
  [image: cover.jpg]


  NETS TO CATCH THE WIND


  


  DOLORES HITCHENS


  


  [image: logo.jpg]


  LIBRARY OF AMERICA E-BOOK CLASSICS


  Copyright © 1952 by Dolores Hitchens, renewed 1980 by Patricia Johnson and Michael J. Hitchens. Used by permission of the Estate of Dolores Hitchens.


  Published by The Library of America,


  14 East 60th Street, New York, NY 10022.


  All rights reserved.


  No part of this book may be reproduced commercially


  by offset-lithographic or equivalent copying devices without


  the permission of the publisher.


  Visit our website at www.loa.org


  THE LIBRARY OF AMERICA, a nonprofit publisher, is dedicated to publishing, and keeping in print, authoritative editions of America’s best and most significant writing. Each year the Library adds new volumes to its collection of essential works by America’s foremost novelists, poets, essayists, journalists, and statesmen.


  If you would like to request a free catalog and find out more about The Library of America, please visit www.loa.org/catalog or send us an e-mail at lists@loa.org with your name and address. Include your e-mail address if you would like to receive our occasional newsletter with items of interest to readers of classic American literature and exclusive interviews with Library of America authors and editors (we will never share your e-mail address).


  eISBN 978–1–59853–485–6


  CONTENTS


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  Chapter Eighteen


  Chapter Nineteen


  Chapter Twenty


  Biographical Note


  
    Vain the ambition of kings


    Who seek by trophies and dead things


    To leave a living name behind,


    And weave but nets to catch the wind.


    —JOHN WEBSTER

  


  CHAPTER ONE


  THE TRAIN for San Francisco and points north was late in leaving the station that evening. This was warm and muggy weather, the middle of August, and the dark settled in over the city without any stirring or cooling of the air, so that the people in the train gradually became impatient, restless, their nerves worn with the combination of delay, heat, and enclosure. In the chair cars there was much movement and much noise. Babies cried, and adult passengers rattled papers, and a very old lady made a series of trips to the lavatory to dampen her wrists and to remove one by one her collection of petticoats.


  In the Pullman section things were quieter, but it was an exhausted quiet. Children were stretched out along the seats, sleeping or just lying still, while their mothers fanned them. Other passengers read or smoked, and stared in rebellion at the lights outside that didn’t recede; and the only one in motion was the porter, passing through the cars on various errands. In the compartments there was silence. Here at the end of the train the only thing to be seen was the quiet, dim-lit corridor, the only thing to be heard was the hum of the air-conditioning units tuning up for the hours ahead.


  None of the other passengers saw the manacled man and his guard enter the train. They came quickly, and not by the usual entrance. The manacled man was small and dark; he had a habit of listening to what was said without speaking in return, and he met the conductor’s examining stare firmly, his own eyes bright, fixed, and filled with sardonic humility. The guard was a tall man; wariness was built into his face as if it had been born there. He spoke to the conductor. “Which door?”


  The conductor threw open the door of the last compartment. It was large, roomy, and well-fitted, though stuffy now from being shut so long. The conductor stepped in swiftly to adjust the air-conditioning vent, then returned to the corridor, walking in a way that kept him from getting close to the manacled man and so that the police detective remained between them. The prisoner looked into the room; his eyes kept their mask of mock subservience, but there was something new too—a flicker that might have been fear. He drew in a breath and his shoulders jerked, narrowing as if at the touch of a cold wind.


  The detective, too, examined the room. “Okay, Tzegeti.”


  The prisoner entered the compartment; the detective followed, then a porter carrying a couple of bags. The conductor made a notation in his book. The porter withdrew, pocketing a tip, and the detective shut the door. In the corridor the conductor heard the rattle of leg chains.


  The prisoner, now manacled hand and foot and chained to one of the steel supports forming the berth, sat close to the window and looked out at the night. He could see a ramp, a diminishing line of pillars, and a row of lights, and a lonesome dog who ran here and there as if sniffing out the steps of a vanished master. The concrete of the ramp was gray and dirty, so that the small dog had a brilliant whiteness. His quick motion, his searching friendliness, brought out sharply the lifelessness of the empty concourse. No sound entered; the little dog acted out his part in noiseless pantomime. The man at the window watched the dog and then looked at the pillars, ticking them off with his eyes to the end, where closed doors shut off the way into the lighted, crowded station. There was no expression on his face beyond the faint mockery, no expectation, no hope nor anger. The detective stood on the other side of the room under a wall light, examining a gun.


  The train moved, an abrupt jerk. The detective’s head snapped up; he kept the gun in his hands; his eyes went from the prisoner to the dark window. After a moment he said, “Too bad we didn’t rate the streamliner.”


  The prisoner made no reply beyond a slight, half-apologetic smile. He went back to watching the dog, who had shied from the moving train, tail tucked under, his eyes rolling and afraid. The prisoner puckered his lips slightly; there was an almost soundless whistle, not a calling signal, but a salute, a farewell. The dog, of course, didn’t hear. He put his nose down in a new spot farther from the puffing engine and went searching again for the footsteps that were lost.


  The detective slipped the gun into the holster under his coat, patted the coat into place, then sat down on the seat facing the prisoner. He examined the small slight man, the masked eyes, the expressionless mouth. “Fred Tzegeti,” he said, as if reading the name out of his mind. Then: “Have you figured out what you’re going to say up there?”


  The prisoner opened his manacled hands and looked into their palms as if surprised at their abject emptiness.


  “This will be your chance,” the detective went on. “The last one, perhaps.”


  Now the prisoner’s lips moved. His voice was soft, inflectionless. “I can only say what I have told before.”


  “That didn’t get you anywhere at the trial.”


  The prisoner looked at the window. They were leaving the shelter of the big metropolitan station now. Suddenly houses and streets appeared, snapping past. Wigwags and flashing red lights sprang at them out of the dark. The sky above held the last pale vestiges of twilight; toward the horizon it was milk-green and the tall buildings outlined against it had a marching look. The prisoner began to speak carefully. “Then if no one believed me in the courtroom——”


  The detective shook his head. “We knew better than that.”


  Again there was the faint, disparaging smile. Some minutes passed in silence.


  The detective asked, “Isn’t there anyone you’d like to have know the truth?”


  He saw a slight change in the prisoner, a momentary shifting and stiffening; but Tzegeti recovered quickly.


  “Your wife and kid?” the detective suggested, frowning.


  The prisoner shrugged. He moved his feet, and the chains clanked.


  The detective rubbed his cheek. “Oh, of course we tried all that. We worked on you with that angle until our tongues were hanging out. Your kid’s just fifteen, just getting along in school where it might hurt like hell to have the others know that her old man’s doing time in the pen for murder. And your wife’s all alone and has to make her living and the kid’s, plus being kind of sickly and not speaking English very well.”


  “They were satisfied with what I told,” said Tzegeti carefully, looking into his palms.


  “And the fix it leaves them in doesn’t matter.”


  The train slowed for an intersection. A red light swam up and shone in the prisoner’s face, flickered in his eyes—for an instant he floated there in the half-dark, outlined in fire, a fit creature for hell, and the detective moved his glance uneasily away.


  The train crept across the intersection. A line of cars waited, their lights diminishing in the distance. Some stores were open, and people walked in and out or loitered on the sidewalk looking at the bright windows. The last of the pale green was dying on the horizon. A few clouds were scattered there, dull, dark, the color of thick smoke. The prisoner drew a breath in through his teeth. “For all my life,” he said.


  The detective couldn’t figure out what Tzegeti meant. You never got inside Tzegeti or knew what made him tick. He was too quiet, too self-contained. Or too scared. He never let you see behind the humble, dryly apologetic mask. And half the time he seemed to be talking to himself.


  The detective fished some cigarettes from his coat pocket. “Want to smoke?”


  “Yes. Thank you.” Tzegeti leaned forward, took the cigarette between his lips, drew deeply on it as the other man held the match. He relaxed on the seat cushion. Some tenseness went out of his face, as though he had passed some test, some point of danger. The clicking of the wheels on the steel rails beneath was the only sound in the little room.


  The detective was looking out at the flashing scene, the streets, the rows of stores and houses. “Good old L.A.,” he said as if to himself.


  Tzegeti, too, had his eyes there. “The country of the blind.”


  “Some of them are pretty sharp.”


  “Yes, in some ways.” Tzegeti didn’t specify which ways; his tone held little interest. Since his arrest, and all through his trial, he had had somewhat the manner of a spectator at another’s misfortune. He was a polite and mildly apologetic onlooker. The detective knew it was a mask, some kind of defense—against what?


  There was a rap at the door. The detective got to his feet, turned on the overhead light, reached in under his coat and kept his hand there as he touched the lock. “Who is it?”


  “Porter, sir.”


  The detective put his foot about two inches from the wall, let the door swing in to touch it. The Negro porter stood in the corridor.


  “I’ve brought you some towels.”


  “Okay. Put them here.” The detective thrust his arm through the opening; the porter draped the towels over it.


  “Is everything all right, sir?”


  “We’re doing fine.” Tomorrow we’ll be in Sacramento, where the governor’s committee on crime will try to pry from Tzegeti the things we couldn’t sweat out of him, the detective added to himself, seeing the curiosity in the brown face before him. “If we need anything, I’ll give you a ring.”


  “You do that, sir.”


  The detective shut the door and bolted it. The prisoner hadn’t moved; his hands lay passive and the cigarette burned in one corner of his mouth.


  The detective adjusted the towels on their racks.


  There was a second rap at the door. A voice said, “Sorry, sir, I forgot to give you these.” The detective reached for the door and opened it again.


  It had been timed and planned perfectly. There had been no more than a few seconds since the porter’s visit. The voice, its tone and inflection, was exactly right, carrying the proper mixture of authority and a desire to serve. The rap was exactly the same—two small taps with an instant of hesitation between.


  For a moment as the door swung wide the two men in the compartment stared at the figure on the threshold.


  His gun was almost in his hand when the detective’s body jumped under the impact of bullets; he turned on his heels, made grabbing motions toward the edge of the lounge, then slid to the floor. He took on the heaviness, the fluidity, of meal inside a sack as he flattened in that small space.


  The prisoner still had not moved.


  The man in the doorway had a silk stocking pulled over his face, spots cut out for eyes, his old-fashioned cap pulled low, the beak casting a shadow to his chin. “Tzegeti?” he whispered, with the hint of laughter.


  Tzegeti did the futile and habitual thing, looking down into his hands as if surprised yet at how little he had to offer. He was still looking down when the bullets tore into his head.


  The sound of the shots did not penetrate beyond the vestibule of the last car. It was some moments before the occupant of another compartment put his head into the corridor to see what might be the matter. Since the porter was lying unconscious in the men’s room, and the door of the last compartment had drifted almost shut, there was not much to be seen. There was a lot of smell, though, a terrific odor of gunfire, and it was this which finally sent the passenger in search of the conductor.


  In the Pullman section things were improving rapidly. The air conditioning had swung into high gear; the kids were waking up and looking around and asking questions; a few card games had sprung up; and a man who had served in the State Senate from west Orange County was giving his opinions on the current crime investigations. In the chair cars the situation was even gayer; there was almost a party spirit. The evening was young and so were most of the passengers. The soft-drink and sandwich bar had opened and was doing a brisk business. The old lady of the petticoats—actually the only old person in that car—had gone peacefully to sleep in spite of the noise and the lights.


  Such was the situation when the murders of Fredric Louis Tzegeti and Robert Louis Luttrell were discovered. The men had these two things in common—a middle name, and Death.


  The first story was telephoned in by a reporter named Fogarty, who had been on the train, having missed the streamliner which had left earlier, and on his way to Sacramento to cover the hearing at which Tzegeti was supposed to be a witness. The facts released by the police were meager. Luttrell and his prisoner were dead. There had been no arrest. There was a witness—of sorts. The identity of the witness was a secret. A sum of money had been found in the compartment with the dead men; this fact was admitted only because Fogarty, rushing in during the first few minutes of confusion and excitement, had found it himself, rolled together and pressed to the floor by Luttrell’s outstretched right hand.


  Within a few hours the picture began to shape up, and it was not pretty. All the evidence pointed to an agreed delivery of the prisoner which had not come off. The price, perhaps, had not been that which Luttrell had expected. In the negotiations, necessarily hurried and full of tension, nerves had snapped and tempers exploded. Luttrell had been beaten to the draw. The prisoner had died in the cross fire, had been abandoned then by his would-be deliverers.


  The amount which Luttrell held in death—a down payment, perhaps—was exactly twenty-seven hundred dollars. Not a round sum, and one which pointed the way to the disagreement which had ended in the double murder.


  At eleven o’clock that night, in the hall of the police station in Lomena, the widow of the detective passed the widow and the child of the prisoner. There was no recognition; these people did not know each other. The widow of the detective was a slender blond woman, somewhere past twenty-five but not yet thirty; she seemed stunned and lost, and her eyes passed over the two on the bench without any particular notice. Tzegeti’s widow and his daughter wore shawls; they looked quite foreign; and though they were not really touching each other, there was the impression that they clung together in the midst of holocaust.


  Amy Luttrell was taken into the office of the chief of police and asked to make a statement. She was treated with consideration, even kindness; but shortly she understood where the questions were leading. It was assumed that her husband might have dropped some hint concerning his coming good fortune; he could have made up a lie or he could have let her in on the truth.


  Amy Luttrell leaned across the desk of the police chief and told him in distinct words what she thought of his theory. This marked the end of the official efforts to gain her confidence and to trick an admission out of her.


  It did not mark the end of Amy Luttrell’s interest in clearing her husband’s reputation.


  She awoke sometime past the middle of the night. After the long heat of the August day, the thick warmth lasting almost to midnight, a coolness had begun to set in. She reached down, searching for the blanket she had folded at the foot of the bed. With her movement, the bed squeaked, a familiar noise, reassuring in the empty dark. Then through a crack at the edge of the blind a ray of light from the street struck her eye. She got out of bed and went to the window. A car was sitting at the curb in front of the house, its lights on, its motor running. She waited, expecting some movement, some indication of life; but nothing happened. There was a slight foggy haze, brought on by the day’s heat, and this clouded and fuzzed the headlights, though not enough to conceal any human figure if there had been one. Amy Luttrell waited for another minute or so, then crossed the room to the dresser and examined the little clock there. Phosphorescent numerals and spidery hands glowed in the dark. It was a quarter of three.


  She went back to the window. The car was there, as before. The smell of the fog seeped in through the open half of the window, all the weed-grown lots of this half-built subdivision yielding up their essences of dead grass and dust, with overtones of the sea a few miles beyond. Amy Luttrell shivered. It was a crazy hour for a car to be sitting at her curb. And tonight . . .


  She went to the closet and put on a robe, and walked out into the living room. She looked at the car from the edge of the living-room window, kneeling on the couch. It looked just the same, the hum of the motor no louder, no softer, a faint vibration in the air.


  She rubbed at her eyes. They felt stiff and tired, the lids thick. She had cried brokenly when she had first understood that her husband was dead. Then afterward in the chief’s office she had raged dry-eyed, burning with fury. Home again, she had wept with frustration, with torn pride, with loneliness and the knowledge that nothing she had said had any weight or influence. The tears were gone now; she was through with crying. There were things to do.


  Like finding out about this car, for instance.


  She switched on the lights in the living room. There were cigarettes in a round box on the coffee table. She took one, lit it with a match. She heard the car door slam outside, then steps on the walk, the porch. The bell rang in the kitchen.


  Smoke rose from the cigarette between her fingers; she looked at it with distaste. All at once she knew who this would be, what the vigil in the car meant, why she was intended to waken at the sound of the idling motor. It wasn’t the police, watching her, nor was it any kind of danger. She glanced toward the door, half minded to turn out the light, ignore the summons, and go back to bed. She crushed out the cigarette in a dish. The doorbell rang again.


  She walked over to the light switch, touched it; then shrugged and reached instead for the door. She pulled it wide. “Who is it?”


  A man’s face looked in at her. “My name is Fogarty, Mrs. Luttrell. I’m a reporter.”


  She unhooked the screen. “Yes, I thought you would be.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  HE CAME in, walking with, a long-legged stride. He had red hair, red freckles, and an expression on his mouth as if he’d just bitten a nail in two and hadn’t liked the flavor. He was tough, Amy Luttrell decided. Tough and cynical and perhaps cruel. “I’ll have to beg your pardon, Mrs. Luttrell, for barging in on you at this hour and on this particular night.”


  “I know how reporters work.”


  He looked at her to see how she meant it, then glanced about as if for a place to put his hat. She didn’t help him. “I wanted to talk to you about your husband.”


  She nodded. “Before the others did—the ones who are giving me until daylight.”


  “Yeah.” He threw the hat on the couch and began to open his topcoat. “And I happened to be on the train too, which gave me a slight jump on the herd. I intend to keep it that way.”


  “Won’t you sit down?”


  He tossed his coat beside his hat, then went over and surprised her by taking a chair, a small straight chair. Amy Luttrell sat down on the couch. Fogarty said, “I was the first person in that compartment, outside of the conductor and a couple of passengers. I found that wad of dough your husband was carrying.”


  Amy Luttrell began lighting a new cigarette. “How do you want it? Human interest or documentary?”


  He chewed something—the edge of his tongue, perhaps. “I’ve gotten off on the wrong foot.”


  “You never had a right one, Mr. Fogarty.”


  “What’d you let me in for?”


  “I didn’t know who you were.”


  He brushed at the red hair, an untidy stubble. Then he laughed under his breath. “I see. You’re holding it against me—the fact that I found the money, that I tipped the press to something queer.”


  Amy said distinctly, “My husband carried no large sum of money.”


  “Twenty-seven hundred is chicken feed in some leagues. But you make it sound interesting.”


  “I’m sure that the truth is much more interesting than the stuff your paper is printing right now.”


  He stretched back, making the chair creak. “Okay, I’ll take you up on it. Let’s have the documentary.”


  She laid the cigarette carefully on the rim of the little crystal dish. “My husband never made a deal. He had no underworld connections. He was an honest officer. He went at his job with clean hands. There was just one thing about Tzegeti that interested him——”


  Fogarty’s brown eyes sharpened. “Yeah? Such as?”


  She didn’t explain. “He asked to be assigned to the job of escorting Tzegeti to the hearing in Sacramento. He said it was Tzegeti’s last chance. He left here yesterday with no plans beyond that of seeing that Tzegeti got to Sacramento and then completed the transfer to San Quentin. He seemed to feel that there was some need for caution, and I think that the trick which admitted the murderers to their compartment must have been a clever and simple one.”


  “And the murderers?”


  “The police will find them.”


  “Their motive?”


  “Not a disagreement over the price for delivering Tzegeti.”


  “What, then?”


  She bit her lip. “I don’t know.”


  “Something to do with Tzegeti’s trial? You followed that?”


  “Not closely.”


  “Did your husband believe that Tzegeti was what he claimed to be—just a gardener and janitor at the Picardy Club?”


  “He was obviously just that.”


  “And the guy he was supposed to have killed—Herman Schneider?”


  “Everyone knew what he was too,” Amy Luttrell said evenly.


  Fogarty shifted in the small chair; his legs were long—he folded them under, locked his heels on a rung. “You’ve got a nice little town here. Lomena. Plenty of room, uncrowded, not too far from the beaches. A lot of people don’t even realize it isn’t incorporated into L.A. proper. They just think it’s a section set aside by the city fathers for the running of poker parlors and bingo joints.”


  She sat a trifle straighter. “The fact that poker is run legally here doesn’t mean the police force is corrupt.”


  He widened his stare innocently. “I didn’t say that.”


  “You thought it.”


  “Now you begin to sound on the defensive. Was that the way Luttrell felt about it?”


  “No.”


  “What about Herman Schneider? He owned the Picardy. He was a big man here. Your husband must have known him. Did he?”


  “I suppose he must have.”


  Fogarty nodded slowly. “Everybody in his right mind knows that the gambling syndicate has its own private police force to keep members in line and to see that patrons make good their debts. I think these private cops—or goon-squad, if you’d rather—wanted to take care of Tzegeti in their own way. They were willing to pay your husband, within reason, for the privilege. Luttrell thought it was worth more than they were willing to pay.”


  She looked at Fogarty, a steady look. “It’s unfortunate that my husband isn’t here to answer you.” She felt tears crowding under the surface. A shivering started between her shoulder blades, the result of the long strain, frustration, anger.


  Fogarty’s glance shifted. He teetered on the chair. “What sense is there in it, then? What possible motive for the killings? Fear that Tzegeti might talk at the governor’s conference? Nah. Nuts. If Tzegeti wanted to talk, was able to talk, he’d have done it at the trial.”


  She forced her mind to follow what Fogarty said, wrenching it from grief and shock.


  Fogarty began to light a cigarette of his own. “The evidence against Tzegeti stunk. Even the district attorney knew it; he didn’t ask for the death penalty. It was a miracle that Tzegeti even got life, that the jury didn’t let him go. If he’d made any effort in his own behalf, the case against him would have collapsed. Believe me—I covered it and I know.”


  She remembered what her husband had told her. Tzegeti’s silence, his meekly withdrawn manner, had outraged Luttrell. A man had a right, a duty, to fight for his life. And Tzegeti had thrown that duty away.


  “So why kill the guy?” Fogarty went on. “If the motive wasn’t revenge, what was it? The case was tied up. His defense was flimsy, lies so weak a kid could have seen through them. His wife tried to testify, but she couldn’t understand half what was being said, and by the time they had an interpreter for her, she was hysterical. No alibi—just Tzegeti’s word that he was at the rear of the club while Schneider was being bumped off in his office at the front.”


  Luttrell, too, hadn’t been satisfied. She remembered her husband at the breakfast table, reading the accounts of the trial. Tzegeti had been an obsession with him—a crazy foreigner who didn’t have sense enough to defend himself.


  “There was a rumor, never verified, that Tzegeti had a journal, a diary, hidden somewhere. Something he’d written down in gratitude, a record of his days since he’d been admitted here in the Displaced Persons quota.”


  Amy Luttrell shook her head. “I don’t remember anything like that.”


  “It didn’t come out at the trial. Tzegeti’s attorney spoke to me about it once—he suspected the press of having snitched it.”


  “And had you?”


  Fogarty grew redder under the red freckles. “And have a guy convicted because of suppressed evidence? What do you take us for?”


  She didn’t reply. She thought things over for a while. “Where did Tzegeti’s attorney think you’d gotten the journal?”


  “How do I know? He just wanted to know if we had it. We didn’t. He clammed up. We never heard another word.”


  “Perhaps Mrs. Tzegeti has the diary.”


  “Yeah. And maybe it’s written in Polack, or whatever. The stuff about the book was like the rest of the case. It got nowhere. Only Tzegeti was convicted, and some of Schneider’s strong-arm friends might have believed in that verdict and wanted a crack at him.”


  Her face was bleak, stiff. “They didn’t go through my husband.”


  Fogarty studied her as if seeking evasion in her, an evidence of lying, a lack of truth. Then he looked around the living room, the small room terrifically new and furnished with the bare essentials—a couch and chair, coffee table, lamps, the big rag rug that Amy had made herself. No pictures, no draperies. It was like a barracks. “If they did, you didn’t know it,” Fogarty granted.


  “I’m not a fool.”


  Fogarty stood up and reached for his hat and coat. “No, you’re not. But sometimes wanting to believe can blind us to the obvious. Why don’t you get in touch with old lady Tzegeti? She’s scared to death of cops and reporters, but you might have an angle.”


  Amy said frankly, “I do intend to see Mrs. Tzegeti. Not to pump her about any diary of her husband’s. I have something to tell her.”


  He waited by the door, and then saw that she didn’t intend to explain. He grinned briefly. “Did your husband work on the Herman Schneider murder, Mrs. Luttrell?”


  “This is a small town. The whole police force worked on it.”


  “I’ll bet I know what you’ve got for Mrs. Tzegeti.”


  “As long as you’re not sure, you can’t print it,” Amy said smoothly. “Good night, Mr. Fogarty.”


  He gave her a mock salute and walked out into the dark.


  She went into the kitchen. There was coffee in the percolator. She looked in at it; there seemed a greasy film on the liquid, a smell of staleness, a reminder of yesterday’s breakfast when she and her husband had been alone together in this small clean room. She dumped the coffee into the sink, ran clear water into the pot, filled it and put it on the stove. “I’m not going to cry any more,” she said half under her breath. “Not now, anyway. Later, when there’s time.” She took a pad of paper and a pencil out of a kitchen drawer and sat down at the breakfast table.


  She began to make a list of people she would see.


  The houses sat in a cluster at the end of a lane. There was something shabby, foreign, and different about them. The yards were not the sleekly groomed little spaces, lawn and geraniums and dusty-miller borders, that you found in town. They were bare, brushed to hardness, cut off from their neighbors by small hedgerows. The windows had a secretive expression, like eyes studying a stranger from under half-shut lids. Of course, Amy Luttrell told herself, I see it because I’m expecting it. I’m expecting something transplanted from Middle Europe, something a little queer and unpretty and persistently (even laboriously) different.


  She found the gate in the overgrown cobwebby cypress and went through. It was shabbier than the others, but there was evidence that Tzegeti had been a gardener. A plot of roses bloomed beside the house, and a cup-of-gold vine lay rampant on the porch roof. Two steps led up to the porch. There was no doorbell. A sort of knocker, a carved boar’s head, hung by a leather strap. Amy knocked and stepped back.


  The door didn’t open for some minutes. When it did open, it made no sound. Amy was startled to realize that for some moments she had looked at a face without seeing it, a young pinched face with enormous hostile eyes.


  “Is your mother at home?”


  No words, just a headshake. The door began to close. The eyes hadn’t left her face.


  “I’m Mrs. Luttrell. I have something important to tell your mother.”


  The head stopped shaking; the eyes grew blank, indrawn. She was almost as tall as Amy, perhaps fourteen or so, with dark hair drawn back into braids. Her features were sharp and delicate. She stood quiet for a minute, then spoke: “Are you the wife of the police officer?”


  Amy nodded. “Ask your mother if she’ll see me. It won’t take long.”


  The girl went away. Through the partly opened door Amy could see a corner of the shadowed room. There was a crucifix on the wall, a big one. Under it was a shelf with some roses in a glass, and a vigil light. Beyond the shelf, in the corner of the room, was a brand-new immaculate white washing machine. Together like that, it all looked nutty and foreign. Amy was aware of a touch of aversion.


  The girl came back. “My mother is sick. She’s in bed.” The girl didn’t have more than the faintest shadow of an accent, and it was undefinable; she could have been anything, French, Spanish, German—or what Fogarty had said, Polack. She opened the door and stood back and Amy went inside. The place smelled of soap and the dim waxy burning of the vigil light. “In here, please.” She held aside a shabby curtain and Amy entered another room.


  The bed was as big as a boat, a monstrosity. If they hadn’t brought it with them from Europe—and that was improbable—they must have hunted over the junk stores of L.A. before locating such a relic. Mrs. Tzegeti was lying against a bunch of fat over-stuffed pillows, homemade—you knew somehow that they were cut and stuffed to a pattern she’d learned in another world. She looked little and shriveled, and Amy realized that she’d seen her someplace else.


  Mrs. Tzegeti lifted a hand. “Mrs. Luttrell?” Her fingers were dry in Amy’s. Dry and twitching, the fingers of a sick woman or a scared one. “My daughter will bring you a chair. You must forgive my lying in bed. I have sprained my back. It is very painful.” It also sounded like a lie, too careful, too apologetic, too defensive. She didn’t expect Amy to believe it. Her thick accent stumbled over the words, distorting them.


  Amy watched the girl as she brought the chair. There was no aura of fear, no cringing. The sickness of the mother had not communicated itself to the child.


  “I have a message for you,” Amy said, sitting down.


  The woman’s face jerked. “From—someone?”


  “From my husband.”


  The fear began to recede. “I don’t understand. I thought your husband died when mine did.”


  “I wanted you to know what he believed.”


  Mrs. Tzegeti’s skinny fingers plucked at the bedclothes. “The police were not cruel. They did not understand.” The words were a garbled mutter; Amy had to put them through a process of translation. She could understand now what Fogarty had meant about Mrs. Tzegeti’s troubles at the trial. No doubt the excitement, the peril of her husband, the presence of the police, had thickened the accent even further.


  “My husband always thought that Mr. Tzegeti was innocent. He wanted your husband to tell the truth at the hearing in Sacramento. There was much more to the case than the facts brought out at the trial. Someone used your husband to cover his crime. The real murderer got away.”


  The woman in the bed was shaking.


  “In this country we do not like to convict people of crimes they did not do, and we do not build prisons to hold scapegoats. Your husband seemed unable, or unwilling, to talk in his own defense. But my husband believed in his innocence.”


  Mrs. Tzegeti’s eyes were brimming, her face twisted. She forced herself off the pillow. “You are good to come here. So good.”


  The girl had drawn close and was watching her mother.


  “Now you must go away,” said Mrs. Tzegeti. “You must forget about us. We will remember always, and pray for you. But you must never think of us again.” It was more than a plea; there was no weakness here. It was a command. Amy felt at a loss.


  “I came to help, too, if I could,” she offered. “Our husbands died together. We have at least one interest—vengeance.”


  The eyes facing her from the bed dulled, the lids slackening. “Nein,” whispered Mrs. Tzegeti. Then she made a motion as if to spit. “That word. I forget. No. Fredric is dead. He shall rest in that death. No vengeance will bring him back to us. We are among our people——” She moved her hand as if to indicate the cluster of little houses surrounding them. “We shall make the new life that was promised us.”


  A shadow seemed to have fallen across Mrs. Tzegeti’s face, and Amy was reminded all at once of what she knew of this family’s history as brought out in court—the years of living in concentration camps, the dirt, terror, agony, inhuman degradation of their lives as Europe’s unwanted ones.


  The girl brushed at her mother’s damp hair, a caressing touch.


  “I’m not willing to let my husband’s murder rest,” said Amy, “nor his murderer, if I can help it. Someone made it seem that my husband took money for a dirty job, that he betrayed everything he’d lived for, the years of being an honest and decent man. I’m going to clear up that smear. I’ll never quit until the truth comes out—or until I’m dead too.”


  There was a film of sweat on the sick woman’s face. But no words came. She seemed stricken dumb, clutched by some emotion Amy could only guess at. Her skin was chalk white. Cords stood out in her throat. The hands seemed frozen, spread out on the rough sheeting.


  Amy stood up. She was disturbing this woman. In fact, if she hadn’t been so sure of the innocence of her errand, she might have thought that she was scaring Mrs. Tzegeti almost into a convulsion. “Believe me, the truth will be known someday. We’ll find out who killed your husband and mine on that train, and who thought up the filthy plot to blacken my husband’s name.”


  Mrs. Tzegeti made a choked sound of protest. The girl plucked at Amy’s sleeve.


  “I’ll see you again,” Amy promised, bending over the bed.


  She could not understand what Mrs. Tzegeti said in reply. The words were too stuttering, too garbled. But she could see the expression in the woman’s eyes. There was no invitation there for her return. There was a fear of the sort Amy had never seen before, naked, animal-like, appalling.


  Yes, Mrs. Tzegeti was ill. She was sick with fright. Amy even wondered if the woman weren’t a little crazy.


  CHAPTER THREE


  THE GIRL followed Amy into the front room. Amy said, “Do you and your mother have any money for living expenses?”


  “We are going to take in washing,” the girl answered, glancing toward the new washing machine.


  Amy looked at the machine too. It didn’t fit anything else in this house. It was new and sleek, one of the marvelous gadgets of the American scene, and the rest of the stuff was like that bed, big and dark and clumsy and too old to have come from anything but a junk store, or for free off the city dumps, or out of somebody’s stuffed attic for sweet charity’s sake.


  “It’s brand new, isn’t it?”


  The girl nodded slowly.


  “Do you have any idea what you should charge?”


  The girl’s eyes flickered. “No—no, we hadn’t thought of that.”


  “Get a laundry list from the nearest laundry,” Amy told her. “Study it and get the prices off it. Your work has to be as good or better, since you’re going to buck established competition, and your prices may have to be a little lower.” The words had a cruel taste in her mouth; she saw the bafflement on the child’s face; but all of this was true and these poor babes in the American woods had better be disillusioned at once. “If you want my advice, I’d stick to doing fancy things—blouses and frilly children’s things and fine lingerie. I think you’d have a chance there. Laundries don’t do handwork very well, and they’re tough on delicate fabrics.”


  “Thank you.” The girl seemed a lot more cheerful all at once. “I hadn’t thought of that, but it must be so.”


  “Yes, it’s so. Call me if your mother seems any worse, will you?”


  The girl nodded again. She touched Amy’s sleeve, a shy gesture of friendly good-by. “I’m glad you came to see us.”


  Amy went out on the porch, then turned back. “What’s your name?”


  “Elizabeth.”


  Amy was surprised. “That’s an English name.”


  “It was my grandmother’s. She was English.”


  “Good-by, Elizabeth.”


  “Good-by, Mrs. Luttrell.”


  Amy went down the steps, her head full of thought about kids from Middle Europe who turn up claiming English grandmothers. Elizabeth had scarcely any accent left, but of course she’d gone to school here for a couple of years; she’d associated with American children, learned their speech and their ways. There was still a foreign look to her, though. Perhaps it was because of the way she wore her hair, the prim braids without adornment.


  Amy got into her car, the small coupé, and then took another look at the clustering houses. They had an air of defense against a common enemy, she decided. Polack, or whatever—she kept remembering Fogarty’s phrase—and they were scared. They were afraid of a new world with too many cars, television sets, jet planes, and washing machines. And too much speed.


  She drove into downtown Lomena. The streets were wide and clean, the houses fresh with good paint, the yards uniform. It was a nice little town, and you didn’t think of the gambling palaces until you drove quite a way west, toward the beaches, and found them there all in a row.


  She had the address of the Schneider home. It wasn’t quite the place you imagined for a gambling lord. It was low and old-fashioned, a white house set inside a big yard. There was a steel-link fence, about seven feet high, and a couple of mean-looking chows. This was the only indication that visitors just couldn’t walk in.


  Amy rang a bell set into a gatepost. A buzzing noise answered. She looked around. Fixed to a standard was a small steel box. She poked up the lid and found a miniature telephone. A man’s voice spoke. “What do you want?” He didn’t make it sound rude, just hurried.


  “I want to see Mrs. Schneider.”


  “She’s not seeing anyone today.”


  “I’m Mrs. Luttrell.”


  “Who?”


  “My husband was killed last night, along with the man who was convicted of the murder of Mrs. Schneider’s husband.”


  “Just a minute.”


  She waited, looking at the sunny morning, the big blue sky, the fresh green lawns and the bright geraniums in Mrs. Schneider’s yard. It was going to be hot. There was little breeze, and already the lawns were giving off a lush heavy smell like mown hay. The chows had their mouths open, their eyes shut, and they lay in the shade of an oleander tree.


  A man came out on the porch of the white house and whistled to the dogs. They looked at him without getting up. He walked down the pathway to the gate where Amy stood. He was a tall man in an expensive suit. He had silver-gray hair and silver-rimmed spectacles, very modern spectacles with broad earpieces, and the hand he put on the gate lock had had a lot of manicuring. “You’re Mrs. Luttrell? Do you have any identification with you?”


  Amy took her driver’s license out of her handbag and showed it to him. He undid the gate and she went through. One of the chows stood up; there was some interest in his eye as he looked at Amy. She was reminded all at once of the charts on butchershop walls, with all the cuts of beef outlined so you knew which was where on a cow. She had a feeling that the chow was imposing some such chart on her anatomy.


  “Lie down, Tong,” the man said. The dog settled back into the shade. “Come this way, please, Mrs. Luttrell. About the identification—you understand that the newspaper people are clever and persistent. Since the murders on the train, they’ve been after Mrs. Schneider.”


  “She doesn’t wish to see them?”


  “She has nothing to say about the deaths of Tzegeti and your husband, Mrs. Luttrell, since she knows nothing.” He gave her a steady look through the silver-rimmed glasses.


  “I was hoping she might have some information for me.”


  “She has.” He opened the door and they entered a hall. The place was air-conditioned, startlingly cool after the warmth of the morning outside. The interior was spacious and somewhat old-fashioned, but not in the way the Tzegeti house was old-fashioned—the chairs were small and frail, the small tables against the wall were darkly polished and shining, the flowers were rich. Much money had been spent here. A door stood open at the right. Amy looked into the room beyond.


  Over by the windows, across an expanse of gray rug, was a settee upholstered in canary-yellow satin. A woman sat on it. She was not the kind of woman Amy had thought would have been married to Herman Schneider. She fitted this house, its delicate antiques, its cool fragrant air. Mrs. Schneider looked like a duchess.


  Amy walked across the gray rug and stood before her. Mrs. Schneider held out a hand. “Mrs. Luttrell? I am happy to know you.”


  Amy sized her up. Mrs. Schneider had on a plain black dress with a bit of silver lace at her throat. Her hair was silver too—it was, in fact, the exact color of the man’s, and Amy realized that they resembled each other.


  “You have already met my brother, Vernon Wyse?”


  Wyse said, “I neglected to introduce myself. I was busy making sure Mrs. Luttrell hadn’t a dictating machine hidden somewhere.”


  She apologized. “The newspaper people have besieged us.”


  “I can understand that,” Amy said. “I had a caller at three o’clock this morning. A reporter named Fogarty.”


  “I have read his story.” Mrs. Schneider picked up a paper off a small table beside the settee and gave it to Amy. “Sit down, Mrs. Luttrell.”


  Amy sat down on the other end of the settee and looked at the headlines. She found Fogarty’s article. He had played up her belief in her husband’s innocence, stressing with a touch of irony (or condescension, she thought) the fact that the widow refused to accept her husband’s possible involvement with the people planning Tzegeti’s delivery, or even the existence of a gang bent on vengeance for Schneider’s murder.


  When she put the paper down, Mrs. Schneider said, “I found that article very interesting, Mrs. Luttrell. I am wholly in sympathy with your viewpoint.”


  “I’m glad to find someone who agrees with me.”


  There was a short, sharp silence. Vernon Wyse had picked up a small card and was studying it, smoking a cigarette, his face blank. Mrs. Schneider seemed embarrassed. “That wasn’t quite what I meant.”


  Amy felt her face grow stiff. “You mean that you believe that my husband was selling Tzegeti to a gang?”


  “No, no. Of course I don’t believe it. I knew your husband, Mrs. Luttrell—he came here during the investigation of Herman’s murder. I could never think that he was involved in the delivery of his prisoner. But I believe an offer was made.” Her softly modulated voice took on a hint of emphasis. “It must be true that an effort was made to bribe him.”


  “And my husband—did what?”


  “He was found with twenty-seven hundred dollars in his hand. That suggests, doesn’t it, that he was attempting to trap these men? That he was pretending to dicker in an attempt to gain time? He wanted to keep them there until help came. No doubt he knew what they intended doing with my husband’s murderer.”


  “You mean—kill him?”


  Mrs. Schneider’s fine eyes took on an expression of cynical surprise. “No. Did I imply it? I’m sorry if I did so. I meant—to reward Tzegeti for the job he had done. Free him, take him somewhere else where he would be safe, and useful again, perhaps.” She accepted a cigarette her brother had lit for her and began smoking it quietly.


  Amy indicated the newspaper. “It isn’t what Mr. Fogarty thinks.”


  “Mr. Fogarty doesn’t impress me as being particularly well informed,” Vernon Wyse put in. “After all, there is little he could know about the details of the crime.”


  “He was on the train when the crime occurred. He was one of the first of the passengers to reach the compartment where my husband and Mr. Tzegeti lay dead.”


  “Oh?” Behind the broad-banded lenses, Wyse’s glance seemed shocked and incredulous. “Yes, I guess he would rush in.”


  “He found the money.”


  Mrs. Schneider was shaking her head gently. “Of course he has to promote a theory which will help his editor sell papers. Revenge is a fine exciting element—so Tzegeti’s killers were bent on vengeance. And police corruption is sure-fire. People love to see those in authority discredited. Your husband’s reputation is to be sacrificed on that score.”


  Amy felt her shoulders droop. “It isn’t just the papers. Even the officers who had worked with my husband——”


  Mrs. Schneider broke in. “Don’t listen to them.”


  “And then what proof is there that Tzegeti was a member of any gang? His background must have been searched before his admittance to this country. They screen D.P.s pretty carefully.”


  “We haven’t any way of knowing what went on in those concentration camps,” Mrs. Schneider insisted. “Identities have been exchanged before. Tzegeti could have been anyone.”


  Amy recalled Tzegeti’s pictures in the paper at the time of his trial. He had seemed a humble, rather lost little man. And Robert Luttrell had had a frustrating conviction that Tzegeti had been innocent of Schneider’s murder. She asked finally, “Was your husband suspicious of Tzegeti?”


  “Oh no—but then . . . Herman——” Mrs. Schneider made a dismissing gesture. “He was suspicious of no one.” For just an instant her eyes seemed to dwell on her brother with a flicker of irony. “For a gambling man, Herman was exceptionally trustful. He had his faults, of course, but an excess of caution was not among them.”


  “You believe, then, that your husband was murdered by Tzegeti as part of a plot, and that Tzegeti was paid for the job?”


  “Paid?” Mrs. Schneider put a peculiar emphasis on the word. “I don’t know. Perhaps the crime was a part of the price the man must pay for being admitted here. Perhaps no money changed hands.”


  “The widow and child seem without funds.”


  The smoke that drifted in the air was no more silver-gray than Mrs. Schneider’s bent head. “I don’t know them. But I suspect that their knowledge of Tzegeti’s doings was greater than they pretended.”


  Vernon Wyse broke in now. “My sister doesn’t want you to take her word for this. There is someone else you must talk to—Herman’s lawyer. He’s here in town. You might even know him. His name’s Cunninghan. Jeff Cunninghan.”


  Amy said, “No, I don’t——”


  “You mustn’t let his appearance frighten you,” Mrs. Schneider interrupted. “He’s a very good lawyer. He has some information about Herman’s death that will interest you. It’s not anything we could give the papers. But when Vernon mentioned your name, and that you wanted to see me, I thought of Jeff and the information he has.”


  Vernon Wyse stepped toward her, offering the card. “Go see him.”


  Amy looked at the strip of white cardboard. It contained Cunninghan’s name and office address downtown.


  Mrs. Schneider rose now, took Amy’s hand. “Before you leave, Mrs. Luttrell, I want to express my sympathy. I, too, lost my husband unexpectedly and violently. I know what grief and shock must be yours.” Her fingers felt cool and strong, the flesh of her palm firm. There was no trace of tremor, of uncertainty. She was a woman with a lot of self-possession. The façade of a duchess had been acquired a long time ago. “And do come back sometime soon. We won’t be harried then by newspaper people. We’ll have time for a real talk.”


  Amy saw that she was being dismissed, passed along to the lawyer named Cunninghan. “Thank you. I’ll remember that.” She wondered if her voice sounded false, as Mrs. Schneider’s had not. Neither of them meant the things they said, she reminded herself. Mrs. Schneider’s interest was not in the death of an obscure police detective. She had wanted a look at the widow, obviously, and perhaps she had seen the opportunity to air a theory of her own.


  Vernon Wyse escorted Amy down the walk under the steady gaze of the two chows, let her out, relocked the gate. A man got out of a car parked in the shade of a tree across the street and walked rapidly toward them. “Wait a minute!” he said. Wyse turned to give him a glance. Amy knew the voice. It was Fogarty.


  She walked away quickly, thinking that he hadn’t recognized her. He stayed at the gate, trying to argue his way in to see Mrs. Schneider. Wyse was rebuffing him with polite monosyllables.


  Amy glanced at the card still folded in her hand. They wanted her to go to see the man named Cunninghan. Probably he would elaborate and bolster up the ideas expounded by Mrs. Schneider, the theory of the gang who had smuggled Tzegeti into the country for its own purposes, had tried to reclaim him from his prison sentence, had somehow accidentally slain him in the compartment with Luttrell. Amy believed none of it without being able to say, exactly, what it was that gave the thing an air of phantasy. She decided suddenly that Mr. Cunninghan would wait. There was someone else she could talk to first. Old Pop Bronson, the retired chief of police—who had a mind like a cross-filed index. He’d know things about the Schneider case which no one else would know.


  She stuffed Cunninghan’s card into her purse, got into her car, and drove west.


  It was late twilight when she reached home. The vacant lots had begun to smell of dew. She let the car drift into the driveway and then sat in it, not wanting to move. The house was empty, the barren spots which had represented choosing and planning to fill now meant only lost hopes, an ugly futility; in her mind’s eye she saw the plain, barely furnished rooms. Last Saturday, shopping late, she and Robert Luttrell had seen a picture in a furniture-store window, a vivid desert scene painted in tans and browns. They’d argued about getting it; she recalled all the things he had said, her answers, the final decision to look at the picture again a week later, to see if they still liked it. The week was passing. Next Saturday night the same store would be lit, open, and someone would be looking at the painting. But not them. She leaned her head on the wheel, on her clenched hands, and fought to keep back the tears.


  It would be better to go in at once, to get it over with.


  She put the car into the garage and walked to the kitchen door, fitted the key, went inside. The interior was shadowy, silent, echoing her footsteps like a whisper from room to room. She and Luttrell had been pleased once with the house’s removal from its neighbors, its privacy. Now it just seemed lonely.


  She clicked on the kitchen lights, aware all at once of hunger, remembering that she had had nothing to eat since the hurried toast and coffee that morning. In the icebox was a leftover chop, some soup, a couple of tomatoes, a dish of pudding. For a moment she debated returning to town. A café would be bustling and cheerful. Then she thought, I’m too tired. She put the meat and the soup on the range to heat, then went into the bedroom to leave her hat and purse.


  When she had finished eating and clearing the dishes, she returned to the bedroom again for the notes she had made at Pop Bronson’s and put into her handbag.


  It was dark now. There were faint cricket noises from the night outside, the faraway hoot of a train.


  She went to the dresser where the purse lay. Her eyes were caught by something reflected in the mirror. For a long moment she looked at it, at the dim shimmer like a stretched web. You could almost imagine it a face, cut off by a hatbrim, except that there were no features, only two hollow shadows that might be eyes. Silk, she thought.


  It’s like a face made of silk.


  She turned to look at the window, where the image had seemed to shine in the midst of the dark—but there was nothing. It had been an illusion, of course, a stray beam distorted by the mirror.


  She took the page of notes and went into the living room.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  AMY SPREAD the few sheets of paper beside her on the couch, then paused for long enough to light a cigarette.


  Pop Bronson had glowered, hearing her errand. He was a short, thick man with wire-wool hair gone gray and a massive head and neck that gave him the look of an ill-tempered buffalo. He had a voice to match, big hands, big feet, and a cynical habit of lowering one eyelid. Once he had been a power in Lomena, its chief of police and something more, a decent and uncorruptible leader who hated vice. The city council had voted some years ago to allow the bingo and poker parlors, and shortly thereafter Pop came up for retirement. Those who were in the know pretended to see more than coincidence in the matter. Since his retirement, however, Pop had kept a hand in, whether to the dislike of the city fathers or no. He had built himself a house on the fringe of town, out under the shadow of the Palos Verdes hills, where people constantly visited him and from which he followed events in his home town with shrewd calculations.


  “You’re a fool.” These were the first words he addressed to Amy after she told him what she wanted.


  “Perhaps. I’m not going to stop.”


  “No, you wouldn’t.”


  “And I need information. I’m too green about what happened before?”


  “What happened before isn’t very healthy territory.”


  “There you go too,” Amy complained. “Like the rest. Gangs. Gang fights and gang revenge. I don’t believe it.”


  “I haven’t said one damned word about a gang.” He’d trumpeted the words at her, a bull bellow, and she’d flinched at the quantity of sound.


  “What do you mean, then?”


  “Murder, my pet!”


  Amy tried to quiet things down by lowering her voice. It might work. She’d known Pop most of her life, since he’d been one of her father’s cronies in years past. “I wish you’d explain.”


  “It’s as plain as that pug nose on your face,” he leered—when Amy had been small he had prophesied that she’d grow up without any nose at all. “Everybody with the sense of a gnat guessed that Tzegeti didn’t murder Schneider, that he was just a fall guy, a sucker. The D.A. was in a hurry for a conviction. I can’t blame them. It was pretty neat, it looked good in spite of the smell. There Schneider was with thirty thousand dollars spread out across the desk—maybe more—and outside was Tzegeti, working at raking the parking lot in shoes that had holes in them. Everybody else was gone. Yeah, even poker clubs have to close sometime.”


  “What happened to the money?”


  Pop smirked and his eyelid drew down wisely. “They didn’t find it on Tzegeti.”


  “That should have been a point in his favor.”


  “Schneider was in the habit of stacking his dough, wrapping it with a strip of paper indicating the denominations and the amount, then snapping a rubber band over it—a nice blue rubber band. He bought the blue bands from a little stationery store, and that’s all they were used on, the dough. Well, some of the things turned up in Tzegeti’s pockets, as though he’d ditched the money and hadn’t thought—or hadn’t had time—to get rid of the wrappings.”


  “What did Tzegeti say about it?”


  “Nothing.”


  “It doesn’t seem too conclusive as far as evidence goes.”


  “Oh, there were some other details,” Pop answered, “but the point I want you to keep in mind is this. A murder case can always be reopened. Even with Tzegeti convicted and dead, the D.A. can latch onto another guy at any time and send him along the same road for the same murder. He wouldn’t be a damned bit embarrassed or hampered by that first mistake. That’s why I want you to keep your fool meddling to yourself.”


  “The only people I’ve contacted are the Tzegetis and Mrs. Schneider.”


  Pop pounded the arm of his chair with his fist. “Just that! Just Mrs. Schneider! Don’t you know that if Tzegeti hadn’t been standing there waiting like a dead duck, the D.A. would’ve put that wench over the jumps?”


  “Mrs. Schneider?” Into Amy’s mind flashed the image of the tall, cool, duchesslike woman with the silver hair. “Was there evidence against her?”


  “Not a scrap, and don’t think they didn’t look for it. The motive—that’s what stuck out a mile. Schneider had a hundred thousand dollars in insurance, plus a club which is due to extract that much or more over again, every year, from the suckers who go there to play poker. Nice for Mrs. Schneider, being the widow of a guy like that. Very nice.” He’d nodded the buffalo profile sagely. “She’s got her brother managing the place, a neat little deal, all in the family, with Schneider’s son frozen out not getting a cent.”


  Amy looked at Pop blankly. “I’ve never heard a word about a son.”


  “Well, that’s a story all to itself, chicken—it seems that when he was a young goat old Schneider lived in Mexico and married a young Mexican girl down there. They had a son. The kid lives in Ensenada now, not far below the border, and there was talk that Schneider had been seeing him. Schneider was getting along, in his fifties. He might have begun to think that that son was the only one he was likely to leave behind, and to want to do something for him.”


  “Yes, that sounds likely.” It seemed to Amy that the case was unfolding, spreading out, losing its original form. How could she keep track of all of these people? She remembered the man Mrs. Schneider had wanted her to see. “What about a lawyer named Cunninghan? Did he attract any attention?”


  Pop beetled at her from under his eyebrows. “You’ve met him?”


  “Mrs. Schneider wants me to see him.”


  “Don’t do it. He’s her errand boy. Anything she says, he says louder. He drew up the papers leaving Schneider’s stuff to her.”


  “I didn’t go, but I might tomorrow. He’s supposed to have some evidence they couldn’t give the papers.”


  Pop snorted. “Secrets, huh? Let me know what it is.”


  “By the way, do you have Schneider’s son’s address in Ensenada?”


  Pop regarded her as if she were crazy. “What’s eating you now? You going to drive down to Mexico?”


  “I don’t know. Let me have the address if you know it.”


  Pop went to his desk and dug through his papers until he found what he wanted. “Avenida del Toros,” he told her grudgingly, “and don’t go down there alone, do you hear? I’ll go with you if you can’t find anybody else.”


  “That’s sweet of you. I appreciate it.”


  “Don’t thank me. I liked your dad and I liked Bob Luttrell. Now I’m just trying, for their sakes, to keep you from getting hurt.”


  “Who did you think killed Schneider?”


  Pop fell back into his chair, handed over the memo on which was written: Raoul Schneider, 14 Avenida del Toros, Ensenada, Baja California. “My private pick was always the wife. Take my word for it, it’s always the one who gets the most out of it—that’s why murder is committed. For profit.” He saw her opening her mouth to protest, and hurried on, “Oh, sure, there are fiends and nuts, and jealous husbands—but I’m talking about Schneider’s killing, a clean job where everything was worked out intelligently. No loose ends, nothing to puzzle the cops, and the damnedest perfect fall guy ever to walk into the trap. Tzegeti.”


  “The thing I’ll never understand is why Tzegeti, if he were innocent, let himself be convicted.”


  Pop shrugged with a touch of cynicism. Amy recalled the money which Schneider had supposedly had spread out on his desk. “Even that big a pay-off wouldn’t be enough for a lifetime,” she objected.


  “He had reasons. Good ones, for him.”


  “Danger?” she hazarded. “The thing that happened on the train?”


  “Could be.”


  “The police are supposed to have some kind of witness. Have you heard who it is, or any hint what the witness knows?”


  “Honey, they’re playing this close to the vest, as close as hell. No, I don’t know who they’ve got. Somebody on that train, obviously.”


  The scene faded from Amy’s mind. She found another taking its place, an image of the bedroom mirror, a reflection that appeared to float there against the dark, a cobwebby silk thing with vaguely the lines of a face. A trickery of light, of tired nerves, of eyes behind which tears stung and had stung all day, a phantom made of nothing.


  While she had been sitting here, reading the notes she had made at Pop’s place, she had been on edge and listening. She realized now the weariness that had gathered in her mind—it seemed to rush forward like a flood. She had tried to think the puzzle through, the bygone puzzle of Schneider’s killing, the newer murders of her husband and Tzegeti. The result had been bafflement. It occurred to her now that the Schneider murder was too old, the case picked apart by the police, rebuilt at the trial in a way that would conceal any true clues. She would not get anywhere quizzing people like Mrs. Schneider and her brother. The evidence was scattered, stories had long been settled into a pattern, and any important facts not known to the police were buried by time.


  But the death of Robert Luttrell, the slaying of Fredric Tzegeti—these were new, raw, practically untouched. It would be a long while before the police would have their dossiers completed. She looked at the sheets of note paper in her hands, trying to pin down this fresh idea.


  She was in on the ground floor. So were the Tzegetis. What could be had from the people who knew anything was there for the taking, raw, bright, unsmeared by the passing of days and weeks, the failing of memories, the distortions of the newspapers.


  With a touch of excitement she shuffled the notes together and put them down, then started to rise. At that moment there was a step on the porch outside. Amy remained on the couch, waiting. She did not feel afraid. It had not occurred to her as yet, in spite of Pop’s warnings, that there was anything to be frightened of.


  A light touch seemed to drift over the door—there was a faint rattle of the lock, another whispering step, then silence. Amy waited a moment longer, expecting the doorbell. Then she got to her feet and opened the door. The porch was empty.


  She stood there, framed by light, looking out at the dark, listening to the crickets’ chirp and faraway traffic noises from the boulevard, thinned and made lonesome by distance. “Who is it? What do you want?”


  There was no answer. The wind rattled the weed stalks in the vacant block across the street. A few wisps of fog blew between her and the little crescent moon. A lot of lonely space seemed to wait, to watch, out there in the night. Amy started to shut the door. It was then that she saw the thing tied to the handle.


  It wavered in and out of the light, blown by the wind, a wisp of stuff, straw-colored, crinkled. She touched it and it drifted off the door pull and into her fingers. She rubbed it between her finger tips. Whatever she had expected, it hadn’t been this—a few weathered-looking fibers from a rope.


  She took the bit of frazzled hemp inside to puzzle over, and was still on the couch, the stuff in her hand, when she heard a car stop outside. It occurred to her then that she was about to have an explanation of the meaningless incident, that the trick, or whatever it was, would be exposed.


  Amy jumped to her feet as the doorbell rang. She tossed the frayed stuff to the table, hurried to the door to jerk it open. On the porch, Fogarty lifted his hat.


  “Hello, Mrs. Luttrell.”


  “Weren’t you just here?”


  He shook his head. “No.”


  “Someone came up on the porch.”


  His face grew still, his eyes quite bright, the red hair gleaming like a fire. “Sorry. It wasn’t I.”


  She stepped back and he came into the room. He looked her over, and his manner somehow reminded her that he’d seen her previously in a nightgown and loose robe, that this was the first time he’d seen her in her clothes. A sensation of heat came over her face and scalp. “What do you want, Mr. Fogarty?”


  “Oh, just a word or two.” He lounged over toward the couch and sat down on one of the padded arms. “Did you go to visit old lady Tzegeti?”


  “Yes, I did.”


  He offered her a cigarette. She shook her head. “Did you ask her about Tzegeti’s diary?”


  “No.”


  “Did she act scared?”


  Amy walked over and sat down on the small straight chair, the one he’d used previously. She sat on the edge, erect, letting him know the interview was going to be a short one. “She seemed very much upset. I’m not sure if she was scared, or sick.” Inwardly, Amy’s mind corrected the lie: she’d known what ailed Mrs. Tzegeti. Terror. A throttling fear like that of an animal too afraid to run.


  He smoked for a few moments, letting his eyes rove, taking in the room as if he were curious about it. “This business about somebody being on your porch—what did that mean?”


  Amy shrugged. She had no intention of being in any more of Mr. Fogarty’s headlines. “I don’t know. I guess I imagined it.” Her eyes jumped over to the raveled hemp on the table, and Fogarty’s gaze followed—a stupid break. He leaned forward, picking up the raveled stuff and running it through his fingers.


  “Nothing you want me to know?”


  “No, Mr. Fogarty.”


  “How did you do at the Schneider place?”


  He’d recognized her, then. “Her theories don’t agree with yours. She believes that Tzegeti was supposed to be sprung, that the gang wanted him released for other jobs.”


  Fogarty went on smoking and thinking. “The tone of your voice gives me the idea that you don’t believe that.”


  “I don’t believe in a gang, no.”


  “You think Lomena’s too nice and clean for gangster stuff?”


  She met his eyes levelly. “It has nothing to do with the kind of town this is. It’s just a feeling, a sense of falseness. I can’t explain.”


  “Did you read what I wrote about you?”


  “Mrs. Schneider showed me the article.”


  Fogarty nodded. “Yes, she showed it to me too.” He looked to see if Amy were surprised to discover that he’d been admitted to that inner sanctum where Mrs. Schneider sat on a yellow satin lounge, her hair gleaming silver, cool as a duchess in a manor hall. “There’s something funny about that woman. She seems as hard as nails under that polite surface. But I wouldn’t be surprised——” He checked this remark. “She managed to make me feel like dirt, without actually doing or saying anything that wasn’t strictly Emily Post.”


  “She is patronizing. It might be all that money.”


  “Schneider’s money.”


  “It’s still quite legal for widows to inherit, Mr. Fogarty.”


  For some reason she got the impression she’d made him mad. “Yeah, so it is.” He was examining the room again.


  “I’m not getting any pay-off because of my husband’s murder, Mr. Fogarty. I’m in debt because this furniture isn’t paid for, but I’ll be all right. I can work. I was a secretary before I married.”


  “I wasn’t thinking about you,” Fogarty flung out.


  “You were wondering what my setup was. I know. It could be pretty nice for me if there’d been a deal, and a gang, and the gang wanted me to keep my mouth shut.”


  “They don’t always pay off in cash.” Fogarty was running the hemp through his fingers, his eyes tight and angry. “But getting back to Schneider’s dough, there could have been an argument; he had a son.”


  Amy didn’t say anything; she wondered where Fogarty’s remarks were leading and what he hoped to get out of her.


  “Schneider and this second wife hadn’t been married too long, a couple of years, perhaps. After my interview with her today, I tried out of revenge to dig up something about her. But it was no soap. Apparently Mrs. Schneider was born practically yesterday. I was wondering——” He took time to light a new cigarette. Fogarty was nervous, a chain-smoker. Amy realized suddenly that he had an intense interest in the Tzegeti affair; he tried to cover it with a newspaperman’s know-all attitude, but it was there. “I was wondering if you’d like to play a bit of poker tonight. At the Picardy Club, with me.”


  She shook her head and stood up. “No, I would not.”


  He didn’t argue. He shrugged his shoulders, tossed his hat on his head, and walked over to the door. “Not interested?”


  “I don’t feel up to it tonight. And besides, I’m a lousy gambler.”


  “We might see Vernon Wyse out there. I got an impression he rather liked you. He seemed pretty absent-minded after you’d gone, and when he was showing me out to the gate he looked to see if your car might still be there.”


  Her tone surprised him, its bitter flatness, its reproach. “Good night, Mr. Fogarty.”


  Fogarty opened the door. “Good night.” He looked back from the edge of the porch. “Do you have a phone?”


  She tightened her hand on the knob to hide its trembling. “Why should you want to know?”


  “Use it, if anyone else comes slipping around with a hank of rope.”


  He was gone then—an unmannerly lout, Amy thought, I certainly haven’t any use for him. She shut the door, locked it. She was surprised that the house seemed suddenly so empty, so lonely. There was utter quiet. The only movement was a faint trail of smoke rising from a cigarette Fogarty had left on the edge of the ash tray.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  IN THE gray dawn she surveyed the kitchen. It still had its gloss of newness, like an appliance display. The cabinets shone and the curtains she’d made for the windows were stiff and bright, red-checkered things with lots of organdy ruffles, the kind you want when you have plenty of time to stay home and do them up, and of no use at all to a working woman. She let her eyes stray to the outside, the back yard. The new grass was coming up spottily, thinly. She’d have to have the nurseryman back. The ground probably needed fertilizer and a lot of water. She was aware with a kind of shock of her own indifference to these things. Overnight she’d changed. She was a widow—with vengeance on her mind.


  She went over to the refrigerator and took out breakfast stuff, eggs and bacon and a dish of canned grapefruit. When breakfast was finished, she straightened the kitchen. A paper boy went past on the street outside, his bike squeaking a little; the paper plopped on the front porch. Amy brought it in.


  If there was anything new in the case, she couldn’t discover it. A lot of the train passengers had been questioned. Tickets, reservations, were being checked. The porter, who had been knocked out by the murderer (or murderers), hadn’t regained consciousness. He was under police protection in the hospital. Fogarty had another interview, on page two—a little old woman who seemed to have been doing some sort of heat-induced strip tease with a lot of petticoats, who claimed to have found a single brand-new nylon stocking, minus its mate, stuffed into her belongings when she had returned from one of her trips to the rest room. Fogarty played up the stocking, trying to make a small mystery of it.


  Amy laid aside the paper, went into the bath, removed her gown and robe and slippers, and showered briskly. Then she began to dress for town. Only some half hour later did she realize that a fugitive scrap from her reading had stuck in her mind—Fogarty’s painstaking word picture of a fluttery little old lady confused by crime. He has a gift, she thought irritably. Mimicry with words. Only now I haven’t time to think about the gifts of Mr. Fogarty.


  There was a lot to be done today; not seeing people, like yesterday, but errands which concerned the final affairs of Robert Luttrell. A funeral. The word had a strange flavor, a foreignness; it was not anything she had supposed would be her business. She was struck all at once with a sort of dread for the eventual ceremony, the body displayed in a casket, flower odors like a pall, the mannered grief, the consoling music.


  She sat down and rubbed her temples. It had to be gone through. No doubt the slightest appeal would bring offers of help from the officers who had known Robert, and things would be taken out of her hands so that she might go on as a mere spectator. For a moment she was tempted.


  The thought died in the nagging return of something Fogarty had written. Why should the idea of a little old woman, shedding petticoats, have any significance? Amy rose and forced herself to go on dressing. She was pulling on her hose when she remembered. There had been a stocking among the little old lady’s belongings, stuffed in where it had no business to be.


  Amy nibbled her lip. I’ll get it sometime, she told herself. It’s skittering around inside my head like a ghost.


  A ghost . . . She frowned, her hands resting on her knees. For a moment something—an image, not words—seemed to float almost within reach of recognition. Something she knew, half glimpsed, like a reflection in a pool.


  The tantalizing feeling went away. Her thoughts returned to the job that must be done. She hurried, finishing her dressing, then left the house. There were things to check. She stopped at the police station to make sure just when her husband’s body would be released by the coroner’s office. Then she drove on, downtown, to the funeral home. By ten-thirty she was finished, all details attended to, and as she left the mortuary the director complimented her on her levelheaded control. Perhaps he meant the words as he spoke them, a genuine liking for a woman who wasn’t broken and crying, but the remark struck Amy wrong. She felt her face stiffen, and he must have seen it too. “Of course I know what inner grief you must feel,” he stammered.


  “I’m sure you don’t,” she flung at him, knowing at the same moment that her anger was unreasonable and silly, that it was compounded out of frustration, out of hatred of her own limitations and the fact that the papers had given no hint of clearing Robert Luttrell of the suspicion of having sold his prisoner. She went down the steps to the sidewalk and looked at the street, seeing the town suddenly in a new light, hating it. There was someone here—perhaps more than one—who knew the truth. The clean-swept streets, the neat prosperity, the orderly handling of traffic—this wasn’t Lomena. Lomena was a town where a gambling czar had been murdered, where an innocent man had been railroaded for a crime he didn’t commit, where a cop was killed to shut his mouth. Of course the death had taken place on a train just pulling out of L.A.; but its roots were here. Its stinking, rotten roots. . . . Amy walked toward her car. Her knees were shaking, her hands clenched.


  A sign swung on a bracket over a door. The sign squeaked a little. The wind was dying on the near-noon heat, but there was enough left to swing the sign, to make its cricket’s noise, thin and irritating. Amy glanced up. The lawyer’s name, Cunninghan, was lettered there in antique gold. She slowed, put her hand on the car door, then turned back.


  The door under the sign opened upon a flight of steps.


  Cunninghan’s waiting room looked soft and rich, painted and furnished in deep gold and smoky grays. The windows gave a gauzy light; the smoky rug was deep as moss. A gold-headed girl was sitting at the desk. She looked up at Amy, letting her hands drop from the typewriter. “Yes, madam?” The smile was professional, perfunctory.


  “I wondered if I might see Mr. Cunninghan. I’m Mrs. Luttrell.”


  The eyes remained cool, polite. She straightened a paper on the desk. “Did you have an appointment, Mrs. Luttrell?”


  “Mrs. Schneider suggested that I call on Mr. Cunninghan.”


  A flash of interest crossed the girl’s face. She rose from the chair. Amy saw that she was dressed in a thin black loose-fitting blouse, dull and smoky in tone, and a yellow skirt. She was part of Mr. Cunninghan’s decorating scheme, and the effect gave her an odd anonymity. She blended, all but disappeared, in the pattern of the furnishings. “Just a moment, please. I’ll see if he’s busy.”


  Amy watched her cross the room, aware of a dry amusement. Truly this was getting the ultimate use out of a secretary. The door in the opposite wall opened and Amy heard voices in the other room. Then quiet, while the secretary spoke. The door drifted shut; Amy couldn’t tell if anyone had pushed it.


  The gold-headed girl came back. “Mr. Cunninghan would like you to go in now, please.” She stood aside and Amy passed.


  There were two men in the office. For a moment Amy thought that Cunninghan must be the man by the window, and that he had a child sitting behind the desk. Then she saw with a shock that the creature peering at her was a man—was probably Cunninghan—and she remembered the remark Mrs. Schneider had made about him, about his appearance. Cunninghan was deformed. He was a bent and twisted dwarf.


  His voice was quiet without being in any way hesitant or weak. A lot of calm power, of innate sureness of himself, was exuded with his words, and Amy wondered how much effort, how much cultivation, this had taken from a man whose body was startling in its deformity. “Sit down, Mrs. Luttrell. I’m very glad you came this morning. Mrs. Schneider thought you might be in to see me. By the way, may I present my assistant, David Neece?” He nodded toward the other man. Neece came over and, as if acting as Cunninghan’s official host, shook hands with Amy. He was a big lean man with black curling hair and dark eyes, and a flashing smile. Amy got the full effect of the smile, and the distaste she had experienced in the first shock at Cunninghan’s appearance began to fade away; she wondered if this result was the intent of Neece’s presence.


  Neece brought a chair closer to the desk and Amy sat down.


  Cunninghan’s face was deeply tanned. His gray hair was cut crew style. Amy saw that his hands, spread out on his desk, were thick-knuckled, roughened, as though he performed some sort of exercise with them. She wondered what it was. “I’m trying to find out something which may solve my husband’s murder. The truth can help. If I could get it.”


  Cunninghan smiled a little. “You don’t expect truth from a lawyer?”


  She looked at him frankly. “No, I don’t.”


  “I may surprise you.” The big, confident voice seemed to conceal a chuckle. Cunninghan picked up a silver knife from the desk and turned it between his fingers. “First, permit me to say that I don’t think anyone with a grain of sense believes that your husband was selling his prisoner.”


  “It’s the official verdict.”


  “We can’t be sure of that, Mrs. Luttrell. The police methods are devious. They don’t always think what they pretend to.”


  “There is evidence somewhere. I mean to have it.”


  He sighed, examining the design on the handle of the knife. “Yes, I can judge your determination. David——” He looked at the big pleasant man who lounged on the arm of a chair, giving Amy a friendly once-over. “Bring that file on the Tzegeti affair, will you? We might as well let Mrs. Luttrell have the facts at once.” He turned back to Amy. “Mrs. Schneider wants you to see the material we gathered on Tzegeti before Schneider’s murder. You may be surprised. You may think it doesn’t amount to much. We think it had a direct bearing on Schneider’s death.”


  The voice had so much control, so much power, it was hard to think of Cunninghan’s position as Mrs. Schneider’s official echo.


  “I want you to understand that the investigation on this matter wasn’t Schneider’s idea. Vernon Wyse suggested it, and it was carried out under his supervision. The opening situation didn’t seem too serious. Someone was breaking into the cars in the parking lot at the Picardy Club. At first it appeared to be merely petty thievery. Kid stuff, perhaps. And yet we knew the thing had to be handled carefully.”


  Amy recalled a remark made by Mrs. Schneider: it wasn’t anything we could give the papers. No, they wouldn’t want any publicity that might discourage attendance at the poker tables. A man who’s worried about what might be happening to his car isn’t going to stay long at cards.


  “Tzegeti was supposed to be a general caretaker, gardener, and watchman. When a few complaints came in—Vernon handled that sort of thing—he had a talk with Tzegeti. On the surface, Tzegeti seemed eager to co-operate. He suggested better lighting on the parking lot. We still didn’t think it needed a special attendant. Well, we learned. But by then it was a matter of blackmail, and a near suicide.”


  David Neece came over with a large manila folder, handed it to Cunninghan, who began to remove papers from it.


  The first was a mounted newspaper clipping dated almost a year before. Amy read it rapidly, aware of Cunninghan’s and Neece’s eyes upon her. The clipping told the story of a wealthy woman found nearly dead from an overdose of sleeping pills, a note beside her blaming the act on gambling losses. Her life had been saved because her husband had returned earlier than expected from a hunting trip.


  Cunninghan went on in his smooth, strong voice: “This Mrs. Drake had been a fairly regular patron at the club. She lost some money—not a lot, when you consider what she was worth. She quit coming suddenly. The next we heard was this. I sent David to see her”—his gaze flickered over to the younger man—“and he gained her confidence enough to get her to admit that the thing which had driven her to try suicide was not the money losses but blackmail. Someone was threatening to tell her husband about the nights she’d spent at the Picardy, and she figured it would be the end of their marriage.”


  Neece put in, “Drake was quite a bit younger than his wife, and from her attitude I judged she didn’t think she had too good a hold on him. Besides that, she was an extremely nervous type, almost hysterical—the wrong kind of woman for a blackmailer to tackle. Tzegeti wouldn’t know what sort she was, of course—he didn’t work inside the club. He blundered there.”


  Amy looked at the big tough hands turning the silver knife over and over. “Did you accuse Tzegeti?”


  Cunninghan gave her another paper. Tzegeti’s name was a small black scrawl at the bottom of the page. It was a confession of blackmail.


  Cunninghan turned in his chair, restlessly; there was something in his manner that betrayed an impatient dislike—for the job, perhaps, or more likely for Amy, who was being hard to convince. “This is the angle which ties it up to Schneider’s murder. Vernon Wyse was handling the affair. It was dynamite, of course. One breath of scandal linking the Picardy with the Drake business would mean a tremendous loss of revenue.”


  “Just as if,” Neece added, “a real live leper had been discovered at a center table, playing poker.” He smiled, letting her see his sympathy and his desire to clear up any difficult points.


  Cunninghan went on. “Wyse was keeping the papers in his room, trying to decide whether to take it up with Schneider or not. While he was away, Schneider entered the room on some excuse or other, and we’re pretty sure he found this folder and read the contents. That was the morning before his murder.”


  “You think he tackled Tzegeti with the Drake affair that night, and Tzegeti killed him.” Amy put the papers together neatly and waited for Cunninghan’s answer.


  He rubbed a hand over the gray crew cut and frowned. “Schneider was a curiously trusting man. You wouldn’t think a gambling man would be, and being the owner of the Picardy brought him into contact with every kind of trickery and fraud. But he did have that streak in him—toward certain people. If he brought up the matter to Tzegeti, it might have been done in the way of simple questioning. But Tzegeti’s reactions could have been explosive. Guilt makes a man uneasy, quick to defend himself. And Tzegeti was guilty of blackmailing Mrs. Drake.”


  Amy picked up the confession. “It doesn’t specify whom he blackmailed.”


  “Of course it doesn’t. If the papers at any time should have become public for some reason, we couldn’t have her name brought in.”


  “I see.” Amy studied the folder into which he was putting the collection of papers. It was new, crisp, unmarked by handling. “Perhaps you gathered this material for my benefit,” she said.


  Cunninghan’s fingers paused at their task. His eyes settled on her, a still and watchful look.


  “The folder isn’t old, as the clipping is, nor does it show the wear and tear of the confession.”


  Neece laughed. Cunninghan allowed a dry smile to curl his lip. “You’re quite sharp. As a matter of fact, all material relating to the Tzegeti and Drake business is being filed under finished business—hence the change to a new folder.” He became serious. “It is finished, you know.”


  “There are papers there you haven’t let me see.”


  He flipped them toward her. “Merely Mrs. Drake’s statement, typed out by David after he’d talked to her. Unsigned—we didn’t want to pin her down. And a list of patrons who had their cars rifled, with mention of things lost.”


  “Did Tzegeti confess to rifling the cars?”


  “According to Vernon Wyse, yes. Verbally.”


  She stood up from the chair. “I guess that’s what I came to hear, Mr. Cunninghan. I want to thank you for your time.”


  He rose, too, and she was surprised at his height. In the chair he had seemed a dwarf, small, shrunken. But long legs put him up, above the level of her shoulder. It was his upper body, the spine and chest, she saw, which had grown crooked and deformed. The big head on top of the skinny shoulders was turned, regarding her gravely. She flushed, wondering if she’d betrayed any shrinking, any revulsion.


  Neece was opening the door for her. “I’m going to see Mrs. Luttrell down to her car.”


  “Do that, David.” Amy found her hand gripped by one of Cunninghan’s. The flesh was hard, the skin rough. She wondered again what he did that gave him the hands of a laborer. “Have I convinced you?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’ll think it over.”


  “If there’s anything you want to know—come back. Any time.”


  Curiously, she got the impression that he meant it. Whether honestly or for purposes relating to Mrs. Schneider’s instructions, he really did wish to convince her of Tzegeti’s crookedness. It was something queerly and personally important to him. He believed; he wanted Amy to follow suit.


  “Good-by, Mr. Cunninghan.”


  “Good-by, my dear.” For an instant she caught sight of what might be his courtroom manner, a strong magnetism, a forceful friendliness. He seemed to turn it on as he might turn on a light. It obliterated the deformed back, the shrunken chest. He was full of power, charm, convincingness.


  With Neece she went out into the reception room, passing the secretary at the desk. The girl didn’t look up, and because she fitted so well into the decorating color scheme, she was all but invisible. Amy wondered briefly whether the girl’s strange anonymity was Cunninghan’s idea or her own. There might be secretaries so bent on being office fixtures that this course would be normal to them.


  Then Amy remembered the principle of protective coloring. If the girl were hiding, as it were—what or who was she hiding from? Neece? Was he a wolf?


  They were on the sidewalk now. Amy looked at him sidewise. His black hair was thick and glossy. He was good-looking, all right, enough to have a touch of vanity about it, and enough to have plenty of women chasing him. For no reason just then she remembered Fogarty’s freckles, his homely red hair, his offensive manners. If Fogarty were here, the secretary would no doubt be crouched under the desk.


  Neece touched her elbow. “It’s time for lunch. What do you say to having a bite with me?”


  He made it seem casual, impersonal. If this was technique, it was decently respectful. She smiled back at him. “Yes, I think I might.”


  CHAPTER SIX


  THEY HAD been seated in the café booth about ten minutes, and Neece’s sixteen-cylinder charm hadn’t missed a spark, when Mrs. Schneider walked in at the door, looked around, and came toward their table. She had on a big white gauzy hat and a white crepe dress embroidered all over with silver threads in a small pattern like raindrops, a sheen that found an echo in her hair. There was a subtle air of strain and hurry—she paused at the table, didn’t stop Neece’s jumping up, and said to Amy, “I’m so sorry to interrupt. Will you excuse me, please?” She didn’t wait for Amy’s pardon, but spoke to Neese. “We’re going to have to have a conference, David dear. It’s about the account book.” Her eyes dwelt on Neece with a touch of secret meaning, a look like a small kick under the table, and he laid down the napkin he’d been holding. She made a very cool and commanding duchess, this Mrs. Schneider, and all at once in a flash of insight Amy got the idea that Mrs. Schneider wouldn’t care anything about a place like the Picardy Club except the money that came out of it. She wouldn’t like crowds, and cigarette smoke, and the camaraderie of a card table. It was odd to think of her raking in all that money from a place she must despise.


  She touched Amy’s hand with a set of cool fingers. Her nails were long. They rested on Amy’s wrist like a row of little knives. “You’ll forgive this, I hope?” Her perfume was warm and flowery, drowning out the odors of food. “I’ll see that Mr. Neece has an uninterrupted luncheon date soon. Right now it’s important that he be in on the talk.” She bit her lip, the only betrayal of what Amy felt was inner tension and excitement. Then Neece murmured extravagant apologies, bent over Amy’s shoulder—and then they were gone.


  Amy looked down at her untouched lunch, aware of a thud of nervousness in her pulse beat. She tried to analyze the situation, and it seemed to her that Cunninghan and Neece and Mrs. Schneider must be up to something. Was it possible there was to be a break in the case, some sort of revelation? What else would bring Mrs. Schneider downtown in such a rush? Wouldn’t it ordinarily have been more in character for her to have summoned Cunninghan and Neece to her home?


  Amy left the lunch that she now found tasteless. Near the door was a telephone booth. She thought of Pop Bronson. If the thing that had brought on the conference between Mrs. Schneider and her lawyers was new enough, he might not know of it—and still there was a chance. She stepped into the booth and called his number. There was no answer. She went outside to her car.


  She was behind the wheel, her hand on the key in the switch, when she remembered with peculiar clarity something Mrs. Schneider had said. The hurried conference was to be about an account book. Mrs. Schneider’s eyes had given the words a strange significance. Neece had reacted with an immediate preparation to leave.


  According to Fogarty, there was another book figuring mysteriously in the case, the missing diary or journal kept by Tzegeti.


  If the conference were actually to be about Tzegeti’s diary, would Mrs. Schneider have made so revealing a remark? Amy remembered that she’d heard about the missing diary from Fogarty, that it hadn’t figured in the news nor been mentioned at the trial. It was entirely likely that Mrs. Schneider would presume her to be ignorant of such a book’s existence.


  Amy started the motor, turned the car toward the outskirts of town. In a short while she pulled up before the dusty hedge surrounding the Tzegeti house, stepped out, went up the beaten path to the porch. She knocked. There was no sound, no movement, from inside the house.


  She waited in the soundless heat, examining the front of the house. It had been a long time since the old wood had had paint put on it. The tangled vines were dusty. The carved boar’s head, hanging by the leather strap to make a knocker, wore an expression that seemed to Amy too tired to be savage, just a big tired pig worn smooth with handling, its mouth open, the teeth showing, in a panting effort to cool off. She lifted the wooden lump, pounded again on the panel. This time there was an answering sound, a dim step. The door opened and the Tzegeti child looked out. Her eyes held a blind, scared stare. “Mama is very sick, Mrs. Luttrell. She says she can’t see anyone.”


  “Have you had the doctor for her?”


  The girl shook her head. There was perspiration on her face, and from the room beyond her came a closed, hot smell. “She said not to call for anybody. She wants to rest till she feels better.”


  “I think I ought to see her.”


  Amy reached for the door. The girl stepped back; her air was one of relief, and Amy judged that the mother’s condition was a worry and a perplexity that she needed to share with someone else, someone older. Amy went on into the bedroom. It was quite dark, warm, stifling. Mrs. Tzegeti made a skinny ridge, outlined in shadow, down the middle of the huge clumsy bed. Her head was sunk into the outsize pillows; only her eyes gleamed. “Mrs. Luttrell?” Her voice was a shadow of what it had been, a husky whisper full of effort and strain. “I didn’t want you to come in. Not now.”


  Amy bent over the bed. She saw the sheet drawn up to cover the lower part of Mrs. Tzegeti’s face, the enormous eyes under the black brows. She reached down, touched a hand before the other woman could jerk it away. The skin was chilled and wet. “You are very ill.”


  “Yes.” There was no complaint at it, just acceptance. The eyes weaved and glittered. “But I need only rest.” The thick accent garbled her words, the fold of sheet muffled the heavy whisper. Amy could scarcely make out what Mrs. Tzegeti said. “Please go away. You can do no good here.”


  Amy said firmly, “I think Elizabeth wishes you to see a doctor.”


  “No.” The head rolled on the pillow. “No doctor.”


  Amy bent over the sick woman, half angry at the perversity that seemed so foreign, so senseless. “There is something else I must talk to you about too, Mrs. Tzegeti. I should have mentioned it the other time I was here. Do you know anything about a journal—a sort of diary—kept by your husband before Schneider’s murder?”


  Mrs. Tzegeti quit rolling her head. She grew quite still. She reminded Amy of a bird that tries to become invisible by freezing to its branch.


  “Do you have it here?”


  No answer. The still eyes were bright as marbles.


  “Did your husband give it to you before the police took him?”


  Amy’s hand brushed the coverlet at that moment, drawing down the sheet that had covered Mrs. Tzegeti’s face. An instant later the girl, Elizabeth, just inside the door, let out a whimpering scream. Amy recoiled, then turned to Elizabeth and shook her. “Where’s the nearest telephone?”


  Elizabeth didn’t seem to hear. She was watching the slow, claw-like hands of her mother tugging the sheet into place again. “What is it?”


  “Some kind of corrosive poison. She spilled part of it on her face. Where is a phone?”


  A spasm crossed Elizabeth’s face. “Is she . . . going to die?”


  “A phone! A phone!” Amy shook the kid until her teeth rattled, until the stunned look left her face. Then she listened to the stuttering words. There was a telephone two houses down the street, but Mrs. Arkuto never let strangers in. “She’ll let me in!” said Amy grimly, running.


  A dark, cautious-looking woman with a coronet of black braids peeped out at her from behind the door of the second house. Amy battered the door in. The woman hotfooted it to a second door on the opposite side of the room, slammed it, turned the key with a loud scrape, and began yelling for help. The phone was on the wall; Amy used it to call Dr. Sprague. He instructed her to find out immediately what Mrs. Tzegeti had taken, in case she should lose consciousness before he got there. Amy ran back to the Tzegeti house.


  She bent again over the slight shadowy body on the bed. The sheet was back in place, covering the raw welted flesh around the mouth. The eyes had assumed a remote look, a faraway indifference. The sound of Mrs. Tzegeti’s breathing was like that of a small saw rasping through plywood.


  “What poison was it?”


  The indifferent eyes went on looking at the wall. The breathing faltered for a moment, a catch as if with pain.


  A new idea stiffened Amy. She caught Mrs. Tzegeti’s cold, wet hand. “Did you take the stuff yourself? Or was it given to you—forced on you?”


  There was a short moment of silence. “I took it,” Mrs. Tzegeti said clearly.


  “Where’s the rest of it? Where’s the bottle—the container?”


  “I . . . I destroyed it.”


  “That’s a lie!”


  She was directly over Mrs. Tzegeti’s face now; the features stood out from the shadow, bony, chiseled—it seemed a paper mask behind which ribs of steel were threatening to break through. “I tell you . . .” came the thick garbled whisper, “that you must tell everyone—I took this drink myself. I took it while Elizabeth was away, and I do not know its name, it was something Fredric used on the roses.” The sigh came out, fluttering the sheet. “There is just one thing more . . . You are a good woman, Mrs. Luttrell. Even though you are angry with me now, I know that really you are kind . . . patient. It’s about—about my little girl. I don’t know who will—” The breath hissed in; a muffled scream, a spasm shook her, as if at the wrenching and twisting of some giant hand. When the spasm passed, Mrs. Tzegeti lay flatter, broken like a woman of straw.


  Amy scarcely knew what she replied. The memory of the scene in the café fled through her mind, Mrs. Schneider’s hurried words, the meaning and urgency only half concealed. Those other people knew, somehow, that Mrs. Tzegeti was dying, that the secret of the diary might be lost forever. “Where is your husband’s journal?”


  Mrs. Tzegeti opened her eyes and seemed to recognize some strange face bent over her at the other side of the bed. Death’s, perhaps. A whisper stirred in her throat. “The little handle.”


  “What did you say?”


  “The . . . little . . . handle . . .”


  The voice slipped into silence. The words had seemed enormously distinct, spoken almost without accent, as if with a final effort Mrs. Tzegeti had given up what she must. Then there was another spasm; she let it possess her with a kind of indifference. Her hands lay slack and her face didn’t echo the pain. She didn’t speak again.


  The doctor arrived, then the ambulance. Late in the afternoon, in the hospital waiting room, a nurse came to tell Amy and the child that Mrs. Tzegeti was dead.


  Elizabeth had been sitting by herself next a window. The big eyes had been looking out at the sky, at the quiet street, the houses with neat lawns, flower beds, and lots of fresh white paint. The nurse spoke to Amy, supposing her to be a relative and older, better able to bear the word of loss.


  The words fell like stones in the quiet of the small room. Elizabeth turned away from the light. Her face grew still, and the touch of hostile withdrawal Amy recalled from their first meeting settled there. She seemed all at once smaller, defenseless, and forlorn.


  “Dr. Sprague would like to see you in a few minutes,” the nurse added, and went out. Her heels made a clear, sharp clicking sound on the composition floor. The glass door swung a couple of times, then stopped. A plane droned outside, high in the sky. Elizabeth pulled at the sweater she had thrown across her shoulders. A mended spot on the breast began to ravel; she tucked the thread end out of sight.


  Amy moved to the window seat. Elizabeth turned her head. All emotion seemed washed out of the young face. “Will they let me see Mama again?”


  “Yes, you’ll see her.”


  “But she’s dead, isn’t she? That’s what the nurse meant?”


  Amy searched for words, the right words. “She isn’t afraid any longer, nor in pain, nor grieving for your father.”


  Elizabeth looked down at her folded hands. “Will they bury them together?”


  This, Amy didn’t know. She suspected that the Tzegeti funerals might be county-financed, and she wasn’t familiar with the rules. Besides, it was too early to be thinking about another funeral—the memory of that morning’s interview at the mortuary was still raw, galling. And there were other things to come first. Ugly things. There would be an autopsy on Mrs. Tzegeti, and an inquest. And Elizabeth would have to testify. She came back to the present, to the small room and Elizabeth’s quiet waiting eyes. “We’ll find out.”


  “When I came back from the grocery store I knew that something was wrong with Mama. She’d been sitting up when I left, and the room was light.” A shiver swept over the child; she averted her face quickly; and Amy understood the effort at control, the grief put down, the tears held in check. There would be a time, the girl’s attitude seemed to say, when she would be alone, when she could weep by herself for the one she had lost. But now she would be calm and coherent. . . . Was it Middle European stubbornness? Or just the average adolescent’s determination to begin to be grown up in an adult world? The latter, Amy decided, freeing her mind from its small aim of searching out foreignness in Elizabeth.


  “Do you think someone could have come to see your mother while you were away?”


  “I . . . thought so, yes.”


  “Do you know who it might have been?”


  Elizabeth shook her head. “No.” She paused, her gaze on the scene outside, the Palos Verdes hills green in the far distance, the houses like little flecks of paint. “Once, before, I thought——”


  “Yes?”


  “It was late in the evening, nearly dark. Mama was facing the window. We had just finished dinner. We were still at the table. She pushed her plate away with a kind of jerk. Then she asked me to go to Mrs. Arkuto’s house and to see if a telephone call had come, any message for us. I was surprised—we never have had a message like that.”


  “How long were you gone?”


  “Not long. But when I came back Mama was lying down. She was very quiet, but I could hear her breathing—as if she’d run a long way——” Some tears welled into Elizabeth’s eyes; she brushed them away impatiently, as if angry at the momentary loss of control.


  Amy considered. “You believe your mother saw someone outside in the dusk, someone who wanted inside?” At the same moment she was aware of a strange stirring of memory and something flickered in her mind, a faint echo under the story told by Elizabeth, like a double exposure on a photographic negative. She tried to pin the impression down, but it faded; it was as if she’d reached into water to catch a reflection.


  “I thought . . . because the way she looked past me at the window,” the girl said finally.


  The nurse came in then. “Will you come this way, please?” She smiled at them, but her glance was sharpest at the bent head of Elizabeth. Amy got the impression that Dr. Sprague had done some explaining. They followed the nurse down the hall into an office, where the doctor stood behind a desk. The nurse went out.


  Dr. Sprague was a small gray mouse of a man, not looking the expert diagnostician and surgeon that he was. “Sit down, Amy. And you, child. I haven’t had a good look at you yet.” He examined the young girl, who sat stiffly, her eyes fixed woodenly on the spot of light under the desk lamp. All at once the doctor walked over, stood beside her, touched her shoulder. “How old are you?”


  “Fifteen.”


  “You’re practically grown up.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He stood quiet for a moment, as if thinking. “We did everything for your mother that we could. Do you have any idea why she took that stuff?”


  The cords stood out in Elizabeth’s throat; she waited—the threat of tears passed. “No, sir, I don’t.”


  “She didn’t say anything that might have given you the idea she meant to do away with herself?”


  Elizabeth looked up quickly. “Oh, she wouldn’t do that, sir!”


  “Wouldn’t kill herself? Is that what you mean?”


  Elizabeth shook her head stubbornly. “She wouldn’t do it!”


  Dr. Sprague walked over behind the desk as if to put a barricade between himself and the child. Plainly he didn’t like the job of inquisitor. He ruffled the reports on which he had been working, and Amy sensed that he would have welcomed wild grief, a breakdown—it would excuse him from this task. He looked up sharply. “Your mother couldn’t have drunk it by accident. It’s a fuming, eroding poison.” He shut his eyes for a moment. Perhaps he was remembering Mrs. Tzegeti’s face. Then he went on, speaking in technical terms.


  When he had finished Elizabeth said, “My mother believed in the goodness of God.”


  The doctor stared down at the reports on his desk. Every suicide must have its cause. The words had to be written in, the probable motive. Where was there room to mention the tough spirit that had survived the years of torture in Europe, the frustration of a strange tongue, murder, then fear and loneliness? If Elizabeth said her mother wouldn’t have killed herself, Amy was willing to believe. But then she thought, no one else would. She saw the doctor reach for his pen.


  There was a knock at the office door. The police had arrived.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  “WHAT WERE you doing at the Tzegeti place?”


  The chief of police sat in the chair formerly occupied by Dr. Sprague. He had the medical papers spread out before him. A lieutenant of detectives named Chaffey, a raw-boned man in a worn brown suit, sat near the corner of the desk and made notes in a small book. Amy faced them. The overhead lights were on, brightening the room strangely, as though the chief had to have a better look at the police widow who consorted with the crooks who had been the cause of her husband’s death. “What did you want with them?”


  “I was trying to get information from Mrs. Tzegeti,” Amy said. “I’d gone there before. I think she knew something about the murders on the train.”


  “You can bet she did,” said the chief sourly.


  “Whatever she knew, she was afraid to tell.”


  “She was too smart to tell,” the chief corrected. “There was dough in this thing. She was due for a big pay-off, bigger than the stack Schneider had in his office. She wouldn’t spoil things by talking to you.”


  “How do you account for her taking poison, then?”


  An air of caution closed in on his face, tightening up the little lines around his eyes. “Cold feet, maybe.”


  “If she didn’t have cold feet about dealing with her husband’s murderer, I don’t see what else could have scared her.”


  He looked wise. We haven’t been completely idle, Mrs. Luttrell. We were putting on the heat where it did the most good.”


  “Did one of your men call on Mrs. Tzegeti today?”


  He leaned back in the chair, put up a hand, raked his teeth with a thumbnail, his gaze watchful. “Why do you ask that?”


  “I wondered if one of them might have frightened her into taking the corrosive acid. It wouldn’t be hard to terrify a woman who’d spent years in a concentration camp.”


  A reddish color came up into his face. The other man said without heat, “We didn’t contact Mrs. Tzegeti in any way today.”


  “Did you have anyone watching the house?” There was a hope here that the visitor suspected by Elizabeth could have been noticed.


  “No, ma’am,” said Chaffey. He turned a couple of pages in the little book. “Regarding your conversation with Mrs. Tzegeti. Do you recall the exact words she used in connection with her taking the poison?”


  “She said that she had taken it herself, that she’d destroyed the container, that she’d done it while the girl was away, and that it had been something Tzegeti used in his rose garden.”


  The two officers looked at each other. Chaffey made an entry in the book. “Anything else?”


  “She began a rather rambling conversation which I think was leading up to a request that I look out for Elizabeth.”


  “That sounds as though she knew she was dying.” The chief leaned forward out of his chair, elbows on the desk, an air of frankness inviting her confidence. “Are you sure she didn’t drop a hint about the whereabouts of the money?”


  “What money?”


  A hint of frown, a faint chilling of manner, implied that she was being dense. “The kid knows, no doubt. I’m talking about the payoff on the Schneider deal, of course.”


  “I didn’t know there was a pay-off. I thought the official theory was the one trotted out at Tzegeti’s trial—simple robbery. Schneider was counting his money in the office, and Tzegeti walked in and decided he was tired of wearing shoes with holes in them and on the spur of the moment killed Schneider with his own gun.”


  The frost on the chief grew about an inch. “Tzegeti murdered his boss. The D.A. couldn’t have proved the pay-off angle, but there was enough of the truth showing to make a conviction stick. Now we know that Tzegeti was a part of something bigger, that he had friends who were waiting for him to get on that train so they could spring him. They had the dough, your husband’s split—” He must have seen the rage flaring in the look she gave him; he held up a hand. “Now wait a minute, Mrs. Luttrell. We’re not saying Bob Luttrell was in on anything. More likely he was dickering, stalling with the idea of getting a lead on Tzegeti’s playmates——”


  “My, my,” said Amy, “but that theory certainly gets around!”


  Chaffey glanced up in curiosity, but the chief decided to let it lay. Perhaps he honestly had changed his private opinion regarding the events in the Pullman compartment—or perhaps, as Amy suspected, Mrs. Schneider had made her weight felt. What did it matter? Mrs. Schneider’s motives might bear watching. The slur was being removed from the memory of Robert Luttrell, and this could have come about because his widow was making a nuisance of herself. Or for other, more subtle reasons. . . .


  “I don’t like this business of your being with the Tzegeti woman and the Tzegeti kid,” the chief said. “It’s going to look ugly in the newspapers. We don’t have any rackets here in Lomena, the poker parlors operate on licenses, and you can damned well bet the Police Department is clean. When this story is made public, this friendship between you and the Tzegetis, there’ll be talk, and it won’t be about you, it’s going to be about us. You might have been honest with us—you could have told us your ideas about the woman and let us work things out.” He paused on a note of warning.


  Amy said, “I don’t think you’d have taken my errand seriously.” She saw that she and the chief were at an impasse and that further talk was useless.


  He ruffled the pages of the reports, filled out in the doctor’s neat handwriting. “We’ll need you to testify at the inquest on Mrs. Tzegeti. We’ll notify you, probably tomorrow, when that will be.” A sudden look of discomfort, half-embarrassed shame, flickered in his face. “I was wondering, too, about Bob’s funeral——”


  “Day after tomorrow,” she said stonily. “He wouldn’t have cared for a lot of flowers. Use the money and for his sake buy some baseballs for the kids down on Hart Street.” She stood up; the two men rose with perfunctory courtesy. “Might I ask what’s to become of Elizabeth?”


  “The Tzegeti girl?” The chief frowned; his cold glance reproved her. “She’s been taken to Juvenile Headquarters, of course. She’ll be in their care until we locate relatives.”


  “There may not be any relatives. I was asked to look after her.”


  “Well, that arrangement might not look too good, you see.”


  “To hell with how it looks.” She’d shocked him; he and Chaffey exchanged a glance.


  “You’re upset now, of course,” the chief decided. “So soon after Bob’s death, and this other thing, this suicide. Trying to coax the truth out of these foreigners, guilty as sin——”


  “I’m not to have Elizabeth. Is that what you mean?” In Amy’s mind was a sudden picture of her lonely house, its bare rooms, the utter quiet that waited for a footfall, a breath, to prove the place alive. “Why not?”


  “Talk to the people in Juvenile Hall,” he offered, washing his hands of her.


  She left the hospital and walked out into the dark street. She was tired and supperless; and grief was like a stone that she carried in some inward place where it lay cold and still.


  I shouldn’t have riled the chief, she thought. It didn’t do any good. I didn’t prove anything. Mrs. Schneider seemed to have changed his mind about Bob’s motives in the affair, or he may be simply trying to protect the Police Department; but the rest of the stuff remains—the theory about the guilt of the Tzegetis, the secret pay-off, the gang. Putting that money in Bob’s hand as he lay dying was a pretty cute trick. But the picture of Tzegeti as a shrewd gangster, biding his time in the disguise of a caretaker until the right time came to murder Schneider—the screwiness of that should be obvious enough even for the chief.


  Amy got into her car and drove home through the dark, leaving the bright straight pavements of town for the scattered lights, the cricket noises, the weedy wastes of the subdivision. She left the car in the driveway and walked to the rear door. There was no fog tonight, but clear thin starshine. She went up the back steps, opened the door, and entered the kitchen. The lights came on under her touch, and she was struck as usual with the room’s uncommon neatness, its unlived-in look. It was as clean and bare as a surgery. She walked over to the dinette table and dropped her purse.


  It was then that she noticed the bit of rope. It lay on the micalite surface, its raveled shadow and reflection mingling under it.


  She frowned over the thing, remembering how she’d found it hung on the doorknob last night, and how later, when Fogarty had come, he’d run it through his fingers, quizzed her over it. Had he somehow wound it tighter, twisted and firmed it? There seemed a hard core of some inches, undamaged, almost new. It drooped in her hand like a small whip. Last night it had felt like a wad, a coarse wisp all pulled apart.


  She dropped it and went to the icebox; but the thought, the puzzlement, stayed in her mind, a nettle that clung and stung. She looked in with blank eyes at the chrome shelves. There were eggs, but nothing for dinner, and she hadn’t thought to bring anything home.


  She fixed a scrambled-egg sandwich and reheated that morning’s coffee, and sat in the dinette to eat. Tiredness gnawed at her bones, her eyes stung when she blinked them, and the food seemed dry, tasteless, difficult to get down. Once in a while she touched the bit of rope with curious fingers. Wasn’t it longer than she had remembered? If she saw Fogarty again (which she wouldn’t, she told herself) she’d ask him what he’d done to the thing. There was trickery behind his Irish imp’s face, she decided. He’d do anything for a gag. Was he trying to scare her in some ridiculous way?


  She left the dishes unwashed in the sink. A touch of disorder was better than the sterile neatness. In the living room she switched on the lamps and stood listening. The dead air of the room seemed to vibrate with an echo from the street, some small sound just dying away. Then she heard the step on the porch, the quiet footfall, and her own instinctive reaction surprised her. Without thought, in blind panic, she blundered for the kitchen, the back door. Then the bell rang, a loud honest peal. Well, that wasn’t a ghost, anyway. She came back and opened the front door and found Fogarty nose-to-nose leering in at her.


  “Did I do something I shouldn’t have?” he suggested. “You’re puffing like a one-cylinder pump. And pale, too. What’s up?”


  “I’m quite all right.” She backed away, in her relief forgetting to keep him outside as she intended. She waited, and he walked over to the couch and took something from under his coat and dropped it on the cushion. It was black, squirming; it lifted a miniature pug nose and barked.


  “If you don’t want him, it’s all right. I just thought I’d bring along a watchdog. And since your rag rug looks washable, it won’t matter too much that he isn’t housebroken.” He touched the little dog’s soft ears. The cocker rolled his eyes at Fogarty, adoring and drooling. A pink tongue swiped at nothing and saliva flew in all directions. “What’d you say?”


  Amy looked at the pup doubtfully. Owning him seemed an unnecessary complication in a life already snarled to the maddening stage. But she heard herself saying, “It was nice of you to think of me.”


  The words must have surprised Fogarty—the tone, too. He gave her a quick glance. It seemed to her that some of the bristling cockiness went out of his manner. “You’re welcome,” he said.


  The pup fell off the couch, whined over the bump he’d had, then ran off to investigate the new surroundings.


  “You’d better keep track of where he goes,” Fogarty suggested uneasily.


  “I have a box for him.” She scooped up the pup and took him into the kitchen. In a cupboard she found the box which had once held paper towels. It was deep and roomy. She lined it with a piece of old sheet and put the pup inside. He stared up at her, his short tail twitching, his eyes gleaming happily and possessively, as though he knew already that he owned her and that she would be easy to manage. He whined again. He was exactly like a kid who wants to be picked up, she thought. She turned as Fogarty came into the room. He was taking a small package wrapped in butcher’s paper from his pocket. He ripped the paper and a steak fell out. It was a thick, luscious-looking piece of sirloin, and Amy found herself remembering the dry sandwich.


  Fogarty put the steak down into the box and waited. The dog nuzzled the meat and licked at it, then tried his teeth awkwardly. “He’s used to baby food, perhaps.” Fogarty surveyed the kitchen expectantly. “I don’t suppose you have any at hand?”


  “No, I don’t. And I could have used the steak.” She was perversely cross now. He was making himself so much at home; she didn’t like it. She wished that he’d remember, just once, that a widow deserved some respect, that brashness was out of place around bereavement.


  But Fogarty went on examining the kitchen. He whistled softly through his teeth, an accompaniment to thought, perhaps, and then said, “You know, I’ve decided one thing. You’re on the level. No woman could resist stuffing a house with furniture with a big wad of dough in the offing. This house is bare. You don’t even have any of those wall designs—those Dutch girl and cornucopia things”—he made a baffled movement—“whatever they’re called.”


  “Decalcomania. I loathe them.”


  “Well, you’d want pictures in the front room.”


  “Yes, I wanted pictures.” She was recalling the desert scene she and Robert Luttrell had coveted, the smoke trees and drifted sand under a tawny sky. “When you live in flat country like this, in a little suburb where the view is always the same, a house or two in the next block, then you need something to look at.” She saw that Fogarty wasn’t listening. He had gone over to the table and picked up the piece of rope.


  “When did this arrive?” he asked without turning around.


  “You saw it last night.”


  He flipped it this way and that, then stole a look at her when he thought she wasn’t watching. Amy felt scorn rise in her. He was being pretty transparent. If the rope wasn’t the same, when had he made the substitution? She wondered if he had dared climb in a window during her absence.


  “It doesn’t seem the same,” he offered cautiously.


  “I noticed that.” She waited for the next remark, the lead. He wanted her to be mystified, frightened, perhaps, too; and what she intended was to tell him off. Bringing the dog had been an excuse to get out here, to cover the silly plot in a guise of naturalness. Some choice words crowded behind her teeth.


  But he didn’t pursue the subject any further. He dropped the rope and turned a chair around and sat on it spread-legged, his arms draped across its back. “You were in on this Tzegeti thing today. Mind talking about it?”


  She stooped and patted the restless pup. His toenails raced on her hand. “Do you want the human interest or the documentary?”


  “I’ll have the human interest this time.” Fogarty began to light a cigarette, his hands moving slowly, his eyes on the cigarette. His freckles were quite noticeable here in the bright light. “Why did you go to the Tzegeti place? Sorry for them?”


  She decided to blame the errand on him and see his reaction. “I wanted to find out for you whether they knew anything about a diary.”


  “And did they?” He blew smoke; his glance was idle. Amy wasn’t fooled. He was on his toes. A perversity dictated her answer.


  “Mrs. Tzegeti was dying when I reached there,” she evaded. “She’d taken the stuff and covered up her face and was just lying there waiting for death, in a horror of a bed you’d swear she’d brought from some Polish attic.”


  “Good,” he said. He was seeing it in print, perhaps.


  “The child didn’t know what was going on, though she suspected that her mother was in trouble. I did what I could, calling the doctor, staying with the kid—it was too late for Mrs. Tzegeti, of course.” All at once the terrifying memory of the time she’d spent in the house with Elizabeth and the dying woman returned—she recalled the frantic girl, the trembling woman on the bed, the endless wait for Dr. Sprague, the helpless, bumbling efforts to undo what had been done. Amy felt her face twist; her eyes swam and she blinked them fiercely. “Nothing I did . . . was any good.”


  “The cop’s widow,” Fogarty said meditatively, “and the criminal’s family. That’s a weird setup.”


  “The police are sore about it.”


  “So I hear.” Fogarty got up and went off into the other room and came back carrying an ash tray. He put it on the micalite table top, tapped ashes into it. “I guess you aren’t going to tell me what Mrs. Tzegeti said before she died.”


  “How do you know she said anything?”


  “It’s a hunch.” He scraped the edge of his jaw with his thumb, looking at her with a studying expression. “She’d have trusted you. I don’t think she’d have left the information with the kid, because if you’re right and there wasn’t any pay-off for Tzegeti but murder, then the book could logically be what he was killed over.”


  The pup was tearing at the sheet, growling with a ridiculous ferocity and rage.


  “And she wouldn’t want the girl killed too,” Fogarty concluded.


  Amy put her hand into the box to soothe the dog, and he turned on it with happy enmity, pretending to bite, to tear. He had teeth like needles and wasn’t too careful what he did with them. Later on would come control. Right now he was a bundle of fat and fur and undecided impulses.


  “Of course it sort of leaves you on a spot,” Fogarty said, and his eyes slid over to the bit of rope and dwelt there for a moment.


  It all became quite clear to Amy at that moment. He’d brought the dog to make friends, to pry information out of her on a chummy basis—but he had the other thing, the touch of menace, to back him up. Of course newspapermen were notoriously unscrupulous. But she hadn’t thought of them before as being stupid.


  “That silly rope,” she said offhandedly. “I’m going to throw it out.” She picked it up and went to the door and tossed it off into the dark. It lit beyond the driveway, in the vacant lot next door; she heard the rattle of the weeds as it fell through.


  She came back, gave Fogarty a glance. He seemed indifferent, his face blank, his eyes incurious. If he cared that she had been unimpressed by his little trick, he was hiding it.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  “DID YOU see anything of Mrs. Schneider today?” Fogarty asked after a minute or so of silence. He made it an idle thought, something he didn’t care much about, a stopgap for conversation.


  His failure to scare her with the scrap of rope must smart a bit where he didn’t allow it to show. Amy’s mind closed over the three words spoken by Mrs. Tzegeti in regard to the diary, tucked them away, a secret. She felt almost charitable toward Fogarty. “I saw Mrs. Schneider for a moment. I was having lunch with a man named Neece, when she came and took him away.” She remembered, without mentioning it, Mrs. Schneider’s air of anxious hurry. And the revealing remark, the mention of an account book, which had sent her to the Tzegeti house.


  Did she have the answer to the puzzle, a clue to the whereabouts of Tzegeti’s journal?


  Fogarty’s gaze was on her. “Neece. That would be Cunninghan’s boy.”


  “I met him in Cunninghan’s office. He seemed to belong there.”


  “He’s an orphan Cunninghan took in and educated. He’s pretty sharp—does Cunninghan’s leg work. What did you think of the old man, by the way?”


  She considered thoughtfully. “He did sincerely want me to believe in Tzegeti’s guilt.”


  “He has a funny hobby for a man in the shape he’s in. Stone-masonry. He landscaped a whole slope below his house in Palos Verdes, built the retaining walls, flagged the patio?”


  Amy remembered the big, work-knotted hands, the heavy tan on Cunninghan’s face.


  Fogarty went on, “Did you see anyone else there?” He still seemed to be making small talk, an act that filled Amy with wry amusement.


  “No. No one.” She was surprised to find that her mind had skipped back, a double-take, to search out the figure of Cunninghan’s almost invisible secretary, the gold-haired girl, the camouflaged piece of office equipment whose single flash of interest had been at the mention of Mrs. Schneider’s name. “And I can see you’re going to try to pump me about what Cunninghan said, so I’ll tell you. He doesn’t want any newspaper publicity on it—you’ll understand why. And you couldn’t print it without proof, anyway. He had a confession, supposedly signed by Tzegeti, that he’d been blackmailing a woman patron of the Picardy Club. The theory is that Tzegeti started by rifling cars on the lot, then decided to make further use of names and addresses he obtained that way—and this woman had lost money there and didn’t want her husband to know. She tried to kill herself. I saw the signed confession. Since I’m not an expert on handwriting, I couldn’t swear it was genuine. But Cunninghan displayed it with an air of conviction.”


  “You’re sophisticated enough to know that a lawyer’s chief stock in trade is to be convincing.” Fogarty was frowning at her. “Anyhow, let me guess at the rest of the story. Schneider is supposed to have run across this material just before he was bumped off. Right?” He laughed at her look of surprise. “It’s obvious. It’s going to pin the Schneider murder on Tzegeti all over again. Perhaps they think you’ll inform the police and that the evidence will be called for.”


  The pup was rattling and bouncing in his box, excited by the loudness of Fogarty’s voice.


  “The one thing Cunninghan and his employer—that’s Mrs. Schneider—won’t want to result from the murders on the train is a doubt cast on the outcome of the Tzegeti trial. You can see that. Mrs. Schneider has her insurance and her gambling club, all nice and cozy. No, she won’t want that applecart upset.”


  “You’re saying then,” Amy decided slowly, “that the murderer on the train intended to cast such a doubt.”


  Fogarty shook his head impatiently. “We don’t know why Tzegeti was killed, nor why your husband had to go with him. Excitement? Sheer funk and being rattled? I don’t cotton to that. The rest of the affair has the look of cold-blooded planning. Fear that Tzegeti might talk at last? Maybe. Revenge for the previous killing of Schneider? Somehow I didn’t think that anyone loved Schneider that much. The more I think about it, the more the idea of the missing journal intrigues me. No one knows what Tzegeti put into it.” He paused, waited as if for Amy to speak, to acknowledge that Mrs. Tzegeti had betrayed the diary’s whereabouts. “What seems oddly obvious is the quickness of the repair job now being done. The case against Tzegeti is being shored up, reinforced, made to hold water again. This evidence Cunninghan showed you—doesn’t it seem to come in at just the right moment? And its gathering must have taken some little time, and I wonder just when that gathering began.”


  Of course, Amy thought, if the material regarding the would-be suicide, the confession, and all of that had been put together just before the deaths of Tzegeti and her husband in the train, one would need look no further for their murderer. Someone in the Schneider-Wyse-Cunninghan orbit had done the job, either directly or by hire. She remembered the newness of the folder, and Cunninghan’s explanation. He had been quick and smooth, saying that the evidence was to be filed under completed business, put out of the way and forgotten, in other words. She nibbled a nail. The pup stood on his hind legs and tried to lick her hand, lying on the edge of the box.


  “You’re thinking about that end of it,” Fogarty said.


  “Yes.” She explained about the folder, and what Cunninghan had offered as an excuse.


  “I’d like to see it.” He kept looking at her, his eyes bright.


  She said levelly, “He’s not a fool. Anything of importance in that office will be under lock and key.”


  “I wonder if that particular folder . . .” He let his voice die, and his gaze seemed to grow secretive. “I don’t suppose you’d want to take a chance with me.”


  “No, I wouldn’t.” She wondered at the preposterous suggestion. She was, after all, the widow of a policeman—though the chief didn’t think she remembered it. She couldn’t go burglarizing places . . . In the midst of this she recalled Mrs. Tzegeti’s words about the whereabouts of the diary. The little handle. She would not get into that house by police permission. She’d have to do a little burglarizing on her own.


  “You’re coming along?” Fogarty asked quickly.


  “No. I said not.”


  “I was watching your face and I thought I caught a glint of daring.”


  “You didn’t.” He was sharp but he was not a mind reader. She was eager now for him to leave. She wanted to plan the business of getting into the Tzegeti place. “But you’re a reporter,” she soothed Fogarty, “and you’d be excused for breaking in, where I wouldn’t be. I’d give Cunninghan’s place a try if I were you.”


  “You would?” It seemed to her that under the eager, polite mask of his face something else lurked. A mischief she didn’t like. A taunt, a threat. She reached into the box to ruffle the pup’s ears. He was tiring now, getting sleepy. He yawned, showing the tiny teeth, the rolling pink tongue. He fell on his side and stayed there, eyes drooping, tail beating in slow time.


  I’ll take the pup with me, Amy thought. I’ll pretend, if anyone asks, that I expect to find Elizabeth at her house, and that the dog is a gift for her. She looked up to find Fogarty’s gaze on her; she had the feeling that he suppressed an inner laughter that was somehow directed at herself.


  “Let me know if you find anything useful,” she urged.


  “I’ll do that.” He stood up and rubbed at the untidy red hair and put on his hat, tugging the brim down. There were unexpected hollow shadows around his eyes, under his cheekbones. The amusement seemed to have faded; the hard, tough expression had settled around his mouth. “I may get a surprise.”


  “It depends on what you’re looking for,” she said.


  “Yes, doesn’t it?”


  “We aren’t hunting the same thing, are we?”


  “Oh, I don’t know.” He squatted on his heels beside the box, reached in to rub the pup’s back. He was quite close. When he turned to look at Amy, she saw the hard green eyes in their thick short lashes with almost a sense of shock—he examined her face as though something were printed on it. Then she felt his hand close over her own on the edge of the box.


  She jerked her hand loose and sprang to her feet, aware of the hot flush that burned her cheeks. “I think you’d better go.”


  Then she saw what had happened. He’d slipped sidewise, losing his balance, and the grab at the edge of the box hadn’t been impudence, or worse, but an instinctive motion to right himself. He got his heels evenly under him and rose. There was a moment of silence.


  She wouldn’t look at him now, nor admit that she’d been wrong. She moved so that the box was between them. “Good night.”


  He didn’t answer. He turned and walked out of the house without looking back.


  The early morning was quiet and sunless, thick with fog. There were wet patches under the dripping hedges. The smoke from the chimneys of the small foreign-looking houses drifted low, mingling with the fog; and from somewhere Amy caught the smell of an early breakfast cooking—not the expected bacon-and-eggs but some rich mixture of sausage, boiled and steamy, and something else that might be cabbage. She wrinkled her nose. Polack—as Fogarty would say—or whatever. Then she remembered, with sudden self-rebuke, Mrs. Tzegeti’s stuttering efforts to make herself understood, the loneliness that looked out of her eyes, the monstrous big bed that may have made her feel, at the end, that she was dying at home. Being a stranger in a strange land must baffle and frighten the bravest. The wish to belong had to fight the ridicule heaped on speech, dress, food.


  The pup was staggering around on the car seat, trying to keep upright. Amy rubbed the soft black fur. “That’s where prejudice starts,” she told him, seeing from the corner of her eye how his ears lifted at her voice. “When we can’t stand smelling anything but a duplicate of our own breakfast. See?” He answered by getting her coat sleeve in his mouth. She had to slow down and use both hands to untangle his teeth.


  She parked in front of the Tzegeti house, got out quickly, picked up the pup, and went through the hedge gate to the front door. She tried the knob. The door was locked, as she had expected it to be; but she had brought a collection of old keys with her. The catch was a simple one. The fourth key worked it. She opened the door and went in.


  The light was dusky, the air chilled. In the gloom, the new white washing machine took on the luster of an oversized pearl in a black velvet setting. Amy moved through to the bedroom. The little handle—some small drawer, she thought; that’s what Mrs. Tzegeti was trying to say in her limited English. The bed was stripped. She thought for a moment that perhaps some of the neighbors had come in to clean, to remove the bedding in which Mrs. Tzegeti had lain dying, but then she saw it, all in a heap against the wall, beside it a pile of stuffing from the mattress.


  The pup whined, twisting under her arm. She put him down and walked slowly toward the bed. The still air held cotton dust suspended—someone had worked at tearing up the bed with rapacious haste. The corner had a cupboard in it, a mahogany monster to match the bed. A riot of stuff peeped from the half-shut drawers.


  She stood quiet to listen. The pup had his neck stretched, snuffing the heap of bedding against the wall. From some other room—the kitchen, perhaps—came the tick of a clock, a loud busy-body sound.


  If Tzegeti’s journal had been hidden here, it was gone now.


  Amy went back into the living room. The vigil light under the crucifix had burned out, the clump of roses had softened in death. Amy went on to the next room. She hadn’t seen this part of the house before. To her left was the kitchen with a black iron stove, a plain table, and three chairs. To the right was the girl’s room. Amy saw the narrow cot, the disarray of clothing on the floor, and she was aware of sudden heat. There hadn’t been much here in the way of wearing apparel, but what there was had a clean starched look—before it had been draggled on the floor. Unexpectedly she got a hint of malice, of evil.


  She was standing there in the tiny hall when a shadow drifted across the kitchen window, a faint darkening of the fog pressed against the pane. Amy heard the door rattle; she remembered with irony her careful work with the keys. The back door was unlocked. It swung inward with a faint squeak.


  She backed into Elizabeth’s room, stood behind the door with her eye to the crack. Fogarty came into the line of sight and stood swinging his hat. “I took the liberty of moving your car,” he said. “You don’t want anyone to know you’re here looking for that diary.”


  The pup waddled in to be petted; Fogarty lifted him, stroked the soft black ears. “Hi, you!”


  She came out from behind the door. Irritatingly, Fogarty didn’t display any surprise or sign of greeting, but just took her being there for granted. She added up Fogarty’s little score in her mind: he’d planted the idea of an illegal search, of course, pretending he wanted to see the folder in Cunninghan’s office and letting her get the bug from that. She’d been a fool to fall for it. He’d read her like a book.


  His eyes had settled past her to the mess on Elizabeth’s floor. “Did I interrupt something?”


  She bared her teeth. “You think I did that?”


  He shrugged aggravatingly, walked in, poked at the mussed clothes, and looked at the dresser, where a thin cotton scarf and a cheap plastic mirror and comb were thrown in a heap. He picked up something and let it dangle. Amy saw that it was a rabbit’s foot, and she remembered the fad the young girls had had a few months past of wearing the things on a chain around their necks. Somehow it brought the girl here, and Amy looked at the scuffed clothes and felt again the sense of heat.


  Fogarty wandered out, past Amy, to the living room. He put the little dog down and went around poking at things. He lifted the lid of the tub on the washing machine. “Looks new.”


  “It is. They were going to take in washing.”


  “They’d probably have gone broke.”


  “Yes, I’m afraid so.” Amy remembered her advice, the girl’s gratitude, the unspoken confidence that she and her mother would make their way by labor in a strange world.


  Fogarty walked into Mrs. Tzegeti’s bedroom. He didn’t appear to be searching his way, so Amy judged that he had been here before. Last night, she thought, and he had expected her to come here as soon as he had gone. She said, “Do you think they found it?”


  He glanced back at her. “Do you?”


  “Since I didn’t know where the diary was, in the first place, how could I know if it were missing?”


  Fogarty frowned, knitting the dark red eyebrows into a thatch. “I can’t buy that.”


  “I don’t give a damn whether you buy it or not.” She was suddenly oppressed by this house, by Fogarty’s attitude of accusation. The dark, and the dim smell, and the rakish disarray added up to something mean and horrible. She watched while Fogarty went over to the vigil light under the crucifix and lit it, and she thought, That didn’t occur to me. I wasn’t smart enough to light up the little core of this shabby house, the simple thing that gave it dignity and faith. She turned her head swiftly, feeling the tears sting. He always makes me in the wrong. It seemed to her then that hate crackled between them.


  But Fogarty’s tone, when he spoke, was quiet and conciliatory. “Didn’t Mrs. Tzegeti try to tell you anything at all?”


  “She muttered something. I don’t know what it means.” He waited, but Amy wouldn’t go on. There seemed a stubborn lump, hot and sick, under her ribs. She wanted Fogarty to go.


  “You sure have had it in for me since the first minute we met,” he said reflectively. “I guess waking you up in the middle of the night wasn’t such a smart trick. There isn’t ever going to be anything but enmity.”


  “There is just one decent thing that you might do. Not just for me, though it would please me very much. For the sake of truth. For decency.” She waited, seeing his face turn, the look of inquiry on it. He really didn’t know what she meant. He had no insight, no understanding. She went on clearly, “You could write the real story of what happened to Robert Luttrell. You could print the truth about the murders in the train.”


  The vigil light threw a flickering reflection up one side of Fogarty’s face. One eye glowed like a jewel in the shadow cast by his high cheekbone. But his expression was tired, remote—not quite human, she thought. An automaton of the press looking at one of its victims. He didn’t care what happened to the memory of Robert Luttrell.


  “He’s being buried tomorrow,” she finished. She turned to the wall.


  “I know that.” Fogarty came over, pulling out a handkerchief. It smelled of antiseptic, the impersonally sterile odor left by a public laundry. He wadded it, pushed it into her hand, and then walked away. She heard his footsteps circle the room, pausing here and there; then they faded in the direction of the kitchen. All at once it occurred to her that he might be going as she had wished, really leaving her here. She rubbed her eyes, grabbed the pup, and went to the small hallway.


  Fogarty was in the kitchen. He had a bunch of canisters, paper sacks, and cereal containers lined up on the sink. He was exploring some pancake flour. He gave her a glance, a short one. She had expected some cynicism, wry amusement, even dislike. But the impression she got was of inner disdain, self-deprecation. He said, “I’m just passing time. The journal wouldn’t be here in this stuff. Tzegeti hid it better than that.” He let some white beans run out into his hand, dumped them back. “Look. About your husband. It might not be the time, just now, to break out with everything we have.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I’m not sure you and the Tzegeti kid are in the clear.”


  “That’s silly.”


  She gave him the handkerchief and he was stuffing it into his pocket when there came an interruption, a soft step on the back porch.


  CHAPTER NINE


  FOGARTY SAID, “Company coming!” The next moment he pulled Amy soundlessly into the living room, then hurried on to Mrs. Tzegeti’s room—he searched the place with a look like a hunting dog’s, then went to the corner where the big mahogany wardrobe cast its shadow. “Let’s try it here.” He pushed her against the wall. The pup crawled higher in her arms and licked her face. She felt somehow ridiculous, offended. She jerked the pup down. The pup grunted and Fogarty put a finger to his lips.


  Light, hesitating steps came into the living room. There was a long pause. Amy judged that the newcomer was a woman. She wondered if the woman were looking at the vigil light, casting its beam over the dead roses and the crucifix. Then she heard a sound which she identified as the replacing of the lid of the washing machine. A silly place to look. Amy tried to crane her neck out; Fogarty frowned at her.


  The steps went round the other room, pausing as Fogarty had done, then approached the door of the bedroom. A wild urge rose in Amy to walk out, to face whoever it was; this was silly, childish, and they were going to look cheap when they were found.


  Someone came into the room. Flattened in the shadows, Amy studied the figure which stood with its back to them. There was a tantalizing familiarity to the slight neat form, the skirt and jacket of smoky wool, the gold suède gloves, the shining bright hair.


  The woman went to the heap of bedding and bent over it, then kicked the mattress stuffing with her high-heeled pump. The golden hair swung past her face; she brushed at it, and Amy had a glimpse of profile. This was Mr. Cunninghan’s secretary, the girl who matched herself to his soft-black-and-gold color scheme. In this shabby grim room she was curiously a cipher, something removed from the context which gave it meaning. She kicked again at the lumpy stuff which had come out of the wrecked mattress; her movement was purposeless, desultory. Either she hadn’t made up her mind where to begin or she was here in idle curiosity, looking the place over. She went to the bed and tugged up the flattened remains of the mattress and peered down through the springs. Then she dusted off the gold gloves by brushing her hands together. She inspected her clothes as if suspicious that there might be dust on them too.


  She hadn’t an appetite for the job at hand, Amy decided. Or her instructions had not been explicit, and she was to make up her mind as to a course of action. Had Cunninghan sent her here to search for Tzegeti’s diary? Amy frowned to herself. The girl’s position in the office had seemed that of a robotlike subordinate. For this job, Neece, with his smooth manners, his ability to carry off a situation pleasantly, would seem a more logical choice.


  The girl walked over to the window beside the bed and stood looking out, tapping one toe. The pup squirmed and wiggled in Amy’s arms; she was sure that shortly there would be some noise from him and that Cunninghan’s secretary would turn around and see them, stiff as scarecrows in the shadowy corner. Amy’s cheeks burned in anticipation.


  Then she forgot the expected embarrassment in her interest at what the girl was doing.


  The girl had sat down on the edge of the bed, on the rim of the gutted mattress, and was taking off her shoes.


  When the gold pumps were off, she put them neatly side by side on the floor. Her right side was toward them now, and more of her profile. Her expression seemed placid and concentrated. She paused now to jerk off the gloves; she tucked them into one of the shoes. The shoes were the containers necessary for them, her attitude indicated, a place safe from the soil of this dim house. Then her hands went to the hem of her skirt, pulling it up. She began to unfasten her garters.


  There was something crazy about the scene—like a charade, Amy thought, before you guess its meaning. She wanted to rub her eyes, to drive away the crazy vision of the immaculate girl undressing herself on the edge of a Polack four-poster. She needed to pinch herself, to make sure that this was real. Beside her Fogarty drew a breath between his teeth, almost a whistle. Well, no doubt he was interested in the view. Amy didn’t look at him, but she imagined the wise green eyes, the cynical expression around his mouth.


  The girl on the bed lifted the hose, letting them hang in the light from the window, inspecting them. They seemed cobweb things, frail, gossamer, but something about them seemed to displease Cunninghan’s secretary. She dropped them into the lap of her skirt and ran her hand into one, examining it critically. Or rather, Amy surmised, she studied her hand through the silk. The procedure made no more sense than the rest of the incident.


  With an air of final decision, the girl opened her suède bag on the bed and drew out a nail file. Then she held one of the stockings taut between her pressed knees and her free hand, and jabbed at it with the file. There was no sound in the room and no movement beyond that of the girl, jabbing and jabbing at the thin silk.


  When the stocking seemed sufficiently torn, the girl put it to her face and appeared to fit the hole over her eye. This seemed the final insanity. The girl was nuts. No man of Cunninghan’s shrewdness would have sent her here to indulge in such shenanigans.


  Against her arm, Amy felt Fogarty shudder.


  It surprised her, a reaction having as little connection with common sense as the scene before them. She stole a sidewise look, expecting that the motion she’d felt had been involuntary, a release from tension, and that she’d find him gazing avidly at the girl. Instead, his eyes met hers. He seemed washed-out, his face unnaturally white, the freckles enormous. His tongue stole out to lick his lips. Amy realized then that he wasn’t seeing her, that she was part of a vacuum into which he looked while his mind painted other pictures.


  The girl on the bed laid aside the stocking she had damaged. She took her gloves out of the shoes and slipped the shoes on her feet. She stood up, the gloves and the two stockings in her fingers, and walked to the heap of bedding. She laid the damaged stocking on the fold of a blanket, then kicked a pillow sidewise to cover it. Then she walked out of the room.


  Her steps went on, fading through the house to the back door. The door opened and closed; the latch clicked.


  “Of all the—” Amy had her mouth open; Fogarty put a hand over it.


  “Be quiet!”


  She waited to listen. There was no sound anywhere. “Don’t you think she came alone?”


  “Yes.” He was moving out of the corner. He went over to the heap of bedding and looked at it without touching it. “Who was she?”


  “Cunninghan’s secretary. I saw her in his office.”


  “Do you know her name?” Fogarty was chewing his lip. The pallor stayed in his face like the reflection of shock.


  Amy searched back through her visit to Cunninghan’s office. He hadn’t spoken to his secretary in her hearing. “No, I didn’t get it.”


  “Was she in on the conference?”


  “No. Only Neece was there.”


  He circled the heap of bedding as if it were a bomb, and walked over to the window and looked out as the girl had done, and as if he were trying to re-create some train of thought she might have had. He turned again. “Did Cunninghan seem exceptionally friendly with her—anything beyond a mere business relationship?”


  Amy shook her head. The pup was struggling to get down; she put him on the floor. He ran for the bedding and Fogarty was after him in a single jump, scooping him up. Amy said, “There was just one thing that struck me about that secretary. She’d made herself as nearly anonymous as she could get. Her clothes and hair match Cunninghan’s decorating scheme. You all but lost her when she got away a little.”


  “How?”


  “Dusty black and gold—that’s what Cunninghan has on the walls, and the furniture, and the curtains. She matches it. She’s like a leopard in spotty shadows.” The comparison surprised Amy, its aptness; there was indeed something very quietly catlike about Cunninghan’s girl.


  Fogarty listened to her, but at the same time his thoughts were obviously working furiously elsewhere. Amy studied him. He must know that girl, she thought; he’s seen her somewhere, connected her with some other part of the case. That senseless business with the stocking couldn’t account for the impression she got from Fogarty, a stunned astonishment.


  She wondered if he could have run into the secretary, working late, when he had gone to try to break into Cunninghan’s office—provided he’d really intended such an expedition and hadn’t just been planting the idea of a burglary in her own head. “If you went to Cunninghan’s office——”


  “I didn’t get in.” He flung it at her, cutting off words.


  “I thought you might have seen her there.”


  He shook his head.


  “Why should she leave that ripped stocking here?”


  All expression washed out of his face. He stroked the pup, let the little teeth nibble a finger. Amy bent above the heap of bedding and reached down a hand, and Fogarty moved, quickly, as he had done when the pup had run loose—his grip closed over Amy’s wrist. “Let it alone.”


  “What does it mean?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  “Yes, you are.” She backed away from him, so that he had to let go. “You’re keeping a secret.”


  For an instant an ironic humor bubbled under the blankness in his face. “We’ll keep our little secrets, you and I, together. Shall we?”


  “If you wish.” She took the pup out of his arms and tucked it into the curve of her elbow and went into the other room. Fogarty came after; she saw how his eyes searched the place with a stubborn, anxious look. He still wanted that journal of Tzegeti’s, still had hopes of getting it. But, Amy reflected, if Mrs. Tzegeti’s words had referred to a drawer pull or the handle to a cupboard, the book was gone. Someone had been here in the night, had searched ruthlessly.


  There was no use waiting. She walked to the door.


  “Don’t come back here, Mrs. Luttrell,” Fogarty said suddenly.


  She looked back at him. “Are you advising me, or telling me?”


  His mouth got tough, and she sensed that there were some rude things he would like to say. But he didn’t answer; he asked, “What are you going to do about the kid, the Tzegeti kid?”


  “Nothing.” She wouldn’t tell him any plans she had. She opened the door. “She’s a nice child, a gentle and bewildered little girl. You might give her a break if you write anything about her mother. She thinks her mother couldn’t have killed herself.”


  “What do you think?” It was a dare, a jeer.


  “I was with Mrs. Tzegeti for a while before she lost consciousness. If someone had murdered her, had forced her to take the poison, I think she would have talked about it.”


  “Tzegeti didn’t talk.”


  Through Amy’s mind rushed the things Robert Luttrell had said about the trial, about Tzegeti’s strange silence, the stubbornly empty attitude he held toward his own fate. There had been a clamp put on him somehow. Nothing in his attitude had given a clue to self-destruction, and he had known what was happening to him.


  But Amy wouldn’t let Fogarty see indecision in her face. “She could hardly have been forced to drink such a brew. Only a great determination to die could have enabled her to endure such pain.”


  “Or a great desire to protect someone else,” Fogarty added.


  “There’s no one left but the child,” Amy said.


  “Yeah. We’ll see how she makes out.” Fogarty began to light a cigarette, and Amy sensed the dare in his manner, still there, egging her on into telling him what he wanted to know. So that he could break the case, make a scoop, write it up, hog the glory . . . He was pretty transparent, for all his toughness.


  “The police are taking care of Elizabeth.”


  “They were taking care of her father,” said Fogarty, an imp in his tone. “Let’s hope they do a better job this time.”


  She shook with the fury that ran through her veins. Words marched in her mind, a reminder that Robert Luttrell had died on the job rather than give up his prisoner. Probably some of it showed on her face. Fogarty seemed to steel himself, to settle some inner equilibrium that had threatened to upset. “Well,” said Amy, “let’s hope they live through it.” She went out of the house and found her car and went home.


  A big shiny gray sedan sat by the curb in front of the house. Amy took a second look and decided that it was the chief’s car, his private car, not the one with the city shield on the door. Two women sat in it. They wore summer print dresses with white lacy collars, and little hats full of veiling and flowers. Both were around fifty. When they saw Amy pull into the driveway, they got out of the car, straightened their skirts, and walked over to the front porch to wait for her. They were smiling identical little smiles—softly commiserating, oozing sympathy. Amy felt a great desire to be rude to them.


  She came to the front steps and put the pup down. He promptly went to the bathroom on the cement, making a small stream which caused one of the matrons to move. Amy said, “Can I do something for you ladies?” She took out her keys and dangled them.


  The woman in the pink print dress said, “Oh, now, Mrs. Luttrell—you remember me. I’m the chief’s wife. Mrs. Barr. We met at the Auxiliary Tea a couple of years ago. You were just married.”


  “How do you do?” Amy said, pretending not to recall it. She let her glance settle on the one in blue.


  “And this is Mrs. Poggett,” said the chief’s wife. The other woman held out a hand encased in a snow-white linen glove. The name was familiar to Amy. Poggett was high on the force. “We’ve been here a couple of times before, and you weren’t home. We were worried about you.” The tone implied that Amy, if she were decent, would have been at home nursing her grief.


  “I’ve had a great deal to do,” said Amy in a voice like steel. The eyes in the nicely powdered face flickered, so she knew that the chief had talked about her behavior and that it was disapproved of.


  But the chief’s wife was determined to be a lady. “Of course you have. There is always so much to attend to. We were wondering if you might spare us just a moment or two of your time?”


  “Come in.” Amy unlocked the door and took them inside and sat them down. She went off to the kitchen to feed the pup, leaving them to stare at the strange bare room, the homemade rag rug, the barren walls. When she came back she offered cigarettes. Neither of them smoked, so Amy smoked to be different. She sat down and blew smoke into the air and waited. The women exchanged a glance.


  The chief’s wife started the preliminaries. “Mrs. Luttrell, please understand that I’m not trying to pry. We have no way of knowing how you’re fixed financially—of course there is the city insurance, and it will be taken care of quickly, but there may be immediate bills and expenses . . . and then there’s the question of the pension.”


  “In my case there isn’t any question of a pension. I’m young and I have a way of making a living, a perfectly satisfactory way.”


  The chief’s wife nodded as though this were the right answer. “Yes, I thought you might see that. Most of the officers’ widows who do draw it are elderly, or unemployable for some reason. Now, about little bills you might be having difficulty with now, little nagging things——”


  “There aren’t any.”


  It was abrupt, cutting Mrs. Barr off. A little color came up under the powder. “I see.”


  Now Mrs. Poggett put in her say. “Of course the Department will take care of funeral expenses. It’s understood.”


  “I don’t wish any help,” Amy said firmly.


  “The Department takes care of its own,” Mrs. Poggett reminded.


  Amy looked through them. “I figure that the Department has disowned my husband, and that he’d prefer to be buried as Robert Luttrell, private citizen.”


  They were shocked. They communicated with their eyes, distress coming out of their pores, shaking the little flowers on their hats.


  “Oh, but—but your husband died in the line of duty, on his job. An officer. He died because he was a good policeman!”


  Amy felt her lips draw back. “According to the view of the Department, he died because he was trying to make a deal for the delivery of a prisoner.”


  “That—that viewpoint has been discarded, I’m sure!” Mrs. Barr cried. She fanned herself with the edge of her collar.


  “And what’s taken its place? An idiotic idea that Robert was stalling, hemming and hawing, beating around the bush and waiting for someone to come along and help? Nuts. Robert had no illusions about the kind of people who would be after Tzegeti. With one instant’s warning he’d have had his gun out, blasting them down, chewing them into the floor with a rain of lead.” The enraged words filled the room, echoing on the bare walls; Mrs. Barr moved as if to cover her ears for a moment, and Mrs. Poggett choked on a swallow.


  After a moment they regained their composure. “We came here to offer our sympathy,” Mrs. Poggett stuttered.


  “Do you think I need it?”


  She was crouched on her chair. The ferocity on her face must have frightened the two mild ladies; they moved slightly nearer each other on the divan.


  The pup wandered in from the kitchen and squatted to make another puddle. “Excuse me,” Amy said. “I have to attend to the floor before it soaks in.” She went out into the kitchen for a cloth. She put the pup in his box. He was going to be a devil to train. When she came back, the two ladies were standing beside the door. There was more that the chief’s wife wanted to say. Amy saw reproofs, already worded, behind her eyes. But she must have sensed that Amy was not in the mood to listen.


  When they had gone, Amy went into the bedroom and flung herself across the bed, and waited for the tears to come. Now was the time, she thought; I can’t hold it any more. I’ve got to let go. Tomorrow . . . I can’t break up tomorrow; I have to see Robert decently buried. She beat the pillows with her clenched hands.


  But the tears didn’t come. The dry rage beat inside her skull, a drum thrummed by savages, a red light going on and off and leaving its echo behind her eyes.


  She must have slept for a short while. She woke up. It was hot now, a hot bright noontime. She thought of the car; it would be better to put it into the garage, then it wouldn’t be such an oven when she used it later to go after food. She crawled off the bed and went wearily out through the back door to the driveway.


  When she pushed up the big overhead panel, when the bright light rushed into the garage, a figure stood up from a stack of magazines in the far corner. Amy froze with surprise. Elizabeth Tzegeti tried to smile, a smile that broke at the edges, dying on her face. She took a stumbling step backward, cringing like an animal.


  Amy went into the garage and held out her arms. Elizabeth ran to her, and they clung together like the survivors of a shipwreck. It was crazy, of course; Amy’s mind kept telling her the insanity of it. The cop’s widow and the criminal’s child . . . the world would have a lot to say about it, and none of it pleasant.


  But it was nice not to be alone.


  CHAPTER TEN


  THE HOUSE was cool with shadow after the long heat of the afternoon. A breeze had blown up from the beaches, bringing a smell of the sea. Amy opened the back door and walked through to the living room, where she sat down on the divan and pulled at her gloves.


  Elizabeth had stopped in the kitchen to see about the pup. Amy could hear the crooning words, the answering whines and yelps.


  She let her head sink back against the cushion. It was over, done, finished. It was ended at last. She was really a widow now. Strange that until they had buried him, he’d still seemed half alive. She felt her face twist, her hands clench on her lap. She had let them bury him with that stain, that smut, against his reputation.


  Behind her closed eyes, faces swam—the faces of the afternoon, cold, interested, sympathetic, curious, bored, or avid. She recalled the smell of the flowers, the muted quiver of the organ, and Elizabeth’s hand in hers, a quiet touch. The child had wanted to go, though Amy thought funerals not the right place for youngsters. In a strangely adult way, Elizabeth had stood by like the family Amy no longer had. She was an odd girl, old for her years in some ways, scrupulously neat, soft-spoken, quick to sense what needed to be done.


  The back door opened and shut. The pup was being given some air, some room to scamper. He was not housebroken yet. His manners were atrocious.


  Pop Bronson had walked to the car with her as they left the cemetery. He’d taken her arm, peering in through the veil. “You know how I feel, my pet. I’m not going to try to tell you. See here, I hope you’ve given up that idea of meddling in that Schneider business.”


  “Of course I haven’t given up.”


  “He’d shaken his buffalo head, rubbed the wire-wool thatch, frowned. “You were always a sensible young one—up to now.”


  “It seems eminently sensible to me to try to clear my husband’s name.”


  “If Bob Luttrell were here, Amy, you know what he would say.”


  “If he were here, he’d be doing something about it.”


  Again a peering, worried glance. “You’re hardening, Amy. You’re getting tough, bitter.”


  The smoldering fire had leaped at his words. “Let’s just say I’m sticking to my purpose. Do you still want to go with me to Ensenada?”


  “Amy!”


  “You didn’t mean it, then. You were kidding me. You thought I was hopped up, excited for a moment, and that the feeling I had, the resentment, the determination to dig for the truth, would die away. Well, you were wrong, Pop. It hasn’t gone away. It never will.”


  The sun had shone in his pale blue eyes, the tired puzzled eyes of an old man who would rather rest than argue with an obstreperous woman. Behind them, beyond the railing of steel spikes painted black, lay the smooth green hill in which they had buried Robert Luttrell. Pop Bronson had looked back at that hill, a baffled look, as if seeking some communication with the dead. “You’re going down there?”


  “I’m going to talk to Schneider’s son if I can find him. I’ve talked to everybody else. I think I got a lot of lies. Maybe from Schneider’s son I’ll get a little bit of the truth.”


  “Well, then . . . of course I’ll go.” He seemed to make up his mind. “Sure, we’ll do it together.”


  In that moment Amy had made up her mind not to take him. It wasn’t that there was any disloyalty, any hindrance of her purpose, in Pop. It was that she sensed in him a querulous impatience; he’d want her to hurry, he’d rush things. He’d ask blunt, demanding questions, and perhaps not get the answers she needed.


  “I’ll let you know.” They were at the car now. Elizabeth had had the door open for Amy. Pop’s eye had settled on the girl.


  “There’s another thing, Amy. You’re causing some embarrassment in the Juvenile Headquarters. You can’t keep a runaway. She has to go back to them. They want her.”


  “Let them come and get her, then,” Amy said stubbornly.


  “You can’t defy the whole town!”


  “Yes I can. I can call them liars—which they are—and hypocrites, and connivers at murder, and if I’m lucky I’ll make it all stick.”


  He had put a hand under her elbow to help her into the car, an old-fashioned gesture, almost Victorian the way he did it, courtly. “The town can call names back, Amy.”


  “I don’t care what they say about me.” She tried to keep the ferocity out of her voice, but some of it got in anyway; she saw Pop Bronson flinch. “Part of it I know already. They’re saying I’m a freak because I don’t stay home to cry, to grieve about my husband. I’ve outraged their delicate sensibilities. I didn’t want to lean on them, to wallow in their sympathy, or to answer their sly questions about Robert, or to have a bunch of women calling in a steady stream, bringing pies and cakes as if I were running a pastry shop. I didn’t collapse. I didn’t let the Police Department run the funeral, nor pay for it, as if I had suddenly become a moron. I went to see the family of the man who died with my husband—as innocent as he, or I’ll eat the trial transcript—and now I’ve taken in the kid.”


  She was leaning from the car window, throwing the words into his face. He said gently, “Sometimes women who really love their husbands break down with grief, Amy. Really break down and have to let other folks take over.”


  The wheel of the car seemed white-hot under her clenched hands. “I’m not like that, Pop. Sometimes it strikes me that all this has honed me down fine, to a thin little edge. A knife’s edge, waiting for vengeance.”


  “‘Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord,’ ” Pop quoted softly. In that moment Amy almost hit him.


  She roused from the reverie. Elizabeth had come in again with the pup, had knelt with him in the middle of the floor. She had tied something around his neck like a collar. The pup was trying to get his teeth into it, bending his head, snapping at the frayed ends.


  “I made him a leash,” Elizabeth said. “He doesn’t like it. I guess he’s too young to lead, anyhow.” She began to unwind the bit of rope.


  Amy put out a hand. Her voice was suddenly tight, quick. “Let me see it.”


  Elizabeth looked up in surprise, then, after a moment, scrambled up and came over to the couch. “I found it outside by the drive.”


  “Yes. I threw it there.” Amy was staring at it. Her incredulous thoughts spun out: How it has grown. She let it drop to the cushion beside her. By no stretch of imagination could she believe that this was the same wisp of hemp that she had found strung to the doorknob. What minor insanity was going on?


  “Does it mean something?” Elizabeth’s eyes were on her face.


  “No—it’s just a scrap of old rope.”


  “It looks new.” Elizabeth reached for the thing.


  “Let it alone!”


  Elizabeth drew back her hand. A frightened expression crossed her face, and her hands twisted on her belt.


  “I didn’t mean to snap at you,” Amy said contritely. “Take the thing out and put it into the incinerator. We’ll burn it tomorrow morning with the trash. Right now we have to think about getting ourselves something to eat.” She rose from the divan, took her gloves and purse and hat into the bedroom, then came back, went into the kitchen, and tied on an apron.


  Elizabeth came in from the back yard. She watched Amy take food from the refrigerator. She had on the new dress Amy had bought for her, dark blue taffeta with an organdy collar. With a soft touch she brushed the skirt. “I’d like to help with dinner. I ought to change my dress, though. I might get something on it.”


  Amy gave her a smile. “You don’t have to help cook. You can help with the dishes afterward. That’s the job I don’t like.”


  “I’ll set the table, then.” She walked over to the cupboard, avoiding the pup, who had taken a notion to nip at her ankles. “I have other things at home, working clothes.”


  Amy remembered the mess on the floor of the smaller bedroom. She’d have to go there with Elizabeth to sort out the things which were still usable. And yet she’d rather that Elizabeth didn’t see the snarled clothes, didn’t glimpse the hint of meanness behind the dirtying of the immaculate garments. Perhaps she could make a brief trip alone, to straighten the house before the girl saw it. Mrs. Tzegeti’s bed should be put in order—as much order as was possible. At the same time she could investigate that torn stocking left by Cunninghan’s secretary, a minor puzzle as senseless as the rope that kept turning up, always lengthening a bit meanwhile.


  “We’ll arrange to go to your house soon,” Amy promised.


  “There are several things I ought to do.” Elizabeth put dishes on the table: two plates, two cups, two saucers, the salt-and-pepper shakers, the brown pot that held sugar, the pitcher of cream. “Papa’s roses will need watering. He was always so proud of them, how well they grew. And the little light under the crucifix—Mama didn’t want that to go out, ever.” She spoke seriously, reminding herself of the chores left to her by these dead people.


  Amy found herself examining the child’s words, evaluating them, as she had every remark made by Elizabeth, in the hope that there would be a clue, a hint that the child knew where her father’s mysterious journal had been hidden. But, as usual, the tone of Elizabeth’s voice, though grieving, held no secrets, no reserve. There was a matter-of-factness that couldn’t have been counterfeited.


  Amy thought of putting the question direct, but hesitated. She remembered how she had felt at the questioning of the police. She wouldn’t have Elizabeth including her in their category.


  When Elizabeth had gone to sleep Amy stole out to the car, backed it with as little sound as possible from the garage, and drove to the Tzegeti house. She didn’t have to try the keys—there were lights on and the front door was open. Mrs. Arkuto, the woman she had frightened about the phone, was working in the living room with a broom and dustpan. She had her head tied up in a blue cap. She looked grim. Amy went up the steps, rapped on the doorframe. Mrs. Arkuto straightened with a jerk, squinted against the light. “Who’s out there?”


  “I’m Mrs. Luttrell.”


  Mrs. Arkuto took another squinting look, then backed toward the door leading to the kitchen. “Don’t you come any closer.”


  “I’m sorry I had to scare you the day Mrs. Tzegeti was dying. I wanted to get help quickly for her, and Elizabeth said you wouldn’t let strangers in.”


  Mrs. Arkuto hefted the broom as a weapon. “You go away now.”


  “Elizabeth is at my house. She wants some clothes.”


  “She wouldn’t want those clothes. Anyhow, the police have them. They were here yesterday, making a secret, carrying out things inside of sheets. You’d think they’d found a hundred bodies here, the way they acted.”


  “Yesterday?” Amy clutched the doorframe, remembering the wild disorder, the shameful meanness, the evidence of rapacious haste. “When yesterday?”


  Mrs. Arkuto cocked her head to one side. “Around noontime.”


  After my visit here, Amy thought. She wondered if someone had seen her car parked before the hedge and given an alarm, perhaps identified her so that the police knew she had been here. The chief’s wife would know by now and would be remembering Amy’s brusque manners, the way she had gotten rid of the visitors, her obvious desire to be let alone. Yes, the whole town could be talking by now. She shrugged it off. “Did you talk to them?”


  “I asked them if I could get at the cleaning of the place. The girl, she won’t want to come back here to live, even if they’d let her. She’ll need to sell the place. If it’s clean, the yard tended, she’ll get a better price.”


  “She wants the roses watered.”


  Mrs. Arkuto’s eye was scornful. “I did that yesterday, before they let me get inside.”


  “You didn’t find any . . . any journal or diary, did you?”


  “A diary? You mean Mr. Tzegeti’s diary?” The tone was on guard, bristling, angry.


  “Yes.”


  “You too, huh?” Mrs. Arkuto’s mouth pursed up with disdain.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Three others—and now you. Why don’t you ask Elizabeth?”


  “I don’t think she knows.”


  “Then I don’t know, either.”


  Amy tried to make her voice placating. “Who were the others? Can you describe them?”


  For an instant she thought Mrs. Arkuto wouldn’t answer. The woman turned her back, pretended to notice some dirt on the floor, swept it carefully into the pan, then raised slowly. “Well . . . for one—a redheaded man.”


  Fogarty.


  Mrs. Arkuto examined the contents of the dustpan. Her attitude implied that Amy was hindering her at an important job. “A nice lady, very refined, smelling sweet. She said she was from the Welfare Bureau.” Mrs. Arkuto laid the broom against the wall and made a waving motion about her head. “All silver here. Her hair. Shining.”


  Mrs. Schneider.


  “And then a little man. What is the word?” Mrs. Arkuto searched her mind, frowning. “Yes, deformed. He was deformed.”


  Cunninghan.


  Why should the lawyer have come here inquiring, since Mrs. Schneider, who was his client, had done so in person? Could it be that the two did not quite trust each other, hadn’t planned a common campaign? Mrs. Schneider’s remark to Neece in the café had surely referred to the diary, Amy thought, and in her imagination she had called up the conference that must have ensued. The air of hurry could be explained by supposing that Mrs. Schneider had known, somehow, that Mrs. Tzegeti had been poisoned and was dying, that the one person who must know the whereabouts of the journal would soon be out of reach. But if Mrs. Schneider had come here independently of her hireling, Cunninghan, it could mean that she didn’t trust him to put forth his best efforts, or that some schism had come between them.


  Mrs. Arkuto swept the space under the immaculate white washing machine. “To all of them I say, I don’t know. I never heard of a journal, not from Mr. Tzegeti before he went to jail, and not afterwards from the woman. She was quiet. She kept to herself. How should I ask her about a book written by her husband, even for the lady with the silver hair?”


  “You mean—she came to you before Mrs. Tzegeti died?”


  “Oh yes. A long time ago. She was the first, and I had forgotten her until this other one came, the little man, the deformed one.”


  “What about the redheaded man?”


  “He came last night.”


  Amy glanced around the place. Mrs. Arkuto had brushed and dusted; either she or the police had removed all traces of the havoc Amy had seen here. “Did you get a glimpse of anything the police took away?”


  The woman shook her head. “They told me not to talk, either. But I have nothing to talk about. I can think, to myself”—she tapped her forehead grimly—“I can think that Mrs. Tzegeti wouldn’t take a thing to kill her, and I can believe that maybe Mr. Tzegeti didn’t do what they said he did to the man Schneider. But know?” She shrugged, her lips tight. “I know nothing except they seemed like good people. And the child, the little girl, she was always neat and loving.”


  Amy looked at the bare room. Mrs. Arkuto had put a fresh candle in the vigil light. The crucifix and other ornaments were free of dust.


  In this little house three people had lived, the three Tzegetis. It must have been a simple existence. There would have been much to draw them together, to keep them close. Barriers shut them in, the wall of language, of custom, of habit. Here they had been united, sure of each other, certain of love and understanding and help. The one incongruous note was the large white washing machine. It stood there like an intruder, baldly utilitarian, streamlined, glistening with newness. Amy studied it curiously. She wondered if Mr. Tzegeti had bought it before he went away, an initiation for the woman and the girl into the world of modern American gadgets they must learn to need and to use.


  “When did they get that?” She indicated the machine to Mrs. Arkuto.


  The woman looked at it indifferently. “I don’t know. A long time, months, maybe. He bought it.”


  Amy thought, I was right. He was trying to Americanize the woman and the child in the direct, practical way a man would. He was teaching them to use the products of the Great American System. He was inducting them into a more businesslike approach to life’s problems than praying under a crucifix.


  Mrs. Arkuto had been watching, had seen Amy’s glance settle on the vigil light. She set down the dustpan. “You want to say a prayer for Mrs. Tzegeti? Now?”


  Amy hesitated, feeling awkward. “Yes, I guess so.”


  “Okay.” Mrs. Arkuto flopped down on her knees. She somehow made Amy think of a cow, folding its legs under, careful of its large carcass. She crossed herself, bowing her head.


  Amy knelt, a little more slowly and with less practice.


  How do you ask God to give you vengeance?


  In this house, where bumbling but decent people had lived whose faith had given them no protection against the rottenness of the world, how did you beg revenge? Did you receive the grant of your eventual success as a sword through your soul, as a fire behind your eyes, or as a vision of Mrs. Tzegeti in convulsions on a bed straight out of a Polish garret?


  Amy’s nails bit into her palms. There was sweat on her face, stinging her skin; and under her ribs her heart thudded. Hatred welled in her brain, a blind flood bitter as hemlock.


  Mrs. Arkuto crossed herself and stood up. “For her I have said many prayers. I will say many more.”


  Amy’s mouth was dry, her brain burning. She thought of her husband, of the Tzegetis, dead together in this strange mixed-up business; but the thought had no emotion in it. Memories were pale, they had no ghost of the power behind the drive that scorched her. “I’ll find whoever it was.” She got slowly to her feet. “Somehow, I’ll find him.”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  THE FOG blew about them. The air was cold and tasted of the sea. In the vacant lots the weeds were frosted with moisture, and here and there a dead cobweb seemed strung with diamonds. Amy stopped on the driveway to pull Elizabeth’s coat close and to button its collar. The pup made diving motions at a clod.


  Elizabeth asked anxiously, “When we return from Mexico and come to the border, will they let me in?”


  Amy said, “I suppose they might have to drag out some red tape if they knew the truth. They wouldn’t keep you out, but there might be a delay. We’ll just lie to them. When the officer asks what state you were born in, say California.” She paused, frowning. “No—wait. It’s a long word. You might betray a bit of accent with it.”


  “I haven’t much accent left,” Elizabeth pointed out.


  “No, but some. And border officials have to be quick and suspicious. Let’s see. Try saying, ‘Maine.’ ”


  “Maine . . . Maine,” Elizabeth repeated glibly.


  “You’re fine.” To herself Amy thought, I’ve made a passing somewhere, over some invisible line; I used to be so damned conscientious, so unnecessarily honest. Now I don’t care. I just want results—quick.


  “Won’t they ask for our papers?”


  “They never did, on trips I made to Tijuana.” Elizabeth separated the garage key from the others and walked over to the door. Then she heard the car behind them in the street, the slow tires on the gravel in the unfinished gutter. A door slammed. Amy waited, aware that Elizabeth had moved close to her and remembering, as she was apt to at odd moments, the nagging idiocy of the bit of rope.


  Mrs. Schneider came into view out of the fog, walking up the driveway, her eyes on Amy and the girl. She had on a gray squirrel coat, luxuriously full and soft, gray pumps with silver buckles, a large gray suède handbag swung by a strap from her shoulder, gray gloves that wrinkled into cuffs at her wrists. Her silver hair was brushed high, its rolls and puffs touched by the fog. She looked very much the duchess, Amy thought—straight, tall, imperious. But the early light was unkind to her face. Under the careful makeup were the ravages of time. Her eye sockets were deep, hollow, and the skin was puckered with tension. She smiled at them. It was not a very natural or appealing smile; she seemed to slip it on over her real expression as she might a mask. “Hello.”


  Amy said, “Good morning, Mrs. Schneider.”


  The woman looked at the girl, and Amy introduced them.


  “This is Tzegeti’s child?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “How do you do, my dear?” Mrs. Schneider held out a hand and made a ceremony of the greeting. Amy wondered if she had read somewhere that the way to impress a child favorably is to treat him like a grownup. “I’m very pleased to meet you.”


  Elizabeth said nothing. It was a curious lack in the child’s manners. In all ways she had been courteous and outgoing. But she had drawn away from Mrs. Schneider.


  “We were just leaving,” Amy said, hoping to avoid going back in the house.


  Mrs. Schneider brushed back a glove and glanced at her watch. There was a brief sparkle of diamonds. “I won’t keep you but a moment.” Her glance grew level, direct. “I understand that you intend going to Ensenada to see my husband’s son.”


  Amy felt a flash of impatient anger, and then checked it—Pop Bronson had too many friends, too many visitors, and the natural garrulity of an old man. People went to him for information—as she had done. She could hardly have expected him to keep her affairs a secret. “And you came to say—what?”


  “Don’t go. Save yourself a bit of useless trouble.”


  “Useless? How?”


  “Raoul Schneider was but barely acquainted with his father. He knows nothing of the murder case, of Tzegeti’s trial. I doubt if he even has heard of the events on that train. He lives as his mother and her people have always lived. A Mexican peon. You won’t get anything of value from him.”


  “Still,” said Amy, meeting her eye, “I’d like to have a go at it.”


  Mrs. Schneider smoothed the cuff of the glove where she had displaced it. “There are other and more rewarding lines that you might follow. I understand from Mr. Cunninghan that you visited him and saw the material Vernon had collected. You might have doubted the validity of the confession——” Her eyes swept over the child’s bent head; an uneasy tension flickered behind her watchful attitude. She was wondering if the girl had understood, Amy thought.


  “I reserved any opinion,” Amy threw into the pause.


  “Of course. But now we may be on the trail of a much more convincing piece of evidence.” She stopped again; her eyes took on a sudden glitter. “I don’t know how much of the gossip concerning the case has reached you. The item I mention was only talked about at the trial—never produced.”


  Amy tried to keep her face blank. Mrs. Schneider was, of course, talking about the journal. She was coming out into the open about it, acknowledging her interest in it, her determination to possess it.


  Amy hesitated over her reply. How much was she supposed to know? If the Arkuto woman had talked to anyone, her own interest in Tzegeti’s diary could be common knowledge. Then she remembered Fogarty’s remarks, that nothing concerning the journal had come out at the trial or in the newspapers. He had seemed sure that the existence of such a diary was known to just a few.


  She remembered, too, that Mrs. Schneider had been strangely excited at about the time Mrs. Tzegeti must have taken her fatal dose of poison. Could this woman have been the mysterious visitor Elizabeth had mentioned? Could she have frightened Mrs. Tzegeti into committing suicide?


  Or had she, perhaps, an even stronger role in that strange tragedy?


  “It is rumored that the murderer kept an account of his doings,” Mrs. Schneider said in a strong, firm tone. “This is what we want, what is needed to complete the story, to tear away the mystery and reveal Tzegeti’s companions. You will know the secret of what happened on that train, Mrs. Luttrell, when you find the book left by the man who killed my husband.” Again her glance flickered over the girl, and again there was that air of fixity, of watchful menace. Elizabeth seemed oblivious to the woman’s stare, though Amy could not be sure—the pup was worrying a shoestring and Elizabeth was chiding him.


  A lot of thoughts rushed through Amy’s mind, not all connected or coherent. She tried to analyze Mrs. Schneider’s motives in coming here now; there was either a compelling reason why she shouldn’t be allowed to meet Schneider’s son, Amy decided, or Mrs. Schneider actually hoped that she knew the whereabouts of the journal.


  “Since you have the child here——” The rest of the sentence Mrs. Schneider communicated with her eyes.


  “I’m rather in a hurry on a lot of things,” said Amy, “but not that. I won’t play Gestapo.”


  “Tactful questioning might save you a good deal of trouble.”


  “I’m surprised that you should be concerned as to how I waste my time.” Mentally, Amy added: You’ve let the mask slip, Duchess. The vulture is showing a bit around the edges. You’re the one the police would have picked up for your husband’s murder if Tzegeti hadn’t been so close at hand. And you’re the one who collected a fat wad of insurance, who now owns the Picardy Club, and whose sudden widowhood might not have arrived any too soon in view of Schneider’s renewed interest in his son.


  “I don’t wish to argue with you.” Mrs. Schneider glanced at her watch again. “Don’t let affection blind you, nor pity sway your judgment. If the information is at hand, as I believe it is”—a sidewise sweep of the eyes, quick as an arrow; the face took on a stony cast—“you’d be quite foolish not to have it. You can play with your judgment, delay, put off definite action too long. It isn’t always true, you know, that if given enough rope the guilty will hang themselves.”


  Her words died and there was strange silence. The fog touched Amy’s face wetly, the sea-smell swimming with it into her lungs, a wet salt odor. “Enough rope? Is that what you said?”


  Mrs. Schneider rubbed her smooth gloved hands together, made an idle peaked roof with her finger tips, sighed. “It’s a figure of speech.”


  “You’re not thinking of any particular rope?”


  The calm face didn’t alter. “I don’t understand.”


  “Let it go. If I did locate the journal, what would you have me do with it?”


  Mrs. Schneider’s gaze crept toward Amy’s house. It was a weighing look. Amy got the impression that Mrs. Schneider was somehow reading off the shingles the amount of the down payment, the monthly tariff, and even studying the bare walls inside, the monastic plainness, the homemade rug she’d saved rags for, the desert picture they’d coveted and never bought. “Of course,” Mrs. Schneider decided, “you could turn the diary over to the police.”


  Amy felt a savage impulse to egg her on. “Such a book might be of more use, though, in other hands.”


  “I think that’s quite possible.” The tone was frank, casual; only the eyes were full of meaning. “Once buried in official files, it couldn’t do anyone any good.”


  “Are you prepared to make an offer?”


  Mrs. Schneider’s face twitched as though Amy had stepped on her toes. “Of course such important evidence couldn’t just be sold to the highest bidder!”


  Amy appeared surprised. “Couldn’t it?”


  There was a pause while Mrs. Schneider made up her mind not to be too indignant. “When the stakes get too high, there’s the danger of losing everything. We’ll need the Tzegeti journal to fill out our other evidence. You can be sure we’ll be entirely fair with you.” She swept the house with another glance, and Amy felt Persian rugs grow on its floors, the mortgage shrivel to ash, the sickly lawns turn lush with flowers. Money could do a lot of things. Right now it was trying to buy Tzegeti’s diary.


  “I’ll think about it,” Amy said, her tone dismissing.


  Still Mrs. Schneider lingered. “I think you should know—there is some talk going round about your having the girl here.”


  “Oh yes. I’m sure there is.”


  “If you feel attracted to the child, if you want to keep her, go to see Mr. Cunninghan. He’ll advise you what to do.”


  “I was wondering——”


  “Yes?”


  “—if he had told you to come here this morning.”


  Mrs. Schneider’s laugh was genuine. “I came on an impulse. He doesn’t approve of impulses. Probably his idea of locating the book I mentioned would be to serve a writ of some sort on anyone who might have possession of it.” She half turned. “Come and see me soon.” She walked away, still very much a duchess. The soft coat rippled as she walked, shining with a frost of droplets.


  Elizabeth was standing by the garage door. “What did she want?”


  Amy fitted the key into the padlock. “She was trying to find out if I had your father’s diary.”


  “Father’s book?” The words echoed a complete surprise. “Why should she care where it is?”


  “Perhaps she thinks he wrote something about her in it.” She took a look at Elizabeth. The child’s face was sober, guarded, a lot of thought in the eyes. “Or about what happened at the club the night her husband was killed.”


  “I don’t think he could have put that in,” Elizabeth said seriously. She helped push up the garage door, cornered the scampering pup and held him, stood aside to let Amy back the car. But Amy hesitated. Elizabeth saw her curiosity and said, “I remember the book. Father wrote in it sometimes in the mornings, before he went on the job. I remember one day that it was lying on the breakfast table—my mother had cleared the dishes, and Father had taken down the ink out of the cupboard—and Father put his hand on the book and said, ‘In here is the truth.’ He sounded—somehow—a little anxious, as if we might not believe. But I never did see what he had written. Mother did, I think, but I didn’t.”


  “Do you know where it is now?”


  Elizabeth shook her head. “No. I didn’t see it again after Father was arrested.”


  “What sort of book is it? What does it look like?”


  “Oh . . . about so big——” Elizabeth shifted the pup, made a rectangle with her fingers. “About an inch thick. Black covers, the pages edged with red. He bought it at the dime store.” The pup licked her in the face; she rubbed the spot and giggled.


  “Did your mother ever talk to you about it?”


  “I asked her once where it was. Mrs. Arkuto thought I should try to find out. Mother said it was gone, burned up or thrown away, she’d forgotten which. I was to tell Mrs. Arkuto. I don’t think Mrs. Arkuto believed it.”


  No, Amy thought wryly, Mrs. Arkuto hadn’t believed—this explained the overneighborly solicitude with the appearance of the Tzegeti house. It brought back the memory of Mrs. Arkuto in her dust cap, wielding a broom. Sweeping in odd corners—the odder the better. No nook was left unexplored in that house. Probably Mrs. Arkuto had heard the siren song, big money wanting the Tzegeti diary. Well, at least the prayer had been real, Amy thought; it was like that earthy peasant to be praying over the Tzegetis while she rooted out their secret.


  The book had been hidden—somewhere. She had the clue, the fevered whisper given up by Mrs. Tzegeti when death must have stared into her face—— The little handle . . .


  The little handle—to what?


  She was tempted to ask the child and then bit back the words. Truly Elizabeth didn’t know. She’d been kept from knowing. There was planning and care behind that ignorance. It made a shield for the child. In the days when Tzegeti had sat in court, the lonely nights in jail, the hours of waiting and despair that had gone on in the little house in his absence, no word had been spoken to indicate the whereabouts of the diary. If it came to light, it wouldn’t happen because Elizabeth was threatened and afraid. There was no way that danger could make her talk. And, Amy thought, I’d be a fool to endanger that careful planning. I’ll figure the thing out on my own.


  Elizabeth locked the garage and got in beside her, and they were off to Ensenada.


  In the early afternoon they rounded the promontory and looked at the wide waters of the Bay of All Saints, and the small town crooked in an elbow of the shore. It was sunny here and there was a brisk wind off the sea. Sailboats bobbed in the sun’s glare, and a Mexican coast guard cutter lay at anchor off the pier, like a hen watching her chicks. Amy guided the car down the causeway shut in by the fish canneries to the main street of the town.


  Elizabeth was on the edge of the seat, hugging the pup. “Is it Ensenada?”


  “This is it. Not very big. Interesting, though. I spent a week here a couple of years ago.” Amy’s mind closed down, shutting out the memory of the honeymoon she’d had with Robert Luttrell. There was no time now for softness, for reverie. “It’s sort of border-town in a lot of ways, like Tijuana—only more relaxed, friendly; and you get a flavor, sometimes, of the real Mexico.” She began to read street signs.


  They turned left and began to climb the hill. Elizabeth was looking back and below. “There’s a huge big place down there, a regular palace.”


  “It was built for a gambling casino. Then the Mexican government changed a few laws. Now only the hotel section is kept running.” The Avenida del Toros had turned into a dusty track. Beyond a clump of castor-bean trees a small house stood in shadow. Amy braked to a stop. “You wait here. I’ll go and read the number on the house. You can let the pup out if you want.”


  “He needs to go,” Elizabeth said seriously, “or he’ll forget what we’ve taught him.”


  “I doubt if he knows what it’s all about,” Amy replied cynically. “I think he’s just as surprised as anybody, when it happens.”


  Elizabeth crooned over the dog. “He’ll learn. Wait and see.”


  Amy crossed the rutted street, passed the clump of dusty castor beans, and entered the yard. A low wall of stones, fitted haphazardly and without mortar, enclosed a square of barren earth. The steps and the porch were cement, badly cracked. The house was a box, tan stucco, and it hadn’t been painted for a long while. The whole place looked desolate, neglected. But the numbers over the door corresponded to those on the address Pop Bronson had given her. Amy went up to the front door and knocked.


  The door opened at once. A small, dark Mexican woman looked out at Amy. She was about sixty. There was a lot of white in the hair pulled back smoothly over her ears. She wore a silver crucifix on a chain around her neck; it lay on the bosom of the stiff black dress. “Si, señora? What do you wish?”


  “I came to see Raoul Schneider.”


  “He isn’t here. He is at work at the hotel.”


  “When will he be home?”


  The black eyes settled beyond Amy; the passive face might have been an Indian mask. “What is it you wish to see him about, señora?”


  “His father.”


  The woman seemed to study her without actually looking at her. “You have come from Señora Schneider?”


  “No.”


  “He will be here at dinnertime.”


  Amy hazarded, “Six o’clock?”


  The woman nodded, began to withdraw, to shut the door.


  “Is he at the big hotel? The Pacifico?”


  There was a slight polite smile that admitted nothing. The door went shut with a click. Amy sensed that the woman waited, a foot or so away, to listen for her departure. Amy went over to the edge of the porch and looked at the view without actually seeing it. She was tired from the long drive, keyed up at the expectation of meeting Schneider’s son. She had questions to ask, and she was being thwarted by a small mummy in black serge.


  She went back to the door and pounded on it. Just as promptly as before, it opened and the wrinkled face looked out.


  “I want to see Raoul Schneider now. Not mañana, and not at six o’clock. Right now.” She showed the little old woman the watch on her wrist, and the jet-black eyes peered at it with interest. “Do you understand?”


  “You are in a hurry, señora.” The tone implied that this was a sickness suffered by americanos to their detriment, an affliction to be pitied.


  “Very much so.”


  “Ask for my nephew at the desk of the Pacifico, then. He’s a bookkeeper at the hotel.”


  A bookkeeper, Amy thought—quite a jump from the barefooted peon Mrs. Schneider’s description had conjured up.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  THE LOBBY stretched away under about a half acre of rugs, a big quiet room with a beamed ceiling, some couches, a couple of grand pianos; it had, Amy thought, the look of having had a lot of money spent on it years ago, and then the long mellowing of scrupulous care. The desk was up a couple of stairs to the right, in an alcove that led into a hall. She left the girl and the pup at the door and walked over to inquire for Schneider. The man behind the desk gave her a polite smile. She stated her errand.


  The man nodded. “I will see if he’s free. Your name, señora?”


  “Amy Luttrell.”


  “Just a moment, please.” He went away down the hall and turned a corner. Amy examined the big room, testing her memory. At its other end there would be passages leading to the ballroom, the café, the outdoor coffee shop, and then farther on the vast section that had been built for the casino, great rooms all carpeted, lavishly decorated, hung with chandeliers—and utterly empty. She turned back to meet the gaze of the clerk.


  “Mr. Schneider will be here in a couple of minutes. Would you care to sit down?” He indicated the scattered chairs and couches.


  She went over to where Elizabeth stood. “I’ll have to park you and the pup somewhere safe—I mean, safe for the floors. There’s a terrace outside those windows, some little tables and benches. Suppose you have some chocolate while I’m busy.” She gave Elizabeth some money.


  “I’m still sort of full of tacos from Tijuana.”


  “Take your time.” She gave the girl a pat, sent her off to the other end of the lobby, the passage that led outside.


  A tall man in a gray suit came out of the hall and stood by the desk, and glanced around. He wore rimless glasses and there was an air about him as though he’d been shut up in a dim place, like a monk.


  After a moment of peering he spotted Amy and walked over. “Mrs. Luttrell? I’m Raoul Schneider.” He held out his hand. His flesh had a cold, clean feel to it; she sensed that he’d just washed—scrubbed off ink, perhaps. “May I offer my sympathy in regards to your husband?”


  Surprise obliterated the careful approach she’d planned. “You—know?”


  “Yes, of course. Your husband was the officer who died along with Tzegeti, in the train. I think I heard that his funeral was yesterday.”


  “Since you know all that,” Amy said a trifle stiffly, “you might guess my errand here with you.”


  He reached a finger tip behind one of the lenses and rubbed his eyelid as if to relieve the tension brought on by close work. He was as far from the image created by Mrs. Schneider as it was possible to be. He was young, but his youth was masked by a bookish, almost professorish manner. The impression he gave was of courteous shyness. “I think we might find a more private place for our conversation.” He touched Amy’s elbow. They crossed the lobby. “Down this way. There are some vacant rooms. No one comes here.”


  She and Robert Luttrell had once explored this Arabian Nights palace, as empty as if the court one expected to find here had been swept away by the machinations of the Grand Vizier. But she didn’t tell this to Raoul Schneider. She turned her mind from memories to present company. Schneider had just a touch of accent, of Spanish rhythm, in his speech. He’d spoken English for a long while, though. Schneider had been interested in his son only recently, Amy remembered. But perhaps the son had been interested in the father—enough to learn that other language, to perfect its use.


  Schneider turned. “In here, I think. Would you like a table near the door? I can bring a drink from the other bar, if you’d care for it.”


  The place had been decorated and furnished most elaborately as a cocktail lounge. Now it was empty, all liquor long removed. The light was soft, the long bar dimly shining. It seemed to Amy that in another moment customers would be strolling in, that a bartender would appear, that the cheerful clink of glasses, the murmur of conversation, would break the silence. But she remembered, from that time two years ago—there would never be anyone here until the ban against the casino was lifted by the government.


  “Would you care for a drink?” Raoul Schneider seemed eager to please, to be friends.


  She hesitated. “You’re on duty, I presume.”


  “No one will mind if I have a tequila with you.”


  “Something with scotch in it would taste good.”


  He went away, and came back shortly with two drinks on a small tray. The tequila he took straight, with a taste of lemon and salt, and remembering its strength, Amy flinched inwardly. Her own drink was excellent. She looked up to find Raoul Schneider’s eyes on her.


  “I would like to ask a question,” he said. “Did your husband believe that Tzegeti murdered my father?”


  She hadn’t come to be interrogated. But the way to get the truth, surely, was to give it. “No, he didn’t.”


  “What part of the evidence against Tzegeti didn’t he trust?”


  “None of it. He said that if Tzegeti had made any fight at all, he’d have been freed, or at least had a lesser sentence.”


  “Was there any official suspicion of someone else?” Behind the lenses, Raoul Schneider’s eyes had grown fixed, watchful. This answer was important to him.


  “I believe that as far as motive went, Mrs. Schneider would have been an obvious suspect.”


  “Did your husband believe she might be guilty?”


  “He didn’t say. He was always puzzled by Tzegeti’s attitude, by the man’s unwillingness to fight for his life, to answer the questions that might have saved him.”


  “I am greatly in the dark,” said Raoul Schneider, taking a sip of the fiery tequila, “as to why your husband had to die. Do you think he might have known something dangerous to the real murderer?”


  She shook her head. “He didn’t have any inside information, anything that the Police Department didn’t have. There are several theories going the rounds—that he was bargaining for Tzegeti’s delivery, that he was stalling until help could arrive, and so on. I knew Robert Luttrell. He wouldn’t have bargained and he wouldn’t have stalled. He was killed to hide the identity of the man on the train. The man—or the woman—who murdered Tzegeti to shut his mouth once and for all about your father’s death.”


  Raoul Schneider—gave her a quiet, searching look. Perhaps he heard the savage bitterness she tried to keep hidden. “Do you think Tzegeti might have left some secret evidence?”


  Her thoughts thudded to a stop. “What do you mean?”


  He shrugged, twirling his drink between his fingers, biting his lips absently. “I’d like to get my hands on something tangible.”


  There was something more, her hunch warned her. He was trying to draw her out.


  “I don’t know of anything tangible, if by that you mean a document,” she said firmly. The dim silent room, the cavern of the bar, Schneider waiting cool and enigmatical—this all seemed menacing suddenly, full of a meaning and a danger she couldn’t grasp. Had Schneider expected her to discuss with him the existence of Tzegeti’s diary? She clenched her hands in her lap, turning her purse this way and that. She thought of the child and the dog on the terrace, and there was uneasiness at the memory that she had sent them out there alone.


  “To be frank,” said Raoul Schneider, “I had hoped that another will might turn up somehow. I don’t think my father meant to leave everything to . . . to the woman he was married to at the time of his death.” His voice slowed, hoarsened. “I don’t suppose you know much of the background in all of this—it wasn’t in the newspapers; they just wrote up the woman as if she’d always been his wife, as if there hadn’t been anyone else.”


  “Yes, that’s true,” Amy agreed.


  “And probably there isn’t anyone in Lomena who knew my father when he was young, when he lived in Mexico.”


  She remembered Pop Bronson’s remarks. There had been a hint, there, that Pop might have known Schneider in the past, the long-ago past—or perhaps she was reading something into Pop’s words that he hadn’t put there.


  “My mother was very young when she met my father,” said Raoul. His face looked tight, hard; and his eyes behind the glasses seemed fixed on some scene out of the past. “She wasn’t the simple peon Mrs. Schneider talks about—she was convent-educated, sheltered, used to luxuries. My father married her and took her to the mining country, and there were some years of hard living, and then I was born. I have a picture of the house we lived in at that time, and it was a shack, and my mother was standing by the door, and she was barefooted. I was in her arms, and I was naked. You might think that indicated that my mother had reverted to some Indian ancestor, but you’d be wrong. She loved my father and she lived that way so that he could put all he had into his mining equipment. And I think, too, that that picture was . . . well, what you’d call a gag. Partly, it was a joke—the being barefooted, the naked baby. She was still very young, not yet twenty, and my father wasn’t much older.”


  “I know what you mean,” Amy said. “They had a lot more important things to think about than appearances.”


  “My mother died when I was six years old,” said Raoul with sudden flatness, “and I was sent to her people in Guadalajara. It was a long time before I learned where my father had gone. I saw him a couple of times when I was about eighteen. He left money for my education at the university. Then I didn’t hear from him again until last year. He was in Lomena, he owned the Picardy Club, and he was married to . . . to this woman.” He obviously hated to give Mrs. Schneider her proper name, the one his father had bestowed on her in marrying her. There had been long years, Amy sensed, when Raoul had thought of his father as unchanged, still loyal to the dead mother they had both adored. The remarriage had been a shock, a defection. Even now the young man’s tone held resentment, a hint of outrage.


  “I hope you didn’t let her see your real feelings,” Amy said, remembering the icy eyes of the duchess, the silver head held royally.


  “I’m afraid I did. I couldn’t help it. Another thing—that brother of hers. I don’t see how my father endured him. He dictated to my father, tried to run the Picardy Club, order the household, hold the reins tight on all money affairs, just as if he—and not my father—were the boss of it.”


  “I’ve met Mr. Wyse.”


  “If there was another will, a later one, giving me a part of my father’s estate,” Raoul said bitterly, “Wyse wouldn’t hesitate an instant to destroy it.”


  “There would be witnesses to such a legal document, wouldn’t there?”


  His eyes flashed behind the lenses. “That’s where I always suspected Tzegeti might have come in.”


  Silence followed his words, and there was pressure behind it. He wanted her to say something, to add something to his conjecture. Did he already know about the journal? Was he testing her in some obscure way, weighing her honesty? For a moment she was tempted to talk; then she drew back. Someone had passed in the corridor outside, a dim figure that had glanced in for a moment. There was a fugitive hint of familiarity, of a likeness she should recognize, in the woman’s face and features.


  “If Tzegeti had witnessed a will in which my father had left me some interest in his holdings, and if my father had been murdered for his wealth, or even perhaps as a result of his wanting to share with me—then Tzegeti’s subsequent death must follow as night follows day. Inevitable. He kept still out of either a hope of bribery, of eventual wealth, or some terror gnawed on him. Fear for his family . . . the revelation of some secret from his past that would have caused deportation—well, we haven’t any way of knowing now.”


  Again the strange, ringing quiet closed in. He always stopped at that one point and waited for her answer.


  She saw a way out. “If the will had been drawn, an attorney figured in the business somewhere.”


  “Cunninghan? Yes, he’d fit in nicely.”


  Amy remembered the dwarfed figure, the intense air of sincerity. What was it Fogarty had said? That the main stock in trade of a good lawyer is convincingness? But something nagged her—from Cunninghan she’d gotten a strange feeling of truth. He was a superb actor, of course. And he was Mrs. Schneider’s tool—or so everyone said.


  “What about Neece?”


  “Cunninghan’s errand boy?” Raoul laughed.


  “No, he might be more than that.”


  “The tail doesn’t wag the dog, Mrs. Luttrell.”


  “Cunninghan must depend on Neece a great deal.”


  “And you think Neece might be fooling him?” Raoul Schneider shook his head. “Cunninghan isn’t the man to be fooled by anyone. I went to him after my father’s murder. He had pretended some interest in my welfare, in seeing that I wasn’t left—as he put it—in poverty. When he found out that I suspected there had been a will leaving me most of my father’s wealth, he dropped me like a hot stone. I hadn’t actually let the fact out that I did expect a legacy, but he sensed it. He pounced on the little I let drop, and in some uncanny way he instantly surmised that I believed there had been trickery.”


  Again the figure passed in the corridor, the face turned toward the open door. Amy swung on the seat cushion. The woman gave a start, a sort of frightened shudder, and hurried away. This time Raoul Schneider had seen her too.


  “He’s had years of courtroom experience. He no doubt reads people as he would books,” Amy said, trying to cover her intense uneasiness over the peculiar behavior of the woman in the hall.


  A change had come over the man facing her. He now seemed inattentive, his thoughts elsewhere; the woman must be someone he knew, someone who was perhaps seeking him. “Yes, perhaps.”


  “And he may have expected, in advance, just such a reaction on your part.”


  “Possibly.” Raoul moved the tequila glass from one wet ring to another.


  “So that what seemed an uncanny reading of your mind was just simple legal thinking.”


  Raoul Schneider seemed far away, his face a mask covering whatever his real thoughts were. He made a design by moving the little glass twice again, three rings intertwined, a clover leaf on the shining dark table. “Mrs. Luttrell—I’m afraid I’ll have to cut our conversation off. I’d like to see you later, if you’re staying down here. Say around dinnertime?”


  “I hadn’t planned to stay. I was going to drive back at once.”


  He went on making designs, smearing the rings out and starting over. “I might have further information, if you could wait. I can’t promise anything. But there’s a chance.” His eyes stole toward the door to the hall. “And if we talked further, we might turn up something. I don’t think Tzegeti left his family completely at the mercy of the people who railroaded him to jail.”


  Amy was puzzled by Schneider’s desire to have her remain in Ensenada. He kept hinting about Tzegeti’s secret, hidden documents and evidence, and perhaps that was back of this invitation to stay until dinner—he wanted another chance to try to pry that information from her. Of course, for him, there was a great deal at stake. If another will could be found—say in Tzegeti’s hidden papers—Schneider would be a rich man. It was possible that he, and not the widow, would own the Picardy Club, the golden fountain of sucker dollars that bubbled away every night in the week, the gambling den that wasn’t legally a gambling den at all but a place where the city fathers of Lomena permitted a game of skill among not-too-skillful players.


  “Very well,”, Amy said. “I’ll stay.” They rose from the table together.


  Raoul Schneider’s glance studied the gloom beyond the door. Evidently the woman was someone important; he had to go at once. “I’ll see you here at seven.”


  He took her hand with an old-fashioned courtliness, bent over it for a moment, then hurried out. Amy walked to the other end of the long room, to a door that she judged might open in the direction of the terrace. She touched the knob and then stood quiet, not moving, letting some stuff run through her mind The woman who had peered in from the hall reminded her of another incident, a fugitive item—the appearance in her mirror of the reflection, the trick of light, or whatever it was—the thing shaped like a head made out of silk. For some reason, then, she recalled the actions of Cunninghan’s secretary as she had sat on the side of Mrs. Tzegeti’s big bed and torn holes in her stockings.


  Like the jerky unwinding of a reel of film, the scenes supplanted each other. The woman who had glanced in at them a few moments ago had had a teasing familiarity, and no wonder.


  She was Cunninghan’s black-and-gold girl. Miss Leopard. The perfect secretary who so fitted the office furnishings that she was practically a part of the wallpaper.


  Amy felt a flush of anger. She turned, recrossed the long room, and went into the corridor. When she reached the lobby she stopped, then drew back into shadow. Raoul Schneider and the girl stood over near the desk. The girl was quite close to him; he had his hands on her shoulders. As Amy watched, he bent and kissed her on the lips.


  There was no one to see it, except her. The desk clerk was fitting mail into pigeonholes. The rest of the lobby was empty.


  A trembling seized Amy, a shivering anger that ran from between her shoulder blades down into her knees, a bone-racking convulsion. She hated Schneider in that moment; she could cheerfully have killed him. It was all quite clear. He was in with Cunninghan, with Mrs. Schneider and Vernon Wyse. They’d bought him over, coached him in what he needed to say. The stuff about a missing will, about his feeling defrauded, was all an act, a fake.


  Here he was kissing Cunninghan’s secretary; and probably they were laughing together at the stupidity of Amy Luttrell.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  AT SEVEN there were lights in the bar, wall brackets casting a mellow glow, but the long disuse of the place gave it an unmistakable air of desertedness. Amy tried to analyze the impression. It was partly, she thought, a matter of odor. There hadn’t been any liquor served, any cigarettes smoked, for a long while here, and now the place smelled of varnish and wax. No good bar should smell like that. It was an odor like a museum’s, sterile and lifeless. She looked at the careful work, the carving over the bar, the paneled walls, gray wood pickled and polished, and thought of the workmen long ago who’d done such a good job, of the crowds who came briefly to admire and then vanished. It was funny, she reflected—the case had the gambling angle in Lomena, the poker parlor all legal and aboveboard, and down here in Mexico, Schneider’s son worked for a hotel whose space was half dead weight, a dream casino no longer permitted to operate.


  She walked over to the table where she and Raoul Schneider had sat earlier. Someone had removed the glasses, polished the dark wood.


  She turned at the sound of a footstep on the tile floor. Raoul had just come in. He had changed into a black suit, starched white shirt, small bow tie. He looked like a young professor on his way to a faculty dinner.


  “I’m so glad you waited,” he said, coming forward.


  “We did some sight-seeing. Then I rented a motel cabin and left my friend there to rest a bit. She’s tired. We have a dog with us. He’s quite obstreperous.” All the time she watched the man, studied his expression and his gestures. He was a fake. But Amy forced a smile.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were alone. Could your friend have dinner with us?”


  “I’m afraid not.” She waited, wondering if he would betray the fact that he knew she had Tzegeti’s child with her.


  But he seemed to accept her decision without curiosity. “I’ve chosen a place I hope you’ll like. It’s not a café in the ordinary sense, but a private home, but they do serve a most superior dinner. Mexican food. I haven’t asked yet if you like it.”


  “Oh, very much. We almost burst ourselves at Tijuana.”


  They smiled together. Amy wondered what he was thinking at that moment, whether his thoughts boiled with plans for lying and betrayal as hers did. He’d like to know if she didn’t think Tzegeti left some sort of evidence. Well, he’d get a surprising earful.


  They went out upon the terrace and crossed the grounds to the parking lot. Raoul’s car was a small coupé. He backed it, maneuvered it out into the road that led to the highway. Behind them the great hotel seemed to hang in space against the setting dark along the beach, all its lights shimmering in the touch of fog, its spires and turrets pricking the sky full of stars. Amy had been looking back at it. “It’s very beautiful.”


  “And not very profitable,” Raoul said, as if carrying in his head all the figures he’d added that day. “Of course the space devoted to the casino is dead weight. It has to be cleaned and cared for, and there’s no return.”


  “Will they ever have gambling here again, do you suppose?”


  He shrugged, a typically Latin gesture. “Who knows? It’s a matter of politics. People gamble anyway. It’s just up to the current governments, everywhere, as to whether they do it in the open or in secret.”


  “Had your father owned gambling establishments before the Picardy Club?”


  The change of subject may have surprised him; there was a moment of silence, of measured waiting. “No, I don’t believe that he did.”


  “You really don’t know what he did all those years, do you?”


  He kept his eyes on the road. “No, that’s correct—I don’t. I used to think of him always as a mining man, until we met again a year or so ago. But I realize now . . . after he left Mexico he could have been anything.”


  “Which came first, his marriage or his building the Picardy Club?”


  “The marriage. That gave her the claim, you see, under the community property law—otherwise I could have sued and taken half, as legal heir.” His voice was bitter. Of course there could still be real resentment, even though he had sold out to the others. Amy wondered what he was getting out of it. Was he infatuated with Cunninghan’s secretary? Was he being made a fool of by a woman?


  Well, she thought, whether for love or money, he was their man. Only the accidental glimpse of the two in the lobby had given her their secret. Now she knew. Now she had plans for them.


  She threw out a bit of bait. “It must be frustrating to know that your father meant to leave you something—and didn’t. It’s like being robbed.”


  “I feel that I was robbed,” he answered, and waited.


  “I don’t like injustice . . .” She let her voice die, let the words hang there unfinished, as though she were considering doing something in his behalf. He seemed to crouch above the wheel, motionless in spite of the motion of the car, eager for her to go on. Then she switched subjects. “You said that you might have additional information for me tonight.”


  She thought he let his breath out on a sigh. “Yes, I have.”


  Amy smiled grimly to herself. What bit of nonsense had Cunninghan decided to let drop, had decided that she might safely have? The secretary had come to tell Schneider that. “I’m eager to hear it.”


  “There’s the café ahead.” He drew the car to the curb in front of a house. It seemed much like the other houses in Ensenada, from what Amy could make out by the porch light. Stucco, shabby, and too individualistic to have been designed by an architect. They went inside, to a big linoleum-floored room furnished with tables and chairs.


  The air smelled of cookery, spicy, mouth-watering. A man came out of the kitchen; he was small and dark and wore a clean white apron. When he saw Raoul Schneider he nodded and smiled in greeting, then examined Amy with a brief glance. “For two?”


  Raoul directed Amy to a corner table. “Yes, Turo.”


  There was an exchange of remarks in Spanish, and Turo went away. He came back with a chilled bottle of sherry and two glasses, left them on the table between Amy and Raoul, and went out again.


  Raoul poured the wine. “Here’s to us, to our success in finding the truth.” He lifted his glass solemnly.


  “I’ll drink to that.”


  They were fencing, Amy knew; each wanted the other to come out with what was to be offered—lies, of course. He had a lie for her and she had one for him. A big one. The juiciest possible. Amy licked her lips, fixed her eyes on him. “You were going to tell me something, some new information.”


  He seemed to study the reflections in the wineglass. “Do you remember the circumstances when my father was found? It was supposed to be not more than a minute or so after the murder. Cunninghan’s story was that he was bringing my father some legal papers to sign—he’d intended to wait until morning, then discovered by a telephone call that my father was still at the club. He drove to the club, found my father there, located Tzegeti at the other end of the club finishing up his sweeping. The place was empty, of course, and only half lighted.”


  “Your father was dead?”


  “He’d been shot with his own gun, and was dying. There was time for a few words between him and Cunninghan. A large sum of money was on the desk. He instructed Cunninghan to deliver that money to me.” A faint smile touched Raoul Schneider’s lips. “I see that you look doubtful. But you can believe this story. The money is in Cunninghan’s safe at this moment—the money that was supposed to have provided Tzegeti’s motive for killing my father. The money that Tzegeti was supposed to have stolen and to have hidden so well that no one has ever found it. It’s there. Cunninghan has had it all this time.”


  For an instant she forgot that this was, of course, a lie; that she must examine Raoul’s—and behind him, Cunninghan’s—motive for telling it to her. “How do you know this?”


  “I can’t give you the name of the person who overheard Cunninghan and Neece discussing it.”


  The secretive look on his face brought her up sharp. No, he couldn’t admit that Cunninghan’s secretary had come bearing instructions, bringing the tale that he could exchange for the Tzegeti diary. With a flash of irony, of self-scorn, she recalled Cunninghan’s air of sincerity. How easily she’d been taken in, made a fool of! And now . . . she was walking into the second web, willing to believe, because a man across the table had a fiery and bitter look of truth.


  She paused for a moment as if to reconsider what he had told her. Actually she was trying to figure out what Cunninghan had expected to gain. Obviously he didn’t really have the money in his safe. He had a lot of other things, criminal enough, perhaps, but the money wouldn’t be one of them. She was being gulled, a smoke screen thrown up to obscure some real part of the puzzle.


  “Right now our hands are tied,” Raoul Schneider went on. “I can’t prove that the money in Cunninghan’s possession is the same as that which my father left. We have to have further evidence. If we could find something of Tzegeti’s——”


  Oh yes, here it came, Amy thought. The pay-off. The time for her to deliver.


  She pretended to have found a stumbling block. “Why did Cunninghan keep the money, since a man’s life and reputation depended on his bringing it into evidence?”


  Behind the lenses, Raoul’s eyes were bleak with shadow. He had wanted an answer to that hint he had thrown out. He didn’t want to have to answer more questions, to bolster a thin yarn with further lies. “I don’t know how he justifies his actions to himself. He pretends to believe that Tzegeti did actually commit the crime, and that the money was simply not the motive. In other words, that the police got their hands on the right man and that the reasons behind the murder might as well be left in the dark.”


  Amy recalled all the elaborate hocus-pocus about Tzegeti’s activities as a blackmailer. I ought to be flattered, she told herself, since they’ve gone to so much trouble to convince me of Tzegeti’s guilt. They’ve worked like mad to bolster the conviction of a poor immigrant. But they’ve been remarkably shy about producing any evidence about the murders on the train. She jerked her thoughts back to the matter at hand. Raoul Schneider was speaking again.


  “Somewhere there must be evidence that my father wanted me to have a share of what he left. It’s possible he talked about it to Tzegeti, and that Tzegeti either mentioned it to other people—to his wife and child—or made a record of it.”


  “He left a diary.” She tossed it in, as you throw a scrap of meat into a pot.


  Raoul’s hands had been twirling the wineglass; they stopped abruptly. “What did you say?”


  “Tzegeti left a diary, a journal. Didn’t you know that?”


  “I . . . well, I had hoped——” He stammered and flushed a bit, his glance uneasy.


  “It’s quite a popular document, to judge by the number of people who’ve been after it. Mr. Cunninghan has led the pack.”


  “He mustn’t have it,” Raoul said quickly.


  “And Mrs. Schneider has hinted that the book might be valuable.” Amy let her voice linger over the last word; she caught the flash of surprise as Raoul looked up, unbelieving, and for a moment shame made a scorching heat inside her brain. She thought, hating him and hating the part she played to fool him—I’m ashamed because I’m an idiot, because I haven’t sense enough to realize how much deeper is his deception of me than mine of him. I could actually believe, if I hadn’t been forewarned, that he really does think his father meant him to have something of the estate, and that a sense of justice and a sense of what is due that dead mother of his is driving him to uncover proof of his claim.


  “She made you an offer?” Raoul said in a tight voice.


  “No definite sum was mentioned, but I got the idea,” Amy told him. “The police would merely bury the book in a file on the Tzegeti case. She could do things with it.”


  “She would destroy it. She’s worse than Cunninghan.” Raoul reached across the table, gripped Amy’s wrist. He had a surprising strength. “I’d rather Cunninghan had it than she did—there’s some shred of decency there, in him, though he’s deluding himself. She doesn’t pretend. She’s rotten. She knows it, accepts it.”


  Amy wondered if this meant that there was a schism in the camp of Mrs. Schneider and her attorney. Were they at loggerheads, not trusting each other? She remembered that Mrs. Arkuto had said that they had come separately, looking for the diary.


  She widened her eyes. “You’d prefer Cunninghan had it?”


  “I’d like to see it first.”


  She went on gently, testing him. “You’d turn it over to Cunninghan afterward?”


  A touch of color came into his face. “I haven’t any money to offer, if it’s a sale you’re interested in.” His hands at the edge of the table were trembling a little. “If I could see it once—just for a short while—I’d have a photostat made of the pages relating to me, providing there were any, and then return it to you.” He paused to clear his throat. “You could do what you wished with it. You could sell it where you wanted.”


  Amy forced herself to appear oblivious to the meaning, the heat, under his words. “I was thinking of the Tzegeti youngster. She has nothing, except the house. And that isn’t much.”


  He calmed down somewhat. “I see what you mean. Yes, it’s only right that something be given her, if her father’s diary means money to other people.”


  Amy folded her hands demurely. The waiter came with a platter of Spanish food. “It has been under the broiler, señora. Don’t touch the plate.”


  The food was delicious. Amy ate heartily. Across the table, Raoul seemed uneasy. He was not sure, of course, that she meant to give him a chance to see the Tzegeti diary. No doubt there was a big price involved, a big split for him. Cunninghan and Mrs. Schneider meant to have the diary, and Raoul Schneider was their tool, working in their behalf. If Amy told him some lie, the little secretary would scurry back to Lomena with it.


  All at once, as if coming to a sudden decision, Amy put down her fork. “I’ll tell you about Tzegeti’s journal. It’s hidden in his home. I haven’t taken it from its hiding place as yet, since I haven’t quite decided what to do with it. If Mrs. Schneider is to have it, I’ll want to see her money first.”


  “You’re right,” he said quickly. “But—in the house, and the house empty? Mightn’t it be found by someone else?”


  “Oh no.” Amy smiled slyly. “The little niche is quite invisible. The bed sits over it, and——” She broke off as if realizing what she had just said. “I . . . I shouldn’t have betrayed its whereabouts to you.” She put a flash of anger in the words.


  “I won’t tell anyone!”


  “Promise?” She sat erect, glaring at him as though the fault for her lapse had been his.


  “My lips are sealed. I’ve already forgotten what you said.”


  She relaxed a trifle. “Well-——”


  “When can I see the diary?” He had forgotten his food.


  “I’ll need a few days to sound Mrs. Schneider out, to bring her up to the price I want. I can’t seem eager to sell, or she’ll hedge on the money.” Amy let smugness ooze into her tone, let him see a small-minded greed. “Let’s say—Sunday. You come to my house in Lomena Sunday morning, and I’ll let you have a look.”


  “It may be necessary for me to make photographs!”


  She waved generously. “Bring along a camera!”


  “You’re very kind.” He said the words without meaning them; Amy sensed his doubt of her. Or, rather, the pretended doubt. It was nothing to him, of course, if Cunninghan or Mrs. Schneider got hold of the diary. His job had been to discover its whereabouts, to give the information to Cunninghan’s other employee, the black-and-gold secretary. No wonder that in the office she’d tried to seem invisible, unnoticeable. She didn’t want people recognizing her when she sneaked off on Cunninghan’s errands.


  A nice pair, Amy thought, looking at him. That kissing scene, now—it could have been very pretty, very moving, if you didn’t know that they were actually about as capable of honest love as a couple of vultures.


  She finished the dinner with elaborate slowness, aware of Raoul’s desire to rush away.


  When they went outside again, the fog had thickened. As they went down the steps, Raoul touched her sleeve. “It’s getting pretty thick. Do you think you could stay over until tomorrow? It might be safer.”


  She shivered, pulled her coat closer. “I hadn’t thought of that.”


  “As long as you have the motel room, why not simply stay in it?”


  “I could, couldn’t I?” Her mind was busy. He wanted her to stay in Ensenada. It was possible that he intended to telephone, and that the floor of the Tzegeti bedroom would be ripped up before she could reach it. But there was a better chance that he needed time to bargain, that money would change hands before her lie was allowed to reach Cunninghan’s ears.


  Well, it was a chance she had to take. Let him think that he had the time to bargain, anyway.


  “Are you going to stay over?”


  “Yes, I’ll stay.”


  He left her at the motel cabin with a promise to see her Sunday morning. She sat inside with Elizabeth and the pup for a half hour, letting him get a slight head start so that she wouldn’t meet him on the highway. Then she bundled the girl and the dog into the car and started off. The road to Tijuana is winding in places and narrow; but Amy drove like a machine. Her mind was on other things.


  She intended to meet, face to face, whoever it was came for Tzegeti’s diary.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  THE FOG lifted for a few miles on the far side of San Clemente, then closed in again above Huntington Beach, thicker than ever. There was little traffic now. Amy was forced to drive slowly. At one-thirty she crept through the business district of Lomena, between the street lights glowing emptily in the woolly mist, in a silence devoid of life, windshield dripping, the pavement slick. She turned at last into the side street that led to home. The houses were shrouded, invisible. She sensed the vacant spaces, weedy and desolate under the smothering damp. The drive fanned out under her headlights as she nosed the car in to face the garage. She switched off the motor, looked at the girl and the pup, both asleep, curled in the seat. Tiredness was a wire strung through the marrow of her bones.


  Elizabeth lifted her head all at once, looked around. “Are we home?”


  “Yes, we’re home.” Amy stretched, stifling a yawn. She ached for sleep, but there would be no sleep this night. She said to Elizabeth, “Can you manage the pup?”


  The girl nodded.


  “I’ll put the car away. You go inside.”


  “No,” said Elizabeth with surprising firmness. “I’ll wait for you.”


  Amy smiled a little. “Afraid to go in, in the dark?”


  “I don’t want you to be out, in the dark,” said the girl solemnly.


  “Okay. I’ll just be a minute.”


  The child got out and waited beside the drive until Amy had put the car into the garage. They went up the steps together. It was pitch dark. Amy stumbled over something, a coiled thing that rolled underfoot. She kicked it aside, heard it fall softly beside the porch. The neighbors’ kids, she thought—they’d played here during her absence, left a jump rope or some such toy. In the kitchen, Amy heated milk and kibbled dog biscuits for a snack for the pup, fed him while Elizabeth got into bed.


  When she was sure that Elizabeth must be asleep in the spare bedroom, Amy went into her own room, turned on the lights, and took from a drawer the revolver which had been Robert Luttrell’s. She examined it, made sure that it contained bullets. She didn’t know a lot about guns. She and her husband had done a little target shooting, sometimes, when they were out far enough in the country not to alarm other people with the firing. The gun was clean, of course. Her mouth grew bitter as she remembered that Robert Luttrell had had no chance to use it on the train.


  She went back to the kitchen where she had left her purse, the gun in her hand. That was when Fogarty almost had his head shot off.


  He was standing in the kitchen doorway against the dark, his hat pushed back, his stare taking in everything. Amy walked in and saw him. The gun jumped in her hand, came up, leveled off—an instant reaction. Fogarty didn’t move, though something washed out of his eyes: a kind of pleasure, an expectation at seeing her. “Hello,” he said.


  She let the gun down. Her wrist was shaking; she didn’t want him to see it. “Hello. You gave me a surprise.”


  “So I noticed.” He shifted from one foot to the other. “You know, I don’t quite think you’re ready for carrying that. You’re a little quick. Too quick.”


  “It’s not healthy to be slow,” she told him, her thoughts on the man who had died with this gun under his coat.


  Fogarty went over to the dinette table and sat down, and threw his hat down on the micalite table top. “You’ve got a point there, but a good cop would argue with you. I’m not a cop, and I lived through that little thing a minute ago, so I’ll drop it.” He gave her a one-sided grin.


  She went over to the table. She had to stand near him while she opened her purse to put the gun into it. When she had snapped the purse shut she gave him a level look. “What did you come here for?”


  “I was a little curious as to what took you away all day.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Yeah.” He stood up and walked over to the box where the pup was bumbling around, took the pup out and brought him back to the table, sat down again and began to stroke the soft black head. “I wanted to ask your co-operation as a witness. You recall that business in Tzegeti’s bedroom? What Cunninghan’s secretary did?”


  “Yes, I remember.” She didn’t sit down, didn’t unbend.


  “I’ve tried to keep an eye on the girl since then, but I lost her today. She disappeared. I think she might be in trouble.”


  “And you want me to do—what?”


  “Back up the story I’m going to tell the cops. I think they ought to bring her in and sweat it out of her.”


  Amy went over to the stove, lit a cigarette off the burner. “What is she supposed to know?”


  “Something nobody else knows. The appearance of the murderer on the train. You might remember a detail of the testimony given by the passengers. I wrote it up as a gag, comedy relief, but I knew there was something under it, a part of the plot. There was a little old lady in one of the chair cars. She spent the time, the delay before the train started, in taking off some of her petticoats in the ladies’ room. Afterward, after all the excitement and the questioning and the official frazzle-dazzle, she found something in her stuff; it didn’t belong.”


  “A silk stocking.”


  He nodded. “You do remember. Well, it was heavy silk, not the thin kind the, girls wear, not the kind you can see through almost as if it wasn’t there.”


  Amy remembered the way Cunninghan’s secretary had examined her hand through the gauzy web—critically, as though the material failed to match something else she had in mind. Then she had torn a hole in the stocking and fitted it to her eyes. “You’re implying that the murderer made himself a mask out of a woman’s hose.”


  “That’s right. The cops knew it too, and I’ll tell you how I know they knew it. When they got an anonymous tip that they’d better have a look-see at the Tzegeti place, that it had been torn up in some kind of a search, and went over there and found that stocking mask, they went off like a bunch of Roman candles.”


  Mrs. Arkuto’s remarks came back to Amy, the story she had told about the excitement and the secrecy of the police.


  “The cops have had one witness from the beginning that they’ve never let out from under wraps. I think it’s someone who got a look at the murderer, who might have a chance of identifying him if they can ever produce a suspect.”


  Amy sat down slowly, her eyes on Fogarty’s face. “How did Cunninghan’s secretary know about the mask?”


  “That’s what the cops will find out—once we admit we were at the Tzegeti house and tell them what we saw her do there. There’s one further detail that might be important—the old lady on the train isn’t sure that the stray stocking in her belongings was tucked there by a stranger or whether she could have picked it up, along with the petticoats she was discarding, from the floor of the women’s lavatory.”


  “You’re making it sound as if Cunninghan’s secretary actually had, or made, the mask on the train. But in that case she wouldn’t betray such a disguise by leaving such evidence in the Tzegeti bedroom.”


  “We don’t know how she came by her information. But she’s got it. And she’s in danger.”


  Amy smiled thinly. “I don’t think her position is so precarious. No doubt she is playing a game that’s pretty deep. But she’s working for people who are pretty powerful.”


  He looked up at her steadily, and again she got the impression of hard green eyes—tough, knowing—that seemed to see into her soul. “You sound cynical. Who’s she working for? Cunninghan?”


  “Of course. You don’t have to worry about where she went today, either. She was in Ensenada, meeting Schneider’s son on the q.t. They greeted each other with a lot of affection. It would have been touching if Schneider hadn’t just been handing me a bunch of lies about how Cunninghan had defrauded him out of his inheritance.”


  Fogarty went on rubbing the pup’s ears. “That could be. Cunninghan isn’t any angel.”


  “The biggest lie of all, of course, was that Cunninghan keeps in his safe the money his father had on his desk at the Picardy Club when he was murdered.”


  Fogarty’s hand grew still. “Say that again.”


  “Raoul Schneider says that Cunninghan reached the Picardy Club as his father was dying—not when he was dead, the way it came out at the trial. The old man ordered the lawyer to deliver the cash to his son, a sort of down payment on his heritage. Cunninghan took the money, didn’t speak up when Tzegeti was accused of stealing it. He’s supposed to believe that Tzegeti killed Schneider over the blackmailing business, and that the truth couldn’t come out because it would hurt the poker business, and that as long as they caught the right man for the murder the motive didn’t matter. All utter rot. You can see that.”


  “It’s rather complicated for rot,” Fogarty complained. “Lies are usually sort of simple. They sound more convincing that way.”


  “Oh, he was making a trade,” Amy told him. “He wanted to know where the Tzegeti diary was.”


  “You told him?”


  “I sort of let drop that there might be a hidden niche under Mrs. Tzegeti’s monstrosity of a bed.” She jiggled the purse, the gun heavy inside it. “That’s where I’m going now. To wait.”


  Fogarty stood up slowly. The pup slid off his lap; Fogarty had to bend quickly to catch the squirming body. Fogarty took him back to his box. “Are you crazy?”


  “No. I happened, by accident, to see that little scene between Raoul and his girl friend, Cunninghan’s secretary. That blew the lid off. I knew then that he was in with the others, and that all the stuff he’d been telling me was a lie. He wanted a trade. I gave it to him.”


  “This—this story about the money in Cunninghan’s safe—that was his part of the trade?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did it occur to you that you might be making a mistake?”


  Amy felt her teeth showing. He always had this effect on her, like an attack, an outrage; he always put her in the wrong. “I know what I saw—Raoul and the girl making love in the lobby of the big hotel.”


  “She could be on his side.”


  Amy shook her head. “They were making a fool of me.”


  “You’re going to the Tzegeti place now?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Leaving the kid here alone?”


  This was a point which Amy had thought of; she didn’t intend to admit her worries to this hard, green-eyed oaf. “There’s nothing here that anyone could want. The diary isn’t here; that’s what they’re all after. She’s safer here than anyplace.”


  “You wouldn’t care if she weren’t,” Fogarty said in his tough tone. “You’ve got one thing on your mind. The rest of the world can go hang.”


  She leaned toward him across the table. “If I can clear my husband’s name——”


  “We can all go to hell,” Fogarty put in. “What kind of a guy was he, anyway? Did he have this fixation about keeping the score even? Was he an eye-for-an-eye guy?”


  “You shut up.” She grabbed the purse and ran for the door. Fogarty pounded after her. She stopped in the driveway, turning like an animal at bay. “If you come any closer I’ll let you have it.”


  He had stopped. The light from the kitchen window illuminated the side of his face under his hatbrim; he was grinning. There was no fun in that grin. “I believe you would.”


  She turned swiftly to jerk up the garage door. She opened her purse, fumbled for her keys in it. Fogarty stood in the half-shadow, the light from the window hitting his cheek, teetering on his heels. “I don’t suppose you noticed——” he drawled.


  She threw a scorching glance over her shoulder. “Noticed what?”


  “Something on the back porch when you got home.”


  “No, I didn’t see anything.” She had the car open now.


  “I came out here earlier, just after dark. There was a piece of stuff by your back door. Charred; it had been in a fire.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She slammed the car door savagely. The motor roared; the car flew back with a jerk and Fogarty had to jump for his life. At the curb she twisted the wheel. Foggy air rushed in at her as she caught the sea breeze. Then, in the middle of her churning thoughts, something snagged, hung there, and she became aware of what Fogarty had said and what it meant. She thrust her foot on the brake; the motor jumped and died. Through the mist, against the lights reflected from the window, he was a dark shape that didn’t move. She leaned from the car. “What did you say?”


  “It wasn’t important.” The tone chided her, weary and impudent.


  She chewed her lip. There was something else she must remember, a thing that had happened here on her arrival from Ensenada. Elizabeth had been at her heels, carrying the pup. The fog had been wet on her face. In her hurry to get inside out of the night, she’d stumbled across something, kicked it aside. The neighbors’ kids had been playing here, or——


  Amy threw open the door and scrambled out, ran through the dark, past Fogarty’s motionless figure, to the rear of the house. The small porch cast a shadow, cutting out the thin light; it was black down there. Amy scratched around, raking the sandy soil where the geraniums struggled to grow. Then she found it, stood up and lifted it against the light. A piece of rope. It stunk of the fire, of stale ashes grown damp and muddy.


  She threw it out into the drive. Fogarty bent and picked it up.


  After a minute he said, “What happened to it?”


  “We burned it. I mean—we tried to burn it. Elizabeth put it into the incinerator, and this morning, early, I touched a match to the trash there. We had a lot of papers too. It should have been . . . gone.”


  “Is this supposed to be the same piece you found that other night? If it is, I’d say it’s been taking its vitamins.”


  “It’s a crazy joke of some kind,” Amy flung at him. “I think you must have something to do with it. You’re always around when the thing turns up.”


  “No, you’re wrong there.” He grew quiet, as if weighing and studying. “It would seem to be a hint of some kind. Someone’s letting you know he’s got his eye on you.”


  “I’m not going to worry about it now.” Amy brushed the dirt off her coat and her hands, started again for the car out in the street. But Fogarty stood in her way. “Let me by.”


  “Or you’ll shoot? Look, I want to make a deal with you. Let me go and keep watch at the Tzegeti place and you stay here with the kid.”


  “And I can read about what happens in the newspaper? No, thanks.”


  “I don’t think anything is going to happen. I think Cunninghan’s office girl might be on Raoul Schneider’s side. She’s done some peculiar things if she’s working for Cunninghan in her off hours.”


  “You believe Raoul Schneider will sit by, waiting for me to deliver that diary in my own sweet time? Nuts.”


  “Give it a chance.”


  “I’m going over there.”


  They had been walking toward her car. Now Fogarty suddenly seized her and shoved her into the seat, clear across, and then crowded in behind the wheel, turned the key in the switch, got the motor running again.


  She pounded his shoulder. “You let me out of here!”


  “No, we’re going together.”


  “You—you damned nosy snoop!”


  “If I had some soap and water I’d wash your mouth out. You’re getting entirely too tough, Mrs. Luttrell. You’re forgetting to behave like a newly bereaved widow.”


  “I always was tough!” Amy gritted at him.


  “No you weren’t. I know what changed you. It wasn’t your husband getting killed. It was being unable to impose your will on a bunch of people, to force them to talk when, you wanted them to, to tell you the things you wanted to hear, to rat and squeal on each other, and to lick your lily-white hands. In other words, you failed to force them to behave any differently than a bunch of suspects ever behaves. And you’re sore about it.”


  “I hate you!” Amy declared with slow heat, savoring the words.


  “Oh, you’ve always done that.” Fogarty tossed it off in his casual way. He was driving now, fast, making the tires squeal on the corners. “The minute I walked in, that first night, you got out the old hammer and tongs and went to work. I don’t know what it was. I’ve thought about it once in a while, wondering. You were worked up, sure. The cops had you down there and didn’t make any secret about that early theory of theirs, that your husband had been selling his prisoner, haggling over the price. Then—well, when you’ve lived with someone and loved them and they die like that, no reason, no sense to it, you do go a little nuts. I know. My wife and kid got run down by a truck.” There was a moment of silence, as if he remembered something briefly, then put it away. “But I still don’t know why you took it out on me.”


  She said, strangling, “That’s terrible—about your wife——”


  “I don’t go around shooting trucks,” he pointed out. “They let me do an article on traffic safety once in a while. That’s all I get.”


  All at once something hit her, a stunning punch that seemed to shut off her breath. She had remembered the way Fogarty had come, bringing the pup. It was new, bitter, and strange, this knowledge; but she understood now why he had brought the little dog and why he thought she’d needed company in the house.


  There was silence between them while Fogarty guided the car through the dark streets. When he parked he made her sit still in the car while he got out to look and listen. Then they walked softly through the Tzegeti hedge and up to the front door where, in the dark, the boar’s head hung, inviting them to knock. Fogarty reached out, touched the knob, and Amy heard the squeak as the hinges turned. “Somebody’s been here,” Fogarty said. “I don’t like this.”


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  THERE WAS no light in the living room except the glow from the vigil candle, a red streak up the wall. Fogarty stood in the middle of the room, motionless; then he lit a match and walked to the bedroom door. He made a muttered exclamation, then vanished from sight. She heard him strike successive matches and caught a recurring brightness against the gloom.


  The house smelled close, unaired, and at the same time unlived-in, the odor of a place put in order and left alone. In the dimness only the big white washing machine stood out; and, as always, Amy was struck with its odd importance in this anachronism of a house. She had started to move toward it when Fogarty came back to the doorway and beckoned.


  “Come in here.”


  In the matchlight he appeared to wear a sardonic expression, and it flashed through Amy’s mind at that moment that she’d been outwitted. Of course Raoul Schneider had telephoned ahead; he’d had no need to bargain, to quibble; his position with the Cunninghan-Wyse-Schneider combine was much too secure. He’d simply told them what Amy had said might be found under the floor of the Tzegeti bedroom, and even as she drove north from Ensenada they’d been here ripping that floor.


  Fogarty touched her arm. “Over here.” He had to stop then to light a new match; in the intervening moment of darkness she found the bedpost, stepped past it. “Don’t step on what’s over there,” he cautioned. Then the match flared again, and Amy saw the figure on the floor.


  The bed had been pulled aside, away from the wall, and the girl from Cunninghan’s office lay there in a black wool dress, her gold hair outspread. A hammer and chisel lay on the floor beside her. The hammer had blood on it. Amy tried to back away, out of the narrow space, but Fogarty was there hemming her in. “Take a good look,” he said in his tired, tough voice. “You sent her here. She’s your baby.”


  “Is she—dead?”


  “Yeah. Very.”


  Amy fought her way past him to the door, leaned there shakily, clinging to the lintel. “I didn’t have anything to do with it!”


  The green eyes narrowed. “It’s obvious, isn’t it? Raoul Schneider sent her on ahead. Then later, when you told him the lie about the bedroom, he called her and she came to investigate.”


  Amy stuttered, “Th-that proves he was trying to trick me!”


  “Maybe your performance wasn’t too convincing. Maybe he got the idea you intended to trick him too. He might have thought Schneider’s widow would get in pressure on the money angle, buy you out, and he’d be left without the evidence he needed to claim his inheritance.”


  The match died in Fogarty’s fingers. She heard him walk by in the dark. There was no use denying what he had said, since it was true. She had used Mrs. Schneider’s hint at bribery as a prod to force from Raoul the truth about the possible breach between Cunninghan and his client. But Raoul had thought that Amy really meant to sell him out. He had contacted Cunninghan or the secretary at once.


  She heard Fogarty moving around the other room. He hadn’t put on the lights; perhaps he thought there was still danger here. She walked in after him, wanting to get away. The heaviness inside her purse reminded her of the gun. Well, if she had been the first one here instead of the secretary, she might be lying in there behind the bed.


  She saw Fogarty standing over by the vigil light, looking at the crucifix on the wall. “Who killed her?” she whispered.


  He shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  “Why?”


  He turned around to face her. There was just enough dim glow, reddish-colored and flickering, to outline him. She couldn’t see his face, couldn’t read the expression there. “It strikes me that there was no attempt made to tear up the floor in there. It might mean that the diary had already been found in its real hiding place. Or it could be that the girl wasn’t murdered because she was looking for Tzegeti’s book, but for something else entirely. For leaving that stocking here with the holes in it, for instance, which must have given the police a damned good hunch that Mrs. Tzegeti had seen her husband’s murderer before she died in that bed.”


  He didn’t stay to talk or argue about this, just walked on outside and left the door swinging. Amy felt a flare of anger. He’d blamed her for the death of the girl in the other room, blamed her for telling the lie which had brought her here to die; and now he was walking out as if washing his hands of it all. Well, he was a newspaperman; he was schooled to be rude and callous. That’s the way you collect news in this modern world. You develop the hide of a rhinoceros and the sensitivity of a skunk. You ride roughshod over timid souls. You bully anybody who might get in your way. You——


  Then she thought about Fogarty’s brief remarks, the thing that had happened to his wife and child. She ran for the door, jerked it back, stumbled through. Fogarty was on the porch. She caromed off him, sensing the flash of surprise that shook him. “Hey! Watch where you’re going! Damned if you aren’t trying to break both our necks.” He gripped her, steadied her headlong fall down the steps.


  She clung to him, breathing hard, hearing her own heart pound under her ribs. After a minute he said slowly, “You thought I was leaving you in there, alone.”


  She wanted to tell him that she didn’t give a damn what he did—ever. Maybe he got the idea anyway. He went on after a minute: “I guess I was, at that. Sometimes I get tired of trying to figure you out. Don’t you ever cry, by the way?”


  She bit her lip, glad of the concealing dark.


  “I thought once—that day we were here before, when your husband was going to be buried. I thought then I’d found something human in you. I gave you my handkerchief.” He laughed under his breath. “Well, let’s get back to business. I think we ought to call Raoul Schneider and tell him what’s happened here. If he kissed the girl in the lobby down there in Ensenada, he’d probably like to know what’s happened to her.”


  Amy had drawn away. “Yes, I suppose he was infatuated with her.”


  “Give him credit—it might be better than that.”


  She ignored it. “We can call from my house. I want to make sure Elizabeth’s all right too.”


  Fogarty put down the telephone. He didn’t look at Amy, but at a blank place on the wall, a spot that should have held a picture. “Raoul Schneider and Cunninghan’s secretary were married. He met her before his father’s murder. She came to the Picardy Club one night with some papers, income-tax stuff Cunninghan wanted the old man to sign, and Raoul was introduced to her, took her down to the office afterward. That was a year ago. They got married last month. She’s always been on Raoul’s side, and tipped him off about the deal being made to cheat him on his inheritance.”


  Amy hadn’t taken off her hat and coat. She had looked in at Elizabeth, put the pup out for necessary business, brought him in again—while Fogarty used the phone. Now she sat down slowly on a chair across the room, trying to orient herself to this new information. The first shock of finding the girl dead in the Tzegeti bedroom had been masked at once by her anger at Fogarty, her resentment because he had blamed her for the girl going there. Now she was beginning to get the whole picture. Of course Raoul Schneider had not trusted her—perhaps he had intended from the beginning to get the diary, or perhaps her words about Mrs. Schneider’s offer had decided him on immediate action. He had sent the girl ahead; she could have reached Lomena while Amy waited there to have dinner with Raoul. The girl had gone to look for Tzegeti’s journal, and she’d been murdered. But the murderer either knew better than to look for the diary under the floor of the bedroom, or didn’t understand the girl’s errand there, or murdered her (as Fogarty had suggested) for some other reason entirely.


  The girl had been married to Raoul, had been betraying her employer. Would Cunninghan have murdered her if he had known? Amy thought about it. Cunninghan was shrewd, versed in law; he wouldn’t go off half-cocked into violence. It seemed to Amy that the motive behind the murder of the secretary must be deeper than an employee’s treachery, must fit back into those other deaths, Schneider’s at the club, the murders on the train.


  She glanced at Fogarty. “What are you going to do now?”


  “I’m going after Cunninghan, of course.”


  “She was betraying him,” Amy pointed out.


  Fogarty shook his head. “No, I’m after that other story, the one about the money. I think I’ve got a chance, now, to scare the truth out of the lawyer.” He raked his hat toward him off the couch and stood up. He pulled at his coat, stretching his shoulders inside it. “God, but I’m tired.” He looked down at the couch reflectively. “I wish I had even fifteen minutes. But it’s got to be fast. Someone else will find that girl if I don’t move in a hurry.” He waited as if for Amy to say something. “Are you staying here? Going to read it in the newspaper?”


  “No,” Amy said, “I’m coming along.”


  He didn’t argue with her this time. He went over to the door and put his hand on the knob. “I’m kind of sorry for Raoul Schneider.”


  She was standing. “Yes, I am too.” There was more that she wanted to say: that she knew how wrong she’d been in cheapening that scene in the lobby, and that there shouldn’t have been a lie to take the girl alone at night to the Tzegeti house. But she couldn’t say these things to Fogarty. It would be an admission of being wrong, of weakness. And she couldn’t be wrong or weak now. She had a job to do. It was a rough, mean job—she’d just begun to see its difficulty and how slim her chances were of completing it.


  “Are you coming with me in my car?” he asked.


  “No. I’ll drive, follow you.”


  “Okay.” He walked out.


  The dark was old and thin, getting sick around the edges. In an hour or so the east would be gray. Amy swung her car from the driveway, looked for the taillight, found the pin point of red bobbing through the fog. She followed for some blocks, turned when Fogarty did, and then realized that he was taking the road to town, to the business district, instead of the one to the section where Cunninghan had his home. Fogarty was playing a hunch. He thought he might find the lawyer in his office.


  He was right—at least, Amy thought, someone was up there. Lights shone yellow in the inner room. Amy left the car, stole up the steps on Fogarty’s heels. He moved quietly and slowly. The outer door swung under his touch, and across his shoulder Amy saw the reception room. There was a crack of light from the inner door. Fogarty crossed the room silently, looked in through the narrow space, then jerked the door wide. “Hello, Cunninghan.”


  Cunninghan straightened behind the desk. Amy got the impression that he had expected someone else, that for a moment he didn’t believe what his eyes told him. He saw her, recognized her; then his stare returned to Fogarty. “I’ve seen you somewhere, but I can’t place you.”


  “Everybody has that trouble,” Fogarty assured him. He took in the papers Cunninghan had spread out on the desk. “Cleaning out the files? This would be a good time for it.”


  Cunninghan made a neat pile of some papers. “I’m sorry, I didn’t seem to catch your name or the nature of your business.” His glance swept past Fogarty coldly, settled on Amy. “Mrs. Luttrell, perhaps you can explain.”


  “It’s—about your secretary,” she stammered.


  Under the gray crew-cut hair his face seemed now more yellowish than tanned. And the big hands had a boniness that seemed unpleasant. It was as if, since she’d seen him last, some inner decay, a withering, had set in. “What about Bernice?” he asked, watching them both. “I missed her today. I—frankly, I’d like to know what she did with herself.”


  “There’s been a slight accident,” Fogarty said.


  “An auto accident?” Cunninghan said quickly.


  “Not exactly. Could you come with us? We’ll take you to her.”


  Nothing in Fogarty’s manner indicated the shock he had in store for the other man. He seemed mildly worried, a reporter on a routine investigation. Cunninghan studied the papers on his desk for another moment, then came around from behind the desk. “What has she said?”


  Fogarty rubbed his cheek. “I guess she’s out of her head a little.”


  Cunninghan turned to Amy. “Mrs. Luttrell, I trust your judgment. Is Bernice talking rationally? Could she understand what I have to say to her?”


  Amy evaded, “I suppose it all depends.”


  “On what?”


  “You’d better see her and decide for yourself.”


  Cunninghan was standing between them; it seemed to Amy that he was like an animal, sensing danger, not quite sure where the danger is. “I’ve had a shock today concerning Bernice—she’s worked for me for a long while, and I considered her an efficient and faithful employee, a really superior girl, only——”


  “You found out she was married to Raoul Schneider,” Fogarty put in.


  Cunninghan started to deny it. Then he shrugged. “Yes, that’s right.”


  “Who told you?”


  As long as Cunninghan could wither somebody with a look like this, Amy thought, you weren’t going to disparage him as a hunchback. “Of course I can’t tell you that, Mr.——”


  “Fogarty. Press.” He jerked his head toward the hall. “Are you interested enough in your employee to go see her when she’s hurt?”


  “Of course.”


  Cunninghan put on his hat, and a summer-weight overcoat which hid much of his deformity; they went down together to Fogarty’s car. Amy realized that Fogarty would drive fast, that she might lose him. She got into the back seat.


  Settled in the front beside Fogarty, Cunninghan said in a gravelly voice, “I hope this is no trick on Bernice’s part.”


  Amy couldn’t see Fogarty’s face, but she knew what expression would be on it: wry, cynical. “Oh, it’s no trick. She’s in dead earnest, Mr. Cunninghan.”


  “I’m glad to hear it.”


  “In times of stress people are apt to be pretty honest with everybody.”


  Cunninghan appeared to examine the remark before answering. “I hope Bernice decides to be honest with me. Naturally I wouldn’t have retained her if I’d known she was married to Raoul Schneider and working in his interest. It wouldn’t have been ethical.”


  “Mrs. Schneider wouldn’t have liked it, either,” Fogarty suggested.


  “That would have been a normal reaction,” Cunninghan said stiffly.


  “Of course you can’t blame the girl for seizing a good thing when she saw the chance,” Fogarty said above the screaming of the tires. “She must have thought old man Schneider would leave his son pretty well fixed. That would have been a normal reaction too—wouldn’t it?”


  Cunninghan shot him a sidewise look.


  “No harm in dreaming, anyway,” Fogarty mused.


  Cunninghan said slowly, “If Bernice was married—as of course, she was—it had nothing to do with money.”


  “Hmmmm,” Fogarty rejoined.


  “One thing I’m sure of—her loyalty wasn’t for sale for cash.” Again in Cunninghan’s voice Amy caught the hint of bitter conviction. Of course he could be—probably was—acting. Here was a man filled with ambition and ability who had had to overcome a striking handicap, an almost unsurmountable drawback in physical repulsion. His only tools had been manners, shrewdness, personality. He had had to become so skillful in projecting himself that the deformity became minor, all but forgotten. But at the same time Amy would have bet all she had that some attempt, either by Cunninghan or the woman who was his client, to buy off the secretary had failed.


  The car slid to a halt and Cunninghan peered from the car. “What place is this? I thought you said a hospital——”


  “They can’t move her yet.”


  Cunninghan got out and appeared to orient himself. “This is the Tzegeti neighborhood. But I don’t even see any lights, any sign of activity.”


  “In here, Mr. Cunninghan.” Fogarty half led and half dragged the lawyer toward the opening in the hedge, on across the bare yard to the porch and into the house. Cunninghan wrenched free, turned, almost stepped on Amy’s toes. “I guess you’ll want some light.” Fogarty touched the switch; the globe in the middle of the ceiling blazed on, bald, bright.


  “This is some sort of trick.” Cunninghan licked his lips.


  “No it isn’t,” Fogarty insisted, dragging the lawyer toward the inner door. “I haven’t said a word that wasn’t the truth. Besides, consider Mrs. Luttrell. She’s with me, and she’s absolutely honest.” He ground out the last few words as he pushed the lawyer into the bedroom, toward that hidden gloomy space between the bed and the wall. An instant later he switched on the light.


  Cunninghan screamed.


  Amy gasped with a sense of shock. The sound was naked, indecent somehow, a raw, catlike screech. She saw the lawyer totter, catch at the bed, go down on his knees. He hung there, face averted, trying to gain control.


  “That’s a pretty nasty league you’ve been playing in,” Fogarty said, lighting a cigarette idly.


  Cunninghan must have heard the words. It took a moment for him to digest them. His hat had fallen aside. He reached for it, crushed it down on the stiff, short crew cut, then got to his feet. “We had nothing to do with this,” he said, echoing Amy’s words. “No. Not murder.”


  “Oh, come on, Cunninghan,” Fogarty chided. “We’re all grown-up here. We know the score. You’ve got Schneider’s dough, the money he had with him when he was shot, and the girl knew it, knew you’d robbed her husband——”


  Cunninghan had the look of a man who sees a chasm widening at his feet.


  “—and of course you couldn’t afford to let it come out. You’d let Tzegeti go up for murder on the strength of that missing money and the holes in his shoes. These legal beagles—even they’d cut you down for that. You’d be through, all washed up. Disbarred. You’d need all that space around your house, up there in Palos Verdes, because nobody’d want to get very close. No, not with that smell.”


  “I—I tell you, the money—the money wasn’t the motive.” He turned desperately to Amy. “Mrs. Luttrell knows. We showed her the evidence, the real evidence behind Tzegeti’s crime——”


  “I hope for your sake you’ve still got it around.” Fogarty studied the tip of his cigarette. “And that the documents will stand the kind of working over they’ll get.”


  Cunninghan made an inarticulate sound, as though he had something to put into words but couldn’t make his mouth work. Perhaps he was beginning to see the spot he was in. Perhaps he was remembering Neece’s clever remarks about publicity and about finding a real live leper at one of the center tables at the Picardy Club—playing cards with the healthy patrons.


  In Cunninghan’s eyes horror wrestled with despair; as if, Amy thought, he’d just picked up his cards, then seen the leprous hand that held the deck.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  CUNNINGHAN KEPT a hand beside his face to keep from seeing the girl’s body on the floor. “Let’s get out of here. I can’t stand this.”


  Fogarty nodded. “Okay. We’ll go into the kitchen. I’ve got to dig out some paper. I’m going to write out a statement for you to sign.”


  Cunninghan flinched. “You’re crazy. I won’t do that.”


  “Oh, it’s your funeral, then,” Fogarty told him. “I can write it up on available evidence. The paper will print the story. Raoul Schneider will back me up that his wife knew you had the old man’s money, that you kept still while Tzegeti was flirting with the gas chamber, and that obviously you protected your client—Mrs. Schneider—a little more thoroughly than the law or the legal profession thinks is advisable.”


  Cunninghan’s features writhed and twitched.


  “Then Mrs. Luttrell and I have our bit to add. Your secretary knew something quite intimate about the appearance of the murderer on the train. The logical assumption is that she found it out in the same way she’d found out about the money—by watching you.”


  “I know—know nothing at all about the incident on the train.”


  “Oh, I can’t buy that, Mr. Cunninghan, and neither will the press or the police.”


  “Tzegeti was guilty of Schneider’s murder.” Cunninghan’s voice boomed out with the sudden, flashing conviction that Amy had noted before. He hung there on his heels, weaving, one hand on the bedpost, his face squeezed as if in torment. But his voice came from some inner depth, some reservoir of strength and belief. Even Fogarty seemed surprised.


  “I’ll listen to your side of it. Make a statement I can give the paper.”


  Cunninghan bent his head in a nod. Fogarty clicked out the light in the bedroom, came into the living room, paused to say almost inaudibly to Amy, “Keep an eye out, will you? I can’t have this broken up until I’m through with him.” He took Cunninghan on into the kitchen. Amy heard him rummaging in there, then chairs scraped as they sat down at the table. Fogarty had apparently found something to write on. He had Cunninghan where he wanted him at last.


  Amy turned off the living-room light, stepped to a window, peeped out from behind the blind. The fog was smoky, motionless, between her and the hedge. There was beginning to be a hint of grayness in the air, the first thin tide of dawn, seeping in over the eastern hills to roll down toward the sea. The night—and a lot of other things—had come to an end. Like the life of the girl who had loved Raoul Schneider, who had fought for him as Amy was fighting for a memory.


  She turned away from the window, went to stand out of sight near the kitchen entry, to listen to what Cunninghan was saying.


  “—it seemed advisable to wait until I could be sure that there had been no collusion between Raoul and Tzegeti, that the murder wasn’t an effort to hasten the inheritance——”


  “I’ll put it in, since you say so. What was the real reason you kept the money?”


  “A dying wish isn’t a will, Mr. Fogarty. Not a legal document.”


  “The public might not understand that, of course.”


  “My best loyalty to Schneider seemed to be to make sure that his son had had no hand in his death.”


  “You’re sure, now?”


  “No. I still don’t know. It’s even possible that Raoul Schneider might have been the murderer on the train.”


  At first Amy’s reaction was one of incredulity. Raoul Schneider was in Mexico; he couldn’t have killed this girl. Then she thought, Cunninghan is trying to drag in the idea of an accomplice. He wants an excuse, however weak, for keeping the money the father had instructed be delivered to his son.


  She was roused by Fogarty’s voice. “I won’t put that in your statement.”


  “Naturally not. I can’t accuse Raoul openly of murder.”


  “What else did the old man say in his last moments? Surely he gave you some idea of what had just happened there?”


  “He said something which gave me a strong idea that Tzegeti had had a part in the shooting. He must have been referring to the money, to Tzegeti’s intention to steal it.”


  There was a pause as if Fogarty spent a moment looking at the lawyer. “What were his exact words?”


  “He said, ‘Don’t let Tzegeti take it.’ ”


  “Those were his exact words?”


  Cunninghan cleared his throat. “I’ll be frank with you. Schneider was dying. He gasped out the instructions about the money, shoved the heap of bills toward me. Then his head dropped forward. His lips went flabby and what he said was full of hissing and heavy breathing. He said, ‘Don’t let Tzegeti——’ Then he stopped and started over, and repeated those three words and added, ‘take the——’ ”


  Fogarty pieced it together. “Don’t let Tzegeti take the——”


  “Then he mumbled, and I caught a word I thought was ‘same.’ Meaning the money he’d just handed me.”


  “That’s a kind of funny wording. Stiff, a little legal-sounding?”


  “Yes. Well, he knew I was a lawyer.”


  “Do you want me to tell you what Schneider was trying to say?”


  Cunninghan was inclined to sputter. “Why, I’m sure, Mr. Fogarty, since you weren’t there you could scarcely——”


  Fogarty’s voice bored in, relentless. “Schneider was telling you—‘Don’t let Tzegeti take the blame.’ He still had life in him; he’d probably overheard his murderer telling Tzegeti to keep his mouth shut, then the threats that did seal Tzegeti’s mouth, then the planting of those little blue rubbers to make it seem Tzegeti had been pilfering from the cashbox. The murderer didn’t steal the dough on the desk; that was either too dangerous or the motive wasn’t simple thievery.”


  “Of course this is all conjecture.”


  “And what were you doing at the office tonight? Getting rid of Schneider’s embarrassing money?”


  “No, no. I couldn’t sleep. Often I suffer from insomnia. I was worried about my secretary’s absence. I had learned she was married to Raoul and it occurred to me that she might have been selling me out and that I’d better just check the contents of the files, and the safe.”


  “Okay, go on with the story. You took the money, hid it somewhere——”


  “I simply put it in my brief case.”


  “Then called the cops?”


  “Yes. They arrested Tzegeti at once on suspicion, found the blue rubber bands in his pockets, then checked up and found out they were the sort Schneider snapped around his money.”


  “But you didn’t feel impelled to speak up?”


  “I was in a predicament,” Cunninghan said earnestly. “I knew the real motive behind the crime, since Wyse had obtained the blackmailing confession and Schneider had discovered Tzegeti’s guilt just that day. But I couldn’t speak up. A valuable property was involved, the Picardy Club.”


  “Very careful,” Fogarty said dryly. “By the way, is there a new will giving Raoul a share of the club?”


  “No, there was no will at all, and therefore, under the community property laws of the State of California, Mrs. Schneider inherited fully. I did one rather unwise thing. Under the proddings of conscience, I had Raoul Schneider come to my office and there made him an offer of settlement. I thought he might be in financial straits——”


  “And the dough really was his, anyway, since his father made a gift of it before death.”


  “Yes, in a manner of speaking.”


  “Tell me this. Did Tzegeti leave the club before the cops came?”


  “I don’t know what he did. They found him on the grounds, I believe. But I don’t know where he had gone.”


  Amy had been leaning against the wall. Beyond her was the vigil light, flickering redly, and then the white bulk of the new washing machine. She stepped soundlessly over, touched the clean enamel surface idly. It was a wringer type with a round tub, a flange or skirt extending to within six inches of the floor. At the bottom of the tub, near the base of the wringer-support post, was a row of levers and knobs. Amy knew what these were—they started and stopped the agitator in the tub, they controlled the movement of the wringer to various positions and activated the pump.


  She reached down, touched the smallest knob of all, a black plastic ball, pulled it outward. There was the faint squeak of metal upon metal. At almost the same moment there was a soft thud on the floor as if something had dropped from the inner workings of the machine.


  Amy stood quiet, waiting to see if either of the men in the kitchen had heard anything. Then she bent swiftly, reached under the machine; there was in her mind no doubt of what she would find there. All of her puzzling, her concentration on Mrs. Tzegeti’s cryptic words, had led up to this moment of crystal-clear conviction, of ultimate solution. The little handle—the handle that Elizabeth would touch someday to start the washing-machine pump.


  Amy clutched the book. The pages fell apart; she dragged it out by one cover. Standing erect in the half-light, she turned the book over, let the pages riffle through her fingers. Some of the words were visible, and Amy’s heart sank. It was as Fogarty had surmised—the book was written in Tzegeti’s native tongue.


  She thought of Elizabeth then. The girl could translate this, could reveal the truth hidden here. Amy backed silently toward the front door, opened it, waited to listen in case Fogarty had heard her. Then she slipped outside and hurried to Fogarty’s car.


  What Cunninghan said, what any of the others said, was immaterial now. The truth was waiting to be revealed. She jerked open the car door, slid in behind the wheel, reached for the switch.


  Fogarty had taken his keys with him.


  She stepped out, leaving the door swinging. The wet breath of the morning touched her face, her hands, frosted the collar of her coat. In the thick hedges she could hear water dripping. She thought of Mrs. Arkuto. There was a telephone in that house. There was also the woman, who could talk. Amy beat her forehead with a clenched fist, trying to think. It seemed that she recalled, some five or six blocks away, a service station with an outside phone booth beside it. She hesitated. If Fogarty missed her, he’d suspect at once what she had found, what she meant to do with it. And she’d never shake him.


  There was nothing to do but risk his discovery of her absence. She began to run, light-footed, down the street toward the intersection, the book under her coat, her purse covering the bulge it made.


  A car went by in the mist, slowly, without lights—some worker going to an early job, curious over her behavior. She forced herself to a walk, waited until the car was out of sight before running again. She couldn’t afford to attract attention, to have anyone think, that things were wrong. The gray stillness all about echoed with her running steps; but that couldn’t be helped, and fortunately this outlying part of town was even more deserted, less built up, than the new subdivision where she lived. There was nobody to be curious, no nosy householder to telephone the police, no dogs to be alarmed and to bark. There was just herself, and the thin fog brightened by the approach of dawn . . . and the book.


  Yes, the book. It must contain the name she sought. In it was the power to tear aside the silken mask.


  She thought about the half-reflected face in the dark outside her window. A touch of cold stole down her spine. But there wasn’t time now to remember, to be afraid. There was just this important job to be done, to get the book to Elizabeth, to have her translate its pages.


  The service station loomed up ahead, across the deserted corner. A night light burned in the office. The telephone booth was snuggled at its wall, the door open, the phone gleaming blackly within.


  She called a cab, stood out of sight behind the booth until it came. The driver looked at her incuriously, listened to her address and the directions for getting there, yawned, took off with a roar. Amy lay in the back seat against the cushions, her heart pounding. It wouldn’t be long now. She’d know the truth about Tzegeti, about the murder in the Picardy Club, about the murderer on the train. For though Tzegeti hadn’t been able to write in this book after Schneider’s death, there must be clues in it, the substance of stuff leading up to the crime, the identity of the man Schneider had reason to fear. Perhaps, even, the reason why Tzegeti had had to keep his mouth shut.


  The driver slewed toward the curb. In the thin gray light her house looked dead, deserted; it was comforting to think of the warm bed, the child in it, the pup snuggled in the kitchen, the little core of life that made the place a home. She paid off the cab, hurried in through the front door, turned right to the hall and the door to the room where Elizabeth slept. Then a sound from the direction of the kitchen made her turn.


  The pup came into view, staggering a little as if still half asleep, shaking his head. He whimpered at her.


  “How did you get out of your box?” she cried under her breath, rushing for him, thinking of the floor.


  He took a forepaw, raked at his ear with it. A big crimson blob of blood fell out of the ear and splattered on the clean linoleum. The pup backed away, whined again, ended on a hiccuping noise, stood shrinking and trembling.


  Amy jumped for the hall. The book clattered down. She raked for the doorknob, missed it, tried again. Her hands were shaking. Her purse fell. The door swung open. The bed in the spare room was empty, the covers pulled awry so that only the bottom sheet remained in place.


  On it, in the middle of the bed, something was coiled.


  Amy went in, looked down at it. Here was the rope, grown longer—much longer. Only a half of it had been charred by the fire. Two new lengths had sprouted at either end, fresh, businesslike. You keep on, it seemed to tell her, you’ll have enough to hang yourself.


  Amy ran back through the house, looking for signs of struggle. In the kitchen the pup’s box had been crushed as if someone had fallen into it. Elizabeth, perhaps, struck down when she had tried to protect the little dog. Amy turned her attention to the pup then and took him into the bathroom to doctor the ear. He’d been kicked in the head, she thought. She probed with iodine, and he yelled, then subsided and licked her hands. “Good old boy. Stout boy.” It occurred to her that she hadn’t even given him a name. She found herself looking at him blankly, trying to think up something on the spur of the moment.


  How crazy can you get? I’ve got a job to do——


  With the pup under an arm, she rushed back to the hall, to the fallen purse. She picked it up, jerked it open, half afraid that what she wanted might somehow be gone. But the gun was there, heavy, solid and cold inside her hand, the oiled mechanism smooth as silk, the bullets small and deadly. She straightened the pup’s box as well as possible, got a bone from the refrigerator, put him in the box, waited until he had begun to comfort himself with chewing. Then she telephoned for another cab.


  The lights still burned upstairs in Cunninghan’s office, pale now in the growing dawn. Amy wasted no time there. She took her car and headed for the broad private estates where Schneider had built his house behind a steel-link fence.


  She had wondered how you climbed such things if you had to, but this was not necessary. One of the steel gates hung ajar. Amy walked in warily, looking for the dogs. For a few moments she wondered if they had been shut up or perhaps run away. Then one of the brutes stalked out of the shrubbery beside the porch and stood looking at her. Perhaps he recalled some familiarity from that previous visit. There was no movement at first to bar her way.


  Then the second dog rose growling from a clump of flowers, and the first one began an advance.


  “Down, boy!” She pointed commandingly at the ground.


  He bared his teeth, making no noise. The soundless enmity was more frightening than a growl.


  “Go back!” She walked toward him, the gun in her hand now under the shelter of her folded coat. For an instant she thought of the neighbors, of the chance of rousing someone with a shot—then dismissed the idea. Schneider, the gambling lord, had wanted privacy. He had had it. Enough for a scared child to be brought to his house without anyone knowing. And enough for Amy to take care of his watchdogs.


  The dog leaped; the flash of fire caught him in mid-air, like the studied timing of some acrobatic ballet. He came down on his head, his shoulder, and lay there stunned. The second dog, the growler, whatever his breeding or training had put into him, was definitely gun-shy. At the report of the shot he turned, legs long and body low, and fled.


  Amy went up to the shadowed porch and touched the doorknob. The place was locked. She had no intention of rousing someone within by ringing the bell, of waiting to be admitted. She remembered something Robert Luttrell had said once about a quick way to get a door open. You held a gun in a certain way and the lock shattered. She stood back and took aim. There was a sharp, echoing blast, tearing metal, splinters. Amy walked into the cool, quiet hall. She looked through the doorway to the right, into the big room where Mrs. Schneider had sat with royal composure, telling her she knew nothing about the Tzegeti case.


  The room was empty. The silence held nothing but the echoes of Amy’s footsteps on the polished floor of the hall.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  SHE WENT all through the house, unwilling to believe that it was empty, that Elizabeth wasn’t hidden somewhere in it. She explored the cellar, when she found it, with the most hope; but there was just a gas furnace, some stored logs for the fireplace, and laundering equipment down there. She returned to the kitchen and went to work on all likely cupboards, pantries, closets. The interior walls were all of plaster and stucco. There were no hidden passages, no secret nooks, though she had been sure there must be. Elizabeth wasn’t here. They hadn’t dared that much.


  She wasn’t aware of any dismay at this failure. She was like a machine, put on a job, to go on clicking and turning over until the work comes to an end or the machine is smashed.


  The exploration took some time since Amy was thorough. When she had finished, when there was nothing more to see, even in the depths of Mrs. Schneider’s fur vault or in Mr. Wyse’s private liquor cache, she went out into the rear yard. It was quite light out of doors now, almost sunup. The greenery smelled damp, pungent. She walked down a path between crowding oleander bushes. A small oval swimming pool glimmered milk-white in a circle of lawn, ringed in with yellow acacia and red plum, lush summer painting its colors on the eye—provided you had time to look.


  Across the pool, under the trees, a little cabana stood open, its louvered doors folded back, the eastern light filling its interior. Mrs. Schneider was inside, sitting quite straight on a canvas lounge. She didn’t seem alarmed at Amy’s approach, the naked gun in her hand. She seemed to be watching the water, the reflected acacias, the plum like an opal fire. Amy walked up to her. “I’ve come for Elizabeth. I’m going to take her home.”


  There was, a glass sitting on the table beside Mrs. Schneider’s elbow. She turned now to look at it, a strange long look, as if to reassure herself that it was there.


  Amy thrust the gun in her face. “I want Elizabeth.”


  Mrs. Schneider put up a sluggish hand, pushed the gun aside. “You mean the Tzegeti child? Is that who you’re looking for?”


  “You took her out of my house last night. You, or your brother, or some hired help. I don’t mind shooting the lot of you if I have to. I’m going to find Elizabeth.”


  Mrs. Schneider waited, as if the words percolated down to her through a rubble of broken emotions, old ideas. “You think she is here?”


  “No, I know you were too smart for that.”


  Mrs. Schneider brushed at a lock of the silver hair. She was still the duchess, but there were frayed spots on the immaculate dignity. The long black velvet dress had mud along the hem. One shoulder had slipped awry, showing the white skin, the toneless sagging skin of an old woman. Under the fine gray brows the eyes were lusterless, burned out. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Amy crowded her with fierce persistence. “Yes you do. That day when I was having lunch with Neece and you came into the café—you gave him some double-talk, and what it meant was that Mrs. Tzegeti was dying and you wanted a quick search for the book as soon as she was out of the way. You’d been there. I know that. Somehow you made her drink the stuff that killed her.”


  “I wouldn’t do that. There are easier poisons than the one she took.” Again the sliding glance, searching for the empty water glass.


  Amy gripped her wrist. “You know who did——”


  A faint smile trembled across Mrs. Schneider’s mouth. “It’s much too late to frighten me, Mrs. Luttrell.” The tone was gentle, almost friendly. “If you had come yesterday to threaten, there might have been something left over, some scrap of terror I wasn’t using in that other business. . . .” The smile grew stronger, though the eyes remained dead and dark. “Now there is nothing but relief. A dull relief. The dentist’s drill is still there, pressing the nerve, but I’ve taken novocain.” The cold fingers tightened on Amy’s arm. “I don’t know where the Tzegeti child is. Don’t waste any time here.”


  Amy shook her savagely. “You know something you’re not telling.”


  “I came out here a little past midnight. It’s a pretty spot, don’t you think? I wanted time to come to the inevitable conclusion—even though it was inevitable—and then when I saw what I had better do. . . .” Her head trembled suddenly and the lock of silver hair came down. She didn’t try to put it into place again. Her body had taken on an attitude of heaviness, of slack unbalanced weight. “Now I’m just going to forget—even about the blackmail——”


  Amy stepped back, studied Mrs. Schneider. A bird had awakened in the yard, had thrown a few chirps out into the silence. There was a ruffle of wings. The glassy surface of the little pool broke under the impact of some dew, and the red plum and yellow acacia bloomed together in the rolling water. “What’s wrong with you?”


  “Vernon . . . he must be at Cunninghan’s office. That’s where he called—you’d better go.” Mrs. Schneider dragged the words forth, then slid over face-down on the couch.


  Amy saw the extension telephone in a niche behind the small bar. She ran over to it, listened to make sure the wire was alive, then dialed Dr. Sprague. “I’m calling from Mrs. Schneider’s house. Out in back, by the pool. She’s taken something—sleeping pills, probably—and you’d better get an ambulance over here. Give me a break, Doctor. Don’t say who telephoned.”


  Dr. Sprague muttered something about its being irregular. Amy didn’t argue. She hung up the telephone and left.


  It was daylight by the time she reached town again. A couple of janitors were washing off the sidewalks in front of the two biggest stores, and a truck full of boxes had paused to take on some more discarded cartons. The corner lunchroom held a waitress and a counterman, just putting on aprons. A phone was tinkling hopefully in the drugstore.


  Amy went up the stairs quickly but without sound. She opened Cunninghan’s outer door, looked into the reception room. The light, filtered through the yellow gauze, looked ill, dismal, and the formality of the room gave it the deadness of a window display. Across the room the other door stood an inch or so ajar. She heard Vernon Wyse said, “She ought to be here any minute, dammit. We’ll settle all this.”


  Another voice—Neece’s—answered, “I’m not with you. We can’t fool him a second time. He wouldn’t believe it. I don’t want to try it.”


  Wyse said roughly, “I can’t see that he has much choice. He kept the money. He won’t want that exposed.”


  “When your sister comes, she’d better understand——”


  There was a wail of a siren from some blocks away—the ambulance going for Mrs. Schneider, probably—and both men were silent until the noise died out.


  Neece went on, “She’d better understand what the score is. We’ll hold them off on the Tzegeti deal, keep the documents out of their hands as long as possible; but when the chips are down, we’ll have to produce.”


  “You’d better think of yourself,” Wyse flung out. “You won’t be a fair-haired boy around here if Cunninghan knows you helped put it over.”


  “I don’t think he’ll find that out.”


  “There’s just one thing that can save any of us. That damned diary.”


  “Yes, but it won’t turn up now.”


  Amy leaned against the door lintel and thought about Tzegeti’s journal. In the last moments at home, running for the cab, she’d kicked it under a chest of drawers in the hall, a chest where towels were stored. It still must be there, providing Fogarty hadn’t been too quick to miss her, too accurate with a conclusion, and curious enough at her house to look at more than the surface evidence of what had happened there.


  The conversation in the other room—Neece’s side of it, at least—betrayed that Cunninghan must have called to let him know the current score. They were shoring up the dikes around what threatened to be disaster. Then Amy recalled the extension telephone in the cabana beside the pool—of course they’d relayed the news to Mrs. Schneider, with no knowledge of the state she was in, the ragged edge of worn nerves, the fear that had reached the jumping-off spot.


  How perfect the mask, the façade, had been, Amy thought; she’d never seen such cold control, such sureness, such disdainful calm as Mrs. Schneider’s. And inside had been the quivering coward, the timid thief——


  Neece said, “He isn’t mad yet. He hasn’t gotten over the shock he had, and whatever he went through with that reporter. When he does come out of it, I’m going to have my hands full. He might see through it all; he might get the idea I helped with it. He wouldn’t like that.”


  “If we could get our hands on the diary,” Wyse put in stubbornly, with a hint of fright, “we’d find something to blow it all up with.”


  Amy stepped in through the door. The two men swung together, catching the sudden movement, and she saw that Wyse was pale and strained and that Neece was black and angry. Amy looked at Wyse. “I just came from your sister. She’s taken a drug of some sort in an effort to kill herself. She was talking, too, about the blackmail business. I presume that’s what’s under discussion here now. All that careful work to prove the blackmail isn’t going to stand up. You were the ones who were doing it, actually, since it proved a profitable side line and must have yielded more than what Schneider was paying you or allowing her for personal expenses.”


  “Now look here——” Wyse stammered.


  “Shut up,” Amy said. “I’m offering you a deal. You give me back Elizabeth and I’ll hand over Tzegeti’s diary. Then you can destroy it and quit pretending you think it might prove Tzegeti’s guilt about anything. You can burn up whatever he put into it about your shakedown of the Picardy’s gambling patrons. You can relax. Providing you hand over the girl.”


  “Don’t listen to her!” Neece commanded. “It’s a trap, Vernon!”


  “You don’t have to worry that he’ll read it before he burns it,” Amy said to Neece. “Nor risk letting another person translate it. It’s all in Polack—or whatever.”


  Neece’s face worked; his glance settled on her purse. As if the cold, oiled gun were visible through the leather, he seemed suddenly chilled, wary. “What did you mean—about Mrs. Schneider?”


  “She’s checking out on you—the hard way. And forgetting not to talk. Of course she knows she hasn’t anything to lose.”


  Wyse rubbed a hand along his jaw to cover what could have been a shaking mouth. “She’s . . . dying?”


  “It must have been tough for her for a long time,” Amy pointed out. “First there was the danger that her husband would find out your private game with his steady customers, and then the frantic hope that the blackmail could all be put off upon Tzegeti, a dead man. Only the people who knew the truth and might object kept dying off, violently—Mrs. Tzegeti, Raoul Schneider’s wife. Murder isn’t healthy. It’s even less healthy than blackmail. I guess that’s what finally worried her to death.” Amy jerked her purse open, took out the gun. “My deal’s got a time limit. The diary for Elizabeth. Only you’ll trade quick or not at all. I’m in a hurry.”


  “She’s crazy,” Neece said, trying to put humor and disdain into it.


  “No she isn’t,” Wyse argued. He quit trying to cover his shaking mouth. “She keeps talking about the Tzegeti kid. Some deal she wants——”


  “You know what I mean,” Amy ground out.


  “It’s kidnaping!” Wyse wailed. “It’s a snatch! And you promised that if Sis and I would play ball with you, there wouldn’t be any danger! Don’t you know kidnaping’s a federal offense?” He screamed the last words at Neece; Neece quit trying to be smooth or elegant or winning. He walked over to Wyse and slapped him in the face. Wyse fell back into Cunninghan’s chair.


  “Shut your damned mouth!” Neece leaned over him, fists balled.


  Amy said, “Keep right on talking, Mr. Wyse.”


  “I don’t know anything.” The pallor was greenish, his cheekbones sticking out as though the flesh had crept away to some inner part of his skull. “I haven’t taken any child!”


  “I’ll outline things for you,” Amy said with wily patience. Neece flung her a look. “You had the blackmail going and Schneider found out about it—just as he was supposed to have found out about Tzegeti. You murdered Schneider; then you scrammed to establish an alibi, or for some other purpose, and you forgot poor old Tzegeti with his broom.”


  Wyse was shaking his head as if his neck had a broken swivel in it.


  “Later you got to thinking. He could be shut up. So you threatened his wife and kid, unless he took the rap; and that settled the dust for a while. Then the governor’s crime inquiry decided to have a look down here. A gambling czar had been murdered, and while there didn’t seem to be any underworld workings in the affair, it had a smell. They decided to talk to Tzegeti on his way to San Quentin. Well, that might have broken it. He was just an ignorant foreigner; he might have had an exaggerated idea of the power and prestige of a governor’s committee. It would be better all around if he were to die on the train.”


  Neece tried to break in. “Look, Mrs. Luttrell, you might just listen——”


  Amy moved the gun on him, and his voice died. She went on, “It was safer to murder Tzegeti and my husband than it was to let the thing alone, let Tzegeti be a pretended murderer—because away from Lomena, safe in prison, he might eventually tell the truth. Especially if his wife died or moved away or he figured somehow you no longer had the power to work evil on them. So you killed Tzegeti, and my husband, and walked off the train as soon as it stopped, and were scot free and without any worries at all.”


  Wyse was sitting still now, his eyes fixed on her face, his lips parted—not as if he wanted to say anything, to interrupt, but as if he needed air, more air than simple breathing could give him.


  “Only there were tag ends that had to be taken care of. Like the book, Tzegeti’s diary. You wanted that, and when you couldn’t get it you figured Mrs. Tzegeti was the only one who knew its whereabouts anyway, so you killed her. That was the same as destroying the journal, in a way. Mrs. Tzegeti kept her mouth shut, in spite of the agonizing pain, because there was still Elizabeth, who would be left alone.”


  Neece drew back to the window, a gliding uneasy motion; but Wyse didn’t move. He seemed to shrink a little. The silver frames gleamed on his eyeglasses, and the lenses sparkled cleanly, but the rest of his face had a dusty look, a dull pallor like a sick man’s.


  “Elizabeth left the house and came to me, after a detour through the halls of the Juvenile Department, and you could search in peace. You looked and looked, always hoping, and then when you found Cunninghan’s secretary there digging at the floor behind the bed you were sure you were undone, and you killed her.”


  The thing that looked out of Wyse’s eyes was old, as old and bitter as the taste of pain.


  “And now you have the little girl, Tzegeti’s child that he died for, and for whose safety I’m perfectly willing and able to make a trade with you or to kill you—either one, whichever you choose.”


  She thought that he was looking into the black barrel of the gun, but couldn’t be sure. He had folded his hands on Cunninghan’s desk, or rather one hand had faltered over and clung to the other as if they were two separate organisms and afraid. The dusty whiteness had increased in his face. Even his eyes and the silver hair seemed dead. He reminded her very much of Mrs. Schneider, there at the end just before she had fallen on her face; and Amy saw that the common denominator was fright, fright that had grown unendurable, for these two had fooled the world with a cool front while terror gnawed them inwardly. Love of money might be the root of all evil; it had certainly driven this pair, Wyse and his sister, into deeps where they were lost.


  “Don’t kill me,” Wyse whimpered. Then he began to weep.


  Neece made a face of sudden disgust and turned, ramming his hands into his pockets, looking out of the window where the gray dawn was turning yellow, where trucks were lining up, delivering goods to feed Lomena’s markets, and where the street inspectors kept watch to make sure that when the trucks were gone the streets would be left clean and spruce.


  Amy looked down at the gun. She felt empty and defeated, and it was a tool she couldn’t use. You can’t shoot a man who is crying. She asked Neece, “Do you think he stole Elizabeth?”


  “I don’t think he has the guts for kidnaping,” Neece said shortly, not looking back at her.


  “Someone did.”


  Neece, with an air of decision, walked over to the desk and seized the telephone. He dialed a number. “I want to report a missing person.” He waited while he was put through on an extension, then held the phone out to Amy. “Here. This is the way to do it.”


  The words as she spoke them seemed dry and meaningless, almost foreign, and her tongue was wool. While she answered questions mechanically, a long corridor appeared to open in her mind, a path backward through all of the things she had done wrong: she shouldn’t have had Elizabeth in her house to begin with, since there was danger in any aspect of the case as far as the child was concerned, and the widow and the orphan of those who had been murdered were a common enemy to be watched, to be destroyed if necessary; and she shouldn’t have left her alone in the place—even Fogarty had warned her about that; and most of all there should never have been any curiosity, any hint of wanting to know, about Tzegeti’s book.


  She put down the telephone, slid the gun into her purse, snapped the purse, turned to go.


  Neece said, “You look done in. May I see you home, Mrs. Luttrell?”


  “No, thank you,” Amy said.


  “Do you really have Tzegeti’s journal?”


  “Yes, I have it.”


  She waited, but he didn’t say anything further, though there was thought behind his eyes.


  “I’ll call you later in the day,” Amy decided.


  He nodded in agreement.


  “You’ll see what you can do?”


  “I’ll use what contacts I have. They aren’t many.”


  “Because Lomena is so clean.”


  He looked out of the window. “They’re brushing out the gutters now.”


  Tears bit at her eyes. She walked away before the two men should see them.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  AMY SAT on the couch and looked at the wall where the picture would have hung had she bought it, the desert scene full of long tawny reaches of sand and faraway hills like a mirage. She felt dry, empty, and burned-out, run down like a forgotten clock, so that it was easier to remain still and to look at things that might have been. The silence in the room seemed brittle, precarious; even the sound of her breathing was an intrusion.


  When she had first come home she had been active. She had fed the pup and taken him out and brought him back and examined his ear again, then played with him gently until he was ready for sleep. He was bigger now, in these few days, harder under the fur, the fat disappearing, and he no longer nipped at your hands, though he was still quite willing to have a go at a shoe.


  Then the pup had gone away into his private world of slumber and the house had grown quiet. Amy had watched the sunny patches creep across the floor.


  The room smelled now of the afternoon, a warm breezy smell made up of vacant earth dried out, weeds full of dust, a touch of sea air from the beach beyond Palos Verdes, and very new, new furniture.


  The police were working on the disappearance of Elizabeth Tzegeti. The fact of her being gone had been dropped into an official hopper where it turned up again in different hues: she could have run away; she could have decided to go to her parents’ delayed funeral, though it was a day away and she’d have to be confused somewhat as far as time went; and then she might be hiding from a sense of mischief or injury. And, too, as the rather determined Mrs. Luttrell had insisted, she could have been kidnaped. . . .


  After a while Amy heard a car in the street, then footsteps on the porch, and she reached quickly and automatically for the purse—but it was only Fogarty.


  He looked tired, grim, unpressed, uncaring. Amy saw that the white Irish skin, when it is fine-drawn, makes freckles look as big as the moon. He stood just inside the door, the door still open behind him, and said, “Hello. Do you want me to come in?”


  She didn’t answer, so he came in. He sat down on the straight chair he apparently still liked and began to light a cigarette.


  Amy spoke out of a parched throat. “Say it.”


  He glanced at her, a quick look that tried to take in everything: her mood, the amount of strain she felt, even the fact that she’d forgotten her lipstick all day. “What about?”


  “You know what about.”


  He got the cigarette going, then coughed over it—a tired, hacking cough. “Let’s put away the hammers, huh? I’ll put away mine and you put away yours.”


  “That’s asking quite a bit of someone you called inhuman.”


  “Good God!” Fogarty exploded. Then he took time to reorganize himself. “No, I won’t do it. I’ve been thinking things over. Looking around, too. Lots of frightened people in town. The stores are empty. There’s a little knot of people praying in one of the churches. A Protestant church, by the way, though I guess the crowd could be mixed. A gang of men are beating the bulrushes down by the slough. Some of them are off the oil derricks down that way. The rest drove down from town. It’s funny; the people got going so much quicker than the cops.” He blew smoke into the air, cautiously, as if she might command him to hold it in his lungs. “It occurred to me then, seeing all this, that you and I have something very much in common, something a lot of the others haven’t got. I won’t brag it up by calling it courage. I’ll just say we’re not easy to scare.”


  She listened, examining his words craftily. He was building a story out of all of this, a dramatic and arresting tale for his editor to gloat on. Now, for an astringent touch, he wanted the inner workings of the cop’s widow who had taken in the murderer’s kid. She felt the nails dig into her palms.


  He gave her a quick look. “I’ve put away the dictagraph.” He was trying to win her over with sly patience, a crooked smile covering something else, perhaps: compassion, or trickery, or a real interest that he didn’t want to show because it didn’t fit the hard, tough person he wanted to be. “To start with, I’m on your side. You can be damned sure I’m not on the cops’ side. They wouldn’t touch me with a ten-foot pole. I skewered the bejasus out of them by getting Cunninghan’s story to the papers before they made an official document out of it.”


  She said carefully, “I’m getting a new idea. You’re after Tzegeti’s book.”


  His eyes lit up; he couldn’t stop that. But he said, “Isn’t the kid more important right now?”


  “The book is in the trade. It’s my bargaining point.”


  “You’ve got a deal on?”


  She nodded. “If Neece can find the right contact.”


  He thought about it. “You’ve gone over to the gang theory, after all?”


  “No. But the book has value, somehow.”


  “And you can produce?” He was leaning forward, the cigarette burning forgotten in his hand. “You found it?”


  “While you were putting Cunninghan over the jumps in the kitchen.”


  A faint uneasiness stirred in his face. “You’ve read it?”


  “I can’t read it.”


  “Well, that’s one point to the good,” he commented. “You brought it here for the kid to look at. That’s when you missed her.”


  “Yes. She’d been taken away. There were signs, a few here and there, that she hadn’t gone without trouble.” Into Amy’s mind burst the thing she had managed to keep out, like a prowling tiger: the inexorable tick of time, the fading empty minutes, hours, since that discovery . . . and with each a diminishing of hope.


  Perhaps some of this showed in her face. Fogarty began to be busy with his cigarette, and brushing ashes off his trouser leg, and shifting about in the straight hard chair. “No definite clues?” he said at last.


  “Just one.”


  His glance was sharp, a little puzzled. “Something useful?”


  “No. You know. The rope.”


  He jumped off the chair and ran into the hall, turned wrong the first time, came out of Amy’s room and went into the room Elizabeth had occupied. After some minutes he came back with the short coiled rope in his hands. “The cops see this?”


  “Oh yes. They came right away and went over the room, two technicians and a detective. There wasn’t anything but the rope, and since I had to admit that it had been around for a while, it didn’t impress them.”


  “It should have.”


  She looked at it dully.


  “I’m going to try to do something with this. Mind?”


  “No, I don’t mind.”


  He sat down, the rope twined in his hands. “This was a warning.”


  “Yes, I see that it was.”


  “Someone has been keeping track of you.”


  “The man with the silk face,” she agreed.


  “He might have bought this locally. It’s possible.” He waited as if for her to agree. He put the rope into his pocket. “I don’t suppose you’d let me see Tzegeti’s journal.”


  “You can’t read it anyway. It’s just as you said. He wrote it in Polack—or whatever.”


  “I’ve been thinking.” Fogarty rubbed the edge of his jaw, the familiar gesture while he let his mind rove. “In all languages there are words that don’t transfer over, that are left as is, adopted if you wish—— Also proper names. I think Tzegeti might have adopted an English term or two, something he couldn’t duplicate in his mother tongue.”


  She nodded warily. “Yes, I guess that’s possible.”


  He waited, bright-eyed; she said nothing.


  After a moment he got up to pace around the room. Then he went into the kitchen and had a look at the pup. He came back, stood rocking on his toes. Amy felt the tight check he kept on himself, the bitter things he wanted to say and did not. . . . She steeled herself. She had one thing to trade for Elizabeth; it must remain as it was, or its value would vanish. Only a secret could buy Elizabeth’s freedom.


  She put away the other thought, the prowling tiger that circled her mind, the tiger made of dark and death.


  “You know that I can’t risk your writing up for the newspaper——”


  “To hell with the newspaper! Do you think I’m risking a kid’s life for a goddamned newspaper story?” He was beating the back of the straight chair he’d been sitting in; his eyes were squinted up, his mouth snarling. “What do you think I am?”


  “I can’t let you see the book.”


  He licked his lips. “And—and suppose——”


  “Then it can be translated. Not before.”


  “If they’re clever, they’ll have both the kid—to destroy, of course—and the book.”


  She wouldn’t argue with him. If she defended herself, qualified what she must do, he’d end up having things his way. “No.”


  He walked around some more. The pup jumped around in the box, and the cracks made in it before gaped for him, and he came in to tag at Fogarty’s ankles. Fogarty picked him up without seeming to think about it; his mind was elsewhere. “By the way, a minor madness came up while I was at police headquarters. Mrs. Schneider has a housemaid and a cook who come in by the day. They claim that when they arrived this morning—Mrs. Schneider being already in the hospital, of course—her house had been burglarized. Torn up. One of the dogs shot in the shoulder, the other terrorized and digging himself a tunnel under the back fence.”


  Amy didn’t lift her eyes.


  “That was you, I guess,” Fogarty went on.


  She shrugged.


  “Yes, I thought you might operate that way. First, frenzy. Then, trusting a guy like Neece. Cunninghan’s bright boy, and God knows what else. Nobody knows anything about that pigeon. He could be anything.”


  “He looked okay to me.”


  “A bunch of beautiful bright babies—Wyse and Cunninghan and Mrs. Schneider and Neece. Look at the record. Wyse pinning a blackmail rap on a dead man. Cunninghan stealing dough from a dying client. Mrs. Schneider quite ready to ease off the deep end rather than face the music she has coming to her. And Neece telling you he’ll make a deal for Elizabeth.”


  “I might point out,” Amy said, “that a man who keeps his kind of company is much more apt to know where Elizabeth is.”


  Fogarty sat down, the pup in his arms, and said conversationally, “What do you think? Still alive, or not?”


  The tiger’s eyes came in over the wall in her mind; she saw them, the yellow eyes of death. “Of course she is.”


  “You know, the FBI has some sort of chart or table—gives the probabilities. They drop sharply after a few hours.”


  She felt her face stretch into an expression of loathing. “What are you trying to force me to do?”


  “To let me help.”


  “You want to see Tzegeti’s book.”


  “To start with,” he agreed.


  The telephone rang; she jumped for it. Neece’s voice was smooth, oily. “Are you going to be there for a little while? I’d like to see you in about ten minutes. Alone.”


  “Yes, I’ll be here.” Amy felt her knees shake, the sudden dizzy relief, the pounding pulse in her ears that almost hid Neece’s words.


  She put down the telephone. Fogarty was looking at her with cynical enjoyment. “If you trust him you’re crazy.”


  She straightened her back stiffly. “Please go now, Mr. Fogarty.”


  In the hall she got down on her knees and explored under the chest of drawers. The book was there against the wall, somewhat dusty. She hadn’t done much housekeeping recently.


  She brought it out. It was the sort of diary, day-to-day journal, you’d find in any cheap stationery department or even a dime store. The binding was loose, weak, as if worn that way by Tzegeti’s long handling. The pages rippled in her hands. She wouldn’t read it; she commanded herself not to examine the close, dark-written script. Even if, as Fogarty had guessed, there might be here and there an untranslatable English word or a proper name among the Polish gibberish.


  Then, as if she had no control, her eyes settled on the center of a page and she began to read. The script was foreign, cramped, taught by some whiskered professor in a small school far away.


  But this was English!


  She tried to stop the sudden rush of excitement that set her hands trembling. She rippled through the book and the truth became clear. As he had learned English, Tzegeti had begun to write in it. At first just a few words, a common phrase, sometimes ludicrous and inappropriate slang. But the English progressed, grew smoother, drew out into sentences, paragraphs. The last few pages were entirely in the new tongue and perfectly understandable.


  . . . I am afraid that tonight there may be trouble. Mr. Schneider has discovered something which is not to his liking. Last night a man came to see him. This man is the head of the police here. I heard voices raised in Schneider’s office, and there were threats——


  Amy stopped short and went back again to read incredulously the cramped, dark script. The chief of police . . . the man in charge of all the investigation of Schneider’s murder, the man who professed to be hunting the murderer on the train. The man who now had charge of the search for Elizabeth!


  Blood pounded in her ears, behind her eyes. Now she had the truth, the whole incredible story!


  It was useless to wait here for Neece, for any dealings in Lomena would be fruitless. She started for the front door, escape uppermost in her mind. If Neece arrived now, she’d simply brush by him. She had to reach some other branch of the law, the police of some other city, or the FBI, and lay this incredible exposure before them.


  The pup tangled himself with her hurrying feet, whined at the bump she tried not to give, then cried out sharply in pain and scrubbed with a paw at his wounded ear. She knelt, comforted him, stopped the whimpering at last. She had put the book down on the floor.


  Her eyes rested on its cover and she stroked the soft black fur. It seemed to her that an avalanche had swept across her life, cutting off all familiar trails, leaving the landscape strange and barren. She was truly alone, and Elizabeth’s fate was much more hopeless than she had dreamed.


  The clean little town, the town that kept its gutters swept—it had the dirtiest sore of all!


  She needed advice, help, the weight of experience. She thought of Pop Bronson then.


  She ran for her coat in the bedroom, threw it on, picked up the pup, the diary, and her handbag, hurried for the car. It was while she was on the steps that it struck her—Tzegeti’s perfect English, meticulous phrasing . . . and one word wrong.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  POP BRONSON’S small white house looked neat as a satin bandbox in the midst of its garden of flaming bloom. Amy parked at the curb and got out, the pup and the book and her purse in her arms. She went up the steps to Pop’s gate, studying the place and seeing things about it that she had never noticed before. It sat low against the hill, gaining some shade in the afternoon when the sun lowered, and behind it the brown hummocks that led by dips and ridges to the true heights of Palos Verdes, facing the western sea. A lot of work had gone into the yard; she wondered if Pop had done it all himself or merely put in the trimmings. He was there now with a short-handled spading fork, digging among some iris.


  She turned left at the house and took the little graveled path to the spot where he stood waiting.


  “Hello, Amy.”


  “Hello.”


  He thrust the fork into the soil and pulled off the heavy canvas gloves. He took her hand in his. “I heard about the girl.”


  She had put the pup down. The pup ran over to Pop’s boot, chewed the shoestring happily for a moment, then thrust an inquisitive nose into the flowers. “I’m at the end of my rope,” Amy said. “Really at the end. If no one helps me, I’m going to fold.”


  “Something will turn up,” he said heartily. “Whose dog? Yours?”


  “Yes.” She stepped past Pop so that she could keep an eye on the pup, and found him sniffing at the edge of a spaded patch, a bare spot without flowers. Amy looked at the fresh-turned earth for a moment. “What are you going to put here?”


  “Ummmm . . . zinnias. I’ve some young plants’ll bloom late in fall, provided we don’t have a heavy frost.”


  She regarded the earth with weary half-interest, as though there was a certain relief in thinking about something not connected with the missing girl. “The soil’s all prepared?”


  He took a pipe from his sweater pocket, began to fill it from a leather pouch. He moved deliberately and his face was calm, almost determinedly so, as if to discourage any tendency toward hysterics on Amy’s part. “All ready to go. Those babies will shoot right up.”


  She put out a toe to test the spongy turf. “Feels as if you’d dug pretty deep. I guess you needed to.”


  He drew on the pipe, a match poised, his eyes on the flame. “Yes, you have to, Amy. That yard of yours, now—I’ve noticed it’s hard as a board. You ought to pull out that puny stuff you’ve got growing and start all over again, have the place turned over by plow, then harrowed down fine, maybe some light sand worked in. You find a heavy adobe, usually, where you are.”


  She knelt, feeling his eyes on her now, and ran her fingers into the damp earth. “I didn’t know you’d been over recently, Pop.”


  “Went by one day—you weren’t at home. It was that day you went to Ensenada, I guess.” There was a shade of reproof under the words.


  Without moving or looking up, her hand still in the soil, Amy said, “You shouldn’t have told Mrs. Schneider I was going.”


  “I didn’t think you’d be foolish enough to go alone.”


  There had been a subtle change in the conversation, Amy felt. It was as if two good friends, still friendly, had begun to tell each other the little grievances that had grown up through years of friendship. Like the chill of evening, she thought, that comes while the sun is still in the sky. “I didn’t find Raoul Schneider at all like Mrs. Schneider said he’d be.”


  “Well, she’s careless with the truth, anyhow, that woman.”


  “Yes, and chickenhearted, fundamentally.” Amy still knelt, letting the soil drift through her hand. “How much do you suppose she really knows about the kidnaping?”


  “Oh, nothing,” he said gruffly, abruptly. “No one in his right mind—no clever crook—would trust such a woman with that information.”


  She let his words run through her mind again. “How much do the police know about the blackmail scheme she and Wyse were working on?”


  He puffed at the pipe. “You forget, Amy. I’m not chief any more.”


  “You’re more than chief, better than chief,” she told him, turning now to glance upward. “You run things better from here than you ever did in an office at headquarters. They rely on you in a thousand ways, because though you’re not with them, you’re of them—someone gone back into ordinary society who can still be trusted to think like a cop.” She shifted the book under her arm. It slid out past the purse and the slanting sunlight, low behind the hill, struck the gilt lettering that said Daily Journal. “When the chips are down, a cop will trust another cop in a way he wouldn’t anyone else.”


  “What is it you have there?” Pop asked, his buffalo head bent a little, the eyes under the wire-wool brows still and sharp.


  “Tzegeti’s book.”


  He went on smoking. He had folded the canvas gloves and laid them across the handle of the spading fork. His hands were free, and a hint of nervousness came into his manner, in the way he seemed unsure of just what to do with them. “Should you be carrying it about like that?”


  “Why not?” Amy said bitterly. “It’s all in Polish. You’d have to have a translator to read it.”


  He walked away for a few feet, short abrupt steps, then paused, threw her a sidewise glance. “May I see it?”


  “Sorry,” said Amy. “It’s in the trade, you see.” She poked the book into place again. The pup came over, scampering, his paws full of loose dirt, his nose caked. “I have promised Mr. Neece that if he can locate a contact, he’s to offer Tzegeti’s book for the child’s life.”


  “Oh? You mean you’re keeping the contents a secret—that’s part of it?”


  “The main part,” Amy told him. “I haven’t read any of it, nor tried to.”


  Their eyes met. She wondered what he could see in her face, beyond the tiredness and defeat she’d willed to be there.


  “You’d play honest with a kidnaper?”


  “I want Elizabeth back. I have no choice.”


  Pop moved his pipe between his lips, clamped his teeth on a new spot. The smoke was thin and blue, drifting away on the summer air. “The little girl . . . you expect to have her back safe? You think she’s still alive?”


  Amy’s hand paused a moment over the soft loose soil. “Perhaps.”


  Pop cleared his throat. “Did you come here now with the idea that if Neece failed, if he couldn’t find anyone who might be able to listen, that I could help you?”


  “You’re my last hope, Pop.”


  He began to walk again, circling the plot where the soil lay dark and loose, his work shoes crunching the gravel. “Had you thought much about the—the motive behind this business?”


  “Someone wants Tzegeti’s diary.” Again Amy shifted the book with an air of near carelessness. “The little girl doesn’t know where her father left the book, but the murderer may have thought she did.”


  Pop went on walking. “That word, now—murderer. Someone can kill in the heat of the moment, an instant’s irrationality . . . it’s as if you had a fever, that you blacked out. . . . Only afterward there are things to be mended.”


  “With more murders.” Amy made a little hole with her finger, a tiny tunnel at which the pup sniffed in fascination. Then his paws began to work, his toenails sent the dirt flying, and the hole suddenly became a trench, then a small cavern. The pup stopped, his tongue rolling, his eyes begging permission to continue the game.


  “Should he be digging here?” Amy wondered.


  Pop’s gaze was on the book. “It doesn’t matter,” he said off-handedly. “Look, Amy. Suppose I could find out for you whether the child was safe or not. Wouldn’t that do? If there was a promise that no harm would come to her——”


  Amy shook her head. “If I can’t find Elizabeth, the book goes to the police.”


  He shifted the pipestem again. “Not even if . . . if I could guarantee——”


  “How could you?” she said irritably. “No. I’d have to see her myself.”


  “But this kidnaper . . . I mean, people like that—— Awfully jumpy, of course. Set like a hair trigger. You wouldn’t want to press them, force them, perhaps cause them to lose their heads.”


  “Why should the kidnaper blow his top?” Amy argued. “He’s done the other jobs smoothly and carefully. This is my ticket to Elizabeth. When I see her, when I can bring her home again, I’ll pass it over.” She was tapping the book, and Pop’s eyes were glued to the tapping finger.


  He made a lunge at her. She was unprepared. With one hand he knocked her aside, so that she fell into the path; with the other he seized Tzegeti’s diary. Amy didn’t try to pick herself up at once. She watched Pop. He was breathing deeply, jerkily, and his skin was red with a sudden flush.


  “I had to do it, Amy. For the child’s sake. For yours. I’m going to handle the affair for you. The little Tzegeti girl will be all right, and you won’t get hurt either.”


  Amy reached for her purse. Pop wasn’t watching her now. His fingers were straying over the book’s covers, dipping between the leaves.


  “Give it back, Pop.”


  The sight of the gun must have been a terrific surprise. For a moment she thought that Pop actually didn’t believe what he was seeing, that he mistrusted his senses. “Hey!” he said, a short breathless grunt of a word. “You—you’ve got a——”


  She stood up slowly and leveled the barrel at him. “I’m not fooling.”


  For a moment they faced each other, a battle of wills, of wits. He was wondering, now the surprise was wearing off, if she’d really use the gun, really aim it at him and cold-bloodedly pull the trigger; and she was keeping her face a mask.


  “I’m a little off the beam today, Pop. Almost insane, you might say. I don’t think a jury would convict me of anything if I shot you now—not if my lawyer was careful to bring out how I’d taken the Tzegeti child into my house, and because her aloneness was somehow so much like my own I’d grown very protective toward her, and how much of a strain I’d been under since she disappeared. Oh, I don’t mean killing you. Maybe I couldn’t quite get away with that. But a bullet can do other things than kill. It can shatter a bone, disfigure a hand, leave a limp. I could do those things to you, Pop, if I don’t get the diary back.”


  He must have seen that the flaming savagery in her eyes was real, that its burning heat was meant for him. He flinched a trifle.


  Then he put out a hand—not the one with the book in it, but the one with the pipe. “But, Amy, this is me—Pop!”


  “It was you, Pop, a long time ago. Somewhere along the way there were changes made—not nice changes. From an honest cop you turned into a greedy politician, then into a shakedown artist, then murderer, thief, kidnaper——”


  “No, Amy. Oh, my God, you’ve made a horrible mistake!”


  “I haven’t made any mistake, and don’t go religious on me. There are some tools over there.” She nodded toward a clutter of things in one of the side paths: a shovel, a hoe, a roll of wire, clippers, a hose nozzle. “Hand over the book and pick up the shovel. And start digging.”


  “Digging?” His mouth gaped. “Where?”


  “Here.” With the toe of her shoe she turned over some of the loose earth.


  He looked into her eyes again and then went off stumblingly to the heap of tools and came back with the shovel. He paused then. He had put the pipe into his pocket. He looked old and hurt and bewildered, the book in one hand, the shovel handle in the other. There wasn’t any of the usual humor, or fatherliness, left in his manner—just puzzlement that Amy should treat him like this. She reached a hand toward him. “Give the book, Pop.”


  He laid it near his feet, at the side of the path, in a move that was quick and catlike. “Amy, you can’t think I buried the little girl there.”


  “You’ve done something there. Get busy.” She fingered the trigger impatiently.


  “I’ll prove to you how wrong you are.” He began to dig, to toss the earth into a heap at one side, and all at once Amy had the hunch that she was guilty of an error. Not the kind Pop meant, however. There wasn’t anything under the loose dirt. Either Pop had told the truth about transplanting the zinnias or the meaning of the freshly turned earth was one she hadn’t glimpsed.


  Amy half turned, looked around the yard. The garden extended up the slight slope of the hill. At the rear was a tool shed and a garage, both hidden under climbing morning-glory and bougainvillea.


  Pop raised himself from the hole he had dug. “Look, Amy. My shovel doesn’t strike anything but soil.” He gave the soft earth in the bottom of the hole a stab with the shovel, and she heard the clean scrape of the trace of gravel as he withdrew the blade.


  “All right. We’ll look somewhere else. Your garage. And the shed.”


  He nodded, laid down the shovel, reached for the book.


  “Let it be.”


  He withdrew his hand, giving her a studying sidewise glance. “I never thought I’d see you like this, Amy—hard, tough, savage.”


  “I believe you commented on it before,” she said. “Let’s see the shed first, then the garage.”


  He led the way up the sunny slope, through flower beds where bees were busy, where a couple of butterflies drifted like pale blue snowflakes. “I don’t keep much in the shed any more. Old papers—I save them for the scouts. And a few gardening things.”


  She wouldn’t believe; she went on in and checked the interior. Then she glanced back at the heap of things in the path. A faint uneasiness stirred in her. Something was askew and she couldn’t place it. She turned, caught Pop’s eye; hatred glittered in it and something more: amusement, perhaps. “Well, let’s try the garage.”


  Pop’s nice new coupé sat inside, gleaming, dustless. He’d allowed himself to spend a bit of money here, a touch of ostentation. This was a rich man’s car. Amy looked through the windows at the dove-gray upholstery. It was bare, immaculate.


  “You see, the little girl isn’t here,” Pop pointed out, aggrieved. “You made some bad accusations, and you ought to take them back.”


  “Not until I’m sure,” Amy said. “We’ll look at the house now.”


  She picked up Tzegeti’s book as they passed.


  The interior of the house was cool, dim, and shadowy, and their footsteps echoed a little in the empty quiet. Pop went ahead, and Amy kept the gun on him, but the gesture was beginning to be an empty one, and Pop no longer had much of the air of a prisoner; he was more like a guide, an injured innocent only too glad to prove her wrong. His manner grew brisker and more cheerful by the minute.


  And all the time she knew that something was amiss. Something had happened out there in the yard but the meaning had evaded her, though it remained, a shadow in her mind, to nag. She began to watch Pop now, not openly, as before, but slyly, and she began to let a hint of uncertainty creep into her manner.


  So Pop expanded, grew almost jovial, joking, and threw open closet doors with exaggerated hospitality.


  All at once Amy checked him. “Wait a minute. We passed up the kitchen. I’ll have to see it.”


  He winced elaborately. “Even you can’t think of me as a cannibal, Amy.”


  She let a look of doubt flicker in her face. “No, but I’ll have a look.”


  He was careful to conceal the touch of surliness that threatened to break up his casual air. “Oh, very well, then.” He jerked open the kitchen door and walked quickly into the room. It was a large kitchen, quiet and shadowed now, since it faced east and the sun was low. Amy pushed the wall switch and the lights came on. There was not the usual sterile brightness, the shine of tile and gleam of chrome. It had been remodeled, and a decorator with an affinity for Early American had done well by it. There was a fireplace of old brick, a warming oven, an open grill, and long work-boards of shining oak. Pop liked to cook, she remembered. In the middle of the room was a big round table, comfortable chairs drawn up; a low light hung from the ceiling. Amy thought to herself that Pop entertained in here, played cards with his cronies at the big table, served beer and barbecued sandwiches. Yes, this was the room of his inner delight, the place where he enjoyed himself and squeezed the joy out of the luck and the power life had brought him.


  She turned around. In the rear wall, set into an alcove, were the necessary appliances that even a decorator couldn’t get away from: the refrigerator, the big range, the tile sink. They looked apologetic and out of place in the elaborately homey room. Amy’s eye swept past them, then went back. “What happened to your stove?”


  Pop licked his lips. “The clock was out of order.”


  She walked over, still casual and puzzled. At the top of the big white range, where the electric controls had been, bare wires protruded.


  “This was the kind of thing that turns the oven off and on automatically,” she said.


  “Yeah,” he agreed, “only it hadn’t been working right.”


  She touched the oven handle idly, glanced at Pop to see if there was any reaction. His face was blank; he wasn’t thinking about the stove, he didn’t care if she looked in the oven.


  Amy straightened, wondering to herself: Where do I go from here?


  “Don’t you think apologies are in order?” Pop suggested lightly.


  “No. The more I think the situation over, the more sure I am that you’ve got more at stake in this than anyone. It never occurred to me to wonder what made things tick in Lomena, and how the gears came to mesh so smoothly in spite of the gambling being installed, a growth like a cancer on the town. I should have thought, if I’d had any sense, that there was someone in authority to keep the town bright, to bring out that aura of civic health, and perhaps most of all to keep the business people from complaining too much about the loss of revenue over the gambling tables. A go-between. That’s you, Pop.”


  “You are insane, Amy.” His voice had risen and there was tightness in it. “This accumulation of strain has been too much for you. Here, take a chair and rest for a moment. Let me bring you a glass of water.”


  She smiled a little. “You don’t have to pretend with me, Pop. I’m wise to you now. I can see why you resigned as chief of police and became a sort of father to the town. You became very valuable to the gambling interests. When complaints started, you got up and made a speech. You pointed out the beauties of Lomena, its terrific cleanliness, its community pride, its low taxes, its splendid schools. You had a pipe line right into headquarters, too, and you could warn when trouble loomed up. Tell me—have they given you the name of the witness who saw you on that train?”


  He was at the sink, a glass in his hand, his fingers on the faucet. For just a moment an unusual stillness settled on him, the way an animal grows still to listen for danger.


  As if in answer to that listening, there was a sound.


  Steps came up on the porch and someone knocked at the front door.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  POP LOOKED without affection at the figure of Neece which filled the doorway. The big, square, good-natured face turned from Pop to Amy, politely puzzled, wondering. “What goes on here?” The pup had come in with him, now made a rush for Amy, tripped over himself, ended in a sprawling dive, and scrambled to his feet whimpering.


  Amy had the purse, Tzegeti’s book, and the gun to handle. She crowded the purse and the book under her arm, put a free hand down to comfort the dog. “You’ve come to the right place, Mr. Neece. But there isn’t any deal. Pop isn’t trading today.”


  She saw Pop, turning from the sink, look at his watch, a quick secretive motion, a flick of the wrist that he had thought concealed. In that moment she thought of the electric clock missing from the range. A frightening framework seemed in the process of building itself, under the surface of her mind, a thing made up of bits and pieces of which she didn’t have enough. She had to hurry; her pulse trembled with the need to be quick, to know surely—and the very need for speed set up a block, a wall.


  “Perhaps,” she suggested to Neece, desperation making her voice shake, “you might help Pop to a decision.”


  Neece kept his pleasantly puzzled expression. “I guess I’d better have the situation explained in words of one syllable, Mrs. Luttrell.”


  She laid the book and the gun on the edge of the big table. “I’m sure that Pop knows where Elizabeth is. I’ve offered Tzegeti’s diary for her freedom. I’ll go further. I’ll give him a head start so that he can get away before the police know.”


  “You’re saying that Mr. Bronson is the kidnaper?” Neece looked at Pop, a long look; and Amy saw that there was no friendship here, only a business association, perhaps, but that they were deciding something about her. Neece went on, “I can’t quite believe you’re making such an accusation.”


  “I am. I am.”


  His tone grew more reproving. “And I think you ought to put away the gun. That doesn’t look too good. It cheapens our errand here.”


  He was suave and smooth; he made her feel like a gashouse tough. At the same moment she saw how his poise, his sureness, communicated itself to Pop. Pop put down the glass of water he’d been holding.


  Neece continued. “I came here to ask Mr. Bronson’s help in my efforts to contact someone who might have knowledge of the child. He’s a reliable citizen, a former officer, with friendships everywhere.”


  Amy said, “He’s a crook.”


  Neece seemed pained by it. He began to walk toward her, and Pop fell into step from the other wall. They were converging on her. She wanted to pick up the gun, and she remembered the things she’d said before, her willingness to shoot anybody and to take the consequences—only here she was, penned in, and Neece’s words made all that she had done seem silly and melodramatic.


  “Go back!” Amy cried, choking on the words.


  “You are upset!” Pop Bronson purred, his eyes glowing. “I think you ought to see a doctor, Amy. Perhaps take a sedative and sleep awhile.”


  “He’s got her somewhere!” Amy stuttered to Neece. “Here! In the house—only I can’t find her. And he’s got something working, some plan—some machine.” She couldn’t say why the last words had popped into her mind; she tried to point to the place on the big range where the electric timing clock had been fastened, but Neece’s pleasant eyes and the slight shake of his head mesmerized her. “If I could only think——”


  “You’re ill. Very ill,” he suggested comfortingly.


  “Please help me!” Amy backed a little, and the table pressed the back of her thighs and held her there in the path of their advance.


  “You’re as sick as all get out,” Pop added, relishing the hypnotized despair that kept her rooted, relishing the homespun humor of his remark. “Yes, real sick.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” said a new voice, a tough, brash masculine voice. Their three heads jerked around in unison toward the door to the rear yard, and there was Fogarty, lounging against the lintel, twirling a bit of rope.


  There was a space of about ten seconds when the room held utter silence, when none of them seemed even to breathe.


  Finally Neece managed, somewhat inanely, to get out, “Here, what are you doing?”


  “Watching,” Fogarty said coolly. “I’m waiting to see what you and Bronson are going to do to Mrs. Luttrell. I thought it might make interesting reading.”


  Neece stepped away from Amy, stepped out of the path he’d made across the floor to pin her against Pop’s big table. “You’re implying a rather nasty idea there.”


  “Well, the look on your face wasn’t so respectable, either. What’re you going to do, by the way, about her statement that Bronson has the kid here?”


  “Why—why, ignore it, of course. What else could——”


  “I wouldn’t do it if I were you. Your boss wouldn’t like it—providing Cunninghan is your boss and not Bronson here.” He made a negligent gesture which included Pop and Neece, bound them casually in whatever business was afoot. “The thing about Cunninghan—he likes to have bridges behind him. He likes to have a legal excuse, even a lame one, for what he does. And there damned well isn’t any excuse this side of hell for kidnaping.” Fogarty inspected a hangnail on his thumb.


  Neece took on the gingerliness of a man walking a mined field as he got himself entirely away from Pop, away off on the other side of the room where there could be no physical association between them. “If Mr. Bronson is involved in anything criminal, naturally I’m not connected with it.”


  “Oh?” Fogarty seemed elaborately surprised. “You were pretty chummy a minute ago, but I’ll let it pass. I want Mrs. Luttrell here to hear a few facts. I took this rope around”—he walked over to the big table and dropped the rope there—“and didn’t have any trouble striking pay dirt. Bronson might have thought he was getting just an ordinary piece of leftover hemp. But of course he forgot that he’s rather an important citizen and that a clerk in a hardware store might go out of his way a bit, wanting to please him. This was a sample, or part of it. The clerk remembers Mr. Bronson without any difficulty at all.”


  Pop licked his lips. “That’s a—it’s just a lie, something you made up to frighten Amy.”


  “Oh, I don’t think so,” Fogarty argued, almost ironically friendly. “You wanted to warn her off, since her dead father had been your friend, and her husband too, until you had to kill him. You had a touch of conscience about Mrs. Luttrell. You wanted her scared off, yet in scaring her you couldn’t come out into the open. A nice subtle hint might do it. No one mistakes the significance of a rope, always turning up, always a bit longer. That was neat.”


  Neece had drawn himself up. “This doesn’t look too good for you, Bronson. I see that I might have trusted you without reason.”


  Pop flared back: “My buying a length of hemp doesn’t convict me of murder!”


  “Oh, can it, both of you,” Fogarty said irritably. “We’ve got better than that.” He waited, the imp’s light in his eyes, while the silence stretched out, humming.


  He went on casually, “Mrs. Schneider thought that she was dying when they first brought her to the hospital and before they used the stomach pump. I wasn’t there, and the cops think it’s a secret—but of course a newspaperman has to be resourceful.”


  Amy wondered briefly which nurse or orderly had yielded to Fogarty’s mixture of wheedling and coercion.


  “Mrs. Schneider made a statement regarding Mrs. Tzegeti. She claims she saw you leaving the Tzegeti house on the day Mrs. Tzegeti died, grew curious, went in to investigate. She found Mrs. Tzegeti trying to clean some stuff off her face—obviously the poison you’d just forced down her throat. Mrs. Schneider got scared and cleared out, went downtown to contact her lawyer and ran into Neece instead.”


  Neece said quickly, “She didn’t mention any name to me. By the time I could investigate for her, the police were on it.”


  “Cunninghan in on it?”


  Neece shook his head. “No, I handled things on my own. We were interested in getting the diary, of course. Mrs. Tzegeti’s death seemed to remove a source of information about it.”


  “You sure Mrs. Schneider didn’t mention Bronson?”


  “No, not once.”


  Fogarty looked over at Pop, who stood halfway between the sink and the table, as if hung there and not sure which way he should move. “What have you done with the kid, Bronson?”


  Pop shook his head, a sudden sureness coming over him. His glance flickered in the direction of the stove, the spot where the electric controls were missing. The thought pounded through Amy’s head that every time the child’s name came up he took on an interest in the time.


  She said to Fogarty, “I’m sure that Elizabeth is here—but I can’t find her. He has put her somewhere where”—she pinned down all at once her impression of Pop’s manner—“where something will happen to her if he isn’t free to release her at a certain time.”


  “What do you mean?” Fogarty demanded, flashing a glance at Pop.


  Pop had grown still, the way he had at the sink; an animal quietude that waited, examining the danger.


  “Look at the stove,” Amy commanded. “It’s the kind that has a clock control, an electric device to turn the oven on and off mechanically even if the cook isn’t at home—you must know what I mean.”


  “Yeah,” Fogarty said, going over to the range. “One of those gadgets. I used to have one—when I had a home. They’re nice. Only this seems to be missing.”


  “He says it was sent to be fixed.”


  “Where?” Fogarty demanded, turning like a flash to Pop.


  Pop’s face looked shrunken, withered. Under the wire-wool eyebrows his eyes stared vacantly at nothing.


  “He’s listening!” Amy cried. She ran to the back door. Outside lay the garden, the plot of soil fresh—dug but hiding nothing, the clutter of tools on the path, the garage, the shed—— Her eyes flicked back to the jumble of things on the path, tossed down, she thought suddenly, as if Pop had been interrupted—as if he hadn’t put them away in time because of her unexpected appearance. The clue was there, among the shovels, the hoes, the wire, clippers——“Wait a minute! He has a hose nozzle out there on the path, but I haven’t seen the hose anywhere. It wasn’t in the shed. He isn’t using it to water the garden——” She ran desperately, heard Fogarty pounding after her. She stopped in the path, all but stumbling over the clutter of tools. The wire—the clippers—those had been used to rewire the electromagnetic clock in some new location. She rushed for the shed. Perhaps under the floor——


  Fogarty’s grip on her arm spun her around. She clawed at his hand, wrenched away, but he grabbed her again. “Be quiet for a moment!” His eyes were on the garage. “What’s over there? His car?”


  “She isn’t in it!”


  “Listen!”


  He jerked her close and held her, almost too tight for breathing and she could see the hard green eyes, a little inhuman in their fixity, their glitter, and the stubby lashes like a fringe. She wanted to scratch again, to force a way out, but his grip was like steel. She opened her mouth to say something, and then a sound stopped her. It was a brief whine not unlike the pup’s . . . then a purr A motor was running, somewhere close.


  Fogarty pushed her aside as though she were so much excess baggage and ran for the garage. He got the door up, ran in, looked into the car. She saw the momentary setback, the astonishment. Then he dropped to the floor and peered upward. His hat fell off and the last glow of sunlight from over the hill settled in his red hair and set it ablaze. He reached under the car, jerked and tugged, brought out the end of the garden hose.


  He jumped to his feet and turned, pivoting on his toes, to reach for the handle of the trunk compartment. He tore at it; it didn’t move. He ran back to the clutter of tools and took a short-handled ax and came back. There was something indecent, starkly cruel, in the way he attacked the car. The fresh paint splintered and dents appeared in the smooth hull of the trunk compartment. Then the lock snapped and he had the lid up.


  He stopped, forcing himself to be calm in the face of the girl’s fear. “Hi, there. We’ve been looking for you.” He carried her out into the air. She’d been wrapped in a blanket, tied up like a cocoon. He laid her on the path and looked into her face. “Okay now?”


  She couldn’t speak because of the gag; she nodded her head. Then her eyes settled on Amy. She tried to say something through the wad of cloth. Fogarty threw a glance over his shoulder. “Yeah, that’s her. She never gives up.” And for just a moment Amy saw something in his eyes that wasn’t hard or tough or smart at all.


  She knelt beside Elizabeth and they began to untie the knots that held her.


  The car ran on and on until Fogarty went in to investigate. Pop had done the wiring cleverly, concealing the join where the wire connected to the house current, putting the electric clock under the hood.


  “He’s pretty cute,” Fogarty said grudgingly. “Let’s go and see how he and Neece are getting along.”


  Pop was sitting at the table, sprawled forward, his head in his hands, his hair matted with fresh blood. Neece was holding Amy’s gun. “He tried to grab the book and run. I had to stop him.”


  Fogarty jerked Pop’s head up. “We got the kid in time. What good was killing her going to do you? Or had murder gotten to be a habit?”


  “If—if you and Neece hadn’t spoiled it, I was going to make a deal with Amy——”


  “Like hell you were. If you weren’t free by six o’clock, you made sure the kid would die of carbon monoxide in the trunk compartment. She couldn’t talk then. Maybe you had a place prepared for her——”


  Pop’s glance flickered over to Amy; she answered his look stonily. Yes, he’d had a place prepared—the fresh-dug soil, easy to displace in a matter of minutes.


  She turned her back to him. She had her arm around Elizabeth, and the pup danced at her feet. She didn’t want to look at Pop any longer.


  Fogarty walked around the table and thrust the diary into Elizabeth’s hands “Here. It was your dad’s book. Now it belongs to you.”


  Elizabeth looked down at the black cover, the gilt lettering, and no doubt in her mind lay the memory of the many times she had seen her father take down his book to write in it. It was obvious now that she wanted to do the wise, the grown-up thing with it. She stood thinking for a moment or so, then pushed the book back into Fogarty’s hands “You tell them. I want everybody, everywhere, to know that my father was a good man.”


  Fogarty grinned the lopsided grin, slipped the book into his pocket, and headed for the phone. “You can depend on me.”


  It was next morning before they saw Fogarty again. Breakfast was over. Elizabeth was on the couch, wrapped in Amy’s robe, the pup on her lap asleep. Fogarty knocked and Amy went to the door and let him in. He didn’t take the straight chair this time; he sat down on the couch beside Elizabeth and said, “Hello, there. How are you?”


  She smiled, her eyes thanking him for that moment yesterday when the trunk had sprung open and he’d reached to lift her out. “I’m fine. How are you?”


  “Oh, I’m a little tattered around the edges. Been up most of the night.” He looked over at Amy. “You want to hear it?”


  “Yes, very much.”


  He threw his hat down on the coffee table. He fished for cigarettes, brought up an empty pack, said blankly, “I’m fresh out.”


  There was a delay while Amy gave him one of hers. The pup opened one eye, decided that Fogarty was a friend, went back to sleep. Fogarty blew smoke at the floor. Then he leaned back and went slack and Amy sensed how tired he was. “You could have phoned,” she suggested.


  He gave her a glance she couldn’t read. “Yeah, you’re right, I could have. Only I decided I might as well do things up in style.” He went on smoking, gathering words in his mind, perhaps, his face thoughtful under the red disheveled hair.


  It occurred to Amy then, for some reason, that she would not be apt to see Fogarty again.


  “The affair actually had its beginnings years ago,” Fogarty said, “when Schneider and Pop Bronson were young and knew each other in Mexico. They were a couple of wild young bucks, living in a rough country where life was cheap and excitement was apt to be bloody. I guess there were a few escapades neither of them wanted to come out. Pop Bronson had more to lose, of course, when they met again, since by then he’d already set himself up as a town father and power behind the throne. The gambling interests needed someone to keep the town in line, to keep civic virtue burning bright. You can’t have bum streets, and dirt, and shabby schools, while the dough pours in over the poker tables; the citizenry won’t sit still for it. Pop had a nice little income, of course, in addition to his police pension, and there isn’t any doubt that he enjoyed his role as father-confessor and unofficial mayor. Only when Schneider showed up, he felt obligated because of old times to see that Schneider got a permit to build the Picardy Club. It probably took some doing, but Pop managed.”


  “Of course the more clubs, the bigger the pay-off for him.”


  “Yes, only he expected more of Schneider than Schneider was willing to give, which led to arguments. And finally Schneider stopped paying altogether and said that Pop’s reward could be his—Schneider’s—silence about those rackety days in Mexico.”


  “So Schneider was pulling a kind of blackmail too.”


  “That’s right. Only Schneider got wind of the fact that someone was shaking down one of the club patrons—the woman who tried to kill herself—and he jumped to the conclusion that Bronson was behind it, getting the pay-off in some other fashion. That started the fight that ended in Schneider’s murder.”


  “Pop confessed to this?”


  Fogarty nodded. “They got it out of him. I’ve never seen a madder bunch of cops. Of course he’d betrayed everything a cop is supposed to stand for, plus killing one of his own. Your husband.”


  “What about Tzegeti?”


  “He was around, finishing his job. Pop didn’t think he’d killed Schneider but just wounded him, and that Schneider would be all right and that the thing would be hushed up. He threatened Tzegeti’s wife and kid, scared the old man, made him keep his mouth shut. Tzegeti didn’t doubt that Bronson had the power he claimed. Tzegeti had seen the ruthlessness of the unofficial police in his own country. He knew that Pop Bronson occupied a position of great influence.”


  The head of the police . . . The odd phrasing that had made her think, at last, of Pop——


  Fogarty continued: “As soon as Schneider’s death came out, Bronson expected Tzegeti to come out with the truth. He was astonished, then pleased, at the man’s silence. He began to see that Tzegeti did believe his threats to harm the wife and kid. He didn’t know, of course—Tzegeti’s diary reveals this—that Vernon Wyse had already pulled a bluff of deportation if Tzegeti didn’t sign certain documents whose contents he was not allowed to read.” Fogarty looked at Elizabeth. “Your father was a brave man. He was willing to die that you and your mother might live here in peace. Though he must have despaired, too, thinking he’d found some situations much like those in the world he’d brought you from.”


  Elizabeth’s eyes were big. “Yes, I can remember . . . at the end, Father seemed sad and quiet.”


  “Well, the trial went off better than Bronson’s wildest hopes, and then he began to worry all over again. The governor’s committee wanted a word with Tzegeti, and a man who thinks a local politician holds power of life and death is apt to feel impelled to tell the truth before such a tribunal. Bronson decided on the murders on the train. Luttrell had to go too, of course. Mask or no mask, he’d recognize Pop—even if he were willing to stand aside while Tzegeti was murdered.”


  “Pop knew better than that. He knew he’d have to kill Bob first.”


  “I judge so. Well, Bronson got off the train without any trouble. He says you came to see him, and he tried to scare you off the business first, then throw guilt on Mrs. Schneider. He took to checking up on you too—wearing the silk mask for a disguise. This was foolish, since Cunninghan’s secretary was also on the prowl—looking for Tzegeti’s book, no doubt—and she ran into him and got a pretty good idea of who he was.”


  Elizabeth said in a small, tight voice, “Why did he kill Mama?”


  “Again he claims it was a threat that misfired. He was going to scare her into giving him Tzegeti’s book, figuring the previous arguments with Schneider might be mentioned in it somewhere. He had the bottle of poison, they struggled, and all at once the deed was done. I doubt that, somehow. He’s a kind of progressive murderer: he’ll go on killing as long as a single person remains alive who might know any part of the truth.”


  “Did Cunninghan’s secretary know he’d killed Mrs. Tzegeti?”


  “Apparently the secretary overheard some part of the conference between Mrs. Schneider and Neece. Neece says the woman didn’t mention any names—he’s keeping his skirts clean, or trying to—but it’s about the only way the secretary could have gotten wind of Bronson’s part in Mrs. Tzegeti’s death. She left the torn stocking there, a hint to the cops that Mrs. Tzegeti’s death was tied in with the murders on the train. All she did was get herself killed.”


  He smoked for a while, stretched back upon the cushions, his face turned up, his eyes half shut. “I guess that about cleans it up. I’ve got a lot of work yet to do. I’d better be going.” He stirred reluctantly and sighed.


  “Won’t you let me fix you something hot? A cup of coffee, perhaps?” Amy asked in a hurry.


  He rubbed his head, then looked at her. “Oh yes. About my atrocious manners. I was rude. I popped off, and I guess I’d better apologize while I’m here.” He gave her the quizzical stare. “I thought you’d grown that shell permanently, but I don’t see any sign of it this morning. And coffee would go swell, thanks.”


  She remembered the things he’d said to her, the angry words, but the sting was gone. She went into the kitchen to make coffee, and all at once her head was full of plans. Elizabeth would be starting school again in a month. The girl would need clothes. Amy thought, I’d better get a job.—We’ll need some things to make this place look more like a home. Pictures, for instance.


  Fogarty was standing in the doorway.


  She turned. “Do you use cream? Sugar?”


  “Both.” He looked embarrassed, hesitant, as if unsure how she might take his next remark. “You could remember that. I’ll be stopping in, once in a while, to check up. Providing . . . well, if you’re—” He stammered to a halt.


  “We’ll be glad to see you.” She saw that he listened to her words, decided that she meant them, relaxed.


  “It’s the pup,” he said, brashly nonchalant again. “I’ve got to make sure he’s okay, you know.”


  The coffee began to bubble in the percolator.
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