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INTRODUCTION


ONE OF the great joys of discovering a skillfully constructed novel is the story’s ability to put the readers inside the skin of the characters. We get to live in the place and time in which the fictional world unfolds. In the case of Frances Crane’s The Turquoise Shop, readers travel back to the 1940s and a small town in northern New Mexico filled with pleasantly quirky folks and a pair of murders to be solved.


Novels give us the gift of seeing the world through new eyes, the eyes of strangers or, in the case of a series, the eyes of characters we’ve come to know. Well-crafted books entertain and, if we are in the hand of a writer of Crane’s caliber, teach us something as a bonus. Good books even transform us for the better in subtle ways. Surrendering to a good book allows us to leave the stresses of the day behind. As a reader, by the time I reach the final chapter or have to give in to sleep, often to my surprise, the day’s troubles seem less troubling. 


It gives me special delight to dive into entertaining books by authors I haven’t encountered before. I am grateful to Otto Penzler for introducing me to this charming vintage mystery, the first in Crane’s popular, long-running detective series. Because Frances Crane lived in Taos, New Mexico, for a stretch of her adult life, it isn’t difficult to imagine that she based her fictional Santa Maria on Taos. Her depictions of the town’s plaza as the center of commerce and socializing, the soul-stirring beauty of the mountains and mesas beyond community boundaries, and the happy isolation from chaos of big city life—all these are spot on. The setting certainly reflects the way things were in the high altitude of Taos and many other small towns in Northern New Mexico decades ago. 


In fact, Crane’s careful depictions elevate two of the setting in the book into something close to characters. The Turquoise Shop, the cozy gallery trading post that Jean Holly runs as a business and gathering place for people with news to share, could be modeled after any number of galleries in Taos or other New Mexico art towns. (Jean Holly, by the way, is the future Mrs. Patrick Abbot.) Crane also give us a mysteriously deadly cabin on the rural outskirts of town. But even more intriguing is the site of the second murder, a much grander place and the home of another central character, Mona Brandon. Anyone who knows much about New Mexico’s rich history as an arts colony will recognize the similarities between Mona’s fiction hacienda and Taoss’s Mabel Dodge Luhan house.


Rich in history and much-praised for its beautiful, authentic adobe architecture, the house has been a center of Taos arts and education for nearly a century. The rustic and relaxing ambience of the place situated at the end of a quiet road not far from the center of town reflects the taste of the woman herself. Sometimes referred to as New Mexico’s Gertrude Stein for her skill at bringing together talented, creative people, Mabel’s guests included author D.H. Lawrence, who said his time in Taos changed his life. She hosted a Who’s Who of creative talent over the years including Georgia O’Keeffe, Ansel Adams, Willa Cather, Marsden Hartley, Aldous Huxley, Robinson Jeffers, Mary Hunter Austin, Frank Waters, and many more who shared drinks and conversation at legendary parties. Biographers have characterized salon hostess, art patroness, and writer Mabel Dodge Luhan as a self-appointed savior of humanity and a woman of profound contradictions: generous and petty; domineering and endearing. She died at this spacious home more than sixty years ago.


Today, despite the passage of time, the house appears much as it did in the days when Mabel admired her views of the sacred Taos Mountain from the third-story solarium. 


Frances Crane lived in Taos during the Mabel days and she uses both the home and Mabel herself as inspiration. The hacienda as portrayed in the book is even grander than it was in real life. Among other modifications, the author adds a swimming pool fed by local hot springs. But reimagined as the character Mona Brandon, the legendary Mabel doesn’t come off quite as sweetly. 


Mona also lives in a grand hacienda and shares many of Mabel’s less complimentary traits. Mona’s personality is decidedly darker than the legendary Mabel’s, as benefits a central character in any good mystery. 


For me, in addition to the wonderful setting, another facet of the book’s appeal is Crane’s ability to bring to life the other unusual people who live in her fictional Santa Maria. As a nearly life-long New Mexican, I can vouch for their authenticity. Crane’s characters, like some of us real Northern New Mexicans, are tolerant of and even oblivious to the unusual aspects of both our own behavior and that of the humans around us. Santa Maria, like many small real-life New Mexican towns, is known for its oddballs. Even protagonist Jean Holly is on the eccentric side. For instance, she tells us she doesn’t have a car because she believes she’d have no time to use it. And then she complains about how long it takes her to walk anywhere!


In The Great Taos Bank Robbery, the title story of his collection of non-fiction essays, one of New Mexico’s best-known authors, Tony Hillerman, also captures some of Taos’ eccentric charm. Although the story, based on eye-witness accounts from the local newspaper, is set in the 1960s, Hillerman’s characters are as out-of-the-ordinary as some of Crane’s. And this little piece came before Hillerman switched to mystery fiction!


Hillerman’s true story concerns an abandoned attempt at robbery followed by a slow-speed car chase, with characters cut from the same cloth as Crane’s crew. The news about the incident appeared in a local newspaper during the time Crane lived in Taos. If she were around today (she died in 1981), I would ask her if the story of a man wearing a dress, high heels, and fishnet stockings over unshaven legs, holding a gun beneath his purse, and politely standing in a teller’s line to do the robbery, gave her any reason to reconsider her move to Taos.


In addition to the cigarettes and cocktails, relaxed pacing, and exceptionally modest behavior between the would-be lovers, the novel has some dated descriptions referring to gender and ethnicity that are now rightly deemed inappropriate. For example, the book consistently calls Hispanic residents “Mexicans.” The appellation ignores both the reality that the characters are based on people whose families have been in Taos for generations and also the links some of these families have to New Mexico’s Spanish settlers and explorers, and to ancient Taos Pueblo. And, I bristled to read Detective Patrick Abbott call the competent, educated twenty-four-year-old Jean Holly a “child.” Perhaps Crane’s first readers didn’t find this jarring; like the friendly, fictional Turquoise Shop itself, the novel reflects its time.


As a writer who also works with a fictional married couple as crime solvers, I found the clever way in which Crane leads us to the possibility of romance and collaboration between Jean and Patrick Abbot very endearing. I liked Jean from the first, and Patrick, too, although he is mostly revealed through Jean’s love-struck eyes. Crane wisely leaves much of their background for subsequent books in the series. Like the best authors, she teases her readers, making us wait to see if the two will collaborate on another crime-solving mission, and to discover if and how their relationship could unfold. 


In The Turquoise Shop the two share nothing more than drinks, ideas and pleasant conversation about murder. They don’t marry until book three in the series. 


I understand from my own experience as an author that there are advantages and pitfalls to a couple solving crime together. My detectives, Jim Chee and Bernadette Manuelito, married each other in Tony Hillerman’s final novel but began their romance long before I took over the series. That spared me the job of writing about Bernie as an awkward, love-struck rookie cop or about Chee’s earlier failed romances. Using a married detective couple eliminates the need to at least hint at romance as part of each novel. Instead, the challenge is to deepen or stress the relationship as an on-going subplot, while the paired detectives unravel the central mystery and decode the other challenges that round out the novel. It’s a matter of going deep instead of going wide, and Frances Crane proves herself to be an expert at this.


Finally, we all know that enough new mysteries arrive each year to keep us going 24/7, barely squeezing out the time to read them. What’s the point, one might ask, of bringing back this old classic? The reason is a return to reading for pleasure, relaxed enjoyment and pure, stress-free entertainment. The Turquoise Shop provides a time travel experience back to a simpler and fascinating world. As both a reader and a writer, I am grateful to the American Mystery Classics series for giving The Turquoise Shop another chance to shine.


ANNE HILLERMAN
 Tucson, Arizona
 April, 2022




THE TURQUOISE
SHOP




CHAPTER 1


THAT MORNING as I walked from my house on the mesa to my shop on the plaza the mountains were piled-up purple velvet on a dark sky. October had been warmer and drier than any of the eight I’d spent out here, but this morning looked like the end of that. The wind stirred ominously, and on the plaza it was casually twisting the last of the cottonwood leaves from their branches. November as a rule was pretty cold in Santa Maria. In November everyone started turning out in sheepskin coats and high boots, except Mona Brandon, who always dressed up, and all day long there were likely to be little pools of melted snow around the fireplace in The Turquoise Shop. My shop, where people gathered and talked.


Talk was right, I thought, as I headed toward the Castillo Restaurant for my usual orange juice, toast and coffee. Talk certainly was my chief commodity in winter. I never did any business to speak of from October till May. My outlook this year was bleak, and thinking about it made me feel more desolate. Just the kind of thinking that I’d be doing on a morning like this. Maybe it was the weather. I wished it would snow and get it over with.


The Castillo had two entrances, but inside, the bar and restaurant were so intimately connected by a wide archway that they might as well have been one room. I sat down at my usual table. Rose Dominguez flashed me one of her queenly smiles and sailed out to fetch my usual breakfast.


Then I saw the O’Haras at a table toward the back. I waved. Michael grinned. Sonya sort of twisted her slant-eyed face.


“Looks like snow!” Michael called genially.


“Sure does.”


“Hope it lays off till we’re back from Santa Fe.”


“You going to Santa Fe?”


“God willing. Do anything for you there?”


“No. But thank you.”


Sonya had said nothing. She was like a plump, jealous shadow of her popular redheaded husband, and not especially liked in Santa Maria. They’d come out from New York three years ago and lived in Mona’s studio cottage just outside her east gate. I never have understood Russians very well, which might be why I didn’t care for Sonya. Oh, I didn’t say so. When you have a shop in a small artists’ colony like Santa Maria you don’t run around speaking your mind, or pretty soon you wouldn’t have a shop.


I finished, signed the bill, told Rose I’d see her at lunch, said adios to the O’Haras, and in a moment was cutting diagonally across the plaza to my shop. I kept eyeing the gloomy sky through the bare lace-work of the cottonwoods. Then, in the center, where the paths met in a circle around that birdbath which Julia Price once said Mona Brandon swapped the town for her warm swimming pool, I met Gilbert Mason.


I braced myself.


“Hi, Jeanie!” Gilbert said. Affably, which meant trouble.


“Hello.”


“You’re late!”


“Monday’s privilege, Gilbert.”


“You seem in a hurry.”


“You just said I was late.”


He turned and walked beside me, shifting the briefcase he always carried to his other arm, and thus disclosing the worn place it had made inside his left sleeve. I also knew why he looked so pleased with himself. He was all set for some of his malicious gossip. Nothing doing. For I knew exactly what he wanted to talk about. So I’d sit tight.


Gilbert sensed it, so he shut up like a clam, too, and we walked in step, the leaves skittering away from our feet, not saying a word till we were opposite the shop. Then, as usual, I got to feeling sorry for him. I thought of his good qualities. For one thing he was so clean. His thin hands, which were always fretting with that briefcase, had a scrubbed look, the nails a little blue as from soaking, the tips scraped with a file till very white. I remembered that he washed his poetic hair every day. The old worn coat buttoned so snugly about his slight body was immaculate. It was a funny thing, really, that anybody whose mind worked like Gilbert’s should always smell like soap and water.


So I gave in first. As usual.


“Looks like snow, Gilbert.”


“Does it?” he sneered, and I was sorry pronto that I’d weakened.


We crossed the pavement and stepped onto the sidewalk in front of The Turquoise Shop. I shot a checking-up glance at the show window, which extended save for the door entirely across the front of the shop. It was satisfactory, that is as I’d left it Saturday night. I didn’t open on Sundays at this time of year. The building was an old adobe. Characteristically, neither the window nor door was quite in alignment with each other or the sidewalk. The walls were ivory-white, the door and the window facings painted turquoise. Above the door a little black ironwork sign swayed in the slight wind and showed in silhouette the name of the shop, and beneath in tiny letters was my name, Jean Holly. Versatile Michael O’Hara had made the sign for me a couple of Christmases ago.


I fumbled in my big saddle-leather bag for my key, taking my time, making it plain, I hoped, that I wasn’t feeling hospitable.


“Funny if she couldn’t buy herself out this time,” said Gilbert.


It was not what I expected. So I fell.


“Who?”


“Mona. Who else does any buying in Santa Maria?”


I peered grimly into my bag for the key.


“Stop putting on an act!” Gilbert snapped. “You know what I mean. You always know everything ahead of everyone else. Except me. I know first because I use my brain. You’re second because everybody gossips in your shop.” He was resting a shoulder against the door-facing, waiting for me to open the door. “You interest me, darling,” he said, insultingly. Gilbert always called you darling when particularly nasty. “Even though you run a shop you interest me. Because we’re just alike, you and I!” He paused to let the compliment sink in. “We want no part of the messes of Santa Maria. We want merely to sit back, look on and have fun.”


I took out the key and put it in the lock.


“Santa Maria isn’t a bad show any time, what with people always scratching and screaming behind other people’s backs,” Gilbert said. He lowered his rather high voice. “But I’ve gotten fed up with small stuff like that. Now it’s taking a turn more to my taste.” He waited for me to ask what. I merely turned the key. “I mean murder,” he said.


He was eyeing me intently. I could tell even without glancing at him because I knew his tricks.


“I said murder,” he reiterated softly.


I said, “I’d rather you didn’t come in this morning, Gilbert. I’m going to be awfully busy.”


Without another word Gilbert turned and walked away. As he crossed the street I felt as though I had struck a child. I know this doesn’t sound logical, but I often felt furious with him and sorry for him at the same time.




CHAPTER 2


I WENT into the shop, a large rectangular low-beamed room with the usual tables and cases, now covered with the gray dust sheets I’d spread over them on closing Saturday night. The air was thick with stale smells. My cleaning woman, Lotta Dominguez, had been here and had swept the floor and laid the fire in the adobe fireplace at the back left-hand corner of the room, but it would take a rousing fire to air the place. I left the front door ajar, crossed to the fireplace, and knelt to put a match to the shavings. I kept thinking of Gilbert. He was so poor. I thought about his threadbare clothes and the stark little house where he lived alone. I felt sorry again that I’d been harsh. I had no real cause, except my hating to get mixed up in any way in the local messes, which certainly wasn’t reason enough to offend him. He could have sat by the fire while I did the regular straightening up.


The fire was already burning, filling the room with the spicy scent of the piñon wood, when a soft sly step behind made me jump and wheel about.


It was Gilbert. He laughed because I looked scared.


“Something on your conscience, Jean? Or just on your mind?”


“Nothing I know of,” I said.


“You couldn’t’ve been thinking about murder?”


I started into the back room to take off my coat.


“You know just as well as I do,” Gilbert said, coming to the fireside, “that the murdered man was Tom Brandon.”


“Nonsense!” I said.


I stopped, but I didn’t look at Gilbert.


“All right, Jean. Where is Tom Brandon?’


“I’ve no idea.”


“You’re his agent,” Gilbert said.


“I’m nothing of the kind,” I said, facing him again. “I once sold some of his pictures. I’ve still got a few in the shop.”


“It’s enough for him to keep in touch,” Gilbert said.


“Should be. Hasn’t been.”


“And of course it never entered your pure girlish mind that the mysterious companion of our Carmencita, out there in the desert, was Tom Brandon. Oh, no!” Gilbert was smiling his sweetest. “Well, what difference does it make?” he said then. “He’s dead and buried. There’s been an inquest and a verdict. ‘Killed by some sharp instrument, probably a knife, by person or persons unknown.’ Exit the admirable Brandon!”


He seemed to think this was funny. I took my coat and bag into the back room, or store room, behind the main shop, hung the coat on a hanger, put the bag on top of the safe, and then got into a clean denim smock. I buttoned the smock and came back to find Gilbert still standing by the fireplace, laughing.


“Who cares?” he asked then. “But it’s interesting just the same. How does Mona fit into this new picture? Did she want him off the scene because she’s in love with O’Hara? Or as her final triumph over Carmencita?”


I didn’t answer.


“I’ve got some interesting evidence in this briefcase,” Gilbert said. I still said nothing. “I see I am boring you,” he said then, and again pranced from the shop. This time he didn’t return.




CHAPTER 3


I STOOD with my back to the fire, hearing it crackle, feeling the gay warmth and smelling the piney smell. Through the wide window I noticed how the stormy sky made a backdrop for the haphazard-looking row of buildings across the plaza. Each side had its assortment of stores, shops and offices. Some were adobe, some brick, some wood, some had portals, some none, some lined up with each other, some didn’t. All Santa Maria was like that. The streets ran any old way and the houses were all shapes and sizes and made no effort to align with their neighbors or the streets.


Julia Price said that Santa Maria looked like a community style asylum built by the inmates. In which case, Daisy Payne said, Gilbert Mason would be inmate number one, though not because he did any building, and Gilbert retorted that the honor was ipso facto Daisy’s. Their feud never had a lull.


I started folding up the dust sheets.


Instantly, the whole world began to change as the gorgeous colors of my Indian and Mexican things—emerald, yellow, crimson and bright blues—sprang to life. The fire was leaping now. I could feel the dead currents of air moving toward the chimney. My depression went with them. It had certainly been the weather. Already what Gilbert had said seemed just one of the crazy things he said.


Of course the idea had occurred to me, but mildly.


I wondered how many others would think of it?


I hoped not too many. Not seriously, anyhow.


I’d told myself I had worried a little because of Carmencita. I was glad when the inquest cleared her of suspicion. She was not exactly a girl whose character was enough.


I had no real affection for Carmencita, as I had for her sister Rose. But her looks justified her existence. Well, she was going settle down. Good thing. She was going to marry that Ortega boy who had started a little grocery near the plaza. He would do well, too. Carmencita’s beauty would fade, she would get fat, have lots of children, and her mystery would take wing forever. About time. Funny about that man in the desert. She lived out there with him about a year now and no one had ever once set eyes on him. That was why, now and then, somebody would get the notion he was Brandon. It was ridiculous, no one in his right mind could ever believe it, but if a man vanished for three years, and all letters came back marked address unknown, you couldn’t help but kind of wonder.


There wasn’t anything, I thought, putting my arms around the stack of folded covers, that you could do about the imagination, but in any case I wasn’t going to sit around worrying about anything devised by Gilbert Mason’s. My own gave me bother enough.


I carried the dust sheets into the back room, put them on the box where I always kept them and picked up a pair of cotton gloves and a chamois. Each day I made it a rule to go over some of the silver and turquoise jewelry in the long glass case across the back of the shop. I’d wipe each piece with the chamois, and once in a while clean them all with silver polish.


I came back out and perched on the stool behind the case. I put on the gloves. A car with a California license was parking at the curb. I took a tray of rings from the case and set it on top. A man got out of the car and stood gazing at something in the show window. He was tall, lean, and thirtyish. He wore western clothes, a suede jacket, flannel shirt, bandanna, and corduroy pants that fitted his long legs snugly and were belted low on lean hips. His Stetson was on the back of his head.


I picked up a ring and the chamois. I knew his name was Patrick Abbott, and he’d been out at Warner’s Dude Ranch for about four days. Everybody knew that, by the grapevine, and also that he was an artist. That’s all anybody knew so far, but as I sat now looking at him I thought what a shame it was that the best-looking guy that had hit Santa Maria in a blue moon had to be another artist. I’ve got nothing against artists. It’s just that there were so many around Santa Maria.


Then I saw he was coming in the shop and wished I had checked on my lipstick when I was in the back room.




CHAPTER 4


HE DUCKED as he entered the door. Then he took off his hat and tucked it under the arm holding his portfolio. His dark brushed-back hair grew in a peak.


“Good morning,” he said.


He had a deep easy kind of voice.


“Good morning.”


“May I see the picture in the window, please?”


“Which one?” I asked, laying down the chamois.


He smiled. “There’s only one. Don’t bother to get up. I’ll get it.”


He took a long step and reached for the picture. I picked up the chamois and finished wiping off a ring.


“May I sit down?”


“Do.”


There were two big skin chairs and a corner seat by the fireplace. My customer put his hat and the portfolio on one chair and took the corner seat, the best place because it looked towards the window. He crossed his long legs and concentrated on the picture. I worked with the rings. It was nothing which taxed the intellect, however, so I was able to concentrate on Mr. Abbott. His eyes were blue-green, deep-set under straight black brows, the flesh of his face was spare, and there were lines in his tanned cheeks and around his eyes from the sun.


“Cigarette?” he asked suddenly.


“No, thank you.”


“Mind if I smoke?”


I was astonished that anyone was left alive polite enough to ask. “No,” I said. “Go right ahead. I just don’t want one,”


He took a cigarette from his pack and lit it and again fixed his eyes on the picture. I went on working with the rings and after a while, and entirely against my own determination, I got to think about that murdered man again. If Gilbert should start talking, and people took it up, I’d soon be hearing it in the shop. Probably I would anyhow. People would probably drop in and after a while say offhandedly, “Tell me, do you ever hear anything from Tom Brandon?” “No,” I would say, “Nothing.” “How long has it been?” they would say then, and I would say exactly, knowing full well that they all knew my occasional letters to him had been coming back to me now for three years. “How strange,” they would say then. “What could have happened to him, do you think? Where could he be? After all, you would know if anybody knew, Jean. You were one of his agents. You have a few of his pictures. An artist might want to disappear from his wife, perhaps, but he wouldn’t be likely to abandon his agent, would he?” And then their eyes would strain out towards the desert, to the southeast, where the mysterious Arkwright had lived with Carmencita. “Well, why not? Stranger things have happened. And no one ever saw this man Arkwright face to face, save Carmencita, and she’s not talking. Carmencita never did talk, you know. Would it be possible for a smart girl like that to know as little about a man she lived with for a whole year as she pretended at the inquest? Such a nice man, Tom Brandon. So kind. Singularly without temperament for an artist. I wonder if he was in love with Carmencita. An artist is a fool about a face. But Mona herself is so beautiful.”


“Is this for sale?” asked my customer.


I jumped. “Oh, yes. The price is on the back.”


He turned it over. “Fifty dollars? Seems very cheap.”


“Is.”


“Why?”


“The artist needs the money.”


“It looks like a fine piece of work.”


“Everything he does is tops,” I said.


“O’Hara,” he said, reading the signature. “I’ll take it. Have you anything else of his?”


“Not at the moment. He’s not exactly prolific.”


I was glad he was buying that picture. It was a delicate yet vivid portrayal of two Indians riding their pintos across the desert. It was done with great economy of line yet catching the poignant excitement of the scene as only Michael could.


“You say he lives here?”


I hadn’t said so, but I did. He wondered then if he might go to Michael’s house and see if he had anything more on hand. I told him the O’Haras had gone to Santa Fe for the day. He said he’d have to pay with a check. He came over to the counter and wrote the check with his fountain pen, on a bank in San Francisco, and signed it Patrick Abbott in a small precise handwriting.


Then he brought his portfolio and laid two watercolors on the case.


“What do you make of these?” he asked.


I hesitated. Too long.


“I suppose I need teaching?”


“Did you do them?” I asked. It was silly. I knew he had. I felt embarrassed.


But Patrick Abbott remained entirely at his ease. “Are you an authority on art?” he asked.


“Me? Of course not.”


“But you sell it?”


“Oh, no, I don’t. Not to any extent. But Michael’s a good artist and a nice guy, and I like to help him out. That’s what I’ve always done, really. I haven’t room to show pictures, but when I like a person and his work I like to have some of his things around.”


He was listening as though every word I said had importance.


“You are an artist?”


“No, indeed,” I said. I laughed. “I wanted to be. That’s why I came to Santa Maria. I was eighteen. But I got wise to myself pretty soon and started this shop.”


“Like it?”


“Crazy about it. Doesn’t make sense. You can’t imagine a worse sort of business, Mr. Abbott. But if I didn’t have it I’d have to teach school or something and probably couldn’t live in Santa Maria, and I’d hate that.”


“Nice place, Santa Maria,” said Patrick Abbott. “So simple.”


“Simple?” I said. Then I said, “I know what you mean. It was, too, when I came here eight years ago. But now it’s getting too much talked about. Tourists come from all over, which means that Santa Maria will be spoiled, like Santa Fe and Taos.”


“Tourists should be good for your business.”


I sighed. “It’s a vicious circle,” I said. I resented the notoriety Mona Brandon had given Santa Maria, because it was she who had put the little village in the public mind, and kept it there. That brought tourists. But if tourists didn’t come I’d have to shut up shop. If I didn’t have the shop I couldn’t live in Santa Maria. I adored living in Santa Maria. In spite of occasional gloomy Mondays. Life was very complicated, and I was about to say so when Jim Trask came into the shop.




CHAPTER 5


MR. TRASK was six-feet-four, with blue eyes, sandy hair and a weather-beaten face. He wore jeans, high laced boots, and a plaid jacket. The brim of his old sombrero boasted a time-honored curl.


“Morning, Miss Holly, ma’am,” he said, in his soft southwestern voice. I said good morning. “Kind of looks like snow.” I said it did.


Mr. Trask glanced at Patrick Abbott, who was standing at the left of the glass case. I introduced them. “Mr. Trask is our sheriff,” I said. “Mighty glad to know you, Mr. Abbott,” said the sheriff.


“Glad to know you, Mr. Trask,” Patrick Abbott said. They shook hands.


“Fact is, I saw your car parked outside and stopped in here just to get acquainted,” said Mr. Trask. He paused for an instant, then said, “Sergeant Gilbey was in this morning from state police headquarters. I was telling about a murder case that’s come up here and he thought you might be interested, Mr. Abbott.”


I stared.


“I’m here for a vacation, Mr. Trask.”


“That’s what he said.”


Patrick Abbott smiled. “I stopped in at your state headquarters on my way up here to say hello. I wasn’t looking for a job, Mr. Trask.”


The sheriff grinned rather sheepishly. “It’s not a job, Mr. Abbott. We don’t have the money for a special investigator, I reckon. But the circumstances are kind of peculiar and the sergeant had a notion you might be interested to hear about them.”


“Of course.”


“We could talk right here. If Miss Holly don’t object.”


I said to make themselves quite at home. It was the first of several similar conversations which they held in my shop during the next few days. I have always felt proud that the sheriff honored me with his confidence enough to speak quite frankly in my presence to Patrick Abbott about something of which at the time the town itself knew very little.


The sheriff mentioned that he had started out as a Texas Ranger. Patrick Abbott said his father had been a Wyoming sheriff, but that he himself called San Francisco home. I knew Mr. Trask quite well. He had a job he liked and be did it to the best of his ability on the money he had. The county, however, was a very poor one. It was infinitely large, but mostly desert and mountains.


I glanced out and noticed that the plaza was thickening with its mid-morning traffic. A good many cars of all descriptions had angled in at the curbs. Indians, Mexicans, ranchers, artists and townspeople loitered about. The Indian and Mexican women carried shopping bags and went from store to store. The white (or Anglo, as we called them) women didn’t carry bags, but went into the stores empty-handed and emerged with their arms crowded with packages.


I saw Julia Price park her Buick in front of the Jefferson Hotel. I was glad she’d come back. She had left for Hollywood only two weeks ago saying she was gone for the winter, but she’d got back yesterday morning.


Mona Brandon skimmed around the square in her Cadillac. The top was down. I caught the metallic gleam of her hair under a tiny fur hat. Her Indian boy, Luis Martinez, was at the wheel.


Carmencita Dominguez crossed the plaza, cater-corner.


I forgot the desultory talk by the fireplace as my eyes followed the Mexican girl’s slim proud figure on the diagonal crossing of the square. She wore navy trousers, a black leather jacket, and a black sombrero sat jauntily on her jet-black hair. I noticed the whiteness of her skin and her wide-apart gray eyes and her gun.


“I wanted to talk about a murder we had here last week, Mr. Abbott,” I then heard Mr. Track saying, and my ears snapped to attention. “Victim was an old tramp of a fellow who lived out on the desert. Called himself Arkwright. We had the inquest, but I’m not quite settled in my mind that everything’s okay. Like you to go out some time and look the place over with me.”


“Tell me about it first,” Patrick Abbott said.




CHAPTER 6


THE BODY had been found in the desert about ten miles southeast of Santa Maria. The throat had been cut from ear to ear. There was a little mountain river not far from where it lay, which, two miles further down the valley, passed the house where the dead man had lived.


“How do you get there from Santa Maria?” Patrick Abbott asked.


“To the house? You go four miles south on the main Santa Fe Road and then four miles east along a trail past Mrs. Price’s ranch. I didn’t reckon a car could use that trail. I just happened to hear, though, that a couple of cars went through there last week. Anyway, this man Arkwright never used the trail. He hid out for some reason. There was a Mexican woman who lived with him and who walked back and forth to town for anything they needed, or else walked as far as Mrs. Price’s and rode in with her. However, I’m getting off my story. The body was found by a neighbor named Gomez. He had lost a sheep and he saw buzzards hovering around the spot and went to investigate and came onto the body. He went home and told his wife and then got in his old jalopy and came to town to get me. The D.A.’s down in Phoenix—his wife is bad sick there—so I took the coroner and Doc Johnson and we went right out, but the man had been dead for some time. Four days anyway, the doctor said. It’s been pretty warm and what with the varmints in the desert there was hardly anything left but bones.”


“When was this?”


“Saturday. Day before yesterday.”


“Did Gomez identify the body?”


“No, sir. He had never set eyes on the man. His farm was a couple of miles on down the river, but he seldom had any occasion to go up that way. Carmencita, the Mexican woman, identified the dead man after we brought him to town.”


“Know Arkwright’s first name?


“Carmencita said it was Albert.”


“How did she identify him, Mr. Trask?”


“By his clothes. Also by a small-like scar on the back of his head.”


I had a twinge of memory, something I had forgotten trying to make itself remembered, I guess, but nothing happened.


“Carmencita,” said Abbott. “What’s her other name?”


“Dominguez.” The sheriff seemed surprised.


“Any relation to the pretty girl in the Castillo?”


“Yes, sir. Older sister.”


“I’m putting you off your story,” Patrick Abbott said. “Go ahead. I’ll try not to interrupt again.”


“Do it any time you like, Mr. Abbott. Well, the body had been lying on its face. The face itself was all gone. We managed to get a picture of that scar on the scalp and some hair and that’s just about all. Hair was dark brown. He had first rate teeth. No fillings or anything. We were sure it was murder because the wound was too long and too deep to be self-inflicted and because we couldn’t find the knife. We were pretty sure it was a knife. A heavier implement would probably have got at the bone. There was an empty wallet near the body and we assumed that the motive would have been robbery because Carmencita said the man carried lots of money.”


Patrick Abbott flicked an ash at the fireplace.


“Is Carmencita as pretty as the one in the Castillo?


“Some think so and some don’t, Mr. Abbott.” I got off my stool and took a picture from a drawer and laid it face down on the glass case, and then went on with the silver. “But anyway she always has been too good-looking for her own good, I reckon.”


“How’s that?”


“Well, she’s got a kind of reputation, Mr. Abbott. And she’s been in the pen for theft.”


“Was she married to this Arkwright?”


“No, sir. She says not. I don’t think she had anything to do with the murder. She had an alibi. She had left the man for good the day before the doctor figured he was murdered. She’s been staying in town with her aunt, see, and she accounted satisfactorily for all her time.”


The aunt was my part-time help, Mrs. Lotta Dominguez.


Patrick Abbott asked if it wasn’t pretty hard to prove an alibi covering so much time, especially when no one could tell exactly when the man had been killed. The sheriff agreed, but said that everyone at the inquest had been convinced that she had told the truth. They had all been struck by her sincerity. It was quite different from her usual manner since she had been in prison. She had always claimed, he said, to have been innocent of the crime for which she had been sent up, and had made things worse by pretending to have a grudge against the world ever since. But she had been convincingly simple and sincere at the inquest.
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