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riving south to Napoleon
Corners, Georgia, private
detective J. Pletcher has a
simple assignment: Go to the
Corners General Store and
Café, ask for a mint daiquiri, and wait
for information about his next case.
On the way there, his car is hit by a
cannonball on a rural back road—his
introduction to a world of Civil War his-
tory, Southern manners, and murder.
Pletcher learns that he and his part-
ner, Raina Lambert, have been hired
by the Johnstons, an eccentric, wealthy
family whose oldest member believes
he is a Confederate general. One of the
General’s grandsons has disappeared
from the Johnston estate, and a man
who had claimed to be a long-lost
relative has turned up dead near
Chickamauga. Pletcher and Lambert
suspect that someone is trying to kill
off the General’s heirs. But as they
investigate—each pretending to be vis-
iting the town for different reasons—
they realize the Johnstons aren’t the
only ones at risk. In a community that
includes an order of monks who carry
pistols, a self-described witch, and a
ghostly brigade of Union soldiers who
set fires in the middle of the night,
quirkiness is hiding a deadly plot that
puts even Yankee detectives in danger.
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The last thing I expected on that pleasant fall afternoon was to be
shot at. Those who endure the unrelenting stress of police work,
whether they are private detectives or regular police, try to preserve
health and sanity by shifting their nervous systems into neutral when
they are between cases and have no cause to be physically and
mentally alert. Except for a growing suspicion that I was lost, my
mind was wholly occupied with admiring the landscape.

Even if I had been alert, there have been few times in my life when
a cannon barrage wouldn’t have taken me completely by surprise.

It was a splendid day for a drive—a Friday in mid-October, crisp
and bright—and northwest Georgia is lovely country for driving. It
has broad valleys and old, wooded, sandstone-crowned mountains
that extend obliquely across the corner of the state from Alabama to
Tennessee and beyond. Main roads follow the valleys, giving maps
of the region a canted look. The mountains were still green, but
isolated splashes of color marked those trees that were beginning to
brood about winter. God may have fashioned this humped land out
of leftovers, but He lavished special care on it.

Everything was perfect for a drive except the road. It was pri-
vate—a narrow, seldom used strip of gravel that meandered through
a forest in the general direction of west and pointed steadily upward.
Common species of oak, hickory, sweetgum, and poplar lined the
road; pine, dogwood, and redbud were scattered among them. I
hadn’t seen another car since I left the highway, but I drove cau-
tiously and slowed to a crawl on blind curves. Once I had to ford a
small stream that crossed the road through a cemented dip. Birds
would have woven ethereal patterns of song about me if it had been
summer, but on this fall day, the sounds I heard through an open
window were mostly the chirpings of insects accompanied by occa-
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sional unidentifiable squeaks. The road itself was the only sign that
humans had ever passed this way.

I kept checking my mileage indicator with increasing skepticism.
By the time the road finally leveled off at the end of a lengthy,
zigzagging ascent, [ felt certain I was lost. I emerged in an elongated
mountain meadow that had the look of an abandoned pasture or hay
field. Except for an occasional isolated clump of shrubs, the weeds had
taken over. Solitary small red cedars were bold scouts for some future
forest. On my right, which was north, the land rose gradually for half
a mile or so to a grove of trees. It sloped downward on my left and
dropped steeply behind me. The view of the valley I had just
emerged from was spectacular. I made an approving mental note: If
I ever required a magnificent spot for a picnic, I would know where
to come.

A distant “boom” seemed to herald my arrival. My attention was
fixed on the road, which had taken a sudden jog to the south, and I
saw nothing at all. Another boom sounded, and another, and another.
Suddenly, thirty feet ahead of my car, a cannonball described an
elegant arc, bounced twice, kicking up dust as it crossed the road at
an angle, and bounded away. Between bounces it seemed to soar
gently enough to be caught with a butterfly net.

How you react to an emergency depends, I suppose, on tempera-
ment and experience. My experience of being cannonaded was mini-
mal, so I fell back on temperament and got the hell out of there. I
stomped on the accelerator and followed a sharp curve to the right.
As the car leaped ahead, I glanced at the rearview mirror and saw a
cannonball bounce behind me with the same kind of weird slow
motion. Almost simultaneously there was a ringing double “thud” as
something struck the car, and a sharp “crack” sounded from some-
where nearby. I kept the accelerator on the floor. I heard another
“crack,” much fainter than the first and with no accompanying thuds.
By then [ was driving at top speed, and I quickly put that particular
trouble spot far behind me.

There are large numbers of enthusiasts in the United States who
pursue the Civil War as a hobby. Some spend substantial sums to
outfit themselves with authentic weapons, uniforms, and equipment,
and they reenact famous Civil War battles. My first thought was that
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I had inadvertently driven through one of their practice sessions. That
faded at once when I began to apply question marks. The cannon fire
had been held until my car was plainly in sight, and the rifle shot that
hit it must have been carefully aimed. Probably the cannon had been
carefully aimed, too. The only thing about the barrage that was
accidental was that it had missed.

I knew instantly that these were Civil War cannon. Modern artil-
lery doesn’t shoot cannonballs, and I had been thinking about the
Civil War ever since I left the Atlanta International Airport that
morning. In northwest Georgia and southern Tennessee, one follows
a trail of Civil War history and legend. Near the sites of major battles,
every traffic intersection throbs with it. While zinging along on
Interstate Highway 75, the main route between Atlanta and Chat-
tanooga, I had breathed a silent tribute to the Civil War armies that
dragged artillery and wagons over those mountains on tracks we
wouldn’t even consider roads.

For all I knew, another barrage might come crashing down at any
moment, so I drove as fast as [ could. I didn’t breathe deeply again
until the road began a zigzagging descent and I had left the
meadow—and its alarums of war—far behind me.

Unlike the forested east side of the mountain, the west side was
bare. The road crossed and recrossed the rocky face of the slope.
When [ finally reached the bottom, I encountered the first evidence
of human habitation I had seen along the private road: several vine-
covered stone chimneys that remained standing long after time had
consumed the buildings they were attached to. I kept a wary eye on
a murky patch of woods on my right because it seemed like an ideal
spot for another ambush. After the cannonade and the small arms fire,
I needed only a cavalry charge to really make my day.

Beyond it, [ arrived suddenly at a decrepit village. I recognized it
immediately. The directions relayed to me by telephone early that
morning had been accurate enough except that they made no men-
tion of the cannon or the ambushing sharpshooter.

This was Napoleon Corners, Georgia, and it had been described to
me as a cluster of abandoned buildings on an infrequently traveled
private road at a crossroad that no longer existed. Clearly the place
had never been a metropolis, but it was slightly less dead than
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reported. The nonexistent crossroad was still in use and deeply
rutted, and the village was spread out along it. The dwellings, which
had clusters of rundown outbuildings gathered about them like
broods of chicks around mother hens, could have been used to
illustrate progressive stages of decay in rural housing. South of the
intersection, the structures looked utterly abandoned, and one—with
a collapsed roof—had been partially burned. To the north, however,
several buildings were in surprisingly good repair and freshly painted.
One of these was a tiny church with a blunt little tower.

At the intersection, the private road was blocked by white wood
gates identical to a pair I had negotiated at the other end when I
entered it. I slowed to a halt and watched an unlikely procession pass
in front of me. Two monks in dark brown cowls were in the lead,
walking on either side of a donkey that pulled a rickety wagon loaded
with logs that had been sawed and split. Behind them came two
hefty-looking men in overalls carrying axes, and bringing up the rear
were several long-haired goats and a kid. No matter how I considered
this strange array, it made no sense whatsoever, and I could only
gape at it. No one glanced in my direction, not even the goats.

Just beyond the intersection was a handsome old stone farmhouse
with wings that were arrayed in sparkling white aluminum siding. It
seemed to have no connection with the grubby, dilapidated village
and the rutted crossroad. There was an expanse of parklike lawn in
front with a scattering of picnic tables and a barbecue pit. The
graveled parking lot was empty. The sign, CORNERS GENERAL STORE
AND CAFE, was ornamented with drawings of crossed Civil War rifles
at either end, and there were two snub Civil War cannon on cement
bases guarding the steps that led up to a broad porch with more
picnic tables.

A swinging sign beside the road evoked that era of innocence
when travel had been adventure rather than mass entertainment. It
said cABINs, and several miniature buildings stood in a row behind the
old farmhouse, freshly painted and in excellent repair. I wondered
how travelers managed to find them in that out-of-the-way location.

I got out and opened the gates, each of which bore half of a large
PRIVATE ROAD sign similar to the one I had already seen when I entered
the road. I got out again to close them behind me and drove to the
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empty parking lot beside the Corners General Store and Café. My
first order of business was to inspect the damage to my rented car.
Something had passed completely through it, entering just forward
of the back window on the right side and exiting above the rear side
window on the left, leaving two neatly punched holes. A slug from
a shotgun might have done it, but the “crack” I heard hadn’t sounded
like a shotgun blast.

Whatever the projectile had been, its path passed through the
plane the driver’'s head was on, and the marksman might have given
me a permanent headache if he had led the car a bit instead of aiming
directly at me. Probably my sudden acceleration had thrown him off.
I locked the car and walked to the door of the Corners General Store
and Café in a thoughtful mood, pausing at the bottom of the steps
long enough to sniff the muzzles of the two cannon. Probably they
hadn’t been fired since 1865. They were almost completely filled with
dirt, cigarette stubs, orange peels, gum wrappers, and other memora-
bilia of our decadent civilization.

A bell tinkled as I opened the door. On the left side of the hallway
was a large room with shelves, counters, and tables that were
crammed with merchandise. On the right side was the wing that
served as a café. It was furnished with rustic tables and chairs, and its
interior was paneled with knotty pine. Its tiled floor looked freshly
waxed and clean enough to eat on.

I seated myself in the most remote corner and waited. An elderly,
bald-headed man with the build of an overweight wrestler looked
into the room. He wore a red flannel shirt, and he had a towel tied
around his waist. He shuffled forward, scowling.

“Are you Duff Schaffer?” I asked.

He nodded.

“I'll have a mint daiquiri.”

He nodded again and turned away. He hesitated in the doorway
and sent a searching glance in my direction—it could have indicated
either skepticism or curiosity—before he shuffled out.

[ heard a distant bellow. “Tad! Where is that boy?”

A few minutes later, through a window in the opposite wall, I saw
a black boy of ten or eleven heading west on a new-looking bicycle.
He was riding more in the leisurely fashion of one beginning a
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marathon race than as a courier entrusted with an urgent message,
and I hoped his errand had nothing to do with me.

Nothing happened for almost half an hour. I passed the time
absently looking out of the window at a stretch of forest that climbed
into the distance, softening the outline of a humped hill that probably
was an outrider of the mountain I had crossed. It was a lovely view,
and I felt like the proverbial fish out of water.

However enjoyable such scenery might be to look at or even to
wander about in, tranquil landscapes pose extraordinary difficulties
for a detective. There are relatively few crimes, and when a felony
does occur, there will be few witnesses and fewer suspects. I wanted
to tackle the problem of who had shot at me and why, but I had no
idea how to track down suspects and find witnesses when there were
no people about.

Finally Duff Schaffer brought cocktails for two—two large, tulip-
shaped glasses on an enormous, circular tray that could have held a
six-course dinner. He clumsily placed one glass in front of me with
a paper cocktail napkin and arranged the other on the opposite side
of the table. He acknowledged my thanks with a nod, responded to
a comment on the weather with a shy smile, and retired. He still
hadn'’t spoken a word, and I had no idea what was going to happen.
I'd had the impression that liquor wasn't sold in rural Georgia, so the
drinks were unexpected. When I asked for a “mint daiquiri,” I thought
I was giving him some kind of password.

The sound of a galloping horse reached me faintly. It came closer,
and the rider flashed past the window. A moment later she en-
tered—a woman of perhaps twenty-five in full equestrian costume
including a short whip and a cap she didn’t bother to remove. She
came directly to my table, seated herself opposite me, and looked me
over with an expression that made me feel like a tainted cut of meat
being rejected by a finicky cook.

She was a tall, slender, highly attractive blonde. An advertising
writer would have described her as “statuesque”—she even looked
good in riding pants—but such a formidable female would never be
called “cute.” She was a type I find most appealing when I can admire
it from a distance: a woman with muscles. She had just demonstrated
her skill with a horse. Probably she also played championship golf
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and tennis, ran up and down mountains before breakfast, and ate her
bear steaks rare. She was Superwoman, modestly attired.

When [ scrutinized her in return, her blue eyes met mine without
wavering. Then she raised her mint daiquiri and took an unladylike
swig. “You don’t look much like a detective,” she announced. She
added reflectively, “I suppose that could be an advantage. I'm Kolina
Kirkland. Laurette Johnston’s secretary.”

I had never heard either name. “All the wise books of the world
warn about judging from appearances,” I told her. “At the moment,
you don't even faintly resemble a secretary.”

She burst into laughter.

“What's a detective supposed to look like?” I demanded. “Were
you expecting the deerstalker hat, the calabash pipe, and the magnify-
ing glass? That isn't a detective, that's a caricature. While we're being
personal, you don't sound much like a Southerner, either, but I
wouldn’t know about the advantages or disadvantages of that. What
brings a Boston Yankee to Georgia?”

“The General pretends to be a Southerner, but the Johnstons are
really transplanted Yankees,” she said. “Miss Laurette is allergic to the
South. A thousand years here wouldn’t convert her, and when she
needed a new secretary, of course she went to Boston for her.
Meaning, for me. Do you have a card or some kind of identification?”

I passed one of my business cards across the table. It has the phone
numbers of our Los Angeles and New York offices in fine print at the
top, followed by their addresses—the Klemmer Building in Los An-
geles and Mayly Plaza in New York—after which it reads, LAMBERT
AND ASSOCIATES, INVESTIGATIVE CONSULTANTS, with my name, J.
Pletcher, in the lower left corner.

“And you're ]. Pletcher?” She sounded skeptical.

“The ‘)’ stands for Jariath. My mother was frightened by a Latin
dictionary.”

She was still regarding me as tainted meat, and her lips curled in
disgust. She would have been far more attractive if she had radiated
less energy. Even while sitting motionless, she conveyed the impres-
sion of having more electrons in her body than it could contain.

“If it isn’t too much trouble, I'd like to know what I'm supposed
to be doing here,” I said. “No one told me anything except how to
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find this place and what to say when I arrived. I don’'t even know who
hired me. I thought ‘mint daiquiri’ was a password.”

“It's a very good drink, but I'm the only one around here who likes
it—which is why I suggested that you ask for one. I told Duff to send
for me the moment anyone did.”

She took another swig of her mint daiquirf, and I sampled mine out
of curiosity. If you like that sort of thing—a daiquiri with a mild
flavor of mint—then this is a drink you'll like.

“Miss Laurette hired you,” she said. “Laurette Johnston. General
Bramwell Johnston’s daughter. I have no idea why. Even if I did, I'm
sure Miss Laurette would prefer to tell you herself.”

“If she has a problem, surely her secretary knows something about
it. Just give me a rough sketch so I can turn on my brain and start
working.”

“I know absolutely nothing about it. This is a peaceful, quiet place.
The people are friendly and helpful. Miss Laurette has been extremely
kind to me, and the General is a dear. I was both shocked and amazed
when she said she was hiring a detective. She’ll have to tell you
herself what she wants you to do. Unfortunately, she’s extremely
busy at the moment. She’s getting ready to entertain a visitor—a
niece from the West Coast she’s never seen and didn’t know she had.
She’ll send for you the moment she’s free, but that may not be until
late this evening.”

I refused to believe her. “You're the kind of secretary who always
knows more about the boss’s business than the boss does,” I told her.

“Laurette Johnston’s secretary never knows more than her boss
wants her to know,” she protested. “Really—I have no idea at all. I
suppose we have more than a normal quota of peculiar happenings
here, but they aren't the sort of thing one hires a detective about. At
least—M iss Laurette never did before.”

“Tell me,” I persisted.

“They’re complicated.”

“Most things are, even when they look simple.”

“Nothing about the Johnstons ever looks simple. But Miss Laurette
would skin me if she knew I'd been discussing family secrets.”

“She won't know. Anyway, she’s going to tell me those secrets
herself, or I'll go back to Miami and let her do her own detecting. This
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job is difficult enough without a mulish client withholding informa-
tion. Tell me.”

She giggled, perhaps at the reference to her employer as a mulish
client. Then she shrugged. “A man has disappeared.”

“Who is he?”

“Albert Johnston. Al. Miss Laurette’s nephew. He’s General John-
ston’s grandson and the heir apparent to a substantial fortune.”

“How substantial?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Millions, I suppose. Miss Laurette looks after all of
the finances herself. She counts every penny and doesn’t tell anyone
anything.”

She was smiling, but she sounded resentful. “Miss Laurette is a
character,” she went on. “She tries to run everyone and everything.
She carries on as though the family were perpetually on the verge of
bankruptcy, but she’s actually a very generous person, and I've no-
ticed that there’s never any shortage of money. High Acres—the
Johnston estate—must be immensely valuable, and Al Johnston
should inherit quite a pile if he lives long enough to collect it.
Unfortunately for him, he’ll have to outlive both the General and
Miss Laurette to do that, and they're going to live forever.”

“Is foul play suspected?”

“In Al's disappearance? No way! He often goes off for a week or
more without telling anyone where he’s going. In recent months he’s
been gone more than he’s been here, but this time no one saw him
leave, and he’s been gone for nearly four weeks. He never stayed
away that long before.”

“How old is he?”

“A bit under thirty-five, I would say.”

“Occupation?”

She snorted. “Loafing—raised to the level of a vice.”

“Is there any reason for not supposing he suddenly decided to visit
Disney World or take a Caribbean cruise?”

“Al Johnston never in his life decided anything suddenly. Anyway,
he would have said something—if only to ask for money.”

“Did he take anything with him?”

“I suppose he took the things he always takes when he goes away.
All of us have the uneasy feeling something should be done about
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finding out where he is, but I'm sure no one would even consider
calling in a detective, either about him or about the other peculiar
things.”

“What other things?”

“Someone is taking potshots at the General when he goes out to
play.” ™

“What do you mean—'when he goes out to play’? How old is he?”

“He’s in his eighties. Maybe almost ninety. He's a Civil War
veteran, and he plays war. He’s planning to retake Chattanooga for
the Confederates. He holds maneuvers—"

I held up a hand to stop her. “Just a moment, please, while I sort
this out. The last time I checked, the Civil War had been over for a
few years. If he actually fought in it, he couldn’t have been born much
later than 1850, and even that would have made him a precocious
fifteen when it ended in 1865. ‘In his eighties’ doesn't have enough
stretch to it. A genuine Civil War veteran would be about a hundred
and fifty years old and an international celebrity. Even I would have
heard of him.”

“Actually, it was the General’s grandfather who was the Civil War
veteran. He served in the Federal army, and he was only a private.
But when the General bought property down here—during the
Depression, when it was cheap—he transferred his loyalties. He went
over to the enemy completely. He started having his suits made in
Atlanta so he could disguise himself as a gentleman from the Old
South, and he began holding his own maneuvers and studying the
Civil War's military history to see if he could find a way to make it
come out differently. Someone made him a courtesy colonel, and he
rapidly promoted himself to lieutenant general. Now he thinks he’s
ready to march his troops on Chattanooga and correct the blunders
made by the Confederate General Bragg when he lost the battle there
in eighteen sixty-something. The General has trained some neighbor-
hood boys to imitate a Confederate army, weather and school permit-
ting. They hold maneuvers in full uniform, shoot off cannon and rifles,
make cavalry charges, and generally have a ball—under the General's
stern command, of course.”

“And someone is taking potshots at him?”

“That's Miss Laurette’s version. The General’s version is that the




11
damned Yankee sharpshooters get more pestiferous every day. My
version is that he caught his coat sleeve on a dead branch and got a
hole poked in it. But the hole is there, and the General did complain
about Yankee sharpshooters, and I know Miss Laurette is concerned.”

“But not enough to hire a detective,” I suggested.

“Surely not that much. And then—someone tried to force her car
off the road the last time she was driving back from Chattanooga.”

“I see. It really doesn’t add up to much. Right now Al Johnston
could be studying higher mathematics at the Las Vegas blackjack
tables. Even if the potshots were real, they could have been strays
from hunters anticipating the season. Miss Laurette probably encoun-
tered a drunk driver.”

She nodded energetically. “That’s exactly what I think. As I said,
this is a peaceful, quiet place. There are remarkable ghost stories being
rumored about, we've had a series of arson cases, someone poisoned
the cattle on the south farm, and several times roofing nails have been
scattered on the High Acres drive, but in this part of the country,
people don't import a private detective over things like that. They
call the sheriff, who already knows who the local nuts are and
probably knows which one is responsible. Miss Laurette will tell you
what her problem is, and I'm sure she’ll be far more convincing about
it than I could be. She’s giving a ball tomorrow night for this visiting
niece—a Military Ball-—which is why she’s so busy. You'll hear from
her as soon as she’s free.”

She called, “Duff!”

Booming laughter came from the room opposite the café. Duff was
busy with a customer. Kolina Kirkland went down the hallway and
returned with a tiny, thin woman with gray hair and bony hands and
arms. Her flowered housedress and matching apron looked home-
made. I got to my feet as they approached the table.

“This is May Schaffer,” Kolina Kirkland told me. “Duff's wife. This
is Mr. Pletcher, May.”

We shook hands. She was a startling contrast to her enormous
husband.

“Mr. Pletcher will be staying with you for a night or two or
perhaps longer,” Kolina Kirkland went on. “Give him his choice of
cabins, but don’t put his name in the register, and don’t mention him
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to anyone. You can tell him anything he wants to know. He's a
detective, and Miss Laurette has hired him.”

She turned to me. “There are no telephones here. If you have a
message for either me or Miss Laurette, tell Duff. He'll see that it's
delivered.” She picked up her cocktail glass and drained it, set it down
again, nodded at us, and walked to the door with a brisk, athletic
stride. A moment later she flashed past the window on her galloping
horse, and the hoofbeats faded rapidly.

“Dynamite!” I murmured. “She’s an abrupt young lady.”

A flicker of a smile crossed May Schaffer’s wrinkled face. “She is
that.”

She also was a liar. The bulge under her left arm could only have
been made by a handgun in a shoulder holster. I had been tempted
to tell her that the high-buttoned riding coat was the wrong costume
for it. She would have to virtually undress before she could draw.

If she couldn’t imagine a use for a detective, why had she felt
compelled to arm herself for a swift afternoon ride across a peaceful,
quiet countryside populated only with friendly, helpful people? Un-
like my cannon barrage, this mystery had a simple explanation.
Kolina Kirkland wasn't merely showing off her equestrian talent. She
rode fast because she was frightened of something.

If I were to question her about it, no doubt I would be tartly
informed that people in these parts wouldn't hire a private detective
over a little thing like that.

2

May Schaffer gave me a shy smile and slipped away. I sat down
again and tried to fit the day’s events into a logical pattern: Civil War
cannon, the strange holes in my car, monks in full regalia in rural
Georgia, an armed equestrian secretary, and the peculiar happenings
that weren’t worth bothering a detective over. I didn’t succeed.
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Duff Schaffer’s customer left, and he came in to ask me if I wanted
another cocktail.

“I thought the sale of hard liquor was restricted in Georgia,” I said.

“I'm not selling it. There’s no law against giving it away.” He was
being wary. His wife must have told him what Kolina Kirkland said,
but neither of them knew what to make of me.

“I'd rather have beer,” I said.

He brightened. “So would I. I don’t go for these namby-pamby
drinks.”

“Why don’t you join me?”

He transferred the two cocktail glasses to the tray and took them
away, returning with two opened bottles of beer and two glasses. He
seated himself, poured the beer, and raised his glass to me. I raised
mine, and we drank.

“Quiet place here,” I remarked.

“Things jump a little on weekends,” Duff said.

I asked casually, “Does the General use real ammunition in his Civil
War games?”

He set his glass down with a thump. “Why do you ask?”

“I was narrowly missed by a cannon barrage as I came over the
mountain. Then my car was hit by some kind of slug.”

He looked at me intently for a moment. Then he got to his feet.
“Show me.” .

His heavy stride must have communicated his concern. May
emerged from the back of the house to trail after us as far as the front
door. She stood there clutching a wad of apron in one hand and
watching anxiously while Duff and I went to the parking lot. He
scowled at the holes in my car.

“Probably a Minnie ball,” he said. “Dangerous.”

“What fires it? A rifle?”

“A Civil War rifle, yes. Were you thinking of reporting this to the
authorities?”

“What would the authorities do?”

“Probably nothing. It's private property—even the road is pri-
vate—and Civil War weapons are fired here all the time. They'd
figure the General did it, but it’s his land, and he pretty much does
what he likes on it. I'll tell you one thing for sure. There’s something



14

really odd about this. The General never shoots anything in the
direction of the road. That’s his army’s rear. He pretends he’s a
Confederate general, and he always fires toward the north. His games
have never hurt anyone or damaged anything. Also, he’s home sick
today. He's had a touch of the flu all week, Miss Laurette said. If you
don’t mind a suggestion, I'll ask my son to stop by this evening. Eddie
is an investigator for the county sheriff. He grew up here, and he
knows what goes on. He'll know how to handle this.”

“Please do,” I said. “I'd like to meet him.”

We returned to the café, and while we finished our beer, we talked
about Napoleon Corners, which had its own distinctive Civil War
connection. It hadn’t been named in honor of either French emperor
but for a type of Civil War cannon called the Napoleon. Bragg’s army
had abandoned one somewhere nearby during its frenzied retreat
from Chattanooga after Grant defeated it there in the fall of 1863.
This would have made a much better story if one of the military
remnants outside the door had been General Bragg’s missing field-
piece, but they were iron cannon with rifled bores. The Napoleon had
been a smooth-bored cannon cast of bronze.

Finally I asked, “Do you know why the Johnstons hired a detective?
I'd like to start work, but I have no idea what I'm supposed to be
doing.”

“Probably it has something to do with Drew Fithie,” Duff said.
“He's the biggest scoundrel between Chattanooga and Atlanta. Al-
ways trying to put something over on someone.”

“Who's Drew Fithie?”

“Man that runs the Village. Or tries to.”

It was Village with a spoken capital letter. “What Village?” I asked.

“The one west of here.”

That was all he would say. He knew of no problem the Johnstons
might have that didn’t involve Drew Fithie.

“What's this about ghosts?” I asked, intending to run down Kolina
Kirkland's list.

He looked up quickly. “Ghosts? 1 don't know anything about
ghosts.”

But he did. Like the equestrian secretary, he was frightened.
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We went to look at the six tiny cabins. They lacked bathtubs and
telephones, but each had its own toilet, lavatory, shower, and pro-
pane heater. They were scrupulously clean, and they had comfortable
beds. The wardrobes and small writing tables made the interiors far
too cramped to swing a cat in, but few travelers did much of that
anyway.

At least they had electric lights and modern plumbing. Schaffer
operated his own power system with a couple of windmill generators.
The lack of these things had contributed substantially to the demise
of Napoleon Corners, he said. Its population gradually abandoned it
for the Village, where such luxuries were available. Now a religious
community had taken over some of the houses, and the monks were
restoring them. They didn’t seem to mind the primitive living.

The six cabins were all that remained of twenty or so that had been
built for temporary farm workers when Bramwell Johnston had no-
tions of establishing a southern plantation in the Georgia mountains.
That had been decades ago, and it hadn't worked. When Schaffer took
over the general store, he added the café, tore down most of the
cabins, and modernized the six that remained.

“Do you actually have customers for them?” I asked.

“Most nights I have one or two rented. Sometimes more.”

“To whom?”

“Traveling men covering this territory or passing through it. They
always stop with me.”

“How do they find the place?”

“They know about it.” Duff chuckled. Then he added, simpering
like a schoolgirl caught coming in late from a date, “I got billheads
that say ‘Crossroads Motel.’ I give ‘em a bill for thirty dollars, plus
taxes, and charge ‘em a flat twenty for bed and breakfast. The thirty
is reasonable for a night in a motel with breakfast included, so their
bosses don’t complain. They have a quiet, comfortable place to stay,
they get a super breakfast, and they make money every time they
stop. They're loyal customers, I'll tell you, and it's profitable for me.
Usually they eat dinner here, too. A couple of them will be along
tonight.”

I had been wracking my imagination for a cover story that would
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account for my presence in this quiet backwater. “Traveling sales-
man” seemed ideal, but when I suggested this to Schaffer, he scruti-
nized me doubtfully.

“What's the matter?” I asked. “Don’t I look the part?”

“You aren't glad-handed enough.”

“T'll work on it. Maybe I can get by for a few days.”

“Maybe,” he said without enthusiasm. “If you're planning on
doing much walking, you'll need shoes and clothes for it. These hills
are hard on the feet if you don't have proper shoes, and we've got
brambles that just plain eat a man’s suit.”

[ had the right clothing. I never know when I may have to disguise
myself as a ditchdigger or attend a formal dinner party, so I carry a
wardrobe designed to meet almost any contingency.

[ selected cabin number one because its parking place was behind
the store building and partially shielded from the road—not that
there was much traffic to conceal it from. With Duff’s help, I sketched
a rough map of the Johnston estate, showing approximate locations
for Napoleon Corners; High Acres, the Johnston mansion; several
tenant farms; and Drew Fithie’s domain, the nearby community that
Schaffer called the Village. He returned to his work, and I carried my
suitcases into the cabin and unpacked a few items I might have
immediate use for.

Then I seated myself on the cabin’s one chair and passed the events
of the day in review. Early that morning I had been in Miami, winding
up my pursuit of a fugitive bank teller from Providence. Raina Lam-
bert, who would be a six-star general if the personnel of Lambert and
Associates had military ranks, was in Toronto acting as a consultant
to an industrial concern that had a problem with employee theft. Her
orders were relayed to me by our New York office when I reported
by telephone after placing the absconding teller in the hands of the
authorities.

They were cryptic—she never divulges more than she has to in
any message delivered by a third party. I was given directions for
finding Napoleon Corners and instructed to take myself there as
expeditiously as possible and ask Duff Schaffer, owner of the Corners
General Store and Café, for a mint daiquiri.
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In Raina Lambert’s vocabulary, the word “expeditiously” refers to
something that should have been done yesterday. I flew to Atlanta,
picked up a rental car there—which was quicker than waiting for a
connecting flight—and drove north on Interstate 75. South of Chat-
tanooga, I switched to secondary roads and began looking for land-
marks. Eventually I found the private road that unexpectedly crossed
a battlefield.

After arriving precisely on schedule with the unexpected bonus of
being shot at, and talking with the client’s secretary, I still didn’t have
an inkling of what I was supposed to be doing. Normally Raina
briefed me herself by telephone when I was about to take on a new
job, or she arranged to have the client talk with me. I couldn’t
remember a more unlikely beginning for a case, but mine was not to
reason why.

The thrifty Laurette Johnston surely hadn’t brought in an expen-
sive investigative consultant to hash over the items Kolina Kirkland
mentioned. The only oddity about the missing grandson, a man
almost thirty-five living in a household dominated by an elderly
maiden aunt who pinched pennies and tried to run everyone and
everything, was that he hadn’t left years before. Peculiar happenings
were to be expected in the vicinity of a wealthy old man who
refought Civil War battles with real cannon. If it hadn’t been for the
barrage I had driven through, and Kolina Kirkland’s shoulder hol-
ster—and the fact that all of these people were frightened—I would
have been willing to go back to Miami and start over with another
case.

While I waited for someone to tell me why I was here, I thought
I might as well familiarize myself with my surroundings. I locked my
cabin and walked in the direction of the religious community. It was
one of Miss Laurette’s charities, Schaffer had said. The order was
called the Brotherhood of the Reborn, and it was a religious retreat
for men who had wrecked their lives with drugs or alcohol. The
abandoned buildings and land at Napoleon Corners weren't worth
anything to the family, and it cost nothing to have a worthwhile
charity repair and use them. The men came here to restore their
health—physical, mental, and moral—through a radical change of
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lifestyle and long hours of healthy, hard work. When their minds and
bodies had been healed, the sponsoring organization would help
them make a new start.

It sounded like a noble project, but it had a kicker I didn't care for.
If there really were peculiar goings-on in the neighborhood, the
monks’ characters and backgrounds were so’dubious that any compe-
tent precinct cop would have picked up the entire brotherhood every
time anything happened.

I counted more than a dozen of them—young, middle-aged, and
elderly; white, black, Latino, and even one Oriental. Only three were
wearing traditional brown monks’ cowls. The others were in patched
overalls. They were fencing fields, repairing outbuildings, roofing,
painting, chopping wood, looking after livestock. Two were building
a small barn—one laid cement blocks while the other supervised and
instructed.

I walked as far as the last building on the rutted road. When [
turned back, a monk stepped from the church porch to intercept me.
“Were you looking for someone?”

“Just looking,” I said with a smile. “I'm staying at the Corners, and
[ wondered about all of this activity in such an out-of-the-way place.”

“Oh, I'm so sorry! I do hope we haven't disturbed you!”

He was a big, swarthy man with a barrel chest and a voice that
boomed even in casual conversation. He wore a traditional cowl with
hood and flopping sleeves, but I noticed when he came down the
church steps that his feet were shod in stout work shoes. This was a
working community. 4

I assured him that the activity hadn’t disturbed me. Duff Schaffer
had told me a little about the brotherhood, I said, and I was im-
pressed.

He beamed at me. “I'm Brother Mulberry. In the Middle Ages, I
would have been the prior, but here and now I'm only the boss.”
Probably he was a reformed addict himself. His eyes held that distant,
haunted look of one who could love humanity and emulate heaven
all the better because he had already experienced hell.

“I'm J. Pletcher,” I told him. “The ‘]’ stands for ‘Joachim.” ” Because
I was impersonating a traveling salesman, I didn’t offer him a card.

We shook hands, and then I reached out and fingered the sleeve




i
of his robe. “That’s an unusual weave. I'm in menswear, and 1 could
get a fancy price for a robe made of that cloth.”

“It's hand-woven from goat’s wool,” he said. “We make it our-
selves. Unfortunately, we haven't produced enough yet for our own
use, but eventually I would like to market it. We desperately need
income. There are far too many things that we can’t make for our-
selves. When we have no money, we must do without.” He hesitated.
“You must be one of Duff’s traveling salesmen. Did you say—
menswear? [ wouldn't have you think we're rude mendicants who beg
from passing strangers, but I wonder if you'd be able to obtain
discounts for us. We receive ample supplies of secondhand clothing,
most of it in serviceable condition, but shoes and stockings are a
problem.”

“How many pair do you need?”

“Of shoes, sixteen pair in the proper sizes would give each of us
areserve pair. Of stockings, or socks, two pair for each of us, correctly
sized, would be a revelation. It's strange to be thinking of clothing in
inspirational terms, but we've been wearing whatever we can get, and
the brethren joke that every pair of stockings donated to us is the
same size—the one that doesn't fit.”

“Make a list of the sizes for me,” I suggested. “You'll find me in
cabin number one. If I'm not there, you can leave it with Duff. What
kind of shoes do you want?”

He raised the edge of his robe to display his heavy work shoes.
“Durability is far more important than style,” he said with a smile.
“Shoes of any kind are expensive, and they've been a problem ever
since we came here. With the rough work we do, light shoes wear
very poorly. I finally got everyone outfitted with one pair of heavy
shoes like these, but some are already badly worn, and what are the
brethren to wear while they're being resoled? Could you estimate a
price?”

“For sixteen pair? I'll have to check my sources, but I can guarantee
you the lowest price you would find anywhere, and since it's for
charity, I may be able to find someone willing to pick up the tab for
you. I'm pleased to be able to help. A religious community like yours
must be absolutely unique in this part of the country.”

“Not unique, no. There’s another close by in Alabama called the
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Brotherhood of St. Giles. Like ours, it's a young order, but I under-
stand it's already earned enormous respect from the neighboring
communities. It concerns itself with charitable deeds. My brethren
must first learn to help themselves before they can help others. How
generous of you to interest yourself in our needs! Jesus himself said,
‘Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my
brethren, ye have done it unto me.” May you be richly rewarded!”

He babbled on gratefully. Eventually I made my escape by promis-
ing to call another day for a guided tour of the community.

Wholesale prices on almost anything are available to me through
Lambert and Associates, but I would have ordered these shoes in any
case. The bill would be added to Laurette Johnston’s account. It was
a small price to pay for making the monks my allies. Not only would
Brother Mulberry be properly grateful, but perhaps, when I got to
know him better, he would tell me why he was carrying a gun. His
cow! had been open at the throat, and I was able to glimpse the strap
leading to the bulge of his shoulder holster. It seemed like a dubious
accessory for a religious leader—even more so than for a female
equestrian—but obviously this was a community of oddities.

At least Brother Mulberry was not frightened. A man who has
experienced hell is either afraid of everything or of nothing, and he
feared nothing. When that kind of man finds it necessary to arm
himself, something is decidedly wrong.

[ returned to the store and café and went around to the rear door.
Duff Schaffer was seated in the kitchen talking with his wife, who was
making and baking fruit pies—apple, peach, and cherry—to sell in
the store or serve in the café. Those she had just taken from the oven
smelled delicious. I suddenly realized it was midafternoon and [ hadn'’t
eaten since an inadequate airline breakfast.

May bustled about in alarm when [ told her I'd missed lunch. She
served up the most savory toasted ham sandwich I had ever tasted,
made with homemade bread and country cheese, and delicious home-
made vegetable soup. While I feasted, Duff entertained us with tales
told to him by his traveling salesmen. Some weren't suitable for
mixed company. May filled her pies and trimmed the crusts while
tut-tutting and pooh-poohing her husband’s stories.
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Duff told me his young helper, Tad Williams, had bicycled down
to the Village to telephone a message to their son, Eddie, the sheriff's
investigator. He expected Eddie about five-thirty. I promised to be
waiting. 3

While I was eating, Brother Mulberry arrived with the list of shoe
sizes. Duff hadn't realized I intended to act the part of a traveling
salesman so thoroughly, and he was impressed.

Brother Mulberry also brought a shopping list. Duff took him into
the store to wait on him, and while he was gone, I reminded May that
Miiss Kirkland had told her to tell me anything I wanted to know. She
seated herself across the table from me and hunched her thin shoul-
ders forward. “What is it?” she asked apprehensively. She, too, was
frightened.

“Nothing complicated.” I got out my notebook. “I can do better
work for Miss Laurette if I know something about her family. Surely
she wouldn’t object to your telling me things that are common
knowledge around here. How long have you known the Johnstons?”

“Ever since they came here. I grew up with the family, and I was
a maid at High Acres before I got married.”

“Then you should know all about them. Tell me about the Gen-
eral’s children.”

“There were seven,” she said. “Four boys and three girls. Miss
Laurette was the eldest, and she never married. She stayed home to
look after her father and the younger children—her mother died
when she was twelve. Leonora married a man named Wainer, and
they had one son, Albert Sidney. She and her husband were killed in
an automobile accident when Al was only four, and the General and
Miss Laurette raised him.”

“I suppose the boy was named after the famous Confederate
general.”

“Of course,” she said, surprised I would ask anything that obvious.
“When Al came here to live, the General changed his last name to
Johnston.”

Family history was a safe subject. May relaxed and began to talk
freely. “Then there was a younger daughter, Letitia. Everyone called
her Letty. She was the General's favorite. Maybe that was why she
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turned out the way she did, wild, always making trouble. She was
only sixteen when she got pregnant. The General threw her out and
never mentioned her name again.”

“Letty?” I mused. “I noticed a place on the map called Letty. It
should be just a little west of here. Is that the Village Duff refers to?”

“The General named it after her. When he*threw her out, he made
them take down every sign that had ‘Letty’ on it. It's still ‘Letty’ on
the map, but no one calls it that. It's just ‘the Village. ”

“It seems odd he didn’t have the name changed to something else.”

“It would have caused a fuss, and he hates fusses. Anyway, he
swore he'd never mention her name again, and he couldn’t get it
changed without mentioning it—one way or another.”

“I see. The Johnstons certainly have an interesting family history.
What about the boys?”

“Michael, Millard, Merrick, and Malcolm. Michael was the oldest.
He enlisted in the army during World War I, and he was killed in the
war. Millard fought a war of his own—with his father. Finally he
went to the West Coast to get as far from him as he could. He married
there and seemed to be doing well. For a time he was reconciled with
the family, but when his son was born, the General wanted the baby
named Joseph Egglestone Johnston, after another Civil War general,
Albert Sidney Johnston's brother. Millard’s wife wouldn't hear of
that, and they broke off again. I believe the boy died young. I never
heard anything more about Millard or his family.”

“It must be Millard’s daughter who’s coming to visit,” I said.

May looked at me with interest. “I didn't know Millard had a
daughter.”

“Miss Kirkland said Miss Laurette was getting ready for a visit by
a niece from the West Coast—one she’s never seen and didn’t know
she had. That must be Millard’s daughter.”

“TI'll swan! I had no idea.”

“What about Merrick and Malcolm?”

She shook her head sadly. “Merrick was a fine boy and a fine
young man. Always building things. Went to college—Georgia
Tech—and got to be an engineer. Then he went off to Asia or
somewhere to build bridges and railroads and things and died there.
Of some kind of fever, they said.”
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“The Johnstons certainly have been unlucky,” I remarked.

She nodded glumly. “You can say that. Malcolm had a good job
in New York. Then he stole money from his employer and went to
jail. The General won't mention his name, either.”

Duff had returned, and he was listening with silent disapproval.

“Doesn’t anyone know what happened to Letitia?” I asked.

May shook her head.

“She could have married and had a large family.”

“Or not married and had a large family,” May said darkly.

“That was hard on a pregnant girl of sixteen—throwing her out
into the cold world that way regardless of how wild she was.”

“It wasn’t as hard as it sounds. She had some money of her own
from her mother. The General'’s attorney handled it. Steve Malkinson.
Letty got a good allowance until she was twenty-one, and then she
drew all of it. The other children did the same.”

“Did the other boys marry?”

“Michael didn’t. He couldn’t have been much more than twenty or
twenty-one when he died. I don’t know about Malcolm. Merrick
would have told his father. He got on well with his father.”

“What if he’d married an Oriental girl? Would the General have
accepted her?”

She stared at me. The possibility had never occurred to her.

“So it adds up like this,” I said. “Laurette never married. Leonora
married and had one son, Al, before she and her husband were killed.
But Letitia, and Merrick, and Malcolm could have had any number of
children, and Millard had a son who may have died young, a daugh-
ter who is coming to visit, and possibly others. So the General may
have numerous grandchildren he doesn’t know about. It's even possi-
ble that Michael married and had a child. Sudden secret marriages did
happen with soldiers.”

I drew a line in my notebook. [ now knew what Laurette Johnston’s
problem was even though it might not be the one she had in mind.
[ had never encountered a family so ideally situated to have unknown
heirs converging from all directions to claim shares of an estate. The
Johnstons would have to act quickly to compile life histories of the
General's children and track down all of his unknown grandchildren

B R L e, e




- 24

if there were any. Otherwise, his estate could be tied up in litigation
for generations.

Duff stirred himself and spoke gloomily. “You called them an
unlucky family. I think High Acres has a curse on it. The man that
owned it before the General bought it lost all his money in the stock
market crash and shot himself. His wife and children were evicted—
he’d mortgaged everything to the hilt. The things that happened to
previous owners were just as bad or worse—murders, and suicides,
and disappearances. Bramwell Johnston bought the estate cheap and
bragged about the bargain he got. He’s had nothing but misery ever
since. First his wife died, and then all but one of his children died or
vanished. He’s been queer himself for years. Now his only grandson
is dead. We've lived here all our lives, and we love the place, but
something evil happens to everyone that owns it.”

I was waving a hand in protest. “Hold it a moment! Miss Kirkland
said the grandson is missing. Maybe he just took a trip or went on
a bender.”

Duff shook his head and spoke with mournful certainty. “I'm sorry
about it. The Johnstons have always been good to us. But if anything
bad can happen to that family, it will. With the Johnstons, ‘missing’
means ‘dead.” Or something worse. I'll guarantee it.”

3

While I was savoring a piece of freshly baked cherry pie, I asked
May if she knew why Miss Laurette needed a detective. “I hope it’s
something to do with Drew Fithie,” she said. “He’s talking about
starting a restaurant.”

“He’s been talking about that for twenty years,” Duff said. “It
wouldn’t matter. Nobody can compete with your cooking.”

“He might hire May,” I suggested. “What would the Corners Café
do then?”
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May burst into laughter. Duff looked at me blankly.

“He easily could offer her more money than you're paying her,”
I told Duff. May screamed with laughter. Duff’s face got very red, and
I took that as a signal to leave.

I had a phone call of my own to make, and I wanted to try out the
map | had sketched, so I drove west toward the Village. Again the
private road meandered through a forest, but it was wide enough
here for two lanes of traffic, and the trees had been cut back from the
road. As I rounded a curve, a gleaming white mansion suddenly came
into view on a mountaintop to the south, its pillared facade rising
above the surrounding trees. According to my map, the drive that
tunneled into the forest on my left spiraled upward to High Acres,
the Johnston mansion, intersecting another private drive to the man-
sion that connected with Georgia State Highway 353 on the west
boundary of the estate.

High Acres looked like a classic architectural masterpiece from
Natchez, Mississippi, translated intact to a Georgian mountaintop.
The mansion, plus a huge estate, would make an impressive inheri-
tance for Al Johnston, especially if an appropriate chunk of money
came with it, and I had no doubt that one did. Laurette Johnston
might be a penny-pincher, but people who are strapped for cash do
not hire Lambert and Associates. The exorbitant retainer Raina Lam-
bert extracts from new clients leaves no likelihood of a misunder-
standing about the probable size of the final bill. Investigative
Consultants do not come cheap.

I followed the gravel road until it ended at Highway 353. The
double gate there also was marked “Private Road,” but this one stood
open. Beside it was an arrow pointing back the way I had come and
a large sign:

NAPOLEON CORNERS
Corners General Store and Café—Delicious Food
Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner Served Daily
Comfortable Tourist Cabins
Bed and Breakfast
Three Miles
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I followed Highway 353 north: After a quarter of a mile, I rounded
a curve and came upon the nameless Village. It should have been
called Fithie instead of Letty. On the west side of the road, across
from the Johnston estate, there were, in close succession, Drew
Fithie’s General Store—a hulking, ugly, box-like building with corru-
gated steel sides that made it look like a temporary structure from
World War II that someone forgot to tear down; Drew Fithie's Gas
Station and Garage, also box-like but larger and uglier; Drew Fithie’s
Plumbing, Heating, and Construction, located out of sight behind the
garage; and Drew Fithie’s Plaza, a long frame building divided into
shops.

On the Johnstons’ side of the road were the tiny brick post office,
a brick school house, and a lovely brick church with a graceful steeple
and a shaded graveyard that was dotted with modest headstones and
one enormous monument that bore the name jonnsTON. Church,
school, and post office didn't belong to Drew Fithie, but neither were
they Letty’s—at least, there were no names under the signs u.s. post
OFfFICE and VILLAGE scHOOL, and the glass-enclosed announcement
board beside the church door (next Sunday’s sermon, “Many Are
Called”) was headed SOUTHERN BAPTIST CHURCH.

The Village had no bank, but Drew Fithie sold money orders in his
general store. It had no restaurant, but Drew Fithie ran a Snack and
Dessert Bar in his plaza. The only commercial establishment without
a Fithie connection was the law office of Malkinson and Borling, a
rambling, handsome stone house of the same vintage as the Corners
General Store and Café. It also was someone’s home; there were
children’s toys in the yard. It added a touch of distinction—the only
one—to the shoddy row of commercial structures. The Village could
no more support a law firm than it could a bank or a restaurant, but
May Schaffer had mentioned that the General's attorney was named
Steve Malkinson. A firm that represented Bramwell Johnston’s legal
interests would flourish regardless of its location.

Beyond the school’s playground, which also served as a roadside
park, was a residential section of small houses, all so neat and freshly
painted that they had a regimented look despite the fact that they
stood on large lots and no two of them were alike. I learned later that
the Johnstons rented them to employees or to employees’ relatives.
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The variegated and widely scattered houses on the other side of the
highway, behind Drew Fithie’s enterprises, were privately owned. A
few looked luxurious; some were as decrepit as the buildings at
Napoleon Corners.

I pondered all of this while shopping at Drew Fithie’s General
Store. In addition to groceries, the store offered a little of every-
thing—appliances, hunting and sports equipment, toys, household
items, even furniture. It also rented video tapes. A large notice board
carried do-it-yourself unclassified ads for secondhand trucks, motor-
cycles, assorted autos, bicycles, hi-fi equipment, citizens band radios,
rifles, and shotguns. It also announced a Ham Shoot at the Henley
farm, the organization of a weekly quilting club for beginners, and
bumper crops of pumpkins from several farmers.

I bought newspapers and an assortment of snacks in the hope of
learning something from one of the clerks, but the teenaged girl who
waited on me made it clear that this was not her day for being
friendly to strange men. When I went to the gas station to use the
telephone, the two employees abruptly became uncommunicative
and furiously busy.

I made a collect call to our New York office, announced my safe
arrival at Napoleon Corners, explained my sudden need for footwear,
and dictated the shoe sizes Brother Mulberry had supplied. I asked to
have a pair of heavy work shoes and two pairs of socks for each size
rushed to him.

I hadn’t even begun work, and this investigation was already the
most awkward I had ever taken part in. I was accustomed to reporting
to Raina Lambert regularly by telephone, wherever she was, and
receiving her comments and instructions, but the telephones in the
Village were too public and too inconvenient. I would have to devise
my own pony express system.

I left my purchases in the car and strolled down to see what the
shopping potential was at Drew Fithie’s Plaza. I was still hoping to
find a talkative employee. There was only one vehicle parked there,
a sleek, yellow, expensive-looking foreign sports car. The Parthenon
wouldn't have looked more out of place. A young male with thick
glasses was seated behind the wheel. His owlish appearance was
accentuated by an unruly shock of yellow hair that bore a startling
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resemblance to ruffled feathers. We exchanged glances; neither of us
was impressed.

The barber in the chintzy barber and beauty salon was the strong,
silent type who didn't speak to customers; at least, I didn't see him
speak to the customer he had. He gave me a sour look as I passed.
I moved on and paused to study the photographs of properties listed
with Drew Fithie’s Realty and Insurance. I had never seen a more
uninteresting group of real estate photos. Every piece of run-down
property in rural northwest Georgia was being offered for sale
through Drew Fithie’s Realty. Next door, a shop calling itself a
boutique had gifts and crafts for sale, and just beyond that, a shop
that dealt in fabrics and sewing supplies was proudly proclaiming, by
way of a hand-lettered sign in the window, that a new shipment of
calico was in.

Two of the shops were empty, but only one of them displayed a
“For Lease” sign. Beyond, at the far end of the plaza, was Drew
Fithie’s Snack and Dessert Bar. It offered a bright but uninspiring
interior with plastic upholstered seats and vinyl-topped tables. I was
still savoring the lavish late lunch May had served, and the trite
sandwich menu and stale-looking slices of pie on display had no
appeal for me, but I seated myself in a booth and ordered ice cream.

The waitress was two or three years older than Kolina Kirkland and
her opposite in every other respect—small, with dark hair, a pert face,
and a southern accent that seemed as indigenous as the surrounding
mountains. She served me with polite indifference.

“Please don’t think I'm being impertinent,” I said to her. “I really
would like to know. What do people around here do for entertain-
ment? In the old days, there were jokes about rolling up a small
town's sidewalks at sunset, but I haven't seen any sidewalks.”

“People go home and go to bed,” she said bitterly.

The innuendo could have been accidental, so I ignored it. “Are
there any night clubs?” I persisted. “Bowling alleys? Movie theaters?
Restaurants that serve more substantial fare than sandwiches and
pie?”

She sat down in the booth opposite me. “Are you one of Drew’s
stooges?”
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“I don’t know any Drews. [ just arrived a couple of hours ago.”

“Where are you from?”

“The East. This is new territory for me. Menswear.”

She grimaced. “That’s almost worse. A traveling salesman—with
a wife and six kids at home. We get them through here all the time.
They stop at Duff Schaffer’s cabins.”

“My story exactly—without the wife and six kids.”

“So you say. So they all say. Not many local people eat out except
to come here for dessert. The Corners Café has good food, but it does
hardly any business except on weekends. As for what people do, the
men have hobbies. A lot of them hunt and fish. Coon hunting is big
around here. The women don't have time for play, but some of them
gossip a lot because they can do that while they sew. Otherwise, |
suppose people mostly watch television.”

“No nightclubs? No amusement parks?”

She shook her head emphatically. “People can go to Chattanooga
to concerts, or theaters, or exhibits, or even to ‘See Rock City,” but
not many do. More and more of them are buying their own VCRs,
and the general store rents movies. So does Mark Wassler.”

“What's the big white house on the hill?” I asked.

She grimaced again. “High Acres. The Johnston place.”

“What's the matter? Aren't the Johnstons nice people?”

“They're snobs. Not that it's anything against them—they can
afford to be.”

“I suppose they don’t associate with common people.”

“Ha! That jerk Al was in here almost every day trying to date me
when [ first got this job.”

“Al Johnston?”

“The General’s grandson.”

“General? Is he for real, or is a Georgian general merely a highfalu-
tin Kentucky colonel?”

“He pretends he’s a Civil War general. Confederate side, which is
a laugh. He's about as southern as Portland, Maine.”

“The grandson is going to be well off someday. Maybe that was
an opportunity for you.”

“That jerk isn't about to marry a snack bar waitress,” she said.
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“Anyway, he’s a big nothing—he knows nothing, he does nothing,
and the word ‘work’ isn't even in his vocabulary, but he has very fast
hands. He's tried them on every girl in the Village.”

“You don’t sound like a typical small-town waitress,” I said. “How
do you happen to be working here?”

“How many jobs do you suppose there are in a place like this?”

“One,” I said. “Working for Drew Fithie. What sort of a person is
he?”

“Self-made man. He's as bad as the Johnstons. They've got theirs
and want to keep it. He's determined to get his. He’s a slob of a boss,
too. Sends people in to spy on us and make sure we aren’t loafing.”

“I suppose that explains why the men in the gas station suddenly
got busy when I went there to use the phone.”

“You'd better believe it. If he walked in and saw me sitting here,
he'd fire me. ‘Never loaf around in a store,” he says. ‘If you haven't
got anything else to do, grab a broom.” How many times a day does
a clean floor need sweeping?”

“I've had bosses just like that,” I said with feeling. “There are Drew
Fithies everywhere—but only one to a town. If there were two,
they’'d cut each other’s throats.” »

She was looking over her shoulder as though making certain no
one was spying on her. “I have an aunt and uncle to care for—elderly
invalids. If I move them somewhere else, I can get a much better job,
but I'll have to pay steep rent and hire day care for them. If we stay
here, they own their home and have wonderful neighbors who help
out during the day, but there isnt a decent job closer than Chat-
tanooga, and I simply have to work somewhere nearby. So I'm stuck.
Catch-22."

[ agreed that the situation was deplorable and apologized for not
having any advice for her.

“You're the only one who doesn’t,” she said. “That’s the one thing
there’s plenty of around here—advice.”

Voices were raised somewhere nearby, and she went to the door
to look out. I had finished my ice cream, so I left a generous but not
ostentatious tip for her, paid my check, and wished her good after-
noon. Like Brother Mulberry, she might be a useful person to know.

Outside, I almost walked into a fight that was taking place in front
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of the empty shop next door. I had never seen a more unequal
contest. Both men were in their sixties, but one was short and balloon
shaped. He had been armed with a cane, but he unwisely tossed it
aside when he decided to throw punches. He wore wrinkled work
pants and a flannel shirt with suspenders, and he needed a shave. The
top of his head was completely bald, but you instinctively knew he
would have a dandruff problem regardless. He looked like a former
ditchdigger whose muscles had been replaced with flab. He threw
two punches while I watched, missing widely and almost falling over.

His opponent could have passed for a retired defensive halfback
who was down on his luck—seedy-looking with a scraggly beard,
but tall, excellently conditioned, and mean. He had let the fat man set
himself up legally as well as physically. There is no law anywhere that
requires you to stand still and let an opponent swing at you all
afternoon without retaliating. Now he had a second witness—the
owl in the yellow sports car was the first—and he was poised to
deliver a bomb the moment the third punch missed.

It did, he cocked his fist—and I intervened. I locked his arms and
swung him out of the way, thus placing myself squarely in the middle.
For about three seconds, the fat man thought he was going to punch
me instead.

“Shame on you,” I told him. “I just came out here to invite you to
have a cup of coffee with me, and you're trying to hit me.”

He glared at me. Then the glare became a sheepish grin, and he
dropped his fist.

“What's the trouble?” I asked the tall man.

“He rented an office to me. Then he changed the lock so I can’t get
in.

“That sounds bad. You can have the law on him for something like
that. There’s a firm of lawyers down the road, unless—" I turned to
the fat man. “Do you do legal business with Malkinson and Borling?”

“Hell, no,” he said. “Malkinson is dead, and Borling is Bramwell
Johnston's lawyer.” He would have used the same tone of voice to
tell me Borling had AIDS.

“You're in luck,” I told the tall man. “There’s no conflict of interest.
Trot down there and get yourself a lawyer.”

He didn't seem eager to go, so I kept my grip on him.
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The fat man said, “A lot of good a lawyer can do for him. He only
took a two-month lease, and it’s expired. I refused to renew it. I told
him a week ago I wanted him out the moment the lease was up, and
that was yesterday, but he’s still got his junk in there.”

“I couldn’t get a truck until today,” the tall man said plaintively,
“and I can’t very well move out when I can’t get into the place.”

“Right,” I told him. “This gentleman certainly can’t keep you from
claiming your own property. On the other hand, you can’t continue
to occupy his premises when your lease has expired. Both of you
have sound legal positions, and that’s the stuff lawsuits are made of.
The process starts with one of you hiring a lawyer. Then the other
has to hire a lawyer. Then the lawyers find some excuse for refusing
to talk to each other, which lets them drag things out while running
up your bills. That's their way of building a better universe. The more
they charge, the more likely it is you'll behave yourselves in the
future so you'll never need a lawyer again. If you're interested, I can
solve this problem myself, and it won't cost either of you a penny.”

The fat man looked at me suspiciously. The tall man had dropped
his notion about returning the punches, so I released him. He asked
almost politely, “What do you suggest?”

“Do you want the problem solved?” I asked the fat man.

He was still suspicious. “Maybe.”

“It's easy. He’s here with a truck. Where is it, out back?”

The bearded man nodded.

“Let him into the shop,” I told the fat man. “He’ll move his stuff
out, and both he and the problem will be gone.”

“He owes me for an extra day’s rent.”

“You owe him for the punches you threw and the inconvenience
he suffered. He can charge you with assault, and the two of you will
spend the next year paying tuition to lawyers. You'd be much better
off to let him take his stuff and leave.”

“Oh, all right.”

He retrieved his cane. Then he stepped up to the door of one of
the empty shops and opened it with a key.

The tall man turned to me. “Many thanks. I'm Selwyn Endford. I'm
a visiting professor of history at the University of Georgia, and I've
been trying to clear up a few minor problems about the Civil War.
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I needed a base close to the scene, and Mr. Fithie had these shops
empty, so he gave me a cheap lease. I only used the back room—I
don’t like to work in a fishbowl—and all I have there is a desk, a chair,
and a sofa to sleep on if I work late or want to spend a few days here.
It's a perfect setup, but when I was ready to go to work, General
Johnston refused to let me set foot on his property. I appealed to Miss
Laurette, and she finally gave me permission, but by that time the
lease was about to expire, and Mr. Fithie decided I was too chummy
with the Johnstons to be a tenant of his.”

I had already deduced that the fat man was the infamous Drew
Fithie. “What are you studying?” I asked.

“Years ago, the General published a crackpot article about a bat-
tle—skirmish, really—that took place on what is now his estate after
the Battle of Chattanooga, when the Confederates were retreating.
I'm sure he was wrong, but I have to go over the land carefully in
order to prove it. It’s an archaeological problem, really.”

“You went at it the wrong way,” I told Endford. “Watch me.”

We walked together toward the door Fithie was now holding
open.

“The professor offers his apologies,” I told Fithie. “If he’d known
you were a friend of General Johnston’s, he wouldn't have leased
your shop.”

“I'm no friend of that screwball,” Fithie said indignantly.

“You must be. The professor is working hard to make a fool of
him—in print, no less—and here you are going out of your way to
prevent it. Only a good friend would do that.”

“T'll be damned,” Fithie said. “Is that a fact? Why didn’t you tell me

v what you were doing?”

| “I did. I told you I was doing Civil War research.”

[ "I saw you mucking about at High Acres, and I thought you were
pals with the General. Are you really trying to make a fool of him?”

“He published a silly article that’s full of mistakes. I want to correct
them.”

[ “I'll be damned. You should have told me. Hell—I'll renew your
| lease as many times as you like.”
' The professor looked at him incredulously.

“Tust consider it renewed.” Fithie handed him the key. “You can

e - _8.______J
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drop in at the real estate office any time and take care of the paper-
work.”

Suddenly they were friends. They shook hands. Endford disap-
peared into the shop, and Drew Fithie turned to me in a congenial
mood.

“You're quite a lad. What's your business?”

“Salesman.”

“It figures. If | had anything that needed selling, I'd offer you a job.
You mentioned coffee?”

Fithie stuck his head in the door of the real estate office and gave
instructions about the lease—for a man who carried a cane, he was
surprisingly agile—and then we went to the Snack and Dessert Bar.
The waitress had been watching the entire performance from the
door. She retreated behind the cash register when she saw us coming.

“I'm Drew Fithie,” Fithie said as we seated ourselves in a booth.

I said, “Really? This is quite a place you have here. I'm J. Pletcher.
The ‘J' stands for Jethro.”

We shook hands across the table, and I told the waitress to bring
coffee.

As she walked away, I said quietly to Fithie, “That’s a nice looking
waitress you have. Very capable, too. Unusual for a small town.”

He nodded indifferently. “She’s stuck here. Has to look after rela-
tives. Can'’t find anything else to do, so she comes cheap.”

The waitress brought the coffee and returned to the cash register.
We sipped it and Fithie began to talk about the idiotic doings and
opinions of Bramwell Johnston.

“From the little I've heard, all of the Johnstons sound loony,” I said.
“Does mental illness run in the family?”

“Mental illness combined with plain cussedness,” Fithie said. “I'm
trying to build a town here. The General owns everything on the
other side of the highway and big chunks on this side. He won't sell
me a square inch of it. He won't even let us name the place.”

“It has a name on the map,” I said.

“Named after his daughter, but he won't let us use it, and he won't
let us change it. People are afraid to cross him, so we're stuck.”

“You ought to start calling him ‘General Won't." ”

“Hal That's a good one. General Won't. Where are you headed?”
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“Nowhere tonight. I'm staying at the Corners.”

Fithie's eyes narrowed.

“Stupid cabins,” I said. “They don’t have room to turn around in.
But there isn’t any other place, and I love the country hereabouts.”

His head bobbed enthusiastically. “That’s it. This is great country.
I've spent my life scrapping to make a little money here. Could have
done a lot better a lot quicker somewhere else, but it's a great place
to live. Of course the Johnstons had it all handed to them.”

“They do add a touch of social class, don’t they? I heard something
about a ball.”

“The General has a granddaughter coming to visit,” Fithie said
resentfully. “They’re carrying on like she’s a fairy princess, and from
the way the stupid people around here are knocking themselves out
to get invitations, you'd think that was Buckington Palace up there.”

Behind his anger were years of festering bitterness. No Fithie
would ever be invited to High Acres, and he knew it; and the
Johnstons would never pay the slightest attention to anything he
accomplished in the Village, and he knew that, too.

“Someone said it was a Military Ball,” I said. “That does seem like
overdoing it.”

“They're trying to cover up a big stink. They're making a fuss
about the granddaughter to take people’s minds off this scandal about
the grandson.”

“Really? A scandal about the General's grandson?”

Fithie nodded and lowered his voice. “Al Johnston. He's disap-
peared. They're pretending nothing’s happened, but everyone knows
‘ he got himself in some kind of mess and had to run for it.”

‘r, “That does seem odd,” I mused. “I mean—if they're rich enough,
they could paper over almost any mess with money.”

' “What he got into is so bad it'd take more than money to bail him
| out. The Johnstons are throwing this ball as a cover-up. I'll tell you
' something else. Al's dead, and no one will admit it.”

} “What makes you think he’s dead?”

Fithie leaned forward, dropping his voice to a whisper. “I been
checking the papers ever since [ heard he'd disappeared. Watching for
a body to turn up with no identification. First of the week, police
fished one out of the Ogeechee River down by Savannah. Man in his
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thirties, no clothes, no nothing. I telephoned the GBI—that's the
Georgia Bureau of Investigation—and asked if the corpse had a scar
just below the left knee. It did. So did Al Johnston, but not many
people knew about it. So that's what happened to him, but the
Johnstons think they can sit up there on their mountain and throw
parties and wait for the stink to go away. It won't.”

“Did you tell the GBI who the corpse is?” I asked.

“Nope. Told ‘em I'd inform the family of a man I'd heard was
missing.”

“Did you?”

“I told the Johnstons’ stooge lawyer, Leland Borling. He told me
to mind my own business. What do you think of that?”

“It sounds as though that particular corpse may never be identified.
Of course the identification doesn’t have to be made by a member of
the family. If someone who knew him were to go down to Savannah
and take a look—"

“Not my problem,” Fithie said. “Let ‘em pretend. The stink will go
right on stinking, and sooner or later it'll blow the whole Johnston
family to smithereens. I can’t wait for that to happen. The air would
taste a lot better hereabouts without them polluting it.”

4

We finished our coffee. Fithie had got onto the subject of how a
self-made man succeeds, and he was much too busy talking to object
when I picked up the check. I winked at the waitress on the way out.
Her lips twitched, but she said nothing.

Outside the shop, we paused to shake hands and exchange lies.
Fithie lied about the job he was going to offer me; I lied about my
willingness to accept it. He went back to the real estate office. I
started toward the General Store and was flagged down by the
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owlish-looking young man in the sleek yellow sports car. I obligingly
stopped to see what he wanted. The closer [ got to him, the younger
he looked.

He spoke through his open window. “You're quite an operator.”

“Operator?” I echoed. Then I remembered—he had been watching
when I broke up the fight between Drew Fithie and Selwyn Endford.

“Do you have a trick that would get me into High Acres?” he
asked.

“What for? Do you want to read the water meter?”

He grinned and ran his hand through his shock of yellow hair,
which continued to look like ruffled feathers. “I'm Jerry Collendon.
Reporter—Atlanta Constitution. I want to interview the General.”

“Does the General want to be interviewed?”

“No.”

“Then the best procedure would be to have the paper's owner
telephone Miss Laurette, the General’s daughter, and discuss with her
why the paper wants an interview. That might get you in.”

“Thanks a lot,” he said sarcastically. “There’s nothing tricky about
that. If the paper’s owner has to run interference for me, I'm no
reporter. I haven’t had this job long. I'd like to keep it.”

“Sorry I can’t help you,” I said. “If I happen onto any bargains in
tricks, I'll let you know.”

I walked back to my car and found two men examining the Minnie
ball holes. “What did that?” one of them asked.

“Mosquitoes,” I said. They were not amused.

[ paused for a moment to make a note of the reporter’s name, Jerry
Collendon, and his license number. One should be wary about judg-
ing from appearances, as I had told Kolina Kirkland, but this character
was unconvincing from any angle. Not only did he look and talk
more like a high school sophomore than a reporter, but he was
driving a car that only a newspaper owner should be able to afford.

I drove past the private road that led to Napoleon Corners and
continued south on Highway 353 to see what the country was like.
Around the next curve, there was a neat cement block building with
' a stone and redwood front. Nearby was a comfortable-looking,
A single-story cement block house that was beautifully landscaped.
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WASSLER'S ELECTRONICS, the sign said. TV—RADIO—COMPUTERS—VCRS.
It also rented electronic equipment and videotapes. The store seemed
so unusual that I decided to investigate.

The interior was tastefully laid out, with impressive displays of
merchandise. In the computer section, the proprietor was demonstrat-
ing a spreadsheet to a middle-aged customer who was finding it
heavy going. Over in the video department, a vivacious-looking
young woman was selecting movies to rent. When the proprietor got
his computer customer launched, he went to wait on her.

“Your father-in-law will shoot you,” he said.

“No, he won't. He thinks it's clever of me, the way I'm able to
borrow movies from my friends. He'll come over and watch them
himself.”

She had a lovely face framed with flowing brown hair. Her figure
was so good that she managed to look stylish in slacks and a bright
pink sweatshirt. She sounded well educated. I wondered what strata
of Village society she belonged to.

The proprietor wrote out a slip, took her money, and offered
her a yellow plastic bag imprinted in bright blue with wAssLER's
ELECTRONICS.

“No, thanks,” she said, laughing. “That would be asking for trou-
ble.” She stuffed the tapes into a large handbag. “So long, Mark.”

“So long, Lana.”

When the waitress at the Snack and Dessert Bar mentioned a Mark
Wassler who rented video tapes, it sounded like a makeshift business
operated out of a converted garage. This was a genuine surprise—a
major enterprise in an unlikely location. The proprietor was a surprise,
too. He was a tall, stocky, towheaded man in his mid-thirties. No one
would have called him handsome, but he had an unmistakable air of
competence, and he exuded friendliness.

I told him I was staying at the Corners for a few days, and I
wondered whether a portable radio would be a good investment.
“Are there any FM classical music stations in the area?”

“There are two,” he said. “WSMC, go.5, is the Seventh Day
Adventist station. It broadcasts mostly classical music. WUTC, 88.5,
is the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga station. It broadcasts
a fair amount.”
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He offered me four radios to choose from, succinctly summarized
the advantages and disadvantages of each, and let me try out the
classical music stations on them while he responded to an SOS signal
from his computer customer.

Eventually I made my purchase, and as I left, [ met a group of six
young men and women arriving together to attend a computer class.
Mark Wassler’s business location no longer looked unlikely to me. In
rural areas such as this one, the surrounding communities would be
too small to support highly specialized retail firms of their own.
Wassler not only was capable, but he also had been enterprising
enough to make his store a regional computer and electronics center.

I continued south for a few miles, passing the other branch of the
drive to the High Acres mansion before I turned around and went
back to the Corners by way of the private road.

I had changed my clothes and was waiting for Duff and May’s son
when he arrived. His title was “investigator,” which meant “detec-
tive.” Since he was in plain clothes and driving his own car, there was
no way to tell whether he was officially on duty. He was about thirty
years old and built like his father, but there was no fat on his huge
frame. I wouldn’t have challenged him to either a wrestling match or
a foot race. Neither did I have any intention of calling him Eddie, as
his father did. He was accustomed to outdoor work—his face was
tanned and weathered-looking. He seemed quietly competent, and I
liked him at once.

Duff introduced me as the detective Miss Laurette had hired and
explained what had happened. Ed examined the holes in my car,
nodded gravely, and said, “Let’s take a look at the place.”

We headed east on the graveled road, stopping while I got out to
open the gates. He had reserved his questions until we were alone.
First he wanted my own description of the barrage I had driven
through. Then he asked, “What is it Miss Laurette wants you to do?”

"I won't know until I've talked with her. There are odd rumors
afloat about the Johnston family, as you no doubt know, but no one
has been able to tell me why it needs a detective.”

“Miss Laurette and the General are good and generous people,” he
said. “Those who work for them in any capacity have an enormous
affection for them. That goes for my parents—and also for me. I grew
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up here, and when I was a kid, I helped the General with his war
games. But the Johnstons definitely aren’t soft touches. Outsiders
who try to get something out of them may be brushed off rudely, and
they react accordingly. Over the years, the family has acquired a lot
of enemies.” 8

We were zigzagging up the side of the mountain. I asked about the
missing grandson, Al Johnston.

“He’s a strange one. A loner. Most boys would worship a grandfa-
ther who let them fire real Civil War cannon and rifles, but Al
wouldn't have anything to do with that. Miss Laurette tried to give
him responsibilities. If something seemed to interest him, she would
put him in charge of it. Whatever it was, he always goofed it up.
Finally she gave up.”

“How do you account for his disappearance?”

“I discussed it with Miss Laurette a week ago. She wanted to know
whether there was anything she should be doing. I went over Al's
rooms carefully. He has a bedroom and a den at High Acres, and I
found nothing there to suggest he left for any reason except because
he wanted to.”

“Miss Kirkland said he often went away without telling anyone
where he was going.”

“That’s true, but he never stayed this long, and he always let the
family know when he was leaving and when he expected to come
back. He's one of those finicky types who has to involve the entire
household in everything he does. He can't just throw a suitcase in his
car and leave. He chases the servants all over the house looking for
things, opens his luggage, runs back to check this or that, counts his
money, tries to talk his aunt into giving him more. Slipping away at
night without saying anything to anyone was completely out of
character. On the other hand, he is an adult, and I feel if he’s finally
made his own decision about what to do with his life, and acted on
it, it's about time. Miss Laurette agrees with me.”

I told him what Drew Fithie said about the corpse at Savannah.

“I didn’t know Al had a scar, and I doubt that Drew Fithie knew
it. I'll give the GBI a call and get a description.”

When we reached the approximate area of the cannon barrage, Ed
parked his car, and we walked along the crunching gravel until we
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found a gouge made by a cannonball. [ showed him another further
along the road. “That was the one that landed in front of me,” I said.
“I saw it bounce twice. Shortly after that, the slug hit the car.”

He looked about him and then led the way through the weeds
toward a clump of sumac some three hundred yards from the road.
He circled it, parting leaves around the perimeter until he found a
place where someone had made a comfortable nest for himself and
smoked several cigarettes.

“A Civil War rifle has an effective range of half a mile or more, but
it's difficult to hit anything at that distance,” Ed said. “This place is
ideal for popping off shots at a slow-moving car. Who knew you
were coming?”

“My question exactly, but [ won't know the answer until I've
talked with Miss Laurette. There has to be some connection with her
problem. Otherwise, why single me out for target practice? I refuse
to believe my personality affects people so negatively that total
strangers feel compelled to respond with cannon fire when I drive
past.”

Ed pointed to a path the marksman had left in the weeds when he

_ walked from the distant grove down to the sumac and then back
] again. We followed it. The slope wasn't steep, but I was perspiring
when we finally reached the top.

The trees were sturdy old oaks and hickories, and most of the
natural undergrowth had been trampled out of existence. For decades
the grove had served as the General’s headquarters during his war
games, and paths crisscrossed it in all directions. We circled it, and on
the far side we found the battery of cannon—four guns in defilade in
a shallow runnel at the edge of the grove. They were pointed north.
The nearby caissons—ammunition chests—were half-filled with can-
nonballs.

All four cannon had been fired recently. They also had been
moved. The surface was too hard to take footprints, but there were
wheel marks where the guns had been hauled out of the runnel and
manhandled through the grove to a position pointing south.

“This wasn’t a one-man prank,” Ed Schaffer said. “These babies
may weigh half a ton or more. It probably took three men. They
| moved one cannon at a time with a man on each wheel and one on
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the trail. When they got them lined up, two of the men stayed up here
to fire them while the other went down to that clump of sumac with
a rifle.”

I asked him how many people in those parts knew how to aim and
fire a cannon. 3

“Quite a few,” he said. “For more than fifty years, the General has
been hiring boys to help him with his war games. That doesn’t say
how well some of them do it. These gunners aimed much too low.
The ground is hard, and the cannonballs had already bounced more
than once before they got to the road—which is why they seemed
to be moving in slow motion. They can look so harmless that Civil
War soldiers sometimes tried to catch them. Few survived to tell
about it. A twelve-pound projectile has an enormous amount of
inertia.” He thought for a moment, looking down the slope. “There’s
a tendency to shoot high when you're aiming downhill. These gun-
ners may have known that and overcompensated. Or they may have
been so ignorant that they tried to aim a howitzer like a rifle, and of
course the projectile hit the ground far short of their target. On the
other hand, they had to guess in advance how fast you would be
going and point the cannon at the stretch of road they thought you
would reach by the time the cannonballs got there. All things consid-
ered, they did aim surprisingly well. Or maybe they were lucky.”

“Maybe they fired a few practice rounds,” I suggested.

He shook his head. “If they had, they wouldn’t have been aiming
low when they fired at you. Also, it would have been dangerous.
Someone might have heard them. The sound of cannon fire carries a
long way, and the General has good ears. There'd be trouble if he
heard someone firing his cannon without permission. I wonder why
he didn’t hear them today.”

“Maybe the wind was in the wrong direction,” I suggested. “Or
maybe he was asleep. Your father said he’d had the flu all week.”

“In any case, it would have been impossible for these characters to
do much practicing without his knowing it. He raises hell if he finds
the guns even a hair out of position, and if they used his cannonballs,
he’d miss them immediately. They must have brought their own
powder—he never leaves any out here—and if they didn’t know the
standard charge, which with ordinary black powder is two and a half
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pounds, they may not have used enough. Did you see puffs of thick
black smoke when the cannon were fired?”

“The road had just taken a sharp bend to the south, and T wasn't
looking this way. Afterward, I mostly was watching where I was
going.”

He was silent while we walked back down the slope. As we
approached his car, he said, “I suppose this could be a stupid plot to
stir up trouble for the General. He'd be blamed automatically if an
outsider had an accident involving a cannonball or a Minnie ball. For
years everyone in this corner of the state has been convinced that he’s
half-cracked. He definitely is not. He’s a sane, congenial, highly
intelligent man with a hobby, but his war maneuvers are a long-
standing joke. People who know him wouldn't be at all surprised to
hear he'd aimed a barrage at a passing car, intentionally or not.
Tomorrow I'll bring some kids and look for the cannonballs.”

“Would anyone go to all the work of moving those cannon just
to take a shot at the first car that came along?” I asked.

He shook his head emphatically. “This road is so rarely used that
they could wait all day without seeing one. They must have set an
ambush for you. They not only knew you were coming, but they
knew approximately when.” :

I turned to look at the clump of sumac where the rifleman had hid.
“It's that second rifle shot that bothers me. I've been trying to work
out the timing. I'd say about ten seconds elapsed between the shots.”

“"How fast were you going?”

“Before I hit the accelerator, perhaps thirty miles an hour. I'd just
come up that steep grade, and 1 was admiring the scenery.”

“Thirty miles an hour is about eight hundred and eighty yards a
minute,” he said. “Since you were accelerating, let’s say you traveled
two hundred yards during the ten seconds between the rifle shots.
You'd just come out of a north-south stretch of road, and he fired the
first shot before he had a chance to gauge your speed. That may
explain why he hit the back seat instead of the front—if he really was
aiming at you. By the time he fired again, you were going faster. This
road also has a lot of small curves and dips, so you were bobbing and
weaving along four or five hundred yards from him. The smoke could
have blinded him, too. A rifle produces the same kind of thick, black
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smoke that a cannon does. Even so, it may have been a bit of luck that
he missed you completely. What bothers you about it?”

“The time between shots. You shouldn’t be able to fire a second
round that quickly with a Civil War rifle. Do you know the rate of
fire?”

“About two shots a minute, but there could have been two rifle-
men. Shall we look for another hiding place?”

“There won't be one,” I said. “I couldn’t work this out before
because I didn’t know how long it would have taken him to reload.
Obviously he had two rifles loaded and ready—probably more. I
figure it was one rifleman with several loaded rifles. Two men would
have fired almost simultaneously when the car was closest to them.
If there was only one, he had to lay the first rifle down and pick up
the second and aim it. That would mean ten seconds or so between
shots, which is exactly the way it happened.”

“I see what you mean.”

“So it looks to me as though they knew I was coming, and they
intended to kill me. I wouldn’t even try to guess why. A live detective
who hasn’t done any work is a minimal danger to anyone. A dead one
would cause an enormous amount of fuss—especially a dead one
killed by a Civil War weapon—but maybe they wanted an enormous
amount of fuss. If they were trying to embarrass the General, that
certainly would have done it.”

"I agree. A man who waits in ambush with several loaded rifles
intends to hit something. Why didn’t he?”

“They wanted to give the cannon a chance first. If they'd been
lucky enough to hit the car, that would have been far more sensa-
tional than killing me with a Minnie ball—but it meant the rifleman
couldn't fire until after the cannonballs landed, and by then he was in
the wrong position. I was past him and leaving rapidly, and he got
off only one good shot.”

Ed looked at the sumac where the rifleman had waited, looked at
the distant grove, turned and studied the wavering line of the road.
“I think you're right,” he said. “They meant to kill you. The question
now is—will they try again?”

“I hope so. That may be the only way we'll catch them.”

Ed stooped over and began stripping small, green seedpods from
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his trouser legs. Both of us were covered thickly from knees to ankles.
Ed said matter-of-factly, “Damned beggar’s-lice.” We had to work
energetically to make our trousers presentable.

I had never encountered that particular plant pest. At the moment
it was the only clue I had, which said something about the case. All
I had to do now was find a suspect with a few overlooked beggar’s-
lice on his trousers and ask him where he got them.

At Napoleon Corners, Ed took his leave of his parents and prom-
ised to be back in the morning to look for cannonballs. I climbed a
nearby hill and sat looking down at the strange little village and
trying again to make sense of what had happened. Darkness and cold
finally drove me back to the Comners. The clear sky was flecked with
early stars, but the moon, which was in its last quarter, wouldn't rise
until later. The two traveling men had arrived. Their cabins were
warmly lighted, but the windows of the store and the café had been
shuttered as though Duff thought to conserve his privately generated
electricity by keeping the light inside. There were three cars in the
parking lot, indication that the café already had a few customers. The
buildings the monks were using were dark, but dim light from a
kerosene lamp or lantern showed in the windows of the little church.

I walked down the rutted road to the church. Brother Mulberry
was conducting a religious service, but the exhortations I caught as
I stood outside the door sounded more like a pep talk for a sales
convention. '

Brother Mulberry bellowed, “Get in there and win for Jesus!” The
answer was a chorusing shout, “Yeah!” Brother Mulberry raised his
voice several decibels. “Get in there and win for Jesus!” The monks
chorused, “Yeah!” Brother Mulberry raised his voice again. “Get in
there and win big for Jesus!” The monks chorused, “Yeah!”

I withdrew quietly and retraced my steps.

As | approached the cabins, a shadow flitted around the corner of
one of them and vanished. This happened so suddenly it left me
blinking. Had I seen something, or hadn’t 17 I decided 1 had, but it was
too late for pursuit. I changed into slacks and a sport coat and went
to eat.

Another car had just driven up. The café was probably the only
place for miles where dating and young married couples could come
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for dinner. Things might jump a little on weekends, as Duff had said,
but even on a Friday, with four couples plus the two traveling men
and myself, the room looked crowded.

The waitress was a blonde, heavyset young woman named Belinda
Wassler, who looked as though she could handle a barrel as easily as
a tray of dishes if Duff had any that needed rolling out. She was
friendly, polite, and very, very capable.

“Are you related to Mark?” I asked her.

“He’s my brother,” she said, beaming. She had the same instinctive
friendliness. She enjoyed waiting on people because she enjoved
people.

That afternoon I had seen May Schaffer stuffing several chickens
for the oven. I placed my order in advance, and now I had a marvel-
ously relaxed dinner, eating slowly and savoring every bite. Even if
I accomplished nothing else on this case, I was certain to gain
weight—such excellent homespun cooking and nothing to do. After-
ward, I returned to my cabin, read the newspapers I had bought, and
waited for something to happen.

Shortly after nine o’clock, a caller announced his presence with a
firm rap on my door. It was a man of forty-five, heavyset and of
medium height with a round face and an incipient paunch. His black-
rimmed glasses gave his eyes a fierce aspect, but he had a pleasant
voice and a mild manner. His suit was much more wrinkled than could
be accounted for by a hard day’s desk work. He introduced himself
and shook my hand gravely: Leland Borling, Laurette Johnston's legal
adviser. He wasn't the sort of person I would have expected to find
practicing law in a small town in Georgia, but certainly his was not
a typical small-town practice.

I made him comfortable in my one chair and seated myself on the
edge of the bed. The room was so cramped that our knees were
almost touching.

“Would you like to drink something?” I asked. “Duff has good
quality beer that he smuggles in from Tennessee—if you don’t object
to colluding with a law violator.”

“There’s no law against an individual bringing beer from anywhere
he chooses,” Borling said. “But no, thank you. I just had dinner.”

“Or a mint daiquiri?”
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“That’s Kolina Kirkland's vice,” he said severely. “As far as I know,
she’s the only one who drinks it, and she drinks entirely too much of
it.” He paused. “I'm sorry I couldn’t see you earlier. I understand you
had a thoroughly unsatisfactory interview with Kolina.”

“Not because of anything she did,” I said. “Merely because she
wasn't able to tell me anything.”

“She thought you were angry. I apologize for leaving you dan-
gling like that. Because of the confidential nature of this business,
Kolina hadn't been told about it. And unfortunately, Miss Laurette
has been extremely busy. A relative is arriving tomorrow morning for
an extended visit, and lavish entertainment is planned for her. There’s
to be an old-fashioned Military Ball tomorrow night. High Acres
hasn’t seen such an extravaganza in years. So Miss Laurette has been
busy, and [ had a court date in Atlanta today, and neither of us was
available when you arrived. However—here 1 am. I can tell you
everything we know about this business, which unfortunately isn’t
much.”

He took a piece of paper from his inside pocket, glanced at it as
though making certain he wasn't inadvertently giving me something
that had been marked classified by the U.S. State Department, and
then handed it to me. “On Wednesday of last week, Miss Laurette
received that in the mail. Please read it. Then I'll tell you the prob-
lem.”

It was a letter written in a sprawling, stumbling hand that several
times had crossed out words and once deleted an entire sentence. The
cheap stationery carried the logo of the Cumberland Motel and an
address on Market Street in Chattanooga. The ballpoint pen the
writer used probably came from the same place—it had skipped
frequently. “Dear Aunt Laurette,” the letter began. “Mother always
told me I should write to you and remind you of the puddle kitten
if I was ever in trouble or needed money. I'm not in trouble. Right
now I have plenty of money. I'm a certified mechanic, and if you
know anyone who runs a garage in Chattanooga and can give me a
job, 1 would appreciate that, but even if you don't, I would like to
meet my mother’s family.” It was signed, “Joseph Egglestone John-
ston Murphy.”

My surmise about missing heirs had been dead on, and I sat there
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for all of ten seconds savoring that fact. Here was one come home to
roost, and from the attorney’s solemn expression, the legal compli-
cations were potent regardless of Joe Murphy’s disclaimer about
money.

Borling waited silently while I copied the letter into my notebook.
I handed it back to him. “Does ‘puddle kitten” have any significance?”
I asked.

“It does. Miss Laurette is confident that only her sister Letitia could
have told him that. It was a secret between the two of them when
they were children.”

“Is Miss Laurette willing to accept him as Letitia’s son with no
other evidence?”

“She is.”

“Please continue.”

“When the letter arrived, she discussed it with me. I was most
anxious that she shouldn’t make any kind of commitment without
more proof.”

“Most anxious” was a gross understatement. His middle name
would be “Caution,” and he would wrap the simplest legal matter in
a blitz of paper more appropriate to an appeal to the U.S. Supreme
Court. Not only was it safer that way, but it also gave the impression
he was earning his retainer.

"I thought she should demand a birth certificate, former addresses,
family history, and all the rest so a competent investigator could
verify his identity,” he went on. “That’s how the problem looks to an
attorney. I don’t know how a detective would see it.” He shot me a
defiant glance. When I offered no challenge, he went on, “Miss
Laurette felt that anyone could get hold of a birth certificate, and the
fact that he knew a secret that only his mother could have known was
far better proof.”

That depended on whether Letitia or one of her children was a
blabbermouth. In Miss Laurette’s place, I would have wanted to meet
this man immediately if only to find out whether he looked like Letty
or anyone else in the family. It wasn't proof of anything if he
didn’t—he had, after all, a complete family tree of people to take after
on his father’s side—but if he did, family resemblances are far more
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difficult to counterfeit than birth records, especially for someone who
doesn’t have access to family photographs.

“In any case, Miss Laurette insisted on seeing him,” Borling said.
“She thought there was nothing dishonorable in his looking for a job
or wanting to meet his mother’s family, and she wrote to him on
Thursday, promising to help him if she could. She asked him to meet
her for lunch on Monday at the Knowlton House in Chattanooga. It's
a rather ordinary family restaurant, and she selected it for that rea-
son—its atmosphere would be unlikely to make him uncomfortable.
He was to mention her name to the hostess, who would show him
to her table. She kept the appointment, but Joseph Egglestone John-
ston Murphy did not. Miss Laurette waited two hours for him.

“She didn't know whether to feel angry or worried. Finally she
telephoned a friend, a Chattanooga businessman, and told him the
whole story. He promised to find out what he could. He called her
back that evening after she had returned home. First he had gone to
the motel. A man using the name Joe Murphy had been staying there,
but he checked out early that morning—shortly before five o’clock.
Her friend then talked with someone he knew in the Hamilton
County Sheriff's Department. He learned that a man had committed
suicide that morning at Point Park on Lookout Mountain by jumping
off a cliff. There was no identification at all on the body—no money,
no personal effects, no nothing—but medical attendants had found a
name printed on his underpants. It was ‘Joe Murphy.””

I turned a page of my notebook and read the letter again in an
attitude of overwhelming skepticism. I could understand why Lau-
rette Johnston felt disturbed. The man who wrote that letter had not
been contemplating suicide. “Was Miss Laurette’s friend able to find
out any more about him?” I asked.

“A little, but it's been a complicated mess. Point Park is federal
territory. The park rangers are in charge, but they aren’t equipped to
chase all over the county performing a formal police investigation, so
the sheriff's detectives are handling that. At first appearance, Joe
Murphy was an impoverished derelict, and his death was a common-
place suicide. The few things they were able to learn about him at the
motel didn't help them much. He stayed there for almost a week, he
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paid in advance, he was friendly and well behaved, and he checked
out suddenly on the morning he died. He was fully paid for another
night, but he didn’t even ask for a refund—no reason why he should
if he intended to die. He tossed his key on the counter, said he was
in a hurry and didn’t need a bill, and rushed off. I have no doubt that
some crisis in his own life caused him to forget all about his alleged
family connections. An unhappy love affair, perhaps, or fear of appre-
hension for a crime he had committed.”

“Did he have a car?”

“As far as I know, he did not.”

“Point Park should be some distance from a motel with a Chat-
tanooga address. How did he get there?”

“I have no idea. I believe there’s a bus service.”

“At five in the morning?”’ I asked.

“The detectives may know. Or they may not. Since his death was
a suicide, how he got there may not be important.”

“How old a man was he?”

“The report said about thirty.”

“Is it known whether he actually received Miss Laurette’s letter?”

“He did. A motel clerk confirmed that. It arrived with the Saturday
mail. It was the only letter he had during the time he stayed there.”

“But it wasn’t found on his body,” I mused. Borling remained silent.
“What is it that Miss Laurette wants me to do?”

“She wants to know all about this Joe Murphy, and she especially
wants to know why he suddenly decided to end his life on the day
he was supposed to meet her. I took her to the Erlanger Medical
Center in Chattanooga, where the morgue is located, so she could see
the body. She feels certain he was her nephew. She says he looks
exactly like her brother Malcolm. She has offered to pay his burial
expenses and have him interred in the Johnston plot in the Village
cemetery as soon as the authorities release his body.” He added
solemnly, “Even though he looks like Malcolm, there’s no question
of his being Malcolm’s son. Malcolm couldn’t have known about the
puddle kitten. I inquired.”

“I'll go to Chattanooga in the morning,” I said, “but there may not
be much to investigate there if Joe Murphy was only a visitor. The
problem will be finding some kind of link to where he came from.
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Without that, we may be in for a protracted search. His photograph
and description will have to be circulated and missing-person reports
checked. Unfortunately, results are rarely proportional to the amount
of digging that has to be done on a case like this.”

“Iunderstand that,” Borling said. “I think myself that the Johnstons
have far more important things that need investigating. For example,
another nephew of Miss Laurette’s has disappeared, and I'm ex-
tremely concerned about him, but she refuses to file a police report—
yet she engages a private investigator over an alleged nephew she
never met, and she’s making a simply enormous fuss over a visit from
a niece she never knew she had.” He shook his head resignedly. “But
this is what she wants, and whatever she wants, she’s accustomed to
getting. Please proceed. She expects to have more free time after
tomorrow, and you'll be able to report directly to her. Preparations
for the ball will keep her busy right up until it begins.”

He got to his feet. I told him I was pleased to know, finally, what
my job was, we shook hands, and he took his leave of me.

I transferred myself to the room’s one chair and thought the
situation over. I owed Kolina Kirkland an apology. I no longer
disparaged her gossip—instead, 1 cherished every item of it: The
sinister-sounding disappearance of Al, the potshots at the General,
Miss Laurette’s car being forced off the road, the ghosts, the arson,
the nails on the drive.

Every detail would have to be investigated because the threat to
the Johnston family was far grimmer and far more urgent than I had
imagined. 1 ticked off the known facts about Joseph Egglestone
Johnston Murphy: His letter; his claim that he had plenty of money,
\ verified by his ability to pay a week’s motel bill in advance when he
i arrived; his strangely abrupt departure at an incredible hour; the
condition of his body when found—no identification, no money, no
letter from Miss Laurette, no personal possessions at all.

He had dashed off to meet someone, and that someone had mur-
dered him and stripped the body of anything that might serve to
identify it. Only the coincidence of the name on his underwear, where
the murderer hadn't taken time to look, and Miss Laurette’s inquiry
had kept Joe Murphy from an anonymous grave.

A scratching sound came from the direction of a window. I pulled
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a curtain aside and found myself staring at a face that vanished
immediately. I jerked the door open and sprang outside, but there was
no one there.

The face had been flattened against the window and squinting
through a crack between the curtains, which gave it an inhuman look.
Probably it belonged to the prowler I had seen earlier, but on the
basis of two fleeting glimpses, I could not have said whether the
person had been young or old, or even male or female. Borling and
I had talked quietly. I wondered whether the eavesdropper overheard
any of it.

I returned to my cabin, made certain that neither pair of window
curtains gaped, and resumed my review of Kolina Kirkland’s gossip.
I ticked off another set of facts. A grandson of the General’'s had
disappeared. A presumed grandson had been murdered. An attempt
had been made on the life of his daughter. Finally, in a diabolically
clever use of the old man’s Civil War mania, an assassin disguised in
a Yankee uniform had inserted himself into one of the General's war
games and attempted to kill him. Someone was plotting to wipe out
the entire Johnston family and had actually begun to do so.

5

I awoke from a sound sleep thinking I had heard a bugle call. Then
[ heard it again. The LCD clock on my new radio said five minutes
after two. I located my slippers in the dark, went to one of the
windows, and looked out. The old farmhouse obstructed my view
directly ahead and to my right. On my left, where the gravel road
would have been visible in daylight, I saw nothing.

I opened the door and stepped outside, and the chill night air
breathed icicles on me as I walked toward the parking lot. The moon
had added its pale silver to the starlight, and there seemed to be a
faint shimmer of fog. In that eerie dimness, a squad of ghosts came
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marching along the graveled road from the direction of the Village.
I could only make out silhouettes, but the forage caps and caped
overcoats of Civil War uniforms were evident on each of them. It was
too dark to distinguish whether they were Federal or Confederate.
Except for the bugler and the drummer, all of them carried long rifles,
but there were no bulges indicating knapsacks, haversacks, or other
accouterments. Apparently the riflemen didn’t expect to reload. The
bugler still held his instrument to his lips, but now it was silent. The
drummer was drumming vigorously, but I heard no beat. I counted
ten men marching two by two, and their twenty feet should have
been crunching gravel with every step—I remembered the racket Ed
Schaffer and I had made when we walked on it—but there was no
sound.

I went back to the cabin and slipped into my robe. When I came
out again, the ghostly squad was passing in front of the store and
café. I hurried toward the road, moving quietly and resisting the
temptation to dash in pursuit and seize one or two forage caps and
the bugle as souvenirs. I'm willing to take on a few ghosts any time,
day or night, if they really are ghosts. If there’s a chance they aren't,
certain precautions are in order.

I had closed the white gates myself when Ed Schaffer and I re-
turned from the mountain meadow. Now that dim barricade loomed
ahead of the spectral soldiers as they crossed the intersection.

They floated through it. They moved straight ahead and disap-
peared into the shadowed darkness beyond, and the gates stood as
they had before, still closed. Staring, [ walked toward the intersection.

Suddenly someone seized my shoulder and whirled me around.
“And just who might you be?” a voice rasped.

“Good evening, Brother Mulberry,” 1 said, rubbing my shoulder.
The man had a grip. “Or perhaps I should say—good morning. Did
something disturb your sleep?”

“Oh, it's you,” Brother Mulberry said. “If I'd known those varmints
were coming, I'd have had the brethren waiting for them—with
clubs.”

I adopted a high moral tone. “Violence solves nothing.”

‘ “Itd put an end to this ghost nonsense,” Brother Mulberry said
grimly. “I don’t know what those playacting characters are trying to
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accomplish, but my brethren are being blamed for the vandalism they
commit.”

“Is that so? I wasn't aware of that.”

“After they paraded through here a couple of weeks ago, they
sneaked back and set a house on fire.” He pointed. “They’ve done the
same thing elsewhere. People think we're responsible. While we
strive to make our peace with God, those varmints are getting us in
bad with our neighbors.”

“Do you think they may sneak back tonight?”

“That's what I'm watching for.” He raised his hand. The dim light
glinted on an automatic. “And I'm ready for them.”

“No, no,” I said quickly. “That’s entirely the wrong approach.”

“Don't I have a right to shoot if I catch them committing a crime?”

“I don’t know what the local laws say about that, but moral law
says your right to shoot depends on whether another human life is
threatened.”

“I see.” He was silent for a moment. “Yes, that does seem—yes.”
He slipped the automatic back into his shoulder holster.

At least 1 had found out why he carried a gun—for ghostly
varmints. I still didn’t know what Kolina Kirkland had armed herself
against.

“But what if they shoot?” Brother Mulberry demanded.

“Then another human life is threatened. Yours.”

“Isn’t that rather late to start defending oneself? I suppose honor-
able men are always at a disadvantage.”

“Always,” I agreed. “And if it’s fire you're concerned about, a gun
is the wrong weapon anyway. What you need is a fire extinguisher.”

“We have two,” he said. “I'll get them.”

“I'll see whether Duff has any.”

He hurried away, and I went to the rear door of the store and café
and knocked gently. Duff responded almost at once—the bugle had
awakened him, too. I explained Brother Mulberry’s project. “Probably
nothing will happen,” [ said, “but as long as we're up anyway—"

“Sure,” Duff said. He went for his own fire extinguishers, and I
returned to my cabin, shivering, to put some clothes on. Even with
a robe, pajamas are not the most suitable uniform for ghost hunting
on a chill October night in the Georgian mountains.
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Brother Mulberry returned, a massive shadow that moved with
surprising, catlike quiet and quickness. Duff cast a substantial shadow
of his own, and I walked between them feeling like a midget. We
found a position behind a collapsed porch from which we could see
the entire length of the rutted road. Duff brought boxes from a
nearby shed, and we sat on them and waited.

“Are you bothered by any other kinds of prowlers?” I asked them.

They hadn’t noticed any. I told them about the shadow I'd seen
sneaking around the cabins and the face at my window—presumably
the same person. They both promised to watch for him.

Time crawled slowly. When my watch said three-thirty, I began to
wonder whether I would be in any condition for work when I got to
Chattanooga.

May came padding up in her slippers with a robe over her night-
gown. “Etta called,” she told Duff. “That old tool shed is burning.”

“Do they need help?” Duff asked.

“She says no. She says Art is spraying water on it, and it’s almost
out.”

“That means they won’t be back tonight,” Brother Mulberry said.
He sounded genuinely disappointed. “They’ve done their deviltry
elsewhere.”

“Etta and Art saw the soldiers,” May said. “When the dead walk,
a death or a fire follows. Always.”

Brother Mulberry growled angrily. “If they come through here
again, we'll put the heat on them. This nonsense has gone on long
enough.”

He took his fire extinguishers and stomped away.

I walked back to the store and café with Duff and May. Both were
strangely quiet. At the back door, Duff turned to me. “People argue
about whether those haunts are real or not. Thousands of men died
in these parts during the Civil War—at Chickamauga, and Chat-
tanooga, and all through here. You couldn't hardly ask for a better
place for ghosts, and some of the things I've seen them do—"

“Like floating through a closed gate?” I suggested.

“You saw that?”

“I also saw how it was done. A couple of their confederates were
waiting for them. When the ‘ghosts’ had almost reached the gates, the
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confederates opened a gap just wide enough to let the marchers
through and then closed it immediately. In the dim light, it produced
a perfect illusion of a ghostlike march through closed gates. The
marchers also muffled their feet with something to cut down on the
noise.”

“I don’t care one way or another,” Duff said with a shrug. “I figure
they’ll do more damage if we bother them than if we leave them
alone, so I'd rather leave them alone.”

“If they're connected with Miss Laurette’s problem, and I suspect
they are, they're going to be bothered,” I said.

I returned to my bed and was awakened two minutes later by a
conspiratorial tap on the door. I stared at my new radio’s clock in
disbelief. It was six o’clock.

The tap came again. I turned on a light and opened the door. Tad
Williams, the young black boy who worked for Duff Schaffer, flashed
a toothy grin at me. “Miss Laurette wants you,” he said.

After spending a frustrating day trying to find out what my job
was, | now was being told more than I needed to know. “Are we
walking?” I asked.

“We can ride part way. We could ride all the way,” he added.
“There’s a drive. But Miss Laurette doesn’t want anyone to know
she’s meeting us.”

“Will we be walking across country?”

“There’s a good path.”

I dressed appropriately—I put on a suit to show proper respect for
the client, hiking shoes out of concern for my feet, and a topcoat to
fortify myself against the lingering night chill. It was still dark out.
There was a light in May Schaffer’s kitchen, but neither of the
traveling men were up. I locked the cabin door and unlocked the car.
Tad climbed in and waited while I stripped frost from the windows.
When we reached the road, he pointed west.

“Are we going to High Acres?” I asked as I made the turn.

“Nope. To Nell Troppit's.”

“Who's Nell Troppit?”

“A witch,” he said matter-of-factly.

“That’s nice,” I said. After a night full of ghosts, a witch was just
what I needed to get the new day started.




|

57

“She is nice,” Tad agreed. “She teaches me about medicines.”

When I failed to comment, he went on, “I'm going to be a doctor.”

“Good luck to you,” I said. “That’s a tough haul, and it's expen-
sive.

“Miss Laurette said I could.” He spoke as if that settled the matter,
and probably it did.

Half a mile past the drive to the mansion, I pulled off the road at
Tad'’s direction and parked. Tad cheerfully led me along a forest path.
It wasn’t wide enough for us to walk side by side, so I followed him
and quickly got left far behind. There was very little light in the
woods, and the path had enough irregularities to keep me stumbling
and enough intersections to make me appreciate my guide. Tad
stopped occasionally and waited for me to catch up.

The path began to climb steeply. My topcoat suddenly felt insuf-
ferably hot. I got a stone in my shoe, tried to walk on it, and finally
had to take my shoe off and extract it. Tad had vanished into the
thinning darkness. [ was untying my shoe when someone rounded
the curve behind me and almost collided with me. I snatched and felt
a flapping sleeve pull through my fingers. The figure darted out of
sight almost before I caught a glimpse of it. My fleeting impression
made it too large to be child and too small for an adult, but I still
couldn’t guess the age or sex.

Tad returned for me while I was retying my shoe. I slipped my
topcoat off and carried it, and we started off again with Tad confi-
dently threading his way past forks and intersections. Now the cool
air felt delicious. Eventually we took a turn to the right and increased
our pace as the path began to level off. One more sharp curve, and
I saw lighted windows at the end of the tunnel. We emerged in a
clearing occupied by a small house.

To my considerable disappointment, it looked like an ordinary
suburban cottage. My experience of witches’ houses is limited, but
had expected something suitably scary or at least mystifying.

Then the innocent-looking cottage began to play tricks on me. A
gravel path led directly to the door, but we turned onto a cement
walk that circled the building. The cozy doorway, framed by lighted
windows, slipped out of sight around the corner as we walked, to be
replaced by an identical cozy doorway framed by lighted windows.
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We continued to walk. The second doorway slipped out of sight to
be replaced by a third.

When the fourth identical doorway appeared, Tad led me toward
it. It opened as we approached, and the witch was there to greet us.
I suppose my subconscious was expecting a venerable, toothless
crone in a pointed hat who would scream curses and scratch strange
symbols on the dirt floor of an incense-choked hovel. This was an
attractive-looking woman in her sixties with pure white hair and
impeccable grooming. She wore a flowered skirt and a white blouse.
Her only jewelry was a gold wedding ring on her left hand. She
looked like a contented housewife who took great pleasure in wel-
coming guests to the pleasant suburban home I thought I had seen.

Her home had turned out to be unique, and probably the witch
would, too. I kept my eyes on her, expecting something startling to
happen.

She greeted us with a smile. “Moming, Tad. Morning, Mr.
Pletcher. Miss Laurette hasn’t arrived yet. Won't you come in and
make yourselves comfortable?”

Her witchcraft began to work immediately. I stepped inside and
looked around for Tad. He had disappeared.

“He’ll find himself a book to read until you're ready to leave,” Nell
Troppit said. “That boy always has his nose in a book.”

“Yesterday he was Duff Schaffer’s assistant, and I was wondering
when he went to school. Now I'm wondering when he sleeps.”

“Tad is everyone’s assistant,” she said.

“Doesn’t he attend school?”

“Occasionally. He's brilliant, and he stays so far ahead of his class
that the teacher gives him days off. Please sit down. Miss Laurette
will be here soon. Would you like some coffee?”

The small room was a triangle with one apex truncated by a
fireplace with a door on either side. Comfortable-looking, old-
fashioned wood furniture was arranged in a semicircle facing the
fireplace. There were plants everywhere, forming masses of green that
filled corners and lined windows, but very few of them were flower-
ing. I settled myself on a cane-bottomed rocking chair. The witch
placed a cup of coffee on a low table and took the chair opposite.
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I sipped the coffee, which tasted wonderful, and then I announced,
“This is a strange house.”

Her face crinkled into a smile. She was charming. In fact, she was
bewitching. “Actually, it isn't,” she said. “A witch’s house would only
be strange if it weren't strange. This certainly is a remarkable place.
It is octagonal, which is unusual enough, but the builder compounded
that by making each of its eight sides an identical front of the house.
I don’t suppose anyone remembers what his purpose was, or if he had
one, but it's a wonderful house for a witch. Originally it was named
‘Round House,” probably because round’ is easier to say than ‘octago-
nal.” No one calls it that now. It's the Witch's Circle because of the
encircling walk. Some of my most loyal clients walk completely
around it two or three times when they visit me, and they try to enter
a different door each time they come.”

“How does one get to be a resident witch?” I asked.

“I don’t suppose there is an established procedure. In my case, I left
home when I finished high school, went to Atlanta, got educated, got
a job, got married, and prospered. Then my health failed, my job
failed, and my marriage failed. I came home fully intending to die, and
I probably would have if it hadn't been for Miss Laurette. It took her
just one shrewd glance to understand what I really needed, which was

Iﬂ an interest in life. Old Goody Gump had died recently. She’d been the

local witch as long as anyone could remember, and Miss Laurette
thought she served a useful purpose, so she’d let the Gumps live in
a run-down shack on High Acres property. She'd also given Goody
an allowance and seen to it that no one bothered her. ‘We can’t get
along without a witch,” Miss Laurette told me. “Take Round House
and see what you can do.’

“Round House was the High Acres guest house when the General
entertained frequently, but it hadn’t been used for years. I said, T don’t
know anything about witchcraft” ‘Good heavens, child,” Miss Lau-
rette said. She’s my age, but where maturity and authority are con-
cerned, she’s always been the adult and the rest of us children. ‘Good
heavens. You have intelligence, you can read up on it, can’t you? Old
Goody was a moron, and she managed. Go up to Round House, hang
out your shingle, and try to help people.” So I did. My married name
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was plain Eleanor Smith. Miss Laurette wisely ruled that no witch
could succeed with a name like that. I reverted to my maiden name
and became Nell Troppit. That was almost thirty years ago. I do
believe I've helped people, and I've enjoyed every bit of it.”

“Are witches a standard institution in rural Georgia?”

“They certainly aren’t standard. I suppose one survives here and
there. Goody Gump’s mother and grandmother and maybe great-
grandmother were witches, so the tradition is strong in this neighbor-
hood.”

“Don’t you feel squeamish messing around with eyes of newts and
things like that?”

“Pshaw. That’s just mumbo-jumbo. The first thing I did was strip
all that away. What's left is sound herbal medicine and psychiatry.
The Village has never had a doctor. Years ago, when travel was
difficult, people were inclined to try the local witch for anything but
the most serious illness rather than take that long trip to a doctor’s
office. Now they have cars, but a lot of them still feel the same way.
As for psychiatrists, my clients would laugh at the notion of paying
a doctor who didn't even give them pills, but a witch is taken
seriously. Miss Laurette was right. She usually is. There’s nothing
backward about this part of Georgia, but it simply couldn’t get along
without a witch. Let someone wake up with a pounding headache at
two in the morning, and he’s likely to drive up here to see what I can
do for him.”

“What can you do?”

She smiled. “There are numerous time-tested home remedies, and
I know them all. Poultices of horseradish or mustard leaves, for
example. Sometimes crushed onions are used, or ginseng roots. It
depends on what's available. I'll also administer a cup of strong
tea—sassafras or mint—and if the headache is an unusually severe
one, which it will be if someone comes up here in the middle of the
night, I'll add two aspirin tablets or maybe three and give him an ice
pack. People have great faith in my remedies. Here’s Miss Laurette.”

She went to the door and opened it, and I got to my feet as
Laurette Johnston entered. She was tall, robust—without an extra
ounce of fat—and folksy in manner while remaining authoritative in
her every gesture. The thing that impressed me most was her total
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lack of vanity. Her gray-streaked dark hair would never experience a
color rinse. She surrendered her heavy jacket to Nell Troppit and
looked superbly poised and businesslike in slacks and a turtleneck
sweater. After thanking the witch for the use of her sitting room—
which was Johnston property—she turned to me with a smile.

“I hope I haven't mystified you completely, Mr. Pletcher, but Miss
Lambert gave me precise instructions, and I'm following them as
meticulously as I can. Let’s sit down.” She led me to a charming
antique wood settee. As I seated myself, I noticed that Nell Troppit
had worked her witchcraft again. This time, she had disappeared.

Miss Laurette spoke softly. “I assume Leland Borling told you
about the suicide of that unfortunate young man, Joe Murphy.”

“He did.” I kept my own voice low. “Iintend to go to Chattanooga
today.” ‘

“I feel certain he was my nephew, Mr. Pletcher, and I want to know
everything you can find out about him. I asked you to come here
because I have something to tell you that you may not learn in
Chattanooga. He did nof commit suicide. He was murdered.”

The previous day had been a strange one—from Miami to Napo-
leon Corners, from the cannon barrage to the marching ghosts—and
now [ was starting the second day with a client who was already a
jump ahead of me.

I felt resentful. “I know he was murdered,” I said.

She said wonderingly, “That’s what Miss Lambert said. She knew
instantly. [ had a strong feeling about it the moment I heard how he
died, but I couldn’t explain it. I didn't like to question Miss Lambert
on the telephone, but I can ask you. How do you ‘know?”

“From the circumstances—all of them. The missing luggage and
personal effects, for example. The nature of the letter he wrote to
you—it would be difficult to imagine anything less suggestive of
suicide. The timing—why kill himself when he was about to meet
someone who could have been his benefactor? The connection with
other unlikely events. Coincidence may occasionally run rampant, but
[ have to see it and investigate it before I'm convinced.”

“What other events are you referring to?”

“For one thing, the mysterious disappearance of another nephew
of yours. For another, an experience of my own.” I described the Civil
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War barrage I had driven through: “It was a deliberate attempt on my
life,” I said. “There are several possible explanations, but the one I'd
choose first is that someone doesn’t want a detective looking into
these things.”

“And—you're willing to continue?”

“Of course. It's my job to be shot at occasionally, and the cannon
were a new experience. Your attorney thinks you should hire a
detective to investigate Al's disappearance instead of wasting money
on the death of a stranger who may be an imposter. I think both
should be investigated—along with the potshots taken at the Gen-
eral, your car being forced off the road, the marching ghosts, the
arson, and all of the other strange events that have been happening
around you. I have to consider them part of a pattern even if they
seem to be totally unrelated.”

“Where did you hear about those things?” she demanded.

“While I was waiting for someone to tell me something, I spent
several hours talking with people. Detectives have a knack for picking
up information. Who knew [ was arriving yesterday afternoon?”

“Both Mr. Borling and Miss Kirkland knew. It was Kolina who
gave your New York office the directions for finding Napoleon
Corners. It does seem odd that she had you drive over the mountain,
though. I'll ask her why she did that. Highway 3573 is a much better
route. Anyway, your office gave us your approximate arrival time,
but Leland had to be in Atlanta, and I was swamped with arrange-
ments for a ball, so Kolina met you.”

“I see. Do the telephones that you and Miss Kirkland use have
extensions?”

She smiled. “That was the first thing Miss Lambert asked me. She
refused to discuss my case with me until I called her on a phone with
a guaranteed private line. I drove to Chattanooga to do it.”

“She has a phobia about telephone extensions and switchboards,”
I said, “based upon bitter experience. But Miss Kirkland didn’t drive
to Chattanooga to talk with our New York office, did she?”

“No.”

“And there are extensions?”

“Of course. | want no misunderstanding about this, Mr. Pletcher.

e e e
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All of our servants have been with us for years. They are completely
trustworthy.”

“Sometimes those are the worst kind. Just because they are trust-
worthy, they're trusted too much.”

“I'm aware of that. I never tell them more than they need to know.”

“What about your attorney?”

“Steve Malkinson was my father’s friend and legal advisor for
almost fifty years. Toward the end of his life, he made Leland Borling
his partner so there would be someone to carry on the business.
Leland has been here for four years, and he’s been our legal advisor
since Steve died two years ago. We miss Steve’s friendship, but
Leland is a much better lawyer. We pay him an annual retainer, and
the only problem I have with him is that sometimes he tries too hard
to earn it.”

“What about his office help?”

“His wife Madge acts as his secretary. She’s a sweet girl, but she’s
completely wrapped up in her children, and I doubt that she’s much
help to him beyond answering the telephone. I suppose he does most
of his office work himself. Attorneys don’t need legal secretaries to
type documents the way they used to. They have it all in a computer.
If Leland gets really rushed, there’s a local girl he hires for part-time
work. Her name is Doria Vinick. Everyone calls her Dori. She works
in Drew Fithie’s Snack and Dessert Bar.”

“A small, dark girl?”

She nodded.

“How long has Miss Kirkland been with you?”

“A little less than a year. I've found her completely trustworthy,
but I had no reason to tell her about Joe Murphy, so I didn’t. I've done
so now because Miss Lambert thought she would be excessively
curious as to why I'd hired a private detective if I didn't give her a
plausible explanation.”

“Very well. I'll start with Joe Murphy and bring in the other
elements of this conspiracy as quickly as I can. I want you to be
extremely cautious until I've had an opportunity to discuss this with
Miss Lambert. Tad and I will walk back to High Acres with you. You
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aren’t to go anywhere alone until the case is resolved. The same
applies to the General. He'll hate it, but it must be done.”

“If you really think it’s necessary, we’'ll take every precaution.”

“About your other nephew, Al. You want no public fuss, I take it.”

“I want no fuss of any kind.”

“I agree with your attorney that something should be done. If you
can find me a recent photograph of him and provide a detailed
description of his car, I'll see that the investigation is kept confiden-
tial.”

“All right. That shouldn’t be difficult.”

“Since I'll be in Chattanooga today, why don’t you leave the photo
and the car description with Duff?”

“I'll do that,” she promised.

“What about the monks?”

“What about them? Surely they can’t have anything to do with
this!”

“What do you know about their backgrounds?”

She was silent.

“I'll have to give them a careful look,” I said. I told her about the
donation of shoes and socks I had arranged.

“The reason I haven't given them more assistance is because it
would defeat the purpose of their community,” she said. “Do what-
ever you think necessary, but please don’t spoil them. They need the
sense of achievement that comes with solving their own problems.”

She got to her feet. “And now I must get home. This is going to
be another exhausting day.”

“I'd forgotten about your ball this evening. Are May and Duff
coming?”

“Of course. Saturday and Sunday are their busy days, but today
most of their customers will be at the ball. Belinda can handle any
tourists who happen by.”

“T'd like to attend this ball myself. If I were May’s visiting cousin,
would that give the Schaffers an excuse for bringing me?”

“May is a native here, and people know all about her close rela-
tives, but I suppose you could be the son of a distant cousin and use
your own name. I'll put you on the guest list, and you can tell May
about it.”
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Whimsical impulses are a weakness of mine, and sometimes one
slips out before I can collar it. If I were a scientist, I probably would
blow up the lab once or twice a week just to make life more interest-
ing for the neighbors. “Did you invite Drew Fithie and his wife?” I
asked.

She straightened with a jerk and gave me a look of profound
astonishment. “Drew Fithie? At High Acres?”

“Before Mr. Fithie leaves for work this morming, I want you to
telephone him. This isn't a job for Miss Kirkland. You'll have to do
it yourself. Apologize for the oversight of not inviting him—plead
how rushed you've been—and beg him to come. With his wife, of
course, and adult children if he has any. Surely a few more guests
won't matter.”

“I never thought I'd see the day. You have a reason, I suppose.”

“Of course. I suspect him of being responsible for this conspiracy
we're investigating.”

“Yes,” she said slowly. “Yes. He certainly has hated us for years.
We give him the response he deserves—we ignore him.”

“Which accomplishes nothing except to feed his hatred. With a
little tolerance, you could have made a friend of him.”

“Who wants a friend like that? Do you know the man?”

“I met him yesterday. I'd much rather have him as a friend than as
an enemy. His potential either way might surprise you. Call him this
morning. One more thing.”

I pointed a finger and spoke sternly. “You're filling the house with
people tonight, and it would be child’s play for an uninvited guest or
two to slip in. I'm sending you some security guards to patrol the
grounds and act as spare servants. I'll guarantee their competence. If
nothing else, they’ll make your party run much more smoothly. If
there’s trouble, they’ll know how to handle it.”

We took our leave of the witch, and Tad and I walked Miss
Laurette home and left her at a rear door of the stately High Acres
mansion. | took a quick look around the grounds, and while we made
the long walk back to my car, I thought about how to make the most
effective use of the security guards I was going to hire for the ball.

The person who murdered Joe Murphy and arranged the disap-
pearance of Al Johnston would have an equally good motive for
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murdering a newly found granddaughter. The attempts on the lives
of the General and Miss Laurette were certain to be repeated. It
would be small credit to me if I solved the case after the General and
all of his heirs were dead. I wanted to make certain no one took
advantage of the confused social whirl to stage an assassination or
two. ;

6

After breakfast, I went to the kitchen and introduced myself to May
as her new cousin. She thought the idea hilarious. Then [ drove north
to the Chattanooga area on Highway 353, which was indeed a much
simpler and quicker route than the zigzagging private road over the
mountain.

I first stopped at a shopping center parking lot where I could use
a telephone in the privacy of my car. The phone in Raina Lambert’s
Toronto apartment rang unanswered; personnel on duty at the firm
where she was working as a consultant thought she would be in later.
I left my name and promised to call again. I next telephoned our New
York office and handed it the job of tracking down the history of
Joseph E. Johnston Murphy, the certified mechanic. I could offer no
clue as to which state or states he might be certified in. Since I had
no telephone where the office could reach me or even leave a mes-
sage, | promised to call back regularly for progress reports. Already
communications had become a major problem.

My third call, a long one, was to a security firm in Atlanta. I
specified what I wanted, demanded the best men available, and stub-
bornly persisted until | was assured that High Acres would be prop-
erly protected both during the Military Ball and afterward.

A detective prefers a certain anonymity in the car he drives. This
is difficult to achieve when an outsized bullet has punched holes in
it. [ visited the office of my rental car firm at Lovell Field, the




67
Chattanooga airport, and exchanged my mutilated car for a model
that was reasonably intact. A Civil War Minnie ball sounded even
less plausible to me than mosquitoes as an explanation for the holes,
but the girl at the rental car agency accepted it without blinking. She
must have heard some very strange stories in the course of a day’s
work.

The history of the Civil War is written indelibly on the Chat-
tanooga landscape. The looming bulk of Lookout Mountain, which
Fighting Joe Hooker’s men captured in their legendary “Battle above
the Clouds,” was framed in my car windows wherever I went, a
humped protuberance dotted with houses that looked precariously
balanced and about to tumble off its arching crest. Its steeply slanting
roads can intimidate modern motorists.

The city of Chattanooga has engulfed the small park that contains
Orchard Knob, the site from which General Ulysses S. Grant watched
one of his most celebrated victories unfold, but it is still possible to
stand on it and look across at Missionary Ridge, as Grant did, and
wonder how his army managed to storm the steep five or six-
hundred-foot slope through a hail of gunfire to rout Bragg’s Confed-
erates in the “Miracle of Missionary Ridge.”

The Chickamauga battlefield, where one of the bloodiest battles of
the Civil War was fought, and where General George H. Thomas, the
“Rock of Chickamauga,” grimly held his line in place and prevented
defeat from turning into catastrophe, is a few miles south of Chat-
tanooga.

I drove up the tortuously steep, winding road to the top of
Lookout Mountain and visited Point Park, where Joseph Egglestone
Johnston Murphy’s body had been found. The town of Lookout
Mountain, not content with the unceasing flow of money from
tourists, was using parking meters to exact an additional stern trib-
ute—twenty-five cents for each fifteen minutes, enforced seven days,
making this out-of-the-way location more expensive to park in than
amajor city business district. While I was counting change and trying
to estimate the time I would need, a kindly passerby directed me to
the free parking lot behind park headquarters. I left my car there and
strolled through the park’s castellated gate.

As with many former battlefields, it is an utterly peaceful place.
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The imposing Peace Monument, whose shaft rises from a circular
colonnaded base, dominates the upper level. Cannon mark the sites
where Confederate artillery was placed. The view is spectacular.
Twenty-one hundred feet below, the westward coursing Tennessee
River makes an abrupt southward turn after it passes the city of
Chattanooga. At the foot of Lookout Mountain, a hairpin loop appro-
priately named Moccasin Bend sends the river north again, after
which another sharp turn takes it around the next eminence, Raccoon
Mountain. This stretch of river was the setting for one of the most
colorful incidents of the Civil War. Early on the morning of October
27, 1863, Federal troops loaded into boats at Chattanooga, floated in
darkness around Moccasin Bend, and landed at the foot of Lookout
Mountain, where a sharp battle cleared Confederate troops from the
main Federal supply route.

Chattanooga is now a sprawling city strung out on a web of
interstate highways, and the TV A has harnessed the Tennessee River,
but water still flows peacefully around Moccasin Bend. Nothing
remains in that lovely scene to remind one of the high drama enacted
here except the various monuments, plaques, and cannon placed
about the mountain to commemorate the military units, both Federal
and Confederate, whose men fought and died here.

The battles have long been enshrined in history, the casualties
enumerated, the dregs of that carnage tucked away in military ceme-
teries. Death seems indescribably remote from this tranquil place, but
I was convinced that a murder had taken place here.

Point Park is part of the Chickamauga and Chattanooga National
Military Park District, and it is administered by the National Park
Service. Ultimate local authority rests with the district’s superinten-
dent, whose office is at the Chickamauga Park. If the problem had
seemed serious enough, he could have called in the FBI, but the
suicide of an unidentified vagrant hardly rated that. I wanted to
examine the location where the death occurred, so I talked with the
staff at Point Park Headquarters.

Everyone was distressed about what had happened. The park is a
low-crime area, and the most exciting events anyone could remember
were a mentally retarded girl getting lost from her touring group—
she was found unharmed—and a suicide note that turned out to be
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a fake. Rock climbing is a popular sport in the park, and falls have
resulted in death as well as serious injury, but this can be dangerous
anywhere—which of course is why people do it. Tourists who keep
to the paths are safer in the park than they would be crossing the
streets outside.

The park employees were friendly and cooperative, and the First
Ranger was extremely helpful, but he could tell me very little. The
park was supposed to open at nine, but usually the gate was unlocked
earlier than that. Joe Murphy must have arrived shortly afterward. In
mid-October there were few people around at that hour, and he may
have had the entire park to himself. No one saw him until tourists
from Kentucky found his body at the foot of the Point Lookout
palisades about ten-thirty, when he had been dead for more than an
hour.

A park ranger escorted me to the place where Joe Murphy had
jumped or fallen. At the bottom of steps descending from the upper
level, an asphalt path led to the Ochs Memorial Museum and Observ-
atory, named in honor of Adolph S. Ochs, the Chattanooga newspa-
per publisher who conducted the drive to acquire the Lookout
Mountain property for the public. The museum, a small stone struc-
ture, was situated on Point Lookout, a narrow projection with a steep
drop on three sides. The building had a magnificent observation deck
with a stone parapet. Not only did it offer a superb view of Moccasin
Bend, but it provided a sweeping panorama of the entire area, from
McFarland Gap and the Chickamauga Battlefield in the east to Rac-
coon Mountain in the west.

The path ended at the museum, where it was blocked by a five-foot
woven wire fence and a padlocked gate. A sign on the gate read,
“Closed—Dangerous Ledge.” The dangerous ledge began long
before the path reached Point Lookout, however, and west of the
fence it was guarded only by a row of steel posts with two lengths
of cable. This was where Joe Murphy had gone over the cliff. Park
personnel hadn’t noticed any sign of a struggle, but detectives from
the Hamilton County Sheriff's Department had searched the area
carefully, the ranger said. Doubtless they could tell me more about it.

We descended the palisades by way of a long, somewhat rickety
steel staircase. A path that led to various Lookout Mountain attrac-
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tions—with distances marked for those who like to stroll up and
down mountains—ran near the foot of the cliff, which here had a
sheer drop that I estimated at fifty feet. There was a jumble of fallen
rock, shrubs, and hardy weeds where the body landed. Further along
the path, and directly below the Ochs Museum, were plaques that
commemorated the feats of several Federal army units in scaling the
rock face.

Trees sheltered the scene on all sides, and only the most incredible
coincidence would have provided a witness. Any evidence had al-
ready been picked up by the detectives. There was nothing more for
me to do.

Time spent in such a perfect natural setting is an investment in
tranquility, and 1 deeply regretted that I couldnt stay longer. I
thanked the ranger and reluctantly turned my back on the spectacular
views. Before heading for Chattanooga, I visited the bookstore at
park headquarters and purchased beautifully illustrated booklets on
The Battle of Chickamauga and The Battles for Chattanooga. If the threat
to the Johnstons was somehow connected with the Civil War, it
behooved me to read up on the local history.

Detective Raymond Alven, of the Major Crime Division of the
Hamilton County Sheriff's Department, was a most pleasant surprise.
He was a gaunt, scholarly-looking man with rimless glasses. He also
was a thorough police professional and no fool. He already knew Joe
Murphy had been murdered.

“A man who commits suicide by diving off a cliff doesn't scrape
the rock face on the way down,” he said. “If he falls off, he doesn’t
land headfirst at the base.”

Murphy had been carrying a suitcase when he checked out of the
Cumberland Motel, and Alven was as intrigued as I was about his
missing luggage and personal effects. The motel staff and guests who
were acquainted with him had scoffed at the notion that this relaxed
and easygoing man would commit suicide. He seemed adequately
supplied with money though he didn’t flaunt it. He drank nothing
stronger than beer and little of that. He enjoyed life thoroughly, and
those who knew him thought him very good company.

He had no car, but he was such a likable person that a couple staying
at the motel had taken him sightseeing with them for several days. They
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had ridden the Lookout Mountain Incline Railway, seen the Chat-
tanooga Choo Choo model railway display, cruised the Tennessee
River, and visited the Tennessee Aquarium, the battlefields, and other
tourist attractions along with a scattering of museums.

A young lady named Rosemary Chambers, a clerk at the motel
who seemed to have known Murphy better than anyone else, said he
liked Chattanooga very much and was thinking of staying if he could
find a job. The two of them had gone sightseeing on Sunday, using
her car, and they'd had a date to drive over to Signal Mountain on
the following Wednesday, before she went to work at three o’clock,
to see the Grand Canyon of the Tennessee River. She was genuinely
upset over his death. Unfortunately, she hadn’t been on duty when
he made his abrupt departure, or she certainly would have tried to
find out where he was going and why.

Alven had turned up no evidence as to why anyone would have
wanted to murder such a likable and thoroughly harmless person, but
murdered he certainly had been. The cause of death was a vicious
blow on the head that crushed his skull. His body had been slid over
the cliff head first in the hope that injuries received in the fall would
obliterate the death blow. They hadn't; instead, the injuries that
occurred after death were further proof of murder, but the investiga-
tion was already in limbo because the police had no idea where
Murphy came from, there were no suspects, and no one had seen him
with another person the morning he died. No witness had seen him
at all after he dashed away from the motel—alone—carrying his
suitcase.

The detective listened wide-eyed while I described Murphy’s pos-
sible connection with the wealthy Johnstons of High Acres. If the
anonymous traveler was heir to a fortune, and if his death was part
of a massive plot against the Johnstons, the case suddenly acquired
cosmic overtones. Alven promised to start over.

He supplied me with copies of a photo of Murphy that Rosemary
Chambers took on their outing. Leland Borling had said the dead man
was about thirty, but he looked like a teenager. He had a handsome
face and a mop of dark hair, and his grin radiated friendly gooed
humor.

Alven also had a copy of the registration form Murphy had filled



72

out when he arrived at the motel. He had given “Pittsburgh, PA” as
his residence, but he left the street address blank. He explained to the
clerk that he had lived in Pittsburgh for the past year but was
relocating. The motel required a valid ID, such as a driver’s license,
and Murphy had none. Simply because he seemed like a congenial,
straightforward person and was willing to pay for a week in advance,
the clerk let him have a room. This wasn't illegal, but there was an
air of irregularity about it.

“Motels have problems with local men who rent rooms for drug
parties or even put a prostitute in a room and bring customers to her,”
Alven said. “That's why they require identification. This Murphy
must have had an attractive personality.”

[ told Alven I wanted to find out whether there was any investigat-
ing left for me to do, and [ would check back with him later.

The Cumberland Motel was a rambling conglomeration of one-
and two-story units. It faced Market Street; a deteriorating side street
led to the run-down residential neighborhood in its rear. Unfortu-
nately, neither of the two employees I wanted to talk with—Rose-
mary Chambers, the clerk who had dated Murphy, and Jake Gepp, the
night clerk who had checked him out—was on duty. I telephoned
Miss Chambers at home and arranged to drive over and talk with her.

She lived on Woodlawn Drive, and this was my second experience
of a Chattanooga peculiarity I had already noticed when I looked for
the Sheriff's headquarters on Walnut Street. There are several Walnut
Streets in the Chattanooga area. There also are several streets named
Woodlawn. I finally found the right one, a narrow street that ran
along the side of Missionary Ridge—not the steep slope that Grant’s
army charged up, but the easier grade down which the Confederate
army fled in what General Bragg himself called a shameful retreat.
Along the ridge’s crest were elaborate homes with expansive lawns
and unusual lawn ornaments—Civil War cannon and plaques mark-
ing places where men fought and died. The Woodlawn Drive houses
were more modest. On the north side, they were elevated above the
street and built into the wooded slope. On the south side, they were
slightly lower than street level, with an abrupt, wooded incline be-
hind them. The address Miss Chambers gave me was a white bunga-
low with a broad porch, vintage 1920.
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She was a pleasant, nice-looking girl in her early twenties who was
living with her parents and taking classes at the University of Tennes-
see at Chattanooga. Jobs were scarce for university students, and the
low-paying motel job had been the best she could find. She seemed
to have a great deal of common sense, and she definitely was not the
type to form romantic attachments with casual motel patrons. She
had never dated one before, but Joe Murphy was a thoroughly nice
young man, and she had liked him. On their Sunday afternoon date,
she had driven him to Reflection Riding, the nature center on the
other side of Lookout Mountain.

“You didn't take in Point Park along the way?” I asked casually.

“He’d already been there with the couple who took him sight-
seeing.”

She was certain he was a complete stranger to the area. He hadn't
talked about his family, or where he came from, and he definitely
hadn’t mentioned having relatives nearby.

“On your visit to Reflection Riding, did he say or do anything that
suggested he was worried or despondent about something?”

Her “No!” was vehement. They’d had a very pleasant afternoon,
and they both were looking forward to the drive to Signal Mountain
on the following Wednesday.

“I still don’t believe he committed suicide,” she said. “That’s silly.
His death must have been an accident.” She wasn't yet aware that the
nice young man had been murdered.

I next went looking for the clerk who had been on duty when Joe
Murphy checked out at five in the morning. Jake Gepp lived in a
run-down little house in St. Elmo, an aging subdivision at the foot of

‘ Lookout Mountain where deterioration had a long head start on
restoration. Gepp was a small, furtive-looking man in his fifties with
a pronounced limp. He needed a shave, but I couldn’t fault him for
that. He worked nights; his “morning” was still a half-day away, and
[ had interrupted his sleep.

He had very little to tell me, but I didn't need his stammering
account to envision the scene in the motel office at five A.M. when Joe
Murphy checked out. Gepp would have been sitting comfortably
behind the counter, reading or watching TV. Suddenly Murphy
bounded in carrying his bag. Before Gepp could get out of his chair,

.
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Murphy had dropped his key on the counter, spoken his piece about
not needing a refund, and dashed out. Gepp had to scramble to find
Murphy’s account and verify that no money was owed. By the time
he had done that, Murphy was already out of sight, and Gepp had
no further interest in him. He had to take care of the paperwork of
closing an account, something that rarely happened at that time of
day, and it had thoroughly disrupted his TV watching. Just thinking
about it made him grumpy.

I returned to the Cumberland Motel, and along the way | made a
startling discovery. | was being tailed by two men in an old Plymouth
with a red, rust-streaked body and a Confederate flag for a front
license plate. I had to drive around a block to convince myself it was
happening. A car so conspicuously colored and labeled wouldn't be
my choice for that kind of work, but sometimes one has to take what
is available. The behavior of the two men in the car was even more
curious. I had never been tailed with such diffidence. The car hung
back almost out of sight, speeding up only when it had to, and I never
got a good look at the driver and his passenger.

At the Cumberland Motel, the clerk on duty—who was a friend
of Rosemary Chambers—willingly searched records for the informa-
tion I needed and lent me a key to the room Joe Murphy had
occupied.

Motel business in Chattanooga drops off after Labor Day, but
weekends are usually busy, and touring groups of senior citizens take
up some of the slack. The customers from the previous week who
might have had some contact with Murphy were no longer around.
Rosemary Chambers had given their names to the police, and I knew
that Ray Alven had talked with all of them, either in person or by
telephone.

Murphy’s room was unoccupied, but it had been rented three times
since he left. I went through it perfunctorily, expecting to find noth-
ing. I found nothing. One of the adjacent rooms also was vacant. The
other was occupied by Mr. and Mrs. Calvin Rick, elderly tourists
from Ohio who had arrived Sunday afternoon, the day before Mur-
phy’s death. Murphy left early the next morning, so it seemed un-
likely that they’d had much contact with him. This made them
unpromising witnesses, but they were all I had.
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Sometimes the fickle Goddess of Luck bestows grudging rewards
for patience and tenacity. It happens just often enough to keep me
going. The Ricks, a garrulous gray-haired couple, remembered Joe
Murphy well. They had talked with him for an hour on Sunday
evening. He had been friendly and extremely helpful, telling them
about things they should see. They were startled and distressed when
I told them he was dead. They had heard something about a tourist
having an accident at Point Park, but they hadn’t paid much attention.

After a week in a Chattanooga motel, they seemed sufficiently
bored with their own company to jump at the opportunity to talk
with someone else, even a detective. They were packing to leave the
next morning, and the beds were cluttered with souvenirs and dirty
laundry. Mr. Rick was a lifelong Civil War enthusiast who had never
visited any of the famous battlefields. He had enjoyed Chattanooga
enormously, and he couldn't think why he had waited so long to
come here. Mrs. Rick's enthusiasm for battlefields seemed tempered.

I asked routinely whether either of them had been up early enough
to see Murphy when he left on Monday morning. One doesn’t
expect vacationing tourists to be awake at five AM., and at that hour
it had been dark, but Rick said he always got up early and took a short
walk. He had been returning to his room from a circuit of the motel
grounds when Joe Murphy dashed out of the motel office carrying a
suitcase. “I called to him, ‘Leaving? Good luck to you,”” Rick said
soberly. “He was going to die in a few hours, and I wished him luck.”
Murphy had called something in return and dashed off down the side
street half walking and half running and swinging his suitcase. It
seemed like odd behavior to Rick. If a person checking out of a motel

: at five in the morning has no car, he will arrange a ride with someone
or call a cab. City buses ran on Market Street, but even if they
operated that early, the bus stop was in the opposite direction from
the one Murphy had taken.

Odd or not, it was none of his business. He returned to his room
and—having dutifully performed his early morning exercise—went
back to bed.

“He had a visitor,” Mrs. Rick said. “I heard them talking.”

“Now Martha,” Rick said reprovingly. “I'm always up before you,
and [ would have heard them.” He turned to me. “This motel has thin

R
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walls. Even at our ages, what you hear next door is sometimes an
education, but the young man you're asking about never made any
noise at all. I didn't hear a thing that morning.”

“You were still asleep,” Mrs. Rick said.

She had been awakened by someone knocking very quietly on
Murphy’s door. After Murphy let him in, she heard hushed voices for
some time. She recognized Murphy’s voice; the other had been a
man’s voice without any special distinction. She heard the door open
and close when the visitor left, followed by noises that could have
been made by Murphy packing. After her husband awoke and went
for his walk, she heard Murphy’s door open and close again. That
would have been Murphy leaving. A short time later, she heard her
husband’s voice outside their own door, and then he returned.

I still hoped against hope to find someone who had seen Murphy
with the murderer. “Was there anyone else around that morning?” I
asked.

Rick snorted. “At that hour? Of course not. There never is.”

[ agreed resignedly. In mystery fiction, there always is one astute
character with the eyes of an eagle and the memory of an elephant
who by astonishing coincidence looks out of a window at the precise
moment when a witness is needed. In real life, people are in bed and
sleeping at five in the morning with the curtains drawn. They
wouldn't stir themselves for a bleary squint outside unless someone
set off a bomb across the street.

The Ricks’ ardent pursuit of Civil War history had made them
difficult to catch, and the local detectives hadn't talked with them. I
told them the police would want formal statements from them before
they left for home, and they agreed resignedly. I was about to leave
when Rick blurted, “Say—there is one person who's usually up at
that time.”

“Who is that?” I asked.

“Don’t know. I've never seen him, but his light is on when I take
my walk.”

He indicated the largest house in the group behind the motel and
pointed out the windows where he usually saw a light, but he
couldn’t remember whether he had seen it on Monday morning.
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I thanked him and went to investigate the early riser. According
to Rick’s testimony, Joe Murphy had come out of the motel office and
hurried off down the side street. The side street led nowhere in
particular, and there was no reason for him to walk in that direction
unless someone was waiting for him in a car parked out-of-sight
around the corner.

The large house had been remodeled into apartments. A helpful
woman who lived downstairs told me the tenant of the apartment
above her was a cab driver named Mclver who worked unbelievably
long hours. He usually was gone by half-past-five in the morning and
never got back before ten or eleven at night. He was quiet and rarely
bothered anyone except that he used to wake them up when he
started his cab in the morning. He parked it behind the house right
under their bedroom window. Finally she spoke to him about it, and
now he parked it on the street in front of the house.
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