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Chapter 1

The ringing of the doorbell, a sound like an angry wasp caught under an overturned flowerpot, jerked Doris Chenoweth from a deep sleep. She started up, confused and instantly alarmed, and then was caught by the sensations of dizziness, headache, the hangover of her almost sleepless night. The windows of the bedroom were open to the morning air, and outside, beyond the railing of the deck, the pines stood tall and green against the blue California sky. After a moment Doris fumbled with the little clock on the bedside table. It was a quarter of eight.

She threw aside the covers, got to her feet, hurried to the closet, even as the doorbell gave forth another wasp like buzzing. “I’m coming … coming,” she muttered. Her shaking hands tangled with the ropelike tie of her robe. “Just don’t wake him up …”

The big house, with an exterior of natural redwood and glass brick, was cantilevered out from the hill on huge steel beams, so that the living room and the bedrooms seemed to float among the pines. The entry, however, was against the hill, with a flagstone patio, now still damp from last night’s fog. Doris opened the door to find a uniformed police officer waiting. The police cruiser, black and white with a gold medallion on the door, sat in the driveway which slanted down from San Jacinto Road.

He touched his cap. “Mrs. Chenoweth?”

“Yes.”

“My name is Winkler. I’m with the Idylynn Police. Is Mr. Chenoweth here?”

“Yes, but he got in quite late last night—he always gets home very late on Wednesday nights—and I hate to wake him unless it’s very urgent.” She brushed back the tousled dark hair, touched faintly now here and there with silver, and smiled at the young officer to take away any sting from her refusal.

He didn’t answer the smile. He didn’t quite meet her eyes, either; he seemed to be staring over her left shoulder. “You’ve seen your husband this morning?”

“Well … I … No, I didn’t look in on him. He must be there, though. He always is.” She tried to make it sound light, joking.

“Would you just check, ma’am?”

She hesitated, half turning from the door. “Do you mind telling me why you want to know if my husband is here?”

He shook his head. “I couldn’t say, ma’am.”


Leaving him, leaving the door open a crack, she padded down the shadowy hall to Sargent’s door. She put an ear against the door panel, listening for any hint of movement within. Then, being careful to make no noise, she turned the knob, widened the opening with caution, and peeped into the room. She blinked in surprise, first at the great amount of light—Sargent was a fanatic about drawing the heavy draperies before going to bed—and then at sight of the empty, undisturbed bed across the room.

“Sarge?”

The room was furnished in a masculine style, brown rough-weave draperies and bedspread, heavy oak furniture, plain dark rug. Doris opened the door wide and hurried through to the bathroom beyond. She rapped gently, listened, then threw open this second door and again squeezed her eyes shut in astonishment and fright; she had thought that Sargent must be here, already up and shaving, though the bed-straightening was out of character for him. “Sarge, there’s a policeman to see you….” The words died in the silence. She tried to fight down a sudden panic, aware of how little she was prepared to meet any emergency with her head thick and aching from nerves and sleeplessness.

When she had made sure that Sargent was nowhere in the house, she rushed back to the entry. The officer still stood there, looking patient and capable. “I can’t find him! He’s not here! Did you come to … to tell me something about my husband?”

“No, ma’am,” the young officer said carefully. “I came to find out if he was at home, and if he wasn’t, to get a full description from you.”

“A … a description of Sargent?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The officer had taken out a small notebook and a pencil; he poised the pencil—she noted dazedly that it was a green automatic pencil with some kind of advertising printed on it—and waited.

“But …” She shook her head. “… what’s this all about?”

“I can’t say, ma’am. I was just sent to check.”

She tried to collect her thoughts in the face of his reserve and evasion. “My husband is forty-three. He’s close to six feet tall. He’s rather thin. I don’t know exactly what he weighs right now, but he’s far from heavy. He has blue eyes and brown hair. He wears glasses, brown horn-rims.”

“What about scars? Identifying marks and so on?”

“He has a bad scar that crosses his temple—his right temple—and cuts across his right eyebrow. A very noticeable scar, though when he’s wearing his glasses, it’s not so—” She felt so sick and dizzy at this point that she had to cling to the doorframe. “It happened long ago when he was a child. His brother accidentally pushed him into a barbed-wire fence.”

“I see. Now, about the clothes he was wearing yesterday …”

“A dark-blue suit. White shirt. I don’t remember which tie he wore. I might remember if I went to look.”

“It’s all right, ma’am.”

“He had his blue topcoat along, because he expected to be coming up from San Bernardino quite late.”

The officer scribbled with businesslike speed in the notebook.

The sunlight beat hurtingly into her eyes. The moisture was drying off the flagstones, and out in the pines jays were screeching. “Can’t you tell me anything? There must be some reason—”

“I’m sorry,” he said, sounding as if he meant it. “As I said, I was sent here to check. If you’ll take my advice, ma’am, you’ll try to keep calm. Drink some coffee, maybe eat something. If you have a neighbor close, a good friend …”

She shook her head frantically at him. “No. There’s no one.”

“Don’t keep your phone tied up, at any rate. Probably you’ll be hearing from the county sheriff’s office.”

“They’re the ones who … who sent you?”

He nodded. “You understand, we co-operate with them, they do the same for us.” He started away, then turned. “Don’t try to imagine all sorts of things, ma’am. It may not be anything serious.”

He didn’t believe that it was nothing serious, and neither did she. She felt all at once that this system, this sending a man who couldn’t tell you anything, a man who asked questions but gave no answers, was completely inhuman. She swayed back into the hall, shut the door, leaned there for a moment, then made her way to the kitchen. Here everything was brightness and cleanliness, white tile and chrome. There were decorative brass molds and trivets hung on the wall above the long formica counter. Doris went to the counter and bent above it and cried.

She could have a drink.

The thought beat through the fuzzy misery. She was reaching for the cupboard door when another thought came—Uncle Chuck.

She hesitated. The door had begun to swing open and now completed the swing by itself. The bottle sat there on the shelf, down by almost half.

How could she nerve herself to call Uncle Chuck after the long months of silence and neglect? How could she turn to a half-paralyzed old man whom she had all but abandoned, discarded; how could she beg him for comfort, for reassurance against the terror that froze her sick brain?

“I have to have someone …”

She took the whisky from the cupboard. Her hands shook so that some of the liquid spilled before she could get it into a glass. She splashed in water from the faucet, gulped some of the drink down, then was suddenly seized with retching and had to bend over the sink to be sick.

Where was Sargent?

Why wasn’t he here at home as usual, yawning over a late Thursday-morning breakfast? Still leaning over the sink, she stole a glance toward the sunny alcove at the end of the room. The table held a little bowl of buttercups and ferns, wild things she had gathered a day or two before, now half withered. Through the bright mesh curtains she could see the pine trees and the sky. And that was all. Sargent really wasn’t here. He was gone. And now he would never be here again. The thought brought such agony that she forced down the rest of the drink.

After a second drink she staggered back to her own room, stripped off the robe and gown, showered in the bathroom, combed her hair, and put on bra and panties and a gray terry-cloth overall she liked to wear around the house.

“Now I have to wait….” She went to the living room, crossing the deep-piled silver rug to draw back the window draperies. It seemed to her, standing by the big windows, that she had never noticed before how still the house could be. How deadly still. Her ears seemed to prickle with the silence.

Then the phone rang.



Chapter 2

She steadied herself by a conscious act of will.

I won’t tremble, or cry, or go to pieces. No matter what is said … 

She walked to the end of the couch and sat down, put out a hand to the phone on its small table. The phone was silver-gray, matching the décor of the room; its plastic surface seemed to sting her hand with its coldness. She waited a moment, swallowing her fear. It seemed impossible to lift the receiver.

Now … She put the receiver to her ear. “Hello.”

“Mrs. Chenoweth?”

“Yes.”


“This is Detective Lieutenant Martin speaking. I’m with the sheriff’s office. We asked the Idylynn Police to send an officer to talk with you a short while ago. This was a preliminary check, just to make sure—”

“Where is my husband?”

“—to make sure that there was no mistake, before we contacted you direct. You’d better brace yourself, Mrs. Chenoweth. I’m afraid I have bad news for you.”

The phone almost fell from her grip. A chill spread across her body and a darting blackness covered the room around her. It was more than a minute before she again caught the thread of what the officer was saying. “… and we’ll send someone up there for you, to bring you down here so that you can make an identification.”

“I’m sorry. I haven’t been … I didn’t catch what you’ve been saying.”

“A man whom we believe to be your husband has been found dead at Borrego Reservoir. His car was parked at the rim of the reservoir. We checked out the license number on the car, the driver’s license on the body—”

He paused, and in the silence she heard a whining at the entry door. Pete was there, scratching to come in and be fed. She’d forgotten all about Pete—Pete, who never forgot her and never forgot or neglected his job, which was to patrol the place at night. Tears of weakness and despair came into her eyes; she had a sudden wish to throw the phone far from her, or to smash it on the wall, or to beat it to pieces with a hammer.

“Mrs. Chenoweth?”

“I’m … I’m listening.”

“Do you have a friend, a neighbor, someone you could call, who’d be willing to stay with you right now?”

“No.”

“I’m sorry to have to break the news this way. Could you be ready in about thirty or forty minutes?”

“Ready?”

“We need you to come to the morgue and make positive identification of the body.”

“I can’t believe …” She tried to force away the beating darkness that threatened to swallow her. Great wings of it skittered back and forth across her vision. “I can’t believe that my husband is drowned. Why should he go to the reservoir at night? A deserted place like that—it doesn’t make sense.”

“He wasn’t drowned, Mrs. Chenoweth. I can’t discuss the other items over the phone. Please be ready when our car gets there.”

“All right.”

She sat with the phone in her hand, crouched against the arm of the divan. Pete was using his nails, snuffling and whining at the doorsill. The noise seemed to magnify the stillness that surrounded her. She thought, I must cry. I must shed tears for Sargent. But no tears came.

After a while, with a deep sigh, she put the phone back into its cradle and went to admit the dog. He was a big dog, long-haired, tawny in color, a collie mix. Rescued from the pound three years before, he was a grateful and lovable pet. He capered around her now, making little mock, growls deep in his throat. “Down, Pete. Good Pete.” Draggingly she led the way into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. As she bent to put down Pete’s dish of food, she noticed the blood caked along his ear and neck. “Pete … you’re hurt!” She touched his ear, and he flinched. “Still, Pete, hold still.” The famished dog began to wolf down his breakfast, and gingerly Doris searched for the wounded place. Separating the tawny fur and being careful not to tweak the ear, she finally saw the deep groove which had creased the flesh just below the ear. It was not bleeding now but was caked over with dried blood, and the flesh around the wound looked red and swollen.

Could it have been a scratch from a wild animal?

It would take something the size of a large wildcat, or even a puma, to make such a wound on the big dog, she thought. It had been a long time since any such animals had been spotted near Idylynn.

She wondered what she should do about the injury. Put on some antiseptic? But that might dissolve the caked blood and open the wound again. A bandage? But she knew that Pete would scratch and dig at any bandage until it was off.

In the end she took a wet paper towel and cleaned off the fur as best she could, avoiding any pressure on the deep groove. Then she took Pete to his bed in the service area and made him lie down there and closed the door.

Coming back through the kitchen, her eyes fell on the extension phone on the wall at the end of the cabinets. She could call Uncle Chuck now. He was down there in San Bernardino, a crippled old man, but one whose love and understanding had been unstinted during the time she had been growing up. He would think of a way to help.

The number—

Once she had known it as well as her own.

She returned to her bedroom, took the time to change to a blue wool dress in preparation, for the trip with the police, put on a pair of black pumps, make-up, and recombed her hair. Then she took the small address book from her dresser drawer and went back to the living room.

On the third ring Uncle Chuck’s voice came on strongly. “Hello. Chuck Sadler here.”

“Uncle Chuck …”


There was a moment or so of silence, as if of shock and surprise. “My God! Dorrie! Is it you?”

“Yes. Uncle Chuck, I’ve only got a minute. The police are coming. No, don’t interrupt. Just let me tell you quickly what it’s all about. Sargent has been found dead at Borrego Reservoir. His car is there, at the edge of the water. But it seems he didn’t drown. A policeman came here this morning before eight, one of the local police officers, and wanted to know all about Sargent …” Now, in sudden relief at being able to tell someone else about it, she began to cry. She hung sobbing at the phone, unable to go on.

“Dorrie, listen. You say the cops are on their way? What for?”

“To … to take me down to iden … identify him.”

“Dorrie, you don’t have time to cry. Not right now. When did Sargent die? Did they tell you that?”

“No.”

“Wasn’t he home last night?”

The sobs froze in her throat, and for an instant her tear-filled eyes widened as if with alarm. “Wh—what?”

“Was Sargent home last night? Did you see him at all during the evening?”

She swallowed, rubbing the tears away with the back of her free hand. She seemed suddenly to come to a decision. “No.”

“He never did come home?”

“His bed wasn’t slept in. You know—or maybe you’ve forgotten—Sargent had some friends, three friends he’d known for years, old friends from his college days, and he spent an evening a week with them. Sometimes they’d bowl. Sometimes they played poker.”

“He was still doing that?” Uncle Chuck asked, as if it might have been outgrown by now.


“Yes.”

“So you hadn’t seen him since yesterday morning?”

She hesitated over the direct reply. “I hadn’t seen him since he left to go to the office.”

There was silence at the other end of the line, as if Uncle Chuck was thinking something over. “Dorrie, I know you pretty well, or I used to, anyway. There’s something funny about the way you’re answering me. Did you really not see Sargent at any time last night?”

“Uncle Chuck, I’m telling the truth. I didn’t see Sargent once he left the house yesterday morning.”

“All right. Now listen carefully. I’m going to meet you at the morgue. If you get there and they take you on in, and it’s over before I can make it, don’t leave. Wait for me. I’ll drive you home. And Dorrie, this is important—”

“Yes?”

“Say as little as possible to the cops. Tell them you don’t want to make a statement unless your attorney is there. They won’t like that, but—”

“Uncle Chuck, I don’t have an attorney!”

“I’m your attorney, Dorrie, for the time being. Had you forgotten?”

Yes, Doris admitted to herself, she had forgotten. Uncle Chuck and his affairs had so far slipped from her mind that she hadn’t thought at all of the fact that after retirement, when most men spend their time loafing, raking leaves, or playing croquet, Uncle Chuck had studied law and had passed the bar examination.

“Later on we can call in a younger man with experience in this kind of thing, if we need to. But right now I’m it,” he said.

“Yes. Oh, thank you, Uncle Chuck!”

“Good girl. Keep calm—as calm as you can—and say as little as possible to the cops, and don’t run off without me.”

As she hung up the phone for the second time that morning, Doris felt a lift of spirit, the beginnings of hope and something like confidence.

No matter what lay ahead, no matter what accusations were brought forth, or what motives were assigned her, she felt that she had a champion. Uncle Chuck would not let her down.

If this turned out to be the last and the ghastliest part of what Sargent had been trying to do to her, she would cheat him. She would twist victory out of his grasp, even though he were dead.

The morgue was down two flights of gray cement steps, down in the basement of the new City Building. It was a cold antiseptic-smelling room. Out in the middle of the floor, under a light and above the round grill of a drain set into the tiled floor, was a wheeled stretcher-table of the type used in hospitals. On it lay a sheeted form.

Lieutenant Martin had Doris’s elbow in a firm masculine grip. He led her to the stretcher, and a little man in a white uniform seemed to pop up out of nowhere to twitch aside the top of the sheet.

“Do you identify this body as being the body of Sargent Chenoweth?” said Martin in a rather formal, droning voice.

She screamed, a high-pitched terrified, torn sound, and jerked around to try to run. But Martin held her ruthlessly. “Just a minute, please. Do you identify this—”

“Yes, yes, yes,” she shrieked, covering her eyes. “I won’t look. I won’t look again. Don’t make me—”

“All right, Mrs. Chenoweth. All right.”



Chapter 3

There was a light in the ceiling, a big light inside a frosted-glass bowl-shaped cover. From the cot on which she lay the light appeared to swim in circles, distorted by her dizzy senses. She felt inert, exhausted, her mouth and throat as dry as cotton.

A woman’s head and body, distorted like the light, came to lean above her. The woman wore a pale-tan official uniform, with some sort of badge pinned to the front. “Mrs. Chenoweth, are you feeling better? Would you like to sit up?”

Doris closed her eyes, shutting out the wavering head and the tower-like body. “I feel sick.”


A hand patted her shoulder, not unkindly. “Well, you had such a shock. No warning at all, is that right?”

Doris shook her head on the flat pillow. This wasn’t a jail cell, she had begun to understand, though it looked plain and bare enough to be one. It seemed to be a kind of matrons’ room. Besides the cot there were lockers against the other wall, a basin and mirror in a corner, a big calendar above a small desk, and a set of pigeonholes for messages and mail.

She tried to remember what had happened before she had come here. She’d been somewhere else for a while, a room with a big desk in it, and she had sat on one side of the desk and the detective named Martin had been on the other. Strange memory—she could recall Martin clearly; he’d been leaning toward her, his lips had moved, she had a vivid mental image of his face and his moving lips, but nothing more, no sound, no words, no train of thought. She had no idea of how long she had sat facing Martin across the desk or whether she’d made any reply to what he had said.

The matron had gone to the basin in the corner, had run water there, and had come back to the cot. “Will you try to sit up and drink this water? It might make you feel better.”

Doris opened her eyes to see a paper cup being held over her. She drew a deep breath and with the matron’s help managed to lift herself to a sitting position, to put her feet on the floor, and to sip at the water. It was lukewarm and tasted of metal pipes.

“Your uncle is waiting,” the matron told her. “He wants to take you home.”

“Yes, I … I’ll be all right in a minute.”

“Take your time.”

Over the rim of the paper cup Doris studied the tan uniform and the badge. “Are you a policewoman?”

“Yes.”

“Is this the jail?”

“Oh no. This is only the reception area. You aren’t in the jail proper at all. That’s upstairs. You were brought in here because you were feeling ill.”

“Who brought me?”

“Um … Lieutenant Martin and I.” The matron’s tone was determinedly light and cheerful, as if she and Doris were talking about having tea, or going to a matinee together, or on a shopping spree.

“My purse …”

“It’s right here, Mrs. Chenoweth.”

When finally they went out to the hall, Uncle Chuck was seated there with the big knobby cane propped against the bench beside him. He stood up at once, bracing himself quickly and expertly with the cane, and held out his free hand. “Hello, Dorrie dear.”

Doris thought, with a sense of shock, that he looked much older, much more frail, than when she had last seen him; flesh seemed to have melted, leaving him shrunken and bent inside his neat brown suit. And yet his eyes were the same, warm with the old affection and concern, and Doris felt her own eyes fill with weak, bitter tears.

She kissed his dry, fresh-shaven cheek. “It was good of you to come, Uncle Chuck.”

“That’s what Uncle Chuck is for.” Then he thanked the matron for having looked after Doris, and he and Doris headed for the outside door. The car was at the curb nearby, Uncle Chuck’s faithful Chevrolet, still gleaming and tidy after ten years. He opened the door for her, making the gallant gesture she remembered, the little bow and the smile that brought back so many memories. Once behind the wheel, he reached over to pat her hand. “We won’t try to talk until we get to your house. Then we’ll see what we can make of all this.”

“Did you talk to the detective, Lieutenant Martin?”

“He wouldn’t see me; he put me off. I don’t like that part of it. Now put your head back and rest.”

Uncle Chuck looked around the living room as if refreshing his memory of it. “I hadn’t been here for so long, I’d forgotten how pretty your new house is. It’s a beauty, Dorrie.”

“I don’t think of it as a new house any more. We’ve been here for three years—three years next month.”

“It cost a lot of money.”

“Yes, it did. Sit over here, Uncle Chuck. Do you want a drink? Coffee? Something to eat?”

“I just want to talk to you, Dorrie, and find out a few necessary things. I mentioned how much the house cost because I was leading up to something—how well Sargent had been doing financially. He wasn’t in any bind over the mortgage or expenses, was he?”

“Oh no.”

“I read in the paper, must be almost a year ago, he’d taken in a partner. A woman. Or rather, she had had an accounting business like his, a one-man operation—I guess you’d say one-woman—and Sargent and she just merged their businesses.”

“That’s right.”

He gave her a close look. “Do you want a drink, Dorrie?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Sit still, let me bring you one. I can find what I want.” He went out toward the kitchen, walking fairly briskly in spite of his need to depend on the cane. He was gone for several minutes, then returned with a single glass on a tray. He put the tray down on the small table near the couch, where Doris sat. She sipped at it gratefully.

“Getting back to this partnership—did it seem satisfactory?”

She hesitated, then shook her head. “No. Sargent found fault with Sharon all the time. Oh, the first few weeks were all right, I guess. But then there seemed to be more and more friction.”

“Over what?”

Doris sat silent, looking into the glass as if trying to pin down vague impressions. “A lot of his dissatisfaction seemed—oh, sort of general. She wasn’t efficient, she did things that annoyed him, she didn’t keep her own accounts—records of what clients owed—in a way that Sarge approved of. But mostly, and this is my own idea, I think Sarge expected Sharon to bring a lot of new accounts to the office. And she didn’t. I think she even lost some she’d previously had.”

“Before we go on along this line, Dorrie, I’d better ask this—do you know who might have killed Sarge?” When she shook her head, he added, “Not even a suspicion?”

“No. None at all.” By looking directly into Uncle Chuck’s eyes, facing him, she tried to make him understand that she was being completely frank and honest.

“The detective, Martin, must have asked you the same thing.”

“I … I guess he did. It scares me … I don’t remember what was said there in Martin’s office. It’s just  … a blur.”

Now it was Uncle Chuck’s turn to sit silent and thoughtful. Finally he said, “I have to ask this. How was your marriage? How were you and Sargent getting along as a married couple?”

She drew in a deep breath, seemed to brace herself. “These last two years of being married to Sarge turned me gray. You must see the silver in my hair that wasn’t there the last time we met. You can’t miss it.”

“I’m never going to say I told you so,” Uncle Chuck said in a tone of regret. “I never did think Sargent was right for you, though.”

“I know.”

“I figured, Dorrie, when you quit wanting to see me, quit ever calling me on the phone, things were going wrong for you. And I respected that attitude on your part. You were trying to work things out your own way, just between you and Sargent.”

“The more fool me,” Doris said bitterly. “Sarge had found another woman. Nothing I could have done would have made any difference.”

“Who, Dorrie? Who was she?”

“I don’t know.” She put the empty glass on the table. “Forgive me if you can for the way I acted, the way I ignored you.”

“I always knew you’d call me someday. Like today. When things were either completely all right or else utterly gone to hell.” He sat looking at her; Doris had put her head back against the couch cushions and had closed her eyes. “Let me fix us a bite of breakfast,” he said. “You remember, I was always a pretty good cook. Famous for my coffee and pancakes. Omelets that melt in your mouth.”

She opened her eyes and tried to smile back at him.

“While you’re waiting—stretch out on the couch, Dorrie—I’ll bring you another drink.”

While she sipped the fresh drink and listened to Uncle Chuck in the kitchen, Doris thought again of the scene in Martin’s office. It seemed like it had been before, though. She could picture Martin leaning toward her, his lips moving; she sensed that she must have made some reply. But no memory of what had been said returned to her.

Over the third cup of coffee for both of them Uncle Chuck said, “Dorrie, my first job as your attorney is to protect your interests, and that includes money matters. What about insurance, as a starter? Did Sargent carry any?”

“Oh yes. We both carry large policies,” Doris told him.

“And this house?”

“It’s covered by mortgage insurance. It will belong to me, free and clear, now that Sarge is dead. Uncle Chuck, it seems queer to be talking about things like this so soon after—”

“I know, Dorrie, but the worst mistake you could make would be to let it go, try to ignore it all. Where are the papers, insurance policies, things like that? Here in the house?”

“Yes. There’s a fireproof steel case in Sarge’s closet.”

“Let’s have a look.”

They went to Sargent’s room. Doris opened the closet and indicated the gray steel case on an upper shelf. Uncle Chuck asked if it were locked, and Doris said yes. She brought a chair to stand on, got down the case, set it on Sargent’s dresser, then searched for a key in a leather cufflink box. But Uncle Chuck, testing the catch, had found it unlocked and had already lifted the lid.

The gray steel case was completely empty.

For a few moments there was complete silence, as Doris stared into the steel case and Uncle Chuck stood frowning, puzzled.

“I don’t understand this,” Doris said.


“When did you last have a look inside?”

“I don’t know. As long ago as a month perhaps. I checked something about the insurance. We had had a break-in; I wanted to check what the burglary part of the policy covered.”

“What sort of break-in?”

“Someone got into the stored stuff in the garage. We never did know just when it happened. We just gradually began to miss things, and then it finally dawned, there had been a burglary. Sarge had some expensive woodworking tools, and we missed them first. He had given up the hobby, but the tools were worth money. And then there were some business files, things he thought best to keep here at home, clippings … I don’t know exactly what was taken, besides the tools. But Sarge did say that the files had been rummaged, and he seemed disturbed over it at the time.”

Uncle Chuck closed the steel case. “At any rate, your insurance papers were in this case about a month ago. Any reason Sargent would have wanted them at the office since then?”

“I can’t see why. These were just … personal papers. Our marriage license, the sales agreement for the house, papers on the two cars …” She turned a worried, haggard look on Uncle Chuck. “Sarge’s car is at Borrego Reservoir. What shall I do about it?”

“Dorrie, the police have taken it away long since. They’ll be testing it for fingerprints and a lot of other things. Don’t worry about it. I think you had better lie down for a while, and I’ll do some running around and try to locate these missing papers. I think the first place to go is Sargent’s office and the first person to talk to is his partner. Then, too, it might be a good idea for you to give me the names of those three old pals he was supposed to be with last night—just in case the office doesn’t yield what I want.”

She stood with her hand on the lid of the leather cufflink box, her expression undecided as well as afraid and baffled.

“Is there something you want to tell me?” Uncle Chuck asked.

After a further moment of hesitation she said, “No. No, I guess not. I had better he down. I’m just exhausted.”

“Fine, Dorrie. Try to rest. Sleep if you can. I’ll be away for several hours. But first I want the names of Sargent’s old friends.” He went back to the breakfast nook, where he had left his coat hanging over the back of a chair. He fished out a card with a blank side, and a pencil, and gave them to Doris, who had stopped beside the sink counter.

She bent to write on the back of the card. At that moment there came a whining, scratching noise from the closed entry, the service area, beyond the kitchen. She put down the pencil. “I have to let Pete out.”

“I’ll do it before I leave for town.”

“He hurt his ear.”

Uncle Chuck shook his head. “I looked in on Pete while the bacon was frying, just to see if he remembered me. He didn’t hurt his ear. That was no accident. Somebody took a shot at him. Pete’s lucky he isn’t dead.”



Chapter 4

Uncle Chuck parked the car, got out, steadied himself against the open door while he reached for his cane. “Damned old wreck,” he chided himself. “No more sense of balance than a hoot owl.” Leaning on the cane, he crossed the curb and sidewalk—getting up and down over obstacles was his worst problem—and headed for Sargent’s office.

The building of office suites was laid out like three sides of a square around an open courtyard full of carefully arranged plantings. The walls were beige-colored adobe brick, topped by a red tile roof, with white openwork cement baffles in front of the entries. The place was only a few years old, Uncle Chuck remembered, and Sargent had moved into it when it was new. Until Sargent had been around thirty-five he had worked for a big accounting firm in San Bernardino; then he had gone into business for himself.

The door had gold lettering:

ACME ASSOCIATES

ACCOUNTING

Sargent Chenoweth

Sharon Baxter

Uncle Chuck was about to touch the button beside the door when he saw that the door was slightly ajar—not enough to see into the office, but enough to show the inner frame and the lock fittings. He gently pushed the door in further. He had been here once with Doris. Sargent’s desk sat where he remembered it, facing the door about halfway along the inner wall, with banks of steel filing cabinets beyond it. The carpeting seemed new, a bright coppery yellow that lit up the rather small room, and then there across in the far corner was an added desk, smaller than Sargent’s—and someone was sitting at it, a woman. All Uncle Chuck could see was the top of her head and her arms. She was lying forward on the desk, her face buried in her arms, and for a moment Uncle Chuck felt a bolt of fear. But then she moved.

Apparently she felt the air from the open door, or he had made some slight noise, for she lifted her head and sat wiping her eyes with the back of a hand, and he realized that she was crying. Then she saw him. “Oh! … I’m sorry, the office isn’t open today, sir.”


“I’m Mrs. Chenoweth’s uncle. Attorney, too, incidentally. May I come in?”

She was trying desperately to compose and organize herself, he saw. She brushed away further tears, tried to smile, started to get up. “Mrs. Chenoweth’s uncle? You must be Uncle Chuck—”

“Yes, and sit still.” He wondered how she might have heard about him. Any remarks about him from Sargent probably hadn’t been complimentary. He went to the client’s chair by Sargent’s desk, turned it to face her, propped the cane on the chair arm, and sat down. “You must be Mrs. Baxter.”

She was a small woman, fine-boned, perhaps forty-five or a little over. Her hair, a blued-gray, was done expertly and becomingly. Her features were pretty; Uncle Chuck decided that as a girl she’d probably been quite beautiful. “I’m sorry to be crying,” she said. “This thing that happened to Mr. Chenoweth has really been an awful shock.”

“How did you find out about it?”

“The police called me at home. They told me that Mr. Chenoweth was dead. Then they asked if I knew anything about his activities last night. I told them I had said goodbye to Mr. Chenoweth around four-thirty yesterday. He left the office at that time. I stayed a little longer. You know, as he was leaving, he paused there at the door—it’s queer how distinct my memory of it is—and I had the feeling he was about to say something. Something important. Do you have any idea of what I mean? An impression like that?”

“Oh yes.”

“He’d seemed so restless the last few days—no, longer than that. The last week or so. He had seemed on the verge of some decision or of some breaking point. Oh, I can’t express what I mean …” Her face crumpled for a moment; she wiped away sudden new tears. “Anyway, the police asked me to meet them here, and that’s what I’m doing, waiting for the police.”

“Did they explain anything about his death?”

“No, I’m completely in the dark.”

“He was found up in the hills. Do you know where Borrego Reservoir is?”

“Yes.”

“His car was parked nearby. That’s all we know so far.”

“I didn’t know even that much. Had Mr. Chenoweth committed suicide?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

She sat biting her lower lip, her restless hands toying with a paperweight on the desk.

Uncle Chuck asked, “Did you think that this restlessness you mentioned had something to do with business affairs? Or with his personal life?”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “No, wait, I am sure that he was quite satisfied with the way things were going here at the office. We’ve been doing quite well. So the restlessness, if there really was any, if I didn’t just imagine it, must have concerned his personal affairs.” She smiled fleetingly. “I don’t know anything about that side of his life. I met Mrs. Chenoweth, of course, and she seemed like a charming person. But Mr. Chenoweth and I kept our relations purely business. We never discussed private affairs. When I first came, I sensed that he wished it to be that way, and I respected his wishes.”

“Very tactful of you.”

“Thank you. It was my own preference as well.”

Uncle Chuck shifted on the chair in order to look at Sargent’s desk. “Is this desk locked?”

“Why … uh …” For a moment she seemed at a loss and then worried.


“I’m trying to locate some papers for my niece, insurance policies and personal records that seem to have disappeared from a lockbox at home.”

“I … I really don’t know what to say. From the way the police talked, over the phone, I got the impression I was to come here and wait and not to disturb anything until they got here. I think they said something about insurance too. But of course I wouldn’t know anything about it anyway. That would come under Mr. Chenoweth’s personal affairs.”

“I see. I guess they wouldn’t appreciate my prying around at that. But then—as long as you’re here to see that I don’t remove anything—”

She nodded. “If you want to look into the desk, go ahead. You’re representing Mrs. Chenoweth, and she certainly has the right to know what’s in there. Or at least, I should think so.”

Uncle Chuck got up and moved around to Sargent’s big chair, sat down, slid open the wide drawer at the top of the desk. At the front was a tray with a litter of odds and ends, paper clips and erasers and a stapler and other small articles. Toward the back were two flat manila cases, tied with cord. Uncle Chuck pulled them out, laid one on the desk, and began to untie the cord that bound the other.

“I think I can tell you what’s in there,” Sharon Baxter said with a hint of nervousness.

Uncle Chuck paused with his fingers on the string. “Yes?”

“Mr. Chenoweth had … uh … a rather odd hobby, or habit, of clipping things from the newspapers, items that concerned clients of his.”

“And clients of yours as well?”

She frowned. “I’m not sure. I don’t see why he would want to do this with my people.”


Uncle Chuck went on picking at the string, got the manila case open, tipped its contents out upon the desk. As Mrs. Baxter had suggested, these proved to be newspaper items, perhaps a dozen or so. Uncle Chuck arranged them face up and glanced over them. Then he made further rearrangements, grouping those together which seemed to concern the same people or firms. Almost half of the clippings told of recent expansion by a tire firm, Wiegand Tire Company.

Mrs. Baxter had left her desk and come closer to see what he had found. He called her attention to the Wiegand clippings.

“Oh yes, Mr. Wiegand,” she said. “He was not only a customer; he was an old friend of Mr. Chenoweth’s. I think they went to school together.”

Uncle Chuck fished out the card that Doris had used to write the names of the three men with whom Sargent was supposed to have spent the previous evening. The second name was that of Wally Wiegand.

Putting the card away, Uncle Chuck tried to remember where he had heard something on the subject of clippings before this—something Doris had said. Then he remembered; she had said that some clippings had been among the stuff stolen in the burglary of the garage at the house in Idylynn. “Why do you think Sargent clipped all this stuff?”

“I have no idea,” she admitted. “He never discussed it with me, and of course it wasn’t my place to say anything, but I used to feel that all this clipping and filing was a little … uh …” She stood there looking at Uncle Chuck as if at a loss for a word.

“Unnecessary?”

“Yes, and … and absurd. And sort of—nosy. It’s not our business to keep track of newspaper gossip about clients. That’s what a lot of this is—printed gossip.”

“All of this about the Wiegand expansion—”

“That’s all in the future—if it ever happens,” she said sharply. “This Mr. Wiegand is very optimistic, always full of big plans, big operations. He always came in here with a new grandiose idea, a different one every time. It was kind of … ridiculous.”

Uncle Chuck began putting the clippings back into the manila case.

“It’s not our job to keep track of things of this sort,” she added. “We keep their books, we can advise on tax matters, and if we see something obviously out of balance in their operations, we can point it out. Too much going to advertising or promotion in relation to sales and such things. But … but not this.”

A final clipping had a picture at the top of the column, a fat-faced man with a melting, somehow phony friendliness, and the caption beneath informed the reader that Mr. Wiegand was going to head the local drive for a new park swimming pool.

“Seems that Mr. Wiegand is mighty community-minded,” Uncle Chuck remarked.

“Hah!” cried Mrs. Baxter scornfully, going back to her desk.

Uncle Chuck began to untie the other manila case.

“It may just be more clippings,” she offered.

“Feels solider than that one. Why would Sargent keep some clippings here, and others at home, do you suppose?”

“I guess he stored the old ones somewhere. He’d have to. There’s only so much room here.”

With a final pluck the knot loosened and Uncle Chuck opened the top of the manila envelope. He let the contents slip out upon the desk. There was a passport and three travel folders. The travel folders all concerned Brazil, and the passport was made out to Sargent Chenoweth.



Chapter 5

After leaving Sargent’s office, Uncle Chuck stopped at a newsstand to pick up an early edition of the afternoon paper. The headlines concerned Sargent’s mysterious death, but the column beneath was brief. It was obvious few facts had as yet been given out by the police. Uncle Chuck gleaned one new item of information: Sargent Chenoweth had been badly beaten about the head by what the police described as a heavy blunt instrument, and thinking of Doris having had to identify the body, Uncle Chuck flinched.

He left the town, the suburb of San Bernardino where Sargent had had his office, and drove up into the cooler heights that led to Idylynn. The road climbed through foothills into the flanks of the mountains, and sage and manzanita gave way to pines. It was like a different country, Uncle Chuck thought. Beautiful and green. But remote. A long drive for Sargent every working day.

He parked in the driveway, got his cane, made his way to the door, taking the paper along. Thinking that Doris might be asleep and not wanting to startle her, he went in as quietly as possible, but to his surprise Doris was standing perhaps ten feet inside and in one hand she held a tool from the fireplace, an iron poker.

“Oh … oh, Uncle Chuck! Thank God …”

“Why, Dorrie—”

“Did you just come? Just now?”

“Yes. What’s the matter?”

She gave him a wild, distraught look. “You weren’t here a few minutes ago?”

“No. Dorrie, you seem scared to death.”

With her free hand she brushed back a fallen lock of hair. “Someone was in here. I heard him. A sound woke me, or a sixth sense, or perhaps Pete whined … I don’t know. I lay in bed, listening and thinking it must be you, and then all at once something wasn’t right—”

“You didn’t hear the cane thumping?”

“Maybe that was it. I called out, I called your name. Then it got very still, and I got terribly afraid. Finally it seemed I heard the front door, just a tiny noise—”

Walking as quickly as possible, Uncle Chuck looked into the living rooms and the bedrooms, then went through the kitchen to the service area. Pete was standing on his hind legs, looking in through the pane in the upper part of the door; when he saw Uncle Chuck he began wagging his tail. Uncle Chuck opened the door and the dog shot past him. The dog ran into the kitchen. Doris stood there; he jumped on her and whined, and she patted him absently. Then she looked at the poker in her hand as if wondering where she had picked it up.

“Come on, Pete. We need your nose.” Uncle Chuck took the dog to the front door and Pete rushed out, circled before the door with his nose to the paving, then headed off up the driveway to the street above. But there the scent must have ended. Pete ran back and forth, hair raised around his neck. “Yes, you had somebody,” Uncle Chuck told Doris. “It’s somebody Pete isn’t fond of. Or a complete stranger, and Pete knows he was an intruder.”

Doris had put the poker down somewhere. Now she covered her face with her hands and began to cry.

Uncle Chuck went to her quickly and put his free arm around her. “Dorrie, listen to me. We don’t have time to give in to our emotions. Not right now. Every minute is important. We don’t even have time to speculate about who sneaked in here or why. I’ve got to tell you what I found in Sargent’s office.”

She tried to choke back the sobs.

“Let’s go back to the breakfast room. I’ll make some fresh coffee.”

“I’m scared! I’m scared!” she cried.

“I’ll fix you a drink then. Quick courage,” Uncle Chuck promised. He managed to get her started in the direction of the kitchen. Pete was outside, but he would be all right. Uncle Chuck got Doris seated in the breakfast alcove, went to the counter, opened a cupboard door. As he mixed a stiff drink for her he said, “Sargent was getting set to run out on you. The police are going to be up here pretty soon with what he had in his desk at the office. They’re going to demand some answers. Like what did you know about his new passport and his interest in Brazil?”


She’d been wiping tears from her face with the backs of her fingers. She stopped and sat looking dazedly at Uncle Chuck. “A passport—”

Uncle Chuck sighed. “Dorrie, I know you’re not telling me everything. I know it so well. You were always such a nice kid … and such a lousy liar. Now, I know enough about married life, and I learned enough about women from your aunt Tippie, God rest her … if Sargent was ready to skip, you’d know it.”

“I … I can’t imagine why you’d think—”

“Dorrie, this is me. Your old uncle. A friend you can trust.”

She stared at the drink he set down in front of her. “I—I told you, he wanted another woman. For over a year—”

“He asked you for a divorce?”

“Yes.”

“And you weren’t giving him one? Why not?”

“B—because I’m silly, and sentimental, and I think marriage ought to be for keeps. And because like that old dog-in-the-manger, if I couldn’t have him—if I couldn’t hold his love and desire—no one else was going to.” Suddenly she put her head down on her arms and gave way again to tears, the pose reminding Uncle Chuck strongly of the woman in Sargent’s office.

“It couldn’t be … Mrs. Baxter?”

She jerked her head up to stare in astonishment. “Her? She’s old. This was a young girl, hardly more than a teenager. A young girl he met outside Hemet one day when she had a flat tire on her little sports car. He said ‘a blonde with a heart-shaped face and small exquisite breasts.’”

“For gosh sakes! What’s her name?”

“Th—that’s all I know about her. Things Sarge flung out once during a quarrel. He was c—comparing her to me.”

“Hemet, hmmm? Do you think she lives there?”

“I don’t know where she lives.”

“There’s a road out of Hemet up to Borrego Reservoir. In fact, that would be the shortest way to get there.”

Doris shook her head stubbornly, wiping away tears. “I don’t know where she lives and I don’t know why he’d go to Borrego Reservoir.”

“But you do know something you haven’t told me, Dorrie.”

“Uncle Chuck, if I’ve held anything back, I mean, if I’ve forgotten to tell you something, it’s simply because it doesn’t have anything at all to do with Sarge’s death. Believe it. It’s true.”

“Why not let me be the judge of whether it’s got anything to do with his death?”

“I … I guess I’d better lie down again. I feel terrible all at once.”

“You might as well wait for the cops. It won’t be—wait a minute, there’s a car pulling in now. My guess, it’s the detective from the San Bernardino sheriff’s office.”

She started to leap to her feet, suddenly paling; he put out a hand to stop her. “Hold it, Dorrie.” He took the now empty glass to the sink and washed it swiftly. “Just sit where you are. I’ll bring the cop, or cops, in here. My advice—listen, now—just answer their questions if you can do it without self-incrimination. They’ll appreciate it mightily, and it can help if they think you’re helping them. But if you have something to hide, clam up. Clam up all along the line. If they get one tag end of thread out of you and start to unravel, there goes the whole damned piece of knitting.”


Detective Lieutenant Martin came in holding his hat in his hands; he gave Doris a look that seemed full of genuine sympathy. “I’m sorry to have to bother you so soon again, ma’am.”

Doris had trouble getting the words out. She was obviously much afraid of Martin. “It’s … it’s all right. Sit down.”

He drew out a chair. He threw a glance at Uncle Chuck, who had remained a short distance behind him, braced against the sink counter. Martin tried not to turn his back completely on Uncle Chuck as he again faced Doris. “What plans did you and Mr. Chenoweth have for the immediate future? Any time off from his office coming up? Any trips, vacations, in view?”

She answered with a short, breathless no; but Uncle Chuck thought surely the detective had seen that the question hadn’t surprised her.

“Nothing?” Martin insisted. “Didn’t you know that Mr. Chenoweth apparently had plans for quite an extended trip?” When she shook her head, he added, “Could a trip out of the country concern his business in any way?”

“I guess you would have to ask Mrs. Baxter about that.”

“Ummm. It seems that Mrs. Baxter and your husband shared an office and not much else. From what she tells us, she moved in with him as an economy measure as much as anything. There was no mingling of clients. She paid him rent, and that was about it.”

Doris shook her head again. “I thought it amounted to more than that. But of course the business was Sarge’s. He ran it. He told me what he pleased, and I let it go at that.”


“Why would it be necessary for him to go to South America?”

“I don’t know.”

“Hadn’t he mentioned this trip to you even once?”

“No.”

“Hadn’t he bought new clothes? Luggage? Hadn’t he displayed some interest in Brazil, for instance? Brought home books about it, for one thing?”

Uncle Chuck saw that the cop was going to keep at Doris, using the passport as a wedge, until he got hold of something, not necessarily what she knew or didn’t know about the prospective flight to South America. Martin was a shrewd, wily, experienced cop.

“No,” Doris said. “No, no, no.”

“In getting a passport—by the way, Mrs. Chenoweth, do you have a passport?”

“No, I’ve never had one. I’ve been to Mexico and to Canada—you don’t need a passport to go to those places.”

“What I started to say, in getting a passport a person must fill out an application, and there are questions on it about where you intend to go and your reasons for going and so on. Your husband must have filled in such a form. Didn’t you see it?”

“No.”

All at once Uncle Chuck decided that, whatever else she knew and was keeping to herself, Doris did not really know anything about the passport, or whatever Sargent had planned doing with it, and that she would not be tripped up here. But Martin wouldn’t stay on this subject forever. And Doris wouldn’t keep control of her nerves forever. So at this point Uncle Chuck said, “We had better mention it now, Lieutenant—there was an intruder in the house this morning. I was away—” Uncle Chuck had made up his mind also that Sharon Baxter had kept her mouth shut about his visit to the office that morning, probably thinking that to keep quiet was in her own best interest because the cops wouldn’t appreciate her letting Uncle Chuck explore the desk. “—and my niece was alone here. She heard this intruder in the house and called out, thinking it was me. Whoever it was got out in a hurry.”

Martin turned from Doris with an air of giving grudging attention. He was no fool and he must know that Uncle Chuck was getting him off on another subject for reasons of his own. “She didn’t see him?”

“No, I didn’t,” Doris answered.

“Also,” Uncle Chuck went on, “there was a burglary here awhile back. Someone raided the garage. Expensive tools were stolen, perhaps as a cover-up for something else. Sargent’s files—stuff he’d brought home because space at the office was limited—had been rummaged through.”

Martin gave Doris a glance full of suspicion. “You reported this burglary to the police?”

“I suppose Sarge did.”

“The Idylynn Police?”

“Yes.”

“May I use your phone for a minute?”

“Of course.”

Martin went to the extension phone on the wall at the end of the cabinets, dialed without having to look up the number, asked whoever answered to check on a burglary complaint filed by Sargent Chenoweth any time within the last six months. He was giving them plenty of leeway, Uncle Chuck thought; and then he decided, even before Martin finally hung up and turned, looking like a fox who’s found fresh rabbit tracks, that there had been no report.

Martin sat down again. The room seemed very quiet. Doris shut her eyes for a few moments, as if she were exhausted, or as if she couldn’t endure looking at Martin across the table.

“They don’t have a burglary a month up here,” Martin said as if starting a fresh conversation. “This community is out of the way, not too well filled up as yet, and you have excellent police protection. It didn’t take much time to find out that your husband never told them about the burglary—which is a puzzle, Mrs. Chenoweth.”

“I don’t know why he didn’t tell them.” She picked and plucked at the little bowl of wild flowers and ferns in the middle of the table.

“Did he tell you exactly what was gone from the files?”

“No. I had noticed the tools were gone—I’d been the first to see that. And then a small radio, one we’d planned to have fixed and never got around to taking to a shop—”

“The files,” Martin reminded sharply.

She spread her hands on the table in front of her, bracing herself as she leaned toward Martin. Uncle Chuck felt a pang of pity for her; she was so near the end of her rope. “Mr. Martin, you can ask and ask and ask, and the answer will always be the same. Until I drop dead of tiredness it will be the same, because I don’t know. The files were a part of Sarge’s business, and he ran that business and I ran the house, I kept the home—”

Martin’s eyes had grown hooded. “Did you know that he had another home, Mrs. Chenoweth?”

She remained leaning on the table, not moving, obviously trying to understand what he had said, and not succeeding. Her face took on a drawn, blank expression.


“Didn’t he spend some nights away from home every week?” Martin asked softly.

“No. Not until last night. Never.”

Suddenly, as if realizing that he wasn’t going to get anything more from Doris, Martin turned to look at Uncle Chuck. “Since you’re acting as Mrs. Chenoweth’s attorney, suppose you come with me, and we’ll have a look at what’s left in the garage. With Mrs. Chenoweth’s permission, of course.”

“Of course,” Uncle Chuck agreed. He walked to Doris’s chair. “Dorrie, if you don’t lie down and rest now, I’m going to call a doctor and have him put you under sedation. Do you understand?” She just looked up dazedly, and Uncle Chuck tugged at her elbow. “Come on, Dorrie. Even the lieutenant must realize you’ve had all you can take.”

“… another home …” she whispered.

“I’m sorry to have had to question you like this,” Martin apologized, sounding as if he might mean it. “We don’t like to let a murder grow cold, that’s all.”

“You figured she was ready to drop,” Uncle Chuck told him, “and you were letting go with a few last pot shots.”

Martin flushed.

The two men ushered Doris to her room, Martin controlling his impatience to keep step with Uncle Chuck’s slow progress and Doris’s exhaustion. Then Uncle Chuck and the lieutenant went on out to the garage. The overhead door was unlocked; Martin lifted it easily. Pete came and jumped around them.

It was a big garage; it looked big enough for three cars. Along the left side were storage shelves, a workbench with a light over it, and fitted into the space at the left rear corner were some steel filing cabinets. They were of the same size as those in Sargent’s office, but they seemed indefinably more used, older, shabbier, as if they had been relegated to the garage when new furniture had been bought for the office.

They were unlocked too. Martin and Uncle Chuck had no trouble opening any of the drawers.

And every drawer was empty, cleaned out.



Chapter 6

“Well, do you know anything about this?” Martin said, indicating the emptied files.

“Not a thing. I’m just sorry I didn’t have a look in here when I was first at the house this morning.”

Martin appeared puzzled for a moment. “Oh. You’re still thinking about that prowler.”

“Yes.”

Martin gave him a wise stare. “I guess as a lawyer you learned all about the penalties for concealing and … uh … manufacturing evidence.”

“I imagine my training as a lawyer equals yours as a cop,” Uncle Chuck said evenly. “You might have the edge in practical experience. But I’m an old head in a lot of ways that have nothing to do with legal definitions. Like, for instance, knowing a lie when I hear one. My niece wasn’t lying about that intruder. There was one.”

“Could have been a curiosity seeker,” Martin decided. “Or an overeager reporter from some Los Angeles paper.”

“Just on the chance that the intruder wasn’t either of these, how about asking the Idylynn Police to send a patrol car by every once in a while?”

“I was going to do that anyway,” Martin said.

“Are you going to try for fingerprints on these files?”

“Everybody’s so smart these days,” Martin growled. “Gloves and all that. But it’s our job, and of course we’ll check it out.”

Uncle Chuck went out on the driveway and Martin reached for the edge of the overhead garage door. “What did you mean by Sargent’s having another home?”

Martin looked smug. “That’s another matter we’re checking out,” he said shortly.

Pete followed Uncle Chuck back into the house. Uncle Chuck rapped at Doris’s door, and when she said, “Yes?” opened it and went in. She lay on her side, curled up facing the door; the covers were turned back from the pillows, and she had a bright woolen throw over her hips and legs. “I’ll be back before too late, Dorrie. I still want to see these old pals of Sargent’s. Are they in the phone book? Can I look up the addresses there?”

“Yes.” She started to get up.

“Now, lie still, Dorrie. I’m going to leave Pete here in the room with you. The cops will be driving by every once in a while. I’ll lock the door, and you be sure you know who’s out there before you open up.”

“Wait a minute, Uncle Chuck. Let me give you a key.”


“That might simplify things.”

“Give me my purse, on the dresser.”

He brought her the purse, and she got out a key chain, unfastened the catch, and took off a house key. “How long have you and Sargent had separate bedrooms?”

She handed him the key without glancing up. “More than a year.”

“Why did he want to live up here in Idylynn? It couldn’t have been convenient for him, a long drive like that every day.”

“Sometimes I’ve thought—he just wanted me out of the way,” she said.

“So that he could keep a love nest?”

“Maybe.”

“Didn’t he stay away sometimes all night? I know what you told Martin. But that response, that denial, was automatic. Didn’t he?”

“Once in a while,” she admitted. “Not often. Not regularly. And not the way Lieutenant Martin meant … that I was sharing him with someone and knowing all about it—”

“Don’t get upset again, Dorrie. Keep Pete in here and try to rest. When I come back you won’t have to wonder who it is. I’ll holler out and let you know.”

Uncle Chuck backed from the driveway, turned the car in the street. Again he made a mental note of the isolation. There were no houses within sight. Two new ones were being built down at the end of the block, on the upper flank of the hill; the tops of the roofs were visible and that was all. A thick growth of young pines made a screen for the rest. Of course, in time this section of Idylynn would be built up; the lots on either side would have houses on them. But for now Sargent’s place had a loneliness that was unusual in bustling southern California.

As he turned from the street into a cross street that led down toward the more settled part of Idylynn, some thought crossed his mind—fall, the leaves turning, the woods full of color, trees full of red and orange. The next moment he had jammed on the brakes. This wasn’t fall, and pines don’t turn red and orange even when it is. Uncle Chuck sat staring straight ahead, pinning down the impression that had started this train of ideas. Then he put the car into reverse and turned again and drove slowly past the entry drive of the new house being built nearest the corner. There it was again, the fugitive glimmer of color, shining red-orange, the hue of autumn. Uncle Chuck braked the car for the second time and listened for sounds of building going on; there were none. No noise of motor-driven saw, no hammering, no movement or voices, nothing. The silence told him that either these new homes had been completed or work had been stopped for one reason or another.

He put the car into gear, twisted the wheel hard, and pulled up slowly along the unpaved track through the young pines and into the small clearing before the house. This was a big place, built of stained redwood and pale-colored rough brick, expensive-looking, and it seemed to be finished except for paving the drive and the landscaping. A sign on a metal stake driven into the ground said For Sale and gave the name and phone number of a realtor in Idylynn Village.

Uncle Chuck switched off the motor, set the hand brake, and got out. He had to steady himself with extra care because of the uneven ground. The object which was red-orange had been pulled in behind a big heap of dying brush, stuff which must have been cleared from this area in front of the house. He went over and stood looking. It was a small low-slung rakish foreign roadster with black leather bucket seats. The top was down. The interior of the car looked neat and well-kept, though there were mud splashes along the fenders.

Again Uncle Chuck listened, and again the silence seemed profound.

The slope around the big house was littered with rocks and debris left from building, and Uncle Chuck decided against trying to go up there. Whoever had brought the little car had tried to conceal it, and if he—or she—were still here and wanted to conceal himself also, he wasn’t fast enough on his feet to catch him.

Uncle Chuck studied the license plate attached to the rear of the little car. It occurred to him that there should be an owner’s registration certificate displayed inside the car—most usually attached to the steering post inside a plastic case. However, he could see none. He repeated the license number to himself until he was sure he had memorized it.

In San Bernardino Uncle Chuck entered a public phone booth and dialed the number of a friend of his who was an insurance investigator. “Will? Chuck here. I’m going to ask a favor. I need a license number checked out and I don’t want my name on record anywhere as asking for it.”

“Sure. I’ll put it in the pot. Nobody will think a thing.”

Uncle Chuck spelled out the number. “How soon will you know?”

“Call me in a couple of hours, huh?”

“Will do. And thanks.”

“Don’t mention it.”


Arthur Cannon lived on a street of big respectable homes. None was new, but all were meticulously kept up, hedges were trimmed, lawns smooth, sidewalks were clean as if recently swept. Uncle Chuck went to the door and rang the bell, and presently a small woman in a severe dark-blue dress opened to him. She was gray-haired, with glasses. Her mouth was prim. “Yes, sir. If you’re selling something—”

“I’m interested in talking to Mr. Cannon.”

“He’s not in.”

Uncle Chuck took out one of his cards. “I’m an attorney, representing Mrs. Sargent Chenoweth. Perhaps you’ve heard—”

“That!” the woman cried, with such an expression of indignation and loathing that Uncle Chuck felt his own jaw drop. “You’ve come here about that … that man—”

“Yes,” Uncle Chuck admitted.

“My son-in-law hasn’t seen this … this Chenoweth person for weeks. If he’d as much as shown his face around here, I’m sure I don’t know what might have happened. Something violent, I’m sure.”

“Something violent has happened,” Uncle Chuck pointed out. “Look, I’m representing Mrs. Chenoweth, not my niece’s dead husband.” To himself Uncle Chuck was wondering what ever happened to the old saw that you didn’t speak ill of the dead. This woman was old enough to remember it. “Couldn’t I see Mr. Cannon even for a minute?”

“He’s really not here,” she snapped. “As for me, tell Mrs. Chenoweth I pity her. Her life couldn’t have been easy.”

“That’s true, it certainly wasn’t,” Uncle Chuck said. “And this sudden murder has left her in a worse position than ever. She literally doesn’t know where to turn. She is prostrated.”

The dark eyes widened behind the glasses; the woman moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “Oh? I guess now that all the mess will come out—” The woman glanced behind her into the hall. “I’ll tell you this, I’m the one who phoned the police about the apartment. I’m not a bit ashamed to admit it. As soon as I heard about Chenoweth’s murder, I called the police, gave my name, told them exactly who I was. And I told them they’d better check the apartment on Barranca Drive.”

“That’s the … uh …”

“That was his private house of ill-fame,” she said, almost smacking her lips over the words.

“Couldn’t I come in and talk to you for a minute?”

“I … I …” Again she glanced behind her. “Well, perhaps. My daughter is out in the back with the gardener. He comes by the day so she tries to lay out enough work to keep him busy. We’ll have to be quiet—”

“And I’ll be brief,” Uncle Chuck promised.

She took him into a small room just inside the entry where there was a small couch and two straight-backed leather chairs and a big desk. It had the look of an informal office. She noticed Uncle Chuck looking around and said, “My son-in-law is an investment counselor. Mining stocks mostly. He talks to clients here sometimes, if he has to see them in the evening.”

“I see.”

“Have a chair.”

She perched on the couch, tucking her feet together and folding her hands on her lap. The pose of shy reserve was belied by the avid eyes. “My niece was aware,” Uncle Chuck said, “that something irregular was going on. But she wanted to save her marriage.” He smiled at the woman facing him. “I guess you understand how a woman feels, Mrs.—”

“Mrs. Criff. Emily Criff. Yes, I do understand, but that marriage was better off ended. When a man reaches the point of degradation where he’s stocking his private house of ill-fame with a girl scarcely out of childhood—”

“Do you know her?” Uncle Chuck interrupted quickly.

“No. She’s one of the young wild ones you see around everywhere now. A blonde. Tight sweater. Heels four inches high.”

“Did you notice her little red car?”

“No. I was passing by on the other side of the street. I’d been shopping and was on my way home both times.”

“You have good powers of observation,” Uncle Chuck complimented her. “And a good memory.”

“Nothing wrong with my eyes and my brain,” she said, “even if my arteries aren’t what they used to be, according to the doctors. What will Mrs. Chenoweth do now?”

He had to feed this gossip further bits to keep her going. Uncle Chuck said, “I don’t know what her long-range plans will be, but right now she has to wait until the murder is solved. And settle the estate.”

“Estate?” She frowned at him. “Could there possibly be one?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, the way he must have been spending money. Those apartments on Barranca Drive are expensive. They’re new and supposed to be furnished fabulously. Or so I’ve heard. And that girl—”

“I understand,” Uncle Chuck said. “That line of thought hadn’t occurred to me.”

“Well, you’d better think on it, if you’re acting as her attorney. You’d better find out how much he spent on that private—”


“House of ill-fame,” he supplied absent-mindedly.

“—and on her, and maybe on others. Maybe he’d turned into a kind of fiend, the way they do on television. Maybe he got hold of young girls and did strange things to them. There was this program a week or so ago—this man kept this secret place …” She went on to outline what the man had done, or rather what the picture had hinted and what she had concluded he had done. “Of course it was on the late, late show,” she finished. “It wasn’t suitable for children.”

“I should imagine not,” he agreed. “By the way, what was the quarrel about between Sargent Chenoweth and Mr. Cannon?”

“Investments,” she hissed, then held up a finger for silence.

A door closed in the rear of the house somewhere, and Mrs. Criff said nervously, “I guess you’ll have to go. My daughter wouldn’t feel that I was doing the right thing, talking to you.”

Uncle Chuck rose promptly but almost went off balance and fell as she shoved him toward the front door. “I’d like to talk to you again soon.”

“Call me up and I’ll meet you,” she whispered.

“I can’t understand the quarrel between your son-in-law and my niece’s husband,” Uncle Chuck persisted, though the door was closing behind him. “Wasn’t Cannon one of Sargent’s oldest friends?”

“Once upon a time,” she agreed. “It was over. All over.”

The door shut and Uncle Chuck had no choice but to head for his car at the curb.

He found another public phone booth, looked up Arthur Cannon’s business number, put in a dime, and dialed it. When he asked for Cannon, however, a frosty secretarial voice informed him that Mr. Cannon was out for the day. And perhaps for the next several days also. He could leave his name if he wanted to. The frosty voice promised nothing, so Uncle Chuck didn’t bother.

He drove out to the suburbs and passed Sargent’s office. There was a small sign in the window which read Closed. Apparently Mrs. Baxter had had her session with the cops and had called it a day.

Wally Wiegand’s tire store filled a quarter-block corner on a side street near the downtown area. Uncle Chuck parked his car, took the cane, inspected himself in a nearby shopwindow to see if he could pass for a prospective tire buyer—a prosperous one—and headed for Wally’s establishment. The façade of the place was big and shiny and well plastered with signs and banners which promised astonishing bargains and implied a desperate need to sell tires to keep from going broke.

Uncle Chuck went into the establishment. Here more banners hung from the ceiling or adorned the merchandise, and through this paper jungle he made out three salesmen, young, eager-looking, smiling, and all engaged with customers. This suited Uncle Chuck and he proceeded to roam around. The place looked on first glance as if it might support a fairly decent trade, and yet not on the verge of an immense expansion and building program as implied in the clippings he’d read in Sargent’s office.

He wound his way through pyramidal displays and signs to the rear. Here was a small office, glassed in, with a single harried-looking blonde doing paper work. She looked up, saw Uncle Chuck staring in uncertainly at her, flipped a switch on an intercom which must summon additional salesmen.


The additional salesman who came out like a jack-in-the-box from an adjoining door was Wiegand himself. He came toward Uncle Chuck with the same phony-friendly grin of the newspaper clipping.

“Yes, sir. Yes, sir.”

“I … uh …”

Wiegand was looking around sharply. Uncle Chuck saw that he wanted to summon one of the other salesmen. Wiegand was not a happy man; behind the fading grin he seemed sick. Uncle Chuck decided in that moment to drop the pose of tire buyer and to move in fast.

“I need to talk to you privately right away,” he said in a lowered tone.

Wiegand’s gaze quit shifting in search of a salesman and jerked to Uncle Chuck’s face. “Wh-what? What’s that?”

“Privately … away from other ears. You know.” Uncle Chuck’s expression was cautionary and knowing. “About Chenoweth, your old friend,” he added in an even softer tone.

“Oh, my God,” Wiegand blurted. He glanced around now as if looking for a place to run. All ruddiness had left his fat face; he seemed to take on a greenish tinge.

“Haven’t the police been here?”

Wiegand’s bulging eyes and air of increased terror told Uncle Chuck that they hadn’t been. And Wiegand had been trying to decide what to tell them when they did come.

“Don’t you think we’d better talk?” Uncle Chuck persisted.

With an appearance of suddenly sagging inside his clothes, the portly figure drooping and shriveling, Wiegand turned back toward the door he had just left. He let Uncle Chuck follow him into the small, rather untidy office. He got over behind the desk and faced Uncle Chuck, who was taking a last look out into the store before closing the door. Uncle Chuck turned. “My name is Chuck Sadler and I’m Mrs. Chenoweth’s attorney. Also her uncle. Shall we sit down?”

Wally Wiegand sank dazedly into the chair behind the desk.

“She sent you here,” he got out. “It wasn’t my fault. Sarge made me take him up there. I didn’t even much want to do it.”

“He had you take him to the reservoir?” Uncle Chuck asked, puzzled because he remembered that Sargent’s car had been found at the scene of his murder.

“No, no, no,” Wiegand stuttered. “The house. The house.”

“I see. About what time was this?”

“Well, she must have told you.” Wiegand rubbed a hand over his face, then suddenly reached down, slid open a drawer, and brought up a bottle. He set it on the desk, twisted off the cap, reached back into the drawer again for a paper cup. He glanced at Uncle Chuck. “What about you?”

“No, thanks.”

Wiegand poured a hefty drink, put the bottle away, muttered, “Cheers and all that,” and threw the contents of the paper cup back toward his tonsils. He coughed briefly, then crumpled the cup and tossed it into the wastebasket. He folded his hands on the desk in front of him. He seemed a little more self-possessed now, though his color was still pale and greenish. “The time … well, I was there for hours. We got there after dark, Sarge and I. You know, it was funny in a way—” He gave a short, bitter laugh. “—but I really thought I was getting somewhere. I thought she was going to give in. She’d had four or five drinks; she must have been feeling pretty good. You know, mellow—”

“Sargent Chenoweth and you went to the house in Idylynn last night? Doris saw him?”

Wiegand’s face twitched. His eyes were suddenly resentful. “Say, aren’t we talking about the same thing?”

“Why, yes, sure.”

“Are you trying to pull something? Are you a—No, you wouldn’t be a cop,” Wiegand said, staring at the cane in Uncle Chuck’s hand. “There’s something I don’t get about all this.”

To himself, Uncle Chuck admitted, he didn’t get it either. But he had to keep the fat man talking—somehow.



Chapter 7

It was going to take some fast thinking. suspicion was growing in the fat man’s eyes; his folded hands had separated and were knotting into fists. “I guess I’ve gone about this in the wrong way,” Uncle Chuck said, trying to sound regretful. “Doris has been insisting that she didn’t see Sargent from the time he left the house in the morning, from the time he started for his office—”

“Well, perhaps she didn’t see him,” Wiegand put in uncertainly.

“But he was there at the house? This changes things. I mean, it changes what she should have told the police.”

“You mean—Doris didn’t tell them about me?”

“Trying to … uh … keep you from becoming involved,” Uncle Chuck improvised. “Trying to do you a favor, I suppose.”

“Maybe she just forgot—” Wiegand seemed to clutch at a momentary hope; then he shook his head. “No. We didn’t drink all that much. We were woozy all right. I thought if I got her to feeling good, she’d give in. But she didn’t. As for Sarge, maybe he slipped into the house and listened. Maybe he heard us talking, and when he knew I wasn’t going to get anywhere with her, he just cut out.”

“One thing I want to know right now,” Uncle Chuck said, “is whether—when Sargent left with you—he was carrying any folders, papers, a bundle of some sort—”

“What do you mean, left with me?” Wiegand interrupted. “I didn’t see Sarge once I got out of the car. My God, I asked Doris, I went back to the house when he didn’t show up after a few minutes. I rang the bell about a dozen times. I guess she had already staggered off to bed—”

“How late was this?”

“How should I know? I keep telling you, this was a drinking bout. I wasn’t sitting there watching a clock. We drank, and we danced some, while we were still able to, and she broke out some snacks, crackers and dip …” He suddenly pounded the desk with one hand. “I had nothing to do with anything that happened to Sarge. Nothing at all!”

“Then don’t worry about it,” Uncle Chuck advised. He rose from the chair, bracing himself with the cane. “By the way, did you see anything of the dog?”

“Dog?” Wiegand was getting out the bottle again. “Oh, that big mutt of theirs? Doris put him outside early in the evening. Right after I got there, in fact. What about the dog?” Wiegand was filling another paper cup.


“I’m not sure.” Uncle Chuck opened the door to the shop, then glanced back. “Do you know the girl Sargent wanted to marry?”

Wiegand had the paper cup poised to toss down the drink. He looked across it at Uncle Chuck and shook his head.

“Do you know the address of the apartment he kept on Barranca Drive?”

“Yeah. One hundred forty-one Barranca. Apartment Seven. Look, Mr.—uh—Sadler, what’re you really after?”

“Some missing papers,” Uncle Chuck said.

Wiegand’s gaze dropped; he seemed to forget the whisky for a moment. “I don’t know anything about any papers,” he said finally, “but you tell Doris, for me—anything I can do to help, let me know.”

“Thanks. I’ll do that.”

“And that … uh … I hope she doesn’t hold anything against me. For coming up there last night. And drinking like we did.”

“Doris isn’t one to hold a grudge. I’ll probably see you again soon, Mr. Wiegand.”

“Just call me Wally. And sure … any time!”

Uncle Chuck didn’t waste any time getting back to Idylynn.

He pushed the little car to the utmost, didn’t notice the scenery, and by the time he reached Doris’s house his expression was both bitter and resigned. He let himself in with her key, called out, “It’s me, Dorrie,” and went to the kitchen. It was long past lunch, he realized suddenly. To his surprise Doris was not in her bedroom but sitting in the breakfast alcove at the end of the kitchen.

“Aren’t you hungry?” she asked at once. “Wouldn’t you like a sandwich? Some salad and a bottle of beer, perhaps?”

“Dorrie, I just want to talk to you. I’ve got some advice for you. Get yourself another lawyer.”

His remark, as well as his expression of bitter disgust, seemed to frighten her very much. “Oh no! What are you saying?”

“I don’t have the experience or the cleverness to work with a client who lies to me. I know there must be lawyers who can get around this difficulty, and I want you to get hold of one of them.”

“I … I wouldn’t know how to find—”

“I don’t know how you’ll find one, either. But I’m not going to do you any good at all. The cops are going to tear us both to doll rags. Any minute now.”

A sudden inspiration seized her. “You talked to Wally Wiegand!”

“That’s right.”

Tears filled her eyes and her mouth quivered. “I’m … I’m terribly sorry I didn’t tell you about Wally. But it didn’t really have anything to do with Sarge, and it was such an … an ugly thing. Vulgar and degrading.” She clenched her hands together and held them out toward Uncle Chuck in an attitude almost of prayer. “Please don’t leave, please don’t just w-wash your hands of me.”

Uncle Chuck sat down, propping his cane against the wall of the alcove. “Dorrie, what was this all about last night, you and Wally?”

She wiped away the tears. “He came here around eight last night. He said Sarge was with him, was waiting in the car. At first he pretended he had come to try to argue me into letting Sarge have a divorce. Then he broke out a bottle of whisky from a package he’d brought in, and he insisted that I drink with him. I did drink, Uncle Chuck—far too much. I got drunk. I wanted to get drunk. I was scared and wretched and ashamed. Ashamed because my husband had sent this … this horrible vulgar-minded man to talk to me. And because it seemed as if … as if Sarge might have wanted me to be intimate with this man, a kind of excuse for what he was doing himself with that young girl.”

She cried for a while, and Uncle Chuck sat silent, looking out of the windows at the view of the hill slope and the big pine trees.

“Well, Dorrie, how far did it go?” Uncle Chuck asked finally.

“Not … not—I wouldn’t go to bed with him. But we danced. I let him hold me in a way that—Oh, Uncle Chuck, how can I talk about these ugly things to you?”

“Dorrie, I’m an old man. You can’t reach my age in this world in a state of innocence. And any illusions I might have retained were dispelled thoroughly by my study of law. You’d be surprised what’s in those law books.”

She tried to stifle the crying. She rubbed at her eyes, and Uncle Chuck took out his big clean white linen handkerchief and handed it to her.

“Didn’t you think that Sargent could have been watching all this?” he asked.

“No, I’m sure not. I made an excuse. I wanted to fix some snacks, and I slipped out to the kitchen. On the way I checked the other rooms. Then I went out at the service entry far enough to see Wally’s car and to see that there was no one waiting in it. So I knew he had lied. Oh, not about Sarge sending him. I know he wouldn’t have dared to act as he did unless Sarge had put him up to it. But I decided that Sarge was waiting somewhere else, perhaps with the girl somewhere, waiting for Wally to come and tell him I’d have to give him a divorce now because I’d—I’d—”

“Given in,” Uncle Chuck supplied, remembering the expression Wally himself had used.

“Yes. Given in.”

“Wally Wiegand talked about your evening together as if it were just a playful drinking occasion,” Uncle Chuck told her, “and maybe that’s the thought you’d better hold onto. For the police, I mean.”

“He’s … he’s so vulgar and horrible.”

“Did anything happen while I was gone? I was surprised to find you up—”

“Yes,” she put in quickly. “Some men came. Two of them. One had a camera. The other one tried to show me his credentials. He said they were from a news service. I wouldn’t let them in and I didn’t talk to them more than a minute.” She reached out to touch his hand. “Let me fix you some lunch,” she begged. “It’s after two.”

“All right,” he agreed, and then added, “No, wait a minute. When you went outside to see whether Sargent was waiting in the car, was Pete around anywhere?”

She had half risen from the chair. She sat down again, looking puzzled. “No. That’s funny too. He always stays close to the house and when he hears one of us go out, or when a car comes in, he always runs to see what’s doing.” She sat as if thinking for a moment, then got up and went to the refrigerator at the other end of the kitchen. “He’s such a faithful dog, such a good watchdog.”

“And yet he wasn’t there when you went outside and stood looking at Wally’s car.”

“No, he wasn’t.” She was taking food from the refrigerator, carrying it to the counter next to the range.

“You didn’t hear the shot that almost got him?”


“No. Oh, Uncle Chuck, I must talk to you about that. It must just be a scratch. Something a wild animal did to him.”

“Dorrie, take my word for it. It’s a crease left by a bullet. And it raises a bigger question than it settles.”

She was stooping, getting out a skillet. She looked up questioningly.

“If you’re prepared to commit murder, and you have a gun, and it’s necessary in some preliminary move to shoot a dog—”

“Yes?”

“Why would you afterward kill your human victim by beating in his skull with a blunt instrument?”



Chapter 8

She put the skillet on the range, began to lay strips of ham in it. “When I try to think of things like that I feel so … so scared. Do we have to figure out anything about Sarge’s murder? Isn’t that a job for the police?”

“The more we know,” Uncle Chuck pointed out, “the better off we are. And you must keep in mind, the police are not acting in your interest. They couldn’t care less about trying to salvage something for you out of the mess.”

She lit the flame under the skillet. “You didn’t see Sarge. You didn’t have to look at the terrible things that were done to him—”


“I can imagine, Dorrie.”

She was suddenly pale, haunted. “It was as if someone hated him more than … more than you could believe.”

Pete must have caught the first whiffs of the frying ham, for he came in now, shy and friendly. He trotted over to the range and stood there looking up at Doris and wagging his tail.

“Oh, Pete, you’re so spoiled,” Doris scolded.

“Give him some ham,” Uncle Chuck told her. “That’s one character you never have to worry about, not for a minute. He’s your friend. For always. I just wish he could talk. I wish he could tell us who took a pot shot at him. And why.”

Uncle Chuck was eating his ham-and-egg sandwich with a bottle of beer, and Pete was enjoying his snack in the service area, when the doorbell rang. Uncle Chuck put down his food at once and said, “Let me go. If it’s more reporters, it’ll be good for them to see you’re not alone here.” He took his cane and made his way to the front entry.

It was not anyone who looked like a reporter. This was a short skinny man in an expensive-looking gray suit, carrying a brief case. When Uncle Chuck opened the door the man snapped, “I want to see Mrs. Chenoweth.”

“Mind telling me who you are?”

“Arthur Cannon. She’ll know the name.”

“Come in,” Uncle Chuck said. “I tried to see you this morning at your home.”

“You did?” Arthur Cannon said, giving him a sharp glance. His dark hair, thinning and with streaks of gray, was brushed close to his skull, giving him a small-headed look. He came in, moving in a mincing, fussy way as some little men do. He held the brief case in a manner that suggested its contents were extremely valuable, or dangerous, or both. He got about halfway down the entry hall and then stopped, turned to look at Uncle Chuck who was carefully closing the front door. “Why did you try to see me?”

“I’m Mrs. Chenoweth’s uncle and, for the time being, her attorney.”

“And still—so?”

“One of my jobs is to see what sort of estate will be left for her.” Uncle Chuck remembered the little old mother-in-law’s whispered explanation of the disagreement between Sargent and this old friend. “You’d known Sargent most of his life and I understand that you and he had some investments together.”

“A lie,” Cannon said promptly. A touch of color came into his thin cheeks. “A complete falsehood.”

“You weren’t his friend?”

“We had no investments in common. That’s why I’m here—Doris should know about these mining stocks that Sarge was in the process of buying.”

They were proceeding down the hall, Cannon in the lead. Uncle Chuck said, “Turn left. Dorrie’s in the kitchen. I judge, then, you’re going to try to unload some cats and dogs on the estate.”

“You be careful what you say to me,” Cannon flared back. “You’ll find yourself answering a suit for slander.”

“Awfully hard to mount a slander suit without a witness,” Uncle Chuck answered. “My word’s as good as yours and I’ll say I didn’t say it. But for now I’ll withdraw the remark until I see whether it’s called for.”

Cannon tried to appear as cocky and brisk as ever, but Uncle Chuck thought that under the surface there was a certain thoughtfulness. In the kitchen Doris greeted Cannon with friendliness and a touch of surprise. “Won’t you sit down and have lunch with Uncle Chuck? Or coffee, at least?” When Cannon refused, she added, “Sit down, Uncle Chuck, before your beer goes flat.” She pulled out a chair, offering it to Cannon, and after a moment’s hesitation he sat down, holding the brief case on his lap.

Uncle Chuck regained his place at the table and picked up his sandwich. “Go right ahead with what you came for,” he told Cannon.

Cannon ignored him to look at Doris, who was pouring herself a cup of coffee at the counter. “First, Doris—did Sarge discuss his investments with you?”

“Not much. Oh, insurance, yes. Like some plan of starting an annuity. He’d had that idea for years. But I know what you mean, penny mining stocks. Silver and uranium and that kind of thing, and no, he didn’t, except once in a while, as a sort of joke, he’d announce that he had cleared a profit of fifty cents on a hundred shares. I guess he just threw small change into those stocks, a way of gambling.”

Cannon nodded. More determinedly than ever he seemed to avoid looking in Uncle Chuck’s direction. “For a long time it was, as you say, just small change. A lot of my clients are like that. Gambling cigarette money. But then sometimes these penny mining stocks can surprise you. And when that happens it can turn little gamblers into big gamblers. Fast.”

“Yes, I know that once in a while …” Doris had brought her coffee to the table. She broke off to give Cannon a puzzled, half-anxious look. “But nothing like that happened to Sarge.”

“It did indeed. Too bad it had to be … uh … at this particular time.”

“He had stock that went up quite a lot?”

“He had about fifty dollars in a stock called Diamond Tunnel. Diamond Tunnel has nothing to do with diamonds, in spite of the name. The company searches for various rare minerals, space-age stuff. Sells out to developers if it locates anything.” Cannon started to put the brief case on the floor, then seemed to remember what was in it and settled it back upon his knees. “A few weeks ago a rumor spread that Diamond Tunnel was onto something really hot. The stock soared. Sarge sold as soon as he had a fairly good profit—far too soon. Then he took it into his head to buy back and to buy more. Lots more. Doris, I … I did my very damnedest to persuade him not to do it.”

“He bought a lot of Diamond Tunnel? What happened next?”

“Dorrie, I can tell you what happened next,” Uncle Chuck put in, though Cannon turned instantly with a flash of anger. “The bottom fell out. Whammo. Kaboom. Ceiling zero, and all the rest. He’s got a brief case stuffed with Diamond Tunnel stock, now worth about fifteen cents a share, that he’s going to try to charge you a dollar for.”

“But … but Sarge never said a word,” Doris stammered.

“How many shares in the brief case?” Uncle Chuck asked Cannon.

Cannon’s face had reddened; his mouth twitched, and his hands, holding the leather case, trembled. “Five thousand,” he got out.

“Ordered when Diamond Tunnel was selling at—”

“Ninety-nine cents.”

“So, call it five thousand dollars. What’s it selling for today?”

“Two and three-quarter cents.”


There was silence for a couple of minutes. Cannon tried to go on looking angry and outraged, but the effect was spoiled by the trickle of sudden perspiration that dribbled from his brow down the side of his nose to his chin. Doris just looked blank and bewildered. Uncle Chuck finished his bottle of beer, wiped his mouth on his napkin, lit a cigarette.

“You have Sargent’s signature on the order to buy, of course?”

“Of course not. I was his broker; it was all done over the phone.”

“Well, some kind of initial agreement then.”

Cannon shrugged, a fiercely indignant gesture. “We were old friends. That’s all there was—friendship. Call it trust.”

Doris said placatingly, putting a hand out toward Cannon, “Of course I won’t leave you holding the bag under these circumstances. I don’t know yet exactly what I’ll have left of my own, if anything. The house will be clear—”

“Dorrie, shut up,” Uncle Chuck said. “It’s none of his damned business. He’s going to have to prove this claim. I won’t let you fork out all that money on a dead-horse race. One thing that’s damned funny—his mother-in-law says he hadn’t seen Sargent for weeks, that the disagreement between them was so bitter that if Sargent had showed up at the house she would have expected something violent to happen.”

“You … you—” Cannon twisted on the chair. He brought a fist down on the edge of the brief case. “Unspeakable. Pumping and quizzing an old woman who is senile, a babbler—”

“Seemed pretty sharp to me,” Uncle Chuck offered.


“She’s a hopeless gossip. She’ll say anything, and I take care she knows nothing of my affairs,” Cannon said harshly.

“But now, this disagreement between you and Sargent—”

“In spite of what she told you, it was nothing.”

“Nothing to do with investments?”

Cannon gave Uncle Chuck a glance of hatred. “We … we disagreed over a commission; it didn’t amount to anything. With the small amount of money involved, how could it? In the end I just let Sargent have his way and I cut my losses—and they weren’t anything to cry over, either. It was just a misunderstanding.”

“But it wasn’t about you buying all this Diamond Tunnel … actually for yourself, and then when it went down, you telling him he had ordered you to get it?”

“No! No! No!”

“Prove it,” Uncle Chuck said flatly.

Cannon took out a handkerchief and patted at the sweat on his face. “Doris, are you with your uncle in this—this larceny?”

“I don’t know what to say,” Doris cried. Her gray eyes were filling with tears. “I have to listen to Uncle Chuck—he’s my lawyer—and anyway, isn’t it awfully soon to be worrying over things like this? Sarge only died last night, and yet here you are the next afternoon, wanting to get it settled about the money he owed you. And you know, Arthur, when you came in you didn’t even offer condolences. You didn’t even say you were sorry he was dead.”

“I—I forgot,” Cannon said, scarlet now with embarrassment. “I am sorry, though, Doris. I’m grieved. He was, after all, an old, old friend. And I do care that he’s gone. It’s just that … that I’m worried about the amount of money I put out, getting this stock for him, and afraid you wouldn’t know anything about it and might not want to pay for it.”

He seemed humbled, really ashamed of himself and his premature errand, and for the first time it seemed to Uncle Chuck that the man might even be telling the truth.

“Why don’t you figure up what I owe—I mean, what Sarge owed—the difference between what you can sell the stock for now and what you paid, and get it all settled, and send me a bill?” she said, drying her eyes.

“Yes, Doris, I’ll do that.”

There was a further uncomfortable moment of silence, and then Cannon stood up as if to leave.

Uncle Chuck rose, too, reaching for his cane. “If there’s nothing more, I’ll see you out. But by the way—there are some papers missing here, the contents of a steel box in Sargent’s room. Would you know anything about them?”

“Missing papers? How would I know?” Cannon didn’t reply with his old fire, however; he seemed genuinely chastened and dejected.

As they started out of the room, Pete trotted in, licking his mouth after the last taste of ham. On seeing Cannon the dog came to an abrupt stop. Cannon was looking at Pete over his shoulder and edging past Uncle Chuck as if anxious to reach the hall. Uncle Chuck snapped his fingers and spoke to Pete, but Pete didn’t move except to perk his ears forward.

“I … I’d forgotten you and Sarge had a dog,” Cannon said to Doris. “He’s a big brute, ha, ha.”

“I thought you’d seen Pete before,” Doris said, looking after Cannon’s vanishing back.

As Uncle Chuck let him out the front door, Cannon muttered something about the sudden sight of the dog being a big surprise.

Watching Cannon walk away toward his car in the drive, Uncle Chuck wondered about him. Was Cannon sincere? Had Sargent’s sudden desire to gamble on Diamond Tunnel really left him with a big deficit to cover? Or had he come, as Uncle Chuck had originally suspected, to make Doris pay for a fraud, stock that Sargent had never wanted but that Cannon had speculated in on his own? Had Doris’s reminder of his callous hurry proved too much for his conscience?

Truth or fraud, he was going to be back with that brief case full of stock certificates.

Remembering now the information he had requested earlier from his friend, the insurance man, Uncle Chuck went to the living room and dialed his friend’s number. “Hi, Chuck here. Do you have the answer on that car license?”

“I sure do. License is in the name of Katrina Knowles. Spell Katrina with a K. Address given is twenty-two Wild-oaks Lane—and if my memory serves, that’s out in a kind of ritzy neighborhood, new big places out past Linden Hills.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Uncle Chuck said. “My acquaintance with ritzy neighborhoods is so limited. Anyway, thanks a lot for getting this for me.”

“This Katrina … I take it she’s a charming widow type you’ve got an eye on?”

“Nothing like it. You know I’ve got more sense than that.”

“The word, Chuck, is old.”

“Oh, go to hell.”

He hung up, sat there looking thoughtful for a moment, then dialed Information and got the number for Knowles on Wildoaks Lane. He then dialed the house. He could hear the phone ringing; he let it ring for almost twenty times before he gave up and replaced the receiver.


In the kitchen Doris was cleaning up the few dishes, the cups, and frying pan. She stood at the sink, looking around at Uncle Chuck. She was haggard, he thought; this day that must seem endless was taking its toll of her. She said worriedly, “You seemed so suspicious of Arthur. You practically accused him of coming here to cheat me.”

“It’s probably what he came for. Even you couldn’t help notice what a hell of a hurry he was in about the money. He wasn’t a bit curious about the murder, who might have killed Sargent, what the police were doing, when the funeral would be, or how you were going to make out as the widow—”

“Yes, I know, Uncle Chuck, and yet it’s just what I should have expected if I’d stopped to think. Arthur’s always been that way, abrupt and sort of uncaring—”

“About other people’s feelings,” Uncle Chuck supplied.

“Yes, and thinking of his own interests. And still, when you do remind him, as I did just now, he’ll seem embarrassed and he apologizes. It’s happened before. I’ve seen Sarge bring him up short.” She put away the last of the dishes, turned from the sink. “Let’s go sit in the living room.”

“Those reporters interrupted the rest I wanted you to take—”

“Yes, but I don’t feel like lying down now.”

They went into the living room and Doris drew the draperies a little to soften the afternoon warmth of the sun.

“Sarge had three old friends,” Uncle Chuck said, “and I’ve only seen two of them. This third one—”

“Bill Knowles.”

“What?” Uncle Chuck fumbled for the folded card, yanked it out, stared at it in astonishment. “You didn’t finish writing this last name. You’ve got William … I thought—”

She rubbed the dark hair back off her forehead. “Wait a minute. Something interrupted just then—Pete. Pete was scratching to come in. And that’s when you told me the scratch on his ear was a bullet wound. And I didn’t finish writing the third name. William Knowles.”

“Does he live on Wildoaks Lane?”

“Yes.” She was staring at Uncle Chuck in a puzzled way now. “Bill has done very well down through the years. He owns a chain of drive-in cafés. He’s—”

“Does he have a daughter?”

“Yes, Katrina. I haven’t seen her since she was about fourteen. She was such a beautiful child, a little golden haired doll. And then, when I last saw her—you know, a teen-ager—she was all legs and eyes, but you could see what a beauty she was going to turn into. What’s the matter, Uncle Chuck?”

“Katrina’s the only child?”

“Yes.”

“Would she drive a little red foreign sports car?”

“I … I guess she’d drive anything she wanted. Bill spoiled her terribly. His wife died when Kat was little, and after that the little girl was all he had.”

“How come you haven’t seen her for four years?”

“It may not be that long,” Doris corrected herself. “I just don’t remember. Bill and Sarge were old friends, and they had their nights out together, as I’ve told you. But there wasn’t anything social otherwise. I mean that involved me.”

“How much social life had you been sharing with Sargent these last few years, Dorrie?”

She winced. “Not much.”


“You lived up here practically alone, on this mountain, and he supported the home—and that was it. Is that right?”

“Yes. I’m afraid that’s all there was, Uncle Chuck.”

“I’m going out for a minute,” he told her, reaching for his cane. He stood up, aware of a great sense of dreadful expectation, a heavy fear. “While I’m gone, you just stay put. Don’t answer the door if anyone comes. And keep Pete handy.”

“Pete …” she echoed, also rising, her face full of uneasy speculation. “You sound as if someone might get in even with the place locked.”

“Sargent had a set of keys, didn’t he? We don’t know where those keys are, Dorrie. Perhaps they were with his body and the cops have them. And perhaps not.”

She shivered, rubbing her hands along her folded arms as if from a sudden chill. “I understand …”

“I won’t be long. Maybe just a minute or so.”

He went out to his car, started it, and backed up into the street. He drove slowly down the long stretch of road that led to the corner where the new homes were being built. The wind seemed to be rising; even inside the car he could hear its soft humming through the pines. The scene had the look of late afternoon, peaceful and deserted.

He kept his eyes on the road, waiting for that flicker of autumn color, and for a minute he thought that it was gone, it wouldn’t flash this time. But then it came, the red-orange gleam. His heart thudded. The brief delay had been due to the different angle of sunlight now that it was later in the day.



Chapter 9

Uncle Chuck got out of his car, reached for his cane, steadied himself on the uneven ground. Shut in here closely among the pine trees, there was almost a feeling of twilight; the wind touched him and he shivered. Behind the pile of wilting brush the little car seemed secret and lonely. Uncle Chuck went over to it.

In the glove compartment he found the registration certificate which, by law, belonged on the steering post or otherwise openly displayed. Sure enough, the car was registered to Katrina Knowles at the Wildoaks Lane address. Uncle Chuck examined the clips which would have fastened the holder to the steering post; they were bent, almost pulled loose from the plastic straps, as if someone had hastily yanked the holder from whatever it had been fixed to.

He laid the owner’s certificate on the bucket seat and examined the other things in the glove compartment.

There were a lot of thin-paper charge slips for gasoline, stuffed in helter-skelter, a tire-repair receipt, two appointment cards from a beauty salon, the dates on them recent ones, a pair of worn brown kid gloves, a red silk scarf almost the exact shade of the car itself, a pack of cigarettes, a lot of half-used match packs, and a dog’s leather leash.

Uncle Chuck ran the leash through his hands a couple of times, looped it to test its stiffness, decided that it was new.

Then he put all of the stuff back into the glove compartment, including the registration certificate, and went to the rear of the car. He propped the cane against the bumper, braced himself with a hand on the fender, and opened the trunk.

Unlike the glove compartment, the trunk was neat, almost empty. There was the spare tire, and some tools rolled inside a plastic case, the bumper jack, and a gallon can painted red, obviously used to carry extra gas. The can was empty, but in finding this out Uncle Chuck had moved it, and behind the can was a large envelope. The envelope had Katrina Knowles’ name and address on it—it had come through the mail—and the return address was that of a Canadian Travel Bureau.

He opened the envelope and spread its contents, which consisted of booklets about touring the various provinces of Canada.

He studied the envelope as he returned the booklets to it. He decided that the envelope had lain here in the trunk for some time; it was not dirty—the trunk was quite clean—but it looked somehow worn, as if it had been shuffled around quite a lot, as, for instance, with the various twists and turns of the little car.

Uncle Chuck closed the trunk and picked up his cane. He stood for a moment unmoving. He knew what he had to do, and he didn’t at all want to do it. Maybe, he thought, it wasn’t even his business. He could just call the cops.

But no. The only way he could protect Dorrie was by knowing as much as possible—as soon as possible. After he’d looked in the house on the slope above, and found nothing, he could tell the cops about Katrina Knowles’s car.

He picked his way up the slope, warily, afraid of losing his balance. If you fell here, he thought, you might lie quite a while if you needed help in getting up—probably until the real-estate man came around with a prospective buyer for the house. The closer he got to the house the more aware Uncle Chuck was of its silent desertedness. Someday it would be a home, he thought, but right now it was a shell, hollow and untenanted. The humming sound of the wind in the pines was a disembodied sighing, grieving.

Oh God, Uncle Chuck prayed, I hope there’s nothing here to be sighed and grieved over. I hope there’s nothing at all.

From the bare unplanted earth the flagstone steps led directly to the big front door. Uncle Chuck tested the door; it was locked and no windows opened on the porch area. He couldn’t lean far enough, even holding to the iron railing, to see through the nearest windows into the house.

Climbing downstairs, he decided, was actually harder than climbing up; but he made it back to the rough yard and then followed what would eventually be the paved driveway to the rear of the place. Here much less clearing of the land had been done, perhaps with the thought that new owners might want to preserve some of the native growth. A clutter of scrap lumber, torn tar paper, and other debris was thick around the rear entry. Some of it he pushed aside with the cane as best he could, and the rest he stepped over or on. The rear door had a glass pane in it and gave off a smell of fresh paint. Looking in, he could see the entry and service area, all sparkling with newness, and quite empty.

The back door was open.

I shouldn’t have touched it with my bare hand, Uncle Chuck thought, looking down at the new brass knob. Or—maybe it doesn’t matter. I hope that it won’t matter.

He stepped into the service area. The floor was of linoleum tile, laid out in yellow-and-white squares, shining with wax. Stubbed-off water and drain pipes waited in the freshly painted wall for the installation of appliances. He could see into what must be the kitchen—there was an island in the middle of the room, a brass hood over it, hanging from the ceiling, the counter white-tiled, an empty unfinished place where the range would be. And then, with a great inward wrench of grief and dread, Uncle Chuck knew that what he did here mattered very much indeed….

Nothing could matter more. From behind the island built in the middle of the kitchen two feet protruded, toes up.

They looked like young feet, very much alone and stilled now inside their green suéde sandals. What he could see of the legs seemed to be encased in close-fitting denim pants.

He told himself, I don’t want to look at the rest of her. He suddenly wanted terribly to go back out into the yard, to the outdoors, and to look at the pine trees and the sky, and to listen to the quarreling jays, and to hear the wind.

Can’t.

Have to know.

Damn your old hide, he scolded himself, quit your shaking.

He saw the gun, the little derringer that lay on her outstretched hand, before he even saw her face. Somehow the derringer didn’t look out of place at all; it matched the shining efficiency of this new and well-planned room. It was a working machine, like the appliances that belonged here; it had just got here ahead of the others, was all. The girl didn’t belong. Her long blond mop of hair covered most of her face, as if blown across it by a high wind, or tossed there in the act of falling. Her pink mouth and half-shut eyes were only dimly visible, veiled by the hair, voluptuous and untidy.

Uncle Chuck drew in a deep, shocked breath.

Her blouse had been pulled up out of the denim pants, unbuttoned and opened; a net brassière had been loosened and pushed up to expose her left breast. The breast looked full and soft as if swollen with young life; the skin was whitely translucent and the nipple like a tight bud. Right over the heart, right through the globe of the breast, were double bullet holes like small blue bruises.

In contrast to the outflung right arm, her left arm lay straight beside her, in the narrow space between her body and the cabinet doors which took up this side of the island.

For a moment Uncle Chuck tried to believe that the girl was asleep, that if he touched her she would wake up, she would raise herself, tugging the blouse together, brushing the blond hair from her eyes, her cheeks coloring because he’d come upon her napping here. But of course, he told himself dazedly, this was the frightened brain storm of a crazy old coot, himself—and this girl was never going to sit up under her own power again.

A green suede jacket, a green purse, both the color of her sandals, were hung across an open cabinet door beyond her head.

If she was Katrina Knowles, the man named Bill Knowles didn’t have anybody.

“Uncle Chuck?”

“Me, Dorrie.”

She had been stretched out on the couch; now she sat up quickly, putting her feet on the floor. She brushed at a wing of dark hair, looked up at him. Her eyes widened. “Uncle Chuck—what is it?”

“I’m going to just sit for a minute,” he told her, “and sort of get my wits in order. Then I’m going to have to use the phone, call the cops.”

“Something’s wrong. I can tell … you look as if you’d seen a ghost.”

“A ghost would have been more welcome, Dorrie.” He sat down near her, the cane forgotten, sliding to the floor. “There’s a young girl dead in one of the new houses at the end of the street. I’d noticed a car there earlier today. It looked as if someone had tried to get it out of sight, but the sun shining on it made a glimmer. Anyway, I think the dead girl might be Katrina Knowles.”

“Kat?” Doris echoed unbelievingly. She had obviously been trying hard to follow what Uncle Chuck had been telling her, but now he could see that her instinct was to reject it all, to disbelieve. You can take in just so much, he thought. After a certain limit it all seems like part of a nightmare and you want to ignore it and get back to sanity, to believable things. “But … but what would Kat be doing here? Now?”

I’d better call the cops,” Uncle Chuck said, but still not making a move toward the phone.

“I … I just can’t think of it as real,” Doris stammered.

“I tried not to believe it either, even while I was looking right at her. But she exists, Dorrie. She’s in that vacant house with a gun in her hand, and she’s dead.”

The unbelief in Doris’s eyes was turning to horror. “She couldn’t be more than eighteen. Eighteen or nineteen. It can’t be ended for her, that young.”

“This girl is that young, and it’s all over.”

Doris shook her head frantically; she put a hand on the arm of the couch as if to get up. “Let me go see—”

“No, Dorrie, I won’t permit that.”

“But why not?”

“Well … I’m thinking of your interests, your safety. This may be a suicide. Or may not be. I don’t want you on the scene at all. And then, too, I guess I kind of wish no one had to look at her the way she is. The cops have to. I know that. But a young girl shouldn’t be …” He drew in a deep breath, cutting off what he’d been saying.

Doris shrank back against the couch cushions, a shocked hand over her mouth.

For a moment the room was quiet. Then Uncle Chuck roused himself and asked, “Had it ever occurred to you that Katrina might be the young girl in Sargent’s life?”

“Never. Of course not. Sarge and I had known her from the time she was a little girl. A man doesn’t—” Her eyes closed and she swayed, almost toppling forward. Uncle Chuck reached her as quickly as he could; he helped her turn and slide down so that she lay face up, and lifted her feet to the couch. “He couldn’t. He couldn’t,” she whispered through stiff lips.

“Maybe not,” he said, trying to calm her.

“That would be … monstrous.” She tried to raise her head to look directly at him, willing him to understand. “It would take a—a monster to do a thing like that.”

To himself Uncle Chuck was remembering Mrs. Criff’s description of the girl she’d seen at the apartment with Sargent—one of the young wild ones—and he was enough of a realist to see that the willingness, if not aggression, could have been on the girl’s part. It had happened before.

Doris was staring blindly upward. “You must get hold of Bill Knowles, get him up here. He’ll know how to protect Kat’s name.”

“No, Dorrie. I’ve got to call Martin.”

“Don’t!”

“I’m sorry. I wish it could be some other way.”

There weren’t any sirens. The cops came quietly. Standing at the top of the drive, Uncle Chuck saw the Idylynn police cruiser turn in at the opening in the pines. After about ten minutes the cruiser backed out again and took up a waiting position, blocking the entrance.

It was almost forty minutes before the San Bernardino County sheriff’s car was there. Uncle Chuck had gone inside to wait, had checked a couple of times at fifteen-minute intervals. The sheriff’s car sat bumper to bumper, facing the other. Obviously someone had had sense enough to think of preserving any traces of footsteps or tire tracks on the ground around the house.


Uncle Chuck told himself, My tracks are all over the place, front and back. Probably make ’em sore. And yet my curiosity saved them some time, maybe.

He returned to the house. Doris was just putting up the phone. “Bill Knowles doesn’t answer. There’s nobody home.”

“There wasn’t earlier. Doesn’t he keep a housekeeper?”

“I don’t know. He did when Kat was little, but perhaps when she was old enough to be left alone, he got along with day help. I just don’t know, and furthermore, I’ve been thinking of that question you asked, how much social life Sarge and I had shared recently, and I can see how he just deliberately isolated me.” She was sitting tensed, her hands clenched on her lap. “He shut me away from everybody. Even you. Yes, I can see now, he made me ashamed, he made me want to hide from everyone. And now … now I can hardly see how to cope with all of this.”

Uncle Chuck went to her; he put an arm across her shoulders and bent to press his lips against her hair. “Don’t worry, Dorrie. I’m not much any more, a crippled old coot who’s learned a little law, but what I am is all yours. And if I can’t cope, we’ll get us a sharp young attorney like a couple I know in San Berdoo.”

She clung to him now, shaking with sobs.

“Sure he shut you away,” Uncle Chuck went on. “He had a plan going. What all of its ramifications were I don’t know yet, but one part of it was to get you out of the way. He put you up here on this mountain and he quit being your husband—in any way that counted.”

“I’m old,” she cried. “He made me into a timid old woman.”

“That you aren’t,” Uncle Chuck said firmly. “To me you’re still that little girl, the one who spent summers with us, the one we loved so much …”

She turned her tear-filled eyes up to him. “Uncle Chuck—to Bill Knowles his Kat is still the little girl he loved. That’s what is so awful.”

“I know. I know.”

“What’s going to happen now?”

The worry lines seemed to deepen around Uncle Chuck’s eyes and mouth. He went to the couch, letting himself down against its cushions, putting the cane aside. He thought suddenly that this was surely the worst day of his life, the longest, the most terrible. It was worse than the day Tippie had died, because after Tippie’s long sickness that day had meant the end to suffering, the hour of release.

He turned from thoughts of Tippie to the explanation he wanted to make to Doris. “What I’m going to say isn’t meant as a criticism of the police. I think Martin must be a hard-working, efficient officer, doing his best job for the taxpayers. But the police everywhere have too damned much to do, a job that’s too big for the number of men in it and too never-ending; and when you have a situation like that, in anything, it’s entirely natural to take the quickest and most obvious way out. What I’m getting at, if there’s a quick and obvious answer to a crime, you’ll take it. The cops’ll take it. In this case, if they can say that Katrina killed Sargent because of some angle in the affair they might have been having, and then committed suicide out of guilt, or remorse, they’ll say it. Some minor items of evidence might have to be ignored maybe. If most of it stacks up, looks logical, that’s what the solution will be. Murder followed by suicide. All wrapped up.”

She was looking at him in sick astonishment. “Kat murdering Sarge? But … but you didn’t see him! She couldn’t have done that !”

Uncle Chuck nodded. “We might decide so, but we aren’t under a tremendous pressure to get an answer and to go on to a dozen other things.”

“They won’t believe that, Uncle Chuck. Martin won’t believe it for a minute.”



Chapter 10

In the sheriff’s cruiser, with Lieutenant Martin at the wheel, Uncle Chuck rode slowly past the corner where the new homes stood among the pines, now darkening with the approach of twilight.

“I didn’t see any glint of color,” Martin said, braking the car past the turn.

“Sun’s going down. Almost gone,” Uncle Chuck said wearily. “Sun was high when I first caught that reddish gleam. Second time, around three-thirty or so, I almost didn’t see it. All depends on the light angle. Let the car stay where it is and drive past here around noon tomorrow, and you’ll see.”


“No, I’m going to take your word for it.” Martin sounded as tired as Uncle Chuck felt. “It’s logical … and thanks, you did save us some time finding her.”

“You knew whom you were looking for?”

“Yes,” Martin said shortly, maneuvering the car to turn it around. There were a lot more cars now in the street below the empty house. A little while ago an ambulance had pulled in, the other cars being moved to allow its passage.

“Could you tell me who put you on the track of Miss Knowles?”

Martin looked straight ahead through the windshield. “I can’t give you the name of the informant, no. It wasn’t anyone involved in the case, directly, that is; it’s someone who works in a café where Mr. Chenoweth used to take Miss Knowles … happened to know he was married, and happened to know her father.”

“Came forward with the information pretty quick, hmmm?”

“Heard about Chenoweth’s murder on the radio, phoned in right away about the girl. Said she’d been thinking of writing an anonymous letter to the girl’s father. Used to work in one of his drive-ins, as a matter of fact.”

Uncle Chuck started to say, And with Mrs. Criff calling you about the apartment on Barranca Drive, you had the whole story, and then changed his mind and said instead, “What about Katrina Knowles, her being dead here at the end of Chenoweth’s block?”

“You’re Mrs. Chenoweth’s attorney,” Martin pointed out, “and you know I can’t discuss this case with you.”

“Oh, I was just wondering if you’d decided for sure it was suicide. Remember, I saw her, saw the gun lying in her hand, and it didn’t look as if there’d been any fight or struggle. Of course her bosom being bared like that gave a strange touch, but it wasn’t anything she couldn’t have done. Young girls can be full of queer ideas. And wild, dramatic gestures.”

“Very true,” Martin agreed. He pulled to a stop across the street from the unpaved driveway, since five police and sheriff’s cars lined the other side. “If it’s suicide, our experts will tell us. Right now I want you to show me where you parked and where you walked while you examined the car. We won’t be going inside—they’re working in there.”

He was patient with Uncle Chuck’s slow progress across the street and up into the rough yard. The windows of the house were full of sunset glow, reflections of cloudy, smoky reds and yellows. Whoever came here eventually to live, Uncle Chuck thought, was going to have a view. He hobbled around, showing Martin the dim prints of his tires and where he had walked, and in the plainer prints Martin stuck twigs upright as a way of marking them.

When this seemed pretty well taken care of, Martin started back to the street. Following as closely as possible, Uncle Chuck asked, “Have you examined the car?”

“Not thoroughly, no.”

“Is there any way to tell for certain whether she or Sargent died first?”

Martin threw him a wise, warning look. “If there is, our medical examiner will do it.”

“Couldn’t you give me this much of a break—call me when you’ve decided whether her death is suicide or murder?”

Walking ahead, facing the sunset, Martin appeared to think it over. Uncle Chuck made a private bet, thinking to himself, he’s going to say no. But then Martin nodded shortly. “If and when I decide to give the information to the papers—make it public—I’ll call you first.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“You might have quite a wait.”

“Yes, I expect that I will,” Uncle Chuck agreed.

Martin drove him back down the road to Doris’s house and let him out in the driveway. He then backed up the slope with such a burst of acceleration that the tires spun, turned with a snap of the wheels. He doesn’t like me much, Uncle Chuck thought. I’m a meddler. The fact that I’m Dorrie’s lawyer makes me a more obnoxious kind of meddler than I’d be otherwise. Too bad, Lieutenant.

He went into the house. Doris was in the kitchen, just hanging up the wall phone. The signs of shock and exhaustion were overlaid now with a puzzled look. She plugged the percolator cord into a socket, then turned to Uncle Chuck. “That was Sharon Baxter. She’s on her way to the house now. She called from the village. She says she’s found some things of Sarge’s in the filing cabinets there at the office, things that didn’t belong … Uncle Chuck, I think she must have found the papers that are missing from his lockbox here at the house!”

“That would be interesting.”

“She says she went home and tried to rest, and then it occurred to her that she should go back to the office and really go through everything there. And that’s when she found them!”

“Fine. Dorrie, I’ll have a cup of that coffee while we wait for Mrs. Baxter.”

Seated in the living room some fifteen minutes later, Sharon Baxter, to Uncle Chuck’s eyes, seemed to have aged by years since their encounter that morning. Her face had a hollow-eyed, parched look, the lips untouched by color and drooping at the corners. Her hair was pulled back much more severely, as if she’d given it a hasty brushing before coming out. The clothes had been changed; she had on a black dress and a shapeless black coat, both somehow dusty-looking. She sat at the end of the couch, propped by her right elbow, a big cardboard folder of the expandable type, tied with gray tape, lying on her lap.

She had begun by apologizing profusely for intruding on Doris’s grief and then crying for a few moments while Doris assured her that the intrusion was not at all out of line.

“If I’d had my wits about me this morning, I would have found these papers when you were at the office,” she said finally, looking at Uncle Chuck, “and then it wouldn’t have been necessary for me to come up here now. I could have handed them over right there.”

“The police wouldn’t have liked it,” Uncle Chuck reminded her. “I guess they’re going to have to be told now just where and how you recovered them.” She reacted with a gesture of nervous worry, almost dropping the big folder, and he added, “But first let’s see what you have. Then we can decide what to do.”

She leaned forward, holding out the big folder. Uncle Chuck propped it across his knees and studied it curiously. “Is this something Sargent used all the time?”

“Well … uh … no. I had a half-dozen or so of these big folders that I brought with me when I came to work at Mr. Chenoweth’s office. I’d had them then for quite a while. Of course they were … around, and of course he was welcome to use one if he wanted to.”

Uncle Chuck untied the string and opened the folder. As he removed each document, he studied it briefly and then put it on a small table where Doris could reach it. As soon as she had glanced at the first two papers, Doris said, “These are our insurance policies.”

Uncle Chuck nodded. “This must be the mortgage insurance you mentioned, that on Sargent’s death the house would be paid for in full.”

“Yes, that’s it.”

“Here’s your marriage license. Or a copy.”

He had unfolded the heavy sheet, embossed with the gold seal of the county, the bottom of the page thick with various signatures. Doris was shaking her head wearily. “I had no idea Sarge had that. I supposed it was stuck away with some of my old papers.”

Uncle Chuck had taken an unsealed blank envelope from the folder and was now removing the single sheet within it. One glance, and he tried to return it unobtrusively to the folder.

“What’s that?” Doris asked sharply.

Uncle Chuck threw a momentary swift glance at Mrs. Baxter, but the older woman was not looking at him or at Doris. Her attention seemed fixed on the passageway that led out of the room in the direction of the kitchen and service area. She had one hand inside her purse, as if her original intention had been perhaps to find a cigarette and then she had been distracted.

Doris was frowning at Uncle Chuck’s hesitation. She put out a hand. “Give me the envelope.”

There was nothing to do but to hand it over. Doris removed the single photostatted sheet from within and looked at it for a moment, her eyes narrowing with anguish. “Why … why should Sarge have had Kat Knowles’s birth certificate? Why … why?”

“Dorrie, let’s don’t go into it now. I can think of several possible reasons. We can discuss them later.”


She tossed the photostat toward the small table, jerking her hand back. The white sheet drifted to the floor. “No, I won’t wait. And I can’t think of any reasons Sarge should have had it. You tell me.” Her wild eyes seemed filled with a mixture of fury and dread.

Uncle Chuck began reluctantly, “Well, let’s suppose one part of Sarge’s plan involved going out of the country with Miss Knowles. Not to Brazil—that would involve a passport. But say as far as Mexico or Canada. To cross the border freely she’d need proof of age and of United States citizenship. This birth certificate is all she’d need.”

Doris held her head between her hands as if literally to squeeze in the flying, incredible images. “This is insane. Canada or Mexico! And just this morning you and the lieutenant were talking about Sarge being ready to leave for South America. Brazil. With a passport …”

“Maybe the passport, the travel folders about Brazil were a cover-up on Sargent’s part, something to throw off anyone who might be getting nosy. They were, after all, in the top drawer of his unlocked desk.” He looked at Mrs. Baxter, but she seemed not to be paying any heed to him and Doris. She was still fixedly watching the depths of the hall.

In order to retrieve the fallen photostat, which had sailed out into the middle of the floor, Uncle Chuck got out of his chair, working quickly with the cane, and started toward it, and at the same moment Doris realized what he meant to do and she, too, jumped from her chair.

She caught up the stiff white sheet and wadded it fiercely between her palms.

“Doris, that piece of paper is evidence. It has to go to Martin.”

“I don’t care! It’s as if everything is falling down on me … I can’t endure any more.” She let the paper fall to the floor again, went back to her chair, laid her head on the padded arm, and wept into her hands.

The room was filled with the last of the sunset glow, and enough of the light reflected into the passageway to show him the big dog, crouched there, facing them, his eyes gleaming and ears flattened. “Pete!” Uncle Chuck called sharply. He stooped awkwardly and picked up the fallen paper. Still Mrs. Baxter didn’t look around; she went on staring at the dog. And Pete didn’t move, didn’t respond to Uncle Chuck’s voice.

“Come on, Pete. What the devil’s got into you?”

The dog moved forward a little, writhing on his belly.

Now Mrs. Baxter’s fixed attention suddenly broke off. She glanced up at Uncle Chuck. “Isn’t he a big, magnificent animal?” she said softly. “I had no idea … Mr. Chenoweth never spoke of him. And yet he knew I loved dogs.”

“Pete had a bad experience last night,” Uncle Chuck said, “and he’s been acting peculiarly with anyone who comes to the house.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” Mrs. Baxter replied. She withdrew her hand from her purse beside her, taking out cigarettes and a pack of matches. She threw a quick, commiserating glance at Doris, evidently decided not to offer Doris the pack, and then held them out to Uncle Chuck.

“Thanks. Not right now,” he said. He went back to his own chair and smoothed the paper as best he could on his knee, then put it with the insurance forms. “Let’s see what else we have now.” He took from the folder a somewhat fatter envelope bearing Sargent Chenoweth’s name typed on its front. The flap was stuck with transparent tape, which Uncle Chuck pried loose. Inside was money—twenty one-hundred-dollar bills. “Two thousand in cash,” Uncle Chuck said aloud. Doris lifted her head to look at the money. Mrs. Baxter seemed embarrassed. Uncle Chuck asked her, “Did you look through all of this stuff?”

“No, not completely,” she said. “I saw that the insurance policies were personal ones, that they had nothing to do with the business, and I guessed from that that the contents should just be turned over to Mrs. Chenoweth.”

“You’d never had a similar experience during the year or so you’d been there?”

“Why, what do you mean?”

“Ever run into personal papers of Sargent’s?”

“Kept in the business files?” She seemed mystified by his questions. “Oh, never. Certainly not.”

“What gave you the idea of looking for personal papers today?”

She frowned at him. “Why, the things you said this morning, about some private papers being gone from a lockbox he kept at home. That’s all. I’m not gifted with second sight or anything like that. Of course, the police had gone through the files earlier today, but it seemed a very offhand business and as if they really didn’t know what they were looking for.” She put the cigarettes into the handbag and snapped the catch, the small sharp sound being answered by a whine and a sudden coughing bark from Pete, in the hall. “Now, Mr. Sadler, I’ll remind you—I considered that I was doing your niece a favor, bringing these things. I’ll admit I can’t help being a little curious why Mr. Chenoweth hid them in the ordinary office files. But it isn’t really my business.”

She stood up and shook the coat to loosen it and tucked the purse under her arm.

Uncle Chuck also made haste to rise. “I’m very grateful to you, Mrs. Baxter. And I know Doris is too. You must understand how some of these things have upset her.”


Sharon Baxter’s glance dwelt on Doris’s bent head with a look that approached brokenhearted gloom. “Yes. Yes, I do understand.”

He ushered her toward the front entry. At the door she turned to offer her hand. “If there’s anything I can do … any questions you need to ask—”

“I’d like to talk to you again, maybe tomorrow, about Sargent’s manner and actions during the last few weeks. You’ll have time to think things over, and I’ll have had a night’s sleep—”

The sound of an approaching car caused them both to turn to the open door and the view of the outer patio and driveway. A big gray sedan hung for a moment at the lip of the road, then crept down slowly toward the space before the garage. “I hope he doesn’t block the way out,” Sharon Baxter murmured, and then added in a tone of surprise, “Oh, it’s Mr. Knowles.”



Chapter 11

A man got out of the gray sedan on the side opposite, slamming the door shut. From what Uncle Chuck could make of him in the gathering twilight, he seemed tall and heavy and somewhat stooped. For a moment he stood there on the far side of the driveway, silent, as if looking down into the thick growth of pines. Then he came around the car, staggering a little as he tried to avoid the front bumper. He glanced up at last and must have seen them watching him.

Sharon Baxter moistened her lips with her tongue. “Oh, Mr. Knowles,” she called anxiously, “I guess you’ve heard about Mr. Chenoweth’s murder!”


The man turned his gaze on her from under heavy brows. It was hard to read his expression at this distance and in the near-dark, but Uncle Chuck sensed a deep anger, a frozen rage, in the other man. Knowles made no reply; after a moment’s hesitation he continued toward them.

Uncle Chuck stepped into the house and touched the light switch, and two big globes illuminated the patio and the lower part of the drive. The man blinked in the sudden glare. He looked unshaven; his clothes seemed disarrayed, and as he got close Uncle Chuck’s nose was assailed by odors of sweat and tobacco, overlaid with liquor. Silver shone thickly in Knowles’s hair. “Who are you?” he demanded of Uncle Chuck.

“Chuck Sadler. Mrs. Chenoweth’s uncle, and also acting as her attorney.”

Knowles tightened his mouth. He made no move to hold out his hand.

“You remember me,” Sharon said, starting to put out her hand and then jerking it back.

“Sure. How’re you?” he said without glancing at her. To Uncle Chuck he said, “I want to see Doris right away.”

“Doris has had all she can take for one day. You’ll have to talk to me. And if this has to do with your daughter and Sargent, which I judge it must have, you’ll see Doris when I decide she’s ready for it.”

Knowles lowered his head and hunched his shoulders. “You’re going to keep me out of the house?”

“I damned well am,” Uncle Chuck answered. “Even if I have to call on the cops to help me.”

Knowles shook a fist under Uncle Chuck’s nose. “You listen to me—”

“Mr. Knowles, get hold of yourself!” Sharon cried, shocked. “Mr. Sadler is … uh … handicapped. You can’t threaten to strike him!”

Knowles’s lips drew back, exposing his teeth. “The hell I can’t hit him. I’m going to see Doris. Now. I’m going to find out where Kat is. She must know … must have some idea. Sarge must have left a note for her the way Kat did for me.” He broke off to stand weaving, his eyes squeezed shut as if to crowd away an unutterable tiredness. He rubbed a big hand down his face. “God. What a night and a day I’ve had.”

There was a moment of complete silence. The sound of the wind in the pines only increased the stillness between them, there on the patio.

Sharon gave Uncle Chuck a stunned glance. “I’d better go.” Her face seemed suddenly more lined, grayish, under the lights. “Call me tomorrow, will you please? And if there’s anything I can do, anything at all …” She stepped past Knowles and hurried to her car. There was the slam of the car door and a moment later the motor hummed. The headlights sprang to life and backed up the drive toward the road.

Knowles had ignored the woman. “What about it, Chump, or whatever your name is? Am I going in to see Doris?”

Uncle Chuck’s voice had lost its defiance. He spoke gently to Knowles. “You don’t know where your daughter is?”

“I’ll find her. I know my Kat. Hiding out. Scared. An old trick of hers. Did it from the time she was little—”

“You have heard, though, that Sargent is dead?”

“Heard it on the radio. I was on my way back from International Airport in L.A. Went up there thinking I might catch Sarge and Kat.” He turned doggedly toward the open door of the house.


“Come inside,” Uncle Chuck invited, “and we’ll talk. First, though, let me get Dorrie out of the way. She has nothing to do with this.”

“Nothing to do … with Kat? But dammit, Sarge and Kat—”

“Wait here a minute.”

Uncle Chuck went into the house, hurrying as fast as his use of the cane allowed, and then saw that he needn’t have worried. Doris was in her room, lying down, flattened into the surface of the bed as if crushed there by the weight of grief and fear she had endured this day.

Uncle Chuck turned on lights in the entry and living room, then returned for Knowles. Knowles followed him with an air of suspicion, looking around the living room as if expecting Doris to be there. Then he looked at Uncle Chuck and shrugged. “Okay, we talk. You wouldn’t have a drink handy, would you?”

To Uncle Chuck it seemed obvious that Knowles had been drinking most of the day. He was almost out on his feet from tiredness and liquor. Well, one more slug wouldn’t kill him, but it had better be a light one. “Sure. Have a chair. I’ll be right back.”

He couldn’t have been more than a couple of minutes, but when he returned with the drink for Knowles, the man had slumped deeply into a big chair with his head back against the cushion and looked asleep. Uncle Chuck touched Knowles’s outstretched hand with the bottom of the cold glass, and Knowles’s eyes flew open. “What? What is it?”

“Your drink.” Uncle Chuck handed him the glass, then went to sit nearby. “You said your daughter must be hiding. Is that what she would do, knowing Sargent had been killed?”


Knowles stared at him suspiciously over the glass. “What are you getting at?”

“Just wondering what your theory of it was.”

“No theory. None at all. Been driving, looking for her, all day. I’m so beat I can hardly think.” He lifted the glass to his lips.

“When did you find your daughter’s note?”

“What’re all the questions about, Chump, or whatever—”

“Chuck. Chuck Sadler.”

Knowles was silent for a moment, looking down into the drink. “Okay. Chuck, then. I got Kat’s note early in the evening. She and Sarge were in love, they were taking off into the wild blue yonder, don’t try to find her; Sarge would get a divorce wherever they were going and they’d get married and live happily ever after.”

“This mention of Sargent—it surprised you?”

Knowles hesitated over his answer. “No. Not really. Look, if you want me to go on talking to you and not go looking for Doris, you’ve got to sweeten this drink. This is water.”

“All right.” Uncle Chuck went to the kitchen, brought back the bottle, set it beside Knowles on a small table. Better a few kernels of information than resentment and perhaps lies.

Knowles sweetened the drink to an extent that raised Uncle Chuck’s eyebrows. Finally he said harshly, “I had an idea—oh, months ago—that Kat was seeing somebody on the sly, somebody she knew I wouldn’t approve of. Just lately I’d begun to think about Sargent.”

“You’d uncovered some clue to his identity?”

“No. Just a hunch.”

The room was silent for a few moments while Knowles worked on the liquor.


It didn’t seem to be affecting him adversely. He looked over at Uncle Chuck with a suddenly alert, wide-awake expression. “What I’ve got to say to Doris isn’t just about Kat. I’m going to promise her something. I’m going to explain what I saw here last night … and that I’m not going to tell it to anybody. Of course Wiegand might spill his guts—”

“What about?”

“How do I know I can trust you? Where the hell’s Doris, anyway?” Knowles half rose, the drink in his hand.

“Sit down,” Uncle Chuck commanded. “I want to know what you saw and why you were here last night.”

Knowles sank down slowly, staring across at Uncle Chuck. “I was here because I’d found Kat’s note on my dresser when I went home … and this was the first place that occurred to me. I came up here hoping to catch Sargent before he had time to skip, the lousy sneak. I was going to half kill him if I caught him.” In a dry, emphatic tone Knowles added: “You’ll notice I said half kill.”

“You saw Sargent here?”

“No. I prowled around. Wiegand’s car was in the driveway; Doris’s was in the garage. I went down the hill there, staying close to the trees, until I could see into the living room. The draperies had been pulled, but they weren’t entirely closed. I could see what was going on. An argument.”

“An argument between Wiegand and Doris?”

“Sure. Old Wally was red in the face, yapping a mile a minute, the way he does when he gets excited. And Doris was holding one of the tools from the fireplace.” Knowles nodded toward the hearth on the other side of the room. “The poker, I guess it was. She was waving it around as if she was ready to brain somebody with it. Not Wally, though. It was as if she was telling him what she was going to do to somebody else, and he was trying to argue her out of it.”

“How do you know not Wally?” Uncle Chuck demanded sharply. His heart had started to pound and his mouth felt cotton-dry.

“Oh …” Knowles spread a hand, shrugged again. “You know what I mean. She wasn’t waving it at Wally. He wasn’t running from her; he didn’t even look scared, just nervous and excited. Like trying to calm her, trying to give her a drink to hold while he got the poker away.”

Into Uncle Chuck’s mind flashed the image of Lieutenant Martin, of Martin’s face all lit up with the unholy joy of final discovery. The cops would toss away any convenient theories of Kat’s having murdered Sargent and then having killed herself, with this story of Knowles’s to work with.

“What happened, finally?” he managed to say.

“I don’t know. I figured Wally and Doris must be having some kind of party, maybe even celebrating Sarge’s departure. Her waving the poker like that could have been an act, a joke.”

“What else could it have been?”

“Ha, ha, Chuck. You don’t want me to say what it could have been, now do you?”

“A threat? Telling Wally Wiegand what she’d do to Sargent?”

The touch of humor abruptly left Knowles’s face. “You’re saying it. I’m not.”

“It’s not important. What is important—I’ve got to call the sheriff’s office and tell the cops you’re here. They want you. They’ve been looking for you. They know where your daughter is.”

There was little reaction from Knowles; he shook his head and blinked as if in disbelief. He finished the drink, sipping slowly, while Uncle Chuck waited. The folder which Sharon Baxter had brought still lay on a table nearby, but Knowles had not once glanced at it. When there was nothing in the bottom of the glass but shards of ice, Knowles set it aside and tried to stand. He steadied himself against the chair arm and straightened his torso awkwardly. “Tired,” he muttered. “Too tired to stand up. Got to sleep.”

“I’ll be gone for a minute. Just wait here,” Uncle Chuck told him.

He almost fell over Pete, who was crouched in the hall. The dog retreated on three legs, whining softly.

“Sorry, Pete.”

In the kitchen he decided to call the Idylynn Police instead of the sheriff’s office—the local cops could get here much quicker. Perhaps the sheriff’s men were still at the house down the road, in which case the local office could contact them by radio. He dialed Operator, and as the voice spoke in his ear, he heard the sound of a door closing somewhere else in the house. He hung up without replying to the operator, hurried back to the living room.

A small table had been overturned, as if Knowles might have bumped into it on his way to the door. Near the hall a lamp had fallen against the wall, tilting the shade so that the bulb glared out into the room. Knowles was gone.

Even as Uncle Chuck surveyed the signs of Knowles’s unsteady departure, a car’s motor roared outside, followed by the squeal of tires as a car was abruptly put into gear. Hampered by the need for the cane, Uncle Chuck made it to the door just in time to see Knowles’s headlights snap on at the top of the driveway.

Knowles wasn’t in any shape to drive, but Uncle Chuck had no way of getting him back to the house.


The news of Kat’s death would catch up with him—sometime, somewhere. Uncle Chuck thought, I should have told him. I shouldn’t have tried to pass the buck to the cops.

Too late now. And he had to wake Dorrie and talk to her about the story Knowles was eventually bound to give to Martin.

It was almost eight when he touched her sleeping face gently.

The room was dim, light reflected into it from the hall. Her face was a white oval, shadowed by the cloud of dark hair. She turned her head as if trying to escape the awakening touch. “No. No,” she whispered.

He sat down on the edge of the bed, taking one of her hands in his. Her eyes opened suddenly. She pulled her hand free to prop herself on her elbow. “Where’s Pete?”

“I think he followed me outside when Knowles left.”

“I had a dream. I dreamed that Pete was fighting a strange animal, an animal that wanted into the house—” She broke off as she realized what Uncle Chuck had said. “Bill Knowles? Is that whom you mean? Was he here?” She peered closely at Uncle Chuck. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

“You needed your rest. I wouldn’t have come in now, Dorrie, but I have to tell you what Knowles said. A yarn the cops will get out of him sooner or later.”

“Does he know about Kat?”

“Not yet. Listen, Dorrie. Knowles told me he came up here last night. He had found Kat’s letter bidding him farewell, and he thought he might catch Sargent here before they took off. Instead, he saw you and Wally Wiegand in the living room. He spied on you through an opening in the draperies. He said that you were holding the poker from the fireplace. You were making threatening gestures with it—not at Wiegand, but as if you were demonstrating what you’d do to someone else. Wiegand seemed to be arguing with you about it.”

She pushed herself erect, facing him. “It’s a lie. It never happened!”

“Are you sure, Dorrie? Remember, you’d had quite a bit to drink.”

“Not that much, not enough to forget anything like that. It just didn’t happen.”

“When I came back to the house this morning, Dorrie, after the intruder had been prowling, I found you in the living room. And the poker was in your hand. As if that’s the first thing you’d thought of in the way of a weapon.”

She leaned closer, her eyes wide and afraid. “Are you saying that you don’t believe me?”

“No. I just want you to be sure—”

“But I am sure.”

“When Wiegand was pouring drinks for you and urging you to give Sargent the divorce he wanted—you didn’t make any threats toward Sargent?”

She shrank back, as if Uncle Chuck’s loyalty and concern had at last proven a fraud. “No. Why should I? You don’t hold a man by threatening to kill him if he leaves you.”

“But you had held him.”

“I’d do anything, give anything, now … I’d give everything I own or hope to own, if I could turn back the clock, I could see Sarge again and tell him yes, he was free to get a divorce and have Kat.”

“It’s useless to torture yourself with thoughts like that.”

“I know it. But I can’t help it. I wish I’d let Sarge go. He’d be alive now. But this crazy thing that Bill Knowles says he saw—it’s a lie. I didn’t hold the poker and make threats. If you won’t believe me, why not go and talk to Wally? He’ll back up what I’m telling you.”

“I’d already thought of going to Wiegand,” Uncle Chuck said quietly. “In fact, it’s about the first thing I did think of. But I’ve got a hunch about your friend Wally. He’s scared to death. He’s afraid of being implicated, afraid of being quizzed by the police; and most of all, he’s trying to figure out which way the cat’s going to jump before he’s pinned down to one story. He can change what he told me—there were no witnesses to our talk. I have a feeling that when the cops settle on one particular suspect, whoever it is, Wally’s version of what was done and said will fit the cops’ theory like a glove.”

“Go see him anyway, Uncle Chuck. Go now,” she begged.

“I don’t want to leave you alone here after dark.”

“Please go. I’ll be safe. The police patrol will be by—they’ve promised. And Pete’s outside on guard.”

To himself, Uncle Chuck admitted he’d been thinking of bed rather than a jaunt back to San Bernardino. Tiredness filled him like a deadening drug. When his eyes closed he could see a red glow in which black wings seemed to beat. When he had chased after Knowles through the front door, he had almost fallen because the cane had slipped in his trembling hand.

“All right, Dorrie,” he said finally. “I’ll try to find Wiegand and talk to him.”

“He won’t lie about this!”

“Don’t bank on Wiegand. He’s anxious about his own skin, and that’s all.”

Uncle Chuck stood up, bracing himself with the cane. On a sudden impulse Doris caught his other hand and put it against her cheek. The gesture was one she had made as a child, loving and confiding. He bent and brushed her hair with his lips. He couldn’t destroy Dorrie’s trust and belief in his loyalty. That’s really all she had left now.



Chapter 12

Uncle Chuck went into the living room. He straight ened the fallen table and the lamp, then picked up the folder which Sharon Baxter had brought. With a thoughtful look he sat down, propped the cane against the chair arm, holding the folder on his knee. For a moment he simply studied it, frowning, examining its size and its worn look. Then he untied the brown cord which fastened it.

He removed the contents, letting the folder lie flat on his knees and spreading the documents on the firm manila surface. The two life insurance policies had a face value of fifty thousand dollars each—a fairly hefty premium for Sargent to keep up. The mortgage insurance guaranteed a clear title to the home to the survivor of the marriage. He didn’t take Katrina’s birth certificate photostat from the envelope, though he held it for a moment, thinking of the young girl dead as he had found her that afternoon. Finally there was the two thousand dollars in cash.

A hoard saved … for what?

It would scarcely seem enough for the complete break which Sargent apparently had planned. True, it had been tucked in here with the other documents which Sargent might have wanted to take with him. But two thousand would hardly finance even the beginning of a new life in a foreign country.

It might be thought that this was the start of a nest egg, the first installment as it were—except that Sargent’s plans had apparently come to full completion and he’d been ready to make his break.

There’s something wrong with the picture, Uncle Chuck thought, wishing he could figure out what it was.

Slowly he returned the papers to the folder, tied the heavy cord which held the flap closed. In the back of his mind he could feel time ticking away, could sense the increasing exhaustion. He would have to start soon for San Bernardino if he was going to make it. He could take the folder to Sargent’s room, put it into the steel box, and lock the box. Then he’d drink a cup of cold coffee from the percolator in the kitchen. That might wake him up.

He carried the folder down the hall, passing Dorrie’s door in the dimness. In Sargent’s room he clicked on the light switch. The steel case still sat on a corner of the dresser where they’d left it this morning. He had his hand on the lid when he heard a sudden sharp yapping of alarm from Pete, somewhere outside.


He bent and jerked open the bottom drawer of Sargent’s dresser and dropped the folder in among the clothing there, shut the drawer, and hurried to the door. He turned off the lights and went as quickly as possible to the kitchen. Under the frosted globes, the kitchen and service area looked neat, quiet, and empty. He went on, through the door that led to the laundry and cleaning center and the storage room beyond. Here was the door that led outdoors. It was used little. Doris didn’t have purchases delivered by the stores but brought them home herself, probably because of the distances involved. The service door had a pane in its upper panel. Uncle Chuck turned on the light outside, touching the switch on the wall beside the door. This part of the yard, here at the north end of the patio, was closed in with a trellis on which greenery twined. Uncle Chuck turned the heavy lock and went out.

The wind had died. There wasn’t even a rustle. The night seemed big and queerly silent beyond the rim of light cast by the globe over the door. He walked past the end of the trellis. He could see the stars now, far away in the depths of the black sky.

“Pete? Pete, come here,” he called.

Pete didn’t come. The barking could have meant he had surprised a jack rabbit or a porcupine and now be far away on a chase or be silently investigating a shape full of stickers.

“I need a flashlight,” Uncle Chuck muttered. He grumbled under his breath at the awkwardness, the need of the cane, which slowed him. He thought of asking Doris where she kept her flashlight, if any, but this would involve waking her again, answering her worried questions. He decided to search for a flashlight without waking her.

He considered himself lucky. In the first storage closet, next to the door, on a shelf with bottles of floor wax and cleaners, lay a big flash. He went back out with it. He turned left. The flash showed a series of steps to the road. The steps were redwood blocks set into a thick, creeping green growth. Further to the left was a wall of native growth, marking the boundary of the landscaping around the patio. Beyond the wall of shrubs were the pines.

He called to Pete again and was answered by a whine.

“Come on, Pete. Don’t be scared. Come on,” he coaxed.

Pete growled.

Some sense of movement at his back caused Uncle Chuck to turn. The beam of light twitched past the trellis and on into the darkened patio. Should have left the patio and driveway lights on, Uncle Chuck told himself. What’s out there?

Into the flashlight’s beam stepped the fat figure of Wally Wiegand. He lifted a hand uncertainly, a gesture of greeting. His face wore the phony-friendly grin of the newspaper picture, somewhat lopsided now as if in danger of slipping. “Hi, pardner. Don’t shoot! Ha, ha, ha.” He took two steps toward Uncle Chuck and paused. “Left my car up on the road. Tried to be quiet like.”

“It is a good way to draw pot shots,” Uncle Chuck told him, “and especially since we’ve already had one prowler today. You’re lucky I’m not toting a gun.”

“Is that so? How’s Doris? By the way, that’s why I didn’t come down here and pound on the door. I thought I might just talk to you and not disturb Doris.”

Was he ashamed to face Doris after the shenanigans of last night? This would seem to ascribe feelings of delicacy to Wally which he didn’t appear to possess. “Okay, talk,” Uncle Chuck said, trying to control the irritation the fat man aroused in him. He was sizing Wally up by the light of the flash. Wally had on what looked like a fresh shirt, a neat dark jacket and slacks, but the face had tired lines and the eyes seemed haunted.

“Can’t we sit outside here somewhere? And turn the damned light off. Let’s not invite the cops up to listen.”

“Cops?”

“There’s a police car down the street, just past the turn. Just past a kind of rough driveway. Is that where they found Kat Knowles, by the way?”

“Yes.”

Across the patio in deep shadow was a redwood bench, bordering the flagstone wall. Wally nodded to it, turned. Uncle Chuck switched off the flashlight and followed. Enough glow seeped through the vines on the trellis to enable him to make out, dimly, where Wally seated himself. “What a day, what a day,” Wally muttered, with a nervous glance behind him. Uncle Chuck sat down and leaned on his cane, feeling the sudden rush of tiredness through his body. Silently he echoed Wally—what a day.

“This police car,” Uncle Chuck said. “You saw cops in it?”

“Yeah, two of them. I thought for a minute they were going to stop me. They snapped on their headlights as soon as I got past. I had to turn the corner with their lights on me. Scared me to death. I’ve already had one session today. Some guy named Martin. Of course I couldn’t tell him anything important.” Wally made this last sound virtuous.

“Didn’t you tell him about your errand here last night? And how you and Doris spent the evening?”

“Well, uh …” Wally moved uncomfortably on the bench. “Since I really didn’t do what Sarge had wanted, I mean, I never did get Doris to say she’d give Sarge a divorce, I sort of left that out of it. I made out as if I’d just dropped in with a bottle. Just passing time, you could say.”

“Didn’t Martin ask what you knew of Sargent’s where abouts last night?”

“No, he didn’t. I’d already explained how I’d spent part of the evening up here and Sarge wasn’t at home.”

Uncle Chuck thought, probably Martin had seen through this conniving fool, was just biding his time before giving him a good working over. And still, could it be that the cops were following the line of murder and suicide as he had suspected they might? “When did you hear of Katrina Knowles’s death?”

“Just before I came up here. That’s why I drove up. I’ve got a message for Doris.”

Wally’s voice cracked badly on the last few words, and Uncle Chuck pricked up his ears. Wally was frightened, scared all the way through, trying to conceal it under the usual phony friendliness and bravado.

“What it is,” Wally continued, “is about the robbery, the stuff being stolen from their garage.”

“You knew about this?”

“Sure. Sarge brought the stuff to my place. Tools and some fishing gear. A radio that needed a little work done. I got it fixed; I’m using it. The tools I gave to my father-in-law—he’s a woodworking nut. If Doris wants the stuff back, she can have it.”

“What about the stuff out of Sargent’s files? Newspaper clippings, papers he’d brought home from the office? It seems the files were disturbed at about the same time.”

Wally sat silent, perhaps in dismay. But finally he said, “He burned a few scraps of paper in my fireplace, the same night he brought me the tools and the other stuff. Burned them, and stirred the ashes. I thought at the time it was newspaper scraps.”

Uncle Chuck listened closely, trying to catch a hint that Wally was lying. “What kind of story did he give you?”

“He said that he wanted to clear some of the stuff out of the garage, and Doris wouldn’t let him, and he was just going to pretend that it had been stolen.”

“You believed a yarn like that?”

“Well, looking back, I guess I was a little suspicious.”

“Is this your message for Doris, this story about the pretended burglary?”

“Oh no. The message is, I might have to tell Martin about it. If he gets—uh—tough. And I wouldn’t want Doris caught off base. I wouldn’t want her sticking to a yam that might get her into trouble.”

“Doris believes that the burglary was a real one,” Uncle Chuck told him. “Don’t you think that’s the best protection she has?”

“Well, I just wanted her to know the score,” Wally insisted, his voice quivering.

“This story of yours just doesn’t make sense, Wiegand. Sargent didn’t need your fireplace to burn any mysterious papers. He had this whole deserted mountainside to do it in. So what was the burglary supposed to cover up?”

“No idea,” Wally gasped, moving uneasily on the bench.

“I’ve got another idea,” Uncle Chuck persisted. “Suppose you were the one who took the stuff from the garage—including some clippings Sargent had which you felt might embarrass you somehow in your big plans for expanding your tire outfit. Wouldn’t this yarn you’re telling now be exactly what you’d come forward with?”

“Me …!”

“Exactly. You. Sargent was a notorious clipping collector. There could have been something printed, not recently, which wouldn’t go too well with what you have planned now.”

“Oh, now, look,” Wally cried. “You’re guessing, man. Bum guesses. And I came up here with the best intentions in the world—”

“All right, let’s see how good your intentions are toward Doris. Last night, during this party you had with Doris, or whatever you want to call it, did she make any threats about what she was going to do to Sargent? Did she threaten to kill him? Did she wave the poker from the fireplace, and did you beg her to calm down, give you the poker, and take another drink instead?”

The dim glow from the service entry showed him Wiegand’s bulging eyes and stupefied expression.

“Come on, give me an answer,” Uncle Chuck demanded.

“Y … you’ve lost your marbles,” Wiegand whispered, picking up the big flashlight, which lay between them, as if to protect himself with it. “You’ve cracked up. You’re nuts!”

“You’re saying that Doris didn’t do these things? Didn’t gesture with the poker, didn’t make threats that scared you?”

“My God, of course she didn’t!”

“But she refused to give Sargent the divorce he wanted.”

“Sure. I said she wouldn’t give in, didn’t I? But she wasn’t mean or threatening about it. Just unhappy. Kind of—uh—regretful. She asked me once, where was Sarge hid out and waiting to hear the word, was he free or not? But there were no threats at all.”

For a moment or two they sat in silence. Wiegand still held the flashlight defensively, still watched Uncle Chuck with bulgy-eyed alarm. Uncle Chuck’s head had sunk forward and his eyes were shut. Around them the mountain, wrapped in night, lay utterly silent. There was no whisper of prowling night life, no nocturnal bird song.

Finally Uncle Chuck said quietly, “When you told me earlier today that Doris wouldn’t give in, you meant she wouldn’t give in about the divorce?”

“Heck, yes. Of course. What else?” Wiegand sounded oddly innocent, almost offended.

When Uncle Chuck didn’t immediately answer, Wally straightened on the bench, laid down the flashlight.

“What are you trying to say, Sadler? That I had some kind of immoral designs on Doris? If that’s your idea, you can forget it. I respect Doris. Sure, she and I got drunk together; we cut a few capers, danced, acted the fool. That doesn’t mean I’d try any funny business.”

When Uncle Chuck didn’t answer at once, Wiegand added, “Say, who told you this yarn about Doris waving a poker? Is this something the cops have made up?”

“No. Not the cops.”

“Well, who, then?”

Uncle Chuck started to rise, maneuvering the cane to brace himself. “I want to make an experiment, Wiegand. It will only take a few minutes. Will you co-operate?”

“Why, sure. I guess so.” In his turn Wiegand stood up, looking puzzled.

“I want you to go into the living room. Make sure the draperies are almost closed over the windows. Almost—but not quite. Leave a small space open. Let them hang as they might if they were closed quickly and carelessly.”

“Okay. And then what?”

“I want you to walk around in the living room. Walk back and forth in front of that small opening in the draperies.”


“I guess you know what you’re doing.”

Uncle Chuck picked up the flashlight. “The rear door is open. The service door, over there behind the trellis.”

Wiegand hesitated, then started for the light which glowed from behind the trellis.

Using the flashlight in one hand, picking his way carefully with the cane, Uncle Chuck crossed the patio and the paved driveway beyond, skirting his car which sat there. Beyond the drive was an arrangement of wild growth, marking the boundary of the landscaping. Uncle Chuck went through the wild shrubbery and beyond, to a spot sheltered by the pines where anyone wanting to see into the house would logically stand.

Wiegand had already fixed the draperies as Uncle Chuck had instructed. There was a space of perhaps six inches open at the bottom, and through this Uncle Chuck could see a part of the ceiling. Once in a while a vague, elongated shadow flickered on the ceiling as Wiegand apparently moved about.

Uncle Chuck went closer, crossing matted pine needles and rough clumps of earth, but this position was even worse, giving an even narrower view of the ceiling within.

There was nothing for it but to move farther back into the trees.

Fifteen minutes later he went back into the house and found Wiegand conscientiously walking back and forth, puffing a cigarette and staring anxiously at the opening in the draperies.

“Could the draperies have been open much more than that last night without your noticing?” Uncle Chuck asked.

Wiegand shook his head. “No. I’m sure of it. I remember wondering, when we were pouring the drinks pretty fast, if Sarge might be watching us. And then I looked around the room and decided, how could he? So any big opening in the drapes is out.”

Uncle Chuck nodded. Was Wiegand lying? Had he made sure that Sargent could spy on them by deliberately leaving a bigger space in the window draperies?

It didn’t matter. There was no way in which Knowles, or Sargent, could stand outside, close enough to see details such as Knowles had described, and look into the room and see anything but the ceiling. The hill sloped too steeply. The trees concealed a large gully across which the watcher would have had to make his way, further increasing the distance from the house.

Knowles had lied then.



Chapter 13

By eight-fifteen the next morning the kitchen and dining nook glowed with sunshine. The smell of coffee, the fragrance of fried bacon, filled the air. Uncle Chuck, in shirt sleeves and with one of Doris’s aprons tied at his waist, stood at the counter stirring a bowl of pancake batter.

Doris came in from the other part of the house. Pete was lying under the breakfast table; he rose and went to her, wagging his tail, and she bent to inspect the wounded place beside his ear. Doris had brushed her dark hair back off her face, had put on a touch of lipstick. She wore a flattering pink housecoat and matching pink sandals.


Uncle Chuck glanced at her approvingly. “Well, you look like the old Dorrie, the one I remember.”

“Uncle Chuck, I’m so ashamed. I’ve been lying in there, thinking of the way I neglected you, ignored you. And then turned to you at the first hint of trouble.” She left Pete, came close to Uncle Chuck, put a hand on his arm, and laid her cheek against his shoulder. “I didn’t deserve even a minute of your consideration.”

“You quit that kind of talk,” Uncle Chuck commanded.

“I can’t help thinking of what a … a cheap kind of thing I did.”

“It wasn’t cheap, it wasn’t wrong. Suppose I’d read about all of this in the papers, knowing you hadn’t even called me? Think for a while of how I’d have felt then. Now, you look rested and alive again, a change from last night, and we’ll have a good breakfast and then we’ll talk. There are a couple of things we’re going to get straight before Martin descends on us.”

“Martin? But why should he—”

Uncle Chuck laid aside the spoon. “Martin will get hold of your friend Bill Knowles. When he shows Knowles the body of his daughter, Knowles is going to spill everything, including that lie about what he saw through your living-room draperies.”

A look of relief flashed over her face. “Lie? Then you’ve talked to Wally—”

“Wiegand came up here last night. Late. I didn’t have to go looking for him. He came to confess that Sargent’s burglary had been a fraud. Sargent took the missing stuff, the tools and the broken radio and some clippings, to Wiegand’s place. He gave Wiegand a yarn about wanting to clear out the garage, but that you wouldn’t allow it, so a fake burglary was the easiest way out—as bald an act as I’ve ever heard of. Even old Wally couldn’t have believed it. Wiegand says you can have back the tools and other stuff. The clippings are gone, burned to ashes personally by Sargent in Wiegand’s fireplace.”

He had feared that Doris might respond with incredulous half-hysterics, tearful questions, as she had yesterday, but the night’s rest had calmed her, restored her. She walked to the breakfast alcove and sat down, looking out silently at the pines below, apparently deep in thought.

“That’s just silly,” she said finally. “Why would Sargent need anyone’s fireplace to burn something? He had his own. He could have started a fire here any evening, used stacks of clippings. I wouldn’t even have noticed.”

“I think Wally understands that. He must have suspected at the time that he was playing some part in a plot, a plan of Sargent’s. By the way, he said that Knowles lied about the scene he claims he saw, your making threatening gestures with the poker. And I found out something more—even if you had done it, Knowles couldn’t have seen you from outside the house where he said he stood to watch.”

“That does worry me. The deliberate, malicious lie.”

“If Martin plays it smart and makes him pinpoint the area where he stood and looked inside, and tests the view, the yarn will fall apart. Otherwise—”

“But why should he tell the lie at all? Why me?” She was frowning in concentration.

Uncle Chuck tested the pancake griddle with a spoonful of batter. He opened the oven, looked in at the bacon. Then he began to fry the pancakes. “This is just talking off the top of my head, Dorrie, as the boys are supposed to say in the ad offices. Remember, Knowles knew that Sargent had been murdered, that the police hadn’t settled on a suspect. Then, too, he thought Kat must be hiding out. So the aim of his story of you with the poker is obvious. Take the heat off Kat and draw attention to somebody else, You.”

“Yes, that’s logical.”

“But there’s more to it than just that. The yam sounds like a revision, and a damned clumsy revision, of something else. There was an elaborate plan going. This story of Bill Knowles’s, whatever it was originally, filled a gap.”

She looked up at him as he set a cup of coffee in front of her. “A plot? You mean about Sarge’s planning to leave me?”

“I wonder, Dorrie.” He went back to the range. “There are some strange lies in all of this, seemingly pointless lies. The simple theory of Sargent’s running away to begin a new life with Kat doesn’t seem to cover it all.” One by one he flipped the pancakes expertly.

She stirred the coffee, looked down into the dark liquid. “What do you mean by a pointless lie? Give me an example.”

“Just one, then, because we’re almost ready to eat. And I should have said seemingly pointless lies, because every one of them must fit Sargent’s purposes somehow. But the example, or one of them, is this: You told me that Sargent was highly displeased, greatly disappointed, with the results of his teaming up with Sharon Baxter. She wasn’t efficient, she hadn’t brought in the new accounts he’d expected, and so on.”

“Yes, but that’s true!”

“One of the first things she told me was how well the business had been going and how pleased and satisfied Sargent had been.”

“But … but why should he tell me—”

“Which was the lie, Dorrie? Was he lying to you or to Sharon Baxter? I’m going to stick my neck out and say you. For this reason, that Sargent wasn’t a man who would have kept a woman in his office who had displeased and disappointed him. He’d have found a way to get rid of her.”

After a moment’s thought Doris answered, “That should have occurred to me. I should have asked him why he didn’t simply dissolve the partnership.”

“He would have thought of some excuse. Now we’re going to drop the subject of Sargent and eat breakfast. My pancakes and bacon deserve quiet and uninterrupted appreciation.”

She smiled at him, and Uncle Chuck was pleased to note that the talk about Sargent’s lies, and the plans which must have called them forth, hadn’t dismayed her. There was color in her cheeks and her eyes sparkled. She was a pretty woman—the faint touch of silver in the dark hair didn’t spoil that; and when Martin came he was going to find her a different person from the shattered and terrified woman of yesterday.

They ate in companionable silence. Uncle Chuck slipped Pete an occasional bite of bacon from his plate. Sargent had had strict rules about just when and where the dog should be fed, but Sargent was gone and the rules he had enforced didn’t have the importance now of the ones he had broken.

When breakfast was done, Uncle Chuck told Doris, “I’m going to tidy up the kitchen and put the dishes in the dishwasher. You go into Sargent’s room, and in the bottom bureau drawer you’ll find that big folder that Mrs. Baxter brought here yesterday. I want you to get out those insurance policies and make a note of whomever you’re supposed to get in touch with—the agent, whoever that is—and don’t forget to include the mortgage insurance. Calling the insurance man is a job for today. He’s almost certainly heard the news or read the papers, but notify him anyway. Some of the other documents in that folder are going to have to be turned over to Martin.”

“You mean the photostat of Kat’s birth certificate.”

“Yes.”

She rose from the table, carrying some dishes to the sink counter. She set down the dishes, turned to face him. “Why couldn’t all that part about wanting Kat have been a lie?”

“Don’t rule out that possibility until we know everything about the funny game Sargent was playing.”

“Do you think it might have been true, that he met her when she had a flat tire on her little car?”

“It could have been true. Or not true. What must have been a fact was that he did run into Kat Knowles and they started having an affair. I think we can allow that.”

“I shudder when I think that I lived with him and all the while he was capable of that. A child. A child we’d known all of her life.”

“Kat Knowles wasn’t a child any more, Dorrie. She’d grown up, all the way up. It’s possible that she was the aggressor in the affair. She’d run wild and had her own way with an indulgent father. She might have found Sargent interesting just because he was out of bounds, as it were, because of being married and being so much older and being her father’s pal. Young and wild like that, a secret affair might have been right up her alley.”

Doris shook her head. “Even so, there’s no excuse for Sargent.”

“I’m not trying to excuse him. I’m trying to explain him for your benefit.” Into Uncle Chuck’s mind flashed the memory of the young girl as he had found her dead yesterday. There had been something wrenchingly pathetic about the soft young breast bared for the bullet. “Now run along and call your insurance man while I clear the kitchen and take Pete out for a short run.”

In a little over ten minutes Doris went out into the patio where Uncle Chuck sat on a bench, enjoying the bright morning sun. Pete was on the slope that led to the street, searching the dew-covered grasses with a lowered nose.

“Everything straightened out?” Uncle Chuck asked.

“He’ll be up this afternoon to go over the policies.” She frowned up at the nervous-acting dog. “Don’t you think Pete seems jittery and suspicious?”

“Yes, and I think he’s got a damned good reason,” Uncle Chuck replied.

“You mean the fact that he was shot in the ear?”

Uncle Chuck rose, nodding at her. “If the person who shot Pete also murdered Sargent and the Knowles girl, he might figure Pete knows him, knows who he is, and will react when they meet again. Identify him, as it were. It could be he has plans to finish the dog off when the chance comes.”

She whistled the dog down to her, coaxed him to stand still, and inspected the wounded ear, which seemed to be healing well. “I’m not going to put him out again at night. I won’t sacrifice Pete.”

Uncle Chuck was studying the dog with a thoughtful eye. “The trouble with poor old Pete is he reacts to everybody. Anyone who comes to the house now seems an enemy. He doesn’t discriminate and maybe he really doesn’t know who did shoot him. Maybe the shot came from someone he never got wind of, didn’t see.”

“If I have to, I’ll get another dog for outside—”

“Another dog is an idea I’ve been toying with.” Uncle Chuck, braced on the cane, started for the house. “Right now I’m going to call Cannon’s mother-in-law, Mrs. Criff. I’m going to see if she won’t meet me somewhere and talk further about Arthur Cannon and his affairs. And this time I want you along, Dorrie. I want you playing the silent, saddened widow. I have a hunch Mrs. Criff would appreciate a few soap-opera touches. Appreciate them enough to do a lot more talking.”

For a moment Doris seemed hurt and dismayed. “I … I couldn’t put on an act—”

“Well, put yourself back into yesterday—you’ll do fine.” She held out a hand as if to delay him. “I haven’t any quarrel with Arthur. You heard the agreement I made with him, that he’s to figure up his losses on the stock, that Diamond Tunnel thing—”

“Yes, Dorrie, and let’s make sure if we can that you’re not paying what you don’t owe him.” He left her standing there with her hand on Pete’s collar and went into the house.

Uncle Chuck dialed from the kitchen extension phone. Mrs. Criff herself answered on the second ring. “Yes? Who is it?” she cried, and then added as an afterthought, “This is the Cannon residence, Emily Criff speaking.”

“This is Chuck Sadler, Mrs. Criff.”

“Oh yes! Mr. Sadler! I’ve been thinking of all you said—” From the eager, almost breathless tone it would seem that Mrs. Criff might have been haunting the telephone, expecting him to call. “—and I have a few things, just small items I remembered and jotted down, plus a few new happenings, recent ones.”

It occurred to Uncle Chuck that Mrs. Criff had wanted to be a central figure in the investigation and that the police might have ignored her as a gossiping old biddy. Their mistake, he thought. “I was calling in the hope that you would be willing to see me again,” he told her. “I admire that sound judgment of yours and your good memory. Sometimes it takes one of us old-timers—” He corrected this slip quickly. “—but of course I’m much older than you are. You show the good sense of a person beyond your years. Could you meet us somewhere this morning? A coffee shop perhaps?”

“Us?”

“I hate to leave my niece alone. There have been some mysterious things happening. Besides that, she’s so crushed and bewildered. You might be able to help with a word of advice.”

She exclaimed in delight. She would be so happy, so deeply honored; she felt so much sympathy for a good woman who had had to put up with a fiend like Sargent Chenoweth. She exhibited so much enthusiasm that Uncle Chuck almost found himself yawning. No wonder the cops had brushed her off. “Mr. Sadler, there is a nice large coffee shop in our neighborhood here, just four blocks or so, I believe it is, one of those Knowles drive-ins. Would that be all right? I could meet you there in about a half hour. My daughter’s in bed today with a fearful headache—there was a terrible row … Well, I’ll tell you about it when I see you.”

“What street is the cafe on?”

“Bennington. You can’t miss it.”

“Fine. Look for Doris and me in a rear booth.”

“Goodbye for now, Mr. Sadler.”

Uncle Chuck ushered Doris to a booth in the café. He looked around. The place showed every evidence of a busy prosperity. Though this was an off hour, too late for the ordinary breakfast trade, there seemed many who had dropped in for coffee and a snack. The waitresses were not uniformly beautiful, but all were neat and alert, with a ready smile as they came forward with a glass of water and a menu for each new customer. There was a big oval counter on the other side of the large room, separated from the tables by an artfully twined array of greenery. The carpet underfoot was thick and luxurious, the linen gleaming. At the far end of the café were the drive-in windows, where patrons were served in their cars.

The waitress came with water, handing Uncle Chuck and Doris each a menu after setting down the glasses. She stood smiling. The smile lit up her features and she seemed quite pretty—the effect of the friendly and interested air, Uncle Chuck thought, having had his own run-ins with the beautiful and dumb. Somebody here was picking them for their intelligence and willingness to serve.

“We’ll order in a moment,” he told the girl, and still cheerful and smiling, she nodded and walked away. Tor Doris he said, “Does Knowles run these places himself?”

“I think in the beginning, when there were only a few, he did. I know that years ago when he was first starting, he used to say that he had to learn the hard way. He said that a lot of things he’d been told by others, advice on running his places, was just junk. But I believe that during the last six or seven years, when he had spread out so much, he let managers run the individual cafes while he just sort of kept an over-all eye on things. But I believe there were certain rules that the managers had to follow, policies that Bill Knowles never relaxed.”

“Those policies have paid off apparently.”

“Yes, I’m sure they have. Bill must be quite wealthy by now.”

“How would you compare what he has to what Sargent had accumulated?”

She looked at him as if he had lost his senses. “Why, Uncle Chuck, you could see for yourself—Sarge’s modest little office, even that shared with a partner, and then this—” She motioned about her at the big, busy café. “—and this only one of at least a dozen. Bill Knowles is rich, at least he’s rich compared to Sarge.”

Uncle Chuck nodded. “Well, and still, Sargent’s business wasn’t one in which you needed a large outlay for premises. I’m not arguing that Knowles isn’t wealthy. I’m saying the businesses are different. It’s possible for an accountant like Sargent—” He broke off, half rose in his seat to greet Mrs. Criff who was coming toward them, hunched down, hat pulled low over her gray hair, her eyes searching the surroundings warily. “Here’s Mrs. Criff. Remember, Dorrie, how you felt yesterday, and try to put yourself back into that mood. It may help us.”

Doris gave him a half-despairing glance, as if afraid she couldn’t do as he asked. Then she turned to meet Mrs. Criff.



Chapter 14

Mrs. Criff gave one more sharp glance around before seating herself on the end of the leather seat on the same side as Uncle Chuck. Having apparently decided that there was no one in the restaurant who knew her and might report the meeting to someone at home, she turned her attention to Doris. Doris was dressed in black; she had pulled her dark hair back severely and wore a small black hat. She looked pale but composed. Mrs. Criff, having sized her up, nodded as if with approval.

“Mrs. Chenoweth, I want to extend my sympathy to you in this hour. And please forgive me if I add a remark—I just don’t see how a man could leave a decent, ladylike person such as you and take up with a juvenile tramp.”

Doris flinched. In her mind, Uncle Chuck knew, she was still defending Kat Knowles, still thinking of Sargent as a kind of monster who would rape a little girl.

“I found out on the radio who she was,” Mrs. Criff went on, her eyes narrowing behind the glasses. “Dead in some disgraceful pose, I take it, though the newscast didn’t go into details. A suicide, they think now. I knew when I saw her on the street those two times she’d come to no good end. I just felt it in my bones.”

“Mrs. Criff—” Doris had put a hand half across the table toward the older woman. “—I knew Katrina as a little child, and she wasn’t—”

“Strange, you know,” Mrs. Criff interrupted, “but I had seen the child a time or two myself, years ago. I didn’t recognize her. How could I, the way she’d got herself up? She looked like a freak!”

Curious—and to ward off an argument—Uncle Chuck put in, “In what way a freak? Just what do you mean, Mrs. Criff?”

The woman made a grimace of distaste. “It was all overdone. Too much. Oh, I’m quite aware of how the young girls fix themselves up these days, Mr. Sadler—the heavy eye make-up and the strange things they do to their hair—and I don’t think I’m narrow-minded. I can recall a few fads we went in for in the ’twenties. But this girl, the Knowles girl, made herself conspicuous.”

“Clothes? Make-up?”

“All of it. And now, meeting Mrs. Chenoweth, I cannot understand her husband’s choice. Why, it seems the police suspect Sargent Chenoweth might have been about to elope with the girl!”

“I guess that was a possibility,” Uncle Chuck said guardedly. He too had listened to a news broadcast early that morning, before Doris had come into the kitchen.

As he summoned the waitress to order coffee for the three of them, he was remembering that as yet he hadn’t turned over to Martin the photostat of Kat Knowles’s birth certificate. Martin must have been running down leads of his own. There had been no word of any meeting between Martin and the girl’s father, though this must have occurred before now. Knowles couldn’t have gone dashing around the country indefinitely without running into the cops along the way. Perhaps the broadcast had been based on information given by Knowles himself, the source guarded by the cops.

And now, too, Uncle Chuck was remembering the young girl on the kitchen floor, dead. He could see in memory the tight denim pants, the Robin Hood sandals, the suede jacket that matched them and the purse, the wildly fallen hair. Had she been a girl who dramatized herself? Being Sargent’s mistress, would she have plunged into looking the part as well as playing it? Uncle Chuck suspected that this was what she had done. And then, remembering what he knew of Sargent—who had always impressed him as being too clever for his own good, but still not a fool—he wondered why the conspicuous getup hadn’t palled.

He filed it away mentally, for further thought. “Mrs. Criff, you have some new information—”

She smiled slightly, looking wise behind the glasses. “Yes, I do. I made a few notes.” She opened the big handbag on her lap and took out a slip of paper. “I remembered when it was, the last time Sargent Chenoweth called at the house. I placed it because I remembered what had happened on his way in. He got wet cement on his shoes, and this was because he had stepped by mistake on a part of the front walk which was being repaired. And that walk was repaired just about six months ago.”

“And was this about the time he and your son-in-law had their disagreement?”

“Exactly! It was the very night they had the quarrel, and when Mr. Chenoweth left I heard him say he was never coming back!”

“Six months ago.”

“Yes, precisely.”

Uncle Chuck couldn’t remember that Arthur Cannon had committed himself regarding any particular date, but the impression he had given was that Sargent’s hot-and-heavy dealing in Diamond Tunnel was quite recent.

“What was your son-in-law’s attitude?”

“Well, he didn’t seem to be as angry. He followed Mr. Chenoweth to the front door, and he kept saying things like, ‘Now, Sarge, cool down. Don’t blow your stack.’ That sort of thing.”

“You don’t know exactly what caused the disagreement?”

She nibbled her lower lip, then shook her head slowly. “My guess, and it is just a guess, Mr. Sadler, is that the quarrel had to do with some sort of advice Arthur had given Mr. Chenoweth about buying stock. I think Mr. Chenoweth had made a lot of money about that time on some tip Arthur had given him. Maybe if there were losses later, he didn’t take them very well. But this next is even more important perhaps.” She hesitated, glancing around as if to make sure no one could overhear her. “At the door Arthur reminded Mr. Chenoweth that he was ending a long, long friendship, and Mr. Chenoweth said, very angrily, ‘Yes, I know that. I’ll cry all the way home.’”

She had turned her gaze on Doris now.

“That’s what he said. ‘I’ll cry all the way home.’ And then very quietly, but getting angry now, too, Arthur said, ‘Don’t you anyway—when you finally go home these days?’”

Uncle Chuck’s eyes widened. “Arthur Cannon knew about the girl.”

“Wouldn’t you say so, from that?”

“It sounds like it. How much disapproval did he put into it?”

“Quite a bit. Not that I don’t doubt that Arthur might do the same thing if he had the chance, if some young flippet made goo-goo eyes at him. But for a minute afterward there was a sort of dead silence—I wish I could have seen them, but I just happened to overhear this from the top of the stairs. The only thing I heard, finally, was the door slamming.”

“When I first called yesterday,” Uncle Chuck reminded, “you said that if Sargent had come to the house to see Arthur Cannon, you would have expected something violent to happen. Now, was this a recent impression, I mean, based on things Cannon had said lately? Or was it based on the quarrel of six months ago?”

“Well, Arthur seemed to seethe and simmer there for a while. He seemed to develop a great dislike for Mr. Chenoweth.”

“And recently?” Uncle Chuck persisted.

“I haven’t heard him mention Sargent Chenoweth recently.”

“So it is possible the quarrel had been patched up and that your son-in-law was again advising Sargent about his investments?”

She hated to admit that what she knew might not extend right up to the last minute. She glanced evasively out at the other people in the café. “Possible, though I don’t believe it.”


“Your son-in-law wants Doris to believe it. He wants her to pay quite a sum out of what she may have left—pay for stocks now almost valueless, which he claims Sargent ordered him to buy.”

Now her eyes brightened and she sat up straight. “Then that must have something to do with what happened yesterday, what I came to tell you—the terrific argument Arthur had with Caroline. She’s sick from it, had to stay in bed. Was this anything to do with something called Diamond Tunnel?”

“That’s the name of the stock.”

Mrs. Criff nodded wisely. “My daughter has been planning for ages on getting a lot of new furniture. Yesterday they were going to deliver some of it, and when Arthur came in and found out about it, he flew into a rage. I heard him yelling something at her, something about Diamond Tunnel, and how they couldn’t afford any new furniture, they couldn’t even afford the house or the cars, and about a dozen other things he mentioned. He kept hollering that she was ruining him and here he was on the edge of disaster.”

“Surely a loss of less than five thousand wouldn’t put him into such a bind?” Uncle Chuck wondered.

“I don’t know,” she said, displaying a bit of caution. “Sometimes I think Arthur plays a dangerous game on his own—taking his own advice. It wouldn’t surprise me if he had practically all of his money tied up in something very speculative.”

“Did you hear any discussion between them of Sargent’s murder? Any reference to Knowles or his daughter?”

“No. But there was an odd development. Late in the evening Arthur got a telephone call which seemed to calm him down.”

“Any idea who called him?”


“I didn’t get in on the first part of the conversation,” she said. “I heard the phone ring while I was in the upstairs hall. By the time I reached the extension upstairs—it’s in their bedroom—some man had apparently introduced himself. Arthur sounded kind of stunned. The man was telling him that he had contacted a Lieutenant Martin of the county sheriff’s office and telling Arthur that of course he had had to do this as a matter of routine. Then Arthur suddenly sort of came to life and said, wait a minute, he’d take the call on the other phone, the phone that’s in the little office where you and I talked, Mr. Sadler. He gave the man the number to call back, and then they hung up. This office phone is on a different line, a private line.”

A picture was developing which fascinated Uncle Chuck. This little old woman lived with her daughter and Arthur Cannon and apparently spent her time spying on the son-in-law. There seemed to be an intense dislike, covered by her air of righteous interest. Arthur Cannon had, as the saying went, taken a snake to his bosom.

“You didn’t form any opinion of the meaning of this phone call?”

“It had something to do with money. It calmed Arthur down right away, and he’d been on the verge of a stroke, from his appearance.” She frowned at Uncle Chuck. “Do you have an idea?”

“I’m beginning to have a hunch,” Uncle Chuck said.

Mrs. Criff turned to Doris. “Mrs. Chenoweth, I hope you understand my motive in coming here and talking to you and Mr. Sadler as I have. I’m not ordinarily one to talk freely—to do anything remotely resembling gossip—but it occurred to me, after Mr. Sadler left yesterday, that as long as a public hullabaloo was going on over your husband’s death, you would be suffering. You wouldn’t be allowed to forget or to have any rest. And so I felt called on to add anything I might remember, whether it’s of value or not.”

Doris made a quiet rejoinder, thanking Mrs. Criff and assuring her of her gratitude.

Seeing that they were about to leave, the waitress came forward with the check. She slipped it under the edge of Uncle Chuck’s saucer, then turned to go.

“Miss …”

She glanced back at Uncle Chuck.

“Does Mr. Knowles come in here very often?”

“Mr. Knowles?” Her eyes were blank.

“The owner. Isn’t this a Knowles drive-in?”

“Oh! Oh, of course! No, sir, I’ve never seen Mr. Knowles. If he’s ever been here, I haven’t known anything about it.”

“How long have you been employed here?”

“It will soon be six months.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

Mrs. Criff had waited while the brief exchange went on. Now she said, “I’ll leave first, if you don’t mind. Try to be of good cheer, Mrs. Chenoweth. This too shall pass. Goodbye, Mr. Sadler.”

He rose. “Thank you for coming, Mrs. Criff. Will you call me if you think of anything more? I’ll be at Doris’s for the time being.”

“Yes, I’ll call you.”

As soon as she had disappeared, Uncle Chuck hastily picked up the check and motioned for Doris to follow. He paid the cashier near the door and then, hurrying as fast as the cane allowed, he headed for a phone booth just outside the entry. “What’s the name of your insurance agent, the one you phoned this morning?”


She hesitated at the door, looking at him in surprise. “Owens. Rick Owens. But why—”

“That story of Mrs. Criffs.”

“I don’t understand—”

“You’re not going to wait and see the insurance man later. We’ve got to see him now.”

The half block of store buildings was far from new—the condition of the sidewalk and the size of the curbside trees told of years of use and of growth. But the shop fronts had been face-lifted, the old show windows removed, decorative baffles of ornamental openwork cement installed, and the building converted to offices. When Uncle Chuck turned in at the entry of Owens’ office, he found himself facing a sign.

RICK OWENS

INSURANCE REPRESENTATIVE

We Insure Anybody!

Auto …….502’s

Suspended

Revoked

Out of State

Restricted

Handicapped

Doris had paused and was looking at the flamboyant sign with an air of puzzlement.

“Ever been here before?” Uncle Chuck asked.

“No. Sarge had, I guess. He handled our insurance. What does the sign mean?”

“It means that Mr. Owens specializes in insuring people who are on the verge of being uninsurable; 502 is verbal shorthand for a drunk-driving rap. Suspended and Revoked mean that you’ve had trouble hanging onto your driver’s license, usually for various reasons having to do with your driving habits. Like drunk and reckless. The others are self-explanatory. Dorrie, there are a lot of these places now in California, since that public-liability law was put in. Plus a lot of new insurance outfits willing to take on a high risk for a high premium. This is nothing out of the ordinary—for people who need it. But why should Sarge need it? Wasn’t he a perfectly ordinary risk?”

“He liked Owens,” she said. “I guess he just wanted to give him the business.”

“Let’s go in. He’s waiting for us.”

The waiting room and the inner conference room, into which Owens ushered them, were smartly furnished in Danish teak and turquoise-blue leather, with a sand-colored rug and mahogany walls. Owens himself was a slender, alert-eyed man, exuding an air of determined and businesslike imperturbability, as if at any moment disaster might rush in at the door or flood at him over the phone, and he’d be calm about it, come what may. After the introduction between him and Uncle Chuck, he offered them chairs and then made a brief formal speech, expressing his sympathy for Doris in her loss.

“Thank you,” Doris said.

Uncle Chuck didn’t waste a minute. “Did Sargent have a life-insurance policy payable to a man named Arthur Cannon?”

Owens was caught off guard for an instant, in spite of the carefully nurtured composure. His eyes flickered and showed surprise before he remembered to make them blank. “Why … I … uh … don’t know if I can discuss this with you, Mr. Sadler.”


“Well, discuss it with Doris then. She’s the widow. Premiums for any such policy—which I have a hunch was kind of recent and maybe fairly big—would have come out of community property. You know all about the community-property laws of California, being an insurance man. You’d have to.”

“This is a—” Owens paused as if searching for a word.

“A murder. A police matter. But you should still tell Doris.”

Owens said hopefully to Doris, “Didn’t Sargent discuss his business insurance layout with you?”

“He didn’t discuss his business, period. He ran the office, and he dabbled in stocks—I had thought in a very small way—and I kept the home. We had always run our marriage this way.”

Owens sat leaning on his desk, his expression one of thoughtfulness, tapping his nails on the polished surface.

“Your business is mostly in auto insurance, isn’t it?” Uncle Chuck asked curiously.

“Mostly. Not entirely.”

“You get some pretty rough characters, specializing in 502’s and all that?”

This must have touched a tender spot. A defensive belligerence brought Owens’s jaw forward, narrowed his eyes. “If you’re implying that there is anything shady or second-rate about my business, you’re way off the beam. I have a perfectly legitimate, licensed insurance agency here.”

“With clients no one else will touch?”

The anger flashed in Owens’s face. “It just so happens that I choose to specialize in helping people who’ve been in trouble. Even you, Mr. Sadler, might sometime find yourself driving home from a friend’s house with a few drinks under your belt—not really drunk—and find your self pulled in, trapped, your record ruined. The law depends a lot on what the cops say, and the big insurance companies cancel at the least excuse. They want only the cream of the crop.” His lip curled. “They want, actually, just retired ministers and high-school principals, and little old ladies who use the car once a week to get to their china-painting class.”

“Sober,” Uncle Chuck supplied.

Owens was mad. He was either going to throw them out or start talking. He wasn’t going to take much more. Under the rim of the desk, out of Owens’s sight, Uncle Chuck crossed his fingers for luck.



Chapter 15

What Owens did next amounted to a sort of legerde main. He held himself quite still for a moment, as if searching for a source of control. Then the anger faded from his face and manner. He relaxed. There must be times in this business, Uncle Chuck thought, when Owens’ composure was tested to its limits. But the man had learned to cope.

Owens turned to Doris. “Well then, for your information, Sargent did take out a life-insurance policy in favor of Arthur Cannon. It was a part of a business deal, as he explained it to me. Short-term, and pretty expensive. He and Cannon were partners, or something, in a speculative investment. This was just to guarantee that if anything should happen to Sargent, Cannon’s possible losses would be reimbursed.”

“Any suicide clauses in this policy?” Uncle Chuck said.

“No. The policy is quite comprehensive; it covers just about everything. As I said, it was to be a short-term thing.”

“How much does Arthur get?” Doris asked.

“Thirty-five thousand.”

“No wonder he felt better after you phoned him last night.” Uncle Chuck smiled grimly, thinking of the relief Arthur Cannon must have felt.

“I don’t understand how you know of my phone call,” Owens said stiffly. “Cannon agreed with me that only the police should know of it, besides ourselves—know of the insurance, I mean.”

“I was putting two and two together,” Uncle Chuck answered. “Did Cannon seem surprised when you called him?”

“He was flabbergasted,” Owens said cautiously.

“Could it have been an act? Could he have been pretending?”

“Mr. Sadler, I am not a sleuth, or a psychologist, or even a lawyer. He could have been pretending that he hadn’t known about Sargent’s policy. Or he could have been astounded, the way he sounded to me. I would say he seemed kind of stunned, as if he was having to revise all his opinions of Sargent somehow.”

Uncle Chuck thought to himself, stunned was the word Mrs. Criff had used. But the astonishment could have had its source in the amount of the policy or in some factor unknown.

Uncle Chuck nodded to Owens, stretched his legs, appeared to think things over for a moment. Then he asked, “Did Sargent talk to you at all about the business deal he had with Cannon?”

“Only that the venture was speculative, which I took to mean risky. Of course, I know Cannon by reputation and know what he does.” Owens’s tone implied that he wouldn’t touch Cannon’s kind of gambling with a hundred-foot pole. Briskly to Doris, Owens added, “Now, can we go over Sargent’s policy for you? This is not the same company at all, you understand. The policies I wrote for the two of you are with a regular, old-line life-insurance firm. Completely reliable—you’ll have no trouble getting your money. Not that Cannon will either, of course.” For an instant Owens’s cheerful control was shadowed, as if he regretted writing the other policy.

After all, Uncle Chuck thought, a part of Owens’s job must be to screen the clients, to protect his companies by refusing to insure the walking disasters. Or then, perhaps not.

“You have two options in regard to payment,” Owens told Doris. “You may take the principal in a lump sum, or it can be paid to you in monthly installments. Sargent didn’t specify—he left it up to you.”

“Suppose Doris had died instead?” Uncle Chuck asked.

“The amount would have been paid to Sargent in a lump sum.”

“This was Sargent’s choice?”

“Yes.”

Owens searched in his desk drawer for some forms which Doris was to sign. Uncle Chuck got up and, leaning on the cane, went over to the front of the office where he had a view of the street. In the inner room Doris and Owens went on discussing the money she was to get.

Could Arthur Cannon have been the intruder who had frightened Doris yesterday morning? Quite possibly, Uncle Chuck thought. He might have thought the house was empty of occupants for the moment or that he could be quiet enough to escape being heard. He must have wanted desperately to know what provision, if any, Sargent had made to cover the losses in Diamond Tunnel. A search of Sargent’s private papers would have been first on his agenda.

Would thirty-five thousand dollars be enough to tempt a man like Cannon to commit murder? Well, there were types who would do it for a few dollars and think nothing of it, Uncle Chuck reminded himself. Whether Cannon would have murdered for the insurance money would depend upon how bad a fix he was in financially. Facing disaster—maybe, Uncle Chuck decided. But the whole thing in regard to Cannon was murky at present; there was no proof so far that Sargent had actually ordered the additional Diamond Tunnel stock, unless you could consider that taking out the additional insurance was proof.

Maybe it was at that.

Doris had risen from her chair in the inner office, and Owens was coming around the desk, promising to call her in a few days, after he had heard from the insurance people. Uncle Chuck opened the door to the street.

Owens made another polite speech of sympathy for Doris and then looked at Uncle Chuck and said, “Goodbye, Mr. Sadler.”

Uncle Chuck nodded in his direction. “Nice meeting you, too, Mr. Owens.”

On the sidewalk, headed for the car, Doris said, “You certainly got on the wrong side of him, Uncle Chuck.”

“He wasn’t going to tell us anything, Dorrie. I had to rile him. Actually, as far as his business goes, he’s right—the law here makes people carry automobile insurance, and it’s damned easy to be canceled out by one of the big outfits. And then people need agents like Owens and the small insurance companies willing to cover the unfortunates. There’s a perfectly legitimate need, and he fills it. What’s worrying me now is, I have a feeling I should have tried a few more questions on him. Like, for instance, did Sargent ever do this before, take out a short-term policy to cover some special situation? I should have asked that.”

“Don’t you think that the policy backs up Arthur’s story? That Sargent must have ordered the stock, and the insurance was to cover any loss if something happened to him before he could pay for it?”

“It looks that way. I’ll bet Cannon doesn’t come whining around with that brief case again—and if he does, I’ll give him a taste of this cane.”

“Well, Arthur always was sort of … tactless, Uncle Chuck.

“So, time he learned better.”

As Uncle Chuck got in behind the wheel, Doris said, “Do you think we’ll ever find out exactly what Sarge was planning? Everything he had going, I mean?”

“Oh, a few tag ends are beginning to show, Dorrie. We might find the right end to unravel. Tell me, was Knowles and his restaurant operation a customer of Sargent’s? Did Sargent handle their accounting?”

“When Bill first started, Sarge did. But then Bill built more and more places, and the job was too much for Sarge to carry it along with his other clients, and he gave it up. Bill tried for a while to get Sarge to come with him, to work for a salary. But Sarge said he would never do that again—he would have his own business or nothing.”

Uncle Chuck put the car into gear and they pulled away from the curb.


“Why on earth would Knowles, wealthy as he is—and according to his own account, suspicious of Sargent as his daughter’s lover—why would he be playing a part in Sargent’s scheme?”

“You’re sure that he was?”

“I have a hunch that he was. That tale he told about you, waving the poker while he very handily was looking in at you—it sounds prepared. Obviously the motive was to throw suspicion on you. The yarn is a bald lie. He couldn’t even see you from the hill below the house. But he might have been hanging around out there in the dark, true enough. In which case, is he the one who shot poor old Pete? Is he even the murderer?”

“He couldn’t have killed Kat!”

“Maybe he drove her to kill herself.”

“Oh no. Never!” Doris was looking at him, her eyes scared. “Bill couldn’t have done that!”

“Dorrie, if it was left up to you, nobody could do anything. And yet we have two people dead, and I’m damned if I can see Sargent as the only villain in all of it. Do you think he beat himself to death?”

She shook her head miserably. “No, I’m not such a fool as that.”

“Well, start thinking on the darker side, the worst side of everyone. And by the way, I hope you didn’t swallow Mrs. Criff’s philanthropic interest in you.”

“No, I can see she hates Arthur and wants to put him in the worst possible light.”

“With a mother-in-law like her, he has no need of enemies. What’s the wife like?”

“Caroline is completely wrapped up in making a big show for the neighbors.”

“Hmmmm. I figured as much.”

For some time Uncle Chuck drove in silence.


At last Doris spoke. “If Sarge had a scheme of some kind, it didn’t include his own murder.”

“I believe that,” Uncle Chuck replied. “He regarded his own hide as a pretty precious thing.”

“So, then—what went wrong?”

“Maybe someone wouldn’t play the part Sargent had assigned. Or perhaps woke up to just what the part was going to be.”

“Sarge used people,” Doris said bitterly. “Look at the way he used me. I kept his home. I provided a respectable background. I was the cover for the dirty things he was doing with Kat Knowles … and with others before her, for all I know.”

“When we get to your place, Dorrie, we’d better make a thorough search of all of Sargent’s stuff. We’ll go through it all with what’s known as a fine-tooth comb. You know, I just remembered, Tippie used a real fine-toothed comb when we were first married, said it kept the hair healthy. You don’t even see the things any more. I haven’t seen one in years.”

“I remember seeing one years ago somewhere.” Doris was looking out at the green slopes of the mountains. They’d started to climb. The fresh scent of juniper and mountain sage blew in at the window. The pines stood tall against the sky at the crest of the ridge. “Oh, Uncle Chuck, perhaps Sarge really was doing me a favor, putting me up here all alone. It’s dean. It’s away from the dirt, the scheming. There’s peace here.”

Uncle Chuck started to say something and then changed his mind. He glanced aside at Doris’s troubled profile. No use to remind her that there were people up here, too, and that wherever there were human beings there was conflict and intrigue. Perhaps for a while it would be best to let her appreciate the life in Idylynn, its quiet, its remoteness. In time, when she was ready to come out of her shell, she could move back to the city and take up her contacts with others….

If that time ever came.

“At least, Dorrie, Sarge left you the house free and clear. You’ve got that. Plus his insurance. You don’t have to worry about making a living for a while.”

She nodded.

The road climbed the flank of the hill, twisting and turning. They passed the turnoff to the village, headed on into the newer area around San Jacinto Road. To himself Uncle Chuck was thinking that the thorough search of Sargent’s things was overdue; he should have thought of it before. Anything to do with Sargent’s real intentions would be well hidden. What had been put out to be found was window dressing. A sudden conviction seized Uncle Chuck—the passport, the travel folders, perhaps even the big envelope of stuff about Canada in Kat’s car trunk, perhaps even Kat’s birth-certificate photostat—all were deliberate, all had been put out, arranged, to lead anyone who got curious astray.

The real secret was still just that—a secret.

Surely there had to be a clue somewhere.

The car rounded the corner into San Jacinto Road. To the left were the new places, tucked in among the trees. They passed the house where Kat Knowles had died. Down the road in the distance, parked at the curb in front of Doris’s house, was an Idylynn police cruiser. A uniformed officer was standing just beyond, at the rim of Doris’s driveway. Past the man Uncle Chuck caught a glimpse of the roof of another car.

His foot started to slam the brake pedal.

“What is it, Uncle Chuck?”

“Too late,” he said bitterly. The car parked on the slope of the drive was a sheriff’s car. The uniformed man in the street had seen them coming; he was gesturing to someone in the patio below. “I’ve got a hunch, Dorrie. They’ve Come to get you. Listen to me now.”

All color left her face. She looked at Uncle Chuck as if she had never seen him before. He couldn’t tell whether she was taking in what he was saying or not.



Chapter 16

Uncle Chuck picked up his cane, forced himself up out of the chair. Must do something, he thought. Keep busy. It wouldn’t help Doris, his sitting here in a fog of shock and disbelief.

As a starter he emptied all of the ash trays, stacking them in one hand, taking them to the kitchen, where he dumped the contents and then rinsed and dried them. Lieutenant Martin was quite a smoker. Not much of a talker, though. He had something on Dorrie, something that seemed to put her at the scene of Kat’s death. Something planted, Uncle Chuck decided, and he wondered if the intruder of yesterday morning had gotten what he had come after, after all. Something of Dorrie’s to be taken to that house of death, left in it.

In his mind’s eye he could see Kat Knowles, stretched out in death, her breast bared for the bullet that had ended her life. A nasty touch, Uncle Chuck thought, his mouth twisting. And now they thought Dorrie had done that, had opened the blouse and lifted the sheer brassiére off the soft young flesh…. Makes me want to be sick, Uncle Chuck told himself. And it wouldn’t be my Dorrie’s work. There had been a green suéde jacket, a green purse, hanging on the half-opened door of one of the cabinets … and suppose that something in the purse hadn’t turned out to be Kat’s after all? Suppose Bill Knowles had pointed to it and said—

Guessing, Uncle Chuck reprimanded himself. Just guessing. Martin wouldn’t give us a hint.

Say this for Doris, she hadn’t lost her composure. She’d packed a small bag with cosmetics and night things; she had signed some blank checks and turned them over to Uncle Chuck, and she had gone off with Martin, holding her head high. Not a tear, not a quiver, thank God.

I’m the one with the shakes. Old fool that I am.

I’d better have a cup of coffee and begin thinking over the smart young lawyers I know. That fellow from Santa Ana, for instance. Baylor.

Uncle Chuck took his coffee to the breakfast nook. Then he got the telephone directory and laid it beside his cup and looked for Baylor’s number.

When he had finished the coffee and went to the phone, Baylor’s secretary told him that her boss was in court. She took the phone number and promised to have him call Uncle Chuck as soon as possible.

Pete was scratching at the back door. Uncle Chuck let the dog in, inspected the ear, fed him. Pete would fatten up now. Doris was softhearted; she would soon forget all the rules and regulations Sargent had laid down. Pete would snack all day, whenever he wanted to. Probably it wouldn’t be good for him, either—a short life and a merry one.

After Pete had wolfed his meal he wandered off into the other part of the house, a puzzled and disconsolate air about him, as if searching for Doris.

“Nobody’s home but me,” Uncle Chuck told him.

Pete stopped and looked back.

“I sure wish you could talk. You could tell me what happened and how you got yourself shot.”

Pete whined as if he, too, were wishing he could talk.

There was still one job to be done, the job he and Doris had been discussing on the way back—to give Sargent’s room and belongings a thorough going over. Uncle Chuck took his cup to the sink and rinsed it out, then headed for Sargent’s room. As he opened the door, a strong feeling of Sargent’s presence seemed to strike him; here were all of the things Sargent had chosen and lived with, his personal possessions and trinkets, the collection of a lifetime.

Surveying the neat but somewhat barren room—barren of knicknacks and souvenirs—Uncle Chuck began to suspect that Sargent’s intimate possessions might tell him very little. Sargent’s life had had its secret side. You don’t keep souvenirs of a secret. Perhaps Kat Knowles had clung to souvenir matchbooks and night-spot menus and theater programs—provided Sargent had taken her out to such places. It was a cinch Sargent hadn’t done so.

I have to look, thought Uncle Chuck. Can’t be telling myself it’s useless even before I start.

Well, I might as well start with the biggest thing in the room, the bed.


He stripped off the heavy quilted spread, turned back the blanket and sheets, pulled everything off to the bare mattress. Then he lifted the mattress off the box springs, let it slip aside to the floor. There was nothing at all out of the ordinary. He managed to pull the bed from against the wall and inspected the opposite side of the headboard, and again there was nothing. With some awkwardness he managed to get low enough to see under the bed, telling himself as he did so that Sargent wouldn’t have put anything under it—Doris would be running the vacuum on the floor; she would have found anything here. After he had put the bed back together again, Uncle Chuck went to the armchair by the window and sat down.

Tuckered out, he told himself scornfully. And I haven’t even begun.

Thank God it’s wall-to-wall carpeting and I don’t have to search under any rugs.

He put his head back against the brocade cushion and shut his eyes for a moment. And again came the feeling of being an intruder, an interloper, in a place that belonged—still belonged—to Sargent. Suddenly Uncle Chuck’s eyes snapped open. Doggone it, there had to be something here. Some scrap, some tiny bit of evidence. With all that Sargent had been up to, his schemes with Cannon, with Kat Knowles, with God only knew who else—some traces had to remain. Sargent couldn’t have kept it all safely at the office; true, the travel folders about Brazil and the passport had been there in the unlocked drawer, but there must be an explanation for that. What really had gone on, the plots and the scheming, had to leave a tag end somewhere.

It had to be here.

Uncle Chuck got up and grabbed the cane, circled the room in an exasperated dilemma.


“Sargent, damn your hide, you must have left something …” He found that he had spoken aloud, as if Sargent were actually present.

He went to the closet, pushed aside the door. Sargent had had a pretty good selection of clothes. Nothing fancy, nothing loud, but good substantial-looking suits and slacks, jackets and topcoats. He took care of himself, Uncle Chuck thought, as he propped the cane aside and went through the coat pockets. He found two books of matches with Owens’s insurance-company ads on them. He found a well-worn newspaper clipping about Wally Wiegand’s proposed store expansion, something Sargent must not have had time to file. In another pocket was a torn slip from a financial page—Diamond Tunnel had shown a sharp gain and there had been rumors of even further findings of rare minerals in an isolated area of Canada.

Uncle Chuck tossed the matchbooks and the two scraps of newsprint on the bed. He studied them grimly; there was nothing new here.

The top dresser drawers were filled with underwear and socks. Uncle Chuck took everything out, including the tissue-paper lining at the bottom, the fresh-looking clean wood at the bottom seeming to mock him.

He thought of Dorrie in that moment. She was being booked downtown now, going through all the humiliating procedures of being mugged, fingerprinted, and the rest of the routine; the stench of guilt was being applied by implication. Uncle Chuck’s heart thudded painfully. This was the little girl he and Tippie had cherished; this was the one whose loving ways had made all the time of her childhood a joy for Tippie. This was the one who had turned to them for comfort against small hurts—and now there was being inflicted a huge, shameful hurt. And he was helpless to do anything about it.


He sat down on the chair, and in spite of an effort at control, he felt his face twist, the tears start. He tried to regain control by drawing in a deep breath; it turned into a gasping sob. For several minutes he sat with tears running down his face, his shoulders shaking. He tried to get out some words—“Danged old fool”—but they didn’t come. He could think only of Dorrie and of how they were treating her.

I should have gone with her.

He started to get up, compelled by the thought that he must reach Dorrie somehow and make sure that her courage, her faith, was still intact. I have to explain, he thought, shocked at his neglect—I have to make her see that they do these things to everybody, that the guilty and the innocent all must go the route. I should have prepared her. I should have explained about the glaring lights and the police photographer’s cynical and hurried indifference, the matron’s arrogant presence, the sense of having become, not a human being, but a thing, an object without rights.

He staggered against the dresser and his arm fell across the leather box, tipping it, loosening the lid so that Sargent’s cuff links and tie tacks spilled out with a metallic rattle. For an instant he seemed to see something more. It was like a glimpse of white—something white and shiny that vanished as soon as the box was righted.

He braced himself against the dresser, picked up the box. It was fairly heavy, obviously a wooden frame covered by the worked leather. An antique maybe—it looked old. A strange sense of excitement came over Uncle Chuck. The wetness dried on his cheeks. He turned the box so that light from the windows shone into the interior. The velveteen lining showed long years of wear. He had thought that Sargent’s room contained no trinkets or mementos, but this thing had been Sargent’s for a long time; it was perhaps the most intimate possession that the room contained.

He tried to pry the fitted velveteen from the sides, from the bottom, but it seemed firmly attached. Had that glimpse of something white been a mirage, a trick played by old eyes half blinded by tears? Uncle Chuck shook his head at his own doubt. The thing, whatever it was, had been real. It was somewhere inside the box.

He removed the tray from its flanges and tapped the box upside down on the dresser surface. A dusty breath, a sigh of slipping fabric, seemed to rise in the silence. He turned the box to look into it again. The bottom panel had loosened, had almost fallen clear. Uncle Chuck got a pocketknife from his pants pocket and prized up the edge.

The white, shiny thing had been the border of the snapshots hidden here in the false bottom of the leather box. There were two color prints, perhaps three inches square. Uncle Chuck took them over to a window.

The scene in the color prints was that of a street, a sidewalk. The camera had been some distance from the things photographed—the parked cars, the figures of people, were small.

Uncle Chuck sucked in a deep breath. The little foreign car in the middle of the picture was unmistakable—it was Kat Knowles’s. Sleek, small, and red, it shut off at the knees the view of the two persons behind it on the sidewalk. A man and a woman—the print was not sharp enough to make out the features—but Uncle Chuck was positive that it was Kat and Sargent. Something in their attitude hinted at parting, at being about to separate. Behind them was the façade of what looked like a big apartment house, a new and luxurious-looking one, and he recalled Mrs. Criff’s remarks about the expense of keeping a place on Barranca Drive.

The second print was so much like the first that it was almost a duplicate. Studying the two, he saw that in the second Kat Knowles had a hand on Sargent’s arm; Sargent seemed about to bend and kiss her. These two were saying goodbye—somewhere.

I’ve got to go and look, Uncle Chuck told himself.

Barranca Drive wasn’t a long street, being in an area which up until recently had still been in orange groves. If this apartment house was the one where Sargent had kept an extra home-away-from-home, it shouldn’t be hard to find.

I’ll come back and look the room over some more later, he promised himself. He put the color prints into a coat pocket and went out. On the way he debated what he should do about Pete. In the end he left the dog locked in the house.

Outside the sun seemed less bright than it had earlier, and looking into the sky, he saw that a high cloudiness had filmed the light. The ground and the surrounding pine trees looked darker, gloomier, and he thought suddenly, when this is over Dorrie mustn’t stay up here. Her grief won’t die; the hurt won’t go away. The isolation, the loneliness, will keep the bad memories alive. I’ll get Dorrie to move as soon as she can, he thought. Maybe she’d come to my place, if only temporarily.

He got into his car, started the motor, released the brake.

Crazy old coot, his thoughts mocked, as he turned the corner below the house where Kat had died. What do you think you’ll be able to do? What can you prove—that Martin might think important, for instance? So, Sargent had a couple of snapshots hidden in his cuff-link box. This changes whatever Martin has on Dorrie?

Like hell it does.

He found himself shaking his head, his hands clenched on the wheel in anger.

Sargent thought that the prints were important enough to keep and to conceal. Someone had caught Sargent and Kat Knowles together, outside that secret apartment, maybe; and they’d thought it important enough to take a color print.

For a brief instant the idea flickered—Dorrie had taken the pictures. The prints were something to hold over Sargent, a way of getting something she had wanted, proof of his infidelity, his rottenness. Well, if Martin saw them, that’s what he would think.

Logically, the one most to be interested, the one most to be hurt by a man’s philandering, was his wife.

Who else?



Chapter 17

Uncle Chuck parked across the street. The big new apartment building was exactly as it looked in the color snapshot he’d found in Sargent’s room. There was no small red car at the curb, of course. Looking from the print in his hand to the scene across the street, Uncle Chuck decided that the picture had been taken from down the street, probably where there were some hibiscus which would have made a concealing screen for the picture taker. The two in the snapshot were gone, murdered. Where—and who—was the third member of the triangle?

By now the cops would have gone through the apartment, searching for any evidence of threat or danger to the two who had kept their rendezvous there.

A man in a dark business suit had come from inside the building, had crossed a strip of lawn to the walk which led to the street. Uncle Chuck watched him, wondering if this could be a plain-clothes officer—and then sudden recognition jerked him erect in the seat behind the wheel.

The man was Bill Knowles.

He had lost the disheveled appearance of the previous night. His hair was combed sleekly, his clothes looked trim and neat. There was a certain hesitation, caution, in the way he approached the sidewalk and the street. He paused there to look in both directions, as if seeking a watcher. Then he headed for his car, and looking down the street, Uncle Chuck saw it and saw the open space in front of it, the rear blocked by another car. There was no way that Uncle Chuck could intercept the man on foot—Knowles could simply sprint away and be gone before he could hobble after him. But if he could squeeze into the space ahead of Knowles’s car, if he could block the other car with his own … Even as the thought came, Uncle Chuck was reaching for the key in the switch.

He turned with a squeal of tires that brought Knowles’s head swiveling to watch him. Knowles stopped in his tracks. Uncle Chuck rolled past, to angle in toward the curb, cutting off any chance of getting the other car out of its slot. He set the brake and looked back. Knowles still wasn’t moving. He seemed to be trying to make up his mind what to do next. Of course he could simply take off in the other direction, abandoning his car for the time being, and Uncle Chuck’s maneuver would be meaningless.

Apparently he decided to accept the challenge. He settled his shoulders under the coat as if getting ready for a fight. As he came close, Uncle Chuck could see the angry congestion in his face. Knowles was boiling.

“Look, Chump—”

“For Pete’s sake, can’t you even remember a person’s name?” Uncle Chuck burst out, putting all the anger he could summon into his tone. “Are you such a damned stupid idiot that you can’t keep a simple name like mine in your head?”

There was a flicker of surprise; Knowles hadn’t expected a quick attack before his own had a chance to get off the ground.

“My name is Chuck Sadler. You can call me Mr. Sadler. I don’t want a liar, and a stupid liar at that, calling me Chuck.”

Knowles’s heavy face twitched. He put a hand on the open window of the door opposite the driver’s seat. “Get your car out of my way, old man. Before I punch holes in it with my front bumper.”

Uncle Chuck nodded as if with satisfaction. “Well, I’m glad of one thing. You’re not denying it was all a lie.”

“Look, I’m not going to stand here and—”

“Sure, they’ve got Dorrie in jail. That must make you happy. But what’s going to happen when Martin decides to hike down the hill in the woods and look up into Dorrie’s living room, the way you claim to have done? Who’s going to believe your lies then?”

“I don’t have to—” Knowles’s voice choked off and he peered in at Uncle Chuck. He was either extremely surprised or he was an extremely good actor. “What did you say about Doris?”

“Don’t give me that baby stare,” Uncle Chuck jeered. “You lying snake.”

“No, I mean … Honestly, I mean—”

“Don’t tell me you didn’t relay that yarn to Martin when he caught up with you—Doris was talking to Wally Wiegand and waving a poker. Only Wiegand says it didn’t happen.”

Knowles seemed more astonished than ever. “He didn’t!”

“He most certainly did. He says you’re a liar, Dorrie didn’t wave any poker, didn’t act wildly or make any threats. And for the book, you couldn’t have looked in at them anyway.”

Knowles’s astonishment seemed to be giving way to guilt. Dammit, Uncle Chuck thought, this must be what they call method acting—at its best too. Knowles looked to either side, up and down the street, as if expecting to catch some hidden watcher—Martin himself, perhaps.

“You know what I think, Knowles?” Uncle Chuck said quietly.

Knowles glanced at him briefly, licked his lips. “No.”

“I think you were in on it.”

Knowles tried to smile. “In on what? What the devil are you hinting around about?”

“I’m talking about Sargent’s plan. The scheme that was going to get him off the hook, the glorious finale that would make everything right. He was going to disappear with your daughter, and you were going to help cover his tracks. The story about Dorrie waving the poker was a figment, something to be told after Sargent’s disappearance, so the cops would give Dorrie a bad time for a while and keep her busy. Only Sargent must have known that in the end it wouldn’t hold water; he must have had sense enough to go out and try to see into the house from the hill below. So actually the story wouldn’t just direct suspicion on Dorrie. In time the cops would wake up and wonder why you were lying, and then you’d be kept busy.”


The astonishment in Knowles’s manner appeared to deepen, coupled with chagrin which he tried to conceal.

Brother, Uncle Chuck told himself. This character can ring all the changes. And did he ever miss his calling, running a chain of restaurants.

“There had to be more against Dorrie than the yarn about your seeing her with the poker. My guess is, the cops showed you the personal effects found with your daughter’s body. And something didn’t jibe. Something was there that clinched Dorrie’s guilt—or anyway her presence at the scene of Kat’s murder.”

A shutter seemed to drop invisibly, cutting off guilt, surprise, and anger. Now he merely looked thoughtful. But he spoke evenly: “There was a plastic hood, one of those little things women carry in their purses, put on their heads when it rains. Black. The case it was in had Doris’s name scratched on it in gold paint, something she might have had done at one of those dime-store counters—you know what I mean. Martin wanted to know, would Sargent have given it to Kat, would Kat have wanted it, kept it, and I said no, she wouldn’t have touched it.”

“This was in—”

“Kat’s green handbag.”

It was Uncle Chuck’s turn to feel astonishment and chagrin. He told himself, almost not believing it, Martin had had the thing all the time, ever since the discovery of Kat’s body. Why had he waited to arrest Dorrie?

“He had a theory,” Knowles went on, still quietly and evenly. “He thought that in the struggle the contents of the two women’s purses might have been tossed around, spilled out, maybe mixed up. And that then, hurrying to pick everything up, the murderer put in the rain cap by mistake.”

“By murderer he meant Dorrie,” Uncle Chuck snapped back. “You don’t have to beat around the bush with me. He thought that Dorrie got rattled and put the rain hood in by mistake. There was no mistake about it, though—the murderer put it in your daughter’s purse for one purpose, to make Martin think just what he did. I guess Martin had to wait to talk to you, to make sure your daughter wouldn’t have been carrying it because she’d wanted it. Makes sense.”

“I had nothing to do with Doris’s being arrested,” Knowles said, backing away a step or two. “I just told the cops what I had to. And telling them about Doris waving the poker wasn’t part of it.”

Uncle Chuck nodded. “You knew your daughter was dead, as well as Sargent. No need to spill the lie, when the planted evidence was going to do the job. But why were you so surprised a moment or so ago when I told you Wally Wiegand wouldn’t back up the yam about the poker? Was he supposed to?”

Surprisingly a tinge of embarrassment came into Knowles’s manner; he retreated even farther from the car door.

“He was, then,” Uncle Chuck exclaimed. “My God, the light is dawning, ever so slowly. You were all in it together!”

Knowles glanced back at his own car, chewing his lip, frowning, as if wishing he could get into it and take off.

“Tell me, did Sargent take out an insurance policy in your favor? Was that a part of the deal?”

The surprise in Knowles’s face seemed genuine enough. “Why the devil would he do that? I don’t need his money.”

“He did it for Arthur Cannon.”

Knowles seemed on the point of answering this and then suddenly changed his mind and remained silent. The thoughtful, indrawn look appeared to deepen, however.

Maybe, Uncle Chuck thought, I’m giving him more than he’s giving me.

“Arthur must have been playing a part in it too.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sadler, so lay off.”

“The scheme. The plot. Whatever Sargent had all laid out. You were all old friends, steady companions, bosom buddies. For how long? Twenty years perhaps? Strong ties had been forged among all of you. You were the ‘bunch.’ The musketeers. All for one and one for all, like in the book. And one of you had got himself into a corner and needed the help of the others. So you all came through.”

Knowles seemed to gather his composure and his defiance. “I can’t help it if you want to compose fiction. Just let me get by while you think up the rest of the plot. Do me a favor, Chump.”

“What was the corner? Why did Sargent suddenly have to run?”

“I don’t know anything about it. If you’re just going to make up a yam and force me to listen—”

“I must be getting damned close to the truth. You’re getting jittery as hell, Knowles. Your hands are plucking at the buttons on your suit and your feet keep shuffling around as if they wanted to run. What was Sargent’s trouble—trouble so bad he got you all to help him? So bad he seemed about to run off from Doris without the divorce he wanted? And leaving a business it had taken him several years to build?”

Knowles muttered an angry response that Uncle Chuck didn’t catch.

“Tell me, Knowles. Did one of the buddy-buddies suddenly want out, and did it end up a fight, with your daughter shot to death and Sargent’s brains beaten out with something like a tire iron? Is that the real story? If it is, maybe you’re all in on that too.”

Knowles tried to grin scornfully. The lopsided grimace distorted his face. “You’re crazy, old man. You see spooks, and you make up lies. Doris caught Sargent and Kat together. She lost her head and killed them. You know it.” With an air of jerking himself away from a spot where he had stayed too long, Knowles swung around abruptly and walked off in the other direction.

I couldn’t begin to catch up with him, even if it would do me any good, Uncle Chuck thought. He’s leaving the car, so I might as well leave it too. I’d better go and have another session with our mysterious Wally. The one with the fat smile and the big ideas

It occurred to Uncle Chuck that Wally’s desire for a growing and expanding tire business might be goaded by his old friend Knowles’s success as a cafe owner.

Had there been jealousy among the clique, as well as loyalty? And could jealousy have led to hatred? Could one of the others have envied Sargent his successful conquest of a young girl, even as Wally might envy Knowles’s business acumen?

Envy could cause strange distortions in the human mind and soul. A lifetime of memories assured Uncle Chuck of this. But how often would envy, of itself, lead to murder?

Perhaps oftener than we think, Uncle Chuck decided.

Taking color snapshots of Sargent and Kat Knowles from a distance, without their apparent knowledge, secretly—this could well be the work of a brain eaten up with envy.

Somebody took those snapshots, Uncle Chuck reminded himself, and Sargent somehow got hold of them and considered them important enough to hide in his room. They must mean something damned pertinent in all of this.

He had started the motor, pulled away from the curb, leaving Knowles’s abandoned car behind.

Knowles could be headed for a telephone, of course. He could warn Wally Wiegand, their stories had better hang together or else … Well, I’ll know as soon as I see my fat friend, Uncle Chuck thought. He’s as phony as a three-dollar bill, but he won’t be able to cover the alarm any recent warning would leave.



Chapter 18

The interior of Wiegand’s tire emporium was relatively quiet. Two of the brisk young salesmen started for Uncle Chuck as soon as he entered. To the first Uncle Chuck explained that he wanted to see Wiegand himself, and the salesman shrugged and said he was sorry, it was out of the question, Mr. Wiegand had left the store. The other salesman had paused an aisle away, just the other side of a pyramidal inner-tube display, and he waited a moment before approaching.

“You were in here yesterday,” he said quietly.

“Yes, that’s right.”

“And you don’t look like a reporter.”


“Is that what’s bothering your boss?”

“Running him ragged, now that the word’s out, Mrs. Chenoweth has been arrested for murder. For the murder, I should say.”

“I’m sure sorry I missed him. I’m Mrs. Chenoweth’s attorney.”

A malevolent little gleam seemed to flare in the younger man’s eyes. “If you really want to see Wiegand, you might try Flaherty’s Bar in the next block. You know what? The boss acts to me like a man with a lot on his conscience—that is, providing there is one under all that …” The salesman let his voice die enigmatically while he grinned at Uncle Chuck.

“I see what you mean.” Uncle Chuck smiled back. “And thanks a lot.”

He returned to the sidewalk. Across the street in the block to the north, Flaherty’s sign hung invitingly over the doorway to the bar. Uncle Chuck left his car where it was and walked slowly up the sidewalk. If Knowles had phoned, had already warned Wiegand to lie low, this would be the kind of place Uncle Chuck would have expected to find him.

Flaherty’s was not a fancy bar. The plain exterior heralded what was inside, simple furnishings, no chrome or leather or smoky blue lights in dim nooks, no jukebox, no ornate display of glassware or exotic liquors. There was a long bar, darkly polished, the focal point of the room, and along the opposite wall a few tables and chairs. Wiegand was at a table, the one nearest the far corner. He had his eyes fixed on the door. When Uncle Chuck spotted him, Wiegand tried to duck, as if to conceal himself, a ridiculous notion in view of his size.

Scared out of his wits, Uncle Chuck told himself as he walked toward Wiegand’s table. A rabbit with a cross expression could send him running. I’ll have to be careful here. He’ll run from me too.

Uncle Chuck allowed his game leg to drag a little more noticeably and assumed a dismal, woebegone expression. “Mr. Wiegand. Imagine running into you right now. I’m so discouraged I could die.”

Wiegand peered at him as if suspecting the gloom were not genuine. “Uh … never give up the ship. And all that.”

“Do you mind if I sit down here?”

“No, I don’t, but I’d better warn you, the cops told me I couldn’t discuss the case with anybody. I’ve got to keep my mouth shut. I’m a witness. I mean, I guess I’m a witness. It seems I might have been the last one to see Sarge alive, besides Kat Knowles and the one who killed them.” He leaned his elbows on the table, looking strangely grim for a plump man with a built-in air of cheeriness. “Have a drink, Mr. Sadler. Have one on me, the world’s champion sap. Only a fool would have been involved as I was.”

“Well, Sargent needed help,” Uncle Chuck put in, nodding his head toward the bartender. The barman came over and Uncle Chuck ordered a beer.

Wiegand didn’t seem to hear Uncle Chuck’s hint about Sargent. “And Martin got it out of me, got the whole lousy yam, how I was supposed to get Doris to agree to a divorce. And she wouldn’t. He got the whole thing, the … the—” Wiegand’s mouth twisted as if he wanted to cry.

“All that bit about waving the poker,” Uncle Chuck supplied.

“Oh no, no! Wiegand said, his expression changing. “Doris didn’t do that. That’s some crazy figment of Bill Knowles’s.”

A strange idea darted into Uncle Chuck’s mind, fixed itself there as if with talons of steel. “Wait a minute, Wiegand. Didn’t you know that Knowles had that yam to tell, the thing about the poker, Doris making threatening motions with it? Weren’t you supposed to get her to do it? Offer her the poker, for instance, so at least she couldn’t say she hadn’t had it in her hands?”

“Of course not.” Again Wiegand assumed the air of innocent indignation that always amazed Uncle Chuck. “Why would I be a party to such a dirty scheme? Framing a girl like Doris? Oh, and by the way, I can’t discuss the case with you.”

The barman brought the beer for Uncle Chuck and refilled Wiegand’s shot glass from the bar bottle of Scotch.

“Too bad Martin’s put the clamp on you. Doris won’t have a chance now.” Uncle Chuck bent over the beer as if about to shed tears into it.

“Well, I’m going to stick my neck out—to hell with Martin—and emphasize, No, I never did have any part, anything to do, with a plan that included Doris waving that poker.”

“Why would Sargent want Knowles to tell the story, after he had done his disappearing act with Kat?”

Wiegand shot him a surprised stare. “What? You think Sargent cooked it up?”

“Of course he cooked it up. It was part of the same big scheme—and that included your part, witnessing that totally unnecessary show of burning paper clippings in your fireplace, and going to hold the fort with Doris the night he was due to disappear. He knew Doris wasn’t going to give him a divorce, not unless she’d had a near-miraculous change of heart. You were just playing the sucker, Wiegand. Just a puppet in Sargent’s big, big show.”

A mottled redness appeared in Wiegand’s plump face. “Ah, old Sarge wouldn’t have treated a friend like that.”

“He treated you like that.” And Knowles, too, Uncle Chuck told himself. Sargent had left Knowles with the silly lie about peeping in and seeing Doris wave that poker.

The idea that had popped into Uncle Chuck’s mind had come full flower. If there had been any friendship and loyalty left among this bunch, it was on the side of Knowles and Wiegand and perhaps Cannon. Sargent had hated them thoroughly! And used them remorselessly!

Wiegand was gazing morosely at his drink, shaking his head over any thought of Sargent’s perfidy.

“Now, since Martin has arrested Dorrie, it means that he doesn’t believe your story, that you came up there, that Sargent was in good shape when you left him, that you had Doris in sight during the whole evening—”

Wiegand shook his head more vigorously. “Wait a minute. He believes that part. The drawback is, I can’t give him any times, any specific minute and hour and like that. And the way he asked questions—I guess he’s got an idea Doris just pretended to get loaded. And that when I went back and pounded on the door, trying to locate old Sarge, she was already gone. Already skipped out. Going to kill them.”

“Exactly how drunk were you?” Uncle Chuck demanded cruelly.

Wiegand’s bloodshot eyes peered mournfully into his. “That’s a damned ugly question. And how do I know? I was looped. Swozzled. Not knee-walking yet, you get it? I could drive. But time didn’t mean anything. And I remember hanging onto the doorknob and crying—yes, actually crying—because I hadn’t managed to get old Sarge the divorce he wanted so much.”

“And how was Kat Knowles when you left Sarge with her?”


“Now look here—”

Deliberately Uncle Chuck spat on the floor beside Wiegand’s well-polished shoe.

“Oh hell, everybody knew about Kat,” Wiegand grunted. “Doris would’ve, too, if she hadn’t been stuck up there at Idylynn. Off in the boondocks.”

“And so? Kat was okay too?”

“I don’t know. Sarge had me let him off down there near the corner. I guess Kat was waiting around there somewhere in that little red foreign car she drove.”

Sargent had planned it all so well, Uncle Chuck told himself grimly. He’d known that Wiegand would get too drunk to give Doris an alibi. How carefully and how cleverly the scheme had been formed!

But still the mystery remained—why had Kat died in the house on San Jacinto Road? And why had Sargent died miles away at the isolated reservoir?

One question, at least, I might have the answer to, he decided. I wondered why anyone would shoot Pete and then later have to kill Sargent by pounding his head in. The gun had to be left with Kat Knowles, to try to make it seem as if she’d killed herself

Kat Knowles must have died first. By what scheme had she been separated from Sargent so the job could be done? And another puzzle—if Kat was to be presumed a suicide, why the need to plant anything to incriminate Doris?

There seemed a patchwork look to the crime now, as if some of it had been improvised on the spot, precautions overlapping, some of them unnecessary.

For just an instant a doubt flickered. It could have been as Martin thought, a struggle between two women, purses emptied in the fight.

I’m getting goofy, Uncle Chuck corrected himself. To start with, Doris wouldn’t have carried a purse with her, going out on that mountain road in the dark.

Oh God, he prayed, while Wiegand gazed at him in gloomy wonder, just let me see into this murderer’s mind for a moment. Just for a flicker of time!

The murderer—whoever that was—had had to kill Kat without Sargent knowing. Had had to leave the gun with her body. This meant that old Pete had been shot previously, was lying stunned perhaps by the wound that had almost killed him. Sargent … where was he?

Sargent had to be waiting by that little red car, Uncle Chuck told himself suddenly. Kat wasn’t there. He never saw Kat that night. She was already with the murderer, maybe already dead. There had been no trouble about separating them to kill them one at a time, because they’d never been together!

It had to be the answer, the simple and easy answer!

Now I’ll bet I know what happened next, Uncle Chuck thought with a feeling of excitement. Sargent was told that Kat would meet him somewhere else, she’d had to leave the red car as a decoy and slip off to wait for him somewhere else. For instance, beside that isolated reservoir.

Uncle Chuck found himself gazing into Wiegand’s plump, woebegone face. Maybe Knowles wasn’t the only method actor in this bunch. Maybe he was facing an expert right now.

Suppose Wally Wiegand were lying … 

Suppose he had committed the murders!

In a flashing moment Uncle Chuck reconstructed Wiegand’s story. He had delayed picking Sargent up, kept him waiting somewhere, while he rushed ahead to murder the girl. He had run into Pete, out scouting the mountain because of the sound of Kat Knowles’s car earlier, had shot the dog, then had enticed the girl into the vacant house and murdered her. Had arranged her clothing, left the gun with her, rushed back to pick up Sargent. He had let Sargent out, sure that he would wait as long as necessary by the little foreign car, had gone to the house, spent a few hours drinking with Doris. Then when he had felt a sufficient time had gone by, he’d left Doris and returned to the driveway of the vacant house.

There he must have pretended to Sargent that he had somehow heard from Kat. A note, a phone call intercepted … Anyway, Kat wanted Sargent to pick her up at the reservoir. By now Sargent would be anxious and rattled—too anxious to wonder about tag ends such as how Kat had made the trip to the reservoir—or perhaps Wiegand had even convinced him that he had taken the girl there … 

“Are you getting an idea?” Wiegand asked softly.

“I’m trying to fit in some of the things you’ve told me with what I know.”

“I wish I could go back,” Wiegand said, suddenly narrowing his eyes, his whole face tightening, firming, so that he seemed strangely unlike his usual self. “I wish I could go back to that night, somehow, and do things differently.”

Don’t we all, Uncle Chuck thought.

“I’d have paid a damned sight more attention to what was going on outside, instead of playing the clown with the booze and the dancing, I’ll tell you.”

“That, Mr. Wiegand, is known as hindsight.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess it is.”

“When you dropped Sargent off at the vacant house to meet Kat, where was his car supposed to be?”

For a moment Wiegand seemed at a loss. “Say, what about that? I don’t have a glimmer. Why didn’t I think about it? Well, somebody else must have been driving it.”


“What gives you that idea?”

“Or … uh—” Wiegand’s eyes shifted nervously, as if in search of an elusive memory. “Maybe he left it with Doris.”

“The car wasn’t at home. Doris would have seen it when she left you and went out to scout around, to see if Sargent were waiting nearby. The car, remember, was found at the reservoir along with his body. Somehow that part about the car being at the reservoir has a smell of the original plot—omitting Sargent’s corpse. But the murderer didn’t drive Sargent up there, or go with him, in one car. He’d still be hiking out, that road. There had to be two cars involved, Sargent driving his own, somebody following him to bring him out. I wonder if the original plan didn’t call for that somebody to be Kat Knowles. His car was parked somewhere near that vacant house; Kat was going to follow to the reservoir and bring him back.”

“He didn’t even hint at anything like that.”

“I’ve found out this much about Sargent’s planning. It was compartmented, elaborately sectioned. Each of his friends had a role to play. Each role was designed so that the dupe would not know of the parts others were to play. And furthermore, each one seemed left with a story that would be contradicted by another—as you and Knowles were. I’ll bet that this thing, the car being found by the reservoir, was somehow designed to tie somebody in knots.”

Wiegand brushed a touch of perspiration off his upper lip. “All guesswork, Sadler.”

“I’m sure of that much.”

“Why the devil did he pick the reservoir anyway?”

“To stall, to take time, to cover his real whereabouts. It would have taken a long time to try to drag that big reservoir, eventually maybe to drain it, searching for his body.”

“You know,” Wiegand said suddenly, as if impulsively, “I had a hunch old Sarge might be getting ready to bolt. He was nervy, kind of on edge, the last few times I saw him. But I didn’t think he’d run off with a kid like Kat Knowles.”

“You knew he was seeing her. Putting it politely.”

“Oh, sure.” Wiegand waved a hand. “But Kat … Well, face up to it, she was a wild one. Bill Knowles couldn’t do anything with her. He’d spoiled her rotten, given her every damned thing she’d ever wanted. And with Kat it was here today and gone tomorrow. I would be surprised if old Sarge really thought he could build something permanent with her.”

Uncle Chuck was looking at him steadily and quietly.

Wiegand’s plump face flushed pink. “I’m not even supposed to be talking about the case to anybody. And somehow you got me started and I’ve shot off my mouth, and God help me if Martin finds out.”

“I don’t think we’ve covered any ground that would worry Martin,” Uncle Chuck reassured him. “We’re just chatting here over a drink. I can’t help wondering—how long ahead had you planned that trip up to spend an evening with Doris and to coax her into giving Sargent a divorce? How did he approach you? How did he get to your place without his car?”

For a moment Wiegand seemed to debate within himself. He eyed the door to the street over Uncle Chuck’s shoulder; he chewed his lower lip. But the need for another drink won out. He turned his gaze toward the bartender. “It wasn’t planned ahead at all. Sarge just popped up out of nowhere, after dark … I don’t know who had dropped him off near my house. I answered the door and there he was. He came in and we had a couple of drinks together, and he told me what a good guy I was, what a good friend—” Wiegand’s gaze seemed to grow bitter for a moment. “And he said, how’s about me talking Doris into giving him his freedom. I was the one who could do it, good old Wally, friendly as a wet pup. She’d always liked me, she’d listen to me, and all that.”

The bartender brought fresh drinks, and Wiegand threw his into his mouth without a moment’s hesitation.

“And yet you didn’t think he could be serious about wanting to go away with Kat Knowles.”

“Well … now I don’t. Sarge got me kind of confused. He made it seem logical. And then he kind of hurried me along, time was wasting, must get up there and start Doris drinking and maybe cut up a little, get her in a good mood.” Wiegand, with his hand still wrapped around the shot glass, shook his head as if in angry regret.

“What do you think about these?” Uncle Chuck took out the color snapshots and held them out toward Wiegand.

Wiegand seemed wary about reaching for them. “What’s that?”

“Just a couple of color prints.”

Wiegand stretched, peering cautiously at the pictures. “Sarge and the girl?”

“Looks like it.”

Wiegand looked at Uncle Chuck intently. “What’re you trying to prove, Sadler?”

“Nothing. I just wondered what you might think of them.”

“You know what I think,” Wiegand said shrewdly. “The same as you think. Somebody was spying on them. Look how far away they are, and they aren’t looking at the camera. They don’t know that anybody is snapping a picture of them. What’s it all about?”

Wiegand had no intention of taking the pictures out of Uncle Chuck’s hand. Uncle Chuck put them on the table between them, avoiding the damp circles left by the drinks. “How do you think Sargent got them then?”

“How the hell should I know? Maybe he caught whoever it was and twisted his arm off. Maybe they were sent to him by mail, anonymously, just to let him know somebody was wise. Or maybe he had to buy them.”

Nothing slow about the plump man’s mental processes, Uncle Chuck observed to himself. “Yes, I guess it has to be one of those.”

“You know who might have had those snaps taken? Little old Kat herself,” Wiegand said.

“The girl?”

“Sure. How do we know, really, how that affair was going? Maybe she wanted to take them to Sarge and say something like, look, darling, somebody’s spying on us and they might tell Daddy.”

“But Knowles knew about his daughter’s affair. I’m positive of that. He knew, and he was perfectly willing for her to take up with Sargent.”

Wiegand waved a dismissing hand. “Oh, Bill was fed up trying to keep her in line. He would have married her to a gorilla.”

“I can hardly believe that.”

“Well, just take it from Uncle Wally—when Kat was fifteen, sixteen, old Bill spent plenty of nights, all night, trying to find her. Lately he seemed tired, worn-out, I mean, as far as the kid was concerned. He’d done all the worrying he could do, that’s what it was.” Wiegand turned to give the bartender a summoning stare. “As I say, Kat and her father might have had the snaps made. Bill might have taken them himself. Let Sarge get worried enough to make an honest woman of her.”

Could it have happened that way, Uncle Chuck wondered?

He found a whole new theory, a new outline of the crime, beginning to take shape in his mind.

Kat Knowles and her father had put pressure on Sargent. Had threatened him with exposure, a lawsuit—Kat was not yet twenty-one. Or had even threatened bodily injury. The outraged father, the ruined girl. In desperation Sargent had planned a getaway to Canada with Kat. The Brazil folders had been left around as a decoy, a deception. He was to disappear, his car turning up at the reservoir as if he might have gone there to drown himself. Or—using Knowles’s story of Doris waving the poker—as if he might have been killed and his body thrown into the water.

Wait a minute, Uncle Chuck told himself. Why the folders about going to Brazil if he wanted them to think he might be at the bottom of the reservoir?

He puzzled over it a moment or so, then decided to think about it later. Right now he wanted to complete the vision he had about Knowles as the killer.

Knowles had been up on the mountain, keeping an eye on how things were going, and also in case anyone might prove he was somewhere else during those important minutes he was supposed to see Doris waving that poker. He’d had the gun—funny there was nothing in the papers about the cops tracing the weapon. Poor old Pete came around, acted as if he might make a commotion, and Knowles had shot him, left him for dead. Then he had gone to check up on how the rest of it was going. He wanted to make sure that Wally Wiegand had brought Sargent to the rendezvous with Kat, that Kat was ready to follow Sargent in his car, to the reservoir, to stage the “missing body” part of the plot.

Something had gone wrong. Perhaps Sargent had argued the girl out of her determination to be his wife. Knowles came on the scene in the driveway of the deserted, newly built house, to find them both now turned against him. He was still saddled with the obstreperous girl, and Sargent had had his fun and was getting away as free as a bird.

Uncle Chuck found his thoughts growing confused.

How had Knowles separated them? How had he managed to make Sargent drive to the reservoir in his own car, while he trailed him to commit the murder?

Wait a minute. Suppose Knowles ran into his daughter while she waited for Sargent. Sargent was due to arrive with Wiegand. But now Kat had had a change of heart. Running around was too much fun, too much excitement, to give up for the dullness of matrimony.

Uncle Chuck remembered that moment of insight, when he had decided that Kat and Sargent hadn’t met at all—she was gone, probably already dead, when he reached that house at the end of the street.

Kat, in this new mood of rebellion, had let Knowles see that she had no intention of leaving home or of giving up her good times. He had an indefinite term ahead of him, running herd on this wild young hellion.

Was it motive for murder?

It would depend on just how Kat had told her father about her decision. If she’d been jeering, defiant, if she had antagonized him to the point where they had come to blows, it was conceivable that Knowles would have shot his daughter. The loss of temper, of control, might have been momentary—and yet complete enough to lead to murder.

“You look like you’re doing a hell of a lot of deep thinking,” Wiegand told him. “You’re chewing it all over in your mind, trying to come up with an answer that isn’t the answer Martin got. Well, I’ve got a few words of advice for you, Mr. Sadler.”

Uncle Chuck looked wonderingly into the plump face. Wiegand was making no pretense of cheerfulness or of being friendly. His tone seemed deliberately nasty now.

“You’re old and crippled. Dragging around turning over stuff the cops looked at and discarded a long time back. If you’re smart you’ll quit it. You’ll get Doris a hip young lawyer who’ll get her to plead self-defense, or insanity, or the unwritten law, or something. And you’ll take your damned cane and go back to the chimney corner.”

“What did I say to make you mad?” Uncle Chuck demanded.

“Said? Nothing. But you were sitting there thinking it all out, and all at once I saw you wanted to throw somebody else to the lions, and if you thought you could use me for the job, you wouldn’t hesitate a goddam minute.” Wiegand was on his feet. The bartender was coming from around the bar; Wiegand waved him away and told him to put the drinks on his bill. “And anyway, it’s the truth—you are just a useless old coot, in your dotage. And I don’t have any more time for you.”

“Good day then, Mr. Wiegand.”

“Goodbye, Sadler.”



Chapter 19

Uncle Chuck sat in Doris’s living room, hunched on the couch, his cane between his knees, his hands cupped on its crook. His face was blank and exhausted. He had gone to see the young lawyer, Baylor, in Santa Ana, after leaving Flaherty’s Bar. Baylor had seemed friendly, businesslike, eager, and intelligent. A very likable young man, Uncle Chuck told himself. He’ll do everything for Dorrie that can be done.

Baylor had listened carefully to all that Uncle Chuck had had to tell, making notes, asking Uncle Chuck to wait, now and then, while he thought over some point in the affair.


But Uncle Chuck had to admit to himself—under Baylor’s courtesy and attention had been an attitude, not expressed, which Uncle Chuck had sensed and recognized. In its essence it had been expressed crudely by Wally Wiegand.

 … a useless old coot. In your dotage.

What have I accomplished, really? Uncle Chuck’s eyes turned bitterly to survey the empty room. Dorrie had been arrested here, taken away to be humiliated by the brutalizing routine at the jail. Her arrest—face it—had been inevitable, without some strong piece of evidence to involve the real murderer.

He hadn’t turned up any such piece of evidence. No, not with all of the running around, the hopeful questions, the tricks, the effort.

The room seemed darker than it should be at a little after four, he thought. I’ve got gloom all around me, inside and out; I can’t even see the sun.

 … take your damned cane and go back to the chimney corner.

The chimney corner … Yes, that was it. Uncle Chuck leaned his forehead on his folded hands and closed his eyes. It would be easy and natural to sag now, to drop down and lie still, give the weary old bones a rest. Especially since he hadn’t actually done any good. He’d just been turning over stuff, as Wiegand had put it, that the cops had already sifted and discarded.

He didn’t have a single thing of his own. Not one damned thing.

Those snapshots he’d been so excited about—what did they prove, really?

Somebody had known about Sargent and Kat Knowles and had been mean enough, or jealous enough, or avid enough, to snap a picture.


And Martin would say the picture taker had been Doris.

Of course.

The only thing I know, actually, that Martin may not know is about Pete getting shot.

Uncle Chuck opened his eyes, wondering where that idea had come from, and then realized that Pete was scratching and whining at the back entry and that subconsciously he’d been listening.

He forced himself to get off the couch and go to the kitchen, then to the service entry. He had fed Pete when he’d come here after seeing Baylor, had let him out to run. He realized, as Pete rushed past through the open door, he’d forgotten to feed himself. He hadn’t had a bite since breakfast, beyond the beer Wiegand had paid for.

He heated the coffee and made a sardine-and-cheese sandwich, sat at the dining-nook table to eat. But even as he prepared the food and washed it down with coffee, he was thinking about the sole fact, Pete’s injury, which he had and which Martin didn’t have.

And which didn’t amount to a hoot.

Or did it?

He had had a ghost of an idea there once, when he’d mentioned to Doris that they might get hold of another dog. Not so much because Pete was now gun-shy and afraid, but in order to give any unwelcome visitors the greeting they deserved. Behind this, too, was the thought that if he could find a dog that looked like Pete and was aggressive, even short-tempered, he might work out a scheme to reveal the murderer.

A crazy hope. A crazy idea.

 … take your damned cane and go back to the chimney corner.

“I won’t give up!”


Uncle Chuck found that he had spoken aloud.

Outside on the mountain the late sunlight was hazy in the tall pines. The scene beyond the windows seemed painted there, motionless, remote and silent.

“I’m not dead yet. I don’t care what Wiegand says.”

Pete came over to the dining nook and stood looking up at Uncle Chuck.

“How about it, Pete? Shall we try to find you a brother?”

Pete wagged his plumy tail and drew back his lips as if to smile.

“You approve of the idea? You don’t think I’m nuts?”

Pete seemed to smile more widely.

“Well, let’s look in the phone book and see what’s around in the way of kennels. And, oh yes—mustn’t forget the pound.”

There were quite a few kennels and pet suppliers listed in the yellow pages, but many of the breeders specialized in certain kinds of dogs. Running his finger down the page, Uncle Chuck muttered, “Never realized before how popular poodles had got. Hardly anything else here. Pete, you’re just a mutt. Mostly collie, but I couldn’t palm off a pure-bred dog except in the dark. And this has to look good. If it’s going to work, it has to look good.” He sat frowning and thoughtful with his hand on the telephone book. “I guess it’ll have to be the pound.”

As a starter he telephoned the pound in San Bernardino, then the one in Riverside. Neither place had a dog the size and general conformation of a collie. Going further afield, he tried the pound in Santa Ana. The man on the phone seemed enthusiastic; yes, they had a wide selection of dogs to choose from, and yes again, quite a few of them seemed to kind of look like collies. Only trouble was, they were closing up in less than thirty minutes. Would be open at nine the next morning, though.

Uncle Chuck hung up. He shook his head; probably the man was an optimist. Why should the Santa Ana pound be crammed with right-sized dogs when neither the San Bernardino nor Riverside pounds even had one? I don’t believe him, Uncle Chuck told himself.

An inner voice replied, you’re just so old and pooped out you hate to drive all the way to Santa Ana. That’s the real reason.

I can do something, even as late as it is. I can look in a couple of pet stores locally.

He locked up the house, got into the car, and drove away, leaving Pete looking wistfully after him from the patio.

Idylynn Village had a pet store. He remembered the sign hanging over the boardwalk the other side of the Little Piney Theater. The woman in the pet store tried to be helpful. She had about a dozen hamsters, three canaries, a Maltese kitten, and a box of horned toads, as yet un priced. She didn’t have a dog for sale, didn’t know of anyone who was raising anything but poodles.

“Poodles are big this year.”

“So I’ve noticed. I need a kind of collie. A mixed-up collie. Like the one my niece has, Mrs. Chenoweth.”

She batted her eyes a couple of times. “Your niece is…. uh … Mrs. Chenoweth?”

“That’s right. You’ve seen her dog, maybe?”

“Well, I’m not sure that I have.” The woman seemed embarrassed; she peered into the box of horned toads as if expecting some sudden activity. The small roundish lizard like creatures seemed asleep. “Was there anything else?”

“No, I guess not.”


He drove to Hemet and looked into a couple of pet stores there before everything started to close up. He found some pups for sale in the second shop. Give us a year, he told himself, and we might grow up to look something like Pete. Right now I’m rushed for time.

Tomorrow I’ll drive to Santa Ana. Start early and take Pete along so I’ll be sure to get something that looks a little like him.

He decided, since he was down off the mountain, to go to his own place and pick up a few things, then head back to Dorrie’s place for the night.

Can’t leave Pete up there all alone.

It was going to be a long, dismal, and discouraging evening.

If I was a drinking man, he told himself, I’d get drunk.

The dog looked a whale of a lot like Pete, Uncle Chuck saw with a flare of excitement. Must have had the same kind of ancestry. The color was wrong, that was all. The dog had a dark ruff, dark patches on his flanks. He didn’t act very friendly, and this was all right. He had a fixed, attentive, hostile expression, and this was all right too.

“You like him? A fine animal. Belonged to a family, they had three boys, and as the kids got bigger they got kind of … uh … rough.”

Mean, Uncle Chuck translated to himself.

“The dog began to have kind of nervous fits and to show signs of temper. Not anything dangerous, just a little loss of control.” The pound man was looking eagerly into Uncle Chuck’s face as if really hoping this nice dog was getting a new master, an old coot, a coot too old to have any mean kids around the house.

“He ever bite one of the little bastards?” Uncle Chuck wanted to say, hoping the answer was yes, the dog had taken off a couple of legs.

“So the father brought the dog in. He wasn’t to be put to sleep right away. They’re paying a couple of weeks’ board in the hope we can find him a good home.”

Guilty consciences.

“He looks fine, just what I wanted, except for one thing.”

The man’s face changed, became anxious. “What’s that?”

“Color. The dog I’m matching him to doesn’t have those dark patches.”

“Oh, that’s all? Ha, ha. Don’t let a little thing like that stop you.” There seemed a sudden nervousness now in the man’s attitude.

“I don’t intend to. He’s exactly the right size and shape. I’m going to try bleaching his fur. What do I owe you? And where’s the nearest place I can buy about a gallon of peroxide?”

It took a moment for the other man to get his mouth closed. “I … I guess the drugstore—you have to drive over to Willow Street—”

“Thanks a lot.”

As they passed the door to the parking lot, Uncle Chuck noted that the man peered out swiftly. The car wasn’t too far away, and there was Pete as big as life in the front seat. The man hurried on, stumbling a little. No doubt he was trying to figure it all out, why should a man get a perfectly good dog, drive all the way here from another county, pay license fees, and then try to remodel the animal so that he looked like another dog?

The man was shaking his head as he wrote out Uncle Chuck’s receipt for the fee.


Outside, on the way to the car, Uncle Chuck paused to adjust the new collar he’d brought. After loosening the buckle, he ventured to pat the big dog on the head. The dog didn’t respond, just stared straight ahead, and Uncle Chuck thought, maybe the kids began their torment with a pat. But at least the dog wasn’t vicious. “I’m going to call you Buster,” Uncle Chuck told him. In the outdoor morning light the fur looked shabby and dull. “Fatten you up a bit, an egg or so a day, you’ll be a good-looking mutt.”

The dog ignored the conversational gambit.

Uncle Chuck put him into the back seat of the car, fixed the leash to a window handle. Pete looked outraged, lifted his lip in a silent snarl of unwelcome, but the other dog ignored this too.

Uncle Chuck thought, with a rush of anger, I’d know this animal had been abused, even if the pound attendant hadn’t told me; he’s exactly like a little kid who’s been beaten and cuffed, doesn’t know why it all happened, why he had to be sent away, unwanted and unloved. Probably in his dog’s heart he still longs for that other home, miserable as it was. Well, I’ll do what I can for him. I kind of like the bugger in a way. And maybe I need a dog. Needed one for company and didn’t know it.

He started the car. Buster stood up in the back seat, a faint whine in his throat, and seemed to be taking a last long look at the pound building, the only link to home.

Heading back toward Hemet, Uncle Chuck told himself, I have to be crazy to be trying this stunt and completely off my rocker to have faith that it can work. But what else is there to do, outside of sitting back and letting Baylor work on it?

When he finally got back to the house on the mountain, he felt utterly worn out and exhausted by the drive. Traffic had been punishing. The strain of keeping his eyes on the road for all those miles had given him a headache.

He mentally shook off the desire to lie down and rest. He made a quick, substantial lunch, hot soup and a sandwich, coffee, some canned pears he found in the cupboard. He fed Pete and shut Pete out into the service entry. He had put the new dog in the living room.

On the way he had brought bleaching peroxide and one of the new dog foods guaranteed to be especially appealing. He brought Buster to the kitchen, spread a pad of newspapers, put the dog in the middle, and applied peroxide liberally to the dark patches of his fur. Then, as soon as the peroxide had quit dripping, Uncle Chuck went on into the next act. He put a small walnut-sized portion of the special dog food into a paper plate and took it to the living room, concealed it there behind one of the chairs. Then he let Buster find it.

All through the remainder of the day he repeated this two-part performance—first the bleach, then the minute feeding.

The dog’s fur began to change, but he refused to show much eagerness over the food. Uncle Chuck decided that the pound had fed the animal that morning, a big meal, or that Buster was disturbed by the loss of his old home and these strange new surroundings.

Buster, for whatever reason, was not going to cooperate to the extent that his plan demanded.

Buster was a flop.

As Buster lackadaisically swallowed the latest portion of the dog food, Uncle Chuck glanced at his watch. Almost four o’clock. The day was practically gone. Dorrie was in jail and she must be wondering why he had made no effort to get in to see her.

Uncle Chuck gave way momentarily to his weariness, sinking into a big chair that faced the view of the mountainside, the trees, and the sky. He closed his eyes. The quiet of the big house seemed to settle around him, a feathery blanket of silence, inviting sleep.

Why not just admit he was licked, finished? His part in helping Dorrie was all over and now it was up to the judge and jury. He was a crippled old coot and there was nothing more to be done.

He settled deeper into the chair and a sigh escaped him.



Chapter 20

He must have slept for a while without intending to drop off; he woke suddenly and sat up, feeling stiffened in every joint. He looked around for Buster, his eyes adjusting to the fading light inside the room. He could hear the dog sniffing heavily somewhere near. He got out of the chair, took the cane from its propped position against the chair arm, and crossed the room toward the front entry. Buster was there with his nose against the bottom of the door.

Needs to be walked, Uncle Chuck thought. Where did I leave the leash? Can’t let him out to run, the way I would Pete. He might get lost, might even try to find his way back across country to that other home he had.

He found the leash where he had hung it, in the entry coat closet. He snapped it into Buster’s collar and they went out into the patio. In the west the sky had taken on the hues of sunset, scarlet and orange. The air felt cool. The big dog stood for a moment looking toward the west, the direction of his old home, and Uncle Chuck sensed the loneliness, the feeling of loss and rejection, that must be in the dog’s mind.

Uncle Chuck reached involuntarily to touch the big dog’s head. “They didn’t want you any more, Buster. They turned you out. Now you’ve got to get used to the idea, you’re my mutt now.”

The dog’s reserve didn’t falter. He simply ignored the hand on his head.

Uncle Chuck led him up to the road and they walked a way toward the corner and back. There were lots of footprints in the leafy dust alongside the paving. Well, there had been a lot of men here, looking for evidence. Mainly, no doubt, evidence that Dorrie had traveled to that other house in the dark two nights ago.

Someone had gone there besides Sargent and the girl. Not Dorrie. In sudden anger Uncle Chuck thought, Why isn’t Martin trying to pin it on Knowles? Knowles admitted being up here. He had a bad temper; the situation could easily have erupted into a fight.

Of all the suspects, Uncle Chuck told himself, I like Knowles the best. If the dog would only co-operate, if my silly plot would work, he would be the first one I’d try to get up here.

Uncle Chuck went to bed for the third night on the couch in Doris’s living room. He had let Pete out for the night, as Doris always did, and had tied Buster’s leash to the leg of the dining table.

Early in the morning he heard thumping noises from the kitchen. He sat up, not quite awake, and here came Buster, charging at breakneck pace, broken leash dangling from his collar, straight for the chair behind which Uncle Chuck had been hiding the bits of dog food.

The dog circled the chair, sniffing the floor, then stood looking at Uncle Chuck, his ears cocked.

Uncle Chuck found himself saying aloud, “It’s a mirage.”

The mirage whined in its throat.

Uncle Chuck got up, went to the kitchen, quickly put a modest amount of food on a paper plate, and went back to the living room.

“No, Buster. I want to see that approach of yours again.”

Without permitting the dog to eat, Uncle Chuck took him back into the hall. Then he let him go.

Buster charged the chair again, a brownish monster with jaws wide and eyes alight.

While Buster gulped the breakfast, Uncle Chuck stood thoughtfully watching. When Buster had wolfed down the bits on the paper plate, he lifted his head, eyes intent on Uncle Chuck, and giving every evidence of wanting more breakfast, fast.

“Why not now?” Uncle Chuck muttered, as if answering a question he’d asked himself.

Buster padded at his heels as he walked back to the couch.

Uncle Chuck sat down. Buster’s muzzle was at his knee. Uncle Chuck forgetfully stroked the dog’s head and Buster, as usual, forgivingly didn’t notice. “I shouldn’t have taken the edge off your appetite.”


Buster made a soft whining noise as if to say that his appetite was intact.

“It has to look good. It has to be good,” Uncle Chuck said under his breath. “It has to be the best damned yarn I’ve ever thought up.”

What would bring Knowles running, fast?

He wasn’t money-hungry like Arthur Cannon, nor did he have a head full of grandiose schemes like Wally Wiegand. It seemed that in a hagridden way he had been deeply concerned with his wild young daughter.

But she was dead.

Her name was already smeared, linked in the newspapers with that of Sargent Chenoweth. The papers might not come right out and call her Sargent’s mistress, but the innuendoes would be unmistakable.

Uncle Chuck’s memory served up a minor item. Knowles had said that Martin had asked him if Kat would have accepted the little rain hood in its case from Sargent, would have carried something with Doris’s name on it, and he, her father, had said that Kat wouldn’t have touched it. This had had a sense of outraged pride to Uncle Chuck. His child certainly wouldn’t have taken anything from Sargent that had been used and worn by Sargent’s wife—a hand-me-down, so to speak.

Was the feeling strong enough to overcome Knowles’s caution, perhaps his aversion to any further contacts with Uncle Chuck?

It’s the only handle I have, Uncle Chuck told himself. He went to the kitchen and heated the coffee and drank a cup, standing beside the wall phone, trying to phrase what he must say. Buster followed him, then stood patiently waiting as if sure now that Uncle Chuck wouldn’t let him starve.

When Knowles answered his phone he sounded groggy and foul-tempered. “What in hell is it?” he growled into the phone, without waiting to find out who it was.

“Chuck Sadler. Doris Chenoweth’s attorney.”

“Go to hell, you creep.”

“If that’s the way you want it. I can call the news papers.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve found something here that seems to change the picture all of a sudden.” Uncle Chuck let his tone drift lower, as if he might be having second thoughts about telling Knowles, after all.

“You’re a liar.”

“You know that little plastic gadget? The thing they found in your daughter’s handbag? Well …” Again Uncle Chuck deliberately hesitated. “Maybe Sargent did give it to Katrina. And maybe she took it. And maybe—”

“You lousy creep,” Knowles growled.

“You want me to go to Martin? Or the papers?”

“Kat wouldn’t have touched anything that belonged to Doris. Why the hell should she? She had everything. I gave her everything she wanted.”

“Maybe she accepted more than that plastic hood.”

Knowles exploded with several foul epithets.

“Is that all you have to say?” Uncle Chuck forced himself to sound half amused. “You’re going to get one hell of a surprise then.”

“Wait a minute. You don’t have to get on your high horse. Hold on, I want to light a cigarette.” There were several moments of silence. Then Knowles’s voice came back on the wire. “What’s this so-called new evidence you’ve cooked up?”

“It sure throws a different light on you and what you could have done for your—” Uncle Chuck again pretended an attack of caution. Then he said quickly, “Sorry, I can’t talk any more now.” Then he hung up the receiver.

He found that he was sweating with strain, with apprehension, with the fear that it wasn’t going to work. He took out a handkerchief and mopped his face. The dog stood close, waiting patiently.

Uncle Chuck shut the door to the service entry while he gave Pete a plate of food outside. When he returned, Buster gave him an aggrieved stare.

“You’ll get it, boy. I’ll give Knowles twenty-five minutes. No traffic this early in the day, and he’s got a big powerful car. If he’s coming, he should be here by then.”

Uncle Chuck went to the big bathroom adjoining Sargent’s bedroom, where he washed, brushed his teeth, shaved, and dressed. He mended Buster’s broken leash with a square knot in the leather thong, hung the loop over a closet door handle to see if it would hold. Buster sat down on his haunches with an air of resignation. Uncle Chuck then went into the kitchen and put a small amount of dog food on a paper plate, left it ready near the door, on the counter.

Knowles must have taken some of the curves on that mountain road at a screaming speed, for he rolled into the driveway a couple of minutes short of Uncle Chuck’s scanty deadline. He didn’t bother with the doorbell. A moment after the motor roared, then died, and the car door slammed, he was pounding at the front entry. Uncle Chuck hurried to put the plate of dog food in place. Passing Buster in the hall, he tried to keep the dog from seeing the plate, but Buster was wise. He rose, pressing hard against the leash.

With the paper plate concealed behind the chair, Uncle Chuck gave a swift look around, then headed for the front door. His knees were knocking and there was a heavy pounding in the vicinity of his heart. This had to work. This was the last chance. This was the last thing, the last thing of all, that he could do for Dorrie.

At the door Uncle Chuck put his mouth against the lintel where Knowles was pounding. “You’re going to have to calm down before I let you come in.”

Knowles cursed, his tone promising violence if he was admitted.

Uncle Chuck drew back involuntarily. I shouldn’t have mentioned Katrina to get him up here. In a way it wasn’t even fair.

Then he thought again of Dorrie. What else would have brought Knowles in a rush?

“There’s someone else in here with me,” Uncle Chuck told him through the door. “I’m not alone. I have a witness, and if you try any ugly business, I’ll sue you for every cent you have in the world. And I’m the bugger who can do it.”

He thought, It’s not quite a lie—I do have Buster.

Knowles quit pounding on the door. When Uncle Chuck opened it slightly, Knowles stood there looking heated and furious. But his hands hung at his sides, not balled into fists.

“Come in.”

Knowles strode past, on into the big living room, where he turned, apparently searching for Uncle Chuck’s “witness.”

“This had better be good, old man.”

“Sit down.”

“I don’t intend to sit. I’m here to listen—for about half of a minute. I’m here to defend Kat’s memory and that’s all. You’d better start talking, quick.”

“Your threats don’t frighten me,” Uncle Chuck said, realizing to his own surprise that it was true—he was afraid of failure, not of this angry man. “If you hit me, if you beat up a helpless old cripple, you’ll have to live with it. I wouldn’t envy you that.”

Knowles laughed. “You’re a fool.”

“Perhaps,” Uncle Chuck agreed, shrugging.

There was a rumpus going on in the hall, whines and scratches. Uncle Chuck gulped with nervousness as Knowles gave another impatient look around and headed for the couch. “No, not there, Knowles. Over here. This chair.”

Knowles turned, frowning suspiciously. Uncle Chuck braced himself with the cane, tried to stand tall and look determined. After a moment’s hesitation Knowles went to the chair and sank into it slowly. Uncle Chuck gulped in a huge sigh of relief.

“Talk,” Knowles said.

“Just a minute.” Uncle Chuck headed for the hall, glancing back in apprehension lest Knowles be getting up to follow. But Knowles remained seated, his hands spread on the chair arms.

Uncle Chuck slipped the leash off the closet knob and Buster bounded away toward the living room. Uncle Chuck had a clear view, through the end of the hall and across the living room, of the chair in which Knowles sat.

Knowles had been glancing suspiciously about but now caught sight of the dog. His head straightened with a slight jerk. His mouth moved as if he were about to say something. But Uncle Chuck’s heart plummeted when he saw that Knowles’s hands still were spread on the chair arms and his feet were crossed at the ankles. He was making no move to defend himself.

He had no fear of harm from this dog which must seem to him to be Pete.

One hand moved now as the dog bounded close, but the hand was merely extended as if to touch the dog’s head.

Knowles spoke. “Hi, there. God, but you’re a big mutt.”

The dog went past and must instantly have wolfed down the portion of food; he came back at once to look curiously at Knowles, then expectantly at Uncle Chuck’s approaching figure.

Now Knowles simply ignored the dog. “All right, let’s have it. What am I here for?”

Uncle Chuck tried to rouse his stunned mind.

Everything was gone, lost, ended. There was nothing more to be done except to get Knowles out of the house and sink into gloom and loneliness. This had been the last chance—call it the last idiot twitch, he told himself grimly—and now it was done and it had produced nothing. Knowles was not the man who had shot Pete.

Uncle Chuck said, “You can get sore if you want to … but that was it. That’s why I dragged you up here.”

“What was?”

“To see if the dog recognized you.”

“Why in hell shouldn’t he recognize me? He was Sargent’s dog. I was a friend of Sargent’s. Oh, I rarely came here. Sargent sort of kept his social life away from here, if you noticed. But why shouldn’t—” Knowles frowned for a moment at the dog, then seemed to dismiss some suspicion. He looked sharply at Uncle Chuck. “What you’re saying is, there really wasn’t anything about Kat?”

“No. And I apologize for using her name to get you here.”

“This was some kind of trick, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“You’re trying to help Doris,” Knowles said thoughtfully, as if speaking his reasoning aloud. “That means this was supposed to pin Sarge’s murder on me somehow. You wanted me to be the patsy.”

“I thought you could be the killer.”

“And now, that I’m not?”

“I guess not.”

“You look awfully discouraged, old man. You look like your last friend just walked out on you, spitting in your face as he went. Why would I kill Sarge and Kat? Why pick me?”

Uncle Chuck wished that Knowles would get mad and leave. Take a punch on the way if you want, Uncle Chuck invited Knowles, to himself. I was a fool. Ol’ Uncle Chump, the dreamer and fixer.

“I wouldn’t have killed the kid I raised and loved,” Knowles said, and for the first time there seemed something humanly decent and kind about the man. “Sure, the kid was a heller. Just between you and me, I was a heller when I was her age. She got it honest. And I knew what a hell of a fall she was riding for.”

Uncle Chuck recalled what Wally Wiegand had said—Knowles used to run around late at night searching for his daughter.

“And I’ll even admit,” Knowles went on, his voice dropping to a whisper, “that I knew all about the little plot she and Sargent had cooked up, to run away together.”

“All about it?”

“Sure. Canada. It was crazy and childish, but maybe it would have gotten something out of Kat’s system. She could have come back in a year or two a sadder and a wiser kid. We all have lessons like that to learn. And Sarge wasn’t a brute or anything like that. He’d have treated her decently, and when she had left he probably would have come crawling to Doris. So—what’s to lose?”

“And so you were willing to play a part in it, get Dorrie accused of murder? Tell the yarn about seeing her wave a poker, threateningly, while she spent the evening with Wally?”

Knowles looked embarrassed, then he laughed. “That was just a smoke screen. I never told the yarn to the cops. It would have fallen apart anyway. You can’t really see into the house from that hill below it.”

“You told me the yam.”

“Well, that was before I knew Kat was dead,” Knowles answered, sobering instantly. “It just seemed I could use the story to cover for her for a little while. Once I got sobered up, got over the panic, once I found out Kat was dead, I shut up about that poker. The thing was—the original crazy, childish plot—was that Sarge was going to leave his car at the beach, or somewhere, and make it seem as if he might be drowned.”

“Yes, I figured out that part of it. The reservoir.”

“Neither he nor Kat ever mentioned the reservoir to me. It was always the beach, or Newport Harbor, somewhere like that.” Knowles shoved himself to the edge of the chair. “This was supposed to be just a distraction, a red herring to keep the cops, and Doris, busy and off the real trail. It was childish, goofy. But I couldn’t argue them out of it.”

Here was a man who had never said no to his child—and perhaps the child’s unhappy end was the result of that.

“You don’t have anybody here—that witness you told me about—do you?” Knowles demanded.

“No.”


“You just took a chance I wasn’t going to beat the hell out of you. Is that it?”

“I had to take that chance,” Uncle Chuck admitted.

“What are you going to do now?”

Uncle Chuck tried to rouse himself, tried to think of something more that he could do. He felt dead inside. Everything seemed to have dragged to a halt. It was the bitter end.

Knowles looked at Buster, frowning. “Why don’t you try this dog on somebody else? Why not try the joke on Art Cannon? Or on good old Wally? So long as you’re in business—”

“They wouldn’t come up here for me.”

There was a brief space of quiet.

“Last night’s papers had some stuff in them,” Knowles said, speaking slowly and a little quietly, “that had to come from either Wally or Art. They’d made no effort to protect Kat’s reputation or mine. The implication was that Kat had been a teen-aged wanton and I’d encouraged her. If you want Wiegand and Art Cannon up here, I’ll try to get them for you.”

“But you think that Doris killed Sargent and your daughter.”

“Maybe she did. I’m not saying it’s impossible she didn’t. If she didn’t, I’m just as interested as you are in who did. Shall I make those phone calls?”

Uncle Chuck tried to rouse some hope in himself, some feeling that there were channels in the affair still to be explored, that there must still be some hope of change, some flash of brilliance that would rescue him, and through him, Dorrie. But nothing seemed to exist but a kind of grayness.

He tried to picture Wally Wiegand in that chair where Knowles now sat; he tried to imagine that fat man’s reaction as the dog bounded in to get at the hidden food.

Wiegand’s most ambiguous, most mysterious part in the thing seemed to have been his witnessing Sargent’s burning of those clippings. Burning the papers in Wally’s fireplace was completely senseless—unless viewed from one perspective. The grayness didn’t go away, but Uncle Chuck experienced a flash of insight. Sargent had burned clippings that Wally wanted burned. The bonfire had been a prepayment for Wally’s part in the fatal evening’s activity. “Look,” Sargent might have said, “I’m burning all these clippings about your silly schemes, your expansion of business and building a million-dollar tire empire and becoming the tire king of Southern California. Collected and put in sequence, the way I’ve got them here, they make damned ridiculous reading and might keep you from getting any modest loans you might need sometime. And for doing this, burning the evidence of your capricious blusterings, I’m going to ask a small favor in return. Before too long—”

The scene faded. And silly, gullible, eager fat Wally Wiegand remained—too frightened and too utterly without courage to have committed murder twice over.

“Not Wiegand,” Uncle Chuck said dully to Knowles.

“Cannon, then. Good old Art and his moneybags, and his wife that keeps them emptied for him, buying new drapes for the neighbors to see through the front-room windows.”

Uncle Chuck nodded. “It is true that Cannon is money-hungry and that he stands to benefit from an insurance policy that Sargent took out, payable to him. I’ve just remembered something I should have asked the insurance man, Rick Owens, while Dorrie and I were in his office. Excuse me while I use the phone in the kitchen. And then maybe you can help me, after all.”



Chapter 21

She came into the room, walking lightly and quickly. Uncle Chuck followed her from the door much more slowly. She paused in the living room, turned, frowned a little, and said, “I thought Bill Knowles was here.”

“He’ll be right back,” Uncle Chuck assured her.

She had lost the haggard and somehow dustily bedraggled look of two days ago. She had obviously had her hair done in a beauty shop. It was puffed high on her head, with soft curls brushed into place around her temples. Instead of the shapeless black coat she wore a bright orange dress with a matching sweater, smart high-heeled black pumps, sheer nylons. She was an exceptionally good-looking woman for her age, and Uncle Chuck remembered his first impression, that in her youth she must have been quite beautiful. The only thing which was the same as on her previous visit was the large black handbag under her arm.

“I thought Bill Knowles would meet me here, that he had something very important to tell me,” she said, watching Uncle Chuck.

“Well … we both wanted to talk to you,” he said, trying to sound a little uncertain and puzzled. “For my part, it’s along business lines. You know, I’m still representing Doris in some matters. Of course she has a sharp young lawyer working on the murder charge now—this is something he’ll handle much better than I could—”

“Oh, surely she will be freed of that charge! I don’t see how they can think for a minute that she would do anything like that!” Sharon Baxter interrupted. The words tripped off her tongue quickly, and there seemed to be a great deal of sincerity behind them.

“That remains to be seen. I’m sure that the attorney will do the very best he can. What I’m wondering now is how much Doris can get together to take care of legal fees.” He tried to look as nervous and apologetic as he could. “Like … well, from the business, for instance. I was wondering if you … Oh, excuse me for forgetting to offer you a chair. Will you sit here, please?”

She was watching him intently, her manner wary; she paid little attention to where he led her.

He sat down nearby. “I was wondering if you meant to continue in the office, carry on, so to speak, perhaps letting Doris act as a silent partner. You could take over all of Sargent’s accounts and—”

She put up a hand, shaking her head energetically. “Oh no, Mr. Sadler, I have no intention of remaining in that office. I shall get another place at once. In fact, I’ve already moved all of my effects from the office I shared with Mr. Chenoweth, and what’s in there you may have—all the records and documents are his.”

“Oh?” Uncle Chuck appeared at a loss. “So soon?”

“Yes.” She smiled briefly at him. Her gaze seemed firm and unwavering. “I realized that I couldn’t continue in that place.”

“But weren’t you happy there with Sargent? Didn’t you two share a most satisfactory partnership?”

Her gaze dropped from his. “Well, actually, Mr. Sadler, perhaps I was being an optimist somewhat. We had our little disagreements—who doesn’t in the course of a business relationship? It wasn’t just all violins and roses. And then, too, after what’s happened—”

“That wasn’t his fault. He didn’t plan on getting killed, I’m sure.”

Her expression was cold now. “Very true. But I have moved out.”

“Can you do that?” Uncle Chuck persisted, sounding a little angry. “Can you just abandon the business? Didn’t Sargent protect himself by any sort of legal agreement? It seems he would have.”

She glanced toward the hallway to the rest of the house. “Is Mr. Knowles really coming back?”

“Oh, sure.”

“I don’t feel that there is anything to discuss about my leaving the office, Mr. Sadler.”

“Well, perhaps not—but I can’t understand this casual scuttling of a business that must be worth money … would be worth money, I mean, if it were kept in operation. Doris needs everything she can get.”

Sharon Baxter’s rouged lips tightened. She was not attractive when she looked like this. She looked mean and without pity. “That’s too bad.”

“Sargent really didn’t protect himself at all? There weren’t any agreements? No mutual insurance?”

“Oh, there were some things along that line, yes.” She coughed behind her hand, not meeting Uncle Chuck’s eyes. “Insurance, I mean. We had small policies made out to each other—it’s usual, you know, in case of a death in a partnership—”

“Wasn’t Sargent’s policy for you kind of hefty? The one on his life, payable to you … isn’t it pretty big?” “I don’t know what the exact amount is. My own policy is a minimum thing, a couple of thousand. Just a formality.”

Uncle Chuck tapped his fingers on the crook of his cane. “I can’t understand that part of it then—his taking out such a big policy in your favor. Was it your idea, by the way?”

“Of course it wasn’t!” she snapped. “I’ve already told you, I have no idea of how much insurance Mr. Chenoweth carried on my behalf.”

“So you said, yes. There’s another thing, too—it’s about those papers, the papers in that folder you brought here a couple of days ago.”

She shrugged. “I was trying to be kind.”

“Yes, you said so at the time. But the police say that they looked all through Sargent’s files at the office, looked through everything there was, and those papers weren’t at the office. You must have had them at home, Mrs. Baxter.”

“I certainly did not!” She moved forward, nearer the edge of the chair.

“Or, more likely, it seems they were things that Sargent would have had with him on the night he died. The girl’s photostat of her birth certificate, the getaway cash … too small an amount, really. Was there an agreement, by the way, Sargent would play dead and you’d collect that insurance money and perhaps forward it to him somewhere?”

“You’re suggesting that I was a party to anything criminal?” She turned blazing eyes on Uncle Chuck for an instant. But now there was movement in the hall. Her head snapped around to face what was coming, dimly seen.

“I think Sargent fooled you into believing it was you he meant to go away with. He roped you into the plot with that hook. No doubt he explained at the last minute what your real part in the plan was, and then you—”

A big brown shape was galloping into the room from the recesses of the hall. He was headed for Sharon Baxter’s chair.

With almost unbelievable swiftness she had her hand in side the big purse. Uncle Chuck recalled now she’d sat there, talking to Doris and him, watching Pete, with her hand inside the black bag as if about to get out a cigarette. Now the hand emerged swiftly. It brought no cigarettes; it held a small black gun, one that looked like the twin to the one in Kat Knowles’s dead hand. She pointed it swiftly toward the dog, now almost upon her.

She’s going to shoot Buster … 

And I’m helpless, an old coot with a cane … 

The cane sailed across the space between, revolving like a boomerang in the air. There was a sharp cracking noise, a scream of pain, quickly choked off. The next instant Buster was behind the chair gobbling the food, the gun was on the floor beyond, under a table, and Sharon Baxter was turning to look at him, her left hand gripping her right sleeve.

“You’ve … you’ve broken my wrist!”


“I couldn’t let you kill my dog.”

“You … you knew. You were ready for me! This was a trap.”

“Yes, it was a trap.”

For an instant she swayed, her eyes shut, squeezed tight in pain. Then she looked at him. “I haven’t admitted anything.”

“No, but you tried to kill the dog—again. You thought he’d remembered, he was attacking you, and you were ready. You were even ready the other day when you sat here talking to us; you had brought a gun along in case the dog jumped you. This meant you’d already been up here scouting around, you’d seen Pete and knew he wasn’t dead. You even had guts enough to sneak in here and steal that little plastic gadget of Doris’s, took it out of some coat pocket in the closet—they found prints on that; they’ll get to you in time—”

“Never!” she said through clenched teeth. “I never left any—”

“You’re admitting it!”

She forced herself to laugh, then grimaced with pain. “And so, if I am? You and I are alone here, old man … I see now that you must have imitated Knowles’s voice on the phone or had someone else do it. We have no witnesses. I’m going to the police at once and complain that you attacked me without reason, that you went berserk and should be put away—your sanity has been destroyed by the guilt of your niece.”

Uncle Chuck moved a step nearer. “The thing that stumped me for a long time was the bit about the mysterious visitor. Someone had entered the house, it seemed, while I had been with you. And this someone must have come for a bit of evidence to plant on Kat’s body … the little plastic rain hood, it so happened.”


“You were with me!”

“I stopped to do some telephoning after I left Sargent’s office. Then I didn’t drive back up here very fast. I didn’t realize just how fast a reckless driver could make it until this morning when Knowles made it in under twenty-five minutes. What happened must have been that after I left the office that first morning, you raced to your car and got up here ahead of me. Maybe not by very much, but enough. Enough to dart in here, seize the first thing identifiable as Doris’s, and rush out. You were probably parked down there, out of sight beside that vacant house, planting the fake evidence at the very moment I drove by—”

“I’m leaving now, Mr. Sadler.”

“Without the gun?”

She gave the small gun a glance that seemed to hold some regret. “There’s no way the gun can be traced. I’ll just say I never saw it before. It’s not valuable, not an antique. Made in Germany, it’s one of a pair. They were in a relative’s belongings when he died, and I happen to know there was no record of his owning them either. So I’ll just say—”

“Why did you do that to the girl, Mrs. Baxter?”

It was an instant before she realized what he meant. Then a flush darkened her skin and her eyes showed a momentary haunted guiltiness. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do. It was such an ugly, shameful thing to do to the dead body of a young girl.”

Her mouth took on a crying shape. “She was evil. She was rotten. She had no right—” Pain from her wrist cut off the words; he could see how she fought to rise above the agony, to keep control of herself.

“She shattered that silly dream about Brazil, running away with Sargent to South America … but didn’t you sense that he was pretending, that those folders about Rio were just for you to see, to dream over? Didn’t you have any intuition at all that the real plan was something else? Didn’t it occur to you that maybe Sargent actually didn’t want to run away with the girl either?”

She tried to focus her stunned eyes on him.

“Or did he, as I suspect, tell you at the very end that he wasn’t going off with Kat Knowles either?”

“Of course he was going with the girl!”

“I doubt it. He didn’t even sneak the passport out of his desk. I think Sargent got caught up and involved, pressured into romantic plans—a different set for each of you, you and the girl. I’d had an idea, a kind of brain storm, the girl might have backed out because the wild life was so much fun, but now I think Sargent was the one.”

She shook her head wildly. “He … he laughed at me that night. He I … laughed because I’d been a part of a plan, and I’d thought the plan had me as its heroine, and all the time I was a cog, a part of the cover-up—” She began to cry, and wet streaks marred the careful make-up.

Bill Knowles walked into the room from the hall.

She drew herself up, almost with an air of haughtiness, facing him with her chin outthrust, and Uncle Chuck thought, we’re not going to break her. She’s going out of here intact.

But Knowles spoke softly. “You killed the only thing I ever loved. And then you dirtied it. I ought to beat you to death.”

She licked her mouth, backing against the chair. “No, no! Don’t touch me—”

He cursed her in a way that made Uncle Chuck’s eyes pop, and as the epithets fell upon her she shrank, trembling, finally collapsing into the chair. She covered her face with her free hand, the broken one lying in her lap. “Don’t … don’t—” she whispered hoarsely.

Uncle Chuck stepped to her chair, bent over her. “Why don’t you just talk to Martin and get it over and done with? I’ll get him on the phone, if you say so.”

“Yes, call Mr. Martin. I’ll talk to him. And make that … that man shut up.”

Doris came into the room, looking at it as if she had never seen it before. Everyone was long since gone, of course. Martin had sat here, listening to Sharon Baxter’s halting, agonized story, before hurrying her to the hospital to have her broken wrist set and then to the jail. The room seemed very quiet and peaceful now, with the view outdoors, the tall pines aglow in the afternoon sun.

“Sit down, Dorrie. I’ll bring you a cup of coffee.”

She sank meekly into the chair where Sharon had sat—Uncle Chuck forbearing to tell her this—and Buster, who now seemed to think that the chair’s being occupied meant food was behind it, came rushing from the hall.

She put out a hand. “Pete! But no … it’s not!”

“This is my dog,” Uncle Chuck said, dragging him from behind the chair. “Buster. When his fur grows out to its natural color he’ll be a lot darker. I think he’s going to turn out to be a pretty nice fellow. And I guess I needed a dog and didn’t know it. Anyway, he and Pete have been making friends this morning, after ignoring each other for a day or so.”

“He’s a nice dog.” She patted Buster, and he didn’t quite ignore it, as formerly, but glanced at her with a touch of liking. “Oh, Uncle Chuck, please don’t think of leaving right away. Please stay here with me! The dog won’t be any trouble at all! Please!”


“Well, we can talk about it.” Uncle Chuck was promising himself he’d try to get Dorrie to move. This place was too isolated and the memories would come crowding once she was alone.

Maybe Sargent cried all the way home, coming up here; he was damned if Dorrie would follow the same pattern.

“Before you bring the coffee, Uncle Chuck—” She caught at his hand. “Why did she do it? Just briefly and quickly—I can’t understand it—”

“Sargent had her on a string, Dorrie. I should have seen it right away. He told you the lie about being so dissatisfied with her just to cover what he was really doing, starting an affair. And then, when it seemed that little plot about running off with Kat Knowles was coming to a head, Sargent had the gall to assign a part in it to Sharon. Sheer unbelievable impudence on his part—and fatal too. She got suspicious. She followed him and Kat, took snapshots, which she confronted him with and which he tried to brush aside as of no consequence. The woman just gradually lost her wits, Dorrie. Her part in the plot was to follow Sargent in his car to some body of water, where he’d leave his car and return in her car—then off to the races with Kat. Or, as I suspect, perhaps ditch Kat, too, and simply decide to stay home. We’ll never know Sargent’s final state of mind now, anyway.”

“Then she shot Pete?”

“Remember, you let Pete out as soon as Wiegand got here. He had dropped Sargent off down the road a way. Pete high-tailed it to that vacant house and caught Sharon at a very critical moment. She had shot the girl and was arranging the body in the kitchen, by the light of a small flashlight, and the dog barged in through the door she’d neglected to close tight. In her excitement and tension she simply took a shot at him. Then she finished arranging Kat’s body to her satisfaction and left the gun in the girl’s hand and rushed out to meet Sargent. Now he would run away with her!”

“Then she took him up to the reservoir—”

“Yes, and when he wouldn’t fall in with her idea, when he laughed at her, she caught him off guard and killed him with a tire iron.”

Doris leaned back, shutting her eyes. “How horrible!”

“She told Martin that at first she thought the girl would be thought a suicide. The police would believe she had killed herself after killing Sargent. But then too many things occurred to her—too many things the cops would notice, and perhaps the time element would come out, there would be some way to tell that the girl had died first. When I left the office that morning she rushed up here for a final touch. She took a terrible chance, but then it seemed to pay off. She found that little plastic rain hood in a coat pocket, one of yours hanging in the closet yonder, and she scooted back to that grisly sight in the kitchen down the road. But then the cops didn’t arrest you right away, and the girl’s body wasn’t found right away, and she began to go to pieces. She claimed to Martin she even suffered hallucinations. She had to come here and to see firsthand how things were going. She had the gun along in case Pete jumped her—even though she knew that shooting him would betray her. She was pretty much in a daze, out of control—remember how she was dressed, how worn she looked. Even though she talked and acted okay, she was on the ragged edge from panic. Then of course when you were arrested the pressure was off, and she could straighten up. She was fine today.”

“How miserable she must have been for a long time,” Doris said, “loving Sargent that much, wanting him, hoping and planning, and yet suspecting that she was playing a part in his ugly plot. I can feel sorry for her.”

“Forget Sharon Baxter,” he counseled, “and sit here and think about happier things, while I get that coffee.”

Uncle Chuck turned and walked off toward the kitchen, Buster at his heels. A sudden smile came to Doris Chenoweth’s face. She blew a kiss toward the old man’s back.
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