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PUBLISHERS’ NOTE

IN her autobiography, My Story, Mary Roberts Rinehart told a little about
her training as a nurse. She was seventeen years old when, in 1893, she
entered The Pittsburgh Training School to become one of fewer than five
hundred graduate trained nurses in America. She never forgot what she
learned there: the agonizingly long hours, the depth of compassion a nurse
must possess to meet human suffering, and the wisdom she must learn in
order to handle those almost sacred confidences brought out by pain or fear.
Above everything else, Mary Roberts Rinehart found in herself the quiet
courage required to cope with any emergency. Later she would advise young
writers, “Know the people you are writing about.” She would say, “If you
are a housewife living in the South, why try to tell a story of French
Colonials in North Africa?” About Hilda Adams, America’s favorite nurse
detective, she knew a great deal.

The two short stories and two novels contained in this book are
presented chronologically, as they were written. Years elapsed between
Locked Doors and Miss Pinkerton. More years passed before Mrs. Rinehart
wrote Haunted Lady. However, the fact that she kept drawing upon her own
nursing experience gives the stories vitality and deep authenticity.
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CHAPTER I

I HAVE broken down in health lately—nothing serious; but a nurse lasts only
so long, and during the last five years I have been under a double strain.
Caring for the sick has been only a part of it. The other?

Well, put it like this: The world’s pretty crowded after all. We are always
touching elbows, and there is never a deviation from the usual, the normal,
that is not felt all the way down the line. Stand a row of dominoes on edge
and knock down the end one. Do you see? And generally somebody goes
down for fair. We do not know much about it among the poor; they have to
manage the best way they can, and maybe they are blunted—some of them.
They have not the time for mental agony. And the thing works both ways.
Their lapses are generally obvious—cause and result; motive and crime.

In the lower walks of life people are more elemental. But get up higher.
Crime exists there; but, instead of a passion, it is a craft. In its detection it is
brain against brain, not intellect against brute force or instinct. If anything
gives, it is the body.

I[llness follows crime—it does not always follow the criminal; but
somebody goes down for fair. There is a breach in the wall. The doctor and
the clergyman come in then. One way and another they get the story. There
is nothing hidden from them. They get it, but they do not want it. They
cannot use it. The clergyman’s vows and the medical man’s legal status
forbid their using their knowledge; but, where a few years ago there were
only two, now each crisis, mental or physical, finds three—the trained nurse.

Do you see what I mean? The thing is thrust at her. She does not want
the story either. Her business is bodies, doctors’ orders, nourishments; but
unless she’s a fool she ends by holding the family secret in the hollow of her
hand. It worries her. She needs her hands. She gets rid of it as soon as she
can and forgets it. She is safe; the secret is safe. Without the clergyman’s
vows or the doctor’s legal status, she is as silent as either.

That is the ethical side. That is what the nurse does. There is another
side, which is mine. The criminal uses every means against society. Why not
society against the criminal? And this is my defense. Every trained nurse
plays a game, a sort of sporting proposition—her wits against wretchedness.
I play a double game—the fight against misery and the fight against crime—
like a man running two chessboards at once.



I hated it in the beginning. It has me by the throat now. It is the criminal
I find absorbing. And I have learned some things—not new, of course: that
to be honest because one is untempted is to be strong with the strength of a
child; that the great virtues often link arms with the great vices; that the big
criminal thinks big thoughts.

I have had my chance to learn and I know. A nurse gets under the very
skin of the soul. She finds a mind surrendered, all the crooked little motives
that have fired the guns of life revealed in their pitifulness. Even now,
sometimes, it hurts me to look back.

It is five years since George L. Patton was shot in the leg during a raid
on the Hengst Place, in Cherry Run. He is at the head of one of the big
private agencies now, but he was a county detective then; and Hengst shot
him from a cupboard. Well, that does not matter particularly, except that Mr.
Patton was brought to the hospital that night and I was given the case.

He took it very calmly—said he guessed he would rest awhile, now he
had the chance, and slept eighteen hours without moving. I made caps, |
remember, and tried to plan what I would do when I left the house. My time
was about up and I dreaded private duty. I had been accustomed to the
excitement of a hospital, and there was something horrible to me in the idea
of spending the rest of my life in darkened rooms, with the doctor’s daily
visit for excitement and a walk round the block for recreation.

I gave Mr. Patton his dinner that night and we had our first clash. He
looked at the soup and toast, and demanded steak and onions.

“I’'m sorry,” I said. “You’re to have light diet for a day or two. We don’t
want any fever from that leg.”

“Leg! What has my leg to do with my stomach? I want a medium steak.
I’ll do without the onions if I have to.”

“Doctor’s orders,” I said firmly. “You may have an egg custard if you
want it, or some cornstarch.”

We had a downright argument and he took the soup. When he had
finished, he looked up at me and smiled.

“I don’t like you,” he said, “but darned if I don’t respect you, young
woman. Absolute obedience to orders is about the hardest thing in the world
to get. And now send for that fool interne and we’ll have a steak for
breakfast.”



Well, he did; and pretty soon he was getting about everything the
hospital could give him. He was a politician, of course, and we depended on
our state appropriation for support; but he got nothing from me without an
order. He always said he did not like me, but I think he did after a while. I
could beat him at chess, for one thing.

“You have a good head, Miss Adams,” he said to me one day when he
was almost well. “Are you going to spend the rest of your life changing
pillowslips and shaking down a thermometer?”

“I’ve thought of institutional work; I dare say I’d be changing nurses and
shaking down internes,” I said with some bitterness.

“How old are you?—not, of course, for publication.”
“Twenty-nine.”

“Any family?”

“The nearest relatives I have are two old aunts, in the country.”

He was silent for a minute or two. Then: “I’ve been thinking of
something; I may take it up with you later. There’s only one objection—
you’re rather too good-looking.”

“I’m not really good-looking at all,” I admitted frankly. “I have too high
a forehead. It’s the cap.”

“Like ’em high!” said Mr. Patton.

I made an eggnog and brought it in to him. He was sitting propped in a
chair, and when I gave him the glass, he smiled up at me. He had never
attempted any sentimentalities with me, which is more than can be said of
the usual convalescent male over forty.

“It isn’t all the cap,” he said.

That afternoon he tried to learn from me something about the other
patients on the floor; but of course I would tell him nothing. He seemed
rather irritated and tried to bully me, but I was firm.

“Don’t be childish, Mr. Patton!” I said at last. “We don’t tell about other
patients. If you want to find out, get one of your men in here.” To my
surprise he laughed.

“Good girl!” he said. “You’ve stood a cracking test and come through A
one. You’ve got silence and obedience to orders, and you have a brain. I’ve
mentioned the forehead. Now I’m going to make my proposition. Has it ever



occurred to you that every crisis, practically, among the better classes, finds
a trained nurse on hand?”

“Cause or result?”

“Result, of course. Upset the ordinary routine of a family, have a
robbery, an elopement or a murder, and somebody goes to bed, with a
trained nurse in attendance. Fact, isn’t it?” I admitted it. “It’s a fault of the
tension people live under,” he went on. “Any extra strain and something
snaps. And who is it who is in the very bosom of the family? You know and
I know. The nurse gets it all—the intimate details that the police miss; the
family disputes, the inner motives; the—you go to your room and think it
over. And when you decide, I have a case for you.”

I tried to object, but he cut me short; so I put the thermometer in his
mouth and managed to tell him how I felt.

“It just doesn’t seem honest,” I finished. “I’m in a position of confidence
and I violate it. That’s the truth. A nurse is supposed to work for good; if she
has any place, it’s an uplift—if you can see what I mean. And to go into a
house and pry out its secrets——"

He jerked the thermometer out wrathfully.

“Uplift!” he said. “Isn’t it uplifting to place a criminal where he won’t
injure society? If you can’t see it that way, we don’t want you. Now go away
and think about it.”

I went up to my room and stood in front of the mirror, which is where I
do most of my thinking. I talk things over with myself, I suppose. And I saw
the lines beside my ears that said, “Twenty-nine, almost thirty!” And I
thought of institutional work, with its daily round of small worries, its
monotonous years, with my soul gradually shrinking and shaping itself to fit
a set of rules. And over against it all I put Mr. Patton’s offer.

I recall it all—the color that came to my face at the chance to use my
head instead of only a trained obedience to orders; the prospect of
adventure; the chance to pit my wits against other wits and perhaps win out.
I put on one of the new caps and went down to Mr. Patton’s room.

“I’ll do 1t!” I said calmly.

My time was up two days later. Mr. Patton was practically well and gave
me my instructions while I helped him pack his bag.



“Do the things the other nurses do,” he advised. “Go to the Nurses’
Home, but don’t register for cases right away. Make an excuse that you’re
tired and need a few days’ rest. When I telephone you, I shall call myself
Doctor Patton—not that I pretend to do any medical work, but for extra
caution.”

“You said you had a case for me.”

“I had, but it isn’t big enough. I want you for something worth while,
and it will be along soon. It’s about due.”

“And—just one thing, Mr. Patton: I will take my first case on trial. If I
find that I am doing harm and not good by revealing the secrets of a family, I
shall give it up. A doctor would be answerable to the law for doing the
things I am about to do.”

“You have no legal status.”
“I have a moral status,” I replied grimly, and he found no answer to that.
Before he left, however, he said something that rather cheered me.

“You will never be required to tell anything you learn, except what is
directly pertinent to the matter in hand,” he said. “I would not give such
latitude to any other woman I know—but you have brains and you will
know what we want.”

“I cannot work in the dark—I must know what you are after.”

“We will lay all our cards on your table face up. I wouldn’t insult you by
asking you to play blindfolded. And remember this, Miss Adams—it’s as
high a duty to explore and heal the moral sores of a community as it is to
probe and dress, for instance, the wound of a man who has been shot in the
leg.”

Two days later I left the hospital and took a room at the Nurses” Home
he had recommended. He would arrange with the secretary, he said, that I
should be called for any case on which he wished me placed.

I put in a bad week. One of the staff of the hospital located me and called
me to a case. [ got out of it by saying I needed a few days’ rest, and he rang
off irritably. Then, on the third day, I had my handbag cut off my arm in a
department store, and went home depressed and ill-humored.

“You’re a fine detective!” I said to myself in the mirror, “You’re not so
clever as Mr. Patton thinks, and if you’re honest, you’ll go and tell him so.”



I think I should have done so—I was so abashed; but our arrangement
was that I should not try to see him under any circumstances. There was to
be no suspicion of me in any way. He would see me when necessary. I still
had the strap of my bag, which had been left hanging to my arm; and, as a
constant reminder, I fastened it to the frame of my mirror. Even now, when
the department gives me its best cases, and when I have been successful
enough to justify a little pride, I look at that bit of leather and become meek
and normal again.



CHAPTER II

IN spite of Mr. Patton’s promise I went on my first case for him without any
preparation. Miss Shinn, the secretary, asked me if [ would take a case that
evening.

“For whom?”

She was turning over the pages of her ledger in the parlor-office of the
Home and she did not look up.

“A Doctor Patton telephoned,” she said. “I believe he had spoken to you
of the case.”

My throat tightened, but, after all, this was what I had been waiting for.

“Do you know what sort of case it is?” I asked. “I’'m not doing
obstetrics, you know.”

“It is not an obstetric case. You are to take a taxicab at eight o’clock
tonight.”

Miss Shinn was a heavy, rather bilious brunette, who rarely smiled; but |
caught an amused twinkle as she glanced up. Quite suddenly I liked her.
Clearly she knew what I was about to do and she did not disapprove; and yet
she was a very ethical person. I gathered that she would be very hard on a
nurse who wore frivolous uniforms, or gossiped about her patients, or went
to the theater with a doctor, or cut rates. And yet she was indulgent to me—
she was more than indulgent. I was certain, somehow, from the very quiver
of her wide back as she marked me “Engaged” on her register, that she was
wildly interested and curious. It gave me confidence.

At eight o’clock that evening I went downstairs with my suitcase and
ordered a taxicab. No word had come from Mr. Patton and I had nothing but
a name and address to go by. The name—we will call it G. W. March. It was
not, of course. You would know the name at once if I told it. The address
was a street fronting one of the parks—a good neighborhood, I knew—old
families, substantial properties, traditions, all that sort of thing. Certainly not
a place to look for crime.

As I waited for the cab, I searched the newspapers for something to
throw light on my new enterprise. There was nothing at all except a notice
that Mr. and Mrs. George W. March had returned from their summer home
on the Maine coast a few days before and had opened their city home.



It looked like a robbery. I was vaguely disappointed. I had it all worked
out in five minutes—Mrs. March in bed, collapsed; missing pictures or
jewels; house full of trusted servants; and myself trying to solve the mystery
between an alcohol rub and a dose of bromide. I hated to go on with it, but I
was ashamed not to. I said to myself savagely that I was not a quitter, and
got into the taxicab.

The March case was not a robbery, however. It was, strictly speaking,
not a criminal case at all. It concerned the disappearance of a girl, and in
some ways it was a remarkable mystery—particularly baffling because for
so long it seemed to be a result without a cause. How we found the cause at
last; how we located the family in Brickyard Road and solved the puzzle of
the buckled bag; how we learned the identity of the little old woman with
the jet bonnet, and her connection with the garden door—all this makes up
the record of my first case.

The buckled bag is lying on my desk now. It is a shabby, quaint old bag,
about eight inches long, round-bellied, brown with wear. It still contains
what was in it when Mr. Patton found it: a cotton handkerchief, marked with
a J; two keys—one a house-door key, the other a flat one; a scrawled note in
a soiled lavender envelope; a newspaper clipping of a sale of blankets.

It is one of my most painful memories that for a month I examined that
newspaper cutting frequently and that I failed entirely to grasp the
significance of the reverse side. We all have a mental blind spot. That was
mine.

Clare March was missing. That was my case: to find her, or to help to
find her, was my task at first. Later it grew more complicated. I had not
thought Mr. Patton would violate our agreement about working in the dark
and my confidence was justified. At the first corner he hailed the machine
and got in.

“Fine work!” he said. “You’re a dependable person, Miss Adams.”
“I’m rather a scared person.”

“Nonsense! And don’t take yourself or this affair too seriously. Do your
durnedest—*Angels could do no more.” ”

“Is it something stolen?”

“A small matter of a daughter. It’s a queer thing, Miss Adams. I’ll tell
you about it.” He asked the driver to go slowly. “Time us to get there at eight
thirty,” he said. “Now, Miss Adams, here are the facts: You are going to the
home of George March, the banker—you probably know the name—Mrs.



March is your patient. She’s not ill; she’s hysterical and frightened—that’s
all. It’s not a hard case.”

“It’s the hardest sort of a case.”

“Well, you like work,” he replied cheerfully. “The family has been away
for four months. Until a month ago, Clare, the daughter, was with them. One
month ago, on the third of September, Clare, who is an only child, twenty
years old, left the country place in Maine for home. She traveled alone,
leaving her maid in the country. The city house had not been closed; a
housekeeper and two maids were there through the summer. She was
expected at the house for breakfast on the morning of the fourth. She did not
arrive—or, rather, she did not go home. She reached the city safely. We have
traced her into the railroad station and out again—and that has been about
all. She’s not been seen since.”

“Perhaps she has eloped.”

“Possibly; but the man she is engaged to is in the city, almost frantic.
Besides, there is more than I have told you. We know that she took a taxicab
at the station; that before she got in, she met and accepted a small parcel
from a blond young man, rather shabbily dressed; and that they seemed to be
having an argument, though a quiet one. We have found the taxicab she
took, and a shop where she bought a couple of books—a Browning and a
recent novel. From the bookshop she went to a department store. There she
dismissed the taxicab. We have traced her in the store to a department where
she bought a pair of blankets. They made a large parcel, but she took it with
her. From that time we have lost her absolutely.”

“The third of September, and this is the fifth of October—almost five
weeks!”

“Exactly,” he said dryly. “That’s why I’ve sent for you. We have tried all
the usual things; we’ve combed the city fine—and we are just where we
started. If we could make a noise about it, we should have some chance. Set
the general public looking—that’s the way to get information. You get a
million clues worth nothing, and out of the lot one that helps. But you know
these people. They won’t listen to any publicity. They have only one
argument—if she is dead, publicity won’t help her, and if she is alive, it will
hurt her.”

I was conscious of a vague disappointment. In the last half hour I had
keyed myself to the highest pitch. I was seeing red, really—nothing but the



bloodiest sort of crime would have come up to my expectation. Certainly
nothing less than a murder had been in my thoughts.

“I don’t see how I can help,” I said, a bit resentfully. “You’ve had five
weeks and got nowhere,” I continued, “and if you are going to ask me to put
myself in her place, and try to imagine what could have happened, and to
follow her mental processes, I can’t do it. I can’t imagine myself idle and
rich and twenty. I can’t imagine taking a taxicab when a streetcar would do,
or having a lady’s maid——"

Mr. Patton laid a hand on my arm.

“Did you ever hear Lincoln’s story of the little Mississippi steamboat
with a whistle so large that every time they blew it the boat stopped? . . .
No? Well, no matter. I don’t want you to put yourself in her place; I want a
little inside help—that’s all. There’s a curious story behind this case, Miss
Adams. We’ve only scratched the top. Get in there and get their confidence.
They won’t talk to me—too much family pride. Get the mother to talk.
That’s part of her trouble—family pride and bottling up her emotions. I can’t
get close to any of them. After five weeks Mrs. March still calls me Mr.
Peyton.” He smiled ruefully.

“She bought blankets! That’s curious, isn’t it?”

“It’s almost ridiculous under the circumstances. You may not be able to
imagine yourself twenty, and so on, but you can certainly get your wits to
work on those blankets. If she had bought a revolver now—but blankets!”

“She was engaged, you say? Were there any other men who—who liked
her?”

“Half a dozen, I believe—all accounted for.”
“Any neurasthenic tendency?”

“In the half dozen? I dare say yes, when she announced her engagement;
in the girl—I think not. She was temperamental rather. The picture I get of
her is of an attractive and indulged young woman, engaged to a man she
seems to have cared about. And yet, with all the gods smiling, she
disappears.”

I sat thoughtful. The cab was moving along beside the park now. We
were almost there.

“She may be dead,” I said at last.

“She may, indeed.”



He asked the driver to stop and got out, with a quick handshake.

“Now go to it!” he said. “Go out for a breath of air between seven and
eight each evening, and—Xkeep your eyes open. I have a hunch that you’ll
get this thing—beginner’s luck.”

The March house was an old-fashioned, rather stately residence. Instead
of a drawing room upstairs, there was a reception room opening into the
lower hall. Behind that was a music room and, still farther back, a library.

At the very rear of the lower floor was a dining room, quite the largest
room in the house, extending as it did the entire width of the building. In it
was a large bay window looking onto a city garden, and in the bay, shut off
by tall plants, was a small table, where the family breakfasted and even,
when alone, sometimes dined.

A long flight of stairs, uncarpeted, led to the second floor. On that first
evening | got merely the vaguest outlines of the house, of course. It was
silent, immaculate, rather heavy. I had a glimpse of two men in the library
talking—one middle-aged, rather stout; the other much younger. Over
everything hung the hush of suspense—that hush which accompanies birth
and death and great trouble.

A parlor maid admitted me and led me upstairs to my room.

“Mr. March would like to see you in the library when you have taken off
your things,” she said.

I changed quickly into my uniform—all white, of course, with rubber-
soled white shoes. With the familiar garb I was myself again; I could face
anything, do anything. Clothes are queer things.

Mr. March turned when he heard me at the door and rose.
“I am Miss Adams, the nurse,” I said. “Do you wish to see me?”’

“Will you come in, Miss Adams? This is Mr. Plummer. Have you seen
Mrs. March?”

“No; I thought it best to see you first.”

“I am glad of that. Perhaps I ought to tell you—we are in great trouble,
Miss Adams. Our—our only daughter has gone away, disappeared. It is over
a month since—"" He stopped.

“That 1s very terrible,” I said. I liked his face.



“We wish absolute secrecy—of course I need hardly say that; but you
understand Mrs. March is highly nervous. [—I hope you can quiet her. What
we want you to do is to be as cheerful and optimistic as possible. You know
what I mean. She will talk to you about Clare—about Miss March. Reassure
her if you can. Be certain that Miss March will be found soon.”

“I will do what I can. Has the doctor left any orders?”

“Very few. She is to be soothed. There’s a bromide, I believe. Her maid
has the instructions.”

There was nothing for me in that glimpse of the two men most nearly
concerned—two gentlemen unaffectedly distressed and under great strain in
a quiet, well-ordered house. It looked like poor material, from Mr. Patton’s
point of view. Mr. March followed me into the hall. “If you need anything,
let me know, Miss Adams. Or will you speak to the servants?”’

“I can tell better later on. If I am going to be up tonight—and I think I’d
better be, this first night anyhow—I should like a lunch; something cold on a
tray.”

“Do you wish it upstairs?”

I hesitated. There was a picture in a silver frame on the library table—I
thought it probably one of the missing girl. I wanted to see it. “It will be a
change to come down.”

“Very well,” he said. “There will be a supper left in the dining room.
There is a small table there in the bay window. It will be more comfortable
—not quite so lonely.”

“Thank you,” I replied and started upstairs. Opposite the library door I
glanced in. I had been right about the picture. Mr. Plummer had picked it up
and was looking at it. I felt certain that he was the fiancé—a manly-looking
fellow; not very tall, but solid and dependable-looking, with a good head
and earnest eyes.

My patient was in bed—a pretty little woman in a frilly bed jacket, with
a pink light beside her. She held out a nervous hand.

“How big and strong and competent you look!” she said, and quite
unexpectedly fell to crying. I had a difficult evening. She was entirely
unstrung—must have me sit down by the bed at once and listen to the
trouble, as she called it—and as it was, indeed.

“She wouldn’t go away and leave me like this!” she said more than once.
“If you only knew her, Miss Adams—so full of character, so determined, so



gifted! And beautiful—haven’t you seen her picture in the newspapers?”
I evaded that—I never read society news.
“And happy, too?” I said. “She must have been very happy.”
I saw a change in Mrs. March’s rather childish face.

“We thought she was, of course; but lately—I’ve remembered so many
things while I’ve been lying here. She was very strange all summer—moody
sometimes, and again so gay that she frightened me.”

“Perhaps she was gay when Mr. Plummer was there and moody when he
was away.”

“But he wasn’t there at all. That’s another thing, Miss Adams. She would
not let me ask Walter up. She—she really kept him away all summer. I don’t
believe Mr. March told the detective that—he forgot so many things.”

She wanted me to telephone this piece of information to the police at
once, but I persuaded her to wait. I gave her an alcohol rub and a cup of hot
milk; and, finding them without effect, I took a massage vibrator I found on
her dressing table and ran it up and down her spine. She finally relaxed with
the treatment and even asked me to use it on her face.

“I’'m an old woman with all the worry,” she said apologetically. “It will
tone up the facial muscles, won’t it? And would you mind putting some cold
cream on first?”

I did not mind; and after a time she fell asleep. I was glad of a respite. In
my two hours over the bed I had accumulated many ill-assorted bits of
information. I wanted time to catalogue them in my mind. I have the notes I
made that night on one of my records:

“C. has been missing since September third; today is October fifth—a
total of thirty-two days.

“Was moody all summer—would not see Mr. Plummer, but wrote him
daily.

“She had been engaged once before, to a Wilson Page, but broke
engagement. Cause of trouble not known. C. suffered much at the time. Note
—Have Mr. P. look up Wilson Page.

“C. usually undemonstrative, but rather affected when she said goodbye
to her mother. Was she planning something, unknown to them?



“But if she was planning an elopement, why did she make careful
appointments with her dressmakers and milliners? Is she more crafty than
they think, or was her decision made unexpectedly?

“She forgot her jewel case, which she always carried with her. An
inventory reveals only a part of her jewelry. She wore, when she left, only
the sapphire ring Mr. Plummer gave her. She had less than a hundred dollars
in cash.

“Wilson Page is dark. The man who met her in the station was thin and
fair.

“Her picture is on her mother’s dressing table—an attractive face: dark-
eyed, full of character, but rather wistful. A thoughtful face. Is she living or
dead? Did she go voluntarily or was she lured away? If she went voluntarily
—why?”

I looked round the handsome room where my patient slept calmly, her
petulant features relaxed and peaceful. I glanced across the hall to Miss
Clare’s room, where a light burned every evening; where an ivory dressing
set, with carved monogram, was spread on the toilet table; where every
luxury a young woman could demand had been gathered together for her
use. And I recalled the look in the face of the man downstairs as he gazed at
her picture—the tragedy in the eyes of her father. How had she gone, and
why? How and why?



CHAPTER III

My first night at the March house was marked by a disagreeable and rather
mystifying occurrence. I had got my patient quiet and asleep and had had a
telephone talk with the doctor by eleven.

“There is very little to do,” the doctor said. “I’ll come in in the morning.
Just keep her comfortable and cheerful. She needs someone to talk to. Let
her talk all she wants.”

I darkened the room where she lay and placed a screen in the hall outside
the door, with a comfortable chair beside it and a shaded lamp. I had made
up my mind to sit up for that one night at least. I had had nervous cases
before; and I knew that sometime between then and morning she would
waken, and that the sight of someone alert and watchful would be a comfort.

At midnight I took off my cap, eased my hair and loosened my uniform
collar. With the neck of my dress turned in, I was fairly comfortable. It was
too early to eat. I got a book from the library and read.

At two o’clock Mrs. March was still sleeping quietly and I decided to get
my night supper, I slipped down the stairs as noiselessly as possible. An
English hall lamp was turned on in the lower hall near the music room door,
and far back in the dining room a candle light in a wall bracket showed me
where to go.

My progress in my rubber-soled shoes was practically noiseless. I made
my way along the hall back to the dining room. The room was very large, as
I have said before, paneled in oak, with a heavy fireplace and a tapestry in
an overmantel above. At one corner, beside the deep bay window, were
French doors, hung with casement cloths, evidently leading out into the
garden.

I was deliberate in all my movements, I remember. I went to the
fireplace and stood looking up at the overmantel; I found the switch that
would throw the light over my small table and thus give me a more cheerful
place to eat. The bay, walled off by palms and flowering oleanders in tubs,
was dark and rather uninviting at that hour. I made no particular attempt to
be silent, but I dare say it is a result of my training that I make no
unnecessary noise.

One of the older nurses once said to me, “When you go out on private
duty, you’ll have to fuss about your night supper generally. An orange and a
glass of milk is about what most cooks set out. Keep them up to the mark.



Insist on cold meat or sandwiches; and if there’s an alcohol coffeepot, have
them leave it ready. Coffee is your best friend at three in the morning, and
your next best is a shawl to lay over your knees.”

I was thinking of that and rather smiling when I entered the recess and
sat down at the small table. I was absolutely calm and beginning to be
mightily interested in my case. The tray was ready; and there was a small
alcohol coffeepot ready, with a box of matches beside it.

I 1it the lamp and inspected the tray. The cook seemed to have been
trained by some predecessor. There was chicken, a bit of salad, brown bread
and fruit. I ate slowly while my coffee cooked—ate with an ear toward the
staircase for a sound from my patient above, and with an occasional eye
toward the garden below. A late moon showed a brick terrace under the
windows, and three steps lower was a formal design of flower bed and path,
with a small cement circle, evidently a pool in summer. Somehow the
garden looked uncanny—bushes became figures, moving about, waving
arms in the breeze. I was a distinct object from outside as I sat in my nook;
and, having eaten and waiting only for the coffee, I stood up and
extinguished the light over my head.

It was then, still standing, that I saw the hand. It was coming down the
staircase rail, moving slowly and grasping tight. It was near the music room
when [ saw it first and therefore going away from me, but descending. There
was something terribly stealthy about it. It must have been that quality in it
which made me shrink back behind an oleander. Surely there was nothing
unusual in people being about in a house where there was both illness and
trouble, and yet . . .

At the foot of the stairs the hand, still on the rail, hesitated, disappeared.
A moment later there rounded the newel post a little old woman dressed in
black. She limped slightly, but for all that she came swiftly. Every detail is
stamped on my mind. I can see her now, bent forward, something that was
probably jet on her old-fashioned bonnet catching the faint light as she
came. She had on a quaint loose black wrap—a dolman, I think they used to
call them—and hanging to her arm a shabby leather handbag.

Stealthy as her movements were, they were extremely natural. Just
inside the door she stopped, took off her spectacles and put them in a case,
which she put in her bag, and then extracted from it another pair, which she
put on. The bag was a quaint one, fastened with two straps and steel buckles.
The buckles were troublesome and she was in a hurry. More than once she
turned and looked back.



I waited for her to see me. It was an old servant, of course, come to tell
me [ was wanted upstairs. [ was so sure of it that I bent down and put out my
alcohol lamp. When I straightened up, she had passed the bay and was at the
French door leading to the garden. She opened the door, went out, closed it
noiselessly behind her, and was gone. I tried to see her in the garden, but if
she went that way, she was lost in the shadows.

Even then I was rather amused than puzzled. I went over to the door and
tried it. There was a lock on it. Unless she had a key, she had locked herself
out.

I drank my coffee and went upstairs. My patient was still asleep. From
Mr. March’s room came heavy, deep breathing, telling that he was forgetting
his anxieties, for a time at least. But my book—the book I had left on my
chair in the hall—was gone!

It seemed rather absurd. I thought I might have taken it with me; and I
searched the dining room, without result. It was not to be found. I thought of
the little old housekeeper, or whatever she was—but that was ridiculous.
Besides, she had carried no book. She had a black leather handbag over her
arm. She might, of course, have put the book—what idiocy was I thinking!
The book must be somewhere about. Everyone has laid things down and had
them disappear. Sometimes they turn up and sometimes they do not—the
fourth dimension, perhaps.

I met Mr. Patton the next evening as he had arranged. He fell into step
beside me.

“How’s it going?” he asked.

“I’m learning to be a first-rate lady’s maid,” I said, rather peevishly I am
afraid. “I massage, manicure and give scalp treatments, and I’ve got a smirk
from trying to look cheerful. The experiment is a failure, Mr. Patton. I’m not
nursing, for there’s no real illness; and I’'m not helping you any. And the
dreadful decorum of the house gets me. If I were twenty, I’d run away, too.
Nothing ever gets dusty or out of place. No door ever slams. When I raise a
window for air, I put in a gauze-filled frame to keep the dirt out!”

“Has the mother talked at all?”

“All the time—about herself. I’ve learned a little, of course. The girl has
been moody—would not let Mr. Plummer, her fiancé, visit her this summer.
Seemed to be in trouble; but confided in no one. The family relationships
seem to have been all right. They adore her.”



“Have you seen many of the people who come and go about the house?
Anyone who could answer the description of the man she met at the station
—the light-haired chap?”

I considered.

“None, I am sure.”

“She and her mother got along well?”

“I think so. They were always together.”
“Is there any trace of another love affair?”

“Yes, she was engaged once before. To a Mr. Wilson Page. She broke the
engagement herself.”

That interested him. He said he would look up Mr. Page.

“And don’t be impatient,” he advised me. We had made our circuit of the
block and were in sight of the house again. “These are long cases sometimes
—but the longer the time the more sure I am that the girl is alive. Murder
will out; it’s self-limiting, like a case of measles. But take a girl who wants
to stay hidden, and if she’s intelligent, there’s hardly any way to locate her.
How many servants in the house?”

“Seven, I believe.”

“Keep an eye on them. If one of them is garrulous, let her talk. They
know more of the family than any member of it.”

This brought to my mind the curious episode of the old woman, and I
told him about it. He listened without interruption.

“When you say old, how old?”

“Seventy, I should say. She was stooped—and rather lame, but very
active.”

“You are sure you saw her? You could not possibly have been dozing?”

“I was making coffee; I don’t customarily do that in my sleep. I think it
must have been the cook. She is the only servant I have not seen. And, as to
dozing, does anybody dream a handbag with straps and buckles?”

He put a hand on my arm impressively.

“It may interest you to know,” he said, “that the cook is a young woman;
I interviewed her myself. There is no person such as you describe in the
house!”



b

“But why—at three in the morning ’

“Exactly,” he said dryly. “Why? That’s for us to find out.”

He got a careful description of the old woman from me, and an account
of her exit by the French door from the dining room into the garden. He was
excited, for him, and rather triumphant.

“Now was it a mistake to put you there?”” he demanded. “Of course not!
And the next thing is to find the old lady. You can help there. Tell your story
to the family. Set them to wondering and guessing. They may place her for
us at once. In this business, try direct methods whenever you can. They save
time.”

He left me at the corner and I went on alone. Just before I reached the
house, a man ran down the steps and went away rapidly. The parlor maid
was just closing the door.

“Did that gentleman inquire for me, Mimi?” I asked. “I am expecting my
brother.” I was learning!

“No, miss. He asked for Miss March.” Her eyes were wide and excited.
“When I said she was not here, he ran down the steps in a hurry.”

“My brother,” I persisted, “is short and dark. Perhaps you ”

“He asked for Miss March,” she repeated. “And, anyhow, he was thin
and lightish.” She turned to see whether any of the family might overhear.
“He’s been here before, Miss,” she confided, lowering her voice—; “twice,
in the last week. He—he isn’t one of Miss March’s friends—I know that.
And tonight he left this.”

She showed me her tray on the hall table. There was a note on it
addressed: “Miss Clare March. Important.”

“I’11 take this up to Mrs. March, Mimi,” I said. “And if he comes again,
ask him in and call me.”

“Call you, miss?”

“Call me,” I said quietly. “When he asks for Miss March, merely ask
him to come in. Then call me. Mrs. March has requested me to see him.”

I took the letter and went upstairs, but I did not give it to Mrs. March at
once. That night, while I made my coffee, I steamed open the envelope and
read the contents. It was on pale lavender paper and was as follows:



“I implore you to see me as soon as posible. Come to the old
place. I am up against it for sure. Don’t let this go any longer! It’s
life or death with me!”

I made a careful copy of the note, even to the misspelled word, and
sealed it again. Mr. March was out that night—a girl had been found in a
hospital. He was always following some such forlorn hope, returning each
time a little sadder, a little grayer.

Mrs. March was unusually exacting the next morning. She wakened at
dawn with a cry and I went to her. I was sleeping on the couch at the foot of
the bed. She was sitting up, terrified, in the gray dawn. She wailed that Clare
needed her, was calling for her. She had heard her distinctly.

“Surely you do not believe in dreams!” I said sternly.

“Not in dreams, perhaps,” she replied. She was still pallid. “But don’t
you think, Miss Adams, that people hear things in sleep that waking ears do
not catch? You know what I mean. It’s subconscious, or something.”

“It’s subnormal,” I commented, and brought her back to earth with a cup
of hot tea.

That morning I gave Mr. March the note. We were at breakfast and Mr.
Plummer had dropped in, as he usually did, on his way to his downtown
office. Mr. March read it without comment and passed it to the other man.
He was younger, less poised. I saw him change color.

“Who brought this?”” he demanded.
“Mimi got it. It was left by a thin, fair-haired young man.”

They called Mimi, but she knew no more than I had told them, except
for one fact: She said the man had tried to push by her into the house and
that he had insisted that Miss March was at home. They sent the girl out.
They seemed to have no scruple about talking before me.

“It is mystifying enough,” Mr. Plummer said. “Patton ought to see it. But
it doesn’t help much. Whoever wrote that did not know that Clare was—not
at home.”

“Thin and fair-haired!” repeated Mr. March. “That’s what Patton said,
Walter—about the man at the railroad station, isn’t it?”

“Patton is a fool!”



I gathered that the idea of the fair-haired man was extremely distasteful
to him. He was almost surly.

We were sitting at the small breakfast table in the bay. I thought it a good
time to speak about the little old woman. Any lingering doubt I may have
had as to her right to be where I had seen her was dispelled by their manner.
They were abstracted at first, then interested, then astounded.

“But, my dear young woman,” Mr. March exclaimed, “why did you not
rouse the house? And why did you wait for thirty hours before telling us?”

“It would be necessary for you to have seen her in order to understand. It
never occurred to me that she was not a member of the household—she was
so respectable. Only now, when I have seen all the servants, I begin to
realize . . . She went out through that door.”

“Is anything missing?” Mr. Plummer asked. “Mrs. March’s jewels?”
“Still in the safe-deposit vault. We have had no heart to think of them.”

Nevertheless a search of the house was made that day. Nothing was
missing. Under Mrs. March’s flushed directions, as she sat up in bed, I went
round with great bunches of keys, verifying lists, looking up laces, locating
furs. Such jewelry as she had about was safe.

As for the old lady with the jet on her bonnet, with the dolman and the
buckled handbag—none of the family had ever known such a person. She
answered no description, fitted into no place. Family and servants alike
disclaimed her.

Life has a curious way of picking up threads and dropping them. The
romantic young man with the blond hair, the little old lady with the limp,
had come and gone; and for two weeks there was nothing more. Clare
March remained missing. Mrs. March spoke of her in the past tense. Mr.
Plummer grew thinner and took to coming into Mrs. March’s room and
sitting for long stretches without speech, his hands hanging listlessly
between his knees.

I had my first real talk with Mr. Plummer late one afternoon while the
invalid dozed in her chair. He was a good-looking man, something over
thirty and already growing gray. He had sat for some time, apparently busy
with his own thoughts—in reality watching me as I put away Mrs. March’s
various pretty trifles. She was always littered—ribbon bows, a nail file, a
magazine, letters.

“Do you never make an unnecessary movement?” he asked at last.



“Frequently, ’'m afraid.”

“Must you put all those things away? Or will you sit down and talk for
five minutes?”

I sat down near him. Mrs. March was now sound asleep.
“Do you want me to sit down and talk, or to sit down and listen?”

“To listen, and to answer some questions. Just a minute.” He went
quietly to the dressing table, returning with the photograph of Clare that
stood there.

“You nurses know a lot about people,” he said. “That’s your business.
You’re a psychologist even if you don’t realize it. I’'ve watched you with
Mrs. March. Now what do you read in that picture?”

“It is a lovely face,” I replied, doing my best, but feeling utterly
inadequate. Womanlike, I dare say I was anxious to say the thing he wanted
to hear. “A—a pleasant face, I should say, but with character and
temperament.”

“What about the eyes?”

“They are well apart—that’s a good sign, though cows are that way,
aren’t they! They are very direct and honest, too. Really, Mr. Plummer ”

“Here is a later picture, taken this summer. Now, what do you see?”
I was puzzled and uncomfortable.

“She looks older, more serious.”

“Look at the eyes.”

Well, there was a difference. I could not say where it lay. The effect was
curious. In the early picture she was looking at the camera, and the eyes
were limpid and clear. In the picture he had taken from his pocketbook she
gazed into the camera also; but there was a sort of elusiveness about the
eyes. It gave me a strange feeling of indirectness, evasion—I hardly know
what. They might have been the eyes of a woman who had lived hard and
suffered. And yet this girl of twenty had hardly lived as yet. It was almost a
tragic face. I have seen the same drooping lines in eye cases, where vision is
faulty and seeing an effort. What was this, then—astigmatism or evasion?

“You see it, don’t you? Miss Adams, she has had some real trouble to
make a change of that sort. I—I thought she was happy in our engagement;
but as I look back, there are things——"



Mrs. March stirred and opened her eyes.

“I hate to waken,” she said querulously. “It is only when I am asleep that
I can forget, and even then I dream. Go out now, please, Walter; Miss Adams
is going to use the vibrator.”

That afternoon at five o’clock Mr. Patton called me on the telephone for
the first time.

“I think we have something,” he said. “When you go out for your walk
tonight, dress for the street. There will be a taxicab at the corner and I shall
be inside.”

“At what time?”’

“Seven thirty.”

“Will an hour be enough?”

“Ask for two hours.”

Mrs. March was rather peevish about my going out.

“I dare say you need air,” she said, “but you could get it by opening a
window. And what about my hot milk?”

“I’1l ask Hortense to sit with you and she will heat the milk. I do not
need air, of course. But I do need some exercise.”

She let me go grudgingly. Mr. Patton would not tell me where we were
going, but insisted on talking of indifferent things. As it turned out, we were
headed for a police station; and at last he voiced his errand.

“We are going to show you a lot of handbags,” he said. “A woman pick-
pocket was brought in here yesterday with four in a pocket under a skirt. I
was looking over them today and it occurred to me that you might recognize
one of them.”

“Mine! I hope you send her up for a year!”
“Not yours. And do not jump to conclusions; it is fatal in this business.”

I knew the bag at once when I saw it. Surely no other bag of that size in
the city had two straps fastened with steel buckles. The handles of two of the
other bags had been cut off, but the heavy leather handle of this one was
entire.

“This is the one you mean, of course. Yes, it looks like the one the old
lady carried; but there may be others. It is foreign, isn’t it?”



“What was she doing that night when you noticed the bag?”
“She opened it and put in a pair of spectacles in a case.”

He unfastened the bag and emptied onto a table a tin spectacle case, as
quaint as the bag; two keys, one for a patent lock, the other an ordinary
house key. Last of all he drew from a pocket inside the bag a soiled and
creased lavender envelope, stamped and ready for mailing. It was addressed
in pencil to Mrs. March and had been opened. Mr. Patton drew out the
communication inside and watched me as I read it. It was hardly
decipherable and was written on a piece of wrapping paper:

“Am all right. Clare.”
I stared at it.

“Interesting, isn’t it?”” commented Mr. Patton. “Did she write it or didn’t
she? If she’s all right, why isn’t she home? Why do all our little
communications arrive in lavender envelopes? Who’s the old lady? What
was she doing in the house that night? What’s the answer?”

“That could be the key to the garden door,” I said dully.



CHAPTER IV

THE doctor made a late call that night and dismissed Mrs. March as a
patient.

“I’ll drop in now and then to learn what the news is,” he said as he
prepared to leave. “You don’t need me professionally. Just keep cheerful. It
will all come out right.”

I followed him into the hall. It seemed to me that if anyone knew the
inside history I had failed to secure, it was he. And up to that time I had
failed with him.

“I hope you will stay on, Miss Adams. [ am leaving her in your hands—
remember, no drugs so long as she is normal; at any symptoms of
nervousness again, start them early.”

“It’s a trying case,” I said slowly. “It takes it out of me, doctor. She asks
me for theories, and—of course I didn’t know the girl or her life—I cannot
give her what she wants.”

He hesitated. We were in the lower hall by that time.
“Just what does she want?”
“Encouragement.”

“That Clare is living, of course. Well, tell her this the next time she is
down. It is true enough. Tell her Clare was unhappy in her engagement and
that I believe there is another man; that she has eloped with him; and that
her message to the family has miscarried.”

“Wilson Page?”

He eyed me. For the first time it occurred to me that he suspected my
business in the house and that he was giving me information that ethically
he would have refused.

“No; a blond fellow, rather thin. I have seen her meeting him in the park,
and once I believe she met him in my reception room.”

He seemed to regret this information the moment I had it and left
immediately.

That night, after I had rubbed Mrs. March with cocoanut oil, used the
vibrator, given her hot milk and finally read her to sleep, I slipped into my
room and sat down by the window. The autumn garden lay beneath, with no



moon to bring out its geometrical desolation. And there, elbows on the sill,
the chill air blowing about me, I tried to piece together the scraps I held: the
little old lady, the blond man and his frantic note, the letter in the buckled
bag. And again I recalled the conversation Mr. Patton and I had had in the
taxicab that evening.

“She’s alive,” he had said; “and she is in the city—if that note is hers,
and I think it is. I’ll show it to the father and the other chap in the morning.
Then she is in hiding. Why?”

I lay down on a couch at the foot of Mrs. March’s bed, but did not get to
sleep, for some reason. The slightest movement of my patient found me
wide-eyed and alert. Small sounds were exaggerated. A regular footstep that
seemed to ascend the stairs for hours turned out to be a drip from a
bathroom tap. The slow chiming of the hall clock set me crazy.

At two o’clock I got up and went downstairs. In the waitress’s pantry, off
the dining room, there were beef cubes. It seemed to me that if I drank a cup
of bouillon I might sleep. As usual the light was burning in the lower hall.
The dining room was dark—I no longer required a night supper—and the
little table in the bay window was bare. A street light beyond the garden
showed the window and the longer rectangle of the garden door. I was not
nervous.

I made my way through the unlighted dining room to the pantry, a small
room, painted white, with a butler’s slide to the basement kitchen, and a
small white glass and silver refrigerator built into the wall, where the
waitress kept the dining room butter and cream. The electric light was out of
order there; I pressed the switch, but there was no answering flood of light. I
had matches with me for the alcohol lamp, however, and found my bouillon
cubes easily. Thus I was still in darkness when I opened the swinging door
into the dining room.

Someone was trying the lock of the garden door! I do not mind saying I
was terrified. The door was glass. To cross the room to the lighted hall
would throw my whole figure into relief. I shrank back, breathing with
difficulty, into my corner. Beyond the thin casement cloth of the door I could
see a moving shadow.

The lock did not give. It seemed to me, all at once, that I knew the
silhouette—that here again was the little old lady, but now without her key.
My heart ceased pounding. I was able to think, to calculate. I wondered



whether she would break the glass. I planned to let her get in if she could
and then to cut off her retreat by advancing on her from behind. I was very
calm by that time—rather exalted, I dare say, at my own bravery. I put the
packet of beef cubes into my pocket in order to have both hands free.

I do not know just when I realized that it was not the little old lady—I
believe it was after one of the panes had been broken and had fallen with a
soft crash onto the rug inside. The figure straightened; it was much taller
than I had expected. I recall that my heart almost stopped and then raced on
at a mad pace; I saw what I knew was a hand put through the opening; I
heard the lock turn and the cautious opening of the door. The intruder was in
the room with me.

Panic possessed me then. I turned wildly and threw myself headlong
against the swinging pantry door. It was madness, of course. There was no
exit from the little room, no way to fasten the door. I was in a cul-de-sac and
in the black dark. I believe I opened a drawer and got a cake knife; at least,
eons after, [ found myself clutching one. I do not remember how I got it.

The swinging door remained undisturbed. When I could hear—above the
pounding in my ears—there was no sound anywhere except the hall clock’s
slow chiming.

Many things I have never recalled clearly about that hideous night. I do
not know, for instance, how long I stood at bay in the pantry; or how my
courage rose from my knees, which ceased trembling, to my spinal cord, to
my pulse, which went down from about a hundred and eighty, thin and
stringy, to what I judged was almost normal, still irregular, but stronger.
When my courage reached my brain, which was in perhaps fifteen minutes,
though I would have sworn it was daylight by that time and I had stood there
most of the night, I put my ear against the door and listened. There was no
sound.

The instinct of my training asserted itself. Whatever was happening, my
patient must not be alone. I must get up to the sickroom. In a few moments it
was an obsession. I must get back. My sense of duty was stronger than my
terror.

I made the break at last, opening the door an inch or so. The room was
quiet. With infinite caution I pushed the door farther open. I could see the
room, solidly handsome, rather heavy, empty! I made my first few steps of
progress with deliberate slowness. I knew that if I ran, panic would follow at
my heels. I dared not look over my shoulder. Even the lighted hall brought



small comfort, with the dark rooms opening off it, sheltering I knew not
what; but I reached the foot of the stairs in safety. There I stopped.

A woman, dressed in rags, lay huddled on the bottom steps in a faint.
She lay face down. Even when I had turned her over and had recognized the
features of the photographs in the house, I was still incredulous.
Nevertheless it was true. Bruised and torn, clad in rags, gaunt to the point of
emaciation, Clare March had come home again.

It was the end of one mystery—the beginning of another.



CHAPTER V

My first feeling was one of horror. Her condition was frankly terrible. I even
feared at first that she was dead. I found a pulse, however. I am big and
strong; I got her down off the staircase and laid her flat on the floor. All the
time I was praying that none of the family or the servants had been roused. I
did not want anyone to see her yet.

I brought down some aromatic ammonia and gave it to her in water. Mrs.
March was sleeping calmly; across the hall Mr. March also slept, audibly. I
had a little time; I wanted an hour—maybe two.

She came to very gradually, throwing an arm over her head, moving a
little, and finally opening her eyes. I talked soothingly to her.

“Now don’t be alarmed,” I said over and over. “You are at home and
everything is all right. I am a nurse. Everything is all right.”

“I want—1Julie,” she said at last, feebly.
I had never heard the name.
“Julie is coming. Can you sit up if I hold you?”

She made an effort, and by degrees I got her into the music room, where
she collapsed again; and, there being no couch, I put her down on the floor
with a cushion under her head. Terrible thoughts had been running through
my head. The papers had been full of abduction stories, and I confess I
thought nothing else could explain her condition, her rags.

“I am hungry,” she said when I got her settled. “I am—I am starving! I
don’t know when I have had anything to eat.”

She looked it, too. I had the beef cubes in my pocket and I left her there
while I made some broth. I brought it back, with crackers. She was sitting in
a chair by that time, and she drank the stuff greedily, blistering hot as it was.

I had my first chance to take an inventory of her appearance. It was
startling. Her hands were abraded and blistered. She held one out to me
pathetically, but without comment. Over one eye was a deep bluish bruise.
Her face was almost colorless, and her forearm, where one sleeve had been
torn away, was thin to emaciation. Every trace of beauty was eclipsed for the
time. She was shocking—that is all.

Her clothing was thin and inadequate: a torn white waist, much soiled; a
short, ragged black skirt; and satin bedroom slippers, frayed and cut. She



had nothing on her head and no wrap, though the night was cold. She looked
up at me when she held out the empty cup.

“How is Mother?”

“She has not been well.”

“Was it worry?”

“Yes. Do you think you can get up the stairs?”

“Is that all I am to have to eat?”

“I’1l get more soon. You mustn’t take too much at once.”

She rose and I put my arm around her. She had taken me for granted,
childishly, but at the foot of the stairs she halted our further progress to ask
me, “Who are you? You are not a servant.”

“I am a trained nurse. I’ve been caring for your mother during her
illness.”

We went up the stairs and into her room.
Mrs. March wakened about the time I had got the girl to her own room.

“Don’t tell Mother yet,” she begged. “Give me a little time. I—I’d
frighten her now.”

I promised.

When I went back, half an hour later, Clare had undressed herself and
put on a negligee from the closet. She was sitting in front of the fire I had
lighted, brushing out her hair. For the first time she was reminiscent of the
girl of the photographs. She was not like them yet—she was too gaunt.

I tried to coax her to bed, but she would not go. I was puzzled. Her
nervous excitement was extreme; more than once she stopped, with brush
poised, as if she were on the point of asking me some question; but she
never asked it—her courage evidently failed her. It was a horrible night. I sat
inside the door of my patient’s room, in darkness, and watched the door
opposite. I could hear the girl pacing back and forth; I was almost crazy.

I offered her a bromide, which she refused to take; but about half past
three I heard her lie down on the bed, and some of the tension relaxed. I had
a chance to think, to work out a course of action. Mr. Patton should be
notified at once; and as soon as the girl was really composed, I would rouse
Mr. March. I knew I would be criticized in the family for not rousing them
all at once, but I am always willing to take the responsibility for what I do—



the doctor’s orders first and my own judgment next is my motto. And there
have been times when the doctor’s orders—but never mind about that.

I looked at my watch. It was almost four o’clock and still black dark. I
went down to the library, where the telephone stood on a stand behind a
teakwood screen, and called up Mr. Patton’s apartment; but I could not get
him.

I hung up the receiver and sat there in the darkness, meaning to try again
in a moment or so. It was while I was still there that I heard Clare on the
stairs.

She came slowly and painfully—a step; a pause for rest, another step.
Once down in the lower hall, she made better progress. She came directly
into the library, through the music room, and turned on the lights.

I was curious. It was easy to watch her through the carved margin of the
screen. It was only curiosity. I had no idea there would be further mystery to
solve. In the morning she would tell her story, the law would take hold, and
that would be all. But I recall distinctly every movement she made.

First she went to the long table littered with magazines, with the bronze
reading lamp in the center. She glanced over the magazines as they lay,
picked up the framed picture of herself and looked at it for a long moment,
her hands visibly trembling. Then she took a survey of the room.

There was an English fender about the fireplace, with a tufted leather
top. Mr. Plummer habitually sat there, with his back to the fire. And just
inside, thrown carelessly, lay a newspaper. It was the newspaper she wanted.
It was not easy for her to reach it in her weakened condition. She stooped,
staggered, bent again, and got it.

The wood fire had burnt itself out, but the warm bricks and ashes still
threw out a comforting heat. She curled up on the floor by the fender and
proceeded to go over the pages, running a shaking finger through paragraph
after paragraph. I was most uncomfortable, half ashamed, and cramped from
my position.

When I felt that I could stand no more, she found what she was looking
for. I heard her gasp and then saw her throw herself forward, her face in her
arms, crying silently but fiercely, her shoulders shaking. She paid no
attention when I bent over her, except to draw herself away from my hand.
When I tried to take the newspaper, however, she snatched it from my hand
and sat up.



“Go away!” she said hysterically. “Stop following me and watching me.
Can’t I even cry alone?”

I was rather offended. I drew back, like a fool, and lost a clue that we did
not find until weeks later.

“I’'m sorry you feel that way,” 1 said coldly and went out and up the
stairs.

She burned the paper before she made a laborious and faltering ascent of
the staircase half an hour later—at least, when I went down, there was no
sign of it or of any of the newspapers that had littered the room. And, though
Mr. Patton secured copies of them all later and we went over them patiently,
we could find nothing that seemed to have the remotest bearing on what we
were trying to learn.

She was much better by morning—had slept a little; was calmer; had a
bit of color in her ears, which had been wax-white; but the bruise on her
forehead was blacker.

I broke the news of her return very gently to Mr. March at dawn and left
it to him to tell his wife. I went to her afterward and found her hysterically
impatient to see her daughter. I induced her to wait, however, until she had
had an egg and a piece of toast. I do not believe in excitement on an entirely
empty stomach. We covered the bruise with a loop of Clare’s heavy hair;
and then her father and mother went in and I closed the door.

Somebody had telephoned for Mr. Plummer; but she sent her father out
to say she would not see him just yet. It was like a blow in the face. He
almost reeled.

“That’s the message, boy,” Mr. March said. “I don’t understand it any
more than you do. She’s in frightful condition; we’ve sent for the doctor.
Tomorrow I am sure ”

“But what does she say?” Mr. Plummer broke in. “Where has she been?
I’ll wait until she wants to see me, of course, but for God’s sake tell me
where she has been!”

“She has told us very little,” Mr. March had to confess. “She is hardly
coherent yet. She says she will talk to the police sometime today. She has
been imprisoned—that is all we know.”

Mrs. March’s sitting room was open and Mr. Plummer went in and sat
down heavily. Sometime later, as I passed the door, he called me in.



“You saw her first, didn’t you?” he asked. “Will you sit down and tell me
all you know about it?”

I was glad to talk—I had been bottled up for so long. I told him
everything—except my reason for being down in the library behind the
screen.

“Did she ask for me at all?” he asked when I had finished.
“I—I think so. Naturally she would.”

He smiled at me wryly.

“You know she did not ask for me,” he said and got up.

I was very sorry for him. He was so earnest, so bewildered. He waited
round all morning, hoping for a message, and about noon she said she would
see him. Her own maid dressed her and together we put a little rouge on her
face and touched up her colorless lips. Except for the hollows in her cheeks,
she looked lovely. I gave her message to him.

“Tell him I want to see him,” she said to me; “but he is not to ask a lot of
questions, and he is to stay only a minute or two—I am so very tired.”

He was uncertain of his welcome, I think. I took him to the door. She
was on a couch, propped up with pillows, and the bruise was covered. And
when [ saw the look in his eyes and the assuring flame in hers, I knew that,
whatever else was wrong, it was nothing that lay between them. The vision
of the blond man as Clare’s lover died at that moment and never came to life
again.

The story of the almost two months of Clare March’s disappearance she
told to Mr. Patton that afternoon. She would not allow her father and mother
to be present, and only Mr. Patton’s insistence that the nurse should be there
to see that she did not overtax her strength secured my admission. The story
was short and was told haltingly. It gave me the impression of truth, but of
being only a part of the truth. Her descriptions of the people and of the
surroundings, for instance, were undoubtedly drawn from painful memory.
They were photographic—raw with truth. The same was true of her story of
the escape.

“It was on the third of September that you started home,” Mr. Patton
said. “We know that, and that you arrived on the morning of the fourth. We
lost you from the time you got into a taxicab at the station. Did you order the
man to drive you home?”



“Not directly. I went to—" She named the department store to which she
had been traced. “I had made my purchase when a young man came up to
me and introduced himself. He said I did not know him, but that he was
living in the same house with an old German teacher of mine, Friulein Julie
Schlenker. She had taught me at boarding school and I was very fond of her.
He said she was—dying.”

Tears came into her eyes. Mr. Patton caught my eye for the fraction of a
second.

“Was this before you bought the blankets or after?”

She looked startled, but he was smiling pleasantly. If she had to
reassemble her story, she did it well and quickly.

“Before. I was terribly worried about Julie,” she said. “I agreed to go
there at once, and I asked him what I could take her to make her
comfortable. He said she couldn’t eat, but perhaps blankets—or something
like that. I bought blankets and had them put in the taxicab.”

“What address did this blond young man give you?”

“I did not say he was a blond young man,” she objected. “I do not
remember what he looked like. I should not know him again.”

Mr. Patton nodded gravely.
“My mistake,” he said. “Was this the same taxicab?”

“No; I had dismissed the other. I got into the taxicab and the man gave
an address to the driver. I paid no attention to it. I was upset about Julie. I
hardly looked out. We went very fast. All the time I was seeing Julie lying
dead, with her poor old face—" She shuddered. Clearly that part of the story
was true enough and painful. “We drove for a long time. I was worried about
the bill. When the register said four dollars I was anxious. I had checks, but
very little money.”

She stopped herself suddenly and gave Mr. Patton a startled glance, but
he was blandness itself.

“Four dollars!” he said. “Did you know the neighborhood?”

“Not at all. I was angry and accused the driver of taking a roundabout
way. He said he had gone directly and offered to ask a policeman.”

“You were still in the city then?”



“Yes; but it was far out. When the driver drew up, I had just enough
money to pay him. It was almost five dollars.”

“Can you remember exactly?”

“Four dollars and eighty cents. I gave that man five dollars. I had only a
dollar left.”

“The young man was still with you?”
“No, indeed. I was quite alone. I wish you would not interrupt me.”

Mr. Patton sat back good-humoredly and folded his hands. I knew why
he had continually broken in on the story. I thought he had caught
something, by his look.

“I got out. I had the blankets and they were bulky. The man carried them
to the doorstep and drove away. I thought it was a queer neighborhood. It
was a mean little house, off by itself, with only an unoccupied house near.

“I felt very strange, but Julie was always queer.

“I asked for Julie. A hideous old woman answered the door. The whole
place was filthy. I felt terribly for Julie—she was always so neat. I went in
and up the stairs. The stairs were narrow and steep, and shut off below with
a door. All I could think of was Julie in that horrible place. There were
cobwebs along the stairs. We turned toward the back of the house and
stopped before a door. The old woman did not rap. She opened it and said,
‘In here, miss.” I went in. The room was empty. I said, ‘Why, where is
Julie?’ But the old woman had gone. I heard her outside locking the door.”

That was a strange story we listened to that afternoon—a story of futile
calls for help; of bread and water passed through a broken panel in the door;
of a drugged sleep, from which she wakened to find her clothing gone and
rags substituted; of drunken revels below; and of the constant, maddening
surveillance through the panel by a man with a squint. She described the
room with absolute accuracy and even drew it roughly for Mr. Patton: a low
attic room with two small windows; a sloping roof; discolored plaster from a
leak above, a washstand without bowl or pitcher; for light a glass lamp with
a smoked chimney; and for furniture a cot under the lowest part of the
ceiling, and a chair.

Once a day, she said, the old woman brought her a tin basin for washing,
and a towel, rough-dried. The basin had a red string to hang it up by, she
said. The towels were checked—pink and white.



“Like glass towels,” she said. “There was a grate for coal and a wooden
shelf above it, with an old steel engraving tacked up on the wall. One corner
was loose, and if I left the window open, it flapped all the time. I had a fire
only once; but I did not suffer from cold—the kitchen was beneath, and the
flue was always warm.”

“This steel engraving—do you remember what it was?”’

“The Landing of the Pilgrims,” she said promptly. “Someone had
colored a part of it with crayons—a child probably.”

Mr. Patton looked puzzled. She might have invented the panel in the
door or the man with the squint; but parts of her story bore the absolute
imprint of truth: the chimney flue being warm, the flapping picture, the
rough-dried towels, the basin with a red string through its rim.

“In a moment [ want you to tell us how you got away,” Mr. Patton said,
“but first—I want a reason for all this. Was it—did they try to force you to
anything?”’

“Nothing at all.”

“They were not white slavers then?”
She colored. “No.”

“They never threatened you?”

She hesitated, considered.

“Only when I cried out—and that did no good. There was only an empty
house near.”

“Miss March, this is an almost incredible story. A crime must have a
motive. You are saying that you were imprisoned in an isolated house for
nearly two months, were unharmed and unthreatened, but under constant
surveillance, and finally made your escape. And you can imagine no reason
for it!”

“I haven’t said that at all—I imagined plenty of reasons. Couldn’t they
have wanted a ransom?”

“They made no attempt to secure one.”

She told of her escape rather briefly. If I can give in so many words my
impression of her story, it was that here and there she was on sure ground,
and that the escape was drawn absolutely from memory and was accurate in
every detail.



“Every now and then they all got drunk,” she said. “I—I always thought
they would set the house on fire. The two younger women would sing—and
it was horrible.”

“You did not say there were younger women.”
She was confused.

“There were two. One was married to the man. They called the old
woman Ma. And there was a man with a wooden leg who visited the house.
He came over the field; I saw him often. For two days they’d been drinking,
and the old woman fell down and hurt herself. I could hear her groaning.
And I was hungry—I was terribly hungry.” She looked at me. “You know
how hungry I was. I had not even water.”

“She was starving,” I said.

“Nobody came. I was frightened. I kept thinking that something had
happened.” She checked herself, started again. “All evening I lay in
darkness. I could hear them yelling and singing, and now and then the old
woman groaning. And I was so thirsty I hoped it would rain and the roof
would leak. That’s how thirsty I was. I slept a little—mnot very much. Mostly
I walked about and worried. The house was so quiet that it drove me crazy.”

“Quiet! Were they asleep?”
She looked at him quickly.

“They went away—all of them. There was only the old woman, and she
was hurt. When I called, nobody answered.”

“How was your door fastened?”
“On the outside.”

“Couldn’t you have put your arm through the broken panel and unlocked
it?”

“The key was not in the lock. It never was. It was always on a nail at the
top of the staircase. I could see it.”

No one could have doubted her. The key was kept at the top of the stairs
on a nail. It takes a perceptible second to invent such a detail. She had not
invented it.

“All the next day no one came near me. One of the windowpanes was
broken. I called through it for help. Sometimes there were people in the
fields beyond the house. There was nobody that day except some little boys.



They paid no attention; perhaps they did not hear me. I was getting weaker
all the time. I thought that pretty soon I would be too weak to try to escape.
The fire was out below and my room was cold. My hands were so stiff |
could hardly move them. I worked a long time at the window. They had
driven nails in all round it. I worked them loose.”

She held out her hands. They were cut and blistered.

“I got them out at last, but I broke a pane of glass. I hardly cared whether
it was heard or not. I had never been able before to see what lay below the
window. There was a sort of shed there.

“I had to wait until night. The room was freezing, with the window out.
They were still away, except the old woman. She lay and groaned down
below. I lay on the mattress the rest of the day and shivered. As soon as it
was dark, I crawled up on the windowsill. I was frightened—it looked so far
down. I lowered myself by my hands and then dropped; but I slipped. I
thought I had broken my ankle. The loose boards on the shed made a
frightful noise.”

“How did you find your way home?”

“I walked for hours. I do not know anything about the streets. I just
walked toward the glow of the city lights against the sky. When I got into
the city proper, I knew where I was.”

“Where were you when you first recognized your surroundings?”
“I saw the North Market.”

“Do you remember from which direction you approached it?”
“The west side, I believe.” Her tone was reluctant.

Mr. Patton drew a soiled lavender envelope from his pocket and took out
its enclosure.

“‘Am all right. Clare,”” he read. “Now, Miss March, just when and
where did you write this little note?”

Her only answer was to break into hysterical crying. “Julie! Julie!” she
cried. She absolutely refused to explain the note. It was an impasse. She
could neither explain it nor ignore it. She took refuge in tears and silence.

That was the end of Clare March’s story. It sounded like madness; but
there was proof of a sort—her general condition; her hands; her brief but
photographic descriptions. It was true—at least in part. It was not the whole
truth. She had not spoken of the blond man or of the little old lady in black;



and yet I was convinced she knew about them both. Mr. Patton thought as I
did; for when she was quieter, he asked for a description of the old woman
of her story.

“She was very stout,” she said slowly, “and very dirty. She always wore
the same things—a blue calico dress and an apron. She seemed to be
washing all the time; the apron was always wet and soapy. And she had thin
gray hair drawn into a hard knot.”

“Could you tell her nationality by her voice—her accent?”
“I’m afraid not.”

“Did you ever see her dressed for the street?”

“Never.”

“Then you never saw her in a black bonnet trimmed with jet and an old-
fashioned dolman, and carrying a pocketbook fastened with two buckles?”

She leaned over suddenly and caught Mr. Patton by the wrist.

“I can’t stand it any longer!” she cried. “What do you know? Was the
paper wrong?”

When she saw by his face that he did not understand and could not help
her, she sank back among her pillows. She would not answer any more
questions and lapsed into a watchful silence.



CHAPTER VI

NATURALLY I have never taken any credit for the solution of the Clare March
mystery. Even now, when I am writing under an assumed name, I am
uneasy. To be suspected would be my professional ruin. So far I have been
able to keep my double calling a profound secret. I may have been in your
house. Think it over, those of you who have something to conceal—are you
certain that the soft-walking, starched young woman to whom in your
weakness you talked so freely—are you sure it was not myself? Under the
skin, I said in the beginning—aye, and under the flesh and its weaknesses.
Do you recall that day when you and a visitor talked at the bedside and I
wrote letters in a corner by a window? How do you know but that your
entire conversation, word by word, was at the Central Office in two hours?
Did it ever occur to you before?

I wrote many letters that week. Mrs. March was up and about, bustling
and busy; Clare was my patient. I no longer met Mr. Patton in the evenings.
He was combing the outskirts of the city, I believe, and interviewing taxicab
drivers. I sent a daily report to him by mail:

MonNDAY—I notice one curious thing: She will not let me do much for
her. Hortense, her maid, does some things—not much. She gets rid of us
both whenever she can. I feel worse than useless. I have offered to give her
massage, but she refuses. Mr. Plummer only comes to the door—she does
not wish him to come in.

Tuespay—Still weak and inert. A box of flowers every day from Mr.
Plummer. I had once thought possibly she did not care for him; but today I
saw her eyes again when she looked at the roses—I believe she is crazy
about him. She would like to get rid of me, but her parents insist she needs
me. Her hands are healing. There is one curious thing—her wrists are
abraded. Did she say her hands were tied?

WEDNESDAY—The blond man has been here. I saw him from the stairs
and went down. He is not what we thought at all. He is untidy and shabby.
He was waiting inside the door, turning his hat round in his hands. I told him
Miss March was ill, but he refused to leave. He said, “Tell her it is Samuels,
and this is the last call. She’ll know what I mean.” I said, “I think she has
had a letter from you.” He turned livid. “Then she got it!” he stormed. “And
she paid no attention to it! You tell her, for me, that she’ll fix things with me
now—today—or I’ll tell the whole story!” He felt in his watch pocket and



seemed to remember that his watch was gone. That added to his rage. “You
tell her that. Tell her she’ll have it at the old place by three this afternoon or
I’ll go to her precious sweetheart and tell him some things he ought to
know.” I tried to follow him when he left, but by the time I’d got my hat and
ulster he was out of sight. If Samuels is his real name, you can probably find
him. He is blond and smooth-shaved, and has a gold tooth—right side, upper
jaw; wears a tan overcoat and a soft green felt hat.

WEDNESDAY, four .M.—I have just come back from an errand for Clare.
I have been to the “old place” with a parcel for Samuels. It was money. He
was so greedy that he tore it open while I waited. It seemed to be
considerable—well over a hundred dollars. When he had counted it, he put it
in his pocket. He looked better than in the morning and was calmer. He
looked at me after he had counted it. “Don’t look so damned virtuous!” he
said. “This isn’t blackmail. It’s for value received.”

The “old place” is at the corner of Tenth Street and the Embankment. We
stood in the doorway of a vacant building and talked. Samuels looks
decayed—as if he has seen better days. I tried to get you by telephone to
follow me. You were out.

THURSDAY—A very curious thing happened today: Clare asked for some
chicken cooked in cream. The cook had never done it and I volunteered. It
took some time; [ was in the basement more than an hour. When I came up
with the chicken, she had disappeared. We were all terribly frightened. I
called the office twice, but you were out as usual-—you will have to arrange
some way for me to get you in emergencies. She had taken her wraps and
gone out by the garden door. The parlor maid had not seen her. It was two
hours later when she came back, exhausted. She locked herself in her room
and it was almost the dinner hour before she would admit me.

Her father had a talk with her tonight. He said, “You must not do such
unwise things. You will drive your mother frantic.”

“Poor Mother!” she replied. “I’ll tell you before long where I was. Don’t
ask me.”

I thought she had been crying. I believe she has pawned or sold her
sapphire ring; I do not see it.

That last letter, sent special delivery, and unsigned as all of them were,
brought a telephone message from the detective and an appointment for that
evening.



“Ask for an evening off,” he said. “I think I’ve got it. And I want to talk
to you.”

He had a taxi at the corner that night. It was when it was well under way
that he began to talk.

“We’ve got the house,” he said. “The man with the squint did it—but
that’s a long story. In Miss March’s anxiety to tell as much as she dared of
the truth, she went a little too far. Given a four-dollar-and-eighty-cent
taxicab radius, an isolated house with two young women, an old hag and a
man with a squint—put a shed on the back of the house and a bad reputation
all over it—and you have perhaps two dozen possibilities. Add such graphic
touches as a built-in stairway and a tin basin hung up by a red string as
identification marks, and an empty house and a man with a wooden leg for
neighbors, and out of the two dozen there will be one house that fits. We’ve
found it.”

“Is that where we are going?”

“To that neighborhood. I really wanted a chance to go over the whole
thing with you. Now, then, what do you think? You’ve been close to the case
—closer than I have. How much of that story of hers is true?”

“About half of it.”
“Which half?”

“Well, I think she was not a prisoner. I believe she was a voluntary guest
in the house she described and that she was hiding from something.”

“I see. And not expecting us to find the house, she gave a circumstantial
description. But what was she hiding from? So far as we can learn, her past
has been an open book—she was away at school for four years, and spent a
year abroad with a party of girls and a chaperone. She came out two years
ago—I remember reading about the coming-out ball, something very
elaborate. That first winter she went about with young Page, became
engaged and broke it off. Page has been away ever since. It can’t have
anything to do with Page. Last spring she took on this Plummer—has been
with her family all summer—has never, except during the year abroad, been
away from her mother for any length of time. That doesn’t look like
anything to hide from. What do you think of the Julie story?”

“I don’t believe it. But there is a Julie.”
“Does the family know the name?”

“No. The girl is paying blackmail, Mr. Patton.”



“The blond chap?”
GCYeS"’

“That was rotten luck, my being out of touch that day. If we had him—or
if we had your friend, the little old lady!”

He stopped the taxicab shortly after and we got out. We were well out of
the center of town, in a scattering suburb. I had never seen it. And before us
stretched one of those empty spaces that are left here and there, without
apparent cause, during the growth of the city. House builders are gregarious
—they build in clusters. Perhaps it’s a matter of sewers or of gas and water.
To right and left of us stretched a sort of field, almost bare of grass, with
straggling paths across it. Long before, a street had been cut through; its
edges were still intact—a pitfall for the unwary.

I did not see all this that night. It was late October and very dark. Mr.
Patton had a pocket flash, and with that and his hand I managed fairly. Our
destination was before us—a little house, faintly lighted.

“I’'m afraid this isn’t very pleasant, Miss Adams,” he apologized; “and I
haven’t a good reason for bringing you. But I’'m up against it in a way. |
want you to see this place and perhaps your instinct will tell you what I fail
to make out. I've been here once today and it stumps me. They swear
they’ve never had a girl there; that the man with the wooden leg sleeps in
the garret sometimes. He’s a watchman at the railroad over there. By the
way, did she speak of a railroad?”

“I think not.”

“It’s a bad place. The police protection doesn’t amount to much, but over
there in the town they say it’s a speakeasy. The cellar’s full of beer. They say
other things, too—that the old woman is a white slaver, for one thing. That
bears out the story partly. And another thing does also—the hag hurt herself
lately. She’s going about with a cane. On the other hand—well, if they were
lying today they did a good piece of work.”

There was a wagon near the house as we approached. At first we thought
they were moving out. Then Mr. Patton laughed.

“Getting rid of the beer and the empties,” he said. “Got them scared!
Now don’t be nervous. You needn’t speak to them. I want you to keep your
eyes open—that’s all.”

I was nervous. There was something sinister about the very location. I
have even now rather a hazy recollection of Mr. Patton’s rap at the door, the



imperious summons of the law, and of a hideous old woman who peered out
into the darkness.

“Well, Mother,” Mr. Patton said cheerfully, “here I am again. I want to
look round a little.”

The hag made as if to close the door, but a woman spoke from behind.

“Let him in, Ma,” she said. “We ain’t got nothing to hide. Come in,
mister.”

A man came up from a cellarway with a box of bottles. I can still see his
face over the bottles—his sickening pallor, his squint. He thought it was a
raid, clearly. Then he saw me and his color came back.

“I guess a man’s ’ouse is ’is own,” he snarled. “We drink a little beer
ourselves. That ain’t agin’ the law, I reckon.”

“Not at all,” Mr. Patton said good-humoredly. “I’ll have a lamp, please.”

It appeared to be a four-roomed house. We stood in the front room, an
untidy place with a bed in a corner, and heavy with stale odors. Behind,
there was a kitchen containing a table littered with the remains of the
evening meal. Between the two rooms was a narrow, steep staircase shut off
with a door below and ending above in a small landing. From this landing
two doorways opened—one into a front room, the other into a half room, or
attic, over the kitchen. It was into this room that Mr. Patton, carrying a
smoky lamp, led the way.

“This is the room,” he said. “That is the window with the shed below.
Here is where the flue comes up from the kitchen.”

I looked round. It was a sordid, filthy place. The plaster had broken
away here and there. Where it was intact it was discolored from a leaking
roof. For furniture there was a mattress on the floor, with soiled bedding, a
chair with a broken seat and a washstand. Clare had said the washstand was
unfurnished, but had mentioned a tin basin. Here was a tin basin with a red
string. Mr. Patton was watching me grimly.

“Well, what do you make of it?” he said.

“It looks queer,” I admitted. “Only there are some things—the panel in
the door, for instance. There is no door.”

“I asked about that. They say it came off the hinges a month or so ago
and they chopped it up for firewood.”



I was still looking about. He had stooped and was examining the door
hinges.

“She said she broke the glass. One window is broken, but this one over
the shed is not.”

He came over and ran his hand over the window frame.

“Sash is nailed in, which I believe was also mentioned!” he said. Our
eyes met in the dim light—a friendly clash; he was so sure of the place and I
was so doubtful.

As 1 stood there peering into the squalid corners of the attic, I
remembered the daintiness of the girl’s room at home—its bright chintz and
shining silver, its soft lamps, its cushions, its white bath beyond. I
remembered the exquisite service of the March household and tried to
picture the hag below climbing that ladder of a staircase with a platter of
greasy food. I tried to forget Clare in her lovely negligee, and to recall the
haggard creature who had dropped in her rags at the foot of the staircase.
And I tried to place the wretched girl of that night in this wretched place. I
could not do it. There was something wrong.

Mr. Patton turned to me, gravely smiling.

“Now, then, your instinct against my training,” he said. “Is this the
place?”

“I do not believe she was ever here,” I said. “Don’t ask me why—I just
don’t believe it.” But a moment later I felt that my instinct had received a
justification. “Do you remember,” I said, “a graphic description of a steel
engraving that flapped in the wind?”

“By George!”

“There is not only no engraving—there are no nail holes in the plaster.
There has never been such an engraving here,” I said in triumph.



CHAPTER VII

I HAVE often wondered what would have happened had we taken Clare
March the next day to that untidy house in Brickyard Road. Brickyard Road
was the local name of the street that had been cut through and forgotten.

Would she have told the real story or not? If not, how would she have
explained the discrepancy, for instance, of the missing engraving? Would
she have taken refuge in silence? Had she hoped by the very detail of her
description to throw us off the track? Did she wonder, those dreadful days,
how the bag with the buckles had come into the hands of the police and yet
had not led us further? Did she suspect me at any time?

Sometimes I thought she did. She would not let me do much for her. I
gave her the medicines that were ordered, saw to her nourishment, read to
her occasionally. Her own maid looked after her personally. It rather irritated
me. More than once I found her watching me. I would glance up from my
book and find her eyes on me with a question in them; but she never asked
it.

Mr. Patton was waiting eagerly to take her out to Brickyard Road; but
she was still very weak and she showed a distaste for the excursion that was
understandable enough under the circumstances. Other things puzzled me,
however—her unwillingness to see Mr. Plummer was one. Yet she sat for
hours looking at his picture. I suspected, too, that her maid was closely in
her confidence. More than once I caught a glance of understanding between
them. Sometimes I wondered if Clare was quite normal—not insane, of
course, but with some queer mental bias.

Outwardly everything was calm. She lay or sat in her fairylike room,
with flowers all about her. Her color was coming back. In her soft negligees
she looked flowerlike herself. The picture was quite complete: a lovely
convalescent, a starched and capped nurse, a maid in black and white,
flowers, order, decorum, with a lover hovering in the background. But the
nurse was making notes on her record that were not of symptoms; the maid
was not clever enough to mask her air of mystery; and the lover paced back
and forth downstairs waiting for a word that never came.

On the day following my excursion with Mr. Patton, going into my own
room unexpectedly, I found Hortense, the maid, in my clothes-closet. She
made profuse apologies and backed out. She had been looking, she said, for
a frock that had been mislaid. I did not believe her.



After she had gone, | made a careful examination of the closet. A row of
my white linen dresses hung there, my street clothes, my mackintosh. In a
far end, where I had placed them the night she arrived, were the ragged
garments in which Clare had come home. I locked my door and, taking them
out, went over them carefully.

There was a worn black skirt, rather short; a ragged and filthy waist of
poor material and carelessly made, put together by hand with large stitches
and coarse thread. The undergarments were similarly sewed. They might
have come from just such a place as the house in Brickyard Road. The skirt
was different. Though ragged, it was well made, and it had been shortened.

I found something just then. On the inside of the belt was woven the
name of one of the leading tailors in the city. I thought that over awhile. The
skirt could hardly belong to Brickyard Road. It seemed to me that this was a
valuable clue. It seemed to me that Hortense knew this also, and that there
was no time to be lost.

The situation was put up to me that day in an unexpected fashion. Mr.
Patton slipped on the first ice of the season and injured the leg that had been
hurt before. He was almost wild with vexation.

“Just keep wide awake,” he wrote me by special delivery, “and send me
the usual daily bulletins. If anything very important happens, come round
and see me. The people we saw are being watched. If you meet the blond
chap, follow him until you get a chance to telephone. I’'ll send someone to
relieve you. We haven’t got it all yet by any means.”

It rather knocked my plans, especially as I could tell by the shaky
writing that he was suffering when he wrote the letter. It seemed to me that
for a day or so I should have to get along alone.

But I could do something—I could perhaps trace the skirt.

I had been in the March house now for eight weeks and had had
practically no time off. When I asked for two hours, Mrs. March offered me
the remainder of the day.

I took it; I was glad to get it.

I took the skirt along, carrying it out quite calmly under Hortense’s not
too friendly eyes. I wanted to identify the skirt. If it had been made for
Clare, her story of having had all her clothing taken away from her would
fall to shreds. If it had not, I meant to trace it. And trace it I did that autumn
afternoon, while the dead leaves in the park made crackling eddies under the
trees, while the wind held me back at every corner, while fashionable



women donned the first furs of the season and sallied forth to the tailors for
their winter garments. I, too, went to a tailor.

I dare say I was not fashionable enough to be worth while. It was a long
time before I received attention and my few hours were flying. When at last
the manager turned to me, I indicated my bundle.

“I want to trace a skirt that was made here,” I began. “Your name is on
the belt. It is very important.”

“But, madam,” he said, “we cannot give any information that concerns
our customers.”

“This is vitally important.”

“It would be impossible. We turn out a great many costumes. We keep
no record of the styles.”

“There is a number on the belt.”

I believe he suspected me of divorce proclivities. He held out both
hands, palms up.

“Madam surely understands—it is impossible!”

I turned over the lapel of my coat and he saw a badge that Mr. Patton
had given me. He had said, “Don’t use it unless you need to; but when the
time comes, flash it!”

I flashed it. I got my information within ten minutes, but it did not help
at first. He gave me the name of the woman for whom it had been made. I
had never heard of her—a Mrs. Kershaw.

“You are quite positive?”

“Positive, madam. The number is distinct. Also one of the skirtmakers
recalls—it was part of a trousseau a year or so ago.”

A sort of lust of investigation seized me. I had started the thing and I
would see it out. With a new deference the tailor handed me my rewrapped
bundle and saw me to the door.

“No trouble with the Kershaws, I hope?” he said.

“None whatever,” I answered at random. “She gave a skirt away and I
am tracing it.”

That was it, of course. I said it first and believed it afterward. She had
given the skirt away.



It took an hour and a half of my shortening afternoon to locate and
interview Mrs. Kershaw. She was quite affable. I did not show my badge—it
was not necessary. I made up a story about some stolen goods, with this skirt
among them. She was anxious to help, she said, but . . .

“I hardly remember,” she said. “I gave away a lot of my wedding clothes
—the styles changed so quickly. Why, I remember exactly what I did with
that! I gave it to the Fraulein—Frédulein Schlenker. But stolen goods! She’s
the honestest old soul in the world.”

“She is old then?”

“Oh, yes—quite. Such a quaint little figure. She taught me at boarding
school; she seemed old even then. Poor Fraulein Julie!”

My lips were dry. Julie!

“Would you mind describing the Friulein, Mrs. Kershaw?”
“You do not suspect her of anything?”

“No, indeed; but I should like to find her.”

“Well, she is a little thing, stooped and lame. She hurt her ankle after I
knew her first. She is very saving—we all thought she was rich; but I
believe not. There’s a brother, or someone, that she helps. She wears a rusty
black bonnet with jet on it, and a queer old wrap; and—oh, yes—she always
carries the same bag—a foreign one, with buckles. I really think the bag was
the reason we thought she was wealthy. It seemed such a secure affair.”

Julie, then, was my little old lady of the dining room and the garden
door! And there was more than that—the school was the school from which
Clare had graduated.

“Have you seen the Fréulein lately?”
“We have been away all summer. She may have called. I’ll ask.”

The little old lady had not called, however. I got her address. It seemed
to me that things were closing up.

It was quite dark when I left the Kershaw house. It was very cold and I
was hungry; but excitement would not let me eat. I was getting my first zest
for this new game I was playing, and I was losing my shrinking horror of
spying into affairs that were not my own. It seemed to me that my cause was
just; for if Clare March had not been incarcerated in the Brickyard Road
house, she might still, out of terror of the truth, insist that she had been.
Hysterical young women had done such things before. I held no brief for the



family in Brickyard Road; but if they were innocent, they were not to suffer.
I was after the truth, and I felt that I should get it. I had no course of action
mapped out. I wanted to confront the little old lady—TI got no further.

It was seven o’clock when I reached the house. I had crossed the city
again. I was hungry and shivering with cold, and I still carried the parcel
under my arm. For the first time that day I was nervous. The fear of failure
assailed me. I used to have the same feeling when I had charge of the
operating room and a strange surgeon was about to operate. Would he want
silk or catgut? What solutions did he use? Would the assistant get there in
time to lay out the instruments? So now with the Fraulein—would she deny
the skirt? If she did, should I accuse her of the night visit to the March
house? Or of the letter in the buckled bag?

The house was a small one on a by-street, a comfortable two-story brick,
with a wooden stoop and a cheerful glow through the curtains of a vestibule
door. The woman who answered my ring was clearly the mistress. She wore
a white apron and there was an agreeable odor of cooking food in the air.

“Fraulein Schlenker?” she said. “Yes; she made her home here. She is
not here now.”

“Can’t you tell me where I may find her?”
She hesitated.

“I don’t know exactly. We’ve been anxious about her lately. She went
away for a vacation about two months ago. Did you want to see her about
renting the house in Brickyard Road?”

For just a minute I distinctly saw two white aprons and two vestibule
doors!

“Yes,” I said as coolly as I could. “When—when will it be empty?”’

“It is empty,” she replied. “I hardly know what to do. She’s been anxious
to rent it; but now that she’s away and no word from her . . . Would you like
the key?”

The empty house in Brickyard Road!
“If I might have it.”

“You’ll return it soon, won’t you?” She went into the hall and got a key
from the drawer of a table, “She’ll do anything that’s reasonable—paper the
lower floor and fix the roof. It’s a nice little house.” I took the key, still
rather dazed. “It’s a growing neighborhood out that way,” she went on,



evidently eager to do her roomer a good turn. “Some of these days that street
will be paved.” She had an air of doubt; she was clearly divided between
eagerness and trepidation. “You’ll be sure to return the key?”

“I’11 have it back here tomorrow.”

She watched me down the street, still vaguely uneasy. I tried to make my
back honest, to step as one who walks the straight and narrow path. I had a
feeling that she might suddenly change her mind and pursue me,
commanding the return of the key. I hardly breathed until I had turned the
corner.

I got something to eat at the first restaurant I saw. I needed food and time
to think. I meant at first to telephone Mr. Patton. As I grew warmer and less
fatigued I decided to go on alone. It was my first case; I wanted to make
good—frankly I desired Mr. Patton’s approval, and something he had once
said to me came back.

b >

I ate deliberately. I never hurry with my food—I’ve seen too many
stomachs treated like coal cellars on the first cold day of fall. And as I ate,
the key lay before me on the cloth. It had a yellow tag tied to it, endorsed in
a small, neat script, very German.

“Key to the house in Brickyard Road,” it said. “Kitchen door.”

I had, at the best, about two hours and a half when I left the restaurant.
That meant a taxicab. I counted my money. I had thirteen dollars. It would
surely be enough.

Brickyard Road lay a square or two away from where I alighted. I
retained the cab—out there in that potter’s field of dead-and-gone real-estate
hopes it was a tie with the living world. Its lamps made a comfortable glow.
The driver was broad-shouldered. I borrowed a box of matches from him. I
have often wondered since what he thought.

The house Mr. Patton and I had examined was dimly lighted, as before. I
passed it at a safe distance. The empty house, that was the only other
building in Brickyard Road, was my destination. The two houses were alike
—clearly built by the same builder. Only the courage of an idea took me on.
In the lighted house the crone was singing—a maudlin voice. Someone was
walking along the rickety boardwalk round the place—a step and a tap, a
step and a tap—the one-legged man, of course.



There is something horrible about an empty house at night. A house is an
intimate place; its every emanation is human. Life has begun and ended in it.
Thoughts are things, I have always believed—things that leave their mark.

I had such a feeling about the little house in Brickyard Road. I was very
nervous. The other house was near enough to be dangerous—too far away to
be company. I felt terribly alone. There was not even starlight. I stumbled
and fumbled along, feeling my way by the side of the house to the rear.
There was a dispute going on next door. The crone had ceased singing.
Someone broke a bottle with a crash.

I found the kitchen door at last. To reach it I had to go through a wooden
shed. In the safety of the shed I struck a match and found the keyhole. The
key turned easily. As I opened the door, a breath of musty air greeted me and
blew out my match. The thick darkness closed down on me like a veil; I was
frightened.

It was a moment or two before I could light a fresh match, and it took
more than that for me to survey the kitchen. It had been in use not very long
before. There was a kettle on the stove and a few odds and ends of dishes in
orderly stacks on an upturned box. And there was a loaf of bread, covered
with gray-green mold. There was no table, no chair—but in a corner, there
was a cot bed, neatly made up. I remember distinctly the comfort of
discovering that orderly bed, with a log-cabin quilt spread over it.

My match went out, but the box was almost full. I was not uneasy now.
The peace of the log-cabin quilt was on my soul. I found a smoky lamp with
very little oil in it, and lighted it. My nerves are pretty good. I’ve laid out
more than one body in the mortuary at night and alone. I was not going to be
daunted by an empty house. Nevertheless the glow of the lamp was
comforting. [ put down my bundle and went into the front room.

I had a real fright there. Something shadowy stood in the center of the
room, moving very slightly. I almost dropped the lamp. I had a patient once
who used to say her heart “dropped a stitch.” Mine did. Then I saw that it
was a woman’s black dress hanging on a gas fixture and moving in the air
from the open kitchen door.

I began to feel uneasy. What if the house were inhabited? Certainly it
had been occupied recently. I dare say I move softly by habit, but I doubled
my ordinary caution. I wanted to get away, but I wanted more than that. I
wanted desperately to see whether there was a steel engraving of the
Landing of the Pilgrims in the attic room over the kitchen. If I was right—if
in this house Clare March had been imprisoned—if her detail of the house



next door was merely what she had gained from a window—what was the
meaning of it all? Where was Julie? If I knew anything, this old black silk
swaying in the air belonged to her.

Not, of course, that I reasoned all this out. I felt it partly; for the next
moment I heard a door open at the top of the stairs. I blew out the lamp
instantly, but a sort of paralysis of fright kept me from flight. I could have
made it. The stairs, as in the house next door, were closed off with a door—a
dash past this door and I should have been in the kitchen; but I hesitated, and
it was too late. The steps were at the lower door.

Now and then since that evening I have a nightmare, and it is always the
same. | am standing in a dark room and there are stealthy steps drawing
nearer and nearer. At last the thing comes toward me; I can hear it; but there
is nothing to see. And then it touches me with ice-cold hands—and I waken
with a scream. I frightened a nervous patient almost into convulsions once
because of that dream of mine.

The darkness was terrible. Behind me the dress swayed, touched me. I
almost fainted. The staircase door did not open immediately. I wondered
frantically what was standing and waiting there. It showed my abnormal
mental condition when it occurred to me that perhaps the old woman, Julie
—perhaps she was dead, and that this on the staircase was she again, come
back. I almost dropped the lamp.

I braced myself against I knew not what when I heard the door opening.
Whoever it was, was listening, 1 felt sure. Through the open kitchen door
came the sound of singing from next door and of someone hammering on a
table in time. It covered my gasping breaths, I dare say. The stair door
opened wider and someone stepped down into the tiny passage. We were
perhaps eight feet apart.

I lived a century, waiting to hear which way the footsteps turned. They
went toward the kitchen, still stealthily, with a caution that was more terrible
than curses. I had a moment’s respite then, and I felt my way toward the
front door. If the key was there, I might yet escape. I found the door. The
key was gone. Even in that moment of frenzy I knew where the key was—in
the buckled bag at the police station. I was trapped!

There were various sounds now from the kitchen: a match struck, and a
wavering search, probably for the lamp I held; then a dim but steady light, as
though from a candle, followed by the cautious lifting of stovelids and much
rustling of paper. The paper reminded me of something—my bundle lay on
the cot!



I knew the exact moment when it was discovered. I heard it torn open
and I shivered in the silence that followed. Then the candle went out and
there was complete silence again; but this time it was the quiet of strained
ears and quickened senses. I dream of that, too, sometimes—of a silence that
is a horror.

I dared not move a muscle. I felt that if I relaxed I should stagger. I
breathed with only the upper part of my lungs. Then, very slowly, there was
movement in the next room—a step and then another. It was coming. While
the light was burning I had been terrified by something desperate, but at
least quick with life. Now, in the darkness, it became disembodied horror
again! It came slowly but inevitably, and directly toward me. I tried to move,
but I could not. The black dress moved in the air; a chill breath blew on me.
Then, out of the black void all round, a cold hand touched my cheek. I must
have collapsed without a sound.



CHAPTER VIII

WHEN I came to, I was lying on the floor of the empty room, with the black
dress swaying above me. There was a faint light in the room. By turning my
head, I saw that it came from the kitchen. Someone was moving quickly
there; there was a rattle of china. A moment later a figure appeared in the
doorway and peered in.

“Are you awake, Miss Adams?”
It was Clare! I struggled to a sitting position and stared at her.
“Was it—you—before?” I asked.

“Yes. Don’t talk about it just now. I have a fire going and soon we can
have some tea. I think you are almost frozen—and I know I am.”

It was curious to see how our positions had been reversed. And there
was a change in Clare—she was almost cheerful. She helped me out into the
kitchen and onto the cot, and then busied herself about the room.

“I am sure there is tea somewhere,” she said, “Julie was always making

2

tea.

She was dressed for the street—suit and hat and furs. She tried to make
talk as she moved about the room, but the really vital things of the evening
she avoided. She fussed with the fire, filled the kettle afresh from a hydrant
outside, rinsed out two cups, found tea, searched for sugar. And still her eyes
had not met mine.

She found me staring at an engraving that lay on the floor, however, and
she dropped her artificial manner.

“The Landing of the Pilgrims!” she said gravely. “I was going to burn
it.”
The sounds in the next house died away. The kettle on the stove began to

boil cheerfully. The little room grew bright with firelight. Clare drew the
box before the cot and poured two steaming cups of tea.

“We will drink our tea,” she said, “and then I shall tell you, Miss Adams.
I am very happy tonight—I have only one grief.”

What that was she did not say. She had found a box of biscuits and
opened it. She took very little herself. She was plainly intent on making up
to me for my fright. She seemed to bear me no malice for being there. It was
not until I had drained my cup that she put hers down.



“Now we’ll begin,” she said, and took off her jacket. Next she drew up
the sleeve of the soft blouse she wore beneath and held out her arm for me to
see. | gave a shocked exclamation.

“Cocaine!” she said briefly. “The other arm is also scarred. I got it first
at school for toothache.” I could not say anything; I only stared. “But that’s
all over now,” she went on briskly. “Today I have—but I'll tell you about
that later. I knew there was only one way out, Miss Adams—to do it myself.
Father and Mother would have helped me, of course; but it would have been
their will, not mine. I had to educate my own will to be strong enough. Oh,
I’d thought it all out. And then—I did not want them to know. Even now,
when I know it’s over, I’'m afraid to have them know. I’ve lied to keep it
from them; but the detective knew it wasn’t true.”

She told me the whole story eagerly, frankly. It was clearly a relief. She
had made her plans that summer and made them thoroughly. She had tried
before and failed. This time there was the great incentive—she wished to
marry.

“I wanted to bring children into the world, Miss Adams,” she said. “I
should not have dared—the way things were. All summer I tried and broke
over. I was almost crazy. Then I got a letter from Julie—she had been my
German teacher at school and I was fond of her. She had been taking care of
an insane brother, who had died. She wanted to work again. Poor Julie!

“I thought she could help me. I knew it would be hard, though I didn’t
know—well, I wrote her the whole story and told her my plan. I had been
here to see the brother with her; I knew the house. I asked her to send out
after dark for just enough to keep us going for a time. I did not want the
house opened. 1 thought there would be a hue and cry and they might trace
me to Julie.”

“Your father and mother said they knew of no one named Julie.”

“They would have known of her as Friulein Schlenker. They had never
seen her. I came to the city, bought some blankets and a book or two, and
came out here. She was here and partly settled. She was against the plan
even then; but I showed her my arms and she knew I was desperate. I had a
supply of cocaine—I had got it in town. I was to have it—I should have died
without—but she was to reduce the quantity. I locked myself in and gave her
the key.”

“You had been getting the cocaine from the man with the blond hair?”



“Yes. He was in a pharmacy at first—where I got the prescription filled.
He suspected me after a time. After he lost his position, he still got it for me.
I met him wherever I could—on the street, in the park, anywhere; but
generally we met by the Embankment. He robbed me, I think. I owed him a
great deal finally. He took to bothering me about it. I used up all my
allowance and more.

“I gave Julie the cocaine; and she was to reduce it—a little at a time. I
suffered the tortures of the lost, Miss Adams—but perhaps you know. There
were many days when I wanted to kill myself; and once Julie tied my hands
behind my back. She was wonderful—wonderful! I owe it all to her. I was
lost, Miss Adams—I would lie, steal, almost murder, to get the cocaine. |
lived for it.”

“All this was here in this house?”

“Upstairs—in the back room one window looked out over a field and
could be kept unshuttered. I chose it. Besides, the fire from below heated it.
We had only a little coal left in the cellar, and we could get none. Julie went
out after dark and did our buying. It—it all took longer than I had thought. I
planned for a month. It was more than that. We were running out of money.
At the end of five weeks we were desperate—and I sent Julie to the house.”

I remembered that well enough! But I did not interrupt.

“Father always gave me the fees from directors’ meetings; and, as they
were in gold, I dropped them under the cushion of a silver box on my
dressing table. Sometimes there would be several; most of them went
eventually to—to the man I spoke of. Before we went away in the summer, I
had put some there; I could not remember how many—my mind was hazy—
but I was sure there was perhaps fifty dollars. I had my own house keys with
me and I gave Julie the key to the garden door. She was terribly frightened,
but we were desperate. She got in without any trouble and got it. There was
forty dollars.”

I remembered something. “Forty dollars and a book,” I said, smiling.

“Forty dollars and a book—was it yours? The day came when she told
me I had had no cocaine for a week. I was faint and dizzy, but I wrote a line
to Father and Mother. I shouldn’t have written it. It could never be
reconciled with anything but the truth, and I was morbid about that. They
were never to know. I did not want Mr. Plummer to know—I thought he
would never trust me again. But I wrote it and Julie took it out. She never
came back—and I was locked in, upstairs!”



“She never came back!”

“She was killed—struck by an automobile. I thought—didn’t the
detective know that? He had her bag.”

So my little old lady was dead after all! I was sorry. What a spirit she
had!

“I was locked in,” Clare was saying. “I waited—and she did not come. I
had not eaten for a day or so before, and there were two days and a night
without even water. | was so desperate that I tried to call the other house; but
the old woman had hurt herself, and there was no one about outside. I tried
to break down the door. There was a panel in it—for the brother who was
crazy. I could almost reach the key on the nail outside. The last day I think I
was delirious. The key made faces at me through the panel. I told you, didn’t
I, about getting out of the window?”

“Yes. When did you learn about Julie?”

“The night I went home. As you know, I went down to the library and
searched the newspapers. I felt that she had been hurt. As soon as I was
strong enough, I slipped away from the house; and—they were going to give
her a pauper’s burial. I pawned a ring and, at least, she did not have that.”

She broke down, after keeping up bravely for so long. I gathered from
broken sentences her terrible fear of having the facts known; her despair
over the tissue of falsehood and truth that she had told Mr. Patton; her fear
of seeing her lover again until she was sure of herself; her grief for Julie’s
death and her self-accusation of it; her terror that day when Hortense had
told her that I had taken her skirt from my closet. But after a time she looked
up, smiling through her tears.

“I am really only crying over Julie,” she said. “The rest is—all gone,
Miss Adams. I am cured—really cured! Today I sat for an hour with a bottle
of cocaine beside me, and—1I did not touch it!”

That was my first case for Mr. Patton; and, though I really discovered
nothing that Clare would not have told eventually herself, he was kind
enough to say some very pleasant things.

“Though,” he said, wincing as he tried to move his leg, “courage carried
to the nth power is often foolishness! What possessed you to go to that
house alone?”

“I wanted to locate the Landing of the Pilgrims.”



He leaned back and looked up at me, smiling.

“Curiosity!” he said. “That was the only quality I was afraid you
lacked.” He took an envelope from the stand at his elbow and held it out.

“Your check, as per agreement.”

“I don’t want money, Mr. Patton. [—don’t think I am silly; but I had my
reward—if 1 deserve one, which, of course, I don’t—when I saw Mr.
Plummer’s eyes last night. She went straight into his arms.”

“You won’t take the check?”
“No, thank you.”

“Then I’ll bank it for you. We are going to have some interesting cases
together, Miss Adams, but I wish you were back here to look after me.
There’s a spineless creature here who lets me bully her. Do you know—
you’re a queer woman! Taking as remuneration the sight of a young girl
going into her lover’s arms!”

“I’ve taken most of my pleasures and all of my sentiment vicariously for
a number of years,” I retorted. “And, even if it’s the other person’s,
sentiment one has to have!”

“Yes,” said Mr. Patton, looking at me curiously. “Sentiment one has to
have!”

The bag is before me as I write. There are two keys—one to the house in
Brickyard Road; the other to the garden door at the March home. The
lavender envelope is there and its scrawled note from Clare—simply
explained, as are all confusing things when one has a key. The envelope had
contained the vial of cocaine that Clare took with her on her flight, and had
come, of course, from the pharmacy clerk. I never examined the clipping
carefully until today. It is curious to locate one’s mental blind spot. I had
read it many times.

The reverse is an advertisement for the cure of the drug habit.



Locked Doors



CHAPTER I

“You promised,” I reminded Mr. Patton, “to play with cards on the table.”

“My dear young lady,” he replied, “I have no cards! I suspect a game,
that’s all.”

“Then—do you need me?”

The detective bent forward, his arms on his desk, and looked me over
carefully.

“What sort of shape are you in? Tired?”
“No.”

“Nervous?”

“Not enough to hurt.”

“I want you to take another case, following a nurse who has gone to
pieces,” he said, selecting his words carefully. “I don’t want to tell you a lot
—1I want you to go in with a fresh mind. It promises to be an extraordinary
case.”

“How long was the other nurse there?”
“Four days.”
“She went to pieces in four days!”

“Well, she’s pretty much unstrung. The worst is, she hasn’t any real
reason. A family chooses to live in an unusual manner, because they like it,
or perhaps they’re afraid of something. The girl was, that’s sure. I had never
seen her until this morning, a big, healthy-looking young woman; but she
came in looking back over her shoulder as if she expected a knife in her
back. She said she was a nurse from St. Luke’s and that she’d been on a case
for four days. She’d left that morning after about three hours’ sleep in that
entire period, being locked in a room most of the time, and having little but
crackers and milk for food. She thought it was a case for the police.”

“Who is ill in the house? Who was her patient?”

“There is no illness, I believe. The French governess had gone, and they
wished the children competently cared for until they replaced her. That was
the reason given her when she went. Afterward she—well, she was
puzzled.”



“How are you going to get me there?”
He gathered acquiescence from my question and smiled approval.

“Good girl!” he said. “Never mind how I’ll get you there. You are the
most dependable woman I know.”

“The most curious, perhaps?” I retorted. “Four days on the case, three
hours’ sleep, locked in and yelling ‘Police!” Is it out of town?”

“No, in the heart of the city, on Beauregard Square. Can you get some
St. Luke’s uniforms? They want another St. Luke’s nurse.”

I said I could get the uniforms, and he wrote the address on a card.
“Better arrive early in the evening,” he said.

“But—if they are not expecting me?”’

“They will be expecting you,” he replied enigmatically.

“The doctor, if he’s a St. Luke’s man »?

“There is no doctor.”

It was six months since I had solved, or helped to solve, the mystery of
the buckled bag for Mr. Patton. I had had other cases for him in the interval,
cases in which the police could not get close enough. As I said when I began
this record of my crusade against crime and the criminal, a trained nurse gets
under the very skin of the soul.

Gradually I had come to see that Mr. Patton’s point of view was right:
that if the criminal uses every means against society, why not society against
the criminal? At first I had used this as a flag of truce to my nurse’s ethical
training; now I flaunted it, a mental and moral banner. The criminal against
society, and I against the criminal! And, more than that, against misery,
healing pain by augmenting it sometimes, but working like a surgeon, for
good.

I had had six cases in six months. Only in one had I failed to land my
criminal, and that without any suspicion of my white uniform and rubber-
soled shoes. Although I played a double game, no patient of mine had
suffered. I was a nurse first and a police agent second. If it was a question
between turpentine compresses—stupes, professionally—and seeing what
letters came in or went out of the house, the compress went on first, and
cracking hot, too. I am not boasting. That is my method, the only way I can



work, and it speaks well for it that, as I say, only one man escaped arrest, an
arson case in which the factory owner hanged himself in the bathroom
needle shower—in the house he had bought with the insurance money—
while I was fixing his breakfast tray. And even he might have been saved for
justice had the cook not burned the toast and been obliged to make it fresh.

I was no longer staying at a nurses’ home. I had taken a bachelor suite of
three rooms and bath, comfortably downtown. I cooked my own breakfasts
when I was off-duty and I dined at a restaurant nearby. Luncheon I did not
bother much about. Now and then Mr. Patton telephoned me and we lunched
together in remote places where we would not be known. He would tell me
of his cases and sometimes he asked my advice.

I bought my uniforms that day and took them home in a taxicab. The
dresses were blue, and over them for the street the St. Luke’s girls wore long
cloaks, English fashion, of navy blue serge, and a blue bonnet with a white
ruching and white lawn ties. I felt curious in it, but it was becoming and
convenient. Certainly I looked professional.

At three o’clock that afternoon a messenger brought a small box,
registered. It contained a St. Luke’s badge of gold and blue enamel.

At four o’clock my telephone rang. I was packing my suitcase according
to the list I keep pasted in the lid. Under the list, which was of uniforms,
aprons, thermometer, instruments, a nurse’s simple set of probe, forceps and
bandage scissors, was the word “box.” This always went in first—a wooden
box with a lock, the key of which was round my neck. It contained skeleton
keys, a small black revolver of which I was in deadly fear, a pair of
handcuffs, a pocket flashlight, and my badge from the chief of police. I was
examining the revolver nervously when the telephone rang, and I came
within an ace of sending a bullet into the flat below.

Did you ever notice how much you get out of a telephone voice? We can
dissemble with our faces, but under stress the vocal cords seem to draw up
tight and the voice comes thin and colorless. There’s a little woman in the
flat beneath—the one I nearly bombarded—who sings like a bird at her
piano half the day, scaling vocal heights that make me dizzy. Now and then
she has a visitor, a nice young man, and she disgraces herself, flats F, fogs E
even, finally takes cowardly refuge in a wretched mezzo-soprano and
doubtless cries herself to sleep later on.



The man who called me had the thin-drawn voice of extreme strain—a
youngish voice.

“Miss Adams,” he said, “this is Francis Reed speaking. I have called St.
Luke’s and they referred me to you. Are you free to take a case this
afternoon?”

I fenced. I was trying to read the voice.
“This afternoon?”
“Well, before night anyhow; as—as early this evening as possible.”

The voice was strained and tired, desperately tired. It was not peevish. It
was even rather pleasant.

“What is the case, Mr. Reed?”

He hesitated. “It is not illness. It is merely—the governess has gone and
there are two small children. We want someone to give her undivided
attention to the children.”

“I see.”
“Are you a heavy sleeper, Miss Adams?”
“A very light one.” I fancied he breathed freer.

“I hope you are not tired from a previous case?” I was beginning to like
the voice.

“Im quite fresh,” I replied almost gayly. “Even if I were not, I like
children, especially well ones. I shan’t find looking after them very
wearying, [’m sure.”

Again the odd little pause. Then he gave me the address on Beauregard
Square, and asked me to be sure not to be late.

“I must warn you,” he added, “we are living in a sort of casual way. Our
servants left us without warning. Mrs. Reed has been getting along as best
she could. Most of our meals are being sent in.”

I was thinking fast. No servants! A good many people think a trained
nurse is a sort of upper servant. I’ve been in houses where they were amazed
to discover that I was a college woman and, finding the two things
irreconcilable, have openly accused me of having been driven to such a
desperate course as a hospital training by an unfortunate love affair.



“Of course you understand that I will look after the children to the best
of my ability, but that I will not replace the servants.”

I fancied he smiled grimly.

“That, of course. Will you ring twice when you come?”
“Ring twice?”

“The doorbell,” he replied impatiently.

I said I would ring the doorbell twice.

The young woman below was caroling gayly, ignorant of the six-
chambered menace over her head. I knelt again by my suitcase, but packed
little and thought a great deal. I was to arrive before dusk at a house where
there were no servants and to ring the doorbell twice. I was to be a light
sleeper, although I was to look after two healthy children. It was not much in
itself, but, in connection with the previous nurse’s appeal to the police, it
took on new possibilities.

At six I started out to dinner. It was early spring and cold, but quite light.
At the first corner I saw Mr. Patton waiting for a street car, and at his quick
nod I saw I was to get in also. He did not pay my fare or speak to me. It was
a part of the game that we were never seen together except at the remote
restaurant I mentioned before. The car thinned out and I could watch him
easily. Far downtown he alighted and so did 1. The restaurant was near. |
went in alone and sat down at a table in a recess, and very soon he joined
me. We were in the main dining room but not of it, a sop at once to the
conventions and to the necessity, where he was so well known, for caution.

“I got a little information—on—the affair we were talking of,” he said as
he sat down. “I’m not so sure I want you to take the case after all.”

“Certainly 1 shall take it,” I retorted with some sharpness. “I’ve
promised to go.”

“Tut! I’'m not going to send you into danger unnecessarily.”
“I am not afraid.”

“Exactly. A lot of generals were lost in the Civil War because they were
not afraid and wanted to lead their troops instead of saving themselves and
their expensive West Point training by sitting back in a safe spot and
directing the fight. Any fool can run into danger. It takes intelligence to keep
out.”



I felt my color rising indignantly. “Then you brought me here to tell me I
am not to go?”

“Will you let me read you two reports?”
“You could have told me that at the corner!”
“Will you let me read you two reports?”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll first order something to eat. I'm to be there
before dark.”

2

“Will you let me

“I’'m going, and you know I’m going. If you don’t want me to represent
you, I’ll go on my own. They want a nurse, and they’re in trouble.”

I think he was really angry. I know I was. If there is anything that takes
the very soul out of a woman, it is to be kept from doing a thing she has set
her heart on, because some man thinks it dangerous. If she has any spirit,
that rouses it.

Mr. Patton quietly replaced the reports in his wallet, and his wallet in the
inside pocket of his coat, and fell to a judicial survey of the menu. But
although he barely glanced at me, he must have seen the determination in
my face, for he ordered things that were quickly prepared and told the waiter
to hurry.

“I have wondered lately,” he said slowly, “whether the mildness of your
manner at the hospital was acting, or the chastening effect of three years
under an order book.”

“A man always likes a woman to be a sheep.”

“Not at all. But it is rather disconcerting to have a pet lamb turn round
and take a bite out of one.”

“Will you read the reports now?”

“I think,” he said quietly, “they had better wait until we have eaten. We
will probably both feel calmer. Suppose we arrange that nothing said before
the oysters counts?”

I agreed, rather sulkily, and the meal went off well enough. I was rather
anxious to hurry but he ate deliberately, drank his demi-tasse, paid the
waiter, and at last met my impatient eyes and smiled.

“After all,” he said, “since you are determined to go anyhow, what’s the
use of reading the reports? Inside of an hour you’ll know all you need to



know.” But he saw that I did not take his teasing well, and drew out his
wallet.

There were two typewritten papers clamped together.

They are on my desk before me now. The first one is endorsed:

Statement by Laura J. Bosworth, nurse, of St. Luke’s Home for
Graduate Nurses.

Miss Bosworth says:

I do not know just why I came to the police. But I know I’'m
frightened. That’s the fact. I think there is something terribly
wrong in the house of Francis M. Reed, 71 Beauregard Square. I
think a crime of some sort has been committed. There are four
people in the family, Mr. and Mrs. Reed and two children. I was to
look after the children.

I was there four days and the children were never allowed out
of the room. At night we were locked in. I kept wondering what I
would do if there was a fire. The telephone wires are cut so no one
can call the house, and I believe the doorbell was disconnected,
too. But that’s fixed now. Mrs. Reed went round all the time with a
face like chalk and her eyes staring. At all hours of the night she’d
unlock the bedroom door and come in and look at the children.

Almost all the doors through the house were locked. If I
wanted to get to the kitchen to boil eggs for the children’s
breakfast—for there were no servants, and Mrs. Reed is young and
doesn’t know anything about cooking—Mr. Reed had to unlock
about four doors for me.

If Mrs. Reed looked bad, he was dreadful—sunken-eyed and
white and wouldn’t eat. I think he has killed someone and is
making away with the body.

Last night I said I had to have air, and they let me go out. |
called up a friend from a pay station, another nurse. This morning
she sent me a special delivery letter that I was needed on another
case, and I got away. That’s all; it sounds foolish, but try it and see
if it doesn’t get on your nerves.

Mr. Patton looked up at me as he finished reading.



“Now you see what I mean,” he said. “That woman was there four days,
and she is as temperamental as a cow, but in those four days her nervous
system went to smash.”

“Doors locked!” I reflected. “Servants gone; state of fear—it looks like a
siege!”

“But why a trained nurse? Why not a policeman, if there is danger? Why
anyone at all, if there is something that the police are not to know?”

“That is what I intend to find out,” I replied. He shrugged his shoulders
and read the other paper:

Report of Detective Bennett on Francis M. Reed, April 5.

Francis M. Reed is thirty-six years of age, married, a chemist
at the Olympic Paint Works. He has two children, both boys. Has a
small independent income and owns the house on Beauregard
Square, which was built by his grandfather, General F. R. Reed. Is
supposed to be living beyond his means. House is usually full of
servants, and grocer in the neighborhood has had to wait for
money several times.

On March twenty-ninth he dismissed all servants without
warning. No reason given, but a week’s wages instead of notice.

On March thirtieth he applied to the owners of the paint
factory for two weeks’ vacation. Gave as his reason nervousness
and insomnia. He said he was “going to lay off and get some
sleep.” Has not been back at the works since. House under
surveillance this afternoon. No visitors.

Mr. Reed telephoned for a nurse at four o’clock from a store
on Eleventh Street. Explained that his telephone was out of order.

Mr. Patton folded up the papers and thrust them back into his pocket.
Evidently he saw I was determined, for he only said, “Have you got your
revolver?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know anything about telephones? Could you repair that one in
an emergency?”

“In an emergency,” I retorted, “there is no time to repair a telephone. But
I’ve got a voice and there are windows. If I really put my mind to it, you



will hear me yell at headquarters.”

He smiled grimly.



CHAPTER II

BEAUREGARD SQUARE is a small, exclusive neighborhood; a dozen or more
solid citizens built their homes there in the early 70’s, occupying large lots,
the houses flush with the streets and with gardens behind. Six on one street,
six on another, back to back with the gardens in the center, they occupy the
whole block. And the gardens are not fenced off, but make a sort of small
park, unsuspected from the streets. Here and there bits of flowering
shrubbery sketchily outline a property, but the general impression is of lawn
and trees, free of access to all the owners. Thus, with the square in front and
the gardens in the rear, the Reed house faces in two directions on the early
spring green.

In the gardens the old tar walks are still there, and a fountain which no
longer plays, but on whose stone coping I believe the young Beauregard
Squarites made their first climbing ventures.

The gardens are always alive with birds, and eventually, from my
windows, I learned the reason. It seems to have been a custom sanctified by
years that the crumbs from the twelve tables should be thrown into the dry
basin of the fountain for the birds. It is a common sight to see stately butlers
and chic little waitresses in black and white coming out after luncheon or
dinner with silver trays of crumbs. Many a scrap of gossip, as well as scrap
of food, has been passed along at the old stone fountain, I believe. I know
that it was there that I heard of the “basement ghost” of Beauregard Square
—a whisper at first, a panic later.

I arrived at eight o’clock and rang the doorbell twice. The door was
opened at once by Mr. Reed, a tall, blond young man, carefully dressed. He
threw away his cigarette when he saw me and shook hands. The hall was
brightly lighted and most cheerful; in fact the whole house was ablaze with
light. Certainly nothing could be less mysterious than the house, or than the
debonair young man who motioned me into the library.

“I told Mrs. Reed I would talk to you before you go upstairs,” he said.
“Will you sit down?”

I sat down. The library was even brighter than the hall, and now I saw
that, although he smiled as cheerfully as ever, his face was almost colorless,
and his eyes, which looked frankly enough into mine for a moment, went
wandering off round the room. I had the impression somehow that Mr.
Patton had had of the nurse at headquarters that morning—that he looked as



if he expected a knife in his back. It seemed to me that he wanted to look
over his shoulder and by sheer will power did not.

“You know the rule, Miss Adams,” he said. “When there’s an
emergency, get a trained nurse. I told you our emergency—no servants and
two small children.”

“This should be a good time to secure servants,” I said briskly. “City
houses are being deserted for country places, and a percentage of servants
won’t leave town.”

He hesitated. “We’ve been doing very nicely, although of course it’s
hardly more than just living. Our meals are sent in from a hotel, and—well,
we thought, since we are going away so soon, that perhaps we could
manage.”

The impulse was too strong for him at that moment. He wheeled and
looked behind him, not a hasty glance, but a deliberate inspection that took
in every part of that end of the room. It was so unexpected that it left me

gasping.
The next moment he was himself again.

“When I say that there is no illness,” he said, “I am hardly exact. There
is no illness, but there has been an epidemic of children’s diseases among
the Beauregard Square children and we are keeping the youngsters indoors.”

“Don’t you think they could be safeguarded without being shut up in the
house?”

He responded eagerly. “If 1 only thought——" He checked himself.
“No,” he said decidedly; “for a time, at least, I believe it is not wise.”

I did not argue with him. There was nothing to be gained by
antagonizing him. And as Mrs. Reed came in just then, the subject was
dropped. She was hardly more than a girl, almost as blonde as her husband,
very pretty, and with the weariest eyes I have ever seen, unless perhaps the
eyes of a man who has waited a long time for death.

I liked her at once. She did not attempt to smile. She rather clung to my
hand when I held it out.

“I am glad St. Luke’s still trusts us,” she said. “I was afraid the other
nurse . . . Frank, will you take Miss Adams’s suitcase upstairs?”’

She held out a key. He took it, but he turned at the door and said, “I wish
you wouldn’t wear those things, Anne. You gave me your promise



yesterday, you remember.”
“I can’t work round the children in anything else,” she protested.

“Those things” were charming. She wore a rose silk negligee trimmed
with soft bands of lace and blue satin flowers, a petticoat to match that
garment, and a lace cap.

He hesitated in the doorway and looked at her—a curious glance, I
thought, full of tenderness, reproof—and perhaps apprehension.

“I’ll take them off, dear,” she replied to the glance. “I wanted Miss
Adams to know that, even if we haven’t a servant in the house, we are at
least civilized. I—I haven’t taken cold.” This last was clearly an
afterthought.

He went out then and left us together.

She came over to me swiftly. “What did the other nurse say?” she
demanded.

“I do not know her at all. I have not seen her.”
“Didn’t she report at the hospital that we were—queer?”
I smiled. “That’s hardly likely, is it?”

Unexpectedly she went to the door opening into the hall and closed it,
coming back swiftly.

“Mr. Reed thinks it is not necessary, but—there are some things that will
puzzle you. Perhaps I should have spoken to the other nurse. If—if anything
strikes you as unusual, Miss Adams, just please don’t see it! It is all right,
everything is all right. But something has occurred—not very much, but
disturbing—and we are all of us doing the very best we can.”

She was quivering with nervousness.
I was not the police agent then, I’'m afraid.
“Nurses are accustomed to disturbing things. Perhaps I can help.”

“You can, by watching the children. That’s the only thing that matters to
me—the children. I don’t want them left alone. If you have to leave them,
call me.”

“Don’t you think I will be able to watch them more intelligently if 1
know just what the danger is?”



I think she very nearly told me. She was so tired, evidently so anxious to
shift her burden to fresh shoulders.

“Mr. Reed said,” I prompted her, “that there was an epidemic of
children’s diseases. But from what you say——"

But I was not to learn, after all, for her husband opened the hall door.

“Yes, children’s diseases,” she said vaguely. “So many children are
down. Shall we go up, Frank?”

The extraordinary bareness of the house had been dawning on me for
some time. It was well lighted and well furnished. But the floors were
innocent of rugs, the handsome furniture was without arrangement and, in
the library at least, stood huddled in the center of the room. The hall and
stairs were also uncarpeted, but there were marks where carpets had recently
lain and had been jerked up.

The progress up the staircase was not calculated to soothe my nerves.
The thought of my little revolver, locked in my suitcase, was poor comfort.
For with every four steps or so Mr. Reed, who led the way, turned
automatically and peered into the hallway below; he was listening, too, his
head bent slightly forward. And each time that he turned, his wife, behind
me, turned also. Cold terror suddenly got me by the spine, and yet the hall
was bright with light.

(NotE: Surely fear is a contagion. Could one isolate the germ of it and
find an antitoxin? Or is it merely a form of nervous activity run amuck, like
a runaway locomotive, colliding with other nervous activities and causing
catastrophe? Take this up with Mr. Patton. But would he know? He, I am
almost sure, has never been really afraid.)

I had a vision of my oxlike predecessor making this head-over-shoulder
journey up the staircase, and in spite of my nervousness I smiled. But at that
moment Mrs. Reed put a hand on my arm, and I screamed. I remember yet
the way she dropped back against the wall and turned white.

Mr. Reed whirled on me instantly. “What did you see?”” he demanded.

“Nothing at all.” T was horribly ashamed. “Your wife touched my arm
unexpectedly. I dare say I am nervous.”

“It’s all right, Anne,” he reassured her. And to me, almost irritably, “I
thought you nurses had no nerves.”

“Under ordinary circumstances [ have none.”



It was all ridiculous. We were still on the staircase.
“Just what do you mean by that?”

“If you will stop looking down into that hall, I’ll be calm enough. You
make me jumpy.”

He muttered something about being sorry and went on quickly. But at
the top he went through an inward struggle, evidently succumbed, and took
a final furtive survey of the hallway below. I was so wrought up that had a
door slammed anywhere just then, I think I should have dropped where I
stood.

The absolute silence of the house added to the strangeness of the
situation. Beauregard Square is not close to a trolley line, and quiet is the
neighborhood tradition. The first rubber-tired vehicles in the city drew up
before Beauregard Square houses. Beauregard Square children speak in low
voices and never bang their spoons on their plates. Beauregard Square
servants wear felt-soled shoes. And such outside noises as venture to intrude
themselves must filter through double brick walls and doors built when
lumber was selling by the thousand acres instead of the square foot.

Through this silence our feet echoed along the bare floor of the upper
hall, as well lighted as belowstairs and as dismantled, to the door of the day
nursery. The door was locked—double locked, in fact. For the key had been
turned in the old-fashioned lock, and in addition an ordinary bolt had been
newly fastened on the outside of the door. On the outside! Was that to keep
me in? It was certainly not to keep anyone or anything out. The feeblest
touch moved the bolt.

We were all three outside the door. We seemed to keep our compactness
by common consent. No one of us left the group willingly; or, leaving it, we
slid back again quickly. That was my impression, at least. But the bolt rather
alarmed me.

“This 1s your room,” Mrs. Reed said. “It is generally the day nursery, but
we have put a bed and some other things in it. I hope you will be
comfortable.”

I touched the bolt with my finger and smiled into Mr. Reeds eyes.
“I hope I am not to be fastened in!” I said.

He looked back squarely enough, but somehow I knew he lied.
“Certainly not,” he replied, and opened the door.



If there had been mystery outside, and bareness, the nursery was
charming—a corner room with many windows, hung with the simplest of
nursery papers and full of glass-doored closets filled with orderly rows of
toys. In one corner a small single bed had been added without spoiling the
room. The window sills were full of flowering plants. There was a bowl of
goldfish on a stand, and a tiny dwarf parrot in a cage. A white-tiled
bathroom connected with this room and also with the night nursery beyond.

Mr. Reed did not come in. I had an uneasy feeling, however, that he was
just beyond the door. The children were not asleep. Mrs. Reed left me so
that I could put on my uniform. When she came back, her face was troubled.

“They are not sleeping well,” she complained. “I suppose it comes from
having no exercise. They are always excited.”

“I’ll take their temperatures,” I said. “Sometimes a tepid bath and a cup
of hot milk will make them sleep.”

The two little boys were wide awake. They sat up to look at me and both
spoke at once.

“Can you tell fairy tales out of your head?”
“Did you see Chang?”

They were small, sleek-headed, fair-skinned youngsters, adorably clean
and rumpled.

“Chang is their dog, a Pekingese,” explained the mother. “He has been
lost for several days.”

“But he isn’t lost, Mother. I can hear him crying every now and then.
You’ll look again, Mother, won’t you?”

“We heard him through the furnace pipe,” shrilled the smaller of the two.
“You said you would look.”

“I did look, darlings. He isn’t there. And you promised not to cry about
him, Freddie.”

Freddie, thus put on his honor, protested he was not crying for the dog.

“I want to go out and take a walk, that’s why I’'m crying,” he wailed.
“And I want Mademoiselle, and my buttons are all off. And my ear aches
when I lie on it.”

The room was close. I threw up the windows, and turned to find Mrs.
Reed at my elbow. She was glancing out apprehensively.



“I suppose the air is necessary,” she said, “and these windows are all
right. But—I have a reason for asking it—please do not open the others.”

She went very soon, and I listened as she went out. I had promised to
lock the door behind her, and I did so. The bolt outside was not shot.

After I had quieted the children with my mildest fairy story, I made an
inventory of my new quarters. I drew a diagram of the second floor, which I
gave to Mr. Patton later. That night, of course, I investigated only the two
nurseries. But, so strangely had the fear that hung over the house infected
me, | confess that I made my little tour of bathroom and clothes-closet with
my revolver in my hand!

I found nothing, of course. The disorder of the house had not extended
itself here. The bathroom was spotless with white tile; the large clothes-
closet, which opened off the passage between the two rooms, was full of
neatly folded clothing for the children. The closet was to play its part later, a
darkish little room faintly lighted during the day by a ground-glass transom
opening into the center hall, but dependent mostly on electric light.

Outside the windows Mrs. Reed had asked me not to open was a porte-
cochere roof almost level with the sills. Then was it an outside intruder she
feared? And in that case, why the bolts on the outside of the two nursery
doors? For the night nursery, I found, must have one also. I turned the key,
but the door would not open.

I decided not to try to sleep that night, but to keep on watch. So
powerfully had the mother’s anxiety about her children and their mysterious
danger impressed me that I made frequent excursions into the back room.
Up to midnight there was nothing whatever to alarm me. I darkened both
rooms and sat, waiting for I know not what; for some sound to show that the
house stirred, perhaps. At a few minutes after twelve, faint noises penetrated
to my room from the hall: Mr. Reed’s nervous voice and a piece of furniture
scraping over the floor. Then silence again for half an hour or so.

Then—I was quite certain that the bolt on my door had been shot. I do
not think I heard it. Perhaps I felt it. Perhaps I only feared it. I unlocked the
door; it was fastened outside.

There is a hideous feeling of helplessness about being locked in. I
pretended to myself at first that I was only interested and curious. But I was
frightened; I know that now. I sat there in the dark and wondered what I
would do if the house took fire, or if some hideous tragedy enacted itself
outside that locked door and I were helpless.



By two o’clock I had worked myself into a panic. The house was no
longer silent. Someone was moving about downstairs, and not stealthily. The
sounds came up through the heavy joists and flooring of the old house.

I determined to make at least a struggle to free myself. There was no
way to get at the bolts, of course. The porte-cochere roof remained, and the
transom in the clothes-closet. True, I might have raised an alarm and been
freed at once, but naturally I rejected this method. The roof of the porte-
cochere proved impracticable. The tin bent and cracked under my first step.
The transom then.

I carried a chair into the closet and found the transom easy to lower. But
it threatened to creak. I put liquid soap on the hinges—it was all I had, and it
worked very well—and lowered the transom inch by inch. Even then I could
not see over it. I had worked so far without a sound, but in climbing to a
shelf my foot slipped and I thought I heard a sharp movement outside. It was
five minutes before I stirred. I hung there, every muscle cramped, listening
and waiting. Then I lifted myself by sheer force of muscle and looked out.
The upper landing of the staircase, brilliantly lighted, was to my right.
Across the head of the stairs had been pushed a cotbed, made up for the
night, but it was unoccupied.

Mrs. Reed, in a long, dark ulster, was standing beside it, staring with
fixed and glassy eyes at something in the lower hall.



CHAPTER III

SoMETIME after four o’clock my door was unlocked from without; the bolt
slipped as noiselessly as it had been shot. I got a little sleep until seven,
when the boys trotted into my room in their bathrobes and slippers and
perched on my bed.

“It’s a nice day,” observed Harry, the elder. “Is that bump your feet?”
I wriggled my toes and assured him he had surmised correctly.

“You’re pretty long, aren’t you? Do you think we can play in the
fountain today?”

“We’ll make a try for it, son. It will do us all good to get out into the
sunshine.”

“We always took Chang for a walk every day, Mademoiselle and Chang
and Freddie and 1.”

Freddie had found my cap on the dressing table and had put it on his
yellow head. But now, on hearing the beloved name of his pet, he burst into
loud grief-stricken howls.

“Want Mam’selle,” he cried. “Want Chang, too. Poor Freddie!”

The children were adorable. I bathed and dressed them and, mindful of
my predecessor’s story of crackers and milk, prepared for an excursion
kitchenward. The nights might be full of mystery, murder might romp from
room to room, but I intended to see that the youngsters breakfasted. But
before I was ready to go down, breakfast arrived.

Perhaps the other nurse had told the Reeds a few plain truths before she
left; perhaps—and this, I think, was the case—the cloud had lifted just a
little. Whatever it may have been, two rather flushed and flurried young
people tapped at the door that morning and were admitted, Mr. Reed first,
with a tray, Mrs. Reed following with a coffeepot and cream.

The little nursery table was small for five, but we made room somehow.
What if the eggs were underdone and the toast dry? The children munched
blissfully. What if Mr. Reed’s face was still drawn and haggard and his wife
a limp little huddle on the floor? She sat with her head against his knee and
her eyes on the little boys, and drank her pale coffee slowly. She was very
tired, poor thing. She dropped asleep sitting there, and he sat for a long time,
not liking to disturb her.



It made me feel homesick for the home I didn’t have. I’ve had the same
feeling before, of being a rank outsider—a sort of defrauded feeling. I’ve
had it when I’ve seen the look in a man’s eyes when his wife comes to after
an operation. And I’ve had it, for that matter, when I’ve put a new baby in
its mother’s arms for the first time. I had it for sure that morning, while she
slept there and he stroked her pretty hair.

I put in my plea for the children then.

“It’s bright and sunny,” I argued. “And if you are nervous, I’ll keep them
away from other children. But if you want to keep them well, you must give
them exercise.”

It was the argument about keeping them well that influenced him, I
think. He sat silent for a long time. His wife was still asleep, her lips parted.

“Very well,” he said finally, “from two to three, Miss Adams. But not in
the garden back of the house. Take them on the street.”

I agreed to that.

“I shall want a short walk every evening myself,” I added. “That is a rule
of mine. I am a more useful person and a more agreeable one if I have it.”

I think he would have demurred if he dared. But one does not easily
deny so sane a request. He yielded grudgingly.

That first day was calm and quiet enough. Had it not been for the strange
condition of the house and the necessity for keeping the children locked in, I
would have smiled at my terror of the night. Luncheon was sent in; so was
dinner. The children and I lunched and supped alone. As far as I could see,
Mrs. Reed made no attempt at housework; but the cot at the head of the
stairs disappeared in the early morning and the dog did not howl again.

I took the boys out for an hour in the early afternoon. Two incidents
occurred, both of them significant. I bought myself a screwdriver—that was
one. The other was our meeting with a slender young woman in black who
knew the boys and stopped them. She proved to be one of the dismissed
servants—the waitress, she said.

“Why, Freddie!” she cried. “And Harry, too! Aren’t you going to speak
to Nora?”

After a moment or two she turned to me, and I felt she wanted to say
something, but hardly dared.



“How is Mrs. Reed?” she asked. “Not sick, I hope?” She glanced at my
St. Luke’s cloak and bonnet.

“No, she is quite well.”

“And Mr. Reed?”

“Quite well also.”

“Is Mademoiselle still there?”

“No, there is no one there but the family. There are no maids in the
house.”

She stared at me curiously. “Mademoiselle has gone? Are you cer:
Excuse me, miss. But I thought she would never go. The children were like
her own.”

“She is not there, Nora.”

She stood for a moment, debating, I thought. Then she burst out, “Mr.
Reed made a mistake, miss. You can’t take a houseful of first-class servants
and dismiss them the way he did—not even half an hour to get out bag and
baggage—without making talk. And there’s talk enough all through the
neighborhood.”

“What sort of talk?”

“Different people say different things. They say Mademoiselle is still
there, locked in her room on the third floor. There’s a light there sometimes,
but nobody sees her. And other folks say Mr. Reed is crazy. And there is
worse being said than that.”

But she refused to tell me any more—evidently concluded she had said
too much and got away as quickly as she could, looking rather worried.

I was a trifle over my hour getting back, but nothing was said. To leave
the clean and tidy street for the disordered house was not pleasant. But once
in the children’s suite, with the goldfish in the aquarium darting like tongues
of flame in the sunlight, with the tulips and hyacinths of the window-boxes
glowing and the orderly toys on their white shelves, I felt comforted. After
all, disorder and dust did not imply crime.

But one thing I did that afternoon—did it with firmness and no attempt
at secrecy, and after asking permission of no one. I took the new screwdriver
and unfastened the bolt from the outside of my door.



I was prepared, if necessary, to make a stand on that issue. But although
it was noticed, I knew, no mention of it was made to me.

Mrs. Reed pleaded a headache that evening, and I believe her husband
ate alone in the dismantled dining room. For every room on the lower floor,
I had discovered, was in the same curious disorder.

At seven Mr. Reed relieved me, so that I could go out. The children were
in bed. He did not go into the day nursery, but placed a straight chair outside
the door of the back room and sat there, bent over, elbows on knees, chin
cupped in his palm, staring at the staircase. He roused enough to ask me to
bring an evening paper when I returned.

When I am on a department case, I always take my off-duty in the
evening by arrangement and walk round the block. Sometime in my walk I
am sure to see Mr. Patton himself if the case is big enough, or one of his
agents if he cannot come. If [ have nothing to communicate, it resolves itself
into a bow and nothing more.

I was nervous on this particular jaunt. For one thing, my St. Luke’s cloak
and bonnet marked me at once, made me conspicuous; for another, I was
afraid Mr. Patton would think the Reed house no place for a woman and
order me home.

It was a quarter to eight and quite dark before he fell into step beside me.
“Well,” I told him rather shakily; “I’m still alive, as you see.”
“Then it is pretty bad?”

“It’s exceedingly queer,” I admitted, and told my story. I had meant to
conceal the bolt on the outside of my door, and one or two other things, but I
blurted them all out right then and there, and felt a lot better at once.

He listened intently.
“It’s fear of the deadliest sort,” I finished.
“Fear of the police?”

“I—I think not. It is fear of something in the house. They are always
listening and watching at the top of the front stairs. They have lifted all the
carpets, so that every footstep echoes through the whole house. Mrs. Reed
goes down to the first floor, but never alone. Today I found that the back
staircase is locked off at top and bottom. There are doors.”

I gave him my rough diagram of the house. It was too dark to see it.



“It is only tentative,” I explained. “So much of the house is locked up,
and every movement of mine is under surveillance. Without baths there are
about twelve large rooms, counting the third floor. I’ve not been able to get
there, but I thought that tonight I’d try to look about.”

“You had no sleep last night?”
“Three hours—from about four to seven this morning.”

We had crossed into the public square and were walking slowly under
the trees. Now he stopped and faced me.

“I don’t like the look of it, Miss Adams,” he said. “Ordinary panic goes
and hides. But here’s a fear that knows what it’s afraid of and takes
methodical steps for protection. I didn’t want you to take the case, you know
that; but now I’'m not going to insult you by asking you to give it up. But
I’'m going to see that you are protected. There will be someone across the
street every night as long as you are in the house.”

“Have you any theory?” I asked him. He is not strong for theories
generally. He is very practical. “That is, do you think the other nurse was
right and there is some sort of crime being concealed?”

“Well, think about it,” he prompted me. “If a murder has been
committed, what are they afraid of? The police? Then why a trained nurse
and all this caution about the children? A ghost? Would they lift the carpets
so that they could hear the specter tramping about?”

“If there is no crime, but something—a lunatic perhaps?” I asked.

“Possibly. But then why this secrecy and keeping out the police? It is, of
course, possible that your respected employers have both gone off mentally,
and the whole thing is a nightmare delusion. On my word, it sounds like it.
But it’s too much for credulity to believe they’ve both gone crazy with the
same form of delusion.”

“Perhaps I’m the lunatic,” I said despairingly. “When you reduce it to an
absurdity like that, I wonder if I didn’t imagine it all, the lights burning
everywhere and the carpets up, and Mrs. Reed staring down the staircase,
and me locked in a room and hanging on by my nails to peer out through a
closet transom.”

“Perhaps. But how about the deadly sane young woman who preceded
you? She had no imagination. Now about Reed and his wife—how do they
strike you? They get along all right and that sort of thing, I suppose?”



“They are nice people,” I said emphatically. “He’s a gentleman and
they’re devoted. He just looks like a big boy who’s got into an awful mess
and doesn’t know how to get out. And she’s backing him up. She’s a dear.”

“Humph!” said Mr. Patton. “Don’t suppress any evidence because she’s
a dear and he’s a handsome big boy!”

“I didn’t say he was handsome,” I snapped.
“Did you ever see a ghost or think you saw one?” he inquired suddenly.

“No, but one of my aunts has. Hers always carry their heads. She asked
one a question once and the head nodded.”

“Then you believe in things of that sort?”
“Not a particle—but I’m afraid of them.”

He smiled, and shortly after that I went back to the house. I think he was
sorry about the ghost question, for he explained that he had been trying me
out, and that I looked well in my cloak and bonnet.

“I’'m afraid of your chin generally,” he said; “but the white lawn ties
have a softening effect. In view of the ties I almost have the courage . . .”

“Yes?”

“I think not, after all,” he decided. “The chin is there, ties or no ties.
Good night, and—for heaven’s sake don’t run any unnecessary risks.”

The change from his facetious tone to earnestness was so unexpected
that I was still standing there on the pavement when he plunged into the
darkness of the square and disappeared.



CHAPTER IV

AT ten minutes after eight I was back in the house. Mr. Reed admitted me,
going through the tedious process of unlocking outer and inner vestibule
doors and fastening them again behind me. He inquired politely if I had had
a pleasant walk, and without waiting for my reply, fell to reading the
evening paper. He seemed to have forgotten me absolutely. First he scanned
the headlines; then he turned feverishly to something farther on and ran his
fingers down along a column. His lips were twitching, but evidently he did
not find what he expected—or feared—for he threw the paper away and did
not glance at it again. I watched him from the angle of the stairs.

Even for that short interval, Mrs. Reed had taken his place at the
children’s door.

She wore a black dress, long sleeved and high at the throat, instead of
the silk negligee of the previous evening, and she held a book. But she was
not reading. She smiled rather wistfully when she saw me.

“How fresh you always look!” she said. “And so self-reliant. I wish I
had your courage.”

“I am perfectly well. I dare say that explains a lot. Kiddies asleep?”

“Freddie isn’t. He’s been crying for Chang. I hate night, Miss Adams.
I’'m like Freddie. All my troubles come up about this time. I’'m horribly
depressed.” Her blue eyes filled with tears. “And I haven’t been sleeping
well,” she confessed.

I should think not!
Without taking off my things, I went down to Mr. Reed in the lower hall.

“I’m going to insist on something,” I said. “Mrs. Reed is highly nervous.
She says she has not been sleeping. I think if I give her a sedative and she
gets an entire night’s sleep, it may save her a breakdown.”

I looked straight in his eyes, and for once he did not evade me.

“I’'m afraid I’ve been very selfish,” he said. “Of course she must have
sleep. I’ll give you a powder, unless you have something you prefer to use.”

I remembered then that he was a chemist, and said I would gladly use
whatever he gave me.

“There is another thing I wanted to speak about, Mr. Reed,” I said. “The
children are mourning their dog. Don’t you think he may have been



accidentally shut up somewhere in the house, on one of the upper floors?”
“Why do you say that?”” he demanded sharply.
“They say they have heard him howling.”

He hesitated for barely a moment. Then: “Possibly. But they will not
hear him again. The little chap has been sick, and he—died today. Of course
the boys are not to know.”

No one watched the staircase that night. I gave Mrs. Reed the powder
and saw her comfortably into bed. When I went back fifteen minutes later,
she was resting, but not asleep. Sedatives sometimes make people garrulous
for a little while—sheer comfort, perhaps, and relaxed tension. I’ve had
stockbrokers and bankers in the hospital give me tips, after a hypodermic of
morphia, that would have made me wealthy had I not been limited to my
training allowance of twelve dollars a month.

“I was just wondering,” she said as I tucked her up, “where a woman
owes the most allegiance—to her husband or to her children?”

“Why not split it up,” I said cheerfully, “and try doing what seems best
for both?”

“But that’s only a compromise!” she complained, and was asleep almost
immediately. I lowered the light and closed the door, and shortly after, I
heard Mr. Reed locking it from the outside.

With the bolt off my door and Mrs. Reed asleep, my plan for the night
was easily carried out. I went to bed for a couple of hours and slept calmly. I
awakened once with the feeling that someone was looking at me from the
passage into the night nursery, but there was no one there. However, so
strong had been the feeling that I got up and went into the back room. The
children were asleep, and all doors opening into the hall were locked. But
the window onto the porte-cochére roof was open and the curtain blowing.
There was no one on the roof, however, and I closed and locked the window.

It was not twelve o’clock and I went back to bed for an hour.

At one I prepared to make a thorough search of the house. Looking from
one of my windows, I thought I saw the shadowy figure of a man across the
street, and I was comforted. Help was always close, I felt. And yet, as I
stood inside my door in my rubber-soled shoes, with my ulster over my
uniform, my revolver, flashlight and skeleton keys in my pockets, my heart
was going very fast. The stupid story of the ghost came back and made me



shudder, and the next instant I was remembering Mrs. Reed the night before,
staring down into the lower hall with fixed glassy eyes.

My plan was to begin at the top of the house and work down. The thing
was the more hazardous, of course, because Mr. Reed was most certainly
somewhere about. I had no excuse for being on the third floor. Down below
I could say I wanted tea, or hot water—anything. But I did not expect to find
Mr. Reed up above. The terror, whatever it was, seemed to lie below.

Access to the third floor was not easy. The main staircase did not go up.
To get there I was obliged to unlock the door at the rear of the hall with my
own keys. I was working in bright light, trying my keys one after another,
and watching over my shoulder as I did so. When the door finally gave, it
was a relief to slip into the darkness beyond, ghosts or no ghosts.

I am always a silent worker. Caution about closing doors and squeaking
hinges is second nature to me. One learns to be cautious when one’s only
chance to sleep is not to rouse a peevish patient and have to give a body
massage, as like as not, or listen to domestic troubles—*I said” and “he
said”—until one is almost crazy.

So I made no noise. I closed the door behind me and stood blinking in
the darkness. I listened. There was no sound above or below. Now houses at
night have no terror for me. Every nurse is obliged to do more or less going
about in the dark. But I was not easy. Suppose Mr. Reed should call me?
True, I had locked my door and had the key in my pocket. But a dozen
emergencies flew through my mind as I felt for the stair rail.

There was a curious odor through all the back staircase, a pungent,
aromatic scent that, with all my familiarity with drugs, was strange to me.
As I slowly climbed the stairs it grew more powerful. The air was heavy
with it, as though no windows had been opened in that part of the house.
There was no door at the top of this staircase, as there was on the second
floor. It opened into an upper hall, and across from the head of the stairs was
a door leading into a room. This door was closed. On this staircase, as on all
the others, the carpet had been newly lifted. My electric flash showed the
white boards and painted borders, the carpet tacks, many of them still in
place. One, lying loose, penetrated my rubber sole and went into my foot.

I sat down in the dark and took off the shoe. As I did so my flash, on the
step beside me, rolled over and down with a crash. I caught it on the next
step, but the noise had been like a pistol shot.



Almost immediately a voice spoke above me sharply. At first I thought it
was out in the upper hall. Then I realized that the closed door was between it
and me.

“Ees that you, Meester Reed?”
Mademoiselle!

“Meester Reed!” plaintively. “Eet comes up again, Meester Reed! I die!
Tomorrow I die!”

She listened. When no reply came, she began to groan rhythmically, to a
curious accompaniment of creaking. When I had gathered up my nerves
again, I realized that she must be sitting in a rocking chair. The groans were
really little plaintive grunts.

By the time I had got my shoe on, she was up again, and I could hear her
pacing the room, the heavy step of a woman well fleshed and not young.
Now and then she stopped inside the door and listened; once she shook the
knob and mumbled querulously to herself.

I recovered the flash, and with infinite caution worked my way to the top
of the stairs. Mademoiselle was locked in, doubly bolted in. Two strong
bolts, above and below, supplemented the door lock.

Her ears must have been very quick, or else she felt my softly padding
feet on the boards outside, for suddenly she flung herself against the door
and begged for a priest, begged piteously, in jumbled French and English.
She wanted food; she was dying of hunger. She wanted a priest.

And all the while I stood outside the door and wondered what 1 should
do. Should I release the woman? Should I go down to the lower floor and
get the detective across the street to come in and open the door? Was this the
terror that held the house in thrall—this babbling old Frenchwoman calling
for food and a priest in one breath?

Surely not. This was a part of the mystery, but not all. The real terror lay
below. It was not Mademoiselle, locked in her room on the upper floor, that
the Reeds waited for at the top of the stairs. But why was Mademoiselle
locked in her room? Why were the children locked in? What was this thing
that had turned a home into a jail, a barracks, that had sent away the
servants, imprisoned and probably killed the dog, sapped the joy of life from
two young people? What was it that Mademoiselle cried “comes up again™?

I looked toward the staircase. Was it coming up the staircase?



I am not afraid of the thing I can see, but it seemed to me, all at once,
that if anything was going to come up the staircase, I might as well get down
first. A staircase is no place to meet anything, especially if one doesn’t know
what it is.

I listened again. Mademoiselle was quiet. I flashed my light down the
narrow stairs. They were quite empty. I shut off the flash and went down. I
tried to go slowly, to retreat with dignity, and by the time I had reached the
landing below, I was heartily ashamed of myself. Was this shivering girl the
young woman Mr. Patton called his right hand?

I dare say I should have stopped there, for that night at least. My nerves
were frayed. But I forced myself on. The mystery lay below. Well, then, |
was going down. It could not be so terrible. At least it was nothing
supernatural. There must be a natural explanation. And then that silly story
about the headless things must pop into my mind and start me down
trembling.

The lower rear staircase was black dark, like the upper, but just at the
foot a light came in through a barred window. I could see it plainly, and the
shadows of the iron grating on the bare floor. I stood there listening. There
was not a sound.

It was not easy to tell exactly what followed. I stood there with my hand
on the rail. I'd been very silent; my rubber shoes attended to that. And one
moment the staircase was clear, with a patch of light at the bottom. The next,
something was there, halfway down—a head, it seemed to be, with a pointed
hood like a monk’s cowl. There was no body. It seemed to lie at my feet. But
it was living. It moved. I could tell the moment when the eyes lifted and saw
my feet, the slow back-tilting of the head as they looked up my body. All the
air was squeezed out of my lungs; a heavy hand seemed to press on my
chest. I remember raising a shaking hand and flinging my flashlight at the
head. The flash clattered on the stair tread, harmless. Then the head was
gone and something living slid over my foot.

I stumbled back to my room and locked the door. It was two hours
before I had strength enough to get my aromatic ammonia bottle.



CHAPTER V

IT seemed to me that [ had hardly dropped asleep before the children were in
the room, clamoring.

“The goldfish are dead!” Harry said, standing soberly by the bed. “They
are all dead with their stummicks turned up.”

I sat up. My head ached violently.

“They can’t be dead, old chap.” I was feeling about for my kimono, but I
remembered that, when I had found my way back to the nursery after my
fright on the back stairs, I had lain down in my uniform. I crawled out,
hardly able to stand. “We gave them fresh water yesterday, and >

I had got to the aquarium. Harry was right. The little darting flames of
pink and gold were still. They floated about, rolling gently as Freddie
prodded them with a forefinger, dull-eyed, pale bellies upturned. In his cage
above, the little parrot watched out of a crooked eye.

I ran to the medicine closet in the bathroom. Freddie had a weakness for
administering medicine. I had only just rescued the parrot from the result of
his curiosity—a headache tablet—the day before.

“What did you give them?” I demanded.

“Bread,” said Freddie stoutly.

“Only bread?”

“Dirty bread,” Harry put in. “I told him it was dirty.”
“Where did you get it?”

“On the roof of the porte-cochére!”

Shades of Montessori! The rascals had been out on that sloping tin roof.
It turned me rather sick to think of it.

Accused, they admitted it frankly.

“I unlocked the window,” Harry said, “and Freddie got the bread. It was
out in the gutter. He slipped once.”

“Almost went over and made a squash on the pavement,” added Freddie.
“We gave the little fishes the bread for breakfast, and now they’re gone to
God.”



The bread had contained poison, of course. Even the two little snails that
crawled over the sand in the aquarium were motionless. I sniffed the water.
It had a slightly foreign odor. I did not recognize it.

Panic seized me then. I wanted to get away and take the children with
me. The situation was too hideous. But it was still early. I could only wait
until the family roused. In the meantime, however, I made a nerve-racking
excursion out onto the tin roof and down to the gutter. There was no more of
the bread there. The porte-cochére was at the side of the house. As I stood
balancing myself perilously on the edge, summoning my courage to climb
back to the window above, I suddenly remembered the guard Mr. Patton had
promised and glanced toward the square.

The guard was still there. More than that, he was running across the
street toward me. It was Mr. Patton himself. He brought up between the two
houses with absolute fury in his face.

“Go back!” he waved. “What are you doing out there anyhow? That
roof’s as slippery as the devil!”

I turned meekly and crawled back with as much dignity as I could. I did
not say anything. There was nothing I could bawl from the roof. I could only
close and lock the window and hope that the people in the next house still
slept. Mr. Patton must have gone shortly after, for I did not see him again.

I wondered if he had relieved the night watch, or if he could possibly
have been on guard himself all that chilly April night.

Mr. Reed did not breakfast with us. I made a point of being cheerful
before the children, and their mother was rested and brighter than I had seen
her. But more than once I found her staring at me in a puzzled way. She
asked me if I had slept.

“I wakened only once,” she said. “I thought I heard a crash of some sort.
Did you hear it?”

“What sort of crash?” I evaded.

The children had forgotten the goldfish for a time. Now they
remembered and clamored their news to her.

“Dead?” she said, and looked at me.

“Poisoned,” I explained. “I shall nail the windows over the porte-cochére
shut, Mrs. Reed. The boys got out there early this morning and picked up
something—bread, I believe. They fed it to the fish and—they are dead.”



All the light went out of her face. She looked tired and harassed as she
got up.

“I wanted to nail the window,” she said vaguely, “but Mr. Reed . . .
Suppose they had eaten that bread, Miss Adams, instead of giving it to the
fish!”

The same thought had chilled me with horror. We gazed at each other
over the unconscious heads of the children and my heart ached for her. I
made a sudden resolution.

“When I first came,” I said to her, “I told you I wanted to help. That’s
what I’m here for. But how am I to help either you or the children when I do
not know what danger it is that threatens? It isn’t fair to you, or to them, or
even to me.”

She was much shaken by the poison incident. I thought she wavered.
“Are you afraid the children will be stolen?”

“Oh, no.”

“Or hurt in any way?” I was thinking of the bread on the roof.

“No.”

“But you are afraid of something?”

Harry looked up suddenly. “Mother’s never afraid,” he said stoutly.

I sent them both in to see if the fish were still dead.

“There is something in the house downstairs that you are afraid of?” I
persisted.

She took a step forward and caught my arm.
“I had no idea it would be like this, Miss Adams. I’'m dying of fear!”

I had a quick vision of the swathed head on the back staircase, and some
of my night’s terror came back to me. I believe we stared at each other with
dilated pupils for a moment. Then I asked, “Is it a real thing?—surely you
can tell me this. Are you afraid of a reality, or—is it something
supernatural?” I was ashamed of the question. It sounded so absurd in the
broad light of that April morning.

“It 1s a real danger,” she replied. Then I think she decided that she had
gone as far as she dared, and I went through the ceremony of letting her out
and of locking the door behind her.



The day was warm. I threw up some of the windows and the boys and I
played ball, using a rolled handkerchief. My part, being to sit on the floor
with a newspaper folded into a bat and to bang at the handkerchief as it flew
past me, became automatic after a time.

As I look back, I see a pair of disordered young rascals with Russian
blouses and bare round knees doing a great deal of yelling and some very
crooked throwing; a nurse sitting tailor fashion on the floor, alternately
ducking to save her cap and making vigorous but ineffectual passes at the
ball with her newspaper bat. And I see sunshine in the room and the dwarf
parrot eating sugar out of his claw. And below, the fish floating in the
aquarium, belly up and dull-eyed.

Mr. Reed brought up our luncheon tray. He looked tired and depressed
and avoided my eyes. [ watched him while I spread the bread and butter for
the children. He nailed shut the windows that opened on to the porte-cochere
roof, and when he thought I was not looking, he examined the registers in
the wall to see if the gratings were closed. The boys put the dead fish in a
box and made him promise a decent interment in the garden. They called on
me for an epitaph, and I scrawled on top of the box:

These fish are dead
Because a boy called Fred

Went out on a porch roof when he should
Have been in bed.

I was much pleased with it. It seemed to me that an epitaph, which can
do no good to the departed, should at least convey a moral. But to my horror
Freddie broke into loud wails and would not be comforted.

It was three o’clock, therefore, before they were both settled for their
afternoon naps and I was free. I had determined to do one thing, and to do it
in daylight—to examine the back staircase inch by inch. I knew I would be
courting discovery, but the thing had to be done, and no power on earth
would have made me essay such an investigation after dark.

It was all well enough for me to say to myself that there was a natural
explanation; that this had been a human head, of a certainty; that something
living and not spectral had slid over my foot in the darkness. I would not
have gone back there again at night for youth, love or money. But I did not
investigate the staircase that day, after all.

I made a curious discovery after the boys had settled down in their small
white beds. A venturesome fly had sailed in through an open window, and I



was immediately in pursuit of it with my paper bat. Driven from the cornice
to the chandelier, harried here, swatted there, finally he took refuge inside
the furnace register.

Perhaps it is my training—I used to know how many million germs a fly
packed about with it, and the generous benevolence with which it distributed
them; I’ve forgotten—but the sight of a single fly maddens me. I said that to
Mr. Patton once, and he asked what the sight of a married one would do. So
I sat down by the register and waited. It was then that I made the curious
discovery that the furnace belowstairs was burning, and burning hard. A
fierce heat assailed me as I opened the grating. I drove the fly out of cover,
but I had no time for him. The furnace going full on a warm spring day! It
was strange.

Perhaps I was stupid. Perhaps the whole thing should have been clear to
me. But it was not. I sat there bewildered and tried to figure it out. I went
over it point by point:

The carpets up all over the house, lights going full all night and doors
locked.

The cot at the top of the stairs and Mrs. Reed staring down.

The bolt that had been outside my door to lock me in.

The death of Chang.

Mademoiselle locked in her room upstairs and begging for a priest.
The poison on the porch roof.

The head without a body on the staircase and the thing that slid over my
foot.

The furnace going, and the thing I recognized as I sat there beside the
register—the unmistakable odor of burning cloth.

Should I have known? I wonder. It looks so clear to me now.

I did not investigate the staircase, for the simple reason that my skeleton
key, which, the night before, had unfastened the lock of the door at the rear
of the second-floor hall, did not open it now. I did not understand at once
and stood stupidly working with the lock. The door was bolted on the other
side. I wandered as aimlessly as I could down the main staircase and tried
the corresponding door on the lower floor. It, too, was locked. Here was an
impasse for sure. As far as I could discover, the only other entrance to the
back staircase was through the window with the iron grating.



As I turned to go back, I saw my electric flash, badly broken, lying on a
table in the hall. I did not claim it.

The lower floor seemed entirely deserted. The drawing room and library
were in their usual disorder, undusted and bare of floor. The air everywhere
was close and heavy; there was not a window open. I sauntered through the
various rooms, picked up a book in the library as an excuse and tried the
door of the room behind. It was locked. I thought at first that something
moved behind it, but if anything lived there, it did not stir again. And yet I
had a vivid impression that just on the other side of the door ears as keen as
mine were listening. It was broad day, but I backed away from the door and
out into the wide hall. My nerves were still raw, no doubt, from the night
before.

I was to meet Mr. Patton at half after seven that night, and when Mrs.
Reed relieved me at seven, I had half an hour to myself. I spent it in
Beauregard Gardens, with the dry fountain in the center. The place itself was
charming, the trees still black but lightly fringed with new green, early
spring flowers in the borders, neat paths and, surrounding it all, the solid,
dignified backs of the Beauregard houses. I sat down on the coping of the
fountain and surveyed the Reed house. Those windows above were
Mademoiselle’s. The shades were drawn, but no light came through or round
them. The prisoner—for prisoner she was by every rule of bolt and lock—
must be sitting in the dark. Was she still begging for her priest? Had she had
any food? Was she still listening inside her door for whatever it was that was
“coming up”?

In all the other houses, windows were open; curtains waved gently in the
spring air; the cheerful signs of the dinner hour were evident nearby—
moving servants, a gleam of stately shirt bosom as a butler mixed a salad, a
warm radiance of candlelight from dining room tables and the reflected glow
of flowers. Only the Reed house stood gloomy, unlighted, almost sinister.

Beauregard Square dined early. It was one of the traditions, I believe. It
liked to get to the theater or the opera early, and it believed in allowing the
servants a little time in the evenings. So, although it was only something
after seven, the evening rite of the table crumbs began to be observed. Came
a colored butler, bowed to me with a word of apology, and dumped the
contents of a silver tray into the basin; came a pretty mulatto, flung her
crumbs gracefully and smiled with a flash of teeth at the butler.

Then for five minutes I was alone.



It was Nora, the girl we had met on the street, who came next. She saw
me and came round to me with a little air of triumph.

“Well, I'm back in the square again, after all, miss,” she said. “And a
better place than the Reeds’. I don’t have the doilies to do.”

“I’m very glad you are settled again, Nora.”

She lowered her voice. “I’m just trying it out,” she observed. “The girl
that left said I wouldn’t stay. She was scared off. There have been some
queer doings—not that I believe in ghosts or anything like that. But my
mother in the old country had the second sight, and if there’s anything going
on, I’ll be right sure to see it.”

It took encouragement to get her story, and it was secondhand at that, of
course. But it appeared that a state of panic had seized the Beauregard
servants. The alarm was all belowstairs and had been started by a cook who,
coming in late and going to the basement to prepare herself a cup of tea, had
found her kitchen door locked and a light going beyond. Suspecting another
maid of violating the tea canister, she had gone soft-footed to the outside of
the house and had distinctly seen a gray figure crouching in a corner of the
room. She had called the butler, and they had made an examination of the
entire basement without result. Nothing was missing from the house.

“And that figure has been seen again and again, miss,” Nora finished.
“The McKennas’ butler, Joseph, saw it in this very spot, walking without a
sound and the street light beyond there shining straight through it. Over in
the Smythe house the laundress, coming in late and going down to the
basement to soak her clothes for the morning, met the thing on the basement
staircase and fainted dead away.”

I had listened intently. “What do they think it is?” I asked.
She shrugged her shoulders and picked up her tray.

“I’'m not trying to say and I guess nobody is. But if there’s been a
murder, it’s pretty well known that the ghost walks about until the service is
read and it’s properly buried.” She glanced at the Reed house. “For
instance,” she demanded, “where is Mademoiselle?”

“She is alive,” I said rather sharply. “And even if what you say were
true, what in the world would make her wander about the basements? It
seems so silly, Nora, a ghost haunting damp cellars and laundries with
stationary tubs and all that.”



“Well,” she contended, ““it seems silly for them to sit on cold tombstones
—and yet that’s where they generally sit, isn’t it?”

Mr. Patton listened gravely to my story that night.

“I don’t like it,” he said when I had finished. “Of course the head on the
staircase is nonsense. Your nerves were ragged and our eyes play tricks on
all of us. But as for the Frenchwoman——"

“If you accept her, you must accept the head,” I snapped. “It was there—
it was a head without a body and it looked up at me.”

We were walking through a quiet street, and he bent over and caught my
wrist.

“Pulse racing,” he commented. “I’'m going to take you away, that’s
certain. / can’t afford to lose my best assistant. You’re too close, Miss
Adams; you’ve lost your perspective.”

“I’ve lost my temper!” I retorted, “I shall not leave until I know what
this thing is, unless you choose to ring the doorbell and tell them I’'m a spy.”

He gave in when he saw that I was firm, but not without a final protest.

“I’'m directly responsible for you to your friends,” he said. “There’s
probably a young man somewhere who will come gunning for me if
anything happens to you. And I don’t care to be gunned for. I get enough of
that in my regular line.”

“There is no young man,” I said shortly.

“Have you been able to see the cellars?”

“No, everything is locked off.”

“Do you think the rear staircase goes all the way down?”
“I haven’t the slightest idea.”

“You are in the house. Have you any suggestions as to the best method
of getting into the house? Is Reed on guard all night?”

“I think he is.”

“It may interest you to know,” he said finally, “that I sent a reliable man
to break in there last night, quietly, and that he—couldn’t do it. He got a leg
through a cellar window, and came near not getting it out again. Reed was



just inside in the dark.” He laughed a little, but I guessed that the thing
galled him.

“I do not believe that he would have found anything if he had succeeded
in getting in. There has been no crime, Mr. Patton, I am sure of that. But
there is a menace of some sort in the house.”

“Then why does Mrs. Reed stay and keep the children if there is
danger?”

“I] believe she is afraid to leave him. There are times when I think that he
is desperate.”
“Does he ever leave the house?”

“I think not, unless

“Yes?”

“Unless he is the basement ghost of the other houses.”
He stopped in his slow walk and considered it.

“It’s possible. In that case I could have him waylaid tonight in the
gardens and left there, tied. It would be a holdup, you understand. The
police have no excuse for coming in yet. Or, if we found him breaking into
one of the other houses, we could get him there. He’d be released, of course,
but it would give us time. I want to clean the thing up. I’'m not easy while
you are in that house.”

We agreed that [ was to wait inside one of my windows that night, and
that on a given signal I should go down and open the front door. The whole
thing, of course, was contingent on Mr. Reed’s leaving the house sometime
that night. It was only a chance.

“The house is barred like a fortress,” Mr. Patton said as he left me. “The
window with the grating is hopeless. That’s the one we tried last night.”



CHAPTER VI

I FIND that my notes on that last night in the house on Beauregard Square are
rather confused, some written at the time, some just before. For instance, on
the edge of a newspaper clipping I find this:

“Evidently this is the item. R—— went pale on reading it. Did not allow
wife to see paper.”

The clipping is an account of the sudden death of an elderly gentleman
named Smythe, one of the Beauregard families.

The next note is less hasty and is on a yellow symptom record. It has
been much folded—I believe I tucked it in my apron belt:

“If the rear staircase is bolted everywhere from the inside, how did the
person who locked it, either Mr. or Mrs. Reed, get back into the body of the
house again? Or did Mademoiselle do it? In that case she is no longer a
prisoner and the bolts outside her room are not fastened.

“At eleven o’clock tonight Harry wakened with earache. I went to the
kitchen to heat some mullein oil and laudanum. Mrs. Reed was with the boy
and Mr. Reed was not in sight. I slipped into the library and used my
skeleton keys on the locked door to the rear room. It is empty even of
furniture, but there is a huge box there, with a lid that fastens down with
steel hooks. The lid is full of small airholes. I had no time to examine
further.

“It is one o’clock. Harry is asleep and his mother is dozing across the
foot of his bed. I have found the way to get to the rear staircase. There are
outside steps from the basement to the garden. Evidently the staircase goes
all the way down to the cellar. Then the lower door in the cellar must be
only locked, not bolted from the inside. I shall try to get to the cellar.”

The next is a scrawl:

“Cannot get to the outside basement steps. Mr. Reed is wandering round
lower floor. I reported Harry’s condition and came up again. I must get to
the back staircase.”

I wonder if I have been able to convey, even faintly, the situation in that
highly respectable old house that night: the fear that hung over it, a fear so
great that even I, an outsider and stout of nerve, felt it and grew cold; the
unnatural brilliancy of light that bespoke dread of the dark; the hushed
voices, the locked doors and staring, peering eyes; the babbling



Frenchwoman on an upper floor, the dead fish, the dead dog. And, always in
my mind, that vision of dread on the back staircase and the thing that slid
over my foot.

At two o’clock I saw Mr. Patton, or whoever was on guard in the park
across the street, walk quickly toward the house and disappear round the
corner toward the gardens in the rear. There had been no signal, but I felt
sure that Mr. Reed had left the house. His wife was still asleep across
Harry’s bed. As I went out, I locked the door behind me, and I also took the
key to the night nursery. I thought that something disagreeable, to say the
least, was inevitable, and why let her in for it?

The lower hall was lighted, as usual, and empty. I listened, but there
were no restless footsteps. I did not like the lower hall. Only a thin wooden
door stood between me and the rear staircase, and anyone who thinks about
the matter will realize that a door is no barrier to a head that can move about
without a body. I am afraid I looked over my shoulder while I unlocked the
front door, and I know I breathed better when I was out in the air.

I wore my dark ulster over my uniform, and I had my revolver and keys.
My flash, of course, was useless. I missed it horribly. But to get to the
staircase was an obsession by that time in spite of my fear of it—to find
what it guarded, to solve its mystery. I worked round the house, keeping
close to the wall, until I reached the garden. The night was the city night,
never absolutely dark. As I hesitated at the top of the basement steps, it
seemed to me that figures were moving about among the trees.

The basement door was unlocked and open. I was not prepared for that,
and it made me, if anything, more uneasy. I had a box of matches with me,
and | wanted light as a starving man wants food. But I dared not light them.
I could only keep a tight grip on my courage and go on. A small passage
first, with whitewashed stone walls, cold and scaly under my hand; then a
large room, and still darkness. Worse than darkness, something crawling and
scratching round the floor.

I struck my match then, and it seemed to me that something white
flashed into a corner and disappeared. My hands were shaking, but I
managed to light a gas jet and to see that I was in the laundry. The staircase
came down here, narrower than above, and closed off with a door.

The door was closed and there was a heavy bolt on it but no lock.

And now, with the staircase accessible and a gaslight to keep up my
courage, I grew brave, almost reckless. I would tell Mr. Patton all about this



cellar, which his best men had not been able to enter. I would make a sketch
for him——coalbins, laundry tubs, everything. Foolish, of course, but hold the
gas jet responsible—the reckless bravery of light after hideous darkness.

So I went on, forward. The glow from the laundry followed me. I struck
matches, found potatoes and cases of mineral water, bruised my knees on a
discarded bicycle, stumbled over a box of soap. Twice, out of the corner of
my eye, and never there when I looked, I caught the white flash that had
frightened me before. Then at last I brought up before a door and stopped. It
was a curiously barricaded door, nailed against disturbance by a plank
fastened across, and, as if to make intrusion without discovery impossible,
pasted round every crack and over the keyhole with strips of strong yellow
paper. It was an ominous door. I wanted to run away from it, and I also
wanted desperately to stand and look at it and imagine what might lie
beyond. Here again was the strange, spicy odor that I had noticed on the
back staircase.

I think it is indicative of my state of mind that I backed away from the
door. I did not turn and run. Nothing in the world would have made me turn
my back to it.

Somehow or other I got back into the laundry and jerked myself
together.

It was ten minutes after two. I had been less than ten minutes in the
basement!

The staircase daunted me in my shaken condition. I made excuses for
delaying my venture, looked for another box of matches, listened at the end
of the passage, finally slid the bolt and opened the door. The silence was
impressive. In the laundry there were small, familiar sounds—the dripping
of water from a faucet, the muffled measure of a gas meter, the ticking of a
clock on the shelf. To leave it all, to climb into that silence . . .

Lying on the lower step was a curious instrument. It was a sort of tongs
made of steel, about two feet long, and fastened together like a pair of
scissors, the joint about five inches from the flattened ends. I carried it to the
light and examined it. One end was smeared with blood and short, brownish
hairs. It made me shudder, but—from that time on I think I knew. Not the
whole story, of course, but somewhere in the back of my head, as I climbed
in that hideous quiet, the explanation was developing itself. I did not think it
out. It worked itself out as, step after step, match after match, I climbed the
staircase.



Up to the first floor there was nothing. The landing was bare of carpet. I
was on the first floor now. On each side, doors, carefully bolted, led into the
house. I opened the one into the hall and listened. I had been gone from the
children fifteen minutes and they were on my mind. But everything was
quiet.

The sight of the lights and the familiar hall gave me courage. After all, if
I was right, what could the head on the staircase have been but an optical
illusion? And I was right. The evidence—the tongs—was in my hand. I
closed and bolted the door and felt my way back to the stairs. I lighted no
matches this time. I had only a few, and on this landing there was a little
light from the grated window, although the staircase above was in black
shadow.

I had one foot on the lowest stair, when suddenly overhead came the
thudding of hands on a closed door. It broke the silence like an explosion. It
sent chills up and down my spine. I could not move for a moment. It was the
Frenchwoman!

I believe I thought of fire. The idea had obsessed me in that house of
locked doors. I remember a strangling weight of fright on my chest and my
effort to breathe. Then I started up the staircase, running as fast as I could
lift my weighted feet—I remember that—and getting up perhaps a third of
the way. Then there came a plunging forward into space, my hands out, a
shriek frozen on my lips, and—quiet.

I do not think I fainted. I know I was always conscious of my arm
doubled under me, a pain and darkness. I could hear myself moaning, but
almost as if it were someone else. There were other sounds, but they did not
concern me much. I was not even curious about my location. I seemed to be
a very small consciousness surrounded by a great deal of pain.

Several centuries later a light came and leaned over me from somewhere
above. Then the light said, “Here she is!”

“Alive?” I knew that voice, but I could not think whose it was.

“I’m not

Yes, she’s moaning.”

They got me out somewhere and I believe I still clung to the tongs. I had
fallen on them and had a cut on my chin. I could stand, I found, although I
swayed. There was plenty of light now in the back hallway, and a man I had
never seen was investigating the staircase.

“Four steps off,” he said. “Risers and treads gone and the supports sawed
away. It’s a trap of some sort.”



Mr. Patton was examining my broken arm and paid no attention. The
man let himself down into the pit under the staircase. When he straightened,
only his head rose above the steps. Although I was white with pain to the
very lips, I laughed hysterically. “The head!” I cried.

Mr. Patton swore under his breath.

They half led, half carried me into the library. Mr. Reed was there, with a
detective on guard over him. He was sitting in his old position, bent forward,
chin in palms. In the blaze of light he was a pitiable figure, smeared with
dust, disheveled from what had evidently been a struggle. Mr. Patton put me
in a chair and dispatched another man for the nearest doctor.

“This young lady,” he said curtly to Mr. Reed, “fell into that damnable
trap you made in the rear staircase.”

“I locked off the staircase—but I am sorry she is hurt. My—my wife will
be shocked. Only I wish you’d tell me what all this is about. You can’t arrest
me for going into a friend’s house.”

“If I send for some member of the Smythe family, will they acquit you?”

“Certainly they will,” he said. “I-—I’ve been raised with the Smythes.
You can send for anyone you like.” But his tone lacked conviction.

Mr. Patton made me as comfortable as possible, and then, sending the
remaining detective out into the hall, he turned to his prisoner.

“Now, Mr. Reed,” he said. “I want you to be sensible. For some days a
figure has been seen in the basements of the various Beauregard houses.
Your friends, the Smythes, reported it. Tonight we are on watch, and we see
you breaking into the basement of the Smythe house. We already know
some curious things about you, such as your dismissal of all the servants on
half an hour’s notice and the disappearance of the French governess.”

“Mademoiselle! Why, she ”” He checked himself.

“When we bring you here tonight, and you ask to be allowed to go
upstairs and prepare your wife, she is locked in. The nurse is missing. We
find her at last, also locked away, and badly hurt, lying in a staircase trap,
where someone, probably yourself, has removed the steps. I do not want to
arrest you, but now I’ve started, ’'m going to get to the bottom of all this.”

Mr. Reed was ghastly, but he straightened in his chair.



“The Smythes reported this thing, did they?” he asked. “Well, tell me
one thing. What killed the old gentleman—old Smythe?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, go a little further.” His cunning was boyish, pitiful. “How did he
die? Or don’t you know that either?”

Up to this point I had been rather a detached part of the scene, but now
my eyes fell on the tongs beside me.

“Mr. Reed,” 1 said, “isn’t this thing too big for you to handle by
yourself?”

“What thing?”

“You know what I mean. You’ve protected yourself well enough, but
even if the—the thing you know of did not kill old Mr. Smythe, you cannot
tell what will happen next.”

“I’ve got almost all of them,” he muttered sullenly. “Another night or
two and I’d have had the lot.”

“But even then the mischief may go on. It means a crusade; it means
rousing the city. Isn’t it the square thing now to spread the alarm?”

Mr. Patton could stand the suspense no longer. “Perhaps, Miss Adams,”
he said, “you will be good enough to let me know what you are talking
about.”

Mr. Reed looked up at him with heavy eyes. “Rats,” he said. “They got
away, twenty of them, and some are loaded with bubonic plague.”

I went to the hospital the next morning. Mr. Patton thought it best. There
was no one in my little flat to look after me, and although the pain in my
arm subsided after the fracture was set, I was still shaken.

He came the next afternoon to see me. I was propped up in bed, with my
hair braided down in two pigtails and great hollows under my eyes.

“I’'m comfortable enough,” I said, in response to his inquiry; “but I'm
feeling all of my years. This is my birthday. I am thirty today.”

“I wonder,” he said reflectively, “if I ever reach the mature age of one
hundred, if I will carry in my head as many odds and ends of information as
you have at thirty!”

“I? What do you mean?” I said rather weakly.



“You. How in the world did you know, for instance, about those tongs?”

“It was quite simple. I’d seen something like them in the laboratory here.
Of course I didn’t know what animals he’d used, but the grayish brown hair
looked like rats. The laboratory must be the cellar room. I knew it had been
fumigated—it was sealed with paper, even over the keyhole.”

So, sitting there beside me, Mr. Patton told me the story as he had got it
from Mr. Reed—a tale of the offer in an English scientific journal of a large
reward from some plague-ridden country of the East for an anti-plague
serum. Mr. Reed had been working along bacteriological lines in his
basement laboratory, mostly with guinea pigs and tuberculosis. He was in
debt; the offer loomed large.

“He seems to think he was on the right track,” Mr. Patton said. “He had
twenty of the creatures in deep zinc cans with perforated lids. He says the
disease is spread by fleas that infest the rats. So he had muslin over the lids
as well. One can had infected rats, six of them. Then one day the
Frenchwoman tried to give the dog a bath in a laundry tub and the dog
bolted. The laboratory door was open in some way and he ran between the
cans, upsetting them. Every rat was out in an instant. The Frenchwoman was
frantic. She shut the door and tried to drive the things back. One bit her on
the foot. The dog was not bitten, but there was the question of fleas.

“Well, the rats got away, and Mademoiselle retired to her room to die of
plague. She was a loyal old soul; she wouldn’t let them call a doctor. It
would mean exposure, and after all, what could the doctors do? Reed used
his serum and she’s alive.

“Reed was frantic. His wife would not leave. There was the
Frenchwoman to look after, and I think Mrs. Reed was afraid he would do
something desperate. They did the best they could, under the circumstances,
for the children. They burned most of the carpets for fear of fleas, and put
poison everywhere. Of course he had traps, too.

“He had brass tags on the necks of the rats, and he got back a few—the
uninfected ones. The other ones were probably dead. But he couldn’t stop at
that. He had to be sure that the trouble had not spread. And to add to their
horror, the sewer along the street was being relaid, and they had an influx of
rats into the house. They found them everywhere on the lower floor. They
even climbed the stairs. He says that the night you came he caught a big
fellow on the front staircase. There was always the danger that the fleas that
carry the trouble had deserted the dead creatures for new fields. They took



up all the rest of the carpets and burned them. To add to the general misery,
the dog, Chang, developed unmistakable symptoms and had to be killed.”

“But the broken staircase?” I asked. “And what was it that Mademoiselle
said was coming up?”’

“The steps were up for two reasons: The rats could not climb up, and
beneath the steps Reed says he caught two of the tagged ones in a trap. As
for Mademoiselle, the thing that was coming up was her temperature—pure
fright. The head you saw was poor Reed himself, wrapped in gauze against
trouble and baiting his traps. He caught a lot in the neighbors’ cellars and
some in the garden.”

“But why,” I demanded, “why didn’t he make it all known?”
Mr. Patton laughed and shrugged his shoulders.

“A man hardly cares to announce that he has menaced the health of a
city.”

“But that night when I fell—was it only last night?—someone was
pounding above. I thought there was a fire.”

“The Frenchwoman had seen us waylay Reed from her window. She was
crazy.”

“And the trouble is over now?”

“Not at all,” he replied cheerfully. “The trouble may be only beginning.
We’re keeping Reed’s name out, but the Board of Health has issued a
general warning. Personally I think his six pets died without passing
anything along.”

“But there was a big box with a lid ”

“Ferrets,” he assured me. “Nice white ferrets with pink eyes and a taste
for rats.” He held out a thumb, carefully bandaged. “Reed had a couple
under his coat when we took him in the garden. Probably one ran over your
foot that night when you surprised him on the back staircase.”

9

I went pale. “But if they are infected!” I cried, “and you are bitten ’

“The first thing a nurse should learn”—he bent forward, smiling—*is
not to alarm her patient.”

“But you don’t understand the danger,” I said despairingly. “Oh, if only
men had a little bit of sense!”



“I must do something desperate, then? Have the thumb cut off,
perhaps?”

I did not answer. I lay back on my pillows with my eyes shut. I had
given him the plague, had seen him die and be buried, before he spoke
again.

“The chin,” he said, “is not so firm as I had thought. The outlines are
savage, but the dimple . . . You poor little thing; are you really frightened?”

“I don’t like you,” I said furiously. “But I’d hate to see anyone with—
with that trouble.”

“Then I'll confess. I was trying to take your mind off your troubles. The
bite is there, but harmless. Those were new ferrets; they had never been
out.”

I did not speak to him again. I was seething with indignation. He stood
for a time looking down at me; then, unexpectedly, he bent over and touched
his lips to my bandaged arm.

“Poor arm!” he said. “Poor, brave little arm!” Then he tiptoed out of the
room. His very back was sheepish.



Miss Pinkerton



CHAPTER 1

IT seemed to me that I had just gone to bed that Monday night when I heard
the telephone ringing and had to crawl out again. When I looked at my
watch, however, I saw that it was a few minutes after one. A trained nurse
grows accustomed to such things, of course; but I had set that particular
night apart to catch up with my sleeping, and I was rather peevish when I
picked up the receiver.

“Hello.”
“This Miss Adams? Inspector Patton speaking.”

He did not need to tell me that. I had had a sort of premonition when the
bell rang that the police had turned up another case for me, and I wanted one
that night about as much as I wanted hardening of the arteries. In fact, I said
as much.

“Listen to me, Inspector. I need some sleep. I’'m no good the way I am.”

“Then you’re not on a case now?” He knew that I often took what we
call eighteen-hour duty, and slept at home.

“I’m still resting from that last one,” I said rather sharply, and I imagine
he smiled. He knew well enough what I was talking about. I had been taking
care of a gangster’s wife for him in order to get a line on who came to the
house. But the gentleman in question kept his business and his family too
well separated, and besides, she was the most jealous woman I ever saw—
and a trained nurse sees a lot of them. I am pretty much given to minding
my own business when I am on a case, especially when it is a police case;
but the moment any female in a white cap and a uniform enters certain
houses, there is sure to be trouble.

“This is different,” he said, “and it may be for only a few hours. Better
call a taxi and come over. Do you know the Mitchell house on Sylvan
Avenue?”

“Everybody knows it. What’s wrong?”’

“I’11 tell you when you get there. I’'m at the drugstore on the corner. How
long will you be?”

“About a half hour,” I said. “I had hoped to get some sleep tonight,
Inspector.”

“So had I!” he retorted, rather testily for him, and hung up the receiver.



That was a Monday night, the fourteenth of September. If they ever have
to perform an autopsy on me, they will not find Calais written across my
heart, but that date.

I drew a long breath; looked at my bed; at the uniform which needed
buttons, draped over a chair, and my sewing basket beside it; and then I
looked through the door into my little sitting room, newly done in chintz,
and at my canary, snugly covered in his cage so that he would not burst into
song at dawn and rouse me. Rouse me!

I can write that and fairly weep. Rouse me! When for that night and the
next four nights sleep was to be as rare with me as watercress in the Sahara.
Rouse me! When just four nights later it was to look as though nothing but
Gabriel’s horn would ever waken me again.

Well, I am not as bitter as I sound, and that night I was merely resigned.
I got down and dragged my suitcase from under my bed, threw in a few
toilet articles—for it is always packed and ready—called a taxi and then got
into a uniform. But I was not excited or even greatly interested. Indeed, at
the last minute, finding in my suitcase a snub-nosed little automatic which
the Inspector had given me, I picked it up gingerly and looked around for a
place in which to hide it. It would never do for Mrs. Merwin, my landlady,
to find it; so I finally decided to put it in the jardiniere with my Boston fern.
She never remembered to water that fern anyhow.

I suppose that is funny when I look back over it. But it is not really
funny at all. Later on I planned to go back one day and get it; but it would
never have done me any good, as I know now. And, as I think back over
those particular five days, I realize that on the only occasion when I might
possibly have used it, I was fighting madly to get air into my lungs. All I
could think of was that, to get air, to breathe again. Well . . .

So I was not in the best of humor that night when I closed my suitcase
and pinned on my cap. To tell the truth, I was wondering why I continued
my work for the police. One way and another I had run a good many risks
for them and lost a lot of sleep. I felt that I committed no breach of faith in
using my profession as a cloak for other activities. I had never neglected a
patient for them, and I had used hours when I needed rest to help solve some
piece of wickedness or other. I knew I had been useful. Pretty nearly every
crime from robbery up to murder leads to a call for a doctor, and often
enough for a nurse, too. As for professional ethics, I have never known of
criminals who had any, even among themselves. It has been my experience
that there is no honor among thieves.



But what had I got out of it myself, except the doubtful reward of being
called Miss Pinkerton when the Inspector was in a good humor? There were
a good many days, and nights, too, when I sighed for the old peaceful days.
Taking special duty at the hospital, and at seven or seven thirty the night
nurse coming in and smiling at the patient.

“How’s Miss Adams been treating you today? Holding out on food as
usual?”

Wandering out into the hall with her, exchanging notes on the case and a
bit of hospital gossip, and then going home. The night air cool and fresh
after the hospital odors, Dick hopping about in his cage, and nothing to do
until the next day.

“Sugar, Dick?”

Getting the sugar, while he watched me with eyes like small jet beads;
watering the fern; Mrs. Merwin coming in at nine o’clock with a glass of hot
milk and a cookie.

“It will make you sleep, dearie.”

And then I had made that alliance with Inspector Patton and the
Homicide Squad. By accident, but they had found me useful from the start.
There is one thing about a trained nurse in a household: she can move about
day and night and not be questioned. The fact is that the people in a house
are inclined pretty much to forget that she is there. She has only one job,
ostensibly, and that is her patient. Outside of that job she is more or less a
machine to them. They see that she is fed, and, if she is firm, that she gets
her hours off-duty. But they never think of her as a reasoning human being,
seeing a great deal more than they imagine, and sometimes using what she
sees, as I did.

With the patients, of course, it is different. They are apt to consider her
as something halfway between a necessary nuisance and a confessor. Most
of the time the nuisance, but take a sleepless night, with everything quiet,
and about three in the morning they begin to talk. I have listened to some
hair-raising confessions in my time. Sometimes these confessions had to go
to Headquarters, but most of the time they did not. The police were not
interested in evasions of the moral law. They were only bored with
unfaithful husbands and wives, and evasions of income taxes, and what not.
And to the Homicide Bureau, of course, there was only one crime. That was
murder.



My exact relation to the Bureau has never been defined. One day a
police captain referred to me as a “stool,” by which he meant stool pigeon. I
have seldom seen the Inspector so angry.

“Stool!” he said. “What the devil do you mean by that, Burke? Miss
Adams is a part of this organization, and a damned important part. We’ve
got a lot of wall-eyed pikes around here calling themselves detectives who
could take lessons from her and maybe learn something.”

Sometimes, as I say, he called me Miss Pinkerton, but that was a joke
between us. I have never claimed to be a detective. What I had was eyes to
use and the chance to use them where the police could not.

But I did not want to use them that Monday night. I wanted to shut them
for eleven hours or so, and then go out the next day and do some shopping. I
am ashamed to think of the bang with which I closed my bag, or of the
resentment with which I lugged it down to the front door. No use letting the
taxi driver ring the bell and waken everybody.

I felt better in the night air, and in the taxi I tried to put my mind on
whatever work lay ahead. I had gathered from the Inspector’s voice that
something grave had happened, and I reviewed what I knew of the family.
There were only two of them, old Miss Juliet herself and her nephew, a
good-looking weak-chinned boy. He was her sister’s child, and that sister
had married, late in life, a man who was no good whatever. There was a
story that he had squandered her money and then Miss Juliet’s, but I am not
sure of that. Anyhow, they had both died long ago, and the old lady was
certainly impoverished and had the boy into the bargain.

I hear a good bit as I go around. In a city the size of ours, big as it is,
there are always one or two dominating families, and for many years the
Mitchells had been among them. So I had heard about the old lady and this
boy, and I knew that she had had her own troubles with him. For years she
had kept him away, at school and college, but he did no good at either, and
he had been at home for some months now, sometimes working at whatever
offered, but mostly loafing. His name was Wynne, Herbert Wynne, and he
must have been twenty-four or thereabouts.

It was known that they got along badly, and what I anticipated that night,
as the taxi turned into the neglected grounds behind their high iron fence,
was that some trouble had developed between the two of them. To tell the
truth, I had an idea that the boy had turned on Miss Juliet in some frenzy of
anger, and possibly injured her. And I was not surprised, as the taxicab
turned into the Mitchell place between old iron gates, which had never been



closed within my recollection, to find that the house, usually dark, was
lighted from roof to cellar.

What I had not anticipated was that, within a few feet of the entrance,
the car should come to a grinding stop, and that the driver’s voice should be
lifted in wrath and alarm.

“Get out of there! Do you want to be killed?”

I looked out of the window, and I could see a girl in the roadway, just
ahead of us.

“Please, just a minute!” she said, in a breathless sort of voice, “I must
speak to whoever is in the car.”

“What is it?”’ I called.

She came straight toward me, and by the light of a street lamp I could
see her clearly, a pretty little thing, about twenty perhaps, in a light coat and
a beret, and with a face so pale and shocked that it fairly made me gasp.

“What’s wrong in there?” she demanded, still breathlessly. “Is somebody
hurt?”

“I don’t know. I imagine somebody is ill. I’'m a nurse.”
“I11? Then why is there a police car at the door?”

“Is there one? I really don’t know. Why don’t you ask? It looks as
though there are people in the hall.”

She stepped back a foot or two and stood staring at the house. “They
wouldn’t want a nurse if anyone was—if anyone was dead,” she said,
apparently thinking out loud. “It might be a robbery, don’t you think? If they
heard someone in the house, you know.”

“It’s possible. Come up with me, and we’ll find out.”

But she drew back. “Thanks, but I’ll run along. They didn’t say what it
was, when they sent for you?”

“Not a word.”

She seemed reluctant to let me go. She stood beside the window of the
taxi, holding onto it and staring at the house. Then it seemed to occur to her
that what she was doing required some explanation, and she turned to me
again.



“I was just passing, and when I saw all the lights and that car—I suppose
it’s really nothing. I just—would it be all right for me to telephone you a
little later? If it would bother you, or you’d be asleep. . . .”

I looked at the house, and the police car standing in front of it, and I
imagine my voice was rather grim when I answered her.

“From the look of things I’ll not be getting much sleep,” I said. “But
you’d better give me your name, so I can leave word to be called.”

It seemed to me that she hesitated. “That doesn’t matter, does it? I'll call
you, and you’ll know who it is.”

With that she left me, and I saw her going out the gate. I had seen a
small coupé standing some distance off, before we turned in, and I felt
certain that it belonged to her. But I forgot her almost immediately, as the
taxi got under way again with a jerk that almost broke my neck.

Before me lay the old house, blazing with lights. Always I had been
curious about it; now I was to know it well. To know the way it creaked and
groaned at night; to see revealed in broad daylight its shabby gentility, its
worn remainders of past splendors, and to hear my own voice at night
echoing through its rooms while I shouted at the deaf old woman in her bed,
“Can I get you anything, Miss Juliet?” Or, “Are you more comfortable
now?”

For Miss Juliet was safe enough, lying there in her wide old walnut bed
with her reading glasses and her worn Bible on the table beside her. Safe
enough; that night at least.

I can write all this comfortably now, filling in the hours while I wait for
one of those cases in which I start with one patient and end with two. Every
time I take such a case, I contemplate a certain suggestion made by the
Inspector at the end of the Mitchell tragedy, and I turn it over in my mind.

But in the interval I am writing the story of that tragedy, the stork—a
bird which I detest anyhow—is a trifle late as usual, and so I have plenty of
time. For a good many months, however, I could not even think about the
Mitchell case, or the Mitchell house, or old Miss Juliet Mitchell lying there
in her bed.



CHAPTER II

THERE were three or four men in the hall when the taxi stopped, and one of
them, a Doctor Stewart, whom I knew by sight, came out onto the porch to
meet me.

“It’s Miss Adams, isn’t it?”
“Yes, doctor.”
“Your patient is upstairs, in the large front room. The cook is with her,

and I’'ll be up at once. I’ve given her a hypodermic, and she ought to get
quiet soon.”

“She has had a shock, then?”
He lowered his voice. “Her nephew committed suicide tonight.”

“Here?”
“In this house. On the third floor.”

He was a little man, known among the nurses and hospitals for his polite
bedside manner and his outside-the-door irritability, a combination not so
rare in the profession as unpleasant. And I think he had hoped to impress me
with his news. I merely nodded, however, and that annoyed him.

“I’1l go on up,” I said quietly.

The Inspector was in the hall, but he only glanced at me and looked
away, after his usual custom when I take a case for him. The Medical
Examiner for the department similarly ignored me. It was an officer in
uniform who took my bag and led me up the stairs.

“Bad business, miss,” he said. “The old lady went up to see if he had
come in, and she found him.”

I found myself thinking hard as I followed him. If it was suicide, then
what was Inspector Patton of the Homicide Squad doing there? And why
had I been called? Any nurse would have answered. Why get me?

“How did he do it?” I asked.

“Shot himself in the forehead,” he replied, with a certain unction. “Knelt
in front of the mirror to do it. Very sad case.”

“Very sad, indeed,” I said, thinking of that girl in the drive, and the look
of terror in her face. She must have suspected something of the sort, I



thought. And later she would call up, and I would have to tell her.

I felt somewhat shaken as I went into the room adjoining the large front
bedroom to take off my coat. As I did so, I could hear voices from the other
room. One was the low monotonous voice of the very deaf, the other shrill
and hysterical.

“Now don’t you talk, Miss Juliet. He’s all right now. Past all his troubles,
and safe in his Maker’s arms.”

Then something again that I could not hear, and the shrill voice again.

“I’ve told you over and over. It was an accident. He hadn’t the nerve,
and you know it. He’d been cleaning his gun. I saw him at it when [ went in
to turn down his bed, at eight o’clock.”

It was evident that they did not know of my arrival, and when I was
ready, I did not go at once into the bedroom. Instead, I slipped out quietly
and made my way to the third floor. That, too, was lighted, and through an
open doorway I saw a policeman sitting on a chair reading a newspaper, and
a body lying on the floor. It looked callous to me, but of course there was
nothing for him to do, until that conclave ended downstairs in the hall. The
room was still filled with acrid smoke, as though flashlight pictures had only
recently been taken, and the one window in the room was open, apparently
to clear the air.

It was a small room, plainly furnished, a back room, looking toward the
service wing at the rear. Later on I was to know that room well: the small
white iron bedstead, the old-fashioned bureau, the closet beside the
fireplace. But at that moment my eyes were riveted on the body lying on the
floor.

It was Herbert Wynne, beyond a doubt. He lay in a curiously crumpled
position on his side, with his knees bent and one arm outstretched. There
was no weapon whatever in sight.

The officer looked up, and rather shamefacedly laid his paper on the bed.
“Better not come in, miss,” he said. “Inspector’s orders. ’'m sorry.”

“I haven’t any idea of coming in. Have you seen the cook? I shall need
some hot water.”

“I haven’t seen her, miss.”

But I lingered in the doorway, staring at that body. “I suppose there’s no
question about its being suicide?”



“Suicide or accident, I’d say, miss.”

None of the men, outside of the Bureau itself, knew me or my
connection with it. So I assumed an air of ignorance.

“It’s terrible, isn’t it? I didn’t know they took pictures after suicide? Or
even after an accident.”

“There’ll be an inquest,” he said, as though that answered the question,
and picked up his paper again. That closed the discussion, but my interest
was thoroughly aroused. I knew as well as though I had seen them that the
Homicide Squad had been there, working with their rubber gloves, their
steel tape measures, their magnifying glasses, their fingerprinting outfits.
Accident or suicide, and the Homicide Squad on the job!

It was still not much after half past one when I started down the stairs
again. Just in time, for Doctor Stewart was fussily on his way up from the
lower floor. I could see his bald head and, in the brilliant light, that it was
beaded with perspiration. Indeed, he stopped on the landing to mop it, and
that gave me time to get safely into Miss Juliet’s room. She was lying in her
wide old walnut bed, raised high on pillows, and a pallid neurotic-looking
little woman of fifty or thereabouts was sitting beside her and holding one of
her hands. She got up when she saw me, and stepped back.

“She’s getting quieter, miss,” she said. “You’ll have to speak loud. She’s
deaf.”

It took me only a second, however, to realize why Miss Juliet was
quieter. She had lapsed into a coma, and she was almost pulseless.

“Doctor!” I called. “Doctor!”

He hurried then, and for the next few minutes we were two pretty busy
people. He ordered a hypodermic of nitroglycerin, and stood for some time
holding her pulse and watching it. Not until it perceptibly improved did he
speak at all.

“That’s curious,” he said at last. “She’s shown shock, of course. Been
restless, and the usual flushed face and rapid pulse. There’s a bad heart
condition, an arteriosclerosis of the coronary arteries. But she was quieter
when I went downstairs. You don’t know of anything that could have excited
her?”

“I’ve just come in, doctor.”

“How about you, Mary?”



“I don’t know. I was just talking to her.”
“You didn’t say anything to excite her?”

She shook her head. Miss Juliet had been growing calmer as she talked
to her; then suddenly she had given a little cry and sat up in bed. She had
even tried to get out, and asked for her slippers. Then she apparently
changed her mind and lay back again.

“Did she say why she wanted her slippers?”’

“I think she wanted to go upstairs again. To see him.”

“She didn’t explain that?”

“No.”

Doctor Stewart considered that, his hand still on the old lady’s wrist.
“You didn’t intimate to her that he had killed himself?”

“Killed himself! Why should 1?7 He was yellow, through and through. He
never killed himself. It was an accident.”

All this time she was looking at me with unfriendly eyes. I am used to
that, the resentment of all servants, and especially of old servants, to a
trained nurse in the house. But it seemed to me that she was not so much
jealous of me that night as afraid of me, and that she was even more shrill
than usual in her insistence of an accident.

“Why shouldn’t she get weak and faint?” she demanded. “She’s had a
plenty. And not only tonight,” she added darkly.

It was some time before the old lady rallied, and still later before the
doctor felt that he could safely go. He left me some amyl-nitrite ampoules
and nitroglycerin for emergency, and I thought he looked worried as I
followed him into the hall.

“Curious,” he said, “her collapsing like that. She’d had a shock, of
course, but she was all over it; and she wasn’t fond of the boy. She had no
reason to be. I’'m still wondering if Mary didn’t say something that sent her
off. You see, we’ve maintained to her that it was an accident. If she learned
that it was suicide, or might be, that would account for it.”

“I heard Mary telling her it was an accident.”

“In that case. . . .” He left the sentence unfinished, for one of the men
who had been in the lower hall had started up the stairs. He moved slowly



and weightily, and I recognized him as he approached us; a well-known
attorney in town, named Glenn. He stopped on the landing.

“How is she?”
“Not so well. Better than a few minutes ago, but that’s about all.”
“Do you think I’d better stay?”

“If anybody stays, I’'m the logical one,” said the doctor. “But the nurse is
here.”

Mr. Glenn looked at me for the first time. As I said, I knew him by sight;
one of those big-bodied men who naturally gravitate to the law and become
a repository for the family secrets of the best people. He looked at me and
nodded amiably.

“So I see. Well, I might as well go home; I suppose there is nothing I can
do up there.” He indicated the third floor.

“They won’t let you in, Mr. Glenn,” I said. But he was not listening.

“See here, Stewart,” he said, “have you any idea why he would do such
a thing? Has he been speculating?”

“What did he have to speculate with?” the doctor demanded, rather
sourly.

“I suppose that’s true enough. How about a girl?”
“Don’t ask me. That’s your sort of business, not mine!”

Mr. Glenn smiled a little, and put his hand on the doctor’s shoulder.
“Come, come, Dave,” he said, “you’re letting this get under your skin. It’s
bad business, but it’s not yours.”

They went down the stairs together, companionably enough, and soon
afterward the Inspector came up to tell me to close the door from Miss
Juliet’s room into the hall. The door beside her bed opened close to the foot
of the third-floor staircase, and they were about to bring the body down.
Mary was still in the room, and I had no chance for a word with him.

Soon after that I heard the shuffling of the men in the hall, and Mary
gave a gasp and went very pale. With a sort of morbid curiosity, however,
she went out into the hall, after they had passed, and a few moments later
she burst back into the room.

“Hugo!” she said. “They’ve taken him along, miss!”



“Who is Hugo?”

“My husband. What do the police want with him? He doesn’t know
anything. He was asleep in the bed beside me when Miss Juliet banged on
that door out there.”

I tried to quiet her. Miss Juliet was apparently asleep, and I was ready
myself to get some rest. But she went on and on. Why did the police want
Hugo? Mr. Herbert had killed himself. There he was, lying on the floor with
his own gun beside him, in front of the bureau. Maybe he meant to, maybe
he didn’t. Hugo knew nothing. He had almost dropped when he saw the
body.

I gathered, here and there through this hysterical outburst, that Hugo and
Mary were the only servants in the house, and that they had been there for
many years. In the old days Hugo had been the butler and Mary the cook.
There had been other servants, but one by one they had drifted away. Now
Hugo was everything from houseman to butler, and Mary “was worked until
at night she was like to drop off her feet.”

I finally got her to bed. It developed that she and Hugo occupied two
rooms, a sitting room and bedroom, beyond the second-floor landing; rooms
originally used by the family, so that a door on the landing connected with
them. But as that door was kept locked as well as bolted, I had to take her
downstairs and wait in the kitchen until she had had time to climb the rear
staircase.

And it was while I was standing there that I thought I heard, somewhere
outside, a soft movement in the shrubbery just beyond the kitchen door.

I put it down to nerves or maybe to a dog, but I did not like it. Standing
there in the dark, it seemed to me that something was moving along the
kitchen wall outside, and brushing against it.



CHAPTER III

LIkE all women, I feel safer with a light. Again and again, Mr. Patton has
warned me against that obsession.

“Think it over,” he said dryly one day. “What is the idea anyhow? It’s
what is left of your little-girl fear of ghosts, and you know it. But in this
business you’re not dealing with ghosts; you’re dealing with people, and
often enough people with guns. Keep dark. Don’t move. Don’t speak.”

But no advice in the world would have kept me from feeling about for
the light in that kitchen, and turning it on. It was the light which gave me
courage, so that I threw open the kitchen door. And sure enough there was
something there. A huge black cat stalked in with dignity, and proceeded to
curl up under the stove.

I closed and bolted the door again, but I was still uncertain. I could
almost have located that sound I had heard, and it was high up on the frame
wall, about shoulder height, I thought. Or maybe that is what some people
call hindsight. I know now that it was not the cat, and so I think that I
noticed it then.

However that may be, I put out the light and went upstairs, as the
Inspector put it later on, as though I had been fired out of a gun! I imagine
that was at half past two or thereabouts. I know that it seemed incredible,
when I had taken off my uniform and put on my dressing gown, to find that
it was only three o’clock. It seemed to me that I had been in that old house
for hours.

Miss Juliet was sleeping quietly by that time, and her pulse and general
condition were much better. In spite of my recent fright, I went methodically
enough about my preparations for what was left of the night. But I was still
puzzled. As I made my bed on the couch at the foot of Miss Juliet’s big bed,
as I laid out my hypodermic tray in the front room adjoining, which had
been assigned to me, I was still wondering. Both Doctor Stewart and Mr.
Glenn had taken it for granted that Herbert Wynne had killed himself by
accident or design. Then what did they make of the Homicide Squad? Or did
they know about it? I had seen the Inspector slip in a half-dozen men from
the Bureau, under the very noses of the family, and nobody suspect it at all.

And had that been the cat, outside in the shrubbery?

The house was eerie that night. There was no wind, but it creaked and
groaned all about me; and after I had raised the windows, the furniture



began to rap. I knew well enough what it was, that the change of
temperature was doing it. But it was as though some unseen hand were
beating a fine tattoo, on the old walnut bureau, on the old brass fire irons,
even on the footboard of the bed at my head.

I must have dozed, in spite of all that, for it was only slowly that I
became aware of a still louder rapping, and roused to discover that someone
was throwing gravel from the drive against a window sash.

I recognized the signal, and went downstairs at once, to find the
Inspector on the front porch. There was still no sign of dawn, but I could see
him faintly by the distant light of a street lamp.

“How is she? Asleep?”
“Sound. The doctor gave her a sedative.”
He sat down on a step, pulled out his pipe and lighted it.

“Well, here’s the layout,” he said, “and I’'m damned if I know what to
make of it. So far as I can learn, young Wynne ate his dinner in good spirits,
and spent the time until almost nine o’clock cleaning and oiling his
automatic. The cook went in at eight o’clock to turn down his bed, and he
was at it, and cheerful enough, she says. Shortly before nine o’clock, Hugo,
the butler, heard him go out. He and Mary are man and wife; they occupy
the rooms behind the landing on the second floor, and the sitting room is just
behind the landing. There’s a door connecting it, but it is kept locked and
bolted, and the bolt is on the landing side. It’s still locked and bolted, for that
matter.

“But the point is that Hugo, reading his paper in the sitting room, heard
him go down the front stairs shortly before nine o’clock, and says that he
was whistling. We can’t shake that story of his, and it’s probably true. In
other words, if we had nothing else to go on, it wouldn’t look like suicide.”

“But you have something else?”
“We have, Miss Pinkerton.”

He did not tell me at once, however, and from the way he pulled at his
pipe I gathered that something had annoyed him. Finally it came out.
Between his department and the District Attorney’s office was a long-
standing feud, and now it turned out that the District Attorney was already
butting in, as he put it; had put on his clothes and appeared himself.

“Afraid he won’t get into the papers,” he said disgustedly. “Ready to
blab the whole story, and steal the job. He’s working on Hugo now, so I got



out. He leaves all the dirty work to us, but when it comes to a prominent
family like this——"

He checked himself, grinning sheepishly and went on. The local precinct
station had received a call at fifteen minutes after twelve, and the police
lieutenant who first arrived on the scene had merely taken in the general
picture, and had decided then and there that it had been suicide.

“Fellow’s a fool,” the Inspector said. “How do you get a suicide without
contact marks? And it’s the first hour that counts in these cases. The first
five minutes would be better, but we don’t get those breaks very often.”

“And there were no powder marks on the body?”’

“Not a mark. It took O’Brien ten minutes to notice that! And he calls
himself a policeman.”

He had noticed it finally, however, and he had telephoned to
Headquarters.

Luckily the Inspector had still been in his office, and he got to the house
at a quarter before one. It took him just two minutes, he said with some
pride, to decide that it was neither a suicide nor an accident, to send for the
Squad and to telephone for me.

“Not so easy, that last,” he said. “Stewart had some pet or other he
wanted to put on the case. Yes, Stewart was there. He got there before I did.
But I tipped the word to the Medical Examiner, and he told Stewart he had
somebody he could get at once. It worked.”

“It did,” I said grimly. “And what was it that you saw in two minutes?”

“This. That boy was drilled through the center of the forehead; and he
didn’t move a foot after the bullet hit him. That’s certain. But where was he
when they found him? He was in front of the bureau, on the floor. All right.
O’Brien sized it up first that he’d been standing in front of the mirror, with a
revolver pointed at the center of his forehead. But in that case where would
the bullet go? It would go through his skull and into the wall at the head of
the bed. But it did nothing of the sort. It hit the brick facing of the fireplace,
at right angles to the bed, and bounced off. I found it on the floor.”

I considered that. It was a ghastly sort of picture at best. “Maybe he
didn’t face the mirror,” I suggested.

“Maybe not. But it’s a cinch that he was standing up, if he did it himself.
There’s no chair in front of that bureau. And that bullet went through his



head in a straight line, and hit the fireplace about four feet above the floor.
He was pretty close to six feet tall, so you see what [ mean.”

“He might have knelt.”

“Good for you. So he might. They hate the idea of falling, and I've
known them to put a blanket on the floor, or a bunch of pillows. I grant you,
too, that that would account for the way his knees were bent. But I still want
to know why he shows no contact marks. A man doesn’t drill himself
through the head without leaving something more than just a hole. Of course
it’s possible that he’d rigged up a device of some sort for firing the gun at a
distance, and there’s the chance that the servants and the old lady did away
with it. They had time enough before they called the police.”

“It isn’t an insurance case?” I asked. I had worked on one or two such
cases for him.

“Well, he had some insurance. The family doctor, Stewart, says he
examined him not long ago for a couple of small policies. But why would he
do such a thing? Kill himself in order to leave his insurance to an old
woman who hadn’t long to live, and who didn’t like him anyhow? It’s not
reasonable.”

Well, it was not reasonable, and I knew it; although the trouble some
people take to kill themselves so that it will look like something else is
extraordinary. I believe there is a clause in most policies about suicide; if the
holder kills himself within a year, the policy lapses. Something of that sort,
anyhow.

“It couldn’t have been an accident?” I asked.

“Well, apparently the boy belonged to a pistol club at college; he knew
how to handle a gun. And most accidents of that sort occur when the
cleaning is going on; not two or three hours later. He’d cleaned that gun
before he went out, and left the oil and the rags on top of his bureau. But
here’s another thing. How do you get an accident with all the earmarks of
suicide? Gun on the floor, bent knees as though he might have knelt in front
of the mirror, and a bullet straight through his forehead? Straight, I’'m telling
you. Where was that gun and where was he, in that case?”

“If you’re asking me,” I said mildly, “I haven’t any idea.”

He shook out his pipe. “That’s what I like about you,” he said, smiling
into the darkness. “I can talk, and you haven’t any theories. You’ve got a
factual mind, and no nonsense.”



“What does the Medical Examiner think?”
“He’s guessing accident. Stewart is guessing suicide.”
“And you?”

“Just at the minute I’'m guessing murder. I may change that, of course.
But this boy was weak, and it takes more than a temporary spell of
depression for any man to plan a suicide so that it looks like something else.
Take that gun now; it’s the one that killed him. It had been fired since he
cleaned it, and there are no prints on it, except some smudged ones that look
like his own. Either he’d rigged it so that he could pull a string and fire it
from a distance; or somebody else held it with a handkerchief, or wore
gloves.”

“Nobody heard the shot?”

“Nobody. But that doesn’t mean anything. The servants were pretty far
away. And the old lady is deaf as a post. There was a shot fired, that’s
certain. Stewart, who got there before our man, says Wynne hadn’t been
dead for too long then; less than an hour. The Medical Examiner put the
time as about a quarter past eleven. But they’re both guessing. So am 1. But
I’'m guessing that, if it’s murder, it’s an inside job.”

He struck a match and looked at his watch. “Well, the D. A. will be
wanting a little shut-eye about now. I’ll go back and take over Hugo.”

“What do you mean by an inside job?” I demanded. “That old woman,
and two antiquated servants! Was there anyone else in the house?”

“Not a soul, apparently. And get this. Even if I can figure that this boy
could kill himself without leaving any contact marks, I’ve got to explain one
or two things to myself. Why did he go out whistling at nine o’clock, if he
did, and then come back to kill himself at something after eleven? And why
did he have a new suitcase in his closet, locked in and partially packed? He
was going on a journey, but it wasn’t one where he needed silk pajamas!”

Somehow that made me shudder, and he was quick to see it.

“Better go in and get to bed, young lady,” he said kindly. “I’'m going to
need you on this case; I don’t want you getting sick. I’ll tell you the old
lady’s story in the morning.”

But I refused to go until I had heard it. I did agree to go up and look at
my patient, however, and to get my cape to throw about me. I found Miss
Juliet quiet and her pulse much better, but, although she kept her eyes
closed, I had an idea that she was not asleep.



When I went down again, the Inspector was sitting on the porch step in a
curiously intent position, apparently listening to something I could not hear.
He waved a hand at me for silence, and then, suddenly and without warning,
he bolted around the side of the house. It was a full five minutes before he
returned, and he appeared rather chagrined.

“Guess I need some sleep,” he said. “I’d have sworn I heard somebody
moving back there among the bushes.”

It was then that I told him of my own experience earlier in the night, and
he made another round of the place without discovering anything. But he did
not sit down again; he stood and listened for some little time, his body and
ears still evidently on the alert. There was no further sound, however.

I often think of that scene. The two of us there on the front porch, the
Inspector’s two excursions to the rear, and neither one of us suspecting that a
part of the answer to our mystery was perhaps not more than fifty feet away
from us while we talked. Or that he almost fell over it in the darkness,
without even knowing that it was there.



CHAPTER IV

IT was after those interruptions that he relaxed somewhat, and began to do
what I often think proves my only real value to him; to use me as an
opportunity to think out loud.

“I want to go back to that room again, Miss Adams. No, don’t move. I'm
not going upstairs. Let’s just think about it. Here’s this boy, Herbert. Let’s
suppose something like this. He is sitting in a chair; sitting, because the
bullet struck the fireplace at about that height. And he has started to undress,
for we found that one shoe was unfastened. The door was closed, we’ll say.
He sees it opening, but as it was Miss Juliet’s custom to discover whether or
not he had come in, he does not get up. In a minute, however, he sees that it
is not Miss Juliet, but someone else. Still he does not get up. Mind you, if
I’'m right, he was shot as he sat in that chair, and that chair was in the center
of the room, between the hall door and the fireplace. Now, what do you
make of that?”

“That he knew whoever it was, or that he had no time to get up.”

I felt that he was smiling once more, there in the darkness. “Who says
you are not a detective?” he asked. “Someone he knew, probably, if this
theory holds at all. He may have been surprised; very likely he was. But he
wasn’t scared. He was young and active, and he’d have moved in a hurry if
he had seen any reason to. He didn’t; and get this. Unless we learn to the
contrary tomorrow, whoever shot him didn’t kill him right off. He had to get
into the room and get that gun, for one thing. It was probably on the bureau,
and this person picked it up. Then he walked toward the door, turned to go,
wheeled and fired. Herbert never knew what hit him.”

It was a horrible picture, any way one looked at it, and I felt a little sick.
I’ve seen death in a good many forms, and some of them none too pleasant;
but the thought of that boy in his chair, totally unaware that he was breathing
his last breath, was almost too much for me. Breathing his last breath and
looking up at someone he knew.

“Then it’s your idea that, if there was a murder, whoever did it, did it on
impulse?” I asked. “If he used Herbert’s gun, that looks as though he had
none of his own.”

“We’ll know tomorrow, but I am betting that he used Herbert’s gun. As
for doing it on impulse, well—maybe, and maybe not. Why was this
unknown sneaking into the house at that hour? If we knew that, we could get



somewhere. And how did he get in? There are three doors on the lower
floor, and all of them were found bolted on the inside, as well as locked.
That is, two of them were bolted. The third one, a side entrance, leads into
the kitchen, and that is locked off at night. It also leads to the back stairs, but
they go up into the servants’ sitting room. Nowhere else.”

“By a window?”

“Well, Hugo claims to have found a window open all right. But I doubt
it. It looks to me as though Hugo, knowing that the house was always locked
up like a jail at night, and wanting a murderer, had opened that window. He
was a little too quick in discovering it and showing it off. But it happens that
the ground is soft outside, and there are no footprints under that window. So
I’ll stake my reputation, such as it is, that no one got in or out of that
window tonight; and that Hugo himself opened it, after the body was
discovered.”

“But why?” I said, bewildered.

“Listen, little sister. If this boy had insurance, the last thing Hugo wants
is a verdict of suicide. If Hugo killed him, he’s got to show it’s an outside
job. There are two reasons for you! I could think of others if you want
them.”

“Then Hugo did it?”

“Not too fast! Let’s take the other side for a minute. To do that, we have
to figure how somebody unknown could have got into this house tonight and
left it, through three doors, all locked, two of them bolted on the inside. And
why whoever killed Herbert Wynne killed him with his own gun as he sat in
a chair between the fireplace and the door, and moved the body later so that
it would look like a suicide.”

“And it wasn’t Hugo?”
“Think again. Why should he move that body?”

“I’ve told you I'm no detective,” I said briefly. “You’d better tell me. It
will save time. I suppose Hugo or somebody in the house could have moved
it.”

“Why? To make it look like a suicide, when everybody in this house
stood to lose if the coroner’s verdict at the inquest was suicide? Nonsense!”

“Then whoever killed him moved it?”



“Possibly. We only have two guesses, and that’s the other one. Right
now I think that is what happened; I believe that Hugo made one attempt to
indicate a murder, but that he didn’t touch the body. Miss Juliet apparently
ordered them to stay out and leave everything as it stood. God knows what
he’d have done otherwise, in his anxiety to prove it wasn’t suicide. He did
manage, however, to get that window in the library open.”

“You’ve been over the ground around the house, of course?”

“Combed it with a fine-toothed comb,” he said, and yawned. “Found the
point of a woman’s high heel just off the drive near the entrance, but too far
from the house. Of course, we have to allow for that, too. He wasn’t good
medicine for women.”

Strange as it seems now, for the first time during that talk of ours I
remembered the girl in the drive, and told him about her. He was less
impressed, however, than I had anticipated, although he stood in thoughtful
silence for some time before he made any comment.

“We’ll have to watch out,” he said, “or we’ll be hearing more people in
the bushes! I’ll admit that this girl looks important, but is she? It isn’t
unusual these days for a girl to be out alone at one o’clock in the morning,
especially if she has a car. Although the car is only a guess, isn’t it?”

“I’m convinced it was hers.”

“All right. Far be it from me to dispute any hunch of yours. Now what
about her? She knows Herbert; maybe she has been playing around with
him; tonight she is driving along this street, and she sees a house not
notorious for light blazing from roof to cellar. She leaves her car, walks into
the drive and discovers a police car near the front door and a crowd of
policemen inside the open door. She wouldn’t need to be a detective to know
that something had happened, would she?”

“It was more than that. She suspected what had happened. It was written
all over her.”

“And she wouldn’t give her name?”
“No. She said she would telephone. But she hasn’t.”

“But that doesn’t look as though she knew when she talked to you, does
it? As for not telephoning, perhaps she didn’t need to. We’ve had reporters
here, or she may have stopped the doctor on his way out. Depend on it, she
knows now or she’d be hanging on the wire.”

“Why wouldn’t she come to the house and ask?”



“I don’t know, but I’ll find out tomorrow—today, rather. She ought not
to be hard to locate. She may simply have wanted to keep out of the picture,
but we can’t afford to leave her out. And while this Wynne youth was a
pretty bad actor, he was also pretty well known. We’ll pick her up, all right,
and take her for a little ride.”

Before he left, he told me Miss Juliet’s story, and tragic enough it
seemed to me. She had gone asleep at ten or thereabouts, and slept soundly
until ten minutes to twelve. She wakened then, and looked at the clock
beside her bed. She was certain of the time, and she sat up, prepared to go
upstairs and ascertain if Herbert had come in. This was her nightly custom;
to see if he was in the house, and then to go down and examine the front
door, to be sure that he had closed it properly.

“Sometimes he came in a little under the weather,” the Inspector
explained here. He had certain curious reserves of speech with me. “From
drinking, you know.”

By which I gathered that now and then Herbert had returned to his home
in no fit condition even for my experienced ears!

But while Miss Juliet sat there in her bed, looking at her clock, she was
aware that someone was walking past her door, in the hall outside. She heard
nothing, naturally, but like all very deaf people she was sensitive to
vibrations, and her walnut bed was shaking as it always did under such
conditions.

She called out. “Herbert! Is that you, Herbert?”

There was no answer, and, with the terror of burglars always in her
mind, she was too frightened at first to get out of her bed. She managed that
at last, and, feeling no more vibrations, she even opened her door an inch or
two. There was nobody in sight, but on the landing above, Herbert’s door
was open and his light going.

She called again, more sharply, and finally put on her slippers and
dressing gown and climbed to the third floor. All she had expected to find
was that the boy had gone to sleep with his light burning, and apparently she
went up with a sense of outrage at his indifference to waste.

What she saw, from the staircase, had sent her shrieking down to
hammer on the door into the servants’ rooms at the back. That door was
locked, had been locked for years, and was bolted, too. To reach her, the
servants had had to go down their own back staircase, through the lower hall
and up to where she still stood, hysterically banging at that door.



She led the way back toward the upper room, but she did not go in.
Hugo had done so, while she and Mary remained outside. She had told him
not to touch anything, and she was certain that he had not done so. The body
was lying as the police had found it, in front of the bureau, with the
automatic beside it. Yes, the window was open, but it was three full stories
above the ground.

She had fainted, or had a heart attack, at about that time, but she
remembered that Hugo had said there were no powder marks, and that it
must have been an accident. She had asked him then to telephone for Arthur
Glenn, her attorney, and Mary had apparently sent for Doctor Stewart, for he
arrived shortly after the police from the station house.

That was practically all, but the Inspector added that she had seemed
anxious to believe that it was an accident and not suicide.

It was after four o’clock in the morning when he left, getting into his car
and driving off at his usual furious speed. I had followed him out into the
drive.

“And what am I to do?” I asked.

“Just as usual. Keep your eyes open, that’s all. By the way, I’ve told
them to stay out of that room. I want to look it over in the morning.”

He put his foot on the starter, but I had thought of something.
“This boy, Herbert, he had a key, of course?”

“To the front door. Yes.”

“Could he have brought someone in with him?”

“Not if Hugo is telling the truth, and why shouldn’t he? He would give
his neck to prove that Herbert Wynne had done just that. But what does
Hugo say? He says that he was still in his sitting room beyond the landing at
eleven or a little after, that he heard the boy going up the stairs to the third
floor, and that he is certain he was alone.”

Then he roared away, and I was left standing in the drive alone.

It was still dark, although there was a hint of dawn in the sky. Dark and
cold. I shivered a little as I turned back and went into the house again.

Upstairs, old Miss Juliet still lay very quietly in that great walnut bed,
her head high so she could breathe more easily, but I still had that odd
feeling that she was only pretending to be asleep.



I stood and looked down at her. How old she was I have no idea even
now; in her late seventies, I imagine. Possibly eighty. There were stories that
Miss Juliet Mitchell had been a great beauty in her day, but there were no
signs of that beauty now. She looked infinitely old and very weary. It
seemed to me, as I looked at her, that surely age should have certain
compensations for what it has lost, and that peace and comfort should be
among them. But [ wondered if she had not grown hard with the years. I was
remembering what the Inspector had quoted as her words when she had
finished her statement.

“He is dead,” she had said, “and I will speak no evil of him. But if
someone murdered him, it was for good cause. I knew him well enough to
know that. And he never killed himself. He had not the courage.”



CHAPTER V

IT was well after four in the morning when I finally lay down and tried to
get an hour’s sleep on a couch at the foot of the old lady’s bed. It was hard to
do. She was apparently asleep, but it grew still cooler toward dawn, and if
before, everything about that ancient house had seemed to creak, now it
appeared to me as I lay there that ghostly figures were moving up and down
the stairs. Once a curtain blew out into the room and touched me on the
hand, and I had all I could do not to yell my head off.

I must have dozed again, but only for a short time. I was roused by an
odd sort of vibration of the footboard of the big bed; my sofa was pushed
against it, so it was shaking also.

What with the Inspector’s story of some loose floor boarding or joist
which connected with the hall outside, I knew what that meant, and I sat up
with a jerk. Over the high footboard I could see Miss Juliet’s bed, and it was
empty!

I was still sitting there, gasping, when I heard the door to the hall open
cautiously, and saw her come feebly back into the room. She was ghastly
white, and she stopped and stood motionless when she saw me. She was in
her nightgown and her feet were bare. I dare say the fright had made me
irritable, for I jumped up and confronted her.

“You know you shouldn’t have got out of bed, Miss Mitchell,” T said
sternly. “That’s what I’'m here for.”

Whether she heard me or not, she understood my attitude.

“I’ve been walking off a cramp in my leg,” she said in her flat,
monotonous voice. “Do lie down, and go to sleep again. I’'m quite all right.”

She moved toward the bed, and, dark as the room still was, I felt certain
that she held something in the hand I could not see, and that, with a
surprisingly quick gesture, she slid it under a pillow. Right or wrong—and I
know now that I was right—she refused any help in getting back into bed, or
to allow me to straighten her bedclothing, or, indeed, to work about the bed
at all.

“Let me alone, please,” she said when I attempted it. “I don’t like being
fussed over.”

She could not, however, prevent my putting a heater to her feet, and
seeing that the soles were soiled; or taking her pulse and discovering that it



was extremely fast, or watching her breathing, which was rapid and labored.
Nor could she impose on me by pretending to be asleep until Mary came to
relieve me for my breakfast. Neither one of us slept a wink from that time
on, and I suppose there was a certain humor, hard to discover at the time, in
my occasional cautious peerings over the foot of that bed, my hair flying in
all directions and my very face swollen with lack of sleep; and Miss Juliet’s
equally wary watching, and the closing of her eyes the moment she saw the
top of my head rising beyond that walnut footboard.

Whatever she had under her pillow, I did not get it, for Mary relieved me
at eight for breakfast, a slim meal served by a morose Hugo in a shabby
coat, with purple pouches of sheer exhaustion under his eyes. If there had
been suppressed indignation for that night of interrogation in Mary’s manner
as she relieved me, there was a curious look of humiliation in his. He looked
old, tired and rather pathetically shamed.

“I’m afraid you had a hard night, Hugo.”
“I suppose it was to be expected, miss.”

He did not care to talk, I saw, and so I let him alone. But as I ate my
toast and drank my weak tea, I had a chance to see more fully the
impoverished gentility of that house. No wonder, if the Wynne boy had
actually killed himself, Hugo had tried to make it look like a murder. The
threadbare carpets, the thin and carefully darned table linen, the scanty food
served with such ceremony, all pointed to a desperate struggle to keep up
appearances.

And to save my life I could not see Herbert Wynne in that house. He had
come and gone, apparently leaving no more impression on it than if he had
never been.

Mary was still in Miss Juliet’s room when I went up again. The door was
closed, so I had a moment or two in which to get my bearings by daylight. I
could see that the house was only three stories in the front, and that the back
wing, including the kitchen, the pantry and, as I discovered later, the
laundry, was only two.

This back wing, a later addition, was of frame, while the main body of
the house was brick. It was above the kitchen and so on that the servants had
their rooms, carefully locked off and bolted from the landing on the front
stairs. And it was evident that only the main staircase led to the third floor.
The rear one, as Inspector Patton had said, led only to the two rooms and
bath used by Mary and Hugo.



The house itself was a double house; that is, there was a long center hall
leading back to the pantry and service quarters. On one side of the hall was a
library with a dining room behind it. On the other was what was known as
the long parlor. The doors into it were closed, but I knew that it was there. It
had been rather a famous room locally in the old days, with its two crystal
chandeliers and its two fireplaces, each with a marble mantel and a mirror
over 1t.

On the second floor, not counting the locked-off rooms where Mary and
Hugo lived, were three bedrooms. One of them, a small room behind Miss
Juliet’s, was largely dismantled, however, and Miss Juliet’s was what used to
be called the main chamber. It lay over the library and the lower hall along
the front of the house, and opened onto the upper hall. My own room was
next to it, also along the front of the house, but smaller, with a window at the
rear as well as at the front and side.

The third floor, as I discovered later, was not greatly unlike the second,
save that the ceilings were lower.

That morning, however, I had only time to glance at the lower floor, and
on my way upstairs to stop and examine the door leading back into the
servants’ wing. I remembered something the Inspector had told me: that the
outside door at the foot of the back stairs, the stairs which led to this wing,
was the only one which lacked a bolt. In that case, the only exit which could
have been made, outside of the windows, would have been by that door with
its spring lock. But as that side entrance led only into a small entry, with a
door to the kitchen which the servants locked each night, carrying the key
upstairs with them by Miss Juliet’s orders, and to the staircase by which they
reached their rooms, it appeared to me that this door on the landing might
have some strategic value.

But that door offered nothing. It was both locked and bolted, and the bolt
was shoved home in plain sight, as the Inspector had said. Clearly no one
could have left the house by that door, and bolted it behind him.

As a matter of fact, my inspection of that door very nearly got me into
trouble that morning. I had just time to stoop and pretend to be tying my
shoe when Mary opened Miss Juliet’s door. But I thought she looked at least
as frightened as I felt when she saw me, and as she scurried past me, I was
convinced of something else. She was holding something under her apron.

I watched her down the stairs, and at the foot she stopped and looked
back at me. Like Miss Juliet and myself the night before, we must have
presented a curious little tableau for that second; but in my position



suspicion is fatal, and so I turned and started back to Miss Juliet. It was then
that the doorbell rang, and, listening carefully, it seemed to me that Mary,
just inside the front parlor, did not answer it at once; that there was a quick
movement of some sort, perhaps by the library door. But I could not be
certain, and almost immediately I heard the front door opened.

It was Mr. Glenn, stopping on his way to his office to inquire about the
old lady. I went down myself to tell him of her condition, and thus
interrupted Mary in a flood of indignation over Hugo’s experience at
Headquarters. He looked annoyed himself.

“Of course it’s an outrage,” he said. “I’ll see that it isn’t repeated, Mary.
And I’ll talk to Hugo. You’d better get him.”

Having thus got rid of her for the moment, he turned to me. But he was
still irritable. “Trust the police to make a mess of it,” he said. “Hugo’s been
with Miss Mitchell for thirty years. That ought to prove something. And
what are the police after, anyhow? Either Herbert Wynne killed himself or
he met with an accident. There’s nothing for the police in either case. How is
Miss Mitchell this morning? Did she sleep?”

“She rested. I don’t think she slept much.”

He stood there looking about the shabby hall, so old and worn in the
morning sunlight, and apparently he felt its contrast with his own prosperous
appearance, his neatly shaved face, his good, well-cut clothes, the car in the
drive outside. He frowned a little.

“She has had a hard life,” he said. “Not that this unfortunate event
deprives her of much that she valued, but still . . . Has she talked at all?”

“Not to me.”
“We’d like her to think of it as an accident. I suppose you know that?”
“The doctor said so. Yes.”

He lowered his voice. “They hadn’t been the best of friends, Herbert and
Miss Mitchell. If she thought now that he had done away with himself, 1
doubt if she would survive it. All we can hope is that the coroner will see the
light on this case.”

Hugo arrived then, and I went back to my patient. I thought she seemed
flushed, but she had no fever. When I bathed her—under protest at that, for
she wanted Mary to do it—I noticed that the soles of her delicate old feet
were now soft and unsoiled, and that puzzled me. Certainly she had been out



of the room that early morning and soiled her feet on those carpets, which
were not clean. They looked as if the dust of ages were in them.

That mystery was solved, however, when I found a damp washcloth in
the bathroom. Either alone or with Mary’s help the old lady had removed the
traces of that nocturnal journey of hers! Then it had been a journey. There
had been no cramp in the leg. She had lied, and I rather thought she was not
given to lying.

I said nothing, of course. I changed her bed and her gown, and then
stood back.

“Are you comfortable now?”
“Quite comfortable, my dear.”

I dare say all nurses grow fond of their patients, if they are given a
chance. I do not know just why, unless it is that they appeal to the maternal
in us. Or perhaps it is even more than that. For a brief time, a week or a
month, we become a bit of God, since it is His peace which we try to bring.
But that morning I began to resent my place in that house, with its spying
and watching. I wanted to help that poor old woman. And she would not
allow me to help her. She never did.

Hugo and Mr. Glenn were still closeted in the library when I had
finished, but Mr. Glenn left soon afterward. I could hear them in the hall
below, and I thought Hugo’s voice sounded more cheerful.

“Goodbye, Hugo.”
“Goodbye, sir. I’ll do what you say.”

As he went out to his car, I saw from the window a man with a camera
snapping him. It annoyed him and I could hear him angrily berating the
photographer, but the man had got what he wanted. He merely smiled and
turned away. As a matter of fact, the place was full of reporters and
cameramen of all sorts, and it was a good thing that Miss Juliet could not
hear the doorbell, for it rang all morning.

Hugo tried driving them away, but of course we were helpless, and all
the noon editions of the papers showed photographs of the house. “Famous
OLD MITCHELL MANSION SCENE OF TRAGEDY.” Also, a few morbid-minded
people had stood by the gate for a part of the morning, but with the news
that the body had been taken away, their interest faded, and by noon the
place was practically cleared.



Only two things of any importance happened that morning. After the
lawyer’s departure, Hugo climbed to that room of Herbert’s on the third
floor, remained there about two minutes and then came down again.
Listening, I did not think that he entered the room at all, but stood in the
doorway, surveying it.

And after the doctor’s visit that morning I prepared for an indefinite stay.

“She’s a sick woman, Miss Adams,” he said. “She’s been a sick woman
for years, and she needs care. She couldn’t afford it before, but now I
imagine she’ll be more comfortable. That is, unless some idiotic coroner’s
jury decides that that poor weakling killed himself.”

“There was considerable insurance, then?”

He looked at me thoughtfully. “I don’t know how much, but probably
enough so that the insurance companies will try to prove a suicide,” he said.
“It’s absurd on the face of it. Why should he insure himself and then kill
himself to save from poverty an old woman who hasn’t long to live at the
best, and for whom he showed no affection whatever?”

“It’s made out to her?”

“The only policies I know about were made out to his estate. It’s the
same thing. He has no other relatives.”

“You don’t know how much it amounts to?”’

“No. But I telephoned Mr. Glenn, Miss Juliet’s attorney, early this
morning. He’s trying to check up on it now. It’s a puzzle to me where he got
the money to pay for it. Or why he did it at all.”

“I suppose it isn’t possible that he was trying to repay Miss Mitchell
what his father had lost for her?” I asked.

But he fairly snorted at that. “You didn’t know him, did you?” was his
reply.

Naturally, the police had been around most of the morning. They had
ordered the newspapermen to stick to the drive and were combing the
grounds carefully. While I was bathing Miss Juliet, the Inspector had entered
the house and made a final examination of Herbert’s room, and I gathered
that he gave Mary permission to put it in order, for later on I heard her
sweeping overhead. But I had no chance to talk to him. Once or twice | saw
him from a window; accompanied by a plain clothes man, he was moving
slowly about the shrubbery, and at one point, near the side door, he spent



some time. A little later I saw him standing off and gazing up at Herbert’s
window, and watched his eyes travel from it to the roof of the rear wing.

But whatever he found, if anything, I had no way of discovering. As I
have said, it is one of his rules that he ignores me as much as possible on his
cases, and that I use my off-duty either to see or to telephone him. As I
usually take eighteen-hour duty when he uses me, I have six hours in which
to do either.

I made one or two attempts to get into the library that morning, but they
were entirely futile. No sooner had I got there, or even part of the way down
the stairs, than some idiotic reporter would ring the doorbell again, and I
would hear Hugo on his way to the door. Indeed, I would probably have
abandoned the idea altogether if I had not made a rather curious discovery
shortly after luncheon.

Mary had relieved me as before, and when I went upstairs again, I
smelled something burning. I said nothing about it, but it did not take me
long to notice that there were pieces of freshly charred paper in the fireplace,
or that there was a pad of paper and a pencil on the old lady’s bedside table,
beside her glasses.

That renewed my suspicion, naturally. It looked as though Mary, having
something to say that she dared not shout, had resorted to writing. And that
what she had had to say had been so important that Miss Juliet had ordered
her to burn it.



CHAPTER VI

I HAD plenty to think about after that discovery and I set about to prepare for
an indefinite stay: unpacking my suitcase in my own room.

What did they know, these people in the house, about what had
happened to Herbert Wynne the night before? “I’'m guessing murder,” the
Inspector had said. Murder by whom? By Miss Juliet? Absurd. By Mary? 1
considered that. She was one of those small tight-lipped neurotics who
sometimes turn to religion and now and then to crime. By Hugo? He
worshiped the old lady, and of course there was the insurance.

Yet as I had watched him, old and stooped and shabby, I somehow felt
that he was not a killer. Certainly he had that combination which the
Inspector regards as the basis of practically all crime, motive and
opportunity. But what of that? I have had them myself!

Miss Juliet’s condition was only fair that afternoon. She was restless and
uneasy, and I felt that she was still watching me. She even showed a certain
relief when I said that, while I would not take my regular hours off, I would
like to go home and get some street clothes; I had arrived in a uniform. Said,
however, is merely a euphemism for the shouts with which I attempted to
communicate with her.

“That’s all right,” she said, when I had finally made her understand.
“Don’t hurry.”

I did not go to Headquarters that day. I telephoned from my apartment
instead, and found the Inspector in his office. I thought his voice sounded
unusually grave, and he listened intently while I told him of Miss Juliet’s
excursion, and the discovery of the written messages between the old lady
and Mary.

“You think she went up to the third floor?”

“I know she had been somewhere in the house. She hadn’t worn her
slippers, and when I put a heater to her feet, the soles looked as though she
had been about quite a little.”

“Then it’s your idea that she got something, perhaps from the third-floor
room, and passed it on to Mary to hide?”

“It looks like that, Inspector.”

“You don’t think she went outside the house?”



Well, I hadn’t thought of that, although of course it was possible. He
explained what he meant. The ground all around the house was hard except
under the library windows. There it had been recently spaded under, and as I
knew, there were no footprints there. But outside the laundry they had found
that morning in a patch of dusty ground what looked like the print of a
woman’s foot. A small foot, without a shoe.

“Looked as though somebody had been there in her stocking feet,” he
said. “May not mean anything, of course. What does Mary wear?”

“A flat felt slipper. And her feet are small.”
“Well, that’s probably what it is. Could you get into the library?”

“No. And what would be the use? Whatever it was, it’s probably gone
now.”

“You have no idea of what it might have been?”
“Something flat, and not heavy, I thought.”
“Like a letter?”

“I thought of that. But you had searched the place. If he left a letter, he’d
have left it where it could be seen.”

He was silent for a perceptible time. “It’s the devil of a case,” he said at
last. “You’d better give the library the once over if you get a chance. And by
the way, Glenn—that’s the family lawyer; you saw him last night—Glenn
has been working on the insurance. There’s a lot of it.”

“How much?”

“He’s not certain,” he said, “but he thinks it may amount to a hundred
thousand dollars.”

I was fairly stunned. Here was a boy who had had no money of his own,
and who had earned only a little now and then; he had tried to sell bonds, I
knew, and automobiles. But the chances were that he had earned little or
nothing since the depression set in, and now here he was shown taking out a
hundred thousand dollars of insurance for the benefit of a woman he had
disliked, and who had not cared for him.

“But how in the world . . .”

“I don’t know. Ask me something easy. Apparently he would deposit
sufficient cash in a bank to cover the premium, and then check it out. Most
of the policies were small.”



He had not a great deal more to say, and I gathered that he was disturbed
and not too easy in his mind. The firearms expert of the Bureau had said that
the bullet came from Herbert’s own revolver, and the fingerprint men that
the prints were his, although not clearly readable. There had been no other
prints found, in or about the room.

Before I rang off, I asked about the girl of the night before, and while he
was confident that they would find her, he had to admit that they were still at
sea.

“We’ll get her, all right,” he said. “But I’'m not sure that she’s important.
By the way, have you got your gun among your things there?”

“NO 2

“That’s right. No telling who may go through your stuff, and I don’t
want you fired from the case. I have a hunch I’'m going to need you.” That
was his way, to throw out remarks of that sort and not to explain them. I had
to put up with it, but I must say my little apartment looked homelike and
cheerful to me after that conversation. Dick was singing, and there was my
sewing basket, as I had left it, and the thousand and one little things with
which I have built such an atmosphere of home as is possible under the
circumstances. I sat down for a few minutes, and I don’t mind saying that |
called myself an idiot for getting involved in other people’s troubles. After
all, nursing alone is pretty hard work, and when I had added to it the inside
job of assisting an Inspector of Police, I had taken on more than I bargained
for.

I could see myself in the mirror, and I realized that I looked tired, and
older than my age. But that very mirror sent my mind back to the Mitchell
case, and with that I was on my feet again, and gathering up what I needed.
The game was in my blood, after all.

Before I left, I looked at Dick. He looked little and woebegone, but he
chirped as I moved to the closet.

“Want a piece of sugar, Dick?”

He stared back at me, with his head cocked and his eyes glittering like
small jet beads.

Well, that was on Tuesday. Herbert Wynne had been found dead late on
Monday night, and the inquest was to be the next day, Wednesday. That
evening Doctor Stewart, Mr. Glenn and the Inspector held a three-cornered
conference in the library, but I had no chance to speak to the Inspector, and
nothing new to tell him. At nine o’clock it was over, and the doctor came



upstairs and saw Miss Juliet. He left a bromide for me to give her, and by
half after ten o’clock she was settled for the night.

That was the first opportunity I had had to search the library, and I took
it.

Hugo had looked dead to the world all evening, and by ten o’clock he
and Mary had locked up the house and gone to bed. At least, listening at the

door on the landing as I went downstairs at eleven o’clock, I could hear
nothing.

I had taken my pocket flash along, so that I turned on no lights, and I
went at once to the library. It was a dark and dismal room at any time, and I
remember that, as I searched, there were innumerable creaks and raps all
around me. I would find myself looking over my shoulder, only to face a
wall of blackness that seemed to be full of potential horrors.

And, not unexpectedly, the search produced nothing. It was not my first
experience of the sort for the police, and I flatter myself that I did it pretty
well, considering that I had not the faintest idea what I was looking for. I ran
my hand down behind the cushions of chairs, felt under the edge of the rug,
and even behind the rows on rows of dusty books. But I found nothing at all,
save behind the books near the door a scrap of dirty newspaper, which I left
—Tluckily, as it happened—where I had found it.

Just why, after completing this search, I should have decided to
investigate the long parlor across the hall I do not know to this minute. I did
not believe that Mary had gone in there, for the high old double doors were
always kept closed. But I was less nervous by that time, and I own to a
certain curiosity as to the room itself. Perhaps it rather pleased me to enter
uninvited into a parlor which had been, in its day, so rigidly guarded and so
exclusive!

I opened the doors carefully and let my light travel over the room. No
trace of its former grandeur remained, however. If the library had been
dingy, this once-famous long parlor of the Mitchell house was depressing. It
was done in the worst of the later Victorian manner, with figured wall-paper
and a perfect welter of old plush chairs and sofas, and there were a number
of windows with heavy curtains and an additional one at the rear, looking
out over the service wing and the entrance to it.

It was not until my light had traveled to that window that I started. It had
never occurred to me that the room might be tenanted. But tenanted it was,



and by Hugo. He was sitting, only partially dressed, in a large easy chair just
inside the window, and he was sound asleep.

Mysterious as this was, I had no intention of arousing him, so I slipped
back into the hall again and closed the doors. I must have turned my light off
at that time, for I recall standing in the hall in the dark and listening, afraid I
had awakened him. No sound came from the parlor, however, and I
proceeded to grope my way up the stairs. I dare say I moved very quietly in
my rubber-soled shoes, for my memory is of silence, utter and complete.
Silence and black darkness. I know that I was halfway up the stairs when the
hall clock began to strike midnight, and that the wheeze it gave before it
commenced sent a cold shiver over me. But it was not until I reached the
landing that the real shock came.

There was something there on the landing with me, something blacker
than the darkness, which moved and swayed in the corner by the door. And
not only moved and swayed. It seemed to be coming toward me.

I could hear a voice screaming, but I did not even realize that it was
mine. And I must have backed down the stairs, although I have no
recollection of that retreat; for when Hugo came running, he stumbled over
me, halfway up the stairs. I still remember his ghastly pallor when, having
turned on the light, he bent over me and found that I was uninjured. Then he
shook me, not too gently.

“What was it? What happened?”
“There was something on the landing. Somebody. It came at me.”
“There’s nobody there, miss.”

“There was somebody there. I’'m not an idiot. Do you think I want to
scare myself to death?”

I saw then that he had a revolver in his hand, an old-fashioned single-
action gun.

But the careful search which followed revealed nothing whatever. The
door on the landing was locked and bolted. Miss Juliet was gently snoring in
her bed, and from beyond, in the servants’ sitting room, Mary was
hysterically demanding to know what was wrong.

We went over the entire house together that night, Hugo and I. It was
certain that, if anyone had been on the landing, he could not have passed me
to get down the stairs, and so we directed our main attention to the third
floor.



There were two front rooms there, unoccupied and sparsely furnished; a
small storeroom; and the rear one where Herbert had been killed. But we
found nothing in any of them, nor any indication that anybody had entered
them. Hugo persisted long after I was willing to abandon the search and to
try to get some sleep. He still had his revolver in his hand, but he offered no
explanation for it, or for his appearance from the parlor when I screamed.

It was full daylight before I dropped off into an uneasy sleep. My mind
was abnormally active and filled with questions. Why had Hugo kept that
vigil of his at the parlor window? What did he know that he would not tell,
about the whole mystery? And who had been on that landing? For someone
had been there. I was willing to stake my reputation on it.

It was not until the next morning at breakfast that Hugo saw fit to
enlighten me as to how he had come from the parlor in answer to my
scream, and with a revolver at that.

“You may have wondered at my having a gun last night, miss,” he said,
as he put down my cup.

“I had plenty of things to wonder about,” I said dryly.
“I suppose you couldn’t describe what it was you saw?”’
“It looked like a ghost. I don’t suppose that helps any!”
“Tall or short, miss?”’

“I was a little excited,” I admitted. “It was rather like a tall man,
stooping. It was there, and then it wasn’t, if that means anything.”

There was no question that he was disturbed, and that he was trying to
connect what I had seen with what turned out to have been an experience of
his own the night before. Briefly, and corroborated by Mary, his story was
that both of them had retired shortly after the doctor left. As I have said, the
doctor had remained after the others, to pay Miss Juliet his final visit.

At half past ten or thereabouts Hugo had put out the light and gone to
raise a window; but that particular window looked down over the rear end of
the long parlor, and as he stood there, he thought he saw somebody in the
corner below, close up against the wall.

He put on some clothes, took his revolver and went down the rear
staircase. At the side door at its foot he stopped and listened, but he heard
nothing, so he groped his way to the parlor and looked out the window there.
The room was dark, and he could see nothing suspicious outside. But he was



very tired, having had no sleep the night before, and when everything
remained quiet, he sat down and finally dropped off.

That was the story, and what I had seen bore it out. But I wondered if it
was all of the story, although it was possibly all that Mary knew. It seemed
to me that he was vaguely on the defensive, and now and then he glanced at
his wife as though for confirmation. Or perhaps to see the effect on her!
Who knows, even now? I had an idea that he was not in the habit of
confiding in Mary.

The Inspector called me up as I finished breakfast, and after our usual
custom when this is necessary, I pretended that he was a doctor.

“Listen,” he said, “I want you to do something for me.”
“Yes, doctor.”

“Take a bit of air this morning, and look close to the house for marks of
a ladder; a pruning ladder. I’ll explain later.”

“I'm terribly sorry,” I said, for Hugo’s benefit. He was in the dining
room. “But I imagine I’ll be here for several days. I’d like to take the case
for you, however. Don’t forget me later on, will you?”

“Do it soon, and come in this afternoon,” was his reply. Then he hung
up.

The servants and I had agreed to keep the story of the night before from
Miss Juliet. She was not so well that morning, and although I did not think
she was grieving for the boy, it was as plain as the rather aquiline nose on
her face that she was worrying about something. I put it down as anxiety
over the inquest, which was to be held that morning. After all, poor old soul,
the verdict would mean a great deal to her, and she could not bring the boy
back to life. I saw her looking at the clock now and then. She spoke only
once, and that was when I had rubbed her back with alcohol.

“You have good hands, my dear.”

And once again I detested my job, sneaking into that house under false
pretenses and fooling the poor old creature into being even mildly grateful to
me. | had to harden myself deliberately, to remember that very probably she
had found and hidden an important piece of evidence, before I felt equal to
going on with the work. An important piece of evidence, perhaps, for which
the detectives for the insurance companies would have given their eyeteeth!

That was on Wednesday. The inquest was to be held at eleven, and both
Hugo and Mary left the house at ten thirty that morning. Miss Juliet was



drowsing, and so I had an opportunity to make the search the Inspector had
ordered without any interested supervision. I had only the faintest idea of
what constituted a pruning ladder, but any ladder leaves twin impressions,
and so [ made my way slowly around the house, beginning at the front door,
continuing around the library, the kitchen wing and back to the long parlor.

But I found no ladder marks, and it was at the side door, just behind that
rear window, that I passed a clump of shrubbery and suddenly confronted
the girl who had stopped me in the drive the night Herbert Wynne was
killed. She was standing in the corner, backed up against the wall, and if
ever I have seen a girl look scared to death, she did.



CHAPTER VII

SHE relaxed, however, the moment she saw me.
“Good heavens! I thought they’d come back!”

“Who had come back?”
“The servants. I waited until I saw them go out, and then I slipped in.”

Well, I had had time to have a good look at her, and I saw that if she had
not looked so utterly stricken, she would have been really beautiful. Now,
however, she looked as though she had not slept for a week; her eyes were
swollen, and now and then she gave me an odd little defiant look.

“What are you doing here, anyhow?” I asked her.

“I came to see you,” she replied rather breathlessly. “After all, you're a
nurse. You’ll understand, and I have to talk to someone or I’ll go crazy. You
see, he never killed himself. I don’t care what the verdict is. He never did.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I knew him very well. I was—engaged to him. And he knew
he was in danger.”

“What sort of danger? Who from?” I said.

“I don’t know. He said he was being followed. That’s why he was
cleaning his gun. He said somebody was trying to get him.”

“But he must have said something to explain all that.”

“He wouldn’t tell me. There was something going on, but he wouldn’t
tell me what it was.”

“You haven’t told the police?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to be dragged into it,” she said. “But
he knew it might happen. And he knew something else. He told me once that
if anybody got him, they’d try to get me, too.”

“But that’s ridiculous,” I expostulated. “Why should anyone want to kill
you? And why do you think that all this wasn’t an accident? They do
happen, you know.”

She shook her head again. “He was murdered,” she said, looking at me,
her eyes swollen with long crying. “He was murdered, and I know who did
it.”



I was not so certain that she knew, however, when she had finished her
story. But before I let her begin, I made an excuse of going back to Miss
Juliet, and did a thing which I loathed, but which was essential. I telephoned
to Headquarters and left word that the girl was at the Mitchell place, and to
have somebody ready to follow her when she left.

Miss Juliet was quiet when I ran up to her. I suppose she knew that the
inquest was being held that morning, but she had not mentioned it to me.

“I’'m all right,” she said in her flat voice. “You needn’t stay in the room.
Go out and get some air.”

When I went back to the girl, I found her crouched on the doorstep, a
small heap of young wretchedness that went to my heart and made me feel
guiltier than ever. But she told her story clearly and well.

She had been in love with the dead boy, and he with her. She knew his
faults. He was lazy, and not too scrupulous, I gathered, but that had not
made any difference, apparently; except that it had caused her people to
dislike him, and finally to forbid him the house. After that, they had had to
meet outside, wherever they could. Sometimes they took walks, or drove in
her car. She had a small coupé. Sometimes they merely sat and held hands in
the movies. I gathered, too, that there was another young man who cared for
her, and who was likely to make trouble if he saw her with Herbert, so they
had had to choose remote places.

“What sort of trouble?” I asked sharply.

She started and colored, but her chin went up. “Not what you think.
That’s ridiculous.” She looked rather uneasy, however, and she expatiated on
this other youth’s good qualities at some length. Then she went back to
Herbert again.

It appeared that they had been quite happy, until a month or so ago. At
that time Herbert had changed. Sometime in the spring he had got a little
money, she didn’t know where, and had put it into the market on a margin.
Stocks were very low, and he had thought he would make some money. But
all summer they had remained low, and even dropped. That had worried
him.

“But not enough to make him kill himself,” she hastened to explain. “He
was anxious, but he was sure they would do better this fall. And he didn’t
worry about money anyhow. He was like that. It was something else. He
began to act as though he was afraid of something.”

“He didn’t say what it was?”



“No. But he said that he was being followed, and that he was in danger
of some sort.”

“Did he know who it was?”

She hesitated. “He thought it was my father, at first. It was someone who
had a car, and of course he knew my family was watching me, or trying to. |
knew it wasn’t Father; I thought at first that Herbert was just excited. He
liked to imagine things, you know. But one night I saw the car myself. It
trailed us along a country road. At first I thought it was someone else, but I
know now that it wasn’t.”

“You thought it was the other man, I suppose?”’

She nodded. “But it wasn’t. It wasn’t his car.” She looked at me
searchingly. “I’m telling you the truth. I know his car well, and it wasn’t
his.”

“It wasn’t your father’s?”

“Father and Mother dined out that night, and played bridge. They came
in after I did, together.”

“Then who was it? Who is it you suspect?”’

She looked around before she answered. “Hugo,” she said. “Miss Juliet’s
butler.”

“Hugo hasn’t got a car. There’s no car here.”
“He could rent one, couldn’t he? Or she could rent one for him.”
“But why? Aren’t you imagining things now?”

“I’m not imagining that Herbert is dead, am 1? Look at it! The papers
say he had taken out a lot of insurance. Where did he get the money to do
that? And why would he do it? He knew they had no use for him. And—
maybe you don’t know this—that old woman in there was pretty desperate.
She was going to be put out of the house.”

“But even that . . .”

“You don’t know her,” she went on, her voice rising. “She hated Herbert.
She had hated his father for marrying his mother and then losing her money.
And she’s proud. She’s always been a great lady in this town, and she’d
rather kill than have a Mitchell go to the poorhouse. You’ve seen her. Is she
grieving? Is she even decently sorry? You know she’s not.”



“If she was as desperate as that, how would Miss Juliet have obtained
any money to insure Mr. Wynne?”

“I don’t know. Maybe Hugo had some. Herbert used to say that he was
as tight as the paper on the wall. He’d probably saved a lot.”

However all that may be, Herbert had been less depressed for the past
ten days. He told her that he was getting everything ready, and that soon
they would go away together. He had a plan of some sort, but he didn’t say
what it was. All he told her was that she was to be ready to go at any time.

“To be married, I suppose?”
“Certainly. What do you think I am?”

I thought she was less frank about this, however. There was a change in
her manner. She seemed to be choosing her words. But there seemed to be
no doubt as to the essential facts. They were to go away as soon as he could
sell his stocks without a loss. He had put five thousand dollars in them.

“Five thousand dollars,” I said. “Where did he get it? From Miss Juliet?”

“She’s never seen five thousand dollars at one time in her life,” she
replied scornfully. “No. I don’t know where he got it last spring. He just said
he had had a windfall. He wasn’t very communicative, at any time. [—well,
I asked him if he was bootlegging, and he just laughed. He said it was all
right, and that the only dealing he’d ever had with a bootlegger was to buy a
quart of gin.”

Then, about a week before, they had both had a bad fright. They had
been motoring along a country road again, and they were both certain that
they had not been followed. They had stopped by the side of the road, and
he had turned on the light on the instrument board to look at a railroad
schedule. They were planning the elopement. Both of them, I gathered, were
bent forward so that they saw nothing, but a car raced by them and fired
several shots. Neither one was hit, but the glass in the windshield of her
coupé had been shattered.

They gave up driving about after that. Herbert was in a bad way. His
hands shook and he said he couldn’t sleep. For two or three days they did
not meet at all, although he called her now and then over the telephone.

“And still you had no explanation of all this?” I asked incredulously.

She hesitated. “I thought it was someone else. But I know now that I was
wrong.”



“You thought it was the other young man?”

“Well, I did and I didn’t. I’d been engaged to him when I met Herbert,
and he was pretty bitter about it. After that shooting, of course, I knew it
wasn’t. He’s not that sort at all. And anyhow,” she added naively, “he
wouldn’t have risked killing me.”

Then came that last night. She told it clearly enough, although she
constantly dabbed at her eyes with a moist ball of a handkerchief.

They had met about nine o’clock at a small neighborhood moving-
picture theater. Herbert was uneasy, she said, and he told her that he had
brought his revolver along. But he would tell her no more than that, and they
sat quietly enough through the picture. When they went out, she found that
her bag was missing, and she went back and found it, on the floor under her
seat. When she emerged again, he had bought a copy of the evening edition
of the Eagle, and was looking at the financial page.

“It looks as though everything has gone to hell,” he said to her, and
folded the paper and put it in his pocket. But he did not seem particularly
depressed. He put his arm through hers and took her to the corner, and once
he turned around and looked back. He seemed satisfied that he was not
followed, however, and he put her into her car there, and, leaning in, kissed
her good night.

“Just a day or two now,” he said, “and we’ll be on our way. On our way
and sitting pretty!”

He was whistling as he went down the street. And that was the last she
ever saw of him.

Up to that final farewell of Herbert’s I felt sure that she had been telling
the truth, although possibly not all of it. It was when it came to the later
incident in the drive, when she had accosted me, that I was less certain.

She had not gone home at all, she said. She often drove about at night by
herself, and this night she had had a good bit to think about. Her people did
not like Herbert, and she was as good as committed to going away with him
in a day or so. She drove out into the country, and somewhere on a remote
road she found she had a flat tire. It took a good while to change it, and she
was on her way home when she passed the Mitchell house and saw the lights
there.

Well, it might have been true. Girls do queer things these days, although
a car has to travel a good many miles, even with a flat tire to change, to use
up two hours or more. True or not, however, there was no doubt that she



believed with every ounce of her that Hugo had killed Herbert Wynne, and
that with the tacit agreement of the old woman in the bed upstairs.

But she stubbornly refused to give her name, or to go to the police,
although I warned her that they would find her, sooner or later. She only
shrugged her shoulders at that.

“Why?” she said. “The verdict will be accidental death, and that closes
it, doesn’t it?”

“Not necessarily.”

“Well, I’ve told you what I came to tell you. You can pass it on to the
police if you like. But tell them to leave me out of it. I'm telling you; they
did it.” She indicated the house. “And they’d kill me, just as if stepping on a
bug, if I got in their way.”

All this time, of course, I had been watching for some indication that my
message to Headquarters had reached Inspector Patton. Now, as she rose to
go, I saw that it had. Across the street and down a half block or so was a
dark inconspicuous car, with the engine running. But I felt cheap and
unhappy when she turned to me and held out her hand.

“It’s done me good just to talk to you,” she said. “You see, I have
nobody else.”

I watched her go out the drive and climb into her gay little coupé, and
then and there I swore to sever my connection with the police after this case
was over. It was dirty work. I did their dirty work for them. What was I but a
stool pigeon, after all?

The police car moved forward as she got under way.



CHAPTER VIII

SHE had been gone less than an hour, and Hugo and Mary had not yet
returned, when I heard a newsboy calling an extra. I went out to the street
and bought one, and I saw that the verdict had been brought in: accidental
death, and seemingly fair enough of course, with that gun laid out for
cleaning and no powder marks found on the body.

Doctor Stewart came in soon afterward, brisk and cheerful, and he was
the one who told Miss Juliet. She took it quietly, although I was watching
for some sign. She merely sighed, and asked if Hugo and Mary had returned.
It was Mr. Glenn, coming in at lunchtime, who explained the full
significance of the verdict to her: that there would be considerable
insurance. If he had expected her to show surprise, he was disappointed,
although I thought she moved uneasily.

“Nothing can bring him back,” he said, “so I can see no reason for not
considering the change this makes in your circumstances.” He had to repeat
that, raising his voice, and she said nothing for an appreciable time. Then
she raised herself on her elbow.

“So I keep my house after all!” she said. “On blood money!”
“I wouldn’t look at it that way, Miss Juliet.”
“What else is it?”

“It’s a good many things; it is security and comfort in your old age. It
means that you keep your home, the house which has stood for a great deal
which is fine in this town for a good many years. That’s something, isn’t it?
And these are hard times. Most of us are having our own troubles.”

He drew a long breath, and she saw it rather than heard it.

“If I can help you, Arthur ”

“No, no,” he said hastily. “I’m all right. I spend a lot, but then I make a
lot!”

“Not from me,” she said dryly.

He only smiled at that, and got up. As he looked down at her, his smile
faded.

“One thing this ought to do, Miss Juliet,” he said gravely. “It ought to
reassure you about Herbert. It was an accident. Just remember that, and stop

worrying.”



I found myself wishing that the girl could have heard that conversation,
and could have seen Miss Juliet’s face. It was inconceivable that she could
be acting for my benefit, or Mr. Glenn’s. Yet even as I thought that, I was
remembering that curious stealthy opening of the hall door the morning
before. The door opening, and Miss Juliet slipping something under her
pillow, hiding it from me.

I took my regular off-duty that afternoon, leaving Mary in the sickroom,
and met the Inspector at his office at half past two.

“Well,” he said, when I entered. “I suppose you saw the verdict? And
thanks for the message. We’ve got the girl. That is, we know who she is, and
we can lay our hands on her if we need her.”

“Who is she?”
“Paula Brent.”
“Paula Brent!”

He smiled at my astonishment. If the Mitchells had once been the
leading family in the city, the Brents were now just that. With the usual
difference, of course, that whereas no Mitchell ever allowed a picture in the
paper or a reporter within a mile, the Brents were constantly featured. I
thought fast. No wonder her family had objected to Herbert Wynne. The
only wonder was that I had not recognized the girl. She had been a
debutante the year before; I must have seen dozens of her photographs.

“It doesn’t seem possible.”

“That’s what makes this business interesting. Nothing’s impossible in
it.”

I was to remember that later.

He listened to her story attentively, as I told it. Here and there he asked a
question, and he made a note about the shattering of the windshield on her
car.

“Easy to check that,” he said.
But on the whole he was less impressed than I had thought he would be.

“We’ll get her in and talk to her. But all she has, so far as I can see, is a
dislike of the old lady that she has translated into suspicion. It’s not as easy
as all that. It does account for that suitcase, though. It’s been bothering me.”



He was more interested, apparently, in my account of what had happened
the night before, and particularly in my discovery of Hugo in the parlor.

“It’s possible he saw someone, as he claims,” he said thoughtfully. “On
the other hand, it’s always possible that he knows more than he’s
acknowledging. Remember, we’re dealing with somebody who is no fool;
that is, if this is a murder. And if it is supposed to be a murder by someone
outside, what better proof that the house has been broken into once than to
pretend that it’s been done again? Still, if you saw the thing yourself, and are
sure it wasn’t simply nerves ”

“If I had any nerves of that sort,” I said rather sharply, “I would certainly
not take this work for you!”

“It was there, ¢h?”
“Something was. It was there, and then it wasn’t.”
“And it moved toward you?”

“It seemed to. I can tell you here and now, if I’d had a gun in my hand,
I’d have shot it.”

“And quite right, too,” he said soothingly. “That’s one reason I told you
to leave your gun at home.”

He leaned back in his chair, drew out his pipe and filled it thoughtfully.
“I gather that you found no ladder marks.”
“None whatever.”

“Well, think this over and see what you make of it. Between three and
four on Tuesday morning, that would be three hours after the crime—if it
was a crime—a man named Baird, who lives half a block from the Mitchell
place, telephoned in to the precinct station nearby. He said that he was
tending a sick dog in his garage, and that he had just seen a man enter the
next property, which is the Manchester place, carrying a ladder. He had
notified the people in the house, and they were investigating.

“A couple of men went around there, and they found the ladder all right.
It was not where it had been left the night before, but it belonged to the
Manchester place, right enough. In other words, somebody had carried that
ladder away, used it for some purpose, and then brought it back.”

“How long a ladder?”

“Long enough to reach to the roof of that ell on the Mitchell house.”



“And then, I suppose, whoever it was flapped his wings and flew into
the window above.”

He laughed a little. “That’s it,” he said. “If that window was only above
the roof we’d have something to go on. But it isn’t. It’s a good four feet to
one side. But the time is interesting, isn’t it? We got the body out at two, and
I came back to talk to you at three, or something after three.”

“Then that noise you heard—?”

“Possibly, although I’d hate to admit that while I sat on that front porch,
somebody had put a ladder to that roof so that somebody else could get off
it! If that ever got out, I’d be through, finis!”

“The sound I heard from the kitchen was earlier than that, of course,” I
said. “Did you get any description of this man?”

“Not much. Tall, and apparently strong, Baird says; he carried the ladder
easily. He’d come across lots, avoiding the street. But here’s an odd thing,
although Baird is probably mistaken. He says that this fellow with the ladder
wore a dinner jacket! Baird couldn’t see his face. The man had a soft hat,
well pulled down, but he’ll swear to the shirt front and so on. But why a
ladder? I’ve looked at it, and if anybody could get into that third-floor
window with it, he’s a human fly; that’s all.”

“There were no ladder marks, anyhow.”
“They could have been erased, of course.”

I must have started, but he had walked to the window and was standing
there with his back to me and did not notice.

“You see where we are,” he said, still at the window. “This girl of yours
has it all doped out. Those three elderly people did it, so Miss Juliet
wouldn’t have to go to the poorhouse! And old Hugo rented a car and
followed him, so the boy began to carry a gun for self-defense! What sort of
story did that lad invent to tell her, and why did he invent it?”

“It may just possibly be true.”

“Possibly. But why should Hugo, having, we’ll say, followed him for
some time, and at least once fired at him outside, have chosen to shoot him
in his own room, where, under the circumstances, he was bound to be
suspected? Tell me that, Miss Pinkerton in the red hat. By the way, it’s a nice
hat.”

“Thanks. I need a few kind words.”



He laughed at that, and, coming back to his desk again, sat leaning back
in his chair.

“Well, as I may have said before, it’s the very devil of a case. We have
only two alternatives: either the boy was putting up a front that night in
order not to distress this girl, and then went home and killed himself. Which
doesn’t seem likely, if she’s telling the truth. Or this fear of his had a sound
basis, and he was killed. If he did it himself, how did he do it? If he didn’t
do it, then who did, and why, and how? That’s the way it has to be, and here
I am, with the whole Homicide Squad ready to go and no place to go.
What’s the use of tailing Hugo? To the grocery store and back again? And
time is passing, and in crime it’s the first hundred minutes that are the
hardest—for the criminal. After that every hour helps him.”

I asked him about the fingerprints on the gun, and I learned that the
verdict at the inquest had largely been based on them.

“They’re Herbert’s, all right,” he told me. “Smeared, but faintly
readable. Of course the coroner knows, and I know, that that gun may have
been held in a handkerchief, or fired through a pocket; or that the killer, if
there was one, could have worn gloves. But a suicide usually freezes to the
weapon until it’s all over, and leaves a pretty clean print. Still, I don’t mind
telling you that if I could think of some method by which that lad could have
shot himself in the forehead without leaving any contact marks, I’d go home
and call it a day.”

I did not remind him of the position of the body, or of that bullet mark on
the fireplace. He knew all that better than I did, and he had no intention of
calling it a day. That was shown by his next move, which was to open a
drawer of his desk and fling out three photographs.

“Study these,” he said. “Maybe you will see something I don’t. I’ve
looked at them until I can’t see them any more.”

I did not like them much, but a nurse has to see a good bit of death, one
way and another, and so I took them to the window and inspected them
carefully. One was a close-up of the body; another showed the body and the
bureau; and a third, taken from the doorway, showed almost the entire room,
including the fireplace. But the second one showed a small spot of white on
the floor, between the body and the bureau, and I found myself staring at it.
It was a roughly triangular bit of white, perhaps two inches across.

“See anything?” the Inspector inquired.



“No . .. but what’s this bit of white on the floor? Is it a defect in the
film?”

“A defect! Don’t use that word where Johnny Nicholson can hear you.
You’ll break his heart!” He sauntered over and glanced at the picture in my
hand.

“Where?”
“There, a little underneath the bureau.”
“It looks like a bit of paper,” he said. “Why?”

“I don’t know, I just wondered. I suppose—isn’t that the News on the
bureau?”

“It is. Our famous tabloid.”

“But it was the Eagle he bought, according to Paula Brent. He bought
the Eagle and looked at the financial page.”

“That doesn’t mean that he took it home with him. Still, I wouldn’t mind
seeing that paper. It’s just possible——" He took the magnifying glass and
inspected the picture again, with what I thought was a certain excitement.
Evidently under the glass he saw something he had not seen before, for he
turned to me abruptly.

“What became of that newspaper? Have you any idea?” he demanded.

“Not the slightest. The last time I saw it, the officer you had left with the
body was reading it.”

And then he blew up. “The infernal fool!” he shouted. “The double-
distilled idiot! I’ll break him for that. And somebody ought to break me! I
don’t belong in this job; I ought to be in a stable somewhere, being fed with
a pitchfork. I suppose the room was cleared that night, after we took the
body away?”

“Not until the next day; then you told them they could clean it. And they
did.”

“They would,” he said grimly. “They knew, or guessed. Or maybe that
was what Miss Juliet went after. She’d heard of it somehow. Damn Kelly. If
that paper had been where I left it——"

Well, I knew the routine pretty well by that time, and that nothing should
have been moved or touched. At the same time, the Squad had finished its
work when Kelly took that paper; even the photographers had gone. And it



is dreary work sitting up with a body, as well I know. But I said nothing,
while the Inspector sat biting on an empty pipe and muttering to himself.

“What becomes of the papers from the Mitchell house?” he asked at last.
“Are they saved?”

“Hugo burns them.”

“He would!” he said viciously. “He’d burn that one, sure. And to think I
never guessed it! I look all around for some sort of contrivance so he could
kill himself and leave no powder marks; and there it lay, the simplest
contrivance in the world. Look at that scrap on the floor. Does it suggest
anything to you?”

“Not a thing.”

“Well, you’re not alone in that.” His tone was still vicious. “It didn’t
suggest anything that night to a half-dozen bright young men whose job it
was to find just such things.”

“Are you trying to tell me that Herbert Wynne killed himself?”

“I think it’s damned possible. And I think that that scrap on the floor
should have told it to a lot of braying jackasses who were going around
acting like detectives, including myself, if they’d had one good brain among
the lot. There was a case like this in New England last spring. Probably
Herbert saw it in the papers, and maybe the old lady saw it, too.”

He picked up a newspaper, laid it flat on the top of the desk, but with a
few inches hanging over the side, and then knelt in front of it.

“Now watch. I’'m going to kill myself, but I carry a lot of insurance, so |
want it to look like murder or an accident. Here’s how it’s done.”



CHAPTER IX

HE got out his fountain pen, and showed it to me.

“Now see,” he said. “This pen is my gun. I’'m going to shoot myself with
it, but I don’t want any powder marks. So I lift two or three of the top pages
of the paper out of the way; not too far. I want them to fall back later and
cover the others. And I leave some of the bottom ones, too. Then I hold up
these half dozen in the center. Do you get the idea?”

“I think so.”

“Good. I’'m going to shoot myself, but through these center pages. Then
the powder marks will be on the paper, not on me. And as I let go and drop,
the top pages will fall over and cover the others. Picked up and glanced at,
that newspaper is all right. The front and back pages show nothing. I looked
at that newspaper, and you say Kelly picked it up and read some of it. But
the inside pages had a bullet hole through them just the same; and powder
on them. And there was powder on that scrap, too, unless I’'m crazy. It
wasn’t torn off; it was shot off. He was a smart boy, Miss Adams, and if I
can prove how smart he was, I’d save the insurance companies a lot of
money.”

“I don’t believe it,” I said stubbornly.

“Believe it or not, that’s the way it looks. The chances are that that scrap
wasn’t on the floor at all when our fellows went over the place. It was loose,
though, and the first flash dislodged it.”

“And the cleaning rags and the oil, set out on the bureau?”
“Camouflage, Miss Pinkerton! Darned good camoutflage, if I do say it.”

I could only shake my head. “You talk to this girl,” I told him. “I don’t
believe that that boy went to the movies that night, bought a paper to look at
the financial page, kissed his sweetheart goodbye, told her to be ready to run
away with him in a day or two, said that they would soon be sitting pretty, as
he expressed it, and then went whistling down the street to kill himself. It’s
nonsense.”

He looked slightly crestfallen. “You didn’t tell me all that, before. I’ll get
her here, and get the truth out of her.”

“She’ll tell you just what she told me. Maybe he did kill himself, but he
didn’t expect to do it when he left her. He left her around eleven, and Miss
Juliet found the body about twelve. That gave him less than an hour to get



home and to have something happen which would lead him to kill himself.
And where did he get that copy of the News? Don’t tell me he stopped and
bought it so he could use it as you say, when he had the Eagle in his pocket.
You talk to Paula Brent, and then find whoever put that copy of the Daily
News on that bureau. If it’s possible to have a suicide arranged to look like a
murder, why not a murder that looks like a suicide?”

“But it didn’t look like a suicide. Remember that.”

“Well, like accidental death. That’s the verdict, isn’t it? And here’s
another thing, Inspector. I don’t believe he invented that story about being
followed. And who shot at him, that night in the country? You’ll find that
that’s true.”

“Plenty of that going on these days,” he retorted. “I still insist that if he
meant to kill himself, and wanted it to be considered a murder, he would
make up a story just like that, and tell it where he knew it would be
repeated.”

“Why should he want it to be considered a murder? If he set that stage,
as it was set, with the things for cleaning his gun all over the place, then he
meant it to be considered an accident. If he meant anything at all.”

And with that for him to think about, I went back to my patient.

I did not go directly back. I was annoyed with the Inspector and rather
upset myself. For the first time in my experience I found not only my
sympathy but my judgment opposed to that of Headquarters. I did not
believe that Herbert Wynne had killed himself. I believed Paula Brent’s
story, vague as it was, and I dreaded the ordeal of interrogation which I
knew was before her.

I was undecided when I reached the street. I called a taxicab, and stood
with my hand on the door, still hesitating. Then I gave the address of the
Brent house in Rosedale, crawled in, and gave myself up to an emotional
orgy of irresolution and remorse. | was on my way to warn Paula. I knew
police methods. Who better? They would not use physical force with her, of
course, but they would discover at once that she was not telling all she knew.
After that, they would not stop. They would keep after her, poor little thing;
firing questions at her until she was exhausted, playing tricks on her, waiting
until she was utterly weary and then pouncing.

I was pretty much exhausted myself when I got to Rosedale. Once a
suburb, it is now a part of the city, and I knew the Brent house by sight. It
was one of those large brick Colonial houses which should be set back



among trees, and instead took up almost all of the lot. At the rear was a
garage, and behind that an alley. The block was almost solidly built up, and
the alley on both sides lined with similar garages, brick and frame.

Paula was at home, and her mother out. This last was no surprise to me.
Mrs. Brent was on the Woman’s Board of St. Luke’s, and when she was not
there, running her finger around for dust and prying into the refrigerators in
the diet kitchens, she was somewhere else doing the same thing. I knew the
type; the sort who leaves her daughter to a governess until she is old enough
to come out, and then wonders why she gets into trouble.

The butler showed me into a large living room, and I found Paula there.
She had apparently been curled up in the corner of a davenport until I came
in, and I had a feeling that she had not been alone there; that someone had
left the room by a rear door as I entered. I thought she looked somewhat
better, and she even managed a smile, although I saw that she was startled.

“Then you knew me, all along,” she said.

I had not thought of that, and it took some quick thinking. “I’ve seen a
good many pictures of you, Miss Brent.”

“Funny! I never thought of that.”

But when I told her that the police would probably want to ask her some
questions, she sat down suddenly, as though she had gone weak in the knees.

“What makes you think that?”

“They saw you with me this morning, and I think they followed you
home,” I said shamelessly. “I thought maybe 1’d better tell you. They have a
way of getting the facts, you know.”

She lighted a cigarette, and I thought her hands were unsteady. But she
looked at me again with that queer look of defiance that I had noticed
before.

“I’ll tell them just what I told you.”

2

“If there 1s anything else

“There is nothing else. Herbert was killed by someone in that house,
probably Hugo, and that old woman knows it. If the police are out to
whitewash the Mitchell family, I’1l call in a bunch of reporters and tell them
so! You can tell them that, if you like.”

But it was bravado. So was the cigarette, and her whole general attitude.
She was very pale, and the next thing I knew, she was crumpled up in a heap



on the davenport, crying as though her heart would break. I found myself
trying to quiet her, and from that moment on, through all that was on the
way for all of us, I found myself unconsciously on that child’s side, and
against the police.

And that in spite of the fact that I was fully aware, as the butler showed
me out, that she had already started back for that rear door, where somebody
unknown had been waiting and probably listening.

Miss Juliet ate a fair supper that evening, and I must say that everybody
around the place seemed more cheerful than I had yet seen them. The meal,
too, was the most substantial I had seen served, and Hugo moved almost
lightly around the table. After all, why not? No one there had had any
affection for Herbert Wynne, and his passing and the verdict meant a clear
hundred thousand dollars for them. I began to think, not that the death had
been as the Inspector now believed, but that it had had its compensations.
After all, comfort and security for the old age of three elderly people were
not such bad things in exchange for a boy who had obviously been of little
value to the world, save to one girl, who would soon forget him.

I was, however, rather surprised to learn that certain plans had been
made in my absence. Hugo told me of them when he brought in my dessert.

“I beg pardon, miss, but I thought you would like to know. Doctor
Stewart and Mr. Glenn are going to be in the house tonight.”

“Both of them? What for?”

“The gentlemen consider it advisable, miss. Mr. Glenn will be here until
two o’clock, and Doctor Stewart will spend the remainder of the night. I
understand that he has a case which will keep him until about that time.”

“They haven’t said why?”
“No, miss.”

I lost patience at that. “Now listen to me, Hugo. If you know anything,
it’s your business to tell the police. What is it? Who was here last night, on
that landing? And who are they afraid will get in again tonight?”

But he had no explanation beyond what I already knew. The two men
had met there late that afternoon, and Hugo had told them about the night
before. It was Mr. Glenn who had suggested the watch on the house.



“After all, miss,” Hugo went on, “if somebody got in on Monday night
and again last night, there’s no telling when they will try again.”

“But for what purpose, Hugo? Why should somebody try to get in?”
“I haven’t any idea, miss.”
And somehow I believed him.

Nevertheless there was an element of humor in that night’s vigil as kept
by the two men who had arranged it, and also a bit of drama. One or two
small things, too, rather roused my curiosity.

Thus, although the general atmosphere had certainly improved, I thought
there was some sort of trouble between Mary and Hugo that evening. She
stood sullenly over her stove while Hugo prepared Miss Juliet’s tray, and
once, when he spoke to her, she ignored him. Also, while she relieved me
for my dinner, she must have said something to the old lady which upset her,
for her pulse was faster when I went back to her.

Some of the humor lay in Mr. Glenn’s rather ponderous and meticulous
examination of the house when he arrived at nine o’clock. He spent some
time in the kitchen with Mary, and then proceeded to go over the entire
place, including the cellars; and the only good laugh I had during that entire
week was when he somehow managed to knock over a can of red paint at
the top of the cellar stairs, slip on the top step, and bump all the way to the
bottom.

He was not hurt, but he was outraged to the very depths of his soul. I
could hear him swearing clear up in the sickroom, and I was just in time to
see him emerging, apparently covered with blood, and in a vicious humor.
He had to send home for other clothes, and the house smelled of paint all
night!

Mary was sullenly viewing the wreckage when I went back again.
“How on earth did he do it, Mary?”

“I don’t know, miss. He’d do well to keep to his own part of the house.
That’s all.”

After that we settled down. Apparently Mr. Glenn had brought some
work with him, for at ten o’clock his confidential secretary arrived, and as it
turned out, it was she—her name, I learned later, was Florence Lenz—who
provided the only bit of drama we had that Wednesday night.



I had seen her when she came in, and I did not like her much. She had
evidently made a special toilet for the occasion, and she stopped in the hall
to powder her nose. I knew her sort the minute I saw her. They never forget
that their employer is a man, and when he is, like Mr. Glenn, pretty much a
man of the world and not married, that he may represent anything from a
tidy flat to a marriage license.

But she was evidently an efficient secretary, and they worked together in
the library with the door open until midnight. Now and then he would
emerge, make a round of the lower floor, and then go back again. I could
hear his voice, monotonously dictating something to her, and only broken by
these tours of duty.

Then, at twelve o’clock, he let her go, sending her out to his car and
calling to the chauffeur to take her home. And it was not more than three
minutes later, when I had at last settled down for some sleep, that I heard the
doorbell ringing furiously and Mr. Glenn running to the door.

I was a trifle scared myself when he opened it. There was the chauffeur
with the secretary in his arms, looking as helpless as men always do at such
times.

“What’s the matter? Is she hurt?”

And with that she released herself, stumbled through the doorway and
dropped gracefully on the floor at Mr. Glenn’s feet! I ran down at once, in
my dressing gown and bare feet, and I had only to touch her eyeballs to
know that she was no more in a faint than I was. It did not take me long to
go back to the kitchen and get a bottle of household ammonia. I had seen
plenty of this fake fainting, and I have never known anything quicker than a
good whiff of that stuff to bring them around.

It did not take her long. She choked and coughed, and when she opened
her eyes, she gave me a look of plain hatred! But she came around all right,
and it turned out that she had something to tell after all. I had not believed it
at first, nor, I think, had Mr. Glenn.

“Sit up, Miss Lenz, and don’t be an idiot,” he said. “What’s the matter?
What happened to you?”

“A man,” she said, still coughing from the ammonia. “A man. He
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knocked me down and ran over me.”

“Knocked you down? He attacked you?”

“He knocked me down and ran over me.”



“You’ve said that before! Where was all this?”
“Around the corner.”

“What corner?”

“Around the corner of the house.”

And there was certainly some truth in what she claimed, as we realized
when we looked at her. Her knee was cut—she wore her stockings rolled, of
course!—and she had a considerable bump on her head. Mr. Glenn asked no
more questions. He went out the front door in a hurry, leaving Florence
glaring at me.

“That’s a dirty trick you pulled!” she said.
“It revived you.”
“It damn near killed me.”

Well, there was enough truth in that to send me rather remorsefully
upstairs for some dressings and adhesive plaster. I was still working over her
knee, and she was making a lot of fuss about it, when Mr. Glenn came back
and she told her story.

She had started for the car, and then decided to go around the house and
take what she elegantly called a look-see. All her life she had heard of the
Mitchell place, and now she was inside the gates.

“I told Mac to wait,” she said—Mac was evidently Mr. Glenn’s
chauffeur—“and that I was going to walk around the house. But as I
rounded the corner at the back, this fellow bumped into me, and how! Well,
he knocked me flat, but did he stop? He did not. He simply jumped over me
and beat it. You can ask Mac. He heard him running.”

Well, it might or might not be important. I didn’t know. We got rid of her
at last, loudly calling on “Mac” to bear her out, and limping so that Mr.
Glenn had to help her to the car. But that was the only dramatic incident of
the night. When the doctor arrived at two o’clock, his reaction to the Lenz
girl’s story was characteristic.

“Somebody’s chauffeur, going home late across lots,” he said dryly.
“Probably worse scared than the girl, at that.”

And I gathered, after the lawyer had left, that the doctor considered the
whole idea a silly one.



“I’'m ready to do my bit,” he said to me. “I’'m used to losing sleep, if it
comes to that. But what the hell do Glenn and Hugo think anyone wants out
of this house? A lot of secondhand furniture?”

After which he proceeded to settle himself on the old sofa in the hall,
and to sleep there comfortably for the rest of the night. I could hear him
snoring as I lay on my extemporized bed at the foot of the big walnut one, so
I finally dropped off myself. I needed sleep that night, and I got it.



CHAPTER X

THAT was on Wednesday night.

I wakened early the next morning, and lay on my sofa, thinking over the
newspaper incident and the Inspector’s theory about it. It seemed to me, not
only that if a suicide could be planned to look like a murder, a murder could
also be planned to look like a suicide; but that in this latter event the
newspaper became extremely important. For suppose a charge of murder
was made, against Hugo, for example? What would be simpler than for
Hugo to produce that paper and thus demonstrate that Herbert had killed
himself, but had carefully arranged it to look like murder or accidental
death?

In that case the paper would not have been destroyed. It would be
carefully hidden, perhaps somewhere in the library, where I had missed it, or
better still, in that back flat where Hugo and Mary lived their silent lives
together.

At seven o’clock I heard Doctor Stewart moving in the hall below. There
was an old-fashioned marble washstand built in under the stairs, and I could
hear him washing there. Soon after that he went outside, and I could see him
from a window making a round of the house. Apparently he discovered
nothing suspicious there, for when he had had a cup of coffee, he came up to
see Miss Juliet, and he was scornful about the whole business.

“I don’t believe there was anyone there at all,” he said. “What I think is
that that girl, whatever her name is, fell over something and then cooked up
a story for Glenn. Makes her interesting! And Glenn’s not married.”

He left soon after that, and I went down to get my own breakfast. But I
found myself watching Hugo that morning with a sort of indignation. What
manner of man was this, if I were right, putting down my coffee with a
steady hand, bringing in my bacon, and placing the morning paper before
me almost with a flourish: “WyNNE VERDICT ACCIDENTAL DEATH.” I looked
up and caught his eye, and I thought he looked away.

“So they’ve settled it, Hugo!”
“It’s all settled, miss. Apparently.”

But for all his flourish, he seemed quiet and depressed. There was no
talk going on in the kitchen when I got the old lady’s tray, and Mary was still
sullen and morose.



Just what was it that Mary knew, and Miss Juliet? For that they shared
some guilty knowledge I felt convinced by that time. Why must Mary write
her messages to the old lady and then destroy them? Why had she resented
Mr. Glenn the night before?

I have lain awake at night since, wondering if poor old Miss Juliet ever
felt that I suspected her of some tacit connivance in that crime, and thinking
of the price she had to pay to convince me that she was innocent. Poor old
Miss Juliet Mitchell, succumbing to her one moment of temptation, and so
sending herself in all innocence to what the Inspector called the black-out! I
was glad that she never knew that. And I am glad to remember that if, from
that time on, there was little kindness in my care of her, at least I did my
duty by her. And I hope a little more.

They buried Herbert that morning, Thursday, from a mortuary chapel in
the town. I gathered later that there was a small attendance of old friends of
the family, and an enormous crowd of morbid-minded people there. And that
at least one person attended in simple grief and with utter recklessness of
consequences—Paula Brent. Hugo did not go at all, but at ten o’clock Mary
appeared in the doorway of Miss Juliet’s room, clad in the black raiment
which certain people keep for such occasions, and shouted to the old lady.

“I’m going, Miss Juliet.”
“Thank you, Mary.”
That was all.

At noon the Inspector called me up, to say that he was going to talk to
Paula Brent that afternoon, and would like me to be there.

“You’d better come down and check on her story,” he said. “Watch out
for any discrepancies. She’s pretty much haywire just now, but she’ll have
settled down by the time you get here.”

I looked about, but Hugo was in the kitchen, and Mary had not come
back. I lowered my voice. “You might have given her a little time, after this
morning!”

“She’s had three days,” he said, rather ominously, and hung up the
receiver.

I was considerably upset when I went upstairs again. What did he mean
by that three days?

Mary came back soon afterward, and when I went upstairs after lunch, I
found that she had been carrying down the dead boy’s clothes, and piling



them on the stairs to the third floor. They lay outside Miss Juliet’s room, on
the lower steps, piled in neat bundles; his shirts, his collars and ties, his suits
of clothing. There was something dreadful to me in that haste of hers to get
rid of the last vestiges of that unlucky youth, and I called Mary into the hall
and said so.

“What is the hurry?” I asked. “That could wait, couldn’t it?”

“It was her idea,” she said sourly. “She wants to look them over. They’re
to go to the Salvation Army. And what’s wrong about it? He’ll never need
them again.”

When I went in, I found Miss Juliet’s pulse fast again, and not too good.
I gave her some digitalis, and I advised her to let the clothing wait for a day
or two.

“You’re in no condition to do things like that, Miss Juliet,” I told her
sternly. “A day won’t matter, and I won’t be answerable to the doctor if you
don’t obey orders.”

She nodded. “Mary wanted to get them out of the house,” she said.
“Certainly there is no hurry.”

Well, I could make what I wanted of those two statements, Mary’s and
hers, although I was pretty much puzzled. Had they been going over his
clothing together, those two old women, searching for something? I thought
of that as she nibbled without appetite at the food on the tray I had carried
up. Were they afraid he had left something, a letter perhaps, which would
weaken or destroy the verdict which meant so much to them? A letter was
the usual thing left by suicides.

Still, if he had killed himself, why take all that trouble to make it look
like something else, and then leave such a letter? Unless it was a letter he
might have received, from Paula perhaps. Almost certainly she would have
written to him.

The only thing I could work out from that was that Paula might have
written him something about the danger he was in, and that those two
women suspected that she had. But, of course, that implied that they knew
both of this danger and about Paula. I was not sure that they knew either.
Actually I was sure of only one thing, and that was that they had made a
systematic search of the dead boy’s clothing.

That theory was verified when I saw that the coat which Mary had
hastily laid on the stairs as I appeared had a pocket turned inside out. Of
course that really proved nothing. Everyone goes over clothing before



giving it away. Or the police might have done it. It was only the haste and
stealth of the performance that looked queer to me.

I would rather have had a tooth pulled than go into the Inspector’s neat
and tidy office that afternoon. Unlike the Police Commissioner’s room,
which was a sort of murder museum with revolvers, dirks and even a bit of
charred human bone glued to a card, the Inspector’s office was bare to the
last degree. A chair or two, a big desk, and two telephones were all that it
contained. But I stood for some time with my hand on the knob of the door,
before I could make up my mind to go in and face Paula Brent. Nor was my
discomfort lessened when she looked up at me with a dreary little smile.

“So they’ve got you, too!” she said.
“It looks like it.”

“Well, I hope he believes you. He doesn’t believe me. He thinks Herbert
killed himself.”

“If he was sure of that, you wouldn’t be here,” I told her.

And that turned out to be the case. The interrogation had barely
commenced, but I saw at once that the Inspector had at least temporarily
abandoned the suicide theory.

She bore up under it very well, although watching her as she sat in her
straight chair—facing the light, as did everyone called for questioning into
that office—I saw what struck me as rather pathetic; that she had put on a
black dress and a little black hat for the funeral.

It had its effect on the Inspector also, for he handled her with rather
unusual gentleness. And I must say that the story she told him was the story
she had told me, word for word. Now and then he looked at me, and I
nodded. It was not until he began to question her that she seemed less
assured.

“Now, about your being on the Mitchell place that night. You hadn’t, by
any chance, been in the house with him?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’'m asking you, Miss Brent. Don’t get the idea that I think you killed
him. I know better. But if you had quarreled, and after you left, he had
decided to—you see what [ mean.”

“Never. We had never quarreled.”



“Tell me about the two hours between the time you separated, and the
time you saw the house lighted and a police car in the drive.”

“I just drove around,” she said vaguely. “I was nervous.”
“Drove for two hours? Where did you go?”
“I really don’t know.”

“You must know,” he said sharply. “You know the roads around here.
You had to get back home. Come, come, Miss Brent! Don’t you want us to
learn the truth about all this?”

“What I did has nothing to do with that. I didn’t kill him.”

“Well, where were you when you had the trouble, on what road?”
“Trouble? What sort of trouble?”

“Didn’t something happen to your car?”

She remembered then, and glanced at me suspiciously. “I had a flat tire.
It was outside of Norrisville. It took me a good while to change it.”

And then, while she was still confused over that temporary lapse, he
flung a bomb at her.

“Just why did you get that ladder?”

She stared at him, her lips slightly parted. For a moment she could not
speak.

“I don’t know what you mean by a ladder.”

“I think you do,” he said quietly. “And I warn you against concealing
anything which has a bearing on this case. You got a ladder and dragged it
across two lawns and through the shrubbery of the Mitchell place; and a
good trail you left. If you want to see it, [ have a rough drawing here.”

But she made no move to look at it. She sat huddled in her chair, her face
white and drawn. “I don’t understand,” she said weakly. “I don’t know what
you’re talking about.”

Nor did I, for that matter. The afternoon before, he had told me that a
man had carried that ladder, and now here he was accusing this girl. He has
his own methods, however, and in the next question he had apparently
abandoned the ladder, and shifted to something else.

“You told Miss Adams that Herbert’s family, or rather Miss Mitchell and
her household, did not like him.”



“They hated him.”

“How do you know that?”

“He always said so. Lately it had been worse. For a month or so0.”
“What do you mean by worse?”’

“He got frightened. They were following him.”

“That’s rather absurd, isn’t it? Old Miss Juliet could follow nobody.”
“Somebody was following him. He began to carry his revolver.”
“He never said who it was?”

“He didn’t know. I think now that it was Hugo.”

“Why Hugo?”

I need not repeat that part of her story. It was much like what she had
told me. But she added something which was new. This was to the effect
that, while Herbert had refused to explain his fears and suspicions to her, he
had told her he had written a letter, so that if anything happened to him, she
would understand. And that on Wednesday morning, when I had surprised
her in the yard, she had been trying to get into the house to find it.

“That’s the truth, is it?”
“I’ve told you.”

“You weren’t there to see if that ladder had left any marks, and to erase
them if you found them?”

“What ladder?”

But the questions had evidently alarmed her, for now she began to cry.
She didn’t know anything about a ladder. She wished he would let her alone.
She wanted to go home. After all, she hadn’t killed Herbert, although the
Inspector acted as though she had. When she was quieter, I noticed that he
had tactfully abandoned the ladder.

“This letter you speak of, did he tell anyone else about it?”
“He wouldn’t. I’'m sure he never did.”
He nodded, and shortly after that he got up.

“You understand, of course, that you are not under arrest. That would be
ridiculous. But I shall ask you a few more questions, and I’ll see that your
family is notified of your safety. You’ll be home tonight, all right. In the



meantime the matron will see that you are comfortable, and we’ll have some
food sent in.”

“Why not ask them now?” she said. “If I’'m not guilty, you have no
business to hold me.”

“Maybe not.” He smiled down at her. “But I can’t ask my questions yet;
and after all, you and I want the same thing, don’t we? We want to know
who killed Herbert Wynne, if he was killed. And why.”



CHAPTER XI

SHE went, chin high and her bearing faintly defiant, when the matron came.
The Inspector followed her out with his eyes, and waited until the door had
closed.

“How about it, Miss Adams?”
“It’s the same story.”
“She almost forgot the tire!”

“That doesn’t prove anything, does it? She has had a lot to distract her.
How on earth did you learn that she had dragged that ladder, Inspector?”

“I didn’t,” he said calmly. “We found the tracks, all right. They led
toward the Mitchell house. But we found none leading back. In other words,
it looked as though someone without strength to carry it had taken it to the
house; that might be a woman, or a girl. But it had been carried back;
somebody had had strength enough to do that, and as you know, this man
was seen.”

“And that footprint was hers?”

“That’s my guess. She wore high heels, and so she slipped off her
pumps. She’s intelligent, and if she was scared that night, she was still using
her brains.”

“Then you think she got somebody off that roof? On Monday night?”
“I do indeed, Miss Pinkerton!”
“Who?”

But he ignored that for the time. He got out his old briar pipe and
carefully filled it.

“It’s like this,” he said finally. “When there’s a question between murder
and suicide, we have only one choice. We have to go on the murder theory
until that’s disproved. That doesn’t mean that it is a murder. It only means
that it may be a murder. But in this case there are a number of things that
begin to confirm my first impressions. The coroner didn’t have all of them. I
can’t see that boy in front of the bureau when that shot was fired, and I know
he didn’t move a foot after it was fired. But I can’t see that ladder cither,
unless it was used to let somebody escape from that roof who had no
business to be there. Any more than this fellow in the grounds had any
business there last night.”



“You know about that, do you?” I asked, surprised.

“I know a little about a lot of things,” he said. “And not enough about
any one of them. For instance, why the deuce let those two amateur sleuths
take over the job of the police?”

“It was their idea, not mine. I’d told you I had seen something on the
landing the night before,” I said indignantly. “But you were too busy
shooting yourself through a newspaper to pay much attention.”

He grinned at that, but he was sober enough as he went on. “Well, we
both slipped up there,” he agreed. “The point is that Hugo was scared last
night, and that he didn’t want the police. So he gets the two men he trusts;
and we lose something that might be important.”

He filled his pipe and leaned back in his chair. “After talking with this
girl,” he said, “I notice that there is one element which she has been mighty
careful to keep out of her story. That’s her family. She’s frightened, and so
she emphasizes the fact that the Mitchell household disliked him.

“But somebody else may have had more than dislike for him. He was a
weakling, with the unbridled passions of his type, and here was a nice girl in
love with him. Who had a reason for putting him out of the way? Maybe
more of a reason than we know?”

2

“I suppose you mean Mr. Brent. But I don’t thin

“No? Well, fathers have a way of looking after their daughters. And
remember, this boy was a bad actor. He may already have—well, let’s not
get carried away. She looks like a girl with character, but just the same she
has a father; and it’s pretty certain that that father was afraid of him, and of
what might happen. Mind you, I’'m not accusing the father. He just enters the
picture as a possibility, provided this turns out to be a murder.

“Now go back to that night. Herbert Wynne may have killed himself, but
he was a fellow with a weak chin and that sort are pretty careful of their
skins! Also, if she is right about his whistling when he left her and all that,
we have to suppose that something happened between eleven and twelve
o’clock that night which changed his cheerfulness into despair. That’s a
pretty short time. What had he done, or what had he learned, to effect that
change? Had Paula thrown him over? She doesn’t act as though she had.”

“She hadn’t,” I said positively. “Whether she was in love with him or
simply infatuated, I don’t know. But she’s still wearing his ring, if you
noticed.”



He nodded. “I did notice. Nice ring, too. I’d like to know where he got
the money for it. . . . But let’s get on to Mr. Brent again. And by the way,
that story of the broken windshield is true enough. We’ve checked it.”

“So Mr. Brent drove past his daughter’s car, and fired at it! How did he
know he wouldn’t kill her?”

That annoyed him, although he laughed. “I’ve said that there is a good
bit of indiscriminate shooting going on just now. Let’s leave that for a
minute. Suppose that the girl’s father has followed them, seen them in the
movies, and when the girl drove off, has followed him home. He goes in
with him, there’s a quarrel, the boy’s revolver is on the table, and—because
it has turned out that he deserves it—the father shoots him. Probably he
didn’t mean to, but there’s the boy’s gun on the bureau. Perhaps it was that
shot that aroused Miss Juliet, although she doesn’t know it. She opens her
door, sees a light above, and starts up the stairs. The father is there, trapped!

“What does he do? He only has a few minutes. He drags the body in
front of the bureau, bends the knees, and—using his handkerchief, of course
—he puts the revolver on the floor beside him. Then he escapes, by the only
way possible.”

“By the window?”

“By the window. I believe a strong man could swing over to that roof of
the ell, and do it safely. And now take the rest of the story. The girl watches
those two go off, either together or the one following the other; and she
knows there may be trouble. What does she do? She follows them and hangs
around outside the house. That story about a flat tire near Norrisville is pure
invention. She hangs around the Mitchell place, and she’s not deaf, or
asleep. She hears a shot fired.

“What can she do? She sees the lights going on, and knows that the
household is alarmed and up. But so far as she knows, Mr. Brent is still in
the building. She sees the police go in, and later on a Headquarters car. She
still hangs around. She stops you, but you can’t tell her anything. And she
has to know, somehow.

“Now we get to the ladder. We’ll say that Mr. Brent is on that roof. He
can’t get down, and he’s gone if he’s found there. It isn’t hard to imagine
that he saw her below and signaled to her, or that she waited until we had
gone and then got that ladder. Of course, this is only conjecture, but
something like that happened Monday night, if there was any murder at all.”



“And so on Wednesday morning,” I said, “when she knew that the
servants were at the inquest, she went back there to ”

“Precisely. To look for the ladder marks and to erase them. You surprised
her, and so she told you that story.”

I sat for some time, thinking this over. It fitted together too well to be
ignored, but I was not certain of one or two things.

“He didn’t go in with Herbert,” I said at last. “Herbert had started to
undress.”

“Then he followed him later.”

“How did he get in? The doorbell rings in the servants’ bedroom as well
as in the kitchen. It would have wakened them.”

“He might have called, or thrown gravel. You and I know that that can
be done.”

But I was not satisfied. “Herbert wouldn’t have admitted Mr. Brent,” 1
said. “Not if Paula’s story is true. He’d have known that it meant trouble.”

But he only shrugged his shoulders. “One thing will happen if I'm
right,” he said. “We’ll let the family know where Paula is, and if there is
anything to this idea, he’ll burst in as soon as he hears it. He’ll probably do
that anyhow,” he added ruefully.

He let me go soon after that, merely saying that he would probably come
up that night, to look over the roof and the window sill of Herbert’s room.

“If this was a murder, then somebody was on that roof all the time we
were examining the body and the room,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I
looked out over the roof myself. But there’s a sizable chimney there, and
whoever it was, Brent or someone unknown, may have been behind it. But
this girl knows who it was. You can bank on that.

“And don’t forget this,” he added, as I started to go. “That theory doesn’t
apply only to Brent. It applies to anyone who was interested in the girl.”

It was four o’clock when I left the office, and four thirty when I got to
the Mitchell place. I bought an evening paper on the way, and I saw that the
press already knew that Paula Brent had been interrogated. “SocieTy GIRL
QUERIED IN MITCHELL CASE,” was the heading. Following as it did on a
coroner’s verdict of accidental death, the Eagle had certainly made the most
of'it.



I was not surprised when I saw the doctor’s car in the drive, but I was
startled at Hugo’s face when he let me in.

“She’s had a bad turn, miss,” he said. “The doctor’s asking for you.”

I went in, without changing my uniform, to find Miss Juliet lying back
on her pillows, and both the doctor and Mary bending over her. The doctor
was holding a towel to her nose, and the pungent odor of amyl-nitrite filled
the room. When I took her wrist, her pulse was very rapid, and I noticed that
her sallow face was flushed.

It was a full ten minutes before the doctor straightened and gave me the
towel. “I think she’ll do now,” he said. “Did anything happen to cause this,
Mary?”

“I don’t know, doctor. She had been quiet enough. I had got her the
paper and her reading glasses. Then I heard her give a quick breath, and let
the paper drop. I called Hugo, and he called you.”

Doctor Stewart stayed until almost seven. By that time Miss Juliet was
better, but far from being herself. Most of the time she lay with her eyes
closed, not speaking, although she was perfectly conscious; and she refused
to take any nourishment whatever. It was only when the doctor was about to
leave that she opened her eyes and said a few words.

“I want to see Arthur Glenn.”
“Not tonight, Miss Juliet. Tomorrow will do, won’t it?”
She nodded and closed her eyes again.

I followed the doctor into the hall, and he stood for a few minutes,
apparently thinking hard.

“I’'m not quite satisfied with the look of things, Miss Adams,” he said.
“It seems to me—did you notice the Eagle on the bed? I have an idea that
what sent her off was an article stating that a young woman named Brent
had been held for questioning by the police on this case.”

“I saw that,” I agreed cautiously.

“Well, that’s understandable. The girl’s grandfather had been a lover of
Miss Juliet’s years ago. Of course he is dead now, but it must have been a
shock. Quite aside from that, however, is the fact that the police are
interrogating anybody, after the coroner’s verdict.”

“I suppose they are not satisfied, doctor.”



He eyed me impatiently. “That’s a mild way of putting it, anyhow! What
the hell do you think I'm talking about? Of course they’re not satisfied.
What I want you to do is to keep any suspicion of that away from the old
lady. Let the police get themselves in the newspapers if they like. Miss
Mitchell is an old woman with a bad heart. It may quit on her at any time. I
don’t want any more shocks for her; that’s all.”

He turned to go down the stairs, then turned back again. “Has she said
anything about making a will?”

“Not to me, doctor.”

“She may. She’s worth money now. There’s an old one somewhere, with
legacies for Mary and Hugo in it. Pretty substantial ones, I imagine. But if
the will question comes up, let me know, will you? I might get some money
for St. Luke’s.”

Well, I suppose that was natural enough. He had got a good bit of money
for St. Luke’s, one way and another. But I felt rather resentful as he went
down the stairs. I made up my mind to keep my own counsel if the will
question came up, and I was unusually tender with Miss Juliet that evening.

I was thoughtful, too. So there were already substantial legacies for the
servants!



CHAPTER XII

I HAD plenty to think of as I prepared Miss Juliet for the night, straightening
her bed and once more rubbing her thin old back. I settled her early, for I
knew that the Inspector was coming. And it was while I was folding up that
copy of the Eagle and putting it away for later reading that something came
into my mind. I have had this happen before; I can puzzle over a thing until I
am in a state of utter confusion, give it up, and then suddenly have the
answer leap into my mind without any apparent reason.

Yet there was a connection, in a way, I dare say. I straighten Miss Juliet’s
pillows, and remember that she had hidden something there. I put away the
Eagle, and 1 remember that search in the library for what I was certain Mary
had concealed there. And then I am reaching behind the books, finding a
dirty scrap of newspaper and leaving it there.

My first impulse was to go down at once and look for it. Hugo, however,
was still on the lower floor, and I decided to wait until the house was quiet;
or perhaps until the Inspector arrived. One thing I have learned from the
police, and that is never to take a risk by being in a hurry.

It was eight o’clock, and the Inspector had not yet arrived, when Miss
Juliet roused from what I had hoped was a sleep, to ask me if I had
telephoned to Mr. Glenn.

“Not yet,” I said. “Won’t the morning do?”

But she was insistent. He was to come in the morning, and to come
prepared to take down something she had to say; so in the end I went down
to the telephone and called him.

“What does she want?” he asked. “Have you any idea?”

“She’s going to make a statement of some sort. This affair of the Brent
girl seems to have upset her.”

“A statement, eh? What on earth does she know that requires a
statement? Have you any idea?”

“No. But she has had something on her mind ever since this thing
happened. Something she thinks has a bearing on the case.”

“I’ll come around now,” he said. “I’'m on my way to the theater, and I’ll
stop in.”



That satisfied Miss Juliet when I told her. She was excited, I thought,
and somehow I got the impression that she was frightened also; that she had
determined to do something which she was afraid to do. I was standing at
the window, watching for the lights of Mr. Glenn’s car, when she spoke to
me.

“I used to know Paula Brent’s grandfather,” she said, in her flat voice.
“Why should they question Paula? She couldn’t know anything about
Herbert.”

“I wouldn’t let that bother you,” I said, as gently as I could while
shouting at her. “They’ve questioned a lot of people.”

“Why? If they think it was an accident?”

“Well, you know how these things are. The insurance company wants to
be certain. That’s all.”

“Certain of what?”

I hesitated, but I had gone too far. She was watching me, and to save my
life I could not think of any evasion.

“Of course it’s nonsense, Miss Mitchell. They simply want to be certain
that he—that it didn’t happen by design.”

“That he didn’t kill himself?”
“Yes.”

She closed her eyes, and although it was difficult to be sure in the dim
light, I thought I saw tears oozing from beneath her wrinkled lids. But the
next moment she apparently felt what I had not even heard, the vibration of
Mr. Glenn’s heavy car in the drive, and she visibly braced herself.

“There is Arthur,” she said. “Will you tell him to come up? And then
will you go out, my dear, so that I can talk to him?”

I did not go far; only into my room, which adjoined hers. But I could
hear nothing after her first words. To tell the truth, I did not care to. Long
ago I had made my position clear to the Inspector, that I was no eaves-
dropper, listening with my ear to a keyhole. I left them there, Mr. Glenn
large and resplendent in dinner clothes, with two black pearl studs and a
carefully tied black tie, and that frail old creature on the bed. Perhaps she did
not realize that I had not yet closed the door when she spoke to him.

“Arthur,” she said. “I have connived at a great wickedness, and now [ am
going to save my soul.”



It was then that he followed me to the door and closed it behind me.

He must have been very late for the theater that night. The conference
lasted about a half hour; if one can call a conference what sounded like
expostulation from him, and a monotonous sort of insistence from that
walnut bed. Whatever she wanted to do, he was opposed to it. Once or
twice, indeed, he raised his voice so that [ actually heard what he said.

“I don’t believe it,” he said. “I don’t care what he told you. I don’t
believe it.”

And again: “You’ve had a bit of good fortune when you needed it. And
if you’ll look back, you’ll see that it was coming to you.”

But I doubt if his arguments had any effect whatever on her. At
something before nine he went downstairs and out to the kitchen, and I
heard Hugo calling up the back stairs to Mary, telling her to come down.
Evidently she refused, and soon after, I heard Mr. Glenn banging out of the
front door and driving away in his car.

When I went back to Miss Juliet, she was looking tired, but happier than
I had seen her since I came.

“I feel much better, my dear,” she said quietly. “Now I think I shall
sleep.”

And sleep she did, for at least part of a night which was to be filled with
horror for me.

The Inspector did not arrive until half past nine, but I had no opportunity
to get into the library during that interval. Hugo was prowling about the
lower floor, now in the long parlor, now in the library. He looked disturbed
and anxious, as well he might if my idea of Miss Juliet’s talk with Mr. Glenn
that night was correct. And as I sat in that dim room and checked it over, I
myself could find no flaw in it.

I had a complete picture in my mind by that time; of Miss Juliet’s
salvaging that copy of the News from wherever Kelly had left it, and of
finding the scrap on the floor and placing it inside. Almost certainly the
scrap had still been inside when Mary got it and hid it, but when the paper
was next moved, it had dropped out behind the books, and it had not been
missed.

Then, if that were true, there had been no murder. Herbert Wynne had
killed himself, and Miss Juliet’s crime had consisted of withholding that
knowledge. “I don’t care what he told you,” Mr. Glenn had said. What could



that be but a reference to a possible method for making a suicide look like
something else? And, although, as it turned out, I was entirely wrong in a
good many things relating to this case, in that, at least, I was correct. Miss
Juliet did know about that newspaper device.

At nine thirty the Inspector arrived, bringing a deputy inspector with
him. I heard the three men, Hugo in the lead, going to the third floor, and
after some considerable time I gathered that the deputy was on the roof of
the rear wing, and that they were having trouble getting him off it.

I slipped into the hall and listened.
“All right, Evans,” the Inspector was calling. “We’ll get a ladder.”

I had only time to slip back when the Inspector and Hugo came down the
stairs. The Inspector was talking.

“There must be one in the neighborhood. A pruning ladder would do.”

And Hugo’s voice, quiet and respectful: “I believe the Manchesters have
one, sir. That’s quite a little distance, however.”

“I guess we can manage it.”

So Hugo knew of that ladder! I sat on the stairs and tried to think that
out, until by the sounds outside I gathered that the two men had started for
the Manchester place. Then, still confused, I slipped into the library.
Confused, because once again the Inspector and I had shifted opinions on
the case. That night, searching behind the books for that scrap of paper, I
was as convinced as though I had been present that Herbert Wynne had shot
himself; and at the same time the Inspector had veered once more to murder,
and was out hunting a ladder to prove it.

So absorbed was I that I did not hear the men returning. I was having
some difficulty in locating the scrap again; indeed, at first I was certain that
it had been removed, and it was necessary to take out certain books and pile
them on the floor before I found it. But at one glance I was satisfied. It was
not only the proper size and shape, but it was scorched and stained with
powder.

I had just tucked it into the waistband of my apron when I heard a sound
in the hall, and turned to see Hugo in the doorway. His face gave me a very
real shock, for if ever I have seen uncontrolled rage in a human countenance
it was in his. He could not even speak for a perceptible time, and then it was
an effort.

“What are you looking for, miss?”



“For a book to read,” I said shortly.

He had regained control of himself by that time, and his voice was more
civil. “If you have found one, I’ll wait and put out the light.”

“This will do,” I said, and took one at random. It was only later on that I
found it to be a highly technical discussion of ancient Greek art, and with it
under my arm I marched out. I do not believe that his eyes left me for a
second, from the time he discovered me until I turned the bend at the top of
the stairs. Then, listening, I heard him go outside again, and I gathered that
the unlucky deputy inspector was being rescued. Apparently he and Hugo
returned the ladder, for the Inspector came back into the house and took
advantage of that chance to talk to me.

“We’re right so far,” he said cheerfully. “Somebody got out of that
window Monday night. Hung by his hands and swung over to the roof.”

“You mean that you found prints?” I asked incredulously.

“They’re there, but they’re not clearly readable. As he swung before he
let go, he smeared them all over the place. Still, we’ve learned that much.”

But when I gave him the scrap of paper, he looked rather crestfallen.

“Powder stains, all right,” he commented. “Well, your guess is as good
as mine on this case. And so’s my bootblack’s! Why would a killer shoot
through a newspaper? What’s the idea? Unless you hit it the other day, when
you said that a murder might be planned to look like a suicide. And who
stood to gain in this case by a suicide?”

He stood turning the scrap of paper over in his hand. There was no
reasonable doubt that it was the one shown in the picture, or that it was a
corner of the Daily News; and his own idea was that it had not been on the
floor when the Squad had gone over the room, that scorched and torn as it
was, it had not dropped until possibly the concussion of the flashlight for the
pictures had loosened it.

“Would it be possible,” I asked, “for someone to plan a murder so that it
would look like an accident, or even suicide? But so that, in case he was
suspected, he could produce this paper as a sort of alibi?”

“It would work, of course. But not if the paper is destroyed, young
woman.”

And then I told him of the strained relations of the past day or two
between Mary and Hugo. He listened gravely.



“And then what?”

“It’s clear, isn’t it? Miss Juliet gave Mary that paper, and she destroyed
it. Now Hugo finds you still on the case, and his alibi is gone.”

He whistled, but the next minute he smiled. “And so it was Hugo who
got out of the window? And Hugo for whom Paula Brent brought the
ladder? It won’t wash, Miss Pinkerton! It won’t wash.”

He went on to say that he had decided to release Paula Brent after I had
gone that day; and that a check-up on Mr. Brent as to Monday night showed
that he had been out of the city.

“So that’s that. And now where are we?”

Then, without warning, a new element was introduced into the case.



CHAPTER XIII

THE doorbell rang, and a little fussy man who gave his name as Henderson
was at the door. He wanted to see the Inspector.

“I telephoned and learned that you were here,” he said. “I’d like to see
you alone.” He eyed me.

“You can talk before this lady.”

“Well, it’s like this. I didn’t pick up the paper until about an hour ago,
and I saw that you had been questioning Paula Brent. I live near the Brents,
Inspector, and I may know something. I don’t know how important it is.”

“Everything’s important in this case,” the Inspector said.

Mr. Henderson’s story was brief and to the point. He lived behind the
Brents, on the next street; that is, their back yards adjoined, or almost. There
was an alley between, and so their garages were across from each other, with
only about twenty-five feet, the width of the alley, between them. Next door
to the Brent house was the residence of a man named Elliott, also with a
garage.

On Monday night Mr. Henderson had taken his family to the theater,
arriving home at eleven o’clock. He had put his sedan away and gone to the
house when his wife discovered that she had left her purse in the car.
Somewhat annoyed, he had gone back to the garage, entering it by the
narrow door toward the house.

At that moment Paula Brent drove her coupé¢ into the Brent garage, and
stopped the engine. Mr. Henderson was groping in the dark for his wife’s
bag, and she could have had no idea that he was there. But apparently
someone had either been waiting for her in the garage or just outside of it,
for the next moment he heard voices. One was hers; the other was that of
Charlie Elliott, the son of the family in the next house. There was no doubt
as to who it was, for she named him.

“Good heavens, Charlie Elliott! You scared me. What’s the idea?”

“You know the idea, all right. Look here, Paula, haven’t you made a fool
of yourself long enough?”

“That’s my business.”

“And how about your people? What would they think if they knew what
[ do?”



“What do you know?”

Mr. Henderson was interested by that time, and rather thrilled, I
gathered. But after that, their voices dropped. They were quarreling, he said,
and he was sorry to hear it. Everybody in the neighborhood liked them both,
and up to six months before they had been together most of the time.

“Looked like a real love affair,” Mr. Henderson said. “I kind of liked to
see it, myself. Good-looking young people, you know, and all that.”

The quarrel was apparently a bitter one, for at last the Elliott boy had
said that he was going to settle the matter once for all; see somebody and
have it out with him.

“Not now!” Paula said.

“Right now!” was his reply, and he started down the alley. Mr.
Henderson listened, and he was certain that Elliott did not go into his place
at all, but went on down to the cross-street.

“But wait a minute,” he said. “I’ve got ahead of my story. Before he left,
he took something from her. I heard a sort of scuffle, and she said sharply,
‘Give me that. Give me that, do you hear?’ ”

Mr. Henderson stopped to wipe his face with his handkerchief. “I came
as a matter of duty, you understand,” he said, in a different tone. “I like them
both, and I don’t believe that Charlie Elliott would kill anything. But I talked
it over with my wife that night, and when she saw the paper this evening,
she insisted that [ see you.”

“What time was it when young Elliott started?”

“About eleven fifteen, I imagine. And she didn’t leave for ten minutes or
so afterward.”

“Oh! She left again?”

“Yes. She stayed there in the garage for some time. I gathered that she
was crying and was pretty well upset, and I waited because—well, I was
interested, and I didn’t much like her being there alone and in trouble. As a
matter of fact, [ was seriously considering going over to see what I could do,
when she started her car and went out again.”

“What time was that?”

“It may have been eleven thirty, or thereabouts. Long enough, anyhow,
for my wife gave me the devil when I got back. She’s rather nervous,” he
added sheepishly.



I could believe that. He offered a complete picture of the subdued and
dominated husband as he stood in the Mitchell hall that night, giving
evidence that he would infinitely have preferred keeping to himself.

He had little more to add. He had not heard Paula’s car come back, but
his wife said that she had got in shortly after three thirty. They had a clock
which chimed the hours. He hated the thing, but his wife liked it. She didn’t
sleep very well, and it was company for her.

Mr. Henderson left shortly before Hugo and the deputy inspector
returned, and I had little or no time to discuss the new turn events had taken
before I was compelled to retreat to the sickroom. I noticed that the
Inspector looked unusually grave, however.

He sent the deputy inspector away about a quarter to eleven, and then,
with Hugo leading the way, he proceeded to make a minute inspection of the
house from the basement to the upper floor. I saw him stop on the landing
and inspect the locked and bolted door to the servants’ quarters, and he even
stooped and glanced at the clothing still lying on the stairs. He saw the
inverted pocket, I imagine, for he straightened and glanced at Hugo. But
Hugo was imperturbable.

It was midnight when he went away. Miss Juliet had wakened by that
time, so I went down at half past twelve and heated a glass of milk for her.
But I must admit I was not comfortable down there. A wind was blowing
outside, and the kitchen wing seemed to be even more out of repair than the
rest of the house. It creaked and groaned, and once I would have sworn that
the tea-kettle moved right across the top of the stove! If it had been possible
to gallop upstairs with a glass of hot milk in my hand, I would have done it!
As it was, I went up with my head turned over my shoulder, until I got
almost to the top of the stairs. Then I fixed my eyes on the landing, and if
Miss Juliet had appeared there at that minute in her white nightgown, I dare
say [ would have died of heart failure.

But I got to the room safely enough, and after the old lady drank the
milk, she grew drowsy. Just before she dozed off, however, she asked me if
Hugo had gone to bed, and seemed disappointed to learn that he had.

“I want to see him,” she said. “I must see him before Arthur comes back,
in the morning. He has a right to know.”

She did not explain that, so at one o’clock I put on my kimono and fixed
my couch for the night.



Something roused me after I had been asleep an hour or so. It sounded
like a door banging somewhere, and I looked at the luminous dial of my
watch. It was two o’clock, and there was a real gale going outside, although
the room was quiet enough. But as I lay there, a sudden gust came in over
the transom, and I could dimly see, by the distant street lights, that the
curtain at the window was blowing out, and flapping in the wind.

Out, and not in! That took a moment to register in my mind, and then it
meant only one thing. Someone somewhere in the house had opened either
an outside door or a window.

I sat up and stared over the foot of the bed at the door into the hall, and I
admit that if the handle had so much as turned, I was prepared to let out a
shriek that would have reached to the police station. But it did not, and I was
drawing a real breath when something happened which set my heart to
hammering again. Something fell in the hall, or rather on the stairs to the
third floor. There was no crash, but a dull thud, and then a complete and
utter silence. I knew at once what it was.

Somebody had been going up those stairs to the third floor, and had
stumbled over the clothes piled on them.



CHAPTER XIV

For just a moment I had an irresistible impulse to crawl into bed beside
Miss Juliet and cover my head with the bedclothes. The next, however, I was
in the center of the floor, and listening intently. There was no further sound,
and I moved to the door and put my ear against it.

There was no room for doubt. Someone was stealthily climbing the stairs
to the third floor. The old stairs creaked one after the other, and one of the
boards on the landing gave with a loud crack.

The next second I was out in the dark hall and feeling my way to the
locked door to the back flat. I wanted Hugo; I wanted Hugo and Mary. I
wanted somebody near, and the fact that, in spite of everything, I still
suspected Hugo of the murder seemed at that minute to have no importance
whatever.

In a condition approaching panic I groped my way through that awful
darkness, and flung myself against the door. “Hugo!” I called. “Hugo!”

The next second I was falling, and that is all I remember.

When I came to, I was lying flat on my back in a room I had never seen
before, and Mary, in her nightgown, was sprinkling water on my face and
listening to a crashing noise overhead which sounded like the breaking
down of a door. Hugo was not in sight.

“Where am [?” I asked feebly.
“In our sitting room, miss,” Mary said shortly. “You fainted.”

I managed to sit up and look about me. From somewhere out in the
grounds a man was calling, and from overhead came that continued
battering, as though a heavy body was throwing itself against a door. Mary
had left me and was standing in the doorway, listening; in the doorway, for
that long-locked door onto the landing was standing wide open. But a
strangely changed Mary. If ever I have seen a woman look tortured, she did
that night. When I spoke again to her, she did not reply.

“It’s a strong door,” she said, as though she was talking to herself. “It
looks old and easy to break, but it’s strong.”

“Who’s in that room?” I demanded. “Is it Hugo?”

That seemed to register. She turned and gave me a strange look. “Hugo!”
she said. “Hugo is up there helping the police.”



And as if to prove it, there was a call above for an axe, and Hugo passed
the open doorway on a run, going downstairs apparently to get one.

I got up then, rather dizzily, and surveyed the site of my recent disaster.
The door from the little sitting room onto the landing was open, as I have
said, and I could see readily enough what had happened. I had thrown
myself against it, and it had been partly open. In my fall I must have struck
my head, perhaps on the rocker of a chair nearby, for I found a sharp bruise
on my forehead later on.

The room itself was small and dreary enough, although it was very tidy.
In a corner a small staircase led down into darkness, and I knew that it ended
at the side door behind the parlor window. All this I took in at a glance: the
room, the staircase, the open door and Mary in it. I moved unsteadily toward
the doorway, to find her planted squarely in it.

“Better sit down and wait a minute, miss. You’ve had a bad knock.”
“Let me out, Mary. ’'m going upstairs.”

She eyed me. “Nobody’s going up those stairs,” she said doggedly. “Let
them fight it out themselves. You stay here.”

“