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CHAPTER ONE

The Housekeeper, Mrs. Damond, put her head into the room where Miss Rachel Murdock sat with her eye to a microscope. At the sound of the door opening, Miss Rachel glanced up. A big black cat on the table seized the opportunity to put its nose on the microscope and try to sniff out what it was which so fascinated its mistress. Mrs. Damond said, “There is someone wants to see you.”

Miss Rachel automatically smoothed a couple of white witch-locks behind her ears. “Who?”

“A young lady.” Mrs. Damond lowered her voice. “I think she might be in trouble, somehow.”

Miss Rachel stood up, smoothing the taffeta skirt. The big black cat put a paw upon the viewing stage of the microscope and with a touch of mischief pulled the glass slide awry. Miss Rachel grabbed the cat and put it on the floor. “I’ll see her in the front sitting room.”

Mrs. Damond said, “Miss Jennifer is planting daffodil bulbs just below those windows.”

“I see. Take the young lady into the upstairs parlor.”

Mrs. Damond withdrew. Miss Rachel went over to a mirror, smoothed the white hair, and then regarded herself with a touch of interest, as if perhaps expecting some inner deviltry or daring to show. Then she went out with the black cat at her heels.

The girl had not had time yet to sit down in the small, dim, old-fashioned parlor. She was facing a chair, and when Miss Rachel entered she turned toward the door. She smiled, a rather uncertain smile, and said, “My name is Donwyn Shore. Mrs. Palmer suggested that I come here.” She held out a neatly gloved hand, pressed Miss Rachel’s fingers firmly. She was quite pretty, Miss Rachel thought. Not obviously striking or voluptuous. She was the type who would grow on you. She had fine skin, delicate blond coloring, and in the midst of the young face the large hazel eyes were almost startling. These hazel eyes surveyed Miss Rachel’s little figure and tried politely to conceal the disappointment she felt. She hesitated, then said, “I have a problem, a family problem.”

“Sit down. By Mrs. Palmer I presume you mean Dr. Elizabeth Palmer, the psychiatrist?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

They seated themselves opposite each other in a pair of spidery chairs, with the cat on the pink rag rug between them. The cat began to wash its paws with an air of also keeping an ear open. Miss Rachel, too, appeared to wait for an instant for some sign of a presence in the hall. Then she said, “Tell me about it.”

Again the girl hesitated. “You are a—a detective?”

“I meddle around,” Miss Rachel said. “Some of my meddlings might be considered to be detective work. I’ve exposed a few naughty people.”

“Mrs. Palmer mentioned something down on the desert, a place called Brickoven.”

“That was last year. I haven’t had anything very interesting since.” Miss Rachel took on an expectant look, as if encouraging the girl to relieve the monotony. “To begin with, do you live here in Los Angeles?”

“No. I live up the coast, near Ventura. That’s how I came to know Mrs. Palmer. She has a beach house there.”

Sensing the girl’s disappointment—obviously she hadn’t expected a little old spinster of almost seventy—Miss Rachel plunged on: “You said your problem concerned your family. You might start in by telling me who is in your family, describing each member.”

The girl’s eyes flickered. “There isn’t anyone but myself. No—that isn’t quite what I meant, either. The problem concerns a legacy and some people who are distant relatives of mine. Five years ago my aunt Gertrude died. She sent out some letters. Now we’re supposed to gather here in Los Angeles and identify ourselves with the letters and dispose of Aunt Gertrude’s belongings. We have to have all five—five people, five letters. And one of us won’t come, won’t produce a letter, and won’t even admit being an heir.” The girl plucked at her gloves, pulled them down, off, and a diamond sparkled on her left hand. “It’s a middle-aged cousin, a man. Paul Postelwait. He won’t answer letters or telegrams. He slammed the door in my face when I went to his house.” She looked up at Miss Rachel, and a thought was mirrored in the gaze: you can’t do anything, either. You’re too Little and too old. She flushed a little, because Miss Rachel’s glance is keen, reads thoughts, and is amused by them.

“This five business,” Miss Rachel began. “I take it your late aunt was a student of numerology?”

“That and spiritualism and Yoga and tea-leaves readings and almost anything else you might name.”

“How extensive is the estate?”

“There’s hardly anything to it. An old house in the West Adams district—you know, one of those stone piles which are a drug on the market now. And some furniture. The house has been leased to a woman who took in roomers. I don’t imagine the furniture is much now after five years of transient rental. And the house—” Donwyn Shore made a baffled motion. “You can’t heat such old barns decently without going bankrupt, and all the plumbing is out of date and needing repair, and the walls grow mold in the winter.”

“Who told you all this?”

“The woman who has leased it. Mrs. Dauntry.”

“She is not by any chance one of the people with letters?”

“Oh no. She is just the lessee—my aunt drew up the lease before her death. For five years, agreeing with the time the estate was to be held intact before division.”

Miss Rachel was frowning. “This seems a most queer sort of arrangement. Have you or any of the other heirs had any legal advice on it?”

Donwyn shook her head. “We wanted to humor my aunt. She was very good to all of us. Besides, there will be so little for each of us, and none of us are exactly in need right now—you see, there’s no need to argue or to consult lawyers. There wouldn’t, be any hitch at all, in fact, if it weren’t for Paul Postelwait. He’s horrid.” The girl looked at her hands and twirled the ring on her left hand, and Miss Rachel got the impression that there were interests and people back in Ventura and that Donwyn’s heart was there with them.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Well … I went first to Mrs. Palmer, thinking she might get to Cousin Paul somehow and straighten him out—or at least find out if he’s mentally off somewhere. Only she didn’t seem to think the job was just her line. She said I’d better come to you, that if he was off his stick you’d know it as well as she, and if it was something else you’d figure that out too.” The doubt lay in Donwyn’s eyes, and she straightened on the chair as if in another moment Miss Rachel would admit being powerless to help and she could express her regret and go.

Miss Rachel said, “Hmmm. Yes, that’s logical. Would you like some tea, Miss Shore? It’s a little chilly today for October.”

“Tea?”

Miss Rachel went to the door, opened it, and studied the hall. “Mrs. Damond?”

Mrs. Damond slipped out of a bedroom some distance down the hall and came toward Miss Rachel on almost silent feet. “She’s still down there planting bulbs, but there aren’t many left in the basket. She snipped a few chrysanthemums a minute or so ago, absent-mindedly like. She might get interested in something else down there when the bulbs are done.”

“Let’s hope so. Can you fix us a pot of tea? If she comes in and sees what you’re doing, tell her I’m trying to ease a piano salesman out gently.”

Mrs. Damond nodded. “Keep an ear out for her. I’ll only be a minute, but she’s so quick.”

“Suspicion makes her quick,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “My poor sister was born to be a snoop, if she’d only admit it.” She went back into the parlor. Donwyn Shore was standing in the middle of the floor, and a decision to leave was written on her. “Sit down,” Miss Rachel said. “I have one important question to ask you. What are you afraid of?”

“Afraid?” Miss Shore shrugged. “Why should you ask that?”

“Something has frightened you.” Miss Rachel didn’t sit down, either, but went over to the window and looked out. Her sister was in the yard below, in a denim coverall apron, a busted straw hat on her head, her hands encased in carpenters’ gloves. The gloves had been forgotten by the man who fixed their porch two years ago; of course Jennifer was merely keeping them for his return. Getting the good of them, she’d have called it. The pale October sunlight made the scene a trifle dismal. “Are you afraid of this Paul Postelwait you mentioned? Or of someone else?”

“I’m not afraid of people,” Donwyn said hastily.

Miss Rachel looked at her big black cat, half asleep now on the rag rug. “Animal, vegetable, or mineral?”

“I wish I knew,” Donwyn said in a husky voice. “You see, Miss Murdock—Aunt Gertrude’s house is haunted.” She retreated to the chair, sat down hard enough to make the spidery under-pinnings creak, bit her lips sharply. “I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just a—a silly scare I had.” She looked to see if Miss Rachel meant to press the matter. “When I first came down from Ventura a week ago I went out to Aunt Gertrude’s house. Mrs. Dauntry wasn’t there. I waited a little while in a sort of parlor. It was awfully shabby, almost bare—that’s why I said what I did about the furniture not being worth anything any more. I remembered the way the room looked when Aunt Gertrude was in it.”

“And while you waited—some ghost walked in?”

The girl tried to smile. “Well, not that bad. But something happened I couldn’t explain. I thought maybe it was in my head, and that was one thing I wanted to ask Mrs. Palmer about when I went to see her. Only I didn’t. It wasn’t important, really.”

Miss Rachel felt a rising impatience. “Come on, out with it. You’ve got me drooling.”

Donwyn crossed her neat narrow ankles, then uncrossed them. She frowned. “Do you ever feel that someone’s in the room, watching you—though you can’t see them?”

“Often,” said Miss Rachel, remembering her sister. “Mostly it’s guilty conscience.”

“But this couldn’t have been a guilty conscience,” said Donwyn, taking her literally. “I hadn’t done anything.”

“That’s all that happened? You sensed someone watching you?”

“I—I felt a kind of presence,” Donwyn stammered, growing pink. “There was a whispering noise, a kind of rustle, too, and it seemed if I’d look around there’d be someone standing there.”

“Only you looked, and there wasn’t.”

“I was afraid to look at first. I knew the room was empty and the corner where the noise was hadn’t any opening in it, no door or window. Of course it must have been a mouse.” She tried the smile again, and it was sickly.

“What happened afterward? Mrs. Dauntry came in?”

“No. I decided suddenly to leave without seeing her. One of the roomers, a blond lady living there, had admitted me. I tried to find her to explain that I wasn’t going to wait after all, but she wasn’t anywhere in sight, so I went on. The house needs painting badly.” Donwyn added this last as if in her mind’s eye she saw the house as she had departed from it, shabby and neglected. “I just went away.”

Miss Rachel came and sat down again and studied her curiously. “You don’t seem the kind of girl to be frightened of nothing.”

Donwyn shook her head. “That’s all there was. The sound. The feeling that someone was behind me. A movement I sensed but couldn’t see.”

“Have you gone back again since?”

“No. I don’t want to go there again. I remember the old house when it was beautiful. You see, I lived there until I was twelve.”

“With your aunt?”

“Yes. She was my guardian after Mother died.”

“And after you were twelve?”

“She sent me to a private school, a boarding school. It’s in Ventura. I took a secretarial course during my last year there, and after I graduated I found a job with an oil firm. So I stayed in Ventura. I’ve only been back once, just after I finished school, when Aunt Gertrude died. I came back for her funeral.”

“Was she kind to you?” Miss Rachel asked. “What are your memories of her?”	o

“She was never unkind, but she seemed to hold herself away,” Donwyn answered after a moment’s thought. “I used to wonder about it. She seemed to want to love me, to show affection. Sometimes I’d catch glimpses of her when she thought I wasn’t looking, and she seemed sad and wistful. I used to wonder if she blamed herself for Mother’s death. It happened in Europe, on a tour that Aunt Gertrude arranged. Perhaps she thought that she was to blame for my being an orphan, and then at the same time she felt that she mustn’t spoil me.”

It seemed to Miss Rachel that Donwyn had thought out the situation to a logical solution. “When did you first hear about this arrangement with the letters?”

“She sent out the five letters a few months before her death. Her heart was failing her. She knew death wasn’t far away.”

“Do you have your letter with you?”

The girl shook her head. “No. It’s in a safety box in a bank downtown. In the letter my aunt stressed how careful each of us was to be. The letters must be kept safe All five of them must be produced within the time set forth—five years from her death.”

“Does the letter discuss your part of the legacy?”

“No.”

There was an interruption then. Mrs. Damond came with a tray bearing the tea-things. When she had gone again, Miss Rachel asked, “What did it say?”

“It mentioned two bequests to other people, one to my aunt Etta and the other to Cousin Paul.”

“Paul Postelwait, who won’t answer his door?”

“He slammed the door,” Donwyn corrected carefully. “He doesn’t answer his mail.”

“Are you sure that he is one of the people who received a letter? He might figure in a minor bequest without being included among the principal heirs.”

Miss Shore shook her head firmly. “He received a letter, all right.”

“Your first thought, since he refused a legacy, was that he might be mentally unbalanced? Had you thought there might be some element of spite behind his actions? He could be holding up the disposal of your aunt’s property through some old sense of grievance.”

Donwyn’s look had pity in it, and patience, as though Miss Rachel had turned out much more dense than she had expected. “Perhaps I didn’t explain things clearly. He doesn’t just deny being an heir and not having a letter. He denies being Cousin Paul at all.”

She had indeed caught Miss Rachel off base. For one of the few times in her life dumb astonishment held Miss Rachel silent.

“He sends mail back,” Donwyn said, as she would have told a child. “He writes on the envelopes: Not Here, or Unknown. When you ring his phone, he picks up the receiver and yells, Cronk speaking.’ You just can’t imagine how—how goofy he is!” Donwyn’s eyes sparkled with anger.

“But if you know him, if you recognized him—”

“How could I? I hadn’t seen him since I was about ten years old. I don’t remember what he looked like.”

“But other people do. Your other relatives, the ones with letters, for instance; they should want to help.”

“They don’t.” She was bitter now, her young face hurt with disappointment. “They don’t seem to think the estate is worth making any effort or stirring up any fuss. I called Mrs. Dauntry on the phone today. You’d think, since her lease is up and the place will be sold, she’d be anxious to see it all settled. Probably she receives something or other too. But all she could harp about was the house, how old it was, how expensive to keep up—as if she’d done any keeping up—and why didn’t one of us come out and mend the cat walk.”

Miss Rachel could only echo, “The cat walk?”

But Donwyn didn’t explain. “She wouldn’t go with me to pin Cousin Paul down. She didn’t have time, she said. She had to mend the worn spots in the carpets, or something.” All at once, as if the memory of Mrs. Dauntry’s refusal was the last straw, the girl opened her purse. She took out a five-dollar bill and laid it on the tea tray. “Mrs. Palmer seemed sure you’d know what to do. Please help me. I want to go home to Ventura.”

Miss Rachel, surprised all over again by the sudden direct action, looked at the money. She wondered if Donwyn had any idea what the usual charge was among licensed operators for such a job, and decided she didn’t. But, Miss Rachel reminded herself, she was not licensed. And something in the mixed-up affair intrigued her; the ghost, perhaps. She said, “Very well, I’ll see what can be done.”

“Here’s his address.” The girl laid a card beside the bill.

“Leave me your telephone number and address, also, so I can get in touch with you,” Miss Rachel told her.

Their business concluded, Miss Shore made her excuses and went away. Miss Rachel went to the telephone, called the Main Library, asked for the room containing the city directories, and checked up on Mr. Paul Postelwait. He was listed as living at the address the girl had given her.

Mrs. Damond came in to clear away the tea tray. “Your sister just came into the kitchen and is drinking her carrot juice. I’ll slip this tray into the pantry and wash up after she’s away. What was the matter with the young lady, if you don’t mind my curiosity?”

“She’s lost a cousin and acquired a ghost,” Miss Rachel answered. “A situation she finds annoying past endurance.”

“I wouldn’t like that either,” Mrs. Damond decided.


CHAPTER TWO

Miss Rachel next Rang the office of Mr. Simpkins, a small man with the expression of a great Dane, who had been the family lawyer for as long as she could remember. He must be about ninety-five, she thought. The only thing he ever complained about was a dry throat, for which he constantly sucked on medicinal lozenges. His voice on the phone was slightly hoarse. “Yes, Rachel? What can I do for you?”

“I’m just curious. I’ve just heard of a most peculiar will. An old lady died and left her property to be held intact for five years. It’s a house, and she leased it. She sent letters to five of her relatives, giving instructions as to what was to be done when the lease was up. Did you ever hear of anything like that?”

“Hmmmm,” said Mr. Simpkins.

“It wasn’t stated, but apparently the contents of the five letters are known only to those receiving them. They were to be kept safe and secret. And apparently the letters concern the bequests for others than the recipients.”

“I see.”

“What do you think of all this? Could it be considered evidence of unsound mind?”

“I doubt that. It might be attacked as open to fraud—the letters, you say, being kept in private hands all this time. Much could have happened, in fact.” He sucked audibly on his cough drop. “Is there to be litigation?”

“I don’t think so,” Miss Rachel said. “The heirs seem to feel that there isn’t anything worth fighting over. The delay, though—this five years’ business—what do you think could have been the purpose of that?”

He cracked his cough drop; it sounded in the telephone like corn popping. “Oh—many things. The deceased may have thought that there would be a substantial increase in property values and that the heirs would profit thereby. Such an increase has occurred, of course.”

“But the house has deteriorated.”

The cough drop made a noise like gravel spinning in a tub. “Land doesn’t deteriorate. You should remember that. Remember what we did with your father’s Santa Monica property two years ago? Where is this house?”

“On West Adams. Or in that district, at any rate. You know—white elephants. Giants too big to heat and almost too massive to tear down. A relic of the days when servants were cheap, plentiful, and had no objection to a sixteen-hour day. Gone forever, thank God. What other reasons might there be, from a legal point of view, for such an arrangement for the disposal of the estate?” She waited, and he chewed.

After a while he said, “This woman, the one who left the house, didn’t have legal reasons in mind. Very few people do when they write oddities into their wills. They have personal scores to settle.”

“You think that must be it?”

“Obviously. Many possibilities come to mind. She may have expected one of the heirs to die during the time of delay and so be cheated out of his part of the estate.”

“That couldn’t be. The instructions, as I understand, are that all five heirs must come forward, and all five letters produced.”

He thought about it some more. He started on a new lozenge; Miss Rachel heard the click as he popped it through his teeth. “Perhaps the lady had a sense of humor. Perhaps she believed that after death she might attain a point of observation where she could watch the doings of her heirs.”

Miss Rachel remembered Donwyn’s words about Yoga and spiritualism. “Yes, she did go in for that sort of belief.”

“Then probably she’s having herself a good time.”

He was obviously through guessing. Miss Rachel thanked him for his opinions. Just as she was about to hang up, he spoke again.

“One more thing. This is not a good way to dispose of your estate. Don’t go imitating it.”

“Jennifer will see that anything we leave will be ironclad,” Miss Rachel assured him.

She went back to the telephone book and had just put a finger under Mrs. Meta Dauntry, 14 Trafalgar Place, when Jennifer came into the room. Miss Jennifer Murdock had not the graceful figure or the porcelain complexion that made her sister look, as Mr. Simpkins had once gallantly pointed out, like a lady in a minuet; she had been plain from childhood and somewhere along the line had come to associate a lack of embellishment with a high standard of virtue. Now she was perspiring from her efforts in the garden under the heavy coverall apron. Unbuttoning the apron, she said, “What’s wrong with Mrs. Damond? She’s been pussyfooting about, peering at me from the upstairs windows. I pretended not to notice. Is she all right?”

“I peeped at you too,” Miss Rachel admitted. “That heavy work, digging and planting, should be turned over to the gardener, Jennifer.”

Jennifer bristled. “He doesn’t know a daffodil from a turnip. All he’s good for is to mow the lawn. Don’t ever—ever—let him in among the flowers.” She sat down and fanned herself with the broken, frowzy straw hat. Then she inquired, too casually: “Who did you have in here, Rachel?”

Miss Rachel’s eyebrows rose.

Jennifer went on: “You had somebody, don’t deny it. There’s a tea tray in the pantry, hidden under a towel. Why didn’t you call me in for some? I’m thirsty too.”

The innocence, Miss Rachel decided, was deceiving. “It wasn’t anyone you knew.”

“Someone wanting—ah—professional help?”

Miss Rachel stole a glance at her sister, trying to find a hint of the disapproval she expected; but there was merely a guileless and impersonal interest. “It was a young lady, a stranger. Mrs. Palmer sent her. She’s having trouble over an inheritance.”

Jennifer’s glance was sharp. “That was all?”

“Yes.”

Jennifer’s nose twitched. Perhaps she was tempted to wonder if there’d really not been a murder yet, and to make a prophecy of what would happen before Miss Rachel was through; but she must have put the temptation aside. She said, “It sounds interesting. What is the trouble?”

Miss Rachel told her a part of the girl’s story, the part that concerned Mr. Paul Postelwait and his denial of identity. She tactfully omitted the incident of the ghost—whatever that really had been—because it was the kind of thing that always made Jennifer poof and snort. Then she asked, “I wonder how you’d go about making Mr. Postelwait admit who he is?”

“First I’d find out if he isn’t,” Jennifer said. "Why should you take the girl’s story without a grain of salt? Maybe she’s trying to latch onto this poor man when he isn’t the one she wants at all.”

“I’ll have to get started on it.” Miss Rachel stole a second studying glance at her sister; the mood was new, the air of co-operation almost miraculous. Perhaps Jennifer, too, had languished in boredom since the affair in Brickoven. “Would you care to go with me? I was thinking—you haven’t sold all of those boxed Christmas cards, the ones for the Animal Welfare Fund. We might peddle them in the neighborhood where this Mr. Postelwait lives.”

Jennifer pursed her lips. “Ordinarily I’d come right out with it—that I don’t want my Animal Welfare involved in one of your affairs, Rachel. But I’ve sensed a nervous restlessness in you lately. It has made me unhappy. I have hoped—more, I have even prayed on my knees—that you would become interested in some worthy cause and give up this dangerous meddling and prying into murky affairs. But I know you won’t do it. So I’m bowing to the inevitable. I made up my mind that when the next strange business cropped up I wouldn’t be critical or make objections. I’d even try to help.” She was sitting quite straight and wore the expression of a Christian martyr staring down a lion. “Wait until I change into street clothes, and we’ll start out together.”

It was truly a day of surprises. Miss Rachel sat dumfounded while Jennifer gathered up the hat, the gloves, and the apron and went away to fix herself up like a detective.

The street where Mr. Postelwait lived was lined with neat middle-sized houses. The lawns were close-cropped, neatly edged, and there were a lot of climbing bougainvillaea, oleanders, and pink geraniums, a sign, Miss Rachel thought, that a good many enthusiastic gardeners had traded slips of things up and down the block, giving the street its clean uniformity. The houses were bungalows, built in the style of the late twenties and early thirties, not new but sparkling with good care. Mr. Postelwait’s number was at about the middle of the block.

It was exactly the kind of street, Miss Rachel thought, where you might expect two little old ladies who were selling Christmas cards for the benefit of Animal Welfare. No millionaires lived here, but the people were prosperous and decent, probably middle-aged, and keeping pets of their own.

She and Jennifer chose different houses, and each went her way.

Miss Rachel chose a house two doors from Mr. Postelwait’s. The woman who answered was plump, gray-haired, pleasant, and the opened door let out the smell of cookies baking. Miss Rachel held out for her inspection a picture of a skinny, woebegone old mule. “We represent Animal Welfare,” she began, “and I want you to see a snapshot of old Jerry.”

The woman looked obediently at the picture of the mule.

Miss Rachel said, “As you can see, Jerry is not young any more, nor is he beautiful—if he ever was. He is, simply a loyal, patient, obedient beast. For seventeen years he worked for a road-construction contractor. He was on the job every day, doing all that was asked of him. You might think that this loyalty and service would have earned him a reward in his old age, some pity, some consideration.”

“Yes, you would,” said the woman uncomfortably, drawn by the plight of the mule, yet feeling the touch coming.

“When our organization rescued Jerry, he was on his way to the slaughterhouse to be made into fertilizer,” said Miss Rachel. “He was sick. He was almost blind. His poor feet were in such condition that he could scarcely walk. In fact, the man who had bought him from the contractor, the man who was employed by the fertilizer company to gather up such poor outworn animals, declared then and there that it was better to kill Jerry and put him out of his misery.”

“Well,” said the woman, not quite sure what to do with the picture.

Adroitly Miss Rachel took back the snapshot and substituted a second. This one showed apparently the same animal, only sleek and fat, its ears up, eyes fixed in the direction of the camera in an alert expression. “You can see what we did for Jerry.”

“Yes, what a change!”

Miss Rachel shuffled the other pictures in her hands quickly. “I won’t bother you with the others. I think Jerry is a perfect example of what we can do for our dumb friends. Jerry wasn’t a pet, of course, and most of our work is done with abandoned pets, caring for them until homes can be found.”

“Where is Jerry now?” the woman asked, handing back the picture.

“He is in the Animal Home pasture near San Fernando. In order to support our Animal Home and other establishments we are selling—uh—” Miss Rachel seemed to find it awkward to juggle the boxes of cards, her handbag, and the sheaf of pictures. “Oh, dear—I’m getting so tired, I’m as clumsy as a—a mule. Begging Jerry’s pardon.” She fanned herself with the snapshots.

“Come in for a minute,” said the woman generously. “Sit down and rest, if you have the time to spare.”

Miss Rachel went in and talked a little longer about Animal Welfare, about pets in general, about pets in this particular neighborhood. It was almost five minutes, before Mr. Postelwait’s name entered the conversation, and the woman, if she had been asked, probably could not have traced back to the exact point at which their talk turned in his direction.

“I believe I know a Mr. Postelwait,” Miss Rachel said thoughtfully, once the name had been brought in by the other woman. “Is he a small red-haired man with horn-rimmed glasses?”

She thought that there was a hint of hesitation before the woman spoke. “No—our Mr. Postelwait had gray hair. Almost white. And he was tall—I mean he would have been tall except that he stooped so…. Her voice died away and she sat there looking a little puzzled and worried.

“You speak as if he isn’t here any more.”

“None of us are sure.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. I thought, when I went to this Mr. Postelwait to sell him some cards, I might ask about my Mr. Postelwait. Isn’t anyone at his house?”

“Someone is there,” said the woman uneasily.

“A relative? He might give me some information.”

“Perhaps he might.”

Miss Rachel felt the woman’s aversion to the subject, and she knew that suspicion might be roused by a direct question. But the risk had to be taken. “It sounds as though there is a little mystery in regard to Mr. Postelwait.”

The woman looked quickly at Miss Rachel, smiled slightly, then averted her eyes. “I dislike to gossip, on principle—but there is something very queer going on.”

“I love a mystery. Won’t you tell me?”

The woman hesitated. Perhaps she wondered just where Miss Rachel lived, and how far her remarks might travel, and whether they might eventually return here.

“I’m just a stranger,” Miss Rachel assured her. “You don’t have to be afraid of me.”

The woman began, “This Mr. Postelwait—our Mr. Postelwait—was a tall gray-haired man, very stooped, as I said. He married some months ago, a rather—ah—flamboyant young woman, if I may say so—much younger than he, a fancy dresser, a bottle blonde. You know, peroxide. She was pretty, too, and everyone was surprised and—well, a little bit shocked. He’d been in the neighborhood for years, a very quiet man, sober, worked downtown in an office. Insurance, I think it was. About a month after he married this young woman he quit his job and disappeared. Or he seemed to …” Again she assumed the half-worried, halfmystified expression Miss Rachel had noticed earlier. “Another man appeared on the scene. He called himself Cronk, He’s living in Mr. Postelwait’s house. The wife has gone.”

“Any explanations offered?”

“No, except that he told Mrs. Barrows, next door to him on the north side, that he had leased the house from Mr. Postelwait. He never has said where Mr. Postelwait and his wife have gone—if they went. And this brings up the queerest point of all.” She dropped her voice to a near whisper. “Mrs. Barrows says that Mr. Cronk is really Mr. Postelwait.” She sat back, ready to be rewarded by Miss Rachel’s astonishment.

Miss Rachel didn’t disappoint her. “How weird! You mean, a disguise?”

“That’s what Mrs. Barrows says! Dyed hair, or a wig, and some sort of harness to make him stand straighter. And he keeps his voice at a sort of whisper.”

“But—why?”

“Mrs. Barrows has a theory that he has murdered his wife and buried her in the cellar, and that his change in appearance was made to avert suspicion, so that people would believe the Postelwaits had gone off together.”

“Has she gone to the police?”

“Oh, Mrs. Barrows wouldn’t dream of doing that!”

To herself, Miss Rachel decided that Mrs. Barrows was the one to see. She began to draw the conversation back again to Animal Welfare. In the end, owing to the mule’s remarkable rejuvenation, she sold five boxes of cards at a dollar a box.

Jennifer was already in the street, waiting with a look of impatience. “Did you sell any? Did you show them the snapshots and explain what we’re doing?”

“Five,” said Miss Rachel.

“At one house?”

“It was the mule. He made such a good impression.”

“Which mule? We have two in pasture.”

“They look so much alike,” Miss Rachel pointed out, “you might almost think they were the same animal. Before and after, sort of.”

“Well, they aren’t. You aren’t making up tales, Rachel?”

“Of course not. Why aren’t you grateful for the five dollars? Here.” She put the remaining boxes and the bill into Jennifer’s hand. “I have a new lead. I’ll meet you at the car in a little while.”

She hurried away, the taffeta skirt taut as a sail on the afternoon’s breeze.

Mrs. Barrows, when she answered her door, proved to be a sallow-faced woman wearing a dust cap, holding a broom, and burdened with an expression as if she loathed housework and hated to be caught doing it. She said shortly, “If you’re an agent or peddler, I haven’t any time for you.”

“I’m just seeking information about a missing relative,” Miss Rachel said. “Mrs. Postelwait. She’s my niece. I can’t get any satisfaction next door.”

“Come in,” said Mrs. Barrows with sour pleasure. “I’ll tell you an earful. Sit over there, that mohair chair.” She dropped the broom and tore off the dust cap with joyful hurry. "You’re that woman’s aunt? You look like a lady.”

“My poor niece was always a little wild.”

Mrs. Barrows had no hesitation about getting down to business, but the net result was scarcely more than the previous neighbor had already given her. A couple of months before, Mrs. Postelwait had disappeared. The man who claimed to be Mr. Cronk was on hand the next morning, and though he hadn’t allowed Mrs. Barrows—or anyone else—to get very close, she was sure that he was really Mr. Postelwait in disguise. Somebody ought to have a look at the cellar. It was notorious that missing wives and husbands were commonly turned up beside the furnace.

There was just one new detail. Mrs. Barrows, a close observer, said that Mr. Postelwait on most evenings left his house a little after dark, returned a short time after midnight. He didn’t drive a car now, though the original Mr. Postelwait had—a part of the disguise, obviously. On these trips he carried a small flat brief case.

Back home again with Jennifer and a net profit of eight dollars for Animal Welfare, Miss Rachel sorted her impressions. The course that Miss Shore should take was obvious. She should file a missing-persons complaint and let the police investigate the whereabouts of Mr. Postelwait and the identity of Mr. Cronk. Miss Rachel was reaching for the telephone to tell her this, when it rang.


CHAPTER THREE

A young feminine voice said, “This is Donwyn Shore. Remember?”

“I remember; in fact I was just going to call you. I’ve been out in the neighborhood of Mr. Postelwait’s house, and from what I can judge of the situation, you should file a missing-persons report with the police and let them force his hand. They’ll soon find out about Mr. Cronk.”

“You didn’t talk to him?” Donwyn seemed disappointed.

“It would have been useless to try.” She related what Mrs. Barrows had told her.

“I had never heard that Cousin Paul had married.” Donwyn was silent for a few moments. “Anyway, thanks very much, and I’ll think about your advice. But I called you about something else. Mrs. Dauntry insists that I come out to Aunt Gertrude’s house, and I don’t want to go alone. I was wondering if you might go with me.”

The ghost, Miss Rachel surmised, still running its cold fingers up and down Donwyn’s spine. This errand would supposedly still be included in the five-dollar fee, but Miss Rachel had no intention of quibbling. She wanted to see Aunt Gertrude’s place. “Will you pick me up?”

“Yes, right away.”

Donwyn arrived in about twenty minutes. She wore a dark blue coat against the late-afternoon coolness. Her fair hair was tied into a pink band. She ushered Miss Rachel down to the car as if little old ladies, in her experience, had proved to be fragile creatures. The car was a Ford, two or three years old, the sort of car a young secretary would buy herself. It was waxed, shining and spruce. They drove down Parchly Heights Boulevard a way, turned west on Sunset for a few blocks, then south again to West Adams.

The old homes in their expansive grounds marched on either side, Miss Rachel thought, like monuments to a kind of life that was done. A few had been converted to commercial establishments, occasionally there was one in the process of being torn down, and apartment buildings occupied corners which she recalled had once held the gardens of baronial estates. This was the breath of the past, Old L.A., the turn-of-the-century city where the mark of wealth was to live on West Adams in a house as big and drafty as a museum—with twenty servants, no electric refrigeration, no income tax, and no automatic hot water. Miss Rachel had been in some of these masonry piles when she was a child. She remembered the red plush, the quiet gloom, the tip-toeing maids, the smell of furniture wax. Well, it had been a gilded life for the few.

Her recollections were interrupted when Donwyn swung the car from West Adams into a side street. After a block they came to big brick pillars on either side and wrought-iron gates, the gates open and slightly crooked. An arch spanned the drive, wrought iron like the gates and highly ornamented, and from the arch hung iron letters commanding the wayfarer to take note of where he was: Trafalgar Place.

Once upon a time the gates had been kept closed, with a watchman to guard them, and Aunt Gertrude’s house had been exclusive indeed.

Trafalgar Place was a blind street, a cul-de-sac, with the iron arch its only front entry. Six big houses, three to a side, faced each other across the leaf-strewn pavement. There was a faint dismal hint of neglect, of decay. Donwyn pointed ahead. “Aunt Gertrude’s house is at the left, on the end. It used to be shiny white. Now—well, you can see.”

They swung to the curb and stopped, and Miss Rachel looked at the house curiously. The lower part was of stone, the upper floor walled with shingles and roofed with slate. There were two huge stone chimneys, one at either end of the house, and a wide veranda facing the street. To the left and rear, partially visible, was another smaller structure, obviously the garages, though the lines of the building suggested that it had once been a carriage house and barn. There were servants’ apartments upstairs, and at the second-floor level the smaller building was connected to the house by a sort of spindling bridge, a footpath in the air. Donwyn pointed again. “It’s that thing she wants me to look at. The cat walk.”

A cat would be nervous on such a contraption, Miss Rachel decided. As she left the car and walked toward the house, it struck her that it had once been a beautiful home. Its bigness had not been pretentious, and there was something solid and homelike in its design.

“Watch the cracks in the walk,” Donwyn cautioned. “It’s all broken here. Needs new paving. You wonder Mrs. Dauntry wouldn’t have kept it better.” She led the way up to the veranda and pulled the handle of the old-fashioned bell.

Mrs. Dauntry came to the door, admitted them unsmilingly, and, still unsmiling, took Miss Rachel’s hand as Donwyn performed the introductions. She was a short stocky woman who was probably, Miss Rachel judged, somewhere in her forties but looked younger. She had black curly hair and a round face on which the flesh looked firm, almost hard, and a small chin that jutted forward and gave her an unexpected belligerence. “How do you do?” she said to Miss Rachel, then wasted no more time on her. She said to Donwyn, “Your aunt Etta is in the small parlor. I’d like to hold our conference in there.”

Miss Rachel looked around her at the furnishings of the hall. There was a narrow strip of carpeting, too small for the wide floor and worn to shabbiness, and several chairs which were never sat in and showed it by their dust. On the wall was a picture. It was the kind of thing people liked around 1910, a couple of impossibly beautiful children holding butterflies and adorned with incredible dimples and curls, their fat hands pink as peonies. It was framed in a rococo gilt frame, cupids’ faces peeled and mottled by the dropping of the paint, and vine leaves looking as if they’d been attacked by slugs. If this was Aunt Gertrude’s taste in Art, the trip to Europe had been wasted.

Aunt Etta—it could be no other—made up in smiles what Mrs. Dauntry had withheld. She was a dumpling-shaped lady in billowing purple silk. Her gray hair was pulled high, pinned in a roll around her head, and a-flat, purple velvet hat looked as if it had been patted into place with a shovel. She leaned forward in her chair—the chair creaked—and held out a hand to Donwyn. “Nice to see you, darling. Are you keeping well?”

“Very well,” said Donwyn with a touch of stiffness. “May I introduce my friend, Miss Rachel Murdock?”

There was a flicker of change in Aunt Etta’s eyes. She’d heard the name, and in her mind she was searching for a clue.

“My aunt Etta Parr,” said Donwyn, concluding the introduction.

Abruptly Mrs. Dauntry came to the middle of the floor and dominated the little group. Miss Rachel took a moment to steal a look about; this must be the room where Donwyn had waited and had sensed the ghost. It was not a ghostly-appearing place, she thought; it showed hard usage and neglect in that it needed new wallpaper and paint and fresh curtains, but the light from the windows, though they faced the north, was bright and cheerful. In one wall was a small fireplace, perhaps the most beautiful Miss Rachel had ever seen, rose-colored marble polished like a jewel. Ashes lay in the grate, and there was a stale odor of smoke.

Mrs. Dauntry said, “I called, or sent notes, to all five of you who might be concerned with the estate.” Her remarks seemed to be directed mainly to Donwyn. “Your two cousins in Pasadena excused themselves; they’re tied up at a poetry convention. Mr. Postelwait didn’t reply.” She compressed her lips suddenly, and the small chin jutted out farther than usual. “So I have no course but to deal with the two of you. It concerns the house. My lease is up. If I’m to stay here longer there will have to be funds advanced for repairs.”

Aunt Etta assumed a pouting look, like a pinched baby, and said, “I don’t see why the, upkeep shouldn’t have come out of the rent. That should have been specified in the will. After all, you’ve had the use and the profit of the place all these years. Gertrude didn’t mean for you to let the place fall apart.”

“She wasn’t unfair enough to want me to put back all I earned by hard work into this pile of stone,” Mrs. Dauntry answered. She was still standing, though all the others had seated themselves. She was like an angry schoolteacher lecturing a bunch of dunces. “She let me have five years to make a bit of money for myself, seeing as how I’d worked for her so long for so little, and stayed with her during the war when no one had to do domestic slavery any longer—it was a fair arrangement, though not enough. Then she knew when the five years were up you’d all swoop in and clean up the crumbs. And that was what she meant for you—the leavings. I wasn’t supposed to make myself poor keeping the place ready for the rest of you.”

Her quiet voice was bitter, reproachful; and a pink flush came up into Donwyn’s fair skin, and Aunt Etta darkened to a shade dangerously near the purple of her dress.

“You all were very high and mighty,” Mrs. Dauntry finished, “and didn’t forget that I had been the maid.”

Donwyn was shaking her head. “Why do you go on like this? We all know that Aunt Gertrude never thought of you as a servant. In all the years I lived in this house when I was little I never heard her give you an order. She treated you like a friend; no, more than that, someone she loved very much. She scarcely let you out of her sight.”

There was a sudden quick stare, fixed and searching, in Mrs. Dauntry’s eyes; and the hard face seemed to grow fluid for an instant, off guard, astonished, vulnerable. “What do you mean?”

“Just what I say. Aunt Gertrude had no cause to feel that she owed you anything. As a matter of fact, you bossed her. You ran the place long before her death-put you officially in charge here.”

“Little you know,” muttered Mrs. Dàuntry, though she still showed signs of discomposure. “I’m not saying that your aunt wasn’t kind nor fair. She was. But I did work hard for her, and the obligation she felt in return is proven by her leaving me this house, rent-free, for these five years. I’ve paid the taxes, though legally I didn’t even have to do that.”

But these remarks had not the heat nor strength of her previous declarations. Something the girl had said had thrown Mrs. Daun-try off her stride, and she was slow to recover. Could it have been the phrase concerning the aunt’s not letting Mrs. Dauntry out of her sight? Had the words a different, perhaps unpleasant, meaning for the woman than Donwyn had intended?

“Oh, we aren’t getting anywhere just quibbling and nagging,” Etta Parr complained. “Let’s go see the thing that needs doing, Mrs. Dauntry, and we can have an idea of what it might cost. If it’s not too much, divided among the five of us—”

“Four of us,” Donwyn cut in impatiently. Aunt Etta seemed surprised, and Donwyn added, “Have you forgotten that Paul Postelwait isn’t with us any more?”

“Nonsense. Of course he’s with us. He’s having himself a tantrum, or a joke. He’ll come around sooner or later.”

“I have a job in Ventura, friends there that I want to return to,” Donwyn said. “I can’t wait forever in Los Angeles for Paul to decide he’s had enough fun.”

Etta shook her head, dismissing the young girl’s troubles. She stood up. “Show us your problem, Mrs. Dauntry.”

Mrs. Dauntry, all business now, herded them before her like sheep, down the hall to a rear stairway, up to the second floor. Aunt Etta waddled and puffed; Donwyn walked with a trace of adolescent awkwardness, a young colt not quite grown up; but Mrs. Dauntry had the quiet grace of a cat. There was, to Miss Rachel’s notion, exactly the same economy of effort and fluid step. There was not as much sound to her as there had been to Donwyn’s ghost.

They paused in the upper hall and Mrs. Dauntry stepped over to a door, a solid oak panel, and lifted a key off a small hook under the lintel. She turned the lock, replaced the key, and opened the door. There were sudden light and breezy air, and Miss Rachel saw the spindling footbridge that led to a similar door in the servants’ apartments over the garages.

“I’ve told Miss Graye not to use this—hence the lock,” Mrs. Dauntry said. “But she’s complaining that it’s too awkward going all the way downstairs and over here and up again to the bathroom. And it is. I want this walk repaired.”

They all looked out. Privately, Miss Rachel wouldn’t have trusted the arrangement to support a mouse, but she could not see any particular damage anywhere.

“What’s wrong with it?” Etta Parr asked.

“Try it and you’ll see.” Mrs. Dauntry waited, but Etta had no intention of trusting her two hundred-odd pounds there. “It should be supported from below, reinforced with timbers set on the cement. It sways.”

Donwyn, with more courage than her aunt, tripped out upon the little bridge and looked about her. “I used to play here. But there’s one thing I don’t understand—your renting that place over there. It was never very nice. I can’t imagine anyone wanting it.”

“Miss Graye is an artist,” Mrs. Dauntry explained. “I could see that she might need all that space, and since she offered to install a big north light in the roof at her own expense, to make a real studio out of it, I saw there was nothing to lose. It can always be rented now; there’s a demand for that sort of thing. But I won’t install a new bathroom. It would cost much too much.”

“The bathroom fixtures were all rusted to pieces when I was a kid,” Donwyn said, “and you could still smell the horses, though they’d been gone for years.” She took hold of the small frail wooden railing and leaned over to look at the grounds.

“Don’t do that!” her aunt said sharply. “Come away!”

“Perhaps another reason she wanted the apartment over the garages was its privacy,” Mrs. Dauntry said thoughtfully. “She’s young and pretty and must have lots of friends. Then, too, the only roomers in the house now are a couple of men, night workers who sleep in the daytime. She’s freer over there. She doesn’t have to worry about keeping quiet.”

Aunt Etta was looking at Mrs. Dauntry. “If you’ve only a couple of men here, you must have vacant rooms.”

“I’m not going to put new people in, then make them move when the estate is settled,” Mrs. Dauntry said with a shrug. “On the other hand, I want to keep those I have; they’re all steady and good pay, especially the young lady. She wants this bridge fixed so that she can come over more easily to the bath. I intend to see that it is done.”

Etta Parr appeared to deliberate. “I know an old carpenter who would do the job as reasonably as any. I’ll send him over tomorrow. Then we’ll know what the cost will be.”

“There is one other thing. Be sure your carpenter comes during the daytime.” Mrs. Dauntry’s voice had taken on a new edge, an angry authority. She looked from Donwyn to her aunt with eyes as hard and flat as a snake’s. “This door is locked at night. No one gets in this way. The panel is heavy oak and the lock is solid. Tampering won’t break it.” The harsh chin jutted at them.

“Why—why, I never!” Etta sputtered. Her billowy purple bosom rose and fell with her indignant breath. “You sound as if we were a couple of thieves! What on earth should bring us here after dark? What are you getting at?”

Donwyn, still out upon the little bridge, her fair skin and light hair brushed with bronze by the dying sun, had turned, and her glance was full of puzzled questions. She took a couple of steps toward them, and Miss Rachel saw the bridge quiver. The wind had torn loose the ends of the pink scarf on her hair, blown them into her face; she took her hand off the railing to tug at the whipping silk.

Mrs. Dauntry, subsiding from the peak of anger, muttered, “It’s as I say. Come by daylight or keep off.” But neither Miss Rachel nor the aunt was listening. They were engrossed with what was happening out in the sun on the little bridge.

Donwyn had paused to look down at the planks below, as if sensing all at once their unsteadiness, their weakness. At the same time the ends of the blowing scarf distracted her. Then the skirt of her dark coat whipped sidewise to twine itself upon one of the supports of the railing, a wooden round from which the paint had long since peeled away. She looked aside, seeking where the coat was caught. When she saw what had happened, she pulled with a jerk—too hard. The coat fell loose and she lurched in the other direction, striking the railing on the opposite side. There was the sound of rotten wood giving way. The girl seemed not so much to fall as, rather, to lean. She leaned across the broken railing and her face, silhouetted in the sun, was like a bright cameo. Perhaps she didn’t realize what was happening. There seemed no fear, only surprise.

What Miss Rachel did was instinctive, born not of thought but of the need to act. She weighed little more than a hundred pounds; the girl must have outweighed her by twenty. But Miss Rachel caught the blowing coat, wrapped her hands in its woolen folds, and dug in her heels. There was screaming from the open doorway behind her; Aunt Etta, she thought—Mrs. Dauntry would be doing something more practical, or nothing at all, depending on how she felt about exerting herself at the moment.

Donwyn looked over her shoulder. She took in what Miss Rachel was doing, and her own predicament must have been plain to her. In another instant, overbalanced, she’d start headlong for the pavement below. She looked sidewise at the broken railing, put out a hand to it, and the twisted wood cracked and fell away. She whimpered.

A door at the other end of the little bridge was flung open and a woman in a peach-colored satin robe ran out. All that Miss Rachel caught in that first glimpse was the brilliance of the negligee and the sharp gold of the woman’s hair. The arm that flung itself about Donwyn’s waist, in front of Miss Rachel’s nose, was young, white, and firm. And strong, too—Donwyn was jerked back from the edge of disaster and set upon her feet.

Aunt Etta stopped screaming.

Donwyn was trying to thank both Miss Rachel and the newcomer when Mrs. Dauntry broke in with introductions. They seemed ridiculous and out of place under the circumstances, like shaking hands just after a hurricane has passed over; but the news was that this was Miss Graye, the artist who had so accommodatingly done over the old servants’ quarters into a studio. The women artists of Miss Rachel’s acquaintance had not quite been of the type represented by Miss Graye; they were more intense, for one thing, and less highly buffed so far as complexion and coiffure went. For the last, they had paint on their hands and under their nails—paint that didn’t come off.

Miss Graye had a dazzlingly fresh manicure. That might have accounted, perhaps, for the lack of stray pigment.

She had little to say. She accepted Donwyn’s gratitude with a pat on the hand and said, “Oh, forget it. It wasn’t anything.” Then she went back to the studio rooms and shut her door.

On their side of the little bridge Mrs. Dauntry, too, was locking up. “Now you see how dangerous it is. Someone’s going to get hurt there if it isn’t fixed.”

Donwyn nodded wordlessly. She seemed pale now, and quiet, still seeing perhaps in her mind that pavement waiting below. Aunt Etta was fanning herself with a bit of lavender silk. “Oh, heavens yes! I’ll call the carpenter tonight.”

Miss Rachel didn’t comment; the fact of the danger was obvious. What had happened to Donwyn had been a minor incident. And still, it left an unpleasant shadow on the afternoon. There was almost the feeling that Mrs. Dauntry had needed a guinea pig to show the peril of the bridge and that she had without a qualm selected Donwyn. And still, it hadn’t happened that way at all. Donwyn had gone out upon the cat walk of her own volition; the entanglement of her coat upon the wooden support had been an accident.

But somehow the flavor of evil and of jeopardy remained.


CHAPTER FOUR

In the cab on the way back to Parchly Heights, Donwyn said, “I’ve just had an idea. This neighbor of Cousin Paul’s says that he goes out of his house every evening a little after dark. Let’s go and confront him. Let’s jump him on the street, where he’s in the open and can’t get away and can’t slam the door.” She waited, as if impatient for Miss Rachel’s reaction, and then added, “I’m getting discouraged. It’s dragging along. I want to go home.”

“It might be a good idea,” Miss Rachel answered. “Yes, I think we should try it. You must be quite assured in your identification of him, and tell him at once that if he refuses to co-operate you’re going to the police on a missing-persons complaint.”

“That should settle his hash.”

Donwyn was a skillful driver, though a little faster on the getaway than Miss Rachel cared for. And the Ford’s tires were apt to squeal a bit on the corners. As they neared home, Miss Rachel brought up another subject. “I’m interested in Mrs. Dauntry, in the background of her friendship for your aunt. How did they meet? How long did they know each other?”

“Oh, Aunt Gertrude brought Mrs. Dauntry back from Europe with her. Mrs. Dauntry was at the scene of the accident when Mother was killed. I don’t know just what she did, whether she helped Aunt Gertrude unravel the police red tape after the car was smashed, or what. She was an American, the only one for miles, it seemed, and she speaks several foreign languages fluently. Aunt Gertrude always spoke of her gratitude to Mrs. Dauntry, and yet—there was a kind of fear there too, I used to think—as if Mrs. Dauntry reminded her of a bad time she’d have liked to forget. As for how long she was with my aunt—well, I was four and a half. I can’t even remember a time when Mrs. Dauntry wasn’t in the house. It must be nearly twenty years.”

“You were quite emphatic that she’d never been treated as a servant.”

“Of course she wasn’t. Aunt Gertrude did more housework than she did. And during the time she was married and had her husband there, she was more mistress of the place than my aunt.”

“I hadn’t heard of a husband.”

“They’ve been divorced for years. They broke up with some sort of horrible row; it made Aunt Gertrude sick, really physically sick, so that she was in bed for weeks. And afterward she was never her old self. Mr. Dauntry was a chauffeur. He was a foreigner, too, and I’d always understood that Mrs. Dauntry had known him in Europe.”

Miss Rachel kept any interest, any surprise, out of her face. “How long after your aunt and Mrs. Dauntry came home did he show up?”

“I remember the wedding,” Donwyn said, wrinkling her nose in thought, or at the memory of having to sit still during the ceremony. “But I was small. It must have been a year or so after Mother’s death.”

There was another question Miss Rachel would have liked to ask, but in any phrasing it would have revealed the half surmise that was in her mind. And such a suspicion, without more proof than she had now, would not be fair to the girl. She resolutely turned her thoughts back to Mr. Postelwait. “Would you like to have dinner at my house? We can call on your cousin after we eat. It will save you a trip downtown, or else killing time in a cafe.”

“Thank you. I’ll have to call my hotel, though—I may have a visitor from Ventura.” Her glance darted to the ring sparkling on her left hand, propped now on the steering wheel.

“What’s his name?”

Donwyn shot her a shy, gamin look. “Don Carell.”

“You like him a great deal, don’t you?”

“He’s got everything,” Donwyn breathed. “He’s kind, and hand-some, and ambitious, and sober, and he likes the socks I knit and veal with sour cream.”

“Watch him,” Miss Rachel cautioned. “He might get away.”

Arrived at the house, Donwyn made her call, but no visitor had put in an appearance. They ate at a little past six. It was already growing dark outside. Miss Jennifer called attention to the fact, in case they’d been in a mood to dawdle. She had listened to the account of the visit to the aunt’s house with deep interest and with a plain determination to be broad-minded. When Miss Rachel’s story reached the incident of Donwyn’s almost falling from the bridge, Miss Jennifer’s expression took on a sour, I-told-you-so tone and Miss Rachel had to pause and take pains to make it clear that she’d had no part in the villainy—that the only villain, in fact, had been the crazy arrangement connecting the two buildings.

The cat came in when the meal was halfway through. She sampled the odors from the table, stood quiet for a moment as if evaluating the menu, then howled on an unexpectedly mournful note. “Samantha is in one of her salmon cycles,” Miss Rachel explained to the girl. “She switches from liver to smelts to fish—a week or so for each. A very spoiled cat.”

“Once for three days she wouldn’t touch a thing but pickled pigs’ feet,” Miss Jennifer put in, “and the mystery was where she’d ever tasted one of the things in the first place.”

Miss Rachel concentrated on her steak as the housekeeper came in with a saucer of canned salmon for the cat; she thought that at some other time she might explain to Donwyn that Samantha had followed her one late warm afternoon and had sampled the pigs’ feet, courtesy of a bartender who liked cats, at a small beer joint down the street. Jennifer was very active in temperance work, and Samantha’s craving for a taste acquired in a beer joint would just have made her unhappy. Silence, if not golden, was at least peaceful.

They rose from the table with an uneasy feeling of hurry. Jennifer regretted that a previous engagement to sort missionary supplies would keep her from going along. Donwyn and Miss Rachel put on their wraps and went out.	-

The night was cold, sparkling and clear. The wind had died, leaving a dusty smell in the air and blown leaves on the pavements. The drive to Mr. Postelwait’s house took about fifteen minutes. Donwyn parked the car near a street lamp, and they waited. There were lights in all of the houses, and the woman next door had her porch light on besides, the better perhaps to get another look at Mr. Postelwait as he departed.

“His lights are out,” Donwyn whispered suddenly. They waited, and now Miss Rachel felt a prickling tension, and all the things the neighbor woman had surmised ran through her head. Mr. Postelwait’s wife might be lying under the cellar floor, but Mr. Postelwait seemed easy, sure of himself—as he came into the light he was swinging a small leather case at his side and his shoulders were thrust back as if with arrogant confidence.

Donwyn slipped out of the car and Miss Rachel followed suit; they stood in the shadow of the car as the man’s broad, erect figure walked forward. And then Miss Rachel caught an incongruous sound. He was whistling, almost silently, and the tune was “I Can’t Give You Anything but Love, Baby.”

He was almost beside them when Donwyn stepped into the open under the street lamp and said, “Cousin Paul—I want to talk to you,”

Miss Rachel was close enough to see his expression under his hatbrim, and she thought that he could not have looked more shocked had he seen a cobra. He came to a ragged stop, and the leather case almost slipped from his fingers; he grabbed it with a spasmlike clutch, then began to retreat. But Miss Rachel had flanked him. She said at his shoulder, “Mr. Postelwait? I think you’d be wise to listen to Miss Shore. She has something important to say to you.”

“I am going to file a missing-persons report with the police,” Donwyn said quickly, “unless you stop this silly nonsense and get on with the settling of Aunt Gertrude’s estate. Tomorrow. It won’t help to lie or to run away.”

Surprisingly then, he stood still. His voice had a weak, husky sound, an effect of laryngitis or, as Miss Rachel suspected, faked, requiring practice and effort to assume. “My poor young woman, I am not Mr. Postelwait. My name is Cronk, George Allswede Cronk. I have rented Mr. Postelwait’s house while he and his wife are traveling in—in Canada. And you are being a nuisance, whoever you are.”

“You know who I am,” Donwyn told him. “Your silly shenanigans won’t work. Now that I’m close to you at last, I can see things about you I remember, and I’m sure—you are Paul!”

He threw a sudden glance over his shoulder at Miss Rachel, as if wondering if he could outmaneuver her and get away. She saw the weak, shallow face, the thin mouth compressed as if in fear, the hunted eyes. He grunted a few words, something about their persecuting him and his resolve not to stand for it, and then all at once he made an ugly chopping motion with the leather case. Miss Rachel ducked. There was a faint metallic clinking in the case, as if small tools had rolled together.

Donwyn stormed at him, “Stop that! Don’t you dare hit Miss Rachel!” Then she rushed him, and he turned on her like a cornered animal. A slap sounded loud in the quiet street; Donwyn gave a little cry. Then he flung her upon the grass in the parkway and literally ran across her and off into the dark.

She sat up, rubbing a bruised cheek. “Oh, that nasty little man! How horrible he is!” She let Miss Rachel help her to her feet and brush bits of loose grass off her coat. “He is crazy! He’s—he’s even dangerous!”

He had seemed to Miss Rachel exactly like a rat snapping at danger, but she forbore to give an opinion since Donwyn was giving so many. She listened to Donwyn’s storm of angry words, and then when Donwyn ran down, she proposed something quite illegal. She was glad that Jennifer’s commitments had taken her elsewhere; this was the point at which Jennifer would have balked.

“Break into his house?” Donwyn murmured, as if savoring the words. “Why, I think that would be exciting! And as you say, he’s in no position to go to the police about it, even if he finds out. It’s a wonderful idea.” She set off in a hurry for Mr. Postelwait’s dark dwelling, all but pulling Miss Rachel with her. “I’ll find proof there that he’s Paul. I might even find something which gives a clue as to why he’s acting this horrid way.”

They went up onto the porch and tried the front door and found it locked, as Miss Rachel had expected. A paved walk led around the side of the house, through shrubbery, to the rear. Here they found a bay window without a screen on it. Donwyn boosted Miss Rachel up so that she could work on the latch with a nail file. The lock was stubborn, but it gave at last. They crawled in over the sill and stood in the warm and stuffy dark.

“Pull down all the shades,” Miss Rachel cautioned.

The bay window had led into a dining space—they stumbled against a big table and chairs along the wall and a sideboard on which sat a dish of bananas. The odor of the bananas was unmistakable; Miss Rachel judged that they were on the verge of becoming overripe.

Donwyn said in a loud whisper, “I’ve got the shades down. Have you found the light?”

Miss Rachel pushed the switch beside the buffet, and she and Donwyn looked about them. The first impression was one of dreary formality. This house had been furnished ten or twelve years ago, and its duplicate must be found under a thousand other roofs. It was respectable, modest, and dull. Beyond the dining space, in the living room were the plush davenport and chair, the nine-by-twelve rug, the end tables with lamps, and then the dining-room furniture—all exactly like the furniture-sale ads in the Sunday papers. There was no sign of dust, disorder, or shabbiness. Mr. Postelwait had kept his anonymous furnishings very nicely.

Donwyn wore an expression of disappointment. “Isn’t it an ordinary little place?”

“Extremely so. Had you expected it to be?”

“I guess I hadn’t thought about it. Aunt Gertrude always had a condescending attitude about Cousin Paul. She said he’d dabbled in so many things and hadn’t produced in any of them. Like the other cousins in Pasadena—they’ve been poets for years, belonging to poetry guilds and supporting poetry contests, and yet never having anything published. Well, Paul was an artist, and then he did sculpture, in his spare time of course. I remember Aunt Gertrude saying something about a collection of ghastly daubs. I suppose he’s put them away long ago.” She looked curiously at the walls, which were bare.

Miss Rachel had found a hall and gone through it to a bedroom.

It was a practical room, a man’s room without any feminine fripperies. The floor had a plain brown rug; the bed was covered with a thick brown spread, and at the windows plain tan monk’s-cloth drapes relieved the blinds. She had seen at a glance that there was not any desk, or anything resembling a desk, in either the living or dining room. She had hopes of the bedroom, but it proved bare of anything but Mr. Cronk’s (or Mr. Postelwait’s) clothes.

There was a bathroom next to it, and then a second room which had no doubt been planned for an extra bedroom. It had been converted to a den. There was a leather couch and a television set, a small portable bar, a fireplace full of dusty ashes. And here, where she might have least expected, Miss Rachel found signs of neglect.

Mr. Cronk—converted or not from Mr. Postelwait—didn’t have much use for his den. There was a bookcase full of books, and they were cobwebby. On the television set a small vase held what had once been a couple of roses, buds perhaps, withered and broken now and festooned with cobwebs like the books. A folded newspaper on the couch showed a date of two months before and, when disturbed, gave off a shower of dust.

Donwyn was poking about. All at once she said, “Look. He’s hidden something down here. Or rather half hidden it.”

Miss Rachel poked her head over the end of the couch and saw what Donwyn had found, a shoe box on the floor between the couch and the wall.

They sat down and put it between them on the leather cushion. There was no fastening. Miss Rachel lifted the lid to reveal the papers within. She took out the one on the top; it had a legal look and was of heavy paper, folded to letter size. She pulled it open and saw what it was, the deed to Mr. Postelwait’s house. Attached to it was an added document which aped the legal phrasing of the first and transferred ownership of the house from Paul Postelwait to George Allswede Cronk.

Miss Rachel studied the added page. It had not actually been drawn up by an attorney, she surmised, since there were flaws in the legal phraseology, and no notary’s seal had been attached.

She let Donwyn look it over while she went on to the next paper. This was a single page and by means of many whereases transferred all furniture in the house to the ownership of Mr. Cronk.

“What does it mean?” Donwyn demanded.

“You remember that a little while ago on the street this supposed Mr. Cronk told us that he had rented your cousin’s house?”

“Yes, that’s what he said.”

“I think that in time, to account for a long absence, he will say that Mr. Postelwait has sold him the house and will not return.”

“It’s crazy!” Donwyn wailed. “Aunt Etta’s all wrong about it; Paul won’t ever come forward with that letter and let the estate be settled. He’s made plans, he’s cooked up all this mumbo-jumbo. How can he sell himself a house, his own house? Can’t they commit him for that?”

“You understand,” Miss Rachel pointed out, “that the mere existence of these documents doesn’t constitute a crime or evidence of intention to commit one.”

“They’re evidence of some kind of trickery!”

“Yes, we can see that—and forewarned is forearmed. It’s obvious that the business is well planned, that much preparation has gone into it, and that probably your cousin has no intention of discarding the disguise. On the other hand, the more elaborate the affair is, the more the police will have to get their teeth into when a missing-persons complaint is filed.” She was now lifting out a third document. Donwyn reached past to grip it—it was a letter inside an envelope—and to turn it to the light.

“This is Aunt Gertrude’s handwriting.”

Miss Rachel lifted out the inner pages. The ink had faded a little, but she sensed a strong, firm personality behind the bold script that filled the sheets. The date at the top of the page was more than five years old. Five years, three months, and two days, Miss Rachel estimated swiftly. This had been written very near the end of the aunt’s life.

My dear Paul:

I know that I have not much longer to live. The doctors pretend optimism, but I have had too much contact with the occult not to feel the faint winds stirring from that misty world of the spirit. I will not bore you with my expectations, since I know that you would not believe. This letter is simply a farewell and a partial settling of earthly affairs.

I say partial, since it is but one fifth of the total message I leave all of you.

As you may well imagine, my attitude toward worldly goods has undergone a considerable change. I have no power to endow you with such riches as peace, and faith, and the joys of a contented heart, though these are the only things worth having. You may trust my words as truth when I say that all real treasures are invisible to the eye, empty in the hand, and hidden so that only long self-searching brings them forth. These are not mine to bequeath. AU that I leave to you are the few things mentioned feelow, to be divided according to the total information contained in the five letters.

As a beginning, to my niece Dawn Wind Shore I bequeath—

“There isn’t any morel” Donwyn wailed, looking desperately into the empty envelope. “He’s destroyed the rest, the part that tells what I was to receive!” Tears of frustration stood in her eyes.

“Not necessarily destroyed it,” Miss Rachel cautioned. “Let’s hope that he has kept it elsewhere.” She went through the rest of the papers quickly, pausing to give close attention only to two insurance policies, both made out to the amount of ten thousand dollars and payable on the death of Paul Postelwait to his wife Eloise. Both carried double-indemnity clauses for accidental death. At the bottom of the box was a miscellaneous collection of old receipts for gas, water, and light services. There was no sign anywhere of the rest of the letter.

Donwyn said gloomily, “Well—that’s that.” She pointed to the last line on the sheet she held. “I guess you noticed the name—mine, I mean. Isn’t it silly? I’ve always hated it, and when I went to school in Ventura I changed it, changed the spelling rather, so that it wouldn’t sound so—so corny. How would you like to go through life sounding like the title of a book of poetry?”

“I’d rather like it,” Miss Rachel decided.

Donwyn opened her mouth to argue, but just then there was an interruption. Someone came up on the porch outside and rang the doorbell.


CHAPTER FIVE

They sat as still as two mice facing an unexpected cat in a cornbin. The bell’s peal had seemed loud in the empty house. The blinds were down, but of course that would not conceal the presence of lights inside from someone as close as the front porch. Donwyn whispered, “What’ll we do?”

“Ignore it,” Miss Rachel decided.

“Suppose it’s the p-police?”

“I’m sure it’s not.” Meanwhile she was returning Mr. Postelwait’s legal papers to the shoe box and replacing its lid—all papers except the letter, which she slipped into the pocket of her skirt. She stood up, went without any sound to the front bedroom. They had turned out the light in this room. She motioned behind her for Donwyn to close the door from the hall, lest some faint glow give them away, then lifted the side of the blind away from the window.

Donwyn stumbled into her in the dark and they nearly collapsed, threatening to tear the blind down with them. “I’m so sorry!” Then they looked together through the narrow space at the figure on the porch. The neighbor’s porch light was sufficient to show him, though somewhat dimly. He was a short man in a long dark coat; he had a red beret on his head and his face was long, narrow, and swarthy. He stood hunched in the coat, turned slightly from the door as though he half expected that nobody would answer.

Miss Rachel had expected that it might be Paul Postelwait (or Cronk?) come to give them a fright for their unlawful entry. She turned to Donwyn, on tiptoes behind her. “Do you know him?”

“I—I’m not sure. He reminds me of somebody. That beret—isn’t it crazy!” She sucked in her breath to stifle a giggle. “Look, he’s stooping over. He’s doing something to the bottom of the door!”

Whatever the man had done in the bent-over position had taken only a moment. Abruptly he had straightened up, crossed the porch, and gone down the front steps to disappear into the dark street.

“Well, what do you think of that!” Donwyn marveled. “What a character! Could he be a salesman, do you think?”

“I doubt it.” Miss Rachel waited a little longer, searching for some indication of a human presence in the yard below; then she drew away from the window and went by way of the hall back into the living-dining room and made for the front door. A piece of paper or cardboard shone white there.

She picked it up, glanced at the printing on the card, then showed it to Donwyn.

“Oh no!” Donwyn yelped. “Not that again! How many are there?”

The card in Miss Rachel’s hand, neatly printed, blank except for the name, read: George Allswede Cronk.

At the car Donwyn said gloomily, “It’s getting worse instead of better. Two Cronks are more exasperating than one—especially a Cronk in a beret. Could he be the man whose name Paul has borrowed, do you think?”

“It’s not impossible, though I somehow doubt it.”	.

“Did we do any good, breaking into Paul’s house? Are we any further ahead?” She seemed to need reassurance, and Miss Rachel guessed that she had expected to find a full explanation of her cousin’s strange disguise and his refusal to participate in settling her aunt’s will.

“I think we acquired some advantage,” Miss Rachel told her. “I’ve borrowed your aunt’s letter from among those papers, for one thing, and now we’ll go and have a photostatic copy made. I know a young photographer who won’t mind doing a bit of work this late.” She gave Donwyn an address on Sunset Boulevard and they drove off. “If a showdown comes and your cousin denies ever having had a letter, we can prove otherwise, though we can’t prove what the bequests were. Yours, apparently, for one.”

“It’s so senseless and so frustrating,” Donwyn cried, “and just an idiot’s sort of trick without any reasoning behind it.”

“You’d better get that idea out of your head,” Miss Rachel cautioned, “since there is certainly some purpose here, and it’s up to you to think what it might be. Your cousin has worked too much and too thoroughly to have the job dismissed as an idiot’s prank. He has an aim in view.”

The photographer was a pleasant young man whom Miss Rachel had met through Jennifer—he had done some publicity shots for the Animal Welfare Home. It was after she found out that he had previously been a police photographer that Miss Rachel became interested. He had proved a reservoir of valuable information and was in fact the cause of her present infatuation with the microscope. His name was David Ward; he had an alert and logical mind, and he was respectful toward little old ladies without assuming that they must all like to sit in chimney corners and knit.

He had an apartment over his studio. She rang the bell and he came down to let them in. He took a quick second look at Donwyn, obviously taking in the quiet prettiness, and then led them into the waiting room of the studio. Miss Rachel explained what she wanted, then gave him the letter.

“Are we breaking a law, or anything?” Donwyn worried when he had gone.

“Probably, but David won’t give us away. I think he likes you.”

Donwyn showed sudden interest in picking a piece of lint off her sleeve. “Have you known him long?”

“About a year. He used to be a cop.”

“Won’t he—tell things?”

“He’s a reformed cop,” Miss Rachel explained. “Of course he won’t give us away. Don’t you think he’s a little bit good-looking?”

“Well … Probably Donwyn was comparing him with that paragon in Ventura. “Yes, I suppose.”

In a little while David Ward returned with the letter, explaining that the developing of the print would take a little time. Miss Rachel decided not to wait; she had a hunch that letter should be back among Mr. Postelwait’s belongings as soon as possible. “I’ll come in for the photostat tomorrow. Or perhaps Miss Shore will.”

He gave Donwyn another admiring glance. “I’ll have it ready for you. What is this? Settling the family fortune, or something?”

Miss Rachel gave him a brief sketch of the aunt’s eccentric methods of disposing of her property and Cousin Paul’s even more eccentric method of not becoming an heir. David showed a sharp interest. “I still have a friend or two in the Police Department. If you want to throw a scare into him, give the word.”

Donwyn’s look at Miss Rachel seemed chiding and implied: Once a cop, always a cop. But Miss Rachel nodded in agreement. “I hadn’t thought of that. It might work wonders. We’ll let you know what we decide.”

They went back to Donwyn’s car and by way of the brisk traffic of Sunset to Mr. Postelwait’s quiet street. There was no sign of change, no indication that anyone had entered in their absence. They put the letter back where they had found it. On the way out, Miss Rachel noted that Donwyn was looking at the small card half under the front door, the other Mr. Cronk’s little souvenir. As Donwyn had said, there were touches to the affair that seemed sheer idiocy. And yet, under the surface, queer currents moved—it was as if, Miss Rachel thought, you’d see a pretty little pond all sparkling with light and when you got close enough you’d find yourself staring into the cold eyes of a shark under the dappled water. And then, remembering the wording of the aunt’s letter, Miss Rachel had a queer hunch as to where Mr. Cronk-Postelwait had gone.

“Let’s go and have a look at Trafalgar Place,” she suggested.

Donwyn’s tone was incredulous. “Now—at this hour?”

“We won’t disturb Mrs. Dauntry. Well just take a quick look about.”

In the car, Donwyn turned obediently in the direction of West Adams, though her air was still puzzled. “What do you expect to find there?”

“I keep remembering a couple of little details—Mrs. Dauntry’s anger at an after-dark prowler. And the clink of steel in that leather case your cousin carried. Yes, I think there may be a connection there.”

“But if she suspected that a burglar—”

Miss Rachel cut in, “No, she didn’t give that impression. Your aunt Etta caught the implication, as I did, that she thought that either you or one of the other heirs had done the prowling. Don’t yoii recall the conversation?”

“I—I guess I was interested in that cat walk.” She was quiet for a moment, deep in thought. “You said something about ‘the clink of steel.’ Do you mean that Cousin Paul has been breaking into Aunt Gertrude’s house? ít would be so silly—all he’d have to do would be to go there openly during the daytime. He’s one of the heirs. The house belongs partially to him. I don’t see the purpose behind his getting in at night with burglars’ tools.”

“Nor do I, except that he can thus keep on being Mr. Cronk. Mr. Cronk the First, I guess we should say, until we can classify the man in the red beret. At any rate, we will do a bit of looking.”

“Speaking of that man who rang the doorbell—” Donwyn’s speech was cut off as she slammed on the brakes for a red light.

Miss Rachel waited, then supplied: “You thought he reminded you of someone.”

“I can’t quite place him. It’s a teasing sort of thing.”

They were approaching the massive gates which enclosed the arch of Trafalgar Place. Donwyn pointed ahead. “Look. Somebody’s closed them. I’ve never seen them shut before, not even years ago—I didn’t know they could be. How queer. You’d think the hinges were rusted into place.”

“Let’s leave the car out here,” Miss Rachel suggested.

At either side of the massive pillars small paved walks admitted pedestrians to Trafalgar Place. Miss Rachel led the way through the one at the right, then stopped to examine the big iron gates. The explanation of how the gates could be closed in spite of years of neglect was simple—the hinges were so rusted that the bolts had been eaten away. The gates were not swung shut, they had just been propped into their new position. It had taken a little strength to do the job, she judged, since the old iron was heavy.

There were six street lamps, high ornamental affairs in front of each of the vast old homes. There were six lamps, but only five were lit. The one in front of Donwyn’s aunt’s home cast only a shadow, the yard was dim, and the porch of the house looked like a cavern.

Again Donwyn cautioned about the poor condition of the paving. “I used to play hopscotch on this walk and I remember how smooth it was, with the little hedge on either side all trimmed perfectly square, and beds of verbena in the lawns. It was beautiful then. There’s no sign at all of the hedge or the flowers. I wonder why she let it be this way? Watch out, you’ll take a fall here.”

Cautiously they picked their way up the cracked paving toward the shadowy grotto of the porch. At the foot of the stairs Miss Rachel turned left, remembering the direction of the garages, and with Donwyn following she skirted the house. There were no lights on in the main building, but one window in the apartment over the garages showed a glow. Only the artist, Miss Graye, would seem to be up.

The lights of the city around them gave the sky a luminous pallor, and against this reflection Miss Rachel could make out the cat walk in the air ahead. It looked skimpy and unsafe; and then she saw that there was someone standing on it, a half-crouched figure that seemed to be facing their way. She caught Donwyn’s sleeve, pulled her into the shadow of some shrubbery. Donwyn was startled and gave a half-muffled exclamation. Miss Rachel jerked the sleeve sharply in warning. And in that moment the figure melted from the cat walk and was gone. There was no other way to describe it, she thought; there had been no sound, no jarring of the flimsy structure as if under the pressure of human footsteps. Someone had crouched to look and then had evaporated like a thing made out of smoke.

She felt the hairs rise along her neck, and she remembered her cat at home and how the fur rose along her spine when she was scared; it was the way Miss Rachel felt as she stood there under the towering wall of the old house with Donwyn clinging to her arm.

“What’ll we do now?” Donwyn whispered. “Should we go back? Was that—that thing on the bridge anybody you’d seen before? Was it Cousin Paul, maybe?” In Donwyn’s voice was the dread of the dark and a wish to be home in bed with the covers pulled up over her eyes; she was like a child panicked over some imaginary spook. And yet not entirely imaginary; there had been a form there, hanging above them on the cat walk. How and where it had gone was the puzzle.

“I don’t know who it was,” Miss Rachel answered softly. She took a couple of cautious steps away from the wall. Against the dim gray sky the cat walk was obviously empty. She took three or four more steps, and then something warned her and she looked down at her feet. There was a huddle of clothes on the ground and a face turned up to the light.

Donwyn screamed, a sound like a strangled cat, and began to pull Miss Rachel in the direction of the street. Miss Rachel had to slap her hands soundly before she let go. Miss Rachel leaned above the figure on the ground and tried to make out the features, and, failing that, she took a kitchen match from her purse and struck it on her shoe.

She had seen death before. The man in the red beret was dead.

Donwyn seemed to be going to pieces; she weaved in the thin light and said something unintelligible in a high, chattering wail. Miss Rachel snapped, “Be quiet, dammit.” Shock ran across poor Donwyn’s features, and she gaped. “I have to think, and I can’t do it if you keep gibbering in my ear.”

“Sorry. I was just trying to—to tell you …” Donwyn’s voice ran down and ended dismally in a hiccup.

“In a moment.” Miss Rachel lit a second match and took a long look at the man on the ground. The way he lay suggested a toy dropped by a giant; he had a very battered and crumpled appearance, she thought, and seemed oddly flattened on the pavement, almost crushed into it, with an obviously broken neck among other damage. The red beret was pulled low on his face, jammed down almost to cover the eyes. On one outstretched hand was a deep bloody wound, drying now; the upturned palm made a cup for the red stain, and some of the stain had run through the fingers as through the spillways of a dam and made a dark blotch on the paving of the drive. She paid particular attention to the hand. The fingers were knotted and callused, as if with long-continued heavy labor. The nails were broken and dirty. And yet the man’s appearance otherwise was somehow at variance with the story told by these details. The beret was a far from ordinary head covering, even in this vicinity of Hollywood. And the long overcoat had a meticulously tailored, foreign, almost foppish look.

Donwyn had retreated off into the edge of shadow. Her hair had blown a little, adding to the wild, witchy look she wore. Again she made the strangled-cat noise, and words came after. “I know him! I know who he is! My God, I can’t see why I didn’t recognize him there on Paul’s porch! He’s my—my—”

“He’s who?” Miss Rachel asked, turning now. But Donwyn was gone. The light of the match drew down and went out. “Donwyn? Where are you?”

The wind sighed in the old trees overhead, and that was all.

Miss Rachel fished for a third match, struck it, looked around. Donwyn had taken flight; the courtyard was empty on this level except for herself and the dead man. But above, at the opposite end of the cat walk, something blue and velvety moved against the dark. There was a step or two, a face looked down, and the voice of the artist, Miss Graye, said clearly, “Hello. What’s doing out here? I’ve been hearing things and I thought I’d better—Oh, I see. You’re Miss Murdock. I met you this afternoon.” The last word sharpened as the young woman took in something of what lay on the paving. “Is—is he sick?”

“He’s dead.”

“Oh.” The woman on the cat walk seemed held in a mood of indecision, or of astonishment so deep that it robbed her of reaction. The match light, small and flickering, brought her out but dimly. Most of what was revealed was white flesh, stark against the curtain of the night. The dress was cut low and the white shoulders and throat, the oval face, contrasted with the dark velvet like milk spilled on a dark rug. Her hair seemed a deeper color than it had in the afternoon sun; its gold was bronze, dappled with red light. She had, Miss Rachel thought fleetingly, the kind of looks to make Donwyn seem a shadow. “Shall I come down?” she asked at last.

“Not necessarily. I want to use a telephone.”

“Oh, I have a phone. Come upstairs and I’ll let you in.” She moved away, opening a door without a light behind it, and disappeared.

Miss Rachel located the stairs, sheltered by evergreens and next to the alley. She went up, and as she reached the landing a light went on in the bracket above the door. Then the door opened. Miss Graye moved back to admit her. “Who is that man down there?”

“I don’t know.”

Miss Graye wrinkled her fine dark brows in a puzzled way. “How did you happen to find him?”

“I was coming to see you,” Miss Rachel lied glibly. She saw the telephone on a stool at the other side of the big studio room. She ducked around an easel and a table containing a lot of paints, brushes, and bottles of turpentine. Miss Graye was following her closely, all but on her heels, in fact. She was so near that Miss Rachel noted the rose cologne with which she had sprayed herself not too long before.

“Why did you want to see me?” She laughed then, an odd, nervous kind of noise which Miss Rachel took note of. “Was it about the—the little accident on the bridge this afternoon? Was that it?”

“Among other things.” Miss Rachel sat down on a flat couch covered with tweedy cloth and dialed David Ward’s number. It was not that she had any doubt as to how to set wheels in motion. But David had seemed much impressed with Donwyn, and if Donwyn in her foolish fright had done some guilty-appearing thing—like running off, for instance—he might be able to soften the official attitude. When David came on the line, Miss Rachel gave the facts: There was a man dead in the rear yard of 14 Trafalgar Place. The police might be interested in the fact that the gates, not ordinarily closed, had been propped shut; it was a hint to investigate before jerking them aside to admit the police cars. When David asked quickly, “What about the girl?” Miss Rachel said she’d explain when she saw him.

Then she called Jennifer. It was only fair. Jennifer was being broad-minded and she deserved to be kept up to date. At the end of the conversation, during which Miss Rachel carefully avoided any reference to Donwyn or her flight, she added, “David Ward is coming over.”

Behind her she heard a little gasp, as of surprise or anger. Or fear. But when she looked around at Miss Graye the woman was standing perfectly still, looking at the canvas on the easel.


CHAPTER SIX

Miss rachel went on looking at Miss Graye, and the woman, as if goaded, suddenly threw her a sharp, annoyed glance. "Shouldn’t we go down and put something—a blanket, for instance—over that dead man?”

“He isn’t feeling the cold, and the police will thank us to leave things as they are.”

Miss Graye’s attitude didn’t thaw. “You seem to have gone at this as if, right away, you knew it was murder. Mightn’t he have died of a heart attack or some natural cause? Do we have to have the police and such?”

“He’s badly battered,” Miss Rachel offered. “Though it isn’t impossible he had suffered a heart attack. Were you out on the cat walk a few minutes before you spoke? Nearer the big house?”

“Of course not. I’d just stepped out when I saw you.”

“You said you’d thought something was going on. What, for instance?”

A guarded expression settled around Miss Graye’s eyes. She shrugged the smooth white shoulders. “I don’t know. I’d been aware of some vague disturbance.”

“Footsteps on your little private bridge?”

“It may be.” She went over to a table and took up a silver box, and from the box a cigarette. She offered them to Miss Rachel, who shook her head. Miss Graye put down the box, lifted a lighter. Over the yellow flame she stared at Miss Rachel. “I don’t try to be nosy. I mind my own affairs. I have enough to do without poking into other people’s business.”

Miss Rachel ignored the thrust. “So that probably quite a lot would have to go on—a lot of noise, even screams, perhaps—before you would feel like having a look?”

“I didn’t mean that, no. There weren’t any screams.”

Miss Rachel stood up and walked away from the telephone. “Will you show me that door to the cat walk?”

The blond woman hesitated. Perhaps she would have liked abruptly to refuse; a hint of stubborn anger settled around the wide red mouth. She leaned over the table slowly, setting down the silver lighter. It was then that Miss Rachel got the idea that there had been a third person in this room not long before, and she took in other details—besides the two glasses containing remains of cocktails, just the other side of the lighter—with new eyes. The room was brightly lit. In the ceiling, under the north light which Mrs. Dauntry had said Miss Graye had installed at her own expense, hung a big light like a ship’s lantern, all brass and shiningly polished. The furniture shone with wax. There were fresh flowers on an imitation mantel. Miss Graye’s dress‘had cost a good deal, came from a good shop, and was in fact distinctly a party frock. The rose cologne breathed fragrance and hadn’t had time to grow faint.

Miss Graye had had company here, had served company a drink. Male company, Miss Rachel told herself; the gown and the cologne were things a woman like Miss Graye would not waste on another woman.

“Do you want to use the cat walk to go over to Mrs. Dauntry?” Miss Graye inquired with a touch of icy disapproval. “If that’s it, you’re wasting your time. She won’t open that door after dark. You’ll have to go downstairs and back across the courtyard. The way you came.”

Miss Rachel listened to the voice more than the words; this woman had been upset, angry, ever since that mention of David Ward’s name in the conversation with Jennifer. There was some subtle undercurrent here, and Miss Rachel wondered if it all might be a mistake; David’s name was a rather common one. Miss Graye might be thinking of someone else entirely. At this moment, as if somehow the woman had been reading her thoughts, Miss Graye said: “You mentioned the—the name of someone I might know.”

“David Ward.”

She tried to conceal her annoyance that Miss Rachel had leaped so readily into the middle of the question. “Well—yes. Is he a photographer with a studio on Sunset Boulevard?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“He used to be a police photographer?”

Miss Rachel nodded. She saw that behind the façade of cool brilliance some hasty thinking was going on; Miss Graye’s hands betrayed her by their nervous gestures. Finally, hurriedly, Miss Graye said, “I had some work done by his studio. Very poor work as it turned out. We had some unpleasantness. I’d rather not see Mr. Ward again if it can be helped.”

“What sort of work?” Miss Rachel wondered, as if puzzled.

“Oh—a family portrait. It wasn’t well composed. I wanted the group taken in a photograph so that I could work from that, in oils, to make a really good painting. For my mother. A remembrance.” If she was making it up as she went along, which Miss Rachel suspected, she was doing it well. She put in just the right amount of vexation and regret, plus a kind of surprised anger at the incompetence of the photographer. There was just one draw-back. David didn’t do portraits. It was very interesting.

“Would you rather I just didn’t mention your name to him at all?”

There was a momentary blankness, as if some detail had produced a snag. Then Miss Graye shrugged her white, expressive shoulders again. “I don’t care, really. It’s all been settled and over long ago.” There was genuine indifference in her tone. She had turned away. “Come along and I’ll show you the cat walk, since that’s what you seem to want. Only, be careful. It’s not safe at all.”

“I rather thought Mr. Cronk might have fallen off it,” Miss Rachel said to the straight blue velvet back.

There was a slight jerk, a hesitation; the woman looked over her shoulder at Miss Rachel, who was now innocently examining the picture on the easel. It was a half-completed still life of flowers in a bowl. Such flowers as never bloomed on earth or in heaven, Miss Rachel thought. “Why did you call him—that—that name? I thought you said he wasn’t known to you.” The woman’s eyes were hard and glittering.

“He had a calling card with the name of Cronk on it,” Miss Rachel said. “It’s no proof, of course, that that is his name. I rather think it isn’t.” She leaned closer to the picture as if to examine some detail.

“Come along,” said Miss Graye quickly. She went through a door and clicked on a light, and Miss Rachel saw a small narrow kitchen. She also gathered what Mrs. Dauntry had implied about the plumbing over here—the sink was an antique, painted tin and peeling, and the faucet on the wall above was of the style of long ago. The big studio room had seemed light, clean, and comfortable, almost fashionable, but this had been due to the cocoa-colored walls, done no doubt by Miss Graye herself, and the modern furnishings. This tiny kitchen had received no such treatment. It was shabby. On the sink were some food cartons stamped with the name of a delicatessen. Plainly, Miss Graye was no cook and had little interest in brightening the kitchen.

Miss Graye opened a second door at the end of the long narrow space, and Miss Rachel found herself looking out at the night, the big house, and the spindling small bridge. “Do you have a flashlight?” she asked Miss Graye. Without a word the woman turned to a drawer in a kitchen cabinet and took out a large light.

“I need this to cross the courtyard at night,” she offered, as if the presence of such a big lamp should be explained. “It’s all been quite a nuisance, of course. I’m glad that Mrs. Dauntry is giving up the place and that we all shall have to move.”

She was making conversation to cover her real thoughts, in Miss Rachel’s opinion. The woman had not offered the flashlight, but had gone out upon the cat walk and now was shining its beam downward upon the dead man. She stood quiet for some moments, so still that Miss Rachel behind her felt not the slightest quiver of the frail structure under their feet; you might almost think Miss Graye had turned to stone. Then abruptly she drew back and handed Miss Rachel the light.

“I need a drink.” She vanished into the kitchen, and there was the sound of a cupboard door opening, then slamming shut, then the tinkle of glassware.

Miss Rachel examined the floor and railings of the cat walk by means of the powerful flashlight. The spot where the railing had broken, where Donwyn had almost gone over, was plain to see. But the dead man did not lie near it. He lay in a direction more toward the garages and under the opposite railing. Miss Rachel took particular care at the ends of the broken railing and found stains on them—bloodstains, she thought, though it was hard to tell. Without actually touching the wood, she fitted her palm over the jagged point—the splinters were needle-fine and there was no doubt that they would tear skin if pressure was brought to bear.

At the spot above the dead man she thought that there were some threads of cloth caught in the old wood, at the outer edge of the railing, but again identification was uncertain. She did not touch these fragments. They could have been wool, as she suspected, or hair, or even shreds of dried leaves.

The planked floor of the cat walk was quite dusty, and in the dust were the prints of many feet, evidence of much traffic. Possibly more traffic than just Miss Graye crossing during the day to the other house when presumably Mrs. Dauntry was willing to admit her.

Miss Rachel went the rest of the way and lifted her hand to knock—she intended to rouse Mrs. Dauntry or try to kick the door down—when the door suddenly swung inward and revealed the lighted inner hall.

The woman whom Donwyn had called Aunt Etta stood there peering out. It took a moment for Miss Rachel to know who she was, since she was muffled up in an old-fashioned voluminous duster and had her head wrapped up in a heavy veil. She said, “See here, Mrs. Dauntry, I can’t wait any longer and you know …” Her voice, running down with a touch of fright, hesitated over the words. With almost a squeak: “You asked me here and now you’re playing a trick that isn’t nice.”

“I’m not Mrs. Dauntry.”

“In the dark, I couldn’t tell. Is she out there with you?”

“No. I haven’t seen her.”

Some blocks away a police-car siren began to whine. Aunt Etta plucked at the veil, a nervous gesture, and then said, “Wait a minute, you’re that Miss—Miss Murdock who came with Donwyn. You’re Donwyn’s friend. Where is my niece?”

“She left suddenly. Do you know that there is a dead man in the courtyard? Just under the cat walk. Twenty-odd feet or so from here.”

“What are you saying?” Aunt Etta came closer, so that Miss Rachel made out clearly the round moonlike face, thickly powdered and pink with rouge. “What dreadful thing are you hinting at?”

Miss Rachel took her arm and guided her out upon the cat walk and shone the light on the man in the red beret. Aunt Etta let out a horrible cry, as though she’d just been ravished, and almost collapsed against the railing. It took skillful maneuvering to get her back into the hall and onto a chair there. “Where is Mrs. Dauntry?”

Aunt Etta recovered enough from her near faint to protest, “But I just asked you that! I’ve been looking and looking…. This house has so many rooms, so many passages going here and there, not to mention the closets, the attic, the cellar—I wouldn’t go down there now, no, not for a million—that she could be almost anywhere. It would take a month of Sundays to find her—” The words ended in a gasp. “I’ve seen that man somewhere before!”

“Donwyn also seemed to recognize him.” Miss Rachel waited, but there was no clearing of the puzzlement in Aunt Etta’s pale blue eyes.

After a time of wrestling with memory Aunt Etta came back with questions. “What about that woman, that tenant over the garages? Is she mixed up in this somehow?” When Miss Rachel shrugged an answer, Aunt Etta bounced out of the chair. “She’ll tell me where Meta Dauntry is hiding herself, or I’ll wring it out of her!” The pallor was gone; Etta Parr was now red with anger, as though Mrs. Dauntry’s absence was a continued affront. She banged out upon the cat walk. The structure began to vibrate with many rumblings of disaster. At this moment two uniformed men carrying flashlights ran into the courtyard from the direction of the street.

One of them focused his beam on the dead man. The other pinned Aunt Etta like a moth; she stood gaping. “You, up there,” yelled the cop.

Aunt Etta put a hand over her mouth as if to stifle a scream.

“Go get her,” said the second man.

“D-don’t you dare! Don’t you dare touch me! I—I know a detective, Lieutenant Warner, and if you t-touch me, I’ll have the law on you. Mr. Warner is a personal friend. He’s known me for fifteen years—”

One officer said to the other, “How’re you going to get her down?”

“I’ll go through that place over the garages,” said the second. “What kind of goofy arrangement is this, anyway? Looks as if they built it out of matchsticks. Cripes, look at it!” He was shining his light along the little bridge. “Say. You suppose this joker fell off there?”

Miss Rachel faded along the hall, walking without sound. She turned a corner into a passage that must parallel the front of the house. A sudden hunch came over her that these front rooms would probably be those of Mrs. Dauntry. She went into the nearest door and switched on a light.

The luxury took her by surprise. It was all so much unlike what she had seen of the rest of the house. There was nothing worn, poor, or shabby; it was all opulence and soft silky beauty; it would have done credit to a palace. The first impression was of great space and a lot of glitter. Then Miss Rachel took in some details. The great canopied bed was covered with a spread of handmade lace, old ivory and as delicate as a spider web over dull green crepe. Green satin hung at the windows, floor-length draperies drawn together and covering all one wall; they shone in the light like something made of metal. Green slipper satin covered a chaise and two fat hassocks. The fine rug was silvery underfoot. Two mahogany cabinets held perfume, big ornate bottles, imported stuff. Miss Rachel ran her eyes over the labels. There must have been around five hundred dollars invested here. She reached out absent-mindedly for a big black bottle of Christmas Night—old, but still her favorite. She dabbed a few drops on her wrist, then went sniffing around the room. There was no question but that this was Mrs. Dauntry’s inner sanctum. And a beautiful sanctum it was, she thought. And nice that in some mysterious way Mrs. Dauntry could afford it.

The furnishings were too new to have been inherited, with the house, from Donwyn’s aunt.

She went over to the dressing table. Silver toilet articles were laid out on the glass. An array of bottles—more perfume—banked the mirror. The table was finished with a bouffant green skirt, satin again, and soft green draperies hung from the ceiling to frame the mirror. The woman had a fixation on the color, for one thing. For another, she must have some delusion that she was a combination of Hedy Lamarr and Cleopatra. Mystery again. All Mrs. Dauntry had to do was to look into the mirror.

A letter inside an envelope lay on the polished glass.

There was nothing written on the outside of the envelope and it had not been sealed. The paper had a harsh, brittle feel, as though it was old. Miss Rachel slipped two fingers inside, brought out the contents. What had felt from the outside like a folded page was actually a couple of torn ones, a double sheet ripped into about eight odd-sized scraps.

Miss Rachel took a moment out to listen for signs of life, for possible interruption. There was nothing. Mrs. Dauntry had gone. The police were busy with Miss Graye and Aunt Etta. She began to piece the letter together on the plate-glass top of the dressing table.

The handwriting, the style of phrasing were familiar.

My dear Meta:

We both know that I have not much longer to live. You have co-operated with the doctors in pretending that I shall get well—not really a kindness. My studies in the occult warn me, and I feel on me the shadow of that new world in which I shall live free. I will not bore you with my expectations; you are not quite a believer. No, not yet, though it may be that someday I shall convince you.

Settling to present business, this letter is written to insure that you will receive, as promised, the use of the house at 14 Trafalgar Place rent-free for five years. This letter is to be construed as a guarantee and a contract, and my signature as a binding of that contract.

Actually it is somewhat short of what I owe you. But debts have a way of being paid. Perhaps you may make of this opportunity a greater thing than what I leave you. You will, at any rate, have a chance to seek for inward treasure. As I have said, the riches of peace, of faith and tranquillity are not weighed by scales nor bound by walls.

In closing, I wish to mention a few other bequests, among them, to my niece Dawn Wind Shore, the following:

There the letter ended. Miss Rachel said a naughty word under her breath, swept the scraps of paper into the envelope, put the envelope into her pocket. Then she stood quiet and savored the memory of the letter, letting its phrases run through her mind. There had been a strange undercurrent to the words left by an apparently sincere, religious, and spook-conscious woman. She yearned to give people such things as peace and enlightenment and loving-kindness, though she knew that they were deluded in wanting material possessions. She had half promised to return from the grave and prove to Mrs. Dauntry that she had indeed passed into the kind of spirit world in which she believed. She had also written of her bequest: it is somewhat short of what I owe you.

It was an odd way to phrase gratitude.

If the other letters harped on in the same way about invisible treasures, there might be an impression among the heirs that the eccentric woman had left something in hiding. In the huge old house, for instance.	.

That would account for many things, though it would not explain the presence of a dead man wearing a red beret, who had torn his hand on the broken banister of the cat walk before falling and breaking his neck on the paving below. If his murder had its roots in these letters, it would be a devious job digging out the connection.

Or, she corrected herself, it might be simple after all, depending upon who the dead man really was.

Was he the mysterious Mr. Cronk whose identity Paul Postelwait had borrowed? Or had Donwyn indeed recognized him as someone she had known before, even a relative, perhaps?

She thought about it while she examined the contents of Mrs. Dauntry’s closets. There was an opulent wardrobe of suits and gowns, many furs, a hat store’s supply of fancy bonnets, shoes for a family of centipedes. And on a top shelf, curiously out of sight, a dozen books on spiritual communications.

Spooks again. The room seemed suddenly a little colder.

Some time must have passed while Miss Rachel poked, lifted, and explored. All at once the door to the hall swung open a few inches and admitted a coal-black cat. The animal walked with a sinuous glide. It had very long fluffy fur and big green eyes, and there was something in its manner which implied that for a long time no one had dared to test its temper by refusing what was wanted. It was a spoiled-brat cat.

Seeing it in a strange place like this, it was a moment or so before Miss Rachel realized the cat was her town.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Miss Jennifer was next. She looked very proper and spinsterish in a long black coat, flat gray hat, and knitted dark blue gloves. The handbag was big enough to conceal an arsenal; she needed a large one for the rafts of literature she customarily carried. The Animal Welfare leaflets were only a part of it. She said, “Rachel, they’re looking for you. I must say—snooping in here, and such a pretty room, someone’s private domain—”

“It’s a very high-class domain under the circumstances, which are on the baffling side. Wouldn’t you think it equal to at least Madame du Barry?”

Jennifer stiffened, as if suddenly getting a whiff of brimstone, and Miss Rachel realized, too late, that Madame du Barry’s reputation was waving a red flag in Jennifer’s memory.

“No, no, not that. I meant a lot of vanity and self-satisfaction.” She bent to pet the cat, who was curling herself against her ankles.

“You are speaking in enigmas, Rachel. And the police are waiting downstairs in a little parlor. A very large woman in a duster has been having hysterics. I came here with David Ward,” she added. “And a good thing. There is some suspicion of you, spread by a Miss Graye. David and I are trying to assure them that finding corpses is a hobby with you and that you’re not really a murderess.”

Miss Rachel snapped off the lights as they left. They went down by the great stairway into the middle of the lower hall. The door of the small parlor stood open in the near distance. Miss Graye stood close. She had a sullen look. She had thrown a white velvet stole across her bare shoulders. She gave Miss Rachel a flick of a glance, and there was no friendship in her eyes.

A man’s voice reached them from inside the room; it was a deep, patient bass with a touch of Scottish accent. “At what time, Miss Parr, did you receive the call from Mrs. Dauntry?”

The woman whom Donwyn had called Aunt Etta answered in a weak, injured tone, “I keep telling you, I didn’t look at the clock. It could have been an hour ago. Or less. The voice on the phone said I’d better come at once. I asked for a reason and the connection was suddenly cut off. I thought perhaps Mrs. Dauntry had been taken sick—”

“You recognized the voice as that of Mrs. Dauntry?”

“No. And the woman didn’t actually call herself by name, now I come to remember—she merely said I’d better hurry…. ” There was time out for a muffled wail. “I’m an innocent party here, I won’t be grilled, I won’t stand for your browbeating me! As a taxpayer—”

Miss Rachel and her sister had now come to the doorway. Inside sat a big man in a business suit. He did not look much like an officer until you took in the air of authority. He had mild brown eyes, hair that was turning white at the temples, a square jaw, a face that was wind-burned and somehow more like a farmer’s than a cop’s. He looked up at the two little old ladies and nodded. To Etta Parr he said, “I’d like you to give your statement to a police stenographer for our records. Then you can go home We aren’t browbeating the taxpayers, Miss Parr, we’re merely looking for the truth.” He jerked his head at a second officer, this one in uniform, and the man came forward and assisted Aunt Etta to rise.

Etta, now facing Miss Rachel, let out a squawk of rage. “Do you know what you’ve gotten me into? Dragging me out to look at that dead man—I’d not even been near him—and putting me in a bad position with the police. I ought to sue you! I ought to demand damages for—for—” Her mouth kept working while she sought for words. Behind her, the big man made another gesture; the uniformed officer took her through the door and down the hall to another room, presumably occupied by the police stenographer. Fragments of protest drifted back from her. The big man now eyed Miss Rachel with interest. “Come in.” He gestured toward the chair.

She told him immediately, “It is true that I took her out to see the dead man and that there was no evidence she knew he was there. She seemed horribly shocked, as a matter of fact.” She remembered Aunt Etta’s cry of ravished outrage.

He nodded; whether he was impressed or not, Miss Rachel couldn’t tell. He asked, “Do you know where Mrs. Dauntry is?”

“No.”

“There are roomers living in this house. Do you know where they are?”

“Mrs. Dauntry said that they worked at night, so I presume they’re at their jobs. I don’t know anything else about them.”

His eyes grew sharper. “Do you know who the dead man is?”

“No.”

“Had you seen him before?”

This raised a delicate question of either lying or of admitting to an unlawful entry at Paul’s house. Miss Rachel, not at a loss, said, “I was with Donwyn Shore this evening, near the house of a Mr. Postelwait, who is her relative. I’m not sure just how much of the background is known to you—”

“Quite a bit. I’ve heard about the five letters, and I know from Miss Graye that this house is to be turned over to the heirs.”

“This Mr. Postelwait is trying to avoid being an heir.” She sketched for him the broad outline of Donwyn’s difficulties with her cousin. “And so, as I said, we went to Mr. Postelwait’s house to confront him, and there we noticed this man in the red beret. He went up on Mr. Postelwait’s porch, rang the bell, waited a few moments, then bent and apparently put something under the door.”

The big detective got up out of his chair and looked out into the hall. Someone must have been waiting for a summons, for within a moment or two there appeared another man in uniform. The big detective spoke with him briefly and quietly. Miss Rachel noted that Miss Graye was not now in the hall; it occurred to her that she might, like Aunt Etta, be in the other room making a statement to the police stenographer.

The big detective didn’t return at once, but went off toward the rear of the house, perhaps to check on the activities in the courtyard. The two little old ladies waited for some minutes in silence. Then Jennifer said, “I’m going to find David Ward and see what he’s found out. You wait here. That detective will want to ask you some more questions.” She marched out. The cat watched her go. Samantha had settled herself under Miss Rachel’s chair, as if to keep out of the way of traffic. Now that the room had emptied of all except her mistress, she walked out into the middle of the floor, stretched, put claws into the shabby rug, and gave a tentative pull.

“Stop that,” Miss Rachel commanded. “You know better!” She lifted a hand as if to spank; a look like an ironic smile came into the cat’s green eyes. She was like a disobedient child who knows it has the upper hand.

All at once there was a change in the lazy, amused animal. At first she seemed to listen, her head on one side, and then her eyes swung round the room. Oddly enough, she showed no interest in the door, the hall. She stopped with her nose pointed to a corner behind Miss Rachel. She had grown very still. For some little space of time she stood there, immobile as a statue, and then a peculiar thing happened. All the fur rose along her back.

At the same instant Miss Rachel heard a sound from the corner behind her. It was either a rustle or a whisper—teasingly, it was a little of both—and there was a movement of the air, a touch like a small wind going past, and then a faint vibration. It was, Miss Rachel thought, as if someone had put down a foot very softly. The vibration amounted to no more than that. The cat hadn’t moved, hadn’t retreated. She still watched with interest that empty corner of the room.

For it was empty. It seemed to Miss Rachel that her neck all but creaked with the effort of turning it to look behind her; she was stiff as a poker with uncanny fright. And then—there was nothing, after all. Not even a stick of furniture, not a shadow. Just the barren corner, the rug ending too short of the wall, a space of floor that needed varnishing, the faded wallpaper rising to the ceiling. She saw a window about three feet to the right of where the noise had seemed to originate—if you could call such a breath, such a whisper, by such a definite word as “noise.” But the window draperies, old brocade which had once been find and now was ready for the trash bin, hung moveless and undisturbed.

She waited, expectant. There were sounds from other parts of the house. Someone—an exploring officer, perhaps—was strolling in an upstairs room. And Miss Graye’s quick firm tones in the hall assured the returning captain of detectives that she had made a complete statement to the stenographer and would appreciate being allowed to return to the privacy of her quarters.

He gave her permission to go, then came back to the small parlor.	

With his coming, the sensation of the presence of a ghost vanished. He was too big and too full of common sense; he looked around the room as if for Miss Jennifer. Miss Rachel explained that her sister had gone to have a word with David Ward.

“Uh—oh yes—young Ward. How’d you happen to get in touch with him?”

“I was upset,” Miss Rachel fluttered. “You see, as Miss Shore and I came into the courtyard, we saw a figure above us on that thing they call a cat walk. It vanished, melted in the dark, like a—a—” She almost said spook and then bit down on the word. She mustn’t appear too foolish, though afraid. She wanted him to listen and believe. “This figure vanished very mysteriously. Into this house, I think. It was not near Miss Graye’s apartment.”

His eyes were weighing her. “It’s very difficult to find any evidence on that little bridge. It’s been much used, and it’s full of dust and debris—the floor’s never been swept, so far as I can judge. Am I to understand that you called Ward because you couldn’t think what to do? Don’t you know the police should be the first notified in a matter like this?”

“My wits were scrambled,” Miss Rachel pleaded. She saw that the captain thought there had been a deliberate delay, perhaps some hocus-pocus with the corpse. “Miss Shore had run away in terror. And Miss Graye acted peculiarly.” Now for some settling of scores, she told herself. The captain’s thick gray eyebrows had narrowed above his eyes. “Miss Graye didn’t seem properly curious about the dead man. She asked me if I knew who he was, and I said no. But she didn’t look at him to see if she knew him. It’s a tiny detail, I know—” Miss Rachel shrugged apologetically. “But it stuck with me. I felt nervous in that apartment. She’d had a visitor a few minutes before. Their empty cocktail glasses were on a table, the ice not quite melted. So I—I called David. Instead of the police. I knew he’d do the right thing.”

“Of course.” The big captain assumed a friendlier mien. But lots of details were being filed in that bear-trap mind of his, Miss Rachel judged. “Did Miss Graye look at the dead man at any time?”

“Afterward.” Miss Rachel wrinkled her brow as if to think. “After I’d said I thought his name was Cronk.”

“Cronk?” The detective sat erect. “But you said that Miss Shore’s cousin was using that name in his effort to escape being included among the heirs.”

She turned pink. “I—I’ll have to admit a most embarrassing thing, Inspector—”

“Captain Adams, ma’am. Sorry I didn’t introduce myself properly. Always get into the thing and forget formalities. Now, this incident—”

“When Miss Shore and I were outside the Postelwait house, waiting to confront her cousin, and this man in the red beret came and put something under the door—” She stopped, as if embarrassed, nibbling a lip nervously.

“Yes?” He leaned toward her.

For a moment some inner devil urged Miss Rachel to finish her statement with the truth: we broke into Paul Postelwait’s house through a side window, rifled his papers, stole one and had a photostatic copy made, re-entered the house again unlawfully, and peeked at the man in the red beret from a dark window in the bedroom. In her mind’s eye she saw the dismay, astonishment, then anger that would flood the captain’s face. She heard an imaginary click of handcuffs and heard Jennifer’s shrieks to see her led away in custody.

“You’re smiling,” he said uncomfortably.

“Oh. Was I? I was—uh—remembering how we stood still as mice and waited until the man had gone. And then how we debated whether actually to approach the house, whether Mr. Postelwait might be at home in it, and whether we dared peep at whatever the man in the red beret had left under the door.”

Plainly he thought her a skittish and featherheaded little old lady. “But you did look at what he had left?”

“Our curiosity got the better of us. And going up on the porch wasn’t the same as breaking in, was it?”

“No.”

“And the card read: George Allswede Cronk.”

An expression of surprise leaped into his eyes before he could hide it. “The man who is dead here was at Postelwait’s house and left a card identifying himself as the man whose name Postelwait is using?”

“Yes.”

He rubbed his square jaw between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. The overhead light shone silver on the gray streaks in his hair. He dwarfed the small old-fashioned chair in which he sat. A thoroughly satisfactory detective captain, Miss Rachel thought. Sane, reliable, shrewd, and kindly toward little old ladies who let themselves be pumped of information. A malleable man. And then he surprised her.

“I would like an explanation of your part in this affair.”

All at once he was not the easily influenced type any more. He had turned hard around the edges. But Miss Rachel was too quick-witted to turn hard in turn; it would have meant an unpleasant about-face and being hustled out of things and told to mind one’s business. She looked at him wide-eyed, almost injured. “When you get to be nearly seventy, Captain, and find that people expect you to sit in a heap with other discards—like an old horse put out to pasture, only mostly its knitting”—privately she thanked Jennifer for the comparison with the horse, straight from Animal Welfare—“knitting and worrying about your digestion, and having people take for granted you’re an invalid, too weak to walk more than a dozen feet—”

He moved uncomfortably in his chair. “What I meant was—why did Miss Shore come to you?”

“Dr. Elizabeth Palmer sent her. Dr. Palmer is a psychiatrist.”

He filed the name; she could all but see it drop into its slot.

She went on: “Dr. Palmer is a kind and generous woman, and perhaps more understanding than most. She thinks I need to keep busy.”

“You’ve been a patient of hers?” He slipped it in like an extra ace into a deck of cards.

Miss Rachel tittered. “No. Would you say I needed to be? Dr. Palmer is an old friend. Miss Shore went to her, thinking that her cousin Paul must be quite mad. But Mrs. Palmer probably thought that all that was needed was a bit of poking around. And of course when it comes to prying—how could you do better than an elderly spinster?” She looked at him seriously, as if daring him to laugh at her.

He smiled, but it was not a making-fun smile. “I see. You are not a professional detective, of course.”

“My sister Jennifer wouldn’t allow it.”

Now they smiled together, at the small joke that Jennifer’s disapproval was all that kept Miss Rachel from a career as a full-fledged private eye.

A figure came to stand in the door. Miss Rachel turned. David Ward was looking in at them. He looked wind-blown and cold, and Miss Rachel had the feeling that he’d probably been hunting for Donwyn in the shrubbery of Trafalgar Place.

“Hello,” he greeted them. “Miss Rachel, I’m afraid I forgot to mention what you told me to say about those gates.”

“Gates?” cried Captain Adams.

It was a bad ending to what had been a successful interview. Now the captain was convinced that, had Miss Rachel called the police direct, she’d have told them about the gates. As it was, the police had moved them, not knowing that they’d been standing open more years than Donwyn could remember. Adams went out to give instructions. And also, Miss Rachel hoped, to do a bit of questioning on Miss Graye.

Miss Graye was not going to love her. But sometimes people in anger revealed more than people who were friendly.

“I’ve been looking for the girl,” said David, coming into the room. “She isn’t anywhere in this neighborhood. I’ve even lifted the lids on the rubbish cans. What a time to do a bolt!”

“She appeared to recognize that dead man,” Miss Rachel explained. “She said something like, ‘It’s my—my—’ And then ran. I was looking at the corpse and wasn’t paying her the attention I should have. Tell me, David, do they know what killed him?”

“Well, his neck is broken, probably from falling off that rickety little bridge. There’s evidence he tried to cling to a railing up there, not official until tests are completed, but pretty sure. The medical examiner won’t know the whole story until the autopsy is over. Say—what’s got them going, really, is the fact that the Dauntry woman has disappeared.” David’s voice had sunk to a near whisper. “There’s something funny about this house.”

“Do you feel it too?”

“No, it’s more than a feeling. It’s something I found. Come on.”

He took her down the hall toward the front of the house, passing the great open well of the staircase and continuing beyond. The door he approached corresponded, Miss Rachel thought, in position to the door of Mrs. Dauntry’s apartment on the floor above. This part of the house faced the street.

He threw open a door and clicked on the lights. The room inside was as big, if not bigger, than the one upstairs. And it was empty save for a packing case in the middle of the floor.

David went over and looked down into the open box.

Miss Rachel, aware of a smell of kerosene, looked also. She saw a mass of shredded paper, a couple of tin cans holding oily liquid, some candles in an ornate brass candelabra.

“When I came in the candles were lit,” said David. “It wouldn’t have been ten minutes before this contraption would have burst into flame. And took the house in a flash, too, I’ll bet. Come over here.” He led her across the bare floor to the window, where fringed velvet hung in tatters beside the panes. “Smell. It’s kerosene again. Somebody sure had arson on the brain. I’m surprised the cops haven’t been in here and found this before now.”

“They may have thought the room was empty. I mean, they may not have thought of looking down into the case. The most puzzling thing of all—” She paused and David waited. “When Donwyn and I arrived, there were no lights on inside here. I think these candles would have made enough glow to show at the windows. That isn’t all. Donwyn’s aunt, Etta Parr, was here. Looking for Mrs. Dauntry, she claimed. But in the dark? The only light I found on was the hall light upstairs. That’s where she was.”

“You mean—could she have just lit these candles and run upstairs as you came?”

Miss Rachel nodded. “Something very quick took place here. Quick and ugly.”

“And this fellow in the red beret—he may have seen something he wasn’t supposed to? Is that why he was killed?”

“Perhaps he blocked someone’s way on the cat walk too,” Miss Rachel offered.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Miss Rachel, David Ward, and the big black cat turned together as someone entered the room.

This was a man she had not seen before. He was huge, shaped like a bear inside a thick cinnamon-colored overcoat. His face was small for his bulk, and pink like a child’s. He motioned toward the box with a hand holding a green felt hat. “Is someone packing? Is she really moving out at last?”

For some reason Miss Rachel took him to be one of the roomers. She said, “I rather think that the police would like to see you. They’re interviewing everybody who lives here.”

“I don’t live here.” He gave her a puzzled look. “I’m Fortyne Parish. Of Pasadena. The old Pasadena Parishes.” He smiled tentatively, as if waiting for her to pick up the joke. “I seem to have stumbled on a madhouse here. The police are talking to my brother. I’ve been having a look around.” He went over to the packing case. “My wordl”

“The word is arson,” said David. “How long have you been here?”

“Just came.” Mr. Parish had eyes as innocent as his pink face. “Got a call from Mrs. Dauntry for the two of us to come running. Chuckie and I—he’s been working hard, preparing for the next Verse-Craft meeting, had to drop all that. Too bad. He’s been doing quatrains. Good stuff, too.”

Miss Rachel was enlightened. “You’re one of the Pasadena cousins that Donwyn mentioned.”

“Yes, you’re right. She made us sound stuffy, too, I’ll bet. Young idiot, full of smart-aleck opinions.” He seemed to notice David’s glowering look and added quickly, “Of course Donwyn’s only a kid. Hasn’t had time yet to learn to mind her manners or to find out she’d do well to listen to her elders. We were all like that when we were young. Impetuous. Hurrying. No time for higher things.” He was studying David. “You’re the fiance?”

“The what?” David exploded.

“No, he isn’t,” Miss Rachel put in hastily. “He’s a friend who used to be a policeman.”

“Good kind of friend for a night like this,” Mr. Parish agreed. “As I was saying, Mrs. Dauntry called us. We came hurrying. Now she isn’t in. A man’s dead, apparently—haven’t seen the poor chap—they want us to look at him. Man in a red beret. I don’t believe I’d know the fellow.” Mr. Parish pursed his small mouth, disapproving of red-beret wearers.

“They think that he fell off the cat walk,” Miss Rachel told him.

He shook his head dolefully. “That silly bridge. I warned Gertrude about it when she had it built. Should have had reinforcement, timbers set in the paving.” He pointed suddenly to the stuff in the box. “What’s this business about arson?”

“You know as much about it as we do,” David said ungraciously. “I found it ready to be afire, and blew out the candles. I’m staying until the police can take over. This house would make a firebug jump with joy. It’s old, tinder-dry, and full of drafty passages to draw the flames.”

“She hasn’t kept it up,” Parish grumbled. “But say, mightn’t this man in the red hat be the firebug? He sounds peculiar. They think he’s a foreigner, too. Got on an overcoat from Paris. Don’t see many men’s clothes from France; London’s the place for good tailoring.” Absently one hand stroked the fine thick cloth of the cinnamon-colored topcoat. “I’m going to put it up to them, make them see it. Strange man lurking about. An alien. Displaced person, maybe, holding a grudge because the pavements aren’t really gold, all that foolishness. Setting fire to the big homes. Hates the rich.” Mr. Parish was growing pinker, almost red, as he worked himself up over the possible criminal tendencies of the dead man.

“Why don’t you just go back quietly to Pasadena?” David inquired, turning his back and looking at the window blind.

“Can’t, you see. Have to talk to the policeman. Have to explain we weren’t here in time to do murder. Ah, here’s my brother.”

A second man had slipped into the room. If anyone had asked this second man if he were a man or a mouse, Miss Rachel thought, he’d probably have said “a mouse.” He was the opposite of his large pink brother, being small and gray, with a long discouraged face whose baggy eyes looked sorrowfully on the world. He plucked his brother’s sleeve. “Fort, old boy—they’re waiting. I looked at that dead man. He’s someone we’ve known—sometime. I can’t quite place where. Nothing to do with poetry. Too—too earthy.”

They introduced themselves, Miss Rachel, David, and Chuck Parish.

“Are you suspects too?” the newcomer wondered anxiously.

“I’m a friend of Donwyn’s,” Miss Rachel explained. “And this is a friend of mine. Mr. David Ward.”

Fortyne Parish had departed for his session with Captain Adams. To explain the criminal possibilities of D.P.s, perhaps. His small gray brother crept over to the big box, looked in curiously, then listened with horror as David explained the purpose of the inner arrangement. “Fire? But that would be terrible. This house is a landmark, a monument of the past. To destroy it would be a sin, a grave sin.”

“Are you sure that it was Mrs. Dauntry who called you?” Miss Rachel asked. “You see, Miss Etta Parr also seems to have received some such message. Only she isn’t positive about the voice on the telephone.”

“I wouldn’t know. Is it important? Our housekeeper took the message. She wouldn’t know Mrs. Dauntry’s voice from another.” He lost interest in the question. His gaze strayed round the room. “How dreadful it looks! All eaten by time’s corroding touch. Touched with time’s corroding—” He stood still and mulled it over. “She should have kept it better,” he decided, dismissing poetic quibblings with words. “What’s she done with the furniture? And why isn’t the floor swept, at least?”

“It seems a shame that there was no instruction in the disposing letters as to how the property was to be maintained,” Miss Rachel concurred. “As an heir, it must grieve you to see such a loss in value.”

He shook his head gravely. “No, we expected no riches here. The place has been passed by. Just an old-fashioned house, too expensive to operate, no modern conveniences, a cul-de-sac of a street that could never be developed commercially without getting the co-operation of all the other lot owners, a backwater of old Los Angeles—nothing of worth deserving to be split five ways. Aunt Gertrude should have left it all simply to Donwyn. Always felt she would have but for Mrs. Dauntry. Beastly woman, had some unpleasant hold over Gertrude, I always thought.” He wandered over to the windows and examined the kerosene-soaked draperies, wrinkling his nose at their offensive smell.

“What is your opinion of Paul Postelwait?” Miss Rachel asked, sensing his reminiscent mood, hoping for a clue as to the cousin’s odd behavior. “Or do you know that he is avoiding Donwyn and claiming not to be an heir?”

“I’d heard something about it. I can’t imagine what his ourpose is.”

“The result of his behavior seems to be that the estate is not being settled,” she pointed out.

“Yes, so it is.” The sad eyes held no illumination.

“Why should he want to delay the disposal of the house and lot?”

Chuck Parish went on looking puzzled. “I couldn’t even guess. I should think he’d want a bit of cash and let the thing be finished. I understand he’s given up his job. Met a fellow at a Verse-Craft meeting from his office. He thought Paul must be sick to retire so suddenly like that. Said something about a marriage, too, some woman who’d stopped by the office a couple of times before Paul quit. A blonde. Too blond, perhaps—the fellow hinted he’d seen the same shade in an ad for hair bleach.”

“Have you seen Paul Postelwait recently?”

“It must be two years, at least.” Mr. Parish rolled a bit of dusty lint with the toe of his shoe. “Yes, all of that.”

“Was anything said then about the estate? I mean, was any hint given that he wouldn’t allow settlement?”

“Oh no. He seemed his normal self. Acid. Paul’s very acid. A sharp tongue, sharp way of looking at people, no trust in providence. No feeling for anything much but the daubs he calls art. He used to take them quite seriously. I met him now and then at art galleries—always in the wrong rooms. Hideous stuff. Do you know, art and poetry used to go together? Now they’re divorced. Poetry still is concerned with beauty. But art—by that I mean painting and sculpture—has gotten off on some strange bypath. A nuisance. I can’t enjoy it.” He looked appealingly at David, wondering perhaps why David had not joined in the discussion. “Don’t you think so?”

“What?” David asked, looking perplexed.

“Modern art.”

The small gray man had a lot of dignity, Miss Rachel realized. He was not the mouse she had at first supposed. There was a revelation here, much character under the surface, a strong opinion based on reasoning.

“I can’t stand modern art,” said David firmly.

“Neither can I,” said Mr. Parish.

“I always feel as if someone’s speaking to me in a foreign language,” Miss Rachel put in. “And showing me up for not knowing what it is they’re saying.”

“A good exposition of the method.” Mr. Parish nodded.

Captain Adams came in at that moment. It seemed that the other Parish had said something about the arson arrangement. The captain had sent for an arson specialist, and now he wanted them all to get out of the room so he could lock it. The candelabra, the torn paper, the cans of kerosene would tell a story that the arson specialist could read.

He herded them out into the hall, where they paused in a little group—Jennifer appearing to join them—and after he had locked the door Captain Adams explained that he was letting everybody go home. They were to make sure before leaving that the police knew where to reach them. And of course they all knew that they mustn’t leave town or anything like that. Captain Adams’ tone added: You’d better not.

There was more than a hint that he wanted the old house to himself, to explore its secrets without stray strangers underfoot.

David Ward drove Miss Rachel and Miss Jennifer and their black cat home. He promised to let them know if he heard anything from Donwyn or if the police gave a hint that the case might break. Particularly Miss Rachel begged for any news of the dead man’s identity. She was appalled at the thought that nothing might ever be known of him except that he carried a card bearing the name George Allswede Cronk. And wore a Parisian overcoat and a red beret. And had fallen off the cat walk and broken his neck.

As they got ready for bed, Miss Rachel told Jennifer about the ghost.

Jennifer looked at her sidewise, as though suspecting she were touched in the head. “It could have been anything. A draft from a door opened down the hall. A truck passing on West Adams, vibrating the old underpinnings of the house. A tiny earthquake, even.”

“I guess I should have mentioned it before. Donwyn had the same experience. She told me about it the first time she came.”

Jennifer was tying on her nightcap in front of the dresser. She leaned toward the mirror and stuck out her tongue, part of her nightly ritual, guarding her health. Jennifer was always expecting something to go suddenly and drastically wrong with herself. Actually, she was as tough as an ox. “Do you suppose she planted the idea then? Suggestion, I believe the psychologists call it. Someone prepares you with a ridiculous story. Then your own senses deceive you. You see things that aren’t there at all.”

“I didn’t see anything,” Miss Rachel argued. “Neither did Donwyn. Only something queer went on behind me in that corner. I’ll swear to it.”

“You were always a great one for ghost stories,” said Jennifer, “even when we were small.” She got into bed under a mass of down comforters. She ran her toes down experimentally, searching for the hot-water bottle. Miss Rachel’s own bed had no pile of covers, only a light electric blanket. It was Miss Jennifer’s steady prophecy that one day she would awake to find Miss Rachel dead by electrocution. “Now turn out the light and let’s get to sleep. We’ll discuss your ghost in the morning.”

Some minutes later, in the dark, the cat walked across Miss Rachel’s legs. She liked the electric blanket. In fact, Miss Rachel suspected that Samantha got more good out of it than she did. She was not a nervous animal and had no fear of electrocution. She took what was given, used it gratefully.

I ought to do the same, Miss Rachel thought. Accept what is offered. Let’s see—what’s been offered in this affair of the unwill, ing heir, the man in the red beret, and Aunt Gertrude’s old house with ghost attached? What do I know about these people?

To begin with, her mind answered, a long time ago two American women went on a trip to Europe. Only one came home. They were sisters. The survivor had picked up a companion, someone who may have been a witness to the accident that killed the other.

Could they have been, by any chance, twin sisters?

It was the question she had wanted to ask Donwyn and had not. I must find the girl and have the answer, Miss Rachel told herself. The beginning of it all is back there somewhere—in the past … And just as she dropped off to sleep she had a sudden vision of Donwyn as she must have been when she was small, quite lost in the huge old house. Donwyn had played hopscotch on the paving that was now cracked and broken but had then been good as new. She must have had other games. Hide-and-seek?

“Quit tossing and do some deep breathing,” Jennifer commanded. “You’re keeping me awake.”

The morning paper blazed Murder.

Other news was sparse. The reporters had made much of Death in Trafalgar Place. There were pictures of the old house, the once-aristocratic street, the iron gates that should have been ajar and were closed instead, the arch that spelled out the name in iron letters, and even the cat walk. It was pointed out that this was the only cat walk in Trafalgar Place. It had been put in by order of the deceased owner, Miss Gertrude Parish.

It was the first time that Miss Rachel had heard of Aunt Gertrade’s last name. The Parrs, the Parishes—and the Postelwaits. Nice alliteration. Donwyn’s name was that of her father, of course. Donwyn hadn’t explained why she had been an orphan and why Aunt Gertrude had taken over her care after her mother died. Mr. Shore must have been dead, too, for the aunt to have been appointed guardian.

The papers put in guardedly that though the deceased man’s neck was broken by a fall, this had not been the cause of death; at least, not the sole cause. A full post-mortem had not been completed. The police were husbanding their secrets.

There was a photograph of the dead man—looking very dead, Miss Rachel observed—and a request for anyone knowing his name or other facts about him to come forward.

The lessee of the house, Mrs. Meta Dauntry, had come home long after the corpse had been found and had said that she had spent the evening in a neighborhood movie. “Lots of checking going on,” Miss Rachel surmised, sipping coffee as she read. One reporter had a list of all the people involved in the discovery of the dead man, even including the Parishes, David Ward, and herself. Miss Rachel Murdock will be remembered from a murder case of a year ago in the desert town of Brickoven….

Captain Adams was not going to like Miss Rachel’s being remembered. He was a man, she sensed, who could be led only so far. Let him get a whiff of even semi-professional meddling—and still, in a way she had warned him. She had told him of her boredom with the knitting.

Miss Jennifer was eating yogurt. The cat was busy with a dish of canned fish.

“Did you think,” Miss Jennifer inquired, “when you began this thing with that young girl, that it would turn into such a horrid crime?”

“No, I didn’t.”

Jennifer threw her a doubtful stare. “What did you expect, then?”

“Honestly, I thought that it was likely that Mr. Postelwait was in the process of losing his marbles, and that—”

“Don’t be slangy, Rachel.”

“I thought he might be just a little bit nuts, then, and that I could find it out and that Mr. Simpkins could bring legal means to bear to have the estate settled. That was the original purpose, in case you’ve forgotten: to have the small estate divided and for Donwyn to get back to Ventura, where presumably she is in the process of getting a husband.”

“And now—what is the purpose, Rachel?” Jennifer wavered between suspicion and triumph; she only waited to have Miss Rachel say what she expected.

“The purpose hasn’t changed. I would still like to see Donwyn happily on her way with a bit of money from her dead aunt in her pocket.”

“You aren’t tempted to dabble in this dead man’s mystery?”

“I—I must admit that the puzzle of his identity and his death is—” But Miss Rachel saw how her sister was ready, to pounce, and perversity held her tongue. She shook her head instead. “No. No, I won’t do it.”

“And why not?” Jennifer seemed outraged by this change.

“It’s that Captain Adams. He’s not the type of officer you can lead around, and feed clues to, and bamboozle when necessary. He’s coldhearted and hardheaded. He’s innately suspicious. He’s especially suspicious of anyone out of character, like little old ladies at the scene of a crime who aren’t fainting or at least half collapsed. He’s—in other words, he’s an intelligent man.”

“I thought so too.” Jennifer seemed to withdraw into deep thought. She let some moments go by in silence. The cat finished the fish and waited to see if they meant to offer any tidbits from the table, and when Jennifer tried her with a teaspoonful of the yogurt, she walked out in disgust. “Rachel, I—I may regret this.”

Miss Rachel put the paper aside. Jennifer had reached a painful decision of some sort; there was worry in her eyes, hesitation in her tone. “Yes?”

“I think that you can get around Captain Adams all right. I think that if you offer him a piece of evidence he’ll be quite delighted. He’ll forget that little old ladies ought to be shy and afraid.”

“If I offer—evidence? What evidence?”	*

“You see, I did something quite by accident last night. I stole a clue.”

Miss Rachel was at a loss for words. Had Jennifer become a thief?

“I paused to straighten my hat at an old-fashioned umbrella stand in the front hall; I put down my purse in a spot that was in shadow. When I picked it up, I picked up something else with it,” Jennifer said, struggling along with guilt hanging heavy on every word. “All unknowing. And it’s—it’s got burglars’ tools inside.

From her lap under the tablecloth, like a conjurer producing a rabbit, she brought up Mr. Postelwait’s neat leather brief case.


CHAPTER NINE

Miss Rachel found Captain Adams at Mrs. Dauntry’s house, interviewing a cleaning woman who came in by the day. He was in the small parlor, which he had taken over as a temporary office. When he had dismissed the hired woman, he invited Miss Rachel inside. She gave him the leather case and told him how Jennifer had happened to take it home.

“Her purse is so large and heavy. She carries tracts in it. You know—Cat Week leaflets and missionary pledges. She’s secretary of half a dozen welfare societies”

He was looking the leather case over, holding it gingerly by its outer corners.

“I’m afraid you’ll find Jennifer’s fingerprints there, since she examined it before she realized how she must have picked it up.”

“Umbrella stand in the hall, huh? Let’s have a look.”

They went out together into the dim shadow of the hall, and near the front door was the huge old umbrella stand just as Jennifer had described it, set in the darkness of a nook, a monstrosity in oak with mirrors, hat hooks, coat holders, and any number of unidentifiable gadgets. Miss Rachel couldn’t recall having seen another for around forty years. Captain Adams was nodding in satisfaction. “Your sister has a good memory.”

“She recalled that the purse seemed unexpectedly heavy inside her gloved hands. And the gloves, you see, kept her from feeling the crack between the purse and the flat leather case.”

Standing near the colored-glass panel beside the front door, he opened the zipper cautiously and peeped inside. Then he grunted with sudden, unexpected anger. “Do you know what these are?”

“No. Jennifer had some idea that they were burglars’ tools.”

“She’s exactly right. So damned exactly right.” His thick gray eyebrows were lowering. “Do you know whose this is? I take it you do—I can see there’s something more you have to tell me.”

Miss Rachel tried for the right note, flustered but not too serious guilt. There was still that little matter of breaking-and-entering to be kept concealed. “As we waited near her cousin’s house last night, a figure slipped past whom Donwyn identified as Paul Postelwait. He was carrying—that.” Miss Rachel pointed to the case.

“You’re positive?”

Miss Rachel decided that it was best not to be too sure. “I—I’m pretty positive.”

“Was the light good?”

“Fairly so. We were near the corner light.”

“This Postelwait—did he go by before or after you saw the man in the red beret leave the card under his door?”

“Uh—before.” She saw where this was leading and didn’t like it. “Why did you stay in the neighborhood, since the man you’d come to see had gone?”

“Donwyn thought he might come back.”

“Didn’t she try to speak to him?”

“He caught her by surprise and was gone too soon." If they found Donwyn, Miss Rachel thought with despair, and Donwyn talked about the events at Paul’s house, she could imagine the explosion on the captain’s part. “I’m sure that if you confront Mr. Postelwait with the case, surprise him with it, you’ll get an admission from him that he was inside this house last night.”

“Certainly you and your sister have managed to place him here,” said Adams with an expression Miss Rachel could only think of as Machiavellian. “However, since your position is that of an uninterested party, and since you must simply be wanting to see the truth found out, I accept what you say.” He touched her arm to guide her, and they began to walk back toward the small parlor. “We’ll confront him with it when he turns up. Right now—along with your Miss Shore—he’s among the missing.”

“Have your men searched thoroughly in this house?”

“As thoroughly as you can do under the circumstances. Lots of halls, closets, odd rooms and niches. I wonder why they used lumber like that, as if they somehow had to get rid of as much of it as possible.” He grumbled under his breath as he put the leather case in the room, came back out, and locked the door. Silly of him, Miss Rachel told herself while she waited, if he took on trust the key Mrs. Dauntry had given him without suspecting that she would have kept a duplicate. “While you’re here, I want you to come out into the courtyard and tell me again about that figure on the little bridge.”

They went out by a side entrance through a bank of neglected shrubbery. In the driveway Miss Rachel glanced about, trying to place what she remembered from last night: she saw the dusty overgrown bushes where she and Donwyn had hidden, the cat walk hanging in the air, its shabbiness all too plain in the crisp morning light, and the garage apartment with all its blinds down. Miss Graye was sleeping late, perhaps.

“Stand where you stood when you caught sight of the person on the cat walk,” Adams instructed, “and see if you can judge where the figure must have gone when it disappeared.”

Miss Rachel tried honestly to remember, though this was day and distance and perspective seemed much different. She approached to where she thought she and Donwyn had first seen the crouching shape. It had been looking down at them, she had thought, but now, seeing the cat walk by a brilliant light, it occurred to her that in silhouette the figure would have looked the same if it had been bending in the opposite direction, with its back toward them. She explained this to Adams. “If the person had been turned the other way, he’d have been looking down at about the point where the railing is broken.”

He nodded; he was just behind her, staring over her shoulder at the bridge, and she could smell his shaving lotion and pipe tobacco. “Do you think he might have been crouched so as to jump down?”

“It is possible.” In her mind’s eye she conjured up the scene again: the figure above, bent low, and in the courtyard—though she had not found him yet—the dead man in the red beret. “Would he have been about to leap down and finish the other man? Is that what you suppose?”

“Yes, I wondered. The man on the ground had not been dead very long.” Adams took out a pipe and began to fill it—asking Miss Rachel’s permission first with old-fashioned courtesy. “He may not have known that he was dead.”

“He didn’t jump, though. We would have heard that.”

“Did you hear a door open and shut?”

“No.”

“But this figure must have disappeared into the house.”

“Yes. I’m sure that I would have noticed had he gone off the long way, toward Miss Graye’s apartment.”

“Could he have swung down silently by his hands, then dropped? It wouldn’t have been much of a drop, wouldn’t have made much sound.”

“That’s also possible, though I hadn’t considered it,” Miss Rachel told him.

Adams had his pipe going; the smoke smelled clean and fragrant on the morning air. “Well, I’m trying to fill in the picture generally, as you can see. Now, when you went up to Miss Graye’s apartment, there were signs of a recent visitor?”

“As I said, cocktails had just been drunk, the ice left and not melted.”

“She denies that she had had any company, but it may be that she just doesn’t want a caller exposed to the publicity of the newspapers,” he said as if thinking aloud. “When she finally took a good look at the dead man, what did she say?”

“She said that she needed a drink.”

“And then what?”

“Then she went back inside and mixed one. I examined the railing of the cat walk and saw the stains there, as if the dead man had torn his hand in an effort not to be thrown off into the courtyard. It was blood on the railing, wasn’t it?”

He nodded, looking with thoughtful eyes at the cat walk.

“Have you inquired around as to Miss Graye’s professional standing as, an artist?” Miss Rachel went on wonderingly. Captain Adams let out a big puff of smoke; his eyes had jerked off the cat walk to fasten on her face, and she sensed the mind sharpening itself, ready for anything new. “I mean—she’s gone to a lot of trouble and expense, not to mention continuing inconvenience: she put in a north skylight and obviously has repainted the large room up there. She pays a high rent, high enough so that Mrs. Dauntry is anxious to keep her. And yet she doesn’t even have a bathroom in working order.”

“I hadn’t thought much about it,” he said. “Lots of artists’ equipment up there.”

“Yes, and even a painting on the easel, not quite done. It made me a bit curious…. You see, Paul Postelwait has dabbled in art for years, according to Donwyn and the Parishes, and so I wondered if Miss Graye might know him. Through her work.”

The steel filing machine behind the captain’s eyes went sorting and clicking away over this; meanwhile his stare was fixed on Miss Graye’s drawn blinds. “Hmmm. Might bear looking into. How do you find out how good an artist is? Ask another artist?”

“You might just ask her where she went to art school,” Miss Rachel suggested, “and then contact the professors as to what sort of student she had been.”

“Good,” he said briefly. “Now, continuing with what happened last night, I’d like to hear some more about the incident of meeting Miss Parr.” His tone gave the impression that Aunt Etta’s hysterics had left a sour taste. “As I understand, you opened the door and there she was.”

“Inside the lighted hall,” Miss Rachel agreed.

“Though you had particularly noticed that no lights were on inside the house when you arrived.”

“I had thought so. Of course the light from the hall wouldn’t have shown unless some room had a door open,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “And then we didn’t see all four sides of the house, but only two. Miss Parr might have been in here, looking for Mrs. Dauntry, as she says, and been in a part of the house opposite from us. I can’t help wondering,” Miss Rachel added, “what Mrs. Dauntry says about those phone calls that summoned those people here.”

“Says she didn’t make them,” he answered; and then, as if to forestall any further questions, he asked another of his own. “What did Miss Parr say when she saw you?”

“She seemed to mistake me for Mrs. Dauntry.”

He looked Miss Rachel up and down with a sidewise stare. “Not a lot of resemblance.”

“No resemblance at all. Of course I was outside in the dark and she was in the light.”

“Hmmm. Why do you think those people all came here?”

Was he teasing her? Or did he really want a theory? Miss Rachel hesitated over her answer. Then she said, “I can’t help wondering if they weren’t supposed to arrive as the house was burning down.”

“Mmmm?” he said around his pipe. “And then what? And why?”

“I don’t pretend to have second sight,” she assured him, “and yet it’s so obvious that what you find on the surface in this case is far from the truth. Were supposed to believe that Gertrude Parish left the house for five years, rent-free, out of affection for Mrs. Dauntry. And yet everything I’ve heard about the relationship between the two women reveals anything but love. Mrs. Dauntry seems to have had some sort of claim, or hold, on the other woman. It wasn’t devotion.”

“And the house burning down—what of that”

“I think something is hidden in it,” Miss Rachel said slowly. “I think Mrs. Dauntry was given five years to try to find the secret—whatever it is. And since she perhaps hasn’t found it—”

“She burns down the house in rage?”

“Someone tries to bum it down in front of all the heirs.”

Captain Adams didn’t answer at once. Perhaps he was giving that mental filing machine time to catch up. But at last: “Those burglars’ tools that Postelwait was carrying—that gave you the idea of a search, of something hidden, didn’t it?”

“That—and other things.”

Adams smoked for a little while. “Where would you start looking?”

“I don’t know. If Mrs. Dauntry has been here five years—” All at once Miss Rachel remembered the sumptuous room, the lavish wardrobe, the luxury so strange in the midst of the huge shabby house. “Perhaps she did find it, after all. And wants to get rid of the place to conceal the fact.”

“And anyway,” he pointed out, “we’d have to know what it was we were looking for.”

At this moment Mrs. Dauntry came out on the small side porch and looked their way. Her short curly black hair shone as if from a recent brushing. The round face was neatly made up, and the short slender figure looked youthful in soft fawn-colored silk. She said, raising her voice, “There is someone on the telephone for you, Captain Adams.”

“Thank you.” He nodded to Miss Rachel and hurried away. Presumably she was meant to wait for the conclusion of their interview. Miss Rachel moved into the shade under the cat walk; she was surprised to see that Mrs. Dauntry, after waiting for Captain Adams to enter the house, was walking her way. The woman came close. The bright morning sunlight was cruel to her, showing the fine lines in her skin that the make-up could not conceal, and illuminating the silver threads in the black hair. “You are not welcome here,” she said in a low, expressionless voice. “I wish that you would henceforth stay away.”

Miss Rachel perked up with interest. “Why? Because I found that dead man? Someone would have eventually.”

“You are a most unpleasant kind of person,” Mrs. Dauntry told her, looking into her eyes. “I loathe meddlers. I despise spies.”

“You are going to have to put up with a lot of official spying until this murder is solved,” Miss Rachel said reasonably. “And of course you will hot be able to keep the secrets you so much want to keep.” She was gratified to note the hardening of Mrs. Dauntry’s features. “Like Miss Graye. Of course she isn’t an artist. No paint under her nails. She rented that apartment to have a base of operations near this house.”

The result was all that could have been hoped. All the cold disdain, the controlled loathing went out of Mrs. Dauntry as if someone had pulled a cork; she turned to look at the garage apartment with a kind of spring, like a cat’s.

“I wonder who’s helping her. Or whom she is helping,” Miss Rachel meditated. “A man, most likely. Miss Graye has about her a kind of aura of sex. Some women do, you know—like Cleopatra, probably—and they’re almost invariably mixed up with men. Men go after them like bees for honey. And they—uh—reciprocate. But of course you know all this. And the police will know it.”

Mrs. Dauntry took a couple of steps toward Miss Graye’s place. Her face had at first turned pale and now was pink, and she breathed with a kind of rattle. Sheer rage enveloped her like a cloud.

“You’ve been so careful, so slow, so cautious,” Miss Rachel went on in the same thoughtful tone, “that it would seem a shame to act hastily now. It would be much better to wait and to think things out. Such as what might have given Miss Graye the idea that there was something worth looking for. And whether she’s found it.”

The test worked beautifully. If there had been nothing to hunt for, Mrs. Dauntry would have looked puzzled, or amused, or condescending. The flash that lit up her eyes was answer enough.

“You know, I keep wondering …”

Mrs. Dauntry was poised between some point of furious violence and a sane retreat; she seemed to hang upon Miss Rachel’s words, as if her decision must lie in them.

“I keep wondering if Donwyn’s mother and Gertrude Parish were twins. You knew them both, though Donwyn’s mother only briefly, perhaps. Tell me—did they look much alike?”

Mrs. Dauntry blinked, a movement somehow like an owl’s.

“And I keep wondering, too, which one of them really did die in that crash over in Europe.”

She had distracted the woman with suspicion of Miss Graye, had roused her to anger, and the answer which came should have been given without thought or intention to deceive. The truth, in other words. But Mrs. Dauntry’s tongue seemed tangled up in itself; she made unintelligible sounds. Then she said finally, “You’re insane!”

“What did happen at that accident?”

For just an instant a look that may have been remembrance flickered across Mrs. Dauntry’s face. Distress mingled with something else—avarice?—and then died down, and Miss Rachel was reminded all at once of a huddled animal, cold and still with terror. Some scene out of the past had returned to haunt the woman. Whatever it had been, she was now afraid.

“Go away,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Don’t come back here.”

Miss Rachel said, “Why be so snippy? You’re giving up the house anyway. And oh, before I forget—a word of advice. Whatever you decide to do about Miss Graye, do it quick. She’ll be dangerous if she’s forewarned.”

Stiffly Mrs. Dauntry began to walk in the direction of the house. She didn’t look back until she reached the door. Then she shot a single poisonous glance at the garage apartment, and after-ward her eyes settled on Miss Rachel and she shuddered. It was not a normal reaction to the sight of a pleasant little old lady in lavender taffeta, a rather Dresden-china sort of figure. Perhaps in her mind’s eye Mrs. Dauntry saw something else.

She disappeared into the doorway, and Miss Rachel stood alone in the sunny courtyard. Considering what had happened here last night, it was a singularly innocent place. The crisp autumn air was golden with sunlight. There were birds, stopping off on their way farther south, no doubt, cheerful in the trees that hemmed the yard. The neglected shrubbery was gay with red berries. And a surviving poinsettia was getting ready to bloom. A nice place to wait for Captain Adams, Miss Rachel thought. You’d never dream a murder had been committed in it.

Captain Adams came out in a hurry, his eyes searching. “Where is she?”

“Mrs. Dauntry just went indoors.”

“What did she say to you?”

“She wants me to keep away from here.”

A flicker of amusement showed in his face. “I have some questions to ask her. I’ll see you later, Miss Murdock.” He gave her a little bow, old-fashioned, very polite.

“Later, then,” she agreed.

“As for Miss Graye—I’ll attend to her.” He was warning her to keep meddling fingers off.

She nodded, wondering if Mrs. Dauntry would boat him to the blonde.


CHAPTER TEN

There was one thing Miss Rachel wanted to do badly—she longed to take Mrs. Barrows, the observing neighbor, for a look at Miss Graye. That wouldn’t be advisable just now after Captain Adams’ warning. So Miss Rachel went to David Ward’s studio. A white envelope was tacked to the door with her name written on it. From it Miss Rachel extracted a note.

Dear Miss Rachel:

I tried to reach you at home and missed—this is to let you know, in case you come by, that Donwyn Shore phoned me and that I’m meeting her downtown. She sounds scared to death, poor kid, and terribly regretful about running out on you.

As ever—

David

“David to the rescue,” Miss Rachel murmured. She took out a pen and scribbled, Take her to the police at once. Then she tucked the note out of sight under the door. This action reminded her of the dead man’s leaving of the card last night. Mrs. Barrows might not be allowed to peep at Miss Graye, but she might be valuable in other ways.

Before going to Mrs. Barrows there was telephoning to do. In a drugstore booth she rang up an old friend in Pasadena. Mrs. Locke was a widow, very literarily inclined in an uncommercial way. Miss Rachel asked her what she knew about the Parish brothers.

“Fortyne and Chuckie? Those boys? They’re darlings, Rachel. They do the dearest things. In verse, you know.”

“How about their finances?”

“You mean money?” Mrs. Locke sounded as though Miss Rachel had asked her to describe the Parishes’ underwear. "Oh, dear.”

“I know you know. You always do,” Miss Rachel said dryly.

“Well, they’re quite rich, or at least I imagine so. They’ve a very good home in a nice part of town—out by Arroyo Drive where the view is so lovely. They have a splendid housekeeper, and you know those don’t come cheap these days. They dress nicely. Fortyne has a new suit quite often. I really like Chuckie better, though I’ve heard that so far as monev goes he’s dependent on his older brother.”

“Neither of them work?”

“They have a real estate firm which handles business properties mostly, I’ve heard. I have no idea how well it pays them. I’m wondering, Rachel—are you thinking of getting married? Or are you going to invest some money with them?”

“Neither. I’m too old for the one and too cautious for the second. And anyway, you know Jennifer does the investing. She has an inborn aptitude for handling money. Father’s people were bankers, you know. How did we get off the Parishes? Have either of them ever been interested in arson?”

Mrs. Locke gave a huge gasp, as though Miss Rachel had poked her in the ribs. “But you’re joking!”

Miss Rachel paused to analyze that gasp; there was more than just polite shock behind it. “No, I’m not. I want to know if the Parishes have ever had a convenient fire. And profited thereby.”

“I—I shouldn’t mention this. It couldn’t have anything to do with what you’re thinking about—”

“Well, tell me and I’ll judge of it,” Miss Rachel commanded, getting impatient.

Mrs. Locke was silent for a little while, and Miss Rachel imagined her nibbling her lip and worrying; she was a most conscientious womán and always anxious to speak well of everyone. “They had a hotel, a small one in a poor district, and it burned down and there was too much insurance. Fortyne told me about it—really, it was no secret—at one of our Verse-Craft meetings. He said the insurance companies had cheated them, had made an adjustment less than the face of the policies. They’d bought the property only a short while before and had intended to resell it after doing some work on it. But it caught fire meanwhile.”

“Was it occupied?”

“I think not. It was being redecorated, or something.”

“But you thought it might have been arson, didn’t you?”

“Oh, Rachel,” Mrs. Locke cried, “you seem to dig out such evil ideas—and yes, of course, anyone would have thought of arson. Only Fortyne and Chuckie write poetry. They wouldn’t do beastly things for money.”

“Hmmm. By the way, why did you think I might be marrying one of them? They’re both at least twenty years younger than I.”

“That’s another thing—”—

“Well, tell me about it.”

Mrs. Locke was huffing and stammering. She hated gossip. And Miss Rachel was extracting it from her in gobs. “Well, Fortyne’s rather a ladies’ man, and he’s been engaged I don’t know how many times in an innocent sort of way—”

“What is an innocent sort of way? Do you mean he’s not sleeping with them?”

Mrs. Locke gave a gurgle and grew so quiet that Miss Rachel wondered if she could have fainted. Then a new sound came on the wire. Mrs. Locke was laughing, and trying to stifle that laughter by stuffing something into her mouth. Muffled squeaks and titters escaped into the phone. When she could manage her voice, she said, “Rachel, you’re awful!”

“Just curious as usual. Does Fortyne like older ladies with money?”

“Yes, but he doesn’t marry them for their money, so what’s the harm?”

“What does he do then?”

“Just—just breaks off in a friendly manner.”

“Have you ever talked with any of these broken-off ladies after the engagement was over?”

“Miss Brewer. And she still adores Fortyne.”

The conversation continued a few minutes longer, but Mrs. Locke’s attitude did not change: The Parishes were nice “boys” who lived respectable lives and whose wildest dissipation seemed to be attending Verse-Craft meetings and reading their own poetry out loud. The burned-down hotel might be suspicious on the surface, but since all poets were impractical idealists living in ivory towers, the Parishes couldn’t have stooped to arson. And why didn’t Miss Rachel come to a Verse-Craft meeting some night just for fun?

“I might at that,” Miss Rachel promised. She inquired after the health of Mrs. Locke’s three Airedales and two parrots, and after suitable promises to meet sometime soon, they said good-by.

The interview with Mrs. Locke made Miss Rachel feel as if she’d been digging lead ore out of a granite mountain, but she marshaled her forces sufficiently to telephone Mr. Simpkins. He was still sucking a medicinal lozenge for his dry throat, and it still rattled on his false teeth like a battery of castanets. She asked, “If this bequest with the five letters breaks down and can’t be finished, what would be the legal procedure to divide the estate?”

“You’re still worrying about that, eh? Well, a wasteful way to do it would be for each of the heirs to hire a lawyer and to fight it out in court. Probably it would be decided, in the end, according to nearness of relationship.”

“I think they’re all cousins. There may be one sister,” she added, thinking of Aunt Etta, whose family position Donwyn had not made clear.

“If the relationship to the deceased is about equally remote, the sensible thing to do would be to get a court order to sell, and to divide the cash proceeds equally,” he said in his dry voice, interspersed with clickings. “I think they’d find the court reasonable. No one wants to see property tied up forever and of no use to anybody.”

“Suppose some of the heirs wish to co-operate, though one does not.”

“Do you mean that one heir would sue?”

“I’m not sure. I mean he’s trying to avoid being an heir.”

“The court could accommodate him on that score. Property is not forced on people,” Mr. Simpkins observed, his tone implying that the man must be a fool.

“Could one heir alone bring suit to force settlement?”	.

“It’s being done every day,” he replied, as if she were a ninny.

Miss Rachel thanked him and hung up.

Being a little tired by now, and thirsty, she went to the drug-store fountain for a cup of coffee. She sat there thinking to herself that it was peculiar that so little interest was being shown in the disposal of Gertrude Parish’s estate. After all, the place had some value; someone besides Donwyn should be wanting the money. And yet Aunt Etta wanted to wait until Paul was over his stubborn mood, Paul himself was in disguise, and the two Parish cousins seemed to see the place only as a run-down, commercially unexploitable wreck.

She finished her coffee and went back to her car and drove to the neat street where Paul Postelwait had turned into Mr. Cronk. She parked in front of Mrs. Barrows’ house, went up the front steps, and rang the bell. There was much improvement in Mrs. Barrows when she came; make-up concealed the sallow complexion, and the dust cap had given way to soft gray curls.

“Oh—you’re Mrs. Postelwait’s aunt!” she exclaimed. “Come in! I do have news for you. I mean, if you’re still looking for your niece.”

Miss Rachel brightened like the worried aunt she was supposed to be.

When they were seated, Mrs. Barrows went on: “I’m sure that your niece was over there in that house two—or perhaps even three—times last night! I think I heard her! Of course there was so much coming and going, and I’m almost positive that some men who came there in the middle of the night were the police! Charging in like buffalo—And then I caught a glimpse of another man, earlier, a stranger wearing a red cap…. ” She paused to catch her breath.

Miss Rachel saw that Mrs. Barrows had spent a busy and exciting night and was bursting to tell somebody about it. “Why did you think that it was my niece that you heard?”

“Footsteps!” Mrs. Barrows cried. “Light, soft walking, stealing to and fro. They were inside when that man came. Later on I heard them again. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought at the time it was two—your niece and someone else.”

Miss Rachel realized with disappointment that Mrs. Barrows was talking about her and Donwyn’s excursion.

“There were lights inside, put on after all the blinds were drawn.”

“You do see a great deal from over here,” Miss Rachel said in a flattering tone.

“I don’t peep,” Mrs. Barrows replied. “My seeing the man in the red cap was an accident; I was putting the cat out. But my bedroom is close to that other house and I can hear footsteps plainly. When your niece returned for the last visit it was almost dawn.”

Miss Rachel really brightened up now. “Did she stay long?”

“It’s hard to judge time when you’re lying almost asleep in the dark. But I should say a half hour at least.”

“So she isn’t buried in the cellar!” Miss Rachel remembered Mrs. Barrows’ previous theories. “She’s all right, after all.”

“Do you know, I’m not sure. That she’s all right, I mean.” Mrs. Barrows frowned and wriggled nervously on her chair. “That’s why I’m so glad you came. You’re a relative, you’d have an excuse to look inside.”

“Inside that house?” Miss Rachel asked, surprised.

“After I’d fallen off to sleep,” Mrs. Barrows went on in a lowered tone, “I was awakened by a kind of muffled cry or shout. And then—it seemed minutes and minutes later, though I must have been holding my breath all that while—I heard a sharp, heavy thud.”

“When was this?”

“The room was getting gray. It was almost dawn.”

All at once Miss Rachel remembered those drawn shades at Miss Graye’s apartment. At the time they had seemed secretive, rebuffing would-be callers. But there might be another explanation—Miss Graye’s absence. “Suppose we go over together and have a look. I don’t think anyone could bring charges if we stay together and disturb nothing.”

Mrs. Barrows seemed more than willing. They first rang and then tried both the front and back doors, and then as if by accident Miss Rachel rediscovered the convenient window in the dining bay. She crawled in and waited for Mrs. Barrows.

The rooms were cold and smelled of dead cigar smoke—a souvenir of the police, perhaps. There was nothing new or of interest in the side of the house containing the living room, dining space, and kitchen. When Miss Rachel stepped into the hall leading to the bedrooms, she saw on the strip of carpet a small scattering of ashes and scraps of half-burned paper, very tiny remnants, and on the wall a long smear of something dark.

Mrs. Barrows, clinging close, pointed to the dark smear and whimpered, “It’s blood, isn’t it?”	.

Miss Rachel stuck a finger to it. It was not dry, but quite sticky and resilient. She rubbed the stuff between thumb and finger, then smelled it, then put it to her tongue. Mrs. Barrows had turned quite pale. Possibly she thought that Miss Rachel was exhibiting signs of vampirism. She moved backward with a cringing motion.

“It’s strawberry jam,” Miss Rachel told her. “Taste it and see if you don’t agree.”

“Oh, I—I’m sure you know what it is.”

They went on to take a look at the front bedroom. The plain room with its unadorned furnishings had an almost monkish austerity. Mrs. Barrows took it in with interest. Obviously she had longed to see inside this house where the mysterious Mr. Cronk made his lair. “Should we try the closets?” she suggested.

They tried the closets, but they held nothing but clothes.

In the bathroom Miss Rachel found the smoke smell much stronger. A cigar had burned here, it was true, but under the tobacco odor was one of scorched paper, meant to be concealed, she thought, by the other. She looked for signs of ash; there were none. The bowl and the tub both glowed as if with a fresh scrubbing.

Mrs. Barrows had preceded her to the den. “How queer. This room’s been fixed up for a sort of game room, but it looks so untended. There’s dust here. He hasn’t used it much.” The closed blinds gave the room a dismal dimness. Miss Rachel opened a couple of them; she wanted a good look here. One glance showed her that the box behind the couch was gone. She looked about for the papers which it had contained, but there was no sign of these, either. Perhaps the police had taken them away.

“Here’s something—” Mrs. Barrows had picked up a snapshot from a shelf. “Look, I recognize Mr. Postelwait. There’s a child with him.”

Miss Rachel took the picture eagerly. It was old, yellowed, made with a cheap camera or one out of adjustment, so that the figures were slightly blurred. The setting was unmistakable. Paul Postelwait and a small girl sat together on the top step of Aunt Gertrude’s huge home. The cavernous porch spread behind him. Postelwait was instantly recognizable, even to Miss Rachel, who had seen him so briefly. The shallow face with its weak small mouth, the eyes in which no glint of humor showed were exactly as she remembered them from the evening before.

At the bottom of the picture, written in a firm hand which looked familiar, were the words, Paul and Donwyn.

Though Paul still resembled himself of years ago, Donwyn had outgrown a childish plumpness and so looked quite different.

Miss Rachel put the snapshot back where Mrs. Barrows had found it and regarded it with stirrings of uneasy surmise. It had not been there when she and Donwyn explored this house last night. Since it was a means of identifying Mr. Postelwait, the police might be presumed to want it and should have taken it along when they had gone.

“Tell me more about that last visit my niece made here. How did you recognize the footsteps? How much did she move about? Are you sure she was alone?”

Mrs. Barrows blinked at the rush of questions. “Let’s see … Well, I sort of knew the walk, the way she stepped around, because I’d heard it so recently before. Earlier that evening, as I mentioned.”

“You’re sure this was the same person?”

“Oh, of course I’m not positive,” Mrs. Barrows protested. “How could I be? After all, one woman’s footsteps are much like another’s, provided one of them isn’t enormously fat, or has a waddling gait, or stomps about like a drum major like my cousin Cynthia.” Mrs. Barrows waved her hands in frustration. “As for your other questions—she seemed to spend most of her time in the rear of the house…. That, come to think of it, would be in this room—and yes, I’m sure she was alone. When she came about dawn. Not before.”

“Do you think we ought to look in the cellar?”

“You can if you want. I think I’ll go home.”

Plainly, Mrs. Barrows had wanted to satisfy herself that no corpses were strewn here, and now common sense was reminding her that she was an intruder in the house of a man who had continually thwarted her curiosity about him and would be presumed to take a dim view of her presence.

“Perhaps we had better go,” Miss Rachel agreed. She was not satisfied with what she saw, but there was no evidence of violence. Whatever the loud thump at dawn had been, it had not been a falling body. People who smear jam on walls are not apt to be, with their other hand, throttling or chopping down an enemy. Someone had come here and burned some papers. The identity of that person and the contents of what was burned were alike, mysteries.

She would have liked to take the snapshot of Paul and Donwyn, but she felt in some stubborn way that she had perhaps been expected to do just that.

She summarized what she felt in the thought that the scene had about it a flavor of trickery.

It would be better to examine anew what she had found out about these people. Not what Donwyn had told her. But what she, herself, had discovered as true.

She left Mrs. Barrows and drove home for lunch. There had been a phone call from David; he was bringing Donwyn out to see her. The cat had tried to catch a bird and was being punished by being made to wear her bell. Mrs. Damond was making pineapple fritters and Caesar salad. A salesman had insulted Jennifer by trying to sell her a wheel chair.

It all went into one ear and out the other: Miss Rachel was deep in thought. Mostly of footsteps and the characteristics thereof.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

They had just sat down to lunch when Mrs. Damond came in and said, “There is a telephone call for you, Miss Rachel.”

Miss Rachel excused herself to Jennifer and went to the nearest extension, which happened to be in the kitchen. The gushing tones on the phone confused her for a moment until she identified the speaker—Donwyn’s aunt Etta.

Etta was apologizing with a rush. “I acted most rudely and hastily. I shouldn’t have blamed you for the rudeness of the police. I hope you’ll forgive me. I promise it won’t happen again.”

This was a prelude to something else, so Miss Rachel assured Etta Parr that she had no ill feelings whatever.

“I need some advice,” Miss Parr said with a sudden change of tone. “I have found something strange in my car. I don’t know when it was put there, but I have a suspicion that it might have been last night. You see, when I drove to Trafalgar Place in answer to Mrs. Dauntry’s summons—she’s denying that she did it, but anyway—the big gates were shut. A queer thing. I hadn’t seen them closed like that for ages.”

“Yes, I noticed.”

“Well, I moved one of them and drove in and—”

“You what?”

Miss Parr repeated her statement as casually as she might have said she’d passed a red light. “They aren’t as heavy as they look. Rotten with rust, my guess is. I drove through and then replaced the gate, and then the—the queerness of it struck me. And all at once that dark, closed street seemed to have a—a kind of menace.”

“I can understand how you felt,” Miss Rachel agreed as the woman paused.

“Well, instead of parking in the driveway of Gertrude’s house as I had intended, I drove instead into the Winklers’ drive next door. I’d read in the papers that the Winklers were on their vacation—California—and anyway, they wouldn’t have minded since we’ve known each other for years. I left my car there and went across the lawn to Gertrude’s place. No one seemed to be at home, of course, since that Dauntry woman is pretending she didn’t even call us all up and ask us over. I went in to look, and that’s when I met you.”

“This thing which you found in your car—”

“Yes…. I don’t want to discuss it in detail over the telephone. I want you to look it over. I know, naturally, that I should take it to the police. But that bullying captain”—Etta groaned into the receiver—“he’s going to cause me to have a heart attack if I see much more of him, and I thought then of you—if you’d be a kind of—of buffer.”

The thought of being a buffer for anyone as billowing as Etta Parr brought a touch of amusement to Miss Rachel’s bright blue eyes. But she said civilly, “I’d be glad to see whatever it is and to advise you about it.”

“You’re not just on Donwyn’s side, are you? You’ll be fair?”

“I don’t think that Donwyn has a ‘side.’ It seems to me that all the heirs have a common interest,” Miss Rachel pointed out.

“She’s so unlike the sweet child I remember,” Etta complained. “Wants to hurry us, push us around …

“Young people are almost always in a hurry,” Miss Rachel agreed. “Where shall I meet you?”

“I’m at home in my apartment. It’s not far. Would you come here?”

Miss Rachel promised to come at once. Miss Parr gave the address, thanked her, and hung up. In the dining room Jennifer had finished the salad, the pineapple fritters, and was starting on ice cream. “You’ve let your lunch go hang, Rachel. Who was it?”

“Miss Parr. Something has scared her.”

“That hysterical woman? I think the condition must be chronic with her.”

“No, I think not.” Miss Rachel was remembering the smiles full of dimples when first she and Miss Parr had met. “Perhaps Captain Adams was not tactful. Or she may have an exaggerated fear of the police.”

“Don’t gulp your food, Rachel! What are you going to do about Donwyn and David Ward?”

“Keep them here if you have to hog-tie them,” Miss Rachel commanded, downing the last of a fritter and preparing to run.

Of all the homes into which the case had taken her, she liked Etta Parr’s by far the best. The apartment faced south on Wilshire Boulevard in a new district, and the building itself was new. The rooms were spacious and sunny. The furnishings were not so exactly matched as an interior decorator would have had them, so Miss Rachel judged that Etta had fixed up the place herself. There was a lot of soft gray in the rugs and chairs, a crimson couch, yellow draperies and wall paper. It was modern without being freakish, and comfortable without seeming disordered. This was the fourth floor, so the view was nice.

Etta Parr took her at once to the couch and sat her down there, then disappeared into another room and came back with a small cardboard carton. For an instant—she could not have said why—Miss Rachel expected that she would see inside the box the missing papers from Paul Postelwait’s house, the deeds and the transfers of property and the insurance policies. But when Etta set the box down on the cherry-wood table before the couch, Miss Rachel caught sight first of the front of a picture album.

“It’s old and dirty,” said Etta, lifting the thing out by its corners. The two covers sagged apart, and Miss Rachel saw that most of the inner pages had been torn out. Etta put the album on the couch between them. “Look at it. What do you think?”

“It smells as if it had been stored at the bottom of a well,” Miss Rachel said, lifting the book to her lap. There were spots of mold on the black fabric covering, the inner cardboard felt pulpy, the pages gave off a miasma of damp earth. “Or a cellar.” She opened the book. All pages had been ripped out except three. The snapshots mounted on these pages had deteriorated badly.

“The strange thing is—these are pictures made on Gertrude’s European trip,” Etta Parr said. She pointed to one, mounted in the middle of the top page. “It’s hard to make it out, but I remember this snap. That’s the car they rented on the Continent. A Daimler, I recall Gertrude’s saying. There is Gertrude, and this figure is Amy, Donwyn’s mother.”

Miss Rachel felt a surge of disappointment. The blotches made by damp and time had all but obliterated the figures of the women, though the outline of the high, old-fashioned car was plain enough.

“Almost twenty years ago,” Etta said in a thoughtful voice.

“Were they twins?” Miss Rachel asked.

“Amy and Gertrude? No. Just sisters. They did look a lot alike, though. They were my cousins, and when we were young sometimes I’d not see them for perhaps—oh, say almost a year—and when we’d meet again, it was a little hard to tell them apart. Especially if they wore their hair alike. Later, as they got older, Gertrude turned grayer than Amy did, and she wore her hair much plainer.”

“How long were they in Europe?” Miss Rachel asked, still studying the picture.

“Quite a while. Of course they’d intended to take just a short trip. Actually, the tour was planned because Amy had lost her husband and was quite despondent. She was left with the little girl, and times were bad. Gertrude gave her a home—they’d always been close—but it wasn’t enough. So Gertrude took her to Europe. As I said, for just a small tour, only poor Amy was killed in the accident and there were weeks of delay and red tape before Gertrude could come home. She buried Amy over there.” Etta Parr sat quiet, as if thinking of that old, sad time in the lives of the two sisters.

“She brought Mrs. Dauntry home with her?”

“Yes. You know, I’ve never liked that woman. She always seemed cold and conniving.”

“Donwyn said that she was supposed to have helped Gertrude Parish in some way, attended to some details at the time of the accident, or did some favor when Donwyn’s mother was dying.” Etta’s moonlike face grew hard and disapproving. “We never really knew what it was. She just said that Mrs. Dauntry had proved invaluable. The woman was a leech. Always whining that she did so much and was paid so little, and Gertrude taking it without any protest—I used to wonder”—Etta’s introspective gaze was both puzzled and cynical—“to wonder just what happened at that accident. It seemed sometimes as if Mrs. Dauntry must have a hold on Gertrude that was more than simply gratitude, the memory of help given at a terrible time. It was almost as if—as if Mrs. Dauntry had blackmailed her way into Gertrude’s life—” All at once Etta Parr stopped with a gulp, as though she had said an inexcusable thing. She looked quickly at Miss Rachel, but Miss Rachel was serenely studying the battered album and seemed unaware that anything much had been said.

Miss Rachel pointed to the other two snaps on the first page. “Do you recognize these too?”

“I can’t make out what that one on the left is all about. I don’t think I ever saw it before. Seems to be a scene, a waterfall. But the right-hand picture is Paris, isn’t it? Can’t you make out that tower affair in the background?”

Miss Rachel nodded. It did seem as if the Eiffel Tower, or something remarkably similar, showed through the splotches on the discolored print. If there had been human figures in the foreground, they had vanished under the discoloration. She turned the page, displaying six more battered prints, three to a side. “And these?”

“That—that man there …” Etta put out a plump finger; the delicate pink nail tapped the print at Miss Rachel’s far left. “He was Mrs. Dauntry’s husband. Must have known him in Europe, to have his picture here among the snapshots of the tour. I don’t remember much about him, except the way he dressed. A gigolo.” She made a mouth of distaste.

Again, to Miss Rachel’s disappointment, the features of the person in the snapshot had blurred beyond recognition; it might have been a dummy standing in a long, officer’s type of overcoat with a military cap poised smartly at the crook of his arm. Behind the man seemed to be a shop front; there was a sign in French, something about wines and brandies. “Was he a military man?”

“I don’t know much about him. Gertrude withdrew a lot from the rest of us as the years went by. She more or less let Mrs. Dauntry run things. I think he lived in the house with them while he was married to that woman.”

“She sent Donwyn away, didn’t she?”

Etta nodded. “It was all part of the same. She retreated into herself. She quit seeing Fortyne and Chuckie, though she’d been fond of poetry and often spent sessions with them reading it aloud before the European trip. I suppose that Amy’s death was more of a shock than any of us knew.” Behind the almost casual words was a deeper meaning, and Miss Rachel wondered if she was supposed to guess at it. Had Etta some surmises of her own?

“I’m afraid these other prints aren’t of much value,” Miss Rachel said, looking at the final sheet. The deterioration seemed to have progressed much farther at the back of the book. The prints had stuck together, and in being pulled apart much of the surface had been destroyed.

“Why should this wretched old album, or what’s left of it, be put in my car?” Etta said with a burst of indignation.

“Do you think that it came from Gertrude Parish’s house?”

“Oh yes, it must have. It was her album; it must have been stored with her belongings somewhere there.”

“Then whoever had taken it may have felt obliged to leave it with a member of her family.”

“You mean—they may have been afraid to take it to the house?”

“Perhaps. Of course your car may just have been a convenient spot in which to ditch the remains of the book after most of the pictures had been removed,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “And there are many other possibilities. Why are you sure that it was put in the car last night?”

“I had some public-library books in the rear seat and delivered them to the library on my way to Gertrude’s house, and there was no cardboard carton in the back seat then. As soon as I drove home, after that horrid Captain Adams let me go, I locked my car in my garage. And I didn’t open the garage until a little while ago, when I went down with some clothes for the cleaner and opened the rear door to put them in—and there it was!”

Miss Rachel glanced into the small carton, but it was empty. It was dusty, she noted, and had much the same damp-earth smell that permeated the old book. “Have you ever seen this box before?”

Etta’s eyebrows went up on her soft pink face. “Oh, dear, how should I know? It’s just a common little box. There must be millions like it.”

Miss Rachel had turned it bottom-up. “Perhaps not quite. It has held tins of smoking tobacco. That doesn’t suggest your cousin Gertrude. And I see some traces of green paint, as though it may have been pushed upon a shelf where the paint wasn’t dry. Do you know anything about the cellar of that house? Are there green-painted shelves there?”

Etta bit her lip, looked puzzled, shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“As for the book itself—do you recall anything about the pictures which are missing?”

“I’ve looked through the album more than once when Gertrude was still living,” Etta said. “It had a very ordinary collection of pictures, the sort of things tourists always take—the leaning tower of Pisa, and a gondola in Venice, a snow lodge in the Alps, tulips in Holland. The only thing really amusing in the book was a trick shot they’d made; it looked as if Gertrude was bent to look at her reflection in a pool, only really the face underneath her, the supposed reflection, was Amy’s. You saw it after a moment—Gertrude had a big grin, but Amy was pretending to cry. Some photographer in a little town in France had worked it out for them and helped with the faking of the water. It did look very real. Actually the rim of what seemed to be the pool was the curve of the banister on the steps of some old palace.”

“They must have been very much alike to have worked such a trick,” said Miss Rachel, looking Etta in the eye.

“Y-yes, they were.” Etta fumbled with a brooch on the bosom of her dress, and her glance stole away.

She’s leading me along, Miss Rachel thought with a touch of pleased astonishment. It always amused her to see obvious machinations. “You know, often after a bad accident, people have amnesia. There have even been cases of mistaken identity because of it.”

Etta nodded with a touch of nervous fright. “You really think so?”

“Oh, I’ve read of several cases.”

“How is identity ever proved, then?”

“Oh, with fingerprints and such. Of course as I understand, amnesia always eventually wears off and the person realizes who he is.”

“Suppose that when he—” Etta was having trouble with her throat; it seemed to have dried up on her. Miss Rachel wished for one of Mr. Simpkins’ lozenges; it might have helped. Or perhaps Etta’s trouble lay in her efforts to be open, convincing, and innocently intrigued with a totally new idea brought up by her visitor, “—when he recovers, he discovers that he can’t change back. It’s too late.”

Miss Rachel seemed bemused. “Too late for what?”

“T-to give up the money, the luxury, the—” Etta made a gesture which was all-encompassing and implied that this mythical person had practically come into possession of the world. “He couldn’t go back to what he had been. It would be too different, too dismal.”

“I can see how that might lead to deception. Deliberate deception,” Miss Rachel agreed solemnly.

“Then other things would follow, wouldn’t they?”

“I suppose you mean, in acting out this other person’s role—the person he was supposed to be—that this man who had had amnesia might get into difficulties?”

“He might—uh—draw up legal papers, for instance,” Etta cried. “And they wouldn’t be worth the paper they were written on. Would they?” Her billowy bosom heaved with her sudden deep breath. It was almost as if Etta had arrived somewhere after a long spell of running.

Miss Rachel frowned. “Of course handwriting can be identified. There are experts whom it is practically impossible to fool.”

Etta twiddled with the brooch, as if in some way she were waiting for Miss Rachel to catch up with her. "Yes, I suppose there must be.”

“As a last resort there is always exhumation.”

“There’s—what?”

“Presuming that this man dies, the man who has had amnesia, I mean. If there was a question, after all, as to who he was, it could be proved by digging up the body. Providing too much time hadn’t gone by.”

Etta’s eyes were big now, and under the pink powder her skin seemed pale and damp. “How much time is—too much?”

“I wouldn’t have any idea. You might ask a doctor or a mortician”

“What would they look for if—if it hadn’t been too long?”

“The usual things, I imagine—scars and birthmarks and such. And, oh yes, teeth. Come to think of it, teeth are practically indestructible. They’d be good for a long time.”

“You mean dental work? Do they keep records of that?”

“I believe so.”

Etta still twiddled the brooch, but her manner had lost some of its anxious fervor. She seemed to be digesting the conversation inwardly, perhaps making mental jottings. “Teeth,” she said finally, as if to herself. “I’d never have thought of that.”

Miss Rachel inquired, “Where is Gertrude Parish buried?”

“In Forest Lawn,” said Etta, without stopping to think. Then she colored, the blood rising in her face, darker than the pink powder which she had applied. “Of course we were just—just chatting.”

“I suppose we were, though I seldom chat about dead people’s teeth,” Miss Rachel said. “What do you want to do with this album? Would you like me to take it to Captain Adams for you and tell him how you found it?”

“Would you?” Without waiting for Miss Rachel’s reply, she hurried on with, “Please don’t think I’m a total ninny. That man, that Captain Adams, literally terrifies me. He’s a—he’s a bear!”

“I’ll use your telephone and see if I can catch him at Mrs. Dauntry s,” said Miss Rachel. She thought to herself that she could make a detour past her house and pick up Donwyn and thus kill two birds with one stone, provided David hadn’t followed her instructions about taking the girl to the police, or hadn’t, as she suspected, gone back and found her answering note. She called Mrs. Dauntry’s number and presently heard Captain Adams on the line. She told him she had something of interest for him.

“Again?” rumbled the captain. “You’re working harder than the police. Except that I guess we’re one up on you at that. We know who that dead man is.” And aggravatingly he hung up.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Miss Rachel drove directly to Trafalgar Place with the album Etta had found. Walking up the driveway to the side entrance with the book under her arm, she heard from an upstairs window the sounds of a loud argument. Captain Adams seemed to be asking questions in a deadly monotone full of anger, and Mrs. Dauntry was shrieking her replies. Plus comments on the captain’s behavior in her house.

Thinking that there was little likelihood of anyone answering the doorbell even if she were to ring it, Miss Rachel took the liberty of going inside to wait in the small parlor.

The small room was bright with sunlight, and the pink marble mantel gleamed like a jewel against the shabby wall. Miss Rachel sat down with the book under her handbag in her lap. Some things were becoming clear, though others were not. It was very interesting that Etta entertained the idea that the sister who returned from that unfortunate trip to Europe might not really have been Gertrude. What was puzzling was that Etta was so willing to share her suspicions. Had she really needed Miss Rachel to think of exhuming the body of her cousin? Or was there some underlying and unspoken motive which had nothing to do with any real doubt about the identity of the dead woman? What were Etta’s words? And they wouldn’t be worth the paper they were written on….

Miss Rachel thought of the five letters left by the dead woman.

While she sat pondering, the ghost came.

Miss Rachel looked around—it was impossible not to do so at the first indication of that whispering rustle, that soft noise like a footfall in the empty corner—but she had no fear that a spook would be there staring at her. She waited, listening for another sound, and she heard Captain Adams walking in the bare upstairs hall. A door slammed. Then she heard him on the stairs.

She rose to greet him, but he waved her down. “Keep your chair, Miss Murdock. I’m going to take five. Oh lord.” He fell into an old-fashioned rocker and began to light a cigarette. “Sorry. Should have asked permission first. You remind me of my aunt Nina. She’d have slapped my face if I’d lit up without asking her pardon.”

“It’s quite all right.”

“Do you smoke?” He hurried to offer a cigarette, withdrew the pack when Miss Rachel shook her head.

“You said you had identified the dead man.”

A grim joy mingled with the anger in his face. “He’s a paroled convict, just out of San Quentin. Involved in a jewel robbery here seven years ago. An immigrant alien, never took out papers, somehow escaped the attention of the immigration authorities. Notorious in Europe some years back as a fence. Name of D’Andre. That give you any ideas?”

Was he laughing at her or testing her for deceit? Did he think that she had known the dead man all along, that Donwyn had told her the truth? “I think he must be Mrs. Dauntry’s husband. Dauntry would be the anglicized version of that name.”

“How right you are.”

“And does she so identify him?”

“No. She’s going to look at him again, though she doesn’t want to. She thinks her husband must have died years ago. It seems he dropped from sight. She can’t quite remember when.”

“Have you found out what his connection was with Paul Postelwait?”

“When we find Postelwait, we’ll get that. Let’s see what you have there.” He took the album and listened to her story. “Someone ditched it in Miss Parr’s car? Running from this house, you think?”

“That seemed to be one possibility. There are others.”

“Such as Miss Parr perhaps not telling the truth?”

“That, too. Miss Parr is somewhat more devious a person than I had supposed. You might be interested in her theory that the woman who came back from Europe as Gertrude Parish was actually the other sister. It seemed that there was a close resem-blance.” She filled him in on the background of the possible substitution, along with Etta’s story of the remarkable fake picture made in France.

“Could it be?” He looked long at the discolored snapshot. “Can’t tell from this just how close the resemblance was. If it did happen that way, what would be the result?”

“It would account for one puzzling item,” Miss Rachel offered. “The presence of Mrs. Dauntry here, her taking over the house for these five years as if in final payment for some sort of black-mail.”

“Hmmm. Mmmmf. And then the estate, all that flimflam with the five letters. I smelled something funny about that when I first heard of it. But what stumps me most of all, none of the heirs eager to move in and get any money out of the place….” He got up and went to tap his cigarette ashes into the grate of the pink marble fireplace. “There’s something wrong about that. The house, old as it is, has some worth.”

She sensed that he was asking questions of himself rather than of her.

“Those five letters didn’t constitute a will in the legal sense,” he went on, as if thinking aloud. “It could have been a way of avoiding a charge of forgery, legal forgery, hoping the letters would be acted upon without a court examination. The estate would have to be probated, but the letters would probably not be given the scrutiny of a regular document.” He nodded to himself. “It’s a possibility, along with the other things. This Miss Parr—would she profit by the change if this is true?”

“We would have to know how the property would have been disposed of in case of the death of Gertrude Parish twenty years ago. Whether there was a will as of that date, and what its contents may have been—I think Miss Parish’s lawyers might help you there.”

“Yes. We’ll look for them. And then the real question, as you told Miss Parr. Whether to exhume. The court will need more than a suspicion to issue the order. We might do some initial work with the handwriting, see if that backs up the theory.” He came back to his chair. “The Dauntrys are tied in with this. She knows all the truth. He knew it too.” Adams was tapping the album, a frown etched between his brows. “You had a hunch that something might have been hidden in the house, that Mrs. Dauntry had five years to find it. The last pay-off. Then Dauntry comes back from prison.”

“He may have come wanting his share,” Miss Rachel said.

Captain Adams put the album down with a thump, turned, and went out of the room. She heard him running on the great center stairway, then from far away, a rapping on a door. The door to that den of luxury, she thought, all shimmering green like the underside of a sea.

The house grew very quiet. There was no sound of voices, as there would have been had Mrs. Dauntry answered Adams’ knock. Presumably she had been getting ready to go down for another look at the dead man. And if she was unwilling, as Adams had said, she may have been dawdling at the job.

The ghost came. There was again the breath like a sigh, the rustle like a skirt. And then the soft, furtive footfall. Miss Rachel refused to look. She decided to do something Jennifer called exercising the will. Nothing was in that corner behind her, though she imagined an old-fashioned figure there and a hand reached out to touch her shoulder. Aunt Gertrude. Or Amy.

Amy, Donwyn’s mother, who may have come home with a new name and new, unexpected riches. The old-maid sister was dead, and she had taken her place, and Donwyn must be sent away to boarding school before everyone saw the unusual love she had for the child, and so suspect. And Mrs. Dauntry must be watched, watched day and night, lest she spill the truth through carelessness or revenge. And the horrid man who had followed them from Europe, hunting them down, delayed by their secrecy—he had to be silenced too. Let him marry Meta. Keep him in the family, close at hand. He was evil, a known crook, but he had power over them. He knew the truth. Take him in and endure him.

For just an instant the image seemed to shift, and it was not Meta Dauntry who was strong and conniving and determined—it was the woman known as Gertrude Parish.

Then she heard pounding steps in the upper hall, and Adams ran down the stairs; she heard him at the telephone.

Miss Rachel went out into the hall as he hung up the receiver and turned from the little table near the hatstand. He said, “I knocked at her door and she didn’t answer, so I looked around—even out on that cat walk—and then some hunch took me back to her room and I went in.” He was on his way back upstairs now, Miss Rachel running at his heels. “She’s tried to kill herself.”

The door of the big room stood open; the interior swam with green light. On the wide bed with its spread of handmade lace, Mrs. Dauntry lay like a statue. She held a towel clamped to her mouth, covering the lower part of her face. A brown stain dappled the fine thin lace across the pillows.

There was a medicinal odor in the air. Miss Rachel saw the iodine bottle lying unstoppered on the silver velvet rug and more of the brown stain around it.

“Until the ambulance can get here—” Adams growled, and headed for the adjoining bathroom, where he rattled bottles.

Miss Rachel bent over Mrs. Dauntry. The round face was no longer hard-fleshed; something had loosened it, given it an almost voluptuous softness. The eyes seemed dreamy. Miss Rachel asked, “What did you do with the rest of the letter?”

There was no answer from Mrs. Dauntry, no sign that she had heard.

Adams came back with a mixture in a glass and tried to force Mrs. Dauntry to drink it. She only retched and turned her head.

In the end it was Donwyn who made positive identification of the dead man. She and David Ward arrived at Trafalgar Place just as the ambulance men were removing Mrs. Dauntry from the house. Adams stopped long enough to listen to her.

“I’m sorry I ran away,” she told him, the hazel eyes very big and innocent, her whole attitude full of contrition. “I just got terribly scared when it came over me who that dead man was. It seemed as if he must be a ghost. He’d been gone for years. Mrs. Dauntry even spoke of him as if he were dead.”

“Do you remember precisely when you saw him last?”

“It was years ago,” Donwyn said. “Even before I went away to boarding school in Ventura.”

“Your aunt, the one who owned this house—what was her attitude toward him?”

“Very reserved. He drove for her. That’s what I was trying to tell Miss Rachel last night—that he was my aunt’s chauffeur. When he and Mrs. Dauntry broke up, there was a terrible fight. I don’t know what it was all about, but I remember how sick Aunt Gertrude was for a while over it.”

“It’s peculiar that she should feel that way over the behavior of a chauffeur,” Adams pointed out.

“He was more than that, actually,” Donwyn said with a faintly puzzled air, as though something in the past still bewildered her. “That’s just what he was supposed to be, what people believed him to be. When you were in the house with them, he seemed more a part of the family. He used to order me around. Sometimes I’ve wondered”—she was biting a pink underlip now—“if there could have been something in the past, something that happened on that trip to Europe perhaps, to give him a kind of hold over Aunt Gertrude. Or maybe that’s a disloyal thought and I shouldn’t say it.”

“Mmm.” Adams was nodding; at the same time he was watching the ambulance as it drove away. Some immediate first-aid work had been done on Mrs. Dauntry, but her condition was serious. He’d have to go with the doctors and keep watch, and if there was a sudden turn for the worse he’d have to try to make Mrs. Dauntry give up her secrets. “I want to talk about this later, Miss Shore. I’ll call you at Miss Rachel’s.”

“Yes, I promise I won’t run away again ”

The ambulance and the police car drove through the big stone pillars and disappeared. Donwyn looked at the big house. “I suppose we should lock up. And someone should be here to tell the roomers what has happened. I wonder where the roomers are?”

“Let’s try Miss Graye.” Miss Rachel led the way through the driveway, past the concealing shrubbery to the stairs that led up from the alley entrance. She rapped at Miss Graye’s door. An indistinct voice from inside replied with a command to wait a minute. Presently Miss Graye came to the door, opened the lock, and looked out. When she saw Miss Rachel her eyes glittered with anger, so it was possible that Captain Adams had been asking questions on the points Miss Rachel had suggested.

Miss Graye looked somewhat different than she had the day before. To Miss Rachels observing glance it seemed as if she could have been in a fight. The flesh was puffed about one eye, and there was discoloration, though this was cleverly and almost entirely concealed by a paste make-up. Her hair had lost its immaculate neatness, though its color, the deep gold, was the same. She said, “I have a headache. Please be brief.”

“Mrs. Dauntry has tried to kill herself. Miss Shore thought that the roomers should be informed. You—and the others, two men I understood Mrs. Dauntry to say.”

For an instant some ugly and bitter words seemed on the tip of Miss Graye’s tongue, probably some remark concerning the eminent suitability of what had happened to Mrs. Dauntry. But she bit them back and said instead, “I’m the only one left and I’m packing. She gave us our walking papers this morning. The men cleared out at once. She seemed to have some ridiculous suspicion that we were all spying on her.”

It was hard, but not impossible, for Miss Rachel to look sympathetic. Apparently Mrs. Dauntry had not told them the source of her suspicions. “I don’t think she can order you to move after you’ve put so much money into improving the place.”

“I don’t care. I want to get away.” All at once Miss Graye moved so that she saw farther down the stairway, past Donwyn, and her eyes fell on David Ward. She withdrew quickly. “I’m sorry. I don’t feel well. Please excuse me.” She began to close the door.

“I was wondering if you had seen anything of one of the witnesses who has disappeared,” Miss Rachel said quickly. “A Mr. Paul Postelwait. There is some evidence that he went into that big house over there last night and didn’t ever come out.” The door was open only a small crack now, and Miss Graye’s figure was shadowy and indistinct on the other side. Her voice dropped almost to a whisper. “I don’t know any Mr. Postelwait. Good-by.”

The door shut with a sudden jar, as if Miss Grayё might have fallen against it.

“Are you all right?” Miss Rachel called through the panel.

“I’m quite all right. Now go away.”

Back in the courtyard, David was looking puzzled. “I know that woman. She used to be a model, an artists’ and photographers’ model. I made some calendar shots of her.”

“She claims to be an artist. She says you made some family portraits which she wanted to use to work up into oils and that you fell down on the job.”

“You know that isn’t true. I don’t do portraits,” David protested, “and anyway, if I take a job I do it right or not at all. What does she want to lie about me for?”

“She asked me not to talk about her to you, and gave as an excuse that there had been some unpleasantness between you.”

“She’s nuts. I haven’t seen her for a long time. And all she ever did was to pose for me in the—uh—” He had become conscious of Donwyn’s wide-eyed stare. “In costume, of course,” he lied.

Donwyn said, “Isn’t it queer she wanted that old place over the garages, with no decent plumbing?”	.

Miss Rachel nodded in agreement. “There seems little reason for anyone to consider it a desirable dwelling place. The absence of a bathroom must have been a continual inconvenience. And then Mrs. Dauntry forbade her to use the cat walk.” They were looking up now at the spindling structure that connected the two buildings.

“At least with the place vacant it won’t have to be repaired,” Donwyn said. “Mrs. Dauntry won’t have to harp about that.”

They began to walk down the driveway toward the street. David asked, “Why did you mention Paul Postelwait to Miss Graye?”

Donwyn, too, looked curiously at Miss Rachel. “Yes, why did you?”

“I thought she might have seen some sign of him. It is true, you know, that he left his leather case inside that house. And it seems unlikely that he would do that—that he wouldn’t make a special effort to take it with him if he went away again. There were burglars’ tools inside.”	

Donwyn gave her a quick look, remembering, perhaps, their earlier conversation about Paul. But David asked, “Do you mean that he came to break in?”

“According to the observant neighbor, he had a habit of spending the evenings away from home. It suggests a continuing occupation of some sort. A search, perhaps.”

“But—for what?” Donwyn cried.

“Had you ever thought that your aunt may have left something hidden in the house, something of value?”

Donwyn shook her head. “No, I’d never thought of that.”

David said, “If Postelwait is in there, why didn’t the police find him?”

“I wondered, too,” Miss Rachel said, “but on the other hand, Adams did admit that they ran into difficulties ferreting out all the nooks and crannies of the old house.”

“Perhaps he’s waiting until the coast is clear then,” David offered.

“Or—or perhaps—” Donwyn didn’t finish her surmise, but she suddenly drew closer to David and touched his sleeve.

“Just for the hell of it, let’s have a look,” David said. “If we find any bogey holes, I’ll go in. Donwyn, you must remember something of the inside of the place if you lived there when you were a kid.”

“Well, of course there were some alterations….” Obviously she wanted to please him, to be brave and go along. In this moment of indecision she twisted the sparkling diamond on her finger. The contact with the ring seemed to bring something else to mind—the absent fiance, perhaps—and she colored a little. “Of course I’ll go with you. But we won’t find Paul. He’s too clever to be penned up inside that house.”

David caught Miss Rachel’s arm and swung the two of them toward the house. He was mocking, cheerful, and reckless. If he felt Donwyn’s fright and Miss Rachel’s cold premonition, he gave no sign.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The old house was, as Adams had complained, a maze of halls, stairs, little passages, connecting rooms, closets, nooks, chutes, dumb-waiters, and dead ends. The farther they went, the more confused they became. It was like being lost in an empty museum.

To begin, David led them to the big room where the arson equipment had been found. He insisted that it was a ballroom, though Donwyn told him it had in her aunt’s lifetime been furnished as a parlor. Now it was empty. The packing box with its crude equipment to set a fire had been removed by the police. The bare floor was furred with dust, in which were the marks of a great many feet. David opened a pair of immense sliding doors in the south wall to show another room, dark as a cavern and as empty as the first. “Must have fed the governor here, or at least an ambassador. Look at that chandelier!”

“Aunt Gertrude had no use for politicians,” Donwyn said seriously.

“I know it must have been a dining room because of that monstrosity,” David went on, pointing to a huge built-in buffet with glass doors and candelabra stuck above it on the wall. “But where’s the furniture? Is the whole place vacant?”

“There was lots of furniture when Aunt Gertrude was alive,” Donwyn said. “Too much, I used to think. She brought some of it from Europe, and it was supposed to be quite valuable and old.” Donwyn rubbed her gloved hands together. “Oh, it’s cold in here!”

They went through a double pantry and on to the kitchen. Here were many cupboards, a huge old-fashioned stove, and what must have been one of the earliest of the electric refrigerators. The kitchen was big, too big for the modern idea of step-saving. A cook would have had to walk miles in getting a meal. But this room, since Mrs. Dauntry had obviously needed to use it, was well ordered and bright with sunshine. Behind it were other rooms at the rear of the house, two storage pantries, one containing wine racks, a large closet with a sink in it, probably for use in arranging flowers, and at the last the cellar entry. David looked down into the black hole beyond the door and said, “Ugh! Heap dark down there! We’ll save it till later. Must be hobgoblins at least.”

“No, there’s nothing at all,” Donwyn assured him, “but the furnace and the tubs. Aunt Gertrude couldn’t stand trash, she said. She threw out what wasn’t in use.”

There would be no Collier-brothers deadfalls here, then, though to Miss Rachel’s mind a little clutter would have relieved the austere barrenness of the huge old pile. They circled from the kitchen back to the north hall and on to the small parlor which the ghost used. David remarked, “Well, at least this room’s furnished. Proved Mrs. Dauntry needed to sit down now and then. Where does she eat?”

“There was a small table and two chairs in the kitchen,” Miss Rachel reminded.

“I like that fireplace,” David said.

“Aunt Gertrude brought it from Italy.”

“Did she buy it before or after the accident in which your mother died? Or do you mean another trip entirely?”

“She only went to Europe the one time,” Donwyn said. “I don’t know when she bought the mantelpiece, but I guess it was before the accident. That happened on the border near Switzerland.”

“Which border?”

“I don’t know.” Donwyn shrugged helplessly.

They continued the tour. There was a room which Donwyn said had once been the library, its shelves now crepy with cobwebs, and a final room with a large round many-windowed bay and the most dismal draperies that Miss Rachel could recall—they were literally ready to fall down with the weight of the dust on them. Miss Rachel pulled the material aside to peep out. The view was of the street in the direction of the big stone pillars. Behind her Donwyn was telling David that this had once been the music room, holding a grand piano among other things, and that years ago she had tortured a fiddle here while her aunt had attempted to accompany her. Miss Rachel had a mental picture of the plump, serious child in the snapshot toiling with a squawking instrument while a determined woman twanged the grand, urging the child on; and again she caught a drift, a whisper, of that woman, a reverse, somehow, of a picture she had built up.

David was saying, “Well, look, Miss Shore—where is all the stuff? What has Mrs. Dauntry done with it? Sold it?”

Donwyn shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“You have authority to find out,” he reminded. “As one of the heirs. I take it the furniture wasn’t given outright to Mrs. Dauntry”

“Oh no. In the letters, at least in my letter, mention is made of various pieces and who’s to own them. I’d like to know. I hadn’t seen any of the house except the little parlor with the pink fireplace, and so I didn’t know that it was so completely empty. It’s very queer.” She made a baffled gesture with a gloved hand. “Only now she’s dying of poison. I can’t force her to answer questions, can I?”

They went on to the big center hall from which rose the great staircase to the upper floor. “There were carpets here, weren’t there?” Miss Rachel asked.

“Yes, very expensive ones,” Donwyn said. “The staircase was completely covered with a kind of silky velvet. And the banister shone so. I wasn’t allowed to slide. Now everything is so dusty.”

They went up and all but lost themselves in the maze upstairs. The big room, when Donwyn had seen it and exclaimed over its green beauty, proved to be one of three which had furniture in them. The other bedrooms were smaller, plainly furnished, and obviously were the ones Mrs. Dauntry had rented out to the night workers.

Miss Rachel pointed out something interesting. “She hasn’t had any other roomers for a long time.”

“It seems so,” Donwyn agreed, “and yet I always thought that was the idea behind Aunt Gertrude’s kindness—that Mrs. Dauntry would have five years of good rents with which to feather her nest.”

“All feathering seems to have been done in that one room,” said David. “What was the place originally?”

“Aunt Gertrude called it her sitting room. It had bedroom furniture at one end, though. You saw how huge it was. She divided it with some Chinese screens, put parlor furniture in one end, and spent most of her time there.”

David asked Miss Rachel, “Do you suppose Mrs. Dauntry sold off all the original furniture to buy the stuff in that bedroom?”

“The idea has logic,” Miss Rachel said.

“But she wouldn’t dare!” Donwyn cried. “She couldn’t, legally. It would be the same as stealing.”

“Suppose she figured, somehow, that the estate would never be settled,” David said thoughtfully. “Suppose she believed that there was some hitch, some irregularity, that would prevent the heirs taking over. Like those letters, for instance—they aren’t really a will. She may have thought a court would throw them out and leave her indefinitely in possession here.”

The letters. Miss Rachel’s thoughts returned to what Etta Parr had said: They wouldrit be worth the paper they were written on. Did Meta Dauntry have genuine proof that the letters had been forged by an impostor? And what part had her dead husband played in her schemes? Had he been murdered by his wife to keep him from demanding a share? Or to keep his mouth shut? One thing, Miss Rachel thought, was rather obvious: if the man’s death had been the result of a simple fall from a structure already broken and unsteady, Captain Adams wouldn’t have quite such an air of bloodhound. The afternoon papers might prove interesting.

David and Donwyn had continued to argue while Miss Rachel wandered and peeped into empty rooms and thought. David was sure that Mrs. Dauntry had swept the house clear to furnish the great green nest, and Donwyn was equally positive that she wouldn’t have dared. She finally decided that the furnishings must be in storage somewhere. Or in the basement.

The attic had four tiny rooms which held nothing but cobwebs and dust mice. This, Donwyn supposed, had been the servants’ quarters long ago, before Aunt Gertrude had owned the house. Though Aunt Gertrude, through shrewd investment, had remarkably increased the small inheritance a great-uncle had left her, she had not been one to squander her wealth in idleness. Before Mrs. Dauntry’s arrival she had gotten by with an old housekeeper-cook. After the trip to Europe, the old housekeeper was retired and Mrs. Dauntry took over. “Only Aunt Gertrude did a lot of the work,” Donwyn added.

“Because Mrs. Dauntry was, in a peculiar way, more of a mistress than a servant?” Miss Rachel surmised.

Donwyn hesitated, then said, “I suppose that must have been so.”

“What a woman!” said David. “She moves in on your aunt, runs the place, doesn’t hesitate to sell the furniture after your aunt dies, maybe even murders her husband—and then just conks out and tries to kill herself.”

Miss Rachel was looking at him with interest. “It seems out of character, doesn’t it?”

“She really must have gone into a tailspin. Of course she knew the man in the courtyard was her husband, and lied about it. That didn’t even seem to have fazed her. But now, next day and a long time later—”

“Perhaps her conscience began to bother her,” Donwyn suggested.

David looked at the girl tenderly. “You’re so innocent. But I love it. I can’t remember meeting anyone like you before.”

She blushed and fingered the engagement ring guiltily. Miss Rachel wondered whether the fiance in Ventura would hold his own against David’s rakish gallantry. David, she decided, had really fallen for the girl.

They went back downstairs with the intention of looking at the cellar, but met Miss Graye at the foot of the steps. She wore a coat and hat and carried a small suitcase in addition to her hand-bag. The careful make-up didn’t conceal the puffy eye nor, Miss Rachel thought, a pallor that was new. Miss Graye avoided looking at David and Donwyn and spoke directly to Miss Rachel.

“Something occurred to me a minute ago. Just before she must have taken the poison, Mrs. Dauntry was in the alley. She was carrying some newspapers. She keeps a stack of old ones in the garage, sells them every once in a while when she collects enough. I think she meant to take them inside, only now they’re scattered all around out there. I happened to remember seeing her down there from my window, and then just now as I came down I saw the mess on the pavement. You ought to investigate. Or someone should.”

“We’ll take a look,” Miss Rachel promised.

“I’m leaving now. I’m only taking a few personal things. I’ll send a truck for the rest.” She nodded and walked over to the big front door, opened it, and went out.

When the door had closed, David said, “Her name isn’t Graye. It’s Summerland, or Summersmith—I can’t remember which, but I’ve got it in my files along with the shots I made of her. What’s her game here, anyway?”	.

“I don’t know,” Miss Rachel said candidly. “I’ve got a hunch, though. Let’s take a look at the alley and the garages.”

The alley was strewn with newspapers, as Miss Graye had said. The breeze had scattered them for some distance. There were two large double doors in the tan wall of the stucco garages, overhead doors that lifted upward and must conceal spaces for four cars. To the right was an ordinary small door letting into a storage space, and this was ajar. Miss Rachel walked over and pushed the knob, and then stepped back hurriedly. “Don’t let Donwyn—” But Donwyn was already there, her hazel eyes wide and curious, her nose narrowed like that of a mouse.

“What is it? A heap of clothes on the floor? No. That’s a hand—” The beginning of a scream rattled in her throat.

“I think we’ve found Paul Postelwait,” said Miss Rachel. “David, take her back to the courtyard.”

When the two were gone, Miss Rachel opened the door fully and examined the small room by bright sunlight. It was actually an extension of the garage space, and only open studding separated it from where the cars would have stood. Far at the end Miss Rachel could see a small blue coupé—Mrs. Dauntry’s car, probably. All other spaces were vacant.

The walls of the storeroom had been rough-plastered but not painted. There were newspapers in a corner, a neat stack about four feet high. In another corner were a reel of garden hose and a collection of hoes, rakes, and a lawn mower. Also an ax, propped against the wall, rather to itself. The ax, she thought, was the thing which had dealt Paul Postelwait his death.

She closed the door and went into the big house to the telephone. The police promised to get hold of Captain Adams and send him to Trafalgar Place.

Donwyn and David had followed her in. The girl was pale with shock, and David seemed lost and unhappy. “What kind of place is this? An abattoir? Looks as if someone done them in wholesale. Maybe even Mrs. Dauntry—she could have been forced, couldn’t she?”

“There didn’t seem to be any sign of struggle in that bedroom. It looked as if she’d stood in the middle of the floor and drunk as much as she could, then dropped the bottle and crept over to the bed to be sick,” Miss Rachel told him. “But of course we can’t be sure just what did happen.”

“Let’s go!” Donwyn whimpered.

“We’d better wait for the police. We don’t have to wait in here. David, I still want to see the cellar. Donwyn can wait for us outside.”

But Donwyn wouldn’t be left. The three of them went down together.

The cellar was, as Donwyn had prophesied, quite bare and empty. There was a furnace with a lot of vents, and some old-fashioned washtubs. The room had a stale, forgotten smell. David said, “She hasn’t used the furnace lately. Look at the spider webs.”

Miss Rachel opened the furnace door and looked in. It had been converted from coal to gas some time past, but there was still a grate and an ashpit, probably left for incinerator purposes. On the grate lay a woman’s garment, flowery gingham, wadded into a ball. Miss Rachel beckoned to David, who came and peered in.

“The police won’t want us to touch it, but I think we had better take it out. There may be a way upstairs to turn on the furnace. The gas would make ashes of it in a moment. Lift it out carefully.”

He reached in with a long arm and brought out the garment. It was a housecoat with neat slim lines, now coated with a dry stain.

“Good lord!” David said, almost dropping it.

“Put it on the floor,” Miss Rachel advised. “Do you see anything else?”

He looked into the furnace. “Some scraps of paper. I don’t think I can quite reach them.”

“Try hard, will you?”

In the end David took off his coat and, by getting, himself thoroughly dusted with soot, brought out four scraps of letter paper. Miss Rachel took them, fitted them loosely together on her spread left hand—this was the final page of the partial letter she had found on Mrs. Dauntry’s dressing table.

Donwyn came forward, mouselike, to peer over her shoulder. “Why, it’s Aunt Gertrude’s writing!”

all furnishings and decorations, even so far as the wallpaper if she desires, of the small north parlor. And to Paul Postelwait the contents of the library, including the Venetian credenze in which is a secret drawer. I shall not spoil his fun in searching for it. It opens easily once you know the secret.

There are other bequests in other letters, and these two are repeated among them. As a check in the settling of my belongings among you I have mentioned each bequest more than once.

Good-by, my dear Meta. May you sleep well.

Gertrude Parish

Miss Rachel said, “I have the first part of this letter. At least, Donwyn, even if we never find Paul’s letter, your inheritance is mentioned elsewhere and can be portioned out correctly.”

Donwyn wrinkled her brow. “That’s true, isn’t it? And that’s what I came to you about in the beginning—getting the estate settled.”

“So you could go back to Ventura,” Miss Rachel reminded.

Donwyn stole a glance at David. “Yes, that’s right.”

“As you see, your aunt has left you, among other things, the contents of the little parlor—I take it that’s the small room with the pink marble mantel.”

“There’s nothing in the room worth having. The furniture looks terrible,” Donwyn pointed out. Suddenly her face crumpled with weeping. “Oh, how can we stand here quibbling about who gets what, when poor Paul is out there with his h-head all battered in—” She covered her eyes with clenched hands. David put his arms around her, and she wept against his chest.

“Paul was done out of his credenza,” Miss Rachel said thoughtfully.

“Mrs. Dauntry had sold it, and when he came for it she conked him,” David offered, his voice calm in spite of the fact that Donwyn was sniffling into his shirt. “We’ve solved it. We’ve finished the case.”

Miss Rachel smiled a little, then grew serious. “We did one very foolish thing. We let Miss Graye walk away.”

“She won’t get far,” David prophesied. “I’ve got pictures of her in my files. And brother, they’re detailed! Down to the last mole.”

Donwyn looked up tearfully, inquiringly.

“She was wearing a low-cut dress,” he improvised hastily.

“You’re going to be wearing a low-cut throat unless you’re careful,” Miss Rachel whispered as they went upstairs. “I never saw. anyone try so hard to ruin himself with a girl.”

He groaned, “Me and my big mouth!”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The late-afternoon editions summarized the case against Meta Dauntry.

Most glaringly, she had denied knowing the man who was dead in her courtyard, though he was her husband and not remarkably changed by his years in prison. The dress which she had undoubtedly planned to burn in the furnace was a new housecoat which she had bought in a neighborhood shop only two days before. The blood on it was precisely the same as that shed by the body of Paul Postelwait in the garage. The ax belonged to Mrs. Dauntry and was a recent acquisition, also from a neighborhood store. Her fingerprints were on the ax. The partial letter which had been intended to burn along with the dress not only belonged to her and was microscopically bloodstained, but provided as well a motive for the murder of Postelwait.

For Meta Dauntry had indeed, as David had half jokingly surmised, sold off the furnishings of Gertrude Parish’s house.

She had disposed of them through an auction house in Santa Monica, and tracing the multitude of items was going to be a headache for all concerned. The money had apparently gone for the private furnishings of her bedroom and for living expenses. Her bank account was practically at zero.

Some theories were advanced to account for inconsistencies, such as why she hadn’t, after all, burned the dress and the scraps of incriminating paper, and why she had allowed the scattered newspapers in the alley to draw attention to what was in the garage. The reporters played around with these items and with her motive for committing suicide (or trying to; she was still alive). The attempt at suicide was the clincher, of course, and was taken widely as a confession of guilt.

Along with the case against Mrs. Dauntry, which seemed in the press a sure thing, other items were played up. Miss Graye was asked to communicate with the police, and in case Miss Graye was reluctant, a large picture of her was supplied in all papers with requests for the general public to keep its collective eye out. The picture had David’s credit line under it in fine print, and the dress Miss Graye had worn that day must have been quite low indeed, since no trace of it showed in the rather extensive photograph.

The roomers who had occupied the two extra furnished bedrooms on Mrs. Dauntry’s upper floor were located and questioned. They proved to be a pair of watchmen with a passion for dominoes and not much else. The papers wanted a love life for Mrs. Dauntry, but the elderly roomers refused to co-operate by looking worried, or even by remembering Mrs. Dauntry’s being interested in anyone else. In fact, as they recalled, she had often spoken bitterly of marriage, its flaws and pitfalls. The conclusion reached by the reporters was that Mrs. Dauntry was a man hater.

They pointed out solemnly that this was of interest because both of the corpses were men.

Getting technical, the papers gave forth that before Mr. Dauntry had plunged off the cat walk onto his head he had been stabbed with a long narrow and sharp-pointed weapon, a super ice pick, as it were. Such an item had been found stuck in the timbers of the garage behind Mrs. Dauntry’s coupé, and tests were going on. In the case of Paul Postelwait, no doubt remained—he had been chopped down by the ax, one terrific thump followed by smaller ones as he lay prone, and probably delivered as he stepped into the dark storage room from the dim alley.

He had died, so far as the coroner could judge, at almost the same time as Dauntry.

A detective named Carcell had looked into the furnace the night before and had seen no sign of the gingham housecoat or the letter.

Through some oversight there had not previously been a search of the garages. Heads would roll because of this, Miss Rachel judged, since from all evidence Postelwait had been dead and in the storage room during the entire night.

After dinner that evening Miss Rachel telephoned the Postel-wait neighbor, Mrs. Barrows, and asked the obliging woman if she’d seen the papers.

“I just this instant laid them downl” cried Mrs. Barrows. “I saw the picture of your niece. Only she wasn’t using the name of Postelwait. She’s called Miss Something …” There was a pause and a rustle of paper. “Miss Graye. Do you think that Mr. Postelwait knew where she was?”

“I rather think he put her there,” Miss Rachel said.

“Now she’s disappeared, according to the papers, and the police are hunting her! Oh, I know how worried you must be!”

“Mrs. Barrows,” said Miss Rachel, “I have a confession to make. I hope your good humor bears up under it. Actually, I’m not Mrs. Postelwait’s aunt.”

“You’re not?”

“A relative of Mr. Postelwait’s had asked me to check up on him because of his peculiar behavior.”

“Oh.” Mrs. Barrows took time to think it over. “Then you were asking all those questions to find out about him, really?”

“That’s right.”

“Heavens! Perhaps I’ve said something I shouldn’t have!”

“Not at all. What I’m wondering—when you go to the pohce with your identification of Miss Graye as Mrs. Postelwait, would you be good enough to keep me out of it?”

“Is there—uh—anything illegal going on?”

“Not in the least. Only the pohce dislike amateur meddlers very much. And I don’t want them mad at me.”

Mrs. Barrows did some more thinking. “Are you the little old lady that the papers have mentioned a few times? You’ve been involved in other murders? One in some desert town called Brick-oven?”

“A most unfortunate affair.”

“Oh, but you’re rather famous, then!”

“I believe my sister would say infamous. Have the police called on you as yet?”

“An officer came over and asked how long since I’d seen Mr. Postelwait. That’s all.”

“They’ll be back.”

“I don’t suppose I need to mention our going into that house.”

“I think not,” Miss Rachel advised. “Probably they wouldn’t like it.”

“You know, I’ve been thinking—” Mrs. Barrows lowered her tone confidentially. “That loud thump I heard over there about dawn, and those footsteps—Mrs. Postelwait must have been there looking for her husband. And all the while he was dead practically under her feet in that apartment. It means she’s absolutely innocent, doesn’t it?”

“I wish that you had caught sight of that woman who came at dawn.”

“The jam on the wall,” Mrs. Barrows pointed out, “is a clue. No one would wander about the house eating bread and jam unless the place belonged to them. A policeman wouldn’t do it, for instance.”

Miss Rachel thought cynically that Mrs. Barrows was rather innocent about the dignity of the police, but she let it pass.

“Mrs. Postelwait came searching, and made herself something to eat, and stumbled somehow in the hall and left that smear on the wall. Isn’t that the logical reconstruction?”

“Quite logical,” Miss Rachel agreed, not bothering to point out the holes in it. “Would you say that the thump you heard and the cry or shout were compatible with the thought of someone merely falling over a loose rug or a similar obstruction?”

“Well … Perhaps I exaggerated the cry I heard. It may have been a blackbird on the lawn outside. They’re up so early, chattering and hunting for worms, and they do sound angry.”

“The cry was angry?”

“It was the cry of a bird,” Mrs. Barrows said firmly.

Miss Rachel smiled; she had run into Mrs. Barrows’ type of logical reasoning before.

“I believe that I would mention it to the detective when he comes, just to be on the safe side.”

“And then I can say that I think now it was a blackbird,” Mrs. Barrows added.

She rang off then, with a promise to call Miss Rachel when the official visit had been made.

Miss Rachel next telephoned Mr. Simpkins at home. He came on minus the cough drop; presumably an after-dinner brandy had moistened his throat for the time being. He sounded mellow and well fed. “The business about the five letters? Oh yes, I’ve been reading the paper. It seems that the lessee of the house disposed of one of the heirs.”

“They’re going to have to have legal help to get the estate settled,” Miss Rachel pointed out.

“I have foreseen that from the beginning,” said Mr. Simpkins, sounding smug.

“I thought if you were willing I might suggest a conference at your office for the heirs.”

“My, my, Rachel! How you interest yourself in this matter! Are you getting a good commission?”

Miss Rachel thought with dry humor of the five-dollar retainer. “I don’t let the size of the fee regulate my enthusiasm.”

“I suspect not. A labor of love, hmm? Love of trouble, I mean.”
 
“Now you sound like Jennifer.”

“And no compliment intended.” He chuckled. “But yes, Rachel, if you want a conference on the matter of settling the estate, hold it in my office and I’ll referee. You’re not planning any tricks?”

“I can’t see a trick,” Miss Rachel complained.

“Let’s keep it legal,” he cautioned. He wished her good health—Miss Rachel wondered if he lifted the brandy glass to the telephone—and rang off.

She knew that David and Donwyn were eating at a restaurant somewhere. She had a question for David, but it would have to wait. He had set himself up as a champion for the lonely girl. Probably he would keep the papers away from her as much as possible, thinking to shield her.

Miss Jennifer was in the upstairs sitting room, demanding to be brought up to date. She was somewhat miffed that, having started out as a full partner in the investigation, she’d been left behind.

She listened to Miss Rachel’s story with one ear cocked, as it were, for undertones; and when the tale was done she said, “You don’t seem to think that Mrs. Dauntry killed those two men.”

“I don’t think that the case against her is as good as the newspapers seem to think. If she put the bloodstained housecoat and scraps of letter into the furnace, it was madness not to have burned them at once.”

“By other evidence, she is an extremely stupid woman,” Jennifer pointed out. “Selling that furniture when it wasn’t hers—how could she expect to get away with it? And pretending she didn’t recognize her own husband. Then drinking poison. I think the woman must be unbalanced. She seems to have gone out of her way to do incriminating things.”

“It would appear that she was thoroughly rattled and that fear and confusion ended in the attempt at suicide. Beyond that, I can only guess at her motives. The sale of the furniture seems boldly criminal. It doesn’t fit into the pattern of wretched bewilderment.”

“Crooks always come a cropper,” said Miss Jennifer confidently.

The cat came in at that moment, surveyed the two little old ladies with cool green eyes, apparently decided that Miss Rachel meant to stay put for a while, and jumped into her lap. To her indignation, Miss Rachel put her down again. “I have to telephone some more. Jennifer, would you care to go to a Verse-Craft meeting? Evelyn Locke has invited us.”

“This has something to do with the Parish brothers?”

“Yes. She knows them.”

“It sounds interesting.” Jennifer was determined to keep up the pose of open-minded tolerance, though it must have been a strain. “By all means, include me.”

“Will you do something more than just attend the meeting? Would you be willing to—uh—lead on a man?”

Jennifer grew pinker than she had for years. “Do I understand—”

“You do. The fat one, Fortyne, is a ladies’ man. He likes them elderly and well-to-do. I want to know how he works, and why.”

Now Jennifer was ramrod-straight, her mouth gaping, her skirts firmly pulled down, as if someone might be leering at her ankles. “I have never had any truck with sex.”

“I don’t imagine that Fortyne is very sexy,” Miss Rachel pleaded. “He’s so plump and cherubic, and writes poetry—of course there was Lord Byron, but the pattern has changed since his time, I think—and anyway, you can squelch him if he gets too bold. Don’t pretend you don’t know how. I still remember the Collins boy and that hayride at Uncle Christopher’s.”

Still Jennifer hoped to weasel out of it. “He’ll find out we’re not richl We’ll look like fools.”

“Everyone thinks we have more money than we have. They think you’re just tight,” Miss Rachel said, using sarcasm to confuse her.

The cat, getting impatient, crawled up on the couch where Miss Rachel sat and tried to sneak under her arm into her lap. Miss Rachel put her down again, and now she yowled mournfully. For some reason, this was the last straw and Jennifer capitulated. “All right, all right,” she grumbled in the tone of a virgin being tossed to the lions. “Only if he so much as lays a hand on me—”

“You’ll pat it,” Miss Rachel cautioned, “until you find out what he wants.”

“My God!” cried Jennifer, who had never been known to swear before, “if you think that—”

“No, I wouldn’t ask that,” Miss Rachel said slyly.

Mute with outrage, Jennifer went back to her knitting.

Miss Rachel telephoned Mrs. Locke, who seemed overjoyed at their sudden interest in Verse-Craft. The bimonthly meeting, it happened, was just two nights away. “At my house,” she announced. “Seven-thirty. Bring something you’ve written.”

“I’ll try to. And I want a favor. Will you seat Jennifer next to Fortyne Parish? She wants to meet him.”

The idea of Jennifer on the trail of a man apparently took Mrs. Locke aback. “She’s seen him somewhere?”

“He sounds interesting to her,” Miss Rachel lied. Across the room, her sister pulled up the collar of her dress.

In the morning Donwyn came calling early. Her clothes were neat, the blond hair smoothly brushed, and her manners respectful. It was around the big hazel eyes that you caught signs of strain, of sleeplessness perhaps, a taut look, as if the nerves were ready to start jumping. She sat down in the parlor and folded her gloved hands on her purse. “I’m afraid I have made a mistake, Miss Rachel. I should never have come here from Ventura. I should have let Aunt Gertrude’s estate alone.” She bent her head a little. “Probably it isn’t worth much anyway.”

“What brought this on?” Miss Rachel wondered.

“Last night I went to see Aunt Etta, to ask what she thought we might do about settling things now that Paul was dead. And she said perfectly horrid things to me.”

“Such as?”

“She said that she was going to dig up Aunt Gertrude’s body and prove that it was M-Mother.” A sudden look of tears swam in Donwyn’s eyes. “And I couldn’t have that, could I? Not that I believe what she says. But it would be—sacrilege.”

“Did she offer an alternative?”

“If I go back to Ventura and make no claim on the estate, she’ll drop what she intends to do.”

“It’s sheer blackmail, of course,” Miss Rachel mused. “I wonder what is hidden in that old house that makes them all so anxious. I suppose you’ve figured out by now the truth about Paul Postelwait.”

Donwyn nodded slowly. “David and I had dinner together, and we talked it over. He says that Paul must have been prowling there at night, and that if Mrs. Dauntry really did kill him it might have been because he’d found something. And this morning he telephoned—he’d seen the papers, where this Miss Graye had been identified as Paul’s wife—and he said that Paul obviously had her there as a spy. And that there must be something in the house that no one knows about. And that I should claim my part of it.”

“And you told him about your aunt Etta?”

“No. She warned me not to tell anyone.” Donwyn must have sensed Miss Rachel’s question. “I told you because I asked you to undertake an investigation. And you’ve been perfectly honest with me.”

“I’m going to ask you to be honest in return too,” Miss Rachel said firmly. “Did you go to Paul’s house at about dawn yesterday morning?”

Donwyn hesitated, shifted her hands, tried to smile; and then a look of panic flooded her face. “How did you know?”

“The visitor made a sandwich of bread and jam,” Miss Rachel pointed out, “and left part of the filling on the wall. It seemed logical that the early intruder was either you or Miss Graye. Somehow, bread and jam didn’t sound like her—she diets to keep that figure, for one thing. And then only a young person would be apt to think of such a childhood snack—a very young person, like you. What happened there?”

“I—I wanted to hunt for the rest of Paul’s letter,” Donwyn said uneasily, as if afraid Miss Rachel might not believe her. “And besides, I couldn’t sleep after that fright of seeing Dauntry dead—I was even afraid to go to my hotel for fear the police would be there, suspicious because I’d run away. So finally I took a cab to the street where Paul lived and slipped into his house. I took off my shoes so there wouldn’t be any noises. The pohce must have been there already, because I saw signs of a search. For a while I was afraid they might come back, and I thought of leaving. But really, I didn’t have any place to go.”

“Where had you spent the night—I mean between the time you ran away at Trafalgar Place and around dawn, when you went to Pauls house?”

“In an all-night movie on Main Street. It was a dreadful show, old, old movies. And no ventilation. But it was a place to sit down.”

“I see. And then, at Paul’s place?”

“I went into the den, or sitting room, or whatever it is, the dusty room at the back of the house where the television set is, and I looked in there for a while. I couldn’t find those papers we’d seen earlier. I thought perhaps the police took them.”

“You did find an old snapshot of you as a child with Paul?”

Again Donwyn ducked her head, her eyes gone shy. “Why—I guess so.”

“And you put it out on a shelf? It was supposed to prove something, wasn’t it? Tell me—are you really Donwyn Shore?”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The silence in the room had little prickles in it, as though with a sudden drop in temperature; and Donwyn’s hazel eyes seemed stricken. “What a cruel thing to ask!”

“There is so much bamboozlement going on, I have to check everything,” Miss Rachel pointed out, “and it struck me a long time ago that the opportunity for imposture existed fully as well in your case as for your mother in Europe. So I’m asking. Are you Donwyn Shore?”

Donwyn fumbled with her purse. “You mean, because I was sent away to school when I was small—But if you saw the snapshot, you must have noticed the resemblance. Between the child in the picture and me, I mean.”

“You were quite plump as a child.”

“But there was a resemblance—”

“Is that why you left the snapshot out where it would be sure to be seen?”

Donwyn nodded after a moment. “Yes.”

“You must have felt, then, that there was some suspicion of your identity.”

“All of them seemed so c-cold,” Donwyn stammered, “and so standoffish, and it occurred to me at last that perhaps they thought I wasn’t I. Do you understand? So I thought, seeing the picture, they’d remember. Or Paul might, when he came. He didn’t use to be such a prune.”

If it was a lie, Miss Rachel thought, it was well done. The girl looked properly guilty and confused, just as she might if her relatives had driven her into a position where she had to prove who she was.

Donwyn went on: “But you shouldn’t be in doubt. Didn’t I prove, at Aunt Gertrude’s house, that I knew my way about? And how could I have known unless I’d lived there when I was small?”

“Impostors—successful ones, anyway—are careful to prepare for such tests.”

Donwyn seemed utterly dismayed. “How can I prove my identity, then?”

“Don’t worry about it; the truth will come out in the end,” Miss Rachel advised. “Go on with what happened at Paul’s house.”

Donwyn sat quite still for a moment, as if remembering, putting herself back in that gloomy, deserted place at near dawn of yesterday. A pinched look settled around her mouth. “Do you know, there was someone else in the house all that time. In the bathroom.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. As I said, I was very quiet, walking about in my stocking feet. I guess the other person didn’t know I was there, either. After I’d looked for the papers in the den, I felt a little hungry and went to the kitchen and fixed some bread and jam and drank a glass of milk from the refrigerator, and then, carrying a new sandwich, I came back to the hall. There was a touch of light in the house by then, but the hall was still quite dark. I’d had the light on in the den but had turned it off when I went to the kitchen. Just after I passed the bathroom door, it opened. I started to look back, because the sudden sound scared me almost out of my wits. I hadn’t looked in the bathroom, but there had been no hint of someone in there, no line of light under the door or anything—Well, I think I yelled with fright just as this person pushed me. Hard. So hard that I banged into the wall at the left and then stumbled and fell on into the den. There seemed at the same time a terrific smell of smoke in the air, and I got the queer idea into my head that this person had been sneaking a cigarette—you know, the way the girls did at boarding school, hiding out from the teachers. Only, as soon as I stopped to think a bit, I knew it was more than that. I went to the door of the bathroom. Papers had been burning, I thought, though there was no sign of ash there. In the hall I found a few scraps, as though they may have dropped from that person’s clothes.”

“And the intruder?”

“Of course I was an intruder too,” Donwyn pointed out with an earnest air of wanting to be honest. “But no, I didn’t even get a glimpse. He—or she—was gone at once. I got the sandwich off the floor and put it in the garbage can and left, too, as quick as I could.” She drew a deep breath, as if at the memory of fear. “Do you think that Paul’s papers were burned then? All those queer legal documents that were supposed to transfer his house and furniture to somebody named Cronk? And Aunt Gertrude’s letter?”

“It’s possible that all of them now are ashes.”

“How will I ever know the rest of what Aunt Gertrude said?”

“Possibly you won’t.”

Donwyn drooped. “I guess it doesn’t matter. I’d better do as Etta wants. Or she’ll go ahead with that gruesome business of digging up Aunt Gertrude.”

“I’d wait a bit,” Miss Rachel advised. “Let me talk to her.”

The girl shot her a quick, guilty look. “I know that I owe you much more than just that five dollars, Miss Rachel. If I were going to get anything out of Aunt Gertrude’s estate, I would pay you with it.”

“You may still get something. I’ll tell you what I want you to do now. Have David take you for a nice leisurely drive somewhere, and while you’re humming along, let your mind wander. Don’t force yourself. Let memories of your childhood drift through your head. Especially memories of your aunt and Mrs. Dauntry. And Mrs. Dauntry’s odd husband.”

Donwyn was wide-eyed. “He wasn’t really Mr. Cronk. Why did he leave that card under the door?”

“I think it must have been a signal between him and Paul Postelwait. There would seem no other purpose in his leaving such a card.”

She shooed Donwyn out and prepared for the visit to Etta’s apartment. But even as she put on her little velvet bonnet the telephone rang, and it was Captain Adams with a message. Mrs. Dauntry was conscious, but weak. Strangest of all, she wanted to talk to Miss Rachel.

Miss Jennifer was in the morning room, writing letters. Miss Rachel paused in the door. “I have to go to the hospital and talk to Mrs. Dauntry. Will you do me a favor? Go see this Etta Parr and torment her about Animal Welfare until I can get there. Above all, don’t let her get out and away. She’s up to mischief.”

“Torment her?” Jennifer turned pink. “Rachel, I can call attention to the need, display our literature—”

“No, you’re going to have to hoke it up. Be desperate. Hit her for something big—five hundred dollars, for instance—and hang on hopefully. Don’t understand any refusal. Just be deaf and pleasant. But stick with her. Stick with her as if there actually was five hundred dollars waiting in her pocket for you.” Miss Rachel turned and was gone.

Jennifer got up from the little desk and stomped about the room. She felt ready to fight. Somehow Rachel always managed to make her feel like a dunce or a prig—or both—and her patience with her sister was worn thin. The black cat was asleep in a chair and opened one eye at the unaccustomed bustle. Then, when Jennifer went off to put on her wraps (for of course she’d have to go; she’d promised, in a way, at the beginning, to help), the cat ran after and howled to be taken along.

Miss Jennifer sputtered with a hatpin between her teeth, pointing at the shameless cat who was trying to claw her ankles. “You—” But then, as usual, she was hampered by lack of a really expressive vocabulary. And the cat’s green eyes, turned up to hers, seemed oddly like Rachel’s, full of a hellish sense of fun. “Go away!” But Samantha rolled on her back and with her hind feet degutted an imaginary foe personified by the tail of Miss Jennifer’s skirt. When Jennifer went to the phone to call a cab, the cat dragged after, claws dug in, and then on down the stairs to the front door. And so to Miss Etta Parr’s to make, perhaps, an example for Cat Week.

Miss Rachel was met in the hospital corridor by Captain Adams and a doctor named Bliss, both of whom cautioned her that she must stay with Meta Dauntry only a few minutes and that the woman mustn’t be upset.

“Something she wants to get off her chest,” Adams added, taking Miss Rachel to the room door. “I expect you’ll tell me what it is afterward.”

“I expect I will,” Miss Rachel said, crossing her fingers. Adams rapped, and a nurse came. Inside the room were medicinal smells and a deep gloom. The nurse went out, shutting the door after a warning glance, and Miss Rachel walked over to the bed.

Mrs. Dauntry’s eyes looked dull and afraid. The dark hair had lost its brisk curl and its sheen and hung lifeless on the pillow.

“You wanted to see me,” Miss Rachel reminded.

“I want you to tell Donwyn to go away,” said Mrs. Dauntry in a hoarse whisper. “She isn’t safe here.”

“Here in Los Angeles? Or poking about in her aunt’s house?”

“Tell her to let it go.” A thin hand plucked at the covers. “Nothing is worth your life.”

“Very well put,” Miss Rachel agreed. “Tell me—who killed your husband?”

Mrs. Dauntry looked at the window. “He was a very wicked man,” she said after a moment.

“How did he and Paul Postelwait happen to be working together?”

Mrs. Dauntry shut her eyes, as if tiredness were a load she could no longer endure. “I have nothing more to say. Give Donwyn my message. Urge her to leave. Good-by.” She turned her head away.

Miss Rachel touched her hand gently. “Did Donwyn’s mother assume her sister’s identity in that accident in Europe?”

There was no answer for so long that Miss Rachel was turning away. Then the whisper came: “You are blind.” The nurse put her head in then, and the interview was over.

There wasn’t any reason to keep any of it from Adams, so Miss Rachel told it all. She added what Donwyn had said that morning, that Etta Parr wanted her to leave. Adams frowned over it. “They’re all trying to get rid of the girl, then. Why? Perhaps because they think she’ll get the best of the inheritance, some-how?”

“It would be a motive,” Miss Rachel said. “Have you done anything about comparing handwriting? You said you thought you might find proof there if Gertrude Parish hadn’t been what she seemed.”

The frown didn’t go away. “We’re working on it.” And it’s official business, his tone added.

“Has there been any request put through for an exhumation?”

“Not yet.”

The filing cabinet behind his cold, still eyes was not for her to rummage in. He added in parting, “Tell Miss Shore to keep in touch with us. If she’s nervous, we’ll see she has protection. We want her to stay in Los Angeles.”

“The newspapers are quite positive that Mrs. Dauntry killed her husband and Paul Postelwait.”

His cool stare went over her head. “Yes, I had noticed.”

A clam of a man, she thought. She judged by his manner that there had been fireworks over the neglect to search the garages earlier, and that perhaps he didn’t exactly love her for her discovery of Postelwait’s body.

They were at the hospital door and there was distinctly the impression that she was meant to go and he was meant to stay. She tried one last trick. “Had you thought that Miss Graye might come back for those paintings? They must have been done by her husband—Paul—and she’ll want them.”

“I had so thought. And she hasn’t.” With a bow he had seen her through the door.

Through the narrowing crack she fired a final salvo: “She’ll be trying to collect his insurance, at any rate.”

Adams opened his mouth, perhaps to ask how she knew, or even what insurance, but by then Miss Rachel was at the second step and he was too stubborn to run after her. He turned from the door with a thoughtful look; he was still standing there, and she could see him through the glass panel as her car drew away from the curb.

The situation at Etta Parr’s apartment was interesting. Etta had on a hat and a muskrat stole over a blue suit, so apparently Jennifer had caught her just as she was leaving. When Miss Rachel knocked, Etta called out impatiently, “Come in!” She was at the coffee table with her checkbook open. Jennifer had an astounded look. The big black cat was eying the pen in Etta’s hand as though the forthcoming check represented a year’s supply of fish and liver.

Etta waggled her fingers at Miss Rachel. “Your sister and I have come to a compromise. She wanted five hundred. I’m giving two-fifty. For homeless cats, like this poor pussy here.” She rubbed Samantha’s nose, and Samantha withdrew haughtily.

Miss Rachel sized things up. Etta had been extremely anxious to get rid of her unwelcome caller, to come to any such terms as these. She said, “I hope you can spare a minute or so.”

“I’m afraid not,” said Etta. She looked much smarter, somehow, and more businesslike. The lines of the suit had slimmed her a little. Like most fat women, she could acquire a shape of sorts with a corset. Her hat was not the purple velvet oddity, nor did it look patted on with a shovel—it was a new felt with a peaked crown. Scarlet gloves and a black patent purse lay beside her on the couch. “I’ve a million things to do. Lots of straightening out to be finished. Now that Paul’s dead and that dreadful Dauntry woman is in the hands of the police—” Her eyes glinted with satisfaction.

“I just came from Mrs. Dauntry at the hospital,” Miss Rachel said.

There was a subtle lessening of the air of hurry. Etta said, “Sit down, why don’t you? I suppose she’s denying she killed Paul and her husband?”

“No, as a matter of fact, she did not. She did say that her husband was a very wicked man.”

“And did she make any mention of rent?” Etta said harshly.

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course she owes rent for those five years she was in the house,” Etta explained, “since any agreement entered into with an impostor is so much bushwa.”

“I see that you are going ahead on the presumption that Amy Shore took her sister’s place?”

Etta nibbled a lip briefly. “I think—yes. This morning I’m seeing Gertrude’s dentist, in case I decide to exhume. And her attorney—he’ll have samples of handwriting, which I’m taking to an expert on such things. I’m also going to ask the attorney to set up some legal demand for an accounting from Mrs. Dauntry; he’ll know how to go about it.”

“You are, of course, including the other heirs in these matters?”

Etta’s stare grew cold and blank. “Other heirs? Do you mean Donwyn and the Parishes?” When Miss Rachel nodded, Etta said swiftly, “You can understand, surely, that Donwyn is out of it. Her position as a favored heir under a false will, blatant evidence of trickery, puts her beyond any hope of gain. As for my distant cousins, the Parishes—I’m positive that the arson attempt rules them out. If they protest, steps will be taken.” She looked vaguely grim and threatening.

“Then with Paul dead, you are left as the sole heir,” Miss Rachel said thoughtfully, and with an air of not being unpleased that Etta had come into the open.

“Logically, yes,” Etta agreed.

“Do the Parishes know your plans to cut them out?” Miss Rachel asked.

“I intend to inform them that their position in the case has its unpleasant possibilities,” said Etta grandly.

“I am not an attorney, but my opinion is that neither Donwyn nor the Parishes can quite be dealt with as you intend. You see, if Amy Shore did take her sister’s place and enter into a deception and made agreements and a so-called will which have no legal standing, all settlement of the estate will have to be decided according to Gertrude Parish’s wishes at the time of her death. If I were you I would not go ahead on the presumption that it will be a free-for-all. I’d look very carefully into a possible will—a real will—drawn up some twenty-odd years ago.”

Under the brim of the smart new hat Etta’s face grew pink, then pale. It was obvious that a lot of thoughts were running through her head, and not pleasant ones, possibly. She opened and shut her mouth several times, as if on the verge of speaking and then thinking better of it. “Yes,” she got out finally, “I see what you mean.”

“Even if no will of that date can be found,” Miss Rachel went on with cold logic, “you will all be regarded in the eyes of a court as equal heirs, notwithstanding any falls from grace among you. Trickery and conniving, even if proved, have not prevented heirs from inheriting. I’ve known of widows whose shenanigans, short of murder, would have put that arson attempt to shame. It didn’t prevent their collecting the husband’s estate, or even his insurance.”

But Etta was now back on ground which she knew, or thought she knew; a smug smile settled on her lips. “Of course I’m aware that the most shameless people have hoodwinked lawyers and judges. It’s for that very reason I feel no compunction about bringing pressure to bear on Donwyn and Fortyne and Chuckie. The court may have its hands tied; mine are not. And my mouth isn’t stopped, either. I’ve already spoken briefly to Donwyn and pointed out some pertinent facts. As for Fortyne and Chuckie Parish, they’re real estate men and insurance peddlers to boot, and any hint of arson, on top of what has already happened, a matter I won’t go into at present”—she twinkled with sudden humor, and Miss Rachel was reminded of what Mrs. Locke had said about the Parishes’ burned hotel—“would simply be fatal in a business way.”

Miss Rachel regarded her with interest. “So you see your way clear.”

“Wouldn’t you say so?” Triumphant now, Etta included Jennifer in her expansive good humor. Then her eye fell upon the open checkbook and a faint shadow crossed her smile. There were some moments of silence while Etta made up her mind. Miss Rachel could all but see the avid, busy brain, full of small cunning and a desire to hurt, in its dizzy gyrations as Etta considered all the angles.

Suddenly she reached over to close the checkbook with a snap. “I’m sorry. I guess I’d better wait. You see, if this business works out as I expect and if Gertrude’s old house is mine, as I think it should be”—she nodded to Jennifer—“then I’ll be glad to be generous. As it is, I’m not sure.”

Some minutes later, on the sidewalk, Jennifer snapped: “You did Animal Welfare out of a lovely check! Two hundred fifty dollars! What we couldn’t have done with it! Why couldn’t you have waited to rile her until after she’d signed it?”

“Sorry.”

“Is that all you have to say?” As if to punish Miss Rachel, Jennifer plumped the big cat into her arms.

“Not quite. I have a hunch she was writing that check on expectations. And frankly, I don’t think they’re going to come true.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

By day Evelyn Locke’s big house was dowdy-looking, a shingled two-story affair set behind dusty evergreens. Now it was cheerful with lights. Miss Rachel and Miss Jennifer went up the path in the dark, and Jennifer sniffed. “She’s been giving the roses fertilizer. When will she learn you don’t feed them this late in the year?”

“Never. Evelyn loves stuffing people and things, even roses.”

They rang the bell, and Evelyn’s housekeeper let them in and showed them upstairs to shed their wraps. When they came down they found quite a few Verse-Crafters gathered in the living room. The crowd of around twenty was a mixture, some old and some young, and the arty types commingled with others quite ordinary. Miss Rachel caught sight of Fortyne Parish across the room at the piano, idly shuffling the music on the rack. His mousy brother sat on a couch beside a middle-aged brunette with intense dark eyes. They appeared to be arguing; she held a sheet of manuscript which they both consulted, so presumably the discussion concerned a poem. In a moment Evelyn herself entered carrying a tray of small glasses of sherry.

She made arch eyes at Miss Jennifer and poked her head in Fortyne’s direction. Miss Jennifer took on the look of a horse ready to bolt. As she offered the tray to Miss Rachel, Evelyn whispered, “Spruce and dashing, isn’t he? I dropped a wee hint that someone would be here who was smitten with him. He’s been on pins!”

Miss Rachel thought to herself that Fortyne seemed far too placid and good-natured for pins and almost too innocent for romance. “Be careful. Jennifer’s so shy. She might run out on him.”

Jennifer gave her a dark glance. She seemed on the verge of balking. And yet, Miss Rachel noted, she’d taken especial care with her hair. It was even curly in front, something that hadn’t happened in years. Evelyn saw this. She whispered to Miss Rachel, “She’s cute tonight. But I’m going to take her up and apply some rouge. Here, you go round with the sherry.”

Miss Rachel took the tray and began to circle the room. When she came to Chuck Fortyne on the couch, he seemed to take notice of her for the first time. He gave her a startled doubletake and then switched his astounded glance to Fortyne at the piano. Miss Rachel repressed her amusement. It was clear that Fortyne had boasted to his brother of the conquest to come, and now Chuck thought that she must be the person Evelyn had mentioned.

He collected himself and got to his feet quickly. “Here, let me help with the chores. Can’t have visitors doing all the work. What’s Evelyn thinking of?” He gave the brunette a glass of sherry without asking if she wanted it, then took Miss Rachel’s elbow firmly. “Come along and I’ll introduce you to folks.”

He got rid of the sherry quickly and maneuvered Miss Rachel off into an alcove where Evelyn kept her collection of glass.

He pretended a brief interest in the contents of the shelves around the walls, mostly little pitchers, and then said, “I’m surprised Evelyn didn’t tell us before now that she knew you and that you were interested in poetry.”

“She probably didn’t think,” Miss Rachel offered.

The baggy eyes were perplexed. “And do you have some verses with you?”

From her skirt pocket Miss Rachel produced a quartet of rhymes. Chuckie read them, perhaps not with the closest attention. Under the surface, wheels were going round. He handed them back to her. “Very smooth. Not the greatest significance, perhaps. But light verse has its place. Are you going to read them?”

“I might.”

He studied her from under the pouched lids. She saw that he was very curious about her presence here. And wary, even suspicious, perhaps, though his manner remained friendly. “I suppose you’re keeping up with developments in the murder case,” he said finally with an almost too casual air.

“It seems to have reached a stalemate.”

“Oh? I thought it was pretty well settled that Meta Dauntry was guilty, that the police were merely waiting for her to recover enough to make a confession.”

“That’s the impression one gathers from the newspapers.”

“You don’t agree?” His tone sharpened.

She looked vaguely about at Evelyn’s collected glassware. “So many things seem unexplained.”

He put his hands in his pockets. “Try me. Maybe I can explain them.”

Over his shoulder she kept track of what was happening in the big room. The housekeeper was passing a platter of little cakes, and then Evelyn came in, leading a reluctant Jennifer. Jennifer in lipstick and rouge looked as if she’d have preferred crawling under the. rug. Miss Rachel drew farther into the alcove, and Chuck Parish followed. “There’s one detail—an album. In it were pictures of the European trip made by Donwyn’s mother and her aunt.”

“That thing? It was stored in our garden shed, along with some old papers and other trash, up until a few weeks ago. Then Fortyne got rid of the lot.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Gave them to a junkman, I guess.”

She told him Etta’s story of the album, and of the police now having a part of it, while his habitually gloomy expression changed to one of fury. “What a wretch she is!” he burst out finally. Then he checked whatever else he meant to say and seemed to withdraw into moody thoughts. “What does she think it proves?”

“After some finagling she allowed me to believe that there might have been proof in it that the two sisters had exchanged identities.”

There was not as much reaction from this as she had expected. Perhaps some discussion of the point had taken place between the two brothers. His gray brows went up; he took a hand from his pocket to rub his cheek. “What silly babblings! Of course you can see what Etta’s aim is.”

“Yes, she made it plain. She intends to discredit the letters.”

“What does she expect to gain? The estate will be settled according to earlier arrangements, that’s all. And it wouldn’t surprise me to hear that Gertrude meant it all to go to Amy and Donwyn, anyhow.”

“She has other strings to her bow too,” Miss Rachel said, watching him.

The anger returned. “Something she said to Fortyne got his wind up. I guess it had something to do with our fire and that arson attempt at Gertrude’s house. Adams came nosing around, as well. Truthfully, I don’t mind talking about it. We haven’t anything to hide. We bought a small hotel and were redecorating when it burned. We put in claims on the insurance. Then it turned out that some of the furnishings which we thought were lost in the fire had been stored by the decorator. And the insurance people protested the valuation of the building, since the neighborhood had gone downhill in the last few years. There was an adjustment. No argument, no recriminations. But it may have looked queer to some.” He paused, as if to wait for her comment.

She nodded. “Wouldn’t you like to know who fixed that box of tom paper and lighted candles?”

“Very much so. I can’t help thinking Meta Dauntry did it.”

“Why?”

“Motive and behavior. She’d stripped Gertrude’s house and spent the money on herself. The night that the house was supposed to burn she goes away and is gone for hours, meanwhile calling witnesses to come and see that she wasn’t in the place while it caught fire. The result would have been that no one would have missed the furniture, and she’d have been safely at a theater—or pretending to be.” A faint smile cracked his grim mouth. “The murders mined all that, of course.”

“It’s a very neat theory, but you can’t have your cake and eat it too,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “Your theory about the fire clears her of killing her husband and Paul Postelwait.”

“On the contrary. She found them prowling and disposed of them. The arrangement was all made to burn the house. Paul or the Dauntry fellow may have seen her fixing things. She got rattled and murdered them, then went on with the rest of it—literally not knowing what on earth else to do.”

He teetered on his toes, looking rather self-satisfied.

“Have you explained it to Captain Adams?” she ventured.

“Yes, I let him see the logic of it,” Chuckie replied.

“There are a couple of other things I wanted to ask,” she hurried on, since there were indications from the other room that the business meeting of Verse-Crafters was about to begin. “I understand from Donwyn that her aunt took up Yoga and spiritualism after the return from Europe. Is that right?”

He shook his head firmly. “Always did go for ’em. Since she was small—had that funny streak in her, in the middle of a disposition like a granite boulder. Soft on spooks. Magic, too.”

“Magic?”

“When we were little together, she’d make us sit in a row and watch her do tricks.”

“Donwyn spoke also of an argument at the time Dauntry broke up with his wife and left that house—she said her aunt was ill for a long time afterward, that the quarrel had upset her terribly.”

“The kid’s dreaming,” he said. “Gertrude came down with gallstones. I went to see her several times while she was sick. She was scared to death of the operation, finally backed out and suffered the thing through. Old Dauntry wouldn’t have fazed her. Don’t know or remember much about the man, personally, but Gertrude wasn’t a woman he could have scared.”

“Yet I recall that you said before that you believed Mrs. Dauntry had some sort of hold over Gertrude Parish.”

He nodded. “Not fear. More as if Gertrude owed her something. A grudge went with it, I used to think, and I’ve wondered more than once about that accident where Amy died. Can’t help believing Gertrude must have been at fault somehow. Maybe she’d been driving, made some mistake.” He shrugged. “I doubt if we’ll ever know the truth now. If Mrs. Dauntry connived at covering up such a thing, she won’t talk.”

There was the rap of a gavel from the big room, calling the meeting to order. Chuckie bent toward her for a final word. “If you see Etta, tell her for me I’m standing pat. I hadn’t much interest in that old house until now. Tell her she roused it.” He winked with a touch of malice.

They went in to join the others, and Chuckie caught sight of his brother on a small couch, talking to Jennifer. It.took a moment for the truth to sink in, that he hadn’t kept Miss Rachel away from whatever trickery she’d had in store for Fortyne. He had wanted to protect his large, jovial brother from a designing woman—probably one who wanted to ask questions about murder—and instead he himself had been pumped. And for nothing. Fortyne was beaming on Jennifer, and she was even beaming back—a little.

The meeting was not one which Miss Rachel would have called fascinating. Some of the poetry read that night was good. Most of it was pretty terrible. When all expressions of mutual admiration had been exchanged, the members prepared to leave. At last there were just Evelyn, the Parish brothers, and Miss Rachel and Miss Jennifer. Fortyne had Jennifer in a corner, cooing into her ear. Chuck wandered around the room, looking more like a gray mouse than ever—a worried mouse who scents a trap behind the cheese. Evelyn and Miss Rachel were sharing a final glass of sherry.

The housekeeper came in to say that Miss Rachel was wanted on the phone. Miss Rachel followed to an extension in the powder room, where she could sit down and talk in privacy. It was a tiny room, scarcely more than a closet, with a built-in dressing table, a couple of satin-covered hassocks, and the phone on a small stand.

The voice on the wire was clipped, abrupt. “Miss Rachel Murdock? This is Miss Graye.” There was a sound of hurried breathing—nerves, Miss Rachel thought, or she’d been running. “I must see you. At once. I telephoned your home, and the woman there told me where you were—I’ve driven over. Meet me in front of the place in a few minutes. I won’t keep you long.” The receiver clicked and the wire went dead.

Miss Rachel came out of Evelyn’s powder room and peeped in at the others. Evelyn had cornered Chuckie and was showing him her glassware, an exhibition that would take some time. Fortyne and Jennifer were still together on the couch. Miss Rachel went upstairs for her fur jacket, came down, and slipped out the front door.

A car slid to the curb as she walked down the path. The dashlights showed Miss Graye, a shadowy figure bundled in a coat. Only the brassy blond hair was unmistakable. She leaned across the seat, opened the door next the curb, and said, “Get in, please.”

Miss Rachel’s hesitation was so brief it was unnoticeable; as Jennifer had said, curiosity would take her sister into the doors of hell itself. She settled herself beside the blond woman, and the car started smoothly.

Miss Graye shot a glance at her. “You must think it odd that I came to you instead of the police.”

“When you wish, you can get away from me,” Miss Rachel said.

“Yes. That’s the core of it. I want to tell my story; I don’t want to be trapped, to be shut up in a dreadful smelly cell as a material witness. You see, I know that Mrs. Dauntry committed those murders.”

Lots of people anxious tonight on that score, Miss Rachel thought. She said, “I’m sure the police would thank you for the proof.”

“Understand,” Miss Graye corrected, guiding the car down the dark street, “I didn’t actually see her wield the weapons. I’m going by the things that lead up to violence: her obvious fear of her husband, and the queer things she did.”

“Such as?”

Miss Graye swung the car into another street, rounded another corner, and they were on a quiet road that bordered the big arroyo on Pasadena’s west boundary. Lights glittered down there in the park on the canyon’s floor. “She was high-strung for some days. I found that door at the end of the cat walk open one day and went in to use the bath, and when I came out of the room I met her face to face in the hall, and she screamed—horribly. And she dropped a vase of flowers she was carrying to that silly room of hers. I thought she was going to faint. She stammered something about thinking I was Raoul—that was her husband’s name.”

“She knew that he was coming?”

“She must have,” Miss Graye said firmly. “Most betraying of all—she closed the gates to Trafalgar Place that night. I don’t see how on earth she moved them, but she did. I saw her sneak out of the big house right after dark, and I followed.”

“Your job was sort of keeping an eye on her?” Miss Rachel suggested.

“I am an artist,” Miss Graye replied with a touch of frost. “I’m terrifically interested in people. Sometimes their antics amuse me. Then again, as in the case of Meta Dauntry, I see violence coming and I am alarmed.”

“It was silly of her to think that closing the gates would keep her husband out,” Miss Rachel suggested.

“She was rattled. That’s why she killed Paul Postelwait and her husband. Sheer panic.”

“I think that we should understand each other somewhat more clearly than we do,” Miss Rachel decided. “So I’ll put some cards on the table. I know that you were married to Paul Postelwait and that you were very much mixed up in whatever he was doing nights at the house in Trafalgar Place. You rented the garage apartment, fixed it up as an artist’s studio for a blind to fool Mrs. Dauntry. Not having a bathroom in good working order, it gave you an excuse to go frequently into the main house. You could keep an eye on the woman in the house and you could also serve as lookout when Paul was working there.”

Miss Graye had stiffened; her hands on the wheel took on the shape of claws.

“You must also have known what plan he and Dauntry had cooked up. I know that Dauntry came looking for your husband before he went to Trafalgar Place, so obviously Dauntry’s interest was more concerned with what Paul might have found than with a reunion with his wife. Dauntry knew, or wanted to know, what had been recovered, and there must have been an agreement to share, worked out before he left prison, since a code name, Cronk, had been chosen for purposes of identification. Your husband was delaying the settlement of the estate, with a remarkable lack of imagination, by pretending to be a person of that same name. But the crux of the matter is: did Paul Postelwait finally find what was hidden in that house? And if so, what was it”

Miss Graye swung the car abruptly to the side of the street. “Get out!” Her tone was low, cold, and ferocious. Her eyes gleamed in the light from the dash, and she reminded Miss Rachel then of a big smooth animal ready to unsheathe its claws.

Miss Rachel opened the car door. “Of course if you were in the clear you’d have stayed until the police found your husband’s body. Was it the insurance that made you afraid?”

“Please get out of the car.”

“Don’t try to collect it,” Miss Rachel advised.

Miss Graye growled deep in her throat, like an angry lynx, and was perhaps on the verge of giving Miss Rachel a hearty shove when there came an interruption. A motorcycle cop drifted up out of the dark and stopped beside the car and looked in at them. “You can’t park here,” he said gruffly, expecting neckers, and then, seeing the sudden immobile stillness of the two women, he added, “Is something wrong?”

“The police are looking for her,” Miss Rachel tattled.

Miss Graye grabbed for her, galvanized by fury, but Miss Rachel ducked and scrambled out on the sidewalk. Then Miss Graye reached for the gear lever to get the car out of neutral. The police officer put a hand in to touch the wheel. “Just a moment, please.”

“She’s lying! She’s my—my aunt. I’m taking her to a sanitarium. She’s been raving all day....” All at once Miss Graye’s voice ran down. She saw that it wasn’t going to work. She clamped her mouth shut and gave Miss Rachel a final look that should have incinerated her petticoats.

“Give her a nice cell until the city cops can come for her,” Miss Rachel asked forgivingly. “She knows so much that they want to know. And I think it’s time for her to tell.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“Tell?” cried Jennifer at breakfast. “That bold female! Why should she?”

“Captain Adams can pry it out of her. He has a talking point now—he’s surely checked on those insurance policies and knows what she stands to collect by Paul’s murder. I rather don’t think he knew about them until I put the bug in his ear. Probably the police gave Paul’s house a cursory look-see. When they came first in the middle of the night they didn’t yet know that he’d been murdered too. They knew that the other dead man, Mr. Dauntry, had knocked at his door; they wanted to question Postelwait about it. By the time they knew of the second murder, Miss Graye had been there, burned all that foolishness about transferring the house to Mr. Cronk, scared Donwyn almost to death in the hall, and nipped out with the insurance policies neatly stowed in her pocket.”

“You don’t know that’s what happened,” Jennifer cautioned.

“It’s the same as knowing,” Miss Rachel assured her. “I feel it in my bones.”

“If she burned up all the material relating to Postelwait’s disguise as Cronk, it must mean she knew her husband was dead,” Jennifer pointed out.

“Indeed, it’s quite plausible that she killed him. She’s the kind of girl who likes nice things. Like money. But as a fact, her burning of the Cronk deeds and title may have just meant that she’d gotten scared. Dauntry was dead, Postelwait missing. If she’d gone to the house searching for her husband, it may have occurred to her that any evidence of his little plot had better be destroyed.”

“What was the plot?” Jennifer demanded, not expecting an answer. “Or do your bones fail you on that?”

“Not at all.” Miss Rachel ate omelet with aggravating smugness. “I think it’s entirely obvious what had happened. Paul Postelwait got an idea that there was something secret in the house in Trafalgar Place. Perhaps he wondered what had happened to all the money Gertrude Parish was once supposed to have had. Or perhaps Gertrude’s letter, which she wrote him as one of the heirs, gave him the hint. The two letters which I have seen hinted rather maliciously of treasures unseen. He thought Dauntry might know something of what was in the house, and contacted the man in prison. Dauntry promised to co-operate for a share—whether he knew anything or not, we’ll never find out. He was a crook, and not one to pass up a chance to share in any sort of loot. Meanwhile Paul was doing some preliminary work on his own, helped by his wife, who had rented the garage apartment under another name.”

“He was the one who had left the burglar tools,” Jennifer reminded.

“Yes. He was searching for hidden crannies.”

“But the tools were in the hall, and his body turned up in the garage.”

Miss Rachel nibbled thoughtfully on her toast. “The police are positive that he was murdered where we found him; I presume that there is good evidence that the blows were struck in that little room.”

Jennifer gulped coffee.

“Which means,” Miss Rachel continued, “that he’d either left the tools and the leather kit in the hall earlier, or that the murderer put them there. Actually, we have no proof how long they lay on that umbrella stand.”

“What a silly thing for a murderer to do! It’s not according to reason.”

“We could guess all day and not hit on the motive,” Miss Rachel told her. “A good rule to follow is to consider the result. The result of finding the tools in the house was to convince everyone that Postelwait had bolted and run. No one thought of making a good search for him on the premises. The police say they did, but they didn’t—they’d have eventually looked into the little storeroom. So my guess is that the tools were brought into the house to keep attention away from the garages.”

Jennifer suddenly looked bright and sat straighter. “I’ve an idea—an airtight theory! The Graye woman murdered Postelwait for the insurance. She was tired of waiting for the mythical treasure to turn up. After killing her husband in the storeroom, she came out, saw Dauntry watching from the cat walk, and realized that he’d know she was guilty when the body was discovered. She had to kill him too. When both men were disposed of, and she’d cleaned up, and the cops had come, and all seemed going smoothly, she was horrified to discover Postelwait’s tool kit still in her apartment. So she cleverly skipped over to the other house with the tools concealed on her person and left them there, not having time nor opportunity to go further or do a better job of concealment.”

“It’s a doggone good theory,” Miss Rachel agreed. “I’m sure Mrs. Dauntry would love you for it.”

“Then, when she found an opportunity, she put Mrs. Dauntry’s dress and the pieces of the letter in the furnace.”

“How about the blood on Mrs. Dauntry’s dress?”

“That wouldn’t present any difficulty if Postelwait was in the condition you described. Another thing—Postelwait was attacked with savagery, with—you might say—fanatic anger, as if over a grudge. Whereas Dauntry seemed to have been the victim of a chance encounter. You yourself suspected that he had merely blocked someone’s way on the cat walk.”

Miss Rachel was looking at her sister in surprise. “You’ve really hit on something there! And as for Mrs. Dauntry—”

The housekeeper entered at that moment with the morning paper. “Speaking of Mrs. Dauntry, look at this.” She displayed the newspaper headlines.

Mrs. Dauntry Confesses Arson.

Jennifer grabbed the paper before Miss Rachel could get it, and read pertinent snatches aloud. It turned out that Mrs. Dauntry had admitted selling the furnishings of the house and embezzling the proceeds. She admitted letting the place go without repair, though a verbal agreement with Gertrude Parish before her death had provided otherwise. She confessed to arranging the packing box containing kerosenesoaked papers and burning candles, and putting kerosene elsewhere about the room to help the fire get going. She admitted closing the big gates into Trafalgar Place in order to delay the fire engines when finally they would be called by the neighbors. She owned, weeping, to being desperate because items mentioned in the Parish letters were no longer around to be distributed to the heirs.

“A thoroughly dishonest woman,” Jennifer commented, “and of course she’s guilty of the murders too.” Jennifer was disappointed; she’d been convinced about her theory regarding Miss Graye.

“Does she admit the murders?”

“It doesn’t say,” Jennifer answered, puzzled.

“Then she didn’t.”

“Didn’t do them?”

“Didn’t admit them. I’d like to see what the paper has about Miss Graye.”

Jennifer skipped about, found the item at the bottom of the page. “She’s in custody as a material witness. That’s all it says.”

“Any word anywhere of exhumation?”

Jennifer shuddered. “What a grim idea! But no, I don’t see a word.”

“I don’t think Etta will do it,” Miss Rachel said with sudden decision. “She’s going to bluff Donwyn, and threaten, and run around to dentists and doctors, asking questions, and seem to make preparations—but she’s not really serious.”

Jennifer sniffed. “Why not?”

“She thinks she’ll get her way without going through with it, for one, and then, too, because there wasn’t any switch of identity between the two sisters and she knows it.”

“But all along, Rachel, you’ve been thinking—”

“I know. It was an obvious conclusion, considering what Donwyn remembered of her childhood, and other factors on which I had too little information. But now I’m inclined to believe that the secret of what happened over there in Europe is quite different. True, it had something to do with the accident in which Amy Shore died.” She broke up a piece of toast and buttered it absentmindedly and ate it as if unaware of what she was doing. “It was as a result of the accident that the Dauntrys attached themselves to Gertrude Parish—or she attached them to herself, I’m not sure which—and that as the years went by she increasingly isolated herself. The air in that old house seems to have been one of watchful suspicion between the three of them. It speaks of a bad conscience on Gertrude Parish’s part and hidden knowledge on that of the Dauntrys.”

“A bad conscience? In some way, then, Gertrude Parish had done wrong?”

“Yes. Looking at it from that light, Donwyn’s banishment to boarding school is the act of a woman tormented by guilt, no longer able to endure the sight of an innocent victim of her failing. Her watchfulness toward the Dauntrys, as Donwyn related it, speaks a fear of betrayal. I wonder if Dauntry might have been railroaded to prison to get him out of the way?”

Jennifer was thoughtful. “If the result of her act was so long continued, whatever she’d done must have been very serious. After all, there are laws under which minor crimes become out of bounds, so to speak, after a certain length of time.”

“You’re thinking of the statute of limitations. Remember, though, that the wreck happened in Europe, and that the laws may have been quite different from ours. Gertrude Parish may actually not have known what her penalty should have been. Ignorance makes fear. What does seem plain, however, is that there was no permanent trouble with the local police, and Meta Dauntry may indeed have helped here there.”

“Bought them off, perhaps,” Jennifer suggested.

“Quite possibly.”

Jennifer’s glance had turned grim. “Can’t they—uh—sweat it out of Mrs. Dauntry?”

“I doubt it. To conceal a crime is to share in its guilt.”

“Well, she confessed to all this other stuff, the arson attempt and the theft of the furnishings.”

Miss Rachel downed the last of her coffee. “It was a sop to get the police to let her alone—a forlorn hope, of course. By the way, what was Fortyne crooning into your ear. last night?”

“He thinks we ought to sell our house. He’s got buyers stacked up behind his office doors, ready to jump at the first offering.”

“Oh? And what sort of price did he think he might get you?”

“He’s coming over today to make an estimate.” Jennifer made a dry, silly mouth to let Rachel know she wasn’t too smitten with him.

“Do you really want to sell?” Miss Rachel wondered in astonishment.

“Of course I’ve no intention of selling. But you said to lead him along. And I led him. I’ll admit he made me feel twenty years younger. But along with the cute phrases were a lot of remarks that sounded strictly real estate.”

“I see.”

“Are you going to be here to talk to him?”

Miss Rachel shook her head. “I think I shall call on Etta.”

“Surely, with two genuinely good suspects like Miss Graye and Mrs. Dauntry, you don’t have to waste time on her.”

“She’s a very interesting woman. Just recently she’s bloomed out. I can’t help wondering why. It smelled like money, but I couldn’t be sure.”

About an hour later Miss Rachel stood in the hall before the door to Etta’s apartment and rang the bell. Etta answered. She had on a billowing velvet housecoat, apricot-colored, with imitation ermine tails on the collar. It looked new and expensive. Her hair was still in pin curls under a pink net, and the almost bald shape of her head made her plump face more moonlike than ever. When she saw Miss Rachel, she started to close the door.

“The album,” said Miss Rachel clearly.

A narrow crack remained; Etta’s pale eye gleamed in it. “What did you say?”

“The album. You’d better give me the rest of it.”

The eye seemed to blink with a touch of fear. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please go away.”

“I have been talking to your cousins, the Parishes. They’re making a statement to the police today that you stole that album from their garden shed, made up lies about it, tore out its inner pages, and palmed it off on the cops as a piece of evidence.”

The eye grew very big. Etta seemed trying to speak, not able to make it.

“Furthermore, Donwyn Shore has stated that you attempted to blackmail her on the presumption that her mother was guilty of a serious crime.”

Etta exploded with a screech. “All lies, filthy lies! Whatever your reason for coming here, hounding me, you’ll stay healthier—”

“Making new threats?”

Etta’s voice died in sputterings. “You’re a—you’re a cheap little meddling—”

“Whatever I am, you’d better let me in. And you’d better produce the rest of that album. The Parish boys won’t wait long.”

Etta hesitated for a moment longer. Then she opened the door. “Come in, then. I’m not admitting a word of what you said. But the manager of the place won’t like a disturbance in the hall.” She moved back into the living room and stood there biting her lips. “Of course I don’t have the rest of the album. I found the cover and those few sheets in my car, as I said.”

“Using your own word—bushwa,” exclaimed Miss Rachel. “You needed a trick, a red herring, to get me up here and encourage me in the idea that Gertrude Parish had died in Europe and that her sister had come back in her place. I was already entertaining the thought, but you didn’t know that. It must have been with you for a long while, the hope that you could put over the thought of an impostor, frighten off the other heirs, and move in on that old house in Trafalgar Place all alone. With your little pickax.”

Etta was too fat to have much neck, but she raised her head as high as she could and tried to look disdainful.

“So in your prowlings you ran across the old album at the Parishes’ and appropriated it and manufactured some evidence out of it. Probably there were better-preserved snapshots in the inner part of the book which didn’t bear out too well that identical-appearance angle between the sisters, so you discarded those pages. And most likely there wasn’t any trick shot like the one you described, with Amy acting as her sister’s reflection. You had a yarn fixed up, and you got me up here and bamboozled me into taking the book to Captain Adams. He was to get the idea that Dauntry may have brought it and that it contained some mysterious evidence of trickery. But after the Parish boys get through telling him the truth—”

“Call them,” Etta interrupted desperately, “and tell them that I apologize or something.”

“Furthermore,” Miss Rachel went on relentlessly, “they know that you’ve been smearing them with hints of arson. You have the morning paper folded on the couch there, so you must have read of Mrs. Dauntry’s confession, and you know that the Parish brothers have an excellent case of slander against you.”

Etta gulped audibly. “But I never said publicly that they—”

“You said it in front of my sister and me, and we’re not private.”

Etta’s face was deep pink as she struggled to control her temper. “Are you threatening me?”

“I’m warning you—quoting yourself again—that your position has its unpleasant possibilities.”

Etta said weakly, “You’re bluffing!”

“Try not giving me the rest of the album and see.”

“I burned it,” she cried.

“Where?”

“In the—the furnace at Gertrude’s house that night Dauntry was killed. I’d brought the old book with me, with the idea of perhaps planting part of it somewhere. And then, as you say, it occurred to me that in some of the better-preserved pictures there wasn’t such a resemblance apparent between Gertrude and Amy. So I disposed of those inner pages while I pretended to be looking for Meta Dauntry. I laid them in upon the grate in the cellar, and having brought a match with me from the kitchen, I burned them up.” She finished all in a rush and stood trembling.

Miss Rachel stood looking at the fat woman, measuring what lay behind the words—truth, or frantic lies, or a bad mistake. “Was the grate of the furnace empty?”

Etta blinked slowly. “I don’t remember. It was too dark to see, anyway.”

“I can’t believe that you did burn the inner pages of the album,” Miss Rachel decided, turning away. “You have put me in a bad light with the police. Captain Adams will be angry when he learns the truth. He might even suspect me of conspiring with you to put over that yam of a substitute returning in Gertrude’s place.” She was turning toward the door.

“I’ll admit everything,” Etta cried. “To you and to Chuckie and Fortyne, I mean. Only don’t turn me over to that dreadful Captain Adams! He makes me feel like a c-criminal!” Actually, in her fright at the thought of Adams, Etta was ready to weep.

Miss Rachel paused, as if hesitating. Etta watched hopefully from round, tear-rimmed eyes.

“Please listen!” she begged.

Miss Rachel went to a chair and sat on the extreme front edge. “Make it short and interesting.”

Etta scuttled over to the couch and fell there, clutching the velvet robe at her bosom. Her breath was wheezing. “You’ve got to promise that this will never be repeated!”

“Oh, quit making a production out of it. Talk simply and distinctly. And I’m making no promises.” Miss Rachel’s gaze seemed cold and watchful.

“You act as if I’m tricking you, trying to lie to you!” Etta waited for a glimmer of sympathy, but there was none. ‘It’s such a terrible scandal. I have no right, really—”

“Then I’m wasting my time.” Miss Rachel moved as if to stand up.

“No, wait!”

“Why are you weaseling? Why won’t you come out with the simple story of that accident in Europe? Beginning with the day the two sisters left home and ending with Gertrude’s return.” Etta shook her head, and the pins under the pink net twinkled in the light. “It isn’t a simple story. There wasn’t any accident. There was a m-murder....” Her voice shook so over the last word that Miss Rachel wasn’t sure that she had heard aright. Etta went on, “Amy married a man Gertrude had had her eye on, and Gertrude never forgave her. When he died, she took Amy and Donwyn into her home—to torment them, I always thought. The trip to Europe wasn’t to help Amy forget her loss. It was so that Gertrude could kill her away off in a foreign place where she could pretend ignorance of traffic laws, and so forth, and where the police couldn’t question her because she didn’t speak the language. And Amy’s body wasn’t brought back because it was all mashed up—too much so for a simple collision, or whatever Gertrude claimed had happened.”

“How do you know all this?” Miss Rachel asked coldly.

“I accused her, shortly before she died. She was in bed in that barn of a house, and when I told her what I thought, she turned her face to the wall. She. said I was right, in a way—she didn’t specify, probably hated to admit her entire guilt—but she said that she had been in touch with Amy by means of spirit contacts and that Amy had forgiven her. Amy had said that she would not oppose Gertrude’s entry into the next sphere of spiritual growth, providing all debts were paid.”

“What do you think she meant by that?”

“I suppose she meant that Mrs. Dauntry must be rewarded for her silence. Gertrude seemed vague on that point. I remember some of her rambling words, though, mutterings about having grown above love of baubles and trinkets, and furniture you left behind when you were dead, and earthly possessions unable to go with you into the spirit empire.” Etta slumped on the couch. “What’re you going to do? After all, you can’t try a dead woman in court, nor convict her of murder.”

“Nevertheless, a legal hearing is due. As a preliminary, I’m arranging a conference with an attorney. Acting for Donwyn, you see. I should say this afternoon at half-past three.”

Etta patted her curls absently. Her expression was dismal. “I suppose you want me to be there.”

“You know damned well you have no intention of staying away.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Home again, Miss Rachel settled herself at the telephone. She called Mr. Simpkins first and informed him that she wanted a conference in his office at three-thirty that afternoon, with himself on hand as referee. Through the rattlings of his cough drop against his teeth, Mr. Simpkins wondered if she was sure what she was doing. “Of course I’m not!” she told him.

“There has been quite a bit of violence,” he reminded her.

“I have a much clearer impression of that than you have.”

“Very well. Bring them up here. With their miserable letters.” In his tone was the scorn of a legal mind for such foolishness. “I won’t have them killing each other on my carpets. Just got ’em cleaned.”

“They’ll behave,” she promised, not caring that it may have been a lie. When Mr. Simpkins hung up, she telephoned Donwyn at her hotel, then the Parish brothers. Fortyne answered in Pasadena and seemed quite agreeable to the idea of a legal conference to get things settled. “Can’t just go on indefinitely, you know; the property’s deteriorating a little bit every day.”

“That old house—I suppose you could sell it,” she wondered.

“We have a lot of contacts and there is a great demand,” he admitted, “though frankly the newer houses sell better.”

“Bring your letters,” she cautioned.

He hesitated for a moment, then: “Yes, of course.”

Miss Rachel’s next call was to police headquarters and Captain Adams. She inquired about Miss Graye. Miss Graye, it seemed, was getting out on bail. Captain Adams agreed to deliver a message concerning the conference in Mr. Simpkins’ office. “She’s an heir, too, now—Paul Postelwait’s widow.”

“I’ll make a trade. Meet me in Trafalgar Place in a half hour,” he offered. “I have a point or two I’d like to go over with you.”

“Agreed,” she said.

Her final call was to David Ward. “How are you making out with Donwyn?”

“She’s got some guy in Ventura,” he admitted glumly. “I’m beginning to wonder if I can beat his time. She seems so sweet and defenseless on the surface, and yet underneath—” He ended on a sigh. “I can’t figure her out.”

“Don’t ever waste time trying to figure out a woman,” Miss Rachel cautioned. “Anyway, she may not be the girl for you. Resign yourself. What I called for, David, is this—there were pictures in the papers the next morning after Dauntry’s murder. It stuck with me; they weren’t night pictures, taken with flash bulbs. And yet the papers had them in the early editions. So they must have been on file. Do you know anything about it?”

“Let me call a friend of mine downtown. I’ll ring right back.”

She waited while David got the information. The telephone rang and she picked up the receiver.

He said, “You were right. They’d been on file since Dauntry got put in the clink for burglary.”

“His crime must have caused a sensation, then.”

“A mild one. He was hired by Gertrude Parish as a chauffeur, it seemed, and used the apartment over the garages to store his loot, most of it gathered from the other houses in that street. He was bold almost to the point of egomania, it seemed…. This friend of mine remembers the case, remembers wondering if Dauntry wasn’t a bit off mentally. Anyhow, that’s how the pictures came to be in the early papers.”

“Thanks a lot, David. By the way, you might escort Donwyn this afternoon to the lawyer’s. There’s going to be a conference on settling the estate.”

“I guess, now that Mrs. Dauntry is practically proven guilty, they’ll be finishing up their business.”

“And Donwyn will go back to Ventura,” she added.

“I’ll see you then.” From his dismal tone Miss Rachel judged that he expected it to be his last date with Donwyn.

Miss Jennifer was in the garden, all togged out in the overall apron and bonnet and gloves, and she was examining with what looked like expectation the bed where she had planted daffodil bulbs. Miss Rachel paused. “It’s too soon, Jennifer.”

“Don’t try to rag me. I’m planning a ground cover to take over the bare spots when the daffodils are done. How do you like alyssum?”

“Can’t you think of something splashier?”

“I’d have to consult the catalogues,” Jennifer answered, a little huffy because her choice hadn’t met approval. “I see you’re going out again.”

“Just a short visit to Trafalgar Place. Why don’t you let the garden go, and primp up a bit? Fortyne Parish will be here, probably for lunch.”

Jennifer batted her eyes rapidly. “Why should you think so?”

“He’s so round and plump. He must like to eat. I’ll see you shortly.”

Jennifer fired a parting shot: “Do you think I’m impressed with that gushy fat man?”

“Be nice to him. But don’t sign anything.”

“Do you think I’m a fool?” Jennifer stomped off—probably, Miss Rachel thought, to put a crimp in her bangs and dust her nose with cornstarch.

She found Captain Adams waiting in the driveway of Gertrude Parish’s house. Late autumn was not kind to the old house, nor the street; the vast trees were leafless overhead, the gray skies made shabby paint seem shabbier, the shrubs looked withered with the cold. Captain Adams raised his hat politely. “I spoke to Miss Graye for you. She thinks she’ll come to your conference. In fact, the news seemed to cheer her.”

“I think they’re all eager now for a settlement,” Miss Rachel told him.

“They think that the hidden treasure is gone?”

“I doubt it. More likely, each one thinks he’s closest on its trail.”

“That’s what I wanted to ask you,” Captain Adams said, his gaze sharp, almost ferocious. “What is the treasure? Money? Stocks and bonds? Or some gilded knickknack bought in Europe?”

“I’m guessing, of course,” she answered, “but my choice would be diamonds. They’re easy to transport, hide, and keep, hard to identify from a legal standpoint, and hold value well. In this case, if my guess proves right, they’ve become much more valuable. Remember that the two sisters went to Europe in the middle of the depression. As the saying goes, things were tough all over. Miss Parish must have been dazzled by some wonderful bargains; these may have been even a better bargain, since there was probably something illegal about their transfer. Dauntry—or D’Andre—had some hand in the transaction. He knew some secret, like smuggling through customs, for instance, which made him a nuisance. I used to think that Gertrude Parish was imposed upon, perhaps even terrified, of the two who pretended to be her servants. Now, knowing more of the woman and her character, I rather think that the Dauntrys were the ones imposed upon, two unwilling prisoners she didn’t trust with freedom.”

“Nor trusted with the secret of where she kept the stuff, whatever it is,” Adams commented. “Of course Dauntry’s record made me think also of jewels. He was a fence for stolen jewels in Europe, came here to live, finally ended up burglarizing the rest of the houses in Trafalgar Place.” Adams’ eyes roved the old house thoughtfully. “Now, where do you think it’s hidden?”

“I’ll show you if we may go inside.”

He unlocked the side door and they entered the hall. All the miasma of the moldy, empty spaces of the house seemed gathered in the air; the place seemed dead. Adams was looking expectantly at the great staircase. “In that room of hers, perhaps? That green cave?”

Miss Rachel shook her head. She turned in at the door of the small parlor. “You sit down and wait here.”

He sat down, looking puzzled and uncertain, and she went up, found the key under the lintel, and unlocked the door to the cat walk. She opened it and stepped through. The planking shook under her feet, and the broken railing trembled slightly. As Mrs. Dauntry had said, it was a dangerous claptrap affair, built hastily and poorly. Across the space at the other end of the little bridge was the garage apartment. The blinds were drawn, and dead leaves had blown against the door.

Miss Rachel went back inside, locked the cat-walk entry, then walked downstairs to the small parlor. She had left Captain Adams sitting down. Now he stood in the middle of the floor.

They looked at each other. “Did you hear it?” she asked.

“The damnedest thing.” He stole a look behind him, as if half ashamed. “A ghost—I mean, there was something like a breath, or a sigh. And then a small sound, almost like a step. Do you know, I thought you’d stolen back by way of some secret passage. And was making a fool of me.”

“It is a ghost, in a way,” she said, “though not quite the kind Mrs. Dauntry has been expecting.” She told him briefly of Mrs. Dauntry’s collection of spiritual treatises, and he nodded, remembering them from some search of his own. “I don’t think the effect was brought about on purpose. Gertrude Parish may never have known it had occurred. Mrs. Dauntry obviously had been frightened over and over by it. You notice that she stripped the rest of the house; she didn’t touch this room.”

“Yes, but—”

Miss Rachel held up a hand. “I’m not trying to befuddle you. But to figure it out, you have to know first that the sound only occurs when the door above, to the cat walk, is opened. I caught onto that much almost at once; the rest followed slowly. You see, the cat walk was so poorly built and so ill planned that it was just a joke. To have been of any permanent use, it would have had to be reinforced from below, the whole arrangement made of better stuff. So it must have been that the purpose of building the cat walk was not what it seemed; and I remembered then that in addition to being hepped on spiritualism, spooks, numerology, and Yoga, Miss Parish dabbled in magic. Mr. Parish, the thin one, mentioned his cousin’s fondness for mystifying others. And of course the first principle of magic is to draw attention from what you’re really doing by some bit of meaningless but interesting hocus-pocus.”

Adams said sharply, “So Gertrude Parish had the cat walk built to cover something else. What?”

“To cover the hammering and sawing which went on in here, I imagine. She did something to the wall there.” Miss Rachel pointed behind Captain Adams to the corner where the ghost occurred. “Probably the job was done quickly and secretly—she may even have made the cubbyhole herself—and it left a weak place, a flaw in the wall, which had already been put under a strain by the addition of the door and the cat walk above.”

Adams went over and examined the wallpaper, running his fingertips here and there. “Nothing shows. I’ll have men on it right away.”

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to wait until this afternoon—”

He caught her in a quick glare. “Anything coming off at that conference that I don’t know about?”

“I don’t know myself what’s going to come off,” she told him. “The people who expect to benefit by the settling of Gertrude Parish’s will are going to be gathered together for the first time. Minus Paul, who seems to have been annoying somebody. I thought it might be interesting to see how the group reacts.”

He beetled his brows at her. “You intended me to be there, of course.”

“Of course.” She hadn’t, fearing that nothing would happen under Adams’ gimlet stare. But this was no time to tell him so. “Listening in, at first, from a side office. Until we get something definite.”

A frosty smile touched his lips. “You think the police have been idle? Really, Miss Murdock, this amateur meddling is farfetched. I might almost say idiotic.”

She showed her disappointment. “You’re forbidding it?”

“Oh no. I like the idea. Only, I wish—” He stopped, and she read in his embarrassment what the wish was: that she wasn’t so little and so elderly, and hadn’t bobbed up everywhere like an obstreperous cork. In his heart he still expected her to be more like his aunt Nina than a Humphrey Bogart character. “It’s quite all right,” he finished. “I’ll sit in on your conference. Out of sight, unless someone gets ugly.”

“Thank you.”

“And we’ll look at this wall later.” He patted the faded wallpaper. “I’m going to call a man and station him here. Don’t want any monkey business at this late day.”

When she reached home, the Parish brothers were there, sitting in the downstairs parlor with Jennifer. Jennifer looked pink, pleased, and rattled; Fortyne was somnolent, and Chuck was petting the cat. When Miss Rachel appeared, the men rose politely. After greetings were over, Chuck asked Miss Rachel if he could speak to her privately.

They went up to the smaller parlor on the second floor. Miss Rachel wondered if it were a move to give Fortyne more leeway in coaxing Jennifer to sell the house. She sat down, took off her gloves and hat, put them beside her on a table, settled her skirts. The cat came to rub her ankles.

Chuck Fortyne seemed to be having a hard time getting started. He looked small, gray, and mouselike in a big chair across the room. He nibbled a lip and looked at his shoes and coughed a couple of times. Miss Rachel remembered that at first sight he had seemed like a shadow of his big hearty brother, and how later she had decided that he had a lot more sense.

He began abruptly: “You are acting for Donwyn, aren’t you?”

“She retained my services,” Miss Rachel agreed. This was stretching a five-dollar fee to the ultimate limit, she thought. But she herself had wanted to know the answers.

“Had you considered that Donwyn’s best interests might be served by advising her to go back to Ventura without claiming a share of the estate?”

“No, I had not.”

“It could be true,” he said, hesitating over something more.

“I don’t see what Donwyn has to fear. Mrs. Dauntry is almost certain to be charged with the murders of Paul Postelwait and her husband, now that your theory of her guilt of the arson attempt has been proved true.”

“I wasn’t thinking of the murders.” He rubbed at his thin gray hair, adjusted the creases on his neat flannel trousers, folded his hands—nervous gestures that gave additional time in which to choose words. “Of course Mrs. Dauntry is guilty of the killings. That’s over, finished. She has committed some horrible crimes and she must pay the price. But I keep remembering what the effect of living there in that house was upon that unfortunate woman. She came to Gertrude’s place a nice, quiet, rather submissive person. She ended as a firebug, a thief, and a murderer.”

“And Donwyn?”

“—could go the same way. You see, in our letters, Fortyne’s and mine, Donwyn is given a choice.”

He patted a coat pocket absently, so he must have had his letter with him. Miss Rachel was regarding him with close attention.

He continued, “The house is to be sold with her approval. You see, that leaves it open. Mrs. Dauntry’s tenancy was to be ended after five years. It is suggested in our two letters—not ordered, mind—that we be given the commission to sell. Gertrude was trying to be fair; we’d get a percentage. But Donwyn must first give permission for the final disposition of the house.”

Miss Rachel showed her surprise. “Are you suggesting that Donwyn might want to live in that huge barn?”

“Are you so sure that she wouldn’t?” His glance was a challenge. “We don’t know the girl. She may have some fixation about the old place. She was brought up there for a while, then sent off to boarding school. She may have memories, associations—” He broke off, as if almost afraid he had said too much.

“Your sole concern is for Donwyn’s welfare?” Miss Rachel asked gently.

He had the grace to look a little uncomfortable.

“Or do you feel that you can get a good price for the house, and the agents’ commission would come in handy?”

“Well, of course …” He made a baffled movement. “It will sound mercenary any way I put it. We would like the sale. We could use the commission.”

“May I see your letter?”

Suddenly he looked more nervous than ever. “I think we should produce all of them at that conference, don’t you?”

“Perhaps you are right.” He nodded.

Then she continued, “Mrs. Dauntry’s among the others.”

He started after a moment. “Did she have one too?”

“Part of it was found in the furnace, remember? Along with Mrs. Dauntry’s bloodied housecoat.”

“I did read about it, yes.”

He didn’t press her further to get Donwyn to go home to Ventura. He seemed nervous that he had said as much as he had. Miss Rachel judged that he was an innately cautious man who felt that somewhere he had overstepped. Of course his claim that living in the old house would turn Donwyn into such a character as Mrs. Dauntry was fantastic.

Donwyn was young, shy, lovely, and wholesome. She could never become the embittered thief, the sneaking arsonist—

Or could she?

Into Miss Rachel’s mind crept the memory of the moldy air, the deep silence, the echoing ghost; and it seemed that she saw Donwyn there in the hall at Trafalgar Place, half hidden in the shadows, frozen as if listening to some faint stir from an empty room.

“I’ll advise her not to live in that house,” she said, and a look of relief came over Chuck Parish’s features.

All through lunch Miss Rachel was absent-minded. She put pepper on the fruit salad and sugar in the bouillon. She let the kidney pie grow cold while she fiddled with her peas. Jennifer’s high giggles and Fortyne’s laughter made no impression. Nor did she seem aware that Chuck Parish was silent and watchful.

When lunch was done, she excused herself, went to her car, and drove back to the neighborhood of Trafalgar Place and found the shop which had sold Mrs. Dauntry her flowery housecoat.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

It was not a large shop; it occupied a part of the lower floor of an old house on West Adams Boulevard. There were dusty potted ferns beside the front entry. The screen door was patched and the hinges squeaked. Inside, the carpets were faded. But the woman who came forward at Miss Rachel’s entrance looked pleasantly alert, and the racks of garments around the walls were neat, bright, and fresh. Miss Rachel introduced herself and explained her errand.

“Of course I recall Mrs. Dauntry,” the woman replied. “She’s an old customer.”

“Any figure troubles?”

The shop owner pursed her lips. “A little wide in the waist for her height. And not enough bosom. Is she really guilty of killing those men and trying to burn down that house?”

“She’s confessed trying to bum the house. Do you do alterations here?”

“Yes, of course,” said the woman, giving Miss Rachel’s little figure a quick glance. “You’re a twelve. But you’d need the waist nipped in. What are you looking for?”

Miss Rachel allowed herself to be shown a gay green dress. “What did you do for Mrs. Dauntry? Let the waist out?”

“More than that. I had to take a sliver out of the hem and make a gusset—one under each arm. A nuisance. But of course she was a good customer.”

“Show me one of those housecoats. Like the one you sold her.”

The woman showed a touch of surprise, then led the way to a rack in the corner. All of the garments were housecoats; perhaps four or five were the flowered type like Mrs. Dauntry’s. “I have these left. Aren’t they charming?”

“Striking. Have you sold many?”

A flicker of doubt glowed behind the smile. “Oh, a half dozen or so. Do you want to try something?”

“I’ll try the green dress,” Miss Rachel decided, seeing that the woman needed an urge to go on. “And while I’m putting it on, would you tell me about those other customers?”

The woman almost dropped the green dress. “Whatever for?”

“Just curiosity.” In her petticoats, Miss Rachel reached for the green dress. Though the shade was modest and the cut not too extreme, the effect was somehow quite deshabille. Miss Rachel turned this way and that, imagining Jennifer’s comments.

“You’d need it sort of lifted in the neck,” the shop owner suggested.

“Do you think it’s flattering? Were any of them quite young? Was one of them a big fat woman? Was one a man?”

“Who?”

“The customers who bought those other housecoats.”

“Really, I’ve never known that dress to look so—so—”

“Abandoned? It does, doesn’t it? I look like an elderly strumpet. Wrap it up. I’m going to buy it for my sister.”

“Wouldn’t you like alterations?” the woman stammered.

“She’ll alter it,” Miss Rachel prophesied. “Now. Tell me about those other customers. In detail.”

“I’m not sure I can remember after all this time,” the woman said.

But under Miss Rachel’s prodding, she began.

The room that Mr. Simpkins had set aside for the conference had a museumlike quiet and gloom. A big oak table occupied the middle of the floor, chairs around it; and facing each other, at Miss Rachel’s arrival, were Etta Parr and the Parish brothers. Silence was thick. Fortyne seemed not as chubby and pink, possibly; and Chuckie’s long gray face had assumed an almost hypnotic watchfulness. Etta was wearing her new clothes, but she hadn’t laced the corset sufficiently. The neat blue suit bulged in the wrong spots.

The three of them nodded at Miss Rachel. She sat down. The silence drew out until Fortyne broke it with a slight husky cough. “Nice lunch,” he said. “Thank you,” Miss Rachel answered. Etta Parr’s eyes grew narrow with suspicion and she looked from one to another as if scenting a conspiracy.

Miss Rachel looked over at Etta. “We all had lunch together, and Mr. Parish”—she nodded toward Fortyne’s bulk—“talked to my sister about selling our house.”

A flare lit Etta’s eyes from within. She snapped, “Are you still pulling that sort of thing? Making up to poor old ladies and—”
 
“We can have you up for theft, you know,” Chuck said firmly, interrupting. “Fortyne didn’t give you that album. You helped yourself.”

“From a garden shed! Without so much as a door on it!” she flung back. “And the album was evidence—evidence that you were keeping concealed.”

“It was evidence of just one thing,” Chuck said with cold malice. “A trip to Europe in the nineteen-thirties, doing all the usual things, taking the usual side excursions, riding in a rented car behind a fraud calling himself a poverty-stricken nobleman—the most abysmally dull sort of journey possible and of no interest to the police at this date.”

“Or wouldn’t have been,” Miss Rachel agreed brightly, “except that she brought it back.”

With what seemed like silly mischief, she gazed from one to another, and behind the simpering mask she noted their sudden stillness and the bleakness in their faces.

Etta was the first to come out of the spell. She licked her lips and said, “Do the police—” But there was an interruption. Miss Graye (or, technically, Mrs. Postelwait) came into the room. She was dressed in a smart gunmetal-gray suit, and her brilliantly golden hair shone under the brim of a tiny fur-trimmed hat. Her face was controlled, scornful. Without a word of greeting she slid into a chair. The Parish brothers had risen politely.

She ignored their gesture. She began to pull off her red gloves, to fold them on the table before her.

“What were you saying?” Miss Rachel asked of Etta.

Etta said surlily, “Nothing. It wasn’t important.”

“If any of you have said one word to that woman,” said Miss Graye, “you are bigger fools than I took you for. She is a police spy”

“Are you?” Etta cried. The Parishes moved nervously on their chairs, as if Miss Rachel had just revealed an advanced case of smallpox.

“Of course I’m not. As I’ve said from the beginning, I’m trying to help Donwyn claim her share of the estate and go back to Ventura.”

Etta looked over her shoulder. “Speaking of Donwyn—”

David Ward ushered Donwyn ahead of him into the room. Donwyn spoke to each of the others in turn, then took a seat beside Miss Rachel. The responses to that greeting had been varied. Fortyne’s was indulgent, friendly; Chuck’s, cautious. Etta had ducked her head quickly. Miss Graye’s jaw had tightened as if with anger. David took a chair against the wall, away from the group, as if to remove himself from their discussion.

“Well, everyone’s here,” Donwyn said, looking about. “Can we start? Will someone make a motion, or something, to get things rolling?”

“I move that unless each person can produce a letter he or she be considered disqualified,” said Chuck quickly with a look at Miss Graye.

“Agreed,” said Miss Graye, sneering at him. She opened her smart bag and took out an envelope. It looked to Miss Rachel like the letter she and Donwyn had found that night in Postel-wait’s house.

“A complete letter?” Miss Rachel wondered of Chuck Parish.

“Complete, including signature,” he agreed, “or it won’t be counted as genuine.” He and his brother exchanged a glance and then, with almost identical motions, they withdrew letters from their pockets and laid them upon the oak table.

As if she were trumping an ace, Miss Graye withdrew the pages from inside her envelope, spread them out. There were more than the envelope had contained previously, Miss Rachel saw. Postelwait’s letter was now complete.

It was just then that Mr. Simpkins toddled in from his office. He circled the table and bent above Miss Rachel’s outstretched hand, breathing forth the cinnamon and horehound of his throat drops. She introduced the others; then Mr. Simpkins took the chair at the head of the table.

Donwyn and Etta surrendered their letters now. Mr. Simpkins gathered the whole collection before him and began to read. When he looked up he had but one comment. “Deplorable!”

“Are they legally enforceable?” cried Fortyne, leaning forward.

Mr. Simpkins didn’t answer. He sat as if deep in thought, rather like a spare little owl, blinking slowly.

“Am I not my husband’s heir?” Miss Graye demanded, just as eagerly.

Etta was pounding the table. “When one heir is favored above others and the document isn’t drawn to legal standards—”

Mr. Simpkins suddenly wasn’t like an owl any longer. His look was sharp as a razor. “You wish to contest the disposal of the estate as provided in these?” He tapped the letters.

A combined glare was bent upon Etta, and she hesitated. “What I mean,” she grumbled, “is that Donwyn seems to have the best of all of it. She has to approve the sale of the house. That’s in my letter. It puts her ahead of the rest of us; it’s not fair.”

“She is given, also, a complete roomful of furniture,” Miss Graye said.

Donwyn’s color had come up. “I don’t want anything that anyone else feels should be theirs. I just wanted a little bit of money, something to g-get married on. And now—I’m not sure that I even need that.” A tear swam in each eye; she looked confused and miserable. And Miss Rachel, studying the twisted fingers inside their gloves, decided that the engagement ring had been removed.

She stole a look at David. He seemed puzzled, as if not quite getting the direction of Donwyn’s remarks.

Mr. Simpkins had pinned her with his stare. “You are the Dawn Wind Shore mentioned herein?” Again he tapped, the letters. “Then it seems from my opinion that you are not unduly favored. True, you have the choice of selling or not selling. But the claims of these other heirs could, not be completely disallowed. You would have to reimburse them for their share of the property.”

“I couldn’t do that,” Donwyn told him.

“Probably your aunt foresaw such a condition,” Mr. Simpkins said thoughtfully. “She must have known that in the ordinary course of your life you would be unlikely to possess within five years the amount necessary to pay off the other claimants. I think we may safely surmise that the purpose of getting your permission for sale was not to deliver the property into your hands but simply to make sure that the other heirs didn’t act without you.”

Miss Rachel saw frustration on Etta’s face and on Chuck Parish’s. They had wanted Donwyn sent away; Etta perhaps out of jealousy, and Chuck for commercial reasons, to make sure that he was not deprived of the commission for selling the old house.

“I—I sort of hate to see it tom down,” Donwyn murmured.

Mr. Simpkins looked at the Parishes. “Do you have a buyer?”

The two brothers nodded together, Fortyne rather sheepishly, Chuck with firmness. Fortyne said, “I don’t think it need be a secret any longer. There is a syndicate which is considering the purchase of all of Trafalgar Place. If the deal goes through, all six houses will be razed and a huge apartment hotel will rise on the site, a multimillion-dollar development. We’ve been acting for this syndicate, helping them out—they’ve preferred to keep in the background until the deal was solid.”

“There’ll be a fat price, then!” said Etta with a sort of gurgle of joy.

“And a fat commission,” Miss Graye added, her eyes on the Parishes.

Fortyne waved a hand good-humoredly. “We decided to come into the open with it now rather than wait until the court gives permission to sell. We decided you ought all to have a chance to state your opinions. They should be favorable, of course—nothing like money to soothe a loss. And the old house is not much of a loss. An antique. Couldn’t get a fraction of the syndicate’s price selling to an individual.”

“The other tenants of Trafalgar Place are selling?” Miss Rachel asked.

Fortyne’s pink brow wrinkled for an instant. “Well—none have come out with a flat refusal. Take the folks next door to Gertrude’s—the Winklers. They’re off scouting for a California ranch,• planning to buy it with what they get out of their old house. Money, money, money.” He rubbed his hands with a touch of wolfishness strangely at odds with his plump, guileless features. “They all say yes when money talks.” He grinned. “Heh, heh, heh!”

Miss Rachel wondered uneasily if Jennifer might have signed something for Fortyne after all. She recalled, now it was too late, the high silly giggle and the fluttering eyes of her sister across the luncheon table.

“As I said—I hate to see the old house torn down,” Donwyn said. ‘I know it’s too big and too old-fashioned for modern taste. But …” She paused, as if baffled. “I know now that you’ll all laugh at me. But Aunt Gertrude believed firmly in spirits. And if she’s anywhere now at all, she’s there. In that little parlor.” She bit her lips and turned to look at David, as if begging his forgiveness for this foolish speech.

“Spirits?” Fortyne sputtered. “Nonsense! We can’t have a delay, a financial loss, just because—”

His words were drowned in the babble of protest directed toward Donwyn. Etta was yapping about ungrateful children, you’d think they’d remember the kindnesses, you’d shown them in their infancy; and Chuck was saying loudly and reasonably that Donwyn had better not risk an inquiry into her sanity. In the midst of the hubbub Miss Graye’s voice cut like a knife.

“I agree with Miss Shore,” she said.

The other voices died down and grew quiet. There was a moment or two of stunned silence. It was Chuck who took up the challenge. “See here, madame, your presence is being endured at this conference—not invited. Your status among us as an heir to Paul’s portion depends on our collective good humor and tolerance. My brother and I are convinced that there should be a sale, and there is going to be one. Too much is at stake for silly sentiment to interfere. This syndicate of which we spoke has set aside a half million dollars for its initial investment. That means the land, the site. I have little doubt that we could raise that figure by another hundred thousand. A total of six hundred thousand,” he continued, rolling his words like a drumbeat. Etta’s eyes were like marbles. “Or a return for each of the six properties of one hundred thousand. Bringing it down to our level, it would mean around twenty thousand apiece for each heir. Frankly, we would be lucky to get five under ordinary circumstances, considering the age and the condition of the old house. It so happens that the syndicate is eager to acquire a suitable area, and Trafalgar Place is it. You will please not express a negative opinion in this matter,” he said directly to Miss Graye, “nor hamper what we need to do here.” Chuck’s usually long and doleful face seemed turned into a mask of stone, and there was nothing mouselike in his manner.

But he didn’t faze Miss Graye. She said almost idly, “Let’s see—the commission is five per cent, isn’t it? And five per cent of six hundred thousand is—uh—why, it’s thirty thousand. More than any of us get as our share.” She looked shrewdly at Etta, then at Donwyn. Etta’s face sagged as she did mental arithmetic—the total take of the Parish brothers, undoubtedly. And Donwyn brightened, seeing an ally.

Mr. Simpkins was getting ready to wash his hands of them, Miss Rachel knew. She said quickly to Miss Graye, “Are you fixed in your opinion that the house should not be sold at present?”

Miss Graye nodded. “We should wait for a better market.”

Fortyne exploded. “A better—Good God, woman, don’t you know that—”

His brother cut in coldly, “She is out of her mind.”

“No, she isn’t,” Miss Rachel corrected. “She’s far more shrewd than any of you. She’s looking for something worth far more than a mere twenty thousand. She might even know by now where to put her hands on it.”

There was confusion among them, an uneasy stirring.

Miss Graye’s eyes were cold and yet full of fire. “What a wretch of an old lady you are, indeed. What babble is this?”

“You know,” Miss Rachel urged with a hint of conspiracy between them, “it was clever of you to back up Donwyn in her rather childish sentimentality. But of course you’re much too mercenary to be worried about the fate of that old house.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“It took a while for your remark to percolate,” Miss Rachel insisted, moving over a little so that she was closer to the other woman. “You know—what you said about meeting Mrs. Dauntry in the hall, and her queer fright, her dropping a vase and screaming. It struck me—rather late, I’m afraid—that she’d have been used to you running over to use the bathroom after all that time. And so there must have been something else. Have you ever heard of a Doppelgänger?”

Only Mr. Simpkins looked more alert, more interested. The rest of them were baffled, and Miss Graye was sneering.

“I’ll explain,” said Miss Rachel calmly. “A Doppelgänger is a wraith of someone living. A ghost of yourself. And that’s what Mrs. Dauntry thought she saw in the hall at Trafalgar Place, and that’s why she cracked up and tried to bum the place down. She’d been frightened by the ghost in the little parlor downstairs—I’ll come back to that item—and she’d been reading up on spirits of all kinds.” Miss Rachel nodded to Miss Graye. “She was on a ragged edge of insanity.”

“Are you implying—”

“Oh yes. You see, I’ve just been checking up on the housecoat.”

A sudden pallor spread across Miss Graye; she gripped the edge of the table and made as if to rise.

“You bought a housecoat like Mrs. Dauntry’s, so that if the roomers or any neighbors saw you prowling about in odd places they’d take you at a distance for Mrs. Dauntry. Only you wore yours to kill your husband. And it didn’t have gussets under the arms, though it should have.”

The rattle of Mr. Simpkins’ cough drop was like the sound of a stone in a bucket.

“I won’t stay here and listen to such trash.” Miss Graye was on her feet. She glanced in the direction of the door.

“There isn’t any use to run,” Miss Rachel pointed out. “You made a little mistake, just a small one. If it had worked, Mrs. Dauntry would have been convicted of killing Paul Postelwait. It looked like her housecoat. She didn’t deny owning it. Probably she thought it was the one which should have been hanging in her closet. But thick-waisted short women like Mrs. Dauntry need to have garments let out. And you wouldn’t. You’ve such a fine figure.”

Miss Graye picked up her purse and walked across the carpet. The door had not been completely shut; she touched the knob, and it drew inward with a breath of air like a sigh. And Captain Adams stood there looking in at her.


CHAPTER TWENTY

At four-thirty that afternoon, in the small parlor of Gertrude Parish’s house, a group had gathered. There were Miss Rachel and Miss Jennifer, Mr. Simpkins, Captain Adams, Donwyn, Etta Parr, and David Ward. David had a camera with him. He intended to take pictures of the event.

Miss Rachel was saying to Donwyn, “Your aunt intended you to have whatever it is which was concealed here. Before you can claim it, you must trace its history, and in addition you must check with customs. If it was smuggled in, which I rather think it was, there will be a penalty.”

Donwyn looked worried. “But isn’t it true, what Etta said—I’m being favored over the other heirs? And it isn’t quite fair?”

“I think that your aunt owed you a debt she was never able to pay. Not even with what it is she has here for you. Remember, your mother died in an accident over in Europe. Probably there was some neglect of her injuries, born of a need for secrecy. And your aunt’s conscience hurt her afterward. She left you all that was in this room—even including the wallpaper. And the wallpaper isn’t worth anyone’s trouble, so its removal must lead to something more.”

Captain Adams had approached the wall in the corner. He had a small hammer, a light bar for prying, and a flashlight.

“Always remember that nothing can pay you for the loss of a mother,” Miss Rachel continued. “I think that even Etta will agree.”

Etta nodded. It was obvious that her mind still lay back there in Mr. Simpkins’ office, was still busy with plans for her share of the estate.

Captain Adams had sounded the wall carefully; he now inserted the prying tool and began to work at something which lay under the paper.

“Hold it, sir!” David requested. A flash bulb lit up the room briefly. Captain Adams worked the prying tool farther into the crevice, pulled, and was rewarded with the squeal of nails coming loose.

“This may not be anything,” he apologized; but at that moment the whole wall seemed to shiver. The ghost made its last visit—there was the sighing noise, the faint tap like a footstep. And then a small door fell downward and bounced on its hinges, and there was revealed a plain black box.

Adams removed the box from its niche, took it to the table, and prized up the lid. Donwyn bent forward, closer than any of the others, and it seemed that the sudden sharp glitter lit up her face. “What are they?” she whispered.

“Diamonds,” said Adams with a glance at Miss Rachel.

“May I touch them?”

“They’re yours,” he said, “with the qualifications Miss Rachel has explained. Of course we’ll have to try to trace their history. There may not have been anything which would cloud your claim to them. Here.” He handed her the box, and she dipped her fingers into the stones.

She gave them back to Adams. “I don’t know. They’re pretty, of course. But I can’t imagine thieving or conniving over them.” There was a touch of disappointment in her tone. Miss Rachel thought to herself that something the girl could have worn—bracelets, a tiara, a necklace—would have made more of an impression. These loose stones which the clever Gertrude had brought back with her represented the ultimate in condensed and easily concealed wealth. “I can’t imagine, for instance, Miss Graye killing Cousin Paul for them.”

“I don’t think it happened that way,” Miss Rachel said. “We’ll have to surmise a bit, but the picture is clearing. My sister Jennifer chose Miss Graye for the murderess some time back. She thought that the woman had killed her husband for the insurance, that Dauntry had arrived in time to see something incriminating, and that in consequence she had disposed of the ex-chauffeur. Not a bad reconstruction, but I think Jennifer got the crimes backward. I think Dauntry tried first to contact Paul Postelwait at his home and that then Dauntry went to Trafalgar Place and confronted Miss Graye. Perhaps he had not known that she was a party to the plot and need share in the proceeds. For some reason, there was a disagreement. She killed Dauntry on the cat walk. When we arrived a few minutes later, I caught sight of a figure up there. I think it must have been Paul. He dropped off into the yard and went and hid in the storeroom beside the garages. He was a nervous and frightened man—and so when things had quietened down he stole upstairs to his wife and upbraided her for killing Dauntry. Probably he struck her, inflicting a black eye. It’s likely that he even threatened to turn her in. Remember, he didn’t want violence or exposure. He wanted a delay in settling the estate, time to search for the treasure.”

Donwyn looked into the velvet-lined box as if trying to understand why so much fuss had been made over the sparkling stones.

Miss Rachel went on: “Somehow or other she got him back downstairs and preceded him into that storeroom. The ax was kept there and was handy to her purpose. Later she rigged the evidence against Mrs. Dauntry—substituting her bloodied housecoat for one owned by the other woman. And making a mistake thereby. The shop proprietor hadn’t put gussets into any of them except the one sold to Mrs. Dauntry. A telephone call to the police station and a smart police secretary who knew what a gusset was settled the matter quite simply.”

Captain Adams said without expression: “Smart enough to contact me, too. I had a good idea of what you meant to spring in that conference room.”

“I was sure that you would.”

The group broke into smaller clusters. Donwyn and David went over to the window and stood there looking out, while David did some fast talking. Adams closed the box of gems. Mr. Simpkins began a short lecture on the evils of amateur will-drawing.

Interruption was provided by Etta. She called over to her niece: “What are you going to do about Miss Murdock? She’s recovered these jewels for you and cleared up the murders, and—” She stopped talking. Donwyn wasn’t listening. She was in David’s arms, and they were kissing each other hungrily.

“I thought she had a fellow in Ventura!” Etta cried, aghast.

“Had,” Miss Rachel agreed. “And he seems to have been a most exemplary young man. But I think that David will be more exciting.”

When Donwyn had freed herself, she said blushingly, “Miss Rachel, you may have anything you wish. I can’t give you a part of the diamonds yet. But in time I may, and meanwhile, if there’s anything else—”

“The fireplace,” said Miss Rachel. She nodded toward the pink marble mantel that glowed with a warm light in the gloom. “It’s quite the loveliest thing of its kind I’ve ever seen. And everything in this room belongs to you without reservation, and you can give it away.”

Donwyn’s face lit up. “Do you really want it? You’re not just saying—”

Jennifer was tugging at her sleeve, demanding a private word, but Miss Rachel took time to assure Donwyn, “I do want it. It’s very beautiful. And much more useful and ornamental than any diamond.” She turned then and looked into Jennifer’s eyes, and the truth struck her.

Jennifer had signed a contract with Fortyne to sell the house.

The thought of giving up the old place on Parchly Heights was like a blow. Miss Rachel almost staggered under it. And yet, in a way, she had brought this disaster upon herself. They’d have to find another place, of course—probably Fortyne already had one picked out for them. And was counting that second commission as already in his pocket. What could they do? Outwit him by renting? By building?

Yes, by building. After all, Fortyne wasn’t a contractor.

Miss Rachel said to Donwyn, “That pink mantel is our start on a new house. I think we’ve been in Parchly Heights too long.”

In another moment Jennifer would begin to blubber with grief; Miss Rachel saw all the signs.

They were all quiet now, wondering what the little scene meant between the two sisters. Perhaps Mr. Simpkins grasped more of its meaning than did the others. He said, interspersed with rattlings of the cough drop: “You might well build yourself a modern place, Rachel. Something with new ideas in it, like radiant heating and push-button appliances and air conditioning and even a pool.” He nodded. “And that animal of yours—Samantha—you might do something fancy for her. A little place of her own. A c—” His mind ran ahead and then stumbled over the unmentionable phrase.	.

“A cat house?” Miss Jennifer wondered innocently, taken with the idea.

“With a cat walk,” Miss Rachel added, covering the awkward pause. “A cat walk for little cat feet.”

Jennifer was nodding. “All her own.”
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Chapter One

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

“Sit down, lady!”

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

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

“I can’t wait!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What are you doing?”

“Parking.”

“Now, Rachel—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Awfully lucky,” Miss Rachel agreed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I guess you did.”

“I can’t understand how it happened.”

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

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

“Ran like a rabbit.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I think something scared her.”

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

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

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

“No, I don’t.”

“You spoke of her getting home—”

“She must have one somewhere.”


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

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

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

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

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

“Certainly.”

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

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

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

“The woman who fell through the window.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh, now, really—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Naturally there is a record.”

“Where could I find it?”

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

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

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

“It seems I’ll have to, doesn’t it?”

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

“I’m so curious!”

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

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

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

“Miss Rachel Murdock?”

“Speaking.”

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

“The tall blonde?”

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

“Yes.”

“You’re sort of a detective?”

“You flatter me.”

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

“The man who threw you into the store?”

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

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

The phone abruptly went dead in her hand.



Chapter Two

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And this man—”

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

“Yes, I’ve heard as much.”

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

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

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

“How old was she when she did marry?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Where were her parents?”

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

“I’ve known people like that.”

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

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

“Six months, more or less.”

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

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

Ruth Rand searched in her purse for a handkerchief.

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

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

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

“Why would he?”

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

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

“No. It was typewritten.”

“The signature?”

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

“But he might have sent it.”

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


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

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

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

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

“Tell me about this court order thing.”

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

“What name did he give?”

“I don’t know. Dad might remember.”

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

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

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


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

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

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

“I never married.”

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

Miss Rachel smiled. “Thank you.”

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

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

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

“Oh dear.”

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

“Neighbors won’t mind?”

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

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

“Will you see what you can do?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



Chapter Three

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

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

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

“Oh yes, the Bonnevain house.”

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

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

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

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

“Do you compose?” Miss Rachel hazarded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Will you let me show you through?”

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

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

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

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

“Mr. Bonnevain is busy afternoons.”

“I see.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ruth sucked in a breath.

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

“She offered to show you through?”

“Yes, she did.”

“What did she have to say about Lila?”

“Merely that she was away.”

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

“Was she friendly to your niece?”

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

“And he with her?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, you did.”

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

“Could she have left them with Miss Callahan?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Do you want to tell me?”

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

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

Miss Rachel smiled slightly. “I see.”

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

“Not at all.”

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

“Nothing.”

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“A thoroughbred race horse named Forelady.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How much?”

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

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

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

“Fine. Where are you?”

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

“I’ll be right down.”

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

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

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

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

“You’re behaving very peculiarly today.”

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