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 Chapter One 
 
    As I walked through the dimly-lit newsroom of the Greenville Examiner, my rubber heels made no sound on the bare, freshly mopped floor. The final night edition of the paper had gone to press half an hour earlier, and only the scrubwomen remained at work. One of the women arrested a long sweep of her mop just in time to avoid splashing me with water. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I didn’t look for someone to come so very late.” 
 
    “Oh, curfew never rings for me,” I said, sidestepping a puddle of water. “I’m likely to be abroad at any hour.” 
 
    At the far end of the long room, a light glowed behind a frosted glass door marked: “Anthony Fielding—Editor.” I paused, opened the door a tiny crack, and rumbled in a deep voice: 
 
    “Hands up! I have you covered!” 
 
    Taken by surprise, my father swung quickly around, his swivel chair squeaking a loud protest. 
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t do that!” he grumbled. “You know it always makes me jump.” 
 
    “Sorry, Dad,” I grinned, slumping into a leather chair beside his desk. “A young woman is allowed so few amusements, you know.” 
 
    “Didn’t three hours watching moving pictures at the Pink Lotus Theater satisfy you?” 
 
    “Oh, the show was worse than awful. Not even Florence liked it, and you know she’ll generally go back six or seven times to see anything with John Gilbert in it. She’s in love with him now, you know.” 
 
    “I thought your friend Flo fancied herself madly in love with that Randolph Valentine,” my father said. 
 
    “Rudolph. Valentino. And yes, the old infatuation still lingers, but it’s hard to keep a crush of that caliber going since Mr. Valentino hasn’t starred in a picture in ages. No, now Flo fancies herself the ideal woman to reform Mr. Gilbert.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, her being the daughter of a member of the clergy and all. She says she’s the ideal person to administer spiritual succor and prop up Mr. Gilbert’s weather-beaten soul.” 
 
    “Is Mr. Gilbert’s soul weather-beaten?” my father asked. 
 
    “His second marriage just went kaput,” I said. “By the way, I brought up a delivery for you.” 
 
    I removed a sealed yellow envelope from my purse. 
 
    “I met a Western Union boy downstairs,” I explained. “He was looking for you. I paid for the message and saved him a trip upstairs. One dollar and ten cents, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Absently, my father took a crisp dollar bill from his pocket and reached for the telegram. 
 
    “Don’t forget the dime,” I reminded him. “It may seem a trifle to you, but to a lady novelist who has to live on the pittance eked out from hours of grinding labor at the feet of the muse, a dollar and ten cents is not to be sneezed at.” 
 
    “How is the sequel to Portia’s Premise going?” my father asked. 
 
    “Perpetua’s Promise,” I corrected him. “It’s coming along in fits and starts.” 
 
    Just last April, after years of dabbling in light serial fiction for the masses for such fly-by-night rags as Pittman’s All-Story Weekly, I’d finally sold my first novel.  
 
    The first printing of Perpetua’s Promise had sold out, but I’d barely made back my advance, so even though the powers that be at Litchfield Press had seen fit to print a second run and advance me five hundred dollars on the sequel, Perpetua’s Pride, I still felt the need to economize.  
 
    “Why must you scrimp and pinch?” my father said. “You earned more last month with your advance than what the Greenville Examiner took in from its three largest advertising accounts combined.” 
 
    “I must scrimp and pinch,” I said, “because the life of a lady novelist is fraught with peril. Plenty may rain down upon her in the spring of her career only to end in tears come the drought of summer. A young destitute widow must be always on her guard to keep the wolves of poverty at bay. 
 
    “Well, looking at the condition of your shoes,” said my father, “I’d say the wolves of poverty have already been having a good gnaw on them. If Mrs. Timms catches you going about in public wearing shoes in that condition, she’ll die of embarrassment.” 
 
    “Speaking of Mrs. Timms, “I said. “When are you going to take me up on my offer of financing your honeymoon cruise—cabin class, of course?” 
 
    My father turned the color of beetroot, his perpetual habit whenever I mention his only-recently-exposed clandestine romance with our housekeeper, Mrs. Timms.  
 
    I’ve been hoping for years that they will someday center-aisle it, but ever since I discovered that my father and Mrs. Timms have been hotsey-totsey since I was barely out of pinafores, they’ve both been remarkably resistant to making it official. Whenever I bring up the subject, my father finds a way to transition to another topic. 
 
    “If you’re so concerned about financial stability,” said my father, “I know of a nice young reporter who’d be happy to offer you his hand and ho—” 
 
    “Dad!” I protested. “Just because Jack Bancroft and I step out from time to time to see a picture together.” 
 
    “From time to time? I was under the impression that the two of you were practically attached at the hip these days.” 
 
    Dad was right, but I was loath to admit it. Jack and I have become so inseparable that I’m beginning to feel a bit bad for Florence. Flo has been my fast companion since we were toddlers, and now she’s been suddenly relegated to role of third wheel. 
 
    Dad tossed me over another quarter to pay for the telegram, and I pocketed it with deep satisfaction.  
 
    Dad ripped open the envelope, and, as he scanned the telegram, his face darkened. 
 
    “Dad, what’s wrong?” 
 
    My father crumpled the sheet into a ball and hurled it toward the wastepaper basket. 
 
    “Your aim gets worse every day,” I said, stooping to retrieve the paper. I smoothed it out and read aloud: 
 
    “YOUR EDITORIAL ‘FREEDOM OF THE PRESS’ IN THURSDAY’S EXAMINER THOROUGHLY DISGUSTED THIS READER. WHAT YOUR CHEAP PAPER NEEDS IS A LITTLE LESS FREEDOM AND MORE DECENCY. IF OUR FOREFATHERS COULD HAVE FORESEEN THE YELLOW PRESS OF TODAY, WE WOULD HAVE REGULATED IT, NOT MADE IT FREE. WHY DON’T YOU TAKE THAT AMERICAN FLAG OFF YOUR MASTHEAD AND SUBSTITUTE A CASH REGISTER? FLY YOUR TRUE COLORS AND SOFT-PEDAL THE FIELDING BRAND OF HYPOCRISY!” 
 
    “Stop it—don’t read another line!” Dad commanded before I had half finished. 
 
    “Dad, you poor old wounded lion,” I said. “I thought you prided yourself that uncomplimentary opinions never disturbed you. Can’t you take it anymore?” 
 
    “I don’t mind a few insults,” my father snapped, “but paying for them is another matter.” 
 
    “That’s so, this little gem of literature did set you back one dollar and ten cents. Lucky I collected before you opened the telegram.” 
 
    My father slammed his desk shut with a force which rattled the office windows. 
 
    “This same crackpot who signs himself ‘Disgusted Reader’ or ‘Seth Burrows,’ or whatever name suits his fancy, has sent me six telegrams in the past month. I’m getting fed up!” 
 
    “All of the messages collect?” 
 
    “Every last one of them. That nitwit has criticized everything from the Examiner’s comic strips to the advertising columns. I’ve had enough.” 
 
    “Then why not do something about it? Refuse the telegrams.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” Dad growled. “Each day the Examiner receives many ‘collect’ messages, hot news tips from out-of-town correspondents and from reporters who try to sell freelance stories. We’re glad to pay for those telegrams. This fellow who keeps bombarding us is just smart enough to use different names and send his wires from various places. Sometimes, he addresses the telegrams to me, and sometimes to City Editor DeWitt or one of the other staff members.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m afraid you’re out of luck,” I said. “How about drowning your troubles in a little sleep?” 
 
    “It is late,” my father admitted, glancing at his watch. “Almost midnight. Time we’re starting home.” 
 
    My father reached for his hat, switched off the light, locked the door, and followed me down the stairway to the street. At the parking lot opposite the Examiner building, he tramped about restlessly while waiting for an attendant to bring my car. 
 
    “Good thing I’m driving,” I said, sliding behind the steering wheel of my old Peerless. “In your present mood, you might inadvertently pick off a few pedestrians.” 
 
    “It makes my blood boil,” my father muttered, his thoughts reverting to the telegram. “Call my paper yellow, eh? And that crack about the cash register.” 
 
    “Oh, everyone knows the Examiner is the best paper in the state,” I said, trying to coax him into a better mood. “You’re a good editor too, and a pretty fair father.” 
 
    “Thanks,” my father said. “Since we’re passing out compliments, you’re not so bad yourself.” 
 
    Suddenly relaxing, he reached out to touch my hand in a rare expression of affection. My father has a reputation for courage and fight, and he has only two interests in life—his paper and me. Scratch that. My father has only three interests in life—his paper, me and Doris Timms. 
 
    Mrs. Timms has been our housekeeper for as long as I can remember. She was the one who nursed my late mother through her long—and ultimately fatal—illness. She was also the one who brought my father and me back from the brink of despair after we lost my beloved mother. In short, although Mrs. Timms will never take the place of my late mother, she’s become something like a second mother to me. I love her like billy-o despite her tendency to nag and her constant harping on the finer points of the proper grooming and deportment required—in her view—of a respectable young woman. 
 
    I’m afraid Mrs. Timms has failed miserably in her attempt to turn me into a well-behaved and well-groomed lady. I fear she’ll never come to terms with my insistence on carrying a cosh and a pocketknife in my handbag (the former for purposes of self-defense and the latter for purposes of peeling apples and other such sundry little tasks one so often encounters which are made so much easier by carrying one’s own personal cutting implement). 
 
    Last spring, when I returned home one evening hours before expected and found Mrs. Timms and my father canoodling on the couch, they were far more horrified than I. 
 
    When the truth came out, Mrs. Timms took great pains to assure me that they’d only lit a fire under a pot together after my mother had been gone for years. It had never occurred to me to suspect otherwise, but the oh-so-conscientious Mrs. Timms was mortified that I might believe her to be a woman of low morals. No amount of assurance that I couldn’t be happier that my father thought Mrs. Timms was the tree from which his life’s happiness hung could put her mind at rest. 
 
    I looked over at my father sitting in the passenger seat. He looks older when he’s tired. I considered pointing out that if he and Mrs. Timms wanted to enjoy their golden years together as man and wife, they’d best not put it off too long, but instead I said. “Hungry, Dad? I know a dandy new hamburger place not far from here. Wonderful coffee too.” 
 
    “Well, all right,” my father said. “It’s pretty late, though. The big clock’s striking midnight.” 
 
    As we halted for a traffic light, I listened to the musical chimes which preceded the regularly spaced strokes of the giant clock. I turned my head to gaze up at the Moresby Memorial Tower, a grim stone building which rose to the height of seventy-five feet. Erected ten years before as a monument to one of Greenville’s wealthy citizens, its chimes traveled for nearly a mile on a still night. On one side, its high, narrow windows overlooked the city, while on the other, the cultivated lands of truck farmers. 
 
    “How strange,” I said as the last stroke of the clock died away. 
 
    “What’s strange?” my father asked. 
 
    “Not much, just that the Moresby Tower clock just struck thirteen times instead of twelve.” 
 
    “Bunk and bosh.” 
 
    “Oh, but it did,” I insisted. “I counted each stroke distinctly.” 
 
    “And one of them twice,” scoffed my father. “Or are you spoofing your old Dad?” 
 
    “I am most certainly not.” As I pulled forward, I craned my neck to stare up at the stone tower. “I know I counted thirteen. Dad, there’s a green light burning in one of the windows. I never saw that before. What can it mean?” 
 
    “It means we’ll have a wreck unless you watch the road,” my father said, reaching over and giving the steering wheel a quick turn. “Where are you taking me, anyhow?” 
 
    “Out to Hodges.” Reluctantly I centered my full attention upon the highway. “It’s only a mile into the country.” 
 
    “We won’t be home before one o’clock,” my father complained. “But since we’re this far, I suppose we may as well keep on.” 
 
    “Dad, about that light,” I said. “Did you ever notice it before?” 
 
    My father turned to look back toward the stone tower. 
 
    “There’s no green light,” he said. “Every window is dark.” 
 
    “But I saw it only an instant ago, And I did hear the clock strike thirteen. Cross my heart and hope to die a million deaths—” 
 
    “Never mind the dramatics,” my father cut in. “If the clock struck an extra time—which it didn’t—something could have gone wrong with the mechanism. Don’t try to build up a mystery out of your imagination.” 
 
    The car rattled over a bridge and passed a deserted farmhouse that formerly had belonged to a strange man named Paul Firth. My gaze fastened momentarily upon an old-fashioned storm cellar which marred the appearance of the front yard. 
 
    “I suppose I imagined all that, too,” I said, waving my hand toward the cement hump. “Mr. Firth never had any hidden gold, he never had a secret pact with tattooed sailors, and he never tried to burn your newspaper plant.” 
 
    “I admit you did a nice piece of detective work when you uncovered that story,” my father acknowledged. “Likewise, you brought the Examiner one of its best scoops by getting trapped underneath an alligator pond.” 
 
    “Don’t forget that old witch doll, either,” I reminded him. “You laughed at me then, just as you’re doing now.” 
 
    “I’m not laughing,” Dad insisted. “I merely say that no light was burning in the tower window, and I very much doubt that the clock struck more than twelve times.” 
 
    “Tomorrow I shall go to the tower and talk with the caretaker, Sam McKee. I’ll prove to you that I was right.” 
 
    “If you do, I’ll treat you to a dish of ice cream decorated with nuts.” 
 
    “Make it five gallons of gasoline to slake the unquenchable thirst of Bouncing Betsy, and I’ll be really interested,” I said, as I affectionately patted the dashboard of my rickety, unreliable and much-beloved Peerless Model 56. 
 
    Bouncing Betsy—so named because her suspension is shot to bits—has recently sprung a leak in her fuel tank, and I’ve not been in a position to take her in for the required first aid.  
 
    But now I’m a bona fide lady novelist with a luxurious advance on her second and yet-to-be-actually written novel, a sequel to Perpetua’s Promise (a timeless tale of love, redemption, and containing a thrilling scene in which the heroine engages the dastardly villain in hand-to-hand combat armed with only a parasol and a trio of hat pins, and from which our brave heroine naturally emerges unscathed and victorious).  
 
    Now that I’m a respectable woman of letters, I can afford to have all Bouncing Betsy’s ailments tended to promptly and thoroughly by any one of a number of reputable Greenville garages familiar with Old Betsy’s various quirks and complaints, but, what with one thing and another, I’ve been too busy to have her perforated fuel tank tended to. 
 
    Soon, an electric sign proclaiming “Fisher’s Cafe” in huge block letters loomed up. I swung into the parking area. We went inside and took a table by the window. 
 
    “Coffee and two hamburgers,” I ordered with a flourish. “Everything on one, and everything but, on the other.” 
 
    “No onions for the young lady?” the waiter grinned. “Okay. I’ll have ’em right out.” 
 
    While we waited, I noticed that another car, a gray sedan, had drawn up close to the building. The two men who occupied the front seat did not get out. Instead, they hunkered down in their seats and conversed as they watched someone inside the cafe. 
 
    “Dad, notice those two men,” I whispered, touching his arm and inclining my head toward the window. 
 
    “What about them?” he asked, but before I could reply, the waiter came with a tray of sandwiches.  
 
    “Not bad,” my father said as he bit into a giant-size hamburger. “First decent cup of coffee I’ve had in a week, too.” 
 
    “Dad, watch!” I chided him. 
 
    The restaurant door opened, and a muscular man of early middle age went outside. Immediately, the two men in the gray sedan stiffened to alert attention. As the lone diner passed their car, the two lowered their heads, but the instant he had gone on, they turned around to peer after him. 
 
    The man who was being observed so closely seemed unaware he was being subjected to scrutiny. He crossed the parking lot and vanished down a footpath which led into a dense grove of trees. 
 
    Both men in the gray sedan got out and disappeared into the woods after the man they’d had under surveillance. 
 
    “Dad, I wish I could hear what they said. They look like they are up to no good.” 
 
    “Tough looking customers,” my father agreed. 
 
    “I’m afraid they mean to rob that first man. Isn’t there anything we can do?” 
 
    My father barely hesitated.  
 
    “I may make a chump of myself,” he said, “but here goes. I’ll tag along and try to be on hand if anything happens.” 
 
    “Dad, don’t do it. You might get hurt.” 
 
    My father paid me no heed. He stood up from our booth and crossed over to the swinging doors at the entrance of the café. I watched as he strode across the parking lot and entered the dark woods.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Not to be left behind, I abandoned my hamburger and followed my father, overtaking him before he had gotten very far into the forest. 
 
    “Jane, you shouldn’t have come,” Dad said. “There might be trouble, and I’ll not have you taking unnecessary risks.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to do it, either. Which way did the men go?” 
 
    “That’s what I wonder.” 
 
    My father paused, listening intently.  
 
    “Hear anything?” 
 
    “Not a sound.” 
 
    “Strange that all three of them could disappear so quickly,” Dad muttered. “I’m sure there’s been no attack. Listen. What was that?” 
 
    “It sounded like a car being started.”  
 
    I hurried to the edge of the woods and looked down into the parking lot. Bouncing Betsy stood where she had been abandoned, but the gray sedan was missing, and I saw tail lights retreating down the road. 
 
    “There go our friends,” my father said. “Their sudden departure probably saved me from making a chump of myself.” 
 
    “How could we tell they didn’t mean to rob that other man? You thought yourself that they intended to harm him.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not blaming you,” Dad answered, starting toward the parking lot. “I’m annoyed at myself. This is a graphic example of what we were talking about a while ago—an overactive imagination.” 
 
    I followed my father back to the cafe. We finished our hamburgers, which had grown cold, and after Dad paid the bill, started for home. 
 
    “I could do with a little sleep.” my father yawned. “After a hard day at the office, your brand of nightlife is a bit too strenuous for me.” 
 
    Selecting a shortcut route to Greenville, I paid strict attention to the road, for the narrow pavement was patched in many places. On either side of the highway stretched truck farms with row upon row of neatly-staked tomatoes and other crops. 
 
    As I rounded a bend, I was startled to see tongues of flame brightening the horizon. A large wooden barn, situated in plain view on a slight knoll, had caught fire and was fully engulfed in flames. As I slammed on the brakes, my father awoke from his light slumber. 
 
    “Now what?” he mumbled drowsily. 
 
    “Dad, unless I’m imagining things again, that barn is on fire.” 
 
    “Let ’er burn,” he mumbled incoherently in response, but by the time Bouncing Betsy rolled to a stop, Dad was fully awake and swinging open the car door. 
 
    There were no firefighters on the scene; in fact, the only person I saw was a woman in dark flannel bathrobe who stood silhouetted in the red glare. As Dad and I reached her side, she stared at us with unseeing eyes. 
 
    “We’ll lose everything,” she said tonelessly. “Our entire crop of melons is inside the barn, packed for shipment. And my husband’s new truck.” 
 
    “Have you called a fire company?” Dad asked. 
 
    “I’ve called, but it won’t do any good,” she answered. “The barn will be gone before they can get here.” 
 
    With a high wind whipping the flames, it was obvious that the woman spoke the truth. Already the fire had such a start that even had water been available, the barn could not have been saved. 
 
    “Maybe I can get the truck out for you,” my father offered. 
 
    As he swung open the barn doors, a wave of heat blasted his face. Coughing and choking, he forced his way into the smoke-filled interior, unaware that I was at his side. When he finally noticed I was right behind him, he tried to send me back. 
 
    “You can’t get the truck out without me to help push,” I said, refusing to retreat. “Come on. We can do it!” 
 
    The shiny red truck was a fairly light one and stood on an inclined cement floor which sloped toward the exit. Nevertheless, although my father and I exerted every iota of our combined strength, we could not start it moving. 
 
    “Maybe the brake is on,” my father gasped, running around to the cab. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    We pushed once more, and this time we were able to start the truck rolling. Once in motion, its momentum carried it down the runway into the open, a safe distance from the flames. 
 
    “How about the crated melons?” I asked, breathing hard from the strenuous exertion and coughing from inhaling fumes and smoke. 
 
    “Not a chance to save them,” my father said, after struggling for breath. “We were lucky to get the truck out.” 
 
    Dad and I went to stand beside the woman in dark flannel. She thanked us for our efforts, then told us that her name was Mrs. Franklin and that her husband was absent. 
 
    “Thomas went to Greenville and hasn’t come back yet,” she said brokenly. “This is going to be a great shock to him. All our work gone up in smoke!” 
 
    “Didn’t you have the barn insured?” Dad questioned her. 
 
    “Thomas has a small policy,” Mrs. Franklin replied. “It covers the barn, but not the melons stored inside. Those men did it on purpose. I saw one of ’em riding away.” 
 
    “What’s that?” my father asked, on high alert for a scoop. “You don’t mean the fire deliberately was set?” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” Mrs. Franklin said. “I was sound asleep, and then I heard a horse galloping into the yard. I ran to the window and saw the rider throw a lighted torch into the old hayloft. As soon as he saw it blaze up, he rode off.” 
 
    “Was the man anyone you knew?” I asked, “Were you able to see his face?” 
 
    “Hardly, he wore a black hood. It covered his head and shoulders.” 
 
    “That sounds like night riders,” I said. 
 
    “Mrs. Franklin, do you know of any reason why you and your husband might be made the target of such cowardly action?” Dad asked. 
 
    “It must have been done because Thomas wouldn’t join up with them.” 
 
    “Join some organization, you mean?” 
 
    “Yes, we kept warning him something like this would happen, but Thomas wouldn’t have anything to do with ’em.” 
 
    “I don’t blame your husband,” said Dad. “Tell me, what is the name of this disreputable organization? What is its purpose, and the names of the men who run it?” 
 
    “I don’t know any more about it than what I’ve told you,” Mrs. Franklin replied. “Thomas never said much about it to me.” 
 
    “Are you afraid to tell what you know?” my father asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t pay to do too much talking. You act real friendly, and you did me a good turn saving my truck—but I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    “Anthony Carter, owner of the Greenville Examiner.” 
 
    The information was anything but reassuring to the woman. 
 
    “You’re not aiming to write up anything I’ve told you for the paper?” she asked anxiously. 
 
    “Not unless I believe that by doing so I can expose these night riders who have destroyed your barn.” 
 
    “Please don’t print anything in the paper,” Mrs. Franklin pleaded. “It will only do more harm. Those men will turn on Thomas harder than ever.” 
 
    Before my father could reply, the roof of the storage barn collapsed, sending up a shower of sparks and burning brands. By this time, the red glare in the sky had attracted the attention of neighbors, and several men came running into the yard. Realizing that he could not hope to gain additional information from the woman, my father began to examine the ground near the barn. 
 
    “Looking for hoof prints?” I asked, falling into step beside him. 
 
    “I thought we might find some, providing the woman told a straight story.” 
 
    “Dad, did you ever hear of an organization such as Mrs. Franklin mentioned?” I asked as we searched the ground. “I mean around Greenville, of course.” 
 
    My father shook his head. “I never did. But if what she says is true, the Examiner will launch an investigation. We’ll have no night riders in this community, not if it’s in my power to blast them out.” 
 
    “Here’s your first clue, Dad.” I pointed to a series of hoof marks visible in the soft earth. The tracks led toward the main road. 
 
    “Mrs. Franklin told the truth about the barn being set on fire by a man on horseback,” my father said as he followed the trail leading out of the yard. “These prints haven’t been made very long ago.” 
 
    “Dad, you look like Sherlock Holmes scooting along with his nose to the ground.” I giggled. “You should have a magnifying glass to make the picture perfect.” 
 
    “Never mind the comedy,” my father said. “This may mean a big story for the Examiner, not to mention a worthwhile service to the community.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m heartily in favor of your public service work. In fact, I think it would be wonderfully exciting to capture a night rider. Is that what you have in mind?” 
 
    “We may as well follow this trail as far as we can. The fellow rode his horse just off the main highway, heading toward Greenville.” 
 
    “Be sure you don’t follow the trail backward,” I teased. “That would absolutely ruin your reputation as a detective.” 
 
    “Jump in the car and drive while I stand on the running board,” my father ordered, ignoring my attempt at wit. “Keep close to the edge of the pavement and go slowly.” 
 
    Obeying instructions, I drove the car at an even speed. Due to a recent rain, which had made the ground very soft, it was possible to follow the trail of hoof prints without difficulty. 
 
    “We turn left here,” Dad said as we came to a dirt road. “Speed up a bit, or the tires may stick, and watch sharp for soft places.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, captain,” I laughed, thoroughly enjoying the adventure. 
 
    Soon the car came to the entrance of a narrow, muddy lane, and there my father called a halt. 
 
    “We’ve come to the end of the trail,” he announced. 
 
    “Have the tracks ended?” I asked in disappointment as I applied the brakes. 
 
    “Quite the contrary. Turn into this lane.” 
 
    A small cabin sat back from the road amongst the trees. Despite the late hour, a light still glowed in one of the windows. 
 
    “The man who set the fire must live there,” I said. “What’s our next move, Dad?” 
 
    As I spoke, I heard the roar of a fast-traveling automobile approaching from the direction we had just come. 
 
    “Pull over,” my father instructed. “And flash the tail light. We don’t want to risk being struck.” 
 
    As it approached, the automobile suddenly slackened speed, finally skidding to a standstill beside Bouncing Betsy. 
 
    “That you, Sidney Dorner?” boomed a loud voice. “Stand where you are and don’t make any false moves!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    “Good Evening, Sheriff,” my father said evenly as he recognized the heavyset man who stepped from a county automobile. “I’m afraid you’ve mistaken me for someone else this time.” 
 
    Sheriff Daniels put away his revolver and moved into the beam of light. 
 
    “Sorry,” he apologized. “Thought you might be Sidney Dorner, and I wasn’t taking any chances. You’re Fielding of the Greenville Examiner?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Dad. “Looking for Sidney Dorner?” 
 
    “I’m here to question him. I’m investigating a fire which was set at the Franklin place.” 
 
    “You’re a fast worker, Sheriff,” Dad said. “My daughter and I just left the Franklin farm, and we didn’t see you there. What put you on Dorner’s trail?” 
 
    “Our officer received an anonymous telephone call from a woman. She reported the fire and said that I’d find my man here.” 
 
    “Could it have been Mrs. Franklin who notified you?” my father inquired. 
 
    “It wasn’t Mrs. Franklin,” answered the sheriff. “I traced the call to the Greenville exchange. Thought it must be the trick of a crank until our office got a report that a fire had been set at the Franklin farm. By the way, what are you doing around here, Fielding?” 
 
    “Oh, just prowling,” Dad replied, and explained briefly how he and I had chanced to be at the scene of the fire. 
 
    “If you followed a horseman to this lane there might be something to that anonymous telephone call,” the sheriff declared. “I’ll look around, and then have a talk with Dorner.” 
 
    “Mind if we accompany you?” inquired my father. 
 
    “Come along,” the sheriff said. 
 
    I had to break into a jog to keep step with the two men as we strode down the muddy lane. A light glowed in the curtainless window of the cabin, and a woman was seated at a table. The sheriff, however, circled the house. Following the trail of hoof prints, he went directly to the stable, quietly opening the double doors. 
 
    Once inside, Sheriff Daniels switched on a flashlight. The bright beam revealed six stalls, all empty save one, in which stood a handsome black mare who tugged restlessly at her tether. Her body dripped with sweat, and she shivered. 
 
    “This horse has been ridden hard,” the sheriff observed, reaching to throw a blanket over her. 
 
    “Here’s something interesting,” commented my father. Stooping, he picked up a dark piece of cloth lying in plain view on the cement floor. It was sewn in the shape of a headgear, with eye holes cut in the front side. Sheriff Daniels took the cloth from Dad, examining it closely but saying very little. 
 
    “Ever hear of any night riders in this community?” my father asked the sheriff. 
 
    “Never did,” the sheriff replied emphatically. “And I sure hope such a story doesn’t get started.” 
 
    “All the same, Sheriff, you can’t just laugh off a thing like this. Even if the November elections weren’t coming up—” 
 
    “I’m not worried about my job,” the other broke in. “So far as I know there’s no underground organization in this county. All this mask proves is that Sidney Dorner may be the man who set the Franklin fire.” 
 
    The officer turned to leave the stable. Before he could reach the exit, the double doors swung open. A woman, who carried a lighted lantern, peered inside. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she called out. 
 
    “Sheriff Daniels, ma’am,” the officer answered. “You needn’t be afraid.” 
 
    “Who said anything about bein’ afraid?” the woman belligerently retorted. 
 
    Coming into the stable, she gazed at us each in turn with undisguised suspicion. She was thin, slightly stooped, and there was a hard set to her jaw. 
 
    “You Mrs. Dorner?” the sheriff inquired, and as she nodded, he asked: “Sidney around here?” 
 
    “No, he ain’t,” she answered defiantly. “What you wanting him for, anyhow?” 
 
    “Oh, just to ask a few questions. Where is your husband, Mrs. Dorner?” 
 
    “He went to town early and ain’t been back. What you aimin’ to lay onto him, Sheriff?” 
 
    “If your husband hasn’t been here since early evening, who has ridden this horse?” the sheriff demanded, ignoring the question. 
 
    Mrs. Dorner’ gaze roved to the stall where the black mare noisily crunched an ear of corn. 
 
    “Sal has been rid!” she exclaimed, as if genuinely surprised. “But not by Sidney. He went to town in the flivver, and he ain’t been back.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I’ll have to take a look in the house.” 
 
    “Search it from cellar to attic,” the woman said angrily. “You won’t find Sidney. What’s he wanted for anyway?” 
 
    “The Franklin barn was set afire tonight, and your husband is a suspect.” 
 
    “Sidney didn’t do it! He wouldn’t even think of it. The Franklins is good friends of ours. Somebody’s just tryin’ to make a peck o’ trouble for us.” 
 
    “That may be,” the sheriff admitted. “You say Sidney hasn’t been here tonight. In that case, who rode the mare?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about it,” the woman insisted. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear a horse come into the yard?” 
 
    “I never heard a sound until your car stopped at the entrance to the lane.” 
 
    “I suppose you never saw this before, either.” The sheriff held up the black hood which he’d picked up in the barn. 
 
    Mrs. Dorner stared blankly at the cloth. “I tell you, I don’t know nothin’ about it, Sheriff. You ain’t being fair if you try to hang that fire onto Sidney. And you won’t find him hidin’ in the house.” 
 
    “If your husband isn’t here, I’ll wait until he comes.” 
 
    “You may have a long wait, Sheriff,” the woman retorted, her lips parting in a twisted smile. “You can come in though and look around.” 
 
    Neither Dad nor I cared to follow the sheriff into the house. We were not welcome there, and I did not blame Mrs. Dorner for viewing us as interlopers. My father and I bade the sheriff goodbye and tramped back down the lane to Bouncing Betsy. We both expressed the belief that Sidney Dorner would not be arrested during the night. 
 
    “The woman knows a lot more than she’s willing to tell,” my father said, as he slid into the car seat beside me. 
 
    “Dad, do you think it was Sidney who set fire to the Franklin barn?” 
 
    “We have no reason to suspect anyone else. All the evidence points to his guilt.” 
 
    I backed Bouncing Betsy around in the narrow road and headed back toward Greenville. 
 
    “But that was the point I wanted to make,” I said. “There is no reason to suspect anyone else, but doesn’t it seem to you that the evidence was almost too plain?” 
 
    “What do you mean, Jane?” 
 
    “Well, I was just thinking, if I had been in Sidney Dorner’s place, I never would have left a black hood lying where the first person to enter the barn would be sure to see it.” 
 
    “That’s so, it was a bit obvious,” my father admitted. 
 
    “The horse was left in the stable, and the hoof tracks leading to the Dorner place were easy to follow.” 
 
    “All true,” my father agreed. 
 
    “Isn’t it possible that someone could have tried to throw the blame on Sidney?”  
 
    “There might be something to the theory. Still, Mrs. Dorner didn’t deny that the mare belonged to her husband. She claimed that she hadn’t heard the horse come into the stable, which was a lie. Furthermore, I got the impression that Sidney knew the sheriff was after him and intends to hide out.” 
 
    “It will be interesting to learn if Mr. Daniels makes an arrest. Do you expect to print anything about it in the paper?” 
 
    “Only routine news of the fire,” my father replied. “There might be much more to this little incident than appears on the surface, but until something bigger develops, we must wait.” 
 
    “If you could gain proof that night riders are operating in this community, what then?”  
 
    “In that case, I should certainly launch a vigorous campaign. But why go into all the details now? This is Sheriff Daniels’ baby, and we’ll let him take care of it for the time being. 
 
    We were now at the outskirts of Greenville. As we approached the tall stone clock tower, I raised my eyes to the dark windows. Just then the big clock struck twice. 
 
    “Two o’clock,” my father observed, taking a quick glance at his watch. “Or would you say three?” 
 
    “There’s no argument about it this time, Dad. All the same, I intend to prove to you that I was right about it striking thirteen.” 
 
    “How?” my father asked, covering a wide yawn. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted, favoring the grim tower with a dark scowl. “But just you wait—I’ll find a way!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    “I declare, getting folks up becomes a harder task each morning,” Mrs. Timms groused as she brought a platter of waffles with apple chutney and a plate of cumin-flavored scrambled eggs to the breakfast table. “I call and call until I’m fairly hoarse, and all I get in response are a few sleepy mutters and mumbles. This food is stone cold.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms has eccentric culinary predilections—at least as far as what one would expect of a woman of a certain age who has never traveled any farther beyond the countryside surrounding the city of Greenville than Chicago and then only once every decade or so.  
 
    Mrs. Timms’ sister, Henrietta, is married to a man in the diplomatic service until very recently stationed in India. Henrietta is fond of mailing care packages to her landlocked sister, who is equally fond of receiving them. These care packages are typically bursting with culinary spices of the warmest variety.  
 
    There was a time when our household ate curry three times a week, which is suicide for the digestive health of a man with as sensitive a stomach lining as my father. Surprisingly, Dad has consistently forbidden me from so much as breathing a word of his discomfort. That should have been my first clue that he was a man in love.  
 
    “It’s good all the same, Mrs. Timms, even if it is a trifle on the cool side,” I said, pouring myself a large-size glass of orange juice. “There’s not a woman in Greenville who can equal your cooking.” 
 
    “I’m in no mood for blarney this morning,” Mrs. Timms warned. “I must say quite frankly that I don’t approve of the irregular hours kept in this house.” 
 
    “Jane and I did get in a trifle late last night,” my father admitted, winking at me. 
 
    “A trifle late! It must have been at least four o’clock in the morning when you came in. Oh, I heard you tiptoe up the stairs even if you did take off your shoes.” 
 
    “It was only a few minutes after two,” I corrected. “I’m sorry, though, that we awakened you.” 
 
    “I hadn’t been asleep,” Mrs. Timms replied, somewhat mollified by the apology. “I’m sure I heard every stroke of the clock last night.” 
 
    “You did? How many times would you say it struck at midnight? I mean the Moresby Tower clock.” 
 
    “Such a question!” Mrs. Timms protested, thoroughly exasperated. 
 
    “It’s a very important one,” I insisted. “My reputation and five gallons of gas are at stake, so weigh well your words before you speak.” 
 
    “The clock struck twelve, of course.” 
 
    “There, you see, Jane,” my father grinned triumphantly. “Does that satisfy you? You know Mrs. Timms is a woman of unimpeachable honesty.” 
 
    “Mrs. Timms,” I persisted, “did you actually count the strokes?” 
 
    “Certainly not. Why should I? The clock always strikes twelve; therefore, it must have struck that number last night.” 
 
    “I regret to say, you’ve just disqualified yourself as a witness in this case,” I said, helping myself to the last spoonful of eggs on the platter. “I must search farther afield for proof.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, anyhow?” Mrs. Timms protested. “It doesn’t make sense to me.” 
 
    As we finished breakfast, I explained to Mrs. Timms how the disagreement with my father had arisen. Mrs. Timms displayed scant interest in the tale of the clock but asked many questions about the fire at the Franklin farm. 
 
    “That reminds me,” my father interrupted before I had finished the story. “I want to phone Sheriff Daniels before I start for the office. Excuse me, please.” 
 
    Pushing aside his chair, he went to the telephone in the hall. I trailed him, hovering over his shoulder. However, my father’s brief comments told me almost nothing. 
 
    “What did you learn?” I asked as he hung up the receiver. “Was Sidney Dorner arrested last night?” 
 
    “No, it turned out about as we expected. Dorner knew the sheriff was looking for him. Anyway, he never returned home.” 
 
    Jamming on his hat, my father started for the front door. I pursued him to the garage, carrying on a running conversation. 
 
    “This rather explodes my theory about Sidney not being guilty,” I said. “If he were innocent, one would expect him to face the sheriff and prove an alibi.” 
 
    “Dorner can’t be far away,” my father said, climbing into his car. “The sheriff will nab him soon.” 
 
    I held open the garage doors and watched as my father backed down the driveway, scraping the bark of a tree whose gnarled trunk already bore many scars. Before I could go back into the house, Florence Radcliff, a dark-haired, slightly plump girl who is my most loyal friend, sauntered into the yard. 
 
    Flo and I have been friends since we were crawling about in diapers eating unidentifiable substances off the floor—not that there were many unidentifiable substances on the floors during the administrations in power during our infancies. Mrs. Radcliff runs nearly as tight a ship, cleanliness-wise, as Mrs. Timms. 
 
    “Hi!” Flo greeted me cheerily. “About ready?” 
 
    “Ready for what?” I asked. 
 
    Florence regarded me indignantly.  
 
    “If that isn’t just like you, Jane Carter! You make promises and then forget them. Don’t you remember telling Mrs. Vanhee of the Women’s Club that we would help sell tags today, for the Orphans’ Home summer camp?” 
 
    Flo is constantly being conscripted into the service of some charitable cause or another. Flo’s father, the Reverend Sidney Radcliff, is a prominent member of the local clergy, and her mother, Mrs. Sidney Radcliff—I’ve never heard anyone address Flo’s mother by her first name—is an equally prominent fixture in practically every local charitable cause there is. 
 
    Consequently, Mrs. Radcliff is continually in a state of trying to be in three places at once, and as it is not humanly possible to be in three locations simultaneously, even for someone with as forceful a personality as Flo’s mother, Mrs. Radcliff selects the most glamorous of her obligations and relegates the remainder to Flo. If there are any shut-ins to be administered soup or any deserving poor to be outfitted with cast-off clothing, these tasks inevitably fall to Flo. I’ve known Florence to go so far as to stop in twice a month to clean an elderly parishioner’s glass eye. 
 
    “Now that you remind me,” I told Flo, “I do have a vague recollection of loose talk regarding peddling tags for the Orphans’ Home summer camp. How many has your mother obliged us to sell?” 
 
    “Twenty-five at not less than a quarter each. I have the tags, but we’ll have to work fast, or the others will take all the easy customers.” 
 
    “I’ll be with you in two shakes,” I promised, heading for the house. “Wait until I tell Mrs. Timms where I am going.” 
 
    I returned a moment later with the keys to Bouncing Betsy. 
 
    “Get in the car, Flo.”  
 
    “If you can call this mess of junk by such a flattering name.”  
 
    Flo kicked one of Bouncing Betsy’s patched tires with a derisive tip of her patent leather pump, risking damage to its flawless shine. Unlike me, Florence keeps her footwear in a condition that meets with even the approval of Mrs. Timms. 
 
    “Don’t speak so disrespectfully of my dearest friend—excepting you, of course,” I chided, sliding into the high, uncomfortable seat. “Bouncing Betsy is a good car even if she is a bit creaky in the joints. She still takes us places.” 
 
    “And leaves us stranded,” Florence added with a sniff. “Now that you’re rolling in kale, I don’t understand why you don’t splash out on a conveyance more befitting your elevated station. Oh, well, let’s go—if Old Betsy can manage it.” 
 
    I stepped on the starter and waited expectantly. Bouncing Betsy’s motor sputtered and coughed, but true to form, would not start. Just as we were convinced that we would have to walk, there was an explosive backfire, and Old Bets began to quiver in every joint. Every time she shudders to life she pops a rivet or two. 
 
    “You should sell this old junk heap to the government for a cannon,” Florence teased as we rattled down the street. “What do you burn in this smoke machine? Kerosene?” 
 
    “Never mind the slurs. Where do we start our business operations?” 
 
    “We’ve been assigned to the corner of Madison and Clark streets,” Florence answered as she separated the yellow benefit tags into two evenly divided piles. “It shouldn’t take us long to get rid of these.” 
 
    The cause was a worthy one. The campaign to raise sufficient funds with which to purchase and equip an orphans’ summer campsite, had been underway many weeks and was headed by Mrs. Vanhee, a prominent club woman. 
 
    I parked Bouncing Betsy at the designated street corner, and we went to work with a will. Flo and I had lived most of our lives in Greenville, and we both had an extensive circle of acquaintances. Accosting nearly everyone who passed, I soon disposed of all my tags and went to see how many Flo had left. 
 
    “They’ve gone fast,” Florence declared as the morning wore on. “We have only one left.” 
 
    “Don’t sell that tag!” I said impulsively. “I have it earmarked for a certain person—Old Sam McKee.” 
 
    “The caretaker at the Moresby Clock Tower?” 
 
    “Yes, he always liked children, and I think he would be glad to help.” 
 
    “But why drive so far?” protested Florence. “I’m sure we could dispose of it right here, and much quicker.” 
 
    “Oh, I have a special reason for going to see Mr. McKee. I’ll tell you about it on the way there.” 
 
    “What’s up now, Jane?” Flo asked as we rattled toward the Moresby Tower in Bouncing Betsy. 
 
    “Just a little argument I had with Dad last night. I maintain that the big clock struck thirteen last night at midnight. He thinks I’m a wee bit touched in the head.” 
 
    “Which you must be. Whoever heard of such a thing?” 
 
    “What’s so crazy about it? Didn’t you ever hear a clock strike the wrong number?” 
 
    “Of course, but not the Moresby clock. The works were purchased in Europe at great expense. It’s supposed to be one of the best clocks in the country.” 
 
    “Even a good clock can make a mistake, I guess. Anyway, we’ll see what Sam McKee has to say about it.” 
 
    I brought Bouncing Betsy to a quivering halt opposite the tall Moresby Tower. Glancing upward at the octagonal clock face, I saw that the hands indicated twenty minutes to twelve. 
 
    “Rather an awkward time to call,” I said, swinging open the car door, “but Sam probably won’t mind.” 
 
    As we walked toward the tower entrance, I noticed that the grounds surrounding the building were not nearly as neat as when I had seen them last. The shrubs were untrimmed, the lawn was choked with weeds, and wind-blown newspapers had matted against the tall and unkempt hedge. A stone toolshed with a heavy wooden door—more appropriate for a castle than a toolshed—sat at the very edge of the grounds. The small structure was surrounded by a pile of discarded paint cans, rusted and broken tools, and an old set of bed springs which were in the process of shedding their covering and disgorging their horsehair entrails. 
 
    “I wonder if Mr. McKee has been ill,” I said to Flo as I knocked on the tower door. “He always took such great pride in looking after the yard.” 
 
    “At least he seems to be up and around,” Florence said. “I can hear someone moving about inside.” 
 
    We waited expectantly for the door to open. When there was no response, I knocked again. 
 
    “Who’s there?” said a deep voice from the other side of the door. 
 
    I knew that it was not Sam McKee who spoke, for the caretaker’s high-pitched tones were unmistakable. 
 
    “We came to see Mr. McKee,” I called through the panel. 
 
    The door was opened by a stout, red-faced man of perhaps forty, who wore a soiled jacket and unpressed corduroy trousers. 
 
    “McKee’s not here anymore,” he informed us. “You’ll probably find him at his farm.” 
 
    Before the man could close the door, I planted my foot on the threshold and asked if Mr. McKee had given up his position as caretaker because of sickness. 
 
    “Oh, he was getting too old to do his work,” the man answered. “I’m Clarence Fitzpatrick, the new attendant. Visiting hours are from two to four each afternoon.” 
 
    “We didn’t come to see the clock,” I persisted. 
 
    “What did bring you here then? You a friend of Sam’s?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” I peered beyond the caretaker into an untidy living room clouded with tobacco smoke. “We thought we might sell him one of these tags. Perhaps you would like to contribute to the orphans’ camp fund?” 
 
    I extended the bit of yellow cardboard, bestowing Mr. Fitzpatrick with my most dazzling smile. 
 
    “No, thanks, Sister,” he said, refusing to take the tag. “You’ll have to peddle your wares somewhere else.” 
 
    “Only twenty-five cents.” 
 
    “I’m not interested. Now run along and give me a chance to eat my lunch in peace.” 
 
    “Sorry to have bothered you,” I said. “Oh, by the way, what happened to the clock last night?” 
 
    “Nothing happened to it,” the caretaker retorted. “What d’you mean?” 
 
    “At midnight it struck thirteen times instead of twelve.” 
 
    “You must have dreamed it,” the man said. “What are you trying to do, anyhow—start stories so I’ll lose my job?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” I protested. “I truly believe that the clock did strike thirteen—” 
 
    “Well, you’re mistaken, and I’ll thank you not to go around telling folks such bunk! The clock hasn’t struck a wrong hour since the day it was installed. I take better care of the mechanism than Sam McKee ever did.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to intimate that you were careless—” I began. 
 
    I did not complete the sentence, for Clarence Fitzpatrick slammed the door in my face. I got my toes out in the nick of time.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    “Well, Jane, you certainly drew lightning that time,” Florence remarked dryly as we retreated to Bouncing Betsy. “I thought Mr. Fitzpatrick was going to uproot the tower from its foundation and hurl it at you.” 
 
    “How could I know he was so touchy?” I asked in a grieved tone. 
 
    “You did talk as if you thought he had been careless in taking care of the big clock.” 
 
    “I never meant it that way, Flo. Anyway, he could have been more tolerant.” 
 
    I slid behind the steering wheel and jammed my foot on the starter. Bouncing Betsy, realizing that her young mistress was in no mood for trifling, responded with instant action. 
 
    “I guess you’re satisfied now that the clock never struck thirteen,” Florence teased as the car fairly leaped forward. 
 
    “I should say not! I’m more convinced than ever that something went wrong with the mechanism last night. Fitzpatrick knew it too, and for that reason didn’t want us asking questions.” 
 
    “You die hard, Jane. From now on, I suppose you’ll go around asking everyone you meet: ‘Where were you at midnight of the thirteenth?’” 
 
    “It wouldn’t do any good. Most folks just take things for granted in this world. But there’s one person who would pay attention to that clock.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Sam McKee. We’ll drive out to his farm and ask him about it.” 
 
    “It’s lunchtime, and I’m hungry,” Florence protested. 
 
    “Oh, you can spend the rest of your life eating,” I overruled her. “Business before pleasure, you know.” 
 
    Sam McKee, one of Greenville’s best-known and well-loved characters, had been caretaker at the Moresby Clock Tower from the day of its completion, and we could not but wonder why he had been relieved of his post. The old man had personally installed the complicated machinery, caring for it faithfully over the years. In fact, his only other interest in life was his farm, located a mile from the city limits, and it was there that I hoped to find him. 
 
    “Watch for a sign, ‘Sleepy Hollow,’” I instructed Flo. “Mr. McKee has given his place a fancy name.” 
 
    A moment later, Florence, seeing the marker ahead, said: “There it is. Slow down!” 
 
    I slammed on the brakes, and Bouncing Betsy responded by shivering in every one of her ancient joints. Florence was thrown forward, barely catching herself in time to prevent a collision with the windshield. 
 
    “Why don’t you join a stunt circus?” she said irritably. “You drive like Demon Dan.” 
 
    “We’re here,” I said. “Nice looking place, isn’t it?” 
 
    We pulled up near a small, neatly-kept cottage framed in well-trimmed greenery. An even, rich green lawn was highlighted here and there by beds of bright red and blue flowers. 
 
    After admiring the grounds, we rang the front bell. When we got no response, we went around to the rear and pounded on the kitchen screen door. 
 
    “Mr. McKee’s not here,” said Florence. “Just another wild goose chase.” 
 
    “Let’s try this outbuilding,” I suggested, indicating a long, low structure made of cement building blocks which was roofed with tin. A sign dangling above the door proclaimed that it was the foundry and machine shop of one Sam McKee, maker of bells and clocks. 
 
    Through the open door, I saw clouds of smoke and a spry old man directing the movements of a muscular youth who pulled a large pot-shaped crucible of molten metal on an overhead pulley track. 
 
    “Mr. McKee,” I shouted to make myself heard above the noise of running machinery. 
 
    The old man, turning his head, waved us back outside. 
 
    “Don’t come in here now!” he warned. “It’s dangerous. Wait until we pour the bell.” 
 
    The old fellow pulled control chains attached to the crucible. The container twisted and finally overturned, allowing the molten metal to pour into a bell-shaped mold. As the last drops ran out of it, a great cloud of steam arose, enveloping both the old man and his helper. 
 
    “Won’t they be burned?” Florence murmured in alarm, scurrying backward. 
 
    “Mr. McKee seems to know what he’s doing,” I said. 
 
    In a moment, the steam cleared away, and the old man motioned that we might come inside. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse my manners,” he apologized. “Pouring a bell is exacting work, and you can’t stop until it’s done.” 
 
    “Is that what you were doing?” I asked, staring at the steaming mass inside the mold. “It’s sort of like making a gelatin pudding, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Reggie and me never thought of it that way,” the old man said. “I learned from an old Swiss bell maker when I was a lad. And I apprenticed under a master; you may be sure of that.” 
 
    “How do you make a bell?” Florence asked. 
 
    “You can’t tell in five minutes what it takes a lifetime to learn,” the old man answered. “Now a bell like this one I’m making for the Methodist Church at Blairstown takes a heap o’ work. Reggie and me have worked a solid week getting the pattern and mold ready for that pouring job you just saw.” 
 
    “Do you ever have any failures?” I asked. 
 
    “Not many, but once in a while a bell cracks,” Mr. McKee said. “That happens when the mold is damp, or not of proper temperature. If gasses collect, you may get a nice healthy explosion, too.” 
 
    “Does it take a long while to finish a bell after it’s been poured?” I asked him. 
 
    “A large one may require a week to cool, but I’ll have this fellow out of the mold by tomorrow night. Then we’ll polish her off, put in the clapper, and attach the bell to a sturdy mounting. If the tone is right, she’ll be ready to install.” 
 
    “How do you tell about the tone?” Florence asked. 
 
    “This one should have a deep, low tone. Other things being equal, a large bell gives a deeper tone than a small one. Pitch depends upon diameter, and timbre upon the shape and the alloy used.” 
 
    “I never realized there was much more to a bell than its ding-dong,” I said. “But tell me, Mr. McKee, do you find this work more interesting than taking care of the Clock Tower?” 
 
    “Looking after that place wasn’t work. It was more like a rest cure. I took the job because, twelve years ago when the tower went up, we couldn’t find a competent man to look after the clock.” 
 
    “And now you’ve gone back to your old trade?” 
 
    “Oh, I liked it at the tower,” Sam admitted. “I’m a bit old to do heavy work such as this. More than likely I’d have gone on putting in my time if Mr. Bronson hadn’t wanted the job for a friend of his.” 
 
    “Mr. Bronson?” I asked. “Do you mean Clark Bronson, the real estate man?” 
 
    The old bell maker nodded as he gazed moodily out the window toward the distant tower. 
 
    “Yes, it was Bronson that eased me out of that job. He has a lot of influence, and he uses it in ways some might say isn’t always proper. I can make a fair living as long as I have my health, so I’m not complaining.” 
 
    “We met the new caretaker this morning,” I said after a moment. “He wasn’t very polite to us, and the grounds have gone to wrack and ruin.” 
 
    “Did you notice the flower beds?” Mr. McKee asked. “Half choked with weeds. Clarence Fitzpatrick hasn’t turned a hand since he took over there six weeks ago.” 
 
    “I suppose he spends most of his time looking after the big clock,” I said. 
 
    “Clarence Fitzpatrick spends most of his hours smoking that vile pipe of his and entertaining his roustabout friends,” Sam snapped. “He doesn’t know as much as a child about complicated clock machinery. What he can’t take care of with an oil can goes unrepaired.” 
 
    The conversation had moved in precisely the channel which I desired. 
 
    “No doubt that explains why the clock hasn’t always been striking quite right of late,” I said. “Last night I was almost sure I heard it strike thirteen instead of twelve times. In fact, I had a little argument with my father about it.” 
 
    “You were correct,” Mr. McKee assured me. “I was working late here in the shop and heard it myself.” 
 
    “There! You see, Florence,” I said. 
 
    “Mr. McKee, what would cause the clock to strike wrong?” Flo asked. 
 
    “I was wondering that myself,” he admitted. “In all the ten years I was at the tower, it never once struck an incorrect hour. I think something may have gone wrong with the striking train.” 
 
    “Pardon my ignorance,” I said, “but what in the world is the striking train?” 
 
    “Oh, we apply that name to the center section of the mechanism which operates the clock. The going train drives the hands, while the quarter train chimes the quarter-hours, sounding four tuned bells.” 
 
    “Just as clear as mud,” said Flo. “Does the clock strike wrong every night, then?” 
 
    “Last night was the first time I ever heard it add a stroke,” Mr. McKee answered. “I’ll be listening though, to see if Fitzpatrick gets it fixed.” 
 
    Florence and I had accomplished the purpose of our trip, and so, after looking about the shop for a few minutes, left without trying to sell the old man a camp-benefit tag. 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask him to take one?” Florence asked as we climbed into Bouncing Betsy. 
 
    “I don’t know. It just came over me that Mr. McKee probably doesn’t have much money now that he’s out of steady work.” 
 
    “He must make quite a lot from his bells.” 
 
    “But how often does he get an order? I’d guess not once in three months if that often. It’s a pity Clark Bronson had to push Mr. McKee out of the tower job. It’s too late to go home for lunch. I’ll treat you to one of the biggest hamburger sandwiches you ever wrapped your teeth around, how’s that?” 
 
    “I’ll take anything so long as you pay for it,” Florence said. 
 
    We lunched at Fisher’s Cafe without incident and then started for Greenville by a different route. 
 
    “Say, where are you taking me, anyway?” Florence demanded suspiciously. “I’ve never been on this road before.” 
 
    “Only out to the Dorner farm,” I said. “We have a little detective work to do.” 
 
    During the bumpy ride, I gave Flo a vivid account of the adventure my father and I had shared the previous night. 
 
    “And just what do you expect to learn?” Florence asked at the conclusion of my tale. “Are we expected to capture Sidney Dorner with our bare hands and turn him over to the authorities?” 
 
    “Nothing quite so startling. I thought possibly Mrs. Dorner might talk with us. She seemed to know a lot more about the fire than she would tell.” 
 
    “I don’t mind tagging along. It doesn’t seem likely, though, that the woman will break down and implicate her husband by telling anything to the daughter of the owner of the Greenville Examiner.” 
 
    I parked Bouncing Betsy at the entrance to the lane, and we walked to the cabin. 
 
    “It doesn’t look as if anyone is here,” Florence said, rapping for the second time on the front door. 
 
    “I’m sure there is,” I whispered back. “As we came up the lane, I saw the curtains move.” 
 
    Florence knocked a third time, so hard that the door rattled. 
 
    “At any rate, no one is going to answer,” she said. “We may as well go.” 
 
    “All right,” I agreed, although I had no intention of giving up so easily. 
 
    We walked down the lane until a clump of bushes screened us from the cabin. 
 
    “Let’s wait here,” I said. “I have a hunch Mrs. Dorner is hiding from us.” 
 
    “What’s to be gained by waiting?”  
 
    Flo grumbled, but she crouched beside me, watching the house. Ten minutes elapsed. Both Florence and I grew very weary of huddling behind the bushes. A spider dropped down on a thin filament, took a good look at me, and, mesmerized by my magnetic personality, paused spinning to twist in the wind inches from my face. 
 
    Then the cabin door opened, and Mrs. Dorner peered into the yard. Seeing no one, she took a wooden water bucket and started with it to the pump which was situated midway between cabin and stable. 
 
    “Now’s our chance,” I whispered. “Come on, Florence, we’ll cut off her retreat, and she can’t avoid meeting us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    We hurried up the lane and approached the pump in such a way that Mrs. Dorner could not return to the house without meeting us. Not until the woman had filled the water bucket and was starting back did she notice us. 
 
    “Well?” she demanded defiantly. 
 
    By daylight, the woman appeared much younger than I had taken her to be the previous night. Not more than thirty-two, she wore a shapeless, faded blue dress which had seen many washings. Rather attractive brown hair was drawn back into a tight, unbecoming knot that made her face seem grotesquely long. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you recognize me,” I began. “My father and I were here last night with Sheriff Daniels.” 
 
    “I remember you very well,” the woman said. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I should like to buy some melons,” I replied, the idea only that instant occurring to me. “Have you any for sale?” 
 
    “Melons?” the woman repeated, and the hard line of her mouth relaxed. “I thought you came to pester me with questions. Sure, we’ve got some good Heart o’ Gold out in the patch. How many do you want?” 
 
    “About three, I guess.” 
 
    “You can pick ’em out yourself if you want to,” Mrs. Dorner offered. Setting down the water bucket, she led the way through a gate to a melon patch behind the cabin. Her suspicions were not entirely allayed, however, because halfway to the melon patch she demanded: “Sheriff Daniels didn’t send you out here, did he?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” I said. “I haven’t seen him since last night.” 
 
    “It’s all right then,” Mrs. Dorner said in a friendlier tone. She stooped to examine a ripe melon. “I figured maybe he sent you to find out what became of my husband.” 
 
    “Oh, no. Didn’t Mr. Dorner return home last night?” 
 
    “Not on your life,” the woman answered grimly. “And he won’t be back either—not while Sheriff Daniels is looking for him.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it would be wise for your husband to give himself up?” I said. “By hiding, he makes it appear as though he actually did set fire to the Franklin barn.” 
 
    “Sidney would be a fool to give himself up now. They’s all against him, and they’d be sure to hang the fire onto him, even though he wasn’t within a mile of the Franklin place.” 
 
    “Then couldn’t he prove it?” 
 
    “Not a chance,” the woman said with a short, hard laugh. “Sidney was framed. They thought of everything, but he never rode the horse last night, and that black hood was planted in the stable.” 
 
    “Does your husband have any enemies?” 
 
    “Sure, he’s got plenty of ’em.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you can name a person who might have tried to throw blame on your husband.” 
 
    “I could tell plenty if I was a mind to,” the woman said. “There’s plenty I’d like to name, only it would make things worse for Sidney.” 
 
    I started to reply, then remained silent as I saw that Mrs. Dorner’ gaze had focused upon a section of cornfield which fringed the melon patch. The tall stalks were waving in an agitated manner, suggesting that someone might be moving among them. 
 
    “Here are your melons,” Mrs. Dorner said nervously, thrusting three large ones into my hands. “That will be fifteen cents.” 
 
    I paid her, and she abruptly turned and hurried toward the house. 
 
    “Just a minute, Mrs. Dorner,” I called. “If you’ll only talk to me, I may be able to help your husband.” 
 
    The woman heard me but paid me no heed. She picked up her water bucket, entered the cabin, and closed the door behind her. Flo and I stood in silence staring at the closed door as Mrs. Dorner threw the bolt in the lock.  
 
    “Well, we gained three melons, and that’s all,” Florence said. “What’s our next move?” 
 
    “I think Mrs. Dorner was on the verge of telling us something important. Then she saw someone out there in the cornfield and changed her mind.” 
 
    “I don’t see anyone now. The stalks aren’t even moving.” 
 
    “They were a moment ago. Sidney Dorner may be hiding out there. Or it could be some of Sheriff Dorner’s men watching the cabin.” 
 
    “Or, perhaps, it’s a pack of ravening wolves waiting to tear us limb-from-limb,” teased Florence. “Unless, of course, you have a torch and a corset stay to keep them at bay until your one-armed cowboy lover arrives to take over combat duties.” 
 
    “I’ll thank you not to make fun of my literary efforts,” I told Flo. “And may I remind you that in the story you so flippantly reference, the cowboy hero would not have lost his arm had the heroine been allowed to defend herself.” 
 
    “I forgot myself for the moment,” said Flo with feigned contrition. “I wouldn’t think of mocking the outcome of ‘Evangeline: The Horse Thief’s Unwilling Fiancée’: your version, or that of Mr. Pittman.” 
 
    Mr. Pittman is my former editor. It was a bitter dispute over the outcome of my long-running serial “Evangeline: The Horse Thief’s Unwilling Fiancée” which led to a parting of the ways between Pittman’s All-Story Weekly Magazine and me, to which I was formerly a star contributor under the nom de plume Miss Hortencia Higgins. In truth, I sold my novel just in time. My short-lived attempt at running my own all-story weekly paper featuring light short fiction for the modern woman of discriminating tastes met its inglorious end when a lunatic attempted to burn down my father’s newspaper plant. I was only too happy to give up my position of editress-in-chief of the newly-minted Carter’s All-Story Weekly to allow Dad to take over my premises until his own were repaired. 
 
    “Ravening wolves or no, let’s go back to the car.” Flo turned back toward Bouncing Betsy who waited patiently for our return. 
 
    I shook my head and started toward the corn patch. Reluctantly, Florence followed, overtaking me at the edge of the field. 
 
    “Sheriff Daniels!” I called through cupped hands. 
 
    There was no answer, only a gentle rippling of the corn stalks some distance from us. 
 
    “Whoever the person is, he’s sneaking away,” I whispered to Flo. “Come on, let’s stop him!” 
 
    “Don’t be a Dumb Dora—” I heard Florence protest, but I had already plunged into the forest of tall corn. I think Flo had a little struggle with herself, but a minute later I could hear that she, too, had entered the corn patch.  
 
    “Jane!” Flo shouted frantically. She was close by but had already managed to become disoriented.  
 
    “Here!” I called out, as loud as I dared.  
 
    I continued to call out to Flo until we were finally face to face. 
 
    “Such a commotion as you’ve been making,” I scolded Flo. “Not a chance to catch that fellow now.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Florence retorted. Her hair was disarranged, and her stockings matted with burs. “If we can get out of this dreadful maze I want to go to the car.” 
 
    “We’re at the edge of the field. Follow me, and I’ll pilot you to safety.” 
 
    We emerged a minute later at the end of the corn row.  I saw the stable only a few yards away. Impulsively, I proposed to Florence that we investigate it for possible clues. 
 
    “I’ve had enough detective work for one day,” Flo said. “Anyway, what do you hope to discover in an old barn?” 
 
    “Maybe I can induce the horse to talk,” I said. “Sal must know all the answers if only she could speak.” 
 
    “You’ll have to give her the third degree by yourself. I shall await you in the car.” 
 
    Flo took the melons with her and marched stiffly down the lane. I watched her climb into Bouncing Betsy. She then rearranged her hair and began to pluck burs from her dress and stockings. I left Florence to her futile efforts to make herself presentable again and slipped into the barn. 
 
    A full twenty minutes elapsed before I emerged. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting so long, Flo,” I said when I’d reinstalled myself in the driver’s seat of Bouncing Betsy. “See what I found.” 
 
    I held up a bright silver object which resembled a locket, save that it was smaller. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A man’s watch charm. It has a picture inside, too.” 
 
    I pried open the lid with my fingernail. Inside was the photograph of a boy who might have been ten or twelve years of age. 
 
    “Where did you get it, Jane?” 
 
    “I found it lying on the barn floor, not far from the place where we picked up the black hood last night.” 
 
    “Then it must belong to Sidney Dorner!” 
 
    “It may,” I admitted. “Still, I don’t believe the Dorners have any children.” 
 
    “What will you do with the charm? Turn it over to the sheriff?” 
 
    “I suppose I should, after I’ve shown it to Dad,” I replied, carefully tying the trinket into the corner of a handkerchief. “You know, Flo, since finding this, I wonder if Mrs. Dorner may not have told the truth.” 
 
    “About what, Jane?” 
 
    “She said that her husband was framed.” 
 
    “Then you think this watch charm was left in the barn to throw suspicion upon Sidney Dorner?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, this is my theory, Florence: Someone planted the black hood there, then rode Sidney’s horse to make it appear he was the guilty person. Inadvertently, that same person lost this watch charm.” 
 
    “In that case, you would have a clue which might solve the case.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Get ready for a fast ride into town. I’m going to rush this evidence straight to the Examiner office and get Dad’s opinion.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Florence asked me to drop her off at the Radcliff home. I left her there and then drove on alone to my father’s office. The newsroom hummed with activity as I sauntered through to the private office. 
 
    “Just a minute, please,” my father said, waving me into a chair. 
 
    He completed the letter he was dictating, dismissed his secretary, and then was ready to listen. Without preliminary ado, I laid the watch charm on his desk, explaining where I had found it. 
 
    “Dad, this may belong to Sidney Dorner, but I don’t think so. It’s my theory that the person who planted the black hood in the stable must have lost it.” 
 
    My father scrutinized the charm, gazing at the picture of the little boy contained within it. 
 
    “Very interesting,” he said. “However, I fear you are allowing your imagination to take you for a ride. There isn’t much question of Sidney Dorner’s guilt according to the findings of the sheriff.” 
 
    “Has any new evidence come to light, Dad?” 
 
    “Yes, Jane, the sheriff’s office has gained possession of a document showing beyond question that Sidney Dorner is a member of a renegade band known as the Black-Hooded Hoodlums.” 
 
    “Where did they get their proof?” 
 
    “Sheriff Dorner won’t disclose the source of his information. However, Jack is working on the case, and something may develop any hour.” 
 
    “Then you’re intending to make it into a big story?” I asked. 
 
    “I am. An underground, subversive organization, no matter what its purpose, has no right to an existence. The Examiner will expose the leaders, if possible, and break up the group.” 
 
    “Since the hoodlums burned the Franklin storage barn, their purpose can’t be a very noble one,” I commented. “Nor are their leaders especially clever. The trail led as plain as day to Sidney Dorner—so straight, in fact, that I couldn’t help doubting his guilt.” 
 
    “Jane, I’ll keep this watch charm, if you don’t mind,” my father said, locking the trinket into a drawer. “I’ll put Jack to work on it, and he may be able to learn the identity of the little boy in the picture.” 
 
    Abruptly changing the subject, Dad inquired regarding my success in selling Camp-Benefit tags. 
 
    “I have only one left,” I replied, presenting it with a flourish. “Twenty-five cents, please.” 
 
    “The cause is a worthy one. I’ll double the amount.” My father flipped a half dollar across the desk. 
 
    “While you’re in a giving mood I might mention that you owe me five gallons of gasoline. I saw Sam McKee this morning, and he agreed with me that the Moresby clock struck thirteen last night. 
 
    My father had no opportunity to reply, for just then his secretary came back into the office to say that a Mr. Clark Bronson wished to see him. 
 
    “I suppose that means you want me to evaporate,” I said. 
 
    “No, stay if you like. It’s probably nothing of consequence.” 
 
    I welcomed an invitation to remain. After my talk with Sam McKee, I was curious to see the man who had caused the old bell maker to lose his position at the Moresby Tower. 
 
    “Bronson probably wants to ask me to do him a personal favor,” my father confided. “He’s a pest!” 
 
    The door opened again to admit the real estate man. He was heavyset, immaculately dressed, and the only thing noteworthy about his appearance was that his right arm was somewhat shorter than the left. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mr. Fielding,” he said expansively. “This must be your charming daughter.” 
 
    Dad introduced me. I bowed politely and retreated to a chair by the window. I was prejudiced against Mr. Bronson and had no desire to talk to him. 
 
    “What may I do for you?” my father asked Mr. Bronson. 
 
    “Ah, this time it is I who shall bestow the favor,” Mr. Bronson responded, taking a checkbook from his pocket. “Your paper has been campaigning for a very worthy cause, namely the Orphans’ Summer Camp Fund. It wrings my heart that those unfortunate kiddies have been denied the benefit of fresh air and sunshine.” 
 
    “If you wish to make a donation, you should give your money to Mrs. Vanhee,” Dad cut him short. 
 
    “I much prefer to present my check to you,” Mr. Bronson insisted. “Shall I make it out for a hundred and fifty dollars?” 
 
    “That’s a very handsome donation,” said my father. “But why give it to me?” 
 
    Mr. Bronson coughed. “I thought you might deem the offering worthy of a brief mention in your paper.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Dad said. 
 
    “I don’t wish publicity for myself, you understand, but only for the real estate company which bears my name.” 
 
    “I quite understand, Mr. Bronson. If we should use your picture—” 
 
    “That will be very acceptable,” the real estate man responded, smiling with satisfaction. “I’ll be happy to oblige you by posing.” 
 
    Mr. Bronson helped himself to a pen, wrote out the check and presented it to Dad. 
 
    “Jane, how would you like to write the story?” my father said as he turned to me. “We’re a bit short on help at the moment. There’s five dollars in it for you.”  
 
    “I’m rather bogged down with work,” I demurred. “I think Mrs. Timms wants me to help her clean the attic when I get home. Plus, I need to put in some hard labor on the opening chapters of Perpetua’s Pride if I’m to bring my worthy heroine’s feud with the cruel and corrupt Duke Damion to the required thrilling conclusion before the deadline imposed on me by the powers that be at Litchfield Press.” 
 
    “Never mind the attic,” my father said petulantly. “And a pox and a pestilence on the cruel and corrupt Duke Damion. Kindly conduct Mr. Bronson to the photography room and ask one of the boys to take his picture.” 
 
    “A pox and a pestilence are both excellent ideas,” I said as I arose obediently. “I shall give strong consideration to subjecting the dastardly Duke Damion to not one but both of those odious outcomes.”  
 
    I smiled brightly at my father as I said spoke, but as the real estate man left the office ahead of me, I switched off the smile and shot my father a black look. I considered a publicity story very trivial indeed, and it particularly displeased me to be asked to write honeyed words about a man I did not admire. 
 
    “You have a very nice building here, very nice,” Mr. Bronson said as I escorted him toward the photographic department. A pile of freshly printed newspapers lay on one of the desks, and he helped himself to a copy. 
 
    “I see the sheriff hasn’t captured Sidney Dorner yet,” he commented, scanning the front page. “I hope they get him. It’s a disgrace to Greenville that such a crime could be perpetrated, and the scoundrel go unpunished.” 
 
    “He’ll probably be caught,” I replied. “But I do wonder if he’s the guilty person.” 
 
    “What’s that? You think Dorner didn’t burn the Franklin barn?” 
 
    “I was only speculating upon it.” 
 
    “Reflecting your father’s opinion, no doubt.” 
 
    “No, not anyone’s thought but my own. I am quite in the habit of forming independent opinions. Been a common practice of mine since I was going about in pigtails. All my teachers remarked upon it. They'd say things like—” 
 
    “Your father seems to be making quite a story of the fire,” Mr. Bronson interrupted, transparently disinterested in both my teachers and their opinion of me, “It will be most unfortunate for the community if he stirs up talk about underground organizations.” 
 
    “Why unfortunate?” I asked. 
 
    “Because it will give the city a bad reputation. I doubt there is anything to this Black-Hooded Hoodlums talk, but if there should be, any publicity might lead to an investigation by state authorities.” 
 
    “A very good thing, I should think.” 
 
    “You do not understand,” Mr. Bronson said. “Depredation would increase, innocent persons surely would suffer. With Greenville known unfavorably throughout the country, we would gain no new residents.” 
 
    I did not reply as I opened the door of the photographic room. While Mr. Bronson wandered about, inspecting the various equipment, I relayed my father’s instructions to Shep Murphy, one of the staff photographers. 
 
    Shep and I have been friends for almost as long as Flo and I have, although he and Flo have only recently become friendly with each other. Well, not friendly, exactly. Aware of each other. That’s a better way to put it. Flo insists that she could not be less interested in my old friend Shep, but despite her insistence that her heart belongs to Rudolph Valentino, or Mr. John Gilbert when Mr. Valentino isn’t available, I think there’s a bit of a spark between her and Shep, but I daren’t broach the subject with either of them.  
 
    I’ve decided to take a strong noninterventionist stance, seeing how well it worked with Mrs. Timms and my father. Perhaps one of these days I’ll catch Shep and Flo canoodling, and find out they’ve been sparking away for years behind my back. 
 
    “Better get a flattering picture of Bronson,” I warned Shep in a whisper. “He’ll be madder than a hen doused with dishwater if you don’t.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Shep whispered back, “but I can’t make over a man’s face.” 
 
    Mr. Bronson proved to be a trying subject. Shep posed him on a stool in front of a screen, and Mr. Bronson immediately froze into position like Patience on a monument, but only if Patience, rather than being a Greek goddess, was a man of late middle age with a balding pate, a very respectable paunch and one arm slightly longer than the other. 
 
    “Be sure to make it only a head and shoulders picture, if you please,” he ordered Shep. 
 
    “Can’t you relax?” the photographer asked wearily. “Unloosen your face. Think of all those little orphans you’re going to make happy.” 
 
    Mr. Bronson responded with a smirk which was painful to behold. Nothing that Shep could say or do caused him to become natural, and at length Shep took two shots which I knew would not be satisfactory. 
 
    “That’ll be all,” Shep said. 
 
    Mr. Bronson arose, drawing a deep sigh. “Posing is a great ordeal for me,” he confessed. “I seldom consent to have my photograph taken, but this is a very special occasion.” 
 
    Completely at ease again, the real estate man began to converse with me. In sudden inspiration, Shep seized the small portable camera he took out on assignment, and before Mr. Bronson was aware of his act, snapped a picture. 
 
    “There, that’s more like it,” he said. “I caught you just right, Mr. Bronson.” 
 
    The real estate man turned swiftly, his eyes blazing anger. 
 
    “You dared to take a picture without my permission?” he demanded. “I’ll not have it! Destroy the film at once, or I shall protest to Mr. Fielding!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The real estate man’s outburst was so unexpected that Shep and I could only stare at him in astonishment. 
 
    “It’s a good full-length picture,” the photographer argued. “Much better than those other shots I took.” 
 
    “I can’t allow it,” Bronson answered in a calmer tone. He touched his right arm. “You see, I am sensitive about this deformity. Unreasonable of me, perhaps, but I must insist that you destroy the film.” 
 
    “Just as you say,” Shep shrugged. “We’ll use one of the other pictures.” 
 
    “No, I’ve changed my mind,” Bronson said shortly. “I don’t care for any picture. Kindly destroy all the films—now—in my presence.” 
 
    “Mr. Bronson!” I protested. “I thought you wanted a picture to accompany the story.” 
 
    “I have no objection to the article, but I’ll have no picture. The films must be destroyed.” 
 
    “As you wish,” responded Shep. He removed two plates from the large camera he had used to take the formal portraits and exposed them to the light. He started to take the film from the candid camera but did not complete the operation. Mr. Bronson, however, failed to notice. 
 
    “Thank you, young man,” Mr. Bronson said. “I am sorry to have taken so much of your valuable time, and I appreciate your efforts.” 
 
    Mr. Bronson nodded to me, left the studio, and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Strange duck,” said Shep. “His picture on the front page would be no break for our readers.” 
 
    “I can’t understand why Mr. Bronson became so provoked. That excuse about his arm seemed a flimsy one.” 
 
    “Let’s develop the film and see what it looks like,” Shep suggested, starting for the darkroom. “It was just an ordinary shot, though.” 
 
    I followed Shep into the developing room, watching as he ran the film through the various trays. In precisely six minutes the picture was ready, and he held it beneath the ruby light for me to see. 
 
    “Nothing unusual about it,” Shep said. “Bronson’s right arm does look a bit shorter than the left, but we could have blocked that off.” 
 
    “It’s not as if that slight deformity would be any news to the citizens of Greenville,” I pointed out. “It’s not as if anyone who’s met him in person would have failed to notice it already.” 
 
    Shep tossed the damp picture into a wastepaper basket, only to have me promptly rescue it. 
 
    “I wish you would save this,” I said. “Put it in an envelope and file it away somewhere in the office.” 
 
    “What’s the big idea, Jane?” 
 
    “Oh, just a hunch, I guess. Someday the paper may want a picture of Bronson in a hurry, and this one would serve very nicely.” 
 
    Time was fast slipping away, so I returned to my father’s office to report Mr. Bronson’s strange action. My father, well versed in the peculiarities of newspaper patrons, shrugged indifferently. 
 
    “Bronson always was a strange fellow,” he commented, staring down at the check which still lay on his desk. “I’ve never trusted him, and I wish I hadn’t accepted this money.” 
 
    “How could you have refused, Dad?” 
 
    “I couldn’t very well. All the same, I have a feeling I’ll regret it.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?”  
 
    “No reason I can put my finger on. It’s just a feeling. Bronson isn’t the sort of man to give something for nothing. He aims to profit by this affair, or I’m no judge of human nature.” 
 
    “He craves publicity, that’s certain.” 
 
    “Yes, but there’s more to it than that,” my father said. “Oh, well”—he dismissed the subject, “I’ll turn the check over to the camp committee and let someone else do the worrying.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you why I dislike Mr. Bronson,” I said. “He caused Sam McKee to lose his job at the Moresby Tower.” 
 
    “That so?” Dad asked in surprise. “I hadn’t heard about it.” 
 
    “Bronson gave the position to a friend of his. Can’t you do something about it, Dad?” 
 
    “I don’t even know any of the basic facts, Jane. Why should I interfere in a matter which is none of my affair?” 
 
    “At least let’s not give Mr. Bronson a big build-up because of his donation.” 
 
    “The story must be written,” my father said with finality. “I always keep a bargain, even a bad one.” 
 
    “Then you might write the story yourself,” I said. “I refuse to be an instrument in propping up Clark Bronson’s already overinflated ego.” 
 
    “Never mind,” my father said. “I shouldn’t have asked you to begin with. I’ll get one of the junior reporters to take it on, though I’ll have to pay them double-time. You can devote the rest of the day to attics and Dukes.” 
 
    “Attics!” I said. I was experiencing a brainwave. “Perhaps I’ll have Perpetua and the dastardly Duke face each other in the final showdown in the attic of a deserted mansion. I could introduce a swarm of bats to swoop down upon the Duke at the decisive moment, thus reducing him to a spent force, upon which Perpetua can mercifully decline to administer the deserved deathblow to the villainous Duke, thereby preserving her honor and rendering the Duke in her debt for the rest of his short, miserable life.” 
 
    My father just grunted as he tapped away at his typewriter, so I took my leave and headed out through the newsroom. I paused beside Jack’s desk.  
 
    “Covering the Franklin fire, I suppose?” I asked him. 
 
    “Nothing that spectacular. DeWitt’s sending me out to the Greenville Orphans’ Home to dig up human interest material in connection with the camp-fund campaign. Want to ride along as ballast?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” I said. “I have rather a lot to do today.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Jack coaxed, getting up from his desk and taking me by the arm. “You can talk to the orphans while I gather my material, and on the way back we can stop off for a friendly ice cream in some nice quiet corner booth somewhere.” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” I said and followed Jack out to the parking lot.  
 
    We got into one of the press cars, and Jack drove us through the heavy downtown traffic. 
 
    “What’s the latest on the Franklin case?” I asked as I clutched my hat to keep it from blowing out the window. 
 
    “There is no latest. The Franklins won’t talk, Mrs. Dorner won’t talk, the sheriff won’t talk. So far it totals up to one little story about a fire.” 
 
    “Dad said the sheriff had learned Sidney Dorner was a member of a secret organization, probably known as the Black-Hooded Hoodlums.” 
 
    “Sheriff Daniels claims he has documentary proof,” Jack admitted. “He won’t produce it, though, and I have a sneaking suspicion that he may be bluffing.” 
 
    “Then you think he wants to convict Sidney Dorner whether or not he’s guilty?” 
 
    “He wants to end the case just as quickly as he can, Jane. The November elections aren’t that far away. If this night rider story gets a start, the dear public might turn on him, demanding action or his job.” 
 
    “Do you think there actually is such an organization as the Black-Hooded Hoodlums, Jack?” 
 
    “I do. After talking with the Franklins and Mrs. Dorner, I’m convinced they could tell quite a bit about it.” 
 
    It pleased me that Jack’s opinion so neatly coincided with my own. I told him of my own talk with Mrs. Dorner and my belief that someone had been hiding in the cornfield near the cabin. 
 
    “What time was that?” Jack asked, stopping the car at a traffic light. 
 
    “Shortly after twelve o’clock.” 
 
    “Then it couldn’t have been Sheriff Daniels or his any of his deputies,” Jack said. “I was at the county office talking to them about that same time.” 
 
    “It might have been Sidney Dorner,” I suggested. “I’m sure his wife knows where he is hiding.” 
 
    As the car sped over the country road, I told Jack about the watch charm which I had picked up at the Dorner’s barn. Jack had not seen the picture of the little boy but promised to inspect it just as soon as he returned to the Examiner offices. 
 
    “Sidney Dorner has no children,” he told me, “so it’s unlikely the charm ever belonged to him. You may have found an important clue.” 
 
    We approached the Greenville Orphans’ Home, a large brick building set back some distance from the road. Children in drab blue uniforms played in the front yard, supervised by a woman official. 
 
    “Poor kids,” Jack said, “you can’t help feeling sorry for ’em. They  deserve the best summer camp this town can provide.” 
 
    “The project is certain to be possible now,” I replied. “Mr. Bronson’s check put the campaign over the top.” 
 
    Jack turned the car into the private road. 
 
    “Don’t tell me that old bird actually parted with any money. He’s famous for being a skinflint.” 
 
    “Oh, he did, Jack. He donated a check for a hundred and fifty dollars.” 
 
    “And no strings attached?” 
 
    “Well, he hinted that he wanted a nice write-up about himself. I was strong-armed into taking him down to the photographer’s lair to be captured on film—although, in the end, he browbeat Shep into destroying the film.” 
 
    “It’s mighty strange,” Jack said. “Leopards don’t change their spots. Bronson must expect something more tangible than publicity out of the deal.” 
 
    Jack gave no thought to his driving. He whirled the car into the play area of the institution, drawing up with a loud screeching of brakes.  He was going far too fast and the children scattered in all directions, all except one little girl who remained squarely in front of the car. She covered her face with her hands and began to scream. 
 
    “Gosh all fish hooks! I didn’t mean to frighten the kid.” 
 
    We jumped out and ran to the child. 
 
    “You’re all right,” Jack said, stooping beside the little girl. “The car didn’t come within a mile of you. I’m mighty sorry I frightened you.” 
 
    Nothing that either he nor I could say seemed to comfort the child. Her screams did not subside until a matron appeared and took her by the hand. 
 
    “Come, Amelia,” she said gently. “We’ll go into the house.” 
 
    “I’m as sorry as I can be,” Jack apologized, doffing his hat. “I didn’t intend to drive into the yard so fast. It’s all my fault.” 
 
    The attendant smiled to set him at ease. “Don’t worry yourself over it,” she said. “Amelia is very easily upset. I’ll explain to you later.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    “Maybe I can send the kid a box of candy or make it up to her in some way,” Jack said. 
 
    We talked to the matron watching the children, then roved the yard and talked to many of the orphans. Nearly all the children answered questions self-consciously and had little to say. 
 
    “We’ll not get much of a story here,” Jack said. “These youngsters are as much alike as if they had been cut from one pattern.” 
 
    “Amelia was different,” I said. “Almost too much so.” 
 
    Miss Crismond, the young woman who had taken Amelia away, returned to the play yard. Jack and I immediately inquired about the little girl. 
 
    “Oh, she is quite herself again,” the young woman said. “The upset was only a temporary one.” 
 
    “Is Amelia easily frightened?” I said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, she is terrified of automobiles. I am afraid it is becoming a complex. About a year ago, both of her parents were killed in a motor accident, and ever since she’s become very fearful of cars.” 
 
    “How dreadful,” I said. 
 
    “Amelia was in the car but escaped with a broken leg,” Miss Crismond said. “The incident made a profound impression upon her.” 
 
    “I should think so,” said Jack. “How did the accident occur?” 
 
    “We don’t know. Amelia was the only witness. According to her story, the Hanover automobile was crowded off the road by another motorist who drove at a reckless speed, without lights. The car Amelia’s family was traveling in flipped over, pinning the occupants beneath it.” 
 
    “It seems to me I remember that story,” Jack said. “The hit-skip driver never was caught.” 
 
    “No, according to Amelia he stopped, only to drive on again when he saw that her parents were beyond help.” 
 
    “The man must have been heartless,” I said. “How could he run away?” 
 
    “Because he feared the consequences,” Miss Crismond answered. “Had he been apprehended he would have faced charges for manslaughter, and undoubtedly would have been assessed heavy damages.” 
 
    “I take it the child has no property or family, or she wouldn’t be at this institution,” Jack said. 
 
    “Amelia is penniless. Her parents were her only relatives, so she was brought to us.” 
 
    “It’s a shame,” I said. “Wasn’t there any clue as to the identity of the man who caused the fatal accident?” 
 
    “No worthwhile ones. Amelia insists that she saw the driver’s face plainly and could recognize him again. However, she never was able to give a very good description, nor to make an identification.” 
 
    “Miss Crismond, isn’t there something I can do to make amends for frightening her?” Jack asked. “What would a little girl like? Candy, toys?” 
 
    “It isn’t necessary that you give her anything.” 
 
    “I want to do it,” Jack insisted. 
 
    “In that case, why not make some small bequest to the institution, or send something which may be enjoyed by all the children.” 
 
    “Jack, I have an idea,” I said impulsively. “Why not give a party? Would that be permissible, Miss Crismond?” 
 
    “Indeed, yes. The children love them, and outings away from the institution are their special delight.” 
 
    “Let’s give a watermelon party,” I proposed. “We could take the children to a nearby farm and let them gorge themselves.” 
 
    “The children would enjoy it, I’m sure,” Miss Crismond said. “But can transportation be arranged? We have sixty boys and girls.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of everything,” Jack promised. “Suppose we set tomorrow afternoon as the date.” 
 
    “Oh, can’t we have the party at night?” I said. “There will be a full moon. A watermelon feast wouldn’t be as much fun by daylight.” 
 
    Miss Crismond said that she thought the children might be allowed to attend such a party, providing it was held early enough in the evening. Jack and I talked with her about various details of the plan and then drove away from the orphanage. 
 
    “Well, you certainly got me into something,” Jack said as the car turned into the main road. “Where are we going to throw this party?” 
 
    “Oh, any melon farmer will be glad to let the children invade his patch, providing we pay for the privilege. You might turn in at the next farm.” 
 
    My confidence proved to be ill-founded, for Mr. Rhimes, the farmer whom we accosted, would not consider the proposition. 
 
    “The children will trample the vines, and do a lot of damage,” he declined. “Why don’t you try the Wentworth place?” 
 
    At the Wentworth farm, Jack and I likewise were turned down. 
 
    “No one wants sixty orphans running rampant over his place,” Jack said. “We may as well give up the idea.” 
 
    “It’s possible Mrs. Dorner would allow us to hold a muskmelon party at her farm,” I said. “Now that her husband has skipped, she must be in need of money.” 
 
    The chance of success seemed unlikely. However, to please me, Jack drove to the Dorner property. To my surprise, we found the place humming with activity. Professional melon pickers were at work in the patch, and Mrs. Dorner, dressed in overalls, was personally supervising the laborers. 
 
    “I have no time to answer questions,” she announced to Jack before he could speak. “Please go away and leave me alone.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not here in an official capacity this time,” Jack grinned. “We want to make you a business proposition.” 
 
    He then explained what he had in mind. Mrs. Dorner listened attentively but with suspicion. 
 
    “It’s likely some trick,” she declared. “I’ll have nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “Mrs. Dorner, we’re not trying to deceive you,” I said. “We’ve tried several other farms before we came here. No one is willing to let the children trample the vines.” 
 
    “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt mine,” the woman admitted. “By tomorrow night we’ll have all the best melons picked and sorted. I reckon the youngsters can have what’s left in the patch.” 
 
    “We’ll pay you well for the privilege,” Jack promised, taking out his wallet. 
 
    “I don’t want your money,” the woman answered shortly. “Just see to it that the youngsters don’t tear up the place.” 
 
    Neither Jack nor I wished to accept such a favor, but Mrs. Dorner firmly refused to take any payment. 
 
    “You know, I think the old girl has a tender heart beneath a hard exterior,” Jack remarked after the woman had gone back to the patch. “Down under she’s a pretty decent sort.” 
 
    Jack and I watched the laborers at their work as they brought heaping baskets of melons from the patch to the barn. There the melons were sorted, stamped, and packed into crates which were loaded into a truck. 
 
    “Nice looking melons,” Jack said. “Mrs. Dorner should make a pretty fair profit.” 
 
    An elderly workman, who was sorting melons, glanced sideways at Jack and grinned knowingly. 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Jack questioned him. 
 
    “Sellin’ melons is a speculative business,” the old fellow shrugged. “You ain’t sure o’ anything until your harvest is sold and you get the money in your fist.” 
 
    Jack and I watched the sorting work for a few minutes longer and then returned to the car. 
 
    “You know, for a minute I thought that old duffer was hinting at something,” Jack remarked. “He acted as if it would give him real pleasure to see something happen to Mrs. Dorner’s melons.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t take it that way,” I said. “He was only waxing philosophical.” 
 
    The hour was late. Knowing that he might be wanted at the Examiner office, Jack drove rather fast over the bumpy road. 
 
    As the press car sped around a bend, a man who stood leaning against a fence post quickly retreated into the woods. His act, however, had drawn my attention. 
 
    “Stop the car, Jack!” I said. “That could be him.” 
 
    “Who?” demanded Jack, slamming on the brakes. 
 
    “It could be the same man who hid in the cornfield,” I exclaimed excitedly. “It could be Sidney Dorner!”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    “Which way did the fellow go?” Jack demanded, bringing the car to a standstill. 
 
    “Into the woods.” 
 
    I leaped from the automobile, climbed the fence, and reached the edge of the woods. I paused there listening. Jack joined me, and we stood there in silence. It was utterly still, not even the sound of rustling leaves or the snap of a twig emanated from the dark forest which bordered the road. 
 
    “This timber land extends for miles,” said Jack. “We’d only waste time playing hide and seek in there. Our best bet is to notify Sheriff Daniels and let him throw a net around the entire section.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I said. 
 
    When we reached Greenville, we stopped briefly at the sheriff’s office to make our report. I said goodbye to Jack outside the Examiner building where I had parked Bouncing Betsy. The car would not start. Experienced in such matters, I raised the hood and posed beside it, a picture of a young lady in deep distress. Soon a taxicab cruised along. 
 
    “Having trouble?” the driver asked. 
 
    I slammed down the hood and scrambled into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Just give me a little push,” I said. 
 
    The taxi driver backed into position behind Old Bets. After the two cars had gathered speed, I shifted gears. Betsy responded with an ailing cough and then a steady chug. 
 
    “Thanks!” I shouted, waving farewell to my benefactor. “I’ll return the favor someday.” 
 
    “Not with that mess of junk, you won’t,” the taxi man shouted back. 
 
    I kept Betsy’s motor running at high speed, and I reached home without mishap. I could see that my father had arrived ahead of me, for his car was put away for the night. 
 
    I locked the garage doors and entered the house by way of the kitchen. 
 
    “Where’s Dad?” I asked Mrs. Timms, as I helped myself to a saffron-flavored shortbread cookie from the seemingly-bottomless cookie jar on the counter. 
 
    “Listen, and I think you can tell,” Mrs. Timms answered. 
 
    A loud hammering sound came up from the basement.  
 
    Inspired by an advertisement for Waldon’s Oak Paneling, my father had decided to wall up a room in the basement to use as his personal study. He was insistent upon doing this without the services of a carpenter. Much of his spare time lately was spent carrying on a personal feud with boards which refused to fit into the right places. 
 
    “Poor Dad,” I said as listened to a particularly loud exclamation of wrath. “I’ll go down and dispense a few consoling phrases.” 
 
    I wanted to add that I rather thought that consoling Dad was more Mrs. Timms’ job now that I had discovered they were a hot item, but Doris Timms is a woman not to be trifled with, so I bit my tongue and descended the stairs. I stood watching my father from the doorway of his future study. 
 
    “Hello, Jane,” he said, looking over his shoulder. “You may as well make yourself useful. Hold this board while I nail it in place.” 
 
    “All right, but be careful where you pound. Remember, I have only two hands, and I prize them both. We lady novelists can’t be too careful about keeping all of our digits intact. I have no desire to type the remaining one-hundred-forty-eight pages of Perpetua’s Pride with a splinted finger. 
 
    I held the board while my father nailed it to the underpinning. 
 
    “Well, what do you think of the job?” he asked, standing back to admire his work. 
 
    “Aren’t walls supposed to come together at the corners?” 
 
    “I made a little mistake in my calculations. Later on, I may build a corner cupboard to cover up the slight gap.” 
 
    “Slight!” I said. “Dad, if I were you I wouldn’t get tangled up in any more carpentry jobs. It’s too hard on your disposition.” 
 
    “I never was in a better mood in my life,” my father insisted. “Good reason, too. At last, I’ve got the best of Mr. Seth Burrows.” 
 
    “Burrows?”  
 
    “That crank who keeps sending me collect messages.” 
 
    “Oh, to be sure. I’d forgotten all about him.” 
 
    “He sent another telegram today,” Dad said. “I suspected it came from him and refused to pay for it.” 
 
    “Bravo, I knew you could get the best of that fellow if you just put your mind to it.” 
 
    Upstairs, the telephone rang, but neither of us paid any heed, knowing that Mrs. Timms would answer it. In a moment, the housekeeper called down the stairway, telling my father he was wanted on the telephone. 
 
    “It’s Mr. DeWitt from the office,” she informed him. 
 
    Putting aside his hammer, my father went upstairs. Soon he returned to the basement, his manner noticeably subdued. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Dad? You look as if you had just received a stunning blow.” 
 
    “DeWitt telephoned to tell me the Examiner lost an important story today.” 
 
    “How did that happen, Dad?” 
 
    “Well, a correspondent wired in the news, but by accident, the message never reached DeWitt’s desk.” 
 
    “Seth Burrows’ telegram?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it was,” Dad admitted. “The message came to two dollars. I didn’t know DeWitt had hired a correspondent in the town of Altona. Naturally, I jumped to conclusions.” 
 
    “So you lost a news story because you refused a bona fide telegram,” I said, shaking my head. “Seth Burrows scores again.” 
 
    “You see what I’m up against,” Dad growled. “I’d give a hundred dollars to be rid of that pest.” 
 
    “You really mean that?” 
 
    “My peace of mind would be well worth the price.” 
 
    I didn’t really need the money, not after getting that fat advance from Litchfield Press, but old habits die hard, and as a wise man once said, “Every little bit added to what you’ve got makes just a little bit more.” 
 
    “In that case,” I told my father, “I may apply my own brain to the task. I could use a hundred dollars.” 
 
    The discussion was interrupted by Mrs. Timms, who called down the stairs that dinner was ready. As my father took his usual place at the dining room table, he saw a yellow envelope lying on his plate. 
 
    “What’s this?”  
 
    “A telegram,” explained Mrs. Timms. “It came only a moment ago. I paid the boy.” 
 
    “How much was the message?” Dad asked. 
 
    “A dollar and a half.” Mrs. Timms looked at Dad anxiously. “Did I do anything I shouldn’t have? I supposed, of course, that you would want me to accept the message.” 
 
    “This is just too, too good!” I chuckled. “Everything so perfectly timed, almost as if it were a play.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Mrs. Timms said. “Have I done something I shouldn’t—” 
 
    “It was not your fault,” my father assured her. “In the future, however, refuse to accept any collect message.” 
 
    My father did not open the telegram, so I seized upon it. 
 
    “This is from a man who calls himself Isaac Fullerton,” I said. 
 
    “Merely one of Seth Burrows’ many names.” 
 
    “Ah, this is a gem!” I read aloud: “‘Here is a suggestion for your rotten rag. Why not print it on yellow paper? I know you will not use it because editors think they know everything. I once knew a reader who got a little good out of your paper. He used it to clean the garbage can.’” 
 
    “How dreadful!” Mrs. Timms said. 
 
    “Jane, if you insist upon reading another line, I shall leave the table,” my father snapped. “I’ve had quite enough of Seth Burrows.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dad.” I slipped the message into my pocket. “I can appreciate that this doesn’t seem very funny to you.” 
 
    The telegram was not mentioned again. Nevertheless, my father’s good humor had given way to moody silence, contributing no cheer to the evening meal. Mrs. Timms kept glancing uneasily over at Dad, fearful that she had offended him. Only I, whose appetite never failed, seemed to be enjoying Mrs. Timms’ kidney bean masala stew. 
 
    “Dad,” I said, breaking the silence, “I have an idea how Seth Burrows might be trailed.” 
 
    “Never mind telling me,” Dad said. “I prefer not to hear his name mentioned.” 
 
    “As you like. I shall shroud myself in mystery and silence as I work. But when the case is ended, I’ll present my bill.” 
 
    I had scant hope that I’d be able to turn the elusive Seth Burrows over to the police. The wily fellow was far too clever ever to file two messages from the same telegraph office, and very seldom from the same city. However, the town of Clackston, from which the last message was sent, was only fifty-five miles away. It had occurred to me that by going there, I might obtain from telegraph officials the original message filed. In that way, I’d at least have Seth Burrows’ signature, and while it wouldn’t be much, it would represent a start. 
 
    As always, my greatest problem was insufficient time. Much as I desired to drive to Clackston, I knew it would be out of the question for several days. Not only must arrangements for the orphans’ melon party be completed, but other interests demanded my attention. After getting Perpetua off to a promising start, I’d gotten her marooned on a deserted island off the coast of Newfoundland, and I didn’t know quite how to extricate her. I regretted allowing her to rashly torch all the lifeboats of the sunken ship after discovering the dastardly Duke—the only other survivor of the shipwreck—was attempting to row to freedom and leave Perpetua behind to certain death. I was considering having my heroine captured by a passing band of cutthroat pirates, but that still left me with the task of removing the Duke from the deserted island. Somehow, leaving him there to starve or freeze to death—pick your poison—seemed a coward’s way out and significantly reduced the dramatic potential for the remaining eighteen chapters. 
 
    Temporarily dismissing Seth Burrows, dastardly Dukes and deserted islands from my mind, I devoted myself to plans for the melon party.  
 
    With Flo’s help, we easily obtained enough cars to transport the orphans, and the following night, sixty giddy orphans were transported to the Dorner farm. With shrieks of laughter, the boys and girls took possession of the melon patch. 
 
    “Pick all you like from the vines,” I told them, “but don’t touch any of the crated ones.” 
 
    In the yard not far from the storage barn stood a truck loaded with melons which were ready for the market. 
 
    “This must represent the cream of Mrs. Franklin’s crop,” Jack said, lifting the canvas which covered the load. “Maybe she’ll be luckier than her neighbors, the Dunsts.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” I asked. This was the first I was hearing about misfortune befalling the Dunsts. 
 
    “Don’t you ever read the Examiner?” 
 
    “I didn’t today. Too busy. Tell me about the Dunsts, Jack.” 
 
    “Mr. Dunst was taking a load of melons to market. Another truck brushed him on the River Road. The melon truck upset, and the entire shipment was lost.” 
 
    “Can’t he get damages?” 
 
    “Dunst didn’t learn who was responsible.” 
 
    “Was it an accident or done deliberately?”  
 
    “Sheriff Daniels thinks it was an accident, but I’m inclined to believe otherwise.” 
 
    “Why should anyone wish to make trouble for Mr. Dunst, Jack? All his life he has stayed on his little truck farm, and strictly attended to his own affairs.” 
 
    “There’s only one possible reason so far as I know,” Jack answered. “Not long ago, Dunst refused to join the Browning County Cooperative, an organization that markets crops for the truck farmers.” 
 
    “And you believe the Hoodlums may be connected with the Cooperative?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go so far as to say that,” Jack said. “Fact is, the Browning Cooperative always has had a good reputation.” 
 
    “There’s no question the Franklin barn was destroyed by the Hoodlums. Although the evidence pointed to Sidney Dorner, I’ve never felt satisfied he was guilty.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Jack. “Another thing I keep mulling over is what that melon sorter said yesterday.” 
 
    “You mean his hint that something might happen to Mrs. Dorner’s crop?” 
 
    “Yes. I think he knew more than he let on.” 
 
    “The Hoodlums will have to work fast if they mean to destroy the Dorners’ melons. Besides, didn’t the sheriff uncover proof that Sidney Dorner is a member of the organization?” 
 
    “That’s what he says, but I wonder about that, too.” 
 
    Not far from the truck was a small pile of discarded melons, culls which were misshapen or overripe. Selecting one, Jack tossed it into the air and caught it. 
 
    “Just the right size for a hand grenade,” he remarked. “Watch!” 
 
    He threw the melon hard against the barn. It burst against the siding, breaking into a dozen fragments and leaving an unsightly blotch of oozing seeds. 
 
    “Jack, you shouldn’t do that,” I said. “Mrs. Dorner won’t like it, and she’s been so kind to let us have the party here.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be good,” Jack promised. “The temptation was just too strong to resist.” 
 
    By this time, the hubbub in the melon patch had slightly subsided as the youngsters gained their fill of cantaloupes. Soon institution officials began to herd the children back to the waiting cars. Several lads protested at the early termination of the party. 
 
    “Do let the boys stay a while longer,” I said. “Jack and I will bring them back in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Very well,” the matron consented. “But don’t allow them to eat so many melons that they will be sick.” 
 
    The responsibility of looking after six orphans weighed heavily upon me. After the cars had driven away, Jack and I patrolled the patch, trying vainly to maintain order. With institution authorities no longer present, the boys proceeded to enjoy themselves. They ran races down the furrows, lassoed one another with vines, and pelted ripe melons against the fence posts. 
 
    “Hey, you little rascals” Jack shouted. “Cut it out, or you’ll be going back to the home in short order.” 
 
    “Says who?” mocked one saucy little fellow in a piping voice. 
 
    “Quiet, everyone,” I commanded. “Listen!” 
 
    It was the clatter of horses’ hoofs. Two horsemen, black hoods covering their faces, rode at a hard gallop toward the storage barn.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    “The nightshirt riders,” Jack said. “Duck down, everyone!” 
 
    The six lads from the Greenville Home and I crouched low, watching the approach of the two riders. 
 
    “One of those men may be Sidney Dorner, but I doubt it,” muttered Jack. “They’re here to destroy the crated cantaloupes.” 
 
    “Jack, we can’t let them get away with it,” I said. “Why not pelt them with melons when they get closer?” 
 
    “Okay,” Jack said grimly, “we’ll give ’em a spoiled cantaloupe blitz. Gather your ammunition, gang, and get ready!” 
 
    Screened from the approaching horsemen by trees and bushes, we hastily collected a few overripe cantaloupes which were small enough to throw with accuracy. 
 
    Unaware of the barrage awaiting them, the two hooded men rode into the yard. 
 
    “Now!” Jack gave the signal. “Let ’em have it!” 
 
    Taking careful aim, he hurled his own melon with all his strength. It found its mark, striking one of the men with stunning force, nearly causing him to fall from the saddle. 
 
    The boys from the orphans’ home and I concentrated our efforts on the other horseman. While many of our shots were wild, a few went true. One struck the horse which reared suddenly on her hind legs, unseating the rider. 
 
    “Give it to him!” Jack shouted, observing that the fallen man was unhurt. 
 
    Handicapped by lack of ammunition, there followed a brief lull in the battle as we replenished our stock of cantaloupes. Seizing the opportunity, one of the night riders galloped away. The other man, who had lost his horse, scrambled into the cab of the loaded melon truck. 
 
    “He’s going to drive off,” I cried. “Let’s stop him!” 
 
    Jack and I ran toward the truck, but we were too late. The giant motor started with a roar, and the heavy vehicle rolled out of the yard. 
 
    Just then, Mrs. Dorner came running from the cabin. 
 
    “My melons!” she screamed. “They’ve taken my melons! Oh, I was afraid something like this would happen.” 
 
    “Maybe I can overtake that fellow,” Jack called to Mrs. Dorner. “Ride herd on these kids until I get back.” 
 
    As he ran toward his own car, I was close at his heels. I slid into the seat beside him, and we raced down the lane. 
 
    “Which way did the truck go?” Jack asked. “I was so excited I forgot to notice.” 
 
    “It turned right. No sign of it now, though.” 
 
    “The fellow is running without lights to make it harder for us to follow him.” 
 
    Jack and I were hopeful that we could overtake the truck, which carried a heavy load. However, we were delayed several minutes in getting started, and as the miles fell away behind us, we saw no more of the melon truck. 
 
    “He must have turned off on that little side road we passed a quarter of a mile back,” I said. “Switch off the engine a minute.” 
 
    Jack brought the car to a standstill. We listened intently. From far over the hills we thought we could hear the muffled roar of a powerful motor. 
 
    “You’re right, Jane. He turned off at that side road,” Jack said, backing the coupe around. “We’ll get him yet.” 
 
    We retraced our route down the narrow rutty road. Five minutes later, rounding a sharp bend, we caught our first glimpse of the truck, a dark object silhouetted in the moonlight. It remained visible only for a moment, and then, descending a hill, was lost to view. 
 
    “We’re gaining fast,” Jack said. “It won’t be long now.” 
 
    The coupe rattled over a bridge. For no reason at all, it began to bump, a loud pounding noise coming from the rear of the car. 
 
    “A flat,” Jack said. “Just our luck.” 
 
    Jacked pulled up at the side of the road, and we jumped out to look at the tires. Just as he had feared, the left rear one was down. 
 
    “We’ll probably lose that fellow now,” he said. 
 
    I held the flashlight while Jack worked as fast as he could to change the tire. However, nearly fifteen minutes elapsed before we were ready to take to the road again. 
 
    “We may as well turn back,” Jack said, tossing the tools into the back of the car. “How about it?” 
 
    “Oh, let’s keep on a little farther,” I pleaded. “If we drive fast we might still overtake him.” 
 
    Without much hope, we resumed pursuit. Tires whined a protest as we swung around sharp corners, and the motor began to overheat. 
 
    “This old bus can’t take it anymore,” Jack said, slowing down again. “No sense in ruining the car.” 
 
    I was watching the road carefully. We had passed no bisecting highways, so I felt certain that the truck could not have turned off. On either side of the unpaved thoroughfare were lonely stretches of swamp and woods. 
 
    “Let’s not turn back yet,” I pleaded. “We still have a chance.” 
 
    “Okay, but don’t forget we have six orphans waiting for us at the Dorner place.” 
 
    We drove on for another eight miles until we reached a welcome stretch of pavement. 
 
    “We must be getting near the state line,” Jack said.  
 
    Directly ahead was a tiny brick building with an official waiting inside to inspect cars which passed through. A series of markers warned us to halt. 
 
    As Jack drew up, a man came from the little building. 
 
    “Carrying any shrubs, plants or fruit?” he began, but Jack cut him short. 
 
    “We’re following a stolen truck. Has a red truck loaded with cantaloupes gone through here tonight?” 
 
    “I checked one through about fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes!” Jack groaned. “That finishes us.” 
 
    “The trucker could have reached Clackston by this time,” the inspector said. “Once in the city, you wouldn’t have much chance to pick him up. I have the truck license number, though. If you’ll give me all the facts, I’ll make a report to Clackston police.” 
 
    There was no point in pursuing the thief any farther. Jack and I provided the requested information and then drove to the Dorner farm. We told Mrs. Dorner of our failure to overtake the melon thief. 
 
    “I’ve lost my crop, the truck—everything,” she said. “What’s the use trying, anyhow? A body would be smarter to go along with ’em than to try to fight.” 
 
    “I take it you have a pretty fair idea who it was that came here tonight? Who are these hoodlums?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I don’t dare tell you,” the woman said. “You saw what they did tonight.  They threw the blame of the Franklin fire on Sidney. They’ll do even worse things if I don’t keep mum.” 
 
    “You want to help your husband, don’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course I do, but I know better than to talk.” 
 
    “You’ve been warned to keep quiet?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Yes, I have. Now don’t ask me any more questions. I’ve told you too much already.” 
 
    “I just want to know one thing,” Jack said. “Did your trouble start because you and your husband refused to join the Browning Cooperative?” 
 
    “Maybe it did,” the woman answered, her voice barely above a whisper. “I ain’t saying.” 
 
    “Well, we thank you for hosting the party for the orphans,” I said. “I’m sorry the evening turned out so badly for you.” 
 
    We rounded up the six reluctant orphans from the hayloft where a boisterous game of hide and seek was in progress. 
 
    “I can jam four into my coupe if you can handle the other two in your car,” Jack told me. “If they give you any trouble, just toot the horn twice, and I’ll come back and settle with ’em!” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll get along fine,” I said. “Come along, boys.” 
 
    “Here’s a souvenir to remember the night by,” Jack said. From the ground, he picked up two melons which he handed to the orphans. “Just don’t sock the matron with them when you get back to the home.” 
 
    “Jack, let me see one of those melons,” I said. “They fell from the truck, didn’t they?” 
 
    “I guess so. What about ’em?” 
 
    “I’ll show you.” 
 
    I turned on the dash light of the car and held the melon in its warm glow. I turned it over in my hands. 
 
    “There,” I said, pointing to a tiny triangle shaped marking on the cantaloupes. “This may prove a clue which will lead to the capture of the thief.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. What clue?” 
 
    “There’s stamping on the melon. The hoodlums must intend to sell that load of cantaloupes. If they do, we should be able to trace the shipment.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Jack took the melon from my hand to examine it. 
 
    “This stamp may be helpful,” he said, “but I doubt it. The hoodlums never would be so stupid as to sell melons which could be traced. No, I think our investigation will have to center close at home.” 
 
    “You’re referring to the Browning Cooperative, Jack?” 
 
    “That outfit certainly merits an investigation. In the morning I’ll jog out to their packing plant and talk to the manager, Harold Browning.” 
 
    “What time will you be going, Jack?” 
 
    “About nine o’clock, probably.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll meet you there,” I said. “That is if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Glad to have you,” Jack said, giving me a wink. “If we work really efficiently, we might have an opportunity to steal a moment or two on the shoulder of a country lane for a bit of canood—” 
 
    I cut Jack off. “Little Pitchers,” I said. 
 
    “Have big ears,” Jack finished, looking over at the boys, who were too busy roughhousing in the back seats of our respective vehicles to pay any attention to loose talk of canoodling. 
 
    We drove to the Greenville Orphans’ Home without mishap. After unloading the boys entrusted to our care, Jack and I then went on to our respective homes. 
 
    “I’m glad you came at last,” Mrs. Timms said as I came in the back door. “You’re to telephone Miss Crismond at the Greenville Orphans’ Home.” 
 
    “But I just left there. When did the call come?” 
 
    “About fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    When I rang through to the Orphans’ Home, Miss Crismond told me that following the night’s outing, an orphan was discovered missing. 
 
    “One of those six boys?” 
 
    “No, the missing child is a little girl who was not permitted to attend the party because of a severe cold. You may remember her—Amelia.” 
 
    “Indeed, I do, Miss Crismond. Tell me how I may help.” 
 
    “We’ve already organized searching parties,” Miss Crismond told me. “Amelia surely will be found within a few hours. However, if the story gets out, it will do the institution no good—particularly at this time when our drive for funds is on.” 
 
    “I see,” I murmured, “you would like the news kept out of the Greenville Examiner?” 
 
    “Can it be arranged?” Miss Crismond asked eagerly. “If you will talk to your father about it we’ll be very grateful.” 
 
    “I’ll ask him not to print the story,” I promised, none too pleased by the request. “I do hope Amelia is found soon.” 
 
    I could not help feeling that the institution officials seemed far more worried about the prospect of unfavorable publicity than over the missing child’s welfare. I said goodbye to Miss Crismond and went to find my father who was reading in the library. 
 
    “Jane, you know I don’t like to grant such favors,” my father said after I told him of my conversation with Miss Crismond. “As a matter of principle, it never pays to withhold information unless the telling will harm innocent persons.” 
 
    “In this case, it will damage the institution,” I said. “Besides, I feel more or less responsible. What started out as a nice little party for the orphans ended in a regular brawl. It was planned primarily for Amelia, and then she ran away because she wasn’t permitted to attend.” 
 
    Starting at the very beginning, I told my father everything that had happened during the night. When I had finished, he said: 
 
    “I am as interested in the Greenville Camp fund as you are. We’ll give the institution no unfavorable publicity.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad,” I said. “You’re the bee’s knees!” 
 
    “Weak as water, you mean. By the way, I suppose you know that your friend Bronson has been named to the Camp Fund board.” 
 
    “No! How did that happen?” 
 
    “He hinted to Mrs. Vanhee that he would like to serve. Naturally, after his handsome donation, she couldn’t refuse.” 
 
    “Why do you suppose Mr. Bronson has taken such a sudden interest in the home?” 
 
    “I can’t help wondering that myself. I’ve thought from the first that he’s up to something. So far, I’ve not been able to figure out his little game.” 
 
    “Well, you’re on the board, too,” I said. “If he starts any monkey business you can put a quick stop to it.” 
 
    “I fear you overestimate my talents,” my father said. “However, I do intend to see that Bronson doesn’t profit too much by his donation.” 
 
    The hour was late. I went to bed. I was so disturbed by Amelia’s disappearance that I did not sleep well. I woke early and telephoned the Orphans’ Home, hoping to learn that the child was found, but no such good news awaited me. 
 
    “Searchers have looked everywhere between here and the Dorner farm,” Miss Crismond said. “Unless the child is found by noon, it will be necessary to broadcast a general alarm. And that’s certain to bring unfavorable attention to the home.” 
 
    “Is there any chance she could have been kidnapped?” I asked. 
 
    “Not the slightest. Amelia took most of her belongings with her. It’s a plain case of a runaway, but most annoying at this time.” 
 
    I ate a hasty breakfast. I had not forgotten my appointment with Jack. 
 
    I drove Bouncing Betsy to the Browning Cooperative, located three and a half miles from Greenville in the heart of the truck farming district. 
 
    Jack had not yet arrived, so I waited in the car. Soon his coupe swung into the drive and pulled up alongside Bouncing Betsy. 
 
    “Sorry to be late,” he apologized. “I was held up at the office.” 
 
    “My father told you about Amelia’s disappearance?” 
 
    “Yes, but so far there’s not a trace of the child,” Jack answered. “Your father’s sore at himself for promising not to carry the story. It may develop into something big.” 
 
    I walked beside Jack to the entrance of the cooperative plant. 
 
    “No one seems to worry much about Amelia,” I said. “The institution people are afraid of unfavorable publicity, Dad’s alarmed about his story, while you and I are just plain indifferent.” 
 
    “I’m not indifferent,” Jack said. “In a way, I feel responsible for that kid, but what can we do?” 
 
    “Nothing, I guess,” I acknowledged unwillingly. “Miss Crismond said they had enough searchers.” 
 
    Jack opened the door of the building, and we stepped into a huge room which hummed with activity. Girls in uniforms stood at long tables inspecting melons which moved on an endless belt arrangement before them. The girls then sorted the melons by quality and size. Finally, each cantaloupe was stamped and packed in a crate which was then borne away on the conveyer belt. 
 
    “Harold Browning around here?” Jack asked one of the workers. 
 
    “Over there,” the girl said, pointing to a burly, red-faced man who stood at the opposite end of the room. 
 
    Jack and I approached the manager of the cooperative. 
 
    “Good morning,” the man said, inspecting us. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “We’re from the Examiner,” Jack said. “Do you mind answering a few questions?” 
 
    “I’m pretty busy. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “There’s a rumor going the rounds that this cooperative has been forcing farmers to market their melons through your organization.” 
 
    “It’s a lie!” the manager’s face flushed a deeper red. “They come here begging us to take their stuff. We get better prices than anyone in this section of the state, and we pass the profit right back to the farmers.” 
 
    “How do you account for the depredation that’s been going on around here lately? Who would you say is behind it?” 
 
    “What d’you mean, depredation?” Harold Browning demanded. 
 
    “The destruction of the Franklin barn just as their melons were ready for market. Then last night a truck loaded with cantaloupes was stolen from the Dorner place.” 
 
    “That so?” the manager asked. “Hadn’t heard about it. Sidney Dorner always was a worthless no-good. It wouldn’t surprise me that he covered his harvest with plenty of insurance, and then arranged the snatch so he could collect.” 
 
    “That hardly seems likely,” Jack said. 
 
    “You asked for my opinion, and I’m giving it to you. The Dorner melons are so inferior we wouldn’t handle them at the cooperative, anyway.” 
 
    “I thought their cantaloupes were particularly fine ones,” I protested. 
 
    “I don’t know what you two are trying to get at,” Harold Browning said. “The Cooperative does business in a fair and square way. Our books are open for inspection at any time. Now you’ll have to excuse me, I’ve got work to do.” 
 
    With a curt nod, he turned on his heel and walked away. 
 
    Jack and I lingered for a few minutes, watching the packers. I could not much blame Harold Browning for being angry. Jack’s questions were very pointed, and the man had immediately guessed that his purpose was to uncover facts detrimental to the Cooperative. 
 
    “We learned about as much as I expected to,” Jack said with a shrug, as we left the building. “Naturally, one couldn’t hope he’d break down and confess all.” 
 
    “What did you really think of him, Jack?” 
 
    “Hard to say,” Jack answered. “He’s a rough and ready sort, but that’s not against him. There’s no real reason to believe he’s crooked—just a hunch of mine.” 
 
    Jack was assigned to cover a board meeting, so he hurriedly said goodbye to me and gave me a perfunctory peck on the check by way of farewell. So much for a quick canoodle on a country lane.  
 
    Left to myself, I drove back toward Greenville. Since I was so near Sam McKee’s place, I decided that I might as well stop for a minute or two.  
 
    I had not lost interest in the Moresby clock. Although it seemed reasonable that a faulty mechanism had caused it to strike thirteen, such an explanation did not completely satisfy me. I was eager to learn from the former caretaker if the difficulty was corrected. 
 
    I left Bouncing Betsy parked by the main road. The door to the shop was closed and locked. As I raised my fist to pound on the door, I heard a voice inside the building. Although I could not make out the words, I was certain that it was the voice of a child. 
 
    “Who is it?” I shouted, then placed my ear against the door.  
 
    “Help! Let me out!” came the plaintive cry from inside the shop. 
 
    I ran to the window and peered into the dark interior. A little girl, her face streaked with tears and dirt, pounded fiercely on the heavy door. It was Amelia. I could not fathom how she’d come to be locked in Mr. McKee’s shop.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    All the windows and the door of the shop were locked, and I did not know how to free the imprisoned child. However, as I considered the problem, Sam McKee appeared on the porch of the cottage. 
 
    “Good morning,” he greeted me pleasantly. 
 
    “Oh, Mr. McKee,” I said. “Did you know there is a child locked inside your shop?” 
 
    “A child? Bless me! How can that be?” 
 
    “I don’t understand how she got inside, but she’s there. Officials of the Greenville Orphans’ Home have been searching for Amelia Hanover since last night.” 
 
    “Wait until I get my key. I hope you don’t think I locked the child inside the shop intentionally.” 
 
    Knowing Mr. McKee as I did, I entertained no such thought. I waved encouragingly to Amelia through the window while I waited for the old man to return. 
 
    “I locked the door about eleven o’clock last night,” he explained, fumbling nervously with the key. “The little girl must have stolen in there sometime between six o’clock and that hour.” 
 
    The old man’s hand shook so that he could not unlock the door. Taking the key, I did it for him. Amelia, her hair flying wildly about her face, stumbled out of the shop. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” she sobbed. “It was cold in there, and a big rat kept running around. Why did you lock me inside?” 
 
    “Bless you,” Mr. McKee said. “I never dreamed anyone was inside the shop. How did you get in there?” 
 
    “I went inside last night and hid,” Amelia explained in a calmer voice. “It was cold outside, and I had to have some place to sleep.” 
 
    “You never should have run away from the home,” I said. “Why did you do it?” 
 
    “Because I don’t like it there,” the child answered defiantly. “I’ll never be adopted like the other children.” 
 
    “Why do you believe that no one will adopt you?” I asked. 
 
    “Miss Crismond says I won’t be—I heard her tell the matron. It’s on account of a nervous ’fliction. I’m afraid of things, ’specially cars.” 
 
    “Being afraid of cars is very natural, everything considered,” I said, remembering the story Miss Crismond had told me. “I’ll take you to the home.” 
 
    Amelia drew away, and as if seeking protection, crowded close beside Mr. McKee. 
 
    “I’m never going back, even if I freeze and starve!” she announced. “I’ll find me a cave and live on berries. It would be more fun than being an orphan.” 
 
    I gazed despairingly at the old bell maker. With a chuckle, he took the child by the hand and led her toward the cottage. 
 
    “We’ll have lunch and talk things over,” he proposed. “How will that be?” 
 
    “I’m awful hungry,” Amelia admitted, smiling up at him. “But you won’t give me any old boiled potatoes, will you? We have ’em every single day at the home.” 
 
    “No potatoes,” Mr. McKee promised. “We’ll have the very nicest things I can find in the icebox, and maybe a stick of candy to top it off.” 
 
    While Mr. McKee pottered about the kitchen preparing a warm meal, I washed Amelia’s face and hands and combed her tangled hair. Afterward, I telephoned officials of the home, telling them that Amelia was found. 
 
    “I’ll bring her there within an hour,” I promised. “Just as soon as she has had her lunch.” 
 
    Amelia was ravenous. Her face had an elfin quality when she smiled. Her brown eyes, roving about the spick and span little dinette, took in every detail. 
 
    “This is almost as nice as it was at our home,” she said. “I mean my real home when Daddy and Mother were alive. I’d like to stay here. Would your wife let me?” 
 
    “Bless you, I haven’t any wife,” Mr. McKee said. “I’m a bachelor.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like a little girl?” Amelia persisted. “I could do your dishes for you and sweep the floor. I’d be real good.” 
 
    “Well, now I’ve often thought I would like a nice little girl,” he replied, smiling. 
 
    “Then you can have me!” Amelia cried, jumping up from her chair. “You can tell the home I won’t be back!” 
 
    “Not so fast, not so fast,” Mr. McKee said hastily. “I’d like a little girl, but I am afraid I can’t afford one. I don’t make much money anymore, and there are other reasons—” 
 
    “I won’t eat much,” Amelia promised. “Please keep me, Mr. McKee.” 
 
    The old man was so distressed that I tried to come to his rescue. However, despite repeated explanations, Amelia refused to understand why she could not immediately become Mr. McKee’s little girl. 
 
    “If I had my old job back, I’d be tempted, sorely tempted,” the old man said to me. “I’ve always wanted someone that was near and dear to me.” He drew a deep sigh. “As things are, I don’t see how it could be worked out.” 
 
    “Won’t you keep thinking about it?” Amelia pleaded. “Anytime you want me, I’ll come right away.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll think about it,” Mr. McKee promised soberly. “I really will.” 
 
    An hour later I took a very depressed Amelia back to the Greenville Orphans’ Home. I left her there and drove on into town, chancing to see Flo on the street.  
 
    I pulled up beside her and swung wide the passenger side door. 
 
    “On your way home, Flo?” I asked. 
 
    “No, just wandering around in a daze trying to do a bit of shopping,” Florence answered, climbing aboard. “The stores here never have anything I want.” 
 
    “Then why not go to Clackston?”  
 
    “I would if I could get there, but Mother has the car today. It’s the organizational meeting of the Daughters’ of the American Revolution’s Labor Day Picnic and Pig Roast.” 
 
    “Pig Roast?” I could not imagine Mrs. Reverend Sidney Radcliff presiding over a pig on a spit. “I should have thought tea sandwiches were more the mode with the DAR.” 
 
    Flo was laughing. Usually, she’s as solemn as a monk during Lent, but occasionally she likes to lampoon her mother. 
 
    “I expect my mother will be forced to relax her standards to the extent of allowing potato salad to be served, but I expect any pork products will be strictly limited to taking the form of frankfurters and ham sandwiches.”  
 
    “Never mind your mother and her frankfurters,” I said. “I’ll take you to Clackston. I need to go there myself on special business, and I could do with the company.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” Florence said dubiously. “I doubt Bouncing Betsy would withstand such a long trip. I shouldn’t like to be marooned halfway there.” 
 
    “I’ll take Dad’s car, then, just to ease your mind. He rode the bus to work today.” 
 
    “In that case, the answer is ‘yes,’” Florence replied instantly. 
 
    I drove directly home to exchange cars and tell Mrs. Timms where I was going. 
 
    “Florence and I may not be back until very late,” I warned her. “It’s possible we’ll attend the theater while we’re at Clackston. There’s a new play on, and everyone says it’s the caterpillar’s kimono.” 
 
    “If you drive after dark, be very careful,” Mrs. Timms insisted. “There are so many accidents on the roads these days.” 
 
    We stopped off briefly at the Radcliff residence to inform Flo’s father not to expect her home for supper.  
 
    We found an ink-spotted Reverend Radcliff in his study surrounded by crumpled papers and muttering to himself about Moses and the manna in the wilderness. 
 
    He nodded absently when informed that his only daughter would be taking in a play in Clackston and said something about boiling an egg for supper. 
 
    “Will your mother still be out attending to business for the Daughters of the American Revolution all evening?” I asked Flo, as we pulled away from the parsonage.  
 
    “No, it’s her evening to chair the biannual meeting of the Temperance Society. My father will enjoy his boiled egg with a nice glass of whiskey—purchased in 1916 to celebrate the opening of Weeghman Park and the Cubs’ triumph over the Cincinnati Reds in the inaugural game. He has precisely one glass left. He keeps the bottle in the garden shed behind the lawnmower, for just such occasions when my mother is out for the evening.” 
 
    “Does your mother know your father keeps a bottle of whiskey in the toolshed?” 
 
    “Good heavens, no. She’d have a thousand fits, even though she’d frequently enjoy a glass of after-supper sherry quite happily until prohibition kicked in and having the occasional tipple ceased to be respectable.” 
 
    We took to the road. I selected the same route which Jack and I had followed the previous night. 
 
    “Is that why we’re going to Clackston?” Florence inquired curiously after I told her the story of what had happened to the Dorner melon truck. “You intend to trace those stolen cantaloupes?” 
 
    “I haven’t much hope of doing that,” I answered. “I want to visit the telegraph office and get an original message which was sent to Dad. His life has been made miserable by a pest who keeps sending him telegrams, and I’m out to catch the rascal.” 
 
    “You jump around from one thing to another so fast I can’t keep track of your enterprises,” Florence said. 
 
    “I concentrate on the ones which offer a prospect of ready cash. If I catch Mr. Seth Burrows, it means precisely one hundred dollars to me.” 
 
    “I used to blame your mercenary nature on your poverty,” said Flo. “Now—” 
 
    “Shep asked after you the other day,” I said.  
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, he inquired after your health.”  
 
    His exact words had been, “How’s that fatty Florence keeping?” but we lady novelists know where to prune and prevaricate. Poor Flo is hardly on the verge of qualifying for the light-heavyweight class, but as she’s in the habit of comparing herself to a platypus—to the platypus’s advantage—I didn’t think an exact quote of Shep’s words would work in his favor.  
 
    When we arrived in Clackston, we spent two hours shopping at the large department stores. I then made a tour of the telegraph offices, finally locating the one from which Mr. Burrows’ message was sent. After explaining why I wanted to see it, I was allowed to inspect and keep the original copy which bore the sender’s signature. 
 
    “I’ll turn this handwriting over to the police,” I explained to Florence. “We may be able to trace Seth Burrows by means of it.” 
 
    “Providing the man ever comes to Greenville,” Florence said skeptically. “It seems like a forlorn hope to me.” 
 
    Before I left the telegraph office, I asked the clerk who had handled the message if he could describe Seth Burrows. 
 
    “I don’t remember him well,” the young man answered. “I should say he was well dressed—probably about thirty-five years of age.” 
 
    “Not much to go on,” I said regretfully. “Thanks anyhow.” 
 
    “Where now?” Florence asked in a weary voice as we finally left the telegraph office. “Shall we buy tickets to the play?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’d like to wander around the market district a bit.” 
 
    For the next hour, we walked around a section of the city where farmers brought their produce to sell in open stalls. I went from one counter to another, inspecting cantaloupes, hoping to find one which bore the Dorner stamp. 
 
    “I’m getting tired of pawing vegetables,” Florence complained. “When do we eat?” 
 
    “I had not observed you in the act of pawing any vegetables.” I protested. “But perhaps I have been under a misapprehension, lo these many years, that melons are classified as fruits.” 
 
    Florence sighed deeply and muttered something under her breath about “blasted melons.”  
 
    Scandalous words, indeed, from the mouth of a clergyman’s daughter. 
 
    “All right, we may as well call it a day,” I reluctantly gave in. 
 
    In the downtown section of the city, we found a small cafe which advertised a deluxe dinner for one dollar. We enjoyed a leisurely meal and then bought theater tickets. 
 
    “Jane, do you realize what all this is costing us?” Florence began to worry belatedly. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll soon make it up,” I said. “Wait until I capture Seth Burrows. With my profit from him, we’ll paint the town red.” 
 
    The play was an excellent one, and when the curtain fell, neither Flo nor I begrudged the money we’d paid for our tickets. 
 
    “It’s been a grand day,” Florence said as we left the theater. “Let’s get home now as quickly as we can.” 
 
    The drive to Greenville consumed nearly an hour. As we approached the Moresby Tower, I noted that the hands on the illuminated clock face pointed to twelve o’clock. 
 
    “The witching hour of midnight,” Florence said. “Do you still think that mechanical creature has supernatural powers?” 
 
    “Quiet!” I commanded, idling the car as the big clock began to strike. “I’m going to count the strokes.” 
 
    “I’ll do it too, just so you can’t pull a fast one on me. That’s two now.” 
 
    As each slow note sounded, Florence counted it aloud. She paused when she reached twelve, but the clock did not. There was a slight break, then another stroke. 
 
    “It did strike thirteen,” said Flo. “Or perhaps I became mixed up.” 
 
    “You made no mistake,” I said, easing the car to a standstill by the curb. “It struck thirteen, and that last stroke wasn’t like the others.” 
 
    “It did seem to have a slightly different tone. I wonder why?” 
 
    “Someone must have struck the bell an extra tap. Florence, don’t you see? It must be a signal.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “You have the craziest ideas, Jane,” Florence scoffed. “I’ll admit the clock struck an extra time, but it must have been because something is wrong with the mechanism. A signal, my eye!” 
 
    Lowering the car window, I peered curiously up at the tower which was shrouded in mist. 
 
    “Flo, there’s someone up there in the cupola. I suppose it must be Clarence Fitzpatrick.” 
 
    “You can’t make a mystery out of Clarence.” Florence yawned and stretched uncomfortably in the passenger seat. “Probably he’s trying to repair the clock. Come on, let’s get home.” 
 
    I reluctantly raised the window glass, but before I could drive on, another car pulled up not far from the tower. The driver, a man in an overcoat, swung open the door, but observing Bouncing Betsy parked close by, he seemed to change his mind. He kept his head lowered so that his face was in shadow and drove away. 
 
    “Who was that man, I wonder?” I said. 
 
    “I’m afraid I neglected to inquire,” Florence said pettishly. “So careless of me.” 
 
    “Whoever he was, he intended to enter the tower. When he saw us here, he became nervous and drove away.” 
 
    “Oh, Jane, you’re the limit.” 
 
    “Maybe I am, but I know what I think. The striking of the clock was a signal for some sort of meeting at the tower.” 
 
    “A board of directors’ conference, perhaps?” Flo suggested. “Or perhaps they too have a bottle of booze stashed somewhere where their Temperance Society wives won’t find it.” 
 
    “Listen,” I said, ignoring her jibes. “I want to park the car on a side street, and then come back here on foot. Something is up, and I mean to find out what it is.” 
 
    “Oh, Jane,” Florence sighed. “If I don’t get home soon, Mother will be back from her meeting. She doesn’t spare a thought to what I do in her absence, but if I’m not home to commiserate and sympathize with her about the trials of chairing the Temperance Society committee for the advancement of public morals and the betterment of society she’ll blow a gusset. I may have neglected to mention it before, but a Mrs. Arnold Pruitt—wife of one of the partners at Pruitt and Lawson, Attorneys-at-Law—has recently been voicing concern that Mother is overworking herself by taking on so much responsibility as chair of such a large number of local clubs. Mother is convinced that Mrs. Pruitt is positioning herself to stage a coup. Mother’s right, of course.” 
 
    “It’d do your mother a world of good to relinquish a few of her responsibilities,” I said. “Well, it’d do her clubs a world of good, anyway. She runs every organization she’s in charge of like a despot.” 
 
    “That may be your opinion, and doubtless many would agree with you, but you don’t have to live with her and listen to an endless recitation of the wrongs against her. If I’m not on hand to lend a loyal ear when she gets home—don’t you realize what time it is?” 
 
    “Thirteen o’clock,” I said. “It may never be that again, so I must strike while the clock strikes, so to speak. How about it?” 
 
    “Well, it’s your car.” Flo shrugged. “I’m powerless in your hands.” 
 
    I drove around the block and parked. Flo and I got out and approached the tower on foot, taking care to keep close to a high hedge which edged the grounds. 
 
    “I never felt sillier in all my life,” Florence complained. “What are we supposed to do now?” 
 
    “Windows were made to look through,” I said. “Let’s see what Clarence Fitzpatrick is doing inside the tower.” 
 
    We circled the building until we came to a window. I placed a rock beneath it. From that precarious perch, I was able to peer into the living quarters of the tower. 
 
    “Well, what do you see, Sherlock?” Florence demanded impatiently. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “How perfectly amazing. What do you make of it?” 
 
    “Clarence Fitzpatrick seems to be reading a newspaper.” 
 
    “Baffling! It must have some deep, dark significance,” said Flo. “Better call the police. We can’t have the citizenry of Greenville committing such rash and dangerous acts as reading newspapers in the privacy of their own homes.” 
 
    With a sigh, I stepped down from the rock.  
 
    “Want to look?” I asked Flo. 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Then I guess we may as well go home,” I said reluctantly. 
 
    As I spoke, I heard an automobile pull up in front of the tower. With reviving hope, I placed a restraining hand on Florence’s arm, forcing her to wait in the shadow of the building. A minute elapsed and then the front door of the tower slammed shut. Without the slightest hesitation, I moved once more to my previous position beneath the rear window. 
 
    “Clarence has some visitors,” I reported to Flo in a whisper. “Four men I never saw before. I wish I could hear what they are saying.” 
 
    “Why not smash the window, or saw a hole through the wall?” Flo suggested. If she were a donkey, she’d have had her ears laid back. 
 
    I stepped from the rock, offering the place to Flo. 
 
    “Do look inside,” I urged her. “Maybe you’ll recognize those men. It’s really important.” 
 
    Florence unwillingly did as I requested. 
 
    “I never saw any of them, either,” she said, climbing back down off the rock. “They must be friends of Clarence Fitzpatrick.” 
 
    “It’s a special meeting,” I insisted. “I suspect other men may come along within a few minutes.” 
 
    “I know one thing,” Florence said. “I’ll not be here to see them. If you’re not ready to go home, then I shall walk.” 
 
    “Oh, all right, I’ll come with you. It seems a pity, though, just when we might have learned something important.” 
 
    I returned the stone to its original location and hurried after Flo. We drove to the Radcliff home. 
 
    “Sorry to have spoiled your fun, Jane,” Flo apologized as she said goodnight. “If you’ll only arrange to conduct your explorations by daylight, I’ll try to cooperate.” 
 
    When I arrived home, I found my father waiting up for me. He had attended a meeting of the Camp Fund board that evening, and upon returning at eleven-thirty was disturbed to find me still out. 
 
    I greeted him before he could speak. “I know you must have been worried, but I can explain everything.” 
 
    “You’re always able to explain—too well,” Dad responded dryly. “Mrs. Timms expected that you would be home not later than eleven o’clock.” 
 
    “Well, one thing just seemed to lead to another, Dad. Florence and I saw a wonderful show, I obtained a copy of Seth Burrows’ signature, and then to top it off, the Moresby clock struck thirteen again.” 
 
    “Which in your estimation explains everything?” 
 
    “I wish it did,” I said, neatly changing the subject. “Dad, Florence and I saw a number of men going into the tower tonight. They were summoned there by the striking of the clock.” 
 
    “Tommyrot.” 
 
    “Oh, Dad, you haven’t a scrap of imagination,” I said. “Has it never occurred to you that Clarence Fitzpatrick may be connected with the Hoodlums?” 
 
    “Never, and, if I were you, I shouldn’t go around making such wild suggestions. You might find yourself involved in serious trouble.” 
 
    “You’re the only one to whom I’ve confided my theory, Dad. In fact, it only this minute occurred to me.” 
 
    “So, I thought, Jane. If I were you, I would forget the Moresby clock. Why not devote yourself to something worthwhile?” 
 
    “For instance?” 
 
    “I’ll provide an interesting job. I’ve been asked to select play equipment for the new orphans’ camp. I’ll be happy to turn the task over to you. You can learn from the matron of the home what is needed, and then make your selection.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to do it, Dad. When is the camp to open?” 
 
    “The actual date hasn’t been set, but it will be soon. That is, unless a serious disagreement arises about the campsite.” 
 
    “A disagreement?”  
 
    “Yes, Mr. Bronson is trying to influence the board to buy a tract of land which he controls.” 
 
    “At a very high price?” 
 
    “No, the price seems to be fair enough. I personally don’t care for the site, however. It’s located on the river, but too close to the swamp.” 
 
    “Then why does the board consider it?” 
 
    “Mr. Bronson gave a very generous donation, you remember. I figured at the time he would expect something in return.” 
 
    “He’ll profit by the sale?” 
 
    “I don’t know who owns the land, but Bronson will receive a commission on the sale. The board also is considering a wooded property closer to Greenville, and I favor that site.” 
 
    “Will the board listen to you, Dad?” 
 
    “I rather doubt it. My objections weren’t especially vigorous. Either property will be satisfactory, and Bronson’s price is a trifle more attractive.” 
 
    My father yawned, then got up and locked the front door. 
 
    “It’s after one,” he said. “Let’s get to bed.” 
 
    I started up the stairway, only to pause as the telephone rang. While my father answered it, I waited, curious to learn who would be calling at such a late hour. In a moment he replaced the receiver on its hook. 
 
    “That was the night editor of the Examiner,” he explained briefly. 
 
    “Has a big story broken, Dad?” 
 
    “Another storage barn was burned to the ground about ten minutes ago. The night editor called to ask how I wanted the story handled.” 
 
    “It was done by the Hoodlums!” 
 
    “It looks that way.” 
 
    I came slowly down the stairway to face my father. 
 
    “Dad, if the fire was set only a few minutes ago, doesn’t that support my theory?” 
 
    “Which theory? You have so many.” 
 
    “I mean about the Moresby Tower,” I said soberly. “The clock struck thirteen on the night the Franklin barn was destroyed. Don’t you see, Dad? The Hoodlums hold their meetings and then ride forth to accomplish their underhanded work.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “Jane, let’s postpone this animated discussion until morning,” my father said wearily, reaching to switch out the light. 
 
    “Then you don’t agree with me that the caretaker of the tower may have some connection with the Hoodlums, Dad?”  
 
    “I certainly do not. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I am going to bed.” 
 
    I followed my father upstairs. For several minutes I stood by the window in my bedroom, looking toward the Moresby Tower. Then, with a shrug, I too dismissed the subject from my mind and gave myself over to slumber. 
 
    My father had gone to the office by the time I got up the next morning. I eagerly scanned the newspaper he’d left by his plate for an account of the midnight fire. To my disappointment, only a brief item appeared on the front page. The story merely said that the barn of Thomas Hancock, truck farmer, had been destroyed by a blaze of unknown origin. In the right-hand column was another news item to the effect that Sheriff Daniels had made no progress in tracing the missing Sidney Dorner. 
 
    I tossed aside the paper and helped Mrs. Timms with the breakfast dishes.   
 
    “I’m expected to outfit the playground for the Greenville Orphans’ new camp,” I told our housekeeper. “I’ll be making another trip to Clackston today to look at equipment.” 
 
    My next move was to induce Florence to accompany me on the excursion.  
 
    “I can come with you,” Flo agreed, “but only if I’m home by nine. Mrs. Pruitt has set in motion a whisper campaign that Mother is suffering from a difficult ‘time of life’ and isn’t the woman she once was. After the Ladies’ Aid Society Meeting Mother is sure to be in quite a state. I’ll need to be on hand to talk her down from throwing in the towel and resigning all her positions just to prove how indispensable she is to the life of the community.” 
 
    “Is your mother suffering from a difficult ‘time of life’?” I asked. 
 
    “Every time of life with my mother has been difficult. The main thing is that she must not be allowed to resign her positions.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I fear the community might find they can do perfectly fine without her.” 
 
    “Would that really be so bad?” 
 
    “If Mother no longer expends all her considerable energy on keeping the community organized, she’ll have nothing to do but keep Father and me toeing the mark and up to scratch.” Flo shuddered a little at the thought. “I can cope,” she continued. “Mother’s been organizing me since birth, but Father—he’s the sort who only thrives in an atmosphere of benign neglect. I fear having Mother home all day long hovering over him would send him to an early grave.” 
 
    Before heading to Clackston, Flo and I called at the Greenville Orphans’ Home to talk with the matron. There I obtained a list of playground equipment to be purchased, with suggested prices for each item. 
 
    As we were leaving the institution, we met Miss Crismond, and I paused to inquire after Amelia. 
 
    “The child seems to be nervous and unhappy,” Miss Crismond told us. “Especially so since she ran away. We sincerely hope she will presently become adjusted.” 
 
    I asked if there was any prospect the little girl would be adopted. 
 
    “Not very soon,” Miss Crismond answered. “In fact, her name is not on the list of eligibles. We never allow a child to leave the Home until we feel that he or she is capable of adapting to new conditions.” 
 
    The drive to Clackston was an enjoyable one, and by eleven o’clock, we had purchased many of the items on our list. To the amusement of the department store salesman, Flo and I insisted upon personally testing the teeter-totters, swings, and even the slides. 
 
    “All this equipment is for the Greenville Orphans’ Home—not for ourselves,” I explained. “The committee will pay for it.” 
 
    “Very well, we’ll send the merchandise just as soon as a check is received,” the salesman promised as he handed me the itemized bill. 
 
    I felt very well satisfied with our purchases. Florence and I wandered into another department of the store. The delightful aroma of food drew us to a lunch counter, and from there we went to the main floor. 
 
    The store was very crowded. As I was inspecting a pair of gloves—a possible birthday gift for Mrs. Timms—on a counter, a man pushed past me and ran toward the nearest exit. I turned around to watch him, unintentionally blocking the way of a store detective. The store detective shoved past me in pursuit of the man, only to lose him in the milling crowd near the front door. 
 
    “That fellow must have been a shoplifter,” I said to Florence. “I think he got away, too.” 
 
    The unexpected commotion had drawn a great deal of attention. I heard a woman tell her companion that the man who had escaped was wanted for attempting to pass a forged check. 
 
    A moment later the store detective came striding down the aisle. He paused at the jewelry counter as he spoke to the floorman. 
 
    “Well, the fellow escaped,” the detective said. “He tried to pass a bum check for fifty dollars.” 
 
    “What name did he use?” the floorman inquired. 
 
    “Seth Burrows. It will be something else next time.” 
 
    I scurried to the detective’s side. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I addressed him, “did I understand you to say that a man by the name of Seth Burrows forged a check?” 
 
    “That’s correct, ma’am,” the detective answered. “Know anything about the man?” 
 
    “I think I may. Would it be possible for me to see the check?” 
 
    The detective removed it from his vest pocket, offering the signature for inspection. One glance satisfied me that the check was signed by the same man who had been sending my father crank messages. 
 
    “At home, I have a telegram which I’m sure bears this identical signature,” I told the detective. “I’ve never seen the man, though—except as he ran through the store.” 
 
    The store detective questioned me at length about my knowledge of Burrows. Then he showed me a photograph of the man in question. 
 
    “This is Seth Burrows. He’s an expert forger and uses a great many aliases. Think you can remember his face?” 
 
    “I’ll try to,” I said. “He doesn’t seem to have any distinguishing features, though.” 
 
    “His angular jaw is rather noticeable,” the detective pointed out. “Brown eyes are set fairly close together. He’s about six feet two and dresses well.” 
 
    I was highly elated to have gained a description of Burrows and especially pleased that the man had been traced to Clackston. The fact that he was a known forger encouraged me to hope that police soon would apprehend him. 
 
    “That one hundred dollars Dad offered for Burrows’ capture is as good as mine already,” I boasted gleefully to Florence as we left the store. “All I need to do is wait.” 
 
    “No doubt you’ll collect,” Florence said. “I never met anyone with your brand of luck.” 
 
    “I feel especially lucky today, too. Let’s make another tour of the vegetable markets.” 
 
    “It will make us late in getting home. The time is sure to be wasted, too.” 
 
    “Oh, come along,” I urged, seizing her by the arm. “I promise to have you in Greenville no later than three o’clock, in plenty of time to steel yourself to the task of talking your mother out of depriving the clubs of Greenville of her considerable drive and determination.” 
 
    While driving into Clackston that morning I had noticed a large outdoor market near the outskirts of the city. Returning to it, I parked Bouncing Betsy and wandered about the stalls with Flo. 
 
    “A nice fat chicken?” a farm woman asked persuasively, holding up an uninviting specimen. “Fresh eggs?” 
 
    “We’re looking for melons,” I told her. 
 
    “Mr. Throckmorton has some nice cantaloupes,” the woman said. “He got a truckload of ’em in from Greenville just the other day.” 
 
    We found Mr. Throckmorton’s stall easily, and Florence and I began to inspect the melons offered for sale. Almost at once, we came upon a basket of cantaloupes which bore a blurred stamp. 
 
    “Florence, these look like the Dorner crop,” I said quietly to Flo. “Wouldn’t you say someone deliberately had blocked out the old marking?” 
 
    “It does appear that way.” 
 
    “Maybe we can find just one melon with the original stamp.” 
 
    I dug into the basket with both hands, tossing up cantaloupes for Florence to place on the ground. This immediately drew the attention and displeasure of Mr. Throckmorton. 
 
    “If you’re looking for a good melon, let me help you,” he said, hurrying toward us. 
 
    I straightened, holding up a cantaloupe for him to see. 
 
    “I don’t need any help,” I said. “I’ve found the melon I want. It bears the Dorner stamp.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “The melon you have selected is a very good one,” Mr. Throckmorton said, oblivious to the significance of my remark. “Shall I put it in a sack for you?” 
 
    “I’m not interested in the melon—only in the stamp,” I replied. “Do you realize that you may be liable to arrest?” 
 
    “What d’you mean, liable to arrest?” the man demanded. “I’m an honest dealer, and I have a license.” 
 
    “Look at these melons.” I held up one which bore the blurred stamp. “The trade name has been altered.” 
 
    Mr. Throckmorton took the cantaloupe from my hands and examined it. I then offered him the single melon bearing the Dorner stamp. 
 
    “Well, what about it?” he asked. 
 
    “A few nights ago, a truckload of melons like these was stolen from the Dorner farm near Greenville. The thief was trailed right to this city,” I told him. 
 
    “You’re trying to say that I sell stolen melons?” 
 
    “I’m not making any direct accusations. No doubt you can explain where you got the melons.” 
 
    “Certainly, I can. I bought a truckload of them from a farmer named Thomas Tripp. The melons were good, the price cheap, and I didn’t pay any attention to the stamp.” 
 
    “Is Mr. Tripp a regular dealer?” 
 
    “I buy from him now and again, when his prices are right. I never bothered to ask any questions.” 
 
    “Where does the man live?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s a large, heavyset fellow with brown hair and eyes.” 
 
    The description was too meager to be of value to me. 
 
    “Does Mr. Tripp drive a red truck?” I asked. 
 
    “He did this last time.” 
 
    “It was a red truck which was stolen from the Dorner farm,” I said. “I’m sure these melons came from there, too.” 
 
    “I paid good money for them,” Mr. Throckmorton insisted. “So far as I knew, those melons belonged to this fellow Tripp. I can’t investigate every farmer who offers me produce just in case he might be trying to pass off stolen goods.” 
 
    “All the same, you could get into serious trouble for selling stolen produce. Of course, I have no intention of going to the police, providing you are willing to cooperate.” 
 
    “What d’you mean, cooperate?”  
 
    “When will you see Thomas Tripp again?” 
 
    “That’s hard to tell. He said he might bring in another load of melons within the next few days.” 
 
    “When you receive the next shipment, will you notify me?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m willing to do that,” the dealer promised. “If Tripp is crooked, I want to know it myself.” 
 
    I gave the man my name, address, and telephone number. I instructed him to inform me as quickly as possible and to detain the farmer by force if necessary. 
 
    “If I can’t get in touch with you, I may have the fellow questioned by police,” Mr. Throckmorton said. “I don’t want to put myself into a hole.” 
 
    I was not entirely satisfied that the market man would keep his promise. However, I hesitated to make a report to the police prematurely. Everything considered, it seemed best to let the situation work out as it would. 
 
    “Well, your luck is still running true to form,” Florence said, as we drove toward Greenville. “Do you have any idea who Thomas Tripp may be?” 
 
    “Not the slightest,” I confessed. “The description would fit Harold Browning, or, for that matter, any one of a dozen men I know.” 
 
    We arrived in Greenville by midafternoon after an uneventful trip. I dropped Florence at the Radcliff home and then went to the Examiner office to talk with my father. My father was absent from his desk, but his secretary, who was typing letters, explained that he would return at any moment. 
 
    I sat down in my father’s chair to wait. A bulky, unsealed envelope lay on the desk.  
 
    “Property Deed: Lots 456, 457, and 458,” I read aloud. “What’s this? Is Dad buying property?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” the secretary replied, glancing up from her typewriter. “That is the deed and abstract for the orphans’ campsite.” 
 
    “I wonder which property it is?” 
 
    “The land Mr. Bronson controls, I believe. At least he brought the papers into the office this morning for your father’s inspection. I heard him say that if the forms are satisfactory, the deal will be completed at once.” 
 
    I unfolded one of the lengthy documents and scanned the legal terms. 
 
    “I don’t see how Dad makes anything of this,” I said. “Such a mess of words and names.” 
 
    “I imagine your father intends to turn it over to his lawyer.” 
 
    Dad entered the office at that moment. 
 
    “Dad, is it all settled that the camp board will purchase Mr. Bronson’s land?” 
 
    “Practically so. If my lawyer, Mr. Adams, approves the abstract, the deal will be completed. Against my advice, Mrs. Vanhee has given Bronson five hundred dollars to hold an option.” 
 
    “Why did she do that, Dad?” 
 
    “Well, Bronson convinced her he had another buyer for the property. It’s the old story. Competition stimulates interest.” 
 
    “Do the papers seem to be all right?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve not looked at them,” my father replied. “Bronson is a good real estate man, though, so there’s not likely to be any flaw.” 
 
    “Who actually owns the property, Dad?” 
 
    “It’s there on the abstract,” he answered. “Why not look it up for yourself?” 
 
    I spread the document on the desk and began to read various names aloud. “‘Anna and Harry Clark to Lydia Goldwin, Lydia Goldwin to Seth Burrows—’” 
 
    “What was that name?” my father demanded sharply. 
 
    “Seth Burrows. That’s the truth, Dad. Who knows, maybe it’s your old pal, Seth.” 
 
    “Are you making up that name?” my father asked skeptically. 
 
    I thrust the abstract into his hand.  
 
    “Here, read it for yourself, Dad. Burrows seems to be the present owner of the land.” 
 
    My father scanned the document. 
 
    “The land is held by a Seth Burrows. A strange coincidence.” 
 
    “I never heard of a Burrows family living near Greenville,” I said, reaching for a telephone book. “Did you?” 
 
    “No, but Burrows is a fairly common name.” 
 
    Turning to the “B” section, I went through the telephone list. 
 
    “There’s only one Burrows here,” I said, penciling a circle around the name. “A Mrs. Maud Burrows.” 
 
    “The name Maud Burrows doesn’t appear on the abstract,” My father said, as he continued to study the document. “There’s something funny about this.” 
 
    “Mr. Bronson seemed rather overeager to dispose of the land, didn’t he?” 
 
    “His price was a bit low, which surprised me,” my father said. “But I expect everything can be explained satisfactorily.” 
 
    “Then why not ask Mr. Bronson to do it? Explain it, I mean. He should be able to tell you something about his client.” 
 
    My father reached for the telephone.  
 
    “I’ll ask Mr. Bronson to come here at once.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Mr. Bronson, completely at his ease, sat opposite my father and me in Dad’s private office. 
 
    “I came as soon as I could after receiving your telephone message, Mr. Fielding. Now, what seems to be the trouble?” 
 
    “Perhaps I shouldn’t have bothered you,” Dad said. “However, in glancing over the abstract for the orphans’ camp property, I noticed that the land is owned by a man named Seth Burrows.” 
 
    “Quite true. I am acting as his agent.” 
 
    “It happens that I have had dealings with a man by that same name. Rather unpleasant dealings, I might add. I’m curious to learn if this property owner is the same fellow.” 
 
    “Very unlikely, I should think.” Mr. Bronson shrugged. “My client does not reside in Greenville.” 
 
    “Nor does the man I have in mind.” 
 
    “Can you tell us what this Mr. Burrows looks like?” I asked Mr. Bronson. 
 
    “I am very sorry, but I can’t,” Mr. Bronson said. “I’ve never met Mr. Burrows in person.” 
 
    “Yet you act as his agent?” my father inquired. 
 
    “All our dealings have been by mail or telephone.” 
 
    “I see. At least you can provide me with the man’s address.” 
 
    “I can’t do that either,” Mr. Bronson said. “Seth Burrows is a salesman with no permanent address. He communicates with me at fairly regular intervals, but until I hear from him, I have no idea where he will be the following week.” 
 
    “Your description seems to fit the man of my acquaintance perfectly,” my father said dryly. “But tell me, how do you expect to complete this deal? Will Burrows come here to sign the necessary papers?” 
 
    “Oh, that won’t be required. He’s already made out the sales documents and given me a power of attorney.” 
 
    “Mr. Burrows seems to think of everything,” my father said. “I was hoping for the pleasure of meeting him.” 
 
    “I really don’t see what all this has to do with the sale of the property. You feel that the site is a suitable one, and the price is right?” 
 
    “I have no serious objections to it.” 
 
    “Then why allow your personal feelings to interfere with the deal?” 
 
    “I have no intention of doing so,” my father answered. 
 
    “Then if you’ll give your approval, we’ll sign the final papers tomorrow at my office. The dedication of the new camp has been set for the tenth of the month, and that means no time can be lost.” 
 
    “Everything seems to have been settled without my approval,” my father said. “However, if you don’t mind, I’ll keep this abstract a little longer.” 
 
    “As you like.” The real estate man shrugged. “Have your lawyer go over the records with a fine-tooth comb. He’ll find no flaws anywhere.” 
 
    Mr. Bronson bowed politely and left the office. I waited until I was sure he was out of earshot before asking my father what he thought. 
 
    “Everything may be on the level,” Dad said. “Bronson’s given me no concrete reason to distrust him, and yet I can’t help feeling that there’s something peculiar about this land deal.” 
 
    “Bronson has been rushing things through at such a furious rate,” I said. “Another thing, Seth Burrows is a well-known forger.” 
 
    “What makes you think that? Any real information?” 
 
    I revealed everything I had learned that day from the store detective in Clackston.  
 
    “I am more than ever convinced there is something phony about Burrows’ connection with this affair,” my father said grimly. “We’ll see what my lawyer has to say.” 
 
    My father personally carried the questionable abstract to a reliable law firm, Adams and McPherson. The report from the lawyers came back late in the afternoon and was relayed to me by my father at the dinner table. 
 
    “Mr. Adams says that the abstract seems to be drawn up correctly,” Dad said. “He could find no flaw in it or in any of the records at the courthouse.” 
 
    “It seems we jumped too hastily to conclusions,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not so sure. Mr. Adams tells me that the ownership of the property is a very muddled affair.” 
 
    “Muddled?” 
 
    “Yes, it has changed hands many times in the past year, and oddly, none of the buyers or sellers seem to be known in Greenville.” 
 
    “What does Mr. Adams think about that, Dad?” 
 
    “He advises that the records be inspected very carefully. It will take weeks, though, for they are quite involved.” 
 
    “I suppose that will hold up the opening of the camp.” 
 
    “It may,” my father acknowledged. “However, it seems wise to take every precaution even if the camp isn’t opened this year. Too much money is involved to risk paying for land which may have a faulty title.” 
 
    The following day, Dad conferred with members of the Camp Fund board, telling of his findings. To his chagrin, Mrs. Vanhee did not share his views. 
 
    “I trust Mr. Bronson’s judgment implicitly,” she insisted. “I am sure the property will be satisfactory in every way. If there should by chance be any flaw in the title, he would make it good.” 
 
    “We can’t possibly delay the dedication another week,” another member of the board chimed in. “The summer is nearly over now.” 
 
    “At least postpone making the final payment until after I have had another report from my lawyers,” my father pleaded. 
 
    “Very well, we’ll do that,” Mrs. Vanhee agreed. “Mr. Bronson is so obliging I am sure he will allow us to set up equipment on the land, even though we don’t actually possess the title.” 
 
    The entire transaction seemed very unbusinesslike to my father, but he did not attempt to force his opinion upon the members of the board. Plans went forward for the grand opening of the camp. Stories appeared regularly in the Examiner, playground equipment and floored tents were set up on the campsite, and the dedication program was announced. 
 
    “You might know Mr. Bronson would be invited to make the main speech,” I said to Flo as I read the latest story of the coming affair. “Every day, in every way, Mr. Clark Bronson gives me a bigger and bigger pain!” 
 
    Throughout the week, both Florence and I were very involved in helping at the new campsite. The land was cleared of underbrush, trails were constructed, and a well dug. While supervising the setting-up of slides, merry-go-rounds and teeter-totters, I upon several occasions had had disagreements with Mr. Bronson. The man haunted the site like a lovelorn ghost, imposing his wishes upon everyone. 
 
    “A great deal of time and money has been spent getting that place ready for the dedication,” I commented to my father. “If anything should happen so that the final papers aren’t signed, it would be a pity.” 
 
    “I’ve had no report from the lawyers as yet,” Dad said. “Adams tells me he’s never delved into a more involved case.” 
 
    “What does Mr. Bronson think about the investigation?” 
 
    “He seems to be agreeable. However, I suspect he’s been working on the various board members, behind the scenes, trying to get them to conclude the deal without waiting.” 
 
    “How long will it be before you’ll have a final report, Dad?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I expected to get it long before this.” 
 
    In the flurry of preparing for the camp dedication, I had no opportunity to give much thought to other affairs. I did not see Sam McKee, the sheriff had nothing to disclose concerning Sidney Dorner’s disappearance, and the Black-Hooded Hoodlums seemed to have become an extinct organization. 
 
    On the morning of the camp dedication, I was out and about early. Florence and I planned to drive to the ceremony together. We made plans to arrive before the grounds were congested. I ate breakfast in a hurry. While we were at the table, my father was called to the telephone. He was gone from the dining room nearly fifteen minutes. As he returned to the table, I pushed back my chair, ready to leave. 
 
    “Well, I’ll see you at the campgrounds, Dad.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do about the dedication,” my father said in a sober tone. “By rights, there should be none.” 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    “I’ve just heard from my lawyers,” my father explained. 
 
    “Then there is a flaw in the title as you suspected!” 
 
    “Decidedly. It’s a very mixed-up mess, and, as yet, we’re not sure what it may mean.” 
 
    “Tell me about it, Dad.”  
 
    “Seth Burrows—whoever he may be—doesn’t own the camp property.” 
 
    “Then in whose name is it?” 
 
    “The property doesn’t belong to anyone.” 
 
    “Doesn’t every piece of land in the world belong to someone?” 
 
    “Actually, the heirs of Rosanna and Joseph Shultz own this particular property. But there are no heirs.” 
 
    “What you say doesn’t make sense to me, Dad.” 
 
    “The whole affair is very involved,” Dad said. “In tracing the history of the land, Adams found that originally it was owned by Rosanna and Joseph Shultz, an elderly couple, who had no known relatives. They sailed for Germany more than fifty years ago. The ship sank, and presumably they died at sea. Their land was never claimed, and somehow the state overlooked the case.” 
 
    “But I thought the property had changed hands many times in recent years.” 
 
    “Only theoretically. All those records appear to have been falsified.” 
 
    “By whom, Dad? Seth Burrows?” 
 
    “My lawyers are inclined to think Bronson may be at the bottom of it. He is a very shrewd real estate man, and in examining records at the court house, he may have learned about this floating property.” 
 
    “Then he deliberately tried to cheat the Camp Fund board.” 
 
    “It looks that way. Neither Seth Burrows nor anyone else owns the property. Had you not noticed his name on the abstract, it’s likely the fraud would not have been uncovered for quite a few years to come.” 
 
    “What will you do now, Dad? The dedication is scheduled to start within an hour.” 
 
    “I don’t see how it can be postponed,” my father said soberly. “It will have to go on according to schedule.” 
 
    “Afterward you’ll ask for Bronson’s arrest?” 
 
    “There’s no real evidence against him.” 
 
    “No evidence?” I protested.  
 
    “He claims to be a mere agent of Seth Burrows,” my father explained. “The deeds and legal papers were drawn up by some other person. If any accusation is made against him, Bronson can escape prosecution by maintaining that he knew nothing of the back records.” 
 
    “There’s one person who might be able to implicate him,” I said. “Seth Burrows.” 
 
    “Burrows should have it in his power to clear up some of the mystery,” my father agreed. “But how are we to find this elusive Mr. Burrows?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “It looks rather hopeless unless the police just present him to us wrapped in pink ribbon.” 
 
    The clock struck nine. I was late to pick up Flo.  
 
    As we drove to the campsite, I told Flo of the latest complications. 
 
    “Mr. Bronson is one of the worst hypocrites in the world,” I said. “He pretends he wants to help the orphans, and all the while he intends to trick the board and make a nice profit for himself.” 
 
    “Your father won’t let him get away with it,” Flo tried to reassure me. “So long as the money hasn’t been paid over there’s no need to worry.” 
 
    When we arrived at the campsite, we went straight to the official tent. Mr. Bronson, Mrs. Vanhee, and all members of the board except my father were there. On the table lay various legal papers which bore signatures still moist with ink. 
 
    “You’re not buying this property, surely!” I said. “Not with so many questions unanswered.” 
 
    “It seemed unreasonable to keep Mr. Bronson waiting,” Mrs. Vanhee told me. “The transaction has just been completed.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    “Oh, Mrs. Vanhee, you’ve been cheated!” 
 
    The signing of the papers had taken me so by surprise that I did not weigh my words before speaking. Too late, I realized that I should not have revealed the facts of the case in such a blunt fashion. However, having said so much, I was determined to go on. 
 
    “My dear, what do you mean?” Mrs. Vanhee demanded. 
 
    “Any money paid for this land will be lost. My father has just learned—” 
 
    “I resent such loose talk,” Mr. Bronson broke in irritably. “Mr. Burrows, whom I represent, has taken a substantial loss on the property.” 
 
    “And who is this Seth Burrows? You can’t produce him, nor prove that he owns the land. The title is faulty. Neither you nor Seth Burrows has any right to sell it!” 
 
    “Surely this isn’t true?” Mrs. Vanhee asked the real estate man. 
 
    “Certainly not! You may be sure that if there is the slightest flaw in the title, I shall return your check.” 
 
    “Perhaps, considering the uncertainty, it might be wise to postpone payment until I have talked again with Mr. Fielding,” Mrs. Vanhee said. 
 
    The real estate man made no attempt to hide his annoyance. “My dear Mrs. Vanhee,” he said, “the deal already has been completed. I have tried to remain patient, but really this is too much.” 
 
    On the table lay several typewritten papers. Clipped neatly to the uppermost one was the check endorsed by Mrs. Vanhee. Mr. Bronson reached to take possession of it, but he was too slow. Acting impulsively, I darted forward and seized the bit of paper. I tore the check into a dozen pieces and tossed them into the air. 
 
    “There!” I announced, a trifle stunned by my own audacity. 
 
    “Jane, you should not have done that,” Mrs. Vanhee said, but she smiled faintly. 
 
    “You are an outrageous woman!” Mr. Bronson had lost his temper completely. “What do you expect to accomplish by such a stupid trick? Mrs. Vanhee will merely write out another check.” 
 
    “Well, under the circumstance, it might be better to wait. I really shouldn’t have acted without consulting Mr. Fielding,” said Mrs. Vanhee. 
 
    “Unless the transaction is completed now I shall have nothing to do with the dedication,” Mr. Bronson declared. “I shall decline to make my speech.” 
 
    Mrs. Vanhee’s broad smile made it clear that she thought the loss of Mr. Bronson’s speech would not be any great detriment to the occasion. 
 
    “Furthermore, I shall ask that my recent donation be returned,” Mr. Bronson resumed severely. “I shall withdraw this property for sale—” 
 
    “You will withdraw it?” I interrupted. “I was given to understand that you were merely acting as an agent for Seth Burrows.” 
 
    “I mean, I shall make such a suggestion to him,” the real estate man amended. 
 
    “I am sorry, Mr. Bronson,” said Mrs. Vanhee. “If you don’t wish to make the dedication speech, we will manage to do without your services. As for the check, I cannot make out another until I have discussed the situation with Mr. Fielding.” 
 
    The argument went on, but I did not remain to hear it. Florence took me forcibly by the arm, fairly pulling me out of the tent. 
 
    “Haven’t you caused enough trouble?” she demanded disapprovingly. “Such a mess as everything is in now.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” I said defiantly. “I saved the Camp Fund money. Mrs. Vanhee was happy I tore up the check, although she didn’t dare say so.” 
 
    “There will be no dedication. What will everyone think?” 
 
    Disconsolately, Florence gazed toward the area which was roped off for cars. Although it was half an hour before the formal program was to start, hundreds of persons had arrived. An orchestra played on a platform built specially for the occasion. There were picnic tables and a stone fireplace for outdoor cooking. 
 
    Jack pulled up in a press car and joined Flo and I as we wandered slowly toward the river. I told him what had happened. 
 
    “Good for you, Jane,” Jack said. “Serves that crooked old geezer right. I’d hate to see his ilk get away with taking advantage of the Orphans’ Home.” 
 
    A bus loaded with orphans arrived from the Greenville Home and disgorged its cargo of wriggling little bodies. With shrieks of laughter, the children swarmed over the grounds, taking possession of swings, sand pile, and slides. 
 
    “It seems such a pity,” Florence said. 
 
    By ten o’clock the grounds were jammed with visitors. I knew that my father must have arrived for the celebration, but although I searched everywhere, I could not find him. In roving about, I did chance to meet Mr. Bronson, who pretended not to see me. 
 
    How matters had been arranged, I did not know. However, promptly at ten-thirty, the dedication exercises began, precisely as scheduled. Mr. Bronson occupied the platform with other members of the board, and at the proper time made a brief and rather curt speech. 
 
    “Everything seems to have turned out rather well,” Florence said. “Mr. Bronson may not be such a bad sort after all.” 
 
    Jack, who stood behind me, his hand cupping my elbow, tightened his grip and harrumphed under his breath. 
 
    “Don’t you believe it,” I said to Flo. “Bronson is just clever enough never to put himself in a bad light if he can help it. I only hope Mrs. Vanhee didn’t give in to him and sign another check.” 
 
    Following the dedication exercises, a portion of the crowd dispersed, but many persons remained to enjoy picnic lunches. Flo, Jack and I were joined by Shep, and we ate our sandwiches in near silence while we watched the orphans at play. 
 
    “The new camp director seems very efficient,” Florence said as she watched the young man who supervised the children. 
 
    The camp supervisor announced that he would take several boys and girls for a sail on the river. The boat, a twelve-foot dinghy, was the gift of a well-to-do Greenville department store owner. 
 
    Immediately there was a great clamor from the children, everyone wanting to take the first ride. 
 
    “Only six may go,” the director said and called off the names. 
 
    Jack went off with Shep on some newspaper business, and Flo and I wandered down to the water’s edge to watch the loading of the boat. Amelia was one of the orphans chosen, and we waved reassuringly to her. 
 
    The camp director shoved off, and quickly raised the sail. There were squeals of delight from the children as the canvas sail billowed out, causing the craft to heel over slightly. 
 
    “It’s quite gusty today,” I said to Flo. “I hope that young man knows what he is doing.” 
 
    The boat sailed a diagonal course across the river, turned, and came back on another tack. Then, as the breeze died, it seemed to make no progress at all. Losing interest, Flo and I started to walk on down the shore. 
 
    Scarcely had we turned away than we were startled to hear screams from the river. Whirling around, we saw that the camp director was in serious trouble. A sudden puff of wind had caught the boat when it did not have steerage way. Unable to drive ahead, it slowly tilted sideways. 
 
    “It’s going over!” Florence screamed. 
 
    I had kicked off my shoes. Without waiting for the inevitable capsizing of the craft, I plunged into the river. When my head emerged from the water, I saw the boat on its side. Two children were clinging to it, the camp director was frantically trying to support two others, while another girl and boy struggled wildly to keep from sinking. 
 
    When I reached the overturned boat, my first act was to help the camp director, who was being strangled by the two children who clung to him. I then seized a struggling boy by the hair and pulled him to safety. 
 
    “Amelia,” the camp director gasped. “Get her!” 
 
    Amelia had drifted a considerable distance from the boat. I started to swim toward her, but I saw that it would not be necessary. An unshaven man in rough, soiled clothing had emerged from the wooded bank. He dove into the water, seized Amelia, and swam her to shore. 
 
    I did not return to the overturned boat, for several men, including Jack and Shep, had waded out to tow it to land. I swam toward Amelia and her rescuer. 
 
    The man bore the orphan in his arms to a grassy spot on shore. Stretching her out there, he hesitated an instant, and then before the crowd could surround him, darted quickly away toward the woods. 
 
    “Wait!” I shouted, wading through the shallow water. 
 
    The man heard me but did not turn back. He entered the forest and disappeared in the underbrush. The man was Sidney Dorner. I was sure of it. 
 
    Before I could reach Amelia, other persons had gathered around the child. Clark Bronson pushed through the crowd. 
 
    “What is this?” Mr. Bronson demanded. “What has happened?” 
 
    As the man knelt over Amelia, the little girl opened her eyes, gazing directly into his face. For a moment she stared at him in a bewildered way. Then, struggling to a sitting position, she pointed an accusing finger. 
 
    “You’re the one,” she whispered shakily. “You’re the man whose car killed my Mother and Daddy.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Amelia’s accusation brought a murmur of consternation from the crowd. Mr. Bronson, however, seemed undisturbed. Dropping on his knees, he supported Amelia and wrapped his coat about her trembling shoulders. 
 
    “There, there, my poor child,” he said soothingly. “You are quite upset, and for good reason.” 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” Amelia shivered, cringing away. “You’re mean and cruel!” 
 
    By this time, Miss Crismond and other officials of the Greenville Home had reached the scene.  
 
    “She doesn’t know what she is saying,” Miss Crismond apologized to Mr. Bronson. “Amelia has been very nervous since she was in an automobile accident.” 
 
    “I quite understand,” the real estate man responded. “The child must have a change of clothing, and no doubt, medical care. May I send her to the home in my car?” 
 
    “That is very kind of you, I am sure,” Miss Crismond said. 
 
    With every appearance of concern, Mr. Bronson picked Amelia up in his arms and carried her away. I was apprehensive about leaving Amelia in Mr. Bronson’s care, but there was nothing I could do to stop him without creating my second scene of the day and, besides, I was kept busy helping bundle up the other children who had been rescued from the water. None the worse for the misadventure, they too were taken to Mr. Bronson’s car. 
 
    “Here, put on my coat before you freeze,” Florence said anxiously to me after all the bedraggled children were loaded into Mr. Bronson’s automobile. “We must start home at once.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go now!” I protested. “Did you notice that man who pulled Amelia from the water?” 
 
    “He looked like a tramp. I wonder what made him run away?” 
 
    “Flo, I think that man was Sidney Dorner. I should tell the sheriff, but I can’t bring myself to do it—not after the way he saved Amelia.” 
 
    “Never mind all that now,” Jack said, appearing at my side and steering me toward the press car. “You must go home and change your wet clothes.” 
 
    “But I want to find Sidney Dorner and talk with him.” 
 
    “That will have to wait. You’re going home.” Taking me firmly each by an arm, Florence and Jack pushed me into Bouncing Betsy. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “I’ll go home, but only if someone follows Bronson back to the Orphans’ Home and sees that Amelia and the others get safely inside. I don’t trust the man. I know Amelia was overwrought, but—” 
 
    “I’ll follow them,” Flo promised. “I won’t let that fancy blue automobile out of my sight. Cross my heart and hope to turn into a bearded lady. Now, let Jack take you home and get you out of those wet clothes.” 
 
    Jack was smirking. 
 
    “On second thought,” I said, climbing back out of the press car. “I’d rather Flo took me home. Jack, hurry up and follow Mr. Bronson’s car before you lose him.” 
 
    At home, I changed my clothes, discussing the day’s events with Flo as I dried my hair.  
 
    “Perhaps that child knew what she was talking about,” I said to Florence. “Bronson’s car may have been the one which killed her parents.” 
 
    “Oh, Jane, you’re so hopelessly prejudiced against the man.”  
 
    “Maybe I am, but Amelia is the only person who can identify the hit-and-run motorist.” 
 
    “Even so, you know she probably is not a reliable witness.” 
 
    “I’ll grant that nearly drowning today may have upset her to the point of irrationality,” I conceded. “After she recovers, I’m curious to learn what she’ll have to say.” 
 
    The hour was so late that we did not return to the campsite. Florence soon went to her own home, and I was left alone. I restlessly wandered about the house, went out the garage and polished Bouncing Betsy, and fretted because neither my father nor Mrs. Timms came home. At length, for want of another occupation, I motored out to the Greenville Home on the pretext of inquiring about the condition of the children rescued from the water. 
 
    “We’re doing just fine,” Miss Crismond assured her. “That is, all except Amelia. The child is distraught.” 
 
    “Has she said anything more about Mr. Bronson?” I inquired. 
 
    “She doesn’t know his name, but she keeps insisting he was the man whose car killed her parents. I never was so mortified in my life as when she made the accusation. Fortunately, Mr. Bronson did not take offense.” 
 
    I was eager to talk with Amelia, and Miss Crismond said that I might do so for a few minutes. The little girl was confined to bed but seemed quite content as she played with a new doll. 
 
    “Mr. McKee sent me this,” she said, holding it up for me to see. “I’ve named her Imogene.” 
 
    Miss Crismond was called to the telephone. During the young woman’s absence, I discreetly questioned Amelia about the motor accident in which her parents had lost their lives. I was worried lest my questions might make the child upset again, but to my relief, Amelia answered matter-of-factly. 
 
    “No one will believe me,” the little girl said. “Just the same, that man I saw today was the one who ran into my Daddy’s car. He had a big, gray automobile with a horn on it that played a tune.” 
 
    “A gray car? I’m quite sure Mr. Bronson’s sedan is dark blue. You were taken home in his automobile this afternoon, Amelia.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that car,” the child answered. “He must have another one.” 
 
    Miss Crismond came back in, so I asked no more questions. After leaving the Home, I motored back toward the campsite by the river. A conviction was growing upon me that Clark Bronson could have been the hit-and-run driver. Even if he wasn’t presently in possession of a gray car, that proved nothing. He easily could have changed it during the past year. 
 
    I thought I might find Dad or some of the camp board officials still at the river. However, the grounds appeared deserted. Paper plates, napkins and newspapers were blown helter-skelter by the wind. Picnic tables still held the unsightly remains of lunches. The speakers’ platform was torn down, and even the tents were gone. It was not planned to make practical use of the grounds until more work was done. 
 
    I was about to leave when I noticed a lone man near one of the picnic tables. He was dressed in rough, wrinkled clothing, and seemed to be scavenging the leftovers from the picnic. It must have been the same man who pulled Amelia from the water. 
 
    I moved toward him, but hearing footsteps, the man turned and saw me. He started for the woods. 
 
    “Wait!” I shouted. “I won’t turn you over to the police. Please wait.” 
 
    The man hesitated and then, deciding that he had nothing to fear from me, paused. 
 
    “I want to thank you for saving Amelia,” I said. “Why did you run away like that?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” the man answered, avoiding my eyes. “I never much liked crowds.” 
 
    I decided to risk a direct accusation. “You’re Sidney Dorner,” I said. 
 
    “That’s a laugh,” the man said, edging away. “My name is Thomas Ryan.” 
 
    “Please don’t run away again,” I pleaded. “If you are Sidney Dorner, and I’m sure you are, I want to help you.” 
 
    “How could you help me?” 
 
    “By exposing the men who framed you. I never believed that you set fire to the Franklin barn.” 
 
    “I never did.” 
 
    “Please tell me about it,” I said and sat down at one of the picnic tables. 
 
    “Who are you, anyhow?” the man asked. “Why should you be so willing to help me, as you say?” 
 
    “I’m Jane Carter, Anthony Fielding’s daughter. My father publishes the Greenville Examiner.” 
 
    “Oh, I see, you’re after a story.” 
 
    “No, that part is only incidental,” I said. “What my father really wants to do is to expose the Black-Hooded Hoodlums and drive them out of existence. You’re the one person who might be able to provide evidence which would convict the guilty parties.” 
 
    “I could tell plenty if I was a mind to do it. No one would believe me, though.” 
 
    “I will, Mr. Dorner.” 
 
    “I was in the notion of going to the Grand Jury at one time,” the man said slowly. “That’s what brought on all my trouble. If I’d had sense enough to have kept my mouth shut, I wouldn’t be a fugitive now.” 
 
    “What connection did you have with the Hoodlums? Were you a member of the organization?” 
 
    “Yes, I was,” the man admitted reluctantly. “I didn’t know much about the Hoodlums when I joined ’em. Then I tried to drop out, and that’s what turned ’em against me.” 
 
    “Suppose you tell me all about it. What is the real purpose of the organization?” 
 
    “Well, it started out as just a bunch of the boys getting together to drink bootleg liquor and tell bawdy stories. You know, get away from all the womenfolk for a while. But then things changed. Right now, the Hoodlums are trying to force every truck farmer in this district to join the County Cooperative.” 
 
    “Then Harold Browning must be the ringleader.”  
 
    “No, Harold Browning is not at the head of the Hoodlums,” Sidney Dorner said. 
 
    “Who is the man?”  
 
    Sidney Dorner started to speak, then hesitated. An automobile had driven into the parking area only a few rods away. Several workmen who were assigned to clean up the grounds got out. 
 
    “They’re coming this way,” Sidney Dorner said uneasily. “I can’t risk being seen.” 
 
    He started toward the sheltering trees. 
 
    “Wait,” I pleaded, pursuing him. “You haven’t told me half enough. Please wait!” 
 
    “I’m not going to risk arrest.”  
 
    “At least meet me here again.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do that,” Sidney Dorner agreed. 
 
    “Tomorrow night just at dusk,” I said quickly. “And please don’t fail me. I promise. I’ll help you.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    After Sidney Dorner had disappeared into the woods, I wasted no more time at the campgrounds. I drove home in a daze of excitement, to tell my father the amazing story. 
 
    “Meeting that man was wonderful luck!” I told Dad. “If only he reveals what he knows, we will get an exclusive story for the Examiner. We’ll expose the Hoodlums and put an end to the organization.” 
 
    “As easy as that?” my father laughed. “Seriously, though, I think we are on the verge of cracking the story. In going over the books of the County Cooperative, Jack has discovered any number of discrepancies.” 
 
    “I’ve always thought that Harold Browning might be connected with the Hoodlums, Dad. I believe he was the night rider who made off with Mrs. Dorner’s melons.” 
 
    “Any idea who the other members of the outfit may be?” 
 
    “Not yet, but I expect to find out when I meet Sidney Dorner tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” my father said. “Maybe I should take Sheriff Daniels along, too.” 
 
    “Oh, Dad,” I protested. “I promised to help Sidney, not turn him over to an officer. I am afraid that unless I go alone, he’ll not even show himself.” 
 
    “At least take Jack along, then,” my father insisted. 
 
    “A reporter? Not on your life, Dad.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking of sending Jack in the capacity of a reporter,” my father said. “I was thinking of dispatching my daughter’s fella to keep watch over her as she meets with a strange man in a deserted location.” 
 
    “Is Jack my fella?” I asked.  
 
    “If he’s not your fella,” Dad persisted like a dog with a bone, “then he must be your fiancé.” 
 
    “Jack is most certainly not my fiancé,” I insisted. “Not by a mile.” 
 
    Dad just looked at me speculatively and let it go. The truth is that Jack could propose any day now. He’s a proposing, happily-ever-after, let’s grow old together kind of man. I’m terribly fond of Old Jack. I’ll even admit to finding him terrific at kissing (and ostensibly terrific at whatever traditionally follows on the heels of kissing, although I’ve been vigilant not to let anything in the nature of hanky-panky get too far out of hand). The problem is that I’m not entirely confident that I’m a happily-ever-after, let’s grow old together kind of woman.  
 
    The problem with the whole let’s-grow-old-together plan is that sometimes, through no fault of their own, one of the parties who signed on to the contract breeches it by shuffling off this mortal coil far before the growing old together state.  
 
    That’s what happened to my first husband, Thomas, who was also a reporter. While in hot pursuit of a scoop, Thomas got in between a mafia hitman’s bullet and its intended target and left me a widow at the ripe old age of twenty-one. I’m not saying that Jack would do the same, but journalism isn’t the safest of professions.  
 
    “Perhaps it would be best for you to go by yourself,” Dad relented. “Sidney Dorner hardly strikes me as the violent type. I did a bit of checking around on him, and the unanimous opinion of everyone who knows him is that he’s a kind and honest man. A bit gruff and taciturn, but generous to a fault. Learn what you can from Dorner and make an appointment for him to see me.” 
 
    Another matter weighed heavily on my mind. I had acted in an impulsive and high-handed manner that morning, and sooner or later my father must hear about the check episode. Better from me than someone else. 
 
    “Dad, I have a confession to make,” I began awkwardly. “When I reached the camp this morning I found that Mr. Bronson had induced the board members to buy the property—” 
 
    “Never mind,” My father interrupted. “I’ve already heard the details of your disgraceful actions from Mrs. Vanhee.” 
 
    “I’m thoroughly ashamed of myself,” I said contritely. “I tore up the check on the spur of the moment.” 
 
    “It was a foolish, rather dramatic thing to do. However, I must acknowledge the result was highly pleasing to everyone save Clark Bronson.” 
 
    “What does he have to say, Dad?” 
 
    “He claims that he acted in good faith for Seth Burrows. Likewise, that he had no suspicion the title was faulty.” 
 
    “Naturally, he would take such an attitude.” 
 
    “I’ve asked Bronson to produce Seth Burrows,” my father said. “Unless he can do so and prove that the property is owned by him, the deal is off.” 
 
    “Do you think Bronson will bring the man to Greenville?” 
 
    “I doubt it very much,” Dad said. “I suspect he’ll bluff, and finally let the deal go by default. It will be an easy way out for him.” 
 
    “Bronson always seems to escape his misdeeds. I wish we could find Seth Burrows ourselves and bring the two men together. That would be interesting.” 
 
    “Finding Seth Burrows would serve many useful purposes,” Dad said grimly. “But now that I would welcome a communication from him, he no longer pesters me.” 
 
    I eagerly awaited the hour appointed for my meeting with Sidney Dorner. I spent considerable time the next afternoon preparing a lunch basket of substantial food to take with me. 
 
    When I arrived at the campsite, it was deserted. I waited for nearly a half hour. Finally, just as I was convinced that Sidney Dorner was either unable or unwilling to come, he appeared. 
 
    “I’ve brought you some hot coffee,” I said, taking the plug from a thermos bottle. “A little food, too.” 
 
    “I sure do appreciate it. My wife slips me a handout whenever she can, but lately the house has been watched so closely she can’t get away.” 
 
    Sidney Dorner sat down at a picnic table and drained the cup of coffee in a few swallows, then greedily devoured a sandwich. 
 
    “Now what do you want to know?” he asked. 
 
    My father had told me exactly what questions to ask. I began with the most important one. 
 
    “Mr. Dorner, tell me, who is the head man of the Hoodlums?” 
 
    “I don’t know myself. At the meetings, the Master always wore a robe and a black hood. None of the members ever were permitted to see his face.” 
 
    “You have no idea who the man may be?” 
 
    Sidney Dorner shook his head as he bit into another sandwich.  
 
    “I doubt there are more than one or two members of the order who know his identity. Harold Browning might, or maybe Clarence Fitzpatrick.” 
 
    “Is Fitzpatrick a member?” 
 
    “One of the chief ones. Most of the meetings are held at his place.” 
 
    “You don’t mean at the Moresby Tower?” 
 
    “The Hoodlums meet at the tower about once a month. Usually, they got together on the thirteenth, but sometimes they’d have extra meetings. When special meetings are called, a green light burns on the tower or the clock strikes thirteen times just at midnight.” 
 
    “I thought so,” I was elated. “Tell me, why did you decide to break your connection with the Hoodlums?” 
 
    “I joined the organization before I knew what I was letting myself in for. It started out well enough. We’d just get together in our black robes and get three sheets to the wind and swap dirty jokes. Sort of playacting like we was big shots, but then things took a bad turn when we were roped into forcing farmers to become members of the County Cooperative. When plans were made to burn the Franklins’ barn, I tried to get out. The others threatened me, and then, when I still fought back against the plan, they planted evidence that made it look as if I had set the fire myself. I really don’t know how far they might take things, but I’m nearly as afeared for my life as I’m afeared of getting hauled in by the Sheriff.” 
 
    I was inclined to believe that Sidney Dorner had told a straight story, for it matched with my own theories. The evidence pointing to his guilt was entirely too plain. To corroborate my conclusions, I had brought from home the watch fob I had found at the Dorners’ stable, hoping that he might identify it. 
 
    “That’s not mine,” he said when I showed the fob to him. “I never saw it before.” 
 
    I opened the tiny case, displaying the child’s picture, but Mr. Dorner had no idea who the little boy might be. 
 
    “Mr. Dorner,” I said as I replaced the watch fob in my pocket, “I believe in your innocence, and I want to help you. I am sure I can, providing you are willing to cooperate.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you about everything I know.” 
 
    “You’ve given me splendid information,” I said. “What I want you to do is to talk with my father. He’ll probably ask you to repeat your story to the Grand Jury.” 
 
    “I’d be a fool to do that,” Sidney Dorner said. “I can’t prove any of my statements. The Franklin fire would be pinned on me, and the Hoodlums might try to harm my wife. They already ran off with a truckload of our melons the other night.” 
 
    “I know. But unless someone dares to speak out against the Hoodlums, they’ll become bolder and do even more harm. Supposing you were promised absolute protection. Then would you go before the Grand Jury?” 
 
    “Nothing would give me more pleasure, but who can make that kind of guarantee?” 
 
    “I think my father can. Will you meet him here tomorrow night at this same hour?” 
 
    “Okay,” the man agreed, getting up from the table. “You seem to be on the level.” 
 
    “I’ll bring more food tomorrow,” I said. “You must have had a hard time since you’ve been hiding out in the woods.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not so bad once you get used to it. I’ve got a pretty good place to sleep now.” 
 
    “Inside a building?”  
 
    “An automobile.” Sidney Dorner grinned. “Someone abandoned it in the swamp, and I’ve taken possession.” 
 
    “An old one, I suppose.” 
 
    “Not so old. Funny thing, it’s a 1921 Deluxe model with good upholstery. The only thing I can see wrong with it is that the front grill and fenders have been smashed.” 
 
    “The car isn’t by chance a gray one?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. How did you guess?” 
 
    “I didn’t guess. I have a suspicion that car is the one which killed two people about a year ago. Mr. Dorner, you must take me to it at once.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    “You want me to take you to the abandoned car now?” Sidney Dorner echoed in surprise. “It’s located deep in the swamp, just off a side road.” 
 
    “Would it require long to get there?” I asked thoughtfully. 
 
    “A half hour at least. With night coming on you wouldn’t be able to see a thing.” 
 
    “It is getting dark,” I admitted. “Everything considered, I guess it would be better to wait until tomorrow. But in the meantime, I wish you would search the car carefully. Get the engine number—anything which might help to identify the owner.” 
 
    “The engine number has been filed off,” Sidney answered. “I already looked, but I’ll give the car a good going over to see what I can learn. Thanks for the food.” 
 
    He started into the woods. 
 
    “Don’t forget to meet us tomorrow night,” I called after him. “We’ll be waiting here about this same time.” 
 
    I drove straight home and made a full report to my father. I revealed that the Hoodlums held monthly meetings at the Moresby Tower and that both Harold Browning and Clarence Fitzpatrick were members of the order. 
 
    “You weren’t able to learn the name of the ringleader?” Dad asked. 
 
    “No, Mr. Dorner didn’t know it himself. At least that’s what he told me. He says the Master never shows himself to anyone, but always appears wearing a mask.” 
 
    My father began to pace the floor, a habit of his when under mental stress.  
 
    “We must move cautiously on this story,” he said at last. “Should we make false accusations against innocent persons, the Examiner would face disastrous lawsuits.” 
 
    “You’re not going to withhold the information from the public?”  
 
    “For the present, I must. The thing for us to do is to try to learn the identity of the ringleader. Any news published in the Examiner would only serve as a tip-off to him.” 
 
    Dad was right, so I held my tongue. 
 
    “Now that we have such a splendid start,” my father continued, “it should be easy to gain additional information. You say the meetings usually are held on the thirteenth of the month?” 
 
    “That’s what Sidney Dorner told me.” 
 
    “Then we’ll arrange to have the tower watched on that night. In the meantime, I’ll see Dorner and learn what I can from him. Jack is working on the County Cooperative angle of the story and should have some interesting facts soon.” 
 
    I knew that my father’s wait-and-see strategy was a wise one, but I could not help feeling a bit disappointed. I had hoped that Sidney Dorner’s disclosures would lead to the immediate arrest of both Harold Browning and Clarence Fitzpatrick. However, I brightened at the thought that at least some additional revelations might follow my father’s meeting with the fugitive Dorner. 
 
    The following night, shortly after six-thirty, Dad and I presented ourselves at the orphans’ campsite. We had brought a basket of food, coffee, and a generous supply of cigarettes. 
 
    “What time did Dorner promise to meet you?” my father asked. 
 
    “He should be here now. I can’t imagine why he’s late.” 
 
    We waited half an hour, but still Mr. Dorner did not appear. My father paced restlessly beside the picnic table, becoming increasingly impatient. 
 
    “He’s probably waiting until after dark,” I suggested, although I did not really think so. 
 
    Another hour elapsed. The shadows deepened, and a chill wind blew from the river. Hungry mosquitoes came out in force to make our vigil all the more miserable. 
 
    “Well, I’ve had enough of this,” Dad announced. “The man isn’t coming.” 
 
    “Oh, Dad, let’s wait just a little longer. I’m sure he meant to keep his promise.” 
 
    “Perhaps he did, although I’m inclined to think otherwise. At any rate, I am going home.” 
 
    I had no choice but to follow Dad to his car. I could not understand Sidney Dorner’s failure to appear unless he had feared that he would be placed under arrest. While it was quite possible that the man might come to the picnic grounds the following night, I was afraid I might never see him again. 
 
    “I half expected this to happen,” my father said as we drove back to Greenville. “Unless we can get Dorner to swear to his story, we haven’t a scrap of real evidence against the Hoodlums.” 
 
    “We may learn something on the night of the thirteenth,” I said. 
 
    “Possibly, but I’m beginning to wonder if everything Dorner told you may not have been a lie.” 
 
    “He seemed sincere. I can’t believe he deliberately deceived me.” 
 
    “Never mind,” my father said. “It wasn’t your fault. We’ll find another way to get our information.” 
 
    As we drove through downtown Greenville, I saw a man in a gray suit walking close to the curb. 
 
    “Dad, stop the car! There he is now!” 
 
    “Sidney Dorner?”  
 
    My father swerved the automobile toward a vacant space near the sidewalk. 
 
    “No! No! Seth Burrows. I’m sure it is.” 
 
    I sprang out of the car and glanced up the street. I was just in time to see the man in gray enter a telegraph office. 
 
    “What nonsense is this?” my father demanded. “Why do you think the fellow is Burrows?” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s the same man I saw at Clackston. The one who tried to pass a forged check. Oh, please Dad, we can’t let him get away.” 
 
    My father switched off the car ignition and stepped to the curb. 
 
    “If it should prove to be Seth Burrows, nothing would please me better than to nab him. But if you’ve made a mistake—” 
 
    “Come on,” I urged. “We can’t stand here on the pavement lollygagging while Burrows slips through our fingers.” 
 
    Dad and I went and peered through the huge plate glass window of the telegraph office. The man in gray stood at the counter with his back to the street. He appeared to be composing a message. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s Seth Burrows,” I insisted. “Why not go inside and ask him if that’s his name?” 
 
    “I shall. But I’m warning you again, if you’ve made one of your little mistakes—” 
 
    “Go ahead, faint heart never won odious Burrows,” I told my father. “I’ll stay just inside the door ready to stop him if he gets by you.” 
 
    My father sauntered into the telegraph office. He stood at the counter close beside the man in gray, pretending to write a message.  
 
    “Get this off right away,” the man in gray instructed the clerk. “Send it collect.” 
 
    The clerk examined the message. She seemed to be having difficulty deciphering the handwriting. 
 
    “This night letter is to be sent to Anthony Fielding?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” said the man in gray. 
 
    My father waited no longer. 
 
    “I’ll save you the trouble of sending that message,” my father said. “I am Anthony Fielding.” 
 
    The man whirled around, plainly alarmed. 
 
    “You are Seth Burrows, I assume,” my father said. “I’ve long looked forward to meeting you.” 
 
    “You’ve got me mixed up with someone else.” The man edged toward the door. “My name’s Clark Edgewater. See, I signed it to this telegram.” 
 
    He pointed to the lengthy communication which lay on the counter.  
 
    “I don’t care how you sign your name,” Dad said. “You are Seth Burrows. We have a few matters to talk over.” 
 
    The man started to speak, then changed his mind. He made a sudden break for the exit. 
 
    “Stop him!” my father shouted. “Don’t let him get away!” 
 
    I stood close to the door. As the man rushed toward me, I shot a bolt into place and stood in front of it. 
 
    “Not quite so fast, Mr. Burrows,” I said. “We really must have a chat with you.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    With the door locked, the man saw that he could not hope to escape without tackling me. He was not so desperate to get away that he was prepared to assault a young woman to do it.  
 
    He’d have been very ill-advised to lay a hand on me, at any rate. I had one arm outstretched, blocking his way, and the other buried in my handbag clutching my cosh.  
 
    “All right, my name is Seth Burrows,” the man in gray conceded. “What about it?” 
 
    “You’re the man who has been sending me collect messages for the past three months,” my father said.  
 
    “And what if I have? Is there any law against it? You run a lousy paper, and as a reader, I have a right to complain.” 
 
    “But not at my expense. Another thing, I want to know what connection you’ve had with Clark Bronson.” 
 
    “Never heard of him.” 
 
    “Then you don’t own property in this city?” 
 
    “Nor anywhere else. Now if you’re through giving me the third degree, I’ll move on.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” I said, my back still firmly to the door, “if I’m not mistaken you’re the same man who is wanted in Clackston for forging a check.” 
 
    “Really, this is too much,” Seth Burrows said. “Unless you permit me to pass, I shall protest to the police.” 
 
    “I see an officer just across the street,” said my father. “Jane, will you go out and call him over?” 
 
    “Don’t be so hasty.” Seth Burrows altered his tone. “We can settle this ourselves. I’ll admit I was wrong in sending those messages collect—just a way to let off steam, I guess. If you’re willing to forget about it, I’ll repay you for every dollar you spent.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t forget that easily,” Dad told him. “No, unless you’re willing to come clean about your connection with Clark Bronson, I’ll have to call the police.” 
 
    “What do you want to know about him?” 
 
    “Is he acting as your real estate agent?” 
 
    “Certainly not.” 
 
    “You do know the man?” 
 
    “I’ve done a little work for him.” 
 
    “Didn’t he pay you to allow him to use your name on a deed?” 
 
    “He gave me twenty-five dollars to make out some papers for him. I only copied what he told me to write.” 
 
    “That’s all I want to know,” my father said grimly. “Jane, call the policeman.” 
 
    “See here,” Burrows protested, “you intimated that if I told what I knew about Bronson, you’d let me off. You’re as yellow as that paper you run.” 
 
    “I make no deals with men of your stamp.”  
 
    As I unlocked the door, Seth Burrows made a break for freedom. However, Dad was entirely prepared. Seizing the man, he held him until I could summon the policeman. Still struggling, Burrows was loaded into a patrol wagon and taken to police headquarters. 
 
    “I guess that earns me a nice little one-hundred-dollar bill,” I said as we returned to Dad’s car. “Thanks very much.” 
 
    “You’re entirely welcome.” My father grinned. “I never took greater pleasure in acknowledging a debt.” 
 
    “What’s your next move, Dad? Will you expose Clark Bronson in tomorrow’s Examiner?” 
 
    “I’m tempted to do it. The evidence still is rather flimsy, but even if Seth Burrows denies his story, I think we can prove our charges.” 
 
    “It’s a pity you can’t break the Black-Hooded Hoodlums yarn in the same edition,” I said. “What a front-page story that would make!” 
 
    “It certainly would be a good three-pennies worth,” Dad agreed. “Unfortunately, it will be many days before the Hoodlums are supposed to hold their meeting at the tower.” 
 
    “But why wait? We could call that gathering ourselves.” 
 
    “Just how?” 
 
    “Simple as pie. All we would need to do would be to have the clock strike thirteen instead of twelve.” I glanced at my wrist watch and added persuasively: “We have several hours in which to work.” 
 
    “You’re completely crazy. Just how would you arrange to have the clock strike thirteen?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that part, Dad. All I’ll need is a hammer.” 
 
    “To use on the caretaker, Clarence Fitzpatrick, I suppose?” 
 
    “Oh, no. A real lady never throws the first punch. Besides, I have a small serviceable rubber bludgeon which would do the job so much more neatly. No, I propose to turn all the strong-arm work over to you and your gang of reporters. Naturally, Fitzpatrick will have to be removed from the scene.” 
 
    “What you propose is out of the question,” Dad said. “Even so, I’ll admit that I find your idea rather intriguing.” 
 
    “This is no time for being conservative, Dad. The Black-Hooded Hoodlums must know you are out to break up their organization. Every day you wait lessens your chance of getting the story.” 
 
    “I realize that only too well. I pinned quite a bit of hope on Sidney Dorner. His failure to appear puts everything in a different light.” 
 
    “Why not test what he told us?” I argued. “It will be easy to learn if the striking of the clock is a signal to call the Hoodlums meeting. If the men should come, we’ll have them arrested, and run a big story tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Coming from your lips, it sounds so very simple. Has it occurred to you that if we fail, we’ll probably breakfast at the city jail?” 
 
    My father sat for several minutes lost in thought. 
 
    “You know, I’ve always been lucky,” I coaxed. “I feel a double dose of it coming on tonight.” 
 
    “I believe in hunches myself. No doubt I’m making the biggest mistake of my life, but I’m going to try your wild scheme. Crazy as it is, it may just work.” 
 
    At the Examiner office, my father hastily summoned a special staff meeting, warning a select group of reporters to hold themselves in readiness to get out a special edition on short notice. From this group, he chose Shep Murphy, Jack Bancroft, and two other reporters known for their pugilistic prowess. 
 
    “Now this is the lineup, boys,” my father said. “We’re going to have to lure Clarence Fitzpatrick from the tower.” 
 
    Shep asked just how Dad intended to accomplish that difficult task. 
 
    “Jane has that end of things under control,” my father said. “However, even once Fitzpatrick is out of the way, it’s risky business unless things break right for us, so if any of you want to drop out now, this is your chance.” 
 
    It was well after eleven o’clock by the time the overloaded press car drew up not far from the Moresby Tower. I parked Bouncing Betsy on a dark side street, and Jack was sent to look over the situation. Soon he returned with his report. 
 
    “Clarence Fitzpatrick is alone in the tower,” he assured me.  
 
    I tightened my grip on the carpet bag which contained my cosh, a small hammer, and a whiskey bottle—recently drained of its contents by the now temporarily teetotal Reverend Sidney Radcliff—which I’d refilled with a cup or so of water. I was counting on enough of the whiskey residue remaining to make my ruse believable. Judging by the aroma emanating from my carpet bag, the bottle still smelled of convincingly of whiskey.  
 
    I had already pulled the top of my dress askew, mussed my hair—even beyond its usual disreputable state—and rouged my face to a realistically inebriated glow. 
 
    Dorner had intimated that Clarence Fitzpatrick had a weakness for bootleg liqueur and bawdy jokes. The punchline on this particular joke was going to be a real letdown for Mr. Fitzpatrick, but at least the first few lines would contain his favorite elements. 
 
    I slipped the small hammer and my cosh into the pockets of my light coat, uncapped the whiskey bottle and gripped it by the neck. I then lurched from the shadows singing, “Bye, Bye Blackbird” at the top of my lungs.  
 
    When I reached the door of the tower, instead of knocking, I simply fell against the door with a thud. 
 
    I then hastily righted myself and continued singing. 
 
    “Want a wee tipple?” I said, slurring my words together, as soon as Mr. Fitzpatrick opened the door. 
 
    Clarence Fitzpatrick looked at me wide-eyed. 
 
    “I’ll share,” I said. “But you’ll have to catch me first.” 
 
    “You should be ashamed of yourself, young lady,” said the suddenly virtuous Mr. Fitzpatrick. 
 
    “Should I? Why?” 
 
    “You’re sozzled.” 
 
    “Am I?”  
 
    I giggled. The clock-keeper goggled. 
 
    “I hate to drink alone,” I slurred, and lurched past Mr. Fitzpatrick and into his living room. 
 
    “Listen!” I said. 
 
    The clock had begun to strike the hour of midnight. 
 
    “I want to see the big bell go ding-dong, ding-dong.” It was laying the Dumb Dora act on a bit thick, but Mr. Fitzpatrick seemed to be falling for it. 
 
    “Come on, Fitzy,” I giggled again and stumbled a bit for effect, then lurched up the stairs to the top of the bell tower as fast as my simulated sozzledness would allow. 
 
    When I reached the top, the bell was striking ten. I was running out of time. Fitzpatrick was on my heels, three steps below me.  
 
    “Catch!” I said, tossing the open whiskey bottle at the pursuing man. 
 
    I had counted on him being loath to let good liquor go to waste, and I had been accurate in my prediction. 
 
    As he fumbled to catch the bottle and the clock struck eleven, I took both the hammer and the cosh out of my pockets and held them behind my back, prepared to either strike the bell the thirteenth time with a hammer, or Mr. Clarence Fitzpatrick’s bald pate with my cosh, whichever became necessary first. 
 
    It was just as the clock struck the twelfth and final time, that the door at the bottom of the stairs clanged shut.  
 
    “What was that?” Fitzy asked.  
 
    It was Jack if things were going according to plan, but I giggled and said, “Probably a ghost.” 
 
    Clarence started down the stairs to investigate, and I raised my hammer and brought it down with all my strength on the big brass bell, making the final and thirteenth strike.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    To my sensitive ears, the sound which resulted from my blow to the bell seemed weak and lacked resonance. I sagged back against the iron railing, feeling that I had failed. 
 
    “That was a pippin,” a low voice said in my ear. “A perfect thirteenth stroke.” 
 
    Turning around, I saw that Jack Bancroft had followed me into the belfry. He must have sneaked up when Fitzpatrick went down to investigate the source of the closing door.  
 
    “Did it really sound all right?” I asked him. 
 
    “It was good enough to fool anyone. But the question is, will it bring the Black-Hooded Hoodlums out in force?” 
 
    Jack and I crept back down the circular stairway. The room below was empty, the front door stood ajar. We left it that way. 
 
    Jack went and pulled down the blinds at the large circular window almost all the way down, but leaving a sliver uncovered at the bottom so that anyone without could peer in without being easily detected.  
 
    “How about the lights?” I asked. 
 
    “Leave them on,” Jack said. “Now that everything’s set let’s get back up on the stairs.” 
 
    “Are you sure old Fitzy fell for it?” I whispered to Jack. “We can’t have him coming back and finding us both here.”  
 
    I reached up to smooth my hair and straightened my clothing.  
 
    “I’m confident that Mr. Fitzpatrick is now safely locked in the tool shed at the edge of the property. Shep rattled some old buckets and such from behind the shed. I’m sure Mr. Fitzpatrick was sure he was being burgled. Then when old Fitzy went in to investigate what was going on in the shed, I imagine that there was an unfortunate gust of wind.” 
 
    “It’s very still this evening,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Still, I’m sure there was a freak gust at the very moment that Mr. Fitzpatrick stepped inside the toolshed.” 
 
    “And this freak gust of wind closed the door?” I asked. 
 
    “Undoubtedly. Locked it from the outside, as well.” 
 
    “That is mighty unfortunate,” I said. “First Mr. Fitzpatrick must deal with a drunk and disorderly, and then he is assailed by burglars. He really is finding himself beset by criminal types.” 
 
    “Let’s hope the trend continues,” Jack said. “Your father and the others are stationed around the tower behind various bushes and things, but all this cloak and dagger stuff will be wasted effort if the boys in black hoods don’t show up.” 
 
    We waited for twenty minutes in virtual silence. It would have been an ideal time for a little canoodling, but we were both too on edge to even entertain the thought. 
 
    We finally went back up to the belfry for a better vantage point. 
 
    “See anyone?” I whispered, scanning the street below. 
 
    “No sign of anyone yet.” 
 
    Several automobiles had driven past the tower, but presently one drew up not far from the building. The driver got out of the car and walked toward the Moresby Tower. 
 
    “Who is he?” Jack whispered. “Can you tell?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said uncertainly. “It may be Harold Browning.” 
 
    As the man stepped into the light that illuminated the entrance to the tower, it became certain that my identification was correct. The man rapped on the door several times. When he received no answer, he went in anyway. 
 
    “Clarence! Where are you?” I heard him call out from the room below.  
 
    After that there was silence, but no one exited the tower, so I presumed that Mr. Browning had decided to wait. 
 
    Soon two other men approached the tower. I recognized one of them as a workman who had sorted melons at the Dorner farm, but his companion was unknown to me. They entered the building without bothering to knock. 
 
    “Where’s Clarence?” I heard one of the men ask. 
 
    “That’s what I was wondering,” Harold Browning replied. “For that matter, I can’t figure out why this special meeting was called. Something important must have come up.” 
 
    Within ten minutes, three other men arrived. Jack was able to identify two of them by name, but we had no way of relaying the information to Dad, who remained somewhere outside the tower, waiting for the critical moment to summon the police, should the Hoodlums make a move to do anything more sinister than swig bootleg liqueur and tell bawdy stories. 
 
    I wondered how Mr. Fitzpatrick was getting on in the tool shed with nothing but a whiskey bottle full of water for company. 
 
    “What’s to keep Mr. Fitzpatrick from raising a hue and cry from the toolshed?” I whispered to Jack. 
 
    “We’re counting on it being far enough from both the street and the tower that any shouts he makes from there won’t be heard,” Jack whispered back. Besides, that shed is built from the same stone as the tower, and the wooden door must be at least six inches thick.” 
 
    The men downstairs had resumed talking. 
 
    “There’s something mighty strange about this meeting,” Harold Browning growled. “Where is the Master? And what’s become of Clarence?” 
 
    I heard footsteps in the room below and the squeak of poorly maintained hinges as the massive front door swung open again. At the same time, I saw a dark figure move swiftly along the hedge, crouching low. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Harold called out. 
 
    “Quiet, you fool.”  
 
    The man wearing a dark robe and a black hood which completely hid his face brushed past Browning and entered the tower. 
 
    “Close the door,” I heard him order. 
 
    I heard the door swing shut again and then a tense silence had fallen upon the men gathered in the room. 
 
    “Now what is the meaning of this? Who called this meeting?” 
 
    “Didn’t you?” I heard Browning answer. 
 
    “I did not.” 
 
    “All I know is that I heard the clock strike an extra stroke,” Browning explained. “I thought it was strange to be having another meeting so soon. Then I found Clarence wasn’t here—” 
 
    “Clarence not here?”  
 
    “He must have stepped out somewhere. The lights were on, and the door partly open.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” the Master said. “Clarence has no right to call a meeting without a special order from me. It is becoming increasingly dangerous for us to gather here.” 
 
    The Master’s voice sounded very familiar, but I couldn’t yet place who it belonged to. 
 
    “Now you’re talking,” another voice said. “Anthony Fielding of the Greenville Examiner is on the warpath again. One of his reporters has been prying into the books of the County Cooperative.” 
 
    “He’ll learn nothing from that source, I trust.” 
 
    “Not enough to do any harm.” 
 
    “You act as though you had a grievance, Browning. Any complaints?” 
 
    “No, the Cooperative has made a lot of money since you’ve taken over. We want to go along with you if your flair for the dramatic doesn’t get us in too deep.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that, Browning?” 
 
    “This night riding business is getting risky. If Sidney Dorner should talk—” 
 
    “We’re not through with him yet. He won’t dare breathe a word when we’re done with him. Neither will that meddling wife of his.” 
 
    “Another thing, most of us never did approve of holding meetings here at the tower,” Harold Browning went on. “It’s too public a place, and sooner or later someone will start asking questions about what goes on here.” 
 
    “Anything else?”  
 
    “Well, we think you ought to show yourself—let us know who you are. We’re all in this together, and we ought to take the same risks. I’ve been carrying the heavy end.” 
 
    “That settles it!” said the voice I presumed belonged to the hooded man. “We’re through.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Browning asked. 
 
    “We’re breaking up the organization—now—tonight.” 
 
    “There’s no call to do that.” 
 
    “Browning, you do a lot of talking and not much thinking,” the other snapped. “This will be our last meeting. We’ll divide the profits, and for a time at least, remain inactive.” 
 
    “That’s all very well for you,” Browning complained. “You step out of it without anyone even knowing who you are. But some of us are tied up with the County Cooperative. If there’s any investigation, we’ll take the rap.” 
 
    “There will be no investigation.” 
 
    “That’s easy to say,” Browning argued. “I don’t like the way things have been going lately. If we’re breaking up, we have a right to know who you are.” 
 
    “Sure,” chimed in another heretofore silent voice. “Remove your mask, and let’s have a look. We think we have your number, but we ain’t positive.” 
 
    During this exchange, the voices had been rising, and under the cover of the argument, Jack and I had crept down the stairs until we were overlooking the room below while huddled in the concealing shadows. 
 
    “You never will be sure of my identity.” The hooded man was backing toward the door. “And now, goodnight.” 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t!” Browning cried, trying to head him off. 
 
    “Stand back!” ordered the Master as he whipped out a revolver from beneath his robes. 
 
    “All right,” Browning sneered. “I never argue when I’m looking into a muzzle.” 
 
    During this dramatic scene, I’d been battling a tickle in my nose, and it was during this decisive moment that I lost the war. 
 
    “ACHOO!” 
 
    “Someone is hiding up the stairs!” Browning exclaimed. 
 
    Startled, the Master postponed his flight. Still holding the revolver, he started to ascend the stairs. 
 
    “Come on, Chief!” whispered Jack. “Now would be the ideal time to send in the boys in blue.” 
 
    We didn’t get the boys in blue, but just when I was considering hurling my cosh at Browning in an attempt to knock the revolver out of his hand, my father, Shep and the two other reporters burst in the entrance door to the tower. They must have been listening at the window and concluded that there was no time to wait for the police. I couldn’t have agreed more heartily. 
 
    The four of them, joined by Jack, hurled themselves on Browning and the masked man. Catching the latter unaware, Jack knocked the revolver from his hand, and it went spinning over the floor. 
 
    I darted down the stairs and picked up the revolver. 
 
    “Stay where you are!” I shouted, clutching the revolver in my hand, but no one was listening.  
 
    We outnumbered our opponents by one man, but the Hoodlums were all strong, powerful fellows who fought desperately. A chair crashed against the lamp, shattering it. In the resulting darkness, I no longer could see what was happening. I felt my way to the door and stood just inside pressed against the wall, still clutching the revolver. 
 
    Suddenly a figure broke away from the general tangle of bodies and darted toward the doorway. For a moment I believed that he must be one of the newspaper boys, but then I saw that the man wore a hood over his face. 
 
    Chills raced up my spine. He was trying to get away, and I was the only one who could stop him.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-four 
 
    As the black-robed man started through the door, I attempted to block his path. Failing to trip him, I seized his arms and thrust the point of the revolver into his side. 
 
    He became instantly still, and I thought I had succeeded in frightening him sufficiently to arrest his flight, then he abruptly gave me a hard push.  
 
    The hooded man easily outweighed me by a hundred pounds. The revolver, which fortunately did not discharge, fell to the floor with a clatter. 
 
    I clung tightly to the man and struggled to reach the hood which covered his face. 
 
    The man jerked free and darted down the stone steps. Pursuing him, I was able to seize the long flowing black robe, only to have it tear loose in my hands. 
 
    It was time for desperate measures, I decided. I abhor violence in all its forms, but there is a time and a season for everything in this life, and, at this particular moment, it was time to put the cosh in my pocket to work.  
 
    I gripped the cosh firmly in my right hand, leaped forward and caught the man in the jaw with a sharp upward swing.  
 
    The man fell in a heap at the base of the steps. For a few seconds he remained motionless, but as I watched, he slowly stumbled to his feet and staggered off. 
 
    Before the man ducked behind the high hedge surrounding the tower, I saw him plainly silhouetted in the moonlight. Although his black hood remained in place, his body no longer was covered by the dark robe. 
 
    Even with his mask on, I was sure who the man was. 
 
    I raised a hue and cry, shouting that the Master of the Hoodlums had escaped. By this time, my father’s crew of reporters had gained the upper hand of the remaining members of the organization. 
 
    “Which way did the fellow go?” Dad demanded, running out the door. 
 
    “Along the hedge toward the street!” I directed. “He’s moving rather slowly, however. He made unfortunate contact with my cosh a couple of minutes ago and is now a rather spent force.” 
 
    Leaving Jack, Shep, and the others to guard the prisoners, my father and I hastened outdoors. There was no sign of anyone in the vicinity of the tower. 
 
    “He can’t be far away,” I insisted. “Anyway, I know his identity.” 
 
    “You saw his face?” 
 
    “No, but as he ran across the yard, I noticed that one arm was much shorter than the other.” 
 
    “Clark Bronson.” 
 
    “That’s what I think. Maybe we can catch him at his home.” 
 
    “If Bronson is our man, we’ll get him,” my father said tersely. “We may need help, though.” 
 
    Reentering the tower building, he telephoned police headquarters, asking that a patrol wagon be sent for Harold Browning, Clarence Fitzpatrick, and the other prisoners. 
 
    “Send a squad to Clark Bronson’s home,” he added crisply. “I’ll meet your men there and provide all the evidence you’ll need to make the arrests.” 
 
    Jack, Shep, and the two reporters were instructed to remain at the tower pending the arrival of the patrol wagon. There was slight danger that any of the prisoners could escape, for all the captives were now locked into the machinery room. 
 
    My father and I hurried to the waiting press car. 
 
    “Dad,” I said as we passed near a street light, “you should see your eye. It’s turning black. Someone must have pasted you hard.” 
 
    “Never mind that now. We’re out for a big story, and we’re going to get it, too.” 
 
    The police cruiser which had been summoned was not in sight by the time my father and I reached the Bronson home. At first glance, the house seemed to be dark. However, a dim light glowed from the windows of one of the upstairs, rear bedrooms. 
 
    “We’ll not wait for the police,” my father said, starting up the walk. 
 
    His knock at the door went unanswered. Even when Dad pounded with his fist, no one came to admit him. 
 
    “Someone is inside,” I said, peering up at the lighted window. “It must be Bronson.” 
 
    My father tried the door, and finding it unlocked, stepped boldly into the living room. 
 
    “Bronson!” he shouted. 
 
    On the floor above, I heard the soft pad of slippered feet. The real estate man, garbed in a black silk dressing gown, gazed down over the balustrade. 
 
    “Who is there?” he called out. 
 
    “Anthony Carter from the Greenville Examiner. I want to talk with you.” 
 
    Slowly, Clark Bronson descended the stairway. His jaw was noticeably swollen, and he was limping. 
 
    “You seem to have gotten a doozy of a bee sting on your jaw,” my father said. “Is that how you hurt your leg, running away from a swarm of angry bees?”  
 
    “I stumbled on the stairway not fifteen minutes ago,” Bronson answered stiffly. “Twisted my ankle. As for my jaw, I seem to have developed a rather severe toothache. May I ask why I am honored with a visit at this hour?” 
 
    “You know why I am here,” my father retorted, reaching to switch on a living room light. 
 
    “Indeed, I don’t.” Bronson moved away from the bridge lamp into the shadow. 
 
    “It’s no use to pretend,” my father said sharply. “I have all the evidence I need to convict you of being a ringleader of the Hoodlums.” 
 
    “You are quite mad,” the real estate man sneered. “Carter, I’ve put up with you and your methods quite long enough. You strangled my deal with the Orphans’ Camp Board. Now you accuse me of being a member of a disreputable organization. You must be out of your mind.” 
 
    “You’ve always been a good talker, Bronson, but this time it will get you nowhere. My reporters were at the Moresby Tower. We all heard every word that was spoken there this evening. Not only that, but one of my reporters concealed a phonographic recording device which now contains irrefutable evidence. 
 
    The phonographic recording was news to me. Perhaps Jack had hidden it in the living room of the tower before he’d alerted Fitzpatrick to his presence by slamming the door, or perhaps my father was bluffing. 
 
    “Either give yourself up, Bronson,” Dad continued, “or the police will take you by force.” 
 
    “So you’ve notified the police?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “In that case—” Bronson’s smile was tight. With a dexterousness which caught both my father and me completely off guard, he whipped a revolver—a different one than had been knocked from his hand at the tower—from beneath his dressing robe. “In that case,” he ordered, “we’ll handle it this way. Raise your hands, if you please.” 
 
    “Your politeness quite overpowers me,” Dad said. 
 
    “Now turn your back and walk to the telephone,” Bronson went on. “Call the police station and tell the chief that you made a mistake in asking for my arrest.” 
 
    “This will get you nowhere, Bronson.” 
 
    “Do as I say!” 
 
    My father went to the telephone, stalling for time by pretending that he did not know the police station number. 
 
    “Garfield 4508,” Bronson supplied. “Say exactly what I tell you, or that pretty daughter of yours will be the first to taste one of my little bullets.” 
 
    The real estate man stood with his back to the darkened dining room, in such a position that he could cover both my father and me. As Dad began to dial the phone, he backed a step nearer the archway. Behind him, the dark velvet curtains moved slightly. 
 
    I noted the movement but gave no indication of it. The next instant a muscular arm reached through the velvet folds, seizing Bronson from the rear. The revolver was torn from his hand. 
 
    Dropping the telephone, my father snatched up the weapon and covered Bronson. 
 
    “All right, it’s your turn to reach,” he said. 
 
    As Bronson slowly raised his hands, another man stepped into the circle of light. He wore rough garments and had not shaved in many days. 
 
    “Sidney Dorner!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “I came here to get Bronson,” the man said briefly. “I’ve thought for a long time he was the person responsible for all my trouble. Tonight, when the clock struck thirteen, I watched the Moresby Tower. I saw Bronson put on his hood and robe and then enter the building, so I knew he was the Master.” 
 
    “You’re willing to testify to that?” my father asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Sidney Dorner nodded, “I’ve been thinking things over. I’m ready to give myself up and tell everything I know.” 
 
    “You’ll have a very difficult time of it proving your absurd charges,” Bronson said scathingly. 
 
    “I think not,” my father said quietly from behind the revolver. “Seth Burrows was captured tonight, and he’s already confessed to his part in the real estate swindle. Even if you weren’t mixed up with the hoodlums, you’d go to jail for that.” 
 
    Bronson sagged into a chair, for the first time looking shaken. 
 
    “I’ll make a deal with you, Carter,” he began, but Dad cut him short. 
 
    “You’ll face the music. No, Bronson, you can’t squeeze out of it this time.” 
 
    A car had drawn up in front of the house. Running to the window, I saw three policemen crossing the street. I hurried to the front door to open it for them. 
 
    “Here’s your man,” my father said as the policemen tramped into the living room. 
 
    Turning the revolver over to one of the officers, he disclosed what had occurred. Bronson was immediately placed under arrest. He was granted ten minutes to change into street clothing and prepare for his long sojourn in jail. 
 
    “I am being persecuted,” he whined as he was led away. “This is all a trick to build up circulation for the Examiner. If there is such an organization as the Black-Hooded Hoodlums, Sidney Dorner is the man who heads it!” 
 
    I felt very grateful to the fugitive who had come to our aid at such a timely moment. I wished to help him if I could, but I knew he could not escape arrest. Sidney Dorner realized it too, for he made no protest when told that Sheriff Daniels must be called. 
 
    “I’m ready to give myself up,” he repeated. “I was a member of the Hoodlums, but I never went along with them once I learned that we meant to defraud the truck farmers. I hope I can prove my innocence.” 
 
    Within a few minutes, Sheriff Daniels arrived to assume charge of his prisoner. Entertaining no sympathy for the man, he told Dad and I that likely Dorner must serve a long sentence. 
 
    “He’s wanted for setting fire to the Franklin barn,” the sheriff insisted. “Arson is a grave offense. Unless he can prove an alibi for himself, he hasn’t a chance.” 
 
    “Can’t you tell where you were at the time of the fire?” my father asked Dorner. 
 
    “I was at a place called Fisher’s Cafe.” 
 
    “That’s right, Dad,” I said. “Don’t you remember? We saw Dorner leave the place, and he was followed by two men—probably members of the Hoodlums organization.” 
 
    “We did see a man matching Sidney’s description shortly after midnight,” my father agreed. 
 
    “You wouldn’t swear he was Sidney Dorner?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. At the time, Mr. Dorner and I had never met, and we only observed the man from behind as he left the café and walked across the parking lot outside,” my father admitted truthfully. “However, it’s obvious that a man scarcely could have gone from Fisher’s Cafe at that time and still set fire to the barn. My daughter and I drove directly there, and when we arrived the building had been burning for some time.” 
 
    “All of which proves nothing unless you can show that Sidney Dorner actually was at Fisher’s Cafe after midnight.” 
 
    “Could the owner of the place identify you?” I asked Sidney. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Dorner answered. “It might be worth a try, though.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can prove that you weren’t near the Franklin farm at midnight,” I exclaimed as a sudden idea came to me. “Sidney, you heard the Moresby clock strike the hour?” 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “How many strokes were there?” 
 
    “Thirteen,” Dorner answered without hesitation. “I counted them and figured the Hoodlums were having one of their get-togethers.” 
 
    “What is this?” the sheriff demanded in bewilderment. 
 
    “We can prove that the Moresby clock did strike thirteen on that particular night,” I resumed. “It was a signal used by the Hoodlums, but that’s not the point.” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Just this. The Moresby clock can’t be heard at the Franklin farm.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “One can still hear the clock at Fisher’s Café, but not a quarter of a mile beyond it. If Mr. Dorner heard the thirteenth stroke, he couldn’t have had time to reach the Franklin farm and set the fire.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting argument,” the sheriff said, smiling. “And you plead Sidney’s case very earnestly. I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll investigate all these angles you’ve brought up, and if the evidence supports your theory, I promise he’ll go free.” 
 
    “That’s fair enough,” my father conceded. 
 
    The sheriff did not handcuff his prisoner. As we were leaving the house, Sidney Dorner turned to thank me for defending him to the Sheriff. 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot,” he said, taking a rectangular metal object from beneath his baggy coat. “Here’s something for you.” 
 
    “A rusty automobile license plate,” I said. “What is this for?” 
 
    “Found it in the swamp not far from that abandoned car I told you about.” 
 
    “Then it must have been thrown away by the driver of the hit-skip car.” 
 
    “That’s how I figure,” Sidney Dorner said. “If you can learn the owner of this license plate, you’ll know who killed that orphan’s folks.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-five 
 
    Lights blazed on every floor of the Greenville Examiner building, proclaiming to all who passed that another special edition was in the process of birth. Pressmen industriously oiled the big rotaries ready for a big run of papers; linotype men, compositors, reporters, all were at their posts, having been hastily summoned from comfortable beds. 
 
    In Dad’s office, I sat at a typewriter hammering out copy. Jerking a long sheet of paper from beneath the roller, I offered it to my father. 
 
    “My contribution on the Moresby Clock angle,” I said with a flourish. 
 
    My father rapidly scanned the story, making several corrections with a blue pencil. 
 
    “I should slug this ‘editorial material,’” he remarked with a grin. “Quite a plug you’ve put in for Sam McKee—suggesting that he be given back his old job as caretaker of the tower.” 
 
    “Well, don’t you think it’s a good idea?” 
 
    “The old man will get his job back—I’ll see to that,” my father promised. “But the front page of the Examiner is not the place to express wishful thinking. We’ll reserve it for news if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Crossing out several lines, my father placed the copy in a pneumatic tube and shot it directly to the composing room. He glanced at his watch, noting aloud that in precisely seven minutes the giant presses would start rolling. 
 
    “Everything certainly has turned out grandly,” I sighed happily. “Harold Browning and Clark Bronson are sure to be given long prison sentences for their shady activities. You’ve promised to see that Mr. McKee gets his job back, so that part will end beautifully. He’ll adopt Amelia, and I won’t need to worry about her anymore.” 
 
    “What makes you think Sam will adopt an orphan?” my father asked. 
 
    “He’s wanted to do it from the first. He has no family. Not even a brother or sister, as far as I know. He hesitated because he had no steady work, and not enough money. By the way, Dad, how long will it take to learn the owner of that automobile license plate that Sidney Dorner gave us?” 
 
    “Jack is trying to get the information now. All the registry offices are closed, but if he can pull some official out of bed, there’s a chance he may obtain the data tonight. I’m not counting on it, however.” 
 
    The door of the office swung back, and City Editor DeWitt hurried into the room. 
 
    “Everything set?” my father inquired. 
 
    “We need a picture of Clark Bronson, and there’s nothing in the morgue.” 
 
    “Shep Murphy has one you might use,” I said. “It was taken when Bronson came here the other day. He objected to it because it showed that one arm was shorter than the other.” 
 
    “Just what we need!” DeWitt said. “I’ll rush it right out. Except for the picture, the front page is all made up.” 
 
    The door closed behind the city editor, but before my father could settle comfortably into his chair, it burst open again. Jack, breathless from running up several flights of stairs, faced my father. 
 
    “I’ve got all the dope!” he announced. 
 
    “You learned who drove the hit-skip car?” I demanded eagerly. 
 
    “The license was issued in Clark Bronson’s name.” 
 
    “Then Amelia’s identification at the picnic was correct!” 
 
    “Write your story, Jack, but make it brief,” my father said. “We’ll make over the front page.” 
 
    Calling DeWitt, he gave the new order. In the composing room, headlines were jerked, and a story of minor importance was pulled from the form to make room for the new material. 
 
    “We’ll roll three minutes late,” my father said, glancing at his watch again. “Even so, our papers will make all the trains, and we’ll scoop every other sheet in town.” 
 
    Jack wrote his story, which was sent paragraph by paragraph to the composing room. Barely had he typed “30,” signifying the end, when the lights of the room dimmed for an instant. 
 
    “There go the presses,” my father said, finally ceasing his restless pacing. 
 
    Within a few minutes, the first paper, still fresh with ink, was laid upon Dad’s desk. I peered over his shoulder to read the headlines announcing the arrest of Bronson and his followers. 
 
    “There’s not much here about Seth Burrows. What do you think will happen to him, Dad?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen. He’s already wanted for forgery, so it should be fairly easy to prove that he worked with Bronson to defraud the Camp Board.” 
 
    “I’m worried about the orphans’ camp. So much money has been spent clearing the land and setting up equipment.” 
 
    “Probably everything can be settled satisfactorily in the end. It may take time and litigation, but there’s no reason why a clean title can’t be obtained to the land eventually.” 
 
    I felt very well pleased with the way everything had turned out. Only one small matter remained unexplained. I had been unable to learn the significance of the watch fob found in Sidney Dorner’s stable. 
 
    “I can tell you about that,” Jack said. “The fob belonged to Harold Browning. He admitted it at the police station. The little boy in the picture is his nephew.” 
 
    Both my father and I were exhausted. With the Examiner ready for early morning street sales, I thought longingly of home and bed. Yet, as Bouncing Betsy rattled down a dimly lighted street, I revived sufficiently to say: 
 
    “How about a steak at Fisher’s Cafe, Dad?” 
 
    “I don’t feel like eating at this late hour.” 
 
    “That’s not the idea, Dad. I’m suggesting a raw steak for that left eye of yours. By morning it will be swollen shut.” 
 
    “It is quite a shiner,” Dad agreed, gazing at his reflection in the car mirror. “But the story was well worth the cost.” 
 
    “Thanks to whom?”  
 
    “If I say thanks to you, Jane, you will be expecting compensation or something of the sort.” 
 
    “You make me sound positively mercenary. I wasn’t thinking of anything as crass as a bit of kale.” 
 
    “Oh? What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “You know that little task I keep pestering you to take care of?” 
 
    “What little task?” 
 
    “It concerns a proposal of marriage to one Doris Timms.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” I could feel Dad turning crimson in the darkness. “Jane, I really wish you wouldn’t—” 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “I’m sure you’ll get around to making an honest woman of Mrs. Timms in your own good time, but don’t forget that you still owe me a hundred dollars for getting that crackpot Seth Burrows out of your hair.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Chapter One 
 
    When my dearest friend, Florence Radcliff, announced that her mother, Mrs. Reverend Sidney Radcliff, was insisting that Flo should take charge of the running of the Palette Club—an art club for teenaged girls and young women—I’d been convinced that Old Flo was talking out of the side of her hat.  
 
    My friend Florence is not artistic. I’ve seen children of the tender age of five or six come up with more sophisticated works of art. Nevertheless, Flo’s mother prevailed. Mrs. Radcliff generally prevails, particularly when it comes to strong-arming her only daughter into doing the things she would rather not. That is how Florence came to be the official chairwoman of the Palette Club. 
 
    With Florence as Chairwoman, it was inevitable that I would become Vice-Chairwoman. I am far from being womankind’s answer to Monet, but at least when I paint something, there’s an elephant’s whisker’s chance of other people knowing what it’s meant to be without a lengthy explanation coupled with standing back from the canvas several car lengths and squinting just so. At least that’s what I like to tell myself. 
 
    It was a lazy Saturday afternoon—the usual meeting time of the Palette Club—and I should have been at home, ensconced in my upper-story bedroom, sitting at my typewriter and toiling away at my latest novel: Lady Ramfurtherington’s Revenge.  
 
    Instead, I was in the rather niffy-smelling basement of St. Luke’s—Reverend Radcliff’s headquarters—attempting to reproduce in oil paint a wilted basket of daffodils accompanied by assorted bruised fruits and a smattering of motheaten silk foliage Flo had dug out from under a pile of disused hymnals stored in a recess behind the baptismal font. 
 
    “Don’t forget,” I whispered to Florence, who occupied the easel next to me. “We start for Roseacres the very second these girls are done insulting their canvases.” 
 
    “Insulting their canvases? Speak for yourself,” Flo hissed back. “I can’t tell if that’s a basket of daffodils you’re painting or a pile of old rags.” 
 
    “I’m just blocking in the main colors,” I said. I looked at my painting with a more critical eye and gave up defending it. “You’re right,” I said. “Out of us all, Abigail Whitely is the only one who’s any good.” 
 
    Abigail Whitely was new to Greenville. She was only a sophomore in high school, but already nearly seventeen. Even though the school year would be over for the summer in another month, Abigail had been enrolled at Greenville High school for only a couple of weeks. 
 
    Abigail lived with a large family in a rent-by-the-week cottage at a tourist camp on the outskirts of Greenville. I’d wondered more than once how many times she’d been moved from place to place. I expected that frequent moves must account for her being unusually old for her grade.  
 
    “About Abigail—” said Flo, lowering voice even further.  
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “Some of the girls don’t seem to like Abigail very much.” 
 
    I had noticed, but I wasn’t sure why Abigail hadn’t been accepted by the other girls nearer her age. Of course, Flo and I had been friendly to her, but we were ancient ladies of twenty-six, and most of our club members were still in high school or barely out. 
 
    “Why do you think the girls dislike Abigail?” I whispered back to Flo. 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be any special reason for it.” 
 
    “Her poverty, perhaps?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s that. Abigail is so quiet that the other girls have not yet become acquainted with her.” 
 
    At the other side of the room, Abigail Whitely was putting on her hat and picking up her handbag in preparation to leave. She was a sober-faced girl who wore a faded blue dress which seemed to draw all color from her thin face. I noticed that she avoided meeting anyone’s eye. She never said a word unless spoken to first. 
 
    I stood up.  
 
    “Abigail, don’t go yet,” I said loudly. Heads swiveled behind easels and brushes stopped moving. “I propose that we get out of this stuffy old basement. How about we adjourn the Palette Club meeting to Roseacres. Flo and I were planning on going there this afternoon anyway. Why don’t you all come along? What does everyone think? Abigail, what about you?” 
 
    A smile of surprise and pleasure brightened Abigail’s face. 
 
    “Oh, I should love to go, only I don’t think—” She hesitated, looking around the room waiting for someone else to second the invitation. No one did. 
 
    I gave Florence a little pinch. 
 
    “Yes, do come, Abigail,” Flo said. “We plan to sketch the old wishing well.” 
 
    “I have enough drawing material for both of us,” I added. 
 
    “If you really want me, of course, I’ll come,” Abigail said. “I’ve heard all about Roseacres and would very much like to see it.” 
 
    All twelve members of the Palette Club boarded a bus outside St. Luke’s, and we rode it all the way to the end of the line. From there it was a quarter-mile walk along a country road. Florence and I chose Abigail as our companion, trying to make her feel at ease. Conversation became rather difficult, however, as the girl was wont to answer every query with a solitary “yes” or a “no.” I was relieved when, after what seemed an eternity, we came within sight of Roseacres. 
 
    “There’s the old house,” I said, pointing out a steeply pitched roof-top which rose above a jungle of tall oaks. “It’s been vacant for at least ten years now.” 
 
    The Covington estate—picturesquely referred to as Roseacres—was a handsome dwelling of pre-Civil War days. It had long had been Greenville’s most outstanding architectural curiosity. Only in a vague way was I familiar with its history. Its last mistress, Mrs. James Covington, had moved away from Greenville ten years ago, and ever since, the house had stood unpainted and untended. Once so beautifully kept, the grounds had become a tangle of weeds and untrimmed bushes. Even so, the old house with its six graceful pillars retained a measure of dignity and beauty. 
 
    We entered the yard through a space where a gate once had stood and looked around. I caught a glimpse of the Grassy River which curved around the south side of the grounds in a wide bend. 
 
    “Where is the old wishing well?” Abigail asked. “I’ve heard so much about it.” 
 
    “We’re coming to it now,” I said, leading the way down an avenue of oak trees. 
 
    Not far from the house stood the old-fashioned covered well. Its base was of cut stone, and on a bronze plate had been engraved the words: “If you do a good deed, you can make a wish, and it will come true.” 
 
    “Some people around Greenville really believe that this old well has the power to make wishes come true,” Florence said looking down at her reflection mirrored in the water far below. “In years past, when Mrs. Covington still lived here, it developed quite a reputation.” 
 
    “The water is still drinkable if you don’t mind a smattering of good old green algae,” I said. “I see that someone has replaced the bucket. There was none here the last time I came.” 
 
    I lowered the old wooden bucket and brought it up filled with water. 
 
    “Make a wish, Mrs. Carter,” Madeline, one of the livelier girls of the Palette Club, urged. “Maybe it will come true.” 
 
    “Everyone knows what she’ll ask for,” teased Florence. “Her desires are always the same—a diamond engage—” 
 
    I flung a dipper of water at Flo to shut her up, and the girls laughed when Flo neatly sidestepped the splash. 
 
    Flo’s suggestion that I was angling for a diamond engagement ring was a spurious and wholly unfounded accusation. Jack Bancroft—a longtime friend of mine—and I had indeed grown a trifle hotsey-totsey of late, but the implication that I was dying to marry the man—well, Florence Radcliff was clearly in the grips of an overactive imagination, something she’s always been quick to accuse me of.  
 
    I smiled in what I hoped passed for an unperturbed air as I drew a second dipper of water from the wooden bucket. 
 
    “How about the good deed?” I said. “I’ve done nothing worthy of a demand upon this old well.” 
 
    “You helped your father round up a group of Night Riders,” Florence reminded me. “Remember the big story you wrote for the Greenville Examiner about the Moresby Tower clock striking thirteen?” 
 
    “I did prevent Clark Bronson from tricking a number of people in this community,” I acknowledged. “Perhaps that entitles me to a wish.” 
 
    Drinking deeply from the dipper, I poured the last drops into the well, watching as they made concentric circles in the still water below. 
 
    “Old well, do your stuff and grant my wish,” I entreated. “Please get busy right away.” 
 
    “But what is your wish, Mrs. Carter?” demanded another of the girls. “You have to tell.” 
 
    “All right, I will. My wish is that Roseacres could be restored to its former beauty.” 
 
    “You believe in making hard ones. You’d have been a lot closer to success if you’d just been honest and wished for an engagement ring.” Florence laughed. “I doubt that this place ever will be fixed up again—at least not until after the property changes hands.” 
 
    “It’s Abigail’s turn now,” I said, ignoring Flo’s loose talk of engagement rings and offering the dipper to Abigail. 
 
    The girl stepped to the edge of the well, her face very serious. 
 
    “Do you think wishes really do come true?”  
 
    “Oh, it’s only for the fun of it,” Florence said. “But they do say that in the old days, this well had remarkable powers. Rumor has it that many persons came here to make wishes which they claim came true. I’m not sure I believe in it myself.” 
 
    Abigail stood for a moment looking down into the well. She drank from the dipper and then allowed a few drops to spatter into the deep cavern below. 
 
    “I wish—” she said in a low, tense voice— “I wish that someday Pop and Mrs. Sanderson will be repaid for looking after my brother and me. I wish that they may have more money for food and clothes and a few really nice things.” 
 
    An awkward, embarrassed silence descended. Everyone knew that Abigail and her younger brother, Ted, lived in a tiny cottage at a tourist camp with a family unrelated to them by blood, but not even I had troubled to learn additional details. From Abigail’s wish, it was apparent to all that the Sandersons were in dire poverty. 
 
    “It’s your turn now, Florence,” I said quickly. 
 
    Florence accepted the dipper. Without drinking, she tossed all the water back into the well and said, “I wish Jane would grow long ears and a tail! It would serve her right for playing hard to get with that lovely Jack Bancroft who is completely devoted and hopelessly besotted—” 
 
    “Your turn, Maryann,” I said, wrenching the dipper from Flo’s grasp and handing it to one of the giggling members of the Palette Club.  
 
    Maryann, followed by all the remaining girls, took their turns and made equally frivolous wishes. Thereafter, we abandoned fun for serious work, getting out our sketching materials. Flo and I began to draw the old well, but Abigail, intrigued by the classical beauty of the house, decided to try to transfer that view to paper. 
 
    “You do nice work,” I said, looking over Abigail’s shoulder. “The rest of our drawings look liked they’ve been produced by ossified orangutans.” 
 
    “You may have the sketch when I finish,” Abigail offered, not bothering to contradict my uncharitable assessment of our collective artistic expertise. 
 
    As she spoke, there was a commotion in the bushes behind the house. I heard the cackling of a chicken followed by the sound of pounding feet. 
 
    From the direction of the river, a young man darted into view, pursued by an older man who was far less agile. It was immediately apparent why the youth was being chased, for he carried a fat hen beneath his arm. He ran with his hat pulled low, obscuring his face. 
 
    “Stop! You filthy chicken thief!” I shouted, springing to my feet. “Come on, girls, let’s head him off.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    The young man saw us congregated around the wishing well. He swerved in the opposite direction and darted into the woods. Pursuit was futile. I’m a fairly fast runner, but I’d been putting in too many hours on racking up pages on Lady Ramfurtherington’s Revenge and too few hours getting up early, sneaking out of the house and running myself around the block—an activity I was careful to conceal from Mrs. Timms. 
 
    Mrs. Timms is officially my father’s housekeeper, but she’s the closest thing I currently have to a mother. She is also a woman of very rigid and hidebound notions when it comes to suitable athletic pursuits for ladies.  
 
    Tennis, golf, swimming, archery and riding horseback—when practiced in moderation and eschewing the use of vulgar language—all meet with Mrs. Timm’s approval. Sprinting down the street wearing a pair of my father’s cast-off trousers hacked off at the knee is not the sort of thing I had any wish to be caught doing by Mrs. Timms. It would very likely send her to an early grave. 
 
    I will not stand for Mrs. Timms shuffling off this mortal coil before I can convince my father—who’s been carrying a torch (albeit concealed under a bushel) for Mrs. Timms for years now—to gather his courage and ask Doris Timms to center aisle it. 
 
    “Who was that boy with the chicken?” I asked the others. “Did any of you recognize him?” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ve seen him somewhere,” Flo said. “Were you able to see his face, Abigail?” 
 
    The man who had pursued the boy ran into the yard. Breathing hard, he paused near the well. 
 
    “Did you see a boy come through here? The rascal stole one of my good layin’ hens.” 
 
    “We saw him,” I said, “but I’m sure you’ll never overtake him now. He ran into the woods.” 
 
    “Reckon you’re right,” the man muttered, seating himself on the stone rim of the wishing well. “I’m tuckered.” Taking out a red bandana handkerchief, he wiped perspiration from his forehead. 
 
    I thought that I recognized the man as a stonecutter who lived in the back of his workshop at the river’s edge. He was short and muscular, strong despite his age, with hands roughened by hard labor. His face had been browned by wind and sun. His gray eyes squinted as if ever viewing the world with suspicion. 
 
    “Aren’t you Truman Kip?” I asked him. 
 
    “That’s my tag,” the stonecutter answered, drawing himself a drink of water from the well. “What are you young ladies doing here?” 
 
    “Oh, our club came to sketch,” I told him. “You live close by, don’t you?” 
 
    “Down yonder,” the man replied, draining the dipper in a thirsty gulp. “I been haulin’ stone all day. It’s a hard way to make a living, let me tell you. Then I come home to find that young rascal making off with my chicken.” 
 
    “Do you know who he was?” asked Flo. 
 
    “No, but this ain’t the first time he’s paid me a visit. Last week he stole one of my best Rhode Island Reds. I’m plumb disgusted.” 
 
    Abigail abruptly arose from the grass and gathered together her sketching materials. As if to put an end to the conversation, she remarked: “It will soon be dark, girls. I think I should start home.” 
 
    “We’ll all be leaving in a few minutes,” I replied. “Let’s look around a bit more before we go.” 
 
    “You won’t see nothin’ worth lookin’ at around here,” the stonecutter said contemptuously. “This old house ain’t much anymore. There’s good lumber in it, though, and the foundation has some first-class stone.” 
 
    “You speak as if you had designs on it,” I said. “It would be a shame to tear down a beautiful old house such as this.” 
 
    “What’s it good for?” the man shrugged. “There ain’t no one lived here in ten or twelve years. Not since the old lady went off.” 
 
    “Did you know Mrs. Covington?” 
 
    “Oh, we said howdy to each other when we’d meet, but that was the size of it. The old lady didn’t like me none, and I thought the same of her. She never wanted my chickens runnin’ over her yard. Ain’t it a pity she can’t see ’em now?” 
 
    With a throaty sound, half chuckle, half sneer, the man arose and started around the house, I followed close on his heels with Flo and the rest of the girls tagging after. 
 
    “If you want to look inside, there’s a shutter off on the east livin’ room window,” Mr. Kip informed us. “Everything’s just like the old lady left it.” 
 
    “You don’t mean the furniture is still in the house?” Abigail said. 
 
    “There ain’t nothing been changed. I never could figure why someone didn’t come in an’ haul off her stuff, but it’s stood all these years.” 
 
    I went to the window that Truman Kip pointed out and flattened my face against the dirty pane. 
 
    “He’s right!” I told the others. “The furniture is still covered by sheets. Why, that’s funny.” 
 
    “What’s funny?” Flo asked. 
 
    “There’s a lady’s hat lying on the table.” 
 
    “It must be quite out of style by this time.” 
 
    “On the contrary, it looks to be the latest fashion, and there’s a purse lying beside it.” 
 
    At the other side of the house, an outside door squeaked. We turned in the direction of the sound and then stared as if gazing at a ghost. An old lady in a long blue silk dress with lace collar and cuffs stepped out onto the veranda. She looked beyond us toward Truman Kip who leaned against a tree. He straightened to attention. 
 
    “If it ain’t Priscilla Covington. You’ve come back.” 
 
    “I certainly have returned. High time someone looked after this place. While I’ve been away, you seem to have used my garden as a chicken run.” 
 
    “How was I to know you was ever coming back? Anyhow, the place has gone to wrack and ruin. A few chickens more nor less shouldn’t make no difference.” 
 
    “Perhaps not to you, Truman Kip. But you know I am home now, so I warn you—keep your livestock out of my garden.” 
 
    I was acutely aware that the members of the Palette Club, too, were trespassers.  
 
    “We’re very sorry,” I told Mrs. Covington. “Of course, we never dreamed that the house was occupied, or we wouldn’t have peeped through your window. We came because we wanted to sketch the old wishing well and your lovely home.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington came down the steps toward us. 
 
    “I quite understand. This place has been unlived in for years,” she said in a far milder tone than she had used in speaking to the stonecutter. “You were doing no harm. You may look around as much as you wish. But first, tell me your names.” 
 
    One by one we gave her our names, answering other questions which the old lady asked. She kept us so busy that we had no opportunity to ask any questions of our own, but at last I managed to inquire: “Mrs. Covington, are you planning to open up your home again? Everyone would be so happy if only you should decide to live here.” 
 
    “Happy? Well, maybe some people would be, and others would not.” 
 
    “Roseacres could be made into one of the nicest places in Greenville,” said Florence. 
 
    “That would take considerable money,” replied Mrs. Covington. “I’ve not made any plans yet.” Abruptly she turned to face Truman Kip, who had been staring at her unrelentingly since she’d come out of the house. “Must you stand there gawking? Get along to your own land, and mind, don’t come here again. I’ll not have trespassers.” 
 
    “You ain’t changed a bit, Mrs. Covington, not one bit,” the stonecutter muttered as he shuffled off. 
 
    Truman Kip’s dismissal had been so curt that the rest of us turned to leave the grounds as well. 
 
    “You needn’t go unless you want to,” Mrs. Covington said, her tone softening again. “I never could endure that no-good loafer, Truman Kip. All the stepping stones are gone from my garden, and I have an idea what became of them!” 
 
    An awkward silence descended. I tried to make conversation by remarking that we were especially interested in the old wishing well. 
 
    “Is it true that wishes made there have come true?” Abigail Whitely asked. 
 
    “Yes and no.” Mrs. Covington smiled convincingly for the first time. “Hundreds of wishes have been made at the well over the years. A surprising number of the worthwhile ones have been granted, so folks say. Tell me, did you say your name is Abigail?” 
 
    “Yes, Abigail Whitely.” 
 
    “Whitely—odd, I don’t recall the name. Have your parents lived many years in Greenville?” 
 
    “My mother and father are dead, Mrs. Covington. My brother and I haven’t any living relatives. Mr. and Mrs. Sanderson took us in, so we wouldn’t have to go to an orphans’ home. They have three children of their own, and I’m afraid we’re quite a burden.” 
 
    “Where do the Sandersons live, my child?” 
 
    “We rent a cottage at the Dorset Tourist Camp.” 
 
    “I’ve always thought I should enjoy living that way,” Mrs. Covington said. “Big houses are entirely too much work. If I decide to clean up this place, it will take me weeks.” 
 
    “Can’t we all help you?” suggested Florence, transparently eager to see the inside of the house. 
 
    “Thank you, my dear, but I shall require no assistance,” Mrs. Covington replied, abruptly turning starchy again. “Do come again whenever you like.” 
 
    That was our cue to leave, so we did. During the bus ride to Greenville, the members of the Palette Club speculated upon why the old lady had returned to the city after such a lengthy absence. One by one the members got off at various street corners until only Abigail, Florence and I remained. 
 
    “Abigail, you’ll have a long ride to the opposite side of the city,” I said as Florence and I prepared to leave the bus. “Why not get off here and let me drive you home in Bouncing Betsy? It won’t take long to retrieve her from the garage.” 
 
    “Bouncing Betsy?” 
 
    “Jane’s heap of scrap iron on wheels,” said Flo. “But she unwisely imbued her with a personality so now it’s virtually impossible to part with her.” 
 
    “Oh, it would be too much trouble to drive me home, Mrs. Carter,” Abigail protested. 
 
    “I want to do it,” I insisted. Taking the girl by the elbow, I steered her to the bus exit. “Why not come along with us?” I suggested to Florence. 
 
    “Perhaps I will, if Bouncing Betsy will make it all the way home, but I shouldn’t count on that happening.” 
 
    Bouncing Betsy is my ancient Peerless Model 56. She’s called Bouncing Betsy because her suspension is shot to bits. I will admit that she is less than reliable, but I can’t bear to trade her in on a new model, even though I’m now a prosperous lady-of-letters working on her third novel for a legitimate publisher. Even though it’s been almost two years now since I parted ways with the odious Mr. Pittman of Pittman’s All-Story Weekly and ceased to turn out overwrought romantic bilge under the nom de plume of Miss Hortencia Higgins, I haven’t quite yet grasped that I’m a respectable lady novelist with quite a stash of cash in the bank.  
 
    “Betsy hasn’t been running so well lately,” I explained, “I think she has pneumonia of the carburetor.” 
 
    “Or maybe it’s just old age sneaking up on her,” Florence suggested. 
 
    When we reached the garage, and I’d paid the running tab on my account—I have open credit with practically every grease monkey in Greenville—I backed Bouncing Betsy out of the garage. 
 
    “Jane always handles an automobile as if she were en route to a three-alarm fire,” Florence told Abigail.  
 
    I did not deign to defend myself from that baseless accusation. 
 
    We arrived at the Dorset Tourist Camp and rolled through an archway entrance into a tree-shaded area. 
 
    “Our cottage is at the north side,” Abigail said, pointing to a shabby white cottage with peeling paint and frayed curtains at the window.  
 
    I stopped the car beneath a large maple tree nearby. Immediately three small girls who had been playing close by rushed up to greet Abigail. Their hands and faces were filthy, their frocks unpressed and torn, and their hair appeared never to have been combed. 
 
    “Are these the Sanderson youngsters?” Florence asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Abigail answered, offering no apology for the way the children looked. “This is Betty, who is seven. Emmy is five, and Jean is our baby.” 
 
    Flo and I had no intention of remaining at the camp, but before we could drive away, Mrs. Sanderson came out from the cottage. Abigail introduced her. 
 
    “I always tell Abigail to bring her friends home, but she never will do it,” the woman declared heartily. “I do enjoy having a little company from time to time. Come inside and see our place.” 
 
    “We really should be going,” I said. “I have an appointment with a dastardly Duke who may or not have actually been killed by a speeding locomotive while pursuing our worthy heroine across Siberia—” 
 
    Everyone stared at me until Flo said, “She’s a lady novelist. The dastardly Duke and the worthy heroine in question are of the fictional variety.” 
 
    “I’m working on a new novel,” I said, “and I’m rather behind schedule, truth be told. Besides, if I turn my back on my heroine—the tragically impoverished Lady Ramfurtherington—for too long, she tends to develop a mind of her own and engage in unsanctioned actions which add unwelcome complications to the plot. You start allowing characters to have a mind of their own and the story becomes quite convoluted.” 
 
    Everyone stared at me—people so often insist on taking everything I say literally—until Mrs. Sanderson said, “It will only take a minute to step inside. I want you to meet my husband—and here’s Ted.” 
 
    I caught a glimpse of a tall young man as he skittered around the back side of the ramshackle cottage. 
 
    “Oh, Ted,” Mrs. Sanderson called out. “Come here and meet Abigail’s friends.” 
 
    “Don’t bother about it, Mrs. Sanderson,” Abigail said. “Please, leave Ted be.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” the woman replied and called again. “Ted! Come here, I say!” 
 
    With obvious reluctance, the young man approached the automobile. He was tall and skinny and bore a strong resemblance to Abigail. I felt certain that I had seen him before, yet for the minute I could not recall where. 
 
    “How do you do?” the young man said as he was presented to Flo and me. 
 
    “Ted found a little work to do today,” Mrs. Sanderson told us. “Just a few minutes ago he brought home a nice plump chicken. We’re having it for dinner.” 
 
    Ted gazed over the woman’s head, straight at his sister. Seeing the look which passed between them, I knew where I had seen the young man. Without a doubt, Ted Whitely was the one who had stolen the chicken from the old stonecutter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    The discovery that Abigail’s brother had stolen Mr. Kip’s laying hen was disconcerting to me. I said goodbye to Mrs. Sanderson and applied my foot to the self-starter, but before Old Bets could shudder to life, Mrs. Sanderson was sticking her head in at my window. 
 
    “You can’t go so soon,” the woman protested. “You must stay for dinner. We’re having chicken, and there’s plenty for everybody.” 
 
    “Really, we can’t remain,” I said. “Florence and I both are expected at home.” 
 
    “You’re just afraid you’ll put me to a little trouble,” Mrs. Sanderson insisted, swinging open the car door and tugging at my hand. “You have to stay.” 
 
    Taking a cue from their mother, the three young children gave Flo the same treatment, and Florence and I were soon being herded toward the rickety front stoop of the cottage. Ted immediately started in the opposite direction. 
 
    “You come back here, Ted Whitely,” Mrs. Sanderson called after him. 
 
    “I don’t want any dinner, Mom.” 
 
    “I know better,” Mrs. Sanderson contradicted him cheerfully. “You’re just bashful because we’re having two pretty ladies visit us. You stay and eat your victuals like you always do, or I’ll box your ears.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ted agreed, glancing warily at Abigail again. “It’s no use arguing with you.” 
 
    I wished to remain for dinner about as much as I’d have wished to be suddenly surrounded by a pack of ravening wolves with nothing to defend me but a parasol and a trio of hatpins. I might force my fictional heroines to endure such vicissitudes, but I’ve no personal desire to undergo such trials myself.  
 
    However, being savaged by wildlife suddenly seemed a more attractive prospect than being forced to savor livestock procured by petty larceny while trying not to meet the eye of the thief across the dinner table. 
 
    I was certain that Flo did not wish to remain either, yet I knew of no way to avoid staying for supper without offending the aggressively hospitable Mrs. Sanderson. The woman briskly herded us inside the cottage.  
 
    “It’s nice, isn’t it? We have a little icebox and a good stove and a sink. We’re a bit crowded, but that only makes it jollier.” 
 
    A man in shirt sleeves lay on one of the day beds which occupied the living room, reading a newspaper. I wondered who occupied those beds at night. I could not imagine how Mrs. Sanderson managed to shoehorn so many occupants into a tiny one-bedroom cottage.  
 
    “Meet my husband,” Mrs. Sanderson said as she prodded him in the ribs. “Get up, Pop! Don’t you have any manners?” 
 
    The man amiably swung his feet to the floor, grinning at Florence and me. 
 
    “I’ve been poorly lately,” he said as if feeling that the situation required an explanation. “The Doc tells me to take it easy.” 
 
    “That Doc said that over twenty years ago,” Mrs. Sanderson said, an edge to her voice. “Pop’s been resting easy ever since. But we get along.” 
 
    Abigail and Ted, who had followed us into the cottage, looked acutely embarrassed by that remark. I hastily changed the subject to a less personal one by taking an interest in a fat book which lay on the table.  
 
    “Drawing the Human Form?” I said. “This is quite advanced. It must belong to Abigail. She’s quite a gifted artist, certainly far better than anyone else in our little club.” 
 
    “She got it from the library,” Mrs. Sanderson responded carelessly. “Ted and Abigail always have their noses in a book. They’re my adopted children, you know. My own flesh and blood never did cotton to book learnin’. And Pop here is only interested in that book because of the drawings of naked ladies. Abigail, I told you not to leave that book around where the little nippers could get at it.” 
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Sanderson have been very kind to us,” Abigail said in a small voice as she turned the color of a lobster, snatched up the book and put it behind her back. 
 
    “Stuff and nonsense, Abigail. You’ve more than earned your keep. Well, if you’ll excuse me now, I’ll dish up dinner.” 
 
    I wondered how so many persons could be fed in such a small space, especially as the dinette table accommodated only six. Mrs. Sanderson solved the problem by giving each of the three little ones a plate of food and sending them outdoors. 
 
    “Now we can eat in peace,” she announced, squeezing her ample body beneath the edge of the low table. “It’s a little crowded, but we can all get in here.” 
 
    “I’ll take my plate outside, too,” Ted offered. 
 
    “No, you stay right here. I never did see such a bashful boy. Ain’t he the limit?” 
 
    Having arranged everything to her satisfaction, Mrs. Sanderson began to dish up generous helpings of chicken and potato. It smelled appetizing and looked well-cooked, but save for a pot of tea, there was nothing besides the chicken and a large bowl of mashed potatoes. 
 
    “We’re having quite a banquet tonight,” Pop Sanderson remarked appreciatively. “I’ll take a drumstick, Ma, if there ain’t no one else wantin’ it.” 
 
    “You’ll take what you get,” his wife retorted, slapping one drumstick onto my plate and the other onto Flo’s. 
 
    The food was much better than I had expected, but neither Ted nor Abigail seemed hungry, and Mrs. Sanderson immediately called attention to their lack of appetite. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Ted? Why you’re not eating? Are you sick?” 
 
    The boy shook his head and got to his feet. 
 
    “I’m not hungry, Mom,” he mumbled. “Excuse me, please. I have a date with a fella downtown, and I have to hurry.” 
 
    Before Mrs. Sanderson could detain him, he left the cottage. 
 
    “I can’t understand that boy anymore,” she observed with a sad shake of her head. “He ain’t been half himself lately.” 
 
    The younger members of the Sanderson family made up for Ted and Abigail’s lack of appetite. Time and again they came to the table to have their plates refilled until all that remained of the chicken was a few bones. 
 
    I was certain that Abigail knew we were eating a stolen chicken and was deeply humiliated by her brother’s thievery. To spare the girl further embarrassment, I said that Flo and I had better be going. However, as I was presenting our excuses, there was a loud rap on the door of the cottage. As Mrs. Sanderson looked out from the curtained window, she abruptly lost her jovial manner. 
 
    “He’s here again,” she hissed to her husband. “What are we going to tell him, Pop?” 
 
    “Just give him the old stall,” her husband suggested, unperturbed. 
 
    Reluctantly, Mrs. Sanderson went to open the door. Without waiting for an invitation, a well-dressed man of middle age entered the cottage. I immediately recognized him as George Roth, the owner of the Dorset Tourist Camp.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Mrs. Sanderson,” he began, his manner falsely cheerful. “I suppose you know why I am here again?” 
 
    “About the rent?” 
 
    “Precisely.” Mr. Roth consulted a small booklet. “You are behind one full month in your payments, as, of course, you must be aware. The amount totals seven dollars and seventy-five cents, payable in cash.” 
 
    “Pop, pay the gentleman,” Mrs. Sanderson commanded. 
 
    “Well, now, I ain’t got that much on me,” her husband prevaricated, responding to his cue. “If you’ll drop around in a day or two, Mr. Roth—” 
 
    “You’ve been stalling for weeks. Either pay or your electric power and water will be cut off!” 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Roth,” pleaded Mrs. Sanderson, “you can’t do that to us. I got three little ones at home.” 
 
    The man regarded her with cold stare. 
 
    “I am not interested in your personal problems, Mrs. Sanderson,” he said, delivering his ultimatum. “Either settle your bill in full by tomorrow morning or move on.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    “What’ll we do?” Mrs. Sanderson looked despairingly at her husband. “Where will we get the money?” 
 
    I stepped forward into George Roth’s range of vision. He politely doffed his hat, a courtesy he had not bestowed upon the Sandersons. 
 
    “Mr. Roth, have you a checkbook?” I inquired. 
 
    “Yes, I have.” 
 
    “Then I’ll write a check for the seven dollars and seventy-five cents if that will be satisfactory. The Sandersons are friends of mine.” 
 
    “That will settle the bill in full.” 
 
    Whipping a fountain pen from his pocket, he offered it to me. 
 
    “Mrs. Carter, we can’t allow you to assume our debts,” Abigail protested. “Please don’t—” 
 
    “Now Abigail, it’s only a loan to tide us over for a few days,” Mrs. Sanderson interrupted. “Ted will get a job, and then we’ll be able to pay it back.” 
 
    I wrote out the check. I then cut short the profuse thanks of the Sandersons and insisted that Florence and I must return home at once. 
 
    “Driving into Greenville?” Mr. Roth asked as we were departing. “My car is in the garage, and I’d appreciate a lift to town.” 
 
    “We’ll be glad to take you, Mr. Roth,” I said. I’d have sooner filled the backseat of Bouncing Betsy with a colony of rabid bats, but I could hardly tell the man so. 
 
    En route to Greenville Flo lapsed into a moody silence, and I concentrated on the road. Mr. Roth, oblivious to our antipathy, endeavored to make himself an agreeable conversationalist. 
 
    “So, the Sandersons are friends of yours?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” I corrected him. “I met Abigail at the Palette Club.” 
 
    “The Palette Club?” 
 
    “An art club for young ladies. I visited her home for the first time today. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for the family.” 
 
    “They’re a no-good lot. The old man never works, and the boy either can’t or won’t get a job.” 
 
    I bit back an acrid crack about the lack of his own industriousness as evidenced by the deplorable condition of his cottages and asked, “Do you have many such families, Mr. Roth?” 
 
    “Oh, now and then. But I weed them out as fast as I can. One can’t be soft and manage a tourist camp, you know.” 
 
    I smiled, thinking that no person ever would accuse Mr. Roth of being “soft.” He had the reputation of ruthless devotion to his own interests. To change the subject, I mentioned that Mrs. Covington had returned to the city to take up residence at Roseacres. 
 
    “Is that so?” Mr. Roth inquired, pricking up his ears like a cocker spaniel who’s just heard a sausage drop to the floor from the dining table. “Will she recondition the house?” 
 
    I told him that I had no knowledge of the widow’s plans for the property. 
 
    “No doubt Mrs. Covington has returned to sell the estate,” Mr. Roth said. “I should like to buy the place if it goes for a fair price. I could make money by remodeling Roseacres into a tourist home.” 
 
    “It would be a pity to turn such a lovely place into a roadside hotel,” Florence protested. “Jane and I hope that someday it will be restored to its former glory.” 
 
    “There would be no profit in it as a residence,” Mr. Roth insisted. “The house is located on a main road though and, as a tourist hotel, should pay handsomely.” 
 
    Conversation languished. A few minutes later, I dropped the man at his own home. Although I refrained from speaking of it to Florence, I neither liked nor trusted George Roth. While it had been within his rights to eject the Sandersons from the tourist camp for non-payment of rent, I felt that he could have afforded to be more generous. I did not regret the impulse which had caused me to settle the Sandersons’ debt. There had been a time, not so far in the past, when letting go of nearly eight dollars would have represented quite a financial setback, but now that I was a bonafide lady novelist with not one but two—and another soon to be published—moderately successful novels to my name, I could afford to go about spreading largess. 
 
    After leaving Florence at the Radcliff house, I drove on home.  
 
    I greeted my father who had arrived from the newspaper office only a moment before. He was sitting on the davenport in the living room, a late edition of the Examiner laying on the table in front of him. I glanced carelessly at the headlines on the front page and said, “What’s new, Dad?” 
 
    “Nothing worthy of mention.” 
 
    I sank down on the davenport beside Dad and gave the front page a closer perusal. My attention was drawn to a brief item which appeared in an inconspicuous bottom corner. 
 
    “Here’s something worthy of mention,” I said. “It says that a big rock has been found on the farm of John Pitts. The stone bears writing thought to be the handiwork of Wild Bill Hickok.” 
 
    “Let me see that paper!” my father demanded.  
 
    With an increasingly stormy countenance, Dad read the brief article. Only twenty lines in length, it stated that a stone bearing an inscription by Wild Bill Hickok had been unearthed on the nearby farm. 
 
    “Wild Bill Hickok! What am I running? Wild Western Weekly? I don’t know how this item got past City Editor DeWitt,” my father fumed. “It has all the earmarks of a hoax. You didn’t by chance write it, Jane?” 
 
    “I certainly did not! Although I’d not knock those Western rags. They do a smashing business—of course, they do it all on the backs of their poor underpaid writers.” 
 
    My father just harrumphed. He’s never felt sorry for the countless poor put-upon penmen (and penwomen) who supply the reems of sensational bilge required to keep our nation’s popular fiction magazines afloat. I suppose I feel a sufficient quantity of pity for the both of us. I used to be one of those poor put-upon penwomen. 
 
    “You do know that Wild Bill Hickok was rumored to have spent some time around here,” I told my father. 
 
    “This far east of the Mississippi? Pshaw!”  
 
    “Local lore claims that Wild Bill fell in love with a young woman from Greenville who ran away from home to become an actress. During Wild Bill’s brief stint in the theater, they were part of the same cast. The girl in question gave up acting and returned home to marry a prominent local lawyer. Wild Bill followed her here to Greenville and convinced her to reconsider. The family didn’t take kindly to their genteel daughter jilting their choice and taking up with a violent-tempered cowboy, but the young lady refused to give old Bill the icy mitt. For a while, according to the story I was told, the pair fled the wrath of the young lady’s family and hid out on a farm somewhere around here. Then the girl’s lawyer fiancé managed to track them down. Inevitably, there was a showdown between the two men, and, equally inevitably, Wild Bill ended up killing the lawyer fiancé.”  
 
    “It does read a little like a Jack Bancroft story,” Dad said, ignoring my anecdotes about the questionable exploits of Wild Bill and glancing over the article a second time. “Are you sure you didn’t put Jack up to writing this story? You have undue influence over him, you know.” 
 
    I did know. Even back in the days when Jack Bancroft and I had been strictly platonic, I had been known to strong-arm him from time to time into reporting on the more sensational stories of the type that my father categorically resists. 
 
    “Maybe it was Jack who wrote the story,” I said, “but I swear I had nothing to do with it. This is the first I’m hearing of the discovery of any stone carving.” 
 
    My father telephoned the Examiner office—Jack was not in—and then Jack’s home. After talking with Jack for several minutes, Dad finally hung up the receiver. 
 
    “What did he say?” I asked. 
 
    “Jack wrote the story and says it came from a reliable source. He’s coming over here to talk to me about it.” 
 
    Within ten minutes Jack arrived. I loitered in the living room to hear the conversation.  
 
    “Have a chair,” Dad said to Jack. “Now tell me where you got hold of that story.” 
 
    “Straight from the farmer, John Pitts. The stone was dug up on his farm early this morning.” 
 
    “Did you see it yourself?” 
 
    “Not yet. It was hauled to the Greenville Historical Society Museum. Thought I’d drop around there on my way home and look it over.” 
 
    “I wish you would,” my father said to Jack. “While there’s a chance that stone may be authentic, it doesn’t seem very likely. Why would Wild Bill Hickok bother with carving on rock? I have a deep suspicion someone is trying to pull a fast trick.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if I’ve made a mistake, Chief, but the Historical Society people think—” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not blaming you. If the story is a fake, it was up to DeWitt to question it at the desk. Better look at the rock though, before you write any more about it.” 
 
    As Jack got up to leave, I jumped up from my own chair. 
 
    “I’d like to see that stone, too,” I said. “Jack, do you mind if I go along with you?” 
 
    “Glad to have you.” 
 
    Before I could collect my hat and coat, Mrs. Timms appeared in the doorway to announce dinner.  
 
    “Jane, where are you going now?” 
 
    “Only over to the museum.” 
 
    “You’ve not had your dinner.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I have,” I told her. “I dined on chicken at the Dorset Tourist Camp. I’ll be home in an hour or so.” 
 
    I fled from the house before Mrs. Timms could offer further objections. Besides, the way I saw it, my father and Mrs. Timms could probably do with the opportunity for a quick canoodle on the davenport. 
 
    Jack made a more ceremonious departure and joined me on the front porch. His mud-splattered coupe sat at the curb. The interior was only slightly less dirty, and before getting in, I brushed off the seat. The condition of his coupe gave me pause. I’ve been known to go about with torn stockings and shoes that are run down at the heel, but I draw the line at living in actual filth. If Jack ever did get around to suggesting we feed out of the same nosebag for life, I would have to take our future living conditions into consideration. 
 
    In order to sit down in the passenger seat, I had to remove a pair of muddy boots from the floor. 
 
    “What’s all this?” I asked. “Been mucking out pigsties?” 
 
    “Just a little gardening,” Jack replied stiffly. 
 
    “Gardening? You don’t have a garden. You don’t even have a window box.” 
 
    “There’s this elderly aunt of mine.” 
 
    “What elderly aunt of yours?” I demanded. “I don’t recall ever being introduced to any elderly aunt. Where have you been hiding her?” 
 
    “Never mind,” said Jack irritably. “You needn’t know everything about me.” 
 
    “Needn’t I? No, I suppose not. I know how to mind my potatoes. We’ll speak no more of this elderly aunt.” 
 
    It wasn’t my intention to speak any more on any subject. I turned my face to the window and concentrated intensely on the parade of telegraph poles whizzing by, but after a few minutes of this, I relented and broke the silence by asking Jack about the stone which had been discovered at the Pitts farm. 
 
    “Nothing to tell except what was in the paper. The rock has some writing on it, supposedly written by Wild Bill Hickock.” 
 
    “What does the writing say?” 
 
    “It details Wild Bill’s exploits.” 
 
    “What kind of exploits?” 
 
    “It appears to memorialize one of the men he killed.” 
 
    “How many men did he kill?” 
 
    “Don’t know. On this stone, only one is mentioned by name.” 
 
    “I thought Wild Bill killed lots of people.” 
 
    “Maybe he did,” Jack said. “John Pitts found this stone while he was plowing a field. Apparently it had been in the ground for many years.” 
 
    “I should think so if it was carved by Wild Bill Hickock himself. The man’s been dead for over fifty years. I’m curious to see it.” 
 
    We drew up before a large stone building with Doric columns and climbed a long series of steps to the front door, then entered the museum through a turnstile. 
 
    “I’ll go and find the curator, Mr. Klein,” Jack told me. “I’ll be with you in a minute.” 
 
    While waiting, I inspected the contents of the display cases. I was admiring a flock of stuffed ducks whose expressions were suggestive of being bored with life when Jack returned, followed by an elderly man wearing horn-rimmed spectacles. Jack introduced the curator, who began to talk enthusiastically of the stone which had been delivered to the museum that afternoon. 
 
    “I shall be very glad to show it to you,” he said, leading the way down a long corridor. “For the present, pending investigation, we have it stored in the basement.” 
 
    “What’s the verdict?” Jack asked. “Do museum authorities consider the writing authentic?” 
 
    “I should not wish to be quoted,” Mr. Klein prefaced his little speech. “However, an initial inspection has led us to believe that the stone may indeed be the handiwork of Wild Bill Hickok. You understand that it will take exhaustive study before the museum would venture to state this as a fact.” 
 
    “Don’t you find it odd that Wild Bill would have chosen to immortalize his violent exploits in stone? Mightn’t the discovery be a clever hoax?” I asked the curator. 
 
    “Always that is a possibility,” Mr. Klein acknowledged as he unlocked the door of a basement room. “However, the stone has weathered evenly, and it appears to have been buried many years, and there are other signs which point to the authenticity of the writing. Local legend has it that Wild Bill was active in the area during the time the stone is dated.” 
 
    “There’s a date on the stone?” I asked.  
 
    “April 14, 1872.” 
 
    The curator switched on an electric light to reveal a room cluttered with miscellaneous objects. There was an old horse-drawn carriage minus its wheels, boxes overflowing with antiquated books, framed paintings of dubious artistic value and various moth-eaten stuffed creatures most of whom wore expressions just as blasé as the flock of ducks upstairs. At the rear of the room was a large rust-colored stone which might have weighed a quarter of a ton. 
 
    “Here it is,” Mr. Klein said, giving the rock an affectionate pat. “Notice the uniform coloring throughout, and note the lettering chiseled on the surface. You will see that the grooves do not differ appreciably from the remainder of the stone as would be the case if the lettering were of recent date.” 
 
    I bent to inspect the crude writing. “I, William Hickok, killed a man on this spot,” I read aloud. “Shot him down with my very own hand. One John Timmons, April 14, 1872.” 
 
    “What’s that marking at the top?” Jack asked. 
 
    “It looks like a number,” I said. “Forty-two, perhaps? What do you think, Mr. Klein?” 
 
    “My theory is—” Mr. Klein said, “that Wild Bill was in the habit of leaving a stone carving to memorialize every one of his victims. Perhaps Mr. Timmons was the forty-second man he’d killed.” 
 
    “That many?” I said doubtfully. “I do know that Bill Hickock is thought to have killed his lover’s jilted fiancé on a farm near here, but it seems a bit far-fetched to think that this Mr. Timmons was his forty-second victim." 
 
    “In truth,” Mr. Klein said, “some of the old timers around here say that Wild Bill shot not just the fiancé, but also the two friends he brought with him.” 
 
    “In that case, similar rocks may be found near here,” Jack said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Numbers forty-three and forty-four,” I said, trying not to smile as I said it.  
 
    I didn’t think Mr. Klein’s theory very likely, myself. I just couldn’t reconcile a man who made a habit of stealing other people’s fiancées and murdering people at the drop of a hat with the type who might spend weeks chipping away at solid stone to commemorate the event. I would have thought he’d have been much too busy running away from the long arm of the law. Shoot one person and questions will be asked. Shoot three people and tongues begin to wag. I was inclined to agree with my father that the stone was likely a hoax. 
 
    “It is an interesting possibility,” said Mr. Klein. “There might indeed be other stones.” 
 
    “Just why does the stone have historical value?” I asked. “It’s not as if it’s all that old.” 
 
    “Because there never was any proof that Wild Bill visited this part of the state,” Mr. Klein explained. “If we could prove such were the case, our contribution to history would be a vital one.” 
 
    “Mr. Klein certainly believes the writing is genuine,” I told Jack after we’d left the museum. “All the same, anyone knows a carved rock can be made to look very ancient, never mind a mere fifty years old or so, and that business of numbering the rocks, it’s almost as if someone were setting the community up for subsequent discovers. No, I think my father’s instincts may be right about this one.” 
 
    “The Chief may be right about it being a fake,” Jack said. “But if it is, who planted the stone on Pitts’ farm? And who would go to such great effort just to play a joke? That stone must have taken weeks to carve.” 
 
    We started across the street. Jack was a few steps ahead of me. An automobile bearing Texas license plates whizzed past, too close to the curb. As Jack leaped backward to safety, the automobile screeched to a halt. Two men occupied the front seat, and the driver, a well-dressed man of fifty, leaned from the window. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” he said, addressing Jack, “we’re trying to locate a boy named Ted Whitely. He and his sister may be living with a family by the name of Sanderson. Could you tell me how to find them?” 
 
    Jack said he had never met anyone by that name, but I said: “I know both Ted and Abigail Whitely. They’re living at the Dorset Tourist Camp.” 
 
    I told him how to get to the camp. The stranger thanked me, and he and his companion drove off in the direction of the Dorset Tourist Camp. 
 
    “I wonder who they can be?” I said to Jack as I stared after the car. “And why did they come all the way from Texas to see Ted and Abigail?” 
 
    “Are Ted and Abigail friends of yours?” 
 
    “I like Abigail very much, but Ted seems to be of rather questionable character. I wonder—” 
 
    “You wonder what?”  
 
    “It just came to me. Those men may be officers from Texas sent here to arrest Ted for something he’s done. I never meant to set them on his trail, but I may be responsible for his arrest.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Jack smiled broadly as he edged the car from its parking space by the curb. 
 
    “You certainly have a vivid imagination, Jane. Those two men didn’t look like plainclothes men to me. Anyway, if Ted Whitely has committed an illegal act, wouldn’t it be your duty to turn him over to the authorities?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” I admitted. “Ted stole one of Truman Kip’s chickens earlier today. It was a dreadful thing to do, but in a way, I can’t blame him too much. I’m sure the Sandersons frequently go hungry.” 
 
    “Stealing is stealing. I don’t know the lad, but if a fellow is crooked in small things, he’s usually dishonest in larger matters as well. Speaking of Truman Kip, he was the man who hauled the big rock to the museum.” 
 
    “Was he? I understand he does a great deal of rock hauling around Greenville. He’s an odd fellow.” 
 
    I became absorbed in my own thoughts and had little to say until we drew up in front of my home. 
 
    “Won’t you come in?” I asked Jack.  
 
    “Can’t tonight,” he declined regretfully. “I have to meet the team at a bowling alley.” 
 
    Jack had been using that excuse a lot lately. A few months ago, he’d joined a bowling team, and to hear him tell it he was indispensable. It was taking up most of his evenings and nearly every weekend. 
 
    “Why don’t I come along and watch,” I suggested. 
 
    “No!” Jack said, far too quickly. “I mean, having a woman there will make the other fellas nervous.” 
 
    “Where did you find this team of yours? Don’t tell me they’ve never seen a woman before.” 
 
    “Of course, they’ve seen a woman before,” Jack said defensively. “They’re just shy, that’s all.” 
 
    “Shy! Phonus Bolonus. If that bowling team of yours is so shy, then providing them with the opportunity to spend a little time in the company of a sympathetic female will be just the thing to bring them out of their shells.” 
 
    “You may be female, and you may be sympathetic—on the interior at any rate—but your outward appearance is that of a woman who might very well carry a cosh in her handbag.” 
 
    “I do carry a cosh in my handbag,” I pointed out. 
 
    “And you look like someone who wouldn’t hesitate to use it. Perhaps I shall start calling you Wild Jane Hickok.” 
 
    “I might not hesitate to use my cosh, should the occasion call for it,” I protested, “but I only visit violence on black-hearted evil-doers. I, unlike Wild Bill, never employ a weapon save in self-defense.” 
 
    I kissed Jack with rather more fervor than usual before I exited the car, just so he’d have something to remember me by during his long evening bowling with his team of social misfits.  
 
    I tried not to think about this hitherto-unmentioned elderly aunt Jack had neglected to mention. I’d been seeing far too little of Jack lately, and I didn’t want to waste what little time we had together arguing about bowling teams with inferiority complexes and elderly aunts with overgrown gardens. 
 
    Upon entering the house, I discovered that Dad had been called downtown to attend a meeting. Unable to tell him of my trip to the museum, I tried to interest Mrs. Timms in the story. However, Mrs. Timms, who was eager to be off to a moving picture at the Pink Lotus Theater with her friend, Mrs. Amhurst, soon cut me short. 
 
    Excuse me, Jane, but I really must be leaving, or I’ll be late,” she apologized, putting on her hat. 
 
    “I thought you were interested in unsolved mysteries, Mrs. Timms.” 
 
    “Unsolved mysteries, yes, but to tell you the truth, I can’t become very excited over an old stone, no matter what’s written on it, and I’ve never thought very highly of that Mr. Hickok. I can’t say that I’d be terribly pleased to have proof that he’d ever been in these parts. I’ve been only too happy, all these years, to dismiss those rumors of him killing his lady-friend’s fiancé at that farm over east of town as baseless rumors.” 
 
    After Mrs. Timms had gone, I was left alone in the house.  
 
    I should have been up in my bedroom, sitting at my typewriter, pounding out another twenty pages of Lady Ramfurtherington’s Revenge, but the weather was unseasonably balmy for early May, and it was uncomfortably warm in my second-story bedroom. Besides, I couldn’t decide what indignities and vicissitudes to subject Lady Ramfurtherington to next. 
 
    I sat down on the davenport in the living room to read one of Mrs. Timm’s old National Geographic Magazines, but “In the Land of Kublai Khan” failed to fascinate; likewise, “Costa Rica, Land of the Banana,” and finally “Through the Heart of England in a Canadian Canoe.” I laid the magazine aside.  
 
    I decided that I must be hungry. I looked in the cookie jar, which was almost never empty, but there was nothing but half a broken snickerdoodle laying forlornly in the bottom. When I took a bite out of it, I found it was stale. 
 
    I thought I would make a batch of fudge. But no sooner had I mixed the sugar and chocolate together than that, too, seemed like a useless occupation. Fudge, I decided, was too sweet. Besides, it was too warm in the house for baking. I set aside the mixing bowl for Mrs. Timms to finish upon her return from her moving picture. 
 
    “I know what I’ll do!” I said out loud to the empty house. “I wonder why I didn’t think of it sooner?” 
 
    I telephoned Florence and asked her to come over at once. 
 
    “What’s so pressing? I’m rather busy. Mother has me painting posters for the Annual Spring Pilgrimage.” 
 
    “You? Painting posters? Doesn’t your mother want the Pilgrimage to be its usual success?” 
 
    “I’m a tolerably good sign-painter,” Flo said sniffily. “I can manage to letter on a straight line.” 
 
    “So your mother’s finagled her way onto the Pilgrimage Committee this year?” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Arnold Pruitt’s attempted coup has not materialized. Just as Mrs. Pruitt’s campaign to oust Mother was gaining traction, my mother circulated the rumor that Mrs. Pruitt used to be a showgirl and that rather rendered her a spent force.” 
 
    “Did Mrs. Pruitt used to be a showgirl?” 
 
    “Not exactly, she used to be a dancing instructress.” 
 
    “Does having worked as a dancing instructress qualify as scandalous for the club women of Greenville?” 
 
    “Not necessarily, but I gather that my mother implied that when Mrs. Pruitt was a young woman, she specialized in giving dancing lessons exclusively to male clients.” 
 
    “Did Mrs. Pruitt give lessons exclusively to male clients?” 
 
    “Technically, she did. Mrs. Pruitt was dancing mistress for an all-boys school just outside of Minneapolis. I gather the oldest students were no more than twelve and it was the sort of institution where the curriculum was confined to the sedatest of Victorian waltzes—I gather the student body was required to practice with broomstick partners outfitted with little muslin skirts—but my mother still contrived to make it all sound very tawdry.” 
 
    “I suppose the woman deserves it for putting about the rumor that your mother was incapable of discharging her duties as pillar of the community on account of it being ‘her time of life,’ but I still feel rather sorry for Mrs. Pruitt. She obviously didn’t realize your mother is such a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    “People rarely do,” said Flo, and sighed. “I’d better get back to my charitable duties.” 
 
    “The Pilgrimage isn’t for ages. Surely posters can wait. If your mother objects, tell her we’re going to carry out a philanthropic enterprise for which time is of the essence.” 
 
    “What philanthropic enterprise?” Florence sounded supremely skeptical.  
 
    “I’ll tell you about it when you get here,” I said and hung up the phone. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Flo arrived to find me garbed in an apron, working industriously in the kitchen. 
 
    “What is this all about?” Florence demanded suspiciously. “If you’re expecting help with the dishes, I’m going straight home again.” 
 
    “Oh, relax.” I laughed. “The dishes were done ages ago. We’re going to help out the old wishing well.” 
 
    “I wish you would explain what you mean.” 
 
    “The Sandersons are as poor as church mice, and they need food. At Roseacres this afternoon Abigail made a wish—that her family would have more to eat. Well, it’s up to us to make that wish come true.” 
 
    “You’re preparing a basket of food to take out to the camp?” 
 
    “That’s the general idea. We can leave it on the doorstep of the cottage and slip away without revealing our identity.” 
 
    “That’s a splendid idea.”  
 
    I opened the porcelain door of the icebox and peered inside. I handed out a masala-flavored meatloaf, a potato salad dressed with cumin and ground cloves, bunches of radishes, scrubbed carrots, celery, and a dozen fresh eggs. 
 
    Flo sniffed doubtfully at the meatloaf.  
 
    “This smells funny.” 
 
    “It’s flavored with Mrs. Timm’s secret ingredient,” I said. “Garam Masala powder.” 
 
    “What’s Raram Mosulla powder?” 
 
    “Garam Masala. It’s a mixture of Indian spices.” 
 
    Until recently, Mrs. Timms had been able to satisfy her unusual tastes in culinary seasonings by receiving regular parcels from her sister Henrietta, whose diplomat husband was stationed in Calcutta. However, ever since Henrietta and Mr. Henrietta—I’ve forgotten his name, he’s never figured very prominently in Mrs. Timms’ narratives about her sister’s exotic existence on the Indian subcontinent—were transferred to Hong Kong, Mrs. Timms has had to find a new source. Fortunately, she has a cousin in San Francisco—where apparently one can get such things as powdered fennel and blades of mace—who now keeps her supplied. 
 
    “Dash down to the basement and get some canned goods from the supply shelf,” I instructed Florence briskly. “We ought to have jelly, too, and a sample of Mrs. Timms’ strawberry preserves.” 
 
    “You do the dashing if you don’t mind,” Flo said. “I prefer not to become too deeply involved in this affair. At this rate, Mrs. Timms is going to have to do the grocery shopping all over again.” 
 
    “Oh, Mrs. Timms won’t care—not one bit,” I insisted as I started for the basement. “She’s the most charitable person in the world.” 
 
    In a minute I was back, my arms laden with heavy canned goods. I found a market basket in the garage, and we packed the food inside, wrapping the perishables carefully in waxed paper. 
 
    “There! We can’t crowd another thing into the basket,” I said at last. 
 
    “The icebox is as bare as Mother Hubbard’s cupboard,” Florence pointed out. “What will you all eat tomorrow?” 
 
    “Oh, Mrs. Timms can buy more. She’ll be a good sport about it, I know.” 
 
    I had no misgivings as I carried the heavy basket to the garage and loaded it into Bouncing Betsy. Old Bets’s gasoline gauge registered low, so I siphoned an extra two gallons from my father’s car, and then announced that I was at last ready to go. 
 
    “Don’t you ever patronize a filling station?” Florence protested as we headed down the street. 
 
    “Oh, now and then,” I said. “Dad won’t begrudge me a couple of gallons.” 
 
    “You certainly have your family well trained,” Florence sighed. “I wish I knew how you get away with it. I’m completely under Mother’s thumb. Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever be able to call my life my own.” 
 
    “Put your foot down,” I said. “Make a stand. Draw a line in the sand. Take a firm stance.”  
 
    Flo scowled in the passenger seat as I cast about for additional metaphors. 
 
    “Stiffen the sinews!” I said, finally locating another. “If only you didn’t live with your parents, it would be harder for your mother to work you to the bone.” 
 
    “But I can’t afford an apartment,” Flo pointed out. “I only have my part-time salary from the library, and that’s not nearly enough to pay rent and keep me in stockings.” 
 
    I had a sudden inspiration. 
 
    “What if you moved in with us?” 
 
    “I couldn’t,” Flo protested. “It would break my father’s heart.” 
 
    “Would it? I should think that if you stopped by the house and stuck your nose in at his study door every week or so, he’d hardly notice a thing had changed.” 
 
    Reverend Sidney Radcliff is an intelligent man, but he has rather the air of a clergyman who lives on a higher plane, or at least a plane where he takes very little notice of the minor tasks and routines of daily life—or the wretched time that his only daughter is having.  
 
    “You’re probably right about Father,” Flo said. “Mother would be furious, of course.” 
 
    “A pox and a pestilence on your mother,” I said peevishly. “If you move out it will only be because she brought it on herself.” 
 
    “I don’t think Mrs. Timms would appreciate me permanently taking over your guest room.”  
 
    “But you wouldn’t have to,” I said. “A while back, my father started to build himself a study in the basement. The fascination faded after he’d hit his thumb with a hammer for about the thousandth time, so he abandoned the project.” 
 
    “You want me to move into your basement?” Flo said. “I was just down there. It’s jammed full of old newspapers and pasteboard boxes and about twenty years’ worth of empty milk bottles.” 
 
    “It was just a suggestion.” 
 
    “Well, moving out is a lovely thought,” Flo said. “But I’m not quite desperate enough to camp out in the midst of a pile of milk bottles.” 
 
    We drove through Greenville and on to the Dorset Tourist Camp. An attendant stopped us at the entrance but allowed us to drive on when he learned that we did not wish to make reservations. I drew up not far from the Sanderson’s cottage. 
 
    “A light is still burning inside,” Flo pointed out. “We’ll have to be careful if we don’t want to be seen.” 
 
    As I lifted the heavy basket from Betsy’s rear compartment, I noticed another car parked nearby.  
 
    “It’s that same Texas car,” I told Flo. “Those men must still be here.” 
 
    “What car? What men?” 
 
    “Earlier this evening two strangers inquired the way to this tourist camp,” I explained. “They said they were looking for Ted Whitely.” 
 
    “Friends of his?” 
 
    “I don’t know who they are or what they want. It did strike me as odd that they would come from such a long distance.” 
 
    “Whoever they are, they must be at the cottage now. Should we leave the basket on the doorstep or wait until they’ve gone?” 
 
    “We can’t very well wait, Flo. They might decide to stay half the night.” 
 
    Carrying the basket between us, we moved stealthily toward the cottage. The curtains had not been drawn, and I could see Mr. and Mrs. Sanderson, Abigail, and the two men seated at the table carrying on an animated discussion. 
 
    “I wish I knew why those Texas fellows came here. If we wanted to find out—” 
 
    “I’ll not listen at any keyholes!” Florence cut me short. 
 
    “I was merely thinking that we could, theoretically speaking. Of course, I never would do such an ill-bred thing.” 
 
    “I’m sure you wouldn’t,” Florence said archly. “For a very good reason, too. I shall take you away before temptation overcomes you.” 
 
    We reached the stoop. Flo relinquished her hold on the basket of food and forcibly pulled me back to Bouncing Betsy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    At the next meeting of the Palette Club, Florence and I eagerly awaited some indication from Abigail Whitely that the basket of food had been discovered by the Sanderson family. When the girl had failed to appear twenty minutes after all the others had arrived, I began to wonder if she intended to absent herself from the Palette Club. I hoped that she had not been so embarrassed by our finding out about Ted’s theft of the chicken that she would avoid us altogether. 
 
    “Oh, by the way, what did Mrs. Timms say about last week’s little episode?” Florence asked me. 
 
    “Entirely too much.” I sighed. “She subjected me to at least three thousand words on the budget problems of a housekeeper. She also waxed eloquent on the considerable time involved in the procuring of the quantity of food-stuffs required to satisfy a household of ‘voracious eaters.’ Tell me, would you describe me as a ‘voracious eater’?’ 
 
    “Yes, I would.” 
 
    Just then, Abigail, breathless from hurrying, descended the steps into the basement room where we were meeting. Her eyes sparkled. 
 
    “Something marvelous happened since the last time we met,” she told us. “You’ll never guess!” 
 
    “We couldn’t possibly,” Florence said. 
 
    “Two baskets of food were left at the door of our cottage. It’s silly to say it, I know, but it seems as if my wish at the old well must have had something to do with it.” 
 
    “Did you say two baskets of food were left?” I asked her, looking sideways at Florence as I spoke.  
 
    “Yes, last Saturday, one came early in the evening . Then, the following Sunday morning when Mrs. Sanderson opened the door, she found still another. You don’t suppose any of the members of the Palette Club did it, do you? We shouldn’t like to accept charity—” 
 
    “I’ll ask the girls if you want me to,” I said. “But if any of them did, no one breathed a word of it to me.” 
 
    “Maybe the old well did grant your wish, Abigail,” Florence added. “You know, folks say it has a reputation for doing good deeds.” 
 
    One of the girls interrupted to ask Abigail for help mixing her paints, and this brought the conversation to an abrupt end.  
 
    “Who do you suppose left that second basket on the Sandersons’ doorstep?” I asked Flo as we waited outside the church for Abigail. I had offered to drive her home. 
 
    “Probably one of the other club members had the same idea you did,” Florence suggested. “Anyway, I expect that the Sandersons were well fed last week at least.” 
 
    I had made a point of quietly questioning every member of the Palette Club, but not one of the girls would admit having left the basket at the tourist camp.  
 
    “The mystery deepens,” I said to Florence. “If no one in the Palette Club prepared the basket, then who did do it?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to attribute it to the old wishing well after all. Let me see your ears.” 
 
    “What for? Don’t you think I ever wash them?” 
 
    I have been known to go about with loose hems, uncoiffured hair and handbags with the handles missing, but I do try to adhere to basic standards of hygiene.  
 
    “I merely want to see if your ears have grown since we were last at Roseacres. Why, goodness me, I do believe they are larger!” 
 
    Before I could come up with a blistering retort, Abigail joined us. I was curious to learn more about the two Texas men who had arrived in Greenville. I brought up the subject by mentioning that two strangers had asked her how they might locate Ted and Abigail. 
 
    “Yes, they found us all right,” Abigail said. “Mr. Coaten came to see Ted.” 
 
    “An old friend?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I can’t figure out just why Mr. Coaten did come here.” 
 
    Abigail frowned and lapsed into silence. Flo and I did not question her further, and a few minutes later we were on the road to the tourist camp. 
 
    The affairs of the Sanderson family concerned me only slightly. Although I couldn’t help wondering why Mr. Coaten and his companion were in Greenville, I expended far more mental energy on the stone which had been dug up at the Pitts farm. Directly after we left Abigail off at the Sandersons’ cottage, I proposed to Florence that we drive into the country and interview the farmer. 
 
    “I don’t mind the trip,” Flo said, “but why are you so interested in an old rock?” 
 
    “Oh, Dad thinks the whole story may be a hoax. I’d like to learn the truth if I can.” 
 
    At four-thirty we were at the Pitts farm talking to Farmer Pitts in the flesh. 
 
    “I’ve been pestered to death ever since that rock was found here,” he told us. “There’s nothing new to tell. I was plowing in the south field back of the barn when I turned it up. I have heard some talk of Wild Bill Hickock hiding out at this place during my Pappy’s day. Supposedly, the woman Wild Bill took a shine to was a great aunt of mine, but I didn’t lay much store by those tales until George Roth came along and said the writing on it might interest the museum folks. He gave me a couple of dollars and paid to have Old Man Kip haul it into town.” 
 
    “I didn’t know George Roth had an interest in the stone,” I said. “You say he gave you two dollars for it?” 
 
    “That’s right, I was glad to have the rock hauled off the place.” 
 
    Satisfied that we could learn no more by talking to Mr. Pitts, we moved on to inspect the hole from which the stone had been removed, and then drove back toward Greenville. 
 
    “Mr. Pitts seems honest enough,” I told Flo as we rattled along the country road. “If the rock was deliberately planted on his farm I don’t believe he had anything to do with it.” 
 
    “He hardly seems the type to carry out a scheme like that,” Florence agreed. “Maybe the writing on the rock is genuine.” 
 
    “The curator of the museum thinks it may be. All the same, I’ll stack Dad’s opinion against them all. I’ve learned to trust an old newspaperman’s instincts above all others.” 
 
    As we approached Roseacres, I slowed down. To my surprise, there were several automobiles parked in front of the property. 
 
    “It looks as if Mrs. Covington has guests today,” I said to Flo. “Shall we stop and say hello?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know,” Florence said doubtfully as I drew up at the edge of the road. “We’re not really acquainted with her, and with others there—” 
 
    “They’re leaving now,” I pointed out, jerking my head to draw Flo’s attention to a group of ladies moving toward the assortment of cars parked in the circular gravel drive. “Look! There’s your mother.” 
 
    I turned to look at Flo, but there was no one in the seat beside me. 
 
    “Flo! What are you doing huddled down on the floorboards!” 
 
    “Shh!” Flo hissed back. “I’m supposed to be refreshing the flower arrangements in the sanctuary. There’s a special service tomorrow.” 
 
    “Aren’t there deaconesses to do that?” I hissed back. 
 
    “I am a deaconess,” Flo gesticulated as wildly as one can when curled up in the fetal position. “Stop looking down at me!” 
 
    I returned my attention to the visitors streaming from the house. All were well-known to me as women prominent in Greenville club circles. Mrs. Brandt, a stout, pompous lady who led the procession, was speaking to the others in an agitated voice. Flo’s mother brought up the rear like a collie dog keeping a herd of heifers in tight formation. 
 
    “In all my life I never was treated with less courtesy,” said Mrs. Brandt. “Mrs. Covington at least might have invited us into her house!” 
 
    “I always understood that she was a very odd person,” added Mrs. Applebee, “but one naturally would expect far better manners from a Covington.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t object to her manners if only she would allow the Pilgrimage Committee the use of her house.” Mrs. Dunst sniffed loudly. “What a pity that she refuses to consider opening up Roseacres during Pilgrimage Week.” 
 
    Still chattering indignantly, the women got into their separate cars and drove away. 
 
    “What did you make of that?” asked Florence, who was sitting up straight and dusting herself off, now that the danger of detection was past.  
 
    “Apparently, Mrs. Covington handed them the icy mitt. I thought your mother was heading up the Pilgrimage committee, but it appears that Mrs. Brandt is spearheading the movement. Or does your mother just prefer to lead from behind?” 
 
    “I know the Pilgrimage was started years ago by a group of club women who decided to raise money for local causes by conducting a tour of old houses, but I’ve never really understood why people pay good money to walk through other people’s houses,” I said to Flo. 
 
    “Don’t you? I find it rather fascinating. I’d give my eye-teeth to see inside Roseacres.” 
 
    Pilgrimage Week had been set for the twenty-sixth of the month. For a five-day period, various homes and their gardens were to be open to the public. During previous festivals, costume parties had been held at several of the largest homes. I might not be one for tromping around a bunch of old houses, but I do adore a good costume party, so I always looked forward to Pilgrimage Week with great anticipation.  
 
    “Well, there’s only one colonial house that I’d care about getting inside,” I said. “I do agree with you that I should very much like to see the interior of Roseacres.” 
 
    “Maybe we can do it now. Mrs. Covington did invite us to visit her again, but I’m not sure she really meant it.” 
 
    “Why not find out?” I said, swinging open Betsy’s driver side door and clambering down. 
 
    Very little had been done to the property since our last visit. A half-hearted attempt had been made to rake about ten autumns’ worth of matted leaves off one side of the unmown lawn, and an overgrown lilac bush had been mercilessly mutilated. The windows remained shuttered, and the entire place had a gloomy, deserted appearance. 
 
    I rapped on the door. Mrs. Covington must have noted our approach, for she responded to my knock immediately. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” I began, “we were driving by and thought we would drop in to see you again.” 
 
    “How nice of you.” Mrs. Covington smiled. “Look over the garden as much as you please.” 
 
    “The garden—” Florence faltered, glancing over at me. 
 
    “Or make wishes at the well,” Mrs. Covington went on hastily. “Go anywhere you like, and I’ll join you as soon as I get a wrap.” 
 
    The door closed gently in our faces. 
 
    “Who wants to see a tangle of weeds and overgrown shrubbery?” Florence demanded in a whisper. “Why didn’t Mrs. Covington invite us into the house?” 
 
    “Why indeed?” I said. “There can be but one reason! She has a deep, dark secret which she is endeavoring to hide from the world!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    “Deep, dark secret, my eye!” said Florence. “Jane Carter, sometimes I think that every inhabitant of Greenville suggests mystery and intrigue to you.” 
 
    “Then you explain why Mrs. Covington doesn’t invite us into her house,” I challenged Flo. “And why did she turn away the members of the Pilgrimage Committee?” 
 
    “Perhaps the place isn’t fixed up the way she wants yet.” 
 
    “That’s no reason to keep all visitors out. Of course the place would need work after being neglected for so long. No, Mrs. Covington must have a more compelling reason for secrecy than that, Flo, and I’m curious to learn what it is.” 
 
    “You’re always curious,” Florence teased, taking me by the arm. “Come along. Let’s get a drink at the well.” 
 
    While we were lowering the bucket into the brick-lined cavern, Mrs. Covington joined us, a woolen shawl thrown over her head and shoulders. 
 
    “I’ve not had time to get much work done yet,” she apologized. “I really must hire a man to clean up the grounds.” 
 
    A team of ten strapping men accompanied by an exceptionally strong mule would have been more suited the size of the job, but I decided not to point that out. 
 
    “Then you have decided to stay?” I asked. 
 
    “For the present, I shall. How long I remain depends upon how a certain project turns out.” 
 
    I waited hopefully, but Mrs. Covington did not elaborate on what this mysterious “certain project” entailed. Instead, she inquired about the other members of the Palette Club. 
 
    “I do like to have young people about the place,” she declared brightly. “Do tell your friends to return to sketch at Roseacres whenever they wish.” 
 
    “A rather strange thing occurred after our last visit,” I said. “One of the younger members of the Palette Club, Abigail Whitely, made a wish here at the well, and it came true.” 
 
    “What was the wish?” the old lady asked. A smile flickered across her face, but she hastily extinguished it. 
 
    “Abigail is an orphan, and she made a wish that the family who took her and her brother in might have more food to eat. Last Saturday evening, two baskets were left on the stoop of the cottage they are renting at the Dorset Tourist Camp. Florence and I were responsible for one of them, but we can’t account for the other.” 
 
    “Very interesting,” Mrs. Covington said. “In years past, a great many wishes which were made here did come true, so I can’t say that I am very surprised.” 
 
    “To what do you attribute the granting of so many wishes?” Florence asked. “That can hardly be chalked up to coincidence.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington smiled. “There are a great many things in this life that one cannot explain.” 
 
    After our spell of unseasonably warm weather, it had turned cool, and a chill, penetrating breeze blew up from the river. Florence shivered and drew her jacket collar closer about her neck, remarking pointedly that the weather had turned colder and shivering rather more dramatically than the conditions called for. Even then, Mrs. Covington did not suggest that we come into the house. A moment later, however, she excused herself and went inside alone, leaving us to wander the garden on our own. 
 
    “It does seem odd that she’s so secretive,” Florence said as soon as the door had shut behind Mrs. Covington. “I’m inclined to agree with the members of the Pilgrimage Committee. Her manners aren’t the best.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’ll eventually decide that I am right,” I said. “Take my word for it; there’s something inside the house she doesn’t want anyone to see. Shall we walk down to the river and call upon Truman Kip, the stonecutter, before we go?” 
 
    “You intend to tell him who stole his chicken?” 
 
    “No, I’ll let him discover that for himself. I want to talk to him about that big rock he hauled to the museum.” 
 
    Florence protested that she could not imagine what useful information I might expect to gain, but she followed me through the rear yard of Roseacres and down a gently sloping path which led to the river. 
 
    “I hope you know the way,” she said dubiously as the overgrown trail became steeper and rockier, and we were forced to proceed at a snail’s pace. 
 
    “Oh, we can’t miss the cabin. Kip’s place is the only one around here,” I assured her. 
 
    We emerged on an open hillside and looked down upon the winding river below. Recent rains had swollen the Grassy to the very edges of its banks, and from a distance Truman Kip’s shack appeared to be situated dangerously close to the water. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you think he would soon be flooded out?” Florence said as we paused to catch our breaths. “I shouldn’t care to live so near the river.” 
 
    “Oh, the water never comes much higher. A few years ago, the city built some sort of flood control system which takes care of the overflow should there be any.” 
 
    We regained our breaths and then started down the slope again. I was leading the way, not paying much attention to the rutty path. I caught my shoe in a small hole, causing me to trip and fall sideways. Immediately, I felt a sharp pain in my arm where I’d struck a rock as I fell. Florence helped me to my feet, brushing dirt from my skirt. 
 
    “You’ve ripped your stocking,” she pointed out, “and torn a hole in your sweater.”  
 
    “Never mind my stocking,” I said. “Never mind my sweater. I guess I’m lucky it wasn’t my head. Let’s sit down and rest a minute.” 
 
    I sat down on the large smooth rock as I gingerly examined the bruised place on my elbow. Florence sat down beside me, futilely plucking burs from my ruined sweater. 
 
    “I’m all right now,” I said a few minutes later as I got up to go on. “Flo! Do you see what I’ve been sitting on?” 
 
    “A rock?” 
 
    “This stone looks exactly like the one at the museum.” 
 
    “All the rocks around here are pretty much the same, don’t they?” 
 
    “Certainly not, there are any number of varieties. This one is quartz unless I’m mistaken, and it closely resembles the one at the museum.” 
 
    “Maybe you can find some writing on it,” Florence teased. “It only weighs two or three hundred pounds. Shall I lift it for you, so you can examine the underside?” 
 
    “Don’t bother lifting it,” I said as I examined the stone more closely. “I’ve already found it.” 
 
    “Found what?” 
 
    “The writing. I knew this stone looked just like the one at the museum.” 
 
    “You’re letting your fertile imagination get away from you again, more likely,” Florence protested as she bent down to have a closer look. “There is writing on the stone!” 
 
    Carved letters, so dimmed by age and weathering that they scarcely remained legible, had been cut unevenly across the hard surface. 
 
    “Killed in a gunfight by my bullet. One Richard Mabry. William Hickock. April 14, 1872,” Florence read aloud.  
 
    “I expect there’s a number carved at the top,” I said, scrubbing away at the desiccated moss. “There was on the other one.” 
 
    “If it’s such an old rock, why was it not discovered before?” 
 
    “It looks like there’s the number ’40’ on this one,” I said. “Maybe the rock is here because Wild Bill liked to leave memorial stones at every location where he’d killed a man, although I’m still inclined to trust my father’s instincts as a newspaperman that this is all a hoax. Still, this stone could have set out here for years before anyone discovered it. This trail is so rarely used, we might be the first people in months to have walked it.” 
 
    “I suppose it might be a hoax,” Flo said, “but shouldn’t we still tell someone what we’ve discovered?” 
 
    “The stone may be a fake, but that’s not for us to try to figure out. We’ve made an important discovery, and the museum is sure to be interested.” 
 
    “Don’t forget that this is on Mrs. Covington’s property,” Florence reminded me. “We’ll have to tell her about it first.” 
 
    We retraced our way to Roseacres. Mrs. Covington answered our knock, but she looked none too pleased by our unexpected return. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, blocking the doorway so that we could not see beyond her into the living room. 
 
    I told her of finding the memorial stone on the hillside. 
 
    “Did you know such a rock was there?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve never seen any stone with writing on it,” Mrs. Covington said. “Goodness knows there are plenty of boulders on my property, though.” 
 
    “Another stone similar to it was found last week on the Pitts farm,” Florence added. “Do come and see it for yourself, Mrs. Covington.” 
 
    Before Mrs. Covington could reply, there were heavy footsteps on the veranda. George Roth had approached without being observed. He doffed his hat with exaggerated politeness and smiled an oily smile. 
 
    “Excuse me, I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation,” he said, bowing again to Mrs. Covington. “You were saying something about a rock which bears writing?” 
 
    “We found it on the hillside near here,” I explained. “It appears to be the work of Wild Bill Hickok.” 
 
    “Then it must be a mate to the stone discovered by Mr. Pitts!” 
 
    “That is a logical explanation.” 
 
    “Will you take me to the spot where you found it?” Mr. Roth said, his voice rising. “I am tremendously interested.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, but without any enthusiasm whatsoever. 
 
    I glanced over at Florence, who did not look particularly elated either. George Roth’s arrival detracted from the pleasure of our discovery. I was vaguely ashamed of my suspicions, but I feared Mr. Roth might try to claim credit for finding the stone. 
 
    As if to confirm my uncharitable suspicions, George Roth remarked that should the newly discovered stone prove to be like the one found at the Pitts farm, he would immediately have it hauled to the Greenville museum. 
 
    “Isn’t that for Mrs. Covington to decide?” I said. “The rock is on her land, you know.” 
 
    “To be sure, to be sure,” Mr. Roth nodded, brushing aside the matter of ownership as if it were of slight consequence. 
 
    Mrs. Covington had gone into the house for a coat. She reappeared and followed Mr. Roth, Flo and I down the trail to where the huge stone lay. 
 
    “Did you ever notice this rock?” I asked the mistress of Roseacres. 
 
    “Never,” she replied, “but then I doubt that I’ve walked this path since I was a child. Even in those days, it was quite overgrown.” 
 
    When we reached the stone, George Roth stooped to examine the carving, excitedly declaring that the carving was very similar to the marking of the Pitts stone. 
 
    “For all we know,” Mr. Roth said, “this rock may be one of the most valuable relics ever found in our state. From the historical standpoint, of course. The stone has no commercial value whatsoever.” 
 
    “I imagine the museum will want it,” I said. “The curator was quite excited about the discovery of the first stone.” 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking.” Mr. Roth turned toward Mrs. Covington to ask: “You would not object to the museum having this stone?” 
 
    “Why, no,” she replied. “It has no value to me.” 
 
    “Then with your permission, I’ll arrange to have it hauled to Greenville without delay. I’ll buy the stone from you.” 
 
    “The museum is entirely welcome to it.” 
 
    “There is a possibility that the museum will refuse the stone. In that event, you would have the expense of hauling it away again. By purchasing it outright, I can relieve you of all responsibility.” 
 
    Giving Mrs. Covington no opportunity to protest, the real estate man forced a crisp two-dollar bill into her unwilling hand. 
 
    “There,” he said jovially, “now I am the owner of the stone. I’ll just run down to Truman Kip’s place and ask him to do the hauling for me.” 
 
    The wind was chilly, and after Mr. Roth had gone, Mrs. Covington went back to the house, leaving Florence and me to await Roth’s return with the stonecutter. 
 
    “I knew something like this would happen,” I told Flo. “Now it’s Mr. Roth’s stone, and the next thing we know, he’ll be claiming that he discovered it, too.” 
 
    Florence nodded gloomily, replying that only bad luck had brought the real estate agent to Roseacres at such an inopportune moment. 
 
    “I have a sneaking notion he came here to try and buy Mrs. Covington’s house,” I said. “He thinks Roseacres would make a good tourist hotel.” 
 
    We waited patiently for over half an hour. Neither George Roth nor Truman Kip appeared, so at last, we decided it was a waste of time to remain longer.  
 
    I arrived at home shortly before the dinner hour. My father had arrived home ahead of me. To my surprise, he’d already heard about the discovery of the stone at Roseacres. 
 
    “Word certainly travels fast,” I said to my father. “I suppose George Roth must have peddled the story the minute he reached town.” 
 
    “Yes, he called at the Examiner office to report he had found a stone similar to the one unearthed at the Pitts farm.” 
 
    “He found it? I knew that old publicity seeker would steal all the credit. Florence and I discovered that rock, and I hope you say so in the Examiner.” 
 
    “I intend to say nothing at all about the stone in the Examiner,” my father said. “Roth let it drop that he will offer the stone to the museum for two hundred dollars.” 
 
    “Well, of all the cheap tricks,” I said, my indignation mounting. “He bought that rock for two dollars, pretending he meant to donate it to the museum. Just wait until Mrs. Covington hears about it.” 
 
    Then I told Dad how I had found the rock by stumbling against it in descending the steep path to the river.  
 
    “Roth always did have a special talent for making money the easy way,” Dad said. “I’ll be sorry to see him succeed in cheating the museum.” 
 
    “You don’t think Mr. Klein will be foolish enough to pay Mr. Roth hundreds of dollars for that rock? Where would the historical society get that kind of money?” 
 
    “I am afraid he may, although it seems unlikely that he’d get the full two hundred for it. However, Mr. Klein appears convinced that the Pitts stone is a genuine specimen, and I know for a fact that a few years back the Historical Society had a very generous bequest from an anonymous donor. I’m guessing George Roth knows it, too; otherwise he wouldn’t have considered setting his price so high.” 
 
    “You still believe the writing to be fake?” 
 
    “I do, I’d stake my reputation upon it. I said as much to George Roth today, and he rather pointedly hinted that he would appreciate it if I’d keep my theories to myself.” 
 
    “I guess he doesn’t understand you very well.” I smiled. “Now you’ll be more determined than ever to expose the hoax—if a hoax it is.” 
 
    Mr. Roth’s action infuriated me. I believed he had deliberately deceived Mrs. Covington. I immediately telephoned Flo. 
 
    “I’ve learned something you’ll want to hear,” I told Florence. “No, I’d rather not tell you over the phone. Meet me directly after dinner. We can go for a sail on the river.” 
 
    My father had a small sailboat which he kept at his summer cottage on the Grassy. Occasionally, he’d go for a sail, but his editorial duties at the Greenville Examiner occupied so much of his time that I got far more enjoyment from the craft than he did. 
 
    Florence agreed to a sail, and later that evening, as I drove Bouncing Betsy to the river with Flo in the passenger seat, she listened indignantly to my account of how George Roth would likely make a handsome profit at Mrs. Covington’s expense.  
 
    “Perhaps Mrs. Covington still can claim ownership of the stone,” she suggested. 
 
    “Not without a lawsuit. She sold the rock to Mr. Roth for two dollars. Remember his final words: ‘Now I am the owner of the stone.’ I’m convinced he intended to trick her right from the start.” 
 
    We turned into the private dirt road which lead to my father’s cottage. A chill breeze came up from the river, but we’d prepared by dressing warmly. 
 
    “It’s a grand night to sail,” I told Flo as we took the narrow path down to the small boathouse. “We should get as far as Roseacres if the breeze holds.” 
 
    We launched the dinghy, and Florence raised the sail while I took charge of the tiller. As the canvas filled, the boat heeled slightly and began to pick up speed. 
 
    “Now use discretion,” Florence admonished me as the dinghy tilted farther and farther sideways. “It’s all very well to sail on the bias, but I prefer not to get a dunking.” 
 
    During the trip up the river, we were kept too busy to enjoy the beauty of the night. However, as the boat approached Truman Kip’s shack, the breeze suddenly died, barely providing steerage way. Holding the tiller by the pressure of my knee, I slumped into a half-reclining position. 
 
    “Want me to steer for a while?” Flo asked. 
 
    “Not until we turn and start for home. We’ll have the current with us then, which will help, even if the breeze has died.” 
 
    Truman Kip’s cabin was entirely dark. High on the hillside stood the mansion at Roseacres and there, too, no lights shown from the windows. 
 
    “Everyone seems to have gone to bed,” I said. “It must be late.” 
 
    Florence held her watch so that she could read the figures in the bright moonlight and observed that it was only a quarter past ten. 
 
    “Anyway, we should be starting for home,” I told Flo. “Coming about.” 
 
    Florence prepared to lower her head as the boom swung over, but to her surprise, the maneuver was not carried through. Instead of turning, the dinghy kept steadily on its course. 
 
    “What’s the idea?” she demanded. “Isn’t there enough breeze to carry us around?” 
 
    “I was watching that light up on the hill,” I explained. 
 
    Florence twisted in the seat to look over her shoulder. 
 
    “What light?” 
 
    “It’s gone now, but I saw it an instant ago. There it is again.” 
 
    The moving light was far up the hill. As we watched, it seemed to approach the dark mansion and then receded. 
 
    “Probably someone with a lantern,” Florence remarked indifferently. 
 
    “But why should anyone be prowling about Roseacres at this hour?” 
 
    “It does seem strange.” 
 
    I steered the sailboat toward the beach. 
 
    “I think we should investigate,” I said. “Everyone knows Mrs. Covington lives alone. Someone may be attempting to break into Roseacres.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    “Oh, Jane, there must be a perfectly good reason for that moving light,” Florence protested as the boat grated on the sand. “You only want an excuse for prowling about Roseacres yourself.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I admitted. “Jump out and pull us in, will you please?” 
 
    “My ankles are nice and dry, and I like them that way,” Florence protested. “If it’s all the same, you do the jumping. It was your idea to beach in such wretched spot.” 
 
    “All right, I don’t mind—much.” I gingerly stepped from the dinghy into shallow water. I pulled the boat farther up onto the shore so that Flo could climb out without wetting her feet. Together we furled the sail and removed the steering apparatus, which we hid in the nearby bushes. 
 
    “I don’t see a light now,” Florence protested after we had secured the boat. “Must we climb that steep hill and fight all those bushes? It was hard enough going in daylight.” 
 
    “It will be better this time,” I insisted. “We beat a lot of the undergrowth back.” 
 
    “Did we? I didn’t see your machete.” 
 
    “We must go up,” I insisted. “Something may be wrong at Mrs. Covington’s, and we ought to find out about it.” 
 
    “You just love to investigate things. You know as well as I do that there’s not likely to be anything amiss.” 
 
    “Someone may be prowling about the grounds.” 
 
    “Well, there will be certainly be at least two people prowling the grounds if we make it to the top of the hill.” 
 
    “My feet are cramped from sitting so long in the boat,” I persisted. “Prolonged inactivity is murder on one’s circulation. What we need is exercise. It is vital to pay careful attention to one’s health.” 
 
    Flo gave up.  
 
    We followed the crude trail leading up the river bank, which soon joined the trail we had traveled earlier. We climbed until we were within a hundred yards of the mansion at Roseacres. We emerged from the bracken and fought our way through an overgrown clump of lilac bushes until we finally had an unobstructed view of the yard. 
 
    “There’s the light,” I whispered to Flo. “See! By the old wishing well.” 
 
    I thought we had approached in silence. However, the person who prowled in the yard seemed aware of our approach. As we watched, the lantern was extinguished. Simultaneously, the moon, which had been so bright, moved under a dark cloud. 
 
    For several seconds it became too dark to make out the shadowy figure by the well. When the moon again emerged, the figure had disappeared. 
 
    “Whoever was there has hidden,” I said to Florence. “After we leave, he may attempt to break into the house.” 
 
    “What ought we to do?” 
 
    “I think we should warn Mrs. Covington.” 
 
    “The house is dark,” Florence said dubiously. “She’s probably in bed.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you want to know about it if someone were prowling about your premises?” 
 
    “Yes, of course—but—” 
 
    “Then come on,” I urged, starting through the tangle of tall grass which bordered the unkempt garden. “Mrs. Covington will be very grateful for the warning. It may prevent a burglary.” 
 
    As we crossed the yard, we kept an alert watch of the bushes but could see no one hiding behind them. Nevertheless, I was convinced that the prowler could not have left the grounds. 
 
    I pounded on the rear door of the Covington house. 
 
    “Not so loud,” Florence said nervously. 
 
    “Mrs. Covington is probably asleep. I want to awaken her.” 
 
    “You will, not to worry, and scare her half to death in the process.” 
 
    I kept on knocking until I heard the approach of footsteps from within. The door opened, and Mrs. Covington, in lace night cap and flannel robe, peered suspiciously out at us. 
 
    “Who are you and what do you want?” she demanded. “Why do you awaken me at such an hour?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember us?” I said, stepping into the light. “We didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “Startle me, fiddlesticks! I am merely annoyed at being awakened from a sound slumber.” 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry,” I apologized. “We wouldn’t bother you, but we saw someone with a lantern moving about in the yard. We were afraid a burglar might intend to break into the house.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington gazed carefully about the yard. “I see no light,” she said stiffly. 
 
    “It’s gone now,” Florence admitted. “But as we came up from the river, we distinctly saw it near the old wishing well. Jane and I thought that whoever it was hid behind the bushes.” 
 
    “You both imagined you saw a light,” the old lady said. “In any case, I am not afraid of prowlers. My doors have good bolts, and my revolver and I will be more than a match for anyone who tries to get inside. Thank you for your interest on my behalf, but really, I am able to look after myself.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “We thought—” 
 
    “Your intentions were good,” Mrs. Covington said in a kindlier tone. “But I sleep with a gun beneath my pillow for just such an eventuality. Better go home now and forget all about it. Young ladies shouldn’t be wandering about at such a late hour.” 
 
    After the door had closed, Flo and I retraced our way to the river’s edge. 
 
    “Someday I’ll learn to stand firm against your crazy ideas, Jane Carter,” Florence said, breaking a lengthy silence. 
 
    “But you saw the light with your own two eyes, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I thought so, but I’m not sure of anything now. It may have come from the main road.” 
 
    “I disagree, but if Mrs. Covington wishes to be robbed, I suppose it’s her own affair. Still, I’d hate to be staring down the barrel of her revolver. Do you suppose she had it concealed in that flannel night dress when she answered the door?” 
 
    “Perhaps she had it tucked under that lace nightcap.” Flo giggled. “Who would have thought that the such a cultured old lady would be armed with a revolver?” 
 
    We launched the dinghy, spread our canvas, and sailed before what wind there was. When we reached my father’s cottage, he was waiting for us by the boathouse and helped us to haul in the craft. 
 
    I did not tell Dad about our little side trip to Roseacres, but on Tuesday morning, while attempting a lazy game of tennis, Flo and I discussed it at considerable length. As far as I knew, no attempt had been made by anyone to break into Mrs. Covington’s house. Nevertheless, I was unwilling to dismiss the affair as one of my many errors in judgment. 
 
    I was still thinking about the affair as I dropped off Flo to preside over the Wednesday Tiny Tots Story Hour at the Greenville City Library. 
 
    I parked Bouncing Betsy at the curb and went inside to return an overdue book. Abigail Whitely was sitting at one of the tables staring moodily into space, text books and papers spread out before her. 
 
    “Hello, Abigail,” I said. “You must have an examination coming up from the way you are frowning.” 
 
    “Am I frowning?” Abigail said. “I was thinking hard. The truth is, I am rather puzzled.” 
 
    “I like puzzles. If you have a knotty problem, why not test it on me?” 
 
    “I doubt if you can help me with this one. Do you remember those two Texas men I told you about?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “I don’t trust them,” Abigail said. “Mr. Coaten has offered to adopt Ted and me.” 
 
    “Adopt you! Is that why they came here?” 
 
    “Mr. Coaten wants to become our legal guardian, but I can’t understand why he should show such interest in us.” 
 
    “I thought the Sandersons were looking after you and Ted.” 
 
    “They took us in because we had no one else. We never were legally adopted, and the truth is, we’re a financial burden.” 
 
    “Is Mr. Coaten an old friend?” 
 
    “No, I never met him until he came to Greenville. He and his friend, John Addison, claim they were close associates of my father, but neither Ted nor I have any memory of ever having met them. I don’t even recall hearing Papa speak of either of them when he was alive.” 
 
    “It does seem exceedingly strange they should show such sudden interest in you,” I said. “You have no property they might wish to control?” 
 
    “Ted and I haven’t a penny to our names. Papa never owned land, and what cash he had was used up during his illness right before he died.” 
 
    “Perhaps Mr. Coaten really was a friend of your father’s and just wishes to do a good dead for his old pal.” 
 
    “I wish I could think so, Mrs. Carter, but I can’t. I’m suspicious that he has a selfish purpose behind his apparent kindness. It worries me because I can’t figure out what it might be.” 
 
    “Then you’ll not agree to the adoption?” 
 
    “I don’t want to, but Ted favors it, and so does Mrs. Sanderson. Mr. Coaten has been very generous with his money.” Abigail indicated a new dress which she wore. “He gave me this. He made Mrs. Sanderson accept money, and he’s giving Ted things, too.” 
 
    “If he really is a friend of the family—” 
 
    “I’ll never believe that he is,” Abigail interrupted. “Never!” 
 
    After I left the library, I couldn’t stop thinking of what Abigail had told me. I knew absolutely nothing about the two strangers from Texas, but it was hard not to question their motives. 
 
    Another matter was causing me considerable annoyance. A rival morning paper had carried a brief item about the stone Flo and I had discovered on the riverbank below Roseacres. I had learned from my father that, instead of delivering the rock to the museum, George Roth had hauled it to his own home, and was offering it for sale to the highest bidder. I assumed this could only be because the Historical Society had been unwilling or unable to meet his exorbitant price. 
 
    I persisted in the belief that Mrs. Covington should be informed of Mr. Roth’s underhanded dealings, yet I was far from eager to return to Roseacres. 
 
    “After the other night, I’ve had enough of that place,” Florence said as we talked over the matter on the telephone later that afternoon. “Mrs. Covington was very rude to us.” 
 
    “Even so, we should tell her what George Roth has done,” I insisted. “Let’s go there now.” 
 
    “I can’t. I have to finish the Pilgrimage posters I abandoned the other day.” 
 
    “I’ll come help you,” I offered. “It will make the work go faster.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Flo said stiffly. 
 
    “You think I’ll ruin them?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “Then let’s go to Roseacres immediately after dinner,” I persisted. “I’ll pick you up at your house.” 
 
    As it turned out, various duties kept us both so busy that it was dusk before we were on the road to Roseacres. Florence protested that it was much too late to call on the widow. 
 
    “Mrs. Covington surely won’t be in bed before eight o’clock,” I told Flo. “If the house is dark, we can drive away without disturbing her.”  
 
    When we pulled into the drive at Roseacres, there were no lights in the windows. 
 
    “We may as well turn back,” Florence said, transparently relieved. 
 
    I slowed Bouncing Betsy to a crawl as my eyes roamed the unkempt grounds. I wasn’t giving up so easily. 
 
    “Flo, look! There it is again. The light.” 
 
    “Where?” Florence demanded. “I don’t see it.” 
 
    As I spoke, Bouncing Betsy rolled past a tall clump of azalea bushes bordering the property. Through the branches, the light appeared to be standing still. 
 
    “It’s a lantern covered with a cloth to prevent a bright glow,” Flo said. 
 
    “And it’s close to the wishing well. There’s something very odd going on. Let’s drive past the house and park up the road. Then we’ll steal back on foot and see what we can see.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Surprisingly, Florence offered no objection to my proposal. I drove Bouncing Betsy on down the road for a considerable distance and parked her just off the pavement. We set off on foot back to the estate. A high hedge bounded the front side of Roseacres, but we were able to peek through the scanty foliage into the yard. 
 
    “It will be just our luck if the light has disappeared,” I muttered. “I don’t see it anywhere.” 
 
    “I see it again. Look over there by the wishing well.” 
 
    Next to the wishing well was the faint glow of a covered lantern which had been deposited on the paving stones. A shadowy figure was bending over, examining some object on the ground. 
 
    “Can you tell who it is?” I whispered to Flo. 
 
    “Not from here. Dare we move closer?” 
 
    “Let’s risk it,” I said, and led the way through the open gateway. 
 
    We kept tall bushes between ourselves and the wishing well as we quietly stole closer. Someone in dark clothing was kneeling on the ground, face turned away from us. The person was trying unsuccessfully to lift one of the flagstones which formed a circular base around the covered well, then the figure straightened, and lifted the lantern from the ground. 
 
    “Is that Mrs. Covington?” I whispered to Florence. 
 
    “It looks like her. But what can she be doing at the well?” 
 
    We remained motionless, watching. Mrs. Covington bent again and finally succeeded in raising one of the flagstones. 
 
    “She’s searching for something underneath,” I whispered. “Probably, she works after dark, so she won’t be observed.” 
 
    It was obvious to me that the moving light at Roseacres which had attracted our attention the previous night had, undoubtedly, been Mrs. Covington’s own lantern. 
 
    Although I now could understand the old lady’s irritation at our intrusion, her actions still mystified me. As we continued to watch, Mrs. Covington laboriously pried up one stone after another. 
 
    “We might offer to help her,” Florence proposed half-seriously. 
 
    “If we show ourselves now she’ll order us to leave immediately and never to return. I want to find out what this is all about.” 
 
    For the next ten minutes, we huddled behind the friendly bush. Finally, Mrs. Covington gathered her tools and went back into the house. 
 
    “Obviously, she didn’t find what she was after,” I said. “What do you suppose it can be?” 
 
    “Buried treasure, perhaps?” 
 
    “Maybe someone hid the family silver?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. Mrs. Covington lived at Roseacres all her early years. If there had been anything valuable buried, wouldn’t she have done her searching long ago?” 
 
    “If that’s a question, I can’t answer it.” Florence sighed. “What’s our next move? Home?” 
 
    “I should say not! Let’s inspect the wishing well.” 
 
    I started forward, taking pains to avoid a patch of light which came from the lower windows of the Covington house. Even in the semi-darkness, I could see that many of the flagstones around the well had been removed and then fitted back into place again. 
 
    “Just for luck I shall make a wish,” I said to Flo as I lowered the bucket into the pit. 
 
    “What will it be this time?”  
 
    I drank deeply of the cool water and tossed a penny from my pocket into the well. 
 
    “I wish that Roseacres would give us a whopping big mystery,” I said. “Why did Mrs. Covington return to Greenville after being away so many years?” 
 
    “This is her ancestral home.” 
 
    “True, but didn’t she say whether or not she remains here depends upon certain conditions? Flo, she must have had a compelling reason for returning to Roseacres, and it may have something to do with this old wishing well. We ought to find out what it is.” 
 
    “Why ought we? Is it really any of our business?” 
 
    “Flo! At times, you’re the most exasperating person. Here we are face to face with something baffling, and you wonder why we should interest ourselves in it?” 
 
    “I like a good mystery as well as you, but you know Mrs. Covington won’t care to have us interfere in her private affairs.” 
 
    “Probably not,” I conceded. “Oh, well, we can forget all about it if that’s the way you feel.” 
 
    “How could we learn anything without provoking Mrs. Covington?” 
 
    “I know of no way,” I admitted. “In fact, she’ll probably be irritated when I rap on her door again.” 
 
    Florence followed me reluctantly down the path toward the house. 
 
    “Ought we bother Mrs. Covington now? She may think we have been spying on her.” 
 
    “Which is exactly what we have been doing,” I said. “But I’m not about to admit to it.” 
 
    I ignored Flo’s continued pleas to turn back as I boldly clomped across the veranda and knocked on the door. We did not have long to wait. Mrs. Covington appeared, looking decidedly flustered and nervous. 
 
    “Who is it?” she asked sharply, and then recognized us. “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “Mrs. Covington, do excuse us,” I said. “I’ve learned something which I feel sure you’ll wish to hear.” 
 
    “You’ve seen another light in the yard, perhaps?” the old lady inquired, her voice slightly mocking. “There has been no one in my yard either last night or this evening. I appreciate your interest in my welfare, but I can only repeat that I am quite capable of looking after myself.” 
 
    “We came to tell you about that big rock which we discovered on the hillside,” I said. “Do you care to hear what George Roth did with it?” 
 
    Mrs. Covington hesitated, and then came outside, carefully closing the door behind her.  
 
    “It’s quite chilly out tonight,” I said. “Perhaps it would be better to step inside.” 
 
    “I don’t mind a little fresh air,” said Mrs. Covington. “Good for the lungs. Now, what is it that you wish to tell me?” 
 
    I explained how George Roth had kept the big rock as his own property and was endeavoring to sell it to the highest bidder. 
 
    “But he told me he would give the stone to the museum,” Mrs. Covington exclaimed indignantly. “Will you see Mr. Roth tomorrow?” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “If you do, ask Mr. Roth to come here and see me at his earliest convenience.” 
 
    As if the matter were completely settled, Mrs. Covington started back into the house. She did not invite us to accompany her. However, possibly sensing that we were puzzled by her lack of hospitality she said apologetically: 
 
    “I would invite you in, only the house isn’t fixed up yet. After everything is cleaned and straightened, you both must come to tea.” 
 
    Without giving me an opportunity to say that we shouldn’t mind a disorderly house and a cup of tea on such a chilly evening would be very welcome, she gently closed the door in our faces. 
 
    “Well, at least Mrs. Covington didn’t slam it in our faces this time,” I said. “We’re making progress.” 
 
    “Progress toward what?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I said as we started back down the drive toward the main road and Bouncing Betsy. “All the same, I have a feeling that we’re on our way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    “Morning, Dad,” I said as I slid into a vacant chair at the breakfast table. “What’s news and why?” 
 
    “No news.” My father lowered his paper, folded it neatly by his plate and devoted himself to Mrs. Timms’ turmeric-flavored omelet. 
 
    “Just fourteen pages of well-set type, I suppose,” I persisted. “Isn’t there anything about that big stone Flo and I found at Roseacres?” 
 
    “Not a solitary line. I told you the Examiner would play that yarn down.” 
 
    “Why are you so convinced it’s all a hoax?” I asked, reaching across the table for the coffee percolator. 
 
    “Must I give you a diagram? After you’ve been in the newspaper business for as long as I have, you don’t need reasons. You sense things.” 
 
    “Just like a bloodhound. How about the other papers? Aren’t they carrying the story, either?” 
 
    “They are carrying it,” Dad admitted a bit grimly. “The Post used a half page of pictures today and went for the story in a big way.” 
 
    “I may be forced to subscribe to a rival paper just to keep abreast of the latest developments,” I teased. 
 
    “Nothing really new has come out. George Roth is trying to sell the stone to the museum at a fancy price. The head curator, Mr. Klein, is strongly in favor of the acquisition, but dissension has arisen among the members of the board concerning the financial outlay.” 
 
    “So they must believe the stone is authentic?” 
 
    “Experts have been known to be wrong,” my father insisted. “I claim no knowledge of stone carving nor do I claim to be an expert on local history, but I do have common sense. For the time being, at least, I shall continue to play down the story.” 
 
    I finished breakfast, and before retreating upstairs to put in some hard labor on Lady Ramfurtherington’s Revenge, I telephoned George Roth. I relayed Mrs. Covington’s message, requesting him to visit the old lady as soon as it was convenient. Somewhat to my surprise, he promised that he would call at Roseacres that afternoon. 
 
    All day, while I was supposed to be extricating the genteel Lady Ramfurtherington from her apparent fate—days of mind-numbing drudgery behind the ladies’ hat and glove counter at one of our nation’s better department stores while she attempted to recover her inheritance from the dastardly duke who had stolen her heart and promised her his hand in marriage only to run away with her parlor maid and her fortune—I couldn’t stop thinking about Wild Bill’s memorial stones and my father’s theory that they were fakes. It occurred to me that Truman Kip’s opinion might be interesting, for the old man had worked with rocks his entire life. 
 
    Late in the afternoon, I telephoned Flo.  
 
    “Let’s hike out to Truman Kip’s shack and see if he can tell us anything about the stone we found.” 
 
    “All right, but why not invite Abigail, too? She might enjoy accompanying us. I just came home from the library, and she was there pretending to study and looking very troubled about something. If we go right now, we might be able to catch her.” 
 
    We found Abigail still at the library exactly as Flo had left her. She immediately accepted our invitation.  
 
    As we trudged along the dusty trail en route to the river shack, Abigail spoke of Mr. Coaten and his friend. 
 
    “They’ve taken rooms at the Greenville Grand Hotel,” she told us. “Perhaps I am too suspicious, but I don’t trust them. Mr. Coaten never would seem like a father to me.” 
 
    “Is he married?” Florence asked. 
 
    “His wife remained in Dallas. The Coatens have two children of their own. I can’t understand why they should be so eager to adopt two more nearly grown ones—penniless at that.” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Ted and I are deadlocked. He favors the adoption, but I am against it.” 
 
    “I think you are wise to be cautious—and my advice is to stand firm,” I told Abigail. “The Sandersons were kind enough to take you in when you had no other place to go. They have no motive other than fondness for you, so why not stay on with them?” 
 
    “That’s the trouble,” Abigail confessed. “They haven’t much money, you know, and Mr. Coaten has offered to give them a hundred dollars if they make no objection to the adoption.” 
 
    “Buying them off?”  
 
    “In a way, yes. But why should Mr. Coaten be so interested in adopting Ted and me? We’ll certainly be a financial liability.” 
 
    The problem was perplexing. Considering everything Abigail had told us, it appeared that Mr. Coaten must be motivated entirely by generosity toward the orphaned children of an old friend. Yet it seemed that if he really was an old family friend he would have interested himself in the fate of Ted and Abigail at the time of Mr. Whitely’s death, not several years after the fact.  
 
    We continued on the trail along the river until we came to Truman Kip’s shack. It was a long, one-story frame building which served as both a dwelling and a workshop. The door stood ajar, and the stonecutter was inside grinding a granite block. 
 
    “Good afternoon!” I shouted to make myself heard. 
 
    The stonecutter jumped and switched off the motor of his grinder. 
 
    “You scared me out of a year’s growth,” he grinned. “Well, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Not much of anything,” I said as I glanced around the cluttered workshop. “We were just out for a walk and thought we would stop in for a few minutes.” 
 
    A large rock covered with wet sacking stood at the other end of the workshop. I crossed the room to examine it. The damp covering was sprinkled with iron filings. 
 
    “What is this for?” I asked Mr. Kip. 
 
    “Oh, I’m removing discoloration from a stone. Don’t touch the sacking. Leave it alone.” 
 
    “What will you do with the rock after you finish working on it?” Florence asked, crossing the room to stand beside me. 
 
    “I’ll sell it,” Mr. Kip said, suddenly less friendly. “I have work to do, and I’m waiting to get at it.” 
 
    “Oh, we didn’t mean to interrupt you,” I apologized. “The truth is, we came here to ask you about that stone you hauled for George Roth. Do you think the writing on it is genuine?” 
 
    “Sure, it is. Anyone who knows anything about stones could tell it had been lying in the ground for years, and everyone knows that Wild Bill Hickok killed a man in these parts.” 
 
    “The aging couldn’t have been faked?” 
 
    “What are you trying to get at?” 
 
    “My father, who publishes the Examiner, believes that someone may be perpetrating a hoax.” 
 
    “A what?” Kip asked, puzzled by the word. 
 
    “A joke. He thinks that some clever person may have faked the writing on the two stones.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t have nothing to do with it,” Mr. Kip insisted. “I hauled the rock for George Roth, and that’s all. Now go away and don’t pester me.” 
 
    “We’re the same as absent right now,” I said as I backed slowly out the door. “Thank you for your splendid cooperation.” 
 
    We retreated a safe distance from the shack before pausing to discuss the stonecutter’s rude reception of us. 
 
    “He acted as if we were suspicious of him,” Florence said. 
 
    “We were suspicious of him. A person needn’t know words like ‘hoax’ to deduce that much.” 
 
    “Such a simple fellow, though,” Flo said. “I don’t think he’d be capable of planning a deception like that.” 
 
    “It didn’t immediately enter my head that Kip could have any connection with the hoax, assuming that the writing isn’t genuine,” I said. “But why wouldn’t he be a logical person to play such a trick?” 
 
    “He may have heard stories about Wild Bill, but he’d never come up with a scheme like that. Besides, what would he possibly stand to gain from it? He’s not the one trying to foist off those rocks on the Historical Society.” 
 
    “All true,” I conceded, “but couldn’t someone—George Roth, for instance—have employed him to do it? If he were told to carve a rock in such and such a manner, I’m sure he could carry out instructions perfectly. You may think him very simple, but he knows more about such work than anyone in this community.” 
 
    “Oh, Jane, you’re quite hopeless.” Florence laughed. “Just let anyone rebuff you, and immediately you try to pin a crime on him.” 
 
    “I’m not accusing Truman Kip of anything—at least not yet. All the same, those two stones were found quite close to his workshop. The Pitts farm isn’t more than three-quarters of a mile away.” 
 
    “But why should Mr. Kip be interested in playing such a joke?” Abigail asked. “Or for that matter, any other person?” 
 
    “I can’t figure it out,” I acknowledged. “If the stones are fakes, one would judge them to be the creation of a rather brilliant practical joker.” 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t do it yourself?” Florence teased. “After all, you were the one who found the second stone, so that throws suspicion on you.” 
 
    I allowed the subject to die. I suggested that we return to Greenville by way of Roseacres. 
 
    “Don’t you think we’re showing ourselves there too frequently?” Florence protested. “There’s such a thing as wearing out one’s welcome.” 
 
    “Oh, we needn’t try to break into the house, but if we don’t go there, we’ll never learn any more about the mystery.” 
 
    Florence and Abigail were not particularly eager to climb the hill, so we retraced our steps down the riverside trail until we reached Bouncing Betsy. 
 
    Five minutes later we were parked in the circular gravel drive in front of Roseacres. When I switched off Betsy’s motor, I was startled to hear voices raised in anger. The sound came from the direction of the old wishing well. 
 
    “Someone is having a fearful argument!” I said, clambering down from Betsy and hurrying off in the direction of the voices, Flo and Abigail close at my heels.  
 
    We emerged into the clearing which contained the wishing well. Mrs. Covington and George Roth were sitting together on a garden bench. The widow was speaking in a high-pitched voice, reprimanding the caller for having misled her regarding the record stone found on her land.  
 
    “Let’s not go any closer,” Florence murmured, holding back. 
 
    “Not go closer?” I said. “This is why we came. I thought Mr. Roth might be here, and I want to hear what he has to say for himself.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    “Your conduct has amazed and disappointed me,” Mrs. Covington was saying. “When I allowed you to remove the stone from my property, you promised that you would deliver it to the museum.” 
 
    “I may have mentioned such a possibility, but I made no promise,” Mr. Roth replied. “You sold the rock to me. It is now mine to do with as I see fit.” 
 
    “You deliberately tricked me. I am less concerned with the money than with the fact that you are trying to force the museum to pay for something which I meant them to have for free.” 
 
    “Mrs. Covington, you sold the rock for two dollars. Unless I am very much mistaken, that money meant more to you than you would have the townspeople believe.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington arose from the bench and glared at her visitor. 
 
    “Mr. Roth, you insult me. Leave my property this minute and never set foot on Roseacres again.” 
 
    I half expected Mrs. Covington to follow up this order with a threat to set the dogs on him if he had the audacity to return. Mrs. Covington had no dogs, of course, but she looked angry enough to acquire a ferocious pack of canines for the express purpose of dispatching Mr. Roth should he ever defile Roseacres again with his presence. 
 
    “I’ll be very happy to depart,” Mr. Roth said with the infuriating calm that only the truly despicable can carry off in the face of being caught red-handed. “I came here only because you sent for me. However, if you were inclined to take a sensible viewpoint, I might make you a business proposition.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that, Mr. Roth?” 
 
    “I refer to this house here. If you’re disposed to sell it, I might make you an offer.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington had started toward the house, but at these words, she turned back and regarded Mr. Roth speculatively. 
 
    “What is your offer?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll give you fifteen hundred for the house and grounds.” 
 
    “Fifteen hundred? For a house which cost at least forty thousand to build over a hundred years ago? Aren’t you being outrageously reckless?” 
 
    “Old houses are a drag on the market these days, Madam. You’ll find no other buyer in Greenville, I am quite sure. In fact, I wouldn’t make you such a generous offer except that I think this place might be fixed up as a tourist home.” 
 
    “A tourist home!” Mrs. Covington was furious now. She went so far as to stomp her foot in frustration as she shouted, “You would make this beautiful mansion into a cheap hotel. Go away, and never, ever show your face here again!” 
 
    “Very well, Madam. However, I warn you that my next offer for the property will not be a nearly so generous one.” 
 
    “Generous! Your price would be robbery. You’re just like your father, who was one of the worst skinflints I ever knew.” 
 
    Mr. Roth had nothing more to say. With a shrug, he turned and strode from the yard. Mrs. Covington gazed after him for a moment, then sank down on the stone bench and began to cry. When she turned her head and saw that she was not alone, she hastily dabbed at her eyes with a lace handkerchief. 
 
    “Oh, Mrs. Covington, don’t feel badly,” I said. “We heard what he said to you. Mr. Roth should be ashamed of himself.” 
 
    “That man doesn’t affect me one way or the other.” 
 
    We stood around awkwardly for a moment before Abigail wandered to the wishing well and looked down into the water. 
 
    “Do you know, I’m tempted to make another wish,” she said. “Would it be very selfish of me?” 
 
    “Selfish?” Florence asked. 
 
    “The last one came true. I shouldn’t expect too much.” 
 
    “Do make your wish, Abigail,” I told her, “but don’t anticipate quick action. I’m still waiting for mine to come true.” 
 
    Abigail drew a bucket of water from the well, filled the dipper which always hung on a nail of the wooden roof and drank deeply. 
 
    “I wish,” she said, “I wish that Ted might find a job. If he could get work, maybe it wouldn’t be necessary to accept charity from Mr. Coaten or anyone else.” 
 
    “Now you make one, Jane,” Florence urged to cover an awkward silence. 
 
    “I can’t think of anything I want,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I can,” Mrs. Covington announced unexpectedly. “In all my years of living at Roseacres I’ve never once made a wish at this old well, but now I shall.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington grasped the bucket of water. With a grim face, she slammed the entire contents back into the well. 
 
    “Just a little token, Oh Wishing Well,” she muttered. “My desire is a most worthy one. All I ask is that George Roth be given the comeuppance he deserves.” 
 
    “We’ll all second that wish,” I said. 
 
    “There,” Mrs. Covington concluded, looking exceedingly pleased with herself. “That makes me feel better. Now I’ll forget all about that man and go about my business.” 
 
    “I think it was selfish of him to take the attitude he did about the stone,” I said, in an attempt to keep the topic alive, but Mrs. Covington seemed to have lost all interest in the subject. She started for the house. Midway up the flagstone path, she paused to say: “There is a patch of paperwhites blooming out by the back fence. Pick all you like and take some home if you care for them.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Covington,” Florence responded politely. 
 
    After the door had closed behind the old lady, we lingered around the wishing well. 
 
    “She means to be kind,” Florence said finally, drawing figures in the dirt with her shoe. “But isn’t it funny how she never invites us into the house?” 
 
    “It’s downright mysterious,” I said. “You notice George Roth didn’t get inside, either.” 
 
    “Why does she act that way?” Abigail asked. 
 
    “Jane thinks she’s trying to keep folks from discovering something,” explained Florence. “The old lady is a trifle odd.” 
 
    We told Abigail how we had observed Mrs. Covington removing the flagstones surrounding the base of the wishing well. 
 
    “There’s been more digging,” I said, “See.” 
 
    I pointed out a place where additional flagstones had been lifted and carelessly replaced. 
 
    “Mrs. Covington must have been at work again,” Florence agreed. “What does she expect to find?” 
 
    “Fishing worms, perhaps,” Abigail suggested with a smile. “Under the flagstones would be a good place.” 
 
    “I doubt Mrs. Covington’s been fishing in her life,” said Flo. “Sometimes I wonder if she’s entirely right in her mind. It just isn’t normal to go around digging on your own property under cover of darkness.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, Mrs. Covington knows what she is about. Her mind is perfectly in order,” I said. “I’m certain she’s looking for something which is she believes is hidden around this old well.” 
 
    “But what can it be?” Florence said. “Nothing she does makes any sense to me.” 
 
    “She’s one of the most interesting characters I’ve met in many a day,” I said. “I like her better all the time.” 
 
    “How about those flowers?” Abigail suggested, changing the subject. “I’m sure Mrs. Sanderson would be pleased with a bouquet. She loves flowers but never has any of her own.” 
 
    As we started toward the back of the property to pick paperwhites for Mrs. Sanderson, a battered automobile drew up in front of the house. A man who was dressed in a coat and trousers taken from two separate suits alighted and came briskly up the walk. 
 
    “Who is he?” Florence whispered. 
 
    “Never saw him before,” I said. “He looks like a tramp.” 
 
    “Or an old clothes man,” said Abigail. 
 
    The man doffed his battered derby and said, “Is this where Mrs. Covington lives?” 
 
    “Yes, she is inside,” Florence replied. 
 
    Bowing again, the man presented himself at the front door, hammering it loudly with the brass knocker. 
 
    “Mrs. Covington will make short work of him,” I said. “She’s an expert at getting rid of unwelcome visitors.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington opened the door almost instantly. 
 
    “Mr. Butterworth?” she asked, without waiting for the man to speak. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Come in,” invited Mrs. Covington, her voice impersonal. 
 
    The caller stepped across the threshold, and the door swung shut. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Florence whispered in awe. 
 
    “I certainly did. That fellow—whoever he is—has accomplished something that even Greenville’s society ladies could not achieve. I was puzzled before, but now, let me tell you, I’m completely tied in a knot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    As I was leaving the grocer’s the following morning after picking up a few things for Mrs. Timms—she’d made it clear that I was to compensate for my decimation of the family larder by doing all her marketing for her until her wrath had cooled—I heard Abigail Whitely calling out my name.  
 
    Abigail was breathless from running by the time she caught up with me. 
 
    “Mrs. Carter, the most wonderful thing has happened,” she said. 
 
    “Your Texas friends have left town?” 
 
    Abigail shook her head. “Unfortunately, it’s not quite that wonderful. They’re still here. This news is about my brother, Ted. He has a job.” 
 
    “Why, that’s splendid. Exactly what you wished for yesterday afternoon at the well.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it seem strange? This makes twice my wish has come true. How do you account for it?” 
 
    “I suppose your brother could have obtained the job by chance,” I said. “That would be the logical explanation.” 
 
    “But it all came about in such an unusual way. Judge Harlan saw Ted on the street and liked his appearance. So, he sent a note to the camp asking if he would work as a typist in his office.” 
 
    “Ted is accepting?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. The pay is splendid for that sort of work. Besides, it will give him a chance to study law, which is his life ambition. Oh, Mrs. Carter, you can’t know how happy I am about it.” 
 
    After I’d reported to Mrs. Timms and turned over the flour, the raisins, the cooking oil and the package of macaroni, I went straight to the Radcliffs’ and reported my conversation with Abigail to Florence. We were pleased that Ted Whitely had obtained employment, but it did seem peculiar to both of us that the judge would go to such lengths to gain the services of a young man of questionable character. 
 
    “Perhaps he wants to help him,” Florence speculated. “Ted is at the critical point of his life now. He could develop into a very fine person or just the opposite.” 
 
    “It’s charity, of course. But who put the judge up to it?” 
 
    “Mrs. Covington heard Abigail express her wish.” 
 
    “Yes, she did,” I agreed, “but I don’t think she paid much attention. She was too angry at George Roth. Besides, Mrs. Covington doesn’t have a reputation for doing kind deeds.” 
 
    “If you rule her out, there’s nothing left but the old wishing well,” Florence pointed out. 
 
    “I might be tempted to believe it has unusual powers if ever it would do anything for me,” I grumbled. “Not a single one of my wishes has been granted.” 
 
    “A mystery does seem to be developing at Roseacres.” 
 
    “True, but I’ve not learned anything new since I made my wish. Mrs. Covington is still laying back her ears and refusing to cooperate with the Pilgrimage Committee.” 
 
    The Festival Week program which so interested me had been set for the twenty-sixth of May and the days immediately following. Gardens were expected to be at their height at that time, and the owners of seven large but ordinary old houses had agreed to open their doors to the public. Both Flo and I had been conscripted by Mrs. Radcliff to sell tickets for the tour of homes, but sales resistance was becoming increasingly difficult to overcome. 
 
    “The affair may be a big flop,” I told Flo. “No one wants to pay a whole fifty cents to see a house which is just like one’s own, only bigger. Now, Roseacres would draw customers.” 
 
    “The women of Greenville are simply consumed with curiosity to get inside Roseacres,” Flo agreed, “but I don’t foresee Mrs. Covington changing her mind.” 
 
    “Neither do I. 
 
    Two days elapsed during which nothing interesting happened. Abigail told me that Ted was well established in his new job and that Mr. Coaten seemed displeased about it. My father reported that George Roth was making progress in his efforts to sell the stone found at Roseacres to the Greenville Historical Museum, although no money had yet exchanged hands. Other than that, there were no new developments. 
 
    “Florence, let’s visit Truman Kip again,” I proposed after the Palette Club meeting on Saturday afternoon. 
 
    “What good would it do?” Florence demurred. “You know very well he doesn’t like to have us around.” 
 
    “He acted suspicious of us, which made me suspicious of him. I’ve been thinking, Flo—if the writing on those two stones were faked, it must have been done with a chisel—one which would leave a characteristic mark. Every tool is slightly different, you know.” 
 
    “All of which leads you to conclude—?” 
 
    “That if Truman Kip did the faking, he would have a tool in his workshop that would make grooves like those on the stones. An expert might be able to compare them and tell.” 
 
    “Do we consider ourselves experts?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. “But if I could get my hands on the tool, I could turn it over to someone who knows about such things.” 
 
    “So, you propose to go out to the Mr. Kip’s workshop today and steal a chisel from him?” 
 
    “Certainly not, I’ll buy it from him. Perhaps I can convince him I want to chisel a tombstone for myself or something of the sort.” 
 
    “I used to think you were just plain crazy, Jane Carter,” Florence declared sadly. “Lately you’ve reached the stage where adjectives are too weak to describe you.” 
 
    A half hour later we had arrived at the Kip ramshackle headquarters. The door of the workshop stood open, but when we looked inside, there was no sign of the old stonecutter. Several tools lay on a bench where Kip had been working, and I stepped inside to examine them. 
 
    “Here is a chisel. It seems to be the only one around, too. Just what I need!” 
 
    “Jane, you wouldn’t dare take it! As a daughter of a member of the clergy, I forbid you!”  
 
    “Oh, do you, now? You forbid me?” I said, playfully pocketing the chisel and laying the princely sum of five dollars on the workshop in its place. “I’m impounding it in my official capacity as a detective—yes. I’ll leave more than enough money to pay for it. Then after I’ve had it examined by an expert, I’ll return it to Mr. Kip.” 
 
    I was only pulling Flo’s leg. I did truly intend to convince Mr. Kip to sell it to me, but until he arrived, I intended to wind Old Flo up a bit more. 
 
    “Oh Mystery, what crimes are committed in thy name,” Florence said. “If you land in jail, my dear Jane, don’t expect me to share your cell cot.” 
 
    I was about to remove the chisel from my pocket and reclaim my five-dollar bill when a shadow darkened the doorway. 
 
    It was Truman Kip. He was spifflicated in the extreme. One look at his face told me that the old stonecutter was not one of those jovial, friendly drunks who gets outside of a few and thinks every man, woman, child and dog he encounters is his best and dearest friend. 
 
    Mr. Kip stood in the doorway of the workshop and stared at us for several seconds before he picked up a shovel which leaned against the wall next to the open door. 
 
    “You’s burglars,” he slurred, raising the shovel over his head. 
 
    I waited no longer.  
 
    “Run!” I hissed to Flo and dragged her to the only escape, the front door of the ramshackle building which opened onto a small stoop overlooking the river. 
 
    As we emerged, I was surprised to see dark storm clouds scudding overhead. The sun had been completely blotted out, and occasional flashes of lightning brightened a gray sky. 
 
    I took Flo by the hand, and we ran until we were halfway up the hill to Roseacres before I let Florence stop to take a breather. We stood in silence, listening for sounds of pursuit, but I heard nothing but distant thunder. Evidently, Mr. Kip had decided against pursuing us in his sozzled state. 
 
    “It’s going to rain before we can get to Greenville,” Florence said uneasily, looking at the clouds. “We’ll be drenched.” 
 
    “Why not go by way of Mrs. Covington’s place? Then, if the rain does overtake us, we can dodge into the summer house until the shower passes over.” 
 
    As I looked down on the stonecutter’s riverside workshop through an opening in the undergrowth, I observed that the river level was higher than when last I had seen it. Muddy water lapped almost at the doorstep of Truman Kip’s workshop. A rowboat tied to a half-submerged dock nearby swung restlessly on its long rope. 
 
    “I should be afraid to live so close to the river,” Florence said. “If the water comes only a few feet higher, Kip’s place will sail south.” 
 
    “The flood control system will take care of everything. At least that’s what the authorities would like us to think. Dad says he doesn’t place much faith in it himself—not if it’s ever put to a severe test.” 
 
    Before we had gotten far, a few drops of rain splattered down. Anticipating a deluge, we ran for the dilapidated summer house which stood at the edge of the grounds of Roseacres, within sight of the wishing well. Completely winded, I sank down on a dusty wooden bench to catch my breath. 
 
    “The clouds are rolling eastward,” Florence remarked, scanning the sky. “It may not rain much after all.” 
 
    “Flo! Look.”  
 
    A dark figure was bending over the yawning hole in the center of the old wishing well. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Look over there,” I said, pointing toward the old wishing well. “Mrs. Covington is doing something at the well. Is she trying to repair it or what?” 
 
    “She’s examining the inside. If she’s not careful, she may fall. We ought to warn her—” 
 
    “Warn her that she might fall in? I believe Mrs. Covington knows what she is about, Flo. Let’s just watch.” 
 
    We were so far away that it was not possible to see exactly what the old lady was doing. So far as I could tell she was tapping the inside stones of the well with a hammer. 
 
    “I think she’s trying to discover if any of them are loose,” I told Flo. “I’m surer of it than ever after seeing this. Something of great value is hidden in or near the wishing well, and Mrs. Covington has come back to Greenville to search for it.” 
 
    “What could be hidden in an old well?” 
 
    “I haven’t any idea.” 
 
    “If there’s something hidden in or around the well, why doesn’t she have a workman make a thorough search?” 
 
    “Probably because she doesn’t want folks to suspect what she is about, Flo. That would explain why she works at night and on very dark, gloomy days such as today. She doesn’t wish to be seen.” 
 
    “Mrs. Covington searches in such obvious places,” Florence said after a moment. “If anything really is hidden it might be deep down in the well. She never will find it in that case.” 
 
    “We might help her,” I suggested. 
 
    “You know she would resent our interference.” 
 
    “She probably would if we tell her what we intend to do.” 
 
    “Just what scheme are you hatching now?” 
 
    “You gave me the idea yourself,” I said. “The logical place to search is deep down inside the well. I’m sure the water can’t be more than a few feet deep.” 
 
    “So you want me to dive in and drown myself? Thank you, but I prefer to restrict my aquatic exercises to the swimming pool.” 
 
    “We have an old rope ladder in our basement.” 
 
    “Oh, you do, do you?” 
 
    “It has two iron hooks to claw into the wood of window ledges. Those same hooks will fit very nicely over the side of the wishing well. I’ve been waiting for a chance to use that ladder, and here it is.” 
 
    “You actually have the courage to climb down into a well?” 
 
    “Why not? But it must be tonight while my enthusiasm is bubbling. Jack’s occupied again with his bowling club, so I’m officially at loose ends. Meet me at nine o’clock and bring a good flashlight.” 
 
    Florence stared at me. “You’re actually serious?” 
 
    “Indeed I am. Now let’s slip away from here before Mrs. Covington sees us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    The night, dark and misty, was entirely suitable for the purpose to which we dedicated it. Dinner over, I obtained the rope ladder from a trunk in the basement. I compressed it into a carpet bag and sauntered through the living room. 
 
    “Going on a journey?” my father inquired, noting the bag in my hand. 
 
    “Over to Florence’s house,” I told him. “From that point on there’s no guarantee.” 
 
    “You’ll be home early?” 
 
    “I hope so. If for any reason I fail to appear, don’t search in any of the obvious places.” 
 
    Leaving my father to ponder this remark, I hastily quitted the house. The Moresby tower clock chimed nine as I neared the Radcliffs. I parked in the next street and walked to Flo’s house where I stood under the shadow of a tree and did a very poor imitation of an owl. I had to hoot seven times before Flo joined me in the yard. 
 
    “I had trouble getting away,” Florence reported. “Mother asked all sorts of questions, and as a last resort, I was forced to lie a little.” 
 
    “And what was the nature of this untruth?” 
 
    “I told her I had a date.” 
 
    “With a man?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh? And who was this mystery man? Surely your mother questioned you on his identity.” 
 
    “I’d rather not say.” 
 
    “Don’t be coy,” I insisted. “If your mother has even an inkling that you were lying she’s sure to cross-examine me the first chance she gets.” 
 
    “I told Mother I had a date with Martin Murphy.” 
 
    “Who in tarnation is Martin Murphy? Wouldn’t it have been better to select a real man who might at least be convinced to provide you with an alibi, should one become necessary?” 
 
    “I did select a real man,” Flo insisted. “You know Martin. He’s a friend of yours.” 
 
    “I do?” I surveyed my brain for any Martin of my acquaintance. “Oh! You mean Shep!” 
 
    “He prefers Martin,” Flo said stiffly. 
 
    “Does he now? I wasn’t aware of his preference,” I said. “Still, shouldn’t you have chosen a date who wasn’t occupied with a bowling competition this evening.” 
 
    “What bowling competition?” 
 
    “Jack says there’s a big competition this evening. According to him, Shep is their star bowler.” 
 
    “Martin doesn’t bowl,” Flo insisted. “How can he be anyone’s star bowler?” 
 
    “You must be mistaken. Jack waxed very eloquent on how essential Shep was to their bowling team’s success. Shep was standing by during this effusive praise and seemed rather embarrassed to be on the receiving end of such adulation. I thought it was very unlike him. Generally, Shep fairly laps up flattery.” 
 
    Flo turned suddenly silent and somber, but I couldn’t work out why. 
 
    “Are you and Shep stepping out behind my back?” I asked. “Not that I wouldn’t be over the moon about it, but you should have told me.” 
 
    “We go to see a picture together from time to time,” Flo admitted flatly. 
 
    “Congratulations, Old Girl!”  
 
    I slapped Florence between the shoulder blades, and she pitched forward from the force but remained uncharacteristically silent in the face of my manhandling. 
 
    “Shall we get going, then?” Flo said soberly. 
 
    “Did you bring the flashlight?” 
 
    “Yes, here it is. My, but it’s a dark night.” 
 
    “All the better for our purposes,” I said. 
 
    A single light burned in the kitchen window of Roseacres as we approached. The garden was shrouded in damp, wispy mist and the unkempt grounds had never appeared more desolate. 
 
    “Must we go through with this?” Florence was rapidly losing enthusiasm for the venture. 
 
    “I’ll admit the idea doesn’t look quite as attractive as it did this afternoon. All the same, I’m determined to go through with my plans.” 
 
    “What can you hope to find down in that well?” 
 
    I did not answer. I noiselessly crossed the yard ahead of Flo. When I reached the old wishing well, I flashed my light into the circular interior. It was dark and dank and likely full of frogs, but not of the princely variety. Besides, I already had one too many good men desirous of feeding out of the same nosebag for life with me—or at least that’s what I’d thought until recently. Lately I’d seen so little of Jack, I was starting to wonder if my fatal fascination might be on the wane. 
 
    As I looked down into the well, I’d have rather died than admit it to Flo, but my courage very nearly failed me.  
 
    “Better be careful with that light,” Florence warned. “That is, unless you want Mrs. Covington to come out and catch us.” 
 
    I switched off the flashlight and thereafter worked in darkness. I took the rope ladder from the old carpet bag and fastened the two iron hooks over the stone ledge. Next I lowered the ladder into the well, listening until I heard a faint splash in the water below. 
 
    “Now you stay here and keep watch,” I told Flo. “I’ll be down and back again before you know it.” 
 
    “What if the ladder breaks?” Florence said pessimistically, seating herself on the stone ledge of the well. “Rope deteriorates with age, and who knows how long that ladder’s been stored in your damp basement.” 
 
    “It’s safe enough—I hope.” 
 
    “In case you slip and fall, just what am I to do?” 
 
    “That’s your problem. Use your ingenuity,” I said. “Now hand me the flashlight. I’m on my way down.” 
 
    By daylight, a descent into the well had seemed to me an amusing stunt; but now as I cautiously descended into the damp, circular pit, I was forced to admit that for once in my life I might have let my spirit of adventure get too much of an upper hand on my common sense. 
 
    “What do you see?” Florence called softly from above. “Anything?” 
 
    I clung with one hand to the swaying ladder, while with the other I directed the flashlight beam about the circular walls. The sides were cracked in many places and covered with slimy green moss. 
 
    “What do you see?” Florence called again. “Are any of the bricks loose?” 
 
    “Not that I can see.” My voice echoed weirdly. Intrigued by the sound I tried an experimental yodel. “It sounds just like a cave scene on the radio down here.” 
 
    “In case you’ve forgotten, you’re in a well,” Florence said severely. “Furthermore, if you don’t work fast, Mrs. Covington will come out here and give us the tongue-lashing of a lifetime.” 
 
    I descended deeper into the well and resumed my examination of the walls. There were no loose bricks, nothing to indicate that anything ever had been hidden in the cavern. Reaching the last rung without realizing it, I stepped, not into space, but water, then my foot struck a solid foundation. 
 
    I hastily pulled myself back onto the ladder and shouted up to Florence. “Flo, the water isn’t more than a foot and a half deep. There’s an old boot or something of the sort floating around. You won’t catch me drinking any more of this water.” 
 
    There was no reply from above. 
 
    “Florence!” I called out, flashing my light upward. 
 
    “Quiet!” Flo hissed. “I think someone is coming.” 
 
    “Mrs. Covington?” 
 
    “No. Two men. They’re turning in at the gate.” 
 
    I began to climb the rope ladder as quickly as I could. 
 
    “You never can get out in time without them seeing you,” Florence hissed down again. “I’m ducking out.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    “They’ll see me if I don’t. Stay where you are, Jane, and I’ll come back after they go. What about the ladder? It’s sure to give you away.” 
 
    I lowered myself into the well several rungs and stepped off into the water. To my relief, it came just below my knees. 
 
    “Quick! Pull up the ladder!” 
 
    “No time!” said Flo. 
 
    Florence removed the iron hooks from the stone ledge and let the ladder drop into the well. I barely was able to catch it and prevent a loud splash. 
 
    All was silence. I switched off my flashlight and huddled against the slimy wall, listening intently and hoping that Flo had been able to conceal herself. 
 
    “This is the place all right,” I heard a masculine voice say from the mouth of the well. “Wonder if the old lady is at home?” 
 
    “There’s a light showing.” 
 
    The voices faded away, but after several minutes I again heard voices. 
 
    “The old lady must be inside the house. Funny she wouldn’t come to the door. They say she’s an odd one, though.” 
 
    The two men were directly above me at the mouth of the well. 
 
    “Want a drink?” I heard one ask. 
 
    The accents of the voices were unusual and seemed faintly familiar to me. It dawned on me that the two men must be the Texans, Mr. Coaten and his friend. However, I could think of no reason why they should call upon Mrs. Covington.  
 
    I didn’t have much time to muse upon this unusual turn of events because just as I’d placed the voices, a bucket splashed into the water beside me. 
 
    I groped for the old boot which floated nearby and dropped it into the bucket. The bucket was pulled up, and a moment later I heard an exclamation of wrath from above. 
 
    “See what I’ve drawn up. These old wells must be filled with filth!” 
 
    I had hoped that the strangers would immediately depart, but instead they loitered by the well, talking. 
 
    “We’ve been wasting entirely too much time on this,” said the man whom I took to be Mr. Coaten. “Suppose we were to offer Ted a hundred dollars to sign the paper. Would he do it?” 
 
    “I think he might, but the girl is the one who’ll make trouble. She’s shrewd.” 
 
    “We’ll get around her somehow,” the other said. “This thing can’t drag on forever. I have work waiting for me in Texas.” 
 
    The voices gradually died away, and I heard no more. However, from the snatch of conversation, I was convinced that Abigail’s suspicions regarding the Texas strangers had been well founded. But what had brought the two men to Greenville? If Abigail or Ted owned property, I could have understood why it would be desirable to adopt them, but as it was, nothing about the situation made any sense. 
 
    To keep from freezing, I gingerly waded around and around in the well. It seemed ages before Florence thrust her head over the ledge and called softly: 
 
    “Are you still there, Jane?” 
 
    “Right where you left me,” I said through chattering teeth. “I’m frozen into one big icicle! Get me out of here.” 
 
    Flo lowered the bucket, and I tied the rope ladder to the handle with numb fingers. Florence hauled it up, and again hooked the irons to the ledge of the well. 
 
    Stiffly, I climbed toward the surface. I had nearly reached the top when the beam of light chanced to play across a section of brick which hitherto had escaped my notice. I halted and traced the rectangular pattern on the wall with my fingers. It was not an ordinary crack. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Florence called down impatiently. 
 
    “I am,” I said as I emerged from the well. “And don’t you dare say that this night has been a failure. I’ve just made a most astounding discovery!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    My startling appearance, rather than my words, seemed to make the deepest impression upon Florence. My shoes and stockings were wet, my coat and dress were smeared with green slime, and strings of moss clung to my hair. 
 
    “You look like Father Neptune emerging from the briny deep,” Flo uncharitably pointed out. 
 
    “I’m freezing to death.” I tried to stop my teeth from chattering but failed miserably. “Come on, we’re going home.” 
 
    Florence hauled up the rope ladder from the well. She squeezed out what water she could and stuffed the unwieldy thing back into the carpet bag. 
 
    “What were you saying about a discovery?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing of consequence,” I said as I rubbed my hands together in a futile attempt to restore circulation. “Merely an opening in the side of the well. It probably leads into a tunnel. Nothing you’d be interested in, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Jane! Are you certain?” 
 
    “I’m not certain of anything except that I’m going home!” I started squelching across the lawn with Florence hurrying after. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry,” Florence said. “I know you had an awful time down in the well, but it wasn’t my fault those two men arrived just when they did.” 
 
    “Did you get a look at their faces? From their voices, I took them to be Mr. Coaten and his friend.” 
 
    “That’s who they were. I’m sure of it, but I can’t imagine why they came to see Mrs. Covington. At any rate, they didn’t get into the house. I’m sure that Mr. Covington was home; a light was on, and I saw a curtain move, but she refused to answer the door.” 
 
    “I heard those men talking while I was down in the well. I’m more certain than ever that they’re as crooked as a dog’s hind leg. They want Ted and Abigail to sign something over to them.” 
 
    “But Abigail said she and her brother have no property.” 
 
    “I know. I can’t make head nor tail of it. I’m too miserable to think about anything now.” 
 
    I paused beside a tree, removed one of my shoes and poured a little water from it. I put that shoe back on and repeated the procedure with the other shoe. 
 
    “To tell you the truth, Flo, I’m not sure whether I found anything or not.” 
 
    “But you said—” 
 
    “I know. Just as I reached the top of the well, I noticed a section of brick wall which seemed to be cracked in the exact shape of a rectangle.” 
 
    “Was that all?” 
 
    “I didn’t even take time to examine it. I was so chilled that all I could think about was getting out of there. However, I suspect that if I removed those loose bricks, there could be an opening behind them.” 
 
    “A secret hiding place?” 
 
    “Possibly, but it would be quite a large opening. I think it’s more likely that the loose bricks conceal the opening to a tunnel.” 
 
    “Can we remove the bricks without hiring a workman?” 
 
    “If they are as loose as I think they are, I might be able to get them out myself. Not tonight, however.” 
 
    I felt in no mood to discuss future possibilities or even to consider them. Already cold, the misty air made me feel as if a princely frog were breathing lovingly down my neck. 
 
    “Better get straight home, have a hot bath and go to bed,” Florence advised as we climbed aboard Bouncing Betsy. “We’ll talk things over in the morning.” 
 
    I entered my house through the kitchen door, hoping to avoid seeing Mrs. Timms—or more to the point, avoid Mrs. Timms seeing me. Luck was not with me. Mrs. Timms, who chanced to be in the kitchen making herself a soothing cup of chamomile to combat a recent spate of insomnia, saw me in all my bedraggled glory. 
 
    “Jane! What have you done to yourself?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I mumbled. “I’m just a little wet. Funny how that just seems to happen when one’s been down in a well.” 
 
    “There are times when your jokes don’t seem at all funny,” Mrs. Timms said. “How did you manage to ruin your clothes? I might be able to salvage your dress, but there’s nothing to be done for that coat and those shoes—not to mention your stockings.” 
 
    “It’s the truth, Mrs. Timms. I was down in a well. It just so happens that it’s quite wet down wells. And mossy.” 
 
    “You can’t expect me to believe you were down a well. Now, tell me exactly what did happen.” 
 
    “Would it seem more reasonable to you if I said that I stumbled and fell into a ditch?” 
 
    “I rather thought something of the sort had happened. How did the accident occur?” 
 
    “It didn’t,” I said and escaped upstairs before Mrs. Timms could question me any further. 
 
    I took a hot bath and went to bed. As I lay in bed, I could hear a murmur of voices in the living room below and knew that Mrs. Timms must be discussing me and my disheveled condition with my father. I had distressed Mrs. Timms, but it couldn’t be helped. Sometimes, even when one tells the unvarnished truth, all the listener wants to hear is a bald-faced lie. 
 
    I slept soundly and did not awaken until the Sunday morning sun was high in the heavens. I sat up in bed and moved my arms experimentally. They were very sore and stiff. I swung my feet to the floor and groaned with pain. 
 
    “Guess I can’t take it anymore,” I muttered to myself. “I must be getting soft, or else it’s old age sneaking up on me.” 
 
    I tortured myself for ten minutes doing a few Swedish limbering exercises. Then I dressed and went downstairs. Mrs. Timms had gone off to church while Dad submerged himself in all fifty-eight pages of the Sunday paper. I detoured around the living room to the kitchen and prepared myself a belated breakfast. I was picking the nuts out of a fruit salad I’d found in the icebox when my father appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Jane—” he began. 
 
    “Where was I last night? I’ve said it before, and I will now repeat it—I was down a well! A nice deep well with a couple of feet of water in the bottom.” 
 
    “When you’re ready to tell me the real story, I shall listen,” Dad said. “But how a grown woman contrives to come dragging home in the condition Mrs. Timms described, I’ll never—” 
 
    “Dad, I’m serious about the well story. It’s the unvarnished truth.” 
 
    My father shook his head mournfully and muttered something under his breath about getting my head checked. He followed up that offensive remark by saying something about Jack not knowing what he was getting into.  
 
    I asked my father if Jack had mentioned anything to him about his recent fascination with bowling. 
 
    “Bowling?” my father said. “Baseball, maybe, but I can’t imagine Jack Bancroft taking up bowling.” 
 
    Then Dad withdrew to the living room and the remaining unread twenty-five pages of his Sunday paper. 
 
    I had lost my appetite for breakfast. I barged out the kitchen door into the yard. I needed to clear my head with a bit of deep breathing in the fresh air. 
 
    I had an AWOL gentleman-friend who had either gotten far too enamored with his new hobby, or, even more depressing, had no new hobby and was hiding something from me.  
 
    On top of that depressing possibility was the fact that my nearest and dearest refused to take me seriously. My father and Mrs. Timms acted as if they were contemplating hauling me off to have my head examined.  
 
    As I sat moping on the front steps, a milk wagon clattered to a stop in front of the house. The driver came up the walk with his rack of milk bottles. I eyed him speculatively.  
 
    I had a sudden inspiration. What I needed was an ally in the house. If I could clear the basement of all the old junk and brighten it up a bit, I might be able to convince Florence to fly the coop and come to roost in our basement. 
 
    “We have a lot of old bottles in the basement,” I said to the milk wagon man. “Does your company pay for them?” 
 
    “Sorry,” the milkman said. “We use only our own stamped bottles. There’s no deposit charge. Customers are expected to return them without rebate. Maybe you could sell your old bottles to a second-hand dealer. I saw one on the next street about five minutes ago.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “He was on Fulton Avenue when I drove past.” 
 
    I thanked the milkman and ran as fast as my stiff limbs would permit to the next street corner. Far up the avenue, I saw the battered old car of the second-hand man. I hurried on and reached the automobile just as its owner came from a house carrying an armful of corded newspapers. 
 
    “Excuse me, Mr.—” I said, not even waiting to catch my breath.  
 
    “Butterworth, Ma’am, at your service,” the second-hand dealer said, doffing his cap and eyeing my disheveled condition brought on by sprinting down the street. 
 
    “Mrs. Jane Carter,” I told him. “Charmed to meet you, Mr. Butterworth. Do you buy old bottles?” 
 
    “I buy newspapers, old furniture, rubber tires, copper, brass, or silver, but no bottles.” 
 
    I barely registered this discouraging information because I was too busy staring at the man. His appearance fascinated me.  
 
    “I saw you at Roseacres. You’re the one person who has been inside the house. I want you to tell me all about it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Mr. Butterworth, the second-hand dealer, seemed at a loss about how to respond to my abrupt request. 
 
    “Please, tell me how the house looks inside,” I repeated. “Is it as handsome as folks say?” 
 
    “Are you a friend of Mrs. Covington?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “But you’ve never set foot inside the house at Roseacres?” 
 
    I nodded my head. He was not an unreasonable man, this Mr. Butterworth. I’d have asked the same questions myself. 
 
    “Then why don’t you ask Mrs. Covington about the interior at Roseacres yourself?” 
 
    “Because she never invites anyone into her house,” I explained, patting futilely at my fly-away hair and trying hard to look like a sane and reasonable person. “You’re the only living soul to get inside the place, so far as I know. I’ll venture she sold you something. Am I right?” 
 
    “Maybe so.” Mr. Butterworth grinned. “My lips are sealed.” 
 
    “Sealed?” 
 
    “I promised Mrs. Covington I’d tell nothing of what I saw in the house.” 
 
    “Why did you go to the house?” 
 
    “Mrs. Covington sent for me.” 
 
    “But why? Did Mrs. Covington sell you something?” 
 
    “Maybe she did, and maybe she didn’t,” Mr. Butterworth said as he climbed into his overloaded car. “You’ll have to ask her yourself.” 
 
    He again doffed his cap and drove away. I watched his car until it was out of sight and then returned to my own doorstep. I was listlessly throwing acorns to a squirrel when Florence came down the street, dressed in her Sunday best. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Jane?” Flo asked me. “How do you feel this morning?” 
 
    “Lower than the center of the earth. Mrs. Timms thinks I’m a disgrace. My father thinks I’m touched in the head. I’ve telephoned Jack three times this morning, but he doesn’t answer his phone.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s just busy,” Flo said. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s busy, too. But busy doing what? That’s what I’d like to know.” 
 
    “Bowling?” 
 
    “On a Sunday morning? Not very likely. And are you sure Shep isn’t on the bowling team? Something fishy is going on.” 
 
    “I’m sure it isn’t,” Flo insisted, “and I was mistaken about Martin not being on the bowling team. I telephoned him last night and asked him about it. He is their star bowler, just as Jack said.” Flo wouldn’t meet my eye as she made those claims, which only served to deepen my suspicions. What was everyone hiding from me? Was Jack getting ready to hand me the icy mitt and no one wanted to be the one to break the news to me? 
 
    “What you need is a nice adventure,” Florence continued, finally meeting my eye. “How about another trip out to Roseacres tomorrow night?” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of wells!” 
 
    “Jane, you can’t mean it. After discovering those loose bricks, you’ll just forget about them? That’s very unlike you.” 
 
    “I can’t bear the thought of dragging in again looking like an insane person,” I groused.  
 
    “I’ll meet you tomorrow night about eight-thirty,” said Flo, completely ignoring my protests. 
 
    As usual, my spirit of adventure got the best of me and by a quarter ‘til nine the following night, Flo and I were back at Roseacres. The house was completely dark. 
 
    “Maybe Mrs. Covington is out for the evening,” I suggested. 
 
    “In that case, we’ll have to be especially careful,” Florence warned as we approached the old wishing well. “She might return at any moment and find us.” 
 
    I had brought the rope ladder, an extra length of rope, an assortment of tools, a flashlight and a pair of stout water-proofed boots and a suit of warm coveralls which my father used when he worked on his car—which was almost never due to his tendency to do himself grievous bodily harm whenever he attempted mechanical tasks. Consequently, the coveralls were nearly brand new. They wouldn’t be after I was done with them. I inserted myself into the coveralls and prepared to descend a few feet into the well. 
 
    “Do be careful,” Florence said. “If you should fall you might kill yourself.” 
 
    “You think of the most cheerful things. I’m not taking any chances, though. I’ll tie myself to the ladder with this extra piece of rope.” 
 
    I got into position, and Florence handed down the flashlight. I carefully inspected the brick wall. 
 
    “I believe there is an opening,” I called up to Flo. “I really do. Here, take this flash. I can’t work and hold it.” 
 
    While Florence directed the beam from above, I tugged at the bricks. Unable to move them, I called up for the small crowbar which I had brought with me from home. I pried one of the bricks loose with ease. When I pushed my arm through the opening, I encountered only empty space. 
 
    “It’s a narrow tunnel, I think. Take this brick, and I’ll try to pry out the others.” 
 
    Within ten minutes, I had handed up enough bricks to make a knee-high pile. 
 
    “You do realize we’re practically destroying Mrs. Covington’s well,” Florence said uneasily. “How will we ever explain this?” 
 
    “I can put the bricks back again,” I assured her. “They were meant to come out, so they must be meant to go in again. Now, hand me the flashlight.” 
 
    Balancing myself precariously on the ladder, I directed the light through the opening I had created. A long narrow tunnel which I judged to be about five feet below the ground extended as far as I could see. 
 
    “I’m going to try to get in there,” I called to Florence. “Toss me a life preserver if I fail.” 
 
    I swung my feet from the ladder to the ledge. Retaining a hold on the ropes, I edged myself backward into the hole. 
 
    “It’s much easier than it looks,” I called up to Flo. “Come down, if you want to explore.” 
 
    Florence hesitated, and then climbed down into the well. I helped her from the ladder into the tunnel. 
 
    “I think this leads to the house,” I told Flo. “I know lots of these old places had escapes, but I never heard of a tunnel opening into a well.” 
 
    The bricked passageway was so low that for the first twelve feet we were forced to crawl on our hands and knees. Gradually, the tunnel deepened until we were able to walk in a stooped position. 
 
    The tunnel abruptly ended in front of a heavy door which looked to be at least as old as the house. It did not move easily, but together Florence and I were able to swing it open. 
 
    “Where in the world are we now?” Florence asked.  
 
    I directed the flashlight beam ahead to a series of four steps which led down from the tunnel into an empty room which was barely six feet across. So far as I could see, it had no exit. 
 
    “It looks as if we’re at the end of the trail,” said Florence. She sounded relieved that we would not be able to continue further. 
 
    “This must be part of Roseacres.” I descended the steps into the tiny room. 
 
    “But there’s no way out of it except through the tunnel.” 
 
    “There must be if we can find it,” I insisted. 
 
    I began to explore the walls, and Florence followed my example. Our search was soon rewarded. I discovered a small brass knob embedded in the rough board paneling. I pulled on it, and a section of wall slid back. 
 
    “Now we really are in Roseacres! The basement, I think.” 
 
    We silently stepped through the opening and tiptoed around the dark, damp room. The walls had been boarded over, but there was no solid foundation beneath our feet, only a hard dirt floor. A steep stairway led up from the basement. 
 
    “Do you suppose Mrs. Covington is at home?” I whispered. 
 
    There was no sound from above. 
 
    “Shall we go upstairs, or back the way we came?” I asked Flo. 
 
    “Let’s risk being caught,” Florence decided after a moment’s hesitation. “I’d rather be sent to jail for housebreaking than to climb into that well again.” 
 
    We crept up the stairway. The landing was blocked by another door. I tested it, and finding it unlocked, pushed it gently open. Again, we listened. 
 
    “The coast is clear,” Florence whispered. “I’m sure Mrs. Covington isn’t here.” 
 
    I stepped across the threshold, tense with anticipation. Ever since Mrs. Covington’s return to Roseacres, I had longed to see the interior of the grand old mansion. And now, through a strange quirk of adventure, my ambition was to be gratified. 
 
    I allowed the flashlight beam to play over the walls of the large high-ceilinged room. The walls were bare, although there were darker rectangles on the faded wallpaper showing where pictures must have once hung. Systematically, I continued to move the light about in search of furniture. So far as I could see, there was none. 
 
    “How very odd that the room is empty,” Florence whispered at my elbow. 
 
    The floorboards squeaked beneath our weight as we tiptoed to a doorway opening into a still larger room with a beautiful circular stairway ascending to the second floor. 
 
    “This must be one of the parlors,” I said. 
 
    “But where is the furniture?” 
 
    My flash cut squares across the room, but the only furnishings were a wobbly-looking chair with horsehair peeking out of the cushions and a cheap, rickety table drawn up close to the fireplace. 
 
    “Why is the house empty?” Florence asked in a whisper.  
 
    “Perhaps she’s moved all the furniture to another floor,” I suggested. “Maybe she intends to have the place repapered soon. It certainly needs it.”  
 
    Flo did not answer. There was a shuffling of feet on the front porch. We froze against the wall. Before we could retreat to the basement stairs, the living room door opened. Light from the porch lamp spilled in across the bare floor. 
 
    Mrs. Covington stood framed in the doorway. We had made no sound, yet the mistress of Roseacres seemed to sense that she was not alone. 
 
    “Who is it?” she called sharply. “Speak up! Who is hiding here?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    My voice shook as I acknowledged our presence in the dark room. I had no excuse for housebreaking. 
 
    Mrs. Covington struck a match and lit three half-burned candles which were set in a huge glass candelabra mounted to the wall. 
 
    “Oh, so it’s you!” she exclaimed as the flickering light fell upon our faces. “May I ask why you have broken into my house?” 
 
    “We’re thoroughly ashamed of ourselves, Mrs. Covington,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed, we are,” added Florence. “When we started to investigate the wishing well, we didn’t intend to enter the house.” 
 
    “Suppose you explain,” suggested the mistress of Roseacres. 
 
    “It’s a long story. May we sit down somewhere?” 
 
    The request embarrassed Mrs. Covington. She hesitated and then indicated that we were to follow her. She led us through another empty room to the kitchen where she lit another candle. Its soft illumination revealed an old oil stove, a couple of chairs, a porcelain table and a cot which obviously served both as a couch and bed. 
 
    Mrs. Covington offered no explanation or apology. She took wood from a box, piled it into the fireplace, and soon had a cheerful blaze on the hearth. 
 
    Flo and I drew our chairs up to the fire and explained how we had come to enter the old mansion. Mrs. Covington listened attentively to our story but did not appear especially surprised. 
 
    “I’ve always known about that old tunnel,” she said when we had finished. “It was built by the first owner of this house, many, many years ago, and I doubt if it ever was used. I tried to find the entrance from the basement a few days ago but was unable to locate it.” 
 
    “We saw you with your lantern at the wishing well,” Florence confessed. “That was what aroused our curiosity.” 
 
    “I was looking for the other tunnel entrance. I found it without much trouble, but it was so deep down in the well that I dared not risk trying to get into it. I’m no spring chicken, and I have no desire to break my neck. Although I considered hiring a man, I hesitated, because I knew it would cause talk. I suppose you think me an odd old woman. Perhaps I am, but I have a very good reason for some of the things I do. I came to Greenville to search for something which has been lost many years.” 
 
    “What are you searching for?” Florence asked. 
 
    “Something secreted by my sister, Virginia. Since you girls already have learned so much, I will tell you all. Perhaps you have heard of the Covington pearls?” 
 
    We shook our heads. 
 
    “I forget that you are so very young,” Mrs. Covington said. “Your mothers would remember. At any rate, the necklace was handed down in our family for many generations, always to the daughter who was the first to marry. Virginia, my younger sister, dreamed that the pearls would go to her. Naturally, I hoped they would come to me instead. As it came about, I was the first of the family to marry.” 
 
    “Then you received the necklace?” 
 
    “It should have gone to me, but my sister was determined I never should win such a victory over her. In a fit of rage, she hid the pearls. Father tried to force her to tell what she had done with them, but she was very headstrong. She ran away from home, married a scamp, and sailed with him to South America. She died there less than two years after my own marriage.” 
 
    “What became of the pearls?” I asked. 
 
    “Our family believed that she took the necklace with her. For many years we assumed that Virginia’s worthless husband had obtained possession of it and sold it. He denied any knowledge of the pearls, but we never accepted his story as true. Then, a few weeks ago, a letter came from South America. It had been written by Virginia’s husband shortly before his death.” 
 
    “He confessed to the theft of the necklace?” 
 
    “No, indeed. He merely enclosed a letter written by Virginia years before. It was addressed to me and had never been sent because her husband deliberately withheld it. Just selfish and cantankerous, that man was. The letter told where the pearls had been hidden. I imagine that Virginia’s husband had planned to gain possession of them someday, but fate defeated him. So, on his deathbed, he sent me the original letter which I should have received forty years earlier.” 
 
    “Where were the pearls hidden?” Florence asked. “You haven’t found them yet?” 
 
    “No, and I doubt that I ever shall.” Mrs. Covington sighed. “Virginia’s letter was not very definite. She begged my forgiveness for having caused so much trouble and said that she had hidden the necklace near the old wishing well.” 
 
    “Didn’t she tell you where?” 
 
    “There were several words which had been blotted out. I suspect Virginia’s husband did it to prevent anyone but himself from learning the exact location of the pearls. I imagine he intended to come back here someday and take the pearls for himself. By the time he finally sent the letter on to me, he may have forgotten what he had done. That’s only my guess, of course. As the letter reads, my only clue is that the pearls were hidden near the wishing well.” 
 
    “That explains why you were removing the flagstones the other night,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve searched everywhere I can think of except in the old tunnel. When you girls went through it tonight, did you notice anything unusual?” 
 
    “No hiding place,” I told Mrs. Covington. “Of course, we weren’t looking for anything of the sort. If we could explore the passageway by daylight—” 
 
    “Can’t we help you find the pearls, Mrs. Covington?” Florence interrupted. “It would be such fun searching for them.” 
 
    “I’ll be very happy to have your help,” the old lady smiled. It appeared we had been forgiven for our grievous breach of both basic civility and the law of the land. “Upon one condition. You must tell no one. Already I am the laughingstock of Greenville, and if this latest story should get around everyone would talk.” 
 
    Flo and I both vigorously assured her that we would tell no one about the pearls. 
 
    “Another thing—” Mrs. Covington hesitated and then went on. “I suppose you understand now why I never invited you into the house. It wasn’t that I meant to be inhospitable.” 
 
    “Because the place isn’t fixed up?” Florence came to her aid. “Why, Jane and I would have thought nothing of it. This is a cozy kitchen with a cheerful fire. I think it’s nice.” 
 
    “I probably shan’t be here long. My purpose in returning to Greenville was to find the pearls. I’ve nearly made up my mind that they are lost forever.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t say that! Tomorrow, with your permission, Florence and I will explore the tunnel. We may have luck in finding the pearls.” 
 
    “I shall be very glad to have your help, my dear. But please, I beg of you, don’t tell anyone what you have seen tonight, particularly the barren state of this house.” 
 
    “We understand,” I said. 
 
    The fire had burned low. We promised to return the following day and bade Mrs. Covington goodbye. Once outside the mansion, we paused beside a tree so that I might remove the heavy coveralls which I still wore over my frock. 
 
    “What a night!” I said to Flo. 
 
    “For once, Jane, one of your crazy adventures turned out beautifully,” Florence said. “We’ll have a wonderful time searching for that necklace. She certainly is odd, though.” 
 
    “Mrs. Covington?” 
 
    “Yes, imagine being so sensitive about how the interior of your house looks. Who would expect it to be fixed up nicely after standing empty so many years?” 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I asked as I hopped on one foot in an attempt to extricate the other from the coveralls. 
 
    “Forgetting what?” Florence asked. 
 
    “Remember that first day we peeped into the house through the window?” 
 
    “Why, yes, what about it?” 
 
    “Your memory isn’t very good, Florence. Don’t you remember the sheet-draped furniture we saw?” 
 
    “That’s right. I had forgotten. What do you think became of it?” 
 
    “If I had just one guess, I’d say—Mr. Butterworth.” 
 
    “Who is Mr. Butterworth?” 
 
    “A second-hand dealer who buys old furniture, newspapers, rubber tires—practically everything except old milk bottles.” 
 
    “Not that funny-looking man we saw enter this house the other day.” 
 
    “The same. It’s my guess that Mrs. Covington sold all of her valuable antiques—probably for a fraction of their true worth.” 
 
    “How foolish of her. Why would she do that?” 
 
    “There can be but one explanation. Mrs. Covington isn’t wealthy anymore. She’s living in dire poverty and desperate to keep people from discovering the truth.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    The realization that likely Mrs. Covington had sold her valuable antiques to the second-hand dealer was as disconcerting to Florence as it was to me. I did not believe that Mr. Butterworth would pay even a fractional part of the furniture’s true value, and, apparently, the widow’s only reason for parting with her treasures was an urgent need for money. 
 
    “Of course, I may have guessed wrong about it,” I admitted as Florence and I started toward home. “Just to check up, I’ll call at Mr. Butterworth’s shop tomorrow and see what I can learn.” 
 
    “I wish we dared tell someone about the condition of the house,” Florence said. “If Mrs. Covington really is in need—" 
 
    “We gave our solemn promise not to reveal anything we saw. For the time being, our hands are tied. We mustn’t tell anyone what we have learned.” 
 
    The next day, Florence and I met downtown. 
 
    “I have the address of Mr. Butterworth’s shop,” I told Flo. “It’s not far from here.” 
 
    The building proved to be a typical second-hand store with old tables and chairs piled in the windows along with cut glass and bric-a-brac. Once inside, we wandered about until the shop girl asked us if we were searching for anything in particular. 
 
    “I’m interested in furniture,” I explained. “Old pieces—antiques if we can find them.” 
 
    “Come into the back room,” the girl said. “Mr. Butterworth bought a number of very fine pieces just a few days ago. From one of Greenville’s best homes, too.” 
 
    “Where was that?” Florence asked. 
 
    “I didn’t hear him mention the name. It was from a house that has been closed up for many years. The owner returned only a short time ago and is clearing out everything in anticipation of selling.” 
 
    I did not doubt that the furniture under discussion had been obtained from Roseacres. I was certain of it when I saw the rosewood and mahogany chairs, imported mirrors, porcelain ornaments, massive four-poster beds, sofas with damaged coverings, and handsome chests and bureaus. I ventured to price a few of the items. The amount asked was so low that I knew Mr. Butterworth must have paid an extremely small sum to the widow. I made an excuse for not purchasing, and Florence and I escaped to the street. 
 
    “There’s no question about it,” I said as we set off for Roseacres. “Mrs. Covington sold all her beautiful things to Mr. Butterworth.” 
 
    “He can’t have appreciated their value, or he never would offer them at such low prices,” Florence added. “Anyone who buys those things will obtain wonderful bargains.” 
 
    “Don’t let on to Mrs. Covington that we’ve learned about the furniture,” I warned Flo as we neared Roseacres. “It’s really none of our affair if she sells her belongings.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington had been expecting us and had everything in readiness to explore the tunnel. While we searched it from end to end, she waited hopefully at the wishing well. 
 
    “Have you found anything?” she called several times. 
 
    “Not yet,” I would reply each time. 
 
    Florence and I laboriously examined every inch of the bricked passageway, but with fading hope. The walls were firm, giving no indication that anything ever had been hidden behind or within them. To have excavated the hard-packed dirt flooring was a task not to be considered without the aid of sharp shovels or a team of strong men or, preferably, both. 
 
    “I think there’s nothing here,” I whispered to Flo. “I doubt that the pearls ever were hidden in this tunnel.” 
 
    “Mrs. Covington will be terribly disappointed. What shall we tell her?” 
 
    “We can pretend to keep on searching. Maybe if we prowl about this place for a few days, we’ll have luck.” 
 
    “The pearls were hidden near the wishing well. We have that much to go on.” 
 
    “They may have disappeared years ago. Someone might have stolen them, or they could have been crushed by shifting soil and stone. To tell you the truth, I don’t feel very hopeful about ever finding them.” 
 
    We emerged into the basement. We were preparing to climb the stairs to the first floor when Mrs. Covington’s voice reached our ears almost as plainly as if she were in the cellar. 
 
    “Florence! Jane! Are you all right?” 
 
    Startled by the clearness of the call, I paused on the stairway. 
 
    “Her voice came through as plainly as if she were in this room,” Florence said. “You don’t suppose Mrs. Covington has ventured into the passageway?” 
 
    Thoroughly alarmed, we raced up the stairway and out of the house into the yard. To our relief we saw that Mrs. Covington was standing by the wishing well, peering anxiously down. 
 
    “Oh, here you are,” she said as we hurried up to her. “I was beginning to get worried. The last time I called you did not answer.” 
 
    “We were down in the basement,” I explained. “Mrs. Covington, your voice came through to us as plainly as if you were in the passage.” 
 
    “I’ve always known that sound carried from the well to the house,” Mrs. Covington said. “In fact, in past years I found it amusing to listen to conversations carried on by persons who never dreamed that their words were overheard.” 
 
    “Then that explains why so many wishes which were made here at the well came true,” I couldn’t resist saying. “You were the Good Fairy behind it all.” 
 
    “Now and then, if it pleased my fancy, I arranged to have a wish granted,” Mrs. Covington acknowledged, smiling grimly. “That was in the days when I had money—” she broke off and ended— “more than I have now, I mean.” 
 
    “Mrs. Covington, you must have heard those wishes we made the day of your return to Greenville,” Jane said after a moment. “Were you responsible for sending a basket of food to Abigail’s people?” 
 
    “I am afraid I was.” 
 
    “And did you grant Abigail’s second wish?” Florence asked. “Did you have anything to do with getting her brother, Ted, a job?” 
 
    “Judge Harlan is an old friend of mine,” Mrs. Covington explained. “I merely wrote him a note suggesting that he would do me a great favor by helping the boy if he found him worthy.” 
 
    Although Mrs. Covington’s admission cleared up much of the mystery which had surrounded the old wishing well, I was dumbfounded, nevertheless. Never once had anyone in Greenville connected Mrs. Covington with any particularly charitable deed. 
 
    As if guessing my thoughts, the woman said sharply: “Now mind, I’ll not have you telling this around the town. I’m through with all such silly business, and I don’t propose to have busybodies discuss whether or not I am addle-brained.” 
 
    “Why, Mrs. Covington,” protested Florence. “It was a kind, generous thing to do. Surely, doing good deeds is beyond reproach.” 
 
    “Generous? Fiddlesticks! I did it because it pleased me and for no other reason. Let’s not talk about it anymore.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington then questioned us at length about our exploration of the tunnel. Her disappointment over the failure to find the pearls was keen, but she tried not to show it. 
 
    “I knew it was a fool’s errand coming to Greenville to look for that stupid necklace,” she said. “Like as not, it never was hidden at Roseacres, my sister’s letter to the contrary. She always was a liar, even when we very young. I intend to forget about the whole affair.” 
 
    “Oh, Mrs. Covington, don’t give up so soon,” I said. “Florence and I have only just started to search. We may find it yet.” 
 
    “You’ve been very kind. I’ll remember it always when I am far away.” 
 
    “Then you intend to leave Greenville?” 
 
    “I must sell Roseacres. I have no other course open to me.” 
 
    “Not to George Roth, I hope!” I said. 
 
    “I have no intention of dealing with him if anyone else will make an offer, but so far, I have found no other person who is interested in the property.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington drew a deep sigh and, without much enthusiasm, invited us to come with her into the house. We tactfully declined. 
 
    “We’ll come again tomorrow, if you don’t mind,” I said as Florence and I turned to leave. 
 
    “Do,” replied Mrs. Covington. “We might make one last final search for the pearls.” 
 
    En route to Greenville, we talked over the situation and agreed that the prospect of finding the necklace was a slim one.  
 
    “I am sure if she had money, she would remain here,” Florence said. “And it will nearly kill her if she is forced to deal with George Roth. She heartily dislikes the fellow, and I don’t blame her one bit.” 
 
    I left Flo in the business section of Greenville to do some shopping for her mother and drove on to the Examiner office. My father, who had taken the bus to work, was ready to leave for home, so I offered to convey him there in Bouncing Betsy. 
 
    “Anything new about George Roth and those stones he hopes to sell to the Historical Society?” I inquired absently as Old Bets rattled along the congested streets. 
 
    “Nothing you haven’t heard already,” Dad told me. “Roth expects to make the sale and probably will. The museum people have put themselves on record as saying that the stones bear authentic writing.” 
 
    “Then it appears that your original hunch was incorrect. Too bad you played down the story in the Examiner.” 
 
    “I may have made a mistake. All the same, I am pinning my hopes on the expert from Brimwell College.” 
 
    “What expert, Dad?” 
 
    “I guess I neglected to tell you. The Examiner hired Professor Anjus from Brimwell to inspect the stones. His opinion doesn’t coincide with that of the museum experts. He has pronounced them fakes.” 
 
    “If the experts can’t agree, then how can one prove anything?” 
 
    “It is something of a tangle,” my father admitted. “I turned that tool you obtained from Kip over to Professor Anjus. He expects to make exhaustive tests and to report to me within a few days.” 
 
    I had not told my father how I came to possess the tool from Mr. Kip. I had not intended to steal the tool—my five-dollar bill abandoned on his workbench notwithstanding—but I was not hopeful that a jury of my peers was likely to see it that way, not unless Truman Kip confessed to his involvement in the scheme or other more compelling evidence came to light. 
 
    We had reached the outskirts of Greenville, and I called my father’s attention to several large billboards which disfigured the side of the highway. 
 
    “Look!” I pointed to a particularly garish poster. “A Wild West Show is coming to town next week.” 
 
    “That’s it!” Dad said, his eyes riveted to the signboard. “The motive. I couldn’t figure it out, but now I have the clue I need. Jane, we’ll put a crimp in George Roth’s little game, or my name isn’t Anthony Fielding.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    I was completely mystified by my father’s statement that he’d just discovered the clue he needed to take down Mr. Roth. 
 
    “Don’t you get it?” he asked, waving his hand toward the big signboard. “The discovery of those stones purporting to be the work of Wild Bill Hickock was perfectly timed. It’s all a publicity stunt for this coming show.” 
 
    “How could that be? I found one of the rocks myself, and I know I wasn’t hired by any Wild West Show.” 
 
    “It was pure luck that you stumbled into the stone, Jane. If you hadn’t, someone hired by the show would have brought it to light.” 
 
    “But where does George Roth figure in, Dad? You don’t think he’s connected with the publicity scheme as you call it.” 
 
    “Roth wouldn’t have sufficient imagination to pull off a stunt like that,” Dad said. “No, he may actually believe in the authenticity of the stones. At any rate, he saw an opportunity to make a little money for himself and seized it.” 
 
    “Why should a Wild West show go to the trouble of having stones carved and planted in various fields? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “The resulting publicity should draw state-wide attention to the show, Jane. It’s just the sort of idea which would appeal to a clever publicity agent. Every newspaper in Greenville except the Examiner has fallen for it, giving columns of space to the story.” 
 
    “I still don’t see how the show will gain. Its name never has been mentioned in connection with the finding of the stones.” 
 
    “Of course not, Jane. That would be too crude. But at the proper time, the publicity agent will twist all of the stories to his own purpose.” 
 
    “Dad, in the past you have accused me of putting forth crazy ideas. I think the score is even now.” 
 
    “I’ll have that show traced,” Dad declared, ignoring my references to the stability of his mind. “Since it is coming to Greenville next week it can’t be far away now. I may find it worthwhile to call on the publicity agent and have a little chat with him.” 
 
    During Dad’s outburst, I had pulled to the shoulder of the road. I looked back up at the billboard again and read the dates. 
 
    “Dad, the show will play here during Pilgrimage Week. What a shame. It’s certain to take away customers from a much more worthwhile event.” 
 
    “There may not be any Wild West Show. Not when I get through with the outfit!” 
 
    As soon as we arrived at home, Dad called the newspaper office, delegating City Editor DeWitt to obtain complete information about the western show and to report to him. All evening he talked of nothing but his theory until both Mrs. Timms and I confessed that we were a bit weary of the subject. 
 
    “I shall write an editorial for tomorrow’s Examiner,” Dad announced. “Even if I haven’t absolute facts, I’ll drop a few broad hints about those fake stones.” 
 
    My father’s editorial, cleverly worded but with very definite implications, was composed that night and telephoned to the newspaper office. I had the pleasure of reading it at breakfast the next morning. 
 
    “You certainly did yourself proud, Dad. However, I imagine the museum people aren’t going to be too pleased. Nor certain other folks in this town.” 
 
    “Let me take a look at it,” Dad said, reaching for the paper. 
 
    As I handed the paper over to him, the doorbell rang. I went to answer it. George Roth stood on the porch. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said. “Is your father here?” 
 
    “Yes, he is eating breakfast. Won’t you come in?” 
 
    Mr. Roth walked ahead of me into the living room. 
 
    “Good morning, George,” Dad called out from his chair at the breakfast table. “Will you have a cup of coffee with us?” 
 
    Ignoring the invitation, Mr. Roth entered the dinette, blocking the doorway. From his pocket, he took a copy of the morning Examiner. 
 
    “Fielding,” he said curtly, “I’ve just read your editorial, and I demand an explanation. Do you realize what you’ve done?” 
 
    “Written a pretty fair stickful—or so my daughter tells me.” Dad smiled, to all appearances undisturbed. 
 
    “You’ve deliberately tried to smear me.” 
 
    “I don’t recall that your name was mentioned in the editorial.” 
 
    “No, but you know I expect to sell those two stones to the museum. This editorial of yours may spook my buyer.” 
 
    “Then it will have fulfilled its purpose. Those stones are fakes. If you aren’t aware of it, I suggest that you acquaint yourself with the true facts.” 
 
    “Those stones bear genuine inscriptions carved by William Hickok himself. There’s no connection with any cheap western show, and I defy you to prove otherwise.” 
 
    “Consider your challenge accepted,” my father said evenly. “I expect to publish the true facts very shortly in the Examiner.” 
 
    “If you prevent me from making a sale to the museum, I’ll sue you!” George Roth threatened. “That’s all I have to say. Good morning.” 
 
    In his anger, he turned so quickly that he ran into me. Without bothering to apologize, he brushed past me and left out the front door. 
 
    “What a dreadful man!” said Mrs. Timms, who had been eavesdropping from the kitchen. 
 
    “I rather expected him to call, although not quite so early in the morning,” Dad said, reaching for a slice of toast. “His attitude doesn’t bother me in the least.” 
 
    “He may actually sue you if you don’t make good on producing facts,” I pointed out. “How are you going to do it?” 
 
    “DeWitt informs me that the same Wild West Show is playing at Bryan this week. I’ll drive over there today and see what I can learn.” 
 
    Bryan is a small city located sixty-nine miles from Greenville. I talked Dad into taking me with him. 
 
    By early afternoon, Dad and I were at the outskirts of Bryan. Two large blue and red show tents had been set up in a muddy field at the edge of town. A band played lackadaisically, and townspeople were pouring past the ticket-taker, an ancient cowboy dressed in buckskins and a motheaten ten-gallon hat and wearing a rather rusty six-shooter in a holster around his waist. 
 
    “This all looks rather intriguing,” I said. 
 
    “Go buy yourself a ticket,” Dad said, smiling. “I’ll meet you here by the entrance in an hour.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to see the show, Dad?” 
 
    “I’ve outgrown such foolishness. I’ll find the publicity agent and have my little talk with him.” 
 
    Inside the tent, things got off to a lackluster start. Two groups of cowboys—most of them appearing almost as elderly as the ticket-taker and riding equally elderly mounts —ambled into the arena from opposite directions. A couple of the cowboys tried to urge their horses on to greater efforts, but the animals appeared to be collectively suffering from an acute case of equine deafness. Later on, when the explosions started, I would come to see the wisdom in choosing such hard-of-hearing mounts. 
 
    Despite their torpor, the horses were the best actors in the ring. One group of decrepit cowboys wore white hats, and the other wore black. They all carried six-shooters, which even from a distance looked more like toys for little boys than the real thing. 
 
    One of the white hats murmured something unintelligible, and one of the black hats replied with a long rambling speech only half of which was loud enough to hear. The most exciting part of his rebuttal was when one of the horses decided to answer the call of nature onto the boots of one of the other white hats who’d unwisely decided to dismount. 
 
    The upshot of the speeches—as far as I could tell—was that Wild Bill Hickok was soon to arrive and straighten everybody out. 
 
    After ten more minutes of unenthusiastic and mostly inaudible argument between the white hats and the black hats—and a second horse deciding to do his business—another cowboy entered the arena.  
 
    I immediately recognized this new arrival as the ancient ticket-taker, although he’d added an item to his costume. Stuffed beneath his moth-eaten ten-gallon hat, he now wore a bright red wig, cut into a fashionable bob. The wig looked like it had been purloined from a department store mannequin and then rolled about in the dust and stomped on a few times in a futile attempt to make it look less absurd on the head of a wrinkled old man dressed in buckskins and a fringed vest. 
 
    “I’m Wild Bill Hickok!” shouted the bewigged cowboy. “Prepare to die, you yellow-bellied, lily-livered no-good—” 
 
    I could see why the ancient ticket-taker had landed the starring role. His delivery was wooden, but at least I could hear every word. 
 
    Unfortunately, his performance was marred by a fit of coughing, so we never did discover what further insults Wild Bill intended to heap upon the heads of the assembled white and black hats. 
 
    The old cowboy hauled a bandana out of his vest pocket and proceeded to direct explosively productive coughs into its wrinkled recesses. I wondered how long this would go on before someone would step in and deliver the remainder of his lines on his behalf, just to keep the show moving along. 
 
    In the end, I never did get to find out how his speech turned out. From somewhere beneath the stage there was an explosion like a firecracker being set off. 
 
    I expected at least one of the horses to rear at the sound, but instead, they continued to placidly nose about in the straw. Clearly, exploding fire-crackers in the vicinity were pure routine for these indifferent beasts.  
 
    After a delay of about five seconds, one of the white hats fell gingerly from his saddle and slumped on the straw, half-heartedly writhing and clutching at his heart. 
 
    A trifle late, Wild Bill then raised his six-shooter and trained it on the white hats, all the while continuing to hack uncontrollably into his handkerchief.  
 
    Another firecracker went off beneath the stage and one of the black hats—inexplicably, I thought, seeing as Wild Bill’s gun was pointed at the group clustered on the opposite side of the arena—slipped from his horse clutching his head. 
 
    After that, there was a volley of explosions, and the remaining cowboys were shot dead in rapid succession.  
 
    Several of the last to be shot did not even pretend to fall but jumped down and then carefully lay down in the straw. One lay directly on top of a deposit left behind by one of the horses earlier in the proceedings.  
 
    A black hat, fulfilling a double role as ringmaster, hauled himself to his feet, brushed himself off and listlessly announced that this was intermission and delicious refreshments—headlined by Calamity Jane’s World-Famous Chili Chow—were for sale at stands outside the tent. He then ominously added that no refunds would be offered to those who were regrettably unable to return after intermission to enjoy the promised “thrilling return of Wild Bill Hickok to fight a murderous band of rebel scouts.” 
 
    Bewigged Wild Bill might be obliged to return for the final act of the show and pick off murderous rebel scouts one by one if he could manage it between locating a clean handkerchief and hacking up his second lung, but I was not likewise obligated to remain. I followed the stream of disgruntled townspeople streaming down the bleachers and exited the tent in search of my father.  
 
    Dad was not waiting at the entranceway as I had expected him to be. After loitering about for a time, I inquired of a workman and learned that my father was in one of the small tents close by. The flap had been rolled back, giving me a good view of a sharp-faced man of about thirty who sat at a desk piled with papers. 
 
    “Is that the show’s publicity agent?” I asked the workman. 
 
    “Yep, Bill McJavins,” he answered. “He’s sure put new life into this outfit. We’ve been packin’ them in ever since he took over. ‘Course the crowds a mite bit punier the second half, but that don’t matter once the ticket’s paid for.” 
 
    Within a few minutes, Dad came out of the tent and joined me, and from the expression on his face, I immediately guessed that his interview had not been successful. 
 
    “I take it that Bill McJavins didn’t break down sobbing with remorse and confess to the error of his ways?” 
 
    “He denied any connection with those stones found in Greenville,” my father said morosely, “but in the next breath, he admitted he knew all about them and intends to capitalize on the story. I gather the program consists of a historical pageant of sorts.” 
 
    “That would be a flattering name for it,” I said. “The entire first half was taken up with a very poorly coordinated gunfight between a rather elderly Wild Bill Hickock wearing a lady’s wig and two feuding factions of cowboys. I strongly suspect that Wild Bill might benefit from a lengthy stay at a sanitarium until he gets his lung ailment under control. I would have stayed for the promised thrilling conclusion, but it was so pathetically amateurish that I couldn’t help feeling sorry for the actors.” 
 
    “You can feel all the pity you want for the cast of the show, but I wouldn’t waste a shred of compassion on their publicity agent. It’s my guess that McJavins hopes to boost ticket sales by capitalizing on the finding of those rocks near Greenville. I think he was banking on the discoveries stimulating renewed interest in the local legends involving Wild Bill Hickok, and it seems to be working. It’s a cheap trick, and the hoax would have been exposed a long time ago if museum authorities were awake.” 
 
    We returned to Greenville in virtual silence. It was exactly noon when we reached the newspaper office where I left Dad to his editorial duties. He declined my invitation to lunch with me downtown. 
 
    I crossed the street to have a sandwich at a quick-lunch cafe. As I reached the restaurant, I observed a familiar figure coming toward me. 
 
    “Abigail Whitely, what are you doing downtown this time of day?” 
 
    “I’m skipping my chemistry class. I said I had a dentist appointment, but that’s not the truth. Mr. Coaten expects me to meet him at the Fischer Building. Can you tell me where it is?” 
 
    “Three blocks straight down the street,” I told her. “It’s none of my affair, but I do hope you’re not agreeing to Mr. Coaten’s proposal.” 
 
    “The adoption? Yes, I am, Mrs. Carter. I’ve tried to hold out against them all, but I can’t do it. Ted signed the papers two days ago. Since then I’ve had no peace. Ted keeps after me, the Sandersons want me to do it, and Mr. Coaten says I’m selfish to keep making him wait.” 
 
    “We both know Mr. Coaten intends to profit in some way at your expense.” 
 
    “I do feel that way about it. If only I dared stand firm—” 
 
    “You must,” I said. “You’re to break that appointment and have luncheon with me. I’ll assume all the responsibility.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Abigail allowed herself to be dissuaded from meeting with Mr. Coaten, but not without grave misgivings. As she lunched with me at the Dolman Cafe, she painted a gloomy picture of what lay before her. 
 
    “You don’t understand how it is,” she said, slowly stirring a cup of hot chocolate. “I really haven’t a good reason for refusing to consent to the adoption. If I had one scrap of evidence against Mr. Coaten, it would be different.” 
 
    “Can’t you write to someone in Texas and inquire about him and his friend?” 
 
    “I did,” Abigail said. “The answer came back that Mr. Coaten was unknown at the address he gave the Sandersons.” 
 
    “I should think that would be sufficient reason for distrusting him.” 
 
    “Mr. Coaten explained it away by saying that his family just moved to a new house and that he inadvertently had given me the wrong address.” 
 
    “Did you ask for the second one, Abigail?” 
 
    “Yes, and he gave it to me. But so far I’ve not had time for a reply to my second letter.” 
 
    “My advice is to stall for time,” I said. “If we have even a few days more we may dig up some information.” 
 
    “Mr. Coaten will be furious because I didn’t keep the appointment. He’s certain to come to the tourist camp tonight and demand an explanation.” 
 
    “Just tell him you changed your mind and refuse to say anything more. I wish I could talk to him.” 
 
    “So do I. Why not have dinner with us tonight—if you can stand our brand of hospitality.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. Florence and I plan to go to Mrs. Covington’s place directly after she gets off work at the library—” 
 
    “Oh, I wish I could go with you to Roseacres. I never have had an opportunity to finish my sketch. Mrs. Covington is such an interesting character, too.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” I told her. “You’re welcome to come along. I think Mrs. Covington will be willing to share our secret with you.” 
 
    “Secret?” 
 
    “No questions now, please,” I said, capturing both luncheon checks. “We must hurry, or you’ll be late getting back to school.” 
 
    Later that afternoon, when the three of us called at Roseacres, Mrs. Covington seemed to scarcely notice that Abigail was an uninvited member of the party. At once she began talking of the missing pearls. 
 
    “Imagine finding a tunnel leading from the old wishing well to the house,” said Abigail. “Take me through it. Show me everything.” 
 
    “Perhaps you can find the pearls,” I said. “So far, Florence and I have failed.” 
 
    “They’re supposed to be hidden somewhere near the old wishing well,” Florence said. “That’s the only real clue we have.” 
 
    “I suppose you looked under the flagstones?” 
 
    “I did that many days ago,” answered Mrs. Covington. “In fact, I don’t think there’s a single place I haven’t searched.” 
 
    “The roof of the well?” Abigail suggested. 
 
    “We never once thought of that place,” Florence said. “But how could the necklace be secreted there?” She frowned as she stared at the steep-pitched, shingled covering which formed a protection over the well. 
 
    “It’s worth looking at anyhow,” I said. “I’ll get a ladder if I can find one.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington directed me to the woodshed, and I soon returned carrying a dusty stepladder. It was a trifle ricketier than I would have preferred, but I braced it against the well, clambered onto it and began to inspect the roof. 
 
    “Find anything?” Abigail asked. 
 
    “Two birds’ nests. There seems to be a hole under the edge of the roofing—” I broke off as I ran my hand into the narrow opening. “Yes, there is something here! It feels like a tiny box.” I withdrew my hand from the hole and triumphantly held up a small leather case. 
 
    “Might this be it?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, yes!” Mrs. Covington was beside herself with delight. “It is the old jewel case. The pearls must be inside!” 
 
    In my haste to climb down from the ladder, I missed one of the steps. Abigail seized my arm, saving me from a hard fall. When I’d recovered my balance, I offered the jewel case to Mrs. Covington. 
 
    We clustered around Mrs. Covington as she ceremoniously opened the lid. In a nest of yellowed silk lay a string of large and lustrous matched pearls. 
 
    “The famous Covington pearls,” the widow murmured at last. “This necklace brought only unhappiness to our family. Now, however, they shall serve a useful purpose. I shall sell the pearls. They represent a small fortune, and by disposing of them, I’ll be well-provided for in my old age. It won’t be necessary for me to pinch and skimp. I’ll be able to hold my head up in society—live like a human being again instead of a recluse.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington snapped shut the jewel case and smiled at us. 
 
    “I never should have found the pearls by myself. To tell you that I am grateful scarcely expresses my feelings. You’ve saved me from poverty.” 
 
    “Abigail did it,” I said. “Florence and I never would have thought of searching the roof of the well.” 
 
    “Do come inside,” Mrs. Covington said. “We’ll have tea in my kitchen. It’s not much to offer, but I did bake a little sponge cake this morning.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington no longer seemed ashamed of the barren condition of the old mansion as she led us through the great empty rooms. By daylight, notwithstanding the stained condition of the walls, the house seemed more elegant than ever. There was a large fan-shaped window of stained glass which I had not noticed before, and dozens of candle holders attached to the walls. 
 
    “How gorgeous this place would look if all the candles could be lighted at one time,” I said. 
 
    “And if the house had a little furniture in it,” added Mrs. Covington. “You know, a few days ago I did a very foolish thing. I was a bit hard pressed for money. On an impulse, I sold all my furniture to Mr. Butterworth. Do you suppose he will sell it back to me?” 
 
    “I should think he would certainly consider it,” I said. 
 
    “I like Greenville, for I was born here,” Mrs. Covington went on, talking as if to herself. “By selling the pearls, I can refurnish the house, have the grounds restored to their original beauty, and live as I formerly did.” 
 
    “Oh, I do hope you decide to stay here,” Florence said. 
 
    Mrs. Covington started a fire in the kitchen stove and put a kettle of water on to boil. Soon the tea was ready, and she served it with generous slices of yellow sponge cake. 
 
    “I suppose everyone in Greenville considers me a crotchety old woman,” Mrs. Covington said as we sipped our tea. “I haven’t been very friendly because I didn’t want folks to know I had sold my furniture. Some days ago, a group of women came to see me about opening the house for some sort of festival tour—” 
 
    “Pilgrimage Week,” I supplied. 
 
    “I turned them down, not because I wasn’t eager to help, but because I couldn’t let folks know all my furniture was gone. I wonder if they would still care to include Roseacres in the tour of houses?” 
 
    “Oh, Mrs. Covington, it would practically save the Festival! A cheap Wild West Show is coming to town the same week. I know for a fact that the Festival tickets aren’t selling very well.” 
 
    “Everyone wants to see Roseacres,” Florence told her.  
 
    “If I can buy back my furniture, I’ll be glad to open the house to the public,” Mrs. Covington said, her eyes twinkling as she looked at me. “That was the wish you made at the well, I believe?” 
 
    “That it was, and you can make it come true.” 
 
    “It’s little enough to do in return for the favor you have bestowed upon me.” 
 
    “Nothing will please me more than to see this old house in all its glory. May we light all the candles at one time?” 
 
    “If you like.” 
 
    “And wouldn’t it be fun to hold a grand ball here with everyone dressed in colonial costume,” I went on. “Can’t you just see the place with beaux and their ladies dancing a quadrille?” 
 
    “I’ll talk to the members of the Festival Committee tomorrow,” Mrs. Covington promised. “My first call, however, will be upon Mr. Butterworth.” 
 
    Long shadows were falling, and we soon arose to depart. During the walk into Greenville, Abigail became rather sober, and I surmised that she had forgotten about the excitement of discovering the Covington pearls and was consumed with thoughts of her dreaded interview with Mr. Coaten. 
 
    “You’re really afraid to meet that man, aren’t you?” I said to Abigail. 
 
    “Not exactly afraid,” Abigail responded. “He’ll be waiting, though, I’m sure. I just don’t know what to tell him.” 
 
    “Will it be easier for you if I go with you to the camp?” 
 
    “Oh, I wish you would, Mrs. Carter.”  
 
    Florence soon parted with us, and Abigail and I went on to the tourist camp. Mrs. Sanderson immediately informed us that Mr. Coaten had called earlier in the afternoon and was expected to return. 
 
    “I hope you didn’t make trouble about signing the papers,” she said severely. “He acted quite upset.” 
 
    “I broke our appointment,” Abigail said. “So far I’ve not made up my mind what to do.” 
 
    There followed a lengthy argument in which Mrs. Sanderson assured the girl that she was making a serious mistake by antagonizing such a kind, generous man as Mr. Coaten. I took no part in the conversation, although I had to clamp my tongue between my teeth to keep myself from interfering.  
 
    “You’ll have to stay to dinner now,” Abigail whispered to me. “Mr. Coaten is certain to come, and I can’t stand against them all at once.” 
 
    I had no desire to remain for a meal, but leaving Abigail to face the onslaught alone was out of the question. Ted soon came home from working at Judge Harlan’s office, and he too expressed displeasure because his sister had broken the appointment with Mr. Coaten. 
 
    During dinner, the subject was studiously avoided. To my consternation, Abigail began to tell the Sandersons about everything that had occurred at Roseacres. I had not thought to warn Abigail to keep the discovery to herself. I had assumed she would know to exercise discretion in protecting Mrs. Covington’s privacy.  
 
    At the mention of the pearl necklace, Ted’s fork clattered against his plate. 
 
    “You actually found a string of pearls? Real ones?” 
 
    “They must be worth a small fortune,” Abigail assured him. “Mrs. Covington intends to sell them and use the money to refurbish Roseacres.” 
 
    Ted was about to ask another question, then seemed to reconsider. 
 
    “More stew?” Mrs. Sanderson asked as an awkward silence fell. 
 
    “No thanks, Mom,” he answered. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll skip out. I have a date uptown with a fella.” 
 
    Mrs. Sanderson made no reply, and the boy left the cottage. Not long after Ted’s departure, someone tapped lightly on the door. Mr. Sanderson thrust his head out the open window. 
 
    “It’s Mr. Coaten,” he announced in a hoarse whisper. “What are you going to tell him, Abigail?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered, gazing helplessly at me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Mrs. Sanderson hastily removed her apron and opened the door to admit the caller. 
 
    “Good evening,” said Mr. Coaten. His gaze roved from one person to another in the crowded little room, coming to rest upon Abigail. He seemed not to notice me as being out of place at all. 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep our appointment this afternoon,” Abigail said stiffly. “The truth is, I’ve changed my mind about signing that paper.” 
 
    “I’ve tried to talk sense into her,” Mrs. Sanderson broke in. “I don’t know what’s come over the girl lately.” 
 
    Mr. Coaten seated himself on the daybed, smiling at Abigail in what I’m sure he imagined was a friendly way. I found the man greasy, but Ted and the Sandersons didn’t appear to share my opinion.  
 
    “I understand how you feel,” Mr. Coaten said. “You are afraid you don’t know me well enough to agree to the adoption.” 
 
    “I never heard of you until you came to Greenville,” said Abigail. 
 
    “Abigail, that’s no way to talk!” Mrs. Sanderson reprimanded her. “What would we have done without Mr. Coaten? He’s given us money, bought groceries, and made everything so much easier.” 
 
    “I appreciate everything. It’s just that—well, I don’t care to be adopted,” Abigail said. “I like things as they are.” 
 
    Mrs. Sanderson’s kindly face tightened into hard lines. 
 
    “Abigail,” she said firmly, “this is an opportunity for you, and you ought to be smart enough to realize it. Mr. Coaten will give you good clothes and schooling. Pop and I can’t do that.” 
 
    “You’ve given me too much already,” Abigail said, her gaze falling to the floor. 
 
    “I’ve been patient with you, but now I’m going to have my say. We can’t keep you anymore.” 
 
    “You’re telling me to go?” Abigail looked as hurt as if Mrs. Sanderson had slapped her across the face. 
 
    “I’m asking you to sign whatever it is that Mr. Coaten wants you to.” 
 
    Abigail looked over at me helplessly, her lips trembling. She was about to cry, and I did not blame her. There seemed but one course open to her, for she had no money and no relatives to take her in, should the Sandersons throw her out. Seeming fully aware of Abigail’s predicament, Mr. Coaten smiled triumphantly. He whipped out a fountain pen and a folded, neatly-typed paper. 
 
    “Abigail, don’t sign unless you really wish to,” I said. 
 
    “But I’ll have no home—” 
 
    “You may stay with me, at least until I find a place for you. You are not entirely without friends.” I turned a steely eye on Mr. Coaten. “May I ask why you are so eager to obtain a guardianship over Ted and Abigail? What do you expect to gain by it? And why must the decision be made in such haste? Could it be that you are concerned that it may be discovered that you have some very selfish motivation for what you are passing off as an entirely selfless act?” 
 
    “My dear lady—” Mr. Coaten’s voice was soft, but his eyes glinted angrily. “I expect to gain nothing.” 
 
    “I gathered a different impression when I overheard you and your friend talking a few nights ago at Roseacres.” 
 
    “Roseacres?” At first, Mr. Coaten did not appear to understand, then, as my meaning dawned upon him, he arose from the couch. 
 
    “I have no wish to discuss this matter with you—a stranger. For some unknown reason, you are prejudiced against me and have deliberately influenced Abigail to go against the Sandersons’ desires.” 
 
    “It’s a question for our own family to settle,” Mrs. Sanderson added. 
 
    “I’ll be going, then,” I said. “Abigail, would you like to take your things with you now, or send for them later?” 
 
    “Do you really think you could take me in at your place?”  
 
    “Of course. I never extend an insincere invitation.” 
 
    “Then I’ll come with you, Mrs. Carter.” Abigail stood to her feet, removed a battered suitcase from beneath one of the daybeds, and began to toss garments into it. 
 
    “Abigail, you can’t go like this, Mrs. Sanderson protested. “Why won’t you listen to reason?” 
 
    “Let her go.” Mr. Coaten had lost all semblance of softness. “She’ll come crawling back in a day or two, glad to accept my offer.” 
 
    As we all watched in silence, Abigail swiftly packed her suitcase and told me that she was ready to leave. 
 
    “Mrs. Sanderson,” she said, squeezing the woman’s hand in parting, “you and Pop have been wonderful to Ted and me. I’ll never forget it—never. Someday I’ll repay you, too.” 
 
    “This is the way you do it,” Mrs. Sanderson retorted bitterly. “By defying my wishes.” 
 
    There was nothing more to be said, so Abigail and I left the cottage, carrying the suitcase between us. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have done it like that,” Abigail said. “I don’t know how I’ll ever manage to make a living and finish high school at the same time. Ted likely will side against me, too.” 
 
    “Don’t think of anything tonight,” I advised, although I, too, was worried. “We’ll find something for you. Dad may have an opening on the Examiner—” 
 
    I was about to say ‘typing pool’ when I remembered that Abigail could not type. If worst came to worst, I supposed she could join the crew of scrubwomen who cleaned the Examiner offices every night after the staff had gone home for the evening, although I couldn’t imagine how she’d manage that and keep up with her studies.  
 
    Mrs. Timms had long ago ceased to be surprised by almost anything that I did, so when I arrived home with a strange girl in tow, she did not ask many questions. Abigail was comfortably established in the guest room and made to feel that she was welcome. However, when I explained the situation to Mrs. Timms, she was not at all certain that I had done right by helping the girl to leave home, nor was my father encouraging about the prospects of finding employment for Abigail. 
 
    “Can she type or take shorthand?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I admitted. 
 
    “The Examiner can’t be made a catch-all for your unemployed friends. My advice is to send her back to the Sandersons.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Dad. You don’t understand.” 
 
    “Well, let it ride for a few days. I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    I tried to conceal from Abigail that her presence in the household had created tension. In the morning, Abigail went off to school, returned for lunch, and then attended the afternoon session. By the time she arrived home in the evening, she’d become increasingly gloomy. 
 
    “Mrs. Carter, this can’t go on indefinitely,” she protested. “I’ll have to get a job somehow, even if I have to drop out of school to do it.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that.” 
 
    “Ted hasn’t come to see me either,” Abigail went on. “I—I’m beginning to think I should go back and sign that paper.” 
 
    “Don’t even consider it,” I said firmly. “You need a diversion to keep your mind off the problem. Let’s take a drive out to Roseacres and see if Mrs. Covington has succeeded in buying her furniture back.” 
 
    When we arrived at Roseacres several windows on the lower floor of the house had been opened to admit fresh air, and the blinds no longer were drawn. For the first time since Mrs. Covington’s return, the old mansion had a “lived in” appearance. However, although I knocked many times, the mistress of Roseacres did not come to the door. 
 
    “She can’t be here,” Abigail said at last. 
 
    “The windows are all wide open,” I pointed out. “I doubt that Mrs. Covington would go very far away without closing them.” 
 
    We wandered out to the wishing well, and then made a complete tour of the grounds. Mrs. Covington was nowhere in the yard. 
 
    “Shall we go?” Abigail asked. 
 
    “I’ll knock on the door just once more,” I said. “I can’t help feeling that she is here.” 
 
    Circling the house to the side entrance, we again knocked and waited. 
 
    “Listen!” I said. 
 
    “I don’t hear anything.”  
 
    “I thought someone called out or groaned—the sound came from inside the house.” 
 
    “You must have imagined it.” 
 
    “Maybe I did,” I acknowledged, “but I don’t think so.” 
 
    Testing the door, I found it locked 
 
    I called out: “Mrs. Covington, are you at home?” 
 
    An answer came back, but the words were unintelligible. The sound had come from the direction of the kitchen. 
 
    “I hope you don’t think I’m a reformed burglar,” I said to Abigail, “but sometimes drastic times call for drastic measures. Do you have a hairpin?” 
 
    I took the hairpin from Abigail, bent it into a hook and inserted it into the keyhole of the old-fashioned lock. I was far from confident in my abilities as a lock picker, but it had been a romantic ambition of mine, the summer I turned fourteen, to become a lady jewel thief. I’d fancied becoming a female Robin Hood who stole from wealthy fugitives of justice to give to the deserving and downtrodden poor. I’d spent that entire summer experimenting with various household objects as improvised burglar’s tools. Hairpins had not been my favorite implements, but this time a hairpin would have to do. 
 
    The bolt turned on my eighth try. I pushed the door open and ran to the kitchen with Abigail trailing close behind. Mrs. Covington, still garbed in night clothing, lay on the daybed, her face ashen. Her breathing was labored. 
 
    “My heart—” Mrs. Covington whispered. “An attack—last night.” 
 
    “Abigail, run as fast as you can and get Doctor Hamilton,” I said. “I’ll stay here.” 
 
    As soon as Abigail had departed, I busied myself trying to make Mrs. Covington comfortable. I rearranged the disordered blankets and fanned air toward the woman, making it easier for her to breathe. 
 
    “My pearls,” Mrs. Covington whispered. “They’re gone.” 
 
    At first I did not take her words seriously, thinking that the old woman was not entirely rational. 
 
    “You have the necklace,” I said. “Don’t you remember? We found it yesterday, hidden in the roof of the old wishing well.” 
 
    “Gone—” Mrs. Covington repeated. “It gave me such a shock—I had hidden the pearls in the teapot. This morning—” 
 
    I bent closer, a sudden chill going right through my body. Mrs. Covington was in full possession of her faculties. 
 
    “I went this morning to look at them,” Mrs. Covington completed with difficulty. “But the pearls were gone. They’ve been stolen. Now I have nothing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    I tried to quiet the old lady by assuring her that the pearl necklace must be somewhere in the house, although I really did not believe it. Mrs. Covington was far from dotty and hiding a valuable pearl necklace in a teapot and then moving it to another location without remembering when or where would indicate the height of dottiness. 
 
    “No—no, it is gone,” Mrs. Covington insisted. “A thief entered the house during the night. The shock of it brought on this attack.” 
 
    Spent by the effort required to speak, Mrs. Covington closed her eyes and relaxed. Thinking that she had gone to sleep, I left the bedside for a moment. A quick look around revealed that the kitchen window was open, and, far more alarming, the screen had been neatly cut from its frame. An empty china teapot stood on the kitchen table. 
 
    It was true. The pearls had been stolen, and the shock of it had nearly killed Mrs. Covington. But who could have known that she had the necklace in the house? Florence and Abigail were beyond suspicion, and for a moment I could think of no others who had knowledge of the pearls. Then, with a start, it came to me that the story had been told the previous night at the Sandersons. Ted had known about it, but I couldn’t bring myself to believe he would do such a contemptible thing—even if he had more than once stolen a chicken to put in the Sandersons’ pot. 
 
    My unhappy reflections were broken by the arrival of Abigail with Doctor Hamilton. For the next half hour, we were kept more than busy carrying out the doctor’s instructions. 
 
    “Mrs. Covington, in a way you have been very fortunate,” the doctor said as he finally prepared to leave the house. “Your attack has been a light one, and with proper care, you should be on your feet again within a week or two. I’ll arrange to have you taken to the hospital at once.” 
 
    Mrs. Covington tried to raise up in bed. “I won’t go!” she announced. “Hospitals cost money—more than I have to spend.” 
 
    “It won’t cost you anything, Mrs. Covington. I’ll arrange everything.” 
 
    “I refuse to be a charity patient. I’ll die first! Go away and take your pills with you!” 
 
    “Then if you refuse hospital care, I must arrange for a nurse.” 
 
    “I can’t afford that either,” the old lady snapped. “Just go away, and I’ll get along by myself. I’m feeling better. If I could only have a cup of tea—” 
 
    “I’ll make it for you,” Abigail offered. 
 
    I signaled to the doctor, indicating that I wished him to follow me into another room. Once beyond the hearing of the old lady, I outlined my plan. 
 
    “Mrs. Covington likes Abigail very much,” I said to the doctor. “I think she might be perfectly satisfied to be looked after by her.” 
 
    “The girl seems sensible and efficient,” Doctor Hamilton replied. “But would she be willing to stay?” 
 
    “I think she might, for she has no home of her own at the moment.” 
 
    Relieved to have the problem solved so easily, the doctor declared that the plan could be tried for a few days at least. 
 
    “I’ll drop in again late tonight,” he promised, picking up his bag. 
 
    Abigail agreed at once to remain with Mrs. Covington for as long as her services were required. The old lady, too, seemed pleased by the arrangement. 
 
    “It’s very good of you,” she murmured to Abigail. “I can’t pay you, though. Not unless my pearls are recovered.” 
 
    “Your pearls?” the girl echoed in astonishment. 
 
    I explained what had happened. 
 
    “How dreadful!” she gasped. “Who could have taken the pearls?” 
 
    Apparently it did not occur to her that her own brother, Ted, might be regarded with suspicion.  
 
    Later in the day, with Mrs. Covington’s permission, I made a full report of the theft to local police. An officer visited Roseacres, but aside from establishing exactly how the house had been entered, he obtained few useful clues. I told the policeman that so far as I knew only I, Flo, the Sanderson family, Ted, and Abigail had known that the pearls were in the mansion. 
 
    “We’ll keep the entire Sanderson family under surveillance,” the officer promised. “I’ll let you know if anything develops.” 
 
    Another problem immediately confronted me. An inspection of the cupboards in the kitchen at Roseacres revealed that there was barely enough food to last a day. 
 
    “Buy whatever you need,” Mrs. Covington instructed. “You’ll find money in the top bureau drawer.” 
 
    By diligent search, Abigail and I found one dollar and twenty-four cents, which I felt certain was all the money the old lady possessed. 
 
    “The medicines Doctor Hamilton ordered will take almost this much,” I told Abigail. “Something must be done.” 
 
    I appreciated Mrs. Covington’s desire for secrecy. However, I knew it would not be possible to enlist others to help her without revealing her secret. I was prepared to provide what was needed entirely on my own, but I feared such heavy-handed generosity would leave Mrs. Covington so in my debt that she’d never forgive me for it. Deeply troubled, I placed the problem in Mrs. Timms’ hands. 
 
    “Why, that poor woman. To think that she is sick and hasn’t the things that she needs. I’ll send a basket of food at once. I am sure many people will be eager to help.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms busied herself at the telephone, and within a few hours, all manner of useful gifts began to arrive at Roseacres. Neighbors came to help Abigail with the housework and to care for the widow. 
 
    As was inevitable, the entire story of Mrs. Covington’s poverty, including the loss of the pearl necklace, circulated throughout Greenville. Since there no longer was any excuse for secrecy, I revealed to members of the Pilgrimage Committee what had become of the old lady’s furniture and why she had refused to open her house during Festival Week. To my delight, a fund immediately was raised for buying back the valuable antiques. Mr. Butterworth, pleased to cooperate, agreed to sell the furniture for exactly the price he had paid. 
 
    The days drifted slowly along. Under Abigail’s faithful care, Mrs. Covington soon was able to sit up in a wheelchair. Much subdued since the heart attack, she had little to say even when a moving van arrived with her household furnishings. But one afternoon while I was inserting new candles in the glass candelabrum she so much admired, the old lady watched me from her chair by the window. 
 
    “You and Abigail have fixed the house up so nicely,” she said. “You’ve been very kind to me, and so have all the folks in Greenville.” 
 
    “You have a great many friends, Mrs. Covington. You just never gave them a chance to show it before.” 
 
    “Perhaps I have been unfriendly. I didn’t mean to be. Now that I’d like to show my appreciation, there’s no way to do it. If only the police would get busy and find the rascal who stole my necklace—” 
 
    “Mrs. Covington, there is a way you could show the people of Greenville how you feel—but I’m sure you wouldn’t care to do it.” 
 
    “By opening my home for the Pilgrimage?” 
 
    “That’s what I had in mind, but of course—” 
 
    “When is the Festival? I’ve lost track of time since I’ve been sick.” 
 
    “It starts day after tomorrow, but I’m afraid the Festival may be a failure, for not half enough tickets have been sold.” 
 
    “Would it help to include this house in the Pilgrimage?” 
 
    “It would save the Festival. I fear, however, that you’re not well enough to go through with it.” 
 
    “Fiddlesticks! I’d like nothing better than a big party. What pleasure is it sitting in a wheelchair staring at a cracked wall? Now you go ahead and plan it just the way you like.” 
 
    With time so short, I flew into action. I contacted members of the Festival Committee, and immediately a new publicity campaign was launched. It was announced that Roseacres would be included in the Pilgrimage and that the grand costume ball at the mansion would be open to the public. 
 
    “The affair is certain to be a success,” I told my father. “Although I do wish though that the Wild West Show wasn’t playing Greenville at the same time. By the way, have you made any further progress in proving that George Roth’s Wild Bill Hickock stones are fakes?” 
 
    “I’ve not made much headway,” my father admitted. “A report came back on that tool you picked up at Truman Kip’s workshop.” 
 
    “What was the verdict, Dad?” 
 
    “Professor Anjus, the expert who examined the chisel, says he believes the stones could have been marked with it.” 
 
    “Then Truman Kip may be the guilty person.” 
 
    “It’s not at all certain. In all events, I still hold to my original theory that the hoax was masterminded by Bill McJavins of the Wild West Show.” 
 
    “I certainly hope Mr. Roth fails in trying to sell the stones to the museum.” 
 
    “So do I. Unfortunately, unless I dig up an irrefutable piece of evidence very quickly, the transaction will likely take place.”  
 
    I had not given a great deal of thought to the affair of the stones, for I had been too preoccupied with Mrs. Covington’s illness. In truth, I was far more concerned about Mrs. Covington’s missing pearls. The police had made no progress in tracing the necklace and expressed little optimism that the thief would be captured. 
 
    As for Ted Whitely, I was unable to make up my mind if I believed that he was the guilty party. Although he still worked for Judge Harlan, I seldom saw him. Occasionally, reports of his progress were given to me by Abigail. 
 
    “Ted isn’t provoked at me anymore,” she assured me. “He’s beginning to think, as I do, that Mr. Coaten has been up to something crooked. I know for a fact that he gave Mrs. Sanderson money to force me out of the family.” 
 
    “Are those two men still in town?” 
 
    Abigail nodded. “They’ve been here to see me twice. Mrs. Covington sent them away the last time. She heartily dislikes them both because they once came here to ask if they could rent rooms.” 
 
    “That must have been the night I overheard them talking at the wishing well. Abigail, I have an idea!” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It might not work, but if it should, we’d learn why Mr. Coaten is so eager to adopt you and Ted.” 
 
    “Tell me what you have in mind.” 
 
    “It’s like this. If we could induce Mr. Coaten and his friend to come to Roseacres on the night of the costume ball, I know how they might be made to talk.” 
 
    “Strong arm methods?” 
 
    “Indeed not! The old wishing well will turn the trick.” 
 
    “You certainly have me puzzled, Mrs. Carter.” 
 
    “Getting those men here will be the most difficult part of my plan,” I went on, “But I can sell them a ticket to the ball. Failing that, I’ll give them one for free.” 
 
    “There’s still no guarantee they would come, even if they had tickets.” 
 
    “I know how we can make sure of it. Abigail, you can write Mr. Coaten a note, asking him to meet you here at ten o’clock. The ball will be in full swing by that time. If you hint you’ve decided to sign the adoption papers, he’s certain to come.” 
 
    “And then how will I get out of it?” 
 
    “Leave that part to me. We’ll get Mr. Coaten here, and you’re to talk with him beside the wishing well.” 
 
    “Why in that particular place?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you now. Just accept my word for it that it’s of utmost importance. As soon as you get the men at the wishing well, make an excuse and run into the house, leaving them together.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “From that point, the old well and I will take over. I can’t tell you another thing. But if my scheme works—and I think it will—Mr. Coaten’s little game will be exposed in a most dramatic way!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    “Everything will be ruined—everything!” I wailed to Abigail. I stood in the living room at Roseacres, my face pressed almost against the window pane. “It’s been raining for an hour straight. No one will come to the party.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t take it so hard. You know over three hundred tickets were sold. Even if the rain does cut down the crowd, we’ll still have as many people as this house can accommodate.” 
 
    The room glowed brilliantly with the light of dozens of candles. Every chair was in place, flowers decorated the vases, and at the square, old-fashioned piano, sat Mrs. Covington, in rustling black silk, playing a few tinkling chords. 
 
    “You mustn’t tire yourself,” Abigail said to her. “Not until the guests come, at least.” 
 
    “I never felt better in my life,” Mrs. Covington insisted. “I’m as excited as a school girl. Is Judge Harlan really coming to the ball?” 
 
    “Everyone of consequence in Greenville will be here,” Abigail assured her. “Even two of Jane’s special guests.” 
 
    “That’s what worries me,” I confessed as I paced the floor. “I have my trap all ready to spring, but if this horrid rain keeps up, how can you meet Mr. Coaten by the well?” 
 
    “Why can’t I talk to him in the library?” 
 
    “Because it won’t do,” I insisted. “The entire scheme will fail unless you carry out your part exactly as we planned it.” 
 
    “The rain is letting up,” Mrs. Covington said, carefully moving from the piano to her wheelchair. “Mark my words, it will all be over within fifteen minutes.” 
 
    To my relief, the rain did cease within a short while, and members of the Festival Committee and hired musicians began to arrive. For the occasion, I had rented for myself, Abigail, and Florence colonial costumes with fancy powdered wigs. We hovered near the front door, ready to greet the first guests. 
 
    While I waited for the first costumed townspeople to arrive, I wondered where Jack was. I had received a cryptic telephone call from him a few evenings before. He’d invited me to the ball. If he hadn’t been spending all his evenings down at the bowling alley, he’d have known I was assisting Mrs. Covington by filling the role of hostess. After getting my assurance that I would be at the ball—complete with hoopskirts and powdered wig—he then informed me that he might be a trifle late, but I that should come on without him. 
 
    “You must be there!” he said. “It’s absolutely essential.” 
 
    I’d questioned him as to why it was so essential that I be present at the ball and why he might be late, but Jack had clammed up and refused to say more. 
 
    “It’s going to be a wonderful party,” Florence said, drawing me back to the present. “Truly a night to remember.” Then she giggled. Flo is not, as a rule, much of a giggler.  
 
    Shep was there, in his capacity as Flo’s official escort, looking like a stuffed frog in his satin waistcoat and lace cuffs. 
 
    “Where’s Jack?” I asked Shep.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Shep said. “He’ll be here. He wouldn’t miss this party for all the tea in China.” 
 
    Soon visitors began to arrive in groups. The orchestra struck up a waltz, and the ballroom became thronged with dancers. 
 
    “Mrs. Covington is having a marvelous time,” I heard Abigail tell Florence. “In fact, so is everyone except Mrs. Carter. She’s worried because Mr. Coaten hasn’t come.” 
 
    This wasn’t strictly true. I was also worried that Jack had not yet arrived.  
 
    As I looked out the open door, two men got out of a taxi and walked up the path to the house. 
 
    “Here they come now! Quick, Abigail. Keep out of sight until I give the word!” 
 
    Barely had Abigail concealed herself in the library off the main hall when Mr. Coaten and his companion reached the reception line. I greeted them with unusual warmth. 
 
    “Is Abigail Whitely here?” Mr. Coaten asked. “We came to see her, not to attend the party.” 
 
    “She was around a moment ago,” I said. “But she said something about going out for some air. Why don’t you look for her in the garden—perhaps by the wishing well.” 
 
    The instant the two men had gone, I quickly ran to find Abigail. 
 
    “Now remember, don’t talk to Mr. Coaten except at the wishing well,” I issued final instructions. “Then when he asks you to sign the paper, make an excuse and leave.” 
 
    “I won’t forget. But I still don’t understand what you’re up to.” 
 
    I watched anxiously from the porch until I saw that Abigail was talking to the two men beside the wishing well. Then, running into the crowded ballroom, I signaled to the musicians to stop the music. Clapping my hands for attention, I announced: 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen—a little surprise. The Old Wishing Well speaks! Listen and you may hear the conversation of unwary guests who reveal their secrets beside it.” 
 
    Reaching for a box secreted in a clump of artificial palms, I turned a switch. The startled dancers heard a crackling sound, and then Abigail’s voice came in over the phonograph speaker, clear and distinct. 
 
    “I’ve thought it over, Mr. Coaten,” were her words. “Even though I can’t understand why you wish to adopt Ted and me, I’ll agree to the guardianship.” 
 
    “Ah, I knew you would come to your senses,” Mr. Coaten answered. “Just sign this paper, and we’ll be able to go to court and settle everything.” 
 
    There was a slight pause, and then Abigail said: “Will you excuse me a moment, Mr. Coaten? I want to run into the house, but I’ll be back.” 
 
    Those in the ballroom stood in silence, listening. 
 
    “Now what possessed Abigail?” we heard Mr. Coaten mutter. “Is she going to back out again?” 
 
    “No, we have her cornered this time,” the other man answered. “That land is as good as ours. As soon as the adoption is legal, we’ll put in our claim. The Texarcano Oil Company will pay us handsomely for those rights. What those youngsters don’t know won’t hurt them. They won’t be a penny poorer than they ever were, and you can throw a little money at them from time to time, just to keep up the pretense.” 
 
    The words, blaring out into the ballroom, were exactly what I wished to hear.  
 
    Judge Harlan stepped forward to inspect the equipment. “What is this?” he inquired. “Is this a joke of yours, Jane? Is it meant to be a sort of radio play?” 
 
    “It’s no joke,” I assured him. “And it’s entirely in earnest. Those aren’t actors speaking. A Mr. Coaten from Texas has been trying to force Abigail and Ted Whitely to agree to an adoption. We were suspicious of him, and so my friend Shep and I arranged this little affair using phonographic equipment from my father’s newspaper, though Dad is not aware of the valuable assistance he has provided to help trap those two Texas grifters in a web of their own making.” 
 
    “How is the sound brought into the house?” the judge asked. 
 
    “We installed a microphone inside the wishing well,” I revealed. “The wires run through an underground tunnel.” 
 
    “Very clever, very clever indeed,” murmured the judge. “Mr. Coaten spoke of the Texarcano Oil Company—” 
 
    He did not finish, for at that instant Abigail came hurriedly into the room. I motioned for her to join the group by the phonographic speaker. 
 
    “Abigail,” said the judge, turning to her, “did your father own land in Texas?” 
 
    “Never. The only person in our family who owned property was grandfather. He had a large farm but sold it long before his death.” 
 
    “Do you know the location of the property?” 
 
    “I believe it was near the town of Elkland.” 
 
    “Elkland? Then perhaps we have the explanation. Less than a month ago oil was discovered there.” 
 
    “But the Whitely land was sold years ago,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Much litigation has resulted from the fact that in the past many Texas properties were sold with oil rights reserved,” explained the judge. “Now, this is only a guess. However, if Abigail’s grandfather kept such oil rights—as he may well have done—his heirs would have indisputable claim to any income derived from oil pumped from that land.” 
 
    The phonographic speaker had come to life again. As the two men at the wishing well resumed their conversation, everyone in the ballroom strained to hear the words. 
 
    “We’ll get out of Greenville just as soon as the girl signs the paper,” we heard Mr. Coaten say to his companion. “We’ve wasted enough time in this one-horse town.” 
 
    “Oh, I shouldn’t say wasted,” drawled John Addison. “We’ll get the oil money. And that’s not all. Look at this little trinket.” 
 
    There was a brief pause, followed by Mr. Coaten’s angry exclamation: “The Covington pearls! So you did steal them!” 
 
    “Careful of your words,” the other warned. “Your own record isn’t so pure.” 
 
    “I’ve never stooped to stealing from old women!” 
 
    “No? The only difference is that you tie your packages up with legal red tape so that no one can pin anything on you.” 
 
    “I use my head! Stealing the Covington pearls was a stupid thing to do. You could go to prison for it.” 
 
    “There’s no risk. The police didn’t find a single clue.” 
 
    The voices died away, indicating that the two men had moved some distance from the wishing well. Nevertheless, everyone in the ballroom had heard enough to realize that Mrs. Covington’s priceless pearls were in the possession of Mr. Coaten’s companion, John Addison. 
 
    “I understand it all now!” I exclaimed to no one in particular. “Mr. Coaten and his friend must have been standing outside the window of the cottage that night when Abigail told the Sanderson family about finding the pearls. They probably heard the conversation.” 
 
    “I want those two men arrested!” Mrs. Covington announced in a shrill voice, propelling her wheel chair toward the door. “Why doesn’t someone do something?” 
 
    Spurred to action, Judge Harlan instructed several men from the group to guard the estate exits. Accompanied by nearly every person who had attended the party, he strode into the yard to confront the two conspirators. Taken completely by surprise, Mr. Coaten and his friend did not immediately understand the meaning of the encircling delegation. 
 
    “Your little game is up,” I said, thoroughly savoring the moment. “We know now that your real reason for wanting to adopt Abigail and Ted was to gain control of valuable oil lands!” 
 
    “And you stole my pearl necklace!” accused Mrs. Covington. “I want it returned!” Thoroughly incensed, she wheeled her chair directly into John Addison, seizing him by the coat. 
 
    “Madam, I know nothing about your pearls,” the man blustered, shaking loose from her grasp. “We came to this party only because we were given free tickets.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Mr. Coaten said gruffly, starting away. 
 
    “It’s no use,” I said, blocking the path. “We know everything. I used a phonographic speaker with a microphone installed at the wishing well, and it carried your entire conversation into the ballroom for everyone to hear.” 
 
    In a sudden break for freedom, John Addison ran to the hedge and attempted to break through a thin spot in the shrubbery. One of the guards at a nearby exit seized the man and brought him back. 
 
    “Search his pockets!” Mrs. Covington cried. 
 
    Judge Harlan did as the widow demanded, but the missing pearls were not found on either of the men. 
 
    “There, you see,” Mr. Coaten declared triumphantly. “You have falsely accused my friend.” 
 
    I suspected that Mr. Addison had disposed of the jewel case somewhere near the hedge. Crossing to it, I groped about on the ground. After a brief search, my hand encountered the jewel case containing the stolen necklace. I returned with the box, displayed the pearls, and presented them to Mrs. Covington. 
 
    “Do you need additional evidence to hold these men?” I asked Judge Harlan. 
 
    “You have produced more than enough,” he replied. Turning to the two culprits, he said: “I place you both under arrest! Stand where you are until the police arrive, and remember, anything you say may be used against you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    “I wasn’t at all certain it would work,” I said to the Judge as the assembled crowd drifted back to the house. “I did hope that under the proper conditions, those two men would talk, and they did!” 
 
    “You are a very clever lady,” Judge Harlan said. “This will make a nice story for your father’s paper too.” 
 
    “Jane is a very clever lady,” said a voice at my elbow. 
 
    “Jack!” I said. “When did you get here?” 
 
    “About the time the police were loading those two miscreants into the back of their patrol car.” 
 
    “You missed most of the excitement, then.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Jack said. “I’d like to think that the excitement for the evening is just starting. How would you like to linger a little by the old wishing well? I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages.” 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” I said crisply. “I can’t be lollygagging around old wishing wells, Flo and I are the official hostesses of this party, something you’d know if you—” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” said Jack. “You serving any food or drink at this party? I’m famished.”  
 
    As I was overseeing the serving of the refreshments, Mrs. Covington pulled me aside to say: “Jane, you have brought me more happiness than I deserve—you and Abigail together. Now that I have the pearls again, I’ll be able to carry out a few of my plans.” 
 
    “Then you’ll remain in Greenville?” 
 
    “Yes, I shall, and I’ve been wondering—do you suppose Abigail and Ted would be willing to live with me? I’m getting old. While I’ll have money enough, I’ll need someone to look after me.” 
 
    “Why not talk to Abigail about it?” 
 
    “I think I shall,” Mrs. Covington nodded. “I’ll do it tonight.” 
 
    I was pleased a few minutes later when Abigail told me that Mrs. Covington had spoken to her. 
 
    “Will you agree to it?” I asked Abigail. 
 
    “Will I? I love Roseacres, and Ted and I will be together again. Mrs. Sanderson was kind to us, but she has her own family. Mrs. Covington needs someone to care for her.” 
 
    “I think the arrangement will be an ideal one. I meant to tell you, Judge Harlan has promised to look after your legal interests. With him working on the case, those oil rights are the same as yours right now.” 
 
    As the night wore on, additional guests arrived at Roseacres, crowding the spacious rooms.  
 
    “Now can we go for that stroll out to the old wishing well,” Jack said. “Surely the guests can see after themselves.” 
 
    “Oh, alright,” I said. “Let me get my coat.” 
 
    Jack seemed his usual jolly self as he helped me wrestle my coat over my hoopskirts, but all the way to the wishing well he was strangely silent. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” I asked. 
 
    Maybe Jack and I were over. Maybe that’s why he’d insisted on bringing me all the way out here to get away from the crowds. Maybe Jack was preparing to hand me the icy mitt, maybe— 
 
    “Jane?” Jack said when we reached the wishing well.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Jane?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Maybe he wasn’t going to stop at handing me the icy mitt, perhaps he was going to add insult to injury by telling me he’d fallen in love with another woman. 
 
    “Jane?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was a full moon that night, so I could clearly see Jack’s expression. He looked absolutely terrified. Then he knelt down right there on the flagstones beside the wishing well. Evidently, whatever he had to confess was so terrible that he felt compelled to prostrate himself before he told me what he had done. 
 
    “Jane?”  
 
    “I can’t stand the suspense, Jack. Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    A flicker of hurt and confusion crossed Jack’s face. He’d been in the act of reaching into his pocket, but he hastily withdrew his hand and started to get up off his knees. It was then that I realized what a ninny I was.  
 
    Jack was not working up his courage to hand me my walking papers, he was about to ask me to marry him. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way, Jack,” I said. “I really do want you to say what I think you’re about to say.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Fairly certain, but it might be best if you actually say the words.” 
 
    Jack sank back down on his knee and withdrew a small box from his pocket. He opened it to reveal a diamond ring which sparkled in the moonlight. 
 
    “Jane Carter,” Jack said. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    I tried to say yes, but I found I was crying.  
 
    “I thought you were about to tell me to take a long walk off a short pier,” I said when I finally found my voice.  
 
    “You did?” Jack looked genuinely shocked. “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t seen much of you these past few months, and then I found out the bowling team was probably fake, and that story about your elderly aunt just wasn’t very believable—” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Jane,” Jack said. “I never meant to worry you, I just didn’t want to spoil the surprise.” 
 
    “What surprise?” 
 
    Jack held up the ring box once more. I took a closer look at the diamond. It was substantially bigger than a newspaper reporter would have any hope of bestowing on his intended. 
 
    “You were working extra jobs to buy this ring?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t muck out any actual pigsties, but horse manure was involved at one point.” 
 
    “Oh, Jack!” I said and threw myself into his arms.  
 
    “Is that a ‘yes,’ then?” asked Jack, when I’d done kissing him. 
 
    “It is a ‘yes.’” 
 
    We took our time returning to the house, but when we did, I was shocked to be greeted by thunderous applause. At first, I thought I was being congratulated for my part in capturing the Texan grifters, but it soon became clear that this was not the case. 
 
    “Congratulations, you two!” said Shep as he shook Jack’s hand and kissed me on the cheek. 
 
    “I was simply dying to tell you,” said Florence, emerging from behind Shep to practically maul me in her exuberance. “Jack’s been working his fingers to the bone to buy you that lovely engagement ring and—” 
 
    “But how does everyone else know we’re engaged?” I asked. 
 
    “I may have overlooked disconnecting the microphone from the speaker,” Shep said. “I’m sorry.” But he didn’t look very sorry when he said it. 
 
    “So you both knew,” I said. “You both knew Jack was planning to propose, yet you allowed me to pine away with worry.” 
 
    “You make it sound like you were a mare going off her feed,” Flo protested. “I didn’t think you were that worried. Your appetite certainly didn’t seem to suffer.” 
 
    “Surely you had more faith than that in our good friend,” said Shep, slapping Jack forcefully between the shoulder blades. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “I’m too happy to be angry this evening.” 
 
    After that, we danced. Shortly before midnight, I was surprised to glimpse my father’s car drive up to the open door at the front of Roseacres. He left it parked at the doorstep and hurried inside. I had not expected him to attend the party. Jack and I waltzed our way over to him. 
 
    “What brings you here, Dad? You must have heard about Mr. Coaten and the pearl necklace.” 
 
    I also surmised that my father might have heard about my engagement to Jack, and I waited expectantly for him to congratulate us, but instead Dad said, “I heard about the necklace, but that’s not why I came.” For the first time, I noticed how tense my father looked. “There’s been a break in the dam above Cedarville, and the river is rising fast.” 
 
    “Roseacres isn’t in danger?” 
 
    “The water shouldn’t come this high, but the flats will be inundated within a few minutes. Everyone is being warned to get out fast. We’ve not been able to telephone Truman Kip. His workshop has no phone.” 
 
    “Can we drive down there?” Jack asked me. “You know the way.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You can’t get there by car from here, not without going miles around. The quickest way is on foot. Take the trail at the rear of Roseacres. I’ll come with you.” 
 
    I went for my coat and somehow managed to get it on over my voluminous costume with Flo’s assistance, then led my father and Jack to the hillside. Taking the flashlight out of Jack’s hand, I gathered up my ridiculous skirt in one hand and plunged down the steep incline. I was going to have some heavy explaining to do to the lady down at the costume shop.  
 
    “There’s a light burning in the window,” Jack said as we neared the stonecutter’s workshop. “Kip must still be up.” 
 
    When we reached the building, Dad thumped once on the door of the workshop and then pushed it open. Truman Kip was busy at his bench. Startled by the unexpected intrusion, he backed a few steps away from us. 
 
    “You can’t do nothin’ to me,” he mumbled. “All I did was what I was told to do.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dad cut him short. “We’re here to warn you. The dam at Cedarville has let go, and the river is rising fast.” 
 
    “The river—” the stonecutter faltered. 
 
    For a fleeting instant, the man’s eyes flitted toward the large canvas-covered stone which I’d observed on my previous visits to the stonecutters workshop. As Kip’s words came back to me, I suddenly knew why he had been so startled to see my father. Impulsively, I darted across the room and jerked the canvas from the stone it covered. Revealed for all to see was a large rounded rock, bearing a carving which had not been completed. 
 
    “Truman Kip, you’re the one who planted those fakes! You were hired by someone.” 
 
    “No, no,” the man denied, cringing away. 
 
    As Truman Kip hovered nervously in the background, I took a closer look at the stone, joined by Jack and my father. The stone had been treated with acid and chemicals to give it an appearance of great age. Several lines for carving remained incomplete, but it was clear that this stone was intended to be a third carving by the late Wild Bill Hickock to memorialize yet another man dead by his hand. 
 
    “Who hired you, Kip?” Dad demanded. “Tell the truth.” 
 
    “I ain’t tellin’ nothing.” 
 
    “Then you’ll go to jail. You’ve been a party to a fraud. I’m guessing it was the publicity agent of the Wild West Show who hired you. He probably gave you fifty dollars for the job.” 
 
    “Not that much,” protested the old stonecutter. “An’ you can’t send me to jail because all I did was fix the stones and put ’em where he told me.” 
 
    “I doubt you will go to jail if you testify to the truth,” Dad took a kindlier tone. “All you’ll have to do is tell what you know—” 
 
    “I ain’t going to tell nothing,” Kip said sullenly. 
 
    Moving so quickly that both Jack and my father were caught off guard, Truman Kip wheeled around and ran out the door. 
 
    “Get him!” Dad barked. “Unless he’ll testify against Bill McJavins, we may lose a big story.” 
 
    I waited anxiously at the workshop while my father and Jack pursued the fleeing man. Ten minutes later they stumbled back, completely winded, to report their failure. The stonecutter had hidden, concealed in darkness, somewhere among the bushes dotting the hillside, and they could not hope to find him. 
 
    “Without Kip’s story, we’ve no more evidence than we ever had,” Dad declared in disgust. 
 
    I tapped the big rock with the half-completed carving. “You have this stone, Dad. If you could photograph it in this unfinished state, wouldn’t it tell its own story?” 
 
    “We have no camera here, and the river is rising fast. How long would it take you to get to town and back, Jack?” 
 
    “I might make it in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Before that time, this building will be under water.” 
 
    We looked out the open door of the workshop at the dark, angry flood which swept ever closer. Inch by inch it was eating away a boardwalk which led to a pier with a small boat tied to it. 
 
    “If only we could get this stone into that boat,” I said, “we could float it to Greenville.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Dad said. “A stone this size would sink that boat. No scoop is worth drowning for.” 
 
    “We’re completely out of luck,” said Jack. “At the rate the water is rising, this whole place will be awash in another fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Dad,” I went on, refusing to be cowed, “if we could make a heavy raft, couldn’t the stone be floated? It might be towed behind the boat.” 
 
    “A raft? There’s nothing from which to make one.” 
 
    “Yes, there is!” I pointed to several barrels, upended in a dark corner of the shop. 
 
    “It’s an idea!” said Jack. “We have Kip’s tools! This story means a lot to you, Chief. Isn’t it worth a try?” 
 
    “Maybe it is,” Dad conceded, and then with sudden enthusiasm: “Let’s get to work. By moving fast, we may yet outwit Old Man River!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Working with feverish haste, we constructed a raft of eight empty barrels, wiring them together into one solid unit. 
 
    “Run outside and see that the boat is all right,” Dad told me. “We mustn’t let it float away.” 
 
    Outside, I discovered that already the river was flowing in a shallow, muddy stream over the pier. The swift current tugged at the underpinning, threatening to carry it away completely. I waded through the water, reached the boat and drew it close to the building where I tied it to the railing of the rickety porch. 
 
    By the time I had finished, Dad and Jack had lashed the last of the barrels together. We had our raft. 
 
    “How will you ever get the stone on it?” I asked. “It must weigh several hundred pounds.” 
 
    “Just watch,” said Jack. 
 
    During my absence, Jack and my father had constructed a small square platform of rough boards, equipped with four tiny rollers. After wrestling the stone onto it, they were able to trundle it outside to the raft with a minimum of exertion. 
 
    “Now dump her on easy,” Dad told Jack. “If she sinks, our story sinks with her.” 
 
    Together they rolled the heavy stone from the platform to the raft which immediately began to settle beneath the great weight. As we watched anxiously, the raft steadied and rode just beneath the surface of the water. 
 
    “She floats!” Jack said. “Now unless we have an upset or strike an object in the river, we should make it to the Adams Street pier.” 
 
    “We’ll have an Examiner paper truck meet us there, and haul the rock to the newspaper plant,” my father said. “Let’s shove off.” 
 
    I had untied the rowboat. However, as I prepared to step into it, my father pulled me back. 
 
    “This little trip isn’t for you, Jane. We might upset. Go back uphill and wait at Roseacres.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Dad,” I said. “You know very well I can swim circles around you both. If the boat does go under, you’ll be glad to have me along.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” my father conceded. “Jump in.” 
 
    Water was flowing over the floor of Truman Kip’s workshop as the boat and the cumbersome raft started downstream. Jack, who had elected to steer, found himself hard pressed to keep the prow nosing into the waves. Dad pulled without much enthusiasm at an extra oar supplied him, content to allow the swift current to do most of the work. 
 
    “Isn’t this fun?” I said. “Just look at the beautiful stars!” 
 
    “Look at the river,” my father said. “Do you realize that if we should strike a floating object—if that big rock should shift—” 
 
    “And see the lovely moon,” I went on dreamily. “I think it’s laughing at the joke we’re going to play on George Roth in the morning.” 
 
    “That old coot will get a shock when he reads the Examiner,” Dad said, finally relaxing. “So will the publicity agent of the Wild West Show. When I get through, the outfit won’t dare put on a performance within a  hundred miles of Greenville.” 
 
    “Do you suppose Roth had any part in hiring Truman Kip to fake those record stones?” Jack asked, steering to avoid a floating box. 
 
    “Not in my opinion,” Dad said. “He merely thought he would profit by selling them to the museum at a fancy price. It was immaterial to him whether or not he sold fake stones or real.” 
 
    “You’ll certainly ruin his little business transaction,” I said. “What will be done about Truman Kip?” 
 
    “I’m sure that the sheriff will find him tomorrow and force him to tell the truth—that he was hired by Bill McJavins. With this stone as evidence, he can’t deny his part in the hoax.” 
 
    “Can’t you just see that special edition of the Examiner?” I said. “A big splashy picture of this Pilgrim Rock we’re towing, with a story telling how Truman Kip faked the writing. Then, in the next column, a yarn about Mr. Addison’s arrest, and the recovery of the Covington pearls.” 
 
    We drifted along for a few minutes before I broke the silence again.  
 
    “Dad,” I said. “Speaking of that special edition of the Examiner, you might reserve an extra-large space in the coming edition for an engagement announcement. It seems Jack and I are going to be married.” 
 
    Dad tried to look surprised, but he didn’t succeed by a mile. 
 
    “You knew, too!” I wailed. “Did Mrs. Timms know?” 
 
    Dad just nodded in the moonlight.  
 
    “I didn’t know you were such a traditionalist,” I said to Jack. “Here I am a widow of semi-mature years, and still you felt the need to ask my father—” 
 
    “There was no need to ask. You know your own mind. Jack has been coming to me for advice about how to woo my only daughter for quite some time now,” my father said quietly. “Four years ago, he already knew he wanted to marry you.” 
 
    “But we weren’t even stepping out together then,” I protested. 
 
    “No, you weren’t,” said Dad. “That’s how patiently he’s waited until you discovered how much you loved him, too.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, I was crying all over again. 
 
    “It will be a real paper,” Dad continued to cover the sound of my sniffling. “By the way, how were Mr. Coaten and John Addison trapped? Our reporter got the story from the police, but he was a bit vague on that point.” 
 
    “I’m far too modest to tell you,” I said, wiping my tears. “But if you’re willing to pay me at double regular space rates, I might be induced to write the story.” 
 
    “Trust Jane to drive a hard bargain,” Jack said. “We might have guessed who was responsible, for she never fails to be on hand for the final round-up.” 
 
    I smiled to myself as I gazed down the dark, turbulent river. Close by, I heard the deep-throated whistle of a tugboat. Along the bank, tall buildings began to appear, and far ahead, I could see the twinkling lights on the Adams Street Pier. 
 
    “We’ve worked on some dandy stories together,” I said, “but this one tops them all for a thrilling finish. Mrs. Covington regained her pearls, Abigail and Ted finally have a home, those two crooks from Texas are behind bars, and the wishing well is equipped with a brand new microphone. You know, I’d like to make one more wish down its moist old throat.” 
 
    “What would you ask for this time?” Jack asked. “A safe arrival in port?” 
 
    I shook my head. “We’re almost at the pier now. No, I’d wish to forever feel as over the moon with happiness as I do at this moment.”
  
 
    The End 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    As I strode purposefully down the creaking boards of the dark river dock a young man tinkering with the engine of a motorboat called out to me, “Hi, Mrs. Carter. Out to bury the body?” 
 
    I shifted the heavy canvas duffle bag I was carrying over to the opposite shoulder and said, “Just thought it would be a good night for a sail, Eddie. Have you seen Florence Radcliff sneaking around anywhere?” 
 
    Before the young sailor could answer, a voice shouted from the darkness, “Here I am,” and Flo popped up from the shadowy interior of my father’s little mahogany dinghy, the Maybelline. 
 
    Flo is my oldest and dearest friend. We’ve been inseparable from the cradle, unless you count the few years I was away from Greenville living in Chicago with my late husband, Timothy.  
 
    “Time you’re arriving,” Flo said as I tossed the sail-bag into her hands. “You promised to meet me here at eight o’clock. It’s at least eight-thirty now.” 
 
    “Sorry, old dear.” I leaped aboard the Maybelline and began to put up the mainsail. “After I telephoned you, I got a sudden burst of inspiration and had to commit it to paper.” 
 
    “Oh, did you think of a way of extricating Miss Amhurst from the clutches of the evil Duke?” 
 
    Flo was referring to my latest novel-in-progress: Miss Amhurst Finds a Way. Florence likes to poke fun at my literary efforts, although I think she’s just a trifle jealous now that I’m a reasonably well-paid lady of letters with a string of semi-respectable novels to my name, rather than being a starving hack turning out reams of overwrought romantic bilge for the likes of Pittman’s All-Story Weekly.  
 
    “Miss Amhurst is not ensnared in the clutches of an evil Duke,” I corrected Flo. “I made the villain a Baron this time. Baron Von Ribbentrop. I gave him a glass eye and a hook for a hand. Instead of allowing this adversity to make him a kinder and better man, Baron Von Ribbentrop has cherished bitterness in his heart and become heartless and cruel. This leads him to imprison his infant son’s governess—the aforementioned Miss Amhurst—and threaten her with—" 
 
    “Aren’t you curious as to why I was late?” Flo asked, a trifle petulantly.  
 
    “Were you late, Flo?” 
 
    “I was. My father delayed me for fifteen minutes while he read aloud a passage of this week’s sermon on the voyages of the Apostle Paul. All theologically sound, I’m sure, but I’m afraid it may put his parishioners to sleep. 
 
    “Perhaps you could get ahold of your father’s sermon and insert a scene from Miss Amhurst Finds a Way as a sort of intermission between voyages. That should keep the old dears on the edge of their seats. I just finished a doozy of a—”  
 
    “Truly,” Flo interrupted. “why were you so late? Surely, it can’t be all Miss Amhurst’s fault.” 
 
    “It wasn’t all Miss Amhurst’s fault. I extricated Miss Amhurst from the clutches of the evil Baron Von Ribbentrop by having the desperate governess neatly pin the Baron’s waistcoat to a doorframe in the dungeon of his dread castle using weapons improvised from the spokes off the wheels of young master Von Ribbentrop’s baby carriage—Miss Amhurst takes little Von Ribbentrop with her when she runs away, of course—no responsible governess would leave an infant in the charge of such a consummately despicable specimen of humanity as the odious Baron Von Ribbentrop. I’m toying with the idea of having Miss Amhurst raise the baby as her own on a farm in South Dakota. I think I’ll have her meet a young farmer named Tobias when she’s taking the train west to—” 
 
    Flo cleared her throat loudly. “I think you’ve gotten sidetracked once again. You were explaining why you were so late.” 
 
    “It was a lecture from Mrs. Timms that caused me to be late. She tried to make me promise to wear a life preserver, since I’m insisting on ‘foolishly endangering’ myself by sailing at night,” I said. “I know she means well, and I ought to be grateful, but sometimes I think she forgets I’m a widow woman of twenty-five.” 
 
    “I personally think wearing a life preserver is a very sensible thing to do,” said Flo, tugging at the straps on the padded orange monstrosity enveloping her torso. “I also think you should stop going around calling yourself a widow woman.” 
 
    “Why should I stop calling myself a widow? It’s true.”  
 
    Flo just sniffed and refused to meet my eye. 
 
    “You mean because I’m engaged to Jack?” I asked. “Jack Bancroft isn’t the type to mind a piffling little thing like that. Besides, Timothy was friends with Jack long before he was friends with me. We can hardly just pretend Timothy never existed.” 
 
    Mrs. Doris Timms, our housekeeper since I was just a wee thing in pinafores, and who is more like a mother to me since I lost my own back when I was ten, always worries when I go out on the river at night. My father never feels entirely easy either, although he refrains from making a fuss. I don’t know why they worry. I’m an excellent sailor and rather glory in my record of overturning my boat only once during the past season. 
 
    “All set?” I asked Florence, casting off the ropes one by one. 
 
    As I shoved the Maybelline away from the dock, the flapping sail stiffened to the breeze. Florence ducked her head to avoid the swinging boom. 
 
    Eddie Franks, watching from shore, called a friendly warning: “If you’re planning to sail downriver, better not get too close to the Seventh Street bridge. After that fiend tried to dynamite it, the new regulations say seventy-five feet.” 
 
    Greenville is normally a city of remarkable law and order, but three days previous, someone had attempted to blow up the Seventh Street bridge, one of the five bridges which crossed the Grassy River connecting East Greenville to West Greenville.  
 
    The Seventh Street bridge was especially vital to smooth traffic patterns within the city because it connected the docks and the railyard on the east side of the river with the industrial district containing the bulk of the factories on the west bank of the Grassy.  
 
    Numerous sticks of dynamite had been placed under the supports of the Seventh Street bridge, but mercifully, most of them had failed to detonate.  
 
    The attempt to take out the bridge hadn’t been the only troubling incident involving explosives in the past week. Just the previous Sunday, while the Maxwell Implements Factory in West Greenville’s industrial district had sat idle, a large explosion had rocked the main plant and destroyed two of the factory’s eight production lines. 
 
    “We’ll give the bridge a wide berth,” I promised Eddie. “Although I can’t imagine two ladies in a dinghy posing much of a threat to public safety.” 
 
    “I think we are quite capable of being a threat to public safety, or at least you are,” said Flo as I sailed the Maybelline out through the slip into the main channel of the Grassy River. “Considering you carry a cosh in your handbag.” 
 
    I do carry a cosh in my handbag, and a pocketknife, too, but I don’t like it noised about. 
 
    “Shh!” I told Flo. “Don’t disillusion poor Eddie. He thinks we’re just a couple of helpless females. He’s always giving advice. Guess he can’t help it.” 
 
    “His boat’s just a leaky tub,” Florence said. “I hear it sunk twice while tied up to the dock. One has to feel sorry for him and treat him with kindness.” 
 
    I steered the dinghy in a diagonal course downstream. On either side of the shore, from houses, factories, and a nearby amusement park, twinkling lights reflected on the unruffled surface of the water. The breeze was soft; the stars seemed very close. Overhead a disc of yellow moon rode lazily, now and then dodging behind a fleecy cloud. 
 
    “It’s a perfect night to sail,” Florence said, snuggling amid the cushions. “Wish we’d brought the phonograph along. The only other thing we’re missing are the fellas.” 
 
    Now that I’m engaged to Jack Bancroft, and Florence has finally forsaken her decade-long crush on Rudolph Valentino to settle for a mere mortal, my friend Martin “Shep” Murphy, Flo and I both have fellas. I’ll confess to not quite being used to my new betrothed status. 
 
    “Martin says that when he went to photograph the damage at the Maxwell plant, he—” Flo started to say. 
 
    “Look at that,” I interrupted. 
 
    Normally, I would have been all ears to hear anything involving a whiff of mystery, but instead my entire attention was taken up by an approaching motorboat. 
 
    The oncoming craft was traveling with its lights off, and I was uncertain that the pilot had spotted our little dingey, so I focused the beam of my flashlight high on the mainsail. The motorboat altered its course instantly, but instead of turning only enough to avoid our little craft, it circled in a sharp arc and sped toward the opposite shore and disappeared amid a dark fringe of trees. 
 
    “It’s against the regulations to cruise without lights,” I told Flo. “Wonder who piloted that boat.” 
 
    “Whoever he was, you seemed to frighten him away.” 
 
    “He did turn tail when he saw my light. I imagine the boat came from Halvorson’s. At least it looked like one of theirs.” 
 
    Halvorson’s—a nautical supply shop and boat rental dock—was owned and operated by a husband and wife, Anne and Fred Halvorson. Fred worked as a machinist for Maxwell Implements during the week, and Anne ran the motor launch and the establishment that provided canoes, sea skiffs and rowboats to all who were able to pay the hourly rate. Because many of the would-be boatmen were more venturesome than experienced, seasoned sailors were inclined to eye any boat rented out by the Halvorsons with distrust. 
 
    “Careful, Jane,” Florence called out as the mainsail begin to flap in the wind. “You’re luffing.” 
 
    Reminded of my duties as steersman, I headed the Maybelline on its course once more. As the sail again became taut, I noticed a small object floating in the water directly ahead. At first I could not be certain what it was, but as I steered close to the object, I could see it was a corked bottle. A bottle would create a hazard for the propellers of a motorboat, so I reached in to snatch it from the water. The current, however, swung it just beyond my reach. 
 
    “Bother! I want that bottle.” 
 
    “Someone else will fish it out.” 
 
    “It could do a great deal of damage. Besides, as it floated past, I thought I saw a piece of paper inside.” 
 
    “If you aren’t the same old Jane,” teased Florence. “Always looking for a mystery. I suppose you think yonder bottle bears a note telling where pirates buried their treasure?” 
 
    “Probably just a paper requesting: ‘Please write to your lonely pen pal.’ All the same, I must find out.” Keeping my eye on the floating bottle, I brought the boat about and turned the tiller over to Flo. 
 
    “Grab that old bottle, and don’t take twenty years,” Flo said. Florence likes to sail, but she objects to taking charge of the boat. 
 
    I leaned far out over the edge of the boat to try and grasp the bottle. My weight tilted the light craft low into the water. Florence hastily shifted to the opposite side as a counterbalance, and in so doing, released the mainsheet. The boom promptly swung out. 
 
    I made a wild lunge for the running sheet but could not prevent disaster. The end of the boom dipped into the water. As the sail became wet and heavy it slowly pulled the boat after it. 
 
    “We’re going over!” Florence shrieked, scrambling for the high side. 
 
    “We are over,” I corrected her. 
 
    We had been tossed into the water. Florence, protected by her life preserver, immediately grasped the overturned boat and even saved her hair from getting wet. I, however, swam after the bobbing bottle. A moment later I came back, triumphantly hugging it against my chest. 
 
    “It’s a blue pop bottle, Florence. And there is a piece of paper inside.” 
 
    “You and that stupid old bottle. I guess it was my fault we upset, but you never should have turned the tiller over to me.” 
 
    “Oh, who minds a little upset?” 
 
    “I do,” Florence said. “The water’s cold, and we’re at least a quarter of a mile from shore. No boats close by, either.” 
 
    “Oh, we can get out of this by ourselves. Hold my bottle while I try to haul in the sail.” 
 
    “I’d like to uncork your precious bottle and drop it to the bottom of the river.” 
 
    Florence groused a bit more under her breath, but she held tightly to the little object which had caused all the trouble. The bottle was unusual in neither size nor shape, but the paper it contained did arouse my curiosity. Though she never would have admitted it, I was betting Flo, too, wondered if it might bear an interesting message. 
 
    After pulling in the heavy, water-soaked sail, Flo and I climbed to the high side of the Maybelline, trying to right it with our combined weight. Time and again we failed. At last, breathless, cold, and discouraged, I was forced to admit that the task was beyond our strength. 
 
    “Let’s shout for help,” Florence proposed as she looked at the lights on the distant shore. 
 
    “All right, but I doubt anyone will hear us. My, we’re drifting downriver fast.” 
 
    I was starting to worry. Although we shouted many times, there seemed to be no one out on the river to hear us. There were no boats near, not even the motor craft we had seen just before we upset. Worse still, the swift current was swinging us directly toward the Seventh Street bridge. 
 
    “Dad says they’ve posted an armed watchman on the Seventh Street bridge since the dynamiting incident,” I said, looking at the fast-approaching structure of concrete and steel. “If the guard isn’t asleep, he should see us as we drift by.” 
 
    Florence was too cold and miserable to answer. However, she rather unwillingly held the blue bottle while I swam and tried to guide the overturned boat toward shore. 
 
    As we approached the bridge, we began to shout once more. Although I could see automobiles crossing the great archway, no one appeared to notice our plight. 
 
    Then just as I feared we would continue to drift under the bridge and on down the river, there came an answering shout from above. A blinding beam of light played over the water, cutting a bright path. 
 
    “Help! Help!” screamed Florence, waving an arm. 
 
    “Halt or I’ll fire!” a voice shouted from the darkness above. 
 
    “Halt?” I shouted back, too exasperated to consider the significance of the order. “That’s what we’d like to do, but we can’t.” 
 
    The searchlight came to rest on our overturned sailboat. I was so blinded by the light that for a moment I could see nothing. Then the searchlight shifted slightly to the left, and I was able to distinguish a short, stoop-shouldered man who peered over the railing of the bridge. Apparently satisfied that our plight was genuine, he called reassuringly: 
 
    “Okay, take it easy. I’ll heave you a line.” 
 
    The watchman disappeared into the little bridge house. Soon he reappeared, and with excellent aim, tossed a weighted rope so that it fell squarely across the overturned boat. I seized an end and made it fast. 
 
    “I’ll try to pull you in,” the watchman shouted. “Just hang on.” 
 
    Leaving his post on the bridge, the watchman climbed down a steep incline to the muddy shore. By means of the long rope, he slowly and laboriously pulled the water-logged Maybelline with Flo and me still clinging to its sides toward a quiet cove. 
 
    Once within wading depth, Florence and I helped the watchman lead the Maybelline in. Together the three of us beached the dinghy on a narrow strip of sand. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said to the watchman. “On second thought, many, many thanks.” 
 
    “You’ve no business to get so close to the bridge. I could have you arrested.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t our fault this sailboat upset. We were reaching for a floating bottle—oh, my Aunt. Where is that bottle, Florence? Don’t tell me we’ve lost it.” 
 
    But Flo never had a chance to answer. At that moment a motorboat roared down the river at high speed. Its throttle was wide open, and it appeared to be racing straight toward the bridge. 
 
    “Halt!” shouted the watchman, jerking a weapon from a leather holster. “Halt!” 
 
    The pilot did not obey the command. Instead, he leaped from the cockpit and swam for the opposite shore, as the watchman fired two shots over the swimmer’s head.  
 
    The unpiloted boat, its helm securely lashed, drove straight on its course. 
 
    “It’s going to strike the bridge!” shouted Florence. 
 
    As the boat raced head on into one of the massive concrete piers, there came a deafening explosion. The entire steel structure of the bridge seemed to recoil from the impact. Girders shivered and shook, cables rattled. On the eastern approach, brakes screamed as automobiles were brought to a sudden halt. 
 
    “Saboteurs! They’ve done it this time—they’ve dynamited the bridge!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Although one of the main concrete piers had been damaged by the explosion, the approaches to the bridge remained intact. Several automobiles drew up at the curbing, but others, their drivers unaware of what had caused the blast, sped on across. 
 
    From our position beneath the bridge, I could see the entire steel structure quiver. The underpinning had been weakened, but whether it was safe for traffic to proceed, only an engineer could determine. 
 
    “Oughtn’t we stop the cars?” I demanded, for the watchman seemed stunned by what had happened. His eyes were fixed on the opposite shore, at a point amid the trees where the pilot of the motorboat had crawled from the water. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he muttered, bringing his attention once more to the bridge. “No chance to catch that saboteur now. We must stop the autos.” 
 
    Shouting as he ran, the watchman scrambled up the steep slope to the western approach of the bridge. Realizing that he would be unable to cope with traffic moving from two directions, Flo and I followed close on his heels. Our wet shoes provided poor traction on the hill. Slipping, sliding, clothing plastered to our bodies, we reached the bridge level with considerable difficulty.  
 
    “You hold the cars at this end,” ordered the watchman. “I’ll lower the gate at the other side.” 
 
    Florence and I stationed ourselves at the entrance to the bridge and forced the motorists to halt at the curb. Within a minute or two, a long line had formed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” demanded one irate driver. “An accident?” 
 
    “Bridge has been damaged.” 
 
    All along the line horns began to toot. A few of the more curious motorists alighted and came to bombard us with questions. During the excitement, one of the cars broke out of line and crept to the very end of the pavement. 
 
    “Listen, Mister,” I said. “You’ll have to back up. You can’t cross—” I broke off as I recognized the man at the wheel. “Dad! Well, for Pete’s sake.” 
 
    “Jane! What are you and Florence doing here? And in those wet clothes?” 
 
    “Policing the bridge. Dad, there’s a big story for you here. A saboteur just blew up one of the piers by ramming it with a motorboat.” 
 
    “I thought I heard an explosion as I was driving down Clark Street,” Dad leaped out of the car and wrapped his overcoat around my shivering shoulders. He took a blanket from his trunk and handed it to Flo. “Now tell me exactly what happened.” 
 
    As calmly as I could, I told my father how the saboteur had dynamited the bridge. 
 
    “This is a front-page story. Jane, you and Florence take my car and scoot for home. When you get there call the Examiner office. Have Editor DeWitt send a reporter to help me—Jack Bancroft, if he’s around. We’ll need a photographer, too—Shep Murphy.” 
 
    “I can get the call through much quicker by running to the drugstore.” I jerked my head toward a cluster of buildings not far from the bridge entrance. “As for going home at a moment like this, never.” 
 
    “So you’d rather risk a case of pneumonia? How’d you get so wet, anyhow?” 
 
    “Sailboat.” I took the car keys from my father and pressed them into Flo’s hand. 
 
    “But I don’t want to go if you don’t,” Flo objected. 
 
    “You’re more susceptible to pneumonia than I am,” I said, giving her a little push. “Dash on home, and get into warm, dry clothing. And don’t forget to take off that life preserver before you hop into bed.” 
 
    Florence reluctantly backed my father’s car to the main street and drove away. 
 
    “Now I’ll slosh over to the drugstore and call the Examiner  office. Lend me a nickel, Dad.” 
 
    “I’m crazy as an eel to let you stay. You look like a drowned sewer rat,” my father muttered, fumbling in his pocket for a coin.  
 
    “Thanks, Dad,” I said, trying not to let my lower lip quiver. “It’s always nice to receive a sincere compliment on one’s appearance.” 
 
    “You should have gone with Florence.” 
 
    I looked down at my muddy feet. It was clear that I’d ruined yet another pair of shoes, and even if Mrs. Timms succeeded in salvaging my dress, I was certain to hear about what a disgrace I was to womanly dignity, letting my clothes get in such a state. 
 
    “Let’s argue about what I should have done tomorrow, Dad,” I said. Right now we must work fast unless you want other newspapers to scoop the Examiner on this story.” 
 
    While Dad remained behind to direct bridge traffic, I ran to the nearest drugstore. Darting into the one telephone booth ahead of an astonished customer, I called Editor DeWitt at the Greenville Examiner and relayed my father’s message. 
 
    “Jack and Shep will be out there in ten minutes,” DeWitt promised. “Now what can you give us on the explosion? Did you witness it?” 
 
    “Did I witness the explosion? I practically caused it.” 
 
    As I launched into a vivid, eye-witness account of the bridge dynamiting, the rewrite man, on another telephone, took down everything I reported. 
 
    “Now about the saboteur’s motorboat,” the rewrite man asked as I finished. “Can you give us a description of it?” 
 
    “Not a very good one,” I admitted. “It looked like one of Halvorson’s rented boats with an outboard attached. In fact, Florence and I saw a similar craft earlier in the evening which was cruising not far from the bridge.” 
 
    “Then you think the saboteur may have rented his boat from Halvorson’s?” 
 
    “Well, it’s a possibility.” 
 
    “You’ve given us some good stuff, Mrs. Carter,” the rewrite man said. “DeWitt’s getting out an extra. Shoot us any new facts as soon as you can.” 
 
    “My father is on the job full blast,” I told the rewrite man. “He’ll soon have all the details for you.” 
 
    I ran back to the bridge. My father no longer directed traffic but had turned the task over to a pompous motorist who thoroughly enjoyed his authority. 
 
    “You can’t cross over, lady,” the officious blighter said as I passed by him. “This bridge is unsafe.” 
 
    “I’m a reporter for the Greenville Examiner,” I lied. 
 
    The man looked me over head to toe, drinking in my bedraggled clothing, plastered coiffure and ruined shoes. “A reporter?” He clearly did not believe me. 
 
    Just then a police car, its siren shrilling, sped up to the bridge. Close behind came another car which bore a printed card, “Greenville Examiner”, on its windshield. It braked to a standstill nearby and Jack Bancroft and Shep Murphy leaped out. 
 
    “Hello, Jane,” Jack greeted me.  
 
    “I must say you’re looking especially elegant this evening,” said Shep. “Wouldn’t you say your fiancée was looking unusually lovely, Jack? 
 
    Jack was laughing, but he declined to comment as he reached out and pulled a strand of milfoil from my hair. “Might have known you’d be here. Where’s the Chief?” 
 
    “Somewhere, sleuthing around,” I told Jack. “I lost him a minute ago when I telephoned the Examiner office.” 
 
    Shep began unloading photographic equipment from the coupe. 
 
    “Where’ll I get the best shots?” he asked me. “Other side or this?” 
 
    “Under the bridge,” I told him. “None of the damage shows from above.” 
 
    Shep slung the heavy camera over his shoulder and disappeared down the incline which led to the river bed. 
 
    My father hurried up with the watchman in tow. 
 
    “This is Clarence Sinclair, bridge guard,” Dad said. “Take him over to the drugstore, Jack, and put him on the wire. We want his complete story for the Examiner.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” a voice interrupted. “We want to talk to Clarence Sinclair.” 
 
    The police detective, an Officer Bradshaw, began to question the watchman. 
 
    “It wasn’t my fault the bridge was dynamited,” Mr. Sinclair whined. “I shouted at the boatman and fired two warning shots.” 
 
    “He got away?” 
 
    “Yeah. Jumped overboard before the boat struck the pier. Last I saw of him, he was climbing out of the river on the other shore.” 
 
    “At what point?” 
 
    “Right over there.” The watchman pointed out a clump of maples beyond the far side of the bridge. “I could see him plainly from the beach.” 
 
    “And what were you doing on the beach?” Officer Bradshaw demanded. “Why weren’t you guarding the bridge?” 
 
    “Ask her,” Clarence Sinclair muttered, eyeing me. 
 
    “Mr. Sinclair helped my friend and me when our sailboat upset,” I told the detective. “It really wasn’t his fault that he was away from his post at the time of the explosion.” 
 
    Other police officers were searching for the escaped saboteur. Several members of the squad went beneath the bridge to inspect the damage and collect shattered sections of the wrecked boat. 
 
    Dismissed at last by the detective, Father, Jack and I crossed the bridge to join in the search. Clarence Sinclair, whose answers did not entirely satisfy police, was detained for further questioning. 
 
    “Jane, tell me more about this fellow Sinclair,” my father said. “I suppose he did his best to stop the saboteur?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    We followed a trail of moving lights until we came to a group of policemen who were examining footprints in the mud of the river bank. 
 
    “This is where the saboteur got away,” I whispered to my father. “Do you suppose the fellow is still hiding in the woods?” 
 
    “Not likely, a job of this sort would be planned in every detail.” 
 
    Dad’s words were confirmed a few minutes later when a policeman came upon a clump of bushes where a small patch of oil stained the crushed grass and tire tracks were clearly visible in the soft earth. 
 
    Dad, Jack and I did not remain long in the vicinity. Satisfied that the saboteur had made his getaway by car, Dad was eager to report his findings to the Examiner office. 
 
    My father telephoned DeWitt and then joined Jack and me in the press car. As Shep Murphy climbed aboard the driver’s seat with his camera, an automobile bearing a News windshield sticker skidded to a stop nearby. 
 
    “Too bad, boys,” Shep taunted the rival photographers. “Better late than never.” 
 
    Already news vendors were crying the Greenville Examiner’s first extra. Once well away from the bridge, my father stopped the car to buy a paper. 
 
    “Nice going,” he declared in satisfaction as he scanned the big black headlines. “We beat every other Greenville paper by a good margin. A colorful story, too.” 
 
    “Thanks to whom?” I demanded, giving him a pinch. 
 
    “I suppose I should say, to you,” Dad admitted. “However, I see you’ve already received ample credit. DeWitt gave you a byline. Well, Miss Hortencia Higgins received ample credit, anyway.” 
 
    Hortencia Higgins was my nom de plume from my days producing such serialized masterpieces of sophisticated prose as “Evangeline: The Horse Thief’s Unwilling Fiancée” at the rate of pennies per page for Mr. Pittman’s All-Story Weekly.  
 
    “Did he really?” I took the paper from my father’s hand and gazed affectionately at Miss Higgins’s name in print. “Nice of him. Especially when I didn’t even suggest the idea.” 
 
    “This is the way I like a story written,” my father said, reading aloud from the account which bore Miss Higgin’s name. “No flowery phrases. No sensationalism. Just a straight version of how your sailboat upset and what you saw as it floated down toward the bridge.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty drab account if you ask me,” I protested. “Completely lacking in imagination. I could have written it up much better myself. Why, the rewrite man didn’t even tell how Florence and I happened to upset.” 
 
    “A detail of no importance,” Dad said. “I mean, in connection with the story,” he corrected hastily as I flashed him an injured look. “What did cause you to capsize?” 
 
    “A blue bottle, Dad. It had a piece of paper inside. I was reaching for it and—oh, my aunt!” 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “Turn the car around and drive back to the bridge.” 
 
    “Drive back? Why?” 
 
    “I’ve lost that blue bottle. Florence had it, but I know she didn’t take it home with her. It must be lying somewhere on the beach near our stranded sailboat. Oh, please Shep, turn back around.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three
  
 
    “Keep going,” my father ordered Shep. “We’re not turning around for an old bottle. Jane, for a minute you had me worried. I thought you meant something important.” 
 
    “But Dad, the bottle is important. It contains a folded piece of paper, and I’m sure it must be a message.” 
 
    “Of all the idiotic things. At a time like this when you should be worried about your health, you plague me about a silly bottle. After Shep and I get dropped at the office, Jack is driving you straight home.” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” I said, trying hard to disguise my chattering teeth and failing miserably. “Nevertheless, I’m curious about that bottle, and I mean to go back and find it tomorrow. What I’d really like to know, though, is why someone wants to blow up the Seventh Street bridge bad enough to try it a second time.” 
 
    “The bridge bombing has to be connected with the explosion at the Maxwell Implement factory,” said Dad, “I’m just having a bit of trouble working out how.” 
 
    “Has any reporter from the Examiner yet succeeded in interviewing Mr. Maxwell about the explosion?” I asked. 
 
    “No, he’s refusing all questions from the press, and I don’t know why.” 
 
    “Perhaps he’s just a very private man,” I suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps,” my father said. “There was a scandal surrounding the death of the first Mrs. Maxwell a few years back. I expect the press coverage at that time may have made him suspicious of newspapermen.” 
 
    “What happened to the first Mrs. Maxwell?” 
 
    “She died of cancer.” 
 
    “What’s so scandalous about that?” 
 
    “There were rumors surrounding her death. The official line was that she died as a result of her illness, but some people said she took her own life.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “There were whispers that she found out that Mr. Maxwell had been less than faithful to his marriage vows.” 
 
    “Is there any evidence to suggest that was true?” 
 
    “After his wife’s death, Mr. Maxwell remarried within the month.” 
 
    “That is rather soon for a grieving widower to tie the knot again.” 
 
    “I thought it was rather excessive,” said my father. 
 
    I refrained from pointing out that some people might think that he and Mrs. Timms—who’d been a widow herself for the last twenty years—carrying a torch for each other for the last dozen years without letting on to a living soul they were devotedly in love with each other was also a bit excessive.  
 
    I’d spent most of my teens and early twenties hoping my father and our housekeeper would light a fire under a pot together and ended up feeling rather a fool when I discovered they’d been carrying on a clandestine love affair right under my nose since before I’d cut my wisdom teeth. 
 
    Still, there was no use trying to put bug in Dad’s ear about making an honest woman of Doris Timms. My father was showing no signs of proposing marriage to Mrs. Timms, and if our beloved housekeeper had been this patient with Dad all these years, I supposed it was not my place to go sticking my nose in. 
 
    Shep and Dad got out at the newspaper plant, and then Jack drove me home.  
 
    Lights glowed from the living room windows, and I could see Mrs. Timms hovering over the radio. 
 
    “I was just listening to the news about the dynamiting,” she said as Jack and I came in from the kitchen. “Why, Jane Carter! Whatever have you—" 
 
    “I guess I am a trifle damp.” I sat down on the davenport and began to strip off my shoes and stockings. 
 
    “Not here,” Mrs. Timms protested, glancing over at Jack.  
 
    Sometimes I think Mrs. Timms forgets that I’m a woman of experience, rather than a teenage debutante.  
 
    “I assure you,” I said to Mrs. Timms, “Jack is not scandalized by the sight of my bare ankles. You seem to be forgetting that Mr. Bancroft and I are engaged to be married.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms turned slightly pink but refused to back down. “Go up and take a hot bath while I fix you a warm drink,” she ordered. “I knew you shouldn’t have gone sailing at night.” 
 
    “But Mrs. Timms—” 
 
    “Scoot right up to the bathroom and get out of those wet clothes. You’ll be lucky if you don’t come down with your death o’ cold.” 
 
    I looked over at Jack, who was standing there still wearing his overcoat and holding his hat in his hand.  
 
    I blew him a kiss, then, carrying a muddy shoe in either hand, I wearily climbed the stairs. By the time I settled down in a nice bubbly hot bath, Mrs. Timms appeared with a glass of hot lemonade. 
 
    “Drink this, then get into bed, and I’ll fix you up with the hot water bottle.” 
 
    “But I’m not sick,” I protested. “I just got a minor dunking, that’s all.” 
 
    “You will be sick tomorrow,” Mrs. Timms said. “Your father telephoned from the office and told me how you’d stayed at the bridge while police searched for the saboteur. I declare, I don’t know what he was thinking of, not sending you home right away.” 
 
    “Dad and I are a couple of tough old news hawks. Well, I suppose I’ll have to compromise with you.” 
 
    “Compromise?” Mrs. Timms asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I’ll drink the lemonade if you’ll let me skip the hot water bottle.” 
 
    “Indeed not,” Mrs. Timms insisted. “Now jump into bed, and no more arguments.” 
 
    Twenty minutes before Mrs. Timms had treated me like a teenage debutante. Now I might as well have been in pinafores. Still, Mrs. Timms meant well, so I drank the lemonade, submitted to the hot water bottle, and then, snuggling down in my warm bed, slept soundly. When I awakened, sunlight streamed in through a gap in the curtains. Cocking an eye at the dresser clock, I saw to my dismay that it was ten o’clock. 
 
    “My Aunt!” I leaped out of bed. “All this good time wasted.” 
 
    With the speed of a trained fireman, I wriggled into my clothes. I ran a comb through my hair and managed to find a pair of stockings with only one run, which was mostly hidden by the hem of my skirt. Then I bounded down the stairs to the kitchen. 
 
    “Is that you or a gazelle escaped from the zoo?” inquired Mrs. Timms, who was washing dishes at the sink. 
 
    “Why didn’t you bounce me out of bed two hours ago? I have an important business engagement for this morning.” 
 
    “You’re not going to the river again, I hope.” 
 
    “Oh, but I must, Mrs. Timms.” I opened the refrigerator and helped myself to a bowl of strawberries and a Martha Washington pie. 
 
    “You’re not breakfasting on that.” Mrs. Timms took the dish out of my hand. “Oatmeal is what you need. Now why must you go to the river?” 
 
    “Someone has to salvage the Maybelline. Besides, I lost a valuable object last night—” 
 
    The telephone jingled, and I darted off to answer it. As I had anticipated, the call was from Florence, who in a very husky voice inquired after my health and wellbeing. 
 
    “Fit as a fiddle and ready to go bottle hunting,” I told Flo “And you?” 
 
    “I hurt in all the wrong places,” Florence complained. “What a night.” 
 
    “Why, I enjoyed every minute of it. If you’re such a wreck I suppose you won’t care to go with me to the river this morning. By the way, what did you do with that blue bottle?” 
 
    “I haven’t the slightest idea. I’m sure I had it in my hand when we reached shore, but that’s the last I remember.” 
 
    “Well, never mind, if it’s anywhere on the beach I’ll find it. Sure you don’t want to tag along?” 
 
    “Maybe I will.” 
 
    “Then meet me in twenty minutes at Halvorson’s dock. Signing off now to gobble a bowl of oatmeal before Mrs. Timms resorts to putting me in a headlock and force-feeding me.” 
 
    Without giving Florence a chance to change her mind, I hung up the receiver and returned to the kitchen.  
 
    “What do you know about the Maxwells?” I asked Mrs. Timms. 
 
    “Do you mean the Maxwells who live down the street or the ones who run the butcher shop on Willow Avenue?” 
 
    “Neither. I mean the Maxwell Implement Factory Maxwells. They have that big stone mansion overlooking the river. That one with the red tile roof. Looks like they brought it over stone by stone from Italy or someplace.” 
 
    “I don’t know much about those Maxwells,” Mrs. Timms insisted. “They keep themselves to themselves, and even if Mrs. Maxwell was the sociable type she and I wouldn’t run in the same circles.” 
 
    The Maxwells were known to be one of the richest families in the city, so I conceded that Mrs. Timms’ statement was true but refused to change the subject. “Don’t you know anything at all about Mrs. Maxwell?” I persisted. “Dad says it was a bit of a scandal when Mr. Maxwell married the present Mrs. Maxwell.” 
 
    “That was all conjecture,” Mrs. Timms said. “There may have been some truth to the tales that were being spread, but I think it’s more likely that the Stedman family was upset about Mr. Maxwell’s choice of a second wife and contrived to make the circumstances surrounding Mr. Maxwell’s remarriage appear as tawdry as possible.” 
 
    “The Stedman family? The ones that own the tool factory out by the fruit packing warehouses?” 
 
    “The first Mrs. Maxwell was Maria Stedman. The second Mrs. Maxwell was rumored to have been a barmaid when she met Mr. Maxwell.” 
 
    “And the Stedman family thought Mr. Maxwell marrying a barmaid so soon after his first wife’s death was an insult to Maria’s memory.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” said Mrs. Timms, “although I didn’t believe the rumors going around about the first Mrs. Maxwell’s death being due to anything other than complications from her illness.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Our own Dr. Hamilton was her physician at the time,” said Mrs. Timms. “I imagine he was the one who signed the death certificate. I never asked him about it directly, of course. It was none of my business and it would have been unprofessional of Mr. Hamilton to comment on the accuracy of idle gossip.” 
 
    “So the entire Stedman family hates Mr. Maxwell?” 
 
    “I think most of the animosity exists between Mr. Maxwell and Mr. Morris Stedman, Maria Stedman’s older brother.” 
 
    “Morris Stedman? Isn’t he in charge of running the Stedman Tool Factory?” 
 
    “Eat your breakfast instead of asking so many questions,” Mrs. Timms said and clammed up. 
 
    After fortifying myself with cumin and cinnamon-flavored oatmeal, a glass of orange juice, bacon, two rolls with peach chutney and sundry odds and ends, I started off to meet Florence.  
 
    Flo, looking none too cheerful, was already waiting near Halvorson’s dock when I arrived. 
 
    “Why did you ask me to meet you here, Jane? It was three blocks out of my way.” 
 
    “I thought we might rent one of Halvorson’s boats and row down to the bridge. It will be easier than walking along the mud flats.” 
 
    “You do think of everything,” Florence said, with grudging approval. “But where’s the proprietor of this place?” 
 
    Not far from a long shed which served as rental office and canoe-storage house, an empty double-deck motor launch was tied to a pier. An aged black and white dog drowsed on its sunny deck, but there was no sign of either Fred Halvorson nor his wife. 
 
    “Guess the place is deserted,” I was forced to admit after loudly “Hello”-ing several times.  
 
    I wandered about a bit, then sat down on an overturned rowboat which had been pulled out near the water’s edge. When the boat moved beneath me, and an irate feminine voice demanded, “Would you mind getting off?” I nearly jumped out of my skin. 
 
    As the boat was pushed over on its side, a girl in grimy slacks rolled from beneath it. Barely twenty years of age, her skin was rough and brown from constant exposure to wind and sun. A smear of varnish decorated one cheek, and she held a can of caulking material in her hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “Do you live under that boat?” 
 
    I started to laugh, but then I looked at Anne Halvorson’s face and saw that the girl regarded me with undisguised hostility. 
 
    “Very clever, aren’t you,” she said scathingly. “In fact, quite the practical joker.” 
 
    “Why, I didn’t mean anything by sitting down on the boat,” I said. “I had no idea you were working under that thing.” 
 
    “So clever, and such a marvelous detective you are, Mrs. Carter,” Anne went on, paying no heed. “If it isn’t the magnificent Jane Carter who not so long ago astonished Greenville by solving the mystery of the masked night riders. And who but the marvelous Mrs. Carter aided the police in locating the vanishing houseboat? And it was our very own Mrs. Carter who learned why the tower clock struck thirteen. And now we are favored with her most valuable opinion in connection with the bridge dynamiting case.” 
 
    I looked over at Florence, who seemed as dumbfounded by the sudden, unwarranted attack as I was. By no stretch of the imagination did Anne Halvorson mean her words as a joke. But what had put such a bee in her bonnet? While it was true that I had solved many local mysteries, I had never been boastful of my accomplishments. I supposed I might be deluding myself, but I’d always believed that I was reasonably well-liked in the city of Greenville.  
 
    “I fail to understand you,” I said to Mrs. Halvorson. 
 
    “Of course you wouldn’t understand,” Anne said, her voice fairly dripping with derision. “You’re not used to talk coming straight from the shoulder. Why are you here anyhow?” 
 
    “To rent a rowboat.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t have one. And if you never come around here again, it will be soon enough.” 
 
    She glared at me for another three seconds, then turned and strode into the boathouse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Now will you tell me what I did to deserve a crack like that?” I muttered as the door of the boathouse slammed behind Anne Halvorson. 
 
    “Not a single thing,” Flo said. “She just rolled out from beneath that boat with a dagger between her teeth.” 
 
    “I guess I am a bit of a prig, Flo. I must be to inspire a reaction like that.” 
 
    “You’re no such thing.” Florence grasped my arm and gave it an affectionate squeeze. “Come along and forget it. I never did like Anne Halvorson anyhow. She’s probably had some personal setback and was simply taking out her angst on the first person to come along.” 
 
    I allowed myself to be led away from the dock, but the younger woman’s hostility kept repeating in my mind. Although occasionally in the past I had stopped for a few minutes at the Halvorson place, I hadn’t spoken more than a dozen words to Anne. All my business dealings had been on the weekends when Fred Halvorson, Anne’s husband, was manning the docks. Fred was a pleasant man of about my own age who repainted the Maybelline every spring. 
 
    “I simply can’t understand it,” I groused to Flo as we trudged along the shoreline. “The last time I saw Anne she spoke to me politely enough. I must have offended her, but how?” 
 
    “Oh, why waste any more thought on her? She probably just had a fight with her husband. Young wives at that age are so temperamental.” 
 
    I couldn’t help wondering what qualified Flo as an expert on marriage, but I bit my tongue. 
 
    “I can’t stop thinking about it. Anne mentioned the bridge dynamiting affair. Maybe it was my byline story in the Examiner that offended her. ” 
 
    “I thought that story’s byline implicated a Miss Hortencia Higgins, not Mrs. Jane Carter. Anne couldn’t possibly know that Hortencia Higgins used to be your nom de plume.” 
 
    “True,” I admitted, more confused than ever. “But Anne might have known I was the one who fed the Examiner the information.” 
 
    “What did the story say?” Flo asked. “I didn’t see the morning paper.” 
 
    “Neither did I. I gave my story to a rewrite man over the telephone. I meant to read the entire account, but was in a hurry to get over here, so I skipped it.” 
 
    “Well, I shouldn’t worry about the matter if I were you.” 
 
    “But one thing I’m sure of,” I told Flo, “the boat used in the dynamiting came from Halvorson’s dock. Perhaps Anne is just out of sorts because she and her husband lost their property.” 
 
    We’d arrived at the tiny stretch of sand where the Maybelline had been beached the previous night. It lay exactly as we had left it, cockpit half filled with water, the tall mast nosed into the loose sand. 
 
    “What a mess,” I said. “Well, the first thing to do is to get the wet sail off. We should have taken care of that last night.” 
 
    Before beginning the task, I wandered toward the nearby bridge to inspect the damage caused by dynamiting. An armed policeman refused to allow us to approach closer than twenty yards. All traffic had been halted, and a group of engineers were inspecting the shattered pier. 
 
    “Is Mr. Sinclair around here?” I asked the policeman. 
 
    “Sinclair? Oh, you mean the bridge watchman. He’s been charged with neglect of duty, and relieved of his job.” 
 
    I was sorry to hear the news, feeling that in a way I was responsible for the old fellow having left his post.  
 
    When we returned to the Maybelline, it soon became apparent that, without a pump, it was going to be an onerous task to remove the water from the cockpit. By rocking the boat back and forth about five hundred times and scooping the remaining water out with an old tin can, we finally got most of it out. 
 
    “We’ll have to dry the sail somehow or it will mildew,” I told Flo. “The best thing, I think, is to put it on again and sail home.” 
 
    Together Florence and I righted the Maybelline. As the tall mast flipped out of the sand, I caught a glimpse of a shiny, blue object. 
 
    “Our bottle!” I said and made a dive for it. 
 
    “Your bottle,” said Florence. “I’m not a bit interested in that silly old thing.” 
 
    Nevertheless, as I sat down on the deck of the sailboat and removed the cork, Flo edged nearer. I used a hairpin to fish the folded slip of paper out of the narrow neck.  
 
    “Well, what does it say?” Florence said. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t interested. I thought you unequivocally waived ownership.”  
 
    “Don’t try to be funny. Just read the message.” 
 
    “It’s rather an odd message,” I said. “Listen: ‘The day of the Great Deluge approaches. If you would be saved from destruction, seek without delay the shelter of my ark.’” 
 
    “If that isn’t nonsense. And the note is signed, ‘Noah.’” 
 
    “Someone’s idea of a joke, I suppose,” I said. I tossed the paper away, then thought better of it. I retrieved the message and place it along with the blue bottle into the cockpit of the boat. “Well, it’s rained a lot this spring, but I don’t think we’ll have to worry about the Great Deluge.” 
 
    “As a daughter of a member of the clergy,” said Flo, ”I know all about Noah, but I didn’t suppose you’d be on speaking terms with him.” 
 
    Flo’s father is the minister of St. Luke’s. Reverend Sidney Radcliff is a dreamy, slightly dotty character who likes to take the occasional tipple in the garden shed in between composing admonitions to his flock. I’m fond of Reverend Radcliff—unlike Flo’s mother who is a bossy old biddy who makes her daughter’s life a misery by making Florence take on all the charitable acts Mrs. Radcliff would like to take credit for but doesn’t want to go to the effort of doing herself.  
 
    “I do too know all about Noah,” I admonished Flo. “Noah’s common knowledge even to a relative heathen like me. I remember that when God told him it would rain forty days and forty nights, Noah built an ark to resist the flood waters. Then he took his family in with him and all the animals, two by two.” I nudged the beached sailboat with my toe, “Suppose we shove off for home.” 
 
    After a great deal of straining (me) and a bit of muttering under the breath of language unbecoming to a daughter of a member of the clergy (Flo), we managed to get the Maybelline afloat in the shallows. I raised the wet sail and allowed it to flap loosely in the wind. 
 
    “We’ll have everything snug and dry by the time we reach home,” I said. “Tired, Flo?” 
 
    “A little. I like to sail, but I don’t like to bail. I’m not going to allow you to forget that if you hadn’t been so crazy to get that blue bottle, we’d have spared ourselves a lot of hard work.” 
 
    “Well, one never knows. That bottle might have provided the first clue in an absorbing mystery,” I pointed out. “Who do you suppose wrote such an odd message?” 
 
    “How should I know?” Florence yawned and leaned back. “Probably some prankster.” 
 
    We took a zigzag course and tacked slowly upstream. The wet sail gradually dried and regained its former shape. 
 
    As we approached Halvorson’s dock, I saw Anne on one of the floating platforms, retying several boats which banged at their moorings. 
 
    “Better tack,” Florence said. “We don’t want to get too close.” 
 
    I pretended not to hear and made no move to bring the boat about. 
 
    “We’ll end up right at Halvorson’s unless you’re careful,” Florence warned me. “Or is that what you want to do?” 
 
    “I’m thinking about it.” 
 
    “Well, if you deliberately go there again, you must enjoy being insulted.” 
 
    “I’d like to find out why Anne is angry at me. If it’s only a misunderstanding I want to clear it up.” 
 
    Florence shook her head mournfully at me but made no further protest as the Maybelline held to its course. Not until our boat grated gently against one of the floats at Halvorson’s did Anne notice our approach. She glanced up from her work, then deliberately looked away. 
 
    “The air’s still chilly,” I said to Flo in an undertone. “Well, we’ll see.” 
 
    I made our boat fast to a spar, then walked across the float to confront Anne. 
 
    “Mrs. Halvorson,” I began, “if I’ve done anything to offend you, I wish to apologize.” 
 
    Anne turned slowly to face me. “You owe me no apology,” she said in a voice which said that not only did I owe her an apology, but if I were to offer one, she had no intention of accepting it. 
 
    “Then why do you dislike me? I always thought I was welcome around here until today,” I said. 
 
    “I’m sorry I spoke to you the way I did,” Anne replied stiffly and with no warmth. “It was rude of me.” 
 
    “But why am I such a pot of poison?” I persisted. “What have I done?” 
 
    “You really don’t know?” 
 
    “Why, of course not. I shouldn’t be asking if I did.” 
 
    Anne looked at me for a full minute, and at the end of it I could tell she had still not made up her mind as to my sincerity. 
 
    “Do you never read the papers?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean. Has this misunderstanding something to do with the bridge dynamiting?” 
 
    Anne nodded her head grimly. “It has. Didn’t you see the morning edition of the Examiner?” 
 
    “No. I was too much in a hurry to get back down here and retrieve the Maybelline.” 
 
    “Then wait a minute.” Anne turned and vanished into the boat shed. A moment later she reappeared, carrying a copy of that morning’s Greenville Examiner. 
 
    “Read that,” she directed, as she thrust the front page at me. “Now do you understand why I feel that you’re no friend of mine?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I stared in disbelief at the headline on the front page of the Greenville Examiner. 
 
    FRED HALVORSON ARRESTED AS SUSPECT IN BRIDGE DYNAMITING 
 
    The opening paragraph of the news story was even more dismaying than the headline. It began: “Acting upon information provided by Mrs. Jane Carter, police today arrested Fred Halvorson, owner of the Halvorson Boat Dock, charging him with participation in the Friday night dynamiting of Seventh Street’s bridge.” 
 
    I hastily scanned the remainder of the story and then protested: “But I never even mentioned your husband’s name to police, Miss Halvorson. It never even occurred to me that he had any connection with the dynamiting.” 
 
    “You didn’t think, period,” Anne said, though in a less severe tone. “You told police that the motorboat used in the dynamiting was one of our boats.” 
 
    “It looked like it to me, but perhaps I was mistaken.” 
 
    “You weren’t mistaken. The boat was one of ours. It was stolen from here about a month ago.” 
 
    “Then in that case, I don’t see why suspicion should fall upon your husband.” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell police that a young man corresponding to his description was handling the boat?” 
 
    “Indeed I did not.” 
 
    “Then it must have been the watchman who provided the description,” Anne said. “At any rate, the police identified the boat as ours, and arrested Fred. They have him at the station now.” 
 
    “It never entered my mind that anyone would suspect your husband. Everyone along the river knows him too well to believe he’d be mixed up in any sabotage scheme. It should be easy for him to prove his innocence.” 
 
    “True, it should be,” Anne replied bitterly. “But Fred’s stubborn and it made him so hopping mad that he got arrested that he made matters worse for himself by refusing to answer any of the questions the police asked him. You might not have heard, but the police came around already asking lots of questions about the explosion at the Maxwell Plant.” 
 
    “Why should they be asking Fred questions about the explosion at the Maxwell Plant?” I asked. 
 
    “I guess you haven’t heard,” Anne said, her shoulders sagging. 
 
    “I guess I haven’t.” 
 
    “You know that Fred is the head of the local chapter of the machinists’ union?” 
 
    I said I did not. 
 
    “Well, he is,” said Anne, “and a couple of weeks ago he got sideways with Mr. Maxwell over unionizing, and then Mr. Maxwell threatened to fire him if he and his boys went on strike.” 
 
    Anne paused. 
 
    “Then what happened?” I prompted her. 
 
    “They went on strike, and Mr. Maxwell fired him and one other union man.” 
 
    “What is Mr. Maxwell like?” I asked Anne. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “What I mean is, do you think he’s the sort to have a lot of enemies?” 
 
    “I know he has one, at least,” said Anne. “And I’m not referring to Fred,” she hastily added. 
 
    “Who are you referring to?” 
 
    “Someone by the name of Morris Stedman,” said Anne. “Fred witnessed a vicious argument between them.” 
 
    “When was this?” I asked. 
 
    “Not more than a week or so before Fred was fired.” 
 
    “What was the substance of the altercation between Maxwell and Stedman?” 
 
    “I’m not exactly sure,” said Anne. “Fred seemed to think it had something to do with Maxwell’s wife. But after they argued about Mrs. Maxwell for a while, Stedman changed the subject and accused Maxwell of stealing a big contract from him.” 
 
    “Someone told me that Maxwell’s first wife was Morris Stedman’s sister. Do you have any idea what big contract Stedman might have been referring to?” 
 
    Anne shrugged. She seemed to have lost interest in the subject of Mr. Maxwell and his feud with Stedman, so I returned to the matter of Fred and the police. 
 
    “Why should the police believe Fred had anything to do with the explosion?” 
 
    “Fred has a temper,” Anne said. “He and Mr. Maxwell had words.” 
 
    “What kind of words?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Anne. “Fred won’t tell me, but I’m sure Fred wouldn’t blow anything up, no matter how angry he got. My husband is not a violent man.” 
 
    “I think it was a grave mistake on his part to refuse to answer questions.” 
 
    “Yes, it was. But Fred has a great deal of pride, and the police never should have arrested him in the first place.” 
 
    “I certainly agree with you, but now that he’s had time to cool his heels, can’t your husband prove where he was last night at the time of the explosion?” 
 
    “That’s just it.” Anne looked troubled as she reached to take the newspaper back from me. “He refuses to offer any alibi.” 
 
    “You must know yourself where your husband spent yesterday evening.” 
 
    “I wish I did. He left here about seven o’clock and didn’t return home until early this morning—just a half hour before the police came to arrest him.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “All the same, Fred had no connection with the dynamiting,” Anne insisted. “He frequently stays out late at night.” 
 
    “Doesn’t he tell you where he goes?” I was growing uneasy. Fred Halvorson carrying on an affair behind his wife’s back was the best explanation I could come up with, and that might be only slightly less distressing to Anne than if her husband were going around dynamiting things. 
 
    Anne gave a tight little nod in answer to my question. I could see it was no use interrogating her further about her husband’s nocturnal movements. 
 
    “I can readily understand now why you’re provoked at me,” I told Anne. “But I assure you I had no intention of involving your husband with the police. I certainly never gave them his description.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I talked as I did to you,” Anne apologized. “Forget it, will you?” 
 
    “Of course, and if there’s anything I can do to help—” 
 
    The float creaked, and Anne and I turned to see Eddie Franks coming toward us. 
 
    “Miss Halvorson, wonder if I can get you to help me?” 
 
    “I suppose you’re having trouble with that motor of yours again,” sighed Anne. “Or should I say still?” 
 
    “I’ve lost it in the river,” Eddie confessed sheepishly. “Blasted thing cost me thirty dollars secondhand too.” 
 
    “In the river? What did you do, get peeved and toss it overboard?” I asked. 
 
    “Guess I didn’t have it fastened on very well. Just as I was leaving the dock, off she fell into about ten feet of water.” 
 
    “I hope you buoyed the spot,” said Anne. 
 
    “Yes, I marked it with a floating can. Some of the boys have been trying to get ’er up for me, but no luck. If you can do it, I’ll pay five dollars.” 
 
    “Well, I’m pretty busy,” Mrs. Halvorson said in a harassed voice. “Fred’s not here and it keeps me jumping to run the launch and rent the canoes. But I’ll see what I can do this afternoon.” 
 
    When Eddie was beyond hearing distance, I brought up the subject again of Fred Halvorson’s unfortunate arrest. 
 
    “I’m sorry about everything, Mrs. Halvorson. If you wish, I’ll talk to the police and assure them that so far as I know, the saboteur did not resemble your husband. It was too dark for me to really see him.” 
 
    “I’ll feel very grateful if you will speak a good word for Fred,” Anne said. She sank down on an overturned bucket and pressed a hand to her temple. “Oh, my head’s splitting! Everything’s been coming at me so fast. The police were here questioning me, and they twisted my words all around. I’ll have to raise bail for Fred, but where the money is coming from I don’t know.” 
 
    The last of my resentment toward Anne had faded away. From the jerky way Anne spoke, I knew that her thoughts were darting from one perplexing problem to another. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m doing or saying today,” Anne said miserably. “If you can forgive me—” 
 
    “I don’t blame you a bit for speaking to me the way you did. Let’s not think any more about it, and I’ll never mention it to a soul. May I borrow a sponge for a minute?” 
 
    Eager to make amends, Anne ran into the shed and returned with a large sea sponge. 
 
    “There’s still a little water in my boat,” I explained. “Thought I’d sop it up.” 
 
    “Let me do it,” Anne offered. Without waiting for permission she went to the Maybelline, and with a friendly nod at the astonished Florence, began to sponge out the cockpit. 
 
    “I see you’ve collected one of Noah’s souvenirs,” Anne remarked a moment later, noticing the blue bottle which I had tossed into the bottom of the boat. 
 
    “We found it floating in the water,” Florence told Anne. “The message was such an odd one—an invitation to take refuge in the ark during the Great Deluge. Someone’s idea of a joke, I suppose.” 
 
    “It’s no joke,” Anne said. “Noah is a very real person. He actually lives in an ark too—a weird looking boat he built himself.” 
 
    “You mean the old fellow actually believes there’s going to be another great flood?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Noah is so sure of it that he’s collected a regular menagerie of animals to live with him on the ark. He keeps dropping bottles into the water warning folks that the Great Deluge is coming. I fish out dozens of them here at the dock.” 
 
    “Where is the ark?” I asked. 
 
    Anne squeezed the last drop of water from the sponge and pointed diagonally upstream toward a gap in the trees. 
 
    “That’s where Bug Run empties into the river,” she explained. “Noah has his ark grounded not far from its mouth. The currents are such that whenever he dumps his bottles in the water most of them come this way.” 
 
    “Rather a nuisance, I should think.”  
 
    “Noah’s a pest!” Anne straightened from her task. “I suppose he means well, and he’s otherwise a harmless old geezer, but those bottles of his create a hazard for our boats. Fred has asked him several times not to throw them in the water, but Noah just keeps right on doing it.” 
 
    The sun now was directly overhead. I thanked Anne for her services, and Flo and I sailed on to our own dock. As we walked up the riverside path to the bus stop, I told Florence that I thought it would be a lark to visit Noah and his ark sometimes. 
 
    “Well, perhaps,” Florence said without a shred of enthusiasm. 
 
    The buses were off schedule and for a long while we waited impatiently at the street corner. I was gazing absently toward a café nearby when a short, untidy man with shaggy gray hair came out of the building. I elbowed Flo in the ribs. 
 
    “Why, isn’t that Mr. Sinclair, the bridge watchman?” 
 
    “It looks like him.” 
 
    The bus was coming, but I’d lost all interest in getting on it. 
 
    “Florence, let’s talk to Mr. Sinclair.” 
 
    “But we’ll miss our bus.” 
 
    “Who cares about that?” I took Florence firmly by an elbow, pulling her along. “We may not have another chance to see Mr. Sinclair. I want to ask him why he identified the saboteur as Anne Halvorson’s husband.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Clarence Sinclair recognized Flo and me with a curt nod of his head. He responded to my greeting, but with no warmth. 
 
    “I was hoping to see you, Mr. Sinclair,” I said. “Last night Florence and I had no opportunity to express our appreciation for the way you helped us.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t help myself any,” the old watchman broke in. “It was sure bad luck for me when your sailboat came floatin’ down the river. Now I’ve lost my job.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear it.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’ve never been strong, and I can’t do hard work, not since I broke my back hunched over that dad-gummed assembly line.” 
 
    “Assembly line? Did you used to do factory work?” 
 
    Sinclair spat on the ground but declined to elaborate.  
 
    “Perhaps you can find another job as a watchman,” I suggested. 
 
    “No one will take me on after what happened last night.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t your fault the bridge was dynamited.” 
 
    “Folks always are ready to push a man down if they get the chance,” Mr. Sinclair said bitterly. “No, I’m finished in this seedy town. I’d pull out if I had the price of a ticket.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help you,” I told Mr. Sinclair.  
 
    “How can you help me?” 
 
    “My father owns the Greenville Examiner. Perhaps he can use an extra watchman at the newspaper building. If not, he may know someone who will employ you.” 
 
    “I’ve always worked around the waterfront,” Mr. Sinclair said, brightening a bit. “You know I ain’t able to do much walkin’ or any heavy lifting. Maybe your father can get me another job on a bridge.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that,” I said. “I’ll talk to him. Just give me your address so I can notify you later.” 
 
    Mr. Sinclair scribbled a few lines on the back of an old envelope and handed it to me. He did not express appreciation for the offer I’d made to help. He seemed to accept it as his just due. 
 
    “I suppose the police questioned you about the bridge dynamiting,” I said as I pocketed the address. 
 
    “Sure, they gave me the works. Kept me at the station half the night. Then this morning they had me identify one of the suspects.” 
 
    “Fred Halvorson?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Surely you didn’t identify Fred Halvorson as the saboteur?” 
 
    “I told the police he looked like the fellow. And he did.” 
 
    “But you certainly couldn’t have seen his face?” I protested. “The motorboat traveled so fast. Even when the man crawled out of the water and ran, I could only tell that he was tall and muscular. I don’t see how you could offer a positive identification. I certainly wouldn’t attempt it, and I was closer to the action than you were.” 
 
    “He looked like Halvorson to me,” the watchman insisted stubbornly. “Halvorson’s always been a troublemaker. No telling what that young fellow is capable of.” 
 
    “What do you mean, no good? What kind of trouble has he made?” 
 
    Clarence Sinclair cleared his throat loudly but declined to elaborate.  
 
    “What are you trying to insinuate?” I persisted in questioning the old watchman. 
 
    Mr. Sinclair took out a dirty handkerchief and blew his nose with all the subtlety of a bellowing bull elephant and said, “Well, guess I’ll shove on. You talk to your father and let me know about that job. I can use ’er.” 
 
    Without giving me a chance to ask any more questions, Mr. Sinclair shuffled off down the street. 
 
    “Now if things aren’t in a nice mess,” I said to Florence as we retraced our way to the bus stop. “No wonder the police held Fred Halvorson. I don’t see how Mr. Sinclair could have thought he resembled the saboteur.” 
 
    “I’m sure I didn’t get a good look at the fellow who drove the motorboat last night,” Flo said. “Mr. Sinclair must have wonderful eyes, to say the least. At his age, it’s a wonder he could distinguish anything at all in the dark, much less positively identify a man’s face from such a distance.” 
 
    Another bus came, and Flo and I got on it. 
 
    I ate luncheon, helped Mrs. Timms with the dishes and then slipped away to my father’s newspaper office. 
 
    An early afternoon edition of the Greenville Examiner had just rolled from the press. The editorial room appeared to have been visited by a whirlwind. Discarded copy lay on the floor, and there were more wads of paper around the scrap baskets than in them. 
 
    Jack Bancroft’s battered typewriter served as a comfortable footrest for his unpolished shoes. When he saw me, he removed his feet to the floor, grinned at me, then stood up and attempted to kiss me, but I sidestepped him. I’ve never been much of a one for getting hotsy-totsy in public, and besides, I was peeved with Jack.  
 
    “What’s this I hear about Fred Halvorson being arrested by the police?” 
 
    “That’s how it is.” The grin faded from Jack’s face. “Tough on DeWitt too.” 
 
    “DeWitt? It certainly is a tough break for young Fred, but what’s Editor DeWitt got to do with it?” 
 
    Jack glanced about the newsroom to make certain that DeWitt was not within hearing. Then said: “Didn’t you know? Fred Halvorson is DeWitt’s nephew. It rather puts him in a spot, being kin to a saboteur.” 
 
    “Nothing has been proved against Halvorson yet.” 
 
    “All the same, it looks bad for Fred. When the story came in it gave DeWitt a nasty jolt.” 
 
    “I should think it would. I never dreamed that DeWitt was related to the Halvorsons.” 
 
    “Neither did anyone else in the office. But you must hand it to DeWitt. He took it squarely between the eyes. Didn’t even play the story down nor ask your father to soft-pedal it.” 
 
    “Mr. DeWitt is a real newspaperman.” 
 
    “Bet your life he is. He didn’t try to bury the story, but he’s posted young Halvorson’s bail to the tune of ten thousand dollars.” 
 
    “Why, that must represent a good portion of his lifetime savings.” 
 
    “It must be, but DeWitt says the kid has been framed, and he’s going to stand by him.” 
 
    “Whoever dynamited the bridge was too far away to be positively identified. I don’t know how that old watchman, Clarence Sinclair, got it into his head that the saboteur must be Fred Halvorson. He can’t possibly have seen him properly, and I mean to tell the police so.” 
 
    “Well, we all hope for DeWitt’s sake that it is a mistake,” Jack said soberly. “But the evidence is stacking up fast. The motorboat came from Halvorson’s. Clarence Sinclair said he recognized the saboteur as young Halvorson. Then this morning police found a handkerchief with an initial ‘H’ lying along the shore not far from where the fellow crawled out of the water.” 
 
    “That’s a bit too obvious, and it’s circumstantial evidence, at best.” 
 
    “Maybe so.” Jack shrugged. “But unless young Halvorson gets a good lawyer, he’s likely to find himself doing a long stretch.” 
 
    I was so deeply troubled by this information that I failed to fend off Jack’s second attempt to kiss me, which prompted the boys in the pressroom to wolf whistle at us. I hurried off toward my father’s private office. As I passed the main copy desk where Editor DeWitt worked, I saw that his face was white and tense. Although he usually had a smile for me, he barely glanced up and did not speak. 
 
    I knocked twice and entered my father’s office. Dad had just finished dictating a letter to his secretary, who quietly gathered up her notebook and departed.  
 
    “To what do I owe this honor?” My father asked. “I thought you were supposed to be home at home extracting Miss Airedale from the clutches of some disreputable member of the British Aristocracy.” 
 
    “It’s not Miss Airedale; it’s Miss Amhurst. And it’s a member of the German aristocracy this time.” 
 
    “Oh,” said my father, but I could tell he was not really listening. His eyes tend to glaze over when I talk about my literary characters’ dramatic entanglements. 
 
    “I’m incapable of focusing on the fictional troubles of the unfortunate Miss Amhurst,” I told my father. “I’m far too concerned at the moment with the problems of real people.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “It’s this dynamiting case that has me all tied up in knots. Dad, I want you to do me a favor. How about finding a job for Clarence Sinclair—” 
 
    “Job?” 
 
    “Yes, he was relieved of duty at the Seventh Street bridge, you know. It was partly my fault. So I want you to square matters by finding other work for him.” 
 
    “Jane, how often must I remind you I am not an employment agency. Anyway, what do I know about the man? I’ll not risk recommending a shiftless person as a potential employee to any of my friends.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call him shiftless,” I protested, although that was how Mr. Sinclair struck me, too. “I owe him a job, Dad. He says he likes to work around the waterfront. Can’t you get him something to do? It has to be an easy job because he can’t walk, and he can’t lift anything. He’s old, you know.” 
 
    “How about I arrange a nice pension for Mr. Sinclair while I’m at it?” My father sighed. “Well, I’ll see what I can do. Now you’d better be going. I have work to do.” 
 
    My father invariably laid back his ears and balked at my little schemes, but he usually came through after indulging in what he considers an appropriate amount of backchat, so I decided to scratch a job for Mr. Sinclair off my list of pressing tasks.  
 
    After I left the newspaper office, I stopped off at the Radcliffs’ to invite Flo to accompany me on another excursion to the river. 
 
    “But we were just there a few hours ago,” Florence protested. “I’ve had enough sailing for one day.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t care to sail either. I thought it might be interesting to call on Noah.” 
 
    “That strange old man who has the ark?” 
 
    “What do you say?” 
 
    “Oh, all right. But if we end up regretting it, just remember it was your idea. How do you propose we get there? Isn’t Bouncing Betsy currently undergoing the ministrations of one of your troupe of devoted grease monkeys?” 
 
    Bouncing Betsey is my ancient Peerless Model 56. I love her like the dickens. Although her suspension is shot to bits, and she costs me a small fortune in repairs, I can’t bear to part with her. 
 
    “Old Bets is currently undergoing surgery to repair a hole in her gas tank, but we can take the bus.” 
 
    Without approaching Halvorson’s Dock, Flo and I crossed the Grassy River over the Seventh Street bridge, which had just been reopened to pedestrian traffic only. We then walked along the eastern shore until we reached the mouth of Bug Run. 
 
    “It looks like rain to me,” Florence said, looking up at the gray clouds that scuttled overhead. “Just our luck to be caught in a downpour.” 
 
    “Maybe we can take refuge in the ark,” I suggested as I led the way up the meandering stream. “That is, if we can find it.” 
 
    Trees and bushes grew thick and green along either bank of the run. Several times we sunk up to our ankles in the mud. I was afraid I had just ruined my second pair of shoes in the span of two days. I ignored Flo when she smugly pointed out that I should, like herself, have had the foresight to wear rain boots instead of ordinary street shoes. 
 
    In one shady glade, a bullfrog blinked at us before making a hasty dive into the lily pads, but he seemed to be the only living soul around. There was no sign of a boat or any structure remotely resembling an ark. And then, rounding a bend, I spotted the ark silhouetted against a darkening sky. 
 
    “It looks just as if it had rolled out of the Old Testament,” Florence said. 
 
    It might have emerged from the pages of the book of Genesis if the Biblical ark had happened to have been equipped with bright blue and magenta paint, which I very much doubted.  
 
    The brilliantly striped ark rose three stories from the muddy water. There was a large, circular window in the uppermost part, and tiny, square openings beneath. From within the strange boat, I heard a medley of animal sounds—the barking of a dog, the squeal of a pig, the squawking of a saucy parrot who kept calling: “Noah! Oh, Noah!” 
 
    Florence gripped my hand. “Let’s not go any nearer,” she said uneasily. “It’s starting to rain, and we ought to make a double dash for home.” 
 
    A few drops of rain splashed into the stream. They made a drumming sound as they dropped on the tin roof of the ark like tiny pellets of metal. 
 
    Evidently the craft also housed hens, and they began to cackle on their roosts. The parrot screeched loudly, “Oh, Noah! Come on Noah!” 
 
    “Where is Noah? I certainly must see him before we leave,” I said. 
 
    As if in answer to my question, there emerged from among the trees a bewildering assortment of animals and fowl—a cow, a goat, a pig, and two fat turkeys. An old man with a long white beard which fell to his chest drove the creatures toward the gangplank of the ark. 
 
    “Get along, Bessie,” he urged the cow, tapping her lightly with his crooked stick. “The Lord maketh the rain to fall for forty days and forty nights, but you shall be saved. Into the Ark.” 
 
    “Oh, Florence, we can’t go now,” I whispered to Flo. “That must be Noah. And isn’t he a darling?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Unaware that he was being observed, Noah again rapped the cow on her flanks. 
 
    “Get along, Bessie,” he urged. “The Heavens will open any minute now, and all the creatures of the earth shall perish. But this calamity shall not befall you, Bessie. You are one of God’s chosen.” 
 
    None too willing to be saved from impending doom, Bessie bellowed a loud protest as she was driven into the overcrowded ark. The goat and the squealing pig followed. The turkeys made more trouble, gobbling excitedly as the old man shooed them into the confines of the three-storied boat. 
 
    His task accomplished, Noah wiped his perspiring brow with a big red handkerchief. He stood for a moment, gazing anxiously up at the boiling storm clouds. 
 
    “This is it—the second great flood,” he said. I wasn’t sure if he was speaking to himself or addressing the parrot, who had finally fallen silent. “For the Lord sayeth, ‘I will cause it to rain forty days and forty nights and every living substance that I have made will I destroy from off the face of the earth.’” 
 
    Noah made a striking figure as he stood gazing up at the sky. In his prime, the old man evidently had been a stalwart physical specimen, and advancing years had done little to enfeeble him. His face was that of a Prophet of Old, but a childlike simplicity shone from his brilliant blue eyes. He still hadn’t noticed us, or at least he wasn’t letting on he had. 
 
    “Let’s speak to him,” I said and pulled Flo along toward the ark. 
 
    Noah turned quickly around at the sound of our steps on his gangplank. After the first moment of surprise, he smiled, leaned on his crooked stick and said: 
 
    “Why have you come, my daughters?” 
 
    “Well, we were curious to see this fine ark,” I said. “We picked up one of your floating blue bottles with a message in it.” 
 
    “Blessed are they that heed the warnings of the Lord. I, his servant, have prepared a place of refuge for all who come.” 
 
    By this time rain was falling steadily, and Florence’s attempts to keep her head dry by sheltering under her cardigan were a dismal failure. 
 
    “Jane, for Pete’s sake—” she protested. 
 
    “Follow me, my daughters,” Noah said, motioning us up the gangplank into the ark. “Inside you will find food and shelter.” 
 
    “We could use a little shelter,” I said. “How about it, Flo? Shall we go inside and meet the animals?” 
 
    Florence looked far from convinced of the old man’s sanity. I wasn’t awfully convinced that he wasn’t a few crumbs short of a pound cake, but I was certain he was harmless. 
 
    “Come, my daughters,” Noah urged us. “Have no fear. The Lord sayeth, ‘Noah, with thee will I establish my covenant, and thou shalt enter into the ark.’” 
 
    “We’ll drown if we stay outside,” I said, following the old man. “Come on, Flo.” 
 
    Noah stooped to pick up a bedraggled kitten from underfoot and ushered us inside. 
 
    “It’s a very nice boat,” I said, dodging under the shelter of the roof. Florence huddled close beside me, her nails digging into my arm. I anticipated getting an earful from her later about my propensity for involving her with characters whose manifest destiny was likely an insane asylum. 
 
    “A sturdy ark,” Noah said proudly. “Many, many months did I labor building it. The Lord said, ‘make thee an ark of gopher wood.’ But of gopher wood there was none to be had. Then the Lord came to me in a dream and said, ‘Noah, use anything you can find.’ So I gathered timbers from the beaches, and I wrecked an abandoned cottage I found in the woods. I felled trees. And I pitched the seams within and without as the Lord bade me.” 
 
    “What animals do you keep inside?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, mostly creatures that aren’t too exacting in their needs,” said Noah, perching the wet kitten on his shoulder. “The Lord sayeth two of every kind, male and female. But it wasn’t practical. Some of the animals were too big to keep aboard the ark.” 
 
    A disturbance from within the boat interrupted the old man’s explanation. “Excuse me, daughters, I’ve got to fasten Bessie in her stall. If I keep her waitin’, she’s apt to kick the ark to pieces.” 
 
    Noah disappeared into the lower story of the boat. Through the open door, I saw row upon row of stalls and cages. There was a sty for the pigs, a pen for the goat, a little kennel for the dog, low roosts for the fowls. The walls of the room had been whitewashed, and the floor was clean. 
 
    “What a life Noah must lead,” Florence whispered in my ear. She’d stopped digging her nails into my skin, but she kept a firm grip on my arm. “It must be worse than being a zookeeper.” 
 
    The old fellow reappeared and invited us up a little flight of stairs to the second floor of the ark. 
 
    “This is my bird room,” he said, opening a door. 
 
    “Hello, Noah!” croaked the brilliantly colored parrot, fluttering on her perch. “You old rascal! Polly wants a slug o’ rum!” 
 
    “I am humble and ashamed,” Noah apologized. “But the bird means no evil. I bought her of a sailor, who, I fear, had wandered from the ways of righteousness.” 
 
    The old man gave the parrot a drink—of water, I assumed, not rum—then directed our attention to a cage containing a pair of doves. 
 
    “When the floodwaters recede, I shall send these birds forth from a window of the ark,” he explained. “If they return with a branch of a bush or any green thing, then I shall know that the Lord no longer intends to send the rain upon the earth.” 
 
    “How long do you imagine it will rain?” Florence asked absently, as she stared out the little round window. 
 
    “Forty days and forty nights,” answered Noah. He began to feed the chirping birds a little seed out of a cloth bag. “While your stay here may be somewhat confining, you will find my ark sturdy and snug.” 
 
    “Our stay here?” Florence echoed, and dug her nails into my arm again. 
 
    I gave her a little pinch to try and get her to loosen her grip and said to Noah, “We appreciate your hospitality and will be happy to remain until the rain slackens. But where are your living quarters?” 
 
    “On the third floor. First, before I conduct you there, I will throw out a few bottles. Although the fatal hour is near at hand, a number of persons may yet read my message and seek refuge in time to be saved.” 
 
    Noah moved to the porthole. He opened it and tossed a half dozen corked bottles which he selected from a basket beneath the window into the muddy water below. 
 
    “Now,” he announced, turning again to us, “follow me, and I will show you my humble quarters.” 
 
    The third floor of the ark proved rather a pleasant surprise. Noah had fitted it out with compartments, a tiny kitchen, living quarters, and a bedroom. The main room had a rug on the floor; there were several homemade chairs and a radio. Evidently the master of the ark was musically inclined. An accordion, a banjo, and a mouth organ sat on one of the shelves. 
 
    “Sit down and make yourselves comfortable, daughters.” Noah waved us toward chairs. “I’ll stir up a bite to eat.” 
 
    He went into the tiny kitchen and poked about among the shelves; then he opened one of the portholes to test his fishing lines. Finding one taut, he pulled in a large catfish which he immediately began to dress. 
 
    “He intends to cook that for us,” Florence whispered. “I’ll not even taste it. Can’t we go now? You’ve seen all there is to see.” 
 
    I went to the window. The sky had grown much lighter, and the rain had slackened considerably. 
 
    “The storm is almost over,” I said. “Let’s step outside and see how things look.” 
 
    Noah, occupied with his culinary endeavors, did not even glance up as we quietly slipped away. As we descended the steps to the main deck, we huddled close against the wall to keep dry. Rain still fell, but even as we watched it grew lighter. 
 
    “Let’s say goodbye to Noah and streak for home,” Florence suggested when we had reached the creek bank. ”On second thought, let’s not say goodbye to Noah. What if he tries to keep us here?” 
 
    Before I could reply, a stranger emerged from among the bushes along the shore. He wore a raincoat and a broad-brimmed hat which dripped water. A bright badge gleamed on his chest. 
 
    “I’m Sheriff Anderson,” he announced, coming close to the ark. “Is Dan Grebe aboard?” 
 
    “Do you mean Noah?” 
 
    “Most folks call him that. The old man has lost his buttons. He’s harmless except that he’s been maintaining a public nuisance here with his ark.” 
 
    As the sheriff attempted to come aboard, Noah himself stepped out on deck. 
 
    “So here you be again!” Noah shouted angrily, grasping the narrow railing of the gangplank. “Didn’t I warn you not to trespass on the property of the Lord?” 
 
    “Noah, we’ve been patient with you,” the sheriff replied wearily. “The last time I was here, you promised to clean up this dump and move your ark downstream. Now you’re going to have to go with me to talk to the judge.” 
 
    “Stand back! Stand back!” Noah shouted as the officer advanced up the gangplank. “Beware, or I’ll call the wrath of the Lord down on your head.” 
 
    The sheriff laughed and kept advancing up the gangplank. With surprising strength and agility, Noah jerked the gangplank loose from the ark and hurled it into the water. Sheriff Anderson made a desperate lunge for an overhanging tree branch. Failing to seize it, he fell with a loud splash into the muddy water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Noah slapped his thigh and cackled with glee as he watched Sheriff Anderson splash about in the muddy water. 
 
    “That’ll teach you, you meddlin’ son of Beelzebub. Next time maybe you will know enough to mind your own business and leave my ark alone.” 
 
    I picked up a tree branch to help the sheriff from the water, but he did not need my assistance. Clinging to the floating gangplank, the officer of the law awkwardly propelled himself to shore. As he tried to climb up the steep bank, his boots slipped, and he fell flat on his face in the mud. Noah went off into another fit of laughter which fairly shook the ark at its mooring. 
 
    “Laugh all you want, you old coot,” the sheriff muttered, picking himself up and futilely brushing at his sopping, muddy uniform. “I’ve been mighty patient with you,” he told Noah, “but there’s a limit. Tomorrow I’m coming back here with a detail of deputies. I’ll run you and your ark out o’ here if it’s the last thing I do.” 
 
    “Be off with you!” Noah shouted as if backed up by a host of the angels of the Almighty. “Before my patience is gone!” 
 
    “I’m going,” said the Sheriff, before he turned on his sodden heel and squelched off into the woods. “But I’ll be back. And if this ark isn’t cleaned upor out o’ here, we’ll put you away.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you antagonized the wrong man that time, Noah,” I said as the squelching footsteps died away. “What will you do when he comes back?” 
 
    “That time will never come.” Noah appeared completely unperturbed. “Before the Lord will allow the ark to be taken from me, he will smite mine enemies with lightning from the Heavens.” 
 
    The rain had entirely ceased, and a ray of sunshine straggled through the ragged clouds. 
 
    “Well, guess this isn’t to be the Great Flood after all,” I said. “We’re most grateful for the shelter of your ark, Noah. Now if we can just reach shore, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Aren’t you staying for dinner? I’m fryin’ up a nice catfish.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t remain today,” I answered.  
 
    “Another time, perhaps,” said Flo. 
 
    “Farewell, my daughters. You and your friends always will be welcome to take refuge in my ark. The Great Flood is coming soon, but you are among the chosen.” 
 
    We followed the twisting stream of Bug Run back to the main river channel. Water was rising rapidly along the banks, and at many places, bushes and tree branches dipped low in the swirling eddies. 
 
    “You know, if these spring rains keep up, Noah may get his big flood after all,” I told Flo. “Poor old fella. He certainly sealed the fate of his ark when he pushed Sheriff Anderson into Bug Run.” 
 
    Turning homeward toward Seventh Street bridge, we approached the river bank where police had searched for the escaped saboteur. I was curious to see the area again by daylight and detoured slightly in order to pass it. 
 
    “At the rate the river rises, the shore here will be under by tomorrow,” I said as Florence and I surveyed the trampled ground. 
 
    “I suppose police learned everything they could last night.” 
 
    “Yes, they went over the area rather thoroughly. I know they took photographs and made measurements of the saboteur’s footprints. Lucky they did, because the water has washed them all away.” 
 
    “You still can see where the automobile was parked.” Florence pointed to tire tracks in the soft earth. “Were any real clues found, Jane?” 
 
    “Jack told me police picked up a handkerchief bearing the initial ‘H.’”  
 
    “That could stand for Halvorson.” 
 
    “Likewise Harris or Harvill or Hamilton. I’ll admit that it doesn’t look too bright for Anne’s husband.” 
 
    Before we had gone another dozen feet toward the bridge, I noticed an object lying half-buried in the mud. I picked it up gingerly. It was a man’s leather billfold. 
 
    “Anything inside?” Florence asked. 
 
    I opened the flap and looked inside. To my disappointment, it held nothing save a few crumpled bills and one small card upon which had been scribbled a few words. 
 
    “‘The Green Parrot—’” I read aloud. “‘Tuesday at 9:15.’ Now, what does that mean?” 
 
    “It probably doesn’t mean much of anything.” Florence was digging at the mud which had collected in the soles of her boots with the sharp end of a stick. “It’s probably an appointment card.” 
 
    “You don’t suppose this billfold was dropped by the saboteur? It’s very near the place where he crawled out of the river.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t the police have picked it up if they had considered it of any importance?” 
 
    “I doubt they ever saw it, Flo. The wallet was half buried in mud. I’d never have seen it myself if I hadn’t almost stepped on it.” 
 
    “Why not turn it over to the police?” 
 
    “Guess I will.” I replaced the card in the billfold. “Do you have a clean handkerchief, Flo?” 
 
    Florence handed over a clean, white, freshly-pressed handkerchief, but immediately thought better of it when I took it and wrapped the muddy billfold inside. I ignored Flo’s grimace. “Did you ever hear of the Green Parrot, Jane?” 
 
    “I think the Green Parrot is a café or a nightclub with none too good a reputation. I’m sure I’ve heard Dad say it’s rumored to sell bootleg spirits and run gaming tables.” 
 
    Upon arriving home, my first act was to consult the telephone directory. The Green Parrot was not listed. 
 
    “Mrs. Timms, did you ever hear of a place called the Green Parrot?” I asked Mrs. Timms. 
 
    “Isn’t that some restaurant the police closed down a few months ago? I remember seeing an item about it in the paper. Why are you asking about the Green Parrot?” 
 
    I showed Mrs. Timms the billfold and explained where I had found it. 
 
    “Dear me.” Mrs. Timms sighed. “How you can get into so many affairs of this kind is a wonder to me. I’m sure it worries your father. Jack, too.” 
 
    “I know you worry, and possibly Jack does, but Dad can’t afford to worry about me too much. He has too great a conflict of interest to get worried about me sticking my nose in where it doesn’t belong. Ever since I dug up that big story for him about the robbery at Roseacres, he’s been reconciled to my side career of lady detective because it generally ends up with the Greenville Examiner getting a big scoop.” 
 
    “Climbing down wishing wells and chasing down saboteurs are two entirely different matters,” Mrs. Timms pointed out. “Anyone who’d try to blow up a bridge with cars going over it has no respect for human life. I do hope you’ll turn this wallet over to police and forget about suspicious characters.” 
 
    “I’ll concede that whoever is behind the explosion at the Maxwell factory and the dynamiting of the bridge—and I’m inclined to believe they are one and the same—are certainly suspicious characters, but I’m only worried about one suspicious character. It disturbs me to have involved Fred Halvorson in such a mess. I very much doubt that he’s guilty.” 
 
    “And then again, the police probably know exactly what they are about,” Mrs. Timms insisted. “Now, please take that billfold to the authorities, and let them do the worrying.” 
 
    I dutifully carried the wallet to the local police station. Every detective connected with the dynamiting case was out in the field, so I left the wallet with a desk sergeant. As I turned to leave, I said, “Oh, by the way, did you ever hear of a place called the Green Parrot?” 
 
    “Sure,” the sergeant said. “It’s a nightclub. Used to be located on Granger Street, but our boys made it too hot for ’em, so they moved on to another place.” 
 
    “What other place?” 
 
    “Couldn’t tell you. You’ll have to talk to one of the detectives, Jim Adams or Harry  Bradshaw.” 
 
    After I left the police station, I decided to stop by the Examiner to see Jack, but when I arrived, I discovered he was out covering a city council meeting. I stopped by Dad’s office and was informed by his secretary that he, too, was out. I wandered downstairs and stood in front of the big plate glass windows that overlooked the press room. 
 
    I was idly watching a workman who was oiling one of the great rotary presses when I heard Dad’s voice behind me.  
 
    “Oh, here you are.” 
 
    “Hello, Dad. What’s new in the dynamiting case?” 
 
    “Nothing so far as I know. Fred Halvorson’s been released on bail.” 
 
    “Mr. DeWitt put up the money?” 
 
    “Yes, he did. I advised him against it, but DeWitt feels a duty to the boy. Were you looking for me, Jane?” 
 
    “Well, not in particular. I was hoping to see Jack, but they tell me he’s out covering a city council meeting.” 
 
    “Dad do you know anything about a big contract the Maxwell factory might have gotten recently?” 
 
    “I think Maxwell was awarded a contract to manufacture folding shovels for the army.” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Are folding shovels for the army the sort of tool the Stedman factory might also produce?” 
 
    “Possibly,” my father said. “What is this about, Jane?” 
 
    “Anne Halvorson told me that her husband Fred overheard a bitter argument between Morris Stedman and Mr. Morris.” 
 
    “Over the shovel contract?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Fred just overheard something about a big contract and gathered that Mr. Stedman felt that he ought to have gotten the contract rather than Mr. Maxwell.” 
 
    “That’s interesting but probably meaningless,” said my father. “Upstanding members of the community don’t blow up their rival’s place of business over the loss of a business contract. Besides, I doubt Mr. Stedman would be willing to get his hands dirty enough to mess with sticks of dynamite. He’s famous for having a fastidious nature.” 
 
    I told my father goodbye and was turning to leave when he said, “By the way, I arranged a job for that watchman complication of yours, Clarence Sinclair.” 
 
    “You did? Oh, grand. What sort of work is it?” 
 
    “Can’t take time to tell you now. If you want all the details, ask Jack. He took care of the matter for me.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I was eager to learn what had been done to help Clarence Sinclair, so I took an elevator to the newsroom of the Greenville Examiner. Jack’s desk was still deserted, so I paused at the slot of the big circular copy desk to ask Editor DeWitt if the reporter was anywhere in the building. 
 
    “He got back from the city council meeting a few minutes ago, but I just sent him back out again. There’s been an explosive device discovered at the Maxwell Mansion,” Mr. DeWitt replied, glancing up from copy he was correcting. “He ought to be back in half an hour. You know how Jack covers a story.” 
 
    “I certainly do. He races to the scene, makes a rapid survey of the situation, and races back with a column report. When you say, ‘Maxwell Mansion,’ are you talking about the Maxwell family who owns the Maxwell Implement factory?” 
 
    “One and the same.” 
 
    “I must say that it certainly appears that someone with no scruples has it out for the Maxwell family. First someone tries to blow the Maxwell factory to bits and very nearly succeeds, second someone tries—twice—to blow up the only bridge leading to the West Greenville Industrial District where the Maxwell factory is located. And now this. Do you have any idea who might want to destroy the Maxwells?” 
 
    Mr. Dewitt shrugged. He didn’t seem to know any more than I did and appeared completely disinterested in discussing the matter further. 
 
    I hesitated. I very much wished to say something to the editor about his nephew’s involvement with the case, but I was reluctant to bring up the subject. 
 
    “Mr. DeWitt, I’m sorry about Fred Halvorson,” I began awkwardly. “I hope you don’t think that I tried to throw suspicion on him by telling police——” 
 
    “Of course not,” Mr. DeWitt cut in. “It’s just a case of circumstantial evidence. Fred has a good lawyer now. I’m not a bit worried.” 
 
    The expression on DeWitt’s face contradicted his words. Mr. DeWitt had a reputation as a hard yet just man, but now it seemed to me that he was losing his grip. Though he fancied he disguised his feelings, it was plain that Fred Halvorson’s arrest had shaken him. 
 
    “Guess I won’t wait for Jack,” I said, turning away. “Tell him hello for me.” 
 
    I left the newspaper office. I was so down about Mr. DeWitt that I couldn’t bring myself to go straight home and start producing more pages of poor Miss Amhurst’s sad saga of trial and tribulation, so I dropped in at Foster’s Drugstore and perched myself on a counter stool. 
 
    “I’ll take a deluxe dose of Hawaiian Delight with whipped cream,” I told the soda fountain jerk. 
 
    “Sorry, we’re out of pineapple. And whipped cream.” 
 
    “Then make it a double chocolate malted.” 
 
    “We’re also out of chocolate. Sorry.” 
 
    “Then just bring me an empty dish and let me look at it for a while,” I said. 
 
    “How about a nice vanilla sundae with crushed walnuts?” 
 
    “Oh, all right. And don’t spare the walnuts.” 
 
    I had just finished the last spoonful when I glimpsed Jack coming into the drugstore. I waved across the counter to him, but he didn’t see me.  
 
    Instead of coming over, he dodged into a telephone booth. He slammed out again in a moment and sat down at the other end of the counter. 
 
    “Hello, stranger,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, hello, Jane.” 
 
    “Clearly, your fatal fascination for me is starting to fade. I waved at you when you came in, but you looked right through me. 
 
    “Sorry, Jane. Cup o’ Java, and make it strong,” he said to the soda jerk. 
 
    “Sorry, sir, no coffee served without meals,” I informed him. “How about a nice vanilla sundae with crushed walnuts?” 
 
    Jack moved over to sit on the stool next to me. 
 
    “Tell me about this explosive device at the Maxwell Mansion,” I said. 
 
    “There’s not a great deal to tell,” said Jack. “Mr. Maxwell’s chauffer found an improvised bomb in the trunk of Mrs. Maxwell’s car when he went to take it out of the garage for her this morning. Apparently, Mrs. Maxwell is something of a car buff, and likes to drive herself.” 
 
    “A woman of rare taste, I’d say. You think the bomb was meant for Mrs. Maxwell, or might the person who planted it have intended it for Mr. Maxwell instead?” 
 
    “There’s no way of knowing for sure, but Mrs. Maxwell’s car is quite distinctive and unlikely to be mistaken for the Maxwells’ other cars. Mr. Maxwell bought her an open-top coupe last year and had it custom-painted to her specifications.” 
 
    “And the explosive device?”  
 
    “It was a piece of pipe stuffed with bits of shot and what the police assume is old-fashioned gun powder. Fortunately, it didn’t go off.” 
 
    “And the police don’t know who did it?” 
 
    “They think it’s the same person who blew up the factory and ran that boat into the bridge. I expect the police will try to pin it on Fred Halvorson since they seem convinced he’s the one who dynamited the bridge.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” I said. “Fred’s wife told me that he and Mr. Maxwell had words when Maxwell fired Fred over trying to unionize the Maxwell factory, but that hardly seems sufficient motivation to try to both destroy Mr. Maxwell’s business and kill his wife.” 
 
    “I have a feeling someone’s got it in for both the Maxwell family and Fred Halvorson,” Jack said. 
 
    “Who? Why? What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s just a nebulous theory,” said Jack. “If the pieces fit together, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    “What about the story? Aren’t you going to—” 
 
    “Just got through telephoning the story to DeWitt.” 
 
    “You do know the Examiner building is just across the street.” 
 
    “Sure, but that’s a long walk. Besides, I must have known by instinct that my beautiful fiancée was sitting at the bar.” 
 
    “This isn’t a bar, it’s a counter, and you shouldn’t try to flirt, Jack. It doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to sweet-talk you. Oh well, suit yourself. All the other girls I’ve wooed—” 
 
    I kicked him under the counter. He yelped. The soda jerk was trying to keep a straight face and failing miserably.  
 
    “Jack,” I said, trying to ignore the soda jerk, “Dad told me you were able to get Clarence Sinclair a job.” 
 
    “One of sorts. It doesn’t pay much, but it’s soft. Sinclair is hired by the Maxwell Company to guard their barge that’s tied up at Dock 10.” 
 
    “Thanks a lot, Jack, for going to so much trouble. Mr. Sinclair ought to be quite grateful.” 
 
    “Grateful? Hardly. He held out for more pay.” 
 
    “Are the duties difficult?” 
 
    “Difficult? All he has to do is stay aboard the barge and see that no one tries to make off with it.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine anyone trying to steal a coal barge.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s done now and then,” Jack said. “I imagine Mr. Maxwell is doubly nervous now that someone seems bent on ruining his business. I suppose he might be worried that the saboteur will intercept his coal supply.” 
 
    “Without coal to run the furnaces, work at the implement factory would grind to a halt,” I conceded. “How do you think they’d do it?” 
 
    “Wait for a dark or foggy night and then slip up to the barge and cut her loose.” 
 
    “Then the boat would float free and unless it was spotted, it would likely collide with other incoming vessels. I remember that happened once, years ago. An empty coal barge was cut loose. She crashed into an oil tanker and rammed a hole in her. It took months to clean up the mess. I guess Clarence Sinclair really does have an important job.” 
 
    “Important in the sense that he’s got to keep his eyes open. But he’s not required to do any hard work. All he has to do is sit.” 
 
    “Then he should like the job,” I said, sliding down from the stool. “When does he start work?” 
 
    “He took over this morning.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll ankle down to Dock 10 and talk to him.” 
 
    “Better wrap yourself in cellophane first,” Jack advised. “That is if you value your peaches and cream complexion.” 
 
    I wasn’t certain what Jack meant by his crack about wrapping myself in cellophane, but a little later, approaching the coal docks, I understood. Nearby was a railroad yard where cars were being loaded from the many mountains of coal heaped on the ground. With the wind blowing toward the river, the dust-laden air soon blackened my hands and clothing. Mrs. Timms was going to have a fit when she saw me.  
 
    I stood watching a coal car race down from a steep switchback and then wandered along the docks in search of Mr. Sinclair. 
 
    I came to the barge I was searching for but there was no sign of anyone aboard. A long ladder ascended from the dock to the vessel’s deck. I hesitated and then decided to climb up it. When I was midway up, a man, his face blackened with coal, stepped from a shed. 
 
    “Hey, where you think you’re going?” he shouted. 
 
    “I’m looking for Mr. Sinclair.” 
 
    “Sinclair? The new watchman?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s aboard, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He should be. Well, go on up, I guess, but it’s against regulations.” 
 
    I climbed the remaining rungs of the ladder and stepped out on the deck of the barge. My hands were black with coal dust, and I’d have covered my nose and mouth with a clean handkerchief if I’d been in possession of one. 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Sinclair? Are you here?” 
 
    Mr. Sinclair emerged from the tiny deck house. No smile brightened his smudged face as he recognized me. 
 
    “This is a swell job your father got me,” he groused. 
 
    “Why, Mr. Sinclair, you don’t act as if you like it. What seems to be wrong?” 
 
    “The pay’s poor. I’m expected to stay on this rotten old tub twenty-four hours a day with only time off for my meals. It’s so dirty around here that if a fellow’d take a deep breath he’d get a hunk o’ coal stuck in his nose.” 
 
    “It is rather unpleasant,” I admitted. “But then, the wind can’t always blow in this direction.” 
 
    “I want you to ask your father to find me another job,” the watchman went on. “I’d like one on a bridge again.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. After what happened—” 
 
    “And whose fault was that? I helped you and that girlfriend of yours, didn’t I? Well, now it’s your turn to do me a little favor, ’specially since it wasn’t my fault I lost the bridge job.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to my father,” I said, but I was far from pleased with the watchman’s attitude. I did not prolong the interview but quickly climbed down from the barge. 
 
    From the coal yards, I followed the river for a distance until the surroundings became more pleasant. I was still thinking about Clarence Sinclair as I approached the Halvorson boathouse. Anne and a young man were deeply engrossed in examining a large metal object which appeared to be a homemade diving hood. 
 
    For a moment I assumed that Anne’s companion was Eddie Franks. However, as the young man turned slightly, I saw his face. 
 
    It was Fred Halvorson. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Anne Halvorson and her husband glanced up from their work as I approached the dock. Fred was a tall young man of twenty-five, tanned and muscular from weekdays spent as a machinist and weekends spent working on the docks. 
 
    “Anything we can do for you?” Fred Halvorson asked me, his manner impersonal. I could not tell if he harbored resentment toward me. 
 
    “No, I just happened to be over this way and thought I’d stop for a minute. What’s this strange contraption?” I pointed to the metal hood. 
 
    “A diving apparatus Fred made,” Anne explained. “We’re using it to get Eddie Franks’ motor out of the river.” 
 
    “How does it work?” 
 
    “Watch and see. Fred’s going to make the first dive.” 
 
    Though I felt that I was none too welcome at the dock, I nevertheless decided to remain. Fred disappeared into the shed, reappearing a minute later in bathers. He and Anne loaded the diving hood into a boat and rowed to the nearby area which had been marked with a can buoy. 
 
    Fred adjusted the metal helmet over his head and lowered himself into the water. Once her husband was beneath the surface, Anne worked tirelessly at the pump, feeding him air. Soon Eddie Franks drifted by in another boat, watching the salvage operation like a worried mother. 
 
    “Think you’ll get ’er?” he asked Anne. “Doggone if I know how an engine could be so hard to find.” 
 
    Anne did not bother to answer but kept pumping steadily. 
 
    After many minutes, the metal hood appeared on the surface. Fred Halvorson lifted it from his head and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Any luck?” Eddie asked. 
 
    “I’ll have the engine up in a little bit,” Fred said. After hauling himself into the boat, he pulled on a rope tied around his waist. With Anne’s assistance, he gradually hauled the lost motor from its muddy bed. 
 
    “Oh, say, that’s great,” Eddie said. “How can I thank you?” 
 
    “Don’t forget the five dollars,” Anne reminded him. “Fred and I can use it.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Eddie replied, though the light faded from his eyes. “I haven’t got it on me right now. Can you wait a few days?” 
 
    “Waiting is the thing we do best. Better get this mess of junk cleaned and oiled up right away, or it won’t be worth a dime.” 
 
    “I will,” promised Eddie. “Just dump ’er on the dock for me, will you?” 
 
    Anne and Fred delivered the motor to the designated place, and then rowed to their own platform where I waited. From the look of their faces, it was clear to me that they never expected to see that five dollars. 
 
    As she clambered from the boat, Anne noticed one of Noah’s floating bottles which had snagged against the edge of the platform. She fished it from the water. Without bothering to read the message inside, she hurled it irritably to the shore. 
 
    “Anne, you’re in an ugly mood today,” her husband said. 
 
    “I get tired of seeing those bottles. I get tired of doing so much charity work, too. How are we to meet our expenses, pay for a lawyer, and—” 
 
    “Never mind,” Fred interrupted quietly. 
 
    Anne subsided into silence. They moored the boat and Fred, carrying the diving bell with him, went into the shed. 
 
    “Guess you think I’m a regular old crab,” Anne said, turning toward me. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “I’m sure you have plenty to worry you.” 
 
    “I do. Since the papers published the bridge dynamiting story, our business has shrunk to almost nothing. Fred’s case is coming up for trial in about ten days. I don’t know how we’ll pay the lawyer. If his uncle hadn’t put up bail, my husband still would be in jail.” 
 
    “Fred will be cleared, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I wish I could think so. He’s innocent, but to prove it is another matter.” 
 
    “Can’t your husband provide an alibi? Where was he at the time of the dynamiting?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Anne admitted. “Fred’s peculiar. I tried to talk things over with him, but he says it’s a disagreeable subject. He still hasn’t told me where he was Friday night.” 
 
    “Don’t take things so seriously, Anne,” Fred said in an even voice as he came up behind us. 
 
    “I can’t stand this anymore!” Anne ran into the shed and closed the door, but not before I heard her let out a sob. 
 
    Fred busied himself cleaning the clod of dirt from the rowboat. “Don’t mind Anne,” he said. “She’s always inclined to be high strung.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about everything,” I said. “Mr. DeWitt believes you will be cleared.” 
 
    Fred straightened, his eyes fixed on the far shore. “Wish I felt the same way. Unless the real saboteur is caught, the police intend to tag me with the job.” 
 
    “They can’t convict you without evidence,” I told Fred. “Anne mentioned something about there being bad blood between Mr. Maxwell and Morris Stedman. She said you overheard a bitter argument between them.” 
 
    For a few seconds I was sure Fred was going to clam up, but instead, he said, “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors about Mr. Maxwell’s first wife.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that the first Mrs. Maxwell was Stedman’s sister and that Stedman blames Maxwell for his sister’s death.” 
 
    “That’s how the hatred started between them,” Fred said, “and it’s inclined Stedman to view every action that Maxwell takes as a calculated attack against him.” 
 
    “Are you referring to the shovel contract?” 
 
    Fred looked surprised that I knew about the shovel contract, so I said, “My father remembered that they ran a brief item in the Greenville Examiner on Maxwell being awarded a contract by the army to supply them with folding shovels.” 
 
    “Then you probably know as much about the matter as I do,” said Fred. “All I know is that Stedman feels Maxwell obtained the contract by fraud and that it ought to have been awarded to the Stedman factory instead.” 
 
    “Do you think Maxwell resorted to fraud in getting the contract?” I asked Fred. 
 
    “Mr. Maxwell has an unpleasant personality. He appears devoid of feeling and refuses to compromise, even when it would be in his own best interest to do so.” 
 
    I wondered if Fred was describing himself or Mr. Maxwell. Perhaps the two men had gotten along like a couple of feral cats in a burlap bag because they were so much alike. 
 
    “Are you basing your observations on your experiences with Mr. Maxwell while you were trying to unionize the factory?” 
 
    “Partially, but I worked at the Maxwell Implements Factory for almost three years before I got involved with the union.” 
 
    “What did you think of Maxwell before you fell out with him over unionizing?” 
 
    “Maxwell seems to have no friends and keeps to himself, but as far as I know, he’s an honest man. He certainly doesn’t strike me as someone so cruel as to drive his first wife to suicide and then marry another in a matter of weeks, if that’s what you are asking.” 
 
    It hadn’t been what I was asking, but I was interested in his opinion, nonetheless. 
 
    “Oh, by the way,” I said as I turned to go, “did you lose a leather wallet recently?” 
 
    Fred hesitated before he answered: “What made you ask me that?” 
 
    “I found an old one along the river. No identification in it. Just a couple of dollars and a card which said: ‘The Green Parrot. Tuesday at 9:15.’” 
 
    “The Green Parrot?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of the place?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve heard of it, but that’s all. I never was there. Sorry, I can’t claim the wallet.” 
 
    As if uneasy lest he be questioned further, Fred picked up a coil of rope and walked away.  
 
    The following two days passed without event. There were no developments regarding the bridge dynamiting case, and the story was relegated to an inside page of the Greenville Examiner. However, recalling my promise to Clarence Sinclair, I did speak to my father about finding him a new job. 
 
    “What does that old fellow expect?” my father said. “Jack tells me he’s a ne’er-do-well. Why doesn’t he like his job as watchman on the coal barge?” 
 
    “He feels it’s too dirty.” 
 
    “Clarence Sinclair is lucky to get any job in this town. Jack had a hard time inducing anyone to take him on. Along the waterfront, he has a reputation for shiftlessness.” 
 
    “In that case, just forget it, Dad. I don’t like the man too well myself.” 
 
    I soon forgot about Clarence Sinclair, but I often caught myself wondering what had happened to Noah and his ark. Since Florence and I had visited the place, it had rained every day. The water was slowly rising in the river, and there was talk that a serious flood might result. 
 
    On Tuesday night, as Flo and I paid our weekly visit to the Pink Lotus Theater, it was still raining. The gutters were deep with water. To cross the street, it was necessary to walk stiffly on our heels. 
 
    “We’ve had enough H2O for one week,” I said as I tugged at my splashed stockings. “Well, for crying out loud!” 
 
    A green taxicab, turning in the street to pick up a fare, shot a fountain of muddy water from its spinning wheels. I was standing too close to the curb and ended up drenched from head to toe. 
 
    The taxi drew up in front of the Pink Lotus. A well-dressed man in a brown overcoat and felt hat who waited at the curb opened the cab door. 
 
    “To the Green Parrot,” he ordered the driver. 
 
    “Where’s that, sir?” 
 
    The passenger mumbled an address I could not distinguish. He then slammed shut the cab door, and the vehicle drove away. 
 
    “Flo, did you hear what I heard?” I asked Flo. 
 
    “I certainly did.” 
 
    I glanced around. Another taxicab idled across the street. I hailed it. 
 
    “Come on, Flo.” 
 
    Florence held back. “What do you intend to do?” 
 
    “We’re going to follow that taxi,” I splashed through the flooded gutter toward the waiting cab. “This is a real break for us. With a little luck, we’ll learn the location of the Green Parrot.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Keep that green taxi in sight,” I told the cab driver as Florence and I leaped into the rear seat. 
 
    I sat on the edge of my seat, keeping an eagle eye on the green cab ahead. It wove in and out of downtown traffic, but it cruised at a slow speed and so was not hard to follow. 
 
    Florence pointed to the running tape of the taxi meter. “Do you see that ticker?” she whispered. “I hope you’re well-fortified with spare change.” 
 
    “I haven’t much money with me. Let’s trust that the Green Parrot is somewhere close.” 
 
    “More than likely it’s miles out in the country.” 
 
    The green cab turned down a narrow, little-traveled street not many blocks from the waterfront. As the driver halted at the curb, he glanced over his shoulder at me for instructions. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” I told him. “Drive on past and pull up around the corner.” 
 
    The taxi man did as I requested, then presented a bill for eighty cents. It took all the change I had, plus a quarter from Flo, to satisfy the driver. 
 
    “That leaves me with just thirty-eight cents,” Florence said. How are we to get home?” 
 
    “We’re not far from a bus line. Come on; we’re wasting valuable time.” 
 
    “Those two words, ‘Come on,’ have involved me in more trouble than all the rest of the English language.” Florence glanced around nervously. “What are we to do now we’re here?” 
 
    I did not answer. The green cab and its passenger had disappeared, and I thought our pursuit had been for nothing, but then I noticed a small creaking sign with a green parrot on it which swung above a basement entrance. If I hadn’t been looking for it, I would have missed it altogether. 
 
    “That’s the place, Flo.” 
 
    “We’ve learned the address, now let’s go home.” 
 
    “Wonder what it’s like inside?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare start that old curiosity of yours to percolating,” Florence protested. “When you’re the daughter of a member of the clergy, you can’t be seen hanging around the entrances of speakeasies, and I’ll not even consider going inside.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. I wouldn’t dream of asking you to do any such thing. Now, what is the current time?”  
 
    “About eight-thirty or perhaps a little later. I forgot to put on my wristwatch this morning. Why?” 
 
    “Do you remember that card we found in the leather billfold? The notation read, ‘The Green Parrot, Tuesday at 9:15.’” 
 
    “So it did, but the appointment may have been for nine-fifteen in the morning.” 
 
    “Possibly, or possibly it was 9:15 PM. We’ve had wonderful luck finding this place at just this hour. The man we followed here may be the one who lost the wallet.” 
 
    “All of which makes him a saboteur, I suppose?” 
 
    “Not necessarily, but don’t you think we ought to try and find out his identity?” 
 
    “I knew you’d try to get me into that place. Well, I have more sense than to do it. Never mind my reputation. It might not even be safe.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t think of venturing in unescorted. I’ll call Jack and ask him to come here right away.” 
 
    “Well, that might not be such a bad idea. I’ll stay here with you until Jack arrives, but where can we find a phone?” 
 
    We walked on a few doors until we came to a corner drugstore with a telephone booth inside. I borrowed a nickel from Flo to call the press room at the Examiner. I thought Jack might still be there, and my suspicions were correct. 
 
    Jack copied down the address I gave him and told me he’d be there in two ticks. Three, if the traffic was bad. 
 
    “Flo and I will be outside the corner drugstore,” I told him. “You’ll know us by the way we pace back and forth.” 
 
    After ten minutes of pacing my dress was almost dry, although my teeth had begun to chatter. A cab pulled up at the curb, and Jack got out of it. He took one look at me and removed his coat and placed it around my shoulders. 
 
    “Where is this Parrot place?” he asked. 
 
    I pointed down the street. 
 
    “If it really is a speakeasy,” said Jack, “it might not be so easy to get inside. These places have secret knocks and codewords and entrances guarded by men with enormous necks and names like Anton and Sven.” 
 
    I said it all sounded rather exciting, but when I looked over at Florence, she looked more like a ghost than a sturdy woman capable of keeping the noise level in the Greenville City Library’s Tiny Tots Reading Room down to a dull roar solely by the force of her personality. I suspected Florence could probably take down any man in her weight class should any of her tiny tots’ fathers prove troublesome, but now she was looking positively pale with fear at the very notion of getting caught in the vicinity of any establishment involved in the sale of giggle water. 
 
    “I’m going home,” Flo insisted. 
 
    “And miss out on this wonderful adventure,” I said as I grabbed Flo by the elbow and dragged her along. “I will personally guarantee that there are no members of the Ladies’ Aid Society nor any of your mother’s cronies from the Daughters of the American Revolution looking on and taking notes.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” said Flo. 
 
    “If you get into any trouble,” I said, “I’ll—” 
 
    “You’ll what?” 
 
    “I’ll join old Noah on his ark until the Great Deluge descends on the earth. Cross my heart and hope to die.” 
 
    Florence was unmoved. “I wish you wouldn’t make jokes about dying,” she said. “And since when did you know about crossing yourself? Didn’t Mrs. Timms raise you up to be a good Presbyterian?”  
 
    “She tried, bless her heart.” 
 
    “We probably won’t get inside, even if we try,” Jack said diplomatically, “but Jane’s right. There’s no one hanging around this neighborhood who’s going to run in the same circles as your mother, Flo.”  
 
    “We’ll alter our strategy as circumstances dictate.” I tried to sound confident, but even I was nervous.  
 
    “What is your first move?” 
 
    We stood in front of the basement entrance. I could hear music playing inside, but the only window facing the street had been blacked over. 
 
    “This one,” I said as I boldly rapped on the door, Jack and Flo hovering a few steps behind me. I knocked three times in quick succession and followed quickly with another series of three knocks. 
 
    Three knocks plus three more had been the secret code used by the worthy hero of my serialized melodrama “Evangeline: The Horse Thief’s Unwilling Fiancée” to gain entrance to the villain’s lair.  
 
    I doubt I got the secret knock for the Green Parrot quite right, but it must have been close enough to satisfy the man who guarded the entrance because a little window in the heavy door slid open and an eye overshadowed by an enormous bushy brow peered out at us.  
 
    The eye seemed to be waiting for something more, so I said, “Polly wants a cracker.” 
 
    The door swung open, and we were admitted by a mountain of a man dressed entirely in black.  
 
    We stepped into a carpeted, luxuriously furnished foyer. Laughter and music floated out from the larger room beyond. 
 
    A tall, muscular headwaiter with a youthful stride which did not match his lined face appeared in the archway to the left. He was dressed in a tuxedo, had a noticeable scar across one cheek and spoke in a French accent that I suspected was fake.  
 
    The headwaiter scrutinized us in a manner that clearly indicated we should all have taken considerably more care in dressing. He seemed especially disturbed by the mud stains on my dress and the condition of my shoes, which were run down at the heel. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off them. I wished that I’d taken up Flo’s offer of the loan of her lipstick while we’d waited on the sidewalk outside of the drugstore for Jack. 
 
    “A party of three, sir?” the headwaiter asked. 
 
    We followed him into a dimly lighted dining room with more tables than customers. A four-piece orchestra provided rather dreary music for dancing. Jack reluctantly allowed a checkroom girl to capture his hat. 
 
    The headwaiter turned us over to another waiter. 
 
    “Table thirteen,” he instructed. 
 
    “Table thirteen,” complained Jack. “Can’t you give us something besides that?” 
 
    “Monsieur is superstitious?”  
 
    “Not superstitious, just cautious.” 
 
    “As you wish, Monsieur. Table two.” 
 
    Table two was at the far end of the room, next to the kitchen door and somewhat apart from the other diners. A large potted palm partially obstructed our view. 
 
    “I think no matter what table number we’d asked for,” Jack muttered after the waiter had gone, “this is still the one we’d have ended up with. Have you ever felt more like something that cat had just dragged in?” 
 
    “Well,” said Flo, looking around the room, “at least this place didn’t turn out to be a speakeasy.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure of that?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No one is drinking anything but tea,” Flo pointed out. 
 
    “Order a pot of tea,” I told Flo. “I dare you to try and make it through the whole thing without getting spifflicated.” 
 
    “Oh!”  
 
    I was about to say something reassuring to Flo about how the daughters of upstanding ministers of the gospel weren’t supposed to know how speakeasies worked when I spotted him. 
 
    “That short, dark-haired man over by the door—the one sitting alone,” I whispered to Jack. “Florence and I followed him here.” 
 
    “The one that’s wrestling with the lobster?” 
 
    “Yes, don’t stare at him, Jack. He’s watching us.” 
 
    Our waiter arrived with glasses of water and menu cards. Scarcely an item was priced at less than seventy-five cents, and even a modest meal would cost a large sum. I wondered what exactly came inside the three-dollar pot of oolong, but I was too chicken to find out.  
 
    “I’m not very hungry,” Florence said helpfully. “I’ll take the soup-du-jour.” 
 
    “So will I,” I said. 
 
    “Three soups,” ordered Jack breezily, “with plenty of crackers.” 
 
    The waiter gave him a long glance. “And your drink, sir?” 
 
    “Water,” said Jack. “Pure, cool, refreshing water, preferably with a small piece of ice.” 
 
    “No tea for the party, sir?” the waiter asked. “Perhaps a nice pot of Orange Pekoe? We got a new shipment this morning.” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “I’ve sworn off tea.” 
 
    “And for the ladies?” the waiter persisted. “Perhaps a pot of Earl Gray?” 
 
    “No, nothing. Just the soup, thank you,” I said. 
 
    This clearly displeased the waiter, but he went off to the kitchen to put in our order. I hoped he wouldn’t spit in the soup. 
 
    I noticed that the headwaiter kept an alert eye upon the entire room, but he seemed particularly fascinated by our table. 
 
    Our waiter returned shortly with three bowls of soup. We ate as slowly as we could, but it was clear we should have ordered more than little bowls of French onion.  
 
    “What time is it, Jack?” I asked. 
 
    “Ten after nine,” he answered, looking at his watch. 
 
    I craned my neck to see around the palm tree, keeping watch on the entrance to the dining room.  
 
    At 9:15 a young man entered and was greeted by the headwaiter.  
 
    “That’s Fred Halvorson,” I hissed. 
 
    “And exactly on the dot of 9:15,” added Florence. “He must be the person who lost that wallet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Fred Halvorson walked directly to a table at the other side of the dining room. He spoke to the stranger who had arrived in the green taxi. 
 
    “The plot thickens,” said Jack. “Obviously our friend and Fred Halvorson had an appointment together.” 
 
    “This is certainly a shock to me,” I said. “I’d made up my mind that Fred had nothing whatsoever to do with the dynamiting. Now I don’t know what to think.” 
 
    “He must be the saboteur,” Florence said. “We picked up the billfold along the river, and it undoubtedly was his.” 
 
    “He categorically denied it,” I said. “However, when I spoke of the Green Parrot, I noticed that he seemed to recognize the name. Oh, dear.” 
 
    “Now don’t take it so hard,” Jack told me. “The best thing to do is to report what we’ve seen to the police and let them draw their own conclusions.” 
 
    “I suppose so, but I had hoped to help Anne and her husband.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to protect a saboteur?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said, but I was still unwilling to accept that Fred Halvorson was capable of blowing up a bridge or planting a bomb in the car of an unsuspecting female no matter how much he hated his former employer. 
 
    Our waiter was at Jack’s elbow, presenting the bill.  
 
    “Howling cats,” Jack muttered after the waiter had discreetly withdrawn. “Will you look at this?” 
 
    “How much can it be?” I asked. “We only had three little bowls of soup and ice water.” 
 
    “Two dollars cover charge. Three bowls of soup, one dollar and a half. Tip, fifty cents. Grand total, four dollars, plus sales tax.” 
 
    “That’s highway robbery,” I said. “I wouldn’t pay it, Jack.” 
 
    “I can’t pay it,” he admitted, “Not unless you two are carrying that kind of cash. I only have three dollars in my pocket. Not to mention I’ll have to buy my hat back from the checkroom girl.” 
 
    “Florence and I have hardly any money either,” I told him. “Thirty-eight cents to be exact.” 
 
    “Thirty-three,” Flo corrected me. “Remember the nickel we spent calling Jack from the phone in the drug store.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” said Jack. “You girls stay here and hold down the chairs. That should keep Sven or Anton or whoever that behemoth is out front at bay. I’ll go down to the drugstore and telephone Shep. He’s still at the office. I’ll have him bring me some cash.” 
 
    Left to ourselves, Flo and I tried to act as if nothing was wrong, but I was very conscious of our waiter’s scrutiny. Every time the man entered the dining room with a tray of food or a fresh teapot, he glanced suggestively at the unpaid bill. 
 
    “I’d feel more comfortable under the table,” I said. “Jack has been gone for ages. At least a half an hour.” 
 
    “Perhaps he can’t find a telephone.” 
 
    “He knew there was one at the drugstore.” 
 
    “Maybe Shep has gone home already, and Jack couldn’t reach him.” 
 
    “If he couldn’t get a hold of Shep, Jack would have asked one of the other boys from the pressroom to bring him some money. They can’t all be gone for the evening.” 
 
    “Something is keeping Jack. We’re becoming conspicuous,” Flo said. “If this carries on much longer, I think I shall be overcome with a sudden urge to use the powder room.” 
 
    Flo and I made a show of examining the contents of our purses and sipped our water as slowly as possible until the tumblers were empty. Twenty more minutes passed, and still Jack did not return. 
 
    After a while, Fred Halvorson’s companion left the dining room. Fred waited until the older man had vanished, and then called for his check. If the bill was unusually large, he did not appear to notice, for he paid it without protest and likewise left the dining room. 
 
    “Florence, I don’t want to stay here any longer. I can’t understand what’s keeping Jack.” 
 
    “Why not act like we’re going out to visit the powder room? We can go out through the foyer and see if he’s there.” 
 
    “A good idea if we can get away with it,” I said. “I suspect, though, that if we so much as move a foot away from this table, the waiter will pursue us with the bill.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we just explain?” 
 
    “We can try, but I don’t like to think what happens to patrons who don’t cough up payment in a place like this.” 
 
    Florence was looking pale again. 
 
    “Anyway, it will certainly be interesting to see what will happen,” I said, trying to make a joke and missing by a mile.  
 
    Before leaving the table, I scribbled a hasty note which I left for Jack at his place, just in case he returned. It merely said that we would wait for him in the foyer.  
 
    I chose a moment when both our waiter and the headwaiter’s attention was occupied elsewhere before making a beeline for the foyer. 
 
    “That wasn’t half as hard as I thought it would be,” I said, once we were standing in the entranceway.  
 
    “I don’t see Jack,” Flo pointed out. 
 
    The foyer was deserted. Not even the bouncer in black was guarding the entrance door. I pointed to a stairway which I assumed led to a sub-basement.  
 
    “Maybe Jack didn’t go to the drugstore to telephone,” I suggested. “Perhaps there’s a lounge downstairs with telephones.” 
 
    We started down the stairs, but after the first landing, we descended into semi-darkness. We were clearly in a part of the building not intended for the general clientele. 
 
    “I’m certain we’re not supposed to be down here,” Florence murmured, holding back. 
 
    “If anyone questions us, just insist you were searching for the powder room.” 
 
    “But there are clearly marked signs in the foyer pointing the way to—” 
 
    “Wait!” I hissed at Flo, grabbing her arm and pulling us both against the wall. 
 
    At the far end of the dingy hall, I had glimpsed a moving figure. For just a second, I thought that the young man might be Jack. Then I saw that it was Fred Halvorson. 
 
    Fred Halvorson paused at the end of the hall and knocked four times on a closed door. A circular peephole shot open and a voice muttered: “Who is it?” 
 
    Fred was admitted, and then the hallway became silent again. 
 
    When someone touched me on the shoulder from behind, I nearly jumped out of my skin. I whirled around to face the headwaiter. 
 
    “So sorry, Mademoiselle, to have frightened you,” he said. “You have taken the wrong stairway.” 
 
    “Why, yes,” I said. “We were looking for the powder room.” 
 
    “This way, please. You will find the ladies’ lounge just off the foyer. Please follow me.” 
 
    We had no choice but to trail the headwaiter back up the stairs. 
 
    “We were waiting for our friend,” Florence said as we reached the foyer. 
 
    “The man who escorted you here?” the headwaiter asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “He went to telephone, and we haven’t seen him since.” 
 
    “That man left here some minutes ago.” 
 
    “He left?” I said. “But the bill wasn’t paid.” 
 
    “Oh, I assure, it was,” said the headwaiter, as if were unthinkable that anyone should be allowed to leave the premises with bill unpaid and all his digits intact. “The gentleman settled the bill before he left.” 
 
    “You’re sure he left the—” I cast about for what to call the establishment and settled on, “—café?” 
 
    “Yes, Madame.” 
 
    “And didn’t he leave any message for us?” 
 
    “I regret that he did not,” the headwaiter replied. “As ladies without escorts are not permitted at the Green Parrot, I suggest that you leave at once.” 
 
    The headwaiter conducted us to the exit, bowing as he closed the door in our faces. Sven had still not returned to his post. 
 
    Rather bewildered, Flo and I huddled together on the stone steps. Rain had started to fall once more, and the air was unpleasantly chilly. 
 
    “If you ask me,” said Flo, “it was a shabby trick for Jack to go off and leave us. Especially when he knew we didn’t have the price of a taxi.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that Jack did desert us.” 
 
    “But he disappeared, and the headwaiter told us that he left.” 
 
    “Something happened to Jack when he went to telephone—that’s certain,” I said. 
 
    “Then you believe he was forcibly ejected?” 
 
    “No one could have tossed Jack out of the Green Parrot without a little opposition.” 
 
    “Jack’s quite a scrapper when he’s hotted-up, but we didn’t hear any altercation. What do you think became of him?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I’m worried,” I confessed. “The thing for us to do is to get home and tell Dad everything. Jack may be in serious trouble.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Flo and I went up to the street and waited for a bus until we concluded that it had grown so late that the buses had ceased running. Finally, as a taxi cruised past, I hailed it, knowing I could get cab fare when we reached home. 
 
    I gave the cab driver my address, and a few minutes later the taxi drew up in front of our house. Lights burned in the living room, and I was greatly relieved to glimpse my father reading in a comfortable chair by the fireplace. 
 
    “Dad, I need a dollar and five cents for cab fare,” I said, bursting in upon him. 
 
    “A dollar and five cents,” he protested, reaching for his wallet. “I thought you and Florence were at a picture show. What have you been doing in a taxicab?” 
 
    “I’ll explain just as soon as I pay the driver. Please, this is an emergency.” 
 
    My father gave me the money, and I ran outside with it. In a moment I came back with Florence. 
 
    “Now, Jane, suppose you explain,” my father said. “Has it ever occurred to you that Bouncing Betsy might not be the most reliable form of transport when you have to keep resorting to cabs after she leaves you stranded at all hours of the night?” 
 
    “Dad, Bouncing Betsy is sitting safely in the garage, which you would have noticed when you returned home if you had cared to exercise your powers of observation. Florence and I never made it to the Pink Lotus Theater. We’ve been at the Green Parrot.” 
 
    “The Green Parrot?” 
 
    “Oh, we didn’t go alone,” I said when I saw the expression on my father’s face. “We telephoned Jack and had him meet us outside.” 
 
    “And we didn’t order any tea,” Flo emphasized, just in case word got back to her mother. “I swear we drank nothing but pure ice water.”  
 
    “How did you learn the location of the place?” 
 
    “We heard a man give the address to a taxi driver and followed in another cab. Dad, we saw Fred Halvorson there.” 
 
    “Interesting, but it hardly proves that he is a saboteur.” 
 
    “He arrived at exactly nine-fifteen. After he talked with that man whose cab we followed, they both left the dining room, though not together. We saw Fred go downstairs and knock on a door which had a peephole.” 
 
    “How long did he stay there?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Just as things were getting interesting the headwaiter came and politely but firmly escorted us out of the building.” 
 
    “Why didn’t Jack bring you home?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m getting at, Dad. Jack disappeared.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Jane?” 
 
    I told Dad exactly what had happened at the Green Parrot. My father promptly agreed that it would not be like Jack to hoof it without an explanation. 
 
    “Something dreadful may have happened to him,” I insisted. “Dad, why don’t you call the police right away? It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if the Green Parrot is a meeting place for saboteurs. There’s no telling what they may have done to Jack.” 
 
    I realized I was being a trifle over-dramatic, but even my father was showing signs of alarm. 
 
    He headed for the telephone in the kitchen, but before he could take down the receiver, the bell jingled. As he took the incoming call, a peculiar expression came over his face. After he hung up the receiver, he said, “That was Jack.” 
 
    “Jack? But I don’t understand, Dad. Is he being held at the Green Parrot?” 
 
    “Jack is at home. He called to confirm that you and Florence arrived safely.” 
 
    “Well, of all the nerve!” 
 
    “Not so fast,” my father said. “There seems to have been a misunderstanding. After Jack left the dining room to telephone, the headwaiter told him that you girls had decided not to wait.” 
 
    “But later the waiter told us that Jack was the one who had gone,” Florence said. “It’s obvious that he lied to us all, but I don’t understand why.” 
 
    “Because he was desperate to get rid of our entire party,” I said. “All the time we were at the Green Parrot, that headwaiter had his eye trained on our every move. Dad, what did Jack do about paying the bill?” 
 
    “He was told that he need not settle it—that he could pay later.” 
 
    “Well, it’s all very peculiar,” I said. “The Green Parrot struck me as the sort of place where they don’t take defaulting on your debts lightly. I’m glad Jack is safe, obviously, but I still maintain we were hustled out of that place.” 
 
    “No doubt you were,” Dad said. “I’m curious to see the inside of this Green Parrot—especially that door with the peephole.” 
 
    “I’ll take you there,” I said. 
 
    “Not tonight. Tomorrow, perhaps.” 
 
    I drove Flo home in Bouncing Betsy, but after I returned home, I stayed up discussing every angle of the strange affair with my father. 
 
    “Why do you think Fred Halvorson was at the Parrot? Would you say he’s one of the bombers?” 
 
    “I have no opinion whatsoever,” my father responded somewhat wearily. 
 
    I did not allow my father to forget his promise to visit the Green Parrot. The following morning I got up early. At the breakfast table, I reminded Dad that we had an important appointment. 
 
    “I should be at the office,” my father said, glancing at his watch. “Besides, an establishment like the Green Parrot doesn’t open its doors until the sun goes down.” 
 
    “The manager should be there, Dad. You’ll be able to talk to him and really look over the place.” 
 
    “We can ask a few questions—that’s all,” my father corrected. “One can’t walk into an establishment and start executing a search. Not without an officer of the law and a signed search warrant.” 
 
    “Let’s go anyway,” I pleaded. 
 
    To please me and because he feared I’d go back on my own if he didn’t cooperate, my father agreed to make the trip, but he insisted that we take his car. He said he had no faith in the road-worthiness of my beloved Betsy.  
 
    With me at the wheel of Dad’s car, we drove to the street where the Green Parrot was located. I parked not far from the entrance to an alley, and we walked the remaining distance. 
 
    “This is the place,” I said, pausing in from of the building. “But what’s become of the Green Parrot?” 
 
    The sign was gone, the window was no longer obscured, and even the door with the little sliding window had been taking off its hinges and replaced with a wooden one painted a cheerful blue. 
 
    “Are you sure you have the correct address, Jane?” 
 
    “I’m certain of it. The sign has been removed.” 
 
    I went down the stone steps and pressed my face against the window glass. 
 
    The entrance hall was as empty, as was the former dining room beyond. All the tables and chairs had been removed, even the palm trees and decorations, but bits of colored paper and menu cards still littered the floor. I tested the door and found it locked. 
 
    “It’s deserted, Dad.” 
 
    My father came down the steps, and I stepped aside to allow him to peer through the window.  
 
    “This certainly is strange. Let’s inquire next door.” 
 
    There was a bakery next door. A stout woman in a white apron was arranging frosted cakes in the showcase. 
 
    “Good morning,” my father greeted her, removing his hat. “Can you tell me what has become of the establishment next door?” 
 
    “What establishment next door?” 
 
    “The Green Parrot,” I said. 
 
    “Are you from the police?” the woman asked. 
 
    “No, I’m connected with the Greenville Examiner.” 
 
    “Oh, a reporter,” said the woman, and Dad did not correct her. “I thought maybe you were from the police. Yesterday, I saw a man watching the Green Parrot, and I said to my husband, Gus, ‘The cops are getting ready to raid that place.’” 
 
    “And did they?”  
 
    “Not that I know of. The outfit just moved out. And a very odd time to be doing it, too, if you ask me.” 
 
    “When did they leave?” 
 
    “A couple of moving vans pulled up there about two o’clock this morning. They were loading things in until almost dawn.” 
 
    “Can you tell me where they went or why they moved out?” 
 
    “No, I can’t.” The woman shrugged. “Like as not they were afraid the police were going to raid ’em. I’m telling you that place deserved to be closed up. Everyone knows they were selling bootleg liquor, and who knows what all else went on in there.” 
 
    “What are you insinuating?” I asked. 
 
    I thought the woman was going to clam up, but I gave her my best ingratiating smile, and that seemed to loosen her lips.  
 
    “I never was inside the place,” she said, “but some mighty strange-acting people seemed to be running it. Why, I’ve seen men go in and out of there at four o’clock of a morning, hours after the place had closed up.” 
 
    “Anything in particular you can remember about the men?” 
 
    “I couldn’t rightly say that there was anything special about them. Rough-looking types mostly. My husband, Gus, thinks a lot of gambling went on, in addition to the alcohol. Not that I’m opposed to anyone having a tipple now and again—I never did think Prohibition was a sensible idea—but these speakeasy places always seem to attract the criminal type. Anyway, I’m glad the outfit’s gone.” 
 
    Dad and I left the bakery. As we walked toward our parked car, several persons ran past us toward an alley. When we reached the entranceway to the alley, I saw that a small crowd of people had gathered not far from the former rear exit of the Green Parrot. 
 
    “Probably an accident of some sort,” Dad said. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” I said and wormed my way forward through the crowd.  
 
    When Dad and I reached the front, I was startled to see a man sprawled face downward on the brick pavement. A garbage collector jabbered excitedly that he had discovered the victim only a moment before. 
 
    “Has anyone called an ambulance?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll send for one, Ma’am,” offered a ragged-looking boy.  
 
    The boy extended his hand. I rooted around in my handbag and found two quarters. I gave him one and promised him the other if he returned with a policeman, an ambulance or a doctor.  
 
    My father bent over the prone figure. 
 
    “He ain’t dead, is he?” the garbage man asked. 
 
    “Unconscious,” said Dad after feeling for a pulse and finding one. “A nasty head wound. I’d say he either fell or was struck from behind.” 
 
    My father rolled over the limp figure. It was Fred Halvorson. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    As my father covered Fred Halvorson with his overcoat, the young man stirred and opened his eyes. Fred looked up at Dad with a dazed expression, and for a moment the injured man did not attempt to speak. 
 
    “Take it easy,” my father advised. 
 
    “What happened to me?” the young man whispered. 
 
    “That’s what we’d like to know. Were you struck?” 
 
    “Don’t remember,” Halvorson mumbled. He closed his eyes again but aroused as he heard the shrill siren of an approaching ambulance. “Don’t let ’em take me to a hospital,” he pleaded. “Take me home.” 
 
    The ambulance drew up in the alley. Stretcher bearers carefully lifted the young man. 
 
    “I’m all right,” he insisted, trying to sit up. “Just take me home.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” asked one of the attendants. 
 
    Fred Halvorson mumbled an address which was on a street not far from the boat dock he operated. 
 
    “We’ll take you to the hospital for a checkup,” the ambulance men insisted. “If you’re okay, you’ll be released.” 
 
    Dad and I followed the ambulance to City Hospital. After an hour’s wait in the lobby, we were told that Fred Halvorson had suffered only minor injuries. His head wound had been dressed, and he would be released within the hour. 
 
    “What caused the accident?” my father asked one of the nurses. “Did the young man say?” 
 
    “He couldn’t seem to remember what happened,” she replied. “At least he wouldn’t talk to the doctor about it.” 
 
    My father was overdue at the Examiner office, so he left me on my own to wait for Fred. I loitered about the lobby for an hour and a half until Fred Halvorson came down in the elevator. His head was bandaged, and he walked with an unsteady step as he leaned on the arm of a nurse. 
 
    “I’ll call a taxi for you,” the nurse said. “You’re really in no condition to walk far, Mr. Halvorson.” 
 
    I stepped forward to offer my services. Dad had taken the bus to the newspaper office and left me his car. 
 
    “I’ll be glad to take Mr. Halvorson home,” I told the nurse. 
 
    Fred protested that he did not wish to cause anyone any inconvenience, but he allowed himself to be guided to the waiting automobile. 
 
    As I drove toward the riverfront, I kept glancing over at Fred. He sat very still, his gaze on the pavement ahead. I half expected that he would offer up an explanation of the accident—true or not—or at least ask me a few questions, but Fred remained silent. 
 
    “You took rather a hard blow on the head,” I said at last to break the silence. 
 
    Fred merely nodded. 
 
    “Dad and I were astonished to find you lying in the alley at the rear of the Green Parrot. Don’t you remember how you came to be there?” 
 
    “Mind’s a blank.” 
 
    “You must have been struck by someone,” I persevered, refusing to be discouraged. “Can’t you recall who you were with just before the accident?” 
 
    “What is this, a third degree?” Only a faint, amused smile took the edge from his question. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologized. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what happened to me,” Fred said quietly. “I just don’t feel like talking about it—see?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to seem unappreciative. Thanks for taking me home.” 
 
    I parked in front of the house where Fred and Anne lived. It was a pleasant, one-story cottage rather in need of paint, which sat high on a bluff overlooking their dock on the river. 
 
    As Fred got out, the cottage door opened, and Anne came running to meet him. 
 
    “You’re hurt! Oh, Fred, what happened to you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he answered, sidestepping her embrace. 
 
    “But your head!” 
 
    “Your husband was hurt sometime last night,” I explained to Anne. “Just how, we don’t know. My father and I found him lying in an alley at the rear of the Green Parrot.” 
 
    “The Green Parrot—that café?”  
 
    Café was one way of putting it. Anne seemed unaware of the Green Parrot’s reputation, but perhaps she was just playing at being a Dumb Dora. 
 
    “Oh, Fred, I was afraid something like this would happen. Those dreadful men—” 
 
    “Now, Anne,” he interrupted. “No theatricals, please. Everything’s all right.” Giving her cheek a playful pinch, he wobbled past her into the cottage. 
 
    Anne turned her frightened eyes on me. “Tell me exactly what happened,” she pleaded. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know, Anne. My father thought someone must have struck your husband from behind, but he’s not told us a thing.” 
 
    “I just knew something of the sort would happen,” Anne said. 
 
    “What do you mean? Does your husband have any enemies who would harm him?” 
 
    “Well, you know there’s no love lost between Fred and Mr. Maxwell.” 
 
    “Mr. Maxwell, the factory owner?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure he regards Fred as a terrible troublemaker.” 
 
    “But surely Mr. Maxwell wouldn’t try to frame Fred for trying to destroy his own factory or dynamiting the bridge. That damaged bridge must be severely delaying the movement of supplies and coal to his factory.” 
 
    “What about that bomb they found in the back of Mrs. Maxwell’s car? Surely Mr. Maxwell couldn’t be behind that?” Anne asked. “Oh, I just don’t know what to think.” 
 
    “I suppose men have been known to try and bump off their wives and pin the crime on someone else, but I’m not buying the theory of Mr. Maxwell planting that bomb in the trunk of his wife’s car.” 
 
    Even as I said the words, I realized that the explosion at the factory and the bridge bombing could be ingenious ways to throw everyone off his scent if Mr. Maxwell’s real object was murdering his wife, but I wasn’t eager to share my newly-minted theory with Anne Halvorson. She had enough absurd notions flying around in her head as it was. 
 
    “I’ll admit it wouldn’t seem in Mr. Maxwell’s interest to sabotage either his own factory or the bridge leading to it,” Anne said. “Fred’s been trying to find out who framed him in the bridge dynamiting. He won’t tell me much about it, but I know he’s been trailing down a few leads.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” I said, “that someone who has it out for Mr. Maxwell is exploiting the bad blood between your husband and Mr. Maxwell to pin the crimes on Fred. It may be that whoever is behind these acts of sabotage hopes to play Fred for a stooge.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Anne agreed. “Fred is hoping to get to the bottom of the scheme.” 
 
    “Isn’t that work for the police?” 
 
    “The police? Their only interest is in piling up more evidence against Fred!” 
 
    “Your husband knows the identity of the saboteur?” 
 
    “He won’t tell me, but I think he does have an idea who blew up the bridge.” 
 
    I scarcely knew whether to accept Anne’s explanation of her husband’s activities. Unquestionably, Anne believed that he was innocent of all charges against him. For one not prejudiced in his favor, there were many factors to be considered. Why had Fred denied losing the leather billfold? And with whom had he kept the Tuesday night appointment at the Green Parrot? 
 
    “If your husband has any clue regarding the real saboteur, he should present his evidence to the police,” I advised Anne. 
 
    “He’ll never do that until he’s ready to appear in court. Not after the way the police treated him.” 
 
    I realized that nothing was to be gained by discussing the matter further with Anne. I said that I hoped Fred would soon recover completely from his injury, then drove away. 
 
    Later, in repeating the conversation to my father, I admitted that I could not make up my mind regarding Fred Halvorson’s guilt. 
 
    “The case does have interesting angles,” Dad said. “I talked to the police commissioner this morning about the Green Parrot. The place long has had a reputation for selling bootleg liquor and running illegal gaming tables, but I don’t know how those actives might have gotten entangled with bombings and sabotage.” 
 
    “Might they have ties to some organization of gangsters?” 
 
    “Quite possibly. I’m just not sure of what any gangster’s motive for blowing things up might be. People who do things like this are invariably motivated by one of two things.” 
 
    “What two things?” 
 
    “Power or money, and I don’t see how blowing up a bridge would get them either.” 
 
    “Perhaps a third party is paying the gang associated with the Green Parrot to do their dirty work. That’s where the money motive comes in.” 
 
    “Very likely,” Dad said. “The real question, as far as Fred Halvorson is concerned, is whether or not he’s in on the scheme, regardless of who’s the mastermind behind this crime spree.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the damage done to the Maxwell factory and the dud bomb in the trunk of Mrs. Maxwell’s car,” I said. “And I disagree with you, Dad. I don’t think power or money are the only possible motives.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The motive might be revenge.” 
 
    “Revenge for what?”  
 
    “If I knew that, I’d know who was behind it all,” I said. “What became of the Green Parrot? Have the police been able to trace it to a new location?” 
 
    “Not yet. The place may go completely underground indefinitely, or if it does reopen, it will likely resume operations under a new name.” 
 
    For two days I divided my time between extricating Miss Amhurst from the clutches of the nefarious Baron Von Ribbentrop and puttering around down at the river. As the water remained too rough for safe sailing, Flo and I spent our spare hours scrubbing off mud, repairing the dings, and painting over the scrapes on the Maybelline.  
 
    We called at the Halvorsons’ boat dock on several occasions, but Fred was never there. Anne assured us that her husband had completely recovered from his recent mishap. 
 
    “Did he never tell you how he was struck?” I asked Anne. 
 
    “Never. And I’ve given up asking him about it.” 
 
    The river was too high to pay Noah and his ark a visit. However, Anne told me that she was quite certain Sheriff Anderson had not succeeded in getting rid of the old fellow and his animals. 
 
    “The ark is still anchored up Bug Run,” she said. “I know because a steady flow of blue bottles has been floating down here.” 
 
    “Do you always read the messages?” Florence asked. 
 
    “Not always,” Anne said. “But I do from time to time because I’m never quite sure what they will say.” 
 
    I never kept Anne long in conversation. She was endeavoring to do the work of two people. Now that Fred was unemployed-but-seemingly-AWOL, they depended on the income from the boat business more than ever. 
 
    Anne ran the motor launch, taking passengers up and down the river. She rented canoes and rowboats and looked after repair work which came to the shop. Fred never seemed to be around, but if Anne felt that her husband was shirking his duties, she gave no indication of it. 
 
    “When does Fred’s trial come up?” Florence asked Thursday night as I picked her up from her evening shift at the Greenville Public Library. “Next week, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, the twenty-first,” I said. “From all I can gather, he’ll likely be convicted, too.” 
 
    “I do feel sorry for Anne.” 
 
    “So do I. At first I didn’t like her very well. Now I know her brusque manner doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    We were passing a drugstore, and I slowed Bouncing Betsy to a crawl. In the window was a colored advertisement, a poster of a giant chocolate soda, topped with frothy whipped cream. I rolled to a stop at the curb to gaze longingly at it. 
 
    “That’s a personal invitation addressed to me,” I said. “How about it, Flo?” 
 
    “Oh, that same picture has been in the window for months,” Flo said. “Why are you so keen on a chocolate soda all of a sudden?” 
 
    “Well, how about a dish of ice cream then? I’m famished.” 
 
    “Being famished is your natural state,” sad Florence. “If we stop now, it’ll be nearly ten before we make it home. Mother will worry. I told her I’d come straight home when the library closed to help her organize donations for the Temperance League jumble sale.” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” I gave in reluctantly. I was just about to pull away from the curb when I saw him. 
 
    “Florence!”  
 
    “Now what? Don’t you dare tell me you’ve left something at the library. You know I’m not supposed to use my key to get in after hours.” 
 
    “See that fellow? Long gray coat. Black hat, ” I said to Flo. “He just came out of the Hotel Claymore. 
 
    “Yes, I see him. What about him?” 
 
    “He’s the headwaiter at the Green Parrot.” 
 
    “I do believe you’re right. I didn’t recognize him in street clothes.” 
 
    “Let’s follow him,” I said, opening the driver’s side door and keeping an eye on the man as he turned off down a side street. “Maybe we can learn the new location of the Green Parrot.” 
 
    “Oh, Jane, Mother is already asking me lots of uncomfortable questions about my recent activities. I live in constant fear that she’ll find out that while she’s been strong-arming half the female population of Greenville into joining the Temperance League, her only daughter has been spending her time visiting speakeasies and chasing after criminal types. Besides, look up at the sky. It’s going to start raining for sure, and you know how badly Bouncing Betsy’s roof leaks.” 
 
    “Then I’ll follow him alone,” I insisted, getting out of Bouncing Betsy and closing the door as quietly as possible. “I can’t let this opportunity slip away,” I whispered through the open window. I’d have rolled the window up against the impending storm, but lately Old Bets has taken to casting off parts at random, and one of the bits and pieces she’d recently elected to shed was the crank handle for rolling up the driver’s side window. 
 
    Florence hesitated in the car for not more than a few seconds. By the time I’d turned the corner to the next street, she’d caught up with me. 
 
    “There’s no telling where this chase will end,” Flo groused in a whisper. “That man may not even be heading to the Green Parrot.” 
 
    “If he isn’t, then perhaps we’ll learn where he lives, and police can question him.” 
 
    As I spoke, I felt the first few drops of rain. Lightning cracked overhead. Then it began to pour. 
 
    Worse still, all along the street, lights flickered, then went out completely. 
 
    “Lightning must have hit a transformer somewhere,” I said to Flo. 
 
    “I was afraid we’d be caught in this rain. Now we’ll lose that man, and what’s worse, I’ll be late in getting home and all for nothing but a wild goose chase.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    We would soon be soaked to the skin. It was too far to run back to the sanctuary of Old Bets, so I pulled Flo into a sheltering doorway. 
 
    “It’s better than nothing, I suppose,” Florence complained, “but I’m still getting wet from the waist down. 
 
    For nearly twenty minutes we huddled under the overhang until the rain let up and the flashes of lightning became infrequent and the thunder faint and far away. 
 
    “We’ve lost that headwaiter,” I said as we emerged to the still-darkened street. “I guess we may as well go home.” 
 
    “Let’s hurry. I’m going to get an earful from Mother, and I’m anxious to get it over with.” 
 
    We returned to Bouncing Betsy. I gingerly sat down on the sodden upholstery, and, for perhaps the first time, considered whether I ought to take the advice of practically every one of my near-and-dear and splash out for a new car.   
 
    When we reached the Radcliffs’, I turned down an invitation to come in for a few minutes. I was in no mood listen to Mrs. Sidney Radcliff’s lecture on the shortcomings of our lax generation and the proper deportment for unmarried women. 
 
    Before I let Flo out of the car, I suggested a sail early the next morning.  
 
    “Isn’t the river too high?” 
 
    “It was dropping fast this morning. The current’s not so strong now, either. Let’s get up bright and early.” 
 
    “How early?” Florence asked. 
 
    “Oh, about seven o’clock.” 
 
    “That’s practically the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I’ll come by for you at a quarter to seven. Wear warm clothes and don’t you dare keep me waiting. I have to put in a good eight hours tomorrow on Miss Amhurst Finds a Way, or I’ll never make my deadline on time.” 
 
    The next morning heavy mists shrouded Greenville’s valleys and waterfront.  
 
    I put on my Macintosh as both a precaution and as protection against Betsy’s sodden upholstery. Then I drove through the darkness to the Radcliffs’. I pulled up at the curb and got out. 
 
    All the windows were dark, so I huddled against the gate post and whistled several times. I finally tossed a pebble against the window of Florence’s room. A moment later the sash went up. 
 
    “Oh, is it you, Jane? Surely even you wouldn’t insist on going sailing on a morning like this.” 
 
    “The fog will clear away just as soon as the sun gets up. Hurry and climb into your clothes.” 
 
    Florence slammed down the window. Ten minutes later she appeared, walking awkwardly. 
 
    “What are you wearing?” I asked. 
 
    “A red flannel union suit, two pairs of beach pajamas, and three sweaters. Think we’ll freeze?” 
 
    “You won’t freeze.” I gave Flo a hot thermos bottle full of coffee. “Don’t open it until we’re out on the water.”  
 
    By the time we reached the dock, the rising sun had begun to scatter the mist. Patches of fog still hung over portions of the river, however, and it was impossible to see the far shore. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait another hour?” Florence said as I leaped aboard the dinghy. 
 
    “By the time we get the sail up, the river will be clear,” I said. “Toss me the life preserver cushions.” 
 
    While I put up the mainsail, Florence wiped the seats dry of dew. My fingers stiff with cold, I cast off the mooring ropes, and the Maybelline drifted away from the dock. 
 
    “Well, the river is all ours this morning,” I said. “That’s the way I like it.” 
 
    “Where’s the breeze?” demanded Florence, eyeing our limp sail.  
 
    “We’ll get one in a minute. The headland is cutting it off.” 
 
    “You’re a chronic optimist.” Wetting a finger, she held it up. “I don’t believe there is any breeze. We’ll just drift down stream and then have to row back.” 
 
    “We’re getting a little breeze now,” I pointed out as the sail became taut.  
 
    The boat gradually picked up speed, but the wind was so sporadic that we did not attempt to cross the river. Instead, we sailed in midstream, heading toward the docks where the shipping vessels came in. The mists had not entirely cleared away, and I began to shiver. 
 
    “If only you’d had the forethought to wear your flannel union suit. And don’t you wish you had one of my sweaters?” asked Florence. 
 
    I shook my head as I poured myself a cup of steaming coffee from the thermos bottle, but before I could take my first sip, a large, flat vessel loomed up through the mist ahead. 
 
    “Now don’t try to argue the right of way with a barge,” Florence advised. 
 
    “It’s adrift,” I said, bringing the dinghy about.  
 
    “What makes you think so?” 
 
    “You can see it’s out of control. There’s no tow boat anywhere near.” 
 
    “It does seem to be drifting,” Florence acknowledged. “No one appears to be aboard, either.” 
 
    The large vessel would block off all the wind if I approached too close to it, so I steered the dinghy away. The barge, almost crosswise to the current, was floating slowly downstream. 
 
    “How do you suppose it got loose?” Florence speculated. 
 
    “Maybe someone cut it loose?” 
 
    “The big mooring rope has been severed.” Florence pointed at the enormous frayed rope dangling from the vessel. 
 
    I brought the dinghy about again, tacking in closer to the drifting barge. 
 
    “It looks like the barge Clarence Sinclair was hired to guard. Can you read the numbers, Flo?” 
 
    “519-9870.” 
 
    “Then it must be his barge. I wrote the whole number down somewhere, but I clearly recall that it ended in 870.” 
 
    “Mr. Sinclair must have deserted his post again.” 
 
    “In any case, that barge is a great hazard to other vessels,” I said. “Not even a signal light on the bow or stern.” 
 
    “Oughtn’t we to notify the Coast Guards?” 
 
    “We should, but while we’re searching for a telephone, the barge may ram another boat. Why don’t we board her and put up signal lights first? In this fog, one can’t see a vessel many yards ahead unless it’s lighted.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look possible to climb aboard,” Flo protested. 
 
    “I think I can do it,” I said, handing the tiller to Flo. 
 
    “You know what happens when I try to steer.” Florence shrank back from the tiller. “I’ll be sure to upset. The wind always is tricky around a big boat.” 
 
    “Then I’ll take down the sail,” I said, moving forward to release the halyard. 
 
    The billowing canvas came sliding down. I broke out the oars and maneuvered the dinghy until it grated against the hull of the barge. 
 
    “Even a trained monkey couldn’t get up there,” Florence said. “I don’t know how you intend to do it.” 
 
    I rowed around to the other side of the barge. Discovering a rope which did not give to my weight, I told Florence that I intended to climb it. 
 
    “You’ll fall,” Flo predicted. 
 
    “I won’t, but if I do, at least I’ll have a nice soft landing.” 
 
    “Well, I hope for your sake and mine you don’t fall. This water is absolutely putrid.” Flo took the oars from me and used one of them to deflect a swirling island of trash that brushed against the side of the Maybelline.  
 
    “Just hold the dinghy here until I get back,” I told Flo. “That’s all I ask.” 
 
    “Which shouldn’t be long. I expect to hear your splash any minute now.” 
 
    I grasped hold of the dangling rope. With far more ease than I had anticipated, I climbed hand over hand to the deck of the barge. 
 
    From below I heard Flo mutter something under her breath about how I’d be right at home in a zoo, but I let it go.  
 
    Once on the deck of the barge, I immediately lit the signal lamps at bow and stern with matches I found resting underneath the bracket holding one of the lamps in place.  
 
    That task accomplished, I was moving amidships when I thought I heard someone moving around inside the deck house.  
 
    “Is anyone there?” I called out. 
 
    There was no answer, but I heard a scraping noise as if someone were pushing a chair against a wall. 
 
    I crossed the deck and tried the door of the cabin. It had been fastened from the outside. I fumbled with the bolt but was finally able to push it back. The door swung outward. 
 
    For a moment I could see nothing in the darkness, but after my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I saw a man lying on the floor. A gag covered his mouth, and his hands and feet were tied with cord. 
 
    The prisoner was Clarence Sinclair. 
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    I threw the door open wide to admit more light and entered the cabin. I bent over the prisoner and began to untie the cords which bound his wrists. 
 
    “I’ll have you free in a minute, Mr. Sinclair,” I said. 
 
    The cords had been tied very loosely, and I wondered that Mr. Sinclair had not been able to escape under his own power. I undid the knots and pulled away the gag which covered his mouth. 
 
    “What happened, Mr. Sinclair? Who did this to you?” 
 
    The old watchman sat up, stretching his cramped arms. He did not reply but instead watched me intently as I loosened the ropes which bound his legs. Getting up, he walked a step or two across the cabin. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” I urged him. “Don’t you feel able to explain?” 
 
    “I’m disgusted,” Mr. Sinclair said. “Plumb disgusted.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt you feel that way. This barge is floating in mid-channel, a hazard to incoming and outgoing vessels. We’ll have to do something about it.” 
 
    “I’m through with this job! I didn’t want it in the first place.” 
 
    “Suppose you stop grieving over your bad luck for a minute and tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Well, it was about midnight when they sneaked aboard.” 
 
    “The men who attacked you?” 
 
    “Yes, there were three of ’em. I was in the cabin at the time, reading my newspaper. Before I knew what was happening, they were on top of me.” 
 
    “Did you recognize any of the men, Mr. Sinclair?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What did they look like?” 
 
    “It was dark. I didn’t see their faces.” 
 
    “How were they dressed?” 
 
    “Didn’t notice that either,” Mr. Sinclair said. “I was too busy tryin’ to fight ’em off. They trussed me up and then cut the barge loose.” 
 
    For a man who’d been in a fight with three supposedly stronger opponents, he had emerged from the battle remarkably unscathed.  
 
    “Well, what will we do?” I could scarcely contain my growing irritation. Mr. Sinclair seemed entirely unprepared to think of anything but his own grievances. “It’s still foggy on the river. I’ve put up signal lights, but an approaching freighter might not see them in time to change her course.” 
 
    “There’s nothing more to be done,” Clarence Sinclair responded with a shrug. “The Coast Guard boat will come along after a while. I’m not going to worry about it—it’s not my responsibility anymore. I quit!” 
 
    “You can quit when this barge is safely under control again,” I told Mr. Sinclair, but my bossiness didn’t seem to faze him. 
 
    “Nope! I’m done with this rotten, stinking  job, and you can tell your father so.” 
 
    “My father can bear the shock, I think.” 
 
    I abandoned all hope of help from Mr. Sinclair, so I ran out on the deck and signaled to Flo who was anxiously awaiting my return. 
 
    “Oh, there you are,” Flo called up to me. “I thought you never were coming back.” 
 
    I told Florence how I’d discovered Clarence Sinclair lying bound and gagged inside the deckhouse. I would have told her about the old watchman’s indifferent attitude, but he came up behind me, so I saved that for later. 
 
    “I wondered how you got out to this barge,” Sinclair said, gazing down at the dinghy. “You can take me to shore with you.” 
 
    “Isn’t it your duty to remain here until relieved?” I said, making one last appeal to his sense of duty. 
 
    “I resigned, takin’ effect last night at midnight,” Sinclair grinned. Clearly, the man had no sense of duty to appeal to. “I’ve had enough of Greenville. I’m getting out of this town.” 
 
    “My father obtained this job for you, Mr. Sinclair.” I tried to keep my voice even, but I was so angry I had to clench my hands together to stop them from shaking. “You’ll show very little gratitude if you run off just because you’re in trouble again.” 
 
    “A man’s got a right to do as he pleases.” 
 
    “Not always,” I insisted. “It’s your duty to tell police what you know.” 
 
    “I didn’t see the men, I tell you. They came at me from behind.” 
 
    “Even so, you may be able to contribute information to the police. In any case, you’ll have to stay here until relieved—” 
 
    “Jane!” interrupted Florence from below. “There’s a boat coming.” 
 
    As I went quiet, I heard the steady chug of a motor, but for the moment mist hid the approach of the vessel. Finally, a pleasure yacht, with pennants flying, came into view. 
 
    “It’s the Eloise III,” I called down to Flo. “It belongs to Commodore Phillips. You remember, you met him at Greenville Marine Club benefit.” 
 
    Flo and I waved our arms and shouted while Clarence Sinclair stood morosely by, making no effort whatsoever to summon help.  
 
    To my relief, the yacht veered slightly from her course, and the engines slackened speed. 
 
    “Yacht ahoy!” I called out, cupping my hands around my mouth to make the sound carry. 
 
    “Ahoy!” came the answering shout from Commodore Phillips. “What’s wrong there? Barge adrift?” 
 
    I confirmed his observation and requested to be taken aboard. Although I was not certain of it, I believed that the Eloise III was equipped with a radiotelephone which could be used to notify the Coast Guards of the free-floating barge. 
 
    I slid back down the rope to join Flo in the dinghy. Clarence Sinclair declined to follow and stayed behind on the deck of the barge. I rowed us to the yacht, and we climbed aboard. Commodore Phillips immediately confirmed that his vessel did have radiotelephone apparatus. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said and led us to the radio room. 
 
    The Commodore sat down beside the transmitting apparatus, quickly adjusting a pair of earphones. Snapping on the power switch, he tuned to the wavelength of the Coast Guard station. While Flo and I hovered at his elbow, he talked into the radio telephone, informing the Coast Guard of the floating barge and its position.  
 
    A Coast Guard cutter was on its way, and I felt relieved of further responsibility. As Commodore Phillips said that he would stand by with his yacht until the cutter reached the scene, Flo and I decided to return to shore. Once well away from the yacht we raised sail and tacked toward Dad’s dock. 
 
    “I hope the Coast Guard gives Clarence Sinclair a good lecture,” I said. “Why, he wasn’t one bit concerned what might happen to other vessels.” 
 
    “I never did like him. He complains too much. Was it his fault that the barge was cut adrift?” 
 
    “Not according to his story. Three men attacked him while he was in the deck house. Of course, he couldn’t have been too alert.” 
 
    “Clarence Sinclair wouldn’t have been,” Flo said. “I think he drinks.” 
 
    “Very likely,” I agreed, except I had no evidence for making such a claim. I’d smelled no liquor on his breath, or any other evidence that he had been hitting the bottle.  
 
    “There was one rather peculiar thing,” I told Flo. “It’s been bothering me ever since I discovered it.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Mr. Sinclair’s bonds were very loose. If he had tried, I believe he could have freed himself.” 
 
    “That does seem strange. You don’t think he allowed those saboteurs to board the barge?” 
 
    I brought the dinghy around, steering to avoid a floating log. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know, but I’m glad we forced Mr. Sinclair to wait for the Coast Guard. I hope they question him until they get to the bottom of this affair.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The mists were lifting as we sailed slowly past the Halvorson Dock toward our own snug berth. Anne was trying to start a stubborn outboard motor.  
 
    “What’s that barge doing out on the river?” Anne called out to us, “It looks to me as if it’s adrift, but I can’t see well enough to tell.” 
 
    I brought the dinghy to a mooring at the floating platform and told how I had boarded the barge, released Clarence Sinclair, and then notified the Coast Guard. 
 
    “Clarence Sinclair is one of the most shiftless men I ever knew. He doesn’t deserve to hold a job,” Anne said. 
 
    “Does he drink?” I asked. 
 
    “Not as far as I know. No, he comes by his laziness naturally.” 
 
    I glanced about the dock, searching for Fred Halvorson. 
 
    “Your husband isn’t here?”  
 
    “No, he isn’t.” Anne was suddenly defensive. “If you think he had anything to do with that barge—” 
 
    “Why, it never entered my mind,” I said. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Anne looked immediately chastened. “I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t know why I’m so jumpy lately.” 
 
    “You have a great deal to worry you,” said Florence. “And you’re working too hard.” 
 
    “I’ll be all right as soon as Fred’s trial is over. He’s not here this morning—” Anne’s voice broke. “In fact, I don’t know where he is. Fred was out all last night. He’s been trying to gain evidence which will prove his innocence.” 
 
    “You mean your husband went away yesterday and failed to return?” I asked. 
 
    Anne nodded. “He’s on the trail of the real saboteurs, and it’s dangerous business. That’s why I’m so worried. I’m afraid he’s in trouble.” 
 
    “Have you talked to the police?” Flo inquired. 
 
    “Indeed, I have not. The police are not to be trusted.” 
 
    “Didn’t your husband tell you where he was going when he left home?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t. He keeps things from me because he says I worry too much.” 
 
    “I suppose he never explained what happened at the Green Parrot?” 
 
    “He said he couldn’t remember, and I want to believe him. Oh, everything’s so mixed up. I try not to think about it, because when I do my head simply buzzes.” 
 
    Once more Anne tried to start the balky engine, and this time her efforts brought success. 
 
    “Thank goodness for small favors,” she shouted over the sputtering of the engine. “Now I’ve got to go out on the river and look for our stolen boat. Hope no one runs off with this place while I’m gone.” 
 
    “You’ve not had another boat stolen?” Florence asked. 
 
    “I figure that’s what happened to it. Late yesterday afternoon a man came here and rented our fastest motorboat. That’s the last I’ve seen of him or it.” 
 
    “Didn’t you report your loss to the Coast Guards?” I asked Anne. 
 
    Anne answered with a trace of impatience. “Of course I did. They searched the river last night. No accident reported, and no trace of the boat.” 
 
    “The man might have drowned,” Florence said. 
 
    “Possibly, but that’s not very likely. If he had gone overboard, the empty boat would have been found by this time. No, it’s been pulled up somewhere in the bushes and hidden. Last year one of our canoes was taken. Fred found it a month later, painted a different color.” 
 
    “Didn’t you know the man who rented the boat?” questioned Jane. 
 
    “Never saw him before. He was tall and muscular and dark-haired. In his middle fifties. Wore a felt hat and a gray overcoat. I noticed his hands. They were soft and well-manicured. I said to myself, ‘This fellow doesn’t know a thing about boats,’ but I was wrong. He handled that motor like a veteran.” 
 
    “The man didn’t look like a waiter, did he?” I asked. 
 
    “You couldn’t prove it by me.” 
 
    I wracked my brain to recall a distinguishing characteristic of the headwaiter of the Green Parrot. I could think of only two: that small scar on his cheek and that he had worn a large, old fashioned gold watch which might have been of foreign make. 
 
    “The fellow who rented the boat did have a watch like that,” said Anne, “but I didn’t notice any scar. What is his name? The man who rented the boat went by the name of Harold Peters.” 
 
    “Florence and I never were able to learn his name,” I told Anne. “The Green Parrot has closed its doors, so I don’t know how to track him down.” 
 
    Anne sighed. She placed an oar, a bailer, and a can of gasoline in the boat, and prepared to leave the dock. 
 
    “I’ll be lucky if I ever see that Peters fellow again, if that was even his real name,” Anne said. After hesitating, she asked: “Don’t suppose you ladies would like to go along?” 
 
    I wondered if my ears had betrayed me.  
 
    “Why, of course, we’d love to go,” Flo said before I could find my voice. 
 
    Florence and I scrambled out of the Maybelline, made her fast to the dock and transferred to the other boat. Anne opened the throttle, and we shot away, leaving behind a trail of churning foam. We rounded a channel buoy at breakneck speed. 
 
    “You can certainly handle a boat,” I told Anne. I was a bit jealous, truth be known. Other women might envy another’s flawless skin, or flaxen hair or jewelry collection. I admire a woman who knows how to do things. 
 
    “Been driving a boat since I was a kid,” Anne said, transparently pleased at my compliment. “I could cruise this river blindfolded.” 
 
    We passed the floating barge. The Coast Guard cutter had arrived and was proceeding up river to take it in tow. Anne turned upstream and swung the boat toward shore. 
 
    “Keep close watch of the bushes,” she told us. “If you see anything that looks like a hidden boat, sing out.” 
 
    We crept along the river’s edge, watching for marks in the sand which might reveal where a craft had been pulled out of the water. Once, venturing too close in, Anne went aground and had to push off with the oars. 
 
    “It doesn’t look as if we’ll have any luck,” she said after a full hour of searching. “The boat’s probably so well hidden it would take a ferret to find it.” 
 
    We kept on upstream ’til we reached the Seventh Street Bridge, which was still closed to all save pedestrian traffic, then we turned downstream again, searching the opposite shore. Before we had gone far, Anne beached the boat on a stretch of sand. 
 
    “It was along here that Fred found our canoe last year,” she explained. “If you don’t mind waiting, I’ll get out and prowl around a bit.” 
 
    “Aren’t we near Bug Run?” I asked. 
 
    Anne pointed out the mouth of the stream, which was hidden from view by a clump of willows. 
 
    “If you expect to be here a few minutes, Florence and I might pay Noah a flying visit,” I said. “We’re curious to learn what has happened to him.” 
 
    “We are?” Flo protested. 
 
    “Well, I am anyway. You aren’t going to make me go alone, are you?”   
 
    “I’ll be around for at least half an hour,” Anne told us. “Take your time.” 
 
    I set off along the twisting bank of Bug Run, Flo trailing behind. As we reached the vicinity of the ark, I began to see corked blue bottles caught amid the debris of the sluggish stream. 
 
    “I’ll bet a cent and a half that Noah is still on the old stamping grounds,” I said to Florence. “Sheriff Anderson probably hasn’t found a way to get rid of him. Unless a deluge of Biblical proportions floods this stream, the ark never could be floated out to the main river.” 
 
    “The sheriff could put Noah in jail.”  
 
    “True, but a great many people would criticize him if he did.” 
 
    “It would be heavy-handed. He is a harmless fellow, I suppose.” 
 
    We rounded a bend in the stream and spotted the ark. Wet garments fresh from the wash tub hung from a long clothesline stretched from bow to stern flapped in the breeze. 
 
    “Noah is still here,” I said to Flo. “He’s run up the white flag, though. Or should we say the white flags.” 
 
    Noah was so busy that he failed to note our approach. He stood in the center of a ring of soiled clothes, laboring diligently over a tub of steaming suds. 
 
    As we reached the gangplank, a dog from inside the ark began to bark. Noah glanced up, startled, but then went right back to his work. His long white beard slipped into the soapy water, and unknowingly he rubbed it vigorously on the washboard. 
 
    I heard Flo behind me, suppressing a giggle. As Noah kept on scrubbing his beard, I could not resist saying loudly: “Excuse me, but aren’t you washing your whiskers by mistake?” 
 
    Surprised, the old man straightened to his full height. Squeezing the dripping beard, he carefully wrung it out. Next, he produced a comb from his loose-fitting brown pantaloons, and painstakingly unsnarled the tangles. Only after attending to his beard did he greeted us. 
 
    “Good morning, my daughters. I am glad you kept your promise to visit me again.” 
 
    “Good morning, Noah,” I said, trying not to laugh. “We thought we would drop by and see if you were still here. I remember Sheriff Anderson said he was going to call on you again.” 
 
    “So he did, but he reckoned without the Might of the Righteous. I was watching for him when he came.” 
 
    “I hope you didn’t mistreat him,” I said. “If you assault an officer of the law, they can throw you in jail.” 
 
    “I am not a violent man,” Noah said as if the very notion of assaulting an officer was absurd. “When I observed his approach, I untied my two hounds, Nip and Tuck, and hid myself in the forest. He was gone when I returned to the ark.” 
 
    “Likewise, part of his anatomy, I suppose,” Flo said. 
 
    “Nip and Tuck did cause a commotion,” Noah acknowledged, “but they did him no harm. When he went away, the sheriff left a cowardly note tacked to a tree. It said he would return to dispossess me. Before that happens, I will blow this ark to Kingdom Come.” 
 
    “How will you do that?” I asked, alarmed. Perhaps Noah was not as peaceful as I believed him to be.  
 
    “I’ll blow it up with dynamite.” 
 
    “Do you keep dynamite aboard the ark?” 
 
    Noah smiled mysteriously. “I know where I can lay my hands on all I’ll need. When I was hiding in the woods yesterday, I saw where they keep it.” 
 
    I couldn’t help glancing over at Florence. While it was possible that Noah was imagining things, this loose talk of dynamite made me extremely uneasy.  
 
    “Whose dynamite is it?” I asked Noah. 
 
    “I don’t rightly know. It may belong to those strangers who were pestering me last night. They came to my ark and were very nosy, asking me about this and that.” 
 
    “Not police officers?” 
 
    “These men had no connection with the Law. They spoke of the police with great contempt.” 
 
    “How many men were there, Noah?” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “And they came by car?” 
 
    “Bless you, no,” replied Noah wearily. “They arrived in a motorboat. Of all the pop-poppin’ you ever heard. It almost drove my animals crazy.” 
 
    “After they talked to you, the men went away again in their boat?” 
 
    “They started off, but as soon as they had turned the bend, they switched off the motor. I wondered what they were up to, so I sneaked through the bushes and spied on them.” 
 
    “Yes, go on,” I urged Noah as he interrupted his narrative to wash another shirt. “What did the men do then?” 
 
    “Nothing much. They just pulled the boat up into the bushes and went off and left it.” 
 
    “The boat is still there?”  
 
    “So far as I know, my daughter.” 
 
    “Will you show us where the boat is hidden? And the dynamite cache too?” 
 
    “I am too busy now,” Noah said, shaking his flowing locks. “I have this pesky washing to do, and then there are all the animals to feed.” 
 
    “Can’t we help you?” offered Florence. ”Then you’d have time to show us.” 
 
    “I thank you kindly, but it would not be fit work for ladies. If you will return tomorrow, I gladly will guide you to the place.” 
 
    Florence and I tried all our considerable powers of persuasion, but the old man was not to be moved. In the end, we had to be satisfied with a description of the site where the motorboat had been hidden. Noah stubbornly refused to tell us the location of the cache of dynamite. 
 
    When we finally said goodbye to the master of the ark, we had been gone longer than I had anticipated. We hurried back in the direction of the river to join Anne before she started to worry that something had happened to us.  
 
    “Noah may be making up wild stories, or it’s possible he has hallucinations from time to time,” I said to Flo as we struggled through the underbrush on the creek bank, “but if he’s telling the truth, I think we’ve stumbled onto an important clue—one which may have a bearing on the bridge dynamiting case.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Anne was waiting beside her boat when Flo and I came running along the muddy shore. I was so excited to relay our conversation with Noah that I forgot all about apologizing for keeping Anne waiting. 
 
    “Maybe that hidden motorboat is ours,” Anne said. “What did it look like?” 
 
    “We didn’t take time to search for it,” I told her. “We knew you would be waiting, so we came straight here.” 
 
    “Let’s see if we can find it,” Anne said, as she fired up the engine. 
 
    “Noah’s animals don’t like motorboats,” Florence pointed out. “I suggest we do our searching afoot.” 
 
    “All right,” Anne agreed, switching the motor off again. “Lead and I’ll follow.” 
 
    We returned to the mouth of Bug Run and then along its slippery banks to a clump of overhanging willows. 
 
    “According to Noah’s description, this should be the place,” I said. “No sign of a boat, though.” 
 
    Anne took off her shoes and stockings and waded through the shallow, muddy water. Whenever she came to a clump of bushes, she would pull the branches aside to peer behind them. 
 
    “Noah may have been spoofing us,” I said, sorry for Anne that our search had turned out to be fruitless, but my regret was premature because just then Anne gave a little cry. 
 
    “Here it is. I’ve found our boat!” 
 
    Florence and I slid down the bank to the water’s edge. A motorboat had been pulled out on the sand and hidden behind a dense thicket of brambles. The engine remained attached, covered by a piece of canvas. 
 
    “Is it your boat, Anne?” 
 
    “I’m sure of it. The hull has been repainted, but it takes more than a lick of paint to fool me.” 
 
    “Any way to positively identify it?” 
 
    “By the engine number. Ours was 985-877 unless I’m mistaken. I have it written down at home.” 
 
    “What’s the number of this engine?” 
 
    “The same!” Anne cried triumphantly after she had removed the canvas covering and examined it. “This is my property, all right, and I shall take it back with me.” 
 
    “Noah spoke of two strangers who came here last night by boat,” I said.  
 
    “The fellow who stopped at the dock probably picked up a pal later on,” Anne grunted as she tried to shove the boat back into the water. “My, this old tub is heavy. Want to help?” 
 
    “Wait, Anne,” I said. “Let’s leave the boat here.” 
 
    “Leave it here? I don’t think so. This little piece of floating wood represents three hundred dollars.” 
 
    “I don’t mean that you’re to lose the boat,” I explained. “But if we take it now, we never will catch the fellow who stole it.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “If we leave the boat here, we can keep watch of the place and catch those scoundrels when they come back.” 
 
    “They may never come back,” Anne said. “Besides, I’ve no time play at Watson to your Holmes in the bushes. I have my dock to look after.” 
 
    “Florence can be Watson,” I said, “We’ll do most of the watching.” 
 
    “Why must I be Watson?” Flo interrupted. 
 
    “Alright, then,” I amended, “I will play Watson, and Florence can be Holmes. My point is that Anne only has to be Anne and go back to her docks while we take care of the sleuthing end of things.”  
 
    “Well, I don’t know.” Anne was still far from convinced. “Something might go wrong. I never would get over it if I lost the boat.” 
 
    “You won’t lose the boat,” I promised. “It’s really important that we catch those two men. From what Noah said, they may have something to do with the bridge dynamiting, and most likely the explosion at the Maxwell Factory, too.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Because Noah found a cache of dynamite somewhere near here.” 
 
    “He refused to divulge to us its location,” added Florence. “But he was right about the boat, so I’m inclined to believe he’s telling the truth about the dynamite.” 
 
    “If it should develop that the men are saboteurs, we might learn something which would help your husband’s case,” I said. “How about it, Anne?” 
 
    “I’d be glad to risk the boat if I thought it would help Fred.” 
 
    “Then let’s leave it here. We can watch the spot night and day.” 
 
    “Won’t anybody miss you if you don’t show up at home for supper?” 
 
    “You can phone home for us,” I told Anne. “We’ll watch this boat day and night until those ne’er-do-wells show up again. Then if necessary, we’ll involve the police.” 
 
    “Let’s leave the police out of it,” Anne said. “If you and Flo will remain throughout the day, I’ll stand the night watch.” 
 
    “Not alone!” Florence protested. 
 
    “Why not? I’ve frequently camped out along the river at night. Once I made a canoe trip the full length of the river just for the fun of it.” 
 
    “Florence and I will stay here now while you return to the dock and telephone home for us, so we don’t end up the subjects of a search and rescue mission,” I told Anne.  
 
    “What will you do for lunch?” Anne asked. 
 
    “Maybe we can beg a sandwich or a fried egg from Noah. We’ll manage somehow.” 
 
    “Well, whatever you do, don’t leave the boat unguarded,” Anne admonished us as she started up her engine. “As soon as it gets dark I’ll come back.” 
 
    Left to ourselves, Florence and I explored our surroundings. Not far from the stolen boat we found a log which offered a comfortable seat, conveniently screened by underbrush. 
 
    “Now we’re all ready for Mr. Saboteur,” I told Flo. “He can’t come too soon to suit me. It’s all very well talking about skipping lunch, but in practice I’m afraid the experience may be quite trying.” 
 
    “And just what are we going to do when Mr. Saboteur does arrive?” 
 
    “I’m still working on that part of my plan,” I confessed. “We may have to call on Noah for help. He may be white of beard and have more wrinkles than Methuselah, but if ever driven to violence I have no doubt his opponent would come away worse for the wear.” 
 
    “What if Noah happens to be too busy doing a washing or giving the goat a beauty treatment?” Florence said. “If he does come, he might just threaten to call fire down from heaven, but I don’t see him going after anyone with that stick of his. Well, not unless they threatened Bessie.”  
 
    The sun drifted higher, and steam rose from the damp ground. As the hours dragged by, Flo rapidly lost zest for our adventure, and long before noon, all I could think about was a nice ham sandwich with plenty of pickles and extra mustard. 
 
    “If I could catch a bullfrog, I’d be tempted to eat him raw,” I told Flo. “How about chasing up to the ark? Noah might give us a nibble of something.” 
 
    “Dare we go away and leave the boat?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s safe enough for a few minutes,” I insisted. “It’s so close I’m sure we’d hear the engine if anyone started it up. To tell you the truth, there’s a real possibility that those men might never come back.” 
 
    We moved stealthily through the woods until we reached the ark. Inside the ark, I could hear hens cackling, and when I called Noah’s name, the parrot answered, squawking: “Polly wants a cracker.” 
 
    “Where have I heard that before?” Flo asked. “Who said it?” 
 
    “I said it. ‘Polly Wants a Cracker’ turned out to be the secret code to get into the Green Parrot speakeasy, although it was just a lucky guess.” 
 
    “Isn’t that awfully obvious?” said Flo. “I mean as code words go.” 
 
    “It may be obvious to us,” I said. “But we are women of rare resource and intelligence.” 
 
    Flo snorted. “Humble, too.” 
 
    I ignored Florence and called out to the parrot, “Where’s your master?” 
 
    But Noah was nowhere to be seen, the parrot fell silent, and we couldn’t board the ark for the gangplank had been removed. 
 
    “I guess we’re going to starve to death,” I told Flo, “unless you fancy a luncheon of raw bullfrog with a side of jimson weed.”   
 
    After lingering at the ark for a few minutes, we returned to our hiding place.  
 
    “I bet Anne is laughing at us now, ” I said. “Figured us for a couple of softies.” 
 
    “Nonsense, everyone knows we’re regular Commandos,” Florence said, “Why, I bet if our lives absolutely depended on it, we could go an entire day without eating.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we will do,” I said. “I’m going to stay here until Anne comes back if it kills me. But I hope you slug me if ever I get another idea like this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I will,” promised Florence. “In fact, I may not wait that long.” 
 
    The hours dragged slowly on. We soon tired of throwing stones at tree trunks and making bird calls by blowing through blades of grass. The warmth of the afternoon was making us both drowsy, so Flo and I took turns napping in the shade. Twice we went back to the ark, but Noah had not returned. 
 
    As shadows lengthened, I was confronted with a new worry. It occurred to me that Anne might not expect to take over her duties until long after dark. The air had grown chilly, and hungry mosquitoes were swarming from their breeding places. 
 
    “Even Mother doesn’t seem concerned about me anymore,” Florence moaned, slapping at a foraging insect. “If my precious daughter was marooned on a godforsaken riverbank being savaged by wild beasts, I’d be out looking for her.” 
 
    “But we told Anne to phone home and say not to expect us home until after dark,” I pointed out. “Under those circumstances, even your mother wouldn’t be enough of a fraidy cat to call out a search party after only a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Ouch!” Flo slapped wildly at the cloud of swarming insects orbiting her head. 
 
    “And, furthermore,” I said. “I don’t think getting bitten by a few teeny-weeny, itsy-bitsy mosquitoes counts as being savaged by wild beasts.” 
 
    “You’d think so if they were biting you.”  
 
    “Well, they aren’t biting me.” 
 
    “Perhaps that’s because you haven’t bathed for—” 
 
    “I bathed just yesterday.” 
 
    “Did you use soap?” 
 
    “We’re regressing into a couple of spoiled children,” I told Flo. “We’ve got to pull ourselves together and act like the grown women that we are.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” said Flo.  
 
    I glared at the motorboat snugly hidden in the underbrush. “If that thing weren’t worth so much money, I’d certainly chuck this job. Even so, I’m just about desperate.” 
 
    Florence, huddled against a tree trunk, suddenly straightened alertly. Placing a warning finger on her lips, she whispered, “Someone’s coming, Jane.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s Anne with a basket of food. I’d rather see her than a dozen saboteurs.” 
 
    “Keep quiet, you egg.” 
 
    We crouched low behind our shelter and waited, listening to the steady tramp, tramp of feet coming up the stream on our side of the bank. 
 
    “That’s not Anne,” I whispered to Flo. “She doesn’t walk like an elephant. What’ll we do if it should be a saboteur?” 
 
    “I thought you were formulating a plan,” Florence hissed back. 
 
    The footsteps came closer. Through the screen of underbrush, I saw a young man carrying a gasoline can. He was heading straight for our hiding place. 
 
    “Who is he?” whispered Florence. 
 
    “Can’t tell yet,” I said. “He looks a little like—oh, my aunt! It’s Eddie Franks. What is he doing here?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Keeping low amid the underbrush, Florence and I waited and watched. Eddie Franks did not see us although he approached within a few feet of our hiding place. With no hesitation, he went to the motorboat and began filling the tank with gasoline. 
 
    “Eddie Franks, a thief and a saboteur?” Florence whispered. “I’ll never get over it.” 
 
    “Eddie hasn’t the pep to be a saboteur,” I said. “He’s far too timid to go around dynamiting things. There’s something wrong with this melodrama, and I’m going to find what it is right now.” 
 
    Before Florence could stop me, I sprang up from the underbrush to confront the dumbfounded young man. 
 
    “Eddie Franks, what do you think you’re doing?” I demanded. 
 
    Eddie nearly dropped the gasoline can. “Why, I’m filling this tank,” he replied without a trace of guilt. “Why were you ladies hiding behind that log?” 
 
    “Because we’ve been waiting to catch a motorboat thief.” 
 
    “Surely you don’t think I’m a motorboat thief,” said Eddie, setting down the gasoline can.  
 
    “This motorboat was stolen from Anne Halvorson. You’re filling the tank with gasoline, so you must expect to make a getaway to parts unknown.” 
 
    “This boat belongs to Anne Halvorson?” Eddie looked genuinely amazed. 
 
    “It certainly does.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. It belongs to a Mr. Wendell.” 
 
    “Who’s Mr. Wendell? I’ve never heard of him.” 
 
    “Well, neither did I until this afternoon,” Eddie admitted. “His friend gave me a dollar to come over here and fill the tank of this boat with gas. I’m only carrying out orders.” 
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere,” I said. “How did you meet this Mr.?” 
 
    “Peters. I was working on the dock, tinkering with my engine, when a man calling himself Mr. Peters came up and started talking to me. He said he was a friend of this Mr. Wendell who was planning a fishing trip. Then he told me where the boat was and said he’d give me a dollar if I’d run over and fill the tank with gasoline.” 
 
    “Didn’t you think it a rather peculiar request?” 
 
    “Not the way the fellow explained it. Mr. Wendell is a busy man and doesn’t have time to look after such details.” 
 
    “I bet he is,” I said under my breath.  
 
    “Mr. Wendell—if indeed Mr. Peters and Mr. Wendell are not one and the same man— is afraid this boat is being watched, and he isn’t taking any chances,”  Flo said soberly. “Eddie, you’ve been assisting a thief.” 
 
    “Gee willikers!” Eddie appeared genuinely aghast. “I never thought about him not owning the boat. What should I do?” 
 
    “First of all, don’t fill that tank with gasoline,” I told Eddie. 
 
    “But it’s nearly half full already.” 
 
    “Can’t you siphon it out?” 
 
    “Not without a tube, and I didn’t bring one.” 
 
    “You’ll never in the world make a G-man,” I sighed. “Well, at least you can describe the fellow who hired you.” 
 
    “I didn’t pay much attention,” Eddie admitted. “He was short and dark-haired. In his late thirties, I’d say. Had a little mustache. Now that I think back, that mustache could have been fake.” 
 
    “That can’t be the man who originally rented the boat from Anne,” I said. 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure this boat belongs to the Halvorsons?” Eddie asked. “You know they’re pretty badly tangled with the police. It said in the papers—” 
 
    “I know what it said in the papers,” I said. “And half of it can’t be true, although what do I know? I’m so mixed up I feel like a perpetual motion machine running backward.” 
 
    “We’ve been watching here all day,” Florence added, her voice quavering. “We’ve had nothing to eat. No wonder our minds are failing.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go home?” Eddie asked. 
 
    “And let a saboteur run off with this boat?” I said. “We promised to stay here until Anne comes.” 
 
    “Maybe she and her husband are pulling a fast one on you,” Eddie said. 
 
    “You might think so, but I don’t. This whole scheme to catch the thieves was my own idea,” I said. “Eddie, did that man mention when his friend Wendell intended to go fishing?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “He might intend to use the boat tonight. But then again, he might not come back for it for several days. Eddie, how would you like to earn an extra five dollars?” 
 
    “Five dollars?” 
 
    I could see Eddie’s face light up, even in the gathering gloom. 
 
    “I’ll give you five dollars to stay here and watch until Anne comes. It shouldn’t be long.” 
 
    “And what if those men should show up?” 
 
    “Just keep watch and see what they do. Of course, if they try to get away in the motorboat, you’ll have to capture them.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Eddie said sarcastically, suddenly a lot less excited by the prospect of five dollars. “You want me to catch them with my bare hands?” 
 
    “We won’t leave you here long,” I promised. “Florence and I haven’t had a bite of food all day—” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do it,” Eddie gave in. “But see to it you’re back here in an hour. Better bring the police too.” 
 
    Eddie had crossed the river in a rowboat—his own motorboat was on the blink again—so we borrowed it for the return trip. We made a quick trip to the Halvorsons’ Dock. 
 
    The boat shed was closed and locked. A small boy, loitering nearby, told us that he had not seen Anne Halvorson for several hours. 
 
    “Now this is a fine kettle of fish,” I said. “Where could she have gone? And why?” 
 
    “Well, I know where I’m going,” Florence announced grimly. “Home! Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like it when you’re tired and hungry.” 
 
    “But what about poor Eddie? We can’t expect him to stay in the woods all night.” 
 
    “Well, there’s a hamburger stand at the park,” Florence suggested after a moment. “We could go there for a sandwich. Then we might telephone Jack and Shep and request reinforcements.” 
 
    At the hamburger stand, we ate three sandwiches each and topped off the meal with ice cream and pie. I then called Jack at home, but he didn’t answer. I decided to try the Examiner office on the chance he’d stayed late to cover a developing story.  
 
    First, I asked for Jack and was informed that he and Shep were out covering a house fire. Then I asked for my Father and was told he’d left the building to get a bite to eat. 
 
    I asked the reporter on the other end if he knew where Dad had gone for supper, but he didn’t know.  
 
    As a last resort, I asked to speak to Mr. DeWitt. 
 
    “DeWitt left the office a half hour ago.” 
 
    “I wonder where I can reach him.” 
 
    “Can’t tell you,” was the answer. “Fred Halvorson has skipped his bail and DeWitt’s upset about it. He may have gone to talk to his lawyer.” 
 
    “What was that about Fred Halvorson?” I couldn’t believe my ears.   
 
    “He’s disappeared—skipped town. Due for trial day after tomorrow, too. Looks like DeWitt is left holding the bag.” 
 
    When I got off the telephone, I told Flo what had happened.  
 
     “We’ll have to go back and relieve Eddie,” said Florence. “We promised we’d come back as soon as we’d eaten. Hopefully Anne has shown up by now.”  
 
    “It’s possible she skipped town along with her husband,” I said. I didn’t say it aloud, but I was beginning to wonder if that motorboat we’d been guarding ever belonged to the Halvorsons. 
 
    We beached Eddie’s boat not far from the mouth of Bug Run and proceeded on foot. To my relief, he had not deserted his post. He was shivering, and his face was swollen by mosquito bites. 
 
    “Thought you were never coming back,” Eddie said. “I’m getting out of here.” 
 
    “What happened while we were gone?” I asked. “Didn’t Anne come yet?” 
 
    “No one has been here. It’s just been me and about a million mosquitos.” 
 
    Eddie started away, as I tried to dissuade him. 
 
    “I wouldn’t stay here another hour if you’d give me that boat,” he said. “I’m going home.” 
 
    “I can’t blame you for wanting to go home, but at least telephone the Examiner office when you get back to Greenville,” I told Eddie. “Ask for Jack Bancroft and if you can’t reach him, ask for my father. Tell them that if we aren’t back home by ten P.M., they’d better come and get us. You can give them directions to this place?”   
 
    “Okay, I’ll do that,” Eddie promised. “So long.” 
 
    After the sound of Eddie’s footsteps died away, Florence and I sat down on the log and took stock of the situation. 
 
    “Any way you look at it, we’re just a couple of goats,” I said. “It wouldn’t be so bad if Noah would take us into his ark with the rest of the animals, but he’s not at home.” 
 
    “Why are we staying here, anyway?” Flo asked. “We could have gone home with Eddie. Now we’re stuck here until somebody else shows up. I’m not at all sure Anne—” 
 
    “I just can’t believe Anne would abandon us. Something must have happened to detain her.”  
 
    “I wish I could think so, but I can’t,” Flo said. “It would serve her right to lose this boat—if it actually is hers.” 
 
    “Anne always seemed sincere and honest to me,” I said, slapping furiously at the buzzing cloud of mosquitos encircling Flo’s head. “Until we have definite proof otherwise, I’m determined to trust her.” 
 
    “Even if trusting her means staying out here all night?” 
 
    “Well, my trusting nature has its limit,” I admitted. “But surely Dad or Jack will come to rescue us before it gets too late.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it,” Florence said. “Eddie was in a bad mood when he left here, and he’s not the brightest bulb at the best of times. He might forget to call the Examiner office. Our near and dear may notice we’re missing when we don’t show up for supper, but no search party would ever find this spot without detailed instructions.” 
 
    Flo and I fell silent and huddled together to keep warm. Flo slapped constantly at the insects, but although the mosquitos used me as a landing strip, they seemed completely uninterested in siphoning off my red corpuscles. It grew steadily darker, then a few stars came out, followed by the waning moon which shone brightly.  
 
    “I don’t like to imagine how I’m going to explain all this to Mother,” Florence murmured once. “It doesn’t even make sense to me. This will be the second time I’ve failed to assist with preparing for the Temperance League jumble sale.” 
 
    “Tell her you were out on a date with Shep,” I suggested. “Tell her if she doesn’t want her only daughter to end up a spinster—”   
 
    “I’ve used that excuse three times already this week, and the sad thing is I’ve seen barely anything of Martin.”  
 
    Overhead an owl hooted. Crickets chirped, and at intervals, a frog would plop into the water. 
 
    We’d been sitting in the moonlight for about half an hour when I heard a crackling in the underbrush. Flo heard it too. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a bear,” Florence whispered as she gripped my arm.  
 
    “There aren’t any bears in this part of the country.” 
 
    “How do you know what sort of animals are around here? Maybe one escaped from Noah’s zoo.” 
 
    “I don’t think Noah has any bears on board,” I whispered back. “His tastes run entirely toward the domesticated.” 
 
    We crouched lower amid the brush. The gleam of an approaching flashlight flickered through the trees. 
 
    “It’s probably your father,” Florence whispered. “Or Jack.”  
 
    Flo started to stand up, but I pulled her back down. 
 
    “Eddie has barely had time to reach Greenville. It can’t be Dad or Jack back this quickly. This may be the big payoff.” 
 
    “A saboteur? Do you have your cosh?” 
 
    I patted the pocket of my skirt where I’d secreted my cosh, put my finger to my lips, and transferred all my attention to the approaching figure. The man was tall and muscular and walked with a cat-like tread. When he reached the motorboat, he muttered something under his breath as he examined the half empty fuel tank. 
 
    He turned so I could see his face in the moonlight. It was the headwaiter of the Green Parrot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Flo and I froze. The man gave no indication that he was aware of our presence. After puttering with the boat for a few minutes, he started off through the woods. 
 
    “Let’s follow and find out where he goes.”  
 
    Instead of returning along the banks of Bug Run back to the main river, the man chose the path which led deeper into the woods and back to Noah’s ark.  
 
    When the man reached the ark, he hesitated. The ark loomed dark and mysterious against a background of trees. There were no lights within. After looking at the ark for a moment, the man veered away from the well-trampled path, keeping on through the dense thickets. 
 
    “Don’t you think we should turn back?” Florence whispered. “There’s no guessing where we’ll end up. We could easily get so lost that a search party will never find us.” 
 
    I was plagued by the same worry but refused to admit it.  
 
    “Mrs. Mabry would be very disappointed to hear you talk like that,” I told Flo. 
 
    “Mrs. Mabry?” 
 
    “Surely you must remember Mrs. Mabry. She was our Girl Scout leader when we were in sixth grade. You practically worshiped the ground Mrs. Mabry walked on, as I recall.” 
 
    Flo was unmoved by what Mrs. Mabry might or might not think about her former protégé’s lack of get-up-and-go. Florence remained firmly rooted to the spot as the glow of the headwaiter’s flashlight receded into the distance.  
 
    We were losing him.  
 
    “The woods stretch for only a few miles,“ I insisted. “Then it turns back to farmland. Even should we become disoriented, we’ll soon find our way out.” 
 
    Flo remained unmoved. 
 
    “If this fellow we’re tailing should prove to be a saboteur, everything will be lovely. Think of poor Anne.” 
 
    “Lovely is not the word I’d use,” Florence muttered, but she started to move again. 
 
    We’d now fallen many yards behind the headwaiter. Failing to see the flash of his light, we quickened our pace, and for a minute or two I feared we had lost him completely. But then I again saw a gleam of light off to the right.  
 
    Taking care to make no noise in the underbrush, we soon approached the man from behind. 
 
    A breeze had come up and dark clouds scudded across the sky, blocking out the moon at intervals, making it much harder to distinguish anything in the distance aside from the beam of the headwaiter’s flashlight. 
 
    “Great,” said Flo. “Now we’re going to be soaked, as well as lost. I’m turning around and taking shelter under the eaves of the ark.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “We’ve arrived.” 
 
    The flashlight beam had halted. The waiter stood in a small clearing with a small deserted shack in the middle of it. Flo and I paused behind a giant tree at the edge, watching. 
 
    The waiter looked at a watch which he held close to his flashlight beam. 
 
    “What time do you suppose it is?” Florence whispered. 
 
    “Not very late. Probably about nine o’clock.” 
 
     The headwaiter switched off his flashlight and waited. 
 
    “Whose cabin is it?” whispered Florence. “Do you know?” 
 
    “I think it might be the one that was built several years ago by an artist who lived here while he painted the ravine and river. I heard he died last winter, so I imagine no one uses it now.” 
 
    The cabin was a curious structure, picturesquely situated beneath the low-spreading branches of an ancient tree. There were no windows that I could see from where we stood, but a raised structure on the flat roof contained a large skylight. 
 
    After standing in the clearing facing the shack for several minutes, the waiter appeared to lose patience. He raised fingers to his lips and whistled twice. To my surprise, an answering signal came from within the dark cabin. 
 
    The front door opened, and a man stepped outside. 
 
    “That you, Antonio?” the man called out. 
 
    Antonio, the waiter, crossed the clearing to the cabin door. 
 
    “Had any trouble?” he asked the man. 
 
    “Everything’s been going okay. I’ll be glad to pull out o’ here though.” 
 
    Antonio made a reply which I could not hear. The men went inside the cabin and closed the door behind them. 
 
    “Who was that man the waiter met? Did you know him, Jane?” 
 
    “I couldn’t see his face. He stood in the shadow of the door. His voice sounded familiar, though.” 
 
    “I thought so too. What do you suppose those men are up to, anyway?” 
 
    “Nothing good, I’m sure.” 
 
    We huddled together at the edge of the clearing, uncertain what to do next. The shack remained dark, and even though the moon made a reappearance from time to time, we could see and hear nothing of use to us. 
 
    “Why not go for the police?” Florence suggested. “We could take the Halvorsons’ boat.” 
 
    “Neither of us knows how to drive it,” I said. “And even if we did, I have a hunch those men may not stay here long. By the time we could bring help, the place might be deserted. Besides, we haven’t a scrap of real evidence against them.” 
 
    “How about the stolen motorboat?” 
 
    “We’re not even sure about that, Flo. Anne and her husband both have disappeared. Accusing a man falsely is a very serious offense.” 
 
    “Then what are we to do? Just stand here and wait until they come outside?” 
 
    “That’s all we can do—unless—” 
 
    “Unless what? 
 
    “Flo, I have a corking idea. See how those tree limbs arch over the roof of the shack?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That old oak was built to order.” 
 
    “I don’t follow you.” 
 
    “You will in a minute if you’re a good climber,” I said. “We can get up that tree and onto the roof. I’m sure there’s a skylight we can see through, and even if it’s too dark inside to distinguish much at least we can hear what’s being said.” 
 
    “Let’s just wait here,” Flo said. “So many things could go wrong. Don’t you think they’ll notice when we start stomping all over their roof?” 
 
    “We won’t stomp,” I insisted. “If we drop down gently from the branch of that tree, we’d barely make any sound.” 
 
    “I’m staying right here,” said Flo.   
 
    “Then wait where you are until I get back,” I said, and started across the clearing. 
 
    As I had anticipated, Flo was none too keen on being left alone in the dark woods. Halfway to the cabin, she caught up with me, and together we crept to the base of the scraggly old oak. 
 
    The branches were so low that I pulled myself into them without difficulty. I then helped Florence scramble up beside me. We clung to the tree for a moment, listening to make certain that no sound had betrayed us. 
 
    “So far, so good,” I whispered. “Now to get onto the roof. And it does have a skylight.” 
 
    “We’ll probably tumble through it and break our necks.” 
 
    I ignored Flo’s pessimism and crept up the branch which overhung the roof. I could see a dim light coming from within, a candle, I assumed, but I could make out nothing more.  
 
    “I’m getting on the roof,” I whispered to Flo. 
 
    I lowered myself silently onto the roof and then motioned for Florence to follow, but she shrank back, shaking her head vigorously. 
 
    I abandoned the attempt to get Florence onto the roof and crept toward the skylight. Lying full length, I pressed my face against the glass. 
 
    In the barren room below a candle burned on a table. Antonio, the headwaiter whom I had first seen at the Green Parrot, sat with his legs resting on the fender of a pot-bellied stove. Opposite him was an older man whose face was obscured in shadow. 
 
    “I tell you, I’m getting worried,” the older fellow said. “When the Coast Guards took me off that coal barge they gave me the third degree. I can’t risk having anything hung on me.” 
 
    It must be Clarence Sinclair, but I wanted to be sure, so I pressed my face closer to the glass.  
 
    The older man shifted in his chair as the light of the candle flickered on his face, and I could see him clearly for the first time. 
 
    It was, without a doubt, Clarence Sinclair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done good work, Sinclair,” Antonio told him. “All you have to do now is sit tight for a few more hours. We’ll give you your cut of the bonus if the job comes off right. And don’t you worry. Nobody’s going to make you a patsy. If this job doesn’t get pinned on that young fool you got trussed up here, we’ve got ways of shifting suspicion onto Maxwell.” 
 
    “Two hundred dollars won’t do me no good if I end up in jail for attempted murder,” Mr. Sinclair whined. 
 
    “Nothing will go wrong. Everything has been planned down to the last detail. Maxwell is away in Chicago, but we have ways of making it seem he never left Greenville if it comes to that.” 
 
    “I’m already in bad with the police,” Sinclair whined. “I wouldn’t have gone in with you if I’d known just what I was doing.” 
 
    “You got your kale for the Seventh Street bridge job, didn’t you?” 
 
    “A hundred dollars.” 
 
    “It was more than you earned,” Antonio said, his voice rising. “All you had to do was let me get away after I dynamited the bridge. You nearly shot off my head.” 
 
    “I had to make it look as if I was doin’ my duty. Those women were watching me.” 
 
    “That blasted Mrs. Carter came snooping around at the Parrot,” I heard Antonio say. He was becoming increasingly agitated. He let the tilted chair legs thud on the floor, then stood to his feet. “Brought a reporter with her, too. I got rid of ’em in short order.” 
 
    “She wasn’t very sympathetic when she found me bound and gagged aboard the coal barge,” Clarence Sinclair said. “I think she may have suspected that it was a put-up job. That’s why I want to get out o’ town while the getting is good. You know that father of hers is a newspaperman and so is her fiancé. She’s a blasted busybody—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Mrs. Carter. She may suspect the truth, but she has no proof. You can leave after tonight. We’ll blow the Maxwell Mansion sky high at one o’clock.” 
 
    “What about Mrs. Maxwell? I didn’t sign on to getting nobody killed. That bomb in her car was a dud, but this time it’s the real thing.” 
 
    “Never mind about what’s to become of Mrs. Maxwell,” Antonio said. “That’s none of your affair.” 
 
    “And what about this prisoner I’ve been nursemaiding?” 
 
    “We’ll plant enough evidence around the Maxwell Mansion to cinch his guilt with the police. Then we’ll dump him in Chicago where he’ll be picked up.” 
 
    “Isn’t he apt to remember what happened and spill the whole story?” 
 
    “Even if he does, the police won’t believe him,” Antonio said. “They’ll figure he’s only trying to get out from under. Anyway, we’ll be in a safehouse by then.” 
 
    “What time will you pick me up here?” Sinclair asked. 
 
    “Ten minutes till one. The automobile will arrive right on the tick, so synchronize your watch.” 
 
    The two men compared timepieces, and then Antonio arose. 
 
    “Let’s have a look at the prisoner,” Antonio said. “Is he still out cold?” 
 
    “He was the last time I looked at him. Hasn’t moved since he was brought here.” 
 
    Sinclair went across the room to a large sea chest sitting in the corner of the room and opened the lid. There was a man inside, bound with ropes. He barely stirred when the light hit his face. I could see his bloodstained face clearly, and his identity gave me quite a shock.  
 
    It was Fred Halvorson. 
 
    “He’ll not bother you tonight, Sinclair,” Antonio said. “One of the boys can help you lift him into the car.” 
 
    “I don’t like this business,” Sinclair complained again. “I think his skull got fractured. What if he dies? I don’t want to go down as no murderer.” 
 
    “He’ll be okay by tomorrow,” Antonio answered indifferently. “Luciano gave him a little too much with the blackjack.” 
 
    I had heard all I needed to hear. I inched soundlessly away from the skylight and eased myself back onto the overhanging tree branch where Flo waited for me. 
 
    “Learn anything?” Florence demanded in a whisper. 
 
    “Did I? Flo, that other man is Clarence Sinclair. He and our waiter friend—Antonio—have a prisoner inside the cabin.” 
 
    “A prisoner? My gracious! Then they must be the saboteurs.” 
 
    “They’re planning to blow up the Maxwell Mansion at one o’clock, and quite possibly Mrs. Maxwell with it,” I told Flo. “Plus, I imagine there must be at least a maid who sleeps in.” 
 
    “What about Mr. Maxwell?” 
 
    “He’s away in Chicago.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “They intend to pin the crime on Fred Halvorson.” 
 
    “He’s not one of them, then?” 
 
    “It seems not. They have poor old Fred trussed up inside an old trunk, and he’s badly injured. Flo, you’ve got to hotfoot it to town and bring the police.” 
 
    “Come with me,” Florence pleaded. She appeared frightened at the mere thought of going through the dark woods alone. “Besides,” Flo continued, “I’ve no idea how to operate that motorboat, and that’s assuming Antonio won’t have taken off with it by the time you get there. No, I’m less than useless.” 
 
    “There’s bound to be some sort of conveyance left behind, even if he takes off with the Halvorson’s motorboat,” I insisted. “That headwaiter got here somehow.” 
 
    “Someone might have dropped him off on the river bank,” Flo pointed out. 
 
    She was right, but there was nothing to do but hightail it to the river bank and try to make a getaway before the headwaiter discovered our presence. 
 
    “One of us ought to stay and keep watch,” I said. “I think I can get the boat going. I watched Anne, and I think I know at least how to start it up. I’ll  go if you’re willing to remain.” 
 
    “If I’m to stay behind,” Florence said, “I’ll not do it up a tree.”  
 
    Flo started to descend the tree, but midway down, her hand loosened its hold, and she slipped several feet. Although she had the presence of mind not to shriek, she made enough noise to attract the attention of the men inside the shack. 
 
    “What was that? I hear someone outside.” 
 
    The game was up. 
 
    “Run, Flo!” I hissed down to her, “Run as fast as you can.” 
 
    It was too late to take the time to clamber down the tree. I darted to the roof edge,  swung myself down with my hands and dropped the six feet to the ground. 
 
    The door of the cabin opened. I had leaped from the rear side of the building, and so the two men did not spot me. They immediately took off after Florence, who was sprinting toward the relative safety of the woods. 
 
    Flo is not a fast runner. If the two men succeeded in catching her, they’d know they’d been in a fight, but Flo’s physical prowess is based on brawn, not speed. 
 
    I shouted to divert attention from Flo, who was sure to be caught if I stood by and did nothing. Clarence Sinclair turned around and came after me, while Antonio resumed pursuit of Florence. 
 
    I wished it had been the other way around. I did not find it hard to keep well ahead of Clarence Sinclair. He fell so far behind me that I circled, hoping to rejoin Flo. In addition to not being very fleet of foot, Flo, once confused, might never find her way out of the forest. 
 
    I paused from time to time to listen to the crackle of underbrush. Instead of running toward the river, Florence and her pursuer seemed to be circling back in the direction of the shack. 
 
    I wondered that she had not headed for the river and the motorboat, but then realized that Flo probably believed she had no chance of getting the boat started and didn’t want to be caught on the river bank with no choice but to dive into the water, should she end up cornered. 
 
    The noise of the pursuit was now coming toward me, so I stopped and waited. A moment later, Florence, puffing and gasping, came running past. I started running beside her, grasping her hand to help her over the rough places. 
 
    “That man’s right behind,” Florence panted. “Are we almost to the river?” 
 
    I had been wrong. Flo had intended to head for the river; it was just that her miserable sense of direction had utterly failed her.  
 
    I did not discourage Flo by revealing that she had been running in the wrong direction. The chance of escape now was slim. Florence was nearly spent, and I could tell that  Antonio was steadily gaining on us. 
 
    “The ark!” I told Flo. “If Noah has returned, and we can get inside, we’ll be safe there.” 
 
    Thorns tore at our clothing, but we stumbled on. Clarence Sinclair had been left so far behind I no longer regarded him as a threat, but Antonio was not to be outdistanced. He was getting so close that I worried he would catch us before we reached the ark. 
 
    “Go on, Jane,” Florence gasped, coming to a halt and sinking to her knees. “I can’t make it.” 
 
    “Yes, you can!” I jerked her up again. “We’re almost there. See?” 
 
    The ark loomed up ahead. Encouraged by the sight, Florence gathered her strength and kept doggedly on. We reached the bank of the stream and nearly gave way to despair. The ark was still dark, and the gangplank which usually connected it with shore was nowhere to be seen. I suspected that Noah hid it in the bushes somewhere whenever he was away from the ark. 
 
    “Noah! Noah!” called Florence wildly. 
 
    Only the parrot answered, crackling saucily from a porthole: “Hello, Noah! You old soak! Where are you, Noah?” 
 
    I picked up a stout stick that lay at my feet and handed it to Flo before pulling my cosh from my pocket. Antonio emerged from among the trees. We were cornered. 
 
    Moonlight gleamed on the revolver he held in his hand. I quietly slipped the cosh back into the pocket of my skirt. 
 
    “A very pretty race, my dears,” Antonio sneered, “but shall we call this the finish line?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    “Stand over there against that tree,” Antonio said, motioning at a large maple which stood near the ark. “You’ll not be harmed if you do exactly as you’re told.” 
 
    I did not believe that Antonio intended to do us no harm. Anyone who intended to blow up an occupied house in the dead of night would have no scruples about bumping Flo and me off and dumping our bodies in the Grassy. 
 
    “Why not let us go home?” I said. I could feel that my hands were shaking, but my voice was remarkably calm. 
 
    “Not tonight, my dear. Unfortunately for you and your friend, you’ve learned too much regarding my affairs.” 
 
    “Then what are you going to do with us?” 
 
    It appeared that Antonio did not know himself. He kept the revolver trained on us as he looked speculatively toward the ark. I heard approaching footsteps in the woods, and someone whistled twice. Antonio answered the signal. A moment later, Clarence Sinclair, quite winded, emerged onto the riverbank. 
 
    “So you got ’em, eh?”  
 
    “The question is what to do with them,” Antonio said to Sinclair. 
 
    “I don’t want ’em at the shack. If young Halvorson comes around, I may have my hands full with him.” 
 
    “This ark should serve my purpose,” Antonio said. “The old coot that lives here has gone off somewhere. Sinclair, get aboard and look around.” 
 
    “There’s no way to cross to it,” Sinclair pointed out. 
 
    “Use your head and find the gangplank, you lazy bum. It must be hidden somewhere in the bushes.” 
 
    Sinclair looked aggrieved at the insult, but the moonlight glinting off Antonio’s revolver seemed to make him think better of issuing any retort. He searched along the stream bank and soon came upon the missing plank. He fit it into place and quickly crossed over to the ark. A dog started to bark, but the sound was choked off. 
 
    “Well?” Antonio called out. 
 
    I didn’t like Antonio’s increasing state of agitation any more than I liked the way he was waving that revolver around. 
 
    “No one here except the animals,” Sinclair reported, reappearing on deck. “The only room that can be locked is the cabin where the old fool keeps his birds.” 
 
    “That ought to do. We won’t have to keep ’em here long.” 
 
    Antonio marched Flo and me across the gangplank, his revolver still trained on us and up the steps to the bird room of the ark. The parrot, arousing from slumber, squawked a raucous welcome. 
 
    “Get in there and don’t make any noise!” the waiter ordered. “If you shout for help or make any disturbance, you’ll be bound and gagged. And that’s not pleasant. Get me?” 
 
    “You seem to have got us,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    I suspected the real reason Antonio wasn’t bothering to tie us up and gag us was that there was little hope of anyone arriving to rescue us before he returned to do whatever it was he intended to do with us. 
 
    The door slammed, and a bolt slid into place.  
 
    I listened as two sets of footsteps retreated up the stairs to top deck.  
 
    “I’m too young to die,” Flo whispered mournfully. “I still haven’t lost enough weight to fit into that red dress I got last spring.” 
 
    “Red dress?” I said. “Won’t your mother have a million fits if you appear in public wearing red?” 
 
    Flo sighed. “She does insist that red is a color only appropriate for harlots and fallen women, but Martin wants me to wear it on our honey—”  
 
    “Martin?” I keep forgetting that Florence insists on calling Shep by his given Christian name.  
 
    “Don’t tell anyone!” Flo pleaded. “Nobody knows we’re engaged. Martin is dead set on a Catholic wedding, which means I’ll have to convert, and I’m still trying to think of a way to break it gently to Father.” 
 
    I wasn’t aware that Shep had proposed, but now didn’t seem to be the time to discuss Flo and Shep’s plans for the future.  It certainly wasn’t the time to express astonishment at discovering that Shep was a papist. 
 
    “I won’t breathe a word of it to a living soul,” I promised Flo. 
 
    I tiptoed over to the porthole. It was much too small to fit through, but at least it let in fresh air and gave me a view of the shore. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” cackled the parrot, tramping up and down on his wide perch. “Polly wants a slug o’ rum.” 
 
    “You’ll get a slug, period, if you don’t keep quiet,” I hissed at him. “Give me a chance to think, will you?” 
 
    “Thinking won’t get us out of this mess,” murmured Florence, sitting down with her back to a wall. “It must be after nine o’clock now. If anyone was coming looking for us, they would have come by now.” 
 
    “Even if we escaped right now,” I muttered, “We’d never make it back to Greenville in time to save Mrs. Maxwell from being blasted out of her bed at one o’clock in the morning.” 
 
    “The saboteurs intend to blame Fred Halvorson for that job, too. We have to stop them.” 
 
    “We can’t stop them unless we manage somehow to get out of here,” I said, keeping my voice low as I paced the floor. “I’m as mad as a hornet.” 
 
    “Shh,” said Florence. “I think those men are talking.” 
 
    I heard a murmur of voices coming from the third floor of the ark. The partitions were thin. By standing on one of the pigeon boxes, I discovered I could understand nearly everything that was being said. 
 
    “Clarence, you go back to the shack and keep an eye on Halvorson,” Antonio ordered the watchman. “As soon as Luciano comes, send him here. We’ll pull the job at one o’clock just as we planned, no matter what.” 
 
    I slipped soundlessly down from the pigeon box and watched through the porthole as Clarence Sinclair left the ark. 
 
    A few minutes later Antonio came outside dragging a straight back chair behind him. He sat down on the gang plank directly beneath the porthole. Soon the odor of his cigar drifted into the bird room. 
 
    “I wonder if Antonio’s alias is Peters or Wendell, or if those are the aliases of another of Antonio’s accomplices.” 
 
    “I don’t care who Peters or Wendell are,” Flo moaned. “All I can think about is getting out of here.” 
 
    Flo and I sat side by side, our backs to the wall. All around us, in boxes and cages, Noah’s birds stirred restlessly. The parrot kept up such a chatter that I finally resorted to covering his cage with a sack. 
 
    Time passed slowly. It seemed hours later when I heard another man’s voice calling from the shore. 
 
    “Ark ahoy! Are you there, Battaglia?” 
 
    Antonio Battaglia. That must be the headwaiter’s full name. 
 
    “Luciano, come aboard,” said Mr. Battaglia. “Sinclair tell you what happened?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I have more bad news. A searching party is out looking for those two women. Heading this way, too.” 
 
    “In that case—” 
 
    A minute later the door of the bird room suddenly was thrust open and a flashlight beam show in our faces. 
 
    It was Antonio Battaglia and a short dark-haired stranger—Luciano. My first thought was that I had seen Luciano before. I thought he might be the man with whom Fred Halvorson had dined at the Green Parrot. 
 
    I decided that revolver or no revolver, I wasn’t going down without a fight. I clutched the cosh in my pocket and was about to withdraw it in preparation for bringing it down on Antonio’s head.  
 
    It was then that I noticed that both Luciano and Antonio had revolvers trained on us. I loosened my grip on the cosh, hastily withdrew my hand from my pocket, and docilely allowed Battaglia and Luciano to plaster tape over our mouths and tie us up hand and foot. After trussing us up like a couple of pigs destined for the spit, the men went out again. 
 
    About fifteen minutes went by before I heard more voices along the shore. Someone hailed the ark and I recognized the voice of my father. 
 
    Antonio Battaglia responded, his voice casual and friendly. 
 
    “We’re looking for two young women lost in the woods,” my father called across to the ark. “Have you seen them?” 
 
    “Yes. A couple of women went past here about an hour ago. They were on their way to the river. One was tall, thin, and blond and the other—” 
 
    Flo was spared Battaglia’s description of her appearance, because my father interrupted him saying, “Then they must be heading home. By the way, you’re not the one they call Noah, are you?” 
 
    “Just a friend of his.” 
 
    “I see,” I heard my father say, apparently satisfied with Antonio’s answer. “Well, thanks. We’ve been worried about my daughter and her friend. It’s a relief to know they’re headed in the right direction.” 
 
    All during this exchange, in the darkness of the bird room, Florence and I had squirmed and twisted. Though we succeeded in thumping or feet and our bound shoulders on the floor, the sound was swallowed up by the solid wooden walls of the ark. 
 
    My father called out a cheery good night to Battaglia, and for a few minutes, I listened to the retreating footsteps in the underbrush. Then all was still, save for the restless stirring of the birds. 
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 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    After what seemed like an eternity but was probably all of twenty minutes, Antonio Battaglia and Luciano reentered the bird room. 
 
    Luciano wordlessly removed the tape from our mouths and set us free from our bonds,  while Antonio Battaglia kept his revolver pointed at us. Then they went out again.  
 
    I went to the porthole and watched as our captors walked down the gangplank and sat down together on a log on the shoreline not far from the ark. 
 
    “At least they didn’t torture us,” Florence said, close to tears. “Oh, Jane, your father believes we’ve gone home. How is anyone going to find us?” 
 
    “I’m sure someone will find us, but not in time to save Mrs. Maxwell and anyone else unfortunate enough to be spending the night in the Maxwell Mansion, that’s certain.” 
 
    I was feeling nearly as despondent as Flo, but I tried not to show it.  
 
    As I groped my way back to Florence from the porthole, I stumbled against a box. It tipped over and made such a ruckus it got the parrot worked up again, even though his cage was still covered.  
 
    “Noah’s bottles!”  
 
    I wondered if the noise would bring back Battaglia and Luciano, but when I returned to the porthole and looked out, they still sat on shore. 
 
    “Where do you suppose Noah has taken himself?” Florence wondered aloud. 
 
    “Maybe the sheriff got him,” I suggested. 
 
    “I doubt it. He probably just went off somewhere in search of more inhabitants for the ark. Still, I can’t imagine him staying away long of his own volition.” 
 
    “I can’t very well imagine Noah abandoning his animals,” I said. “Surely he’ll return soon.” 
 
    I huddled up to Flo, and we both drowsed until we were aroused by the sound of low voices just outside the porthole. 
 
    “It’s an old man coming,” I heard Antonio mutter. “Must be Noah.” 
 
    “What’ll we do with him?”  
 
    “Wait and see how he acts. He’s such a simple old coot he may not suspect anything.” 
 
    It was then that I realized why Battaglia and Luciano had bothered to release us from our bonds. If Noah returned, they were counting on the threat of getting shot being sufficient motivation to get Flo and me to feign taking up residence in the bird room of our own free will.  
 
     “If he makes trouble,” I heard Battaglia say, “we’ll have to lock him up with those women.” 
 
    A silence ensued, and then we heard heavy footsteps on the gangplank. 
 
    “Good evening, Noah,” I heard Antonio say. “Looks like rain, doesn’t it?” 
 
    The remark concerning the weather was all that was needed to dull the old man’s perceptions and make him forget that the ark had been invaded by strangers during his absence. I watched through the porthole as Noah lowered an armload of groceries to the railing and peered intently up at the sky. 
 
    “No man knoweth the hour, but when the thunder of the Lord strikes, the rain will descend. All creatures of the earth shall perish—yes, all except those who seek refuge here. Therefore, my sons, you do well to seek the shelter of my ark.” 
 
    “The old fellow’s sure raving,” Battaglia remarked to his companion. 
 
    I thought it very unwise on Antonio’s part to antagonize Noah, but the old man didn’t seem to understand that he’d been insulted.  
 
    “A raven? Ah, yes! For one hundred and fifty days the waters shall prevail upon the earth. Then will I send forth a raven or a dove to search for a sprig of green. And if the bird returns with such a token, then shall I know that the waters are receding, no more to destroy all flesh.” 
 
    “Toddle on, old man,” Antonio said, growing irritated. “Where’ve you been anyway?” 
 
    “My burdens are heavy.” Noah let out a deep sigh. “All day I have labored, seeking food for my animals. Greens I cut for Bessie, my cow, and at the grocery store I bought seed for the birds, crackers—” 
 
    “Never mind,” Antonio said. “Go into your quarters and stay there.” 
 
    “Bessie, the cow, must be fed.” 
 
    “Then go feed her,” Mr. Battaglia snapped. “Just get out of my sight.” 
 
    I could not hear what Noah said in reply. However, a medley of animal sounds beneath the deck led me to believe that the master of the ark had gone into the lower part of the ship to care for his animals. 
 
    “I wish he’d come here,” Florence said. “Maybe we could get the idea over to him that we’re being held prisoners.” 
 
    “Not a chance of it. Those men evidently intend to allow him the run of the ark so long as he suspects nothing,” I said. 
 
    “You may be right.” 
 
    I sat on the floor beside Flo, idly rolling one of Noah’s bottles back and forth, until I was struck with sudden inspiration.  
 
     “I know how we might bring him here!” 
 
    “How?” Florence asked. 
 
    “By stirring up the birds. Then Noah would get excited and try to break in.” 
 
    “And what would that accomplish?” 
 
    “Probably nothing,” I admitted. “Battaglia and Luciano are both armed. Noah’s a formidable man, but he couldn’t overpower two men with guns, even if he were inclined to do it.” 
 
    “All Noah thinks about is the coming flood. With another rain in the offing, he’ll confine his worries to how he can attract more people to his ark.” 
 
    “Flo! Maybe that’s the answer.” 
 
    “What is?”  
 
    “Perhaps we can summon help by sending a message in a bottle. Do you have a pen or a pencil with you, Flo?” 
 
    “I might have a pencil.” Florence searched in the pockets of her dress, and finally brought forth a stub of a pencil with a dull but usable lead. “I still don’t understand what you have in mind.” 
 
    “This is my idea,” I explained. “You know that whenever it rains, Noah starts tossing message bottles into the river.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    I groped my way across the room to the box which stood by the porthole. “Here are the bottles. What’s to prevent us from writing our own messages? We’ll explain that we are held prisoners here and appeal for help.” 
 
    “How do you propose to get the bottles overboard? If we start heaving things into the water, it’s bound to attract attention.” 
 
    “I’ll think of a scheme.” 
 
    “Even if the bottles did reach the water, one never would be picked up in time to do any good,” Florence argued.  
 
    “You’re probably right, I said. “But writing a few messages is better than sitting here and brooding.” 
 
    We removed corks from several bottles and took out the papers already inside them. It was too dim to see much, even directly underneath the porthole, but Florence and I scribbled at least a dozen messages anyway. We then carefully recorked every bottle, making sure they were watertight, and put them back into the box.  
 
    I then decided to stir up a bit of action. Moving from box to box, I aroused the sleeping birds. My final act was to jerk the covering from Polly’s cage and playfully pluck at the tail feathers of the startled creature. 
 
    “Noah! Noah!” the parrot shrieked. “Heave out the anchor! Help! Help!” 
 
    “Jane Carter! Whatever are you doing?” Flo demanded. 
 
    “You’ll see,” I told Florence. “Keep it up, Polly,” I encouraged the parrot as I rocked his cage.  
 
    The parrot squawked in righteous rage and the other birds set up an accompanying din.  
 
    I did not have to wait long for results. I soon heard a heavy tread outside the bird room. 
 
    Noah found the door to the bird room locked.  
 
    “Why is this room bolted?” I heard him say in a loud voice. “Has someone been harassing my birds?”   
 
    “Calm down, Grandpa, calm down,” I heard Antonio trying to soothe the old man. “No one is going to hurt your precious birds.” 
 
    The next moment, the bolt slid open. Noah stumbled across the threshold and began to murmur soothing words to the birds. He carried no light with him, and at first he did not see Florence and me.  
 
    When he finally noticed us, he said absently, “Good evening, my daughters. I am happy that you have come again to my ark, but I am afraid you have disturbed my birds.” 
 
    I chose my words carefully, for Battaglia and Luciano stood menacingly in the cabin doorway. I feared that it wouldn’t take much for them to lock Noah in with us, or to simply give us each a bullet to the head and be done with it.  
 
    “The birds do seem excited for some reason,” I told Noah. “No doubt they’re alarmed by the approaching storm.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, that may be it.” 
 
    Noah went to an oil lamp on the wall and lit the wick. He then picked up a sack of bird seed and began moving from cage to cage refilling the feeders. 
 
    “Upstairs!” Antonio mouthed at us behind Noah’s back. When we hesitated, he reached for the revolver he had concealed inside his coat.  
 
    Flo began moving toward the door, while I chose a route which allowed me to bump against the box of bottles as if I’d mistakenly stumbled against them in the dim light of the oil lamp. 
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    Flo paused as I bent to rub my ankle.   
 
    “With another storm coming up, I suppose you’ll be throwing out more of your messages,” I said to Noah. 
 
    Noah immediately dropped the sack of bird seed and strode over to the box of bottles. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I have been neglectful of my duty. With the Great Flood coming, I must warn the good people of Greenville. I shall bid them seek refuge here before their doom is sealed.” 
 
    Noah selected a half dozen bottles and started to heave them through the porthole. But Mr. Battaglia put a stop to his action. 
 
    “Just a minute, Grandpa,” he said. “What’s in those bottles?” 
 
    “Messages which I wrote with my own hand warning the people of the Great Deluge soon to break upon us. Would you like to read them, my son?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I intend to do,” said Antonio. 
 
    Mr. Battaglia fixed me with a hard stare, before repeating the performance with Flo. Finally, he turned his attention back to the box of bottles, selected one off the top and started to remove the cork. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    The cork was stubborn and refused to come out, so Mr. Battaglia smashed it against a wall of the ark. Picking up the folded paper, he flashed his light across the writing. 
 
    “‘The hour of the Great Deluge approaches,’” he read aloud. “‘Come to my ark, and I will provide shelter and comfort.’” 
 
    I allowed myself to breathe again. The message was one that Noah had written. Unless Antonio opened another bottle, he would not suspect that Flo and I were the authors of other messages pleading for help. 
 
    “Stand back and allow me to throw my bottles into the stream!” Noah shouted. “Even though you are a guest aboard my ark, your actions are not pleasing.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Grandpa,” Antonio said with a shrug. “Heave out every last one of your bottles if it will keep you happy.” 
 
    As Noah began to toss the bottles out of the porthole, Mr. Battaglia again ordered Flo and me out of the bird room. 
 
    “Upstairs!” he said, giving Flo a shove toward the stairway. 
 
    I looked toward the shoreline. The gangplank was still down. I considered making a run for it, but it was Antonio’s revolver that made me nervous.  
 
    As if reading my mind, Battaglia said: “I wouldn’t run, if I were you. Behave yourself, and you’ll be set free before morning.” 
 
    Antonio marched Flo and me up the stairs to the third floor of the ark. Although Noah’s living quarters were more comfortable than the bird room, they were considerably less private. Battaglia and Luciano remained in the passageway just outside, and Flo and I couldn’t even whisper to each other without being overheard. 
 
    Noah soon appeared, apparently much mollified after throwing out his bottles. He attempted to strike up a friendly conversation with Battaglia and his companion, but they were uncommunicative.  
 
    After that, Noah picked up his banjo and went down to the lower deck and began to sing spirituals. His voice, as cracked as the fingers which strummed the strings, irritated Antonio. 
 
    “There’s a limit to what a fellow can stand,” I heard Battaglia say over the sound of Noah’s singing. 
 
    “It won’t be much longer now,” Luciano replied. 
 
    “Why can’t we pull the job now and get out?” 
 
    “Because the car won’t be waiting for us. Everything’s got to move on schedule. Remember we don’t get any bonus if that floozy comes out of this without a scratch on her.” 
 
    I could only conclude that the floozy in question must be Mrs. Maxwell. 
 
    As the night wore on, a light rain began to fall. Battaglia and Luciano went frequently to the windows, seemingly well pleased by the change of weather. 
 
    Another hour elapsed, or at least it seemed that long. Noah had tired of singing, but he had not returned to the third floor.  
 
    “Well, I’m shoving off,” I heard Antonio say. “At fifteen after one, lock ’em up in the bird room, and make for the shack. The car will pick you up.” 
 
    “Good luck, Battaglia,” his companion responded. 
 
    I heard receding footsteps as Antonio went downstairs. I heard him cross the gangplank, and then his footsteps died away. 
 
    I looked at Florence in despair. Battaglia had gone to blow the Maxwell Mansion to bits, and quite possibly Mrs. Maxwell and her domestic staff with it. I could not be certain of Antonio’s plans, but I expected that he intended to use Anne Halvorson’s boat to transport explosives from the stash hidden in the forest. 
 
    Noah came back upstairs. If he found his assortment of visitors unwelcome, he didn’t show it. Noah seemed to have no inkling that we, and he himself, where being held against our will.  
 
    Luciano came inside Noah’s apartment and began to pace the floor nervously. Suddenly he halted by a porthole, listening.  
 
    “Someone’s out there in the trees,” Luciano muttered. “This ark is being watched. Noah, stick your head out the window and ask who it is. And no tricks.” 
 
    Noah did as he was told. 
 
    “Hello, the ark!” 
 
    It was Jack. 
 
    “Are you alone there, Noah?” Jack continued. “I’ve come with ten friends.”  
 
    “Tell him you’re alone,” said Luciano in a low voice. “Say that you are just going to bed and aren’t receiving visitors.” 
 
    “But my son, that would be a base falsehood,” Noah argued. “I have no intention of retiring—” 
 
    It was my chance. Luciano’s attention was diverted. I rushed forward, raised my cosh and brought it down smartly on the back of his head.  
 
    Luciano fell to the floor. I bent over the semiconscious man and removed the revolver from his pocket.  
 
    Then I rushed to the window and dropped the revolver into the river as I screamed to Jack for help. 
 
    Luciano did not remain a spent force for long. He staggered to his feet and stumbled toward me. 
 
    I braced myself and gripped my cosh in anticipation of Luciano’s attack, but just then, Florence began to scream so loudly I was sure her cries must be audible on the riverbank. 
 
    Luciano realized he was cornered. He lurched out of the room, and a few seconds later I heard a loud splash. He had leaped from the high deck into the stream. 
 
    “Get him! Get him!” I shouted through the window to the group of men on shore. 
 
    Then Flo and I, trailed by a baffled Noah, went out on the deck to witness the action.  
 
    Luciano swam the short distance to the far side of the stream and scrambled up the bank. 
 
    “He’s going to get away,” Florence said mournfully. 
 
    Then, as Luciano reached the top of the bank, two men rose from their hiding places in the tall bushes and nabbed him by the arms. 
 
    “It’s Dad,” I said, “and Shep.”  
 
    Flo and I ran down the gangplank to reach the rescue party. My father and Shep were still on the other side of the stream, but the rest of the party was comprised of various reporters, newspaper staff, and Anne Halvorson. 
 
    “I found your message in the bottle,” Anne said. 
 
    “I can’t believe it worked,” said Flo. 
 
    “I was in the little cove just below here, guarding my boat,” Anne explained. “I intended to get back earlier to relieve you two, but I was detained at the police station. While I waited at the bend, wondering what to do, a swarm of corked bottles came floating downstream.” 
 
    “Noah threw out a box full of them,” I said. “So you read our message asking for help, Anne?” 
 
    “Yes, one of the bottles drifted ashore. Usually I don’t bother to read the messages, but this time I did.” 
 
    “How were you able to bring help here so quickly?” I asked her. 
 
    “Actually, I didn’t. Earlier in the evening, Eddie Franks telephoned the Examiner office, and your father came across the river to retrieve you.” 
 
    “Dad was here hours ago, and the saboteurs tricked him into leaving, but I assumed he was alone.” 
 
    “He was alone, and I didn’t see him at the time,” Anne said. “When your father returned home and learned you had still not returned, he organized a searching party. Just as the men reached Bug Run once more, I found your message. I gave it to your father and—well, you know the rest.” 
 
    “Has Antonio Battaglia been captured ?” I asked. “That’s the important thing!” 
 
    “Battaglia? You mean the man who stole my motorboat?” 
 
    “Yes, he went away from the ark about ten minutes ago. I’m sure he intended to use the hidden boat, Anne! You left it well guarded, I hope.” 
 
    “There’s no one watching it now.” 
 
    “Then we’ve got to move fast!” I went to the bank of the stream and shouted across to my father. “Battaglia plans to blow up the Maxwell Mansion. He’s probably hiding somewhere close by now, waiting for a chance to make his getaway.” 
 
    Dad handed off care of the prisoner to Shep and another of his reporters and crossed the stream.  
 
    Just as he made it to the other side, we heard the engine of a motorboat sputter. Anne stopped short, listening.  
 
    “That’s my boat!”  
 
    “Battaglia is getting away!” I said. “We must stop him!” 
 
    Dad and Jack ran toward the mouth of Bug Run. Anne, Flo, and a couple of the search party followed, but by the time we reached the river, the boat had disappeared. I could hear the popping of its engine far out on the water. 
 
    “We’ll never overtake him now,” Anne said. “That boat is faster than any of ours.” 
 
    Anne had beached the boat she’d come in nearby. Even though pursuit seemed useless, Dad and Jack launched it, and the five of us piled aboard, leaving the remainder of the search party behind.  
 
    “We haven’t a chance to overtake that fellow,” Anne repeated as she piloted the boat against the current. 
 
    “If only we could notify the Coast Guards,” I said. “Their station is upriver. They still might be able to intercept Antonio Battaglia before he reaches the Maxwell Mansion.” 
 
    “No way to contact them,” Dad said, his voice grim. “If there were any houses along shore, we could telephone. As it is, the situation is pretty hopeless.” 
 
    “Shall we give up the chase?” Anne asked. 
 
    As my father hesitated, I glimpsed an approaching craft. It was the Eloise III. 
 
    “Dad, we still have a chance. We can call ahead by radio telephone.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “The Eloise has a radio telephone,” I explained. I took up Anne’s flashlight and began to signal to the yacht. “If only they see us in time, we may yet save Mrs. Maxwell.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Inside the radio room of the Eloise III, we hovered at the elbow of Commodore Phillips who sat at the radio-telephone. 
 
    “I’ve done all I can,” the Commodore said, putting aside the instrument. “The Coast Guard station has acknowledged our message; they are relaying it to the Greenville Police Department. Now all we can do is wait.” 
 
    The Eloise headed at full steam toward a stretch of shoreline bordering the Maxwell estate. Unmindful of the rain, Jack, Flo, Anne and I went out on deck. Huddling in the lee of the cabin, we anxiously watched and listened. The Maxwell mansion stood peacefully in the moonlight, every window dark. 
 
    “It’s one fifteen,” said Jack, glancing at his watch. “Any minute now—” 
 
    A loud report sounded over the water. 
 
    “Poor Mrs. Maxwell!” Flo gasped. “The house has been dynamited!” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said. “That was gunfire!” 
 
    “The police have gone into action,” Jack said. 
 
    A moment later there was another flash of fire and another loud report was heard. There was an exchange of gunfire, then all went silent, and lights started coming on in the Maxwell Mansion. An exterior light flooded the back terrace which overlooked the river, and soon I could see moving figures on the back lawn. 
 
    I returned to the radio room.  
 
    “You may rest easy now,” the Commodore told me. “I’ve received a message that the police have neutralized the explosives and are in the process of apprehending the suspect. He’ll be very lucky if he escapes with his life.” 
 
    I sagged weakly against the railing of the Eloise. Now that I knew the inhabitants of the Maxwell Mansion were safe, I felt exhausted from the long period of suspense. 
 
    “Antonio Battaglia can’t be the only one involved in this plot,” my father said. “There must be others.” 
 
    “Oh, there are,” I told him. “Someone named Luciano and also Clarence Sinclair. He’s a paid accomplice. He’s waiting at a shack not far from the ark. Fred Halvorson is being held prisoner there.” 
 
    “Fred?” Anne said. “Why are you just now telling us that?” 
 
    “In all the excitement, it just passed out of my mind,” I confessed. “I forgot about everything except saving Mrs. Maxwell.” 
 
    Once more Commodore Phillips busied himself on the radio-telephone. Before long, a police squad had been dispatched to the shack in the woods. Likewise, a message soon came that Antonio Battaglia had been captured. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see Fred,” Anne said as she paced the deck. “I hope he’s not seriously hurt.” 
 
    Commodore Phillips put our entire party ashore not far from the entrance to Bug Run. We hurried through the woods and reached the shack only a few minutes after the arrival of police. 
 
    “What became of Clarence Sinclair?” Dad asked a sergeant. “Did you get him?” 
 
    The policeman pointed to a downcast figure who sat handcuffed inside the patrol car. Sinclair, he explained, had been captured without a struggle. 
 
    “And Fred Halvorson?” Anne asked. 
 
    “They’re taking him to the ambulance now.” 
 
    Four men came out of the shack bearing the injured young man on a stretcher. Pale but conscious, he grinned as Anne tearfully bent over him. 
 
    “I’m okay, Anne,” he mumbled. “Feelin’ fine.” 
 
    Anne rode with her husband to the hospital, but the rest of us remained behind. 
 
    I tried to learn from police officers if Fred had made any statement. 
 
    “Sure, he was able to spill the whole story,” Police Detective Bradshaw told me. “Seems he set out to prove that he was innocent of any association with the saboteurs. Instead of cooperating with the police, he went to work on his own. He investigated an organization known as the Broadside Gang. That put him on the trail of a headwaiter at the Green Parrot, a man by the name of Antonio Battaglia.” 
 
    “I understand now why Fred acted so oddly about that wallet he lost along the river,” I said. “He didn’t want me to know that he was meeting one of the saboteurs at the Parrot.” 
 
    “How many were involved in the dynamiting plot?” Dad asked. 
 
    “Twelve or thirteen. According to Halvorson, Antonio Battaglia is the brains of the group. By pretending to go along with them, the young fella gathered a lot of evidence.” 
 
    “But at first the saboteurs tried to throw the guilt on Fred,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True,” Officer Bradshaw said. “They used a boat stolen from the Halvorson dock, and they planted evidence to make it appear that Fred was the guilty one.” 
 
    “Then why would they take up with him later?” 
 
    “They never did. One of the saboteurs met him at the Green Parrot to try to learn how much the kid knew. Young Halvorson was slugged over the head when he tried to get into a basement room where the gang held their meetings.” 
 
    “I guess that explains why we found Fred lying outside in the alley,” my father said. “It’s a pity he couldn’t have told us what he was attempting to do.” 
 
    “The kid did get a lot of evidence. With the information he’s given us, we expect to mop up the entire gang.” 
 
    “But what about the man who’s behind it all?” I asked Officer Bradshaw. “I hope you don’t think that the Broadside Gang spontaneously decided to make the Maxwell family’s life a living Hades on a whim?” 
 
    “Antonio Battaglia has indicated they were being paid to do the job, but I find I can’t quite believe that portion of his story. The man he’s implicating as being the money behind the plot is one of Greenville’s most upstanding citizens.” 
 
    “Which of Greenville’s upstanding citizens?” I pressed the officer. 
 
    “I can’t say.” 
 
    “Morris Stedman?” 
 
    Officer Bradshaw’s face registered astonishment, but he declined to affirm my suspicions. 
 
    “If you hung around more with middle-aged ladies,” I told him, “you’d be familiar with the stories going around—” 
 
    “I’d better be moving along,” Officer Bradshaw said. “I’ve got work to do.” 
 
    “But Florence and I found Fred Halvorson a prisoner here at the shack,” I persisted, hoping to get something more from the police detective. “I suppose in seeking evidence he tangled with the saboteurs again.” 
 
    “Yes, young Halvorson was foolhardy. He was caught spying a second time, and they slugged him. Lucky for him his injuries aren’t likely to prove serious.” 
 
    My father and Jack asked many more questions, knowing the story would be on the front page of the Greenville Examiner in the morning. They then rushed off to scoop the rival papers. 
 
    “Dad nor Jack even took the time to say they were happy we escaped from those saboteurs,” I complained to Florence. “Isn’t that a newspaperman for you?” 
 
    Before another hour had elapsed, reporters and photographers from other papers swarmed the woods. Florence and I were quizzed regarding the capture of the three saboteurs. Determined to preserve the Greenville Examiner’s scoop, we had very little to say. 
 
    The next morning, over a late breakfast at home, I learned that police had lost no time in acting upon information provided by Fred Halvorson. The entire group of men known to be associated with the Broadside Gang had been arrested at the new Fourteenth Street location of the Green Parrot. A complete confession had been signed by Clarence Sinclair, who claimed that he was not a member of the gang but had been simply hired to do as instructed.  
 
    Morris Stedman, in anticipation of the police knocking on his door and asking uncomfortable questions, skipped town, but he only got as far as Chicago before he was picked up and broke down under questioning.  
 
    He’d toyed for years with the notion of getting revenge on Mr. Maxwell for the death of his sister, Morris Stedman admitted, but he’d always stopped short of taking action. Losing the big army contract to his enemy had pushed him over the edge. It had been his intention to destroy Mr. Maxwell’s business and take from him the only person Mr. Maxwell seemed to care about, the second Mrs. Maxwell. 
 
    “But did the first Mrs. Maxwell really kill herself?” I asked my father. “Mrs. Timms said our Dr. Hamilton was the one who was treating her at the time.” 
 
    “I looked into that,” Dad said. “Dr. Hamilton says he was with Maria Maxwell when she died. There was no suicide. The rumor that Maria took her own life was started by her brother, Morris. He may have believed his own lie, but there was no truth to it.” 
 
    “But Mr. Maxwell really did remarry within the month?” 
 
    “He did. However, according to Dr. Hamilton, Mr. Maxwell met the second Mrs. Maxwell at least a week after his wife’s death, so although it may have appeared hasty, there is no question that Mr. Maxwell was far more loyal to his late wife than Morris Stedman believed.” 
 
    “Mr. Maxwell got married that quickly? He must have known the second Mrs. Maxwell all of a couple of weeks when he married her.” 
 
    “The first Mrs. Maxwell had been very ill for quite some time,” said Dad. “According to Dr. Hamilton, she lived much longer than anyone had anticipated, although during the last months of her life she was in considerable pain.” 
 
    “Perhaps it was the dying Maria Maxwell’s wish that her husband remarry as quickly as possible,” I said. “He’s known to be quite a recluse. Maybe his first wife knew he’d be unbearably lonely without anyone to come home to.” 
 
    “Or perhaps Maxwell’s just the sort of man who takes prompt action when he knows he’s found the right woman,” my father suggested. 
 
    “Unlike you,” I said pointedly.  
 
    “Well, the Greenville Examiner scooped every paper in town,” Dad said, refusing to be drawn into a discussion of his own romantic entanglements. “That’s not important, however, compared to saving Mrs. Maxwell’s life.” 
 
    “How about your daughter? Aren’t you one speck glad about saving me?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” Dad said. “It’s just that I don’t want to encourage your tendencies to play the lady detective. One of these days—”  
 
    “Never mind,” I said, “If Flo and I hadn’t done our prowling, we wouldn’t have saved Mrs. Maxwell from getting blown to bits.” 
 
    Dad must have been a little grateful that I’d escaped unscathed, because when I brought up the subject of Noah and his ark and what might become of his menagerie, Dad promised to talk to Sheriff Anderson and do what he could for the old fellow. After breakfast was over, my father and I set off to see Noah, stopping en route at the hospital. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad you came,” Anne said as she sat at Fred’s bedside. “Fred and I owe you so much. I’ve been very unpleasant—” 
 
    “Not at all,” I told her. “Anyway, I like folks who aren’t afraid to speak their minds.” 
 
    Fred Halvorson told his story, which was consistent with the one we’d heard from the police. Fred was greatly relieved that he was no longer a suspect in the bridge dynamiting. 
 
    “How did you learn that Battaglia was a saboteur?” my father asked him. 
 
    “Accident,” admitted Fred. “Even before the bridge was blasted, I had seen the fellow around the docks. One day I overheard him talking to Sinclair, and what they said made me suspicious. After getting involved in the mess myself, I made it my business to investigate. I managed to meet one of the saboteurs at the Parrot, but he proved too shrewd for me.” 
 
    “You woke up in the alley,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, after that I watched a place I’d learned about on Fourteenth Street. Figured I had all the dope. But as I started out to call for the police, someone hit me with a blackjack. That’s the last I remember until I came to at that shack in the woods.” 
 
    After we left the hospital, we headed for the ark.  
 
    “I confess I don’t know how to appeal to Noah’s reason,” my father said as we approached the gangplank. “Sheriff Anderson insists the ark is a nuisance and must go.” 
 
    I paused at the edge of the stream. It had started to rain once more, and drops splattered down through the trees, rippling the quiet water. 
 
    “Poor Noah!” I said to Dad, “he’ll be unwilling to leave his home or his animals. This ark never can be floated either.” 
 
    “I’d be glad to pay for his lodgings elsewhere,” my father said. 
 
    “I hardly think that’s a solution. He’ll never leave his animals behind.” 
 
    I crossed the gangplank and called out Noah’s name. There was no answer. Not until I had shouted many times did the old fellow come up from the ark’s hold. His arms were grimy, his clothing wet from the waist down. 
 
    “Why, Noah!” I was astonished by his appearance. 
 
    “All morning I have labored,” Noah said wearily. “All the commotion last night excited Bessie so badly that the critter kicked a hole in the ark. Water has poured in faster than I can pump it out.” 
 
    “Well, why not abandon this old boat?” my father proposed, quick to seize an opportunity. “Wouldn’t you like to live in a steam-heated apartment?” 
 
    “With my animals?” 
 
    “No, you would have to leave them behind.” 
 
    Noah shook his head. “I could not desert my animals. At least not my dogs and cats, or my birds or fowls. As for cows and goats, they are a burden almost beyond my strength.” 
 
    “A little place in the country might suit you,” I suggested. 
 
    Noah showed no interest. 
 
    “Or how would you like a big bus? You could take your smaller pets and tour the United States,” I said. 
 
    Noah’s dull blue eyes began to gleam. “I had a truck once,” he said. “They took it away from me after I had made a payment. I’ve always hankered to see the country. But it’s not to be.” 
 
    “Oh, a truck might be arranged.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” Noah leaned heavily on the railing of the ark. “You might say I made a covenant to keep this place of refuge. The Great Flood soon will be upon us—” 
 
    “There will be no flood,” my father interrupted. 
 
    I looked at Noah. He was growing a bit red in the face. So was my father. 
 
    “Perhaps this is a job for the Reverend Radcliff,” I said in Dad’s ear and hastily bade Noah goodbye. 
 
    The next day, accompanied by Flo and Reverend Radcliff, I returned to the ark.  
 
    It had required considerable cajoling to get the Reverend Sidney Radcliff away from his discourse on the Little Horn of Revelation and out of his study. It had taken further coaxing to get him down to the docks, into the Maybelline, and across the Grassy to Bug Run. It had not helped that it was raining again. 
 
    Eager to escape the damp and the mosquitoes, Reverend Radcliff wasted no time in getting right to the point. 
 
    “As a minister of the gospel and a Bible scholar,” Reverend Radcliff said to Noah, “I can say with complete confidence that the Holy Word is clear. There will never again be a world-wide flood.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to leave this ark if only I could believe that,” sighed Noah. “I’m getting older, and it’s a great burden to care for so many animals. But I must not shirk my duty just because I am tired.” 
 
    It was clear that Noah could not be influenced by mere words, so when I looked up at the sky and saw that although rain still fell, the sun had straggled through the clouds and was creating a beautiful rainbow, I took it as a sign. 
 
    “Noah!” I said, pointing up at the rainbow. “Don’t you remember the Bible quotation: ‘And I do set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be for a token of a covenant between me and the earth.’” 
 
    “‘And the waters shall no more become a flood to destroy all flesh,’” Noah whispered, his fascinated gaze upon the rainbow. 
 
    “There, you have your sign, your token,” Reverend Radcliff said briskly. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” whispered the old man. “This is the hour for which I long have waited! Behold the rainbow which rolleth back the scroll of destiny! Never again will the flood come. Never again will destruction envelop the earth and all its creatures.” 
 
    “How about it, Noah?” I said. “If I make all the arrangements to get you a truck will you leave the ark and take your animals on tour?” 
 
    The old man did not hesitate. “Yes, I will go,” he said. “My mission here is finished. I am content.” 
 
    We slipped quietly away from the ark before Noah could change his mind. When I looked back at the ark, Noah still stood at the railing, his face turned raptly toward the fading rainbow. As the last trace of color disappeared from the sky, he bowed his head in worshipful reverence. A moment he stood thus, and then, turning, walked with dignity into the ark. 
 
    “Poor old fellow,” I said to my father later that evening, as we sat around the supper table eating Mrs. Timms’ Madras curry with saffron rice. Mrs. Timms had gulped down her supper in about ten minutes and hurried off to meet her friend Mrs. Amhurst to see a picture show at the Pink Lotus, so for once I had Dad to myself. 
 
    “I suppose by ‘poor fellow’ you mean Noah,” my father said. “But I deserve sympathy, too. Haven’t I just been knicked to the tune of one very expensive truck?” 
 
    “You don’t really mind, do you, Dad?” 
 
    “No, it’s worth it to have the old fellow satisfied. After all, that ark did bring me a big story for the Greenville Examiner. After a big scoop like that, a man can feel entitled to a period of rest.” 
 
    “You mean he could afford to turn his attention to his private life? Say, properly propose marriage to the woman of his dreams?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” said Dad and returned his attention to his curry. His face was very red, and I don’t think it was just the fact that Mrs. Timms had employed a rather heavy hand with the red pepper. 
 
    “I think you know exactly what I mean,” I said. “And I, for one, will not stand idly by while you let such a queen among women slip through your fingers. I refuse to bring you any more sensational news stories until you make an honest woman of Doris Timms.” 
 
    I meant it, too.  
 
    
The End 
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 Chapter One
  
 
    Flo and I laughed and shouted as we clung to the little iceboat speeding over the frozen surface of the Grassy River. 
 
    “Jane, we’re going too fast!” screamed my friend, Florence Radcliff, as she ducked down to protect her face from the biting wind. 
 
    “We’re only going about forty miles an hour,” I shrieked. “This boat can travel at sixty if the wind is just right.” 
 
    Bundled in a  fur-lined parka, sheepskin coat, and goggles, I manned the tiller. When I’d left the house, Mrs. Timms, our longtime housekeeper, had said that I looked for all the world like a jolly Eskimo.  
 
    The Icicle was my pride and joy. I’d built the iceboat myself—spars from a wood lot, the sail from an old tent. 
 
    “Slow down, Jane,” Flo pleaded. 
 
    “Can’t,” I shouted. “We’re going into a hike!” 
 
    As one runner raised off the ice, the boat tilted far over on its side. Florence shrieked with terror and held on tight to prevent being thrown out. I tried to avert disaster by a snappy starting of the main sheet. 
 
    For a few terrifying seconds, the boat rushed on, runners roaring. Then, as a sudden puff of wind struck the sail, the steering runner leaped off the ice. Instantly, the Icicle went into a spin from which I could not recover. 
 
    “We’re going over!” screamed Florence, scrambling to free her feet. 
 
    The next moment the boat capsized. Flo and I both went sliding on our backs across the ice. I landed in a snowdrift at the river bank, my parka awry, goggles hanging on one ear. 
 
    “Are you hurt, Flo?” I called out, scrambling to my feet. 
 
    Florence lay sprawled on the ice some thirty feet away. Slowly she pulled herself to a sitting position and rubbed the back of her head. 
 
    “Maybe this is your idea of fun,” she complained. “As for me, give me bronco busting. It would be a mild sport in comparison.” 
 
    I tugged Florence up and started dusting snow from her clothing. “This is great  fun, Flo. We have to expect these little upsets while we’re learning.” 
 
    The sail of the overturned iceboat was billowing out like a parachute. Slipping and sliding, I ran to pull it in. 
 
    “Take the old thing down,” urged Florence, hobbling after me. “I’ve had enough ice-boating for this afternoon.” 
 
    “Oh, just one more turn down the river and back,” I coaxed. 
 
    “No!” Flo said firmly. “We’re close to the clubhouse now. If we sail off again, there’s no telling where we’ll end up. Anyway, it’s late, and it’s starting to snow.” 
 
    I reluctantly acknowledged that Florence spoke pearls of wisdom. Large, damp snowflakes were drifting down, dotting the thick blue woolen mittens Mrs. Timms had knitted me last winter. The wind was stiffening, and the cold penetrated my sheepskin coat. 
 
    “It will be dark within an hour,” added Florence. Uneasily she scanned the leaden sky. “We’ve been out here all afternoon.” 
 
    “Guess it is time to go home,” I admitted. “Oh, well, it won’t take us long to get the Icicle loaded onto the car trailer. We’re lucky we upset so close to the clubhouse.” 
 
    Flo and I took down the flapping sail. After much tugging and pushing, we righted the boat and pulled it toward the Greenville Yacht Club. The Yacht Club was closed for the winter, and the building looked cold and forlorn. I had parked Bouncing Betsy in the snowy parking lot, which was convenient to the river.  
 
    Bouncing Betsy is my ancient Peerless Model 56. She used to be a sleek and glossy black, but now she’s more of a dapple grey. I originally bought her for thirty-five dollars in a fit of economy after my husband died rather unexpectedly and left me with little more than fond memories of our short union. Now that I’m a moderately successful lady novelist—authoress of such works of popular fiction as Perpetua’s Pride, Lady Ramfutherington’s Revenge, and my current work-in-progress: Fiona Finds a Way: A Tale of Love and Betrayal in Old New York—I cling to Old Bets out of pure sentimentality. I can’t bear to resign her to the scrap heap. We’ve been through far too much together. 
 
    “Wish we could get warm somewhere,” Florence said, shivering. “It must be ten below zero.” 
 
    Pulling the Icicle behind us, we climbed up the slippery bank. Snow now swirled in clouds, nearly obscuring the clubhouse. 
 
    “I’ll get Bouncing Betsy and drive her down here,” I said, starting toward the parking lot. “No use dragging the boat any farther.” 
 
    Abandoning the Icicle, Florence followed. A dozen steps took us to a wind-swept corner of the deserted building. Rounding it, we both stopped short, staring. 
 
    “Great fishes! What happened to Old Bets?” 
 
    My faithful automotive companion of lo these many years sat in the snowy parking area of the yacht club, her entire right side dented in and her front bumper askew. 
 
    “Poor Old Betsy,” I wailed, pounding my mittens together. “She’s been savagely attacked.” 
 
    “Look at those tracks,” Florence said. “It looks like an automobile lost control and slid off the road into the parking lot.” 
 
    I followed Flo’s pointing finger. A set of deep ruts in the snowy bank supported Florence’s theory. 
 
    “I don’t think that was any ordinary automobile,” I said. “I think it was a large truck and heavily loaded, too.” 
 
    “It looks like it lost part of its load when it collided with Betsy.” Flo pointed toward a ditch that bordered the parking area.  
 
    I went to investigate the little ravine. Through a screen of bare tree branches and bushes, I glimpsed a large wooden crate, broken in half and partially obscured by the deep snow into which it had tumbled. 
 
    I moved closer to investigate, Flo close at my heels. 
 
    “Do you smell what I smell?” I asked Flo as we approached the crate. 
 
    “Do you smell whiskey?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what whiskey smells like,” I said. “You, on the other hand, having a father who keeps a bottle of bourbon in the garden shed, will doubtless be more knowledgeable.” 
 
    Florence’s father, the Reverend Sidney Radcliff, is no longer a drinker, not that he was ever habitually sozzled or anything of that nature. Since the passage of the Volstead Act, Reverend Radcliff adheres strictly to the letter of the law. His wife, Mrs. Reverend Sidney Radcliff, sees to that.  
 
    My dig at Flo about the bottle in the garden shed was referring to Reverend Radcliff’s one small act of rebellion against Prohibition. Sadly, since Flo filched his bottle, containing the remaining three quarters of an inch of bourbon, so that I could use it to impersonate a drunken intruder to the Moresby Clock Tower—don’t ask, it’s too complicated to relate here—the Reverend has had to make do with the weak tea and lemonade Mrs. Radcliff provides the inmates at the parsonage. 
 
    “Perhaps you could pick up a resupply for your father,” I suggested to Flo. 
 
    “Wouldn’t touch the stuff,” Florence said. “It’s probably pure poison. I did tell you what happened last week at the Church Christmas Bazaar?” 
 
    “You did,” I said.  
 
    Apparently, someone had spiked the punch at the St. Luke’s Christmas Bazaar, which Mrs. Radcliff took charge of each year.  
 
    I suspected that it was the work of the son of one of Reverend Radcliff’s parishioners, Harold Amhurst. A few years back, Harold been responsible for a similar stunt during St. Luke’s Spring Social. On that occasion, I’d been disposed to take a tolerant view, since there’s nothing quite so amusing as a gaggle of old dears gradually growing spifflicated. 
 
    However, the Christmas Bazaar had ended on quite a more sobering note. Several of Reverend Radcliff’s parishioners had been hauled off to the hospital on stretchers, and dozens of others had also become ill to varying degrees.  
 
    Mr. Townsend, who already had a liver complaint, was still admitted to Mercy Hospital. Another stricken parishioner, Mrs. McCall, told Flo, when she paid her a visit to administer chicken soup and see to the cleaning of Mrs. McCall’s glass eye, that she (Mrs. McCall) hadn’t been out of bed for a week and was still seeing double. I considered seeing double quite a feat considering that Mrs. McCall had vision in only one eye, but the old lady had always possessed a flair for the dramatic. 
 
    “Is your mother still convinced it was Mrs. Pruitt who poisoned the punch?” I asked Flo. 
 
    “She is,” said Flo, “and nothing will convince her otherwise.” 
 
    Mrs. Arnold Pruitt is Mrs. Radcliff’s archrival for supremacy as Grand Dame of Greenville’s civic circles. They’ve been involved in a war of words for years. It all started when Mrs. Pruitt suggested that Mrs. Radcliff might not be the organizational force she once was owing to it being “her time of life.” 
 
    This spurious claim resulted in Mrs. Radcliff starting a whisper campaign questioning the moral fiber of Mrs. Pruitt and suggesting that in the not-so-distant past Mrs. Pruitt had been a woman of loose character who danced with numerous members of the male sex in return for monetary compensation.  
 
    This claim had a modicum of truth to it, in the strictly literal sense. However, as Flo told me, the real story was that Mrs. Pruitt had been a dancing instructress at an all-boys school where she taught Victorian waltzes to the under-twelve set. Broomstick partners outfitted with little muslin skirts (for modesty) had been involved, according to Florence, so, while Mrs. Radcliff contrived to make Mrs. Pruitt’s past into an affair of Bacchanalian proportions, the woman’s real history was entirely respectable. 
 
    “Surely,” I said, “even if Mrs. Pruitt were to have spiked the punch to embarrass your mother, she’d not have deliberately poisoned all your father’s parishioners in the process. Just last week that man over in White Falls nearly died after drinking bootleg liquor.” 
 
    “Well, never mind the whiskey,” Flo said. “How are we going to get home? We’re miles from Greenville. No houses close by. We’re already half frozen and night is coming on.” 
 
    “Betsy’s badly injured, but perhaps she can limp home under her own power.” 
 
    I got in the driver’s seat and, after several attempts, got Betsy, who never had been fond of cold weather, started. However, when I tried to reverse out of the parking lot, there was a terrible scraping and grating. 
 
    “I’m afraid her frame is bent,” I said after I’d cut Betsy’s engine and rejoined Flo in the deserted, snowy lot. “She’ll never make it up to the main road, much less all the way back to Greenville.” 
 
    The wind was cutting right through me, and Flo’s lips were turning blue, so we climbed back into Bouncing Betsy to discuss our next move. 
 
    “Can’t we just wait here until someone comes along and gives us a lift to town?” suggested Florence. 
 
    “We could, but we’re on a side road, and few cars travel this way, especially in winter.” 
 
    “Then why not go somewhere and telephone?” 
 
    “The nearest stores are at Robison’s corner, about two miles away.”  
 
    The snow, which continued to fall, was banking deeper on the windshield of the car. 
 
    “Two miles in this, facing the wind, will be a hard hike. Think we ought to try it, Flo?” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t want to. And we needn’t either. I just remembered something. Martin told me he was coming up this way this evening to check up on his Uncle Albert, who lives in a cabin near here. Uncle Albert had a heart attack a few weeks ago, and Martin’s Aunt Mable doesn’t like Albert to be left on his own.” 
 
    Martin “Shep” Murphy is my old friend and Flo’s current flame. I was shocked when Shep and Flo got together, but they’ve been going strong for almost a year now, so perhaps Flo’s days of pining over moving picture stars are over. It’s high time she concentrated her love and affection on a real flesh and blood man instead of Rudolph Valentino.  
 
    Shep’s a good egg, and I heartily approved when I discovered he and Flo had lit a fire under a pot together and were approaching a rolling boil. 
 
    “Do you know where this aunt and uncle’s cabin is located?” I asked Florence. “If it’s close by, why not tramp over there and ask Shep to give us a lift home?” 
 
    “I was there once last summer,” Flo said. “It’s off on a rough track through the woods, but I’m sure I can find it.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, sliding from behind the steering wheel. “If we’re going, let’s move right along.” 
 
    We were stiff with cold as we trudged past the clubhouse and on down the road. Snow was falling harder now. Several times we paused to wipe our frosted goggles. 
 
    “This promises to be a blizzard,” Florence observed uneasily. “It’s getting dark early, too.” 
 
    A hundred yards farther on, we came to another side road which wound upward through the wooded hills. Already there was an ominous dusk settling over the valley. Flo paused to get her bearings. 
 
    “I think this is the way,” she said doubtfully. 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Well, I’m pretty sure,” Florence amended. “Uncle Albert’s cabin is up there on top of one of those hills. If this snow would stop, we should be able to see the smoke from his chimney from here.” 
 
    I was not terribly reassured, but I nevertheless followed Flo across a wooden bridge and up a narrow, winding road. On either side of the frozen ditches, tall frosted evergreens provided friendly protection from the stabbing, icy wind, but walking was difficult for the roadbed was coated with a shell of treacherous ice. 
 
    We trudged at a stiff pace, despite falling down at regular intervals. I think we were both anxious to make the most of the remaining daylight. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we be coming to the cabin by now?” I asked Flo after we’d been trudging along for at least fifteen minutes. “Surely we’ve gone more than a half mile.” 
 
    “The cabin is a little way off from the road,” Flo confessed, peering anxiously at the unbroken line of evergreens. “We should be able to see it.” 
 
    “In this blinding snow? We may have passed the cabin without knowing it.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t think so,” Flo insisted. 
 
    “I’m nearly frozen now,” I complained. “There’s no feeling in my left hand.” 
 
    I paused. From far down the road I heard a laboring motor.  
 
    “A car, Flo! Everything will be all right now. We’ll hail it and ask the driver for a lift.” 
 
    Flo and I paused and waited for the approaching vehicle. I could hear it climbing a steep knoll, then descending. From the sound of the engine, I decided that it must be a truck and that it might round the curve at considerable speed. 
 
    Worried lest the driver fail to see us, we stepped out into the middle of the road. As the truck swerved around the bend, Florence and I shouted and waved our arms. 
 
    The startled driver slammed on his brakes, causing the big black truck to skid. Flo and I dove for the ditch and scrambled up the bank. We were very lucky not to be struck. 
 
    As we watched from the relative safety of the snow bank, the driver recovered control of the vehicle. He straightened out and brought the truck to a standstill farther up the road. 
 
    “Come on, Flo,” I said. “He’s going to give us a ride.” 
 
    But before we reached the truck, the driver lowered the cab window. Thrusting his head through the opening, he bellowed angrily: “What you tryin’ to do? Wreck my truck?” 
 
    It looked like the driver had already had the misfortune to collide with something earlier in the day. As he’d passed by, I’d noticed that his front fender was slightly damaged and there was a smear of grey paint across his front bumper. 
 
    I was struck with a sudden conviction that I was currently eyeball to eyeball with my beloved Betsy’s assailant. 
 
    Before I could voice my accusation, the driver closed the cab window. It was clear he intended to drive on. 
 
    I decided it was prudent to stifle my anger. I had no way of proving he was the hit-and-run driver anyway.  
 
    “Wait!” I shouted as loud as I could. “Please give us a ride. We’re lost and half frozen.” 
 
    I know the man heard me because I could see an ugly smile cross his face through the glass. He shifted gears and drove away, even as Flo and I chased after him. 
 
    “Of all the shabby tricks, that’s the worst,” Flo said. “It wasn’t our fault his truck skidded.” 
 
    I decided to keep my suspicions that the truck driver was responsible for our predicament in the first place to myself. 
 
    “I’m out of ideas,” I told Florence. “How are we ever to find the cabin?” 
 
    Flo and I leaned disconsolately against the leeward side of a giant pine. Already it was so dark that I could see only a few feet down the road. There were no houses, no lights, nothing to guide us. 
 
    “Jane, I think we are truly and completely lost,” Florence said in a small voice. 
 
    “We really, truly are. The cabin must be somewhere near here, but we’ll never find it. All we can do is try to get back to Bouncing Betsy, and hope someone sends out a search party soon. Jack and Mrs. Timms both know we intended to park at the Yacht Club, so that’s the first place anyone will search when we don’t return home.” 
 
    “Weren’t you and Jack supposed to go see a picture at the Pink Lotus this evening?” Flo said through chattering teeth. 
 
    “We were,” I said gloomily. “It’ll be the first date we’ve had in three weeks, and I was looking forward to it. My father and Jack have both been working all hours for the last month.” 
 
    “Well, I expect Jack’ll send out a search party when you don’t show up at the theater,” said Flo. “He’s not the type to shrug it off if his fiancée goes missing.” 
 
    Jack and I have been engaged for ages, but I still find it exceedingly odd to hear myself described as Jack’s fiancée. Perhaps, that’s why I’ve been dragging my feet about setting a date for the wedding. The truth is, I’d happily elope, but Mrs. Timms would never stand for it. She intends to see me married off properly: champagne-colored wedding dress, organ playing “Love Divine, All Love Excelling,” and a bouquet of white roses and baby’s breath. 
 
    “I’m sure there will be a search party out looking for us,” I told Flo. “The question is: when they find us, will we already be frozen solid?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two
  
 
    I had suggested to Florence that we return to the shelter of Bouncing Betsy, but I knew that would not solve our problem. It could be hours before anyone came looking for us, and by that time, Flo and I would be two blocks of ice. 
 
    I stared up the dark road.  
 
    “We must be close to the summit of the hill,” I said. 
 
    “Then why not keep on?” Florence suggested. “We set out to find the cabin, so let’s do it. Maybe if we stay on this road, Martin will drive by and see us. He was only staying until his Aunt Mable got back from doing her shopping in town.” 
 
    Flo and I trudged on up the winding road. At intervals, to restore circulation to our numbed feet, we ran a few steps. Snow fell steadily, whipping and stinging our faces. 
 
    We were gasping and half winded, but we kept doggedly on. Finally, as we struggled into a clearing at the top of the hill, I wiped my eyes and looked down through a gap in the white-coated evergreens. A quarter of the way down the slope on the other side I thought I saw a glowing dot of light. 
 
    “Maybe that’s Uncle Albert’s cabin,” I said, pointing out the light to Flo. 
 
    “I think we’ve already missed the side road to the cabin, but even if that isn’t the Murphys’ cabin, let’s go there anyway. We can warm ourselves and ask how to get back to civilization.” 
 
    We pushed on, still following the road. Downhill walking was much easier, and, at intervals, we were encouraged by a glimpse of the light. 
 
    We rounded a bend of the road and came to a newly constructed iron fence, banked heavily with snow. The fence led to a high gate, and behind the gate loomed a dark, sprawling house with double chimneys. 
 
    “This place is deserted,” wailed Flo. ”What became of the light we’ve been following?” 
 
    “It must be farther on,” I said. “This house looks as if it had been closed for the winter.” 
 
    I went to the gate and rattled a heavy chain which held it in place. I could see an un-shoveled driveway that curved gracefully to a pillared porch. The spacious grounds were dotted with evergreens and shrubs, so layered with snow that they resembled scraggly ghosts. 
 
    “Wonder who owns this place,” I said.  
 
    “Don’t know,” Florence said. “In fact, I don’t recall ever having seen it before.” 
 
    “If you’ve never seen this house before, it means we took the wrong road.” 
 
    “Quite possibly,” Flo said. “Let’s go back before we get so lost we can’t find our way back to Bouncing Betsy.” 
 
    “I think we should keep plodding on a bit further,” I insisted. “We’re miles from the car by now and that light can’t be far ahead.” 
 
    I was far from confident we could find our way back to the Yacht Club in the darkness, although I didn’t want to say so, but I was not compelled to make my case for pressing on. Flo was too miserable to argue with me.  
 
    We turned our backs on the gloomy estate and braved the penetrating wind. Soon after, Florence lost her footing and fell. She remained in a dispirited heap until I pulled her off the ice. 
 
    “Keep going, Flo,” I urged. “It won’t be long now.” 
 
    Florence allowed me to pull her along. We rounded a curve in the road, and there, miraculously, a lighted cabin stood in front of us. Smoke rose from a large stone chimney. 
 
    “At last,” Florence said. “The Promised Land.” 
 
    “This can’t be Uncle Albert’s cabin,” I said. 
 
    “It isn’t,” said Flo. “But there’s light and heat, and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    We staggered up the shoveled path and pounded on the cabin door. An old man, who held a kerosene lamp, responded promptly. 
 
    “Come in, come in. You look half frozen.” 
 
    “Looks aren’t deceitful,” I told him. 
 
    As we entered the warm room, a little whirlpool of wind and snow danced ahead of us. The old man closed the door behind us and made places for Florence and me at the fireplace before he tossed another log on the flames. 
 
    “Bad night to be out,” he said. 
 
    “We’re lost,” I told him as I stripped off my wet mittens.  
 
    “We were trying to reach Albert and Mable Murphy’s cabin,” Flo said. 
 
    “It’s just a piece farther back,” the old man replied. “It’s right hard to see in this storm.” 
 
    While we thawed out, we explained how we had been forced to abandon our car at the Greenville Yacht Club. The old man, whose name was Ortho Hammill, listened  sympathetically to our tale of woe. 
 
    “I’ll hitch up my horses and take you to Greenville in the sled,” he offered. “That is unless you’d rather stop at the Murphys’ place.” 
 
    “It would save you a long trip by horse and sleigh,” I said. “If the Murphys’ nephew Shep is there, I’m sure he’ll take us home.” 
 
    In the end, it was decided that Ortho should drive us as far as Uncle Albert and Aunt Mable’s cabin. Then, if Shep was not there, Ortho would take us on to Greenville. 
 
    Warm at last, Florence and I declared that we were ready to start. Ortho brought the sled to the door, and we were soon racing down the icy road. About a mile back the way we’d come on foot, Ortho pulled up at the side of the road. 
 
    “There’s the cabin,” he said, pointing to a tiny log structure tucked in among the evergreens. “I’ll wait until you find out if your friend’s here.” 
 
    “I don’t know how we missed it,” Flo said. “We must have walked right by it.” 
 
    “Perhaps when we passed by, there were no lights in the windows,” I suggested. 
 
    We thanked the old man for his help and scrambled from the sled. As we approached the cabin through the trees, I saw Shep Murphy seated at a table through a lighted window. 
 
    Shep must have seen our approach, because before Flo could hammer on the door, he opened it. 
 
    “Well, see what the storm blew in. I didn’t expect you ladies to pop in on a night like this. What are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
    “Shep, how soon will you be driving to Greenville?” I asked, brushing his questions aside. 
 
    “I’ll be leaving in about twenty minutes. My uncle’s still doing poorly, so I volunteered to come out here and shovel out their lane while my Aunt Mable went into town after groceries, but I expect her back any minute.” 
 
    I called down the drive to tell Ortho he need not wait. With a friendly wave of his hand and a jingling of sleigh bells, he drove away. I then went back inside to join Shep and Flo who were cuddled up by the fire. 
 
    “What does bring you two here on such a wild night?” Shep asked. “I know you were taking out that ridiculous contraption of Jane’s out on the river, but that’s miles from here.” 
 
    I let Flo fill him in, after which I turned a deaf ear to Shep’s questioning of both my sanity and good sense. 
 
    It was after eight o’clock. Flo and I had been expected home nearly two hours ago, and I imagined Mrs. Timms must be beside herself with worry. She’d probably already phoned both Jack and my father, who were doubtless in the process of organizing a search party.  
 
    “Do your aunt and uncle have a telephone?” I asked Shep. 
 
    “Most people don’t, way out here, but Aunt Mable had one installed at their own expense last winter when my uncle got sick.” 
 
    I telephoned home to Mrs. Timms. The connection was poor. I couldn’t be certain Mrs. Timms was in full possession of the facts, but I was at least satisfied that I’d established that both Flo and I was still alive and kicking. I trusted that Mrs. Timms would have the presence of mind to telephone the parsonage at St. Luke’s and reassure Reverend and Mrs. Radcliff that their only daughter had neither fallen through the ice into the Grassy River nor been dragged off into the snowy forest by a pack of ravening wolves. 
 
    After I hung up the receiver, I waited restlessly for another ten minutes until I heard someone stamping snow off their boots on the small porch. 
 
    A woman in her late fifties, hat and coat encrusted with snow, swept into the room. 
 
    “My Aunt Mable,” said Shep. “I’m free to shove off now.” 
 
    “Hope you can start your car,” Aunt Mable said. “It’s mighty cold, and the temperature is still dropping.” 
 
    Shep’s battered coupe was parked not far from the cabin. Snow blanketed the windshield. He wiped it away and after several attempts started the engine. 
 
    “Think I’d better stop at the first garage and have more alcohol put in the radiator. No use in taking a chance.” 
 
    Shep followed the same road over which Flo and I had trudged up an hour earlier. When we passed the estate not far from old Ortho’s cabin, I peered with renewed interest at the big house. In the blinding snowstorm, I could not be sure, but I thought a light gleamed from an upstairs window. 
 
    “Shep,” I asked, “who lives in that place?” 
 
    “No idea,” he answered without turning his head. 
 
    “Does anyone live there now?” 
 
    “Haven’t seen anyone since I’ve been visiting my aunt and uncle. There’s a grass strip on the estate, and my friend Norman Anderson told me that rich folks around here use it, but I’ve never seen a plane take off or land there.” 
 
    “I thought I saw a light just now in an upstairs window.” 
 
    “Probably a reflection from the car headlights,” Shep suggested. 
 
    We passed Ortho’s cabin and crept on until we came to the crossroad known as Robison’s corner where several buildings were clustered on either side of the main highway. 
 
    “Guess I’ll stop at Matilda’s garage,” Shep said. 
 
    As he pulled up, a large woman came to the door of the car. She was in her mid-thirties and wore a man’s coat much too big for her. I guessed, and correctly, that she was Matilda Mortimer, owner of the garage and filling station. 
 
    “How many will you have?” she asked Shep, briskly clearing the windshield of snow. 
 
    Shep replied that he did not require gasoline but wanted at least a quart of alcohol. 
 
    “Drive into the garage,” the woman instructed, opening a pair of double doors. “I’ll have Seth take care of you.” 
 
    As the car rolled into the building, Matilda shouted at a stoop-shouldered man who was busy in the rear office: “Hey, Seth! Look after this customer, will you?” 
 
    Seth Bates slouched over to the car and began to unscrew the radiator cap. I assumed that the man must be Matilda’s husband, but Shep told me otherwise. 
 
    “Seth is Matilda’s business partner,” he explained in an undertone. “It’s hard to tell which one of them is boss of the place. Matilda’s brother Bill runs the café next door.” 
 
    I was cold again. I told Shep I might go over to Bill’s Place for a cup of hot coffee. 
 
    “You girls go ahead,” Shep said. “I’ll stay here until this job is finished and join you.” 
 
    As Flo and I let ourselves out the garage door, a truck pulled up in front of Bill’s café. I would have given it no more than a casual glance had the driver climbing down not caught my attention. He was a short, ruddy-faced man with a missing front tooth, which made his facial expression rather grotesque. Without glancing at Flo and me, he entered the restaurant. 
 
    “That man!” exclaimed Florence. “Haven’t we seen him somewhere?” 
 
    “We have indeed,” I said. “He’s the dastardly driver who refused us a ride. Let’s march in there and give him a piece of our minds.”  
 
    This time I intended to confront him about wounding my beloved Betsy and leaving her for dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three
  
 
    From outside the lighted cafe, I could see the truck driver slouched on one of the stools. 
 
    “I’m willing to go inside,” said Florence, “but why cause a ruckus? After all, I suppose he had a right to refuse us a ride.” 
 
    “We might have frozen to death,” I pointed out. “It was an inhumane action violating all universal moral codes. I intend to suggest he recalibrate his moral compass and give more consideration to the health and welfare of his fellowman.” 
 
    “He probably didn’t realize we were lost,” Flo suggested. 
 
    “I wish I had your charitable disposition. He heard me shout, and he drove away just to be mean spirited.” 
 
    “Possibly you are right,” said Flo.” But what’s to be gained by getting into a yelling match with the man? Let’s forget it.” 
 
    I decided that Flo might be right. I’d take down the man’s license plate number and let the Greenville police department take it from there. Even so, I hadn’t much hope of proving the man sitting at the counter of the café was the driver of the truck who’d injured Betsy. 
 
    Florence took my elbow and steered me toward the café. 
 
    Flo and I have been friends since we were both in pinafores, and as many of our near and dear have—more than once—pointed out, Florence exerts a subduing effect upon my more impulsive nature. I have a talent for getting into trouble. Inactivity bores me, injustice infuriates me, and keeping silent is not my forte. 
 
    “Now remember,” Florence warned me, “not a word to that truck driver. We’ll just hand him the icy mitt if he happens to glance in our direction and leave his conscience to convict him.” 
 
    “I doubt he has one,” I protested. 
 
    “One what?” Flo asked 
 
    “A conscience.” 
 
    “Well, then,” said Flo, “we’ll turn the other cheek and heap coals of fire on his head.” 
 
    That was a new one to me, but Flo assured me that heaping coals of fire on the heads of one’s enemies was a widely regarded Biblical principle. 
 
    “My father preached an entire sermon on it, just the other week,” Flo insisted. “Left to its own devices, the heart of the evildoer is smited with—” 
 
    “I think smote is the past tense of smite,” I interrupted. 
 
    Flo gave me a look almost as icy as the one I intended to bestow on the dastardly driver, so I clammed up. 
 
    “Oh, all right,” I said. “I’ll try to behave myself.” 
 
    Near the doorway, we came to the parked truck. 
 
    “Do you have a pencil?” I asked Flo. 
 
    She searched around in her pockets and came up with a stub. 
 
    I hastily scribbled down the license number of the vehicle on a scrap of paper I rummaged from my coat pocket. 
 
    The truck was loaded with large wooden boxes similar to the one which we’d discovered near the wreckage of my beloved Betsy. 
 
    “Lyle Farms Fresh Pears.” I read aloud. “Doesn’t that strike you as a trifle odd?” 
 
    “This time of year?” said Flo. “Yes, it does, but perhaps they are just reusing the boxes, and that’s not really what’s inside.” 
 
    I opened the door, and we went into the warm, smoky café. As we seated ourselves at a table, the driver glanced toward us but seemingly without recognition. 
 
    “How about a date tonight, doll?” The driver spoke loudly as he leered at the waitress. 
 
    Without replying, the girl slapped a menu card on the counter in front of him. 
 
    “High toned, ain’t you?” The sound of his laughter made my skin crawl. 
 
    “What will it be?” The waitress asked without a hint of warmth.  
 
    I didn’t blame her. 
 
    “How about a nice smile, doll?” 
 
    I started to get up from my seat, but Flo kept an iron grip on my coat sleeve. 
 
    The waitress turned away without taking the driver’s order and started to serve another customer. 
 
    “Gimme a cup o’ coffee and two sinkers,” the driver hurled after her. “And make it snappy, too, I’m in a hurry.” 
 
    Once the coffee and doughnuts had been set before him, the driver seemed to forget all about being in a hurry. He sipped the coffee and left the donuts untouched as he read most of a newspaper, or at least turned the pages, while his glare followed the waitress around the room. 
 
    Flo and I ordered coffee. Shep was likely waiting for us, so we swallowed the brew scalding hot and arose to leave. 
 
    At the cashier’s desk, I paid the bill. Upon impulse, I quietly asked the man behind the cash register, whom I assumed to be the owner, Bill, if he knew the driver. 
 
    “Fellow by the name of Horace Franklin,” Bill told me. 
 
    Before I could ask any more questions, a police patrol car screeched to a standstill just outside the restaurant. Bill turned to stare, as did the driver. 
 
    “What are those cops comin’ here for?” Horace Franklin demanded loudly from his seat at the counter. 
 
    “How should I know?” Bill retorted. “Maybe they want to ask you a few questions about that cargo you carry.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that crack?”  
 
    Bill shrugged but did not reply. Horace allowed the matter to pass. Although he remained at the counter, he kept an eagle eye on the police car through the window. 
 
    The brief interchange between Bill and the driver intrigued me. To delay our departure, I bought a candy bar and began to unwrap it so slowly that Flo asked me if I intended to eat it or have it bronzed. 
 
    Only one policeman got out of the car. As he came inside, he pounded his hands together and headed for the warmth of a radiator. 
 
    “Mind if I have a little of your heat?” he asked Bill. 
 
    “Help yourself.” 
 
    When the police car had first pulled up, Horace Franklin had sat tense and nervous at the counter. Now he seemed completely relaxed and at ease as he sipped his coffee. 
 
    “Hello, Horace,” the policeman greeted him. “Didn’t see you at first. How’s the trucking business?” 
 
    “Okay,” the trucker growled. “Workin’ me night and day.” 
 
    This casual conversation disappointed me. My first thought had been that Horace Franklin feared a police investigation. Now it appeared I had indulged in wishful thinking. 
 
    When we stepped out of the café, it was into a storm. 
 
    “A pity that policeman wasn’t looking for Horace Franklin,” I muttered. 
 
    “I thought for a minute he was,” said Florence, stooping to fasten the buckle of her heavy overshoe. “At least Horace acted peculiar.” 
 
    “You heard what the cashier said to him?” 
 
    “About the cargo he carried?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “What do you suppose he meant?” 
 
    “Don’t you think it was intended as a joke?” 
 
    “It didn’t seem that way to me. Horace took offense at the remark. He was as nervous as a cat, too.” 
 
    I stared curiously at the big truck, which was parked not far from the police car. 
 
    “I wonder what can be in those big boxes, Flo?” 
 
    I paused beside the big truck. Pressing my face close to an opening between the slats, I counted ten large crates, all marked as Lyle Farms Fresh Pears. 
 
    “Flo, I seriously doubt these boxes contain pears, maybe it’s—" 
 
    Someone tapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    Whirling around, I faced the same policeman who had come into the café. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded. 
 
    “Just looking,” I said. “We were wondering what’s inside these boxes.” 
 
    “Pears,” replied the policeman. “Says so right there on the box.” 
 
    “Frozen pears,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “What?” said the policeman. 
 
    “Frozen pears,” I said.  
 
    The policeman grunted. 
 
    “Isn’t it odd weather to be moving fruit?” I persisted, as Flo tugged none too gently at my sleeve. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four
  
 
    “We’re very sorry,” Florence apologized to the policeman. “We didn’t suppose it would do any harm to look at the outside of the boxes.” 
 
    “Run along, run along,” the officer said impatiently. 
 
    I was tempted to make another rather pointed remark, but Florence pulled me away. 
 
    “Never argue with a policeman,” she whispered. “You always lose.” 
 
    “We weren’t doing any harm,” I insisted. “What does he think we are, a couple of female spies?” 
 
    When we entered the garage, I saw that the car had been serviced. Shep was sitting alone inside the little glass-enclosed office. 
 
    “I’m waiting for Seth Bates,” he explained as we joined him. “He took care of the radiator and then disappeared.” 
 
    Flo and I loitered inside the office, reading the evening newspaper. After a little delay, Matilda Mortimer appeared. 
 
    “Can you give me my bill?” Shep asked. “We’re in a hurry to get to Greenville.” 
 
    “I thought Seth was looking after you,” Matilda explained as she made out the slip. 
 
    Shep settled the bill and backed the car from the garage. I noticed that Horace Franklin’s truck no longer stood in front of the café. The police car was also gone.  
 
    I would have thought no more of it, had not Florence at that moment exclaimed: “Jane, that truck is parked at the rear of the garage now. They’re unloading the boxes.” 
 
    I twisted around to see for myself. It was true. The big truck had been backed up close to the rear entrance of the small warehouse built onto the back of the garage. Through the blinding snow, I could just make out Horace Franklin and Seth Bates carrying one of the boxes into the building. 
 
    “Those crates can’t contain pears, frozen or otherwise. Horace wouldn’t be delivering fruit to a garage in the middle of winter.” 
 
    “What crates?” Shep asked as he shifted gears. 
 
    I told him what had happened in the cafe, and how Flo and I had been scolded by the policeman. Shep, occupied with driving, did not consider the incident in any way significant. 
 
    “Oh, you know how some coppers are,” he commented carelessly. “Touchy.” 
 
    The car went into a wild skid, and Shep thereafter devoted his attention strictly to driving. 
 
    We arrived safely at Greenville without further mishap. 
 
    Only one light burned in the living room when I stomped in out of the cold. Mrs. Timms sat beside the hearth, darning one of my father’s socks. 
 
    Doris Timms has been my family’s housekeeper for as long as I can remember. After my mother died when I was ten, Mrs. Timms became like a second mother to me. It was only relatively recently that I discovered that she was far more than a housekeeper to my father, as well. Although, as Mrs. Timms took great pains to stress, she and my father hadn’t gotten hotsey-totsey until years after my mother had passed beyond the veil. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re home at last,” Mrs. Timms said, getting up quickly. “You’ve no idea how worried I’ve been.” 
 
    “But I telephoned.” 
 
    “I couldn’t hear you very well. I barely was able to make out that something had happened to your car.” 
 
    “A major catastrophe, Mrs. Timms. Betsy was brutally assaulted by a truck carrying bootleg liquor.” 
 
    While Mrs. Timms bombarded me with questions, I stripped off my overshoes and heavy outer clothing. Pools of water began to form on the rug. 
 
    “Take everything out to the kitchen before I have to run the carpet through the wringer,” Mrs. Timms said. “Have you had your supper?” 
 
    “Not even a nibble. All I’ve had since breakfast is a cup of coffee and a candy bar. I’m starving.” 
 
    As Mrs. Timms began to reheat a bowl of Madras Curry—our housekeeper has a penchant for Indian cuisine—I perched myself on the kitchen table, alternately talking and chewing on a sugared saffron bun. 
 
    “If you ever were lost in an Arctic blizzard you have a good idea of what Florence and I endured,” I told Mrs. Timms. “It was dreadful.” 
 
    “The damage to your car is a mere detail in comparison?” 
 
    “It’s nothing less than a tragedy. Where’s Dad?” 
 
    “He’s attending a meeting and won’t be home until eleven.” 
 
    Exhausted by my ordeal, I slept so late the next morning that by the time I sat down to breakfast, my father had already left for the office.  
 
    I was three chapters behind schedule on Fiona Finds a Way: A Tale of Love and Betrayal in Old New York, and I fully expected that if I did not deliver the expected manuscript on time, I was in for an earful from my editor, Mr. Litchfield. 
 
    Nevertheless, I could muster no enthusiasm for the vicissitudes of Fiona McPhee, chambermaid. I had left poor, downtrodden Fiona in the midst of being berated by the shallow and callous Miss Abigail Whitely, shipping heiress, but I lacked the will of purpose to make Fiona finally defy Miss Abigail and reveal the dastardly secret which would bring the Whitely family to its collective knees.  
 
    The problem, of course, was that I’d been hinting so broadly at this deep, dark secret for the last seventy-two pages that I’d obliged myself to come up with a doozy of a family skeleton in the closet when it finally came time for Fiona to dish the dirt on the Whitelys.  
 
    I shelved the airing of the Whitely family dirty laundry for the time being and took the bus down to the Examiner Office to fill Dad in on my misadventures of the previous day and the current shocking state of Bouncing Betsy. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault some fool smashed up your car and left the scene,” my father said at the conclusion of my sad tale. “I’m not surprised to find out that someone’s been transporting spirits. I’ve known for several weeks that a professional gang of bootleggers has been operating in Greenville. The gang is getting bolder every day, but we’ll soon put a stop to their little game.” 
 
    “How, Dad?” 
 
    My father hesitated before he said: “I can trust you, can’t I, Jane? Jack told me not to breathe a word of it to you.” 
 
    “A word of what?” I wasn’t awfully thrilled to find out that Jack had been hiding things from me.  
 
    I shouldn’t worry so much. The last time I’d been convinced that Jack was hiding something from me (he was), it had been because he was doing odd jobs in all his spare time so he could afford the very respectable diamond engagement ring which currently sparkled on my left hand. 
 
    “Jack didn’t want you to worry,” Dad insisted 
 
    “I promise not to worry,” I said, my fingers crossed behind my back.  
 
    I resisted Jack’s charm for years. I was determined to never again link my lot to a newspaperman. My first husband, Timothy, had also been a reporter. He’d died chasing after a story. If the same thing were to happen to Jack, I don’t think I could go on living. 
 
    “Since you’ve promised not to worry, I’ll tell you this in confidence,” Dad said. ”For weeks, I’ve been working on the case. I’ve rounded up a lot of evidence against the outfit. I’ve gathered enough hard proof to smash the entire gang of bootleggers. It will be as big a story as the Examiner has ever published.” 
 
    “Is that the reason you and Jack have been so busy? Was he in on the case, too?” 
 
    “Jack’s been occupied with other things. These types of stories come with inherent risks. No sense in putting Jack in danger unnecessarily.” 
 
    “Can’t have your daughter’s fiancé put in harm’s way?” 
 
    Dad just grunted. 
 
    “But having your daughter’s father risking life and limb is perfectly—” 
 
    Dad gave me a warning look, so I cheesed it.  
 
    “When are you breaking the story, Dad?” 
 
    “Possibly as early as tomorrow. Depends on the state prosecutor.” 
 
    “John Simmons? What does he have to do with it?” 
 
    “This story is loaded with dynamite, Jane. If we spread it over our front page before police have a chance to act, the guilty parties are apt to make a getaway.” 
 
    “That’s so,” I said. 
 
    “There’s another reason I want to consult the prosecutor before I use the story,” Dad said. “Some of the men involved—” 
 
    A tap sounded on the door. Without completing what he had started to say, Dad called, “Come in.” 
 
    Jack came in, winked at me, then slapped a paper down on my father’s desk. 
 
    “Here’s my story on the wharf fire, Chief,” he said. “How’s the ladies’ tea party story coming along?” 
 
    “Is ladies’ tea party code for bootleg liquor racket?” I asked. 
 
    Jack looked at my father. My father looked at me and nodded. 
 
    “You’ve done fine work, Jack,” Dad said. “Thanks to your hard work, I’ve been able to devote all my attention to the bootleggers’ case. We ought to clean out the gang.” 
 
    “I hope so, Chief. Guess you have all the proofs needed to back up the story.” 
 
    “All the evidence is locked in my safe. I have an appointment scheduled with the prosecutor at ten-thirty. If he agrees, we’ll publish the story tomorrow. I’ll gather my papers and be on my way.” 
 
    Jack went out. Dad went to the safe and fumbled with the dial. 
 
    “Want me to open it for you?” I asked after he had tried several times. 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, I stooped down, twisted the dial a few times, and opened the heavy door. 
 
    “How did you learn the combination?” Dad demanded. 
 
    “Oh, the numbers are written on the underside of your desk,” I told. “For a seasoned newspaperman, you sure put a great deal of trust in your office help.” 
 
    “Fortunately, my reporters aren’t quite as observant as a certain daughter of mine,” Dad said as he removed a fat brown envelope from one of the drawers of the safe. Glancing at the papers it contained, he added them to the contents of the portfolio. He then locked the safe. 
 
    “How about letting me see that story?” I asked. 
 
    Dad smiled at me but shook his head.  
 
    “Only one person knows the facts of the case—me, and I intend to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Let’s make it two.” 
 
    “It will be two after I’ve talked to the prosecutor. I’ve got to step right along, too, or I’ll be late.” 
 
    “But Dad—” 
 
    “You’ll read the story in tomorrow’s Examiner—I hope,” my father promised as he picked up the portfolio and started for the door. “Just contain your impatience until I get back. And please keep those slippery little fingers away from my safe.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five
  
 
    After my father had gone, I remained in the private office and used his telephone to arrange for the retrieval of Bouncing Betsy from the Greenville Yacht Club. 
 
    I was just hanging up the receiver after charging the tow truck man from Nelson’s garage to be gentle during the rescue of my beloved Betsy when a man with hard brown eyes paused on the threshold of Dad’s office.  
 
    The man was Jonathon Pim, an assistant editor, next in authority to Mr. DeWitt. Of the entire Examiner staff, he was the only person I actively disliked. 
 
    “Oh, good morning, Miss Fielding,” he said with elaborate courtesy. “Your father isn’t here?” 
 
    “It’s Mrs. Carter, actually, and no, my father went away a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Of course, Mrs. Carter. And you are taking care of the office in his absence?” Mr. Pim smiled an oily smile. The words had an insolent ring, which I was certain Mr. Pim believed I would miss. 
 
    “I’m merely waiting for him to return,” I told Mr. Pim. “I was just telephoning a garage about retrieving my car.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I heard you were the victim of a hit-and-run accident yesterday afternoon.” Mr. Pim’s lips twitched. “Too bad.” 
 
    “Perhaps the police will catch the driver,” I said. “There was evidence at the scene which suggested the truck was smuggling bootleg liquor.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t count on it if I were you, Miss Fielding. Wine and spirits have been flowing into this city for months. Nothing’s been done to stop it.” 
 
    “It’s Mrs. Carter,” I muttered under my breath before continuing at full volume. “Just what do you mean by flowing into the city, Mr. Pim?” 
 
    “Illegal trading in strong drink is rampant. Liquor is sold by the crooks to private clubs and restaurants who flagrantly flout prohibition and serve the public. It’s now a big-time business.” 
 
    “What does my father think about it?” 
 
    “Well, now, I really couldn’t tell you. Your father doesn’t discuss his editorial policy with me. If he did, I’d warn him to lay off all those bootleg liquor stories.” 
 
    “My father prints all the news, regardless of the consequences to himself,” I said. “Why should he soft-pedal the story on the illegal liquor trade?” 
 
    “For his health’s sake.” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Mr. Pim.” 
 
    The assistant editor had closed the door behind him. Warming to his subject, he replied: “The men who have muscled into the bootleg liquor trade are ugly lads without scruples. If your father stupidly insists upon trying to smash the outfit, he may not wake up some morning.” 
 
    I am not a woman easily shaken, but the suggestion that my father might ruthlessly be done away with shocked me. A canny corner of my mind demanded to know how Mr. Pim could be so well informed. I was quite certain my father had not taken him into his confidence. Not even Jack knew the details of the case. 
 
    “Dad is no coward,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, no one ever questioned his bravery, Miss Fielding. Your father is courageous to the point of rashness. But if he prints an exposé story about bootleggers, it’s apt to prove the most foolish act of his life.” 
 
    I gave up on Mr. Pim ever getting my name right. I had more than a sneaking suspicion he was forgetting it on purpose just to undermine my confidence, but why he should feel the need to I couldn’t fathom.  
 
    “How do you know my father intends to print an exposé?” 
 
    My question, so sharply put, startled Mr. Pim. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” he denied hastily. “I merely heard the rumor traveling around the office.” 
 
    I fixed Mr. Pim with a cold stare but made no reply. As the silence lengthened, the assistant editor murmured that he would return to see my father later and left the office. 
 
    I glared at the man’s retreating back. Even more intensely than before, I disliked Jonathon Pim. I was certain he’d been listening at the door or prying in Dad’s papers. I was sure no rumors had been circulating around the office. Jack is the soul of discretion, and my father is Fort Knox when it comes to keeping undercover operations under wraps. 
 
    The telephone rang. Automatically I took down the receiver. 
 
    “Mr. Anthony Fielding?” inquired a masculine voice. 
 
    “He’s not here now. This is his daughter, Mrs. Jane Carter, speaking. May I take a message?” 
 
    “No message,” said the purring voice. “Mr. Fielding may hear from me later.” 
 
    “Who is this?” I demanded, but there was no answer, only the click of a receiver being returned to its hook. 
 
    The incident, although trifling, annoyed me. Getting up from the desk, I walked to the window. Mr. Pim’s veiled threats had alarmed me, and now the telephone call added to my uneasiness. I told myself that the man who had telephoned was doubtlessly well known to my father and that I was just imagining that his voice sounded sinister, but I failed to convince myself there was no need for concern.  
 
    I decided to wait for Dad to return from his meeting with the prosecutor, so I wandered out into the editorial room while I waited.  
 
    Jack had gone off to cover a speech by the mayor, and Shep had gone with him, so I chatted with the society editor and for a time watched the world news reports coming in on the noisy teletype machines. 
 
    “Need a job?” inquired Editor DeWitt at the slot of the circular copy desk. “How about writing a few headlines for me?” 
 
    “I’m just waiting for Dad. He should be back any minute now.” 
 
    It was eleven-forty by the office clock. Never had time seemed to pass so slowly. As I debated whether or not to wait any longer, Jack returned. 
 
    I waited until he had filed his story, but Dad had still not returned. Jack suggested we wander down to the Bean Pot for a couple of sandwiches. Half of me wanted to wait around for my father to come back, but the other half of me wanted a ham on rye and Jack’s ear away from the prying eyes of Mr. Pim. 
 
    “It’s that bootleg liquor story I want to ask you about,” I whispered in his ear, as we sat at the counter of the Bean Pot sipping coffee and waiting for our sandwiches “Did you ever tell anyone that Dad is planning to expose the gang?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Jack whispered back. 
 
    To the rest of the lunch counter, we probably appeared to be exchanging sweet nothings. 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t give out any information,” I told Jack, “but somehow Jonathon Pim has learned about it.” 
 
    “Pim! That egg?” Jack hissed. “How could he have found out?” 
 
    “I’d like to know myself. He hinted that something dreadful might happen to Dad if the story is printed.” 
 
    “Pim does a lot of wild talking,” Jack tried to reassure me. “Probably whatever he said to you was pure bluff. He doesn’t know a thing. How could he?” 
 
    We finished our sandwiches, and I debated whether to go home or back to the Examiner office. I’d just settled on returning home and getting at least a few pages further along on Fiona Finds a Way when my ears were assaulted by the shrill scream of a siren. 
 
    “A fire?” I asked Jack. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Jack said. “Sounds more like an ambulance.” 
 
    Jack was right. We left the Bean Pot just in time to see an ambulance rush past. It raced to the end of the short street and pulled up. 
 
    Curious to learn what had happened, Jack and I began to run. At the end of the street, a large crowd had gathered. A car with a smashed fender and damaged front grillwork had piled against a streetlamp. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked a man in the crowd. 
 
    “Two cars in a smash-up,” he answered. “Didn’t see the accident myself.” 
 
    “But what became of the other automobile?” Jack asked. 
 
    The man didn’t answer. 
 
    We pushed through the gathering crowd to the curb. Broken glass was scattered over the pavement. Ambulance men were searching the wreckage of the car that had struck the lamppost. The other automobile, apparently, had driven away. 
 
    My gaze riveted on the rear license plate of the smashed car. In horror, I read the number—P-619-10. 
 
    “That’s Dad’s car. He’s been hurt!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six
  
 
    Never in my life had I been more frightened. Breaking away from the group of people at the curb, I ran to the parked ambulance. A glance into the interior assured me that Dad had not been placed inside on a stretcher. 
 
    “Where is he?” I asked wildly. “Where’s my father?” 
 
    “We know the owner of the wrecked car,” Jack explained, but the white-garbed ambulance attendant turned to stare at us blankly. 
 
    “That’s my father’s car!” I repeated, pointing to the battered car. “Tell me, was he badly hurt?” 
 
    The attendant tried to be kind and reassuring, but I was far from calm. 
 
    “We don’t know, Ma’am,” he told me. “Someone put in a call for us. Said we were to pick up an injured man, but evidently he was taken to a hospital before we could get here.” 
 
    “That’s what happened,” said a small boy who stood close by. “A woman drove by in an auto. She offered to take the man to the hospital, and he went with her.” 
 
    “A tall, lean man in a gray suit?” I asked the boy.  
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    “Was he carrying anything?” 
 
    “Yes. He had a leather case in his hand.” 
 
    “Then it was my father. How badly was he hurt?” 
 
    “Oh, he could walk all right,” the boy replied. “He seemed kinda dazed though.” 
 
    “Did you see the other car?” Jack asked the boy. 
 
    “It was a big blue car, with two men in it,” the boy said. “They started to go around your father’s car and crowded him into the curb. Next thing I saw, he’d plowed into the lamppost.” 
 
    “The other car didn’t stop?” 
 
    “I’ll say it didn’t. You should have seen ’em go.” 
 
    “Didn’t you notice the license number?” Jack asked. 
 
    The boy shook his head. 
 
    Jack and I questioned others in the crowd of witnesses, but only one woman in the crowd was able to provide additional information. Her eyewitness account differed slightly from the boy’s, but she confirmed that a middle-aged woman in a black coupe had taken the accident victim to a hospital. 
 
    “Which hospital?” I asked. 
 
    The woman did not know, but she tried to reassure me that the accident victim seemed to have suffered only minor scratches. 
 
    A police car drove up.  
 
    I was frantic to find my father and did not wish to be delayed by questions, so I left Jack behind to learn whatever else he could and hailed a taxi for Mercy Hospital. It was only a few blocks away, and it seemed reasonable that my father would have been taken there for treatment. 
 
    When I enquired at the information desk at Mercy Hospital, I learned that my father had not been admitted as a patient. The nurse in charge offered to telephone other hospitals. After six calls, she reported that she was unable to trace the accident victim. 
 
    “Are you sure that your father sought hospital treatment?” she asked me. 
 
    “Perhaps not. Dad wasn’t badly hurt according to witnesses. He may have simply gone home to recuperate.” 
 
    I thanked the nurse for her help and took a taxi home. Mrs. Timms, in an old coat and a turban, was scattering salt on the icy sidewalk in front of the house. From the look on her face, it was evident she had not heard the news. 
 
    “Mrs. Timms, Dad’s been hurt,” I said as I leaped from the cab. “He was involved in a hit-and-run accident and crashed into a light pole.” 
 
    “My lands!” the housekeeper gasped and allowed the bag of salt to fall from her gloved hand. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “I think he was more stunned than anything else. But I’ve not been able to learn where he was taken. He didn’t telephone here?” 
 
    “Not unless it was since I’ve been outdoors.” 
 
    “Maybe he went back to the Examiner office instead.” 
 
    Leaving the bag of salt where she’d dropped it, Mrs. Timms followed me into the house. Without removing my coat or hat, I dialed the Examiner office. Editor DeWitt answered. 
 
    “Has Dad arrived there?”  
 
    “No, he hasn’t returned. Anything wrong?” 
 
    I told Mr. DeWitt everything I knew. 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” Mr. DeWitt said. “Your father can’t be badly hurt, or he never would have walked away from that accident. Just sit tight, and we will locate him for you.” 
 
    During the next hour, Mrs. Timms and I remained near the telephone. Each moment we waited, our anxiety increased. Still, Mr. DeWitt did not phone. There was no word from the police station. I refused to believe that Dad had been seriously injured, yet it seemed strange he could not be found. 
 
    “It’s not like him to allow anyone to worry,” said Mrs. Timms. “I simply can’t understand why he doesn’t call to relieve our minds.” 
 
    Just then the telephone bell jingled, and I snatched the receiver from its hook. 
 
    “DeWitt speaking,” said the familiar voice of the editor. 
 
    “Any news? Did you find Dad?” 
 
    “So far we haven’t,” the editor confessed. “I’ve personally called the police station and every hospital and private nursing home in Greenville.” 
 
    “Dad may have decided to forgo the hospital and gone to a doctor’s office for treatment.” 
 
    “I thought of that,” replied DeWitt. “We’ve checked all the likely ones already.” 
 
    “What could have become of him?” I asked desperately. “Mrs. Timms and I are dreadfully worried.” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll show up any minute,” Mr. DeWitt tried to comfort me, but he failed to disguise the edge in his voice. “Probably he doesn’t realize anyone is looking for him.” 
 
    I asked the editor if he had learned the identity of the hit-and-run driver. 
 
    “No one took down the license number of the car,” Mr. DeWitt told me. “Our reporters are still working on the story, though.” 
 
    “The story,” I murmured. For the first time, it occurred to me that my father’s accident and subsequent disappearance would be regarded as front page news. 
 
    “I don’t expect to run an account of the accident until I’ve talked to your father,” DeWitt said hastily. “Now, don’t worry about anything. I’ll let you know the minute I have any news.” 
 
    I hung up the receiver and reported the conversation to Mrs. Timms. A clock on the mantel chimed one-thirty, reminding Mrs. Timms that lunch had not been prepared. 
 
    “No food for me,” I said. “I don’t feel like eating.” 
 
    “I’ve rather lost my own appetite,” Mrs. Timms confessed. “However, it’s useless to worry. Your father must be safe. No doubt he had an appointment.” 
 
    “Appointment!” I said. “Dad was in conference with Prosecutor Simmons this morning. Maybe he returned to the prosecutor’s office on unfinished business. I’ll call there and see if they know anything.” 
 
    “Mr. Fielding hasn’t been here,” Prosecutor Simmons told me when I reached his office. “I expected him at ten-thirty. Then he telephoned that he had been delayed and would see me at eleven-thirty, but he failed to keep that appointment also.” 
 
    I explained about the accident and listened to the prosecutor’s expression of sympathy. After replacing the receiver, I turned once more to Mrs. Timms. 
 
    “I’m more worried than ever.” My voice was quavering, and my hands began to shake. “Dad didn’t keep his appointment with Prosecutor Simmons, and it was a vitally important one.” 
 
    “We’ll hear from him soon—” 
 
    “Perhaps we won’t.” 
 
    “What a thing to say. Whatever do you mean?” Mrs. Timms demanded. 
 
    “Dad has enemies. Jonathon Pim told me today that if any attempt was made to expose a certain gang of bootleggers, it would mean real trouble.” 
 
    “But your father has had no connection with such persons.” 
 
    “But he has. He has been working on a case. I just found out about it this morning,” I explained. “Today, at the time of the accident, Dad was carrying a briefcase with all the evidence in it. He was on his way to the Prosecutor’s office to present Mr. Simmons with the proof he needed to put away the whole gang.” 
 
    “Even so, I fail to see—” 
 
    I was pacing now, from one end of the hallway to the other and back again. 
 
    “According to the report, Dad’s car was practically forced off the road. I think that auto crash was deliberately engineered. Don’t you understand, Mrs. Timms? He’s fallen into the clutches of  cut-throat criminals.” 
 
    “Now, Jane, I’m sure we’re making far too much of the accident. We’ll soon hear from your father.” 
 
    “You’re saying that to comfort me, Mrs. Timms,” I wailed, “but I won’t be comforted. Something dreadful has happened. I can feel it.” 
 
    I ceased pacing the floor and went to the hall closet for my hat and coat. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Mrs. Timms asked. 
 
    “To the newspaper office. If word comes, I want to be there to get it the very first minute.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms started to protest, then changed her mind. She merely said: “Telephone me the moment you have any news.” 
 
    A brisk walk to the Examiner office did much to restore my sagging morale. As I entered the newsroom, brushing snow from my coat, I saw a group of reporters gathered about Mr. DeWitt’s desk. 
 
    Glimpsing me, the men at the desk began to scatter. They looked at me in such a kind, sympathetic manner that I became frightened again. Jack detached himself from the crowd and wrapped his arms around me.  
 
    “What is it, Jack? Has Dad been found?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “But you must have had some news,” I insisted. “Please don’t hide anything from me.” 
 
    “You’d best hear it from me,” Mr. DeWitt said quietly at my elbow. 
 
    He held up a piece of paper. “We found this letter in your father’s wastebasket.” 
 
    I took the note. Silently I read the message which had been typed in capital letters. 
 
    “MR. FIELDING,” it warned, “THIS IS TO ADVISE YOU TO LAY OFF ON BOOTLEG LIQUOR STORIES IN YOUR PAPER. UNLESS YOU CHANGE YOUR POLICY, YOU MAY WAKE UP DEAD IN A DITCH.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven
  
 
    “I’d rather not have shown that note to you,” Mr. DeWitt said quietly. “We found it only a moment ago.” 
 
    “How did it get in Dad’s wastebasket?” I asked. “Do you suppose he threw it there himself?” 
 
    “That’s my guess. Your father makes it a practice to disregard all anonymous correspondence.” 
 
    I reread the threatening note, trying not to show how much it disturbed me. “I wonder if this came by mail.” 
 
    “We don’t know,” DeWitt replied. “There was no envelope in the basket.” 
 
    “Dad never mentioned any such note to me. Probably thought I’d worry about it. This makes the situation look bad, doesn’t it, Mr. DeWitt?” 
 
    The editor weighed his words carefully before he spoke. “It doesn’t prove that your father was waylaid by enemies, Jane. Not at all. According to reports, Mr. Fielding was involved in an ordinary automobile accident, and left the scene of his own free will.” 
 
    “With a woman who drove a black car?” 
 
    “Yes, according to eyewitnesses, she offered to take him to a hospital for treatment.” 
 
    “But what became of that woman?” I asked. “Can’t the police find her?” 
 
    “Not so far,” Jack said. 
 
    Before DeWitt could say anything more, Jonathon Pim came to the desk and spread out a dummy sheet for the editor to inspect. 
 
    “Here’s the front-page layout,” Pim announced. “For the banner, we’ll give ’em, ‘Anthony Fielding Mysteriously Disappears,’ and beneath it, a double column story. I dug a good picture out of the morgue—the one with Fielding dedicating the Greenville Orphans’ Home.” 
 
    DeWitt frowned as he studied the layout. “Fielding wouldn’t like this, Pim. It’s too sensational. Bust that banner and cut the story down to the bare facts.” 
 
    “But this is a big story—” 
 
    “I’m expecting Mr. Fielding to walk in here any minute,” retorted DeWitt. “A ‘disappearance’ spread will only make the Examiner look ridiculous.” 
 
    “Fielding’s not going to show up,” Pim shot back, his eyes blazing. “I say we should play the story for all it’s worth.” 
 
    “You should know by now, Mr. Pim, how my father hates sensationalism,” I said, siding with Mr. DeWitt.  
 
    “DeWitt’s right,” said Jack. “The Chief will blow a gasket when he comes back and—” 
 
    “If he comes back,” Pim interrupted and swore under his breath. 
 
    “Watch what you say,” said Jack. “The man in question’s daughter is present.” 
 
    Pim glared at me but shut his trap. 
 
    “Cut the story down,” DeWitt ordered. “And try to find a more suitable picture of Mr. Fielding.” 
 
    Pim swept the dummy sheet from the desk, crumpling it in his hand. As he started for the morgue where pictures were filed, he again muttered to himself. 
 
    “Don’t know what’s got into that fellow lately,” DeWitt sighed. 
 
    The editor sat down rather heavily. He looked tired and pale. For fifteen years, DeWitt had been my father’s faithful righthand man. 
 
    “Do you feel well, Mr. DeWitt?” I asked. 
 
    “Not so hot,” he admitted, reaching for a pencil. “Lately I’ve been having a little pain in my side—it’s nothing, though. Just getting old, that’s all.” 
 
    “Why not take the day off, Mr. DeWitt? You’ve been working too hard.” 
 
    “Now wouldn’t this be a fine time to go home?” the editor barked. “Hard work agrees with me.” 
 
    Reminded that I was keeping both Jack and Mr. DeWitt from their duties, I left the Examiner office and walked to the nearby police station.  
 
    At the station, I was courteously received by Chief Johanson, a personal friend of Dad’s. 
 
    “We’ll find your father,” Chief Johanson assured me confidently. “His description has been broadcast over the radio. We’ve instructed all our men to be on the watch for him.” 
 
    I broached the possibility that my father had been waylaid by enemies. 
 
    “Facts fail to support such a theory,” replied Chief Johanson. “It’s my opinion your father will show up any hour, wondering what the fuss is all about.” 
 
    I left the police station slightly more optimistic. Almost without thinking, I chose a route which led toward the scene of the accident. When I reached the street, I noted that my father’s battered car had been towed away. All broken glass had been swept from the pavement. 
 
    I wished that I had remained longer at the scene and questioned more of the bystanders. It had not occurred to me at the time that Dad might simply disappear from the wreckage. 
 
    There was a candy store which fronted the street close to the bent lamppost. I went inside.  
 
    “I’m not a customer,” I explained to the grandmotherly woman behind the counter. I told her that my father had been injured in the car accident and that I was seeking information. 
 
    “I’ve already been questioned by police detectives,” the woman replied. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you very much.” 
 
    “Did you witness the accident?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I saw it, but it happened so fast I wasn’t sure whose fault it was.” 
 
    “You didn’t take down the license number of the blue hit-and-run car?” 
 
    “Was it blue?” the woman asked. “I thought it was maroon and told the police so.” 
 
    “My information came from a small boy, so he may have been mistaken. Did you notice the woman who offered my father a ride?” 
 
    “She was around forty.” 
 
    “Well dressed?” 
 
    “Rather plainly, I would say. But she drove a fine, late-model car.” 
 
    “Would you consider her a woman of means?” 
 
    “Judging from the car—yes, although her clothing seemed a bit on the shabby side.” 
 
    I asked many more questions, trying to gain an accurate picture of the woman who had driven off with my father. I was somewhat reassured when the candy shop owner insisted that Dad had entered the car of his own free will. 
 
    “Did he seem at all dazed by the accident?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, yes, he did. I saw your father get into the car sort of holding his head. Then he asked the woman to stop at the curb.” 
 
    “Why was that?” 
 
    “He’d forgotten something—a leather carrying case. At any rate, he returned to his own auto for it. Then he drove away with the woman.” 
 
    As puzzled as ever, I went out on the street once more. The weather had turned even colder, but I scarcely felt the icy blast that whipped my face. 
 
    It was silly to worry, I told myself. All the facts supported Police Chief Johanson’s belief that my father would soon return home. Mrs. Timms was confident he would be found safe—so was Mr. DeWitt. After all, only five hours had elapsed since the accident. It could hardly even be considered a disappearance after such a short period of time. 
 
    But try as I might, I could not free my mind of grave misgivings. I could not forget the mysterious telephone call, the threatening letter, or Jonathon Pim’s cocksure opinion that my father would not be found. 
 
    I stood disconsolate, gazing into the whirling snowstorm until Jack materialized at the curb—he must have returned to the scene of the accident out of the same impulse that had drawn me there—but he did not linger. Instead, he bundled me into his car and took me home to Mrs. Timms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight
  
 
    I slept fitfully and left for the Examiner office as soon as it was light. Throughout the long night, there had been no word from my father. 
 
    At every street corner, newsboys shouted the latest headlines—that Anthony Fielding, owner of the Greenville Examiner, had been missing nearly twenty-four hours. Even the Examiner itself carried a black, ugly banner across its front page. 
 
    I bought a copy on the street corner and read the story with distaste while drinking a cup of black coffee at the counter of the Bean Pot. I couldn’t understand why Mr. DeWitt had such a sensational story into print. He’d shown no inclination to allow Pim to have his way the previous afternoon. 
 
    After finishing my coffee, I entered the lobby of the Examiner building and pressed the elevator button. A long time elapsed before the cage descended. To my surprise, I saw that it was operated, not by Jeremiah Jones, the usual attendant, but by Alfred Hodges, a janitor. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting, Ma’am,” Hodges apologized. “I’m not much good at operating this contraption.” 
 
    “Where is Jeremiah this morning?” 
 
    “Fired.” 
 
    I could not hide my amazement. Mr. Jones had been employed for ten years at the Examiner building. I’d never before heard a single complaint. 
 
    “It’s a shame if you ask me,” Alfred said. 
 
    “What happened? Who discharged Mr. Jones?” 
 
    “That guy Pim.” 
 
    “Jonathon Pim? But he has no authority.” 
 
    “An acting editor can fire and hire. I think he was just tryin’ out his stuff on poor old Jeremiah.” 
 
    “But Pim isn’t acting editor. During my father’s absence, Mr. DeWitt is in full charge here,” I said emphatically. 
 
    “DeWitt was in charge, but they hauled him off to the hospital last night with a bad pain in his tummy. Seems he had an appendicitis attack. The doctor rushed him off and didn’t even wait until morning to operate.” 
 
    The news stunned me. I murmured that I hoped Mr. DeWitt was doing well. 
 
    “Reckon he is,” Alfred said. “We all chipped in and sent him some flowers. Jeremiah gave fifty cents, too.” 
 
    “What reason did Mr. Pim give for discharging Mr. Jones?” I asked. 
 
    The janitor pressed a button, and the cage moved slowly upward. 
 
    “Jeremiah was due on at midnight,” he explained. “But he didn’t get here until after two o’clock.” 
 
    “He must have given a reason for being so late.” 
 
    The cage stopped with a jerk. “Sure, Jeremiah had a pip this time. Something about being detained by a ghost. Pim didn’t go for it at all. Swelled up like a poisoned pup and fired Jeremiah on the spot.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, ” I said. “Dad liked Jeremiah a lot.” 
 
    “Any news from your father?” 
 
    I shook my head. As far as possible, I was determined to keep my worries to myself. Turning to leave the cage, I asked: “Where is Jeremiah now? At home?” 
 
    “He’s down in the boiler room, sittin’ by the furnace. Says he’s afraid to go home for fear his old lady will give him the works.” 
 
    “Will you please ask Jeremiah to wait there for me?” I said. “I want to talk to him before he leaves the building.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to tell him,” the janitor said. Hesitating, he added: “If you’ve got any influence with Pim, you might speak a good word for me.” 
 
    “Why for you? Surely your job is safe.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” the janitor responded gloomily. “This morning when Pim was comin’ up in the elevator he said to me: ‘Freddy, there’s going to be a few changes made around here. I’m going to cut out all the old, useless timber.’ He looked at me kinda funny-like too. You know, I passed my sixty-eighth birthday last August.” 
 
    “Now don’t start worrying too, Mr. Hodges,” I said. “They couldn’t run this building without you.” 
 
    Deeply troubled, I tramped down the hall to the newsroom. Reporters were in a fever of activity, pounding out their stories. Copy boys scurried to and fro like a nervous colony of rabbits. Jack looked up from his desk just long enough to flash me a subdued smile and then went back to furiously typing.  
 
    Jonathon Pim, however, was nowhere in evidence. 
 
    “The Big Shot has sealed himself in your father’s office,” informed one of the copy desk men in a muted voice. “Guess you heard about DeWitt?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “The Great Genius has taken over. This place is operating on an efficiency-plus basis now. He’s got me so cockeyed I’m composing poetry.” 
 
    I crossed the newsroom to my father’s office and tapped on the frosted glass door. 
 
    “Who is it?” demanded Pim, his voice loud and unpleasant. 
 
    I informed him that it was Mrs. Carter. In a moment, the door opened, and the editor bowed and smiled. As if I were a guest of honor, he motioned me to a seat. 
 
    “We’re doing everything we can to trace your father, Miss Fielding,” he said. “So far, we’ve had no luck, and the police admit they are baffled. I can’t express to you how sorry I am.” 
 
    I brushed off his insincere solicitude and got straight to the point of Mr. DeWitt’s absence. 
 
    “Oh yes, he’ll be off duty for at least a month,” replied Mr. Pim. “Naturally, in his absence I have assumed charge. We put out a real paper this morning.” 
 
    “I saw the front page.” 
 
    I longed to say how very much the story about my father had displeased me. However, I knew it would do no good. The account, once printed, could not be recalled. Far better, I reasoned, to let the matter pass. 
 
    “I hear Jeremiah Jones has been discharged,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, we had to let him go.” Mr. Pim opened a desk drawer, helping himself to one of Dad’s cigars. “Jeremiah is indolent, irresponsible—a drag on the payroll.” 
 
    “My father always liked him.” 
 
    “Yes, he did seem to favor the old geezer,” agreed Pim with a shrug. “Well, thank you for dropping in, Miss Fielding. If we have any encouraging news, I’ll see that you are notified at once.” 
 
    Well aware that I had been dismissed, I left the office. Pim’s attitude angered me, and my hostility extended far beyond his insistence at using my maiden name as if I were my father’s little girl of ten. 
 
    This time, Pim had done something far worse than call me by the wrong name; he had made me feel unwelcome in my own father’s newspaper plant. 
 
    As I closed the door behind me, I realized that nearly every eye in the newsroom had focused upon me. Deliberately, I composed myself. I swept past the rows of desks to a rear stairway leading to the basement. 
 
    The janitor had delivered my message to Jeremiah Jones. I found the old man curled up fast asleep on a crate by the warm stove. 
 
    I touched Jeremiah on the arm. He straightened up as suddenly as if someone had set off a firecracker. 
 
    “I’m sure am surprised to see you down here in the dumpy furnace room, but I sure am obliged to you for waking me up out of that ghost dream.” 
 
    “Were you having a ghost dream?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. I was dreamin’ about the ghost I saw last night on the way to work.” 
 
    “I heard about that, Mr. Jones,” I said. “It must have been quite a lively ghost to make you two hours late.” 
 
    “It sure was a lively ghost. It walked around just like a real live person.” 
 
    “Aren’t you being a bit superstitious, Jeremiah?” 
 
    “Deedy not, Ma’am. I’d be superstitious if I’d seen a ghost that wasn’t there. But when you sees one that is there you ain’t superstitious. You is jest plain scart.” 
 
    “Suppose you tell me about it,” I said. 
 
    “Well, it was like this,” Mr. Jones began. “At half-past eleven, I starts off for work same as always. I picks up my lunch box the ole lady packed for me, and I scoots off toward the bus stop to get the 11:45. But I never gets there. When I was goin’ down that road runnin’ past the old Oaklands Estate, I seen the ghost.” 
 
    “The Oaklands Estate?” I interrupted. “Where is that?” 
 
    “You know the road that winds up Craig Hill? It’s out by the boat club.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that big house with the iron fence surrounding it?” 
 
    “That’s the place. Well, I sees this ghost cavortin’ around behind the big iron gate that goes into the Oaklands Estate. That ghost never sees me, but I gets a good close-up of him. He was dressed in white, and he was carryin’ his own tombstone around in his arms just like it don’t weigh nothin’.” 
 
    “And then what happened? Did the ghost disappear?” 
 
    “No, Ma’am, but I did! I turns tail an’ runs as fast as a man half my age could go, an’ I never stops for nuthin’ till I gits back to my own place. When I tells my ole lady what was goin’ on, she says, ‘Jeremiah, you sees ghosts ’cause you been drinkin’. It’s twelve o’clock this minute, and you’ve missed the last bus. Now you start walkin’! And if you is fired, don’t never darken this door no more.’” 
 
    Jeremiah drew a deep sigh. “And that’s just what happened. I ain’t got no job an’ no more home than an old fox. I’s sure bubblin’ over with trouble. It all come from seein’ that ghost you says I didn’t see.” 
 
    “I’m sure you thought you saw a ghost, anyway,” I told Jeremiah. “Although I’m inclined to believe there’s some other more worldly explanation for the figure you saw pacing the fence at Oaklands. If you’ll promise to attend strictly to your duties hereafter, I’ll ask Mr. Pim to reinstate you on the payroll.” 
 
    Mr. Jones brightened. “I sure nuff will!” he promised. “I won’t have no mo’ truck with that ghost. No sir!” 
 
    To face Mr. Pim once more was a most unpleasant ordeal for me. Nevertheless, I went straight to his office. 
 
    “I am very busy,” Mr. Pim answered my apology for intruding. “What is it you want?” 
 
    I explained that I had talked with Jeremiah Jones and was convinced that his offense would not be repeated. 
 
    “I want you to put him back on his old job,” I told Mr. Pim. 
 
    “Impossible!” 
 
    “Dad always liked Jeremiah.” 
 
    “One can’t mix sentiment with business. I have a job to do here, and I intend to do it efficiently.” 
 
    “Dad probably will show up before another day.” 
 
    “I don’t like to dash your hopes,” said Mr. Pim. “We’ve tried to spare your feelings. Perhaps your father will be found, but you know I tried to warn him he was inviting trouble when he mixed with that gang of bootleggers.” 
 
    “So you believe Dad has fallen into the clutches of those men?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “What makes you think so? Have you any evidence?” 
 
    “Not a scrap.” 
 
    “And how did you learn that my father intended to expose the higher-ups?” 
 
    “I don’t mind telling you I heard him talking to Jack Bancroft about it.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “We’re getting nowhere with this discussion,” Mr. Pim said impatiently. “I really am busy—” 
 
    “Will you reinstate Jeremiah Jones?” I asked, reverting to the original subject. 
 
    “I’ve already given my answer.” 
 
    “After all, this is my father’s paper,” I said, trying to control my voice. “It’s not a corporation. Only Dad’s money is invested here.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “As a personal favor, I’m asking you to reinstate Mr. Jones.” 
 
    “You’re going to make an issue of it?” 
 
    “Call it that if you like.” 
 
    Mr. Pim’s dark eyes blazed. He slammed a paperweight across the desk, and it dropped to the floor with a hard thud. 
 
    “Very well,” he said stiffly, “we’ll restore your pet to the payroll.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Pim.” 
 
    “But get this, Miss Fielding,” the editor continued. “We may as well have an understanding. While your father is absent, I’m in full charge here. In the future, I’ll have no more interference from you or anyone else.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine
  
 
    Rather flattened by my interview with Mr. Pim, I was glad to leave Examiner plant. As I returned down in the elevator, I requested that Alfred tell Jeremiah Jones that he had been restored to his old job. 
 
    “That’s fine!” the janitor beamed. “Mighty glad to hear it.” Opening the cage door, he enquired: “Will you be going to see Mr. DeWitt?” 
 
    “I thought I would.” 
 
    “He’s at City Hospital. You might tell him that we all miss him around here.” 
 
    “I’ll certainly deliver the message,” I promised. 
 
    I bought flowers and hailed a cab for City Hospital. After a brief wait in the lobby, I was allowed to see Mr. DeWitt for a few minutes. 
 
    Mr. DeWitt, pale and weak, stirred and turned his head so that he could see me. 
 
    “Good morning,” I greeted him. 
 
    “What’s good about it?” he muttered with a trace of his old spirit. “They won’t even let me sit up.” 
 
    “I should think not,” I told him as I sat down in a chair beside the bed. 
 
    “Of all times to get laid up,” the editor went on. “Heard from your father?” 
 
    I shook my head. A long silence followed before I spoke again: “But I’m convinced he’ll be found—probably today.” 
 
    It was false bravado, and DeWitt knew it. 
 
    Mr. DeWitt lay with his eyes closed. “I’ve been thinking—” he mumbled drowsily. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Mind’s still fogged with that blamed ether,” DeWitt muttered. “About your father—” His voice trailed off. 
 
    “Do you think he could have been waylaid? Mr. Pim believes his disappearance has a connection with the bootleggers.” 
 
    Mr. DeWitt’s eyes opened again. “I don’t know,” he mumbled. “Your father was planning to break a big story—didn’t tell me much about it.” 
 
    “You don’t know what evidence he carried in the portfolio when he went to see the state prosecutor?” 
 
    DeWitt shook his head. “Jack’ll know.” 
 
    “He doesn’t,” I told DeWitt. “I already asked him. Jack knew there was a story, but Dad kept the details strictly to himself.” 
 
    DeWitt fell silent for several minutes, lost in thought. 
 
    “Have you tried your father’s safe?” he asked. 
 
    “Dad took a lot of papers out just before he started for the prosecutor’s office,” I told DeWitt. “But some of the evidence may have been left. It’s worth looking through any papers he left behind.” 
 
    The nurse returned to the room with a vase for the flowers. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t allow you to remain much longer,” she told me. 
 
    As she arose to go, I remembered to deliver Alfred Hodges’ well-wishes. 
 
    “How’s everything at the office?” Mr. DeWitt asked. “Who’s in charge?” 
 
    “Jonathon Pim.” 
 
    Mr. DeWitt’s forehead wrinkled. “Now I know I’ve got to get out of this hospital. Things will be in a nice state by the time I get back.” 
 
    I agreed with DeWitt but did not wish to worry him. “Oh, everything seems to be ticking along all right,” I said. “Mr. Pim is very efficient in his methods.” 
 
    “I guess you could call him efficient,” muttered DeWitt. “Oh, well, I’ll be back on the job in ten days. How much damage can one man do in that little time?” 
 
    I was afraid that Pim could do plenty of damage in only ten days, but I did not voice my misgivings. I said goodbye to Mr. DeWitt and returned to the newspaper office.  
 
    Jack was still out, so I decided to act on Mr. DeWitt’s suggestion that some evidence against the bootleggers might be still be in my father’s safe. I still knew the combination. 
 
    I did not wish to face Jonathon Pim a second time, and I debated waiting until after four o’clock when the editor doubtless would leave the building. But time was precious, and I could not afford to wait. 
 
    I walked straight to my father’s office. The door was closed. 
 
    “Mr. Pim isn’t in conference?” I asked my father’s private secretary. 
 
    “No, just go right on in,” she said. 
 
    Without knocking, I opened the door. On the threshold, I paused, startled. Jonathon Pim was down on his knees in front of the open safe. Evidently he had been going through Dad’s private papers in a systematic fashion, for he was circled by little piles of manila envelopes. 
 
    Mr. Pim was even more startled than I. He sprang to his feet, the picture of guilt. Then, recovering his poise, he scowled and demanded: “Here again?” 
 
    I carefully closed the office door before I spoke. I was furious, and I didn’t care if Mr. Pim knew it. 
 
    “Mr. Pim, kindly explain what you are doing in my father’s safe.” 
 
    “Looking for information about the bootleg expose.” 
 
    “A story you emphatically claimed the Examiner should suppress.” 
 
    “That’s neither here nor there.” A deep flush had crept over Pim’s cheeks, but his manner remained cavalier. “As editor, I have a right to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Who gave you permission to open the safe?” 
 
    “You forget that I am editor here, Miss Fielding.” 
 
    “I’ve certainly been reminded of it enough times,” I said. “How did you learn the combination?” 
 
    “Mr. Fielding left it with me in case of emergency.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” I said. “He expressly told me just the day before he went missing that he’d shared the combination with no one. You saw the numbers written under my father’s desk.” 
 
    Mr. Pim did not deny the charge. Turning his back, he started to remove a rubber band from a small stack of yellowed letters. The act infuriated me. 
 
    I recognized the packet. Decades ago, during their courtship, those letters had been written by my own mother, and Dad had treasured them, rereading them countless times as he mourned her loss. 
 
    “Don’t you touch those!” I cried, darting forward. “They’re personal.” 
 
    I snatched the letters from Mr. Pim, then gathered up the other papers and envelopes from the floor. Thrusting everything back into the safe, I closed and locked the door. 
 
    “You’re through here!” I said, facing him with blazing eyes. “Do you understand? I’m discharging you.” 
 
    Mr. Pim looked stunned. Then he laughed unpleasantly. 
 
    “You are discharging me?” he mocked. “By what right, may I ask?” 
 
    “This is my father’s plant.” 
 
    “Which doesn’t necessarily make you the editor or the owner, Miss Fielding. If your father proves to be dead, the court will step in—” 
 
    “Get out!” I screamed, fighting to keep back the tears. “You don’t care about my father or the newspaper. You don’t care about anything but your own selfish interests!” 
 
    “Now you’re hysterical.” 
 
    I did sound hysterical, so I moderated my tone and said quietly, “I meant every word I just what I said. Please go.” 
 
    Pim smiled grimly and seated himself at my father’s desk. 
 
    “I remain as editor here,” he announced. “If you wish to contest my right, take your case to court. In the meantime, keep out of my private office.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten
  
 
    Close to tears, I stumbled out of Jonathon Pim’s office. As I paused just beyond the closed door, every eye in the newsroom focused upon me.  
 
    Jack, who’d evidently returned while I was in contentious conference with Mr. Pim, left his desk and took me by the arms. 
 
    Shep Murphy, camera box slung over his shoulder, shook his fist at the closed door of the office containing the odious Mr. Pim. 
 
    “Jane, we all heard that row,” Jack said. 
 
    “If you say the word, we’ll walk out of here in a body,” Shep told me.  
 
    “That would do no good,” I said. “The paper must still go out.” 
 
    “We’re through taking orders from Pim!” Shep went on, raising his voice and turning to address the newsroom. “He always has been a pain in the neck, and now that he has authority, there’s no holding him down. How about it, boys?” 
 
    A chorus of approval greeted his words. 
 
    “I’m sure Dad would want everyone to carry on,” I said evenly. “The paper must be published the same as always. We can’t let my father return to find his life’s work has been ruined in a matter of days.” 
 
    “We could all do our work and do it well if Pim would just leave us alone,” growled one of the copy readers. 
 
    “That’s right,” another copy reader chimed in. “Why don’t you take over, Mrs. Carter?” 
 
    “The truth is, we’d get along much better without interference from his kind,” said Bill Evans, the sports reporter. “We all know how to do our jobs.” 
 
    “Mr. Pim just reminded me that I’m not the editor,” I said, my voice shaking. ”Besides, I know nothing about running a newspaper.” 
 
    “You did all right running Carter’s All-Story Weekly.” Jack reminded me. “Don’t try to tell us you don’t know how to run a newspaper.” 
 
    “Putting out a story paper once a week and issuing multiple editions of the Examiner multiple seven days a week are two different propositions.” 
 
    “But your father has a fine organization here,” Shep argued. “If Pim can be kept from breaking it up, everything will go along. The boys all know what they are doing.” 
 
    “I don’t see how I could take over, much as I would like to do it. Pim has staked out rights in my father’s office, and nothing will move him short of a court order.” 
 
    “You don’t need a fancy office to run a paper,” Shep grinned. “We’ll just take our orders from you. Pim can sit tight in there until he’s had enough of it.” 
 
    I looked out over the loyal faces populating the newsroom. Nearly all of the newspaper staff were old employees, personally trained by my father and Mr. DeWitt. I knew I could depend on them. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I announced. “As your new editor, I wish to issue my first order. Please, let’s not publish any more sensational stories about my father’s disappearance.” 
 
    “Okay, Chief,” grinned one of the deskmen. “That suits us just fine.” 
 
    I was given a seat of honor at the slot of the circular copy desk. There I was able to read and pass upon every story that flowed from the typewriters of the various reporters. With the courteous help of one of the deskmen, I remade the front page of the noon edition. A particularly sensational story about the still-missing Mr. Anthony Fielding, prepared earlier in the day, was promptly “busted.” 
 
    I found my new duties surprisingly easy. It was astonishing how much I had learned over the years about the workings of a newspaper plant. At different times I had served as reporter, society editor, and special feature writer. As for the editorial policy of the Examiner, I was thoroughly familiar with it, for my father frequently aired his views at home. 
 
    Shortly after the noon edition rolled from the press, the buzzer in Mr. Pim’s office sounded. My father’s private secretary, who was now my private secretary, did not answer it. The buzzer kept on for nearly five minutes. Then the door was flung open. 
 
    “What the blazes is the matter with everyone?” Pim shouted. 
 
    His gaze fastened upon me at the copy desk. 
 
    “Meet our new editor, Mr. Pim,” said Shep, who had that moment come out of the camera room. 
 
    Pim ignored me. Snatching up one of the noon editions, still fresh with wet ink, he glanced at the front page. His eyes flashed. 
 
    “Eckert,” he said to the head copy man, “come into my office. I want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” said Eckert meekly, but he made no move to follow Pim into the adjoining room. 
 
    Soon Pim came storming back out to learn what was wrong. This time his expression was baffled. 
 
    “Mr. Eckert,” he said with exaggerated politeness. “Will you please step into my office?” 
 
    “Sorry,” replied the copy reader. “You may as well know right now that you’re no longer giving the orders around here.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” cried Pim. 
 
    Darting to one of the speaking tubes, he called the foreman of the pressroom. 
 
    “Pim speaking,” he said curtly. “Stop the presses! Kill that noon edition! We’re making over the front page.” 
 
    “Can’t hear you,” was the reply, for word had been passed to the men in the pressroom. “You’ll have to speak louder.” 
 
    Pim shouted until he was nearly hoarse. Then, suddenly conscious that he was making a spectacle of himself, he slammed into his office. A minute later, he reappeared, hat jammed low over his eyes. 
 
    “This is a very clever scheme, Miss Fielding,” he said, jabbing his finger inches from my face. “Well, it won’t work. I’m leaving, but I’ll be back. With a lawyer!” 
 
    He strode from the newsroom, slamming the door so hard the glass rattled. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that putrid old egg,” Jack advised me. “He’s mostly bluff.” 
 
    “I think he does mean to get a court order,” I said. 
 
    “He may try,” Shep shrugged. “But we can handle him.” 
 
    Following Pim’s departure, everything moved smoothly along at the Examiner plant. I stayed busy, but not so busy that it kept worry and doubt at bay. Nevertheless, everyone made the way as easy as possible for me, and as the day wore on, I gained confidence that we could collectively continue to issue the paper on time, even in the absence of an experienced editor. The boys were so good at their jobs, the truth was I was little more than a figurehead to keep the odious Pim at bay. 
 
    Throughout the afternoon, news stories kept pouring in, but no word of my father. Several times I called the police station. 
 
    After lunch, I called home to Mrs. Timms. The housekeeper, fearful that I would become ill—and doubtless in need of activity to divert her worried mind—insisted upon bringing a hot evening meal to the office. 
 
    “Jane, you’ve been here all day,” she chided anxiously. “You must come home with me.” 
 
    “I can’t just yet,” I told her. “There’s too much to do. By tomorrow, if Pim doesn’t make trouble, things will smooth out, and I’ll be able to slow down.” 
 
    “You’re working so hard you’ll be sick abed.” 
 
    “I want to work,” I said grimly. “It keeps me from thinking. Anyway, Dad would want me to do it.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms sighed as she gathered up the lunch basket and thermos bottle. I’d barely tasted the black pepper stuffed chicken. Even the slice of chocolate pie, my favorite, had gone untouched. 
 
    “When will you be home?” Mrs. Timms asked me. 
 
    “I can’t say exactly. After the night editions are out. Don’t sit up for me.” 
 
    “You know I couldn’t go to bed until you are back,” Mrs. Timms responded. “Jack will bring you home?” 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” I told Mrs. Timms, ”and if he can’t, I’ll get a taxi home.” 
 
    After Mrs. Timms had gone, I plunged into my duties once more. I wrote headlines, copy-read stories, and passed on all matters of policy. I suspected that I was being given things to do just to keep my mind occupied. The boys in the newsroom kept me so busy that by the time Jack suggested that he drive me home, it was eleven-thirty. 
 
    As we went down the back stairs to the street, I saw Jeremiah Jones shuffling toward the loading dock. 
 
    “Good evening,” I greeted him. “I’m glad to see you’re early tonight.” 
 
    “Good evenin’, Mrs. Carter,” Jeremiah said, doffing his hat. “I’m here, but I had to make it past that ghost lurkin’ behind the gate.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if the man was joking or not. I raised an eyebrow to Jack, who gave a slight shrug to his shoulders.  
 
    “I hope that ghost isn’t becoming a habit with you, Jeremiah,” I said. 
 
    “He’s more than a habit. He’s a shor nuff live ghost. The first time I sees him, I thought he wasn’t no figurt of my imagination.” 
 
    I was pretty sure Jeremiah meant figment of his imagination, and I was equally sure that the man wasn’t joking. 
 
    “So you’re completely convinced that your mind isn’t playing tricks on you?” Jack asked. 
 
    “When I saw him agin’ tonight,” Jeremiah said, “I was dead sure that ghost is the real thing.” 
 
    “What happened this time, Jeremiah?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, Ma’am, I was a walking along the road, down by the Oaklands Estate, when I sees him again. He was a-cavortin’ just the same as before behind that big iron gate. And he was dressed the same too, in a long white robe.” 
 
    “And you ran past the gate too, I suppose?” 
 
    “I did run. Only this time, I made myself run past the gate. I was too scared of my ole lady to go home. I beat it to that restaurant on the corner and waited there till a bus come. Oh, I’s gettin’ good, Ma’am. I can see a ghost and git to work on time, all that same evenin’.” 
 
    “Well, keep up the good work,” Jack said jokingly as we said goodbye to the old man. 
 
    The meeting with Mr. Jones had served to divert my mind from my own difficulties. Riding home in Jack’s car, I caught myself reviewing the details of the man’s outlandish tale. 
 
    “Jeremiah couldn’t have seen a ghost,” I told Jack, “but he’s honest about being frightened. If I didn’t have more pressing troubles of my own, I’d be tempted to investigate the ghost at the Oaklands Estate myself.” 
 
    When we reached home, I kissed Jack goodbye and declined his offer to walk me to the door. I trudged wearily up the shoveled path. Snow was falling once more. Already the exposed porch was covered with a half-inch coating of feathery flakes. 
 
    Inside the house, a light flashed on. The bright beam shining through the window drew my attention to a series of fresh footprints crisscrossing the porch. Mrs. Timms must have had a female visitor, for the heel marks were made by a woman’s shoe. 
 
    As I reached for the doorknob, I noticed a long, narrow envelope protruding from the tin mailbox. I was removing it just as Mrs. Timms opened the door. 
 
    “Thank goodness you’re home at last, Jane,” said Mrs. Timms. “I fell asleep on the davenport. There isn’t any word—” 
 
    “Not a scrap of news,” I said as I waved to Jack through the window as he pulled away from the curb. 
 
    I dropped the letter on the center table, removed my coat, and flung myself full length on the davenport. 
 
    “You poor thing,” said Mrs. Timms. “You’re practically exhausted. Go straight up to bed. I’ll fix some warm milk. It’ll help you sleep.” 
 
    “I don’t feel as if I’ll ever sleep again,” I said. “I’m tired, but I’ve never felt so on edge. I’m just like a clock that’s been wound up so tight that now it won’t run.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms picked up my coat and cap. Shaking them free of snow, she hung the garments in the closet in the front hall. 
 
    “Did you have a bad time of it today?” I asked when she’d returned from putting away my coat. 
 
    “It wasn’t exactly pleasant,” Mrs. Timms replied. “Reporters and photographers came from every paper in Greenville. The police too—although I was glad to have them. And the telephone rarely stopped ringing. I counted twelve calls in an hour.” 
 
    “You must be just as tired as I am. You shouldn’t have waited up for me.” 
 
    “I wanted to, Jane. About an hour ago, I thought I heard you on the porch, but I was mistaken.” 
 
    I sat up. “Haven’t you had a caller during the last hour, Mrs. Timms?” 
 
    “No, I’ve been here alone.” 
 
    “But I saw footprints on the porch, and I found this in the mailbox.” 
 
    I snatched up the long envelope from the table and held it beneath the light of the bridge lamp. I noticed for the first time that it bore no stamp. It was addressed to me. 
 
    “Where did you get that letter?” 
 
    “Found it sticking out of the mailbox.”  
 
    My hand trembled as I ripped open the flap. 
 
    A sheet of writing paper, high quality and slightly perfumed, slid from the envelope. The message was terse and bore no signature at the end. It read: 
 
    “Offer a suitable reward and information will be provided as to the whereabouts of your father. Make your offer known in the Greenville Examiner.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven
  
 
    Mrs. Timms and I reread the anonymous message at least a dozen times, analyzing every word. 
 
    “Plainly this note was written by a woman of some means, for the paper is fine quality,” I said. “She must have sneaked up on the porch about an hour ago when you heard those footsteps.” 
 
    “Call the police at once,” urged Mrs. Timms. “They’ll tell us what we should do.” 
 
    “Whoever left the note may be watching the house.” 
 
    “We must risk that, Jane. I’ll call the station myself.” 
 
    While Mrs. Timms busied herself at the telephone, I switched off the living room light and looked out the windows into the darkened street. I could see no one loitering anywhere near the house. When I went outside to inspect the footprints left on the porch, only a few remained uncovered by snow. There was no way to tell in which direction the writer of the anonymous message had gone. 
 
    Mrs. Timms had completed her telephone call by the time I came back inside. 
 
    “Two detectives will be here in a few minutes,” Mrs. Timms told me. “You keep watch for them while I run upstairs and get into something more suitable than this old robe.” 
 
    Within ten minutes, a car drew up in front of the house. I was already acquainted with Detectives Daniel Sanderson and Gregory Dalton. I had confidence in their judgment. Mrs. Timms and I waited anxiously while the detectives examined the anonymous message. 
 
    “This might be only a crank note,” Sanderson said. “It may simply be someone who’s read of Mr. Fielding’s disappearance and hopes to pick up a little cash.” 
 
    “Then you don’t think it came from some member of a criminal gang?” I asked. “You believe it has nothing to do with the bootleggers?” 
 
    “Not likely, unless it’s the work of a gang of high-class lady bootleggers,” said Dalton, taking another whiff at the heavy, faintly perfumed stationery. 
 
    Sanderson laughed. I didn’t. 
 
    “A professional kidnapper never would have sent a note like this,” Sanderson added. “The handwriting hasn’t even been disguised. It appears to be a very amateur job.” 
 
    “Will it be possible to trace the person?” Mrs. Timms asked. 
 
    “It should be if we have a little luck.” Detective Sanderson pocketed the letter. “Now this is what you must do, Mrs. Carter. Offer a reward—say five thousand dollars—for information about your father.” 
 
    “I’ll get the story in every edition of the Examiner tomorrow. And then what am I to do?” 
 
    “You’ll likely hear from the writer of this anonymous message, either by letter or telephone. If you contact the woman, arrange a meeting. Then notify us immediately.” 
 
    The discussion went on. By the time the two detectives had departed, Mrs. Timms and I were at last hopeful that within another twenty-four hours, we would know my father’s fate. 
 
    In the morning, after only five hours of sleep, I was back at my desk at the Examiner building. My first act was to dictate an article offering a five-thousand-dollar reward for information leading to the location and safe return of my father. I confided to no one that I had received an anonymous message. I didn’t even tell Jack. 
 
    “Everything’s going well here at the plant,” Jack assured me when I arrived at the newsroom. “Jonathon Pim hasn’t so much as shown his face.” 
 
    “I hope we’re through with his interference,” I said. “However, I fear that’s too much to hope for.” 
 
    Throughout the morning, I worked tirelessly at my desk. Although my father’s office was now vacant, I did not take possession of it. Even when I occasionally entered to get papers from the file, it gave me an odd, tight feeling in my chest. My father’s old neck-scarf still hung on the clothes tree. The rubber overshoes he hated to wear stood heel to heel against the wall. 
 
    “Dad is alive and well,” I repeated to myself whenever my courage faltered. “By tomorrow he’ll be back. I know he will.” 
 
    At noon Jack brought me a sandwich, which I ate without leaving my desk. As I struggled with the last mouthful, the telephone rang. 
 
    “Is this Mrs. Jane Carter?” inquired a woman’s voice. 
 
    I gripped the receiver tightly. My pulse began to pound. Although I had no real reason for thinking so, I was immediately convinced that I was in contact with the mysterious writer of the anonymous message. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, trying to keep my voice calm. 
 
    “You offered a reward in your paper today. Five thousand dollars for information about Mr. Fielding.” 
 
    “True. Can you tell me anything about his disappearance?” 
 
    “I can if you’re willing to pay the money.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to do it.” 
 
    “And no questions asked?” 
 
    “No questions,” I promised. “If you actually can provide information that will help me find my father, I’ll be happy to give you the money.” 
 
    There was a long silence. Fearful lest the woman had lost her nerve and was about to hang up, I said anxiously: 
 
    “Where shall I meet you? Will you come to my home?” 
 
    “That’s too risky.” 
 
    “Then where shall I meet you?” 
 
    “Tonight at eight. You know the cemetery out on Chicken Run Road?” 
 
    “Chicken Run Road?” 
 
    I’d never heard of any such road. 
 
    “You’ll find it on a county map,” the woman instructed. “Meet me at the cemetery wall promptly at eight. And don’t bring anyone with you. Just the money. I’ll guarantee to tell you where you can find your father.” 
 
    There was a faint click, and the line went dead. 
 
    I made a futile attempt to trace the telephone call. Then I set off for the police station to talk to Detectives Dalton and Sanderson. 
 
    “The woman must be a rank amateur, or she wouldn’t have arranged a meeting in the way she did,” Detective Sanderson assured me. “Now let’s find out where Chicken Run Road is located.” 
 
    Using a large map, he circled an area several miles south of Greenville. Chicken Run Road branched off from the same deserted thoroughfare which Florence and I had followed on the night of the blizzard. The cemetery, Oaklands Hills, was situated perhaps a mile from the Oaklands Estate where Jeremiah Jones had claimed to have seen a ghost. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be hard to nab the woman when she shows up,” Detective Dalton declared. “Sanderson and I will get there early and keep watch.” 
 
    “Just what am I to do?” I asked. “Shall I take the reward money with me?” 
 
    “We’ll give you a package of fake money,” the detective answered. “Drive to the cemetery alone at the appointed hour. If the woman shows up, talk to her, try to learn what she knows. We’ll attend to the rest.” 
 
    I returned home to consult with Mrs. Timms. How to reach the cemetery was something of a problem. Both my beloved Bouncing Betsy and Dad’s car had been hauled off to the garage for extensive repairs. 
 
    “Can’t you have Jack drive you to the cemetery?” Mrs. Timms asked. 
 
    “No, I must go alone,” I insisted. “That part is very important.” 
 
    In the end, I was able to borrow Jack’s coupe, although I had a very hard time convincing him of the necessity of going alone. He was not reassured by the fact that at least two burly policemen would be lurking in the vicinity ready to nab the sender of the anonymous letter. It didn’t help that he was more than a little miffed that I had not confided in him right away about the letter left on our porch. 
 
    A little after seven o’clock, I set off for Chicken Run Road with the package of fake money. The bundle of fake bills lay on top of the cosh concealed in the bottom of my handbag.  
 
    The night was milder than the previous nights had been, but a stiff wind blew through the evergreens; whirlwinds of snow chased one another across the untraveled road. 
 
    It was a dreary place for a meeting, and I shivered as I glimpsed the bleak cemetery on a hilltop. 
 
    The area, a full half-mile from any house, was bounded by a high snow-covered brick wall. Beyond the barrier, starlight revealed a cluster of rounded tombstones layered with white. No one was visible, neither the woman nor any members of the police force. 
 
    I looked at my watch. It was still ten minutes before eight o’clock. I parked not far from the cemetery entrance and switched off the engine. 
 
    Twenty minutes elapsed. Nervous and cold, I climbed from the car and tramped back and forth to restore my circulation. I had begun to doubt that the woman would keep the appointment. 
 
    As I was about to climb back in Jack’s car and start the engine to warm myself, I saw the woman moving swiftly down the road toward me. 
 
    She made a strange-looking figure, in a long, black, tight-fitting coat of a fashion which had not been considered stylish for nearly twenty years. A hat with a dark veil obscured her face. 
 
    The woman came closer, but as she neared the cemetery entrance, she abruptly paused. Her head jerked sideways. Then, to my dismay, the woman turned and fled toward the woods. 
 
    “Wait!” I shouted. “Don’t be afraid. Wait!” 
 
    The woman paid me no heed. Lifting the hem of her coat, the better to run, she disappeared among the trees. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve
  
 
    I started to run after the disappearing figure of the woman. 
 
    Detectives Sanderson and Dalton leaped from their hiding place behind the cemetery wall. I would later learn that their patrol car had been secreted in a clump of bushes farther down the road. By pure mischance, the woman in the black veil must have seen it as she approached, and fearing treachery, fled. 
 
    “Quick, Daniel, or she’ll get away!” Dalton shouted. 
 
    I gave up pursuit and left it to the detectives. I had little hope of them catching the woman either. She’d gotten a substantial head start, and in the dark forest, it would be easy for her to elude the officers. 
 
    I got back into Jack’s car and waited anxiously. Three-quarters of an hour elapsed before the officers returned. 
 
    “We lost her,” Detective Sanderson reported. “No use searching any longer.” 
 
    Sick at heart, I drove back home. My hopes were dashed. Not only had I failed to contact the mysterious woman, but there now was little likelihood of a second chance. I might receive another telephone message, but I doubted it. The woman had probably become too badly frightened to try to contact me again. 
 
    At the exit of Chicken Run Road, I headed down the winding hillside highway which Flo and I had followed on the night of the blizzard. The route, although slightly longer, would take me close to the Greenville Yacht Club and past the Oaklands Estate. 
 
    The coupe rounded a curve, and the road dipped between an avenue of pines. To the left, shrouded in snow, loomed the Oaklands Estate house. I wondered who owned the place. 
 
    I slowed the car to idling speed. Deliberately keeping to the left-hand side of the road, I studied the long, snow-frosted fence which bordered the grounds. It was a hostile fence, high and spiked at the top. 
 
    There was a well-beaten path in the snow just inside the fence. A multitude of footprints, plainly visible in the bright moonlight, extended the full width of the grounds. 
 
    This reminded me of the wild yarn told by Jeremiah Jones. I was certain the trampled snow was not the work of a ghost, but there was no doubt that the figure Mr. Jones had encountered going past the Oaklands Estate house had not been a figment of his overactive imagination. 
 
    I was so intrigued by the trampled path that I failed to attend to my driving and the front left wheel of the car struck a tiny mound of ice and snow at the road’s edge. 
 
    Barely in time to avoid an accident, I twisted the steering wheel and brought the car back on the highway. Another second and I’d have been in the ditch.  
 
    I came to a standstill on the opposite side of the road. I got out, crossed to the iron fence, and peered through it.  
 
    The big house, dark and imposing in its setting of majestic evergreens, had obviously been closed for the winter. The walks were not shoveled, blinds had been drawn, and no tire tracks led to and from the three-car garage. 
 
    No one seemed to be living there, yet someone had repeatedly paced the enclosure of the fence. The tracks were clearly human, not those of any animal. 
 
    Unable to solve the mystery, I turned back toward the parked coupe. Before I could cross the road, a light went on in a third-floor room of the estate house. As I watched, it was quickly extinguished. For a long while, I watched the upper floor of the house. The light did not reappear.  
 
    Finally, weary of my vigil, I returned to the car. 
 
    I started the engine and bent down to open the fins of the heater. Straightening, I looked back one last time to the old estate. My heart did a flip-flop. 
 
    Beyond the iron gate, in the garden area, a white-robed figure slowly paced back and forth. The ghostly figure, white from head to toe, moved with measured steps toward the high gate. 
 
    There aren’t any ghosts, I told myself. Ghosts were simply the figments of overactive imaginations and illogical intellects.  
 
    But if that was not a spook, it must be someone dressed up like one. I couldn’t imagine who would play Halloween games on a cold night like this. And for whose benefit? 
 
    I’ll admit to having been scared. I had no overpowering desire to investigate the white-robed figure at close range. A large, spreading evergreen half blocked my view of the gate. I could not see the ghostly figure plainly, but I distinctly heard the rattle of a chain as the apparition tested the lock. Real or imaginary, that spook was trying to get out. 
 
    The white-gowned figure shook the gate chain a second time, then slowly retreated. I watched for a moment, before abruptly swinging open the car door. I had gathered my courage to investigate. 
 
    As I crossed the road, the white figure moved away from me. By the time I reached the gate, it had disappeared around a corner of the house. 
 
    I supposed I should at least be grateful that Mr. Spook hadn’t been carrying his own tombstone. I guessed that Jeremiah might have embellished that portion of his tale. 
 
    I waited, leaning against the gate post. Within three minutes, a light went on in the upper part of the house. For a fleeting instant, before the blind was pulled, I saw a figure standing in front of an old-fashioned dresser. Soon the bedroom light was extinguished.  
 
    I was cold and tired and eager to get home to Mrs. Timms before she sent out a search party for me.  
 
    I returned Jack’s car to the Examiner office, and then he drove me home. 
 
    Jack was as mystified by my story as I had been by the experience.  
 
    When I reached home and told Mrs. Timms of my failure at the cemetery, she tried to be comforting. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad about it,” Mrs. Timms said. “Surely the woman who telephoned will make another attempt to reach you.” 
 
    I doubted it, but I didn’t like to dash Mrs. Timms’ hopes.  
 
    “This entire affair is so bewildering,” Mrs. Timms said. “How could your father have been kidnapped? If what we’ve learned is true, he left the scene of the accident of his own free will.” 
 
    “I never was so baffled in my life,” I said, throwing myself down on the davenport. “I used to think I was good at solving puzzles. Now I know I’m just a Dumb Dora.” 
 
    “Have you thought about employing a private detective?” 
 
    “It might be a good idea,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do tomorrow.” 
 
    As I started wearily up the stairs to bed, Mrs. Timms called after me to say that Florence had telephoned earlier in the evening. I did not think of the matter again until the next morning when I was called to the phone at the circulation desk at the Examiner Office. 
 
    “I might have a clue about the bootleggers,” Flo said breathlessly on the other end of the wire. “When I was at the beauty parlor yesterday, I heard two women talking. It seems there’s a place where you can order liquor by the case if you pull the right strings.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to order liquor by the case,” I said. “I have far too much on my mind to be interested in bootleggers, Flo.” 
 
    “You don’t even care to know the name of the place?” 
 
    “What good would it do?” 
 
    “None, perhaps, but it might give you a surprise.” 
 
    “A surprise?” I glanced at the clock, impatient because the conversation was being prolonged. A great deal of important work awaited me. 
 
    “You’re sure you don’t want to know the name of the place?” Florence persisted. 
 
    “On second thought, I do. It might be well worthwhile to find out what I can about those bootleggers on the off chance they really did have something to do with Dad’s disappearance.” 
 
    The conviction had come suddenly to me that all the evidence contained in my father’s lost portfolio must be gathered anew. A fraction of it could be obtained from Jack, but he had not been privy to most of what my father had known, so I must also depend upon my own efforts. 
 
    “It’s going to give you a real shock to learn the name of the place,” Florence went on. 
 
    “I’m shock proof by this time,” I told Flo. “Let ’er fly.” 
 
    But Florence was unwilling to divulge the information over the telephone. 
 
    “I don’t dare tell you now,” she replied. “Just sit tight for ten minutes, and I’ll deliver my bombshell in person.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen
  
 
    Twenty minutes later, Florence was at the front entrance of the Examiner building with the Radcliff family car.  
 
    “Jump in, and I’ll take you to the place of mystery,” Florence greeted me. “On second thought, you’d better drive. I hate icy roads.” 
 
    I slid behind the steering wheel. “But where are we going?” I protested. “Honestly, Flo, I haven’t much time—” 
 
    “Matilda Mortimer’s garage. The one where they were unloading that truckload of supposed pears. Now are you interested?” 
 
    “You may have stumbled into something really important,” I told Flo. 
 
    “Glad you think so, Jane. But you’re not interested in bootleg whiskey. You said so yourself not ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind. I want to talk to Matilda Mortimer right away.” 
 
    As I waited for an opening in traffic to pull away from the curb in front of the Examiner office, Shep hailed us from the sidewalk. 
 
    “Why, hello,” I greeted him through the passenger side window. “Any trouble brewing in the newsroom?” 
 
    “No trouble from Pim. He’s not made a peep,” Shep said. “I’m hot-footing it to the Ladies’ Club to mug some dames pouring tea for the society page. Where are you off to?” 
 
    I hesitated, then decided to confide in Shep. I repeated what Florence had told me about Matilda Mortimer’s garage. 
 
    “Well, can you beat that?” Shep said. “I don’t know Matilda and her partner well, but I always supposed they were honest. So they’re dealing in bootleg whiskey.” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure,” I said hastily. “Our information is mostly founded on rumor.” 
 
    Shep insisted that any lead was worth looking into. 
 
    “I aim to learn the names of those men Dad intended to expose,” I told Shep. 
 
    “We all admire your courage,” he said, “but you mustn’t take foolish risks. Your father would turn thumbs down on that idea.” 
 
    “It’s because of Dad that I must investigate every angle of the bootleg liquor gang story.” 
 
    “Quite an ambitious assignment,” Shep said dryly. “Now as soon as Jack gets back from the City Council meeting—” 
 
    “We can’t wait,” I insisted. “Something has to be done right away.” 
 
    “I know how you feel,” responded Shep, “but there’s such a thing as being too courageous.” 
 
    “I’m not courageous,” I said. “Last night at the cemetery, I was scared half to death. And then when I saw the ghost—” 
 
    “What ghost?” interrupted Florence. 
 
    I had not intended to speak of what I had seen at the Oaklands Estate. The slip of tongue made it necessary to tell of the path by the gate, the retreating figure, and the mysterious light. 
 
    “That’s funny,” said Shep. “I’ve been past the Oaklands Estate house plenty of times on the way to my Aunt and Uncle’s cabin, and I’ve never seen any activity at the estate.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in ghosts, but I saw one all the same,” I insisted. “Just watch some night and see for yourself.” I turned to Flo. ”You believe I saw something wandering about the estate last night, don’t you?” 
 
    “Well,” Florence said. “You must have been quite upset after failing to meet that woman at the cemetery. Under the circumstances—” 
 
    “I was as calm as I am now,” I insisted. “I saw a ghostly figure. I swear to you.” 
 
    “Of course you did, Jane,” Flo said, in a voice that clearly indicated that she’d never been less sure of anything.  
 
    “Okay, have it your own way.” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t believe Jeremiah Jones, so why should you believe me? It’s just one of those things.” 
 
    We left Shep to his work of capturing his Club Ladies on film and headed for the Mortimers’ Garage and Café. We rode along in silence. Few cars were on the road, and there was little business activity at Robison’s Corner. I parked in front of the café next door to Matilda’s Garage. 
 
    “Let’s quiz Matilda first,” I suggested. 
 
    “What excuse will we have for questioning her?” Florence asked dubiously. 
 
    “I’m not going to make any excuses,” I said. “I’ll just come right out and ask her if she sells bootleg whiskey.” 
 
    Flo and I entered the warm little office of the garage, stamping snow from their galoshes. 
 
    “Just a minute,” called a voice. 
 
    Matilda Mortimer was busy with a customer. Soon, however, she came in from the main part of the building, wiping her oily hands on a rag. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” she asked. 
 
    “You remember us, don’t you?” I said, leading into the subject of the bootleg whiskey as gradually as possible. “We’re friends of Shep Murphy.” 
 
    “Oh, sure!” the woman’s face lighted. “You came in with him the night of the bad storm.” 
 
    “I’m having a big party,” I said.  
 
    “What’s the occasion?” Matilda asked. 
 
    “I’ve recently become engaged,” I said, displaying the diamond on my left hand. “I want to throw a big party to celebrate, but ever since Prohibition, parties just haven’t been the same. I’ve been wondering—” 
 
    A slightly guarded expression came over Matilda Mortimer’s face. She said nothing. 
 
    “I was told I might obtain some—soft drinks—to liven things up a bit,” I plunged on. 
 
    “You can,” said Matilda. “Provided you’re looking for ginger ale. By brother Bill next door would be happy to provide you with ginger ale, providing it’s truly ginger ale you’re in the market for.” 
 
    “Don’t you have a line on anything a bit—more suitable for a celebration? Something with a bit more pep?” 
 
    “Bill also supplies Coca Cola by the case,” Matilda said. 
 
    “I was thinking more along the lines of champagne for the ladies and maybe a nice stiff whiskey for the gentlemen,” I came right out and said it. 
 
    Matilda gazed back at me with undisguised scorn. “What sort of a place do you think we run here?” she demanded. “Of course we don’t sell whiskey. Or champagne, for that matter. My partner Seth used to supply local restaurants with strong spirits as sort of a side enterprise, but that was before the Volstead Act kicked in. We’re all on the straight and narrow. You’ll get nothing stronger than soda water around here. Or pears. Seth’s in the pear trade now, although I think selling fruit out of a mechanic’s garage is a fool’s errand. Half of it rots before he sells it. Just last week he came in here with a whole bushel of half-rotten—" 
 
    “But we were told—” I insisted. 
 
    “Well, you were told wrong,” snapped Matilda. “You want pears? I can give you all the pears you want. No charge.” 
 
    She opened the bottom drawer of her desk and withdrew a battered Bartlett.  
 
    “We were hoping for something a bit more festive than bruised pears,” I said. 
 
    “Sorry. I can’t help you with anything more festive than fruit,” Matilda said.  
 
    She picked up a wrench from the top of the desk and left the office. 
 
    “I guess I didn’t approach her the right way,” I told Flo as we put on our coats. “Either that or our information was incorrect. Florence, are you sure—” 
 
    “I am sure what I heard,” Florence insisted. “Those two women distinctly said Seth Bates sold alcohol by the case out of the warehouse behind Mortimer’s garage. I can’t imagine that if her partner were stashing cases of whiskey on the premises that Matilda would know nothing about it.” 
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    “Of course, those women I overheard might have been wrong about the whole thing,” Flo admitted. 
 
    Before Flo and I could leave the office, a middle-aged man with glasses came in through the street door. 
 
    “Seth Bates here?” he demanded, warming himself by the stove. 
 
    I started to say that I did not know when Matilda Mortimer’s partner came in the other door. 
 
    “Hi, Seth,” the stranger greeted him. “I’ve got the car parked around back. Are you ready to load my order?” 
 
    Seth frowned, darting a quick glance at Florence and me. 
 
    “Three crates of Bartletts? Sure, they’re ready. Drive your car in the back entrance, and I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    Both men went out into the main part of the garage. Just beyond the door, they paused for a whispered conference, then separated. 
 
    “Shall we go?” Flo gave me a little push toward the door. 
 
    “Not just yet,” I insisted. “I want to get a peek at those pears. Let’s kill a little more time here.” 
 
    We stalled another ten minutes by pretending to warm ourselves by the stove. Then, without attracting attention, we sauntered out onto the main garage floor. Matilda Mortimer was busy washing a car and did not see us. 
 
    The garage workroom was divided into sections, separated by a double door, which was closed. I strolled over and pushed it open just enough to see through the crack. 
 
    Seth Bates was loading the back of the stranger’s car.  
 
    “A crate of pears, my eye,” I whispered to Florence. “Pears don’t rattle like that when you lift the crate.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen
  
 
    I only dared remain at the door watching Seth Bates load the crates for another minute. My curiosity satisfied, I motioned to Flo and moved quietly away. Without speaking to Matilda Mortimer, we returned to the parked automobile. 
 
    “Well, wasn’t I right about the bootleg liquor?” Florence demanded triumphantly. “What do you think we should do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I confessed. “If only we had some proof.” 
 
    “You heard those crates rattling.” 
 
    “Yes, but claiming some pears were clinking together suspiciously like bottles of 80 proof is hardly sufficient evidence to convince the police to conduct a raid on the place.” 
 
    “Then you don’t intend to report to the police, Jane?” 
 
    “I want to talk to Jack about it first. We must move carefully, Flo. My main objective is to learn the names of the higher-ups.” 
 
    “And where does this garage fit into the picture?” 
 
    “If it fits at all, my guess is that Seth and Matilda are functioning as middlemen and selling to individuals and small-timers. I don’t think they are the big fish in the scheme.” 
 
    As I drove back toward Greenville, I ruminated on what I had seen. I was convinced the information was valuable, yet I didn’t know what to do with it. 
 
    “If Jack thinks that I should report it to the police, that’s what I’ll do,” I told Flo. 
 
    Enroute home, I stopped in at the garage where Bouncing Betsy was still undergoing repairs, but the grease monkey charged with effecting her full recovery was far from encouraging. It was his opinion that Betsy would be better off resigned to the scrap heap. 
 
    I tried to keep my temper in check and firmly reiterated that everything within his power must be done to return my beloved Betsy to a roadworthy condition. 
 
    “How about the Icicle?” Florence asked when I returned to the car and reported on poor old Betsy’s dire condition. “Isn’t your iceboat still sitting out at the Yacht Club?” 
 
    “She will have to stay where she is for the time being,” I said. “If she’s stolen, I won’t much care, after all that’s happened.” 
 
    At the parsonage home, Flo and I separated. I thanked Florence for the use of the car, and I returned afoot to the Examiner office. Jack was absent on assignment, so I did not linger long. As I rounded a street corner on my way home, a newsboy for a rival paper blocked my path. 
 
    “Read all about it!” he shouted. “Anthony Fielding Believed Kidnapped! Paper, Ma’am?” 
 
    I dropped a coin into the lad’s hand and hastily scanned the front page. The story of my father’s disappearance was a highly colored account but contained not a useful item of information. I tossed the sheet into a street paper-container and moved on. 
 
    I was passing the Gillman Department Store when my attention was drawn to a woman who waited for a bus. The woman wore a small black hat and a long, old-fashioned dark coat which came nearly to her ankles. It was the shape of the garment and its unusual length which struck me as familiar. The woman strongly resembled the one who had fled from the cemetery! 
 
    I pretended to gaze into the store window as I studied the reflection in the glass. The woman looked to be in her late 40s. She was large-boned, and her face was heavily lined. Her long hands were covered by a pair of cheap black cotton gloves. 
 
    A bus bearing a county placard pulled up to the curb. The woman in black was the only passenger to board it. The bus route went out toward Chicken Run Road and the cemetery. 
 
    An instant before the folding doors slammed shut, I sprang aboard. I paid my fare and took a seat at the rear of the bus. 
 
    No sooner was the coach in motion than I regretted my hasty action. What could I hope to gain by pursuing the strange woman? I was not certain enough of her identification to make a direct accusation. County buses ran infrequently. In all likelihood, I would find myself stranded in the country. 
 
    I got up and started to ring for the next stop but changed my mind a second time and sat down. Try as I might, I could not rid myself of the conviction that the woman now sitting six rows ahead of me was the same one who had fled the cemetery. 
 
    The bus made a few stops in the city. Once beyond the city limits, it sped along at a brisk rate. The woman in black began to gather up her packages. She pressed a button, and the bus skidded to a stop at a crossroads. 
 
    I followed the woman from the bus, then slipped inside the entrance of a grocery store at the corner. I stood just inside the plate glass window and watched as the woman started off down a narrow, winding road which ran at right angles to the main highway. It was the same road which led past the Oaklands Estate. 
 
    I waited until the woman was nearly out of sight, then trudged after her. Walking was difficult, for the road had not been cleared by a snowplow. The woman did not once glance behind her. She kept steadily on until she came within view of the big estate house on the hill. Just before she reached the boundary fence, she cut across a field and approached the house from the back. 
 
    I remained at the road, watching. The woman took a key from her pocket and unlocked a small, padlocked gate at the rear of the grounds. She snapped the lock shut again and disappeared into the house. 
 
    I perched myself on top of an old-fashioned rail fence to think over what I had seen. The woman, whoever she was, obviously lived at the estate. Yet the cheap quality of her clothing suggested that she could not be the owner of such an expensive establishment. I concluded she must be a domestic servant. 
 
    Far over the hills in a lonely grove of pines stood Oaklands Cemetery. On either side of Chicken Run Road stretched dense woods, a growth that crept to the very boundaries of the Oaklands Estate. It would be possible for a person to flee from the cemetery to the very door of the estate without once leaving the shelter of trees. 
 
    I slid down from the fence. It would do no good to question the woman. Rather, if she were guilty, questions might serve to place her on the alert. Far better, I reasoned, to bide my time.  
 
    I’d catch the first bus into town and then return in the evening with Jack to stake out the place. 
 
    When I returned home, I found Mrs. Timms in a most discouraged mood. There had been no news about the fate of my father. 
 
    “I’ve been worried about you too, Jane,” Mrs. Timms confessed. “Where did you go after you left the Examiner office?” 
 
    I told Mrs. Timms about my trip to Matilda Mortimer’s garage and, later on, the mysterious woman I’d followed to the Oaklands Estate. 
 
    “I plan to go back there tonight,” I concluded. “For the first time since Dad disappeared, I feel I may have stumbled onto a valuable clue.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Timms looked troubled. “But Jane,” she protested, “you can’t go to the estate alone.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to,” I said. “I’m sure Jack will come with me.” 
 
    Except that, when I called the Examiner office, Jack was still out chasing a story. Shep had gone with him. 
 
    “Never mind,” I told Mrs. Timms. “Jack can’t go, but I’m sure Florence will  accompany me.” 
 
    But Flo couldn’t come, either. Mrs. Radcliff was in the throes of preparations for the St. Luke’s Christmas Pageant the following evening, and Flo was apparently the only person in a fifty-mile radius qualified to hem robes for the angel choir in keeping with Mrs. Radcliff’s exacting requirements. 
 
    “I’ll not have you wandering the countryside alone,” Mrs. Timms insisted when I told her that neither Jack nor Flo could accompany me. “When your father comes back, I couldn’t face him if something should have happened to you—" 
 
    “But I don’t wish to call the police just yet, Mrs. Timms. I’ve no real evidence. Will you come with me?” 
 
    Mrs. Timms hesitated. She is not a woman who shares my hankering for adventure.  
 
    “I’ll go with you, Jane,” Mrs. Timms said at last. “It’s better than sitting here alone and worrying. Shall we start soon?” 
 
    “Not until after dark,” I said. “One can’t expect a ghost to show up in broad daylight.” 
 
    “A ghost!” Mrs. Timms quavered. “Jane, what are you letting me in for?” 
 
    “Frankly, I don’t know. Some strange things have been going on at the Oaklands Estate. Tonight I hope to solve part of the mystery at least.” 
 
    Pressed for an explanation, I repeated Jeremiah Jones’s story and told of seeing the strange white-robed figure with my own eyes. The tale did not add to Mrs. Timms’ comfort of mind. 
 
    “We’re crazy to go out there,” the housekeeper protested. “Must we do it?” 
 
    “I think it may be our one hope of gaining a clue that will lead to Dad.” 
 
    “Then I’m willing to risk it,” said Mrs. Timms. “However, we’ll drive out in a taxi. And I shall personally select the driver—a man to be depended on in an emergency.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms was so agitated that she had difficulty in preparing the evening meal. In the end, I took over, shooing her out of the kitchen. 
 
    “I declare, I don’t know why I am so nervous.” Mrs. Timms shivered. “I haven’t felt so shaky since the time I attended that séance at Leo Silva’s.” 
 
    “You saw ghosts aplenty on that occasion,” I said. “I only hope we have as much luck tonight.” 
 
    By eight o’clock, Mrs. Timms and I were dressed warmly. I carried an extra blanket and a thermos of hot coffee. 
 
    We walked to a nearby cab station. There Mrs. Timms selected a driver, a burly man who looked as if he might have been an ex-prizefighter. I resisted the urge to point out that if we really were presented with a ghost, all the brawn in the world wasn’t going to do us a bit of good against the supernatural. 
 
    “How are you at capturing ghosts?” I asked the driver as I climbed into the cab. 
 
    The driver looked a trifle startled, but quickly recovered. “Bring on your spook, and if he don’t weigh no more than two hundred pounds, I’ll nail him.” 
 
    I instructed our driver, Joe Henkell, to drive directly to the Oaklands Estate. 
 
    “By the way, do you know who owns the property?” I asked. 
 
    “Think his name is Deming—Gregory Allan Deming,” Joe flung over his shoulder. “Wealthy sportsman. Has his own plane an’ everything.” 
 
    “Married?” 
 
    “Couldn’t tell you that. I do know that the estate has been closed up this winter. Mr. Deming spends most of the winter in Florida.” 
 
    As the cab approached the familiar grounds, I directed the driver to pull up some distance from the dark house. 
 
    “Switch off the headlights,” I told Joe. “We’ll wait here. It may be a long time, too, so make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    Joe, taking me at my word, began to smoke a vile-smelling cigar which nearly drove Mrs. Timms to distraction. After an hour had elapsed, Mrs. Timms could endure the stuffy air of the cab no longer. 
 
    “How long must we wait?” she asked plaintively. 
 
    “It’s early, Mrs. Timms. I expect to stay until midnight at least.” 
 
    “Midnight!” 
 
    Just then, the cab driver turned around and said, “A light just went on.” 
 
    A single light burned in a window on the upper floor of the house. As we watched, it blinked off. 
 
    “Now, if a ghost is to appear, this is the time,” I said. “Why don’t we get a closer look?” 
 
    I sprang from the cab. Mrs. Timms and the taxi driver followed with less enthusiasm. Mrs. Timms, quivering and shaking, clutched the man’s arm as she struggled against the wind. 
 
    “Joe, you stay right beside me,” she ordered. 
 
    “Sure, Ma’am,” he said soothingly. “I couldn’t get away if I had a mind to.” 
 
    I turned back and held up my hand as a warning for silence. I had glimpsed the familiar white figure rounding a corner of the house. 
 
    “There’s the ghost,” I whispered. “See! Beyond the gate.” 
 
    Joe whistled softly. 
 
    “A spook, sure’s I’m alive,” he muttered. 
 
    “And you promised to nail him,” I reminded Joe, starting forward along the fence. “We’ll creep a little closer. Then, Mr. Henkell, I shall expect you to do your stuff.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen
  
 
    Joe, Mrs. Timms, and I moved stealthily along the high fence. Through the iron palings, I could see a white-garbed figure walking with measured tread amid the shrubs of the frozen garden. The apparition paced back and forth, following a well-trodden path between the shrunken snowdrifts. 
 
    We crept closer. The ghostly figure seemed not to notice our approach. He kept his  hooded head bent low as he glided to the gate, then tested the chain and padlock. 
 
    “Poor restless soul,” whispered Mrs. Timms. 
 
    I gave Mrs. Timms a tiny pinch to break the spell that had fallen upon her. “That’s no ghost,” I whispered. “Don’t you see? It’s a man wearing a heavy white bathrobe over his clothing. He’s pulled the wide collar up over his head like a hood.” 
 
    “It’s a man all right,” Joe agreed. “You can tell by the way he walks. Ghosts kinda slither, don’t they?” 
 
    “I believe it’s someone imprisoned on the grounds,” I whispered. “Watch.” 
 
    The ghostly figure, his face shadowed, rattled the chain again. Then with a distinct, audible sigh, he turned and tramped back along the fence away from the gate. 
 
    “That spook could get out if he wanted to,” Joe pointed out. “Why don’t he climb over the fence?” 
 
    “Perhaps the man is a sleepwalker,” suggested Mrs. Timms nervously. “Whoever he is, the poor fellow should be in his bed.” 
 
    I was determined to learn the identity of the man. I approached the gate and called out softly. The figure in white whirled around and looked straight at me. 
 
    I caught a fleeting impression of a lean, startled face. Then the man turned and fled toward the house, the legs of his woolen pajamas visible beneath the white robe. 
 
    “Wait!” I called after him. “Please wait!” 
 
    The man hesitated. He glanced over his shoulder, but a second later, he vanished through a side door into the house. 
 
    “Mrs. Timms,” I said when she and Joe reached me. “Did you see him?” 
 
    “Yes, you frightened him away when you shouted.” 
 
    “But didn’t you notice his face? As he turned toward me, I caught a glimpse of it. Mrs. Timms, that man looked just like Dad.” 
 
    “Oh, Jane,” Mrs. Timms said, taking my arm, “you can’t be right. How could it be your father? I’m very much afraid it’s just wishful thinking on your part.” 
 
    “It looked just like him. Honest to Christmas.’” 
 
    “I saw no such resemblance,” said Mrs. Timms firmly. “If it had been your father, he would have answered when you called. He wouldn’t have run away.” 
 
    I was compelled to acknowledge the logic of Mrs. Timms’ reasoning. “I guess that’s true. I must admit that I didn’t see his face plainly. Perhaps I wanted it to be Dad so badly I may have imagined the resemblance.” 
 
    A light switched on in an upstairs room of the estate house. However, blinds were lowered, and I did not obtain another glimpse of the mysterious man who haunted the snowy garden. Finally Mrs. Timms induced me to return to the taxi. 
 
    As we sped toward Greenville, neither of us had much to say. I could not blot from my mind the vision of that startled, bewildered face. Reason told me that Mrs. Timms was right—the man could not be my father. Who, then, was he? Why had he refused to talk to me at the gate? I supposed that the man might have been a sleepwalker. Perhaps he was the owner of the estate, Mr. Deming, come back unexpectedly from his holiday to Florida. 
 
    The cab had reached the business section of Greenville. Upon impulse, I decided to stop at the Examiner plant to make sure that the production of the night edition was going well. 
 
    “It won’t take me long,” I assured Mrs. Timms. “Why don’t you wait in the cab?” 
 
    Only a skeleton night force was on duty. The advertising department was closed, and on the floor above, scrubwomen were busy mopping up. A sleepy-eyed desk man greeted me as I entered the deserted newsroom. 
 
    “Everything’s okay,” he assured me. “The final edition’s out, and most of the boys have gone home. I was just taking a little cat nap.” 
 
    “Any news?” 
 
    “Not about your father. The police have been kept busy chasing down false rumors. About four hours ago a report came in your father had been seen in Chicago.” 
 
    “Chicago?” 
 
    “Just a false report.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said weakly. “Jack Bancroft’s gone home, I suppose?” 
 
    “He left about an hour ago. There’s some mail for you.” 
 
    “Anything important?” 
 
    “Mostly replies to that reward offer you made. A lot of ’em are screwball letters. Your father’s been seen in every section of the city from the river to the Heights.” 
 
    “Where is the mail?” 
 
    “I dumped it on your father’s desk.” 
 
    “I’ll take it home to read,” I said. “By going through every letter carefully, I may stumble upon a clue.” 
 
    I crossed the newsroom and opened the door of my father’s private office. 
 
    The light was not on. As I groped for the wall switch, my ears detected stealthy steps moving away from me. I was not alone in the room. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I called out. 
 
    There was no reply. Across the room, a door softly opened and clicked shut. Although the private office had two entrances, one leading directly into the hall, the latter had not been used in years. Usually the door was locked, and a clothes tree stood in front of it. 
 
    I found the switch and flooded the room with light. The mail lying on the desk appeared disturbed. One of the top drawers of Dad’s desk was hanging open. The clothes tree had been moved from in front of the hall door. It was unmistakable that someone had just fled from the room. 
 
    I darted to the corridor door and jerked it open—not a soul in sight. However, at the end of the deserted hall, I saw the elevator cage moving slowly downward. 
 
    Taking the hall at a run, I plunged down the stairway two steps at a time. Breathless but triumphant, I reached the lower corridor just as the cage stopped with a jerk. 
 
    Jonathon Pim stepped out, closing the grilled door behind him. 
 
    “Fancy meeting you here,” I said. “What were you doing in my father’s office?” 
 
    Pim tried to brush past me without answering. I would not allow it. 
 
    “You were looking for something in Dad’s desk,” I said, standing in his way. “I know how you got in, too. Through the hall entrance. You’re such a professional snooper you probably have a skeleton key that unlocks half the doors in the building.” 
 
    “I’ve had about enough of your insolence,” Pim finally spoke. “There’s no law which says I can’t come to this plant. And speaking of law, I may sue you for libel.” 
 
    “What a laugh.” 
 
    “You’ll not be laughing in a few days, Miss Fielding. I’ve hired a lawyer, and we’re preparing our case. You’ve insulted me, humiliated me in the eyes of my fellow newspapermen, but you’ll have to pay handsomely for the privilege.” 
 
    Pim’s threat failed to disturb me, but his next words got under my skin. 
 
    “You’re deluding yourself if you believe you’ll ever see your father again,” Pim jeered. “You won’t. Anthony Fielding is dead, and you may as well get used to the idea.” 
 
    My eyes burned. “You only say that to taunt me.” 
 
    “It’s the truth. If you weren’t so blind, you’d acknowledge it. Your father tried to run a gang of professional bootleggers out of this town, and they snuffed him out.” 
 
    “You seem very certain of your facts, Mr. Pim. Perhaps you know some of the higher-ups personally.” 
 
    “How would I?” 
 
    “Your knowledge is so complete,” I said. “Surely you must have inside information.” 
 
    “I’m only telling you my opinion,” Pim growled, now on the defensive. “If you want to ride along in a sweet dream that’s fine and dandy with me.” 
 
    “What I want is to get at the truth,” I said. “Do you have one scrap of evidence that Dad has fallen into the hands of his enemies?” 
 
    Pim hesitated. 
 
    “I don’t have any direct knowledge of the case,” he said. “At least not fit for publication.” 
 
    Then he gave me an oily smile and pushed past me. I watched his receding back as he left the building and wondered if it would be a sin to pray for God to smite him with a thunderbolt, or, if thunderbolts from Heaven were in short supply, that one of the monstrous icicles hanging from the awning might detach itself and impale the odious man through his vile and stone-cold heart.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen
  
 
    I didn’t know what to think of Jonathon Pim’s words. I was unable to decide whether or not he had any actual information about my father’s inexplicable disappearance. I was forced to reckon with the possibility that the old snooper might be hand in glove with the bootleggers. I wouldn’t put it past him. 
 
    I went back upstairs and explained to the night watchman that I’d caught Mr. Pim skulking about the premises. 
 
    “I’m sure he never came through the newsroom,” the watchman insisted. 
 
    “No, he got into Dad’s office by means of that old hall door. First thing tomorrow I want new locks put on my father’s office.” 
 
    “I’ll have it taken care of myself,” promised the watchman. 
 
    I returned to Dad’s office, gathered up the mail, and carefully locked both doors. I then went down to the waiting taxicab, which contained a rather impatient Mrs. Timms. 
 
    During the ride home, I made no mention of my encounter with Mr. Pim. There seemed little point in causing Mrs. Timms further distress.  
 
    It was well past midnight before Mrs. Timms and I had examined every letter written in response to the offer of a reward. Not one offered the slightest promise. 
 
    “I’ll turn everything over to the police tomorrow,” I told Mrs. Timms. “Maybe they’ll find a clue I’ve not considered important.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms and I were both feeling the effects of such a long period of strain. Meals had been irregular and our appetites poor. I had lost so much weight that I looked nearly as wraithish as the ghost behind the gate at the Oaklands Estate. 
 
    “Mrs. Timms,” I said the next morning at breakfast, “I’m going on another taxi jaunt today.” 
 
    “Not back to the Oaklands Estate, surely.” 
 
    “No, out to Matilda Mortimer’s garage. I’m convinced that place is dealing in bootleg liquor. If only I can reconstruct the evidence that disappeared in Dad’s portfolio, I may get a clue that will lead me to him.” 
 
    Down at the taxi stand, I hired Joe, the cabman. 
 
    When we reached the Mortimer garage, I still had not settled on a plan and hadn’t the foggiest of ideas what I would say when I entered the place. As I sat in the back of Joe’s taxi, debating with myself, the big doors of the building opened, and a tow truck drove away with Matilda at the wheel. 
 
    I got out anyway and sauntered into the garage office. Matilda’s partner, Seth, was not in the office, nor did he appear to be working in the main part of the building. 
 
    I waited a few minutes, then wandered about the floor where a number of cars had been stored. The whole building seemed devoid of life, save that of a mouse which scampered across my toes and nearly caused me to jump out of my skin. 
 
    When I’d regained my composure after my brush with the local fauna, I took advantage of the lack of witnesses to open the doors into the room where I had observed Seth Bates loading crates into the car on my previous visit to the garage. One wall was stacked high with large wooden boxes bearing labels declaring them to contain various varieties of pears. 
 
    I thumped one of the boxes with my knuckles. It gave off a hollow, empty sound. I tried another box with no better luck. Some of the big crates had been opened. They contained nothing except bits of straw. 
 
    I turned away disappointed, but as I moved toward the exit, I saw a large box, nearly head high, which had previously escaped my attention. The boards were loose at one end and hinged back on their nails like a door. 
 
    Intrigued, I crossed to the large crate. As I pulled on one of the boards, the whole thing swung back as a unit. 
 
    I gazed into the box, amazed. There was no back wall. Instead, a long, empty tunnel formed by several crates piled one in front of the other stretched out before me. At the very end stood a real door. 
 
    I pulled the boards into place behind me, then stooped and made my way through the tunnel of crates to the door.  
 
    It was locked. 
 
    I had just reached to my head in search of a hairpin with the intention of picking the lock when I was alarmed to hear a low murmur of voices. Someone was approaching the storage room from the main part of the garage.  
 
    I spent precious seconds searching my head for a hairpin only to recall I hadn’t used any that morning. Too late, I remembered that my handbag—containing any number of things which might be adapted into burglars’ tools— remained on the back seat of Joe’s taxi. 
 
    I was loath to admit it, but unless I wished to be trapped in the tunnel of boxes, I would have to abandon the investigation. 
 
    I hurried toward the opening, but before I could get through the tunnel, the big double doors squeaked open, and I heard heavy footsteps in the room. Through a knothole in one of the boxes, I saw Matilda Mortimer and her partner, Seth.  
 
    “Guess you didn’t look for me back quite so soon, Seth,” Matilda reprimanded her partner. “When I went off in the tow truck you figured I’d be gone a long time. Thought it would give you a good chance to fiddle with the books.” 
 
    “That’s not so. I was marking up some expenses like I always do.” 
 
    “I’ve been aiming to have a straight talk with you for a long time, Seth,” the woman resumed. “That’s why I asked you to step back here in the storage room. No use having the customers know about our differences.” 
 
    “I don’t see what you’ve got to squawk about,” Seth retorted. “Ain’t you made more money since I teamed up with you than you ever did before?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m at a loss to explain how.” 
 
    “But you’re always afraid I’ll cheat you out of a cent. Why are you complaining that we’re finally running at a profit?” 
 
    “I’ve caught you in some dishonest tricks. About those—” 
 
    The insistent tooting of an automobile horn broke up the conversation. Abandoning the argument, Matilda and Seth went to serve the impatient customer. 
 
    I did not tarry. I crawled from the tunnel and took the outside exit. I made it back to the waiting taxi, without seeing either Seth or Matilda again. 
 
    “Police station,” I told Joe. 
 
    “How do you want to go?” the cab driver asked. “This road or No. 32?” 
 
    “Let’s drive past the Oaklands Estate house.” 
 
    “Sure.” Joe grinned. “Maybe we’ll see that spook again.” 
 
    The cab bumped along the frozen road, and we soon came within view of the hillside estate. Joe slowed down without a word from me. 
 
    “I was tellin’ the boys about that place last night,” he told me. “They tell me this Deming who owns the place is a big, fat, bald-headed man.” 
 
    “Our ghost was a thin person.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was thinking that,” agreed Joe. “Maybe Deming’s got a sick relative or something, or maybe he’s been taking one of those reducing potions they advertise in the back of magazines.” 
 
    Theories involving sick relatives and reducing potions did not satisfy me. By daylight, the rambling old house looked deserted. No smoke curled from the chimneys. Had it not been for a trail of footprints along the fence, I could easily have convinced myself that I had imagined the events of the previous night. 
 
    “Say, who’s that trackin’ through the fields?” Joe said. 
 
    I followed the pointing finger of the cabman. A woman in a long black coat, market basket on her arm, was hurrying toward the rear door of the estate house. 
 
    “Stop the cab, Joe!” 
 
    The car came to a halt with a little sideways skid. Leaping out, I plunged through the drifts and was able to confront the woman at the rear gate of the grounds. 
 
    “How do you do,” I greeted her. 
 
    The woman was so startled that she nearly dropped her market basket. She stammered an inaudible reply and hastily fumbled with the lock on the gate. 
 
    “Just a moment, please,” I persisted. “May I come inside and talk to you?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “My father’s disappearance. You made an appointment to meet me at the cemetery. Why did you run away?” 
 
    The woman gasped and frantically tried to fit the key into the padlock. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she protested shakily. 
 
    “Unless you tell me everything you know regarding my father’s disappearance, I’ll call the police.” 
 
    “The police—” 
 
    “Yes, this is a very grave matter. It will do you no good to bluff.” 
 
    The woman gave up trying to unlock the gate. She set her basket down in the snow and said weakly: “You advertised a reward—” 
 
    “I’ll still be glad to pay it for worthwhile information. What do you know about my father?” 
 
    The woman drew a deep breath. “Well, I picked him up in my car after the accident.” 
 
    “You did? Where is he now?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that. Mr. Carter asked me to take him to Mercy Hospital. I let him off at the entrance to the grounds. That’s the last I saw of him.” 
 
    “My father entered the hospital?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t remain to watch.” 
 
    The story was disappointing. If true, my father’s disappearance remained as mysterious as ever. I remained silent a moment and then asked the woman why she had fled from the cemetery. 
 
    “Because I saw a police car parked behind the bushes. Those detectives chased me. I only intended to be helpful and maybe win a reward. Now I want nothing to do with the case. I’ve told you everything I know.” 
 
    The woman finally managed to unlock the gate and swung it open. 
 
    “You’re not Mrs. Deming?” 
 
    “Who I am is my own business.” 
 
    “I suppose the ghost is your own affair, too?” 
 
    “Ghost? What ghost?” 
 
    “You live here, yet you haven’t learned that the grounds are haunted?” I said. “Nearly every night, a man in white wanders back and forth in the garden.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about that, and I’ll not answer any more questions.” 
 
    Plainly frightened, the woman snapped shut the padlock of the gate and fled into the house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen
  
 
    For a moment I remained where I stood, gazing at the blank windows of the Oaklands Estate house. I considered climbing the iron fence and banging on the door until someone answered but then decided nothing would be achieved by harassing the frightened woman within.  
 
    I returned to the waiting taxi. 
 
    “Where to?” Joe asked. 
 
    “It’s still the police station. I now have twice as much to report.” 
 
    As the cab pulled away, I noticed a movement of curtains at the front of the estate house. Evidently the woman who had fled indoors had been watching me. 
 
    Joe made a quick trip to Greenville, depositing me at the doorstep of Central Police Station. 
 
    “Will you need me anymore?” he asked. 
 
    “I may.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Joe, slamming the cab door. “I’ll stick around. You know, I kinda like this job.” 
 
    Once inside the police station, I asked for Chief Johanson. He was out, so I asked to speak to either of the two detectives who had been assigned to my father’s case, but both Dalton and Sanderson were also away from the building. 
 
    “Why not talk to Officer Burns?” suggested the desk sergeant. “He’s familiar with the case.” 
 
    I was ushered in to see a heavyset policeman who warmed himself by a steaming radiator. Evidently he had spent several hours in an unheated police car, for he stamped his feet to restore circulation. 
 
    “Officer Burns?” 
 
    The man turned and stared at me. I returned his stare. I had seen the officer before, and the recollection was not entirely pleasant. He was the police officer I had met near Matilda’s garage on the night of the blizzard when Flo and I were poking around the truck supposedly delivering crates of pears. 
 
    “What may I do for you?” he asked. 
 
    I was uncomfortably aware of the officer’s scrutiny. I was sure he remembered me. 
 
    I began to tell the officer about my recent visit to the Mortimer garage, but I could see my story was getting far from an enthusiastic reception. 
 
    “You say you saw some big boxes at the garage,” Officer Burns demanded. “What’s so suspicious about that?” 
 
    I explained about the tunnel of boxes which led to a hidden storage room. Even to my own ears, the story had a fantastical sound. 
 
    “What you think or surmise doesn’t fly in police work,” the officer said rather rudely. “Did you actually see any contraband liquor?” 
 
    “Well, no, I didn’t,” I admitted. “The door was locked.” 
 
    “Are you willing to swear out a warrant charging Matilda Mortimer and her partner with dealing in bootleg spirits?” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I’d dare do that. I thought if the police would investigate—” 
 
    “We don’t open investigations based on the flimsy suspicions of every impressionable and overwrought female who comes into the police station claiming this or that person or business is engaged in illegal activities, Mrs. Carter. We act only on sound evidence.” 
 
    I deeply resented being described as an impressionable and overwrought female, but even to my own ears, I sounded on the verge of hysteria. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter so much about the liquor,” I said desperately. “I have another clue—a really important one. I’ve found the woman who eluded Detectives Sanderson and Dalton at the cemetery.” 
 
    “Now we may get somewhere,” replied the officer. “Who is the woman? Where did you see her?” 
 
    I told everything I knew about the woman who had taken my father to Mercy Hospital. Word for word, I repeated our recent conversation. 
 
    “I’ll turn this evidence over to Detective Dalton,” the policeman promised. “He’ll probably want to question the woman himself.” 
 
    “I hope he does it right away,” I said. “She may take it into her head to skip out of town.” 
 
    Officer Burns sighed heavily. “Don’t you worry your little head about a thing. Just trust us to handle the case,” he said. “We know our business.” 
 
    I left the station feeling none too satisfied. Although I had no concrete complaint against Officer Burns, it was obvious that he held some prejudice against me, and the antipathy was mutual. 
 
    I wondered if I could depend on him to repeat my story as I had told it. If the Oaklands Estate house wasn’t investigated within 24 hours, I decided, I’d take matters into my own hands even if it involved breaking and entering. 
 
    Joe, the cabman, still waited. I regretfully explained that I would have no further use for his services. 
 
    “Well, if you change your mind and want to do some more ghost huntin’ tonight, just give me a ring,” Joe grinned. “My number’s 20476.” 
 
    I wrote the number down. I then walked to the Examiner building, where many matters awaited my attention. There I worked without interruption until late afternoon, taking only enough time to call the police station. Detective Dalton was not available. So far as I could determine, no investigation had been made of the Oaklands Estate. 
 
    Thoroughly annoyed, I tramped home to dinner. Only a cold meal awaited me. Mrs. Timms, ill with a headache, had set out a few dishes on the kitchen table and gone to bed. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” the housekeeper insisted when I brought her a hot cup of chamomile. “I’ve just worried too much the past few days.” 
 
    “Let me call Doctor Barnell.” 
 
    “Indeed not,” Mrs. Timms remonstrated. “I’ll be all right tomorrow.” 
 
    I made Mrs. Timms as comfortable as I could. By the time I had eaten and washed the dishes, it was nearly eight o’clock. I went to the telephone and summoned a cab. 
 
    “Number 20476,” I requested. 
 
    I was zipping on my galoshes when the doorbell rang. Without giving me time to answer it, Florence marched into the kitchen bearing a freshly baked lemon pie. 
 
    “Mother sent this over,” she explained. “Actually, I was the one who baked it—I needed a break from hemming costumes—but I’m sure Mother expects credit for it. It’s not a thing of beauty, I’m afraid. I slipped on the ice coming over and nearly had a catastrophe.” 
 
    Carefully Florence deposited the pie on the kitchen table. Cutting short my insistence that it didn’t really look that bad, it was the taste that mattered, she asked: “Going somewhere?” 
 
    I explained that I intended to motor out to the Oaklands Estate. 
 
    “Not alone?” Florence demanded. 
 
    “No, Jack’s driving me in his car. Bouncing Betsy is still out of commission.” 
 
    “You could invite me,” Florence said. “I could do with a bit of adventure after hemming thirty-seven baby angel costumes and a dozen shepherd’s robes.” 
 
    “I thought you were also in charge of providing rich raiment for the three wise men?” 
 
    “Never mind the wise men,” Flo huffed. “If I make even one more stitch, I think I’ll scream. If this year’s wise men aren’t the same height as last year’s wise men, they can just pick up their skirts like a trio of Victorian ladies and get on with it.” 
 
    “What about the bearing gifts part? Won’t holding up their robes get in the way of bearing gold, frankincense, and myrrh?” 
 
    “They have two hands each,” Flo said darkly, “which is more than I will have if I work my fingers down to the bone.” 
 
    I let it go. It’s not like Florence to defy her mother. I should be congratulating Flo on her pluck and courage, not worried about how a trio of middle-aged men in garishly embellished bathrobes were going to make it onto the makeshift stage at St. Luke’s without falling on their faces and flinging their foil-covered jewelry box, jar of fancy bath salts, and velvet bag full of fishing sinkers all over the place. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Flo and I were speeding away in Jack’s car. 
 
    The night was a more pleasant one than on my previous nighttime visit to the Oaklands Estate. It was still cold, but still, and the moon shone brightly. 
 
    “Park before you get to the estate,” I told Jack. “We don’t want to be seen. It might defeat our purpose.” 
 
    Jack drew up in a clump of trees some distance from the grounds of the Oaklands Estate house. Then all three of us walked up to the spiked fence. There was no sign of activity. 
 
    Two hours elapsed during which nothing happened. No lights went on inside the house. The ghostly figure did not appear to pace the grounds. Even I began to lose heart. 
 
    “This is getting pretty boring,” I said as I stamped my feet in a bid to get the circulation to return. “I don’t believe the ghost is going to show up tonight.” 
 
    “We may have been observed,” suggested Florence. “One can see very plainly tonight.” 
 
    After another half hour had elapsed, I was ready to return to the car. We started away from the fence, but just then, a door slammed. Instantly, we froze against the screen of bushes, waiting. 
 
    “There’s the ghost,” whispered Florence. 
 
    A figure had appeared in the garden beyond the gate. But the one who walked alone did not resemble a ghost. He was wearing a heavy overcoat over a dark suit and a snap-brimmed hat pulled low on his forehead. 
 
    I could not see the man’s face, but the silhouette was strangely familiar. 
 
    “That looks just like Dad,” I whispered, clutching Jack’s arm with one hand and tugging at the sleeve of Flo’s coat with the other. “I’m sure it’s him.” 
 
    “Oh, Jane, it can’t be—” Florence protested, but I paid her no heed. I broke away from Jack and Flo and ran toward the gate. 
 
    The man in the garden heard my approaching footsteps and looked in my direction. Upon seeing me, he started to retreat. 
 
    “Wait!” I called out frantically. “Don’t you know me, Dad? It’s Jane!” 
 
    The words seemed to convey nothing to the man. He shook his head in bafflement and hurried back toward the house. 
 
    I ran on to the gate. It was locked, but I vaulted over, landing in a heap on the other side. By the time I had picked myself up, the man had vanished into the house. 
 
    “Jane, be careful!” Jack protested, too late. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Florence cried out, hurrying to the gate. 
 
    I brushed the snow from my coat and did not answer. 
 
    “That man couldn’t have been your father,” Florence said through the bars of the fence. “Do come back over, Jane.” 
 
    “But it was Dad,” I insisted. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I think not,” Jack said. 
 
    “You called to him,” Florence argued. “If it had been your father, he couldn’t have failed to recognize your voice.” 
 
    “It was Dad,” I insisted stubbornly. “He’s being held a prisoner here.” 
 
    “But that’s ridiculous,” Flo persisted. “Whoever that man is, he could escape from the grounds just as easily as you climbed the gate.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I agree with Florence,” Jack said. 
 
    I was not about to give up so easily. I could not believe my eyes would so deceive me as to show me the face of my father, where only a stranger existed.  
 
    “I have to be certain,” I said. “I’m going to talk to him. Now that I am inside the grounds, I’ll ring the doorbell.” 
 
    Leaving Florence and Jack on the other side of the fence, I marched boldly to the front door. I knocked several times and rang the bell. When there was no response, I resorted to banging on the door with both fists. 
 
    At the rear of the house, a door slammed. Florence called out to me from the other side of the gate: “Jane! A woman is leaving the estate by the back way.” 
 
    I darted to the corner of the house. The woman I had met earlier that day had let herself out the rear gate. Holding up the skirts of her long black coat, she hurried across the snowy fields. 
 
    “Shall I nab her?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No, let her go,” I answered. “While that woman is away, I’ll get into the house. I think Dad is in there alone, and I’m going to find him.” 
 
    “If you’re going to do that,” Jack said, “I’m coming with you.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen
  
 
    Flo did not fancy being left alone outside the fence, so, with Jack and Flo in tow, I returned to the front porch and rang the doorbell many times. No one came to admit me. I tried the door. It was locked. I tried the windows above the porch level but could not raise them. 
 
    “I’ll try the back door,” I said, refusing to accept defeat. 
 
    As I had feared, the back door was also locked. I tested  the eight windows on the ground floor level of the back of the house. Finally I found one which opened into the cellar. To my delight, the sash swung inward as I pushed on it. 
 
    “Here I go,” I said. “Flo and I will go inside, Jack, stay where you are and keep watch.” 
 
    Flo was less than enthusiastic about housebreaking, but when Jack suggested that he should accompany me inside and she should stay outside on her own to keep watch, she quickly changed her tune.  
 
    I crawled through the narrow opening and swung myself down to the cellar floor. I landed with a thud beside a laundry tub, then reached up to help guide Flo down in the darkness. We groped our way in the dim light toward a stairway. On the way, Flo tripped over a box and made a fearful clatter. 
 
    “I’ve certainly advertised our arrival,” she hissed. “I’m not cut out for your brand of adventure.” 
 
    At the top of the stairway, I found a light switch and switched it on. The door at the top of the stairs was not locked. I opened it and stepped out into the semi-dark kitchen. 
 
    A doorbell at the front of the house began to ring. I was dumbfounded. Surely it was not Jack who wanted in. He was not the sort to shy away from climbing through cellar windows. 
 
    I was fairly confident that no one would answer the incessant ringing of the bell. No one had answered my persistent banging on the door. Still, I waited a minute, to be sure.  
 
    The ringing continued, so I made my way through the house, switching on lights as I went.  
 
    When I reached the front door, I looked through the peephole. 
 
    A uniformed messenger boy stood on the porch. 
 
    I opened the door. Flo stood just behind me. We must have looked quite the pair with dusty coats and cobwebs in our hair.   
 
    “Mrs. Rigley live here?” the boy asked, taking a telegram from his jacket pocket. 
 
    He seemed entirely unfazed by our unkempt appearance, but I expect that messenger boys are regularly exposed to practically every oddity of human nature. 
 
    I did not know what answer to give to his enquiry after this Mrs. Rigley.  
 
    “This is the Deming estate,” I told him. 
 
    The messenger boy turned the beam of his flashlight on the telegram. “Mrs. Lennie Rigley, Stop 4, Care of G. A. Deming,” he read aloud. “This is the place all right.” 
 
    “Mrs. Rigley isn’t at home at the moment,” I told the boy. 
 
    “I’ve had a lot of trouble getting here,” the boy complained. “Even had to climb over the gate. How about signing for the telegram?” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” I said as I accepted the pencil. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that idea myself.” 
 
    In return for the telegram, I gave the boy a small tip. The moment he had gone, I closed the front door and switched on a table lamp. 
 
    The front entry opened into a luxuriously furnished living room. The rug underfoot was Persian, the furniture hand-carved mahogany, and in the corner sat a fine old grand piano. 
 
    I examined the telegram in my hand. 
 
    “I can’t decide if I should open it,” I told Flo. 
 
    “Do what you want,” Florence told me, “but if you get caught, don’t bring me into it.”  
 
    “What’s a ten-year prison sentence for tampering with a telegram?” I cajoled myself. “I’m willing to spend a decade in Sing if only I can find Dad.” 
 
    I ripped open the envelope. The message, addressed to Mrs. Lennie Rigley, was a bit of a letdown and hardly worth risking jail time: 
 
    “HAVE CHANGED PLANS. WILL RETURN THE SIXTEENTH BY PLANE. PLEASE HAVE EVERYTHING IN READINESS.” 
 
    The telegram was signed by the owner of the estate, G. A. Deming. 
 
    “Today is the sixteenth  of the month,” Flo pointed out. “This message must have been several hours delayed.” 
 
    Evidently, the woman who had refused to tell me her name was Mrs. Lennie Rigley. Regretting that I had opened the message, I tossed it carelessly on the table in the hall where its rightful recipient would be sure to find it. 
 
    It was at that moment that I heard footsteps on the second floor, seemingly directly overhead. Flo and I had taken no pains to be quiet. Nevertheless, my pulse quickened as I heard someone pad to the head of the stairway. A muffled voice called out: “Who’s there?” 
 
    It was unmistakably the voice of my father. I darted to the foot of the circular staircase. On the top landing in the semidarkness stood a man, his face obscured in shadow. 
 
    “Dad!” I shouted. “It’s Jane. I’ve come to take you home.” 
 
    “Jane?” the man demanded impatiently as if the name meant nothing to him. “Where is Mrs. Rigley?” 
 
    “She went away.” 
 
    “And how did you get into the house?” 
 
    “Through a cellar window.” 
 
    “I thought as much. Madam, I don’t know what you’re doing here in Mrs. Rigley’s absence, but unless you leave at once, I’ll summon the police.” 
 
    I was not to be discouraged so easily. I started slowly up the stairway, so as not to further startle the poor man. 
 
    “Stand where you are,” the man ordered sharply. “I’ve been sick, but I’m still a match for any house-breaker. I have a revolver—” 
 
    So dark was the stairway that I could not know whether or not the man was bluffing. His voice, unmistakably that of my father, sounded grim and determined. A stranger—and undoubtedly that was what the man believed he was to me—would have good reason to treat me like a burglar. 
 
    “Come back down,” Flo hissed from the foot of the stairs.  
 
    I hesitated. 
 
    “He’ll shoot you,” Flo warned.   
 
    “Dad—” I called out to the shadowy figure. 
 
    “Don’t keep calling me Dad,” he snapped. 
 
    “Are you Anthony Fielding?” I asked. 
 
    “Certainly not.”  
 
    “Who are you, then?” 
 
    “Who am I?” the man repeated. “I’m Lester Jones, a salesman. I room here.” 
 
    I was baffled. I wished I could get a better look at the man’s face. The voice was just like Dad’s, but perhaps I was horribly mistaken.  
 
    “Then you’re not being held prisoner by Mrs. Rigley?”  
 
    “On the contrary, Mrs. Rigley has been very kind to me. Especially since I’ve been sick.” 
 
    “But I’ve seen you wandering in the garden at night. Why do you do it?” 
 
    “Because—oh, hang it! Do I have to explain everything to you? My head’s aching again. Unless you go away and stop bothering me, I’ll call the police.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” I said quietly, and retreated down the stairway. 
 
    I switched off the light, and Flo and I left through the back door, which led out of the kitchen. 
 
    “I guess you didn’t have any luck,” Jack said.  
 
    I suppose my downcast face said it all. 
 
    I ruefully admitted that the man we had been seen in the garden claimed to be a Mr. Lester Jones, salesman. 
 
    “I knew he wasn’t your father,” Florence said with unbearable smugness. “You wouldn’t listen to reason—” 
 
    “All the same, his voice was similar,” I interrupted. “The man even used one of Dad’s pet expressions.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    “‘Oh, hang it!’ That’s the expression Dad uses when he’s irritated.” 
 
    We all managed to clamber over the spiked top of the iron fence without mishap and made our way back toward where Jack had parked the car. Midway there, I paused to stare up at the dark windows of the second floor. 
 
    “That man must have been Dad even if he didn’t know me,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, Jane, don’t start that all over again,” Florence pleaded. “You’re only torturing yourself.” 
 
    “I’m going back,” I said. 
 
    “No, we can’t let you, Jane.” 
 
    Florence held firmly to my arm. Jack opened the car door, and together, Jack and Flo pushed me into the front passenger seat. I protested weakly but soon relented. 
 
    “I won’t go back to the house,” I said, “but we’re going straight to the police station. I’ll not be satisfied until that man is positively identified as the real Lester Jones.” 
 
    At the police station, I told Detective Dalton the entire story. It was the first he had heard of Mrs. Rigley. My earlier message had not been delivered by Policeman Burns. 
 
    “For that matter, I’ve not seen Burns today,” the detective explained. “I’ll go to the estate at once and question the woman.”  
 
    Flo took a taxi home from the police station.  
 
    Reinvigorated by our adventure, Florence was smitten with remorse over abandoning her hemming job on the wise men’s costumes. Flo declared that as she had no personal beef against the three wise men, it was uncharitable of her to expose them to possible humiliation and injury just because her fingers ached and she was suffering from seamstress’s elbow.  
 
    Furthermore, Flo declared, any grown person consenting of their own free will to participate in any production directed by the likes of her mother at least deserved a costume that would not endanger life and limb. It was enough that every participant in the St. Luke’s Christmas pageant was already risking their sanity. 
 
    Jack drove me back to the Oaklands Estate, this time trailed by a police car. Detective Dalton broke the padlock on the gate and led the party to the front door. 
 
    A light now burned in the living room. To my astonishment, the front door was opened by Mrs. Rigley after only one ring. 
 
    Detective Dalton flashed his badge. “We want to ask you a few questions,” he said. “May we come in?” 
 
    With obvious reluctance, the woman stepped aside, allowing us to enter the living room. My gaze roved to the table in the hall. The telegram which I had opened was no longer on the table. 
 
    Mrs. Rigley did not offer us chairs. Glaring at me with undisguised dislike, she said coldly: “I suppose I am indebted to you for this visit. What is it you want?” 
 
    “I understand you have a roomer here,” began Detective Dalton. 
 
    “A roomer?” Mrs. Rigley echoed blankly. 
 
    “Yes, a man by the name of Lester Jones.” 
 
    “You don’t seem to realize that this is the Deming estate, not a rooming house.” 
 
    “Are you an employee here?” 
 
    “I am the housekeeper. During Mr. Deming’s absence, I look after the property. I assure you no one but myself lives in the house at present.” 
 
    “No roomer ever has stayed here?” 
 
    Mrs. Rigley drew herself up proudly. “Would Mr. Deming be likely to annoy himself with roomers? He has a very substantial fortune.” 
 
    “You might try to pick up a few dollars yourself.” 
 
    “Mr. Deming would not hear of such a thing. He pays me well. I’d not risk my excellent position by inviting strangers into his house.” 
 
    Detective Dalton asked additional questions, trying to learn whether or not the woman was the one who had fled from the cemetery. Mrs. Rigley frankly admitted that she had taken Mr. Carter to the hospital, but she denied ever trying to collect a ransom. 
 
    “What you say now doesn’t agree with your original story,” I protested. “You admitted to me—” 
 
    “I admitted nothing,” Mrs. Rigley broke in indignantly. “I have no secrets to hide.” 
 
    “But I’m sure Mr. Jones is living in this house,” I said stubbornly. “I spoke with him myself, not two hours ago. He’s upstairs.” 
 
    “Indeed?” mocked Mrs. Rigley. “Perhaps you’d like to search the house.” 
 
    “Yes, we would,” said Detective Dalton. “I shall apply for a warrant.” 
 
    Mrs. Rigley remained undisturbed. Bestowing upon me a look of deep contempt, she motioned toward the stairway. 
 
    “Very well. There’s no need for the formality of a warrant. Search the house,” she invited with cool assurance. “I’ve told you the truth. You’ll find no one here but me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen
  
 
    In systematic, unhurried fashion, Detective Dalton went through every room in the Deming house. The bedchambers, nine in number, were in perfect order. Only Mrs. Rigley’s suite over the kitchen appeared to have been recently inhabited. 
 
    As the search progressed, my bewilderment increased. I knew that the man claiming to be Lester Jones had been in the house an hour earlier, yet there was no sign of him. I inspected the clothes closets and bureau drawers in every room. Not an article could I find that ever had belonged to my father. I did come upon a white woolen bathrobe, which I called to Detective Dalton’s attention. 
 
    “Oh, that robe belongs to my employer, Mr. Deming,” Mrs. Rigley explained. 
 
    I pointed out the water stains along the hem, which suggested that the garment had been allowed to trail in the snow. 
 
    “Sometimes I wear the robe when I go outside to bring in the washing,” Mrs. Rigley told the Detective. “It is warmer than my coat.” 
 
    Try as I might, I could not draw the woman into making any damaging admissions. Mrs. Rigley had changed her original story and would not acknowledge that she had fled from the cemetery. The housekeeper insisted that she had told everything she knew about the disappearance of Anthony Fielding. 
 
    “I took him to Mercy Hospital in my employer’s car,” Mrs. Rigley repeated to Detective Dalton. “That’s the last I saw of him.” 
 
    “In what condition was Mr. Fielding when you left him at the hospital?” the detective asked her. 
 
    “He seemed all right, although he was a bit dazed.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you report it to the police?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t see the newspapers for a day or two, so I had no idea the poor man had been reported missing,” Mrs. Rigley replied sullenly. “Later, I read Mrs. Carter’s offer of a reward.” 
 
    “Then you did write, requesting me to run the ad in the Examiner?”  
 
    “No, of course not,” Mrs. Rigley insisted, “I merely read the item, and concluded that Mr. Fielding may have been the injured man whom I took to Mercy Hospital.” 
 
    I knew Mrs. Rigley was not telling the entire truth, or possibly any truth at all, but to prove that she was lying seemed impossible. I had also failed to establish that the man who claimed to be Lester Jones had been living in the house. True, Florence and Jack would support my story, but it would only be our word against that of Mrs. Rigley. The situation had become hopelessly confusing. 
 
    Detective Dalton was not entirely satisfied with the housekeeper’s story. “We’ll have to take you along to the station for questioning,” he concluded. 
 
    Only then did Mrs. Rigley lose her composure. 
 
    “No, don’t take me away!” she pleaded. “My employer is coming home tonight. I just received the telegram. If I’m not here when he arrives, I may lose my job.” 
 
    Detective Dalton had little evidence against Mrs. Rigley and later confided in me that he doubted that he could have held her for long at the station. After we left the Oaklands Estate, he told me that he believed far more might be gained by allowing the housekeeper her freedom and keeping watch of the Oaklands Estate house. 
 
    “We’ll let you stay here for the time being,” he told Mrs. Rigley before we left. “However, you’ll be wanted for questioning a little later. Make no attempt to leave the premises.” 
 
    “I won’t try to go away,” Mrs. Rigley promised. “I want to cooperate with the police. All I ask is that my employer, Mr. Deming, doesn’t hear of this. I’m innocent, and it’s not right for me to lose a good job.” 
 
    Outside the gates, Detective Dalton assured me that he would assign a policeman to keep watch of the property. Jack, Flo and I, completely bewildered, returned to Jack’s car and debated our next action. 
 
    “Where to?” Jack asked me. “Home?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” I said. “I never was in such a muddle in all my life. What became of that man I thought was Dad?” 
 
    “He must have left the house while we were at the police station,” Florence suggested. “It was a surprise finding Mrs. Rigley there too. She must have returned in a hurry after we went away.” 
 
    “Mrs. Rigley got rid of Lester Jones somehow,” I said. “Oh, she’s a slick one.” 
 
    Just as Jack was starting the engine, I observed a dark figure approaching the estate from down the road. 
 
    “Wait!” I told Jack. “And cut the motor. Let’s see who that is.” 
 
    A moment later, the figure emerged from the shadow cast by a giant tree. I was surprised to see it was Jeremiah Jones. He carried a basket on his arm and evidently had been doing a little late marketing at the crossroads store. 
 
    I got out of the car and hailed him from the roadside. 
 
    “Evenin’, Ma’am,” he said. “I sure am astonished to see you all out this away. Has you been lookin’ for that ghost?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I have,” I admitted. “Although I’ve had no luck.” 
 
    Jeremiah shifted the market basket to his other hand. “That ole ghost ain’t been around so much lately,” he explained. “I comes by this spot half an hour ago on my way to the store to get some victuals. There wasn’t no ghost around then, either. If there had a been, I’d have seen him. You can be sure o’ that. I was mighty skittish and ready to make myself absent in about two shakes.” 
 
    “And you didn’t see a thing?”  
 
    “Well now, I can’t rightly say that,” Old Jeremiah corrected. “I didn’t see no ghost, but I did see a taxicab.” 
 
    “Are you sure it wasn’t Jack’s car you saw?” 
 
    “I’m sure of it. The cab I saw was a yellow one.” 
 
    This information fascinated me.  
 
    “Which way was it going, Jeremiah?” I asked quickly. 
 
    “It wasn’t goin’, Ma’am. It was standin’ right at the gate. Then I sees two men git out and go into the big house.” 
 
    “You did?” I demanded eagerly. “Then what happened? Did the cab drive away?” 
 
    “It waited ’till the two men came back, ’cept when they comes back, there is three of ’em.” 
 
    “Three men?” Jack said. 
 
    “What did the third man look like, Mr. Jones?” 
 
    “Well,” said Jeremiah, “he was tall, and he had something in his hand. A funny lookin’ little satchel. I guess you calls it a quickcase.” 
 
    I had never heard of a quickcase.  
 
    “You don’t mean a briefcase? 
 
    “Yes, that’s it.” Jeremiah grinned. “Anyways, they all gits in the taxicab and off they snorts. And that’s all I sees. There wasn’t no ghost.” 
 
    Jeremiah’s rambling served to confirm my own suspicions. Mrs. Rigley had lied. A roomer known as Lester Jones had been held at the house and later hustled away. Perhaps the man calling himself Mr. Jones was Dad. 
 
    “Jeremiah,” I said, “the person you saw may have been my father. Did you get a good look at him?” 
 
    “Now you speaks of it, there was somethin’ about that man that looked like the Chief,” Mr. Jones said. “Kinda the way he walked. I couldn’t see his face ‘cause he kept it sort o’ tucked down in his collar.” 
 
    “It must have been Dad,” I said. “And the briefcase practically proves it. Which way did the cab go?” 
 
    “Straight down the road,” said Jeremiah, pointing. “But the car’s been gone a long time now. If you figures on catchin’ those men, you all bettah be travelin’.” 
 
    
(Chapter Twenty continues after image…) 
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 Chapter Twenty
  
 
    Alarmed and excited by Jeremiah Jones’s revelation, I looked around for the policeman who had been assigned to watch the Oaklands Estate house. If the officer had already arrived, he had taken cover somewhere and was not to be seen. 
 
    “Jack, drive as fast as you can to Albert and Mable Murphy’s cabin,” I told Jack. “I can use their telephone to call the police station.” 
 
    As Jack drove, and the car bounced along over the frozen road, I kept close watch for the yellow cab. It was not reasonable to expect to overtake it. If Mr. Jones’s story was accurate, the taxi carrying my father had left the Oaklands Estate house at least a half hour earlier. 
 
    “Dad must have been spirited away immediately after I talked to him,” I said. “He must have been drugged or something. Otherwise, he would have known me.” 
 
    “But according to Jeremiah, your father appeared to have gone willingly with those men,” Jack pointed out. 
 
    “That’s the strange part,” I said. 
 
    “You’re certain the man is your father?” said Jack. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” I insisted. “I was almost sure of it earlier this evening. Now I am certain. I just know something terrible has happened to Dad.” 
 
    Jack reached over and patted me on the arm, but I would not be soothed. 
 
    Enroute to the Murphys’ cabin we neither met nor passed any other vehicles.   
 
    When we reached the cabin, I clattered up the porch steps and burst into the overheated room where Shep’s aunt and uncle were sitting before a roaring fire and listening to a radio play. My words fairly tumbled over one another as I told them what had happened. 
 
    “Can I use your telephone to notify the police?” I pleaded. 
 
    I completed my call to the Greenville Police Station and was told that every radio-equipped cruiser in the city would be ordered to watch for the yellow cab. As I hung up the receiver, I heard a low humming sound overhead. 
 
    “Listen!” Jack said. “A plane.” 
 
    The roar of a motor was to east. 
 
    “I don’t recognize the engine,” Uncle Albert said. “And I know all the planes that use that grass strip regularly. It’s become a bit of a hobby of mine.” 
 
    I moved to the doorway. I could see the wing lights of a plane overhead. As I watched, the lights descended in a steep glide. 
 
    “Jack,” I called out. “The plane is landing.” 
 
    “It’s coming down at the Deming estate.” 
 
    “Mr. Deming is due home tonight from Florida,” I said. “That must be his plane.” 
 
    I was in a quandary about what to do next. I was in favor of searching for the yellow taxi, but Jack pointed out that the chance of finding it was slim. He proposed that we return to the Oaklands Estate and try to force information from Mrs. Rigley. 
 
    “Detective Dalton had no luck,” I protested. “She has one story, and she’s sticking to it. The thing she seems most afraid of is losing her job.” 
 
    “Then if her employer will be there to witness the interrogation this is the time to make things merry for her,” Jack urged. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from my years as a newspaperman, it’s that if you turn the screws enough, the canary will always sing.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to point out that turning screws to make a canary sing was a mixed metaphor that even a writer of such serials of dubious literary merit as Evangeline: The Horsethief’s Unwilling Fiancée wouldn’t deign to deploy in print. 
 
    “If Mr. Deming just arrived home,” Jack insisted, “we’ll toss a few firebrands around and find out what he has to say.” 
 
    The suggestion appealed to me. From the first, I had distrusted Mrs. Rigley, and I felt that the police had been entirely too lenient with her. 
 
    “All right, let’s go,” I agreed. “If Mrs. Rigley loses her job, I’m sure it’s no more than she deserves.” 
 
    Jack drove us once more to the Oaklands Estate house. I still saw no sign of a policeman lurking but supposed that was as it should be. I would later learn he had gone to the crossroads store to report to his superiors the arrival of Mr. Deming’s airplane. 
 
    “If this case ever is solved, we must do it ourselves,” I muttered under my breath as Jack thumped on the front door. “I’m in no mood to take any slippery answers from Mrs. Rigley.” 
 
    I reached up to obscure the peephole with my mittened hand.  
 
    After a long delay, the door opened. When Mrs. Rigley recognized us, she tried to shut the door in our faces. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” said Jack, pushing her firmly aside. “We want to see Mr. Deming.” 
 
    “He’s not here,” Mrs. Rigley insisted. “Please leave me alone. Go away!” 
 
    Ignoring the plea, Jack and I walked boldly into the living room. A fire burned in the grate, and there were fresh flowers on the table. 
 
    “Where is Mr. Deming?” Jack demanded. 
 
    Footsteps sounded on the circular stairway. A portly, baldheaded man with a pleasant face came heavily down the steps. 
 
    “Did someone ask for me?” he inquired. 
 
    “You’re Mr. Deming?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I am. Flew in from Florida about ten minutes ago and was just changing my clothes. What may I do for you?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to tell these folks you can’t see them tonight, Mr. Deming,” broke in Mrs. Rigley. “You’re too tired.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” replied the mansion owner impatiently. “Sit down by the fire, everyone. Tell me what brought you here.” 
 
    Mrs. Rigley began to edge toward the kitchen door. Observing that she was preparing to fly the coop, Jack called sharply: 
 
    “Don’t go, Mrs. Rigley. We want to talk to you in particular.” 
 
    “I’ve nothing to say.”  
 
    “Sit down, Mrs. Rigley,” ordered her employer. “For some reason, you have seemed very nervous since I arrived home tonight.” 
 
    “It was upsetting to get your telegram so late,” Mrs. Rigley mumbled, sinking down on the sofa. “I didn’t have time to do the carpets and the dusting.” 
 
    “Mr. Deming,” I began, “a great deal has happened here tonight.” 
 
    “I intended to tell you about it myself,” interrupted Mrs. Rigley, addressing her employer. “I’ve not had a chance.” 
 
    “Be quiet, please,” commanded Mr. Deming. “Do continue, Miss—” 
 
    “Mrs. Carter,” I said. “Mrs. Jane Carter.” 
 
    As the tale unfolded, Mr. Deming listened with increasing amazement. Now and then he focused his gaze upon the crestfallen Mrs. Rigley, but he did not speak until I had finished. 
 
    “This is a very serious charge you have made against my housekeeper,” he said then. “Mrs. Rigley, what have you to say?” 
 
    “There’s not a word of truth in it!” the woman cried. “I’ve worked for you ten years, Mr. Deming. I’ve been a loyal, faithful servant. Why should I deceive you by taking a stranger into the house?” 
 
    “It does seem a fantastic tale,” Mr. Deming said. “Mrs. Carter, what proof have you that your accusations are true?” 
 
    “The proof of my own eyesight,” I said. “For that matter, several different people saw the ghost wandering about the grounds and on numerous occasions.” 
 
    Mrs. Rigley tossed her head. “I’ve already explained that part. Frequently when I go outdoors, I put on your old white bathrobe, Mr. Deming. It’s warmer than my coat.” 
 
    “The ghost was definitely a man,” I said. “And here is something you don’t know, Mrs. Rigley. I was in this house earlier this evening while you were away. I talked with your mysterious roomer, and I’m satisfied it was my father.” 
 
    “So you were here!” Mrs. Rigley cried angrily as she pointed an accusatory finger at me. “You had to have broken in. I know I locked up when I left. Mr. Deming, this woman is guilty of breaking and entering, not to mention opening the telegram you addressed to me.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” I admitted, completely unabashed. “Any reasonable person would have done the same if they’d believed their loved one had been kidnapped and was being held against his will.” 
 
    Mr. Deming arose and, walking over to the fire, stood with his back to it. “I confess I don’t know what to say,” he said. “I’ve never had reason to distrust Mrs. Rigley.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” The housekeeper smiled triumphantly. 
 
    Mr. Deming was on the verge of swinging to Mrs. Rigley’s side. So far, the interview had gained nothing. I had told the entire story, omitting nothing. There was nothing further I could do. 
 
    “I suppose we may as well go,” I said, looking miserably over at Jack. 
 
    As I got up from the sofa, I saw a small object lying half hidden between the cushions. Before Mrs. Rigley could stop me, I had pounced upon it. 
 
    “Dad’s spectacle case,” I said triumphantly as I opened the lid and held up a pair of dark horn-rimmed glasses. 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know where the case came from,” Mrs. Rigley stammered. 
 
    “When Dad reads on the sofa at home, he often loses his case between the cushions,” I said. “Mrs. Rigley, you thought you were very clever getting him away from here and removing all the evidence.” 
 
    “A door-to-door salesman who wore glasses was here last week—” the housekeeper began weakly. 
 
    “You can’t talk yourself out of this,” I cut her short, “Mr. Deming, let me show you something.” 
 
    I reopened the lid of the case and pointed to the initials “A. F.” engraved in gold letters. 
 
    “Anthony Fielding,” I said. “Dad had them stamped there because he lost the case so often. Does this support my story?” 
 
    “It certainly does,” said Mr. Deming. Sternly he faced the housekeeper. “Mrs. Rigley, you have deeply humiliated me. I shall turn you over to the police.” 
 
    Mrs. Rigley began to weep. Stumbling across the room, she clutched her employer’s arm. 
 
    “Please don’t turn me away from here,” she pleaded. “Just give me a chance, and I’ll explain everything. Please, Mr. Deming. This time I promise to tell the truth.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One
  
 
    “Very well, tell your story,” Mr. Deming told the housekeeper. “What do you know about Mr. Fielding’s disappearance?” 
 
    “It was just like I said,” Mrs. Rigley began in an aggrieved voice. “I was driving not far from the railroad station when I saw the auto accident.” 
 
    “You say you were driving?” Mr. Deming interposed. “In whose car, may I ask?” 
 
    “I used yours, Mr. Deming. I didn’t think you would care.” 
 
    “We’ll skip that. Go on with your story.” 
 
    “Well, I saw the accident. A coupe driven by a young man crowded Mr. Fielding’s car off the road.” 
 
    “Purposely?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Mrs. Rigley. “Two men were in the car, and they were speeding. I read part of the license number too. It was F-2 something. I think there was also a 3 and a 6 in the plate number.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you give this information to the police immediately?” demanded Mr. Deming. 
 
    “I’m trying to explain. I stopped my car—your car, I mean, Mr. Deming. Mr. Fielding seemed stunned, so I offered to take him to the hospital. Of course, at that time I didn’t know who he was.” 
 
    “Was Dad very injured?” I asked. 
 
    “He had a few scratches, but nothing serious. We started for the hospital. Before we got there, Mr. Fielding changed his mind and decided he didn’t want to go. He asked me to take him to a hotel or a rooming house.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he ask to go home?” said Jack. “I’m sorry, but that’s not very believable.”  
 
    “Because the poor man didn’t remember he had a home,” Mrs. Rigley replied. “I guess the accident must have stunned him. At first, he said he didn’t know who he was, but then he pulled a card bearing the name of a Lester Jones, car salesman, from his coat pocket and settled on that being his identity. Since he wanted a room and was willing to pay, I figured I could bring him here.” 
 
    “Dad had been talking of buying a new car,” I said. “That must have been why he had that card in his pocket.” 
 
    “So you turned my home into a hotel?” Mr. Deming said rather grimly. 
 
    “I—I didn’t think you would be back this winter. You had intended to spend Christmas in Florida this year. I wouldn’t have done it, Mr. Deming, only I needed extra money. My sister has been sick, and I’ve had to send her funds.” 
 
    “Mrs. Rigley, I’ve always paid you more than generously,” her employer responded. “Besides, had you told me you needed money I would have assisted you. But go on.” 
 
    “Well, I brought Mr. Fielding here and gave him a room. Right off, I noticed how odd he acted. He didn’t seem to be sure who he was, and he kept going through some papers he carried in a portfolio, trying to puzzle things out.” 
 
    “All this while you made no attempt to contact the police?” Mr. Deming demanded. 
 
    “I was wondering what to do when I saw a picture of Mr. Fielding in the paper.” 
 
    “And then you dropped an unsigned letter in my mailbox?” I prompted. 
 
    Mrs. Rigley knew that the net was closing tightly about her. Although she tried to slant her story in such a way that she would not appear too much at fault, the facts remained bald and ugly. 
 
    “Yes, I left a note at your house,” she acknowledged reluctantly. “Later I telephoned and made an appointment to meet you at the cemetery.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you go through with it?” I asked. “Were you afraid?” 
 
    “I began to realize I might be held for something I never intended to do. Folks started to watch this house. I tried to keep my roomer out of sight, but he’d do such strange things.” 
 
    “Such as stroll in the snowy garden at night,” Jack said. 
 
    “Yes, I felt sorry for the poor man. He had such dreadful headaches and was so bewildered. His agitation became worse in the evenings.” 
 
    “Evidently you weren’t sorry enough to tell him who he was,” Mr. Deming pointed out. “Really, Mrs. Rigley, I can’t understand why you acted as you did.” 
 
    “I just kept getting in deeper and deeper,” the housekeeper whined. “Mr. Fielding paid me two dollars a day for his room and board. It didn’t seem wrong to take the money as long as he was satisfied.” 
 
    “Where is my father now?” I broke in. “That’s the important thing.” 
 
    Mrs. Rigley regarded me with a trace of her former arrogance. “I don’t know what became of Mr. Fielding after he left here,” I said. 
 
    “You sent him away when you knew Mr. Deming was coming home,” said Jack. “You thought you could keep the truth from your employer.” 
 
    “And I would have, too, if it hadn’t been for you lot,” Mrs. Rigley flared. “I’ve not done anyone any harm, but you’ve made a lot out of it, and now I’ll be discharged.” 
 
    “You are quite right about being discharged,” agreed Mr. Deming in a quiet voice. “However, there’s far more at stake than a job, Mrs. Rigley. Even now, you don’t seem to realize the seriousness of your offense. You may have done poor Mr. Fielding a great deal of harm, by the sounds of it.” 
 
    “You won’t turn me over to the police, will you, Mr. Deming?” 
 
    “It will not be in my hands to decide your fate. I strongly advise you to tell everything you know. Where did Mr. Fielding go when he left here?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea.” Mrs. Rigley covered her face. “Oh, leave me alone—don’t ask me any more questions. My head buzzes.” 
 
    “A taxicab with two men in it was seen at the door earlier this evening,” I went on relentlessly. “What have you to say about that?” 
 
    “They were friends who came for Mr. Fielding.” 
 
    “Your friends?” 
 
    “Well, no, I found the names and addresses in Mr. Fielding’s briefcase. They were men in the restaurant business.” 
 
    This latest scrap of information stunned me. As far as I knew, when my father went missing his portfolio contained only evidence pertaining to the bootleg liquor case. 
 
    “Who were the men?” I demanded. 
 
    “One was named Kurt Mollinberg—Ropes Mollinberg, his friend called him. I forget the other.” 
 
    “Ropes Mollinberg?” Jack said. “He’s one of the lowest rats in the region. Connected with counterfeiting, the numbers racket, and who knows what else. He just got out of prison a month ago for passing counterfeit money.” 
 
    “Why did you summon those men, of all people?” Mr. Deming asked. 
 
    “Well, I found their addresses in the portfolio. I had to get rid of Mr. Fielding before you came, and I was afraid to call his house.” 
 
    “You’re a cruel, heartless woman,” I said. “You sent my father—who was clearly not in his right mind—away with one of the most dastardly rogues in Greenville. Those men have been waiting for a chance to waylay him. They wanted to get possession of vital evidence my father had in his portfolio.” 
 
    “I didn’t know anything about that,” Mrs. Rigley whined. “How could I have known? When they came in the taxi, they offered me money.” 
 
    “And you took it?” 
 
    “I tried not to, but they forced it on me.” 
 
    “I offered a reward for information leading to finding my father, yet you passed up several opportunities to reveal his whereabouts?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to become involved with the police. I was afraid.” 
 
    I sprang to my feet. Only by the greatest effort of will could I keep from telling the housekeeper what I truly thought of her contemptible actions—and in colorful terms of which Mrs. Timms would definitely not approve. 
 
    “You sent my father away with those men,” I said. “Didn’t he realize who they were?” 
 
    “I told him they were his friends. I really thought so. He went willingly enough.” 
 
    I was sick with fear.  
 
    From the first, the situation had been grave, but now there seemed little hope. From Mrs. Rigley’s story, I could only conclude that my father suffered from a brain injury. Even if I were fortunate enough to find him otherwise unharmed, he would not recognize me as his daughter. 
 
    “Jack,” I pleaded. “What are we to do? What can we do?” 
 
    “Every policeman in Greenville is on the lookout for those men,” he answered soberly. “but we’ll scour every nook and cranny of the county ourselves. I won’t give up until we’ve found the Chief and brought him home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two
  
 
    I was heartsick with the knowledge that my father had fallen into the hands of the bootleggers. The taxi that had spirited him away had left the Oaklands Estate fully an hour earlier. There seemed little chance that the trail could be picked up quickly. 
 
    “I’ll telephone the boys at the newspaper office,” Jack said. “The police, too, now that we know the names of the miscreants who took off with the Chief. We’ll put a description on the radio. We’ll have everybody in Greenville watching for that yellow taxi.” 
 
    “Call the cab companies too,” I suggested. “They may be able to trace the location of the cab.” 
 
    While Jack made phone calls, I ran outside to find the policeman assigned to guard the house. I soon returned with him, and he placed Mrs. Rigley in custody. 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Deming, don’t let them take me to jail,” the housekeeper pleaded. “I didn’t mean to do anything wrong.” 
 
    “Mrs. Rigley, I can’t help you.” Mr. Deming was unswayed by her pleas. “Your offense is a very serious one. The court must decide your fate.” 
 
    The housekeeper broke into tears again and for several minutes was quite hysterical. When her outburst moved no one, she resigned herself to the inevitable. Packing a few articles in a bag, she prepared to leave the house in the custody of the policeman. 
 
    “I’m sorry about everything,” she said to me as she was led away. “I hope Mr. Fielding is found. I really do.” 
 
    After Mrs. Rigley had gone, I was too upset to wait quietly. I longed to join in an active search for the yellow taxi. Common sense told me that the cab undoubtedly had reached its destination, yet I hoped I might pick up a clue. 
 
    “By questioning the attendants at the filling station at the crossroads, we may learn which way the taxi went,” I urged. 
 
    As we drove away from the Oaklands Estate house and sped down the familiar twisting highway and passed the first bend, the bright headlights of Jack’s car illuminated a patch of snow along the ditch. I thought I saw a small, dark object lying on the ground. 
 
    “Stop the car!” I said. 
 
    Jack brought the car to a standstill a little farther down the road. 
 
    I leaped out and ran back to the ditch. A leather portfolio lay in the snow.  
 
    “Jack!” I shouted. “I’ve found Dad’s briefcase.” 
 
    Jack came running. By the time he reached me, I was examining the portfolio in the beam of the headlights. The briefcase was empty. 
 
    “Just as I thought,” I muttered. “Those men were after the evidence Dad carried. It looks like they got it, too.” 
 
    We searched the snowy ditches on either side of the road for a long distance from where I had first spotted the satchel. There were no footprints. I could only conclude that the portfolio had been thrown from a window of the moving cab. Evidently my father remained a prisoner, whether he had yet realized it or not. 
 
    “Now that those men have what they want, maybe they’ll release Dad,” I said. “Don’t you think so, Jack?” 
 
    Jack averted his eyes. 
 
    “You believe they’ll harm Dad?” I said, reading Jack’s face. “Maybe I’ll never see him again—” 
 
    Jack silently took my arm to guide me back to the car. 
 
    We drove on, our tires crunching the hard-packed snow. At the crossroads, we met a police car and hailed it. I turned the empty portfolio over to one of the officers, explaining where it had been found. 
 
    “Every road is being watched,” the officer told me. “An alarm has been broadcast throughout the state, too. The taxicab company has supplied us with the license number of the vehicle. If that yellow cab still is on the road, someone will spot it.” 
 
    For an hour longer, we scoured the roads in the vicinity of Greenville. We stopped at filling stations and houses to inquire if anyone had seen a yellow cab pass by. Always the answer was in the negative. 
 
    “Don’t you think we ought to go home?” Jack said after pointing out that it was going on three in the morning. “For all we know, the police may have found the Chief by this time. We’d never learn about it while we’re touring around.” 
 
    “All right, let’s go home,” I reluctantly agreed. 
 
    Jack turned the car back toward Greenville. We arrived at the outskirts, and Jack chose a boulevard which wound through a park. Had I not been sick at heart about the fate of my father, I would have thought myself in a magical winter wonderland. Each ice-coated limb and twig glistened in the bright light of the moon, but the beauty of the scene was lost on me. 
 
    I gazed absently toward the frozen lake, devoid of skaters since it was the wee hours of the morning. 
 
    I was startled to see a man sitting on a park bench beneath a streetlamp. He wore no hat, and his overcoat was unbuttoned. The man on the bench had turned slightly, so that I was able to see his face. 
 
    “That man! Jack, it looks like Dad.” 
 
    Jack brought the car to a halt with a jerk. I leaped out, Jack on my heels. I was the first to reach the bench, and I flung myself headlong at the disheveled man who sat so dejected and alone. 
 
    “Dad! I’ve found you at last. How thankful I am that you are safe.” 
 
    The man on the bench didn’t push me away, but when I let go of him, he stared blankly back at me. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m Jane—your daughter, Jane.” 
 
    “I have no daughter,” the man said. “No home. Nothing. Not even a name.” 
 
    “Who is this person?” the man asked, gesturing weakly at Jack. “Why are you people staring at me?” 
 
    “You remember me, don’t you, Chief?” said Jack. “I’m your star reporter at the Greenville Examiner.” 
 
    “Never saw you before in my life.” 
 
    “You’re my father—Anthony Fielding,” I said desperately. “You’re a newspaper editor. You’re a widower engaged to be married to a Mrs. Doris Timms.” 
 
    The man gave no sign of recognition.  
 
    “You were in a bad accident,” I persisted. “You were driving and got hit by another car. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “I remember that I was taken by two men in a taxicab. They pretended to be my friends. As soon as we were well away from Mrs. Rigley’s home, they robbed me of my money and portfolio. Then they pushed me out of the cab, and I started walking. I kept on until I came here.” 
 
    “You’re cold and tired,” said Jack, taking his arm to help him to his feet. “We’re here to take you home.” 
 
    “By what right?” Dad demanded. “Why should I let you take me away? You’ll only try to rob me—” 
 
    “Dad, you don’t understand,” I said. “You’re not thinking straight. The blow to your head has taken your memory from you.” 
 
    “Come along, Chief,” Jack urged him. “We’re your friends. We’ll take you to the doctor.” 
 
    Jack had managed to pull Dad to his feet, but once standing upright, my father planted his feet firmly on the ground and refused to budge. 
 
    “I’m not going a step,” he announced. “Not one step.” 
 
    “Sorry, Chief, but if you’re so set about it,” said Jack, signaling to me to assist him, “we’ll have to do it the hard way.” 
 
    Before my father knew what was coming, the two of us caught him firmly by the arms and legs. Although he resisted, it was clear that his ordeal had severely weakened him, and we manhandled him into the car with surprisingly little difficulty. Jack hemmed in my father in the backseat while I took the wheel.  
 
    “I’ll drive us home as fast as I can,” I told Jack as I started the engine. “Then I’ll want you to go for Doctor Greer, the brain specialist at Mercy Hospital. Dad’s in serious condition.” 
 
    “Serious, my eye,” my father snorted. He struggled to free himself from Jack’s grip. “Let me out of here.” 
 
    “Dad, everything will be all right now,” I tried to soothe him. “You’re safe with me. You’re going home to your beloved Mrs. Timms.” 
 
    “I’m being kidnapped!” Dad said indignantly, more outraged, it seemed, than frightened. “Twice in one night, no less. If I were strong enough to get out of here—” 
 
    Again he tried to free himself. Failing to elude the grasp of Jack, he sank back into the seat and averted his face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three
  
 
    In the upstairs bedroom, I moved with velvet tread. Noiselessly I rearranged a vase of flowers and closed the slat of a Venetian blind. 
 
    “You needn’t be so quiet,” my father said.  “I’ve been awake a long time now.” 
 
    “How are you feeling this afternoon, Dad?” 
 
    “Afternoon?” my father demanded, sitting up. “How long have I been sleeping?” 
 
    “Most of two days.” 
 
    Dad threw off the covers and started to lower his feet to the floor. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t,” I said, pressing him back against the pillow. “Doctor Greer says you are to have absolute bed rest for several more days. It’s part of the treatment.” 
 
    “Treatment for what?” Dad grumbled. “I feel fine. I’m no longer plagued by those blasted headaches.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” I said. “You must be hungry. I’ll have Mrs. Timms bring up something for you to eat.” 
 
    I called down the stairway to Mrs. Timms and then returned to the bedside. My father looked more like his former self than at any time since the accident. His voice too, was more natural. 
 
    “Guess I must have had a bad dream,” Dad said, his gaze roving slowly about the room as if seeing it for the first time. “I seem to recall riding around in a taxi and being pushed out into the snow.” 
 
    “You know where you are now, don’t you?” I asked him. 
 
    “Certainly. I’m at home.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms came into the room, bearing a tray of food. On hearing my father’s words and seeing a fleeting glimpse of recognition in his face, she looked over at me. I could see tears springing to her eyes. 
 
    “Doctor Greer was right,” she whispered. “His memory is slowly coming back.” 
 
    “What’s all this?” Dad said irritably. “Will someone kindly tell me why I am being imprisoned in this bed?”  
 
    My father has never been a compliant patient. 
 
    “Because you’ve been very, very sick,” Mrs. Timms said, arranging the food in front of him. 
 
    “You know who I am now, don’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “Certainly. You’re my daughter. Your name is—now let me think—” 
 
    “Jane.” 
 
    “To be sure. Fancy forgetting my own daughter’s name.” 
 
    “You’ve forgotten a number of other things too, Dad. But events gradually are coming back to you. Suppose you tell me your name.” 
 
    “My name?” Dad looked bewildered. “I don’t remember. It’s not Jones. I took that name because I couldn’t think of my own. What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    Mrs. Timms tucked a napkin beneath Dad’s chin and offered him a spoonful of beef broth. 
 
    “What’s wrong with me?” My father was becoming increasingly agitated, and Mrs. Timms telegraphed a distress signal to me across the room. “Am I a lunatic?” my father continued. “Can’t either of you tell me the truth?” 
 
    “You’re recovering from a severe case of amnesia,” I told him. “The doctor says it was brought on by overwork in combination with the shock of striking your head against the steering wheel when you were involved in an auto accident. Since you were hurt, you’ve not remembered what happened before that time.” 
 
    “I do recall the accident,” my father insisted. “Another car crowded me off the road. The crash stunned me, and my mind was a sort of blank. Then a pleasant woman took me to her home.” 
 
    “A pleasant woman, Dad?” 
 
    “Mrs. Rigley gave me a nice room and good food. I liked it there. But one night a girl broke in—could that have been you, Jane?” 
 
    “Indeed, it was.” 
 
    “When Mrs. Rigley came home, she was very excited,” Dad resumed meditatively. “She said I had to leave. She hustled me out of the house and sent me off with two strangers.” 
 
    “One of the men was Ropes Mollinberg, a member of a gang of bootleggers you were about to turn in to the state prosecutor.” 
 
    “Yes, that was his name,” Dad brightened at the realization that he’d gotten something right. “Speaking of bootleggers, I’ve been intending to write an editorial for the paper. Jane, please have my secretary come in. I’ll dictate the material while it is fresh in my mind.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms looked slightly distressed. Clearly, my father was in no condition to be dictating anything for publication, but I figured if nothing else it would give his troubled mind something to focus on. I whisked away the tray of food, got pencil and paper, and sat on the edge of my father’s bed, ready to take dictation. 
 
    “Your secretary isn’t available just now, but I’ll take down what you want to say.” 
 
    I’ve never learned to write in proper shorthand. I compose my novels on a typewriter, so I’ve never had a need. Nevertheless, I pretended to jot down notes. Dad led off with a few crisp sentences, then wandered vaguely from one idea to another. 
 
    “I can’t seem to think straight anymore,” he complained. “Type that up, please, and let me see it before it goes to the compositors.” 
 
    “How shall I sign the editorial?” I asked 
 
    “With my name, of course, Anthony Fielding.” 
 
    “Dad, events are coming back to you. You’ve just recalled your name, and that’s a big step forward.” 
 
    “Anthony Fielding,” my father repeated as if trying out the sound of the words. “Yes, that’s it. Now there’s another matter that troubles me. I had a briefcase—” 
 
    “It was stolen by those men who took you away from the house where you stayed with Mrs. Rigley,” I said. “If only you could remember what those lost papers contained, we’d expose the entire gang of bootleggers.” 
 
    Dad struggled to think for several excruciating minutes, then shook his head. 
 
    “Mind’s a blank, Jane. What does the doctor say? Is there a chance my memory ever will return?” 
 
    “Of course it will,” I said. 
 
    “You’ve already recalled a number of important things,” Mrs. Timms added. “Doctor Greer thinks that with rest, events will gradually return to mind.” 
 
    “I heard somewhere that another shock, perhaps a blow similar to the one you had, might bring everything back,” I said. 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” my father joked. “Go get the sledgehammer.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy, I’m afraid,” said Mrs. Timms. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, either.” Dad sighed. “Guess I’ll sleep some more now. I feel pretty tired.” 
 
    During the days that followed, Dad made a slow but steady recovery. At first I did not worry him by mentioning how matters had gone at the Examiner office. Only after Dad was well enough to spend several hours a day at the plant did I reveal how Jonathon Pim had sought to establish himself as editor-in-chief of the paper. 
 
    “That blasted scoundrel,” Dad raved. “Before my accident, I intended to discharge him, and he knew it. I have evidence in my safe showing that Pim accepted money from a local politician to suppress an unfavorable story.” 
 
    “You did have evidence,” I corrected my father. “While you were away, Mr. Pim went through your safe.” 
 
    My father immediately went through the contents of both his desk and strongbox. To his chagrin, he found that I was right. Every document pertaining to Pim was missing. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter,” Dad said philosophically. “He’ll never set foot in this office again, nor in any other Greenville newspaper. What bothers me most is that I’m certain I had a second set of all those papers and the ones I was carrying when I intended to meet with the prosecutor, but I can’t remember for the life of me what I did with them.” 
 
    “Do you think you hid them somewhere?” 
 
    “I must have,” said my father, ”but I can’t remember where.” 
 
    While Dad and I were turning his office inside out on the off chance he’d hidden the copies there—something I thought unlikely—a thought occurred to me. 
 
    “Dad,” I said, “I’ve wondered if Pim may not be tangled up with the gang of bootleggers. What do you think?” 
 
    “My brain isn’t much good these days. However, I very much doubt it, Jane. Pim always was a snoop and not above taking money for writing biased stories. My judgment would be that he has no connection with the Mollinberg outfit.” 
 
    “If only you could remember what was in your stolen portfolio,” I lamented. 
 
    “If only I could. Sometimes I doubt I’ll ever fully recover my memory.” 
 
    “Oh, you will, Dad. You’re doing better every day.” 
 
    That evening, at home, Dad, Mrs. Timms, and I scoured the house for the copy of the papers stolen from Dad’s portfolio. We found nothing. 
 
    I hated to admit it, and I refused to voice my misgivings out loud, but I believed it possible that there might be no second set of papers. My father’s memory—in its current state—was far from reliable. 
 
    I seldom spoke of the automobile accident which had caused my father’s injuries, for the subject was a painful one to us both. Although Dad had been absolved of all blame for the accident, police had not succeeded in tracing the hit-and-run driver. 
 
    Each day my father remained at the office for longer and longer periods. Gradually, his memory was returning, yet he had been unable to recall any information which might bring about the capture of the bootleggers. Strangely, he could recall nothing about his intention to call at the State Prosecutor’s office, nor could he disclose even a scrap of evidence which had been carried in the stolen portfolio. 
 
    “Dad, can’t you remember the men who took you away in the taxi?” I asked him one evening. 
 
    “Only vaguely. I’ve described them to police as best I can. So far, no action.” 
 
    Since Dad was found, Ropes Mollinberg, the only identifiable suspect in the case, seemed to have vanished into thin air. Efforts by the police to locate the man and bring him in for questioning had proved fruitless. 
 
    In my mind, I had been turning over a way to bring the crooks to justice. It seemed to me that the men might be identified through the outlets with whom they must have dealings.  
 
    “Are you keeping anything from me?” Dad asked after I’d lapsed into moody silence. 
 
    “I was thinking about Matilda Mortimer’s garage,” I said. “I’ve good reason to suspect it’s a front for dealing in bootleg liquor.” 
 
    I went on to tell Dad about my recent adventure in the storage room of the garage. The information did not distress Dad, as I had feared it might. Instead, it fired him with a determination to get at the truth of the matter. 
 
    “Jane, we’ll break our story yet,” he said, reaching for his hat. “Let’s go to Matilda’s place now.” 
 
    “Unless we actually see the inside of the storage room, we’ll learn nothing. You may be sure Matilda and her partner won’t cooperate.” 
 
    “We’ll get into that room somehow. I’ll take along a few pet skeleton keys just for luck.” 
 
    As we passed through the newsroom, we recruited Jack to accompany us. 
 
    Half an hour later, we were at the Mortimer garage, where we found Matilda and Seth busy with repair work. 
 
    “Be with you in a minute,” Matilda called out to us from underneath the hood of a rusty old coupe, not bothering to remove her head to see who’d entered the garage.  
 
    “No hurry,” Dad said. “No hurry whatsoever.” 
 
    Dad, Jack, and I wandered aimlessly about. Choosing a moment when both Seth and Matilda were inside the office, we slipped unnoticed into the room where the empty boxes had been stored. 
 
    “Now show me the tunnel,” Dad urged. “We’ll have to work fast.” 
 
    I swung back the hinged boards of the big box. I led the way between a high aisle of crates to the locked door of the inner room. 
 
    “Now if only I have a key that will unlock it,” Dad muttered as I pulled a hairpin from my disheveled coiffure in case his attempts at opening the lock should fail. 
 
    I don’t like to show off my lock-picking skills, particularly not in front of my father. No father likes to think he’s raised his only daughter to be perfectly poised to embark on a life of crime. 
 
    Dad tried several skeleton keys. The sixth one he tried fit the keyhole. I let my breath out in a whoosh when I realized I’d been holding it. This was not the day I would be forced to reveal my identity as a lady-lockpicker. 
 
    There was a click in the mechanism, and Dad pushed open the door. 
 
    In the little storage room close to the outside building wall were boxes and crates of all sizes and description. I walked over to a crate with the top askew and looked inside. It was half filled with bottles of whiskey nestled in straw.   
 
    I was just holding up the bottle for Jack to see when Dad held up his hand as a signal for silence. 
 
    Footsteps sounded in the tunnel between the boxes. The next instant, the door was flung open, and we stood face to face with Seth Bates. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four
  
 
    “What d’you think you’re doing in here?” demanded Seth Bates harshly. “Snoopers, eh?” 
 
    “Call us that if you like,” my father retorted. “How long have you been dealing in bootleg liquor?” 
 
    The shot hit its target. Seth started to speak, but no words came. He looked badly frightened.  
 
    “Naturally, I’ll report this to the police. You and your partner will have to face charges.” 
 
    “Keep Matilda out of this,” growled Seth. “She had nothing to do with the liquor side of the business.” 
 
    “So you carried on crooked operations all by your lonesome?” 
 
    “I’ve bought and sold a few cases of whiskey here and there,” Seth said sullenly. “Before I went in halves on the garage with Matilda, I was mostly in the liquor line. I had a lot of stock left on hand when the Volstead Act kicked in. Broke my heart to see perfectly good bottles of booze smashed to bits like that, so I didn’t turn in my stock.” 
 
    “So you admit you’ve been doing an illegal business?” Jack said.  
 
    “Maybe,” said Seth, watching us craftily. “But what’s it to you? I take it you’re not a government agent?” 
 
    “I’m interested in breaking up a gang of leeches—the men who’ve been flooding Greenville with poison for the last three months.” 
 
    “Those guys are crooks all right,” Seth said. “You can get the real thing from them, but if they think they can get away with it, they’ll pass off bathtub booze. I wish someone would put those rascals away before somebody dies from drinking their poison. I stopped dealing with them weeks ago when they tried to pass off some the rotten stuff to me. I only buy and sell the genuine article. Nobody ever got sick on my whiskey, not unless they drank it all in one sitting.” 
 
    “Did you deal with Ropes Mollinberg?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Ropes is just one of the little fry, though,” Seth said. “What will you give me to spill?” 
 
    “Nothing,” said my father. 
 
    “Will you keep Matilda out of this?” 
 
    “If she’s innocent.” 
 
    “She is,” insisted Seth. “Suppose I tell you how to get the whole gang, will you forget what you’ve seen here?” 
 
    “I make no bargains with bootleggers,” Dad said. “Either you tell what you know, or I’ll have you and Matilda hauled into court.” 
 
    “I’m not a bootlegger,” Seth insisted. “I believe I made myself perfectly clear.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Dad said. “I should have said dealer in strong drink or something of that description.” 
 
    Seth Bates was silent a moment. 
 
    “Okay,” he said abruptly. “I’ve had enough of this business anyhow. I’ll tell you what I know, and it won’t take me long. I’ve never seen nor dealt direct with the big shots.” 
 
    “Then how do you get your liquor?” 
 
    “Back when I was still dealing with the Mollinberg outfit? A trucker by the name of Horace Franklin delivered it to me.” 
 
    “Flo and I met that man,” I told Dad and Jack. Then I asked Seth who Horace worked for.  
 
    “I’ve never asked for the names of the top brass. Horace still stops by Bill’s café on his regular route, though, and from something Horace dropped I kinda suspect the boys are having a meeting tonight.” 
 
    “Where?” my father asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you on one condition. You’ve got to keep Matilda out of this. So far as she knows this garage has been run pretty much on the square, though I’m having a devil of a time explaining where all the money’s coming from.” 
 
    Dad was unwilling to make any sort of agreement with the man, and Jack was equally reluctant, but I think we all realized that Seth had it within his power to withhold vital information. 
 
    “Very well,” Dad finally relented, “I’ll take your word for it that Matilda is innocent. Now, where is the meeting to be held?” 
 
    “At Jones’s warehouse.” 
 
    “Isn’t that along the river?” 
 
    “Yeah, about eight miles from here. The boys will be loading some liquor there. If you’re willing to take the risk, you may learn something. Meeting’s at seven.” 
 
    I glanced at my wristwatch. 
 
    “It’s after six now,” I said. “Dad, if we are to get there in time, we’ve got to step on it.” 
 
    Before leaving the garage, Jack telephoned Central Police Station. Without mentioning Seth’s name, he revealed a little of what he had learned and requested an immediate investigation of the Jones Warehouse. Then, intending to meet officers there, I drove the three of us along the winding river road in the direction of the warehouse. 
 
    The headlights illuminated a long stretch of icy pavement. 
 
    “Can’t you go faster?” Dad urged impatiently. 
 
    “Funny,” I said. “Before your accident, you were always telling me to slow down.” 
 
    I was about to point out the slipperiness of the road when a crossroads traffic light flashed red. Although I applied the foot brake with quick stabs, the car went into a disastrous skid. I lost control, and the car slid crosswise in the narrow road. The front wheels rolled into a deep, slippery ditch. 
 
    “Just our luck,” Dad grumbled. 
 
    I attempted several times to back the car from the ditch. Failing, Jack and I pushed while Dad handled the steering wheel, but the tires kept spinning and would not grip the ice. 
 
    “No use,” my father acknowledged at last. “We’re only wasting time. We need a tow car.” 
 
    “The nearest house or filling station is at least a mile up the road,” Jack said. “I’m afraid we’re stalled here until the police car comes along.” 
 
    We waited inside the car for ten minutes, but no vehicle of any description came by.  
 
    “It’s nearly seven o’clock now,” Dad pointed out. “Either the police are waiting farther down the road, or they’ve taken a different route.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I asked. “If we sit here much longer, we’ll miss catching those men at their meeting.” 
 
    “I don’t see what we can do. Maybe our best bet is to walk to the nearest filling station.” 
 
    I was suddenly struck with an idea. “The Greenville Yacht Club is closer.” 
 
    “True, but it’s closed for the winter,” Jack pointed out. 
 
    “My iceboat is still there,” I said. “If you’re not afraid to ride with me, I could get you to Jones’s Warehouse in nothing flat.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Dad said. 
 
    Leaving the car behind, Dad, Jack, and I ran most of the way to the club. The Icicle, covered with snow, runners frozen to the ice, remained where she had been abandoned. 
 
    “The sail’s here, too,” I said as I burrowed in a box hidden deep in the cockpit. “In this wind, we’ll go places at the speed of light.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can handle the boat in this wind?” Dad asked anxiously. Jack looked none too enthusiastic, either. Neither Dad nor Jack had ever ridden in the Icicle, and it appeared that neither had any great desire to do so. Perhaps I’d not given Flo enough credit for being such a willing passenger. 
 
    “I know I can start it going,” I said. “I’ll worry about stopping it when the time comes.” 
 
    Jack helped me clear the little boat of snow, and together we pushed it out on the smooth ice of the river. I made certain that all the ropes were free running. 
 
    “Now you get in, Dad, and hold on tight,” I said as I hoisted the flapping sail. “I want to be sure you are holding on tight when the fireworks begin.” 
 
    The wind filled the big sail like a balloon. Nothing happened. The iceboat did not budge an inch. 
 
    “Why aren’t we moving?” Dad groused. “Runners dull?” 
 
    I prompted Jack to help me give the boat a hard shove. 
 
    “Want me to help?” my father offered. 
 
    “No, thanks,” I puffed. “When this baby makes up its mind, it will go so fast you’d be left behind.” 
 
    Once more, Jack and I pushed. The sail filled again, and the runners stirred. 
 
    “She’s moving,” I shouted. 
 
    The Icicle was pulling away from me. Jack clambered inside, and I clung fast to the side, trying to scramble aboard. Jack grasped my wrist in a tight grip, but my feet went out from under me as I was dragged, completely out of control, over the uneven surface of the ice. 
 
    “Hang on!” Dad shouted. “I can’t sail this thing alone.” 
 
    I was helpless. One mitten flew away. My scarf flapped in my face. Finally, with a supreme effort, Jack managed to drag me aboard, and I took command of the tiller. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Dad shouted anxiously in my ear. 
 
    I shook my head and laughed. “Getting started always is quite a trick,” I said. “Hold on tight. We have a stiff breeze tonight. We’ll be at that warehouse in no time.” 
 
    We wore no protective goggles. I’d forgotten to remove them from the hatch, and I had only two pairs anyway. The sharp wind stung our eyes even though we kept our heads low. 
 
    “How’ll we know when we get to the warehouse?” Dad shouted. “I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “Just trust me,” I said. “My greatest worry is coming to a standstill when we get there.” 
 
    The Icicle flew over the ice. I was forced twice to abruptly change course to avoid open stretches of water where I knew that the ice was too thin to support our combined weight. I was terrified but had no intention of letting Jack and Dad know the extent of the danger we were in. 
 
    The dark outline of a large building loomed far ahead. 
 
    “That’s the warehouse,” Dad shouted into the wind. “Don’t go past it.” 
 
    I gradually slowed the Icicle. As we approached the shore, I slacked the main sheet and shot up into the wind. By throwing my legs over the edge of the boat and digging in my overshoes for brakes, I finally brought the boat to a standstill not far from the warehouse. 
 
    We scrambled from the boat. A dim light shone from inside the warehouse. Not far from its side entrance stood a truck. There were no other vehicles and no sign of the expected police car. 
 
    “Is this the place?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Has to be. It’s the only warehouse for miles,” Jack said. “Strange that the police aren’t here to meet us.” 
 
    We waded through a shrunken snowdrift to a side door of the building. It was not locked, and Dad pushed it open a crack. The dim light of a lantern shone far down a deserted corridor. 
 
    “Oughtn’t we  wait for the police?” I whispered. 
 
    Without answering, my father started down the corridor. Jack and I quickly overtook him.  
 
    The corridor opened into a large storage room used in years past to house river merchandise. Now the walls were stacked high with crates claiming to contain various varieties of fruit, but I suspected otherwise. 
 
    Several men were loading a truck on the ground floor. Two others watched the work from a balcony overhead. 
 
    “Either of you recognize any of those men?” I whispered. 
 
    “No, but we’ve evidently come to the right place,” Jack said. 
 
    The men loaded the crates onto the truck in silence as we watched them work. 
 
    “That truck is almost full. It will be pulling out soon,” I said. “I wonder why the police haven’t come?” 
 
    “I’m going to talk to those men,” Dad abruptly announced. “You two stay here.” 
 
    Before I could protest, my father stepped boldly into the lighted room. Immediately work ceased. Every eye focused upon him. 
 
    “Good evening,” my father said. 
 
    The greeting was met with a suspicious silence. Then one of the men, a red-faced fellow with a twisted lower lip, asked: “You lookin’ fer somebody?” 
 
    “Just passing by and noticed the light,” Dad said. “Wondered what was going on.” 
 
    “You can see what’s going on, can’t you?” growled one of the workmen. “We’re trying to load fruit onto this truck. Now get out of here, or I’ll heave one of these crates at your head. We got work to do.” 
 
    “Sorry to have bothered you,” my father said, and retreated. 
 
    “Now what are we to do?” I whispered as my father rejoined us in the darkened hallway. 
 
    “We’ll telephone again for the police. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    We stole noiselessly from the warehouse. As we huddled in the lee of a brick wall, preparing to make a return dash to the river and my waiting iceboat, a patrol car came down the road. 
 
    The car turned in at the warehouse. A lone policeman got out.  
 
    “That’s Carl Burns,” I whispered to Jack as my father stepped forward out of the shadows to meet the officer. “He’s the one who failed to relay my message to the detectives handling Dad’s case.”   
 
    “Where’s the rest of your men?” Dad demanded of Officer Burns. “Surely you don’t expect to handle this gang single-handed?” 
 
    “Aren’t you a bit mixed up?” the policeman drawled. 
 
    “Mixed up?” 
 
    “I’m here on a routine inspection. This is winter cold storage for local fruit growers, or didn’t you know?” 
 
    “Fruit?” Dad said.  
 
    “Those crates may claim to contain fruit,” I announced as I emerged from the shadows with Jack at my elbow, “but I don’t for one minute believe it. I’d bet my life on those crates being full of bootleg whiskey.”    
 
    “It’s a fruit distribution hub for the whole region,” Officer Burns said. “A few weeks ago, a couple of truckloads of pears were hauled away by thieves, so the warehouse owner requested that we make routine nightly checks.” 
 
    “Guess we’ve been tricked,” Dad muttered. “We were told this place is a distribution hub, but not for fruit. We heard from a reliable source that it’s a front for a major bootleg liquor operation.” 
 
    “That’s a laugh,” Officer Burns said. “Who told you that yarn?” 
 
    “I can’t divulge my source.” 
 
    “Well, you sure were taken for a ride,” the policeman said derisively. “Mr. Fielding, why not let the police handle the crooks while you look after your newspaper business? You’ve not been yourself since you were in that auto accident.” 
 
    I resented the implication that Dad wasn’t in full command of his mental faculties—although Officer Burns wasn’t far off the mark—but I allowed the remark to pass without protest. There seemed nothing left to do but bid Carl Burns a chilly goodbye and return to the iceboat. 
 
    “We’ve made ourselves ridiculous,” Dad commented bitterly as we shoved off downriver. “Taken in by Seth Bates.” 
 
    “He probably lied to get rid of us and buy himself some time,” Jack said. “By now he’s probably removed every trace of liquor from Matilda’s garage.” 
 
    I was far less convinced that Mr. Bates had been lying, but there seemed little point in saying so. I wasn’t for one second buying Officer Burns’ insistence that we’d been standing haplessly investigating a warehouse full of fruit. 
 
    My father lapsed into a moody silence. 
 
    I handled the Icicle without much thought. We flew over the ice, our runners throwing up a powdery dusting of snow. 
 
    Then, without warning, the Icicle struck something frozen into the surface of the ice. Before I could make a move, the runners leaped from the surface. The boat tilted to a sharp angle and went over. 
 
    I felt myself sliding. Snow filled my mouth and packed the sleeves of my coat. I just managed to retain possession of my cap, which now hung over one ear. Laughing shakily, I scrambled to my feet.  
 
    Jack was on his feet, brushing down his snow-crusted overcoat. 
 
    Dad had not been so lucky. He was sprawled flat on the ice a few yards away, completely still. Terrified, I ran to him and grasped his arm. 
 
    “Dad! Speak to me!” 
 
    My father stirred slightly. He raised a hand and rubbed his head. Slowly he pulled himself to a sitting position. 
 
    “Jane—” he mumbled, staring at me. 
 
    “Yes, Dad.” 
 
    “It’s come to me—in a flash.” 
 
    “What has, Dad?” I asked, wondering how badly my father had been stunned. 
 
    “I still can’t remember any of the evidence I had in my portfolio, but I remember where I hid a second copy of the evidence. It’s down in the basement at home, wrapped up in an old feed sack under that heap of old milk bottles next to the boiler. 
 
    “If we find the copy,” said Jack, “We’ll know every man who was mixed up in the bootleg scheme. You told me so yourself, on the day of your accident.” 
 
    Gripping my hand, Dad pulled himself to his feet. Still giddy, he staggered and caught the iceboat for support.  
 
    Then recovering, he exclaimed: “We’ve got to go back there right away.” 
 
    “Where have we got to go back to, Dad?” 
 
    “To the warehouse. I can’t remember how or why, but I’m certain we’ve been tricked. It’s all a bit hazy, but I’m overcome with a strong conviction that it’s not Seth Bates who has pulled the wool over our eyes. I have a niggling suspicion that Officer Burns was one of the men I intended to expose.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five
  
 
    We had no definite plan as we raced back to the warehouse in the iceboat. Our only thought was to return and somehow prevent the escape of the bootleggers. 
 
    I slowed the Icicle to a standstill near the warehouse. We leaped out and climbed the slippery bank. Just as we reached the top, a loaded truck started to pull away from the building. 
 
    “We never can stop those men now,” I gasped. 
 
    “Yes, we can,” my father cried. “A police car is coming, and this time I doubt it’s being driven by Officer Burns.” 
 
    As he spoke, a police car skidded into the driveway. Detective Dalton was at the wheel, and four other policemen were with him. 
 
    “Stop that truck,” Jack yelled. 
 
    “Don’t let it get away,” shouted Dad. 
 
    “It’s got bootleg liquor on board,” I added, although I couldn’t be certain I spoke the truth. 
 
    Detective Dalton and his four companions leaped from the police car. As the loaded truck started off with a roar, another police car rounded the corner of the warehouse, blocking the truck’s remaining avenue of escape, unless the driver fancied going off the road and attempting to plow through waist-high snowdrifts. 
 
    “Halt!” shouted Detective Dalton. 
 
    The patrol cars had engaged both their sirens and their lights. There was no chance that the driver of the truck had simply failed to notice the presence of the police. 
 
    Detective Dalton raised his gun and fired twice. The bullets pierced the rear tires of the truck. Air whistled out and the rubber slowly flattened. 
 
    For a few yards, the truck wobbled on, then stopped. Two detectives leaped for the cab. 
 
    “All right, get out!” ordered Detective Dalton, covering the men. 
 
    The truck driver and two others slouched sullenly out of the cab. As flashlights swept their faces, I recognized one of the men. 
 
    “That’s Horace Franklin,” I identified the driver. 
 
    “And this man is Ham Mollinberg, a brother of Ropes,” said Jack, indicating a red-faced fellow in a leather jacket.  
 
    “The man beside him is Al Brancomb, wanted for skipping parole,” one of the detectives added. 
 
    “Any others in the warehouse?” demanded Detective Dalton. 
 
    “There should be,” I said. “Where’s Officer Burns?” 
 
    “Burns?” questioned one of the detectives. “He’s had the whole week off to care for his mother who’s ill.” 
 
    Burns’ mother certainly would be ill when she found out what her upstanding officer-of-the-law son had been up to, but I seriously doubted that was the reason Burns had taken leave that week. 
 
    “We have very good reason to believe that Carl Burns is in league with the bootleggers,” I said.  
 
    “I planned to consult the prosecutor before I spread the story on the Examiner’s front page,” Dad added. “You boys have done good work in Greenville, and I didn’t want to make the department look bad.” 
 
    “Burns, eh?” Detective Dalton repeated. “We’ll find out what he has to say.” 
 
    The policeman, however, was not to be apprehended so easily. Four men, including Ropes Mollinberg, were captured inside the warehouse. Burns had left the building some minutes earlier. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll get him,” Detective Dalton promised Dad. “How about these other eggs? Can you identify them?” 
 
    “They’re all members of the same outfit,” Dad said without hesitation, although I was certain he was operating on pure instinct, rather than knowledge. “I spent weeks watching these men and getting wise to their methods.” 
 
    I was certainly looking forward to reviewing the contents of those papers my father had hidden in our basement, and Dad must be doubly anxious to regain his command of the details surrounding the case. 
 
    “Are you willing to testify against them?” 
 
    “I certainly am,” Dad said firmly. 
 
    We remained at the warehouse until the handcuffed prisoners had been taken away. We were jubilant over the capture. Not only would the gang of bootleggers be broken up, but the Examiner had achieved another exclusive front-page story. 
 
    We returned home, and within an hour, a call came through that Officer Burns had been taken into custody. Evidence piled up rapidly against the policeman. Later on, it definitely was established that he had accepted money from Ropes Mollinberg. He was stripped of his badge and put behind bars. 
 
    Police were not compelled to search the Mortimer garage. Before they could act, Seth Bates came voluntarily to Central Station, offering to make a clean breast of his part in dealing liquor in violation of the Volstead Act. Both he and Matilda were held as witnesses against the higher-ups in the gang of bootleggers. 
 
    “Will Matilda be kept in jail long?” I asked my father. 
 
    “I doubt it,” he replied. “Apparently, all evidence suggests that Seth acted alone in smuggling liquor. Since he’s showing a disposition to cooperate with police, he’ll probably escape with only a heavy fine.” 
 
    As if pleasant surprises never would end, still another came my way. The team of mechanics ministering to Bouncing Betsy notified me that my beloved car was once again roadworthy. 
 
    “You’re much better off than I,” Dad teased me. “Your car now is in running order again. Mine will be in the garage for at least another week. I’m stuck with the repair bill, too, even though the police ruled that I was not at fault for the accident.” 
 
    “Perhaps a visit to Lester Jones is in order,” I suggested. “The real Lester Jones, I mean. You were thinking of buying a new coupe anyway before all this happened.” 
 
    “I hate to spend the money,” said my father.  
 
    “Won’t you have some compensation coming to you?” I asked. 
 
    “Not unless the hit-and-run driver is found, and I’m afraid he never will be,” my father said. “I’ll always believe the men who crowded me off the road were hired by the bootleggers. No way to prove it, though.” 
 
    “What about Mrs. Rigley? Have you decided what you’ll do about her?” 
 
    “Mrs. Rigley?” 
 
    “Yes, so far you’ve placed no formal charge against her.” 
 
    Dad smiled as he reached for the night edition of the Examiner. The paper carried not only an account of the roundup at Jones’s Warehouse but a full confession from Mrs. Rigley. 
 
    “I bear the woman no ill will,” he said. “She’s already lost her position as caretaker at the Deming estate. That’s punishment enough, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “What about Mr. Pim?” I asked. “Was he in league with the bootleggers? The papers you intended to take to the prosecutor didn’t even mention him.” 
 
    The evening of the warehouse raid, we’d gone straight home and unearthed the papers my father had hidden next to the boiler. They’d proved to be fascinating reading, but nary a word about Pim.  
 
    “Pim? He had nothing to do with the bootleggers,” my father said. “Pim’s a natural-born coward. He likes to snoop and throw his weight around, that’s all. Let’s forget him.” 
 
    Mrs. Timms entered the living room with a glass of milk. When she tried to compel Dad to drink it, he complained that he no longer was an invalid. 
 
    “Now drink your milk like a good lad,” I scolded. “You know you’re still as thin as a ghost.” 
 
    With a wry face, Dad gulped down the drink. 
 
    “Let’s not speak of ghosts,” he pleaded. “I’m well now, and I don’t like to be reminded of those disgraceful night-shirt parades.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re perfectly well?” I teased. 
 
    “Of course, I am. My memory is as good as it ever was.” 
 
    “Haven’t you forgotten a rather important personal matter which needs to be resolved?” I asked. 
 
    Dad looked puzzled.  
 
    I looked pointedly over at Mrs. Timms, who had turned the color of a ripe tomato. 
 
    Then light broke over my father’s face. 
 
    “Don’t tell me we’d set a date for the wedding, and I’ve forgotten all about it? I wasn’t supposed to have shown up at the church last Saturday complete with rings and boutonniere, surely?” 
 
    “No, Dad,” I said soothingly. “But don’t you think it’s high time you center-aisled it with the woman who’s stuck by your side through sickness and health?” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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