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Chapter One

His hand on the telephone was damp with sweat, tight, trembling. He put the receiver to his ear and heard the uninterrupted singing of the wire.

“Hello.”

The word half-stuck in his throat. With his free hand he loosened his collar, then with sudden savagery tore at his tie, ripping it free and dropping it upon the bed.

“Want to have a little chat?” He put an evil intimacy into the words, a vicious knowingness—and yet, how silly it was even to speak, for of course the person who had called him had hung up the moment he had lifted the phone.

His eyes narrowed. “You think I’m scared? You think you’re giving me the jitters? Nuts.” He laughed, forcing the chuckling noise into the wire, past the closed connections, into that other ear that had not waited to listen. “Who are you, anyway? Not that I give a damn, but just for the record—”

His voice died. He went on holding the phone, but defeat came gradually into his face. It was a young, square face; the hair was blond, and the well-shaped head was set on a good solid neck. Beckett’s build was that of an athlete, lean, strong, and graceful. He waited. The room was darkening, and in the twilight outside the unshaded window a brisk wind was blowing up from the Borrego desert, rattling the spider palms and raising the dust in the corrals.


The cabin was one room and bath. The big room held twin beds made up with brown corduroy covers so that they resembled a pair of couches. The door faced a curving driveway and a patch of garden. On the other side of the garden was the Lodge.

Beckett’s eyes, examining the out of doors through the front window, settled on the lights over there. They made a yellow bloom against the deep gray twilight. On sudden impulse he slammed the receiver down and then lifted it again, and rang McGuffin’s number. The Lodge owner spoke with a southern drawl. “Ol’ Saddleback Rancho. McGuffin speaking.”

“This is Beckett in number six.”

There was a sound as if McGuffin sucked his teeth. “Yes, sir, Mr. Beckett?”

“You put a call through to me from the Lodge just now.”

“Guess I did, yes.”

“Where was it from?”

“From town. From Brickoven.”

“Was any name given? I mean, did the person calling give a name?”

“No, sir. Didn’t your party get through to you?”

“It was a bad connection,” Beckett lied, after a moment’s hesitation.

“Too bad. Want me to try to get them back?”

“No. Was the voice that of a man or of a woman?”

A pause, as if McGuffin were thinking, remembering. “Man.”

“Anything especially you remember about the voice?”

A longer pause. “Had a cold. You know, talked through his nose sort of. Say, if I recall rightly, this same fellow’s phoned you before.”

“I know he has,” said Beckett. “Do you remember whether all of the other calls were put in from Brickoven?”

McGuffin’s attentive surprise in some manner conveyed itself to Beckett; plainly he was now struck by the fact that Beckett knew so little about his caller. “I think one of them came from San Diego, Mr. Beckett. That was several days ago, though. Looks like your friend is getting closer.”

Was there anything behind the words except a tactless attempt at humor? Beckett frowned at the phone, his jaw bulging. He felt his teeth grate. “So he is.”

“If he calls again, I’ll see it gets through okay.”

“Thanks. By the way, Mrs. Beckett’s over there, isn’t she? Playing bridge, perhaps? Have you seen her?”

“Seems I noticed her in the Big Room a while ago.”

“Tell her I’m making a short trip into town, will you?”

“Roger. Will you be eating with us tonight then, Mr. Beckett?”

“No, I’ll have a sandwich in town. I’m not very hungry.” Beckett hung up the phone and stood there in the half-dark fumbling with his collar. He picked up the tie off the bed, jerked it into place, reknotted it. He was going to have to get out quickly, before Pris received the message about his leaving. She’d come flying, wondering what was up. And he didn’t want to see Pris just now; he was becoming convinced that the telephone calls concerned her somehow, that they were made by some character in her extravagant past.

By one of the ex-husbands, perhaps.

He went over to the chest of drawers and looked at himself in the mirror that hung above them. The faint light gave him a ghostly pallor and silvered his light hair. He leaned close to the glass, jutting out his jaw. “If I get my hands on you, you’ll wish you never saw a phone.” In his mind’s eye he spoke not to his own image, but to that of some faceless villain on the other side of the mirror.

Then he turned and walked out of the room.

The wind hit him as soon as he was free of the doorway. It was full of the desert smell, of the long reaches of empty sand, sunbaked cactus, and dry sage. Old Saddleback Ranch sat at the apex of a fanlike rise; at its back were the Borrego hills and miles of rough wilderness lying westward between the desert and the sea. At the foot of the rise, giving the ranch a spectacular view, the Borrego desert stretched like a flat sink, as smooth in its lack of vegetation as if some giant had swept it bare by hand.

Beckett walked up the driveway to the open shelter where the cars stood. It was of redwood framing and corrugated iron, the crudest possible excuse for a garage. The moment he’d seen it, Beckett had begun to suspect what had proved the truth: that Old Saddleback Ranch had been recently and hopefully converted, by amateurs, from a down-at-heels wreck.

Some minutes later, in the Lodge kitchen, McGuffin was speaking to his wife. McGuffin was a tall, stooped man of forty with black hair going gray and a general air of leisurely indolence. “Mr. Beckett won’t be eating. Going to town.”

Mrs. McGuffin was all of fifteen years younger than her husband, a sandy blonde, stockily built, with fresh reddish complexion, dressed neatly in a blue-checkered house dress. She was opening cans on the sink. “That’s good. We’ll have enough steak, then. Gimme a pot for this soup, Mac, off the rack yonder.”

He handed her the pot. “I told his wife.”

A look passed between them. Mrs. McGuffin smiled, showing her white teeth. “How’d she like it?”

“Didn’t like it a bit. Took out over there, but he was high-tailing it by then. I saw his car go by,”

“I’m glad he’s gone,” Mrs. McGuffin said, adding water to the canned mixture in the pot. “He never says anything, but the way he looks at the stuff when you put it on for dinner—”

“Yeah,” McGuffin agreed. He picked up an apple from a bowl on the big refrigerator. “Like he expected better.”

Mrs. McGuffin put the pot containing the soup on the range, lit the butane burner beneath the pot, and said earnestly, “I’m not going to start spoiling them. We gotta make us a profit, Mac. We just gotta!”

“We’ll make it.” The apple crunched loudly between McGuffin’s teeth. He surveyed the big, shabby, smoke-marked kitchen with satisfaction. “We’ll have a new flock of dudes come Monday. What’re you worrying about?”

“Nothing, I guess. You going to pound them steaks?”

“Think they’ll need it?”

She looked at him disgustedly over the top of the pot. “Listen, Mac, them steaks is right off the behind of that bull where he sat hisself down. They’re tougher than a mother-in-law’s heart. Beat them till they holler.”

McGuffin smiled as though what his wife had said had amused him. He went to a cupboard drawer and rummaged in it, finally bringing up a cleaver.

“I said beat them, not whack them to ribbons,” she corrected scornfully.

“Okay, okay!” He inspected the drawer for another moment, then some sound at the door caused him to look round. “Oh, yes, ma’am.”

Priscilla Beckett stood in the hall doorway. “May I have a glass of water, please? I’d like to take some aspirin.” At McGuffin’s friendly nod she came forward into the kitchen. She looked about thirty, a dark-haired slender woman of medium height. She wore a blue linen dress with a bright red patent belt and red sport sandals to match. “Thank you,” she said to McGuffin, who had handed her the water.

Under their amazed eyes she downed six aspirin, two at a time.

“That’d make me sick,” Mrs. McGuffin volunteered. “You must have quite a headache.”

“Yes, I have.” Priscilla looked at the window, at the garden, barely visible in the dying twilight, and the road that led away toward town. “Why did Mr. Beckett go to town?”

McGuffin carefully inspected the bitten areas on the apple. “I don’t recall that he said, exactly, ma’am.”

Priscilla had put the aspirin box back into the pocket of the blue linen dress. She took her eyes off the window long enough to shoot a measuring look at the two people opposite. “Did anything happen? Did he get a message?”


“Arrrrh!” McGuffin seemed to have hurt a tooth on the apple. He explored his mouth with one finger, gingerly, his eyes squinted half-shut. “Bridgework,” he said to Mrs. Beckett.

She was not to be put off. A touch of anger sparkled in her striking gray eyes. “Did someone call him on the telephone?” She waited; McGuffin assumed an almost moronic expression of ignorance. She went on: “He’s been expecting a Mr. Todd to call.”

(Mr. Todd was the name of the lawyer who’d gotten her her last divorce. Beckett had never met him.)

“Todd? Hmmm?” McGuffin stared in perplexity at the blank wall. “It might of been Mr. Todd. Guess I didn’t get the name.” McGuffin’s experience as a landlord had been short, but his knowledge of people was extensive, and one thing he’d learned: there was no telling what a woman might do with the information she squeezed out of you. The most innocent remark could be dynamite.

Priscilla Beckett was tapping a toe on the worn planks of the kitchen floor. “The call came from the village?”

“Don’t know. The phone rang, and there he was. Course it wasn’t long distance. Could have been one of the other ranches, though.”

“It was the village, then,” said Priscilla. Her gray eyes regarded McGuffin’s unhappy writhings with contempt. “That’s where he’s gone. May I borrow your station wagon?”

McGuffin would have liked to refuse, but the brochure he and Marion had composed so enthusiastically together had contained the reckless phrase: The Ranch station wagon will be available at all times to guests … Something they’d copied from another booklet, no doubt. The car was good-looking, only two years old, and in excellent shape. It had been a bargain and the first decent transportation they’d ever owned. McGuffin’s heart flinched at the thought of Mrs. Beckett driving it, in a temper, over the rough road between Old Saddleback and Brickoven—ten miles of almost uninterrupted, spring-busting chuckholes. “I’d be happy to take you,” he offered.

“I prefer to go alone.”

Her gray eyes baffled him. They were the color of smoke—seething, cold icy smoke, if such there was anywhere, and they gave an effect of seeing not just himself, in jeans and plaid shirt and high cowboy boots, but further back, the old neighborhood, his background until he’d inherited Uncle Johnny’s little nest egg: an old and run-down and somewhat slummy district in Fort Worth, Texas. In other words, Mrs. Beckett could make him feel small.

Mrs. McGuffin rightly sized up her husband’s unhappy silence. “You’ll stay and have dinner first, won’t you, Mrs. Beckett?”

Priscilla’s glance flickered over the four empty soup cans on the sink. A touch of irony deepened the gray of her eyes. “As excellent as I know the meal will be, I’m afraid I’ll have to miss it. I, too, want to see Mr. Todd.” The lie about Mr. Todd amused her; she spoke it with relish. There was always this moment in her marriages when things began to go queer, when she began to fight fire with fire and deception with deception. She always felt rather good.

“I’ll get the car out for you,” said McGuffin dejectedly.

Mrs. McGuffin said nothing. She stirred the soup with ferocious interest and kept from looking at Mrs. Beckett.

McGuffin went out to the garage and in the darkness under the corrugated shelter he stroked the smooth, shining fender of the station wagon as one might pet a favorite horse. “Real pretty,” he said to himself. “A right smart little auto.” He got in, stepped on the starter, listened hopefully while it spun without catching. Then the motor came to life with a purr. “Oh hell.”

Mrs. Beckett was waiting at the door of her cabin. She had a red wool jacket thrown over her shoulders and her black hair was tied back with a net. McGuffin slid out and she got into the car, and under her touch it sprang away like a spurred mustang.

McGuffin stood in the drive, watching the red glow of the disappearing taillight. The desert looked wide and lonely under the darkening sky. Far in the distance, against another fringe of hills now black with night, the twinkling brightness of the little lights of Brickoven made him think somehow of a toy merry-go-round. McGuffin sighed, pushed his hat back, and drew a long breath of the dry, sage-smelling wind.

Beckett turned into the main street of Brickoven. The business district contained three blocks. There were vacant lots between the stores, cafés, and other establishments. Of the three bars in town, he preferred the Silver Spring; but this would be the first place Pris would look for him if she had followed. The Wahoo was noisy and dirty, and the Blue Mug was high-priced and sold the weakest drinks—it catered to the supposedly sophisticated tastes of the dudes from the ranches; and featured leopard-skin upholstery, a deep purple gloom, and a young male soprano who sang dirty songs. Of the three, it was always the emptiest. But Pris would look there finally too.

He wanted a drink—no, several drinks—and he wanted Pris out of the way and gone back to the ranch before starting out to find if he could the man who talked through his nose. The man who took the trouble to ring him up and then didn’t wait to say anything. The conniving bastard who was trying to get his goat …

It was then, as he drove slowly down the neon-lit street and looked in perplexity at the store fronts, that he thought of the Mexican cantina on the other side of town.

It couldn’t be exclusively Mexican; he recalled the crudely lettered sign, painted on the broad side of a fruit crate: Wines and Cocktails.

He turned the car at the next corner and drove left. A huge wash, the bed of some ancient flood, cut down out of the hills and divided the town. On the other side of a small wooden bridge lived the Spanish-speaking population of Brickoven. Most of the Mexicans were employed at the adobe brickworks which gave the town its name. Their houses were small, mere unpainted shacks. The streets were crooked and had neither paving nor arc lights. Beckett drove slowly; he thought the district looked a bit sinister after dark. The only open door with a light behind it was that of the cantina.

Beckett parked his car and went inside. The room was low-ceilinged, full of cigarette smoke and liquor fumes. It was illuminated by bare bulbs which left none of the squalor to the imagination. He sat down at a table and a waiter came over—a Mexican with a drooping mustache and a look of cynical patience. The waiter mopped at the table with a wet rag, then glanced at Beckett as if just noticing his presence.

Beckett was looking at the bar. He ran his tongue over his lips. He wondered if the Mexican bartender could be trusted to mix something decent. Well—he’d take a chance. “Give me a martini,” he told the waiter.

The waiter’s obsidian black eyes didn’t flicker. “Yes, sir.” He went away and appeared to hold a secretive conference with the bartender. There was much shrugging and many explosive gestures. The waiter returned to Beckett. “With gin?” he inquired.

Beckett told him in detail just how to make the martini. The waiter went back to the bartender and apparently relayed the information accurately, for the drink, when it came, was very good. Beckett sipped at it, felt some of the nervous anger drain out of him.

He was on the second martini when the girl walked in.

She was young—perhaps twenty-three or four, slender and small, reddish haired, with a noticeably square set to her shoulders and a quizzical manner of tilting her head. She looked around, standing just inside the door, obviously taking in the fact that she was the only woman in the place and that the Mexican men, behind their impassive faces, were studying her with curiosity and a touch of resentment.


Beckett set down his glass with a jerk, then brushed it in lifting his hand. It tipped and rolled, the liquid streaming on the table. Beckett didn’t appear to notice; he was staring at the girl. “Nancy!” He wasn’t aware that he had said the name aloud until the girl looked at him—looked quickly, and then glanced away again as if embarrassed.

It wasn’t really Nancy, of course—the resemblance must be superficial, more a matter of the way she held herself, the tilt of the head, than any physical likeness.

Because Nancy was dead…. Cover your awkwardness, you fool, he told himself.

He forced himself to rise, to stand as if he had been waiting for her, and in response—and feeling, perhaps, the animosity of the others in the room—the girl began to walk toward him.


Chapter Two

The resemblance seemed to grow as she walked across the floor, and when she stopped by the table and looked up, her head tilted, her lips touched by a half-smile, he froze in the grip of a shattering astonishment. He felt that he stood at the core of some cataclysm, in a vacuum in which speech or motion was impossible. He made some gesture finally—wooden, indefinite, neither inviting nor repelling. She followed it, then glanced into his face. “Hello.”

The voice was the same, and you can’t disguise a voice. “You are Nancy!” he cried.

She shook her head in indulgent denial. “No, I’m not. I’m Bonnie. Bonnie Broone.” She looked at a chair with dry significance. “Did you intend to ask me to sit down?”


“I’m sorry. Do join me.” He forced himself to get control of his runaway emotions. The manner was much unlike what Nancy’s had been—this girl was cool and smooth. Hard, perhaps. Nancy had been like a child, shy and uncertain. Of course, after all these years …

She was speaking. “I just got into town. I’m on my way to one of the guest ranches. Thought I’d look the place over, wandered in here, and—brrr! Mexicans don’t entertain their women over cocktails, it seems.”

“It seems not.” His answer sounded to him like the echoing of a parrot. Stiff, fumbling, gauche. What must the girl think of his behavior? He tried a smile, leaned toward her a little across the table. “May I order you a martini?”

She looked at the bartender, as he had done, and at the men scattered along the bar and at the other tables. “Everyone seems to be having wine, or beer. Do you suppose he knows how to mix a cocktail?”

“I just gave him six easy lessons, and now he does martinis perfectly,” Beckett told her. This was better. The pulse in his head had started to die down. He could breathe without feeling the iron constriction of fright. “I spilled mine”—he saw her glance flickering over the mess on the table—“like a fool. The waiter will bring a couple of new ones.”

He lifted two fingers in a gesture to the bartender.

“Accidents happen in the best, and so on,” she said easily, putting her purse on the table. It was a puffed suède bag, dark green, matching the suède pumps she thrust out toward him as she crossed her ankles. Her suit was green too—soft green wool with a sort of shining hair through it, like angora. The clothes looked expensive, and they complimented the russet-auburn of her hair. He offered his cigarette case and she took one out, accepted a light, blew smoke with a sighing breath. She sat sidewise to the table, looking at the room. “It’s a dump, isn’t it?”

“There are much better bars in the other part of town.” She didn’t look at him; she didn’t show any question as to why he wasn’t in those better bars. “I was always a sucker for atmosphere,” she said, “and it’s certainly thick in here.”

“Do you speak Spanish?”

“Very slightly. I can order eggs—huevos—and if I were dying of thirst I could point to my mouth and gasp, ‘Agua!’” Now she glanced directly at him. “Do you?”

He shrugged. “Oh—so-so. ¿Cómo es?”

She smiled, the half-smile that made it seem that he was looking at Nancy, who was dead. “Bueno. Y usted?”.

He spread his hands. “That’s my limit. I never did learn what came next.”

The waiter brought them the two martinis.

She lifted the small, thick-stemmed glass. “Here’s to a beautiful friendship.”

“To you.” He drank with her.

There was almost a feeling of camaraderie between them, now that the initial awkwardness had worn off. She commented on the cantina, wisecracked over the appearance of some of the customers, and let fall a few facts about herself. She was on vacation from San Francisco; she’d come down to the desert to get some of the fog out of her bones. She was crazy about horses, loved to ride, liked country life. She’d been married. The marriage was over. She had some independent means left her by her parents, but she also had a job. She was a legal secretary. The job was a tough one; she needed the change she had planned for herself here.

“I forgot to ask,” he said, “what ranch you’re stopping at?”

She flipped open the green purse and took out a card. “Old Saddleback. Sounds reliable.”

“That’s where I’m staying.”

She gave him a sidewise look. “How is it?”

“God knows I don’t want to disappoint you in advance, but the food’s awful. Take some supplies out with you to nibble on—fruit and crackers and cheese, if nothing else. The owner’s wife does the cooking, and she’s a fright.” His mind recoiled from its memories of canned soup, underdone potatoes, soggy salads, tough meats. “Better yet, go to another ranch. There’s more than one.”

She frowned, splitting the little card at the corner with her thumbnail. “I’d be throwing quite a bit of money away. I sent a check with my reservation.”

“Oh, Lord.”

“So I guess I’m stuck. Well, we can steal snacks together, anyway.”

“I’m married.” He blurted it out in the crudest possible way, and heard himself, heard the bald words, with almost a sensation of physical nausea. He gripped the glass, stared miserably into his cocktail. Why didn’t she just get up and leave him? He wouldn’t blame her.

He stole a glance at her.

She was sipping serenely at her own drink. “I thought you might be,” she said after a moment. “The good-looking ones always are.” She tapped her cigarette out upon the card, wadded the card, and dropped it to the floor. “You can bring your wife to share my crackers and roquefort. Or doesn’t she mind the food there?”

“She doesn’t seem to.”

“It wasn’t much after dinnertime when I walked in here,” Bonnie Broone said thoughtfully. “Did you just skip a meal?”

“I couldn’t face it!” He groaned; he managed to put a bit of mockery, a touch of overdoing, into it. “The mystery of the thing is what’s getting me. I’m never sure but what she’s confused ground cork with the coffee, or made the piecrust with laundry starch. Or dropped a few chunks of old inner tube into the stew.”

She smiled. “Sounds lovely. Your wife didn’t come with you tonight?”

“No.” He bit off the word. In the back of his thoughts was the conviction that Pris would have followed. Pray God she didn’t think of this cantina.

“You haven’t told me much about yourself except that you are married.”


He made a shrugging, deprecatory motion. “If you’re interested—I’m pushing thirty, I’ve been married exactly five weeks, my people were Presbyterians, I grew up in Portland, Oregon, I went to college for two years and nine days, and I like girls who let strange men buy their drinks.”

Her eyes flickered at the last few words; he had the sinking feeling that he might have offended her. But still she hadn’t hesitated about walking over …

“Two years and nine days? Isn’t that an odd length of time for a college career?” She took her own cigarette case from her bag, put a cigarette between her lips, waited for him to offer a light.

“The third year was just going to be too tough,” he admitted. “I ducked out after the third session on Parasitism in the Lobster.”

She waited until the new cigarette was going good, then asked the question he dreaded. “What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a singer.”

It was too quick. It sounded defensive. It sounded as if you expected people to accuse you of thinking up a soft line to keep out of work and to live on your wife’s money without embarrassment.

“A professional?” she asked. There was nothing in her voice, nothing in her eyes that remotely resembled contempt or even vulgar curiosity.

“I’m not doing anything right now,” he said. “When this—uh—honeymoon thing is over, we’re going East. New York. I’m going to give television a whirl.” Into his mind’s eye came a picture, a painful composite of all the agency waiting rooms he’d known, the final dingy one where he’d heard of the job in Las Vegas….

She broke in upon his thoughts. “I see a piano in the corner. Do you suppose they’d mind if we used it?”

He looked. The piano hadn’t registered with him before; it was in a dark nook, pushed out of the way and draped with a dingy cover, silenced long ago by the juke box full of tinkling Mexican songs. “I’ll ask the waiter. Do you play?”

“Popular stuff,” she said lazily.

The waiter came, took the request back to the bartender, argued, made piano-playing gestures as though the bartender were deaf and had to be made to understand, then returned to Beckett. “With music?” he asked.

“With fingers,” Beckett said, repeating the piano-playing movement in an exaggerated way. The waiter smiled cynically.

“It will be all right, señor.”

“Cut the canned stuff and we’ll entertain the customers,” Beckett told him.

The waiter’s black eyes grew meditative, the overgrown mustache drooped. “In the juke box are many nickels,” he suggested delicately.

“Here. This will take care of any loss.” Beckett handed him a couple of dollars. “Two new drinks, amigo. Bring them to the piano.”

The girl rose, took her bag, and followed Beckett to the dark corner where the piano stood. Beckett pulled off the dirty covering and touched a few keys. It wasn’t bad. The girl came close, then leaned over and ripped out a series of chords. Her hands were very white in the gloom—almost ghostly, Beckett thought. He listened. He could see that she played with finesse and sureness. Her technique was firm and lively. He liked it.

She pulled out the stool and sat down, and began to pick out a tune. “How’s about ‘Somewhere’?” she asked. “Like it?”

The melody started, and he let his voice come up from a whisper, the way he’d been doing that night in Las Vegas when Pris had decided she wanted to meet him.


“Somewhere …

Somewhere I’ll find you—

To know you,

To tell you

How lonely I’ve been …”




He was leaning on the piano, she was looking up at him, her head tilted. It was good to be singing. The Mexicans were looking at him from all parts of the room. He wondered how many of them understood English, and whether the wistful and rather pathetic words had any effect. The faces were impassive.

Through the open door he could see a patch of velvet dark, a few spiraling bugs, a match flare as someone out there lit a cigarette—some passer-by drawn by the singing. Then he thought of Pris. She’d hear him, she’d know who it was, if she were anywhere in the vicinity, even driving past. His voice faltered.

The girl didn’t stop. The music continued softly under the touch of her fingers. “What is it? Lose a beat?”

Silly to be upset, worried. If Pris was out there, the damage was done, she’d already seen him. So what? “Let’s try something else.”

“Sure.” Her hands drifted about—a melody began to shape itself in the scattered chords.


Wanting you …

Every day I am wanting you

Every night I am longing to …

Hold you …



He had actually opened his mouth, formed the first word with his lips, before the thing hit him.

She went on playing slowly and softly, not looking up—watching the keys. She must have heard the tom sound he made. It was hardly human—it didn’t seem human to him. “Something wrong?” she asked, the melody making ghost echoes under her words.

“That song—”

“Don’t you like it?”

“Like it?” He choked on the words. “Nancy and I always—” He cut it off; he was suddenly full of heart stopping fear. “You are Nancy!”


The melody continued, softly, plaintively, inexorably. “No, I’m not. I told you. I’m Bonnie Broone.”

“There are too many things—the hair, the voice, the way you hold your head. And now the song—”

The piano didn’t falter. He had the feeling that he was talking against more than the girl, against more than her passive opposition. The piano conjured up remembrance, and mockery, and old pain, all in one. He leaned against it, gripping the wood with his fingers.

“Stop!”

She went on playing. “You act as if you were afraid of me,” she said. “Do I frighten you?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry. I wanted you to like me.”

He stared down at her bent head, the words he would like to say reeling in his brain. He thought: It’s crazy, but I love you. You’re the spirit, or fetch, or whatever they call the returned image, of the only woman I ever really wanted, the one woman who made me feel like a man.

“You’re trembling,” she said. “Are you ill?”

“No—not ill.”

“Do you want to try another song?”

His mind seemed to emerge suddenly from whatever shadow had possessed it. He had a clear, icy view of himself, ass that he was, acting like a fool because this girl, this stranger, had played a tune familiar to him. That’s all it was—an old, familiar song. Nancy hadn’t even liked it, much; she’d let him sing it to her because it expressed something he’d wanted to say, something that would sound too silly put into matter-of-fact prose.

He was getting a grip on himself. Perhaps it was because of the girl’s casual coldness. Perhaps it was the unwinking attention of the Mexicans. “I’ll sing this one.


“Wanting you …

Every day l am wanting you …”




He brought it out, a husky whisper that ran around the room, that made everything very quiet; a lonely sound that made the night seem lonelier. He thought once that the girl’s hands fumbled on the keys, that her bent face concealed some expression that she didn’t want him to see.


“Every night I am longing to …”



He became aware of an inner weariness, a depth of soul tiredness that sickened him. How foolish it had been to try to duplicate what he had had with Nancy. Pris’s money had blinded him; he’d fooled himself, tried to convince himself that this was love again, because of the security he thought Pris might offer.

He went on singing. It was only gradually that he realized that the Mexicans were no longer paying attention, that they were watching the door. He looked over that way. Pris stood there against the dark, looking very chic in the blue linen dress with its wide red belt. He quit singing.

The girl glanced at the door as if she, too, had been expecting some arrival. “Your wife?”

“Yes.”

“I think the concert is over.” Bonnie Broone rose from the stool, took her bag from the top of the piano, and sauntered back to the table where the two cocktail glasses stood, unnecessarily close together, and a dead giveaway. Pris’s gaze followed her, took in the glasses. Pris started across the floor.

Feeling like a sheep, a fool, Beckett followed the girl.

They met at the table. The two women sized each other up. Then, as cool as mint, Bonnie Broone said, “Won’t you join us, Mrs. Beckett?”

“I’ll be glad to.” Pris sat down in a chair the waiter placed for her. The waiter showed a glint of amusement. Beckett got the impression that the whole room was amused, that all the other customers were inwardly grinning over the discomfiture of the Americano with his two hostile women.


“I’ll have whatever it is you two have been drinking,” Pris decided with dangerous humility.

“Martinis. Three,” Beckett told the waiter.

“I heard the song,” Pris offered. “Sorry I broke things up.”

Bonnie didn’t reply, though the remark had been directed her way. She was taking in the details of Priscilla’s appearance a little at a time, with short, surreptitious glances.

“You didn’t break it up,” Beckett said. “It just never did get started. Did it, Miss Broone?”

Their eyes met. “We’d need more practice to get anywhere,” she said.

Pris studied her nails. “Perhaps that can be arranged.”

“We’ll meet again,” Beckett said.

Pris was obviously trying to figure him out, trying to find out if they were old friends and if they’d met here by arrangement, on a date. For some reason, and in spite of his former nervous dread that she might follow, Beckett found that he hardly cared. He had come into town to find the lousy bastard who had been making anonymous phone calls, and that didn’t seem to matter any more, either. The situation was empty and tasteless and—admit it—shabby.

The only thing that had any fire, any ache, was the memory of Nancy.

The martinis came. Miss Broone waited only long enough to drink hers with decent slowness. Then she pushed back her chair and stood up. “I’m awfully glad you came to my rescue, Mr. Beckett. The martinis were swell.” She held out a hand, right in front of Pris’s nose.

“I’ll see you to your car.” He got up, hearing Pris gasp with anger and seeing the look, hard as flint, that came into her face.



Chapter Three

It was cool outside and the night wind had the faraway smell of desert hills in it. A couple of cactus owls were making a soft whooooing noise in a thicket across the road. The lights of Brickoven were a cheerful glow in the distance.

She turned beside the car. “You needn’t have come, really.”

He couldn’t see her very clearly. He could make out the shape of the car by the glitter of the chrome bumpers and the gleam along the top of the roof. There was a pale spot that must be her uplifted face. What he wanted to do now, the urge that seized and shook him, was something he must not do. “I had to be sure that you got away all right. You’ll see a sign on a post in town—Old Saddleback—and an arrow pointing to the right, about three blocks beyond where you turn into the main stem.”

“Thanks.”

He waited, but she made no move to get into the car. He could hear her breathing, deep and sighing, as though she liked the smell of the desert wind. She had turned so that the glow from the cantina penciled a pale line along her profile. “Good night for now,” he said.

“Good night.”

He wished that he could see her better, could read the expression in her eyes. “I’ll see you at the ranch tomorrow.”

“Perhaps we will meet each other there.”

Silence closed in between them. The only sounds were the wind and the soft hooting of the owls in the thicket. “You think I’m a fool,” he said.

“You haven’t any idea what I think,” she answered, and now she opened the door of the car and slid in under the wheel. The lights bloomed on the dash when she started the motor, and he caught the smile she wore—the half-smile that was a kind of question too.

He said it inside himself: “Good night … Nancy.”

She looked through the window at him. She was pulling on a pair of black kid driving gloves she’d picked up off the seat. Her hair was full of russet lights. “You’d better go in to your wife.”

He turned swiftly in reproof, not waiting until the car rolled. Pris was still at the table. The Mexicans were watching her intently. She had taken a bunch of toothpicks out of the little cup and was building a tower in the cocktail glass. The whole thing tottered and crumpled when Beckett bumped the table in sitting down.

He thought a sigh went through the room. Pris gave him a glance that was poisonous.

His coming had been a signal; the waiter arrived with two more drinks. Beckett took the liquor down a way. He was beginning all at once to feel light-headed and drowsy. Of course, he thought, he’d been nuts to drink on an empty stomach. He tried to think of something to say, to make conversation with Pris, but there seemed nothing except explanations, and these he perversely refused to utter. Let her think what she liked.

It was Pris who spoke finally. “You’d better have something to eat, hadn’t you, darling?” She appeared to lean toward him out of a fog. “You look very drunkie all of a sudden.”

“I am drunk,” he decided.

“Let’s not have that again. I’ll order something for you.”

He waited in silence until the waiter put the bowl of chili and the plate of wilted crackers in front of him. Then he rose slowly, with what he thought was dignity, and stalked outside to the car.

He drove to the ranch, searching ahead of him all the way for the lights of Bonnie Broone’s car. He didn’t see them, and when he turned into the Old Saddleback drive no strange car was parked at the Lodge. He went on to the garage; his headlights swept the cars which were already there. They were all familiar. There was the Cadillac belonging to the fat middle-aged couple with sinus trouble. There was the new Ford owned by the jerk who wore lavender riding pants. Plus Miss Toffet’s ancient Packard—Miss Toffet was about thirty-eight, a small, sunburned mummy with an incessant high giggle like a colt on a sunny day feeling his oats. These were there, and no more.

Beckett parked his car in its stall, switched off the lights, and left. At the end of the garage he almost bumped into a shape which seemed to have risen from the ground to lean against a supporting timber.

“Evening,” said McGuffin.

“Hello,” said Beckett. Then his anger burst. “You gave me a hell of a fright. Why didn’t you speak?”

McGuffin was picking his teeth. He went on picking them. When he smiled, Beckett could make out the white shine in his mouth. “Don’t know. Guess I figured you saw me.”

“If there’s anything I hate, it’s a damned creep.”

McGuffin said nothing. Actually, there was little to say unless the man wanted a fight.

Beckett went on to his cabin, walking unevenly, loathing himself. Why did he always have to open his big mouth? He should have ignored McGuffin. What was the man, anyway? Some kind of transplanted hick, trying to make a go of a dude ranch that didn’t have a prayer of yielding a profit. The bad food would soon take care of the customers. Then McGuffin could start going barefooted again.

Beckett went into the cabin and without taking off any of his clothes, or turning on the light, he fell upon the bed. He lay there looking at the dark. He could catch a whiff of Pris’s perfume now and then from the row of bottles on the dresser. A tap was dripping in the bath.

He tried to think back, to figure out why the evening had turned into such a mess. He shouldn’t have gone to town, he thought—the nut on the telephone, making those anonymous calls was even more deserving of being ignored than McGuffin.

If he hadn’t gone to town, he wouldn’t have met the girl who looked so amazingly, so frighteningly like Nancy.

He turned, as if the thought of her stung him, and looked at the big window and the star-spattered sky. Loneliness engulfed him as he remembered the girl he had loved a long time ago.

McGuffin watched Beckett’s departure without any feeling of anger. In McGuffin’s mind, he himself was a man of property, of importance, while Beckett—since Mrs. Beckett had the money, obviously, and wrote all their checks—Beckett was no better than a tramp. He could be ignored.

McGuffin waited by the garage until Priscilla brought in the station wagon. When he was alone with it, he took a flashlight from his pocket and inspected the car for damage. There were no dents or gravel pits in the fenders. One spring looked down a bit, but it might have been so before she made the trip. McGuffin squatted on his heels, flicked the light about, and meditated. He enjoyed being in the open, and alone. He was pleasantly aware that all around him lay land that was his, and that the Lodge and the cabins were upon it. The wind that blew here was his, the smell of sage, the hooting of owls, the sparkle of starshine that fell from the sky. All of these were a part of his comforting wealth.

And the car—the beautiful car that was so sleek, so strong.

On the second day following this, shortly after noon, Miss Rachel Murdock heard the doorbell ring. She was in her room, lying on an exercise board with her feet fifteen inches higher than her head, and doing belly-ins. This was a new activity, and one that irritated her sister Jennifer almost into fits. Spinster ladies on the far side of sixty were much better off knitting, or collecting for bird refuges, or quilting for Eskimo orphans, than they were worrying about their figures. As for health, in Jennifer’s opinion it was best improved by ginger tea, a hard mattress, and walks. Lying with your head down was dangerous.

Miss Rachel was taking the risk. She had on a pair of rompers which she had made in private, in order not to annoy her sister further, and her silky white hair was tied on top of her head with a ribbon. When the doorbell rang, she paused with her stomach drawn up into her lungs, and waited to see what Jennifer would do.

Jennifer had had several skirmishes during the past week with steel-willed, fast-talking, door-to-door salesmen. She was having a peephole installed on the front door, and meanwhile she was inclined to ignore the bell.

Miss Rachel put a hand on the floor and prepared to get off the board when she heard Jennifer’s steps finally go by in the hall outside. There was a short spell of silence, then the murmur of a masculine voice. Miss Rachel, bitten by curiosity, went to the door and opened it a crack. Her room was at the top of the stairs with the front hall just below. She listened. It was a man, and Jennifer was letting him in.

Her tone of voice even seemed friendly. This seemed odd, as Jennifer’s attitude toward male visitors was inclined to resemble that of a Mother Superior toward a rapist climbing the wall of a nunnery. She put the visitor into the parlor and then came up the steps. Miss Rachel stood so that the rompers were out of sight.

Miss Jennifer actually wore a smile, softening the battle-ax propriety she ordinarily affected. “We have a visitor, Rachel. Rod Bruell. You remember—Agatha’s boy.”

Miss Rachel nodded through the crack in the door. Rod Bruell was a distant relative, the son of a second cousin on their mother’s side. He’d been a variety of things, mostly theatrical; right now, she understood, he was a television producer in Hollywood. A nice man, well-mannered, good-looking, friendly, and companionable.

Jennifer added: “He asked me to see if you’d come down. There’s something he wants to ask you.”


“I’ll be there immediately.”

“You’re dressed, aren’t you?” Jennifer asked, trying to peer around the door.

“I’ve been exercising.”

“Oh. I thought you looked unnaturally flushed,” Jennifer reproved. She withdrew, as though Miss Rachel’s current madness might be catching. “I’ll tell him you’re coming:.”

“Yes, do that.”

Jennifer went away, and Miss Rachel threw on her clothes quickly and combed her hair. In about five minutes she looked her usual self, a sort of Dresden-china figure in sprigged dimity, smelling of lavender, with only the wicked glint in her eyes to give hint of the mischief that spun in her head. She found Jennifer and Mr. Bruell in the parlor.

He rose as Miss Rachel entered. They hadn’t seen him in perhaps a year. She recalled, as she shook hands, that within that time he had been married and divorced—a very short and chaotic affair, according to Agatha, his mother. There were silver patches over his temples now. He was perhaps thirty-five or -six, good-looking in a way that was not particularly striking, with well-groomed clothes and a general air of health and vitality.

His handclasp was firm and warm. “You’ll forgive me for barging in without telephoning in advance?”

“Of course,” Miss Rachel told him, Jennifer echoing.

He sat down again. “I was driving into downtown L. A.—I haven’t been there in years, it seems, since my work keeps me out in Hollywood—and I was puzzling over this affair as I drove. Suddenly I found myself at the intersection of Parchly Heights and Sunset Boulevard, and I thought about you and wondered whether you might help me.”

Miss Jennifer’s face stiffened a little, as though some warning were echoing in her mind. She looked sharply from Rod Bruell to Miss Rachel.

He folded his hands across his knees and inspected a fresh manicure. “I was married, you know. Not for long. I don’t want to talk about that, or any of my troubles—in fact, I haven’t any compared to this other thing. You see, it involves my ex-wife. She has remarried.”

“I understand,” said Miss Rachel.

“She’s married a fellow a little younger than herself. He’s a singer. She picked him up in Las Vegas. I gather that at the time he was rather down on his luck. Broke.”

“Your former wife has money of her own?”

Rod Bruell nodded. “Not a large amount. She has income from a trust, and a few rentals in San Francisco—business properties.”

“This affair you wanted to talk about to me concerns her recent marriage?”

“Yes.” He hesitated, and a flicker of discomfort showed in his eyes. “There’s something in the background, though, which will have to be explained first. You see, Priscilla was married twice before she married me. There are three ex-husbands. I’ve met the other two, and—well, this will seem the incredible part”—He took out a handkerchief and coughed into it briefly.

The room grew very quiet. Miss Jennifer’s back was as stiff as a poker and her face betrayed her inner opinion of Priscilla’s marrying marathon. Bruell continued—“but each one of these other men claims that Priscilla tried to murder him during their marriage. I know she almost killed me.”

Now the quiet was deathly. Jennifer took on a pink haze; she seemed to radiate heat. Miss Rachel gave her a nervous glance and said, “Each of you?”

“Every last one.”

“How long has she been married this time?”

“Just a few weeks.”

“Has something happened?”

“I’m afraid—yes. Or, rather, it’s going to. A friend of mine called me from this little town—it’s out near the desert, and there are dude ranches thereabouts—and he’d seen Pris with her new husband and he thought trouble was brewing.”

She frowned at him. “Outside of risking an unpleasant scene by warning him—and perhaps being misunderstood—I don’t see what else you could do.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that.”

Jennifer had been getting up steam all this while; now she exploded. “Rachel! Don’t you dare meddle in this business!”

“We’re trying to prevent a crime,” Miss Rachel pointed out virtuously.

“I know what you’re doing,” said Jennifer. “You’re cooking up a horror. I can smell it.”

“What does it smell like?” Miss Rachel wondered interestedly.

“Brimstone.”

Bruell seemed a trifle disconcerted. “I—I wouldn’t want to cause an argument between you. Miss Rachel, I thought you carried out your investigations on a semi-professional basis.”

“I want to,” Miss Rachel said. “I even made plans to have a small office—I was going to convert one of the pantries—and have a dictating machine and a part-time secretary. I get lots of requests to have these cases written up, you know. As it is, I have to turn them over to a true-crime writer. Jennifer won’t let me work the way I should.”

“I can imagine the characters who’d be creeping in and out of the house all hours of the day and night,” said Miss Jennifer. “Office, indeed! Pest hole!”

There was a short, uncomfortable silence. Rod Bruell looked surreptitiously at his hat. Forestalling flight, Miss Rachel asked, “Aren’t your motives a little mixed up in this?”

He stared embarrassedly at the floor. “What do you mean?”

“Since you are not acquainted with the new husband, your worry could hardly concern his welfare. Therefore I must conclude that your real anxiety is for your ex-wife.”

A touch of color stung his healthy cheeks. “You’re right. I’m still very fond of Pris. This fellow she’s recently married—from what I’ve heard of him, I’m afraid he’s apt to give Pris a shabby deal. And she won’t take it. She has a temper. She loses it very easily.”


Miss Rachel appeared to think it over. Finally she said, “These murder attempts—what were they like? Do you know the details of those made against the first two men?”

“Just the bare facts. Colonel Nova tripped on a piece of string tied at the top of a flight of stairs. He has a stiff leg now, but his neck is intact. John Wilder—he was the first—says that Pris baked and served him a poison pie. I don’t think he suffered any permanent damage.”

She waited; he was biting his lip. Plainly he hated to talk about what had happened to himself.

At this moment Miss Rachel’s big black cat walked into the room and looked things over with a lazy green eye. She’d just had lunch. She made some remarks in cat language about the quality of the food, then sat down to lick her fluffy black fur. Bruell said, “Good-looking cat you have there. What’s his name?”

“Her name is Samantha,” said Miss Rachel. “You asked that same question the last time you were here. Aren’t you going to tell me how your wife almost killed you?”

“She tipped over a canoe in the middle of a lake. I can’t swim. I damned near drowned.” He said it all in a rush, and suddenly in the depths of his eyes Miss Rachel saw the fear—the horror and helplessness he had felt when the boat was over and he had found himself in the water.

“You’re still fond of her?” she asked with a touch of disbelieving.

“She didn’t mean to hurt me,” he said quickly. “It was just—temper. She said I could swim if I wanted to, that I was just too lazy to learn, and then something about her father teaching her by throwing her into deep water. I’m afraid I told her something uncomplimentary about her father at that point. The next instant I was flopping into the drink.”

“How did you get out?”

“Some people in a nearby boat finally got me. Pris didn’t seem to understand, even at the end, that I actually couldn’t swim.”


“It sounds like a tantrum,” Miss Rachel admitted. “But the first two attempts couldn’t have been so casual. Baking a pie takes a bit of time. Even tying a string to the top of a flight of stairs can’t be the impulse of an instant.”

He squirmed on the chair, and Miss Rachel realized that this was something he had figured out for himself and didn’t want to believe.


Chapter Four

Miss Jennifer offered her opinion. “If you ask me, you’re well rid of such a wife! Tried to drown you, indeed! What did your mother say?”

“Mother had fainting spells for a week afterwards,” Rod Bruell said morosely, “and Pris kept telling her, with a perfectly straight face, that she had only been trying to teach me to swim. It was hell. That’s what broke up our marriage eventually. Mother got so suspicious of Pris that she wanted to sleep in the same room with us.”

“Agatha always was of a practical turn,” Miss Rachel agreed. “By the way, did your wife have any similar excuses for the poisoned pie and the trip cord?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I didn’t talk to her about the two previous husbands. I tried to keep our relationship idealistic and romantic. At the end, I’ll confess, I was curious. When the opportunity presented, I had a talk with each of those other men. Both of them swear up and down that they fled Pris to save their lives. They’re friends now, living together, incidentally—it’s as if a common danger had drawn them together.”

“Have you spoken to them about the new marriage?”

“No.”


“Why not ask their advice? After all, they know her as well as you do, and may even have mutual friends who could keep a weather eye out for the new husband.”

“Their attitude isn’t what mine is,” he objected. “They’re suspicious. They’d never give Priscilla the benefit of the doubt.”

“What action did you have in mind, then?”

He cast a sickly and apologetic glance in Jennifer’s direction, and Miss Rachel had a sudden premonition of what he meant to say. His halting words confirmed it. “The idea hit me on the way here that if I offered to pay your expenses, and on top of that a decent fee, you might be willing to go out to that dude ranch for a few days and sort of size things up.”

The moment crackled, then died into the kind of silence that rings in the ears. Miss Jennifer rose. She has a spare erectness that can make her look quite tall. Indignation gave her a glow that seemed to illuminate the polite dimness of the parlor. “One almost wonders if that near escape from drowning didn’t unhinge your mind a bit, Rod. But remember—Rachel is not a professional. She’s a meddler. She doesn’t improve a dangerous situation; she aggravates it. Ask the police—she’s been in their hair often enough.” Jennifer shook the layers of petticoats under her skirt. “I’m going out to make us some tea. It will settle us and make us realize that we are civilized beings. While I’m gone, I wish this conversation to be concluded. We’ll forgive your error, Rod, and you just forget about your invitation to Rachel to stick a finger into this particular pie.”

“A poisoned pie,” Miss Rachel meditated.

“Never mind,” said Jennifer sternly.

Rod Bruell nodded abjectly. “Yes. I’m so sorry.”

Jennifer swept out on the wind of righteousness. The cat looked after her, decided that the destination might concern the kitchen, and went loping after.

“I shouldn’t have said what I did,” Bruell apologized.

Miss Rachel seemed engrossed in some thoughts of her own. “Priscilla had rather a variety of husbands. Her taste, or means of selection, intrigues me. Was there a common denominator?”


He answered with a blank look.

“I mean—did you all resemble each other in some manner? Appearance? Jobs? You and the new husband are both in the entertainment field, by the way.”

He went on being puzzled for a moment or two, then he snapped his fingers sharply. “Why, yes, there was one thing. A sort of ridiculous detail. All of us—all of Pris’s husbands—were born under the sign of Capricorn.”

“Your former wife is interested in astrology?”

“I guess Pris takes it pretty seriously. She said that according to the stars she would find her proper mate in Capricorn and she didn’t intend to be discouraged over a few failures.”

“At least she has been consistent.”

“Yes, Pris has a will of her own.”

Miss Rachel absently made a couple of pleats in the dimity skirt. “Do you think I’d have any trouble getting a reservation at that dude ranch?”

He actually paled, and looked toward the door through which Jennifer had marched. “Oh, but of course you couldn’t

“Why couldn’t I?” She waited, but he didn’t answer; he just looked scared and swallowed a couple of times. “Why shouldn’t I take a little vacation, and check up on your Priscilla while I’m at it? The desert’s very good for one.” She coughed with an unconvincing attempt at asthma, and he flinched. “When Jennifer comes back, you tell me your mother’s been hoping I’d run out to Pasadena and visit her. That’ll give me an excuse. Then tomorrow I’ll meet you at nine sharp at—let me see—”

He began to recover his wits. “You’ll—drive?”

“Yes.”

“But won’t Jennifer—”

“She will indeed, but I won’t be here to listen. I’ll send her a wire from downtown, and it will be too late to stop me. Even if she could.”

Still he looked worried. “It’s quite a way. That back country in San Diego and Imperial counties, you know—desert, straight to the Arizona border. The roads won’t be too good.”

“Don’t try to discourage me. I’m going. Besides Capricorn, what might interest your ex-wife? I want to get acquainted with her. Quickly.”

He appeared to study the remark, then start to speak, then hesitate.

“What is it?” Miss Rachel demanded.

He chewed his lip. “Pris has a weakness for—uh—characters.” He gave Miss Rachel a sidewise look to see how she had taken it. “If you could think of something with just a touch of oddity—”

“Such as?”

“Oh, I don’t know. She used to give parties and fill the house up with the most incredible variety of freaks. Women who recited poetry through green veils; little men who recorded mouse squeaks; couples who taught you how to inhale through your soul. That kind of thing.” He made a fumbling, baffled movement with his hands. “You wouldn’t want to imitate a nut.”

“According to Jennifer, I’ve been a nut for years. I’ll think of something.” She lowered her voice; Jennifer could be heard in the hall, rolling the teacart. “You’ll have to give me further information. We can’t talk here. I’ll see you in the northwest corner of Pershing Square tomorrow at nine.”

He sat back in the chair with not so much an air of relaxing as of being flabbergasted. Probably his ideas had been vague, his plans for involving Miss Rachel of the most tentative sort, and he was somewhat in a state of shock from the swiftness with which she had taken charge.

She gave him a wink just as Jennifer entered. After that the conversation was confined to poinsettias. Jennifer’s were refusing to bloom.

The poinsettias had dew on them early the next morning when Miss Rachel let down her gray cowhide bag and the cat’s traveling basket by means of a rope. The cat was down there, too, already let out for a morning stroll by the housekeeper. She had an eye on a couple of sparrows.

The sky was cloudy. It felt like winter, even for Los Angeles, and Miss Rachel thought with satisfaction of her trip to the desert. Soon she would be where the sun was hot. The dude ranch sounded interesting. Priscilla Beckett sounded even more so. Imagine—a woman who’d had three husbands and had tried to do away with each of them! Miss Rachel, looking out upon the cloudy day, felt a surge of elation. Even if Priscilla didn’t try to kill the new one, just meeting her should be a rewarding study in personality. A modern Lucrezia Borgia who dabbled in astrology and went strong for freaks! What astounding luck, that Rod Bruell had thought of her!

At breakfast later Jennifer announced: “Today is January fifteenth.”

This was apparently supposed to mean something. Miss Rachel tried to remember what. “The new year’s hardly gotten started,” she offered.

“The Ladies’ Aid Bazaar opens this afternoon,” Jennifer said. “I’m going to be dreadfully busy. If you have the car out today, will you take the crate of white elephants down to the church hall?”

“I will indeed,” said Miss Rachel relievedly.

“They’ll probably put you to work. Pinning price tags on things. Or labeling the homemade jellies.”

“Mmmmm.”

Miss Jennifer studied her over the plate of fluffy omelet and raspberry muffins. “You seem to have something on your mind.”

Denying that she was thinking of a thing was the worst possible tactic, Miss Rachel had learned. “I keep remembering what Rod Bruell told us about his ex-wife.”

“You would, Rachel. Really, I think his coming here was in the poorest taste. Expecting us to listen to such a story … and that woman! What a creature she must be!”


“Yes, mustn’t she?”

“She’s probably attractive in an unwholesome kind of way, if you know what I mean. Rouge and padding and cologne.”

“And no morals to speak of.”

Jennifer nodded. “I always thought that if a man were fool enough to marry such a woman, he actually deserved whatever happened to him afterward.”

“Like poisoned pies.”

“Exactly.” Miss Jennifer suddenly reined herself up, realizing that she was discussing something toward which she was supposed to feel no interest, only disdain. She finished her breakfast quickly. “I have to rush. Mrs. Bitts is stopping for me at nine. We have to wrap all those things for the grab bag.”

The cat came in wearing a frustrated expression and switching her tail. There was more than a hint that the sparrows had had fun with her. Miss Rachel offered a bit of omelet in consolation. Samantha ate daintily, then sat down to lick her paws.

“Jennifer, what zodiac sign were you born under?”

Jennifer stopped at the door. “Capricorn,” she said, “and so were you, Rachel. It goes all the way from the end of December to the end of January. Now.”

“You mean this is Capricorn?” Miss Rachel asked interestedly.

“Mrs. Crandall and I got to a missionary meeting too early one day, and while we were waiting she explained all about it. It’s her hobby. We’re goats. That’s what our sign means.”

“I don’t especially like being a goat,” Miss Rachel decided.

“Mrs. Crandall says that people born under Capricorn are easily taken advantage of and that we should watch ourselves. It’s all fiddle-faddle, of course. The stars—compelling you to do this or that! I’d like to see anyone make a goat of me!” With this, Jennifer departed wearing her usual air of militant suspicion.

Miss Rachel waited discreetly until her sister had left the house before putting the bag and the cat in her basket into the car. It hadn’t been necessary, after all, to sneak the things down by a rope, but Miss Rachel considered the trouble well taken—it gave an atmosphere of surreptitious excitement to the opening of this affair.

She checked herself and tried to squelch the feeling of danger and daring. There might not be any affair, she reminded herself firmly. Just this once Priscilla might be happy with the man she had chosen.

And after three murder attempts Priscilla’s appetite for crime might be satiated.

Miss Rachel drove downtown, left the car in a parking lot, and walked to Pershing Square. The park looked dismal under the dull sky, and the idle men lining the benches more than ordinarily shabby. She found Rod Bruell without any trouble. He was sitting on a bench with two other men, and it was only after they rose with him, to greet her, that she realized the three were together.

One man was tall, gray-haired, and with pale eyes whose remote enmity made Miss Rachel think of a zoo eagle. He had an almost exaggeratedly erect military carriage. Rod Bruell was saying, “Miss Rachel Murdock—may I present Colonel Nova?”

Miss Rachel gave him her hand. He squeezed it as if trying to deflate it. The second man had moved forward. He was small, plump, reddish. When he smiled, his eyes went shut and his forehead corrugated itself like a washboard. His fingers touched hers moistly and with apologetic gentleness. Bruell said, “This is John Wilder.”

Here they were, she thought with a stir of excitement—all three of the victims who had escaped Priscilla’s traps! Colonel Nova carried a large knobby mahogany-colored cane; he kept it slightly behind him, she saw, and used it to bolster his terrific straightness. He had been crippled, if she recalled correctly, in that fall down the stairs. Little Mr. Wilder seemed undamaged, though his color was bright and he had a trace of paunch under the neat gray flannel double-breasted suit. Apparently the poisoned pie had not permanently injured his digestive apparatus.

Bruell was speaking again. “I telephoned Colonel Nova and Mr. Wilder last night at their home in Escondido, and asked them to meet us here today. It occurred to me that you had better talk to them, too, before going on with this.” In his eyes was the haunted hope that she might reconsider. Jennifer had certainly thrown a scare into him. Probably his respect for Jennifer’s battle-ax ways dated back to the time when he had been nine years old and she had caught him putting a white rat in the sugar bin.

“I’m very glad to meet you,” Miss Rachel told Colonel Nova and Mr. Wilder. Colonel Nova dipped his head in a nod. His cold eyes remained remote. Mr. Wilder smiled an even bigger smile and made bubbling noises of gratitude.

“We should go somewhere for our chat,” he said. “A café? Would you care for a cup of coffee?”

“That would be splendid,” she agreed. Bruell took her arm. She sensed that he considered the situation a bit awkward but that it had been the best he could do, and something that he thought must be done. Was he trying to warn her? Did he want to impress upon her, through the stories of Colonel Nova and Mr. Wilder, just how inhumanly clever Priscilla could be?

In the next block they found a new little coffee shop with booths at the rear. Miss Rachel slid into the pink leather seat, Bruell following to sit beside her. Colonel Nova experienced a moment of awkwardness. The big knobby cane clattered on the underside of the table. He appeared to drag his crippled leg after him as he worked his way into the seat. Mr. Wilder murmured sympathetically while this went on, but Colonel Nova ignored it; his glance remained cold and self-contained.

The waitress came; they all ordered coffee and toast, except Mr. Wilder, who wanted banana cream pie.

Miss Rachel thought the order a bit odd. They were going to talk about a pie—a noxious one. Apparently pie—poisoned or not—was a dish Mr. Wilder was fond of.

Rod Bruell had opened his wallet and extracted a snapshot. “I thought you’d need this—you won’t lose any time identifying Pris.” He put the picture into her hand. It showed a woman in a sun suit, holding a fishing rod over a rippling stream. The glare from the water illumined her face; she was close to thirty, with dark hair and a full, somehow ironic, mouth, and a figure that filled the sun suit without overflowing anywhere.

Miss Rachel was aware of a stab of disappointment. She’d expected something more—well, slinky was as good a word as any. Slinky and dangerous and vampirish. A cobra woman.

Mr. Wilder had leaned across to look. “It doesn’t show her eyes very well, you know,” he said apologetically to Bruell. “And that’s what Pris does her dirty work with. Those damned gray eyes.”

“Well,” Bruell said, “it will give Miss Rachel an identification.”

“It’s nonsense,” said Colonel Nova with sudden steam. “All quite mad. Sending someone to spy. We ought to have our heads examined.”

There was a short, uncomfortable silence. The waitress brought their order and went away again. Mr. Wilder’s pie looked like yesterday’s, kept overnight in the refrigerator, but he attacked it with what seemed to be relish. “Mmmmm,” he said.

Colonel Nova ignored the food and the coffee. “Miss Murdock, there may be sillier plans than this of yours to examine the state of Priscilla’s latest marriage, but I can’t think of one. If she does decide to kill this young man for one reason or another, you won’t be there. It will be done at an intimate moment, when they are alone, when his mind is not on danger.”

“Is that what happened to you?” Miss Rachel asked interestedly.

His face stiffened; the remote eyes looked at some point above Miss Rachel’s head. “I had come out of my room after dressing for our first anniversary dinner. I stopped at the head of the stairs to look down. Priscilla was in the lower hall, in the soft light, wearing a dress all glittering with sequins. Beyond her was the open door to the dining room, with the table laid with crystal and silver—we had been married just one year, and I knew my gift would be beside her plate. A diamond bracelet. As I stood there, Priscilla looked up at me and said something in a cooing voice. Something utterly irrelevant—a remark about a shirt. I didn’t quite catch it. I stepped forward. That was the last thing I knew until I woke up in the hospital.”

“No warning,” said Miss Rachel.

“None whatever,” he agreed, then lapsed into silence. The zoo-eagle likeness was more pronounced than ever. Colonel Nova seemed to have withdrawn mentally to some high perch from which he regarded them with cynical disinterest.

“And how about you?” Miss Rachel said to Mr. Wilder.

He swallowed the mouthful he had been chewing. “Much the same, in a way. We’d been married less than a year, though.” He regarded his plate with a touch of sadness. “I was in real estate then—still am, of course. In and out all of the time, meals irregular, and Pris was never much of a cook. I guess I criticized her a little strongly. Then I came home one day and she had this pie—” He blinked; for an instant Miss Rachel thought tears might be stinging his eyes. Then she saw that the pause was an effort of memory: that he was trying to be very clear, very precise—and, perhaps, fair to the woman he had married.

“Pris called me into the kitchen and said, ‘Look, darling, what I made for you.’ And there it was, under the most delicate brown crust.” Mr. Wilder’s eyes grew dreamy. “She said, ‘I’m not going to make you wait until after dinner. You can have a piece of it now.’ She pulled out a chair at the kitchen table for me, put down a fork—we’d been arguing just that morning about hiring a cook. I didn’t think we could afford one, and I was surprised that Pris would be so agreeable. I sat down, she brought the pie over, and—ugh!”

“You didn’t eat it?”

“I took a bite, though my nose warned me I shouldn’t.”

“What was in it?”

“Rhubarb.”

Miss Rachel shook her head. “I mean—the poison.”

“Lysol.”

Miss Rachel did a mental double take. “Oh, but only a small amount of that, in food, would smell terrible.”

“It did,” he agreed. “It didn’t taste good, either. I had to spit it out. And then I saw that Pris was laughing. She laughed fit to split for a couple of minutes, and then she ran into the bedroom to pack.”

“That was when she left you?”

“Yes. I didn’t try to stop her, of course.” His voice seemed lost and lonely, reflecting the bewilderment of that other time. “If she hated me that much, I’d rather she were gone.”


Chapter Five

McGuffin squatted on the top rail of the corral fence and watched the hermit’s kid work at grooming the three saddle horses. This was a Mexican boy who came from a shack far up the canyon and who never seemed to have anything to wear except some torn dungarees and a silver saint’s medal on a string around his neck. His hair was very black, his eyes respectful; there was a mouthful of very white teeth and an air of insatiable energy. McGuffin had developed the habit of watching the work with the horses for a number of reasons. If the boy should ever demand more than the fifty cents McGuffin paid him for a day’s labor, it would be a point of argument to know the work himself. McGuffin was completely unfamiliar with horses. Also, he enjoyed feeling the power of an employer, of speaking his mind and of having the hired help listen to him.

The morning was crisp and bright. The desert air had a sunny clearness so that the surrounding country was distinct right out to the rim of hills on the horizon. Brickoven looked like a collection of new-minted toys. A car on a road miles away had the sharpness of an etching in miniature. The sky was a blue that burned. McGuffin chewed on a straw. “Got a guest coming. Woman—a woman professor. A en-tom-ology expert. Know what that means?”

The boy was frowning over the bay’s tail, which had cactus thorns in it. “No, señor.”

“It means the science of insects,” McGuffin explained, omitting that he had looked it up in the dictionary after receiving Miss Rachel’s wire. “It means a lady scientist who studies about bugs.”

The boy nodded as though this was interesting but slightly beyond his comprehension. “She is come here to find thees bug, señor?”

“Right here to Old Saddleback.”

The boy hesitated over his answer. “It is good?” McGuffin was obviously pleased and proud; there must be meaning that he had failed to grasp.

“We’re getting famous,” McGuffin explained, “when important people like professors want to come here to do their work. She’ll probably write articles and stuff, maybe even books, and our name will be right there in print. That’ll bring more folks.” He sucked his teeth in satisfaction.

The boy had brushed the tail of the bay horse to the smoothness of silk and removed all of the thorns. He moved over to the black now and inspected the foreleg where there was a wire cut which was somewhat swollen and inclined to fester.

McGuffin spoke in an introspective tone. “I’ve got to figure out the right spot for the lady. I want her to like it here. Best cabin is Miss Toffet’s. She won’t move, though. That fellow Jefferson is leaving today. I might slap a little paint in there and give her his cabin.”

From the pocket of the dungarees the Mexican boy took some weed pods, broke them open, put the seeds into his mouth to chew them briefly, then stuck the chewed mass against the wound on the black’s leg and rubbed gently.

“Those lavender riding pants that Jefferson wears sort of—” McGuffin broke off. “Hey, what’s that stuff?”

“It is something my uncle gave me,” the boy said humbly. “It will cure the bad place on the leg.”

“You sure?” McGuffin stared with suspicion. “The Hermit picked the stuff himself?”

“Yes, señor. By tonight it will be better, he say.”

“Let me look at one of them pods.”

The boy handed up an empty pod and McGuffin studied it, trying to recall if he’d seen anything like it growing near the ranch. The thing was smaller than a string bean, dry as parchment, fuzzy and wrinkled on the outside and slick as wax within, deeply indented where the beans had lain. “What’s the name of this? What d’you call it?”

The boy shrugged in a gesture of ignorance or evasion.

McGuffin put the pod into his shirt pocket. He had heard footsteps, hurried ones, approaching the corral from the direction of the drive. He turned to look over his shoulder. The newcomer was Beckett, wearing a tan silk sport shirt and deep green slacks, a white neckerchief tied about his throat in the new style affected by western heroes. “Hollywood,” McGuffin said under his breath. He took the straw out of his mouth and spat.

Beckett said, “I want to talk to you.”

McGuffin inspected the straw for damage. “Talk away, then.” He waited. “Sir.”

Beckett’s good-looking face took on an ominous hardness at the childish slur. But he controlled a retort. “I’d like to inquire about a Miss Broone. Bonnie Broone. She had a reservation to check in here several days ago. I’m wondering where she is.”

It seemed to Beckett that under an initial twitch of surprise McGuffin’s expression became guarded and masklike. “Miss Broone?” He broke the straw in two, evenly, then matched the pieces and broke them again, all with an air of attention to something of importance. “I don’t think I recall such a name, Mr. Beckett.”

“Bonnie Broone,” Beckett repeated, as if to penetrate a deafness on McGuffin’s part. “She was on her way here a couple of—no, three—three nights ago. Tuesday night. She got as far as Brickoven, she had your card, she’d sent money here with a reservation. Did she cancel?”

“Cancel?” McGuffin examined the word as he might a doubtful check presented by a guest. “No, sir. I just don’t know anything about that lady.”

“You had her name on your list. You must have had!”

“I’d remember it, then,” McGuffin said defensively. His whole attitude was wrong, Beckett decided—McGuffin wasn’t positive or forthright enough. He was hiding something. At the same time there was a hint of curiosity in his glances at Beckett, as though Beckett had provided a surprise or an incongruous answer to some question.

Beckett laid a hand on the top bar of the corral fence and tried to control his temper and to think. The sun had a surprising heat. He noticed the way the horses stood, heads down, drowsy, half-asleep in the warmth. The Mexican boy was pretending to examine the foreleg of the black, though Beckett sensed he was taking in everything that was said.

Beckett made his decision. “My wife’s been talking to you.” He gripped the fence. “Hasn’t she?”

McGuffin, with deceptive mildness, pretended not to understand. “I did see Mrs. Beckett after breakfast, come to think of it. She said she’d be riding later and to keep the bay fresh for her.”


“That isn’t what I mean. She bribed you to say you don’t know anything about Miss Broone. She paid you to lie.”

McGuffin’s glance sparkled for a moment. “No, sir.”

“What became of the girl? Why didn’t she come here?”

“I don’t know.” From under the brim of his cowboy hat McGuffin looked at Beckett with even more curiosity than before. Beckett was overcome by a sense of angry bafflement. McGuffin’s impassive face, the wind-bitten eyes, the manner cautious and restrained, made Beckett feel somehow like a fool. McGuffin was laughing at him. McGuffin knew what had happened to Bonnie Broone, and he was enjoying the mystery and Beckett’s torment over it. “Why don’t you check up on the hotels in town?” McGuffin offered, with what Beckett thought was sly contempt.

Beckett looked back at him coldly, refusing to admit that he had already canvassed all hotels, rooming houses (there were three of each), and private homes where rooms were let, in an effort to find out where Miss Broone had gone. He had visited personally each of the other half-dozen dude ranches in the vicinity—even scouted a couple of places which were commercial cattle ranches and were not known to accept guests. Bonnie Broone was nowhere. She had disappeared. She had driven away from the cantina into limbo.

Beckett turned and looked off toward the open end of the valley where the bare sands stretched for endless miles toward the Salton Sea. The Sea was not visible from Old Saddleback, even on clear days—this was a pocket tucked into the fringe of hills. Beckett stared at the vast sink and chewed his lips. The abnormal clearness was disconcerting: it brought up close the naked barrenness of the country, the frightening lack of life, of foliage. He tried to beat down the panic that had arisen with the new thought, just this morning, that Bonnie Broone might have lost her way on the desert roads and be out there somewhere now, in the breathless heat and stillness, and dying of thirst.


“If you want, I’ll check my reservation list again,” McGuffin offered with what sounded to Beckett like condescension.

“Don’t bother.” Beckett strode off, his hands clenched in his pockets, his jaw tensed. He went back to the cabin, stopped on the steps, fought with himself and with his own sense of caution; he was a little afraid, still, to tackle Pris with the accusation that she had driven the girl away in some underhanded manner. Since the night at the cantina Pris was inclined to frosty replies and her temper was short. He rubbed his hand through his blond hair, his eyes clouding with distraction. There would come a time when he would accuse her; he felt the anger, a physical pulse, beating through his temples.

It had been hell to be reminded so sharply of Nancy, but this was even worse—not to see Bonnie Broone again, not to probe and question that uncanny likeness.

He stood irresolute at the door of the cabin, feeling the heat reflected from the wall, convinced that Pris was guilty of some trick. The knowledge that he had better hide that conviction was more galling than the hot sweat under the neckerchief. The honeymoon was over, of course. Pris would be wanting to move on soon, and he had no intention of going. Tonight he’d try the cantina again.

The bartender knew him well now and the martinis were perfect, and, to Beckett, tasteless.

McGuffin leaned his chin into his palm and watched the lazy flies that circled under the horses. His eyes drooped, giving his face a cynical look. “I wouldn’t of guessed it,” he said to no one. “I sure wouldn’t of thought he’d be the bucko to ask that question.”

The Mexican boy didn’t glance up. He was currying the mane of the bay. It was getting warm in the sun. It would be better to take the horses into their stalls, though the patrón preferred that they be groomed in the open where he could watch. The Mexican boy made no reply to the thing McGuffin had said. McGuffin had been thinking aloud; the tone of surprise, as in Spanish, had given the words a taste of self-question.

The Mexican boy liked the man named Beckett. Several times for minor errands Beckett had given him tips of fifty cents—the equivalent of a day’s wage—and yesterday, on entering the cabin with a pitcher of fresh ice water, Beckett had rewarded him with a wonderful medal. It had been lying on the dresser, and young eyes had been drawn by its brightness. This was not a saint’s medal; there was an eagle on it, and other figures, and lettering which spelled words in English. The color was gold. “Put it on your string, Chico,” Beckett had said generously, half-teasing, but this the Mexican boy had been afraid to do. He had kept the medal in his pocket.

McGuffin would see it on the string and question him, perhaps even confiscate it. And the truth might come out, somehow, about those fifty-cent tips. He had a hunch McGuffin wouldn’t be pleased.

John Wilder went on looking down into his plate. He gave the appearance of a man whom life has used cruelly and bewilderingly. For the first time Colonel Nova showed a trace of ordinary human sympathy. “Chin up, old man,” he comforted Wilder. “It’s all over now, you know.”

Wilder refused to be bucked up. “The worst part was that I never did find another woman to take Pris’s place. Even after the pie, and knowing that she had wanted to poison me, she was always the only one. I used to wish I hadn’t let her go.”

Colonel Nova looked offended. “You were lucky,” Rod Bruell said, “for the next time it might have been something you couldn’t smell or taste.”

“That’s right,” said Colonel Nova. “And at least you got off without any permanent damage.” He shifted the crippled leg under the table as if resenting it. “I never had any lingering doubts. The thing was over for me when I pitched down those stairs.” He was speaking now to Miss Rachel. “When a woman chooses the night I’m giving her a diamond bracelet to try to break my neck, I’m finished with her. I refuse to indulge any such lack of honor and sportsmanship.” He sounded very Army and very British—like something out of Four Feathers, Miss Rachel thought.

She looked at the two men facing her. “In either case, didn’t she try to make explanation afterward?”

Mr. Wilder shook his bowed head. Colonel Nova said, “My only further conversation with Priscilla concerned the details of the divorce settlement. She got quite a round sum out of me. I didn’t grudge it—I regarded it as insurance for staying alive. I did manage to retain the diamond bracelet. I still have it.”

This, then, was what Priscilla’s first two husbands had gotten out of their marriages to her: a diamond bracelet and a sense of regret. Miss Rachel glanced at Rod Bruell, sitting beside her. He smiled slightly. “I’m not carrying the torch for Pris. I still do like her immensely. Mostly, I suppose, I feel a sort of responsibility toward her. She did try desperately to argue Mother and me out of the idea I’d almost died in that lake. She kept hammering on the idea that in another moment or so I’d have begun automatically to swim. But I couldn’t take it, of course; I was nervous. Now, I just don’t want her to try anything foolish again. If she does actually kill this man, I’d feel—well, to blame in a way—for not straightening her out on that temper, or at least trying to.”

“I see,” said Miss Rachel, though she thought the denial about carrying a torch might not be quite the truth.

“I’m wondering, when you meet Pris, if you’ll see her at all as we did,” Bruell went on. “All that charm she has—you might not catch it.”

“I’m rather observant,” Miss Rachel answered, “and if there’s a man getting the charm treatment, I’m sure I’ll notice.” Inwardly she was forced to smile. Priscilla’s lure might not be what Jennifer said it was—rouge and padding and cologne—but its mechanics should be fairly obvious. Men were not attracted by the invisible.


Bruell now showed a trace of curiosity. “Have you thought of some—uh—disguise through which you might meet her quickly?”

“When Jennifer and I were young, we collected butterflies,” Miss Rachel said. “I’m going to that dude ranch as an entomologist. It should be odd enough for your former wife’s taste to see me chasing about after bugs. Besides, I already had the equipment, the nets and killing jars and specimens boxes and so forth. It might even prove interesting in its own right—considering the desert’s arid state it has an amazing variety of crawlers.”

“Centipedes. Thousand-leggers,” Bruell offered with a mock shudder.

“And scorpions,” shivered John Wilder.

“And trapdoor spiders,” said Colonel Nova. “One of the most ingenious of the arachnids. When you’re out walking, look on the bare ground for a small closed aperture like a shut and flattened eyelid. Lift the covering with a twig—the spider will be pulling on the other side but he’ll give up if you persist—and inside you’ll find a silk-lined tunnel. Pure Arabian Nights, with the magician waiting in his lair.” For the second time Colonel Nova seemed possessed of a human warmth and enthusiasm—over spiders, no less.

“I’m afraid that I must start very soon,” Miss Rachel told them, and prepared to leave. “I have a long drive through the back country.”

Bruell and Wilder rose at once. Colonel Nova, sliding out with his game leg dragging, gave her a sharply disapproving glance. “You won’t accomplish anything, Miss Murdock.”

“I hope not,” she said, straightening her taffeta skirt. “I hope that there’s nothing to be done, after all, and that Mr. Bruell’s fears are groundless.”

Bruell was biting his lips. “But if you do see signs of conflict—”

“I’ll call you,” she promised.

“Then I’ll give Pris a real talking to.” He took Miss Rachel’s arm and guided her to the street entrance. “How shall we settle the money end of it? Will you send me a bill afterward?”

“That will be all right.” She put the snapshot of Priscilla into her purse.

During the rest of that day, until sundown, she drove the minor highways between Los Angeles, Elsinore, Hemet, and Brickoven. There wasn’t much traffic. The roads, at least as far as Brickoven, were pretty good. She made excellent time. She stopped several times for gas, and to let the cat stretch, and once for a quick bite to eat.

It was sundown by the time she turned from the main street of Brickoven to the road that led to Old Saddleback Ranch. Once the town was left behind she became aware of the wide loneliness of the desert and the silence. The horizon had collected a few heat clouds, and these glowed flame and copper colors with the sun behind them. The sky above was pale, almost gray, with a sense of empty and limitless space. The earth darkened little by little as the light faded.

About halfway from town the road slanted into a wide, shallow wash. Here was a car sitting still, she saw, a station wagon, blocking the road. The right wheel seemed crushed against a boulder at the side of the road and the right front fender was badly crumpled.

Miss Rachel stopped her own car and got out. She thought for a moment that the station wagon was unoccupied—the eerie light was not easy to see by. Then she caught a glimpse of a head behind the steering wheel. Someone was in the driver’s seat, fallen sidewise, lying in an attitude of sleep against the doorframe.

She hesitated. It seemed in that moment that she had never heard silence so intense, so pressing, so hushed. Her heart thumped with a terrible aversion to approaching that other car, to seeing what was in it.

“I’m too late,” she said, half-aloud. The words roused no echo in the twilit stillness.



Chapter Six

The wash was full of shadows, though the sky was still gray and a penciling of copper light outlined the clouds in the west—shadows of boulders laid bare long ago by floods, shadows of ocotillo, barrel cactus, desert juniper, and smoke trees. Each humped shape seemed waiting and watching, and a spot between Miss Rachel’s shoulder blades itched as though the stare of a thousand eyes were concentrated there. A hideous feeling. She walked through the sand to the station wagon, and looked in.

This was not the young man she had expected to find here, but a woman, a woman with dark hair. Miss Rachel, looking at the face propped against the doorframe, was seized with an icy shudder. This had been a horrible way to die.

She went around to the other side of the car and looked in through the open window. Beside the woman on the seat lay a short whip, a riding crop, and the remains of something small and crushed. Miss Rachel opened the door cautiously and studied the splintered stuff. It seemed to be a piece of weed, a pod from which seeds had fallen. She looked automatically for the seeds, but they were not in the front seat.

The woman was dressed in a gray angora sweater and gray gabardine slacks. Her hair had been tied with a red scarf—this had fallen to her shoulders and was wedged between her body and the seat. Her hands lay in her lap, folded in an attitude of composure. Miss Rachel decided that they had been arranged that way after death. Though she had been strangled, there was no sign of a cord or a tie anywhere about. Nor was there a handbag.

Miss Rachel shut the door of the station wagon and went back to her own car. She noticed that the road was marked by hoofprints as well as car treads. A cattle trail paralleled the road, and occasional cattle tracks overlapped the marks of tires.

She started the motor, picked a cautious route around the other car, and drove on to stop some miles farther at the entrance to Old Saddleback’s driveway. She paused here to size up the place. The big gate had a crossbar with the name of the ranch spelled out in rope, a couple of cattle skulls decorating either end. Beyond the gate at the left stood a large rambling building which she judged might once have been the main ranch house and was now probably converted to a center for entertaining and feeding the guests. A row of cabins, six in all, lined the drive to the right. Dividing the drive was a rough garden set out indiscriminately with spider palms, geraniums, ornamental cactus, and sand verbena. The cactus and verbena were flourishing, but the palms and geraniums gave a sickly effect, probably because the desert nights were too cold for them. Miss Rachel studied the row of cabins. Two of them appeared to match the age of the big house; the other four were new and not particularly well put together. An amateur carpenter, she thought, had tried his luck with them. To the rear of the place was a large open shelter for cars, and beyond that she could make out the corner of a small barn, a couple of sheds, and the whitewashed fence of a corral.

She saw that the place was located at the center of a fanlike rise. Through the ages silt had spread here, washed down through a canyon from the hills back of the ranch. Miss Rachel swung around to look back the way she had come. The floor of the desert spread away toward distant hills. The valley was enclosed on three sides; the fourth showed the vague distances of the Borrego desert.

She put the car into gear and allowed it to crawl forward and stop beside the Lodge.

A man came out upon the porch so promptly that she suspected he had been watching her approach from inside the house. He had a narrow, wind-toughened face at the end of a long neck and wore a cowboy hat and boots and denim ranch clothes. He lifted the hat at the same moment he opened her car door, and she saw shrewd, light-colored eyes examining her sharply.

“I’m Miss Murdock,” she said. “You’re Mr. McGuffin?”

He ducked his head, nodding. “That’s right. And welcome, Professor. We’re sure glad to have you with us.”

“You’re not going to be glad when you hear the news I’ve brought.”

The reaction and a covering for it were immediate. For an instant all movement was checked; he stood as if frozen. Then he drew a breath. The skin under his eyes tightened and folded as he squinted in at her. “Yes, ma’am. What is it?”

She said, “I’ll have to use your telephone to call the sheriff or whatever law enforcement you have in Brickoven. There is a dead woman in a station wagon in a wash some four miles from here.”

He put his hat cautiously back upon his head. “A station wagon? You’re sure?”

“Very sure.” She got out of the car, and he moved a few feet away. “Do you know who it might be?”

He didn’t speak for a moment or two; he was either digesting what she had said or figuring out a reply. “You mean—a wreck? The car smashed?”

“It was no accident,” said Miss Rachel, watching him. “The woman was strangled.”

In the twilight the shadow of his hatbrim concealed his eyes. Miss Rachel, however, could hear his breathing—light and shallow, the breathing of a man who is afraid. “It’s Mrs. Beckett.”

She concealed the fact that the name meant anything to her. “One of your guests here?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Is there someone who should be notified?”

Again a pause; he seemed to be feeling his way as though some imminent danger had to be located and avoided. “Her husband,” he decided.

“Is he here now?”

“No. Not right now.”

“How long ago did he leave?”

McGuffin tucked his thumbs into his belt. “I don’t know. The car’s gone and no one answers at the cabin. It’s almost dinnertime, you see—I went over there to check up, to find out if they’d be eating here tonight.”

“We aren’t sure that the woman is Mrs. Beckett, though,” she pointed out. “As soon as I talk to the law in Brickoven, let’s drive back for an identification.”

He swung his head from side to side, an animal-like motion of dismay. “The station wagon’s mine,” he blurted.

“You knew that Mrs. Beckett had taken it?”

He hesitated again; Miss Rachel sensed that he faced some terrible choice. Perhaps, she thought, he was trying to consider the effect of Mrs. Beckett’s death upon his business. A not unnatural attitude; he’d want to soften the blow upon the other guests. “The station wagon is for the use of anyone who needs it. Mrs. Beckett had driven it into town before.”

“Your car has a broken wheel and a crushed fender,” Miss Rachel told him. She went up to the porch, passing several lighted windows on her way to the door. The room inside was large and pleasant, furnished as a lounge, with a big stone fireplace and a bar in one corner. “Where is the telephone?”

Here in the light, she thought, he had a definitely haunted look. He pointed toward a hall. “In yonder. You’ll see an alcove.”

The alcove was lit by a yellow bulb and smelled of boiled cauliflower. It was also occupied. A small brown woman in a gingham sport dress looked over her shoulder and whinnied at them—a sound, Miss Rachel realized, meant to be a friendly greeting.

“Miss Toffet,” said McGuffin solemnly, “there’s been an accident and we’ll have to use the phone.”


“A what?” said Miss Toffet. She was very thin and weatherbeaten, as though her daylight hours were all spent in struggling across the desert under the sun. “Who to?”

“Mrs. Beckett. This is Miss Murdock. She found her.”

Miss Toffet put the phone in its cradle and jumped up. She was little, and her undeveloped figure had the bouncing erectness of a child’s. “Poor Mrs. Beckett. Is she bad?”

“Dead,” said McGuffin in a grim whisper as Miss Rachel sat down to do her telephoning. There was a row of push buttons on the wall, with cabin numbers painted opposite, gray-white paint against the dark stained wood. McGuffin gave instructions: “Just lift the receiver. The operator’ll answer. Ask for the county sheriff’s office. There’s a branch office in Brickoven.”

The voice that eventually answered for the law was slow, firm, careful, and apparently intelligent. When Miss Rachel had told her story, the suggestion was made that she return to the scene of Mrs. Beckett’s death and wait there, touching nothing. “I intend to,” she said. “We aren’t sure, of course, that it is Mrs. Beckett. I don’t know her at all and Mr. McGuffin hasn’t seen the body.”

“Take him with you,” the sheriff’s man suggested. “I’ll meet you there.”

Miss Rachel hung up. McGuffin was staring at the kitchen doorway where another woman had just appeared. She was a stocky blonde, flushed from the heat of the stove. She wiped her hands on her apron, looking questioningly from one to another.

McGuffin introduced her as his wife, then said, “I’ve got to run an errand, honey. Don’t wait dinner. I’ll be back soon as I can.”

“I heard part of what was said on the phone. About Mrs. Beckett. She’s hurt or something.”

“If it is Mrs. Beckett, she’s dead,” Miss Rachel answered. “And, it appears, in your station wagon.”

“In our—” The woman bit off the exclamation to frown, looking down as if thunderstruck at the apron twisted in her hands. Like McGuffin, she seemed startled more by the fact of the car being where it was than by the woman’s death. The uneasy shuffling of McGuffin’s boot heels could be heard in the silence. Then Miss Toffet emitted her whinnying noise—not a laugh this time, or at least not meant to sound humorous. “In your station wagon,” Miss Toffet repeated, pounding the point home. “Why didn’t she drive her own car?”

Mrs. McGuffin lifted her eyes. “Did he take it again?” she asked of her husband.

There was meaning here, significance dating back to some other conversation between them, Miss Rachel sensed—and saw, too, that McGuffin would rather his wife had kept her mouth shut. “Guess so,” he muttered.

Now Mrs. McGuffin looked hard at Miss Rachel. “You found her? Where?”

“In Blue Canyon,” McGuffin blurted. “I mean—it must be. A big wash about four miles from here. That’ll be the lower end of Blue.”

“Yes, it would,” his wife agreed. “Is the car okay?”

This time he let Miss Rachel answer. “The car seems to have smashed against a boulder. The right tire and fender are damaged.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” Mrs. McGuffin said. She spoke not to Miss Rachel but to her husband, and the remark was at once consoling, curious, and wary. She was afraid that he might not take this too well. The car was important. Miss Rachel sensed that to these people the car represented something more than a machine, than transportation. Prestige, perhaps.

“No, it doesn’t sound bad,” McGuffin agreed. His voice was bleak, subtly bitter. Fate had played him a dirty trick.

Miss Rachel broke in upon his obviously morose thoughts. “We’d better return. The officer wants us to meet him at the station wagon.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said McGuffin.


His wife twisted her apron. “We’ve got nothing to do with it!”

“Can’t be helped,” he snapped back. “She was a guest here. She’s in our car.” They exchanged a secretive look.

“I’d be scared to death to go back there!” Miss Toffet whinnied. “It’s getting dark! Coyotes and things will be out! And the murderer—for all you know, he’ll be returning to the scene of the crime!”

She made it sound full of danger, Miss Rachel thought to herself, as she and McGuffin pulled out in her car for the open country. The cat howled lonesomely from the rear seat; she’d been shut for a long time in her basket. Hearing the yowling noise, McGuffin spun in the seat as though electrified. “It’s just my cat,” Miss Rachel explained. She was watching the road. Dark was closing in now, and the headlights took on an unnatural brilliance under the clear black sky. Everything seemed sharply picked out by the yellow beams: the thorny shapes of cactus, wind ripples in the sand, the broken stump of a dead Joshua tree, a jackrabbit who crouched frozen under a bit of brush until they passed. Each was the vignette of a moment, framed by the velvet dark.

McGuffin, having collected his wits for some moments, decided to try to play the host. “I’m sure sorry you had such an introduction to our part of the country, Miss Murdock. It’s pretty here—healthy too—and we try to see that everybody at Old Saddleback stays happy and comfortable. You’ll like our place, once this excitement’s over.”

“It’s unfortunate that I wasn’t in time to prevent Mrs. Beckett’s death.”

His eyes slid round at her. “I wouldn’t worry about that. You might have been hurt, too, if you’d run onto it while it was happening.”

“What about Mr. Beckett? What’s he like?”

McGuffin rubbed his chin slowly while he made up his mind. “Younger’n her, I think. Good-looking fellow. Dresses nice. Claims to be a singer.”


“Did you ever hear him sing?”

“No. He never sang for us.” There seemed a shade of emphasis under the last word; Miss Rachel’s quick ear caught it. “Course, we never asked him.”

“Did the Becketts get along pretty well?”

Again she got the impression that he was picking his way through a conversation which could grow dangerous. “I don’t know. I mean, I wouldn’t want to come right out and swear on a stack of Bibles that they were having fights. It didn’t look too good, though. Mr. Beckett was spending a lot of time in town lately. And I don’t think Mrs. Beckett liked it.”

“They were on their honeymoon.” She was busy with the uneven road; she forgot to make it a question.

McGuffin seemed to grow very still. “Yes, they were. How’d you guess that, Professor?”

She shrugged. “Darned if I know. It popped into my mind. How long had they been married?”

“Little more than a month.”

“They’d been here that long?”

“Five weeks all told, going on six.”

“Did they have many visitors?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Not a one.”

“What about phone calls?”

There was a sudden silence. He was thinking again. “Well—now and then Mr. Beckett’d get a call. Always a man, though.”

“You don’t know who?”

“No,” said McGuffin carefully.

The road approached the rim of the wash and went down a shallow grade, then wound among the boulders left bare by floods. Ahead, the lights of another car outlined the station wagon. Several men were walking about, dark shapes against the yellow glow. McGuffin peered through the windshield as they crawled to a stop. “They’ve brought Doc Oberg to look at her.”

The white scar of a popping flash bulb tore the dark. “They seem to be going at it very professionally,” Miss Rachel commented.

McGuffin came around to open the door for her. “Yeah. They’re pretty good.” He looked over his shoulder. A man was walking toward them from the other cars.

In the headlight’s glow he showed up young, clean-cut, and neat in a brown uniform. The only fault Miss Rachel could find with his looks was a slight expression of pompousness, of chilly dignity, which he perhaps felt was necessary in his official capacity. “Hello, McGuffin. You’re Miss Murdock?”

“Yes.”

“Would you mind stepping this way, please?”

“We were going to anyway,” she pointed out.

His eyes snapped around at her. “Yes, ma’am,” he said flatly.

At the station wagon door, which stood open, he switched on a large electric lantern. “Please tell me if everything is just as you saw it a while ago,” he said.

She looked in at the dead woman, at the folded hands, the soft gray sweater and slacks, the fallen scarf, the crushed weed pod on the seat. Something was missing. Something had been taken away.

She glanced up at the young officer. He was behind the light so that the beam struck upward, making his yellow eyebrows seem very fuzzy and his eyesockets full of shadow, like a mask. “There was a riding crop here when I stopped on the way out.” She indicated a spot on the seat at the approximate place the whip had lain.

He frowned, drawing the fuzz together like a couple of caterpillars touching noses. “Anything else?”

“I noticed quite a few hoofprints on the road surrounding the car, as though a horseman had ridden around it.”

He turned slowly to stare at McGuffin. “All your riding horses accounted for?”

McGuffin rubbed his chin; he seemed stunned. “I dunno. Why?”


“Somebody rode away from here hell for leather just as we came up,” said the young officer grimly. “Cross-country. We couldn’t chase him in the car.”

McGuffin seemed to be trying to form an answer through some obstruction in his throat. There was something he had to conceal, of course, but his thought processes were slow and the stare of the young sheriff was pinning him down like a bug.


Chapter Seven

McGuffin finally thought of something safe to say; he blurted it out. “That’s Mrs. Beckett all right, in case you’re interested.”

“We know it’s Mrs. Beckett. Dr. Oberg treated her for a cold a couple of weeks ago.”

“How long does the doctor think she’s been dead?” Miss Rachel wondered.

The young officer tried to make her ashamed of asking the question by giving a disapproving stare, but she stared right back. “Not long,” he admitted grudgingly.

“An hour?”

“Around that.”

She glanced at the little watch pinned to her silk shirt-waist. “I was here not much less than an hour ago.”

“Did you touch the body?”

“No. I saw there was no chance that she could be alive, so I left her alone.”

“You’re familiar with all the signs of death?”

McGuffin offered: “She’s a scientist, Harfield.”

Officer Harfield kept his eyes on Miss Rachel. “You didn’t by any chance put her hands into that position?” Plainly he thought that if anyone went around folding corpses’ hands, little old ladies would be guilty.

“I think that folded-hands business is stupid,” she told him. “It was done because of a bad conscience, perhaps (I don’t really believe that) or to conceal something—to conceal the fact that she’d been scratching like a wildcat, for instance. Or beating the daylights out of her murderer with that whip. Have you taken samples from under her nails?”

He’d stiffened with attention. “Not yet.”

“Try it.”

His face was frozen. “We intended to.”

“I noticed a weed pod on the upholstery,” Miss Rachel went on, “and no seeds to match it. It looks to be a fuzzy, stickery sort of thing.”

In the light of the electric lantern the broken pod appeared much larger and much more out of place than it had in the dimness of twilight. It was, Miss Rachel noted, far too heavy to have blown into the car on anything but a good stiff whirlwind, and there was no other debris to indicate such an incident. The woman’s slacks and sweater were almost new, immaculate, and no bits of leaves or dust betrayed a hint that she could have carried the thing into the car on her clothing. “The history of that scrap of vegetation might prove very interesting,” Miss Rachel observed. She heard McGuffin’s sudden grunt behind her—he had looked in over her shoulder. She glanced back at him. “I suppose you’re familiar with desert flora.”

In the shade of his hatbrim his eyes seemed rimmed with twitching flesh. He didn’t answer, but went on staring at the seat. She poked him. Mechanically, as though within him his mind repeated her words, he muttered: “… f’miliar with desert flora.”

“Desert plants,” she explained. Something was happening behind his face; he was trying to look interested and intelligent and at the same time wrestle with whatever it was he had to hide. “Plants,” she repeated sharply.


“It—it grows up in the hills,” he stammered.

Even the young officer, Harfield, had noticed McGuffin’s loss of composure. “You’ve seen this sort of thing around your place?”

The torment over whether to say yes or no brought out sweat on McGuffin’s upper lip. His eyes strayed off into the dark and remained there fixedly. “Maybe,” he evaded.

“What’s wrong with you, McGuffin?”

McGuffin shuffled his boots, shook his head, coughed.

“Your attitude strikes me as rather peculiar,” Harfield said in his pompous tone. “I think you’d better ride into town with us and give a complete statement regarding Mrs. Beckett.”

“Honest to gosh …” McGuffin almost strangled on his nervousness. “All I know is, the Becketts’ car and the station wagon were both missing, neither her nor him answered their door before dinner, and—”

“In town,” said Harfield firmly. “And perhaps you, too, Miss Murdock.”

“Fine,” Miss Rachel agreed cheerfully. “And you can jot down my own little private theory of the crime into your official records—that Mrs. Beckett, driving the station wagon, was stopped by someone on horseback. There was a struggle during which Mrs. Beckett wrested the whip from her assailant and perhaps used it on him, and also during which the weed pod became dislodged from some garment worn by the murderer. From—uh—well, a deep cuff on denim pants like Mr. McGuffin’s, for instance.”

There was not the effect she had expected. McGuffin simply looked down at his boots as though scarcely having noticed how his pants ended before this. He bent and mechanically ran a finger into the cuff and around, and came up with a trace of fuzz. It was Harfield who reacted with displeasure. If there were to be theories of the crime jotted down, obviously he intended them to be his own. “On second thought, perhaps we’ll talk to you later,” he amended, to Miss Rachel’s amusement.


“Remember. I had the idea first!” She held up a finger at him.

“The police also have theories. We don’t discuss them.” He became very busy, examining the ground around the car by means of the powerful light.

He’s going to steal my brain child, she thought, and I don’t care. It probably didn’t happen that way at all. She went around the car, to where the doctor stood, his foot on a bumper and a notebook on his knee, filling out a report by the reflected glow of the station wagon headlights. “What do you think might have been used to strangle Mrs. Beckett?” she asked.

The doctor was a short dark man, well-fed and neatly brushed, who peered with mild eyes through the thickest glasses she’d ever seen. “Not with a pair of hands. Nor anything too thin and sharp, like wire or cord. You’re the one who found her?”

“Yes, I’m Miss Murdock.”

He took her in, size and spryness and curious interest. “I suppose it was quite a shock,” he said with a touch of professional concern, as though the fright she’d had were apt to pop her off any minute. “You’re taking it very well.”

“I’m not the nervous type,” she reassured him. “Could it have been a handkerchief?”

He glanced toward the body in the car. The strong electric lantern had been withdrawn; the tiny ceiling light showed only the outline of Mrs. Beckett’s dark head, fallen to one side. “A handkerchief would hardly have given leverage enough. A length of rope or cloth is more like it. I’d considered that thing she was wearing except that it obviously hasn’t been disturbed since it fell from her hair.”

“A man’s neckerchief?”

“Yes. Or a stocking. Or suspenders. Lots of things common and suitable.” He glanced up suddenly; the sheriff’s car had gone past with a rush. Miss Rachel saw that McGuffin still stood off in the shadows and that two other men, one a photographer, were examining and photographing the ground around the car. Looking for hoofprints, she thought. She walked over to McGuffin.

“Who was that?”

“Harfield. He’s gone to my place to check up on the horses.”

“Did he say that we had to stay here?”

McGuffin’s shadowed face was bleak. “He said I did, ma’am.”

“I believe I’ll run along into town then.” She caught McGuffin’s glance of curiosity at her hurry. “I want time to think out my little theory for Mr. Harfield.”

“Sure.”

She started her car and followed the dark road toward the neon gayety of Brickoven. The cat made lonesome noises from her basket in the rear; Miss Rachel talked to her comfortingly until she shut up. There was a vacant parking spot on the main street. Miss Rachel left the car and looked around for a possible telephone.

A drugstore on the corner was brightly lit and had its doors open. She went in, past a popcorn machine, magazines and books, liquor, a display of nylon hose, and found a telephone booth. Once inside, with the door shut, she dialed long-distance and gave the number of Agatha’s house in Pasadena.

Agatha Bruell had a soft, faded voice that belied her two hundred pounds and expression of nervous determination. “Yes? Oh, Rachel! Where are you, dear? You sound so far away.”

“I’m out on the desert. I want to speak to Rod.”

“Rod? Oh, he’s not here. He hasn’t been at home all day. Wasn’t he to meet you downtown, or something?”

“We did meet downtown—at nine this morning.”

“He’s worried about that dreadful woman. Isn’t that it?”

“That dreadful woman has been murdered. That’s what I wanted Rod to know.”

Dead silence. Perhaps Agatha had gone into one of her fainting spells. Then her voice came back, indecently cheerful. “Well, thank you, dear.”


“I didn’t kill her.”

“Of course you didn’t.” Agatha’s tone forgave the oversight. “I’ll tell Rod when I see him that he can quit worrying about Priscilla. It should be such a relief.”

“Aren’t you curious about her death?”

“No, not at all. I should say it had been somewhat overdue.”

“Considering that remark, it may be a good thing that I can testify you’re at home in Pasadena.”

Agatha giggled softly. “By the way, does Jennifer know where you are?”

“She thinks I’m with you.”

“That’s lovely,” said Agatha, apparently forgetting that Miss Rachel wasn’t actually there. “We can gossip about everybody.”

“She’ll be calling you presently. You’ll have to lie for me.”

“There wouldn’t be much point—she’s already phoned, and I said I hadn’t seen you.”

“Damn!” Miss Rachel frowned at her oversight in not warning Agatha. Jennifer would be on the trail now, breathing imprecations. “Look, when you see Rod tell him to call me at the Old Saddleback Ranch.”

“I’ll do that, dear.”

“Good-by, Agatha.”

“Toodle-oo.”

Miss Rachel hung up and went out to the cashier, having exhausted her small change, and obtained a fresh supply. Back in the booth she called Escondido and asked for information concerning either Mr. Wilder or Colonel Nova. It turned out that there was a telephone in Colonel Nova’s name. The operator rang repeatedly, at Miss Rachel’s insistence. No one was home.

She did mental calculations. There had been far more than enough time for them to have reached home from Los Angeles, but of course other business might have kept them in the city. She walked out of the booth, past the nylons and the liquor and the popcorn, to the street. Here she stood for a moment, undecided. She was aware of tiredness and let-down from the long drive and the nagging of her failure in regard to Mrs. Beckett. Plus an overwhelming desire to do some summing up. Things were very screwy here—Mrs. Beckett was presumed to be an undiscouraged would-be husband killer; but she, instead of the husband, had been murdered. A place for meditation was in order. Miss Rachel found that her eye had settled on a sign across the street. The Silver Spring: Cocktails. From the number of people going in and out she judged the place to be busy and therefore perhaps rather decent. Was Brickoven the sort of town where a woman went unescorted into a bar? Miss Rachel suspected that it was; but she crossed the street and walked past and got a glimpse through the swivel door. It looked fine. She went in.

There was a double row of booths flanking the wall to the right. At the left rear was an L-shaped bar. Most of the tables were occupied but a vacating couple left one empty beside the door. Miss Rachel settled herself and looked around. The tables were filled by people in twos and fours, some bored and some engrossed with each other. The bar had but three people at it: a soldier in khaki, a young woman in a green suit, and a tall, middle-aged gentleman wearing a trench coat.

She took a second look. The tall gentleman was Colonel Nova.

He was toying with a whisky sour, turning the glass round and round inside his hand. His pose seemed more than ever remote and inimical. On the bar stool he had the air of perching on some aerie from which he regarded his fellow creatures with cold disdain. Right now the disdain seemed directed toward the girl in green.

She turned a little, as if to glance over her shoulder at the door, and Miss Rachel sized her up as being in her twenties; perhaps twenty-three or -four. Her hair was shoulder length, softly curled, and of a striking deep auburn. The reddish hair and the green suit belonged together, giving an effect of autumn warmth which flattered the girl’s fine features and her pale, smooth skin. When she turned her head from looking at the door it seemed that for an instant her gaze dwelt on Colonel Nova. There was a moment of arrested motion. The glass stopped turning in Colonel Nova’s hand; the cold eyes appeared narrowed in concentration.

The girl opened a green suede bag and removed a pack of cigarettes, selected one and put it between her lips.

Just as smoothly, his motions matching her own, Colonel Nova lifted a pocket lighter from his coat and leaned toward her. Either he was a mind reader or the business with the cigarette had been prearranged. Miss Rachel squinted fiercely, trying to see if his lips moved. If they did, if he spoke to the girl under cover of giving her a light, to judge by his manner the remark was not a pleasant one.

She drew away from him. Her back was toward Miss Rachel so that there was no way of reading her face. Presently she jerked the drawstring of the bag to close it firmly, pushed back the cocktail glass on the bar before her, slid off the stool, and headed for the door.

Miss Rachel gave her ten seconds to clear the doorway, then rose. The waiter, coming for her order, was between her and the bar, covering her departure. She saw the look of surprise he gave her. The next minute she was on the sidewalk, looking for the green suit.

The girl was walking swiftly and had already reached the end of the block. She paused there, glancing in either direction as if for traffic. There was no cigarette in her mouth; she’d discarded it already—subtle proof that it had been an excuse for Colonel Nova to contact her. With a quick, nervous stride the girl crossed the intersection, turned left, and was lost in shadow.

Miss Rachel followed her for several blocks down the quiet side street. Buildings became scattered. The pavement ended. Ahead, under a small light, Miss Rachel made out the entrance to a bridge. The girl crossed it, her steps ringing hollowly on the planking.

Again Miss Rachel gave her time to draw ahead.


On the other side of the bridge the street became a rutted lane and the houses mere shacks. Miss Rachel, trotting along in the dark, was aware of music up ahead. Someone was singing.

When she found the girl again, it was before the open doorway of a Mexican cantina. Inside was smoky light, the clink of glassware, the plaintive wail of a concertina, and the sound of a man’s voice. The singer had a lot of volume—erratic volume—and some of the notes were off key. Listening, Miss Rachel decided that the man who was singing was drunk.

The girl stood in the shadow of a thicket across the road. She was motionless, making no sound—just standing there with her head to one side a little in an odd way, as if the music enthralled her.

There was something unusual about the singer’s voice, Miss Rachel decided: a touch of reckless pleading and desire; probably when he was sober he was very good. Or perhaps when he was sober he wasn’t reckless any longer. She wished that she might edge across to the other side of the light fanning from the doorway and perhaps get a glimpse of him. But the girl stood on the spot from which he must be visible.

The song came to an end; the concertina breathed out a last note and died. There was sporadic clapping inside the cantina. The bartender crossed the open space carrying a tray of drinks. A voice yelled in Spanish, “Loco! Loco!”

There was a burst of laughter at this. The girl started angrily.

Did the singer know that one member of his audience thought him crazy? Probably not. No fight started over the insult; everyone seemed to settle down to steady drinking.

The girl crept from the shadow of the thicket and went toward the cantina. Midway in the road she stopped. Indecision was written in the way she stood, her head turned from the light, her eyes fixed on the ground. Her hair made a reddish halo against the open door. The purse swung by its drawstring, striking the curve of her knee inside the green skirt. She lifted a hand, tapped her teeth with the nail of her forefinger.

Was she going in or wasn’t she?

Inside the cantina there was a sudden ripple of piano notes. A melody started, broke off, began again. Miss Rachel tried to place the tune—something popular some years past, she thought. A song from a light opera. Kern’s? Words ran through her head. Wanting you …

The girl in green jerked up both hands to cover her ears. Then she ran. Not into the cantina where she had been headed, but off into the dark. She was gone so quickly that it was like the vanishing of a mirage. The road was empty, the light from the open door fanned across the well-worn ruts, and there was nothing but a heel mark in the dust to show where she had stood.


Chapter Eight

If the devil himself had walked into the cantina carrying buckets of brimstone the effect could hardly have been more startling. At Miss Rachel’s appearance in the doorway all motion, all drinking, ceased. One elderly gentleman adjusted his glasses. Two others rubbed their eyes. Miss Rachel took it all in: the smoke, the smells, the astounded customers, and the man at the piano. He was a young man, and though he was obviously not in a condition to be too observant, he was staring like the rest.

With a feeling that every step was an offense to the assembled company, she crossed to him between the scattered tables. “Mr. Beckett?”

“Great suffering snakes!” He squinted up at her, then rose unsteadily. “Who are you?”


“It will be better if I explain elsewhere,” she told him. “Will you come outside?”

He felt behind him for the piano stool and sat down again. “For a minute I thought I was dreaming.” He shook his head sharply. “But you’re real, you’re there, aren’t you?”

“Quite real, and I’m here.”

He tried to focus his stare upon her. “What did you say you wanted?”

“To talk to you.” She paused to let him sense the room’s unnatural quiet. “Outside where we can’t be overheard.”

“Outside?” He looked around groggily, and there were surreptitious grins from the other patrons. “I don’t know. Couldn’t we sit at a table and have a martini? You see, I’m waiting for someone.”

“She isn’t coming,” said Miss Rachel, remembering the fleeing girl in the green suit. “She ran away when she heard you play ‘Wanting You.’”

“Did she?” He frowned, trying to concentrate, and then became still and withdrawn, as though on the verge of pinning down some elusive thought. There was expectation and intense concern under the haze caused by the liquor. He raised a hand as if to snap his fingers. Then the worrying look faded; he shrugged. “You saw Bonnie Broone?”

“The pretty girl with reddish hair.” Miss Rachel went on adding details and he nodded; he knew whom she meant. She indicated the door. “Out there. She listened to you sing.”

He put a hand behind him to push himself up. The keyboard resounded with a jarring chord. “We’ll find her! She can’t be far!”

“She’s gone by now,” Miss Rachel disagreed.

“No, she can’t be.” He moved away from the piano. She tagged after him, conscious that there were knowing looks now and snickers from the other patrons. At the door he paused to look back. “Sure you don’t want a drink?” He motioned toward the bar, an inclusive gesture which implied the place and its contents were hers for the asking.


“No, thanks.” She pushed him out over the threshold. She sensed that the attitude of the cantina customers was one of indulgent mockery. Beckett had in some way made himself ridiculous—more than by simply being drunk. She pulled him to a halt at the fringe of shadows near the cactus. “You are Mr. Beckett?”

“I’m your boy.” He weaved slightly. He was much taller than she; he stared down at her with a befuddled squint.

“When did you last see your wife?”

“Pris?” In the thin reflected light she saw his face draw up in a grimace, as though he’d tasted something sour. “Did she send you here? Who the hell are you, anyway?”

“I am not acquainted with your wife,” Miss Rachel told him firmly. “Like you, I’m a guest at Old Saddleback Ranch.”

“You are?” Doubt and astonishment mingled in his voice.

“There is some question as to your wife’s whereabouts. Have you seen her this evening?”

He waited, as if giving her words time to penetrate some inner barrier. “If I knew—” he began, then decided to think it over. After a moment he asked, “What was that you said about Pris?”

“I asked if you’d seen her tonight.”

An immense caution seemed to still and settle him. “Why do you ask?”

“Certain people are worried over her.”

“Over Pris?” He was stalling, maneuvering for time to consider behind the smoke screen of words. “What’s going on?”

There was a feathery rustling from the cactus thicket, then the hoot of a small owl. “Have you seen your wife?”

Plainly she was tormenting him; the friendliness was being replaced by anxious caution. “Pris is up to some trick. One of her usual shenanigans. Hiding out. She wants me to worry.”

“What sort of trick is her usual trick?” Miss Rachel wondered.

“Like getting rid of Bonnie.” His hands clenched at his sides; he turned so that his face was in complete shadow. “Where did Bonnie go?”

“I don’t think you have any chance of finding her now.”

“I’ve got to find her again,” he said in an abrupt, arguing tone. “I won’t lose her now, not after—” Some inward warning shut off the flow of words. For a few moments he stood in silence, then he gestured toward the cantina. “I owe a dollar or two to my accompanist, the fellow with the squeeze box. Excuse me, please.” He walked away. Miss Rachel stood where she could watch. In the corner behind the piano a Mexican boy sat in a chair tilted against the wall. The concertina lay in his lap. Beckett stood before him, opening his wallet. There was a brief conversation during which the boy remained lazily looking up, grinning widely. Then there came a change of expression. The Mexican shook his head with an effect of uneasy surprise. Beckett went on talking, holding out the money. Finally the boy reached out, touched the bills, then let them slip from Beckett’s hand into his own. After that there was much more talk—the boy’s part consisted of shrugs and what seemed to be muttered objections. Beckett leaned over him with a belligerent air, touched his shoulder, then pointed fixedly toward something above the bar.

Miss Rachel moved a step or two to see what it was. Mentally following the line of Beckett’s pointing finger, she found herself looking at a shelf high on the wall on which was displayed a picture of President Alemán, a beer stein, a stuffed armadillo, and a clock built into a plaster case shaped and painted to resemble a Spanish galleon.

Beckett was instructing the boy. Miss Rachel made a wry face. Since it was not likely that Beckett’s interest lay in Mexican politics or in the armadillo, his motive concerned the clock. It was the baldest subornation she had ever witnessed. Mr. Beckett was proving himself the suspect least likely to succeed, a thorough disappointment to her.

With a feeling that all she’d be apt to get out of him now was lies, Miss Rachel retraced her way through the dark streets to the bridge, and across the bridge to the main street of Brick-oven. She looked in at the Silver Spring, but Colonel Nova had gone. There were three hotels on the main street; she inquired at each for Colonel Nova or Mr. Wilder, and drew blanks. At the last a question about Bonnie Broone brought an absent-minded reply from one clerk: “No, she’s not registered yet.”

Miss Rachel grew attentive. “You expect her?”

He looked at her indifferently. “No.”

“Someone else has been asking for her?”

The clerk bit his lip. “I don’t remember.”

The lie was obvious; he was either too tired or too hardened to conceal it. “Sorry,” he murmured to her retreating back.

Next she located the branch office of the county sheriff on a side street, but it was shut and locked, with no light showing. Something had delayed the arrival of Harfield and the other men in town. With her curiosity roused, she decided to return to Old Saddleback.

She came to the wash, wide and empty now under the night sky—her headlights showed no other cars, only a mass of circling tracks. It occurred to her then that the sheriff’s men would have taken the station wagon to some garage of their own in order to give it more thorough tests; perhaps, after the removal of the body, even driven it into the city to headquarters. This would account for Harfield’s absence from his office.

She drove on to Old Saddleback, passing under the arch with its self-conscious decorations of cows’ skulls, and parked in front of the Lodge. Mrs. McGuffin opened the door before the motor had died, and stood peering out into the dark. When she saw Miss Rachel, she exclaimed, “Oh, Professor! Have you seen my husband?”

“Not too recently,” Miss Rachel admitted.

“I’m worried about him.” Mrs. McGuffin drew back to let Miss Rachel enter. She had spruced up a bit since dinner and now wore a dark blue dress with a pink collar, and her sandy hair tied into a pink net. A dusting of powder, not too skillfully applied, partially concealed the freckles on her nose. “The sheriff’s office don’t answer the phone, either.”

“They’ll be making tests with your car,” Miss Rachel explained. “Your husband might be standing by to see they don’t injure it.”

“He would.” Mrs. McGuffin fingered the pink collar and gave a moment or so to thought. Then, remembering her duties as hostess, she became nervously apologetic. “Did you miss dinner? I’ve kept things warm. I could dish up a bite in a minute.” Her glance settled on the basket in Miss Rachel’s hand. “Is that your lunch?”

“It’s my cat.” Miss Rachel lifted the lid, and the cat’s head came out and the big green eyes took in the surroundings.

“Goodness sakes!” Mrs. McGuffin’s stare grew blank and perplexed. “Do you use her in your work somehow?”

For a moment Miss Rachel didn’t catch it. “My work?” she echoed, wondering if some betrayal of her business had preceded her.

“Catching bugs,” Mrs. McGuffin explained.

“Oh no. She’s just a pet.”

Mrs. McGuffin put down a hand and stroked Samantha’s ears. The cat slitted her eyes and pressed her head against the scratching fingers. In a lounge on the other side of the room a couple sat watching: two plump people, middle-aged, well-dressed, and placid. If marriage through the years made people grow to resemble each other, it had worked with especial skill in this case; the two were of uniform size and shape, two puddings of flesh with an identical number of chins and the florid complexions of the overfed. “Nice kitty,” Mrs. McGuffin murmured. “Can you let her out?”

“She’s not at all frightened or wild. Just curious,” Miss Rachel pointed out. She took the cat from the basket. Samantha studied the room, the fat couple, and sniffed a stray breeze from the kitchen. Then she made a slow guttural noise that came up high at the end like a question. “She’s asking for something to eat,” Miss Rachel said. “And as for myself, yes, I’d like a bite very much.”

“You come into the dining room. By the way”—Mrs. McGuffin led Miss Rachel toward the lounge—“this is Mr. and Mrs. Zucker, Miss Murdock. Miss Murdock is our scientist She made it sound as though Miss Rachel had just flown in from the moon.

“Pleased to meet you.” Mr. Zucker stood up. He was about the same size sitting or standing, a pink humpty-dumpty of a man. Mrs. Zucker nodded and sucked her lips. With apologetic hurry, Mrs. McGuffin took Miss Rachel on into the dining room. Here was a long table lined with about a dozen chairs, spread with neat blue oilcloth, and set with groups of sugar bowls, salt-and-peppers, vinegar cruets, and bottles of ketchup. The room smelled of scrubbing.

Mrs. McGuffin turned to face Miss Rachel beside the table. “The last you saw of Mac—was he popping off or making trouble? Was he getting Harfield mad?”

“No, not at all.”

She twisted her work-roughened hands. “Harfield and another deputy came here to see about the horses. Harfield acted queer. I thought Mac might of riled him.”

“I think Mr. Harfield is just naturally suspicious. I wouldn’t worry about your husband. What did Harfield find out in regard to the horses?”

“I don’t know. He told us to keep to the Lodge and the cabins. When he left, he was alone. The other deputy must be at the barn.”

A stake-out, Miss Rachel thought. Harfield must have gotten a description, and the number of horses, from McGuffin. One must be missing. “He made no comment on what he’d found?”

“No. He’s closemouthed. I think he’s stuck up.” Mrs. McGuffin brushed a strand of hair back into the pink net. “What would you like to eat? We had wieners and kraut, and there’s combread. It might be too dry by now. Or I could scramble some eggs.” She seemed desperately eager to please. Under the surface deference Miss Rachel sensed a sort of fright that things wouldn’t suit her. Were the McGuffins the sort of people to be impressed by an entomologist? Miss Rachel decided that they were.

“The wieners and the combread will do very well, so long as there’s plenty of hot tea to go with them.”

“Lots of tea,” Mrs. McGuffin noted, wagging the bun in its pink net. “What about your cat?”

“I brought canned fish for her. It’s in the car and I’ll get it later. For the present she’ll be contented with a saucer of milk.” Miss Rachel sat down at the table, aware of confusion and a dyspeptic impatience. She was nagged, too, by a sense of failure—she had put Beckett on his guard, something the police were not going to love her for if they discovered it. The girl in green was a disturbing item, hurrying as she had from Colonel Nova (provided that business with the cigarette had been as much a cover up for conversation as it looked) straight to the cantina where Beckett regaled the customers with song.

The simple melody of “Wanting You” had affected the girl strangely, and the fact of her being affected meant something to Beckett, something he hadn’t quite been able to pin down but which would no doubt come to him when he was sober.

He seemed sincere enough in thinking that his wife was up to a trick in hiding from him, but the instructions to the Mexican boy regarding the time gave a very false flavor to Mr. Beckett’s motives.

All very confusing. Miss Rachel took off her hat and rubbed her temples. Mrs. McGuffin had picked up Samantha. The big black cat looked startled. She was a very dignified animal and it had been years since she’d been carried about like a kitten. “You come along, kitty,” Mrs. McGuffin said, stroking her ears. “We do need us a pet here. I used to have a cat, Miss Murdock. Half Persian—didn’t show it though—and all calico colors. I called her Spotty.” She went off to start a bustling clatter in the kitchen.


Miss Rachel is inclined to like at once people who take to cats. It was hard to reserve judgment on Mrs. McGuffin. But the woman’s fear did not concern what she had put into words. The words were a stopgap, smothering questions; a very real terror looked out of Mrs. McGuffin’s eyes when she thought herself unobserved. McGuffin’s secret might be known to her, or she might have secrets of her own.

She returned from the kitchen carrying a tray on which were a plate of wieners and kraut, a square of combread with a pat of butter, and eating utensils. Mrs. McGuffin laid out the knife, fork, and spoon with exacting care, then the plate with the food—the wieners had been boiled until they popped, showing their inner stuffings, and the kraut looked limp and tough. “Tea’s making itself,” she offered. She hurried off, came back with an earthenware pot and a cup. She put them upon the table, then slid into a chair two spaces away. “Do you mind my talking to you while you eat?”

“Not at all,” said Miss Rachel. She sampled the food. It was tasteless and overcooked, the combread grainy, the tea weak, but the woman’s immense desire to please checked any indication of disappointment. “First I’d like you to tell me what you thought of Mr. and Mrs. Beckett.”

Mrs. McGuffin had been on the edge of her chair; and on the edge, too, of blurting out some question of her own. She hesitated, obviously at a loss for a moment. Then: “Oh, Mrs. Beckett was all right. He’s—sort of stuck up.”

Miss Rachel glanced up sharply. The man she had seen in the cantina had not seemed in any way prideful; she wondered what connotation Mrs. McGuffin put upon the word.

“He doesn’t seem ever to like the food,” Mrs. McGuffin added in explanation. “Nothing I ever set out appeared to please him. One night he asked if I had a butcher knife he could use on his steak. Things like that. And he always treated Mac funny. Mac doesn’t like him.”

“Funny?” Miss Rachel sipped tea, pinned Mrs. McGuffin with a stare over the rim of the cup. “In what way?”


“Impatient, I guess you’d say. As though Mac was too slow or too dumb for him.” Suddenly Mrs. McGuffin shrugged. “We aren’t thin-skinned. We know that when you meet the public you’ve got to put up with a lot. We don’t expect our guests to be perfect.”

Miss Rachel busied herself with cutting up a wiener. She had seen that Beckett’s moods and his emotions were easy to read. He took no care to hide what he felt, or had not the gift for dissembling. Not all of this impression had been the result of drink, since Mrs. McGuffin had seen his disgust with the poor bill of fare. Probably McGuffin in his role as landlord had displayed a quirk or two which proved irritating.

Miss Rachel wondered if the dude ranch might not be a recent venture for the McGuffins. The meal before her showed no long-continued effort at trying to please the public; inevitably trial and error would have produced a better method of boiling the wieners, or of refining the combread.

The cat walked in from the kitchen, licking milk off her whiskers. Mrs. McGuffin opened her mouth to say whatever had been delayed by Miss Rachel’s earlier question. At that instant there was a terrific thud against the side of the house, and a muffled shout rang through the dining-room windows.

Mrs. McGuffin sprang up, knocking over her chair. “What is it?”

There was a second thud, then a kind of grunting yell. Dimly Miss Rachel caught a scuffling noise on the bare dirt outside the windows. The sound receded; the thuds seemed to retreat to the area of the kitchen.

A door crashed open in the other room. A man’s voice growled in fury, “Come in here, you.” Something struck the floor.

Miss Rachel stepped quickly to the kitchen doorway. A Mexican boy lay on his face, his feet on the doorsill, his arms outspread. His black hair shone like coarse silk. His thin hands twitched and quivered on the oiled planks. He wore nothing but a pair of faded dungarees.


“He came in riding the horse,” said the sheriff’s man, wiping his face on a bandanna. “And he put up a fight, too, before I tamed him.”

Mrs. McGuffin stood as if petrified. “It’s Chico. Chico, what’ve you done?”

Chico lifted his face off the floor just enough to shake his head. Then he fell flat again with a breath like a sob.


Chapter Nine

The deputy dragged the boy to his feet, then propped him into a kitchen chair. A bloody scratch, crusted with dirt, marked the right cheek from temple to chin. Dust was thick in Chico’s eyebrows, lay in fuzzy smears at the edge of his hair. His nostrils were distended with the effort to draw more air into his lungs. His eyes looked wild, terrified. “Nothing … nothing!” he whispered in a cracked voice.

“What do you mean—nothing?” demanded the deputy.

“I have done nothing, señor.”

The deputy snapped his fingers in front of Chico’s nose as if to bring him awake. The sound was like the crack of a whip. “Where were you on that horse?”

The black eyes faltered, grew remote and secretive. “Just—out. In the canyon.”

“Up to the hermit’s place? Will the hermit vouch for you?”

Chico swallowed painfully. “No.”

“You weren’t at home, then.”

Chico’s right hand crept up to touch a silver medallion that hung on a string around his neck. “No. I will tell you the truth. I was not with my grandfather the hermit.”


The big deputy leaned closer, smiling a smile that had no humor in it. “Now we’re getting to the meat. Where were you?”

Chico rubbed the black hair from his eyes. His mouth shook. “Where, señor? When?”

The deputy grabbed the string around his neck and jerked Chico to the edge of the chair. “What were you doing at that station wagon?”

The boy gripped the edge of the chair to keep from falling headlong. He sucked air, and the bones of his chest stood out under the brown skin. “I did nothing that I shouldn’t. I only wanted to see—”

“What?”

Chico’s stammering words tightened to a whisper. “—if anything was wrong.”

The deputy ground his teeth together. “And was something wrong?”

“Mrs. Beckett was dead.”

“Look at me.” The sheriff’s man chucked the boy under the chin, lifting the unwilling black eyes to meet his own. “You touched her?”

“I put my hand against her cheek, and she was cold.”

Miss Rachel had a sudden vision of Chico, creeping close through the still dusk, touching the face of the dead woman in the car. With earthy practicality he’d sought some trace of warmth, and not finding it had known that life was gone. The appearance of Mrs. Beckett’s face had not frightened him. He must have courage.

The deputy said, “You took something out of the car.”

Chico shook his head fiercely. “No.”

“Yes, you did.” The deputy gripped the boy’s shoulders and jerked him to his feet. “Let’s have a look at what you’ve got on you.” He pushed the boy around so that he could reach into a pocket. His hand came out with something round, golden, and glittering, like a coin. The deputy turned it between his fingers, frowning. “Where did you get this?”


Chico licked lips that were filmed with dust. “Mr. Beckett gave it to me a long time ago.”

“Gave you this?” The deputy was still holding Chico’s shoulder with one hand, the golden medallion in the other. Sudden thought illumined his eyes. “Why did he give it to you? To do what? Some errand? A job?”

“Because I liked it so much,” Chico stammered. He had no definable accent. No doubt he had gone to American schools. He used English with a touch of stiffness, of unfamiliarity, however, as though mentally translating a lesson in some other tongue as he went along.

“I’ll bet you liked it,” the deputy exulted. He looked at Mrs. McGuffin, who stood off a bit as if avoiding some perimeter of danger. “Ever see this medal before?”

Mrs. McGuffin took two steps and peered into his palm, then backed away. “No, sir, I never did.”

“Didn’t happen to notice it in Beckett’s place?”

“No. Never.”

Chico ducked his head humbly. “Mr. Beckett gave it to me. Please, may I have it?”

“If it’s really yours,” said the deputy, “and when we’ve accounted for the way you came by it.” He whirled the boy and ran his hand into the other pocket. He came up with a little ball of string, a battered pocketknife, a twenty-five-cent piece, all enmeshed in a wad of fuzzy stuff. He put it all upon a table and poked at it with a finger. “These things.” He pushed out a fuzzy pod, stabbed with his nail, broke it open to show black puffed seeds. “I’ve seen something like it somewhere. Let’s think.” He rubbed the back of his neck while Chico crouched in the chair.

“There was a weed pod on the seat of the station wagon beside the body of Mrs. Beckett,” Miss Rachel reminded him.

“So there was.” He accepted the information with a hint of malice. “Nice you thought of it so quick.”

“And funny you didn’t,” she told him, “since you’re the cop here.”


His frame grew stiff. “What was that?”

“Do you think we might attend to the cut on the boy’s face?”

The deputy sneered his scorn at the muzzy-headed softness of little old ladies. “Not just yet. He isn’t complaining, you notice.” He gripped the boy by the arm. “Speak up. What about this weed stuff? What is it?”

“It is something my grandfather gave me to put on the leg of the black horse where it is sore.” Chico was watching Miss Rachel, as if pinning some hope on her.

The deputy tossed the seeds in his palm. “These? Don’t be loco.”

“You chew them up,” Chico offered humbly. “Mr. McGuffin knows—he saw me.”

The sheriff’s man laughed deep in his throat. “You’ve put yourself right in that car with Mrs. Beckett, Chico.” He squinted toward Miss Rachel. “That weed pod was in the car from the beginning. Wasn’t it? Wasn’t it there when you first came by?”

“Yes, it was.”

“And this kid here is the one we caught carrying the stuff.”

Miss Rachel raised her brows mildly. “That doesn’t give him a copyright on it.”

The deputy dismissed her with a sour look. Probably he preferred the little old ladies of his acquaintance to sit in a corner in complete silence and to knit. “Come on, kid, tell me what you did with that riding crop. Where is it?”

Chico shook his head. The deputy grated his teeth, spoke through a clenched jaw. “Better tell it, Chico. You better spill.”

“Why don’t you sit down with him and talk to him reasonably?” Miss Rachel wondered. “I think you’d do so much better with him that way.”

“You keep out of this.” The deputy leaned over the boy, who crouched sidewise and began to mutter in Spanish. “Speak up. Stop that Mex chatter!”

“He’s praying,” said Miss Rachel.

“He’d better be!” The deputy reached for Chico, a deceptive stroke that changed with sudden viciousness into a blow. The boy’s head snapped back, he made a strangled noise, his hands on the edge of the chair seat flew wide and then fell slack. At the same moment the kitchen door opened and Beckett walked in. The deputy looked up; his gaze and Beckett’s locked and held fast.

Beckett came to a stop just inside the door. He looked somewhat flushed. His hair was wind-blown, his tie crooked. “Let the kid alone.”

“Yeah? Who says?” The deputy straightened, then hunched his shoulders, letting his chin drop.

Beckett’s glance was steady, his tone calm. “No damned Cossack is going to pound him around while I have anything to say.”

The deputy pulled up his belt, grinned, let his eyes slide appraisingly around the room. Looking for the cleavers, Miss Rachel thought, her gaze following his. “You’re threatening the law?”

“I’ve seen you haze the drunks in Brickoven, Adler. You’re not a nice guy. The sheriff’s office would be a cleaner place without you. Some of the smell might leave it.” Beckett turned a bitter stare on Mrs. McGuffin. “Why do you just stand there and let him beat the kid? This is your house, your land. You ought to stand up for your people.”

She backed away in fright and dislike. “Chico won’t talk. He ought to tell what he’s done—why he went to our station wagon and what he was doing with our horse.”

Miss Rachel said dryly: “How can he talk when he’s being tormented?”

Beckett looked again at Adler. “You’d better leave him alone.”

“Had I?” The deputy preened himself like a turkey cock, began to slide stiff-legged in Beckett’s direction. “I think you’re drunk, buddy. I think I’ll run you in for interfering with an officer in the performance of his duty. I think I’ll just let you share a cell with the Mex kid.”


“Not just yet. I’m not going to take your guff lying down.” Beckett shook himself like a dog getting ready to fight, but the deputy had paused in his stiff-legged walk.

Adler’s fixed grin became cunning and wary. “You just came from town?”

Beckett jerked his head in a nod.

“See the sheriff there? Talk to anybody from our office?” He waited, reading the blankness that spread into Beckett’s face. “Didn’t see any of our men, huh? Didn’t hear what happened to your wife, either?”

Beckett’s defiant shake of the head was a motion meant to cover the alarm he must have felt. The room was now so quiet that the drip of water in the sink had the loudness of a bell clap.

Then a voice squeaked from the hall, “Mrs. Beckett’s dead!” It was Miss Toffet, hopping about like a bird; she’d come through from the front room, apparently, in time to see the tableau in the kitchen. Beckett jerked with shock, or with a pretense of it, as the meaning of her words took hold. The deputy shot a poisonous look toward Miss Toffet; she was peering in and she answered his grim stare with one of arch innocence. “Didn’t you know, Mr. Beckett? Didn’t they tell you? Oh, you poor man!” Miss Toffet sneaked a handkerchief out of her belt and dabbed at her nose. To Miss Rachel in a hoarse whisper she said, “Did I say anything I shouldn’t?”

“Not at all,” said Miss Rachel. She was studying the small woman curiously. The tears were crocodile, an imitation meant to seem ladylike in the face of a shocking situation, or a cover for some real emotion Miss Toffet chose to conceal.

The steam had been taken out of Adler’s triumph. He grunted to Beckett, “Your wife is dead, all right. The sheriff wants to talk to you about it. You’ll come to town with me, you and the kid here, and no back talk out of either of you.” Adler’s fists tightened, his chest lifted, with the knowledge of new power; he was the law and here were two suspects, criminals perhaps, with whom he had the right to do almost as he pleased. Then his glance paused on Chico’s face, on the long, bloody mark. “I guess you can clean him up a bit, if you want,” he said to Mrs. McGuffin.

“He looks awful!” Miss Toffet whinnied. “Whatever happened to him?”

“He tried to escape,” said Adler shortly. He walked over to Beckett, and after a moment during which the two men stared into each other’s eyes, he said, “Turn around. I’m going to frisk you. Don’t try anything funny.” Beckett turned, and Adler began to empty his pockets, tossing wallet and keys, cigarettes, matches, handkerchief, and loose change upon the kitchen table. When he seemed satisfied that he’d found it all, he turned to the small heap of stuff and began to sort it. The wallet took his attention. He opened it, examined the money compartment, then flipped over plastic sheets holding Beckett’s identification, driver’s license, and other data. He paused, then held out the wallet toward Beckett. “Who’s this girl?”

Beckett gave the snapshot in the wallet a sidelong glance. A sullen hardness came into his face. “It’s my sister.”

Miss Rachel, carrying iodine for Mrs. McGuffin to use on Chico’s injury, passed close at that moment. She found for an instant that the picture in its plastic envelope was some five inches from the end of her nose. The girl in the snapshot was very young, very pretty, and something about her was strikingly familiar.

Adler shut the wallet, tossed it to the table. “Okay. You can have your stuff.” He looked over at Chico, who sat quiet under the burn of the iodine. “Did you have to paint him like an Indian?”

“There wasn’t any way that we could disguise the mark so that Harfield wouldn’t see it,” Miss Rachel said offhandedly.

Adler’s bitter eyes promised to do her a bad turn if he ever had the chance. Miss Rachel went on: “Which one of them are you going to charge with murder?”

He looked from Chico to Beckett narrowly, as if making up his mind. “Maybe they were in it together,” he decided. “Could be. He seems to have been paying the kid off for something. Maybe he gave Chico a job. Maybe he had him get rid of some of the evidence.”

“You’re taking my word there was a riding crop?”

Plainly Adler hated taking anything she offered. “I guess so. The sheriff sort of believed it.” He turned on Beckett, giving Miss Rachel his back. “How come you’re so quiet? How come you don’t want to know all about what happened to your wife?”

Beckett said levelly, “I see no reason to explain my actions to you.”

“Or maybe you know what happened,” Adler accused slyly. Obviously he hoped to throw a scare into Beckett; he waited watchfully, but Beckett merely shrugged his shoulders. “All right, both of you. Let’s go.”

He pocketed most of the things on the table and herded Beckett and the boy out into the dark with warnings that he intended to shoot if either made a break. Chico went first, his face impassive, his bare feet noiseless on the step. Beckett held his head high, looking at the dark. He carried his wallet in his hand; it had been the only thing he had retrieved from the table. Miss Rachel followed, to look out after them from the doorway. At the edge of the dark, as Adler reached ahead to open the door of Beckett’s car, Beckett put his hands behind him. There was swift, surreptitious movement and some white scraps fell and fluttered off into the weedy geraniums beside the walk. The next moment the wallet was put away, Adler had the car open, and was instructing Beckett and Chico where to sit.

Miss Rachel closed the door. Mrs. McGuffin and Miss Toffet were on the other side of the room, beside the big kitchen range. “I’m going to try to phone the sheriff’s office in town,” said Mrs. McGuffin worriedly. “If they’re taking Chico and Mr. Beckett in for the murder of his wife, they needn’t hold Mac any more. He ought to be allowed to come home.”


“Harfield seems to be in charge, and I doubt if he’ll be as quick to decide as Adler was,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “Mr. Adler’s personal feelings sort of got the better of his judgment. The fight with Chico riled him, and his temper just kept mounting. But I wouldn’t worry about Mr. McGuffin if I were you.”

Mrs. McGuffin brushed her hair back, tucked it into the pink net. “He wouldn’t do anything bad.” The tone had question in it; she wanted reassurance.

Miss Toffet whinnied. “All this excitement … I’m that nervous! Might I have a cup of very strong coffee?”

The departing car roared in the driveway. There was the crunch of tires on gravel, then the receding hum of the motor. Mrs. McGuffin put the coffeepot on to heat over the blue butane flame. “Will you have some coffee, too, Miss Murdock?”

“I was thinking I might freshen up a bit first,” said Miss Rachel, her mind on the scraps of white paper which Beckett had thrown away. She wanted to get away from the two women and find those scraps before the wind took them.

“Oh, how stupid of me!” Mrs. McGuffin cried in an awkward apology. “Of course you’ll be wanting to see your cabin. A Mr. Jefferson left us this morning”—Miss Toffet whinnied here as though something about Mr. Jefferson had been extremely funny—“but it’s all straightened and aired, one of our newest and nicest, with innerspring bed and your own extension phone, and all.”

“I have the best,” Miss Toffet offered. “Of course I’ve been here the longest.” Her mummy face was full of mischief.

Mrs. McGuffin ignored the tactless remark. “Miss Murdock will like her cabin, I’m sure.”

Miss Rachel retrieved her cat from under a cupboard, where Samantha had sat to watch what went on. Mrs. McGuffin helped carry the bags from the car. They crossed the garden, where the spider palms rattled under the night wind, and Mrs. McGuffin opened a door and pressed a light switch. The place was small and plain, but, as the woman had said, it showed signs of having been spruced and aired.

Mrs. McGuffin left a key and went back to the Lodge, where Miss Toffet’s coffee should by now be boiled to the proper strength and beyond. Miss Rachel waited two or three minutes, then peeped out to make sure the coast was clear. The kitchen door was closed. She stepped out into the dark, crossed the garden with caution, and stopped by the hedge of geraniums. The lights from the kitchen made a faint glow here. She saw one scrap of paper, then another. She was picking up the third when she heard a slight sound behind her.

The cat, she thought. I didn’t shut the door.

She reached for the fourth bit of white paper. It was off beyond the others a bit, under the shrubs; she had to stretch her arm.

The sound repeated itself, and it wasn’t the cat, it was a shoe. A shoe on the graveled earth. She half-turned. At that moment an arm swept down and a man’s hand seized her wrist.


Chapter Ten

Miss Rachel bared her teeth. The best way to get rid of a clutching hand was to bite it. Just then a voice said, “Here, Miss Rachel, let me help you up. What have you there, anyway?”

She gained her feet and looked into the face of Rod Bruell. His friendly yet cynical eyes were fixed on the scraps of paper in her hand. The night wind blew his hair this way and that across his high forehead. He was hatless, wearing a leather jacket over a sport shirt and rather shabby slacks. His voice had a tired note in it. He pointed to the scraps in her palm. “Clues or something?”

“I’ll know better when I’ve glued them together,” she said. She let him see the curiosity in her glance. “You’ve heard what happened to Priscilla?”

“Yes. In town. The place is buzzing with the news.” He rubbed back the blowing hair with a bitterly impatient gesture. “From the story I heard, it seemed you must have been the one who found her. I want to hear all the details firsthand.” He stepped back, looking around as if sizing up the place. “Is there a private room where we could talk?”

“My cabin.” She walked ahead, leading the way. Once inside, she took a moment to put the four squares together on the dresser and to arrange them—they were the sections of the snapshot from Beckett’s wallet, a sunny, informal picture of a young girl sitting on the steps of a porch, a bunch of daisies in her hand as though she’d just picked them, an odd tilt to her lifted head, an almost listening, half-rueful attitude that struck Miss Rachel as familiar.

Rod Brucll had followed her in, closed the door, and now stood beside the bed petting the big black cat who had risen to greet him. “It seems incredible that Pris could be dead like this, and yet all my common sense tells me that she’d been bringing just such a fate upon herself. It might have happened when she was married to Wilder, or Nova—perhaps even to me—if we’d been as Beckett must be. She let Beckett see that murderous temper, and he struck first. Just the same”—Bruell walked to a chair and fell into it—“I feel a dreadful responsibility for what happened. I knew violence was in the wind.” He shut his eyes, looking rather sick.

“This hunch of yours brought you here even before you knew of the murder? You must have left Los Angeles not much later than I,” Miss Rachel pointed out.

Bruell let his head sink back against the cushion. “I’ve had one hell of a—Pardon me, a horrible trip from L. A. I almost broke my neck getting here. After you left us this morning, I talked a bit longer to Colonel Nova and Wilder, and Nova began to display some of that iron military determination of his. He thought that your coming here to look over the situation was the lowest form of spying, or pretended to think so. It occurred to me that he meant to do something to scotch our little plot, perhaps meet you here and make a scene, or warn Pris against you, or something even more objectionable. He’s a stiff-necked martinet. I decided I’d better call things off and ask you to go home. Now, of course, there’s nothing you can do.”

“I don’t intend to leave, however.”

He opened his eyes to study her. “Pris is dead.”

“So she is, and her dying is apt to get quite a few innocent people, into trouble.”

He leaned forward, folding his hands under his chin. “It seems open and shut against Beckett, doesn’t it?”

“Nothing is ever open and shut about murder,” she told him. “You’ve changed clothes since I saw you this morning.”

The switch in subject seemed to take him off guard; there was an instant of blankness. Then he explained: “I took a room in town, showered, and put on these clothes—fishing things I’d had in the car. The suit I drove down from L. A. in is a wreck.” He held out his hands suddenly, showing cuts and scratches. “I had to change a flat tire with a balky jack that wouldn’t stay put and a wrench that didn’t quite fit the lugs. It involved getting under the car and propping the axle up with rocks, then wrestling the lugs off almost barehanded.” He examined his scarred hands with a frown. “I look as if I’d been in a fight, I suppose. But go on about finding Pris.”

Miss Rachel sketched the principal details of her arrival in Brickoven, the drive to the ranch, the finding of Priscilla Beckett’s body, and the arrival of the men from the sheriff’s office. She described McGuffin’s actions at the car.

Rod Bruell interrupted at this point. “You speak of McGuffin as if you suspect him of the murder.”

“The crime is much too obscure as yet to accuse anyone,” she corrected. “But, on the other hand, McGuffin has guilty knowledge of some sort. He seemed frightened almost out of his wits by something he saw inside the car. I thought it might have been the weed pod, but that particular clue seems to lead to the Mexican boy who works here. Incidentally, Colonel Nova is already in town.”

Bruell nodded. “I thought he might be. Wilder may be with him.”

“Wilder’s attitude toward Priscilla seemed to be one of mild regret. But I keep remembering Colonel Nova’s bitterness over his lame leg. He isn’t a man who forgets, or forgives, easily.”

Bruell sat up a little straighter. “You mean—you’re thinking he had a motive in the murder of Pris?”

“Don’t you agree?”

Bruell tapped the arm of the chair, deep in reflection or searching for words. “You must have noticed that sort of exaggerated code he keeps for himself. Pukka sahib, all that guff. He couldn’t bring himself to murder a woman. Wouldn’t be cricket, or something.”

Miss Rachel smiled slightly. “He mentioned with some heat that Priscilla had obtained quite a large settlement from him when she left. I think the sahib has a taint of mercenary greed. Now, what about Priscilla’s money, especially the money she squeezed out of Colonel Nova? Who gets it?”

“Beckett, I suppose.”

“Was the money from Colonel Nova paid in a lump sum?”

Bruell hesitated. “I couldn’t say, for sure. Pris never let me in on her financial affairs. I supported the home, and she bought clothes and luxuries. It seems to me there were whopping installment payments from somewhere. From Nova, perhaps.”

“I think it’s a pretty important detail. Is there anyone you might check with?”

“The only person I can think of is Mother. At the time of her fright over that drowning episode, when she was trying to dig up evidence that Pris wanted to murder me, she put a private detective on Pris’s doings.” He glanced across the room at the telephone on its table. “Could we call from here?”

“If it’s done carefully. I’m not ready to abandon my pose as a bug hunter.” Miss Rachel went to the telephone and lifted the receiver. In a couple of moments the operator at Brickoven came on the wire. Miss Rachel was conscious of the fact that anyone at the Lodge, or at any of the other cabins, might be listening. “I want to place a call for Mrs. Agatha Bruell in Pasadena.” She went on to supply the Pasadena number.

After several minutes the operator reported: “We don’t get any answer at that number, ma’am. Would you like me to try again later?”

“No. I’ll place another call in an hour or so.” Miss Rachel put the phone on its cradle. “Rod, your mother isn’t at home. I don’t want to make further inquiries by phone from here. There is too much chance of being overheard. I have a hunch I’ll get much more information as a bug hunter than as a detective.”

“You mean—you’re going to try to find out just how Beckett did it?”

“I’m curious. And it didn’t have to be Beckett, though he seems the obvious choice.” She sat down on the edge of the bed and stroked the silky ears of the big black cat. “I wish I might have had even a few minutes’ conversation with your former wife. All my impressions of her are secondhand, and I feel discrepancies here and there. I wish I could have seen her and Beckett together, sized up their attitude toward each other. Was she openly domineering? Was he servile, or resentful?”

Bruell said, “The people here might help, the guests and the owner. At a place like this they all have time to watch one another.”

“McGuffin and his wife are most cautious in what they say—obviously the prudent attitude to take. But they admit that things weren’t going well between the Becketts. Beckett was spending a lot of time in town. Your ex-wife didn’t like it. Beckett was also receiving some telephone calls from another man, and since McGuffin shied at talking about these, I judge there was something queer about them.”

“I might try to do a bit of checking through the local telephone office.”

“As Mrs. Beckett’s former husband, you can make open inquiries about the stuff I get hints of. I suggest you stay here where we can contact each other. I’m sure the McGuffins have an empty cabin or two.”

He nodded. “Good idea. I left my car down the road a bit. I go back to town and get my stuff and show up here and tell them who I am.”

“Don’t appear too convinced of Beckett’s guilt,” she advised. “Let them try to convince you. You’ll get much more information that way. And, of course, we won’t seem to know each other except as guests here.”

He rose from the chair with a new air of decision. “I’ll drop in at the telephone office while I’m in town. The night operator may know something about Beckett’s phone calls.”

“A good idea—if you can think up a story to cover your interest.”

“I’ll explain that I had a financial deal on with Beckett through a broker, and that I’m not sure the broker contacted him recently and that the sheriff’s men won’t let me find out from Beckett. That ought to serve.”

“It sounds quite clever,” she agreed.

After Bruell had gone, Miss Rachel went to her suitcase for a roll of transparent mending tape. She put together neatly the four pieces of the snapshot Beckett had torn and discarded in the yard. She sat down on the bed to study the small picture. The cat got up, stretched, and then crawled into Miss Rachel’s lap under her arm, and stuck a nose against the paper. “It’s Miss Broone, or someone remarkably like her. Taken some years ago, to judge by the skirt length and the style of hair-do. She looks quite young here—untouched by time or trouble.” Miss Rachel’s eyes grew blank; she was remembering Beckett’s frantic determination to find the girl who had stood outside the cantina while he was singing. “Wanting You” … The girl had covered her ears, then fled.

Beckett had been spending his nights in town and Priscilla had been angry. Miss Rachel sensed a strangeness in what she had seen of this—the cantina was not the sort of place Beckett would have been expected to choose for his nights out. And his attitude toward Bonnie Broone was not that of a casual pickup. The picture represented a link with the past. He had known Bonnie Broone—or her double—long ago.

Beckett himself had not seemed quite the proud and hard-to-please person Mrs. McGuffin made him out to be. The first impression he had made upon Miss Rachel was of an open, though whimsical, friendliness. His following act of trying to buy an alibi from the Mexican musician put a shadow on his motives and betrayed that he was apt to hurry into things without sufficient thought. Had he rushed into marriage with Priscilla while still emotionally involved with Bonnie Broone? Or had they met again after long separation?

Miss Rachel looked up quickly as a knock sounded at her door. She walked over to turn the key in the lock, opened the door, and looked out. From the outer darkness Miss Toffet’s wind-burned, wrinkled child’s size face stared up at her. “Miss Murdock? I’ve brought you something. A bit of a specimen.” A thin brown hand with prominent knuckles jerked forward into the light. Miss Rachel saw a half-pint glass jar in which something dark scuttled about leggily.

“You like bugs, Mr. McGuffin was telling us. You’re a bugologist.”

Miss Rachel drew aside. “Come in, won’t you?”

Miss Toffet advanced into the room, her eyes taking in Miss Rachel’s belongings with avid interest. “I found this little fellow while I was out walking this morning. It struck me you might want him, or at least could tell me what he is.”

It was a test. Looking into Miss Toffet’s restless eyes, Miss Rachel sensed the knowing doubt, the shrewd desire to trip her up.


Miss Toffet jiggled the jar. “He’s a beetle of some sort, isn’t he?”

“He’s a cockroach,” Miss Rachel told her. “You couldn’t have found him far from human habitation. He’s strictly a domesticated bug.”

“Just a roach?” Miss Toffet mourned. Her disappointment seemed almost genuine. “And here I’ve bothered you with it.”

“No bother at all,” Miss Rachel said pleasantly. “And keep looking. The very next time you may find something rare.”

Miss Toffet put the bug on the dresser with an air of its having served its purpose—either as a test or to get her inside. She turned her attention to the cat who was curled on the foot of the bed. “He’s a lovely animal. So soft.” She stroked Samantha’s back briskly. The dry desert air had created static electricity in the cat’s fur; she glared at the stroking hand with deep disfavor as sparks crackled. “Do you take him with you on field trips?”

“Not often.”

“I wish I had a pet of some sort. I’m quite alone in the world.”

It seemed a plea for company. Miss Rachel indicated a chair and she herself sat down on the edge of the bed. “How do you amuse yourself here?”

“Oh—hiking, mostly. It’s a hobby of mine, walking about at all hours over the desert. Fascinating, really. You won’t give away a secret?” Miss Toffet’s eyes grew large under their wrinkled lids.

It was very early for secrets, Miss Rachel thought. “No, of course not.”

“I hunt minerals.”

Miss Rachel appeared very interested. “You mean—gold?”

“And other things,” said Miss Toffet mysteriously. “I’ve studied a great deal.”

“Have you ever found anything of value?”

Miss Toffet’s smile had the secrecy of Mona Lisa’s. “Once in a while. Mostly I collect semi-precious stones—agate and turquoise and crystal. Things like that. When you’re out bug hunting, don’t you ever pick up stones?”

“I have a little collection at home,” Miss Rachel admitted, wondering where the conversation was headed.

“I could tell Mr. McGuffin a thing or two he’d be interested in—” Miss Toffet broke off to glance with suspicion at the closed door, then lowered her voice to a hoarse whisper. “I just doubt, though, if he’d give me my fair share for making the discovery.”

“You mean—you don’t think he’s honest?” This was an all-too-obvious line, but Miss Toffet seized it.

“I know he’s not. Not honest in all ways, at any rate. This business of Mrs. Beckett’s murder, now—if Mr. McGuffin wanted to he could tell exactly how and when she left the ranch this afternoon. He knows.”

Miss Rachel watched the secretive, jumpy little woman with concern. “How did she leave?”

“Ask Mr. McGuffin!” hissed Miss Toffet.

“Does he know that you know he isn’t telling the truth?”

A shutter came down behind the restless eyes; the mummy face smoothed out, became childlike in its frankness. “The whole affair is much different from what everyone thinks. Even the people in it—take Mrs. Beckett, for instance. She wasn’t just a bride. She’d had four husbands! Think of it—four!”

Miss Rachel saw that some reaction was expected. “How awful! Ghastly!” She sensed that Miss Toffet had gone as far as she intended with the hint about McGuffin. She now had other bones to pick.

“She must have been a most—well, unusual sort of woman to flit from man to man like that. A butterfly! Or a vampire bat, perhaps.” Miss Toffet’s voice had risen to a squeak. “How demoralizing and confusing! Probably at times she called them by each other’s names!”

To herself Miss Rachel disagreed. Mr. Wilder, with his sad little-boy disappointment, was like none of the others. Priscilla had baked him a poisoned pie, and all he’d done about it was to grieve. A crybaby—that’s what Mr. Wilder was. By no stretch of absent-mindedness would he ever be confused with Colonel Nova. Colonel Nova was an iron man, unbending as rock, steely of will. He had paused at the top of the stairs—Miss Rachel had a sudden vivid idea of how he must have looked—all poised to make the proper entrance for the birthday dinner. Chest out, arms straight, chin up, eyes front. Priscilla had looked up at him and made a remark about a shirt.

Sudden illumination—she’d called him a stuffed shirt!

It was the logical reconstruction of the strange remark. And the next instant Colonel Nova had sailed heels-over-teakettle down the stairs and broken his leg.

Miss Toffet elaborated: “Her memory of them all must have been just a smear! Four men! Four bedfellows!” The tip of her nose was quite pink.

Miss Rachel inwardly was shaking her head. Rod Bruell, old enough and sophisticated enough to let Priscilla live her own life, spend her money as she pleased, without asking questions—Rod was tied, just a little, to Agatha’s apron strings. Priscilla had wanted him to learn to swim. She’d almost drowned him trying to teach him. But Wilder and Nova and Bruell had nothing at all in common with this latest bridegroom, Beckett. Beckett was much younger and had a certain reckless immaturity that the others lacked. He was a singer; he seemed to be involved with a girl from his past.

“I doubt if she mixed them up very much,” Miss Rachel said. “Women of her sort are apt to have a knack for keeping their men separate.”

Of course, her thoughts added, Priscilla’s husbands did have one thing in common.

Capricorn!



Chapter Eleven

Miss Toffet fell silent for a minute, apparently meditating on the evils of plural matrimony. Then she said, “It’s too bad you couldn’t have met her in the flesh. Alive, I guess I should say. I used to feel sorry for Mr. Beckett. He’s young and a fool, of course, or he wouldn’t have married her—but she paid him back. He couldn’t call his soul his own.”

“She kept him under her thumb?”

“Under her foot is a better word.”

Miss Rachel made no effort to conceal the impression Miss Toffet was making upon her. “Do you think she was jealous?”

“She was livid!”

“Do you suppose she had cause?”

Miss Toffet hesitated. Her eyes nibbled their way across the rug to the bed, then up the wall. She pinched her lower lip between knuckly brown fingers. She wasn’t a woman who liked to admit that she didn’t know, Miss Rachel decided. “There was something under it all,” Miss Toffet said at last. “She was tormenting him, and he was getting drunk. Sometimes late at night I’d happen to look out, hearing a car come in, and he’d fairly reel, getting into their cabin.”

“He did this all the while they were here?”

Miss Toffet shook her head. “No. Mostly, rather recently.”

She had begun to glance toward the door, as if considering her departure. Miss Rachel offered: “Would you share a glass of sherry with me? I have a bottle in my suitcase, a nice vintage.”

Miss Toffet’s mouth went slack in indecision. “Imported?”

“As a Californian, I refuse to buy elsewhere what California makes best,” said Miss Rachel, getting the bottle.


“Well—I might. A very little drink. At home—Father was a minister—we never touched spirits. I didn’t taste alcohol until I was thirty-four. Went on a hayride. I was the chaperon.”

Quite a story there, Miss Rachel thought to herself. There was a tin tray on the dresser containing a water bottle and some glasses. She poured sherry into two of the glasses and gave one to Miss Toffet.

Over the glass she asked, “Do you believe that Mr. Beckett killed his wife?”

A great air of caution came over Miss Toffet. She was like a little girl who suddenly remembers that she has on a party dress and mustn’t get it dirty. She put the wine down and studied it critically. “Do you know, if I were conducting the investigation, I’d have a look at those other husbands. Quite a close look. It might be a good idea to bring them to Brick-oven and let the folks around town have a squint at them—identify them, if they could.”

Miss Rachel shrugged. “I doubt if the men in the sheriff’s office will do it. They’ve got a theory that Mrs. Beckett, in the station wagon, was stopped by someone on horseback. If her murderer were riding a horse, he could hardly have come out from Brickoven, could he? It seems more likely—someone from one of the ranches. This ranch, perhaps.”

Miss Toffet was shaking her head. There was a small, secretive smile at the corners of her mouth.

Miss Rachel opened her eyes. The cat was standing in the middle of her chest, making hinting sounds. Across the room the bright desert sunlight fanned in around the edges of the curtains. “Oh, all right,” said Miss Rachel. “I’m getting up.” She took a can of fish from her bag, and a can opener, and fed the cat, then let her out. She raised the shades and examined the ranch by daylight. The Lodge was low and weathered, its shake roof faded to the color of the adobe walls, but there was something solid and genuine about it. It fitted the desert surroundings, she decided. It had been here long enough, suffered the desert heat enough, to belong. The open shelter for the cars had four machines in it: a big ancient black car, probably a Packard which somehow made her think of Miss Toffet; a new Cadillac; her own Buick; and Rod Bruell’s dark blue DeSoto. He’d come back as a guest, then, as he and she had planned. Miss Rachel wondered what cabin he had.

She washed and dressed, made a neat pompadour of her white hair, and went over to the Lodge for breakfast. The cat followed as far as the door, then stood looking back lazily at the sunny garden, her eyes slitted with the desire to sleep. Mrs. McGuffin was alone in the dining room, busy with a cup of coffee and a newspaper. She glanced up in surprise.

“Am I early?”

“Compared to the others—though I don’t see how some of them sleep so much,” said Mrs. McGuffin. “Here, take this chair. Coffee’s made, if you’d like a cup right away.”

“Thank you.”

“What shall I fix for you? Scrambled eggs? Oatmeal? Pancakes, maybe?” Mrs. McGuffin looked fresh and eager, neat in pink gingham, which brought out her high color and her freckles. The air of cheerfulness was obvious.

“Scrambled eggs and dry toast will be fine,” Miss Rachel said, sitting down. “Have you heard from your husband?”

“He’s coming home,” Mrs. McGuffin answered in a rush, “and they’re through with the car too. We’ll have it fixed—as good as new, Mac says.”

“He’s very fond of his car, isn’t he?”

“First decent one he’s ever had.” Mrs. McGuffin paused in the kitchen doorway. “Mac inherited the money to start this place. Before that, we was poor. Real poor.” She smoothed her apron. Miss Rachel felt a new respect for the woman’s lack of affectation. “He’s just plain nuts about that station wagon.”

“I’m surprised he let Mrs. Beckett drive it.”

Mrs. McGuffin’s glance held a shadow of bitterness. “He had to. We made up a little booklet—you know, advertising—to get people to come here. And it said, right in print, that the ranch station wagon was for the use of the guests. I don’t recall how that line got in there. We most likely copied it out of one of the other books.”

“I keep wondering,” Miss Rachel said, “how the car came to be damaged as it was. Did Mrs. Beckett drive it into the boulder in trying to avoid her murderer? Or was the car in motion during the death struggle?”

“It is puzzling,” Mrs. McGuffin agreed. Her tone was suddenly without expression, as though Miss Rachel had ventured upon forbidden ground.

“Did you see Mrs. Beckett leave in the car?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Did your husband mention that she had taken the car—that is, before you heard of her death from him?”

“I—I don’t remember.”

Mrs. McGuffin went on into the kitchen quickly, with an air of escape, and presently pots began to clatter. She brought hot coffee, but retreated at once to the other room. Miss Rachel examined the paper. It was yesterday’s Los Angeles paper; the news was old. She folded the pages and laid them down. At that moment Bruell entered.

He winked at her, taking a chair on the opposite side of the table. Mrs. McGuffin came in long enough to introduce them. Bruell stood up and bowed most formally. “How do you do? Miss Murdock—that’s right, isn’t it?—don’t you find these desert mornings simply splendid?”

“Very,” she agreed dryly. “Have you heard about the crime?”

“I was formerly married to Mrs. Beckett,” he explained. “That’s why I came. To see justice done.”

Mrs. McGuffin came in with a second cup of coffee for Bruell. She gave him a nervous sideways glance. “Miss Murdock is the lady who found the body.”

Bruell’s face grew grim. “Poor Pris. I hate to think of her going like that. She had a flair for living. Her death shouldn’t have been so graceless, so shabby.”


“There is much that doesn’t meet the eye,” Miss Rachel pointed out.

They looked at each other steadily, and under a sudden clatter in the kitchen Rod said, “I want to see you as soon as possible. Not here. In town. Wilder’s there. He’s got a damned queer tale to tell about Nova.”

“I thought someone must have,” she agreed.

He flashed her a questioning look. Mrs. McGuffin came in then with the scrambled eggs. They were underdone and watery. The toast showed signs of having been rehabilitated by scraping off the burned spots. Miss Rachel thought with envy of her cat, who had all that she wanted from a can.

“What would you like?” Mrs. McGuffin asked of Bruell.

He looked hastily away from Miss Rachel’s meal and made a pretense of considering. “Not scrambled eggs. Grapefruit if you’ve got it.” He smiled away her inclination to stiffen and turn surly. “I’m not much of a breakfast man. Conscientious mother—she overfed me. Now I’m being a rebel.”

Mollified, she went away to bring the grapefruit.

“Oh well,” said Rod, “I was going to town anyway.”

“I think a cookbook is in order. I’m wondering how to present it tactfully.”

“Can she read, do you think?”

Miss Rachel frowned at him. “No belittling, please. She has some very fine qualities.”

“Not including a gift for cookery. I wonder why they don’t hire a professional chef?”

“I imagine it’s a matter of money,” Miss Rachel said. “They appear to be running the place on a shoestring. I gathered that Beckett has made a nuisance of himself over the food—I’m not blaming him, but it makes me wonder. Is this the sort of resort Priscilla would ordinarily have chosen?”

He made a wry face. “Oh yes. It fits the pattern. I told you she had a fad of picking up characters. It applied to other things—she seemed to go out of her way to search out the weird and the eccentric. If she was convinced that this place had atmosphere, or quaintness, she’d dote on it—so long as she had her own way here.”

They ate in silence while Mrs. McGuffin came in to serve Bruell’s food. When they were alone again, Miss Rachel asked, “When did you see Mr. Wilder?”

“I ran into him in town last night. By the way, I didn’t get anything from the telephone operator about Beckett’s calls. I think the cops had been there first and shut her up.”

“You didn’t try to reach your mother on the other question?”

He shook his head. “No. We’ll do that this morning. Is there some way we can double up on the trip? Without seeming too suddenly chummy, I mean? Could I offer you a ride?”

“A good idea.” When Mrs. McGuffin came in again, the conversation was carefully led around to Brickoven and the day’s errands therein. Mr. Bruell gallantly offered Miss Murdock a ride. Miss Murdock accepted.

Mrs. McGuffin beamed approval of such friendly spirit and offered to keep an eye on Samantha while Miss Rachel was gone. The morning was the time for doing your errands—before the heat set in. Watch for chuckholes in the road. They were bad for springs. And take sunglasses. She cleared the table with a cheerful rattle of dishes as they went out.

Mr. Wilder was waiting for them in the lobby of the Buckskin Inn, under a display of mounted deer’s heads and a full-sized stuffed cougar. The floor was covered with Navajo rugs, and other walls held racks of ancient guns used in the conquest of the West, tanned rattlesnake hides, and an enlarged portrait of Geronimo. It was very rugged, western, and dusty. Mr. Wilder rose to greet them. He looked a little haggard; the round softness of his face had grieving and perplexed lines in it. “Miss Murdock. I didn’t dream yesterday that when I’d see you again, and so soon, that poor Pris would be”—He stopped to swallow. His moist hand, holding Miss Rachel’s, trembled a little—“dead. Murdered. I can’t get it through my head. I can’t believe it.”


Miss Rachel glanced at a leather armchair. “Do you wish to talk here?”

His eyes swam up slowly out of their misery to focus upon her. “No. No, I think not. Would you mind coming to my room?” His nod included Bruell in the invitation.

“Not at all.” Miss Rachel led the way briskly to the elevator. She sensed that Mr. Wilder was going to be soggy and emotional if he weren’t kept in line. She felt cruel cutting him off like that when he wanted to mourn. But Priscilla had tried to feed him a Lysol pie, and his weepy befuddlement now made Miss Rachel feel a touch of impatience.

His room proved to be large, sunny, and quiet. He waited until Miss Rachel and Bruell were seated before he spoke again.

“I suppose I’m being disloyal, in a way.” He chewed his plump lower lip briefly. “Colonel Nova and I have been friends for a long while—ever since Pris came into our lives and then discarded us. We’ve trusted each other. Even lived together. He’s almost like a brother.”

“Still,” said Rod Bruell, “you have a responsibility to tell the truth. No matter who it hurts.”

“I suppose so. I must do the right thing.” Mr. Wilder’s glance wavered and flickered. His plump hands fluttered up and down the arms of his chair in nervous indecision.

“And telling Miss Rachel and me isn’t as serious as telling the police.”

“No. No, it isn’t.” Wilder brightened up.

“You were fond of Pris too,” Bruell pointed out.

The mention of their former wife brought back Mr. Wilder’s grief. He pulled out a handkerchief and blew his nose. “Colonel Nova doesn’t even know I followed him here,” he muttered, as though revealing the gross depths of his deception. “I knew something was going to happen, though, just as soon as we parted from you in L. A. He had that gleam in his eye—the angry, self-righteous look, and then he very high-handedly tried to give me a quick brush-off. It was almost psychic, the way I sensed he was coming here! He meant to try some scheme. Perhaps threaten Pris in some way—like cutting off the money.”

“The money?” said Miss Rachel and Bruell in a common echo.

“Yes. After the accident on the stairs, or whatever it was, Pris made him buy his freedom. He couldn’t pay the entire sum just then—he had to convert property first, and she got him to promise to do it in installments. That way he wouldn’t have to take a sacrifice bid, and he’d be more agreeable. Pris was looking after her own interests, too, you see. She had him sign a contract so that everything was quite legal and binding, and it didn’t matter how many times she married again either.” He broke off to look wonderingly at Bruell. “But you must have known all this.”

Bruell shook his head. “I never discussed Priscilla’s financial affairs with her. She did as she pleased with her money. I had no idea what her income was, or where it went.”

Miss Rachel put in a question. “What do you think Colonel Nova’s motive was in coming here—now?”

“I’ve changed my mind. He didn’t come to make a scene. He had something already afoot, but it didn’t have anything to do with Pris that I can see. There’s another woman here whom he knows. She’s quite young and attractive.”

“You saw them together?” Miss Rachel asked.

Wilder nodded slowly. “There’s a balcony outside that window.” He gestured toward the other side of the room. “It leads to a stairway going down into the patio. I didn’t know, when I took this room, that Colonel Nova would only be two doors from me, and with windows looking out as mine do, on that balcony. I knew he was on this floor. Last night about twelve I decided to scout a bit. I went out upon the balcony. The second room I passed was his. His lights were on and the shades not drawn. It was just like looking in upon a stage.”


“You were taking a chance, eavesdropping like that,” Bruell said as if thinking aloud. “The house detective might have noticed you there.”

“It didn’t occur to me. I was engrossed with what I saw inside.”

“This young woman was with Colonel Nova?” Miss Rachel remembered the secrecy of that other contact at the bar.

“Yes. They were standing in the center of the room, under the light, talking. The girl had something in her hands—I didn’t identify it for a little while, until she turned it so that I could see it better. It was a whip. A little riding whip.”

The silence was abrupt. Miss Rachel did not move. She looked like a small Dresden-china lady, as still as stone. Her eyes had a quizzical, almost mocking expression. Wilder brushed off a trace of perspiration from his balding temples.

“For a minute I thought the whip belonged to the girl. Then somehow I got the impression that the colonel had just handed it to her—something in the way she handled it, turned it, showed that the whip was unfamiliar to her. She was holding it, and the colonel was giving instructions. I’d swear that’s what I saw.”

“How long did you watch them?” Miss Rachel asked.

“I don’t know. It didn’t seem more than a minute, though it might have been ten. Even fifteen. I was so puzzled.” He wrinkled his pink forehead in remembered perplexity. “Here I’d come to act as a buffer between Pris and Colonel Nova, and to try to prevent his creating any unpleasantness for you, and instead, I find him alone in his room in the middle of the night with a pretty young lady. Not that there was anything romantic between them. I don’t think he so much as touched her hand. But there she was.”

“What was between them?”

“It looked like business,” he confessed. “Just plain—business. He was giving orders. I know that manner he has. He brought it straight out of the Army, the British Army. When he’s telling an employee to do something, he talks as if he were explaining duties to an orderly. He points his finger like the muzzle of a revolver. His eyes get very bleak and impersonal.”

“What was the end of this interview? Did you see the girl leave?”

“Oh yes. She slipped the riding quirt into her jacket and Colonel Nova opened the door. He was leaning on his cane, of course. He gave a very short little bow. While his head was down, the girl curled her lip at him.”

“Describe her as well as you can.”

Mr. Wilder strummed with his fingernails, gathering thoughts. “Well—dark hair with a lot of red in it. Nice figure. Wore a green suit with a sort of light fuzzy touch to it—can’t describe the material any better, but it somehow looked expensive. Big green handbag. Once in a while she’d hold her head at a tilt, a listening sort of look—childlike, almost.”

He was describing Bonnie Broone, as Miss Rachel had expected he would. Colonel Nova and Miss Broone had cooked up something with a riding crop.


Chapter Twelve

“Of course,” Rod Bruell pointed out, “if this riding quirt turns up in some fishy way as evidence in Pris’s murder, you’ll have to tell the truth immediately.”

“To the police?” Wilder’s timid eyes winked and twitched. “But no! How could I dare? Colonel Nova would brand me as a s-snoop!”

“You mustn’t mind that. We’ve got to see justice done here.”

“But the police will know all about everything—they’re so clever,” Wilder objected.

“In this case the police are very much on the outside looking in,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “Since they’ve made no effort to locate you, it must be presumed that they still do not know of Mrs. Beckett’s previous marriages. Or else they’re quite contented with the suspects they have—in this case, Beckett and a Mexican boy who works at the ranch.” Privately, Miss Rachel had doubted that Harfield might be as convinced of Chico’s guilt as Adler had been. Harfield was stuffy and self-important, but he had shown none of the corruption of power which marked the inferior officer. “My suggestion, Mr. Wilder, is that you manage to contact Colonel Nova openly this morning and lead the conversation around to the evidence surrounding the crime. See what he has to say.”

“You are going to work with us,” said Bruell.

“Oh yes.” Mr. Wilder managed a smile, though it vanished a moment later. “All of us who were close to Pris should rally round—sort of.”

“To protect your own interests, if for no other purpose,” Miss Rachel added.

“I—I don’t follow.”

“Since you and Colonel Nova were here in Brickoven yesterday, you are natural candidates for the list of suspects.”

He seemed to shrivel miserably, to sink and flatten in the chair. “Yes, I suppose we must be. But it will have to be endured.”

“You’ll be staying here for a while?” Bruell said, rising.

Mr. Wilder assured them both that he had no intention of leaving Brickoven until Priscilla’s murder was cleared up. He escorted them back down to the lobby, scouting its interior cautiously from the elevator door for sign of Colonel Nova, then darted across to the entrance to the coffee shop. Miss Rachel and Rod Bruell went on outside into the bright morning.

“What did you think of all that?” Bruell queried.

For a moment she seemed lost in abstraction. A busload of new arrivals with their luggage was grouped on the sidewalk before the depot. She let her eye wander over them. “The girl he described almost certainly knows Colonel Nova. I witnessed a brief contact between them last night. Do you know anything at all of Beckett’s life before he met Priscilla?”

Bruell shrugged. “They met in Las Vegas. You know the sort of town it is. One’s past is excess baggage there. Beckett was singing in one of the night spots. She picked him up.”

“Had he ever been married?”

Bruell wrinkled his forehead. “I have no idea.”

“I thought she might have confided in you, in the first flush of romance.”

He bit his lip. “She merely dropped a line when they were married.”

A fat elderly Mexican came up the street, slowly, driving ahead of him a small gray burro loaded with firewood. At the intersection where the street turned that led to the bridge, the burro balked. There was a watering trough set against the brick wall of a feed store. The burro lowered his ears, set his haunches, and demanded mutely but determinedly to be taken to drink. The Mexican was hot, weary, and dirty from the foraging expedition. And perverse—as perverse as his animal. He picked up a very small stick and began to tap the beast’s flanks.

A few passers-by looked back with mild disapproval or curiosity. The burro widened the space between his hind feet, stuck out his lower lip, shut his eyes, and sighed.

In despair, the Mexican gave him a kick.

The thing which happened next snapped the whole street to attention. Out of the group of newcorners at the bus depot strode a feminine figure, vintage of 1910, wearing a duster, a motoring cap, and a veil, and carrying a pongee sunshade. She approached the Mexican with a rapid stride. The Mexican saw her coming, and waited apathetically. Perhaps he expected some gringo advice, or even help in kicking the burro into motion again. He smiled tentatively. His teeth were very white in his weathered brown face.

The woman in the 1910 motoring outfit lifted the parasol over her head by both hands. The Mexican’s dark eyes widened and he made a futile effort to jump at the last moment. He didn’t make it. The parasol caught him a ferocious lick on the shoulders and he went down.

“Good Lord!” said Bruell. “Did you see that?”

“Yes, I saw it,” said Miss Rachel, quite faintly.

“What’s she doing now?”

“Taking the burro over for a drink.”

Bruell squinted against the brilliant glare of the sun. “Looks familiar somehow. Though who’d wear that incredible get-up—”

“It’s Jennifer. Being kind to animals.” Miss Rachel fanned herself with a kerchief. The Mexican had crawled to his knees, studied the chances for escape, and now, with a springing leap, started running in the direction of the bridge.

The burro drank, his eyes shut, his ears waving peacefully. Jennifer guarded him as though the world were all in a conspiracy to keep burros thirsty.

“I didn’t dream she’d manage to follow so quickly,” Miss Rachel said. “Your mother must have dropped a clue.”

“Mother’s so absent-minded, she probably came right out with the address. She always forgets which things are secrets.”

“We might duck back into the hotel and go away by the alley. It would only be putting off the inevitable, of course.”

Bruell shook his head. “I’ll help you butter her up. Let’s get her away from that damned watering trough. The Mexican population may come en masse to recover the livestock.”

The hot sun beat down on them as they left the shelter of the hotel. Jennifer spotted them while they were still some distance away. She stiffened, seemed to grow taller in the tan linen duster. “Rachel! And Rodney! What cheap duplicity!”

Rod flinched at her use of his childhood name, which he hated, then recovered himself to give her a winning smile. “You’re going to have a heat stroke, wrapped up in all that stuff. Where’s the baggage? We’ll take you out to the ranch.”

Jennifer motioned toward the drinking burro. “This poor animal—”


“Before that Mexican impressed him into service, I’ve no doubt this animal lived for years on cactus and sagebrush, a day’s gallop from water, and surrounded by nothing more friendly than a few coyotes and rattlesnakes. He’s quite an independent little cuss, once you get to know him.” Bruell was edging Jennifer in the direction of the stage depot.

“But that man kicked him!”

“To a desert jackass, that wasn’t more than a tickle,” Rod explained. He now had her back among the people who had alighted from the inbound bus, some of whom were inclined to edge warily away. “Where’s the stuff you brought?”

“There.” Jennifer pointed to a small case. “I’m not staying long. I simply want to point out to Rachel that she brought murder here—”

The evil word boomed out, and the more nervous among the bus passengers moved even farther away.

“I did not bring it!” Miss Rachel defended sharply. “The woman was already quite dead by the time I got here. Someone really wicked reached her first. I never so much as met her alive.”

“—like a plague,” said Jennifer, going right on in spite of the interruption. “Spreading fright and despair. I knew, Rod, when you came to our house with that incredible story about your wife, that Rachel would never rest until the poor woman was dead.”

“It was the husband who was supposed to be in danger!” cried Miss Rachel.

A ring of staring and curious faces surrounded them now. Probably the scene could have been extended until Jennifer had the usual last word, but at that moment there was an interruption. A stocky uniformed figure elbowed its way through the crowd. Miss Rachel turned at a touch on her arm. But Captain Harfield was not looking at her, but at Rod.

“Your name Bruell?”

The small mob held its breath as though this were an accusation of murder. Miss Rachel seemed composed, but Jennifer’s color and embarrassment were high—not quite so high as her temper, however. Bruell looked at Harfield as though he were a flunky come to deliver a telegram. “Certainly I’m Bruell. Who’re you?”

Harfield tapped the neat shield pinned to his tunic. “Sheriff’s office. I’ll have to ask you to come with me.”

“Any particular reason?” Bruell was lighting a cigarette.

“If your name is Bruell, you know the reason,” said Harfield, with his familiar stuffy high-handedness. “Let’s go.”

Rod Bruell looked at Miss Rachel. “Take my car to get Miss Jennifer out to Saddleback. Watch those tires and take it easy on the rough spots. I had a lot of trouble coming up here, you know.” He displayed his hands in a negligent gesture of warning.

Harfield grabbed Bruell’s outstretched wrists as if they were a pair of snakes. He turned Bruell’s hands slowly, studying the abrasions and cuts. “How’d you say you got these?”

“Changing tires without a decent jack.”

Harfield went on looking. Miss Rachel’s mind, meanwhile, was adding up the steps by which he had located Rod. He had called the ranch on some reason or other. Mrs. McGuffin had told him of her new guest, and of the fact that Mrs. Beckett’s ex-husband was in town with Miss Rachel. Harfield would remember Miss Rachel easily enough. Finding Bruell had been a cinch. Now Bruell had made the mistake of showing the sheriff’s man those hands.

“Where?” Harfield demanded. “Describe the place you changed them.”

“Good Lord! How could I remember—now?”

“When did you get into town?”

“Late last night.”

“From where?”

Bruell wriggled a hand free to attend to his cigarette. “L. A. Look, if you don’t mind, couldn’t we get on with the rubber hose in private?”


Harfield’s mouth tightened. “We don’t use a rubber hose, Mr. Bruell.”

“I’ll bet you use something unpleasant. Good-by, all.” With a wink for Miss Rachel he went away with Harfield.

“He’s taking Agatha’s boy!” Miss Jennifer yelled, in the same tone she had used about the burro.

“There’s nothing we can do about it,” said Miss Rachel. “Come on. Let’s escape these staring nitwits.” She jerked up the small suitcase and led the way to Rod’s car, parked at the curb on a side street. “There are several people I want to talk to. Colonel Nova heads the list. Mr. Beckett is right up there, too, but he’s not available. I wonder if Mr. McGuffin is at home?”

“Those names mean nothing to me, Rachel, and I intend that they shall remain so.” Miss Jennifer settled herself in a ramrod position. The veil did not conceal the perspiration on her face. The linen duster had fitted well when Father had brought home his first Pierce-Arrow; now, though it retained the contours of Miss Jennifer’s youth, she did not. The resulting fit was an alternate stretch and sag.

“Why don’t you take off that outfit?” Miss Rachel demanded, looking critically across from her seat under the wheel.

“This is the desert. There are creatures in it I don’t care to contact.”

“They won’t attack you in the car.”

“I don’t intend them to get the chance,” said Jennifer darkly.

“By the way, I’d better explain. At this guest ranch I’m known as an entomologist—a bug collector.”

A cynical light dawned in Miss Jennifer’s eyes. “I could make a comment on that, but I’ll refrain.”

“All I’ve collected so far is a cockroach. A queer little woman named Miss Toffet brought it in last night—just an excuse to talk. She put over an idea or two. Mr. McGuffin, who owns the place, knows more about the crime than he’s letting on. And Mr. Beckett had been drinking heavily during evenings in town.”

“No doubt you were already aware of both of these items,” Jennifer said dryly.

“Well, as a matter of fact I was,” Miss Rachel admitted. There was ironic silence from Jennifer while she guided the car through the main business district, then took the turn to the road to Old Saddleback. There were scattered houses, a signboard or two, and then abruptly the desert. Ahead in the sun haze stood the figures of two hitch-hikers, arms upraised. Miss Rachel began to apply the brakes.

“You’ve begun picking up hoboes?” Jennifer demanded.

“Mr. McGuffin wouldn’t like being called a hobo. He’s very conscious of being a resort proprietor.”

It was McGuffin, and Chico was with him—a shrinking and wilted Chico who made no reply to Miss Rachel’s greeting as McGuffin dragged him forward to the car.

“Sure glad you came along, ma’am. It was getting right hot out in that sun. Had to hitch a lift—my car’s in the garage. Guess you knew that.” He nodded to Miss Jennifer as he and the boy climbed into the rear seat. Miss Rachel made the introductions. Chico again was mute, but McGuffin showed an expansive friendliness. To Jennifer: “Do you collect bugs, too, ma’am?”

“I try to control my sister’s indiscriminate passion for research,” said Jennifer. “She’s not very careful in what she picks up.”

It was over McGuffin’s head; he merely nodded agreement. His mind was perhaps not entirely upon their conversation. A wary and considering light dwelt deep in his eyes. He sat well forward on the seat cushion, his arms on his knees, his linked hands swinging. Chico was crouched far away in the corner; only his big eyes moved.

“I’m glad to see that they let the boy go,” said Miss Rachel.

“They’d of let him out last night, only he didn’t have any way to get out to the ranch, so he slept in jail. Beckett was out right away too. Did you know Beckett has an alibi?”

The musician in the cantina…. It might work for a little while, Miss Rachel thought, but when someone like Adler began to put on the heat, the alibi would shatter. She wondered that Beckett had dared to use such a chance arrangement whose only ultimate effect would be to draw suspicion more certainly to himself.

Miss Rachel spoke to Chico, looking at him in the rearview mirror. “You convinced them that you were telling the truth about finding Mrs. Beckett dead?”

Chico’s hand strayed up to touch the long mark on his cheek. “I guess they believed, señora.”

“Did they return your medal that Mr. Beckett gave you?”

He shook his head, gave McGuffin a sidewise furtive glance, and seemed to shrink farther into the seat cushions.

Since they had not returned the gold medal—the link between Beckett and the boy—it meant that the two were still suspect. The medal might still be evidence, providing Beckett’s alibi could be cracked or the boy forced into admitting a falsehood. It had been retained under the heading of unfinished business.

The car had approached the fringe of the wide, meandering wash. “This is where Mrs. Beckett was found,” Miss Rachel explained, pointing ahead to the place in the road where tire marks had churned the sand. “I think I’ll stop a moment, if you don’t mind.”

Jennifer minded, but she was too stiff-necked to admit it. Miss Rachel braked the car, beckoned to Chico, and got out. He emerged from the rear seat with slow unwillingness. “Come here,” she said. She went over to the boulder, where fresh scars marked the impact of the car. “This is where you saw her?”

The heat, rising off the baked earth, was like that of an oven. Chico, as usual, wore only his shabby dungarees, with the silver saint’s medal on a string over his collarbone. Miss Rachel saw with surprise that the boy was trembling. Perspiration stood out all over his face. “Yes, señora.”


She looked out over the cactus-studded wash. “Show me just how you came.”

He looked back at the car before he answered. “That way.” He lifted his hand in a short gesture toward the north.

“Is there a trail?”

“No, señora.”

“Were you supposed to have the horse out, Chico?”

His glance withdrew itself, fixed on the boulder. The sweat ran down his throat and collected in the hollow above the saint’s medal. “No.” It was scarcely a whisper.

“Why did you, then?”

He licked his lips. His stare did not lift off the boulder. “I—I don’t know, señora, ma’am.” The voice faltered between English and Spanish.

“Of course you know. Tell me.”

He shivered suddenly, as though the beating sunlight had a breath of ice. “It was time the other horse was in the stall. I was afraid. She did not ride well.”

“You’re saying that you thought Mrs. Beckett had left the ranch on horseback?”

“Yes, I had thought so, señora, though I know now I was wrong.”

A horned toad in the shade of the boulder, almost invisibly the color of the sand, opened two beady eyes to look up at them. “Have you told anyone else of this?” She waited, and finally, slowly, he shook his head. “Then don’t. Keep it to yourself.”

His lips moved as though voicelessly he were agreeing with her that yes, the suspicion that Mrs. Beckett had ridden away from the ranch had better be a secret.

“What about the other horse which was missing?”

“The red mare was in her stall. She had been wiped down. I was standing by her when that man, that Señor Adler, grabbed me from the back.”



Chapter Thirteen

Jennifer surveyed the interior of the cabin with a bitter eye, then gave a snort. “When I think of your lovely room at home—”

“The thing that makes most old people so stuffy is their damned eternal disapproving,” Miss Rachel interrupted. The swear word had the effect of snapping Jennifer up short. “I’ll be switched if I’ll do it.”

Jennifer put her small suitcase on the bed, opened it, and pretended to rummage—just a cover to get her wind back. Miss Rachel realized pityingly that Jennifer had thought of herself as middle-aged for some twenty years now. She was fighting for an illusion.

The cat was on the bed, welcoming Jennifer with purring questions. She looked plump. Perhaps Mrs. McGuffin’s way with a cat’s saucer was not the same as her way with a dining table. The sun was bright against the flimsy curtains at the window. It was nearly noon. Miss Rachel went to the window and pulled the netting aside to look out. McGuffin was on the kitchen step, his eyes fixed on something in this direction—something at one of the other cabins.

She recalled the look he had given Chico on their return to the car at the wash. It had been flint-hard and searching—and Chico had quailed.

That’s how he looked now, she thought. As though he were sizing up an enemy. With a swift turn he opened the door and went inside, and a moment later Miss Toffet came tripping out into the garden. He had been watching her. Miss Rachel wondered if Miss Toffet were aware of it.

Sometime during the morning Beckett had come in. A car she had not seen before, sitting in the shelter, must be his. It was a late model, but streaked with dust and marred with scratches.

Miss Toffet skipped about over the garden, picking a handful of geraniums. When she had plucked about a dozen of the sickly blooms she stood twiddling them this way and that inside her fist. Miss Rachel went out to meet her.

“Good morning.”

Miss Toffet glanced her way and gave the whinnying laugh. “Hello.”

“The geraniums out here aren’t what they are in town.”

“It’s too cold at night,” Miss Toffet explained. “Withers them. Didn’t I see someone go with you into your cabin?”

She had eyes for everyone. Miss Rachel said, “My sister, just checking up on me. She thought I may have been eaten by a centipede.”

The weathered mummy’s face broke into a grin. “Oh, I know you’re teasing, but I thought right away she might be a relative. There’s a resemblance. She doesn’t use any powder or anything, of course, and her hair’s done plain. No curls around her face.”

“Jennifer has always confused ugliness with virtue—she’s never forgotten that in our youth only very naughty ladies did any fixing up. Rouge to her is the badge of the bordello.”

The grin went away, as though Miss Rachel had said something quite shocking. Miss Toffet remembered the flowers then, and did some more picking and arranging. While she was bent over, her face almost concealed, she spoke. “Would you like to go for a stroll after lunch?”

When Miss Rachel recovered from her surprise at the unexpected offer, she said, “Of course. We could look for things together. You for gold and I for insects.”

The eyes Miss Toffet raised were humorously cynical. In that moment Miss Rachel knew that one, at least, had penetrated her weak disguise. “Oh, certainly,” said Miss Toffet dryly. “And we can talk too.”


“Certainly. Will one-thirty be all right?”

“It will be quite all right for me,” said Miss Toffet, giving the words a touch of mystery. She was taking a sly glance toward the Lodge kitchen. She knew, then, that McGuffin had been watching her, was perhaps even watching now. “We will need sunshades. Do you have one?”

“I can borrow Jennifer’s.” Into Miss Rachel’s mind flashed the picture they would make, all dolled up with parasols and walking out over the desert. Ridiculous, of course—wasn’t one supposed to have sun helmets or something? But perhaps the sunshades were the most practical in spite of their garden-party look. The heat of the sun was like a touch of slow fire.

In his cabin, with the blinds down, Beckett lay, trying to sleep. He had a hangover, a headache, and a horribly depressing conviction that he had made a fool of himself. He knew that Pris had kept sleeping pills in a box in the dresser, but he was stubborn about using them. He had to rest, but he had to wake clear-headed, no muzzy-fuzzy aftertaste. Behind his eyes he kept seeing an image of the girl at the cantina. Her face was quite clear, the way she held her head, the soft gleam of her dark reddish hair. Why did she have to look so much like Nancy?

Was it possible that she could be Nancy?

His mind faltered back to those other days, the second year at the university in Seattle. His folks had thought it might be a good idea to leave home for college, since the Army hitch had left him restless, and Seattle was away and yet not far. He’d known other students there from Portland, made new friends, coasted in his studies because other people were so decent about helping with his work. He liked to sing and entertain. Looking back, it seemed that half of his time had been spent in the midst of caroling groups beside pianos. Lots of drinks, fun, girls. Then—just one girl.

Right in the middle of a four-part chorus of “Old Man River” she was there—a very small, slim girl with an odd turn to her head as though all of her life she had been waiting just to hear this particular music.

The gang had made way for her, and she had come to his side. Had he stopped singing for a moment when he first looked into those deep, innocent eyes? For all that he was older now, and the world had beaten its knowingness into him, back in those days he’d been quicker witted. His first look at Nancy had told him that this was It. Nancy had been ordered especially for him, back in some dim beginning of time.

Nancy …

He whispered her name, and the echo brought the flavor of her into his memory, bittersweet and sharp, the loving softness, the warmth, the giving, the happy openheartedness.

When you’re young and inexperienced you do crazy things. By the time he knew that he and Nancy must be married, she was home in Port Townsend frighteningly ill, isolated by her family. On a night of rain and thunder he’d walked to her house from the ferry landing. The place was on a promontory, surrounded by a lot of wind-eaten pine trees that whipped and creaked under the lash of the storm. Her father had come to the door, a big man, his fists clenched, his face stark with lines of anguish. The light from the house had shone out past him, illuminating the wet earth, shining on Beckett’s shoes in the middle of a puddle.

The words Beckett had heard then echoed in his brain. “Go away,” Nancy’s father had said. “She’s dead. I ought to kill you, but I won’t. I’ll let you go because you’re going to live in torment. If there’s God anywhere—”

But on that night God was nowhere.

There was only the storm, and the wet deck of the ferry, and the lights of Seattle. He wanted to jump overboard into the Sound, but he didn’t. He returned to the university and went through the motions of study because of his folks. When his mother had died, and then his dad, some mainspring went out of it all—he’d been lonely since he had lost Nancy, but not like this. No one cared now. Why should he?


The process of detachment from his old existence had taken a bit of time. The money his folks left dribbled away, and he needed to eat, so he tried singing. Small-time agents came and went in his life; he spent hours in shabby waiting rooms, in audition studios, in bars where important people were supposed to drink.

Then, at last, the Las Vegas job, and Pris. On the bed, with his eyes shut, Beckett made a face as though he had just tasted something bitter. Then he turned his mind from her back to Nancy.

Could the girl in the cantina be Nancy? Could Nancy’s father have lied that night, years ago, in order to drive Beckett away and make sure he’d never come back? And if that had happened, why hadn’t Nancy written to him? They’d loved each other. Out of the whole mess that one fact stayed fast, as solid as rock.

Beckett raised his head off the pillow. Someone was knocking at his door. He crawled off the bed and went to the door in his stocking feet and opened it an inch. He had thought it might be McGuffin, wanting to know if he intended to eat; he had an answer ready, but it wasn’t McGuffin after all, but a little old lady in a sprigged muslin dress. During his years of wandering he’d learned to size people up quickly, and he saw that the polite friendliness covered a sense of mischief. Then he knew her, remembered her. “Hello.”

“I have something for you. May I come in?”

“I’ll get my shoes on.” He ran across the room and slid his feet into the sport sandals and came back to the door and drew it wider. She came in. She smelled good—lavender—and her white hair was shining and delicately curled and done up high on her head so that she looked like one of the china figures his mother used to keep in her hobby cabinet.

“I thought you might want this back now.” She held out her hand. In her fingers was the old snapshot of Nancy which he had torn up last night and thrown away. It had been put together neatly with transparent tape.


“Thank you.” Beckett took it; he didn’t know what else to do.

“No one has seen it but me,” she explained.

“Thanks,” he repeated lamely.

“It looks very much like Miss Broone. Have you known her for a long time?”

He studied the snapshot, trying to think of something to say. Well, why not the truth? “This picture isn’t of Miss Broone. Or at least it’s not supposed to be. The girl in this picture died six years ago.”

“Are you sure?” she wondered.

“No.” He took the picture over to the dresser, where his wallet lay, and tucked it back into the plastic case. “I’d like very much to see Miss Broone again and do some more comparing.”

“What was the name of the girl in the picture?”

“Nancy Bruce.”

“Why did you think that she was dead?”

“Her father told me that she was. He didn’t like me very much.”

“You didn’t do any checking of vital statistics?”

He threw her a surprised look. “No. Why are you so interested, anyway? You act like a cop.”

“I’m not, though,” she assured him. She was sitting down in a chair now. He found himself sinking to the edge of the bed opposite; she was obviously bent on pumping him, but somehow it was interesting. “How hard would it be for someone else—a stranger, an outsider—to trace back to your acquaintance with this Miss Bruce?”

He considered, rubbing his hands together and staring at the floor. “Not hard, I guess. Once anyone knew that I’d been at the University of Washington, and when—there’d be lots of folks who’d remember me and Nancy.” He lifted his gaze; his eyes were intent, puzzled. “Why should anyone want to check up on me? That far back—I didn’t know anyone then that I know now.”


She didn’t answer; she seemed engrossed with thoughts of her own.

After a while he said, “Pris might have investigated. She was curious about the snapshot, and asked me who it was. I told her—not the whole story but a little of it, and about Nancy being dead. She was a little jealous. She asked me why I kept the picture, and I said I guess it was a habit.”

“Did that seem to satisfy her?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “You couldn’t tell, with Pris.”

“Since you’ve been here, have you had any idea you were being watched, or followed, or checked up on in any way?”

He opened his mouth for a casual answer—No—and then shut it again. He studied the small figure in the chair opposite. How far could he trust her? And why should he? What was her business here?

“Contacted by telephone, perhaps?” she wondered.

“Why do you say that?”

“I don’t know. It just popped into my head.”

“Someone called me a few times and didn’t answer when I picked up the phone. Is that what you wanted to know?” He was aware of irritation. He’d said too much. The headache, the hangover, the utter inward wretchedness were making him careless. And there was a memory, too, of the unreasoning fear those calls had caused him.

She said very quietly, “Your position is not good. I don’t think your alibi will stand up.”

He stiffened, tightening his shoulders. “You seem well-informed.”

He tried mentally to pry up the outward shell and see into this little old lady. Was she a gossip, a meddler, a simple snoop? The intelligence behind her eyes told him there was much more than this. She had purpose, a clean-cut wit, and she knew what she wanted to know.

“I am not so well-informed as I might wish.” She gave him a smile that had no guile in it. Apparently the friendliness was genuine.

He decided to trust her—a little further. “My alibi isn’t worth a hoot. I was a fool to promote it. It’s going to get me into trouble—but it served a purpose. It got me out of jail. I’m going to rest—not for long—and when I feel a little less savage I’m going back to doing what I’ve been doing lately. Looking for Bonnie Broone.”

“Suppose you find her? Suppose she is Nancy Bruce? Then what?”

“Then I intend to make up for lost time. A lot of lost time.” He was aware that the bitter frustration must show in his face.

“Your wife would have been in your way.”

He shook his head as though that didn’t matter. “McGuffin knows something he won’t tell, some secret he’s keeping about Bonnie Broone. She was supposed to come here to stay. Then she didn’t show up. He clammed up, but I could tell that he knew, that the name rang a bell with him. I think I surprised him, asking about her. He didn’t connect her with me—not until I tried to find out why she wasn’t here.”

“I might be able to help on that score,” the little old lady offered. “Would you like me to see what I could find out?”

“If you would.” He found himself answering her friendliness with a smile.

Then she asked a question that flabbergasted him. “What astrological sign were you born under?”

He just stared, licking his lips, wondering if one or both of them was mad.

“I should explain,” she went on, apparently seeing his confusion, “that it seems your dead wife had an odd habit of choosing husbands born under the sign of Capricorn. The end of December, the first part of January. Presumably four of you. Do you fit the pattern?”

He made a short, husky sound in his throat. “It’s nuts.”

She smiled and shrugged, and wrinkled her nose as if sharing his scorn. He went on: “Yes, I’m Capricorn, if January fifteenth is part of it. What is it supposed to mean? That she liked billy goats?”

“So you know the sign. Do you feel she took advantage of you—made a goat of you, as the phrase goes?”

He shook his head. “The worst turn Pris did me was getting killed the way she did, so that the guilt seemed all on me. I don’t have any real alibi. She must have been right on my tail as I went into Brickoven yesterday, time too short to give me any rope except some to hang myself. When that Mexican tunesmith decides he’s lied five bucks’ worth and gives with the truth, I’ll be on the spot. Then they’ll manage to find Bonnie Broone and perhaps even dig up the old story about Nancy, and they’ll sec the motive for me to have killed Pris. Or they’ll see one that will do.”

The little old lady smoothed the white locks over her temple. “I understand that your wife wasn’t happy about your evenings at the cantina.”

“I guess I was just a skunk. I couldn’t think of anything but what I wanted to know—and to know it I had to see Bonnie Broone again.”

“You’d met her in the cantina? That’s why you went back there?”

He nodded, not caring now how much he spilled. It was too late for caution, for lying, perhaps even too late for escape. He felt weariness seep through him, a dulling, chilly tide under which his flesh contracted. It would be nice to lie down again and try to sleep, but the little old lady had done him this one good turn—she had shown him how close others must be upon his heels. If she, an outsider, had gathered all of this by quizzing and prying, what might the police—

He looked at her sharply. “You haven’t told me your name.”

“I’m Miss Murdock. Rachel Murdock. The second cabin. If

you’re going to town now to look for Miss Broone—”

How had she read his intention in his eyes?

“—don’t go seeking her under her own name. In fact, don’t look for her at all but for a man named Colonel Nova. He used to be married to your wife, her second husband, and he and Miss Broone know each other.”

“Nova? Sure, Pris spoke of him,” said Beckett, trying to impress into his mind what this little old lady had just told him. Could he believe it?

“And be careful in contacting him. I don’t think you’ll find him very friendly.”

She rose out of the chair, and Beckett stood up.

“If I were you I’d have a drink, just a small one.” She put out her hand, and he found himself holding it. “I’ll see what I can find out from Mr. McGuffin about Miss Broone’s reservation here. Good-by.”

Then she was gone, leaving a faint perfume of lavender. Beckett began changing his clothes.


Chapter Fourteen

The Misses Murdock were the first ones over for lunch, and Miss Jennifer, not being in the least bashful, gave a sniff and walked on into the kitchen. She stopped beside Mrs. McGuffin and peered at the mess in the pot. “What on earth are you doing to that cabbage?”

“I’m boiling it,” said Mrs. McGuffin, a trifle overawed by Jennifer’s militant manner. “It’s been boiling now for forty-five minutes. It’s about done.”

“Throw it out,” said Jennifer firmly. “You don’t boil cabbage, you steam it. Shred it up and steam it in a wire basket. Be careful it doesn’t touch the water. Now, what’s this?” She took up a fork and prodded, and lifted a leathery chunk of meat to the surface.

“That’s the corned beef.”


Jennifer punched it here and there with the fork. “No one outside a Bengal tiger could get his teeth through it.”

Mrs. McGuffin twisted a corner of her apron. She was red from hovering over the stove and perspiration had darkened the roots of her fair hair. “But it’s time to eat.”

“Not for this meat it isn’t,” said Jennifer. “What else do you have here?” She went to the big icebox and looked inside. “Eggs and milk. And cheese. You could have a soufflé. Here’s salad stuff. Needs picking over, but enough could be salvaged.” She turned and studied Mrs. McGuffin’s alarmed helplessness. “How long have you been cooking for the public?”

“Not—long,” Mrs. McGuffin admitted huskily.

“You want me to help?”

Mrs. McGuffin batted her eyes rapidly. Either she was astonished or there were frightened tears near the surface. “I’d love it, only Mac—my husband—he says we’ve got to be careful. We’ve got to feed cheap.” She put the apron corner between her teeth nervously, and backed away from the stove.

“Quit chewing your clothes. It looks unsanitary. Your husband ought to know that he can’t feed people slop like you’ve got there and have them stay, or send their friends, or come back.”

“We—we need to make money—”

“Fiddle-faddle. No one makes money, at least in the long run, by cheating people. And that’s what you’re doing, charging the rates I just paid you and then offering such—such swill.” Jennifer went over to the sink with the pot and dumped the cabbage, then speared the meat and put it out upon the drainboard. “We’ll grind this and have corned-beef hash. Browned in butter, plenty of onion—you’ll be surprised how good it is.” Jennifer returned to the icebox. “Now we’ll get started on the soufflé. You start the oven.” She gave instructions in a brisk tone, and after a few moments of worried hesitation Mrs. McGuffin did as she was bade.

Miss Rachel saw that lunch would be delayed. She went back to the lounge and picked up a magazine and pretended to read, hoping that Miss Toffet might come in and sit still long enough to be pumped a bit.

The telephone rang in the hall, and being close—also being curious—Miss Rachel rose to answer. It rang three times before she picked up the receiver. From the instrument Miss Toffet’s voice said: “Will you hang up, please? This call is for me.”

Miss Rachel went to the kitchen, where Jennifer and Mrs. McGuffin were at work on the soufflé. “Does the phone ring in the cabins?” she asked Mrs. McGuffin. Mrs. McGuffin said no, the phone rang only in the hall; you had to punch one of the buttons on the wall there to indicate that someone was being called in one of the cabins. Two buzzes. Hadn’t she noticed the card of instructions and rules tacked up inside the door of her closet?

“But I went to answer the phone just now, and Miss Toffet was already on the line and said that the call was for her.”

“She must of known it was coming, then,” said Mrs. McGuffin with obvious common sense. Her eyes and her attention were fixed on Jennifer’s doings with the milk, the eggs, and the cheese. “You need baking powder? How’s it going to rise?”

“Don’t be silly,” said Jennifer, working the egg beater.

The soufflé, accompanied by blueberry muffins and an immense tossed salad, proved such a success that Miss Rachel was afraid that Mr. and Mrs. Zucker were going to burst themselves. Mr. McGuffin appeared, damp with a fresh washing, his hair slicked down, wearing a fresh shirt. Chico ate in the kitchen. The conversation at the table did not at first concern itself with crime, though Miss Rachel suspected that thoughts were busy at it.

Toward the end of the meal Rod Bruell arrived. Jennifer didn’t know that their acquaintance with him was supposed to be a secret, and surprised the McGuffins by lecturing him sternly on promptness at meals.

“It wasn’t my fault,” he begged off. “The cops wouldn’t let me go. They seemed to have some theory that Pris had caused these gouges in my hands during the time I killed her. They kept hinting about a riding crop.” He winked at Miss Rachel to remind her of their mutual interest in Wilder’s strange tale. “Then, just before they let me go, all hell broke loose. They brought in a highly excited Mexican. It seems he’s a bartender at a cantina on the other side of town, and in cleaning up this morning for the night’s trade, he swept a riding quirt out from behind his piano.”

Miss Rachel choked on her muffin.

“Apparently the word was out that the police were searching for some such object. In all innocence the bartender came in; the police seized on him as if he were guilty of manslaughter, at least. When he saw that they meant to take him into an inner chamber, he tried to escape. Quite a scuffle. I could have walked out then for all the attention they were giving me, but I was curious, so I stayed. Pretty soon Harfield came pounding out bellowing instructions to get Beckett.” Rod Bruell looked quizzically around the table. “Where is Beckett, by the way?”

“He went into town just before lunch,” Miss Rachel told him.

“They’ll pick him up. For some reason, the cantina meant Beckett. Just what part the riding crop is supposed to play, I don’t know.”

McGuffin said slowly, “Miss Murdock told the sheriff’s men that there was a riding whip in the car with your ex-wife, Mr. Bruell. With her body, I mean.”

“Oh?” Bruell’s glance at Miss Rachel chided her for not explaining. “And since then where is it supposed to have been?”

“No one knows,” Miss Rachel told him. “When I first found Priscilla’s body, there were two things in the car seat—a crushed weed pod and a riding quirt. The weed pod was there when the sheriff’s men came. The riding quirt wasn’t. As the sheriff’s car drove up, the men saw someone ride off on a horse. Naturally they thought that person had taken the quirt, had had some guilty reason for removing it. But the horseman proved to be Chico, and he didn’t have the riding crop with him when he came in.”

Bruell buttered a muffin calmly. Probably his work in television circles gave him a certain immunity to small surprises. “Then someone else was there. Is that the reasonable conclusion?”

“Yes.”

“By car?”

She shook her head. “There’s no way of knowing. The time would have been quite short. I came immediately to the ranch, and telephoned the local sheriff’s office. The sheriff’s men must have started almost at once.”

“There are side roads,” Miss Toffet burst out—her first words during lunch. “Everywhere you go, out in the desert, there are the marks of old abandoned wagon trails. Just a maze. There used to be gold here, of course.” She stopped talking abruptly and lowered her eyes to her plate, and her nervous fingers plucked at her napkin.

There was a space of silence during which the electric fan on a shelf over the table made a slow swing in each direction like a blind face searching for a clue.

“I’ve a headache,” Miss Toffet said, rising. She rubbed her temples. “Mrs. McGuffin, I just want to say that the lunch was marvelous. The best you’ve fixed. You can cook.” With this left-handed compliment, meant no doubt in the best of heart, Miss Toffet walked out of the room.

As soon as Miss Rachel could decently get away, she followed. Miss Toffet’s odd moods had an undertone she didn’t like. On the surface Miss Toffet seemed to have no connection with Priscilla Beckett’s murder, no possible reason to be involved. But she gave signs of emotional upheaval—and fear.

Miss Rachel tapped at the door. Miss Toffet must have been waiting just inside with her face close to the panel. “I’m sorry,” she said in a quiet, prim voice, “but I cannot go walking with you, Miss Murdock. We’ll choose some other afternoon.”

“Never mind the excursion. I just want to talk to you.”


“My headache is really quite terrific. Do you mind going away?”

Miss Rachel went to her own cabin. She puzzled over Miss Toffet’s unhappy withdrawal, and also over the telephone call which had arrived at twelve o’clock sharp and which Miss Toffet had answered, though her phone couldn’t have rung.

Jennifer had remained to coach Mrs. McGuffin in the mysteries of corned-beef hash, but the cat came over from the Lodge looking dyspeptic and sleepy, and curled up on the bed. Miss Rachel was wondering how she might find out if the police had captured Beckett again, when there was a rap at her door. She opened it to find McGuffin there. He had his big western hat pulled down over his eyes to shelter them from the sun. In one hand he had a glass fruit jar in which a living monstrosity crouched motionless.

He held the jar out to her. “Just got this big feller back of the horse barn. Bet he’s seven inches, leg to leg. Bigger’n a saucer.”

Trying to look professionally interested, Miss Rachel took the jar. The thing inside wriggled with a furry thrashing of legs; she almost dropped it. She forced herself to examine the creature closely through the glass. “A nice one. Do they ever come bigger?”

“Some. Old granddaddy tarantulas might run eight—nine inches.” He had a straw in the corner of his mouth; he tilted it this way and that. “You going to pickle him?”

“Oh, certainly.” She cuddled the jar inside her palms, wondering how thick the glass was. “I’ll compose a page or two on him.”

“Writing a book, huh?” McGuffin’s glance sharpened with pleasure.

“I hope to. Of course this affair of Mrs. Beckett’s murder threw me off. I feel an interest in it, since I found her.” She saw the question that burned in McGuffin’s mind. “And since we knew Mr. Bruell in Los Angeles. He was her third husband. Isn’t that a coincidence?”


He was studying her. He had a native shrewdness, a watchful sense of self-preservation that would make him hard to fool. “Yes, ma’am, it’s queer. Of course we hadn’t any idea she’d been married before. They seemed like any newly married couple, only they were getting along worse than most.”

“You think that Mr. Beckett murdered his wife?”

“It would seem likely, wouldn’t it?” His gaze searched her for any indication of doubt.

To cover what she thought, Miss Rachel switched to another matter. “Mr. McGuffin, I wonder if you know a young woman named Bonnie Broone?”

Surprise flooded his eyes before he remembered to look away. “I’ve never—uh—met her, ma’am.”

“I thought I might run into her here,” Miss Rachel lied. “She’s the daughter of an old friend and could have helped me in gathering specimens. Young legs can chase down running things much quicker than mine, I’m afraid. She’s a pretty girl. Red hair, a nice figure.” She was watching closely; the description didn’t seem to make any impression.

He hesitated, as if trying to decide how much to tell. There was not the puzzled fright he had displayed at the car when he had seen Mrs. Beckett’s body—Miss Rachel sensed that this business with Miss Broone was another matter, not connected in his opinion with the crime. “Well, I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. She did have a reservation here. Call came from Escondido asking if we had a vacancy, then a check through the mail.”

“She called from Escondido?”

He hitched his pants, chewed the straw, sucked his teeth. “Well, no. A man made the telephone call. But it was a woman’s voice canceled. On the night she was supposed to arrive. She said she was Miss Broone and that she wouldn’t be staying here, and to please return the check—”

“Where?”

“Some box number in Escondido. Don’t recall it.” His tone implied he was glad he couldn’t; that though Miss Rachel was a valued guest she was also a nuisance. “I mailed the check, and that was the end of it. Except, she said one more thing. I wasn’t to discuss—her word—the matter with anybody.”

“She didn’t tell you where she would be staying?”

“No’m.”

The thing in the glass jar wriggled and twisted, scraping against the glass and reminding Miss Rachel of what she held. “Thank you so much for the lovely tarantula, Mr. McGuffin.”

He touched his hatbrim. “Welcome, ma’am.” He turned to go, then looked back. “You’ll—you’ll sort of put in the book where you got him, won’t you?”

“Oh, surely.” She glimpsed a motive now for McGuffin’s patience with her questions. He wanted Old Saddleback Ranch mentioned in print.

“If I can find any bigger ones, I’ll bring them,” he promised.

Under her breath, to his retreating back, Miss Rachel said, “Ugh!” As she started to close the door, a car pulled in beside the Lodge. Harfield got out from behind the wheel, looked around, saw McGuffin crossing the garden, and headed for him. Through a crack, Miss Rachel watched the pantomime. Harfield asked questions; McGuffin shook his head. Harfield, of course, was looking for Beckett. Finally the two men headed for Beckett’s cabin and disappeared.

The search must have been rapid and desultory. Miss Rachel had time to put the tarantula on the dresser beside the imprisoned cockroach, and scrub the funny feeling off her hands in the bathroom, and then return to the door. McGuffin and Harfield were on the walk, close enough so that she could make out what they were saying.

McGuffin pushed his hat back to rub his temple. “Can’t imagine. We might take a look out around the stables.”

“I want that kid. He knows something,” Harfield said in his stiff, pedantic voice.

“Chico? Naaah! He don’t know a thing.” McGuffin spat the straw out upon the ground. “What makes you think he’s connected in it with Beckett? He wouldn’t take a chance on getting in trouble—losing his job here and winding up in prison.”

Harfield’s chin stuck out under the officer’s cap. “I want him!”

McGuffin rubbed the back of his neck with a hand that shook noticeably. Harfield didn’t observe; he was glaring in the direction of the barn. McGuffin said angrily, “Okay, we’ll look for him then!”

This search was no more productive than the other. In about ten minutes Harfield returned to his car. “When the kid comes in, collar him and take him to town. If Beckett shows up, I want to know it. By telephone. At once.”

McGuffin was mopping the sweat off his hatband. He gave Harfield a narrow stare from his sun-bitten eyes. “Sure. You can depend on me.”

A few minutes after Harfield had driven away, Chico opened one of the doors of a car under the shelter and emerged timidly. McGuffin was at the kitchen door in the shade, waiting. When Chico saw his employer he seemed startled, then nervous. He stood beside the car, fiddling with the silver saint’s medal on the string around his neck, his black eyes big and wary in his brown face.

McGuffin pushed his hat up, studied the sky idly, took out the red bandana and rubbed it under his chin. “Horses need water,” he said in a flat, expressionless tone.

Chico went off toward the barn.

Whatever Chico knew, McGuffin intended him to keep it to himself—out of pity for the boy’s fright, perhaps. Or for other very private reasons of his own.

Miss Jennifer returned from the Lodge looking warm but pleased. “That poor woman, ignorant as a child in the kitchen. We’ve got the hash all made. At five-thirty I’m going to show her how to brown it and bake it. I wrote out an order for groceries she’ll need, and phoned it into town for her. She knows nothing whatever of hot breads, and I tried to tell her how far good muffins and biscuits will go toward keeping her guests contented. For a while she whimpered about her husband and keeping the food bill down, but once we got into the hash and she began getting the hang of it, she perked up. I think she’s going to be all right. First off, of course, I put the can opener in a bottom drawer and told her to forget it.” Jennifer was beside the dresser by now. She gave the imprisoned tarantula a casual glance, then a horrified double-take. “What in the name of Heaven is that thing?”

“A kind of spider,” said Miss Rachel.

“With fur on it?”

“That’s the way they come. Mr. McGuffin found it out beside the bam, and very kindly remembered my bug-gathering career and brought it to me for my collection.”

“I want to take an afternoon nap—a siesta, they call it here—but I can’t sleep with that thing watching me.”

“What do you want me to do with it? Let it loose?” Jennifer fanned herself with her kerchief. “No. Above all, I couldn’t stand the idea of its wandering around.”

“We could kill it,” Miss Rachel suggested dryly.

Jennifer was too tender-hearted for this. She gave the tarantula a pitying glance. “Are they harmless?”

“Certainly not. They bite. The bite is painful.”

“That jar ought to have a lid on it. You’ve got another bug here, a horrid cockroach.”

“Miss Toffet’s gift,” Miss Rachel explained.

Finally Jennifer built a barrier of towels so that she couldn’t see the bugs from her bed, then lay down, closed her eyes, and started the deep, regular breathing which she insisted, with yoga-like mysticism, always put one to sleep.

Presently she was asleep, with the cat stretched slumbering beside her. The warmth and the silence and Jennifer’s example made Miss Rachel suddenly feel quite drowsy. She ought to go out and corner Chico and find out from him the truth about how Mrs. Beckett had left the ranch, and why McGuffin wanted it kept a secret. She ought …

She yawned.


“I’ll shut my eyes for just a moment.” She settled herself on the bed. She looked at the time on her wrist. “Ten minutes, no more.” She shut her eyes.

When she opened them the room was shadowy with twilight, Jennifer was gone, and there was a surreptitious scratching sound from the direction of the back window.


Chapter Fifteen

The overlong nap had left her lethargic and fuzzy-headed. She dragged herself off the bed and went into the bathroom, threw cold water into her face, and dried hastily. Then she went to the back window and peeped out under the blind. The sun had gone down, and all the long reaches of the desert stretched, lonely and gray, out to the little rimming hills the color of soot. In the far distance Brickoven was a pinprick of pink neon light.

Mr. Wilder’s face floated in the gloom like an egg upon which some wit had drawn pinched, woeful features, hangdog eyes, and a trembling mouth. He motioned for her to push up the pane.

“I want to talk to you and Mr. Bruell,” he whispered. “A private conference. Are you alone?”

She drew a deep breath—according to Jennifer, deep breathing could also wake you up. “Yes, quite alone. How did you know I was in here?”

“I phoned from town and found out your cabin number. Your sister said you were still having a nap and she wouldn’t wake you—she also tried to find out what my business was. I couldn’t tell her. It concerns Colonel Nova and that horrid whip.” Mr. Wilder paused to nibble his nails. “My car’s down the road in a clump of sagebrush. Could you come there?”

“Yes. I’ll bring Rod.”

Mr. Wilder abruptly vanished, as though jerked into the wings by the wires of a puppet show. Miss Rachel straightened her hair and put on a fresh dress. The tarantula was moving about restlessly in the narrow confines of the glass jar. The cockroach was on his back with his legs in the air, stiff in death. Probably he had been sick, and that was why Miss Toffet had been able to catch him.

Five minutes later she and Bruell, walking in the twilit road, were signaled by a discreet whistle. Mr. Wilder sidled out from behind a clump of brush to beckon. “This way. Watch that hole there—there might be a snake in it. It’s hard to find bushes tall enough in this dry country to hide a car.”

“Why hide at all?” Bruell asked. “Couldn’t we have talked as well in one of the cabins?”

Wilder gave him a nervous glance. “No. Sorry, but I’ll have to do it this way. Looks silly and secretive, I know. Can’t be helped.” He opened the rear door for them.

Miss Rachel and Bruell entered the back seat. The windows of the car were open and the soft wind of evening blew through, smelling of sage. The dim light silhouetted the shapes of cacti and Joshua trees, great shaggy desert growths like remnants from the age of dinosaurs. Mr. Wilder wriggled around to face them from the front seat. “I know now where the riding quirt was found. Probably both of you do too. I confronted Colonel Nova.” Mr. Wilder paused to swallow, as though the memory of his own daring scared him. “This is what I have come to say: you mustn’t relate to anyone the story I told you this morning.”

Rod Bruell smiled thinly. “Colonel Nova put the hex on you, huh?”

“I’m not free to give you Colonel Nova’s explanation,” Mr. Wilder explained. Miss Rachel could all but hear his teeth chatter. “Believe me when I say that his actions were logical and honest.”


“I’d like to hear so from Colonel Nova himself,” said Miss Rachel.

“Oh, no, no. You mustn’t approach him. He’s much more intense about Priscilla’s murder than I thought he’d be.”

“Intense enough to want to pin it on Beckett,” said Miss Rachel mildly. “I think that’s a bit too intense.”

Mr. Wilder wrestled with his conscience, or his fright, or perhaps with an inward apparition of Colonel Nova. Finally he blurted: “I’ll tell you just this one thing. Colonel Nova simply returned the quirt to the place where he had found it. He couldn’t very well go back there himself; the crippled leg and the cane and his appearance all make him very noticeable. So he employed the girl, an acquaintance.”

“That leaves far too many questions unanswered. Why had he removed the quirt from the cantina? How did he know its significance? Remember this happened before the police put out their feelers to locate it. Why didn’t he just take it to the police instead of running the risk that such an important piece of evidence might be lost or ignored?”

Mr. Wilder made babyish whimperings of fear and dismay. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have told you as much as I have. But Colonel Nova is an honorable man.”

“He’s playing a very Machiavellian part in this affair,” Miss Rachel corrected. “What else did he say about the girl you saw with him? Did he tell you her name or how they became acquainted?”

Mr. Wilder wrung his hands and breathed hard through his teeth.

Miss Rachel pressed her point. “The girl claims to be a Miss Broone, though she resembles to an unpleasant degree a dead girl who played a part in Beckett’s past. No one can find where she lives in Brickoven, though she’s been there for some while, obviously under an alias. If I were you, Mr. Wilder, I would do a great deal of considering before I sheltered this girl and Colonel Nova from the inquiries of the police.”

“He’s my friend!” cried Mr. Wilder. “In the first instant of accusing him, I saw how wrong I was, how disloyal, even sinful.”

“He’s really got you by the back of the neck,” Bruell commented.

“We should go now to the police and tell them your story,” said Miss Rachel.

“No, no, no!” Mr. Wilder struggled up on his knees and faced them across the seat. His round face was contorted. “I won’t permit it! I forbid it! I—I’ll say that I didn’t tell any such story, that you’re making it all up because you’re friendly with Beckett, that the whole thing’s a lie!”

“Well, don’t go off your stick about it,” Bruell cautioned. “So we’ll agree to give you a little time to decide. I thought you were the fellow, though, who wanted all to rally round in Pris’s name and find her murderer.”

“Just so, and the truth!” said Wilder. “And the business about the quirt is going to be left out of it for the colonel’s sake!”

“I don’t see that we’re accomplishing anything,” Miss Rachel commented. “Fighting among ourselves is foolish. Think the whole situation over when you’re feeling calmer. Remember that Colonel Nova would be less than human if he weren’t seeking his own interests in these matters. Priscilla Beckett’s death let him out from under burdensome alimony. And he must have had some strange motive in contacting Miss Broone.”

Mr. Wilder had his handkerchief out, mopping his head. “But the colonel is an honorable man!”

“This is where we came in,” said Bruell, opening the door.

Once out of earshot of Mr. Wilder’s bleatings, Bruell asked, “What do you make of all of that?”

Miss Rachel seemed to be studying the landscape, the gray dusk full of humped and twisted shapes, thorny spires, and creeping hummocks. “Both of Mr. Wilder’s tales had a strange flavor of flummery. I think he is almost beside himself with fear of Colonel Nova. Just who is fooling who remains to be seen.”

“What are we going to do?”

“If Beckett is arrested by morning—and he’s sure to be—I think we should tackle the colonel ourselves.”

“Righto.”

That evening after dinner Miss Rachel went into town for a bit of scouting. Her luck proved bad. No one was in the cantina but its regular patrons. Harfield’s office was locked and dark. Neither Miss Broone nor Colonel Nova sat in any of the bars. Everything seemed very quiet. The excitement over the murder of Priscilla Beckett was beginning to die down; people were talking about the western stock horse races coming up next Sunday.

Miss Rachel returned to the ranch, listened to a lecture from Jennifer on how cats suffered if you neglected them, and turned in to sleep. She sensed that under the surface quiet things were going on. Wires were being pulled, discoveries made, searches pushed. A little of the plot was showing—but not enough.

“You aren’t asleep,” said Jennifer accusingly from the other twin bed.

“I had too long a nap this afternoon.”

“Fiddle-faddle. I know what it is. You’re thinking about Mrs. Beckett.”

It was useless to deny or argue. Miss Rachel shrugged inside her gown and went on staring at the dark.

Jennifer sniffed. “What a foolish creature she must have been!”

Miss Rachel said, “No. Impulsive, perhaps. But shrewd, too, in certain ways.”

“Trying to kill all those men—”

Miss Rachel wriggled over to lie on her stomach. “She didn’t try to murder any of her husbands. She wanted to revenge herself on them, or to scare them. They all knew she didn’t mean murder—each would have liked to have had her back, I suspect. Even Nova, with his crippled leg.”


Jennifer gave a surprised, incredulous snort.

“No, I’m serious,” said Miss Rachel. “Take that pie of Mr. Wilder’s, for instance. You know how Lysol smells. Put Lysol in a pie and no one could help but stop short of eating it. Mr. Wilder had been complaining about Priscilla’s cooking. She wanted him to know that she was through taking his lip. I think he nibbled on a bite because of that self-pitying attitude he has. He wanted her to be ashamed, to feel sorry for him.”

“But then—the second husband—”

“The colonel recalls that just before he took off on the flight down the stairs Priscilla made some remark about a shirt. No sense to this, unless you remember the phrase, ‘stuffed shirt.’ She was no doubt telling him what a bore he was and how she craved excitement even more than a diamond bracelet. Colonel Nova pretends that he had no further use for her, but I’ll bet he’d have hung onto her if she would have had him.”

Jennifer’s little silence was full of doubt. “And Rod?”

“He was still carrying the torch, even when he was talking about her to us in L. A.”

“Los Angeles, Rachel. L. A. sounds sort of—of tough.”

“No, it doesn’t. It’s a familiar and affectionate nickname—like Frisco. I never could understand the attitude of those natives up North. That Mrs. Dryer we visited on Nob Hill—you’d think that we’d insulted—”

“All right, all right,” said Jennifer hastily. “What about this Mr. Beckett? Was she getting ready to spring some sort of punishment on him?”

“No doubt she would have, if death hadn’t interfered. Priscilla wasn’t the sort of person to let you out of a bargain. ‘For better, for worse—’ She kept to the letter of the contract.” Miss Rachel broke off to lie silent for some moments. “I keep remembering that station wagon. It was part of another bargain. I wonder how McGuffin liked her driving it?”

“Why don’t you ask him?”

“Just asking isn’t apt to get you the truth very often.”

“Rachel, after the kind of things you’ve been engaged in during the past few years, I doubt if you’d know a lie if one came up and bit you. Are those towels in place on the dresser?”

“Yes. He can’t see you.”

“Might he get out, do you think?”

“Not a chance.”

In her mind’s eye Miss Rachel created the malevolent quiet of the spider. No doubt he had the patient ability to wait, then to seize a chance when it came.

Jennifer said in a drowsy tone: “Do you believe that one of Mrs. Beckett’s husbands killed her?”

“I’ve no idea,” said Miss Rachel. “Remind me to read up on Capricorn tomorrow.”

No reading got done that morning. Miss Rachel woke early to the sound of pounding footsteps near the cabin. She raised her head. There was a babble of voices outside. Jennifer was already at the window in her nightdress, peering through the blind. “Some sort of excitement seems to be going on. Come and look, Rachel.”

There was a group in front of Miss Toffet’s door—Bruell in a robe, Mrs. McGuffin in blue gingham, wringing her apron in anguished hands, Mrs. Zucker standing loose in an attitude of shock, McGuffin in the familiar ranch clothes, his hat lowered against the brightness of the morning sun. Their eyes were fixed in the direction of Miss Toffet’s door.

Miss Rachel began to throw on her clothes.

As she ran out, the fat man, Mr. Zucker, appeared in Miss Toffet’s doorway; he had one hand raised in a solemn gesture of command. “Quiet, folks! No use getting hysterical. There’s nothing to be done for her, absolutely nothing! I spent a term as coroner in Wooster County, and I know a dead one when I see it. She’s dead!”

Mrs. McGuffin let out a strangled shriek and ran off in the direction of the kitchen.

Mr. Zucker yelled after her: “Just call the cops and keep your shirt on. This is murder.”


Miss Rachel forced her way past him, in spite of the look he gave her. There was no doubt at all, once she was inside, that Miss Toffet was dead. She lay on the bed, twisted in the bedclothes, her hands clenched in a pillow. She looked much as Mrs. Beckett had looked; she’d been strangled.

Miss Rachel took a quick look around the room. It was somewhat larger than the other cabins and rather more ambitiously furnished for the favored guest. The lounge and easy chairs had been slip covered in gay cretonne and there were cretonne drapes and dresser scarves. In the rear wall was a large window whose two panes opened from the center inward. This stood open, showing a wide stretch of desert. On closer examination, however, Miss Rachel found that the screen was nailed into place. No one had entered this way. The other windows were small, shoulder high, and the fine dust on their sills betrayed that they hadn’t been entered during the night.

Mr. Zucker was watching closely from the doorway. Miss Rachel nodded toward the bed. “You didn’t see what was used to kill her?”

“I know better than to touch anything,” he told her. “What you see is what we found. Somebody croaked her by shutting off her wind. Gives her that color. I was a coroner in my home state.” He went on to mention his qualifications for telling the quick from the dead. Miss Rachel got down upon her knees and peeped under all the furniture. Mrs. McGuffin hadn’t swept too well; there were dust rolls, but nothing more except Miss Toffet’s shoes, side by side, under the edge of the counterpane.

Miss Rachel squeezed past Mr. Zucker’s bulk again. The early sun was fiercely bright. In its glare the uneasy people outside had the starkness of puppets on a stage. The McGuffins conferred together at the kitchen door; Mrs. McGuffin’s air was one of terror and McGuffin’s was cautioning. Bruell blew smoke rings on the still desert air. When Miss Rachel appeared, he said, “Find anything?” and when she shook her head he turned and walked away with: “Guess I’d better dress. We’ll be busy once the cops arrive.”

Mrs. Zucker had the blankness of a stalled ox. She kept muttering, “Just think! Only yesterday—”

Only yesterday Miss Toffet had been alive, of course. Alive and full of secrets at which she had seemed compelled to hint. Miss Rachel remembered with impatience her contacts with the woman—the enigmatical conversation following the bringing of the cockroach, the walk that had been suddenly canceled, the telephone call which Miss Toffet must have awaited exactly at noon.

Miss Rachel walked around the cabin to the rear. Under Miss Toffet’s big open window were a pair of footprints—small bare ones. Miss Rachel hurried back to Mr. Zucker, brought him protesting, showed him the prints in the fine dust. “These had better be preserved. The lightest wind will blow them away. Some boards should be laid over. Will you attend to it?”

She left him looking puzzled, scratching his pink bald spot. McGuffin was still at the back door of the Lodge, though Mrs. McGuffin had disappeared within. Bruell and Mrs. Zucker were gone. Miss Rachel crossed the parched garden to speak to McGuffin. “Is Chico here?”

He made a little sucking noise between his teeth. “No, ma’am. Hasn’t showed up yet. You want him?” Under the shadowing hatbrim his eyes were hard with suspicion.

“Where does he live?”

“Up the canyon a piece. Old shack under some cottonwood trees, Mexican took up a claim there years ago. I offered to buy him out, he wouldn’t sell.” As he talked, McGuffin was studying her, measuring her.

“How do you get there?”

“Old road, past that little hump.” McGuffin pointed out a slight rise to the north. “I could drive you, ma’am.”

“You’d better be here when the sheriff’s men arrive,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “I suppose you found Miss Toffet?”


“Went to call her for breakfast. Door was open a little. About Chico—you think he might of done it?”

“A lot of people must have had the opportunity,” she evaded.

McGuffin was looking at his row of cabins. Some sort of struggle went on behind his eyes. For a moment Miss Rachel thought that he meant to speak in Chico’s defense. Then a harsh expression settled around his mouth. “Yeah,” he said.

Jennifer came tearing out of the cabin then, followed by the cat. Jennifer never left the privacy of her sleeping quarters without being properly corseted; this took time, and caused her to miss a lot of things which demanded hurry. Now she was adamant. She was dressed, and wherever Rachel was off to she intended to go also. The cat, upset by the excitement, stuck close to her heels.

The three of them set off up the faint dirt track that led to the canyon. The car lurched on the uneven grade, the tires hissed in the sand, gravel beat a tattoo on the underside of the fenders. Jennifer took a deep breath. “Lovely day,” she said. This was supposed to set the tone, which was high. With a quick glance at Miss Rachel she ventured on, “What was it Miss Toffet died of?”

“She died of keeping her mouth shut,” said Miss Rachel.


Chapter Sixteen

The walls of the canyon had been chewed at through the ages by the roaring floods of winter’s rain, now stood chopped off into vertical banks as high as a house. The level floor was smooth, the sand ruffled only by wind marks and the faint track of the road. The car climbed toward a point in the distance where the bare branches of the cottonwoods made feathery shadows against the earthen bank.

Miss Rachel turned the car at last to draw in under the trees. The cottonwoods were old, their branches widespread. The shack that sat under what must be their plentiful summer shade looked to be not over two rooms, unpainted, low-roofed, and sagging a little to the left as though its underpinnings had weakened in that direction. On its far side were the remains of a bean patch. The dried bean bushes rotted in the sun; the haphazard fence that had protected against the desert jackrabbits now splintered off its supports.

The hermit seemed to have heard the car. He came out upon his step and stood looking in their direction. He was a tall, white-haired old man with skin the color of oiled leather. He had on a faded blue denim shirt and a pair of denim pants frayed off at the knees. On his feet were primitive sandals tied into place with rope. The steps creaked as he came down them, and a dog crawled out from under the house as if the noise had roused him. He was a black-and-white dog; he yawned, looked at the car for a moment, then sat down to scratch.

Miss Rachel alighted from the car. The hermit stopped some ten feet away and said gravely and politely, “Buenos dias, señora. My house is yours.”

“Thank you,” said Miss Rachel. “Your hospitality is appreciated from the bottom of my heart. My only regret is that our visit must be short. We have come to see Chico.”

A faint frown gathered behind the placid eyes. “I am sorry but Chico is very sick, señora.”

“Nevertheless, I must see him. It’s most important.”

The dog padded forward and nudged the old man’s knee with his nose. The hermit bent and touched the dog’s head. “I will ask Chico if he will see you.” There was in the hermit’s manner the perfect certainty that Chico should be allowed to choose, and that she had politeness enough to abide by that choice. “Will you come this way, please? Gracias.” He escorted her to the rickety porch, bowed slightly, then disappeared inside. When he returned he walked all the way down the steps before saying anything, as though some rule of etiquette forbade him speaking from above. “Chico is too sick to talk today, señora. I am sorry.”

“Soon the police will be here,” Miss Rachel said. “There was a murder, a woman killed at McGuffin’s ranch last night. Chico’s footprints are in the dust outside her window. He cannot hide by staying in bed.”

The old man didn’t speak again at once. He appeared to study what Miss Rachel had said. Though his own speech was heavily accented, he seemed to grasp easily what she had told him. Suddenly he nodded. “I will talk to Chico again.”

When he came out, there was again the ceremony of coming all the way to her own level before speaking to her; though his face was unchanged, still placid, reserved, there was a difference in his voice. The news she had brought could not have been welcome. He sensed the trap. “Chico will be out as soon as he has dressed. I regret that I must ask you to wait. In our house are not many chairs.”

“Send Chico to the car, please.”

Chico came quickly. The worn pants were very clean, though unironed. His hair was damp and had comb marks in it. He stood in the dust a little way from the car and looked at Miss Rachel with big scared eyes. “Here I am, señora.”

Miss Jennifer had moved into the rear seat, where she sat holding the cat, who had fuzzed up at sight of the hermit’s dog. Miss Rachel opened the right front door of the car and beckoned to the boy. “Get inside. I have to have the truth from you.” He slid in with a cringing sidewise motion. “You were outside Miss Toffet’s window and left your footprints there. It will do no good to lie about it. What did you see inside that room?”

He tried to swallow, and gagged instead; she thought for an instant that he would vomit. She had never seen such fear. When he had control of his voice, he stammered, “I know nothing. Truly I know nothing at all.” A tear trembled from his eye; he wiped it away quickly.

“Nonsense.” She touched his bare shoulder gently; the skin was cold and dry, and quivered under her touch. “Chico, Miss Toffet was murdered because she kept someone’s secret. She hinted to me that Mr. McGuffin knew something concerning Mrs. Beckett—that McGuffin knew when, and in what way, Mrs. Beckett had left the ranch before her murder. Miss Toffet wanted me to suspect that he wasn’t telling the truth, and yet she didn’t want to reveal all that she knew. Perhaps she sensed some danger. She made up an elaborate lie about perhaps finding gold on the ranch, but not trusting McGuffin enough to let him know about it—all in order to bring in the suggestion that he wasn’t being honest in what he had told about Mrs. Beckett. She thought that this story might be a safeguard, but now Miss Toffet is dead. Don’t you see where you stand, Chico?”

His eyelids fluttered. “Si—yes, señora.”

“Do you see your danger?”

His hands fumbled with the saint’s medal; it was a very old medal, the figure of the saint and the lettering of the prayer almost worn away. Chico’s touch was supplicating. “Nothing. I know nothing I can tell, truly, señora.”

“You were outside Miss Toffet’s room. Was it evening? Were the lights on?” She waited until he nodded, jerkily, in admission. “Could you see Miss Toffet?”

Again he jerked his head down mutely.

“Was she alone?”

He whispered, “No.”

“Who was with her?” She sensed his predicament now. Terror flowed from him like something palpable; he was rigid, stunned, hopeless. “Was it a man? Was it McGuffin?”

After a long moment Chico said, “Yes, it was the patrón.”

“What was he doing?”

“They were talking. He was sitting in one chair and she in another. I could not see him well, though I knew who it was.”


“How was Miss Toffet dressed?”

“I thought—in a gown. A nightdress, señora.” A puzzled light crept into Chico’s eyes. “Over it she wore a robe, a blue robe with a high neck and long sleeves like a dress—most of the gown was covered up except at the bottom. It was silk, and shining, and that was how I knew she was getting ready for bed.”

“Why had you gone there?”

“Miss Toffet told me to come at nine o’clock. She told me to wait where McGuffin could not see me. I asked how I should know the time and she said that her big window would be open and that there would be a clock on the dresser where I could see it.”

“Was the clock where she said it would be?”

“I—I don’t know, señora. It might have been. When I saw the patrón I was afraid. I didn’t look for the clock.”

From the back seat Jennifer said, “What’s he mean by that word—patrón?”

“He means master or proprietor. Someone with power.” Miss Rachel turned back to the boy. “How long did you stand there looking in?”

“Only a minute.” He was trembling, crouched into a corner of the seat as though some physical danger were about to pounce upon him from outside. “Not any time to speak of. I know nothing. I have nothing to tell.”

“The police are going to question you closely about what McGuffin was doing with Miss Toffet, whether he was angry, if he threatened her—”

Chico clutched the saint’s medal; his fingers sought out the worn figure in the silver plaque.

“What did he do?” Miss Rachel demanded.

“He held out to her a piece of paper. He said in a low voice, ‘This is the back mail.’ The piece of paper was not a letter. It was such as he gives when people have paid their rent.”

Jennifer was leaning forward. “He doesn’t mean ‘back mail.’”


“No,” Miss Rachel agreed, “but we’ll let it rest there or the police will be on our necks for coaching a witness.” She touched the switch and the car started. “Say good-by to your grandfather, Chico. We’re going to the ranch.”

Chico raised a hand weakly. A long look passed between him and the old man by the cabin, a proud and yet comforting look, and Chico stiffened. There was a cruel time ahead but there was this to remember—the hermit had told him with his eyes not to be afraid.

They had driven perhaps two miles back toward the ranch when they saw ahead in the road the figure of McGuffin. He was standing still, his feet apart and his arms folded. Plainly he meant them to stop. Though most of the floor of the can-yon was smooth, with light sand over an adobe soil, at this point there was a cross wash, and the broken walls had spewed out boulders and hummocks of gravel. McGuffin had known the place to stand. Miss Rachel had the choice of braking the car or of driving out into impassable terrain.

Miss Jennifer was leaning forward in the rear seat. “It’s that man. What do you suppose he wants?”

“Chico, I imagine.” Miss Rachel pushed the boy down. “Get on the floor. I don’t want him to see you.”

Chico slid out of sight. At the same moment Miss Rachel put her hand on the horn, roared the motor, and gunned the car for the very spot on which McGuffin stood. Miss Jennifer let forth a shriek—it seemed as if McGuffin meant to stand unmoving, to let the car run him down.

Panic beat behind Miss Rachel’s eyes, hummed in her ears. She’d never run over anything, not even an animal, and the expectation of impact brought her heart into her throat. She took her toe off the gas pedal and reached for the brake. And at that instant McGuffin moved.

He leaped aside, a movement that began gracefully, catlike, and ended in a stumbling fall. The car roared past, flung dust over him.

“In Heaven’s name …” Jennifer tried to reach the steering wheel over Miss Rachel’s shoulder. “You tried to kill him!” When she failed to get hold of the wheel, she settled for Miss Rachel’s collar. “Stop! Stop this car at once! Do you hear?”

The collar gave with a ripping of thread, and Miss Rachel got her wind back.

They sailed into the ranch gateway and screeched to a stop with an effect of hell-ridden guilt, and Harfield, at the door of Miss Toffet’s cabin, turned quickly to look at them. There were two county sheriff’s cars parked in front of the Lodge. Mrs. McGuffin sat crouched on the kitchen steps; behind her blank eyes furious thought must be going on. “You can sit up, Chico,” said Miss Rachel.

“… trying to commit another murder with this car!” panted Miss Jennifer. “You jumped at him!”

“If McGuffin had stopped us, he wouldn’t have let Chico get away,” Miss Rachel protested. “He has some hold over the boy, and Chico is terrified of him. Don’t you want to see justice done here?”

Miss Jennifer subsided to mutterings.

Chico straightened up and met Harfield’s eyes as the captain strode toward them. “You, there,” said Harfield. “What were you doing at that window?”

Harfield came to a stop outside the car door. In halting, nervous sentences Chico told him the story he had already related to Miss Rachel: that Miss Toffet had requested him to come at nine, that he had gone and seen McGuffin there, that the sight of the patrón had frightened him. Then Chico tried to explain the enigmatic conversation about the “back mail.”

Harfield took an envelope out of the inner pocket of his tunic, opened it to display a white slip of paper. He held it out toward the boy. “Something like this? McGuffin was giving it to Miss Toffet?”

“Si—yes, sir.”

“A year’s lodging paid in advance.” Harfield jiggled the paper between his fingers. He pinned Chico with his eyes. “Why should McGuffin give the woman a slip that says she lives here for a year? Any money pass from her to him?”

“None that I saw.” Chico gasped.

Harfield reached for the door handle. “Come on over to the Lodge. I want to talk to you.”

“I’m coming too,” said Miss Rachel. “I want to get into your evidence right away the record of a conversation I had with Miss Toffet. It’s very illuminating.”

He frowned at her; plainly he wanted to work on Chico alone, to break down the boy’s hesitation and get at the truth.

Miss Jennifer had a word to say. “You ought to do something about that man McGuffin. He tried to jump us in our car a minute or so ago. He wanted to take the boy!” This was direct reversal of her previous attitude. Miss Rachel sensed that Jennifer intended to be in on the conference and this was a means of leverage. “McGuffin has the boy in terror of his life! You should have seen the expression on that man’s face when he missed the car!”

Such bald theatrics had the desired effect—Harfield herded them all ahead of him, the cat included, and had them take chairs in the big room of the Lodge. The place was bare and sunny, the floors showing their splinters and the big fireplace smelling of ashes. Harfield sat down and bent on Miss Rachel the official sternness of his glance. “Now—about this conversation with Miss Toffet?”

“She was very vague and rambling, but she did come out with a definite statement about McGuffin—that he knew when and how Mrs. Beckett had left the ranch, and that it hadn’t been what the police thought.” Harfield started to move, but Miss Rachel hurried on. “Chico also has something to say on this point. He thought that Mrs. Beckett was out on horseback. That’s why he took the other horse, to ride out and find her.”

Harfield turned to the boy. “What about it? True?”

“I—I did think that the señora—Mrs. Beckett—had ridden out on the red mare.”

“Who brought the red mare in?”


“I don’t know.” Chico made a begging motion, imploring Harfield to believe. “When I came back I saw the red mare in her stall. She had been rubbed down but she was still warm from running.”

Harfield sat silent, considering. The room was very quiet. A breath of air blew down the chimney; the ashes rustled and the cat lifted her head curiously. “Why didn’t you tell all this to Adler when you first saw him?” Harfield asked at last.

“It was dark in the barn,” Chico said stumblingly. “All at once I saw a black shape and someone grabbed me. I tried to run, and he hit me. For a long time I did not know who it was or what he wanted.” Chico’s hand strayed up to touch the long welt on his cheek where the scratch was healing. Harfield’s glance followed; a touch of discomfort showed in his eyes before he jerked them away.

Miss Rachel put in: “I was here. It seems that Mr. Adler should take some lessons in handling the public. Brutality defeats the whole intention of the law.”

Harfield opened his mouth to answer her, then checked himself. He was the kind of officer who wants obedience, respect, and co-operation from the public; his stiffness sprang from his idea of what an officer should be like, what the people expected of him. Miss Rachel sensed that Harfield would not enjoy an association with a man like Adler, who found his satisfaction in brutality. After a moment Harfield said, “We’ll include a statement concerning Adler’s behavior in our report.” He turned his eyes to Chico. “What did McGuffin say to you? What instructions did he give?”

Chico’s gaze clouded, “He said nothing. No words.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Chico sat perfectly still, looking helplessly at Harfield. There was something he wanted to tell. He was trying to phrase it in his mind.

“Do you mean,” Miss Rachel suggested, “that without McGuffin’s saying anything, you guessed what it was he meant you to keep still about?”


After a little while Chico nodded. “Yes. I knew. It was the weed pod in the car seat beside Mrs. Beckett.”

The front door opened and McGuffin walked in. He showed the effects of a hot, hurried walk. Sweat darkened his hatband and the waist of his shirt. But there was more than this, more than the result of physical exertion—there was an inner tiredness, a weariness of the spirit. He walked to a chair and fell into it, pushed his hat back, exhaled a long, sighing breath. “Go on, Chico. Tell it. Then I’ll have my say.”

Harfield bristled. “You admit that you’ve been concealing evidence?”

Under the tiredness was a bleak, bitter grief. “I guess I killed Mrs. Beckett, Harfield. I guess I’m the murderer you want.”


Chapter Seventeen

“I still just don’t see how she came to die of it—” McGuffin broke off to mop sweat off his face with a bandanna. “I lost my temper. But even so, I didn’t more than touch her.”

“Save the arguments for later,” Harfield said gruffly. “Get on with your story. You saw Mrs. Beckett leave on the red mare?”

“I saddled up for her,” McGuffin admitted. “I watched her ride off. She headed for the canyon, and a little later I saw her, up against the sky, on one of those little buttes. It was getting late by then, cooling off some, and I thought she might of gone up there to get the breeze. She could see all the country from the top of the butte, of course, and she must have seen Beckett when he pulled out in their car.”

“When was this?”


“I don’t know.” McGuffin shook his head. “I don’t wear a watch.”

“Go on.”

“Next thing, off in the distance I could hear the red mare going hell for breakfast. It made me mad. The country round here is full of chuckholes, and the light was failing—if the mare’d put a foot in a hole she’d of been dead meat.”

“What do you think Mrs. Beckett was doing?”

“I know what she was doing—she was trying to catch her husband in his car, running my mare to death so’s she could give Beckett he—” McGuffin caught Jennifer’s eyes on him and checked the naughty word—“the devil for going into town to get drunk. I hopped in the station wagon. I had a few words to say to Mrs. Beckett.”

“You caught up with her?”

McGuffin’s bleak eyes roved the opposite wall. “No. I mean, she wasn’t riding when I saw her, she was in the bottom of the wash, standing in the road. The mare was near by with her head hanging—pooped. It took me a little while to figure out what had happened. Mrs. Beckett had heard the station wagon and thought it was Beckett’s car. She thought she’d got ahead of him and was cutting him off.”

“You stopped the car?”

“Had to—she was right in front of me and didn’t budge. She had a little whip in her hand and she kept wrenching it this way and that as if she wanted to break it. I pulled up, but I didn’t get out, not right away. She came to the door and tried to open it. I had it locked on the inside, with the window rolled down a way. She said, ‘You fooled me. I’d of kept going if I’d known it was you”—or something like that, letting me know that she had thought it was going to be her husband. Then she shook the door handle and said, ‘Open up. I want this car. You can take the horse back.’”

Into Miss Rachel’s mind the image flickered: the wide, lonely wash beginning to fill with the shadows of evening, the mare with her head down and trembling with tiredness, the woman in the road, the man inside the car. McGuffin hadn’t stressed Mrs. Beckett’s anger, except what he had said she was doing with the whip; but Miss Rachel sensed that pure fury possessed her, and rage had driven him.

“I didn’t open the car door,” McGuffin said. “I told her, ‘If you’re going to drive my car the way you’ve run my mare, you won’t get behind this wheel again if I can help it.’ She didn’t say anything. I thought she turned a little white and those gray eyes of hers got sort of hard and shiny. Then she reached in through the open half of the window with that whip. She flicked me across the eyes.” McGuffin put up a hand involuntarily, as if at the memory of a startling pain. “I tried to dodge, turned my head and bent away from the window. She reached in and touched the inside handle and the door opened.”

Harfield seemed a man of stone, the stuffy, assumed dignity lost in his interest in McGuffin’s story. There was a waiting light in his eyes. He was ready to pounce when McGuffin clinched his own guilt.

McGuffin spread his hands on the knees of his denim work pants and took a long minute to look at them and think. “I’m not sure exactly what did happen right afterward—”

“Don’t try to minimize what you did to her,” Harfield warned in a growl.

McGuffin shook his head. “I’m not. I’m telling the truth. She kept pushing me and flicking me with the little whip, and all at once I had enough. I turned on her.” The brightness that filled the room from the desert morning outside showed McGuffin’s face wet with sweat, showed the drawn tightness around his mouth. “I—I grabbed her by the shoulders—she was in the seat, or more than halfway, by then—and I tried to shake her. I remember how thin she felt in my hands, and how her shoulders got away under the slickness of the cloth. She was clawing at me too. I gave her a hard push against the frame of the door and said, ‘Keep off me, damn you!’ Then all at once she went—limp, I guess you’d call it. Just falling and sliding and no hardness anywhere. For a minute I was scared. Then I thought, well, she’s just fainted. I got out of the car on the other side, leaving her under the steering wheel—and then I saw what had happened to the car. The motor was running all this time, of course. Somehow the car’d been put in gear and hit this big rock. Maybe she did it with her free hand while she was hitting me, I don’t know—I don’t think I did it. I wouldn’t want to hurt my car.”

Harfield sat up straighter. “Go back to that fight with Mrs. Beckett. Let’s take that part real slow and easy, and have the truth about it.” Harfield hitched his chair closer to McGuffin’s. “You say she reached in to open the door. Now, just how far down was that window? Two, three inches?”

McGuffin hesitated, sensing the trap. In this moment Harfield seemed to become aware all at once of his unofficial audience. He gave Miss Rachel and Miss Jennifer and Chico an inclusive glance of dismissal. “You folks go back to your cabins, or your job. I’ll want to talk to all of you after a while, but right now I’m going to be busy with Mr. McGuffin.”

It was Harfield’s most adamant tone. There was nothing to do but obey. In another minute he’d have his badge out, and the minute after that the handcuffs.

Out in the sunny courtyard Jennifer gave a queasy glance toward Miss Toffet’s quarters and said, “Well, they have their murderer now. We can pack up and leave.”

“Mr. McGuffin wasn’t saying he killed Miss Toffet.”

“He said he killed the other one, and you claim Miss Toffet was murdered because she kept her mouth shut over it. So there!” Jennifer pinned Miss Rachel with a look that dared her to back down on her own pronouncement. “Let’s get Samantha, and—” Miss Jennifer looked around for the cat. “Where is Samantha?”

“I’ll hunt for her,” Miss Rachel said, “while you start on the bags.”

When Jennifer was out of sight, Miss Rachel hurried in the direction of Rod Bruell’s cabin. She didn’t have to look for the cat. Samantha had started for the kitchen when the group had been shooed out of the big room by Harfield. No doubt she was there with Mrs. McGuffin and the disastrous collapse of what had been the preparations for breakfast.

Bruell opened his door. He was dressed in the rather shabby outfit he called his hunting clothes. He raised an eyebrow at Miss Rachel. “Come in!”

“No, I haven’t time. I want to go into Brickoven and talk to Colonel Nova. Want to come with me?”

“Sure.” He came out into the bright sun. Here and there in his well-brushed hair a gray hair shone like a thread of light. His eyes were tired. “My car?”

“Yes. Then if Jennifer comes out as we’re leaving, I can duck.”

He took Miss Rachel’s arm with an air of indulgence. “In a hurry, aren’t you? Something going to pop?”

She motioned toward the Lodge. “McGuffin is in there unburdening his soul to Captain Harfield.”

They were at the car under the shelter. Bruell’s hand stopped on the door handle. “You mean he’s confessing?”

She nibbled her lip. “I heard some of it. Priscilla left here riding a mare. Perhaps she merely intended an evening’s canter. More likely she wanted to get up high and keep a lookout over Beckett. When Beckett left in their car, McGuffin heard his mare being ridden like mad down from the little headlands above the canyon’s mouth toward the road. He went after in the station wagon.”

Bruell’s face was full of concentrated thought. They were in the car, the motor purred, Bruell backed out from under the shelter, and turned to face the big gate. “He caught up with her?”

She kept an eye on the cabin door until they were past the danger zone. Jennifer hadn’t peeped out. This meant she had taken Miss Rachel’s word—and probably would never take it again. “They met in the wash, the place where she was later found dead. She thought McGuffin was Beckett until she saw the car. Then she demanded to take the car and McGuffin to ride the mare home. There was a tussle. During this time the car got itself up against the boulder, and something dropped out of McGuffin’s clothing, something that Chico saw later and recognized.” She let her voice die; her eyes roved the shimmering distances of the Borrego sink, the faraway horizon like a line drawn with a pink crayon, the blazing blue sky.

“He—killed Pris then?” Bruell said in a tight voice.

“He says he shook her and hit her head against the frame of the car door. Harfield doesn’t believe that part; he believes that McGuffin strangled her without realizing it. You know, a man like McGuffin, working with his hands, might have unusual strength for such a job, might kill without intending to.”

Bruell was shaking his head. “What a crazy thing to murder for—to kill over a car.”

“McGuffin’s pride of ownership is new and fierce.”

“I hope he gets the gas chamber.” Bruell’s eyes were straight ahead. A spot of color burned in each cheek and his lower lip twitched now and then, as if with unspoken words. “What do you want to see Colonel Nova about?”

“I want him to know that his plot in regard to Beckett has misfired and can be abandoned. I’d like very much to know the truth about the girl he had with him in the room, according to Mr. Wilder. I’d like to meet her if I could.”

“We’ll tackle the old lion in his den,” Bruell promised. He seemed suddenly to relax, letting his shoulders drop against the seat cushion, his hands falling to a lower level on the wheel. “If he doesn’t want to talk, we’ll light splinters under his nails. Something I wanted to do with a script not long back and the station manager nixed it. Too gory. They left in a homemade guillotine, though.” Bruell whistled faintly under his breath and Miss Rachel gave him a hasty and curious glance.

“I feel better,” he said frankly, as if understanding her unspoken question. “Harfield got awfully interested in those scratches on my hands. He had me demonstrate on one of the sheriff’s hacks, over and over, how I’d hurt myself changing a tire. Trying to explain why the jack failed, and how stubborn inanimate objects can be when you’re in a tearing hurry. Oh, I might as well have saved my breath. I figured I was one of his prime suspects. I began to be afraid that if nothing more logical turned up he’d choose me.”

“The official theory was that Priscilla had tried to beat off her murderer with the riding crop, that the murderer bore scars from it, and that this was the motive for removing the whip from the car. You see, I noticed the whip in the seat beside her when I first found her. Later, it was gone. The obvious reconstruction was that the murderer got off where he could see himself and take note of his wounds, realized that the scars would give him away if connected with the quirt, and that he returned to steal the evidence.”

Bruell gunned the car on a level stretch. “You sound a bit doubtful.”

“No one has turned up with scars except you.”

His face became quiet. “And you can’t connect Agatha’s boy with such a crime?”

She didn’t answer, so he gave her a look. “I’m thinking,” she said. “Do you know if the quirt were anything special? A souvenir? A gift from someone? Might it have been ridden in some special event, some show or contest that Priscilla had won? I’m fishing.” She frowned over the problem.

Bruell shrugged. “Pris was never in any shows; she didn’t ride well enough. And she didn’t wear riding outfits, just slacks and sweaters. The riding crop—well, I sort of remember one on a closet shelf while we were married. It wasn’t anything fancy. What did the one in the car look like? Do you remember?”

“Just the usual leather-covered quirt, I’m afraid. Of course I didn’t pick it up.” Now Miss Rachel wished that she had, that she had examined the quirt with the same intensity she had spent on the broken weed pod. The mystery of the weed pod was solved. It had been in McGuffin’s clothes and Chico had known that it indicated McGuffin’s presence, and seeing it unexpectedly in the car with Mrs. Beckett’s body had been the shock which had so paralyzed McGuffin two nights ago.

And Miss Toffet—she, too, had known that McGuffin and Mrs. Beckett had met in the wash. This was accounted for by Miss Toffet’s habit of walking about over the desert wastelands. No doubt from some promontory she had caught a glimpse of the excitement, perhaps seen Beckett leave in the car, and the thundering rush of Mrs. Beckett on horseback to catch him. The desert air had a deceptive clarity. Miss Toffet might have been some distance away and still been able to see what went on in the car.

She had wanted to hint at her knowledge, her power to wreak havoc. Into Miss Rachel’s memory slid the brown mummy’s face, the secretive giggle, the evasive eyes. Miss Toffet had thought she was building a bridge over which she might retreat to safety. Instead, she had woven a noose.

Brickoven lay bare, weathered and sun-baked in the bright morning sun. Bruell pointed to the blue front of a coffee shop. “Could we take on a bit of nourishment, do you think? If I face old Nova in my present famished condition, I’ll cave in on you.”

They grabbed coffee and a pastry, watching the street through the big window at the front of the café. In the middle of a sip Miss Rachel choked. Her cup clattered into its saucer. She touched Bruell’s hand. “Let’s go. The girl carrying the suitcase is Miss Broone.”

Bruell glanced up. “Good-looking wench.” He stood up, put a dollar on the counter, and followed Miss Rachel to the door.

The heat in the street was dazzling. Miss Broone was keeping to the shade of the awnings on the other side of the street, but her objective was the bus depot. A big blue bus stood there with its door open, no passengers collected as yet, the driver on the sidewalk under a canopy, checking his schedule on a time sheet.

Miss Broone threw a look behind her. She must have seen Miss Rachel and Rod Bruell but failed to realize at once that they were headed her way. She was dressed in a russet-brown silk dress, a red jacket over her arm, a tiny red hat pinned to the auburn curls. The cowhide suitcase swung beside her knees; it didn’t seem to be heavy. Her high heels made tapping noises that echoed in the somnolent quiet.

Some uneasy hunch must have made her turn her head again. This time when her eyes lit on Miss Rachel and Bruell they remained fixed for an instant, like an animal’s recognizing pursuit. Her step broke as she turned to give them a fuller look. Miss Rachel put up her hand, crooked a finger, and beckoned. An expression of fright froze on Miss Broone’s face.

She was almost at the bus now. A few more steps took her to its open door. She hesitated, looking within; the instinct was plainly to run and she was trying to control it. The bus driver gave her a glance, then a second one more appreciative of her looks.

She put her suitcase down upon the sidewalk, fumbled with her purse as if for a ticket.

“Bus doesn’t leave for ten minutes, miss,” said the driver.

She swung round quickly to face her pursuers. Her full lips quivered. The fear in her eyes was bright, alive, reckless. “Who are you?”

“We are friends of Colonel Nova,” said Miss Rachel smoothly, “and wondered if we might have a word with you.”

Miss Broone put a hand behind her, steadying herself against the bus door. “I—I don’t know anyone named Nova.”

“Please,” said Miss Rachel. “You have ten minutes. Give us five. You may save a man’s life with a few words.”

She jerked as if with shock. “What man? Who do you mean?”

“We can’t talk here,” Miss Rachel pointed out, nodding toward the bus driver.

“Is it—Beckett?”

After she had pronounced the name, Miss Broone seemed to stop breathing, to lean toward Miss Rachel with a terrible anxiety etched in her face. She was not beautiful now. There was something feral, catlike, behind her eyes. A little necklace made of shells shook with her uneven movements.

“Five minutes,” said Miss Rachel.

The bus driver had taken a step in their direction. He must have seen Miss Broone’s fear and anxiety. “Check the bag, miss?”

“No.” She gave him a blind stare and shook her head. “I’ll take it with me.” She bent to pick it up, but Bruell had it by then. Together the three of them headed across the street for the privacy of the Silver Spring.


Chapter Eighteen

The bar was doing a leisurely morning business in remedying hangovers. Six or seven very quiet customers were working at their drinks. The tables were unoccupied. In the thin blue light Miss Broone seemed suddenly haggard. She stood near the door, waiting for Miss Rachel to choose a location. Miss Rachel sat down in the first booth. Bruell touched the girl’s elbow; she slid in but kept her distance. “You’re not trying to trick me?”

“It’s most important that there be no more tricks, no deceptions, and especially on your part,” said Miss Rachel meaningfully.

The girl’s eyes wavered and crept away. “I don’t know why you should say that.”

“We don’t think that Colonel Nova acted wisely or honestly in the affair of Mrs. Beckett’s murder. Why did you work with him? Why were you his confederate?”

Miss Broone’s defense flared up. “If you’re his friends, you know all about it.”

A minute ticked away. “He’s not of a confiding nature.”


The girl shook her head. “You’ll have to explain first what you meant by saying I might save a man’s life. If it isn’t Beckett—” She broke off; the waiter had come and was standing, expecting their order.

“What’ll it be, folks?”

Bruell said ruefully, “Drinking before noon—! Always knew I’d come to a bad end. Well—since I’m here, an old-fashioned.” Miss Rachel nodded her duplication of Bruell’s order. Miss Broone, staring at her clenched hands, said, “A double shot of scotch with a ditch chaser.”

“Feeling low?” Bruell leaned toward the girl, offering a cigarette.

She shook her head, either to the cigarette or the question; her glance was searching Miss Rachel, waiting for an answer.

“I want the truth about that riding quirt,” said Miss Rachel.

Surprise was the only emotion Miss Broone showed. A frown tugged at her brows; she became still, indrawn. After a moment: “The riding quirt has nothing to do with Beckett.”

Miss Rachel put her tongue in her cheek. “How stupid do you think we are? The riding quirt was taken from the car where Mrs. Beckett sat murdered—taken by the murderer. Then it turns up behind the piano in the cantina where Beckett has been spending his time waiting for you. Don’t you see what he’d be in for when the police find him?”

There was no doubt that Miss Broone’s pallor was genuine. “I won’t believe that he lied—”

“Colonel Nova lied?”

She reached for the pack of cigarettes in front of Bruell and covered her hesitation by lighting one. “I have to think.”

“You haven’t long for that,” Miss Rachel reminded.

“I have all the time in the world,” said Miss Broone slowly, watching the smoke rise from her cigarette.

Miss Rachel gave her a small smile. “Are you really Nancy Bruce?”

The cigarette fell to the table, was retrieved with a shaking hand, went out of sight under the table. The waiter brought the drinks then. Miss Broone sat looking at her whisky. She wanted it, needed it, but something kept her from picking it up. Unsteady hands, perhaps.

“I guess you are,” Miss Rachel decided. “Why did Colonel Nova hunt you up?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Miss Broone quickly.

“Sure you do,” said Miss Rachel. “I saw a picture of you that Beckett carried in his wallet. He’s been in love with you all these years. He tried to protect you by destroying the picture when the police first questioned him. He was willing to give up Priscilla if he could find you again, or even someone who resembled you. He’d thought for so long that you were dead. Your father told him that.”

Disbelief, then anguish, flooded Miss Broone’s startled eyes. “He—he came for me?”

“Didn’t it occur to you that he might have?”

It became very quiet in their corner of the room. Finally Miss Rachel asked gently, “Why did Colonel Nova send you here?”

Miss Broone roused out of her reverie. “He said that he wanted Mrs. Beckett to come back to him.”

“How did he find you?”

“I don’t know all of the details. I supposed he checked up on old things, and ran across my name, then contacted my people in Port Townsend. He had a private detective talk to me first, in San Francisco. I was working there, a pretty good job. But first, through a third person, he wanted to find out how I felt about Beckett. When he found out how much I”—she paused; then apparently chose new words—“how much it appeared I hated Beckett, he came up personally and sketched in what was going on. He said that Priscilla had been fooled into a marriage for her money, some of it the alimony settlement he was paying, and that he meant to break it up, and how would I like to be the one to throw a monkey wrench into things? Funny. He must have known somehow that Beckett thought I was dead…. I can remember hints, little things he let slip. I didn’t dream that part of it. I was going to make Beckett think there was a startling resemblance, then admit at last who I was—about the time when he seemed ripe to give Priscilla the gate. Then I was going to ditch him. Only—”

Miss Rachel was smiling the thin, small smile. “Only it occurred to you, after Mrs. Beckett’s murder, that there may have been more to Colonel Nova’s plot than met the eye? Death would let the colonel out from under the debt he owed his former wife. Murder would serve his ends perhaps better than a separation.”

The girl’s gaze had clouded. “Yes, that’s what I figured out.”

“Now we come to the quirt,” said Miss Rachel.

The girl spoke indifferently. “There wasn’t anything to that; it wasn’t part of the plot to get Beckett in bad with Priscilla. Mrs. Beckett was dead by then; Colonel Nova had whispered the news to me here in this bar that evening. Much later he telephoned me at the private home where I’ve been boarding, and had me come to his hotel room. It was very late. He showed me the riding whip and said he’d found it in an odd place and had brought it to his room to examine it. All at once he had recognized it as one belonging to Mrs. Beckett. He thought it had better be put back where he had found it.”

“There’s more to that story than what he told you.”

Miss Broone nodded. “Yes, I suppose there is.”

“You returned the quirt to the cantina?”

“First I tried to find out more from him about it. He said that’s all there was, and he didn’t want to interfere with what might be evidence.”

“And anyway, you still had some of that feeling of revenge toward Beckett?”

“Yes, I guess I did.” Into Miss Broone’s eyes swept the echo of bitter memories; perhaps she was remembering long-ago days when she had waited for someone who hadn’t come.

Bruell was tapping a match on the table beside his glass. “Did you know that Pris’s first husband, Wilder, was watching you from the balcony?”

“I knew someone was. Colonel Nova had his back to the window. I didn’t call his attention to the face I saw peering there. It didn’t seem important. Things in my world were—falling apart. I knew that I had to leave town and forget all about Beckett. I couldn’t stay here. My staying here was a danger to him.”

Bruell murmured, “You thought he murdered Pris.”

“I was confused,” she stammered.

“So you were leaving him to the tender machinations of Colonel Nova,” said Miss Rachel.

“You make it sound hateful.”

“Whatever Beckett’s guilt or innocence, I think you’ve treated him shabbily.”

Miss Broone’s voice was shaking. “When we were younger—when we knew each other well—I went through quite a bad time because of him. I was ill, and my family was hostile, and I needed Beckett, and he didn’t come.” She flung around in the leather bench and bit her mouth hard to stifle what wanted to come out. Sobs, perhaps.

Miss Rachel waited. Bruell fiddled with his drink. Two more people came in and settled themselves at the bar and ordered some of the hair-of-the-dog. The waiter sidled over, examined the table, saw that nobody was drinking as yet, and went away with an air of disapproval.

Miss Rachel said at last, “I understand perhaps better than you think I might. When you love someone, and it seems they have failed you—that’s the cruelest pain of all.” She saw Miss Broone’s eyes falter around; there were shimmering spots on the long lashes. “Do you feel like going with us to talk to Colonel Nova?”

“Colonel Nova thinks I took that bus to Los Angeles.”

“Well, he should be able to stand a few surprises.”

“I—Yes, I’ll go.” Miss Broone got to her feet. “I may have a question or two of my own.”


Bruell took out his wallet and removed a bill which he left for their drinks, then picked up the suitcase and followed Miss Rachel and the girl to the door. After the inner gloom, the brightness in the street was blinding. Miss Broone hesitated, searching the almost-deserted street, the intersection and the little bridge that led to the cantina in the distance, with baffled eyes. Then: “This way.” She turned toward the entrance to the Buckskin Inn.

They went up without being announced. Bruell stepped forward to rap at the door. Inside, after a moment, the characteristic dragging step and thump of Colonel Nova’s cane could be heard. He looked out at them. The bird-of-prey eyes flickered over Miss Rachel to settle on Miss Broone. No change was visible in the granite features. With an almost mocking exaggeration of courtesy the colonel stepped aside. “How do you do? Won’t you please to step in?”

It was not going to be easy to penetrate his mask. Miss Rachel tried a pinprick. “I believe you know Miss Broone?”

“Miss Bruce and I know each other,” he answered, puncturing a whole lot of her plans in advance.

The room was big, sunny, and the air-conditioning kept it cool. The colonel seated them all carefully. The conference couldn’t be avoided; his attitude implied that it must be carried off with comfort and leisure. He arranged ash trays, put Miss Broone’s suitcase out of the way in a corner, adjusted the Venetian blinds. Then he sat down. “Now. You think you’ve trapped me in an indiscretion?” The cold eyes mocked them.

“We just want to know about the quirt,” said Miss Rachel.

He hadn’t expected this; there was a moment of something almost like dismay. He had been quite ready to talk about Miss Bruce and his motives in bringing her to Brickoven. Miss Rachel realized that when he had found them at his door together he had supposed that their interest was in his probing of Beckett’s past. Now, behind the hawk’s eyes, new webs were weaving.


He moved the big cane between his knees. “Do you mind explaining?”

“The quirt is the evidence the police needed to pin the murder of his wife on Beckett. The evidence was tampered with. By you.”

The cold stare grew deprecating. “Then hadn’t I better make my explanations to the police?” He looked at Bruell. “I never approved of this woman’s errand here, nor of your impertinence in sending her.”

“As you were the one who sent Miss Bruce on an even more underhanded errand, you can’t criticize Bruell,” Miss Rachel said sharply, “and telling me that you intend going to the police is poppycock. You’ve had suitcases sitting on your bed not too long ago—the marks on the counterpane are quite distinct. You were packing. You’re running out, Colonel Nova, and hoping that the frame you’ve hung on Beckett’s neck will send him to his execution.”

Triumph gleamed in his eyes; she sensed what he would say before he said it. “I was informed only a few minutes ago that Priscilla’s murderer has already been arrested. And it isn’t Beckett. It’s the proprietor of that place, the dude ranch.”

Miss Rachel shook her head. Her composure didn’t crack, though Bruell had raised his brows at her, implying that they might as well go. “I rather imagine that McGuffin will be in custody for a time, until his story can be checked. He didn’t murder your ex-wife, nor Miss Toffet. He struggled with Priscilla Beckett, and knocked her out, probably very briefly. He was paying blackmail to Miss Toffet, one of his guests, to keep her from telling the police about that struggle in the car. But it would have been quite stupid of him to commit murder to hide blackmail, and then to leave the evidence of that blackmail among his victim’s belongings. McGuffin isn’t stupid. When the police check Priscilla Beckett’s body and find the bruise at the back of her head, his story will begin to stand up.”

Colonel Nova was clenching his cane with hard, knotted hands. “That name you mentioned. A Miss Toffet. What about her?”

“She was found dead this morning. Strangled, as your ex-wife was. But if you knew of McGuffin’s arrest, you knew of Miss Toffet’s murder.”

He shook his head. He seemed to be laboring under some stress—there were little white triangles at the corners, of his mouth and his shoulders had taken on a crouched look. “Please give me the details.”

Miss Rachel studied him curiously. “Miss Toffet had a habit of walking out across the desert. It seems she must have seen McGuffin in the car with Mrs. Beckett. McGuffin gave her a slip of paper, a receipt for a year’s lodging paid in advance. After her death, Harfield found the paper in her things. This was evidence of blackmail—in fact, McGuffin was seen to hand it to her with a statement that it was blackmail, though the remark was misunderstood by the Mexican boy who heard it.”

“If McGuffin didn’t kill her”—there was a strange tenseness about Colonel Nova, though he was making an obvious effort to remain aloof and scornful—“who did?”

Miss Rachel didn’t reply at once. She and the colonel seemed to sit in some charmed circle, pinned down with a watchful fear, the silence between them taut as a stretched fiddlestring.

Colonel Nova cleared his throat with a harsh cough. “Who did?”

“Don’t you know?”

He seemed to shrink, to huddle in the chair. After several moments Miss Rachel said quietly, “Do you want some time?”

“Yes, I—I’d like to arrange a few matters before—” He broke off. Miss Rachel had risen, beckoning Bruell and the girl with her eyes. Bruell made no effort to conceal his impatient bewilderment.

Colonel Nova ushered them to the door. His hawk’s eyes had lost their fierceness, their cunning—they were just the eyes of a very old man with a painful, crippling infirmity.


“We’ll be back in an hour,” Miss Rachel told him. “Might we have a conference then?”

“Yes, I’ll be ready for you.” He gazed past them into the hall. A woman went past, stared at them briefly, took in Colonel Nova’s cane and the way he leaned on it. A look of pity filled her eyes. Probably in his ordinary mood Colonel Nova would have withered her for her impudence. Now he didn’t seem to care. He had one more little thing to say, and he was trying to phrase it briefly. “About Beckett. You’ve exposed my little plot in regard to Miss Bruce. You think you know my motives. Probably she has told you what I explained to her—that I wanted Priscilla’s marriage broken up so that Priscilla might return to me and I could get out of paying alimony. But, you see, it’s much more complicated than that.”

“Of course it is,” said Miss Rachel agreeably. “I know just how philanthropic you are.”

After a brief start of surprise he closed the door. Miss Rachel and Nancy Bruce (who had been Miss Broone) and Rod Bruell went down to the lobby.


Chapter Nineteen

Bruell looked from Nancy to Miss Rachel. “Will one of you kindly tell me what that was all about? What happened to the old buzzard? He seemed to shrivel up there at the end and get quite tense. Who put the hex on him? Who tamed him?”

Miss Rachel was frowning in the direction of the street, where the white glare beat in through the windows facing the sidewalk. “I think that we should now go and get Mr. Beckett. He should be in on the coming conference and hear what is said, and contribute his part to the narrative.”


“Beckett?” cried Miss Bruce. “But—no one can find him. No one has seen him since yesterday!”

“Oh, I can find him. We’ll take Mr. Bruell’s car. Rod, I wish you’d wait here and keep an eye on things. You might duck upstairs now and then and listen briefly at Colonel Nova’s door. We don’t want any violence.”

“What the devil do you think he’s going to do? Shoot himself?” Rod almost yelled. “And suppose the house detective catches me at his keyhole? What then? I’m completely in the dark. I don’t know what’s going on!”

“You’ll know when we do,” Miss Rachel told him. “Now sit down and try to look relaxed.” She pointed out a chair under a lowering moose head and Bruell, in an effort to show his disobedience, went over and chose another. “We’ll be back immediately.”

“Just explain, will you, how you’re going to find Beckett when no one else can?”

“I happen to know Beckett’s friends,” she said. She sailed out with Miss Bruce, who gasped at the impact of the heat. They took Bruell’s car and headed in the direction of Old Saddleback Ranch, though Miss Bruce shot an involuntary look toward the street leading to the cantina. After they had passed the last of the houses and nothing lay before them but the open desert, Miss Bruce lifted a hand toward the sun-baked wastes.

“Is he—out there somewhere?”

Miss Rachel swerved the car to avoid a chuckhole. “What are you going to say to him?”

No answer for a while. Miss Bruce had averted her face so that Miss Rachel couldn’t read the expression on it. “I don’t know. What is there to say? We said it all—once.”

Miss Rachel put on the brake briefly to let a lizard flirt out of the way under a stone. “How old were you when you met Beckett?”

Muffled, Miss Bruce said, “Eighteen.”

“Just starting college?”

“Yes.”


“You liked him because he could sing and always seemed to be having such a good time?”

“There was—more to it than that.”

“Your parents didn’t like him?”

Miss Bruce shook her head. “I didn’t think they’d ever met, not until you said what you did about my father. If he told

Beckett that I was dead—” She broke off, biting her lip. “But why should he?”

“Wishful thinking, perhaps. Did your father feel you’d disgraced him?”

A long silence this time. Then, in a whisper: “I was going to have a baby.”

“Did you?”

“No. I was very sick for a long time. And I was ashamed. Mostly, I was ashamed because I had loved someone who had proved so rotten.”

“You can go pretty wrong judging by surface appearances. Why didn’t you write to Beckett and tell him what you thought of him? You’d have gotten your hate of him off your chest and perhaps found out a few things to surprise you too.”

“I—I just wanted to get away from Port Townsend and everyone I’d ever known. I loathed men so much it was like a sickness. Most of all, Beckett.”

“And now that you’ve seen him again?”

There was no answer at all this time. Miss Bruce sat with her eyes straight ahead, her hands clenched on her lap. They came within sight of Old Saddleback Ranch, and she spoke. “I left my bag in Colonel Nova’s room.”

“He won’t bother it,” said Miss Rachel. She swung the car.

Miss Bruce turned toward her in surprise. “Aren’t we going—there?” She pointed to the gateway with its inscription. A figure in a linen duster and a veiled hat was in the drive, peering their way.

“No.”

The car bumped and slewed over the rough road until they reached the level floor of the canyon. Miss Bruce brushed at her temples, pushing back the thick reddish hair. “It’s hot.”

“Hot for January, indeed. Did you know that this is Capricorn?”

Miss Bruce gave her an odd glance, a glance that implied little old ladies were apt to say the most improbable things.

“What sign were you born under?” Miss Rachel continued.

“I don’t really know. June—the first of June.” Nancy’s brow furrowed; she was trying to make sense of this, to fit it in.

“All of Mrs. Beckett’s husbands were born under the sign of Capricorn,” Miss Rachel explained.

“Is it—important?”

“I wonder. She must have been searching for something, some trait of character perhaps, supposed to belong to the sign. Capricorn is the goat. Capricorn men are supposed to be persistent, dominant. They’re also inclined to think of themselves as ‘the goat’ when anything turns out wrong, and to blame others for taking advantage of them. Inclined to self-pity. Or so say the astrologists.”

The girl seemed to be paying little attention now; she was staring ahead at the clump of cottonwoods and the spindling unpainted shack. “Who lives here?”

“A very old man whom people call the hermit.”

“You think that Beckett may be here?”

“I think it likely, since the police didn’t turn Beckett up though they must have torn the town apart for him, and since the hermit was rather particular this morning that I shouldn’t see inside his house.”

Miss Rachel swung the car in under the trees and braked to a stop. The hermit came out promptly. He didn’t seem very surprised. He came over to the car and asked politely, “Is Chico all right, señora?”

“He’ll be all right now. May I see Mr. Beckett?”

The old man would not lower himself to lie. He hesitated, his glance searching her face as if for cruelty or duplicity. Then he said, “I will ask him, please.” He went away and disappeared into the shack.


After a minute Beckett appeared at the door. He hadn’t shaved, and his clothes had lost their sharply pressed look, but outside of these things he seemed fresher and more alive than usual. He walked out to the car and stood on the side next to Miss Bruce and had a long look at her. She looked back. It was very quiet except for the rustle of the desert wind among the twigs of the cottonwoods. A whirlwind started up in the hermit’s bean patch and danced about, a tiny funnel of dust and leaves.

“Who are you?” said Beckett.

She tried to smile, and couldn’t. “I’m Nancy.”

He put his hands on the rim of the door. He studied each detail of the even features, the reddish hair, the white throat. Then he looked in Miss Rachel’s direction. “Should I thank you?”

“I don’t know. It depends on what you and Nancy do with yourselves. Right now we haven’t time to decide all that. We have to get back to Brickoven to a conference with Mrs. Beckett’s former husbands.”

Beckett shook his head. “I can’t go into town. The cops are looking for me. I only got out through the kindness of that Mexican bartender in the cantina. He’s grateful because I taught him to make martinis.”

“They aren’t looking for you just at present. They’re concentrating on McGuffin. I’m hoping that by the time they change their minds about him we can have something else to offer.”

His glance was sharp. “What do you mean?”

“Won’t you come with us and find out?”

Nancy Bruce whispered, “Do come. Please.”

He got in, and Miss Rachel turned the car and drove away. At the spot where the road intersected the Old Saddleback drive someone stood in the road wearing a long linen duster and holding a black cat. Miss Rachel frowned against the sun. “She’s copying McGuffin!”

“Who is it?” asked Nancy Bruce anxiously.


“My sister. She seems determined to stop us.” For an instant Miss Rachel entertained the memory of how she had by-passed McGuffin. The very thought of doing the same to Jennifer brought out goose pimples. Jennifer would simply stand there and be run down. Miss Rachel stopped the car.

Jennifer came to the car and gave a glare. “Sneaking out! Lying and snooping! Letting me think you were ready to leave! Shame!”

“Get in, Jennifer, we’re on our way to town. This is Miss Broone—really Miss Bruce. And this is Mr. Beckett.”

“Shame!” cried Miss Jennifer again, but it was weaker now. She’d been trained to acknowledge introductions politely. She ducked her head at Nancy and Beckett. The cat in her arms looked into the car with curious interest. Samantha’s green eyes were slitted against the glare. Inside Jennifer’s arms, pressed against the bosom of the linen duster, Samantha seemed hot and uncomfortable. “I demand, Rachel, that you return to the cabin and help me finish packing! I demand to leave this—this abattoir where the landlord turns out to be slaughtering his guests!”

“We’re having a conference about the murders. Why don’t you just hop in and come along?”

“I’m keeping my skirts clean!” Jennifer yelped.

“You’re dust to your knees! Look at the hem of that silly garment you’re wearing. Just as Rod said—you’re on the verge of a heat stroke.” Miss Rachel motioned for Beckett to open the rear door. As he did so, Jennifer tottered forward. She was flushed with the heat, and rivulets of sweat ran down her temples.

The cat leaped from her arms to land on the seat cushion. Both Nancy and Beckett seemed fascinated by the big graceful animal. “Does she ride?” Beckett asked, and at the same moment Nancy said: “What beautiful fur!” As though the remarks had been some signal to draw them together, they gave each other a long, studying look.

Once in the car, Jennifer unbuttoned the neck of the linen duster—this probably saved her from passing out on Beckett’s knees. For the rest of the trip into town nothing was said.

Bruell was not in the lobby where they had left him. They found him upstairs in the hall near Colonel Nova’s door. He took Miss Rachel’s arm. Nodding toward the colonel’s room, he said, “There’s somebody in there with him. Lots of talk been going on, very quiet.”

“Well, we’ll have a look,” said Miss Rachel, rapping on the panel.

There was no answering drag, no thump of the cane—instead, neat, soft footsteps crossed the carpet, and Mr. Wilder looked out. Then he stepped aside. “Come in, please.” Colonel Nova was across the room in a chair under the windows. He didn’t look around as they entered; the pukka-sahib formality seemed to have deserted him.

“Please sit down,” said Mr. Wilder, indicating chairs. He gave Beckett a quick, timid stare as though measuring this last of Priscilla’s husbands against the others.

They all sat down, and there was a moment of uncomfortable silence. Then the colonel turned slowly to face the others. During their absence he had come to some decision; a flint-like hardness glazed the fierce eyes under the overhanging brows. “This was supposed to have been an informal inquiry into Priscilla’s murder. There must be a change in understanding. We can’t come to the truth of the matter because we have not the resources or the instincts of the police. There is a point beyond which a man becomes more a hunter than a human being. I refuse to pass that point.”

“I saw at once that you had fortified your wishes with a new decision,” said Miss Rachel. “But I refuse to pass the ultimate choice to the police. They’re very apt to settle on the wrong man. Right now they’re happy with Mr. McGuffin. They may remain so.”

“In that case,” said the colonel, “we have no alternative but to keep our opinions to ourselves.”


“At least let’s have an opinion, then.”

He tried to intimidate her with a glare, but she raised her white brows at him with a childlike air of surprise, and he must have felt the foolishness of his pose for he smoothed it down a bit. “I do not intend to co-operate,” he said quietly. “That may hamper your meddling, Miss Murdock.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Miss Rachel smoothed her skirt, and the cat jumped into her lap and circled there, trying to mold Miss Rachel’s shape into that of the nest she wanted. “We may arrive at a few truths without your help. The thing that the police lack, and that we have here if we wish to reconstruct it, is the background of Priscilla Beckett’s murder. A violent death is the end result of violent emotions. Mrs. Beckett had aroused more than her share of those.”

A sigh went through the group, a remembering breath, and no doubt in that instant the memory of Priscilla Beckett, a hot-tempered woman of quick impulse, was clear in several minds.

“Her parting from each of you”—Miss Rachel looked from Mr. Wilder, to the colonel, to Rod Bruell—“left an unsettling rancor. It was easier to say that she’d tried to murder you than to admit that she’d played a mean, humiliating trick which showed that she had no love for you whatever. Probably Mr. Wilder started the idea, and the colonel and Rod found it convenient to fall into line. Of course she never tried to kill any of you.”

She got a reaction to this. Mr. Wilder flushed, and his babyish mouth trembled with a reply he couldn’t quite put into words. Colonel Nova gazed with ferocious coldness at the knob of his cane. Bruell said, “I hate to admit it, but—” He covered his confusion then by busying himself lighting a cigarette.

“The story served its purpose, however. The colonel and Mr. Wilder found comradeship in it, and Mr. Bruell decided that his mother was right, after all. Emotions were settled after a fashion and on the surface. Only, once Priscilla married again, several odd things happened.”

A kind of stiffness settled over the listening group—even Miss Jennifer must have sensed it, for she paused in fanning herself with a handkerchief to look curiously at Miss Bruce and the men.

“You’re including my actions in that remark?” Bruell wondered with a touch of asperity.

“Oh yes. Your concern for Beckett was a trifle on the strange side. You didn’t really believe that Priscilla had tried to murder you. You knew that she had resented in you a slight timidity, an inclination to let your mother baby you, and so when she had you out in that canoe and you admitted you’d never been allowed to swim—oh yes, I know all about Agatha’s fear of water—she just dumped you and expected you to learn right there.”

Bruell shrugged with an effort at casualness. “Since I wasn’t worried about Beckett—”

“I didn’t say that. I merely pointed out that you hardly expected Priscilla to kill him. Perhaps you really wanted me to come and see if trouble was brewing between them.”

“Why?”

“So that you might have a chance of doing some consoling.”

Colonel Nova shot a measuring look at Bruell. Bruell studied his cigarette. “Really—if I’d wanted to make up with Pris I should have tried it long ago.”

“Didn’t you?”

Again the colonel’s glance was sharp, and this time an almost audible retort burst through his control—a mutter of anger.

“Colonel Nova thinks you did.”

“So I did,” Bruell admitted wryly. “I never made a secret of the fact I was still fond of her.”

“Well, we may surmise that Colonel Nova and Mr. Wilder were still fond of her too,” Miss Rachel replied. “Of course you, Rod, and the colonel went about your re-courtship very much under cover—you had your mother to consider, and he had his pride. What Mr. Wilder’s methods might have been we don’t know.” She looked hopefully at Mr. Wilder, but he wasn’t feeling co-operative, either. He looked at Colonel Nova for support and shook his head.

“You sent me to Brickoven,” Miss Rachel continued to Bruell, “and Colonel Nova sent Miss Bruce. His method was more direct than yours and he wanted more than information. He wanted Priscilla’s marriage to Beckett broken up. He admitted to Miss Bruce that he intended to try to win Mrs. Beckett back, and this is probably part of the truth. On the other hand, I think that he, as well as you, believed Beckett to be in real danger.”

Bruell made a baffled gesture with his hands. “But you just got through saying that Pris hadn’t tried to murder anyone—!”

She shrugged as if passing over the point. “Other things were going on. A series of anonymous telephone calls began plaguing Mr. Beckett. There seems little point in such stuff—you and the colonel had your courses plotted—unless we think of them as an effort by someone too timid to come out into the open. The anonymous tormentor is always the frightened one, the desperate one. The dangerous one.”

The room was very quiet. All eyes were on Mr. Wilder, except Colonel Nova’s. His eyes were still fixed on his cane.


Chapter Twenty

“But Miss Toffet, as well as Mr. Beckett, seems to have been receiving something odd in the way of phone calls. One, for instance, whose timing had been arranged so perfectly that she answered though no bell rang in her cabin. After this call she didn’t want to see me, though before that she’d had plenty of hints to scatter. One that sticks in my mind was an idea that if the former husbands of Mrs. Beckett were to be brought to Brickoven, one might be recognized as having been here before. We know that Miss Toffet was blackmailing McGuffin. If she had spotted one of the husbands, a previous visitor, she was very likely blackmailing him too.”

“I haven’t been here,” Bruell said harshly. “It wasn’t here I made my plea to Pris, but in Las Vegas.” He gave Beckett a hot look which implied that the singer’s presence had interfered.

Colonel Nova stirred, slicing a glance in Miss Rachel’s direction. He had a guard up; he was defying her to tear it down.

“Miss Toffet’s knowledge may have concerned the identity of the person who took the riding quirt from the car after Priscilla Beckett’s murder,” Miss Rachel went on. She now turned again to Bruell. “You might recall that Mr. Wilder gave us the first evidence of its whereabouts since its disappearance from the car. He was much upset—the colonel had had the whip in his room, he had turned it over to a strange young woman with what seemed to be instructions regarding its disposal. On the surface this looked pretty black for the colonel. The police haven’t admitted the fact publicly, but the riding quirt was the logical murder weapon. Only the murderer would have motive for its removal. When Mr. Wilder saw the colonel with the whip, he was very much frightened. Of what?”

Nancy Bruce clenched and unclenched her hands on the handle of her purse. Miss Jennifer forgot to fan herself; her face had taken on a bug-eyed look of strain. Bruell had let his cigarette go out. He seemed deep in uneasy concentration.

Mr. Wilder licked his lips. “I—I thought that the colonel might have been doing something that was—er—illegal.”

“But how did you know the significance of the whip?”

He shook his head. “Oh, I didn’t. The colonel’s actions with Miss Bruce just looked funny. Looked secretive.”

“Once you knew the whip had been found in the cantina, your nervousness was allayed?”


Mr. Wilder stammered, “He—he explained things to my satisfaction.”

“Well, you might have seen that the whip had been broken in some manner that left it limp inside its leather cover, and this suggested the weapon used on Mrs. Beckett,” Miss Rachel said reasonably.

He seized it. “Yes, and I knew the mark it made would have fitted the—the bruise on—” He checked himself suddenly; Colonel Nova gave him a bitter glance over the knob of the cane and Mr. Wilder’s brief cry was like the bleat of a sheep.

Miss Rachel seemed stupidly willing to argue. “But you hadn’t seen Mrs. Beckett’s body.”

He tried another direction, not seeing that it was a step into mire. “The whip was one I gave her while we were married. I recognized a mark, a little charm she had burned into the leather grip—a thing out of the zodiac. Capricorn.”

“Through the window,” said Miss Rachel softly.

He nodded uncertainly.

“Did she break the whip over anger at missing Beckett, or did you, when you seized something to strangle her with?”

Mr. Wilder shuddered as though some frightful memory had been conjured up. Colonel Nova’s voice was low and for the first—perhaps only—time a listener could hear pity in it. “Poor fool. Don’t you see that you’re lost?”

Mr. Wilder looked from one to another, trying to read in some face a belief in himself, a rejection of his guilt. He said hoarsely, “I didn’t want to kill her! I loved her—terribly!” As though he were sprinting for a promised sanctuary, he darted across the room to the window, pulled aside the flimsy curtains, and threw up the pane. The next moment he was on the balcony. His feet made a light pattering sound like a child’s. At the railing he looked back. “You won’t catch me now! You won’t!” It was a dare, as a little boy’s as he decides to jump from the barn roof to a haystack.

Only there was no haystack under Mr. Wilder. There was just the brick-paved courtyard, the fine yellow bricks made in Brickoven’s factory, four stories below.

Colonel Nova made a statement to a group of people, including, besides persons interested in the case, representatives of the law and of the press. He stood up, propped by his cane, and recited the story in a monotone. He had a lot of stiff dignity. There were tired, sagging patches at the corners of his mouth but the hawk’s eyes were full of angry fire.

“Mr. Wilder had made a confession to me just before the conference took place in this room. I was not trying to play God in withholding my information from the proper authorities. It seemed to me that Wilder had been goaded into murdering Priscilla, and I thought that he might get off with less than a murder charge if the thing could be handled carefully.”

The room was respectfully quiet. Harfield stood by the windows; he had men busy in the courtyard and he seemed to be listening to some sound from below. The representative of the Brickoven Bugle and a press association man, just arrived to write up the murders for the wider public, were together on the couch. The Bugle’s work was done by a plump lady in a purple-flowered cotton dress. The press association man had a lean, blank face and a cynical way of putting a cigarette into his mouth.

Bruell and Miss Rachel and Miss Jennifer were farthest from Nova, over by the door. Just ahead of them were Nancy Bruce and Beckett; of all the people in the room, they were paying least attention to Nova.

The colonel went on: “His story to me was that he had come down here direct from Los Angeles, driving a rented car. He had tried to reach Mrs. Beckett by telephone, and had failed, and had then started for the ranch. He came across Mrs. Beckett in a station wagon stalled in a wide, shallow canyon a little way from town. Though he offered to drive her in his rented car, she insisted that he help her get the station wagon back on the road instead. This he attempted to do, packing the sand under the wheels with bits of brush and small stones, and when his methods failed she let forth a perfect torrent of ridicule.”

Colonel Nova paused. The Bugle lady fanned her neck with the collar of her dress. Harfield rubbed at a streak of dust on his tunic sleeve.

Nova continued. “Wilder was in a bad mental state. I had realized for some time that his determination to remarry Priscilla was getting the better of his common sense. Frankly, I had feared that he might find some way to do away with this man Beckett.” Nova’s tone implied no great loss; plainly he considered singers among the expendable population. “So it seemed that Priscilla’s ridicule, added to the effort of his great exertion in regard to the car, sent him temporarily off balance. I believe he spoke the truth when he said he hadn’t wanted to kill her. It was just—madness.”

The press association man said, “What about the Toffet woman?”

“From what he told me, I gather that she was on the nervous, excitable side. She was afraid of him, and when he went to her cabin in the middle of the night to try to argue her out of her demand for blackmail—she’d been spying, you see, during the time he’d murdered Priscilla—she lost her head and started to scream. He simply tried to shut her up.”

“You sound pretty sympathetic to a murderer,” said the Bugle reporter.

“Wilder was my friend for a long time,” said Colonel Nova frigidly.

“About the riding quirt—” interrupted Harfield.

“That part was quite wrong of him, of course,” said Nova. “Wilder had been down here spying on Priscilla, and he’d found out somehow about Beckett’s business at the cantina—my fault, really, since I’d started that affair. After Priscilla’s murder he drove off haphazardly into the desert, over a half-obliterated road—and then he remembered the quirt, and thought of how he might use it to throw guilt on Beckett. I’d been watching Wilder, meanwhile, and saw him take something in a package into the cantina and come out later without it. I located the quirt. The thing had no meaning to me, except that I thought it might be Beckett’s, somehow. I had Miss Bruce return it to where I’d found it. Does that answer your question?”

It seemed to answer all questions. Beckett turned to Nancy Bruce and touched her arm. “Let’s get out of here. We’ve got things to catch up on.” He guided her toward the door.

In the cabin, Miss Jennifer indicated the tarantula, crouched unmoving inside the glass jar. “I shall inform Mr. McGuffin that we’re leaving his offering where it is, and while I’m at it I shall set his mind at rest regarding the book he thinks you’re writing.”

“I might write a book, at that,” Miss Rachel defended. “Though not about bugs, of course.”

Jennifer refused to take it up. She knew what the book would be about. She packed the bags solidly and neatly. “What do you think Mr. Beckett will do with that redheaded girl?”

“Something quite ordinary, like getting married.” Miss Rachel’s gaze was abstract. “If he has her around to sing to, I think he might go places as an entertainer. The one I’m worried about is Mrs. McGuffin. She wants you to stay and help her learn to cook.”

“I’ll copy off my best recipes and mail them. Get inside, Samantha.” Jennifer opened the cat’s traveling basket; the lid came down over the shining black ears. “Do you know, Rachel, of all of Mrs. Beckett’s husbands, I rather liked that last one. Rod’s a soft of relative, of course, so we’re used to him and his being tied to Agatha’s apron strings. But Colonel Nova, so cold and stern. And poor Mr. Wilder, like a frightened baby. They weren’t at all alike—and yet—” Miss Jennifer wrinkled her brows. “There was something. Something fascinating.”

“It’s Capricorn,” said Miss Rachel.
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Chapter One

It was close to eleven o’clock of a hot, sunny morning, and traffic on Sunset Boulevard approached the saturation point, both in the number of vehicles jamming the pavement and the steam compressed by the tempers of the drivers. As the light changed at the corner of Sunset and Vine, a big Los Angeles Transit bus started up. At the same moment one of the women passengers emitted a scream, leaped from the seat, and ran to the rear door and attempted to pry it open. When this failed, she beat on the glass and then worked on the bell cord. The driver was glaring into his rearview mirror at her, but she persisted.

“Sit down, lady!”

“I won’t! Let me off this bus at once!”

“You’ll get off at the next stop like anybody else!”

“I can’t wait!”

He tried to ignore her hammering at the door, but she now began to let forth such shrieks of pain, rage, or terror—the driver couldn’t tell which—that he suddenly swung into the curb and released the door mechanism. She literally fell out upon the sidewalk.

The bus’s erratic behavior almost caused a collision at its rear. Two little old ladies in a new Buick sedan let out simultaneous gasps. The one driving put on the brakes. One ended flattened against the wheel, the other with her nose to the dashboard. “My stars and body!” cried the second, who was the taller and more angular of the two, and whose name was Jennifer.

The second sister, Miss Rachel Murdock, said something under her breath which Jennifer, because of all the honking around them, was unable to catch. It sounded like damned stupid fool, but Jennifer decided, in the moment of getting back into her seat, that it couldn’t have been. It wasn’t ladylike. Or rather, it was even unladylike for Rachel. She said, “Did you see that?”

“I’m still watching it,” said Miss Rachel. “Look!”

The bus had pulled away with a roar from the traffic snarl in its wake. The woman who had burst from the door had picked herself up, frantically jammed her belongings back into her purse, which had come open, and was now looking around as if seeking some quarry.

“It’s not even a bus stop!” Jennifer cried.

“She was screaming in there. Couldn’t you hear her?”

The car slid forward into the space vacated by the bus.

“What are you doing?”

“Parking.”

“Now, Rachel—”

“Oh, it won’t hurt to watch for a minute. She’s looking for someone. Someone, probably, she saw on the street from inside the bus.”

There now ensued a scene which caused Miss Jennifer to cry out and to blush for womanhood. The big blond woman from the bus let out a yelp, lifted the purse like a weapon, and took off. At the same moment a man down the block, who had been looking into a store window, turned around and seemed rooted by fright as she bore down upon him. When she was almost on him he looked about swiftly as if for cover and then seemed to nerve himself for action. He caught the hand holding the outstretched purse and swung the woman around violently. With a final shriek she went through the plate-glass store window. There was a great crash of glass. The man ran through a service station and a parking lot and was lost to sight.

“Oh, my goodness! She went through head over heels! You could see her unmentionables!” Jennifer panted.

“She probably cut her throat,” said Miss Rachel, who was getting nimbly out of the car.

“Rachel! Get back into this car this instant! There’s something not—not delicate, about this situation!”

Miss Rachel’s eyes widened at Jennifer’s choice of words, but she continued to move away. “They may need someone to apply a tourniquet, or to run for a doctor—” She left the excuse hanging and dashed down the block and into the store. It was a pet shop, now filled with a bedlam of howls, chirps, and splashings. The woman who had been thrown through the window lay amid a welter of glass and flopping goldfish. A cage of parakeets had toppled beside her and the birds were escaping one by one like blue arrows shot from a crossbow. Two skinny little men in green aprons were dashing about in the confusion, doing nothing useful so far as Miss Rachel could see.

She slammed the door on the remaining birds, pushed the cage aside, and bent above the woman on the floor. The big blond was conscious. Her eyes met Miss Rachel’s in apparent bewilderment. “What happened?”

“You fell through the window.” There were scratches on the woman’s face, bare arms, and hands; but none seemed deep or serious. Her hair was wet, the flaring skirts lay soaked against her legs. Apparently the tanks she had overturned had been big ones. “Lie still until we can find out how seriously you’ve been hurt.”

But the woman pushed herself into a sitting position. “I don’t think I’m hurt at all. I feel a little dizzy. I guess I hit my head. It aches on top. Not bad, though.” From the handbag she extracted some paper tissues and mopped at the scratches on her arms. “I guess I was lucky.”

“Awfully lucky,” Miss Rachel agreed.

The little men in the green aprons had started scooping the fish into a new tank. Miss Rachel picked up a few, tossed them in, found herself meeting the furious eyes of one of the proprietors. “Our lovely fish! The birds gone!” He had a voice like one of his own parrots and a face that reminded Miss Rachel instantly of a mule in miniature. He glared from Miss Rachel to the dazed blonde. “We’ll demand payment for damages! She’ll replace our plate glass and our stock, or we’ll sue!”

“Aren’t you worried as to how she is?”

“Not at all! Anyone stupid enough to fall through a plate-glass window deserves a knock on the noggin!”

“Well, she’s not in condition to haggle about damages now,” Miss Rachel argued. “Anyway, she isn’t the villain of this piece. A man pushed her through your window.”

“I didn’t see any man,” the other proprietor snapped. Miss Rachel saw that they were twins, two little mule-faced men amazingly alike in their green aprons. “She won’t get off by making up a story that she was pushed!”

“My sister and I are witnesses,” Miss Rachel said coolly. She turned to help the blond woman, who was getting to her feet though obviously quite wobbly. “If you decide to sue, we’ll have no hesitation about coming to court and telling the truth. I wouldn’t invest in a lawyer until I was sure of my facts, if I were you.”

Both little men were shaking with rage. They retired to the rear of the shop to mutter together. The blond woman looked curiously at the wreckage on the floor. “Did I do that?”

“I guess you did.”

“I can’t understand how it happened.”

“You were running full tilt at a man on the sidewalk,” Miss Rachel reminded. “You had a hand out, in greeting I suppose, and he simply grabbed your wrist and swung. Your momentum carried you right on through the shop window. It was pretty noisy.”

A strange look had come into the blond woman’s face, a mixture of astonishment and revulsion, as if she were hearing a tale about two horrible characters she hoped never to meet. “It—it sounds dreadful. This … man. What did he do afterward?”

“Ran like a rabbit.”

The woman shut her eyes as if at some painful thought. “Do you suppose many people saw us?”

“Well, more or less about everybody at Sunset and Vine. It’s crowded now. I think the bus passengers were still looking back, too.”

The woman was pale and haggard, much more so than she had been when Miss Rachel had entered. She was well over thirty, Miss Rachel decided. Close to forty, but well preserved, with a good figure, nice clothes, and skin which showed thorough and expensive care. “You see, I’m under court order to leave him alone. That’s why I wondered—”

Miss Rachel noted that the two mule-faced little men were still in the rear of the store arguing, or consoling each other. Birds fluttered overhead, pups yapped, and some monkeys squealed in their cage. “I can’t see why you’re worried about what you did. After all, he—”

The blonde made a silencing gesture. “Sorry. I know you mean to be helpful. But take my word for it, I had a narrow escape. I could have been arrested, taken to jail, fined. Or worse, sentenced to serve time. I’m thankful it didn’t happen.”

“You’re going to be stuck for damages to this shop unless you identify the man who threw you in here.”

The woman swallowed and her eyes bugged out. She made a choking sound. Then she ran. She darted out through the door and her footsteps clattered for a moment or so and then there was nothing. Miss Rachel and the two little men were left flat-footed in surprise.

It took several moments for the proprietors to recover and come forward. Then they minced toward Miss Rachel together, their movement and gestures so exactly alike—and somehow so ridiculous—that she couldn’t repress a giggle. The two men chose to ignore this. One said to her, “What’s wrong with that lady?”

“I think something scared her.”

He bent forward, his long face solemn. “You don’t suppose she had a concussion or something?”

“It’s possible.” Miss Rachel sensed something new in their manner. The rage was gone, had been replaced by a cautious politeness. “At any rate, she’s able to walk and talk. I think she’ll make it home.”

They exchanged a glance. “Do you know her?”

“No, I don’t.”

“You spoke of her getting home—”

“She must have one somewhere.”


“I see. Then you don’t know her name or address?”

“I can’t help you. She wasn’t to blame for the damage, anyway.”

“No, no, we’ve forgotten about that. We were just wondering if we—if somehow she could collect from us. Saying the window fell on her, or that we’d placed an obstruction that tripped her. You know. Chiselers rob business people that way all the time.”

“I don’t believe she has any such intention,” Miss Rachel said. “Still, if you’re worried, my offer applies to you as well. I’m willing to go into court and tell exactly what happened.”

“Would you?” Their eyes met again, sidewise; and Miss Rachel wondered if they expected her to bolt as the blonde had. “You’d leave your name and address with us, in case there is any trouble over this accident?”

“Certainly.”

One of the little men scurried over to a counter, from behind which he produced a brown-backed notebook and a pen on a chain. Miss Rachel dictated her name, home address, and phone number and saw the painstaking scribble with which they were entered in the book.

They thanked her humbly and profusely; she bought a can of cat food; they offered to show her some Siamese kittens and seemed elated at her promise to come back some other time to see them. Driving home with Jennifer, she interrupted a discussion of what to do about the aphids on the nasturtiums with a remark: “Now we’ll never know what it was all about, or how it ended.”

“What?” said Jennifer, though she very well knew.

“The woman who fell through the window.”

“Fiddle-faddle. One thing’s certain,” Jennifer sniffed. “The stuff she wears for undergarments wouldn’t keep a flea warm.”

The car swung from Sunset into Parchly Heights Boulevard, began to climb toward the low green hills where old homes sat amid flowers and lawns. “She wanted to kill that man on the sidewalk. She might really have done it, too—that purse had a lot of stuff in it, and she’s a big, powerful woman. She could have broken his neck. I wonder why she tried?”

“I’ve heard of these bold females,” Jennifer replied harshly. “They’ll do anything, go to any limits, to get a man.” Her tone implied she’d never needed one.

“Well, it’s possible an old love affair is at the bottom of it. But I doubt it somehow. She was possessed with hatred and he was mortally afraid of her. There was no sign of affection. Even old affection.”

“In that little moment, Rachel, how could you—”

“You had time to enumerate her underwear. At first I thought I had no impression whatever of him, that I’d been watching her. But all at once I find I have the most distinct idea of how he looked. He’s small and dark, younger than she is. There’s something broken, miscast, about his face, as if he’d been in a bad wreck, or had been a prizefighter for some years.”

“Oh, now, really—”

“And when he saw her he wasn’t a bit surprised. He was scared, he was literally petrified with fear. But it was a remembered kind of fear, if you know what I mean.”

Miss Jennifer refused to state whether she knew what it meant or not. She began to gather parcels together, tied her bonnet, smoothed the black knitted gloves across her knuckles. “Kindly watch that dip at the next corner. It’s getting worse. Or you’re hitting it faster all the time, I’m not sure which. When the springs go, you’ll know I’m telling the truth.”

Miss Rachel obediently slowed, crossed the dip at a snail’s pace. She turned into their drive, climbed steeply from the street, and parked before the garage. A big black cat sat on the side porch, waiting. As they walked from the car, the cat managed to convey, in a few low meows and tail switchings, that she’d been hungry and lonesome for hours, and that only the fact that she was an exceptionally well-mannered cat kept her from taking after them with her claws. It was an act, and they knew it, but Jennifer fussed and, once inside, rushed for the refrigerator.

The cat picked at the liver, had to be stroked and cajoled, given milk—the milk had to be warmed—and finally be allowed to settle in Jennifer’s lap. Seeing Jennifer immobilized in the parlor, Miss Rachel headed for the extension phone in the hall upstairs. She dialed the number of Mr. Simpkins, their attorney. He was long retired—he must be well over ninety by now, Miss Rachel thought—but he still attended to the affairs of a few old and untroublesome clients. He’d been their father’s lawyer and he still apparently thought of the two as the girls of his banker friend.

He had a croupy voice and a cough drop usually rattled an accompaniment to his speech. “Who? Rachel? Oh, and how are you, my dear? How is your sister? And the cat?”

“Jennifer is a long-suffering idiot and the cat is spoiled,” she told him. “I have a question. When people are commanded by the court to leave other people alone, isn’t a record made of it somewhere?”

“Naturally there is a record.”

“Where could I find it?”

“I haven’t any idea.” His tone reminded her that he had been a corporation lawyer and that in his practice he had not dealt with people who had to be ordered to keep away from others. “My best suggestion would be that you consult the attorney who filed the action.”

“Oh, I don’t know who he is. I don’t even know who she is.” Briefly she outlined the happenings at the pet shop. “You see, I’m curious. She didn’t seem the type of woman you’d have to order to leave a man alone.”

“I suppose that the police department would have a record of the complaint,” he said vaguely. “You’d have to know the names, though. May I speak a word of advice? Leave it alone, Rachel.”

“It seems I’ll have to, doesn’t it?”

He waited, trying to phrase what he had to say tactfully. “In such affairs, the meddling innocent is usually the one to be hurt. I agree with Jennifer. There is an unsavoriness there.”

“I’m so curious!”

“Yes, Rachel—you always were.” He was too kind to say so, but he must be remembering the time when Miss Rachel, as a child, had experimented with his top hat to see if an egg broken into it would really produce a white rabbit. The magician at Jennifer’s birthday party had made it seem so easy. “Just this once, listen to an old friend.”

“Very well, then.” It was the docile tone with which she had always reassured her bedeviled parents. Mr. Simpkins asked to be remembered to Jennifer, they said good-by, and she hung up.

She sat for a moment or so beside the small stand on which the phone rested, trying to wash the persistent curiosity from her mind. It wouldn’t budge. She was glad, then, for the temporary diversion when the phone rang. She picked it up again. A woman’s voice breathed in her ear.

“Miss Rachel Murdock?”

“Speaking.”

“This is the … person you spoke to a little while ago at the pet store.” The woman was panting, from effort or nervousness. “Do you understand?”

“The tall blonde?”

“Yes. If I may, I’d like to talk to you again. You are the Rachel Murdock who had her picture in the paper a month or so ago, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sort of a detective?”

“You flatter me.”

“I need help and advice terribly. I don’t know where to turn. He’s outwitted me in every move I’ve made—”

“The man who threw you into the store?”

“I can’t talk further now. May I come to your house?” The voice died to a whisper and Miss Rachel sensed that the other woman listened, not for her words, but for some danger in her surroundings.

“Let me meet you somewhere.” Jennifer would blow a fuse if the woman appeared, so soon after the fracas on the sidewalk. “There’s a small café at the corner of Parchly Heights Boulevard and Sunset. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

The phone abruptly went dead in her hand.



Chapter Two

The blond woman was already in a booth when Miss Rachel entered the café. She sat in a shadowy corner. She had made some hasty repairs to her hair and make-up, though she still seemed pale and nervous from the ordeal in the pet shop. As Miss Rachel walked her way, she fiddled nervously with the oversized handbag, burst into speech as soon as Miss Rachel sat down. “Please forgive me for being a nuisance. I can’t express my gratitude for your coming here to listen to me. I’m at my wit’s end.”

“How did you learn my name?” Miss Rachel asked.

“Well … I kept thinking about what you’d said, that I might be prosecuted for damages unless I revealed who that man was, so I finally nerved myself to return to the pet shop. I talked to those two dreadful little men. They didn’t seem as stubborn as before. I told them they ought to be willing to testify that he had tried to kill me. Oh, that made them very excited! They declared up and down that they’d seen nothing before I had catapulted through the window. Then they gave me your name and phone number, and said I’d have to depend on you as a witness and that they were washing their hands of it all. When I heard your name, I knew why you had seemed familiar. Your picture was in the paper in connection with that murder in the Wilshire district.”

“Yes. My sister still hasn’t forgiven me the ghastly publicity, which is why we’re here instead of in my home. What is your name?”

“I’m Ruth Rand.” She waited as if the name ought to mean something and then added, “I’m a television actress. You know, character parts.”

It added up, Miss Rachel thought. The woman had a professional gloss, and the hair, skin, and figure showed the care an actress would bestow on her person. “Have you been in Hollywood long?”

“I was on the stage in New York until a few years ago. My father and I came to the Coast in ’51.”

“And this man—”

“He married my niece.” A look of grief shot through the blonde’s eyes. “I introduced them. You see, I used to attend the races quite often and once at the track through mutual friends I met this—this—” She motioned as if no words were equal to what she thought of him. “He’d been a jockey He’d had a bad spill and lost his nerve and then had become an exercise boy and general hanger-on. You wouldn’t know it, but the tracks abound in characters like that. Hopeful kids and has-beens, like moths around a flame.”

“Yes, I’ve heard as much.”

“Well, my niece went to the track with me one day—Santa Anita, I think it was—and met Bax Bonnevain through me. And that was the beginning of the end. They were married in less than a month. They lived in a little house in Creek Canyon—you know, it’s up above Hollywood, it branches off Laurel Canyon—and she supported them by teaching piano.”

“How long ago was this?” Miss Rachel asked, trying to keep the narrative straight in her mind.

“Four years ago. They lived there for almost a year and she seemed happy. He spent his time at the tracks. I don’t think be made anything at his betting. He might have done as well as to break even. At least they never showed any signs of dire poverty, and what she made would just about have kept them. Lila was such a beautiful girl and in her teens and early twenties had shown such promise. Everyone who knew her was sure that she’d become rich and famous, and marry marvelously”

“How old was she when she did marry?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Where were her parents?”

“Dead. Lila’s father died when she was fourteen, and her mother—my sister Sheila—when she was just past twenty. She was grown by then, of course. She knew she had me and Dad to depend on. There was enough money in a trust fund for her to finish school and go on with dramatics and piano. Oh, Miss Murdock, she was so very, very talented. Almost too much so. Do you know what I mean? She could do almost everything well, and yet—not any one thing so well that she’d concentrate on it.”

“I’ve known people like that.”

“She painted portraits for a while. Then she taught piano. Meanwhile she was hoping for a chance to get into a Broadway production. And then it seemed, while she sort of drifted, she grew past that first youth when most of our opportunities show up. She followed Dad and me to the Coast and I could see she no longer had any hopes as an actress. Still, she could paint and she never lacked for piano students.”

“She married, then, shortly after coming West?”

“Six months, more or less.”

“You keep speaking of her in the past tense.”

“I know she’s dead.” Now tears filled the blond woman’s eyes and she turned her head, fighting for control. Miss Rachel waited. The café was almost empty. In the quiet she could hear the sobs choking Ruth Rand’s throat. Finally, she went on: “They rented the house in Creek Canyon to another couple three years ago and drove east. He claimed that he had a chance to get a job as a trainer at some small eastern track. We heard once from Lila, a postcard mailed at Niagara Falls.”

Ruth Rand searched in her purse for a handkerchief.

“Of course as time passed we worried, and we tried through friends of ours in the East to find some trace of them. I also got into the habit of driving up the canyon every few weeks and looking the place over. The tenants had let the yard go to pot. Everything looked dry and shriveled. Lila had had the same easy knack for gardening as for other things, and flowers just burst with bloom wherever she chose to put them.”

Ruth Rand stopped talking for a moment and in her eyes Miss Rachel saw the dregs of bitter memory; all that she had hoped for the brilliant girl, the promise and talent so glittering, the ending somehow nothing but ashes.

“About a month ago I noticed that the house was empty. I went back two days later, and he was there. He told me that Lila had left him in Albany, New York, more than a year ago and that he hadn’t heard from her since. I—I guess I sort of lost my head. It was such a bald, obvious lie. Lila would never have caused Dad and me such grief and bafflement, dropping from sight without a word. We had a terrible fight, and then I went to the police and demanded an investigation, and I—I accused him in front of them of murdering her.”

“Why would he?”

The question agitated the blond woman. Her face turned quite pink. “Don’t you see, sooner or later she’d realize what her life had come to? She’d find out what he was? She’d wake up to the truth that she was supporting this—this shoddy character and that he wasn’t worth wiping her feet on?”

Miss Rachel could tick off the names of quite a few, even among her limited acquaintanceship, who had resisted knowing the truth for a lifetime. But she didn’t attempt to argue with the overwrought woman. “Are you sure that the card from Niagara Falls was written by your niece?”

“No. It was typewritten.”

“The signature?”

“Typed in. She did do that, when she was hurried.”

“But he might have sent it.”

“I suppose so.” Bewilderment was growing in Miss Rand’s eyes. “You—think that …”


“It’s much too early to conclude anything,” Miss Rachel said. “What other steps did you take to trace your niece?”

“We wired the police in Albany at once. There was no proof that Lila and Bax had been there when he said they had. No hotel registration, or anything. Niagara Falls—well, we knew that was hopeless before we tried. Then we filed a missing person report with the Los Angeles police. They went up to the house in the canyon and talked to him, and he told them the same thing, she’d deserted him in New York State. Apparently there isn’t anything more the police can do.”

Miss Rachel suspected that the police might be doing more than Miss Rand knew. “What about her personal belongings?”

“The police asked about them. I know she stored some of her things with a friend, but I don’t know where, and I’m afraid to breathe a word of it to Bax because I don’t think he knows either. Her paintings and her piano are gone, I know—they left only the minimum furnishings in the house, nothing they’d worry over. As for her clothes and jewelry, he must have them. Or has disposed of them.”

“Tell me about this court order thing.”

Ruth Rand drew a deep, quivering sigh. “Last week a man came to the house, introduced himself to Dad as a lawyer, and said he was representing Bax and was getting a court order to keep me away from the house and to quit molesting him in any place whatsoever. When I got home from a job, Dad was terribly upset. That’s why I lost my temper today, I guess—oh, it’s all just more than I can stand!” She covered her eyes with her hands.

“What name did he give?”

“I don’t know. Dad might remember.”

“See if he does.” Miss Rachel gave the blond woman a friendly pat on the hand. “Your problem, of course—the thing you wanted my advice about—is how to locate your missing niece?”

Surprisingly, Ruth Rand shook her head. “I just want you to prove he did away with Lila. We’ll never find her remains. He’s got her in a … a cellar somewhere, buried.…” Tears overwhelmed her and she put her head down to cover them.

“I don’t think it’s wise to go at any situation with a preconceived, fixed summary of it in our minds,” Miss Rachel warned. “For instance, you might have gotten much more out of the husband if you had approached him without enmity, if you had abandoned for the time all your suspicions and hatred and had simply gone seeking information. Even what he didn’t tell, in such instance, might have been valuable. Now you have no method of approach whatever.”


“I—I hired a private detective,” Ruth admitted. “He didn’t get anywhere. He followed Bax around, and said he shops here and there in the mornings, or visits people, and goes to the track every afternoon. He couldn’t, or wouldn’t, penetrate any deeper into Bax’s activities.”

“There may be nothing more to discover,” Miss Rachel said. “Whether his wife left him as he says, or whether she rebelled and he killed her as you believe, the affair is finished. He’s back here, he’s resumed what must be his ordinary routine. I think you may have been wasting money on the detective.”

“Yes—I feel that I was. That’s why I dared to telephone you.” Her teary eyes surveyed Miss Rachel’s small figure, the smooth white hair under the brim of the little straw hat, the perky suit, the air of energy and curiosity. “No one would ever take you for anything but a modish little old grandmother.”

“I never married.”

The blond woman shook her head. “I’ll bet you had plenty of chances.”

Miss Rachel smiled. “Thank you.”

“If you do help me, I want you to know I can stand a fairly stiff fee. I make good money, and Dad has some, too. He’s anxious, of course, to find out what happened to his granddaughter.”

“We’ll discuss fees when we see what there is to be done. By the way, I’ve placed you now. You’re the widow in that new police series. How is that going to turn out, by the way?”

“I’m getting murdered tomorrow,” the blonde answered with a faint smile.

“Oh dear.”

“All in the day’s work. I’ll have to practice screaming tonight.”

“Neighbors won’t mind?”

“We’re in the foothills above Glendale. Fairly isolated. Perhaps I’d better take time now to write down my address and telephone number.”

She put the information on the back of a personal card and handed it to Miss Rachel.

“Will you see what you can do?”

Miss Rachel nodded. “I think I shall.” She looked curiously at the other. “You have some plan in mind as a beginning, I’m sure.”

“It’s past one now. He’s at the track, or getting there. We can go up the canyon and I can show you the house. There’s that court order, but I’ll have to risk it.”

They left the café. Ruth Rand suggested that they both ride in her car, since she knew the winding roads of the canyon. They drove west on Sunset, turned on Vine—the blond woman cast a brief, embarrassed glance toward the scene of her encounter that morning—then turned west again on Hollywood Boulevard, drove until they reached Laurel Canyon. Though the day was warm, the tree-lined slopes of the canyon gave off a breath of woodsy coolness. They climbed the steep drive toward the summit, where Mul-holland Drive crossed the ridge, but just before reaching Mul-holland, Ruth Rand swung the car into a narrow defile. The one-lane road was hemmed in by giant eucalyptus, which grew out of a thick hedge of lantana and blue sage. It was beautiful, Miss Rachel thought. Beautiful and wild. The narrow cleft between the hillsides opened into a tiny canyon. She could see houses here and there, perched amid the greenery. None were large, and they wore a rustic air, almost like vacation cottages. Ruth Rand pulled the car off the road into a pocket in the wild hedge.

“We’ll leave the car here and walk. It isn’t far. From this direction we can slip down in the back way.” She turned on Miss Rachel a look of hopeful determination, and for the first time Miss Rachel found herself remembering Mr. Simpkins’ warning: The innocent meddler is usually the one to be hurt. Wasn’t Ruth Rand in that category? There was a peculiar innocence in her attitude about her niece—she’d obviously never thought of the girl except as a brilliant, lovable martyr. And there was no doubt—if the man she called Bax had a guilty conscience—that she was, from his point of view, a most obnoxious meddler.

“Will we be seen by the neighbors?” Miss Rachel wondered.

“Not on this little path.” Ruth had ducked under some rampant honeysuckle, through a hole in a ragged wire fence, and was picking her way down the slope through dappled shadows. Miss Rachel followed. The air under the high old trees was dry and winy. It was very quiet here. Insects must be drowsing under the noonday heat; birds, too. All at once, in the middle of the almost nonexistent pathway, there appeared a cat.

He was a gray tom, with big jowls, tattered ears, a blind eye. At the sight of him, Ruth Rand gave a choked cry and hurried forward. “Oh, it’s Lila’s cat! Oh, Tom Boy, where’ve you been?” She squatted on her heels and caught the cat to her bosom, but he spat and bounded loose again. “He’s forgotten me!”

The cat paused under some shrubbery some distance down the path and looked back at them. It was a more baleful glare than Miss Rachel could remember on any cat, even her own in Samantha’s worst moods.

“I can’t understand it!” Ruth Rand was exclaiming. “He used to be the dearest old pet! I’ve brought him fish and liver dozens of times, fed it to him, too!”

“It’s been three years since you’ve seen him,” Miss Rachel reminded, though, to herself, this didn’t seem quite to account for the cat’s wild animosity. Cats had pretty long memories when it came to fish and liver. “Or perhaps it isn’t the same cat but just resembles the other one.”

Ruth Rand looked at her doubtfully. “If it isn’t Lila’s cat, it’s his twin brother. I’d forgotten that blind eye, but I recall now how he got it. Bax was shooting at ground squirrels up here one day and got the cat instead. Or—that was the story. Actually I think he hated Tom Boy and injured him deliberately.”

Ruth Rand took a step downhill; the cat hissed and sprang into the shrubs and disappeared. They went on cautiously and finally below them Miss Rachel saw a small house, a lattice-work arbor covered with dried vines above a bricked patio. She was struck at once by the look of abandonment. All of the vegetation which had been set into the slope above the bricked area, all of a row of hanging potted plants, the vines, some shrubs in containers, and geraniums in the slope below the house had been allowed to die of neglect.

Ruth Rand stood at the edge of the brick paving and wrung her hands. “You should have seen it when Lila was here. It was gorgeous. She had fuchsias in those hanging baskets, the most brilliant display I’ve ever seen outside a flower show. Those plants in tubs were camellias. The creeping lantana was blue and she had interplanted it with pink geraniums. The place was like a dream!”

Miss Rachel stepped over to a window and looked into the house. She saw a small service porch and a tiny, though modern, kitchen. It looked neat and spruce, in contrast to the decay outside. She heard a sudden exclamation from Miss Rand.

“Now I know why he came back! To sell the place!” She was pointing, and Miss Rachel saw a sign nailed to a stake, thrust into the middle of the dead lantana. They walked down, crunching the dry stalks under their shoes, to read the lettering which faced the road below. It was as Ruth had guessed. The sign said, FOR SALE, and gave an agent’s phone number in Hollywood.

“Well, at least now I shall have a logical reason to come up here and go through the house,” she told the blond woman. “The agent will be with me, of course, but I doubt if he knows any of the history of the house. I’ll time it to arrive in the afternoon. Tomorrow.”

Ruth Rand had rushed over to another window and was peering in. “He’s taken out most of the furniture. Sold it, I’ll bet.” She flung around; there was desperate grief in her eyes. “Don’t you see, when this is gone, the furniture sold and the house occupied by new owners, there won’t be anything left of Lila? It’ll be as if she’d never even been alive!” Her voice broke and she beat the vacant pane with a clenched fist.

“Don’t despair,” Miss Rachel said. “We’re not beaten yet. You wait here. I’m going to have a word with some of the neighbors.”



Chapter Three

At the first two places where she inquired Miss Rachel found people who had moved in during recent months and who therefore had known only the tenants of the Bonnevain house. When she displayed curiosity about these tenants, they were described to her as a young athletic pair who spent their free time at Muscle Beach, doing handstands and other acrobatics. Their name was Elvore. Dick and Jessie. The girl had worked at a bank and the man sold records in a music shop in Hollywood. They were nice people, if slightly eccentric about exercise.

The third house sat high above the road and was reached by a flight of rustic stone steps. It was a small place but pleasantly located among the eucalyptus which filled the little canyon. Miss Rachel mounted the stairs to the porch and rang the bell. A woman in a white cotton shirt and blue shorts answered the door. She was about Miss Rachel’s height, which put her below average, and she had a mane of black hair, which shone like water, green eyes, a trim figure. She was around thirty somewhere, probably looked younger with make-up on. “Hello,” she said.

“I noticed the sign on the house down the road.”

“Oh yes, the Bonnevain house.”

“I won’t have time to come out again with the agent this afternoon. I’m trying to find out a little about the place, to see if I’d want it. Do you have any idea of the price being asked?”

The woman opened the screen. “Come in. The owner left a card with me, giving some information, in case someone came looking without the agent. I can take you through, too, by the way.”

“Oh. Fine,” Miss Rachel said, somewhat surprised.

The room was large for the size of the house. The furniture was old, but it looked comfortable. Across the room by a big window which gave a view of the eucalyptus climbing the hill behind the house, sat a grand piano, and there was sheet music and music manuscript stacked and spilled on every available flat surface in the room.

“Do you compose?” Miss Rachel hazarded.

“I arrange,” the girl said briefly. She walked to a little desk in the corner and came back with a square card in her hand. “Bax wrote it down for me. He wants nine thousand for the house. There’s a quarter acre of land there, too, you see. City water, electricity, and everything like that, except gas. There’s no gas line available in the canyon.” She glanced up at Miss Rachel. “The electric range goes with the house, by the way. It’s a nice one.” Apparently she decided that Miss Rachel was really interested, for she asked her to sit down.

Miss Rachel sat on some music. The girl sat on the edge of a box-couch and went on reading. “One bedroom and a tiny den. You could use the den for a guest room, if that would be more suitable. Living and dining room are all together—about as big as this one,” She glanced about her. “But no garage has ever been built there. You’d have to put one in if you wanted it.”

“It’s odd to find a place minus a garage these days,” Miss Rachel said. “Don’t they own a car?”

“Oh yes, but Bax never worried about keeping it in out of the weather. He just ran it under some trees. I used to tell him it got dripped on all night. But he didn’t mind that either.”

“Is the owner living there? Or … owners … perhaps a married couple?”

She had made her tone light and idly musing, but the girl looked at her sharply. “Mrs. Bonnevain isn’t there now, no.”

Miss Rachel smiled a little, looking mildly puzzled, and the girl went on: “They’ve separated. She’s away.”

How far away? Miss Rachel wondered silently. “There wouldn’t be any difficulty getting her to sign the deed, I presume?”

“Oh, I’m sure not.” The girl continued with information about the Bonnevain house. Miss Rachel interrupted to remark that the garden looked so dismal. The girl explained that tenants had neglected the place, and that it wouldn’t take much to refurbish the grounds. “Everything grows like mad up here, shade plants best of all, though you couldn’t kill lantana with a spade, of course, sun or shade—if I were you I’d start out with a lot of quick-growing annuals, things like poppies and lupines. I believe if you’d water some of the ground cover, it might come back to life.” She dangled a key on a string. “Would you like to go indoors and look around?”

Miss Rachel was tempted, but she remembered Ruth Rand. Ruth might see them coming and get out of sight. Or she might not. They could catch her unawares and things could become difficult. “I’m rather tired right now. I think I’ll go back to town and come again tomorrow.”

“Will you let me show you through?”

I think not, Miss Rachel thought. The girl was obviously a friend of sorts to Bax Bonnevain. She’d keep a close eye on anyone exploring the house. “It’s a good idea,” she said vaguely.

“If I sell it for him, Bax has promised me a commission,” the girl put in with a smile. She had a lovely set of teeth, white and glistening. Miss Rachel noted the absence of a wedding ring. “My name is Carol Callahan. I’m in the phone book. Call me before you come up and I’ll meet you at Bax’s place.”

Miss Rachel nodded and the girl took it for a promise.

Miss Rachel, rising, asked: “Will the owner be there tomorrow?”

“Mr. Bonnevain is busy afternoons.”

“I see.”

They walked toward the door. Beyond the screen, a cat walked into view and stared through the mesh at the room. It was the cat she and Ruth Rand had met on the path. “You have a pet,” said Miss Rachel.

The girl was looking out at the animal somewhat oddly. “I guess I’ve inherited him. He was with the Bonnevains when they left. Now that Bax is back, he won’t stay at home any more. He’s just a tramp cat.”

The cat gave a deep, lonely howl and the girl made a face.

“Awful noise! How do they get it so deep in their throats like that?”

“He’s a baritone,” Miss Rachel said, and the girl giggled. “I have a cat. She’s a long-haired black, spoiled as sin.” She wondered then if Jennifer were still sitting in the rocker, Samantha’s prisoner. “Perhaps he’s hungry.”

“I often put out food. He won’t let me watch him eat. He’s so wild now. I don’t know whether he’s getting it or the squirrels are.”

The cat glared at them and Miss Rachel thought then that he looked lost and frustrated, rather than angry. “Cats don’t move well. They like to be settled. Perhaps that’s what’s wrong.”

“But this canyon is his old home,” the girl said. “He’d be familiar here, wouldn’t he?”

“He’s unhappy about something,” Miss Rachel decided.

“I think he is, too,” the girl agreed, something uneasy under her tone.

They went out on the porch, and the cat hissed at them and fled.

“Call me tomorrow!” Carol Callahan Cried after her, and Miss Rachel nodded again and smiled as if agreeing. The girl went back into the house. The cat was off among the trees and when he saw Miss Rachel watching, he ran farther off until hidden in the shadows. Miss Rachel turned and went back down the canyon road and climbed to the Bonnevain house where Ruth waited. Ruth’s eyes were watchful, her manner expectant.

“I seem to have run into a friend of Bax Bonnevain,” Miss Rachel said.

Ruth sucked in a breath.

“Miss Callahan. She has the key to this house.”

“She offered to show you through?”

“Yes, she did.”

“What did she have to say about Lila?”

“Merely that she was away.”

Ruth fanned the heat from her face with a handkerchief. “I never did trust that woman.”

“Was she friendly to your niece?”

“Oh, on the surface it seemed as if they were good friends. They were in and out of each other’s houses all day. They had a common interest in music, of course. Lila used to help Carol with her arrangements. I think really that Lila was better at it than Carol was. Carol had studio contacts, that was all. She’s been married and divorced; never talks about her ex-husband. I used to suspect she was kind of sweet on Bax.”

“And he with her?”

“Yes. Wasn’t her manner the least bit guilty?”

“She had something on her mind,” Miss Rachel said. “I doubt if it’s a serious crime, or the covering of one. A problem of some sort has her jumpy.”

Ruth leaned forward, her eyes pin-pointed with sudden anger. “You just think it’s not serious! She’s as guilty as Bax!”

They left the patio and started to climb the hill toward the car.

“What other close friends had Lila Bonnevain?” Miss Rachel asked.

“She knew a few people in Laurel Canyon. Parents of her pupils, mostly.”

“You said that she had stored her piano and her paintings with a friend.”

Ruth turned a blank look at her. “Did I say that?”

“Yes, you did.”

“Well, those things just disappeared at about the time Lila and Bax went East.”

“Could she have left them with Miss Callahan?”

Ruth stumbled in the path. Her mouth made a tight line, her hands were clenched on the handle of her bag. “You looked around in there, didn’t you? What did you see?”

They reached the car. Miss Rachel turned to face the tall woman, who refused to meet her eyes. “If I’m to help you in this, there has to be honesty between us. Why didn’t you tell me that the purpose of our visit up here was for me to spy on Miss Callahan?”

Ruth put her back to the car as if guarding some last line of retreat. “You’re a gentlewoman. If I told you the full extent of my suspicions, you’d call me a nasty-minded hysterical fool.”

“Those are strong words for a gentlewoman. And I’m not the prude you think I am. I can’t work in the dark, or rather, I won’t.”

Ruth seemed cornered by some quandary. Perhaps, as an actress, the playing of a part was more natural than frankness. Or perhaps, as Miss Rachel was beginning to suspect, she preferred a tool, a dupe, more than an intelligent friend. “Even my father, worried as he is—even he makes me shut up when I start on Bax and Carol.”

“Do you want to tell me?”

Ruth measured her, and Miss Rachel got the impression that she felt she’d lost control of the situation. It had been Ruth’s crusade and now it was turning into Miss Rachel’s puzzle, and the big blonde resented it. She wanted the personal retribution and excitement; the rest was just work.

Ruth said finally, “Well … there are libel laws. If Bax has an attorney working for him, I can’t risk broadcasting all that I think.”

Miss Rachel smiled slightly. “I see.”

Indecision flickered in Ruth’s glance. “You’re not angry?”

“Not at all.”

“What will you do about seeing the inside of the house?”

“Nothing.”

She tried to cover her relief. “You’re quitting?”

Miss Rachel nodded without animosity. “I’m going home.” Ruth turned to open the car door for her. “I think you’ll ask to see me again, Miss Rand. For that reason I’m going to tell you something about myself. I hate posturing and pretense. I like people who—though they keep up a polite show for the world—are at least honest with me about their motives.”

Ruth absently let the door swing out. It caught her across the hip and she winced.

“When you come back to see me—if you do—I want you to give up pretending a terrific fondness for your niece. Perhaps you liked her somewhat, but you felt also that she was too stupid to see the truth of the situation she was in; and when we find stupidity in others, we can’t help but despise them. You despised your niece for being blind about her unworthy husband; and then she went away and never came back, and what you feel now is guilt.”

Ruth swayed toward the car, put her hands on the swinging door, rocked on her toes. “An ugly thing to say—”


“To yourself you’d dismissed her as beneath sympathy and now you think she is dead. So the guilt must be covered up by a tremendous show of energy and anger. Blame must be fixed upon others so you won’t have time to think of how you treated her.”

Ruth Rand said something under her breath, hurried around to the other side of the car, and leaped in behind the wheel. The motor turned over as she pressed the switch. Then she saw that she had forgotten to insert the key and had to rummage in her big purse. While she was doing this, Miss Rachel got into the seat and closed the door on her side.

Miss Jennifer had accused her sister of all sorts of reckless capers in driving, and a total lust for speed; but never in her career as a motorist had Miss Rachel ever approached the disregard for safety of that ride out of Creek Canyon, down Laurel Canyon Boulevard, and so to Hollywood. It was a roller coaster with trees. It was a bobsled on wheels. A wind-splitter, a jackknife dive, and a stomach extractor.

“Good-by.” This was all Ruth Rand said when she let Miss Rachel out beside the corner café.

“Until we meet again,” Miss Rachel answered to the disappearing rear license plate.

At home, Jennifer had put on an apron and a dust cap and was taking down all the upstairs curtains to wash them. The cat was on the side porch, haughtily disgusted. When Miss Rachel went inside Samantha followed, twitching her tail and complaining of neglect. Jennifer leaned over the bannister in the upstairs hall, curtains in her arms. “Rachel! Where on earth have you been and what are you up to? Someone called here about a horse.”

Miss Rachel paused with her bonnet in her hands. “Who?”

“A thoroughbred race horse named Forelady.”

“I don’t know any horses named Forelady!” Miss Rachel protested.

“Well, the number’s there by the phone. Are you gambling now, Rachel?”

“Life is a gamble,” Miss Rachel pointed out. She went into the front room, put down her hat and bag, and read the number written exclamation-size on the pad by the phone. Bax Bonnevain had been a jockey; he had met his missing wife at a race track; and now someone was offering a tip on a horse. The sequence held promise of something fascinating. She dialed. A man answered. He had a cultured, somewhat oily tone. “Harper speaking.”

“My name is Rachel Murdock. Someone called with racing information.”

“Oh … Miss Murdock! Glad you called back. This is the Hooded Groom. Are you familiar with our service? Of course you must be,” he added hastily. “We had your check in the mail this morning. Our super-special for today runs in the fifth at Hollywood Park. Forelady. Do you understand?”

“I hope this animal goes at a good price,” Miss Rachel told him. “I hate hot-dog horses.”

“Oh …” The tone suddenly flattened. “Of course, we have another service, entirely separate from our super-special.”

“I thought you might have.” A web seemed to be spinning on the other end of the wire.

“Our long-shot special costs a little more.”

“How much?”

“Ten dollars. If the horse we give you doesn’t win, you get the long-shot special free for the following day.”

“That seems reasonable. Where do I mail my check?”

“Why … uh.” He wasn’t going to remind her, then, that she was supposed to have mailed him a check already, for Forelady, and therefore should know the address. “If you want to catch today’s long shot, I suggest you drop by on the way to the track. It’s going in a late race.”

“Fine. Where are you?”

“We’re on the corner of Sepulveda and Sunnydoon. You’ll see our sign in the window.”

“I’ll be right down.”

She put up the phone and glanced toward the door. Jennifer was there, trailing curtains, which the cat was getting ready to tear into. “Rachel, I smell a rat!”

“You smell a horse,” Miss Rachel corrected. She picked up her hat and planted it on the smooth white pompadour, tucked in a stray lock, took the bag off the chair. “I’m the one who smells a rat.”

Miss Jennifer’s sharp eyes took on a disapproving gleam. “Don’t you remember anything of what Father taught us through the years? He’d turn over in his grave if he—”

“Father was a banker. He didn’t dare go near a track. There’d have been a run on the bank. Father’d have been killed in the crush.”

“You’re behaving very peculiarly today.”

“Not I.” She whisked out of the house, followed by Jennifer’s prophesies of disaster.
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