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To Marshall, Kelly and Bill, with love


Chapter One

The girl in the rattly prewar Ford sedan whom we had come on six or seven times in the last hundred miles was just ahead of us when we were halfway up the steep hill ten miles north of Santa Maria. The grade slowed her down to a chugging crawl. The yellow line was in the other lane and we could have passed legally but my husband, Patrick Abbott, who had mouthed sweet talk about this girl every time we had seen her, declared it would be discourteous not to trail behind.

“She’s a visitor from the East,” he crooned. The Ford had a New York license. “It’s our job to show her that the wild West is still gallant and kind.”

He was about to get a rise out of me, for I was starting to feel jealous. He’s an excellent driver and he likes to move at least as fast as the law allows. But if this kept up it would be dark before we got to Santa Maria.

“I don’t remember your showing gallantry of this particular kind before, darling.”

With perverse consistency he said, “She’s a beautiful girl.”

It was too much.


“I don’t agree. She’s singular-looking, though. I’ll go that far.”

As if I’d made no comment he said, “I hope we run into her in Santa Maria.”

Probably we would. The heart of Santa Maria is a little place even though the town and the places outside spread all over the map. You couldn’t help running into everybody, specially at this time of year, when the summer people had gone and there were very few tourists. Patrick had seldom gone overboard for a girl, like this. Still, he goes for an unusual type, including me with my black hair and yellow eyes, and when you’ve been married a good while and, unfortunately, a lot of girls are fresher and younger, a husband’s sudden intense interest in a female stranger is a disturbing omen.

At the summit the Ford picked up speed and skittered along blithely till a dirt road turned off to the right. Then the girl pulled out on the right shoulder and waggled her left hand to signal her wish to speak to us.

“You won’t have to wait till Santa Maria,” I muttered, as Patrick delightedly slid our car to a halt beside hers.

She said, “I beg your pardon. Do you happen to know if this side road leads to the Mackenzie ranch?”

Her voice was good, too. Low and clear but not husky, just the kind of voice Patrick most admires. Her hair was very thick, cut short, its color a splendid shining bronze. Her eyes were deep blue. She had a short straight nose and a full-lipped smiling mouth. What with a glowing complexion and a tall, slender figure she had plenty, even though she wasn’t really beautiful. We had seen her once walking about a filling station and Patrick had abruptly stopped to refuel, even though our tank was almost full. She wore no make-up but geranium lipstick and she was dressed in a gray tweed suit, flat pumps, a black cashmere sweater, and immaculate, short white string driving gloves.

“Right,” Patrick answered her now. Briefly, but with an unnecessarily warm smile.

“It doesn’t look very good,” she said.

“It’s a state road and it’s all right in dry weather, like this, Miss …”

“Brent. Lauren Brent. I’ve come out from New York to be Mrs. Mackenzie’s secretary. It may get dark soon. I don’t want to take the wrong turning.”

“That’s the road, Miss Brent. A few miles along it drops down to a bridge across the Rio Grande. You climb the hill beyond the bridge and a quarter mile or so along you take a road which angles to the left from the state road. That road is really a lane which leads to the ranch house. You can’t see the house for a mile or two, but you can’t miss it. I think there’s a sign where the lane leaves the state road which points to the Ruby X.”

“The Ruby X?”

“That’s the name of the ranch. We’re Jean and Patrick Abbott from San Francisco. Give Alan Mackenzie our best.”

Her face went radiant. That’s part of her lure, I thought. Her face says too many things. “How nice that you know the Mackenzies!”

“We know only Alan,” I said, getting a word in.

“I only know Mrs. Mackenzie.” Her face lit up even more. “I haven’t met either of her sons. Thank you again, and good-bye.”

“Good-bye,” I said. Instantly.

“Good-bye,” Patrick said, but he looked after her until she was jogging well on along the dirt road. Then he put our car in gear and we moved on and this time he wasn’t merely cruising.

“For a moment I thought you were going to offer yourself as her personal escort,” I remarked, sweetly. “Personally, I’ve no desire to climb that hill beyond the Rio Grande again.”

“She won’t need an escort,” Patrick said. “She’s a wonderful girl. She can do anything.”

I let it pass.

“Why didn’t you warn her about that hill?”

“No use to worry her in advance. She’ll have no trouble.”

“But that car?”

“Old cars like that may be slow but they always make their hill.”

“That hill is a terror. It climbs up the canyon wall from the river like a jointed ladder. It would frighten even a goat.”

“Lauren Brent can do anything,” Patrick reiterated.

I was completely irritated now, but with superfeminine patience I allowed this to pass.

“Ruby Mackenzie was killed on that hill, Pat.”


“People said she was oiled. In fact she was, according to the autopsy. There’s community property in this state and her brothers, remember, came from some place in west Texas and tried to pin murder on Alan so as to latch onto his wife’s half of the ranch. They might have got away with it, too, if Ruby had ever been seen sober. They were already loaded with oil money of their own. The thing stank.”

Patrick, my strong silent one, was babbling like a brook. How come? Had that girl excited him to the extent that he was going to get gabby? I felt more and more uneasy.

“How do you happen to remember it so well, dear?”

“Because I like Alan Mackenzie a lot. He got a bad deal in Ruby. She couldn’t have been much of a wife.”

“He must have loved Ruby at one time. He named the ranch for her. His brand is RX.”

“She was a beauty. It wasn’t enough.”

“I don’t know exactly how I feel about Alan Mackenzie, Pat. He’s too silent. It is an admirable quality, especially when you yourself want to do all the talking. But Alan is too taciturn and inscrutable. He’s dark as gloom.”

“All Alan needs is a break, Jeanie. That Lauren Brent is the perfect answer. Now there is a girl!”

I relaxed. I didn’t care to revert to the girl, though it brightened things up to learn that my husband was willing to pass her along to Alan. Love is my department but I dropped the subject willingly and spoke of the view. We were skimming along, up and down the rolling highway a few miles north of Santa Maria. The white-capped Truchas Mountains were thirty miles away but in the clear, scented, rainbow-hued air we seemed about to run into them head-on. The constantly changing colors of the desert and mountains were darkening. This was the most dramatic moment of the day. At any time now all color would go as if some giant wand had whisked it away.

That moment was on us. The day died. Everything in sight became cruel, bleak, sullen, gray and menacing. I shuddered and pressed close to Patrick. He took a hand off the wheel to pat my cheek.

“In late fall and winter this happens every time the day ends,” I said. “That’s a shocking hill, Pat. The Spanish-Americans call it La Bojada, which means, as you know, The Descent. Descent is right. It’s better for a toboggan than a car. Maybe those turns are too sharp even for a toboggan. I hope that girl can make it.”

“She’ll manage,” Patrick said, smugly.

“You win,” I conceded. The lights of Santa Maria and its surrounding ranches and villages were twinkling in the hasty dusk, as though they had shone out on purpose to relieve the cruel grayness.

Later on we were to hear more about Lauren Brent’s drive on to the Ruby X. The state road was winding but graded and fair as far as the Rio Grande. There is a confluence of two rivers at this point. The little Rio Hondo rushes down from the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. Except in flood time it joins the larger river above the bridge in half a dozen separate streams like a handful of silver ribbons flowing among red rocks.

The light was fading but still full of color when Lauren stopped for a moment on the bridge. The sparkling Rio Grande flowed swiftly between steep dark purple canyon walls. Suddenly, as if some mighty hangman had dropped a huge cap over them, they turned raven-black.

Lauren put on the headlights, put the car in low gear and started up the hill. Until she got to the first switchback she’d no premonition of what was ahead. She could barely wangle the turning. The old car ground noisily on up an incredible gradient. On the second switchback she had to back up after she turned, to angle the car into the steep, narrow dirt road. Here and there fallen rocks forced her to skirt the outmost edge. What if she should meet another car? There was no room to pass except on the bends, and precious little there. In the Colorado mountains she had grown used to no guard rails on the hills, but at least those highways were wide and well engineered.

She was frightened now. Suppose the motor failed? What should she do? Let it roll back to the last bend? She wouldn’t be able to see clearly behind her. So how could she back up?

Hurry? The old heap was doing as well as it could. Hurry was out of its line, particularly when it had to climb.

Another switchback. Another. Then the gradient grew less and the motor, as if alive, purred with success and picked up speed.

Then she was at the top. Up here there was still afternoon light. She turned off the headlights. What looked like a whole wide wonderful world spread hugely to far mountains. There was rich color in the sky and the desert was flooded with pink. And here was the sign. An arrow pointed to the narrow road which led to the Ruby X.

What an empty country! There wasn’t a living creature in sight.

It didn’t matter. Lauren was again glowing with the happiness which had filled her from the time this journey began. The hill was but a moment in time which interrupted briefly her almost-arrived-at and hallowed-in-advance destination. How incredibly kind of Gina to finance her last year at Barnard! It was a fairy tale. Lauren Brent had been selling cosmetics in a Fifth Avenue department store. In came Georgina Mackenzie, tiny and exquisite. She gave a large order. Then she asked Lauren about herself. Lauren, usually reticent, told her on the impulse that her mother had recently died of grief because her father had been sent to prison. Everything they had, had gone to defend him from a crime they were certain he had not committed. Now Lauren was working at whatever she could do in order to finish school.

Next day Gina came back.

“I sense unhappiness in people,” she said, her large black eyes compassionate. “I want to help you. Will you let me finance you until you finish school?”

Lauren said, “You’re not doing this because—because of what I told you about my father?”

“Certainly not! I have plenty of money and it gives me pleasure to assist young people who attract me and who, I sense, have ability. The cost means nothing to me. I hope you will accept my offer.”

“But how can I pay you back?”

“You needn’t.” Gina considered. “If you insist, after graduation you can come to me as my secretary. I spend part of the year in Houston and part on a New Mexican ranch. A trained eastern girl would be very useful.”

That time had come. Now, with her college degree as well as training in secretarial work, Lauren was off to Gina. How like the generous West! Gina might be tiny but she had a heart as big as all Texas.

Without warning all color left the earth. Lauren slowed almost to a stop. The glorious landscape had become grim and repellent.

She put on speed again and the next rise disclosed a sprawling mud-colored house. Four minutes later she parked her crate among handsome cars in a space paved with crushed white rock. No one could have seen her arrive. All front windows were closely curtained and the main door was solid oak. For an instant she thought no one was in the house. Nonsense! All those cars! Her joy again brushed all misgivings away. She flung the door of the car open with a bang, and without taking even her bag, ran up the flagged walk which made a passage through the desert sage and cactus that grew right up to the walls of the house.

The door was opened before she rang. An Indian man in a white velvet blouse, black pants, and masses of silver and turquoise jewelry held it wide for her to enter.

The Indian was astonishingly handsome. He had copper skin, sky-blue eyes, delicate aquiline features, short-cropped shining black hair, and exquisitely slender hands and feet. In the instant Lauren stood in the doorway his strange beauty was stamped photographically on her mind.

“Well, show her in, Tom,” Gina called from the room with the curtained front windows.

Lauren hurried through a wide doorway, open between fastened-back hinged doors. Tiny, lovely, heart-faced, black-eyed Gina sat in a long chair near a roaring log fire. Her hair was now tinted golden. She wore a white cashmere sweater with black slacks, and turquoise wreathed her neck and wrists. Beaded moccasins encased her little feet. She had a fashion magazine on her lap and she put a finger on her page as Lauren rushed in and stooped to kiss her cheek.

Gina lifted her cigarette.

“Don’t do that!” she snapped. “I hate being mauled. So you’re here at last.”

Lauren moved away as though physically pushed.

“Did you expect me sooner? I’m sorry. My old car is a snail.”

“Car? You said you had nothing?”

Lauren laughed. She couldn’t be yanked out of her high illumination so quickly. People had moods. Gina must be worried about something.

“Wait till you see it, Gina. It’s an heirloom I couldn’t get rid of. A friend of my father’s stored it for nothing.”

Gina lifted one tiny shoulder.

“You won’t need to use it here. We can stick it out of sight, I suppose.” The Indian had remained standing somewhere back of Lauren. “Tom, you may go.” He moved with lithe grace in the direction of two closed doors opposite the one Lauren had entered. Gina called, “And, Tom, tell Fernando to bring in Lauren’s things.” The Indian nodded and went out, silent on his moccasins. “We use first names here, Laurie. The house servants concede me a Missus, but Tom won’t. He calls me Gina. He calls everybody by their first names, even the first time he speaks to them.” Gina stamped out her cigarette and immediately flicked her lighter for another.

Encouraged by the change in her tone, Lauren said, “What a beautiful creature!”

“He’s a Navajo. They’re often very handsome. But Tom Smith could take a beauty prize on his own reservation.”

“His name is really Tom Smith?”


“Oh, he’s got an Indian name which means Son of Cabbage Patch or something. I really couldn’t be bothered! Look, Laurie, don’t go and make a fool of yourself over Tom Smith. For all I know he has a couple of wives and dozens of papooses. I couldn’t care less. He’s a fine mechanic and a fine chauffeur, which is why he’s here. I’ve seen one silly eastern girl after another lose their minds over such savages. Then they’re stuck with them. Don’t sit down. You’ve only time enough for a bath and change before cocktails and dinner. But having seen how you looked at Tom Smith I must lose no time in telling you something else. Neither of my sons is eligible.”

Lauren recoiled in spirit and fact. She stepped back and her chin went high as she retorted, “Whoever thought they were?”

“All girls think so. I am cautioning you for your own good. David, my younger son, is twenty-seven. He’s handsome as a god and he’s a charmer. But he’s a stinker with women. He’ll lead you on but he won’t marry you. I know him like a book and I know even before he does that he’s going to marry a girl from Houston who’s a house guest here now. She’s filthy rich and that’s what David wants. My older son Alan is thirty. He’s a weird character.”

Lauren did not speak. Her eyes had turned blue-black, which to those who knew her boded a blowup. It mustn’t happen. She held herself in as if with bands of steel.

“You’re going to live in this house. You are a young woman and you have a look of quality. Mind you remember it. As I said, I’m saying these things for your own good. David will only break your heart. Alan has been married. His wife was killed eighteen months ago on that hill you probably drove up on this side of the Rio Grande.”

“Oh, how sad!” Lauren said, with quick sympathy.

Gina fixed her beautiful dark eyes on the girl. They were cold. Yet they were eyes that Lauren remembered as soft, expressive, deeply sympathetic.

“Alan was accused of damaging his wife Ruby’s car with intent to kill her.”

“Oh, that couldn’t’ve been true, Gina?”

Gina moved her shoulders, put out a half-smoked cigarette and lit another before she made answer.

“I really don’t care to give an opinion. I’ve never understood my son Alan. He’s like his father, who committed suicide and by doing it drove me almost insane. I wouldn’t put it beyond him to have done it on purpose to make trouble for me.” A door opened. “Here comes Fernando with your luggage. Your room is along the hall which leads from the front door. Fernando will show you there. Don’t be late for dinner.” She added, barely above a whisper, “I’ve told nobody about your father, of course. I’d rather no one knew it.”

She opened her magazine. Lauren was dismissed.

Stunned, baffled and very angry, Lauren followed the white-coated Spanish-American houseman along a wide hall with no windows. Outside a door set well back he put down some of the bags, opened the door and flicked a switch. He stepped back and bowed for Lauren to enter first.

Her anger instantly vanished. The room was lovely. Large and simple, the headless bed was covered with white linen. There were blond chests, a desk, a sofa covered in turquoise linen, rattan chairs, and delicately striped old Indian rugs. The pale walls were hung with many paintings which seemed to mirror the colors in the rugs. While Fernando was settling her things, Lauren walked about looking at the exquisite pictures. All were signed, “Joel Chapman.”

There was a corner fireplace. The fire was laid. Fernando put a match to it. The flames soared as if taking off in swift flight. That was because the logs burned standing on end. Their piney scent flooded the room.

Fernando crossed to the door. Lauren thanked him and, wondering if she should tip him, opened her purse.

“No, no!” he protested. He put a hand on the doorknob. “I think this room too far from other rooms for a young lady. No?” He bowed again and went out.

Dazed by her dual encounter with so much physical beauty and so much spiritual ugliness, Lauren took off her jacket mechanically and started to lay it on a chair. But there was a dressing room beyond the open door on the right of the bed. She entered and hung the jacket in a long clothes closet with sliding doors. There were more chests in this closet, a multitude of plastic hangers, and strong bags at one end for garments which needed protection from dust and moths. She eyed the place cynically. She had nothing worth protecting. Her wardrobe would look all the more shabby by contrast with such a superior enclosure.

The wall opposite the closet was paneled entirely with mirrors. The adjacent bath was done in pink tiles and was as luxurious as the bedroom was simple.

To the hurt, bewildered girl everything in this house and the country around it seemed in violent conflict.


Chapter Two

This time we had come to New Mexico for a ten-day holiday. We had a new station wagon and cruised here and there, including a couple of days in the eerie Navajo country near Shiprock. Curious, massive rock shapes stood like eternal black sentries over a grayish plain on which the Navajo hogans, or lodges, merged so completely with the earth that the vast reservation looked empty. When you met a Navajo couple both walked on springy feet. The man walked ahead. The woman followed. Their almond eyes never glanced our way and their delicately beautiful faces were always stern, as if they disliked us. I had once lived in New Mexico and I began remembering some of the Navajo superstitions. The great open country and the fantastic contours of the huge monolithic rocks might account for the character of a tribe which is so unlike other New Mexican Indians.

One week from the day we ran into Lauren Brent we came in for another overnight landing in Santa Maria. As we pulled up in front of the inn a white Doretti rolled past. In it was a lovely-looking darkeyed woman with bright hair and a white mink stole. Her companion was a Navajo, complete with an indigo velvet shirt, lots of jewelry, and a big flat-crowned black felt hat. The brim of the hat was tightly curled up on each side of its flat crown, high style with the young Navajos.

“Navajos all look alike, Pat.”

He was opening the door to step out. He said, “Not exactly. That one has blue eyes.”

“You had time to see that? I wish I could see as well as you. Anyway, the eyes slanted, and he had the typical high-boned face. No wonder they call themselves The People. They’re much more beautiful than anybody else.”

“And wilder,” Patrick said. “Let’s go in and send August for the bags. I’d like a picker-upper.”

While Patrick registered I went into the multicolored cocktail room and chose the table nearest the fireplace. It was very warm for November, but even early in the afternoon the chill of high altitudes begins to creep down. When Patrick joined me I was thinking about the couple in the Doretti. After the bar girl, Teresita, took orders for drinks, I said, “I always say that nothing is surprising in Santa Maria. Everything happens here. But a Navajo driving a Doretti, in this area of gentle pueblo Indians, is really an odd sight. Maybe they were just driving through. Yes, I think so. She looked pretty chichi and there didn’t used to be much of that kind of thing here. She’s older than she looks, I bet. My, he was handsome, and she …”

“There’s Alan Mackenzie,” Patrick cut in.

Alan was speaking to somebody behind the desk. From a distance he looked very fit. He had come to this high dry country shortly after the war ended. It was said he’d got a bad lung overseas. His ranch was on a lonely plateau about seventeen miles northwest of Santa Maria.

Patrick said, “I’ll speak to him when he’s free. I’m anxious to know if Lauren Brent arrived safely.”

“You know she did, darling. You said she could do anything.”

Alan saw us then and strode toward us as Patrick got up and strode his way. They were built rather alike, two tall lean easy men of the West. Both were in Levis, with plaid jackets and woolen shirts. Both wore high-heeled boots. Patrick fishes his out when he heads for ranch country. But Patrick has long blue-green eyes and brown smooth hair and Alan, dark to begin with, looked darker with a heavy tan. His weathered Stetson sat on the back of his ink-black hair. He yanked it off and took my hand.

When he smiled his solemn face went radiant.

“This calls for a celebration.”

“We’re already one up,” Patrick said. “What will you have, Al?”

“Bourbon. Refills on me,” he called to Teresita. “How does this happen? Well, never mind, it’s wonderful that it has. You’re staying awhile, I hope?”

“Sailing tomorrow at dawn, Al.”

Alan’s face darkened. He dropped his eyelids. Closed eyelids, over eyes which in turn glowed or smoldered, heightened the curious aloofness in his thin face.

“How’ve you been, Al?”


“If you refer to my dicky chest, I’m cured. I’m tough as sagebrush. I’ve had a profitable year as far as money is concerned, too. I’m building a new house, come spring. A shack probably.”

“But I love the one you have already?” I said, making it a question.

“I like it, too. Or I did. But my mother has moved in on me and she likes to live in a crowd. She’s added a lot of rooms and the place crawls with artists and writers, local and otherwise. I asked her to come after —after Ruby died, but it never occurred to me that she would want to stay most of the year here. I thought her strictly hothouse. It’s odd the way all kinds of people take a fancy to and settle down around Santa Maria. If she likes it, it’s okay by me. But I also like a hide-out.”

The refills came. Teresita took away the empties. Lowering his voice, Alan said, “Pat, I need you like hell. One of my mother’s cars left the road early this afternoon. The driver was killed. The car plunged into the river. It’s a mass of wreckage. It’s the same kind of accident that killed Ruby. It happened at the same place.”

“That hill?” I cried.

“Yes. The car was my mother’s station wagon. The driver was Refugio Gomez, one of the best hands I ever had, a first-rate guy and a teetotaler. He’s driven up and down that hill thousands of times. He was a mechanic and he’d be the first to sense it if anything went wrong with the car. The wrecker hauled it in but it’s so badly smashed up that it’s impossible to determine if some deficient part or other caused the plunge. Or a sliding rock. A moment of carelessness. Whatever.”

“I knew Refugio, Alan. I’m so sorry,” I said.

He inclined his head and continued.

“Pat, I want this accident investigated to the limit if it takes a year of Sundays and every dime I can lay hands on.” That would be a large few, I thought. Alan was reputed to be very rich. “When Ruby was killed I demanded the same thing. There wasn’t a hope. She had been drinking when it happened. Much too much. People took a dim view of that accident and probably they would of this if Refugio himself wasn’t so first-rate.”

“Why couldn’t this have been a simple accident, Al?”

“This is why I suspect it wasn’t. The station wagon was assigned to my mother’s secretary. She was to use it exclusively. She’s been here only a week and this is the second narrow squeak she’s had with that car. At the last moment this afternoon, when she was starting on an errand for my mother, I sent Refugio to do it for her. He’s dead.”

“You think somebody is trying to injure the girl?”

“Definitely.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to marry her. That’s why.”

I smiled and said, “It must have been love at first sight, Alan. What’s more, Pat willed it. So did I. He said the girl for you was Lauren Brent and he’s held the thought for a solid week.”

Alan stared in amazement. “You know her?”

“We ran into her when she was on her way to your place. Or rather, Patrick trailed her before she turned off. He got his one and only chance to make eyes at her when he directed her to your ranch. I’m delighted to report that he resigned any claim to her at that time because he divined that she was for you, Alan.”

Alan’s smile was wry.

“I made a fool of myself. Instead of waiting to get acquainted properly I proposed the first evening. She gave me a look of intense dislike and slammed the door in my face.”

Patrick grinned.

“They take time, Al. Don’t give up. What were her narrow squeaks?”

“Oh. The first happened a couple of days ago. The brakes failed. Laurie had started into town. It happened before she got to the state road, fortunately. Tom Smith, my mother’s Navajo chauffeur, pulled the station wagon in with my jeep and got the parts and fixed it up. He’s a crackerjack mechanic, just as Refugio was. Gina, my mother, prefers to have Tom drive her because he’s picturesque.”

“They drive a Doretti,” Patrick said.

Alan smiled the half-smile. “You’ve seen them? That car is Gina’s newest toy. She’s very wonderful really, but she does like antics. She didn’t go wrong on Tom Smith, though. He decks himself out like a Christmas tree when not working but he knows his motors. He drove for a general during the war. It’s funny about Indians. Some of them come back from the service and grow their hair long and wrap themselves in blankets as always. Others have taken on the white man’s ways. Tom wears Levis for work and he hasn’t grown his hair long again but he dresses up Navajo style when he’s free.”

“I don’t blame him,” I said. “They dress beautifully and it suits them.”

He nodded. I’d never known him to talk so much. But it was Patrick he wanted to say things to. Not me.

“Why would anyone want to harm Laurie? Other than your wanting to marry her?” Patrick asked.

Alan signaled Teresita to fetch another round.

“I don’t know. I’ve never been really convinced that Ruby wasn’t murdered. Her brothers wanted her money. Maybe they managed it somehow. I was accused, as you know, of deliberately causing her accident myself. There was no real proof of murder. Pat, please come to the ranch. Follow me out.”

“Al, I’d like to, but you’ve got a hell of a fine sheriff in Jim Trask. You’ve got first-rate state police.”

“Trask is in Albuquerque. Nobody seems to know just when he’ll get back. The state police only say to wait for Trask. The trouble is lack of real evidence and they know it. All I ask is that you come out and look the place over. You’ve got special eyes. You see things that other people miss. It’s a very warm day. They’ll all get together in the patio for drinks. You’ll see the whole bunch together.”

“Who all, Al?”

“Gina, my mother. Laurie Brent. Joel Chapman, an artist my mother sponsors, and a stinker if ever there was one. My brother David is here now. Cousin Ada Fraser. She’s lived with us ever since I was born and she came here to the ranch when my mother came. She’s a character. Who else? Well, the Navajo, of course, and a girl named Gloria Wyatt who’s that way about my brother David. That’s the lot.”

“I adore Navajos,” I said. “I’d love to come, Al.” Patrick asked, “Did anybody witness the accident this afternoon?”

“A couple of trout fishermen were in the river below the bridge. They saw the finish, not the start. Refugio was thrown out and evidently killed instantly. They recognized him and came to the ranch for me. I phoned for a wrecker and an ambulance and I kept trying to get Trask by phone. After I couldn’t reach him I decided it was just as well not to use the phone—it’s a party line—so I drove to town, thinking I’d get a line on him personally somehow. No dice.”

“Al, did your mother like your wife?”

Puzzled, Alan replied, frowning, “No. It was a mutual dislike. Now, see here …”

Patrick lifted one hand.

“You see, if I come out there, I might ask embarrassing questions. You wouldn’t like that. Leave me out of it, Al. If there’s no proof of intent to kill in the wreck or on the body, it’ll be a tough job. Impossible, probably. Wait for the sheriff. He’s a good law-enforcement officer and he’ll be around here all the time and he’s honest. I’ve been told he is one of the few in this state that doesn’t pad his income with mileage and the state allowance for food-for-prisoners’ dough.”

“That’s true, but …”

Patrick agreed suddenly, after consulting his watch.

“Okay. We’ll follow you out, but don’t expect too much.”

Alan’s face shone with pleasure. Why, he’s nice, I thought. He’s not so taciturn, so very gloomy. I was wrong, I kept thinking, as Patrick held my jacket and we three walked side by side through the room and on into the areaway in front of the inn. Alan’s car was a jeep. He started toward it and then, as a stately high-wheeled Cadillac from prohibition days rolled past, driven by a grim elderly woman, he turned and said, “That’s Cousin Ada Fraser. I wonder what’s brought her to town?”

There was still an hour and a half more of daylight when we left the inn. Alan’s jeep rolled fleetly ahead. In the soft afternoon light the lofty leafless cottonwood archway over Pueblo Road was a lacy natural bridge. Out of town willows bordered the highway in every shade of garnet and amber. Endless space shifted from lilac to rose. There was rose-tinted snow on the mountains. There’s a good deal of mysticism in Santa Maria valley, native and acquired, and even if the Indians and Spanish do inherit theirs, it’s no wonder that the Anglo invaders soon explain or blame offbeat behavior on the magic of the landscape.

We followed the jeep when it turned off on the state road and from the Rio Grande bridge watched it skipping up that hill.

“That’s the car for this country,” Patrick said, driving on.

“I’d prefer a helicopter. Oh, Pat, why didn’t we say no? We knew about this hill!”

“But you wanted to see the Navajo, Jeanie. And I grabbed my chance to see Lauren Brent again. Laurie. That’s nice.”

The car climbed steadily, taking the dizzy turns without trouble, though we did have to back up on the second to continue in the road instead of scaling a cliff. On the third switchback a red Jaguar came sweeping down. We were on the outside and my heart was in my throat as the Jag swept by with only an inch or so to spare. The top was down and the driver’s long-chinned, sallow, ugly face was one I’d never forget, what with the anger that followed my fright.

At the top Alan waited.

“That damn fool! He’s going to kill himself in that car.”

“He’ll kill other people first,” I said furiously. “Do you know him, Alan?”

“He’s an artist named Joel Chapman. I mentioned him at the inn. Well, at least he can paint.” He waved an arm over an area which seemed endless. “All you can see from here is the Ruby X. As far as and including the foothills. There’s fair grazing in summer. At this season we’ve moved the stock to the lower ranch beside the river. Looks pretty bleak now.”

“It’s beautiful,” I said. It was, too, with the hills in the background and big mountains with snow standing behind them. We followed Alan along the narrow road which led to the house. Piñons stood darkly in a clutter of sage and occasional cactus. There was no life in sight except the magpies and an occasional hawk high up, but presently we saw a pair of shaggy wild horses. The Mackenzie brand is RX, but to see any of Alan’s Black Angus herd at this time of year meant a journey back some miles and a return to the river by another road.

We saw the house. It was big enough to be a hotel. There were two large garages to its right with what looked like apartments above them. On a space paved with crushed rock several cars were parked, among them the white Doretti. Patrick turned and parked facing out. He wanted to make our departure snappy, he said.

We followed Alan into a wide hall where country coats and jackets hung on hooks and a large jar held sturdy walking sticks. Alan showed us into a living room large enough to be a hotel lounge. Lauren Brent was sitting with a book by the windows at the far end.

Alan made introductions. She met us coldly, with no sign of pleasure. We spoke of meeting along the road—maybe she had forgotten—but she had not.

Alan asked, “Where’s Gina, Laurie?”

She avoided his eyes.


“In the patio. They’re all there, I think. There’s a fire.”

“Better keep your coats on anyway,” Alan advised us. “Won’t you come out, Laurie?”

Her voice was icy.

“No, thank you.”

She doesn’t like him, I thought. She’s afraid of him! And somehow her attitude brought back the feeling I always came back to, that Alan Mackenzie was essentially mysterious and strange. A man you could not know. Or trust?


Chapter Three

The patio was very large, a walled garden, the walls the encircling wings of the house. It was planted in shrubs and small evergreens and, still in bloom, were a few late, protected chrysanthemums. I smelled their decadent scent. At the side near the entrance to the dining room a deep terrace of dark red stone was edged with fine green grass and in an outdoor fireplace a huge piñon fire soared and crackled.

The only windows overlooking the patio were in the dining room and their curtains had been drawn. There were two entrances with double doors of solid oak, one opening from the living room, and the other from the dining room.

Georgina Mackenzie was sitting in a long chair near the fire. She wore a black sweater and black slacks and necklaces and bracelets of exquisite unset turquoise. She was tiny, warm-looking, and very attractive. Her big dark eyes made a smart contrast to her tinted bright hair. She was like Alan, but without his somber look, and her face lit up with charm when he presented us.

Tom Smith, the copper-skinned blue-eyed Navajo, sat a little away from the others. His drum waited on the stones near by. He wore a white velvet fullsleeved shirt open at the neck, skin-tight black gabardine trousers, and so much turquoise and silver in necklaces, bracelets, rings and his belt, that you would think they would weigh down his slender body. His hands, too, were very slender and well cared for. His small feet were encased in beaded moccasins. When introduced he barely inclined his head.

The others in the patio were Gina’s younger son, David, who was fair as Alan was dark, and Gloria Wyatt, a lush blonde with a big sensual mouth and too much make-up, including luxurious artificial eyelashes.

“We’re feeling sad because we lost one of our men early this afternoon,” Gina said, when we’d been seated and David asked what we would drink. “We were very fond of him.”

“Let’s not talk about it any more, darling,” David said. He handed drinks from a portable bar and suggested to Gina that she should have another. He served her and then lit her cigarette. She was a chain-smoker. We soon noticed that both sons were gently considerate of their mother. They vied with each other in attention to her.

Alan said, “We’re going to lose Joel if he doesn’t stop driving like an idiot.”

“I suppose it was mad to give him that car,” said Gina. “But he was wild for it and, to get the money, determined to sell some pictures which will be worth a lot more in a couple of years. I know you think I’ve been foolish to spend so much on him, Alan, but he’s such a success.” To us: “He paints like an angel. You must see some of his pictures while you’re here. Do you like Indian music, Mrs. Abbott?” I said I did and she said, “Sing something, Tom. Not too loud because we want to talk.”

The Navajo picked up the small drum and began tapping it in rhythm to some wordless falsetto chant. He had a light thin voice. The song was in a minor key and sung in such a fashion that it seemed far away. He kept his vivid sky-blue eyes fixed overhead and looked as though entirely unconscious of his audience.

The day was beginning to fade. The sky had been turquoise. Now it was blue. Alan excused himself, saying he must telephone the lower ranch. David picked up a white mink stole and wrapped it with an affectionate squeeze over his mother’s shoulders.

We made the usual small talk until dusk fell. Gina was the chatty kind. Do you know so-and-so? Don’t you love this place or that? Gloria batted her eyelashes. Alan didn’t come back. David handed more drinks and said finally that he must find out what was keeping Alan. Next, Cousin Ada Fraser came out of the living room and when we were introduced grunted a pleased-to-meet-you. She sat down to knit a sock in the firelight. She was a big woman, as tall as a tall man, with broad shoulders and big hands and feet. Her hair and her tailored suit were charcoal gray.

“Did you go into town, Ada?” Gina asked.

“I did.” Her tone made it plain that what she went about or even her going was no one else’s business. To us she said, “What are you folks doing in this wicked place?” Her voice was harsh. Her gray eyes pierced us through her rimless glasses.

“Wicked?” I asked.

“Wicked and godless. Heathen.” She jerked her head toward the Indian. “That’s heathen music. A good man passed away today and yet they can sit here drinking alcohol and listening to heathen music. Georgina, tell him to stop it.”

Gina frowned, but she motioned to Tom to stop singing, which he did at once. She asked, “May Tom bring you a cup of tea, Ada?”

“He may not. At this hour sensible people are eating supper.”

Cousin Ada suddenly pilloried the sock to the ball of wool with the needles and stood up. “I myself haven’t time to loaf out here. I’m going to see if those lazy servants have started supper.” She eyed us. Her glance was sharp as a stiletto. “You mark my word. This house is evil. Georgina, there is a time to weep and a time to mourn. Why can’t you learn?”

She stalked out by way of the door. The door closed. The latch caught with a snap so determined that you felt it must be infected with Cousin Ada’s angry certainty.

Gina shook her head and Gloria asked, in a colorless voice, “What on earth is eating her, Gina?”

Gina sighed. “She has spells like this. She’ll get over it. I think she’s very upset over Refugio’s death. She liked him. He took care of her car.”

“Cousin Ada’s car!” Gloria said, laughing. “You must see it. It’s a museum piece. James Melton ought to latch onto it. Mayn’t Tom go on singing, Gina?”

Gina nodded, as the light voice rose in what might have been the same song, because my ear was not fine enough to distinguish the difference. Joel Chapman banged out of the living room. He headed for the portable bar to pour himself whiskey. When Gina introduced us he said Hi over one shoulder without glancing at us.

“I did it, kids,” he announced. “I broke my own record to Santa Maria and back.” As Alan returned he was saying, “The Jag’s a dream at a hundred per. Try to top that record with your Doretti, Gina.”

“You’re lucky to have got back alive,” Alan commented, as he resumed the chair near us.

“Nuts!” Joel took the chair Cousin Ada had vacated. “You couldn’t turn that car over if you tried.” He hooked a thumb at Tom Smith. “Do we have to have that god-awful noise?”

“If you don’t like it, go elsewhere!” Alan barked.

“Now, boys, don’t quarrel again. Thank you, Tom. Maybe you’d better see that the cars are put in the garages.”

The Indian rose without a word and crossed the terrace on silent feet. As he was closing the diningroom door after him he threw Joel Chapman a look of bitter hatred. His oblique eyes were slits of murderous light.

“I don’t see how you can bear to have him around, Gina,” Joel said. “He gives me the creeps.”


“That’s none of your business,” Alan said.

Joel lifted eyebrows and slurped his whiskey. He didn’t reply.

I said, “I’m surprised he’s happy away from his own people.”

“He isn’t,” Alan said. “He takes off now and then for a few days at home. We give him time off whenever he wants it because he’s a wizard with motors. We’d hate to lose him.”

“Horse feathers!” Joel Chapman said. “He comes cheap.”

“That’s not true,” Alan said. He was angry. His black eyes smoldered.

Joel turned to Patrick. “I hear you’re a dick?”

“Yes.”

“Is that why you’re here?” he sneered.

Patrick made no answer. He and Alan talked about the ranch. Gina fingered her turquoise and watched the fire. Gloria preened herself before a small pocket mirror. Then David came back and for a while the talk picked up on generalities. Joel made no further effort to cut in, but he remained seated, his ugly face looking very self-satisfied.

It was time to go. I exchanged looks with Patrick, who nodded, and I rose. We said good-bye to Gina and the others and left by way of the living room. Cousin Ada Fraser stood up from the sofa as we came in. Carrying her knitting she crossed to speak to us as Lauren Brent rose and put her book on the side table by her chair.


“You young folks mark my word. This is a godless place. Wickedness will be punished,” Cousin Ada intoned.

“Yes, dear,” Alan said, patiently.

“You still have time, Alan. The hand of God struck down your wife in her youth because alcohol is evil, but your father was a righteous man before your mother drove him to suicide. There’s a bad streak in her family, but if you are vigilant you still have time.”

“We’ll talk later, Cousin Ada. The Abbotts are going now.”

“Money is evil, young folks. Evil.”

David came from the patio and instantly Cousin Ada’s manner grew gentler. With a stiff nod she acknowledged our departure and sat down to go on with her knitting. We called good-bye to Lauren, who hadn’t come nearer us. She was looking at David with a special something in her expression. It’s David she likes, I thought. I couldn’t blame her. I preferred him at once to Alan because of his sunny face and considerate ways. And his arrival had promptly silenced Cousin Ada’s determination to drive her opinions home, whether the time was right or not.

David had followed us with the message that Gina would like us to stay to dinner. We thanked her through him and said we must go. We nodded goodbye to Cousin Ada Fraser and waved to Lauren again. Our eyes met. For the briefest instant I sensed a kind of panic in the girl. Then she looked away and picked up her book.

The brothers came with us to the door, where we told David good-bye. Alan came on to the parking space.

“I’m worried about Cousin Ada,” he said. “She’s deeply religious and we admire and respect her for it. But I wonder why she’s piling it on like this? She’s never done it when visitors were present. I’ll see if I can’t quiet her down when I go in. Refugio took care of her car and his death would be a shock. But she never showed any special affection for him.”

“Accidents always upset people intimately concerned,” Patrick said.

Alan nodded and lowered his tone. “Did you notice anything, Pat?”

“Nothing. Chapman’s behavior made me itch to kick him, though.”

“I’ll take care of that all right. But Gina’s so proud of him it will have to be handled carefully. She took him out of a veteran’s hospital, you know. Five years ago. Assumed his expenses. She sensed his great talent and he certainly has made good. But he’s psycho. I’ve never liked him but I’ve never seen him so insolent before. She fixed him up a studio in Houston and he isn’t around here much, thank God. You’re sure there was nothing?”

“Do you absolutely trust Tom Smith?”

“Oh, yes.”

“My, he’s beautiful!” I raved. “Copper skin and bright blue eyes. But how come his hands are so nice if he’s a mechanic?”

Alan smiled. “Gloves, and always scrubbing himself. Don’t concern yourself with Tom Smith, Pat. He’s okay.” Alan breathed deep and exhaled before he added, “I guess I’m just jumpy. Ruby and I were divorcing when she was killed, but I can’t get over the way she died. I always feel that I might have prevented it. Well, thank you for coming. Take care.”

Since our car was headed in the direction we would take, we drove on without having to turn. The headlights fell on the cream-colored road. The desert growth closed in tightly and in the shadows looked like a dry jungle. “That’s quite a setup,” I said. “What with Joel Chapman, Cousin Ada, and that lush Gloria Wyatt. Quite, quite a setup. And the Navajo. What perfection, in face and body and dress! His pants fitted like skin.”

“He carries a knife in his hip pocket,” Patrick said.

“You noticed that? What eyes!”

“You were much too busy eyeing his jewelry. If I were Joel Chapman I’d lay off Tom Smith. That redskin looks just as likely to knife the artist as not.”

“Well, we’ve got at least one thing from this visit. We can understand now why Alan wants a hide-out. He’s devoted to his mother, but it’s really odd that she would want to shut herself away in a lonely place like that ranch. It isn’t as though there’s any social life for her in Santa Maria, either. Did you notice Lauren when she looked at David, Pat? He’s the one she likes.”

“He’s a likable guy. I don’t know him as I do Alan, but I expect he’s really the more pleasant one. Easier to get on with, I expect.”

“If this were one of your murder cases, darling, I’d think that both Cousin Ada and Joel Chapman have something on Gina Mackenzie. Just a notion, of course.”

We had come out on the state road. Patrick put the car in low gear to drive down the hill. The night was pitch-black. The gorge was a black gash in the blackness. We came slowly down to the level of the Rio Grande. The lights picked up the rippling water and the silver bridge ahead. Patrick drove faster. We crossed the bridge. Suddenly, without warning, our car plunged madly down the bank of the smaller river and crashed in a dizzy, swaying, noisy halt on its red rocks.


Chapter Four

“Oh, Pat! Our new car!”

“Damn the new car! We’re alive, aren’t we?”

“What happened?”

“Steering gear and brakes both failed.”

“If it had happened on that hill …”

“Well, it didn’t!” he snapped. He was brusque, angry. He took the flashlight from the glove compartment and got out on his side and walked about on the rocks between which the water of the river trickled like rills. I began to tremble from delayed shock. My hands were so shaky that I had difficulty lighting a cigarette.

“Lock your door and slide out on this side,” Patrick said.

After I stepped out he turned off the headlights and locked his door and took my arm to steady me as we crossed more boulders between more rills and climbed the bank to the road.

We walked toward the bridge. Patrick picked up a cranklike object and examined it under the flashlight.

There was a car descending the switchbacks. When it came parallel with the Rio Grande its headlights indicated a jeep. Patrick put the object he’d picked up into his pocket.


The jeep’s driver braked when he saw us and hopped out. He was Alan Mackenzie.

“What happened to you?”

Patrick flashed the light on our car in the riverbed.

“Good God!”

“Next time we visit your ranch I’ll leave the car facing the house,” Patrick said. “Or maybe I won’t. Maybe if there had been even one sharp turn before we got to that hill we’d have plunged down the wall of the canyon. Like Refugio.”

“It’s a new car!” Alan said.

“Sure.”

“You don’t think anybody …”

“Of course not. Defective part, maybe.”

“I’ve got a chain in this jeep, Pat. Maybe I can get you out.”

“It will take more than one chain. Can you take us into town?”

“Why, sure.”

“Job for a wrecker,” Patrick said, as we drove three in the seat of the jeep. Patrick sat between me and Alan. “Think I can get one tonight?”

“Maybe. I’ll take care of the cost, Pat.”

“Why should you?”

“You came to the ranch at my request. I’d like to take care of any expense. I want to pay your fee, too.” He went on talking. “I couldn’t stand that place tonight. I’m going to spend the night at the inn. And I’m still going to say my say to Trask when he gets back.”

“Sure,” Patrick said, diffidently.


“You will let me pay you?”

“No. I did nothing for you.”

Alan asked, presently, “You don’t think somebody fouled up your car, do you?”

“Why should they?”

“They all know you’re a detective. If Refugio was murdered, the murderer would want you out of the way.”

Patrick continued to behave as if nothing much had happened to us.

“That’s a bit far-fetched. They also know that we’re friends. A detective can make a social call, can’t he?”

Alan’s chuckle was more like a grunt.

“I told you I was jumpy. I can’t let the thing alone.”

He dropped us at the inn, saying he was going to the sheriff’s office first, to see if Trask was back. He asked us to meet him for a quick dinner at a restaurant called El Patio. Patrick couldn’t get a wrecker to go at once for our car so we joined Alan in a few minutes. He said that there was no word from Trask and announced that he was going back to the ranch instead of staying at the inn.

“I called Gina. She got upset all over again when I said I was staying in town. Everybody’s upset. Thinking it over, I must get back. I’m certain that Laurie is in danger.” He shrugged. “Maybe I’m heading for a crackup. Maybe it’s all in my mind. Nobody seems suspicious except me. But there’s something you can do for me, Pat. Talk with Trask if he gets back tonight, will you? I can leave word at his office that he can find you at the inn. It’s the only place to go anyhow. Everything shuts up early at this season except the bar at the inn.”

“All right. Want him to phone you?”

“No. It’s a party line and there are also extensions all over our house. Just say that I want to see him as soon as possible.”

“Will tomorrow do?”

“It’ll have to, if he doesn’t get back. Or if he can’t come out tonight. In that case I’ll run downtown again first thing in the morning.”

It wasn’t a very happy meal. The steaks were tops and the room with its open fire and modern paintings and its little bar was charming, but Alan wasn’t comfortable company. He was so nervous that you couldn’t help feeling nervous, too. He hardly touched his food and he refused to drink anything but coffee. He left us before we had finished. Then he came back to the table and apologized again for dragging us out and inadvertently causing our accident.

Patrick’s attitude toward Alan had subtly changed. He didn’t show it by any special act or word, but I sensed it.

“Do you think Alan might have crippled the cars himself, Pat?”

“I’m not thinking at the moment.”

“Why else should he have followed us when we left the ranch? Except to see if we’d crashed?”

“He says he’s in town because he’s jumpy. Says he wants to see the sheriff.”


I shook my head.

“I liked him for a while this afternoon. I liked his gentleness with his mother. But … I don’t know. Laurie doesn’t like him for some reason. If David goes for her Alan might do anything. I’m worried.”

“Have a brandy with coffee and forget it.”

“I can’t help feeling bad about our new car.”

Pat took my hand and gave it a squeeze.

“I don’t think it’s damaged much, Jeanie. And we’ve got towing insurance. I’ve always wanted to get something for that extra item on the policy, haven’t you?”

“Silly!” The cognac came. I said, “The only one of the lot who seems normal and happy is David, and that’s suspicious in a family like that. Are you going to take a fee?” Patrick said no and I said, “At least ask enough to fix up the car. It will have to have a complete checkup after a fall like that.”

We had been back at the inn an hour or so and had given up trying for a wrecker and were dancing to the music of the jukebox when Jim Trask walked in.

It had been three years since we last saw Sheriff Jim Trask. He looked just the same, a gaunt raw-boned six-feet-and-some dressed in corduroy pants, a weather-worn fleece-lined windbreaker, and high-laced boots. His vitality surrounded him like an aura. He smelled like the outdoors and the strong tobacco with which he made his cigarettes.

We shook hands. His keen gray eyes brightened when he said he was mighty glad to see us again. He meant it.


“State policeman on the plaza said Alan Mackenzie told him I’d find you here,” he said, after sitting down. He started rolling a cigarette. Teresita came and we ordered more brandies and a bourbon with a little water and no ice for the sheriff. “What about this accident up at the Mackenzies? Understand you’ve been out there.”

“Yes.”

“Deputy in my office says Alan Mackenzie’s been in twice.”

“He’s anxious to see you. Tonight, if possible.”

“Why?”

“He’s not sure it was an accident.”

“You make anything suspicious out of it, Pat?”

“I’ve only heard Alan’s version. And he’s not at all sure he isn’t imagining things.”

Trask sipped his drink.

“I’d rather not go out there tonight. I couldn’t get anywhere in the dark. I saw the boys on the plaza who hauled Refugio’s car in and they said it looked like a straight accident to them. The car was pretty smashed up, they said, so I doubt if they could tell exactly what caused it to go off the road. Refugio was a fine fellow. Never drank or anything. And he was also a first-rate driver. But accidents happen to the best.”

“Yes.”

“I like Alan Mackenzie. David, too, though I don’t know him as well. He’s not around here much.” He paused. “Funny setup out there.”

“Very.”

“You meet that artist guy, Joel Chapman?”


“Yes.”

“The Navajo?” Patrick nodded. Trask’s mouth twisted with scorn. “Silk stocking stuff, that. Them little foreign cars and that fancy Navajo as a driver. I don’t get it. Some women will do anything to show off.”

“Alan says he’s a first-rate mechanic, Jim.”

“That’s so. I wouldn’t want any woman of mine having him around the place, though. All Navajos carry knives. They’re stuck-up and conniving. And they don’t like white people. Our pueblo Indians are good law-abiding folks. They go to church and behave themselves okay. But Navajos are different. They occupy a big reservation that’s hard to police. There’s never been a Navajo given a death sentence in this state for murder. Not even when he’d murdered a white man. They call themselves The People, as if there wasn’t any other humans but them.”

“They’re wonderfully picturesque,” I said.

Trask looked at me as if I were dimwitted, and Patrick said, “Alan praised Tom Smith highly, Jim. He’s been in the service. That must discipline any Indian pretty well. He wears his hair short like a lot of young Indians, even though he wears Navajo clothes and jewelry.”

“He couldn’t get out of line in the Army. Here, once in a while, he does.”

“How?”

“Didn’t Alan tell you? Whiskey. He goes on a big bender. Now that Indians can drink in the bars in this state, once in a while Tom Smith rolls into town in an old crate which belongs to him and starts drinking. I always notify Alan. But the Navajo never goes back to the ranch till he sobers up. Instead, he goes home to the reservation.”

“Mrs. Mackenzie said that they let him go home now and then.”

“They can’t help themselves. He just goes.”

“How often does it happen?”

“Once in two months or so. Alan says it’s all right because he never drinks on the job or around the ranch. I guess Mrs. Mackenzie gets him for less than she’d have to pay an Anglo or Spanish-American chauffeur, too. She’s kind of stingy. What makes Alan so suspicious about the accident today?”

“Mrs. Mackenzie’s secretary was supposed to use that car exclusively. Refugio did an errand for her. Or started to do it. Alan thinks the car was tampered with purposely to harm the girl.”

“Why?”

“Alan’s fallen in love with her.”

“Love at first sight,” I said, believing in it. But it certainly wasn’t mutual in this instance.

“You mean they don’t want him to marry again?”

“I wouldn’t know, Jim. She turned him down, he said, but I don’t think he would take no straight off.”

“If she’s okay, it would be good for Alan. He had it kind of rough with the first one. Ruby.”

“So we’ve heard.”

Trask put out the remains of his rolled cigarette.

“Alan’s the one with the most money.” Patrick lifted an eyebrow. “The father left him the biggest share outright and put the mother on a trust fund. Alan pays David a salary to manage her estate. She’d like to be a big spender, a big patroness of the artists and writers and that sort of stuff, the way she’s been for that Chapman. Alan’s careful. He’s making a good thing of that ranch. I don’t know if you know it but his first wife’s folks tried to make trouble when she was killed. If Ruby hadn’t been stinko most of the time they could have done it, maybe. There’s always some crooked lawyer who’ll take that kind of suit.” The sheriff yawned and said, “I’m dead tired, folks. It’s nice to see you again but I’ve got to go to bed. I reckon whatever’s bothering Alan can wait till morning. I’ll call him up. By the way, how are your kids?”

“Fine,” I said. “Getting big. In school already.”

Patrick said, “Alan asked you not to telephone, Jim. Party line and all.”

“Well, I’ll see him in the morning. Nothing I can do tonight.”

He reached for his hat.

I said, “Pat, maybe Mr. Trask could get a wrecker to pull our car out tonight. We’ve got a new car, Sheriff. It’s sitting out there in a riverbed.”

“Out where, ma’am?”

“There by the bridge. This side of the hill where Refugio was killed this afternoon.”

Trask’s heavy eyebrows met.

“What is this, Pat?”

“Something went wrong with the steering gear just after we crossed the bridge on our way back from the ranch. Brakes failed, too.”


“Anybody besides Alan know he’d asked you to come out?”

“I’m a detective, Jim. It doesn’t take a mental wizard to guess why Alan invited me there. Our car was parked in front of the house with other cars. It got dark a good while before we left for town. It could have been meddled with.”

Patrick took out the cranklike object and showed it to Trask.

“I’ll be damned.” Trask stood up. “I’ll get me some deputies and go right on out. Those garage boys I saw on the plaza are the ones with the wrecker. They’d better get your car tonight. You want to come with me, Pat?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll come, too,” I said.

Trask eyed me. In a moment his stern eyes twinkled. He remembered my persistence at earlier times. He said that his old Buick was too dirty for a lady, but he guessed the garage boys would lend us a car. In less than half an hour we followed his prewar Buick out of town in a borrowed Chevrolet and the wrecker followed us. Our car rested on the rocks as we had left it. The sheriff, two deputies, Pat and the two garage men soon had it hitched to the wrecker and were pulling it up from the riverbed. They eyed its underside in grim silence.

The wrecker took off toward Santa Maria and we followed the sheriff and his two deputies up the hill toward the Ruby X.


Chapter Five

Our borrowed Chev trudged up the hill without faltering. By this time the switchbacks had lost much of their fearsomeness for me. An old ragged moon had risen east of the canyon and the empty land which was the Ruby X spread out in a weird, ghostly endlessness. There was a haze over the mountains to the northwest, which might mean snow.

I waited till we angled off to the ranch house to ask Patrick why the garage men looked so grim when they saw the underside of our station wagon.

“Two things had happened. First the Pitman arm fell off.”

“What’s that?”

“Part of the steering apparatus. It was the thing I picked up on the road when we came back toward the bridge. After our car went off the road. It’s held to another part of the steering gear with a bolt. If the bolt is removed or works loose and falls off, the arm will fall off before long and the steering will go haywire.”

It was Greek to me. “Then it wasn’t a defective part?”

“It might have been. Nobody could prove that the bolt didn’t work loose and fall off by itself. There weren’t any fingerprints of any kind on the underside. If the bolt was removed with intent to cause an accident, the son of a bitch wore gloves. The brakes were a different story. One of the cables which carries the fluid from the master cylinder to the wheel cylinders had been sawed almost in two. The fluid dripped out. Then we had no brakes.”

“Sawed?”

“Hacksaw probably. Works faster than a file.”

“Who would do such a thing?”

“The character who sent Refugio to his death. If that was murder. Most of the people at the ranch had an opportunity to damage our car. The only two people who didn’t leave the patio while we were there were Gina Mackenzie and Gloria Wyatt. Chapman came in sometime after we arrived, as you know.”

“Gina is so tiny. She couldn’t take off bolts and saw cables in two, even if she’d had the opportunity.”

“She’d have it done, honey. She’s a conniving little number, in my book. She might have disliked Alan’s Ruby enough to have had her eliminated. Maybe she wants more dough for herself than the trust allows her. And if Tom Smith is as greedy as Joel Chapman said, he might be willing to do the dirty work for a price.”

“Of them all, Joel is the most suspect. Maybe he deliberately tried to knock us off the hill when he met us in that Jag.”

“How would he know who we were at that time?”

“I don’t know. You’re pretty famous around these parts. Probably a lot of people know you by sight. I think we can leave the lush Gloria off our list, don’t you? I’ll bet that all she wants is a man. Any man. Her technique went out with Eve, but it still works perfectly.”

Patrick grinned.

“I thought her real hep, Jeanie. Bee-you-ti-ful eyelashes.”

“Lov-i-lee. Who do you really think fouled up our car, dear?”

“If I knew, I’d beat the living bejesus out of him. I don’t know. It got dark a full hour before we left. Alan was out of the patio forty minutes. David went out, but not for very long. Joel Chapman may not have gone into Santa Maria at all. That would give him plenty of time and opportunity. Motive? Have to know more about how he ticks to understand why he would cause the deaths of Refugio and Ruby Mackenzie. Whoever tried it on us did it because of my trade.”

I shuddered. “Joel’s got some hold on Gina, I bet. Maybe Alan and David know it. They took a lot from that stinker this afternoon. But surely somebody would have seen anyone taking off bolts and sawing cables right in front of the house? Lot of people around there.”

“The living-room windows overlook the parking place but were heavily curtained when we left the house. The night was dark. The house is built with walls as thick as those of a fortress. Without having doors or windows open no one inside would be likely to hear what was being done in the parking place. I wouldn’t drop Cousin Ada as a suspect, either. She’s big, built like a horse. She’s a fanatic. They’re always suspect.”

“Pat, don’t you suspect Alan?”

He moved his shoulders and made no answer. It would be hard for him to suspect a man he had liked. But that wouldn’t give that man immunity. We were pulling into the parking place. The sheriff was getting out of his old Buick. He instructed the two deputies to watch the exits of the house. There were only two outside doors, he said, a front and a back one. The wild land came right up to the house and nobody was likely to stroll around in sage and cactus. The patio served as the outdoors.

There were no cars in the space now except Alan’s jeep. The others had been put in the garages. Why, unless he had done the dirty work himself, would Alan leave his jeep unguarded?

The deputy assigned to the front was Mike Carreras. He was also to keep watch over our cars. Anybody seen hanging about anywhere outside was to be hustled straight inside to the sheriff. Ramon Martinez was sent to watch the back door.

We went directly to the front entrance. Trask rang. Tom Smith opened the door. When he saw who we were he tried to close it, but Trask was already pushing his way into the hall. I noticed again the row of hooks, on which country coats were hanging, and the jar with the walking sticks in it. Strong ones, for hiking in rough country.


“Who’s there?” Gina called from the living room.

“Jim Trask, ma’am. And the Abbotts.”

“For goodness’ sake!” she shrilled, as we stepped into the big room. There was no charm turned on this time. She was indignant and showed it.

Joel Chapman snickered.

“The plot thickens,” he said.

Gloria giggled. She and Joel were sitting together on the big sofa, holding hands. Joel wore a hat. He was the kind who would wear a hat indoors and leave it off outdoors. A sneer seemed to be regular equipment on his ugly face.

Georgina Mackenzie was in the long chair near the fireplace. Her bright hair gleamed in the lamplight. She had a magazine on her lap and she kept her finger on a page to show that she meant to get rid of us promptly. Lauren Brent sat where she had been this afternoon. She was wearing a blue chambray squaw dress and a silver concha belt around her small waist. Neither Alan nor David were present.

Tom Smith sat down on a hassock near the fire and picked up his drum.

“Go right on singing, Tom,” Gina commanded.

The strange light chant in its minor key may have been another of his repertoire, but it sounded like the same song to me.

I didn’t see Cousin Ada at once because she was knitting in a far corner where a big gas stove was burning. She was also partially screened from us by the long refectory table with the black-bowled lamps in the center of the big room.


Gloria Wyatt had made herself into a sexy little number. Now that the light was kinder she got away with it. She wore a turquoise squaw dress heavily trimmed with gold braid. The blouse was off the shoulders and frankly revealed her plump breasts. Her hair was parted in the middle and tied above each ear with a ribbon, like a little girl’s. Her pancake make-up looked as though applied with a palette knife.

Gina still didn’t ask us to sit down. We stood together near one end of the long table.

“Like to talk to Alan, ma’am.”

“He’s gone to bed.”

“We’ve got to see him, ma’am.”

“We have a telephone, Sheriff. Why didn’t you phone that you were coming?”

“Got to see him, ma’am,” Trask said doggedly. “Would appreciate your asking him to come here.”

David came in by a door which led, as we learned, to the dining room.

He stopped dead on seeing us. His handsome face went blank with surprise. Then he smiled and came forward with his hand out.

“Why, hello, Jim. Nice to see you.” They shook hands. David glanced at his mother. “Sit down, won’t you?” He held a chair for me, glanced at Joel and Gloria, frowned, evidently at Joel’s hat, but Gloria snatched her hand away from Joel and moved to the other end of the sofa.

“I came to see Alan, David,” Trask said. None of us sat down.


“Why sure. He’s in his room but he hasn’t gone to bed yet.”

“David!” Gina cried. “Show these people out. I refuse to be imposed on at all hours of the day and night. I suppose you can’t expect good taste in people who snoop for a living, but I refuse to have them in my house again. Get rid of them at once.”

Alan’s house, I thought. I didn’t take the chair David was still holding for me.

“Hear! Hear!” chortled Joel Chapman. He pulled his hat over his face, slid down on his spine, and belched as if it were an accomplishment.

David turned to Gina.

“Don’t be impatient, dear. They wouldn’t come without good reason.”

“I know the reason. It’s Ruby’s accident all over again. Now it’s Refugio. Nobody would deliberately kill Refugio. I don’t suppose he had a hundred dollars to his name.”

So that would be her idea of a motive!

Cousin Ada intoned from her corner, “Fear God and keep His commandments. If folks would keep that in mind these evil things would not happen.”

Her eyes, her rimless glasses and her knitting needles flashed like daggers.

“David,” Trask asked, “will you take Pat and me to Alan’s room?”

“You’ll do no such thing, David!” Gina stated.

“I must, dear. Excuse us, won’t you? Please sit down, Mrs. Abbott.”

They went out by the door David had entered and Cousin Ada said to me, from her corner, “Sit down and take the load off your feet, ma’am. Truth will out, Georgina. I’ve told you that always.”

“Don’t I know it? You might occasionally give me some peace!”

Instead of sitting in the chair David offered, I sat down near Cousin Ada. Gina opened her magazine and fixed her angry eyes on it. Joel emitted a loud imitation snore. Gloria giggled. Lauren Brent’s eyes met mine and for some reason twinkled.

Gina sat staring at the magazine without turning a page. There was silence except for the Indian’s weird song until Joel addressed me from under the hat.

“Must be the nuts to be hitched to that good-looking dick?”

“I like it.”

In muffled tones, because of the hat, he gibed, “How come guys want to be detectives?”

“How come you’re a painter?”

“Because I’m a genius. I paint pictures which make everybody happy. But detecting is sly, underhanded work. It only makes people mad and sad. I’m all for the criminal classes myself. I applaud when the crook beats the rap.” He clapped his hands and laughed to himself.

I kept my voice sugary.

“That depends on the crook. And the murder. If an attractive killer removes an unattractive character from this earth I also look the other way. But my husband is far less personal than I am. He is not swayed by sentiment. And he always gets his man.”

Joel sat up and took off the hat. Gina’s eyes were sharp. Cousin Ada rested her knitting. Tom Smith sang.

“You referring to me?” Joel asked, nastily.

“If the shoe fits, Mr. Genius.”

“You think you’re pretty smart, don’t you?”

“Right always prevails,” said Cousin Ada.

“Stop it!” Gina screamed. She beat the magazine with little fists. “I can’t stand any more. I won’t put up with this persecution. Tom, go for Alan and David and tell them they’ve got to throw these dreadful people out. I’ll go mad if I have to endure them one more minute.”

The Indian laid down his drum, but before he could leave the room Alan, David, Patrick and the sheriff came in from the dining room.

“Anybody like a drink?” David asked, hospitably.

“No!” Gina screamed again. “Put these people out, Alan. Coming here in the middle of the night …”

“It’s only just past nine, dear,” Alan said.

“How about handing me a beer?” Joel Chapman asked.

“There’s no beer in this bar,” Alan said, brusquely. “Go and get it from the icebox in the kitchen. I’m sorry, Gina, but the sooner you let Jim Trask get on with what he has to do, the sooner it will be over. This isn’t a social visit. The Abbotts had an accident on their way to town. The wrecker came for the car. It had been deliberately damaged and it’s a miracle that they made it down the hill and across the bridge.”

“Probably some cheap old crate. Why should we be dragged into it?” Gina barked.

Joel stood up and stretched and started out of the room.

“Stay here, Chapman!” Trask ordered him.

“Go fly a kite!” Joel replied.

The sheriff rumbled.

“That’ll be enough of that! You sit down, hear?”

“Well, why include me?” Joel muttered. “I had nothing to do with any of it.”

He dropped down on the sofa and slid down on his spine and pulled the hat again over his face.

“Look here, Joel!” David said. “You’ve got to behave yourself or I’ll take a sock at you myself. I don’t know why my mother puts up with you.”

“She puts up with me because she wants the money my pictures will bring. Didn’t you know?”

David took a dive for Joel and I regretted that the sheriff’s long arm grabbed David. “I’ll handle this. One more word from you, Chapman, and I’ll arrest you for obstructing an investigation for murder. We’ve got a dandy hoosegow in our town. Just one room. I reckon you might enjoy getting real chummy with the town drunks. Think so? Now you sit up the way decent folks do and take that look off your face and that hat off your head. When I want to hear from you, I’ll say so.”

Joel sat up meekly and laid the hat beside him. Trask laid his Stetson on the table and walked to the fireplace, saying excuse me when he had to pass between Gina and the fire. He took out the makings and started a cigarette. Everybody including Gina now waited in polite silence. “There’s been too many Mackenzie car accidents. Admitting the hill is dangerous, it’s a funny thing that nobody has accidents there but people from this ranch or those who have been here. Ma’am,” he said to Gina, after licking the paper to secure the tobacco, and dropping the little tobacco bag in the pocket of his jacket. “For your information the Abbotts’ station wagon is brand-new. It’s not a Cadillac, ma’am, but it’s no old crate. It’s a Buick.” He struck a kitchen match and lit the cigarette. “Luckily it landed without turning over, and its underside was not hurt by the stones it landed on. It had been deliberately worked on to cause a wreck. The natural place for such a wreck would be on that hill on account of the strain on the car from those sharp turns. But it made it past the bridge. The car has been hauled into town and we have witnesses who are mechanics and can prove exactly what was done to damage the car.” There wasn’t a sound, a sigh even. “Okay for that, for the moment. How many of you were here at the time Ruby Mackenzie was killed?”

People looked from one to another until David said, “All of us, Jim. Except Miss Brent. And Tom Smith.”

Trask addressed the Navajo. “You take all the care of the cars, don’t you, Tom?”

The Indian stood up. Diminutive compared to Trask, he was still not small-looking because of his lithe, proportioned build.

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s not so!” Cousin Ada announced. “Refugio was my mechanic and he was a good honest man, but I always stood by and watched him when he was working on my car. I know all about cars. And after Refugio checked my car I had it checked again in town. I don’t trust any of them, but at least Refugio was a Christian.” Her bright eyes pilloried Tom Smith.

Trask took a couple of puffs and asked, “Who checked the station wagon Refugio was killed in?”

“I did, sir,” the Indian answered. “I take care of all of Mrs. Mackenzie’s own cars.”

“When did you check it last?”

“Yesterday. I put it on the hoist to mend a broken brakes cable. Then I tightened the steering and checked everything and greased it, sir.”

“What broke that cable?”

The light voice did not change.

“I don’t know, sir. Maybe somebody drove over a big rock.”

Trask pretended to accept that. He asked, “Where was the car from the time you fixed it till Refugio went off in it?”

“In the garage, sir.”

“Did Refugio take it out himself?”

“No, sir. Alan took it out. Laurie—Miss Brent—was going to drive it to town.”


“I see. Could anyone get at the car in the garage without being seen?”

“Yes, sir. We only lock up at night.”

“Did you see anybody hanging about there?”

“No, sir.”

The man’s face was graven as a copper image. His blue eyes met the sheriff’s steadily. Mechanic. Chauffeur. Troubadour. And ornamental beyond words, with his exquisite features, thick shining black hair, his superbly suitable clothing, his jewelry in impeccable taste. He made everybody in the room, even Lauren Brent, look ordinary.

And he was also entirely mysterious and secretive. Whatever he knew, I thought, he would never, never tell.

“I’m going out to the garages to see if we can find the tools used to damage these cars,” Trask said. “I understand you have a full set of keys, ma’am. I’ll thank you for them, please.”

Gina glared at Trask. In exasperation she asked, “Where did you put them, Laurie?”

“In the desk in my room. Where you said.”

“Will you permit my secretary to leave the room?” Gina asked, with vitriol in her voice.

Trask nodded. Lauren rose and left the room. She, too, wore moccasins and we heard no footsteps as she walked along the hall which led back from the front door. We heard her open a door and the flick of a light switch.

Then she screamed. One blood-curdling scream followed another.


Chapter Six

Tom Smith sprinted ahead of everybody even though taking time to grab up a walking stick from the jar near the front door. He darted into Lauren’s room well ahead of me, but I was there in time to see him fling the paralyzed girl to one side and take her place.

A big rattlesnake was coiled on the hearth of her fireplace. Its hideous head rose high above the sickening coil and waved hideously, as if keeping time to the whir of its vibrating tail.

It struck. It hurled its full length at Tom Smith. He stepped deftly aside. Before it coiled again he touched the back of its head lightly with the stick. Instantly the snake relaxed and lay supine and, moving with demonic facility, the Navajo picked up the reptile below its head and flung it out an open window near the fireplace.

He closed the window. Nobody spoke for a moment and then there was a blur of amazed gasps and praise. Lauren, trembling and weak from shock, leaned on David’s shoulder.

The Navajo took out a white handkerchief, wrapped it around the hand which had touched the snake, and tried to slip past the group blocking the door. Trask barred his exit.


“How marvelous!” I cried.

“I say!” Patrick exclaimed.

Gina, arriving too late, asked, “What happened?”

Alan said, “Tom picked up a live rattler and threw it out that window.”

David patted Lauren’s hair.

“There, there,” he crooned. “It’s all right. Don’t worry, now.”

Gina’s eyes blazed.

“Seems to me that Laurie can stand on her own feet, David. She’s a big girl.”

Lauren pulled away, swayed, and Patrick caught her arm and held it as Tom Smith once again tried to leave the room. Trask stopped him.

David asked, “Why didn’t you kill it, Tom?”

“It brings snake sickness to The People if they touch a snake.”

“That’s what they believe,” Trask said. “A Navajo will never kill a snake if he can avoid it. Thinks it makes them sick.”

Tom nodded agreement. He glanced at the window as if he might take leave that way.

Gina saw the wrapped hand and shrieked, “Did it bite you?”

“No, Gina. And there is another thing you should know. If a snake is killed in a house, someone in that house will die. I did not want anyone to die.”

Trask said, “Anyhow it’s gone. But how did it get in?”

“I must go, sir. I must clean my hand with medicine herbs because even if a Navajo only touches a snake he might get snake sickness.”

“Where’s his room?” Trask asked Alan.

“Over the garage. He keeps all kinds of Indian medicine herbs in his bathroom. Let him go, Jim. I’ll go with him, if you like.”

“We’d better see if there’s another rattler in the room,” Patrick said. “They sometimes travel in pairs.”

“There’s no other,” Tom said.

“How do you know?” Trask demanded, suspiciously.

“There is no longer a snake smell, sir.”

The sheriff’s keen eyes narrowed on the Indian.

“How come you thought to pick up that walking stick?”

Tom drew himself up and said with hauteur, omitting the sir, “I could hear the snake.”

“All the way from the living room?” I asked.

Tom Smith nodded stiffly. His eyes were slits of hard light.

“Some ears!” Trask grunted. “Tom, that’s a Hopi Indian trick. Picking up a snake like that. That’s how they collect snakes for their famous snake dance.” Tom nodded stiffly. “But this is the first time I ever heard of a Navajo handling a snake. Your reservation crawls with rattlers but you’re too superstitious to kill them. I don’t get it. Where did you learn that trick?”

Tom said, in cold anger, “If a snake comes into the hogan you have to throw him out. I must go. If herbs are not put on at once, I’ll have to go home to the medicine man.”

“For heaven’s sake let him go use his herbs,” Gina cried. “We can’t spare him now that Refugio is gone. Let him go!”

Trask nodded for Alan to accompany Tom Smith. With high-headed pride the Indian left the room, Alan behind him.

“I would have fallen down dead, Laurie,” I said, then.

Her voice shook as she said, “I was too scared to move. I’d snapped on the lights and was halfway across the room before I saw it.”

“Anyway, it gave you a chance to lean on a man,” Gina said. Lauren’s face became a mask. David frowned at his mother and shook his head.

“She’s welcome to lean on Patrick,” I said. “If I’d had that deal I’d be leaning on every man here, Mrs. Mackenzie.”

“How come that window was open?” Trask asked.

“I left it open,” Lauren said. “It never occurred to me that anything could crawl inside it.”

“The sill’s pretty close to the ground,” Trask said, “but it’s too cold for snakes to be crawling about at this time of year. Specially at night. That snake should have been in a hole in the ground or under a rock hours before dark. Maybe it’s been in here for hours. Maybe the fire attracted it. Well, let’s search the room just in case there’s another one some place.”


“Tom would know,” Gina stated. “If he says there’s no other, it’s true.”

“Well, I hate to hurt his feelings,” Trask informed her, “but just to be on the safe side I’d be glad if Pat and David helped me make sure. You ladies better leave, though.”

As a parting thrust Gina said, “Laurie probably put the thing here herself. There are all kinds of ways of getting a man.”

We left, Lauren with me, and when we got to the living room Gina asked Gloria to come with her to her own sitting room. She flounced out and Gloria trailed her. I got a drink for Lauren and one for myself. She was so upset that she confided in me.

“That woman is horrible. Once, I worshipped her. I was working in a beauty department on Fifth Avenue, selling at the cosmetics counter. I was wondering if I would ever get together enough money to finish college. Then Gina Mackenzie, a perfect stranger, walked in. We chatted awhile, and she offered money to help me finish college. When I insisted on repaying her, she gave me a job as personal secretary, to begin after graduation. She said I could repay her out of my salary.

“I said that I’d accept,” Lauren continued, “if we could make an agreement, which I would sign. I honestly didn’t think I’d see her again. It was so madly crazy! But next day she came in with a proper agreement and I signed and she gave me more money than I needed. She said I must buy some good clothes because she’d be taking me about here and there. So I spent some of the extra money for clothes, though I didn’t need them. The agreement said I was to come to her after I graduated, to be her secretary, and in that way I could repay her. After she left New York I didn’t see her again until I came here, but she’d write now and then.

“When I got here, I still had a little money and she made me go into Santa Maria and buy these squaw dresses and the silver belt to wear with them. She said I must wear clothes like this out here. She was angry because I wouldn’t buy grand dresses with gold braid and stuff like the one Gloria Wyatt’s wearing tonight, but those cost a hundred and fifty dollars and I got three dresses and the silver belt, which cost a hundred and twenty-five, for two hundred. It was all the money I had…. Oh, I shouldn’t tell you this, but when I arrived here, so excited and happy, so eager to see her again and thank her, she called me immediately into the living room and before I even went to my room she informed me that neither of her sons was eligible. She said that David was a stinker who would lead me on and drop me and that Alan had been accused of murdering his wife. I replied that that wasn’t true, of course, and she said in the most indifferent way that she really didn’t know, that she never had understood her son Alan.”

“How awful! I don’t believe he did it. She said it to put you off Alan.”

Lauren sighed.


“Alan’s strange. I can’t see him without thinking about it. Surely no mother would say such a thing if she didn’t believe it.”

I couldn’t answer that honestly because always in my own mind there hovered my suspicion of Alan. Now I was sure that Patrick felt it, too. Alan had followed us too quickly in his jeep. Trask still liked and trusted him, but Trask was simple and straightforward. He always said that psychology was out of his line. A thief was a thief, a murderer a murderer, undeserving of pity or lenience.

“She doesn’t need a secretary,” Lauren said. “David does everything that I supposed I would do.”

“I wonder what happened to Joel?” I said, in a moment, missing him for the first time. “And Cousin Ada?”

“Joel probably took his chance to run away from the sheriff. Joel hates any kind of authority. Cousin Ada’s another one of the same kind, in a different way. She’s a law unto herself. But she’s good, really good.”

“Laurie, as I said, it’s just possible that Gina said what she did about Alan to put you off him. I’ll bet she doesn’t want him to marry again.”

“How stupid! But why should she imagine I’d want either of them?”

“There are people who try to own other people. I’ll bet she’s one.”

Lauren was calming down. She finished her whiskey and refused more.

“I do know she wants David to marry Gloria Wyatt because she has a lot of money. Gloria would be willing, I think. She tries for all the men like crazy.”

“David likes you, Laurie.”

“I like him. You’d have an awful time with her if she knew it. You heard what she said when he was propping me up, there in my room. But Joel was holding Gloria’s hand on the sofa and Gina didn’t interfere. Why not? If she invited Gloria here specially for David?”

I had an idea about that, too. “I don’t know why she puts up with Joel Chapman at all, unless he’s got something on her. If so, he could pull his ridiculous antics as a kind of blackmail. He could hold Gloria’s hand to annoy Gina. Maybe he wants his pictures for himself. Maybe if he keeps on insulting her and she thinks he might talk and reveal some skeleton in her closet, she might give them to him to get rid of him. They say he paints very well.”

“He paints marvelously. When I get over my snake scare you must come to my room. The walls are full of his pictures and they’re dreamy.”

“Sadistic, I suppose?”

“Oh, no. They’re lovely. The colors are heavenly. Gina has the best ones in her bedroom. Her bedroom is modern, like mine, done specially for Joel’s pictures. And she’s got stacks of them stashed away.”

I asked, “Does Gina own the Navajo, too?”

Lauren smiled.

“I’m sure she doesn’t. Nobody could possess Tom Smith. I think he likes the money and the chance to be dressed up every afternoon and evening. That’s what David and Alan say. I think Tom Smith is the only completely independent person in this house. Gina has David at her beck and call because he needs the money he gets to manage her estate. She’s got Alan hooked for keeps because he’s completely devoted to her. She owns Joel and me because we owe her for backing us so we could support ourselves. The two Spanish servants, Fernando and Perfecta, think her an angel. But Tom Smith is here because he knows he’s got a good job.”

We heard the men coming along the hall, and before they arrived Gina spoke up from the door which led to the wing which had her bedroom in it. That door was to the left of the dining-room door. Had she been listening? Gloria wasn’t with her now. Gina crossed the room and curled up prettily in her long chair.

She lit a cigarette and said, with sugary sweetness, “Laurie, dear, what a thing! I would have dropped dead. I’m going to have Fernando put the screens back in the windows first thing tomorrow. We always store them when cold weather comes but we mustn’t take any more chances.” To me she said, “Alan built those low sills in the windows because in winter he wants all the sunshine he can get. He’s t.b., you know. For a long time he thought sunshine would cure him. Poor dear, they’re never really cured of t.b., but naturally I wouldn’t say so to him. It would only discourage him.”

Another way to discredit Alan to Lauren!

Trask was the first to enter. Then David and Trask crossed to the fireplace and faced us as Trask took out his little bag of tobacco and his cigarette papers.

“You needn’t be afraid now, Miss Brent. We took the place apart. If there was so much as a cricket in your rooms we’d’ve found him. Pat Abbott sure knows how to search a room.” He looked around. “Where’s that Chapman guy? And Miss Fraser?”

As if he hadn’t spoken Gina said, ignoring him, “When Tom Smith comes back I want him to search the whole house. Another might have crawled out of Laurie’s door.”

“Ma’am, suit yourself. Trust a Navajo if you want to. But I’ll take Pat Abbott myself, if I want a place searched. Where is Chapman?”

Gina threw out her little hands, one poising her cigarette.

“Sheriff, let me give you some advice. Don’t cross Joel Chapman. After all, he’s a great artist. He behaves badly at times, which is only natural because he’s brimming with temperament.”

Trask scowled.

“Temperament be damned. Get him back here, David. Miss Fraser, too. This is a murder investigation.”

Gina sat up straight.

“Murder? It’s nothing of the kind.”

“I’ve met a good many silly women in my time, ma’am. But you take the cake.”

David said, “I’ll bring them here, Jim.”


“Darling, you too are against me!” Gina whimpered.

“No, dear. But we have to do what Jim asks.”

“Asks?” she stormed, as David went. Patrick came in and stood behind my chair. “He doesn’t ask. He orders. Yet I honestly don’t mind him the way I do those snooping Abbotts. I’ve never been so insulted in my life. I’ll tell you all something else. I’ve got a right to my own opinion and I’d trust Tom Smith ten times more than that Abbott sneak. I don’t trust you either, Jim Trask. This county is corrupt. If you weren’t a crook you wouldn’t hold office in Santa Maria County.” She jumped up. “That snake crawled into the room. No Navajo would touch it.” Trask’s reply was mild. He finished the cigarette and put the makings back in his pocket.

“Tom Smith touched it, ma’am. It was a brave thing, considering his superstition.”

“Who isn’t superstitious? I won’t walk under a ladder or sit at the table with thirteen or let anybody light three cigarettes on a match or start a trip on Friday. He has a right to his own beliefs. They’re sacred, and I won’t listen to common people like you and those Abbott sneaks talking about Tom Smith.”

She stopped talking as Alan entered.

“Where’s the Indian?” Trask asked.

“He stopped in the kitchen for coffee, Jim.”

“What did he do in his room?”

“He went into the bathroom and ran a steaming hot bath. I guess that is as near as he can come to the primitive sweat baths the Navajos take to purify themselves, as they call it. I didn’t see him apply any medicine herbs, if that is what he did, because he stayed in the bathroom and came out dressed in his jeans. He’s got all sorts of quaint things out there. Fetishes and things. He believes in witchcraft.”

“Why shouldn’t he?” Gina demanded.

“He’s still a savage,” Trask said.

“I can’t stand any more!” Gina screamed out. “I’m going to find Tom Smith to search my rooms, just in case another snake crawled in there. Don’t you dare stop me!” she shouted at the sheriff, going close to him and shaking her little fists. The top of her head came just above his belt. She began to beat his big chest with her doll-sized hands.

Maybe he wanted to be rid of her for a while. His gaze followed her with a twinkle as she pranced out.

He turned to Patrick and handed him his big flashlight. He suggested that Pat should search Tom Smith’s rooms. Patrick asked if he needed a key. Alan said he had left the garage door and the one to Tom’s apartment unlocked.


Chapter Seven

We let ourselves out the front door and walked to the parking place in order to have a stone-paved route to the garage. I was afraid the snake was still about but Patrick laughed at me and said that the frightened reptile had certainly hastened to find itself a snug berth in the ground or under a rock. A few flakes of snow were flying and the old yellow moon was a blur beyond pale luminous clouds. The air was sweet, spiced with sage, and felt warmer than it had at sundown. I held tight to Patrick’s arm, still worried about the rattler.

Mike Carreras, the deputy, was pacing up and down the parking place, stamping, and clapping his hands together in an effort to keep warm. The sheriff’s old Buick hadn’t a heater, he said. Patrick handed him the keys to our borrowed car and suggested he start the motor and turn on the heater and warm himself. Everybody was inside the house now, Patrick said, and from the car Mike could still keep an eye on the front door and the cars.

Outside the kitchen entrance Ramon Martinez stood shivering under the shelter of a small portico. We told him why we were here and went on to the garage. Patrick flicked the light switch. The garage was a big one. A flight of steps led up to the left of this entrance to the rooms occupied by Tom Smith.

For a moment we stood sizing the place up. The immediate portion was the working part of the garage. There was a hoist, the kind of jacks you see in garages, racks and shelves of tools all in perfect order, huge drums of oil and grease. Even the grease drums looked clean. Several pairs of working gloves hung neatly above a rack which held polishes and wax and several sizes of chamois and brushes and polishing cloths for taking care of the appearance of the cars. Everything had its place. I felt quick admiration for the Navajo’s spotless, orderly efficiency.

Beyond this area stood three cars. First was the Doretti, white with white leather upholstery, clean as paint and gleaming from tireless attention. Next was an empty space, perhaps the spot where the station wagon had stood before it went into the plunge which killed Refugio. Beyond it was an old Chev and beyond that a prewar Ford. Cousin Ada’s stately Cadillac and Joel’s red Jag must have been kept in the other garage. The Chev had a New Mexico license. That probably meant it was Tom Smith’s. The old Ford with a New York license was the one we had seen when we first encountered Lauren Brent.

Patrick looked inside all the cars and turned the flashlight into the Doretti. It was unlocked. He opened the door next to the driver’s seat. A big leather pouch bag lay on the floor behind it. It was made of a tough brownish leather and decorated with paintings which I recognized as Hopi symbols. Raw-hide drawstrings were there for closing the bag. They fell about it loosely because it was open and empty.

Patrick lifted it out by the thongs.

“What an odd smell!” I said.

“Rattlesnake smell. Our rattler probably came here in this bag. It’s made of buffalo hide and plenty strong. Don’t touch it!”

“My goodness, who’d want to?”

“I mean there may be prints on it. You know about these symbols. What are they?”

“Hopi. I think the Hopi Indians use such bags to collect snakes for their famous snake dance. Ugh! Maybe Tom Smith isn’t so superstitious about snakes as he lets on. Maybe he made a quick trip home and picked up the rattler from some Hopi on the adjacent reservation. Maybe all he had to do tonight was to rest the top of the bag on Laurie’s window sill and loosen the rawhide drawstrings. The snake would flop into the room and go straight to the hearth because it was warm. Maybe all the yelping Tom Smith did about having to go and purify himself was an excuse to hide the snake bag. But he hadn’t the chance because Trask sent Alan with him.”

“Maybe,” Patrick said, diffidently, ignoring my guesswork as usual. He stepped outside and deposited the bag with Ramon Martinez at the kitchen entrance, telling him to watch it. “Don’t touch it!” he said. “Pick it up, if you have to, by the thongs, and don’t even do that unless you must.”

He came back. I kept talking.

“Gina sent Tom for the snake, Pat. If his tribe is one near the Hopi reservation he wouldn’t need to go far from home. That selfish little beast is back of all the trouble. She pays him to do these things. I’ll bet she trades on the Navajo hatred and suspicion of white people. Some way or another she is the one who caused Refugio’s death and tried to kill us. Maybe she got rid of Ruby Mackenzie, too.”

Patrick ignored me. He was intent on whatever he might uncover in the rooms upstairs.

There were two rooms. Both were small. A simple bathroom divided the tiny living room from a bedroom. The living room was very warm from an oil stove. It was furnished with a rocking chair, two straight chairs, a table, the stove, a closed corner cupboard and a flowered linoleum rug. Framed photographs of several Navajos hung on the white walls. Tom’s taste in clothes and jewelry was that of an artist, but the pictures were ornately framed in dime-store style.

Two were of Tom himself, the first as an army private, the second as a sergeant first class in an overseas cap. He was as handsome as possible in uniform but far less ornamental than when dressed as one of The People.

The People. Proudly they singled themselves out not only from other Indians but from all the inhabitants of this earth as well.

Patrick has a photographic eye. In a very few minutes he’d sized up this room and we went through the bathroom to the bedroom.

The bathroom was still hot and steamy from Tom’s bath. The towels were neatly hung. The cabinet over the basin was stocked with a bowl of the yucca powder the Indians prefer to soap, nail brushes, a handsome manicure set in a leather case—a gift from Gina?—and tweezers for pulling out facial hair instead of shaving. Somewhere or other I had heard that having no hair on the body was a sign of virility in Indian males. Just the opposite from the white man. I wondered if this were true.

The bedroom had another linoleum rug, a camp bed with only a folded Navajo blanket on it, a chest of drawers, and two closets. One of these was stocked with a number of colored velvet shirts, some hand-painted satin shirts, a couple more pairs of skin-tight black pants, and several pairs of moccasins, some beaded, some plain. On top of the chest of drawers his massive silver and turquoise jewelry was laid out as if to form a pattern. Patrick chuckled when he opened a drawer and saw stacks of jockey shorts and the white man’s undershirts, instead of the traditional Navajo breechclouts. Tom obviously made the best of the clothing of two races, he said. Two handsome broad-brimmed black felt hats, their brims curled up at the sides, were hanging on hooks on one wall.

The other closet smelled of gasoline and oil because it was used for working jeans and coveralls.

The bedroom was cold. Apparently Tom slept in that blanket, probably rolled himself up on the floor of the warm living room. Yet what luxury this setup must mean to a man who grew up in one of those round-topped hogans where one small room housed a family of as many as ten or more people.

Back in the living room, as Patrick made a meticulous search, I kept recalling Navajo superstitions. The Navajo had a morbid fear of anything dead, but specially abhorred the human dead. The reason was that the dead return as ghosts and plague the living in order to avenge some offense or oversight they have suffered in life. A whistle in the dark meant that ghouls were prowling. If a family neglected to put the right moccasin on the left foot and the left on the right of a corpse, to signify that its footprints were those of a dead person departing for the spirit world, and must not be confused with those of a living person, that family was in for bad trouble. If a mother-in-law and son-in-law looked directly into each other’s eyes, blindness and disaster would certainly follow. Taboos, taboos, taboos.

Last, Patrick opened the corner cupboard. On its shelves shallow gourds held a variety of medicine herbs. Among them was a fine yellow powder we recognized as pollen. There was corn meal for spiritual use. Bits of turquoise and white shell were laid out precisely and there were tiny carved images of sheep and horses. On one shelf lay some rattles which the Navajos prefer to drums as accompaniment to their dances. On the top shelf three long slim knives had silver handles inlaid with turquoise.

I remembered that the pollen of Indian corn was considered sacred and used to cure illness and exorcise witches. Perhaps Tom Smith had used that pollen, the com meal, and other of the herbs and powders, when he came out for the hot purifying bath.

Suddenly Patrick whirled about and simultaneously pushed me behind him. I had heard nothing.

Tom Smith stood inside the entrance from the stairs. One hand snaked to his hip pocket and he drew a knife. A click, and a double-edged blade flew open. He eyed us with the same bitter hatred as he had eyed Joel Chapman this afternoon.

“Put down that knife!” Patrick ordered him.

He didn’t move. His face did not change.

Pat roared, “You heard me! Drop the knife!”

Tom Smith didn’t move a muscle in his face but his arm flew up and back to throw the knife. Patrick gave me a push that sent me sprawling and flung himself headlong at the Indian. His head connected with Tom’s stomach. His other hand grabbed the wrist of the hand which held the knife.


Chapter Eight

The knife sliced into the wall and rebounded near the corner cupboard. The two men crashed to the floor. They rolled over and over as they kicked, bit, bashed in any portion of the other’s anatomy they connected with, grunted, groaned and hissed. Patrick’s tactics came from marine training during the war and those guys didn’t fight by the rules prescribed by the Marquis of Queensberry. Tom Smith may have learned to defend himself in the reservation before he joined the Army, and his rules were as unethical as Patrick’s. He was the smaller, but he was lithe and tough and used to defending himself with his fists as well as his knife. His tough trained body was sheathed in hard efficient muscles and it was a good five minutes before Patrick had him on his stomach and was sitting on the back of his knees and was holding both of his wrists locked behind his back.

The Indian began whimpering with pain.

“Take off my necktie!” Pat ordered me. It was a handknitted silk tie that had cost a mint as a Christmas present, but it was first-rate for tying up the Indian’s wrists. Patrick sent me to the chest in the bedroom to fetch one of the white man’s armless cotton undershirts. This he used to bind the Indian’s ankles.


Tom’s nose was bleeding. Red blood oozed from under his face and spread in a vivid pool on the linoleum. Patrick had scratches on his face and his clothes were twisted and mussed.

“Get all the knives, Jean. Wrap them in your scarf.”

“Don’t touch my sacred things, please,” Tom beseeched. His voice sounded thick and sickish.

“Your sacred things were not touched at any time,” Patrick said. “Your knives aren’t sacred, are they?”

“No, sir.”

“You’re too quick on the draw. We’ll take the knives. Are there any more?”

“No, sir,” Tom mumbled, humbly.

“I’m going to make sure of that before I leave this place.”

“It’s true. May I wash myself, sir?”

I felt a wave of pity for Tom Smith. All his arrogance was gone. I preferred him with his natural hauteur, his indifference to white people, his scorn, his pride.

“Are you going to turn him over to the sheriff, Pat?”

“Sure.”

“Please!” Tom begged. The pool of blood was spreading. He lifted his head to escape it. He still spoke thickly.

Patrick frisked his Levis and turned out nothing more lethal than a small buckskin bag. Out of an eye corner Tom saw it and moaned piteously. Patrick opened the drawstrings. It contained bits of shell and turquoise and a tiny bag of some powdered herb.

“Please. Don’t touch. Put it back where it was. It’s sacred.”

“What is it?”

“The Navajo must always carry the bag on his body to keep evil spirits away. Put it back quick or I’ll die.”

Patrick returned it to its pocket and stood up.

“Hey there?” Ramon Martinez shouted from below. He clobbered on up the stairs. The deputy took one look and then drew a bead on the prostrate Indian with his police-special 38.

“Want me to fix him?”

“You’re trigger-happy!” Patrick snapped. “Put that gun away!”

Ramon lowered it reluctantly. He didn’t put it in his holster.

“Put it away, I said!”

The deputy slipped the gun into his belt.

“You’re making a mistake to trust that red devil. A shot through one arm would teach him his place.”

Patrick was straightening his clothes. He didn’t answer.

“I was standing out there when this son of a bitch sneaked into the garage. I didn’t think you’d need me, so …”

“Didn’t,” Patrick said. “Tom thought we had handled some of his medicine herbs and things.”

“You mean, he jumped on you for that? They sure got a lot of crazy notions.”

“He’s got to clean himself up,” Patrick said evenly. “Go into the bedroom and bring another set of Levis from one of the closets, Martinez. Put them in the bathroom. You stand at the bedroom door and I’ll watch this one.”

The Navajo was getting back to normal.

“You must shut both the doors!”

“We’ll keep them open,” Patrick said.

The deputy went to get the Levis and Tom Smith said, haughtily, “I must take another hot bath.”

“That will have to wait,” Patrick said. “I’ll untie you and in the bathroom you can wash up and change your clothes. I wouldn’t advise you to do anything else because Martinez is pretty fast with that gun. Then we’ll go back to the house. First, why did you come out here?”

“To get my blanket.”

“Why?”

“Gina is afraid. She wants me to watch in her sitting room.”

Patrick put on his necktie. I tied it and examined his scratches and said we must use some antiseptic when back in the house. Try an herb, Patrick said, winking.

In a few minutes Tom emerged clean, and in clean clothes. One eyelid was drooping and his fine aquiline nose was blue and swollen.

“I hope it’s not broken,” I said, very anxiously.

“I couldn’t care less. Come on, let’s go.”

“I must clean up the blood on the floor,” Tom said, obstinately.

“Okay. Use a towel from the bathroom.”


“I have cleaning rags.”

“A towel will do.”

“What did you do with that snake bag?” Patrick asked Ramon, as the Indian was wiping up the blood.

“Left it on the porch.” Patrick frowned and Ramon said, “Nobody’s going to come out there in this weather. It’s snowing cats and dogs. Can’t see your hand in front of your face. I’ll guide you along the walk to the kitchen door. It’ll be there.”

Ramon found the walk but no snake bag. He declared that he had left it under the shelter. The door into the kitchen was locked.

“That’s funny,” he said. Like the Indian when hog-tied, Ramon had lost his positivity. “It wasn’t locked when I came to the garage to see what had happened to you folks.”

“Wait here,” Patrick said to Ramon. “We’ll go around to the front. Tom, walk on ahead.”

“I can’t stand out here in this weather,” Ramon cried.

“The sheriff will tell you what to do.”

The Indian walked again with his springy steps, his head thrown back, his straight back haughty as ever. He didn’t try to get away. Under the narrow shelter outside the front door Mike Carreras huddled, his Stetson drooping under the weight of the snow. The outside lights were on but visibility was nil.

“I had to leave the car. Couldn’t see anything.”

“Did you see Tom Smith leave the house?”

“No.”


“Tom, did you come out by this door?”

The Indian was surly. His lips curled. His pale eyes blazed. He nodded.

“Maybe he did and maybe he didn’t,” Mike said. “Maybe he left by a window.”

Tom ignored it. His eyes were focused far away, contemptuous blue almond crescents.

We let ourselves in. The sheriff was alone with Lauren Brent in the living room. He stared at Tom Smith’s face and then at Patrick’s. Just a little difference of opinion, Patrick said, but Trask’s eyes were belligerent as he stabbed them on Tom’s damaged face. Seeing the snow on our clothes, he said, “Thought it was coming. Better get my boys inside, I guess. Almost everybody’s gone to bed and we can watch over the house now with all of us inside. Might as well go to town, but can’t make it. Couldn’t see the road in thick snow. Tom, you’re to go to Mrs. Mackenzie’s sitting room. Stay there. Leave the door open. She seems to have got the idea that you’re better protection than the law. But leave the hall door open. Hear?”

The Indian went with his head high. When he was gone Trask asked, “What really happened?”

“Did you permit him to go to his rooms for his blanket?”

“Yes. Alan said he wouldn’t sleep without his own. Some superstition or other. I don’t know how the hell he got along in the Army.”

“He’s got a lot of Navajo things out there which mean a lot to him, Jim. Has to do with his religion and things, I guess. We were looking at some of them when he walked in and we had a fight.”

“Did he draw a knife?”

Without replying Patrick opened my scarf and on the big table displayed four knives, including the one Tom had thrown. All had turquoise-inlaid silver handles.

“That’s the lot, Jim. No harm done. He may have others in the garage, but I doubt it. It might be a good idea to go through his rooms again later on.” Trask said, “He likes them fancy. But there’s no foolishnesss about the blades. I’m afraid of him. As a soldier he’s a trained murderer. And he’s still a savage. Almost four thousand of those wild Navajos were in the Second World War. If they didn’t know how to kill before they went, that learned them.”

“I don’t think he would hurt anyone unless badly frightened, Jim. He was scared frantic because he thought we touched his special things.”

“Don’t try using your psychology with Navajos. I don’t trust any of them.”

“I feel sorry for him,” I said.

“So do I,” Lauren said. “I’m sure he wouldn’t hurt a fly. And he’s terrified of anything dead. There was a dead mouse in the garage the other day. He asked me to take it away.”

“Well, you girls settle it,” Trask said, sarcastically. “I reckon Tom has a way with women.” He heaved himself out of his chair. “I’m going to tell Mike and Ramon to come inside. If there’s a blizzard on nobody’s likely to leave the house. It’d be suicide to drive in a heavy snow and nobody can get away any other way.”

“The kitchen door is locked on the inside, Jim. We found a Hopi snake bag in the Doretti car. Left it with Ramon. He came to see what was going on in the garage and when we got back the bag was gone and the kitchen door was locked. Hadn’t been locked before, he said.”

The two men exchanged glances and Trask headed toward the kitchen. Patrick went to the front door to admit Mike Carreras. He came in and stamped his feet to shake off the snow and then shook it from his hat. Patrick bolted the door and asked Mike to get a chair and sit in the hall. Patrick took off to the back of the house and I sat down near Lauren and lit a cigarette. She didn’t smoke.

“Who else sleeps in the wing where your room is, Laurie?”

“No one. There’s another room they use as a guest room but no one’s in it just now.”

“And Gina?”

“The left-hand door yonder, next to the diningroom door, leads into a hall which flanks one side of the dining room. Gina has a sitting room and bedroom off that hall. Cousin Ada’s room is next to her sitting room. Gloria’s is next.”

“Hasn’t the dining room any windows on that side?”

“Casements above the level of the hall ceiling. The extra bedrooms were added after Gina came and the hall was extended. To get light on that side they used casements.”

I was sorry that I didn’t know the layout of the house. Adobe houses just grow and seldom conform to any special architectural plan.

“Where do Alan and David and Joel have their rooms?”

“There’s a door into a small hall just beyond Gloria’s room. Their wing is off that hall. They use another door into it from the back of the dining room. The hall door near Gloria’s room is kept locked.”

“Why?”

Lauren smiled. “One might think you were the detective. Gina says that door is locked because Cousin Ada is prudish and won’t have any of the men barging into their wing. Cousin Ada says that Gina keeps it locked because she is afraid.”

“Of what, Laurie?”

“Don’t ask me. She got panicked a night or two ago. Insisted that Tom Smith spend the night in her sitting room. With the door open, so that nobody could get past him. The poor guy! He lay rolled in his blanket on the floor and I guess, from what was said, that Cousin Ada stayed awake all night in order to watch Tom Smith. Cousin Ada sent for me before I’d turned in. He had lights on in the sitting room and I saw his eyes gleam as I walked past.”

“Why did she send for you?”

“I’ve no idea. None of the things they get bothered about here mean anything to me, Jean. She said when I went into her room that there was something she thought I ought to know. Then she got off on religion. Asked me if I belonged to a church, and I do, and that pleased her, so she sent me off to bed. Poor old soul. She worships this family. Jean, I’m sorry I said what I did about Gina. I’m sure she’s as good and generous as I thought at first. She’s in a state of mind about something. I was upset. I take back all I said.”

Abruptly I sensed there was a third person in the room. Tom Smith had entered with his usual soundlessness. I was delighted to see that already his nose looked less swollen.

“Gina wants to talk to you,” he said to me.

“Where?”

“In her bedroom.” Patrick came back from the kitchen. “I stay here,” Tom announced. “Everybody must stay here except Jean.”

His eyes moved to the knives laid out on the table. Patrick asked Mike Carreras to come into the living room and take over till Trask came back. Mike took a chair near the knives. The Indian went to the hassock by the fire and picked up his drum. He began to play and sing, as if alone, and he paid us no attention when Patrick accompanied me through the door to the hall leading to Gina’s suite. Before we entered her sitting room Patrick said he would wait there under cover of the bedroom door.

“Try to leave it open a crack, darling. I don’t trust her.”


“Why should you? Nobody here trusts anybody. Even Laurie Brent took back what she’d told me about Gina. Why? I wish we could get out of here.”

“We can’t, in this snow.”

“You wouldn’t leave anyway,” I said. I was very unhappy. I didn’t want this session with Gina. And I knew Patrick did want it, regardless.


Chapter Nine

“Suppose she’s in her sitting room?”

“In that case I’ll stay openly unless she throws me out.”

We entered the prettily lighted sitting room and Patrick turned the key in the hall-door lock. This was a very feminine room, furnished with Regency style mahogany, flowered wallpaper, a thick deep-green carpet and off-white heavy silk curtains. It had a conventional fireplace in which piñon burned in a grate. The bedroom was two steps up and its door was directly opposite the sitting-room entrance from the hall. Patrick took cover behind a high-backed chair. I tapped on the door. Gina wanted to know who was there. I answered and told her that Tom had said she wanted to see me.

“How nice of you!” she purred. “Half a minute. I’ll open the door.”

A key turned. A bolt slid back. A second bolt slid out of its catch. The extra-heavy door opened wide enough for her to make sure it was I. She opened the door wider and I entered.

She retreated to her bed and I managed to leave the door slightly open.


“What a heavenly negligee!” I said, to distract her from the door.

It was a delightful thing of a lush pink satin and lace with a nightgown to match. The head of the footless bed was upholstered in off-white leather. A blue satin counterpane made the right contrast to her pink, and the same pink was the color of the heavy carpet. Gina sat against three pillows with embroidered linen slips. All furnishings in this room were modern and the white walls were almost covered with paintings in delicate jewel colors. They were entirely modern, exquisitely painted, and Joel Chapman had done them. I exclaimed over them now, to keep Gina’s mind, if possible, off the door.

There was a white telephone on her bedside table. A white house phone hung on a gilded hook next to her bed.

“Sit down.” She wagged a hand at the foot of the bed. I sat down on blue satin. She offered cigarettes and flicked her lighter. “You didn’t close the door, darling.”

“I locked the one from the hall. Tom Smith has a way of startling me, he walks so silently.”

“He won’t come back unless I send for him. I’ll get right to the point, darling. I can see that you have a lot of influence with your husband. I want you to persuade him and Trask to leave this house.”

She flattered me. I’ve never in my life been able to persuade Pat to lay off a murder case before he’d solved it.

“It isn’t possible just now, Mrs. Mackenzie. It’s snowing so hard that it would be suicide to try to drive down that hill.”

“Please call me Gina.” She flicked off an ash. “People drive up and down the hill in snow or rain or whatever. There’s no danger.”

I shook my head.

“I wouldn’t dare try it.”

“Well, as friends of Alan’s you’re welcome to stay overnight but we simply must get rid of that common sheriff. Alan tells me he brought two other men with him. Common plaza loafers, I suppose. If they think they can’t make it, Alan will take them to town in his jeep. Alan can drive anywhere in any kind of weather.”

“I’m afraid you overestimate my influence, Gina. Our car was crippled by somebody who wanted to kill us. My husband won’t stop till he knows who did it and why. You must be afraid yourself, the way you lock yourself in.”

Her little shoulders moved disdainfully.

“I always lock myself in, as you call it. This is a wild lonely place. Anything might happen here.”

“Anything has,” I said. “Do you always have Tom Smith on guard outside your door? As tonight?”

She tamped out her half-smoked cigarette.

“I do not. He makes me pay through the teeth for any extra service like, that. But when he’s outside that door I know I’m safe. The slightest noise wakes him. He sleeps with the hall door open and a knife at hand and if anyone dared come here he’d kill him.”

“So you are afraid?”


“Yes, I am.”

“Surely you’re not afraid of anyone in your family?”

She didn’t answer. She lit another cigarette, took a couple of puffs, and then said, “I’m too kind for my own good. I took Joel Chapman out of the psychopathic ward of an army hospital. He had no people. In any case he’d never had a father and his mother died in a jail where she’d been shut up for dope peddling. Only I suspected his talent. Look!” She waved a hand at the pictures which illumined her room with their delicate beauty. “I’ve spent a fortune on him. But now I’m afraid for my life. I’m afraid he’ll kill me. He’s unsafe. I was silly to bother with him when he came from people like that. By the way, he doesn’t want anybody to know about his people.”

“Why don’t you give him his pictures and let him go?”

“My dear, I can’t afford to. I’m not rich, like Alan. Besides, without me, Joel would be nothing. He needs me.”

“So you bolt yourself in and have Tom Smith guarding you because you’re afraid of Joel Chapman?”

After a perceptible pause she said, “Yes.”

“It must be nerve-wracking,” I said. I assumed a look a lot more sympathetic than I felt. “Can’t your sons get rid of him? Keep him away?”

“It’s not that simple. But he’s not always so rude as today. He can be very sweet and usually he is.” She inhaled. “There’s something else. Ada Fraser hates me passionately, always has. She was in love with John Mackenzie when he fell in love with me. She wouldn’t’ve married him even if he had wanted her because they were first cousins and to marry, in her opinion, would be a sin. He committed suicide. She still blames me. She’s rich as rich. Texas oil. She doesn’t have to stay where I am but she does it to plague me. There isn’t a day in my life that she doesn’t remind me that I killed my husband. That’s how she puts it, because she says I drove him to suicide. Imagine having to live in the house with an insane creature like that!”

“Do your sons know she behaves like that?”

“Yes. They’re afraid to cross her for fear she’ll get violent.”

She’s a smooth little liar, I thought. I said, “Your sons are very different. In looks as well as in personality.”

She nodded.

“David takes after my family. With his lovely disposition as well as his looks. Alan looks a little like me but he is dour, like his father. My husband discriminated dreadfully against David. Against me, too. He left practically everything to Alan.”

“How strange!”

“He had a fanatical streak, like Ada Fraser. There’s a lot of eccentricity in that family.” Ada had said there was a bad streak in Gina’s family. “My husband was a lot older than me when he fell in love with me and we married. The first year Alan was born. When Alan was past two I started David. My husband didn’t want another baby and he made me leave home. To avoid scandal I went to New York. John made Ada come with me. We took Alan, too. I came back home when David was two months. He was a beautiful baby and I thought his father would welcome us back. Instead he made a dreadful will and then shot himself dead. I’ve had a very hard life. That’s why I like to help people like Joel and Laurie. Her father was sent to the penitentiary for stealing from the bank where he was employed. Her mother died of grief.”

She didn’t have to tell such things, I thought. I felt angry. But I was convinced that she was lying.

“You must have money enough, Gina. I mean, you backed Joel Chapman, and Laurie says that you put up the money so that she could finish school, and that you did it entirely on an impulse.”

“That’s my trouble. I can’t resist doing things for unfortunate people. I can’t afford it.” Out went the cigarette. She immediately lighted another. “I haven’t as much as I want,” she said.

I laughed. “Who has?”

“Alan has. He’s immensely rich. I’m forced to live on a trust fund, and all David has is a salary for managing my estate. I don’t say Alan hasn’t been generous. He has. But if he marries again I’ll be up against another wife, just as before. She’ll put me out. You’ll see. And if she is a determined little bitch like that Laurie Brent, she’ll fix things so I never have anything.”

“I don’t think Laurie’s interested in Alan, Gina.”

“She’s after them both. It would be tragic if David married her. He has to marry money. Ada Fraser is very fond of David but she’s going to give all her money to her church. It’s a small sect, a very narrow one, and she’ll leave them a fortune.” Gina sighed greedily. “My life has been so difficult. I’m too generous, too kind for my own good. And now I’m so troubled. More than ever before.” She wheedled, “Well, now that you know what a burden I carry, you will persuade your husband to make those awful common men leave the house, won’t you, darling?”

Her cigarette fell from her hand and burned a hole in the blue satin quilt before she rescued it.

“I’ll tell them you want them to go.”

“Tell them they have to go!” she snapped. “All of you have to go. And take Lauren Brent with you. She has an old car. I’ll tell her that her debt to me is canceled. I can give her money to go back where she came from. I’m sick of her, hanging around, doing nothing, putting on acts like that snake just to get her claws on David. She’s got to go!”

I stood up to go.

“That wasn’t the only rattlesnake in New Mexico,” she said, with a short harsh laugh. “Go. Get out. Close the door. I’ll lock it.”

I faced her from near the door.

“What if Tom Smith killed someone with that knife?”

“Nonsense.”

“He drew a knife on us, Mrs. Mackenzie.”

“You’re lying!”

My temper went. “You’re one of the most revolting human beings I’ve ever had the bad luck to meet, Mrs. Mackenzie. You trade on everybody. Your sons adore you, and you use that to impose yourself on them and arrange their lives. You do a kindness to somebody like Joel or Laurie and I’ll bet you make them sweat for it. You’re a complete stinker if ever I saw one and it will be a pleasure to us to leave Alan’s house.”

She began to weep.

“You’re very unkind. You accept our hospitality …”

“Hospitality? You call it hospitable to have our car damaged when parked at your house? Hoping to kill us?”

She sniffled into a lacy handkerchief she fished out of her negligee pocket. She dropped the cigarette again. She picked it up. The fool will burn herself up one of these days, I thought.

“How can you blame me if that happened? I had nothing to do with it. It’s the same old persecution I always have to endure. I’m terribly unhappy. None of them really love me. Do you think I want to stay in this outlandish place? With that horrible old woman taunting me and pretending she knows things about me which aren’t true? Don’t you know why I value Tom Smith? I can trust him. I can’t trust anybody else.”

“You trust David, I hope.”

“Oh, yes. But he’s not here all the time. I have to be. I haven’t money enough to live any way except on Alan’s charity. It wasn’t enough to have a close-fisted husband like John Mackenzie. I had to have Alan, too.”

“David says Alan is very generous.”

She moved her shoulders, lit another cigarette from the ash of the one she then rubbed out, and said, “David says kind things about everybody, even when he knows they are not true. He’s got a sweet nature. Please go away from this house. Find some means of getting out. I shall go mad if you don’t. Please.”

I said, “Did Tom Smith bring the rattler from the Hopi reservation, Mrs. Mackenzie?”

Her mouth began working. She didn’t manage words at first and her twisted face portended a frenzy.

“All right!” she screamed. “I’ll tell you what you came to this house to find out. I won’t keep it to myself any longer. Alan asked you to come to spy on us to cover up for himself. Alan himself fixed Ruby’s car so she’d get killed and he’d have her money. Alan had Refugio killed the same way because Refugio knew the truth about Ruby’s death. Alan got you to come here this afternoon because he was afraid you’d smell out the truth. He himself tried to kill you. He’s like his father. There’s nothing men like that won’t do. So get out if you want to go on living, if for no other reason. You don’t have to go down the hill. There’s another though longer way through Tres Piedras. But get out.”

I was indeed willing. I felt sick all over as I turned to go.


“Look at me!” she said, in such a low voice I looked back, startled.

She was holding in her small right hand a small pistol. She laughed.

“It wouldn’t be nice to be shot in the back, darling.”

The door burst wide open. Gina’s astonishment on seeing Patrick was complete. She laid the little gun on the bedside table. Her face was a puzzle but she said nothing. She was lighting up again as we left the room.

Outside Patrick kissed me.

“I’m afraid I underestimated her, Jeanie.”

“She wouldn’t use the gun, Pat. I don’t believe a word she said. Why do you suppose she said those things about Alan?”

“He has the money. David is her favorite. Let’s get back to the living room. No, let’s talk with Cousin Ada. Where is her room?”

“Right there. Laurie just told me where it was,” I said. Patrick knocked on the bedroom door next to that of Gina’s sitting room.


Chapter Ten

“Just a moment!” Cousin Ada’s voice came loudly, when we said who we were. Gloria, in the room farther along, opened her door and peeped out. She closed it hastily and I remarked that there were probably intercom phones in all the rooms and that Gloria would inform Gina of our call on Miss Fraser. Patrick said we had a right to visit Cousin Ada if she wanted us. Then we were admitted and Cousin Ada, surprised but not displeased, asked us to sit down. She had changed for the night. The cuffs of her long-sleeved flannelet gown were visible at her wrists, being slightly longer than the sleeves of her magenta flannel robe. Her heavy gray hair was in two braids which she had probably pinned up on top of her head after we had announced ourselves.

She wasn’t wearing her glasses. Without them her eyes seemed paler, faded, less sharp. And the lines about them looked gentler.

The room was prim as a nun’s. It had blond furniture of the kind we’d seen in Lauren’s room, but the white walls were unadorned except for some framed photographs. The bed had a white seersucker spread on it. The chest of drawers had a white linen scarf. The rugs were white shags. A door stood open into a tidy white bathroom, reflected in the door’s mirror. There were three straight chairs and a rocker. On the night table lay her Bible, and three photographs in silver frames stood there, one of David, one of Alan and the third of a stern-looking man in the clothing of almost thirty years ago. He was certainly John Mackenzie. Alan had his mother’s fine dark eyes, but his cast of countenance was his father’s.

There was a flat-topped desk well back in the room. The chair beside it was half turned. She was so orderly that I felt she had been sitting at the desk when we knocked. On the desk was a legal-looking document in a blue folder.

Patrick held the rocker for Cousin Ada. She preferred a straight chair. So did I, and he held a straight chair for me. He fetched the chair by the desk for himself.

There was so little that was superfluous in this room that a glance took in everything. Very different from Gina’s room, but there was a house phone near the bed.

“Why have you come here?” she asked. She didn’t seem to mind. Indeed, she made us feel welcome.

“I should like to ask you some questions, Miss Fraser.”

“You may ask them, young man. I shall answer only what I choose to.”

Patrick was his most winning.

“Of course. I understand that you were here when Ruby Mackenzie was killed, Miss Fraser.”


“I was.”

“Do you think that her death happened because of a simple accident?”

“Her death was God’s will.”

We’re up against a stone wall, I thought. Patrick said, “Yes, of course. But what about her car? Did Refugio look after it, Miss Fraser?”

“There was another one here at that time. I forget his name. I never trusted him with my car. Alan let him go because he drank.”

“Then he may have neglected the car in which Ruby was killed?”

“That is entirely possible, young man. They all have to be watched.”

So much for that! Patrick persisted. “Did you know Ruby before she and Alan were married?”

“I did.”

“What was she like then?”

Even a sensible man like Alan falls for a pretty face. You are fortunate, Mrs. Abbott. You’ll never win a beauty prize and your husband should be thankful.” I couldn’t resist a smile at her frankness and she said, “Beauty is only skin-deep. Alan learned that too late. Ruby hated the life here. She wasn’t happy anywhere. She never stayed home. She spent half her time on the roads between here and Houston. As soon as she arrived at one place she would get bored, and go back to the other. Or she would run away to Hollywood or Palm Springs. Alone. She drove too fast. She drank.”


“She was lovely-looking,” I said. She had been, too, until alcohol started ravaging her face, even though she was still in her twenties.

Cousin Ada responded to that with a shrug of her broad shoulders. “Like his father, Alan fell for a pretty face.”

“Did she have money of her own before they married?”

“None at all. She had two rich brothers but their money came from Texas oil in which she had no share. Money is very evil unless it is put to some good use.”

“Which of the Mackenzie sons do you prefer, Miss Fraser?”

She drew herself up very straight.

“Neither. I like Alan for what he is and David for what he is. And I know them better than their mother does. I took care of them when they were little. Their mother couldn’t be bothered. They got on her nerves.”

“You were their nurse?”

“I wasn’t called that. But I was.”

“I should think you would favor Alan,” I said. “He looks like your side of the family, doesn’t he? Is that his father’s photograph, Miss Fraser?”

The night table was near by. She handed us the photo of the stern man in the high starched collar.

“He does. He has much the same disposition. John never talked much, but he was a very wise good man. Alan is the same. David is a fine young man, too. Georgina is very fortunate.”


“Very,” Patrick said. He gave her the photo. Her eyes grew gentle as they lingered on it before she returned it to the table. “Do you mind if I smoke, Miss Fraser?”

“I do. This is my bedroom.”

“It’s not important,” Patrick said. “I smoke much too much. Miss Fraser, were you in the house when John Mackenzie killed himself?”

She sat back. Her eyelids went down. She waited. In that moment of silence a door opened. Footsteps sounded in the hall. Gloria running to Gina?

“There has always been some question about it’s being suicide,” Cousin Ada said, after this pause. “Personally, I cannot offer a decision, except to say that John was a fine, religious man, and I have always doubted that he would do such a thing. It may have been an accident.”

“You don’t think he might have been murdered?”

“That was not proved. And it must never be brought up again. It would only hurt Alan and David. God’s will will be done. There will be a final reckoning.”

“Who found him after it happened, Miss Fraser?”

She hesitated. Then, “I did.”

“Would you care to talk about it?”

Her old lips trembled. She said, “What’s the use? The police came. They fooled around. They insisted that it must have been suicide. There was one of them who questioned this but he got nowhere. When a man is dead like that, it’s no use to say you know that a man of his character wouldn’t kill himself. But they never found anything to prove that he was murdered. Except …”

“Except what?”

Her glasses were on the table. She put them on and again she was formidable.

“Sooner or later you let sleeping dogs lie, young man. Nothing can be done, so why hark back to it? ‘Oh what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive.’” She paused, looked down. “It doesn’t stop there. It grows more and more tangled.”

She rose suddenly and crossed the room to fetch one of the framed photographs on the wall. It was the picture of an old-fashioned house with a big lawn. It had long low-silled bay windows and cupolas. She pointed out a room on the ground floor, halfway back in the house, a room only one story high which jutted out from the more ornate main building.

“It happened there. That was what we called his den. John had a desk there. He worked at home a lot. He had made a fortune and he had an office downtown, but there was always something to finish up at home. He was in that room, at his desk. I—I was in the room behind the den. It doesn’t show in this picture. It was a sun porch off the dining room.” She paused. “No, that isn’t exactly true. I had stepped back to the kitchen to speak to the cook when he—was shot.”

“You heard the shot?”

“Well, no. The kitchen was far back, with a big pantry between it and the dining room.”

“Who else was in the house at the time?”


“Georgina. She was upstairs. The baby David. Alan. And the cook, who was the only servant at that time. They only needed one. I helped with the housework.”

“Did you always live with them, Miss Fraser?”

“I went to live there when Alan was born. I had no money then. I needed the work.”

“I understand you went to New York with Mrs. Mackenzie when David was born?”

She frowned. That’s all we’ll get out of her, I thought, but she said, “John made me go. We took Alan with us. We were there six months. David was two months when we went back home.”

“But why would she go to New York to have the baby?”

Cousin Ada’s face stiffened with scorn.

“A whim. John was a fine, sensible man. But she wrapped him around her finger. He didn’t marry till he was thirty-seven. She was nineteen. There you are. I don’t like to gossip about my family, Mr. Abbott. I have my own opinions and I keep them to myself. There are all kinds of good deeds you can do with money, but I’ve never known Georgina to help anybody really deserving except that Laurie Brent. That Joel’s no good. If you will excuse me, I must retire. It’s twenty-five minutes past my bedtime.”

“Please let me ask a few more questions, Miss Fraser. I know that you know much more about the Mackenzies than anyone else and I also know that you are reluctant to talk about them. I admire you for it. But many things which happen to people in the present have their beginning long ago. You probably …”

“See here, what right have you to poke into their business?”

“Alan asked me to come this afternoon, Miss Fraser.” Her glasses glinted. “He really had it when his wife was killed. You know that.” She nodded. “And when Refugio Gomez was killed Alan wanted the accident looked into. The sheriff was out of town. If Ruby was murdered and Refugio knew who did it, the murderer would want to get rid of him. But there was more than that. That car was exclusively for Laurie Brent’s use. Except for Alan’s sending Refugio, Laurie would have been killed. No one could survive a car’s plunging down such a hill. Who would want to kill Laurie?” Cousin Ada listened intently and she responded like a sphinx. “For us the pay-off came when our car was fouled up. You don’t expect me to let that ride, do you, Miss Fraser?” She did not answer. “You came home from Santa Maria some time after we arrived here this afternoon. Did you park in the parking place?”

“I put my car directly into its garage. It was already dark. I allow no one to drive it except myself, even a short distance.”

“You came in the front way?”

“No. The back way. Why?”

“You didn’t notice anyone in the parking place at that time?”

Down went the eyelids, then up, and the gray eyes stabbed us.

“Joel Chapman drove in after I did. I don’t know if he hung around out there or not. I don’t like that young man. I avoid him when possible. Georgina complains about having no money, yet she spends it like water. On people like that. I guess he’s a good artist. People say so. I don’t understand such pictures, but that’s none of my business. I use my money as I think best and what she does with hers is her privilege.”

“She says that the bulk of her husband’s estate went to Alan.”

“That’s true. And a good thing. She would have nothing by this time if John Mackenzie hadn’t the good sense to leave her portion in trust. Don’t let her talk about poverty fool you. She wants for nothing.”

“Why does she live out here on the ranch?”

“I have my own opinion. I prefer not to mention it.”

“Do you know what she’s afraid of?”

“I do. But I won’t tell you.”

“Miss Fraser, was there ever any question that David’s father was not John Mackenzie?”

She remained so quiet that I had no intimation of her reaction to this question. It was, of course, something that would come to everyone’s mind when John Mackenzie had discriminated so against Gina’s second son. He might only be exercising good judgment in putting Gina under monetary control, but why leave out David? And why had he killed himself immediately after she returned from New York with the baby? If he had killed himself. And why had he sent Ada Fraser to New York with her? To watch her? Why?

“That’s a ridiculous question,” she said, finally.

“I suppose it is.” Patrick was casual. “But, Miss Fraser, Mrs. Mackenzie is a very kind and sympathetic woman. You know that.” The eyes glowered. “She took Joel Chapman out of the kindness of her heart. He was ill. He’d never had a home. He didn’t know who his father was and his mother died in prison because she peddled narcotics.” Cousin Ada set her considerable jaws. “And Laurie Brent is indebted to her because she helped her finish school. Laurie’s father went to prison.”

Cousin Ada stood up and crossed the room to pick up her knitting. When she came back she didn’t sit down. Patrick had risen when she did and I rose now. She said, “You apparently know more about some things than I do, young man. They are none of my business. You must go now. I must retire.”

“Just one more question. Do you recall the name of any police detective who investigated John Mackenzie’s death?”

Her reply was to stride to the door and open it. We thanked her for letting us come. Patrick suggested that she keep her door locked. She snapped that she always did. She closed the door very firmly after us.


“Well, did you learn anything?” I whispered.

“A little. Let’s go out that way.”

“That’s the hall door they keep locked.”

“I don’t know enough about the house. I’ve been meaning to ask Alan to show us around. No chance.” He turned the key in the lock of the door they kept closed, at the opposite end of the hall from the one which opened into the living room. I heard a rustle and glanced back. Gloria Wyatt, in a quilted taffeta robe, was leaving Gina’s sitting room. She walked toward the living-room door without turning her head.

Before we had closed the hall door Cousin Ada came out of her room and without comment turned the key in the door on her side after we’d gone through it into a small hall.

The hall was more like a vestibule, with the door which led from the dining room and a third, open on another long passage. Patrick went ahead along the passage. Three bedrooms opened from it, all to the right, so that the windows would not overlook the rest of the house, but the open country to the south and west.

The first room looked like a guest room. David’s probably. A suitcase with airplane tags lay open on a rack at the foot of the bed. It, too, had its own bath. The next was Joel’s. It was in disorder and, though not a studio, it had a clutter of paints and canvases about, and smelled of turpentine. Some unframed canvases in various stages of completion hung or stood around, any old way, and the bed, the single divan kind with a dark cover, was mussed as if someone had lain there after it was made up. The last and best room was Alan’s.

It was a big room with big windows, an attractive room with heavy dark oak furniture, a brown carpet, pale walls and curtains in the same pale shade. The windows occupied almost all the south and west walls. The curtains weren’t drawn and the snow, still falling, was drifting on the sills outside. In one corner was a fireplace in which a fire was burning. A large desk stood to the right of the fireplace. There was an odd smell in the room. I was looking at the photographs on the desk when Patrick moved the fire screen and fished a small something from the fireplace. He dropped on his knees and sniffed at some spots on the hearth.

He jumped up abruptly and stuck whatever he’d picked up into his pocket and was calmly studying a landscape painting on the east wall when Alan asked angrily from the door, “What the hell goes on?”


Chapter Eleven

Patrick stepped toward the fire. Alan stood just inside the room. He was so furiously angry that he had to choke back whatever he started to say first. Words would not come. He avoided me altogether.

“This demands an explanation!”

Patrick said easily, after lighting a cigarette, “I told you this afternoon that if I came here I would ask questions you would not like. I should have said I’d do unpleasant things, too. There’s no choice.”

“That’s beside the point. I can’t see why your being asked to this house this afternoon gives you the privilege of prowling and prying in private bedrooms. You certainly owe me an explanation and an apology for coming to my room without consulting me.”

“I’m afraid I don’t.”

Alan took a lunge toward Patrick, who sidestepped. Alan got hold of himself and stood back when I said, “There was a queer smell in this room, Alan. Something was burning. When we came into that little hall outside the dining room we smelled it and came to see what it was.”

This wasn’t exactly true, of course, but Alan frowned and asked, “Well, what was it?”

“Can’t you still smell it?”


He didn’t reply. Patrick took the thing he’d fished from the fireplace, unfolded the handkerchief which swathed it, and held it up for Alan to see. He wrapped it up and returned it to his pocket.

“A leather bag has been recently burned in your fireplace. Kerosene from that little three-legged pot on the hearth was poured on it to hasten its destruction.”

Alan grunted, still angry, “That’s what the pot’s for. Kerosene is needed for starting the fire.”

“The bag-burner was in a great hurry. If you’ll sniff at those damp-looking spots on the hearth you’ll see that he splashed the kerosene around. Probably from haste. Who was it, Alan? Who burned the bag?”

Alan shrugged. He wanted a cigarette, declined one of Pat’s and helped himself to his own brand from a carton on his desk.

“I don’t know what kind of snide deal this is, but it doesn’t explain why you’ve been barging into one bedroom after another.” How did he know that? “If a leather bag was burned in here, it was burned. It’s none of your business.”

“It was a Hopi snake bag.”

Alan’s dark grim face was closed and obstinate.

“Alan, why did you burn the bag? It was a valuable piece of evidence.” He made no reply. Patrick patted his pocket. “Luckily we rescued this bit of one of the drawstrings. The fact that it was burned in your private fireplace is probably a more important piece of evidence than the bag itself. Why did you do it?” Again Alan hunched as if to take a lunge at Patrick. Apparently he thought better of it. He stood back a pace or two and said, in a surly tone, “What right have you to go to my mother’s room and insult her the way you did?”

“Weren’t you in the living room when she sent Tom Smith to ask Jean to come to her bedroom?”

“She asked Jean. Not you. And Jean’s language was insulting and unnecessary. My mother is shocked and hurt.”

“Have you any idea what your mother said to me, Alan?” I asked.

Patrick shook his head at me. He was afraid I would tell Alan that his mother had said that Alan had killed his wife, and over a year later the man Refugio because he knew the truth about Ruby’s death.

“My mother told me what she said. I can’t see that that gave you cause to criticize and insult her. She is an older woman, even though she does not look her age. She is your hostess here. Also, she didn’t include Pat when she asked you there, and he stood outside and eavesdropped. Gina is gravely offended.”

“Nuts,” I said.

Patrick said, “Have you entirely forgotten your anxiety for Laurie Brent?”

“She’s in the living room. With Mike Carreras, my brother David, Tom Smith, and occasionally Jim Trask. She is certainly in no danger now. The rattler was terrifying, but you know as well as I do that if she had been bitten we could haye taken measures to prevent the bite being fatal. Much too much fuss has been made about that snake.”

“But why did you burn the Hopi bag?”

Alan evaded answering. “After you left, my mother was so upset when she told me what you had said and done that I decided to beat hell out of you. Couldn’t find you. Learned then that you were with Cousin Ada. For God’s sake, why?”

“Who told you? Gloria?” I asked, but Pat shook his head at me and said, “Your mother made certain statements about your father’s death. I thought we should have Miss Fraser’s version.”

“What the hell? He killed himself many years ago. Don’t you know how hard that was for my mother? And for Cousin Ada, too. If …”

“Why are you so sure it was suicide?”

“Because it was. The police investigated. Looked into every angle. Closed the case. I won’t have you dragging that up and making my mother suffer all over again. It has absolultely nothing to do with what has gone on here, and it’s none of your business.”

“Murder,” Patrick said deliberately, “is everybody’s business.”

Alan flicked his head back and in pure exasperation said, “Did Cousin Ada tell you that my father was murdered?”

Patrick’s eyes opened innocently.

“No—o. She said that she found him after he …”

“I found him!”

“You were only three years old,” I put in.

“That’s right. I was alone in a room they called the sun room. I heard a loud pop. I ran through the dining room to a short hall between the main hall and my father’s den. He was sitting with his head on his desk. There was a little black hole in his right temple. His right arm hung down and there was a revolver on the floor. I was too little to know what it meant. I stooped to pick up the gun and Cousin Ada ran in, screamed, grabbed up the gun herself, and me, and took me out of the room.”

“Spoiling any prints on the gun?”

“I told you the police investigated. Somebody tipped them off that it might be murder. Pure maliciousness. Nothing else.”

“How do you account for your father’s will? Why, when you were only three years old, should he leave in trust for you the bulk of his estate?”

Alan shrugged his shoulders and put out his cigarette.

“Much as I love Gina I know she is not practical. I guess my father thought he might as well take a chance on me.”

“It was a good guess, wasn’t it? You’re supposed to be very rich.”

Alan said, in a defeated tone, “I’ve got land. Too much land. I’ve overextended my acreage and cut myself short on money for operating the ranch. If I’d had a lucky oil strike, like Cousin Ada, and money coming in regularly, I’d be sitting pretty. But I’m land-poor. My father was certainly a better businessman than I am.”


“You may strike uranium,” I said. “They do all the time around here.”

Alan’s half-smile was not because he was amused. He was still very angry. He seemed more to be playing for time. Why?

Patrick said, “I noticed one of those roadside zoos on Route 66 near Gallup. One of those places which keeps wildcats and porcupines and rattlesnakes to lure tourists. I wonder if one could buy a snake at such a place?”

“I couldn’t care less!” Alan stormed. “I wish I’d never asked you to come here. You’re doing no good and you’re stirring up trouble for everybody. The minute the snow lets up you get out. And stay out.”

Patrick met the smoldering eyes coolly.

“Nope. We’ve cut ourselves in till it’s over, Alan. Sorry.”

Alan went over and sat down at his desk. He rested his face in his hands. Patrick signaled me to leave the room. He followed. In the dining room I said, “I’ve suspected all along he is back of everything, Pat. He is a strange inverted character. I’m afraid he’ll kill himself.”

“I’d like a strong shot of Scotch,” Patrick said.

“Have you no feeling? He is your friend.”

“Was.” Patrick opened the door and we entered the living room. The fire was gay. Lauren and David were chatting and laughing on cushions they had placed before the fire. Mike Carreras sat within arm’s reach of the Navajo knives on the refectory table.

Patrick poured us drinks at the portable bar and asked Mike about Trask. He’d gone to the garages, he said, to search the trunks of the various cars. Mike had no idea where Tom Smith had gone, or Joel Chapman, but thought maybe to the kitchen since Chapman had said he was hungry. Gloria, David offered then, had gone back to his mother, in Gina’s rooms.

The front door burst open. Trask lunged in, pushing the Navajo ahead of him.

“Get over to that stool!” he thundered. “If you leave this house again you’ll get a slug, and I won’t be particular where.”

Tom Smith went to his hassock. He sat down. His face was much improved. All the swelling was gone from his nose and the damaged eyelid looked much better. Herbs? If the sheriff’s threats disturbed him he showed no sign of it.

“David,” Trask said, “go ask your mother to come out here.”

David got up and gave Lauren a hand to rise and put the cushions on the sofa.

“Must she be disturbed again, Jim?”

“I guess so. Where’s Alan?”

“In the kitchen, I think. He said something about coffee.”

“Pat, you get him. I want Chapman here, too. I’ve got news for everybody. I want everybody here.”

As he said it Cousin Ada, dressed as when we had been in her room, entered by the door which led to her hall. She closed the door and walked to the fireplace. All six feet of her was set with resolve. She wore the terrifying glasses.

“I have come to make a statement,” she said. “Where’s Georgina? Where’s Alan? I met David and he’ll be right back. I must have all the family here.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Trask said. “Sit down, ma’am.”

“I prefer to stand.”

“This may take some time, ma’am.”

“I’m the judge of that, Sheriff. I’ll stand.”

Everybody came at once. Joel Chapman wore a gaudy Hollywood shirt, with the tail outside his jeans. Alan and Patrick followed Joel from the dining room. David, Gina and Gloria came from their wing. Gina was again in her black sweater and slacks. Gloria was glamorous in the taffeta house coat. Gina sat down in her chair. Gloria got a cushion and sat down beside Gina and pressed her little hand to her cheek. Her make-up must have been on solid. It didn’t rub off.

Trask said, “Please take a chair, Miss Fraser.”

“I shall stand. Now everyone is here, I certainly don’t want it said that I said what I am going to say behind anybody’s back.”

Trask tumbled some tools out of a piece of burlap onto the table beside the Navajo knives.

Cousin Ada continued. “The Bible says, Thou shalt not bear false witness. I have been guilty. I can only atone by telling the truth now.”

“Found these in the trunk of that Doretti,” Trask said. He glared at Tom Smith. “Just what did you figure to do with them? Lose them somewhere?”

“What on earth are they?” Gina asked.

Cousin Ada said, “I had the floor first, Sheriff. You will kindly wait until I make my statement. I’ve been too long coming to this decision to let you put me off now.”

“Two wrenches and a hacksaw,” Trask boomed.

“Ada,” Gina cried. “I forbid you …”

“You forbid me? You?” Cousin Ada’s nostrils vibrated like those of an outraged horse. “You border-town trash! You wicked, godless, selfish woman! You killed your husband. You’ll do anything to keep Alan from marrying that nice Laurie. She’s not pretty, but …”

“Oh, shut up!” Gina shrieked. “Alan, stop her!”

“I don’t think this is quite the time to talk about private things, Cousin Ada. Why not wait …”

“Why wait?” yakked Joel Chapman. “Tell us all, Cousin Ada, honey.”

“Look at that one!” Cousin Ada shook a finger at Gloria. “Not a brain in her head. Painted like a hussy. But she’s got money….”

“Miss Fraser,” Trask said, patiently. “These two wrenches and this hacksaw …”

“Sit down, dear,” David said.

Cousin Ada lifted her old head in proud defeat. She said, as she stalked out, “I’ve waited half of my life to tell the truth. But I’m not allowed to do it because of two wrenches and a hacksaw.”


Chapter Twelve

In the brief silence which followed Cousin Ada’s departure it seemed to me that all eyes were on Lauren Brent. A blush had colored her smooth complexion rosy. Her thick, short, straight, gold-bronze hair gleamed in the light of the lamp on the table beside her. Her dark blue eyes were veiled behind her eyelids, and her lips trembled slightly, perhaps from amusement at Cousin Ada’s somewhat militant admiration. Why did men find her so attractive? They looked at her with immediate warmth and you might even say affection. But definitely she was no beauty. She was womanly, that was it, and she didn’t talk too much, and when she did she spoke in a low and lovely voice.

Alan was watching her. The dark eyes which had glared at us in such anger, were imploring. David’s bright face was brighter when his blue eyes rested on Lauren Brent. The sheriff was respectful. And Patrick made no secret of his admiration for the girl. Yet she had said and done nothing. Their attention was drawn to her now because she’d been the target for Cousin Ada’s embarrassing praise.

Gloria Wyatt batted her eyelashes and patted Gina Mackenzie’s hand. Cousin Ada’s opinion had not jarred her vanity.

Gina said, “Alan, Ada has to go. I simply cannot put up with her any longer.”

“If you wish it, dear.”

David said, “Of course. We’ll handle it for you, Gina.”

“My good sons!” Gina sighed.

Joel Chapman said, “Like hell you’ll let her go, Gina, darling. Think of all her money. So long as you have her around you won’t have to give up hope.”

“It’s no joke, Joel,” David said. “She’s going crazy.”

“Crazy like a fox!” snorted Joel.

The sheriff said, his sarcasm thick, “If you all have finished what you have to say we’ll get on with what we’re here for. You see these wrenches and this hacksaw. I figure one of these wrenches was used to remove the bolt so that the Pitman arm fell off the Abbotts’ car. The hacksaw sawed through the cable which carries the brake fluid. Therefore the brakes failed. These tools have been wiped clean of any fingerprints before they were put in the trunk of that Doretti car. I aim to get at the bottom of this if I have to stay here till kingdom come.” All faces looked blank or puzzled, even Joel’s, as Trask pounced on the Indian. “Tom Smith, do you recognize these tools?”

The Navajo’s light boyish voice always came as a surprise.

“Yes, sir.”

“Who used them?”

“I told you there in the garage that I didn’t know,


“Where do you usually keep them?”

“They have their places in the racks, sir.”

“What about the saw?”

“I told you about that, too, sir.”

“Okay. Okay. Tell it again.”

“The hacksaw belongs on the rack just below the rack where I keep the wrenches, sir.”

“How come you didn’t notice that they were missing when you put the Doretti in the garage?”

“I did notice, sir. But I thought somebody had borrowed them for some reason. People are always borrowing my tools.”

“Who, for instance?”

“Joel borrows them. He never bothers to put them back.”

“Hey, you?” Joel demanded.

“Did you see or know of him taking them today?”

Tom Smith threw back his handsome head. His nose looked only a bit blue now and the swelling had receded. One eyelid still drooped. His denim Levis lacked the glamour of the white velvet shirt, the black gabardine pants, and the turquoise and silver jewelry. But he remained a beautiful, proud creature.

“Yes, sir,” he said and the blue eyes gleamed.

“That’s a dirty lie!” Joel shouted. “Even if it was true, how the hell could I put them in the Doretti trunk without a key?”

Trask gave Joel a long look.

“The trunk wasn’t locked. Tom, do you keep the garages locked?”

“Only at night, sir.”


“Look here, Tom!” Trask thundered. “You heard me say this afternoon that the Abbotts narrowly escaped death because of deliberate damage to their car. You knew then that Joel Chapman had taken those tools….”

“That’s a goddamned lie!” Chapman yelled. “That red devil is deliberately lying to save his own skin. If anybody messed up that dick’s car Tom did it himself.”

“Why?”

“For a price, of course.”

“Really, Joel, how can you say such a thing?” Gina said, hurt. “What possible reason would I have to try to kill the Abbotts?”

“I didn’t say it was you who had him do it. But if the shoe fits, honey, it’s all yours.”

Trask cut in.

“You’re wasting time. I reckon you’d all better go to your own rooms and stay there and I’ll have you in one at a time. Go now. Everybody but Tom.”

“I refuse to go to my bedroom unless Tom Smith stays on guard in my sitting room,” Gina said. “His blanket is there already. I’m afraid. I’d be frightened to death if he weren’t there, with all the horrible things that are happening here. Or said to be happening,” she added, sarcastically.

“I’ll vouch for him, Jim,” Alan said. “I’ll stay with you, Gina, until Jim sends Tom.”

David looked at Alan, seemed uneasy, but said nothing.

“Well, it’s your own funeral, ma’am,” Trask said. “Okay, Alan. I’ll send Tom to you in a minute.”

“I’m not leaving this room until you force that damned Indian to tell the truth,” Joel said, sitting squat in his chair as the others filed out. Gloria went with Gina and Alan. Lauren remained, too.

“I’ll call on you when I want you, Chapman,” Trask barked out. He sliced the artist with a sharp glance. Joel got up without another word and left us by way of the dining-room door. David followed him.

“You got any more to say?” Trask asked the Navajo.

“No, sir.”

“You told the truth about Chapman?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why would he deliberately damage the Abbotts’ car?”

“Out of meanness, sir. And he put the tools in the Doretti to make it look as if I was the one who did it, sir.”

“You don’t like white people, do you, Tom?”

Back went the head.

“No, sir.”

“What do you think Mrs. Mackenzie is afraid of?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Did anyone ever try to get in her bedroom when you’ve been on guard.”

“Once, sir.”

“Did you see who it was?”

“Joel, sir.”

“What did you do?”


“I told him to get out. He went. He’s a coward in spite of the big noise he makes.”

“Why would he want to harm her? She’s done everything for him, I’ve heard. Took him out of a hospital and backed him all these years while he was learning to paint pictures?”

The Indian nodded.

“She says he is sick in the head sometimes, sir.”

“Don’t you agree with her?”

“No, sir. I think it’s just meanness.”

Gina came back and, tiny and determined, she faced the sheriff and beat the table with her clenched fists. Alan was with her.

“Tom must come. He must come now. I insist.”

“All right, ma’am. But mind that he keeps the door into the hall open.”

“He always does!” she snapped out.

Trask nodded and, walking proudly, Tom followed Gina from the room. That left us, Alan and Lauren Brent.

“I’d rather not go back to that room, Mr. Trask,” she said. “I’d imagine there was another snake in it, even if there wasn’t.”

“There won’t be, Laurie,” Alan said. His voice always softened when he spoke to her.

Trask said, “Well, miss, I don’t blame you. Besides, when we start questioning the folks I’d like both you and Mrs. Abbott to take down notes. Suppose you get yourselves some shorthand books or something to write on while Pat and I have a little talk. But first go make us some coffee and try to find us something to eat. Alan, you go, too, please.” Alan went out the door in the direction of Gina’s rooms. As Lauren and I were at the dining-room door, Trask asked, “Pat, what do you make of these tools being in Mrs. Mackenzie’s car?”

“I think it’s a plant, Jim. Tom Smith is so tidy that he would have returned them to the proper racks.”

“He might and he might not.” I touched Lauren’s arm to detain her a moment. I knew the sheriff wanted to be rid of us but I hated to miss anything. “Been meaning to ask about those scratches on your face. Anything to do with Tom Smith’s nose?”

Patrick grinned. “Sure. It was entirely my fault, Jim. I didn’t hear him come up the stairs to his place and he caught me looking at some things he considers sacred. We tangled. He’s a wiry devil, strong as hell.”

“He’s a savage. It takes more than short hair and the Army to tame a Navajo.”

We went on into the dining room. It had a high ceiling, a chandelier, French windows heavily curtained on the patio side, and small curtained casements opposite. The furnishings were Spanish style. It was a big, handsome room. We went on through the service pantry and on to a big efficient kitchen.

Ramon Martinez was dozing with his head on one of the kitchen tables. It didn’t take a supersleuth to guess how Tom Smith had left the house when Trask had rounded him up in the garage.

Lauren searched out a big drip coffeepot which would make maybe twenty cups and started ladling coffee into it. In the refrigerator was part of a ham and several loaves of sliced bread, lettuce, butter and mayonnaise. I started making sandwiches on another table, lest that watchdog Ramon be disturbed.

“Laurie, please forgive me asking, but did your father go to prison?”

She winced.

“Did Gina tell that?” I nodded. “Yes, he did. He was the cashier of a branch bank in our part of New York. He was arrested and tried and convicted of stealing thousands of the bank’s money. He was sent up. My mother truly died of grief. Just a month ago the manager of the bank confessed that he had taken the money. My father was freed and restitution made. I looked forward to telling Gina. I didn’t write her about it because I thought it would be wonderful to see her face when I broke the good news. Then —but I told you about my reception.”

“She’s a dreadful woman, Laurie.”

“I can’t believe that entirely, yet. She was so good to me. We must wait. Something, something very serious has put her in the present mood. She’s frightened about something. I haven’t told anyone but you what she said to me when I arrived, and I wouldn’t’ve told you if I hadn’t been upset because of the snake.”

Out of politeness I conceded that she might be right about Gina, and went to the refrigerator to find more lettuce for the sandwiches. Patrick was just coming through the pantry door. I was pulling out a dehydrator full of green vegetables when hysterical screams sounded through the house.


Chapter Thirteen

Patrick whirled about and dived through the pantry into the dining room. Lauren and I followed. The sheriff was lumbering in from the living room. Patrick wrenched open the door into the little hall. The door to the passage of the “boys” wing stood open. As Patrick opened the hall door which Cousin Ada or Gina or both kept locked—and which was not locked now—I saw Joel Chapman’s ugly head poked out of his bedroom door and pulled in quickly.

Tom Smith was standing outside Gina’s sitting-room door.

Gloria was outside her own room, screaming. On seeing Patrick she threw herself into his arms and pointed to the half-open door of Cousin Ada’s room. Pat pushed Gloria onto me and I pushed her straight along to Lauren.

The sheriff threw open Cousin Ada’s door. He and Patrick ran in and closed the door after them, but not before I had seen, under bright ceiling lights, Cousin Ada in her magenta robe lying at her bedside with her gray head in a pool of red blood.

Tom Smith remained standing motionlessly outside Gina’s sitting room. Alan and Gina came out now, she from the direction of her bedroom and Alan from the living room. How had he happened to go back there? Alan was followed at once by David and Joel. The artist had bounded around the long way through the dining room. Why hadn’t he come the short way? He had seen us, and he ought to know that the hall door was now unlocked.

I felt sick. I had never seen such a horrible thing. I covered my eyes and leaned against the wall. The episode that straightened up my queasy stomach, though, was Gloria’s sudden panic at remembering that her glamour was impaired. I looked at her then. Her face was a clown’s. She had creamed off her complexion and one set of her luxuriant eyelashes was missing.

She rushed into her room to repair herself. Lauren stayed with me, and Alan and David left Gina and came to Cousin Ada’s door. David tried to enter the room. The sheriff had turned the key.

“What’s happened?” Alan demanded.

“I suppose she’s dead,” Joel Chapman said. He was now waiting in the hall halfway between Gina and us.

Alan eyed him. “How come you know that?”

“What else would you expect? She had to die. She was going to talk.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” David snapped. “God damn you, Chapman. You’d try to be funny at your own mother’s funeral.”

“My mother’s funeral was probably a very funny occasion,” Joel said. “Hasn’t Gina told you?”

David, glowering at Joel, asked me, “Did you get a look in the room, Jean?”

I nodded. I didn’t need to talk about it because the key was turned just then and the sheriff came out.

“You folks go back to the living room and wait there.”

“What is it?” Gina cried.

“Miss Fraser’s throat is cut almost from ear to ear.”

“I don’t believe it!”

“You would if you saw her, ma’am. Go on, now. You can do no good here.”

“My God!” Alan and David swore simultaneously. Both insisted that they should be able to help.

“You can’t help here, but you can both see that nobody leaves the living room again. Tom Smith, you stay right where you are. Alan, send Mike Carreras to me here and tell him to bring my jacket. Where’s Miss Wyatt?” he asked me.

“She went to fix her make-up.”

He stared as if I had said something crazy and he said to Lauren, “You go and stay with Miss Wyatt till she dresses, Miss Brent. Then you take her with you to the living room. Mrs. Abbott, wait here a minute, but don’t you ask to come into this room. Mrs. Mackenzie, you heard what I said. Back to that living room, hear! You, too, Chapman!”

“What are you going to do to Tom?” Gina demanded.

David ushered her out and Mike Carreras came immediately and Trask took some handcuffs from the pocket of his jacket. He and Mike moved on Tom Smith together. Mike held him as the sheriff handcuffed his hands behind his back. He didn’t resist, and he made no objection when Mike took him away manacled.

Patrick stuck his head out. “Jean, go to the living room and keep your eyes and ears open. Jim, that paper in the blue folder is a will, dated yesterday.”

I said, “Did she kill herself, Pat?”

“Not unless she was left-handed. And she wasn’t. Beat it, kid. This is no sight for little girls.”

“I saw her,” I said, starting to feel sick again.

“I wish you hadn’t,” he said, sympathetically. “Go now. Try not to think about it, dear.”

In the living room there was turmoil and shock. Everybody was talking and Gina was sobbing. Alan was offering whiskey. I told him about the coffee Lauren had started in the kitchen, and David went for it, coming back with cups and saucers, and cream and sugar, all on a big tray. He also brought the few sandwiches I had finished making, but nobody, except Joel Chapman, felt like food. Joel wolfed two and swallowed a double shot of bourbon.

David reported to Alan that Ramon Martinez was fast asleep in the kitchen, but with everybody here, except Lauren and Gloria, he said, it didn’t seem worth while to try to wake him.

Mike Carreras now had Tom Smith sitting on a chair in the hall. His hands were fastened behind him. He didn’t seem to mind in the least.

“It’s all my fault,” Gina wailed. “Poor Ada wanted to tell us something. I stopped her. It mattered to her, whatever it was. I thought it was going to be one of her usual fanatical religious speeches, and would just hold up the sheriff’s questioning that much longer, but it must have been something else.”

“Why?” Joel asked.

“She killed herself,” Gina went on, ignoring him. “Oh, to think I have to go through the horror of another suicide. People are so selfish.”

“She was murdered,” Joel declared. His colorless eyes danced with malice.

“Cut it out, Chapman!” Alan ordered. “She went crazy. I’m as guilty as you are, Gina. I stopped her, too. I should have sensed that she was off her rocker. She’s been winding up for this ever since Refugio was killed.”

“I’m to blame, too,” David said. He and Alan kept walking about. “Poor thing. Taking that way out. When she believes it a sin.”

“She always said your father went to hell,” Gina said. “Give me some Scotch, Alan. David, give me a cigarette. Some of mine are in that table drawer. Where’s Laurie? She’s never around when I need her. Ada was insane. So was your father. What an inheritance to pass along to you poor boys.”

“So now it’s insanity, is it?” Joel scoffed. “You used to call it eccentricity, dear. Cousin Ada said it came from your side of the family.”

Alan scowled, but turned to Tom Smith. “Tom, Cousin Ada went into town late yesterday afternoon. Do you know why?”

The light voice sounded unperturbed.


“She took her car, which I had checked, to have it checked by another mechanic in the town. She did not trust my work.”

“Was this after she knew that Refugio was killed?”

“Yes.”

Joel said, “Well, now, her church will get her money and you all can stop worrying about it and dreaming up sweet talk to …”

Alan took two strides, hauled Joel up by the collar, shook him like a rat and slapped his face till he howled for mercy. Gina wept harder. David said, “Bravo!” Gloria, her make-up repaired, entered with Lauren. Gloria got a cushion and sank down beside Gina, as usual. Lauren sat beside me. In a couple of minutes Patrick and the sheriff came in. Trask carried the key to Cousin Ada’s door. He added it to the other exhibits. Trask stood and Patrick seated himself at the big table.

Patrick had bound the document with the blue cover in brown paper and had put clips on the corners of its three pages to prevent their taking his own prints. Trask laid down a bandanna and opened it to display a bloodstained knife. It was another Navajo knife, with a double-edged blade, and a silver handle inlaid with turquoise.

He went to the front door, opened it, closed it, and in front of the fireplace started one of his handmade cigarettes.

“No ambulance could get here,” he said. “Snow’s a foot deep and still coming down. No use to call an undertaker. They wouldn’t even try to come till this storm’s over. This is a terrible thing, ma’am. I kind of blame myself. I guess I ought to have let her talk.”

“It’s very terrible, Mr. Trask,” Gina said. “Everything happens to me. Everything dreadful. How did she do it?”

“She didn’t. She was murdered with that knife. The one I just put on the table. How many of those knives have you got, Tom?”

“Four, sir.”

“Yeah?” Trask lit up. “Well, Tom, this makes five. What have you got to say for yourself this time?”

Tom’s head went up. “I didn’t leave Gina’s sitting room till I heard Gloria scream, sir.”

“Is that so, Miss Wyatt?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’m so scared. I’m afraid if …” She shook her head and shut up.

“How come you looked into Miss Fraser’s room, Miss Wyatt?”

She glanced around as if anything she might say would put her in danger.

“I thought I heard somebody in the hall. I got suspicious. I came out and her door was open and there were funny noises.”

“What kind of noises?”

“Oh, sort of gurgling noises. Awful, awful noises.”

Trask spoke in general but he had watched Gloria intently.

“There’s only one way to get into that room. By that hall door. No low sills in the windows. And the screens were in, too. How come, when they had been taking them from Miss Brent’s windows?” he asked Gina.

“You’ll have to ask Fernando,” Gina said. “I never know about things like that.”

Joel smirked, darted a look at Alan, and held his peace.

“Pat and I figure that she meant to come out to the living room again, Maybe to say what she wanted to say when I stopped her. She was still in her bathrobe. She was kneeling beside her bed when she was murdered.”

“It can’t be murder!” Gina insisted. She lit another cigarette.

“Yes, ma’am. Mike, bring Tom Smith closer.” Mike escorted the Indian to a spot near the fireplace. Trask glared down on him, but Tom continued to look quite unconcerned. “Tom, did you hear the gurgling sounds Miss Wyatt spoke of?”

“No, sir.”

“If you’ve got such good ears you can hear a rattler all the way from this room to Miss Brent’s room, and with all the noise being made at that time, how come you didn’t hear anything happening right next door in Miss Fraser’s room? You kept that hall door open, didn’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Jim, the adobe walls there are two feet thick,” Alan said.

“Sure. But the door was open where Tom slept, and the one to Miss Fraser’s room was open after she was killed. And Tom, with his fine hearing, didn’t hear a thing.” He eyed him. “Or did you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What?”

“Someone came into the hall by way of the door at the other end. The one we keep locked.”

“Ada was prudish,” Gina said. “She insisted on that door being locked. It was inconvenient but we never liked to cross her.”

“You wanted it locked yourself because you’re scared,” Joel put in. Alan eyed him. He shrank.

“Did you hear this person go into Miss Fraser’s room, Tom?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you did nothing?”

“It was not my business. The person didn’t come into Gina’s sitting room, which was my business, sir.”

“I see.” Trask was again sarcastic. “So you let somebody go into an old lady’s room and cut her throat just because it wasn’t your business?”

Gina waved her cigarette.

“Now, really, Sheriff …”

“I’ll handle this, ma’am. Okay, Tom. You heard Miss Wyatt scream. You then went into the hall. Why didn’t you go to Miss Wyatt? Find out what was wrong?”

“I knew what was wrong, sir.”

“You knew? How?” Trask’s question was a roar.

“By smell.”

“What did you know by smell?”

“I knew she was dead,” Tom Smith said, head high up. “The People must not look on dead people if they can avoid it. It causes bad sickness. And ghosts of the dead people you look at come back to hurt you.”

Trask gave him a long, accusing stare. He said then, in general, “If a Navajo dies in the hogan, they all move out. Never live there again. And they cut a hole in the west wall, to let the spirit out. Good God! I suppose you’ll cut a hole in the west wall of this house, won’t you, Tom? Take him back to the hall, Mike. I’ll get on with him later. I don’t know if she told you all, but Miss Fraser left a will.”

“She was always talking about her will,” Gina objected. “Must we bother with that now? It certainly isn’t the proper time or the place.”

“We’ll bother with it,” Trask said. “She made this will this afternoon. Right here in Santa Maria. I reckon it’s her last. It’s dated with the day and also the hour, five minutes past four this afternoon. Pat will read it to you. It’s possible that some of you will find a motive for her murder in this will.”

“Certainly! Read it! Nothing is sacred here!” Gina cried.

The will started out in the usual legal fashion, declared that Ada Fraser was in her right mind and of disposing memory, said that it was her last will and testament, revoking all former wills and codicils. It arranged to pay her debts and funeral expenses.

Then it digressed. She stated that she was sure that John Mackenzie was murdered twenty-seven years ago and that she feared the same thing would happen to herself because, at last, she was going to tell the real truth. She felt it her duty, so that the supposed fact of John Mackenzie’s suicide could be erased from the memory of Alan and David Mackenzie. She would speak out and tell this truth in the presence of Gina and Alan and David, because she didn’t think it right to have it written down in the will itself, making a lawyer and witnesses who were strangers to the family privy to such terrible knowledge.

She stated that her estate amounted to a little over three million dollars.

“I’d no idea!” Gina gasped.

“Doesn’t seem possible,” David said. “Did she ever tell you that, Alan?”

“She mentioned it not long ago. I wouldn’t’ve believed her if she hadn’t been such a stickler for the truth. She never spent anything, of course. And she had one of the biggest oil strikes in west Texas.”

“Just a moment,” Patrick said. He read on, “Aside from a bequest of $10,000 to Joel Chapman, providing he gets away and stays away from Georgina Mackenzie, I wish all my property to be divided evenly three ways. One third goes to my church. One third to my cousin Alan Mackenzie. One third to my cousin David Mackenzie. David and Alan are to act as joint executors to this, my last will and testament.”

Joel Chapman muttered, “Hot diggety! Ten thousand iron men.”

“How dreadful of her!” Gina was weeping again. “After all I did for her! After giving her a home for thirty years she kills herself and leaves me out of her will.”

“She was murdered, ma’am.” The sheriff crossed the room toward the front hall. “Tom Smith, you say you heard somebody in the hall just before she was murdered. Who was it?” The Indian didn’t reply. “Did you see this person?” Tom shook his head. “Then you don’t really know who it was, do you?”

“Yes, sir. By the footsteps. And the smell.”

“That won’t hold up,” Trask declared. “There’s more than that, isn’t there, Tom?”

Tom’s blue eyes moved to Joel Chapman, remained there brightly for an eloquent instant, and then they met Trask’s, still level and undismayed. But he said no more. He hadn’t the chance. Gloria Wyatt suddenly got to her feet and screamed, “He did it. Tom Smith did it. I was afraid to tell you that I saw him leave Cousin Ada’s room. Oh, oh! Now he’ll kill me, too.”


Chapter Fourteen

Patrick had a whispered consultation with the sheriff. He folded the will and put it in his inside pocket, motioned to me to come along, and led the way back to the kitchen. I carried the horror of Cousin Ada’s mangled body in my mind and I said I wished an ambulance could get here and take it away. I wasn’t the only one with that wish, Patrick said, adding that he didn’t think Trask would have any trouble now keeping people in the living room. At least those from that same wing, which meant Gina and Gloria Wyatt, since Tom Smith was already being forcibly detained. No doubt Alan and Joel and David would gladly stay in there, too, now, I said, as we again stepped through the service pantry door into the kitchen.

Patrick woke Ramon Martinez with some difficulty and the deputy yawned a couple of times before he stood up and went to the living room. Trask’s orders.

“Tom Smith is certainly having himself a ball,” I said, when we were alone together in the kitchen. Patrick was walking slowly up and down the big room, smoking, not bothering to answer anything I said. I searched out an eight-cup electric percolator, put in water and coffee, and plugged it in. The ham and the bread I’d taken from the big refrigerator were still on the table where I’d made the sandwiches. I put the ham away, and then the bread, and I said, “He’s certainly evening up things with Joel Chapman. But, honestly, everything points to the Indian. If Gloria really saw him coming out of that room he’s a gone duck. He’s had the best opportunity all along. If Gina is paying him to do murder, that’s motive enough. Maybe he hates white people so much that he enjoys killing them. And maybe he’s not so superstitious as he pretends. Do you think he could cut a throat and step quickly out of the room before death was actually complete and that way he wouldn’t think he looked on the dead person?” The perk was bubbling happily already and the heavenly coffee smell pervaded the room. “Maybe he didn’t have to look. And maybe it doesn’t bring on a sickness if Navajos kill whites. Maybe he could cut a throat without looking.”

“Nuts,” Patrick grunted.

A grunt is better than nothing so I asked, “Well, who do you think did it?”

I found clean cups and set them on the table.

Patrick made no reply. I said, “Well, I’m prejudiced. I don’t want it to be Tom Smith. And there’s something else I don’t approve of and that’s that even though Jim Trask is a fine law enforcement officer and your friend, in this case he’s got a single-track mind. An idée fixe, so to speak. He’s so intent on pinning the crime on Tom Smith that he isn’t really considering anybody else. Who did it, Pat?”


“I haven’t the foggiest idea,” he answered, pacing.

I sat down to wait for the coffee.

“What do you make of that will?”

“It absolutely upsets the applecart.”

“How?”

Patrick stopped dead and eyed me.

“Will you kindly shut up?”

“Of course,” I said, hurt. “I suppose you mean it upsets your hunch that David didn’t belong to John Mackenzie? That he had some other father or that maybe Gina wasn’t even his mother, but picked him up as a baby when she went to New York? Of course that could happen, but Ada Fraser went with her to New York when she had the baby, and I don’t think Cousin Ada’s sharp eyes would miss very much. Also, Ada was very set in her notions of right and wrong, and proud of her Scottish family, so I can’t quite see her leaving David the same amount of money as Alan unless she considered him of her own blood. Don’t you agree?” Not a word! “She liked David because he was always kind and thoughtful but that wouldn’t be enough. And she certainly left that ten grand to Joel Chapman out of pure malice, to set him free from Gina. Not that I blame her. Do you?”

Grim silence.

“This is quite a setup,” I continued. “The sheriff is hellbent to get his Indian. The Indian is determined to pin the dirty work on Joel Chapman. Gina is bereft not because Cousin Ada is dead but because she was left out of that will. And Gloria—the will must have been a blow to Gloria, too, for if David has money enough he won’t have to marry her, and his having seen her without her glamour must have cooked her goose.”

“Is the coffee ready?”

I poured a little into one cup. The color was all right. I pulled the plug from the electric socket.

“I believe that Gloria lied about seeing Tom Smith coming out of Ada’s room. Why?”

Patrick sat down and pulled up an ashtray. He lit our cigarettes and then said, “I’ve been trying to think of a way to get the lowdown on the suicide or murder of John Mackenzie.”

“It happened too long ago. David was a baby. He’s twenty-seven now, which would put it back in 1928. Gina will just tell you one of her fables. You should have had another talk with Ada Fraser, Pat. Before she was …”

Patrick exploded.

“Thanks for telling me!”

I sipped my coffee, deeply hurt, but I said, “Well, it is certainly no use to talk to Gina. And David was a tiny baby. Alan was only three.” No comment. “I’m surprised that Gloria admitted seeing Tom Smith, Pat. Gina will hate her for that. She’s crazy for Gina’s approval. And David’s, though …”

“Jean, will you allow me one word?” I nodded, very injured. “Both Alan and David know more about their father’s death than they may let on, even though they heard it from other people. I doubt if I can pry any more from Alan. I’ve asked Trask to send David here, when he can let him come. David doesn’t shut himself up inside himself the way Alan does.” Pat stood up and bent to kiss me. “Even though you yak too much at the wrong time, I’d hate to lose you.”

“You mean you’re stuck with me, don’t you?”

“Nope. I honestly love you.”

“Thanks!” I hissed, just as the pantry door swung into the kitchen and David Mackenzie walked in.

“The sheriff says you want to see me, Pat?”

“You scared me, David,” I said. “Such a silent door!”

“All our doors are silent,” he said, smiling. “Squeaks bother Gina, so Fernando keeps all the hinges oiled.”

“Can I interest you in a cup of coffee, David?”

“Wouldn’t you prefer Scotch or bourbon? Me, I’ll have coffee.” We said we wanted it, too, and he said there was both Scotch and bourbon on the diningroom sideboard. “If you change your minds,” he said. “Don’t you think Trask is riding Tom Smith too hard, Pat?”

“If Gloria saw him coming from Miss Fraser’s room, he’s had it, David.”

A frown sat oddly on his sunny face.

“She’s so rattlebrained. She may have seen him and she may not have. I think Jim Trask figures her that way, too.”

“He’s convinced that Tom murdered your Cousin Ada,” I said.

David refused a cigarette and said, “I trust Alan’s judgment absolutely. He swears by Tom Smith. He certainly wouldn’t let him stay on this place one minute if he were what Trask is determined to prove he is. With all due respect to Jim, who’s honest as they come, I think the police in this state have an exaggerated notion of the unlawfulness of Navajos. Because they are superior to many tribes, they are naturally the most evasive and difficult. I’ve made quite a speech, I’m afraid.”

“What do you think of their superstitions, David?”

“My mother answered that one. Said she wouldn’t sit at a table with thirteen. Walk under a ladder. Start a journey on a Friday.”

“I like some of the Navajo beliefs,” I said. “That purifying thing, for one.”

“David,” Patrick cut in. “What do you think your Cousin Ada wanted to say? When the sheriff stopped her?”

“I’ve no idea, Pat.”

“Had it to do with your father’s death? She said she had carried the load of a lie all these years and she wanted to atone.”

David shook his head. “That couldn’t be it. I’m sure she knew nothing more about that than what the autopsy and police investigation brought out. There was an investigation. Several.”

“Alan doesn’t seem much interested in that, David.”

David said, “His first real clear memory was finding our father dead. Then the great fuss. The gun. And afterwards the police. I sometimes think that childhood impression may account for his gloomy slant. If he had been taken out of the room quietly—but Ada rushed in, screamed, snatched up the gun. I was a baby. I only know what I’ve heard, off and on.”

“From Miss Fraser?”

“Never. From my mother much later on. She was naturally terribly upset. I can’t forgive my father for doing that to Gina.”

“David, did it occur to anyone that Cousin Ada herself shot your father?” David kept silent. “Could she handle a gun?”

“And how! No, I don’t think that idea ever occurred to the police. I think I’ll tell you, Pat, that after I was out of college and back in Houston, I looked up the case in the old police files and the newspaper morgues. I’ve never told this to Alan because he would think it morbid curiosity on my part. But kids are unkind, and when I was nine or ten, other kids would say something about my father’s suicide. The police nosed into the case off and on for several years. Some smart aleck reporter would do a feature story, full of alleges and so on, because they had nothing to go on. My father was rich. My mother was a beauty. They were prominent. And everything the police and the press annoyed us with was pure guesswork. My mother sold the house soon after my father’s death. Took a large apartment. Couldn’t bear to live in the old house, after that.”

He drank his coffee and asked for more. I poured it.

“What they based their guesswork on was that my father wasn’t considered a suicidal type. He was steady and conservative and while not fanatically religious, like Ada Fraser, he was a pillar in his own church. It’s not hers, by the way. It’s ultraconservative, my father’s church, and incidentally it’s mine and Alan’s and Laurie Brent’s. The only offbeat thing my father ever did, apparently, was to marry my mother, who was only about half his age and considered silly and frivolous.” David smiled fondly. “She isn’t at all. But she does give that impression. And she’s so tiny. That was part of it, too.”

“There must have been more than than, David.”

David said, “There was some circumstantial evidence. He shot himself just after dark. There was a window open with the screen unfastened in that room. Long windows, with sills close to the ground. Someone could have come in and shot him, perhaps. And then there was his will. The police even pried into my birth.”

“In New York?” I asked.

David raised his eyebrows. “You heard that? Actually, there was nothing to it. A tiff, I think, and Gina decided to rush to New York and my father sent Ada with her. You can’t imagine anybody’s getting away with anything with Ada on the job?” He smiled. “She was a great old girl, though. It’s too terrible! Have you read Crime and Punishment? That psychiatric student killing the old woman because he thinks her money would be better used by himself? God, I hate to say this, but if Joel Chapman is a homicidal type, he might do just that. Specially if he knew about her will.”


Patrick said, “She saw him when she came back from making that will, David. She might have mentioned her bequest then.”

David frowned again.

“I’m skeptical about her money, really. I doubt if she had anything like that much. She often discussed investments with me because she thinks—thought—I’d done a good job for my mother. But it never went beyond talk.”

“I hope it’s true,” I said. “She was fond of both you and Alan and she naturally wanted you to have a share of her money. Now you’ll be rich, too.”

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed, Jean.”

“What time of year did your father die?”

“In late November. Hence the early darkness.”

“Did you ever talk to any of the police who worked on the case?”

“Yes. One, a young cop then who is now a detective captain in homicide at the police headquarters in Houston. His name was Ferdinand Batt—what a name, you’d never forget it. Nice guy, too. I talked with him a lot. But the police never got any place with their murder idea. It was just a nuisance and a sorrow to my mother and Cousin Ada, when you summed it all up.”

“What do you make of your father’s leaving you out of his will?”

“It was all part of the family rift, and Gina’s taking off for New York. The will was made when she ran out like that and I think he didn’t get around to changing it, or something. Alan remembers a little about being east, vaguely. Not the way he remembers the suicide. Snatches of memories. They took an apartment on Washington Square. He remembers something about that. I was born at St. Vincent’s. That’s all I can tell you. I think I should go back and stay with Gina. I don’t trust Chapman at all.” He stood up. “If I think of anything more—but I won’t. There is no more.”

“David,” Patrick asked, “was John Mackenzie your father?”

Speaking of temper! David leaped past his chair and circled Pat’s throat with his strong hands. I jumped up and poured hot coffee on his wrists. He sprang away. Patrick stood up and faced him.

“Two can play that game,” he croaked. His throat was hurt. “I asked you a question that you’ve heard often enough. Because of the will. You needn’t beat me up for it, see.”

David took out a handkerchief and sponged the coffee off his hands and coat sleeves. “It’s such an insult to Gina. Besides, it’s not true. I don’t look like him or Alan, but I do look like my mother’s father. So at least babies weren’t switched in the hospital, as some of the stories alleged. Alleged. The stinking stuff that hides behind that word! Well, I’ve said my piece. May I go?”

“Sure. By the way, you were here when Ruby was killed, weren’t you, David?” He nodded, frowning again. “How do you come up here? Drive?”

“I always fly. Refugio always met me in Santa Fe. Is it important?”


“Everything is important. Every little thing. Okay, go and keep an eye on Chapman. You may have something there.”

David departed by the noiseless swinging door. After a moment Patrick opened the door and listened, and then quickly opened the door into the little hall this side of the “boys” wing. He stepped back, grinning.

“Now what?” I said. I was still upset by David’s trying to choke Patrick.

“Joel and Gloria are out there in a tight clinch.”

“My, she’s brainless. I told you any man would do. But, with David here …”

“David hasn’t paid her any attention. They didn’t see or hear me, thanks to the silent door. I wonder how many extensions there are in this house?”

There was one in the kitchen and another of those intercom phones hung above the telephone stand. A call would come in, no doubt, and by way of the intercom the right person could be given the line, after which other extensions would need to hang up, for good reception for the party wanted. Patrick put through a call to Houston. It was now past midnight. Houston was a time hour ahead. He got straight though to homicide at police headquarters, but Captain Batt was at home and asleep. I got up to listen to the talk. I heard the captain groan when Patrick told him who he was and asked about the Mackenzie case back in 1928.

“We never got anywhere with it,” Batt said, in a deep, deep voice. He yawned again. “I was a young cop myself or I wouldn’t have been so taken with the case. You can afford to have hunches when you’re young. What you want to bring that up for?”

“Does the name Ada Fraser mean anything to you, Captain?”

“Yes. Yes, she was the old maid. Kind of hinted at murder for a while, and then shut up.”

“She lived with the family, I understand?”

“Yep. Guess Mrs. M. didn’t know about her hinting at murder, or she would have kicked her out. Why are you calling me, anyway?”

“How did you feel about the case personally, Captain?”

“I don’t. I told you it was a hunch, meant nothing. Oh, there was some gossip or other about the wife. Nothing to it, probably. Why in God’s name are you waking me at this hour for that old buried case?”

Patrick said, “The Mackenzies have a ranch in northern New Mexico. Ada Fraser was murdered an hour or so ago.”

The captain bellowed. “What—t?”

“I understand she was very rich, Captain?”

“Rich? I don’t know. In that case, why would she live with people she was suspicious of?”

“Maybe she was fond of the children. She was their nurse. Can you find out how rich she was?”

“Oh, approximately. Tomorrow do?”

“Tonight. Within an hour, please.”

The captain groaned again and took down the exchange and the number. Patrick kept the receiver to his ear after the police detective cradled. A few seconds passed. A receiver clicked. The talk had been listened in on.

Patrick called Santa Fe and dictated a telegram to an operative he often works with in New York. This time, in code.


Chapter Fifteen

Trask’s heavy tread announced him. He pushed in the swinging door and took out his cigarette makings as he crossed to the table where we sat. He stood, tall and broad-shouldered, above us.

“These folks are awfully anxious to get that body out of here, Pat. Don’t blame them. Expense don’t matter to them, so Alan has called an undertaker in Alamosa. No snow there, no bad hills that way, so ambulance is on the way. Don’t know when it will get in here, but it can’t go on snowing this hard forever.”

“When did Alan phone, Jim?”

“Sometime in the last twenty minutes. He went to his room then. Said he had some reports to study.”

“There’s a telephone extension on his desk,” Patrick said. “And one on Mrs. Mackenzie’s night table, and one in Laurie Brent’s room.” As usual he had seen more than I had. “There’s probably another convenient to the living room.”

“That’s right. It’s concealed in a niche with little doors in the wall to the right of the fireplace. I guess it’s there to be in easy reach of Mrs. Mackenzie when she sits by the fire. Too bad if she ever had to put herself out.”


“We can count that one out, if you were there all this time, and they were, and you didn’t see it used. I suspect Alan phoned Alamosa from his room.”

“Does it make any difference?”

“Yes. I’m very anxious to know what Miss Fraser didn’t get to say. I talked with Alan earlier and with David when you sent him here. I’ve been trying to get at the facts about their father’s death twenty-seven years ago.”

Trask lit his cigarette and asked, “What’s the point?”

“If Mrs. Mackenzie is behind the trouble here, and she is if you’re right about the Navajo, she might have had earlier experience in the same kind of deal. There was some question about John Mackenzie’s death being suicide. It may have been murder. You can bet your hat that Gina herself would never do the actual murder. It’s possible that Miss Fraser had known the truth all these years and kept it to herself out of her devotion to Alan and David. And, finally, after Ruby died and Refugio was killed, her conscience forced her to decide to talk. She was a lonely woman who stayed in the family because they were all she had. There was certainly no love lost between her and Gina Mackenzie. Yet Gina put up with her. Gina doesn’t do good from innate goodness, Jim. There’s always a gimmick.”

The sheriff moved restlessly and glanced at the kitchen clock. Time was getting on. “Well, Pat, you can play around with that ancient history if you want to. I say the Navajo did it. I haven’t cracked him, even though he must be about worn down with his hands manacled all this time behind his back. But it adds up. That silly Mrs. Mackenzie begged me to let him go or at least to handcuff only one hand and hitch him to somebody or a table leg. No dice. If he hurts a little, so what? I’m against hurting people to make them confess, but we may have to in Tom Smith’s case. He may not be exactly comfortable handcuffed like that. But he’ll survive. I hope we don’t have to use tougher treatment. Well, I’ve asked all the questions I can think of, of all of them. That’s what I came back here for. I wish you’d take a turn at them. They’re all still in the living room, except Alan.”

“Why except Alan?” I asked. “The snake bag was burned in his fireplace. He admits he needs money. He may have known that Cousin Ada had made that will. He was accused of Ruby’s death because he didn’t want her relations to cut in on his estate. Money again. Gina says he did it, Sheriff. She told me he killed Refugio because he knew that Allan had caused Ruby’s death, and maybe Alan was afraid Refugio would talk.”

“Why would Alan ask you to come here? If he’s the murderer?”

“It’s happened to me before,” Patrick said. “Jim, I just phoned a police detective in Houston, who had worked on and remembered the John Mackenzie case. He remembered Ada Fraser. He wasn’t much interested till I said she had been murdered here on the Mackenzie’s ranch. Then he woke right up. Seems he had a hunch at the time that Mackenzie was murdered. David had told me as much or more than the cop did, because he had studied the police files and read the newspapers of that time. The detective, who is Captain Ferdinand Batt, promised to try to check up on Miss Fraser’s financial status. Approximately, of course.”

Trask shook his head. He was tired.

“I don’t see it, Pat. Long distance calls run into money, and we haven’t got any to spare.”

“I’ll take care of that myself, Jim. Maybe the call was quite useless. Maybe the important thing is that it was eavesdropped on.”

“It’s a party line.”

“Sure. Also a good while after midnight. I doubt if anybody else on the line would get up to listen in, and if it were an emergency any neighbor wanting the line would have said so. I’m sure that the eavesdropper was in this house. If all the others were with you in the living room, it was Alan.”

Trask squirmed, inhaled a couple of times, and then said, “Mrs. Mackenzie left the living room for a little while. Maybe she listened in.”

“Where did she go?”

“To her rooms. Miss Brent went with her. She might know if Mrs. Mackenzie listened over her phone.”

I said, “Gina would make her wait in her sitting room.”

Patrick said, “I’d be careful of Miss Brent, Jim.”


“She was perfectly safe. Tom Smith can’t move farther than a foot or two. And Chapman was in the living room, right under my eagle eye. That damn fool Mackenzie woman has made trouble enough right here. I’d let the past alone, Pat.”

“I doubt if poking into it will do any good, Jim. I also sent a coded telegram to a livewire operative in New York. That may turn up something. The important thing here is time. If I’m lucky, I’ll have answers to both inquiries before too long.”

Trask said, his brow furrowed, “What’s New York got to do with it?”

“It’s only a hunch, Jim. Gina Mackenzie is not a generous woman. Yet in two cases in this house, and maybe others elsewhere, she impulsively assumed responsibility which has cost her a good deal of money. In Chapman’s case she’s been lavish, over a period of years. But she owns all his pictures, so she won’t lose. She probably made a deal with him after she took him on and realized how much he would cost her. In Laurie Brent’s case Gina met her one afternoon in New York and the next day provided her with more than she needed to finish college. Laurie insisted on a contract, so now she has to work out what Gina gave her.” Jim Trask was twisting with discomfort. Psychology again. “Those two kids have one thing in common. Joel’s mother died in prison where she’d been sent as a dope-peddler and an addict. Laurie’s father was sent up for embezzlement.”

“That nice girl’s old man? Good God!”


“More about that later. Okay, Jim, why did Gina Mackenzie twice take on kids with prison in the family history? Maybe more than twice?”

“It could have been coincidence. What difference?”

If Patrick noticed the sheriff’s impatience he ignored it.

“I wish we knew more about Gina’s own family background. Miss Fraser could have told us. No use to ask Gina. She would only lie. That can wait.” Jim’s expression implied that it was good that something could wait. “She’s not genuinely generous. She forks out on a probably sentimental impulse. Then she persecutes. That’s her true nature. She’s vain, overbearing, selfish, and dishonest. Those kids are in her clutches. Joel and Laurie have to take it. But she’s openly cruel to Laurie and, even though Joel treats her very badly, she lets him get away with it. Why? And why did she take lying down those insults from Ada Fraser?”

Trask glanced wearily at the swinging door, and, as if just to have something to do, started another cigarette.

“Her sons adore her. She has a different way with them, Jim. Watch her. With David and Alan she is a tiny helpless pretty woman, and she makes them feel responsible for her. Alan is well off, even though he complains of being land-poor. She told Jean that Alan got rid of his wife and Refugio, as Jean said. She didn’t like Ruby Mackenzie and she will do all she can to prevent Alan’s marrying again. She decided that David had to marry money, however, and she invited Gloria Wyatt here to hook him. But now, if Ada Fraser really died rich, both sons are well provided for and I shouldn’t wonder if Gina will be even more anxious to keep David single than Alan. She’s fonder of David. She can use him easily. But she will still do all she can to put the girls off Alan, too. Slander means nothing if she gets her own way.”

“Just what is this leading up to, Pat?”

“Oh, yes. That telegram to New York. David was born in New York. At St. Vincent’s Hospital, probably in late August or September, in 1928. David told me that the time the police investigated John Mackenzie’s death they actually contacted the hospital, as though, he said, they thought babies might have been switched in the nursery. Because he didn’t look like his father or his mother, and because his parents had been on bad terms, and because he was left out of his father’s will, the police were suspicious of his parentage. It was a lot easier to adopt babies in those days. Suppose Gina’s own baby died. Suppose she acquired David by adoption, or by an arrangement of some sort with his parents. And suppose they were criminals?” Trask looked appalled, and Patrick said, “As you know, the children of notorious murderers or, as recently happened, criminal communists, are whisked out of sight, given new names, so they can have a decent future. If Gina had her prison fixation then …”

Trask exploded.

“Pat, that’s the craziest thing I ever heard. David is a fine man. He’s devoted to her. What difference if he doesn’t resemble either parent? Happens all the time.”

“And, if I happen to be right, she’s got David in her clutches, too. Some terrific hold over him. He accepts it easily because he has a nice disposition. Joel Chapman and Laurie Brent are small fry by comparison to David, if I’m right.” Patrick had been talking so much he forgot to smoke. He took out his pack, took out a cigarette, and without lighting up, said, “Well, what did Ada Fraser know that got her throat cut? We’re pretty much to blame, Jim. We knew there was a killer in the house. She needed more protection.”

“Well, she knew there was a killer. She must have let him in her room.” Patrick nodded, glumly. Cousin Ada had been easily accessible. Hardly knowing us, she had admitted us. “Well, play around with your phone calls and telegrams if you want to, but we’ve got work cut out for us right here. I need you. I am going to send Mike Carreras out to talk to the help, Fernando and Perfecta. They live in the apartment over the farthest garage. I doubt if they know anything, but I really ought to have got to them sooner. Mike is Spanish like them, so he’ll get along better than me.”

He left us, entirely unimpressed by Patrick’s long-range finagling. When he’d gone, I said, “Pat, you are always impatient with what you call my own guesswork, but your thing about David’s origin is absolutely mad. In the first place, she couldn’t’ve adopted him with gimlet-eyed Ada Fraser on the job….”

“Ada had Alan to look after in an apartment several blocks away on Washington Square. She was probably in the hospital only during visiting hours.”

“But Ada was a real sharp-eyed gal. Right on the ball, I bet, when she was younger. Your really loopy hunch is that David’s parents were, either one or both, criminals. That’s the wildest piece of imagining I ever heard of. And it will run into dough. Long distance. Telegrams. Plus that operative. Plus this and that. It was too long ago. You’re wasting our money.”

“The important thing is time.”

“Time? When we’re snowed in? Time has ceased to exist. David was legitimate on both sides, I bet, or Cousin Ada wouldn’t have left him as much as Alan. She was hipped on family. Her family. If she had anything to leave, which remains to be seen.”

“Cousin Ada was weak, Jeanie. She loved both David and Alan. She smothered her conscience for many years because she loved them, and she got murdered when she decided to talk. Obviously, she believed Gina guilty of these murders. Those tough-talking spinsters are always soft-hearted in some ways and her weakness was Alan and David.” He eyed the clock. “I want to get a look-see through the so-called “boys” wing. Cousin Ada lost a lot of fast-spurting blood. It stands to reason that her murderer got some of it on him somewhere.”

“Alan killed her,” I said. I’ve been right more than once. This thing always went back to Alan. “Wait, if Alan is still in his room, don’t go there, please.”

Trask came into the pantry and stuck his head in the kitchen.


“Meant to tell you. that Joel Chapman and that painted Wyatt girl are mighty chummy all at once.” I grinned. “Patrick ran onto them in the little back hall. In a hard clinch.”

“Shame to spoil two families,” Trask said. “They keep making little cracks that don’t mean anything to anybody but themselves and laughing. I don’t get it.”

I said, “If Tom Smith told the truth about Joel taking the tools from the garage, and if he referred to Joel when he said he recognized the murderer of Cousin Ada by smell and by his footsteps in the hall, maybe Joel did it all. For a price from Gina. His pictures, maybe. Maybe Gloria unlocked that hall door so that he could slip in? She was right there, wasn’t she? And then she put on the screaming act and accused Tom Smith of the murder. I saw Joel when we ran there from the kitchen, Sheriff. He ducked his head out of his bedroom and then ducked it in again. Why? And when he finally joined us in that wing he took the long way round. Why? I’ll bet he knew he was going to get ten thousand dollars, too. Cousin Ada saw him in the parking place when she drove home from Santa Maria. Maybe she told him. Maybe he’s just a criminal type and …”

“Please, ma’am,” Trask implored. “You two have got me going round in circles. What’s the use. I want you in the living room, Pat. I don’t go for his kind of expensive highfalutin detecting, but I’ll admit that Pat sees things I miss. They’re all in there, except Alan.”

“Why not Alan?” I asked.


Trask was loyal to Alan.

“He went to his room to do some work and get some rest. He’s had it rougher than the others.”

“Humph,” I thought. In silence, for a change.

The living room didn’t look like the central gathering place in a house of murder, with a bloody corpse not yet taken away. Gina and David were shaking dice and keeping a record on a little table which rested on her knees in the long chair. Joel and Gloria were openly necking on the sofa. Lauren Brent was staring vacantly at the fire. She looked tired and sad. The deputy Ramon Martinez, awake, was sitting on the chair in the hall that Mike Carreras had occupied before he went to question Perfecta and Fernando. Within his reach, Tom Smith sat with one ankle manacled to his heavy chair and both hands still handcuffed behind his back. My heart went out to him. He must ache. But he was singing. His song, unaccompanied by his drum this time, was high, thin, eerie, as if far, far, far away, and as if pitched too high, in his mind, for white mortals’ ears.

I went over to him.

“What are you singing about, Tom?”

He almost smiled. In his clear voice he said, “It is a song of The People.”

“But what does it mean? What is.it about?”

“It is about the many-colored wind of a bright day. Tomorrow.”

“Is it the same song that you sang in the patio last evening?”

“No. Then I sang of the dark wind of the north, which brings the snow which The People need. Sometimes I sing of the blue wind of the south and the yellow wind of the west. But the weather had been too dry and hot. The flocks were dying and even The People themselves hadn’t enough water. So, to bring the snow, we sing of the dark wind of the north. The snow has come. The People have sung this song for many days. Now we can sing of the wind of a bright day. Tomorrow.”

Handcuffed. Accused of horrible murders. And he sang of winds, dark, blue, yellow, many-colored.

I felt for him. Either he was conscienceless insofar as white people were concerned and he could kill them without mercy. Or he was innocent, and therefore so unconcerned about the spot he was in that he sang.

Of winds!


Chapter Sixteen

I managed a word with Patrick, and, although it meant missing what might go on in the living room, he asked Trask if Lauren might go to her room with me. Patrick came with us, turned on the lights, checked the windows, and searched the bedroom, passage, clothes closet, and bath. Not so much as a fly lurking about, he said, smiling, and suggested that we lock her door after he left us.

“Can’t you stay?” Lauren asked.

“No. The sheriff wants me, for some reason.”

“Why is he concerned about me, Jean?”

“The rattler was put here, Laurie.”

“I know you said so, but I simply can’t believe such a thing. It’s too horrible. I know that Gina Mackenzie is a changeable person. But it’s words. She’ll turn right around and be sweet. She wouldn’t’ve done a thing like putting a snake here. Or have it done, as Mr. Trask says. And she herself at that time sent me to this room for the set of keys she asked me to keep in that desk yonder.”

I let that ride. We had settled in chairs by the fire, which Lauren built up with a couple of piñon logs from the basket on the hearth after she removed the screen.


“Will you stay on here, Laurie?”

“I must.”

“What about your father?”

“He’s fine. He’s lonely, but he knows I need to earn what Gina gave me. He insisted that I must keep my bargain.”

“Then you have no salary at present? You’re just working out your debt to her?”

“I need nothing. I don’t even smoke. I like an occasional drink, but it’s offered here. Would you like one? I can have it from the living room?”

“No.” I was smoking. “It’s nice in this room. I’m delighted to be away from all the talk about what’s happened. I’ll be happier when that ambulance comes, Laurie, and it’s nice to be in this part of the house, well away from—what’s happened.”

She shuddered. “That’s gruesome. Gina was very nice to Cousin Ada, Jean. She took a lot, without complaining.”

“And she takes a lot from Joel Chapman.”

“She says he’s not always like that. It’s temperament.”

I got up and walked about the room, looking at his pictures, wishing I were more of a critic, loving his sublime colors and the masterful handling of the paint. They brought the happiness of a bright day. Tomorrow, according to Tom Smith.

“It’s strange. They’re lovely and when you think of his looks and his nasty manners …”

“I don’t think it strange. I think the pictures are the real Joel. I think he’s crazy about Gina. He worships her. He’s unhappy right now because her sons come first with her. Don’t forget that he never had a home, or even a real mother. She abandoned him before she was in prison. Nobody ever took the slightest concern for him except Gina.”

“And she won’t set him free. Some concern!”

“I wonder if he really wants freedom? Somehow, I think David’s being here is what has wound him up so. David is so kind, so thoughtful. He’s his mother’s favorite, as anyone can see.”

“That must be hard on Alan, too.”

Lauren shook her head. “Alan is more self-reliant. He doesn’t need Gina like David does.”

“Laurie, you’re very kind. She wants, or wanted, before she heard Cousin Ada’s will, David to marry that nitwit Gloria. What do you make of that little plan?”

“He wouldn’t’ve, Jean.”

I smiled as I said, “I think maybe Joel has moved in on the Gloria deal. Pat saw them in a clinch, and you must have noticed them smooching in the living room. Gina must have, too. She didn’t even seem to care. She and David were shooting craps. Well, that would mean that money was involved, and I doubt if Gina ever takes her mind off money for one instant. She would deal with Joel later, I bet, if she minded his snatching Gloria. Or maybe she doesn’t want David to marry Gloria now. She will want David to herself, if he has enough money. I wonder how long he’ll be able to hang onto it? Keep Gina from taking it?”


“Jean, you’re too hard on her.”

“No, I’m not. She lies. She connives. She owns people. There ought to be a law.”

“How long have you known Gina?”

“Since cocktails yesterday afternoon. In the patio.”

“That’s not long enough, Jean. Wait a little. Also, I think I prejudiced you because, in a moment of silliness, I told you what she said to me when I arrived here. She had a right to say it, I guess. She admitted that she’d been unkind about my old car. A lot of girls go after any man they meet. I don’t happen to be that kind. I want love, the real thing, not just somebody to feed and house me and buy me fancy clothes and cars and stuff. But Gina couldn’t know that, could she? I’d taken what she gave me for school and clothes, just like that, hadn’t I? Maybe she thought I’d be a sponge on her and David and Alan. Why not?”

“But the things she said to you in this room tonight? About your grabbing your chance to throw yourself in David’s arms?”

“She was upset. Who wouldn’t be? With that awful horror of a snake? Thanks, by the way, for allowing Patrick to be my prop.”

I tossed my cigarette into the fire.

“Oh, him! He’d do it regardless. I just said what I said for Gina’s benefit. My husband fell for you, Laurie. Didn’t you know that we poked along behind you that first day because he was so taken with you, Laurie?”

She protested. “He adores you, Jean.”


“Sure he does. And I mean to keep it that way. He’s my guy, honey, and if he ever gets serious about any other girl, really serious, Gina’s tricks will be kindergarten stuff compared to what I’ll dream up to keep him. Only, I won’t lie—well, maybe little white ones—and I certainly won’t slander people or try to own them. You can’t own people like Pat the way she owns her sons. And you, Laurie.”

“I don’t have any feeling of being owned.”

“Yes, you do. Otherwise you would have got the hell out of here after what she said when you arrived. You’d’ve earned the money elsewhere, and repaid her. You let her take you over, whether you acknowledge it or not.”

Lauren’s laugh was in her throat. “I couldn’t have got out anyhow. I hadn’t enough money left.”

“And she made you spend what you did have for clothes.”

“I really needed them, Jean.” She glanced down at her blue chambray squaw dress, so plain, so simple, so fresh still, so becoming with its waist-encircling silver concha belt. “Please, don’t say anything more against her, Jean. Not only her sons are devoted to her. The servants are, too. And Tom Smith isn’t the kind to work only for money. If he didn’t like and trust her, he’d go. Take French leave, probably.”

I said, “I can’t bear to think that Tom Smith did all the dirty work. The sheriff is so positive. Tom is in for it. I hope he can defend himself, has an alibi. He probably won’t even bother. If he’s arrested and tried. People may just laugh at his superstitions. I expect he will just freeze up, say nothing, if they do. Let’s talk about something nicer. You’ve fallen in love with David, Laurie.”

She colored and sat straight.

“Look, I wouldn’t be such a fool. One thing no woman could stand would be to be the wife of David or Alan.”

“Then you admit she owns them?”

“It’s the other way around. They’re obsessed with her. If she were pure angel, no wife could stand that.”

I said, “If you’re thinking of Ruby, I knew her, Laurie. She was no good. She was beautiful, when they married, but all she ever wanted was kicks. This place was too lonely for her. She drank, how she drank, and traipsed all over the map, and yakked about herself constantly. I’ve seen her go into a shop or a restaurant and insist on being served ahead of people already there and—oh, well, she died a violent death, and I hope for her sake that it was so quick that she never knew what was happening. She was polluted, as usual, and she may have dozed off at the wheel or something. Sorry I mentioned her. It’s old stuff. Nobody who knew her could feel anything but sympathy for Alan.”

But had I? Alan, the dark, the gloomy, the hidden one? David was far the nicer, but Lauren certainly didn’t have to settle for either. She had a head on her shoulders. She’d get along. That girl can do anything, Patrick had said, when we first saw her. He chose her for Alan. His manner toward Alan hadn’t been friendly now for some time but Trask had stayed loyal.

I went to the window, pulled back the heavy curtain, and looked out. It had stopped snowing. The snow was to the window sills, which meant it was twelve or thirteen inches deep. It had come straight down. No drifts.

The moon wasn’t giving much light, but the whiteness of the snow gave the earth a tender clarity. The nearer garage seemed nearer than it really was. There were lights raying from windows above the second, where Cousin Ada’s ancient cherished Cadillac stood, and where Mike Carreras was talking with the servants. The help, they called them, rightly. They were not servants in the usual sense of that word.

The ambulance would be coming. Snow tires. Chains. And even so it would be hard going. But the earth was very beautiful and the moisture was sorely needed. The flocks would survive. The many-colored wind would come with the bright day. Tomorrow.

We’d have a hell of a time getting down that hill above the Rio Grande in our borrowed Chev.

The telephone on Lauren’s desk tinkled. Not for me she said. If the call was for her it would be on the house phone.

We chatted of this and that, about our kids, our home in San Francisco, hers in New York. Ten minutes must have passed.

The house phone buzzed. Lauren ran to answer it. Ran! Gina’s voice was harsh. It carried to where I sat by the fire.

“Laurie, are you staying there forever?”

“Do you want me, Gina?”

“You’re my secretary, I believe.”

“I’ll come at once, Gina.”

“I was busy when you left the room. I only just found out that that Abbott creature went with you. She’ll pry and ask questions, probably about me. Those people snoop for a living. What they can’t find out, they make up. They’re liars and they don’t hesitate to use bribes.” Lauren was holding the phone tight against her ear, but Gina was in one of her rages, and I could still catch what she said. “Alan is going to have them prosecuted for coming here. They weren’t even asked. They talked that idiotic sheriff into coming out here so that they can take Alan for half he’s got. And he’ll pay it to avoid scandal. So will David. They’ll do anything for me.”

“I know they will,” Lauren said.

“They’ve lied about Ada’s death. They’ve got that dimwitted sheriff around their finger. Ada killed herself. Cut her throat with one of poor dear Tom Smith’s Navajo knives. His hobby is collecting them. They’re determined to make it murder. It’s dreadful. They’re railroading Tom to the electric chair.”

“I’ll be there, Gina, in a …”

“Just a few minutes ago my telephone gave a little tinkle, the way all the extensions do when an outside call comes. I took down my receiver and that disgusting detective was talking to somebody in New York. You never heard such lingo. It was code, the sneaking thing they do, so that we won’t understand what was said.”

So Patrick had heard from New York! I felt excited. I stood up to go.

“Gina, please …”

“What’s wrong? You prefer her conversation, I suppose?”

“Gina, you’re speaking so loud. I’m afraid Jean will overhear you.”

“Why not? Why shouldn’t she know what we all think about her? Well, come. Come away and don’t you dare sneak away from me to talk to those dreadful people again.”

Gina’s phone crashed to its hook and Lauren hung hers up slowly, her face pink with embarrassment and her eyes a dark study as she turned to me.

“I’m sorry, Jean. I know you must have heard part of what she said.”

“That’s all right. She said the same, or almost the same, to me. I wonder what extension she listened to Pat’s call on?”

“Probably the one in her bedroom.”

“I wonder if she went there alone? Tom Smith can’t guard her so long as he’s handcuffed. And with —with that body next door …”

“Maybe David’s with her. You know, I think they’re right about Tom Smith’s innocence, Jean. They know him well. They trust him.”

“Nobody ever thought that he would commit murder unless someone paid him to do it, Laurie. If he’s greedy, if he wanted money terribly—but I hope you’re right. I think Tom is sort of strangely wonderful. But try to convince the sheriff! Tom’s a marked man, Laurie. Unless—well, never mind. Let’s go.”

“The car accidents might have just happened, Jean.”

“With those two wrenches? And that hacksaw?”

“Gina is positive that Cousin Ada killed herself. She kept talking about it in the living room while you and Patrick were in the kitchen, The sheriff just sat there, silent and glum.”

“He and Pat examined the body, Laurie. It must have been a horrible sight to affect them as it did. They see everything, you know. I got a glimpse of it. It still makes me feel sick.”

“Why couldn’t she have done it?”

“Something about the wound. To wound herself the way she did she would have had to be left-handed. She was right-handed. Laurie, did you ever tell Gina that your father was exonerated? And freed and given his old job back?”

“Oh, yes, of course. She was delighted.”

The house phone buzzed angrily.

“Don’t answer, Laurie. Don’t make her angrier. Let’s go quickly, so she won’t know we dallied here a little.”

“I should have gone to her at once,” Lauren said, contritely.


I didn’t, of course, tell her that Gina had this very evening informed me that Lauren’s father was still a jailbird. There was no need to hurt her when she was still so obstinately grateful to her patroness. We hurried along the hall, passed by handcuffed Tom Smith and Ramon Martinez, his current guard, and entered the living room just as Patrick came in by the dining-room door. Gina and David were not in the room, nor was Alan. When Lauren hurried toward the door to the hall in Gina’s wing, Trask stopped her.

“You stay here, Miss Brent.”

“But Mrs. Mackenzie wants me.”

“She can come back here, then. David is with her. They’re both supposed to have come right back. Well, Pat, what gives?”

Lauren went to the chair by the side table, where she’d been sitting before we went to her room.

Patrick’s grin was self-conscious. “Got a reply from my wire to New York, Jim. I told you the guy there is a sharp operative. He lives near the—the hospital I mentioned and he got right over there and immediately at the files. Everything was absolutely on the up and up.”

Trask’s smile was wide as his face.

“No hocus pocus, then?”

“Absolutely none.”

“A rather costly hunch, darling,” I said. “What have you heard from—from your other hunch?”

“Nothing. Not a word.”


“There won’t be anything,” Trask said.

“Hey?” Joel Chapman said, taking his mind off Gloria for a minute. “What sort of double talk is that? If it refers to me …”

“If the shoe fits, wear it, Chapman,” Trask replied.


Chapter Seventeen

I sat down in one corner of the big sofa. At the other end Joel and Gloria were still necking. I thought, with malice, what a dither she’d get in if she realized how smirched her plastered-on make-up was. I couldn’t care less, but when Alan came in from the direction of the dining room, he barked at Joel.

“What the hell? If you have to make love, get the hell out of this room.”

“They can’t go, Alan,” Trask said. “Sit on that chair yonder, Chapman. I’ve been sick to my stomach myself for the last hour but enough is enough.”

Gloria giggled, fished out her mirror, and gave a squeak of dismay when she saw her smeared lipstick. Joel had geranium smudges on his ugly face, but he either didn’t know it or didn’t care. He reached for the hat—evidently he kept it in this room to wear and annoy—and then lit a cigarette with a gold lighter and slumped on his spine with the hat covering his eyes. Joel made a production of being an odd ball.

Alan avoided even glancing at Patrick or me. He still looked angry, sullen. He leaned against the table near Trask and smoked and talked about the snow. A little more of this, he said, and pasturage would be fine next year. All he needed, he said, was one good year to put him back on his feet. New Mexico had had too many drought years. About time we had a break. But he didn’t show pleasure or satisfaction for the desired moisture from heaven. He thanked Trask for giving him a chance to go to his room and catch up on his books. After what had happened, it was good to be busy with something. It took Cousin Ada’s cruel death partly off his mind.

“I still think it’s suicide, Jim. I’d like to see her.”

“Alan, if I was you, I wouldn’t look at her for a million. It’s bad enough for people used to all kinds of death and who are no connections of hers. It was a terrible murder.”

“Jim, how can you be so sure?”

“She was right-handed, wasn’t she?” Alan granted that. “Well, when I said her throat was cut from ear to ear, it wasn’t so exactly. The cut started under her left ear and went a little past the front of her throat. The cut gaped maybe an inch wide under the ear and petered out in a scratch where it ended. It severed the left carotid artery but wasn’t deep enough to cut into the right one. She couldn’t have done it herself.”

Alan was frowning, sick-looking, as he said, “She was very strong. With one of those double-edged blades …”

“Listen, Alan, why are you so set on suicide?”

“I don’t know. She had gone a little crazy. My father killed himself. From what was said about him I think he was the same kind of determined, straight-laced character as she was.”

Patrick said, “I’m sure Miss Fraser thought your father was murdered.”

Alan flared up. “See here, Abbott. I overheard that phone talk you had with the Houston police. It didn’t mean a damn thing and you know it. What the hell do you want? If it’s money, for God’s sake, name your price and get the hell out of here. You’ve made plenty of trouble. Cousin Ada probably killed herself because your infernal prying made her go completely crazy. You sneaked to her room. And what happened? A few minutes later she was dead.”

Joel slid the hat to one side. He was listening intently.

“Alan,” Trask said, “get hold of yourself. The old lady was murdered. She either left her door unlocked or opened it to let somebody in there with that knife. That’s the story.”

Joel put the hat over his eyes. But he listened.

“You don’t have to sing hallelujah about the snow,” he sneered. “You’re sitting pretty, Al.”

“You aren’t,” Trask barked at Joel. “If I was you I’d watch my step. You were seen, Chapman. You’ve got some explaining to do.”

Joel sat up. The hat tumbled to the floor. His cigarette hung on his lower lip. I think I’ve never seen such acute mortal fear on a face. He opened his mouth, and said nothing. His eyes turned glassy. Patrick, Alan, Trask and I stared hard at him. There was a perplexed frown on Lauren’s forehead. Gloria was still mending her make-up.

Joel didn’t speak but he pulled himself into the chair and sat crouched, listening. Then, with bravado, he started pitching and catching the gold lighter.

David came from his mother’s rooms. We’d never had a case with so many comings and goings. The house sprawled, and it seemed that doors were always opening, closing, footsteps were sounding, or silent, along passages. We waited. The house waited. It was strange, creepy.

“Where’s your mother, David?”

“Jim, she’s terribly tired. She simply has to get some rest. She has taken a sleeping pill and …”

“Get her back in here before she drops off, David. She can sleep in her chair, or on the sofa. I’m taking no chances on a repeat performance like Miss Fraser’s.”

“That won’t happen,” Alan snapped.

David said, “All right, Jim. She won’t like it.”

“She wouldn’t like a knife in her throat, either.” David and Alan exchanged glances. Trask was piling it on. Without saying more, David went for Gina. Alan spoke out. “You’re playing it too damn tough, Jim. My mother would always be perfectly amenable to a request, but you’ll have trouble with her if you go on giving her orders.”

“I’m trying to keep her alive,” Trask said gruffly, and his glance swung to Tom Smith, not singing now, but still handcuffed. Alan now objected to the handcuffs. He said being manacled like that was bound to be painful. The Navajo was innocent, he insisted. Again his dark-eyed gaze went to Joel Chapman. Trask said, “Don’t worry about the Indian, Alan. I’ll have him hog-tied if I need to do it, to keep him in the house and in my sight. He couldn’t be safer, but he’d find a way to vamoose if let loose.”

Joel closed his eyes and dropped the lighter in a pocket. He seemed to have shriveled to half his already squat size. Gloria moved near him and whispered and then batted her lashes alluringly. He made no response. He had plenty of motive for that murder, even though he hadn’t known about Cousin Ada’s bequest. Out of what Tom Smith called Joel’s meanness, you wouldn’t put it beyond him to do what had been done, if it trapped Gina and a mercenary Navajo. Like many such well-made plans, the human element was preventing its working as expected. The plan had run away with itself. It was flawed with surprises, like the need to kill knowledgeable Ada Fraser, and her will which had made murder for money unnecessary. And here was Gloria, his if he wanted her, rich, succulent perhaps, ready to take him off Gina’s hands. Gloria had about as much character as a turnip. Joel would like that. His colossal ego would know no bounds.

But he was afraid. If he had murdered Ada Fraser, Gloria knew it. Would she talk? If my idea of her character was correct, she would. There were other men, weren’t there?

Gina came back, followed by David. She hadn’t changed, she was smoking, and she exhibited no umbrage at having been hauled back to the lagging inquiry. She sat down in her chair and gave Lauren a look which wasn’t one thing or another. Trask spoke to her now and told her she should take no more pills till this investigation ended. That might be a year of Sundays, she replied, and added that it would take half a dozen to put her to sleep, and that a single one only settled her nerves.

“I’m frantic with boredom,” she stated. “Laurie, I asked you to come to my room.”

“I told her to stay here,” Trask said.

“I forget that you’re master here, Sheriff,” Gina said, with bitter sweetness. “Alan, where have you been? For hours!”

“I’ve been at my desk, Gina. Working on my books.”

“Lucky you. No nerves,” was Gina’s comment. I noticed then how her hands were shaking. She reached to put an ash in an ashtray and dropped her cigarette. Before Alan could get to it and fling it into the fire a hole had burned her slacks. The air carried the smell of burning wool, but Gina sat indifferently while Alan put out the creeping red circle and held her hand steady as he lighted her next cigarette.

“Thanks,” she said. “Are you trying to save me for the guillotine, Alan dear? So thoughtful.”

“Don’t talk such nonsense, Gina.”

She yawned.

“I don’t really care. Anything will be better than this endless waiting. I loathe waiting, Sheriff. Loathe it. And why? What’s the purpose?” Her eyes crossed the room to the Indian. “Let Tom come to the fire, please. Let him sing.”

“He’s been singing where he is,” Trask said wearily.

“That’s not the same. Navajos can only really sing when they’re free.”

In its niche behind the little carved cedar doors a telephone gave a tiny tinkle. David started to take it. Patrick said, “I’ll get that call in the kitchen. Jim, please see that nobody leaves this room. This is a personal call.”

“He’s very sure it’s for him, isn’t he?” Gina said, when he had gone. “Well, why not? Those snoops have taken the place over. I’m humiliated and infuriated at the same time. Alan, why don’t you do something? David at least is a comfort, he doesn’t desert me to—what was it?—work on books? Why bother? You’ll have over a million even after taxes. But there’ll be nothing for me. Nothing.”

She spoke without acid. How many pills, truly, had she had?

David waited until she relaxed against the back of the long chair and closed her eyes. Then he asked, his voice low, “Shouldn’t the ambulance be arriving, Jim?”

“Depends pretty much on how much snow it had to buck. I’m about as anxious as you all, I guess.”

“I intend to see the body,” Alan said.

“How morbid can you be?” Gina murmured. She must be dropping off.


“David, we both should see the body,” Alan said. “Jim says such a wound couldn’t be self-inflicted. I want to see for myself. So should you.”

“Whatever you say, Alan.”

“You’re making a mistake,” Trask said. “But suit yourselves. Pat and me and maybe one of the deputies together with the ambulance men can take care of it. But go and look at her. Not now,” he said hastily, when they both started to leave the room. “Wait till the ambulance comes. I want to be in there when you are.”

They were intent on seeing the body. They talked about it. I slipped out to the kitchen. Patrick was still on the telephone.

“All right, Captain…. If you think it best, okay, but wire it right away…. Which code? … Yes, I know that one…. Maybe you’re right, but mark the message extra-urgent…. At this time of night it should get here by four o’clock…. Thanks, and so long.”

He cradled, and came slowly from the telephone.

“Well?”

“Another flop. The captain gave me about what we were told before. Maybe the captain got cold feet. He didn’t want to say more on the phone.”

“What about Cousin Ada’s money?”

“Oh. She had it, all right. He talked to her lawyer and banker and checked her in Dun and Bradstreet. The family’s surprise at the amount mentioned in the will may have been pretense. They could have checked her the same way.”


“They thought she was leaving everything to the church. They may not have bothered, for that reason.”

“Could be. The captain was very cagey.”

“Wouldn’t you be? Over a phone? Somebody you didn’t really know?”

“The phone is a safer medium than a telegram. You can always say you were misunderstood.”

Patrick was discouraged. He lit another cigarette and stood idly, as if not knowing what to do next. “The police have a great system to rely on but they can’t cut straight into the heart of the thing, the way you can,” I said.

He shook his head. The phone call had been entirely negative. “I think this is my best chance for searching these rooms. Alan’s, Joel’s and David’s. Where are they now?”

“They’re all in the living room.”

“Go back there. If anybody leaves get word to me.”

“How?”

“On the house phone, stupid. See that plaque beside the one yonder? Don’t you see the buttons?” I hadn’t, till then. He said, “Go back now. I’ll be in one of those three rooms. I’d rather none of them walked in on me. Trask won’t keep anyone with him except Chapman and the Indian. He’ll let Gina go to her room if she insists. No, wait. I’ll deliver you there myself. And if you come here to call me, ask Laurie to come with you. Be careful. Or ask Trask, if he can get away.”


In the living room all had settled into a dull, bored silence. Alan and David sat smoking on the sofa. Gina’s eyes were closed. For once she held no cigarette. Trask was making a cigarette. Joel was still a lump of uneasiness. His gaze darted about. Lauren was leaning on a hand propped by her elbow on the table. Gloria sat happily between David and Alan, neither of whom paid any attention to her. Tom Smith looked wide awake, but he wasn’t singing, and Ramon Martinez dozed and waked and lifted his head and then dozed off again.

Joel looked very guilty. I thought about what I’d heard of his inheritance, no father, no mother, or one who was an addict and a dope peddler. Patrick considers dope-peddling worse than murder. Are criminal tendencies inherited? Patrick thinks they are, to some extent. To me, Tom Smith didn’t look like a murderer. Joel did.

The general torpor broke up when a car horn sounded in front. The men in the room stood up except Joel and Tom Smith. Two big men in thick overcoats and heavy snow-covered boots came in, rosy-cheeked, carrying a stretcher. They brought in the fresh smell of the snowy night, too, and stamped snow on the floor.

The sheriff said, “This way,” to the men and led them toward Cousin Ada’s room. David and Alan followed. Presently Gina was suddenly wide awake.

“Laurie? Come!”

She sailed off toward her own rooms and sleepy Lauren, though she saw me shake my head at her, went after her. That wouldn’t do. I jumped up and ran through the dining room and on to the “boys” wing. It was much quicker to find Pat this way than to diddle with those buttons and house phones. I crossed the little back hall. I could hear the men on the other side of the door which Cousin Ada supposedly kept locked. I went on into the hall of the wing where Joel, David and Alan hung out.

David’s room was first. The door stood open. I called to Patrick, got no reply, and at Joel’s open door did the same thing.

Naturally he would be in Alan’s room. It was impossible not to know how he had changed toward Alan.

Alan’s door was closed. I opened it and closed it after me. The fire in the fireplace was now embers. The curtains were drawn. The room smelled of cigarette smoke. Papers and account books lay on the big flat-topped desk. I called to Patrick in a low voice, got no answer, and seeing a door, I opened it to a large room which was a combined dressing room and clothes closet. The bathroom was ahead. It was pretty much the arrangement Lauren had, without the mirrors. Strictly a man’s setup, like the bedroom. The closet took up the length of the right side of the room. I slid back one of the steel doors. The closet wasn’t in very good order. Behind a pile of shoes which looked put there purposely, lay a bloodstained raincoat and a pair of blood-covered rubber gloves.

Why hadn’t he got rid of them? But how? The smell of burning leather had been strong in this wing when the snake bag was burned. These, burned, specially the gloves, would smell to high heaven.

He had bided his time, counting on Sheriff Trask, whose faith in Alan hadn’t once wavered.

Well, this would show them! Alan, who insisted on seeing Cousin Ada’s body! How calloused could a man be? What gall!

I looked for something to wrap the coat and gloves in. I found a large bath towel in the bathroom, spread it on the floor of the dressing room, and with Kleenex tissues from the bath removed the exhibits without touching them. Who would want to touch them? Oh, God.

I was tucking the edges of the towel around the bloody evidence when, without a sound on the heavy carpet outside, somebody turned the key in the door of the dressing room. I jumped up and tried the doorknob. I was locked in.

A shovel slid into the fireplace. A heap of glowing coals was put on the carpet outside my locked door. Papers were crumpled and piled upon the coals. To hasten flames, a lighter clicked. As smoke began pouring under the dressing-room door, I heard the hall door close softly.


Chapter Eighteen

I panicked. I pounded on the door and screamed. It was a thick carved door of cedar. Alan’s room was paneled in a light wood, pine probably, waxed and waxed. Aside from the steel sliding doors of the clothes closet, the dressing room, too, was wood-paneled. Fire loves pine and cedar.

There wasn’t a chance of my getting out through that door unless Patrick—oh, where was he?—discovered what had happened to me.

I remembered that Alan had said he wanted to build himself another house. Maybe he wouldn’t let them try to put out this fire. Maybe he wanted the bloody evidence burned with me. He’d shoveled coals, crumpled up papers, used a lighter—Joel used a lighter but everybody has a lighter—and, sniffing, I smelled kerosene. Probably all the kerosene from the pot on the hearth. Maybe more.

The fire began creeping under the carved door. Little fingers of fire. Exploring.

I could no longer scream and pound with my fists. I had to save myself and that important evidence. I stepped backwards, fell over the evidence, and bumped my head on the bathroom door.

I got up. The bundle seemed alive. One end of the towel crept open. A bloody hand came out. Full of horror, I pounced on the awful glove like a hand and stuffed it back in the bundle and opened the door into the bathroom. Looking back into the dressing room before I closed the door, I saw the fire sweeping up the door and sliding along the waxed linoleum.

The bathroom was a small one with a tiled shower, a basin built into a cabinet with a wooden top and doors below, and a toilet, which was behind the door when open. The walls under the two steel-casement windows and behind the basin were paneled in pine. The casements were adjacent, latching to an upright piece of steel where they met. Neither looked big enough to get out of, but they were my only chance. One was standing open about one inch. Both were screened.

I dumped my bundle in the basin, dismissed the built-in electric heater, under the windows and flush with the wall, as useless as an aid to escape. The towel rack was worse. But the towels gave me an idea. I tossed them into the shower and turned it on. I laid them soaking at the base of the bathroom door. In the cabinet I found only two more. I soaked them and turned off the shower. The wet towels might hold back the fire from the dressing room, might even stop it. Now for the screens. The bottom of the two windows was about fifteen inches above my head. The screens were held in with screws, the flanged kind you expect to turn with your fingers. The two bottom screws turned. To reach the top ones I climbed on the cabinet beside the basin and flattened myself against the wall at a dizzy angle. The top screws would not budge.

So much for the right-hand window. Now the left. Down again. Again the bottom screws turned. Back on the cabinet. Dizzier angle. One, the right upper one, turned. The other might as well have been part of the screen.

I jumped down, gave the screen a yank, and it fell, hanging by one corner. Another hard yank and it was out. I turned the metal crank which opens and closes such windows. It moved five inches out, and the crank stopped. I couldn’t budge it farther. Again I panicked. I pounded on the tough glass. Maybe somebody would come by, hear me, get a ladder, do something.

No one came by. A crash! The bedroom door had fallen into the dressing room. The fire roared now. It smelled horribly. The wet towels at the bottom of the door began to steam. I ran to the shower and turned it on. If it overflowed, it might help somehow, oh, it might, but if I could only open that window, or the other window …

That right one still had the screen fastened tightly by both screws at the top, but it, too, stopped dead when cranked open only about four inches.

The smell and roar of the fire grew worse. I could smell and hear the hiss of the steaming towels above the hum of the shower. And there was that bundle of evidence. I must get it out the window. I grabbed up the gloves and coat and stuffed the coat, first, through the left window’s narrow aperture between the frame and the steel upright. I couldn’t bother about fingerprints now. The towel had to stay—no, the shower was overflowing. I laid the towel outside its basin to hold back the water a little and then, at last, I had a brain wave. The porcelain toilet top was movable! It was the only movable object in the room. I grabbed it up, rushed at the window, averted my face to evade broken glass, and heaved. The porcelain halved itself, half going out, and the window completely disappeared. It was gone! I had heard glass shattering, but it too had fallen outside.

The opening wasn’t more than fifteen inches wide and sixteen high, but I pulled myself up and squeezed through it. As I faced inside to drop onto the snow the bathroom door fell in. Burning wood sizzled in the water from the shower and beyond there seemed a solid wall of flames.

I landed on my feet. It wasn’t much of a drop and the snow softened the landing. The moon and the snow gave clarity enough and I looked about for the raincoat and gloves. They weren’t there! The window had cut into the snow a little to my right as I faced the house. The broken porcelain had vanished. The precious evidence was gone.

Suddenly, as I crouched to peer under a snowladen sage bush close to the house, I was grabbed by strong hands.

I gasped and struggled. “Let me go!” I screamed.

“Take it easy, Jeanie!”


“Pat! How dreadful of you to frighten me. After what I’ve been through.”

“And what the hell have you been through? I’m looking for a murderer and I have to take time out to round you up. I’ve told you …”

“Look there!” I pointed to the window. “Look at that fire!” It didn’t look like much fire now. The water from the shower bath had dimmed it, at least in the bathroom. “I might have burned up. I’ve had a terrible time. Alan wanted me to burn up. I threw the evidence out. It’s gone.”

“What evidence?”

“A bloody raincoat and a pair of bloody gloves.”

“Where did you find the stuff?”

“In Alan’s closet. Pushed far back. After we smelled the snake bag burning and even found a little piece, I guess he didn’t dare try disposing of these things that way. He hid them until he could take them miles away on the ranch. Anyhow I got them. Then he shut me in the dressing room. Locked the door. Built a fire against the door. Cedar.”

“But why did you go there alone, for heaven’s sake?”

“You said you’d be searching those rooms.”

“Right. Trask knew I planned to do that, too. But first I intended to watch David and Alan when they looked at that dead body. Neither was up to helping the ambulance men after they saw Miss Fraser. She was a horror. Trask called on me and sent them back to the living room. She was a big woman. The wheels of the stretcher wouldn’t roll in the snow. We had to carry her after we got outside. Then I went looking for you. Evidence, you say? Where is it?”

“I can’t find it. I pushed it out before I got out. It’s gone.”

Patrick turned his flashlight on the snow. There was the little window, lying at an angle, and there was a place where a coat had landed, and the gloves may have landed on the coat. They were gone. He found footprints. My own had destroyed those close by, but a clear trail led around the house and had apparently turned toward the spot where the things had fallen. But here it had been trampled.

Guiding me, keeping us outside the footprints, Patrick followed in the direction they had come.

“Moccasins, aren’t they?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“But Tom Smith is fastened to that chair.”

The trail ended under a window which would be in Gina’s bedroom. The window was the sash kind. The lower sash was open. There was no light in the room. Smoke smelling of cloth was coming out of the window.

“Run around to the front door! I’m going in. Wait. You can hand me the light.”

“Don’t go that way, Pat. Please!”

He folded a handkerchief, dipped it in snow, wrapped it over his nose and mouth, and pulled himself up over the sill. I handed him the light. “Run like crazy!” ordered Patrick. Tell Trask to come into that sitting room. I may need help if the door happens to be locked on the outside.”

I ran to the front entrance. I pounded on the door. Nobody opened to me. I tried the latch. The door opened. The place had been vacated. There was no one in sight except Ramon Martinez, who was snoring in his chair. The Indian was gone. One set of handcuffs lay, still locked, on his chair. The one which had manacled one ankle was still fastened to the chair leg. I ran to Gina’s sitting room. Patrick was already there, laying Gina on the sofa. Lauren Brent was sitting with her head resting against the back of a wing chair.

Patrick went to her, held his light. There was a bruise on her left temple. He felt her pulse, picked her up and carried her to the living-room sofa, produced one of his numerous handkerchiefs and folded it around some ice from the bar.

“But Gina?” I asked.

“She’s dead.”

“Oh, Pat. One of her cigarettes?”

“That impression was intended. But she’d been strangled. Her neck is broken.”

“What about the fire?”

“We’ll get to that. It’s a slow kind, mostly in the mattress. Where is everybody, by the way?”

“I’ve no idea. Except that one.” I pointed at Ramon.

Lauren was coming to. She opened her eyes and asked what had happened. Patrick left the ice to me and fetched a little brandy. As he started to leave the room, to search for the others, whom he guessed correctly were fighting the fire in Alan’s room, Gloria Wyatt walked in.

“Oooo, there’s a fire,” she chirped. “They’re squirting stuff on it, so I guess it won’t spread very far. Where’s that Indian?”

Patrick said, “Go and tell Sheriff Trask to come here, Gloria.”

“Me? I’ll do no such thing! I’m not going to leave this room till that horrible Indian is found. They ought to shoot him or something. I’m afraid. I …”

“Stay here, then. Maybe you can help Jean and Laurie.”

“Not little me. I can’t do anything.”

Patrick went out. Gloria floated over to the fireplace and stood staring at Lauren as if she had smallpox.

“Where’s Gina?” she asked then.

I couldn’t help telling the truth.

“Gina is dead.”

“I don’t believe that!”

“Where’s Joel?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“You poor dimwit!” I said.

“I won’t be insulted. It’s just as Gina said. You snoop for a living, which means you’re common.”

“Oh, shut up!” I cried.

Gloria threw her head back. Her drawl was full of self-pity.

“I haven’t the slightest idea what you all mean. But I’m going to tell Gina. She’ll know what to do with the likes of you. Joel will help her. You can’t go around insulting nice people like us.” She looked at Lauren again. “What’s wrong with her?”

“Nuts,” I said.

“I thought so all the time,” Gloria said. “She just came here to try to marry Alan or David. Gina told me so.”


Chapter Nineteen

It was past three in the morning before the sheriff got us together in the living room again. Patrick had told him about my experience in Alan’s rooms. Ramon Martinez, shamed by falling asleep at such a critical time, brought wood to built up the fire. Then he was banished to the kitchen. Joel, without hat, sat slumped in a knot in his chair. Gloria, after checking on her make-up in a pocket mirror, sat on a cushion beside Joel. But he wouldn’t let her hold his hand. He sulked. He hadn’t helped to put out the fires in either room. He kept out of danger. There were two fire extinguishers, he growled, kept in a hall cupboard in their wing. The two brothers had smelled smoke after Cousin Ada’s body was taken out of the house. David used one extinguisher and Alan the other. So there was nothing for him, Joel, to do.

“I have to think of my hands,” he said.

The smoke in Gina’s bedroom, he complained, had probably ruined all his best work. The fire in Alan’s room had been extinguished. He said that if Gina hadn’t been so selfish those pictures would have been sold here or there and not forever lost. He kept grumbling about what the smoke and the fire extinguishers had probably done to those paintings.


“Oh, shut up!” David yelled. “You can paint more pictures. It is Gina who’s lost forever. And Cousin Ada.”

“You should worry. You’ll get millions. I get off with a measly ten grand. What the hell is ten grand?”

“Far more than you deserve,” Alan said. “You’ve had kindness and freedom here, Chapman, and a roof over your head and three squares a day. That time has ended. You’ve got to get the hell out.”

Trask’s deep voice said, “Not yet, Alan. Well, as you all know, Tom Smith has vamoosed in his old car. While we were putting out fires he took time to take everything he owned. All his fancy clothes and jewelry and his powders and herbs and what not. Everything. We’ll never catch him. He probably knows all the little roads in the mountains. His old car can get by on such roads. It wasn’t snowing up Alamosa way and maybe nowhere else west. He’ll get to the Apache country first and they’ll hide him till he can move on to the Navajos. Alan, you mustn’t ever trust Navajos. Look what has happened. Your mother dead from a broken neck and Miss Fraser brutally murdered.” Alan’s head was bowed. So was David’s. Both were suffering. Joel Chapman had a sneer on his face. He began tossing up the gold lighter, catching it, watching Trask with his piggy eyes. Lauren sat near me on the sofa. Patrick was walking restlessly about. Trask motioned at the one Navajo knife remaining on the table. It had on it the blackened traces of Cousin Ada’s blood. Blood on its double-edged blade and turquoise handle. “He even took his knives from the table. All but that one.”

“That knife isn’t Tom Smith’s,” I said. Trask gave me a resigned look. “Pat,” I said, “I never did get to tell you that the reason I went to Alan’s room was to look for you, to tell you that Gina had gone off to her room and had taken Laurie with her. I knew you were worried about Laurie’s being killed.”

“That was a close thing, Laurie,” Patrick said, pausing to look at her bruised temple again.

“What exactly happened, Miss Brent?” Trask asked.

“I don’t know. Gina said she wouldn’t undress, just rest awhile, and for me to sit in the sitting room. She was afraid, for some reason.”

“Did you leave the lights on in the sitting room?”

“Yes. I built the fire up with a couple of logs and sat in the wing chair to the left of the fire. Gina had bolted her bedroom door. It didn’t occur to me that anybody would come in. I didn’t even know then about the fire which took you to Alan’s room. Joel and Gloria and Tom Smith and the deputy, Ramon Martinez, were all in the living room when we left. Jean was there, too.”

“I left immediately after Gina and Laurie went out,” I said. “I thought Pat would be in David’s or Joel’s or Alan’s room, where he said he was going.”

“What for?” David demanded, frowning.

“To look around,” Patrick said.

“Hell of a situation,” Alan said.

“Has to make his living,” Joel said.


Trask said, “Blows like you’ve had on the temple can be dangerous, Miss Brent. You didn’t hear or see a thing? Nobody?”

“Nothing.”

“Moccasins,” Trask said, indignantly. “He knocked you out and then asked Mrs. Mackenzie to open her door. She did. He broke her neck and set her bed on fire with a cigarette.”

“Tom Smith doesn’t smoke,” Lauren said.

“Not that I’ve ever noticed,” Alan said. “I guess he might light one of Gina’s, though, if he wanted her death to look accidental.”

“She took those sleeping pills,” Trask said. “How many, David?”

“She said only one. There may have been more, Jim.”

“Well, she had to be enough awake to open the door,” Patrick said. “The murderer came into her room by that door from the sitting room. When I brought her out it was bolted on the bedroom side. He must have had to act fast. That explains the strangling and the broken neck. He couldn’t risk waiting for her to suffocate.”

“Why couldn’t he have got in through her window?” Alan asked.

“Only one set of footprints. All going the other way.”

“Moccasins. Headed to the garage,” Trask said. “And while we were putting out the fires he made his getaway. That’s how it goes. Too big a state. Too few law-enforcement officers. One thing I don’t get, though. He picked up that bloody coat and the rubber gloves and then left them in the garage.”

“What do you make of that, Jim?” Patrick asked. “Why didn’t he take them with him?”

“He was in a big hurry. He forgot them. Mike Carreras found them at once when I sent him to find out where Tom Smith was. Meanwhile Tom had skipped.”

“Whose raincoat, Jim?” David asked.

“It’s mine,” Alan said. “The gloves must have been Tom’s. He kept a pair or two of rubber gloves with his others in the garage. He was very careful of his hands.”

“Those hands!” Trask groaned. He took the handcuffs from his pocket. “Next time I go out on a murder case I’ll carry some kid-sized handcuffs. That red devil knew all the time he could work his hands and feet free when he got the chance. That’s why he was so cheerful.”

“When I was waiting in Gina’s sitting room I should have faced the door, Mr. Trask,” Lauren said sadly. “Then I would know who came in.”

“You’d be dead if you had,” he answered. “If you had seen him, he would have made sure you were dead before he went after Mrs. Mackenzie. He probably thought you were anyway. He was in a big hurry. One of us was likely to come there at any time.”

David said, “Jim, don’t you think we should phone for another ambulance?”

Gloria said, “Oh, dear. We should have had the other one wait.” Hostile stares settled on her. She didn’t seem to notice.

Trask said, “I never thought. Excuse me. Want to use the phone in the kitchen, David?”

“I’ll call over this one. If you don’t mind.”

This one was the one behind the small carved doors. Cedar doors. Cedar. I did a little mental shivering, remembering. I had escaped in pretty good shape, only one small tear in one sleeve of my tweed suit and a few bruises. My shoes felt damp from the snow.

As if reading my mind Alan said, “That was a smart trick, leaving the shower going, Jean. The fire stopped there. I think the bathroom door fell in just after the water began flooding the floor.” How did he know? “If the fire had got into the bathroom paneling the whole wing would have gone. It backs up on Joel’s room which is full of inflammable stuff.”

“I wasn’t thinking of stopping the fire,” I said, coldly. “I was trying to save myself. Why don’t your bathroom windows open properly?”

“They do. There’s a little gadget….”

“Sorry,” I said, briefly. “There are all sorts of gadgets. Little iron pots to hold kerosene and Cape Cod fire-lighters. Cigarette lighters. Papers to stash against cedar doors. Shovels for red-hot coals.” Alan was gazing at me intently. His dark eyes looked venomous. “There are knives.”

The sheriff cut in, “What makes you think the knife used to cut Miss Fraser’s throat isn’t the Navajo’s, ma’am?”


“Because that turquoise in the handle is imitation.”

“Jim, I don’t get an answer,” David said, from the phone.

“The receiver was off in your mother’s room,” Patrick said. “Why don’t you go and put it in its cradle, Chapman?”

Joel looked terrified.

“Me? Not by a damn sight.”

“What are you afraid of?” He didn’t reply. “Have you any moccasins, by the way?”

“Everybody has moccasins,” Gloria said. “Officer, somebody said that I opened that door in the back hall to admit the person who killed Cousin Ada. It’s not so. It is strictly not so. I’m an invited guest in this house. It’s rude to accuse me of helping a murderer.”

“Who said it, Miss Wyatt?” Trask asked.

“I don’t know. But I can guess. Those Abbott sneaks. Gina told us plainly what kind they are.”

Trask asked, “Miss Wyatt, where did you go when we were all out of this room?”

“To the kitchen. Joel was hungry.”

“Was Tom Smith still here when you left the room?”

“Yes, he was. I would have been simply paralyzed, scared to death, if I had known he could get loose. I’m afraid of Indians. They scalp people. They chase you with tomahawks.”

Trask tried not to let his smile show.

“Not lately, Miss Wyatt. So you and Chapman went to the kitchen. Were you together there all the time? I mean, till you returned to this room?”


She hesitated too long. “Yes.”

“You’re sure that Chapman didn’t go through the dining room to his own room? And then join you in the kitchen?”

Long enough, I thought, to duck into Alan’s room, get a glimpse of me stopping to get the evidence in the dressing room, lock the cedar door, start the fire, and go out, closing the hall door to prevent others learning about the fire too soon? No. No. Alan did it.

“Jim, I’ll go and put that receiver up. If you’ll let me,” David said, giving up on this one and closing the little carved doors.

“Okay. Come right back.”

David went out, and Gloria said, as if taking up where the late Gina had left off, “Joel has temperament. He’s sensitive. He can’t stand to look at ugly things. He told me so. He couldn’t possibly make himself go to that room where Gina—oh, oh.”

Trask said, “Most murderers are said to dislike looking at their victims.”

“I didn’t do it!” Joel screamed. “I’m sick and tired of all the snide things said to and about me. I’m getting out.”

“Don’t go without me, honey!” Gloria implored.

“Go to hell. I’m sick of the sight of you and that sticky goo on your face. I never want to see anybody here again. My best pictures were in Gina’s room. I know they’re ruined. If she hadn’t been so damn selfish…”

“Go!” Alan shouted, standing. “Get out. Collect your stuff and beat it. My mother was crazy ever to have you here. She knew your medical history and the kind of people you came from….”

Joel looked very murderous, but faithful Gloria said, “Alan, you ought to be ashamed. Joel came from a lovely old Southern family. He told me so.”

“Lovely,” Joel sneered.

“Sit down, both of you,” Trask said. “Alan, apparently Miss Fraser was rich, the way she said. What will happen to your mother’s share of your father’s estate?”

“It will probably go to David. She wanted it that way.”

“Do you mind?”

“God, no. It makes up partly the injustice done David. I’m glad.”

“Well, Cousin Ada fixed you up but good, Al,” Joel sneered. “Why should you be bothered about Gina’s little bit?”

Trask said, “The old lady fixed you up, too, Chapman.”

“What’s ten grand!”

Trask barked, “More than you ever had before, I reckon. Keep your trap shut, Chapman. When I want to hear from you again, I’ll say so.”

David came in and said that he had put the receiver up on Gina’s extension, but the telephone was dead. He’d try the one in the kitchen, he said, and went that way. Could be the storm, Trask said. If they couldn’t get through after a while, he had a two-way radio in his car, he said, and he would call the Alamosa police to send another undertaker. Why didn’t he call the state police to intercept Tom Smith then? Joel asked, in spite of the sheriff’s orders. Because there wouldn’t be any police where Tom Smith was headed for, Trask said. “Maybe you want him to get away,” Joel said. I said then that Tom Smith did not start the fire in Alan’s room, intending to bum me up. Trask said he certainly was in Gina’s room, that those moccasin footprints in the snow were made by small feet. I said Joel had small feet. Joel bellowed. I said Alan and David had small feet for their height and that moccasins made feet look smaller. I said again that the reason Tom Smith had left the knife which had Cousin Ada’s blood on it was because it wasn’t his knife and the others were. I said again that he certainly was not a murderer, that I was glad he had run away, and that I hoped they never caught him.

“He ran away because he knows who murdered Miss Fraser,” I said. “He ran to save his own life.”

“Mrs. Abbott, ma’am,” the sheriff said, patiently, “if you all don’t mind I’ll resume charge here. I might add that you are apparently one of those people who are sentimental about Indians, ma’am.”

“Oh, I forgot,” Gloria piped. “When I was alone in the kitchen …”

“So you were alone, Miss Wyatt?”

Gloria ignored the sheriff’s question.

“There was a phone call for Mr. Abbott. Maybe it’s important. The girl said something about Western Union.”


Chapter Twenty

Patrick and the sheriff went to the hall for a consultation. They came back. Trask sat down at the table again and Patrick signaled me to follow him kitchenwards. Ramon Martinez was sitting at the same table he had slept on earlier. He had connected with a carafe from the dining-room sideboard and he merrily begged us to join him in a little drinkee. We declined, but it was tempting, because he was the only cheerful person we had seen for some time.

The kitchen extension was dead, too. So was the one in Alan’s room, and the reason was there. The cord had been yanked loose at the wall. Always everything went back to Alan.

The burned area looked and smelled ghastly. But the fire was out for good.

Patrick opened the desk drawers. In one he found another Navajo knife, with a double-edged switchblade and a turquoise-inlaid silver handle. Imitation turquoise. He pocketed it and said we would go back toward the kitchen.

“You’d better go wait in the living room,” he said. “Jim gave me his car key. I’ll get the Santa Fe police on his two-way radio and have them pick up that telegram and read the message back to me.”


“I want to go with you.”

“Your shoes are already damp, dear.”

“I’ll find galoshes.” There were some standing just inside Alan’s room. They were damp. Why? When had Alan been outside? When he snatched the bloody overcoat and gloves? Patrick wrapped them in a newspaper and took them with him. We found a pair for me in the kitchen closet. Ramon poured himself another tumbler of Scotch and recommended it highly. We declined regretfully and left by the kitchen door.

The moon was getting on to the West. All sorts of stars I hadn’t seen for ages were wheeling across the vast sky. The whiteness was wonderful and fresh, but the snow was very deep, twelve inches at least. The three cars—Trask’s Buick, our borrowed Chev, and Alan’s jeep—stood heavy with snow in the parking place. The Buick’s doors were not locked. I stood by while Pat put the key in the ignition and turned on the radio.

It was dead. Its wires trailed with loose ends under the instrument panel. The saboteur who had done it had been in a hurry, hadn’t even taken time to conceal the damage.

Some jeeps in this empty country were equipped with two-way radios, Pat said, and he went to check on Alan’s. The key of the jeep was in the ignition. It had had a two-way radio, but again the wiring had been made useless.

“Well, that’s that.” He stood for a moment, and then said, “Let’s check those footprints again.”


Those from the window where I had escaped from the fire to the garage were much trampled on, almost as if on purpose, but we found two clear ones made by the galoshes we had taken from Alan’s room. Following the flashlight we again rounded the house, keeping to the right of the prints made by the moccasins, arriving again at that open window.

“This guy was running,” Patrick said. “Look, he ran on his toes, except for two prints under the window, where he dropped and got his balance before he started to run.” Gina’s bedroom was higher from the ground than any in the house, therefore the steps up from her sitting room. The window was higher off the ground, though an easy jump. It was still open.

“Pat! It’s a west window!”

“Sure it is.”

“Tom Smith left those footprints. He opened the west window to let her soul out, and got out that way himself.”

“The poor guy! That does it, if it’s true. Let him tell that in court. But her door was bolted on the inside. She admitted him then. He must have bolted the door. He won’t have a leg to stand on.”

“Maybe they won’t catch him,” I said, hopefully.

“You’re a fine one. If he’s a murderer he’s got to be caught and made to pay for it.”

“Nobody who sat and sang the way he did when he was handcuffed, the beautiful way he sang about the four winds, could be a murderer. Alan did these murders. He’s a psychopath. He has everything to be happy about and still he does these horrible murders. Those galoshes are more proof. He wore them in the snow when he walked around the house to see me bum up. He grabbed the bloody raincoat and the rubber gloves while my back was turned, either when I was soaking towels to hold back the fire, or when I turned sideways to get through the little window and turned my back to drop. I heard nothing. No tread would sound in such deep snow.”

“Well, whichever, I pulled a boner when I didn’t examine the footprints between that bathroom window and the garage.”

“You couldn’t go back when Gina’s room was on fire. You had to get in there to see what went on.”

We walked on around the house and when we came in sight of the lane we saw a very strange sight. A car was arriving backwards. It came creeping, its twin taillights showing the measure of its pace.

It was the same ambulance. When it backed into the parking place Patrick stepped up and instead of asking what was wrong, asked if it happened to have a two-way radio.

“Yes!” the driver snapped.

“May I use it?”

“For God’s sake! We back two miles in impassable snow and you want to know if we have a two-way radio. What’s the idea? And when you think of what we’ve got on the stretcher, my God.”

“It’s a good thing you came back,” I said. “There’s another one.”


The man put his face in his hands and moaned, “Oh, no! Oh, no!” He looked up suspiciously. “Another what?”

“Body.”

The two men eyed each other. The driver said, “I won’t take it. It’s too much. And then that wreck.”

“Wreck?”

“There’s an old crate turned over in the road before you get to the state road. It passed us and farther on turned over in the road. We couldn’t either pass or turn around. We had to back up two miles. In this snow. There’s an Indian in it.”

“A Navajo?” I asked, very disappointed to think of Tom Smith’s departure being delayed.

“I don’t know what kind of Indian. He may be hurt bad. He was in the car. He wouldn’t come back with us because we’ve got that corpse. Why the hell didn’t these people make a road wide enough to pass on?”

“You ought to have a prewar ambulance, like the sheriff’s car,” Patrick said. “Or Tom Smith’s. You say he passed you?”

The man nodded. “Yeah. And farther on he turned over. He was driving too fast.”

Patrick said, “There has been another—death. And, if one of you will stay in the ambulance—and you’d better if you don’t want it damaged—I’d like to use the radio when we get back.”

“Back from where?”

“We’ll take that jeep and pull the Indian’s car out of the road so you can get past. But watch your ambulance. Some queer things go on here.”

“Oh, God!” the driver said again.

In the jeep I said, “How can we help Tom Smith?”

“We can bring him back.”

“He won’t come. He’d rather die, and you know it.”

“He’ll come. Not because he likes me, Jeanie. He likes you. And we can help him. I agree with you. He didn’t do the murders. We’ve got to prove it.”

The old car lay on its side entirely across the narrow road. Tom Smith was doubled up behind the wheel. The back seat was stuffed with his belongings. I saw thankfully that the windshield was intact, and hoped his face was not cut. It wasn’t. His mouth was twisted with pain. He consented quite easily to returning with us when Patrick said that somehow we would help him. He only asked if we would bring his herbs and things, which were in a box. There wasn’t a chance of hauling the car off the road at this time. Patrick needed more help. We got Tom into the jeep between us, after Patrick turned it around first to save Tom the added agony of being jolted over clumps of sage. He was hurt in the chest, inside, and he thought he had broken one ankle.

“I don’t want to go back to that house.”

I said, “The body is in the ambulance.”

“I don’t mean that one. I mean Gina.”

“You know about Gina?” Patrick asked.

“I saw her. I went to her room to tell her I was leaving for good and to send my money to me in Shiprock. She was dead.”

“Was her door locked when you went there?”

“No.”

“You opened the west window, didn’t you?” I asked.

He nodded, and Patrick said, “But who bolted the door on the inside? After she was dead.”

“I did. I was afraid somebody would come in and close the window and her soul could not leave the room.”

“Tom,” Patrick said. “Nobody except us knows that you saw her dead. Keep it to yourself for a while, will you?”

“But that was why I left at once. I had to get to a medicine man. There was a ghost in the road. Gina’s ghost. It wrecked my car.”

“We’ll get you home tomorrow if it’s the last thing we ever do,” Patrick said. “Here we are. I’m going to ask the man in the ambulance to help me get you into the house. Wait here.”

Patrick dashed to the ambulance. He was gone longer than he needed to be, I thought. He returned with the man and they practically carried Tom Smith to the house.

“Did you get your message?” I whispered, stepping up beside Patrick.

“Yes.”

“Was it what you expected?”

“Not exactly.” He opened the door. Everybody except Ramon Martinez was in the living room. Gloria was stretched on the sofa. “Get up,” Patrick said. “We’ve got to have that place for Tom Smith.”

“How insulting can you be?” But she got up and the men deposited the Navajo gently on his back.

The two ambulance men, the sheriff and Mike Carreras brought the second stretcher and thoughtfully took Gina’s body out the back way. Alan suggested taking the jeep to drag the wrecked car off the narrow road. Jim Trask said bluntly that he had a towing chain in his old Buick which stood higher off the ground, and that he would do it.

Ramon Martinez, he reported, was out like a light; Mike Carreras would stay here with us. Tom Smith, more comfortable when flat on his back, let Patrick and Alan attempt to diagnose his injuries. They decided the acute chest pains were likely from broken ribs. The ankle, they thought, was sprained, not broken, and Lauren and I went to the kitchen to heat water and found towels to make hot compresses that might ease the pain. I told her why Tom Smith had run away and she told me that they had had quite a session in our absence and that she thought, really, that the sheriff had used Tom Smith all along as a sort of decoy.

“He thinks Joel killed them,” she said.

“Do you?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know. Gloria was awfully silly. Joel doesn’t like her or anybody else, so far as I can see. If he did murder those two, it was just to do murder. His inheritance is bad. He had a bad childhood. All that has made him bitter and strange. I think Alan hates him.”

“What about David?”

“Oh, he does, too. But Alan’s feelings show.”

“Which one do you like best, Laurie?”

“How could anybody like anybody? At a time like this? I hate money. Cousin Ada was right. It’s evil. Look what it has done here.”

I said, “I wonder why Gina was soft about prisons? Maybe she wasn’t, but in your case, and Joel’s …”

Lauren said, “She told me something once, and then she took it back, but I couldn’t help thinking she told the truth the first time. That was when I first met her in New York and blurted out, as I shouldn’t have, the fact that my father had been sent up. She said the only person she had ever really loved had been executed for killing a policeman. When I got here she told me to forget it, that it was not true, and she had only told me that to make me feel better because my father was a jailbird. That’s the word she used. I wouldn’t tell you now if she weren’t dead. She was two people. You never knew which one she’d be. I sometimes think Alan is the same. That he inherited her disposition. You won’t repeat what I’ve said, will you?”

“I’ll tell Patrick.”

“Of course. But don’t let it go any further, please.”

Ramon Martinez snored, turned his head the other way, and slept on.


Chapter Twenty-One

Tom Smith was uncomfortable on the sofa. It was too soft. He settled soon for his own blanket, flat on the floor between the sofa and the fireplace. His lame ankle rested on a cushion at first, but when he began to feel better, very soon, he asked for his moccasin and put it on and wanted no more attention paid to the swollen ankle and what must be very painful ribs. Patrick promised to take him home to the Navajos as soon as he could make the trip, but when Sheriff Trask came back with the news that the Navajo’s car had been righted and was ready to go, Tom’s blue eyes went bright. He would drive himself home, as he had wished, after daylight, when no ghosts would haunt the roads. Ankles or ribs could not stop him.

Trask went to stand by the fireplace. Gloria was in Gina’s chair, moved to one side to make room for the recumbent Tom Smith. David was sitting on Tom Smith’s hassock. Joel huddled in his usual chair. Lauren and I were on the sofa.

Patrick and Alan were seated side by side at the big table, behind and to one side of the sofa. They were distinctly indifferent to one another. Mike Carreras was sitting at his place in the front hall. Ramon Martinez was certainly still snoozing in the kitchen, the only person to get a night’s rest.

Mike Carreras had reported that the servants could contribute nothing pertinent to the case and had been devoted to Gina and afraid of Cousin Ada. I had managed to whisper what Lauren had told me to Patrick, but of course it was probably just one of Gina’s lies. She had little affection for anyone. She might have cared briefly for a man who killed a policeman. To me, it didn’t add up.

Everybody seemed fagged, sick at heart, and unhappy, except Tom Smith, whose spiritual recuperative powers must be marvelous. He looked fine. At any moment I was sure that he would start singing.

Trask again quizzed the Navajo.

“Why did you run away?”

“I did not like to sit on the chair, with those handcuffs.”

“You cut Miss Fraser’s throat, Tom.”

“No, sir.”

“Whose knife was used to murder her?”

“I don’t know. I never saw that knife before.”

“But you saw the murderer?”

“I did not say that, sir.”

“What did you say, then?”

“I said I knew who he was by sound and smell.”

“Can’t you do better than that?”

“No, sir.”

“Does everybody here have a special smell?”

“Yes, sir. And people when doing wicked things have another special smell.”


Glances were exchanged. Dogs are said to be able to smell evil. With their sharp, unspoiled senses, why not Indians?

“You seem like a clean fellow, Tom, but not all Indians smell clean, do they?”

“Oh, no, sir. Specially The People. They do not have enough water.”

Trask’s small diversion into his idea of humor brought a small respite in the general tension, but as usual he was getting strictly nowhere with Tom Smith. David lit a cigarette. Patrick took one out, as did Alan, who lit his own with a lighter, leaving Pat to his own match. The sheriff rolled his own, struck a kitchen match to it, and then said, “What happened after you got yourself free from those handcuffs?”

“I went to Gina’s room, sir.”

“Which way?”

“The usual way. Through her sitting room.”

“Did you see Miss Brent there?”

“Yes, sir. She sat in the tall chair.”

“Did you see her face?”

“No, sir. I thought she was asleep. She didn’t look around when I went up the steps and knocked on the bedroom door.”

“You knocked?”

“Of course. Gina wouldn’t’ve liked me to come into her room without her saying I could. She didn’t answer when I knocked. Then I smelled smoke. I turned the knob. The door wasn’t bolted, which was strange, because she was always afraid. I ran in. Her bed was on fire. She was on it. I started to pick her up to take her out and I saw she was dead. Her head fell back, loose.”

“So you left her there? In the burning bed?”

“What difference, when she was dead? I locked the door and opened the west window. I jumped out that window, too. I think it was the wrong thing to do because her ghost followed and made me turn my car over. I should have left by the door, but I was afraid that somebody would come in and close that west window.”

“How long do we have to swallow that crud?” Joel Chapman demanded. “You’re just having yourself a ball, Sheriff. That damned Indian murdered them both. Why the hell don’t you run him in so the rest of us can have a little peace?”

Alan said, wearily, “If you could hurry up things, Jim …”

Trask’s keen eyes went from Alan to Joel.

“Just why are you so sure that Tom Smith killed them, Chapman?”

“Who else? He jimmied the cars. I’ll bet she didn’t come across with the promised dough when he went to her room, so he broke her neck.”

“And Miss Fraser?”

“Same thing. Gina hired him to do it because old Ada was going to air the family skeleton. Good God, it’s plain as your nose. That Navajo doesn’t like white people. He’d as soon kill us as not. Nobody is safe here.”

Tom Smith’s blue eyes glanced up at Joel over his copper forehead, since Joel’s chair was not far from his head on his blanket.

Trask said, slowly, “Mrs. Mackenzie was murdered while we were putting out the fire in Alan’s room. Chapman, you and Miss Wyatt told me that you were together all the time we were out of the living room. Miss Wyatt let it slip later that you were not with her in the kitchen all that time.”

“She hasn’t sense enough to know if she’s coming or going!”

“Why, honey?” Gloria peeped.

“Well, where were you, then?”

Joel clenched his fists. His next statement was a snarl.

“Listen, I went to my own room for about five minutes. It’s next to Alan’s and I was scared some of my canvases might catch on fire.”

“Seems kind of queer to me that you wouldn’t at least look in on us fighting the fire. Maybe you were too busy, Chapman. Maybe you were busy batting Miss Brent unconscious with a poker, and then breaking Mrs. Mackenzie’s neck. From the way you’ve talked to Mrs. Mackenzie, you’re sure a likely suspect.” Joel was shrinking, making himself into a knot. “And I’m not satisfied with your alibi when Miss Fraser was murdered, Chapman. No reason why you couldn’t’ve borrowed Alan’s raincoat and those red rubber gloves and maybe Miss Wyatt unlocked the back hall door for you …”

“Oh, no, no!” Gloria cried. “Why would I do such a thing?”


“Chapman’s pretty handy with his own accusations, Miss Wyatt.”

Joel kept silent and Gloria, after a moment, took out her pocket mirror and her lipstick.

“He’s sweet. He says he loves me.”

The sheriff stepped around David, on the hassock, and lifted one corner of one heavy curtain. He let it fall back.

“Soon be sun-up. Now, listen here, the best thing a murderer can do is confess and throw himself on the mercy of the law. Maybe there were extenuating circumstances of some kind. A jury takes that into consideration. It’s hard to think that anybody would be mean enough to cut that old lady’s throat when she was religious and a good woman, but she was pretty sharp-tongued. Specially to Mrs. Mackenzie, who wasn’t easy to get on with, either. I figured at first that she hired Tom Smith to murder Miss Fraser.”

“I wouldn’t’ve done that,” Tom said.

“It wasn’t your knife, was it?”

“No, sir. The knife was pretty good, but that is only imitation turquoise in the handle. I would not buy such a knife. The other one like it is the same. Imitation.”

The sheriff continued to go easy on the Navajo. I couldn’t decide now if he had settled on Joel Chapman or Tom Smith.

“What explanation have you for the rattlesnake, Tom?”

“I guess maybe that snake must have come from a snake zoo, like one this side of Gallup. Somebody bought that snake.”

“Who? Chapman?”

Joel looked tortured, frantic.

Tom did not reply. He met Trask’s eyes steadily, in silence.

“There’s one thing I don’t understand about the way you left this house after you got free from the handcuffs. Why did you go through Mrs. Mackenzie’s room? Why didn’t you hike right out the front door? It’s a lot nearer that way to the garage.”

“I went to tell Gina I was leaving, sir.”

“My God, why? You had no time!”

“She would have to know where to send my money.”

Joel buzzed into life. “See? I told you he was mercenary? He would do anything for money. Even when she was dead …”

With great dignity, Tom said, “The People will not look on the dead for all the money there is. If they can help it. I did not know she was dead or I would not have gone there. Because I looked at her dead, her ghost wrecked my car.”

“Crap!” Joel sneered.

Alan said, “Tom has never been mercenary to my knowledge, Jim. Wanting your wages is not mercenary. Tom never asked for anything in advance and he’s a fine worker. You can stay on working for me as long as you like, Tom.”

“No,” Tom said, gently. “I won’t work for white people any more. They have too many queer ideas.”


Joel hawed. “That’s a laugh coming from you! What with your ghosts and stuff.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “If Tom says a ghost made him turn his car over, I believe him. If he can hear and smell better than we can, he can see more, too. I don’t see any reason why he can’t see ghosts and I’m sick and tired of people who think they know it all making fun of what he sincerely believes.”

“Heh! Heh!” said Joel.

“I agree with Jean,” Lauren said.

David and Alan exchanged glances, and Trask turned from us to Pat. “Well, you people can argue that out later, maybe. Were you able to get your message on my radio?”

“No, Jim. It had been wrecked. So had Alan’s.”

“I saw that.” Trask’s face hardened. “Well, it’s about daylight. I’ll have no trouble in my Buick getting to the next phone, but it means stringing out this business here. Unless we get a confession. Always pays.”

Patrick said, “Luckily the ambulance had a two-way radio. Alan, both you and David told me a few things about your father’s death. David had gone to the newspaper morgues and the police files….”

“Let it ride!” Alan barked. He jumped up. “That’s past history. It’s got nothing to do with what has happened here.”

Patrick went on as if uninterrupted.

“David remembered the name of a rookie cop who had worked on the case. He’s now a detective captain in the Houston police department. I gave him a buzz tonight, got him out of bed. When he heard that Ada Fraser had been murdered, he got very interested. Seems he had had a hunch about your father’s death and remembered the case all these years. He called me back and answered some of the questions and also told me that Miss Fraser was apparently worth a lot of money, as her will said. Some of the rest of his information was private. He said he would send it in code, one I happen to be familiar with. He’s a good detective. His vigilance didn’t end because there was no proof of murder in your father’s case, the way it does with a lot of policemen.”

“My father was not murdered!” Alan muttered.

Patrick went right on. “There was an open window, a loose screen, the room was on the ground floor, it was after dark, and the window sill low to the ground. There is a photograph of that house in Miss Fraser’s bedroom. It’s a big house. Your mother was upstairs, the cook was in the kitchen, and Miss Fraser, probably as fixed in her habits then as she was lately, had gone to speak to the cook. A shot was heard. Alan, aged three, ran into the room and found his father dead.”

“He killed himself!” Alan shouted. He was watching Patrick with murderous eyes.

“No, Alan. You know better. You saw more than you told me. You loved your mother devotedly and you probably told her and Miss Fraser all that you saw. You were too young to keep anything back. And Miss Fraser kept the secret because of you and David. The man who killed your father was later on executed for killing a policeman. He was David’s father.”

David shot to his feet. He held a .38 automatic on me, because Patrick was behind me, at the table. His face was dreadful and a string of obscenities gushed from his lips.

“One more won’t make any difference!” he yelled. He pulled the trigger. Still flat on the floor, Tom Smith reached up and gripped his ankles. David tried to escape, tripped over the hassock, and the gunshot went upward into the adobe ceiling. Patrick had leaped over the sofa and Trask dived on David from the fireplace. David was raging like a lunatic. “I’ll get that detective captain yet. He promised not to tell what I told him. Anyway, I also told him it was nothing but a rumor.”

“But how did you find out the truth?” Patrick asked. “Or rumor, if you prefer?”

“Gina told me. She hounded me. Do you think she would let a thing like that rest? I intended to get rid of all of them. Alan, too.” He screamed at Alan, “You told these people about me. Gina told you.”

“No,” Alan said, sadly. “I never knew it, David.”

Trask got his confession, which Lauren and I took down in shorthand. David, taunted all his adult life by Gina, because his father had been a criminal, and forced to live on a limited income which she doled out, gradually made his plan. Alan was more generous, but he considered that charity. Over a year before, he damaged Ruby Mackenzie’s car because she was heading for Santa Maria to change her will, which left everything to Alan in case she died. A divorce meant a division of the ranch. Nobody would be surprised if alcoholic Ruby’s car plunged over that hill, and nobody even wanted to investigate her death, except Alan. David wanted all, not a share of the John Mackenzie estate. On arriving this time at the ranch he came prepared to murder his mother and Alan, in such a way that he would not be suspected of their murders. He had flown from Houston to Albuquerque. There he hired a car and drove west on Route 66 till he came to a snake zoo. He bought the rattlesnake, had it put in the Hopi snake bag, drove back to Albuquerque, and flew to Santa Fe, where Refugio had met him in his mother’s station wagon.

The snake bag traveled both by plane and car enclosed in a locked suitcase. David knew Tom Smith. Navajos were the wildest of New Mexican Indians. David’s plan was to do the murders in such a way that Tom Smith would pay the penalty. He had bought two Navajo knives, unaware that the turquoise in their handles was imitation, which Tom Smith abhorred. Also, David didn’t know the Navajo prejudice against touching or killing snakes. He knew that his mother trusted Tom Smith completely. He planned to liberate the rattler in her bedroom, leaving the door from the sitting room open a little so that the reptile would seem to have crawled up the bedroom steps. Gina’s windows were too high from the ground for a snake to enter. She would die of fright plus snake bite. It was November, of course, but very warm, and snakes would still be about in the heat of the day. That Tom Smith would never in the world use a snake to do murder was another of David’s mistakes.

When he arrived the Ruby X presented a fresh complication. Lauren Brent. Alan had fallen in love with Lauren Brent. David liked her, too, but his mother had brought Gloria there for him, because of her money, and he had to play along with her. Not very much with either, because Lauren had to go, before Alan talked her into marrying him, and—horrors!—community property would make Alan’s estate half hers. Alan was badly smitten. David had to work fast. So he crippled the car which was assigned to her exclusively. The first time the brakes failed too soon. Alan unconsciously spoiled the second attempt by sending Refugio, in Lauren’s place. He was killed when the car was wrecked on the hill.

Gina really loved David the more. She had loved his father as much as was possible for her to love anyone. She declared that Alan had killed Refugio because the man knew that Alan killed Ruby.

Now we Abbotts came in. David was very hospitable, kept us staying on, and managed twenty minutes in the dark, alone in the parking place, to damage both the steering and the brakes of our new car. He had worn one of Tom Smith’s coveralls and gloves to do this work, which required his lying under the car. He took a pair of rubber gloves from the garage. He might need them.


Our luck held down the dangerous hill, the car was not badly wrecked, and the damage done it was clear evidence of deliberate intent to kill or injure us.

It was now much more logical to loose the snake in Lauren’s room, which David did, by opening the top of the snake bag and dumping it into her room. Her window sill was low to the ground and she had had her window open that warm afternoon. To cripple our car he used Tom Smith’s tools. He put them in his mother’s Doretti, which only Tom drove, and the snake bag he stowed behind the driver’s seat, to look as if Tom meant to get rid of both tools and bag as soon as he could. David knew that after Tom dressed up, when his work was done, he never went near the cars. Not in November, when there was nothing to take his mother to Santa Maria evenings.

The snake deal failed. Lauren was frightened though not bitten, but the sheriff moved right in on Tom Smith, as David planned. Tom Smith, to get even with Joel Chapman’s malicious treatment of himself, led the sheriff to think that Joel had done the dirty deed. Everything was fine. But it snowed. Too much. Nobody could get away from the Ruby X.

Now came a new complication. Cousin Ada, who had kept her mouth shut all these years about little Alan seeing the man when John Mackenzie was killed, had a bad attack of conscience and decided to tell the truth. She had to be silenced.

Events seemed now to time themselves magically. After Cousin Ada left the living room, with her pronouncement that something she had wanted to say all her life had to be sacrificed to two wrenches and a hacksaw, Gina made such a nuisance that the sheriff let her go to her room, escorted by David. He took this chance to unlock the door to the little back hall, which would give him direct access from the wing where his own room was.

And now Gina insisted on Tom Smith’s being permitted to stay in her sitting room, to protect her. The sheriff allowed it. He was beginning to be worn down.

At this point Patrick and I called on Cousin Ada in her bedroom. David had to wait. Without being seen he couldn’t get out of the house just then to get something of Tom Smith’s to cover himself with, and there would be sure to be a lot of blood, so he took Alan’s raincoat, the gloves he had fetched in earlier, and when his chance came, he went in his socks, and finding Cousin Ada’s door unlocked and her on her knees at her prayers, the job took only seconds. He left the knife, went back to Alan’s room, parked the bloody coat and gloves in his closet and a second knife in his desk, and was back in the living room when Gloria’s screams brought us all running. He purposely had not fastened Cousin Ada’s door. Tom Smith’s keen ears were next door in the sitting room. He expected Tom to hear the sounds of her dying, not his own footsteps.

At this point the sheriff handcuffed Tom Smith. Too bad for David, with Lauren and Gina not yet done in.

But the bloody coat was a break. Now the murders could be put on Alan. No use to put them on Joel, who had nothing, and even if Cousin Ada might have left a lot, David wanted it all. If Alan did murder, he would be forced to forfeit all of Cousin Ada’s money and ruin himself defending himself. If he went to the chair David would get what was left.

The ambulance came. Alan couldn’t face the mutilated corpse of Cousin Ada. David pretended he couldn’t. Alan went to the living room. Trask called on Patrick to help him and the ambulance men. I went to the “boys” wing to tell Patrick that Lauren had gone with Gina to her rooms, because he was continuously afraid for Lauren. I found the bloody coat and gloves. And David found me, made the fire to destroy me, which, along with the extra knife he had put in Alan’s desk, would be hard indeed for Alan to explain.

When I shoved the coat and gloves out the bathroom window, David was back watching from his room. He put on a pair of galoshes Alan kept in the kitchen closet, grabbed the coat and gloves while I was busy soaking the towels and fussing with the shower bath, and took them to the garage. The galoshes made footprints which would point to Alan. Outside the kitchen David took them off, went to Alan’s room with them—Ramon Martinez was always drunk or asleep—and left them there. He then reported the fire, thinking me done for by this time. Everybody ran to fight the fire. David hurried into his mother’s sitting room, conked Lauren with a poker, thought her dead, asked his mother to let him into her bedroom, which she did, and he strangled her, breaking her neck, set her bed on fire with her lighted cigarette, took the quick way through the hall past Ada Fraser’s room to help fight the other fire. Split-second timing, but it clicked.

At this time Tom Smith was freeing himself from the handcuffs. The deputy guarding him slept. Tom ran to Gina’s room, found the door open, found her dead, opened the west window, jumped out, and ran around the house in the snow, leaving telltale moccasin prints. A matter of seconds, passing by Alan’s bathroom when I was still trying to get out.

Whichever one was accused, Tom Smith or Alan, David thought himself above suspicion.

“If it hadn’t been for that sneaking Abbott!” he cried out, now. “What’s the use? I can’t win. I might as well have been born on the wrong side of the tracks. Both Gina and my father were.”

“You had every advantage, David,” Alan said. He was shocked and grieved. Lauren’s heart warmed to him now.

“Yeah? What about money?”

“You always said I was generous.”

“It’s not the same.”

“Well, let’s wind this up and go,” Trask said. He opened the curtains. The sun was rising and making the snow a rosy pink. With David handcuffed to both Mike Carreras and Ramon Martinez—Ramon in his state was as good as a ball and chain—the sheriff started for his old Buick.


“You’re not driving down that terrible hill?” David cried, in terror.

“Why sure,” Trask said. “No danger with chains on.”

Fernando and Perfecta had come into the house but nobody wanted to stay there now. Lauren offered her car for them to leave in when they could. Joel took Gloria away in his Jaguar after Alan agreed to have his pictures crated and sent after him. Alan paid Tom Smith his wages and added a bonus and Tom rode in the jeep with Alan and Lauren as far as his own car, refusing further aid, insisting that all he needed to do was to drive home to a medicine man. Trask had said maybe he ought to be held awhile as a material witness, but what was the use? He would only ball things up.

“That’s the last we’ll ever see of him,” he said. We knew it was true.

Last, Pat and I followed in our borrowed Chev, chains on its rear tires and steady as anything could be on wheels as we followed the trail made down the switchbacks by the old Buick and the jeep. Lauren was going to stay at the inn with us. Alan was to have her things packed and would bring them in later. He was going to close the house, raze it in the spring, and build another in a less lonely spot. Before we left Santa Maria, Lauren had fallen in love with Alan.

But on the way from the Ruby X to Santa Maria I asked Patrick what exactly was the message he had had from the detective captain in Houston.


“None, darling. That is, he said only that what they had was circumstantial, but even so he couldn’t release it except through official channels. I’m afraid I had to resort to a little guesswork, after all.”

“Oh. Well, Trask helped you, in a way. I mean, he was so set from the start on Tom Smith’s being guilty that he couldn’t see the woods for the trees. He was lucky to have you there, Pat.”

Patrick grinned.

“Oh, I don’t know. You can’t do better than an old-fashioned western sheriff. Look at that view!”

Under the deep white snow the whole world around us was glorious. This was the Navajo’s bright day.
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One

That summer the fog was the world’s worst. We had it day after day. We’d wake to pure sunshine, a sparkling blue Bay, a pink Alcatraz, turquoise waters sweeping in from or out to an indigo Pacific. The intense azure of the sky tricked gullible women into putting their furs away for the day and made men bold, so that they ventured off to business without their topcoats.

Then came the fog. It might rush in vastly on a howling wind, or it might start as a small undulant grayness under the splendid Golden Gate Bridge, rise, spread out grotesquely, and all San Francisco would be swallowed by a pall politely referred to as The Overcast. Yet a few miles north of the city people went about in practically nothing, sun-bathed, swam, boated, dined outdoors.

Weekends everything with wheels or wings rushed the fog-frantic populace to a place in the sun. Any place.

That week we left Friday evening in my car, a convertible, and started back early on Sunday afternoon because it was the day of the annual Art Fair in North Beach and we wanted to see the exhibits. Our kids were away in camps, for sunshine, and we had had two fine days of sun-soaking and were feeling great until, six or seven miles north of the Golden Gate Bridge, we saw the fog ahead. It was pouring like an ocean over the Marin hills. Traffic was positively frantic. People had rushed out of the city to get away from the fog. They rushed back hoping to get ahead of a befogged traffic jam on the bridge.

I’d never seen it worse. On the bridge itself visibility was just about zero but nobody slowed down. The air was icy. The noise was outrageous. Car sounds added up to a sullen roar. Everywhere foghorns bellowed, screamed, boomed, squealed, howled. Unseen bells rang and the terrible off-sea wind played dirges in the bridge cables.

“This is horrible!” I yelled above the din. “Why didn’t you put the top up?”

“Soon be over,” Pat yelled back. “Be a nice night in the city, thanks to the wind. Fog will move on to Oakland.”

“Well, we should have put up the top,” I grumbled.

“Fine time to think of it, Jean.”

You’re forbidden to stop on the bridge. Even if you get a flat tire, you drive on a flat until you’re off the bridge.

The frenzy ended when we slid up to the tollgate. Patrick paid the twenty-five cents and drove out on a toll plaza that was practically free of fog. That’s how it is. Fog one place. No fog a short space away. He pulled off the pavement and stopped short. We had the dog. A dachshund is ill equipped for chilly weather. Ours had snuggled tight against my wool skirt. But as Pat jumped out and I followed and closed the car door the dog’s curiosity took over. He stood on his hind legs, looked and listened.

An old topless white-painted Model A Ford stood at the edge of the toll plaza. Two police cars, one from the city and one from the state, were parked near the Ford. Inspector Sam Bradish and Sergeant “Ching” Cohen were talking with a couple of Highway Patrol men. It obviously concerned the Ford. My heart gave a jump. I knew that Ford. So did Pat.

“Johnnies on the spot, huh?” Sam Bradish greeted us suspiciously. “What brings you here? The Spinners send you?”

“I think that is Katie Spinner’s Ford,” Pat said. Sam said, “Well, why not?” In California the owner’s name and registration are usually carried in a transparent cylinder on the steering post. There was Katie’s, as it should be. “What happened?” Pat asked.

“She apparently jumped,” the State Patrol lieutenant said, reluctantly.

“Katie Spinner would do no such thing,” I said.

“You know, I suppose?” Sam Bradish said, coldly.

He made introductions. The Highway Patrol lieutenant’s name was Morgan. His sergeant was named Baer.

“Looks like it,” Lieutenant Morgan said. “Car was abandoned in the middle of the bridge. The place they almost always pick. Lights were on, because of the fog. Keys in the ignition. Sometimes they take the keys, though. That bag was in the seat.”

It had not been touched except with gloves on, he said. Her driver’s license in her bag matched the registration on the steering post.

“Any note?” I asked. Morgan shook his head. “That proves it,” I said.

Sam Bradish eyed me grimly. He is very irritated when non-cops, specially women, make snap judgments which seemingly infringe on police business.

“Yeah?” he managed.

“Because she has too much sense,” I explained. “Katie is young, attractive, clever, good-looking and not in the least temperamental. Why would such a girl jump off the Golden Gate Bridge? It’s fatal. She’d be dead.”

Sam said, “If you will brief Lieutenant Morgan on just what types jump, he’ll round them all up and keep them off the bridge. Save a lot of headaches for all us policemen. Sometimes they jump inside city limits, too. Not always from one of the bridges. Lot of places to take the big jump in San Francisco.”

Lieutenant Morgan said, to us, “How well did you know this girl? I mean, could she have been one of those people who are so attracted to moving water they can’t resist jumping? Or go crazy from heights?”

Patrick said, “If the fog was as thick then on the bridge as it is now she couldn’t have seen the water.” The lieutenant said it had been. “And the height shouldn’t bother either, because in that kind of fog she wouldn’t have had any sensation of height. Was the tide moving in or out?”

“Out,” Morgan said. “Extremely strong ebb tide. Terrible. Nobody saw her jump which means that nobody could tip off the Coast Guard which means they couldn’t try for the body. It’s gone out to sea. Probably for good. Sometimes they wash back. Not often. No telling how many jump when the fog’s bad. Over they go. Be halfway to China before they’re even missed maybe. Damn hard on their people.”

“Of course,” I said, and Inspector Bradish squirmed. “Katie’s extremely considerate. Therefore she wouldn’t jump. Specially in a fog.”

“About what time did it happen, Lieutenant?” Pat asked.

“We were cruising north and came on the Model A at 4:44,” Morgan said, after checking his notes. “There was hardly any north-bound traffic at that time. The Model A had stopped in the lane next to the pedestrian lane. Jumpers’ cars always do. Hood was still warm. There was a silk scarf caught in the railing. It’s with the bag. I got in and pressed the starter. The Model A started right up. I drove on across the bridge and came back here. No trouble. Motor’s in fine shape. The sergeant there drove the squad car on over and I telephoned her folks. They ought to be getting here.”

Inspector Sam Bradish said, “It oughtn’t to be allowed.”

“What?” I asked.

“Girls and women ought not to be allowed to drive alone in open cars. If they have to drive the convertible kind of thing you’ve got there, Jean, the top should be up, the windows closed and the doors locked inside. Juvenile crime has got so bad in some sections that even men driving delivery vans lock themselves in. Yet fool girls like this Katie Spinner—how come you knew her?”

“Know,” I said. “We see her around. Her aunt, Elizabeth Spinner Brown, is a friend and also one of our neighbors.”

“She sent you here?”

Patrick was walking around the Model A. I said, “We’ve been out for the weekend and are just getting home. Our coming along at this time was pure chance.”

Pat said, “This Ford had a collision, Lieutenant.” The trooper nodded. “The left fender has buckled slightly. It hit a red car.”

“We noted that. Trouble is we don’t know if the fender was bent on the bridge or somewhere before it reached the bridge.”

A black Cadillac sedan arrived by way of the tunnel under the toll plaza. It stopped. The lieutenant hurried over to ask the driver to take it to a place where it wouldn’t interfere with traffic. The driver, Ira Spinner, was the kind who had to be told that. He was tall with a long face, a big nose, fiery dark eyes and white hair. He wore a black homburg and a light overcoat over a dark suit.

Ira Spinner was a man who showed fear or sorrow or frustration with anger, even rage.

His sister, Elizabeth Brown, Liz to her friends, was temperamentally his opposite. She was also tall, green-eyed, carelessly chic, with one of those warm amusing faces rarer and more alluring than conventional beauty. She wore a gray suit, a sable scarf, and no hat. Her tawny hair was short and straight and becoming.

Her eyes lit up when she saw us. She came over and said, “What luck you’re here! Please stick around.”

Ira Spinner glared at the Model A, at the police, at us. He knew us, so the look was in its way a greeting.

“Who’s handling this?” he demanded.

“We are. State Patrol. I’m Lieutenant Morgan. Sergeant Baer there.”

“Why are these others here?”

“Mr. and Mrs. Abbott happened to drive past. We radioed the city police. Routine. The Model A has San Francisco plates, sir. Inspector Bradish and Sergeant Cohen were cruising nearby in the Marina. They picked up our message and came on here.”

“All right. All right.” Ira Spinner gave us all another furious glare. “Just what are you doing about this, officer?”

“All we can, Mr. Spinner. I drove your daughter’s car off the bridge. Brought it back here because there was heavy fog over on Vista Point, which is the parking place at the other end of the bridge …”

Ira Spinner snapped, “I know where Vista Point is. For God’s sake, get on with it.”

“Yes, sir. The technical men will come here soon to take pictures and prints. I needed to talk to the tolltakers as soon as possible. Those yonder on the north-bound side, sir. The tollgates are all at the city end of the bridge. If the car had merely stalled on the bridge the driver would have walked back this way.”

“Why?”

“Because it would have been the quickest way to get help. There’s nothing short of Sausalito on the Marin side and that’s a couple of miles and more from the bridge. The driver would have used the pedestrian walk and come back past the tollgates on the outbound side. She would have to pay pedestrian toll at that time to the tolltaker furthest on the right yonder. There have been no pedestrians going or coming in either direction for hours according to the collectors. Too foggy.”

“Perhaps my daughter walked the other way?”

“That’s not likely, if she knew the bridge. But we checked. Sergeant Baer drove the squad car on down to Sausalito. No sign of any girl walking. She might have stopped in somewhere. He notified the Sausalito police. Asked them to broadcast a radio local. If she hears or has heard it she will phone in.”

“The thing stalled, did it,” Ira stated, rather than asked. “I’ve been telling her it would. What the hell she wants to traipse around in that old crate for …”

“I heartily agree, sir,” said Inspector Sam Bradish.

“Don’t blame me for that Ford, officer.”

“I don’t, Mr. Spinner.”

“There ought to be a law!” Sam thought Ira Spinner meant against open cars and nodded in perfect agreement until Ira said, “The State of California is responsible. I’ll sue. There ought to be a law making those bridge railings high enough so that people can’t climb over and jump. I’ll sue.”

Ira Spinner shook his fist at the swirling gray-white fog on the bridge. Cars were ejected through the tollgates with the speed of bullets from a machine gun. What mad traffic! Sort of wonderful, though.

Sam now said that in agreeing there ought to be a law he didn’t refer to the bridge but to cars with tops down, new or old, and Lieutenant Morgan drew himself up and said, proudly, “The Golden Gate Bridge is a miracle of engineering and the masterpiece of a great genius, Mr. Spinner. It’s delicate, too. Wonderfully balanced. Even the least more superstructure and, come one of the big winds, it might collapse, killing countless people. Such a tragedy compared to a few jumpers—oh, I’m sorry, sir.”

“The Model A did stall?” Ira Spinner asked, quickly and a little huskily.

“If so, only briefly. The motor is excellent,” Morgan said.

“Should be, considering the amount of money my daughter wasted on the thing.”

“I drove it off myself, sir. I told you that. And I myself talked to the tolltakers. The two furthest to the right both recalled two white cars driven by two girls, arriving side by side. From the city. There was the Model A, without a top, and a little foreign car with the top down. The Model A took the gate furthest to the right. I said that, didn’t I? The foreign car took the second gate. The girls spoke to each other. The girl in the foreign job called, ‘Race You.’ The girl in the Model A answered, ‘Fat Chance.’”

Ira Spinner eased up slightly and said, “Maybe the tolltaker forgot that she walked back, officer: Maybe he didn’t notice her. She may be in the restaurant under the city end of the bridge right now.”

“No, sir. We checked. Do you know the other girl, sir?”

Liz Brown replied. “The other girl is Sylvia Harwood. We knew that they were going sailing with some boys in Sausalito. We telephoned. Sylvia had already arrived there, alone. They’ll all come back here.”

The lieutenant said, kindly, “Will you identify the Model A, sir? The bag, the scarf, and the clothes in the trunk?”

“Clothes?” Ira Spinner said.

The lieutenant’s eyes were full of pity.

“Perhaps Mrs. Spinner …” he began.

“I’m Mrs. Brown, Katie’s aunt,” Liz said. She went to examine some sports clothes, the bag and the scarf, choked up for the first time, managed to say that they belonged to her niece, and that Katie was carrying the sports things under one arm when she left home because she was going sailing.

“What was she wearing, Mrs. Brown?”

“Black!” Ira roared. Liz shook her head at him, too late. “Like beatnik black, officer.”

Sam Bradish couldn’t let that one pass.

“Good God, Mr. Spinner! Was your daughter one of those bohemian crackpots? Sometimes the North Beach hangouts look like they’re populated exclusively by widows and the bearded disciples of—disciples. I wouldn’t figure a girl like your daughter would run with that bunch. You never can tell. Takes all kinds, I guess.”

Liz Brown speared Sam Bradish with a real straight stare. I had been thinking what a fine pair they made, and both so alone and all. This wasn’t a favorable start. She said, acidly, “Inspector Bradish, my niece wore those black clothes strictly as a joke. Today and today only. She is not a North Beach or any other kind of crackpot.”

Ira Spinner said, “The city ought to build a fence around that North Beach section and burn it down. It’s disgraceful.”

Instantly Inspector Bradish became very, very cool.

“That would be very extreme, sir. Lot of fine people live around there.”

“You just said …”

“North Beach is also the Italian-American section, sir. Many very fine people. Beg pardon, Lieutenant. We’d better be getting back to our job. If we can cooperate further, will do.”

“Sure thing, Inspector. See you. We’ll have to take down your statements, Mr. Spinner, Mrs. Brown.”

Sergeant Cohen went to the city squad car and Sam Bradish drew us aside.

“I ought to have kept my trap shut. Those Beach crackpots give me a slow burn all right but a know-it-all like that Spinner makes me boil. Where’s he been all his life?”

“In Pacific Heights. In the Spinner family mansion,” I said.

“That’s not what I mean. Why doesn’t he know that the North Beach bohemians are a very small minority in that section? It’s those newspaper columnists. If they would stop their everlasting yakking it would end half our troubles in the Beach. The columnists yak. That brings the big crowds there. Crowds mean pickpockets, bag snatchers, dope pushers. Always find them in crowds.”

“You’ve had a murder there this week, Sam,” Pat said.

“You mean that whiskery type that fell off the roof of that so-called party pad? Suicide or murder? Whichever, he was a junky. Took heroin. That case keeps being a headache. We keep getting phony tips. Had another phony about that case this afternoon from the Marina, which is how we happened to be near here when the Highway Patrol reported this suicide. Well, you expect craziness in the junkies and the drunks, but when a girl like this one, this Spinner, dresses up in that silly black …”

“All bright kids are full of curiosity, Sam,” I said. “I’d do the same thing if I was that age.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Sam said, indignantly. He flung an angry hand at the foggy bridge and said, “Take a case like this …” He broke off. “Huh-uh. You take it, Pat. It’s up your alley. The Golden Gate Bridge is outside the city limits, thank God. It’s a state police problem, not ours. And yours if you want it, I suppose. Rich people, aren’t they, Pat?”

He got into the police car without waiting for an answer.

I said, “Sam’s getting crankier all the time, Pat. He ought to get married.”


Two

The white Porsche shot through the tollgate like a thoroughbred. The tall fair young man with the crew-cut and level blue eyes leaped from behind the wheel. The beautiful girl got out on her side and ran straight to Ira Spinner where she plunked her face on the lapel of his topcoat and made little whimpering sounds. I knew Sylvia Harwood by sight. The society columns called her San Francisco’s most beautiful girl. I wouldn’t dispute that. Her beauty was startling. Ink-black tousled hair. Intense blue eyes slanting a little. Thick black eyelashes and sublimely arched black brows. Her nose and chin were just right and her complexion was a dusty rose from sunshine, not the usual hard tan. She was tall enough, but she gave an impression of smallness. Maybe it was the clinging job, which Ira Spinner certainly didn’t mind. He fished out his breast-pocket handkerchief for Sylvia and patted her hair, but he blazed up again when the tall young man, Tom Fenimore, said, “She wouldn’t do it. Katie wouldn’t jump.”

“You seem to think you know a great deal about my daughter, Fenimore.”

“I know that much, Mr. Spinner.”

Tom’s good-looking mobile face was twisted by inner torment. But Ira Spinner didn’t cow him. The older man’s gaze dropped first.

Lieutenant Morgan was also very susceptible to Sylvia Harwood’s beauty. He hummed and hawed a little before, apologetically, he asked, “You are Sylvia Harwood?” Sylvia bobbed her head against Ira Spinner’s coat. “Take it easy, miss.” Sylvia was already taking it the easiest. “We have to ask a few questions. You may have been the last to see Katharine Spinner alive, miss.”

Sylvia emitted three distressed ohs. Liz Brown said, in my ear, “Sylvia will make it a production with all these men around. She’ll take all day. Just how can you go about finding Katie, Pat?”

Patrick touched Liz’s arm for silence and kept his eyes on Sylvia.

Morgan’s very male voice oozed consideration as he told Sylvia to take her time. She blew her nose a dainty blow in Ira Spinner’s handkerchief, turned three-quarters of her face toward the lieutenant and said in a bell-like voice, for she had everything, “I don’t know anything, officer. Not a thing.”

“You girls were together, but in separate cars.”

“We started out together. We were side by side at the toll-gates. Katie took the outside lane. I took the middle lane. I mean the second lane. I never saw her after that.”

“Why was that?”

“I guess I drove faster. My car is new. I don’t like to poke along. And the fog got thick right away. I didn’t see Katie again.”

“Not even in your rear-view mirror?”

“I have two mirrors, officer. I use the one to the left of the windshield, not the middle one. That shows me any car that might want to pass. Anyhow, I couldn’t’ve seen her in that awful fog.”

“Could you see ahead?”

“A little way. With headlights on.”

“Did you notice a red car following you? Probably in your lane?”

“No,” Sylvia said. She now showed much more interest in the policeman than in Ira Spinner. She stood free of the tall man’s lapels and appeared at once to be taller herself. Five-six or thereabouts. “No. I never saw anybody or anything till after I took the side road towards Sausalito.”

The lieutenant said, with a little slyness, “That’s a right-hand turn, miss. To make it you would have had to move over into the furthest right lane. The one that Miss Spinner was in. Unless you could manage a clear view of that lane you might have had a collision.”

“Probably,” Sylvia said, slightly bored.

“Did anything happen after you turned downhill to Sausalito?”

“Why, no. I just drove on to Tom’s place. Tom Fenimore’s.” Wasn’t her glance at tall blond Tom something special? “You know there’s only two lanes through Sausalito. The one coming back this way was jam-packed with cars, but I made good time going out.”

“You and Miss Spinner were going to the same place?” Sylvia’s nod answered that. “Your place, Mr. Fenimore?” Tom jerked his head. “Were you alone there?”

“No.”

“Who was with you?”

“A friend named Schuyler Mills. We were waiting for the girls when we got the bad news about Katie—Miss Spinner. Mrs. Brown phoned just as Miss Harwood drove up. We drove back here in Sylvia’s—Miss Harwood’s—car. As she said, it was slow driving on the way back here because of traffic in downtown Sausalito.”

“Why didn’t Mills come with you?” the lieutenant asked.

“Was that necessary?” Ira Spinner irritably asked Morgan.

Liz Brown said, “You’d think he’d want to. They’re old friends. Katie and Schuyler, I mean. Their families, ditto.”

“Sky was wearing only a T-shirt and shorts,” Tom said. “He went to his place to put on some warm clothes. He’ll be along.”

Liz Brown asked, “And how did he get to his place on Telegraph Hill without coming across this bridge?

“He wasn’t going to his apartment on Telegraph Hill. He has a summer place in Belvedere, Mrs. Brown.”

Liz said, “Belvedere? Living it up, yes? And how does he manage it?”

“For God’s sake, Liz!” Ira Spinner put in. “What has how Schuyler lives got to do with what happened to Katharine? Do keep quiet until the officer asks his questions. Can’t you see how hard all this is on a young girl like Sylvia? I beg your pardon, Lieutenant. My sister seems overwrought.”

“From this moment on I shall endeavor not to be overwrought, Lieutenant,” Liz Brown said, oversweetly. “Please proceed.”

Liz Brown was somewhat overwhelming to the policeman. He pulled himself together obviously before he could think of a next question.

“How was Miss Spinner dressed, Miss Harwood?” he asked then.

“Oh. She was dressed all in black.”

“For sailing, miss?”

“She was going to change on Tom Fenimore’s boat, officer.”

“Change on a sailboat? Does it have a cabin, Mr. Fenimore?”

Ira Spinner interrupted. “What a day to go sailing! Fog thick as cotton and you take two helpless girls out in a sailboat on the treacherous Bay. That’s a crime in itself, Mr. Fenimore.”

Tom said, “There was a fog in the upper Bay, Mr. Spinner. The weather was very fine. Perfect.”

“You expected my daughter to change her clothes in an open sailboat?”

“No, sir. I live on a barge. My sailboat is a sloop. The barge has a living room, bedroom, kitchen and bath. Katie would change there, of course.”

“Barge? You appear to be very aquatic, Mr. Fenimore. I thought you came from Iowa. That’s all dry land, isn’t it?”

Ira Spinner had it in for Tom Fenimore, for some reason.

“Perhaps that’s why I like the water, sir,” Tom said quietly.

“Please let the young lady finish,” Morgan said. “Miss Spinner’s Model A has had a collision, Miss Harwood. Not a very serious one, but that left fender has collided with something, apparently a red car.” He pointed at the dents. “You say you didn’t see a red car near you either before or after you left the bridge?”

“Why, no. But there are hundreds of red cars.”

“This red car would have probably been close behind you on the approach to the bridge. On the city side. There’s been no fog to speak of on that approach. Hasn’t been all afternoon.”

“Well, if there had been a red car close behind us on the bridge approach I would have noticed it, officer. I would remember it, too. I don’t.”

“Did you make a stop anywhere between Miss Spinner’s house and the bridge?” No, Sylvia said. “Was there any reason why you used both cars, miss?” Yes. On returning from Sausalito they would take different routes to their homes in different sections of the city. Besides, Sylvia didn’t like riding in that old Ford. It frightened her, she said, even though Katie Spinner had spent a young fortune to fix it up.

Sylvia was now openly nervous. Ira Spinner took note and told the lieutenant to stop heckling the child. Morgan acquiesced, and then said, “You mentioned a Schuyler Mills. You said he has a place in Belvedere. I picked him up a few weeks back for speeding. He was driving a red Thunderbird.”

Tom Fenimore said, “He had no car at all today, Lieutenant. I brought him from Tiburon to Sausalito in my sloop. And he couldn’t’ve been following the girls on the bridge—if that’s what you mean—because at that time he was with me. On my boat.”

“Sailboat or barge?” Ira Spinner asked, nastily.

“Barge,” Tom said.

“Who all knew you girls were going to Sausalito just when you did, miss?” the lieutenant asked.

“Katie’s family. Mine. And Tom and Sky.” By “Sky” did she refer to Schuyler Mills? She did. Ira Spinner cut in again. Everybody called Schuyler Sky, he said. The lieutenant said, “A snatch could be made in a fog like that, Mr. Spinner. It would take expert timing but it could be done. I’ve never seen lighter outgoing traffic or thicker fog on the bridge. A car could have cut in on the Ford. The collision need not have been very serious—you didn’t hear a crash, miss?” Sylvia hadn’t. “The bridge is more than a mile long. The bridge proper. The Model A was stopped almost exactly midway. You know how drivers are on the bridge. They don’t stop for anything. It’s not allowed, except in an emergency. Anybody coming on a stalled car or seeing an accident can pause long enough to get a little information, but he usually doesn’t. If he does he has to drive on and report whatever there is to the police at the tollgates or by phone from the Marin side. We’ll go along on the kidnapping theory, Mr. Spinner. It’s a thin hope, but it’s hope. We’ll call in the FBI—that is, if she doesn’t show up….”

“No! I want no publicity, hear?”

“We can’t keep a thing like this quiet, sir. The reporters have it already. You’d better go home now, Mr. Spinner. You can all go.” He took addresses and telephone numbers and then said, “Don’t go anywhere we can’t reach you, any of you. Another thing, when there’s a snatch, a kidnapping, there are usually messages, phone calls—very often phony crank calls, but we have to follow them up. Please report anything like that to us at once. I’ll ask the Hall of Justice—San Francisco police headquarters—to send …”

“No! No. No. No,” Ira insisted. “Keep the police out of this!”

The lieutenant did not remind Ira Spinner that the police were already on the case. He asked Sylvia Harwood if she had accompanied Katie Spinner to the Art Fair in North Beach. Sylvia dropped her thick black lashes and said she never went to North Beach. Had Miss Spinner gone there alone? Sylvia had no idea. Ira Spinner spoke up and said his daughter had gone alone.

Liz Brown moved near us and said she wasn’t sure but thought that Katie had planned to meet a friend at the Art Fair. She had mentioned a model called Celeste who worked at Morison’s, where Katie herself had had a job. Liz had only the impression that Katie was meeting the model. Celeste what? Liz only knew her as Celeste. I was acquainted with her, too. Tall, stunning blonde, with very blonde hair, almost white, and Slavic cheekbones. Was Celeste her real Christian name? Liz didn’t know. Liz had persuaded Ira to go with her to the Fair. When at the Fair Liz had spied Katie briefly from the street, in a café on the corner of Green Street and Grant Avenue. Katie had been alone at a small table with a cup of tea or coffee. Had anyone spoken to her? Yes, just as Ira saw his daughter, a very big man with a long auburn beard and a black or navy beret and a light-colored jacket had stopped beside her table. He had said something and Katie had shaken her head. Almost at once Katie had got up and left the café and went away in her Ford, which had been parked on Green Street. Had Katie seen Liz and her father? Liz thought not.

Then Liz said, “I’ll drive home with Ira. My car’s there. I’ll come to your house as soon as I can get away, Pat, if that’s convenient.”

“Of course. Katie will have an address book, Liz. Or a telephone list of some kind of her own. She may have Celeste’s address and phone number.”

“I’ll find whatever there is and call you right away.”

There went the Art Fair for us, but we couldn’t’ve cared less.

Pat also wanted to talk to Tom Fenimore and Sylvia Harwood but the lieutenant was keeping them, so Liz said she would fetch Tom with her when she came to our house. That meant a delay, but anything might happen, and Katie might call in to say she was safe.

Ira Spinner was still haranguing the officer. Liz managed to annex him and they were walking toward the black sedan as we also took off.

We felt terribly depressed. Except the dog. He was thoroughly chilled and he wriggled with delight and stretched himself so close to me that I was practically sitting on him. I assured him it wouldn’t be long now, but instead of driving straight on, Patrick circled under the tollgate plaza, turned the wheel over to me, and said we’d drive back across the bridge.

As soon as we were swallowed up in fog Pat got out of the car. I was to drive slow. Creep. When I was across I was to pull out in the first fog-free space off the road and wait.

I crept. The wind roared. The fog seeped into my bones. Why hadn’t Patrick put the top up, for goodness sake? Now and then a car overtook me and passed. Patrick walked on the pedestrian walk and searched both walk and the outside lane with his flashlight. Halfway over he got a break. The clouds broke open. The sun came through. I could see him in the mirror. He picked up nothing. Again I went slowly ahead in the fog. Patrick caught up before I was fully across the bridge and took the wheel. At the fork north of the bridge where cars can turn left and tunnel under the highway and head back to San Francisco, I said, my teeth chattering, “I hope that foggy ordeal amounted to something?”

“Don’t know.”

“Didn’t you find anything?”

“Hundreds of cigarette butts and stuff like that. I picked up a worn rubber heel. Only importance is that it was close beside a spot where the tires of a car had hit the curb recently and hard enough that the marks were still there. No special tire marks. Just smooth places made by tires which could be the size used on a Model A Ford. Lieutenant Morgan will have noted them, of course.”

“You’ll have to check all the rubber heels in San Francisco, darling. In all the Bay Area. All over the state. All over the U.S.A. Because it’s tourist time and visitors are streaming in, all of them crossing the Golden Gate Bridge. Millions of rubber heels.”

“Only male heels, baby, and big heels at that. It’s more than likely nothing at all but aside from the tire marks there was nothing else.”

When we got back to the toll plaza the laboratory men from the Highway Patrol were busy around the Model A. Pat turned the rubber heel over to Lieutenant Morgan and we drove on off the bridge approach, if you call it that when you are not approaching, took the Marina route and the short cut to Bay Street. We caught green lights all the way to Hyde Street. There a red blinker had traffic stopped in four directions. One of our dearly-beloved cable cars was toddling down Russian Hill. Its bell clanged hysterically. It stopped directly in the middle of Bay Street. A solitary passenger dropped off an outside step, which he had probably been clinging to in dire peril all the way from Market, lit a cigarette and strolled cater-corner-wise to the sidewalk. The cable car waited. All traffic waited in deference to the cable car.


Three

Our house is a redwood and plate-glass affair, modern, set in its own small garden at the top of Russian Hill. The garage is on a lower level under the house and opens on a narrow street below. Apartment houses are taking over much of Russian Hill but there is still a cluster of private houses in our section and our grave concern is that skyscrapers may some day be built between us and the Bay.

In San Francisco everyone longs for at least two things: a view and a fireplace. Views are easier to come by than fireplaces, and an open fire is a fabulous thing when the summer fogs chill. You wear your winter clothes and furs when out in the steep soaring streets on foggy days and you hurry in for tea or some other hot drink at the fireside.

Chilled was a moderate word for it this afternoon. We arrived home frozen. Pat went at once to the telephone. No Celeste was listed. Information had no telephone under that name.

I chucked the dog out into the back garden—fenced in since he had once been dognapped—stuck a match to the fire, ran back to let the dog in. He grabbed his cushion with his teeth and dragged it to the middle of the hearth rug. Pat made a bourbon hot toddy for me and Scotch and soda without ice for himself. I plopped down on an ottoman by the fire with my hot drink and felt wretched because of Katie Spinner.

Pat snapped on the radio. A newscaster was reporting the Katharine Spinner news, enlarging on it by saying that the deck of the bridge midway varied between two hundred and twenty and two hundred and fifty feet above the water, depending on the tides. He said the impact from that terrible plunge broke all the bones in a jumper’s body. Only one or two people had survived. The man started talking about previous jumps and Patrick snapped him off.

If she was kidnapped, why? For money, no doubt, but there were many wealthier people in San Francisco than the Ira Spinners. There were the Harwoods, very, very rich. Why snatch Katie Spinner? Why not Sylvia Harwood?

Patrick folded up on another ottoman. I said, “I don’t like that girl.”

“Sylvia? Why not?”

“Maybe I’m just jealous. No, that’s not it. She’s not honest. But she’s the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. Oh, forget it. What percentage of jumpers are—recovered? Their bodies, I mean.”

“Something like seventy percent, so they say. But the Coast Guard has to be notified at once. In a fog there’s not much chance. Even if notified instantly, the body may not be located if the fog lies close to the water. The undertow is terrific. As you know, men who try to escape from Alcatraz Prison are always stopped by the fierce tides in San Francisco Bay.”

“Could a person be thrown off the bridge?”

“Why not? But Katie was a big strong girl. Is. She’d put up a fight. It would take a strong adversary, maybe two. She would have to be knocked out to keep her quiet. That’s guesswork and I think it most unlikely that anything of the sort happened. What, other than for money, would be the motive?”

“Lunatics are always with us, darling.”

“We can rule them out, to start.”

“If the Coast Guard retrieved the body, there would be no money for whoever did such a thing.”

“Right. Had she any enemies who would want to get rid of her?” I didn’t know. I couldn’t imagine it. “Nothing adds up, Jeanie. It doesn’t make sense. She’s a level-headed kid. She wouldn’t jump and why would she be kidnapped?”

“It’s more comfortable to think she was kidnapped because if she was there’s a chance.”

“Right. Or that it’s our old friend amnesia. Or maybe she had a yen to run far far away from Papa Spinner and simply went off and got löst on purpose. How’s your drink?”

“Fine.”

Pat checked the time and put a log on the fire. The dachsie frowned and pulled his cushion back, sighed, relaxed, and was again in orbit. The dog made sense. The thing to do, obviously, was to refresh the drinks, settle in beside this lovely warm fire, and wait for Liz Brown’s information about the model Celeste. Or for word that Katie was safe.

Pat said, “What would you do if a careless driver cut in on you, Jeanie? You bang up a fender. Say he stops. He gets out to see what the damage is. If I know you, you’re already out. You face each other. Then what?”

“I’d give him a strong piece of my mind.”

“It’s my guess that Katie did just that. Because of an overfast stop she probably flooded the carburetor of that old car. She got out and told the other driver off. She left her bag in the car and the keys in the ignition because she was going to drive on as soon as she got the motor going again. But she would not leave the Ford on the bridge intentionally. She’s a good driver. She knows the rules. The law, in this case. A stopped car in a fog is a hazard, specially a white car. If she believed that she had to leave the Model A because it was stalled, and if she went off in that theoretical red car which collided with her Ford, she would have notified the police so that the Model A could be towed from the bridge promptly.”

I handed Patrick my glass for another drink. He stood up. I said, “This talk is a waste of energy. We don’t even know that the fender was smashed on the bridge. It might have happened any time. Anywhere. I’m sure that Katie will telephone home. We’ll learn that she’s all right, any time now.”

“Right. She’ll probably show up safe and sound, may have already.”

“Shouldn’t we phone the Spinners?”

“We’ll wait to hear from Liz, Jeanie.”

I said, “She may have come home. Her father Ira Spinner may be blowing his stack at this moment. Giving Katie the works for getting him in such a rage that he’s going to sue the State of California because people jump off the Golden Gate Bridge. Don’t spare the bourbon, darling. I’m beginning to feel almost cheerful.” Patrick came back after a couple of minutes with another drink for me, none for himself. He began pacing.

“Liz Brown and Inspector Sam Bradish would make a wonderful couple, Pat,” I said.

“In the midst of death and trouble, romance.”

“But we just decided that everything will be all right. Maybe.”

Patrick paced, went to the phone, looked up Ira Spinner’s number and paced again, waiting.

The fire crackled. The dog stretched with pleasure. The doorbell rang. Liz Brown with good news, I hoped.

It wasn’t Liz. The dog growled, and when Pat opened the door, stood up, his tail straight out, his hackles stiff. So it wouldn’t be Liz. The dog knew and liked Liz Brown. He knew her footsteps. He didn’t like this visitor in advance and showed it.

“Mr. Patrick Abbott?” a woman asked, in a carefully cultivated voice. “You are what they call a private detective, are you not? I’m Mrs. Cecil Harwood.” She made it Sessil.

“Please come in, Mrs. Harwood.”

Mrs. Harwood came in. Except for an excess of chins and a carefully suppressed midriff she was very handsome. She was swathed in excellent minks. Her heels were too high. She was overperfumed. Her brown hair had too many too perfect waves. Her ankles were good and her long blue black-lashed slightly oblique eyes were beautiful. The eyes she had passed to her daughter, Sylvia. Patrick spoke my name. I had risen from my comfortable seat by the fire. Like the dachsie, I felt like growling. I asked her to sit down. Patrick offered her a drink. She refused it because, she said, she had a tendency to put on weight. That annoyed me, too. People shouldn’t drag in their diets with strangers. It’s tiresome.

She sat down on one of the sofas which stand at right angles to the fire. I took a chair. The dog, seeing that she was no one whom he would be permitted to bite—he was always hopeful but he had never yet pulled it off—pulled his cushion to a more secluded spot and settled where he could eye our visitor from under cover.

“I’ve come to ask you to do something for me, Mr. Abbott. You will be well paid and it will be a very simple little case. You do call it a case? It’s for my daughter. She is very young, only nineteen. Her life is just beginning, really. I can’t bear having her hurt.”

Patrick said, “What am I supposed to do, Mrs. Harwood?”

“Protect her. It was just by chance that she got mixed up in that bridge affair. It will be a scandal. You can’t keep her name out of it. The reporters know already that she and Katharine Spinner crossed the bridge more or less together. That’s not what I mean. What worries me is the personal gossip that is bound to occur.”

“Already? Why?”

“The Spinners are wonderful people, Mr. Abbott. The family is quite impeccable. That makes it all the worse.” Mrs. Harwood emitted a refined sigh. “You know what happened at the Spinners’, don’t you? Don’t quote me please, but Katharine and her father quarreled awfully, and when Katharine left home she was furious. It’s possible that she was so angry she just stopped on the bridge and jumped. People do things like that, Mr. Abbott.”

“Oh, no. Not just like that,” I said.

Pat said, “I don’t quite see why the Spinners’ trouble should affect your daughter.”

“But, don’t you know? Katharine had been hanging around those awful places in North Beach. She was even dressed in that dreadful black those bohemian girls wear. They want to die. Plan to kill themselves even. That’s why they dress like that. Her father saw her in one of those notorious cafés on Grant Avenue in North Beach. That’s why they quarreled.”

“How did Ira Spinner happen to be in North Beach?” I asked.

Mrs. Harwood said, “He went with his sister, Elizabeth Brown. Of course Elizabeth is socially impeccable. But she is eccentric. You must admit that. I blame her, really. Ira Spinner would never in this world have gone down to that awful section if it hadn’t been for his sister.”

I said, “But there was an Art Fair on Grant Avenue this afternoon, Mrs. Harwood. Even the most impeccable can go to an Art Fair without blemishing their social standing.”

“I wouldn’t. My daughter wouldn’t. Why, that section is no better than the old Barbary Coast. It’s a disgrace to San Francisco.”

Patrick said, “I think you would find it very different from the old Barbary Coast, Mrs. Harwood.”

“It’s far worse,” Mrs. Harwood stated. “No nice young girl would have dared to set foot in the Barbary Coast section. It was openly wicked. But those cafés in North Beach and the creatures that hang around them are worse, because they attract nice innocent girls like Katharine Spinner. Nice girls don’t realize what they are getting into until it’s too late. Those places should be closed down.”

Burned down, Ira Spinner had said.

“That sounds like a large order, Mrs. Harwood.”

I said, “That section has always been full of writers and artists and people who work in the crafts, Mrs. Harwood. They can’t all be so very bad. Besides, there are so many clever restaurants and fun places there. It can’t all be very wicked. The cafés the papers are always gossiping about are often filled with kids drinking coffee and listening to hi-fi and so on. Sometimes they’re lonely. They need some place to go.”

Mrs. Harwood shuddered.

“My dear, there is not even any racial discrimination there. But let’s talk about what I came to see you about, Mr. Abbott. Elizabeth Brown thinks you’re so clever and I have made up my mind you’re just the one. Money will be no object. All I ask is that you should devise some means of saving my daughter from the gossip which is certain to come from this scandalous affair.”

I blazed in silence. The silly woman hadn’t the faintest conception of the tragedy. Why should her daughter be gossiped about just because she and Katie Spinner drove on the bridge side by side on their way to go sailing on the Bay? Just how suspicious can a woman be? Mrs. Harwood was affected and silly.

Patrick said, “I think you’re overimaginative, Mrs. Harwood.”

“I am nothing of the kind. I’m a worried mother. Naturally, my daughter’s good name is my first concern. As I said, she’s so young. Nineteen. Katharine Spinner was twenty-two.”

“Is,” I murmured.

“Your daughter is very beautiful,” Patrick said.

Mrs. Harwood simpered with pleasure.

“Yes. And that makes it more difficult. She attracts every man alive. If only I can manage to protect her, for just a year or so, till she marries the right man. Don’t you understand that is what I am worried about? I want her to be happy. Marry, have children, live as she’s been reared to live.”

“Do you actually believe malicious tongues connecting your daughter with whatever has happened to Katie Spinner will hurt Sylvia’s chances of a good marriage?” I asked.

“They might. Katharine was a nice girl, though impetuous perhaps, and probably a trifle eccentric like her Aunt Elizabeth. She chose friends I would never permit Sylvia to associate with. How much money do you want, Mr. Abbott? It’s no object, remember.”

Patrick said, “I don’t understand you, Mrs. Harwood. There must be something else, something deeper which makes you fear for your daughter’s reputation. What is it?”

Mrs. Harwood drew herself in. Her eyes glazed a bit.

“There is nothing else. Nothing of any kind. Sylvia is as innocent as a new-born baby.”

“That’s pretty innocent,” I thought silently, thinking about how Sylvia had used her wiles on Ira Spinner and Lieutenant Morgan.

“I’m afraid what you suggest is out of my line, Mrs. Harwood. And I have other commitments,” Patrick said.

She frowned. “Then please recommend somebody else. At once. There is no time.”

Patrick said, “Your husband should be able to advise you, Mrs. Harwood.”

“My husband would recommend you, Mr. Abbott. If I asked him. Which I haven’t and won’t. You are known for your discretion. And you’re also socially acceptable.”

Acceptable, I thought. Not impeccable?

I could see Pat’s eyes narrow, turn green as they do when his curiosity and perhaps anger are whetted specially.

He said, poker-faced, “Thank you, Mrs. Harwood. Your husband is a very important man. He is certainly discreet and also, as you say, ‘socially acceptable.’ He is much more likely than I to share your concern about your daughter. After all, she’s his, too.”

Mrs. Harwood shrugged her minks and said that her husband paid no attention to their daughter. She named a sum which made me see beautiful stars. Pat turned her down. She upped it. He said no. She appealed to his manhood, his Americanism, his own fatherhood and again raised the ante. When she finally got it through her head that the answer was absolutely no, she got up and walked out, minus even a backward glance. Patrick saw her to the door and had started to close it after her when she said, “Katharine Spinner went to North Beach this afternoon to meet a girl who—well, a girl I most certainly would not permit my daughter to associate with. That’s neither here nor there, I suppose.”

“Indeed? Do you know her name, Mrs. Harwood?”

“She calls herself Celeste. She’s a model.”

“Are you sure of that?”

“Certainly. Sylvia told me that when she telephoned home after—what happened on the bridge.”

“Do you know Celeste’s address? Or phone number?”

“Certainly not!”

Patrick saw her to her car, came back, and hurried to the telephone. Meantime the dog had risen, snorted, pulled his cushion back to the fire and relaxed. Sensible dog, I said to Patrick later. Disliked Mrs. Harwood on sight. Disliked her perfume, spiked with civet. Pat corrected me, said a civet was a cat. He had got out of the Harwood woman that Celeste’s last name was Bodine, he said. He made calls to Bodines, Bodins, Bodens. None was or knew Celeste. He called Morison’s Department Store, where she worked. No answer, being Sunday. He finally called Liz Brown, still at Ira Spinner’s. There was no news yet. Liz said she wouldn’t be along for another half-hour. No, she didn’t know where the model Celeste lived or even that her real name was Bodine. Patrick called San Francisco Information and asked if there was any name like Bodine with an unlisted telephone. Information was not permitted to give out information about unlisted phones, she said, but there was a new listed telephone in the name of Bodeen, Tina Bodeen, and she gave the phone number and, after hesitating, the street address. Patrick called Liz again and said we were going out on a lead that might yield something about Katie and for her and Tom to walk right in when they arrived. We didn’t keep a key under the mat but in another spot less obvious, which Liz Brown knew about.

There was somebody else in North Beach Patrick wanted to talk to, a man named Gavin Maguire.

“The painter? I don’t like him,” I said.

“Who does? But he’s a compendium of information. May be useful.”
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