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            PRAISE FOR MARGARET MILLAR AND HER WORK

         

         
            “In the whole of crime fiction’s distinguished sisterhood, there is no one quite like Margaret Millar”

            GUARDIAN

            “One of the most original and vital voices in all of American crime fiction”

            LAURA LIPPMAN, AUTHOR OF SUNBURN

            “She has few peers, and no superior in the art of bamboozlement”

            JULIAN SYMONS, THE COLOUR OF MURDER

            “Mrs Millar doesn’t attract fans, she creates addicts”

            DILYS WINN

            “She writes minor classics”

            WASHINGTON POST

            “Very original”

            AGATHA CHRISTIE

            “One of the pioneers of domestic suspense, a standout chronicler of inner psychology and the human mind”

            SARAH WEINMAN, AUTHOR OF THE REAL LOLITA AND EDITOR OF WOMEN CRIME WRITERS: EIGHT SUSPENSE NOVELS OF THE 1940S & 50S

            “The real queen of suspense… She can’t write a dull sentence, and her endings always deliver a shock”

            CHRISTOPHER FOWLER, AUTHOR OF THE BRYANT & MAY MYSTERIES

            “Margaret Millar is ripe for rediscovery. Compelling characters, evocative settings, subtle and ingenious plots – what more could a crime fan wish for?”

            MARTIN EDWARDS, AUTHOR OF THE LAKE DISTRICT MYSTERIES

            “No woman in twentieth-century American mystery writing is more important than Margaret Millar”

            DOROTHY B. HUGHES, AUTHOR OF IN A LONELY PLACE

            “Margaret Millar can build up the sensation of fear so strongly that at the end it literally hits you like a battering ram”

            BBC

            “Millar was the master of the surprise ending”

            INDEPENDENT ON SUNDAY

            “Clever plot… and a powerful atmosphere”

            THE TIMES

            “A brilliant psychodrama that has a triple-whammy ending… exhilarating”

            EVENING STANDARD

            “Conjures up images from Edward Hopper paintings with characters that keep secrets from each other… The terse prose pushes the story along to a shock reveal”

            SUNDAY TIMES CRIME CLUB

            “This subtle, psychological crime thriller crackles with tension and keeps you guessing until the end… A hypnotic novel… Ideal fireside reading”

            THE LADY

            “It doesn’t get more noir than this”

            DAILY MAIL

            “Millar is a fine writer and this novel is a well-honed thriller that will appeal to any serious noir fan… damned good”

            NUDGE NOIR

            “Superb writing, superb plotting… bloody marvelous”

            COL’S CRIMINAL LIBRARY

            “Millar is a brilliant plotter, hooking red herrings left, right and centre, but proves just as sharp at character, grim humour and smart description”

            SOUTH CHINA MORNING POST

            “Wickedly smart 1950s crime novel… great characters, genius plot and a thoroughly good read”

            THRILLER BOOKS JOURNAL

            “A superbly plotted tale of murder and deception”

            RAVEN CRIME READS
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         From her resting place in the broom closet Consuela could hear the two American ladies in 404 arguing. The closet was as narrow as the road to heaven and smelled of furniture polish and chlorine, and of Consuela herself. But it was not physical discomfort that disturbed her siesta; it was the strain of trying to understand what the Americans were arguing about. Money? Love? What else was there, Consuela wondered, and wiped the sweat off her forehead and neck with one of the clean towels she was supposed to place in the bathrooms at exactly six o’clock.

         It was now seven. She refolded the towel and put it back on the pile. The manager might be a little crazy on the subject of clean towels and exact times, but Consuela was not. A few germs never hurt anybody, especially if no one knew they were there, and what was an hour, one way or the other, in the face of eternity?

         Every month the manager, Señor Escamillo, herded the members of the housekeeping staff into one of the banquet rooms, yapping at their heels like a nervous terrier.

         “Now hear this. I have had complaints. Yes, complaints. So once again we are here, and once again I say to you the Americans are our most valuable customers. We must keep them so. We must speak always American; we must think American. Now. What do the Americans hate the most passionately? Germs. So we do not give them germs. We give them clean towels. Twice a day, clean towels absolutely without germs. Now, the water. They will ask questions about the water and you will say this water from the tap is the purest water in all of Mexico City. Now. Any questions?” 

         Consuela had a number of questions, such as why did the manager use bottled water in his office, but self-preservation kept her silent. She needed the job. Her boyfriend had a bent for picking the wrong horses at the Hipódromo, the wrong numbers in the lottery, the wrong jai alai player in the quiniela.

         The argument between the two ladies was continuing. Were they arguing about love? Not very likely, Consuela decided. Pedro, the elevator operator and chief spy of the establishment, addressed each of the American ladies as señora, so presumably they had husbands somewhere and were in the city on vacation.

         Money? Not likely, either. Both of the ladies looked prosperous. The taller one (Wilma, her friend called her) had a genuine full-length mink coat which she wore constantly, even going down to breakfast; and when she moved along the corridor she clanked like a trolley car she had on so many bracelets. She left nothing behind in her room except a locked suitcase. Consuela had, as a matter of routine, searched through the bureau drawers, and they were all as empty as a sinner’s heart. The locked suitcase and the empty drawers were naturally a great disappointment to Consuela, who had refurbished her wardrobe considerably during the months she’d worked at the hotel. Taking the odd garment here and there was not actually stealing. It was more a matter of common sense, even of justice. If some people were very rich and others very poor, things had to be evened up a bit, and Consuela was doing her part.

         “Everything locked,” Consuela muttered among the brooms. “And all those bracelets. Clank, clank, clank.”

         She picked four bath towels off the top of the pile, swung them over her left shoulder and stepped out into the hall, a handsome young woman with a haughty tilt to her head. Her confident stride and the casual way she wore the towels made her look like an athlete headed for the showers after a good day on the court or in the field.

         Outside 404 she paused a moment to listen, but all anyone could hear, even with ears of a fox, was the roar of traffic from the avenida below. Everyone in the city seemed to be going somewhere, and Consuela had an urge to run down the back stairs and go with them. Her feet, large and flat in their straw espadrilles, ached to be running. But instead they stood quietly outside 404 until the tall one, Wilma, opened the door.

         She was dressed to go out to dinner in a red silk suit. Every curl, every ring, every bracelet was in place, but only half her make-up had been applied, so that one eye was dull and pale as a fish’s and the other sparkled with a gold lid and a bright black fringe under a gaily improbable arch. When the paint job was completed she would be, Consuela had to admit, imposing, the kind of woman who would not have to catch the eye of a waiter because his eye would be already on her.

         But she is not hembra, Consuela thought. She has no more bosoms than a bull. Let her keep her underwear locked up. It wouldn’t fit me anyway. And Consuela, who was conspicuously hembra, if not downright fat, inflated her chest and rhumbaed her hips through the doorway.

         “Oh, it’s you,” Wilma said. “Again.” She turned her back with abrupt annoyance and addressed her companion. “It seems to me every time I take a breath in this place someone’s pussyfooting around turning down beds or changing towels. We get about as much privacy as in a hospital ward.”

         Amy Kellogg, standing by the window, made a sound of embarrassed protest, a kind of combination of ssshh and oh dear. The sound was Amy’s own, the resonance of her personality, and an expert could have detected in it the echoes of all the things she hadn’t had the nerve to say in her lifetime, to her parents, her brother Gill, her husband Rupert, her old friend Wilma. She was not, as her brother Gill frequently pointed out, getting any younger. It was time for her to take a firm stand, be decisive and businesslike. Don’t let people walk all over you, he often said, while his own boots went tramp, crunch, grind. Make your own decisions, he said, but every time she did make a decision it was taken away from her and cast aside or improved, as if it were a toy a child had made, crude and grotesque.

         Wilma said, giving herself another golden eyelid, “I feel as if someone’s spying on me.”

         “They’re only trying to provide good service.”

         “The towels she put in this morning stank.”

         “I didn’t notice.”

         “You smoke. Your sense of smell has deteriorated. Mine hasn’t. They stank.”

         “I wish you wouldn’t—do you think you ought to talk like this in front of the girl?”

         “She doesn’t understand.”

         “But the travel agency said everyone on the hotel staff spoke English.”

         “The travel agency is in San Francisco. We’re here.” Wilma made here sound like a synonym for hell. “If she can speak English why doesn’t she say something?”

         Wouldn’t you like to know, Consuela thought, swishing cold water nonchalantly around the washbasin. She not speak English, ha! She, who had once lived in Los Angeles, until the immigration authorities had caught up with her father and sent the whole family back with a busload of wetbacks; she, who had a genuine American boyfriend and was the envy of the whole neighborhood because she would one day, with the cooperation of the right horses, numbers and jai alai players, return to Los Angeles and walk among the movie stars. Not speak English! Ho ho to you, Wilma, with no more bosoms than a bull!

         “She’s really very pretty,” Amy said. “Don’t you think so?”

         “I hadn’t noticed.”

         “She is. Terribly pretty,” Amy repeated, watching Consuela’s reflection in the bathroom mirror for some sign that the girl had understood, a blush, a brightening of the eye. But Consuela was an older hand at pretense than Amy was at exposing pretenses. She came out of the bathroom, smiling, bland, and turned down each of the twin beds and plumped up the pillows. For Consuela the pretense was like a game. It could be a dangerous one, if the Americans complained to the manager, who knew she could speak English perfectly. But she couldn’t resist it any more than she could resist pilfering a pretty nylon slip, a gaudy belt, or a pair of lace panties.

         Amy, who knew a little about games too, said, “What’s your name? Do you speak English?”

         Consuela grinned and shrugged and spread her hands. Then she turned so quickly that her espadrilles squeaked in protest, and a moment later she was speeding down the hall to her broom closet. The grin had dropped off her face, and her throat felt tight as a cork in a bottle. In the narrow darkness, without quite knowing why, she crossed herself.

         “I don’t trust that girl,” Wilma said.

         “We could move to another hotel.”

         “They’re all the same. The whole country’s the same. Corrupt.”

         “We’ve only been here two days. Don’t you think…”

         ‘“I don’t have to think. I can smell. Corruption always smells.”

         Wilma sounded positive, as she always did when she was wrong or unsure of herself. She finished her make-up job by applying a dot of lipstick to the inside corner of each eye while Amy watched, hoping that Wilma’s “nerves” were not going to erupt again. The signs were all there, like the first wisps of smoke over a volcano; the trembling hands, the hard, fast breathing, the quick suspicions.

         Wilma had had a bad year, a divorce (her second), the death of her parents in a plane wreck, a bout of pneumonia. She had planned the holiday in Mexico to get away from it all. Instead, she had taken it all with her. Including, Amy thought grimly, me. Well, I needn’t have come. Rupert said I was making a mistake and Gill called me an imbecile. But Wilma has no one left but me.

         Wilma turned away from the bureau mirror. “I look like a hag.”

         The wisps of smoke were becoming clouds.

         “No, you don’t,” Amy said. “And I’m sorry I called you a poor sport. I mean…”

         “This suit hangs on me like a tent.”

         “It’s a beautiful suit.”

         “Of course it’s a beautiful suit. It’s a fine suit. It’s the hag inside that’s ruining it.”

         “Don’t talk like that. You’re only thirty-three.”

         “Only! I’ve lost so much weight. I’m like a stick.” Wilma sat down abruptly on the edge of one of the beds. “I feel sick.”

         “Where? Is it your head again?”

         “My stomach. Oh, God. It’s like—like being poisoned.”

         “Poisoned? Now, Wilma, you mustn’t think like that.”

         “I know. I know. But I feel so sick.” She rolled over sideways across the bed, her hands clutching her stomach.

         “I’m going to call a doctor.”

         “No, no—I don’t trust—foreigners…”

         “I can’t sit here and watch you suffer.” 

         “Oh God. I’m dying—I can’t breathe…”

         Her groans reached the broom closet, and Consuela pressed against the listening wall, as still and alert as a lizard on a sunny rock.
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         A doctor arrived before eight, a small, jaunty man with a red camellia in his buttonhole. He seemed to know what to expect; his examination was perfunctory, his questions brief. He gave Wilma a small red capsule and a teaspoon of a viscous peach-colored liquid, the remains of which he left on the bureau for future administration.

         Afterward, he talked to Amy in the sitting room adjoining the bedroom. “Your friend, Mrs. Wyatt, is very high-strung.”

         “Yes, I know.”

         “She claims to have been poisoned.”

         “Oh, that’s simply her nerves.”

         “I think not.”

         “No one would want to poison poor Wilma.”

         “No? Well, that’s not for me to say.” The doctor smiled. He had friendly eyes, the sheen and color of horehound. “But she has, in effect, been poisoned. Her malady is very common among visitors—turista, it is called, among other less reputable names.”

         “The water…?”

         “That, yes, but also the change of diet, injudicious eating, the altitude. The medicine I left for her is a new antibiotic which should take care of her digestive problems. The altitude is a different matter. Even to please the tourist trade, we cannot alter it. So here you are at approximately 7400 feet when you are accustomed to sea level. San Francisco, I believe you said?”

         “Yes.”

         “It is particularly hard on your friend because she is suffering from high blood pressure. Such people are inclined to be overactive by nature, and at this altitude overactivity can be most unwise. Mrs. Wyatt must be more cautious. Impress that on her.”

         Amy did not point out that nobody had been able to impress anything on Wilma for years; but she sighed, and the doctor seemed to understand.

         “Explain a little, anyway,” he said. “My countrymen do not take their siestas out of sheer laziness, as the comic strips would have you believe. The siesta is a sensible health precaution under our circumstances of living. You must so advise your friend.”

         “Wilma doesn’t like to lie down in the daytime. She says it’s procrastination.”

         “And so it is. A little procrastination is exactly what she requires.”

         “Well, I’ll do my best,” Amy said, sounding as if her best would be only a slight improvement over her worst. In fact, it seemed to Amy that the two sometimes got mixed up, and her best turned out disastrous and her worst not so bad.

         The doctor’s eyes moved back and forth across her face as if they were reading lines. “There’s another possibility,” he said, “if you’re not pressed for time.”

         “What is it?”

         “You might go down to Cuernavaca for a few days and give your friend a chance to acclimatize more gradually.”

         “How do you spell that?”

         He spelled it and she wrote it down on a little steel-backed pad with a magnetized pen attached. Rupert had given her the set because she couldn’t keep track of pens and was always having to write notes with an eyebrow pencil or even a lipstick. The lipstick ones were necessarily abbreviated. R: G.G.w.M B’k s’n. A. Only Rupert could have deciphered this to mean that Amy had taken the Scottie, Mack, to Golden Gate Park for a run and would be back soon. 

         “Cuernavaca,” the doctor said, “is only about an hour’s drive, but it’s some three thousand feet closer to sea level. Pretty town, lovely climate.”

         “I’ll tell Mrs. Wyatt about it when she wakes up.”

         “Which probably won’t be until tomorrow morning.”

         “She hasn’t had any dinner.”

         “I don’t think she’ll miss it,” the doctor said with a dry little smile. “You, on the other hand, look as if you need something to eat.”

         It seemed heartless to admit to hunger with Wilma ill, so Amy shook her head. “Oh, I’m not really hungry.”

         “The dining room remains open until midnight. Avoid raw fruit and vegetables. A steak would be good, no condiments. A Scotch and soda, but no fancy cocktails.”

         “I can’t very well leave Wilma.”

         “Why not?”

         “Suppose she wakes up and needs help.”

         “She won’t wake up.” The doctor picked up his medical bag, stepped briskly to the door, and opened it. “Good night, Mrs. Kellogg.”

         “I—we haven’t paid you.”

         “My charges will be added to your hotel bill.”

         “Oh. Well, thank you very much, Dr…?”

         “Lopez.” He presented his card with a neat little bow and closed the door behind him loudly and firmly as if to prove his point that Wilma wouldn’t wake up.

         The card read, Dr. Ernest Lopez, Paseo Reforma, 510, Tel. 11-24-14.

         He left behind him a faint smell of disinfectant. While he’d been in the room the smell had been rather reassuring to Amy: germs were being killed, viruses were falling by the wayside, bad little bugs were breathing their last. But without the doctor’s presence, the smell became disturbing, as if it had been put there to cover up older, subtler smells of decay, like spices on rotten meat.

         Amy crossed the room and opened the grilled door of the balcony. The sound from the avenida was deafening, as if everyone in the city, fresh and rested after a siesta, had suddenly erupted with excitement and noise. It had rained, briefly but heavily, during the late afternoon. The streets were still glistening and the air was thin and crisp and pure. It seemed to Amy like very healthful air, until she remembered Wilma’s high blood pressure. Then she closed the door again quickly, as if she half believed that the room was pressurized and she could shut out the altitude with a pane of glass and some iron grilling.

         “Poor Wilma,” she said aloud, but the sound didn’t emerge the way she intended it to. It came out, tight and small, from between clenched teeth.

         She heard her own voice betraying her friendship, and she walked away from it with guilty haste, toward the bedroom.

         Wilma was asleep, still wearing her red silk suit, and her bracelets, and her golden eyelids. She looked dead enough to bury.

         Amy switched off the lamp and went back to the living room. It was eight o’clock. Across the avenida a church bell began to toll, striving to be heard above the clang of trolley cars and the horns of taxis. Back home it was only six o’clock, Amy thought. Rupert would still be working in the garden, with Mack nearby stalking butterflies and Jerusalem crickets, and letting them go, of course, if he caught any, because Scotties were very civilized dogs. Or, if the fog had moved in from the bay, the two of them would be inside, Rupert reading the Saturday papers in the den, with Mack perched on the back of his chair looking gloomily over Rupert’s shoulder as if he took a very dim view of what was going on in the world.

         The big man and the little dog seemed so vivid, so close, that when the knock came on the door she jumped in shock at the intrusion on her private world.

         She opened the door, expecting only the girl with the towels again. But it was an elderly Mexican man carrying an object loosely wrapped in newspaper.

         “Here is the box the señora ordered this afternoon.”

         “I didn’t order any box.”

         “The other señora. She wished it initialed. I bring it in person, not trusting my no-good son-in-law.” He removed the newspaper carefully as if he were unveiling a statue. “It is a beautiful box. Everyone agrees?”

         “It’s lovely,” Amy said.

         “The purest silver. None purer. Feel how heavy.”

         He handed her the hammered silver box. She almost dropped it, its weight was so unexpected in spite of his warning.

         He grinned with delight. “You see? The purest of silver. The señora said it looks like the sea. I have never see the sea. I make a box that looks like the sea and I have never see the sea. How is it possible?”

         “Mrs. Wyatt—the señora is asleep right now. I’ll give it to her when she wakes up.” Amy hesitated. “The box is paid for?”

         “The box, yes. My services, no. I am an old man. I run like lightning through the streets, not trusting my no-good son-in-law. I run all the way here so the señora would have her beautiful box tonight. She said, ‘Señor, this box is of such beauty I cannot bear to be without it for one night.’”

         It was practically the last thing on earth Wilma would have said but Amy was in no mood to argue. 

         “For the señoras,” he added righteously, “I run anywhere. Even though I am an old man I run.”

         “Would four pes—”

         “A very old man. With much family trouble and a bad kidney.”

         In spite of his age and infirmity and running through the streets he seemed ready to talk at considerable length. She gave him six pesos, knowing it was too much, just to get rid of him.

         She put the box on the coffee table, wondering why Wilma, who always made such a fuss about being charged for extraweight baggage on planes, should have bought so heavy an object, and for whom it was intended. Probably for herself, Amy thought. Wilma rarely squandered money on other people unless she was in an elated mood, and God knew there was no evidence of that on this trip.

         She opened the box. The initials were on the inside of the lid, engraved so elaborately that she had difficulty deciphering them. R.J.K.

         “R.J.K.” She repeated the letters aloud as if to clarify them and to conjure up an image to match them. But the only R.J.K. she could think of was Rupert, and it didn’t seem likely that Wilma would buy so expensive a gift for Rupert. Most of the time Amy’s husband and her best friend were barely civil to each other.
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         It was Sunday afternoon when Wilma awoke from her long sleep. She felt weak and hungry, but her mind was extraordinarily clear, as if a storm had passed through her during the night leaving the inner air fresh and clean.

         As she showered and dressed, it seemed to her for the first time in many years that life was very simple and logical. She wished there were somebody around to whom she could communicate this sudden revelation. But Amy had gone, leaving a note that she would be back at four, and the young waiter who brought her breakfast tray only grinned nervously when she tried to tell him how simple life was.

         “When you’re tired, you sleep.”

         “Si, señora.”

         “When you’re hungry, you eat. Simple, logical, basic.”

         “Si, señora, but I’m not hungry.”

         “Oh, what the hell,” Wilma said. “Go away.”

         The waiter had almost ruined her revelation, but not quite. She opened the balcony doors and addressed the warm, sunny afternoon: “I shall be absolutely basic all day. No fuss, no frills, no getting upset. I must concentrate only on the essentials.”

         The first essential was, obviously, food. She was hungry, she would eat.

         She removed the cover from the ham and eggs. They were black with pepper, and the tomato juice tasted strongly of limes. Why in God’s name did they have to put lime juice on everything? It was difficult enough to be basic, without fools and incompetents thwarting you at every corner. 

         I am hungry, I will eat turned into I am hungry, I must eat and finally I’ll eat if it kills me. By that time she was no longer hungry. The revelation joined its many predecessors in oblivion and life once more became, as it always had been for Wilma, complex and bewildering.

         Later in the afternoon Amy returned with an armload of packages. She found Wilma in the sitting room reading a copy of the Mexico City News and drinking a Scotch and soda.

         Wilma peered over the top of her spectacles. “Buy anything interesting?”

         “Just a few little things for Gill’s children. The stores were jammed. It seems funny, everyone shopping on Sunday.” She put her packages on the coffee table beside the silver box. “How are you feeling?”

         “All right. I must have passed out like a light after the doctor gave me that junk.”

         “Yes.”

         “What did you do all evening?”

         “Nothing.”

         Wilma looked faintly exasperated. “You can’t have done nothing. Nobody does nothing.”

         “I do. I did.”

         “What about dinner?”

         “I didn’t have any.”

         “Why not?”

         “I was—upset.” Amy sat down stiffly on the edge of a green leather chair. “The box came.”

         “So I see.”

         “It looks very expensive.”

         “It was,” Wilma said. “The least they could have done was wrap it. My purchases are my own private business.” 

         “Not this one.”

         “Obviously not.” Wilma tossed the newspaper on the floor and took off her spectacles. She couldn’t read without the spectacles, since she was far-sighted, but she could see across the room better without them. Amy’s face looked pale and numb. “I gather you noticed the initials?”

         “Yes.”

         “And concluded, of course, that Rupert and I are madly in love; that we have, in fact, been carrying on an affair for years and years behind your…”

         “Shut up,” Amy said. “I hear the girl in the bedroom.”

         Consuela had let herself in with her passkey and was now making up the beds. Her shoulders slumped and her feet dragged from weariness because she’d had a fight with her boyfriend that had lasted well into the night. The cause of the fight was, to Consuela, absolutely ridiculous. All she did was pilfer a black nylon slip from 411, but her boyfriend became very angry and told her she would lose her job and accused her of trying to steal the smell off a goat if she got the chance. Besides all that, the slip had been too small for her and she’d torn the seams attempting to force it over her hips.

         Life was unfair. Life was cruel as a bull’s horn. Consuela groaned as she changed the sheets, and made small suffering sounds as she slopped a little water around the washbasin. Why would I steal the smell off a goat?

         “You’re jealous,” Wilma said softly. “Is that it?”

         “Of course not. It just doesn’t seem proper to me. And if Gill finds out he’ll make a big fuss about it.”

         “Don’t tell him, then.”

         “I never tell him things. But he always finds out in some way.”

         “Why do you still care what your brother thinks, at your age and weight?” 

         “He can cause a lot of trouble,” Amy said. “He’s always been suspicious of Rupert anyway. I don’t know why.”

         “I could tell you why, but you wouldn’t like it. You probably wouldn’t even listen.”

         “Then why bother telling me?”

         “I’m not going to.” Wilma finished her drink. “So you don’t care whether I give Rupert the box, just so long as Gill doesn’t find out about it. That’s very funny.”

         “Not to me, it isn’t. And I don’t see why you had to buy such an expensive gift in the first place.”

         “Because I wanted to. You wouldn’t understand. You haven’t done anything because you wanted to in your whole life. I have. I do. I saw this box in the window of a little shop and it reminded me of something Rupert said once, that the sea looked like hammered silver. I never really understood what he meant until I saw the box. So I bought it. I simply went in and bought it, without thinking of money, or you, or Gill, or all your weird, complicated…”

         “Not so loud. The girl…”

         “The hell with the girl. The hell with the box, too. Take the damn thing and throw it over the balcony!”

         “We can’t very well do that,” Amy said quietly. “There are too many people on the street. Someone might get hurt.”

         “But that’s what you’d like to do, isn’t it?”

         “I don’t know.”

         “Oh, admit it. Admit something for a change. You want to get rid of the box.”

         “Yes, but…”

         “Do it then. Chuck the thing over the railing. That’ll be the end of it. And good, good riddance.”

         In the bedroom Consuela let out a little bleat of protest. To throw a silver box out into the street like garbage would be a terrible sin. Suppose someone very rich saw it falling through the air and caught it and became even richer—Consuela groaned at the thought of such injustice and cursed herself for her stupidity in pretending to the two ladies that she couldn’t speak English. Now she could not present herself to them and state her case: I am a very poor and very humble peasant. Sometimes I am even tempted to steal…

         No, that would not have been good, giving them ideas about her stealing. Perhaps it was just as well that she had pretended not to know English. This way she could simply confront the ladies, looking very poor and humble and honest, and they might offer to give her the box.

         Consuela glanced in the mirror above the bureau. How did one go about looking honest? It was not easy.

         She picked up the carpet sweeper and headed for the sitting room, already making plans for the silver box. She would sell it and buy lottery tickets for tomorrow’s drawing. Then, on Tuesday morning when her winning number was published in the papers, she would tell her boyfriend to go kiss a goat, thumb her nose at the hotel manager, and leave immediately for Hollywood where she would have her hair bleached and walk among the movie stars.

         She spoke in Spanish, sounding very poor and humble. “If the good ladies will excuse me, I have come to clean the room.”

         “Tell her to go away and come back later,” Wilma said.

         Amy shook her head. “I don’t know how.”

         “I thought you took Spanish in high school.”

         “That was over fifteen years ago and only for a semester.”

         “Well, find the book of common phrases for tourists.”

         “We—I left it on the plane.”

         “Oh, for God’s sake. Well, get rid of her some way.” 

         Consuela had discovered the silver box on the coffee table and was making excited noises over its beauty, its craftsmanship, and the number of lottery tickets it was worth.

         “She must be talking about the box,” Amy said.

         “Let her talk.”

         “If you’re just going to throw it away anyway, you could give it to her instead.”

         “I could,” Wilma said, “but I won’t. And who said I intended throwing it away?”

         “You did. You practically promised.”

         “Nothing of the sort. I said if you wanted to throw it away you were to go ahead and do it. But you didn’t have enough nerve, so you lost your chance. The box is mine. I bought it for Rupert and I’m giving it to Rupert.”

         Consuela, cheated out of her blond hair and her movie stars, squawked in protest and held her hand against her heart as if it were breaking.

         Wilma glared at her. “Go away. We’re busy. Come back later.”

         “Oh, you are a wicked one,” Consuela moaned in Spanish. “A selfish one, a bad one. Oh, may you spend eternity in hell.”

         “I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”

         “Oh, I wish you could, you black witch with the evil eye. Children grow pale and sicken when you look at them. Dogs put their tails between their legs and slink away…”

         “I’ve had enough of this,” Wilma said, addressing Amy. “I’m going to the bar.”

         “Alone?”

         “You’re perfectly welcome to come along.”

         “It’s so early, barely five o’clock.”

         “Then stay here. If you can dig up some of that high school Spanish of yours, I’m sure you and the girl can have a ball.” 

         “Wilma, don’t drink too much when you’re in this mood. It will only depress you.”

         “I’m already depressed,” Wilma said. “You depress me.”

         
             

         

         At seven o’clock Amy set out to look for her.

         The hotel operated two bars, an elaborate one on the roof with a lively orchestra, and a smaller one between the lobby and the dining room for people who preferred martinis without music. Amy tipped the elevator boy two pesos and asked him what direction Wilma had taken.

         “Your friend in the fur coat?”

         “Yes.”

         “First she went up to the roof garden. A little time later she came down again. She said the marimbas made it too noisy to talk.”

         “Talk?” Amy said. “To whom?”

         “The American.”

         “What American?”

         “He hangs around the bar. He is what you call homesick, for New York. He likes to talk to other Americans. He is harmless,” the boy added with a shrug. “A nobody.”

         They were at a table in a corner of the crowded bar, Wilma and the harmless American, a dark-skinned, blond-haired young man in a garish green and brown striped sport coat. Wilma was doing the talking and the young man was listening and smiling, a trained professional smile without warmth or interest. He looked harmless enough, Amy thought. And he probably was—except to Wilma. Two marriages and two divorces had taught Wilma nothing about men; she was both too suspicious and too gullible, too aggressive and too vulnerable.

         Amy crossed the room uncertainly, wanting to turn back, but wanting even more to be reassured that Wilma was all right, not drunk, not nervous. This is the wrong place for her. Tomorrow we’ll go to Cuernavaca as the doctor suggested. It will be more restful, there will be no homesick Americans.

         “Why, there you are,” Wilma said, very loudly and gaily. “Come on, sit down. I’d like you to meet a fellow San Franciscan. Joe O’Donnell, Amy Kellogg.”

         Amy acknowledged the introduction with a slight nod and sat down. “So you’re from San Francisco, Mr. O’Donnell?”

         “That’s right. But call me Joe. Everybody does.”

         “I somehow got the impression you were from New York.”

         O’Donnell laughed and said easily, “Woman’s intuition?”

         “Partly.”

         “Partly the sport jacket, maybe. I had it tailored in New York. Brooks Brothers.”

         Brooks Brothers, my foot, Amy thought. “Indeed? How interesting.”

         “Let’s have a drink,” Wilma said. “You sound too sober, Amy dear. Sober and mad. You’re always getting mad; you just don’t show it like the rest of us.”

         “Oh, stop it, Wilma. I’m not mad.”

         “Yes, you are.” Wilma turned to O’Donnell and put her hand on his sleeve. “You want to know what she’s mad about? Do you?”

         “I can take it or leave it,” O’Donnell said lightly.

         “Sure you want to know.”

         “You’re drunk.”

         “A little. A very very very little. Make up your mind. Do you want me to tell you what she’s mad about?”

         “All right, spill it and get it over with.”

         “She thinks—Amy is always thinking, it’s a very bad habit—she thinks I have designs on her husband because I bought him a silver box.”

         O’Donnell grinned. “And have you?” 

         “Of course not,” Wilma said vigorously. “Rupert’s like a brother to me. Besides, I like to buy things for people. Sometimes, when I’m feeling good, that is. Other times I get depressed and stingy and I wouldn’t give the time of day to a blind man.”

         “Right now you’re feeling good, eh?”

         “Very good. Let me buy you a drink. Or perhaps you’d like a silver box?”

         “We could start with the drink.”

         “O.K. Waiter! Waiter! Three tequilas with lime.”

         “Wilma,” Amy said. “Listen. Why don’t we go and have dinner?”

         “Later, later. I’m not hungry right now.”

         “I am.”

         “You go and have dinner, then.”

         “No. I’ll wait for you.”

         “All right, wait. Just don’t sit there looking mad. Try to be cheerful.”

         “I’m trying,” Amy said grimly, “harder than you think.”

         O’Donnell’s smile was becoming a little strained. The evening wasn’t turning out as he’d planned—a few free drinks, some talk, perhaps a small loan. One woman he could usually handle nicely. Two women, especially two women who didn’t like each other, might become a burden. He wished there were some quick, quiet way of ditching them both without any hurt feelings. Hurt feelings could result in complaints to the manager, and he didn’t want the welcome mat pulled out from under him. The bar was his headquarters. He never got into any trouble. The Americans who came in were always glad to set up drinks for a fellow Friscan or New Yorker or Chicagoan or Angeleno or Milwaukeean or Denverite. Some of the cities he claimed as home he had visited. The others he’d read about or heard about. He’d never been to San Francisco but he’d seen many pictures of the Golden Gate Bridge, Fisherman’s Wharf and the cable cars. That was enough real information. The rest he could fake, including an address if he was asked for one. He always used the same address, Garden Street, because every city had a Garden Street.

         “Eleven-twenty-five Garden Street,” he told Amy. “You probably never heard of it. It’s over on the east side of town. Or it was. They may have torn the whole district down by now and put up hotels or department stores. Are the cable cars still running?”

         “Some of them,” Amy said.

         “It makes me homesick just thinking about them.”

         “Does it?” She wondered what place he was really homesick for; a farm in Minnesota, perhaps, or a little desert town in Arizona. She knew she would never find out. She couldn’t ask and he wouldn’t tell. “Is there anything to stop you from going home, Mr. O’Donnell?”

         “Just a small matter of money. I’ve had some bad luck at the track.”

         “Oh.”

         His smile widened until it seemed almost genuine. “Yes. I’m a naughty boy, Mrs. Kellogg. I gamble. I have to.”

         “Oh?”

         “There’s no other way of making money. I can’t apply for any job without working papers and so far I haven’t been able to get any working papers. Say, this is beginning to sound like Be-Sorry-For-Joe O’Donnell night. Let’s can it. Let’s talk about you. What have you two ladies been doing for amusement in Mexico City?”

         “Amusement?” Wilma lifted her brows. “I hardly know the meaning of the word any more.”

         “We’ll have to change that. How long will you be here?”

         “We leave tomorrow,” Amy said. “For Cuernavaca.”

         “That’s too bad. I was hoping to show you…” 

         “Cuerna—who?” Wilma said loudly to Amy.

         “Cuernavaca.”

         “And we leave tomorrow?”

         “Yes.”

         “Are you out of your mind? We just got here. Why in God’s name should we take off for a place I never even heard of, Cuern—whatever it is?”

         “Cuernavaca,” said Amy patiently.

         “Stop repeating it. It sounds like a disease of the spine.”

         “It’s supposed to be very beautiful and…”

         “I don’t care if it’s the original Garden of Eden,” Wilma said. “I’m not going. What put such a crazy idea in your head anyway?”

         “The doctor suggested it, for the sake of your health.”

         “My health is fine, thank you. You look after your own.”

         The drinks came and O’Donnell sat without embarrassment while Wilma paid for them. A year ago, or two years, he might have been a little embarrassed. Now he was merely tired. The two ladies were, as he’d feared, becoming a burden. He wished they would go to Cuernavaca right away, tonight.

         He said firmly, “No visitor to Mexico should miss Cuernavaca. Cortés’ palace is there, and the cathedral, just about the oldest cathedral in the republic. And birds, thousands of singing birds. If you like birds.”

         “I hate birds,” Wilma said.

         He went on to describe the climate, the tropical foliage, the beautiful plazas, until he realized that neither of the two women was paying the slightest attention to him. They had begun to argue again, about a man called Gill, and what Gill would think if he walked in right now, or if he ever found out.

         O’Donnell got up and left.

         
            *

         

         Consuela quit work at eight o’clock and went down to the service entrance where her boyfriend was supposed to meet her. He wasn’t there, and one of the kitchen help told her he’d gone to the jai alai games.

         Consuela cursed his pig eyes and his black heart and returned to her broom closet, determined on revenge. It wasn’t much of a revenge but it was all she could think of, to stay in the closet all night and let him worry about her and wonder why she didn’t come home and where she was.

         She made herself as comfortable as possible on a bed of towels. There was no ventilation in the closet but Consuela didn’t mind this. The night air was bad anyway. It caused consumption, and if you had consumption you couldn’t get into the United States. The immigration authorities wouldn’t give you any papers.

         She dozed off and dreamed that she was on a bus going to Hollywood. Suddenly the bus stopped and a bearded man who looked a little like Jesus opened the door and said, “Consuela Juanita Magdalena Dolores Gonzales, you have consumption. You must get off the bus immediately.” Consuela flung herself at his feet, weeping and pleading. He turned away from her sternly, and she began to scream.

         When she first woke up she could hear herself screaming, but a moment later, sitting up, fully awake now, she realized it was not herself she’d heard screaming. It was one of the ladies in 404.

         
             

         

         In spite of the lateness of the hour there were a dozen eyewitnesses who’d been passing on the avenida below the balcony of 404, each of them eager to give his version of what had happened.

         The American lady paused at the railing and looked down before she jumped. 

         She did not look down. She knelt and prayed.

         She didn’t hesitate a moment, just ran across the balcony and dived over.

         She screamed as she fell.

         She didn’t make a sound.

         She carried in her arms a silver box.

         Her arms were empty, flung wide to the heavens in supplication.
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