through the door into the pantry.

Shirley dropped the knife she had been using to trim the lettuce and dabbed at her eyes with the edge of her apron. “What has he done that I should give up the last little thing I own?” she asked Miss Rachel. “The shares in Penny Novelties that Mother’s uncle Herbert left her?”

Miss Rachel put the cat down. “And just what is Penny Novelties, my dear?”

“A little company that Mother’s uncle started. He invented a funny little toy years ago and couldn’t find anyone to put it out and so started his own firm and sank all his money in it. The company barely made expenses. It was a hobby more than a business venture. There’s still a factory, I think, a little factory that made metal toys before the war. I don’t know what it’s doing now.”

“But you own stock in it, and your uncle wants this stock. Is that right?” Miss Rachel asked, offering Shirley a handkerchief.

Shirley blew fiercely into the handkerchief. “He says that I should help at least that much. He doesn’t ask it as a gift but as a loan—something to borrow money on. I don’t see why he wants it. I never knew the stock was worth anything.”

“Don’t give it to him,” Miss Rachel said instantly. “Meanwhile, I’ll drop my banker a note and see what he thinks of your stock, and until we have a reply, sit tight. Tell your uncle that you have to have time to think.” She hurried through the pantry to the back stairs, heard the cat bound after her in the semi-dark of the stair well. In Shirley’s room she scribbled a hasty note on Shirley’s writing paper and sealed it and took a stamp from her purse.

She was conscious suddenly that the cat had not followed her inside and took a quick peep into the hall. Samantha was standing and looking at the door of the cook’s room, switching her tail and refusing to come even when Miss Rachel called.

Miss Rachel crossed the hall and knelt down with a rustle of petticoats and put her eye to the keyhole. She saw dimly the metallic shine of the key in its place, and there seemed to be, too, a faint movement from inside the room. Quite silently she turned the knob and learned that the room was locked.

She pressed her ear to the cool varnished panel, and after some moments she caught a sliding noise, a ghost of sound as though a drawer were being shut.

A breath of cool air stole out from under the door to touch her ankles, but there was no further sound. The matter of the note was pressing; Shirley must be protected in whatever scheme her uncle had hatched. With considerable reluctance Miss Rachel gave up her vigil on the cook’s room and went back downstairs to the kitchen.

Pete was here now, oiling the mixer and making some adjustment to its motor. He raised a wise eyebrow at Miss Rachel as she went through. Shirley, on the back porch, was putting the lettuce scraps into a covered pail.

“They’ll be wanting lunch,” Miss Rachel told her. “You might see to the table and put out the cold cuts Mrs. Terrice said they liked at noon. And incidentally, take note of anyone who comes down from upstairs.”

Shirley nodded in obedience.

“About the handkerchief you brought me wrapped around your bird,” Miss Rachel added, determined to clear up this point while she thought of it. “I’m anxious to know where you got it and how.”

Shirley put the pail cover carefully into place and stood holding the plate and looking at Miss Rachel blankly. “Was it a handkerchief?”

“A man’s, yes.”

“I didn’t even remember what it was. I knew it was white and that it—it was just there when I needed something to wrap my bird in.”

“You said that Pete came to help you with your bird. Did he give you his handkerchief?”

The sensitive face clouded. “I don’t think that he did. But I can’t be sure. I found that handkerchief after he had been there in my room.”

Miss Rachel walked away feeling a little exasperated. The girl had a timid way of being unsure, of seeming afraid to answer questions with a definite statement. Miss Rachel had repressed an urge to shake her, to shake out a positive yes or no in regard to Pete’s ownership of the handkerchief. The handkerchief had had particles of gunpowder in it. Someone had used it, obviously, in some experiment with a bullet—successfully, perhaps, with the blank that had killed Addison Brill.

Walking rapidly along the path that cut across the rear yard and let out upon an alley which Miss Rachel knew to be a short cut to a mailbox, she made the error of looking behind her for the cat. This was an old habit born of Samantha’s kittenish way of scurrying after her. Miss Rachel rounded the corner of the garage with her head turned and ran abruptly into the figure of a woman who was standing there.

In the confusion of nearly falling, of clutching at the stucco wall of the garage, and of seeing the woman similarly off guard and discomposed, Miss Rachel took in a scattering of details: the woman’s cheap coat fallen open and showing the faded lining, the fallen hat of red straw and ribbon, the hands—worn and roughened hands—that caught for a moment at her own.

Then, regaining her balance, she saw a further and amazing thing. The woman now flattened against the garage as though afraid someone in the house might see her was strangely like Mrs. Terrice. She was, rather, the scrubwoman version of Mrs. Terrice’s frail and beautiful forty.

She was thin, but it was not a youthful thinness; it was a worn, sinewy drying up that spoke of poverty and hard knocks. Her hair had a lusterless look, as though it had been improperly washed in too many dirty washbasins and had never seen a curler between times. Her face wore a scattering of freckles across its unhealthy pallor. For a moment, in the shock of being run into by Miss Rachel, her mouth shook in an expression of terror strangely like a child’s.

Then she drew away, straightening the sleazy coat and retrieving the red hat from its place upon the lawn. She turned a sullen look on Miss Rachel, and at the same moment, from someplace beyond the shrubbery, the biggest dog Miss Rachel had ever seen slid into view.

He was a great Dane, big of bone and quizzical of eye, and he looked Miss Rachel over as though in prospect of a meal.

“Come, Bucko,” the woman said. She began to walk away toward the alley entrance.

“But wait!” cried Miss Rachel, and stopped. What did you say to a duplicate of the woman who had hired you, a strange, bitter caricature of Mrs. Terrice’s pink loveliness, a mockery done in shabby clothes as obviously hand-me-down as Shirley’s?

“Who are you?” Miss Rachel got out. But only the dog looked back.
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After she had mailed the letter Miss Rachel went back to the Terrice home, but she took in the wide lawns, the walks dappled with shade, and the long graceful lines of the big house with a new eye. There was so much more here, she saw, than a family tired of its alcoholic and abusive member. There was a deep, a chasm in the surface of respectable poise into which she had peered, and none of the Terrices or their possessions could look the same to her.

There was, incredibly, that skulking counterpart of Mrs. Terrice, the shabby duplicate with reddened hands and a trembling mouth, who walked with a great Dane dog in the shadows of the Terrice back yard and slid away when she was asked her name.

And there was—more ominously now—some secret regarding the cook’s room. Miss Rachel made up her mind to find out what it was.

She worked for the next half-hour in the kitchen with Shirley. There were carrots to shred, lettuce and tomatoes and cucumbers to chop, a trick of Mrs. Marble’s with salad dressing to duplicate. At twelve-thirty Miss Rachel sent in a tray containing the salad with a bowl of dressing to which had been added, with a base of mayonnaise, some chopped chives and pimiento, a breath of garlic, sour cream, and a spoonful of Italian cheese.

She waited, wondering if she had done it correctly, until Shirley came back to say that Mrs. Terrice was enthusiastic about the salad.

“She would be,” Miss Rachel murmured. The ghost of the shabby woman wandered across her thought. “What a beefsteak wouldn’t do in that direction,” she added absently.

“She’s afraid, you know,” Shirley said, answering the last. “She’s afraid she won’t stay slim and young.”

“So I had gathered. Why?” Setting a place for herself and for Shirley, she puzzled over it. “Why such a determined stand against the forties? Such an uncomfortable time she must have of it. One might think she had some horrible example in mind.”

“Addison, perhaps. He’d let himself go dreadfully. He didn’t keep himself neat any more, and there was a sort of flabby look to him. As if—Uncle John said—all of his muscles were slowly dissolving in alcohol.”

“Speaking of embalming,” Miss Rachel said surprisingly, “just what are they doing about Addison’s remains?”

“There’s to be a funeral tomorrow. I don’t know just what time. I—I don’t like the idea of going.”

“Don’t go then,” Miss Rachel said briskly. She added a third plate for Pete, who was coming in through the back door. “By the way—while I was gone, who came down from the upper floors?”

“I saw Mrs. Terrice on the stairs. The front stairs, of course. She was talking to Thaw, and I don’t know which of them had come down or gone up. They were just there together.”

“Hmmmmm.” Miss Rachel dished up salad and cold cuts for the three of them, and during the remainder of lunch she seemed very thoughtful. Once when Pete offered her the bread she looked through him as though he weren’t there, and to a question from Shirley about giving the cat a saucer of milk she said obscurely: “Perhaps there’s some connection.”

Afterward, when Pete and Shirley had settled to washing up the dishes, Miss Rachel went off into the front part of the house to find Mrs. Terrice. On the way she took in the details of a little music room she hadn’t seen before, where a grand piano sat in lonely splendor, and discovered the whereabouts of the front stairs. The stairs rose from a recess off the living room, behind a screen of gilded ironwork. The carpet on them was soft and deep, and in going up a little way Miss Rachel was able to hear a radio playing softly in some room on the second floor and a voice—Mr. Terrice’s smooth one—saying firmly: “The lieutenant wants our cook back. I wonder what he thinks she knows?”

And Lee’s reply, from somewhere further in the hall: “He’s no doubt going to add her werewolf to his collection, along with the flapping murderer. You might put him wise to the Rue Morgue, Dad. He hasn’t thought of a gorilla.”

Mr. Terrice laughed in a brisk tone that was somehow as expressionless as the eyes behind his shining glasses.

Miss Rachel stole back to the lower floor and studied the living room. It came over her gradually that the pastel colors, the delicate and graceful furnishings, were a frame for Mrs. Terrice and that she must have had the choice in decorating this room. The den was older, more nondescript; the music room was all but empty, the dining room austere, like Mr. Terrice. Here was, somehow, an atmosphere as carefully fragile as Mrs. Terrice’s jasmine sachet.

Miss Rachel, slipping through to the door of the den in the small recess leading to it from the living room, saw some quick and momentary movement through a crack of light and, peeping in, she found her eyes held by those of Mrs. Terrice, who stood looking at her from a spot near the mantel.

Mrs. Terrice was cool in a hostess gown of ice-blue net. She frowned a little at Miss Rachel’s peering eye, implying that cooks who wandered about peeping in upon the household were somewhat on the undesirable side. “What is it, Miss Murd? Are you looking for me?”

“I’m wondering about my room,” Miss Rachel said, coming in. “It was understood, wasn’t it, that I was to have the cook’s room today?”

Mrs. Terrice took her eyes off Miss Rachel to inspect a fuchsia fingernail. “Was it? I hadn’t really remembered. Are you so very uncomfortable in with Shirley?”

“I thought the position included the use of a private room,” Miss Rachel said, remembering Mrs. Marble’s account of arguments with previous employers on this point, evidently a sore one with servants. “And a private bed. It’s hard to rest properly with someone else.”

Mrs. Terrice hesitated. “I had wanted to make sure the room was cleaned before you moved in. I’m not sure how Mrs. Lodev kept it. However, since you think the matter important, I’ll look up the key. Come back later, will you?”

Miss Rachel heard the door open behind her and looked back. Thaw Terrice had just come in. He was carrying a brief case in one hand and a portable typewriter in the other. There was an expression of tiredness and impatience about him; perhaps, Miss Rachel thought, in the set of the square chin with its triangular small scar. He said to Mrs. Terrice: “May I use this room for a while, Lydia? Lee drives me nuts with her chatter upstairs. If I’m going to finish this course in drafting I’ve got to work sometime.”

He walked to the desk without waiting for her answer and was taking the typewriter out of its case when she spoke.

“I would like to write a letter or two, Thaw. Do you mind?”

He stopped with his hands on the machine. “I do mind, Lydia. I’ve a job to do. It’s a driveling thing compared to getting out in the muck of a South Seas island and handing it to the Japs, but it’s the best I’m able to manage and I’m damned if I’m going to wait on your letters. Who are they for, anyway? No one worth blowing to hell, I’ll bet.”

Lydia shrank at the brutality of his words. “Really, Thaw. Must you be this way?”

Unrelenting, he had drawn up the chair and was jabbing paper into the machine. “If it’s answering those ridiculous notes of sympathy that’ve poured in on you about Addison, forget it. He wasn’t worth the scratch of a pen.”

Lydia stiffened; the lines about her mouth grew deep, and she took on a sudden appearance of being older. “He was my brother. I’ll ask you to remember that.”

“He was my uncle, and he had all the qualities of a second-grade skunk,” Thaw flung out.

“If you persist in saying things like that,” Lydia pointed out angrily, “the police are going to draw some very unfortunate conclusions.”

He stopped rolling the paper through and gave her a steady look. “I know exactly what you mean. The gun that killed him was mine. The blanks were mine, left from that silly play Lee dragged me into a year ago. My hand arranged the gun so that it would fire directly into his face.” Thaw took a breath, and the scar on his chin twitched with a nervous tic. “Why I haven’t been arrested I don’t know. The only reason I can think of is that they’re waiting to find a motive.”

Mrs. Terrice seemed suddenly to take in the fact that Miss Rachel was still standing there. She made a brief imperious gesture toward the door. “Leave us, please, Miss Murd. I’ll talk to you later about your room.”

Thaw Terrice seemed to give Miss Rachel a quick attentive stare as she withdrew. Was it, Miss Rachel wondered, because he, too, had suddenly realized that she was there listening to their quarrel? Or could it have been Mrs. Terrice’s mention of the cook’s room which had caused him to turn around and to watch her as she left?

She found a short wide hall in which were doors leading to the dining room, to the serving pantry, and to a closet where wraps were stored. Back again in the kitchen, she found it empty except for her cat, who stood with raised tail and slitted eyes, staring toward the rear entry, where the door was now opened for coolness, leaving only the screen.

A quick glance at the out-of-doors showed the tail and rear legs of a great Dane disappearing into the shadow of a hydrangea bush.

And then a firm tread and a big figure that filled the doorway and looked in.

Miss Rachel darted back into the pantry. The big man was Mayhew, an unmistakable bulk against the sunny light. She wondered if he had seen her. Had he, by any chance, noticed the disappearing dog or caught a glimpse of his mistress? With a cautious eye at a keyhole she watched as he surveyed the kitchen and then turned to stare about the yard. She risked opening the door a crack and coaxed her cat through it and hurried upstairs to the second hall.

Here the radio still played in one of the rooms, more softly than ever since all doors were closed.

Up in the gloom of the third floor Miss Rachel went slowly and listened. There was no scrape of sound behind the cook’s door. When she put her ear to the panel there was nothing but stillness, and there was, too, no breath of air against her ankles. Some opening in the room which had given ventilation had been closed.

She tried the keyhole again and found it stuffed with a bit of cotton which she promptly pulled out. She had now the view’ of the corner of a window with a dirty pane and the top of a high iron bedstead. By practically sticking her eye into the opening and craning her neck she could see part of an object which was sitting in the middle of the window sill. It was a small square object with a stripe of red. It looked a little like a miniature candy box. But stretch and peer as she might, Miss Rachel could not quite see all of it. She went to work, eventually, on the lock with hairpins.

By the time she had bent beyond repair some six or seven of these irreplaceable utensils Miss Rachel gave up. She took her cat and went to sit in Shirley’s room until Shirley should come and could find out if Mayhew was still around.

Shirley’s battered clock ticked off a half-hour before she came, looking radiant, in a hurry to get into her closet and be off again. “Lee’s given me something, Miss Murdock! Oh, it’s lovely! That red robe she wears sometime at breakfast. Perhaps you haven’t seen it, though. Silk chenille with white fur pockets, and epaulets made out of tiny white tails, and a big clip at the throat like a latch—”

“I haven’t seen it, but it sounds gorgeous. Why is she giving it to you?”

Shirley flung her a quizzical look. “I don’t know. Perhaps she’s tired of it. I’m to bring some hangers for her—that’s why I came here first. I’ve loads, you see.”

Shirley’s closet was indeed a veritable storehouse of extra hangers. Miss Rachel watched while the girl gathered up a half dozen or so, tested them with the tips of her fingers for snags and irregularities, and made again for the door.

Miss Rachel stood up to block her way.

“I believe I’ll go with you. I’d like to see Lee’s room.”

There was a moment before Shirley understood. “Oh, of course. Do you think there might be evidence in it?”

“One never knows. I’d like to see inside, at any rate.”

“Have you—any suspicion about who killed my bird?”

Miss Rachel looked at her thoughtfully. “I’ve begun to get ideas. Nothing definite yet, however.”

“It seems queer,” Shirley said on the way out, “to be worrying about me when such important things have happened. Addison getting killed. A murderer who flapped. The cook frightened away by what she thought was a werewolf.”

“Hmmm. I think your bird has his place in it somewhere,” Miss Rachel murmured. She followed Shirley down into the second floor, where a quick reconaissance showed no sign of Mayhew. Shirley was opening a near door, and the radio music swelled out into the hall.

Miss Rachel’s first impression of Lee’s room was that it had been whipped up by a whole convention of decorators. Nothing so deliberately streamlined and soigné could have existed otherwise. A wide bed with a padded headpiece stood across the room; the spread of quilted cream-colored satin taped with burgundy had its echo in the window draperies and in the skirt of the dressing table. A radio in bleached oak stood with a blue hassock in a corner. Two little book-cases held an assortment of checkle-ware pottery, miniatures in which the light reflected softly, and a fuzzy rug in aquamarine made a seascape of the floor.

Shirley had gone to a great mirrored panel in the left wall and had pushed it back, and there stood revealed a long row of clothing: suits and coats and dresses, with hats on a shelf above and shoes in a rack below, and one whole section of house coats and negligees in colors from plum to pale pink, like a spectrum done in reds.

Shirley put in a careful hand and took out something shimmering and slim: a long red silky thing with bouffante pockets of white fur and a frosting of little tails on either shoulder.

She caught it up to her and put a knee out to press its silky length, and Miss Rachel heard her breath from where she stood by the dressing table.

Miss Rachel turned and looked at the array of Miss Terrice’s perfumes and colognes: bottles of all sizes and shapes which crowded there, and, seeing an old favorite—Bluebonnet at ten dollars the bottle—she reached and picked it up.

One whiff of Bluebonnet, when Miss Jennifer let her squander ten dollars to get it, was enough to wrinkle Miss Rachel’s little nose in ecstasy, and she had a guilty idea of putting a dab, perhaps, on a handkerchief and tucking it into the suitcase she kept in Shirley’s room.

She removed the cap off the cologne and sniffed.

An astonished look came over Miss Rachel; she all but inhaled the contents of the bottle and then she turned rapidly to the others.

Shirley was stroking the rippling silk; she didn’t see Miss Rachel’s rapid and incredulous foray among Lee Terrice’s perfumes. She may have heard the chink of glass, the faint scratch of tops being screwed off and replaced, the rustle of Miss Rachel’s petticoats as she moved across in front of the dressing table. If she did hear, she paid no attention.

She and Miss Rachel both jerked to attention, though, when Lee’s voice said icily from the door: “Will you leave my room, please? And let the things that I have left alone?”
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    “She didn’t like us being in her room,” Shirley worried as they hurried to the third floor like a pair of reproved children. “And still—she’d told me to go there for the robe.”

Miss Rachel cast a speculative eye on the shimmering stuff in Shirley’s arms. “Just how happy was she over giving it to you?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps I was too excited to notice.” The delicate face with its unsure, sensitive eyes turned toward Miss Rachel. “But would she have offered it unless she wished me to have it?”

“Hmmmm. Do you know whether she had been with her father previously?”

They paused in the third-floor hall, where the old carpet put a musty smell in the air and the long shadows were dun-colored. “I believe she and Uncle John had been in the den. That was after he’d spoken to me about giving him the stock. Lending it, I mean.”

“And she came out from speaking with him and asked if you wanted the robe?”

“No.” Shirley shook a dark head. “She came into the kitchen and stopped by the sink and asked me if I remembered her red robe with the fur on it, and when I said yes she sort of flung out: ‘Well, it’s all yours now.’ As though it didn’t amount to much.”

A spark of anger shone in each of Miss Rachel’s usually mild blue eyes. “How rude she is! And how silly to think that the gift of the robe will make you turn over your stock to Mr. Terrice.”

Shirley paused in the act of opening her door. “Do you mean—do you think there’s something more—?” She held the silky stuff away and looked at it with a new glance.

“There is undoubtedly something more,” Miss Rachel said. “And you must promise me again that you won’t let that stock out of your possession until I hear from my banker.”

There was brief tear-shine in Shirley’s eyes before she turned quickly to go in. “I promise. I won’t let him have it.”

When the red robe had been put away they went down to start preparations for dinner. On the sink, newly arrived as though it had flown in, lay a duck. Miss Rachel, wrapping herself in one of the cook’s huge aprons, gave it a puzzled stare.

“How do you defeather a duck?” she asked. “Isn’t there a secret to it? Or does it have to be a sort of pillow-fight effect?”

They were making tentative gestures toward jerking feathers out when Pete came in with the vegetables from the garden. For a minute he stood watching them with a look as though he were trying not to be amused; then he put down the vegetables and proceeded to give a demonstration.

“The secret of plucking a duck is paraffin,” he said, slipping a cake of it into a pan of hot water. When the paraffin had melted he ruffled the hot solution well into the feathers of the duck, let the wax solidify, then took out duck feathers easily by the handfuls.

“Pete knows how to do so many things,” Shirley said softly in admiration, and even after Pete was gone and she and Miss Rachel were busy making dressing she wore a little smile of pleasure.

But Miss Rachel, chopping celery, was frowning. “Since Pete is versatile and young, why does he stay here? The Terrices treat him like a handy man and janitor. They must pay him little or nothing.”

“Nothing,” Shirley put in. “I don’t think he even gets an allowance.”

“With such opportunities as there are,” Miss Rachel said, remembering Mrs. Marble’s class in riveting, “why isn’t he out taking advantage of some of them? Or in the Army, since he is of age?”

“The Army rejected him because of a damaged ear. Pete had scarlet fever when he was little, and there were some complications afterward which Mr. Terrice didn’t think were important enough to have treated. About the opportunities for work, I don’t know.” Shaking a bit of thyme into the bowl, Shirley bit a lip in thought. “Sometimes I’ve hoped he stayed because of me. He’s the only one who’s been friendly or helpful—except Thaw when he isn’t moody, and of course he can’t help that. Pete sort of hinted one day that if we had a little money we might go away together.”

“How long ago?” Miss Rachel asked sharply.

“A few days.” She raised puzzled eyes. “That was the day he found me crying over a wet mop that had somehow gotten upon Lee’s white shoes. I guess he saw how I felt, how miserable I was.”

Mincing bread crumbs, Miss Rachel studied the bowl rim, and her gaze was thoughtful. When the duck was dressed and the sauce simmering she took Shirley to the corner where the mixers stood—well away from either door—and said quietly: “I want the key to the cook’s room. Do you know where it is?”

“The key?” Shirley seemed to take a moment to study out Miss Rachel’s meaning. “Do you mean that the cook’s room is locked?”

“It is, and I want mightily to unlock it.” Miss Rachel stretched her five feet two to peep out of the window over the sink; she was beginning to see Lieutenant Mayhew behind every shadow. “I think I’d like Mr. Terrice’s key ring. That should have a master key of some sort on it.”

“He does carry quite a few keys,” Shirley answered. “But why should he lock the cook’s room? Is there something valuable in there?”

“There is something inside which interests someone. How valuable it is I couldn’t say. Suppose you run along and see if you can get hold of Mr. Terrice’s keys.”

Shirley shrank a little. “He wouldn’t like that, and I don’t see how I could manage anyway.”

“Go and have a look at him.” Miss Rachel gave her reluctant assistant a little push. “Meanwhile, I’ll slip up and be there if you come. I’ll have a peep inside while I’m waiting.”

“But if it’s someone in the family who’s locked the room,” Shirley worried, “wouldn’t that be eavesdropping? Spying’s so—so cheap.”

“It doesn’t hold a candle to murder.”

Shirley’s eyes grew big in a white face. “M-murder? But you said—about my little bird—”

“No, I didn’t,” Miss Rachel corrected, having grown a little tired of having constantly to remember that she was here about a bird. “You did. Remember? I just said that I wanted a look at them, at the Terrices. To begin with, I discovered Mr. Terrice trying to pin the murder of Mr. Brill on you on the very evening it had happened. And you weren’t doing very well defending yourself.”

“Oh, that?” Shirley looked blindly about, as though in a fog. “He says now that it was all a mistake.”

“He won’t if he sees the police reaching for one of them.” She gave another push. “Get along. Where does he keep his keys? On him?”

“I haven’t any idea.”

“Then find out.” Miss Rachel stirred the sauce, turned out the blaze under it, peered in at the duck oozing stuffing, and made for the back stairs. She found her cat in Shirley’s room, rolling over and over in an excess of mischief, a bit of white fluff in her paws. For a moment, seeing the gossamer fragment, Miss Rachel had a horrid fear that Samantha had played tricks on the white fur of Shirley’s robe. Then, extracting the bit from between the black paws and spreading it in her palm, she sat still for a long while and stared. The thing in her hand was a piece of feather, and from it—when she put it to her nose—came the faint dry smell of paraffin.

“Pete!” she whispered, and raised her head and looked about the room and found no change in it. Shirley’s unlovely bed with its plain white counterpane stood by the windows; the dresser with the cracked glass was opposite; two lonely-looking chairs flanked the door. The room was sunny with a late-afternoon light, and the characterless hand-me-down furniture reminded her somehow of Shirley’s meekness. She got up and began to search the room in a very frenzy of anger.

There was nothing to be found; no lurking mystery under the bed or in the closet or added to the crammed contents of the dresser. Miss Rachel shook out all bedclothes, ran the blinds down to their full length, investigated the two pictures, Bopeep and Miss Muffet, which must have been shoved off here when some room below had been remodeled from Lee’s nursery.

And she found nothing hurtful, nothing new, nothing strange.

Back at the closet, she looked in to where the red robe hung alone in a little space cleared out by pushing the shabby clothes together on the rod, and at sight of the red silky glitter, the big puffed pockets and the epaulets of little tails, she unaccountably stuck out her tongue.

Then, feeling quite cross, she took the cat and went out into the hall and listened. After some minutes she heard stealthy steps coming up; a fearful and white-faced Shirley peeped up from the stair well at her.

“Yes?” whispered Miss Rachel.

There was a ring full of keys of all sorts and sizes clutched in one of Shirley’s hands. “He was taking a b-bath,” she stammered. “I could hear the shower running between his room and Lydia’s, and his wallet and handkerchief and keys were lying on a chest at the foot of his bed. He’ll be dreadfully angry. I—I don’t know how to get them back to him afterward.”

“I’ll think of something,” Miss Rachel promised. She had taken the keys from Shirley’s uncertain fingers and was jabbing one after the other of them at the keyhole. When she had made the rounds twice with all of them she raised and stared at the white face so near her own.

“The right key isn’t here. He doesn’t have it. Or he doesn’t, at least, keep it on his key ring.”

Shirley went to the door and bent and put an eye to the little beam of light. “Why do you wish to get inside? Do you think there might be something important there? A clue? A clue about—about Addison?”

Miss Rachel noted thankfully that Shirley at last no longer kept the illusion that she was interested solely in the bird. “I’m wondering about that room. Try to see the window sill. There is a box of some kind sitting there.”

Shirley’s slight form pressed and wriggled. “The small thing with the red stripe on it? I’ve seen that somewhere before. I—I can’t quite remember where. In Thaw’s room when I dusted there? I wonder….”

Miss Rachel sighed in impatience. “We might as well try to get Mr. Terrice’s keys back to him. Go down and peep in and I’ll follow.” She let Shirley precede her down the stairs, waited while the black cat strolled from step to step and rubbed her back against the bars of the railing. By the time she had reached the lower hall and caught sight of Shirley again the girl was hurrying to the front stairway, and every line of her expressed terror and dread. For an instant Miss Rachel felt the contagion of discovery. There was no doubt, from Shirley’s actions and from the peculiarity of Mr. Terrice’s door being open, that the man had missed his keys.

Then she smoothed the big cook’s apron and picked up the cat and walked resolutely toward the door that was ajar.

Mr. Terrice stood just inside it. His small well-proportioned figure was fitted neatly with a plum-colored robe. His brushed hair was sleek, and where it thinned at the top his scalp looked pink and glowing. The glasses regarded Miss Rachel with unusual brightness. His hands held a wallet and an immaculate new handkerchief, and when his gaze settled on the ring of keys in Miss Rachel’s fingers he put the other articles slowly into a pocket of the robe.

“You have my keys,” he said without expression. “How did you find them?”

“The cat was playing with them on the steps down to the kitchen,” she explained. “I didn’t know whose they were, but I thought I’d ask you.”

He studied the cat with an oblique glance, and there was a little space of silence that Miss Rachel didn’t like. “I see,” he said at last, and took the keys from her. “I don’t understand the animal being here. Are you sure that Mrs. Terrice gave you permission to keep it?”

“Your daughter was going to ask her for me. I haven’t had an answer yet.”

“You’d better check up on it, then.” He had turned back into the room, and Miss Rachel peeped past his shoulder and saw a big ornate mahogany bed, a carved chest, and a dark rug that made the whole room seem gloomy. The place was as spare and as immaculate as Mr. Terrice himself, and as utterly without humor as the eyes behind his shining glasses.

“Thank you for bringing the keys,” he added, and Miss Rachel found the door being closed in her face.

She went down into the kitchen, where Shirley was furiously busy with vegetables. “Did he catch you?” Shirley wondered. “I was just about to peek into his room when he opened the door and stood there looking at me. I almost died.”

“I told him that the cat had the keys, playing with them.” Miss Rachel looked in upon the duck, adjusted the oven, tasted a bit of sauce on the end of a spoon. “I’m going to leave you for a little while and go upstairs. If I can’t unlock that room I might at least find out who’s using it, and why. Keep Samantha for me, will you? She meows at people sometimes.”

“I wish”—Shirley had dropped a carrot—“I wish you wouldn’t. It’s queer about the room being locked.” She put up a hand to push away a tendril of hair; she looked suddenly tired, suddenly older. “I feel as though someone’s planning something, using the room in some horrible way to get ready to—kill again.”

“You feel that too?” Miss Rachel murmured. “Yes. It’s an obvious conclusion.”

She went out, with Shirley’s eyes following her, and found the second floor deep in silence and the hall of the third floor growing gray with twilight. In Shirley’s room the shadows had crept up the left wall so that Bopeep and Miss Muffet made white squares against the dark wall, and the bed and dresser cast triangular shapes along the floor.

She sat down in one of the slatternly chairs beside the door, feeling the old wood creak under her slight weight, and with an ear to the crack she waited. From far away, through Shirley’s window, came the cheep of a drowsy bird settling itself and the groan of traffic on a boulevard that led down toward the sea. The tick of Shirley’s clock kept pace with the slow darkening of the room; so many ticks to each inch of shadow, so many minutes between daylight and dark, a half-hour to bring chill in at the open window and show street lights beginning to bloom along the streets outside.

The dinner would have to be served; further absence from the kitchen might be suspicious. Miss Rachel rose from the chair, feeling weary and depressed.

She stood facing the wall on which the nursery pictures hung, and something shadowy that had begun to emerge from Miss Muffet held her there, breathless, her heart beginning to thump with fear. A bluish and uncertain shape, a phantom, a thing with ears and black holes of eyes and a jagged reach of fang stared out at her. She felt the dry breath catch in her throat, heard thunderous terror seize her pulse.

In the darkness of Shirley’s room a werewolf’s face looked down at her and grinned.
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    “Detective Lieutenant Stephen Mayhew came away from Mrs. Brenn’s house and felt the grateful cool of her garden and sighed. Beyond the pepper tree, a fantasy in lace against a pearl-gray sky, the big and proper homes of Chestnut Street showed a few lighted windows, gave an air of massive settling down before the dark. In the Terrice home almost directly opposite the wide windows of the living room were blank. The small entry with its circular embrasure and its two little niches was in deep shadow. From an upper room, behind windows which Mayhew placed as having been those of the late Mr. Brill, a soft glow shone.

A whole series of remarks in Mrs. Brenn’s chattering voice ran through his mind—the woman was able to talk endlessly about almost nothing—but here and there she dropped something of value. The things she had dropped about Mr. Brill were that he had been a drunkard—which Mayhew had gathered—and that the neighborhood disapproved of him and that somewhere he had another sister besides the lovely Mrs. Terrice.

“I’ve seen her,” Mrs. Brenn divulged, “with my own eyes. And a sorry, shabby thing she is, all bones and red hands and the awfullest clothes. Mr. Brill always acted nice to her, though. One night they stood right in my garden and she cried on his arm. I awoke and thought they might be making love or perhaps getting ready to burgle my house and would have called the police, only about then I recognized Mr. Brill. Big, you know, and with those unpressed clothes. So I just waited and watched and pretty soon I heard him say, ‘Look, Sis, it was bad luck and all that, but you can’t go on crying about it all your life.’”

“You are positive,” Mayhew had answered, “that these were his exact words?”

“Yes, and then she said, ‘I suppose if you weren’t my brother you wouldn’t have put up listening to me all these years, would you?’ And he kind of burbled something back at her, something sort of drunk that he meant to be comforting. I guess Mr. Brill had his good points, at that.”

“Did you see this other sister in the daylight?”

“Well, not daylight, just. Very, very early one morning, when things were just beginning to get light.” Mrs. Brenn made an expressive skyward gesture with a fat hand. “I hadn’t slept well and I went out to see how the pansies were doing—snails, you know—and there were this woman and Mr. Brill walking up the street together. Mr. Brill was dreadfully drunk, but the woman wasn’t, I don’t think, and she was plodding along like a horse, almost, dragging a heavy load. Pulling Mr. Brill along home.”

Mayhew had taken out his notebook. “Give me her description, please.”

“But I did! I mean she’s awfully thin and wears old clothes.”

“Color of eyes, hair, height and approximate weight, and so on.”

“Oh.” Mrs. Brenn’s placid eyes grew wide. “I was never very good at that sort of thing. Sinus, you know, keep sniffling and all that. She had a dog.”

“A dog?” Mayhew echoed.

“A dreadfully yellow sort of dog.”

Remembering the conversation, its ramifications and addenda, the grip he had kept on his patience during Mrs. Brenn’s discourses on the breeds of dogs, former dogs she had owned, the way Mr. Sanders next door treated his dog, the ways in which a dog could be housebroken, and a sudden scurry off into the ethics of running a flower show, Mayhew groaned. And the light in the dead Mr. Brill’s windows was as the adding of a fleabite to a third-degree burn. It was the bit that made too much.

Mayhew crossed the street and deliberately chose the path to the back door and so presently looked in upon an empty kitchen. He knocked without enthusiasm and, not being answered, stepped inside. From beyond some interconnecting door he could hear a soft clink of glassware and silver. “Dinner,” he thought, “is served. I’ll run along upstairs just as if I don’t know there’s a soul in the house. It’s highly irregular, but it’s fun.” For no reason at all he remembered suddenly some of the antics of Miss Rachel.

In the second-floor hall he paused and took in the deep-pile rug and the shaded light. He had seen it before, but he liked looking at it again. When policemen, he promised himself, started making the kind of money stockbrokers made this was the sort of place he would have. He moved along quietly to the front of the house, much as a bear trying to tiptoe, and tried the door of Mr. Brill’s room and pushed it open.

There she sat, looking at him in life.

In the first instant of surprise at finding her there Mayhew had nothing to say. It was she, looking at him from across a manicure set, who spoke. She put down a nail file with which she had been trimming the broken and ragged nails; she smoothed the cotton skirt of dun-colored plaid. “You’re cops, aren’t you? Who let you in here?”

“I’m investigating the death of Mr. Brill,” Mayhew said officiously and came in.

“Don’t shut the door.” She pointed behind him. “You’re going right out again.”

“You’ll have to explain who you are and what you’re doing in the dead man’s room.”

“To you?” She laughed, and the sallow skin wrinkled dryly at the corners of her lips. “Why should I?”

“You’ll find that it pays to be helpful.” Mayhew cast a look over the room, took in two pieces of obviously new, cheap luggage, a sleazy coat flung on the bed, a red hat with a feather on a chair. “There isn’t any point in your not cooperating. Everyone who comes into or leaves the house is investigated. We can do it pleasantly or—otherwise.”

Her sullen mouth relaxed. “Oh, all right. Fire away. I haven’t got anything to hide. Not any more.” Her eyes defied him.

He took out his notebook and a pencil and waited while she uncorked a small red bottle and began painting her nails. “Name?”

“Lissa Brill Terrice. Mrs. Terrice, if you’re curious.” The soft light lent no loveliness to her bent head. Mayhew had never seen so lusterless a mop. “I’m forty-three and free and white. What else?”

“Where do you work?”

She hesitated; the red brush made a tiny blotch on her skin where she hadn’t meant it to. “Nowhere. Not any more. I used to do—well—I sort of worked at night. Cleaning.”

He wrote: janitress, while she watched him. “Now. What caused you to come here and how do you happen to have the name of Terrice?”

“I came because I was invited. Ask Mr. Terrice.” She held off a hand to survey it; she must have seen the curious color scheme made by the reddened skin and the too-scarlet nails. She put the hand down quickly as if to conceal the paint. “I’m—I’m a member of the family. That’s how I happen to have the name.”

“You are Mr. Brill’s sister, I believe. That means you must have married into the Terrice family.”

“That’s right.”

He made an impassive bulk between her and the door; her eyes crept up to take in his huge shape, the square inexpressive face with its steel-colored eyes and its stubborn patience. “Are you married now to a member of the Terrice family?”

“No. Divorced.”

“From whom?”

“From”—she bit at her lip—“from John. John Terrice.”

Mayhew had the impression, somehow, that she enjoyed telling this, that it had been bottled up inside her and she was glad to give it out.

“You are, then,” he said, choosing a thought at random, “the mother of Mr. Terrice’s two children?”

Her eyes jerked toward him and then stopped; some brief fire died in them. “You’d better ask them that question.”

“You think they might not claim you?”

Bitterly: “They might not. Lee might not.”

“But Thaw?”

The sullenness came back, and Mayhew saw that it was a mask, a ready mask she had learned to put on to hide other things. “Ask him.”

“I’ve noticed,” Mayhew said conversationally, sitting down on a chair near her, “that Thaw never refers to the present Mrs. Terrice as his mother.”

She began painting her nails again. “You noticed that?”

“And your dead brother—he was loyal to you too. Wasn’t he?”

“I guess so—in his own way. Poor devil.”

“Do you know anything about how he died?”

She shrugged, recorked the nail paint, and closed the box of manicure implements. “Just what I read in the papers.”

“How long since you’d seen him?”

She paused with the box in her hands and seemed to study the catch. “Quite a while. A week or so. I don’t remember.”

“You didn’t see him the night of his death?”

“No.”

“When did you contact the family?”

She looked a question at him. “I mean,” Mayhew explained, “how did you happen to know that the family wanted you to come here?”

For a moment there was almost a smile; there was something else, too, in the depths of her eyes. A vindictive happiness, Mayhew thought. “They didn’t really want me. I’m here because of Addison’s will. My brother left a lot of money and some property and some securities. All of what he left has to be evaluated and the total divided according to percentages. His will specified that all beneficiaries must be gathered together for the final settlement. He wasn’t taking a chance, you see, that they’d try to brush me off.”

“Who got in touch with you?”

Her glance evaded his. “Mr. Terrice. My former husband.”

“Do you mind telling me about your divorce from Mr. Terrice?”

“Not at all.” Again she smoothed the dun-colored skirt, brushed away a lock of straggling hair in which no light was reflected. She was, Mayhew thought, pitifully like a child—an old child—with a small story to recite. “It isn’t a long story, nor a new one. When Mr. Terrice and I had been married four years my younger sister came to live with us. I had the chil—I had responsibilities, and I felt tired much of the time, and I guess I was letting myself go. You know.” She flung him a glance. “My sister was—is—very careful of herself. When she was younger it was just incredible how pretty she could look. She was like—like something made out of whipped cream and strawberries.”

Mayhew thought: “She still is. And why in hell can’t you be more like her?”

She had found a snag in the dun-colored skirt and was picking at it. “They came to me one day, a sort of muggy day in late summer, while I was sitting on the terrace fanning myself and trying to keep the—well, never mind. They came up hand in hand, and it struck me, before either of them spoke, how well they looked together. Mr. Terrice had always been neat. He has a horror of untidiness. And my sister was wearing a soft little green dress that made her hair seem pure gold. They said they loved each other.” Some convulsive movement seized her throat, and she looked the other way. “That’s all. That’s all there was.”

For a long moment Mayhew sat silent, and something in the air of the room had become oppressive and distasteful, and the house itself seemed new to him. He looked about the big room, at the bed covered richly with blue silk, at the drapes of some heavy soft stuff that shone where the light touched it, at the deep rug in pale rose, and his square mouth drew in so that there was a white space above and below the lips, and the line of his jaw was hard.

“I’m sorry for something I thought about you,” he said unaccountably. “You wouldn’t want to be that way.”

She turned to look at him, puzzled, and he went on briskly: “Now. Have you any ideas about your brother’s murder?”

“Ideas? Of what use would they be to you?”

“I’m not sure,” he said frankly. “Suppose you let me judge.”

“Well …” She had gone back to plucking the snag. “Addison was rich. He left a lot of money. But you know that.”

“You spoke about percentages. Can you explain that further?”

“I get half of everything he owned—half of the total, that is—and I have the choice of properties to make up my share.”

Mayhew was looking at her queerly.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “You’re thinking that I had a motive for killing him. But that crazy stunt with the gun—I wasn’t in on that. So get the idea out of your head.”

Mayhew mentally filed it, with the added note that Addison’s death not only made the first Mrs. Terrice a lady of wealth, but gave her also entry into a family from which she had been cast out. “What else can you tell me about your brother? Anything I might not know?”

“He had a quarrel with someone here on the day before he died.”

“Who?”

“Some kid named Pete, some relative of John’s he’s taken in since I left him.”

Mayhew studied her intently. “What did your brother tell you about this quarrel?”

“Just that he had it.” She shrugged. “He said he’d got onto something—he didn’t say what—and that he jumped Pete about it.”

“That’s damned vague,” Mayhew said.

“He was drunk when he told me, mumbling and threatening to see that things were set right. He didn’t explain what Pete had to do with the affair.”

“I’ll check on it,” Mayhew promised under his breath.

“And I don’t know anything more.” She said it with a sudden effect of regretting everything she had told him, and put out a hand and stroked the silky spread as though its feel were new to her. “I’m going to take a bath and lie down. Do you mind getting out now?”

He rose and thanked her and saw her kick off her shoes before he had quite shut the door behind him.

The hall was still richly carpeted and as softly lighted as before, but Mayhew made no pause to take it in. He strode to the back stairs—the only ones which led up to the third floor—and took them two at a time. He rattled the knob of the cook’s door and found it locked and thought of forcing it and then decided to leave the Terrice house intact—the shabby, starved woman below wasn’t the house’s fault exactly. He went to Shirley’s door and looked in.

The room was quite dark, so that the light from the hall made a dim rectangle on the floor and touched the faded bedspread with a band of yellow. “Damned little place,” Mayhew said soundlessly, “and what the devil kind of a picture is that?”

On the wall hung a nursery rhyme and another thing—an empty frame through which the pattern of the wallpaper showed in blowzy garlands. Mayhew walked and turned the glass and took it from the wall. “She’s found something,” he muttered angrily, and put it back.

He was like a bear in the stair well, a big brown-coated bulk with an angry set to his shoulders. “Miss Murd,” he flung at the dark. “How she must think me a fool!”
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Miss Rachel was in the dark behind the garage, crouched close to the wall, watching with big eyes while the last crackle of flame consumed a largish piece of stiff paper.

“Burning evidence?” Mayhew asked pleasantly from the oleander bushes, and she jumped.

He came out where she could see him and stood with his hands in his coat pockets. He made a huge bearlike shadow on the garage when the flame rose just before it died, and the toe of one shoe came forward to investigate the ashes. “Looks like a picture of some sort. A kid’s picture. Old nursery stuff.”

She listened for the note in his voice which would have told her he was guessing and failed to find it. “It had been,” she said miserably. “But it had something more now, something quite—quite hideous and cruel.”

He stood there impassively; Miss Rachel wondered if he knew how really afraid she was. “There had been a wolf’s head painted upon it in luminous paint. Nothing to show by daylight. But in the dark, you see, after the lights were out—she’d have looked up sometime, and there it would have been. The werewolf.”

The last glow faded from the curled ashes with a tiny snap. “And so you thought you’d just put a match to it. You don’t like the police,” Mayhew said grimly.

“You’re dreadfully angry, aren’t you?”

Mayhew shrugged. “People have been put into jail for less.”

“I suppose so.” She felt blushes steal over her. “I suppose you’ve a perfect right to run me off in the middle of things.”

“So that worries you?” He took a step and touched her elbow gently. “Come over here. There’s a bench in a cleared space where we should be able to talk out of earshot of everybody. Walk quietly. Someone’s come into the kitchen and is looking out.”

Crossing the grass beside him, she peeped beyond his brown bulk and saw Thaw’s figure in the door; he made a restless move as if to touch the knob and come out, and then swung suddenly around and walked away. The light in the kitchen shone on his dark head, showed rebellious fingers rubbing the scar upon his chin.

“I feel sorry for that boy,” Miss Rachel whispered, “even if he does turn out to be the one who killed Addison.”

Mayhew’s square face looked down at her. “Sympathy for a possible murderer? It isn’t like you.”

“I know. But Thaw is—a victim, a result of war. His whole viewpoint has been twisted by seeing his friends butchered in battle. He’s out of touch with convention, with ordinary rules of conduct. He must, right now, be going through a sort of h-hell.”

“Strong language from a lady. Hmmmm. And you suspect, too, that he might have knocked off Addison in the same way he’d swat a fly? Just casually?”

“I don’t know.” She sat down by Mayhew on the bench and looked at the dark ring of the horizon and the stars. “He might have. So might any of the others.”

“No conclusions yet? What about Miss Grant and her ghostly persecutor?”

“It’s not a ghost.”

A cricket began a steady chirping from the oleanders and then stopped on a half note as a leaf crackled. Something yellow and long-legged came out to watch them in the dark, and Miss Rachel rose with the beginnings of a shriek.

“You’re losing your nerve,” Mayhew chided. “Mustn’t let it get you. This is only Mrs. Terrice’s yellow dog.”

He wagged no tail at them but stood quiet and solemn in the fringe of shrubbery by the garage. Miss Rachel sank back upon the seat. “Mrs. Terrice? No, you’re wrong. Mrs. Terrice’s sister’s yellow dog.”

“Correction. There were two Mrs. Terrices. The first one made the mistake of bringing home her young sister. Sister had looks, no brats to rub off the polish, no scruples about getting what she wanted. She wanted Mr. Terrice. Mr. Terrice reciprocated. Exit the first Mrs. Terrice, to acquire red hands and old clothes and a great Dane. The great Dane, I judge, simply for something to love. The second Mrs. Terrice just kept on being beautiful.”

“So that’s the way it was,” Miss Rachel whispered. She put out a timid hand toward the great Dane, but he ignored it. “Why is he waiting here, then?”

“The first Mrs. Terrice has moved in. On account of Brother Addison’s will. It specified she must. Getting any ideas?”

“But—” Miss Rachel stopped to think. “No. Of course she couldn’t have. She wasn’t there when they did it.”

“You’ve come round to my simple deduction, then, that the murder of Addison Brill was done by a trick. A trick with a bullet?”

She looked at him under the star-shine. “You said that you didn’t want me to meddle with this case because I would end by confusing it. At the risk of making you angry again, I’m afraid that I shall have to say that I do not think it was simply a trick with a bullet. No murder can be just a trick with anything. There has to be motive, hatred, fear. There is a story behind even so simple a crime as stealing a loaf of bread, and there is an incredibly long story behind the murder of Mr. Brill.”

Mayhew made a sound like a groan. “And all of the history of Mr. Brill must be unearthed before we can get down to facts and say to one of the Terrices, ‘You killed Uncle Addison because he broke your piggy bank when you were four!’”

“You’re making fun,” she said softly.

“No. I didn’t mean to. But Addison was killed, and one of the people present at the loading of that gun killed him. All that I need now—and I need him damned bad—is an eyewitness to the actual crime. I do not mean Mrs. Brenn. I want whoever it was that flapped and ran away. A man in a big coat, perhaps someone who had helped Addison get home. He usually seems to have begged rides from strangers.”

“If I give you the person who looked at Addison and flapped,” Miss Rachel said carefully, “will you let me stay on as the cook in that house?”

Mayhew took a long breath and seemed about to explode, and Miss Rachel hurried with the rest.

“Jennifer was the eyewitness to that murder. I tried to put you onto her before, you know. The glasses in the case that Pete pretended to find should have been Jennifer’s; I meant them to be. Pete put a pair of Mr. Terrice’s there instead. You might, also, have found a torn bit of Jennifer’s taffeta skirt. She snagged it that night, perhaps on the Terrices’ hedge.”

“You knew all this,” Mayhew ground out, “and didn’t tell me?”

She lost a little of her patience. “You didn’t let me tell you! You were just full of the idea that Addison had been killed with a trick bullet, as a sort of experiment or a bit of fun. You didn’t want background or personalities or atmosphere. You wanted the crime explained as a magician would explain taking a rabbit out of a hat—not as one human being hating or revenging himself on another.”

“Great—!” Mayhew, remembering the demure little old lady, choked on a string of expletives. “Why,” he groaned, “does she have to happen to me?”

“Because you need me,” Miss Rachel reminded. “Now listen and I’ll tell you how to get hold of Jennifer. She’s hiding, you see, to get away from me.”

“That’s one way of doing it,” he muttered.

“But Jennifer’s ideas of how to hide herself would be very simple indeed.” Miss Rachel had turned on an inward look, as though mentally she were dissecting Miss Jennifer’s mind. “She’d go to a hotel because she herself always gets lost in them—she thinks other people do too. She’d use an alias, one she liked and probably a name already in our family so that she wouldn’t forget it.”

“Like Miss Murd?” Mayhew wondered.

“Don’t distract me. If I were you I’d start looking for Jennifer in some outlying large hotel, possibly one in Hollywood or in Santa Monica. For a start I’d work on the name of Standish. That was our mother’s name, and Jennifer liked it.”

He was a dark bulk that neither moved nor spoke.

“Aren’t you happy that I’ve figured things out for you?”

“You’ve been concealing a witness,” he grumbled, “and burning evidence and Lord knows what else. Why don’t you just go home and let me settle this?”

“When you start using your head,” Miss Rachel said, “I might do that. When you start looking at something else besides that bullet.”

“Why shouldn’t I look at it? Here we have six people: Lydia and John Terrice, Thaw and Lee, your pet Miss Grant and an impertinent young pup named Pete. Addison is suspected to be on his way home, drunk as usual, and some one of the group gets the bright idea of scaring him by firing a pistol with a blank shell into his face as he opens the door. Who got the idea first? None of them seem to know. The one concrete bit of evidence in the whole mess is that bullet. I’ve had them re-enact the business of putting the shell in the gun four times, and each time they’ve done it differently, stood in different parts of the room, moved about and said new things. It’s enough to drive a man crazy.”

“They may not be doing it deliberately,” she said thoughtfully. “I gather that the moment of putting the shell into the gun was one of pretty high emotional tension. Addison had been thoroughly obnoxious to all of them, so much so that the idea of scaring the wits out of him at the moment he came staggering in must have released all sorts of unholy joy. Even, I think, in Shirley, who is gentle to the point of being maddening.”

“And yet you’re asking me to find my way over a psychological tightrope to the murderer. When all of them, as you say, were cutting capers over the thought of sobering Addison up the hard way. When the one thing you can’t avoid, the one thing you can depend on, was that the blank wasn’t a blank, that the thing Mrs. Terrice popped into the pistol was a real bullet.”

“You can’t even depend on that, and that’s the trouble with your theory. The gun, for instance, was Thaw’s, and he must have brought it into the room. Suppose that it had a real bullet already concealed in the chamber, that he handed the gun to his mother in such a way that she couldn’t see it. Did he, in any version of the gun loading, keep hold of the thing?”

“Twice,” Mayhew growled, “he fixed it for her and sort of kept touching the barrel.” He rubbed his head hard with the palm of one hand and stood up, making a dark shape between Miss Rachel and the lights of the kitchen. “Look, I’ll go after Miss Jennifer. If I find her I can at least make sure that there was no one in the vestibule with Addison, no stranger we haven’t tapped yet. That’s the one possibility I want cleared up. The shenanigans with the pistol—I’ll get them cleared up somehow.”

Miss Rachel rose with him, a little figure inside the ghostly white of the cook’s apron.

“There’s one more thing you might try thinking about,” she said.

“Yes?” Mayhew waited.

“Go and smell Miss Terrice’s collection of perfumes,” she suggested, “and let me know what ideas you have.”

They began to walk across the dark lawn. “What’s wrong with Miss Terrice’s perfumes?”

“You mustn’t look at it that way. While you’re smelling, ask yourself what’s wrong with Miss Terrice.”

He groaned; a whine answered him from beneath the oleanders like an echo to grief.

“She may have no sense of smell whatever,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “Or there may be some other explanation of what you’ll find there.”

A four-legged shape crept after them across the grass, as though waiting for further sounds from Mayhew. On the porch the big detective paused to look back into the yard. “Damned dog acts lonesome. Why don’t they let him come in with his mistress?”

“I gathered that the present Mrs. Terrice doesn’t care for dogs—or cats.”

They watched while the dim yellow shape circled the lighted area and lay down finally in a patch of flowers. A broken whine drifted out upon the dark.

“Well, I’ve got to be off and get busy,” Mayhew said, as if the dog’s grief irked him. “Take care of yourself and stay out of trouble. I’ll be here again in the morning. Good night.”

He swung away by the side pathway, and for a long minute Miss Rachel stood still and watched the way he had gone. The yellow dog rose out of the patch of blossoms and sniffed at Mayhew’s trail and then went back and crept into the greenery to whine. The moon had begun to lighten the sky. The Terrice house was quiet behind her, so quiet that she heard the ticking of a clock in the kitchen and the faint rustle of a vine on the porch as the wind blew it.

She went inside feeling a little chilled and lonely. She wondered whether she should risk peeping in upon the first Mrs. Terrice and then decided against it. There was still the question of getting into the cook’s room, a problem that required time and ingenuity and in which she was, apparently, not going to have the co-operation of Lydia Terrice.

The second floor was utterly quiet and empty, and in the third floor she found darkness. She groped her way to Shirley’s door, wondering meanwhile why the light should have been turned off and not liking it, and then some other impression stopped her, a breath out of the dark, a movement of air that was unfamiliar until she recalled the draft that had touched her ankles from under the cook’s door.

She turned about and saw, like two eyes in the gloom, the pale light of windows. There was, too, the spindling outline of a bedstead, the bulk of other furniture beginning to show under the moonrise.

“It’s open!” she heard herself whisper, and felt the little irregularity of the doorsill under her foot and smelled the stuffy odor of a closed room. She was inside. She was inside where she had wanted to be, and now all that she had to do was to look about.

She pushed the door shut silently behind her and stood waiting while the room brightened with the eerie light, while a patch of moonglow came to rest beside the bed like a little rug, and while the huge old-fashioned dresser, the closet door, the shabby table and old chair emerged from darkness.

She had opened the top drawer of the dresser and had found it as stuffed as Shirley’s own and was sorting the contents little by little when she heard a movement from the hall. With her hands full of papers and scraps of clothing and some odds and ends of old fishing tackle she went to the door and put her ear to it.

The moon made a long rectangle that reached almost to her feet, and the night was so utterly still that she thought at first she might, incredibly, still be hearing the tick of the clock in the kitchen.

Then she knew the tick and the pause for what they were, and fear crawled over her like the stroke of an icy hand along her flesh.

There was nothing reasonable about that fear—nothing sane. It was the sort of terror that takes refuge in the wearing of garlic, in the reciting of incantations by candlelight.

For the clicking sound in the hall was an animal sound. It was the noise that a dog—or something else—would make with his toenails on the bare borders of the hall.


14

Shirley stirred upon the bed and rose up and made a slim silhouette against the window.

“It must be fearfully late,” she murmured. “I feel as if I’d slept for hours. Where have you been?”

Miss Rachel, slipping out of her petticoats, decided not to tell Shirley about the silly cowardice that had kept her crouched in the cook’s room with her ear to the door panel. It had been cowardice, and it was silly, she thought annoyedly. A woman of seventy—really practically seventy-one—had no business hearing things like werewolves in the hall and sitting in the moonlight for hours with her eyes glued on the door as though the werewolf might jump in at her. And it had been madness, too, to think that sly steps had come up from the lower hall and had led the werewolf thing away.

She folded the third petticoat over a chair and sat down to remove her shoes, but her mind skirted back through the recent hours to the discoveries she had made across the hall.

The first thing she had found of any importance was a bottle such as druggists provide with prescriptions, having a medicine dropper built into the cap. The bottle, uncorked, had smelled faintly of a turpentinelike mixture. Miss Rachel had wrapped it carefully in a bit of cloth and stowed it in the pocket of the cook’s apron.

The second discovery had been the small box with the scarlet stripe lying empty on the floor under the window, beside it a ball of cotton like a little nest.

The third, the one she liked least because it had held her gaze throughout the vigil by the door, had been a wreath of garlic pinned securely to the wall over the cook’s bed. Dry and dusty, filmed with a breath of cobweb, it had cast a black halo on the moonlit space and had brought into the room all of the middle-Europe frightfulness at which Miss Rachel had previously scoffed.

She slipped into bed and tucked the little box and the bottle wrapped in cloth beneath her pillow. The garlic she had left firmly behind. Werewolves, she thought, couldn’t come into Parchly Heights. Parchly Heights simply wouldn’t let them.

But in the dreams she had during the remainder of the night strange phantoms drifted, and the memory of the toe-nailed thing in the hall returned more vivid than when she had been awake, and the sly steps on the stairs were recognizable, and a face she knew looked in at the door of the cook’s room and grinned at her.

She awoke suddenly to find it was morning and that Shirley stood at the dresser pulling a comb through her thick hair.

“Mmmmm….” Shirley said through a mouthful of bobby pins. “Pete’s starting breakfast for us. You look tired. Where did you disappear to during dinner?”

“I was—just scouting,” Miss Rachel answered.

“Pete asked me if I thought you’d be leaving.”

“He did, did he?” Miss Rachel sat up and looked interested. “And why did he think I might?”

“He said no lady could stand it. Stand cooking for the Terrices, I guess. He likes you, you know. He’s afraid you’ll have your feelings hurt.”

“Complete indifference doesn’t hurt. Unless, of course,” Miss Rachel added, thinking of Shirley, “you’re lonely.”

“I’ve been lonely,” Shirley said, looking at her own reflection in the mirror. “If it hadn’t been for Pete—and Thaw too. He has queer spells of seeming to want to make up for all his rudeness. But for Uncle John or Aunt Lydia or Lee—I might just as well never have lived.”

“With Lee it may be a case of jealousy,” Miss Rachel said.

“Jealous? Of me?”

“I think so. An obscure kind of jealousy, a little hard to define.”

“But she’s beautiful; she has everything.”

“She doesn’t seem to have many friends.”

“Well—no.” Shirley frowned. “Sometimes she gives parties, and a lot of young people come. But no one ever comes alone, I mean as a friend would. A girl. Or just one fellow.” She pulled the comb through a ruffle of dark hair. “Just now she’s between boy friends. She is every once in a while.”

“Psychologically she is amazingly like Mrs. Terrice.”

Shirley nodded; a whistle drifted upstairs, and she began to finish her hair hurriedly. “There’s Pete. He needs us.”

Miss Rachel let Shirley hurry away while she finished dressing. She needed a safe place for the bottle which had held paint thinner and the little box with its cotton wadding in which was a faint round impress like the shape of a ring. She ended by going to the closet and peeping in; the big pockets of the red robe shone whitely at the end of the shadowy space, and Miss Rachel ran a tentative hand into one of them.

Her fingers encountered a small hard cylinder that turned under their touch with a cool metallic smoothness. She drew the thing forth. It was a large-caliber bullet.

Miss Rachel went back and sat down suddenly on the edge of the bed and looked at the things in her palm. There was the little box with its cotton wadding (an odd place for a ring) and the bottle with its smell of paint thinner, and a bullet. The box and the paint thinner had been in an unoccupied room, but the bullet had been in Shirley’s newest and most prized possession. Had Shirley just not had time to get rid of the thing?

The idea shook Miss Rachel so that she shivered, and she looked about at the room, at the space where Miss Muffet had hung with the face of a werewolf meant to shine by night, and at the shabby plainness of the bed and of the other furnishings.

A most peculiar light came into her eyes, and she rose briskly and went back to the closet, and into the pockets of the red robe she put all three of her little clues. When she had finished dressing she went briskly downstairs with her cat following.

In the kitchen Mr. Terrice was by the stove and Shirley was facing him. There was subtle antagonism in the look he gave Miss Rachel. His spare voice finished what he had to say to Shirley: “If you feel so strongly about it, let it go. You act, Shirley, as though I were trying to rob you.”

“It isn’t that at all,” Shirley stumbled, looking miserable. “I—I just want time to think about the stock and what I should do with it.”

“As you say.” He shot another glance at Miss Rachel, as though trying to discover some source of Shirley’s refusal. “Ah—Miss Murd. I’m afraid I’ll have to ask a favor of you this morning. We have a guest in the house. I—I haven’t explained her presence to Mrs. Terrice as yet and I thought—just for breakfast, perhaps—you wouldn’t mind slipping upstairs with a tray for her.”

Miss Rachel, tying an apron that all but engulfed her, looked simple. “A lady, Mr. Terrice? Would she be a relative?”

“Ah—yes. A relative.” (“The man is smirking,” Miss Rachel thought, “at his own little joke.”) “She won’t require much. A bit of melon and some coffee. Last room to your right, at the front. Understand, I’ll have things straightened out by lunch time.”

“It’s quite all right, sir.” Miss Rachel took a tray from a cupboard. “I’ll attend to it at once.”

He thanked her dryly and went away, and Shirley watched while Miss Rachel flew at the task of getting the tray arranged.

“What could he have meant?” she wondered. “Who could it be upstairs?”

“The first Mrs. Terrice,” Miss Rachel whispered. “Come home again. Where she belonged, I think. No wonder I said the family seemed as though it didn’t belong together. Thaw, I noticed, was careful never to call Lydia his mother.”

“He doesn’t, does he?” Shirley poured coffee into a cup. “How did you happen to know, though, before Mr. Terrice told you?”

“I have ways,” Miss Rachel said mysteriously, and watched Shirley’s eyes widen. “I know a great deal that I don’t go about shouting over. Hidden things. In the queerest places.”

The gaze that met her own had no faltering and no guilt in it. With a little sigh Miss Rachel put a snowy napkin over the contents of the tray and went off upstairs. The last door to the right … She noticed, tapping, that the cat had followed her.

There was no answer to her knock. She gave the knob a turn, and the door swung in and she saw the drawn shades, the big bed with its silky spread, the disorder of dropped clothing on the floor.

“Mrs. Terrice?” she whispered, having some idea of the woman skulking in the shadows as she had done upon the lawn, sallow face averted, red hands twisted against her skirt. “I have breakfast for you. Are you here?”

The cat frightened her, howling suddenly on a dolorous note out of utter stillness, and Miss Rachel put the tray on the dressing table and went to the door to the bathroom. She rapped again. “Mrs. Terrice?”

The room kept its hollow silence. She put the tips of her fingers against the door to the bath and saw a slowly widening triangle of blue tile, the fluffy edges of a mat. A breath of air stirred up from behind the door held a strange sickening odor.

Miss Rachel felt her own hand shake as she pushed the door again. The bit of blue tile became a square that showed the corner of the tub, the pulled edge of the shower curtain hanging and torn, and something else—a print. A paw print. A long paw print made in blood.

The blue tile swung in fuzzy circles, and the edge of the torn shower curtain hung on its perimeter like a pattern in a kaleidoscope. Miss Rachel was conscious of terror and illness and a desire not to see what else it was that lay inside the bathroom. She went and sat on the stool of the dressing table and took a long sip of the hot coffee she had brought up on the tray. The cat had gone back to the hall and stood there, waiting, with every hair along her spine on edge.

“I should have known,” she thought miserably. “I should have guessed. Addison may have known who meant to kill him. He would have told her.”

She forced herself to get off the white leather stool and go to the bathroom door and push it wide.

Lissa Terrice lay half crouched on her face in the center of the floor. She was wrapped—what was left of her—in an imitation-silk kimono whose pale color had soaked up rivers of blood. The dull hair was flung up and off her neck, and her hands covered her ears and chin. There was a dumb air of pleading, of submission, in the way her body had fallen.

And about her, a design in scarlet, were the long paw prints of the thing that had walked in blood.

Miss Rachel went in carefully to touch the slashed flesh, to make sure that no life stayed there. The skin of Lissa Terrice’s shoulder was startlingly cold. Miss Rachel, remembering the bed with its silky cover still in place and the drawn shades, knew suddenly that Mrs. Terrice had been dead throughout the night—that perhaps at the very moment she had gone upstairs to find the cook’s room open Death and his weapon had been at work here.

She went out and shut the door on the crouched bloody thing with its strange border of paw prints and found an extension telephone on a small table in the hall. Mayhew answered at last, brisk and businesslike, and then listened in dead silence while she told him what she had found.

“Stay there. Stay in the room with it. I’ll be out in ten minutes.” There was a sound as though he had flung the receiver at the hook.

Miss Rachel pushed the phone away, but she did not do as Mayhew had told her. She ran upstairs into the third floor and tried the door of the cook’s room and found it locked. Kneeling, she recalled suddenly that once the lock had had a plug of cotton in it—cotton like that in the little box where the faint outline of something like a ring remained.

She went scurrying back downstairs and through the door to the bathroom and endured again the sight of Lissa Terrice in her bloody death. With a gentle movement she drew out the clenched left hand. The nails had dribbled scarlet on the tile beneath. Not blood…. She saw the smear of polish on the other palm. On one finger was the ring, a wink of yellow in the light.

For a moment the odor, the flesh in rumpled rayon, the thumping pulse in her own heart almost caused her to faint. Then, forcing herself, she drew off the ring and studied the initials inside it. J. A. T. to L. B.

Back in Shirley’s room she took the little box from the pocket of the robe, removed the lid with its red stripe, fitted the ring into its nest upon the cotton.

Then she sat quietly and waited. There was no sound below to tell of the discovery of Lissa Terrice’s body until the police car wailed to a halt outside. Then there was a burst of steps and Shirley came in. She was enormous-eyed and pale; she fell on the bed and put her head into Miss Rachel’s lap.

“You saw her?” Miss Rachel asked.

Shirley trembled. “I went looking for you. It’s the first Mrs. Terrice, isn’t it? Did you”—she made a strangled sound—“did you see the marks on the floor?”

“Be quiet,” Miss Rachel said, stroking her hair. “Listen.”

There was movement now on the second floor; they listened for long minutes while the police tramped back and forth and more sirens arrived in the street.

Mayhew came up at last to fill the door like a brown bear with a chip on his shoulder. He took them in with a glance. “Not so frisky? I thought you wouldn’t be. Mrs. Terrice isn’t pretty, but you would have her. Tell me what you know.”

Shirley said brokenly, “I didn’t even see her until she was dead.”

Miss Rachel pushed her up. “Go to the bathroom and bathe your eyes and take an aspirin.” When Shirley had gone out she said to Mayhew: “Mr. Terrice sent me up with a breakfast tray. I looked for her—and there she was.”

Mayhew lifted the little box. “What have we here?”

“Her ring. I took it off.”

He stopped in the act of sitting down by her, and his big hand holding the box had a sudden look of anger to it.

“No, don’t scold yet,” she went on. “I had found the box in the cook’s room across the hall. There was a print in the cotton wadding made by a ring. Shirley thinks she has seen the box before; she doesn’t recall where. I think it’s been kept hidden in the cook’s room to have it ready for a purpose. Tell me, was Mrs. Terrice—Lissa Terrice—wearing a ring last night when you saw her?”

Mayhew frowned. “No, I’m sure that she wasn’t. She was putting on nail polish, and I think I would have seen a ring if she’d had one. But what of it?”

“The ring was bait, I think,” Miss Rachel said. The sound of hysterics had begun to float up from the second-floor hall—Mrs. Terrice’s soprano, quite out of control, and Mr. Terrice’s agitated murmurs on a lower note. “You see, the situation was made for it. Lissa Terrice had come home to more than one kind of heritage. To Addison’s money, in the first place. To Thaw’s loyalty, certainly; to Lee’s, perhaps. To a position in the family that was rightfully hers—represented by a wedding ring. Someone came to offer her the final gift last night; must obviously have come in the guise of a friend. You might try finding who had kept the ring for her all of these years.”

Mayhew put the ring into his pocket with a kind of impatience. “Then they must have gotten to her damned fast. She was kicking off her shoes when I left her. Someone struck her down before she was ever in the tub.”

“And before her nails had dried,” Miss Rachel said, remembering the red smears.

Mayhew had stood up abruptly. “Thanks for your ideas about the ring. I’ll try to find who had it. I’ll get your statement into the record later. Just now I’m anxious to get hold of the Terrice family and hear their stories. Someone took a big chance ducking into that room almost the moment I’d left it. I’m going to try to find out who that someone was.”

“He’s still looking for that hat with the rabbit in it,” Miss Rachel thought, listening to his heavy steps on the stairs. “I almost wish he’d find it. Two heads and all.”
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Miss Rachel returned the box to the pocket of the red robe, waited until Mayhew should have had time to settle himself somewhere below, and then went down cautiously to the second floor. There were two uniformed policemen in the hall, and the sound of Mrs. Terrice’s hysterics was quite distinct. Mr. Terrice stood by the table with the telephone, staring at the instrument as though trying to think of someone to call—a doctor for Mrs. Terrice, possibly. The fringe of hair over one ear was ruffled, and his tie was awry; strange disarray, indeed, for the sleekness of Mr. Terrice.

Miss Rachel slipped down the back stairs and stood still in the pantry to listen. Lieutenant Mayhew’s bass voice reached her from the other side of the door to the dining room. He was explaining some point of evidence in the peculiarly patient and forgiving tone that meant he yearned and was about ready to pounce upon an unsuspecting victim.

She put an eye to the crack and found herself looking at the lieutenant and at Lee Terrice. The girl sitting opposite was wearing a blue angora sweater and gray slacks; her pale hair was pushed into a pompadour from which curls escaped. She looked composed and a little disgusted.

“I agree with what you say,” she told Mayhew, “but I’m not psychic. It’s true I might have been suspicious about seeing you come out of Addison’s room. I was. I even admit glancing inside after you had disappeared. I’d just come up from dinner when I saw you leave.”

“But you didn’t see anything?” Mayhew prompted.

“I didn’t see anything,” she agreed. “I’ve told you that I didn’t. The light was on. I presumed you’d forgotten to turn it off and I did so. I remember thinking that the room looked disorderly and that Shirley should be asked to straighten it. That’s all. As I said, I’m not psychic. I couldn’t know instinctively that there was a dead woman in the bathroom.”

Mayhew seemed to study the smooth expressionless features, the carefully rouged mouth, and the steady eyes.

“And you deny knowing that your mother was here until the time of the discovery of her body?”

She made a slight impatient gesture with one hand. “I—There is something I may as well explain to you now, Lieutenant. I don’t—I’ve never felt about Lissa as though she were my mother. Perhaps that seems ghastly to you now, seeing that the poor woman is dead. It’s just that I’m trying to be honest about the situation. I didn’t love Lissa. She left me when I was a baby, turned me over to Lydia, who has loved and cared for me all of my life.”

“Perhaps you had never had things fully explained to you,” Mayhew said. “Perhaps your father and your step-mother weren’t quite fair.”

She shook her head. “I’m sure that they were, Mr. Mayhew. I haven’t been unduly influenced by Thaw’s histrionics. He’s always been a rebel and a nuisance. I’ve never let him sway me about Lydia. She’s been wonderful. And that—that other woman just didn’t keep herself presentable. Not ever.”

“How long had it been,” Mayhew said, very much under control, “since you had seen your—this other creature?”

Scarlet flew into her face at that; one hand made a convulsive move before it slid into her slacks pocket. “Not long,” she got out. “Not over a week or so. That was the day I asked Thaw not to bring her inside again.”

“He was in the habit of bringing her inside this house?”

“Yes. I felt it wasn’t the thing to do, and I asked him to stop it. I had some sorority friends to tea that day. There could have been embarrassing consequences.”

Mayhew fiddled with the notebook on his knee. He looked, Miss Rachel thought, ridiculously like a bear trying to read a primer. But his stare was innocent, almost blank. “You might like to know, Miss Terrice, that this—ah—dead woman made a will. Odd, wasn’t it, that she should die thinking of you?” He had fished out a dirty piece of paper. “Of course it isn’t written on very good stationery. People like that wouldn’t know the difference, I guess. She just scribbled a few lines to the effect that in case anything happened to her you were to have all of her share in Addison’s estate.”

Chalk-white and still as stone, she looked at him. The light from the windows, through which blew the faint breath of stock, picked out the tightening of her throat, the pressure of teeth on the inner surfaces of her lips. “I—I don’t believe—”

“I’ll read it to you,” Mayhew said carelessly. “It isn’t long. It may not, in fact, be even legal so far as being drawn properly. But it expresses a certain sentiment I feel you should know.” He read slowly: “I hereby leave and bequeath all of my interest in my brother Addison’s estate to my little girl, Lee Terrice, for her use alone. Signed, Lissa Brill Terrice.”

“I—I didn’t know. She didn’t act—”

He cut in as though he had not heard her stumbling words. “Mothers are peculiar creatures. Like dogs. They never seem to know when they’re not wanted.”

She turned so that he should not see her face. “Is that all?”

“No,” Mayhew said suddenly. “I want to know why you won’t admit seeing your mother last night before she died.”

“I didn’t see her,” she flamed.

“You were heard talking to her.”

She started to jerk out an answer and then fell still. She looked at Mayhew slowly, measuring him. “What did you say?”

“You were heard talking to your mother in Addison’s room after I had gone.”

“By whom?” She waited, and Mayhew pretended delay in finding a certain page in his notebook. “Wait. I know who it was. It was Shirley. She was on the stairs to the third floor when I came out.” Lee’s voice was shaking, furious. “She’d be the one who tried to get me into trouble. She’s just a tramp; she hasn’t any home, any background. She’s tried over and over to make herself liked, to wheedle sympathy out of us. Those ridiculous accidents—”

“Yes?” Mayhew prompted.

“She did them herself, of course. Now she’s lying about me out of jealousy. I won’t take it.”

“You don’t have to,” Mayhew said smoothly. “Miss Grant had nothing to say about your whereabouts. I haven’t as yet spoken to her.”

“You—” Miss Rachel could see Lee’s mind going back furiously through what she had just said; there was a bitter look of being trapped to her. “You led me on. You’ve lied to me.”

Mayhew was imperturbably putting the scrap of paper back into the notebook. He looked vaguely like a father bear counting his money. “No, Miss Terrice, I haven’t lied to you. But you’ve lied to me. Why won’t you tell me about the interview with your mother?”

She stood up, quivering, and her hands caught at the neck of the fragile sweater and pulled it into a wad. “I wasn’t with my mother! I didn’t see her!”

“You saw her clothes scattered about the bedroom. You must have. If you went in when you said you did, directly I’d disappeared, you must have found her still undressing.”

“You went upstairs,” Lee panted. “I went to the foot of the back stairs and listened to find out what you were doing. You went into a room up there—I don’t know which one—and you stayed a moment and then came down. I hurried back along the hall so that you wouldn’t know I’d been sp—been watching you. I ducked into that room and waited until you went on down in the direction of the kitchen.”

“You were in there, then, for a minute or two?”

“Y-yes.” Her eyes slid away from his. “Yes, I suppose I was.”

“Yet you heard no movement, no sound from the bathroom, no water running? Nothing at all?”

“Nothing at all,” she stammered.

He slapped the book shut. “Thank you, Miss Terrice. I’ll talk to you again later.”

She hooked her thumbs through her slacks belt in a belated effort at insouciance. “You’ll tell me first who’s lying about me, who’s saying they heard a quarrel between me and—and Lissa?”

“A quarrel?” He looked innocence at her. “No quarrel, Miss Terrice. You’re mistaken there.”

“Then who—?”

“And I’ll have to protect, for the time being, the identity of the person who spoke to me about the matter.”

“He’s lying, of course,” Miss Rachel told herself, knowing Mayhew of old. She left the crack in the door before Lee could reach it, and scurried through the pantry and into the kitchen, bright with sun, where Pete sat on the edge of the sink staring gloomily at his toes.

“Messy affair, isn’t it?” he greeted her. “I wish Shirley hadn’t gone barging up to look for you. She shouldn’t see things like that.”

“Have you seen the dead woman?” Miss Rachel asked.

He nodded. “Before. And after.” He slid off the sink to stand facing her. “Uncle John brought her in last night through this back door. Aunt Lydia had me polishing silver in the dining room, and I saw them go past the pantry door on the way to the back stairs. She had on the most awful red hat, but there was something new in her face. I’d seen her before, you know, off and on, though I knew I wasn’t supposed to have. Well, last night she had a hopeful expression. A kind of rejuvenation. I can’t explain it any better than that. It made me think, somehow, that getting into the house had meant a lot to her.”

“I guess it did,” Miss Rachel said thoughtfully. “By the way, what of the dog? Was he with her?”

“Not inside,” Pete said. “Aunt Lydia hates animals. I heard him whining out in the dark last night. I guess he’s still hanging about somewhere.”

Miss Rachel went out upon the back porch and surveyed the sunny yard, where wide lawns led away to flower beds and the vegetable patches behind the garage. Two butterflies hovered above a bed of petunias, huge double blooms of smoky rose, and a bee made a darting fleck of gold. There was no groveling yellow shape as there had been last night. She picked a pathway through to the rear of the gardens and stood and whistled softly. But no mournful eyes looked through shrubbery at her, and no whine answered.

At last, under a hydrangea, she found a hollowed spot where something had lain. On a single fallen leaf was a smear of red, dried dark stuff with a faint crack through it. Miss Rachel crushed the leaf to dust and went back upstairs.

She peeped in at Lee Terrice’s doorway and found the big room in order, the bed made and the blinds drawn up to let in the light. The mirrored panels which concealed the closet were drawn back, and Miss Rachel spent some time among the clothes that hung inside. Sniffing, mostly.

When she had finished her examination of Lee Terrice’s wardrobe she went and sat down before the dressing tables and studied the multicolored perfume bottles. A flagon of clear yellow, with a top shaped like a brown pansy and a label that said “Sunny Day” attracted her interest at last, and she seemed to regard it with a dreamy abstraction—abstraction that endured so long that she was still sitting there when the door opened.

She jumped up, scarlet, but it was Mayhew who looked in at her. “Hiding?” he wondered. “Miss Terrice wouldn’t like your being here, I think.”

She beckoned him. “Come in. You haven’t smelled Miss Terrice’s perfumes as I told you to. I know you haven’t or you would have asked her about them downstairs.”

He picked up a near one, unscrewed it, and smelled the contents. “Must be getting a cold,” he said. “I can’t smell a damned thing.” He put it down to try another. “Is it me or is it them?”

“It’s them,” Miss Rachel said. “Don’t touch that yellow one. It just might possibly have fingerprints, though I doubt it. Most of them are simply tinted water. It isn’t. It’s nail-polish remover, and a lot of it is gone since I was here last.”

Mayhew stared at her. “What’s the idea? Is Miss Terrice nuts?”

Miss Rachel shook her head sweetly. “No. She’s proud. Her own version of what to be proud of—stuffy things that mean money. She used to have it—they all used to have it. Now they don’t. Not until Addison’s estate gets settled.”

Mayhew fumbled through the rest of the bottles, made faces at several. “You mean she ran out of perfume and so just stuck in anything that came handy? This one smells like dry cleaner.”

“A few of the bottles contain useful things—nail-polish remover, something to fix spots in clothing, a lotion, an astringent. Miss Terrice wouldn’t like us to know about this. She’d want us to think that all of the perfume was real.”

He took a handkerchief and picked up the yellow bottle with care by its brown pansy cap and studied the tablespoon or so of contents in its bottom. “A remover for nail polish, eh?” He frowned. “Any ideas?”

“You said that Lissa Terrice was putting polish on her nails while you talked with her last night. I noticed, in removing the ring, that the wet polish had been smeared before it had dried. It occurred to me that some of that polish might have stuck to the murderer—to his or her clothes. That a lot of polish remover might have been needed. So I thought of Miss Terrice and her bottles.”

“And you recall how full this was?”

“None were as low as that when I was here before. It seems to me that the bottle with the pansy cap was almost full.”

“We’ll check on this then.” He took the bottle and went away to where other men could doubtless immediately test it for fingerprints.

Miss Rachel, without any conscience that she was aware of, began rummaging quickly in Miss Terrice’s dresser drawers.

Under the tissue paper in the bottom of the third she found a sheet of paper which had been rumpled and then straightened out. Its writing matched other writing of Lee’s in a date book. It began:


PETE:

I intend to tell the police about your quarrel with Addison. I heard most of it, you see, and I feel sure that it had something to do with Addison’s being killed the very next evening.

I remember most distinctly that Addison said to you, “I think you’d better cut it out. You’ll be getting into real trouble. What would Thaw say?”

And you cursed him.

Now if you can offer any explanation …



The note ended without conclusion, as though Miss Terrice might have regretted any willingness to listen to Pete’s side of the quarrel. It had been rumpled, then smoothed and put away here for safekeeping. Had Lee decided to keep it on hand, to debate on offering her information to the police?

Miss Rachel slid the drawer shut and tucked the note into the pocket of her apron. She was, she decided, going to have to do something about her collection of clues. She had a bullet, a box which had contained an old wedding ring, a bottle which had held paint thinner, a blood-stained leaf, and now a letter.

She was almost at the door when there was a rap on it, a soft but imperative knock that had, somehow, a hint of secrecy in it.

Miss Rachel cast about and wondered if she could make it to the bathroom or into the closet behind Lee Terrice’s clothes. The room, so richly furnished, was astonishingly bare of hiding places. The rattle of the doorknob sent her flying across the room to the other side of the bed. She lay down just as the door opened. With a rustle of petticoats that seemed as loud as cannon fire, she slid beneath the quilted coverlet into the darkness and dust of under the bed.

Whatever Shirley was, she was not a thorough housekeeper. Miss Rachel held her nose to keep from sneezing.

Footsteps sounded on the carpet of Lee Terrice’s room—oddly quiet steps that caused Miss Rachel to lie suddenly still, to feel suddenly rather afraid.

There was the tinkle and click of glass touching other glass.

Someone was at Lee Terrice’s dressing table among the bottles that were supposed to hold perfume.
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The door opened and Mayhew’s voice boomed: “Where is she? Oh. Terrice, since you’re here, I’d like to ask a few questions.”

Mr. Terrice’s voice, as smooth as silk, replied: “Why, certainly, officer. Were you, though, looking for my daughter?”

“Ah—yes.” Miss Rachel could imagine Mayhew’s stare about the room, his mental query as to her whereabouts. There wasn’t any dignified way to let him know; she would not have Mr. Terrice’s spectacles peering at her under the bed. “Yes. Your daughter. She can wait until another time, however. Just now I want the details of your first wife’s entry into this house. Last night, I believe, wasn’t it?”

Mr. Terrice coughed slightly. “Shall we sit down? We may as well talk in comfort.” The bedsprings creaked under Mayhew’s enormous settling, and Miss Rachel looked at them with worry. Mr. Terrice seemed to have taken the hassock by the radio, from the glimpse she had of his shining shoes. “About my first wife, Lissa. There was to be some delay in the settlement of Addison’s estate, you see. He’s being buried today—I guess you know that. It was planned to read his will and to start the estimates of his property immediately afterward. A most awkward procedure, I think. The estate was to be evaluated as to its total, certain percentages figured out, Lissa to have first choice of about half of it—whatever properties she wished to make her share. This, naturally, involved considerable delay.”

“Whose idea was it that she should wait here in your home?”

“Ah—mine. The terms of Addison’s will were that Lissa should be kept advised of all moves in the settlement. The easiest way to do this was simply to have her here. Otherwise, there were certain clauses which might have been interpreted to—to remove other claims entirely.”

Miss Rachel thought of Mr. Terrice, neat as a pin, meticulous, leading in his ex-wife in her dreadful hat. His mind had been on Addison’s money, of course; the money that might escape him if he weren’t careful.

“How many members of the family knew of Lissa Terrice’s presence here?” Mayhew asked.

“Only myself. I told no one. I had intended telling them today, after breakfast, at some propitious moment. Lydia, I felt, might—well, the situation might be awkward. You know, I presume, that I divorced one sister to marry the other. There were—well, feelings under the surface that might not best come into the open.”

How hard it must be, Miss Rachel considered, for the Mr. Terrices of the world—quiet bloodless people with a flair for order—to keep their lives quite as emotionless as they would like. The woman in the red hat—there would have been times when she must have protested being put away, when aloneness and poverty and shabby living had made her hard to control.

“What are your theories about her death?” Mayhew asked, as though certain Mr. Terrice had some.

“Theories? I’m afraid—” He hesitated. “I can’t even quite believe that Lissa is dead, much less have theories about how she died. You said that she had had her throat cut. I presume you’re sure it wasn’t suicide.”

“It wasn’t suicide,” Mayhew told him. “Someone stood behind her and reached to the front and drew the knife from left to right and almost cut her head off. Then they did a little extra work beyond that, to make sure that she was dead, or else in spite.”

Mr. Terrice’s feet moved nervously on the carpet.

“She was killed in the bath of the room formerly occupied by Addison Brill. The knife seems to have been laid for a while on the edge of the tub. The blade, I judge, was about seven inches long. Your nephew Pete says that there was such a knife in the kitchen and that it has now disappeared.”

“Pete—you can’t depend on him.”

“Nevertheless, I am inclined to believe that Mrs. Terrice was killed with a weapon near at hand. Her arrival here was not, as you say, expected by the other members of your family. Therefore, the murder must have been an impromptu affair, as it were.”

Mr. Terrace choked. “Ridiculous! You cannot accuse one of us of having killed her. What motive had we?”

“Money, for one,” Mayhew said briskly. “Lissa Terrice’s share of Addison’s wealth goes to her daughter. Your daughter, too, by the way.”

“To Lee?” The note of incredulity in Mr. Terrice’s voice struck Miss Rachel with the impact of a bullet. “But—how odd. How very odd.” He took time to think over its oddness. “Was it—? Would you mind telling me whether it was a recent will?”

“It was not a recent will,” Mayhew said, and Miss Rachel realized that he had been lying, in more than one respect, to Lee. He’d wanted her to think her mother had died almost before the ink was dry. But this statement of his would account for the dirty paper, the tattered look of the sheet he had tucked into his notebook.

“Had you thought,” Mr. Terrice went on after a while for consideration, “that Mrs. Terrice’s death might not have been due to a desire for her share of the estate at all? She might, for instance, have known something about Addison’s murder and been killed for that—to keep her silent.”

“I had thought of that angle,” Mayhew admitted guardedly.

“You see,” Mr. Terrice went on, warming a little, “there were some unpleasant factors in Addison’s getting killed. Not that I’d offer a young girl as a—ah—victim, or anything like that. But Shirley had had trouble with him, and she’s an emotional child and may have been overwhelmed with emotion and just—er—done something unfortunate.”

“Hmmmmm,” Mayhew said. “She’s emotional, you say?”

“Very. And in case you’ve forgotten, it was she who went upstairs and brought down the bullets for Thaw’s pistol. The bullet that killed Addison must have been among the others.”

“Which were all blanks when we examined them,” Mayhew said thoughtfully.

“But not that bullet. It was a real shell, and it killed my brother-in-law, and Shirley brought it for Mrs. Terrice to put into the gun.”

“Unfortunate, wasn’t it, that Mrs. Terrice should have picked out of the box just the bullet Shirley meant her to.”

Mr. Terrice made haste to cover his error. “A point you never settled entirely, Lieutenant. If you recall, there was some question as to whether Shirley had not actually handed Mrs. Terrice one bullet.”

“I do recall it,” Mayhew said with warmth; the bed squeaked as though he had moved suddenly in anger. “But, to get to the point, you’re suggesting now that Shirley murdered Mrs. Lissa Terrice because the woman knew she had murdered Addison.”

“Nothing of the sort,” Mr. Terrice said. “I was trying to point out that there are other possibilities than the one you’re so bent on following. You simply refuse to see Shirley or Pete in the circle of suspects. I can’t understand why.”

“I keep thinking about all that money,” Mayhew answered. “Don’t you?”

A stunned silence on Mr. Terrice’s part lasted more than a minute. “I—I don’t feel in any mood for humor, Lieutenant. If you please.”

“I’m not trying to be funny.” Mayhew’s boom was filled with impatience. “Two people have been killed here, and I want to know why. You suggest that one was killed because he made amorous advances to a young girl while he was drunk and that the other was killed because she knew the girl did it. Well, it could be true. I handled a case last month in which a man was killed because he had a two-hundred-dollar life-insurance policy.”

“You mean the motive I’ve offered is too trivial?” Mr. Terrice said stiffly.

“It is flimsy,” Mayhew said.

“I’m afraid that you’re underestimating the emotions of the very young. Shirley, you see—Well, we’ve rather suspected that the child was on the verge of being neurotic. There were a few things happened—accidents, we thought them—that might have been caused by Shirley’s desire for sympathy. She’s an orphan, alone, and she may have been psychologically unbalanced for a while. Addison could certainly be obnoxious. I—perhaps I shouldn’t mention this without asking Pete about it first—but Pete and Addison had an awful row over Shirley the day before Addison died.”

“You should have told me this before,” Mayhew growled.

“Well, it might not have meant anything. I merely bring it up now to show that the feeling of the young people over the way Addison had acted was pretty strong. Pete was just—well, livid.”

“And the quarrel was about Shirley?”

“In some way.” A trace of puzzlement reflected itself in Mr. Terrice’s tone. “I didn’t hear the whole argument. Addison was threatening to tell something.”

“To Shirley?”

“No.” Caution came, and Miss Rachel remembered the note in Lee’s dresser and its words: What would Thaw say? Mr. Terrice went on: “As I say, I didn’t get all of it.”

“And you’re bringing it in now to show that there was strong feeling against Addison. Do you mean on Pete’s part?”

“Ah—Pete and Shirley. Though Pete wasn’t afraid of him and Shirley was, you see, and that might make a difference in their behavior.” A pause while Mr. Terrice seemed to grope for words—neat, precise words with which to dissect other people. “My brother-in-law had let drink get the better of him. He had deteriorated. Things were rapidly reaching the point where we couldn’t have stood him much longer.”

“And so he was murdered,” Mayhew said thoughtfully.

“I mean we should have asked him to live elsewhere,” Mr. Terrice added quickly. “Murder wasn’t the—the thing we had in mind.”

“Someone had it in mind.”

“Well, she’s an emotional child. One mustn’t blame her too much.”

Mayhew made a sound like a bear with a sore foot who has the foot stepped on. “I won’t keep you any longer,” he said. “You might go and find out if Mrs. Terrice is in condition to talk to me now.”

Mr. Terrice, after some delay, made a reluctant departure. Mayhew began to walk about the room; Miss Rachel heard his steps on the tile of the bathroom, and she took the moment when his back was turned to slide out from under the bed. When Mayhew came back and found her standing there he looked at her as though she had risen out of the floor.

“Where in the devil were you? Behind the wallpaper?”

“I made myself invisible,” Miss Rachel snapped, because she was a little cross at his slowness. “Why aren’t you working on Pete with everything you’ve got?”

“You mean because of the argument he had with Addison? Yes, I’m getting around to that immediately.”

Miss Rachel took the note in Lee’s handwriting out of her apron pocket. “If Pete doesn’t crack you might go on to Lee and Thaw. One of them ought to know what the argument was about.”

He read the note while she told him where she had found it. “What about Pete?” he asked. “What’s he doing here? Why isn’t he working? God knows jobs are plentiful.”

“Pete’s independence is all on the surface. He’s actually a leaner. He’s leaned on the Terrices so long he can’t imagine getting out and shifting for himself. He’s been telling Shirley lately that if she had a bit of money they could go away together.”

“And has Shirley got the bit of money?”

“She might. I’m waiting for a letter from my bankers—I may find it at home if I can slip off there. Speaking of home, what of Jennifer? Did you find her?”

“Just before I came out here there was a report that a Mrs. Standish was staying at the Florentine in Beverly Hills. She moved in yesterday wearing a heavy veil and hasn’t stuck her head out of her room since. The chambermaid thinks she’s living on crackers. Something tells me it’s Miss Jennifer.”

“It’s undoubtedly Jennifer, though I didn’t dream she’d be as bad as that. What are you going to do about her?”

“With your permission, I’d like to scare the wits out of her. She knows better than to run away to keep from giving valuable evidence—even evidence about a murder, which I know must have revolted her sense of the fitness of things.”

“You mean the fitness of Parchly Heights.”

Mayhew’s grim mouth twitched. “If you’ll promise not to feel too sorry for her I’ll run her in on a charge of concealing evidence. Maybe even compounding a felony; it would stand.”

For just an instant Miss Rachel, remembering Miss Jennifer’s gaunt fright and despair, felt touched with pity. Then she remembered other things: a shabby woman who was dead because a murderer hadn’t been caught quickly enough. A lonely yellow dog who had licked blood from his paws under a hydrangea bush and had gone away because his mistress was past loving or wanting him any more. A wedding ring whose putting on had been the signal and distraction for butchery. Remembering these things, Miss Rachel grew a little warm.

“Frighten her all you wish,” she told Mayhew. “If it will help I’ll come and make faces through the bars at her.”

“You’re all for law and order,” he said curiously, looking at her.

“I’m for being human,” she answered. “This murderer hasn’t been.”

“His killing Mrs. Terrice seems to be the thing you don’t particularly like.”

“It is.” She touched his sleeve shyly. “Please go and talk to Pete and make him tell you why Addison was theatening him. I’ve a feeling that conversation was very important.”

He raised his heavy brows. “And now hunches?”

“Hunches,” she admitted.

“You think Pete is our murderer? How did he manage the trick with the bullet?”

“Your trick with the bullet will prove no trick at all once you know who really needed to kill Addison. Necessity is the mother of all sorts of inventions…. There was a necessity about Addison’s dying. When you know it you’ll find the invention.”

He sighed at her and went away, though his brown bulk had a rebellious tightness.

Miss Rachel sat for a long minute on the stool of the dressing table; then she, too, went to the door and through it into the hall. She mounted the little dark rear stairs and looked in through Shirley’s door. The room was empty. Miss Rachel went to the closet, to the pocket of the red robe where her treasures lay, and took them out.

There was the little box with its scarlet stripe, the bullet, and the bottle that had held paint thinner.

“I think that just now is the time,” she said softly to herself, “to return each of these to its proper owner.”
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Thaw’s door was an oblong in darkness, the shabby knob bulging like an eye, a froth of dust showing at the sill. Miss Rachel knocked, and there was movement: a slow shuffling, like an animal in pain.

He looked out at her blindly. “Oh. Hello. Thought it might be Lee.” His eyes searched the hall as if wanting his sister, wondering why she hadn’t come. “I thought she’d—I thought we might be together.”

“May I come in?” Miss Rachel asked, feeling like a white ghost in the gloom. “I’ve something for you.”

He drew back. There was such tight, breath-held suffering in his face that Miss Rachel avoided looking at him. She tried not to think, too, of the forlorn woman who had kept the loyalty of her son. She waited until she was sure his attention was focused on her. “I have a little box I believe may have belonged to you.”

She held it out, and the scarlet stripe made a bright band against her palm.

“Why, yes. Mother’s ring.” He took it slowly.

“Look inside,” she suggested.

“Inside?” He stumbled in prying up the lid, as though his hands did something his mind was not upon. His chin was a hard line, and the little triangular scar stayed pale, like the imprint of a phantom hand. “There’s nothing inside. Where’s the ring?”

She waited a moment. “Your mother was wearing it.”

“Was she?” He seemed puzzled.

“How long has it been,” Miss Rachel asked, “since you were sure that your mother’s ring was in your possession?”

His eyes held hers, and he seemed to feel his way toward an answer. “I don’t know. I don’t remember seeing it for quite a while. I kept it in the tray with my handkerchiefs.” His eyes settled back of her, upon a large old-fashioned dresser. “Wait. It must have been there until a day or so ago. I’d have missed it before very long.” Sudden curiosity sharpened him. “Where did you get it?”

“I found it in the hall,” Miss Rachel said glibly. “Just lying there.”

“In this upper hall?” he asked quickly.

“Yes.”

“Someone took the ring out up here, then, and threw the box down and took the ring to Mother.”

She didn’t meet his probing stare. “I wouldn’t know about that. I just thought you’d like your box back.”

He crushed the frail cardboard in a sudden spasm and walked away and stared hard out through the window. “Thanks. I—I’m glad you brought it. I’d kept Mother’s ring for her—she gave it to me when she went away. She put it in this box and asked me if I’d keep it safe for her. I knew what she meant. Someday, maybe, when Dad had got his fill of a pretty face and an empty head—” He broke off, choking. “I shouldn’t say these things to you. I—I guess I’d better not talk any more.”

The room grew still, and Miss Rachel, slipping out, kept the memory of his big frame against the light. She returned to Shirley’s room, where she spent a surreptitious moment with a hanky in the closet. Then, brave again, she sallied out with the bullet.

Mr. Terrice’s door was a mauve panel, and its crystal knob made a jewel. Miss Rachel rapped and waited, and there were brisk emotionless steps and then Mr. Terrice’s face, shining glasses and cold eyes, looked out at her.

“What is it, Miss Murd?” he asked. He twiddled a pencil impatiently with one hand while he said it.

She opened her palm suddenly and let him see the bullet.

Just for a moment there was a flicker—fright, anger, or surprise—in his face. Then his heavy eyebrows made two arches of cool disinterest. “Where did you get that?” he asked.

“From where you put it,” she said.

He paused, said carefully: “I’m afraid that I don’t quite understand you.”

“You put this into Shirley’s closet, in the pocket of one of her garments. You made the mistake, though, of putting it into the pocket of a robe which your daughter had very recently given her. I’m afraid the police might think it had been there all the time. They might even think your daughter knew something about it.”

He snatched at her hand with a movement as quick as a cat’s, but she had put her hand behind her back.

There was a moment of watchfulness on her part and of strained self-control on Mr. Terrice’s.

“What a ridiculous tale,” he laughed. “How could you prove I’d put that bullet into Shirley’s closet?”

“I saw you,” she said helpfully. “You didn’t know that I was watching, but I was. You looked around a bit and studied where it might most obviously be found….”

He kept from throttling her with a visible effort. “I suggest you come inside, Miss Murd.”

She backed a little farther into the hall. “I’ve wondered so often why you dislike Shirley so much. I can find nothing in the girl’s make-up to account for the way you treat her. I think, therefore, that you must have disliked her mother—your stepsister—and that you’re taking out that dislike on the child. You brought her here, too, because the servant problem was getting acute and Mrs. Terrice was not the housekeeping sort.”

He opened the door quite wide in the manner of a conjurer showing a prospective victim that the cabinet had no hidden swords in it. “Please step in, Miss Murd. I won’t approach you. I simply want to get at the bottom of the amazing in-accuracies you have just displayed. I am not Shirley’s enemy. Please come in.”

She slipped past him and kept her eyes on the door while he pushed it almost shut.

“Now,” he said, “you might begin at the beginning and tell me the complete story of this bullet.”

“If you recall,” she began, “your daughter Lee gave Shirley a red robe.”

“A robe. I didn’t know its color.”

“This was to soften Shirley up so that she would turn over to you her stock in the Penny Novelties Company.”

His face grew dark. “I could argue that point, but I suspect you have a deep prejudice on it. Go on about the bullet.”

“Shirley took this robe to her room. This, you understand, was two days after Addison had been killed.”

She waited and saw him grow still; saw one hand falter toward the knob, as though he suddenly wanted to be out into freer air.

“Two days—”

“Yes,” she agreed, “two whole days. One would almost think that the bullet might have been put into the robe while it was still in Lee’s room. I would, of course, if I hadn’t seen you doing it.”

He nodded, and the glasses shone with a reflection of light, but the eyes behind them were dead. There was suddenly no emotion in Mr. Terrice at all. “You saw me,” he said. “You’re sure of that?”

She looked at him wisely, with the pertness of a sparrow. “The time element,” she said. “If there had been an immediate search made … Fortunately the police were lax about that.”

He nodded, as though it made sense, as though it agreed with what he had been thinking.

“Good-by,” Miss Rachel said suddenly. She put the bullet carefully on a desk. “And I wouldn’t offer Shirley to the lieutenant again for a scapegoat. She doesn’t quite fill the bill.”

He said nothing but stood there and watched her go, and only at the last moment did his mouth twitch, as though a sudden thought had irked him.

Miss Rachel went back to Shirley’s room and took her last treasure—the bottle which had held the paint thinner which had killed Shirley’s little bird—and for long minutes she sat on the bed and thought. There was so much here to be careful about; it would be silly getting killed while one played at being a detective. With a last small sigh betraying her worry, Miss Rachel took the bottle and a length of ribbon and went down to the kitchen.

She found her cat on the outside porch, curled in a ball, an ear flickering now and then at the near approach of a bee.

Miss Rachel lifted the black head, and the green eyes slowly opened to show iridescent depths, like the shallow waters of a sea. A paw reached for her and two claws touched the taffeta sleeve and hung in it affectionately.

She tested the claws and found them sharp. “You’re going to have to take care of yourself,” she told Samantha. “Keep an eye out for whoever tries to take this bottle.”

She tied the bottle to the string by its cap which contained the dropper, and then she looped the string about Samantha’s throat and made a firm knot. The empty bottle was not heavy or large, but as Samantha rose to stretch it dangled against her breast and she regarded it angrily.

“Not here or now,” Miss Rachel said, picking her up. “You’re for lunch.” She took the cat into the kitchen and shut her into the storage space under the sink.

Muffled yowls kept pace with her preparations of a cold plate, of a salad of marinated shrimp, avocado, and crisp cabbage. Shirley came to prepare the table. She had a frightened, wistful look.

“They’ve got Pete upstairs and he’s shouting something over and over,” she said worriedly. “It’s something about Addison being a liar.”

“Was he?” Miss Rachel wondered.

“Addison?” She considered. “No. He wasn’t a liar. He was a drunkard and he’d let his clothes go and sometimes he—he didn’t smell quite fresh. But I don’t remember him lying. I don’t believe that he did.”

Miss Rachel kept a careful eye on her. “I’ve heard that Addison and Pete had an awful quarrel the day before Addison died. Something about you.”

“About me? Whatever for?”

“Wasn’t Pete jealous of the way Addison was acting?”

“How could he be?” She stood with the plates in her hands, staring. “I didn’t like Addison at all, and Pete knew it. I hated the p-passes he made, and Pete knew that too. But he knew there wasn’t anything serious, nothing I couldn’t handle. And jealous—he wouldn’t be that.”

Miss Rachel turned a puzzled eye on the mixing of the salad. “Did Thaw ever show any interest?”

“He’s—Thaw has been so full of his own misery since he came home from the Navy. I guess he just didn’t know.”

She turned in a hurry, so that Miss Rachel could not see her face, and went away through the pantry to set the table in the dining room. Miss Rachel garnished the cold plate and put dressing on the salad. She hummed over the making of a pot of tea, looked futilely for cake or some other dessert. One never knew, she thought irritatedly, from one meal to the next what would be at hand to prepare. Just how completely broke were the Terrices? From the looks of their kitchen, they were on the bitter edge. From the looks of Lydia’s and Lee’s wardrobes, they had money to burn. It occurred to Miss Rachel that the shortage might have become recent; that would account for the luxurious clothes bought a season before, explain the lack of groceries and the pretense of Lee’s with the cologne bottles.

When Shirley returned they took in the salad and meats, and Miss Rachel poured the tea. Lydia came in on Mr. Terrice’s arm, looking frail and beautiful in a slim gown of white lace on which the hysterics had left no slightest rumple. Or perhaps, Miss Rachel thought, Lydia had hysterics only in old clothes or the nude.

This daring thought made her want to giggle, but the sight of Thaw’s haunted eyes sobered her quickly enough.

“Excuse me, Dad, will you? I don’t feel up to eating just yet.”

Mr. Terrice nodded to him, went on to put Lydia into her chair.

Thaw, who had not come fully into the room, turned to Shirley, who was filling water glasses at the buffet. “Would you—could I talk to you for a little while? Outside somewhere. If you’re having lunch now, too, I can wait. It’s just”—he made an awkward, deprecating movement with one hand—“it’s just an idea of mine. Maybe not a very bright one.”

Mr. Terrice stared, and Lydia made her mouth look proper. But Shirley had turned on Thaw a pair of eyes full of moonlight and roses and the kind of adoration that makes the head swim. Thaw looked suddenly as though his had begun to swim and might keep right on.

Miss Rachel, slipping back to the kitchen, whispered to nobody: “So that’s the way it is!” And she wished suddenly that Mr. Terrice’s cold eyes and Lydia’s prim ones might be blindfolded. People like that had no right to look at love.

She waited until she heard Lee’s arrival and her plaint: “Cold cuts again? Can’t we at least have a soufflé?”

Then she let the cat out from under the sink and made sure that the ribbon was secure and that the little bottle hung like a charm, shining against the black fur. Taking a plate of buns into the dining room, she felt the cat at her heels. A nervous feeling, like the march of a column of ants, went up her back.

She pushed the door from the pantry with her toe, and Samantha darted through and stopped there, tail twitching, eyes taking in and studying all of the Terrices and Shirley.

She mewed harshly in anger and then sat on her haunches and tried to claw away the torment of the dangling bottle.

“What on earth—?” said Lee.

Mr. Terrice said sharply: “Take it away, Shirley. We can’t have a cat in the dining room. It’s not sanitary.”

Shirley bent down to pick Samantha up, and the cat struck at her, made a little jump, and howled.

Mrs. Terrice rose in the white lace and put a hand on either side of her plate and shut her eyes.

“She can’t endure animals!” Lee cried.

Mrs. Terrice tried to turn away, to seek out the door to the living room. She put out a hand toward Mr. Terrice, who seemed not to see it because he was watching Shirley.

So Mrs. Terrice tottered a moment and then fainted. In the middle of a scream from Lee, and right into the salad.
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    “She ruined it,” Miss Rachel mourned to her cat as she unknotted the ribbon in the kitchen. “She ruined it with her silly phobia about animals. Now I haven’t any plan at all.”

Samantha, free of the ribbon, sprang away and looked wistfully at the door. Miss Rachel, letting her out, peeped through. Thaw and Shirley sat on a bench—the one she had occupied with Mayhew—and Shirley seemed terribly interested in a cabbage near by, and Thaw was holding her hand and talking earnestly.

“I suppose he’s making up for lost time,” she thought happily. She turned to find Mr. Terrice wrathful in the door to the pantry.

“Will you please dispose of the animal? Call the city pound and have it taken, or give it to someone. We can’t have any such incident again.” He read mutiny in Miss Rachel’s glance, and his eyes flickered to the pile of luncheon dishes. “Well—ah—keep it out of the rest of the house, at any rate. If you don’t mind fixing it too much—Mrs. Terrice will have a tray now, in her room.”

Mrs. Terrice had been carried away by Thaw, frail in the trailing lace, but Mr. Terrice and Lee had almost unconcernedly finished their meal.

His eyes searched about the kitchen, as if hunting the cat, and a faint line of worry etched a line between his brows. “Is it—? Wasn’t there something tied about its neck?”

“A ribbon, I think,” Miss Rachel said unconcernedly, getting a tray from the cupboard. “Blue, wasn’t it?”

“I didn’t notice,” he said, withdrawing in somewhat of a hurry.

She chilled the salad in ice and made fresh tea and took it up the narrow back stairs to the second floor. Pete met her almost at the top step, plunging along with a bitter hump to his shoulders, blazing defiance in his face. He would have plunged past her to the stairs, but she fumbled awkwardly with the tray and seemed confused and about to drop it.

He paused to steady the tray in her hands.

“What’s happened?” she asked. “You look angry. Very angry.”

He drew back and rubbed a hand through the sandy tangle of hair. “I am angry. Clear through. The police are hounding me. They’re trying to break up my—my friendship with Shirley.”

“Do you love her very much?” she asked quietly.

His glance faltered away, and something undecided and secretive had come into his face. “Of course,” he said. “Of course I do.”

“And what makes you think the police are against you?”

“They’re telling lies,” he said hotly. “They’re trying to prove we had something to do with Addison’s getting killed.”

“And you didn’t?”

His eyes met hers frankly. “You know we didn’t.”

“What was it that Addison threatened to tell to Thaw?”

Incomprehension checked what he had been about to say. “Thaw? Addison didn’t threaten to tell Thaw anything. Why should he?”

For no reason Miss Rachel suddenly believed him. “And Addison didn’t say, during the course of that quarrel you had with him, ‘What would Thaw say?’”

He studied for a long minute, the young face intent and the eyes searching. There was a look came over him then like a shutter closing, a masking of the mind from the face. He turned an expressionless gaze on her. “I don’t think he said anything like that. I don’t recall his having said it.”

He ran past her and thudded down the stairs.

Miss Rachel struggled with an assortment of ideas. Pete hadn’t recalled Addison’s having threatened to tell Thaw anything, but the actual and verbatim remark had meant something to him. There was meaning, then, above and beyond a threat to talk to Thaw. “What would Thaw say?” She murmured it several times on the way to Mrs. Terrice’s door.

Mrs. Terrice was lying down in a chiffon bed jacket and a tiny cap of pink marabou. It was quite the fluffiest and most youthful outfit for being ill in that Miss Rachel had ever seen—and Mrs. Terrice’s face didn’t match it. She had turned suddenly a great deal like the tired woman whom Miss Rachel had run into on the lawn. There were gaunt lines and shadows on her face, and the skin of the hand reaching for her tea was dry and sallow.

“I’m such a child,” she whispered as Miss Rachel bent to place the tray. “Cats—any animal—frighten me so. And my nerves are on edge, anyway. Do you realize the position I’m in?”

Miss Rachel, thinking of the suspicion that marked everybody, said judiciously: “I just wouldn’t worry about it.”

“Not worry?” It was a fretful shriek. “Not worry—when I’m next in line for being killed?”

Miss Rachel simply stared.

Mrs. Terrice took a teacup and splattered tea on the snowy sheet and began to cry. “First my brother, poor drunken lovable brute. And then Lissa whom I—I’m afraid I wronged. And now, don’t you see, me?”

Miss Rachel sopped at the tea with a napkin. “But why? Why you?”

“My family,” she wept. “We’re being wiped out. We’re being murdered one by one for Addison’s money.”

“Then you won’t have to worry,” Miss Rachel comforted. “You’re not getting it.”

The handkerchief came away from the reddened eyes; the wet lashes flew wide. “Not—getting it? Really? You mean—someone else, first?”

“Lee,” Miss Rachel said briskly. “Now dry your eyes and eat your lunch.”

“Lee,” Mrs. Terrice echoed blankly. She put an absent fork into the salad. “Was the will—or whatever it was—recent, do you think?”

“Not very recent, I believe,” Miss Rachel said, considering that the information could do little harm.

“Do you think, then”—she was watching Miss Rachel curiously and attentively—“that Lee is in any danger?”

“I somehow don’t think so.” Miss Rachel refilled the teacup. “I think Miss Lee is quite safe for the time being.”

Was there a brightening under the sallow misery of Mrs. Terrice? “You’re not—not suggesting—?”

“That your stepdaughter did it? No. But someone did.”

Mrs. Terrice took up a piece of shrimp and nibbled at it pensively. “If Lee did the—the crimes, then she’d be safe, wouldn’t she? I’m just theorizing, of course; don’t pay any attention to what I’m saying. But when murderers get what they want, then the murders stop, don’t they?”

“Usually,” Miss Rachel murmured, “unless it’s turned into a habit.”

Mrs. Terrice glanced at her sharply for any sign of fun. “Lee didn’t like Addison. He spoiled things for her several times—parties going and he’d barge in drunk, things like that. Still, she’d have had to know that he was leaving a lot to Lissa and that Lissa was leaving everything to her. Otherwise, you see, it might not pay.”

“Hardly,” Miss Rachel agreed.

“And Lee loathed Lissa. She’d as soon have killed her as have swatted a fly.”

“Odd, wasn’t it, how little feeling she had for her mother?” Miss Rachel meditated. “One would think, almost, that she’d been brought up rather strangely.”

Mrs. Terrice prodded a second shrimp as if displeased. “We trained Lee to love neatness and beauty, and she didn’t find them in her mother. I don’t suppose you ever saw Lissa alive.” Her swift glance searched Miss Rachel’s face. “She wasn’t lovely at all, and she just kept getting shabbier and dirtier and less like a lady. It wasn’t that she drank like Addison. I think her pride was gone. Simply gone entirely.”

Miss Rachel, staring at the wall across the fluffy cap of marabou, studying the pastel water color of a French lady carrying a fan, said slowly: “Perhaps she was very lonely. Lonely and frustrated people often don’t care for themselves as they should. There isn’t any incentive to do so.”

The bent head had become quite still. “I’m sure that I should try to keep as immaculate as possible, no matter what the circumstances. There are standards one simply can’t ignore.”

Miss Rachel murmured a perfunctory agreement and withdrew. She was apt to get a trifle warm when discussing Lissa Terrice; a prickling of anger annoyed her scalp when she thought of the vigil of the yellow dog.

She went up to Shirley’s room and discarded the apron and put on a wrap. She spent some minutes going over the clothes in the closet and the dresser in a search for any new tamperings. Though she found nothing new of interest, she retained a feeling of vague worry as she went back to the lower floor.

In the second-floor hallway she thought she heard the faint click of a latch as she paused there to put on her gloves. She glanced without turning, saw a row of mauve panels and crystal knobs unmoving and innocent. She went down to the kitchen with the silly urge in the back of her mind to keep looking over her shoulder. Even a footfall on the stairs—after she’d reached the middle of the kitchen floor.

“I’m hearing ghosts,” she scoffed to herself as she shut the cat under the sink so that she would not be followed. “I’ll be seeing the cook’s werewolf next. Fangs, tail, and all.”

She went out into the bright sunlight and saw the bench empty where Shirley and Thaw had sat. She took the pathway to the alley in order to be as inconspicuous as possible. In less than ten minutes she was home.

The porch held that morning’s newspaper, a bottle of milk, and a faint trace of dust that spoke of Mrs. Marble’s absence. Miss Rachel took the key from under the mat and let herself in. The hall was cold and had an undefinably empty smell to it. Miss Rachel put down her bag and gloves and went to the letter box which opened from a slot on the porch.

Mr. Salter’s rather startling handwriting—sea-gull tracks between astonishing capitals—stared at her from the top envelope. Miss Rachel tore the manila flap and took out the handkerchief which had been wrapped about Shirley’s bird. She could see, now that Mr. Salter had pointed it out, that there was a fine black dust smudged into the cloth. This, then, would be gunpowder. She slid the handkerchief back into the envelope and went to the living room and sat down at her desk.

The room had a hollow, silent quality that was strange. Miss Rachel felt an uneasy chill until she placed the source of the impression: the clock had stopped. She went to the mantel and took the key and wound it, and then wished that she hadn’t. The loud harsh ticking was worse, somehow, than the silence had been. It might, she thought unreasonably, keep her from hearing something else. She didn’t wish to define what.

She sat down and put Mr. Salter’s long official police envelope before her and took out a sheet of paper and began to write:


The Clue of the Man’s Handkerchief

Found in her room by Shirley Grant and used by her to wrap her dead canary.

Proved by police analysis to contain grains of gunpowder.

No identifying initials or marks.

Shirley’s impression that the handkerchief did not belong to Pete. However, Pete known to be in room during time bird was dying.

Conclusion: One might reasonably suppose that the handkerchief had been used in connection with some tampering with a bullet. Perhaps the making of a live bullet out of a blank. From the streaks and smudges, it seems that the cloth was used to brush away the debris left from the job.



After a good deal of sitting still and thinking, Miss Rachel went to the telephone in the hall and called the police laboratories. Mr. Salter, when she got him, was friendly as usual and as willing to help, except that he didn’t know the ins and outs of bullets. Would she want the ballistics boys?

“I think so, yes. And thank you for sending the handkerchief.”

“It wasn’t anything. No connection, I suppose, between it and the Brill murder?”

“Oh, none,” Miss Rachel put in in a hurry. No fury like Mayhew over evidence withheld. “None at all. I’m just dabbling.”

Mr. Salter, after a remark about the strange antics that had come over Parchly Heights, let her talk to a man who stuttered.

The man who stuttered was Captain Leahy, and Miss Rachel, somewhat awestruck, realized that she was speaking with one of the foremost ballistics men in the United States.

“I’m doing some experiments, sort of”—she wondered what mad species of little old lady, in Captain Leahy’s mind, could possibly do experiments with bullets—“and I was wondering if a blank cartridge, a pistol cartridge, could be made into a real shell that would kill somebody.”

“W-w-we’ve been w-wondering the same thing, lady, and w-we’ve about decided it c-couldn’t. Not by anybody sh-short of an expert. That answer your qu-question?”

“You’re sure?” she pressed.

“Sh-sure I’m sure. A b-blank shoots wadding and c-carries only a small ch-charge of powder. How’re you going to p-put a f-full charge and a steel j-jacket on that?”

“I see,” she said quickly to sooth his impatience. “And thanks so much. I’m—I’m writing a mystery story.”

“Oh.” He laughed for no necessary reason that Miss Rachel could fathom. “Fine. S-send me a copy, w-won’t you?”

She promised him a mythical book and hung up. “Now he’s sure I’m crazy,” she thought, going back to the desk.

The page about the clue of the pocket handkerchief stared up at her. She sat down to write the obvious conclusions.


The murderer had been experimenting with a bullet, most likely a blank which would fit Thaw’s gun. The blanks were in Shirley’s room, accessible to anyone. In returning the box of blanks, the handkerchief which had been used in wiping up the debris was dropped. Perhaps at this time, too, notice was first taken of Shirley’s bird. The bird was drugged with paint thinner. As an experiment? Newspapers had printed accounts of a drunken man who had drunk some by mistake and almost died. Was the bird a sort of control? And didn’t die quickly enough?



Without being conscious of where the thought had come from, she scribbled on another sheet:


Thaw was in the habit of bringing his mother into the house. Did he, by any chance, admit her on the day of the murder?



The idea was so startling, her conviction about it so sure, that she felt excitement tingle through her. If Thaw had admitted his mother, if some preparation for the murder had been in evidence and she had later grasped its significance …

There had been a sound—not a clock tick—from somewhere in the house, and she had missed it. A cold and sudden and belated realization struck her. She rose, and there was a footfall very soft and not far away.

And then her own black cat came to stand in the door and stare at her.
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Miss Rachel waited, feeling her own pulse thump in the silence, watching the faint movement of the cat’s tail in the air. Once the cat glanced over her shoulder and mewed, and almost immediately after there came again the faint click of a door shutting.

Miss Rachel sat down suddenly because her legs were weak and her throat had turned dry from wanting to scream.

The impression she had felt on the stairs had been real, then, and she had been followed all of the way. Someone coming after her into the kitchen had paused to investigate the woes of Samantha and had inadvertently let out the cat. They had come here, the two of them, murderer and black following ghost….

And for some reason the murderer had gone again.

She thought belatedly of the kitchen door and ran to it. There was no sign of anything unusual save the shaking of the leaves in the border of hollyhocks and a crushed place among the pansies.

She went back to her desk, where Samantha had installed herself among the letters, and ran through the remaining envelopes hurriedly. There were two advertisements—one for real estate and one for corsets—and a note about a food sale to be given by the Parchly Heights Ladies’ Aid, and—at last—the impressive stationery of her bankers.

She ripped the thick white flap and took out the page.

The report inside was brief but enlightening. The bank, in the person of Mr. Toler, its vice-president, thought that Miss Rachel might do well to pick up some Penny Novelties stock if she could find it.

Penny Novelties, which had been begun as a hobby to manufacture toys, was now doing machine-gun and bombsight parts and its stock was soaring.

Miss Rachel, looking a bit grim, stuffed the bank’s and Mr. Salter’s envelopes into her purse and let Samantha follow her into the hall. Now she made sure that the old house was securely locked, both front and back, and removed the milk and the paper from the porch before setting out for the Terrices’.

She came up the back lawn, past the bench where Shirley had listened to Thaw’s eager words, and onto the porch with a feeling of being watched. Who had followed her, she wondered, to her own home; had come in with a soft footfall and then gone away? And why?

In Shirley’s room she found the girl mending linens.

Shirley read the banker’s note with a puzzled look. “Does this mean I shouldn’t lend the stock to Uncle John?”

Miss Rachel looked deeply into the wide, bewildered eyes. “Tell him first that you have learned its value. See then if he wants it.”

“Will that prove something?”

“I think that it will.” Miss Rachel took off coat and hat and gloves, put her purse with Mr. Salter’s letter in it under the clothes in a drawer. She stood then a long moment deep in thought. When she turned to Shirley there was an expression of decision on her face. “I want you to tell Pete something too. I want you to tell him about the value of the stock. And to hint a little of what Thaw told you today.”

Shirley’s fingers, holding needle and thread again, trembled. “I could hardly tell him that. Thaw’s different from what I thought he was. He’s been wounded and confused, but he’s going to be all right. I—I guess I’m in love with him too.”

“Too?”

“You see,” Shirley said miserably, “I’ve thought so long that I loved Pete and now I’m not sure.”

“Will you do what I asked?” Miss Rachel pleaded. “If you do it will clear up a great many things.”

“Are you sure?” Irrelevantly she added: “What do you think of Pete, really?”

“I’m afraid Pete is a bit devious,” Miss Rachel answered. She evaded further questions by wrapping herself in the cook’s apron and leaving the room. In the second-floor hall she turned and walked silently down the middle of the thick carpet.

“What would I do,” she wondered abstractly, “if I were a murderer and I’d gotten nail polish off my victim and onto my clothes? I’d get the nail polish off as best I could, of course. Suppose I couldn’t be sure …”

She listened with a pink ear at Mr. Terrice’s door and, hearing no sound from within, she turned the knob and made an opening no wider than a pencil.

Still no sound, no movement. The cat rubbed her ankles and purred, and she made bold to open the door wide enough for Samantha to go through.

The cat sidled through willingly, and Miss Rachel took it for a sign of the room’s emptiness and went in after her. Mr. Terrice’s room was bright with sun, its heavy furniture gleaming, the windows thrown wide for air. Would Mr. Terrice be apt to be at work on the day of his first wife’s murder? Miss Rachel thought not, but she recalled that Addison was to be buried today and that Mr. Terrice might have gone off to supervise details and to make ready the settling of Addison’s estate. Nevertheless, she hurried.

She went rapidly through Mr. Terrice’s desk, which seemed full of nothing but bills, the astonishing luxury of Lee’s and Lydia’s wardrobes being explained thereby. Many accounts had Please Remit stamped on them in red ink. In one note a grocer sadly informed Mr. Terrice that credit was being ended as of the date of the letter—more than a month before.

“Well,” she thought, “he makes a salary, doesn’t he? Why all the desperate shortage?”

She rummaged further.

She found a small ledger with entries in it as neat as Mr. Terrice’s fringe of hair and shining glasses. From the ledger she discovered that Mr. Terrice made five hundred dollars a month in salary—less than she had supposed—and that his house payments were one hundred and fifty, and that Lee’s sorority activities cost him a hundred more.

That left two hundred and fifty, of which one hundred was Lydia’s allowance. Studying what became of the remainder: heat and lighting, repairs, cook’s wages, lodge dues, and a dozen other items, Miss Rachel no longer wondered at the scanty and impromptu supply of food. The marvel was that there was any.

Mathematically Mr. Terrice was a conjurer. Miss Rachel looked further into his bag of tricks and came across the records of a disastrous venture into private brokerage.

All that he owed his former private clients was written down, and Miss Rachel blinked over the items. Miss Tabitha Fleck (poor timid mouse; Miss Rachel knew her) had been nicked to the tune of fourteen thousand dollars. And there were others, unfamiliar names and gross amounts that brought pink fury into Miss Rachel’s small face.

She closed the desk on Mr. Terrice’s bald robberies and went to his closet and worked at white heat. But though she found that Mr. Terrice did not stint himself on clothes and hung them up as meticulously as he wiped his spectacles, she found no trace of nail polish—half removed or otherwise.

She shook her skirts at the door, as if to shake off the taint of Mr. Terrice’s hypocrisy, and crossed the hall to his wife.

Mrs. Terrice called, “Come in!” when Miss Rachel knocked. She was still in the bed jacket and the pink cap; she looked paler than ever—if that were possible—and flatter and thinner under the bedclothes. “Yes?” she murmured.

“Your tray,” Miss Rachel said, poison-sweet. “And I might just straighten up a bit, too, while I’m here.”

“Don’t trouble yourself.” She had shut her eyes, and the lids twitched and were blue.

“No trouble at all, I’m sure.” Miss Rachel scurried about the room, setting it to rights. At the closet she paused. The billowing and fragile contents breathed sachet into the air, hung silken and shimmering in the gloom. Miss Rachel ran an experimental hand among velvet and chiffon, felt Mrs. Terrice’s gaze between her shoulder blades.

“Don’t touch my clothes, please. You might have something on your hand.”

Miss Rachel, in an action purely involuntary, wiped the hand against the cook’s apron, then turned scarlet with humiliation.

“My tray.” There was a tinkle of silver and glass. “Will you take it now, please?”

Miss Rachel at the door felt that a curtsey was expected by the imperious woman on the bed, but she refused it. She went out ramrod straight and marched down to the kitchen.

She ignored the waiting dishes and stood thoughtful and looked out at the back yard. Mr. Terrice drove a blue sedan into the garage and came jauntily up the pathway; he paused once to brush at an invisible blemish on his trouser leg. When he came into the kitchen Miss Rachel was obediently at the sink. When the door to the pantry closed on him she dropped the soap as though it were hot.

“What nonsense to do dishes with a butcher loose among us,” she snapped to herself. She wandered away into the laundry room and stared at the door to the cellar. This was the spot in which Pete had been busy with an iron, some repair work for Lee, during the time Addison had been killed.

She stole down a short stairs into gloom and dust, found herself facing a long littered bench on which were a vise and an emery wheel. She switched on the unshaded bulb above the bench for a better look. There was a furnace, shelves containing paint and nails and patching plaster and odds and ends of hardware. Miss Rachel read labels and whistled soundlessly to herself. Here was the source of many evils: paint thinner and luminous stuff which would have made the wolf’s head and a lantern on the lens of which were painted deepening circles in green.

“Terror tonight, if I’m not mistaken,” she whispered, and went back to the kitchen and worked furiously at the dishes until they were done.

After which she called Mayhew and made a rendezvous in Mrs. Brenn’s back garden at three and then went in search of Shirley.

Lee was with Shirley in the little room on the top floor. She was standing on a chair, slim in something new of black crepe made military with braid, and Shirley, with needle and thread, was putting a few stitches in at the hem.

Lee didn’t deign to speak. She looked down critically and said, “I’m afraid you’re getting it too low. I’m not an old lady, remember.”

Shirley threw an apologetic glance at Miss Rachel and went on stitching.

Miss Rachel said pleasantly: “Your uncle is here, Shirley. I think it’s time you showed him that letter.”

Lee glanced at her curiously. “He’s come to drive us to Addison’s funeral. Ghastly, isn’t it, that we have to sit through eulogies on that sot?”

Shirley flinched, and Miss Rachel went soberly to the bed and sat down.

“How long has it been,” she asked, ignoring Lee’s plaint, “since you saw anything of the werewolf?”

Lee stood still as death, but Shirley raised eyes full of innocence. “I didn’t, you know. The cook saw him—it. And not even a real werewolf, then. The shadow.”

“Standing by your door,” Miss Rachel added.

“Waiting,” Shirley put on, turning a little white. “I was foolish to think of it beyond the moment she spent telling me.”

Miss Rachel seemed lost in abstraction; then: “Have you spoken to Pete as yet?”

Shirley said slowly: “Yes. He came past in the hall and I told him what you asked me to.”

Miss Rachel studied the remaining nursery print. “How did he act?”

“Not in any particular way,” Shirley said, biting a thread. “He stood awhile as though thinking something over and then went away.”

Lee shook herself as if impatiently. “Hurry it, will you? Dad’s waiting, if he’s here.”

“Shirley’s going to see him,” Miss Rachel said, getting up. “Give me that needle, child.”

Miss Rachel, finishing the hem, managed to stick Lee Terrice quite nicely in the leg.

In Mrs. Brenn’s back garden, where turnips made a show of green between splashes of sunflowers, Miss Rachel sat on an arbor bench and looked at the large form of Lieutenant Mayhew.

“I’m glad you’re so big,” she said. “It’s such a comfort when trouble is in the offing. Like bulletproof armor, almost. You’re too thick to let anything through.”

“You’re putting me up for gun bait,” he said grimly, “and you just might, in advance, give me an idea what I’m dying for.”

“We won’t be dealing with murder tonight,” she said. “We’ll be working on my case. The tricks that were played on Shirley. I think that they’ll be coming to an end.”

“And just how will that help me in regard to the killing of Mr. Brill and the slaughter of his sister?”

“I don’t know,” she said simply. “Perhaps it won’t help at all, except that it will clear away part of the deadwood and let you see the family more clearly.”

He spent a moment staring at his shoes. “I saw Miss Jennifer. I took her to jail.”

“Anything else?”

“The driver of the car who brought Addison home.”

“What did they tell you?”

“That Addison was killed without anyone being near him. By the gun that was hidden in the niche. We knew it, anyway, but we needed witnesses. We’re trying to trace the sale of the live shells that must have been bought to replace the blanks. There’s a lot of work to be done before I’ll know how that trick was worked in the den.”

“Is—is Jennifer very frightened?”

His big face took on a look of pity. “You’ll have to be kind to her for a long while. She’s in a tank with the lowest. We hadn’t a private cell for her.”

“Let’s don’t worry about her now,” Miss Rachel said simply. “There’s so much to be done. The Terrices must have left now to see to Addison’s burial. If you’ll come with me I’ll show you what I have in mind.”
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Miss Rachel waited, feeling her own pulse thump. The cat stirred against her ankles, ran claws into the covers, and growled faintly at the goblins of a dream. There was a gray glow from the sky outside: enough to show Shirley’s figure curled and sleeping, the black frame of the bed, the closet door open, the slatternly chair against the wall.

Miss Rachel slid out upon the floor and put on a wrapper and went to the hall door and listened.

There had been light steps some minutes before; there now was silence.

Miss Rachel went out without a squeak of noise save a last-minute jump from Samantha, getting through the door with her, and slipped across to the cook’s door and produced a key. It was a new key, made from a wax mold on the instructions of Lieutenant Mayhew. She slid it in and felt the bolt move. The ghostly confines of the cook’s room opened before her.

She left the door open a slight way and went in and made a cautious circuit of the open space. The bed stood as it had, the wreath of garlic like a shadowy porthole on the wall above, the window on whose sill the little box had rested letting in the gray glow and showing Parchly Heights outside in the proper slumbers of midnight.

In a sudden fit of temper Miss Rachel climbed upon the bed and tore the garlic wreath from the wall. She took it to the window, raised the sash and unhooked the screen, and threw the garlic into the darkness below.

Then she went back to sit upon the bed.

The cat came with luminous eyes, slitted like a pixy’s, and made mischief with the fringes of the old-fashioned spread. The hall was a cavern of pitch-darkness, and the raised sash let into the room an erratic breath of cold air. Miss Rachel rubbed her shoulders, brushing away the chill. She wondered just how long she might have to wait before anything happened. If it did.

She began to think meanwhile of the preparations she and Mayhew had made and a telephone call she had put through without Mayhew’s knowing. Tabby Fleck, she had recalled from school days, was timid under ordinary circumstances but inclined to rise up when others were downtrodden.

Miss Rachel had been careful in explaining the viewpoint of widows and orphans in regard to Mr. Terrice’s activities.

Late before dinner Mr. Terrice had received a call. Scooting shamelessly upstairs to listen on the hall extension, Miss Rachel had heard Tabitha’s wrath.

She hugged herself now in the dark, forgetting the cook’s room and its ghost of ancient terrors, remembering Tabby’s words and Mr. Terrice’s choked replies.

The cat mewed softly and suddenly—not toward her but toward the hall. Miss Rachel, sobered and still, watched where the cat watched but saw nothing.

Then she thought that surely her eyes deceived her. There was a wavering pale spot on the panel of Shirley’s door. The spot moved and grew bigger and was faintly green, like the reflection of an evil moon, and there began to inch across it a shadow.

Something tight and icy contracted Miss Rachel’s muscles, and she threw an inadvertent glance toward the space occupied by the garlic wreath.

The shadow in the midst of green light grew until it was in focus and stood clear. Miss Rachel shut her eyes, then opened them at a sound from across the hall. There was a faint and steady rapping from the direction of Shirley’s door.

Miss Rachel stared at the black shape of a crouching wolf. The rapping went on. The world was ice and inarticulate terror.

Shirley’s door moved, drifted inward, and Shirley stood in the open space in a white gown, the tumbled dark hair about her throat, a bewildered look in her wide eyes. The edge of her gown was tainted with the green glow; the shadow of the crouching wolf seemed almost at her hand.

Miss Rachel ran to the window of the cook’s room and took a match from her wrapper pocket and struck it quickly and let it flare close to the pane. Then she dropped it, stepped on it, began to run toward the hall as Shirley screamed.

Shirley was clinging to the door, her face gone wild with fear. Miss Rachel darted across to her and then jerked about to face the green light.

Big—an eye whose pupil was fanged terror—the green light hung at the far end of the hall, and against it stood the wolf, crouched, malevolent.

Shirley’s sobbing breath went out on a long sigh, and she fell where she had stood and the green light sprayed her.

Miss Rachel put her slight strength to the task and dragged Shirley inside and to the bed. Big feet, more than one pair of them, pounded in the hall, and there was the crash of glass and loud cursing, and the green beam at the keyhole went out abruptly.

Miss Rachel put on the light and propped Shirley’s feet up with pillows and let her head hang off the mattress. She looked small and disheveled in the huddle of white cotton gown, and paler than death itself could make her. Miss Rachel chafed her wrists, wrapped her well with blankets, prayed for a man to bring a bottle of whisky.

Thaw Terrice burst in wearing pajamas and a gently swelling left eye. He came to the blanket-wrapped figure and lifted it tenderly and crooned brokenly against the tumbled hair. Miss Rachel was about to tell him that fainted people should be left with their heads low and their heels high and then thought better of it. Perhaps Thaw’s love was more practical, anyway.

He threw a single glance at her. “I woke up when Shirley screamed. What in hell was he doing to her?”

“Loving her, I suppose, in his way.” Miss Rachel made haste to straighten the room, to adjust the dragged coverlets. And none too soon, for Mayhew’s big-bear figure filled the door. “He wanted her to love him in return, you see,” she said to Thaw, “and she didn’t. She loved you, and he came gradually to see it.”

“With better eyes than mine,” Thaw said bitterly, hugging Shirley, who was rag-limp but now conscious. “I wish they’d let me really beat him.”

“You landed one damned good one,” Mayhew said, coming in holding the electric lantern Miss Rachel had seen in the cellar. On its green lens was the black-paper silhouette of a wolf. “He had a screen he diffused this with and made it large,” Mayhew added. “And this Halloween tick-tack thing.” He held out with the other hand a collection of strings and a stick, the sort of arrangement boys tap on windows with when mischief gets the better of them. Mayhew made a sound like a raspberry. “Kid stuff. Old-woman gossip about werewolves. Who’d swallow it?”

“It’s easy to frighten a girl alone in the middle of the night. And he had the cook, of course, who believed in it to begin with.”

“But why?” Shirley whispered.

Miss Rachel turned gentle eyes on her. “So that you would think one of the Terrices was persecuting you and would turn to him. And he needed the bolstering of your money to make the break here too. That’s why I asked you to tell him today of the value of your stock—and that you were beginning to know that you loved Thaw. I knew then that Pete would make a supreme effort to terrify you.”

Two uniformed officers came to the door, and Pete struggled between them, crimson and cursing. He avoided Shirley’s gaze but looked on Miss Rachel with fury.

“I’ve suspected you from the beginning,” she said.

He tried to spit at her and was slapped in the mouth for it and dragged below.

“Are you keeping a watch on the garage?” Miss Rachel asked softly.

“We are that—” Mayhew began, and stopped as the roar of a motor rent the night air and then subsided.

She ran with him, her light tap echoing his heavy thud. Shirley and Thaw needed only each other now, love’s balm being a magic thing, and she didn’t like looking at Pete. The night air was cold and the grass slippery with dew. There were lights in the Terrice garage and two dark bodies battling on the cement ramp to the alley. The light showed brass buttons and serge on one man, and Mr. Terrice’s thoroughly broken glasses hung off the ear of the other.

“Did just what you said he’d do,” Mayhew yelled, pitching in.

“Tabitha’s committee,” Miss Rachel explained, though Mayhew didn’t hear. “They’re calling on him in the morning. It was now or never.”

She stopped where a small black bag lay tilted on the ramp and stirred it with her toe so that its broken latch faced the light. Stuffed inside were sheaves of bonds. “Addison’s, of course,” she whispered. “All that he could rifle before the accounting had to be made.”

She took the satchel away into the house and let a uniformed policeman keep it for her. She went then by way of the music room and the golden grillwork and peeped in at the living room. Pete was here, defiant on a frail chair whose satin back made his old cords look disreputable. An officer near by was staring at the pastel furnishings as if he wanted to eat them.

Mrs. Terrice came in hesitantly. “I’m wanted here? Someone rapped at my door and said I should come down. Where is everyone? Pete, what is it?”

He growled at her and kept his head turned.

She was wearing a crepe negligee the exact color of a lilac blossom. Two little shoes of white fur peeped out as she sat down on one of the sofas which faced each other from either side of the fireplace. The uniformed man had risen at her entrance, looked blank at her questions, and now sat down again. She gave him a weary smile. “It’s frightening, being routed out in the middle of the night. Are you sure I’m wanted?”

“I guess so,” he said.

“I’m Mrs. Terrice.”

“Pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

She looked away as though he disappointed her; at that moment Lee came in in a long tailored robe of blue.

Lee was furious. Her eyes burned, and the rope of yellow hair shook with the energy of her speech. “Dammit, I won’t be rounded up like cattle! Where’s Father? Why isn’t he here, giving these brutes a piece of his mind? Pete”—she turned on him like a snake—“what’s happened to you? Have you been arrested?”

Pete said nothing; his stare was stone.

“You have been arrested,” Lee said slowly, some of her anger dying. “They’ve caught you for killing Addison and Lissa.”

Mrs. Terrice gave a whimpering cry. The corner of Pete’s mouth twitched and was still. His eyes never wavered.

Shirley came in with Thaw at her elbow, but there was little time for Mrs. Terrice and Lee to grasp the feeling between them, for Mr. Terrice made, at that point, an entrance more abject than even Miss Rachel could have wished for him.

In the confusion Miss Rachel slipped around the grille and seated herself inconspicuously on a chair near the stairs. No one saw her. They were looking at Mr. Terrice, a handcuffed Mr. Terrice who lagged, broken and cringing, between two victorious policemen. One was Mayhew. He looked like a bear that has just bagged the honeypot.

Mr. Terrice sank into the nearest chair he could find. He looked once and very briefly at Mrs. Terrice, and she cried: “John! However could you! My own brother, and Lissa.”

And very oddly, for he was so openly finished and disgraced, Mr. Terrice grinned. Grinned and relaxed. And Miss Rachel suspected that no one had seen that, either.

Mayhew straightened his clothes—victory had been a strenuous affair—and fished forth his battered notebook and a pencil which looked as though it had been chewed. “I’ll take down anything you have to say. You might as well talk and get it over with.”

Pete looked across the open space, where Shirley sat in her red robe with Thaw’s hand on her arm. “I’m damned if I know why I did it. I could have got a job and got out that way, I guess. Put it down to my moron’s instinct for going at things the hard way.”

“What’s he talking about?” Lee cried.

“The tricks that were played on Shirley,” Thaw put in. “Your shoes, and the broken stuff, and that werewolf scare the cook was screaming over. It was all a gag to win Shirley and get her to go away with him.”

“But, Pete,” Shirley asked, “why didn’t you just say something? Tell me how you felt, and—”

“I don’t know,” Pete said disgustedly. “I thought you’d just naturally bring it up yourself when you were tired enough of the gaff.”

“And my little bird,” she said quietly. “Did you have to do that?”

“I didn’t do it,” he said. “Believe me just this once, Shirley. I didn’t hurt your bird.”

She flushed but went on evenly: “I don’t believe you, Pete. Killing my little bird was part of the mischief, and you admit doing that.”

“And the werewolf carries over into murder,” Mayhew said grimly. “There was an attempt to make it seem as though. Lissa Terrice was killed by one of the things—footprints, stuff like that.”

A look of slow realization had come over Pete. “Wait. Hell, I didn’t even know the woman. How could I kill her? Why would I?”

Miss Rachel stood up with a rustle of taffeta and came to a point where she was in a better position to talk to Mayhew. “Much as I hate to save Pete’s neck for him, I’m afraid I shall have to. He didn’t, Shirley, kill your little bird. He played tricks with things you were supposed to have broken and damaged—Addison was onto that part of it, and they had a quarrel about it—and he performed the silly tricks with the werewolf motif after, probably, the cook had given him the idea with her superstitions.”

Pete nodded with a grudging motion.

“Addison’s remark which Lee overheard: ‘What would Thaw say?’ was really, I think, ‘What would the law say?’ Which makes more sense, as some of the articles Pete ruined were valuable.”

Pete had turned sullen at mention of Addison’s name, but again he nodded agreement to what Miss Rachel had said.

“But Pete’s antics end there,” Miss Rachel went on. “He wanted you to need him and to go away, especially after he discovered that you might have enough money to finance the departure. He didn’t kill your bird. The murderer did that as an experiment in dying. Other experiments had included taking apart a blank shell and trying to make a live bullet out of it. In wiping up the mess the murderer had used a man’s cheap cotton handkerchief, which was dropped in your room and which you used to wrap the dead bird in before you brought it to me.”

From her robe pocket Miss Rachel produced the handkerchief, which Mayhew took grimly in his own hand to stare at.

“The handkerchief, I think, is Thaw’s. It doesn’t quite match the quality of Mr. Terrice’s.”

A sudden and electric silence had come over them all.

“There has been, you see, from the beginning, a deliberate attempt to cast guilt upon other people. The murderer has used everyone’s tools save his own. Thaw’s gun, Lee’s nail-enamel solvent, the pocket of Lee’s robe for an extra bullet to hide for suspicion’s sake, the cook’s room for implements not yet needed for crime….”

Mayhew had his eye on Mr. Terrice, an almost somnolent Mr. Terrice who watched Miss Rachel as a critic might watch an especially boring play.

“Then you,” Mayhew began, putting a big finger on John Terrice’s shoulder, “you’re the—”

“Just one thing more,” Miss Rachel interrupted. “I’m sure that the murderer wore the right garments in the murder of Mrs. Terrice—Lissa Terrice. I can’t find any trace of a stain made by nail enamel in the closets of Lee or Mr. Terrice or Shirley. Thaw I omit because I’m sure he genuinely loved his mother, and Pete I exclude for lack of motive. I suggest, therefore, that you look in Mrs. Terrice’s clothes for the thing you want.”
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Mrs. Terrice, for an instant startled, gave an odd cry of rage. “How dare you!” She sat somewhat more erect. “How dare you accuse me—in my own home—of the murder of my brother and sister?”

Mayhew and a uniformed man had disappeared. Miss Rachel, watching their going, said slowly: “A profitable pair of crimes, since Lee is under your influence and her having her mother’s money would be, for all practical purposes, the same as your having it.”

Mrs. Terrice looked bewilderedly at the others, as if asking them what on earth had come over this old lady, and Lee cried: “Shut up! Don’t dare say such things.”

Mr. Terrice spoke for the first time. He said very coldly: “A bullet—the sort of bullet that killed Addison—was put into the pocket of a robe hanging in your closet. It was a decoy, Lee, to get you into trouble.”

Lee and her father stared at each other, as though some thought common to them both had come into full flower at the same moment.

“No,” Lee whispered. “I’ve—I’ve always loved her so.”

Mrs. Terrice put out a frail silky hand. “Lee dear—” And then she was still—still and quite pale—watching Mayhew’s return. Mayhew carried a black ball of chiffon.

“Is it yours?” he asked. The thing unrolled and hung there limply, and on the gossamer skirt was a great place rubbed awry.

“Never go murdering in chiffon,” Miss Rachel thought. “It won’t stand cleaning afterward.”

Mrs. Terrice stood up. She looked at Lee, at the horror in Lee’s eyes, and said lightly: “I suppose you’ve loved the wrong woman all these years. Lissa was squeamish about demanding money. I’m not. I’d get it somehow.”

Mr. Terrice chuckled and kicked the bag which had been put near him. “Not from me, you won’t. I’ve cheated my last client, Lydia. Silks and satins come too high. I should have stayed with calico.”

For just a moment Mrs. Terrice looked as she must have looked when she killed her brother and Lissa. A ghastly and furious hatred looked out of her eyes. “I know what you have done,” she said.

“Do you?” he grinned.

“But what about my mother?” Thaw cried. “Addison—you hated him. But Lissa had never done you any harm.”

“She knew about the bullet,” Mrs. Terrice said dully. “Somehow she knew.” The eyes that had held fury and resentment were burned out. “And she died without telling me how she knew.” Mrs. Terrice suddenly covered her face with her hands.

Miss Rachel said: “You were in the habit of bringing your mother here, Thaw. Did you bring her in shortly before the murder?”

He stared back numbly. “Yes. I lied before, in some twisted idea of trying to protect her memory. I did bring her here. We talked in the den, and Mother walked about and spoke bitterly of the past, and several times she touched different things—things she’d had in the old home—and she was crying.”

“And the desk was one of the things she touched?”

“It was.” His eyes brooded over the hurtful memory. “She ran her fingers over the drawers and the edges of the top.”

“And felt there, no doubt, the bullet you had concealed in preparation for killing Addison.” Miss Rachel had turned to Lydia, fallen wide-eyed on the broad couch whose colors had been meant to complement her beauty. “Was it gum, paste—some such thing?”

“A bit of wax,” Lydia said quietly.

“And after Addison’s murder she told you of what she had felt there under the edge of the desk?”

Mrs. Terrice made no answer. She let the silence increase in the room, felt no doubt the sardonic stare of Mr. Terrice and the broken and incredulous look on Lee. “You all think that I’m crazy, don’t you?” she asked suddenly. “I’m not. I’ve loved beauty and order all of my life, and I intend to keep having them. Even now.” And she took, with startling swiftness, a tiny knife from the bosom of the lilac negligee.

Shirley’s scream, Thaw’s bitter cry came just at the moment that Mrs. Terrice plunged her little dagger home.

But Mr. Terrice remained cool, and after a while Miss Rachel saw that he was taking a pair of extra spectacles from a case and was polishing them thoroughly.

They walked through the last of the moonlight, the big detective and the little old lady who trotted sometimes to keep up with his giant stride.

“If you knew, why didn’t you tell me?” He kicked at a flowering shrub that touched the sidewalk. “If you guessed that the tricks with Shirley and the murders were two different and distinct businesses, you might have let me know.”

“I thought for a long while that Pete was working on Shirley. He had the obvious motive of wanting to alienate her from the Terrices. As for the crimes—we couldn’t have solved them without Mr. Terrice.”

“I didn’t notice any startling co-operation on his part,” Mayhew complained. “What did he do?”

“Once I convinced him that the murderer was trying to implicate Lee—his favorite child, obviously—he very nicely planted that chiffon robe in Mrs. Terrice’s closet for you to find. He thought he’d be slipping away with what he could get out of Addison’s property, of course, the loose bonds and negotiable things that couldn’t be traced. But nevertheless, we owe him a lot.”

Mayhew had paused; he was a large and angry shape under the moon. “Wait. How do you know he planted that robe?”

“It wasn’t present when I glanced through her clothes today. She’d hidden it—Mr. Terrice can doubtless tell you where, if you want to bother to get it out of him. She hid it after the removal of Lissa’s nail enamel hadn’t been entirely successful and after she’d emptied Lee’s bottle of polish remover trying to do it.”

“How did you arrive at that conclusion?”

“Because, you see,” Miss Rachel said earnestly, “Lissa’s murder was so obviously a woman’s crime. All the details of it—the decoy wedding ring, the vengeful butchery, the letting in of the dog to see his murdered mistress—I hate that touch—and the attempted removal of the nail enamel: these were all the acts of a weak and jealous person. Who should be jealous of Lissa but her sister Lydia, who seemed on the surface to have everything and yet actually had nothing? Whose debts were becoming heartbreaking, whose husband was on the verge of leaving—she’d sense that—and whose hollow vanity was on the edge of staring at itself in the mirror of old age?”

“And you think Mr. Terrice knew all of this? All the details of the murder?”

“No. I think he was at first genuine, though nasty, about suspecting Shirley. Then the matter of the bullet planted on Lee stirred him up. I—I set some of his clients on him, too, just to spur him a little. I knew if he had to clear out to save himself financially he’d want to leave something to make life unpleasant for the guilty one—providing he knew who it was. He must have searched like mad to find that robe and been sly to get past Lydia to plant it in her closet.”

“We’d have gotten her without this hocus-pocus,” Mayhew grumbled. “We’d found the store that sold her the bullets. The owner was coming out to identify her the first thing in the morning. You didn’t have to—”

“I know,” she admitted meekly. “I don’t have to. I even deserve the frights I get—such as Mrs. Terrice following me today to murder me for being a meddling old woman. The cat rushed in in front of her, and she’s genuinely afraid of them and had a shock and had to go back home.”

Mayhew walked on in silence, stopped at last with her before the high porch of her house. “I won’t scold you any more. I heard Shirley promising you a flower out of her bride’s bouquet. I suppose that goes into your memory book.”

She touched his sleeve shyly in the dark. “Keep an eye on the dogs in the animal shelter, will you? If the yellow dog shows up I’ll take him.”

“More souvenirs,” Mayhew grumbled. “Let me warn you about Miss Jennifer. She’s apt to give you a souvenir you’re not looking for.”

Miss Rachel looked up to the lighted windows of the living room and sighed. “I might as well go in and face it. If she’s too angry I might have to go to a hotel. Good night.”

She went softly up the stairs, the cat drifting after her like a shadow, and Mayhew grinned suddenly and turned away.

The hall was dim, but the living-room lamp shone on Miss Jennifer’s snapping eyes and face white with suppressed emotion.

There was a long, painful moment of silence.

Miss Rachel spoke from a dry throat. “Jennifer! Can you find it in your heart to for—?”

“Come in and sit down, Rachel,” Miss Jennifer said ominously.

Miss Rachel slid in upon a chair. She wanted to run; she wanted to weep; she wanted to do anything but face the terrible dark intentness of poor Jennifer’s eyes, fresh from the horrors of the city jail.

“Be quiet,” Miss Jennifer said strangely, “while I tell you about it. I hardly know where to begin. Things were confused at first. There’s a place called a tank, only it isn’t, really.”

Miss Rachel visioned a round frightfulness made of steel.

“And the people inside—”

“Wretches,” Miss Rachel thought, “poor wretches, derelicts, beaten things…”

“I’m telling it all wrong,” Miss Jennifer decided. “But that jail, Rachel! You wouldn’t believe, but it’s full—just absolutely full—of the most fascinating people!”

Miss Rachel stammered: “And you—”

“And I had,” Miss Jennifer rushed on, “the most wonderfully exciting time!”
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        Chapter 1

        The crowd at the roulette table was about as usual, with one
            exception—and even the exception could be explained away by the fact that
            you’re apt to see almost anything in Reno.

        Squeezed in between a large blonde in burgundy satin and a blank-faced man
            whose hands constantly trembled was a little old lady. She looked fresh and chipper in
            her sprigged muslin gown, straw bonnet with yellow daisies, and yellow lace mitts. The
            effect was that of a Dresden figurine, demure and delicate; an angel who had wafted
            unknowing into the bogs of sin. This impression vanished when she lifted her eyes. The
            eyes betrayed the mischief that went on under the bonnet. She studiously played numbers
            seventeen, double-O, and the red. She wasn’t winning, but the losses
            didn’t seem to worry her. There is a lot of play in a dollar’s worth of
            nickel chips.

        The blonde clucked in her throat as the little ball rattled into a niche
            on the wheel and the croupier raked away the chips. “I knew I shouldn’t
            have stuck to eleven. Cursed luck. I’ve a notion to move to another
            table.” She glanced down at the little Old lady curiously. “How are you
            doing?”

        “Not very well,” Miss Rachel Murdock admitted.

        “You’ve got a system, I suppose.”

        “Well—I thought I had. It looked logical on
            paper.”

        “They always do.” The blonde patted her temples with a
            lilac-scented kerchief. The club was warm and stuffy. Outside, late afternoon sunlight
            made a blaze that reflected into the big room from the street. The air-conditioning
            system was not quite adequate for the combination of cigarette smoke, overcharged
            nerves, and summer heat. “I think I’ll move,” the blonde threatened
            again loudly.

        The croupier raised his eyebrows, went on stacking chips.

        
        He said montonously, “Place your bets, please. Get your bets
            down.”

        From the rear of the club, where the crap tables stood, a shout rose as
            someone made his point the hard way. The whirr and clank of slot machines was a steady
            rhythm from the front. The wheel of fortune made a shadow on the wall as of a giant
            wagon wheel rolling nowhere.

        All at once the blonde opened her purse. “Oh well.
            Harry!”

        The croupier, evidently familiar with the blonde’s moods and
            methods, cynically dealt her a new stack of chips. Twenty chips, and the blonde handed
            him a twenty-dollar bill which he stuffed into the slot without offering any change. Not
            everyone, Miss Rachel realized, played for nickels. She glanced at the blonde with
            respect for her nerve.

        Others were covertly staring too. Perhaps the flattery implied by their
            silent regard rattled the blonde. She picked the chips up with a brusque, overconfident
            gesture and began to scatter them on the board. As she bent to reach the double-O she
            went off balance. A spike heel stabbed the air, then stabbed a fat man who cried,
            “Ouch!” The blonde’s free hand scrabbled on the lettered felt while
            the croupier watched with glassy disapproval. She was making a mess of the board.

        A ripple of complaint went through the crowd. At about that time the
            blonde’s other hand opened and the fresh stack of dollar chips rolled briskly in
            all directions. They hit the floor, and in the sudden hush they were loud, a sound
            effect for the shadowy wagon wheel up on the wall.

        The blonde shrieked. “Harry! Jeez, look what happened!”

        Harry’s mouth twitched. He made a careful and suspicious check of
            the board, then deigned to glance under the table. “Down there. I can see most of
            them. Ask the folks to help you.”

        The crowd about the table was sympathetic, good-natured. They began
            retrieving chips underfoot, tossing them to the blonde. The fat man made a crack about
            the probability that she would get back more than she had lost, and everyone laughed.
            The blonde’s anxiety began to change to an arch petulance.

        
        Harry tidied up the board, poised the little white ball inside the rim of
            the wheel. The crowd tightened, drew closer.

        “Wait a minute,” cried the blonde.
            “I’ve—I haven’t got all of them.”

        “Can it, sister,” muttered the man whose hands trembled.
            “What’s a buck? Let’s have a roll on what we got down.”

        Harry gave the ball a twist, a snap, and it was rolling in the rim of the
            wheel. But the blonde’s anger was louder than the sound of the little ball. Even
            though everyone’s eyes were on the wheel, their cars were assaulted by the
            indignant grief, threats to call the manager, and accusations of thievery the blonde
            flung forth.

        The ball dropped into a slot. Harry cleared the board of losing bets, paid
            a couple of winners, then regarded the blonde with a stare which had daggers in it.

        “I did too lose one!” she
            snapped. “Somebody’s holding out on me.” She glanced vindictively
            from one to another.

        “But we all have different colors,” Miss Rachel offered.
            “How could we use, or collect on, a chip belonging to you?”

        The blonde’s eyes had turned to slits. “Whoever has it
            thinks he’ll wait till I’m gone, then buy a few dollar chips and slip it
            in. Then he’ll cash my buck, or play it. I ought to call the manager.”

        The fact that the chip would probably by now have been back on
            Harry’s side of the table was not the point, Miss Rachel gathered. The blonde was
            incensed about a matter of principle.

        “Somebody here’s a damned thief—” the blonde
            began.

        “Shut up, baby,” said the croupier almost inaudibly.

        She shut up, quickly though unwillingly. Then, as if afraid Miss Rachel
            might have wondered at such meek obedience, she muttered, “Harry’s my
            husband.”

        “Oh,” said Miss Rachel. She thought it over. “Then
            he’ll watch for that missing chip.”

        The blonde pushed all of her remaining chips towards Harry. “Cash
            me in, darling.” Her tone bit. To Miss Rachel: “I hope he catches it.
            Harry’s absent-minded, though. If you’re going to be here awhile, keep
            your eyes open. I’m getting out so the son of—uh”—she was
            obviously trying to find a word suitable for the ears of a gentle
            little old spinster—“sea cook—whoever it is—will try his
            trick sooner.”

        “I’ll see what I can see,” Miss Rachel promised.

        The blonde left. Some of the excitement and color seemed to leave with
            her. The table settled down to a series of monotonous plays; a few people drifted off so
            that the crowd was thinner. Perhaps it was just getting along into the shank of the
            afternoon, almost dinnertime, when things were normally quieter anyway. No one tried to
            buy the deep purple chips which the blonde had turned in. Harry yawned once or twice
            behind his hand.

        Miss Rachel glanced at the little watch which hung from a fleur-de-lis pin
            on the bosom of the sprigged muslin. She wondered how long her sister Jennifer might
            think was reasonable to spend in the public library, looking up Indian
            dances—without becoming suspicious.

        Miss Jennifer was chronically suspicious these last few years. Recently
            Miss Rachel had dared complain of it.

        “I’ll bear with you,”
            Jennifer had replied darkly, and with a throat-slitting gesture, unexpectedly vivid,
            which had startled Miss Rachel. “You can endure a bit of watching in
            return.”

        To escape the watching she had made up the story about going to the
            library, leaving Miss Jennifer in their hotel room to study the tour map. From Reno they
            were to head southward by chartered air-conditioned bus, taking in an assortment of
            ghost towns, the Grand Canyon, a plush resort (thriftily reserved by the tour management
            during the off season) where Jennifer would no doubt be properly horrified by the
            nakedness of the play clothes, then the Hopi Indian reservation, Boulder Dam, and home.
            It was a nice, wholesome tour. “Nobody will kill anybody,” Miss Jennifer
            prophesied; and, taking in the fresh touristy happiness of their traveling companions,
            Miss Rachel agreed. This trip was going to be without any excitement whatever, except
            what she might dig up on her own initiative in which Jennifer called “sin
            holes.” So here she was in a sin hole, and someone had stolen the blonde’s
            dollar chip and the puzzle of the theft was at least something to think about during
            dinner.

        
        There was a soft touch on her sleeve.

        She turned. At her elbow was someone young and slender in a green linen
            dress, flop-brimmed green hat, white gloves, white scarf tied high under the chin. For
            an instant there was the impact of the girl’s appearance, as of a
            stranger’s. Miss Rachel had known Gail Dickson from a child—a
            godchild—and yet she was seeing all over again the sensitive face, deep gray
            eyes, wren-colored hair, mouth with its hint of stubborn pride.

        “Oh,” said Miss Rachel. “Of all people.”

        Gail’s smile seemed uncertain. “I’ve been standing
            and watching you for a while. I wasn’t sure I ought to speak.” She took
            her hand away, stepped back.

        Miss Rachel followed so that they were free of the tight group around the
            roulette table. She looked at Gail closely, meanwhile. The girl was thinner, there was a
            new edginess to her chin, and the gray eyes had a guard up. “What a funny
            idea—to go off without speaking. Why?”

        Gail fumbled at the knot in her scarf. “I’m—sort of
            full of funny ideas these days.” There was something under the words which Miss
            Rachel couldn’t place—irony, self-amusement, scorn; one of these, she
            thought. “Mostly, though, because I wanted to talk to you so badly and I felt
            Miss Jennifer wouldn’t approve.”

        “Does Jennifer know something I don’t know?” Miss
            Rachel asked interestedly. “You haven’t become a—shill, I think, is
            what they call them. Or taken up running a crap table?”

        “Oh no,” said Gail, amused. “I’m still
            engrossed with my desert daubs. Much the same as those I exhibited in Los Angeles last
            year.” She seemed indifferent, and this was new in Gail when she talked of
            painting. “No, it’s Miss Jennifer’s attitude when anyone asks your
            advice about what she calls—horrors.”

        Even the yellow daisies on the bonnet seemed to grow alert. Miss Rachel
            made a deprecatory gesture. “Jennifer’s just jealous of the excitement I
            find in life. What is your particular—horror, Gail?”

        The afternoon light had faded; some of the big globes had been turned on in the ceiling. By their light Miss Rachel saw the fine sweat that
            came out on Gail’s upper lip. Gail seemed to find trouble in getting the right
            words. Finally she said, “Do you know what a Kachina is?”

        The yellow daisies were quite still now. “A spirit?”

        “A returned ghost of the dead,” Gail corrected.

        Miss Rachel blinked. “You’ve seen one?”

        “I had a message.” Again there seemed the note of self-scorn
            that was so elusive. “For myself—it wasn’t important. Though I was
            a bit surprised that a ghost could be so knowing … Of course, I’m not
            fooling you with my nonsense.”

        “You had a poison-pen letter,” Miss Rachel said slowly.

        From a dear, old friend. Shall we go somewhere and have a drink while I
            tell you about it?”

        “Jennifer is getting a nose like a fox these days.”

        “Order a vodka collins. She won’t smell that. There’s
            a bar in the rear here, but it’s always crowded. We’ll go across the
            street.”

        “Whoever told you about vodka?”

        “In college, in our literary-society meetings, we served vodka
            highballs to everyone except the two advisers—the old dears—and they
            thought everyone was having lemonade like themselves. But that’s part of what I
            want to tell you—”

        They went out into the street, to the high clear twilight of the desert.
            The street was beginning to bloom with neon. One gambling-club sign overlapped another,
            and the effect was gay and a little naughty. In the cocktail lounge of the hotel across
            the street Gail and Miss Rachel found a quiet table, settled themselves in purplish
            gloom.

        “How did you happen to be in Reno?” Gail asked after they
            had given their order.

        “We’re making an educational tour. And you?”

        Gail took hold of the table edge. Her fingers were slender and waxy in
            dimness. “I bolted. I ran out. Reno was the nearest place where I could stay up
            all night with something to do.” Her voice shook and she cut it off
            impatiently.

        “Don’t be ashamed of being scared,” Miss Rachel told
            her. “Are you going to let me see your letter?”

        
        “No.”

        “Then how do you want me to help you?”

        “Tell me how to catch the one who sent it.”

        The drinks came then. Above the vodka collins Miss Rachel took a long look
            at Gail. There was more, she thought, than simple nervous fright over a letter.
            Something deeper, more galling, shaming, hurtful. “Can you tell me what the
            letter was about?”

        “It referred to—to a silly affair I’d had long ago. A
            love affair. The sort of moronic love a simpleton offers a superegoist.”

        “Oh,” said Miss Rachel. “And how was the thing
            signed?” “Kachina.”

        Miss Rachel thought about it. “As I understand the Hopi tribal
            legends, the Kachinas are beneficent spirits who return to do good among the
            living.”

        “How they treat you depends on how you’ve
            behaved.”

        “This has, you said, something to do with your college literary
            society.”

        “The letters are made up of cut-out words and phrases from our club
            yearbook—the year we graduated. That narrows the field, you see. We had very few
            copies made, and we were a small group …”

        Miss Rachel was looking at her curiously. “Letters? More than
            one?”

        “This Kachina is a most impartial spirit.”

        “Who else, then?”

        Gail hesitated. “Three, that I know of. I saw two of
            them—Bob Ryker’s, Ilene Taggart’s. Christine, Bob’s wife,
            got one. Bob caught a glimpse of it, but she wouldn’t let him read
            it.”

        “What were they like, those you saw? As cruel as yours seems to
            have been?”

        Gail flinched and her eyes asked mutely if she was showing it that much.
            She said, “In a way, they were. It’s hard to judge how much another person
            is hurt … Bob’s letter referred rather nastily to his drinking, and Bob
            had had a weird idea that the drinking had been a secret. Ilene’s letter took a
            dig at her being an old maid.”

        
        Miss Rachel’s white eyebrows went up. “An old maid—at
            what must be about your age?”

        “She is, though. You’d have to see her to believe
            it.” Gail bent nervously over her drink. “What I had thought of doing was
            to invite the members of that little society out to my place on the desert. A house
            party. The Hopi snake dances aren’t far off—I could use them as an excuse
            and a drawing card. I’m almost at the edge of the reservation, you know.
            I’d have time to study everybody, I’d have them right in my house where I
            could test them out.”

        Miss Rachel was frowning over a point she had let slip by “You seem
            so sure that the words were cut from this yearbook. Why?”

        Gail’s bright mouth twitched. “We were very arty, as well as
            literary. We dug up some terrifically long-legged strange type and the book was set in
            it. I’ve never seen anything like it before or since. There couldn’t be a
            mistake on that point—nor the fact that the only copies available for such
            whacking-up would be those owned by the members.”

        “It seems such an oddly deliberate lead back to that literary
            club,” Miss Rachel said slowly. “Just who are these people you’re
            thinking of inviting?”

        Gail seemed to be looking down a long channel of the years. Sudden misery
            flooded her eyes. Then she glanced down at her folded hands. “There are the
            Rykers whom I mentioned—Bob and Christine. They married after we graduated.
            Several years afterward. And Ilene—I told you about her. There is Zia, a Hopi
            girl, one of the few Indian women ever to leave a reservation and go to college.
            There’s Dave Grubler—we used to call him the Grub in a horrid attempt at
            humor. He’s pale and slick and there is something sort of dreadfully grublike
            about him. And then there—there’s another.” Her throat seemed to
            close over the words.

        “Another?”

        Gail said quickly, “A—a man named Hal Emerson. I’m
            not going to ask him to come.”

        “Oh? Why not?” Miss Rachel seemed not to see the tight agony
            in Gail’s face. “You didn’t like him?”

        
        “He—didn’t keep in touch with the rest of us.
            It—it has to be someone, you see, who knows that Bob drinks now rather
            more than he ought to. And who knows the way Ilene has changed.”

        In the dining room on the other side of the lounge door a string orchestra
            began playing softly for the dinner patrons. They played “Liebestraum”
            with a pathetic loneliness. Gail didn’t lift her eyes. She seemed lost in some
            bitter reflection.

        At last she asked, “What do you suggest for catching this creature
            who sends us letters?”

        Miss Rachel drew a big breath—big for her who is so small.
            “Do you really want my advice on this matter?”

        Gail looked up now. Something in Miss Rachel’s tone had caught her
            attention. “Yes. Very much. That’s why I asked.”

        “Don’t touch it,” said Miss Rachel. “Let it
            alone.”

        Gail’s eyes withdrew; the stubborn mouth set itself.

        Miss Rachel sighed. “You’re going to do it
            anyway.”

        Gail nodded slowly.

    

Chapter 2

Miss Jennifer Murdock was sitting bolt upright in a straight chair just inside the lobby door. She wore a prim dark blue taffeta dress and a tight little black hat, under which her hair had the plainness of a peeled onion. There was no nonsense and no fripperies about Miss Jennifer. She was the battle-ax type, accepted the fact and made the most of it.

When Miss Rachel sidled in from the dark street, trying to be unobtrusive, Miss Jennifer poked her with an indignant finger.

“Oh!” said Miss Rachel.

“Yes, Oh!” Miss Jennifer mimicked. “Where have you been all this time?”

Some intuition told Miss Rachel that it had better not be the library. “I ran into Gail Dickson on the street—you can imagine how surprised I was—and we went into a hotel lounge to talk.”

Jennifer looked uncertain, feeling the wind of righteousness going out of her sails. “I looked for you in the library when it was five o’clock and you hadn’t returned.”

Miss Rachel was meekly repentant. “I’m sorry. Time just flew.”

Jennifer sniffed suddenly. “What are you chewing?”

“A mint leaf. I’ve a touch of upset—must have been the fish at lunch.” Miss Rachel’s better nature wondered just when it was she had gotten into the habit of making up such glib lies for Jennifer. She’d been doing it, she realized, for a long time now.

Jennifer herself had been suspicious of the fish. She rose, shook down her assortment of petticoats, and started for the hotel dining room. “I want to hear about Gail. Does she still live in that house that used to be a stage depot?”


Sitting down before an expanse of white linen dotted with crystal, Miss Rachel recalled Gail’s house. She had been in it once, shortly after Gail had bought it with some of the money her father had left her. It was adobe, roofed with sun-bleached tile, and it sat back from the highway on rising ground, surrounded by cottonwood trees and clusters of sage. The front archway faced a sweep of Arizona desert. Mesas and tablelands jutted up against the sky.

“I think we might stay with Gail during our visit to the Hopi reservation.”

Jennifer lifted her eyes off the menu. “Our accommodations are paid for, Rachel. Plus the trip out to the Snake Dance. Had you forgotten?”

Miss Rachel fiddled with her glass of water. “Gail looks thinner—a little lonely. She has the Mexican couple, of course, and I remember them as kindly and dependable—still, I think a bit of company would be good for her.”

Miss Jennifer narrowed her gaze and mentally examined this from all angles, trying to find a trick in it.

Miss Rachel added absently, “Mr. Dickson was a sort of cousin of ours, wasn’t he?”

“Very distant. What did you and Gail talk about?”

“She spoke of her old college friends rather wistfully.”

Jennifer was weakening. “We might get a slight refund from the tour management—or an extra side trip somewhere. Did she actually ask us, Rachel?”

“Ummm-mmmm. Look. There’s crab Louis tonight, Jennifer. And those queer little peaches they apparently stuff with cheese and toast under a flame.”

“I’m having roast beef,” Jennifer declared. “And those peaches have brandy burned over them, Rachel. Don’t pretend you think they’re toasted. They reek of alcohol.”

“So that’s what they reek of!” Miss Rachel waited apprehensively, but Jennifer didn’t demand a more articulate answer about Gail’s invitation.

The talk with Gail had ended in an impasse. Gail was quietly stubborn about going ahead with the reunion of the literary club, getting everybody together at her place—Miss Rachel recalled uneasily how isolated it was—and having it out about the letters. Miss Rachel saw that the letter Gail had received must have touched some old hurt so deep, so agonizing that Gail had never forgotten, and that the emotions connected with the affair were those of self-hatred and abasement. Not pretty emotions nor easily kept bottled up … apt to burst the mind’s control and emerge in ways that were devious and cruel.

It was here that Miss Rachel came up short, remembering suddenly the incident of the lost gambling chip and the angry blonde.

“What are you frowning about, Rachel?”

“Was I?”

“You were. Is there anything about your conversation with Gail that you haven’t told me?”

Jennifer was getting almost psychic. It would be better to have something—a small problem. “Gail was a little worried for fear we might be frightened of the snakes. Some are rattlers, you see, and the Indians handle them quite freely and sometimes they—well, almost get away.”

“The snakes?”

“Into the crowd.” Was she overdoing it, frightening Jennifer so that Jennifer wouldn’t go? She waited uneasily.

“I’ll look it up in the tour catalogue,” Jennifer decided, “and if it’s safe, we’ll go.”

As Miss Rachel recalled, the tour catalogue specifically warned against exploring the abandoned mines of the ghost towns, leaning too far out over the Grand Canyon and the rim of Boulder Dam, and drinking any strange water not recommended by the tour conductor. But there hadn’t been anything about snakes, and so Jennifer should be reassured.

She went back to worrying mentally at the blonde’s missing dollar chip.

How long could Gail have stood in the rear of the crowd, watching? A long while? The mention of time had been Gail’s own. And did the frustration of being hurt by someone you couldn’t reach, couldn’t identify, make you want to strike back blindly and anonymously at somebody else?


She realized suddenly that Jennifer was speaking.

“I’ve told you twice, Rachel, that the tour conductor has found out about our cat.”

Miss Rachel’s eyes grew big with apprehension. The cat had been their secret. Samantha was a big black fluffy cat, independent-looking, and with a dictatorial way of staring down her mistresses which cowed them. She had grown used to travel and now refused to be left at home. So far the presence of the basket between their feet on the bus had passed without notice. Now—

“I was slipping out with her to that little plot of sandy ground in the rear,” Jennifer went on, “that sort of cactus-garden thing, when Mr. Peele popped out from behind a shrub. That Miss Caxton was back there too—rather surreptitiously, as though they might have been holding hands or something.”

Miss Rachel clucked gently, since this was what Jennifer expected.

“He spied the cat under my arm and an unpleasant cunning expression came over his face. I dislike men who wiggle their mustaches.… Well, he wanted to know if I had just acquired the animal, and then rushed on to remind me that the rules of the tour forbade bringing any children, pets, or liquor other than twelve-per-cent dinner wines.”

If Mr. Peele had linked Samantha with liquor, even fleetingly, Miss Rachel felt sympathy for him.

Jennifer’s eyes snapped. “I decided then and there not to take any sass about having brought along our cat, even if we had asked beforehand and been refused. In the middle of his pompous little speech I interrupted to ask if that woman hadn’t been his wife—the plump one with the prominent teeth who waved good-by to him when the bus left Los Angeles.”

“What did he say?”

“He sort of sputtered. She was, of course. While he hemmed and hawed I looked innocently over towards Miss Caxton, who thought she was hidden by the shrubbery, and then told Mr. Peele in a whisper that he had a red smudge beside his mouth and that unless he removed it some of the members of the tour might think it was lipstick. He started scrubbing his face with his handkerchief and Samantha and I went on to the cactus patch.”

“Did he actually have—”

“No, no,” Jennifer said impatiently. “I made up the part about the lipstick. His scrubbing his face like that was an admission of guilt, though. And I don’t think there will be any more trouble about Samantha. What shall we have for dessert tonight? The torte?”

Since Jennifer had, as it were, unmasked the brandied peaches, Miss Rachel accepted the torte. They finished the meal, left the mathematically correct tip figured out by Jennifer, and went up to their third-floor room.

The tour management favored accommodations which were neat, plain, clean, but not gaudy. Their room was small and smelled of fresh curtains and of the violet soap in the bathroom. Or it had. When Jennifer stepped in, she paused suddenly to lift her nose.

The odor was faint, teasing, alien. In the moment before the lights had clicked on Miss Rachel had been aware of ghostly movement at the windows. Now she saw that the panes were up, that the starched white curtains blew inward on the dry night wind. Outside was the glow of neon and the staccato rattle of traffic.

Jennifer went over uncertainly to the windows. “The maid must have been here and thought the room needed freshening.”

“I don’t see the cat.”

They waited and listened. This was the time when Samantha usually woke up and wanted liver or canned salmon.

“She’s inclined to follow people, when she’s bored at being alone,” Jennifer said slowly, “or perhaps the maid took her away because of a rule against pets.”

“The maid has seen her before,” Miss Rachel pointed out. She poked hurriedly into the closet, looked under the bed, opened the bathroom door and called. In the bathroom the odd smell was stronger.

Miss Jennifer came over to sniff. “There has been a maid here. She’s cleaned the bathroom with some sort of patent stuff—or with plain old kerosene. Too lazy to use soap and muscle.”

“Yes, that’s what it’s like. Kerosene.” Miss Rachel switched on the bathroom light and looked into the shower cubicle. Just then there was a faint mewing and scratching from the window. It was a very small window, high in the wall. Miss Rachel stood on the white-enamel stool and pulled the pane inward on its hinges.

Samantha’s black face, indignant green eyes, and flattened ears came through the opening. Her howl was lonesome and angry.

“Someone put her out there,” said Miss Rachel, standing on tiptoe to peer through. “There’s about a three-inch sill. Her fur feels very cold, as though she may have been out for a long while.”

“Who would be so cruel …” Miss Jennifer’s voice died off short at the impact of a new idea. “It wasn’t a maid, Rachel. It was a b-burglar!” Her gaze roamed the room, fastened ferociously on the bed.

“I looked under that,” Miss Rachel told her. “And we haven’t anything worth a burglar’s time.”

“Nevertheless …” Jennifer rushed to her suitcase on the luggage rack, jerked up the lid, stood ominously frozen. “Yes, I felt it. As soon as I’d opened the door tonight, Rachel. In my bones, I knew. Look, my best lisle stockings all smeared and stuck with that greasy chest rub. A mean little trick—someone opened the jar and shook out gobs of the stuff into my clothes. I wish I could get my hands on whoever did it.”

Miss Rachel examined the evidence. “The jar is small and slippery and I think it fell. It struck the side of your suitcase—see the blob there. You’ll need cleaning fluid to get the grease out. The cleaner, I’m sure, is what we smelled in the bathroom. Some of the chest rub got on our visitor, too. So he—or she—found our spot remover and used it and then left the windows open, hoping the smell would dissipate.”

Jennifer had rushed for the bathroom. Now she came back with the little brown bottle of patent cleaner.

“Probably we weren’t supposed to know there had been a visitor, until the accident with the jar,” Miss Rachel went on. “Then, the situation being what it was, the prowler left Samantha out on her perch and simply skipped.”

She examined her own suitcase. Here was a studied neatness much stricter than what she practiced. A great deal of care had been taken so that the garments would not seem to have been moved. Miss Rachel stood quiet, thinking. “Samantha was put out there so she wouldn’t get out of the room and attract attention in the hall. But I’ll make one more check.”

She sat down at the telephone and rang the hotel housekeeper, a woman who managed to sound eminently starched and respectable even over a wire. Had there been any maids on the third floor tonight, doing rooms?

There had not, said the housekeeper. All rooms had been finished by five. Was something missing?

“No, everything’s all right.”

Jennifer snapped: “Aren’t you going to report this, Rachel?”

“Our tour leaves in the morning. We might be delayed over it, if we asked for an investigation.”

“There may be fingerprints.”

“I doubt it. Anyone careful enough not to go around smelling like chest rub would scarcely scatter prints. However, if you’re sure you want to report it to the manager-—”

“Wait.” Jennifer was sitting on the side of the bed now. A queer light had come into her eyes. “Rachel, are you positive—will you promise me faithfully that you know nothing of this business? That it isn’t part of something dreadful you’re meddling with?”

“I know of no reason whatever for our room being ransacked.”

Jennifer tried to read Miss Rachel’s face, which had become so innocent it was practically vacuous. “I don’t know, Rachel. Some funny things have happened in the past, and when the truth came out you were always at the bottom of the business. If it weren’t that everyone on the tour seems so normal and jolly, so friendly, I’d think you might have dug up some mischief among them.”

“No one could dig up anything except recipes and fishing stories among those people,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “As a matter of fact, this business about Miss Caxton and Mr. Peele was a shock to me.”

She had to get Jennifer’s mind off that tack before Jennifer thought of Gail Dickson.

“Could it have been … No, I’m sure Miss Caxton didn’t know I’d seen her,” Jennifer worried.

“All hotels, even the most respectable, must harbor a prowler now and then, human nature being what it is,” Miss Rachel soothed her. “Harmless and curious cranks. We’re out in the world now, Jennifer, among all sorts of people, and we’ll have to endure some petty annoyances.”

Miss Jennifer went to work on the lisle stockings. She gave Miss Rachel one final sharp glance. “True. But I’m getting more and more of a queer feeling … It’s like the time Aunt Lily was getting ready to run away with that salesman who boarded next door. I was just a child, but I remember the feeling of tension and slyness all through the house, and how things kept disappearing: Mother’s brown suitcase and Father’s top hat and your pig bank and my lace parasol. The first lace parasol I’d ever owned—”

“Aunt Lily paid us back for everything when she got a job.”

“In a—a leg show,” Jennifer reminded; then, getting back to the subject, for Jennifer was like a bulldog with a subject: “And what I’m trying to tell you is that I recall that feeling distinctly, that feeling of invisible scurryings and plottings, and this is it.”

Miss Rachel reflected that Jennifer was growing very acute, almost supernaturally knowing. “If I had a stack of Bibles, which I haven’t,” she said virtuously, “I’d swear on the whole lot that I haven’t any idea whatever of who might have been in our room.”

Jennifer didn’t glance up. She didn’t look convinced, either.

When a decent interval had passed and she could think of an excuse—the cat needing to go out—Miss Rachel hurried down and found a telephone. Gail had mentioned the hotel where she was staying and Miss Rachel tried to reach her there. The room clerk couldn’t raise her, however.

Trying to think of a way to reach Gail without making a nightlong tour of the gambling clubs—or of a way to make that tour without Jennifer knowing—Miss Rachel took her cat out through a side entry and back towards the cactus garden. The darkness was marked by square patches of light from hotel windows above, and in these patches, like little arrangements of still life, odds and ends stood out plainly, framed in black: a dwarf willow in a blue pot, a bed of zinnias around a bird-bath, a gardener’s rake leaning against a bench, on that same bench a hand, a human hand laid neatly on the top bar of the back …

She looked again. It had been a gloved hand, so white and motionless that it had seemed a prop, something put into the picture up at the far corner, next the dark, to make the collection of oddities more interesting. And now it was gone.

The bench was painted gray. The rake made a spindling shadow, a huddle of leaves and twigs at its base like a crouched furry animal. Miss Rachel stopped beside the dwarf willow, called her cat softly, and waited. She sensed the waiting of that other presence too. And an intent regard, since she was between those other eyes and the light.

Something moved on the other side of the bench. The hand came back into the light and beckoned.

She knew what Jennifer would have said. Nobody but a fool would have followed that spectral beckoning. Even a white hand, floating in the dark, has something behind it. Something frightening, perhaps, even dangerous.

So, being as she was, intensely curious and self-confident, she went where the hand seemed to want her.



Chapter 3

Gail had changed her clothes. She wore a dark suit and her hair was tied up with a navy-blue scarf. Only the white gloves were the same. She touched Miss Rachel’s hand with one of hers and the glove was cool from the night air—cool as Samantha’s fur had been from sitting on the window ledge.

“I have an idea I wanted to talk over with you. I’ve been trying to think of a way to get you down here without Miss Jennifer knowing,” Gail explained.

“I’ve been trying to reach you too. Something a little odd happened tonight—while we were at dinner someone went into our room and examined our belongings.”

Gail didn’t speak; there was a moment as of shock. The night sky was big and black, and the dry wind that rattled the shrubbery had a smell of desert sage and of far-off sun-baked earth growing cool under the dark. Finally she said: “You think this may have had something to do with what I told you?”

“It may have. Not seeing your letter, I’m a little in the dark. But someone may be curious as to whom you meet in Reno.”

Gail’s white glove brushed at some blowing tendrils of hair. “I’ll show you the letter. It’s in my room, not far from here—we can duck down the side street.”

“I believe I’d rather stay out where it’s light,” Miss Rachel decided. She took her big black cat under her arm and they went out into Virginia Street where the clubs stood open under brilliant neon signs. In most the slot machines were nearest the door, the roulette and craps and other games farther back. Miss Rachel looked into several doorways interestedly as they went past. “Just a minute,” she said suddenly. “I’ve a dime in my pocket and I have a queer feeling I’ll be lucky.”


She came back with a lot of dimes, having hit the jackpot. Several people were looking curiously after the cat. One man called pleadingly: “How much for the mascot?”

Gail said absently: “I hadn’t thought of anyone following me. I’m trying to think of anyone who knows I’ve come here.”

“Yes. From among your literary club,” Miss Rachel suggested, jingling her dimes richly.

“Just before I left for Reno, while I was upstairs packing, someone called on the phone. I went to the top of the stairs and motioned for Florencia to tell them I’d gone—and as I walked away I think I heard her mention Reno. She didn’t know it was supposed to be a secret. You couldn’t make Florencia believe anyone would run away because of a letter.”

“I see. It might be anyone, then.”

Gail was taking out her key. “Anyone. Except … well, the person who didn’t keep in touch.”

They went into the room. Gail’s hotel was much the same sort of hotel as Miss Rachel’s. It was not elaborate, but it was clean and the furniture looked fairly new. Miss Rachel knew that Gail could not be by any means wealthy—no blackmail motive, therefore—for her parents had left her enough to finish college, probably enough for her to have lived on well into her thirties in some quiet inexpensive place, but no huge sum and not for the spot she had chosen for her home—the big adobe house with its wide broken galleries, fallen tiles, and total lack of plumbing. Fixing up the old place, which had once been a stage depot, had taken a lot of the slim inheritance. She painted desert landscapes and during the last few years had acquired an increasing reputation, probably also a small but adequate income. But the plainness of the room spoke of careful economy.

Gail went to the dresser and untied the scarf, and her hair, brown and shining, shook down into loose curls on her neck. Her figure seemed younger than Miss Rachel remembered it even in Gail’s teens, but it was thinness which gave this impression. Gail’s face was tired, the hollow under her chin gave her a look of exhaustion. “Take that chair nearest the window—it’s the most comfortable. Should I have tea sent up, do you think?”

Miss Rachel sensed the unwillingness, the wish to delay. So she said bluntly, “I’m still quite stuffed from dinner. Where is your letter?”

Gail folded the scarf neatly and slowly, opened a drawer, arranged the scarf inside. All at once her lips twitched, almost a smile. “I’m being silly, I know. It’s just that when a thing means what this does to me, it makes you feel … naked. Like being burned at the stake with your clothes off.” She looked at Miss Rachel briefly, then went to her suitcase and from its tray took out a square white envelope.

She held it out, looking at it. “Why do I keep it with me? I can’t imagine why I do.… Perhaps with a freakish subconscious idea of self-punishment.”

Miss Rachel didn’t try to tell her why she had kept the letter. She opened the envelope. Samantha stuck her head in between Miss Rachel’s eyes and the page and had to be removed firmly. The sheet of note paper was thick, expensive, impersonal. A man’s paper—or a woman’s. Someone used to good things, who wouldn’t send even a poison-pen note on anything cheap—or someone not at all used to good things and wanting to hide it. Pasted across the sheet in uneven lines was a series of words. Some words had been cut entire from another page, some were made up of individually clipped letters. The type, as Gail had said, was unusual. Long-legged, stark, giving the printed words the look of little groups of marching men.

Under the manzanita tree

Whom should you find but little HE

Tore it leaf and branch and roots

Made you kiss his big black boots

KACHINA

Gail was waiting in tight-strung silence.

“Not very well punctuated,” Miss Rachel said at last.

Gail brushed at her hair. “Aren’t you going to ask me what it means?”

“I can see what it means. Does the wording, the phrasing, bring anyone to mind among your literary companions? I presume you used to read each other’s stuff, and everyone writes a little differently.”

Gail sat down on the side of the bed. She had picked up her gloves to put them away; now she twisted them absently. “Bob Ryker always had a knack of making jingles. But he isn’t cruel. He drinks a lot now. I don’t think he’s been awfully happy, married to Christine—not that it’s any of my business.” Her eyes searched Miss Rachel’s face. “You see how it gets to be—you begin to wonder about everyone, about people you’ve trusted for years. And then you find you’re becoming … queer.”

“Yes. And the queerer you get, the more fun your letter writer has for himself.” She thought about it for a moment. “This Mr. Grubler whom you mentioned very briefly—the one the group seems rather cruelly to have nicknamed the Grub—interests me because one of the possible motives behind this rash of letters is revenge. Revenge, perhaps, for years of scorn. Tell me more about Mr. Grubler.”

Gail flushed slightly. “He used to be—he used to like me quite a bit. And I liked him, mildly, without feeling any emotion over it. He’s manager now for some of Christine’s mining properties.” Gail put the gloves down carefully on the counterpane. “I’d better tell you about the idea I had—the reason I was waiting in your hotel grounds for a chance to reach you.”

Miss Rachel put the letter on the small table between them and waited.

Gail looked steadily at the letter. “I know that you didn’t approve of my plan for the house party, but I—I have to know for sure, if I can, who sent this thing to me. It’s just something I have to get out of my system.”

“Then I think you had better go on with it.”

Gail showed a touch of surprise. “Then I thought—if you were willing to help, and since you were going to be in that part of Arizona anyway—that you might want to be at my place when these people arrived.” She drew a breath and hurried on. “I know that it’s asking a lot, that it would mean, skipping a part of your tour.”


Losing a part of the tour didn’t seem to worry Miss Rachel; she was frowning a little, though. “I’m trying to think of what to tell Jennifer.”

Gail lost a little of the bleak look. “You mean you’ll come?”

“Frankly, I had already thought of it. When I saw what had been done in our room. Of course, as I tried to make Jennifer believe, there could have simply been a stray, curious prowler. But I think not—too much care had been taken with my belongings to cover the search. It came over me suddenly that there was going to be more than just the letters.” She looked soberly at Gail.

Gail shivered all at once. “I hadn’t thought of danger. Perhaps it isn’t right, bringing you into the affair.” She took in Miss Rachel’s little figure, the white hair, the gentle air of innocence.

“I’m tougher than I look,” Miss Rachel reminded dryly. “You should ask Jennifer’s opinion sometime. By the way, for Jennifer’s information, you’ll be suddenly ill and want me to go home with you.”

Gail nodded in agreement. The cat, still curious about the paper which her mistress had held and examined, leaped to the edge of the bed and put forepaws on the little table. She sniffed delicately along the fold of the page. On the counterpane her shadow was flat and black, like a silhouette cat cut out for Halloween.

The green eyes slitted all at once, as though something were very funny.

Miss Rachel scolded: “Yes, we know—if we had noses like yours there wouldn’t be any secret about the letter.”

Gail picked up her gloves. The room seemed quiet, the breeze from the window dry and cold. Miss Rachel had a mental image of the desert, lonely and vast, stretching on through the dark to Gail’s house. The open gallery would be empty now, the big rooms silent, the garden rustling perhaps with this same wind. One light, maybe, all alone in Pedro and Florencia’s room. For the rest … ghosts, if you believed in them.

Or Kachinas, if you were Indian.


A week later, on a day breathless with heat, Miss Rachel and her cat stood in an arched doorway and looked out into Gail’s courtyard. A long, sleek new station wagon had just rolled to a stop.

Where the tires had passed, yellow dust spiraled up from the old brick paving and hung motionless in the air. A lizard on the opposite wall seemed baked there from the original adobe. When the motor died there was a moment of intense hot silence.

Behind the wheel was a blond woman with a sharp, pale face and too much vivid lipstick. The man beside her had his head propped against the cushions, as if he had been asleep. His black hair was tousled and he wore sun goggles. Another woman, this one with a plain brown hat and a plain high-collared linen suit and no make-up at all, looked out from the back of the car with a perplexed timid air, as if already regretting she had come.

Gail slipped down the stairs into the hall and came to the door to stand beside Miss Rachel. “Well—this is the beginning. I’m quaking inside, like an idiot.” She brushed at the perspiration on her temples.

The blond woman slid out from behind the wheel, took off a pair of kidskin driving gloves, and spent a minute in plucking and tugging at her clothes. They were smooth, expensive-looking clothes. The black-haired man, opening the door on the other side of the car, seemed to experience a moment of being off balance, of almost falling. He had a kind of lethargy and uncertainty in his movements as he steadied himself against the car. The prim girl in the linen suit—she must, Miss Rachel thought, be Ilene Taggart—clung to a big brown handbag as if it were a shield.

Pedro, Gail’s houseman and gardener, had evidently heard the car. He entered the courtyard by another door and began to lift suitcases from the rear compartment. The blond woman turned on him irritably. “Leave those monogrammed bags where they are. I’ll take care of them.” She seemed suddenly to notice the other man’s difficulty with his legs. “For the love of Pete! That much already?”


The man ignored her. He removed the sun goggles, squinted as if plotting his course across the paving, then ambled over to bend towards Miss Rachel’s shoulder. “You’re real, then. D’you know, you look just like a little porcelain lady my mother used to keep on her mantel. You’re bigger, of course. But that white, white hair and such a little waist … Don’t ever change. Promise.” He waggled a finger at her. There was distinctly a hiccup.

Miss Rachel smiled at him. Under the apparent intoxication was friendliness and warmth. Oddly enough, he didn’t have any trace of a liquor odor. Just a faint spicy smell and a trace of onion—proving that he hadn’t forgotten the vodka cocktails in the literary club. “I’m too old to change now,” she assured him.

He shook his head. “Porcelain ladies never get any older.”

The girl in the linen suit came into the doorway. She stopped there, took a handkerchief out of the immense old-fashioned bag, and dabbed at her face under the brim of the hat. Then she took out a little bottle of smelling salts and had a sniff of it. She repacked the bag with care. Her face never changed from its expression of prim timidity.

Gail took them into the coolness of the hall to make introductions. “Miss Rachel Murdock—this is Bob Ryker. And Ilene Taggart.”

The black-haired man went on smiling at her vaguely, as if he were still imagining her as a porcelain ornament and didn’t want to wake up. Ilene Taggart stuck out her hand. Her palm was damp. One of her nails had a rough edge that scratched a little. “I’m pleased to meet you,” she murmured. Her voice was quiet and colorless.

The blond woman came in, still plucking at her clothes. She was thin and her bones were small. She made Miss Rachel think of a bird, a frail blond bird with a raucous voice. “Miss Murdock?” She didn’t offer her hand.

Gail said smoothly, “This is Mrs. Ryker. Christine.”

“I’ve heard of you,” said Christine Ryker. “You do something—you write, or something.” She stopped to frown.

Ilene filled the empty moment. “If I might have a glass of water, Gail, I’ll take an aspirin.” Her tone apologized for the trouble. She had, Miss Rachel saw, a habit of avoiding looking at people. Now she was staring sidelong at the underside of the stairs where the dark timbering made a pattern of shadow.

Gail said, “I thought we could all do with a tall, cold drink. Let Pedro take your bags up and Florencia will unpack for you.”

Ilene hesitated. Bob Ryker beamed at her wickedly. “You know you need something stronger than water, child.”

She fumbled with the catch of her bag. “No. No, I don’t at all.”

Christine was amused. “He’s tormented her during the whole trip. Naughty fellow.” She pinched his chin spitefully, so that the marks of her fingers showed on his skin. “But, Gail—not that I don’t trust your help, but I do like seeing to my own things. As perhaps you remember. I’ll have my drink when I come down. What room are you giving me?”

“The second door,” said Gail. “Do you want Bob with you?”

“I think not,” Christine said coolly, “if you have the room. Run along and douse Ilene with water before she passes out on us.” Her eyes paused on her husband. “And you take it easy, darling.”

She went back to the car, which she had, in Miss Rachel’s opinion, been careful to keep in sight, and returned quickly with two small calfskin suitcases ornately monogrammed in gold. She tripped upstairs as they were going out into the lower gallery. In a moment they heard her light steps overhead. The open gallery above led to the bedrooms. Down here next the garden it made a sheltered and shaded place to sit during the heat of the day. At the end next the kitchen was a space used for dining. On the rustic redwood table was a tray with cocktail shaker, ice, and bottles.

With a drink in his hand, Bob turned and surveyed the garden. Since Gail had not been there to encourage Pedro in the trimming, the flowers and vines were somewhat overgrown. “A bit rampant, but it’s nice,” Bob decided. “I’m always properly humble when I see what you’ve done with your old adobe.”

“It’s probably known far and wide as Dickson’s Folly,” Gail answered, but looking pleased at the praise.

Ilene and Miss Rachel were at either end of a long wicker seat. Ilene had gulped down her aspirin, put the aspirin box back into her purse, and now had taken out a small vial of cologne with which she was dampening temples and wrists. Miss Rachel was studying the handbag with some respect. Her cat had found a miniature green lizard under the rim of a potted plant and was sitting frozen and astonished.

The heat caused the garden to exude a junglelike fragrance, warm and flowery. The tinkle of ice, the tap-tap of Christine’s returning steps on the upper gallery, sounded small and drowsy. Afterward, something must have delayed Christine in the hall, for she was a long time coming. Miss Rachel found herself watching the door of the hall curiously. Beside the door was a cactus, blooming in a white stone crock. The blossoms were blood red against the rough white wall.

Miss Rachel thought that she heard the arrival of a car, but she could not be sure. There were a lot of bees in the garden, buzzing steadily. Suddenly they heard a man’s voice, a new voice, deeply masculine with a dry ironic note in it somewhere. Then Christine stepped into view, something about her unpleasantly smug and full of secret fun, and behind her was the newcomer. He was not very tall, but he was rugged and sturdy. He had rough yellow hair, his face looked wind-bitten, and the way he was dressed implied an outdoor bachelor existence.

He came forward and offered Gail his hand. “Did you forget me?”

Gail didn’t speak. She looked at him and shuddered.
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