
Ages 15 and Up

Story by Mike W. Barr

23002





Murder On The Rocks
Panting slightly as he clambered up to the wide outcropping, Professor Thomas Ponder paused to survey 

the view. Before him he saw the landscape of Southern California, laid out like a giant relief map. Taking a 
swig from his water bottle, he removed his helmet, took a deep breath and looked upbehind him, wondering if 
he wanted to try to make it to the plateau above.

Solo climbing was good exercise, but somewhat lonely. Ponder had heard occasional snatches of voices 
above him which he reasoned to be the conversation of a party of climbers. This was confirmed by a number of 
fresh, sharp dents in the mountain face which towered above him, left by the other party’s pitons.

A sudden motion caught the corner of his eye, like a bird passing across the sun. He turned, just in time to 
see something sizable falling toward him, then slamming against the outcropping with a sickening thud.

Running over, Ponder saw the body of a woman, twitching slightly. “Don’t move,” he said, kneeling over 
her. “I’ll call for help.”

The woman grasped his hand as though it were a lifeline. She looked at him, then through him. “Rocks...” 
she gasped.

Then she was gone.
A plaintive shriek came from above. “Phoebe!”
 * * *
“Phoebe shouldn’t be left down there,” said Bill Abrams, gazing sadly over the edge of the plateau to the 

body, far below. Abrams was a big man, with broad shoulders and a low voice. His long, dark unruly hair was 
swept back into a ponytail that the follically-challenged Ponder thought women must find sexy. “It’s not right.”

“I understand your feelings, but there’s not much we can do,” said Ponder, rubbing the lenses of his glasses. 
It had not been difficult to find the other climbers. Breaking the news about their friend had been the hard part. 
“The police said she should be left there, and to be practical, it would be extremely difficult to bring her up 
here.”

“That’s pretty cold,” said Jill Pierce. She was a diminutive brunette whose slight stature belied the ease 
with which Ponder had seen her descend the mountain to view the victim.

“I covered her with a drop cloth,” said Ponder, kindly. Jill nodded and turned away.
“We should have stayed together,” said Abrams. “But it was the first time we’d climbed this rock and we 

wanted to explore. We should have...” He shook his head bitterly.
“Where are the medics, anyway?” asked Sam Wyatt. He rubbed a hand over his unshaven jaw, in 

bewilderment. His blue eyes looked as though they were about to tear over.
“I’ll call them,” said Abrams. He produced a mobile phone and began tapping keys with his right hand.
“When I called the police, they said they’ll send a team as soon as they can procure a helicopter,” said 

Ponder.
“Bloody well taking their time,” rumbled John Samuels. His tan was almost the same color as his brown 

buzz cut, giving him the odd appearance of a moving statue.
“How do you all know each other?” asked Ponder, with deceptive nonchalance.
“We all met in college,” said Samuels, smiling reminiscently. “We’ve been making a climbing trip every 

year ever since.” His eyes clouded and the smile faded. “We all knew the risks of climbing, but I never 
thought...”

“Easy, Gib,” said Roxanne Sinclair, soothingly. Ponder looked around for another person before realizing 
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Murder On The Rocks
that Sinclair had spoken to Samuels. Her eyes still brimmed with tears. It was she who had screamed after 
the victim had fallen in front of Ponder. She shook her head, causing her red curly hair to flare in the breeze. 
“There’s nothing we can do for her now.”

“Wait a second,” said Wyatt. He lowered his water bottle from his left hand in sudden realization. “Earlier 
you said you called the police. But she died in a fall! It was an accident!”

Ponder tried to think of an excuse for a moment, then sighed. The role of dissembler was new to him. 
“Your friend fell, yes...but it wasn’t an accident.” He put on his best classroom manner, hoping to couch the 
matter in objectivity.

“Are you nuts?” asked Abrams. “Her tether must have been cut by a sharp rock edge.”
“Her tether was cut,” said Ponder, slowly, “but not by a rock edge.” He produced his mobile phone and 

showed them the picture he had taken. “The cut is too sharp to have been made by a rock edge. And it’s too 
clean. There’s no dust on it.”

There was a long pause while this sank in.
“So it was deliberately cut?” asked Jill Pierce.
“By who?” thundered Samuels. “Must have been someone else up there...”
“Everyone climbing on this rock today is here,” said Roxanne, looking at her friends as though seeing them 

for the first time. “And our equipment belts all have knives.”
They began arguing amongst themselves. Ponder watched, grateful he had withheld the second photo he 

had taken -- of a sizable lump on the back of Phoebe’s head, behind her left ear. Whoever cut the tether had 
tried to silence her first.

Jill Pierce turned to Bill Abrams, wiping her almond eyes with the back of her right hand. “You didn’t treat 
her very well, Bill,” she said, her voice quavering, “not even after your divorce.”

“I could have been nicer,” conceded Abrams, defensively. “But she was sleeping around on me.” He 
glanced pointedly at Sam Wyatt.

“It was all over between us,” said Wyatt. “And I’ve apologized for that. Today was the first time I’d seen or 
spoken to her in weeks. And I almost didn’t make it here. My flight from New York was nearly cancelled.” His 
voice trailed off.

“Maybe it would have been better if you hadn’t,” said Abrams, darkly.
“That’s enough of that!” thundered Samuels, rising to confront Abrams, who didn’t back down.
“You want a piece of me?” asked Abrams. “Come on, let’s rock and roll!”
Roxanne Sinclair sprang to her feet and got between them. “That’s enough!” she shouted, “Will you think 

of Phoebe? I had hoped we could put the past behind us when we took our annual climb, just like old times. It 
was easy to talk Phoebe into it. She could be talked into almost anything. It was just the rest of you...”

“You always have to play the peacemaker!” shrilled Jill Pierce, standing very close to her. “And that’s 
worked out real well, hasn’t it, Rox? I want to find out if Phoebe really died by accident, or by...by...” She 
stopped, bringing her hands to her face and sobbing like a child.

Ponder handed her a handkerchief. While the friends were looking at her, Ponder snuck a quick look at a 
newspaper article he had found in the left pocket of Phoebe’s shorts. “Your friend said something to me,” he 
said, tucking the clipping away.

This broke the tension. They all turned to look at him, like a classroom of baffled students. “Before she 
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Murder On The Rocks
died?” asked Abrams, dully.

“Well, not after,” said Samuels, harshly. Then his gaze lowered. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that.”
“She said the word ‘rocks,’” said Ponder, watching their faces closely.
“‘Rox’?” asked Wyatt, slowly. “That’s...” he turned to Roxanne Sinclair.
Roxy had been peeling open a protein bar with her right hand. It fell to the ground. 
“No! She didn’t mean me!” But they all continued to stare at her.
“Actually, the word ‘rocks’ could refer to any of you,” said Ponder. Something had to be done to keep their 

minds occupied and to defuse the tension before the police arrived.
“For instance,” said Ponder, in his most professorial tone, “I’ve noticed that Mr. Abrams is fond of the 

phrase ‘Let’s rock and roll’...”
“And you’re a studio musician, Bill -- a ‘rocker’!” said Jill, as if this were the first time it had occurred to 

anyone.
“And you tend bar, love,” said John Samuels, wiping his face with a bandana in his right hand. “You must 

serve a lot of drinks ‘on the rocks’.”
“Where are you from, Mr. Samuels?” asked Ponder, trying to place his accent.
“England,” said Samuels, promptly. “Got a problem with that, mate?”
“Not just England, John,” said Wyatt. “You’re from Gibraltar.”
“I thought you might be, from your nickname,” nodded Ponder. “Of course, Gibraltar is most famous for its 

promontory, known as ‘The Rock of Gibraltar.’”
“And me,” said Wyatt, with a sheepish grin. “I’m a science major...”
“A ‘rocket scientist’,” said Jill, smiling broadly. Then, remembering the circumstances, her grin faded.
“All these are pretty thin connections,” said Wyatt, “And if Phoebe was trying to tell you who killed her, 

why would she choose a clue that applied to any of us?”
Ponder nodded slowly. “Of course, all of you are also mountaineers, or to use the familiar term, ‘rock jocks.’”
“I don’t know,” said Abrams. “Seems to me that ‘rocks’ could only refer to Roxanne.” Sinclair, sitting next 

to Jill, looked up, bewildered by the accusation.
“That’s right!” shouted Wyatt, lurching to his feet. “Keep the finger pointing at Roxy! That way, no one’ll 

look at you!”
“I have had about enough of you, egghead,” rumbled Abrams, taking a step toward Wyatt.
“At least you didn’t say ‘let’s rock and roll,’” drawled Wyatt, sarcastically.
That did it. Abrams charged Wyatt, muscles flexing under his t-shirt. The rest of the friends watched the 

contest with varying degrees of dread, while Professor Ponder observed them all carefully.
“John, stop them!” shrieked Sinclair.
“A wise man knows not to get in the middle of a dogfight,” replied Samuels, stepping back.
The “dogfight” was over quickly. Wyatt and Abrams grappled briefly, neither one in a good position to land 

a knockout punch. As with most fights, it degenerated into a brawl, with the two wrestling clumsily. Finally, 
Abrams threw Wyatt to the ground and stepped back.

Wyatt rose, nodded and moved away, nursing his left wrist. Jill ran to him with a medical kit, but Wyatt 
waved her away. “Nothing hurt but my pride, Jill.”
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Murder On The Rocks
Ponder sighed. If he had been hoping for some telltale sign from one of the friends, perhaps a look of relief 

that their energy was being directed at each other instead of at finding the killer, he was disappointed.
“What did Phoebe do for a living?” asked Ponder, after a moment’s thought.
“She worked at a jewelry store, in sales,” said Roxanne, shaking her head. “She loved jewelry, you know, 

like that fancy ring she wore on her right hand. As a sales person she kinda sucked, though. I’ve lost count of 
how much money she’s borrowed from me over the years.”

“That’s for sure,” said Samuels. “The last time I talked to her she told me she was gonna be able to pay me 
back soon. I told her not to worry about it, but...” His voice trailed off sadly.

“Did she work at The Karat Farm?” asked Ponder.
“How did you know?” asked Wyatt.
Ponder shrugged. “I suggest you all keep together until the police arrive,” he said. The professor wandered 

off, patting the newspaper clipping.
The area that fate had chosen for their encounter was quite pleasant, despite the circumstances being 

otherwise. They were gathered on a wide, grassy plateau, where a gentle breeze complemented the perfectly 
sunny day. Intriguingly, a rise in the level surface of the plateau indicated a cavern...about the only place where 
an object could be concealed with any degree of success.

Nearing the cavern, Ponder fished his flashlight from his equipment belt. The interior of the cavern was 
wonderfully cool, but Ponder kept his mind on his mission. His flashlight beam played over the cavern’s 
interior, seeing nothing out of the ordinary, until... 

“Hmm...” Much of the walls were covered with moss, and had gone undisturbed for years. Which made 
more obvious a handprint in a patch of moss about chest-high. Below, there was a patch of slippery moss that 
was recently scuffed, as though someone had nearly slipped on it...

...And thrust out his hand to keep from falling.
“Or her hand,” said Ponder out loud. The world of academia was, ideally, utterly objective.
But what had this mysterious person been looking for? The near-slip indicated a rather hasty process, 

perhaps one that had been interrupted, and had therefore been left unaccomplished.
Ponder turned his attention to the many indentations and crevices of the craggy cavern walls and floor. His 

eyes widened when something glistened in his flashlight’s beam. He knelt on the rocky floor, moving stones 
and brush, eventually uncovering a small package. Swathed in bubble wrap, something glittered in its depths. 
Ponder unwrapped it slowly.

“Wow,” he said, unprofessorially. He was holding a diamond necklace of some size and appreciable 
beauty. His experience with diamonds was slight at best, but he was sure this was the necklace pictured in the 
newspaper article that he had found on Phoebe’s body.

“Rocks,” said Ponder, his thin mouth smiling.
Fully conscious of the fact that its worth could probably pay his salary for at least a decade, Ponder 

nonchalantly tucked the necklace into his pocket and turned for the cavern’s mouth.
He blinked as he emerged into the sunlight, momentarily resembling an owl more than ever.
Then something slammed him in the back of the head and he staggered. Trying to regain his footing, he 

heard scrabbling footsteps, then felt something crush against his throat and tighten.
Reeling, seeing multiple suns as his vision blurred, Ponder lurched forward. This did no good. Whatever 

was around his neck continued to squeeze like a boa constrictor.
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Then, in desperation, he dug his heels into the ground and pushed backward. The pressure on his throat 

lessened as his assailant was slammed against the side of the cavern. He pushed back again, and the pressure 
ceased.

Ponder tried to lift his gaze to see his attacker, but his glasses had come off in the attack. He heard rapid 
footsteps departing and by the time he found his glasses, he was alone.

Panting slightly, Ponder brushed a few wisps of hair from his face and sat down, his back to the cavern 
wall, just in case his assailant made a second try. He scanned the ground for footprints and found none.

“This is interesting,” he murmured, his voice croaking. He took a swig of water from the canteen on his 
belt and rose, keeping his eyes on the ground.

Bending, he retrieved some climbing rope, about two feet in length. This, he was certain, was the 
instrument used to garrote him. He also found a piton entangled in the rope. About six inches in length, its 
sharp end winked in the sunlight. His last discovery was the most curious: an inexpensive digital watch, its 
crystal scratched, the buckle broken. By itself, this would not be remarkable. But the time it told was. Ponder 
at first thought the watch itself was also broken, but it was running. Ponder compared it to his own watch to be 
sure. It was now 2:17 PM, but the face of the watch read otherwise.

“Curious,” he murmured.
 * * *
“Well,” said Tom Ponder, returning to the friends. “Where’s everybody been?”
“Don’t know where everyone else has been,” said Bill Abrams, with a shrug. “I’ve been walking around, 

trying to figure out what the devil’s happened here today.”
“Phoebe is dead,” said Jill Pierce. Her voice sounded clotted and unused. “That’s what’s happened.” She 

looked at Ponder, her eyes red. “I went down to look at Phoebe, making...making sure.”
“She was still dead?” asked Roxanne Sinclair, harshly. “I’m pretty sure she is.”
There was utter silence. The others looked at Roxanne as though she had been caught defacing a tombstone. 

“God,” said Roxanne, a hand covering her face, “I didn’t mean that. I mean...You know what I mean!”
“Why apologize for it, Roxy?” croaked Sam Wyatt. “It’s true. It’s absolutely true.”
“What’s true?” shouted John Samuels. “That one of us killed her? I don’t believe it! It was an accident!”
“One of us did,” said Jill Pierce, her voice a sob. “Who else could have?”
“I don’t know,” said Abrams, crossing his arms over his chest, “but I know it wasn’t me.”
“Don’t look at me,” said Sinclair, as if daring them.
“Perhaps the lady doth protest too much,” said Wyatt. (The quote was somewhat mangled, but Ponder 

approved of the Shakespearian touch.)
“What’s that supposed to mean?” growled Abrams. “Leave Roxy out of this!”
“None of us are out of it!” said Wyatt. “Don’t you understand?”
Jill, holding Roxanne’s hand, nodded solemnly as Wyatt’s statement sank in, while the men pointedly 

ignored each other.
“Why?” asked Samuels. He thrust an index finger toward Ponder. “Just because this guy says so?” Five 

pairs of eyes, variously reflecting anger, grief or bafflement, turned to Ponder.
“He’s the only stranger here!” said Wyatt, accusingly. “How do we know he didn’t kill her?”
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Well, this was taking an ugly turn. Ponder had hoped to let them stew in their own juices until the police 

arrived. But he couldn’t let them turn on each other -- much less on him.
“Why’s it so important to know where we’ve been?” asked Samuels warily, Ponder’s earlier question 

finally sinking in.
“You maintain your friend’s death was an accident,” said Ponder. “But this wasn’t.” He opened the collar of 

his shirt, showing the raw red line across his neck. “Phoebe James’ killer just tried to kill me, too.”
“Do you know who attacked you?” asked Jill. She looked at Ponder without blinking. It was impossible to 

tell if she hoped Ponder would answer “yes” or “no.”
“I do,” said Ponder, after a long pause. Abrams shook his head and violently turned away.
“Tell us!” said Roxy, rising to her feet.
“Don’t tell us!” said Abrams, his voice suddenly afraid. He turned to the others.
“Don’t you see? It’ll destroy us! As long as we think it’s an accident...”
“It’s destroyed your friendship already,” said Ponder, in as soft a tone as he could manage. “Nothing will 

ever be the same between you. Because one of you killed her. But if you know who that one is, the rest of you 
can preserve the memory of what you had.”

“And of Phoebe,” said Jill, softly.
Ponder nodded. He almost felt sorry for them...until his collar rubbed against the raw wound on his throat.
“But...but you still haven’t told us why?” said Wyatt. “Why would any of us want to kill her?”
“We loved her,” said Roxanne, her voice fading.
“Nothing destroys a friendship like avarice,” said Ponder, trying to sound very wise. “One friend loans 

another money, or enters into a business deal with another, all with the best intentions. Aeschylus wrote ‘In 
war, truth is the first casualty.’ But in business, if the deal goes sour, friendship is the first casualty.”

The warm breeze seemed suddenly cold.
“Occam’s Razor, I paraphrase somewhat, says the simplest explanation that covers all the facts is usually 

correct,” said Ponder, trying to keep his tone professorial. “In this case, I think Phoebe stole a diamond 
necklace from the store where she worked, The Karat Farm -- ”

“You’re already wrong,” interrupted Samuels, acidly. “Phoebe didn’t have a dishonest bone in her body.” 
Some of the others nodded.

“Perhaps not,” said Ponder, “but she needed money, and from everything you’ve told me, she seemed 
somewhat easily manipulated. It wouldn’t be the first time an honest, but needy, person with access to 
valuables was swayed by an accomplice who saw an easy opportunity.

“So Phoebe stole the necklace. Let’s say that for the purposes of argument,” said Ponder, rapidly, as mouths 
opened in protest. “She stole it at the suggestion of a friend who talked her into it. ‘Stores have insurance, it’s a 
victimless crime.’ Some such rationalization.

“Phoebe stole it,” Ponder continued. “As an insider, she could figure out how to bypass store security, and 
she was supposed to turn it over to her partner...one of you.

“She and her partner may have been planning to split the necklace up and sell the gems, the ‘rocks,’ 
individually. That would make them harder to trace.”

“But that doesn’t mean any of us are responsible,” said Roxanne, miserably. “It’s more likely one of her 
co-workers.”
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“Except that Phoebe brought the necklace here today,” said Ponder, drawing the package from his pocket. 

Even through the bubble wrap, the gems caught the light. “There could be no other reason than to turn it over 
to her partner. They probably chose such a roundabout plan because Phoebe was afraid she was being watched 
by the police.

“But, as you say, Phoebe was basically a good person. She committed the robbery, but I suspect her 
conscience was bothering her. I think that’s why she was carrying around a copy of the newspaper article about 
the robbery.

“I think she told her partner she wanted to return the necklace. But her partner couldn’t trust Phoebe to 
keep him or her out of it if she got caught, so he or she killed her before she could return the necklace.”

“That’s all speculation!” said Abrams. “That’s not evidence. It’s all just...crap.”
“I concede that,” said Ponder. “But we can test the truth of my theory by asking the killer. If you’re certain 

you want to know.”
“Tell us,” repeated Roxy. This time it was a plea. “We need to know who betrayed Phoebe...and the rest of us.”
“Very well,” said Ponder, taking a swig of water. “Unless Phoebe’s partner would like to confess.” 

Lowering his canteen, he swung his gaze over the friends. The once-friends, he corrected himself. One will 
never be a friend again.

But no one spoke. So Professor Ponder lectured 
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Solution

“There was a lump on the back of Phoebe’s head, behind her left ear,” Ponder began. “The killer struck her first, 
to make it easier to throw her to her death.

“And in the cavern where I was attacked I found a handprint in a batch of cave moss, where the killer must 
have slipped when he or she was looking for the necklace. A print of a right hand.”

“Maybe Phoebe -- ” began Samuels.
“Phoebe wore a large ring on her right hand that would have shown up on the handprint. It didn’t. The 

killer left a right handprint because he or she was carrying a flashlight in their left hand. The killer is left-
handed.”

“Pretty thin, Professor,” said Wyatt, dubiously.
“And the lump on her head...maybe she got that in the fall. Maybe...” said Roxy, hopefully, “maybe it was 

an accident.”
“You can claim Phoebe’s death was an accident,” Ponder stated. “But you can’t claim the attempt to 

strangle me was anything but a deliberate attempt at murder. In fact, the very concept of strangling me is 
curious, because I found a piton tangled in the length of climbing tether. A piton, nice and sharp, but with 
smooth edges.”

“So?” grunted Abrams.
“Which is more efficient, strangulation or stabbing? The only reason a killer wouldn’t use a long, sharp 

piton to stab is if he or she couldn’t, if one of the killer’s hands was wounded, making them too weak to stab. 
The killer used the piton as a lever to tighten the garrote.”

“Sam.” Abrams said the name as though he had never pronounced it before. “You fell on your left hand 
when we tussled.”

“And you are left-handed,” said Jill.
“That’s just coincidence,” said Sam Wyatt in an injured tone. “You can’t condemn a man on coincidence.”
“No,” said Ponder. “But how about this?” He held up the digital watch he found outside the cavern as 

though using it to hypnotize his audience.
“What about it?” asked Samuels, coldly. “Just a watch.”
“A watch the killer dropped when I fought back. Nothing special about it at all...except it’s set exactly three 

hours ahead.”
“So?” asked Roxy. “I don’t -- ” Then she stopped.
“Roxanne sees it,” said Ponder. “She realizes the watch is set to Eastern Standard Time, three hours ahead 

of California time.
“Sam, you said earlier you were back east this weekend and barely made your flight here. The watch is 

yours. You forgot to reset it when you returned. That mistake is going to cost you a lot of time.”
“No!” Wyatt turned to his friends, pleading. “If I killed her, why didn’t Phoebe accuse me?”
“Because if Phoebe said ‘Sam,” it might have been mistaken for the last name of John Samuels. Your last 

name might have been mistaken as simply ‘why’.”
“Sam,” said Roxanne, mournfully, shaking her head. “Sam...”
The friends rose as one, looking only at Sam Wyatt. Then, again as one, they turned their backs on him.
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THE END
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“No, listen,” said Wyatt. He ran to each of them, one after another, shaking their shoulders and pleading 
with them. But they looked away.

Ponder felt it before he heard it, the rhythmic pounding of rotor blades. A helicopter labeled POLICE lifted 
above the edge of the plateau and landed, stirring up a dust storm as it did so.

Suddenly, Sam Wyatt made a break for it. Why? thought Ponder. Where can he run to?
Then he realized where. “Stop him!” he shouted.
Bill Abrams tackled Wyatt for the second time that day, this time preventing him from plunging off the 

plateau. Bill held him until the police took over.
When they were all ready to depart, Jill Pierce approached Ponder, smiling wistfully. “What kind of 

professor are you, anyway?”
“Modern English Literature,” he replied. “With,” he added sheepishly, “a minor in Detective Fiction.”
“Thank you,” said Jill, kissing Ponder softly on the cheek. “You rock.
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