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Chapter One

It was close to eleven o’clock of a hot, sunny morning, and traffic on Sunset Boulevard approached the saturation point, both in the number of vehicles jamming the pavement and the steam compressed by the tempers of the drivers. As the light changed at the corner of Sunset and Vine, a big Los Angeles Transit bus started up. At the same moment one of the women passengers emitted a scream, leaped from the seat, and ran to the rear door and attempted to pry it open. When this failed, she beat on the glass and then worked on the bell cord. The driver was glaring into his rearview mirror at her, but she persisted.

“Sit down, lady!”

“I won’t! Let me off this bus at once!”

“You’ll get off at the next stop like anybody else!”

“I can’t wait!”

He tried to ignore her hammering at the door, but she now began to let forth such shrieks of pain, rage, or terror—the driver couldn’t tell which—that he suddenly swung into the curb and released the door mechanism. She literally fell out upon the sidewalk.

The bus’s erratic behavior almost caused a collision at its rear. Two little old ladies in a new Buick sedan let out simultaneous gasps. The one driving put on the brakes. One ended flattened against the wheel, the other with her nose to the dashboard. “My stars and body!” cried the second, who was the taller and more angular of the two, and whose name was Jennifer.

The second sister, Miss Rachel Murdock, said something under her breath which Jennifer, because of all the honking around them, was unable to catch. It sounded like damned stupid fool, but Jennifer decided, in the moment of getting back into her seat, that it couldn’t have been. It wasn’t ladylike. Or rather, it was even unladylike for Rachel. She said, “Did you see that?”

“I’m still watching it,” said Miss Rachel. “Look!”

The bus had pulled away with a roar from the traffic snarl in its wake. The woman who had burst from the door had picked herself up, frantically jammed her belongings back into her purse, which had come open, and was now looking around as if seeking some quarry.

“It’s not even a bus stop!” Jennifer cried.

“She was screaming in there. Couldn’t you hear her?”

The car slid forward into the space vacated by the bus.

“What are you doing?”

“Parking.”

“Now, Rachel—”

“Oh, it won’t hurt to watch for a minute. She’s looking for someone. Someone, probably, she saw on the street from inside the bus.”

There now ensued a scene which caused Miss Jennifer to cry out and to blush for womanhood. The big blond woman from the bus let out a yelp, lifted the purse like a weapon, and took off. At the same moment a man down the block, who had been looking into a store window, turned around and seemed rooted by fright as she bore down upon him. When she was almost on him he looked about swiftly as if for cover and then seemed to nerve himself for action. He caught the hand holding the outstretched purse and swung the woman around violently. With a final shriek she went through the plate-glass store window. There was a great crash of glass. The man ran through a service station and a parking lot and was lost to sight.

“Oh, my goodness! She went through head over heels! You could see her unmentionables!” Jennifer panted.

“She probably cut her throat,” said Miss Rachel, who was getting nimbly out of the car.

“Rachel! Get back into this car this instant! There’s something not—not delicate, about this situation!”

Miss Rachel’s eyes widened at Jennifer’s choice of words, but she continued to move away. “They may need someone to apply a tourniquet, or to run for a doctor—” She left the excuse hanging and dashed down the block and into the store. It was a pet shop, now filled with a bedlam of howls, chirps, and splashings. The woman who had been thrown through the window lay amid a welter of glass and flopping goldfish. A cage of parakeets had toppled beside her and the birds were escaping one by one like blue arrows shot from a crossbow. Two skinny little men in green aprons were dashing about in the confusion, doing nothing useful so far as Miss Rachel could see.

She slammed the door on the remaining birds, pushed the cage aside, and bent above the woman on the floor. The big blond was conscious. Her eyes met Miss Rachel’s in apparent bewilderment. “What happened?”

“You fell through the window.” There were scratches on the woman’s face, bare arms, and hands; but none seemed deep or serious. Her hair was wet, the flaring skirts lay soaked against her legs. Apparently the tanks she had overturned had been big ones. “Lie still until we can find out how seriously you’ve been hurt.”

But the woman pushed herself into a sitting position. “I don’t think I’m hurt at all. I feel a little dizzy. I guess I hit my head. It aches on top. Not bad, though.” From the handbag she extracted some paper tissues and mopped at the scratches on her arms. “I guess I was lucky.”

“Awfully lucky,” Miss Rachel agreed.

The little men in the green aprons had started scooping the fish into a new tank. Miss Rachel picked up a few, tossed them in, found herself meeting the furious eyes of one of the proprietors. “Our lovely fish! The birds gone!” He had a voice like one of his own parrots and a face that reminded Miss Rachel instantly of a mule in miniature. He glared from Miss Rachel to the dazed blonde. “We’ll demand payment for damages! She’ll replace our plate glass and our stock, or we’ll sue!”

“Aren’t you worried as to how she is?”

“Not at all! Anyone stupid enough to fall through a plate-glass window deserves a knock on the noggin!”

“Well, she’s not in condition to haggle about damages now,” Miss Rachel argued. “Anyway, she isn’t the villain of this piece. A man pushed her through your window.”

“I didn’t see any man,” the other proprietor snapped. Miss Rachel saw that they were twins, two little mule-faced men amazingly alike in their green aprons. “She won’t get off by making up a story that she was pushed!”

“My sister and I are witnesses,” Miss Rachel said coolly. She turned to help the blond woman, who was getting to her feet though obviously quite wobbly. “If you decide to sue, we’ll have no hesitation about coming to court and telling the truth. I wouldn’t invest in a lawyer until I was sure of my facts, if I were you.”

Both little men were shaking with rage. They retired to the rear of the shop to mutter together. The blond woman looked curiously at the wreckage on the floor. “Did I do that?”

“I guess you did.”

“I can’t understand how it happened.”

“You were running full tilt at a man on the sidewalk,” Miss Rachel reminded. “You had a hand out, in greeting I suppose, and he simply grabbed your wrist and swung. Your momentum carried you right on through the shop window. It was pretty noisy.”

A strange look had come into the blond woman’s face, a mixture of astonishment and revulsion, as if she were hearing a tale about two horrible characters she hoped never to meet. “It—it sounds dreadful. This … man. What did he do afterward?”

“Ran like a rabbit.”

The woman shut her eyes as if at some painful thought. “Do you suppose many people saw us?”

“Well, more or less about everybody at Sunset and Vine. It’s crowded now. I think the bus passengers were still looking back, too.”

The woman was pale and haggard, much more so than she had been when Miss Rachel had entered. She was well over thirty, Miss Rachel decided. Close to forty, but well preserved, with a good figure, nice clothes, and skin which showed thorough and expensive care. “You see, I’m under court order to leave him alone. That’s why I wondered—”

Miss Rachel noted that the two mule-faced little men were still in the rear of the store arguing, or consoling each other. Birds fluttered overhead, pups yapped, and some monkeys squealed in their cage. “I can’t see why you’re worried about what you did. After all, he—”

The blonde made a silencing gesture. “Sorry. I know you mean to be helpful. But take my word for it, I had a narrow escape. I could have been arrested, taken to jail, fined. Or worse, sentenced to serve time. I’m thankful it didn’t happen.”

“You’re going to be stuck for damages to this shop unless you identify the man who threw you in here.”

The woman swallowed and her eyes bugged out. She made a choking sound. Then she ran. She darted out through the door and her footsteps clattered for a moment or so and then there was nothing. Miss Rachel and the two little men were left flat-footed in surprise.

It took several moments for the proprietors to recover and come forward. Then they minced toward Miss Rachel together, their movement and gestures so exactly alike—and somehow so ridiculous—that she couldn’t repress a giggle. The two men chose to ignore this. One said to her, “What’s wrong with that lady?”

“I think something scared her.”

He bent forward, his long face solemn. “You don’t suppose she had a concussion or something?”

“It’s possible.” Miss Rachel sensed something new in their manner. The rage was gone, had been replaced by a cautious politeness. “At any rate, she’s able to walk and talk. I think she’ll make it home.”

They exchanged a glance. “Do you know her?”

“No, I don’t.”

“You spoke of her getting home—”

“She must have one somewhere.”


“I see. Then you don’t know her name or address?”

“I can’t help you. She wasn’t to blame for the damage, anyway.”

“No, no, we’ve forgotten about that. We were just wondering if we—if somehow she could collect from us. Saying the window fell on her, or that we’d placed an obstruction that tripped her. You know. Chiselers rob business people that way all the time.”

“I don’t believe she has any such intention,” Miss Rachel said. “Still, if you’re worried, my offer applies to you as well. I’m willing to go into court and tell exactly what happened.”

“Would you?” Their eyes met again, sidewise; and Miss Rachel wondered if they expected her to bolt as the blonde had. “You’d leave your name and address with us, in case there is any trouble over this accident?”

“Certainly.”

One of the little men scurried over to a counter, from behind which he produced a brown-backed notebook and a pen on a chain. Miss Rachel dictated her name, home address, and phone number and saw the painstaking scribble with which they were entered in the book.

They thanked her humbly and profusely; she bought a can of cat food; they offered to show her some Siamese kittens and seemed elated at her promise to come back some other time to see them. Driving home with Jennifer, she interrupted a discussion of what to do about the aphids on the nasturtiums with a remark: “Now we’ll never know what it was all about, or how it ended.”

“What?” said Jennifer, though she very well knew.

“The woman who fell through the window.”

“Fiddle-faddle. One thing’s certain,” Jennifer sniffed. “The stuff she wears for undergarments wouldn’t keep a flea warm.”

The car swung from Sunset into Parchly Heights Boulevard, began to climb toward the low green hills where old homes sat amid flowers and lawns. “She wanted to kill that man on the sidewalk. She might really have done it, too—that purse had a lot of stuff in it, and she’s a big, powerful woman. She could have broken his neck. I wonder why she tried?”

“I’ve heard of these bold females,” Jennifer replied harshly. “They’ll do anything, go to any limits, to get a man.” Her tone implied she’d never needed one.

“Well, it’s possible an old love affair is at the bottom of it. But I doubt it somehow. She was possessed with hatred and he was mortally afraid of her. There was no sign of affection. Even old affection.”

“In that little moment, Rachel, how could you—”

“You had time to enumerate her underwear. At first I thought I had no impression whatever of him, that I’d been watching her. But all at once I find I have the most distinct idea of how he looked. He’s small and dark, younger than she is. There’s something broken, miscast, about his face, as if he’d been in a bad wreck, or had been a prizefighter for some years.”

“Oh, now, really—”

“And when he saw her he wasn’t a bit surprised. He was scared, he was literally petrified with fear. But it was a remembered kind of fear, if you know what I mean.”

Miss Jennifer refused to state whether she knew what it meant or not. She began to gather parcels together, tied her bonnet, smoothed the black knitted gloves across her knuckles. “Kindly watch that dip at the next corner. It’s getting worse. Or you’re hitting it faster all the time, I’m not sure which. When the springs go, you’ll know I’m telling the truth.”

Miss Rachel obediently slowed, crossed the dip at a snail’s pace. She turned into their drive, climbed steeply from the street, and parked before the garage. A big black cat sat on the side porch, waiting. As they walked from the car, the cat managed to convey, in a few low meows and tail switchings, that she’d been hungry and lonesome for hours, and that only the fact that she was an exceptionally well-mannered cat kept her from taking after them with her claws. It was an act, and they knew it, but Jennifer fussed and, once inside, rushed for the refrigerator.

The cat picked at the liver, had to be stroked and cajoled, given milk—the milk had to be warmed—and finally be allowed to settle in Jennifer’s lap. Seeing Jennifer immobilized in the parlor, Miss Rachel headed for the extension phone in the hall upstairs. She dialed the number of Mr. Simpkins, their attorney. He was long retired—he must be well over ninety by now, Miss Rachel thought—but he still attended to the affairs of a few old and untroublesome clients. He’d been their father’s lawyer and he still apparently thought of the two as the girls of his banker friend.

He had a croupy voice and a cough drop usually rattled an accompaniment to his speech. “Who? Rachel? Oh, and how are you, my dear? How is your sister? And the cat?”

“Jennifer is a long-suffering idiot and the cat is spoiled,” she told him. “I have a question. When people are commanded by the court to leave other people alone, isn’t a record made of it somewhere?”

“Naturally there is a record.”

“Where could I find it?”

“I haven’t any idea.” His tone reminded her that he had been a corporation lawyer and that in his practice he had not dealt with people who had to be ordered to keep away from others. “My best suggestion would be that you consult the attorney who filed the action.”

“Oh, I don’t know who he is. I don’t even know who she is.” Briefly she outlined the happenings at the pet shop. “You see, I’m curious. She didn’t seem the type of woman you’d have to order to leave a man alone.”

“I suppose that the police department would have a record of the complaint,” he said vaguely. “You’d have to know the names, though. May I speak a word of advice? Leave it alone, Rachel.”

“It seems I’ll have to, doesn’t it?”

He waited, trying to phrase what he had to say tactfully. “In such affairs, the meddling innocent is usually the one to be hurt. I agree with Jennifer. There is an unsavoriness there.”

“I’m so curious!”

“Yes, Rachel—you always were.” He was too kind to say so, but he must be remembering the time when Miss Rachel, as a child, had experimented with his top hat to see if an egg broken into it would really produce a white rabbit. The magician at Jennifer’s birthday party had made it seem so easy. “Just this once, listen to an old friend.”

“Very well, then.” It was the docile tone with which she had always reassured her bedeviled parents. Mr. Simpkins asked to be remembered to Jennifer, they said good-by, and she hung up.

She sat for a moment or so beside the small stand on which the phone rested, trying to wash the persistent curiosity from her mind. It wouldn’t budge. She was glad, then, for the temporary diversion when the phone rang. She picked it up again. A woman’s voice breathed in her ear.

“Miss Rachel Murdock?”

“Speaking.”

“This is the … person you spoke to a little while ago at the pet store.” The woman was panting, from effort or nervousness. “Do you understand?”

“The tall blonde?”

“Yes. If I may, I’d like to talk to you again. You are the Rachel Murdock who had her picture in the paper a month or so ago, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sort of a detective?”

“You flatter me.”

“I need help and advice terribly. I don’t know where to turn. He’s outwitted me in every move I’ve made—”

“The man who threw you into the store?”

“I can’t talk further now. May I come to your house?” The voice died to a whisper and Miss Rachel sensed that the other woman listened, not for her words, but for some danger in her surroundings.

“Let me meet you somewhere.” Jennifer would blow a fuse if the woman appeared, so soon after the fracas on the sidewalk. “There’s a small café at the corner of Parchly Heights Boulevard and Sunset. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

The phone abruptly went dead in her hand.



Chapter Two

The blond woman was already in a booth when Miss Rachel entered the café. She sat in a shadowy corner. She had made some hasty repairs to her hair and make-up, though she still seemed pale and nervous from the ordeal in the pet shop. As Miss Rachel walked her way, she fiddled nervously with the oversized handbag, burst into speech as soon as Miss Rachel sat down. “Please forgive me for being a nuisance. I can’t express my gratitude for your coming here to listen to me. I’m at my wit’s end.”

“How did you learn my name?” Miss Rachel asked.

“Well … I kept thinking about what you’d said, that I might be prosecuted for damages unless I revealed who that man was, so I finally nerved myself to return to the pet shop. I talked to those two dreadful little men. They didn’t seem as stubborn as before. I told them they ought to be willing to testify that he had tried to kill me. Oh, that made them very excited! They declared up and down that they’d seen nothing before I had catapulted through the window. Then they gave me your name and phone number, and said I’d have to depend on you as a witness and that they were washing their hands of it all. When I heard your name, I knew why you had seemed familiar. Your picture was in the paper in connection with that murder in the Wilshire district.”

“Yes. My sister still hasn’t forgiven me the ghastly publicity, which is why we’re here instead of in my home. What is your name?”

“I’m Ruth Rand.” She waited as if the name ought to mean something and then added, “I’m a television actress. You know, character parts.”

It added up, Miss Rachel thought. The woman had a professional gloss, and the hair, skin, and figure showed the care an actress would bestow on her person. “Have you been in Hollywood long?”

“I was on the stage in New York until a few years ago. My father and I came to the Coast in ’51.”

“And this man—”

“He married my niece.” A look of grief shot through the blonde’s eyes. “I introduced them. You see, I used to attend the races quite often and once at the track through mutual friends I met this—this—” She motioned as if no words were equal to what she thought of him. “He’d been a jockey He’d had a bad spill and lost his nerve and then had become an exercise boy and general hanger-on. You wouldn’t know it, but the tracks abound in characters like that. Hopeful kids and has-beens, like moths around a flame.”

“Yes, I’ve heard as much.”

“Well, my niece went to the track with me one day—Santa Anita, I think it was—and met Bax Bonnevain through me. And that was the beginning of the end. They were married in less than a month. They lived in a little house in Creek Canyon—you know, it’s up above Hollywood, it branches off Laurel Canyon—and she supported them by teaching piano.”

“How long ago was this?” Miss Rachel asked, trying to keep the narrative straight in her mind.

“Four years ago. They lived there for almost a year and she seemed happy. He spent his time at the tracks. I don’t think be made anything at his betting. He might have done as well as to break even. At least they never showed any signs of dire poverty, and what she made would just about have kept them. Lila was such a beautiful girl and in her teens and early twenties had shown such promise. Everyone who knew her was sure that she’d become rich and famous, and marry marvelously”

“How old was she when she did marry?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Where were her parents?”

“Dead. Lila’s father died when she was fourteen, and her mother—my sister Sheila—when she was just past twenty. She was grown by then, of course. She knew she had me and Dad to depend on. There was enough money in a trust fund for her to finish school and go on with dramatics and piano. Oh, Miss Murdock, she was so very, very talented. Almost too much so. Do you know what I mean? She could do almost everything well, and yet—not any one thing so well that she’d concentrate on it.”

“I’ve known people like that.”

“She painted portraits for a while. Then she taught piano. Meanwhile she was hoping for a chance to get into a Broadway production. And then it seemed, while she sort of drifted, she grew past that first youth when most of our opportunities show up. She followed Dad and me to the Coast and I could see she no longer had any hopes as an actress. Still, she could paint and she never lacked for piano students.”

“She married, then, shortly after coming West?”

“Six months, more or less.”

“You keep speaking of her in the past tense.”

“I know she’s dead.” Now tears filled the blond woman’s eyes and she turned her head, fighting for control. Miss Rachel waited. The café was almost empty. In the quiet she could hear the sobs choking Ruth Rand’s throat. Finally, she went on: “They rented the house in Creek Canyon to another couple three years ago and drove east. He claimed that he had a chance to get a job as a trainer at some small eastern track. We heard once from Lila, a postcard mailed at Niagara Falls.”

Ruth Rand searched in her purse for a handkerchief.

“Of course as time passed we worried, and we tried through friends of ours in the East to find some trace of them. I also got into the habit of driving up the canyon every few weeks and looking the place over. The tenants had let the yard go to pot. Everything looked dry and shriveled. Lila had had the same easy knack for gardening as for other things, and flowers just burst with bloom wherever she chose to put them.”

Ruth Rand stopped talking for a moment and in her eyes Miss Rachel saw the dregs of bitter memory; all that she had hoped for the brilliant girl, the promise and talent so glittering, the ending somehow nothing but ashes.

“About a month ago I noticed that the house was empty. I went back two days later, and he was there. He told me that Lila had left him in Albany, New York, more than a year ago and that he hadn’t heard from her since. I—I guess I sort of lost my head. It was such a bald, obvious lie. Lila would never have caused Dad and me such grief and bafflement, dropping from sight without a word. We had a terrible fight, and then I went to the police and demanded an investigation, and I—I accused him in front of them of murdering her.”

“Why would he?”

The question agitated the blond woman. Her face turned quite pink. “Don’t you see, sooner or later she’d realize what her life had come to? She’d find out what he was? She’d wake up to the truth that she was supporting this—this shoddy character and that he wasn’t worth wiping her feet on?”

Miss Rachel could tick off the names of quite a few, even among her limited acquaintanceship, who had resisted knowing the truth for a lifetime. But she didn’t attempt to argue with the overwrought woman. “Are you sure that the card from Niagara Falls was written by your niece?”

“No. It was typewritten.”

“The signature?”

“Typed in. She did do that, when she was hurried.”

“But he might have sent it.”

“I suppose so.” Bewilderment was growing in Miss Rand’s eyes. “You—think that …”


“It’s much too early to conclude anything,” Miss Rachel said. “What other steps did you take to trace your niece?”

“We wired the police in Albany at once. There was no proof that Lila and Bax had been there when he said they had. No hotel registration, or anything. Niagara Falls—well, we knew that was hopeless before we tried. Then we filed a missing person report with the Los Angeles police. They went up to the house in the canyon and talked to him, and he told them the same thing, she’d deserted him in New York State. Apparently there isn’t anything more the police can do.”

Miss Rachel suspected that the police might be doing more than Miss Rand knew. “What about her personal belongings?”

“The police asked about them. I know she stored some of her things with a friend, but I don’t know where, and I’m afraid to breathe a word of it to Bax because I don’t think he knows either. Her paintings and her piano are gone, I know—they left only the minimum furnishings in the house, nothing they’d worry over. As for her clothes and jewelry, he must have them. Or has disposed of them.”

“Tell me about this court order thing.”

Ruth Rand drew a deep, quivering sigh. “Last week a man came to the house, introduced himself to Dad as a lawyer, and said he was representing Bax and was getting a court order to keep me away from the house and to quit molesting him in any place whatsoever. When I got home from a job, Dad was terribly upset. That’s why I lost my temper today, I guess—oh, it’s all just more than I can stand!” She covered her eyes with her hands.

“What name did he give?”

“I don’t know. Dad might remember.”

“See if he does.” Miss Rachel gave the blond woman a friendly pat on the hand. “Your problem, of course—the thing you wanted my advice about—is how to locate your missing niece?”

Surprisingly, Ruth Rand shook her head. “I just want you to prove he did away with Lila. We’ll never find her remains. He’s got her in a … a cellar somewhere, buried.…” Tears overwhelmed her and she put her head down to cover them.

“I don’t think it’s wise to go at any situation with a preconceived, fixed summary of it in our minds,” Miss Rachel warned. “For instance, you might have gotten much more out of the husband if you had approached him without enmity, if you had abandoned for the time all your suspicions and hatred and had simply gone seeking information. Even what he didn’t tell, in such instance, might have been valuable. Now you have no method of approach whatever.”


“I—I hired a private detective,” Ruth admitted. “He didn’t get anywhere. He followed Bax around, and said he shops here and there in the mornings, or visits people, and goes to the track every afternoon. He couldn’t, or wouldn’t, penetrate any deeper into Bax’s activities.”

“There may be nothing more to discover,” Miss Rachel said. “Whether his wife left him as he says, or whether she rebelled and he killed her as you believe, the affair is finished. He’s back here, he’s resumed what must be his ordinary routine. I think you may have been wasting money on the detective.”

“Yes—I feel that I was. That’s why I dared to telephone you.” Her teary eyes surveyed Miss Rachel’s small figure, the smooth white hair under the brim of the little straw hat, the perky suit, the air of energy and curiosity. “No one would ever take you for anything but a modish little old grandmother.”

“I never married.”

The blond woman shook her head. “I’ll bet you had plenty of chances.”

Miss Rachel smiled. “Thank you.”

“If you do help me, I want you to know I can stand a fairly stiff fee. I make good money, and Dad has some, too. He’s anxious, of course, to find out what happened to his granddaughter.”

“We’ll discuss fees when we see what there is to be done. By the way, I’ve placed you now. You’re the widow in that new police series. How is that going to turn out, by the way?”

“I’m getting murdered tomorrow,” the blonde answered with a faint smile.

“Oh dear.”

“All in the day’s work. I’ll have to practice screaming tonight.”

“Neighbors won’t mind?”

“We’re in the foothills above Glendale. Fairly isolated. Perhaps I’d better take time now to write down my address and telephone number.”

She put the information on the back of a personal card and handed it to Miss Rachel.

“Will you see what you can do?”

Miss Rachel nodded. “I think I shall.” She looked curiously at the other. “You have some plan in mind as a beginning, I’m sure.”

“It’s past one now. He’s at the track, or getting there. We can go up the canyon and I can show you the house. There’s that court order, but I’ll have to risk it.”

They left the café. Ruth Rand suggested that they both ride in her car, since she knew the winding roads of the canyon. They drove west on Sunset, turned on Vine—the blond woman cast a brief, embarrassed glance toward the scene of her encounter that morning—then turned west again on Hollywood Boulevard, drove until they reached Laurel Canyon. Though the day was warm, the tree-lined slopes of the canyon gave off a breath of woodsy coolness. They climbed the steep drive toward the summit, where Mul-holland Drive crossed the ridge, but just before reaching Mul-holland, Ruth Rand swung the car into a narrow defile. The one-lane road was hemmed in by giant eucalyptus, which grew out of a thick hedge of lantana and blue sage. It was beautiful, Miss Rachel thought. Beautiful and wild. The narrow cleft between the hillsides opened into a tiny canyon. She could see houses here and there, perched amid the greenery. None were large, and they wore a rustic air, almost like vacation cottages. Ruth Rand pulled the car off the road into a pocket in the wild hedge.

“We’ll leave the car here and walk. It isn’t far. From this direction we can slip down in the back way.” She turned on Miss Rachel a look of hopeful determination, and for the first time Miss Rachel found herself remembering Mr. Simpkins’ warning: The innocent meddler is usually the one to be hurt. Wasn’t Ruth Rand in that category? There was a peculiar innocence in her attitude about her niece—she’d obviously never thought of the girl except as a brilliant, lovable martyr. And there was no doubt—if the man she called Bax had a guilty conscience—that she was, from his point of view, a most obnoxious meddler.

“Will we be seen by the neighbors?” Miss Rachel wondered.

“Not on this little path.” Ruth had ducked under some rampant honeysuckle, through a hole in a ragged wire fence, and was picking her way down the slope through dappled shadows. Miss Rachel followed. The air under the high old trees was dry and winy. It was very quiet here. Insects must be drowsing under the noonday heat; birds, too. All at once, in the middle of the almost nonexistent pathway, there appeared a cat.

He was a gray tom, with big jowls, tattered ears, a blind eye. At the sight of him, Ruth Rand gave a choked cry and hurried forward. “Oh, it’s Lila’s cat! Oh, Tom Boy, where’ve you been?” She squatted on her heels and caught the cat to her bosom, but he spat and bounded loose again. “He’s forgotten me!”

The cat paused under some shrubbery some distance down the path and looked back at them. It was a more baleful glare than Miss Rachel could remember on any cat, even her own in Samantha’s worst moods.

“I can’t understand it!” Ruth Rand was exclaiming. “He used to be the dearest old pet! I’ve brought him fish and liver dozens of times, fed it to him, too!”

“It’s been three years since you’ve seen him,” Miss Rachel reminded, though, to herself, this didn’t seem quite to account for the cat’s wild animosity. Cats had pretty long memories when it came to fish and liver. “Or perhaps it isn’t the same cat but just resembles the other one.”

Ruth Rand looked at her doubtfully. “If it isn’t Lila’s cat, it’s his twin brother. I’d forgotten that blind eye, but I recall now how he got it. Bax was shooting at ground squirrels up here one day and got the cat instead. Or—that was the story. Actually I think he hated Tom Boy and injured him deliberately.”

Ruth Rand took a step downhill; the cat hissed and sprang into the shrubs and disappeared. They went on cautiously and finally below them Miss Rachel saw a small house, a lattice-work arbor covered with dried vines above a bricked patio. She was struck at once by the look of abandonment. All of the vegetation which had been set into the slope above the bricked area, all of a row of hanging potted plants, the vines, some shrubs in containers, and geraniums in the slope below the house had been allowed to die of neglect.

Ruth Rand stood at the edge of the brick paving and wrung her hands. “You should have seen it when Lila was here. It was gorgeous. She had fuchsias in those hanging baskets, the most brilliant display I’ve ever seen outside a flower show. Those plants in tubs were camellias. The creeping lantana was blue and she had interplanted it with pink geraniums. The place was like a dream!”

Miss Rachel stepped over to a window and looked into the house. She saw a small service porch and a tiny, though modern, kitchen. It looked neat and spruce, in contrast to the decay outside. She heard a sudden exclamation from Miss Rand.

“Now I know why he came back! To sell the place!” She was pointing, and Miss Rachel saw a sign nailed to a stake, thrust into the middle of the dead lantana. They walked down, crunching the dry stalks under their shoes, to read the lettering which faced the road below. It was as Ruth had guessed. The sign said, FOR SALE, and gave an agent’s phone number in Hollywood.

“Well, at least now I shall have a logical reason to come up here and go through the house,” she told the blond woman. “The agent will be with me, of course, but I doubt if he knows any of the history of the house. I’ll time it to arrive in the afternoon. Tomorrow.”

Ruth Rand had rushed over to another window and was peering in. “He’s taken out most of the furniture. Sold it, I’ll bet.” She flung around; there was desperate grief in her eyes. “Don’t you see, when this is gone, the furniture sold and the house occupied by new owners, there won’t be anything left of Lila? It’ll be as if she’d never even been alive!” Her voice broke and she beat the vacant pane with a clenched fist.

“Don’t despair,” Miss Rachel said. “We’re not beaten yet. You wait here. I’m going to have a word with some of the neighbors.”



Chapter Three

At the first two places where she inquired Miss Rachel found people who had moved in during recent months and who therefore had known only the tenants of the Bonnevain house. When she displayed curiosity about these tenants, they were described to her as a young athletic pair who spent their free time at Muscle Beach, doing handstands and other acrobatics. Their name was Elvore. Dick and Jessie. The girl had worked at a bank and the man sold records in a music shop in Hollywood. They were nice people, if slightly eccentric about exercise.

The third house sat high above the road and was reached by a flight of rustic stone steps. It was a small place but pleasantly located among the eucalyptus which filled the little canyon. Miss Rachel mounted the stairs to the porch and rang the bell. A woman in a white cotton shirt and blue shorts answered the door. She was about Miss Rachel’s height, which put her below average, and she had a mane of black hair, which shone like water, green eyes, a trim figure. She was around thirty somewhere, probably looked younger with make-up on. “Hello,” she said.

“I noticed the sign on the house down the road.”

“Oh yes, the Bonnevain house.”

“I won’t have time to come out again with the agent this afternoon. I’m trying to find out a little about the place, to see if I’d want it. Do you have any idea of the price being asked?”

The woman opened the screen. “Come in. The owner left a card with me, giving some information, in case someone came looking without the agent. I can take you through, too, by the way.”

“Oh. Fine,” Miss Rachel said, somewhat surprised.

The room was large for the size of the house. The furniture was old, but it looked comfortable. Across the room by a big window which gave a view of the eucalyptus climbing the hill behind the house, sat a grand piano, and there was sheet music and music manuscript stacked and spilled on every available flat surface in the room.

“Do you compose?” Miss Rachel hazarded.

“I arrange,” the girl said briefly. She walked to a little desk in the corner and came back with a square card in her hand. “Bax wrote it down for me. He wants nine thousand for the house. There’s a quarter acre of land there, too, you see. City water, electricity, and everything like that, except gas. There’s no gas line available in the canyon.” She glanced up at Miss Rachel. “The electric range goes with the house, by the way. It’s a nice one.” Apparently she decided that Miss Rachel was really interested, for she asked her to sit down.

Miss Rachel sat on some music. The girl sat on the edge of a box-couch and went on reading. “One bedroom and a tiny den. You could use the den for a guest room, if that would be more suitable. Living and dining room are all together—about as big as this one,” She glanced about her. “But no garage has ever been built there. You’d have to put one in if you wanted it.”

“It’s odd to find a place minus a garage these days,” Miss Rachel said. “Don’t they own a car?”

“Oh yes, but Bax never worried about keeping it in out of the weather. He just ran it under some trees. I used to tell him it got dripped on all night. But he didn’t mind that either.”

“Is the owner living there? Or … owners … perhaps a married couple?”

She had made her tone light and idly musing, but the girl looked at her sharply. “Mrs. Bonnevain isn’t there now, no.”

Miss Rachel smiled a little, looking mildly puzzled, and the girl went on: “They’ve separated. She’s away.”

How far away? Miss Rachel wondered silently. “There wouldn’t be any difficulty getting her to sign the deed, I presume?”

“Oh, I’m sure not.” The girl continued with information about the Bonnevain house. Miss Rachel interrupted to remark that the garden looked so dismal. The girl explained that tenants had neglected the place, and that it wouldn’t take much to refurbish the grounds. “Everything grows like mad up here, shade plants best of all, though you couldn’t kill lantana with a spade, of course, sun or shade—if I were you I’d start out with a lot of quick-growing annuals, things like poppies and lupines. I believe if you’d water some of the ground cover, it might come back to life.” She dangled a key on a string. “Would you like to go indoors and look around?”

Miss Rachel was tempted, but she remembered Ruth Rand. Ruth might see them coming and get out of sight. Or she might not. They could catch her unawares and things could become difficult. “I’m rather tired right now. I think I’ll go back to town and come again tomorrow.”

“Will you let me show you through?”

I think not, Miss Rachel thought. The girl was obviously a friend of sorts to Bax Bonnevain. She’d keep a close eye on anyone exploring the house. “It’s a good idea,” she said vaguely.

“If I sell it for him, Bax has promised me a commission,” the girl put in with a smile. She had a lovely set of teeth, white and glistening. Miss Rachel noted the absence of a wedding ring. “My name is Carol Callahan. I’m in the phone book. Call me before you come up and I’ll meet you at Bax’s place.”

Miss Rachel nodded and the girl took it for a promise.

Miss Rachel, rising, asked: “Will the owner be there tomorrow?”

“Mr. Bonnevain is busy afternoons.”

“I see.”

They walked toward the door. Beyond the screen, a cat walked into view and stared through the mesh at the room. It was the cat she and Ruth Rand had met on the path. “You have a pet,” said Miss Rachel.

The girl was looking out at the animal somewhat oddly. “I guess I’ve inherited him. He was with the Bonnevains when they left. Now that Bax is back, he won’t stay at home any more. He’s just a tramp cat.”

The cat gave a deep, lonely howl and the girl made a face.

“Awful noise! How do they get it so deep in their throats like that?”

“He’s a baritone,” Miss Rachel said, and the girl giggled. “I have a cat. She’s a long-haired black, spoiled as sin.” She wondered then if Jennifer were still sitting in the rocker, Samantha’s prisoner. “Perhaps he’s hungry.”

“I often put out food. He won’t let me watch him eat. He’s so wild now. I don’t know whether he’s getting it or the squirrels are.”

The cat glared at them and Miss Rachel thought then that he looked lost and frustrated, rather than angry. “Cats don’t move well. They like to be settled. Perhaps that’s what’s wrong.”

“But this canyon is his old home,” the girl said. “He’d be familiar here, wouldn’t he?”

“He’s unhappy about something,” Miss Rachel decided.

“I think he is, too,” the girl agreed, something uneasy under her tone.

They went out on the porch, and the cat hissed at them and fled.

“Call me tomorrow!” Carol Callahan Cried after her, and Miss Rachel nodded again and smiled as if agreeing. The girl went back into the house. The cat was off among the trees and when he saw Miss Rachel watching, he ran farther off until hidden in the shadows. Miss Rachel turned and went back down the canyon road and climbed to the Bonnevain house where Ruth waited. Ruth’s eyes were watchful, her manner expectant.

“I seem to have run into a friend of Bax Bonnevain,” Miss Rachel said.

Ruth sucked in a breath.

“Miss Callahan. She has the key to this house.”

“She offered to show you through?”

“Yes, she did.”

“What did she have to say about Lila?”

“Merely that she was away.”

Ruth fanned the heat from her face with a handkerchief. “I never did trust that woman.”

“Was she friendly to your niece?”

“Oh, on the surface it seemed as if they were good friends. They were in and out of each other’s houses all day. They had a common interest in music, of course. Lila used to help Carol with her arrangements. I think really that Lila was better at it than Carol was. Carol had studio contacts, that was all. She’s been married and divorced; never talks about her ex-husband. I used to suspect she was kind of sweet on Bax.”

“And he with her?”

“Yes. Wasn’t her manner the least bit guilty?”

“She had something on her mind,” Miss Rachel said. “I doubt if it’s a serious crime, or the covering of one. A problem of some sort has her jumpy.”

Ruth leaned forward, her eyes pin-pointed with sudden anger. “You just think it’s not serious! She’s as guilty as Bax!”

They left the patio and started to climb the hill toward the car.

“What other close friends had Lila Bonnevain?” Miss Rachel asked.

“She knew a few people in Laurel Canyon. Parents of her pupils, mostly.”

“You said that she had stored her piano and her paintings with a friend.”

Ruth turned a blank look at her. “Did I say that?”

“Yes, you did.”

“Well, those things just disappeared at about the time Lila and Bax went East.”

“Could she have left them with Miss Callahan?”

Ruth stumbled in the path. Her mouth made a tight line, her hands were clenched on the handle of her bag. “You looked around in there, didn’t you? What did you see?”

They reached the car. Miss Rachel turned to face the tall woman, who refused to meet her eyes. “If I’m to help you in this, there has to be honesty between us. Why didn’t you tell me that the purpose of our visit up here was for me to spy on Miss Callahan?”

Ruth put her back to the car as if guarding some last line of retreat. “You’re a gentlewoman. If I told you the full extent of my suspicions, you’d call me a nasty-minded hysterical fool.”

“Those are strong words for a gentlewoman. And I’m not the prude you think I am. I can’t work in the dark, or rather, I won’t.”

Ruth seemed cornered by some quandary. Perhaps, as an actress, the playing of a part was more natural than frankness. Or perhaps, as Miss Rachel was beginning to suspect, she preferred a tool, a dupe, more than an intelligent friend. “Even my father, worried as he is—even he makes me shut up when I start on Bax and Carol.”

“Do you want to tell me?”

Ruth measured her, and Miss Rachel got the impression that she felt she’d lost control of the situation. It had been Ruth’s crusade and now it was turning into Miss Rachel’s puzzle, and the big blonde resented it. She wanted the personal retribution and excitement; the rest was just work.

Ruth said finally, “Well … there are libel laws. If Bax has an attorney working for him, I can’t risk broadcasting all that I think.”

Miss Rachel smiled slightly. “I see.”

Indecision flickered in Ruth’s glance. “You’re not angry?”

“Not at all.”

“What will you do about seeing the inside of the house?”

“Nothing.”

She tried to cover her relief. “You’re quitting?”

Miss Rachel nodded without animosity. “I’m going home.” Ruth turned to open the car door for her. “I think you’ll ask to see me again, Miss Rand. For that reason I’m going to tell you something about myself. I hate posturing and pretense. I like people who—though they keep up a polite show for the world—are at least honest with me about their motives.”

Ruth absently let the door swing out. It caught her across the hip and she winced.

“When you come back to see me—if you do—I want you to give up pretending a terrific fondness for your niece. Perhaps you liked her somewhat, but you felt also that she was too stupid to see the truth of the situation she was in; and when we find stupidity in others, we can’t help but despise them. You despised your niece for being blind about her unworthy husband; and then she went away and never came back, and what you feel now is guilt.”

Ruth swayed toward the car, put her hands on the swinging door, rocked on her toes. “An ugly thing to say—”


“To yourself you’d dismissed her as beneath sympathy and now you think she is dead. So the guilt must be covered up by a tremendous show of energy and anger. Blame must be fixed upon others so you won’t have time to think of how you treated her.”

Ruth Rand said something under her breath, hurried around to the other side of the car, and leaped in behind the wheel. The motor turned over as she pressed the switch. Then she saw that she had forgotten to insert the key and had to rummage in her big purse. While she was doing this, Miss Rachel got into the seat and closed the door on her side.

Miss Jennifer had accused her sister of all sorts of reckless capers in driving, and a total lust for speed; but never in her career as a motorist had Miss Rachel ever approached the disregard for safety of that ride out of Creek Canyon, down Laurel Canyon Boulevard, and so to Hollywood. It was a roller coaster with trees. It was a bobsled on wheels. A wind-splitter, a jackknife dive, and a stomach extractor.

“Good-by.” This was all Ruth Rand said when she let Miss Rachel out beside the corner café.

“Until we meet again,” Miss Rachel answered to the disappearing rear license plate.

At home, Jennifer had put on an apron and a dust cap and was taking down all the upstairs curtains to wash them. The cat was on the side porch, haughtily disgusted. When Miss Rachel went inside Samantha followed, twitching her tail and complaining of neglect. Jennifer leaned over the bannister in the upstairs hall, curtains in her arms. “Rachel! Where on earth have you been and what are you up to? Someone called here about a horse.”

Miss Rachel paused with her bonnet in her hands. “Who?”

“A thoroughbred race horse named Forelady.”

“I don’t know any horses named Forelady!” Miss Rachel protested.

“Well, the number’s there by the phone. Are you gambling now, Rachel?”

“Life is a gamble,” Miss Rachel pointed out. She went into the front room, put down her hat and bag, and read the number written exclamation-size on the pad by the phone. Bax Bonnevain had been a jockey; he had met his missing wife at a race track; and now someone was offering a tip on a horse. The sequence held promise of something fascinating. She dialed. A man answered. He had a cultured, somewhat oily tone. “Harper speaking.”

“My name is Rachel Murdock. Someone called with racing information.”

“Oh … Miss Murdock! Glad you called back. This is the Hooded Groom. Are you familiar with our service? Of course you must be,” he added hastily. “We had your check in the mail this morning. Our super-special for today runs in the fifth at Hollywood Park. Forelady. Do you understand?”

“I hope this animal goes at a good price,” Miss Rachel told him. “I hate hot-dog horses.”

“Oh …” The tone suddenly flattened. “Of course, we have another service, entirely separate from our super-special.”

“I thought you might have.” A web seemed to be spinning on the other end of the wire.

“Our long-shot special costs a little more.”

“How much?”

“Ten dollars. If the horse we give you doesn’t win, you get the long-shot special free for the following day.”

“That seems reasonable. Where do I mail my check?”

“Why … uh.” He wasn’t going to remind her, then, that she was supposed to have mailed him a check already, for Forelady, and therefore should know the address. “If you want to catch today’s long shot, I suggest you drop by on the way to the track. It’s going in a late race.”

“Fine. Where are you?”

“We’re on the corner of Sepulveda and Sunnydoon. You’ll see our sign in the window.”

“I’ll be right down.”

She put up the phone and glanced toward the door. Jennifer was there, trailing curtains, which the cat was getting ready to tear into. “Rachel, I smell a rat!”

“You smell a horse,” Miss Rachel corrected. She picked up her hat and planted it on the smooth white pompadour, tucked in a stray lock, took the bag off the chair. “I’m the one who smells a rat.”

Miss Jennifer’s sharp eyes took on a disapproving gleam. “Don’t you remember anything of what Father taught us through the years? He’d turn over in his grave if he—”

“Father was a banker. He didn’t dare go near a track. There’d have been a run on the bank. Father’d have been killed in the crush.”

“You’re behaving very peculiarly today.”

“Not I.” She whisked out of the house, followed by Jennifer’s prophesies of disaster.



Chapter Four

The corner of Sepulveda and Sunnydoon was on the fringe of a small business district in the southwest part of town, and as Mr. Harper had said, it was near Inglewood and the race track. She found a brown stucco building with four shops on its ground floor. The front of one shop was completely curtained in expensive-looking green faille, and a sign in gilt on the glass said: Harper Services. Below, a card propped against the pane read: The Hooded Groom. Enter.

Miss Rachel didn’t enter. She went back to the corner drugstore and bought an afternoon paper, turned to the sports section, folded it back to the page filled with racing information. Forelady was indeed running in the fifth. She’d been picked as a walkaway winner by practically every handicapper polled. She was a fast young filly, had placed in her last three starts against older and better horses than these, and this afternoon she was being ridden by the champ among jockeys. The only thing that should prevent her from winning was a broken leg. “If they say I sent a check for this, they really think I’m stupid.”

At the bottom of the page were the advertisements of turf advisers. Among them was that of the Hooded Groom. The Hooded Groom was in possession of such highly secret information that his identity had to be guarded. If you rushed him some cash or a check, he’d split his secrets with you. You had to know to win.

Miss Rachel clucked in a way that reminded her unexpectedly of Jennifer. Then she stuck the paper back into the rack and returned to the curtained shop. She walked in. The place was fitted up nicely. There was a small waiting area with a rug and comfortable chairs, a mahogany railing, and two big desks with a lot of telephones.

The indirect lighting gleamed in the bald spot of the heavy man who rose from a desk to greet her. He was the only one in the place. “Miss Murdock?” He came to the railing and held out a hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“You certainly give personal service, Mr. Harper.”

His eyes flickered a little. “Of course during the morning this place is hopping. But this late in the day—well, you see it—” He motioned slowly and gracefully at the empty room. “Come in and sit down.”


She sat opposite him at the desk.

“Forelady is running in the fifth, Miss Murdock, and I doubt if you could make it there by then. It’s past three now. Post time is three-thirty. They may be running late, but probably not much.” He leaned back and smiled.

She smiled back. “Forelady won’t pay over three dollars to win, two-forty to place, and two-ten to show,” she said. “I wish her all the luck in the world, but I don’t bet on something that just pays me enough to buy a hot dog.”

He nodded affably. “I see you’re an experienced bettor.”

“I want a fifty-to-one shot and I’m willing to pay.” She patted her handbag. “You see, I don’t want this trash you peddle the public. I want something really good.”

A flash of interest lit his eyes before he returned to whatever path he had laid out for himself. “Well, we’ll see what we can do for you. As for today, our ten-dollar horse is going in the eighth. He should close at six to one or better. Do you want him?”

She appeared to debate with herself. “The traffic out of there after the eighth race is terrible.” She watched him closely now. She was feeling for her lines.

It had been the right line, for Mr. Harper nodded energetically. “As a matter of fact, I’m going down there myself to bet on this horse. I’d be glad to offer you a ride.” He hesitated, then added: “Of course you don’t know me from Adam, and you may think a turf adviser isn’t the most reliable sort of businessman, but I’d like to assure you, Miss Murdock, that I’m as decent and respectable as your corner groceryman and that you needn’t have any qualms about being seen with me.”

“I’m sure that you’re right,” she agreed. There was indeed something likable about this rascal. She wouldn’t have labeled it respectability. Probably he would draw the line at killing his mother. “If you’re ready, I am. When do I pay you the ten dollars?”

He had risen. For a fat man he moved lightly. He took his hat from a cupboard. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. It’s not often we get a sweet little lady like you in here. I’m going to give you the ten-dollar horse. Just as a starter.”

“You won’t forget that other offer I made you?”

“Certainly not. I’ll call you when we have something inside and really worth the trouble.”

He ushered her out through an empty back room to a parking lot at the rear, and into a red Cadillac. He was very polite. He held her elbow at the steps and made sure that he didn’t catch her skirt in the car door. He opened the ash tray for her in case she smoked. At the track, he paid her way in and bought programs.

It was useless, this late, to look for seats in the grandstand. They stood on the mezzanine and watched the running of the sixth race. During the seventh race, Mr. Harper went away on a mysterious errand. Miss Rachel borrowed a racing form and studied the records of the horses in the eighth. Then she had a drink, a screwdriver, at one of the bars and talked to a woman who had bet Forelady to show and had made a profit of thirty cents.

She walked around after that and studied faces casually. She was looking for Bax Bonnevain but didn’t see him. The red-coated bugler blew, and the horses came out on the track and paraded past the grandstand. Mr. Harper popped up suddenly by her elbow, all smiles; under the smiles, she thought, pretty nervous. He said, “All right, little lady. This is it. Blow your wad on It’s Pouring.”

“It’s Pouring?” She searched her handbag. It’s Pouring was a seven-year-old gray gelding who hadn’t won a race in three years. “Here’s twenty dollars. Bet it for me, will you?”

He patted her shoulder with affection. “Be right back. See you here—” He scurried out of sight toward the row of ticket windows. She waited until he was gone and must be in line, then ran to a different rank of sellers and bought some for herself.

The five-minute buzzer split the babble, and the announcer’s voice warned of the time. Miss Rachel was standing straight and serene when Mr. Harper came back beaming. “May I buy you a drink?”

“After the race. I’m too excited now.” She had to admit to herself that she was excited. Also that if Jennifer could see her now she’d die of a fit.

They moved over, to crowd in a little closer to the railing. The horses were going into the gate. There were two favorites in the race, at seven-to-two. It’s Pouring was closing at twenty-two to one. The bell clanged and the gate opened, right before the grandstand since this was a long race, a mile and a sixteenth. It’s Pouring was easy to keep track of, since he was a pale gray amid the darker horses. They all tore away together except for him. He seemed to be poking along. Mr. Harper made mock groans into her ear.

She patted his fat hand as though he were a child. “Don’t worry. He’s going to win.” Mr. Harper stuttered and strangled on something, perhaps a lump in his throat for having touted such a sweet little old lady off on such a nag. “I had a strong hunch,” she added.

The dark horses, all six of them, swept around the clubhouse turn in a knot and spread themselves in the back-stretch. It’s Pouring was running a trifle better now. He still had the rear spot all to himself, but at least he had stopped loafing along. He even began to edge up a little, finally, nearly clipping a horse’s heels to swing in close to the rail. And then, suddenly, he had passed two of the others.

“Oh, he’ll never make it!” moaned Mr. Harper in a tone that promised he wouldn’t.

“Yes, he will,” said Miss Rachel. (If he doesn’t, I’d better not go home.)

The horses pounded into the stretch turn, began to bunch again as the jockeys fought for favorable positions for the stretch run. It’s Pouring seemed lost in the shuffle, briefly; but at the head of the stretch he was fourth. Mr. Harper’s breath began to rattle in his throat and his eyes bugged out. Miss Rachel was screaming. She’d never enjoyed screaming so much.

The announcer’s voice on the loud-speaker was lost in the roar. That frenzied yelling seemed to electrify the old gray gelding. He pounded on into second place and in the final eighth he pushed his big gray nose forward and held it there, beating out the favorite. The screams of the crowd rose to a vast crescendo and then died. The trailers swept past the finish line and the race was over. The day was over. Miss Rachel looked around for Mr. Harper. He was standing beside a post, leaning on it in fact, and his face was the color of the gray gelding’s hide.

She kept an eye on him, but he made no move to hurry away. She stayed within sight of the tote board until the prices went up. It’s Pouring had paid his followers forty-seven dollars for a two-dollar bet. She walked back to where Mr. Harper stood pale and trembling. “Well, those tickets you bought for me are worth four hundred and seventy dollars.”

“How did you do it?” he croaked.

“As I told you. I had a hunch. I’ve gone by my hunches for years. I see no need to change just because I’m at a track.”

“Nothing about that damned beetle—”

“He’s a thoroughbred animal and doesn’t deserve to be called a beetle. Of course I had a basis for my hunch. We kept carriage horses when I was a child, and I remember our groom saying that an old horse feels better on a hot day. His old bones loosen up. And that the longer he runs, the better he feels—within reason, of course. It seemed to me that a mile and a sixteenth might give the gelding enough distance to prove himself.” She paused and studied Mr. Harper’s quivering features. “Aren’t you going to give me my tickets so I can collect?”

He made several false starts before the words would come right for him. “When I got to the window … oh God, I’m ashamed to tell this … when I got right up to the ticket window it hit me, a feeling the horse might not do what we expected him to do—”

She waited a minute or so and then said softly, “You’re a crook, Mr. Harper. You thought the horse would lose and that you’d be ahead the twenty dollars I’d given you to bet for me.” Then she took the tickets she had bought out of her purse and spread them before his anguished eyes.

He fished the twenty from his wallet, mechanically handed it over. She tucked it from sight along with the fifty dollars in win tickets which she had bought for herself. “Now I think we’ll talk a bit. We’ll discuss Mr. Bonnevain and why he set you on me. Probably he has seen others become so involved in betting that they neglected their regular affairs, and he hoped it might happen to me. I see a bench over there, and everyone’s headed for home now, so we’ll have privacy.” She led him and he followed with head down, feet dragging.

At first he wanted to maintain that he didn’t know anyone named Bonnevain; but she ignored his puny lies. “Just tell the truth.”

He spread his hands mutely.

“If I were to go to the track officials with the story of our little transaction, they might well bar you from the premises. I don’t think you’d like that.” She’d sized him up for an old tout whose one interest was betting.

He thawed under the prospect she had spread for him. “Well, yes, I guess I do know Bax.”

“For how long?”

“Oh, I’ve known him since his salad days. He used to be a jockey. Not a bad rider, either. He had a fall and a horse stepped on his face and after that he was through. Kaput. Lots of young guys get ruined that way. They have a bad fall and lose their courage; and in that trade, guts is the whole works. You got no guts, you couldn’t bring in Man o’ War himself.”

“Mr. Bonnevain didn’t quit racing entirely, though.”

“No, he had other jobs. He was an exercise boy, and assistant trainer, and whatever he could find to do around the barns, and then he began to try the other side of it, betting. He’d rake up enough tips to keep going. I hired him as a clocker—you understand, somebody to clock the workouts in the A.M. and try to get a line on what’s coming up that’s good. We have to deliver a winner now and then. Well, he worked for me before he went East three years ago. We were pretty good friends.”

“He’s working for you now?”

“No, he’s not.” Mr. Harper’s glance was briefly clouded, as though with regret, or puzzlement, over Bonnevain’s activities. “I see him around.”

“And today?”

“He called at the office after one. The place was jumping with last-minute calls, clients on all the wires; but he said it was important, so I listened. He was in trouble and wanted a line on somebody. You.”

Miss Rachel decided that Bonnevain had watched the pet shop from some place of concealment, had seen her come to Ruth’s aid, and had later obtained her name and address from the two little men in the store.

Harper went on. “He said you were in a café with his wife’s aunt.”

He had followed Ruth, then. “She’s worried about her niece.”

Mr. Harper coughed into his hand. “Well, Bax says Lila left him in the East. He seems pretty blue about it, too. He said Lila’s aunt is trying to start a stink over it, get him into trouble, make something funny out of the girl’s disappearance.”

“Do you think he’s telling the truth?”

“Bax?” Mr. Harper tried to look as though he trusted everybody like a brother, but failed. “Oh, Bax wouldn’t lie to me.”

“Who suggested getting me out here?” Miss Rachel asked.

“I did. I got the idea when you walked into the office. I thought I’d wind you up with some excitement, console you when you lost, and kind of worm my way into your confidence. For Bax’s sake, of course.” He grinned raffishly. Miss Rachel tried to frown him down but found herself grinning instead. This perked him up. “You’re not sore?”

“I’ll think about it. Where is Mr. Bonnevain now?”

“Out by the paddock.”

“Let’s go see him.”

Mr. Harper touched her arm pleadingly. “Promise … you won’t tell him about this last race, and what happened?”

“You mean, your trying to filch my twenty dollars?”

Mr. Harper patted his bald head with a handkerchief. “No. You, having that damned long shot. If he thought I’d touted you on the horse and then didn’t have sense enough to bet it myself—”

“I see.” She understood that his vanity as a tout was at stake.

The empty grandstand was shadowy and echoing. A few topers lingered at the bars. The coffee and hot-dog stands were closing. Out on the paved apron facing the track, ten thousand thrown-away tickets stirred under the evening breeze. Miss Rachel and Mr. Harper went downstairs, out upon the ramp toward the paddock. The late sunlight brought out the vivid greens of hedges, the tints of flowers. There was a smell of earth and mown grass. A small man sat on a bench by a path, under a tree, and watched them from beneath his hatbrim. Miss Rachel recognized him as the man who had tossed Ruth Rand into the pet-store window.

When he realized that they were headed his way, he rose nervously to his feet and looked behind him as if thinking of escape. Mr. Harper lifted a plump hand in warning. Bax Bonnevain took off his hat.

Miss Rachel said, “How do you do?”

He nodded jerkily, his gaze on Harper, a mixture of uncertainty and embarrassment in his eyes.

“Shall we sit down?” Miss Rachel suggested.

Bonnevain sank down upon the bench. Miss Rachel seated herself beside him. Mr. Harper plumped himself opposite, on the other side of the narrow path. Bonnevain said to Harper, “This wasn’t the idea.”

“It was mine,” Miss Rachel told him. “I knew at once, when I first heard of Mr. Harper’s phone call, that you must be behind his wanting to contact me. I’ve never been on anyone’s tout list. I went to Mr. Harper’s office and allowed him to bring me here, with the expectation that he would lead me to you.”

His glance stole here and there, not quite touching her, as if something about a little old lady in the quiet, near twilight of the paddock enclosure could be frightening indeed.

“I want you to understand something at once,” she went on. “I have a perfectly open mind about your wife’s disappearance.”

“That’s not true,” he blurted. “You’ve been talking to Ruth Rand.”

“I’ve been listening to her. She’s a highly distraught woman. She needs help and careful, considered advice.”

He shuffled his hatbrim through his fingers. “What she’s saying about me is a … it’s not true. I wouldn’t kill Lila.”

“The thing that needs clarifying and proving is the account of your trip East. You need places, names, and dates. And things like hotel registers and witnesses to back you up. No one travels so far without a single contact.”

“It all happened three years ago.”

“Even so, your memory should provide you with some possible corroboration.”

He went on twisting his hat, hunched on the bench, not looking at her. The next move came from Mr. Harper. He had laid his hat on the bench and was mopping his bald head again; now he suddenly leaned forward. His tone was husky and confidential. “Bax—I’ve a hunch this little lady might help you. Why don’t you tell her the truth? Tell her about that last evening, the one I spent with you and Lila. And how Lila walked out of the house that night—and just never came back.”

Bax Bonnevain’s glance lost its vagueness. It was all pure hatred now, hatred for the fat man who faced him in the twilight, hatred for Miss Rachel, who had listened to the damaging confidence—and hatred for himself for being here and being in such a terrifying spot.



Chapter Five

Bax Bonnevain half rose; it was plain that he wished to walk away and rid himself of the blundering fat man who had claimed to be his friend. “You’re crazy, man,” he stammered to Harper.

Harper plucked at his lip as if wondering if he’d gone too far.

Miss Rachel said mildly, “Then you didn’t go East after all.”

“I went,” said Bax Bonnevain, sitting down again. “I left shortly after we’d planned to. But Lila didn’t. She just walked out on me.”

Miss Rachel searched for any hint of lying. These two characters, she thought, wouldn’t know the truth if it walked up and bit them. And it had occurred to her that if Bax Bonnevain had disposed of a rebellious wife on the trip East, as Ruth Rand insisted he had, the story he was now preparing to divulge might be nothing more than a smoke screen. It was humanly impossible to go looking for Lila Bonnevain everywhere at once. If he settled her disappearance as having taken place here in Los Angeles, it would cut off inquiry in the East. She folded her hands, nodded, tried to look as gullible as possible.

But he was a shrewd little man. Not just about horses, either. He cast a sidewise glance at her. “You think I’m lying. Because of what Ruth told you.”

“What do you think of Ruth?” she wondered.

He seemed to look back through a long vista in his mind to past insults and accusations and upbraidings. “I’m sure of one thing about her. She hates me.”

“She impressed me as a determined woman who wants the truth.”

He shook his head grimly. “No, she wants a theory proven. Her own. Actually, she doesn’t give a damn about Lila and never did. Lila was always much more loyal and affectionate to Ruth than Ruth was to her. Ruth has the typical actress’s temperament—egotistic as hell and all wrapped up in herself, ready to back-stab anybody who got in her way. Lila isn’t like that and because she isn’t, Ruth got her to thinking she’d never get anywhere on the stage.” His mouth clamped shut in a thin line; his angry eyes roved the empty spaces of the paddock.

“Was Ruth at the bottom of the last quarrel you had?”

“Who said anything about a quarrel?” he demanded quickly.

Mr. Harper was still plucking at his lip as if afraid of Bonnevain’s reproaches.

“That last day we had together,” Bonnevain went on, “was spent in packing and in planning the last details of our trip. We weren’t going to have much time along the way—I was due at the job in the East in a couple of weeks—and Lila even typed up some postcards to mail here and there.” He threw her another of the quick glances. Did he know about Ruth’s story of the postcard from Niagara Falls?

“Like a fool, I mailed one of them.”

He’s worried about that item, Miss Rachel decided. “Why?” she asked.

He spread his hand against the open underside of his hat. “I don’t know. What I can figure, it’s going to be hard to explain.”

“Perhaps you hated for people to know that your wife had left you.”

“I guess that was it.”

“She left without any explanation?”

He looked at Harper on the opposite bench. “There was just the note, and that was good-by, without any reasons given.”

Harper now stirred himself from his self-reproach. “I went up to the house about seven o’clock to say good-by. Bax and Lila were there alone, busy with last-minute stuff. The car was in the road, full of their belongings. It was still somewhat light by then—being summertime, like it is now—and Lila was doing a lot of running around, outside as well as in. Then, later, we sat in the front room and listened to the portable radio they hadn’t packed yet, and drank beer. I thought Lila looked tired. About eight-thirty or so, she said well there were three more bottles, no use donating them to the tenants. She went out to the kitchen to get them. And so help me, that was the last we saw of her.” He was breathless, his voice running out. He fanned himself with his hat and looked at Bax Bonnevain. “Wasn’t it, Bax?”

Bonnevain nodded glumly. “The only thing we found was the note, in the refrigerator, propped against a bottle of beer. It was typed. It said just that she was through and wouldn’t be back, ever, and good-by. I figured she’d typed it while she was doing those postcards, kept it in the pocket of her skirt, put it in there as she walked out. At first I couldn’t believe it wasn’t some kind of joke. But I waited up, almost the night through, and gradually I got the feeling she’d planned it a long time and meant what she said. She was through.”


“You forget the cat,” Harper prompted. He looked at Miss Rachel and something of that past astonishment seeped into his eyes. “The cat was in the icebox, along with the note.”

“That’s very interesting,” said Miss Rachel.

“You know, she must have figured the cat might follow her and spoil some plan she’d made. She didn’t leave in their car. We thought later, she must have gone out the back way, up the hill, and somehow caught a ride. Or”—his gaze slipped briefly to the hunched figure of Bonnevain—“or perhaps had someone waiting for her in Laurel Canyon.”

Miss Rachel asked Bonnevain, “Did you try to trace her?”

“No. I took it for granted she’d go back to the Rands’.”

A uniformed attendant on his way up from the gates caught sight of them and stared significantly. Miss Rachel rose. The men stood, also. She said, “You have behaved with almost criminal stupidity. First, in not reporting the disappearance of your wife when it occurred. Again, in telling her family a lie about her whereabouts. Most seriously, in trying to delude the police.”

His narrow face worked in anger. “You think I don’t see the spot I’m in? I made a mistake—but everyone will say it’s more than that!”

She ignored the outburst. “However, I’m glad that you were honest with me.” She searched his manner for any hint of satisfaction, any sign that he had hoped to fool her. Either he was a clever actor or the tale was true. He seemed baffled and apprehensive, no more. “There is one thing, though, that you’d best get straight. Ruth Rand really believes that your wife is dead and that you killed her. She may be a selfish and self-centered woman as you say. Right now she’s an almost maniacally determined one.”

“I got a court order for her to leave me alone,” he muttered.

“Somehow, I doubt that,” she snapped. “I think some pal of yours, perhaps Mr. Harper here, went to the Rand home and tried to frighten the grandfather with that story.”

The men exchanged an angry look.

“Now, your course is obvious. You must go to the police and tell them what you and Mr. Harper have just told me.”

“You’re on her side!” he spat.

“Miss Rand doesn’t care for my methods.”

He blinked. “You’re not … not working for her?”

“I warned her to get rid of preconceived ideas. She didn’t like it.”

He stood there as if undecided, his pale eyes uneasy in his scarred face. “You probably hold it against me for tossing her into that shop window.”

“It was a dangerous thing to do,” she agreed.

“I lost my head.”

Miss Rachel decided against this. Bax Bonnevain’s training as a jockey had given him cool judgment and the power of split-second decisions. In tossing Ruth into the shop, he’d acted with the ruthless confidence with which he might have plowed a mount through the pack. It was the expedient, necessary means to an end. “You owe her an apology.”

“She’d never give me a chance to get it out of my mouth.”

“At least, go to the police with the truth.”

He shifted his glance from hers. “I’ll … I’ll have to think it over.” He nodded good-by, gave Harper a final stare—Miss Rachel thought it contained a warning—and excused himself, and walked away.

Mr. Harper seemed not to want to follow Bonnevain. “Aren’t you going to cash your tickets?”

“It’s late now. I’ll come back tomorrow. You’ll have another good tip for me, won’t you?”

His pretense at embarrassment made her want to laugh. “You wouldn’t believe me if I had one, would you?”

“If it coincides with a hunch of my own—”

“I’ll tell you what. Meet me here at three-thirty, and you give me a tip.”

“Three-thirty?” She wondered what scheme was hatching under his bald dome. Undoubtedly it had some designs on the cash to be realized from those tickets. “Very well.”

He took her back to the office on Sepulveda and they parted, apparently the best of friends. When he spoke of Bonnevain, briefly, as they said good-by, it was simply to assure her that Bax was a good kind fellow, fundamentally, and, in spite of losing his wits and tossing Ruth through the shop window, really wouldn’t knowingly hurt a fly. Miss Rachel let him hold her hand in farewell and look into her eyes while she made up her mind regarding a couple of items. This old tout had begun to worry over the impression she must have of Bonnevain’s ruthless behavior. Also, Mr. Harper knew, or suspected, more about the disappearance of Lila Bonnevain than he was telling. He had a secret hidden away, and he skirted it, conversationally, like an elephant walking among eggs. Whether it was guilty knowledge remained to be seen.

During the interview beside the paddock, he had stayed carefully to a single line—his astonishment at Lila’s going. He had pretended a brief break in composure, looking at Bax as if in fear, when he had half suggested that Lila might have had a lover waiting to spirit her away.

Getting into her own car, Miss Rachel decided that this was the particular point at which she had sensed his elaborate vocal maneuvering. He had talked about the cat in the refrigerator, and his surprise, and a possible lover, to hide what he had really been thinking about.

Had Lila Bonnevain confided in this unlikely character?


“Hardly,” Miss Rachel said aloud to herself. So then, what? Well, Mr. Harper had long been a student of human foibles, and he must sense a desire to gamble no matter how carefully wrapped. There were ways of gambling which didn’t involve money, but the future. Had he found in Lila Bonnevain a hint that she might throw away what she had on the chance of happiness with someone else?

Miss Rachel didn’t turn toward the house in Parchly Heights, but directly into Hollywood. She parked near the pet shop and walked to its door. The front of the shop had been boarded with fresh planks, on which was tacked a crude, hand-lettered sign: Open for Business As Usual.

It was past six. She was not surprised to find the shade lowered in the pane in the door. She rattled the doorknob and listened. The little men might have duties of feeding and of cleaning cages which would keep them here past normal hours. Presently she heard footsteps, and then a muffled voice said, “Sorry—we’re closed now.”

“It’s Miss Murdock.”

The shade was drawn aside a bit and she found an eye peering at her. “Who? Oh—you’ve come back about the kittens? Well, I’m sorry,—”

“I’ve come about Mr. Bonnevain.”

The shade dropped into place and a muttered conversation took place behind the pane. Finally, a key scratched in the lock and the door swung inward, and one of the twin proprietors stood facing her. He was wearing an expensive-looking dark blue suit. His gray hair was sleek. Under the narrow, mule-like face a jaunty bow tie of crimson set off a gay pink shirt. “I can spare but a minute,” he said primly. “What’s this about a Mr. Bonnevain?”

“You gave him my name and address,” she reminded, squeezing past him into the store. It was shadowy inside. There was light in a rear room, and near the passageway the twin to this jaunty figure stood in overalls, with a set mop and a pail of water. The contrast between the two was so great as almost to hide the fact that they were twins. “I want to know how he got the information.”

The well-dressed twin drew himself up haughtily. “A gentleman came in, saying that he was a relative of the lady who jumped through our glass. He explained that she’s having treatment for a mental disorder and isn’t always responsible for what she does.”

“In this case, she wasn’t—since he threw her in,” Miss Rachel said.

“I’m sure you must be mistaken,” the little man squeaked.

“I saw him do it.”

The well-dressed twin stamped his foot in childish anger. “I tell you, what you’re saying is impossible! The woman fell, or jumped, through our window. At first we wanted to force her to pay damages, but then it occurred to us that she might lie her way out of it and somehow make us seem at fault—so we decided to let the matter drop! It’s going to stay dropped!”

His manner was so vehement that Miss Rachel grew curious. “Do you know these people—the Bonnevains, and Mrs. Bonnevain’s aunt, Ruth Rand?”

He seemed almost to emit sparks. “Of course we don’t!”

The man with the mop waved its handle wildly. “Not at all! We’d never seen them!”

“Mrs. Bonnevain owned a cat,” she offered, feeling her way. “Perhaps—”

The little man in the pink shirt pushed her bodily through the door. “Madame—Miss Murdock, I mean—my patience is exhausted—”

“Why did you give Bax Bonnevain my name and address?” She clutched at the door and his panting breath whistled past her ear.

“He”—puff, puff—“asked for it!”

Her fingers were pried from the door, the door was slammed shut, the key turned in the lock. She kicked at the panel, but this was futile. In the shop she could hear a furious argument in progress. She laid her ear on the pane, and the rush of words came abruptly to an end, so she judged her shadow on the shade had warned them. She went back to her car.

At home, Jennifer was eating a solitary dinner. Jennifer and the cat both regarded Miss Rachel with such hostile suspicion that she felt that she should explain where she had spent the afternoon. She sat down, picked up her napkin, opened her mouth. But Jennifer spoke first.

“A woman telephoned and asked for you.”

There was so much meaning behind these words that Miss Rachel expected the next item to fall from Jennifer’s lips to be the name of Ruth Rand. But now Jennifer digressed. “When I replied that you weren’t in, but that I was your sister and would take a message, this person made a remarkable statement. She said that you had called at her home posing as a buyer for a friend’s property. She said that you had attempted to worm from her certain information, under guise of interest in the house which is for sale. In spite of these underhanded tactics—she says—she holds no animosity and is perfectly willing to engage in another interview. This time, as she put it, all cards will be on the table.”

Miss Rachel began to sip the chicken broth.

“Rachel, who is this woman?”


“Carol Somebody,” Miss Rachel answered with pretended vagueness. “There is some mystery there, a … uh … mystery about a cat. What would you say in a case like this, Jennifer? Three years ago on a summer night, a woman walked out of her home, leaving only a note in the refrigerator with the cat.”

Jennifer started to bristle.

“No, that’s the way it was told to me—really. She was never seen again by her husband or her family. Apparently then the husband took the cat East with him on an extended bit of wandering. Now he’s home again, but the cat won’t recognize old friends or old surroundings. He’s lost and angry. He refuses all friendly overtures.”

Jennifer’s nostrils had widened and her eyes had narrowed. She looked like a large female ferret which has just placed the whereabouts of a choice rat. “I’m beginning to understand. This is part of that—that unpleasantness we witnessed, the woman being dashed through the store window—” She ended on a yelp of indignation. She wadded her napkin and dashed it to the floor. For Jennifer this was an indication of such fury that Miss Rachel put down her soup spoon to stare appalled. “I told you, Rachel,” cried Jennifer loudly, “that I wouldn’t permit another riotous scandal like that affair in Trafalgar Place. I do mean it! I won’t endure having our pictures in the papers like a pair of freaks, the neighbors peering at us, weird characters phoning all hours of the day and night to tell us their problems—not to mention that we’d consorted with criminals!”



Miss Jennifer had risen to her full five foot seven, glared about in desperation, and then for emphasis jumped up and down on the napkin with both feet. Then her rage seemed to abate and she even looked a little embarrassed.

Miss Rachel picked up the soup spoon. “It’s not a murder, Jennifer. It’s just a disappearance.”

Jennifer’s fury spurted back on a new tide. “Not a murder? A woman’s gone for three years, nothing left of her but a cat, and the cat grieving—and she’s not dead? Oh, balderdash!”

Miss Rachel cocked a white eyebrow. “You think so?”

Jennifer flounced from the room without trusting herself to make a reply. Miss Rachel ate the broth and studied her own cat. The big black animal was curled in the cushion of a small rocker by the windows. She was watching her mistress with possessive, slightly irritated, critical green eyes.

Of course, Miss Rachel thought, cats don’t grieve the way dogs do, all woebegone and sickly. A cat’s … well, he’s a cat. His grief has claws in it.

She remembered the searching way the cat had looked into Carol Callahan’s house, as if expecting to find his mistress in it. When she had come out of Carol’s house he had run away and waited, and she had felt his anger sizzling at her from his hiding place in the shadows.

He was lost and lonely; and all at once she examined Ruth Rand’s theory about her niece with new interest and new apprehension.



Chapter Six

In her dreams Miss Rachel was having her feet tickled. She awoke to the dark room to find the cat poking her in the toes and the telephone ringing in the hall outside her door. She padded out to answer; a blue night light made the gloom spookier, and it seemed natural that the voice on the wire had a far-off, unearthly quavering. A man. She said, “Speak up, please. I can’t understand you.”

The old voice took on a little more life. “I said that my name is Rand. Stanley Rand. I believe that you met my daughter Ruth today.”

“Ruth Rand. Yes, sir, I did.”

“She’s been hurt. I believe an attempt has been made on her life. She wishes to talk to you at once. I know it’s very late—”

Miss Rachel looked at the clock on the stand with the phone. It was thirty-two minutes past midnight. Jennifer poked her head out of her room and watched round-eyed. The cat played with the phone cord.

“—if you will take a taxi to our home here, I’ll be glad to pay the fare and to see that you return home also. If you would be so kind—”

“Is she able to talk?”

“Oh yes. The doctor’s been and gone. She’s going to be all right. But she’s afraid, and the attack seems to have had such weird overtones, and I don’t seem able to reassure her.…” The words dribbled into silence and he waited for her reply. She could hear his breathing on the wire.

“I’ll dress and be over as soon as possible.”

“Rachel!”

Miss Rachel returned the phone to its cradle and said, “Somebody tried to kill her. Again,” she added, remembering Ruth’s flight through the window. “I just feel that I have to go talk to her.”

“Very well. But I shall come along. I am determined that this affair shan’t get out of control. After all, it’s my name too!” She swept into her room with a rustle from the tentlike nightgown she affected.

“You’re curious about that cat,” Miss Rachel sent after her.


The answering sniff was loud enough for Miss Rachel to hear it in the hall.

Well wrapped up, they went down together to the garage. Jennifer insisted on leaving lights burning in the house—to discourage burglars. “He thought I might take a cab,” Miss Rachel explained, backing the car from the garage. “I guess he thought I’d feel timid, running around at this hour.”

“He doesn’t know you,” Miss. Jennifer pointed out grimly.

It took more than forty minutes to find the Rand address, tucked as it was among oaks at the end of a blind street in the hills above Glendale. A lantern fixture stood on a pole in the lawn, and by its light Miss Rachel sized up the place. The house was of white stucco, roofed in red tile, and she judged it to be more than twenty years old. There was a settled permanence about the arrangement of the grounds. Trees and shrubs were big. The cement driveway had been patched. There were no houses on the adjoining lots.

They rang the bell and the door was opened almost at once by a tall, white-haired man. He’d been handsome once, Miss Rachel thought, but now there was a suggestion of dissipation and weariness, and his silver hair was thin. He wore a smoking jacket over a stiff white shirt. “Miss Murdock?” His glance went from one to the other.

“I am Miss Rachel Murdock and this is my sister. She came along as a chaperone,” Miss Rachel explained.

“Please come in.” He moved aside, then ushered them down the hall to a big room at the rear of the house. It was furnished as a game room and den. There was a pool table under a hanging globe, a soft-drink cooler, a pin-ball game, and one corner held a group of easy chairs facing a television set, a big one. A bank of windows apparently overlooked the yard; heavy draperies were drawn over them. By a fieldstone fireplace on a hassock sat Ruth Rand. She wore black slacks and a pink blouse. Her clothes were smeared and dusty. On her forehead near the left temple was a patch of white gauze and adhesive tape; her left eye was swollen and discolored.

She looked at Miss Rachel defiantly. “Go on. Say it, ‘I told you so.’ You said we’d meet again.”

“I’m sorry that you were hurt,” said Miss Rachel.

Stanley Rand had placed chairs for them and they sat down near Ruth. He said politely, “Would you ladies care for a drink? Scotch, perhaps? Or a sherry?”

Before Jennifer could blast him for offering to sully her Ups with alcohol, Miss Rachel put in, “If you have it, I’d like a cup of coffee. It’s cool outside.”

“Certainly. And you, Miss—” to Jennifer.

“Nothing, thank you.” Jennifer obviously suspected him of being capable of spiking the coffee. “I’m a teetotaler,” she added.

“Oh? No offense meant, you understand.” He smiled slightly and then withdrew.

Ruth Rand said impatiently, “I’ve never been so—so mad in my life! Attacked in my own yard, within ten feet of my house. And the police could find no trace whatever—”

She stood up from the hassock and moved over in front of the empty hearth. “You see, I went outdoors tonight a little after ten. I hadn’t been home long. I’d done a radio show in Hollywood—” She broke off to look at Miss Rachel. “Perhaps you remember what I was supposed to rehearse—”

“Getting murdered,” Miss Rachel recalled.

“Yes—the screaming scene. I decided to go out into the rear yard and practice a little. I walked a short way from the house and opened my mouth, drew a deep breath, and let it out in a long, ringing screech. And right away I knew I wasn’t alone out there.” She trembled, as if at the memory of terror. “The back of the lot rises a bit, and it’s all thick shrubbery up there. Dark, too. I think the little sneak thought Id caught sight of him and had screamed because of that. There was a terrific noise, branches crackling and so on; and I looked around, not really scared yet, and called out something like, ‘Who is it?’ Then I heard running steps, and this—this object flew through the air and knocked me flat.”

“What object?”

“A can of cat food.” Ruth Rand cupped her injured eye with a shaking hand, stared meaningfully from her good eye at Miss Rachel. “He had come snooping, on his way from the store, and had the cat food with him, and used it because it was handy. He could have killed me!”

“You mean Bax Bonnevain?”

“Who else?” Ruth Rand cried.

“Did the police look for footprints?”

“The ground back there is covered with leaf mold. There weren’t any prints.”

“How did he leave? Did you hear a car start?”

“I was unconscious for several minutes,” Ruth said, somewhat sulkily. “I don’t know how he got away. He was long gone when the cops got here. And then, they seemed to think it might have been a stray prowler.”

“You accused Bonnevain to the police?”

“Well, I gave them his name.”

“You should have had your father check by telephone at once, to see if he was at home.”

“He’s only staying until he can sell the house. He hasn’t a phone.”

“Miss Callahan might have been willing to check up for you.”


Ruth Rand stamped an impatient foot. “How could I believe anything she’d tell me? She’s crazy about Bax. She’d lie to protect him.”

Miss Rachel looked at her coolly, and the big blonde made a noticeable effort to calm down.

“All right … we mismanaged the thing. It doesn’t help the knot on my head to know I goofed. What I called you here for is to tell you I’m sorry about this afternoon. I really do want you to look into Lila’s disappearance and I’ll try to be honest with you, and not to interfere.”

At this moment Mr. Rand came into the room carrying a tray with a thermos jug, some cups, spoons, and cream and sugar. He set the tray upon the soft-drink cooler and began to pour coffee from the jug. “Have you told them about the race ticket I found on the driveway?”

Ruth Rand seemed momentarily stumped. “Uh … I hadn’t, no.”

Mr. Rand came forward, drawing from his smoking jacket a pari-mutuel ticket which he gave to Miss Rachel. “This was in the gutter beside the drive. The police apparently overlooked it. You’ll note that the date’s today’s—or yesterday’s, perhaps I should say, since it’s past midnight. I think it must point very definitely toward Bonnevain. He’s an habitual race-goer.”

Miss Rachel looked at the ticket. It was a ten-dollar win ticket on It’s Pouring. Jennifer’s gaze was all but boring holes in it; and Miss Rachel wondered if her sister were thinking about that long absence of hers. “Well—I don’t suppose it’s any good,” she offered. “Else it wouldn’t have been thrown away.”

Mr. Rand put it back into his pocket. “I’ll check the morning’s paper. If it is good, and it’s worth much, Mr. Bonnevain might try to reclaim it.”

An interesting train of thought ran through Miss Rachel’s head. Mr. Harper had touted her on It’s Pouring as the Hooded Groom’s long-shot special. Presumably he hadn’t picked the horse’s name out of thin air, even though he hardly expected him to win. Could Bax Bonnevain have supplied the information on which Mr. Harper’s long-shot special had been based? And had Bonnevain then, logically, put a bet on the nag himself? It seemed very reasonable to suppose that he had—in which case it was also reasonable to suspect that this lost ticket was Bonnevain’s.

Mr. Rand finished pouring coffee for the four of them, brought the filled cups on the tray and offered them along with cream and sugar. Miss Rachel tasted the coffee. It was hot, but weak.

“Getting back to what I was saying,” Ruth put in, walking around before the hearth, “I’m willing to go with you to Bax and sit by while you talk to him. I know what he’ll tell you will be lies, but as you warned—I’ll try to keep an open mind.”

“I met Mr. Bonnevain this afternoon,” Miss Rachel admitted.

There was a stunned silence on the part of Ruth Rand and her father. Jennifer straightened and a lot of questions were ready to burst forth. Miss Rachel went on quickly. “He telephoned the house while I was gone with you to the canyon,” she said to Ruth, “and left a message purporting to offer racing information. I pretended to bite. A man named Harper met me in an office—he calls himself the Hooded Groom and gives tips on the races. I persuaded him to take me to meet Mr. Bonnevain.”

Ruth Rand was chewing her lips in anger. Her father seemed bewildered by what Miss Rachel was saying. He sat down on a hassock and fumbled for a handkerchief, patted his temples with an affectation of distress. Jennifer said: “Rachel! Where did you go to meet this man?”

“At a race track. Where else?”

“You care nothing for my feelings. I told you—” She broke off, and a new horror dawned in her eyes. “You … didn’t … bet!”

“Just one horse,” Rachel admitted.

“Everybody starts with one horse,” Jennifer cried, practically breathing fire. “Don’t you remember the unfortunate young man, Mr. Pumphill, and how the police caught him right in Father’s bank trying to cash a bad check, and what Father told us that night at dinner?”

“It was something about slow horses and fast women,” Miss Rachel said, “but it wasn’t original with Father. And I don’t think he really knew much about either.”

“Ladies—” Mr. Rand jerked to his feet, spilling half a cup of coffee on his knees. “Let’s get back to Mr. Bonnevain. It seems to me that in contacting him you broke faith with my daughter. Undoubtedly he filled your ears with his lies. Ruth—are you sure you want to go on with this?”

They exchanged a glance; but again Miss Rachel saw that Ruth had suppressed her anger. “Dad, I’m sure that Miss Murdock is too shrewd to be taken in by Bax. I want her to work on our side.”

“Let me explain again—I’m on nobody’s side. I’ll try to find out the truth. I won’t try to prove preconceived ideas,” said Miss Rachel.

Ruth kept her air of patience. “That’s what we want too, the truth. We feel that Lila is dead, but we won’t force our conviction on you. You may believe what you will. Just try to find her.”

Miss Rachel nodded. “I might put in here a statement which Mr. Bonnevain made this afternoon. He says that his wife walked out on him the night they were supposed to have gone East, and that he believed she was through with their marriage, and so did not look for her. He is supposed to have left on the long trip alone.”

This seemed to hit Ruth Rand like a cannon ball. She felt her way to a chair, glazed-eyed, dizzy. Mr. Rand closed his eyes and murmured something about Bax’s ability at lying.

“Let me add that this man Harper backed up a part of Bonnevain’s story,” Miss Rachel continued. “He says he was at the house during the final preparations for departure, and that when Lila Bonnevain was missed he helped look for her, and was present when her farewell letter was discovered in the refrigerator—along with Lila’s cat, which had been shut in, also.”

Such dead silence greeted these remarks that Miss Rachel thought they suspected her of a fantastic lie.

Finally, though, Ruth Rand muttered, “A farewell letter? Why wasn’t it shown to us?”

“Bonnevain’s account is that he went East, believing his wife had gone home to you, and made no effort to reach her. He implied that he hadn’t known of her disappearance until he came hack to California.”

“He knew, all right.” Ruth Rand seemed lost in thought then for some time, as if trying to square Bonnevain’s tale with facts already at hand. “If he did go East alone, it simply means that he killed her here.”

“It does give you a new line of inquiry,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “You must ask the Los Angeles police, and the sheriff’s office, to check their files on unidentified bodies of three years back.”

Mr. Rand had been wandering in the rear of the room. Now he spoke in a harsh, strained tone. “Ruth, I’m feeling pretty rocky. I’ll have to lie down for a while.”

“We’ll excuse you, Dad. I’m sorry it has to be like this.”

He gave Miss Rachel an unreadable look. “Good hunting, Miss Murdock.”

His manner was so peculiar that she couldn’t phrase an answer. She watched him go. He was undoubtedly disturbed, all right, and the idea that Lila Bonnevain might have been buried as a nameless corpse long ago had proved the finishing touch. But Miss Rachel wondered in that moment how fond he had actually been of his granddaughter.

As if answering the unspoken query, Ruth said: “You know, what you said this afternoon up there in the canyon—that my feeling toward Lila was one of guilt as well as love—applies to Dad just as much as to me. He’s been an actor all his life. He was furious with Lila when she gave up all idea of trying for a stage career. Even after we were out here, he tried to force her to join a school or a little theater group, to keep her hand in. And she wouldn’t do it.”

“I would like to see a photograph of Lila,” said Miss Rachel.

Ruth hesitated. “So much of her beauty was in coloring and in the way she moved—” She walked slowly to a cabinet recessed in the wall opposite the hearth, opened it, took out a cabinet photo in a silver frame. “I don’t expect you to realize from this how remarkably beautiful she was.”

The girl in the picture was shown, waist-length, seated on a bench in a garden setting. She had fair hair and a lovely, serene, oval face. “I think she is very beautiful,” Miss Rachel said. “How much of a temper had she?”

Ruth spread her hands. “She was calm and sweet, almost all of the time. Once in a while when she felt something particularly outrageous was going on, she’d fly out like—like a cat.” As if the word brought forth the memory of the weapon used against her that night, Ruth touched gingerly the bandage on her temple. “I know you’re curious about her, her appearance and so forth. But this isn’t getting us any closer to finding her. What are you going to do next?”

Miss Rachel gave back the photograph and stood up. “I’ll call you in the morning.”

Ruth seemed suddenly uneasy. “Do you have some sort of plan for looking for Lila?”

“I’ll think of something.”

Ruth Rand urged a final cup of coffee on them, then saw them to the door. In the car Miss Rachel said, “Off again, on again. There’s something peculiar about those people, Jennifer. I’ll bet they made Lila Bonnevain’s life a hell with their determination that she should stick to acting. I wonder why she came out here to be near them?”

Miss Jennifer was sleepy. She muttered, “To some fools nagging is better than loneliness,” and fell into a doze. She didn’t snap awake until they were almost at the crest of the Laurel Canyon drive. As the car turned into the side road under the sweeping trees, and the dark and empty cup of the little valley engulfed them, she cried, “Heavens to Betsy! Where are we? This isn’t home!”

“People expect little old ladies to stay tucked in at night,” Miss Rachel explained. “I’ll surprise them. I hope.” She drove slowly down the incline into Creek Canyon until she found the space amid the shrubbery where Ruth had left her car that afternoon. She put on the hand brake and switched off the lights, then opened the dash compartment and took out a flashlight. A few bird twitters broke out in the trees over their heads, then died into silence. “Do you want to come along?”

“Where on earth where?” squealed Jennifer, peering at the dark.

“I think it’s a good time to call on Miss Callahan.”


“She didn’t say past 2 A.M.!”

As Jennifer hesitated, from some distance away a cat howl split the quiet. It was an angry, anguished sound. It spoke of loss, and waiting, and despair. Of claws, too, wanting to scratch back at hurt. Jennifer shivered. When Miss Rachel left the car, following the bobbing beam of the flash, Jennifer was at her heels.



Chapter Seven

By the beam of the flash they saw an army cot set up on Miss Callahan’s front porch, and someone in it. An instant later the girl propped herself on an elbow and looked down at them. “Bax? Wait till I get a robe.” She tossed a cigarette off into the dark; apparently she’d been lying awake and smoking. She swung her legs off the cot and stood up, and Jennifer let out a muffled grunt. Carol’s garment was a shortie-gown in every sense of the word.

Lights came on in the house as she entered. Miss Rachel and Miss Jennifer waited on the porch, Miss Rachel meanwhile switching the flashlight here and there to see if she could find the cat. When Carol returned, she was wrapped in a robe made of blue toweling. She peered through the screen.

“Wait a minute! Who in the world—” She must have recognized Miss Rachel then; a sneer touched her vivid mouth. “Oh, it’s you, dear. Won’t you come into my parlor? Only it should be the other way around, shouldn’t it?”

“She means you’re a spider,” said Jennifer, “and if you have the spunk of a goose, you’ll—”

“Let her get it out of her system,” Miss Rachel interrupted. “After all, I did try a trick on her.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Carol opened the screen. “Come in, since you’re here. I’ll admit, I invited you. I wanted to give you a piece of my mind.” Her glance went from Miss Rachel, neat in her snappy suit, to Jennifer’s more Mother Hubbard attire. “You brought reinforcements—in case I was violent?”

“This is my sister with whom you talked on the phone. She’s very much opposed to everything I’ve done in this affair, so you may consider her an ally.”

Carol measured Jennifer as if sizing up the sort of ally she would make. Then she indicated chairs and they all sat down. Carol offered a pack of cigarettes. Jennifer sniffed, and Miss Rachel shook her head, so Carol proceeded to light one for herself, taking her time over it. Miss Rachel noted that the room had been straightened somewhat as if for company.

Carol began, “First, I want to tell you, in case you misinterpreted anything I said this afternoon, that I am positive Bax is telling the truth—the exact truth—about Lila. She left him in the East.”


“Well, the exact truth has been changed somewhat. Mr. Bonnevain told me that his wife deserted him here on the night they were supposed to have gone away. Walked out. Left a farewell note in the refrigerator, where she thought he’d find it when he looked for the beer.”

Carol tried to look astonished but wasn’t a good enough actress. Miss Rachel judged that she had known the tale for a long time. “That’s … amazing!”

“What amazed me was the cat being in there, too.”

Now Carol’s surprise was real. “I hadn’t heard that!” It was a break, and she tried to cover. “I mean, well, it’s sort of ridiculous, isn’t it?”

“A refrigerator is a good place to shut up an animal who is persistent about following,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “It would also in time permanently dispose of a troublesome animal without any visible injury.”

“He wouldn’t hurt Tom Boy!”

“He blinded him in one eye.”

“That was an accident. Bax was hunting ground squirrels!” As if feeling on the defensive, Carol got out of the chair and moved over to the piano, sat down on the bench there. “I know who’s been talking to you. Ruth Rand!”

“Miss Rand is anxious to locate Lila Bonnevain,” Rachel said. “Can you blame her? The girl has been missing for three years. A long time. Her husband should have notified her family when she dropped from sight.”

Carol crushed out the cigarette in an ash tray. “Look, I’ll be honest about it, I knew Lila walked out on Bax that night. If there’d been anything funny or unexpected about it, I’d have been in touch with Ruth Rand long ago. But I didn’t think Lila wanted to have much to do with her relatives—they’d preached and nagged so. Ruth Rand is an egomaniac and the old man is nuts. I mean literally nuts. Lila told me once that her grandfather threw fits—real frothing fits—when she refused to try for a movie role after she got out here. He fell down and had convulsions and claimed his heart was going.” Carol lit another cigarette with irritable haste. “Furthermore, at the end Lila definitely had something or someone on her mind.”

“You mean, romantically?”

“It’s hard to say,” Carol evaded. “She wasn’t herself at all. She was short, abrupt, in her manner. I wondered at the time if she and Bax could have had some knockdown and drag-out fight. Though I couldn’t imagine why.”

“In your opinion, she just decided to drop from sight?”

Carol looked at the dark pane beyond the piano. “You don’t sound as if you believe me. You think I’m cooking up some lie. That Rand woman has pointed out to you that Bax and I were friends—and she’s made it sound nasty.”


Miss Jennifer gasped behind her glove.

“I just want to trace Lila Bonnevain. I’ll believe whatever sounds logical,” Miss Rachel promised.

Carol’s glance was probing, vindictive. “This affair doesn’t really concern you. I think Lila, wherever she is, wants to be let alone.”

Surprisingly, it was Miss Jennifer who now spoke up. “You can trust my sister with a clue to Lila Bonnevain’s whereabouts. She’s nosy, but she respects confidences. If Lila doesn’t want to meet her people again, Rachel won’t inform on her.”

Carol laid an elbow on the keyboard and there was a jangle of piano notes. As these died away, she said, “I wish you could have heard Lila sometimes when she discussed that pair. Of course she spoke lovingly of them, but from what she said I knew they had moved in like vultures as soon as her mother died. They thought they’d make a star of her and share in the loot. They like to live high; the money would come in handy. Lila could act a little, of course, in an unexciting way. The thing was, the drive, the ambition, was missing. She was too easygoing. They couldn’t push her up there, and she wouldn’t fight for it.” Carol rose suddenly from the piano bench. “I want you to talk to Bax. Let’s go see him. Maybe you’ll believe, then, that I know what I’m talking about.”

This move, Miss Rachel sensed, was not as unexpected as it was meant to seem. Under Carol’s restlessness her shrewd mind had been casting about for some diverting action. The fact that she had been lying awake on the porch in the dark, smoking instead of sleeping, spoke of something on her mind, some preamble to this move. But Miss Rachel rose eagerly. “He won’t mind if we wake him?”

Carol shrugged. “He won’t care.”

Miss Rachel used the flashlight on the dark road. Jennifer was at one side, Carol lagging at the other. Their echoing steps on the asphalt paving were the only sounds in the little valley.

Carol moved into the lead as they approached the Bonnevain house. There was a wet smell on the air and she said, “Bax must have been watering. I suppose the real estate people advised him to.” She climbed the steps to a bricked space before the door, where the paving of the patio had been extended to form a little porch. There she halted. “Look! The door’s open!”

Miss Rachel tilted the light. It shone on the half-open door and into the dark interior of the little house. Vaguely she made out the bulk of an overstuffed couch and two trousered legs laxly protruding from it out upon the carpet. “Someone’s in there.”


“Yes, I see,” said Carol, distinctly nervous. “Can’t you light it up better than that?”

“Let’s go in and see who it is.” Miss Rachel walked to the door, put a hand in, felt along the wall for the switch. The lights came on under her touch. She couldn’t control a start of astonishment. Across the room sat one of the twin owners of the pet shop—the natty, dressed-up twin—and in that first moment of surprise all she grasped in addition to his identity was the thing which sat beside him on the upholstery … a torn brown paper sack from which a half dozen or so cans had rolled.

They were cans of cat food.

On each can was the picture of a Persian kitten with a fish in its mouth. A couple of the cans were dented slightly, as though the fall off the couch had nicked the tin. One can nestled against the side of the little man’s highly polished black shoe.

Behind her, Carol let out a thin, terrified screech; and Jennifer cried, “Call a doctor!”

Miss Rachel looked again at the little man and took in details she’d missed before. A knife stuck straight out from his pink shirt front. It had a bone handle, like a steak knife, and the handle was smeared with blood. There was a lot of blood, too, on the little man.

His staring eyes and contorted face were hideous.

Miss Rachel hurried in, touched one of the lax hands briefly. It was much too cool to be the hand of a living person. “It’s not a doctor we need, but the police.”

“Come away, then,” Carol Callahan cried. “Bax hasn’t any phone! We’ll use mine.”

“You can go and telephone,” Miss Rachel said. “First, a couple of questions. Was Mr. Bonnevain at home this evening?”

Carol looked around the room as if reading the wallpaper for her answer. “I—don’t know.”

“Did you notice lights on over here, after dark?”

“I believe I did,” Carol chattered. “But I didn’t come over to see who was here.”

“He’s been dead for a while,” Miss Rachel pointed out.

“I don’t know anything about it! I didn’t hear any rumpus, or see Bax at all, at any time since early afternoon. Don’t you try to drag me into this!” She moved closer to Miss Rachel with a ferocious face.

Miss Rachel kicked her in the shin. “Don’t try to bully me, Miss Callahan. You’ll be sorry if you do. One more question. Do you know this man?” She nodded toward the sprawled figure on the couch.

Carol was rubbing her bruised shin. Her eyes flickered over to the pet-shop owner and for an instant, Miss Rachel thought, a positive hatred gleamed behind her lashes. She knew him, all right.

“What’s his name?” Miss Rachel asked.

“Jacob Sutter. He owns a little store near Sunset and Vine. He sells pets and pet food. His place used to be a bookie joint, before the federal law went in. He wouldn’t buy a federal permit, of course—it’s an invitation for the local cops to pounce on you. So he and Rax had a falling out.” She checked herself angrily. “There, I suppose you think it looks bad for Bax, again. Well—it wasn’t much of a quarrel. They’ve been friends since.”

“A rather shy type of friendship,” Miss Rachel commented, “since he told me he’d never heard of Mr. Bonnevain. I presume in saying that there was a falling out, you mean that he and Mr. Bonnevain were in the bookie business together and that Mr. Bonnevain wanted to continue.”

“Presume what you please,” Carol spat at her, and ran from the room. Her heels were sharp on the wooden stairs leading down to the street.

Jennifer was just beyond the patch of light from the doorway, fanning herself with a handkerchief. “I think I shall faint!”

“Go lie in the wet geraniums,” Miss Rachel counseled. Then: “Wet! Someone ran the sprinkler, not too long ago. Past sundown, obviously, or the foliage would be dry by now. I think Mr. Bonnevain must have been here much later than Miss Callahan believes.”

“I shall lie in no geraniums, wet or otherwise, Rachel. How can you stand there within sight of that c-corpse?” She staggered off to a rustic bench under the patio shelter. Miss Rachel could barely make her out by means of the reflected glow from the house, but the moving white handkerchief reassured her that Jennifer was still conscious. “Besides,” Jennifer went on after a moment, “the flowers being wet doesn’t mean that Mr. Bonnevain was here to turn on the hose. You say that a real estate man has listed the place. He’d want the flowers blooming.”

“Possibly.” Miss Rachel stepped back into the room, past the corpse and into the small kitchen. She inspected the stove. It was clean, perhaps as clean as the departing tenants had left it. If Mr. Bonnevain were cooking for himself, he was much neater about it than most bachelors. She looked into the cupboards. The few dishes looked dusty. Behind another cupboard door she found only a box of com flakes, a small sack of sugar, and a jar of instant coffee. The refrigerator held two cans of beer and a quart of milk. Apparently Mr. Bonnevain’s usual meal at home was breakfast, and it consisted of corn flakes and coffee. This would account for the neat range and the generally unused air of the kitchen. It also indicated a tolerance of monotony and a lack of imagination.

Next to the kitchen, off a tiny hall, were a bedroom and bath. The bed seemed to have been slept in for at least several nights without straightening. Blankets were rolled into a wad on the bare sheet. In the bath were shaving things, a toothbrush, and a bottle of mouthwash. The closet which opened off the hall held several suits, which looked as if they might fit Mr. Bonnevain. What appeared to be soiled shirts, socks, and underthings had been kicked into a corner. On a high shelf was a corrugated-cardboard box.

Miss Rachel brought a chair from the kitchen to get the box down. In it, thick with dust, were mementos of Lila Bonnevain. There was a photograph, a duplicate of the one shown to her by Ruth Rand, backed by stiffened paper but minus a frame. A scrapbook held clippings, most of them dating back at least eight years, apparently to the time of Lila’s stage career in New York. A snapshot album, which Miss Rachel ruffled through, had pictures in it of Ruth Rand and her father, and of another woman who must have been Lila’s mother. There were no pictures in it of Bax Bonnevain. At the bottom of the box were some scraps. Miss Rachel carried them into the brighter light of the kitchen and pieced them together on the sink board. This was a snapshot, perhaps three by six inches, and simply showed Lila Bonnevain in a slim dark suit, coming out of the door of a hank.

The picture had been taken the long way of the film, and so included the front of the bank building and the street marker at the curb.

After a few minutes’ study, Miss Rachel replaced the scraps in the bottom of the box, put the other dusty articles on top, and returned the box to its place on the shelf of the closet. When the police arrived, she was sitting with Jennifer on the bench in the patio, and Jennifer was telling her some of the things Father had pronounced on the subject of Crime.

Father’s principal advice seemed to have been that Crime didn’t pay as well as banking. “Didn’t he notice a moral distinction?” Miss Rachel wondered.

Jennifer exploded into a torrent of correction; but at this moment a detective came to interview them. He had raised a shade in the kitchen window, giving a better light in the patio. He introduced himself as Lieutenant Shaw. He was young, tall, well built, handsome. In spite of her disdain for what she called “man-chasers” Jennifer was noticeably calmed down by his appearance. She even fluffed her hair a little.

He began, looking at Miss Rachel: “I believe you know Lieutenant Mayhew, don’t you?”

She wondered in what sulphurous terms Mayhew had described her meddling in what he considered his business. “Quite well, though I haven’t seen much of him and his wife these past months. They’ve bought a chicken farm near Ventura, haven’t they?”

“I believe so.” He seemed to be sizing her up cautiously. “You had something to do with a case of his, I think.”

“That was some time past.”

He nodded. He offered cigarettes politely before lighting one for himself. “You’re working now as a private detective?”

“I would like to,” Miss Rachel admitted, “but my sister feels that to go into it professionally would cause a scandal. As it is, you might say that because of undeserved notoriety, occasionally I get a chance to advise people in trouble.”

“In this affair, you were advising Bax Bonnevain?”

He spoke the name with a certain amount of familiarity. Miss Rachel judged, therefore, that Mr. Bonnevain had some acquaintance with the police. Through the bookmaking activities in the pet shop, perhaps? “No. I had talked to Mr. Bonnevain, but my original contact in the affair was with a woman named Ruth Rand.”

He nodded and murmured as if to himself, “The aunt,” and Miss Rachel was suddenly enlightened. He knew all about Lila Bonnevain’s disappearance and probably had a well-stocked file on the husband, facts compiled by the police who hadn’t been as indifferent or as easily put off as Ruth Rand had supposed. “Tell me how you were involved, please.”

She went back to the scene on Sunset Boulevard, the bus jamming to a halt in the midst of traffic, Ruth Rand’s flying attack on Bax Bonnevain, the crash through the pet-shop window. When she reached the part about Mr. Harper and the meeting with Bonnevain, a dry smile touched the lieutenant’s lips; but he listened to the whole story without interrupting. When she had finished, he turned to Jennifer. “Do you have anything to add to your sister’s story?”

“Nothing at all,” said Jennifer, in a tone of having washed her hands of it.

He returned to Miss Rachel. “Do you know of anything to account for the death, here, of this Jacob Sutter?”

“No.” She looked thoughtfully at the young, intelligent features of the detective. Undoubtedly he was far ahead of her in this affair. “There is one unnecessarily ludicrous item.”

“Yes, Miss Murdock?”

“Ruth Rand was attacked tonight by someone who used a can of cat food as a weapon.”

A slight, regretful sigh escaped him. “Yes, I know that. We have the can at headquarters. The unfortunate thing is—it’s not the same brand.”

A long, long way in the distance Miss Rachel thought she heard Tom Boy give a bitter cry.



Chapter Eight

“I guess you know of Lila Bonnevain’s cat,” she hazarded.

He nodded above the glowing cigarette. “Bonnevain is supposed to have taken it East with him. We haven’t been able to check his account of his travels back there with much success, so we can’t prove whether he had the cat along or not. We’d like to make sure that this is the same cat which belonged to his wife.”

Miss Rachel said, “Ruth Rand seemed convinced that it was the same animal.” She wondered why he had brought up the point but knew better than to ask it directly; subtlety in dealing with cops she had developed during her friendship with Mayhew. “She seemed surprised, though, when Tom Boy—as she called him—showed no signs of friendliness.”

“We can’t get close enough to catch him,” said the lieutenant with a touch of exasperation.

“Along the same lines—I keep thinking of that canned cat food in there with the dead Mr. Sutter,” Miss Rachel added. “Presumably he brought it up here, and the sack was torn in his struggle with his murderer. But according to Miss Callahan, she’d taken over the care and feeding of the animal, perhaps as a favor to Mr. Bonnevain. It seems odd that if Sutter were delivering the food for Tom Boy, he brought it here instead of to Miss Callahan.”

There was a significant silence on the part of the lieutenant. He was keeping some idea under wraps, Miss Rachel decided.

Jennifer quit fanning herself long enough to say, “It seems obvious—either he didn’t know that Carol Callahan was caring for Tom Boy, or he wanted to trap the animal, using the fish—cats love it so, you know, Rachel—as bait.”

Lieutenant Shaw said politely, “I’ve enjoyed listening to your theories. I guess you know more about cats than I do. I would rather, though, that you talked over your ideas only with each other.” Under the courtesy was the thinly veiled command to keep their mouths shut.

“People rarely listen anyway,” Miss Rachel pointed out, “since little old ladies have such a reputation as chatterers.”

“You might be surprised who’d listen,” he warned. “I’m going to let you go now, and take for granted you’ll be home when I want to talk to you again.”

“Oh, I’ll be home!” Jennifer cried. The lieutenant took it as a joint promise, and excused himself, and left. Jennifer was on her feet, holding her skirts from contact with the wet bricks. “I meant it, Rachel! We’re going directly home and to bed like decent folk!” She tried to catch Miss Rachel’s sleeve.

“Wait a minute. There’s one last thing I want to see.” Miss Rachel ducked out of reach, hurried to the front of the paving. In the shadows she made out the snakelike plastic hose, angling down into the ruined bed of ivy geraniums. She pulled it back about ten feet, found a big round sprinkler head at its end. Water oozed and dripped from it to the damp paving. She dropped the sprinkler and traced the hose, back around the opposite side of the house, to a faucet against the wall. It was very dark here below a windowless wall. Using the flashlight, she examined the ground, but though everything had been wet down, the rock-hard gravelly earth had retained no footprints. The faucet, she noted, was tucked away behind a tangle of leafless shrubbery.

Not easy to locate, she decided, unless you were familiar with the place or had explored by daylight.

Lieutenant Shaw’s voice said gently, “Going, now?”

“Yes. Going.” She snapped off the light and rejoined Jennifer in the patio. Jennifer was over beside a hanging basket, poking a forefinger into the desiccated growth. “You’d think, with everything so damp, they’d have given these poor things a drink!”

“Yes, wouldn’t you?” Miss Rachel’s tone was agreeable but absent-minded. She was aware of Lieutenant Shaw, watching them from the front of the house, and of the sounds of police activity within. She wondered when they’d get to the box in the closet and what they would make of its contents. One thing sure, only the barest and most innocuous facts would get to the papers at this stage.

She was unusually quiet all the way home, and Jennifer decided, hopefully, that Rachel must be sleepy.

When they walked into their house, the phone was ringing. Miss Rachel tried a dash, but Jennifer blocked her. She lifted an imperious hand. “I shall answer, Rachel!” She went to the phone, lifted it, and in a tone which underscored the disgracefulness of the hour, said: “This is Miss Jennifer Murdock. Who is calling, please?”

She listened, while Miss Rachel danced on one foot in impatience. Then she said firmly, “You may call again at eight-thirty,” and hung up.

“Who was it?”

“Mr. Stanley Rand.


Miss Rachel looked at the phone as if secrets might be tom out of it. “Well, what did he say? Come on!”

Miss Jennifer was taking off her hat and little cape. “He said that he is dying of a heart attack and has something to tell before he goes.” She stuck her hatpin between her teeth while she smoothed a velvet flower on the brim. “Don’t take on so, Rachel. His voice was quite strong. He’ll still be with us at a decent hour in the morning.”

At a certain stage of bullheadedness Jennifer was not to be crossed. There was nothing to do but to go to bed, count sheep—somehow they all had feline faces—twiddle her toes, and drowse.

She was jerked awake before seven by the pealing of the doorbell. She lifted her head, expecting Jennifer to go bounding down to answer, but heard instead the shower running full tilt in the adjoining bathroom. Jennifer hadn’t heard the bell. Miss Rachel hopped out of bed, put on robe and slippers in a hurry, and went downstairs. Before she could open the door, she found a narrow, mule-like face peering in to watch her.

He was red-eyed, his lips shaking, and the stare he bent on her held such unadulterated hatred that she paused. Seeing her hesitation, he beat fiercely on the panel. “Open up!”

She unlocked the door, expecting him to rush inside. But he stood on the threshold, obviously fighting for self-control, panting damply through a half-open mouth, watching her with popping eyes. “I came to tell you—I hope—I hope you’re satisfied. You caused my brother’s murder. Hounding us. You wouldn’t leave us alone. Oh no, you had to prowl and pry. And now he’s dead. You can’t quiz him any more.”

She looked with pity at the angry, quivering little man. He had on a shabby suit of grayish tweed. His general air was impressed and untrimmed. He was far from the dandy his brother had been, and grief had made him shabbier than ever. “Don’t you want to come in?”

He glanced past her and tried to show his scorn; but his emotions were suddenly too much. He covered his face with his hands—dropping an old gray hat—and he wept.

“I’m sorry that you blame me for your brother’s death,” Miss Rachel said. “I can’t understand why you think I caused it. Won’t you come in and sit down and explain?”

He wobbled in through the door, leaving his hat. Miss Rachel picked it up from the porch floor, then ushered Mr. Sutter into the parlor.

“Would you like a cup of coffee?”

After a minute he lifted his head slowly and nodded.

Miss Rachel said, “I’ll only be a minute.” She hurried off to the kitchen. She ran water into the electric percolator, put coffee into the basket, plugged in the cord. Then she went back to the parlor. The little man had moved over to a chair beside the windows and was looking out like a bird yearning for freedom.

She sat down facing him. “You know that I found your brother’s body?”

“The police explained all that,” he said through stiff lips.

“Perhaps you know why he was carrying all that cat food?”

“I can only suppose that he was taking it to Bonnevain. My brother was easily fooled, easily taken in. He considered Bonnevain still to be his friend.” The words came a little easier now, though Sutter’s breathing still had quivers in it.

“You believe that he was taking the canned food to Bonnevain’s cat?”

Sutter seemed to retreat into sulky meditation. After a moment he said, “Why else?”

“When did you last see him?”

“Last night at about eight o’clock. We’d had dinner at a little café on Gower Street. We rent a duplex not far away. I went home and Jake went to pay a call—he didn’t say where.”

“Did he have the sack of cat food then?”

“Of course not!” Sutter said with a touch of irritation. “He wouldn’t run around with such a bundle. Jake was careful of his appearance.”

“He must have gone back to your shop, filled the sack there?”

Sutter shook his head. He put an elbow on the arm of the chair, leaned on his hand, his fingers covering his eyes. “No. We don’t carry that brand. He must have picked the cat food up at some market.”

“Then, you think, he took it up to Creek Canyon as a favor to Mr. Bonnevain?”

“Why do you keep harping on that point?” cried Sutter with a flash of fury. “It has nothing to do with Jake’s death! So he was carrying a parcel! What matters is how you hounded us—”

“I hounded you?”

“I won’t be harassed!” he screamed like a child. “I have a business … clients … animals to feed. I can’t forever be answering questions about Lila Bonnevain’s cat.”

“Who’s been asking?”

A sudden quiet fell on him. His small eyes glittered with a shrewd light which puzzled her. “Old man Rand. He swears we’ve covered up some trick of Bonnevain’s.”

“And did you?”

“Try to find out,” he sneered. “You aren’t the police. You can’t search our records.” In spite of his defiance, his manner showed an increasing nervousness. He jumped from his chair and ran across the room to sit in shadow, as if for concealment. Then he began to weep again. He seemed torn by some terrible dilemma. “… all your fault …” he got out in a muffled whine.

“I’m trying to be patient. How am I to blame?”

He shouted then, “You won’t keep quiet, you old witch!”

This was when Jennifer whammed him from behind with a vase full of cattails and straw flowers. His face went blank and he sagged, the dry bouquet showering from his shoulders to his lap, and to the floor.

Jennifer inspected the vase. “Chipped.” She came walking in, ramrod straight, set the vase on a table, inspected the fallen foe. “Do you think I’ve killed him?”

The apparition of Miss Jennifer wielding the vase had scattered Miss Rachel’s wits. It took a moment to pull herself together sufficiently to examine Mr. Sutter for signs of life. “You seemed to have stunned him. There’s a bump but I think that’s all.”

Miss Jennifer stood in the middle of the room with the air of a schoolmistress dispensing justice. “You should demand courtesy in our home, Rachel. If you don’t, I shall. I shall take it upon myself to see that, here at least, we are addressed as ladies.” She folded her hands and waited for Mr. Sutter to wake up.

He roused almost at once. He plucked some of the flowers off his clothes and examined them dazedly. Then he felt of his head. He looked behind him. “Something fell on me,” he gasped.

“Nothing fell on you, sir,” said Jennifer. “I administered a short lesson in manners. Rachel is too mealymouthed and too eaten by curiosity to bother with proper address. But I was reared to think that one does not insult a lady at home.”

He cringed away from Jennifer, recognizing in her a ferocious propriety which would not hesitate at direct measures.

Miss Rachel brought him a cup of coffee and he gulped it in nervous haste. She tried to get his mind back into the proper channels. “I can’t imagine what I might have said to cause either you or your brother any trouble or danger.”

It didn’t make a dent. He kept his gaze fixed on Jennifer, who hadn’t moved, who faced him with the air of being perfectly able to wallop him again if she felt like it. When the coffee was gone he stood up, grabbed for the hat, and fled out through the hall.

“Good riddance,” said Jennifer, watching his stumbling flight down the walk to the street. “A thoroughly detestable little man. Who is he?”

“A brother of the dead man.”

Jennifer nodded. “I noted the resemblance. He looks shabbier, though.”

“One twin was a dandy, apparently. I have a notion he must be the one who engaged in bookmaking activities with Mr. Bonnevain. This one would have been scared and unhappy about such an illegal enterprise, and glad when it was finished. He doesn’t like Mr. Bonnevain.”

“From what I heard, he doesn’t like the Rands. Nor you,” Miss Jennifer pointed out coldly.

“Speaking of the Rands—I think I’d better run out to see them. I’ll snatch a cup of coffee and a bite of toast.”

“You’ll eat a proper breakfast!”

“I don’t want Mr. Rand popping off with a bad heart before I see him!”

Jennifer’s lip curled. “After that, he can feel free to go? How callous can you get?”

It was nearly an hour before Miss Rachel could get away, having been forced to take on board a helping of sausage, two eggs, and some of Jennifer’s special pancakes. Feeling rather logy, she drove toward Glendale. The foothills were wreathed with patches of fog; the air was unexpectedly cool. She lowered the car window, breathed deeply of the bracing air, tried to throw off the heavy feeling left by breakfast. But at the end of the trip she found disappointment. Nobody answered the doorbell at the Rand place.

Exasperated, she walked around outside, looking the place over. It was not a flashy, actorish sort of place. Solid, settled, and far from new, it had had good care and signs of recent repair were evident. Some of the roof tiles mismatched. The garage doors had been braced with cleats across the bottom. At one spot the cement driveway had apparently broken and had been resurfaced. In the rear yard, the grass had been mowed and raked. On the hill at the back, as Ruth Rand had said, was a towering bank of shrubbery. Miss Rachel wandered up there and explored but found nothing startling, no clue to Ruth’s attacker of last night.

Ruth had been felled by a can of cat food. A different brand, Lieutenant Shaw had said, from that scattered on the floor beside dead Mr. Sutter in Bax Bonnevain’s house. It didn’t necessarily mean, though, that Mr. Sutter wasn’t Ruth’s attacker. In loading a sack at a market, he might well have stuck in an odd can with the others. Pet foods were stacked closely. Sometimes in picking over the stock, people mixed up the various brands.

It wasn’t necessarily true, either, that Mr. Sutter had taken the sack of cat food to Creek Canyon. Remembering Jacob’s natty appearance, and that he hadn’t carried such a package around with him up until eight o’clock, plus the fact that he had apparently walked in from the bus a considerable distance, it seemed unlikely that he had burdened himself so.

There were other possibilities. Miss Rachel admitted grimly to herself that there were dozens of them.


Suppose Bax Bonnevain had bought the cat food, intending to take it to Carol. Somewhere in Hollywood he had run into Jacob Sutter. Some tag-end left from their bookmaking enterprise had required discussion. Jacob had ridden with Bax to the house in the canyon. They’d argued. The can of cat food had spilled as the scene grew violent. Bax had killed his former partner.

She wondered what sort of alibi Bax had for last night.

Meanwhile, the original puzzle remained. What had become of Lila Bonnevain?

Still plagued with the stuffiness left by Jennifer’s cooking, Miss Rachel sat on the back steps, propped her head against the porch door, and tried to think. Three years ago Lila had walked out of her house into the summer night. She’d left a farewell note—typed—and a cat shut into the refrigerator.

On the surface it would seem that Lila simply didn’t want the cat trailing her on a mysterious journey.

Why not, in leaving, simply shut the kitchen door on Tom Boy? Cats hadn’t learned the trick of turning a knob several feet from the floor.

Why shut him up where he might freeze?

Miss Rachel closed her eyes and tried in her imagination to transport herself back to the Bonnevain kitchen on the night Lila had disappeared. Could it have happened that Bax Bonnevain, knowing his wife on the verge of revolt, had waylaid her in the kitchen and silenced her there without Harper knowing?

Dragged her outdoors? Stuck the cat away in the nearest thing handy, to keep him from following on that grisly errand?

If Harper suspected the truth, it was no wonder he skirted the subject like an elephant walking among eggs.



Chapter Nine

The office of the Hooded Groom at nine o’clock had begun—as Mr. Harper would say—to jump. The door had been propped open for increased ventilation. Miss Rachel walked in. Along with the fat man, three youths were busy at desks, answering phones and opening mail. The place held an air of efficiency and haste. Mr. Harper stood near the door, chewing a cigar and reading a racing form. When he saw Miss Rachel he put the cigar into an ash tray on a desk, laid the form beside it. “I thought we were going to meet at the track at three-thirty,” he said brusquely.

“I’ll be there if I can. I still have to cash those tickets, remember?”

His glance flickered. “Yeah. Well … what can I do for you?”

“I need another good horse. Something like It’s Pouring.”

“You didn’t come here for that,” he decided.

“I want to talk to you.”

He spoke to one of his assistants. “Taking a coffee break. I’ll be in the drugstore.” He took Miss Rachel’s elbow and hurried her out of the place and on to the corner. At the rear of the drugstore fountain were two small booths. He ushered Miss Rachel into one of them, sat down, patted invisible perspiration from his bald spot with a handkerchief. “What’ll it be?”

“A glass of water.” He gave her an odd look, so she added: “I had a very big breakfast.”

When his coffee came he ignored it. He leaned toward her and bent on her a direct stare that was supposed to convince her of the truth of whatever he was going to say. “Get this straight, ma’am. I know nothing at all about this old fellow Jacob Sutter, nor what his business might have been with Bax, or who might have bumped him off.” He moved back in the seat and exhaled a big breath.

Miss Rachel smiled dryly. “Mr. Bonnevain and the Sutters ran a bookie establishment together in their shop. I rather think you knew that much. But I didn’t come here to talk about Sutter’s death.”

He grunted, began belatedly to stir sugar into his cup.

“I want to talk about Lila Bonnevain.”


He didn’t glance up. She thought a guarded expression crossed his face; but the pose of honesty and frankness had been long ingrained—for the sucker’s sake—so it was hard to tell. “Well, Lila was a nice little lady. And so far as I knew, she and Bax never had a cross word between them.” He put such emphasis on this statement that she was struck by it.

“People don’t necessarily fight when there is deep trouble,” she said. “If there is silent bitterness, unspoken hatred. But anyway—I wondered about the search you and Mr. Bonnevain made for her.”

He put down the spoon and picked up a pitcher of cream. Then he changed his mind and decided to drink the coffee black. “It was a while before I realized anything was wrong. She’d left us with a remark about bringing back the beer; but we waited, and we kind of forgot. Bax and I talked about the horses a bit. Then I went outside. He’d been working in the patio, had bricks piled there, I remember. I almost stumbled into them. Then I walked down to the road and had a smoke. I guess during this time he was kind of looking for Lila, and in a way I was too—just puzzled over what had become of her. Not alarmed yet, you see. Wondering, you might say.”

He didn’t quite meet Miss Rachel’s eye. His stare was a little off-center as if he were watching a birdie over her shoulder.

She said, “How long before you felt definitely uneasy?”

“By then, oh”—he paused to sip carefully from the cup—“close to an hour since she’d left us. I ran across Bax in the kitchen, finally, and he said, ‘Hey, where’s Lila?’ or something like that, and I said, ‘I don’t know, I thought she was helping you.’ Then he said, ‘Well, let’s have the beer, anyway,’ and opened the icebox and there was the cat, all fuzzed up—almost freezing, I guess—and a piece of letter paper propped against the beer cans. The cat hunched itself for a jump and went out—excuse the expression—like a bat out of hell. Bax picked up the note. He had a funny look in his eyes, like maybe he’d been expecting something like this, only not now. And he mumbled the words out loud. ‘Good-by, Bax darling, this is the end. Good luck.’ Or approximately that.” Harper shrugged, his plump face suddenly expressionless. “I felt real sorry for Bax right then.”

“And then what happened?”

“Bax yelled, ‘Oh, God, I’ve got to find her. I’ve got to make her understand.’ He ran around through the house as if looking for a place to start. Then I pointed out that we ought to use a system, divide the job. I went out the back and up the hill, in case she’d hiked out for a bus in Laurel Canyon. Didn’t see a soul. Got lost a couple of times in the brush. I don’t know what Bax did—ran to Carol Callahan’s first, I guess. He was breathing hard, covered with dust and scratches, when I met him again in the front room. He’d given up, too. Just in that short time, he’d lost hope. He said he wasn’t going to try to bring her back. She’d walked out; she must know what she wanted. So I said how sorry I was—and I was—and went home.”

When he had finished, he drank the rest of the coffee in a gulp, as if relieved to have the story off his chest.

Miss Rachel sat silent for a minute or two. Then she asked, “Was Lila Bonnevain tight about money?”

The question seemed to astound him. “What’s that got to do with it?”

“Nothing, perhaps. Was she?”

He hesitated slightly. “You mean—stingy with Bax?”

“Yes. I understood from Ruth Rand that she supported him, kept up the home from her income as a music teacher.”

He squinted uncomfortably into the coffee cup. “I guess they had some such arrangement. Bax was in a peculiar position. He’d had a taste of glory and high living when he was a jockey. He didn’t enjoy losing that. He tried to keep up a certain appearance afterward, tried not to drop out of the circle of friends he had. When he met Lila, she must have fallen for him. She was willing to make sacrifices to have him. Then she got fed up and quit.”

“She got progressively close with her money. Is that what you mean?”

He spread his hands. “I haven’t any proof. Of course, Bax made a little money now and then. I paid him for information, and once in a while he’d set up a book with somebody like the Sutters. Nothing big or permanent. Bax didn’t have connections.” He smiled fleetingly.

“Did Mr. Bonnevain ever mention any substantial amount she may have put away?”

“Not to me.”

“Do you happen to know where he was last night when Sutter was killed?”

Mr. Harper brightened up. “Certainly. He was supposed to be sleeping on a cot in my back room two doors from here. He called me and said he didn’t want to go home to the house in the canyon. Ruth Rand was raising hell. The cat was getting on his nerves, too. He asked me if the cot was still in the closet, and the back door key where I always used to hide it, and I said, yes, sure, and he was welcome. So that’s where he must have spent the night.”

“Have you seen him today?”

“No.”

Miss Rachel rose. “I won’t keep you. Thanks for talking to me.”

He bounced up, suddenly full of kindly humor. “Any time! Just ask old Harper, ma’am! Glad to serve!” He ushered her to the door with the gallantry of a duke.

She didn’t accompany him back to the den of the Hooded Groom. Instead she bought a newspaper from a rack and went to her car to read it. Sutter’s murder had taken place too close to press time for the early editions to contain more than a sketch of the crime. There was this, however, in bold type: the police requested Lila Bonnevain to come forward.

“I don’t think she’ll do it,” Miss Rachel murmured to herself. Then clarified: “I don’t think she’ll be able to do it.” And her thoughts snapped back to the odd detail supplied in such off-hand manner by Mr. Harper, that Bax Bonnevain had lifted some of the patio bricks the night his wife had disappeared. Sooner or later, of course, the police would be prying up those same bricks. Plus digging in the seedy garden. When, for instance, they decided that Mrs. Bonnevain wasn’t going to answer their appeal.

She turned to the racing page. The Hooded Groom, along with the Masked Trainer, the Peeping Jockey, and the Mystery Exercise Boy, had a spread of ads across the bottom of the page. All had highly secret tips which would insure fortunes today at the races. Prices varied. Hooded Groom had something in the third which was a bombshell.

A shadow moved against the window next the curb. She looked up. Bax Bonnevain was bent slightly, peering in at her through the glass. She reached over to roll down the pane. “Hello, Mr. Bonnevain.”

He was pale, and the shape of broken bones in his face showed under the taut skin. She thought, a horse stepped right on him in that spill he had. One touch of an iron-shod hoof, and his career as a rider had been ended. He seemed undecided about how to begin. “I won’t keep you—just for a minute—”

“Sit inside,” she invited casually.

He accepted as if grateful. “I’d just parked—going to Harper’s place with something for his sheet tomorrow.” He had the ever present hat in his nervous hands, turned it over and over in a manner which seemed habitual. There was sweat on his forehead. “I’ve had a session with the cops.”

“Over Sutter’s murder?”

“Yes. I can’t prove where I was most of last night. I slept in the back room over there”—he gestured toward the Hooded Groom’s doorway—“but nobody saw me go in, or leave. This part of the neighborhood’s dead after midnight.”

She said, “Both the Sutter brothers denied ever having known you.”

He glanced at her sidewise, “Yeah. They were nervous. They used to take in a few bets. I helped them run the book. There’s more to it than just jotting down names and dollar marks. You’ve got to know when to lay off bets—protect yourself by taking the money to the track, even if you just break even. And then sometimes a welsher has to be talked to.”

“They were afraid the police might get wind of their former business?”

“Well, it was more than that. There were a couple of shootings downtown. The cops gave out that some of the Eastern gangsters were trying to muscle in. Then the federal law came, you had to buy a gambling license, and the two little guys, between these two things, got the wind up. They said their regular customers would drop away if there was a … a criminal taint to the place.” He laughed shortly and bitterly.

“But Jacob Sutter still considered himself your friend?”

Bax stared straight ahead through the windshield. “Sure. He still liked the races, too; played them all the time. He was a sporty little old guy. That brother of his, Jonathan, is as dull as an owl. But old Jake liked to wear good clothes and kick up his heels.”

“Why should Jacob Sutter go to Ruth Rand’s house last night and knock her down with a can of cat food?”

The expression of hard repose didn’t change. “Did he do that?”

“At about ten o’clock last night, she stepped out into her back yard. She surprised someone lurking there. This person hit her with a can of cat food and ran. In the gutter, later, Mr. Rand found an uncashed ticket on that long shot in the last race yesterday.”

He said slowly, “I see what you mean. Sutter had a sack of cat food with him, according to the police. They asked me about it, and of course I couldn’t tell them anything.” He paused as if to gauge whether she believed it. “Carol’s been feeding the cat for me. I don’t know what Sutter was doing there, carrying all those cans.”

“Would he have any reason to be spying on Miss Rand?”

“None that I know of.”

“Were you still in business with the Sutters up until the time you went East? At the time your wife disappeared, I mean to say.”

“My breakup with them, a day or so before, was one of the reasons I was anxious to be on my way.” He moved in the seat as if suddenly restless, turned slightly so that he half faced her. He blurted, “Are you going to the track today?”

“Probably,” she said.

He reached into his jacket pocket, brought out some tickets, held them out to her. “These will cash out to about fifty-five dollars. There’s a horse in the third I’d like you to bet for me, if you will.”


She took the tickets. They were a conglomeration, place and show bets on different races. “How do you want him?”

“Win. Number Three. Storm Watch.”

She stuffed the tickets into her purse. “Number three in the third. I won’t forget.”

“I have a hunch I won’t make it,” he said grimly. “They’ll pick me up again. Those cops are really on my back for lying to them before.”

“It was a very foolish thing to do.”

His lips were tight. “I made a mistake. That’s all.”

“Did they ask you if your wife had cleared out her bank accounts before leaving you?”

“Among other things.” He snapped the door open and got out quickly. “I told them she had, and that she took her purse with her. I think she had about seven hundred dollars in it.” He was facing into the car again, looking past her at the traffic in the street, something far away and remembering behind his eyes.

She thought of one last question. “Did your wife ever play the races?”

“Never.” He put his hat on his head, ticked the brim at her, walked away and disappeared through the doorway of Mr. Harper’s office.

She went home again. Jennifer was making apricot jam in the kitchen. The cat was in the hall, prowling back and forth, wrapped in an aura of angry neglect. Jennifer, stirring the pot on the stove, said, “She’s exaggerating. I’ve offered cream and raw shrimp. I fluffed her pillow in the parlor.”

“You spoil her so horribly,” Miss Rachel pointed out, “and like an ungrateful child, she demands more and more. You should ignore her.” She sat down on a kitchen stool, picked out a washed apricot and began to eat it. “How would you like to go to the races this afternoon?”

Miss Jennifer’s hand froze on the wooden paddle. “I have work to do.” Her tone implied that Miss Rachel should have some to do, too.

“I know, but it will still be here tomorrow. I need you now.”

“Why?” asked Miss Jennifer flatly, stirring again. The fragrant steam rose around her head like a halo. She looked plain, domineering, and unutterably righteous. The cat stared at her and yowled scorn.

“I want to know who’s there. It’s such a big place. I can’t be everywhere. You’ve never met Mr. Bonnevain, nor Mr. Harper, but you know the others. Mr. Bonnevain won’t be there, anyhow. But he wanted me to be.” She munched, deep in thought, considering Bax Bonnevain’s possible motives. “He practically made sure I’d go. He gave me a horse to bet on.”

“Who is it this time? Forelady again?”

“Forelady was only a hot-dog horse,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “And besides they don’t run them that soon again. This one’s Storm Watch.”

“I don’t suppose there are any horses any more called Black Beauty or Dobbin.”

“Probably not,” Miss Rachel agreed.

“Father had a riding horse once he called Rascal. I don’t think that the horse was bad-mannered, though. He was lively and spirited. Father called him Rascal more as a joke.”

“That must have been when I was too small to remember.”

“Yes, it was.”

There was silence for a little while, and then Miss Rachel asked, “Well, are you going with me? Post time’s at one-thirty. We should be there before one if we’re to try to get a seat.”

“I shall go,” said Jennifer, pouring the jam into jars, “to keep you from making a fool of yourself.”

They were in the stands by twelve-thirty, thanks to Jennifer’s habitual habit of arriving anywhere early. They located their reserved seats, then left them to go two floors below. In the vast lower floor, under the grandstand, were the ranks of windows where previous days’ tickets were honored. Miss Rachel cashed hers and Bax Bonnevain’s and put the money into separate compartments in her handbag.

Jennifer came back from a scouting trip with narrowed eyes. “Up at the far end, at the two-dollar show windows, is that dreadful little man I taught a lesson in courtesy this morning,” she announced. “He saw me and cringed like a coward.”

“Did he try to run?”

“No. He was too near the window after having waited, apparently, and didn’t wish to lose his place.” Jennifer paused to glare at the passing mob. Everybody seemed in a hurry. Some were glassy-eyed with indecision, others were reading tip-sheets. Many of them bumped, or nearly bumped, the unyielding figure of Jennifer. “He just sort of crouched and sheltered his face with his hatbrim.”

You couldn’t blame him for not speaking, Miss Rachel thought. He’d expect Jennifer to take another swing at him if he did.

“I shall go back and keep an eye on him,” said Jennifer, implying that Jonathan Sutter’s actions must be those of a crook.

As Jennifer walked off, Miss Rachel’s attention wandered elsewhere; she saw a tall, dignified man turn from the fifty-dollar cashier with a wad of bills in his hand. He made a commanding, somewhat theatrical, appearance, wearing a flowered satin waistcoat under a well-cut gray linen suit. His Panama hat sat on well-brushed snow-white hair. From the looks of the money in his hand, and his satisfied expression, he had just collected on a killing.



Chapter Ten

She maneuvered to meet him in a brief clearing in the hurrying throng. He was putting money neatly into his wallet, a ten-dollar bill reserved against his palm. He glanced up. Miss Rachel said, “Mr. Rand, I hope that you’re feeling better.”

A flickering blankness crossed his face as if his memory had failed him. “Miss Murdock?”

“Your heart attack of last night,” she reminded.

“It passed. When I’m in the throes, it always seems important to talk to someone. Anyone. Before I go, you know.” He smiled deprecatingly. “You’re meeting Bax Bonnevain again?”

“No. I’m here simply to bet on a horse.”

He smiled again. His regular white teeth flashed in the light. If they were artificial, as she thought they might be, they had been wonderfully made. “The bug has bitten you?”

“I like money,” she admitted naively.

He laughed, but under the laughter she sensed that he was studying her sharply. He seemed to have thrown off, too, the deep depression of last night, when he’d excused himself from her company. It was hard to tell, though, about a man like him. He was an old pro, a gifted faker of emotion. “This is a very poor place to build a bankroll.”

“You don’t recommend it above a savings account?”

“Only a madman would do so.” He glanced about. “Is your sister with you?”

“She’s off with an acquaintance for the moment,” Miss Rachel said. “Is your daughter with you?”

“She’s working today.” He had finished with the wallet, now slid it into his hip pocket. “I was about to ask—until I recalled that you didn’t drink—if you would join me at the bar.”

“Jennifer is the one who doesn’t drink,” she told him.

This wasn’t what he had expected, but he made the best of it. He touched her elbow to guide her through the mob. “I seem to see a rack of whiskey bottles in the distance.”

“I like screwdrivers. They’re made with vodka.”

He nodded absently. She didn’t add that Jennifer’s nose hadn’t yet caught on to vodka.


At the bar, he looked steadily at her above his drink. “I see by the papers that Bonnevain had a murder at his house last night.” He spoke in the sort of tone in which he might have discussed the weather. “Some falling out between crooks, I presume.”

“I think the man murdered at Bonnevain’s house could be the one who whacked Miss Rand with a can of cat food,” she said casually.

He digested this for a minute or so. “Sutter? Would he be spying on Ruth?” He was frowning; he was either deeply disturbed or wanted Miss Rachel to think he was. “I don’t see the connection.”

“Mr. Sutter seems to have gone quite late to the Bonnevain house, and carrying a big bag of canned cat food.”

He shrugged. “Well, that doesn’t prove anything. I think Bonnevain attacked Ruth, and so does she. In fact, she somewhat recognized him—not enough to be positive, unfortunately.”

“They are both small men.”

“Then, as you say”—he had raised his tone slightly and an argumentative note had crept in—“the cat food. Why, Bonnevain might have carried it home for that cat of Lila’s.” He bent closer, his white brows drawn together in apparent anger.

“You mean, he found Sutter waiting, there was a fight, and Mr. Bonnevain ran off leaving the cat food?” Mr. Rand was nodding emphatically. “Wouldn’t that have been rather dangerous,” she went on, “since a clerk might recall his having bought it, and identify him, and so puncture his alibi?”

“Bax Bonnevain isn’t the smartest person in the world,” said Mr. Rand smugly.

“How much money do you think he got out of your granddaughter?” she asked.

As in the case of Mr. Harper, the mention of the Bonnevain finances seemed to throw Rand completely off stride. “What did you say?” he asked after a moment. The five-minute buzzer cut loose just then, inspiring a new flurry among the bettors; when its hoarse screech had died, he added, “Are you really getting anywhere with this inquiry, Miss Murdock, or are you just wasting Ruth’s time and her hopes?” He fished some tip-sheets out of his jacket pocket and muttered, “I’ll have to buy a ticket now or it will be too late. Will you excuse me?” He moved backward and the mob swallowed him.

She went upstairs and found Jennifer settled in the section reserved for them. “Did you lose Mr. Sutter?”

“He’s right over there,” said Jennifer, pointing.

Miss Rachel made out the humped figure of the small man who seemed to be trying to squeeze down out of sight. He was perhaps twenty feet from them in another reserved section. He was wearing the nondescript garments of his early-morning appearance. In addition to his fear of Jennifer, he seemed shaken by an almost intolerable excitement.

Miss Rachel sat down beside her sister. “You’ve heard of secret drinkers?”

Miss Jennifer sniffed long and loud, but apparently the vodka didn’t register. “Yes, of course. Who hasn’t?”

“Well, I think that Mr. Sutter over there is a secret gambler.”

“There’s nothing secret about him, just sniveling and cowardly.”

“I meant, Mr. Bonnevain told me that it was the other brother, the dead one, who was daring and sporty. He thinks this Sutter is as dull as an owl.”

“Being at the races doesn’t give him fascination,” Miss Jennifer pointed out with acerbity.

The announcer’s voice boomed through the loud-speakers. The horses were at the gate. Miss Jennifer was suddenly upright, her eyes glued to the scene at the far side of the track. It was a six-furlong race, eight horses in it, California bred colts.

“Do you have a ticket on this race?” Miss Rachel wondered slyly.

Jennifer fussed with the purse in her lap. “Well, I happened to see the horses parade in front of the stands, and there was a very cute animal there, quite reddish in contrast to the others. His eyes were alert.”

“Let’s hope his feet are. What did you put on him?”

“Two dollars to show.”

The flag was up, the crowd made a last minute rush for the rail, and the clanging bell closed the betting windows. The horses swept around the track, and sure enough, Jennifer’s choice was out in front by three lengths. When the prices went up, he proved to have paid sixteen dollars and twenty cents to win. Miss Rachel then had to explain, or try to explain, why he only paid three dollars to show. “If you had a good hunch on him, you should have played him to win.”

“I thought if he won, my ticket would pay to win,” Jennifer said, crestfallen. ‘

Miss Rachel spent the next ten minutes explaining the mysteries of the tote machine, or at least as much as she understood of them.

During this time she noticed Mr. Sutter sidling out, stumbling, dropping his program, casting a final terrified glance toward Jennifer. Miss Rachel suddenly stopped talking, sat looking down absently at the crowd in front of the grandstand. “Go on,” urged Miss Jennifer. “What do you get if your horse comes in fourth?”

“Not a thing. Isn’t he overdoing it?”


“Who? What?”

“Mr. Sutter. He’s making a caricature of himself.”

“A guilty conscience, Rachel. Look, on the board, as plain as you please, it gives the number of the horse who came in fourth. Would they put it there if it didn’t mean anything?”

“The horse gets something. The bettors don’t. I’m going down to watch him. If you can manage to run into Mr. Rand, try to find out if he has made his choice in the third.”

On the mezzanine floor, Mr. Sutter ate a hot dog and drank a bottle of beer. He studied the odds on the big board on the end wall, above the bar. He leaned against a post and chewed a pencil. Finally he went into the men’s rest room. He seemed to have dropped the nervousness which plagued him in Jennifer’s neighborhood.

Miss Rachel went back to the reserved seats. Jennifer had vanished. Probably she had gone to cash the show ticket and to make another bet. Miss Rachel studied her program and tried to concentrate on the horses. They were on the track now, exercising, the brilliant silks of the jockeys like specks of confetti in the distance across the infield. Miss Rachel went down again and put a win bet on a nag named I’m Trying.

So am I, she thought.

But when the race was over, I’m Trying had come in fifth or sixth. Miss Rachel tore up the ticket and scattered it at her feet. Still Jennifer hadn’t reappeared.

She returned to the mezzanine where she bought Bax Bonnevain’s tickets on Storm Watch, plus a five-dollar bet for herself in case Bonnevain knew what he was talking about. The morning line on the big board over the bar showed that Storm Watch had opened at odds of nine to one; and he should close somewhere in that vicinity unless too many people had tips on him. He should return about twenty dollars for a two-dollar bet. Miss Rachel went back then for another five-dollar ticket.

She found Miss Jennifer on the lower floor, finally, at a coffee stand. “I lost that Mr. Rand in the mob.”

“I know how evasive he can be.” Miss Rachel thought to herself that Rand had the actor’s ability to project or withdraw himself at will. “Here, hold these.” She put all the tickets in Jennifer’s hand. “If Storm Watch comes in, cash them. I’ll see you in the grandstand later.” She started off.

“Where are you going?” cried Jennifer, instantly full of suspicion.

“I’m curious as to who is keeping store while Mr. Sutter attends the races.”

“Rachel! If the shop is closed—”

“I haven’t broken and entered for years,” Miss Rachel protested.

She left the grandstand by the main ramp, went through the flower-bordered paths to the gate where she checked out, hiked to the car, drove off the immense parking lot through endless rows of cars. She turned into the quick traffic on Century Boulevard and worked east, then turned north toward Hollywood. She parked in a lot near Sunset and walked to the pet store. A blind had been lowered against the pane of the repaired show window, but the door was open. From the dim interior drifted the chatter of birds, the cheep of monkeys, and unidentifiable scratching and rustlings.

She went in and at once a parrot began to screech at her.

A red-haired youth of about eighteen came from the rear of the shop.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I am Mrs. Carson Pond.” She paused as though the name must mean something to him; and he of course stared back in uncomprehending blankness. He hadn’t quite grown up to his hands and feet yet and the cowlick on his crown was stiff as bristle. “I came to pay my bill. Didn’t Mr. Sutter tell you I’d be in?”

He retreated an uneasy step. “I don’t think they give credit.”

“Well, they did to me.” She twinkled gratefully over the favor. “You’ll find a bill for me, Tootsie Cat Food, somewhere in Mr. Sutter’s things.”

He glanced behind him at the counter in the corner. Behind it Miss Rachel could see the top of an old-fashioned desk, pigeonholes stuffed with papers. “Over there, probably,” she suggested.

“Yeah.” He gave her a studying look, as if trying to place her among the usual customers, then turned and ambled around the counter to the desk, picked up a few stray sheets there and dropped them; “What was your name?”

“Mrs. Pond.”

Unexpectedly he straightened. “You want to come here and see if you can find it?”

She was at the desk a split-second later. She went through the stuff in the pigeonholes. It was all old invoices, orders for birds and animals, or receipts for feed bills. She started on the drawers. One held a stock of pamphlets, the care of assorted animals, birds, and fishes. Under the pamphlets were two well-thumbed volumes: one, How to Beat the Races by an anonymous author, the other a racing handbook for the year 1954. In the lower left-hand drawer was a Luger pistol.

“In case we get held up,” said the red-haired boy above her shoulder. “The cops were here this morning and they sure got interested in that gun. But of course Mr. Sutter told them what it was for.”

She glanced up at him. “Have you been working for the Sutters long?”

“Part time, ever since I was fourteen,” he said with a touch of boasting, “I used to hang around and play with the animals and they finally put me to work to keep me out of mischief. Now of course I’m an animal expert.”

“I’ll bet you are,” she agreed. She was losing hope of finding anything pertinent in the desk. Probably all records involving the betting transactions with Bonnevain had long since been destroyed. She was lifting blank invoice sheets out of the lower drawer on the right when something fell from between the printed pages. She bent, picked it from the floor. It was a copy of the tom snapshot she had seen in the Bonnevain house, the picture of Lila Bonnevain emerging from a bank. On the back of the picture was jotted in pencil a date of over three years before, and a sum: $26,755.

She showed the picture to the boy. “Snapshot of someone.”

He nodded. “She was a good friend of Mr. Jake’s.”

“She traded here?”

“Bought cat food from us. Bought a kitten, a long time ago. I had just started working here.”

“How did you like her?”

“She was swell,” the boy said with sudden enthusiasm. “She told me once I ought to learn to be an animal trainer, that I had a gift for it, that animals trusted me. She could see, I wasn’t ever mean to anything. I have patience. Most of all, I’m not afraid.” He rubbed the cowlick down with a square hand and it jumped up when his fingers had passed.

“Did she move away?”

He took out a package of chewing gum, offered Miss Rachel a stick, accepted her regrets without comment, opened three sticks for himself, and chewed them up with smacking noises. “I guess so. Haven’t seen her for a long time.”

“When was the last time?”

“I don’t recall the exact date but it must have been around three years ago, anyhow. She came in to ask if we’d board her cat for her while she went on a trip.”

Miss Rachel looked around at the dim, twittering little shop. “Do you have boarding facilities here?”

“No, and I told her that. Then Mr. Jake came in and she went out back to talk to him. That’s the last I recall seeing of Mrs. Bonnevain.”

“What about this snapshot?”

He frowned at it. “It’s been around, in the desk, for ages.”

“Did it turn up after she’d asked about boarding the cat?”

He scratched his collar bone under the thin T shirt. “Gosh, I just can’t remember.”

She put the little picture back into the pad of invoices and shut the desk drawer. “Well, it seems I haven’t found my bill.”

“I’ll tell Mr. Sutter you were here and looked for it.”

Their eyes met, held. There was a sly quirk on his young mouth. To herself Miss Rachel damned him as an obstreperous blackmailer. “Silence is golden,” she pointed out.

“But the green stuff rustles nicer,” he reminded.

She took a bill from her purse and wound it around a finger. “Well?”

He shrugged and reached for it. “So what? What’s Mr. Sutter got to hide? He wouldn’t kill his own brother. And the store here, it’s just an ordinary old pet shop.” His tone told her that he had been wise to the bookie operation. “As far as I’m concerned, you came in to price canaries.”

She wondered if he knew that in underworld parlance a canary was a fancy name for a stool pigeon, and decided that he did and that he was relishing his role as squealer. “Give my regards to Boston Blackie,” she told him, heading for the door.

He swung, stood facing her from the counter. “You want to know something?”

She hesitated, looked back; and the parrot beside the door leaned from his perch and tried to take a chunk out of her taffeta shoulder. “What?”

“It’ll cost you.” He put the five-dollar bill against his teeth and blew on it. “Another one like this.”

“Worth it?”

“I think.”

She added another five to the rascal’s loot. He leaned on the counter and studied her, smirking. “Are you a friend of Mrs. Bonnevain’s?”

“I’m trying to find her,” Miss Rachel admitted.

He nodded as if she had confirmed some suspicion of his. “Well, this ought to interest you, then. About a week ago I heard Mr. Jake and Mr. Jon talking, and Mr. Jake was saying, ‘There’s no mystery about what became of Lila Bonnevain.’”

Miss Rachel had walked back to watch this brigand more closely, to weigh his expression along with his words. He might be the type who would take to fiction when truth ran out.

“Mr. Jon sort of grunted, as if he agreed, maybe. And Mr. Jake went on and said, ‘The puzzle is, what happened to her money?’”

“Go on.”

“Mr. Jon must have noticed I was listening. He went, ‘shhhhhh!’ and I didn’t hear any more.”

There’s no mystery about what became of Lila Bonnevain.…

Where was she, then?



Chapter Eleven

“I know nothing at all about any large sum of money,” said Ruth Rand. She was seated bolt upright on a chair in Miss Rachel’s parlor. She wore well-fitted dark slacks, a pink silk shirt, a gray wool sweater tossed across her shoulders. Her hair was somewhat ruffled as if by the fast drive she had made here. It was past seven. The Misses Murdock had just finished a hasty dinner after returning from the track. “If Lila possessed any such amount as that jotted on the back of the snapshot, she must have inherited it from her father or my sister. And just didn’t tell Dad or me anything about it.”

“What were her parents’ circumstances?”

“Very ordinary.” Ruth’s gaze was suddenly thoughtful. “However, my sister Sheila didn’t have to work during the years she survived Graham. I took for granted that he had left her some small annuity. She was most careful with expenses. Lila continued with her music and dancing lessons, of course. But they lived modestly.” Her tone had grown quiet, as though some speculations of long ago were being re-examined. “Graham was a mining engineer. He used to buy small amounts of stock in some of the companies he prospected for, if he thought there might be a profit. It has just occurred to me, Lila might have realized something on those old stocks. Perhaps new discoveries have been made. Something like uranium. After she had come out here, perhaps, or even after she had married Bax. So that she felt it wasn’t any of our business.” Ruth nodded slowly. “Yes, if Lila had banked anything like twenty-five thousand dollars, it must have been the result of some such stroke of luck.”

“Or, since Mr. Bonnevain is a gambling man—”

Ruth seized on it. “She was fooling him,” she cried with a sudden glitter in her eyes. “Don’t you see how it all fits in with my suspicions?”

“I do indeed. It is what you would expect if Lila had begun to see her husband as you see him.”

“He caught on and followed her,” Ruth rushed on. “He took the snapshot to confront her with it. At the end there was a terrific argument, Lila refused to hand over the money, and he killed her. It’s the only explanation possible!”


“It’s one answer,” Miss Rachel agreed. “Not the sole one, I think. Since the Sutters had a copy of the snapshot and have kept it these three years, they may be involved in some way. Perhaps one of them took the picture. Perhaps in doing so they were acting for Bonnevain—or for themselves.”

“I don’t follow you!”

“We don’t know enough about the snapshot to draw conclusions about it. To shut away other possibilities besides the one you want to believe. One thing’s certain. By now the police have reconstructed the torn picture and have interviewed the people at the bank. Undoubtedly, soon Lieutenant Shaw will question you about it.”

Ruth said sulkily, “You might have told me what you’d found in that box.”

“I went to your home this morning and no one was there.”

Ruth apparently thought that Miss Rachel intended it as apology; she accepted it grudgingly. “I’ll try to find out from Shaw what the police think of the picture. By the way, I’m ready to write a check for you.” She patted the big white straw handbag. “I know you said we should wait and see what the charge ought to be, but I’ve got to keep ahead of Bax. I must insure your co-operation. I know what he’s doing, giving you tips on the races. It’s his way of buying you off.”

Miss Rachel wondered if her face betrayed her wry feelings. Storm Watch had tried hard, but all he had managed was second.

“Mr. Bonnevain can scarcely expect me to believe him infallible.”

Ruth Rand rose from the chair and strode restlessly to the windows, then came back to the mantel where Jennifer kept a row of family portraits. “You keep defending Bax.”

“I think he’s a fool.”

Ruth’s sucked-in breath had in it the sound of victory. “Yes, I think so, too. He’s a fool and I shall trap him.”

“I meant, if he’s guilty, he’s been his own worst enemy. He lied about his wife’s whereabouts. His alibi for the time Sutter was murdered amounts to nothing. He’s antagonistic and uncooperative. He seems bent on damning himself by his own behavior.”

Ruth was gripping the edge of the mantel, bent slightly forward, her big, firm body showing purpose in its stance. “But still, you’re foolish enough to think he might not be guilty? Wait and see. When the excitement has died down he’ll marry that Callahan girl. Presently he’ll begin spending Lila’s money, what’s left of it, plus what he realizes from the house and Lila’s personal things, her paintings and the piano, wherever they are. If he can get away with it, he’ll have it all. Even the …” Ruth’s voice cracked. “… even Lila’s old tom cat.”

During the moment of silence, Jennifer could be heard in the dining room stacking the dishes.

Ruth jerked as with a spasm. “No. By God, that I won’t allow! Bax blinded the old cat; he hates him. I’m going up there and by hook or crook I’ll bring Tom Boy back with me.”





“Going alone?”

Ruth seemed indifferent. “Would you go with me?”

Miss Rachel looked at her oddly. “Are you really going up there just for the cat?”

“Look, Miss Murdock, I’ve admitted humbly that I was off-base, playing tricks, yesterday. From now on I’m doing just what I say I’m doing.” She smoothed her hands down over her firm bust to her narrow waist. “That old cat was Lila’s baby. She bought him when he was a kitten.”

“From the Sutter pet shop. Where you went through the window. Where Mr. Bonnevain assisted in making book.”

Ruth’s lips flattened angrily. “The filthy lying little jerks!”

“The Sutters impressed me as sly and conniving,” Miss Rachel agreed, “but it seems their motive in denying that they recognized Mr. Bonnevain may have been embarrassment about their former illegal enterprise.” Miss Rachel headed for the doorway. “Wait a moment. I’ll get my hat and purse.”

Ruth’s driving did not resemble the neck-jerking flight of yesterday. She was calm, careful. The twisting canyon road climbed out of the smog, the last lights dropped below, and suddenly the night wind was clean with sage, the smell of desert hills, dead grasses toasted by the sun, and pungent eucalyptus. They entered the narrow defile near the top of the ridge; the car’s head lamps swept the encroaching lantana, a tumble of color. Ruth slipped the car into the same spot, set the brakes. She took a flash from the glove compartment, clicked it on and off, then doused the car lights.

Miss Rachel slipped out, shut the door quietly. Below in the cuplike depression of Creek Canyon, a few house lights glimmered. Here it was intensely dark, closed in by shrubbery, trees shutting out the stars. On such a night as this, she thought, three years before, Lila Bonnevain had vanished.

Lila had had a husband whom she may—or may not—have trusted and loved. It was sure that she had had a house, a garden, and a pet whose care spoke of affection. She had snapped from sight like the blowing of a mirage, leaving the husband to travel alone, turning the house over to tenants who had neglected the garden. Leaving the old cat to wander the valley like a wailing ghost.

Lila Bonnevain’s ghost. Woman into cat.

The breeze brushed her with an unexpected chill.


“Let’s go. Don’t crack any twigs,” Ruth warned. She clicked the light on briefly to search out the path, then snapped it off. They went downhill in ear-pricking silence. The Bonnevain house was dark. A smell of earth rose from it. Ruth paused, sniffing. “What is it? Someone’s been digging? Is that it?”

“I imagine the police have been poking around.”

“You mean, hunting Lila’s body?”

“Most likely.”

Ruth plunged forward in the dark. There was a rattle like falling stone. The light flashed on, fell in a half circle, and clattered on the ground. By its brilliant, slanted beam Miss Rachel made out the side of the little house, stark white; and more shadowy, the interior of the small patio. Bricks had been piled here and there and a rough hole gaped in the center of the enclosed area. Ruth Rand was sitting, rubbing an ankle, just beyond the fan of light. “Oh, my God, I’ve broken my leg!” Her voice held agony, unwilling tears.

Miss Rachel picked her way over the mess on the floor and helped Ruth to stand. Her blouse and slacks were stained with fresh-dug earth, her hands gritty in Miss Rachel’s. “Lean on me. I’ll get you to that chair and you can sit down.” She guided Ruth over to a rustic chair made of roughhewn eucalyptus branches. Ruth sank down with a grimace. Miss Rachel knelt and lifted the pants leg of Ruth’s slacks. Blood oozed from the smooth, tanned skin; there was a gash just above the ankle.

Behind close-set teeth, Ruth said huskily, “There’s something in that hole. I fell on it. Take a look with the flash, will you?”

Miss Rachel picked up the light, wondering meanwhile if Bax Bonnevain were inside the house and if they had awakened him. She turned the beam into the hole in the floor. In its bottom, half covered with fallen soil was Tom Boy.

Miss Rachel put the light on the piled bricks, got down on her knees, lifted the cat gently in both hands. She thought him dead; but all at once he opened an eye at her—the good eye, and a low sound growled in his throat.

“Poor old cat!” Ruth was weeping into her hands.

“He’s not dead, though.”

Ruth lifted her head quickly. “Isn’t he? Oh, I’m glad! We’ll rush him to a vet.” She started to stand, then fell back into an attitude of agony. A moan escaped her. “My damned ankle! I can’t stand on it.”

The old cat struggled in Miss Rachel’s hold. When he gained his feet, however, he seemed no better able to travel than Ruth. He wobbled, limped, and finally sank down only a few feet from where he had started.

Ruth said quickly, “Miss Murdock—I’ve got to have a bandage on this leg. I can feel the blood running into my shoe. Now, there must be first-aid supplies in that house. Rouse Bax, and if he won’t answer, go in anyway. Beat in the pane on the kitchen door and put your hand in and turn the lock.”

Miss Rachel felt a stirring of uneasiness. It seemed to be her lot to do Ruth’s prowling and prying. Still, she thought, Ruth couldn’t have planned the fall, nor the injury. It was a bad gash, worse than one would inflict as part of a trick.

She went to the kitchen door and pounded, and when there was no sound from inside the dark house, she went to the front door and rang the bell. Then she came back and did what Ruth had advised—broke the pane with a brick and stuck her hand in. There was an old-fashioned hook-and-eye latch as well as the modern affair connected with the knob, as though Bax Bonnevain intended doubly to shut out prowlers. She turned the button in the center of the knob, lifted the hook, and went in.

She hurried through the house, turning on lights. There was no one inside. On the kitchen table were two empty beer bottles, set close together, and a couple of glasses in which foam still glittered. On a plate were the remains of a sandwich. The bread was not yet dried, so someone had had a meal here late in the day. It was the one sign of recent occupancy.

In the bedroom, the bed had been straightened, spread with a patchwork quilt, the pillows propped up stiffly against the headboard.

Miss Rachel explored the medicine cabinet. There was still a toothbrush, a bottle of mouthwash, shaving equipment. In a cabinet beside the washbasin she found a supply of towels, cut one into strips with the help of Bax Bonnevain’s razor, went back outdoors to Ruth. The cat lay where he had crawled. His tail was twitching and he seemed to regard both Ruth and Miss Rachel with equal dislike.

Ruth had shifted her position, sat huddled and almost cringing, her head bent and her arms wrapped across her bosom. “What did you find?”

“No one’s in there. I had to cut up a towel.”

Ruth lifted her pants leg with twitching fingers. “Tie it tight, as tight as you can. I want to take Tom Boy to a veterinarian before I bother with myself. I can’t concentrate, I can’t drive, with blood pouring into my shoe.” She bit her lip as Miss Rachel twisted the towel around the wound and pulled. In a moment the strips of towel were saturated with blood.

“You’d better have this attended to first,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “I can’t seem to stanch it.”

“Tighter,” Ruth said breathlessly.

Miss Rachel removed the sodden wrappings and started again with fresh ones. She went back for another towel. By the time the leg was bound and no longer bleeding, the section of patio floor around them looked like the scene of major surgery. Ruth was white, too. In the glow from the flash her skin seemed alabaster, her eyes big and jet black.

“Well …” she said. She stood up with obvious effort and tried her weight on the injured ankle. “No, not broken, after all. Thank God for small favors.” She tried to laugh, but it was weak.

“I’ll carry Tom Boy and the light. Be careful.”

“It smells so damp here. Look at the water on the bricks. Someone’s been watering, trying to bring Lila’s garden back to life.” Ruth was looking around strangely, as if taking in for the first time the conditions in the patio. “And they’ve dug here. Somebody dug here. They took up the bricks and poked around in the earth for Lila.” All at once Ruth collapsed backward into the chair, almost missing it, so that the flimsily nailed eucalyptus stretched and creaked. Her face looked blank as if with shock and her body seemed boneless.

Miss Rachel dropped the cat and moved quickly to Ruth’s side. She thought that the blond woman was on the verge of fainting, but Ruth roused a moment later and said, “Give me a minute. My underpinnings have termites, or something.” She grinned a little, then added: “You know, you’re a brick—and I don’t mean the kind they’ve stacked here for people to fall over. You’re a real, honest-to-God little old lady brick.” She laughed and it was exactly like the laughter of someone quite drunk, so that Miss Rachel knew that the shock had gone deep.

“No. I don’t think anyone wants the garden brought to life,” she contradicted, hoping to attract Ruth’s attention.

Ruth leaned her head back on a wobbly neck. “No?”

“There was a great deal of water about when Sutter was killed,” Miss Rachel added. “I think someone wants to keep Tom Boy away from the house.”

“It’s crazy,” Ruth murmured.

“It only seems so because we don’t know the motive,” Miss Rachel said. “But I did notice, at the time we discovered Sutter’s body—there was water on the bricks and all around close to the house. Someone’s keeping it quite damp. Wetting bricks doesn’t make them grow, so there must be another purpose. Cats hate water. So I think Tom Boy was meant to stay away.”

“Why? Because he might know … know where—”

“One guess is as good as another. What were you thinking of, when you fell back into that chair?”

“My—my father—”

“Yes.”


Ruth seemed to snap back from a sort of trance. “I mean, I suppose what you’re saying is about what Dad would say, too.” She made an effort to stand for the third time, managed to remain upright clinging to the chair. “In a minute I’ll be able to go.”

It was a tortuous climb back to the car. Once Ruth paused to worry about the mess they’d left in the patio, the blood-soaked strips of towel; and Miss Rachel had had to point out that since someone had been careless enough to leave such a hole unmarked, he deserved to worry over the scene of carnage.

“The police must think they’re God,” Ruth said bitterly.

“I believed at first that the police might have done the digging, but now I doubt it,” Miss Rachel said. “It looked like a pretty careless job.”

Ruth didn’t talk again until they were headed down the canyon.

“I’ll never go back up there, Miss Murdock. Whatever’s there that might shed light on Lila’s whereabouts, you’ll have to find it; I just can’t take it any longer.” Her hands on the wheel were so tight that the knuckles were the color of porcelain. Ruth had had a bad shock there, in addition to the fall and the injury to her ankle.

They found a veterinarian who was willing to look at a sick cat in the evening past office hours. He thought that Tom Boy had had a blow or a fall; but in spite of signs of weakness and pain, no bones seemed to be broken. Cats had nine lives, he reminded Ruth and Miss Rachel dryly.

With Tom Boy safe in a cage at the vet’s, Ruth was willing to see a doctor for herself. Miss Rachel drove her to an all-night clinic, where a young doctor with a crew cut and freckles examined the leg, swabbed it, stitched it, and wrapped it with meticulous exactness in a cocoon like a World War I soldier’s legging. “Nasty gouge. I’ll give you an anti-tetanus booster shot now. You’ll be good as new in no time.”

“He says,” Ruth wailed to Miss Rachel.

They went back then to the house. Jennifer was upstairs, turning down the beds. She came down and listened to Miss Rachel’s account of the evening, made tea for Ruth, and told her how pale she was.

“Who hurt the cat, do you think?” she demanded.

“Whoever did the digging. They’d watered thoroughly, thinking to keep Tom Boy out of the way. For some reason he came poking anyway.

Miss Jennifer said delicately, “Do you suppose the digger was searching for … ah … you know—”

“The hole wasn’t big enough for a grave,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “Not a human one, that is. It wouldn’t much more than hold a cat.”

Of course, she added to herself as she bent above the tea—that’s what the hole had been. Tom Boy’s grave. They’d interrupted a funeral.



Chapter Twelve

She wasn’t yet asleep when she heard a car turn up their drive and stop; and the reflection of headlights vanish from her ceiling. She got out of bed—Samantha complained—and went to the window to look down. A man’s figure stood on the lawn. From what she could make of him by the glow of a street light down the block, she decided that this was Bax Bonnevain.

Silently, trying not to wake Jennifer, she crept down the stairs, opened the side entry, and whispered toward him through the crack. “Mr. Bonnevain?”

He came forward, slowly, as if trying to make her out. “Miss Murdock?”

“Yes.”

He was at the edge of the narrow side porch. “I’m sorry to disturb you. I wondered if you knew anything about that hole dug beside my house tonight.”

“I saw it. Ruth Rand almost broke a leg in it That’s all.”

“I was at home until nearly seven. Then I went down to Harper’s place, intending to sleep again in his back room. But then I remembered I’d need shaving stuff and I went back. I found the place where someone had been digging.”

If he had done the digging, Miss Rachel thought suddenly, this would be the right move. This is what a clever and quick-witted man would say. “If I were you, Mr. Bonnevain, I’d stay at home.”

“Uh?” There was sharp attentiveness in his shadowy figure.

“You have the right, you know. You own the house. And if something’s going on—and I think there is—you should be there to put a stop to it.”

Bax Bonnevain stood silent. He turned his hat in his hands, his usual nervous habit, and the light from the corner flashed on a stone set in a ring. “You know—I—I suppose I should have told you before this. Told someone. The cops are going to get hold of it and it’s going to look bad for me.” He rubbed a palm against the hatbrim and the stone flashed again. “The fact was—I was paying old Jake off. I’ve been paying him off a little at a time over the past three years.”


She stared at Bax Bonnevain’s bent head, wondering how he could be stupidly secretive.

“When we closed the book in their store,” he went on slowly, “there was a big deficit. The day before, a customer had made a last-minute bet and won several thousand on a long shot. The man was a kennel owner and a real good customer, and they couldn’t renege. They paid off and it just about killed them, especially Jonathan. He was always such a prissy old carp. Of course, the rest of what I told you about shutting the book was true, too. They were scared about the report of gangsters moving in, and the federal law had put all the little bookmakers on the spot; but actually this big loss was what finished them. They’d thought it was worth a risk, all gravy, big profits, skinning the suckers, and then came this setback and they couldn’t take it.”

“You offered to pay off?”

“Well, I finally told them I’d pay in a couple of thousand. God knows, with them having a business, they could stand the loss better than I could. But I hated to hear Jonathan squawk.”

“So, instead of still being a friend, Jacob Sutter was really a relentless creditor?”

“Oh, he wasn’t ugly over it, no. As I said, he still played the races and was a broad-minded, sporty little old guy all around. We met ever so often and I paid him what I could. I mailed him some money orders from the East, too, and that’s what the cops will get wind of and try to build into something big.”

He sounded desperate and angry.

“I noticed Mr. Jonathan Sutter at Hollywood Park today.”

There was startled stillness on Bonnevain’s part and then he said, “I can scarcely believe it.”

“He collected on some previous days’ tickets.”

“Probably Jake’s. He’d found them in Jake’s belongings.” Suddenly Bax Bonnevain shrugged. “He’d take care of something like that.”

“When the betting enterprise went blooey, didn’t the Sutters press you for any hidden assets? Like something your wife might have banked in her own name?”

Bonnevain nodded. He stepped back, looked around at the car as if ready to leave. “I guess that man Shaw has been talking to you.”

“No. But in the Sutter shop is a snapshot of your wife coming out of a bank. On the back of the picture is a date of more than three years ago, plus an amount in excess of twenty-five thousand dollars.”

He hesitated. Then he said guardedly, “It was a cute trick, but it didn’t work.” With a slight inclination of his head, he moved off. He slammed the car door, switched on the lights and the motor, and backed from the drive at a fast clip. Miss Rachel went back to bed, thinking as she pulled up the covers that she had forgotten to tell him what she had intended—the whereabouts of Tom Boy.

She dozed, and an echoing memory roused her.

There’s no mystery about what became of Lila Bonnevain.…

It sounded horribly callous. She could picture the two little mule-faced men, puttering in the dim, rustle-and-squeak atmosphere of their little store; and Jacob Sutter looking up from a bin of birdseed, slyly speaking the words the redheaded boy had repeated to her.

And Jonathan’s answer: Shhhh!

The puzzle is, what happened to her money?

Yes—to hell with Lila. She was long gone. She must be dead by now. Forget her. Just worry about the cash.

It seemed past belief that Jacob Sutter, gay dog or not, could have been so casual in dismissing what was most probably murder. Perhaps the redheaded boy hadn’t recalled the words just right.

One conclusion was unavoidable. In the Sutters’ opinion, Lila Bonnevain and her money had reached different destinations. Dead or alive, she’d been separated from her savings.

In the morning, over her coffee cup, Miss Jennifer asked: “Do you see an end to this affair, Rachel?”

“No. Not yet.”

“You do have some idea of what has been happening?”

Miss Rachel cut a piece of omelet and gave it to the cat. “I know that Sutter was killed. With—according to the morning paper—a knife from Mr. Bonnevain’s kitchen drawer. I know that Lila Bonnevain has been missing for three years. Along with quite a sum of cash.”

“But of course everyone knows that!”

“I suspect that her disappearance and his murder are parts of the same picture. And that the truth is ugly.”

“How will you prove it?”

Miss Rachel sipped the last of her coffee. “I’ll keep digging.”

“Be careful.”

Jennifer was thinking of scandal, Miss Rachel knew, rather than danger. When the table had been cleared, the dishes washed and put away, the beds turned out to air, and a load of laundry stuffed into the Bendix, Miss Rachel took herself to the telephone. She had not as yet had a chance to contact the Elvores, who had rented the Bonnevain house during the three years Bonnevain had been East. She opened the directory. A Richard Elvore lived on Nason Avenue. She rang the number.

There was an abrupt hello, some scratchy noises. Miss Rachel decided that the woman on the line was busy at something, eating breakfast or dressing. “My name is Rachel Murdock. I’m making inquiries regarding the disappearance of Mrs. Bonnevain on behalf of her family.”

The scratchy noises came to a stop. “Because of Bax?”

“For Mrs. Bonnevain’s aunt and grandfather.”

“Oh. Them. Well, I’m sorry—”

Miss Rachel interrupted. “I don’t wish to carry on a long conversation over the phone. May I come to see you?” There was silence, so she added: “If you are still employed at the bank and must hurry now I could have lunch with you.”

“No… no, I’m not working now. That is, I just help Dick in his place. He has his own record shop downtown. But I—” She paused. Some silent thought went on, Miss Rachel judged. “Say, could I call you back in a few minutes?”

“Certainly.” Miss Rachel supplied her number.

“I’ll see if Dick needs me this morning,” the woman added. Lying, Miss Rachel decided. Jessie Elvore was going to check with someone, all right. But it was likely to be Bax Bonnevain.

“Very well.”

She waited for ten minutes, then rang the Elvore number again. She had a hunch that Jessie would have tried to find a listing for Bax Bonnevain, and failing, might contact Carol Callahan.

Mrs. Elvore answered promptly. “Hello. Is this Miss Murdock?”

“Yes, it is.”

“I’m very sorry.” The tone was glacial. “I won’t be able to see you at all.”

She’d talked to Carol without a doubt. “What do you plan to tell the police in regard to Mrs. Bonnevain’s bank account?”

“What?” It was a mechanical retort. Miss Rachel didn’t repeat her words; she just waited. “Lila’s bank account? What about it?”

“Where did the money go?”

“Lila took it,” Jessie cried. She was uneasy, though. There was trouble in her tone.

“Don’t you consider this rather important evidence?” Miss Rachel asked severely. “Mrs. Bonnevain has been missing for almost three years. Her family is frantic. You have withheld information which might have helped them find her.”

“Nobody asked me anything!” The receiver was slammed and Miss Rachel rubbed a ringing ear. She stood up. The phone rang again at once. Jessie was back. Miss Rachel held the phone a little distance off; but now Jessie sounded conciliatory. “I’m sorry. I sort of blew my top. I’d like to talk to you. Do you want me to come to your place?”

“I’ll come to yours.”

“Now?”


“If you’ll be there.”

The address on Nason Avenue was that of an apartment building, fairly new, four stories of tan brick and steel sash, with a neat plot of green lawn, banks of yellow callas and daisies, and a spider palm beside the entry. Miss Rachel went into the lobby, a space about twelve feet square, with mailboxes set into one wall, a stair at the rear, and an elevator on the right.

The Elvore number was four-ten. She rode to the fourth floor, stepped out into a neatly carpeted hall. Four-ten was about midway back, on the right. She rang the bell. The door was opened by a short, husky woman in her twenties. Her hair was an improbable orange color. She had on white slacks, a shell-pink blouse which contrasted hideously with the color of her hair. Looking at her biceps, Miss Rachel remembered the fact that the Elvores were physical culture enthusiasts. She wondered how much strength was needed to toss a little old lady out of a fourth-floor window when the argument grew hot. Jessie Elvore should manage it nicely, she decided.

But Jessie was quite polite. “Hello. You couldn’t be Miss Murdock.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Goodness. Carol said you were a dragon.” She moved back and Miss Rachel took it as an invitation to enter. “Of course, Carol exaggerates.”

“Let’s hope so.” Studying her, Miss Rachel thought that the politeness covered more than a bit of nerves. Something was on Jessie’s mind. She sat down where Jessie indicated, a blue brocade chair facing a tiny fireplace in which potted ferns had been arranged. “You have a lovely place here.”

Jessie cast a grateful glance over the smartly furnished room. “Well, I’ll have to admit—it’s all a matter of credit. We’ll own the stuff years from now.”

Miss Rachel decided that the room had been done by a professional decorator. Jessie was an earthy and muscular type. The room showed a great sensitivity to line, color, and texture. The predominating shade was a silky blue gray. Touches of dead black, all in nubbly fabric, and a coral ceiling brought the effect a startling life. “Did you choose your things?” she asked to start the ball rolling.

“My mother has a knack for it.” Jessie sat opposite, on a love seat done in dove-blue satin. “And I don’t inherit a bit of it. I couldn’t see what she was trying to do here, until it was finished. Sometimes when I get out of bed and come in here in the morning, I have the funniest feeling that I’m in someone else’s house.” She laughed wryly. “Now, getting down to business—”

Miss Rachel smiled and nodded encouragingly.


“I’m not supposed to talk about the bank’s affairs. It isn’t ethical.”

“Neither is murder.”

“You mean, that man Sutter?”

“And Lila Bonnevain.”

Jessie rubbed her palms together. “Bax says that Lila left him and is keeping out of sight so he won’t find her.”

“Do you believe it?”

Jessie’s frank blue eyes clouded a little. “You know, it wasn’t what I would have expected of her. Lila was sweet, kind, and—there’s a word I always thought of—docile. She minded people.”

“She didn’t mind her aunt, Ruth Rand, nor Mr. Rand, when they insisted she keep trying for a career on the stage.”

“Well—she had a point where she rebelled. She’d take an awful lot, though, first.”

“When did you first know the Bonnevains?”

“Dick met Bax at the gym. Bax used to be a jockey, you know, and he still has spells when he feels he wants to keep in shape. Dick used to play the races, so he and Bax struck up an acquaintance, and then we went to their house a couple of times. Then we were looking for a place to rent and Bax said we could have the little house in the canyon, that he and Lila were going East.”

“What part did Lila have in the arrangements?”

A temporarily blank expression crossed Jessie’s face. “Gosh, I don’t know. I suppose she approved. On the surface, at least. Of course, underneath she must have been planning a getaway. That’s why she drew out all that money a couple of days ahead of time.”

“She had it deposited where you worked?” Miss Rachel said, expressing a previous surmise.

“Oh yes. In fact she asked my advice before opening the account. It must have been six months before she disappeared—she came in one day and asked to see me personally, and what she wanted to know was, how much question would be raised if she put in quite a lot of cash. I said, why none, unless the bills were unusually large, or something like that.”

“Do you think Bax Bonnevain knew about this account of Lila’s?”

“Really”—she made a baffled motion—“I haven’t any way of figuring whether he did or not. At the time I took for granted that it was hers and Bax’s money, and that of course he knew what she was doing with it. My goodness, at one time she had more than forty thousand dollars!”

Miss Rachel’s eyes widened. “And she drew it out all at once?”


“What was left, yes. Two days before they were due to go East.”

“Did she mention the prospective trip at the time?”

Jessie sat silent, apparently trying to remember; but finally she shook her head. “I just don’t know.”

“You were, though, positive at the time that she was closing the account to go away with Bax?”

“Yes.”

“Wouldn’t it have been logical in the course of closing out the account to have said something about her leaving—wishing her luck on the trip—or even to have mentioned the house? To have asked about the care she expected you to give the place, for instance?” She was watching Jessie closely now. The woman was showing increasing signs of jumpiness.

“You make it sound as if it should have happened that way. But when Lila presented her passbook and told me what she wanted, I turned her over to one of the bank officials. It was a larger sum than I was allowed to handle over the counter. And then, in the little time we had, Lila acted oddly. I can’t recall any mention of the trip, as you might expect, but she was upset, and she talked about the—the cat.” Jessie shivered a trifle, as if the memory twitched at her nerves.

“You mean—Tom Boy?”

“Yes. We had seen the cat at the house, of course. A real ordinary-looking old tom. He had a blind eye. Bax had shot him by accident, thinking it was a ground squirrel in the bushes. Lila seemed very fond of the animal. I guess she was sorry for what happened to his eye.”

“And what did she tell you about Tom Boy in that last meeting?”

“She said”—Jessie stroked back a look of orange hair—“she said it wasn’t really her cat. She’d been fooled. And that she intended to find the one that was. That was really her cat, you see.”

“She seemed puzzled … determined … or what?”

“She was mad enough to throw fits,” said Jessie thoughtfully.



Chapter Thirteen

“Did she express anger at any particular person?”

“No. I sensed that she considered it a private matter, in some way. I thought at the time I might ask her about it before she and Bax left for the trip. But we never did see Lila again.”

“What about Bax Bonnevain?”

“We drove up to the house on the day we expected it to be vacant. Bax had said they’d be gone, the key would be in a niche under the step. But when we parked and walked up to the door, Bax met us. He looked awfully tired and discouraged. He said there had been a hitch and that he would need an extra day or two. We wondered about it, wondered if there had been trouble between them. Anyway, I don’t think he stayed after all. We had a hot dry spell about that time and when we went back several days later, everything was shriveled up; no one had been there to water the yard, and those plants she kept in pots, those fuchsias, they die right away unless they’re kept damp. We never did get the yard and the patio back into shape. Anyway, neither of us are much good as gardeners.”

“Since she had spent so much time on her yard, it’s odd she didn’t arrange to have it cared for.”

Jessie frowned. “Yes, that’s true. I had thought of it. I used to wonder, perhaps she meant to tell us all about caring for the place, but she was so angry over the business about the cat she just forgot.”

“It’s quite possible,” Miss Rachel said, deciding that Jessie had a fair amount of insight after all. A woman in a rage because someone had changed cats on her might well forget to give instructions about a garden. “Did you hear from Bonnevain in the East?”

“Just a few postcards. A couple of months after he’d gone, Bax wrote to ask if we’d seen anything of Lila. It confirmed the hunch I’d had, that they had split up. We answered back—an address in Connecticut—that there had been no sign of her. Afterward, I used to kind of expect her, but she never came. We paid the rent into the mortgage account at the bank. We liked it up there in the canyon. It was kind of wild and shut away, and we had a feeling of being out of the city. We were sorry when Bax wired he was coming home to sell the place.”

“Were you friends with Carol Callahan?”

“Oh, not especially. We had our own crowd. We knew, of course, that she had been a friend of Bax and Lila’s. We saw her now and then at home, but—well, we didn’t have anything in common. She’s arty and musical, and kind of high-powered in the sex-appeal department, if you follow me.”

“Did you think she might have been pretty fond of Bax Bonnevain?”

A small smile twitched at the corner of Jessie’s mouth. “I think she liked the boys, period. Maybe Bax better than some.”

“And glad, therefore, that Lila had disappeared?”

The smile abruptly went away. “I couldn’t say that, Miss Murdock.” She waited as if expecting further questions, but Miss Rachel was silent in thought. “Do you know where Lila is, Miss Murdock?”

Miss Rachel said slowly, “From what I have learned of Lila Bonnevain, I think she must be a girl who clings to loved ones and to loved surroundings. I remember particularly that she followed her aunt and her grandfather from the East, though they made nuisances of themselves trying to dictate to her about her life. She must have put many hours into that garden and home in the canyon. Dead though it is now, you can see the loving care with which it was laid out.”

Jessie nodded, leaning forward, her face earnest and attentive.

“If she really loved Bax Bonnevain as she seems to have, she wouldn’t have left him in such a cruel manner. Nor would she have kept her aunt and grandfather in such anxiety over a space of three years. It wasn’t in her nature to do such things.”

“You think she’s—dead?” Jessie was pale under the beach tan and her short, square hands were locked in her lap. “Killed—up there?”

Their eyes met; Jessie seemed transfixed, and her breath whistled through her teeth.

“Buried—there?”

“I wish I knew.” Miss Rachel rose from the chair and walked to the window to look out at the sunny morning. It was a strange time of day to be talking over such gruesome speculations. Below, in the bright sun some children skated on the sidewalk and two young women in red shorts and halter-tops strolled along with market baskets over their arms. “Even in neighborhoods such as this,” she said, as if thinking aloud, “there have been people murdered, their bodies hidden somehow, their deaths concealed for years. Out in Creek Canyon, as you reminded me, there is silence and solitude. And good cover for a killing, in all that shrubbery.”

“Why would she be killed? Who did it?”

“Someone who is becoming frightened.”

“Do you think that the murder of this man Sutter is connected to what happened to Lila?”

“I’m sure. I can’t prove it.” Miss Rachel returned to the chair, picked up her bag and gloves. “One thing you can quit worrying about—Bax Bonnevain must have known about the money Lila had in the bank. She made no request for secrecy from you. She couldn’t have been sure that a casual remark mightn’t give away the secret. Therefore she must have had nothing to hide.”

“I had worried over it.”

“I thought perhaps you had.”

Jessie was standing. There was sweat on her short upper lip. “I suppose I’d better go to the police.”

“I advice you to. Ask for Lieutenant Shaw.”

Jessie offered her hand in parting. Her manner was anxious, but friendly.

Miss Rachel drove to the veterinary hospital, parked in the paved lot at the rear, and went around to the front entry. It was a low white stucco building, brilliant now under the sun, with a neat gilt sign above the door: Pet Haven Hospital. The small waiting room was furnished antiseptically in chrome and white leather, with a planter in which rubbery artificial greens rioted according to pattern. The doctor who had attended Tom Boy the night before stood at the counter talking to a woman with a droopy canary. The woman was crying into a handkerchief. The doctor seemed concerned; and only the canary was indifferent. The doctor glanced at Miss Rachel and nodded. She sat down to wait.

A picture of Man o’ War stared down at her from the wall.

The whole affair, she thought, had started in a manner of speaking over a horse. Ruth Rand had been playing the races. She had become acquainted with Bax Bonnevain, had introduced him to her niece. Lila had found him lovable. Ruth had had great hopes, great plans for her niece and somehow the marriage to Bax had made an end to them. How much ruckus had she raised at the time of the wedding?

Plenty, Miss Rachel decided.

If Lila Bonnevain had chosen to disappear, it might be quite logical for her not to contact her aunt, or the grandfather who threw fits—foaming fits—because she disobeyed his wishes.

Miss Rachel retraced her line of thought, correcting the premise. Somebody wants it to sound logical, she decided. Who had stressed the hatefulness of the aunt and the grandfather?

Bax Bonnevain. Carol Callahan. Echoing each other.

I was right, Miss Rachel told herself, when I said to Jessie Elvore that a gentle and tenderhearted person like Lila wouldn’t have let her family grieve and worry. Even if she chose not to go near them, she’d relieve their fears. Carol Callahan made it sound as though Lila were at the end of her patience with the pair, but after all, as the old saw put it, blood is thicker than water.

It was an odd time, an odd place, to decide once and for all that Lila Bonnevain was dead.

I won’t ever see her, Miss Rachel thought, and I’d have liked to. It seemed that on the edge of consciousness something trembled away like the departing of a ghost. Lila Bonnevain was gone, all that was left was her cat.

The doctor was ushering the weeping woman and the sick canary to the door. “He’ll be fine. Just fine. Give him a day or two,” he was saying above the woman’s sniffles. He returned to stand beside Miss Rachel’s chair. “Another worrier? Your cat’s doing all right.”

She stood up. “It isn’t just his illness that I’m interested in.”

The doctor had sandy eyebrows; they climbed now on his freckled forehead. “Something you want me to do?”

“Look him over and tell me what you see.”

He shook his head in mystification. “I’d better know what you want to find out.”

“I can’t tell you.” She followed him to the counter across the room. “The cat belonged to a woman who is missing. Before she disappeared she told a friend that it wasn’t really her cat, that someone had played a trick on her.”

He went behind the counter, leaned on it, folded his scrubbed-looking hands, and looked at Miss Rachel patiently. “I’d have to know what the original cat was like, wouldn’t I, before I could say, one way or another, which one this is?”

“Just examine him,” she pleaded.

He went away and came back with Tom Boy, who showed a surprising degree of recovery. The cat tried to scratch the doctor, looked at Miss Rachel with hatred, spotted the door, and tried to pull loose. The doctor set him on the counter, keeping a close grip. “He’s a big, strong animal.”

“How old?”

The doctor probed the hissing mouth and looked at the teeth, then sent exploring hands over the muscular body. “He’s getting along. I’d make a guess—seven years, anyway.”

“That’s middle-aged for a cat.”


“Well, he’s husky and he’s had good care. He could be good for fifteen before he’s done.”

“He’s much older than he should be,” Miss Rachel said, studying the squirming animal. “What about his eye?”

“He has a cataract on his eye.”

“As a result of injury?”

The doctor shook his head. “I doubt it. Probably he’s had it all his life.”

“It wouldn’t be there because of being shot in the eye?”

“Being shot in the eye would have killed him, most likely.” The doctor glanced at her quizzically. “You’ve made up your mind?”

“Yes. He’s an impostor.”

“What do you want me to do with him?”

“Just give him good care.” Miss Rachel took a bill from her purse and laid it on the counter. “Please apply this on the account. And don’t release him to anyone else. No matter who comes, or what they say.”

The young doctor smiled remotely. “You make it sound very mysterious.”

“You think it isn’t?” She was figuring quickly: Tom Boy had been bought as a kitten during the year of Lila’s marriage when she had lived in the canyon with Bax. At most, he would be four years old. This cat wasn’t Tom Boy, then, even ignoring the inconsistency of what had happened to his eye.

All at once the obvious solution occurred to her. Bax Bonnevain had been hunting squirrels, all right, and he had mistakenly hit the cat. He had killed the cat, in fact. To save his wife grief—or to save himself recriminations—he had bought a substitute, a ringer.

The best match that his friends, the Sutters, could produce was a cat with a blind eye. So Bax admitted shooting the animal, only he claimed to have blinded it.

Lila Bonnevain had finally discovered the truth. It had destroyed her trust, her belief, in her husband and she’d done what Ruth Rand said she had: awakened from a dream of love to find herself married to a tramp.

There had been a terrific fight and Bax had killed her.

The Sutters would have known all about the substitute cat, and have guessed about the argument, and—Of course. What had Jacob Sutter said, a few days before he’d died? There’s no mystery about what became of Lila Bonnevain.

She snapped out of the reverie to discover that the doctor was holding out a receipt, that the cat had been removed, and that a girl in a white uniform was peering from the back room and beckoning. The doctor turned. “I’ll be right with you.” To Miss Rachel he said, “No one else will get your cat.”

“Thank you.”

She bought a paper at a sidewalk rack before returning to the car. On the racing page, the claims of the Hooded Groom were as optimistic as ever. The Hooded Groom had a ten-dollar special going in the sixth race. The horse was a sleeper. He had trained and prepped especially for today’s effort. If you were with the Hooded Groom today, you would go home loaded. Miss Rachel smiled wryly over the wording.

She turned from the parking lot and drove north, into the rushing traffic of the Hollywood Freeway as it poured through Cahuenga Pass. The day was beginning to warm up. The exhaust fumes created a blue smog against the burnt-clay hills above the pass. Above Glendale, she swung into the dead-end street, parked finally before the Rand house.

Mr. Rand was in the front yard, watering with a hose. He had on a starched white shirt, gray trousers supported by suspenders, red patent house slippers, and was smoking an ornate cream-colored pipe. When he recognized Miss Rachel he went carefully over to the faucet and turned off the water, knocked his pipe out in the shrubbery, came forward to the car. She had stepped out. They met on the sidewalk.

He looked tired, she thought. There were pouches under his eyes, and the skin there showed liverish spots and broken veins. His white hair, though, was neatly brushed and shining as usual. “How do you do?” he said, as if they were being formally introduced for the first time.

“I’d like to talk to your daughter and to you, Mr. Rand.”

He looked into the bowl of his pipe as if forgetting why it no longer held tobacco. “Ruth isn’t feeling too well.”

“I don’t expect her to. How is her ankle?”

“Very painful. I don’t believe she’ll talk to you.”

“Then I’ll have to go to the police without discussing the matter first with her.” Miss Rachel put a hand on the car door.

“Well—” A touch of anger flared in his eyes; he hated to have to back down. “Perhaps I was hasty. Will you come inside while I ask Ruth if she’s up to it?”

They went into the house. The room he showed her into was bigger than the den where she had talked to Ruth two nights before. It was a formally furnished room; the carpets and drapery had been chosen with care, the scattered chairs, tables, and two couches had cost money; but over it all was a faint air of disuse, as though nobody went into the room much any more except to dust the more obvious spots.

Miss Rachel sat down on a pink plush chair by the windows. Mr. Rand excused himself and went out.

She decided that the Rands spent most of their spare time in the den. It was there that they kept the television set, the record cabinets, the games and soft-drink stores. This room was a place where they stuck people they really didn’t want to see.


The tall blond woman came in limping, wearing a black satin robe. “Hello, Miss Rachel. I’m horribly banged up. I didn’t sleep at all.”

“I’m sorry you were so badly hurt,” Miss Rachel said, meaning it. “I won’t keep you long. I want to talk about the cat. How long has your father been watering the neighborhood cats to drive them off your property?”

Ruth sat down suddenly on a chair near the door. The light from the windows glowed in her face. She made a brief gesture of dismay. “You don’t miss anything, do you?”

“Last night you let slip the fact that all the water around the Bonnevain house made you think of your father. I decided later that he might have a habit of sprinkling cats. You knew, didn’t you, that the cat we saw in the canyon isn’t really the one your niece bought as a kitten?”

“I just knew—” Ruth stopped, and rubbed her fore head with the heel of her hand. Her father was standing immobile in the doorway. “We both knew that there was something funny going on about the cat. Even before Lila disappeared—when it was first injured—Bax didn’t want anyone to touch it. I think he kept hurting it, somehow, so it would be afraid of people. So that no one could examine it closely.”

“I believed the Sutters to be involved in the affair,” Mr. Rand put in, in his deep voice. “I accused them of it. Or, rather, accused the surviving brother. He denied knowing anything. But he was much too frightened to be entirely innocent.”

Miss Rachel could imagine the dismay of the cringing yet waspish little man. “I also think the Sutters may have supplied the substitute cat,” she agreed. “There is no doubt your niece was the victim of a trick. The cat we took to the hospital last night is seven years old, according to the doctor’s estimate. I don’t think he could be so mistaken as almost to double the animal’s age. I want you to ask Lieutenant Shaw to make a thorough investigation—he can force Jonathan Sutter to turn over his records, and thus prove or disprove whether a substitute animal was supplied.”

Ruth’s hands fluttered in her lap. Her father cleared his throat.

Miss Rachel stared into the eyes of the tall, distinguished-looking old man. “Perhaps you feel like explaining what you were doing at the Bonnevain house, wetting the place down with the hose. You must have been there, when Sutter was murdered.”

He seemed suddenly much more gray and exhausted. “No. I know nothing about Jacob Sutter’s death. I’d been trying to catch the cat. It had a habit of disappearing under the house. I wet down the ground to keep it away. I had a couple of box traps set, out in the trees, and I hoped to drive it out there. As for Sutter—I know nothing at all.”

“And last night?”

“I finally did catch the animal, but in trying to hold it, I’d choked it. I thought the cat was dead. I was getting ready to bury it under the bricks when I was startled by hearing someone coming. I thought it must be Bonnevain on his way home. I was confused, I forgot he’d be driving, that he’d walk up from the road. In a panic, I ran. And so … so Ruth was hurt.”

They waited, silent, their eyes fixed on Miss Rachel as if expecting from her some indication of belief.



Chapter Fourteen

Miss Rachel said, “What had you intended to do with the cat when you caught him?”

The old man’s back was ramrod-stiff. “Have him examined—as you did—by someone who could tell me his age and other facts.”

“When did you first suspect the cat might be a substitute?”

He stepped forward to stand directly behind Ruth’s chair; she put a hand back to touch his. Their pose was for the instant oddly like those of the people in the old-fashioned portraits on the mantel—heads rigid, eyes fixed, the determination to appear convincingly respectable borne out in every line. “Ruth and I had discussed the peculiarities about the cat even before Lila spoke of going East. I had a hunch that Bax had tricked her. I—well, frankly, I’m not too fond of cats. Perhaps my attitude, being objective, permitted me to see things about him that others didn’t notice. Then, Bax’s manner betrayed him. He was so afraid someone might get a close look at the animal. And his regret over the cat’s injury was so obviously phony.”

Ruth nodded. “I agree with every word.”

Miss Rachel didn’t doubt that Mr. Rand spoke the truth, as far as he went. But as usual, their mutual antagonism toward Bonnevain made her wary of accepting their interpretations of the facts. Everything which had occurred in Lila’s life with Bax Bonnevain they turned in just one way, as evidence of Bax’s skulduggery and hypocrisy. And she had learned long ago to mistrust the fanatic viewpoint.

Mr. Rand drew a deep breath and went on. “I want you to leave the matter of the cat to me. I don’t need Shaw’s interference. I’ll force the truth from Sutter. Now, if you are to be of any use as an investigative agent, you must do as Ruth asks. You must perform the task she’s paid you for. Find Lila.”

Ruth was flushed with embarrassment. “Dad, I haven’t yet paid—”

Miss Rachel had risen. “I’m glad that you no longer want me to convict Bonnévain.”

“That will follow,” he said thinly.

Miss Rachel left the house with a bad taste in her mouth.


At home, Jennifer was decorating a cake for the church social. She had littered the tile sink with little bowls of frosting in various shades. The cake was pink, square, and should show a yellow basket of lilies when it was finished. Samantha sat in the window opposite, staring at the yard in disgust. “The gadget has jammed,” Jennifer cried at Miss Rachel as soon as she stepped in. Then, to prove the gadget’s perversity, she shot a stream of yellow goo from it half across the floor. “You see?”

Miss Rachel picked her way across the spotted linoleum. “Take it apart.”

Miss Jennifer unscrewed the cap. Inside, along with the sugar mixture, was a wad of gummy paper—instructions, as it turned out.

“Well, I’ll declare!” Jennifer dropped the messy paper into the sink. “Oh yes, Rachel—you had a telephone call. That Mr. Harper with a horse.” Her eyes now studied Miss Rachel’s elaborate innocence with disdain. “I know. It comes under the heading of investigation.”

“I’m not so sure,” said Miss Rachel, licking frosting from her finger. “Maybe they just want me to go broke.”

“I’ve said all I intend to say on the subject,” Miss Jennifer pronounced, fitting the frosting decorator back together. Her tone implied that there were volumes yet to be said, but that Rachel was too bullheaded to listen. “If you’re going to the track, though, I shall go with you.”

“You might make some money!”

“I was a fool yesterday. I’ll never bet again. Mr. Harper wants you to call him as soon as you get in.”

Harper’s tone was fluty with charm and she imagined him behind the desk at the Hooded Groom, twinkling into the telephone. After the greetings and preliminaries were over, he inquired: “How did you do yesterday?”

“Not well at all.”

“I know, the horse Bax gave you was our special of the day. Now today we’re carrying a load of free clients. You see when our special doesn’t come in, we supply one the next day for free. So I thought—” He let the idea dangle.

“I hadn’t made up my mind whether to try again or not.”

“I think you’d be making a mistake to give up now,” he said slowly. “Of course, I never urge anybody to bet. But today—Well, this animal is ready and willing. The stable has kept him under wraps; Only a few know the inside facts.” He sounded like one of his advertisements.

“I suppose I could stop by and pay the fee on the way to the track.” She put a lot of doubt in her voice to let him know she might not. Most probably might not.

“Since we’re old friends,” he decided, bearing down on the good will, “we can forget the fee. Buy me a drink if the horse wins. Tell you what, I’ll meet you on the mezzanine floor at about three. That okay?”

“Fine.”

“This little mare is going to pay a hatful,” he promised. “Don’t be late.”

“Three o’clock.”

“Missed you yesterday,” he purred.

“Funny. I was there.”

“You were?” He seemed brightened by the news. “Well … see you!”

She put the phone in its cradle and went back to Jennifer in the kitchen. “Maybe I’ve misjudged Mr. Harper. I thought him a rascal, but perhaps he’s something more.”

“Isn’t that enough?”

“His horse changed sex in the middle of our conversation.”

Miss Jennifer’s mouth turned prim. “I think it has little to do with an animal’s speed. Remember Rosebud? She was the nicest stepper Father ever drove.” Jennifer was working quickly with the cake as she spoke, the icing flowed smoothly from the little aluminum press, and under her skillful touch appeared the outline of a basket, a fill-in of crisscross lines, a handle arching above, and then the green leaves of the lilies. She began to mix a white paste for the blooms. “I’ll be done in a minute and get my hat on.”

“We’re not going,” said Miss Rachel. “I want you to stay here to see who comes. I’m driving up to the canyon.”

Jennifer took on a somewhat battle-axey expression. “Are you trying to ditch me—as you’d put it?”

“No, I’m not.”

Miss Rachel wouldn’t argue over it, though Jennifer remained suspicious. She went upstairs and changed her clothes. In place of the smart dark suit she put on an old nondescript dress of mottled-green pattern. The bright hat she switched for a close fitting bonnet of gray. When she came back downstairs, Jennifer’s eyes bugged.

“Are you going up there to clean somebody’s attic?”

“No one up there has an attic. I wish someone did,” Miss Rachel complained. “Anyhow, since Mr. Harper was so careless about the horse, I think he’s a bit too sure of me. And so I want to see what’s going on elsewhere.”

“He doesn’t know you,” Jennifer said dryly.

“Perhaps for the best, all things considered.”

She munched a hasty sandwich and downed a glass of milk, listened to Jennifer’s opinion of eavesdroppers, then went out to the car, got into it, and drove west. The hot light of just-past-noon lay on the brown flanks of the hills; windows gleamed in the glare. Traffic was fretful. She turned into the canyon and began to climb the winding road. Under the trees it was cooler. Someone had watered his portion of hillside and left a wet smell on the air and she could almost imagine a running stream in the depths of the dry gulch. But when she turned from the Laurel Canyon drive into the cuplike hollow near the ridge, the freshness vanished in a smothering fog of smoke.

She parked well free of the tangle of lantana and eucalyptus, in case the smoke indicated a creeping brush fire. She picked her way downhill with care, turned off into the trees to circle the Bonnevain house toward the left. Above a thicket she found a stout wooden box, propped on one end with a figure-four device made out of sticks; she thought it must be one of Mr. Rand’s traps, still unsprung. She tripped the lever. The box fell. The ground was uneven, though. She decided that the box wouldn’t have held a determined cat for very long. She carried the box along as an impromptu seat, put it in the shade of a tree at a spot where she had a good view, through shrubbery, of the house and patio below.

She saw at once where the smoke was coming from. Someone had raked up the dried vines on the slope below the house and had set them afire.

A figure in blue jeans and a red shirt came into view around the corner of the house. It was Carol Callahan. She was carrying the end of the hose in one hand, a rake in the other. She propped the rake against the house, coiled the hose by the faucet, and went into the patio. The shadows of the trellis flickered over her as she moved about. Miss Rachel noted that the hole had been filled, the bricks replaced, where Ruth had fallen the night before. She could see no signs of the mess of bandages; it occurred to her that they were most likely among the burning stuff on the slope.

Carol moved to the edge of the shelter and took down one of the wooden containers from its hook. She stepped out upon open ground, knocked the contents out, went back for the rake, and with it separated the dead foliage from the rest and then broke the earth ball into dust.

She followed the same procedure with the five remaining baskets, then stacked them together at the edge of the paving beyond the kitchen door.

There was neatness and purpose in her behavior. She was like a good housekeeper who tidies up a littered room. When she had attended to the hanging containers, she started on the larger ones which sat on the floor. From these she evicted dead camellias. When all of the dead, potted stuff had been cleared away and thrown on the fire to burn, she washed the patio floor with the hose, and splashed out the redwood baskets.

When she had finished she went into the house. Miss Rachel could hear faintly the slam of the refrigerator door. Carl came back with a bottle of beer and sat down on the rustic seat where Ruth had crouched with her injured leg. She was still sitting there when Lieutenant Shaw appeared at the other side of the patio.

There was an instant of hesitation on Carol’s part; then she smiled wryly. She spoke a greeting, apparently. Shaw came forward with his hat in his hand. They talked for several minutes, Shaw standing, Carol looking up at him from her seat; and Miss Rachel fumed and tapped a toe because she was out of earshot. Whatever the subject of their talk, their manner to each other was amiable. Perhaps the lieutenant liked young, full-bodied ladies in tight jeans and open-necked red shirts. Leaning forward, Carol was giving him the best view possible.

“The minx!” Miss Rachel said between her teeth, and then realized with a start how much she had sounded like Jennifer.

Shaw went around the house and inspected the hose connection on the opposite side. He was curious, as she had been, about the watering which had been done just previous to Sutter’s murder. The ground on that side of the house was dry now, the clinging ivy geraniums dragged down to add to the burning heap. Shaw went next to the smoldering fire and regarded it for a long moment, standing perfectly still. Miss Rachel sensed his suspicion. It was quite natural for a policeman to resent a wholesale bonfire at the scene of a crime. She expected him to return to Carol and for his manner to express reproval; but nothing of the sort happened. He looked in at the front of the patio enclosure briefly, touching his hat, and Carol nodded a cool good-by.

When Shaw’s official car had disappeared from the road below, Carol finished the beer and stood up. For a brief while her gaze seemed fixed on the thin screen of shrubbery where Miss Rachel sat. In expectation of immediate discovery, Miss Rachel got her feet under her, prepared to rise. But quickly then Carol turned back into the house. Presently there was a clatter of crockery; she was either doing dishes or preparing some dish for Bax Bonnevain’s dinner. Miss Rachel waited.

Carol didn’t return to the patio. After a considerable time, she appeared at the front of the house, where she inspected the fire, kicked some stray bits into the smoking center with the toe of her shoe, and then walked away toward her own home.

Miss Rachel put the box away into a thicker clump of bushes and went down to the Bonnevain house. There was a smell of cookery from the kitchen, so Miss Rachel decided that Carol had put in a casserole dinner for Mr. Bonnevain. Steak and onions, she decided. The patio looked quite different with all of the potted, dead things removed. It now looked as if someone cared about it. Beside the kitchen step was something Miss Rachel hadn’t seen from her spot on the slope above. A two-compartmented dish of the sort sold in pet stores sat on the paving. In one side was clean water, in the other what looked like a portion of canned fish. Miss Rachel lifted the dish carefully toward her nose. The fish was fresh and almost odorless and must have just been opened and put out.

Miss Rachel next examined the floor for any sign of last night’s digging, or of Ruth’s accident; but there was nothing. The hole had been filled and the bricks close-set above it, the cracks between them now dark with water; all crumbs of dirt washed away, the stains of Ruth’s blood with them; and over the whole thing somehow lay an air of change and of optimistic revival.

Miss Rachel was not sure how much Carol could see from home. She was cautious about appearing at the front of the house; but a few steps within the shelter of the patio displayed the slope of the lower yard, now raked neat and bare, and a further detail—the sign which had stood among the dead growth was now gone.

Perhaps it had been temporarily removed during the tidying-up process. Or perhaps Mr. Bonnevain had changed his mind about selling. She decided that Shaw’s questions may have included the point and she wondered what Carol had told him.

She went back up the hill and circled west along a rutted track high above the cuplike valley. She went past Carol’s house, came down through the trees on its other side. She could hear a piano being played with more impetuosity than talent. Below, on a level with the road, the garage doors stood open. Miss Rachel gained the paving behind a screen of shrubs, walked closer until she could see the inside of the structure. A small sport car of foreign make stood in the garage. There were a few boxes on a shelf against the rear wall, some stacks of what looked like sheet music; but the interior of the garage was exceptionally neat and uncluttered.

Listening to the unchanged happy tinkling of the piano in the house above, Miss Rachel decided that Carol was engrossed at the piano and that she might return to the Bonnevain house by the road without much chance of being seen.

A few minutes she waited briefly in the patio to rest and then went on to the spot where she had left the car.

There was a look of later afternoon in the valley now. The golden light had turned somber, birds had begun to quiet, and under the thickest shrubbery were the blue smudges of twilight. By now Mr. Harper had looked for her at the track and had missed her. She wondered how Jennifer had fared.

At home, Jennifer had answered the rear-door buzzer and was at this moment staring into the face of a freckled, red-haired youth of about eighteen. “I’m c-collecting funds for a pet society.”

“Which society?” demanded Miss Jennifer, who was a member of most of those associations devoted to the humane treatment of animals.

“Well … cats,” he stammered.

“I think you’re a fraud,” she decided.

He flung caution aside. “Look, ma’am, do you have a sister?”

She pursed her mouth. “Yes. And so?”

“Is she sort of like you, only … uh … prettier, you might say?”

“You might, and I won’t deny it.” Poor Jennifer had given up on this point away back in her teens. Rachel had always been the attractive one, and not all of the appeal could be laid to powder, curling irons, and the surreptitious biting of lips. “And so, go on.”

“There’s something I thought she might want to know.”

Miss Jennifer sized him up correctly. “You’re selling this information, I take it?”

“I think she’d pay me something.” He met Jennifer’s stare with brassy confidence.

She went for her purse. When she returned, they haggled. Jennifer had a 1939 attitude toward a dollar; in the end his nervousness overcame him and he started away. “I thought she was looking for Mrs. Bonnevain,” he threw back at her.

Miss Jennifer fought a brief battle with curiosity. “Wait a minute.”

He came back and the transaction was completed.

“Tell your sister that I heard Mr. Sutter phoning for a van to come after a piano.”

“What?” She snatched at the money.

“Mrs. Bonnevain was a piano teacher,” he explained patiently. “I know neither of the Sutters could tell one tune from another.”

He was waiting at a bus stop on Parchly Heights Boulevard when Miss Rachel drove past and spotted him. She circled the block to pick him up. Since the information had already been paid for, he volunteered the story of Mr. Sutter’s phone call.

Even more, he gave her the address of the Sutter duplex apartment.


        
        Chapter Fifteen

        It was rewarding to see the terrible start which shook Mr. Sutter when
            he opened his door to find her waiting on the steps. His mule-like features contorted in
            a grimace of shock, he tucked his neck like a retreating turtle, and tried to shut the
            door on her. When he glanced down, thinking perhaps to dislodge a shoe, he found a can
            of cat food in the opening. This seemed to frighten him more than ever.

        “I think we should have a short conversation,” said Miss
            Rachel in a chiding tone. “After all, you needn’t be afraid of me.
            It’s Jennifer who swats people when they are rude.”

        “Go away,” he cried hoarsely.

        “If I do I shall stop at a telephone and call the
            police.”

        “No.…” He moved back into the narrow, cluttered room
            and seemed to cast about for means of defense. “Please leave me alone. I’m
            in a state of nervous shock. I can’t endure any more bullying.”

        Miss Rachel, now inside, examined the room in a quick glance. It was
            furnished with a lot of old-fashioned junk, needing dusting, and smelled of mold. She
            put the can of cat food on a small table; it was, after all, Mr. Sutter’s, having
            been supplied by his young clerk on her inspiration. “Where is the
            piano?”

        “In the back room.” He took refuge half behind the couch,
            fingering a stubby vase on a crammed bookcase as if seeking a weapon. “I’m
            entirely innocent in all of this affair concerning the Bonnevains. Old man Rand has
            harried me as if I were a murderer. I’ve lost my brother and the stupid police
            can’t figure out who killed him. It’s time I stood up for myself.”
            He looked entirely incapable of doing the latter.

        “Relax.” She walked through, picking her way between little
            tables, couches with sprung seats, and old chairs. She wondered what dump the Sutters
            had been in the habit of raiding. Investigating the hall, she opened doors off it and
            found a kitchen, a bath, a bedroom, and finally at the end an enclosed porch. Bamboo
            blinds had been tacked up against the glass and the light was shadowy. But the shape of
            the big piano under its wrappings of old bedclothes was unmistakable.

        Against the wall was a stack of paintings of various sizes. She tipped
            them out against her palm one at a time. The style seemed
            innocuous, the subjects flowery—until she came to a portrait of Bax Bonnevain. It
            had, she decided, been a labor of love. If this was the way Lila had seen him, there was
            no wonder she had loved him. The scars were gone. His face had taken on a kindly and
            humorous benevolence. Rather fatherly.

        She turned to find Jonathan Sutter cringing and whimpering in the
            doorway.

        “I’m innocent … innocent!” he cried.
            “What right have you and the old man to harry me?”

        “I am not familiar with his motives,” she said. “For
            my own—I want to know what happened to Lila Bonnevain. You have here the piano
            and the paintings which must have been hers.”

        “She stored them with my brother Jacob before she went
            East!”

        “She didn’t go East.”

        He was blinking, his eyes filling with tears—real or crocodile.
            “She put the things here for us to take care of—and then disappeared. She
            must have gone with Bax!”

        “I don’t think you’re telling the whole
            truth,” Miss Rachel interrupted. “Weren’t these things left as a
            pledge?”

        He gave another start. His bones seemed to shake in their sockets.

        “You tried to force Bonnevain to assume a share of a bookmaking
            loss, but he pleaded lack of cash. You knew that Lila Bonnevain had a large bank
            account. You had even taken a snapshot of her coming out of the bank, to confront him
            with it. But for some reason she refused to pay you out of this amount. She left the
            things she had cherished, her piano and her paintings, as a pledge of good
            faith.”

        Color came and went under his high skinny cheekbones. “Is there a
            crime on our part in any of that?”

        “Only in the bookmaking, and I doubt if such a charge would be
            prosecuted after all this time.”

        He hesitated, quivering with worry. “You think not?”

        She saw that Bonnevain had told the truth about this fellow.
            “Still, you shouldn’t have made a secret of having her things. When her
            family tried to find her, you should have told the truth.”

        “No one asked us what happened to Lila!”

        “I’m asking. What became of her?”

        “My brother Jacob decided that she had had her fill of Bax and had
            left him.”

        Miss Rachel shook her head. She took the portrait from the stack of
            paintings and propped it at the front. “I think not.”

        He seemed mesmerized by the picture, uncomfortable in front of it. He
            tiptoed a couple of steps into the room and then, as if receiving some sign of
            displeasure from the subject of the picture, retreated hastily to the hall. “He
            doesn’t really look like that.
            It’s—flattering.” He nibbled his lips as if afraid to criticize the
            painting further.

        “It shows what she thought of him. Who told you to get rid of Lila
            Bonnevain’s belongings?”

        “No one. I decided today that I should return them to
            Bonnevain.”

        “You intended to take them to his house in the canyon?”

        “Yes. But who told you?” A confused suspicion flickered in
            his face.

        “You are being watched,” she said primly, and noted the
            fright which leaped into his eyes. “By others than I, too, I judge.”

        “The police?”

        From his sudden tremors, Miss Rachel suspected that something along this
            line had scared him. “Hadn’t you noticed?”

        He gulped audibly. “Yes. I have a feeling of being …
            stalked.”

        She stepped over to the piano and laid back the old quilts which covered
            it. It was a magnificent grand, done in gleaming mahogany. She pushed the coverings
            completely back from the keyboard, touched a few keys, and listened to the rich notes
            which followed. Then her eye caught something else and she bared the entire top of the
            piano. In the dark, satiny wood was a cruel scar, a deep scratch which angled
            erratically across the lid and down one side, ending near a leg.

        “What’s this?”

        “We never did find out,” he stammered quickly. “My
            brother accused the piano movers of doing it, but they said no; they said the scratch
            had been on it when they took it from Bonnevain’s place.”

        Miss Rachel regarded him thoughtfully. “At what precise time did
            Lila Bonnevain turn her possessions over to you?”

        “She sent them down by van on the day—the afternoon of the
            day, it was—on which she was supposed to go East.”

        “You saw her afterward?”

        “No. Jacob phoned to say that the things had arrived.”

        “He talked to her?”

        “Briefly. He said she seemed hurried and indifferent.”

        “Do you remember the name of the company whose van it
            was?”

        He nodded jerkily. “A big outfit. Merkins’.”

        She turned to restudy the scar which marked the wood. Was it possible that
            in the rush of packing some crate or box had been put carelessly on the piano, then
            dragged across it, leaving the ugly gash? It hardly seemed likely; the piano showed
            evidence of remarkable care.

        “I should like to call Miss Ruth Rand and have her look at
            this.”

        He quivered and she judged that his blood pressure jumped several notches. “Very well. This is what I am going to do. I am turning the
            piano and the paintings over to you, Miss Murdock. You shall dispose of them for me. I
            don’t care whether you give them to the Rands of to Bax Bonnevain. I do
            ask—no, I demand—that you have these articles out of here by tonight and
            that you and the Rands leave me alone henceforward.”

        She pitied him in that moment. “I don’t think you can expect
            any peace until your brother’s murder is solved and until we find out what
            happened to Lila Bonnevain. But I will cooperate in every way possible to respect your
            privacy.”

        He stalked off, to reappear in a hat and shiny gabardine coat. “The
            phone is in the kitchen. Help yourself.” He went out through the front door; it
            slammed behind him.

        Ruth Rand arrived in a short while after Miss Rachel called her.
            According to Miss Rachel’s request, she came alone. She walked into the
            Sutters’ living room and took a deep breath. “Lord, it’s airless!
            What do they keep in here? Mice?”

        “Probably.” Miss Rachel wouldn’t have been surprised
            to see rats as big as cats emerge from the tattered upholstery. “The piano is
            back this way.” She led Ruth down the hall. Ruth carried a cane to brace herself,
            and limped badly on the injured ankle.

        When Ruth caught sight of the piano, uncovered now of its wrappings, she
            gave a hoarse cry and hobbled forward. She stood before the keyboard, weaving, bracing
            herself with the cane; and after a few moments of silence she began to cry. Miss Rachel
            turned away, fussed with the stack of pictures, to give the big woman time to gain
            control.

        “How did you—” Ruth’s voice failed her; she
            started over. “How did you guess Lila’s things would be here?”

        “Mr. Sutter’s young clerk overheard his call for a moving
            van, and his explanation that it was a piano he was thinking of moving.”

        Ruth took a minute to digest this. “Sutter’s clerk told
            you?”

        “I had to pay him. Or rather, Jennifer had to.”

        “Oh.”

        “He’s a very sharp young man.” Miss Rachel’s
            tone was dry; she thought of the young brigand with the freckles and cowlick and smiled
            to herself. “Besides, he liked your niece. She perceived his gift in handling
            animals.”

        “What is Sutter’s story?”

        “Oh, he and Bonnevain had an old debt between them. He was keeping
            the piano and the pictures as a pledge.”

        Ruth’s glance had strayed about the room and had come to rest on
            the portrait of Bax Bonnevain. With a yell of rage not unlike a tiger’s—or
            what Miss Rachel thought a tiger’s would be—she sprang on the portrait as
            on a living man. Her fist went into the canvas, ripping the
            painting and its backing from the plain pickled-pine frame; she yanked the painting free
            and tried to tear it; and when the stiff canvas resisted her efforts she wadded and
            crushed it and then flung it away. It bounced off a wall and hit the floor. You could
            still recognize Bonnevain, Miss Rachel noted, but the painted features now wore the
            broken, scarred look of the original.

        Ruth leaned panting against the piano. “Oh, how I hate
            him!”

        “And why are you so afraid of him?” Miss Rachel said
            slowly.

        “I’m not!” Ruth protested. And then added:
            “Well … of course he’s killed Lila in some foul way, and buried her
            God knows where. These three years—” She brushed fiercely at her eyes.

        “Do you want to take the piano to your home?”

        “I—guess so.”

        Miss Rachel had waited to see if Ruth noticed the scar on the shining
            mahogany. Now Ruth had hobbled around to the side of the piano and was tracing the ugly
            mark with a finger. “What’s this?”

        “I thought perhaps you could tell me.”

        “Lila wouldn’t have permitted any such treatment of her
            piano. These little wretched men have misused her things.”

        “Jonathan Sutter says the piano was scarred when it was brought
            here, and that the movers disclaimed any responsibility.”

        “He’s pretending that Lila—” All at once Ruth’s face grew still and her eyes
            coldly attentive. “Have you tried to contact the people who brought it
            here?”

        “Not yet. I know the firm. It will probably take some time to check
            records and to find who actually handled the piano that long ago.”

        “It must be done. If what Sutter says is true … oh, you
            wouldn’t understand the importance of it. Lila was a fanatic about her piano. If
            the house had been falling down, I think she would have interposed her body between the
            roof and it!”

        “This might be evidence that something quite extraordinary
            occurred?”

        Ruth put a shaking hand behind her to cover a part of the scratch, as if
            to reassure herself of it, or to keep it there, irrefutable proof of what she suspected.
            “Don’t you remember what I’ve told you all along? That there was a
            terrible fight between them? That she had awakened at last and meant to cast him off,
            and that in fury he must have murdered her? This”—she traced the angled
            mark with a jerky motion—“this is what we needed. This is the proof
            I’ve searched for for three years!”

        The mark on the piano seemed completely to infuriate the big woman. To get her mind off it, and out of its single track, Miss Rachel
            re-covered the piano with the worn quilts, then coaxed Ruth into the living room and
            into a chair.

        Ruth wept and raged there over her own lack of shrewdness in not
            suspecting the Sutters of concealing Lila’s belongings; and in not pressing a
            search for her niece years ago. When she had somewhat run out of self-accusations, Miss
            Rachel talked to her.

        “The only thing which corroborates your idea that your niece meant
            to leave Bonnevain is the note he claims to have found in the refrigerator. Up until
            that moment all seems to have gone splendidly. There is no evidence of preliminary
            ill-feeling between them.”

        “There’s that mark on the piano!” Ruth yelled,
            pounding the chair arm.

        Miss Rachel ignored the interruption. “We do have a clue which
            points in another direction. According to Mrs: Elvore, your niece was quite angry and
            upset about another matter, the substitution of another animal for her pet.”

        Ruth fairly rose from the chair in fury. “Don’t you
            see—it’s all part of the same? Bax killed the
            cat. Bax got scared, afterward, and bought the cat with the
            blind eye to take Tom Boy’s place! It was Bax that Lila accused. All that story
            about her leaving … it was an act to fool Harper, to give Bax a kind of
            alibi.”

        “You’re saying that while the three of them were in the
            canyon that evening, running in and out of the house, finishing packing, that Bax
            Bonnevain somehow killed your niece and concealed her body without Harper’s
            knowing?”

        Ruth nodded grimly. “That—or else Harper was in on
            it.”

        “Mr. Harper has something on his mind,” Miss Rachel agreed.
            “In spite of the fact that he is, without doubt, a rascal, I can scarcely see him
            concealing a murder.”

        “Perhaps Bax involved him somehow.” Ruth sat forward in the
            chair, her face flushed, eyes glittering. “He made Harper think that he was a
            party to her killing, that he’d be questioned, perhaps accused. It would have
            been his word against Bax’s as to who had done the actual crime.”

        Miss Rachel saw that there was no way to get Ruth Rand off that single
            track to a point where she could look objectively at the disappearance of Lila
            Bonnevain. In spite of Ruth’s promises to keep an open mind, to permit Miss
            Rachel to search for the truth, every last scrap which she uncovered went toward a
            predestined end—the conviction of Bonnevain.

        “We had better check with the movers who brought the piano
            here,” she said finally. “At least we can attempt to prove or disprove
            Sutter’s story.”

        “I’d like to wring his neck,” said Ruth. She stood
            up.

        At that moment there were scurrying steps at the door, and then Sutter burst into the room. His clothes were awry. He seemed
            to have run a good distance, to judge by the way he staggered through the room,
            clutching his side and gasping for breath.

        “Don’t let him catch me…!” He choked out these
            words as he darted into a closet and slammed the door.

        A moment later there were other steps on the porch, these slow and
            cautious; and then Bax Bonnevain stood in the doorway. The shadowy room, in contrast to
            the late brightness outdoors, must have blinded him temporarily. He failed to see Miss
            Rachel and Ruth Rand. “Sutter?” he called in through the screen. Then he
            added: “I know you’re in there.”

        The remark had the effect of flushing Sutter from cover. He flung back the
            door of the closet, jumped out, looked briefly at the rear of the place as if
            considering whether he might outrun Bonnevain if he sprinted in that direction. Then he
            did the most amazing thing which had yet occurred in this bizarre affair.

        He ran to Ruth Rand and knelt before her, gripped her knees as a child
            might who begs forgiveness and protection.

        “Don’t let him kill me! Please—make him go away! I
            swear”—the frightened little man lifted a hand in a grotesque gesture of
            taking an oath—“I swear to you, Miss Rand, that I never did tell a soul
                who really killed Lila Bonnevain’s
            cat!”

        Bonnevain’s shadow lay on the floor; Sutter looked over his
            shoulder at it and made a sort of squeak.

        As for Ruth Rand, she gave no sign that she understood what the terrified
            man had just said to her. She bent forward and pushed him away. On her features was an
            expression of weary loathing.

    

Chapter Sixteen

There was a space of silence, electric with tension. The small man on his knees seemed frozen in his attitude of pleading; Ruth Rand remained haughty and displeased. Bax Bonnevain’s shadow was motionless.

Then with another muffled cry, Sutter sprang up and fled through the house and left a banging door behind him as he took off from the kitchen entry. At the same moment Bonnevain’s shadow vanished from the opening on the porch. Ruth Rand passed a hand over her eyes. “Now—what was that?”

It was so precisely what Miss Rachel had expected her to say that it seemed rehearsed, false. “It was Mr. Sutter,” she said tartly. “Didn’t you notice?”

“I mean … well, something occurred which I can’t understand.”

“He wanted you to protect him from Bonnevain. I don’t know why. He was a witness to your encounter in front of his shop; he must have seen how Bonnevain outwitted and disabled you then.”

Quick color stung the blonde’s fair skin. “How ridiculous. Bax wasn’t here.”

“You must have seen his shadow.” Miss Rachel pointed to the bright, empty patch before the open door.

Ruth shook her head. Was she really as unbelieving, as puzzled, as she seemed?

“Sutter also swore to you, quite desperately it seemed to me, that he had never told a soul who really killed the original Tom Boy.”

“That’s … insane. If he means I know—” Ruth stood up, dismissing the subject. “We’ll go to the office of this moving firm, we’ll find out something about that mark on Lila’s piano.”

“Don’t you find any significance in Sutter’s behavior?”

“None at all.” There seemed a sudden haggard tiredness, almost desperation, in the woman’s face; but whether this was an effect of the fading light or not, Miss Rachel couldn’t say. “I told you the truth when I said I was through with tricks. Now I just want to know what happened to Lila.” Her tone implied that she had discarded some secret and hateful motive.


“Before we go to the office for information, we’d better phone and make sure someone there can help us.”

She turned on the light in the kitchen. The telephone sat on a small shelf over the drainboard.

At once they ran into a snag. A clerk in the Merkins’ office told them that all records of more than a year ago were kept in a vault and could only be seen by permission of the manager, who was home sick for a few days. And that, besides, the police were interested in some of the old accounts and had put a seal on them to keep meddlers out.

Miss Rachel hung up. She was forced to smile ruefully to herself. Of course Lieutenant Shaw had worked quickly, tracing anything moved by van from the house at the supposed time of the Bonnevains’ departure. He’d be highly interested in any boxes, trunks, or oversized packing cases—with grim ideas in mind, no doubt. But by now he knew all about the piano.

“I think you might as well arrange to move her belongings,” Miss Rachel advised.

“But Shaw doesn’t tell me anything!” Ruth cried.

“He has to work in his own way.” She switched off the globe in the ceiling and they stood in the twilight.

“Does Shaw know about that scratch?”

“Oh, without a doubt. The men on the van would have made a note of it on the order form. For their own protection.”

“What will he make of it?”

“I don’t know. To me, the gash in the fine piano had something cruel and ferocious about it, and I thought of a scene of violence.”

Ruth stood with head bent, one hand lying on the edge of the drainboard, the other hanging at her side dangling her purse. “Isn’t it what I told you? She struggled there under his blows.” Traffic noises sifted in through the open window above the sink and a smell of stale grease rose from the unwashed pots in the sink. “You’ll see. I’ve been right all along.”

“You’d better try to locate a moving firm nearby—someone who could come for these things right away.”

Ruth roused herself. “Yes, I’ll do that, then wait for them. What are you going to be doing?”

“I’m late,” Miss Rachel explained, “for a very important date.”

The office of the Hooded Groom had lights behind its blinds, but when Miss Rachel opened the door she found one of Mr. Harper’s assistants putting things to rights before leaving. He explained that Mr. Harper had not returned to the office after spending the afternoon at the track. Their ten-dollar special had come in. If she wanted tomorrow’s horse, she had best come back in the morning.

She chatted with him while he locked up the books. Mr. Harper’s records must be important; he kept them in cannonball safe. It looked quite impregnable.

Back in her car, Miss Rachel headed for the canyon. She had driven up this winding road so much lately that the route had become familiar, and the sharp turns and steep grade no longer took her entire attention. She had thought that she might find Harper at the Bonnevain house; but it was dark, almost invisible against the trees that rimmed the hill. She drove on. A car like Mr. Harper’s sat in the road below Carol Callahan’s bungalow.

Miss Rachel parked and took to the high ground, and came out at a spot where she could look down into Carol’s big rear window. She found the scene fascinating. A single lamp burned across the room; but the spot before the window sparkled with candlelight. A table had been set up in the alcove by the glass, and facing each other across it were Carol and Mr. Harper. They were sharing dinner. As Miss Rachel watched, Carol lifted a wineglass in what seemed to be a toast.

“What a pair,” Miss Rachel said to herself. She could see from here Mr. Harper’s ingratiating smiles and Carol’s coquettish glances.

The air was distinctly festive. After the wine was gone, Carol helped Mr. Harper and herself from a casserole dish; and Miss Rachel decided that Bax Bonnevain hadn’t come home to his steak-and-onion pie and that Carol was seeing that it didn’t go to waste. Mr. Harper seemed wriggly with gratitude. Having no scruples whatever about trying to overhear their conversation, Miss Rachel tried to find cover nearer the house. She never was able to get close enough to hear a word from Mr. Harper. The single bit she scrounged was when Carol stepped out into the kitchen for something needed at the table; and said, within hearing, that she had had a wonderful, restful afternoon.

When Miss Rachel got home, scratchy with dust and stiff from crouching under Carol’s kitchen windows, she discovered that Jennifer expected her to assist at the church bazaar.

“You’re a mess. Get cleaned up,” Jennifer commanded. “While we’re driving to the bazaar, you can tell me some big lie about how you fell over a bank while picking daisies, of something.”

“I was simply trying to hear what Miss Callahan had to say to Mr. Harper.”

Jennifer followed her upstairs. “I didn’t know that they were supposed to be acquainted.”

“Of course they must be.” Miss Rachel shucked herself of her dusty clothes and went into the bathroom. “Harper is an old side-kick of Bonnevain’s and Carol lived near him all through the year he spent with Lila. It follows that they must have known each other through him.”

“And now they’re … uh … courting?”

“No. Not precisely. I had the feeling that they were trying their wiles on each other. Miss Callahan is theatric, and Mr. Harper has been a shyster so long that the wheedling manner is ingrained. I wish I didn’t have to go to the church bazaar.”

“You do, though. Mrs. Beemish called and said they were depending on you to sell petticoats.”

“At a church baz—”

“They’re miniatures,” Jennifer added hastily, “and you hang them up among your clothes and they give forth sachet.” She stomped off to get her hat and purse.

Making change a half hour later in a booth in the church hall, Miss Rachel found herself wondering. Why had Bonnevain been chasing Mr. Sutter? To kill him? It seemed a method more public than necessary.

Sutter had sworn to Ruth Rand that he had never peeped of the truth as to who had killed Lila’s cat.

Well, who had, then? Bonnevain?

Someone had killed the original Tom Boy and had substituted another. It must have been Bonnevain, since he had made up the yarn about injuring the cat with a shot into its eye.

She regretted the instant of surprise which had robbed her of the chance to question Bonnevain as he had stood at Sutter’s door.

She looked up to find a large fortyish woman in a gray fuzzy hat telling her she wanted a half dozen miniature petticoats in lilac flavor. “I always wear lilac,” the plump woman dimpled, handing over a bill. “My friends associate it with me. They tell me they can tell when I’ve passed through a room.”

“A pleasant thought,” Miss Rachel agreed.

Then she stood staring at the bill until the woman asked impatiently for her change.

She had just been struck with the most ghoulish idea of her life.

It was past noon of the following day before she found the house she wanted.

She had started at just after eight, ringing doorbells at the scattered homes in Laurel Canyon. This involved a lot of walking and climbing; and the day was warm. She saved herself some trouble by avoiding the new places. When she did ring a bell she asked at once of whoever answered whether the people in the house had lived there for more than three years. This took care of the majority. The canyon seemed plagued with the most temporary population.

If the answer was right as to length of residence, she Inquired if there were children present who took piano lessons. And for some hours that seemed to dispose of everybody else.

But at last a thin mouse of a woman said that though she had no children who were musical, a neighbor of hers on the street behind did have. The neighbor had a very gifted child who had studied for seven years and was just about ready to debut in Hollywood Bowl. She couldn’t remember the names of all the teachers; there had been so many.

It was in this way that Miss Rachel located the only pupil of Lila who still seemed to be around. In a small house, painted pink, tucked against the flank of the hill like a fly attacking a pie, lived the girl and her mother. The girl was about fourteen. She had solemn great eyes and a thin neck which made Miss Rachel think of a flower stalk. Her mother was short and stout, combed her thinning red hair straight back into a little bun, and wore a sort of tone-deaf expression, as if the years of listening for errors in the girl’s playing had robbed her of part of her hearing.

Now Miss Rachel had found that which was necessary. She had found people who had known Lila Bonnevain well, and who had no emotional involvement in her life or her disappearance. It was like having a fresh view of the world.

To start with, once they were seated in the front room on wicker furniture, Mrs. Goss explained how well she had liked Lila and how much she appreciated what Lila had contributed to the girl’s education.

“She was the most patient teacher Giselle ever had. We just loved her. But now … well, I’ve heard rumors that she didn’t go East after all. And the newspapers have played up the murder which took place in her house.”

“Mrs. Bonnevain apparently disappeared three years before. There was a misunderstanding between her husband and her family. Each supposed her to be with others.”

A dreamy look spread over Mrs. Goss’s face. “You know, I’ve never pretended to be psychic. Nothing like it. I’m down to earth, really hardheaded, and practical. You take Giselle’s music now—I’m not one bit arty about it. To me, it’s just common sense, the kid has a gift which can lead to a nice easy life, meeting famous people, traveling, all that—I gave her lessons and worked and scrimped just from a real, down-to-earth, value-received viewpoint.” She took a deep breath and her stocky bosom rose under the blue cotton blouse. “What I mean, I’ve got my feet on the ground. And yet I used to have an odd feeling about Lila Bonnevain.”

Miss Rachel confessed that she found all such odd feelings highly interesting.


“Well … what started me was that husband of Mrs. Bonnevain’s. She just loved him to pieces. You could see that. And yet she seemed to expect other people to criticize him, or something.” Mrs. Goss wrinkled her brows in an effort to find the precise words she needed. “I used to want to tell her, it wasn’t any of my business, I wasn’t thinking mean things about him; but I never did. Actually, I did have an opinion. I thought she was wasting her time with that man. He didn’t look like a real solid fellow. She had musical talent, and she’d acted on the stage in New York, and she painted—nice pictures, too. But that wasn’t it, precisely. I had a feeling that she and he—that their life wasn’t going to turn out well, if you know what I mean.”

“She was very defensive?”

“About him, yes. That’s the word.”

“Well, I think that her aunt and grandfather—her surviving family—disapproved of Mr. Bonnevain.”

Mrs. Goss nodded. “Well, that may have started her wondering if everybody felt as they did.”

“You never suspected that she changed her attitude toward her husband?”

“Oh no, never.”

“How soon before her supposed departure did you see her?”

“A day or so.”

“You didn’t see her on the day she was supposed to leave?”

Mrs. Goss thought about it, then wrinkled her brows in another frown. “No, I’m sure not. I remember that she said she had a few things to clear up before she left, and she had already recommended another teacher, and Giselle was due to take a lesson with the new teacher right away.”

“Did you ever see Lila Bonnevain’s pet cat?”

The slight change in the direction of the conversation caused a flicker in Mrs. Goss’s calm glance. “I knew she had one.” A slight uneasiness grew behind her eyes. “You are a friend of hers, I take it.”

“Her aunt has asked me to try to find her.”

This seemed to allay the beginnings of distrust. “Of course I’ll help in any way I can. Even slight. Perhaps you shouldn’t repeat what I just said about Mr. Bonnevain, though. Some might think it malicious.”

“Any remark you care to make is safe with me,” Miss Rachel explained carefully. Then she got down to the meat of the matter. What perfume had Lila Bonnevain worn?

Mrs. Goss and Miss Goss could remember no definite scent.

“I think what I used to smell about her was her shampoo,” Miss Goss explained shyly. “It was just—clean. You know. Nice, fragrant, soapy clean.”

“If she had passed through a room”—Miss Rachel was snatching for straws—“would you have known she’d been there?”

The gaze they bent on her, mother and daughter, was blank but kind.

“I don’t think I would have,” said Mrs. Goss finally.

“Of course—” The young girl hesitated. Then: “You just want smells?”

“No. No. Anything. What do you remember her by?”

“The bracelet.”

The child looked at the mother; Mrs. Goss nodded. “It has bells.”

“She gave it to me on the last day I saw her,” said Giselle all in a rush. “She said I was the best pupil she’d ever had and that someday I would be famous and then, when I made my first television appearance, she wanted me to wear the little bracelet to show that I remembered her. And I promised. I wouldn’t give it up for anything.” She rubbed her wrist uneasily. The wrist was bare.

Miss Rachel tried to catch the tail of the narrative. “Mrs. Bonnevain had a bracelet—”

“With bells,” supplied Mrs. Goss.

“And she gave it to me,” nodded Giselle, her head bending like a flower which seeks the dew.

Miss Rachel suddenly sat straighter. “She wore it all the time?”

“Practically,” said Mrs. Goss.

“Except when she played,” explained Giselle. “Even then … well, once I coaxed her to leave it on, to hear how it might sound you know, and she played something Chinese and it all sounded like temple bells and gongs. It was lovely!” Giselle clapped her hands in rapture.

“You have what I want, then.” But how, Miss Rachel asked in her thoughts, am I going to get it away from you?



Chapter Seventeen

It was after all not as difficult as she had thought. When she had fully explained why she wanted the bracelet and what she meant to do with it, Giselle brought it and laid it carefully in her palm.

The bracelet was not Oriental—as she had somehow supposed because of Giselle’s story—but of Indian work. The wire links and tiny bells were silver, pounded fine, and decorated with nubs of unpolished turquoise. Made in Arizona in some pueblo, Miss Rachel guessed, and had a brief but vivid image of a brown profile bent above a tiny forge.

“It was a gift of her grandfather’s when she was a child,” said Mrs. Goss out of memory. “She told Giselle that only a child should wear it. And then she made Giselle promise to wear it at her debut.”

“I’m not giving it to keep,” said Giselle, almost in a whisper.

“I’ll see that you get it back safely.”

Mrs. Goss, seeing her intention to go, rose from her chair. “You don’t think that Mrs. Bonnevain—that she’ll be coming back?”

Under their anxious eyes she was tempted to lie. But these were people who deserved an honest answer. “No. I’m afraid that you will never see her again.”

Mrs. Goss plucked at a button on the plain blue blouse. Giselle’s hand brushed away a tear. Their blank look of loss was a greater compliment to Lila Bonnevain than any yet paid in her presence.

She went back to her car and turned for home. She found Miss Jennifer in the garden preparing to set a gopher trap. “He’s been eating the glad bulbs again. It wasn’t thrips, all along.”

“Be careful or you’ll catch your fingers first.”

Jennifer inspected the inside of the boxlike contrivance. “He’s supposed to push in here and—snap!” She frowned in disgust. “It doesn’t always work. Sometimes he merely pushes dirt against the trigger. I wish there was a way to bait it.”

“Bait it with a ghost,” Miss Rachel suggested, passing on into the house.

She was thoughtful over lunch. Jennifer had served a raw carrot salad—eyes, you know—and skim milk—bones—and ate the unnourishing fare with an attitude of virtue. But by and by she hinted: “I suppose that veiled remark you made is some clue to your future course of action.”

Miss Rachel took the little bracelet from her skirt pocket and laid it on the table. “It belonged to Lila Bonnevain.”

Jennifer picked it up. “Tinkly, isn’t it?”

“Apparently she gave it away to a former pupil just before she vanished. She’s supposed to have worn it almost constantly. Except when she played the piano. You see, last night at the bazaar a plump woman in a fuzzy hat let fall a remark which stayed with me. She bought a lilac-scented petticoat. She said that when she passed through a room—pretty strong, I gather—that her friends knew she’d been there.”

Jennifer put down the bracelet. “Oh, I see what you’re going to do, Rachel. But it’s farfetched. Surely everyone in the case is positive that Mrs. Bonnevain is dead.”

“Only one person is positive,” Miss Rachel corrected. “Another one is pretty sure, judging by behavior.”

“Perhaps they’re the same person.”

“Might be.”

“Which one is pretty sure?” Jennifer asked, unable to control the question.

“Carol Callahan.”

Miss Jennifer stirred the raw-carrot mess thoughtfully, “Somehow I had never thought she’d be it.”

“She was always high on my list of suspects.”

Jennifer worried a piece of carrot between her teeth. “Because of her interest in Bax Bonnevain?”

“No.”

Jennifer sampled the skim milk, made a face, and then went out into the kitchen to put on water for tea. Apparently bones and eyes had had enough. She came back with a plate of cake bought at the bazaar. “It’s applesauce. Too dry and too much spice. Mrs. Beemish brought it, but I’m sure that her sister—the cross-eyed one—made it. Forty-five if she’s a day, and can’t boil water.” She sat down and took her time picking at a bit of the cake. “Why, then?”

Miss Rachel had not been led aside by the verbal excursion. “Lila Bonnevain was killed over some money. Some twenty-five thousand or so. It wasn’t hers, though she kept it under her name in a savings account. She drew it out at about the time she was supposed to go East with her husband. No trace of it has turned up, which indicates—to my mind—that its owner reclaimed it. Now, at the same time, during this brief period before departure, Lila Bonnevain was extremely angry about another matter.”

“The substitute cat.”

“Yes. She had discovered the trick, and something about the motive behind it—which I haven’t been able to fathom. Somehow I’ve acquired a hunch that the money and the motive behind substituting the cat have points in common. Though I can’t see them as yet.”

“You make it all sound highly involved.”

“When we find the truth,” Miss Rachel decided, “it will be simple.”

“But inclusive enough to explain the murder of Mr. Sutter?”

“Oh, indeed. Mr. Sutter had gone to spill the beans, as they say.”

“As you would say,” Jennifer corrected. She walked back to the kitchen to make the tea, came back with the pot on a tray with sugar, cream, and cups. “About what? And to whom?”

“We can only suppose, because of his line of business, that he meant to tell the truth about the cat. As to whom—”

“He was apparently waiting in Bonnevain’s house.”

Miss Rachel tried the cake. It was dry, as Jennifer had said, and someone had been far too liberal with nutmeg and cinnamon. “The obvious conclusion would be that he had gone to warn Bonnevain that he could no longer conceal the truth. Because of conscience, or other matters. This is taking at face value the tale that Bonnevain wounded the animal while hunting, that the animal died and had to be replaced.”

“Are there other choices?”

“One intrigues me. Suppose Bonnevain, too, was the victim of a trick? Let’s try to imagine that he hadn’t killed the pet, but that someone else had made him think he had.”

“Oh, Rachel, now you’re getting it complicated.”

“Not too much so.”

“You promised it would be simple.”

Miss Rachel shook her head. “I said the end of it would be simple. Or at least it’s what I meant to say.”

“Well, what triggered Mr. Sutter into such action—again using a phrase of your own?”

“Could it have been Ruth Rand’s crashing dive through the shop window? Somehow I think it may have been. There was a terrific argument between the Sutter brothers immediately following the incident. Some course of action was being debated.”

“Perhaps they were trying to decide if honesty had ever been proved the best policy,” said Miss Jennifer slyly. She put some of the cake down on the floor for Samantha; and the spoiled old cat licked at the frosting, holding her whiskers back from the stickiness. “Well, keeping it simple, mind you—why should Carol have murdered Mr. Sutter?”

“She had fooled Bax Bonnevain about the cat,” Miss Rachel surmised.


“You’re guessing. You don’t even know that she was in the house that night before she went over there with us.”

“Oh, she had been there,” Miss Rachel put in quickly. “She’d taken a sack of cat food for Tom Boy. Or rather, Tom Boy’s stand-in. You remember, she stressed that she had been caring for the cat; and I took it to mean, as she no doubt meant me to, that she’d been feeding the animal at her place. But the truth was, she always had fed him at the Bonnevain back steps. You recall, I described to you the bare state of Mr. Bonnevain’s cupboards. The sack of canned cat food was replenishment. It never got put away upon the shelves because something happened to sidetrack Miss Callahan.”

“Like killing Mr. Sutter with a kitchen knife?”

“Quite possibly.”

Jennifer sipped her tea. “Well, let us not be sidetracked with her. You’re implying that she hid in the bushes above the Rand place and bopped Ruth Rand with a can when Ruth came out to practice screaming.”

“Correct. I’d bet my neck on it.”

Jennifer clattered her spoon in disapproval. “Ruth Rand was positive her attacker was Bax Bonnevain.”

“She sees Bonnevain in every shadow.”

Miss Jennifer finished her tea, rose, and began to clear the table. “You have something hatching. I can see it under that pose of innocence you try so hard to hold.”

“It’s not a pose. I am innocent—in the unshrewd sense of the word—or I would have seen through these people from the beginning. Carol Callahan isn’t in love with Mr. Bonnevain, for instance. She’s in love with herself and adding Bonnevain and Harper to her string is merely a matter of ego. She wouldn’t have either one of them, permanently, on a bet. I’ll wager she gets a nice piece of alimony out of her ex-husband and has no intention of giving it up.”

“You make her sound a vicious woman,” said Miss Jennifer, scraping the plates. The cat yawned and walked away from the scrap of cake on the floor, then sat down to scrub her whiskers.

“Oh no, not vicious. She’s a kind of girl that the novelists of our youth would have labeled predatory. And have shown lying on a tiger pelt. But actually she’s just playing a game many men have fun at.”

“She’s pretty sure that Lila Bonnevain is dead?”

“Oh yes. She’s made up her mind.”

Jennifer clucked against her teeth. “And shows no shock over it?”

“If she killed Lila, the emotional effects of the act have had a long time to wear off. By the way, the course of action for the afternoon—which you inquired about—includes a visit to Miss Callahan. But earlier, in fact immediately, we must make tracks for Hollywood Park. I want to find Mr. Harper.”

There were about forty-seven thousand people at Hollywood Park that afternoon, but finding Mr. Harper was not as difficult as Jennifer had thought it must be. She waited by a pillar on the mezzanine floor of the grandstand, and before five minutes had passed her sister came back to say that Harper was not far off. And at a bar.

A bugle blew a fanfare in the distance and a voice on the loud-speakers informed the customers that the horses were on the track for the running of the third race. A sudden hot frenzy pounded through Miss Jennifer’s nervous system. She gasped, clutched at her purse. This was some sort of disease which got into you; and she would resist it!

Then, as if someone inside her (Satan, she decided fleetingly) were pulling wires which controlled her movements, she shoved the purse under one arm and fumblingly opened her program. She had had no intention of betting. Why had she bought this thing?

“You’re not listening!” Miss Rachel said impatiently.

“I am too!” What was this newspaper clipping doing tucked in her glove? Had she snipped it from the paper before leaving home? Apparently she had. The names of the entries for the third race seemed to bulge off the paper at her. There was a thumping panic where her heart ordinarily lay in righteous peace.

Here was something called Sea Down. A three-year-old colt. Overdue, according to the consensus.

“Well, I’ll wait until you buy a ticket,” Miss Rachel decided. “Then we’ll go to work on Mr. Harper.”

Miss Jennifer found herself in front of a wicket, through which a drab-eyed man in a straw hat looked back at her. “N-number six.” Two whole dollars parted company with her fingers; a ticket pounced up from a slot. She stumbled away. Miss Rachel still waited by the pillar. There was a twinkle when she looked at her sister, quickly concealed. Jennifer was goggling at the ticket as if she had no idea where it had come from.

“I like Sea Down, too,” said Miss Rachel. “I’ll place him and we’ll go halves. Okay?”

“Okay.” This which Miss Jennifer considered a vulgarism did not ordinarily pass her lips; so something had shaken her to her core.

Miss Rachel returned, tucking her purchase into her handbag. “All set. Mr. Harper is in his usual spot, a bar he favors. He’s at the stage of feeling a mild glow, I believe. Not sober enough to be expecting a trick. Nor too drunk to miss it. I’ll go and engage him in conversation. He doesn’t know you. You can come right up behind him and order something.”

“At a bar?” said Jennifer, getting back to normal.

“They serve ginger ale.”

Mr. Harper’s rotund figure was neatly clad in charcoal linen, with a green shirt and tie, and panama hat. He had a drink in his hand and his expression was one of benign foxiness. When he saw Miss Rachel he beamed, put down the drink, lifted the hat from his bald head briefly. “Well, little lady! Nice seeing you! How did you come out on the first two?”

She measured his concern. “I need a good winner.”

“Let me pick something for you. Compliments of the house.” With an air of expansive good nature he took his program from his pocket and turned its pages. “Ah. Care-A-Trifle is a good stretch runner. He’s a favorite, though.” Mr. Harper peered at the board at the end of the long corridor in which they stood. “Three to two.”

“I don’t want a hot-dog horse. I need a fifty-dollar winner.”

He smiled, showing his good white teeth. “Now, now. Mustn’t get greedy. Can’t have a nag like It’s Pouring, every day.”

Jennifer had come to stand with her back to his. She lifted the bracelet and gave it a little shake.

Miss Rachel was facing Mr. Harper, watching him closely. The small sound of the silver bells seemed to make no impression. She coughed rather loudly. The bells tinkled again in the space of silence that followed.

Of course it had been three years, presumably, since he had had any contact with Lila Bonnevain. He, and the others who had known her, must have long ago lost that expectation of seeing her which keeps little memories alive. She decided that the sound of Lila’s tinkling bracelet was going to cause no effect whatever, when she suddenly found his eyes fixed hard on hers. “Funny,” he said in a hoarse tone. “You know, just then I had the da—the doggonedest feeling. My skin crawled.” His gaze jerked off hers; he stared past her.

“Yes?”

He moistened his lips with the tip of his tongue. “Haunted,” he decided. “That the kind of thing it was. Do you have any idea of what I mean?”

She pretended to misunderstand. “Do you have a headache?”

“No, no. Do you know that sensation, that prickly feeling, when you say, ‘Someone walked over my grave’?”

She grew solemn. “You thought of somebody who’s dead?”

“No,” he said positively. “My God, I thought of Lila. I had the feeling I could put my hand out and touch her.” He laughed shrilly.


“A haunted feeling? You don’t believe she’s coming back?”

“I shouldn’t say it.” He turned to his drink, tossed it down. “Join me in one? Let’s see—you liked screwdrivers, didn’t you?”

Miss Rachel wondered how much Jennifer caught of this. “Not just now, thank you.”

But he bought her one anyway, plus a double Scotch for himself. She decided that the tinkle of the bracelet had stirred him somehow, that he was trying to conceal the depth of his dismay.

He handed her the drink, touched her elbow. “Let’s move along to the railing. There’s something I’ve kept to myself for a long time. I’ve thought, well, it wasn’t any of my business. And like I told you—I never knew Bax and Lila to exchange an uncivil word. So this item doesn’t fit and I’d rather forget it.”

She waited, sensing his uncertainty. If she probed, he’d clam up.

They paused at a spot overlooking the crowd and the track, and out of the way of hurrying bettors. He leaned on the metal railing and stared worriedly into his drink. “I went up to see Lila and Bax on the night they were supposed to pull out for the East—as I told you. What I haven’t mentioned is that I was there earlier. Much earlier. It was just past dawn, the light was thin, the trees dripping. I knew that Bax was in a bind with the Sutters and I intended to offer to talk to them for him—and get them off his back so he could quit worrying about them. That’s all I could do for the moment. I’d had a few poor days just then, myself.”

The horses began the parade to the post. Some distance away, Miss Jennifer was craning above the crowd, trying to see some indication of fitness on the part of her choice.

Harper went on slowly. “There was a whale of a row going on inside the house. I could hear Lila shouting. I’ll tell you, that rooted me in my tracks. She was an easygoing, gentle kind of girl.”

“Yes, so I’ve understood.”

“All at once there was another racket, a pounding or banging on the piano, and I decided that if things were getting that rough I’d better leave. And I did. When I came back in the evening, they’d smoothed things over. Nice as pie to each other. But—well, that was quite a fight for that early in the day. And then when I found out Lila’d been gone … not with Bax—” He took a gulp from his glass.

“You’re sure that she was fighting with her husband?”

“Who else?” he said huskily.

“And Bax never spoke of the argument to you?”

“Too embarrassed, I guess.” He shook his head. “Funny. I keep hearing them little bells of hers.”



Chapter Eighteen

“It is the kind of thing you keep under your hat,” he said defensively.

“But now it worries you?”

“I can’t imagine what they were quarreling about. Of course, the thing most people remarked about them was the fact that Bax didn’t make much money and that Lila apparently kept up the home on her income as a music teacher. But I can’t see it as a cause of a battle like that one. It was always something that seemed taken for granted between them.”

“Could they have been quarreling over Miss Callahan?”

He widened his eyes, made a sour mouth. “Don’t you believe it! Carol’s a sweet, friendly kid. She treated Bax the way she treated everyone else.” His tone implied, though, that this was a hope of his.

Miss Rachel nodded at him above the drink in her hand. “She’s been nice to you, too. Of course you’ve been doing her a favor, getting me to the track every day so she can have easy and peaceful afternoons.”

He had the grace to flush. “Well … uh.” Then he suddenly giggled. “Pretty cute. How did you figure that out?”

She was demure but vague. “I know Miss Callahan thinks me a dragon. It couldn’t be a guilty conscience—”

“Of course not!”

“—so I suppose she’s merely eager to tidy up Mr. Bonnevain’s house and remove all signs of Lila’s occupancy once and for all.”

His face went blank, so she judged that he knew nothing of Carol’s labors in the yard and patio. He remained so silent and thoughtful that when the race started with a great clanging of bells and shouting from the crowd, he didn’t even glance toward the track. When Sea Down came tearing down the stretch and crossed the wire a half length ahead of his nearest competitor, there was such a din of yelling from long-shot bettors that Miss Rachel put her hands over her ears. But Mr. Harper still was lost in thought. Then came the most startling interruption of all.

Miss Jennifer burst from a knot of people, screeching with frenzy, shouting into their faces that she had a ticket on the winner. Mr. Harper awoke and recoiled. Miss Rachel made shushing motions, which were ignored. She thought that Mr. Harper was simply struck by the figure Jennifer made, which was bad enough—hat awry, hair tousled, dress pumped up by the wind created in her passing. But then she noticed that in Jennifer’s hand, the hand which held the winning ticket aloft, Lila Bonnevain’s bracelet still swung and tinkled with its cluster of bells.

A strange look crossed Mr. Harper’s plump features. The next moment he had vanished in the crowd.

She dragged an expostulating Jennifer along with her as she made for the gate.

“I haven’t cashed my winnings!”

“You can do that tomorrow.”

Miss Jennifer tried to cling to a post at the paddock entry. “I insist—and how do I know I won’t have an even more profitable winner in the next race?”

“Chances are you wouldn’t,” said Miss Rachel, trying to cut cruelly across Jennifer’s wild exuberance. “And anyway, in case Mr. Harper has ideas about getting up to Creek Canyon to warn his friends, we have to hurry.”

“Now?”

“At once.” Miss Rachel felt sorry for Jennifer. Jennifer had tasted a heady wine and wanted to linger to broach a new barrel. After so many years of rectitude, the excitement acted on her as fire to a brush heap. She wobbled and staggered as Miss Rachel dragged her on. She made futile protests. She waved the ticket and remembered finally to remind Miss Rachel that they were supposed to share the winnings.

At the entry gate, under the cool eyes of the uniformed attendant, she put up a last stouthearted battle. And won.

“I guess I really don’t need you, then,” Miss Rachel decided. It might be best, she thought, to let Jennifer have her head, as they said about a horse, and let her go her way where she would. “Take a cab when you decide you’ve had enough.”

Miss Jennifer dropped the tinkling bracelet into Miss Rachel’s hand and took off, galloping back up the ramp and on to join the mob under the grandstand.

Thirty-six minutes later Miss Rachel was turning off Laurel Canyon Boulevard into the small road that wound between clumps of lantana and eucalyptus. She parked the car and walked swiftly down hill on the path Ruth had taken on that first visit. She paused behind some shrubbery to examine the scene below. She could hear someone whistling. She moved a few steps, to a spot where she could see into the patio; and there was Carol Callahan, her ripe figure well revealed in a thin plaid cotton shirt and brown denim pants. Carol had all of Lila’s hanging baskets lined up. On one side of her as she knelt on the bricks was a big box of potting mixture—earth and peat moss and sand, probably—and on the other was a flat of young plants. She was refilling the redwood baskets with new material.

Miss Rachel had to wait until Carol changed position, then darted forward to a closer spot. She crouched low, wondering if Carol would be able to see her through the branches.

When Carol finished filling one of the pots and leaned back on her heels, took a pack of cigarettes from her pants pocket to indulge in a smoke, Miss Rachel lifted the little bracelet and set it swinging.

Carol was much more alert, or perhaps more nervous, than Mr. Harper. She jerked, dropping the cigarette, and then remained stiffly bent forward in the act of picking it up, her face turned toward the hill. Miss Rachel let a few notes tinkle forth. Carol was close enough so that she could read her expression plainly; and it was one of stunned surprise.

After a moment, Carol rose from her kneeling position. She looked down at the preparations for refilling Lila’s containers; and then wiped her hands guiltily against the thighs of her tight pants—exactly as a child might who wishes to hide the fact that he has been stealing jam.

Then she dropped quickly to her knees and rapidly undid what she had accomplished. The young plants went hurriedly back into the wooden flat, the potting mixture into the box. With an air of intense nervous haste, she stacked the empty baskets against the rear trellis of the patio. She took the box of potting mixture under one arm, balanced the flat under the other, and ran—not walked—to the opposite opening in the enclosing framework. The bricks clattered under her hurrying feet. She rushed down the steps to the road, and off down the road toward home. When she had gone there was nothing but silence.

The silence endured for a second or so; and then Bax Bonnevain’s voice at Miss Rachel’s elbow asked: “Where did you get Lila’s jewelry?”

She jumped; the next moment she was angry at herself for having been so engrossed in Carol’s maneuvers that she had let him creep up on her. She glanced back at him, trying not to show the upset he had caused her. “Hello, Mr. Bonnevain.” She stuck the bracelet out of sight into her pocket. “Did you catch up with Mr. Sutter after all?”

“I asked my question first.”

“Your wife gave the bracelet to a pupil of hers before she disappeared. And I happened to have borrowed it.”

“May I have it?” He put out a hand.

“I’m sorry. I promised to return it safely to the little girl who loaned it to me.”

“I won’t hurt it.”

She gave him the bracelet. He opened the clasp and let the links swing between his hands; the small bells tinkled and their silvery surface caught the light. “Who has been keeping it?”

“Giselle Goss.”

He nodded as if she had answered some expectation on his part. “Lila liked Giselle. She said the kid had real talent and would be famous some day. Rich and famous.” His dry eyes looked at the twinkling bells and Miss Rachel wondered what his thoughts were. Was he remembering the days of his own glory as a successful jockey? Perhaps. “I wish you wouldn’t do what you were doing just now. Scare Carol with it.”

“I’m finished with Carol. What about Mr. Sutter?”

“I wanted to ask him a simple question about Lila’s cat. He gabbled something to me about didn’t I dare threaten him, he’d demand protection from the police. He must be nuts.”

“And what did you want to know about the cat?”

“The truth. For a long time I’ve supposed I knew the truth. But I’m beginning to doubt.” His gaze drifted over her. “Do you want to hear about it?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Come down to the house where we can talk. I’ll make some coffee.” Again his eyes examined her. “Or maybe you’d rather have tea.”

“A bottle of beer, if you have some cold.”

He didn’t show any surprise. They walked down together to the patio, around to the front of the small house, where he opened the door. He had Lila’s bracelet in his hand; and when he took out the keys to let them in, he gave the bracelet back to Miss Rachel.

She sat down in the living room. The place looked much neater than it had on her first visit; and she decided that Carol had been tidying up a good deal. There were fresh flowers in a bowl and a display of new magazines on a low table. The cheerfulness dispelled any lingering memory of Mr. Sutter’s gruesome end here.

Bax Bonnevain came from the kitchen with two bottles of beer in one hand, two tall glasses in the other. He poured Miss Rachel a tall drink, then settled on a chair across the room. He sipped at his beer before he spoke again. “We moved up here about a month after our marriage. Lila liked it. It’s quiet and she could practice without disturbing anyone, or without much interruption from salesmen and other visitors. She bought the kitten at the pet shop a few days after we came.”

“She loved animals?”

“Yes. She made pets of everything, even the squirrels that were digging up the yard as fast as she could plant it. I asked her to let me put out poison grain for the pests, but she wouldn’t do it. She said I could scare them by popping away with my twenty-two—not to kill any of the little devils, you understand, just to drive them off. I’ll admit to you, I didn’t always miss. If Lila wasn’t around, I’d get rid of some of them.”

“I understand.”

“Well, one day several months later I went out as usual and took a few pot shots up the hill—and that was the day Tom Boy didn’t come home. Lila was very worried; and I sensed after a day or two that she suspected I might have had something to do with the cat’s disappearance. I couldn’t prove it, but I think Ruth Rand gave her the idea.”

Remembering Ruth’s dislike for the man, Miss Rachel decided that his conclusions were probably correct.

“Suddenly the cat showed up again. He was wild and acted half sick, and one eye was filmed over. Lila believed I had accidentally hit him while I was shooting at the squirrels. I didn’t argue with her over it because, actually, it was possible I had got him with a ricochet and hadn’t known it.”

“And what do you believe now?”

“I don’t know what really happened to the cat,” he said slowly, “but I have a hunch that behind the whole thing was a plan to make Lila think I’d hurt the animal on purpose. If so, that part of the plot failed. Lila knew I wouldn’t hurt a pet of hers deliberately.”

Into Miss Rachel’s memory popped the words Mrs. Goss had said—that Lila was very defensive about her husband. “What makes you think so?”

Bax was frowning at the couch where Mr. Sutter had sprawled with a knife in his heart. “Well—you may think me crazy—but it’s the thing that happened here to Jake.”

“You think he was murdered because of this trick about the cat?”

Bax Bonnevain suddenly stood up, frowned, walked a few steps to the door and stood there staring out at the hill below. “When you put it that way, it—it just won’t add up. Nobody would kill a man to keep him from telling the truth about a stunt like that. There wasn’t enough at stake. Do you see what I mean?”

“There wasn’t much at stake as long as everyone presumed your wife to be alive.”

He looked around at her and in his haggard, broken features she read his acceptance of Lila’s death. At the same instant, Miss Rachel lost her last shred of suspicion of this man. Ruth Rand was wrong. Totally wrong. Their marriage, their life together in this little house, may not have satisfied Ruth’s conception of what was due her niece; but Bax and Lila Bonnevain had been happy together.

And he hadn’t killed her.


“You’ve been puzzling over Jacob Sutter’s visit, wondering why he came and why he had to die.”

Bax Bonnevain nodded. He came over to Miss Rachel’s chair, reached for the bottle, refilled her glass, then stood there with the bottle held loosely in his fingers. “That’s right. Jake was a friend of mine. He trusted me, I believe. I know I could always depend on him to tell the truth.”

“Then you don’t think Jacob Sutter was in on the trick concerning the cat?”

Bonnevain turned away. “No. That sounds more like Jonathan. And then, perhaps Jacob found out something at the end—and tried to tell me.”

“Who took the snapshot of your wife coming out of the bank?”

His glance jerked back at her. “Jonathan.”

“Why not ask Carol Callahan what she knows of Jacob Sutter’s visit? She must have been here at about the time he was. She left a sack of canned cat food.”

The fact of Carol’s presence was no surprise to Bonnevain; but a touch of embarrassment entered his manner. Miss Rachel sensed that he hesitated to demand the truth from the girl who had been such a good friend.

Perhaps Carol, cleaning and baking, bringing in flowers and magazines, had banked on just such feeling on his part.

“Why not ask me?” said a poisonously sweet voice from the open doorway. There was Carol with the afternoon sunlight behind her. “Meddlers often get answers they don’t expect. So I’ll give you one that ought to jar you. I was sitting in this room when Jacob Sutter was murdered.” She had stepped in. The open throat of the plaid shirt showed her smooth white skin. She’d combed her hair and put on fresh lipstick.

Bonnevain set down the empty bottle which he had held. He seemed utterly unprepared for Carol’s sudden appearance, unable to grasp what she had just said. His mouth tightened, his eyes studied her beauty with a look of unfamiliarity. “What do you mean?”

She swaggered over to him, her hands on her hips. Her manner was amused and disdainful. “I was here all right. I’d come over with a load of chow for Tom Boy—as Bright Eyes here just told you—and found Sutter waiting. We sat and stared at each other for a while. I never did have much in common with the die-hard, hot-shot type. Too sporty for my blood.…” She put back her head and giggled shrilly.

Bax moved away from her as if her antics disturbed him.

“I was saying”—she lifted her hand to brush at her hair—“Sutter got restless and went out into the kitchen for a drink of water. He met somebody there. I don’t know who. I heard him say something in a low voice and then there was a sort of scuffle. Next Sutter came staggering back with the knife in his chest, and flopped where he died. I yanked up that bag of cat food—having some weird idea I had to take it along—and when it broke I scrammed. Yes, man!” She sprang over to Bax and lifted her hands, and put a palm against either side of his face. “I ran, honey. Later I came back with Bright Eyes and put on an act so no one would think I’d been here. I wasn’t guilty; but I wanted to make sure you wouldn’t think I could be.” She pulled Bax Bonnevain’s head down and gave him a long, long kiss. Miss Rachel inspected the foam on her beer.

Bax pulled away from the girl’s encircling arms. “Carol … I don’t like this—”

“It’s good-by, darling.” She chucked his chin with affectionate fingers. “I’ve tried to be a pal. I even spied for you, a little, thinking we might locate that money of Lila’s and perhaps spend what was left of it—if any. I got caught at it, I had to bop Lila’s ever-loving Aunt Ruth. But it was really all for you, Bax.”

He was flushing, twisting away, trying to avoid her embraces.

“So long,” she said in a pouting half whisper, as if not wishing Miss Rachel to hear. “You know something? This is farewell, because Lila’s coming home.”

She turned and went out swiftly. Bax Bonnevain sat down heavily in his chair, moved an arm aimlessly, almost knocked the glass of beer to the floor. As he caught it, bent forward from the chair, his eyes came up to meet Miss Rachel’s. “What’s wrong?”

She was rising, smoothing her skirt, tucking her purse under her arm. “One last question. Where were you early on the morning before you meant to leave?”

He inched back upon the cushions, turning it over in his mind. “I went out to the track before dawn. I owed a few dollars to the exercise boys and a groom or two for tips they’d given me. It was my last chance to settle up. You know, they start working the horses at daybreak.”

She moved across to the door. “I have one more call to make. I’ll expect you at my house in about an hour.”

He stood, too, but made no move to usher her out. “I’d almost rather not know.”

She paused with her hand on the screen. “So would I.”



Chapter Nineteen

Miss Rachel tested the front door. It moved inward when she pushed it. She saw that the lock had been shot but had not found its socket because the door had still been slightly ajar. She pushed it to behind her, careful to avoid a click. To her right was the room where she had waited yesterday, formal and unused. A vase of roses sat on a stand before a mirror, and as she glanced in one of the blossoms fell, showering petals on the stand and on the floor. It would be a while, she thought, before Ruth would notice. The room was seldom entered.

The hall led straight through the house to the big den at the rear. She walked quickly and quietly along the carpeted floor. Almost at once she heard voices. She stopped to listen. Ruth was reading something, she decided, giving it a highly dramatic flavor. Suddenly Ruth broke off to say loudly and with heat, “Shaking your head again—I’ve never known you to be so critical. What’s wrong? What am I doing now?”

“I don’t quite pin it down,” said her father. “You just aren’t getting the character, that’s all. You’re projecting something that’s false. The woman is a widow with three kids. You make her sound like Mrs. Astorbilt.”

“I do not,” Ruth cried angrily. “And after all, women with three kids aren’t necessarily work-worn drudges. They have automatic washers and they don’t beat rugs over clotheslines any more, and some of them ever have part-time help. Yes, even someone like this character. You’re out of date, Dad!”

“I wish sometimes you had married,” said Mr. Rand reflectively. “There’s a whole section of your life undeveloped, withered. You have not the faintest idea of the life of a mother. No, no conception.”

Ruth was silent as if he had wounded her in some indefensible manner. Finally she said quietly, “You can be cruel. Yes, very cruel.”

In the moment before Mr. Rand could answer, Miss Rachel slipped the bracelet from her pocket and shook it sharply.

There was a space of silence in the big room beyond. The door was open perhaps six inches, shutting off her view of them, and theirs of her. They should have heard the tinkling of the little bells quite plainly. Miss Rachel waited.


It was Ruth who finally spoke again. “Dad—did you hear something just then? A sort of—” She broke off; she made a wordless exclamation.

Mr. Rand said something which Miss Rachel was unable to catch.

She let the bracelet dangle; the sound of the little bells was faint, even to her, the tiny clappers barely brushing the silver shells.

Mr. Rand shouted in the den.

Ruth said shrilly: “What’s the matter with you?”

“Stop it!”

“I’m not doing anything!”

“Make her stop it!”

“Who?” There was movement beyond the slightly opened door, the creaking of furniture as if someone writhed in a chair, Ruth’s hurrying footsteps. “What can I do?”

“Send her away.” Mr. Rand’s voice was high-pitched, forced past some closing in his throat, all expression except fear drained out of it. “Send Lila’s ghost away. Ask her to forgive me and to leave me alone.…” He began to weep in great gulping sobs.

Ruth murmured comfort to him. Apparently she thought he was having a spell of some kind. “It’s all right. Lean on me, Dad.”

There was a terrific crash of breaking wood and glass. Miss Rachel stepped where she could look into the room. Ruth Rand lay in the shards of a glass-topped coffee table, her injured ankle twisting under her, her arm unsteady as she tried to push herself up. There was blood on her face and on the collar of her blouse. Her eyes were fixed on her father.

For an instant time ticked back and Miss Rachel remembered Ruth as she had first met her, in the ruins of the big window of the pet shop.

Mr. Rand rose shakily from his chair to stand over his daughter. “I had to shove you off. You’re stupid and you won’t obey. Lila’s ghost is in the hall and you won’t go see to it. I’ve been expecting her, and now she’s come. But this you have to understand—it was with her as it was with you just now. I lost my temper. In a way, you might say, it was an accident—”

“What are you saying?” Ruth screamed. She had crawled to her knees. She plucked a splinter of glass from her palm, digging it out with the nails of the other hand, then getting to her feet to back away from the dazed old man. “You’ve lost your mind! Bax … we know Bax did it!”

“Miss Rand.”

Ruth turned her head.

“When was the big patch put in your cement driveway?”

The words fell into the silence; their echo seemed to run through the empty air of the big room and then die slowly. Miss Rachel let the bracelet tinkle, a last forlorn whisper of silver notes. Mr. Rand turned his head toward her. Hate flamed in his eyes and if he could, she sensed, he would have torn her to pieces like a tiger.

“I lost my temper,” he said huskily. Life suddenly rushed out of him; he shuddered, put up a hand as if to brace himself against an invisible wall; “She wanted part of the money for Bax. She was stupid about that man.” He looked at Miss Rachel again with the flaming promise of violence, but strength was gone, eaten away by the corroding guilt.

His hand faltered against his chest, the fingers digging into his shirt. He drew a long hoarse breath, twitched his head forward, and fell full length into the center of the floor.

Ruth whimpered. “What shall we do? Can we get a doctor?”

Miss Rachel knelt beside her crouching figure. “When was the patch put in?”

“About the time Lila went East. I mean—when I thought she’d gone East. Do you think—” She forgot the question in her anxiety for the old man. “He’s so still. Can we save him?”

Miss Rachel lifted a slack wrist, felt for the pulse.

Ruth’s eyes were round, fearful. “Dad patched the drive. He said the ground was sinking. I never could see what he meant, but I wanted to humor him. Are we going to let him die? Should we?” The terrible question brought pallor washing across her face.

Miss Rachel felt sorrier for Ruth Rand in that moment than she ever had for anyone. To know that your father has killed the niece both of you loved—But fortunately, one question could be settled forever. “We won’t call a doctor. No one could save him. He’s gone.”

Ruth bent her head to weep. “He had such an awful temper.”

It was a fitting epitaph.

The living room was shadowy with twilight. Miss Jennifer sat in a corner, still wearing a hat and coat, and with a bottle of smelling salts in her hand. She opened the bottle frequently for a reviving sniff. The cat at her feet twitched her tail at the unfamiliar odor.

Bax Bonnevain sat on a couch. He had an uneasy manner, kept rolling his hat between his hands, and watched the door nervously. He wished that the other little old lady would come home. Miss Jennifer had answered his ring and had led him in here, but not said a word since; just once in a while, though, she groaned feebly. He had no idea what was wrong with her. Apparently she had been out somewhere and had gotten sick. What did go wrong with little old ladies? Asthma? Arthritis? Or whatever it was his Aunt Fibby had called the vapors?

He thought of his Aunt Fibby then, in contrast to this rather battle-ax type who sat across the room with her smelling salts. Aunt Fibby had owned a racing stable—all trotters. She hadn’t been a bit averse to giving the horses a workout herself. She had smoked a pipe. A real character. He grinned over the memory. Aunt Fibby had always ridiculed the fainting type with their vapors.

This one across the room didn’t seem the fainting type either, somehow. No, probably not even when she was young. She’d had a bad turn. That was it.

Steps sounded in the hall and Miss Rachel came in, taking off her hat. She said to Bax, “I’m sorry I was late. I stayed with Ruth until they took her father’s body away. Mr. Rand is dead.” She sat down. Bax noted with approval that she was businesslike and calm. You’d think she’d be needing the smelling salts instead of the other one.

She looked briefly at Jennifer, then returned to Bax. “Miss Rand doesn’t agree with me—I might say, as usual—but I believe you should know the truth. Your wife was killed by her grandfather in a fit of temper.”

The words sank down through his consciousness; it was hard to assimilate them, to believe. To Bax the old man had been a hateful character, but not that bad.

Miss Rachel saw his urge to dismiss the truth. “Your wife was keeping quite a sum of money for her grandfather. Apparently he didn’t want Ruth to know of it, since she would have expected him to pay off debts with it and otherwise bear more of the burden of keeping their household.”

Bax was motionless, his face showing the shock her words had given him. In her corner, Jennifer was sitting a little straighter, the smelling salts forgotten.

The cat decided to settle herself in Miss Rachel’s lap; and was much put out to find Miss Rachel not in the mood.

“As far as Ruth and I could figure it out, he won the money at the races during the last six months Lila lived with you in Creek Canyon. He must have plunged, really risked large amounts, and had a streak of almost incredible good luck. Sometimes, of course, it goes like that; but usually the ordinary bettor doesn’t get it up to forty thousand or so, which was the amount Mrs. Elvore mentioned. Later, his luck apparently changed, and sensing this, he stopped betting large sums and tried to hang on to the twenty-six thousand or so still left in the account.”

“She must have arranged to pay him before we left,” Bax said stumblingly.

“Undoubtedly she intended to. But at about that time, too, she learned somehow that her grandfather—not you—had killed the original Tom Boy, and had let you assume the guilt. We may also presume that the death of the cat was not an accident, as she had supposed. Mr. Rand hated cats. I think that Jacob Sutter must have dropped a hint during the last conversation she had with him—perhaps an unknowing hint, for Jonathan Sutter was the guilty party who helped Mr. Rand fool his niece. At any rate, your wife loved you very much and it hurt her cruelly to know that she had believed a lie about you. She had enough of the old man’s temper, under the surface, to be thoroughly angry about it.”

Bax said nothing. His eyes expressed his bitter thoughts.

“We can only surmise, now, the course of events on the night of your wife’s death. One thing in retrospect is revealing—your wife’s act in putting the cat into the refrigerator. As I see it, she must have gone into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door, when her grandfather somehow attracted her attention and beckoned to her from out-of-doors. She simply thrust the cat in to get it out of harm’s way—remembering, as she did, what had happened to the other pet.”

“He got her outside and killed her … just like that?”

“The quarrel between them wasn’t new; and it was most bitter. He had been at your house very early that day, obviously to claim the money while you weren’t around. There was a terrific fight between him and Lila. Mr. Harper overheard it and thought that the two of you were battling. The piano was damaged at this time, so we may judge how far the argument went.”

Bax’s glance was turned inward upon his memories. “The piano? She kept it wrapped all that day. Until the van came for it.”

“She hated you to know the truth about the old man. She must have tried to force him to make a generous gesture of repayment … some of the money to atone for the wrong he’d done you. Most likely, to settle your account with the Sutters.”

He nodded grimly. “Yes, she was optimistic on that score, I remember.”

“The old man’s rage had been bottled up in him all that day—and we know that his ordinary reaction to anger and frustration was what Carol Callahan called ‘foaming fits.’ So he murdered Lila. Perhaps we will know the means when the police excavate the grave under the Rand driveway. Or perhaps not. If he stabbed her as he did Sutter, the knife was no doubt long ago disposed of.”

His hands clenched on the hat. “You said … the driveway?—”

“Mr. Rand took his granddaughter’s body home and buried it there with a story to Ruth that the driveway needed repair.”

“And the note left in the refrigerator?”

“Obviously Mr. Rand typed it and put it there. You and Harper were out of the house, searching for Lila. Mr. Rand sneaked back, typed the note quickly, put it where you’d find it eventually. With a sly, bitter touch—leaving the cat there, thinking it might freeze before you opened the door again.”

Bax’s voice rushed on, as though he found the narrative unendurable and must hear its finish as soon as possible.

“What of Sutter’s murder?”

“I telephoned Jonathan Sutter while Ruth and I waited for the police a short while ago. He is too frightened now to conceal the truth. He sold Mr. Rand the substitute cat; and Rand had him make a false entry, giving you as the buyer. He and Rand also cooked up a plan lately—Mr. Rand was to storm and harass him, in pretense, and keep the puzzle going until they could pin the thing on you. This part of it backfired—Jacob Sutter grew suspicious and decided to talk things over with you. Jonathan told Rand about it. When Jacob went to your house in the canyon, Rand followed and murdered him … as Carol described. This put Jonathan on a terrible spot. He was pretty sure that Rand had killed his brother; but the thought that he might be next really set him spinning. He was in terror lest you force the truth from him—hence his flight, and his begging protection of Ruth, whom he supposed to be in on the secret about the cat.”

“And all of it was over the money—the money Lila had kept for her grandfather?”

“Yes. It was a cheap price for two lives, wasn’t it?”

He rose. His face worked with rage. “I wish the old man were alive that I could beat him to death for what he did to Lila!”

She put out a cautioning hand. “Mr. Rand could not have been completely a monster. He must have suffered agonies of guilt, remorse, and fear. Killing Jacob Sutter was a last desperate resource, a way to keep Ruth from learning the truth. He must have faced the loss of his daughter’s love over and over in his mind.” She rose quickly then, seeing that Bonnevain intended to go. “You’ll want to take Lila’s cat home again. He’s at a veterinary hospital. Let me give you the address.” She reached for her handbag to extract a card. “Mr. Rand made a final attempt on the old cat’s life. It was the act of a man almost past reason.”

Rand must have thought the animal an indestructible demon. But no. A ghost, more likely. Lila’s ghost. Woman into cat.…

“He’s at rest now. Try to forgive.”


Bax Bonnevain went out without answering, a small man with a thin figure and a broken face. She wondered what would become of him now. Probably he would sell the house in the canyon and drift on, following the horses from track to track.

When she returned, Miss Rachel switched on the lamps. She was aware of a great weariness. She had finished the search for Lila Bonnevain, but there was no victory in it. Nor profit. How could you ask a woman to pay you for proving her father a murderer? She sat down heavily beside Jennifer, touched Jennifer’s stiff, chilly fingers. “Are you all right? You haven’t said a word all this time. And why the smelling salts?”

Miss Jennifer batted her eyes; her throat worked. “You know … after you left me—” The shadowy memory of a terrifying experience seemed to cross her face. “I can’t explain what came over me. I just can’t.”

There was a smell of disaster about her. Well, the money was gone then. Poor Jennifer!

“It’s all right. Everyone has to be a little foolish, once in a while.”

“I’ve betrayed the memory of Father!” Miss Jennifer’s fingers strayed across her big, fat, old-fashioned cowhide purse. “I’ve undone everything he ever taught us about—about honesty, and thrift, and—”

“No, no, it’s not worth crying over!” Miss Rachel put an arm across Jennifer’s shaking shoulders. “We’ll have dinner, and talk of something cheerful for a change. We’ll feed Samantha some fresh liver. We’ll have tea, afterward, in front of the television.”

Comfort her with little things. Get her mind off the unbearable stresses of the afternoon at the races, where—obviously—she had lost her small winnings.

The purse popped open just then under Jennifer’s nervous touch. It took Miss Rachel a moment to grasp what it was that spilled in a green cascade over Jennifer’s knees to the floor.

Money. Tens and twenties. A roll that—yes, the phrase was apt, she thought—a roll that would choke a horse.

“Father would never forgive me! Winning money at a race track! Gambling with the stuff he spent his life managing sensibly! Oh, Rachel!”

Miss Rachel was on her knees, stacking bills together, counting under her breath. She wondered what Mr. Harper would say.

It’s Pouring.…

It really was!
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