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INTRODUCTION


During what is often called the Golden Age of mystery fiction, the years between the two World Wars, one of the best-selling writers in America was Mary Roberts Rinehart. Not just a bestselling mystery writer—a bestselling writer, period. The list of the top ten bestselling books for each year in the 1920s showed Rinehart on the list five times, an impressive feat matched only by Sinclair Lewis. The only mystery titles that outsold her in those years were Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier and two titles by S.S. Van Dine, The Greene Murder Case and The Bishop Murder Case.


In many regards, Mary Roberts Rinehart was the American Agatha Christie, both in terms of popularity and productivity. Like her British counterpart, the prolific Rinehart wrote a large number of bestselling mysteries, short stories, straight novels, and stage plays, some of which were hugely successful—especially 1920’s The Bat.


Unlike Christie, however, Rinehart’s popularity waned after her death in 1958. One cause of this decreased interest was likely the lack of a long-running series character, which would have given new readers an easy entry-point into her work (although Miss Letitia Carberry, known as Tish, appeared in several books, and Nurse Adams, dubbed “Miss Pinkerton” by the police for her uncanny ability to become embroiled in criminal activities, had a few appearances). At the same time, reading tastes in the United States were changing towards the end of her career, tending towards more straightforward detection; while Christie’s detectives, notably Hercule Poirot, were reasoning creatures largely lacking in emotions, Rinehart’s characters were swept up in the very human responses of romance, curiosity, fear, and tenacity.


Furthermore, many of the characteristics that made Rinehart’s writing so unique and exciting in its day became hackneyed by writers seeking to cash in on the popularity of her style; as a result, her work, though it retains the mark of originality, was all but forgotten in the ensuing flood of half-rate imitations.


For example, a common element in Rinehart’s mysteries was the author’s penchant for moving the storyline along with foreshadowing. While this is a frequently used device in contemporary literature, Rinehart often employed a method that has become mocked by some, partially because of its simplicity: the statement (and its numerous variations) “had I but known then what I know now, this could have been avoided,” often creeps into her books—so commonly, in fact, that Rinehart’s use of the contrivance is famously credited (or blamed, depending on your point of view) for creating the entire “Had-I-But-Known” school of fiction.


Rinehart’s protagonists typically exhibit very poor judgment. Warned never—never—to enter the basement under any circumstances, for instance, they are absolutely certain to be found there within the next few pages, only to be rescued at the very last instant. The characters—almost exclusively female, with a few exceptions—often have flashes of insight that come moments too late to prevent another murder.


Born to a poor family in Pittsburgh, the author’s father committed suicide just as she was graduating from nursing school, where she had met Dr. Stanley Marshall Rinehart, who she married in 1896 at the age of twenty. They had three sons. Because of poor investments, the young nurse and her doctor husband struggled financially so she began to write, selling forty-five stories in the first year (1903). The editor of Munsey’s Magazine suggested that she write a novel, which he would serialize, and she quickly produced The Man in Lower Ten, followed immediately by The Circular Staircase, which was published in book form first, in 1908. She was a consistent best-seller from that point on. After her husband died in 1932, Mary Roberts Rinehart, now a fabulously wealthy woman from the sales of her books, moved into a luxurious, eighteen-room Park Avenue apartment where she lived alone for the rest of her life.


Rinehart’s mysteries have a surprisingly violent side to them (though never graphically described), with the initial murder serving as a springboard to subsequent multiple murders. Her tales are unfailingly filled with sentimental love stories and gentle humor, both unusual elements of crime fiction in the early decades of the twentieth century.


Describing some of her books, Rinehart displayed her sly sense of humor while conceding the levels of violence and the body count are not entirely expected from an author known for her romantic and heart-warming mystery fiction. Here are some selected titles about which she warned readers:


*The After House (1914): “I killed three people with one axe, raising the average number of murders per crime book to a new high level.”


*The Album (1933): “The answer to four gruesome murders lies in a dusty album for everyone to see.”


*The Wall (1938): “I commit three shocking murders in a fashionable New England summer colony.”


*The Great Mistake (1940): “A murder story set in the suburbs, involving a bag of toads, a pair of trousers and some missing keys.”


The present book, The Haunted Lady, first published in 1942, features Nurse Adams, the same protagonist as her earlier, more famous book, Miss Pinkerton, published a decade earlier. When the elderly Eliza Fairbanks goes to the police with bizarre complaints, Inspector Fuller calls on Adams to investigate the situation in the old mansion.


While most everyone thinks Miss Fairbanks is batty, Adams learns that someone has released rats and bats in her room in an apparent attempt to frighten her to death. A more straightforward attempt, arsenic in her sugar bowl, had failed. Other strange events occur in this wonderfully atmospheric novel: a radio that seems to turn itself on in the middle of the night, window screens that inexplicably are removed from the windows, and even fresh coats of paint at the windows.


Many of the elements that Rinehart frequently employed in her novels are here: eccentric characters, a creepy old house, a rich old woman in grave danger, a pair of young lovers, and an amateur sleuth who assists the baffled police. But The Haunted Lady adds an element that made no appearance in any of her other works—a locked room mystery. In a room that has been completely safeguarded (doors and windows locked, no secret entrances, no access through a fireplace or any other opening), the victim, alone, is stabbed to death.


Although some of the mores and social niceties of her time have changed, Rinehart’s greatest strengths as a writer were her ability to tell a story that compelled the reader to turn the page, and to create universal characters to which all of us can relate. That ability never goes out of style and, as long as people read books, neither will Mary Roberts Rinehart, the universally beloved writer who, for two decades, was the best-paid writer in America.


—OTTO PENZLER



1.


Hilda Adams was going through her usual routine after coming off a case. She had taken a long bath, using plenty of bath salts, shampooed her short, slightly graying hair, examined her feet and cut her toenails, and was now carefully rubbing hand lotion into her small but capable hands.


Sitting there in her nightgown she looked rather like a thirty-eight-year-old cherub. Her skin was rosy, her eyes clear, almost childish. That appearance of hers was her stock in trade, as Inspector Fuller had said to the new commissioner that same day.


“She looks as though she still thought the stork brought babies,” he said. “That’s something for a woman who has been a trained nurse for fifteen years. But she can see more with those blue eyes of hers than most of us could with a microscope. What’s more, people confide in her. She’s not the talking sort, so they think she’s safe. She sits and knits and tells them about her canary bird at home, and pretty soon they’re pouring out all they know. It’s a gift.”


“Pretty useful, eh?”


“Useful! I’ll say. What’s the first thing the first families think of when there’s trouble? A trained nurse. Somebody cracks, and there you are. Or there she is.”


“I shouldn’t think the first families would have that kind of trouble.”


The inspector looked at the new commissioner with a faintly patronizing smile.


“You’d be surprised,” he said. “They have money, and money breeds trouble. Not only that. Sometimes they have bats.”


He grinned. The new commissioner stared at him suspiciously.


“Fact,” said the inspector. “Had an old woman in this afternoon who says she gets bats in her bedroom. Everything closed up, but bats just the same. Also a rat now and then, and a sparrow or two.”


The commissioner raised his eyebrows.


“No giant panda?” he inquired. “No elephants?”


“Not so far. Hears queer noises, too.”


“Sounds haunted,” said the commissioner. “Old women get funny sometimes. My wife’s mother used to think she saw her dead husband. She’d never liked him. Threw things at him.”


The inspector smiled politely.


“Maybe. Maybe not. She had her granddaughter with her. The girl said it was true. I gathered that the granddaughter made her come.”


“What was the general idea?”


“The girl wanted an officer in the grounds at night. It’s the Fairbanks place. Maybe you know it. She seemed to think somebody gets in the house at night and lets in the menagerie. The old lady said that was nonsense; that the trouble was in the house itself.”


The commissioner looked astounded.


“You’re not talking about Eliza Fairbanks?”


“We’re not on first-name terms yet. It’s Mrs. Fairbanks, relict of one Henry Fairbanks, if that means anything to you.”


“Good God,” said the commissioner feebly. “What about it? What did you tell her?”


The inspector got up and shook down the legs of his trousers.


“I suggested a good reliable companion; a woman to keep her comfortable as well as safe.” He smiled. “Preferably a trained nurse. The old lady said she’d talk to her doctor. I’m waiting to hear from him.”


“And you’ll send the Adams woman?”


“I’ll send Miss Adams, if she’s free,” said the inspector, with a slight emphasis on the “Miss.” “And if Hilda Adams says the house is haunted, or that the entire city zoo has moved into the Fairbanks place, I’ll believe her.”


He went out then, grinning, and the commissioner leaned back in the chair behind his big desk and grunted. He had enough to do without worrying about senile old women, even if the woman was Eliza Fairbanks. Or was the word “anile”? He wasn’t sure.


The message did not reach the inspector until eight o’clock that night. Then it was not the doctor who called. It was the granddaughter.


“Is that Inspector Fuller?” she said.


“It is.”


The girl seemed slightly breathless.


“I’m calling for my grandmother. She said to tell you she has caught another bat.”


“Has she?”


“Has she what?”


“Caught another bat.”


“Yes. She has it in a towel. I slipped out to telephone. She doesn’t trust the servants or any of us. She wants you to send somebody. You spoke about a nurse today. I think she should have someone tonight. She’s pretty nervous.”


The inspector considered that.


“What about the doctor?”


“I’ve told him. He’ll call you soon. Doctor Brooke. Courtney Brooke.”


“Fine,” said the inspector, and hung up.


Which was why, as Hilda Adams finished rubbing in the hand lotion that night, covered her canary, and was about to crawl into her tidy bed, her telephone rang.


She looked at it with distaste. She liked an interval between her cases, to go over her uniforms and caps, to darn her stockings—although the way stockings went today they were usually beyond darning—and to see a movie or two. For a moment she was tempted to let it ring. Then she lifted the receiver.


“Hello,” she said.


“Fuller speaking. That Miss Pinkerton?”


“This is Hilda Adams,” she said coldly. “I wish you’d stop that nonsense.”


“Gone to bed?”


“Yes.”


“Well, that’s too bad. I’ve got a case for you.”


“Not tonight you haven’t,” said Hilda flatly.


“This will interest you, Hilda. Old lady has just caught a bat in her room. Has it in a towel.”


“Really? Not in her hair? Or a butterfly net?”


“When I say towel I mean towel,” said the inspector firmly. “She seems to have visits from a sort of traveling menagerie—birds, bats, and rats.”


“I don’t take mental cases, and you know it, inspector. Besides, I’ve just come off duty.”


The inspector was exasperated.


“See here, Hilda,” he said. “This may be something or it may be nothing. But it looks damned queer to me. Her granddaughter was with her, and she says it’s true. She’ll call you pretty soon. I want you to take the case. Be a sport.”


Hilda looked desperately about her, at the covered birdcage, at her soft bed, and through the door to her small sitting-room with its chintz-covered chairs, its soft blue curtains, and its piles of unread magazines. She even felt her hair, which was still slightly damp.


“There are plenty of bats around this time of year,” she said. “Why shouldn’t she catch one?”


“Because there is no possible way for it to get in,” said the inspector. “Be a good girl, Hilda, and keep those blue eyes of yours open.”


She agreed finally, but without enthusiasm, and when a few minutes later a young and troubled voice called her over the telephone, she was already packing her suitcase. The girl was evidently following instructions.


“I’m telephoning for Doctor Brooke,” she said. “My grandmother isn’t well. I’m terribly sorry to call you so late, but I don’t think she ought to be alone tonight. Can you possibly come?”


“Is this the case Inspector Fuller telephoned about?”


The girl’s voice sounded constrained.


“Yes,” she said.


“All right. I’ll be there in an hour. Maybe less.”


Hilda thought she heard a sigh of relief.


“That’s splendid. It’s Mrs. Henry Fairbanks. The address is Ten Grove Avenue. I’ll be waiting for you.”


Hilda hung up and sat back on the edge of her bed. The name had startled her. So old Eliza Fairbanks was catching bats in towels, after years of dominating the social life of the city. Lady Fairbanks, they had called her in Hilda’s childhood, when the Henry Fairbanks place still had the last iron deer on its front lawn, and an iron fence around it to keep out hoi polloi. The deer was gone now, and so was Henry. Even the neighborhood had changed. It was filled with bleak boardinghouses, and a neighborhood market was on the opposite corner. But the big square house still stood in its own grounds surrounded by its fence, as though defiant of a changing neighborhood and a changing world.


She got up and began to dress. Perhaps in deference to her memories she put on her best suit and a new hat. Then, canary cage in one hand and suitcase in the other, she went down the stairs. At her landlady’s door she uncovered the cage. The bird was excited. He was hopping from perch to perch, but when he saw her he was quiet, looking at her with sharp, beadlike eyes.


“Be good, Dicky,” she said. “And mind you take your bath every day.”


The bird chirped and she re-covered him. She thought rather drearily that she lived vicariously a good many lives, but very little of her own, including Dicky’s. She left the cage, after her usual custom, with a card saying where she had gone. Then, letting herself quietly out of the house, she walked to the taxi stand at the corner. Jim Smith, who often drove her, touched his cap and took her suitcase.


“Thought you just came in,” he said conversationally.


“So I did, Jim. Take me to Ten Grove Avenue, will you?”


He looked at her quickly.


“Somebody sick at the Fairbanks?”


“Old Mrs. Fairbanks isn’t well.”


Jim laughed.


“Been seeing more bats, has she?”


“Bats? Where did you hear that?”


“Things get around,” said Jim cheerfully.


Hilda sat forward on the edge of the seat. Without her nightgown and with her short hair covered she had lost the look of a thirty-eighty-year-old cherub and become a calm and efficient spinster, the sort who could knit and talk about her canary at home, while people poured out their secrets to her. She stared at Jim’s back.


“What is all this talk about Mrs. Fairbanks, Jim?”


“Well, she’s had a lot of trouble, the old lady. And she ain’t so young nowadays. The talk is that she’s got softening of the brain; thinks she’s haunted. Sees bats in her room, and all sorts of things. What I say is if she wants to see bats, let her see them. I’ve known ’em to see worse.”


He turned neatly into the Fairbanks driveway and stopped with a flourish under the porte-cochere at the side of the house. Hilda glanced about her. The building looked quiet and normal; just a big red brick block with a light in the side hall and one or two scattered above. Jim carried her suitcase up to the door and put it down there.


“Well, good luck to you,” he said. “Don’t let that talk bother you any. It sounds screwy to me.”


“I’m not easy to scare,” said Hilda grimly.


She paid him and saw him off before she rang the bell, but she felt rather lonely as the taxi disappeared. There was something wrong if the inspector wanted her on the case. And he definitely did not believe in ghosts. Standing there in the darkness she remembered the day Mrs. Fairbanks’s daughter Marian had been married almost twenty years ago. She had been a probationer at the hospital then, and she had walked past the place on her off-duty. There had been a red carpet over these steps then, and a crowd kept outside the iron fence by a policeman was looking in excitedly. She had stopped and looked, too.


The cars were coming back from the church, and press photographers were waiting. When the bride and groom arrived they had stopped on the steps, and now, years later, Hilda still remembered that picture—Marian in white satin and veil, with a long train caught up in one hand, while the other held her bouquet of white orchids; and the groom, tall and handsome, a gardenia in the lapel of his morning coat, smiling down at her.


To the little probationer outside on the pavement it had been pure romance, Marian and Frank Garrison, clad in youth and beauty that day. And it had ended in a divorce.


She turned abruptly and rang the doorbell.



2.


She was surprised when a girl opened the door. She had expected a butler, or at least a parlormaid. It was the girl who had telephoned her, as she knew when she spoke.


“I suppose you are Miss Adams?”


Hilda was aware that the girl was inspecting her. She smiled reassuringly.


“Yes.”


“I’m Janice Garrison. I’m so glad you came.” She looked around, as if she was afraid of being overheard. “I’ve been frightfully worried.”


She led the way along the side passage to the main hall, and there paused uncertainly. There were low voices from what Hilda later learned was the library, and after a moment’s indecision she threw open the doors across from it into what had once been the front and back parlors of the house. Now they were united into one huge drawing-room, a Victorian room of yellow brocaded furniture, crystal chandeliers, and what looked in the semidarkness to be extremely bad oil paintings. Only one lamp was lit, but it gave Hilda a chance to see the girl clearly.


She was a lovely creature, she thought. Perhaps eighteen; it was hard to tell these days. But certainly young and certainly troubled. She closed the double doors behind her, after a hurried glance into the hall.


“I had to speak to you alone,” she said breathlessly. “It’s about my grandmother. Don’t—please don’t think she is queer, or anything like that. If she acts strangely it’s because she has reason to.”


Hilda felt sorry for the girl. She looked on the verge of tears. But her voice was matter-of-fact.


“I’m accustomed to old ladies who do odd things,” she said, smiling. “What do you mean by a reason?”


Janice, however, did not hear her. Across the hall a door had opened, and the girl was listening. She said, “Excuse me for a minute, will you?” and darted out, closing the doors behind her. There followed a low exchange of voices in the hall. Then the doors were opened again, and a man stepped into the room. He was a big man, with a tired face and a mop of heavy dark hair, prematurely gray over the ears. Hilda felt a sudden sense of shock. It was Frank Garrison, but he was far removed from the bridegroom of almost twenty years ago. He was still handsome, but he looked his age, and more. Nevertheless, he had an attractive smile as he took her hand.


“I’m glad you’re here,” he said. “My daughter told me you were coming. My name is Garrison. I hope you’ll see that she gets some rest, Miss Adams. She’s been carrying a pretty heavy load.”


“That’s what I’m here for,” said Hilda cheerfully.


“Thank you. I’ve been worried. Jan is far too thin. She doesn’t get enough sleep. Her grandmother—”


He did not finish. He passed a hand over his hair, and Hilda saw that he had not only aged. He looked worn, and his suit could have stood a pressing. As if she realized this the girl slid an arm through his and held it tight. She looked up at him with soft brown eyes.


“You’re not to worry, Father. I’ll be all right.”


“I don’t like what’s going on, Jan darling.”


“Would you like to see Granny?”


He looked at his watch and shook his head.


“I’d better get Eileen out of here. She wanted to come, but— Give Granny my love, Jan, and get some sleep tonight.”


As he opened the door Hilda saw a small blond woman in the hall. She was drawing on her gloves and gazing at the door with interest. She had a sort of faded prettiness, and a slightly petulant look. Janice seemed embarrassed.


“This is Miss Adams, Eileen,” she said. “Granny is nervous, so she’s going to look after her.”


Eileen acknowledged Hilda with a nod, and turned to the girl.


“If you want my opinion, Jan,” she said coolly, “Granny ought to be in an institution. All this stuff about bats and so on! It’s ridiculous.”


Janice flushed but said nothing. Frank Garrison opened the front door, his face set.


“I wish you would keep your ideas to yourself, Eileen,” he said. “Let’s get out of here. ’Night Jan.”


With the closing of the door Hilda turned to the girl. To her surprise Jan’s eyes were filled with tears.


“I’m sorry,” she said, fumbling in her sleeve for a handkerchief. “I never get used to his going away like that. You know they are divorced, my father and mother. Eileen is his second wife.” She wiped her eyes and put the handkerchief away. “He can come only when Mother’s out. She—they’re not very friendly.”


“I see,” said Hilda cautiously.


“I was devoted to my father, but when the court asked me what I wanted to do, I said I would stay here. My grandmother had taken it very hard. The divorce, I mean. She loved my father. Then, too”—she hesitated—“he married Eileen very soon after, and I—well, it seemed best to stay. I thought I’d better tell you,” she added. “Eileen doesn’t come often, but since you’ve seen her—”


She broke off, and Hilda saw that she was trembling.


“See here,” she said. “You’re tired. Suppose you tell me all this tomorrow? Just now you need your bed and a good sleep. Why not take me up to my patient and forget about it until then?”


Janice shook her head. She was quieter now. Evidently the emotional part of her story was over.


“I’m all right,” she said. “You have to know before you see my grandmother. I was telling you why I am here, wasn’t I? It wasn’t only because of Grandmother. My mother was terribly unhappy, too. She’s never been the same since. They both seemed to need me. But of course Granny needed me most.”


Hilda said nothing, but her usually bland face was stiff. The complete selfishness of the aged, she thought. This girl who should have been out in her young world of sport and pleasure, living in this mortuary of a house with two dismal women. For how long? Six or seven years, she thought.


“I see,” she said dryly. “They were all right. What about you?”


“I haven’t minded it. I drive out with Granny, and read to her at night. It hasn’t been bad.”


“What about your mother? I suppose she can read.”


Janice looked shocked, then embarrassed.


“She and my grandmother haven’t got along very well since the divorce. My grandmother has never quite forgiven her. I’m afraid I’ve given you a very bad idea of us,” she went on valiantly. “Actually everything was all right until lately. My father comes in every now and then. When Mother’s out, of course. And when I can I go to his house. He married my governess, so, of course, I knew her.”


Hilda sensed a reserve at this point. She did what was an unusual thing for her. She reached over and patted the girl’s shoulder.


“Try to forget it,” she said. “I’m here, and I can read aloud. I read rather well, as a matter of fact. It’s my one vanity. Also I like to drive in the afternoons. I don’t get much of it.”


She smiled, but the girl did not respond. Her young face was grave and intent. Hilda thought she was listening again. When the house remained quiet she looked relieved.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess I am tired. I’ve been watching my grandmother as best I could for the last month or two. I want to say this again before you see her, Miss Adams. She isn’t crazy. She is as sane as I am. If anybody says anything different, don’t believe it.”


The hall was still empty when they started up the stairs. The girl insisted on carrying the suitcase, and Hilda looked around her curiously. She felt vaguely disappointed. The house had interested her ever since the day of the wedding so long ago. She had visualized it as it must have been then, gay with flowers and music, and filled with people. But if there had ever been any glamour it was definitely gone.


Not that it was shabby. The long main hall, with doors right and left, was well carpeted, the dark paneling was waxed, the furniture old-fashioned but handsome. Like the big drawing-room, however, it was badly lighted, and Hilda, following the young figure ahead of her, wondered if it was always like that; if Janice Garrison lived out her young life in that half-darkness.


Outside the door of a front room upstairs the girl paused. She gave a quick look at Hilda before she tapped at the door, a look that was like a warning.


“It’s Jan, Granny,” she said brightly. “May I come in?”


Somebody stirred in the room. There were footsteps, and then a voice.


“Are you alone, Jan?”


“I brought the nurse Doctor Brooke suggested. You’ll like her, Grandmother. I do.”


Very slowly a key turned in a lock. The door was opened a few inches, and a little old woman looked out. Hilda was startled. She had remembered Mrs. Fairbanks as a dominant woman, handsome in a stately way, whose visits to the hospital as a member of the board had been known to send the nurses into acute attacks of jitters. Now she was incredibly shrunken. Her eyes, however, were still bright. They rested on Hilda shrewdly. Then, as though her inspection had satisfied her, she took off what was evidently a chain and opened the door.


“I’ve still got it,” she said triumphantly.


“That’s fine. This is Miss Adams, Granny.”


The old lady nodded. She did not shake hands.


“I don’t want to be nursed,” she said, peering up at Hilda. “I want to be watched. I want to know who is trying to scare me, and why. But I don’t want anyone hanging over me. I’m not sick.”


“That’s all right,” Hilda said. “I won’t bother you.”


“It’s the nights.” The old voice was suddenly pathetic. “I’m all right in the daytime. You can sleep then. Jan has a room for you. I want somebody by me at night. You could sit in the hall, couldn’t you. Outside my door, I mean. If there’s a draft, Jan can get you a screen. You won’t go to sleep, will you? Jan’s been doing it, but she dozes. I’m sure she dozes.”


Janice looked guilty. She picked up the suitcase.


“I’ll show you your room,” she said to Hilda. “I suppose you’ll want to change.”


She did not speak again until the old lady’s door had been closed and locked behind them.


“You see what I mean,” she said as they went down the hall. “She’s perfectly sane, and something is going on. She’ll tell you about it. I don’t understand it. I can’t. I’m nearly crazy.”


“You’re nearly dead from loss of sleep,” said Hilda grimly. “What is it she says she still has?”


“I’d rather she’d tell you herself, Miss Adams. You don’t mind, do you?”


Hilda did not mind. Left alone, she went about her preparations with businesslike movements, unpacked her suitcase, hung up her fresh uniforms, laid out her knitting bag, her flashlight, her hypodermic case, thermometer, and various charts. After that she dressed methodically, white uniform, white rubber-soled shoes, stiff white cap. But she stood for some time, looking down at the .38-caliber automatic which still lay in the bottom of the case. It had been a gift from the inspector.


“When I send you somewhere it’s because there’s trouble,” he had said. “Learn to use it, Hilda. You may never need it. Then again you may.”


Well, she had learned to use it. She could even take it apart, clean it, and put it together again, and once or twice just knowing she had it had been important. But now she left it locked in the suitcase. Whatever this case promised, she thought—and it seemed to promise quite a bit—there was no violence indicated. She was wrong, of course, but she was definitely cheerful when, after surveying her neat reflection in the mirror, she stopped for a moment to survey what lay outside her window.


Her room, like Janice’s behind it, faced toward the side street. Some two hundred feet away was the old brick stable with its white-painted cupola where Henry Fairbanks had once kept his horses, and which was now probably used as a garage. And not far behind it was the fence again, and the side street. A stream of light from Joe’s Market at the corner helped the street lamps to illuminate the fringes of the property. But the house itself withstood these intrusions. It stood withdrawn and still, as if it resented the bourgeois life about it.


Hilda’s cheerfulness suffered a setback. She picked up what she had laid out, tucked under her arm the five-pound Practice of Nursing—a book which on night duty induced a gentle somnolence which was not sleep—and went back to Janice’s door.


The girl also was standing by her window, staring out. So absorbed was she that she did not hear Hilda. She rapped twice on the doorframe before she heard and turned, looking startled.


“Oh!” she said, flushing. “I’m sorry. Are you ready?”


Hilda surveyed the room. Janice had evidently made an attempt to make it cheerful. The old mahogany bed had a bright patchwork quilt on it, there were yellow curtains at the window, and a low chair by the fireplace looked as if she had upholstered it herself in a blue-and-gray chintz. But there was little sign of Janice’s personal life, no photographs, no letters or invitations. The small desk was bare, except for a few books and a package of cigarettes.


“All ready,” Hilda said composedly. “Did the doctor leave any orders?”


For some reason Janice flushed.


“No. She’s not really sick. Just a sedative if she can’t sleep. Her heart’s weak, of course. That’s why it all seems—so fiendish.”


She did not explain. She led the way forward, and Hilda took her bearings carefully, as she always did in a strange house. The layout, so far as she could see, was simple. The narrow hall into which her room and Jan’s opened had two rooms also on the other side. But in the front of the house the hall widened, at the top of the stairs, into a large square landing, lighted in daytime by a window over the staircase, and furnished as an informal sitting-room. Two bedrooms occupied the front corners of the house, with what had once been a third smaller room between them now apparently converted into bathrooms.


Janice explained as they went forward.


“My uncle, Carlton Fairbanks, and his wife have these rooms across from yours and mine,” she said. “They’re out of town just now. And Mother has the other corner in front, over the library.”


Unexpectedly she yawned. Then she smiled. The smile changed her completely. She looked younger, as if she had recaptured her youth.


“You go straight to bed,” Hilda said sternly.


“You’ll call me if anything goes wrong?”


“Nothing will go wrong.”


She watched the girl as she went back along the hall. In her short skirt and green pullover sweater she looked like a child. Hilda grunted with disapproval, put down her impedimenta—including Practice of Nursing—on a marble topped table, looked around for a comfortable chair in which to spend the night and saw none, and then finally rapped at her patient’s door.



3.


Her first real view was not prepossessing. Mrs. Fairbanks was dressed in an ancient quilted dressing-gown, and she looked less like an alert but uneasy terrier, and more like a frightened and rather dowdy old woman. Nor was her manner reassuring.


“Come in,” she said shortly, “and lock the door. I have something to show you. And don’t tell me it came down the chimney or through a window. The windows are barred and screened and the chimney flue is closed. Not only that. There is a wad of newspaper above the flue. I put it there myself.”


Hilda stepped inside and closed the door behind her. The room was large and square. It had two windows facing the front of the house and two at the side. A large four-poster bed with a tester top occupied the wall opposite the side windows, with a door to a bathroom beside it. The other wall contained a fireplace flanked, as she discovered later, by two closets.


Save for a radio by the bed the room was probably as it had been since the old lady had come there as a bride. The heavy walnut bureau, the cane-seated rocking chair by the empty fireplace, even the faded photograph of Henry Fairbanks on the mantel, a Henry wearing a high choker collar and a heavy mustache, dated from before the turn of the century.


Mrs. Fairbanks saw her glance at it.


“I keep that there to remind myself of an early mistake,” she said dryly. “And I don’t want my back rubbed, young woman. What I want to know is how this got into my room.”


She led the way to the bed, which had been neatly turned down for the night. On the blanket cover lay a bath towel with something undeniably alive in it. Hilda reached over and touched it.


“What is it?” she asked.


Mrs. Fairbanks jerked her hand away.


“Don’t touch it,” she said irritably. “I had a hard enough time catching it. What do you think it is?”


“Perhaps you’d better tell me.”


“It’s a bat,” said the old lady. “They think I’m crazy. My own daughter thinks I’m crazy. I keep on telling them that things get into my room, but nobody believes me. Yes, Miss Adams, it’s a bat.”


There was hard triumph in her voice.


“Three bats, two sparrows, and a rat,” she went on. “All in the last month or two. A rat!” she said scornfully. “I’ve lived in this house fifty years, and there has never been a rat in it.”


Hilda felt uncomfortable. She did not like rats. She resisted an impulse to look at the floor.


“How do they get in?” she inquired. “After all, there must be some way.”


“That’s why you’re here. You find that out and I’ll pay you an extra week’s salary. And I want that bat kept. When I saw that police officer today he said to keep anything I found, if I could get it.”


“I don’t take extra pay,” said Hilda mildly. “What am I to do with the thing?”


“Take it back to the storeroom. The last door on the right. There’s a shoe box there. Put it inside and tie it up. And don’t let it get away, young woman. I want it.”


Hilda picked up the towel gingerly. Under her hands something small and warm squirmed. She felt a horrible distaste for the whole business. But Mrs. Fairbanks’s eyes were on her, intellectual and wary and somehow pathetic. She started on her errand, to hear the key turn behind her, and all at once she had the feeling of something sinister about the whole business—the gloomy house, the old woman locked in her room, the wretched little creature in her hands. The inspector had been right when he said it all looked damned queer to him.


The storeroom was, as Mrs. Fairbanks had said, at the back of the hall. She held her towel carefully in one hand and opened the door with the other. She had stepped inside and was feeling for the light switch when there was a sudden noise overhead. The next moment something soft and furry had landed on her shoulder and dropped with a plop to the floor.
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