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BLUNDER NUMBER ONE was Nell's. She craved a brief respite from our flower shop after Easter's deluge. To be sure, the deluge was of lilies, of potted plants and corsages, of box upon box of cut flowers. But a deluge just the same.

"Let's take a few days off and go to Death Valley. How about it, Dodo? I can't think of another place less guilty of gardenias and violets."

Nell looked about the shop with distaste. It billowed with blossom sprays, roses, iris, freesias, tulips. In short, everything seasonal and much that was out of season. From the expression on my partner's face you'd have thought: (a) that carrion stank in her nostrils; (b) that she gazed upon offal.

Blunder Number Two was mine.

"It would be nice to get away from it all."

Even as I spoke the words I felt a qualm. No, I can't say it was a presentiment. I merely thought of the funerals and weddings that could happen in a five-day absence.

"What about old Mrs. Watkins, Nell? She's sick as a horse. If she pops off there'll be a whale of a funeral."

"Oh, Dodo, shush. That old battle-ax will outlive us all. In fact, everybody will outlive me if I don't get away from this godawful joint."

Anyway, we went. Our good old reliable, Pat Merrick, was equal to most emergencies; in the event of desperate need he could lassoo his young brother, Joe, and extract help of sorts from him.

So Nell and I galloped home to pack. She was full of beans.

Fatigue had miraculously dropped from her at the prospect of a trip.

"I'm going to take my sketching things along, Dodo. Death Valley's a swell place to sketch."

So it is. The only catch being that we never got there.

Though we did meet Death!

However . . .

While I was hunting out clothes from my scanty wardrobe I could hear Nell in her room. Bureau drawers hauled out, suitcases thumped on the floor, closet noisily ransacked. There was a great commotion, but she was happy. You knew it by her delighted warbling.

"Lahv, I am lonely, yeahs are so long, I want you only, you and your song . . ."

Not finding many suitable clothes, I decided to take some books instead. Nell would have her sketching stuff; why shouldn't I renew acquaintance with a few of my early aspirations? Plato, for instance. I hadn't looked between the covers of Plato for years.

I called out to Nell:

"I'm taking Plato. It'll be fun to dig into philosophy again. Maybe it will make me more charitable with customers when we get back."

A wild guffaw from Nell was all I got out of that. I was a bit piqued. I hadn't jeered at her ambition; she might have shown a little more respect for mine. . . .

We began packing shortly before noon. Everything was done and loaded into the car by two o'clock.

Blunder Number Three, Blunder Supreme, must also be credited to my account.

Full of good cheer, I said:

"Let's stop at Lebanon on the way down the coast."

My cousin, Andy Trent, and his young wife, Lou, had established themselves in the small village of Lebanon a year or so ago. For months I'd been feeling guilty to think they were so close—only sixty miles away—and we'd never been near them.

"How about it, Nell? We can drop in, just say hello, and run along a few miles farther to spend the night. We have to break the trip somewhere."

"Fine."

Now that we were really off, Nell was agreeable to anything. Doing what she wants always has a mellowing effect on her.

We struck the highway and turned south. All my misgivings stayed behind, left in the rear with Pinecrest. It was a glorious April afternoon. The California coast was superb that day: the ocean a giant sapphire; cliffs and fields were washed and clean; a marvelous cobalt sky stretched over us. To be alive was enough.

Pleasant, too, to feel that we'd honestly earned a holiday. For seven grueling years we'd been laboring to build up our flower shop. The Seven Lean Years, we called them. Now it seemed as if the tide had turned. Easter business had been phenomenal; all our bills were paid; Pat was a treasure. We could leave the shop for a few days with no harm to anyone.

The warm afternoon became warmer as we got farther south. On the outskirts of Lebanon we saw a little lunch place. A sign advertised sandwiches and ice-cold beer. Nell stopped.

"How about beer and a Swiss-cheese sandwich? We don't want to land on the Andy Trents with our tongues hanging out. It's an attractive little joint."

One glance at me would tell you that I wasn't the gal to cavil at food and drink. We hopped out of the car and made our way to the open porch. Tables and chairs were arranged for guests. Over the pergola which shaded the porch a wistaria and Cherokee rose bloomed in mad profusion. Long lavender racemes of the one, great pink blobs of the other festooned and draped pillars and roof in a glorious riot.

"Spring is all set to bust her buttings," Nell said. "Did you ever see such a sight in your life?"

"Never. You almost wish to be young again."

"Huh?"

"I said almost."

The waiter was the oldest, gentlest little man I ever laid eyes on. He ambled out slowly to take our order. His faded, mild blue eyes gazed upon us benignly, in startling contrast to a luxuriant mustache of the walrus variety. With measured tread he went in to assemble our sandwiches. From where we sat we could look in through the open window and see him at work. His creations astonished us not a little. The bread was thick, the butter thicker, cheese more stalwart than either of the others. The idea appeared to be to make each layer huskier than the preceding one. His deliberation remained unruffled. You felt that he lived, not in time, but in eternity. Fortunately we weren't in a hurry.

No sooner had we been served than another batch of customers arrived. A car drove up and parked alongside ours. This latter one was an imposing affair, a 1930 model. It conformed to the fashion of its day in seeming to possess more height than length, though it had both these dimensions in superabundance. Its extensive black surface glittered like jet; much silver adorned it. Our low-slung coupe looked like a baby buggy in comparison.

A chauffeur in livery jumped out. With doglike eagerness he leaped around to offer his hand to a tiny old lady. What an apparition! Fit to knock your eyes plumb out of your head. A plush horse would be a lily of the field by contrast. She was decked out in bright, hard blue, the appurtenances cerise. Bangles enough to stock Woolworth's jingled and jangled on her. Her hair was hennaed, cheeks rouged, lips redder than paint. Speaking conservatively, I'd judge her age to be up in the hundreds somewhere. I mean, from appearances.

Nell and I tried not to stare.

"Gertrude! Gertrude!" cried the Vision.

Her shrill, bossy voice pierced our eardrums. A young woman hustled out of the car at the summons. She seized Old 'Un by the arm and escorted her up the stairs. With much rustling, shoving, backing, and filling, they got themselves settled at a table near us.

For a moment. nothing happened. Then Whosis tapped imperatively on the table. I glanced at her. She was facing me; I met her sharp, cold, hard eyes. People are always telling me I'm too easy in my judging of human beings, but no one could accuse me of it in this case. I felt an aversion for the creature on sight. She returned my brief glance with an icy, malevolent stare. It made me feel as if I had a colossal nerve to keep on living. I tried to drown my embarrassment in the foam of my beer.

Nell's back was toward our hostile neighbor. She murmured:

"What's all the row about?"

"Don't look now. You might get a knife in the back. Mrs. Rich- bitch hates us."

The benign host ambled out with his leisurely gait.

"Come, come," said our neighbor sharply. "You'll have to be quick, my man. We're in a hurry. Tea and toast for two. Very thin toast, browned evenly on both sides, black tea, and a pot of hot water. Lemon. And hurry along."

"Yes, ma'am."

Host shuffled away, unperturbed. Nell and I tried to engage each other in animated conversation. We couldn't think of a thing to say. The tables were close; if we talked in an ordinary tone of voice, every word could be heard by the others. We gurgled over the wistaria till both of us were bored stiff, then devoted ourselves to silence and sandwiches.

Madame drummed impatiently on the table. In less than five minutes she'd become rambunctious.

"Such service! I never saw the like. An old man like that to wait on us. Ridiculous. Hurry him up, Gertrude. Go to the door and speak to him. Tell him I can't wait here all day."

Gertrude sat still for a moment. She seemed loath to discharge her commission.

"Didn't you hear me? Go tell him to hurry."

Gertrude rose and went inside. From my seat I could see our man going on serenely about his affairs. The girl stood quietly inside the door for a moment; she didn't open her head. Just as quietly she returned to her mistress, or whatever the old gal was.

Gertrude murmured:

"He'll be here in a minute."

The minute prolonged itself into many. By this time impatient So-and-So was straining at the leash. Just as our ancient Ganymede appeared at the door with a tray she leaped out of her chair and started down the steps.

"You're too slow. I can't wait any longer. Come along, Gertrude."

Gertrude looked neither to right nor to left. Her head was bowed in an attitude of abject humiliation. She took the old woman's arm; between her and the chauffeur, they hoisted the bright little bundle into the car. Away they drove in a cloud of dust.

The waiter looked placidly after them.

"And they ain't going to no fire neither," he said. With unruffled calm he carried his loaded tray back to the kitchen.

Nell and I raised our respective eyebrows at each other.

Nell said:

"What a charmer! Who was the lucky Gertrude?"

"I couldn't make out. Maybe sweetie's companion. Whatever her salary is, it's not enough."

The incident left a most unpleasant impression with me. If ever there was an emanation of evil, that horrid little creature embodied it. She reminded me of the bad fairy in tales of my childhood.

We got into our car.

"Poor Gertrude," I sighed.

"What did she look like?"

"I didn't dare stare at her. She was horribly dressed; half a glance told you that. She kept her head down all the time so you couldn't see her face. The picture of mortification, poor thing."

"Who can wonder at it!"

We reached Lebanon about half-past three.It was a tiny village, situated as Pinecrest was, near the ocean. In fact, Lebanon reminded me a little of early Pinecrest. I felt quite at home as we bumped along the sandy main street, bordered by its rickety wooden shops. We got our directions to Andy's house from an antiquated man standing at a street corner. Words and tobacco juice were emitted simultaneously.

"Go straight up this-a-here street as far as you kin, turn right, foller the canyon road about a mile. Can't miss Andy's place; he runs the boarding kennels. You'll hear the dogs a-hollerin' when you drive up."

We thanked him, and Nell drove off. With exemplary skill she saved the car from a deluge of tobacco juice.

"I didn't know Andy had kennels, Dodo."

"Neither did I. But then I've not heard from him in a year. [ knew he had to leave his job on account of his health. I had a vague idea that he was farming."

The canyon road, narrow and steep, required careful maneuvering. In a short time we entered a beautiful redwood grove. No cathedral was ever more stately, serene, and grand. The sun, hot on redwood branches, released a delicious fragrance and diffused it on the mild April air. We sniffed with pleasure.

"What a heavenly place. Maybe we ought to stay in Lebanon Instead of trekking off to the desert."

In a moment we were out of the grove into a clearing. A small house lay off to the right of us. It was quite dwarfed by the immense cabbage field in front of it.

"Do you suppose that's Andy's place?"

Nell turned up her nose.

"I hope not. If he and Lou have to consume all those cabbages."

Dear God. Those cabbages.

We drove on a quarter of a mile farther. Our guide was right: we couldn't miss the place. There it was, a simple little whitewashed house of the Monterey type. A natural growth of oaks, bay, wild cherry, and toyon almost concealed the long line of high board fence which stretched down at the rear of the property. From behind the fence came sounds as of puppies growling together in play.

Nell drove along to the front of the house and stopped by the gate. Immediately a large German shepherd came loping around, up the path toward us. We decided to stay where we were. We're used to dogs, but this one had us stumped for the moment. She approached with a sort of relentless inevitability. Not a yip out of her. Somehow the quiet was more ominous than a growl. When she got to within a foot or so of the gate she plumped down on her haunches. With unblinking eyes she stared at us steadily.

Even dauntless Nell flinched. She said:

"I'd never dare open that gate, would you? Hello there, my fine furry friend."

Her F.F.F. refused to acknowledge the greeting.

While we sat wondering what to do Andy appeared at the open door of his house.
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ANDY SHOUTED OUT: "Hi, Sif. What's the idea? Come here."

Sif waggled her big ears ingratiatingly and ran back to her master.

"Hello, Andy," I called. "Dodo! Nell! What a surprise! This is swell." Both arms outstretched in greeting, he came down the wood trail toward us. He smacked me resoundingly, pumped Nell's hand energetically, hauled us both out of the car with gratifying enthusiasm. Sif saw that her master had accepted us; she began promptly to make coy advances.

"How come you landed here? I thought you were anchored to the flower shop. You're looking grand, both of you. haven't you shed a pound or two, Dodo?"

"Flatterer. Kidding your old coz thusly. What with the Easter rush and all, I'm reduced to a paltry hundred and fifty."

"Fine. Can't be too much of a good thing."

He put an arm through one of mine, his other arm through one of Nell's; three abreast, we headed toward the house. Sif kept close at his heels. Now and then she made a brief deviation to sniff, first at my ankles, then at Nell's.

"Lou will be tickled to death to see you two."

"Bless the youngster. How is she? And how are you kids getting along, anyway? Let me look at you."

I stopped. For the first time I really scrutinized Andy. He was my favorite cousin, fifteen years younger than I. I'd known him since he was born. We'd always had a fundamental affection for each other, although our ways had parted after he'd grown up. A severe illness had forced him out of the confining research work which he loved. After many trials and errors he'd landed in Lebanon. I was glad to see that he looked much stronger, still I wasn't entirely satisfied. A hectic flush stained his brown cheeks, and his eyes were worried.

I squeezed his arm.

"You look fine, Andy. Like a regular he-man. But what's on your mind? Come clean. You could never hide anything from Dodo."

He laughed.

"Don't I know it! I'd never try. Fact is, we are in a jam, no fooling. Lou and I must leave right away, can't hold off an hour longer, and	"

Nell and I exclaimed in chorus:

"Don't let us keep you. We just stopped in to say hello. Toddle along, pet. Where are you going? On a vacation?"

Andy's laugh was harassed.

"Vacation! Hardly. The baby's due any minute; I've got to get Lou to the hospital."

"Baby! We didn't know. How marvelous, Andy. Congratulations. Is Lou all right?"

"Splendid. A bit jittery, of course. The time's getting so short she's scared she might get caught here. I've got to take her to Stanton. Only fifty miles away, but you can't hurry in our old heap with the roads none too good."

By this time we'd reached the front door. There was a stir within; Lou appeared on the threshold. Poor kid, the baby was quite obvious to the most uninitiated. The last time I'd seen her was on her wedding day. A lightsome lassie then, with a waist— as the saying is—a man's hands could span. Not so now, poor darling. Nature, wonderful though she is, has her grotesque moments.

Greetings occupied a few moments. When we took breath, Nell and I urged Lou not to be polite. Pay no attention to us, gallop on your way, we begged.

Lou looked more harassed than Andy, if possible. Tears welled into her eyes.

"Oh, girls, you're an answer to prayer. Andy and I were desperate. We've just got to get to the hospital, and the boy who helps clean the runs and exercise the animals came down with measles this morning. Isn't it awful? Andy can't leave the animals alone, there's no time to get anyone else, and I simply can't stay here and have the baby all over the place	"

She burst into tears. Andy rushed to gather her into his arms.

"Honey, don't. It's so bad for you."

Nell looked petrified.

"No, don't. Don't. It might bring on things."

I plunged in with breathless offers of any kind of assistance.

"Darling, don't worry. Nell and I will stay and look after the animals. We'd love to. Pile into the car, sweet, and be off. When do you come back, Andy?"

"First thing tomorrow morning. If you'll just stay here tonight	"

I was willing to promise anything.

"Of course. Of course. Delighted."

I suppose that was Blunder Number Four. I couldn't help it. Confronted by the plight of these youngsters, a graven image would have discovered bowels of compassion moving within him.

Nell was sporting; she backed me up heartily. But she's more foresighted than I. There was a slightly set look about the bright smile into which she stretched her recalcitrant mouth. Later she told me that never in her life had she had a stronger hunch of living to rue that moment's work.

Lou was in ecstasies.

"Angels! Aren't we lucky, Andy! Just as I said, an answer to prayer. It's impossible to get help at such short notice, and I knew Andy would be worried stiff to leave the animals alone and I'd be frantic to have him start back tonight on that awful road	"

Impatient, Nell interrupted.

"Look, kids, don't stop to talk about it. Just beat it, scram. We can manage the animals better than your incipient child. Are you packed? Can we help?"

"Everything's ready. All I've got to do is to dump our junk in the car," Andy said. He looked no end cheered up, but his hectic flush hadn't subsided. Frantic with worry about Lou, I thought.

Before packing in he gave us a few necessary directions. We'd have absolutely no difficulty, he assured us. There were few animals in the kennels at the moment, a mere dozen or so. They were already fed for the night. In the morning we might hand out a biscuit apiece, and of course milk for the puppies. Beyond that there'd be nothing to do.

He took us out to show us the kennel yards and occupants. Sif went with us. A high board fence enclosed an acre of land at the rear of Andy's property. Native shrubs and trees screened the lower section of the yard. The chickens were in this part, and Andy showed us a gate in the fence adjoining their yard.

"Here's where we take the dogs through for their daily run.

A trail leads down to the canyon road. But I needn't bother you with that detail; you'll have nothing to do with their exercise."

The kennel yards were separated from each other by strong wire fences. We looked over the various occupants. There were five half-grown cocker spaniels in one yard. Cute taffy-colored affairs with long silky ears and coffee-brown eyes. They stopped their rough-and-tumble game to wriggle up close to the wire netting in an attempt to get near us. All the dogs barked in great excitement at sight of strangers. Sif would have none of it. She rushed up close to the fencing, showed every tooth in her head, growled out a warning. The boarders subsided, meek as Moses. All were deflated, from the infants up to the sophisticates, which included a red setter, a collie, a Doberman pincher.

Andy said:

"You can see that Sifs boss. I couldn't manage the kennels without her. You should see her on our daily run; she herds the dogs as if they were sheep. They have to keep with the pack or there's trouble."

In some astonishment we asked if they all ran loose when having their exercise.

"That's the drawing card of our shebang," Andy said. "We feature it. Daily Runs in the Redwoods. Our kennels are on the homemade side, as you see, but fresh air and exercise more than offset it. We've built up a large clientele."

"Then you're really making a go of things, Andy."

"Not bad. What with training dogs too. Sifs a good ad for that. Everything's oke. If only Lou gets through all right	"

"Of course she will," Nell said. "Better run along, though; don't stop to tell us anything more. We'll use our own judgment, if necessary."

Andy looked at his watch.

"Four-thirty. High time we stepped on it. In our car we'll not make Stanton till after six."

I had a happy thought.

"Andy, you must take our car."

"Of course you must," Nell said.

We shouted down his protests. Still reluctant, he consented at last.

"Well, maybe you're right. I can get back earlier in the morning with a good car. I'll try to be home by seven; you be all ready to start. You'll easily make Death Valley by tomorrow evening."

"Perfect."

We joined Lou, who was sitting on the broad porch, assorted luggage draped around her. She was quite calm.

"Everything's done," she said. "I brushed your hat and coat, Andy, and made up the beds clean for the girls. There's plenty of food for tonight and breakfast."

Sif cavorted about, all agog at the traveling preparations. Not a doubt in her doggish mind that she was going too. Andy disillusioned her affectionately but firmly. Poor Sif, the starch went completely out of her. She lay flat on the ground, ears back, eyes fixed pleadingly upon her god.

I hate to see anything disappointed.

"She's crushed, Andy. Couldn't you take her?"

"Impossible. You might need her here. You never know what might turn up—a rumpus in the kennels, anything." He went over to Sif, knelt down, petted her. "You stay with Nell and Dodo, Sif." He drew us over toward her. "Hold out your hands; she's already got your scent, and now she'll understand that you're boss while I'm gone."

Sif gave a disgusted sniff at our extended hands. Mortally offended, she turned quickly away.

Nell laughed.

"She's honest, at any rate. We can't say she didn't warn us."

We took out our overnight bags; the rest of our traps could stay in our car. Andy packed in their stuff. At last the harassed pair were off. Nell and I waved frantically till they disappeared entirely from view. Somehow, I felt taken aback when I saw the last of our car. I didn't ask Nell how she felt; I was sure she'd not hesitate to tell me. Complete with every detail.

If we two were silent, not so Sif. She sat on her haunches, lifted her beautiful muzzle and pointed it to the benign April sky. The long howl that rolled out of her would have made the Valkyrie girls hang their heads in shame for being sissies. Loud and clear the call pealed forth, tearing into shreds the quiet of Lebanon. The kennel dogs heard. Each gave tongue according to breed and temperament. The uproar was enough to wake the dead.

A good excuse for Nell to let off some pent-up steam. Like a shot she tore up the path toward the kennels. Sif forgot her woe; she stopped in the middle of a rich, rolling contralto note. She was after Nell before you could say scat. I heard stern commands from Nell, gnashings and growls from Sif. Then silence. Beautiful silence. In a moment they returned, Nell breathless, Sif's gloom engulfed for the moment by triumph.

Nell said.

"Prologue to vacation. Are you quite relaxed, dolling?"

"To the point of enervation," I answered.
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IT WAS NOW five o'clock. We stood by the road for a moment to get our bearings. The quiet, the peace were delicious after the confusion of the last few hours. This particular part of the canyon was broad and spacious. Cleared somewhat of trees, you didn't have that sense of claustrophobia which some canyons give you. Andy's little white house was sweet in its setting of sycamores and oaks. On the slope toward the south he'd planted a tiny orchard. It was now in bloom, delicate, ethereal, full of shy promise. Off at the west we could see blue smoke curling up through the trees. It looked homelike and friendly. Pleasant to know there were neighbors in your vicinity; equally pleasant to know they weren't close enough to hoo-hoo whenever you stirred about your own terrain.

I said:

"It's really charming here. I wish I felt more comfortable about everything. Do you think we made a mistake to let those youngsters go off? What if Lou has the baby en route? The way they're always doing in the newspapers."

Nell really appeared distraught, with red curls on end, eyes twice their natural size. But she said firmly:

"Oh, she'll make it all right, don't worry. The first baby always takes ages. It was the only sensible thing for them to do, scoot for the hospital. What good would we be if it happened here? You boil up a lot of water, everyone knows that—but afterwards!" She shrugged her shoulders. "Me, I'm glad they're on their way."

She didn't look jubilant, however. In fact, depression appeared to have settled down on the lot of us. Now that the excitement of quelling the kennel dogs had subsided, Sif remembered her own personal grief. With a long, sad look at us she turned toward the house. Feeling let down myself, I was about to follow when a small car in an aureole of dust dashed around a turn in the road. In true country style Nell and I stood idly watching its approach. The driver slowed down as he drew near, coming to a full stop close by where we were standing.

"Hello. Ay yoost meet Andy and his vife. They say you stay the night."

We admitted it unenthusiastically. The man—he was a big Swede—beamed upon us with a smile that made his enormous red face look like a neon light.

"Ay ban Ole Hansen. Ay vork on trees yoost down road."

He looked at us expectantly. Naturally the poor guy wanted an answer to his friendly remark. Nell was in one of her clamlike moods. It was up to me.

"How nice," I said. The remark seemed inadequate in itself, so

I tried to put what verve I could in its rendering. He was satisfied. His next speech was addressed exclusively to me.

"Youse von fine strapping voman. Nice."

The unexpected compliment shattered my aplomb. Still no help from Nell. I stammered out some asinine reply. My admirer surrendered completely to my pretty confusion.

"Ha-ha. You like cabbages, no?"

I didn't quite get the connection, but I assured him that I was crazy about cabbages.

"Ay bring you cabbages. Ay grow him myself."

"That's fine," I said.

He departed in a cloud of dust. Nell whooped with joy.

"By golly, Dodo, you've nailed him. I never saw anyone fall so hard or so fast. Just goes to show, never say die. You'll have Missis on your tombstone yet."

"What a tornado of a man. He's swept me right off my feet."

Nell said cruelly:

"It would take a hefty guy like that to do it."

"Jealous cat. He must live in that house we passed on the way to Andy's. Remember? With the enormous cabbage patch in front."

We went chortling up the path to the house. Nell sang at the top of her lungs:

" 'And now at lahst I know the meaning of it all . . .' "

Sif was lying in the living room. When we came in she rose with hauteur and retired to the bedroom. There she spread herself out on her mat with her back toward us. Although she was only a dog, we felt a bit dashed by our reception.

"Cordial soul," Nell said.

I made the Pollyanna remark that she'd be used to us in a little while.

"After all, we're total strangers. And naturally she misses Lou and Andy."

Nell's brief flow of spirits had subsided. She said acidly:

"As do we all."

We brought in our overnignt bags, There was only one bedroom in the little house. It was a small room, almost filled by furniture: two narrow couches, between them a table with lamp and books on it, Sif's mat near the door leading to the living room. A dressing room and bath adjoined the bedroom. Everything was simple to the point of austerity, but Lou had displayed rare taste in color and arrangement. The walls were painted an exquisite pale primrose; crash curtains in a deeper tone fluttered at the open casement windows. The same material covered the couch beds. Two painted Mexican chairs with rush-bottom seats furnished a decorative note; naive floral designs in primrose, apricot, and soft green adorned their wide slat backs. Obviously enough, little money had been expended; just as obviously, much time and thought had. The result was charming, individual.

We unpacked our bags. After washing off the grime of warmth and travel, we went into the lemon-yellow and gray kitchen. It was six o'clock; we were starving after our strenuous day. We'd have preferred to go to the village for dinner instead of rustling up food for ourselves, but we didn't dare leave the animals for that length of time. Our new and strange responsibilities sat heavily upon us.

Fortunately Lou had prepared in advance several days' supply of food for Andy. In the refrigerator were cooked pot roast and fixings, salad ingredients, applesauce, cookies. We could assemble dinner in a jiffy.

Hearing us rattle pots and pans about, Sif forgot her grief long enough to come to the door and size up the situation. I hoped to hasten the recovery of her spirits by the offer of a tempting bit of meat. She wouldn't deign even to sniff at it. One accusing look at me and she retired again to her mat in the bedroom.

"You can't bribe her; she's incorruptible," Nell said, busy at the salad.

"She'll feel better tomorrow. Who won't? Not that this has been a bad experience. On the contrary, it's a sweet place to spend the night. Far better than an auto camp or some one-horse hotel."

The words were hardly out of my mouth when Sif's paws clattered on the bare floor of the living room. We looked through the kitchen door. The dog was already headed toward the gate, a gray-and-black streak.

"Mater Dolorosa's forgotten her woe. What's up?" Nell went ( to the front door, a partly peeled tomato still in her hand. She came back on tiptoe. "Dodo, that antediluvian car we saw at the sandwich place is stopping at the gate. You don't suppose that awful woman is bringing a dog here, do you?"

"Lud." I wiped my hands and tucked in my blouse which had come adrift. "Just what we need to make life complete."

Nell put down her tomato.

"Come, we'll face her together. What we need really is an armed guard. Wouldn't this happen!"

In spite of our solidarity, our forty-plus years, to say nothing of all sorts of experience, we went out to this unaccustomed job with more than a little trepidation. The years in our flower shop had taught us something of the strange vagaries of human nature, but I couldn't remember among our throng of customers any who had made such an unpleasant impression on me as this disagreeable woman had.

"Jolly job. Hostesses at a dog kennel," Nell muttered to me as we started toward the gate.

She had put on her debonair front. A dead giveaway to me that she was hot and bothered within.

Sif sat close to the gate, an effectual blockade against invasion. Nell got rid of her in a hurry. Her tone of authority sent the dog streaking into the house.

"Nothing to it," Nell said, very smug.

I tried to figure out the delegation assembled at the gate. To my confused senses there appeared to be hordes milling about. The solicitous chauffeur was doing his ineffectual best to allay their fears about Sif.

Nell and I approached.

"Good evening," we chirped in chorus.

The cerise-and-blue antique ignored our attempt at social amenities. She glowered at us with her hard, malignant black eyes.

"You should lock up that dog," she said.

Nell takes no sass from anyone. She raised her eyebrows snootily.

"I have perfect control over that dog. You can see for yourself."

It sounded impressive, but me, I wasn't taking any chances. I loped up the walk like a buffalo over the plain and closed the door smack on Sif's quivering nose.

As I returned I sized up the group. Now that the first confusion was dissipated I realized that my horde was actually only six, including the chauffeur. There were two other men besides him, and three women. The matriarch was, if possible, even more repellent upon closer scrutiny. She was actually older than I'd thought at first, and her battle to hide the painful truth was a desperate one. The quick dislike I'd felt for her previously now crystallized into definite aversion.

She was tiny, a wisp of a woman. Since she wore misses' size clothes, you could imagine saleswomen kidding her into believing that she could pass as a college girl. Her terrible outfit would have been garish on a circus rider. Her hennaed hair was a diabolical red, her microscopic face painted and powdered in layers, all texture of flesh obliterated. If there weren't false eyelashes too! One glance at her sent you into a fit of melancholy.

She looked at us suspiciously.

"I saw you two young women this afternoon, didn't I?" she asked. I smirked. Not Nell, she was still up on her high horse. "I am Miss Maria Digby."

At the announcement she looked as if she expected us to fall flat on the ground and touch our foreheads three times to the dust. I blinked. I'm apt to be slow on the uptake. Nell's eyebrows mounted higher.

She said:

"How do you do, Miss Digby. I am Miss Witter. Allow me to present my friend, Miss Trent." She paused. "Miss Doris Trent."

Miss Digby stared. She couldn't get the hang of us. I think she thought I was someone she ought to know about and didn't. She drew in her horns a bit.

But we knew who she was, right enough. Everyone in California had heard of Miss Maria Digby. She was noted as much for her extreme penuriousness as for her extreme wealth. Tighter than the paper on the wall, she was a constant target for all kinds of lampoons and jokes. My heart sank into my boots at prospect of dealing with her. She'd fight about the last penny or know the reason why.

She kept darting accusing looks at us.

In a suspicious tone she said:

"I understood that Mr. Andrew Trent had charge of these kennels."

I explained the situation. She was much displeased.

"Strange that he can simply walk off and leave valuable animals. However, I suppose it will be reasonably safe for one night. You say your cousin is sure to be back tomorrow?"

"Early in the morning," I said.

She appeared slightly mollified at this.

"Our young friend has just come down from Alaska. He brought these Huskies with him; they're quite untrained. I understand that Mr. Trent trains dogs."

"Yes."

I looked toward the car. A young man in the tonneau was wrestling with the Huskies. At the moment the dogs were on top of the heap. Miss Digby ordered the little chauffeur to lend his aid. He leaped into the fray, eager and willing, with the spirit of ten and the muscle of half a man. You had to admire his nerve.

Miss Digby embarked on introductions.

"This is my nephew, Kenneth Digby." She indicated the slim and dapper youth at her side. Then, as an afterthought: "This is my niece."

Nephew—he was in his early twenties, I judged—looked too much like his aunt to appeal to me. Niece was the downtrodden miss who had been with Miss Digby at the end of the sandwich place. She was so badly dressed that you could be excused for thinking she was some underling. Her gauche, uncertain manner fostered that impression. She towered over her diminutive aunt. The girl wasn't remarkably large; it was contrast with Miss Digby that made her appear so. At the casualness of the introduction a faint color rose in her sallow cheeks. Her mouth remained set in an unsmiling, sullen line. She barely acknowledged our greeting. For a second she lifted her downcast head. Her light gray, impassive eyes swept both Nell and me with an indifferent glance. She seemed wooden, unappealing; yet for some reason I felt a stir of sympathy for her. One's instinctive, stubborn championship of the underdog, I suppose. For that's what she was; you knew that she'd never been anything more than her aunt's door mat. Nell would have said that it takes two to create such a situation. Even so, we are what we are. I could no more help feeling sorry for Gertrude Digby than repelled by her aunt.

As for the nephew, you could see with half an eye that he was the petted darling, the fair-haired child. The way Miss Maria spoke his name or looked at him proclaimed it.

The third woman—girl, really—must have been beyond the pale. She stood on the outskirts of the group. No one introduced her or included her in the conversation. But you couldn't help looking at her, such a contrast to poor Gertrude. She was pure Scandinavian type, aglitter and ashine. Ripe yellow hair, eyes bluer than a Northern sea, a skin such as you read of in poetry, as white as milk, as red as the rose. Her head was high on her sculpturesque neck; the simple dark dress she wore revealed gracious curves of a beautiful body. She could have served as a model for the figurehead of a viking ship. And her manner heightened this impression. For such a young person there was about her an air of absolute composure, of singleness of purpose. Naturally she made the Digby tribe look like thirty cents.

Miss Digby got down to brass tacks at once.

"What are your terms?" she asked. She would.

Nell and I had read the little printed brochure which Andy had handed us before he left. The information was at our tongues' end. Nell reeled it off like a house afire.

Miss Digby blenched as if we'd stuck ice down her back.

"Your rates are ridiculously high. Of course you make terms for two dogs."

Kenneth Digby squirmed. Gertrude remained immobile. Her eyes were fixed in contemplation of her shabby gloves. I felt Nell stiffen at my side. Nothing gets her goat more quickly than haggling over money.

She said: "Undoubtedly Mr. Trent will charge more for a pair of such obstreperous dogs. And what I quoted doesn't include baths, training, or extras. Just food and lodging, so to speak."

"Ruinous. Robbery. With times what they are. Do you realize that one's collateral has depreciated	"

"Aunt Maria. For Christ's sake!" This outburst from the nephew. I glanced at him. He was scarlet with embarrassment, anger, or both. He glared down at his aunt as if he could have strangled her. She beamed upon him. In the same vein she continued her lecture.

"The dogs are large but they eat very little. Scraps from your table will be plenty for them."

Before Nell could reach out and swat the woman, I leaped into the breach with a well-worn clich6.

"There just ain't no scraps from our table," I said with an arch laugh. "We eat them ourselves."

The idea appealed to Miss Skinflint. For the first time she regarded me with approval.

"I'm glad to hear it. I myself never throw anything away. Waste is wicked, that's what I always say. Waste not, want not."

"Hire a hall, Maria. Anyway, this isn't your money, it's Jay's. Let him do the worrying."

The fellow's manner was insufferable. Yet I couldn't blame him entirely. He must have been filled to the brim with such humiliations, bored to death with them. Miss Digby took his rudeness as a matter of course. She continued to gaze upon him with doting pride, no matter what he said. No wonder Gertrude looked so glum.

Miss Digby said:

"Naturally it's Jay's affair. Nevertheless I see no reason for his squandering his money unnecessarily." She included Nell and me in a significant look. In a hoarse whisper, more penetrating than a shout, she said: "He's J. J. Bothwell, Third. You know."

We knew. A renowned San Francisco family, they dripped money at every pore. The originally large family was now petering out, J. J., Third, the only scion left to carry on their name.

Sweet of Miss Digby to try to save him money at Andy's expense. My ire began to rise. As did Nell's, from the tone of her voice.

She said: "I hope the rates won't cramp the Bothwell exchequer. Are those the dogs in the car?"

"Yes. Jay. Wilson. Bring out the dogs."

Wilson disengaged himself from a mass of furry legs, leather leads, choke collars, and the rest of it to do his lady's bidding. He opened the door of the car. Seizing one of the animals by the collar, he hauled the terrified creature to the ground. J. J. Bothwell struggled out with the other. The dogs were splendid young Huskies, apparently half wild, in a panic of fear at the strange situation. They pulled and tugged at their leads in a desperate attempt to free themselves. It was all the men could do to hold them.

Miss Digby explained that Jay had just brought them down from Alaska.

"Brother and sister," she said. "Aren't they too precious?"

Between his efforts to curb their frantic lunges, young Bothwell gasped out:

"They'll make fine pets, once they get used to me. You'll have to put them in a strong yard; they can break out of any ordinary enclosure."

"You want them in the same yard?" Nell asked.

Miss Digby chirped:

"Of course. Brother and sister, you know. I'm a great believer in a firm-knit family life—even among the doggies."

Gertrude Digby raised her eyes at this remark. If I hadn't seen it myself I'd never have believed that one flashing look could convey what that of hers did. Scorn, contempt—I had to admit it— naked hate, directed straight at her aunt. Lightninglike in its speed and force, you expected the victim to crumple at your feet, seared and shriveled. Gone almost as soon as it had come, it left me breathless. And my summing up of the girl had been—phlegmatic, dull, spiritless. She didn't know that I'd intercepted her look. In a second she was again contemplating her gloves, passive, stolid.

And now a great hullabaloo ensued while Nell, Bothwell, and Wilson jammed the Huskies into a yard and bolted them in. Sif was called upon to quell the riot in the kennels; I was left with La Digby and nephew on my hands. Gertrude had faded into the dusk; the viking figurehead had simply vanished.

"You'll do your best for Jay's pets, won't you, Miss Trent?" Miss Digby's voice was cajoling. All the effect it had on me was to make me slightly sick at the stomach. "I'm so worried about Jay. Since he came back from Alaska he's been at loose ends. He's been staying with us for a while; he and my Kenny are great chums. Kenny's so good for him."

I glanced at "my Kenny." The idea of his being a good influence was indeed arresting. He grinned at me.

"The doggies are such a wholesome interest for Jay. He's not going to pieces exactly." Miss Digby peered over her shoulder, then lowered her voice. "He's just a bit—up in the air. We people with money have problems and responsibilities you never dream of. I wish some of these communists had to put up with our troubles—diminishing collateral, terrible taxes, the servant problem what it is	"

"For God's sake, Maria!"

Miss Digby ignored her nephew.

"Servants so rude and unreliable. Demanding the most outrageous wages. It's a wonder we don't all lose our minds. No wonder Jay gets a little wild at times." Her harsh voice hardened; she sounded as if she could easily bite a nail in two. "And these women. After him all the time. Disgusting. My Kenny tries to help out all he can, but of course he can't do it all."

From behind his aunt's back Kenny bestowed a ribald wink upon me. Apparently he was tickled pink at the idea of being such a force for good. As I regarded his features I couldn't blame him. He had a shifty eye—two, to be exact—a self-willed mouth, a face that already showed marks of dissipation and self-indulgence. He had the same slight build and delicate, regular features of his aunt. Some people might have considered him handsome; his type doesn't happen to appeal to me. But I couldn't deny that he moved about with a light, quick grace, that he possessed a certain humor, combined though it was with barefaced rudeness.

With another wink at me, he said:

"I can't be everywhere at once, showing them all how, can I, Auntie?"

"Certainly not, darling. You do too much as it is."

He roared with laughter.

"I do all I can."

I was getting tired of all this. I began herding them down the path toward their car. Fortunately Nell had finished negotiations with J. J. Bothwell; now we all met in the middle of the walk. Nell has so much more dispatch than I at getting rid of people that we'd shooed the whole kit and caboodle into the car and waved them bye-bye in less time than it takes to tell it.

Darkness was almost upon us; it was getting late by leaps and bounds. And we still dinnerless.

"Whew!" Nell said. She sounded all in.

"Oh, for tomorrow!" I groaned.

Nell's voice out of the gloom didn't tend to buoy you up.

"I have the most horrible sinking feeling. Maybe I'm nothing but a calamity howler; I certainly hope so. But I keep thinking . . . Just suppose, Dodo, it's a case of 'Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow'!"
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A COCKTAIL before dinner, coffee afterward, later on a highball put us in a more sanguine frame of mind. The April night was cool; we lolled at ease before a splendid fire. Gloomy Gus himself would have been hard put to it to stay disgruntled in that room. The pine paneling, waxed and polished till it shone like satin, reflected gold and rose flames on its lustrous surface. Smooth bamboo furniture repeated the honey color of the pine background. Chartreuse and emerald-green pillows recalled hillsides and meadows in spring. A glorious Chinese-red lacquer tray on a coffee table in front of us was as warming to our souls as the flames to our bodies.

Mellowed by food and drink, satisfied by comfort and color, we sat smoking and counting our blessings. Since the Digby uproar Sif had accepted us. Lesser evils, I suppose. She lay dozing at our feet.

"We'll laugh about this afterwards, Nell. You know how it is. Experiences that are worst at the time often are funniest in retrospect. I wanted to take the fly swatter to Miss Maria Tightwad Digby, but now, as I think about it, she and that precious nephew of hers were amusing. How did you get along with the J. J. Both- well, Third?"

"He wasn't so bad. He told me it was Miss Digby's idea, not his, to try to get cut rates. A handsome chap, did you notice?"

"No. He and the Huskies and the chauffeur are all a grand hash in my mind."

"Awfully interesting eyes. A lot of sparkle and shine in them, with that come-hither look that gets us ladies at our weakest. Don't start any wisecracks; I didn't fall for him. I know I'm old enough to be his mother. I wonder what the setup was. Could you figure it out? Who was the gal who strode about looking like something out of a Norse saga?"

"I was wondering too. Maybe she's the cook."

Nell objected.

"Too young to be a good cook."

"Wouldn't matter, if the Digby could get her at half price."

"Right enough. But why was she riding around with them? Miss Digby doesn't look like the sort who'd give a hoot whether or not the woiking goil had proper recreation. Anyway, I'd think she'd be careful about exposing those two young men to all that glamor."

"Well, it's not our problem, thank God," I said. "The one I'm sorry for is Gertrude Digby. Poor thing, what a mess she was! Those awful clothes. Where did she ever find them?"

"Don't know. Care less. Lord, but I'm tired." Nell staggered into the bedroom. "Suit yourself, Dodo, but I'm turning in. The beds are nothing to shout about, but it'll take more than a hard bed to keep me awake."

Like Nell, I'd anticipated dropping off to sleep immediately. But once the lights were out, I found myself unexpectedly wakeful, restless. The strange bed, the unaccustomed surroundings made me fidgety. I kept thinking of Lou and Andy; full of misgivings, I imagined everything going wrong on their trip. I worked myself up into a fever of impatience for morning, Andy's return, his news.

The night was very still. An occasional hoot from an owl, the faint sound of distant coyotes only served to accentuate the quiet. For some reason I found it oppressive. Depressing, too. Or perhaps it was the Digby contingency that contributed to the latter mood. Miss Maria's ghastly attempts to reclaim a vanished youth and beauty, Kenneth's insolence toward her, Gertrude's downtrodden mien—and her terrible swift look of contempt and hatred. All too dreary to contemplate. With a herculean effort I forced my thoughts into another direction.

Eventually I went to sleep. Only to awake with a start, heart pounding, senses befuddled, half suffocated. My face was partly covered by the sheet; a firm pressure on the bed held me constricted. Was someone trying to suffocate me? Struggling to free myself, my hand hit something soft and furry. I don't know how I ever repressed the scream that rose in my throat.

In a second I had got my bearings. It was Sif at my bedside, the pressure of her chin upon the sheet that I had felt. I laid my hand on her head.

"Oh, Sif, how you frightened me," I whispered. She stood up when I spoke. In the darkness I could see her eyes shining into mine. She watched me intently for a moment, then padded toward the door. There she paused, turned, and looked at me. I realized that she was trying to tell me something.

With great caution I stepped out of bed, thrust my feet into slippers, wrapped a robe around me, tiptoed over toward her. A loud groan from Nell.

"What now, for Pete's sake?"

"Did we wake you? So sorry. Sif wants something."

"Who doesn't! What does she want?"

"I thought I'd better try to find out."

Nell flounced out of bed and shuffled along after us. Sif was pleased with the procession. Every now and then she turned to wag her tail approvingly. I opened the front door and let her out. To my astonishment she settled herself comfortably in the path, as if planning to spend the rest of the night there.

"Well, upon my word," Nell said. "She's a cool one. Next time she tries to haul us out at night she can hold everything till morning."

"There won't be any next time." I felt grim enough too. "Come here, Sif. Come along in. What do you think we are, anyway?" Sif got to her feet. In the shadowy night we saw her stand, stiff- legged. The fur rose along her back and she gave a low, warning growl.

I was a little startled.

"Is she growling at us, Nell?"

"Sh!" Nell clutched my arm. She hauled me back toward the porch. "Look out on the road," she whispered.

I looked. I could just distinguish a strange figure walking rapidly along the road past the house. You couldn't tell whether it was man or woman. He or she was clothed in some long loose garment, like a priest's robe or a very long cloak. Sif made a lunge toward the creature, but with one swift motion Nell forestalled her. The three of us stood huddled together in a group till It had vanished from sight. We were on the point of going back into the house when we were stopped short by a voice. Doubtless it came from the individual who had just passed. Not loud, but very clear, the sound floated toward us on the still air. Simply one name, over and over.

"Jacques! Jacques! Jacques! Jacques!"

Perhaps it wasn't the voice, perhaps it was only ourselves that made it sound so weird. We were overly tired; the surroundings were new and strange. But it was eerie, and for a moment my blood ran cold. I felt Nell shiver at my side.

She faked a laugh of sorts.

"Spooks, Dodo. The family ghost on the rampage. Personally, I can't blame Jacques—whoever he is—for going into hiding. I'd run in the opposite direction if that ever called me."

Not to be outdone by my valiant friend, I made an effort on my own part.

"Maybe somebody's lost. Perhaps we'd better walk down the road. See if we can—uh—help."

Nell let Sif loose.

"Come on," she said.

This was meat and drink to Sif. She capered along in front of us, full of importance. Nell and I shuffled behind her on the dusty road, in our bedroom slippers, long robes held high. We could see fairly well; not that it mattered much, however; we hadn't the remotest idea where we were going. We went along the main road to the turn. Here Sif, nose to the ground, tore off on a narrow side trail. It was hopeless to consider going after her; we'd never make it in our floppy slippers.

We paused uncertainly. By this time we wondered why on earth we'd come. Nell raised her voice and shouted into the night, demanding if anyone needed help. The only answer came in the form of Sif, who came gamboling back to us from the trail. The excursion had done her, if no one else, a world of good. She gave us each a friendly nudge with her muzzle and started off toward home.

"We might as well follow her example," Nell said. "I'll be dog- goned if I ever again go romping around the country like this. Jacques can stay lost till doomsday for all of me."

I was the last one to blame her for feeling edgy. We plodded back in silence. Sif settled herself on her mat, refreshed by her little outing. Not us. My feet were cold, I'd got sand in the bed, and hadn't yet the technique of Lou's covers; they kept slipping to the floor. I could hear Nell thumping around on her couch. No, it wasn't such a sweet place to spend the night, after all.

"Buck up, Nellie darling. Tomorrow we'll be warm and cozy in Death Valley."

"Not me. I'll never survive this night."

With a groan she turned again. After a while I dozed off into a restless sleep.
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PUPPY SQUEALS and yaps woke me. For a moment I lay in a half stupor, trying to collect my wits. The sun, streaming through, from the open living-room door, gilded the primrose walls and painted floor. Sif's mat was unoccupied, Nell's couch empty. Immediately the events of yesterday flashed through my mind. The vague depression with which I'd awakened vanished in a flood of relief. It was morning; Andy was speeding toward us; within an hour or two Nell and I would be on our way to the great silent desert. With this adventure safely behind us we could amuse ourselves by rehashing some of its details. But at the moment there were the puppies. Something must be done to quiet their infernal din.

I was on the point of getting out of bed when Nell appeared. She carried a large pan of milk; Sif was close at her heels.

"Hello, Bright Eyes," I said.

"Bright Eyes my foot. I know how I look. Those damn puppies woke me at the crack of dawn. I'm going to stuff them so full of milk they can't yip."

"Andy will be here any minute now."

Nell's laugh was hardly mirthful.

"When I see the whites of his eyes I'll believe he's here. Not a minute sooner."

Life looks hefty to Nell mornings until she's had her coffee. I piled out of bed.

"You'll feel better after breakfast, my pretty. I'll rustle up some food."

Nell departed, looking like an amateur acrobat. She had to juggle the milk, hold up her bathrobe, and keep from tripping over Sif, all at one and the same time. The atmosphere being what it was, I decided I'd better start breakfast before I dressed. I looked at my watch. Half-past six. Yes, no doubt of Andy's arriving in time to breakfast with us. I'd prepare plenty.

I was stirring briskly around the kitchen when I heard a car stop out on the road. In another moment heavy steps on the porch. Andy, of course. Delighted, I dropped what I was doing and rushed to the front door, arms extended, ready to clasp the traveler to my cousinly bosom. I was completely dashed to be confronted, not by Andy, but by my boy friend of yesterday, Ole Hansen.

"Oh—it's you" I stammered. I could feel disappointment stick out all over me. My admirer didn't appear to be sensitive.

"Ay brang you cabbage yoost like I say."

He presented the most enormous cabbage I'd ever beheld. It was as big as the side of a barn. I had to hold out both arms to receive it. The donor stood beaming down upon it and me with proprietary pride.

"Awfully nice of you," I gurgled. "I've never seen such a big one. But you shouldn't give it to me. It's—uh—too much."

"Ay have planty."

He showed no inclination to go, but stood there happily. Conversation languished. I hardly felt at my best in my informal attire, that supergiant, mammoth, colossal cabbage clutched to my middle. Ole didn't mind. To breathe the same air I did was enough for him.

He was a powerful fellow, fifty or so, I judged. He might have been handsome once, but there were few signs of it left. His face was fat and red, mottled with little purplish veins; there was no hair on his head worth mentioning; his big frame had become heavy and cumbersome. Remnants of manly pride still remained, however; in an attempt to make his abdomen look like part of his chest, he wore his baggy jeans precariously low around the loins. His face radiated good nature at the moment, yet there was something mulish about his mouth. He'd stick to an idea through hell and high water.

I had to say something. We couldn't stand there forever simply gaping at each other.

"Do you live near?" I asked. Brilliant question.

"Yoost over thar." He flopped a big hand over toward the tiny village. "Ay got house, cabbages, chickens."

"How nice!" I chortled. "Do you live alone?"

As soon as the words were out of my mouth I realized that he could very well consider the question a leading one. But instead of following it up with something coy, as I had feared, his constant smile dimmed a bit. I hadn't been mistaken; indeed he could set his mouth in a most obstinate way.

"Vhen my girl ain't got no yob, she come," he said. "Ay tank Ay go vork now."

I'd begun to picture myself standing there through eternity, Woman with Cabbage. Or, more correctly, Cabbage with Woman. But when my caller decided to go, he went. No nonsense about the leave-taking. He simply turned his back on me, strode down the path, and got into the car without further formality.

I was still gaping after his cloud of dust when Nell appeared.

"I heard a car. Not Andy? Where on earth did you get that monstrosity?"

"The boy friend. Isn't it awful? What shall we ever do with it?"

"Make a tent out of it. For Death Valley. If we ever get there," Nell said glumly. "Gosh, I knew it was too good to be true—that Andy had come. Is breakfast ready?"

"The coffee's made. I'll knock some bacon and eggs together in a minute."

I eased my present down onto the floor of the porch and followed Nell into the kitchen. Between us we had breakfast on the table in a jiffy. There was a nice little eating place by the window; from there we looked out on to a spreading oak tree. Under the shade of its canopylike branches grew exquisite wild iris, pale lavender in color. Ethereal green maidenhair fringed the edge of a shallow pool. Andy and Lou had hung suet on the tree; the place was alive with birds. Nuthatches and chickadees swarmed over the suet; woodpeckers bored into the oak bark; robins hopped about, pursuing their protein. Once there was the rush of heavy wings. We looked out just in time to see a flash of orange as a flicker swooped past. From a neighboring tree an obstreperous thrasher caroled his morning song.

Replete with bacon and eggs, launched on her second cup of coffee, Nell reached for a cigarette.

"This place really has a lot of charm. I can see how Andy and

Lou would love it. You'd have enjoyed the puppies this morning, Dodo; they were cute as Christmas. As soon as I put down the pan of milk, they dove into it head first and finished it to the last drop before I could turn around. Then each one came up to me and gave my hand a little lick as if to say thank you. Sweet, you know."

Breakfast had done its stuff. Nell looked mellow, even benign.

I suggested that she might like to spend her whole vacation here. She made a wry face.

"Horrors, no! Just imagine it. I suppose you're having qualms at thought of leaving your conquest."

"Of course it's sweet to be wanted. . . . No joke, though, Nell, I'm glad we're leaving today. It mightn't be so funny after all for Ole to get the idea that he was nuts about me. He looks beaming and all that, but I got the feeling on a close-up that he mightn't be so jocular if crossed. I'd hate to make him mad."

"Curses on your fatal beauty."

"Shut up."

We dallied at the table. Still no sign of Andy. Finally Nell leaped to her feet.

"Better get things cleared up and ourselves ready to start the second Andy comes. If and when	"

"Crapehanger. There he is now. I hear a car at the gate."

"No! What luck. I'm glad I was wrong."

Nell dashed to the door; I followed. Sif had been out overseeing the kennels. Simultaneously with us she loped around the corner of the porch. A man was coming up the walk. Not Andy.

Nell went forward to meet him. My heart sank like a ton of bricks when I saw a yellow envelope in his hand. My imagination began to run wild.

"Mornin', ma'am. Wire for Doris Trent."

He watched me while I signed for it.

"From Andy," he said. "You his sister?"

"No. Cousin."

I could see that he was dying to tell me what was in the wire. I wouldn't let him. It was bad news, my intuition assured me of that. And I wanted to postpone as long as possible learning the gloomy truth—whatever it was.

"Anything I can do for you ladies, let me know. I got the general store, post office, and telegraph office. Ask for Ed Winters if you want anything. I'm him."

"Thanks," we said dully.

"Be seein' you," he called back to us after he'd settled himself in his car. We waved a despondent reply.

Nell said:

"What did I tell you, Dodo? Well, aren't you going to open the damn thing? We might as well know the worst."

I tried to tear open the envelope. My trembling hands fumbled at it ineffectually. Nell seized it from me and with one impatient gesture ripped it open.

She read the message aloud slowly:

"trent baby born early this morning. mother and child doing well. regret to inform you mr. trent in quarantine with measles. letter follows.

stanton hospital.

"Holy smoke," said Nell.

As one woman we sank down on the low step. My first reaction was one of intense relief. At least no serious accident had befallen the youngsters. For one horrible moment I was afraid that Lou might have had the baby en route and died of it. To know she was safe lifted a great weight off my mind. Then my thoughts raced to Andy. Measles. I looked at Nell. I saw by her face that she had long since jumped to the same conclusion at which I was now laboriously arriving.

"Measles, Nell. Andy won't be on the job for two weeks—at the very least."

"Right the first time, darling."

I couldn't believe it.

"Do you mean to tell me that we're stuck here? With all these dogs?"

"That's the way it looks to me. But maybe I don't catch on very quickly."

"Oh, Nell. This is awful."

"You're telling me, baby?"

Sif felt that something was in the air. She crowded in between us. With her cool, moist muzzle she touched my neck, then Nell's. Her breath tickled; we couldn't help laughing in spite of our perturbation. I tried to buck up, although I don't remember ever feeling more flattened.

"Sif will see us through, Nell. There's nothing to do now but dig in till we can think of a way out."

"I know."

Yet we simply sat in stunned silence. This enormous thing couldn't happen to us. All at once Nell jumped up. Her abrupt movement nearly did for Sif and me.

"All right. All right. Let's step on it. We can't sit here like clods if we're going to be dog ladies. We'd better get dressed." Horror flashed into her eyes. "Dressed! That's a good one. What have we got to dress in? Our clothes are in ouj car at Stanton."

A new complication, if minor. I offered the only suggestion I could think of.

"Andy and Lou might have something we can borrow."

But it was slim pickings in their wardrobe. From the depths of the closet Nell finally hauled out a pair of jeans which Lou must have worn in the nimble days before the baby was in the offing. She looked at them doubtfully.

"I guess I could get into these. How about this pair of Andy's for you, Dodo? Can you compress yourself to that degree?"

I held the proffered pair up to my bathrobed figure. The prospects looked far from promising. I wasn't built for jeans, my size or not. But I tried to sound game.

"There's nothing like trying."

High time we tried something. Restless sounds came from the kennels; the chickens were squawking their heads off; Sif paced back and forth from the open front door to our room, doing her best to hurry us along. I didn't dare think ahead. To tell the truth, struggling into Andy's jeans took all my strength and attention. Nell's and my concerted efforts managed to knead and push my protesting bulk into Andy's long-suffering pants.

Flushed with exertion and triumph, Nell cried out:

"By golly, we did it!"

"Fine. The fact that I can't bend means nothing in your life."

"Maybe you'll reduce," said my callous friend. "After you've followed the hounds for a couple of weeks you won't know yourself." She looked me up and down and burst into roars of laughter. I'm no vainer than the next one, but nobody enjoys looking like more of a guy than nature intended him to.

I said ruefully:

"I suppose I don't cut much of a figure."

"Contrariwise. Far too much."

The jeans made up in length for what they lacked in width. Nell turned them up around the cuffs for me. I couldn't have stooped that far if my life depended on it. Nell's, on the contrary, although they fitted her thin figure perfectly around the middle, were a foot too short. All she needed was a bowl of porridge to look like Oliver Twist's redheaded elder sister. Sif cavorted around us in uncontrollable delight. Here at last were some dear familiar clothes.

I felt awful about our looks.

"If anyone comes to leave a dog he'll think we're trying to be funny, Nell. I hate to give Andy's kennels a bad name."

"If it weren't for us there wouldn't be any kennels just now. He's lucky, no matter how we look. Come along."

Nell tore out; I lumbered on behind.

Vacation was well launched.
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WE COULD ONLY GUESS at Andy's routine with the dogs. We remembered that he'd murmured something about handing each one a biscuit; that accomplished, we fell back on our own judgment. Water pails must be cleaned and filled, yards hosed out, fresh straw put in the puppies' beds. They, the puppies, bursting with milk, lolled about in slumbrous abandonment. No trouble there. Not so with the other dogs. They were right on their toes after a good night's sleep. All but the last arrivals, the two unfortunate Eskimos. As I approached their yard I saw no sign of them. As soon as my hand touched the bolt on their gate the male shot out of his lair. One look at him determined me to stay where I was. Formidable was a feeble word for him. He stood rigid, powerful legs planted firmly on the ground. His head, carried at the moment thrust forward and a little down, had a peculiarly menacing air. His eyes, set obliquely like a wolf's, regarded me with an unblinking yellow stare. Disconcerting, to say the least. He was light gray in color, with the dense, hard coat of the Northern dog.

"It's all right, fellow," I said. Dead sure that it wasn't all right; and he knew it too, don't doubt it. He answered my conciliatory remark with a low but definite growl. At the sound Sister appeared from their house. She was nearly as big as he, a little darker in color. From her expression I judged that she felt toward me as Brother did. The pair stood like iron dogs, heads forward in a charging-bull attitude. Their unblinking eyes were fixed on mine. Nell, who had been feeding the chickens, now appeared. We stood for a moment regarding the two.

Nell was indignant.

"J. J., Third, will never tame them. Serves him right; I hope he chokes on them. Why didn't he leave them where they belonged? Hitched to a dog team."

"Keep your shirt on, pet."

But I felt that she was right. You could imagine these dogs in their native element, racing through snow and ice, uttering their weird wolfish howl in moments of excitement and stress. They'd been endowed with strength and endurance to contend with raw elements; they had no equipment for our so-called civilization.

Nell made coaxing overtures toward them. With success equal to mine. Sif heard the growls and blustered up to investigate. Both captives loped up to the wire fence with the wild, free gait of a wolf on range. The male drew back, inhibited by the inborn chivalry of the dog toward the bitch. But his sister knew no such restrictions. To her a female was another deadly enemy. Showing her formidable teeth, she lashed out against the fence. Nell and I hauled Sif away by the scruff of her neck, and she salved her lacerated pride by scaring the gizzards out of the more timid kennel dogs who were raising an unholy din.

Having, as they thought, successfully routed us, the two Eskimos retired to their shelter. Nell and I slunk back toward the house. The encounter was dispiriting, and Andy's pants didn't raise my spirits. I hate to be conscious of my clothes.

We hadn't a ghost of a chance to indulge in moods. As we rounded the corner of the house a car stopped at the gate. One look sent my low spirits lower. Gertrude Digby was in the car with a man. If there was one thing I didn't want more than another, it was commerce with that awful Digby tribe.

A second glance reassured me slightly. Miss Digby and her obnoxious nephew weren't of the party. It was J. J. who opened the car door and hopped out. He gave one hand to Gertrude, waved the other affably at us. As they came up the path toward us he called out a gay greeting. Even Gertrude looked chirked up. She acknowledged our good morning with an agreeable, if reserved, smile.

She was in riding clothes, which she wore very well. Last night she had been so badly dressed that all her good points were effectually concealed. Now it was evident that she had an excellent figure, well proportioned, straight, vigorous. The April morning was warm; she'd taken off her coat. The loose, creamy silk blouse she was wearing suited her admirably. A turquoise-blue scarf, knotted carelessly around her throat, reflected its charming color in her light gray eyes. Faint pink stained her sallow cheeks. She was hatless, and you saw that she had beautiful hair, quantities of it, burnished brown in the sun. I was amazed. With a touch of lipstick, decent clothes, happiness to enliven her apathetic face, she'd be handsome.

J. J. said:

"We came to see how the dogs got along."

He was an attractive young man with an easy, affable manner. Most engaging. I remembered how Miss Digby had hinted that he was a bit wild, that Ken was hard put to influence him in the way he should go. Judging from appearances, I'd say the opposite might be true. There had been something more than a little furtive in Kenneth Digby's whole make-up; J. J., on the other hand, appeared open, friendly, natural. Nell had mentioned his eyes. Indeed they were interesting, as she had said: wide apart, dark, and sparkling with cheer and well-being. His mouth was mobile; he smiled and laughed readily, showing a set of splendid white teeth. You liked him on sight. The repressed Gertrude responded to his charm as a flower does to the sun. He jollied her along, and although she said little, quite often she smiled her shy, reserved smile. I was glad to see the poor girl had a little fun now and then.

In a few words Nell explained the latest complication.

"Of course we can't do anything about training your dogs," she said. "Perhaps you'd like to take them away."

"Oh no, it's quite all right. I'll leave them here till your cousin gets back, Miss Trent. Tough luck; I'm sorry to hear about it."

He had a ready and facile sympathy. You were touched by it, even though you wondered how deep his show of feeling went.

"I'm afraid your dogs aren't too happy here," I said.

"They will be as soon as they know you two. Couldn't help themselves."

The implication, delivered with his radiant smile, was flattering to us has-beens. Really, his aplomb was perfect. Neither my tight pants nor Nell's high-water ones caused a ripple in his easy manner. You'd have thought we looked like something out of Harper's Bazaar for all the difference it made to him.

Gertrude glanced at him now and then. The light in her eyes was a dead giveaway. She was hopelessly in love with him. Easy enough to understand on her part; his road of life must be strewn with conquests. But I couldn't imagine such a man ever feeling serious over a girl like Gertrude. However, if there's one thing n the world you can't predicate, it's who will fall in love with whom. I gave that up years ago.

J. J. wanted to take a look at his dogs. We moved in a body around to the kennels. Their master meant nothing to the two animals. Upon repeated commands they finally emerged from heir shelter and stood glaring at him, much as they had at Nell and me.

J. J. adopted a cajoling tone.

"Here, Thor. Come on, Frigga. Atta girl. Good fellow."

Atta Girl and Good Fellow stared at him with distrust. They wouldn't budge.

Gertrude put in her oar. She knelt down close to the wire letting and called to them. Her voice was charming, rich and caressing, with exquisite cadences. Anything should have been wooed by such music. J. J. smiled down at the top of her head.

"If that won't get them, they're hopeless. Never try to coax me to do something I hadn't oughter, Gertie. In that tone of voice. I'd not have a chance."

I couldn't see Gertrude's face. But the color must have swept over it in waves; I saw hot red stain the back of her neck.

In a moment she stood again. The color had faded from her face and neck, but its aftermath was left. The shine in her eyes was lovely to see; for me, heartbreaking too. The man's careless compliment—I was sure that was all it amounted to—meant breath of life to her.

She laughed, a strange little laugh with a catch in it.

"You're too susceptible, Jay. No one else has any trouble resisting me."

Jay linked an arm lightly through one of hers.

"Forget it, Gert. You and your inferiority complex. Doesn't it give you a sense of power to know that I'm your slave?"

She laughed and flushed again. I resisted an impulse to take a stick and paddle young Jay's rear. All very funny to him, but dead earnest to her. She was utterly bedazzled. While this was doubtless his usual line with anything in skirts.

"Good-by, dogs," he called. "You'll like me before we get through."

If the dogs, like Saki's Tobermory, could have spoken, probably he'd have had the jolt of his life.

We paraded around to the front of the house and along the path to the gate. Conscious of the figure I cut, I kept to the rear of the delegation. While we were standing in a group near the car, a young woman approached from the direction of the village. I knew her at once. She was the Norse maiden, last night's ignored appendage of the Digby cortege.

"There's Huldah Hansen," Gertrude said.

Something clicked in my brain. Huldah Hansen. Then she must be Cabbage Beau's daughter. Hard to believe that he had sired this gorgeous creature; yet, as I considered it, I realized that they were identical in type. I even traced a resemblance, taking into account the difference between youth and age and the masculine and feminine of it.

This morning she wore a deep blue wash dress, no bluer than her eyes. The sun shone down upon her uncovered dazzling hair; her milk-white neck and arms were bare. With a free, easy stride she walked toward us. Gertrude looked at her with thinly veiled distaste.

"Hello, Huldah," Jay said.

"Hello."

As she came up to us she hesitated, not knowing whether to go on or stop. Gertrude had again become impassive, a little sullen. It was easy to see that antagonism existed between the two girls.

"Out for a walk, Huldah?" Jay asked. No antagonism as far as he was concerned. Quite the contrary.

"I'm taking my father's lunch to him. He's at work on trees down the road about half a mile."

Perhaps it was contrast with Gertrude's lovely voice which made Huldah's so disappointing. Because she was so extraordinary to look at, I'd half expected her to burst forth into a rich contralto, declaiming runes, if not entire sagas. But no, her voice was flat, her accent common, her speech ordinary.

To hide my disappointment I hastened to be unusually cordial.

"I've met your father, Huldah. He brought me one of his remarkable cabbages this morning. So kind of him. The biggest one I've ever seen."

Huldah shrugged her shoulders.

"Pa's nuts about cabbages. I always tell him, 'What's the good of growing so many and so big?' That's no kind of an ambition to have."

Jay laughed. His sparkling glance roved over Huldah's hair, face, figure, lingering on her lovely throat.

"That isn't your ambition, is it, Huldah?"

"I should say not." She looked at him through her long lashes.

Jay laughed again. No glow was left on Gertrude's face. It had regained its accustomed one of sullen immobility.

She said:

"We must start back, Jay. We're to meet Aunt Maria at eleven."

Jay tore his gaze away from Huldah. She tossed her shining head; careless triumph gleamed in her eyes.

"All right, off we go," Jay said. "We'll come again soon to see how the dogs are getting along. What are your plans, Huldah? Are you looking for another job?"

"Oh, sure," Huldah said.

"We'll keep in touch with you."

I don't know whom he meant by we. Certainly, from the look on Gertrude's face, keeping in touch with Huldah was the last thing she wanted.

Jay put Gertrude in the car, then shook hands affably with the rest of us. He left Huldah to the last; his clasp lingered on hers. If there'd been no spectators, he'd have been even warmer in his leave-taking of her; I was sure of it. Susceptibility to feminine pulchritude might lead to the third Bothwell's undoing one fine day. But then it was none of my pie.

At least, so I thought at that time.

Left alone with Huldah, we three stood for a second in rather awkward silence. Nell broke the ice.

"Are you really looking for a job, Huldah? What kind of work do you do?"

"I'm a massoose," Huldah said. "Swedish way. I learned it from my mother."

"Oh." Nell looked disappointed. "I was hoping you might help us here temporarily. Miss Trent and I are stuck till her cousin gets better."

An odd expression flitted across Huldah's eyes. She gave Nell and me a measuring glance.

"I might help you at that. I don't mind sticking around here for a while."

I couldn't believe my ears. It sounded too good to be true. Nell clinched the proposition without any more quibbling.

"Fine. The outdoor work will do you a lot of good, I'm sure. Give us as much time as you can spare and we'll pay on the hourly basis. Come as soon as you can."

"Okay," said Huldah. "I'll tell Pa about it. I'm going down the road now to give him his lunch."

Nell and I watched her swing away.

Nell said: "Brunnhilde with a Kansas accent. Too bad she wasn't born dumb. Was it all right to offer her a job? I couldn't resist, she looks so strong."

"She's strong enough. But she's taking on the job just because she thinks it's a good chance to see Jay now and then. If she and Gertrude Digby and the bright boy are all going to hang around here together, I don't want to be in on it, that's all."

"Get Huldah into some coveralls and set her to spraying the kennels. That'll put the kibosh on romance."

But for once in my life I saw things more clearly than Nell. You've got to find something stronger than coveralls and creosote to down human passions.
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IN HALF AN HOUR Huldah returned from her errand. She found Nell and me taking a much-needed rest. Not being able to sit with any comfort on account of Andy's pants, I was prostrate on a garden bench under the big oak tree. Nell sat on the grass near by; Sif lay at her feet. The kennels were quiet, hens going full blast at egg production, birds taking a siesta. Peace reigned. Sif leaped up and warned us of Huldah's arrival.

"All right, Sif. Down. Back again, Huldah? Did you tell your father about your new job?" Nell asked.

"Uh-huh. He said okay."

"That's fine," I said. "Even if you don't like the work much, you'll know it's not for long. We can stand anything for a short time."

"Anything but my last job," Huldah said.

To my surprise she sat down on the grass close to Nell, picked a juicy stalk of wild grass and began to chew it reflectively. Though all for the Brotherhood of Man and the Sisterhood of Woman, nevertheless I don't want my brothers and sisters sitting on my lap. I wondered if we'd made another blunder, if the girl would prove to be a pest rather than a help.

Nell shot her a sidelong glance.

"When do you want to start work?" she asked.

"Tomorrow."

There was a brief silence while Huldah chewed her grass stalk. Finally Nell broke it; she said:

"What was the matter with your last job?"

"That Miss Digby!" said Huldah. "Gee, do I hate her! Does the cook! Does the chofure! I hope she gets hers someday, that's all."

I didn't relish the turn the conversation was taking. No doubt Huldah had plenty of cause for complaint of Miss Digby, but I wanted to stay out of it. Nell said nothing. As usual it was up to me to oil the social wheels.

I said sagely:

"Some people are hard to work for."

"I'll say." Huldah spoke with deep feeling. Another silence. Huldah herself broke it this time. "That Gertrude Digby, too. Can't call her soul her own. Scared to death if her aunt squeaks. Who'd be afraid of a little shrimp like her? Why, if I put my full weight on her when I rubbed her, I'd have broken every bone in her body. She knew I wouldn't stand for any of her sass, that's why she fired me. One reason." Huldah looked as if she were going to say something more. Apparently she thought better of it. She laughed meaningly. Her deep blue eyes looked from Nell to me in a knowing way.

Nell stood up.

"Well. We won't sass you, Huldah; neither do we expect you to sass us. Is it a bargain?"

"Okay," said Huldah. She looked up at Nell, who loomed above her. Skinny Nell in her funny jeans could still put across a certain force. Huldah rose slowly to her feet. "Well, guess I better get going. Be seeing you."

"Fine," Nell said. "Tomorrow at—nine—shall we say?"

"Okay."

Huldah swept out of sight. Nell and I made eyes at each other.

"How do you figure her out, Nell?"

Nell shrugged her shoulders.

"American-born product of Scandinavian parents. She might be salt of the earth; how do we know yet? It's just that her smarty ways aren't becoming to her getup."

"Her voice lets you down too. But isn't she gorgeous! She reminds me of that gold-and-silver bride what's-his-name in the Kalevala made for himself.

"Then a maid rose from the furnace, Golden-locked, from out the bellows, Head of silver, hair all golden, And her figure all was lovely."

Nell said caustically:

"Bet you a cooky she'll get herself a golden consort, no matter what she herself is made of. And Jay is probably the golden lad."

I groaned.

"Whatever she is, we'll have to take her and like it."

Nell echoed my groan. But we hadn't long to indulge in our misery. Noon was past; we must get lunch, give the dogs their run, razzle-dazzle with feeding the mob, take stock of our own needs for dinner. Sad and sober women, we went to it.

The afternoon was a riot. We'd barely finished luncheon when hordes of people descended upon us at intervals with dogs of all sizes, descriptions, nationalities. We might have known it would happen so. It was always the same in our flower shop. Let one of us step out for air, let us give Pat the day off; the populace scented it from afar. They rushed to death, marriage, or production of offspring.

By four o'clock we were wrecks from the unaccustomed work and confusion. The kennels were jammed, the dogs not yet exercised. The older boarders who knew the ropes were raising Cain at the delay in their schedule. Sif ran us ragged in her attempt to hurry up proceedings.

"We might as well get it over with," Nell said. "We've got to let the pack loose."

"Not the newcomers, of course."

"Of course not. Whoops. Did I ever complain about flowers? Those silent expressions of Nature. The worst they ever do is to up and die when your need is the sorest. But they do it without one yip. I love them."

We opened the kennel yards of those who were to go. Away we all galloped, one big happy family. Here's where Sif shone. Her executive ability had full swing. She herded the dogs about, kept them in line, nipped the heels of laggards, pinned would-be runaways to earth when they dashed ahead. Really, it was something to see her control them.

Something to see Nell and me too. Nell's legs looked like a pair of blue-jeaned scissors as they twinkled over the ground. I didn't try to imagine what mine looked like. As usual I brought up the rear. And finally the pace got too hot for me. I decided I'd better return to the fold if I didn't want to die of heart failure. Not that life was so sweet to me then, but it seemed unsporting to leave Nell with the whole works on her hands.

"Nell!" I bellowed. "I'm going back. I can't keep up with you."

"All right. I can make it."

The whole bunch disappeared down into the redwood grove. I leaned against a convenient tree to get my breath. When I could navigate again, I turned and started slowly back up the hill toward Andy's house.

In the excitement of pursuing the pack I'd followed blindly after them along a narrow wood trail which led from Andy's property into the redwood grove. It was far easier to go down the trail than climb back up it. Being still short of breath, I decided to take the more leisurely way home by the road. On the verge of turning into it, I heard a car. Instinctively I drew back into a thick screen of wild shrubs. I didn't want to be seen in my comic outfit. To my discomfiture the car slowed down and stopped. I peered cautiously out from my hiding place. Of all things, the Digby hearse.

At first I was afraid they'd seen me, that they were waiting for me to appear. Immediately after, I realized that across the road was a tiny house with an orchard straggling out to the rear and a cabbage patch in front. It was my admirer's house; the car had stopped at his gate.

Apparently the chauffeur had already had instructions from Miss Maria. He honked imperatively. No one came out. He honked again. At that moment a shabby car rattled up from the opposite direction. It stopped, facing the Digby car. Ole Hansen got out. I was close enough to see the expression on his face. The look in those blue eyes wasn't pleasant.

"You vont something?" he asked.

By this time Wilson had got out. The neat little man was on a spot, between the Scylla of his irate mistress and the Charybdis of the equally irate Ole. His intrepidity was undaunted. Half of him—by some remarkable contriving known only to himself— appeared to be placating La Maria; the other half bristled with belligerence at Ole.

In the manner of one introducing royalty, he said:

"Miss Digby will talk to Huldah, if you please."

"She can talk to me," said Ole.

Miss Digby stuck her head out of the car window.

"I want to see your daughter. After I got home last night I missed ten dollars out of my purse. Huldah must have taken the money. She was the only one who had any opportunity. When we brought her here last night my purse fell out on the ground and she picked it up	"

"Huldah ain't no thief," said Ole. The light in his eyes had become furious; his red face was congested. He glared at Miss Digby like a trapped animal.

Miss Digby's metallic voice rose an octave or two.

"I wouldn't trust her. Let me talk to her."

"You von't. Shut up, you. Get the hell outa here."

"Do you know what you're saying? I'm Miss Maria Digby."

"Ay don' care who you are. You don' call my girl no thief. Get out."

"I'll have you both arrested!" Miss Digby screamed.

"Go lay an egg," said Ole. He strode up the path to his house.

At risk of being discovered, I drew the branches further apart and peered out. Miss Digby sat in the back seat. Her face was apoplectic with rage. Gertrude was beside her. The girl's face, turned toward me, was hard as a rock. The chauffeur cast a timid, conciliatory look at his mistress. He was like a puppy that had been booted about all his life and redoubled his efforts to appease a harsh world.

He said:

"He hadn't oughta talk to you like that."

Miss Digby glared at him. She said furiously:

"Wilson, you're a weak fool! Get in. Drive home."

They drove off. I didn't dare come out on the road. A chance of meeting the enraged Ole was too great a risk to take. So I crashed through the bushes to the steep wood trail. Before I tackled it I turned, prompted by some strange compulsion. Five feet from me a pair of hollow eyes in a haggard face peered at me from its frame of leafy green. The apparition must have had a body, but it was entirely concealed by foliage. The face vanished instantly—had I imagined it? No. I could hear the snapping of twigs as the creature slipped out of sight. All as spooky as the Cheshire cat. For the moment I was startled into forgetting the scene I'd just witnessed.

But I relived it all as I labored up the trail. Raw emotions shamelessly exposed are always terrifying. My instinct about Ole was right; more than ever I shouldn't care to enrage him. The light in his eyes had been nothing less than murderous.

And Huldah. Doubts of her integrity swarmed through me. Naturally I'd not take Miss Digby's say-so of the girl's guilt; still it was possible. After all, what did we know about Huldah? Only this: she looked like something out of the Ring, talked like a waitress in a cheap restaurant, had a terrific mad on against Miss Maria Digby. I began to regret Nell's impetuosity. What had we let ourselves in for?

I got home first. Nell arrived shortly after, red-faced and winded. All was confusion while we stowed the dogs away and got them fed. No chance to launch forth in a tale of the scene I'd just witnessed. Anyway, I decided against revealing it to Nell. Why worry her needlessly?

The livestock bedded down, I took off Andy's pants and got into my dressing gown. Nell and I had a drink or two, flung together some food for ourselves, and tried to settle our nerves for the night.

Nell looked glumly into the dying fire.

"Yes, ma'am. A funeral would be a picnic compared to this. As for Christmas and Easter, I could do them singlehanded now. Gosh."

"I wish I were a bird in a gilded cage," I sighed.

"Why don't you get yourself a sugar-coated daddy? There's your cabbage gent, Dodo. Just waiting for you to lassoo him. Able and willing to support you in the style to which you've been accustomed."

"More likely he'd expect me to support him."

Her words sent a little shiver through me. No longer did I think it cute to joke about my admirer. What if I ever infuriated him? What if he ever looked at me as he had at Miss Digby?

It wouldn't bear thinking about.
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WE TURNED IN EARLY that night. Half-past nine found our lights out and us stretched flat on our narrow beds. I dropped off to sleep immediately. But it would have been more restful to stay awake. I embarked at once on an endless succession of nightmare dreams in which dogs and Digbys were inextricably mixed. Toward the last I was standing at the Eskimo yard. The male stood looking at me as he had that morning. Suddenly he reared up on his hind legs, grew taller and taller. As he glared at me his yellow eyes turned blue. His hairy forelegs, extended toward me, grew larger and longer till they became human arms. And all at once it was Ole, half man, half beast, ready to clutch me. I awoke with a scream.

Nell reached out and patted my shoulder.

"Dodo, wake up. You're having a nightmare."

"He nearly got me," I moaned.

Nell turned on the light.

"Shall I get you a drink, puddin'?"

"I'll stir around a little. My arms have gone to sleep."

We both piled out of bed. Sif jumped up too; she hoped some excursion was afoot. When we repaired only as far as the kitchen she returned in disgust to her mat. Nell and I each took a long drink of water. The night was very still. We stood for a second looking out at the blossoming orchard. In the starlight the trees were of a ghostly beauty, unreal, like a stage set.

Nell said:

"What was that? Something passing along the road?"

"I can't see so far in the dark."

"Perhaps it's only shadows from the trees. It seemed to move, though."

Sif came running out from the bedroom. Paws on window ledge, she peered out with all eyes. In a moment that damned call came again.

"Jacques! Jacques! Jacques!"

I clutched at Nell.

"Who in God's name is that?"

I'd not got over my nightmare; I felt childish, like bursting into tears.

Nell's nervous irritation rang in her voice.

"I'm going to get Ed Winters after him tomorrow. The creature's got no right to disturb us this way."

Sif had gone back to bed. We took another drink and followed suit. But before I dropped off to sleep I heard the call again, softly, near the kennels, and the dogs barked sharply for a brief spell. What sort of place was this, anyway?

Yet viewed in the bright light of a radiant morning, both the nightmare and the Jacques episode seemed less frightening. Perhaps the mountain of work ahead tended to dwarf them too. Nell was out early to feed the puppies. I got breakfast under way, then went to open the living-room door. The sun streamed in from the porch. And there was something else on the porch besides the sunshine. A bulky gunny sack. One look inside revealed its contents: the darn thing was full of cabbages. I turned away, half annoyed, half amused. I might have known my suitor would be persistent.

Nell appeared, and her quick eyes spotted the sack first thing.

"What on earth's in that, Dodo?"

"My sweetie says it with cabbages."

Nell glowed at the innocent offering.

"I'll say he does. Tell him for God's sake not to be so garrulous —and repetitious. This is getting to be a pest."

"We can throw some to the chickens, maybe cook a couple in with the dogs' goulash. We might even eat one ourselves."

Nell refused to be mollified.

"Which would take us three solid weeks. I hope to heaven we'll be away from this place by then. Really, it strikes me we've got troubles enough without Ole Olsen or Yon Yonson, or whoever he is, bombarding us with cabbages. Of all things."

"Come in and get breakfast."

I grabbed Nell by the scruff of the neck and poured a cup of coffee down her throat. By degrees she revived, although neither one of us seemed disposed to chirp or twitter. The day loomed portentous. I kept picturing a nice strong storm cellar, me in the middle of it, hatches battened down securely.

When we embarked on the day's work, Nell looked at me with lackluster eyes.

"How's Plato coming on, deah? I've been meaning to ahsk."

"Splendid. I'll whip through dishes, dogs' stew, spray, watering, eggs, et al in no time and meet Phaedrus and the rest of the boys under the plane trees for our usual mental feast. About your sketching, pet. Are you pleased with it?"

"Delighted. My mural of goats and jackasses for each kennel is coming along fine. Not having to go far for models helps a lot."

We were very morose, no denying it. Our vacation had turned out to be a complete lemon. That morning we thought the lowest ebb had been reached.

It hadn't.

Huldah arrived promptly at nine. A goddess in overalls. Flat accent or not, it did your soul good to see her on the landscape. She outshone the morning sun; moreover, she looked strong and capable. The way Nell and I felt at that time, strength was far more precious than beauty. She proved to be as strong as she looked and wasn't afraid of work. In she plunged with good will and common sense. My spirits rose. And she was intelligent about the animals, fearless and decisive. She went into the Eskimos' yard, cleaned their water pail, hosed down the dust, made overtures to them at close range. Not that they'd let her touch them, but at least they didn't attack her.

"They remember me," she said. "I was at Digbys' when they came."

I said: "What will Mr. Bothwell ever do with them? I can't see why he brought them down from the North."

Huldah shrugged her shoulders.

"He wants everything he sees."

"He's able to get it, too, I should judge."

Huldah tossed her head.

"Not everything."

She looked very sure of herself. I wondered if young Jay had made advances to her which she had repulsed. I should have thought any proposal of his to her would be left-handed. Although, of course, you never know. I thought of Gertrude, how she had bloomed under his easy compliments. A pang of pity shot through me. Human nature wants the thing beyond its reach. It must have been obvious to Jay that he could have Gertrude for the asking. Did his desire instead fasten on Huldah, who kept herself tantalizingly aloof?

Perhaps Huldah might have confided in me then if I'd encouraged her a bit. But somehow I couldn't; I didn't feel like lending an ear to emotional tangles.

That day went along much better than the preceding one had. Huldah was such a help. She even displayed a certain tact, too. When she saw the sack of cabbages she suggested taking it around to the chicken yard.

"Pa, he's nuts about those old cabbages," she said. "But you don't want them around. I'll give some to the chickens today, the rest of them tomorrow. We don't have to say a word to Pa about it."

I was grateful for her suggestion. The cabbages had got on my nerves; as for Nell, she flew off the handle every time she laid eyes on them.

Huldah was so capable that we decided to let her take over the responsibility of exercising the dogs. I was worse than useless at it, and it was too hard on Nell. Huldah, with Sif's co-operation, would do much better. At four o'clock she set out with the pack. Nell and I saw them off with sighs of relief.

Our relief was short-lived. They'd been gone barely fifteen minutes when that awful Digby car drove up. Charon's boat is what it made me think of. Nell and I wanted to run away, but it was too late. The tribe had already spotted us. Reluctantly we dragged ourselves out to the gate.

"How are Jay's doggies?" Miss Digby asked.

She and Gertrude sat on the back seat, Kenneth in front with the chauffeur. Gertrude looked a fright again. She wore the same

terrible clothes she'd had on the first day we saw her. She was pale, sullen. I wondered how I'd ever considered her at all attractive.

In answer to Miss Digby I said stiffly:

"The dogs are as usual. Do you want to see them?"

"Not me," said Kenneth, lolling back indolently.

"I'll go around and look at them," Miss Digby said. Immediately Wilson was at the door, had opened it for her with a bow that suggested laying down a red carpet. His eager eyes scanned her face. Naturally the old gal wouldn't let slip such a chance to show her power. She waved him off. "No, Wilson. Not you. Gertrude, help me out."

Gertrude got out and assisted Auntie.

"You stay here, Gertrude. I'll go around with this young woman."

This Young Woman being Nell. I nearly popped at the expression on her face as Miss Digby took her unresponsive arm. Miss Twist escorting Miss Digby to the kennels was something to write home about.

When they were out of earshot Gertrude turned a stricken look on me.

"Miss Trent, please don't tell my aunt that I was here yesterday morning."

I felt sorry for the poor thing.

"Of course not. There's no need to mention it."

Kenneth looked at his sister with an expression of contempt, mingled, I thought, with some affection.

"You're off on the wrong foot, Gert. Why don't you tell Maria where to head in? As I do."

The girl clasped her hands together. She was anything but apathetic now. Passion filled her eyes and voice. She said tremulously:

"She'll take it from you. Anything from you. But nothing from me. I'm her niece, not her nephew."

"If you showed any guts she'd take it."

The passion faded from Gertrude's face. I stood there feeling as useful as the fifth wheel on a coach.

At this moment I heard Huldah returning with the pack. They came in by the rear entrance close to the kennels. It sent me into a panic. If Huldah and the Digby met face to face, there'd be hell to pay. I wanted to rush around and head Huldah off—it was already too late. The enemies had seen each other.

Shrill voices pierced the air. From such a din the combat must have turned into a free-for-all. Wilson, Kenneth, and Gertrude stared at each other in alarm, then at me for an explanation.

"Huldah Hansen," I said. "She's helping us. She and your aunt have met."

"Oh God." Kenneth hopped lightly out of the car. Like a race horse he ran up the path to the battlefield. Wilson glanced anxiously at Gertrude, who stood rigid, a look of abject humiliation , on her face. I waited, taut, expecting to be hauled into the fray.

Wilson said:

"You want I should go, Miss Gertrude?"

"Better not, Wilson. My aunt told you to stay here."

"I don't like you to be worried, miss."

Really, the little chap had a nice sympathetic manner. Also, he looked as if—in a pinch—he might be Gertrude's ally. Provided, of course, Miss Maria was out of sight.

Apparently Kenneth could control his aunt, if no one else could. However he managed it, soon he returned, all but dragging Miss Digby along the path. Nell followed. Every red hair in her head stood up like an aurora borealis.

"Such impudence! Lying, thieving strumpet!" Miss Digby panted. Her face was livid; the rouge stood out on her cheeks in garish patches; her painted mouth was contorted with rage. "I'll have her arrested."

"Okay, Maria. Okay. Only pipe down. Don't tell the world about it."

Kenneth bundled his aunt into the car with scant ceremony.

Gertrude climbed in after her. The girl was pitiful; her mortification was abysmal.

"Step on it, Wilson," Kenneth said.

To the intense relief of everyone, Wilson did step on it. The great car slid out of sight in a jiffy. Just in time, too; we could see the cloud of dust which heralded the approach of Ole's car. I made a beeline for the house.

As I dashed along I shouted back to Nell:

"You'll have to see him, Nell. I can't. Ask him what he wants."

I hid in the bedroom. Over the roar of Ole's engine I heard Nell screeching to him.

"Hello. Do you want Huldah?"

"Yes. Ay take her home now."

"Just a minute. I'll call her."

"Vhere iss de odder von?" asked Ole.

"Taking a bath!" Nell screamed.

I blessed her for the lie, shut the bedroom door, and crouched in a corner. That gleam in Ole's eyes had got me whipped.

Nell came into the house, went to the kitchen door, and called out to Huldah.

"Your father's here to take you home."

Through the open bedroom window I could hear the two talking.

Nell said:

"I'm sorry you had that run-in with Miss Digby, Huldah. What a wildcat!"

Huldah snorted.

"She don't bother me. I'll get even with her. Huh. I could twist that peanut of a head right off that skinny neck."

"I don't doubt it. Better not, though. Your father's waiting. Tomorrow at nine, Huldah?"

"Okay."

"Thank you so much. You've been a big help to us. We couldn't have got along without you."

"Okay," said Huldah again.

I could hear her footsteps as she went down the path, then the roar of Ole's engine and they were off. Nell opened the bedroom door.

"All clear. You can come out now."

Nell sank into a chair and fanned her heated face with her handkerchief.

"Oh, Nell, what a riot. That woman should be locked up."

"You don't know the half of it, dearie. There I was trying to keep the two of them off each other. I'll never again go out without a can of red pepper in my jeans. Talk about viragoes; that woman has outviragoed all of them. What a lulu. She'll die of a stroke if she doesn't look out."

"She'll never get the chance. Someone will pop her off first."

"And the world will be well rid of her. How would a nice long drink strike you?"

"Right in the eye."

Believe me, we needed those drinks.
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JUST as I was about to drop off to sleep that night, I remembered the man who called for Jacques. I'd fully intended to track him down that day, but all the confusion had knocked the idea out of my head. With a violent effort I cleared my mind of him and the rest of the rubbish and composed myself to slumber.

It was a disturbed night. I dreamed, awoke; dreamed, awoke. The kennel dogs were restless too. Once they all raised a fearful din. Both Nell and I leaped out of bed, went to the window, and shouted to them to be quiet. Sif was very fidgety. She paced about the house whining unhappily.

"Should we let her out?" I asked.

"No. Remember our first night when she hauled us out of bed for nothing. Probably she heard a car or something. As a matter of fact, I think one did rattle over the road a few minutes ago."

I'd heard it too. We went back to bed. I drew the covers over my head and tried once more to sleep. I'd calmed down a trifle when I thought I heard dimly a long-drawn-out call. Only one. Jacques.

"Did you hear that, Nell?"

"It was only the wind."

She lied. I knew by the sound of her voice, and that it was horribly on her nerves as it was on mine. What a place! Most unreasonably I felt a swift uprising of resentment against Andy, his wife, his measles, and his damn little baby.

When I awoke the sun was pouring into the bedroom. Nell was already up; I could hear here splashing in the bathtub. She'd got up without waking me and opened the door between bedroom and living room, and also the door on to the porch. The whole house was flooded with sunshine. It was gay; I lay still for a moment, cheered by warmth and brilliance.

Sif came running in from the porch. She hurried to my couch, sat down on her haunches beside it, put both paws up on my arm. Her eyes were extraordinarily bright. She looked as if she were trying to tell me something.

"Hello, Sif. What's up?"

She wagged her tail delightedly and went over to the open door. There she stood looking at me expectantly.

"Nell," I called, "Sif wants something."

No answer from Nell. She was splashing too briskly to hear me. Sif came back to me, clutched at my arm in a most peremptory manner, then went again toward the door.

I groaned aloud.

"Peace, peace, and there is no peace."

Lord, but I was tired. It seemed forever since I'd had a decent night's sleep. Wearily I dragged the old carcass out of bed, threw on a bathrobe, and followed my leader. Sif was charmed to get some action. She capered like a puppy, led me through the door, out on to the porch and around toward the kennels. The spaniels raised a deafening row when they saw us. Sif, full of importance, passed them by. She went beyond the kennels, back toward the chicken yards.

"Oh, Sif, have a heart," I begged.

The chickens were clucking about, all very industrious. As I passed their yard I glanced in. Even to my half-awake eyes it looked unaccountably messy. Huldah had said that she'd throw in a few of Ole's cabbages for the hens to peck at; from appearances I'd say she'd thrown in the whole lot. They were scattered all over the place.

Yet how strange. Surely the sack dumped up against the fence was as full now as it had been when Ole gave it to me. Fuller, if possible. How could that be? Or was this still another donation, today's offering, which my suitor had brought around here instead of leaving on the porch?

Lost in contemplation of the puzzle, I stood still for a second. But Sif wasn't still. She went directly over to the sack, nosed it, turned again and looked at me. It was as if she beckoned.

I don't know why I began to tremble. I'd seen nothing—then —to warrant it. But as I stood riveted to the spot, eyes fixed in fascination on the grotesque and bumpy contours of the sack, a realization came to me that there must be something very strange about its contents.

Sif pawed at the thing impatiently. A cabbage rolled from the top; a fold of cloth dropped back. My insides turned over. I had seen—I had seen far more than I wanted. . . . Somehow I stumbled back to the house.

Nell was in the kitchen. As I floundered up the steps to the porch, I could hear her voice:

" 'Oh, sweet mystery of life, at lahst I've found you . . ."'

Oh, grim mystery of death, I've found you.
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MY FOOTSTEPS must have sounded unfamiliar to Nell. I'd barely dragged myself across the porch when she was at the door. I could see by the change in her face what she saw in mine. She stared, the color draining from her cheeks. "Dodo. What's the matter?" I sank down on the first available chair. "Something horrible . . . out there . . . near the chicken yard ... in a sack." "What, for God's sake?" "Something dead."

"Dodo, you're crazy. You've had another nightmare."

"No. I saw it."

Nell seized me by the arm.

"Pull yourself together. You look awful. I'll get you some coffee. Don't talk yet."

She rushed into the kitchen, returning with a cup partly full of black coffee. I gulped down a little, and it settled that churning sensation inside.

"What—what is it?" Nell asked.

"I don't know. Sif led me to it. She uncovered the top—and I saw—I saw—hair sticking out." I shivered.

"No, Dodo. Come. Get hold of yourself. It's an animal. Fur." Nell patted my arm.

"No. No. It was human hair." "You're sure?"

I nodded. I couldn't speak. I couldn't bring myself to say whose hair I though it was.

"Why, this is horrible," Nell said. "It's—it's impossible."

We stared at each other with panic-stricken eyes.

"What shall we do?" I whispered.

The breakfastless puppies were raising an infernal din. Sif, who had joined us, kept pawing at us impatiently. My mind was an utter blank about procedures. We must do something. But what? After a moment's stupefaction Nell got her wits about her.

"We'd better telephone to that man—what's-his-name? The one who brought the wire. Ed. He's the only person we know in Lebanon."

She got the number. It was still quite early, not seven o'clock, but Ed was on the job. Nell's voice sounded like a cracked record.

"I'm Miss Witter. At Andy Trent's house. Something's happened here. Can you come and advise us? I'd rather not discuss it over the phone. . . . Oh, thank you."

She hung up.

"He'll be right over. You'd better get dressed, Dodo. I'll warm the puppies' milk; we've got to shut them up."

I managed to throw some clothes on in spite of my shaking hands. Fortunately, now it wasn't quite such a struggle to get into Andy's pants. Kennel life was paring us down.

We shut poor Sif in the house when we went out. Her interest in the contents of that horrible sack was too gruesome. A perfect example of human justice for you; hers had been the discovery, yet she was denied participation in the denouement.

No sooner had we finished feeding the puppies than Ed Winters arrived. His homely face looked angelic to me. As would any face whose owner was prepared to do the dirty work.

Nell said:

"We're afraid something awful has happened."

"What, ma'am? Gosh, you look all in."

"Over there." I pointed toward the sack. "The dog found it this morning." Ed's gaze followed the direction of my gesture. "I didn't dare investigate ... I think . . . I'm sure it's a dead body."

Ed looked askance at me. His expression said plainly that he was sure I'd lost my senses.

"Can't be, ma'am. Them things just don't happen in Lebanon."

"I hope you're right," I said.

He walked over toward the object. And now I saw the color recede from his face. When he was quite near his goal, he glanced over at us.

"Kinda funny—that's a fact."

We didn't want to look, yet in spite of ourselves we drew nearer. Clutching each other tightly by the arm, Nell and I advanced a few paces. Ed bent down. With a gingerly air he pulled aside a fold at the top of the sack.

We saw it plainly enough then, the hennaed hair, the ghastly face, livid in death, rouge still spotting the cheekbones. It was ugly; cruel and terrible; it was grotesque as well. If we possess no dignity in life, at least in the end death should invest us with some. This should be our final right. But Miss Digby's death was of a piece with her life; mean, shabby. Her wretched body was crammed and huddled into a coarse gunny sack. No roses for her, not even yew; coarse cabbages were strewn over her miserable hulk. The great grief was that no one could grieve. There would be horror, yes; but also the solemn sense of a stern retribution. All her life through she had mortified, humiliated; now death had dealt her the last supreme abasement.

I found myself wringing my hands.

"Oh, who could have done it? Who could have done such a thing?"

"Anyone. Everyone," Nell said. As if speaking to herself. I glanced quickly at Ed. He hadn't heard her.

He straightened up and looked at us.

"You can see marks on her neck where they choked her," he said. "A little old woman like that. Murdered. Know who she is?"

We told him. His jaw dropped open.

"Gosh almighty. Miss Maria Digby! She's got a lotta money. Musta been robbed and murdered."

"Yes," we said.

But we knew it wasn't that simple.

"Better send for a doctor and a policeman," Nell said. "If you have a policeman in Lebanon."

"Marshal. His name is Davis. I'll phone him and Doc Hutchins."

Nell said quickly:

"I'll phone. We'll go inside. You stay here with—it."

"Oh, sure." But Ed didn't look as if he relished his job much more than we would have.

Nell and I went into the house. I paced up and down, Sif at my heels, while Nell telephoned. The doctor and the marshal promised to come at once. That accomplished, instead of going out again, as we should have, to buck up Ed, we slunk into the kitchen. To make coffee for the men, we told each other loudly. Knowing we were both lily-livered curs.

The marshal and the doctor arrived simultaneously. Ed heard them and left his vantage point to meet them. In a short time they all tramped into the house with the latest bulletins. Death from strangling had occurred some hours ago; the doctor couldn't say how many. Rigor was well advanced. The body, clothed in a dressing gown, while still warm had been stuffed into the sack, since the legs were doubled under.

"Have you notified the relatives yet?" Dr. Hutchins asked.

"Oh no. We must right away."

Nell and I looked at each other. Neither wanted the job.

"I'll do it," said the doctor.

The marshal and Ed went out to guard the corpus while Dr. Hutchins put in a call to the Digby house. He got Kenneth on the phone; we could hear the fellow's sharp accents when the news was broken to him. At the end the doctor hung up the phone, shaking his head sadly.

"Not a nice job. Not a nice job at all. He'll come at once.

Their estate is twenty miles or so down the coast, isn't it? He should be here in half an hour. I'll call the coroner now. We want the body removed as soon as possible."

"Oh yes."

We served coffee all around and made another big pot of it for whoever might need it. Between times we went mechanically about our jobs. It was good to have plenty to do.

But even work couldn't keep my thoughts from whirling around one scene after another. Ole's murderous blue eyes glaring at Miss Maria. Huldah's words to Nell last night: "She don't bother me. I'll get even with her." Gertrude's face, stricken with abject humiliation. That searing look she had darted at her aunt on the first day they came to the kennels. I'd never be able to forget that look.

Once I mentioned it to Nell.

"Nell, who could have been so brutal?'To treat a dead body

"No worse to degrade a dead body than a living spirit. But I know what you mean."

"I can't get Gertrude's face out of my mind."

"I can't get Huldah's words out of mine," Nell answered.

But what did we know, really?

Kenneth and Gertrude arrived in less than half an hour. They must have thrown on their clothes and driven like the wind. They came, not in the antique black-and-silver contraption, but in a convertible roadster with the top down. They were both hatless, and the wind had blown their hair topsy-turvy; that, of course, added to their wild and disheveled appearance. They charged up the path to the house like a pair of young maniacs just escaped from an asylum. Dr. Hutchins met them on the porch.

"Come now, take it easy." He put a kind hand on Gertrude's shoulder. "Better go in and sit down, Miss Digby. Your brother and I will go outside."

Gertrude was as white as paper: She looked at him mutely, incapable of speech.

"What happened?" Kenneth asked hoarsely. "Who did it?"

His eyes, which I liked less than ever, darted about the room like a cornered animal's. His face was as white as Gertrude's. Poor kids. Their aunt had led them a hell of a life; they must have wished many times for her death. But not in this way. . . .

Unless—unless one or both of them had had a hand in it. No, I mustn't even think it—yet.

Kenneth followed Dr. Hutchins outside. I pushed Gertrude into a chair. I couldn't bear to see her stand there, trembling, with that look on her face.

She murmured:

"Well, I wanted her dead. I wanted it. I used to think I'd never ask for another thing—just to be free of her	"

Nell made a dash for the kitchen.

"I'll bring you some coffee."

I wanted to urge Gertrude to stop talking. For I was in terror of what she might say. But for some reason I couldn't get out the words. She looked so queer, as if she were in a state of hypnosis, that I had an uncanny feeling I mustn't break the spell.

"Now that it's come, it's so much worse than I ever dreamed of	"

Nell appeared with a steaming cup.

"Drink this. The ride—and all—must have taken it out of you. And no breakfast, I suppose."

As if in a trance Gertrude took the cup. Nell and I sat down near her and waited till she'd finished drinking. I wanted to urge her to be discreet, to guard what she said. But I hardly knew how to word it tactfully.

When she had put down her cup, I said:

"You know, dear, in affairs like this there has to be an investigation. So—uh—I wouldn't broadcast your feelings about your aunt, if I were you. They're human enough, but	Better keep them to yourself."

Gertrude followed my remarks attentively. She was too white to become any whiter, but a certain rigidity appeared in her face.

Her light gray eyes, black now from stress of emotion, looked suddenly secret.

"Thank you, Miss Trent. I don't know why you should bother with me j be so friendly and all."

Perhaps it was her lovely voice, not what she said, that made her words pathetic. I said warmly:

"I don't know why I shouldn't. When I feel so friendly."

At that she began to cry. Nell and I sat there helplessly, not knowing what to do.

"Please forgive me," Gertrude sobbed. "I can't help it. Just leave me alone for a minute, will you?"

Nell and I slid into the bedroom and shut the door. Through the slight partition we could still hear her wild, uncontrolled sobbing. As we stood, wondering what to do next, there was a step in the living room. Kenneth Digby's voice, hoarse with emotion, said:

"Christ's sake, Gert, what are you crying for now? No one could wring a drop out of you last night."

"Don't I can't bear it."

"Snap out of it. Get hold of yourself. Do you want to land us all in the soup?"

Their voices dropped to a whispered colloquy. Nell and I could no longer hear what they said.

As for me, I had no desire to. Enough is enough.
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THE MORNING was interminable. Sif had made her discovery about six o'clock. Half an hour later Ed had come; a little later, Dr. Hutchins and the marshal. At quarter of eight Nell and I emerged from the bedroom to rejoin Kenneth and Gertrude in the living room. As we sat about, a dreary group, I heard the roar of Ole's car. As.I glanced out the open door it seemed to me that he slowed down a bit as if to stop. I held my breath. What if he stopped! What if he came up the path lugging his horrid offering of cabbages! Ah no. On he rattled. I breathed again. One less problem to face at the moment.

At half-past eight the coroner arrived from the county seat, which was thirty miles away. The chief of police was with him. As far as physical qualifications went, the coroner appeared made for the job. Tall, cadaverous, dark, and saturnine, he was the picture of gloom. Chief Thompson was a whale of a fellow, weather-beaten, tough, with a shining bald head. An aroma of spirits proclaimed the fact that he'd bolstered himself up for the ordeal. Even in the county seat murder wasn't a daily occurrence.

They all went out, leaving Nell and me with the Digbys. Gertrude had recovered her composure; she sat woodenlike, face set in hard and sullen lines. Kenneth, on the contrary, paced back and forth from living room to porch. He'd light a cigarette, take a puff, throw it away, light another, and repeat the performance. His nerves were stretched to the breaking point. Natural enough, after such a shock.

But was there more to it than shock?

What about their whispered colloquy?

Question after question whirled through my brain. Where were they all last night? When had they last seen their aunt alive? Under what conditions had they left her? Had either ever made threats against her life? Kenneth's last words to Gertrude; what did they mean? What are you crying for now? No one could wring a drop out of you last night.

Last night! What had happened last night?

Where were Ole and Huldah last night?

Huldah! She'd be here soon. Or would she? If she didn't come, what significance would that have?

She came. The men hadn't yet returned from the yard when I saw her supple figure come swinging up the walk. I went out on the porch to meet her. Kenneth turned quickly; he happened to be in the living room then. When he saw who it was, he followed me out. At sight of him something flamed up in Huldah's eyes. What the expression meant I couldn't say; it was too sudden, too fleeting.

"Don't go into the kennels, Huldah," I said.

"No?" She looked at me warily. "Why not?"

I don't know what impulse made me come out so crassly with the truth. I believe in protecting people's feelings. But before I knew it the blunt words were said.

"Miss Digby's been murdered. The body's there. The coroner and police are examining it."

Huldah fell back a little. With wide eyes she stared first at me, then at Kenneth. She had her expression well under control. A darkening of the eyes, a set look about the mouth, that was all. You simply wouldn't have known from her manner whether this was news or not.

"Murdered!" she said. "Why, how . . . who . . ."

She kept looking from me to Kenneth. I got the feeling of some sort of current vibrating back and forth between them. If I hadn't been there, who knows what they might have said to one another? But now they were on guard; neither dared speak till he'd consulted the other.

At last Huldah seemed to realize that she must say something. She murmured:

"How terrible. ... I can't take it in. . . . You don't know who did it?"

"Not yet."

The sound of voices grew louder. The men came straggling around the side of the house toward us. I turned to see who was coming. Almost instantly I looked back again. Just in time to intercept a gesture made by Huldah to Kenneth. She had raised her fingers to her lips as if enjoining silence. Our glances met and locked. Probably mine showed the quick distrust which welled up in me. In hers I saw defiance and a lurking fear. Kenneth turned on his heel and went back into the house.

The coroner came up to us.

"We're going to remove the body now, Miss Trent. We've examined the premises thoroughly; so far there are no clues that we can see. Footprints all around the place, but not clear enough to help any; they couldn't be in such sandy soil. . . . Funny you didn't hear any disturbance from the dogs last night. When the murderer deposited the body."

I thought back.

"Well, as a matter of fact, we did. At one time there was a great commotion from the dogs."

Chief Thompson looked at me curiously. I noticed that his small eyes were very bright and intelligent.

"Didn't you go out to see what was the matter?"

I couldn't help flushing under his scrutiny. A feeling of guilt flooded me.

"No, we didn't go out. We shouted to the dogs from the window; they quieted down almost at once."

"Why didn't you go out, Miss Trent?"

He was working me up into a panic. To my harassed senses he already had seized upon me as the criminal.

"Why—uh—there was no need for us to go out. We were tired and sleepy. If the dogs had kept on barking, naturally we'd have investigated. But they stopped."

He didn't appear satisfied.

"How long would you say the disturbance lasted?"

"I can't say exactly. A few minutes, five at the most."

"What I'm getting at is this. I understand that the sack was already there, full of cabbages. Whoever committed the crime must have carried the body into the yard, put it down, emptied the sack, then crammed the body into it. I should say all that would have taken longer than five minutes."

I couldn't answer that. Information of the sort wasn't up my alley.

Chief said:

"Where did the sack come from in the first place?"

I looked at Huldah. She refused to meet my gaze.

"Ole Hansen, a neighbor, raises cabbages. He brought us a sackful yesterday."

The lugubrious coroner and the rubicund chief both pricked up their ears.

"Ole Hansen. Where does he live?"

There was no way out. I had to tell them who Huldah was. Their interest switched from me to her.

"Now, Miss Hansen. Where was your father last night?"

Huldah met the question with far more composure than I'd displayed.

"My father was home. He always goes to bed early because he gets up before light to work in his garden."

"He went to bed early last night?"

"Yes, at half-past eight."

"What did you do?"

Huldah didn't hesitate.

"I went to the movies, the second show, at nine o'clock. I got home around eleven."

"Was your father still in bed?"

Huldah flushed.

"Oh yes."

"You don't know whether he got up between nine and eleven and went out?"

Huldah shrugged her shoulders. She said stiffly:

"How could I know that?" She looked at me. "What time did you hear the dogs last night, Miss Trent?"

I was sorry to admit that I hadn't the faintest idea. People in the mysteries you read are always so clever about the time; they know exactly on what day, even hour, such and such a thing happened. At my best I'm apt to be hazy about the day and the date, and my sojourn in Lebanon hadn't helped my sense of time. I had a general idea when it was morning, afternoon, and night, but that was about all of it. The coroner looked at me as if he were dealing with a low-grade moron.

"You must have some idea of the time, Miss Trent. Before midnight, or after, would you say?"

I wouldn't say. I'd slept badly; the night had seemed everlasting. Beyond that I couldn't go.

"You might ask Miss Witter." I longed to have Nell in on this. Even if she didn't know the answers she was much quicker at shutting people up than I. The coroner looked at me gloomily and summoned Nell to the porch.

"You and Miss Trent heard the dogs bark last night, Miss Witter. What time was it?"

"Around midnight, I should think."

"Did you look at your watch?"

"Not then, no. Sometime afterward, when I still hadn't got to sleep, I turned on my electric torch and looked at my watch. It was then quarter past one."

"How long had you been awake between the dogs' barking and your looking at the time?"

"Oh, I couldn't say."

"Two hours? Three?"

"I shouldn't think three. But I can't be positive. When you're having a bad night your sense of time is distorted."

"However, it could conceivably have been three hours before that you heard the dogs," the coroner said.

Nell had taken in the situation. She said definitely:

"It's impossible to be accurate about it."

There was the faintest possible sigh in the world from Huldah. The two men were silent for a moment. Finally the coroner said grimly:

"We'll see what the inquest does for us. Better remove the body now."

Huldah, Nell, and I went into the house and shut the door behind us. Gertrude was sitting as we'd left her; Kenneth still paced the floor. Huldah and Gertrude glanced at each other. They barely nodded. Neither made any attempt to veil her hostility.

Before he drove off the coroner saw us once more. We must all appear at the inquest next morning at ten o'clock, he said. It would be held at the county seat, Bridgetown. I suppose all of us felt equally sunk at the announcement. The news was received in absolute silence.

Kenneth and Gertrude remained for a few minutes after the coroner's departure. I'd begun to feel that we'd be sitting around through eternity in a frozen circle. Finally Nell broke the spell by asking them to stay for breakfast. A noble gesture on her part; I knew she must long as much as I to be alone. The invitation roused Gertrude from her lethargy.

"Thank you, no, we couldn't. We must get home. Jay will be up by this time and wondering about us. You've been awfully kind. It's dreadful to involve you in all this	"

Considerate of her to see our side. You'd have thought her own troubles might absorb her to the exclusion of everything else. I felt another quickening of interest in her. Such a strange girl, so contradictory. Appearing cold, impassive, yet responsive to the most trivial expression of kindness. Warmed by sympathy, I reached out and took both her hands in mine.

"Don't worry about us. We're all right. It's you I'm concerned about."

I pressed her hands. She looked at me with an absolutely startled expression; you'd have thought that I'd struck her. Tears rushed into her eyes; she turned and all but ran down the path to the car.

"Don't notice her," Kenneth said. "She's all shot to pieces."

"You can't blame her," I said.

"No. No, of course not. Well, we'll meet again tomorrow. Good-by."

At last they were off. I had forgotten Huldah. When I turned away from the door she was standing there in the middle of the room, waiting. Her face was noncommittal as she watched me.

"Do you want me to stay today?" she asked. "Or would you rather I went home?"

"Oh no, Huldah, don't go. The work has to be done, no matter what happens. You might go out and start hosing down the yards. We've not had breakfast yet, but we'll join you as soon as we can."

"Okay," said Huldah. She turned to go.

"Huldah, wait a minute. I'm sorry I had to tell where the sack came from. I saw no way of concealing it. The fact was bound to come out sooner or later."

"You don't think my father did it, do you?" cried Huldah. There was a flash in her blue eyes.

"Why should I?" I asked.

She gave me a quick look, as if the question startled her. Then with a shrug of the shoulders she said indifferently:

"You never know what people are thinking."

With which true if bromidic remark, she turned and went about her business.
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NELL HAD ALREADY gone into the kitchen to make another attempt to assemble breakfast. She looked up as I entered.

"Things are about ready. Nothing like a good juicy murder to whet your appetite. Oh, Dodo, isn't it awful!"

"Appalling." I fell heavily into the first available chair. "Bet you I've lost five pounds since last night."

"You're lucky to have them to lose. Where's Huldah? Are we alone at last?"

"I hope so. I sent her out to work."

Nell served. In spite of everything, it was elegant food. We sat opposite each other, Sif at our feet, and began to fortify ourselves against what loomed ahead of us.

"That coroner thinks I dun it," I said.

"And did you? You can be frank with me, I'll never tell."

"Now, Nell, this is no joke. I mean it. He gave me a dirty look when I couldn't tell him what time the dogs barked. If I looked half as guilty as I felt, they'd hang me tomorrow, not even waiting for a trial. Weren't we fools not to go out when we heard all the commotion!"

"Uh-huh. Just what we needed. We'd have bumped plumb into the murderer and been popped off ourselves and stuffed into sacks too."

"It would take an outsize sack to hold me. They don't come that big."

We grinned a bit at the grisly picture, although we weren't feeling too funny at that.

"Speaking of sacks," Nell said, "there's a point I've been wondering about. When does rigor set in?"

"I know as much—or little about it—as you."

"I think it can set in quite soon after death if atmospheric conditions are right. What I'm getting at is this: since the legs were doubled up so as to cram the body into the sack, rigor hadn't started."

"Even my dull intellect gets that point."

"Well then. Miss Digby must have been murdered near here," Nell said. "They couldn't have killed her at home, packed her into the car, driven twenty miles in the cold night air, and then been able to—ah—bend	"

"Say no more. I get you. The catch being that you don't actually know about rigor. It takes half an hour or more to drive over here from the Digby estate. Could the body have got completely stiff by that time? Lord, aren't the details ghastly when you come to consider them?"

"Frightful. The pictures that flash through your mind are so gruesome—when they aren't ludicrous too. Well, anyway. If Miss Digby were killed at home, why cart her all the way over here for disposal?"

"It wasn't my idea. Really, Nell, you scare me when you fix me with your glittering eye like that." "I think she was murdered somewhere near here. By someone who had to get rid of the body in a hurry. And that somebody was a person who had seen the sack near the chicken yard."

"Huldah!" I cried. "Is that what you're getting at? You think she did it?"

"Heavens, no. I'm not suspecting anyone. I'm trying to line up facts. But she was certainly someone who had motive, from her standpoint. Maybe time, as well. She claims to have been at the movies last night from nine till eleven. All right. Who knows where she went afterwards, or what she did?"

I was silent. The possibility of harboring a murderess in your bosom isn't pleasant.

Nell continued.

"Of course there are hordes of others with good reason for doing Miss Digby in. Unfortunately for Huldah, she expressed her wish in so many words. You and I both heard her."

"Gertrude said this morning that she'd often longed for her aunt's death," I said.

Nell looked thoughtful.

"Gertrude. It's psychologically sound for the downtrodden one to rise up at last and smite. I wonder. She's taken quite a shine to you, Dodo. Down underneath that surface apathy she's strongly emotional. I believe you're the only one in the world who ever spoke a sympathetic word to her."

"Except young Bothwell. Remember? A light compliment from him was breath of life to her. Plain as the nose on your face."

"Which is quite plain enough. Well, we can't sit here discussing this all day. Better get a move on before lightning strikes again."

High time, too. It was to be just another one of those days. No sooner had we finished the breakfast dishes than a car appeared at the gate.

As we went out we murmured that we'd try to keep the murder dark as long as possible. The populace would hear it soon enough without any help from us.

The man and woman now coming toward us were a mousey pair, middle-aged, very neat, and cut to a standardized pattern. The man bore in his arms a little brown dog of the Heinz breed.

"May we leave our little Toots here for a week or so?" he asked.

We made hospitable gestures and gurgles of assent. Mrs. Toots handed us a pink blanket which she had been carrying over one arm.

"Here is his little blanket; he couldn't sleep without it. He always sleeps on the foot of our bed. If we paid extra, couldn't you take him in with you? He'll be so lonely without his mama and papa."

Toots cocked a singularly unappealing eye at us. I didn't propose sharing Lou's narrow couch with anyone—most certainly not with Toots. I was still trying to think up a polite refusal when Nell settled the matter.

"Impossible. We're both terribly restless at night. Little Toots wouldn't get a wink of sleep."

Mr. and Mrs. Toots agreed that this would never do. We all paraded around to the kennels. With kisses and hugs from master and mistress, Toots was settled on his pink blanket in one of the smaller yards.

On the way out Papa Toots stopped to gaze with awe at Thor and Frigga. The two Eskimos stood at their wire fence, gaze on Huldah, who was busy at a distance.

"Fine fellows. Whose dogs are they?"

We told him. The awe in his eyes deepened.

"Young Bothwell? He's got pots of money. We saw him at the Country Club dance last night."

"With Gertrude Digby," Mrs. Toots added. "Poor girl, she never seems to belong, somehow. I was in the	" She coughed, blushed, glanced at us meaningly. "I was washing my hands when she came flying in. Hair all blown about, eyes wild. She looked as if she'd been crying. Said she'd been out in the wind. Poor girl, she's so dowdy. I don't see why she ever went to the dance; she wasn't having a good time. She was practically never on the floor. The only one who danced with her was young Bothwell. Only a few times at that. Such a nice young man. I suppose he was sorry for her."

Mr. Toots haw-hawed.

"Or maybe he's after more cash. The more you have, the more you want. If he marries her, she can afford to be dowdy. They'll be the richest pair in California."

As soon as we could, we booted the stupid couple along their way. Nell glared at their retreating car.

"People like that give me a pain. Did you see her significant look when she said she was washing her hands? Trying to keep it from Pa Toots that she functions like the rest of us. Not that he'd ever know what it was all about, even if you drew a diagram. Lud."

"Spare your energy, pet. What interested me was the fact that Gertrude had gone to a dance. I can't picture her at any social function."

"From all reports she was having a rotten time. Running to the dressing room to hide her tears."

We started back toward the house. At that moment someone appeared at the bend in the road where it joined the narrow wood trail. The odd-looking figure made us stop to get a better look at him. He wore a long, loose bathrobe affair. Its floppy collar vaguely suggested a monk's cowl. All at once light dawned on me. I muttered to Nell:

"That must be the man who chases about all night screeching for Jacques."

"Of course. Must be. At night those floppy clothes would suggest almost anything weird."

The fellow walked with a peculiar unco-ordinated gait, but his long legs got him over the ground in a hurry. Before we'd taken three steps toward the house he had caught up with us. Nell glanced at him and said good morning in a brisk voice. He ignored her salutation.

"What's this I hear about a murder?" he demanded. His hollow eyes, strange and intense, fixed first one, then the other with a burning look.

Nell stiffened. She said coldly:

"I'm sure I don't know what you've heard."

I was positive she shouldn't take such a tone with this chappie. I said hastily:

"She means that we know nothing about it either. Someone murdered poor Miss Digby and—uh—left	"

My voice trailed off. It sounded frivolous to say the sack was left for us to hold, yet it was all I could think of at the moment.

Jacques' eyes smoldered.

"Good work. If I ever meet the murderer I'll be proud to take him by the hand. He's made the world a safer and better place."

With these few tender words he flitted on his way. Nell and I gaped at each other.

"Who in the world opened the gate and let him out?" Visions of lunatics and killers on the loose surged through my startled fancy. "Who in the world is he?"

Nell shrugged her shoulders. She looked startled.

"From the cut of his jib he might be most anyone. Nice neighbors we've got. In fact, the whole setup is perfectly lovely. His shirttail flapping in the breeze is just what we needed to settle our nerves."

I made no attempt to respond with something consoling. For I was sunk in a morass of doubt and apprehension. I remembered those hollow eyes I'd seen at the time of the row between Ole and Miss Digby. They could have belonged to no one but this strange person. I remembered how he'd slunk away through the trees. I shivered. Why was he always lurking about in this stealthy manner?

I tried to pull myself together. I told myself that he might well have asked the same question of me that day.

Quite chastened, back we plodded into the arena.
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IT WAS THE ARENA INDEED, and Nell and I the victims. Thrown not to the lions, but to the dogs and their masters. Every half hour by the clock, owners arrived, either to bring pets or lug them away. Added to that confusion, Ed had spread the glad tidings of the murder. All the inhabitants of Lebanon swarmed up in a body to look at the spot. This caused such a riot in the kennels that Nell stationed Sif at the gate, hoping she could keep most of the populace at bay. The dog was only partially successful.

Huldah went home at noon for an hour. Nell and I were forced  to remain lunchless. I kept thinking tenderly of the cool depths of the flower shop. Dashing off three dozen funeral sprays would have been a relaxation in my present state of mind.

Time didn't drag—one compensation. Before we knew it, four o'clock had come. We sped Sif, Huldah, and the yapping tribe off on their run. Nell and I made a dive for the house. At the moment the coast was clear; now was a chance to grab a sandwich and cool our parched throats with a stalwart highball.

No sooner had we settled ourselves than young Jay hove in sight. All we could do was to proffer hospitality and draw him into the family circle.

Nell grimaced in his direction.

"We're not glad to see you. Why pretend? But since you're here, have a highball with us."

"Bighearted of you to offer it, since you'd rather be alone. I'll try not to be too much of a pest. Don't move; let me fix my own. You both look all in."

He made himself perfectly at home in the kitchen. While Nell and I ate, drank, and rested hard, we could hear him juggling ice cubes. Soon he returned, tall glass in hand. He settled himself opposite us. And now I saw that his erstwhile sparkling eyes looked strained, his charming smile was not so ready. The jolt he'd received showed plainly in his mobile face.

He said: "I couldn't settle down till I'd seen you. I can't think of anything but this ghastly affair. Ken and Gertrude went off this morning without telling me a thing about what had happened; first I knew of it was when they got home from here. They're badly hit, couldn't even talk about it. So of course I wouldn't think of trying to discuss it with them."

"A frightful shock for everyone," Nell murmured.

"Oh, absolutely. I've known the Digbys forever. We've always been very close. I feel as if this had happened to one of my own family."

Nell looked at him with an expression of bland innocence. I knew that look.

"Were you awfully fond of Miss Digby?" she asked.

"Matter of fact, I was." He glanced from one to the other of us and smiled faintly. I suppose we showed our incredulity. "You don't believe me; no one would. Of course anyone could see at first glance that Miss Maria was—peculiar. Difficult. Made enemies right and left, all that. But I always got along like six in a bed with her. Used to jolly her—even flirt with her. She liked it." He sighed and looked thoughtfully down into his glass. "Yes, I had a lot of fun with the old girl. In a way I felt sorry for her. Ken and Gert never really understood her."

I held my peace. It sounded phony to me. But what did I know about the Digby family life?

Nell, evidently, was all for letting off a little steam.

"It would have taken an exceptional person to understand her, I should think. As for her treatment of Gertrude—it was abominable."

"Oh, come now, Miss Witter. We shouldn't talk that way about the dead."

"Rot. The fact of her being dead doesn't change what she was."

Jay looked shocked.

"Well, I always feel that we shouldn't knock anyone who isn't alive to defend himself. Just my opinion, that's all. In spite of her peculiar ways, Miss Digby was a devoted aunt. She wouldn't let Gertrude out of her sight."

"No proof of devotion," Nell said. "It sounds more like a policeman, or a detective on his quarry's tail."

Jay laughed. He was trying to make the best of it.

"You're quite a character, Miss Witter."

I expected to see Nell rear right up on her hind legs at that. Who wants to be called a character? But for some reason she didn't. She sipped her highball, looking at Jay with a benign expression.

I said:

"Will you be at the inquest tomorrow, Mr. Bothwell?"

"That's another reason I came. Ken wanted me to ask you if you wouldn't like to drive over with us. We'll drop by and pick you up a little after nine."

"How nice of you. We lent our car to my cousin; his isn't easy riding."

We sat in silence for a moment, smoking and drinking. It was most restful after the turmoil of the last few days. I kept feeling that Jay had something else he wanted to say. As I hadn't the foggiest idea what, I couldn't give him a lead.

After a pause Nell asked:

"Do you know who profits by Miss Digby's death?"

"Oh yes. It was no secret. Ken and Gertie get it all; it's to be divided equally between them. The Digbys were great ones for keeping the money in the family. That's why their father had left everything in Miss Digby's hands. He died, you see, when the children were babies, and the estate was to be held in trust by their aunt till they married."

"Do they have to wait till they marry before getting the money?" Nell asked.

"Oh no. Since they are both of age, the money comes to them unconditionally." He hesitated for a second. "Now that Miss Maria is dead."

Nell pricked up her ears.

"I gather that while Miss Digby was alive she had all the power."

Jay looked unhappy. With visible reluctance he said:

"Well, yes. Mr. Digby appeared to be rabid on the subject of fortune hunters. By the terms of his will, Ken and Gertie couldn't marry without their aunt's consent. He was trying to protect them, you see."

"Which made Miss Digby an absolute dictator," Nell said.

Jay shifted position.

"In a way, yes. But you could always get around her—if you knew how. Ken could—at least for the most part. It was different with Gertie. She didn't know how."

"Miss Digby loved her nephew and not her niece," Nell said dryly. "It makes quite a difference."

Jay's conventional soul was shocked. He hastened to produce a suitable cliche.

"Blood is thicker than water, Miss Witter. Miss Maria couldn't be anything but devoted to Gertrude."

Nell said hooey.

We were getting nowhere. And Nell was maddening. I gave her a glassy stare which she returned in kind. Try to get the best of that redhead. Jay looked askance at her. He couldn't make her out, and his easy manner showed strain.

He said a bit stiffly:

"I think you're implying something, Miss Witter, but I guess I'm plain dumb. I don't get it."

"Here it is," Nell said. "Miss Digby had absolute power over Gertrude, and her death released the girl. You can draw your own conclusions."

Jay stared at her. The color receded from his warm skin. You could hardly believe that those startled eyes had ever sparkled. He got slowly to his feet.

"You' mean—you can't think—that Gertie	" He was unable to finish the sentence.	,

Nell shrugged her shoulders. She kept her gaze upon him.

"I don't think anything. I'm simply saying how it looks."

Jay mopped his face. He appeared sunk.

"Why, that's awful—unnatural—and—and—it's impossible	"

I was glad of the interruption which occurred in the form of Huldah. I'd heard her a short time before returning with the dogs; now she and Sif appeared at the open door. Jay turned and faced Huldah; he and the girl looked at each other searchingly. It was as if each were trying to read something in the other's eyes. They nodded without speaking.

Huldah turned to me.

"Shall I feed the animals now?"

"Yes. Everything's ready in the kennel kitchen."

She disappeared. In a dazed way Jay reached around for his hat. As he was leaving he held out a conciliatory hand to Nell.

"You've given me a frightful jolt. Will other people think— that?"

Nell shook her head.

"I'm afraid so."

"Gertie couldn't do such a thing. Couldn't. I know what I'm talking about. Don't be hard on her, Miss Witter."

"I won't. You can be sure of that." Perhaps Nell already regretted her frankness; I saw her press his hand encouragingly.

We stood at the door till his car had disappeared in the dust.

I said: "What possessed you, Nell? You seemed hell-bent on shocking the poor boy. You shouldn't try to jolt him out of his pattern— and patter."

"I wanted to get his reactions. I can't make him out, really. All that baloney about liking Miss Digby. And he actually sounded sincere. Is he just a good actor?"

"Hard telling. I'm inclined to think he meant what he said.

He certainly looked bowled over when you hinted that Gertrude was a possible suspect. No fake about it. I'd have thought she'd be among the first to wonder about."

Nell shook her head.

"Cockeyed. I can't figure it out. He was really scared when I suggested that she might be on a spot. Do you suppose he knows more than he's letting on?"

It seemed likely enough. All the time he was with us I'd felt that something was weighing on his mind. Something he'd come to talk about but couldn't pluck up courage for.

Huldah went home at five. She'd been very quiet all day, unresponsive, absorbed in her thoughts. Probably with good reason.

"I'll be seeing you at the inquest," she said as she was leaving.

"How will you get there, Huldah?"

"Pa and I go in his car. I saw him at noon and told him about it."

"Wasn't he awfully shocked?"

"Sure. Mad, too. He don't like us being dragged into it."

"No one relishes that sort of thing," I observed sententiously.

After Huldah had gone I locked myself in the bathroom.

"It's time for Ole to go by," I said to Nell. "If he asks for me, I'm not available."

"Attraction like yours must be a terrific gift."

"It is. Me and Helen of Troy. The face that launched a thousand ships."

"Uh-huh. Or stopped a thousand clocks."

But my charm wasn't so potent as I'd imagined. Ole didn't stop. Nell knocked at the bathroom door in a few minutes to tell me the coast was clear.

"He drove past in a cloud of dust. Didn't even glance in this direction. Blow number ten thousand. Some fairer face has won his heart."

"Blessings on them both," I said with deep feeling.

We set about preparing dinner. In the midst of it came another interruption. Gertrude Digby this time. At first glance I didn't recognize her. She wore a beautifully cut black suit, a very smart black hat. She looked distinguished, elegant. I wondered where she'd got the outfit. She was still pale, but quite composed. The tragedy had transformed her. A dignified, resolute creature had replaced the shrinking girl of yesterday. I gaped.

"May I come in for a minute, Miss Trent?"

Belatedly I gathered together some manners.

"Do come in. How nice to see you."

"I'm afraid it's a bad time. Are you at dinner?"

"Oh no. It wouldn't matter anyway. There's nothing fixed about our dinner hour." Worse luck, I thought ruefully. But I think I sounded hearty, considering that I'd eaten nothing but a sandwich since early morning.

"May I speak to you alone?"

"Of course. Come in."

Puzzled, excited by her manner, I drew her into the living room. Nell was in the kitchen; I went to the door and gave her the sign to lie low. She closed the door between the two rooms.

I sat down opposite Gertrude.

"Have a cigarette?"

"No, thank you. I don't smoke. My aunt didn't approve of women doing it. . . . You must think it's strange for me to come to you when we barely know each other—you'll think it stranger still when I tell you that you're the only one in the world that I feel I can talk to—like this. Incredible, isn't it? To have lived as long as I have—twenty-two years—and have no friends."

Knowing what I did of Miss Digby, I found it credible enough. I murmured something noncommittal.

"I've had no opportunity to make friends. My mother died when I was born, you know. My aunt, who—took her place, was never strong. I had to—I mean, she always wanted me with her. Later, when I could go out now and then and meet girls my own age, I wasn't prepared. I didn't know how to act. I never expected anyone to like me—so of course no one ever did."

She stated the fact dispassionately. A wave of fury against the brutal selfishness of Miss Digby rose high within me. I couldn't trust myself to speak.

"This is just to make you understand why I've come to you. For really, Miss Trent, we're strangers. But I've not forgotten what you said to me this morning. Have you? You said—and I believed you—that you were concerned about me. Do you remember?"

I was putty in her hands by this time. To think a simple, friendly remark could mean so much to her!

"Of course I remember. I meant what I said."

Her eyes were dry as she looked at me. I can't say the same for my own.

I said warmly: "Oh, my dear. I believe once you've got over this shock that you'll begin really to live—for the first time in your life."

Something flamed in her eyes and died down again.

"I'm not so sure. With this—this dreadful thing that's happened to my aunt. Oh, it's so much more dreadful than anyone knows."

Her words sent a strange little chill to my heart. She was still calm; it was a sort of desperate calm, I thought. I waited silently for her to go on.

"This is what I wanted to ask you. Tomorrow at the inquest we'll all be examined, won't we? What would happen if I withheld certain information? If I even—lied?"

Her question chilled me still further.

I said slowly:

"You might be able to withhold information and get by with it. Might, mind you. But it's a dangerous thing to do. Unless you're skilled in subterfuge, I think you'd find it safer and simpler to tell the truth. The whole truth. Can't you do it?"

"No, I can't! Oh, I can't!"

Calm deserted her for a moment. Her voice broke. I hated to add to her anguish, but I knew I must impress upon her the gravity of the matter.

"Perjury is a crime, you know," I said.

"I know," she breathed.

We sat in silence for a short time. My compassion couldn't help her in this extremity—whatever it was. I knew by the look on her face that her dark secret was locked tight within her. Someone with more wisdom than I possessed would have to find the proper key to it.

Soon she roused herself and stood up to go.

"I shouldn't have come. I shouldn't have bothered you," she said.

"Don't say that. I'm only sorry that I can't help you."

"Oh, but you have. Just to talk to you. Just to look into your friendly eyes. That helps."

"I'm glad if it does. But you need much more than that. Someone nearer you. Can't you talk to your brother?"

She looked at me strangely.

"No. Not to him. Never. He'd be the very last one."

I walked to the door with her and watched her as she went down the path. Charon's boat, gleaming in black and silver, stood at the gate. Wilson was standing there too; he turned when he heard us and touched his cap. From where I stood I could see the anxious solicitude in his eyes as he watched Gertrude come toward him. As he handed her into the car I felt something protective in his manner, with all its deference, quite different from the ingratiating way he used with Miss Digby. I was glad someone had a little compassion for the girl. Before she was through I was sure she'd need it.

Full of misgivings, I returned to Nell.
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FORTIFIED BY ASPIRIN, Nell and I turned in early that night. We slept the sleep of the dead—and did we need it! At five we were up and about, if not refreshed, at least not groggy. Ed Winters had rounded up a gangling boy to carry on at the kennels while we were at the inquest. The kid arrived betimes, so when the Digby car appeared at nine, Nell and I were ready and waiting. Sif, left behind as boss, saw us off with wistful eyes.

We were a haggard crew. Nell and I have passed the resilient age where we can undergo anxiety, nerve strain, hard work, and loss of rest and emerge to rival Dawn's rosy-fingered daughter. Gertrude's natural pallor was like death this morning. But her newly acquired self-possession remained. Kenneth looked pasty, his sharp eyes like hard black currants. Jay hadn't yet recovered his usual vivacity. The faithful Wilson, too, appeared to be under a terrific strain.

We had little to say to one another. Gertrude smiled at me faintly; no reference was made to yesterday afternoon's call. I saw Nell's quick, amazed eyes take in Gertrude's stunning clothes. In my weariness and worry of last night I'd forgotten to mention them to her.

I still felt consumed with anxiety about the girl. Why couldn't she tell the truth? What was she hiding? Was she shielding someone? If so, whom? And why? Or was she fighting for herself alone?

Huldah and her father had arrived at the courthouse before us. We filed in and took our places in the row in back of them. They turned as we entered and nodded coldly. Ole looked at me with a gleam in his bloodshot blue eyes. I couldn't possibly delude myself into believing that the gleam was an amorous one. On the contrary, it flashed pure animosity. I went hot and cold by turns. Did he blame me for telling them that the sack was his? Since the truth would have come out sooner or later, he shouldn't hold it against me.

He shouldn't. But he did. My spirits kept on sinking.

The jury was assembled, a motley collection of men, raked up from highways and byways. They nudged each other as we entered. Word went round that the Digbys had come. Gertrude and

Kenneth had to endure plenty of staring. Gertrude lowered her head. Her beautiful black hat partially shaded her face. I was thankful that the poor girl had a little screen from the unabashed, impudent gaze of the rabble.

We'd barely settled ourselves when the coroner came in. As soon as he took his place at the head of a long table proceedings began. Dr. Hutchins was called first. He repeated what we already knew—that death had occurred from strangulation. He refused to place the time of death; it could have occurred as early as two hours before midnight, as late as two hours after. All of which didn't help much.

I was summoned as first witness. I could give no information beyond the fact of having discovered the body. The coroner soon gave me up as a bad job. Nell, who was next, contributed no more than I had.

Huldah came after us. There was a stir in the room as she took her place, an involuntary tribute to her beauty. The jurors to a man straightened themselves in their chairs. Fingering their atrocious neckties, they glued the vision before them with avid eyes. To be just, you couldn't blame them. Huldah wore the simple dark blue dress she'd had on the first day I saw her. Her head was bare, and her hair, yellow as ripe wheat, seemed to collect all the light in the room. With clear blue eyes she looked about, poised, fresh, and free. As welcome as a breath of mountain air in that close and sordid place.

Having been sworn, the coroner asked her what her relation had been to the deceased.

"I was her massoose."

"How long were you in Miss Digby's employ?"

"One month."

"When did you leave?"

"Three days ago."

"For what reason?"

"She fired me."

"Why was that?"

A queer little gleam came into Huldah's eyes. It made me realize more than ever how later on she could grow to look much like her father.

"We didn't get along. She said I was rude. She was hard to work for, everybody said so. You couldn't please her."

"When you left her employ was there bad feeling between you?"

"We didn't like each other much, if that's what you mean."

Huldah's blue gaze traveled deliberately over the jurors. A conscious smirk appeared on the face of each and every one of them.

"No male jury could ever find anything wrong with that baby," Nell said to me in a whisper.

Obvious enough. She had them eating out of her hand. Even the saturnine coroner's gloomy face lightened perceptibly as he rolled his dark eyes at her.

"When did you last see Miss Digby alive?"

Huldah appeared to be reflecting.

"The day she fired me, three days ago that was, they drove me home to Lebanon. Couple of days later I went to help at the Lebanon Boarding Kennels. That same afternoon Miss Digby came to the kennels, and that was the last time I saw her."

"And she was murdered that night," the coroner said.

Huldah didn't answer. She stared at him warily.

"Did you part on friendly terms?"

"No," said Huldah. Her voice was cool. "She jumped all over me."

The jurors sniggered.

"You quarreled, did you?" the coroner asked.

"I didn't. Till she called me every kind of a so-and-so. Her nephew had to come and haul her off me."

I stole a glance at Gertrude. A wave of color flooded her face and receded as quickly as it had come. Not pleasant to sit there and listen to such a portrait sketched of your aunt

"I suppose you resented this, Miss Hansen?"

Huldah looked at the coroner with her dazzling eyes.

"Well, I wasn't crazy about it. Would you have been?"

Everybody laughed. The coroner rapped sharply on the table.

"The witness will please remember that I am doing the questioning. I'm to understand, then, that you had quarreled with the deceased the afternoon before the night she was murdered."

Huldah's radiant color faded a trifle. In a subdued voice she said:

"She quarreled."

The jurors all glowered at the coroner. His mild rebuke of Huldah had got him in wrong with them.

"That was the last time you saw the deceased alive?"

"Yes," Huldah said. She looked at him defiantly.

She was dismissed. Everybody ogled her as she swept with her viking daughter's stride to her seat. Ole reached over and patted her knee.

Kenneth Digby took the stand next. Although he'd never appealed to me, I couldn't help now an involuntary throb of pity for him. The poor fellow looked tortured with nerves. Anyone could see what an effort he was making to appear controlled and at ease. But this cloak of bravado was too flimsy to hide the mental torment beneath it. Gertrude didn't look at him; her head remained bowed, her hands locked together in her lap. I could hear her rapid breathing as the questions followed one after another.

Examination of him was a long-drawn-out affair. It involved a minute account of the family's movements yesterday afternoon and last night. The four—Miss Digby, Kenneth, Gertrude, and Jay—had dined together. Immediately afterward Miss Digby, feeling ill, had gone to her room. This was not unusual, since her health was never robust. The three young people were going to the Country Club dance. Gertrude rarely attended dances, but young Bothwell had persuaded her for once to accompany him. He and she went in the hearselike family car, Kenneth in his own cabriolet. They all left about the same time; Gertrude and Jay around quarter past nine, Kenneth ten minutes or so later.

"Your aunt had already gone to bed?" the coroner asked.

"Yes."

"Did you see her before you went?"

"Yes. I went to her room to say good night."

"Was she in good spirits then?"

A wry smile, like a spasm, twisted Kenneth's features.

"No, I couldn't say that. She didn't feel well. She wasn't strong, and when anything went wrong she always got awfully upset."

A mild way of saying that she went into tantrums when crossed. Having seen her twice in an insane rage, once with Ole and again with Huldah, I knew what "upset" meant.

"What had gone wrong on this occasion?" the coroner asked.

Kenneth answered promptly. He had his speech so well organized that it suggested a rehearsal.

"There had been a series of annoyances all day. As Miss Hansen testified, my aunt felt very bitter toward her and had worked herself up into a rage at sight of her that afternoon. My aunt was still upset when we got home. Then there was more trouble. The cook left right before dinner, without notice. The second girl had to take over cooking the dinner; it was a pretty poor affair, and this infuriated my aunt still more. She was making herself so ill over it that I was glad when she went off to bed."

"How many servants remained in the house when you and your sister and Mr. Bothwell left for the dance?"

"Only the second girl and the butler. We were very short- handed."

At this a young girl a few seats from us burst into hysterical sobbing. She had to be carried out bodily. Word went around that it was Olga, the unfortunate second girl in question. The poor thing probably thought that the noose was about to be pulled around her own neck. Any suspicion that might have clung to her was quickly dispelled. She was a slight, timid creature, manifestly unequal to doing away with even as pitiful a specimen as Miss Digby. Added to that, the butler testified that both of them were working in the kitchen till long after midnight. The 

cook's unexpected departure had gummed the household works.

The butler and Wilson were likewise soon cleared. The butler was a beaten-down soul, a masculine version of the decayed- gentlewoman type. A week previously he'd broken his arm, which he still carried in a sling. Even if he'd been mentally equal to the crime, consummation of it would have been a physical impossibility.

Wilson, it appeared, was married and lived in Lebanon. However, his salary included one third subsistence; he was entitled to his dinners at Digbys'. He'd eaten there as usual on the night of the crime and had gone home immediately afterward. The trim little fellow made a good impression on the witness stand; his eagerness to please, which was his most outstanding characteristic, was in full play.

After him, his wife was called for brief questioning. She took the stand, a frail creature, rather pretty in an insipid way.

"What time does your husband get home at night?"

"Aboud dide-thirdy." The poor woman was fairly dripping with a ghastly cold.

"What time did he get home last night?"

"Sabe tibe as usual."

"Had your husband ever quarreled with his employer?"

"Oh doe, doe." Mrs. Wilson looked horrified. "Id was a fide job."

There being nothing more to say on the subject, Mrs. Wilson took herself, plus cold and Kleenex, off the stand.

At last Gertrude Digby was summoned. I pressed her hand encouragingly as she rose. But I shivered when my hand touched hers. It was like taking hold of something dead.

She took her place. How remote, how cold and forbidding she looked. What secret lay behind that impassive face? What secret that she would perjure herself to hide?

"When did you last see your aunt alive, Miss Digby?"

"About nine o'clock the evening before last. A little before we left for the dance."

Her enchanting voice was pitched very low, yet its peculiar clarity made it heard in every corner of the room.

"What time did you return from the dance?"

"Rather early. About one."

"Had your brother come in yet?"

"He came a few minutes later. Just after we'd got into the house."

"Did you go to your aunt's room?"

"No. I hoped she was asleep. I didn't want to run any risk of disturbing her."

"Then you wouldn't know whether she was in her room when you returned."

"No," said Gertrude steadily.

No reason for them to doubt her. I should never have doubted her if it hadn't been for her extraordinary talk with me yesterday afternoon. As she answered each question, I wondered passionately about each reply. Was this the truth? Had she lied here? I could detect no faltering in her voice, try as I would. She remained cold and composed to the end.

Jay Bothwell was called next. He had nothing to contribute. In fact, he'd been called to the telephone during dinner that night and the family had dispersed by the time he was through with his conversation. The most outstanding thing about his testimony, to my mind, was the real regret in his voice when he mentioned Miss Digby. Oddly enough, you felt that he'd liked her. That he alone felt a stir of emotion at her ignominious end. Strange indeed.

And now Ole Hansen. The big brute of a man made a bad impression on the court. No wonder. His eyes shone resentfully. He looked as if he expected to be attacked and more than ready to strike back. I kept thinking of the outrageous scene I'd witnessed between him and the dead woman.

After the preliminaries, the coroner asked:

"What relation were you to the deceased?"

"No relation," said Ole sullenly.

"I mean, what contact had you with her?" "She fire my girl. Ay tell her go to hell."

The jurors roared, as was expected. When he had restored order, the coroner asked:

"Where were you night before last?"

"Ay go to bed at eight o'clock."

"And you stayed there all night?"

Ole looked at him with rancor.

"Yes."

"You left a sack full of cabbages at the Lebanon kennels a couple of days ago. Would you recognize the sack if you saw it again?"

"Ay tank maybe."

The coroner produced a gunny sack. At sight of it a shudder rippled around the room.

"Is this it?"

Ole bent forward to examine it.

"No," he said with finality. Which created another stir among us all.

"No? Are you sure?"

"Sure. Ay know my sack."

"One sack is very like another. How can you be sure this isn't yours?"

"Mine was clean, no grease on him. This van is all dirt and oil."

The chauffeur, Wilson, who sat in front a little to the left of us, looked up.

As Ole had said, the sack now on display as Exhibit A was a dirty one, smeared with grease and oil. I hadn't paid particular attention to the container of my gift, but as I reflected on it, I was quite sure it was new and clean. But the significance of there being two sacks involved hadn't yet dawned on me.

Ole was questioned and cross-questioned. His red face became redder, more congested. His eyes darted about with a furious and sullen gleam in them. He was at a disadvantage, but he stuck to his point. The sack was not his, he swore to it again and again.

In spite of the bad impression he made, there appeared to be no real case against him. Huldah had left him in bed when she went to the movie at nine o'clock. If he were still there when she returned in two hours—as she had sworn—he wouldn't have had time to drive forty miles and consummate the crime. His car was old and dilapidated. At best it couldn't do more than thirty miles an hour. Although he was in a fit frame of mind to do Miss Digby in, apparently he hadn't the opportunity.

The jury was out only a short time. It returned with a verdict of murder by person or persons unknown. There was a slight reaction of disappointment from the courtroom, although it was hard to tell what else they could have expected. The whole affair was too inexplicable. There were plenty of people with motive enough to kill Miss Digby, but there seemed to be no opportunity for it. One of the most peculiar angles of the mystery was how and why the body had been transported from the Digby estate to the Lebanon Boarding Kennels. There seemed neither rhyme nor reason to it.

We filed out after our hours of trial. I saw Huldah and Ole get into their rattly-bang car. Before they bounced off, Ole turned and cast a baleful look at me. I tried to kid myself into believing he didn't mean it, and I produced a feeble smile. All I got back was a worse look than before, if possible. To people of his sort, anything connected with a courtroom is a lifelong disgrace. Doubtless he held me entirely responsible for what he considered a smirch upon his honor.

With a sinking sensation I climbed into the Digby car. Not one of us had a word to say. Gertrude sat next to me. We rode along for a few miles in silence when suddenly I felt a weight against my arm.

The girl had fainted dead away.
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NELL and I had no chance to discuss the inquest that afternoon. Work was piled high waiting for us when we arrived at the kennels. Irate dogs and swarms of people, some curious, some on business, kept us on the jump. Huldah appeared at four-thirty attired in jeans. I'd been so afraid she wouldn't come, that Pa might have poisoned her mind against me, I almost hugged her when I saw her. One glance at her morose and uncommunicative face impelled me to control my enthusiasm.

But, like a fool, I attempted some conciliatory remarks.

"Huldah, you angel. How good of you to come. After such a trying day. Wasn't the inquest awful!"

"Uh-huh."

Pudd'nhead blundered on.

"You must feel as if you'd been dragged through a knothole. Nell and I certainly do. Well, anyway, it's a relief to have it over. And no one held for further trial. Sometimes circumstantial evidence can make it tough for a perfectly innocent person! Isn't it all strange? Who on earth could have done it?"

Huldah gave me a dark look.

"How should I know?"

I faded away. First as last I might as well get used to being in wrong with the Hansen family. But it made me feel very low in my mind.

When it came time to cook dinner we found our larder as low as Mother Hubbard's. The excitement of the day had knocked any idea of ordering food clean out of our minds. No alternative but to walk down to the village and have dinner there. Self- preservation came first; the dogs could bark and howl as readily without our ears to hear them.

It was about a mile to the village. We set forth on the dusty road, Sif heeling in an exemplary manner. As we passed the Hansen house we saw a blue feather of smoke curling up from the chimney, but not a sign of an inhabitant.

"What do you suppose Ole and Huldah are talking about now?" Nell asked.

I shrugged my shoulders. Something told me that I was much happier not knowing.

It felt good to be out walking on a country road after the sordid confusion of the last two days. The sun was just setting. Tomorrow would be a hot day; the sky burned red over the ocean. As we turned west from Huldah's house we saw the little village at the foot of the hill, all afire and alight. Ordinarily peaceful, even sleepy, the sun's last rays kindled it now into something dramatic and violent.

Several people passed us as we walked down the hill to the main street. They greeted us in country fashion. Most of them had been up at the kennels to view the spot; those who hadn't recognized Sif. When they spoke to her she responded with a courteous wag of the tail. But she didn't deviate from her firm position at my heels.

The Ocean View Tearoom was by far the best bet for a meal. If a bit on the arty side, it was also clean and fresh. And homegrown food, nothing of the tearoom variety. Really, things appeared to be looking up for us.

The girl who waited on us was a trig little affair. In her stiffly starched pink-and-blue outfit she looked about fifteen. Undoubtedly she was older, but nowadays they look like kids till they're thirty.

She knew who we were and let us smuggle Sif in. Reason being she was all agog about the murder. No sooner had we given our order than she popped all kinds of questions at us. There were few people in the tearoom—luckily for them. Nell and I got all the attention. Although we could give her no solution to the mystery, nevertheless we did our best. Our motives were of the lowest; we intended to get ourselves well nourished.

All the others left before we were through. When Nell and I had reached dessert, Meg (she had told us her name) took a chair at our table.

"Haven't they any idea who did it? Isn't there any clue? Any suspects? Huldah—or anyone?"

We stared at her innocently.

"Why should they suspect her?" Nell asked.

Meg shrugged her shoulders. She opened her big eyes wider than ever.

"She'd be the first one I'd suspect. Oh, I don't mean she actually did it. Heavens, I couldn't imagine anyone doing such an awful thing, could you? But she had motive, if anyone did."

"How come?" Nell asked.

"Oh well." Meg tossed her fancy hair-do and tried to look inscrutable. Not an easy feat for one of her round and cuddly contours.

Nell changed her tactics.

"Do you know Huldah well, Meg?"

"Oh, sure, I've known her for years. We went to school together. I don't mean by that that we were ever very chummy; no one was with Huldah. She didn't have any intimate girl friends. Boy friends—that's something different."

"I can believe it. Was she always beautiful?"

"Gosh, yes. She was always a knockout." Meg sighed. "She had everything."

Nell said:

"Funny she's not been able to get herself a rich husband by this time."

"Rich men aren't floating around loose in Lebanon. Kenneth Digby was the first rich man she ever met. Met him right here; she used to help here while she was waiting for a real job. She learned that Swedish massage from her mother, you know. It was Kenneth Digby who wangled the job for her. He fell for her like a ton of bricks, minute he laid eyes on her. He made his aunt take her on."

"And did Huldah fall for Kenneth?" I asked.

Meg patted her coiffure.

"She'd fall fast enough—if it suited her plans."

"So she had plans."

"I'll say. She don't intend to stay poor all her life; she told me herself. When fellows here made passes at her she froze them off good and plenty. Said she wasn't going to tie herself up with some poor guy and spend the rest of her life slaving in Lebanon. Said she had bigger fish to fry and could wait till they came along. She could, too. You know the Swedes. They stick to a thing like glue, once they've made up their minds. You can't budge Huldah with a derrick; I don't call it natural. Me, I'm different. I change my mind. Some days I think it would be swell to be ambitious, maybe go to Hollywood. They tell me I'm the type to photograph good. Other days I think maybe it's not such a hot idea, I better marry my boy friend. But not Huldah. She sticks, day in, day out."

"So she's sticking to the idea of being rich someday," Nell said.

"No fooling. That's why I keep thinking about this Digby business. Here's how I figure it. Take Kenneth Digby. A sap, I call him. But that don't matter; he's nuts about Huldah; he'd do anything for her. Gee, he'd marry her tomorrow if she'd say the word. But what good would that do Huldah? His aunt would've cut him off without a bean, and Huldah wanted something more than Mrs. Kenneth Digby for her address; she wanted cash. So that's why I say it would've suited her plans swell to have Miss Digby popped off when she did."

Plain enough. Many besides Meg had known it.

"Sounds all right," Nell said. "Agreed that Huldah had motive. What about opportunity? She was at the movie from nine to eleven that night."

"That's what she says."

We stared.

"Wasn't she? She wouldn't dare lie about it. Too easy a matter to check."

"Oh, she came in all right. I was there, too, with my boy friend. I always go to the late show on account of I have to with this job. Huldah bought her ticket right ahead of us. She sat down in the back row like she always does. We went further front—my boy friend don't see so good: he's nearsighted. Before the show was half over I had to go to the ladies' room. At the most exciting part, too. Anyway, coming back, I looked to see if Huldah was still there, like you will. She'd been on the aisle seat in the last row. Well, she wasn't there."

I suggested that she might have changed her seat. Meg shrugged her pretty starched shoulders again.

"Maybe. Well, when we went out at the end, Huldah was in the street kinda mixing with the crowd."

Nell said:

"She must have been there all the time. Probably she changed her seat and you didn't notice where she was when you came back from the dressing room."

"She always sits in the last row. Haven't you noticed her eyes— how keen and bright they are? She can see a mile away. I bet she got up in the middle of the movie, went out for a while, then came back in time to mix with the crowd. Anyone would think she'd been there all the time."

We digested this idea in silence for a moment.

Finally Nell said:

"She couldn't have been gone over an hour and a quarter or so. If you're implying that she went over to the Digby estate	"

"Oh no. Oh my, no. I didn't mean anything like that. I'm just telling you what I saw. Maybe she went out to meet someone and wanted to keep it secret. That's all."

"Kenneth Digby was at the Country Club dance last night," I said.

"The Country Club's only ten miles from here. Way Kenneth drives, he could get over here and back, do a little petting with Huldah, and never even be missed. All in an hour, easy."

We admitted it. But what bearing it might have on the murder didn't yet appear. Granted that Huldah and Kenneth were accomplices in this unnatural plot, how could they have driven to the Digby estate, rushed into the house, strangled Miss Digby, dashed back with the body and disposed of it, all within two hours or less? It simply couldn't be done.

Meg said:

"Of course I'd never breathe a word of this to anyone. I'm not the type to go around getting people into trouble. But I couldn't help wondering."

Nell suggested that there might be someone who'd been at the movie and could vouch for Huldah's having stayed through the two hours.

Meg raised her eyebrows.

"Maybe."

And now we had to bestir ourselves; it was getting late. We'd been away too long as it was. So we parted from Meg with amenities on all sides, assuring her that we'd come again for another good dinner.

"Be seeing you," she said. She put a finger mysteriously to her pretty painted lips. "Remember, all this is just between you and I."

"Oh, of course," we said.

It was after eight, getting dark. We walked slowly along the deserted street up toward the road which wound around the canyon toward Andy's house. I asked Nell what she thought of Meg and her tale.

"She likes to tell a good story, of course. But I think she's got Huldah sized up pretty shrewdly. And we thought from the first there was something between Kenneth and Huldah. The morning after the murder you caught her in that gesture toward him."

I remembered the incident only too well.

"Still, it might only have meant that if the two had been meeting secretly, they wouldn't want the fact broadcast. You can understand that. I can't believe that Kenneth would be so diabolical as to murder his aunt to marry his girl."

"Worse things have happened, dumpling."

We walked along in silence for a short time. The fragrant night was so still you could hear the rhythmic beat of the ocean. There was no moon; the stars were thick and inordinately bright. Sif nudged my ankle. She'd been such an angel, keeping faithfully at heel, that she deserved a reward.

"Good girl, Sif. Run, if you want to."

She was off like the wind. We could hear her crashing about in the underbrush, leaping, like a deer over wild shrubs, startling rabbits out of their hiding places.

"If we had four legs apiece, we could do the same," Nell said with a sigh.

"Not me. I'd have to have at least eight."

We passed the Hansen house. Lights now shone in the windows, but there was neither sight nor sound of the inmates. I felt the usual twinge of uneasiness which always attacked me at any reminder of Ole.

Why must this calm and beautiful setting be spoiled by the baseness of humans? Its tranquillity was incongruous and got on my nerves. Something sinister lay beneath the placid surface. Those majestic redwoods harbored . . . what secrets? Along this road where we now walked, perhaps a murderer had once passed. I shivered.

"Cold, Dodo?"

"No. Witality at low ebb."

I heard Sif crashing among the bushes in the canyon below. And now I heard something else, another sound, nearer. Thud, thud, thud. Footsteps on the dirt road. Coming steadily along in back of us. Like—the analogy leaped into my mind—like those dreadful footsteps in The Monkey's Paw.

I told myself not to be an ass. Others besides ourselves had a right to walk on a public road. But Nell was nervous too; her hand clutched my arm, and it set the blood to pounding in my temples.

"Someone's behind us, Dodo. Don't you hear footsteps?"

"Yes. What of it?"

"Nothing. Only let whoever it is get in front."

She pulled me toward the bank and we turned to face the oncomer. Trust Nell. She'd take it face to face or know the reason why.

Our eyes had become accustomed to the dark. In the starry night we waited till the dark-robed figure came nearer. His long garment flapped about his ankles; he walked rapidly in his peculiar, unco-ordinated way, head thrust forward and a little down. Eyes gleamed in the starlight; dark and wild in a pale blur of face. With all my heart I wished that Sif would come bounding up, but she had disappeared entirely. No longer did I hear her scraping about in the bushes.

"Good evening," Nell said. She'd contrived to make her voice sound matter-of-fact, which filled my craven soul with admiration.

Apparently this odd gent didn't approve of salutations.

He said brusquely:

"Any news of the murder?"

I gulped and swallowed. Nell, who still had hold of my arm, began to walk slowly along the road, pulling me with her. Our pickup joined the party, luckily keeping slightly ahead of us. All to the good; at least we'd not be surprised by a stab in the back.

In answer to his question Nell said:

"No news. The inquest didn't throw any light on the case."

"Good." His voice registered manifest satisfaction. "I'll keep it dark."

"What will you keep dark?" Nell asked.

His only answer was a chortle. Nell tried another question. With deceptive mildness she said:

"Why did you dislike Miss Digby so much?"

I thought she was bold indeed to start such a subject; seems I was right. The man stopped in his tracks. He turned and faced us, blocking the road. We stood, shivering and shaking in our boots, while he let loose a torrent of burning words.

I can't duplicate his speech; I was too scared and dazed to glean more than the gist of it. But the refrain, reiterated ad nauseam, was that Miss Digby had stolen his dog, Jacques. That much was clear. At length he finished his tirade and flapped away out of sight like a great bird of evil omen.

Nell and I clutched at each other. With a catch in her voice she said:

"I certainly started something that time."

"You'll do it once too often." I still felt shaken.

We continued slowly along toward Andy's house. Nell drew a deep breath.

"The man is as goofy as they come. He ought to be locked up. It's just too bad if a couple of innocent women can't walk along a country road without being subjected to that. No sane person ever had such a shine in his eyes."

Trying to be sensible about it, I suggested that the shine might be starlight.

"Starlight your grandmother. He's nuts. Anyone who races around the country day and night shouting for Jacques simply isn't all there, I don't care what you say. Going off at such a tangent about Miss Digby clinches it."

"Maybe she actually done him wrong."

"I don't doubt it. But he's gone completely off his bean as a result."

Now we heard Sif again making a great commotion in the underbrush. We had almost reached Andy's gate. We stopped there and waited for the dog to catch up with us. Soon we saw her emerge from the bushes, pulling and tugging at something which had been caught on branches. Eventually she got it free, and cavorted toward us stumbling over the large and floppy article, a corner of which she held in her mouth.

"What in the world has Sif got hold of now?" I said. Nell, who was headed toward the house, turned to look. "Can't imagine. Something choice, from the look. . . . Why, Dodo, it's . . . my word and honor, I do believe it's a gunny sack!"
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GATHERING UP Sif's trophy, the three of us piled into the house where we spread the sack out under a bright light. Yes, this one must have been Ole's. It was clean, as he had stubbornly insisted. Moreover, we shook out broken cabbage leaves when we turned it inside out.

I said:

"Well, anyway, Ole didn't lie about this. Exhibit A wasn't his. Could that prove that he wasn't the murderer?"

"A point in his favor, certainly. But the most important point in his favor—to my mind—is that he's so slow and ponderous, if you'll pardon me for speaking frankly about your sweetie."

"Oh, Nell, shut up," I said, irritated.

She gave me a quick, bright look.

"Pardon me. To continue. A light, deft person might conceivably have accomplished the trip, the murder, and the disposal, all in two hours, but never Ole."

I was ashamed of my mild flare-up. I said amiably:

"He could have had as much as four hours, couldn't he? His only alibi is supplied by Huldah. Who's to check up on her veracity? Maybe she was out all night herself. In which case she wouldn't know whether Pa was home in bed or galumphing around the country choking people."

Nell agreed.

"But," she said, "even supposing Ole were the fleet-footed something you're trying to make out. And supposing Huldah was gone most of the night. What if Ole did race over to Digbys' in that old chariot of his, effect a pussyfooted entrance by some magic means and do Miss Digby in, he certainly wouldn't lug her down the stairs, pack her into his car and deposit her in our back yard. No point in it, besides being too risky. He'd leave her lay, Ole would. No, I don't think he did it. Unless—now, here's an idea. Unless Miss Digby went to Ole's house that night and renewed their row. Thereupon Ole up and slew her. He had to get rid of the body, so he took it out and dumped it on us. That's according to Hoyle, since we're always the goats on every possible occasion. What do you think of my brainstorm?"

"Fine. If you'll just explain how Miss Digby landed on Ole's doorstep? Jay and Gertrude had the family car; Kenneth was in his."

"Wilson!" cried Nell. "He returns to his home in Lebanon every night. Miss Digby might have driven in with him."

"In her nightie? Come, come, my girl."

"I'd forgotten that. Nevertheless, I doubt if deshabille would keep Miss Maria from going places, once her ire was up. But I can see that my idea isn't such a hot one."

We sat by the fire toasting our shins. For the first time since the tragedy we could contemplate the affair in peace, comfort, and quiet.

"I wish Mark Tudor were in on this, Nell. Too bad he's tied up with that awful Truesdale case in Reno. How do you suppose he'd tackle it? Check alibis first thing, I suspect. Though how to go about it when people say they're home asleep is beyond me."

"Try to find someone who saw them some different place. If that fails, I know what I'd do."

"Do let me in on it, Giant Intellect."

"Intellect nothing. Common sense. I'd approach the problem from the standpoint of character. Try to find out exactly what kind of people are involved and build my case accordingly."

"Holmes, you amaze me."

"I'm serious. Let's check off the principals involved. First Huldah. Tonight we established definitely that she was ambitious."

"A grievous fault."

"Exactly. And lesser lights than Caesar have fallen through it. All right. She's ambitious. In order to succeed, ambition must be combined with a certain ruthlessness. From what Meg said, Huldah's hell-bent to succeed. Money is what she's after. Kenneth, who fell for her, hook, line, and sinker, offered a straight path to her goal. Except for the one obstacle of Auntie. Therefore, the way out, for one who is ruthless and direct, would be simply to do away with Auntie. Now, I'm not saying that Huldah's guilty; all I'm getting at is that it would be in character for her to do such a thing. Right?"

"I suppose so. Why pick on Huldah, though? There's Kenneth. Gertrude too, as far as that's concerned."

"I'm coming to them. I had to start somewhere. As for Kenneth, we don't know much about him except that he's gone on Huldah. From the standpoint of crime, that's motive enough. Especially since his aunt would never give her consent to his marrying Huldah, whom she loathed. Oh yes, Kenneth had motive. Anyone in the throes of love is abnormal. Lovers are mad. Kenneth is a lover. Therefore Kenneth is mad. And madness results in crime. Nothing to it."

"Why don't you go on tour? Tell me some more. We've got two suspects—one impelled by ambition, one by love. What about Gertrude?"

Nell looked very serious.

"It doesn't look any too good for Gertrude. The girl's been squelched and sat upon all her life; it's a long worm that has no turning—if you know what I mean. She's chuck-full of neuroses, complexes, inhibitions, and all the modern improvements in abnormal psychology. Under that coldness is a lot of bottled-up emotion, not to say passion. Let it loose someday	" Nell shrugged her shoulders. For a moment she was quiet, then continued in the same serious tone. "A small thing, but most significant, to my mind. Those new clothes of hers right on top of her aunt's death. Beautiful clothes, showing rare taste, an aesthetic sense. For a sensitive person to have to wear that godawful junk Miss Digby selected	"

"Now, Nell. No one would murder for a trivial reason like that."

"Don't kid yourself. It's the so-called little things that stick in the crop. Horrible clothes, combined with other equally horrible trifles. All cumulative. Oh, I don't know, really. I'm just wonder- ing."

"Well, we've got four suspects, if you still want to include Ole. And I suppose we should take the hard-boiled attitude that everyone's guilty till he's proved innocent. Who else is there? Jay, I suppose, for one."

"Yes, Jay," Nell said, with a frown.

She was silent for a spell while we stared into the dying fire. I kept thinking: all very well for us to sit here comfortably, speculating in a more or less light way about the grim tragedy. But a picture of Gertrude's face flashed into my mind and I felt a wave of compunction, of compassion. There was nothing light about murder. Nothing. Any way you looked at it. Nor was there anything light about being even slightly connected with it. Willy-nilly, the torment of the ones involved touched us, far though we were on the outer rim.

I sighed. Nell roused herself from a detailed scrutiny of her ankles. As a matter of fact, you had to look sharp in order to see them at all.

She said: "I don't see how Jay can come in as a suspect. What would his motive be? If he wanted to marry Gertrude—which probably he doesn't—but say he did—and her aunt refused consent, it wouldn't matter a great deal. They could elope, if hard put to it. Money's no object to Jay; he could get by nicely without Gertrude's. Anyway, we've agreed that Huldah's the gal he wants, not Gertrude. I think we can forget him for the moment."

"I'm perfectly willing to forget the whole shebang."

"Not me!" Nell cried. "I want to know. Don't be a quitter, Dodo. See the thing through. There's still another suspect we've left out. Our goofy pal, with the Jacques complex."

"True enough." I felt quite chirked up at the thought. Far better to wish the crime on a poor soul who was addled in the bean than on any of the others. "Apparently he had motive enough—from his own distorted viewpoint."

"Yes, but people who shout the loudest about things often do nothing else about them. They let off steam that way, get release without action. We'll have to consider him as a possibility, of course, but personally I'd suspect any of the others first. Well, this little lady is going to keep eyes and ears open. Help me all you can, Dodo, that's a good egg. People confide in you; I shouldn't wonder if you'd pick up a clue one day."

Nell sounded too pat and chirpy to suit me. I looked at her suspiciously.

"I don't fancy myself as the bloodhound type," I said glumly.

"I'll do the trailing if you give me the scent. I believe I've got some bloodhound in me."

"Most likely greyhound, judging from appearances. Though your ears and voice are pure bloodhound. . . . Gosh, Nell, what are you up to? Are you trying to railroad me into helping put the noose around someone's neck? No, thanks, I'm not having any."

"Murder isn't pretty, Dodo. Even if you don't like the victim."

"I know. Oh, all right. You win. I'll do what I can."

"That's my lamb."

"Sheep, you mean. I've got no character. Anyone can talk me into anything." I looked at her gloomily.

"You've got a nice spirit of co-operation," Nell said with enthusiasm. She was feeling fine. She had me right where she wanted me. "I'll tell you what I wish you'd do, Dodo. Take a run over to the Digby house tomorrow and size up conditions

"Now, Nell, really--"

"The change will do you worlds of good. You've been looking awful lately. Huldah and I can carry on here. Gertrude likes you. She'll be tickled to death to see you. It'll be an act of kindness on your part."

"Uh-huh."

"You're always ranting about doing your bit to help, along the next guy. That sort of thing."

"I've changed my mind. All I want is a quiet life."

I might as well have saved my breath. Nell was sailing high, wide, and handsome. She got ready for bed, singing at the top of her lungs:

" 'Call me pet names, dearest, Call me a dove. . . .' "

But the old lamb didn't feel like singing. By this time she saw plainly that she was being shoved straight to the slaughter.
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A NIGHTS SLEEP had no power to dispel my gloom. I awakened to a sense of calamity. For a moment I couldn't segregate any special trial from the others, then suddenly I knew. Today was the day I'd promised to go to Digbys'. In bitter envy I contemplated Andy and Lou, safe in a hospital. Gladly would I have had twins and a stiff case of measles to boot if it could have kept me from my bargain.

With loud groans I piled out of bed. Nell, who had been rattling around in the kitchen, rushed in to me.

"What's the matter, Dodo? Don't you feel well?"

"No. I feel awful. I need a complete rest."

"Just what I've been telling you. Taking the day off will do wonders for you. Toddle along, pet. I'm getting you an elegant breakfast."

She dashed away again. As full of beans as the night before. Why not? She had nothing but dogs ahead of her.

It was still early when I'd finished dressing, but already the day was warming up. Nell had opened the wide windows at the breakfast table. The gray and lemon-yellow kitchen was enchanting, as was the outside world. The great oak was alive with birds; several more splashed about in the shallow, iris-fringed pool below. A perfect bird sanctuary. That is, for all but the Dodo bird.

Nell spoke the truth—her breakfast was elegant. Among other things she'd made popovers. I knew why; they were a weakness of mine, and Redhead was pandering to my baser nature. Whatever the sordid motive, it couldn't detract from the beauty of those tall, golden-brown puff balls. My mouth watered.

"A work of art if I ever saw one, Nell. You ought to frame an arrangement of them."

"The only work of art I'll ever do," Nell said. She sounded sad. No wonder, with her sketching things stowed away in our car in some unknown garage. I sighed. How our high hopes had been thrown to the dogs!

But such food was bound to do something for anyone. Halfway through breakfast found us looking on the bright side. With some equanimity I could even contemplate the trying time ahead of me. Now that I was used to it, the prospect of a day's rest from the kennels appealed to me. To say nothing of leaving off Andy's pants for a time.

We decided that I must call Gertrude first and find out how the land lay. There was always a chance that the girl might have some plans of her own. But her voice, listless at first, brightened when she heard who I was and what my message was. She sounded cordial, even warm.

"Oh, do come. How nice of you to think of me. Can't you spend the day? Come for luncheon." "I'd love to."

"Come as soon as you can. It's not highway, you know; it will take you about three quarters of an hour."

"It'll probably take longer in my cousin's car, but I'll rattle in before noon."

She interrupted eagerly.

"I'll send Wilson for you. I insist. He'll be there any time you say."

The girl may have been suppressed all her life, but once on her own she displayed remarkable thoughtfulness for one of her wretched conditioning. She arranged to have Wilson call for me at eleven o'clock.

I left the telephone feeling almost light-hearted. What I'd been dreading might prove to be a pleasant and interesting experience. But sight of Huldah at nine o'clock dampened my newborn enthusiasm somewhat. She remained unresponsive and taciturn. Trying to draw her out of it, I asked about the bathrobed gent who was constantly making his presence felt in such eerie ways.

Huldah said coldly:

"He's a shell-shock case. From the last war. Lives down the canyon."

"Is he quite right in the head?"

Huldah shrugged her shoulders.

"Oh, he's sort of nuts. Harmless, I guess. Sleeps all day and prowls around all night."

"He surely has it in for Miss Digby. Can't say a good word for her. She didn't steal his dog, did she?"

"Don't ask me," Huldah said. She looked at me with eyes that held no expression. There was a grim set to her beautiful mouth. Seeing that I couldn't make the slightest dent on my audience, I betook myself into the house.

"I hate to leave you alone with the Norse maiden, Nell. You won't get any fun out of the setup. She's going around acting like a character out of Ibsen."

"A pox on her. I'll get along. Don't worry about me."

As a matter of fact, Nell got along much better with Huldah than I did. The girl had a wholesome respect for Nell, who told her exactly where to head in, and saw that she did it. Huldah had become definitely antagonistic toward me; she and Pa held together on that point. Just as well for me to fade out of the picture for a few hours. Anyway, no longer need I be concerned about amorous overtures from Ole. One great blessing.

I'd half expected that Gertrude might drive over with Wilson. But it was he alone who appeared in Charon's barge. Nell and Sif accompanied me to the gate. I was just about to climb into the car, Wilson holding the door with his accustomed deference, when two cars drove up, one hot on the heels of the other. We all stared in astonishment, trepidation as well, to see Chief Thompson hoist his cumbersome body out of the first car. Jay Bothwell leaped lightly out of the other. For a moment it was a mess of greetings.

Chief walked over to us. His hatless bald head glistened in the morning sunshine. Spirit and spirits wafted from him. His sharp little eyes must have taken in the fact that Wilson and I appeared all set for a lark together. If he regarded us with any suspicion, he concealed it well.

He said jocularly:

"Look, you fellas, I got more checking up to do. The inquest left us just where we were. So you all gotta stick around."

I explained that I was bound for the Digby house. Should I cancel the trip?

"Okay. Okay. Run right along. That's my next stop. Be seeing you there early this afternoon. Don't go joy riding and forget me."

"No danger," I said.

Chief clapped Jay paternally on the shoulder.

"Well, young man, here's as good a place as any to ask you a few things."

Jay looked anything but his usual radiant self. But he smiled with accustomed amiability and said:

"Whatever you say, Chief. I just dropped over to—uh—see how my dogs are getting along. I'm going back to Digbys' this afternoon."

To see how your dogs are getting along, Jay? And possibly to check up on the welfare of Huldah too?

The bulky chief had effectually obscured for me what brightness was left of the morning. I embarked, completely deflated. Wilson hopped in beside me; we were off.

And now, added to everything else, the atmosphere of that damnable car enveloped me. With my mind's eye I could see Miss Maria's painted face, her preposterous childish clothes. I could even imagine that I heard her shrewish voice. I kept thinking of what theosophists claim—that the astral envelope, etheric double or whatever (I'm no theosophist), hangs about its accustomed haunts after its owner has been violently done away with. If true, then this car in which Miss Digby had spent so much time must be permeated with her essence. And, strangely enough, I felt that it was. Though I've never gone in for the occult, I was glad enough to be sitting in front with Wilson. I couldn't, couldn't have endured to occupy the seat where Miss Digby had so recently sat. As it was, some peculiar force compelled me to turn my head every now and then. I half expected to see that little unpleasant figure propped up back there, gazing at me with her heavily mascaraed eyes. It was one of the most vivid as well as eerie sensations I ever remembered experiencing.

I don't know how many times I glanced around nervously. Wilson must have been noticing; finally he spoke.

"Creepy, miss, ain't it? I see you keep turning around and looking back. Feel like she's there, don't you?"

So Wilson was sensitive to these nuances too. Queer. But perhaps not so queer either. He had his feelings as well as the rest of us; moreover, he'd driven her hundreds of times in this car. I said as much to him.

"Every day, miss. For five years. The longest time anyone ever stayed with her. It don't do no good to talk about the dead, but when this happened, I says to my wife, 'It's bad to die and have no one care,' I says. 'Worse,' I says, 'to die and have folks glad.' That's bad, miss. Me, I rather be a poor man all my life. And I know what poor means."

"You must have been very patient to stick it out so long, Wilson."

"Oh, I was patient, miss. I could be that, all right. I'd been out of a job for two years. When I got this one I says to myself: 'Old boy, it won't be your fault if you're canned. You'll take anything she hands out, every kick in the pants, and tell her much obliged.' That's what I says to myself. And I did. I took it all. Plenty."

His profile was toward me, a rather delicate profile with a certain wistfulness about it. His lips were parted and the muscles about his mouth taut with strain.

I said: "Didn't anyone like Miss Digby? You certainly had no cause to be fond of her, Wilson."

"I can't complain," he said. A certain pride came into his voice. "She treated me better than most."

In which case, I thought, I'd hate to see how she acted with the others.

"For one thing, I got more money than the others; I worked up to it. She depended on me."

As she did on her door mat. But I kept that little thought to myself.

I beamed in the direction of his profile.

"You're very charitable, Wilson. Another one had a good word to say for her too. Jay Bothwell. He claimed he was fond of her, but I couldn't take him seriously."

"Oh, him!" said Wilson. His tone implied that you couldn't believe a word Jay said. "He's soft with anything in skirts. He was even soft with her. She'd try to act like sixteen when he was around. Out of keeping, an old lady like that."

I could well believe it. A picture of Miss Digby being coy with Jay was too grim to contemplate. I said hastily:

"I've met young Bothwell only once or twice. An attractive fellow. I can see how most women would be inclined to spoil him."

Wilson shook his head disapprovingly.

"The goings on in that house, miss. You wouldn't believe me if I told you. Especially since that Huldah Hansen come along. Her and Mr. Kenneth. He made his aunt give her the job. Miss Digby never guessed what he was up to. If she had, she'd-a died of a stroke, instead of like she did."

He shook his head again. I egged him on. Low indeed of me to discuss the gentry with their chauffeur. But, remembering my promise to sleuth, I dismissed any private qualms. Not exactly difficult, to speak truth of myself. I was busting with curiosity.

I shook my own head and said: "Plenty of excitement added to it when Jay Bothwell hove in sight."

"I'll say. Huldah made eyes at him, right off the bat. Smart, she is; played one against the other, him and Mr. Kenneth. And all the time Mr. Bothwell was kidding Miss Digby and Miss Gertrude along too." His voice softened. "She's the one I'm sorry for. Minute he come into the room she looked like a lamp was a-shinin' on her face, if you get me. Mean, I call it."

I sighed. Just what I'd feared.

"I should think there'd have been lots of hard feeling between Kenneth and Jay on account of Huldah."

"Lots. I heard them a-fightin' one day. Mr. K., he was wild. But that Jay, he says: 'You know me, Ken, I'm never serious about anything, certainly not about your girl.' They patched it up that time." Again Wilson's head waggled gravely.

"But couldn't Miss Digby see that Kenneth was in love with Huldah?" I asked.

"No; she blamed it all on to Huldah, thought she was making passes at him. That was when she fired Huldah. Caught her and

Mr. Kenneth in a clinch one day; hell let loose. She blamed it all on to Huldah, never blamed him for nothin'. He could do most anything with her, pull the wool right over her eyes, and all she says was 'Thanks, dear.'"

"Nevertheless, she'd never consent to his marrying Huldah, would she? He couldn't work her to that extent."

"Oh no, miss, never. You could bet your bottom dollar on that. And Huldah, she's smart. Nothing doing without a wedding ring first. I heard her say it myself, a lotta times. She keeps her head."

All thjs merely confirmed my own impressions. And made me feel very solemn. Just as Nell and I had agreed—Kenneth's motive was indeed a compelling one.

I said soberly: "The case isn't closed by a long way. All I hope is that Kenneth Digby has a watertight alibi. Anyone can see that—that he had a strong reason for—doing away with his aunt."

Wilson kept looking straight ahead.

"I'd never say that, miss. About no one. Without I knew more. Be suspicious, I mean. He wasn't home that night. He and the others was out to the Country Club. What I think is, some old servant of Miss Digby's mighta done it. Plenty of them was a-layin' around loose, and they all hated her."

I could see that point. And it was worth considering. But at the moment my mind was on other possibilities.

"I think it must have been an inside job. How could anyone from the outside ever have got into the place? From what I understand, it was barricaded like a garrison. Someone from the inside must have committed the crime and carried the body out to dispose o^ it."

"Who?" said Wilson with a shrug of the shoulders.

I thought Kenneth, but didn't say it. Like Wilson, I hesitated to fasten unjust suspicion on anyone. And also I couldn't but respect a certain loyalty Wilson appeared to hold for the Digbys. I changed the subject.

"You know, Wilson, Miss Witter and I found the other sack last night. The one that originally held the cabbages. Sif, my cousin's dog, dragged it up from the canyon."

Wilson didn't answer. He stared fixedly ahead; a muscle at his mouth began to twitch.	a

Response or not, I insisted upon following out my train of thought.

"Did you recognize that other sack? The one they exhibited at the inquest?"

"Me, miss? Oh no."

Somehow I didn't believe him. I remembered how, at the inquest, he'd looked up, startled, when Exhibit A had been displayed.

I said: "I was hoping you'd have recognized that special sack. If you remembered seeing it at Digbys', it would prove, I think, that the crime had been committed there."

There was a short silence. Then he said:

"I see what you mean. Still and all, there wasn't nobody there to do it. Unless, like I said, some old servant was a-sneakin' around."

"But how could he have got into the house?"

"He mighta planned it before; had some keys made before he got fired."

All right, I thought, stick to your guns. But as I'd understood it, there were bolts as well as locks on the doors and windows. We drove along in silence. Wilson looked pretty worried. . . .

Why? It seemed absurb to consider him a suspect; motive was entirely lacking. To keep that job was his whole raison d'itre; he'd make any sacrifice for it. From his viewpoint, Miss Digby was a better bet alive than dead. Moreover, he was miles away from the spot—that is, if the crime was committed on the Digby premises, which seemed probable. Nevertheless, Wilson was now upset, no doubt of it.

I pondered on this. Did he know more than he was letting on? I'd already remarked the peculiar loyalty he bore the Digbys; how far, I wondered, would he carry it? Especially—my heart skipped a beat—if Gertrude were somehow involved. For from the first I'd noticed his marked sympathy toward her.

And now we were on the outskirts of the Digby estate. Two thousand acres of marvelous country, it embraced rolling hills, canyons, creeks, redwood groves, and sunny open meadows. Their private road wound steadily up to the house, which was situated at the highest point. Here one had a view of the acreage itself, spread out in lavish abandon. Far in the distance was a glimpse of the ocean. Enchanting country indeed.

But that house, that house! A huge affair, it looked as if Nature, in a fit of distemper, had spewed forth rocks in great piles, hit or miss, all over the place. No form, no organization, no balance. Around the immediate vicinity of this cataclysm the natural growth had been hewn away to give space for landscaping—or whatever you'd call it. The planting matched the house exactly. I closed my outraged eyes upon it. Not, however, before I'd seen some mangy palms and a monkey-puzzle tree in the foreground.

In the midst of my anguish I still had strength enough left in me to offer silent thanks to God that Nell hadn't seen all this before Miss Digby was done in. If she had, my redheaded pal would even now be embarked upon her life sentence in Teha- chapi.

No sooner had Wilson stopped at the entrance than the heavy, lumpy front door swung open. Apparently Gertrude had been watching for us; she came running down the steps to welcome me.
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GERTRUDE held out both hands cordially. "It's so good of you to come."

That lovely voice of hers made her most trivial remark sound poignant, enchanting. But then I'm a fool for voices, more easily moved by beauty in them than in a face.

I pressed her hands warmly.

"It's good of you to let me come. What a gorgeous place you live in! I've enjoyed every minute of the drive."

She gave me a quick look.

"Here's the climax!" She waved her hands at the gigantic rock pile. "Come in; you haven't seen the half of it. Let's get it over with quickly."

I couldn't believe there was greater horror to come, but here it was. The great rooms were hideous. Everything was wrong: shape, size, design, color, furnishings. I thought of Lou's bare little house. Only a few dollars spent on it, yet in its exquisite simplicity it was a work of art. As for this monstrosity, whoever had conceived it (undoubtedly Miss Digby) must have possessed a kind of perverted genius. Unerringly she'd collected all the worst examples of inferior periods in furniture, bibelots, pictures. The most abominable textures, the most outrageous colors had been selected without fumbling or deviation. Poor Gertrude. Spending her life with bastard Spanish, fake Victorian, hideous moderne. All from Grand Rapids, Michigan. But she was looking charming enough. Her artichoke-green sports dress was of beautiful soft crepe. Its suave, simple lines displayed to advantage her well-set-up figure. She was paler even than usual, but a subtle accent of coral lipstick redeemed her colorless face.

Like Nell, I wondered about those new clothes. The contrast between them and the others I'd seen her in gave one furiously to think.

Gertrude said: "We're having luncheon o  the terrace. It's too marvelous outside; it would be a shame to stay in. Especially in here."

"Have you lived here all your life, Gertrude?"

"I was born here."

In that case, I marveled that the girl had retained any vestiges of sanity. I tried to say something agreeable.

"At any rate, you have plenty of opportunity to take beautiful walks. Right at your doorstep, you might say. You must enjoy them."

Gertrude shrugged her shoulders. Her gray eyes darkened.

"I could never go and come as I pleased. Not even on my own property."

"What a life of it you've had, my dear!"

The words were out before I knew it. Immediately I was afraid I'd been presumptuous. Gertrude was proud; I was practically a stranger. She'd be quite justified in resenting any slights I might cast on her family. The quick color flooded her face at my remark. She hesitated for a moment. When she spoke I knew that she was touched rather than offended by my sympathy.

"What a life I've had! Yes, you're right. The worst of it is —it's made me—different from other girls—I don't belong, that's all."

I tried the bluff-and-hearty style on her.

"Now, my dear, don't let that idea get fixed in your head. You're licked before you start, if you do. Of course there's the matter of individuality, yes. But take us apart, examine us, and you'll find we're all cut more or less from a pattern."

She gave me a very strange look.

"Do you mean that?"

"Certainly. There are modifications, of course. But if you have the chance now to lead your own life you'll find you tick much as the others do. Remember Shylock? 'Hath not a Jew eyes? hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections, passions? fed with the same food, hurt with the same weapons . . .' And so on, far into the night." I laughed and took her affectionately by the arm. Something about this sensitive, repressed girl invariably brought out a quick warmth in me. "Hath not a Digby eyes? And the rest of it. Come, my girl, it's dangerous to think you stand alone, different, aloof from your fellows."

She looked me square in the eyes.

"You believe there are people all over the world like me?"

Her voice dropped to a whisper. "People who—who have such —strong feelings?"

"Not a doubt of it," I said with the heartiness you're apt to employ when unsure of your subject. But I was chilled, nevertheless, by the tone of her voice, the look on her face. "My dear, there are thousands. Not to say millions."

She smiled.

"You can't imagine how you cheer me up."

Good work, Dodo, you old sunbeam.

By this time we had wormed our way through the wilderness of rooms with their masses of baroque appurtenances. At last we emerged on to a wide terrace which faced south and east. Here Miss Digby had let nature alone; there wasn't a palm nor a monkey-puzzle tree in sight. Gertrude settled me on a chaise longue beside a tiled-top table. One glance at it was enough. Its wrought-iron legs writhed and twisted in more anguished contortions than Laocoon's group ever achieved. I fixed my attention on the view.

Gertrude said:

"We'll have luncheon in half an hour. Would you like some thing to drink first? It's so hot, you must be thirsty after your drive."

"I'd love it."

"You'll have to tell me what. My aunt never let me drink. But Ken always has liquor. What will you have?"

"A Tom Collins, if I may."

It was the longest, coolest drink I could think of at the moment. I thought it would serve more speedily than anything else to blur the outlines of the garden furniture around me.

Gertrude disappeared, to be gone several minutes. She returned with Olga, the timid thing who had gone to pieces at the inquest. The maid carried a tray with two skyscraper frosty glasses on it. Setting this down on the abortion beside me, she hustled off. She looked as if she hadn't yet recovered from her recent ordeal.

Gertrude handed me one of the drinks. Taking the other glass, she sat down opposite me.

"I thought you didn't drink," I said, astonished.

"I never have. This is my initiation. Why shouldn't I begin to be like other people?"

"No reason in the world. But I'd not take too stiff an initiation. You can't change -a lifelong habit in five minutes, you know."

Gertrude looked at me without answering. There was an expression in her eyes that rather appalled me. I couldn't quite explain it. Adopting a grandmotherly tone, I said:

"You'll go easy on your drink, won't you, honey? I don't want you to pass out on me."

"I'll be careful." She held up her glass toward me. A little sparkle shone in her light gray eyes. "Is it proper to propose a toast to yourself? I suppose not. But I'm going to do it anyway. And drink to myself too. Here's to Gertrude Digby's normality!"

"To Gertrude Digby's normality!"

We'd barely drunk to the toast when Kenneth hove in sight. He was in white slacks. His cool white shirt, open at the neck, revealed a V of thin chest. At sight of me an expression of extreme astonishment flitted over his face. The look returned with double vigor when he observed Gertrude sipping her tall drink.

He greeted me cordially enough. But he and his sister eyed each other coldly. The shine left Gertrude's eyes.

After some trivialities with me he turned to her.

"What's the big idea, Sis? That's a man-sized snifter you're plowing into."

"I can manage my own affairs, thank you," Gertrude said haughtily.

Kenneth snorted.

"Not if you put all that under your belt, you can't."

There was a jeering tone to his voice. I expected to see Gertrude wilt, true to habit. For a second the sullen look came back into her face. Immediately it was superseded by one of defiance. She took a long and copious drink.

"I'll have to ask you to leave us, please," she said, quite the grande dame. "Miss Trent and I have a lot to say to each other. In any case, I wasn't aware that you'd been asked to join us."

Kenneth looked as if the pergola had fallen about his shoulders. I glanced at Gertrude. A faint pink flush had stained her cheeks; her light eyes were dark with resentment. She glowered at her thunderstruck brother. I suspected that the gin was already getting to work, that she felt a delicious and unaccustomed sense of power flowing through her veins.

Kenneth backed away. He stared at her.

"Well, I'll be damned. What's eating you, anyway? If it comes to that, I don't want your company any more than you want mine."

"Then we're both satisfied," Gertrude said, with a large and haughty gesture.

"I can see that everything's all set for a swell time with my sister," Kenneth said. "Okay, baby. I can take a hint as well as the next fellow."

I didn't say anything. I felt annoyed with Kenneth, while my sympathy for Gertrude was warmer than ever. Between her aunt and this young boor she must have led one hell of a life.

But Kenneth had a parting shot. He took a few steps toward the french doors, then turned. Something malicious yet fearful gleamed in his sharp black eyes.

He said: "The cop just phoned that he'll be out around two o'clock. So stick around, girls and boys. Thought I'd tell you in case you might want to change your plans."

He disappeared. Gertrude looked after his retreating back; her face was ashen.

"But I thought we were through with all—that," she murmured.

"I don't suppose the case is ever really closed—till someone is hauled up as guilty."

Gertrude looked away; she appeared struck dumb. As if in a trance, she took a good long drink. And then another, her eyes fixed on the distant view. I glanced anxiously at her glass. Already she'd consumed more than half the contents. I was getting worried.

Suddenly she began to giggle.

"Well, anyway, I told Ken where to get off," she said. "First time that ever happened. Didn't he look funny? It makes me laugh just to think of his face. Now that I know how, I'm going to do it often."

"He did look a bit startled," I said. I wondered how in the world I could contrive to get hold of her glass and pour out what was left.

Gertrude giggled again. I sighed within me. She was a little tight.

Suddenly she became very serious.

"It's just what he needs—to be told what's what. And I'm just the one to do it. Why have I been such a dummy all my life? From the time I can remember anything I remember being shoved away to make room for Ken. He was Aunt Maria's pet; she couldn't see me for dust. Our mother died when I was born, you know. She would have loved me. 'S'terrible thing not to be loved, Miss Trent. May I call you Doris? You're my firs' friend—my only friend. We ought to call each other by firs' names."

"Of course. Call me anything you want."

Lord, but I was perturbed. Already she'd reached the only- friend stage. I rallied my forces.

"Look, honey, I'm starving. I can't take such a big drink on an empty stomach. Couldn't you speed up luncheon a bit?"

"Certainly. I can do anything I want. I'm free—now. They'll get luncheon out here when I tell them or I'll know the reason why."

She dashed inside. I seized the opportunity to pour out what was left in her glass. I'd just finished filling it to the required level from the water pitcher when she was back again. She flew out to the terrace as. if she ha,d wings on her feet.

"They're coming. I'm hungry too. I've not been hungry since . . . oh, for ages."

Olga and the butler appeared with trays. My sybaritic eyes observed with pleasure that luncheon would be good. The fried chicken was done to a succulent crisp brown; the tossed salad of lettuce and endive looked cool and tempting; there were raised hot rolls and strawberry jam. I could see the return by nightfall of my vanished inch, accompanied by a twin sister.

"Whoop-ee!" cried Gertrude. "It looks good."

It must have been the first time in the girl's whole life that such a gay cry came out of her. Olga and the butler looked at her in terror. As soon as humanly possible they beat a hasty retreat. I couldn't help laughing as they scuttled away. Gertrude broke into delighted gurgles at my pleasure.

"Aren't we having fun! You mus' come often, Doris. I wish you lived here. Couldn't you?"

"Hardly. I've got a lot of responsibilities. I couldn't just up and leave them, you know."

"Why not? Tha's the way to treat responsibilities. Leave them. Love 'em and leave 'em."

At the word love she sobered. She put down her knife and fork. With misty eyes she stared into space.

"Love. You know about love, Doris?"

"Well—uh—a little. Not everything," I said modestly, eating away steadily. I had to keep up my strength, no matter what my hostess saw fit to do.

"I know a lot about it."

She forgot her food. Chin on hands, she sat, staring off at the distant blue hills.

"It's wonderful—love. Wonderful. Makes you feel . . . You know how it makes you feel,'Doris?"

"I know—or knew-—how it made me feel. How does it make you feel, Gertrude?"

She spread out her arms. You felt as if she wanted to gather the whole world into her embrace.

"It makes me feel as if I could do anything—anything—anything	"

The girl looked exalted. A pang shot through my heart. What cruelty, what wanton cruelty in Jay Bothwell to awaken such passion only to deny it any satisfaction. Rage against the careless man flamed hot within me.

Still in a dream, Gertrude said:

"I never expected anyone to love me. I never met anyone, I never knew anyone but my own family. Imagine it, if you can. Life bounded by Aunt Maria and Kenneth. Wouldn't you feel dead inside? That's how I felt—dead.

"I never went to school. I never mixed with children my own age. I had a stupid governess; my aunt was able to get her cheap. A dreadful woman, that governess. She saw that no one cared how I was treated, so she was horrid to me. Often I wonder how I kept any senses at all—after that.

"Aunt Maria was a lot older than my father; she'd always bossed him. He died before I was born, glad to go, I'm sure. And my poor mother; I never think of her without realizing how glad she was to die. How often I've wanted to die!"

A strange look passed over Gertrude's face.

She murmured: "But she died instead."

My heart turned over. I looked away.

Gertrude's voice went on.

"When I got older and Aunt Maria wasn't well, I had to take care of her. She wouldn't have a nurse; I was cheaper. Oh, Doris. The humiliations I've suffered from the beginning of time. Shopkeepers and salespeople used to groan when they saw us coming. I've heard the remarks made about us, supposedly in undertones: 'Here's that awful Digby woman; you've got to handle her this time; I can't.' They hated to wait on us; my aunt was so rude to them and she'd haggle and quarrel over every penny."

Gertrude's cheeks were scarlet; her eyes burned. All the blocked emotion of years burst forth in a torrent of words.

"I wanted to crawl under the counters for shame. It's a wonder I didn't go around on all fours. I hardly ever held up my head; I couldn't bear to look anyone in the face. I hated to tell my name	

"And then the ugliness. The frightful ugliness of our house, our furniture, our clothes. Salespeople muttered to each other: 'Trot out the abortions; make them cheap and the Digby will cart them off.' I've always worn the most hideous clothes. Our cooks, our maids were a thousand times better dressed than I. Listen. Right after my aunt's death I went and bought myself some clothes. Call me callous, I don't care. I burned up everything she ever bought me. I wouldn't even inflict such stuff on the Salvation Army. I never wanted to lay eyes on any of it again. If I could, I'd burn down this whole house. I hate it, I hate everything in it. I hate what it means to me."

I felt seared by the heat of her passion. Like so many reserved people, once she had started to talk, there was no stopping her. Her clenched hands trembled in her lap.

"When I was twenty, my aunt decided I must have some social life. I was all ready for it, wasn't I? I couldn't say one word without blushing in agony. The girls looked at me as if I were fresh from the zoo; the boys didn't bother even to look. Who could blame them? My aunt railed at me; she called me awkward, stupid, homely. She ridiculed me for wearing size sixteen when she wore size ten. I felt like a clodhopper, all arms and legs and feet. I knew I was the ugliest girl in the whole world."

She was taking it out of me. Weak as a rag, I reached a shaking hand for a cigarette, hoping to steady my nerves.

I said: "Oh, my dear. It's all past. Look ahead. Don't look back on all that misery."

"I want you to know. I want you to understand why I'm so different from other girls."

"I do know, honey. I understand perfectly."

"Then he came," she said in a whisper. The tremor in her vibrant voice was thrilling. The girl should go on the stage, I thought. With such a voice, propelled by such stormy passions . . . "He loved me, Doris. He saw through all this outside stuff of embarrassment, bad taste. He saw that there was something in me to love. Imagine it. To see that, in spite of everything."

I said warmly: "He showed a fine perception."

Gertrude looked at me, not seeing me. As if talking to herself, she continued:

"I still can't understand it. How anyone can find me the least bit attractive. I still can hardly believe it happened. . . . We were horseback riding one day. It's the only thing I've ever excelled in, riding. I never had to learn how; I just knew. I adored horses from the time I first saw one. Whenever I could, I stole off and rode. Early in the morning, before light; after dark often, at night. I believe it's the only thing that kept me—well, as sane as I am. . . .

"He and I rode together. He said it was beautiful to see me." Her cheeks were aflame. Her shining eyes pierced my heart like a sword. "Imagine! Me—beautiful! At first I thought he was making fun of me; I wanted to die of mortification. But it was true—he made me believe him. . . ."

I drank my coffee at one gulp. I was furious. Damn you, Jay Bothwell, damn you and double damn. Off at the kennels, making love to Huldah doubtless. I hope you get the hell that's coming to you.

Rage choked back my speech. Gertrude, carried away by her own passion, was too absorbed to notice my silence.

Her torrent of words rushed on.

"One day—not long ago—we went for a long gallop. At the end we got off our horses and flung ourselves under a tree to rest and cool off. I never knew how it happened; it came like magic. I was in his arms. The first time in my life that any human being had held me in his arms—and loved me so. I don't know why I didn't die then. Of rapture. I don't know how I ever bore it . . ."

Her voice dropped to a whisper. The color had faded from her face; she trembled, and her eyes, black now with emotion, looked as if they saw visions. It was nothing less than terrifying.

"From that day the whole world changed for me," she said.

I was silent, struck dumb. This was the same girl whom I had once thought wooden. This whirlwind of passion was the same who had looked about her a few days ago, unresponsive, dumb. What to do? What to say? How warn her that what was breath of life to her was a light and passing impulse to the man who had raised such a storm within her?

In the end I could only stammer out a banal speech, full of nothing but good intentions.

"Gertrude dear, love does all you say. But you must realize that it doesn't necessarily affect everyone as it has you. With some it's a pleasant recreation. Many girls feel that way, and more men. In fact, with men oftener than not it's a matter of simple biology. When you understand that, you don't—uh—that is, you're not so bowled over when—uh—the flame has—-died down. For that's bound to happen."

Gertrude stared ahead. For all of her, I might have been reciting a poem from Li Po in the original.

"It's worth all the anguish of my early life," she said. She looked at me; now I knew that she saw me. The passion had faded from her face; it was composed and resolute. "It's worth all the un- happiness to come."

My heart stood still. What bitter knowledge prompted that remark? Was I wrong? Did she know young Jay better than I'd thought? Was she prepared for disillusionment?

"Oh, Gertrude," I said, "my dear, what do you mean? Unhap- piness to come. Why do you say that?"

"The rest of my life will be spent in remembering my one hour. I've nothing else to look fofward to."

"But why? Why? Is your lover—faithless?"

She rose and went to the edge of the terrace, where she stood, her back toward me.

She said quietly: "Oh no. Not that. Never. It's the Digbys who are faithless."
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LUNCHEON was barely over when Kenneth again appeared on the terrace. With a look compounded of malice and apprehension, he announced the arrival of Chief Thompson. Gertrude had become quiet enough after her passionate outburst, but at Kenneth's news you could see her turn rigid before your eyes. She looked at her brother without speaking.

"You're first, Gert," he said.

She continued to stare at him mutely. The poor girl seemed turned to stone. Kenneth went over to her. He took her by the arm and hoisted her from her chair. As if in a trance, she walked, stiff-legged, to the french doors. Kenneth kept hold of her arm.

In an agony of sympathy I rose and followed a few steps behind.

"Oh, Gertrude," I said, "it won't be so bad, dear. Don't be afraid."

She didn't answer; probably didn't hear me. I stood and looked after the two as they marched through the room toward their . . . destiny?

I heard Gertrude murmur:

"Has he talked to you yet?"

Kenneth said: "No. He wanted you first. Buck up, Gert. Everything depends on it. You know what to say."

The door closed behind them. I staggered back to my chair and fell into it. Thank God for a few minutes alone. I felt a wreck. Turning my hot face toward the cool west breeze, I loosened my belt and devoted myself to organization of my mental workings. Gertrude's emotions were enough to lay anyone out flat. I wouldn't have been in her shoes for love or money. Poor, thwarted, passionate girl. In the midst of my pity for her I offered up thanks for my own forty-odd years. At least the turmoil of youth was safely past.

But what did it all mean? What was the significance of Gertrude's finale in her confession to me? No thought of Jay's perfidy had entered her head. It's the Digbys who are faithless. How did that tie in with what I'd just heard Kenneth say? You know what to say.

In what way were the Digbys faithless? And why shouldn't Gertrude tell the whole truth?

She herself had intimated to me pretty clearly that her intention was to lie at the inquest. I kept asking myself again and again: Why should she lie? To save her own skin? Or to protect someone else?

Kenneth, accompanied by Jay, appeared now to interrupt my painful conjectures. Both young men were strung up and nervous. Jay turned a bright, if brief, smile upon me, absent-mindedly shook hands—his were icy—and sat down near me. Kenneth sank into a chair opposite and mopped his wet brow.

"What an ordeal for poor Gertrude!" I said. I could think of nothing else.

"Girls and women should be shielded from this kind of thing," Jay said. "It's a job for a man. Ken and I ought to shoulder it for her. Gertie mixed up with violence! Sickening."

He sounded sincere. Yet he was such a conventional soul that you wondered how much of what he said was patter, how much conviction. Kenneth gave him a hostile glance.

"No worse for Gert than for me!" he said with belligerence.

Jay ignored his friend's disagreeable tone. In a pleasant but firm voice he said:

"You know as well as I, Ken, that women haven't the strength to cope with certain situations. Men are their natural protectors and ought to attend to such matters for them."

The animosity in Kenneth's eyes deepened. He said nastily:

"Uh-huh. And you've appointed yourself protector of the whole sex. Picking out beautiful blondes first."

True enough, no doubt. But it was going too far to be funny. Dodo didn't propose being innocent bystander at another free-for- all. I tightened my belt and leaped into battle with what wits I could summon.

"Now, my lads, what we ought to do instead of wasting our forces in idle disputes is to turn our energies into constructive channels." Yes, I said all that; pretty good for me on a hot day after a whale of a luncheon. "Let's use the wits God gave us and try to help the police instead of going into a tailspin. That won't help men, women, or children any. This is the first chance I've had to ask you something that's been bothering me for days. What about that weird guy in the long skirts who goes flapping around at night shouting for his dog? Huldah told me he was a shell- shock case and had a mad on against Miss Digby. Is he a possibility to work on?"

Jay said hastily:

"Lord, no."

Kenneth paused, arrested by some new idea. You could almost hear his brains click together as they whirled around in his head.

"Maybe," he said. There was a speculative look in his eyes.

Jay stared at him incredulously. The look in his eyes as he regarded his friend showed plainly that he believed Kenneth was up to something shady.

Jay said coolly: "How can you say maybe, Ken? What are you trying to wish on that poor guy?"

Opposing Kenneth wasn't the way to turn his thoughts into another channel. Jay should have known enough psychology for that. Kenneth, already at outs with Jay, glowered at him.

"Now, just what do you know about it? Why didn't we think of that goof before? He all but popped Aunt Maria off a year ago when they had that row over the dog. He's always had it in for her."

I asked what the row was about.

"Oh, the damn dog was always kicking around, cluttering up the roads; you'd all but send your car over a cliff to avoid running the brute down. Wilson barely missed him several times. Of course that was too much for Aunt Maria. Last time it happened the man was at the side of the road, the dog stretched out in the middle of it. Wilson came to a dead stop and honked at the pooch to get up. Aunt Maria leaned out and gave the owner hell. Told him if he didn't keep his dog off the road she'd report him to the Humane Society. They had a swell battle over it. Next thing that happened was that someone actually did run over the poor brute and injured him so that your cousin, who found him in that condition, had him put out. Only thing to do, of course. Your cousin tried to explain how it was to the owner. But the poor nut never got the hang of it. Was sure Aunt Maria had stolen his dog; no one could make him think different. Since then he's been out for my aunt's blood."

Easy enough to believe. A vision of the man's face, pale and wild, rose before me. I remembered his unholy glee over Miss Digby's death. You could believe almost anything of the erratic creature. Yet Ken's seizing so avidly upon him as a suspect seemed phony. It was as if Ken grasped at any straw to save himself. To save himself—from what? So many things told against him. The whispered colloquy between him and Gertrude the morning the murder was discovered. His hoarse admonition to his sister. Was it she he was trying to shield? Or were the two in the mess together?

Kenneth and Jay were still glaring at each other. At least Kenneth was glaring. Jay kept his temper, although his amiable face had a cold, set look.

He said: "Okay. The guy did have it in for your aunt. How did he get here? Hiked twenty miles, forced his way into the house, hit Miss Maria over the head, bundled her out and into a sack, slung her over his shoulder, and hiked back the twenty miles to Lebanon. It's a cinch."

Kenneth's pale face crimsoned.

"What was to prevent his borrowing a car?"

"You could check up on that easily enough," I said, looking from one enraged young man to the other, with what I hoped was a bright smile. "Lebanon isn't so big. Anyone who lent our cadaverous friend a car wouldn't forget it—or him—in a hurry."

"As far as that goes, he could have swiped a car for the occasion," Kenneth shouted. "I'd not put it past him."

"You needn't yell about it. Remember there's a lady present," Jay said.

He was wonderful. I thought they didn't come like that any more. I nearly fell off my chair in astonishment. Kenneth's only answer to Jay's rebuke was a loud snort. He walked to the other end of the terrace, where he stood, back toward us, looking off at the view. Just as Gertrude had stood a couple of hours ago. There she had stood; there she had murmured that the Digbys were faithless.

Both Jay and I stared at the thin, straight back. Strange what desolation, what despair a back could express. Or was it the vibrations from his own inner agitation which made me feel that? For indeed the air was tense and charged.

I glanced at Jay. Whether he felt my eyes upon him I didn't know; at any rate, he turned away quickly.

In a moment Gertrude appeared. Both young men wheeled around toward her. She looked like a death's-head. She ignored Jay; her desperate eyes were fastened on her brother. For a moment the two stood, oblivious of anything but each other. Then she nodded; with stiff lips she said:

"You're next, Ken."

He bolted through the door and out of sight. Jay pushed Gertrude gently into a chair. She seemed incapable of thought or motion by her own volition.

He said: "Can I get you something, Gertrude? Water? A spot of whisky?"

She wouldn't look at him. With a wooden motion she shook her head.

"No, thank you. Please go, Jay. Leave us alone."

He faded away. I reached over and pressed Gertrude's cold, unresponsive hand.

"Gertrude. Honey."

She looked at me with blank eyes. Were those the same eyes that had flamed with ecstasy such a short time before? I couldn't believe it. In my distress I kept pressing her hand, hardly knowing that I did it. For that matter, she didn't know either.

She began to talk, and her lovely vibrant voice had become as wooden as her face.

"Doris, I'm all mixed up. I've mixed up everything. I knew what to tell the police; I knew exactly what to say. But I couldn't think. Was it the drink? I was so afraid. Oh, I was so confused. What have I done? What have I done?"

She clasped her hands.

I tried to reassure her.

"Perhaps it isn't so bad. You're nervous, dear. In that state your values go haywire. Come, you must steady yourself."

"I'm steady. Too steady. We're all sunk. No moving us. No getting out now."

"Gertrude. Gertrude." My hand fell from hers. I lay back, weak with apprehension.

"Oh, I didn't tell everything. But I told enough. You might as well know it too. That last night . . . that awful, awful quarrel with Aunt Maria	"

"Don't tell me anything you'd rather not. Don't talk about it when you're so—upset	"

If she heard me she gave no sign of it.

"Just because for once in my life I didn't say yes-yes. Why shouldn't I go to a dance with Jay when he asked me? Aunt Maria was jealous. Yes, it's silly—but ghastly; she was jealous because he asked me. She said I couldn't go."

I didn't want to listen. I didn't want to know details of the sordid scene. But I realized that I couldn't stop the girl. She wouldn't look at me; she talked on steadily in that curious wooden way.

"I told her I'd go, no matter what she said and did. Whenever she stopped for breath I said the same. By that time I didn't want to go; I wanted to be dead and buried. But it was just as if I were hypnotized. 'I'm going, I'm going, I'm going.' I kept on saying it. . . ."

Since she was determined to talk, there were things I wanted to know.

"Was Jay present, Gertrude? Did he know of this quarrel?"

Gertrude wrenched her gaze from the view and fastened it on me.

"Jay? Oh. No, he was called away in the middle of dinner. A long-distance message. He never did get back for dessert. But who'd want to come back to that table—ever! With Aunt Maria absolutely out of her head."

"Couldn't Kenneth help you, Gertrude? Didn't he ever take your part?"

A wry smile touched the girl's lips.

"Ken had troubles of his own that night. My aunt dragged Huldah's name into it; she said I was as much of a hussy as she. It set Ken off. He jumped out of his chair and let loose on her. Shouted that no one could say a word against Huldah before him, that he'd marry her tomorrow if she'd have him, that no one could stop him." Gertrude drew a long, painful breath. "That shifted my aunt's rage from me to him. She—she went out of her head. ... I couldn't bear it; I got up and ran to my own room	"

Poor thing. By this time she was in fine fettle for a dance. But in the midst of my compassion I couldn't help thinking. That quarrel. Miss Maria was killed after that quarrel.

I said: "How is it, Gertrude, that the servants didn't know of this? They must have been going in and out of the room, changing plates and all that. I can't understand why all this didn't come out at the inquest."

Gertrude said slowly: "No one knew about it but us three—Aunt Maria, Ken, and me. Aunt Maria had lit into the servants first because dinner was so badly cooked; she told them to put dessert on a serving table and keep out of her sight."

And a lovely time was had by all. Beginning with a fairly mild prelude, it worked up to a furious crescendo, tympani and brasses going full force. Having witnessed Miss Digby in one of her insane rages, it didn't take any imagination on my part to picture the scene on her last night alive. Gertrude's unprecedented defiance, Kenneth's infatuation for Huldah; either one of these would be enough to send the woman berserk. Well, it had been her final scene. At the last her violent nature had brought her a violent end.

My thoughts raced. Kenneth had a most compelling motive. Would Nell agree that it was in character for him to commit such a crime? Personally, I thought that anyone in the throes of these passions—rage and love—was equal to about anything. There was provocation, opportunity, too. He and his aunt were alone in the dining room; Gertrude had gone upstairs; Jay was at the telephone, the servants weeping on each other's shoulders in the kitchen. Could Kenneth have strangled his aunt while they quarreled and, unseen, carried her out to his car?

But no. It couldn't have happened in the dining room. For Miss Digby had on her dressing gown. She must have gone to her room and got ready for bed. At the inquest Kenneth testified that he'd stopped in his aunt's room to bid her good night before he left for the dance. What was to prevent his strangling her then, carrying the wretched little body downstairs, concealing it in a sack found in the garage? Since he left the house ten minutes or more after Jay and Gertrude, there was time for this.

The body in his car, he drove to the Country Club. Later he slipped away and over to the kennels—why the kennels? I thought resentfully—deposited his gruesome burden, and returned to the dance.

My heart was heavy within me. Not that Kenneth was any pet of mine; nevertheless, it's hardly enlivening to have commerce with a murderer. And the effect of it all on Gertrude was more than I cared to contemplate.

I looked across at her. The girl's pale, stony face, her haunted eyes shattered me. I wanted desperately to say something, anything to relieve her rigidity. But I seemed frozen too. I couldn't think of one word.

I don't know how long we sat there in bleak silence. Eventually Kenneth appeared to shake me out of my lethargy; the chief would see me next.
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As I WALKED the interminable distance toward my ordeal, I tried to jack myself up to a state of inner calm. After all, why get into such a lather! The only thing I had to do was to tell the truth as far as humanly possible. The results were out of my hands. So I shrugged my shoulders several times on the trip, hoping the physical gesture might induce a comparable mental nonchalance.

Maybe it worked. Maybe I did look unconcerned and easy. At any rate, Chief beamed upon me, motioned me to a chair opposite him, and offered me a cigarette.

"Whew!" he said. "You look good to me, Miss Trent. I bet I don't get hysterics out of you, or you don't go dead on me either. You look like trouble never bothered you much."

"Heavens, no. Life's too short, I always say."

We ha-haed merrily over this bright quip. Chief shuffled among his notes and spread out a fresh sheet of paper. He sat at an enormous golden oak desk with brass lion heads for drawer pulls; there must have been fifty of them. If Dali had seen this desk before doing his portrait of the lady sprouting drawers out of her anatomy, he'd have got a whole set of new ideas for it.

The room appeared to be a sort of study, or office; a gloomy affair, papered in hideous liverish-red stuff. Even on that bright day it was dark as a pocket; the electricity must go full blast. I could well sympathize with Gertrude's desire to burn down the whole establishment.

Chief wiped his glistening head, leaned back in his chair, and regarded me with his small, intelligent eyes. Half humorous, half complaining, he said:

"These people. They all act like they need to go to a sanitarium. Relax. Relax. That's what they oughta do. Take themselves a good slug of whisky and relax."

"Murder isn't relaxing," I said mildly.

He grinned.

"You got me there, sister. Now then. Let's go back over the job again. Try to pick out any threads you mighta forgot the first night. Think you can outline events as they happened?"

I drew a deep breath, a deeper drag on my cigarette, and went to it.

"I'm sorry there isn't more to tell. But as far as I can remember, here it is. Miss Witter and I were very tired and went to bed early. We didn't sleep soundly, though; it was one of those disturbed nights. The dogs in the kennels were awfully restless, for one thing. Whether that affected Sif, my cousin's dog, who was in the house, or whether there was something disturbing them all, I don't know. At any rate, Sif kept pacing around whining."

Chief interrupted to ask why we hadn't let her out.

"Our first night there she got us up on false pretenses. She insisted that she wanted to go out. When we let her, she lay down in the path and admired the view. We thought this just another case of 'Wolf! Wolf!'"

"Okay. Then what?"

"There was a terrific din from the kennels. Miss Witter and I leaped out of bed, ran to the window, and shouted to the dogs to shut up. They calmed down almost at once."

"I suppose the rumpus occurred when the murderer was depositing his loot. It wouldn't have taken him long. What else did you hear?"

I raked my brains.

"We thought—this was before the dogs barked so frantically— that we heard a car. At a distance, you know. Not on the road which goes past the front of the house."

"Could it have been on the canyon road at the back?"

"Well, yes. I couldn't say positively. It's hard to judge the direc- ' tion of sounds when you're lying down."

"Must have been the murderer. Must have driven along the canyon road, come up the trail to the kennel entrance, gone through that back gate, dumped the body, and beaten it off." Chief tapped his unprotected head a few rousing whacks with his pencil. "Too bad you didn't send the dog out. She'd-a caught him right in the act. Well. Anything else happen that night?"

I shook my head. Yet I didn't feel quite satisfied. Some vague memory was knocking at my brains, trying to get through.

Chief looked at me curiously.

"Maybe you've forgotten something," he said.

"Maybe. I feel as if I had. But I've not been too clear in the head this last week. I might imagine it."

"Let it go. Maybe you'll grab it later. This is what I want to know now. What about that shell-shock case? Young Digby mentioned him as someone to check up on. Seems he had a grievance against Miss Digby. He lives down your way. Know anything about him?"

"Not much. He scared the wits out of us the first night we were there, shouting for his dog." And now something clicked in my brain. "Oh yes. I remember. We heard him the night of the murder."

It all came back to me: the disturbed night, a car somewhere in the vicinity, the restless dogs, Sif pacing back and forth, whining, that brief din in the kennels. And last, just when we'd got ourselves a bit settled in the nerves, the faint, long-drawn-out call: Jacques. I remembered asking Nell if she'd heard it too, and her answer—no, that it was the wind. I remembered how I thought that she was lying, probably to reassure me. The incident was so slight that it had been lost later in the welter of more melodramatic and disturbing events.

Chief jotted down what I told him.

He said: "Young Digby thinks the jgoof is a likely one to have done it. He's nuts enough to do most anything, and he sure had it in for Miss Digby. Swears she stole his dog on him. But young Digby don't tell us how his aunt and the nut got together. He better be working on his own case. Now, about this Huldah Hansen, Miss Trent. What do you know about her?"

Practically nothing, as I considered it. I repeated the few facts that I'd gleaned.

"She's attractive, efficient, very ambitious, cool-headed. I suspect that she always knows pretty well what she's doing—and why." ,

"Young Digby's sweet on her, isn't he?"

"So I understand."

Again Chief tapped his bald head reflectively.

"Uh-huh. And Bothwell too. Does he hang around the kennels a lot talking to her? He landed there this morning just as I did."

"Well, I couldn't say a lot. After all, we've been there only a few days!" A few days. It seemed forever. "But he appears to find her very attractive."

"Easy enough," said Chief. He was silent for a moment as he glanced through his notes. "Now, this Ole, Huldah's father. The big Swede. He's a hostile guy, a chip on his shoulder. I understand he and Miss Digby had words. I wormed that outa Wilson. She accused his daughter of swiping some money."

Reluctantly, but determined to do my duty, I added my bit. I described the scene I'd witnessed between Miss Digby and Ole, when he ordered her off his place.

"But of course he was home in bed when the crime was committed," I added hastily.

"Who says so?" Chief pierced me with his bright little eyes. "His daughter says so. He mighta been in bed when she went off to the movies, but a man can get up and dress himself, can't he? Say he left his house at nine; he could-a got to Digbys' and back again by midnight, which is about the time you heard the rumpus in the kennels, near as we can fix it. Say Huldah didn't come right home after the movies. Matter of fact, young Digby wasn't on deck every minute of the time at the dance. Can't get out of him yet what he was up to, but he was up to something, no fooling. He and Huldah mighta had a little job of their own on. If she didn't get home till after midnight, Pop could-a done his stuff and been in bed, snoring his head off."

Quite possible. But as usual there was the one drawback.

"How did he get into the Digby house?"

"That's where you got me, sister. Unless, for some reason nobody knows, Miss Digby was chasing around outside. Don't seem possible, though." He shook his head and consulted his notes again. "Miss Witter told me this morning about the sack your dog found last night. It was the same one this here Ole brought you cabbages in, she said. Said she didn't know where the one the body was in came from."

Suddenly I remembered Wilson's dead-pan manner whenever the question of the sack came up.

"Have you ever mentioned that sack to Wilson?" I asked.

"Yeah. Why?"

"Did you get the feeling that he knew something about it?"

"Can't say I did."

"I happened to be glancing at him at the inquest. He looked absolutely startled when Exhibit A was produced. I tried to discuss it with him on the drive over. But he evaded the subject. I felt that he might be shielding someone—that he knew more than he was willing to let on."

Chief considered this for a moment.

"I'll talk to him again. Don't see what he could know, though. He must-a been gone by the time the fat got in the fire. His wife says he was home in Lebanon around nine-thirty, same time the young people were leaving for the dance. Near as I can make out, the big rumpus started at dinner, round about eight. Miss Gertrude just now spilled it about that fight; kept it mum at the inquest, though." He shook his head. "Bad. Bad. Don't pay to hide those things. Always looks worse when you do. Anyway, how could Wilson—off in the servants' wing—know what had busted loose in the family dining room? Besides, for him to get home when he did, he'd-a had to leave Digbys' just about when the brawl commenced."

"All I meant was that perhaps Wilson actually did recognize the sack, even though he claimed not to. He might have seen it kicking around the Digby garage; if he told about it, he'd incriminate someone he wanted to protect."

I knew he was sorry for Gertrude; I'd felt Wilson's sympathy for her when he'd talked about her and Jay. I could understand it well enough, my own sympathy for her being what it was. Yet I had to tell what I knew. No matter what the outcome, the sooner the wretched affair was over with, the better for all. But along with my determination to be clear-eyed about it, concern for Gertrude lay like a load on my heart.

Chief dismissed me with thanks. He appeared to think that I'd been a help to him. If so—at what expense to whom?

With a feeling of betrayal, I went out to the terrace to face Gertrude. She was alone; she stood with her arms around one of the pillars of the pergola, her head pressed against its cool cement. Her eyes were closed. An expression of complete and utter desolation had molded her features into something as hard and unyielding as the material against which she leaned.

I stood for a second and watched her. She was unaware of my presence; my soft shoes had made no sound. I couldn't bear to look for long on that devastated object. I hated myself for seeing it; I hated everything that had brought her to such a pass. I turned and slipped inside again. There I made some slight commotion, and in a moment emerged once more upon the terrace.

Gertrude came forward to meet me. Her eyes retained their peculiar blank look of despair, but she was composed, too composed.

She said: "Through at last, Doris? Was it very bad?"

"Not at all." I took her hand. With all my heart I longed to say something hopeful. "There are so many angles to the case, Gertrude. So many possibilities. I hope you won't worry too much till—till everything is settled."

"No. I'm not at all worried—now." She withdrew her inert hand from mine. "I wish you'd do something for me."

"Anything I can, dear."

"Will you go for a walk with me? Would you like to do that?"

"Love it." A noble lie. It was well into the afternoon; I could think of nothing but getting back to Nell and Lebanon. Besides, trudging up hill and down dale on a warm day has never been my idea of a good time. But if that was what the poor girl wanted, I'd do my bit or bust.

We started forth. Out of a clear sky Gertrude said:

"Jay had to go to San Francisco."

"Oh?" I said, startled.

"Yes. Business. He left while you were in with Chief."

"Will he be gone long?"

"No. He must be back early tomorrow morning."

Certainly there was nothing unusual in such a trip. I could imagine that Jay might keep the road hot from San Francisco to Lebanon. It took under three hours. Yet for some unknown reason I kept pondering on it while I thundered along behind Gertrude on the narrow wood trails. She was in her element, like a bird dog on a scent. She seemed animated by a peculiar energy. It wasn't physical alone; I sensed that she was identifying herself spiritually with these lovely walks and trails and bridle paths.

But I wasn't animated by any such physical and spiritual energy; no indeedy.

Fortunately she didn't care to talk, and I had no breath for it. But once, on our way back toward chairs and inactivity, I collected enough second wind to gasp:

"Charming country, Gertrude. How you must love it. Perhaps when everything's settled you can build a really beautiful home	"

"I don't look ahead," she said.

I glanced at her impassive face, and glanced away as quickly, chilled.

It was almost six o'clock when we got back. Chief was gone; Kenneth had left a message for Gertrude saying that he'd not be home for dinner. She turned to me.

"We're having an early dinner. You'll stay, won't you? Wilson can drive you back immediately afterward."

My heart sank at prospect of another meal in that house, but it was the sensible thing to do. I suppressed a sigh and said:

"You've had a good long dose of me. If I stay I'll have to eat and run, you know."

"Of course."

She led me to the telephone closet.

"While you're calling Miss Witter I'll go jump in the tub. Come upstairs when you're through, if you like. I'll not be long."

She closed the door on me and I sat down with a faint groan of relief. For a few minutes I could be myself.
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IT WAS WONDERFUL to hear Nell's voice over the telephone. "Dodo, old-timer. How are you coming?" "Simply dandy, pet. I hope you've got plenty of adhesive tape on hand. My poor feet will never be the same again."

"It's like that, is it? Anything"—she lowered her voice—"anything broken yet?"

"No, just bent beyond repair."

"Nut. I didn't mean that. About the case. Did you find out anything?"

"One or two things. It's messy, Nell. How about it at your end?"

"Same here. Is it all right to talk? Where are you, anyway?"

"In the telephone closet. It's safe enough. The house is a regular institution. Gertrude's upstairs and the servants a mile away in the kitchen. I wanted to tell you not to expect me for dinner."

Nell uttered a hollow laugh.

"Don't worry. You'd get exactly what I just fed myself. A pint of milk with a couple of raw eggs whipped up in it. The day has been awful. Chief here all morning, putting us through our paces. He hinted to me when he left that he was sure of making an arrest pretty soon."

My heart stopped for a second.

"Oh, Nell. He didn't give you any idea who?"

"No. But I think Huldah and Ole are well mixed up in it. Before Chief interviewed us here, he went down the road to where Ole works on the trees. Was gone some time, then came back and interviewed Huldah. Don't know what he said to her, but she was in a villainous mood all day."

"What about her and Jay? Did they have a chance at a word together?"

"Oh yes. They went into a huddle out in the kennels. Naturally I didn't spy on them	"

"Naturally not."

"Well, I didn't. But when I went out to collect the eggs, Huldah and Jay were standing close together near the spaniels' yard. They were so absorbed they didn't know I was within shouting distance. All at once Huldah turned away. Jay grabbed her arm. I heard him say: 'Huldah. For the first time in my life I'm begging.' Huldah caught a glimpse of me, shook his hand off from her arm, and walked away. A few minutes later Chief came, interviewed Jay first; then Jay left. He looked pretty glum."

"I suppose Huldah's keeping both Jay and Kenneth dangling. What's her game?"

"Can't imagine," Nell said. "Unless she's making a private investigation of their respective bank accounts. High wins. Speaking of which, there's a rumor of something amiss with the Both- well lumber mills up north. Had you heard?"

"No! Who told you?" I cried.

"Heard it over the radio this noon. Veiled allusions to the remaining member of the third generation of a wealthy family being left without a stick of kindling to his name. No names mentioned, but I thought of our friend right off the bat."

"He made a hurried trip to San Francisco this afternoon, Nell."

"Might be nothing in it. But if there is, he'll lose Huldah along with everything else. Which will be fine for Kenneth, who is right on the job too. He arrived this afternoon to walk home with her when she left. They went off looking chummy but worried. Maybe they have plenty of cause for the latter—who am I to say? Wish I were asleep, don't you, Dodo?"

"And how!" I said fervently. "Well, lambie pie, I'd better wash up for dinner. Should be back by nine at the latest. Hold everything."

"I'll have your slippers warming by the fire and a schooner of scotch at hand. Cheerio."

"Cheerio yourself."

I left the telephone, heartened a bit by my talk with Nell, but more puzzled than ever. However, there was no time to contemplate it then. Gertrude had indeed sped up dinner. No sooner was I washed, brushed, and combed than we were served.

We ate on the terrace where we'd had luncheon. The sun went down in an ostentatious display of red and gold. The distant hills were violet; far off the ocean was a sapphire streak. All the ugly outlines of the house were shadowed by evening's merciful dusk. But in spite of the beauty a restlessness possessed me. I longed to get away. The feeling of uneasiness which had mastered me in the car on the trip over with Wilson again overwhelmed me with renewed force. I kept thinking of Miss Digby.

I've always hooted at the idea of haunted houses. Now I felt that this house was haunted—just as the car was. Miss Digby's hate and greed had distilled an evil aura, which clung to everything she had lived among. I felt it in the shadows of the terrace pillars. I imagined it lurked among the bushes of the garden. I found myself glancing about uneasily at the slightest sound. Dread threatened to engulf me. How I wanted to leave. Yet when I considered riding back in Charon's barge, my nerves shrank just as much from that ordeal. How could I bear to sit in front with Wilson, this unseen, malignant something—or nothing—at my back?

Come, Dodo, pull yourself together. . . .

Gertrude had become completely silent. Was she infected, too, by the atmosphere of the place? How could she escape? How could she have escaped all these years from being contaminated by such poisonous air? The question wouldn't be downed. Up rose its ugly head, no matter how hard I tried to smother it.

Yet for all her outer quiet, I sensed an inner turmoil. What passions surged beneath that wooden exterior? Would I have wanted to know, if I could? I thought not.

Once I said: "It's very beautiful here at night." I knew my voice lacked conviction.

"I hate it even more at night than in the day," she said.

Well, there you had it.

Finally the evil moment could be postponed no longer. I must gird up my loins for the plunge from an abhorred house into an equally abhorred car. I stood up and pulled down my belt.

"I can't sit here forever, dear. Shall I trot along? Is Wilson ready?"

Gertrude had risen too.

"You won't stay all night?"

I was glad the dark concealed the look of aversion which distorted my features.

"I'm a woiking goil, lamb. I've got to pile out at the crack of dawn and yodel after the hounds."

"You were good to come. You'll have to go back with Wilson in his car. Do you mind?"

Mind! My heart leaped up with joy.

"Don't be silly. I'm used to riding in anything on wheels." If I'd known I was to return in Wilson's car I'd have hurried my departure.

"It's an old car, but it will get you there. Wilson always goes back and forth in it."

"Naturally." An excellent idea, too, I thought.

I put an arm around her affectionately. Yes, I could easily become very fond of her. I never knew why exactly; matters of the affection defy analysis.

Gertrude clung to me for a second.

"Thank you so much for coming. You do like me a little bit, don't you?"

"Not a little bit. A great deal."

I kissed her; there were tears on her cheek. Poor girl, she was famished for the affection that she'd never had.

Her enchanting voice pitched very low, she said:

"Try to think as well of me as you can, Doris."

"I don't have to try at all for that, darling."

We said nothing more to each other. Silently she saw me out to the car. I felt like matriarch of the whole skunk tribe as I climbed in beside Wilson and waved her good-by. The harsh glare from the huge red and green lanterns beat pitilessly down upon her set face. In the cruel light she looked like something hardly human. No softness, no charm, nothing appealing. A dismal image to carry away with you.

It haunted me. In some obscure way I blamed myself for it. What an old meanie I was getting to be! Not to gratify her simple request to stay all night. But the flesh is weak indeed, and I ought to know. It seemed to me that I couldn't have spent a night in that house for love or money.
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WILSON and I were disposed to be very quiet on our way back. Body and soul, I was exhausted after my harrowing day. And I couldn't get the picture of Gertrude out of my mind. Once I sighed deeply.

"Tired, miss?" asked Wilson sympathetically.

"A little. I'm worried too. I hate to think of Miss Gertrude alone in that big house."

"Worse than jail, I says."

I wished he hadn't used the word jail. The connotation of ideas was anything but agreeable. Although, viewed cold-bloodedly, twenty years or so in the Digby home would make any jail a haven by contrast.

Jail led me to suspects. As we bumped along the dark, winding road my thoughts jogged too. From this to that, from one person to another.

Gertrude first. She usurped my mental images. She, above all, had motive, a most compelling motive. After years of repression, what more human than to rise up in violence and rebellion? Inflamed as she was now, too, by her first passionate love? Had she opportunity? Yes, why not? Kenneth said he'd seen his aunt before he left for the dance. But he might have lied—to protect Gertrude. All you had was his word for it. Gertrude was physically equal to the crime; she had time and opportunity. Evidence revealed that there were long intervals when she was missing from the dance floor. And there was also Mrs. Toots's description of the distraught girl, rushing into the dressing room during the evening. Had she just returned from her sinister errand to the kennels?

On the other hand, there was another explanation for her manner at that time. The dance wouldn't make Gertrude forget the final scene with her aunt; on the contrary, sight of other girls, gay, pretty, sure of themselves, would deepen the unendurable realization of her own dowdiness and gaucherie. She might well feel that she'd defied her aunt to her own undoing.

From Gertrude to Jay. I'd never considered him a suspect; no motive was apparent. Yet now, in view of Nell's suggestion, the hint that the Bothwell fortunes might be toppling, you had to consider him. To a man of his conditioning, loss of fortune must be the supreme calamity. Suppose he got the bad news that night, when he was called during dinner to the telephone. Stunned, dazed, he might grab the first way out which the moment presented. He knew Gertrude was madly in love with him; undoubtedly he realized, too, that Miss Digby would hang on to her power as long as she lived. Her death was the only solution. A chance meeting in the hall with her might have suddenly matured his half-formulated idea. Perhaps Miss Digby turned on him; probable enough. She was out for anyone's blood that night. And so the tragedy was precipitated. Now Jay was free to marry the wealthy Gertrude and enjoy side excursions with Huldah.

That brought me up short. Huldah wasn't having any. Both Meg and Wilson had made that clear; Huldah wasn't giving much without a wedding ring, plus a substantial bank account.

Strangely enough, as far as appearances were concerned, Huldah seemed to prefer Kenneth to Jay. And she could have him— but not with his money; that is, not while his aunt was alive. Could this pair—Kenneth and Huldah—have planned the crime and carried it through together? If Gertrude and Jay left the house at nine-fifteen, and Kenneth fifteen minutes later, there was time for him to have committed the crime, packed the body into the car, and driven off. Also time during the dance to slip iway, meet Huldah as planned in Lebanon, together dispose of their grim encumbrance, then each go his own way. I remembered that look of conspiracy—Huldah, finger to lips enjoining silence.

Yet this solution didn't seem entirely satisfactory. If the pair had been merely having a lovers' meeting, it would explain the desire for secrecy. No one broadcasts that kind of thing, certainly not after such a crime has been committed.

From Huldah to Ole. I thought of the gleam in Chief's eyes as he discussed him. Ole's alibi was actually a flimsy affair. And the ignorant fellow, in his brutish rage, was the sort to go to any length to vindicate the smirch on his family honor. His daughter had been called a thief by Miss Digby. The fact that the woman was a neurotic wouldn't mitigate the insult as far as Ole was concerned. I could imagine his deciding to wipe out their humiliator with one violent gesture. Huldah, with her own fish to fry that night, wouldn't have known whether her father stayed in bed or not. Nevertheless, the question of how he got into the Digby house still remained unanswered. Possibility of Miss Digby's being out in the driveway when Ole steamed up to murder her was too farfetched to waste many brain convolutions over.

There remained our unbalanced neighbor with the grudge against Miss Digby. Perhaps he should be considered more seriously. His grievance, his disregard for the value of human life, his turning up at odd moments when you least expected it. Kenneth's suggestion that he might have got hold of a car from some strange source would bear looking into. Yet with him too you faced the same difficulties which confronted you in Ole's case. How had he and Miss Digby come together?

The workings of the human mind are passing strange. I amazed myself as much as Wilson when out of a clear sky I said:

"You know about that sack, Wilson. Admit it. You know that it came from the Digby place. Didn't it?"

I never knew what he would have answered. A loud report took the words—if any—out of his mouth. I leaped in my seat.

For a moment I was startled out of my senses; I was sure someone had taken a shot at us.

"A blowout, miss!" said Wilson.

"What a shame. It's dark as pitch here too."

Wilson and I both climbed out. By the light from his electric torch we regarded the damage. The right front tire couldn't have been flatter.

"Oh, Wilson. A wretched time and place to have to change a tire," I said with deep feeling.

"I wouldn't mind. That ain't the worst of it. I'd be glad of the chance to change, but I ain't got another tire, that's a fact."

"Oh, Wilson!" I was utterly horrified. I was so tired, so anxious to get home, that the prospect of being marooned there for hours was unendurable.

"Fact, miss. My mistake. The other tire give out yesterday, and I put the spare on. I knew it wasn't no good when I done it, but I took a chance on it. I was a-goin' to get a new one tomorrow."

I tried to buck up. After all, it was worse for him than for me.

"Oh well, these things will happen. We'll get along somehow. How far are we from Lebanon?"

"Not far. Two miles."

"What had we better do?"

"Could go in on the rim, but I don't like to on this road; too hard to steer with the wheel like it is and all them drop-off places. You could sit in the car and wait for me if you want till I come back with help. But if it was me doin' it, I'd say better walk the two miles instead of a-settin' here waiting."

Two miles! It loomed up like two hundred from my point jf view. On the other hand, to sit and wait on the black, desolate road didn't appeal to me either.

With a mighty effort I made my voice sound strong and sport- ng-

"You're quite right. What's two miles! We'll be there before we :now it." Not before my poor old feet knew it. Already I could feel those abused members of my anatomy throbbing in anticipation.

"The car'll have to stay here till morning," Wilson said.

We started out on our two-mile trek. Having jaunted up hill and down dale with Gertrude this afternoon, the marathon stunt ahead was overdoing a fine thing, taken in moderation. Especially for me, never the sports girl. All we had to guide us was the uncertain light from Wilson's torch. This became more and more feeble; finally it gave up the ghost entirely. Fortunately by this time our eyes had become somewhat accustomed to the dark; even so, it wasn't easy to pick our way along the dusty, rutty road.

And my nerves had gone back on me completely. The most fantastic, the most terrifying ideas kept whirling through my brain. I hadn't one atom of control over my fancies. It was so strange to stumble along cheek by jowl with Wilson in the dark night. The insignificant little man—to my overwrought senses— began to assume the lurid hues of someone sinister. Take his breathing, for example. Heavy and stertorous, louder than life in the deadly quiet of the woods. Probably only from adenoids or sinus trouble; but my excited imagination pictured scenes in the old silent films, when the villain, breathing heavily, chased the heroine around the cabin. On the verge of hysteria, I fought down an impulse to laugh. You're no heroine, Dodo; there's no cabin. But the heavy breathing was authentic. And there were plenty of trees to chase a gal around if the villain so desired.

Was Wilson the villain?

He couldn't be.

Just suppose he was. And I utterly at his mercy. Alone with him, but for the black trees, the vague bushes. They were no help to me . . . though they could well be his allies. What better place than this to commit a crime? Especially if he thought that I suspected him.

Even while the thoughts raced madly through my head I told myself they were fantastic. It didn't help. My heart thumped to suffocation; my knees trembled under me. I could neither swallow nor scream. I don't know how I ever plodded on and on over that interminable road. I suppose it became a mechanical thing, easier to continue than to stop.

Suddenly Wilson stopped dead in his tracks.

It's come, I thought.

Too weak to stand any longer, I sank down at the side of the road on a mass of pine needles. With closed eyes I waited for the deathblow. I felt completely fatalistic. One ray of grim humor flashed across my numb terror. He'll have a hot time disposing of this carcass—serves him right.

In the distance we heard the sound of dogs barking madly. The faint cry of "Jacques" was wafted to us on the still air. For once it was a welcome sound.

But instead of hitting me over the head with a blunt instrument, Wilson struck a match.

"We're coming on, miss. This here's the crossroads. To the left about half a mile is the Trent house. Me, I'm down in the opposite direction. I'll walk along with you to your house."

"Oh no, Wilson. No, I won't let you. You're not to go one step out of your way." To my own ears my voice sounded shrill and unnatural. I prayed that he'd notice nothing.

He hesitated.

"You want to go off alone?"

My laugh would have scared the pants off a brass monkey.

"Of course. I'm practically there. Silly for you to have that extra walk for nothing. Run along home; your wife will be getting nervous about you. You don't suppose anyone would try to kidnap me, do you?"

He was still uncertain.

"You're sure you know your way?"

"Of course. I've got an instinct for direction. I'm a regular lady Daniel Boone."

"Well, then ... be sure you keep to the left."

"To the left. Thanks, Wilson. Good night."

He said good night—reluctantly, I thought—turned, and was swallowed up in blackness.

I'd thought it would be the very heaven of security to feel myself entirely alone. Yet his departure didn't reassure me by any means. Still in a state of terror, I remained sitting on the pine needles, trying to assemble strength for the last lap of the trip. What if Wilson hadn't gone on? What if he lay somewhere in ambush to waylay me as I approached?

I called myself all kinds of a fool. Why should he murder me?

I hauled myself up on to my abused feet and tottered slowly along the road. But every few steps I must stop, look, listen fearfully. Each faint sound was magnified out of all proportion. If a twig snapped or a leaf rustled, my heart leaped into my throat. I began to fear that poor organ was spoiled for any kind of normal routine.

Half a mile! The longest half mile I'd ever met on land or sea, summer or winter. As I stumbled along I thought I'd clear my mind of fear by filling it with something else. . . . Poetry. I'd solace myself with some of the poetry I'd always loved.

Couldn't think of a thing. Couldn't think of a line but:

Half a league, half a league,

Half a league onward . . . Into the valley of Death, Into the jaws of hell Rode the six hundred. . . .

Not heartening. And once having got the phrases into my head, I couldn't get them out again. Half a league . . . into the valley of death . . . into the jaws of hell . . .

Dear God, what was that?

There it was again.

"Jacques! Jacques!"

I stopped short. The voice was quite close. Desperately I brought to my aid what remnants of courage remained, clutched frantically after my common sense. Better to meet this harmless lunatic than Wilson with an outsized gunny sack. I remembered how psychologists claim that the act of running away from something increases one's fear, so I curbed my impulse to break into a canter. With what I hoped was stately dignity I marched deliberately onward. Ruts in the road and not seeing a damn thing cramped my style. But I did my best.

Into the valley of death . . . into the jaws of hell . . .

Straight into the arms of Monsieur Jacques. There I walked in less time than it takes to tell it.
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I SHRANK AWAY from him. For a moment we stood, facing each other in silence. He loomed tall, dark, forbidding, his face a whitish blur. I hoped he couldn't hear the pounding of my heart. Feeble hope. If his hearing was at all normal, he couldn't miss its violent thump, thump. Finally I broke the spell. "Hello there. Fancy—uh—meeting you here." "What's remarkable about it?" he asked coldly. "I have business out tonight." Business? What business? I gulped.

"I hope you've finished it," I faltered.

"Not entirely." He broke into one of his mirthless laughs. Horrible sound. I wished I could fall unconscious at his feet. Not Dodo, though. Nothing but a lethal weapon would ever come along to put her out of any misery. Again I heard the furious barking and yelping of dogs. My pal burst into another laugh. "Hear them? Good fellows." "Yes indeed. Fine fellows."

"Walt Whitman had it right. Remember what he said?" As I recalled, that gent declaimed on any and all subjects at the drop of a hat. I mumbled something. My companion said:

"I think I could turn and live with animals, they are so placid and self-contained;

They do not make me sick discussing their duty to God . . ."

"How true," I murmured faintly. And a hot lot of good it's done me, living with animals this past week, I thought bitterly. Whereupon distant bedlam again rent the air. I hoped nothing had gone wrong at the kennels, but I couldn't worry too much about it. I had present troubles of my own.

Shell-shock chuckled.

"A free, wild sound. I like it. I don't believe in artificial restraint for animals—or humans." He added this last as an afterthought.

Such a point of view was no help to me in my present state of mind. I gulped again.

"Uh—freedom is a—fine thing. But—uh—restraint seems sort of—uh—necessary at times too. I mean to say, we can't all be free all the time, can we?"

"Why not?" he demanded belligerently.

In the dark I could see his eyes glowering at me. To my fevered fancy there was more than a little menace in their shine. Lord, don't antagonize the man. This is neither the time nor the place to start an argument.

I said meekly:

"I'm afraid I'm rather conventional in my point of view."

"You are. The minute I laid eyes on you I knew it. A smiling, contented sort of face like yours never questions anything. You take whatever comes along without protest. People like you have made the world what it is today ..."

Insult added to injury. Damn it all, I'd had grief enough that night without being blamed for the state the world was in. However, not being Nell, I'd swallow this last whether I liked it or not. I didn't open my mouth.

Whosis said:

"You believe in evolution, don't you?"

I grasped at what looked like a straw.

"Oh yes!" I cried eagerly, hoping that at last we met on common ground.

"I knew it. You would. Not evolution, young woman, revolution will save the world."

I began to wish for Wilson, sack or no sack. It was dawning upon me that I'd been precipitated from the frying pan into the fire. I started to walk slowly on my way. To my horror he fell in step beside me.

I attempted a placating remark.

"Men understand these matters so much better than women." Talk of that sort is usually swallowed head, tail, and toenails by members of the sterner sex. "We have a dread of bloodshed."

He grunted contemptuously.

"Life is cheap. Cheapest thing there is."

Better and better! I was incapable of a comeback.

He continued bitterly.

"Nature is too lavish anyway. She should be curbed."

"Maybe you're right," I answered feebly. What if he picked on me first in his weeding-out process? He might as well. He didn't like my face, and here I was right handy. I felt like a toy of fate.

"Certainly I'm right. I'm the only one I've ever known who is right."

He was mad. Not a doubt of it. I plodded along, numbed, cold. I didn't dare think of safety—of anything. Stumbling along that dark road with him by my side took all my concerted effort.

He went on with his broadcast.

"People make such a hue and cry over human life. If one kills another, all hell's let loose. What difference does it make? Take that insignificant Digby woman's death. If anybody ever impeded the wheels of progress, she was that one. The world's well rid of her. Don't you see it?"

"Uh—I never feel competent to judge those matters	"

He laughed. The sound grated on my raw nerves. I would have shivered if I hadn't been too stiff.

"You're evading the question. And why? Because you're afraid."

Dear God, he's sensed my fear. I'm done for. The game's up, once they guess that you're afraid.

He said proudly:

"I'm the only one in the world who's not afraid of the consequences of his own acts."

"That's fine—for you," I said faintly.

I kept on walking like a mechanical thing. On and on, forever and ever. And now it began to dawn on me that some familiar landmarks ought soon to emerge. Half a mile wasn't such a terrific distance. Had I taken the wrong turning? No, I'd kept to the left as Wilson had told me.

Almost as if he'd read my mind, my companion said:

"Where are you going now?"

"To my cousin's house. Andy Trent's."

"You're headed wrong," he said. "You're bound for the redwood grove."

I didn't believe him. Nevertheless I was in a fine dilemma. Although I had a certain instinct for direction, it wasn't infallible —especially in unfamiliar woods on a dark night.

I trusted neither this man nor myself. Obscurely I'd felt for some time that I was going in the wrong direction, although even now I wasn't too positive about it. If true that I was headed for the gloomy redwood grove, then God help me. The very last rendezvous to seek with my present escort.

Whom could I believe? Wilson? Shell-shock? My own instinct?

I decided on the last. At least I had my own interests at heart, which was more than could be said for the other two. Weary as I was, I decided to make one last spurt for life and liberty.

"Come, you must turn around if you want to get to your cousin's house," my companion said firmly.

I knew I mustn't cross him. I turned obediently.

"Don't wait for me," I said. "You walk so much faster than I. Tonight I'm slower than usual. Just a little tired, you know."

"Effete," he sneered.

Effete, my eye. There was life in the old girl yet. I didn't say a word. I whirled around and dashed off in the dark, not knowing where I was going, but on my way. Better the Unknown than the Known, in this case.

I ran like mad for a few yards, came to crossroads, selected one at random and stumbled along it. I was sure I heard footsteps padding behind me. With painful breath, bursting heart, legs fit to buckle under me, I struck off the road straight into a wilderness of God knows what matted growth. With steam-engine momentum, I crashed through it all. Torn, scratched, more dead than alive, I charged through every obstacle and emerged into a lower road.

But even then I didn't dare stop for breath. What if those padding footsteps had circled the road to meet me here! And now I sensed something familiar in the air. The smell of cabbages, strong enough to knock you down. I was passing Ole's establishment. A great wave of relief flooded me. I wasn't far from Nell and safety.

Ole's tiny house was dark, thank God. On I labored, not daring to savor even a moment of comfort. It was just as well that I hadn't relaxed my speed; as I sped along I saw the flickering of an electric torch, now up, now down. In the light of its intermittent gleam a bulky figure was dimly visible, crouching over the cabbages.

Speed does it, Dodo. Speed along. I thundered past. Fate was still neglecting me. Ole's voice called.

"Hi, you. Vait. Ay talk to you."

I didn't answer.

"Ay say vait."

Too silly to keep on running. Futile as well. I was winded; he could easily outstrip me. One consolation, though; I'd been through so much the last few hours that my emotions had gone wooden with my legs. I slackened my pace; he caught up with me. My third boy friend of the evening. What a trio! Better hie yourself to a nunnery, my good woman, if you ever get out of this jam alive.

"He baint my sack," Ole said. He was furious. I'd not imagined the rancor in those bloodshot eyes. He'd never forgive me.

I said desperately: "Oh, Ole, we all know that now. Everybody knows it."

"You make planty trouble for me and my girl."

"I didn't mean to, Ole."

I felt the merest wisp of a thing in contrast with this black hulk looming over me. No, my emotions weren't so wooden as I'd thought. I closed my eyes against the horror of it. Strange, that feeling. Of having gone through all this before. And suddenly I knew why. That dream I'd had the first night at Andy's. Jay's Eskimo dogs. Thor, rising on his hind legs, growing taller, taller. Baleful yellow eyes turning blue; hairy forelegs, extended toward me, growing larger, longer. Becoming human arms, Ole's arms, just about to clutch me . . . And I'd awakened, screaming.

Nothing to wake from now. For I was awake, wide awake.

And screaming. I could still scream.

I never knew what happened really. My screams turned the whole world into pandemonium. The dark night was suddenly full of thudding feet, voices, Sif's deep barking, confusion piled upon confusion. Above it all rose Nell's voice high and shrill:

"Do something, someone, can't you? Oh, Dodo, Dodo, don't »

I passed out completely. Blessed oblivion.
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WE COULD SORT OUT only part of the mess that night. By the time I revived, surface things had been smoothed out. Nell, Sif, Ed Winters, and I appeared to be the only ones on deck. Not a boy friend in sight.

"Are you all right, angel?" Nell asked, between a sob and a groan. "Why did you faint? You never faint."

"Nature's restorative. What I've been through!"

Relief put Nell back on her toes.

"I've hardly been sitting pretty myself."

"I better get you two ladies home," Ed said.

As we walked the short distance to Andy's house we exchanged, more or less coherently, a few main facts. Nell hadn't been having a picnic, true enough. An hour or so ago she was sitting by the fire, feet on a stool, Chief Thompson opposite her, both with highballs, waiting for me. There were a few points Chief wanted to check up on. All seemed peaceful till suddenly each dog in the kennel appeared seized by violent fits. Nell, Chief, and Sif dashed out to find the gates all open, every dog free as the air. Someone had come along and let them loose.

Jacques' master, of course. I remembered his delight when he heard the wild barking of the dogs.

Nell telephoned to Ed Winters for help, and they all started out to round up the animals. They'd just succeeded in booting the last one into his yard when my fracas with Ole occurred. My screams brought Sif, Nell, Chief, and Ed rushing to the spot. Nell sounded on the edge of hysteria as she told it.

"Oh, Dodo, it was ghastly. There you were laid out flat on he ground; I was sure you were dead. Ole stood over you; Shellhock lurked around in the offing. Chief collared one, Ed the other, and shoved them into Chief's car. He hauled them away for disturbing the peace. Oh, Dodo, I've been worried pie-eyed about you. I kept thinking ... if anything happened to you it was all my fault. Sending you into that blasted Digby household . . . I've been kicking myself all over the place."

"Buck up, honey. Nothing awful has happened."

"Not my fault that it hasn't," Nell said, between a sob and a laugh.

"You ladies better get to bed," Ed said.

We'd reached Andy's gate. Both agreed Ed's suggestion was a good one, thanked him, shook hands, and staggered into the house. We lost no time in tumbling into bed.

But there was little sleep for me that night. I couldn't get the events of the day out of my mind. Especially did Gertrude's face haunt me; the look in her eyes pierced my memory as it had my heart. Whenever I dozed I was plunged into a medley of distressing dreams. Gertrude in the lead, Wilson, Shell-shock, Ole, Huldah, Jay, Kenneth, Sif, Frigga, Thor, and Nell pursued me and each other round and round the Digby house. Occasionally, for variation, we all took a run into the canyons. I awoke at daybreak completely exhausted. I felt as if I'd been training all night for the Olympics.

But my first thought—well, maybe second—was for Gertrude.

At our early breakfast, discussing the Digby case, it all seemed more incomprehensible than ever. And my concern for Gertrude deeper. About half-past eight I went to the telephone to call her. I don't know why I had at once a compulsion and a repulsion about that call. I dreaded to hear from her as much as I wanted to.

I sat down at the phone. Just as I was about to take the receiver off the hook the bell rang. Somewhat shaken, I took down the phone and said hello.

"Miss Trent?" The voice was a woman's, vaguely familiar, yet one I couldn't place.

"Speaking."

"This is the Digby house. Mr. Digby asked me to call you." Now I recognized Olga's voice.

My heart began to thump violently. I waited.

"It's about Miss Gertrude."

"Yes," I said.

"She—we've just come from her room	" The voice faltered, then continued unsteadily. "Oh, Miss Trent, something terrible has happened."

I'd known it. I'd expected it.

"Oh, Olga, what? What's happened?"

No answer.

"Olga, are you there?"

Still no answer. I rattled the hook up and down; an ominous buzzing was all I got. The line had gone dead.

Nell was standing by me.

"What's happened, Dodo?"

"I don't know. Something awful. And now we're cut off."

I got Operator. In a moment she reported the Digby line out of order. I hung up. Nell and I stared at each other blankly. She groped about for a chair and sat down, face white.

"What in the world, Dodo. Is there no end to this business? What did Olga say?"

"Just that. Something terrible has happened to her—Gertrude."

Nell moistened her lips.

"What could it be? You don't suppose	 Oh, Dodo, it couldn't—it couldn't be another—murder!"

I shrugged my shoulders. I couldn't speak. My fault. All my fault. If only I'd stayed with her last night!

"It's my fault, Nell. Whatever happened, it's all my fault."

"Don't be an ass. Of course it isn't. Maybe it's not what we think. Maybe Olga was exaggerating. We expect only the lurid, we've had such a dose of it. Anyway, if there's anything futile, it's blaming yourself for what's over and done with. Snap out of it."

Nell was right. Nevertheless, I had to press my trusty handkerchief into service. Nell let me alone for a minute, her eyes on the window.

Suddenly she said: "Huldah's coming."

I pulled myself together and got to my feet. We both went to the front door to greet Huldah, who was now on the porch. She was always a sight worth looking at, however you might feel about her. But though her physical aspect was dazzling enough, she seemed preoccupied, even harassed. Something about our faces struck through her abstraction. She stared from one to the other of us. There was a stillness suddenly upon her— as if she waited for—what?

Nell plunged in with her usual impetuosity.

"You've struck us at a low moment, Huldah. We've just had —bad news again."

Huldah waited, her blue gaze fixed upon Nell.

"Something has happened to Gertrude Digby. Something pretty serious, apparently."

The news jolted Huldah out of her quiet. For once her composure was shattered. A look of terror fled across her face. She stammered out the same question Nell and I had been asking each other.

"What—what happened?"

We told her the little we knew. After a pause she said:

"What could it be? You don't think—no, it couldn't be	"

Her fear must have been the same as ours. We could only shrug our shoulders again. What did we know? Nothing. We only felt.

The look of terror remained fixed in Huldah's eyes.

As we stood there Jay Bothwell drove up, leaped lightly out of his car, and came springing up the path toward us. I felt my heart harden as I looked at him, gay and comely. I hadn't a doubt that he was in some way responsible for this latest calamity.

He was just in from San Francisco. To do him justice, our news appeared to floor him. He rushed to the telephone and tried to get some action. The Digby line was still out of order.

He came flying back.

"I'm driving over now."

He leaped down the steps toward his car. I called after him:

"Wait. Take me. Let me go with you."

"Oh, Dodo, should you? After yesterday?" Nell cried.

Yes, I should. For once in my life I knew my own mind. I grabbed a bandanna, tied up my hair, and tore down the path after him. His usual courtesy had deserted him. He'd already started the engine, and he sat like a lump while I panted in beside him.

He drove like the wind. Lucky I'd tied my hair in securely; there'd not have been a spear left after that mad ride. We must have made the trip in fifteen minutes. There was little chance for conversation, but once he said:

"I saw her when I left yesterday. She was all right then. Oh God, what do you suppose could have happened?"

I didn't say anything. The only words that came into my head were hard and bitter ones.

Huldah's last remark hammered at my brain. It couldn't be.

Couldn't be—what? Another murder? My thoughts turned insistently toward Kenneth Digby. Had Huldah's followed the same direction? She knew the young man far better than I. She must know his potentialities, his capabilities; she knew how deeply he desired her. Did she share a guilty knowledge with him too? Had Gertrude known or guessed this guilt to her own destruction?

Oh, why, why had I ever left that house?

Once I cried out in despair:

"I loved Gertrude. I really loved her."

"I too," Jay said softly.

"You!" I couldn't help it. "As you loved Miss Digby?"

For a second he didn't answer. When he did his voice was very quiet.

"That's unkind of you, Miss Trent. I never thought you'd say a thing like that."

I felt rebuked, ashamed. I resented his making me feel so. He knew better than I that he hadn't played fair.

The frenzied trip was soon over. When we drew up at the Digby rock pile, we saw another car parked in the driveway. Jay drew up alongside and jumped out. He opened the door for me. Silently we ran up the stone steps and rang the bell.

Kenneth opened the door. He looked ravaged. At sight of us a spasm of pain distorted his features. Jay held out his hand.

"Ken, only tell me. Is she—alive—or	"

"They're still working on her. The doctor's here."

"What happened?"

"She—she took an overdose of sleeping tablets. To end it all."

"Oh God." Jay sank down on a hall chair and buried his face in his hands. I turned to Kenneth.

"Then there is hope. There must be—if they're working on her."

Kenneth shrugged his shoulders.

"A fighting chance. So the doctor says. Come out on the terrace. Let's have a drink."

A great sense of relief flooded me. Suddenly I felt convinced of her recovery. A burden rolled from my shoulders; at least she'd not met with outside violence. The thing I so greatly feared. The matter of a desperate girl having been driven to such a step seemed at the moment the lesser of two evils. But as I looked at Jay, unnerved and shaken, my mood changed. After all, from her point of view, what had the girl to live for?

Ken served stiff highballs. It was early in the morning, but we could take them. Kenneth paced the long terrace, back and forth, back and forth. Jay sat in a trance, white, ghastly. I looked from one to the other, wondering.

Occasionally one of us spoke.

"She was all right when I left her yesterday," Jay said. "Quiet and all that. But calm. Sure of herself, you know." His voice broke.

Oh, she was sure enough, Jay.

Later Kenneth said: "I might as well get it off my chest. It's been eating at me;

I'm to blame for this. We had a row last night. She flew off the handle again about Huldah."

Jay pricked up his ears.

"Huldah?"

"Yes." Kenneth stared at him defiantly. "Gert said she couldn't face having her for a sister-in-law. It would have to be over her dead body, she said." His defiance faded; he looked haggard, guilty. "I said: 'Okay, Sis, over your dead body it is, then.' "

Jay looked at him fixedly. I couldn't make out what the strange expression on his face meant.

"I shouldn't have said it," Kenneth went on. "I'm sorry for it. Hell, I didn't know she'd take it that way."

Still Jay said nothing. He continued to eye the pacing figure stonily. I wanted to say: And do you love Huldah, too? You and your loves, Jay!

After an eternity the doctor appeared. One look at his face told us the news was good.

"She'll be all right. Weak as a rag, but she's a husky young thing. Where's Doris? She's asking for her."

I jumped to my feet.

"I'm Doris. Shall I go up to her?"

"For a few minutes. Don't stay long."

I pounded up the stairs to Gertrude's room. There she lay in her hideous bed. But I had eyes only for her. Her rich brown hair lay over the pillow; her face was as white as the white linen, her eyes enough to break your heart. I bent down and kissed her.

"Gertrude, darling. Here you are. You can't do this to us, my sweet."

"No, she can't. She can't."

I looked around. Jay Bothwell stood behind me. He pushed me gently to one side. Before my astonished eyes he gathered Gertrude in a strong and compelling embrace.

"I'll never, never let you out of my sight again. Never, my dearest. . . . Oh, Gertrude, I love you so . . ."

Dodo, alias Madam Know-it-all, faded out of the room.
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I KNOW WELL ENOUGH when I'm redundant. The only thing left for me to do was to hie myself back to Nell and get to work. With this end in view I joined Kenneth, who was still on the terrace. He looked exactly as he had when I left him. White, shaken, he paced up and down, smoking nervously. I tried to reassure him about Gertrude, but I might as well have saved my breath. If he heard me, he gave no indication of it.

I was beginning to wonder if I was stuck there for the day when Olga appeared. Ed Winters had arrived. An all-too-familiar feeling of apprehension engulfed me at the news; as for Kenneth, he looked ready to sink. He darted away, returning almost instantly to say that he and Jay must appear for further questioning. If I cared to leave now, Ed would drop me off at Andy's.

It was a sober trio that piled into the car with Ed. At first Jay tried a few leading questions on him but received nothing but noncommittal replies. Completely dashed, the whole trip was made in comparative silence.

Toward the end we passed Wilson's car at the side of the road where he'd been stalled last night. I couldn't resist saying:

"I see Wilson couldn't get on the job this morning. At least, in his car."

Ed said: "He'll be at the hoosegow along with the rest of you fellas."

Kenneth, Jay, and I glanced at each other furtively. Though I wasn't to be present at the ordeal, nevertheless I felt as nervous as anyone. Arrived at Andy's, I pressed a hand of each young man, told them heartily that it would soon be over—a lot I knew about it—and made my way up the walk to the house. Ed's car drove off, his two wan passengers sitting taut in the back.

Sif bounded up to greet me.

"Where's Nell?" I asked. She led me around to the kennels, where Redhead was having everything her own way, charging about like mad from one yard to another. Huldah was nowhere in sight.

Nell straightened up at sight of me.

"Where on earth did you come from, Dodo? What about Gertrude?"

I told her how it was.

"Where's Huldah?" I asked later.

"Off with the rest of them. Ole and the whole b'ilin' are in for some hot grilling this afternoon. Chief appears to think the case is all over but the shouting."

"No! Really? Did he give you any idea who's guilty?"

Nell shook her head.

We should have liked to discuss it, but there was no time. Huldah being gone made—oh, the difference in our lives. If we began to catch up ever so slightly with the routine, hordes descended for exchange of pets. At six o'clock we sat down for the first time since morning.

We'd barely got settled when a stranger arrived with a fat envelope addressed to me in an unfamiliar hand. There was no postmark; obviously it had come, not through the mail, but by special messenger.

"Now what?" Nell asked as I returned to the fireside.

I tore open the envelope and glanced at the last page.

"From Jay Bothwell. Why is he writing to me?"

But I knew. I began to tremble. Nell stared, cigarette suspended.

"Maybe the case is settled, Dodo. Read it."

I plunged in breathlessly.

"Dear Doris:

You have been so kind to Gertrude, so interested in her, that I want you to be the first to know the end of the wretched Digby affair. I'm sure you meant it when you said that you loved Gertrude. I'll never forget that. For some reason you didn't quite trust me, and so I want to try to explain myself along with everything else.

I've liked plenty of girls and women; in fact, I like them all. I mean that. But I've never felt toward any as I do toward Gertrude. She's the only one I've ever loved. She's so different from all the rest. For one thing—her beautiful voice. Just to hear that voice of hers does something to me. The sweetest music was never so sweet. And of course she herself isn't like the average girl; no, there was never another	"

"Oh God," said Nell.

"You asked for it. Shall I go on?"

"Uh-huh. But who dun it? Look ahead and tell me."

"You'll take this as it comes or not at all."

"Okay. But do skip the drivel, Dodo. I've had a hard day."

I skipped a paragraph.

"Let me see . . ."

"I was a proud and happy man when she told me that she loved me. I wanted to marry her right away. But of course there was Miss Maria. Now, I always got along fine with Gertrude's aunt. I got a big kick out of making her laugh, flirting with her in fun, all that. And she liked me, I'm sure she did. But she was a jealous woman. She didn't want Gertrude to marry anyone; she didn't want to share her with another. She said she'd been a mother to Gertrude, that a mother shouldn't be parted from her daughter."

"Je-sus!"

"Make up your mind, Nell. Do you want to hear this, or don't you?"

"Shoot!"

". . . about the row the night of the dance. I was called to the telephone, so knew nothing of it at the time. In fact, the news I'd received that night pretty well knocked everything out of my head. Serious trouble at the mills, threatening to wipe them out completely. However, no need to go into that.

When I left the telephone I went upstairs to get ready for the dance. The house seemed deserted. I supposed each member of the family was in his own room. As soon as I was ready I knocked on Gertrude's door. As there was no answer I went downstairs and eventually found her outside sitting in the family car which Wilson had brought around to the entrance for us. I was too absorbed in my own troubles to notice how unusually quiet she was. Later I remembered her constraint.

It was anything but a gay evening. In the midst of the dance Gertrude complained of a headache and went to lie down. I jumped into the car and ran over to Lebanon to send some telegrams about my affairs. Naturally I could think of little else. On the way back from Lebanon my lights flashed full on Ken's car, parked near the canyon road. I can't say I was surprised; he'd made no secret of his feeling for Huldah. Which brings me to this point: why would you persist in thinking that I wanted Huldah? There was never anything between us—as far as I was concerned —but a kiss or two. I've got no more objection than any man to kissing a pretty girl, but it would be pretty tough if I was expected to marry all the girls I'd ever kissed. Huldah seemed to think she had something on me; she threatened to go to Gertrude and make trouble. At first I was afraid she might actually come between us. I begged her not to. I know so well how high-minded Gertrude is, how pure; she's so honorable, with such rigid standards of behavior and	"

"Holy Moses," said Nell with a deep groan. "Get on with it, Dodo."

". . . she's so . . . [Uh, let's see. Here we are.] When I got back to the Country Club, Gertrude was still missing. Finally I found her in the garden, quite unlike herself, nervous and keyed up. Soon afterwards we went home. And now I had worries about her to add to my other troubles. I spoke again of our marriage. She said she'd never marry anyone, that the Digby traits shouldn't be handed along. I couldn't get another word out of her.

The next morning, when the awful thing about Miss Digby was discovered, all that had happened the night before struck me with full force. I was sure that Gertrude could never be guilty of such a crime. That girl wouldn't hurt a fly. She's so . . . [Well, where do we go from here? Here it is.] But when I came over that afternoon and talked to you and Miss Witter I realized that to the casual outsider there was definitely a case against Gertrude. As there was against Ken, too. In fact, I must admit I doubted him myself. Gertrude did too; that was the reason she wouldn't marry me, and why she tried to end her life."

"We know all that, Dodo. For the last time, who dun it?"

I was dying to know too. Hastily I ran my eye over the page, turned to another, saw a name, gasped, turned back, and began to read again.

"And yet the whole affair was so simple. Gertrude and I left the house about quarter past nine. Ken went to his aunt's room just as we were leaving. She renewed the quarrel, he said; the news of his infatuation for Huldah had turned his aunt violently against him. Ken dashed out in a rage, jumped into his car, and raced off. Miss Maria, as near as we can reconstruct it, then got out of bed, put on her dressing gown, and ran downstairs after him. By the time she got outside he was half a mile away. Nevertheless, she must have flitted over to the garages, still in hope of finding him and preventing him from going off. She didn't find him, but she did find Wilson."

"Wilson!"

"Wilson."

"But I thought	Never mind, go on."

"We all took it for granted that Wilson had left at seven as he usually did. He always parked his car around in back of the garages, where it was out of sight of our cars. And here is his confession. Seems that night he'd had engine trouble, had been working on his old heap for a couple of hours. He'd just finished the job and had gone into the garage to put away some tools when Miss Maria burst in. For a moment her rage was diverted from Ken to Wilson. She flew at him like a wildcat, accused him of lurking there with a view to robbing them all, ordered him to get out of her sight, never to come back; in short, discharged him on the spot. At the prospect of losing his job, Wilson said something seemed to break inside him. All the humiliations he'd suppressed, the indignities he'd endured—not his words, but that's the idea—overwhelmed him. Her screams maddened him still further; he put his hands around her neck—such a tiny neck, he said, like a bird's. The screams turned to gurgles. She slumped against him. Dead.

What he did afterwards was purely automatic. A sack was lying on the garage floor; he stuffed the body into it. His one idea was to get away with the evidence of his crime. Later he saw that he should have left the body there in the garage, but at that time he was beyond planning. He simply did each thing as it came along. He drove as rapidly as he could to Lebanon, and on the way he remembered Ole's sack of cabbages at the kennels, also the feud existing between the Hansens and Miss Digby. Although he didn't want to incriminate innocent people, nevertheless he must divert suspicion from himself. He drove around by the canyon road, struggled up the trail, the burden on his back, crept into the yard without rousing the dogs. Ole's sack of cabbages was where it had been left, leaning against the fence to the chicken yard. Wilson took out some of the cabbages and stuffed them in the top of his sack; he had a vague hope that the whole thing might be dumped somewhere as rubbish, without anyone ever knowing what else was in it. Then the dogs began to bark furiously. Wilson ran out, down the trail to his car, and sped home. Here he was lucky indeed. His wife had been suffering from a bad cold; she'd taken a hot toddy and a lot of aspirin and gone to bed early. She roused a bit when Wilson crept in, and asked him the time. She was too groggy to do other than believe him when he said it was nine-thirty.

It was you, Doris, who planted the first seeds of suspicion against Wilson in Chief's mind. Later, his questioning of that shell-shocked fellow brought out the fact that he—Shell-shock— had actually seen a small man run down the trail and leap into a car around midnight on the night of the murder. Not too much stock could be taken in the word of such an erratic fellow; nevertheless, his assertion, combined with your suggestion, set Chief on Wilson's trail. Lucky for you that this was so. Wilson admitted that he began to be afraid of you on the ride home last night. He was sure that you suspected him of knowing more about the sack than he was telling. When you two parted last night, he deliberately directed you toward the redwood grove. Of course he swore that he didn't intend to kill you. True or not, he didn't make it clear just why he started you off toward such a lonely spot. And the fact remains that by this time he was a desperate man."

"Dodo!" Nell cried. Her face was white, her eyes ablaze. "Just suppose—just suppose	 And it was all my fault. I'll never, never forgive myself."

The sheets of paper fluttered in my hand. I laughed, a tinny tinkle. With a stab at a light and airy manner I said:

"Tush, my pet. That shrimp of a man wouldn't have had a chance with this whale of a woman."

Nell wouldn't answer. Rare tears stood in her eyes. I hurried on with the document.

"The fact that Shell-shock let the dogs loose last night perhaps saved your life. The usual quiet of Lebanon was disrupted by the confusion of rounding up the animals; Chief, Ed Winters, and others were milling about—and so, thank God, you were saved, Doris Trent. I feel this deeply on my own behalf, and more for Gertrude's sake. She's so . . . [Ah, we're almost through , , . uh . . . uh . . .]

Regarding Thor and Frigga, I'm going to send them back to Alaska where they belong. In the meantime I'll leave them at the kennels for a few days till our plans—mine and Gertrude's—are more definite. You are so sympathetic that I'm sure you'll be interested to hear that my losses aren't so bad as I at first feared. Oh, I might have to cut down a bit	"

Nell snorted.

"—cut down a bit, but with Gertrude by my side I'll feel rich indeed."

"I'll say he will," said Nell.

"He doesn't mean that, you cynic. Well, we're almost through. . . .

"I'm sending this over by special messenger. I wanted you to have all the details as soon as possible. As soon as Gertrude is able we're coming to see you.

Regards to you and Nell Witter.

Sincerely,

Jay"

I drew a deep breath.

"Well. There you have it. Poor Wilson. A pathetic little guy, if there ever was one."

"Let's not talk about him—yet," Nell said. "I find I can't take it. How about Huldah?"

"I suppose now there's nothing to prevent Kenneth from getting his gal. I wish him joy of her."

"He'll pay. Anyway, she makes no bones about it, you've got to give her credit for that. Whew! No milk of human kindness in her, no bowels of compassion. She's got a glacier for the first, an iceberg for the second. Br-r-r. I'll take you instead, Dodo. Even though you do slop over at the drop of a hat."

"Thanks," I said.

It was quite a compliment, coming from Nell.



