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THE OTHER SIDE OF  
THE MIRROR 

By GEORGE BRUCE MARQUIS 
 

ACK WHEAT told me at 
Rimrock that if any man 
in the world could help 
me it was Bat Jennison.”  

The woman 
pitiless toll of m

was old, but not from the 
arching years. Toil had 

bowed her shoulders and gnarled her 
hands into a mockery of their youthful 
beauty. Care and sorrow had graven that 

fretwork of lines, silvered her hair, 
intruded hopelessness into her voice, fear 
into her eyes. She stood there before the 
cabin door, her dust mantled dress 
eloquent of a grueling stage ride, idly 
swinging a worn carpet bag, as if that 
gentle rhythm gave her an odd sense of 
stability in this world of sure uncertainties. 

Bat Jennison, as tender as he was 
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brave, reacted instantly at her words. 
“Ma’am,” he invited, “come right in 

and set down. Here, I’ll take your satchel. 
Jest watch out fur that doorstep, Ma’am. 
It’s over high up fur a woman. Help, Doc! 
Hell, she’s goin’ to faint!”  

A sudden blast of sub zero air could 
not have roused the dozing Levitt more 
speedily. Two long quick strides brought 
him to the door, another and he was 
outside, an arm cradling the swaying 
woman. Jennison, fluttering about in 
panicky impotence breathed thankfully, 
“Thank God, Doc, you did come a 
runnin’!”  

“What? What?” Confused bumbling 
from the doorway served to introduce the 
giant Whispering Thompson, pari-
dissected ham in one hand, smeared 
butcher knife in the other. 

Half supporting, half guiding, Levitt 
settled her gently into their home-made 
willow rocker, with deft fingers unsnarled 
the faded tie ribbons and laid her hat on 
the topmost bunk, with the regal gesture of 
depositing in its nest of velvet a queen’s 
coronet. 

“Lean back, madam,” he bade her, 
“and close your eyes. Now just relax. 
Splendid.” 

Whispering Thompson, without 
bothering to wipe his hands, had 
rummaged forth a bottle of whiskey, 
worried out the cork, and poured a drink 
that would have given a horse the blind 
staggers. Now he advanced that sovereign 
frontier remedy. 

“Maybe a little snifter would fetch her, 
Doc,” he rumbled hopefully. 

“Not now, Whispering,” Levitt shook 
his head. “Rather get my medicine kit.”  

From that forlorn relic of a past 
curtained against every eye, Levitt 
removed a flask and drew the glass 
stopper. Spirits of hart’s horn, premier 
smelling salts of that far away age. Now 

with care he advanced it slowly. Presently 
she shivered slightly, her eyes opened to 
stare in brief wonder at this grave-faced 
stranger bending so solicitously above her. 
Then she sat up and straightened her thin 
shoulders. With a gesture of annoyance, 
“Don’t tell me I fainted,” she said 
fretfully. 

“Say rather,” Levitt smiled, “that 
fatigue and anxiety all but betrayed you. 
Yet you did not quite succumb. Your 
intrepidity saved you.”  

For a long moment she considered this, 
then she nodded. 

“You’re Doctor Levitt,” she asserted. 
“Zack Wheat told me about you. And 
about Mr. Jennison and Mr. Thompson. 
I’m Mrs. Crites. Yes, I am tired. And I 
came here because Zack Wheat told me to. 
I’ve got to tell you my story because—” 

 
EVITT checked the spate of words. 
She was in the shadow of collapse, 

her nerves were too nearly frayed to dare 
further tauting now. 

“Mrs. Crites,” he said smilingly, “of 
course we’ll hear your story, but later. Our 
noon meal is ready. You must join us. We 
three lonely bachelors are honored to have 
you as our guest.”  

“And that’s whatever,” Whispering 
Thompson boomed heartily. 

“Only,” he hedged, “seeing as I’m the 
cook maybe I oughtn’t to push my words 
any harder. Still you’re mighty welcome.”  

Jennison had acted his hospitality. 
With tin wash pan and a clean flour sack, 
he had approached to say, “Mebbe you’d 
likta rinse your hands off, Ma’am. Stage 
travellin’s some dusty right now. Jest set 
right thar, I’ll hold the pan. That’s it, Doc. 
Tuck her wristbands up a mite more. Fine. 
Go ahead now, Ma’am, I’ll not spill it.”  

Mrs. Crites was fashioned indeed of 
sternest pioneer stuff and she knew that to 
these unselfish men praise for a decent 
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deed meant discomfort approaching 
confusion. Yes, she knew this and 
accordingly made reluctant compromise 
with her emotions. 

“Everything that Zack Wheat told me 
about you men was true,” she said softly. 
A pause, then she added, “But he didn’t 
have enough time.”  

They pivoted her chair round to the 
table, and gave her their shiniest tin plate. 
Immediately fronting was a towering 
rampart of fried ham, flanked by a lordly 
pan of sourdough biscuits, a plethora of 
stewed prunes, ditto tomatoes and 
steaming on the stove hearth a gallon pot 
of coffee. 

“Ma’am,” Thompson invited, “help 
yourself to the ham. If it looks over done 
I’ll cook you another piece.”  

“It looks delicious,” she praised his 
craftsmanship. “But I think I’ll begin with 
a small piece. Yes, a biscuit, thank you.” 

“We’re rather unrefined, Mrs. Crites,” 
Levitt said tactfully. “We even drink our 
coffee with our meal. Perhaps you’d like a 
cup with us.”  

“Thank you, I would,” she said 
gratefully. ‘‘I’m tired and coffee is a 
help.”  

“Mebbe,” Jennison suggested, “you’ll 
want yours toned down a mite with hot 
water. Whisperin’s coffee is mighty 
emphatic. And we ain’t got no cream nor 
milk to modify it with.”  

Levitt was a light eater, Jennison and 
Thompson valiant trenchermen. So while 
the two engaged their food with silent 
industry, Levitt toyed at his plate, while he 
chatted. And purposefully. His self-
imposed task was to withdraw their guest 
from the harassing present. That in the 
contemplation of other pleasanter scenes 
and happier times he might woo her for 
the now from the tragedy that had bent her 
steps to their humble cabin. 

Levitt’s mind was ubiquitous, brilliant 
and sensitive. She spoke idly of the violin. 
And an immortal concert once heard by 
him, Ole Bull, the artist lived again for the 
entranced woman. She referred to flowers, 
and battalions of blossoms marched and 
countermarched before her delighted eyes. 
Books peered above the horizon of their 
speech, The Bible, Pilgrim’s Progress, 
Fox’s Book of Martyrs, Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin. Levitt recalled how following little 
Eva’s death, St. Clare wandered into the 
music room and seating himself at the 
piano played an ancient Latin hymn. And 
then with fine understanding softly quoted 
the haunting translation.  

Jennison, no scholar indeed, reverted 
presently to the matter of flowers. 

“I noticed,” he observed, “that in 
namin’ over flowers you left out what I 
hold to be the king pin of ‘em all. Mebbe 
it’s because of my pony’s name or mebbe 
it’s because I seen so many of ‘em back 
home. Anyway I mean sunflowers.”  

Her wan face glowed, her eyes 
sparkled, as she asked quickly.  

“You mean back in Kansas, Mr. 
Jennison?”  

“Ma’am,” Jennison answered, “whilst 
I was born in Virginia I was riped in 
Kansas. I was thar, let’s see—from ‘54 to 
‘59. Times was warm in Kansas them 
years, believe me.”  

“Where were you, Mr. Jennison?” she 
pressed on eagerly. “You see I’m from the 
sunflower state myself.”  

“I was over a good deal of Kansas,” 
Jennison told her, “but mostly the east 
part, say around Lawrence—”  

“My home,” she interrupted. “My 
husband and I were first settlers there. Did 
you know John Brown?”  

“I did,” Jennison nodded. “I think,” he 
added slowly, “John Brown was the 
bravest man I ever knowed.” 
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ER eyes were shiny now. “My 
husband was with John Brown when 

the cavalry captured him. He saw them 
drive the poor man on foot ahead of them 
for miles till they wrecked his heart.”  

“But not his courage, Mrs. Crites,” 
Levitt phrased it finely. “His indomitable 
soul could not be bowed.”  

Mrs. Crites cradled her chin on her 
hand as she asked wistfully, “Mr. 
Jennison, did you know my husband Perry 
Crites?”  

“No’m,” he answered slowly, “though 
I wish I could say yes. It’ud mean so much 
to you. Still and but thar was a lot of good 
men in Kansas. Nobody knowed ‘em all.”  

“I like that,” she said warmly. “To 
please me you could have slid around 
close to the truth, but you answered 
straight and true. And, that’s what Zack 
Wheat said you would.” 

“I’m afeard Zack over assayed the 
truth lode,” Jennison grinned. “After all us 
three are jest common sinful mortals. And 
now since we’re snubbed to Kansas, 
mebbe it’ud be a good time to tell us what 
you came to tell us.”  

“Give no thought to the dishes, Mrs. 
Crites,” Levitt smiled interpretation of her 
glance over the littered table. “That is my 
allotted task. Do not, I beg you, disrupt our 
ordered routine. Please proceed with your 
story.”  

“If you men would only smoke,” she 
suggested. “I know you probably want to. 
Someway I like it.” A pause then she 
added, “You see my husband smoked.”  

A meerschaum, a brier, a broken 
bowled corncob, thus rank, Levitt, 
Jennison, Thompson, in mephitic 
competition. She smiled at the three. Pipe 
smokers, solid men. Solidist of all, 
Jennison, for her husband too smoked a 
brier. Now without preliminaries she 
launched into her interesting story. 

 

ER husband was a wheelwright by 
trade, and had set up a shop in 

Lawrence. After the struggle between the 
“free state,” men and the “slavery” men 
had been won by the “free state” advocates 
he had gone West in 1859 to the new gold 
strike near Pike’s Peak, Colorado. He 
returned to a Kansas in the spring of 1862. 
The nation then was in the grip of the Civil 
War and he together with their only child, 
a boy of 18, enlisted in Company E, 12th 
Kansas Volunteers.  

“The Captain was named Jennison.”  
“I never knowed him, Ma’am,” 

Jennison answered her look. “I left Kansas 
myself in ‘59. Went to California, then 
wandered a lot, mostly in Idaho Territory.”  

“Captain Jennison was a good officer 
and brave man, my husband said,” she 
commented. Then she continued. Their 
boy was killed at the battle of Jenkins’ 
Ferry, but the husband returned somewhat 
broken in health to be mustered out in 
May 1865. And now the mining fever 
returned, and again set his restless feet to 
the western trail. Finally, at Rimrock he 
had staked out a claim that showed 
promise. He had been able even to send 
her some money, and his weekly letters 
were full of hope. Then, because he was 
not very strong he had taken a partner, a 
doctor named Lapius. 

“And then,” she added sadly, “his 
letters changed. Something that I felt more 
than read was troubling him. I think the 
best word to describe my impression from 
his letters, was fear.”  

No one interrupted her reverie, and 
presently she went on. 

“He had been writing faithfully, but 
then his letters ceased. I waited a month, 
then I could wait no longer. I sold our 
house at Lawrence and took the stage for 
Rimrock. A week ago I arrived and looked 
up Zack Wheat because my husband had 
spoken of him more than once as an 
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honest man. Then I learned the worst. My 
husband was dead.”  

The silence held while she drank her 
cup of sorrow drop by drop. Presently she 
stirred. 

“Dead,” she repeated. “Poisoned by 
mushrooms he had gathered himself.”  

“Did his partner, this Dr. Lapius tell 
you that?” Levitt asked with professional 
interest. 

“That’s what Mr. Wheat told me,” she 
answered tonelessly. “You see this Dr. 
Lapius was gone when I arrived at 
Rimrock. In fact he’d been gone two 
weeks or so by then.” 

Into the heavy silence Jennison 
intruded a venturing thought. 

“Ma’am,” he said slowly, ‘‘I’ve gotta 
hunch thar’s something wrong hid up here. 
Go back further, considerable further. Tell 
us frum the first what Zack Wheat told 
you about the mine and so forth. Things 
leadin’ immejiate up to your pore 
husband’s death.” 

“Well,” she complied, “he told me a 
lot of things. But,” she stressed it, “the day 
my husband died, he and his partner had 
struck a bonanza of gold dust and 
nuggets.”  

“A pothole in the bedrock,” Thompson 
nodded sagely. 

“So Mr. Wheat described it,” she 
agreed. “Anyway it was worth about 
$3,000. The partners celebrated, Dr. 
Lapius by gambling, my husband by 
gathering and cooking mushrooms. I 
suppose,” she added sadly, “he got some 
toadstools mixed in by mistake, for that 
night he died, suddenly. Dr. Lapius said 
that my husband called to him in the night, 
but by the time he could find and light a 
candle, my husband was already dead. 
What would you think, Dr. Levitt?”  

“Too sudden, far too sudden,” Levitt 
assessed it, “unless Lapius was so sodden 
with liquor that your husband’s calls for 

help passed unnoticed. But let’s return to 
that later. Please proceed.”  

“They buried him the next day,” she 
shuddered. “Seems horribly soon to me 
but Mr. Wheat says it’s the custom in the 
West. A week later, Mr. Lapius sold the 
mine for $8,000 and left the camp. No one 
there seems to know where he went.”  

“I reckon,” Jennison remarked 
confidently, “that Zack had your 
husband’s share of that said sale. He’d see 
to that.”  

“There was no share,” she said 
unexpectedly. 

“How come?” Jennison demanded. 
“As the widder you sure oughta had your 
husband’s half.” 

“I know,” she said wretchedly. “That’s 
the way you’d expect it to be. And it’s not 
the money that’s worrying me. It’s my 
husband’s signing a paper like that. Why 
did he do it?”  

“Madam,” Dr. Levitt said soothingly, 
“remember we are completely in the dark. 
To what paper do you allude?”  

“Of course you don’t know,” she said 
in a bewildered way. “If you’ll hand me 
my satchel I’ll show you. You see Dr. 
Lapius had to give the paper to Mr. 
Adams, the man who bought the mine. Mr. 
Adams showed it to me, but wouldn’t give 
it to me until Mr. Wheat persuaded him to. 

“Ma’am,” Jennison grinned 
reminiscently, “if Zack Wheat asked that 
said Adams to give you the paper, you’ve 
got it. As a persuader Zack’s hard to come 
over.”  

From the carpet bag she drew a tube of 
paper with trembling fingers, unwound the 
thread band and idly watched the paper 
straighten out with jerky starts and stops. 
There were perhaps a dozen sheets of 
paper in the rolled tube, a glazed hard 
paper known to the trade as foolscap, 
much used for letter writing in those days. 
In fact these had the appearance of letters. 
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And nested inside, a thin sliver of paper, 
also of foolscap, clipped apparently from a 
larger parent sheet. It bore the following 
legend: 

 
“We agree that if one of us dies our 

mine becomes the sole property of the 
survivor. 
July 25, 1866    Perry Crites  

         S. Q. Lapius.” 
 
“July 25th,” she explained, “was the 

date of their big strike.”  
“And of your husband’s death,” Levitt 

added thoughtfully. 
“What gets me,” Thompson grumbled, 

“is the way it’s signed. The writing shows 
that said Lapius wrote that nonsense. Then 
why didn’t he sign first? That’ud have 
been the natural thing to do.”  

“That’s a shrewd thought,” Levitt 
asserted. “And here’s something else.” He 
fingered the signature, ‘S. Q. Lapius’. 
“That is not a name, but a play on 
phonetics, a derivative from the Greek 
God of Medicine, Aesculapius.” He 
spelled it. “One name, which this man has 
split into two initials and a surname. He 
may have been a doctor, but he appears to 
be a name thief.”  

Jennison had been studying this 
strange document in which Crites to all 
appearances had callously disinherited his 
wife. His sense of justice revolted at what 
his eyes seemed to tell him. Now he turned 
to the woman to ask swiftly. 

“Are them letters frum your husband, 
them other leaves of paper into which this 
was rolled up?”  

“Yes,” she was startled. “The last half 
dozen he wrote to me. Why?”  

“Ma’am,” Jennison said earnestly, 
“don’t think fur a minute I’m jest pryin’, I 
ain’t. Still and but, if it ain’t too hard fur 
you, I wish you’d let me see the end of 
several of them letters. Not anything that’s 

in ‘em, ‘ceptin’ that. Kinda fold ‘em down 
so as to hide everything but the bottom 
line and his signin’ of ‘em.” 

 
ITH hands that caressed these 
missives, that would be the bridge 

over which sweet memories would forever 
troop, she showed them one by one. Now 
on the last Jennison laid a finger. 

“I see it now,” he declared with 
sureness, “and it changes the bad picture I 
had about your husband. See. He left two 
full lines between the end of his letter and 
his name. He so did in the others also. And 
whilst you wouldn’t expect it, he always 
signs ‘Perry Crites’, not jest your husband 
or something simlar. No. wonder he 
signed that damned—excuse me, Ma’am, 
‘greement first. Fact is he didn’t sign it a-
tall. He’d wrote you a letter Ma’am, likely 
tellin’ you of their big strike, which he 
never got a chanct to mail. But after he 
died that pardner found it, wrote that 
stealin’ deal at the bottom, cut off the page 
above, and thar you are.”  

“That’s clever thinking, Bat,” Levitt 
commended him. 

“While I was bemused with his play on 
names, you’ve solved a genuine mystery.” 

“Bat always does,” Thompson said 
solidly. “Zack Wheat knew what he was 
doing when he sent Mrs. Crites here to see 
Bat.”  

“He didn’t single me out,” Jennison 
insisted. “Now did he, Mrs. Crites?” 

“He spoke of you all in the highest 
terms,” she answered truly. She could 
have added however that he had indeed 
stressed Jennison.  

“Thar’s something I’ve been meanin’ 
to ask,” Jennison was hurrying away from 
an uncomfortable neighborhood. “How 
much did they turn over to you frum what 
your husband musta saved frum their big 
strike the day he died?”  

“He only had a little gold dust in a belt 
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around him,” she told them. “Mr. Wheat 
gave it to me.”  

“But,” Thompson exploded, “they’d 
took out $3,000 that day! You ought to 
have got $1,500 anyway.”  

“I know,” she admitted. “And Mr. 
Wheat said the same thing. He’d even 
asked Dr. Lapius about it. But he told Mr. 
Wheat that both he and my husband had 
secret caches where they hid their extra 
gold dust. He claimed he didn’t have any 
idea where my husband hid his. And while 
Mr. Wheat and the other men hunted for it 
they never found it. Still, it’s not the 
money that’s bothering me.” She paused a 
moment, then veered her thought 
somewhat. “Mr. Adams, the man who 
bought the mine did find something odd. 
Out behind the cabin he stepped on a spot 
covered with leaves that sank in. He’d 
been told that my husband’s cache had not 
been found, so he got a shovel and raked 
off the leaves. There was a hole and it dug 
recently: He didn’t find any money, but he 
did find a little bottle, which he gave me.” 
She rummaged in her carpet bag. 

“Here it is,” and she handed it to 
Levitt. 

A druggist’s vial it was; glass 
stoppered, with a shred of label still 
clinging to it, the upper part of a skull and 
crossbones, symbol universal of poison. 
Levitt with thoughtful brows studied it 
with care, noted that it was empty and 
shook his head. Then his keen nostrils 
caught and catalogued the faintly clinging 
odor, and he knew. Experts disagree. 
Peach bloom perhaps. But he knew that 
the vial had contained hydrocyanic acid, 
prussic acid to the laity. Colorless, 
volatile, mobile, so lethal that a minute 
quantity of the vapor drawn into the lungs 
results in all but instantaneous death. 

“A bottle buried behind their cabin—” 
he mused to himself, “that had held 
prussic acid.” He turned reluctantly to 

Mrs. Crites and he fumbled oddly at a 
question, “Mrs. Crites, did Mr. Wheat, did 
anyone, tell you about your husband’s 
death, I mean how he looked afterward?”  

“Doctor Levitt,” she puzzled it out 
aloud, “there was something strange about 
that, I felt. Something Mr. Wheat wouldn’t 
quite tell me. I know that, because he sent 
you a note, and begged me not to read it 
ever. I’ll get it for you.” 

 
ND now before Levitt could unfold 
the missive, there came an 

interruption as timely as if ordained by 
kindly providence. A substantial shadow 
fell across the doorway and a hearty voice 
proclaimed the audible presence of Paul 
Priest, sterling citizen indeed and 
proprietor of the Harmony Feed Barn. 

“Come in Paul,” Levitt bade him. 
Then, “Mrs. Crites, this is Mr. Priest.”  

“Howdy,” Priest jerked his shaggy 
head toward the woman. Then he launched 
briskly into reasons, explanations and 
addendums. 

“Ma’am, I just heard about your 
arrivery, and while these three boys are the 
camp’s finest, they ain’t fixed to bunk you 
proper, a thing I am. You see I’ve got a 
brand new cabin just two doors down 
street, which ain’t never been lived in a-
tall. It’s consequently clean as a hound’s 
tooth, with new stove, new dishes and a 
bunk outfitted with spanking new seven 
ply wool blankets with a pink star into the 
corner of each and several. That said cabin 
will be empty for a good month yet on 
account that my girl from Ohio can’t get 
here no sooner. We’re going to be married 
when she does arrive, and I figured it’ud 
sort of give us an extry start of good luck 
if you’d open that cabin up for us and get 
it used to having a woman roaming around 
inside it. Of course,” he supplemented, 
“you can eat here if you want to, anyway 
part of the time, but I’ll be histed to lug in 
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an armload of grub if you’d rather cook 
and eat there, too.”  

Mrs. Crites smiled through her tears. 
What men they were. But before she found 
her voice, Whispering Thompson as 
caterer to this three-ply group, now 
tentatively four, spoke heavily and to the 
moot point. 

“About that cabin for a proper resting 
spot,” he provisoed, “I reckon it’s O. K. 
As to the grub, I’m wondering if you’re 
pointing suspicion at my cooking. If so—” 

“No, Whispering my friend,” Levitt 
interposed soothingly. “Paul is not even 
faintly suggesting that your cooking is not 
worthy of the palate of a Lucullus. Not 
that. Rather he forsees that Mrs. Crites, at 
times, may wish to prepare for herself 
some of those dainties so dear to a 
feminine heart.”  

“Sure I reckon that’s about it,” Priest 
interpreted mistily the doctor’s resounding 
phrases. “Still,” he insisted unbendingly, 
“being a woman she’s sure going to get 
tired of bacon and beans and pertaters. 
When so, she could rig up vittles fitten for 
a woman not for a three hundred pounder 
like Whispering there.”  

“Two hundred fifty-seven, with my 
boots on and my pipe in my pocket,” 
Thompson was outraged. “Why you—” 
He checked himself adding darkly, ‘‘I’ll 
see you later about that said weight, also 
my conking.” 

Mrs. Crites was grateful beyond the 
power of words. Her lacerating worries, 
the harassment of unresolvable fears, 
physical fatigue, and grief that had no 
compensating solace had chivied her 
perilously into near collapse. So the cabin 
was a city of refuge, a port from buffeting 
storms. The four installed her. While 
Jennison and Thompson carried water, 
Priest built a fire and put the water on to 
heat for a bath. No portable bathtub for the 
ablutions soon to be. Not that. But a shiny 

new galvanized iron washtub, grime 
disturber par excellence of the hardy 
pioneer. And so they left her. Someone 
would call her at six—supper hour, in the 
unenlightened West.  

Back at their cabin, Levitt drew out the 
note from Zack Wheat and read aloud, its 
pied illiterate phrases. 

 
“deer dok  
i cudn’t tel mrs Crites what i can tel 

you but i saw her man rite after he dide 
and i no yu can make it out he was on his 
bak and luked awful his nek was twisted 
and his face was bloo lik a slate nurly and 
he had a kinda grin only not a grin moor 
lik he smeled a awfl smel and dok heed 
vomi—i caint spel it but you no what i 
mene 

Zack Wheat”  
 
“Neck twisted,” Levitt was reviewing 

the symptoms, aloud, “face blue and 
frozen in a gargoyled grimace, and he had 
vomited. Yes, Crites died from prussic 
acid, deadliest of poisons, yet kindliest, 
because it kills almost instantly. I think his 
partner is probably a murderer.”  

“But, doc,” Jennison was posing a 
practical question, “how could he give it 
unbeknownst to Crites? He couldn’t, could 
he, ‘les Crites drunk it or something? And 
as his pore wife tells it, her husband didn’t 
drink. Still and but mebbe he could 
manage it in coffee say.”  

“Possibly coffee,” Levitt conceded, 
“but I think it was not that way.”  

“How do you figure it then, doc?” 
Thompson asked. 

“I think,” Levitt answered, “that Crites 
probably slept as Zack found him, 
stretched out on his back. Men who sleep 
that way usually are mouth breathers, and 
snore as an added gift.” He smiled at 
Thompson, a stertorous snorer of both 
depth and power. Then he continued. 
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“If so, to uptilt this vial here, and fill 
his mouth, would be simplicity itself. 
Strangulation and suffocation would occur 
in the twinkling of an eye.”  

“It’s hell fur awful as you tell it, doc,” 
Jennison shivered. 

“It sure is,” Thompson nodded. “By 
God,” he added fervently, “I’m sure going 
to learn myself to sleep on my belly. I 
didn’t know before how dangerous it was 
to snore, though I’ve been threatened 
plenty.”  

Levitt returned to the note from Zack 
Wheat. 

“In his postscript he can’t tell us much 
more.” he remarked. “He says that Lapius 
is about my build and height, but I infer, 
some older. At Rimrock he was wearing a 
short beard, sometime disguise, very 
readily discarded as we know. It appears 
that this learned medico drinks not 
sparingly and that he is addicted to 
gambling. He does not swear, Zack makes 
a strong point of it. And he seems to have 
but one by-word. Let’s see, Zack is an 
uncouth speller. Well, I think that’s it. 
Yes. Certainly a most unique, and decidely 
picturesque one. Once heard however not 
easily forgotten.”  

“Yep,” Jennison nodded. “Should a 
man hear that, she’s a prime bet that 
Mister Lapius ‘ud be in our midst so to 
name it.”  

Near six o’clock, Jennison tiptoed up 
to her cabin door, and rapped lightly. 
Following a respectful wait, and nothing 
forthcoming, he repeated the knuckled 
summons, tempo and stress mildly 
accentuated. This got results. 

“Yes?” muted with drowse. 
“Ma’am,” Jennison spoke through the 

door, “it’s me, Bat Jennison. Supper’s 
ready nearly, should you want it.”  

He may have heard a stir, a rustle of 
bedclothes, probably not. Then, “Mr. 
Jennison, I’m so comfortable, you men 

won’t hold it against me if—”  
“Not any, Ma’am,” he assured her. 

“We jest didn’t want you to pass up eatin’ 
should you want any. Give us a rap or a 
yell as the case may be should you need 
anything. Good night, Ma’am. See you in 
the morning.”  

“As against our food,” so Levitt 
assessed her decision, “any food,” he 
amended, “she has wisely chosen sleep.”  

“She probably chose right,” Thompson 
conceded, with a rueful glance toward the 
stove, “Only I sure wish I hadn’t cooked 
up that gallon stew panfull of rice.”  

With Mrs. Crites favoring Morpheus 
over Lucullus, the three wended their 
usual way townward to seek surcease from 
care at the Hell and Blazes, the camp’s 
emporium of joy. First a round of drinks at 
the crowd jostled bar then on toward the 
games of chance, poker, faro, roulette, 
possibly as spectators, more likely as 
participants. Yet not as participants 
tonight. For a voice had ridden above the 
genial din to shunt them instantly from 
that possible pursuit. Not its volume, but 
rather the words. 

“By the bellyband of Judas, I’ll see 
that raise!”  

Dr. Lapius was in their midst, if Zack 
Wheat had told the truth. 

At the cabalistic words, the three 
pivoted swiftly to face each other, 
knowing apexes of a comradely triangle. 
Thompson hoisted a number sixteen boot 
to take a step but Jennison with a deterrent 
nod forestalled the impending stride. 

“Bat,” Thompson purred like militant 
thunder muted in a mountain gorge, “he 
said it. I heard him, Doc heard him. You 
heard him.”  

“Yep. I heard him,” Jennison admitted, 
“and that’s why I stopped you. This takes 
thinkin’ about. We’ve gotta know how to 
play it.”  

Standing aside, they studied the man, 
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who, despite his mismated invocation to 
the accoutrement of a horse, cinctured 
about the flanks of the traitorous disciple, 
had just lost a towering bet. For his full 
house had collapsed before the onslaught 
of four deuces and so swept him clean of 
chips. Yet he seemed to view the loss in a 
nonchalant way. Without a word he waved 
an eager bystander into his chair and 
strolled over toward the bar. 

He was as tall as Levitt, possibly more 
lath-like, which is pressuring similes, 
thinner of face, itself covered scantily with 
a short beard, well stippled with gray. As 
he passed near by, he seemed older than 
Levitt. His deep lined face was a pallid 
unhealthy color, gift of dissipation or 
disease or both. And his face twitched 
oddly, not as in modern “tick”, but rather 
as if grimaced with sudden spasms of pain. 
At the bar, he ordered whiskey, downed it 
in one swift gulp and ordered another. As 
he stood staring moodily at this second 
drink, Jennison and his comrades ranged 
up beside him. Jennison had decided how 
“to play it.”  

“Stranger,” Jennison sorrowed, “that 
was a tough break you got. Ain’t often a 
full house gits topped like yourn did jest 
now.” 

 
HE man addressed turned slowly and 
a corner of his lip lifted as if in 

mockery of a smile. “Well,” he said 
apropos not at all of Jennison’s 
sympathetic approach, “money’s only 
virtue is that it’s expendable. Especially,” 
he added, “since I found that out here in 
the mines, they put no pockets in shrouds. 
But as it happens it—didn’t cost me any 
sweat. Proceeds of a mine I sold a month 
or so ago over at Rimrock, you see.”  

Whispering Thompson nearly 
strangled on that remark. To him it was a 
cold-blooded if careless admission· of 
guilt. Already he viewed the hanging of 

this sometime doctor as a commendably 
accomplished fact. Levitt’s interest on the 
other hand centered about the dry 
observation, “No pockets in a shroud.” 
That seemed to suggest need of haste in 
the spending. And rather surely in his 
trained mind, both the reason and the 
nexus of that imperative were taking a 
very definite form. To Jennison, the 
statement was a handy crack in a 
tantalizing wall. Into it he would insert the 
thin blade of a wedge. When that wedge 
had been driven home, that tiny crack 
would become a wide swung door through 
which damning facts would pell mell to 
Lapius’ destruction. So now he turned 
quickly on this man who now seemed so 
vulnerable. Yet Jennison would finesse. 
“Rimrock!” he beamed delight. 

“Why that’s where Zack Wheat lives, 
you know Zack by chanct? Sure a bully 
fellow.”  

“Oh yes,” Lapius brightened, “I know 
Mr. Wheat quite well.” Now his eyes 
considered the diminutive Jennison, 
strolled higher as they viewed Levitt, 
thence upward three more inches to 
compass the towering Thompson. Then a 
slow smile, as he extended his hand to 
announce, “I’m Dr. Samuel Quincy Lapius 
and I think I can name you three men, 
thanks to Mr. Wheat’s vivid descriptions, 
Mr. Jennison, Dr. Levitt, Mr. Thompson. 
He told many—”  

“Zack talked tall,” Jennison interrupted 
hastily. “Only bad fault he had. Still and 
but this sure calls fur a celebration. Doc, 
s’pose you and Whisperin’ grab onto the 
empty table over yander in that corner. Me 
and Dr. Lapius’ll be right over.”  

Lapius eased himself slowly down into 
a chair, and Levitt noted that his hands 
were clinched till surely the nails must 
have dented his thin palms, yet his voice 
was low and uninflected as he thanked 
Jennison for the drink. But there was 

T 
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agony in his deep set brooding eyes, till 
Levitt subtlely intruded the question of 
questions. 

“Apropos of foods,” Levitt remarked, 
“brings to mind a rumor that ran current 
here recently, about a man at Rimrock 
who died a violent death from 
mushrooms.” 

“Toadstools, not mushrooms.” Lapius 
corrected. “At least,” he added, “so his 
physician reported.” A longer pause, then, 
“I was the physician.”  

“Your statement suggests,” Levitt was 
analyzing aloud, “that to a group of 
doctors your diagnosis would have 
differed from that retailed for camp 
consumption.” 

“Precisely,” Lapius agreed. “To the 
camp, the death must remain accidental 
death, due to mushroom poisoning. But 
here in Harmony, to you a physician, I 
state that the death of Perry Crites, who 
was also my partner, was due to possibly 
the most deadly of all poisons, prussic 
acid.”  

Three pairs of eyes stared at the man 
who had almost casually admitted a thing 
that they had supposed would come, if 
ever, in reluctant dribbles. Levitt the subtle 
must carry on for them now. And Levitt, 
did not fail them. 

“From personal observation, I have 
never seen a case of prussic acid 
poisoning,” he remarked. “Surely your 
partner must have had difficulty in its 
purchase!” 

“It came from my medicine kit,” 
Lapius answered unexpectedly. “I 
purchased a small vial in Denver some 
months ago for—well no present matter.”  

Jennison now dipped his oar 
tentatively into the conversational stream. 

“If your pard died frum pisen as you 
say, why’d you give it out as toadstools?”  

“To admit that he was a suicide would 
have damned him in the eyes of ninety-

nine percent of the men at Rimrock. No 
matter if he suffered, as he did, the pangs 
of hell from an incurable cancer of the 
lower abdominal tract. Yes, Dr. Levitt, 
exactly that. . . .  Well, he took the way out 
that he did, and I did as I did. Not only 
that, but I buried the bottle when I returned 
to find him dead and the empty vial on the 
floor beside him. Deity can judge me and 
will. I care nothing for the judgment of 
men.”  

This Levitt answered by a remark, 
seemingly harmless, yet in reality packed 
with dynamite. 

“I’m assuming, Doctor,” he said 
thoughtfully “that your real motive in 
concealing the real cause of your partner’s 
death was in deference to his wife. 
Deliberately you spared her a double 
sorrow.”  

“As you’ve surmised,” Lapius sighed, 
“it was the major reason. But it may prove 
utterly fruitless.” 

“Meanin’ you can’t find her?” 
Jennison cut in swiftly. “Mebbe you ain’t 
strained yourself lookin’. He wrote to her, 
didn’t he? There’d be letters.”  

“A perfectly natural assumption,” 
Lapius nodded, “and he did write to her. 
But when I looked there wasn’t a scrap of 
writing to tell me anything. I knew that she 
lived somewhere in Kansas, nothing 
more.” 

W
 

HEN they had decoyed Lapius to 
this secluded spot, their problem 

had seemed simplicity refined down to 
nothing. They had but to confront him 
with facts and drive him into an exitless 
corner. It would matter not at all whether 
he denied, blustered, stalled or bid them 
defiance. They had all the ammunition. 
But now craftily or by happy chance he 
had erected one by one barriers just ahead 
of any question. He now pulled the next, 
and a disconcerting thread it was, from the 



SHORT STORIES 12

already tangled skein. 
“1 said there was no letter,” he 

reminded them, “and yet he had written a 
letter to her, that very day. Possibly he had 
mailed it, but I doubt it. You see we had 
made a real strike that day, rather early in 
the morning it was. Neither of us was very 
strong, and both bungling miners at best. 
However, beginner’s luck served us that 
morning. We uncovered a pot hole in the 
bedrock, a bonanza of nuggets and gold 
dust. We grubbed it out in an hour, about 
$3,000 worth. The excitement was all we 
could manage for one day, so we laid off 
for a next effort that never came. After our 
noon meal, I went up town, while my 
partner prepared to write the big news to 
his wife. Two hours or so later I came 
back to find him writhing on his bunk. It 
was the worst of all the attacks that had 
become almost daily affairs. I had some 
laudanum which I had given him before. It 
relieved his pain but seemed to focus his 
mind more intently on something that had 
worried him for days. If he should die how 
could I sell the mine? ‘Sam,’ he pleaded, 
‘let’s fix that right now. I’m not going to 
last much longer. Figure out something for 
us to sign so you can sell the mine.’ I 
didn’t then get the significance of ‘I’m not 
going to last much longer,’ but I did try to 
humor him. Well, we couldn’t find any 
paper but the one page he’d scribbled to 
his wife. So in the end we cut off the very 
bottom and I wrote a line or so that might 
serve, did in fact. He’d already signed and 
I added my signature and date. And that 
night he died.” 

Jennison opened his mouth to ask a 
question that did not pass his bearded lips. 
A paroxysm of pain froze Lapius’ own 
drawn face into a harsh grimace, held it so 
for ten ticks of a watch while the sweat of 
agony beaded his brow. Then it slowly 
relaxed and Lapius panted,  

“You’ve been studying me, Dr. Levitt, 

and you diagnose?”  
“Angina Pectoris,” Levitt nodded 

gravely, “a bitterly painful affliction, 
almost without palliation. Medical science 
is helpless when facing it. I deeply deplore 
your agony, sir.” 

“What partners we were,” he 
reminisced slowly. “Remediless cancer 
and remediless angina. Yet how frail is 
man; how, despite intelligence, he grasps 
at a straw. I am the perfect example. For I 
sought the aid of an Indian woman on the 
Humptulips Reservation whom rumor had 
magnified into a veritable magician with 
her herbs and simples. From selling our 
mine I went there. Disillusioned finally, I 
started for your town on a very different 
mission. About an hour ago I clambered 
out of the stage here. I was on my way to 
fulfill a sacred trust. But the rigors of the 
stage ride from Humptulips to Harmony 
proved that I could never accomplish it.” 

Levitt’s eyes lighted up suddenly with 
complete understanding. “Dr. Lapius,” he 
said exultantly, “you can accomplish your 
mission, do not doubt it. The widow of 
your partner is here in Harmony at this 
most auspicious moment.”  

Lapius was smiling now, as he 
fumbled at his belt. Still smiling, from 
beneath his inner shirt he was worrying 
forth a strutted canvas belt that slid jerkily 
from his trembling fingers into 
Thompson’s hand. 

“Her share from the mine,” he said 
proudly; 

Jennison balanced it on expert palm. 
“Doctor,” he assessed the weight, 

“$4,000 would weigh about sixteen 
pounds. This ain’t a ounce under twenty 
pounds and more probable a little more. 
That’s $5,000 at least. How come?”  

“If you had been in Rimrock,” Lapius 
explained, “and had heard the insinuations 
that I had likely robbed my partner of his 
share of our bonanza strike, you’d 
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understand. And now gentlemen, take the 
money to her. I must find a place to lie 
down.”  

And now Jennison assumed command. 
“You’re goin’ down to our cabin and 

stay tonight,” he announced triumphantly. 
“Tomorrow you’re goin’ to plunk this said 
gold dust into Mrs. Crites’ fist yourself. 

Hell; mebbe you and Doc here know what 
Angel Peckum is, and figger it ain’t to be 
cured, and mebbe you’re both wrong. But 
anyway gittin’ this load of worry offen 
your mind is sure goin’ to toddle you a 
hell risin’ ways along the cure trail. Pick 
up the gold dust, Whisperin’, and let’s be 
travellin’.” 

 


