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The misshapen man arrived in our village of Hancock on July eighteenth. I remember the date because it was just seven days past my twenty-fifth birthday and ten days after I was notified that I had won the Dinkle's Muffins contest. Also, it was on the morning of this same day that the discourteous young woman drove through town in her yellow foreign runabout.

I recently had been discharged from the hospital in San Francisco, where I had been recovering from a severe manhandling in Korea, and was continuing my recuperation in my old family home in Hancock, Vermont. Here I was coddled and waited upon hand and foot by Habakkuk Ware and his wife, who had served our family since my childhood—and had stood somewhat in loco parentis since the death of my parents some years ago.

For an active young man to be confined to his bed, as I had been for months, is a monotonous business, and it became my habit to while away the long hours by solving puzzles and entering contests as advertised in the newspapers and over the air. I suppose I hold the world's record for having worked more crossword puzzles than any other living man while my leg was in traction, but I never won any but very minor prizes in the contests in which I was an entrant—until I was the nonplused winner in the Dinkle's Muffins affair—and became the possessor of the capital prize. This, to my amusement and perplexity, was nothing less than a ghost town in Arizona named Sidewinder Gulch.

My victory had been announced on radio and television and in newspaper advertisements, in consequence of which I was enduring some notoriety of a humorous nature in the village.

I was sunning myself in a wooden chair on the sidewalk in front of the inn when old Pazzy Wilks stopped to display his spavined wit. "Hear tell," he said nasally, "that ye up and won a haunted house."

"Not exactly, Pazzy," I answered. "A ghost town. No spooks—just a deserted village."

"Where's it at?" Pazzy wanted to know.

"Arizona," I told him.

He snorted. "Tumble-down?" he asked.

"The buildings are said to be in a fair state of repair."

"Buildin's? Sich as what?"

"Hotel, saloon, several houses, windmill. And there's an abandoned, worked-out gold mine."

Pazzy snorted again. "What d'ye calc'late to do with it?" he asked.

"Give it back to the Indians," I answered.

It was a lovely New England day. White, fluffy clouds cast moving shadows upon the green mountain slopes. Locusts made sounds that told of the heat. Dogs lay curled in the sun, and boys fished off the bridge across the stream that cut the village into two parts.

There was little traffic that day, so the brilliant yellow roadster was even more noticeable than it would have been ordinarily, though it could never have been inconspicuous. It came down the hill at reckless speed, whisked across the bridge and slid to a squealing stop eight or ten feet from where I was taking my ease. Out of the side of this expensive car leaned a young woman whose tousled hair, as the sun touched it, was the color of polished silver. She leaned an elbow on the door, and there were gems in the bracelet circling her wrist. The face was young and arrogant and deliberately without expression. It was a face that had been worked upon by beauty technicians; and though in certain circles it might have been admired, it did not appeal to me.

She eyed me as if I were one of the peasantry. I did not create a favorable impression.

"What's the name of this?" She waved a slender hand to indicate the town.

"Hancock Village," I informed her.

"Is your hat nailed on?" she demanded. Hers was a peculiar, clipped, metallic voice.

I did not loll in the chair, but it may have seemed that I did so because my game leg was stretched at full length. I may have seemed to lack manners. However, her attitude definitely lacked graciousness.

"Someone," I said unsmilingly, "borrowed our book of decorum and lost it."

Her eyes narrowed. "Do they serve soft drinks in this bar?" she asked, jerking a manicured thumb toward the hotel.

"I believe they do," I told her.

She fumbled in a handbag, drew out a dollar bill and extended it toward me. "Get me a ginger ale," she said, "and keep the change."

The situation was not without elements of humor. I reached for my cane, pushed myself to my feet, removed my hat and pulled my forelock in the accepted manner of a serf addressing the lady of the manor. I hobbled to the car, took the dollar bill and chanced to glance at her face. The lips were parted and there was a startled look in her eyes. 

I limped away into the bar, bought a bottle of ginger ale and took a paper cup. With these and the change I made my way back to the roadster. I handed the girl the bottle and cup and then the change without meeting her eye. I was turning away when I felt soft fingers touch my wrist.

"Wounded?" she asked.

"Slightly," said I.

"You looked like a yokel," she said.

"I am a yokel," I responded coldly.

"And I," she said in that queer unaccented voice, "am a nasty hand-painted snob." With which she trod on the gas pedal and whisked away in a shower of pebbles. I returned to my seat and stared after the departing car, more surprised than amused.

The train whistled for the station, and presently a bus delivered three passengers at the hotel's door. Two of them obviously were salesmen. The third was the misshapen man. He was broad, but one shoulder was higher than the other. His neck was somewhat awry. One leg was, it seemed to me, abnormally muscular. The other was shorter and withered, and on the foot was a shoe with a great sole four inches thick. His head was round and bald, and he had flabby lips and eyes the color of boiled onions. But he was spry. He alighted from the bus with agility, snatched his two pieces of luggage in big hands and bounded with a queer sidling motion up the steps and into the office of the inn. He did not seem to be a desirable addition to our population.

I dozed in the clement warmth. How long it was before a voice aroused me I do not know; but, startled, I peered upward into the pale bulbous eyes of the misshapen man.

"Your name Whitelaw?" he asked in a reedy tenor voice.

"It is," I answered shortly.

"Waldo Emerson Whitelaw?" he continued.

"Correct," I replied.

He dragged a wooden chair close to my side. "I came to Hancock on purpose to see you, sir," he said.

"Indeed?" I asked curtly, for I did not like the appearance, manner or odor of the man.

"A matter of business," he said. 

"What business can I possibly have with you?" I wanted to know.

"A bit of politeness will do no harm," he said. I said nothing. "You," he said without further preliminaries, "won the Dinkle's Muffins contest."

"I did," I said shortly.

"What good is it to you?" he asked. "This ghost town."

"Why," said I, "it is an asset."

"I suppose that is true," he said. "Assets can be bought and sold."

"So my college course in economics informed me."

"What value do you place on this particular asset?"

"I have not affixed a price tag," I said. 

"Dinkle's Muffins paid the owner six thousand dollars for it," he said.

"That is my understanding," I said. "They were stung," he said tartly. 

"Which," I answered, "is their tough luck."

"It's worthless," he said. "It's miles from anywhere in a blasted desert that's miserably cold in winter and torrid hot in summer. No decent road. Worthless."

"In which case," I said, having inherited some fragments of Yankee shrewdness, "why does it interest you?"

To this he made no direct reply. "I'll give you two thousand dollars cash for it," he offered.

"Wouldn't you be stung," I asked somewhat sarcastically, "if it's worthless? I've only seen photographs of it. I might take a liking to it."

"You Vermonters," he said with something resembling a sneer, "like to haggle." 

"We have few pleasures," I explained. "Twenty-five hundred," he bid.

"I'm commencing to be interested," I told him.

"Hard cash," he insinuated.

"I'll discuss the matter when I have seen the property."

"It's a couple of thousand miles off," he argued. "You don't look much like traveling. You stand to gather in a good snag of cash. Three thousand dollars."

"I repeat," I said; "the town is not for sale until have seen it and estimated its value. Certainly I would be silly to sell it for less than Mr. Dinkle paid for it."

"You mean you're holding out for six thousand?"

"I'm not holding out," said I. "I'm simply declining to deal blindly."

"My last offer. I'll give you the full six thousand."

"Mr.—" said I and hesitated.

"Pung," he said. "Hugo Pung."

"Very well then, Mr. Pung. It occurs to me to ask why you did not buy this ghost town before Mr. Dinkle bought it—from the original owner."

"I didn't—" he said and stopped suddenly.

"You didn't!" I exclaimed. "Until Mr. Dinkle bought it and gave it some advertising, you didn't what? Know of its existence, perhaps? Or weren't aware that it had a special value that made this seemingly worthless ghost town desirable?"

"I have a use for it," he said.

"I take it you are a businessman," I suggested. "You would not make a purchase unless you were fairly sure of deriving a profit. You wouldn't so readily raise your offer to six thousand dollars unless you believed it was worth a great deal more—either intrinsically or for some, shall we say, secret reason known only to yourself."

"Naturally," he said uncomfortably, "I expect to make money on the deal."

"Equally naturally," I told him firmly, "I shan't sell without thorough investigation." I felt for my cane and pushed myself to my feet.

"Good day, Mr. Pung," I said. "I'm sorry your trip to Hancock has been futile." I did not offer to shake hands, nor did he. 

His onion eyes narrowed and came to life. There was a malicious twist of his pendulous lips. "You would do well to reconsider, Mr. Whitelaw," he said.

"Could that be construed to be a threat?" I asked.

"Merely a suggestion," he said. "Sidewinder Gulch is a remote, lonely place—in a wild country. It is named for a species of rattlesnake. In such a locality a tenderfoot might come to grief."

"I have already come to considerable grief in one way and another," I said. "Perhaps my bad luck has run out, and better fortune lies ahead. We New Englanders are supposed to be canny folk who take no chances. That is a mistake. We took a chance when we crossed the water to the New World. We took chances when we sailed our merchant ships to China, or to the Pacific in search for whales. It may even be that a tincture of adventure lingers in our blood."

"Six thousand dollars without risk or discomfort is not to be sniffed at," he said.

I shook my head. "You are a poor salesman or negotiator," I said. "You have only aroused the suspicion of myself, with whom you sought to dicker. You will find the meals excellent inside and the beds soft. A train will take you out of town in the morning. A pleasant return trip."

I limped away, aware that his malignant gaze was burning a hole between my shoulder blades. I hurried somewhat, for the sensation was chill and uncomfortable. I was oppressed by the certainty that Mr. Pung was not one to surrender an intention easily, nor to shy away from chicanery or even violence to gain his ends. 

I found Habakkuk mowing the lawn and his wife Melinna drinking lemonade under the wide-branched elm. "Brace yourselves, folks," said I, "for a shock."

"Sich as?" asked Melinna placidly.

"We're going to pack our duds," I told them, "and head for Arizona."

"I swan to man!" Melinna exclaimed and took another sip of her lemonade. "Habakkuk, git our trunk down from the garret."

The visit of the misshapen man to Hancock Village had given me an interest in life which I had lacked. I had, I fear, been sinking into a lethargy. I had been sorry for myself. But now I found a new zest in living which had a beneficial therapeutic effect. From that day my improvement was rapid. I was presently able to discard my cane and I found pleasure in exercises which strengthened my flaccid muscles, improved my appetite and put flesh on my bones.

Before we could make the journey to Sidewinder Gulch there were matters to be taken care of and business details to be arranged. But on a day in early September our baggage was packed, our transportation purchased, and we were on our way to New York to take a plane to Phoenix. I had been requested to notify Dinkle's Muffins when I was to arrive and, on doing so, I was told that a representative would meet me in Wickenburg to conduct me to the ghost town which was now my property and there to deliver the deed to the property and the keys to the several buildings.

Habakkuk and Melinna Ware, never having ventured farther than Boston, should have been excited at the prospect of travel but, for all the signs of agitation they exhibited, they might have been going to Bennington. Even the prospect of airplane flight seemed not to put them in a twitter, for they took life as it came. If a flying saucer had landed on our lawn, spewing out little green men, Melinna would have met them at the door with a pitcher of buttermilk to refresh them.

Without mishap we arrived in Wickenburg, some fifteen miles from Sidewinder Gulch. There we were to meet the representative of Dinkle's Muffins, who was coming from the north by automobile. We three walked about the town, enjoying its Western atmosphere and peering with interest at its inhabitants, numbers of whom wore wide-brimmed hats and high-heeled cowboy boots. It was amusing to identify which were bona fide cowboys and which were Easterners parading in frontier attire. The day was excessively hot, and we stopped in at the large, neat drugstore to patronize its soda fountain. We found stools at the busy counter and were awaiting our turn to be served when a clamor at the street door attracted our attention.

To my astonishment I saw the rear of some animal backing into the store. It was, I realized presently, a Guernsey calf, planting its little hoofs firmly and backing with determination, jerking its head from side to side as it tugged at its halter. It was a strong calf and stubborn. The end of the halter came into view with a small person hauling at it manfully, exerting all possible force to halt the animal and lead it back into the street.

But the floor of the drugstore seemed somehow to afford more traction to the calf's hoofs than it did to the cowboy boots of the person who tried to control it. For a moment there was deadlock as the calf hunched its back and tugged, and the small person leaned backward, slender legs taut in close-fitting jeans. They were old pants, many times washed, which once had been blue, but were now a threadbare gray. There was an equally faded red shirt, open at the neck, and a battered hat held in place by a thong passing under the chin. What I could see of the face was smudged, young and furiously determined.

This small person was unequal to coping with the rambunctious calf. As the pair entered farther into the store the calf made more rapid, crablike progress. It backed and wriggled and hunched and slipped and slid, pulling after it the young person who tried vainly to control it. Naturally it could not see where it was going, and the result was havoc to the stock of the drugstore.

Language issued from the young person's lips. It was emphatic—uncultured, but expressive. The boy or girl, whichever it was, was uninhibited as to language and equipped with a striking vocabulary. The calf overturned a table displaying souvenir post cards. It upset a display of salted nuts. It overturned a table of stationery. It was a miniature cyclone, leaving chaos as it progressed.

Above the pandemonium rose the shrill voice of the person being dragged by the animal:

"Whoa! Whoa, you continental damnation critter! Whoa, you blasted one-cow stampede. You miserable, yellow, sway-backed, rope-tailed beef jackass. When I get you home I'll put a ring in your nose sure's hell's a foot deep!"

At this instant the calf's rear collided with a shelf of electric toasters and coffeepots which rained down painfully. The creature uttered a bleat of astonishment, reversed itself with a violent spin that upset a couple of customers and, not backing now, but lunging head foremost, made for the street in a state of panic.

As it careered past my stool, scattering customers like leaves before a gale, the young person clinging grimly to the halter looked up into my face: The lips moved, and words, addressed to me, issued shrilly. 

"You—you underfed, skinny-legged dude," came pantingly. "Grab hold of this rope and help!"

Before I could respond to this ungracious appeal, the calf and the girl—for now I saw it was a girl—were almost at the door. I, though convulsed with laughter at the ridiculousness of the event, made my way as rapidly as possible in pursuit. No other hands were stretched to assist. At the sidewalk the girl tripped, stumbled and fell prone; but still, indomitably, she clung to the halter and was dragged along the pavement. I managed to reach her side, though my leg prevented rapid running, and got my hands on the rope just above her small fists. Suddenly the calf halted, perhaps brought to a stop by my additional weight. It spread its four legs, turned its head and regarded us mildly. 

Delighted spectators had gathered along the sidewalk. I helped the girl to her feet. Oddly enough, through it all, her shabby hat had remained on her head, but was knocked forward so that I could see only the lower part of her face.

"Obliged," she said to me crisply and then; as if it explained everything, "Daisy's the milk cow's calf."

From the walk came an approving voice, "Good fur you, Gwenny,"' it said. "You stuck to her like grim death."

It was a very fat, middle-aged man who uttered this praise. He was standing next to a couple arrayed like Solomon in all his glory. The man was handsome in a movie-hero style, with a hairline mustache. He wore new and expensive Western attire, tight blue trousers thrust into richly decorated boots, and an intricately embroidered shirt. On his head was a pure white cowboy hat. The young woman beside him was got up in the most modish Western garb. She was beautiful in an enameled sort of way, but looked arrogant and supercilious. Habakkuk's Melinna would have described her as "biggity."

"How amusing," she said audibly.

The calf girl pushed back her wide-brimmed hat. Her violet eyes narrowed. "A she-dude," she said in a curious accentless voice, "is the lowest form of insect life!"

"That," roared the fat man joyously, "is tellin' her, Gwenny!"

I had time to get a good look at the girl called Gwenny. In spite of scuffed and dirty clothing, it was quite evident that she was not masculine. Her begrimed condition seemed not to vex her at all and, center of attention though she was, she remained completely unself-conscious. She put her arms around the calf's neck. 

"Naughty Daisy," she said. "Mamma ought to spank!" Then she turned to me quite as a matter of course. "I've got to hoist her into the pickup," she said. "Give a hand."

There was compulsion in her voice, and I obeyed. We walked down the street, Daisy following meekly, until we came to a small pickup truck. Gwenny lowered the tailboard.

"Grab hold," she said and seized the forequarters of the animal while I embraced its hind legs. We hoisted the kicking creature into the bed of the truck.

"Obliged," she said for the second time and mounted to the seat, displaying the split seam in the rear of her jeans. Her hat slipped back to hang upon her shoulders, displaying a nimbus of hair the color of polished silver. She stepped on the gas pedal and drove away without so much as waving good-by.

I stood a moment staring after the truck, and something nagged at my memory. It was that silvery hair—which was of the same bizarre color as the carefully exact but wind-blown coiffure of the imperious girl in the sports car, who had so brusquely ordered me to bring her a drink as I sat basking in the sun in front of the hotel in Hancock Village. But with the hair all resemblance stopped. The girl in the sports car might have just stepped from a bandbox, so exquisitely dressed and groomed was she—with made-up face, penciled brows and sculptured lips. The calf girl was unkempt, almost ragamuffin, with a face that evidently never had known a massage and hands that no manicurist ever had treated. Other than that argent nimbus—and her metallic, unaccented voice—there was no resemblance whatever between the two girls. I shrugged and, limping a little from my unaccustomed exertion, rejoined Habakkuk and Melinna.

Our directions from the advertising agency that handled the publicity affairs of Dinkle's Muffins were to meet their representative at a certain motor court in Wickenburg. We had engaged rooms there and deposited our baggage. Now we went there to keep the rendezvous. My friends went into their room. I stretched myself upon the bed and flexed my leg to ease its aching muscles.

Idly I reflected upon the future. Though I had discussed Sidewinder Gulch with Habakkuk and Melinna, and had been asked by numerous citizens of Hancock Village what in tunket I calculated to do with a haunted town, I had not even attempted to make a definite plan. Before I could do that, it would be necessary to see my property, estimate its value and figure out what possible use could be made of it. The photographs had been interesting, but not promising. Reasoning from what data were at hand, I could see no possible profit to be derived from my ownership. True, it must have had some value, or Dinkle would not have paid six thousand dollars for it. On the other hand, from what I had heard of advertising people, it seemed they were subject at times to eccentricities and aberrations, of which this might be a prime example.

Mr. Dinkle would not care if Sidewinder Gulch possessed any possible utility to anybody if only the offering of it as a prize created screaming publicity. It could be the biggest white elephant of the era, as long as it set people to talking and writing about Dinkle's Muffins. Anyhow, here I was, and there might be amusement in the matter, if nothing else.

But then my thoughts traveled to the malformed man who had tried to buy the ghost town from me and who had implied that some ill fortune would overtake me if I refused to sell. The implication of that disturbing incident was that Sidewinder Gulch possessed some value, of which Dinikle's Muffins was unaware and which might alter the nature of the whole transaction.

At any rate, that possibility and the manner of Mr. Hugo Pung had aroused my New England stubbornness so that instead of treating the whole matter as a Gargantuan joke, I had come to investigate—and possibly to embroil myself in some matter, as Maurice Hewlett once said, alike rude and uncivil.

So here we were, we three, without definite plan, but with avid curiosity. Melinna had spoken of the chance of reopening the hotel. Habakkuk had suggested that we might delve into the old mine. I merely wanted to take a look, perhaps to camp there awhile in the invigorating climate and to let come what might.

It was just after noon when Mr. Gilbert Stevens, account executive for the firm that handled Dinkle's advertising, arrived, accompanied by a photographer who was to take still photographs and motion pictures of my arrival in Sidewinder Gulch, of the presentation to me of the keys of the city, and such other nonsense as the adroit and experienced brain of Mr. Stevens could devise. We lunched and then entered Mr. Stevens's car to be driven out of town in a northwestward direction on a main highway.

"We've fixed up the old mine superintendent's house," Stevens said "so you can stay there if you like. Furniture and all—Dinkie does things in style. The hotel has been cleaned up, and scorpions swept out. What furniture there is is pretty ratty. But the view, Mr. Whitelaw, is superb. And you've neighbors six, seven miles away—the Diamond G Ranch. Good hunting, tho—deer and quail, maybe a mountain lion now and then."

"A sidewinder's a rattlesnake, hain't it?" Melinna asked.

"Yes. Some of them around."

"A body won't feel lonesome," Melinna said dryly.

We drove on in the direction of Congress Junction; but before we reached the remains of that once booming mining town, we turned off the main thoroughfare in a northerly direction on an earth road. At the intersection, some yards back from theroad, was a house trailer standing detached from the car that drew it. As we turned into this unpromising road, the door of the trailer opened, and a man stood in the opening, peering out at us. He stepped to the ground the better to survey us. His was a burly, misshapen body, not one to be mistaken. It was Hugo Pung.

By no sign did he betray that he recognized is or even that he was aware of our presence. He turned and, with his lurching gait, re-entered the trailer and closed the door after him.

"Odd-lookin' coot," said Habakkuk. 

"Could be," I said dubiously, "a reception committee."

I was riding in the front seat with the advertizing man. Melinna and Habakkuk crowded into the back seat with the photographer. We rode silently for a while. We Easterners were impressed by the desert, with its growths so strange to us—cacti, mesquite, greasewood, paloverde—and with the bare and rugged mountains. It was a land in which it did not seem that even a lizard could scratch out a living.

Mr. Stevens remarked, as if I had somehow been remiss, "You didn't tell me you were bringing servants."

From the rear seat came Melinna's testy voice in response. "We hain't servants. We calc'late to be hired help."

"You see," I explained to Stevens, "these people occupy more the position of oldtime retainers. They took care of my parents before I was born. Our relation is something closer than mere friendship."

"Yup," said Habakkuk, "and if you got an idea we'd let Waldo Emerson come traipsin' off into the wilds—with a gimpy leg—'thout us to see no harm come to him, then you're a heap sight dumber than you look."

This seemed to nonplus Mr. Stevens, for he subsided again into silence.

The road was not surfaced. It had not been scraped; it was rutted and spotted with protruding rocks—all of which made driving a matter of taking pains. In the distance we saw a couple of cows in the shade. Above, in the sky, huge black birds soared with surprising grace. Now and then a gopher scurried. But, of human life there was no indication. We crossed a stream whose rippling water came up to our hubcaps and we saw traces of green along its banks. Off to the left reared a monster rampart of white stone, hundreds of feet high. It rose along the meandering brook, in grotesque shapes, starkly beautiful and impressive. It might have been a series of prehistoric castles erected by titanic hands as strongholds against some antediluvian enemy.

Before we reached this gigantic cliff we came to a newly erected sign which informed us, with pointing finger, that it was three miles to Sidewinder Gulch.

Some work had been done on this road, doubtless by Dinkle's Muffins. It climbed and dipped through a gorge which gave way to a stretch of rolling desert, and this, in turn, became a gently rising upslope leading toward a cone-shaped peak. As we climbed, the terrain stretched to right and left and behind us, and we seemed to be looking outward upon illimitable space. It was a breathtaking view, well worth our long journey.

Stevens pointed as we rounded a shoulder. "There she is," he said. Upon a shelf ahead we saw a cluster of frame buildings and the spidery framework of a long-disused windmill. Never had paintbrush been applied to one of these structures. We came to a stop at the steps of a low building along the front of which stretched a railed veranda; above the entrance was affixed a refurbished sign which read: SIDEWINDER GULCH HOTEL. Off at the right was a smaller building whose sign informed us that it was the Sidewinder Gulch Saloon. There was what once had been the company store, and scattered in a helter-skelter manner were several houses with staring blank windows, where once men mining for gold had lived. One of them was the mine superintendent's house, which had been furnished for us.

"Good well," said Stevens. "We fixed up the windmill." There were a number of wooden armchairs on the veranda, inviting us to alight and rest our shaken bones. We climbed the steps and sat. Whatever might be said in criticism of Sidewinder Gulch, it could not be denied that the view from this vantage point was superb—superb, but ineffably lonely.

Stevens encouraged us. "Neighbors over there—other side of that ridge, Diamond G Ranch." He turned and pointed up the slope to a square hole in the hillside. "Entrance to the old mine," he explained. "Want to wander around?"

We did, but as we descended the steps, Mr. Stevens cautioned us. "Watch your step," he said. "If you come up here to stay, better get boots."

"Snakes?" asked Melinna.

Stevens shrugged, "It's how the town got its name—little rattlers. Let's get pictures before we lose daylight."

So, for an hour, we were photographed in every possible ridiculous pose and situation that Mr. Stevens's unrestrained imagination could devise. This I did not enjoy, but Habakkuk and Melinna burgeoned. Melinna was proud when she was photographed alone in her kitchen and, to my amusement, assumed the airs of an actress before the camera. The kitchen was adequately fitted, and the small house pleasantly furnished and livable. Even the pantry was supplied.

"So you can start right in on housekeeping," said Stevens.

"Calc'late there's any gold left?" Habakkuk asked.

"Mine was worked out years ago," Stevens said and then grinned. "You might prospect for uranium. Quite a lot been found here and there in the state. You might get a Geiger counter and have fun."

Here was a thought; indeed two thoughts. Could it be that a new vein of gold had been discovered in the old mine? I knew that many mines had ceased because of a geologic fault. Could Mr. Hugo Pung have relocated the vein? Or, what seemed more likely, had he located uranium in the old workings? These thoughts I kept to myself, but I did resolve to provide myself with a Geiger counter and, as Stevens ironically suggested, amuse myself.

"If you want to stay the night," Stevens said, "I'll send a car for you tomorrow."

"No," I told him. "We'll go back to Wickenburg while it's light. I'll rent or pick up a secondhand car tomorrow. It's been a long day. My game leg aches. We'll light out for town."

"Whatever you say," agreed Stevens. One could see that he was eager to be away. His job was done here. He was a creature of paved streets and subways and, using a pet phrase of Melinna's, he had had an "ample sufficiency" of Sidewinder Gulch.

As we drove cautiously down the slope I must admit that I was not disappointed in my ghost town. It aroused my interest; it possessed a certain glamour. Its clear air was stimulating, and even the loneliness of the spot did not repel me. As I breathed the air deep into my lungs I felt that here I could rapidly finish my return to health. At the moment, I could not see what other practical good the town offered, though Melinna, always with an eye on the main chance, again suggested I might refurnish the hotel, fix up the houses and operate the place as a resort.

It had been a full day, including more exercise than in months. I would be glad to get back to our motor court, enjoy a cold shower before dinner and go to bed early. I sat erect and alert as we neared the spot where Hugo Pung's house trailer had been parked. It was no longer there.

In Wickenburg we said good-by to Mr. Stevens, who was driving on to Phoenix. The shower was welcome and, at six-thirty, we found an excellent restaurant and dined heartily. I had not so enjoyed my food for many months. Melinna beamed her approval as she watched me eat.

"But you jest wait," she said, "till I git into my own kitchen." She was proud of her cooking; as well she might be.

We walked back to the motor court, where I was about to retire, when someone rapped on my door. I opened it to see standing there the handsome man in
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