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INTRODUCTION

Magic is mysterious, and mystery is magical: we are enthralled by that which we don’t (yet) know, and many of us are under the spell of a near-visceral compulsion to learn the truth—“solve” the mystery.

It’s a natural instinct, to wish to know. Problems exist to be solved but mystery is ever elusive. Even if we know who has committed the crime, we need to know how; we need to know why. Beyond that, we crave to know meaning. In magic, the ingenious magician is one who not only knows how to perform magic but knows how to deflect his viewers’ avid attention from the workings of magic itself, which are (of course) illusory—the magician is the “illusionist.” Of magic it is commonly said that the “magic” exists exclusively in the eye of the enthralled beholder; expose the mechanism behind the magic, you have reduced it to mere trickery—disillusionment.

Mystery/detective novels of the Golden Age (1920-1939) are more akin to magic than to mainstream literature in which an exploration of human personality in a recognizably “real” world is the point, as well as a cultivation of language as an end in itself; in the classic mystery/detective novel as executed by Agatha Christie, John Dickson Carr, and Ellery Queen among others, a brilliantly facile sleight-of-hand obscures from readers “clues” cleverly seeded in a prose narrative that, upon a second, closer reading, leap forward as premonitory. So that explains it, we think, marveling. As in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Purloined Letter” the most inspired clues, as they are likely to be invisible, are before our eyes.

All mystery/detective novels begin with a crime, usually a murder, which precipitates everything that follows. To compose an adventure of detection of some length it’s necessary for the author, as the master magician, to deflect the reader’s immediate attention from clues that will give away the mystery too quickly, as the reader’s attention must be directed toward, yet also away, from the individual who will be unmasked at last as the “guilty” party. Ideally, readers should be surprised by the unmasking, yet recognize it as plausible, indeed inevitable. If inadequate clues are seeded beforehand, the reader will feel cheated; if clues are too obvious, the reader will feel cheated. (The game-like nature of the genre was brilliantly highlighted by Ellery Queen’s innovative “challenge to the reader”—interrupting the prose narrative to declare that, given the assemblage of clues available at that point, the attentive reader should be able to solve the mystery himself.) Like magic, mystery/detective fictions are variants on formulas, read by aficionados familiar with the conventions of the genre, which can come to be addictive: because Mystery is never solved, but only shifts to new circumstances, mysteries can be explored forever.

In genre crime literature nothing precedes the crime: there are no significant “back-stories,” no complex social circumstances. The discovery of a body sets in motion a sequence of actions each related to its predecessor and successor in a causal relationship; the randomness of life is anathema to the Golden Age mystery. For the author, as a puppet-master, the skillfully composed mystery begins with its ending, and is imagined backward; all forward motion—“plot”—moves inexorably toward that ending, the “solution” of the crime or crimes. Along the way there will be an ample supply of “clues” both legitimate and misleading; there will be a (hopefully colorful) cast of “suspects” with “motives.” The ideal Golden Age mystery is a “locked-room” mystery in which ingenuity is the point, demonstrated by the (unknown) murderer and the sleuth who tracks and eventually names him, at which point the fiction dissolves to the sort of ending characteristic of fairy tales: nothing beyond this naming of the “guilty,” no lingering consequences of murderous crimes, no permanently traumatized victims, no anxiety about whether criminal justice will be fairly meted out, or meted out at all. As in The Cat Saw Murder the ideal sleuth is an amateur for whom no employment of forensics or the resources of professional law enforcement is an option and who must rely upon her own ratiocination: “There was the puzzle of the crime, which allured [Miss Rachel’s] mathematical mind as would a problem in algebra.”

The sleuth, like the reader, is presented with a situation, usually of escalating criminal acts, but, unlike the reader, the sleuth can construct a coherent path through the underbrush. By the end of the novel we are dazzled by an illumination of just one, crucial and seemingly inevitable storyline, which “solves” the mystery; in an ideal specimen of the genre, a second reading will reveal how cleverly the author has arranged his revelations amid much that is distracting.

The Cat Saw Murder is a particularly eccentric example of such a genre work in that there are two “mysteries” running concurrently: the mystery of who has committed a curiously awkward, quasi-bungled murder at a most inopportune time, and the mystery of who is narrating the story, from a future perspective in which the mystery has (evidently) been solved, and one, or two, or three individuals are engaged in narrating it. The primary mystery is a conventional one involving murders in close quarters, with a limited cast of characters/ suspects, as in a formulaic locked-room mystery; the secondary mystery is more intriguing, for its solution must lie beyond the scope of the novel’s time-span, in a future devised by the unlikely sleuth, 70-year-old Miss Rachel Murdoch.

The first in a series of mysteries by D.B. Olsen, one of the pseudonyms of bestselling Dolores Hitchens (1907-1973), The Cat Saw Murder (1939) inaugurates what has become a curious publishing phenomenon—the “cat mystery,” now a multi-million-dollar-a-year industry. (Given the mythology of cats, originating in ancient Egypt where cats were allegedly worshipped as gods, it is not surprising that the cat, of all animals, is imagined as the Doppelganger of amateur detectives, usually women: where dogs are extraverted and eager to please, cats tend to a brooding sort of introversion, and a marked disinterest in “pleasing”—exactly the sort of personality suited for dispassionate detection and the unmasking of deceit.) In twelve mysteries published between 1939 and 1956, bearing such playful titles as The Cat Wears a Noose, Cats Have Tall Shadows, Cats Don’t Smile, Death Walks on Cat Feet, among others, the fragile-bodied but sharply observant Miss Rachel Murdoch confronts murder after murder with astonishing composure for a maiden lady of advanced years; in The Cat Saw Murder Miss Rachel is fearless, at times reckless in the pursuit of solving the mystery of who brutally killed her niece in Miss Rachel’s very presence (she has been drugged with morphine), and goes on to kill again, with a gruesome corpse-maiming as a bonus. One of a devoted pair of elderly sister-spinsters, Miss Rachel is the lively sister, the inquisitive sister, the one whom the author favors:

Even at the age of seventy some traces of what had been Miss Rachel’s stunning beauty remained. The hairline—though the hair was white and thinned—was a perfect widow’s peak and set her small face off into the shape of a heart. Her eyes regarded Miss Jennifer [her sister] with a dark aliveness, like the movement of water in a little pool which feels the current of the stream. Her hands broke her toast with definite grace. [3]

Miss Rachel will prove to be a delightful amateur sleuth, more than a match for her professional counterpart, the socially maladroit and somewhat bumbling Detective Lieutenant Stephen Mayhew, who has been called to the crime scene in the coastal town of Breakers Beach, California; the informal partnership of Mayhew and Miss Rachel, whom he condescendingly calls “the old lady,” gives to The Cat Saw Murder an air of uplift, as in romance, or young adult fiction, in which unlikely individuals become bonded in a singular heroic effort.

Indeed, Mayhew behaves less like a police detective than an amateur sleuth whose homicide investigation involves inveigling a naïve young woman to act as a decoy to attract the murderer—with near-fatal results for the young woman. He is something of a cinematic “character”—mercurial, short-tempered, a sexist who “dislikes fat women who wear red nail enamel” [212], a bully who “throws” an annoying suspect into a corridor, and slaps the face of a traumatized young woman. He is so narrow-minded that an attempted suicide by an (obviously innocent) older woman is “tantamount to a confession.” [191] Exotically described as having “blue-black hair, bushy black brows and a brown square face as emotionally mobile as a nicely carved wooden mask . . . . [Mayhew] needs only a good nasty growl to complete the picture of a black bear.” [47] Eventually Mayhew will feature in two independent Olsen mysteries but he is not nearly so interesting or original a creation as Miss Rachel.

One of the novelties of The Cat Saw Murder is that the account of the mystery is jointly narrated, by both Miss Rachel and Mayhew, from some undisclosed future time; while the homicide case is past tense, the narration is present tense, a distinction likely to distract some readers with frequent time shifts, and an obscure perspective, in which Detective Lieutenant Mayhew seems to have acquired an informal personal relationship with Miss Rachel. (It will give little away to inform perplexed readers that Miss Rachel, Mayhew, and Mayhew’s young wife Sara are well acquainted, having bonded together in the strife of the homicide investigation of The Cat Saw Murder; at some peaceful later time the three are piecing together their individual memories of the case, which Mayhew has called “the damnedest case that he ever met up with” [1]. If the reader keeps this in mind Olsen’s frequent time-shifts are not so jarring.)

The cat that saw murder is Miss Rachel’s “black satin” Samantha, an elegant creature with “golden eyes” and a “soprano miaow” whose life is endangered since she happens to be an heiress, having inherited a small fortune from Miss Rachel’s elder sister. (This is a subplot, not integrated into the larger mystery.) Readers uneasy at the prospect of a preternatural feline acting as a sleuth, or as a companion of a sleuth, should be assured that Olsen’s cat is not possessed of extraordinary gifts, and Miss Rachel is not an especially besotted cat-owner: at one point she is uncertain that the cat is even Samantha. (Among much that strains credulity in the novel is Miss Rachel’s bizarre notion that a strange cat has been substituted for Samantha, as it is unlikely that Miss Rachel wouldn’t immediately take Samantha away after two attempts are made on the cat’s life.)

Beyond feisty Miss Rachel, bear-like Detective Lieutenant Mayhew, and Samantha the black satin cat, characters in The Cat Saw Murder are but functions of the plot, sketchily presented as physical beings of a repellent sort: among the suspects are Mrs. Turner (“Her bony cheeks were flushed with anger; her big jaw jutted at him . . . she had the beak and eyes of a bird of prey and her neck was wrinkled and grayish as a buzzard” [65]); another unpleasant (female) suspect is “tall, big-jawed” [36], still another has a “stout bosom” [61]. Miss Rachel’s niece Lily, whose function in the plot is to get herself murdered in an early chapter, is a slovenly, mammalian figure, clearly repulsive to the author as to fastidious Miss Rachel herself:

Lily Sticklemann was getting perilously close to forty but she tried desperately, though not cleverly, not to show it. She was a big woman with very white skin, prominent teeth and mountainous masses of pale hair . . . Her figure was not svelte. It bulged, in spite of an excellent corset . . . If Miss Rachel might properly be said to resent anything, she resented the fact that Lily was so obviously and persistently stupid. It was an involved stupidity that attempted to simulate cunning; that loved its little mysteries; that was coy; that was dull. [9]

Significantly, the frowsy Lily is not Miss Rachel’s niece by blood, only by marriage: she confesses to Miss Rachel that she has been cheating at bridge, but so ineptly that she has been losing badly, and is now in serious debt; she offers Miss Rachel a most unappetizing liver sausage sandwich from which “she withdrew a long yellow hair . . . and dropped it into the sink, where it lay disconsolately upon soiled dishes.” [21] A fount of dismaying manners, Lily is soon murdered with excessive brutality, in the sort of awkward circumstances that would be unlikely in actual life but are characteristic of murders in “locked-room” mysteries in which there are numerous suspects in close proximity, each of whom will have to be interrogated by the sleuth.

The novel’s suspenseful scenes establish Miss Rachel as not only a cerebral sleuth but one willing to risk herself physically; to determine who may have murdered her niece, Miss Rachel manages the acrobatic feat of lowering herself into the apartments of suspects in their absence, a practical endeavor described in detail:

There was such an opening in the ceiling of Miss Rachel’s closet, and when she saw it her heart gave a bound of pure sleuthly joy . . . To get into this place without leaving an obvious stack of chairs, or a similar means of mounting, seemed at first quite a problem, and then it became exceptionally easy. Miss Rachel simply pulled each drawer of the built-in chest slightly outward, so that its edge gave a firm foothold, and then upon this arrangement she mounted daringly upward . . . It was as black in the attic as the uppermost depths of Hades might be presumed to be. [161]

Despite her frail physique Miss Rachel is clearly not hobbled by her gender, no more than by her genteel caste and reasonable disposition.

As sheer entertainment, its wild improbabilities overlooked, The Cat Saw Murder is deftly executed; Miss Rachel is an engaging, even endearing amateur sleuth, and “black satin” Samantha a highly promising companion for further adventures. D.B. Olsen was a skillful storyteller whose mysteries are due for reexamination, particularly in the light of women’s crime fiction and contemporary “cat mysteries.” Beneath the surface narrative, fast-moving as a stream, is a deeper sort of tragic wisdom, appropriate for the darkening era of 1939 as for our own:

Mayhew was disturbed by the evidence of the severed hand more than he liked to admit. He had been in contact with violent death many times, death both planned and accidental and most hideous, but outright, cold-blooded torture was rare to him. He found himself wondering about the hand and about the man who had owned it: what frozen superhuman control or babbling frenzy had possessed him in his hour of agony, and above all, what the purpose of the torture might have been. [133]

What the purpose is not a theme taken up by most mystery/detective fictions, beyond the pragmatic and expedient purpose of creating a mystery to be solved by an impresario sleuth. In The Cat Saw Murder it is particularly satisfying that the 35-year-old plainclothes detective Mayhew is aided by teaming up with the 70-year-old Miss Rachel; only by joining forces can these two seemingly antithetical individuals put an end to what would be a succession of brutal murderers by a crude and unrepentant murderer.

—JOYCE CAROL OATES
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Chapter One:
LILY IS FRIGHTENED


DETECTIVE LIEUTENANT Stephen Mayhew has been heard to complain that the murder of the Sticklemann woman was the damnedest case that he ever met up with; that solving the thing was like working a jigsaw puzzle upside down and backward; that it got progressively worse as it dragged along; and that it set him at such insane tasks as pulling hairs out of Miss Rachel’s cat and forcing a timid fat woman to scream. He has said, with embellishments, that he hated the thing from beginning to end.


But Miss Rachel from the wisdom of her seventy years thinks otherwise. Though she admits Mayhew’s pose of truculence, she thinks that it was a camouflage for happiness. She says that Mayhew’s eyes shone and that his step was springy in spite of himself. She has an idea that he ate well during that time, and slept like a top. She is as sure of his grin at finding the pin at the window as she is of putting it there. It was a small and ordinary pin but it set awry the first careful intrigue of the murderer. It must have pleased the lieutenant.


As for Rachel herself: there was shock and grief, and a time when the cold fingers of death had almost clutched her. There was the puzzle of the crime, which allured her mathematical mind as would a problem in algebra. At only one time was she really desperately afraid and that was during the night that she spent in the attic listening to the murderer search her room below. The attic was windy and chill, and so black that Miss Rachel felt disembodied in darkness. Until she sneezed. Then she became very much present in the flesh—a breathless thing all ears to hear if the person below had caught the sneeze and were coming up after her. The wind blew on her through the musty attic; the black pressed like a fist into her eyes; and she didn’t dare stir for fear of making a sound.


A minute ticked away. Perhaps two. The whispering rustle below continued as someone went through her belongings. Miss Rachel breathed again.


Then the cat opened her mouth with a small wet sound in the dark and Miss Rachel was struck anew with terror. Was the cat getting ready to yowl—or just to yawn? Miss Rachel waited.


But Lieutenant Mayhew would object that the story shouldn’t begin there—not properly. It should start at the beginning, before even he had barged into the picture.


So the scene fades back and back, until . . .


The Misses Murdock were having breakfast.


In the bleak spaciousness of their white breakfast room the little table looked woefully astray, as though it had wandered out of a kitchenette apartment somewhere and didn’t know how to get back. The Misses Murdock themselves seemed somewhat lost. They were tiny and gray and very old; two quaint figures in gingham, wrapped in woolen shawls against the cold of the large unheated house and perched upon their chairs at the little table, munching their toast and sipping milk.


Miss Jennifer gazed with her usual mild reproach at the towering white walls, and through the doorway into the vastness of the kitchen beyond, and shivered. The shiver was also usual, as were the words which followed:


“We ought to give up this place, Rachel. Rent it out to a big family—lease it to someone. It’s big enough for forty people and much too big for just the two of us.” She pulled the shawl up to cover a transparent blue-veined ear. “Cold in the mornings too. If we had a small place we might afford to keep it warm.”


Miss Rachel, sitting opposite her, showed neither surprise nor worry at this complaint. She gave no immediate answer save the lifting of white brows above her dark and brilliant eyes. Even at the age of seventy some traces of what had been Miss Rachel’s stunning beauty remained. The hairline—though the hair was white and thinned—was a perfect widow’s peak and set her small face off into the shape of a heart. Her eyes regarded Miss Jennifer with a dark aliveness, like the movement of water in a little pool which feels the current of the stream. Her hands broke her toast with definite grace.


Miss Jennifer did not much resemble her sister. She was a plain elderly woman, as she had been a plain girl, and she held no truck with facial preparations. She looked neglected.


Miss Rachel spoke a single meditative reminder. “Our father built this house, Jennifer.”


Miss Jennifer stared irritably at her milk. “I know. So we stay. Even though we freeze, we stay. Keeping up the Murdock tradition. If it were only possible to break up a tradition and stick it into the stove and get heat out of it—that would make me happy.”


Miss Rachel seemed pained. “It’s been home for more than forty years, Jennifer. No other place would ever seem right to us after all that time. You yourself would balk at moving when the time came. I know you would.”


Jennifer softened grudgingly, still unhappy. “So I would, I guess. Come to think of it, I can’t really picture us ever living anywhere else. We’re used to this old house. A modern place with a lot of mechanical contraptions would probably frighten us to death. But lately I’ve felt the cold so badly. It’s like a barn in here. My feet are frozen.”


It was then that the telephone rang. The harsh jangle was caught up and multiplied by the big echoing rooms so that its summons burst upon the Misses Murdock like a towerful of bells. Miss Jennifer choked on her milk.


There was a moment of watchful questioning silence. Then Miss Rachel touched her lips with the tiny blue linen napkin and got to her feet. “I’ll go,” she said calmly, as though to have the telephone ring before eight o’clock in the morning were the most ordinary thing in the world.


Jennifer was looking gradually more and more alarmed. “Who could it be at this hour? Not the grocer, surely.”


“I’ll soon know,” Miss Rachel said quietly, and went out.


Miss Jennifer sat straight and still until her sister returned, not eating but staring with worried annoyance at the wall and picking up toast crumbs with the tips of her fingers.


Miss Rachel came back as unhurriedly as she had gone. “It was Lily,” she said in reply to the question that Jennifer looked at her. “She asked me to come to see her at that place where she’s living. Today.”


Miss Jennifer munched toast with her teeth and the telephone message with her mind, assimilating both gradually. “Whatever for?” she wondered.


“She didn’t say,” that lady replied coolly.


Miss Jennifer’s face betrayed the beginnings of amazement. “She wants you to come all the way down to Breakers Beach to see her—and didn’t say why? The woman’s much stupider than I thought, to expect you to do that. All that long trip down there and back . . .”


“She wanted me to stay with her for a few days.” Miss Rachel meditated on the view from the window.


“Now, that’s more odd yet! Stay with her? She’s never asked us before.” The thoughtful look in Miss Rachel’s eye caught Jennifer’s attention. “You wouldn’t dream of going . . .?”


Miss Rachel seemed to watch the city stirring to life at the foot of their steep hill. There was a moment of stillness in the breakfast room. Then: “I’m tempted to do it,” Miss Rachel admitted.


Jennifer almost shook with alarm. “Rachel! To stay at Breakers Beach? Why, that wet sea air wouldn’t be good for you! You might get pneumonia, or asthma, or whatever you catch on beaches. Oh, you mustn’t!”


“Nonsense!” Miss Rachel put in calmly. “I need to get out, to get away from here for a while. You yourself were suggesting a change just a few minutes ago. Now weren’t you?”


Miss Jennifer shook her gray head. “Not that kind of change. Just a short move, I meant. Not all the way down to the——”


Her sister cut her off again. “Don’t be a goose. Breakers Beach is just an hour from Los Angeles on the electric train. It isn’t as if Lily were living in Timbuctoo, or Naples—though goodness knows I almost wish she were. Just the names of those places . . . However, it sounded interesting—going to the beach, I mean. You and I never go anywhere any more. Do you realize that, Jennifer?”


Miss Jennifer put her lips together firmly and looked reproof at her sister. “At our age we shouldn’t expect to. We’re elderly, Rachel. We need quiet and rest. I’m content not to go gallivanting around the country. I know what’s best.”


“Is it best?” Miss Rachel’s white brows rose like a child’s. “Or doesn’t it seem more like—like dying, to just sit waiting for the end?”


Miss Jennifer hmmmph’d through her nose. “I’m not waiting for the end, as you put it. I’m comfortable, or I would be if this house were warmer, and I know it’s sensible to stay at home. If you’re getting restless again by all means take a trip to the beach. I will say this—it probably won’t be as harmful as that spell of movie-going you had all this winter. Murder mysteries!”


Miss Rachel blushed a little. “They were interesting,” she defended faintly.


“They must have been! After you’d seen that third one—what was it now, The Purple Horror?—you were as jumpy as the cat. Well, go to the beach and find out what Lily wants. It’s money, I’ll wager. Isn’t it always?”


At this moment a soprano miaow sounded from the kitchen and a black satin cat walked through the door. She regarded the Misses Murdock with reproachful golden eyes and switched a plumy tail, the gift of her Persian father, in mild annoyance.


Miss Rachel looked at the cat with amusement. “She isn’t jumpy, no more than I was. She’s a little angry because she wants breakfast.”


“You were jumpy,” Miss Jennifer insisted, getting up to pour milk into the cat’s saucer. “Here, Samantha. Drink your breakfast.”


Samantha put a pink tongue into the milk. Miss Rachel, still watching her, spoke in a tone elaborately casual. “You know, of course, that I’ll have to take Samantha with me.”


Jennifer spun around, still holding the milk bottle. “Take the cat? The cat! Are you all right, Rachel?”


Rachel arranged her delicate face to indicate extreme sanity. “Now don’t be so annoyed. Nor so forgetful, either. You know Samantha has to be with me. You’ll remember, if you put your mind to it, how she refused to eat a bite when I was in the hospital last year. When I got home she was simply skin and bones. She’s dreadfully attached to me and she will have to go to the beach.”


“You’re going to take her?”


“Yes, indeed.”


Miss Jennifer sighed. “You’re so stubborn, Rachel. What on earth would you carry her in?”


“There’s that old picnic basket. In the hall closet, isn’t it? Put some cloth in the bottom of it—your old white petticoat, for instance. Get that, Jennifer.”


Miss Jennifer opened her angular mouth sadly. “I still don’t think—” she mourned.


“I’m going to pack a few things. Not many. I’ll probably only be there a few days.” Miss Rachel stood up from her chair again, slim but not bony in her gingham, and smoothed a stray lock of white that had dropped from the neatness of her crown. “Just a very few days,” she comforted Miss Jennifer. She had no way of knowing then about the pin and the drafty attic, nor even about Lieutenant Mayhew. But she was starting on her way toward all of them.


She went upstairs to her bedroom and took her old-fashioned valise out of the far corner of a closet. Into it went a silver-backed comb and brush, a jar of facial cream, a tiny box of powder. Her nightgown, smelling delicately of lavender, came out of a chest of drawers in the corner. After some meditation upon the failings of even the best of beach rooming-houses, two sheets and a pillowcase, also smelling of lavender, followed the gown. A wrapper went in, a pair of bedroom slippers, an extra dress, and other articles which Miss Rachel considered necessary.


She reviewed the row of dresses that hung upon her rack in the closet and elected to wear her gray taffeta, the one with the jacket. She wasn’t consciously thinking of dresses, however. She was mentally reviewing Lily’s rather startling message over the telephone.


“Come down here, Auntie. Please,” Lily’s hoarse voice had begged. “I’m in a sort of a mess and I need advice badly.” That had been the main part of it.


Lily wasn’t the only one who awaited Miss Rachel’s coming. The pin and the attic and murder were waiting also, in their appointed place and time. As well as that big brown-faced man, Lieutenant Mayhew. He was haggling information out of a pickpocket that morning and probably, if he’d been asked, would have said that he was fairly happy. Later, when the Sticklemann case got under way, he was heard to declare himself as going completely crazy.


But Miss Rachel thinks now that he enjoyed it.


Lily Sticklemann was getting perilously close to forty but she tried desperately, though not cleverly, not to show it. She was a big woman with very white skin, prominent teeth and mountainous masses of pale hair which she wore in a long bob. It was a style of hair-dressing which she had noticed as being very becoming to young women. It was not becoming to Lily. It emphasized the droop of her cheekline and the smallness of her light blue eyes. And her figure was not svelte. It bulged, in spite of an excellent corset. It wore an iron-ribbed look about the waist. But Lily was undismayed.


She stood impatient in the interurban depot at Breakers Beach, happily unconscious that she was large or looking middle-aged. She saw the eye of a naval chief petty officer stray her way. She debated whether to wink at him, thought better of it and simply smiled. The chief petty officer looked away in a hurry.


A smug expression overshadowed the other things in her face without obliterating them: worry and anxiety and a wavering resolve. Behind her smile, still turned on in spite of the chief petty officer’s coldness, Lily was making up her mind to something. The moment that Miss Rachel Murdock should see her, that calm old lady would know it.


If Miss Rachel might properly be said to resent anything, she resented the fact that Lily was so obviously and persistently stupid. It was an involved stupidity that attempted to simulate cunning; that loved its little mysteries; that was coy; that was dull. It had never, to Lily’s open amazement, even taken either of the Misses Murdock by surprise. It had caused them, in the privacy of their home, to discuss freely the shortcomings of their niece.


Such discussion did not weigh upon them with any self-reproach. Lily was not truly their niece by blood. She was the adopted daughter of their dead brother Philip, a stray out of the world of humanity whom Rachel and Jennifer had loved wholeheartedly as a child and were faintly ashamed of as a woman.


Miss Rachel sighed within herself as she alighted from the interurban train and saw Lily standing in the station. The long untidy bob was a new coiffure and Miss Rachel recognized it at once as being infinitely worse than the boyish shingle which had preceded it. The tangled mass of hair seemed to symbolize Lily’s tangled life: her ineffectual romances, her fads, her changing ways.


Miss Rachel was reminded, as she always was on seeing Lily, of Lily’s marriage some ten years before. Lily had come, arch and playful and mysterious, to visit them. She had been in her thirties then, a not unhandsome woman though already leaning to stoutness. After her had trailed a man whom she coyly introduced as her husband—a lank sullen-faced man with reddish hair and an ungainly step. Mr. Sticklemann had been vague and not given to friendly overtures to elderly spinsters. It was Lily who offered the invitation for them to make a return visit.


Miss Rachel and Miss Jennifer had duly called a week later, being conscious of what they owed to Philip’s memory.


Behind the clutter and confusion of a run-down electric repair shop, they had found Lily in a small apartment. The electric shop was Mr. Sticklemann’s and his sister’s. Lily made a self-conscious remark about refinancing the place. Mr. Sticklemann grunted, watching Miss Rachel. Conversation had petered out. Sometime during the latter time of their call a face had looked briefly in upon them from the direction of the shop up front. It had been an angular dark face topped by an atrocious black bonnet. The face had not smiled; it had regarded them with its sharp malicious eyes and had gone away. “That’s Anne,” Lily had hurried to say. “She’s been out, I think. There’s so many things—ah, we I mean—need, and so . . .” Lily’s laugh had been as nervous as her fat white hands, fumbling a handkerchief. “Anne likes to shop,” she finished, not looking at her aunts.


Miss Rachel had known in that moment how Mr. Sticklemann and his sister Anne must be devouring Lily’s money. It had left a sense of mental nausea in her mind.


Lily had been wildly, foolishly proud of her marriage for some months. Then had come hints of rupture, of quarrels with Anne about money, and at last an admission that Mr. Sticklemann and his ever-present sister were gone. There was indeed a question as to Mr. Sticklemann’s right to have married Lily at all, but she hadn’t known of that, of course, until the last. Then the knowledge that she had lived, unknowing, without legal wedlock with Mr. Sticklemann, and Mr. Sticklemann’s use of the fact, had cost her money.


Mr. Sticklemann had died a year later, almost to the day. Miss Rachel sensed from Lily’s lifted spirits that a steady drain upon her purse was done.


Since then, Lily had had a series of beaux of startling variety. Fat, thin, poor or well off—there had been dozens of them. Only of late there queerly had been no news of new romances.


Miss Rachel stepped through the depot door, her basket on her arm.


Lily turned on what she believed to be charm. She was bright; she was enthusiastic. She caught her small wriggling aunt and kissed her before everyone. How were her darlings? So good of one of them to come down to see their Lily girl! Looking so well too. Such a dear little jacket! Uuuuuuuh—the basket—lunch? No? Could she peek just an ittsey-bittsey bit? Oooooo! The cat! Dear old thing—still keeping well?


“Very well,” Miss Rachel assured her, sighing. Miss Rachel detested public fuss.


Lily petted her again and went off on a wake of strong perfume and the stale odor of Turkish cigarettes to find a porter. Miss Rachel smoothed a ruffled gray taffeta shoulder and watched her go. Lily was plainly worried about something, as her call had indicated—but not too worried—and she was deciding whether to settle it with Miss Rachel’s help or in her own way. If the latter, it would be a haphazard way with much lost motion and dull pretense. Miss Rachel wondered what was up.


Absently she felt of the catch on the basket. It was secure, and the vibration of a strong contented purring caressed her finger tips as she touched it.


Lieutenant Mayhew has wished that he might have had the gift of second sight at this point. He maintains that he would have sent Miss Rachel straight back home: cat, baggage and all. Today, he thinks, he could have had the pleasure of knowing that two thoroughly disagreeable people were in prison. Cruel and ruthless people who deserved much worse than they got.


Miss Rachel made him let them go.









Chapter Two:
POISONED MEAT


MISS RACHEL, thinking not of murder, was a quaint and attractive picture that drew the eye of more than one in the waiting room. Her heart-shaped face under its widow’s peak of snow was serene; her gaze was mobile and intelligent; her posture erect. She abhorred the hats that most elderly women affected—the pill boxes and poke bonnets and turbans too high on their scant hair—so that she herself wore something entirely different. Her hats were of no particular style. They sat well down on her ears; they were snug; and their brims flared narrowly just above the hairline to frame her face. She wore taffeta a great deal because she liked its rich rustle and not because it was considered proper for old ladies. Her shoes were narrow and had style. She might have been anybody’s grandmother, for she had the mellow placid look that so many grandmothers have—and several people in the station seemed to be wishing that somehow she were theirs.


Lily came back smoking. Her smile had faded into a look of frank speculation. A porter followed her. He found Miss Rachel’s valise in the pile at the baggage room and called them a cab.


The cab driver hummed briskly, he flung the car into space with a roar and things went past the window with some speed. They passed a motor officer drowsing at a corner. Miss Rachel thinks he opened one eye at them. The day was very warm.


Seacliff Boulevard runs the length of the bluff above the beach. There is a narrow park on its seaward side, then a sheer drop to the Strand with its concessions and gaudy amusements, and then the Pacific. Miss Rachel found herself looking out upon a flat blue brilliance that hurt the eyes.


There were buildings set down below the bluff and facing the beach—rows of rooming houses and concessions and motion-picture palaces and little restaurants that opened onto the cement promenade with the beach beyond. Miss Rachel did not, however, connect any of these places with herself or with her niece until Lily leaned forward and told the driver to turn down toward the beach at the next corner.


The man nodded scornfully without looking around, turned his projectile on two screaming wheels, dived, and braked to a shuddering halt at the edge of the cement walk that edged the beach. Miss Rachel reswallowed her heart. She still thinks that she knows what a test pilot feels like.


“I’m living right on the Strand this season. It’s so exciting!” Lily babbled into her ear. She widened her little eyes. “Right in the middle of everything here—people going by all night—and you can hear every wave that breaks on the beach! It’s the real thing, Auntie!”


“A bit noisy, isn’t it?” Miss Rachel wondered, recovering and keeping her eyes on a small boy beating a drum. What would be his little sister was blowing something that looked much like a fife. They tramped back and forth with military precision, bumping into people but giving an impression of the Spirit of ’76.


“Oh, a little, I guess,” Lily deprecated. “But, of course, we can’t have everything, and I always do say it’s the beach you come down here for. So why not be right on it? The people are interesting too. And oodles of them! Hear the waves? See them out there?” Lily chuckled round her cigarette and helped Miss Rachel to alight. She paid off the driver with a dribble of silver. “Never mind. I can manage the bag. It’s only a few steps down the walk.”


They picked their way through strollers in street clothes and past active groups of bathers going and coming from the beach. Samantha miaowed once when a fat man jostled her basket.


“Beg pardon, madam,” the fat man bowed.


Miss Rachel was mutely thankful that the cat was shut in. If she had been able, Samantha would have gouged him.


“Here it is, darling! Not fancy at all, I’m afraid. But comfortable. Come right up here . . .”


Miss Rachel stopped; she stood perfectly still, so that Lily on the steps turned round to see what was keeping her. The mouth that held the cigarette was tight, but Lily made it smile. “Surprised? I said that it wasn’t fancy.”


Miss Rachel put out a little foot to take one slow step. “It—it’s so different, Lily. Somehow—I remember your last place.”


“Oh, that! Away out in the sticks.”


“But it was nice. Lily—it isn’t that anything’s gone wrong about your money? What Philip left in trust for you? You still get an income from that, don’t you?”


“That measly bit? Yes, I get it. But don’t judge this place by its looks. Rents are higher right here on the water. This place costs me as much as any of them did. Come on in. It won’t bite.”


It might not bite, Miss Rachel thought, mounting the warped steps, but it looked remarkably ready to fall in upon its tenants. For years the wood had had no contact with paint, and sea winds and fogs had weathered it colorless. The backbone of the roof had an oddly broken look. The window screens sagged outward and were red with rust.


There was but one story to it, and a hall ran its length down the middle of the house.


From the bright sunlight of the beach they stepped into musty gloom. Miss Rachel put out an exploring hand.


“It is dark in here,” Lily was admitting. “They ought to keep the lights on all day. Watch your step here! There’s a worn place in the carpet that will trip you if you aren’t careful. I nearly broke my neck here last week. Didn’t really hurt me any though,” she hastened to add.
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