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INTRODUCTION


If ever a novel could evoke a simpler, gentler time, it is Mary Roberts Rinehart’s The Wall, written at the peak of her powers and success in 1938.


The story takes place in a large seaside house in a New England town that is a summertime destination for the well-to-do, if not the rich, who flocked to Newport, Rhode Island, in those days. The family had lived in the sprawling, ten-bedroom house for generations but the Great Depression had wiped out much of its wealth, so its only full-time occupant was the lovely, twenty-nine-year-old woman who owned half with her brother, who had moved away.


The slow, easy days are devoted to swimming, reading, horseback riding, golf, walks, boating—the activities varying mainly according to the season.


Marcia did not quite live alone. The family fortune may have been largely gone, but the servants remained, though only four were still employed, down from the ten who had looked after the family in its halcyon days. Things were a little different for that clan than for most of us. When Marcia’s mother died, she left behind a house in New York, the summer place, and a modest trust fund—“the usual assets of her generation.”


Usual, perhaps, for Mary Roberts Rinehart, if not for everyone of that generation.


Like so many families, it should be no surprise that all its members were not loved equally, and none were less loved than Juliette, the former wife of Marcia’s brother. When she showed up unexpectedly, uninvited, and unwanted one day, she quickly reminded everyone she encountered of how much they despised her. If anyone introduced in a Rinehart novel seems a likely victim, certainly the greedy and arrogant Juliette fills the bill.


During what is often called the Golden Age of mystery fiction, the years between the two World Wars, one of the handful of the best-selling writers in America was Mary Roberts Rinehart. Not a bestselling mystery writer—a bestselling writer. The list of the top ten bestselling books for each year in the 1920s showed Rinehart on the list five times; only Sinclair Lewis matched that impressive feat. 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, an unrevealing autobiography, and stage plays, some of which were hugely successful—The Mousetrap for Christie and The Bat for Rinehart.


Unlike Christie, however, Rinehart’s popularity waned after her death in 1958. The lack of a long-running series character (although Miss Letitia Carberry, known as Tish, appeared in several books, she was not strictly a detective, and Nurse Hilda Adams, dubbed “Miss Pinkerton” by the police for her uncanny ability to become embroiled in criminal activities, had few appearances) undoubtedly hurt, but so did changing reading tastes in the United States. 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.


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 as well as so much overuse that it has been defined as a cliché in her work.


In just the first few chapters of The Wall, there are such portentous warnings as “in spite of what was to come”; “we know now that she had her warning the day before”; and, referring to a left-behind hatchet, “it did not seem important at the time.”


Rinehart’s use of this contrivance is now famously credited (or blamed, depending on your point of view) for creating the “Had-I-But-Known” school of fiction. Straightforward detection is less evident in Rinehart’s mysteries than in the works of her predecessors, which generally concentrated on the methods of eccentric detectives. Rinehart’s stories involve ordinary people entangled in a situation not of their making that could happen to anyone.


The heroines of these books often have 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, generally by their lovers. These heroines often have flashes of insight—just too late to prevent another murder.


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 and has given its name to a school of fiction that has produced innumerable followers.


Born to a poor family in Pittsburgh, her 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. 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.


A consistent best-seller from that point on, 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 a 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, humorous, 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.”


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




CHAPTER I


It is odd, how one’s ideas can change. A month ago I never wanted to see the island again, or this old house. But it is quiet now. When the sheriff drops in his visits are purely social. He inspects me with a critical eye and scowls.


“Still looking kind of peaked, young woman,” he says disapprovingly.


“What would you expect?” I inquire, “If you enjoyed this summer, I certainly did not.”


He is likely to grin and, taking out his old pipe, gaze out over the bay.


“Always did say this was the best view anywhere about,” he observes, and smokes contentedly.


It was he who finally solved our mystery for us, although toward the end a small army of deputies, detectives, constables and even two New York detectives were working on it.


He worked practically alone, rattling about in his disreputable old car, and once even rather nervously taking to the air.


“Never knew I had a stomach until then,” he said.


Then one morning he walked quietly into the District Attorney’s office in Clinton. Bullard, the District Attorney, was there, and others, including the New York men.


“Just dropped in,” he said quietly, “to say it’s all over.”


They had thought he was crazy at first. The New York men had smiled, and Bullard was furious. But when he told them the situation changed. All but Bullard crowded around him, applauding him, clapping him on the back. One of the New York detectives even asked him if he didn’t want a job with them.


But he only grinned at them.


“Need some brains in this part of the country, too,” he said. “Never can tell when these summer folks will break out again.”


I was waiting for him in his office when he came back from that conference, and he took off his battered old soft hat, sat down and lit his pipe before he spoke to me at all. Then he said:


“Well, Marcia, I guess we’ve got to the bottom of it at last.”


It had been a long and weary road. He looked tired that day. His eyes were red from lack of sleep. But I can still see him sitting at his desk, in his cluttered office, with Mamie—his stenographer—typing in the next room; and hear him saying:


“Maybe we’d better get at it from the start. It’s not a pretty story; but as a matter of human interest and—well, human motives, it’s a humdinger.”


Which I still consider a pretty good word for it.


So I am still here. The season is over, the summer colony dispersed. Even the bay is empty of pleasure craft. The yachts have gone, the white sloops and schooners, the fast motorboats which always remind me of comets with foamy tails. And the seals have commenced to come back. Only yesterday one lifted his head and looked up at me. Then, as curious as a dog, he came closer to inspect me.


He seemed reassured, for he played about in the water for some time.


It is all familiar and friendly again, this rambling old house, built by my grandfather in the easy money days of the nineties, and called Sunset House, generally corrupted to Sunset. It has been a part of my life, with its garden, its stable now rebuilt into a garage, and with the ravine close by and the pond there, deep at the sea end where long years ago somebody had dammed Stony Creek. My brother Arthur and I had always believed there were fish in the pond, which may have been true, since we certainly never got any out of it.


Even this upper porch where I am sitting with a pencil and pad on my knee is a part of our tradition; for when my father as a young man followed Teddy Roosevelt to Cuba, and was rewarded by a grateful government with one of the worst cases of typhoid on record, he spent his convalescence on it.


According to the story, he would sit there, damning everything from the sea gulls to William McKinley, and Arthur’s first lisping words learned at his knee were the secret delight of the servants.


Good heavens, that makes Arthur thirty-nine. It was more than ten years before I came along, and the surprise I caused must have amounted to a profound shock.


But, although the house is friendly, it will never be the same again. I have only to lift my head to see the windows of Juliette’s room, now closed and locked, and beyond it the room from which Helen Jordan went out one day, never to come back.


Below me is the rocky beach, uncovered at low water, where the tide once played me so deadly a trick. And each evening, as the fishing boats go out, their decks piled high with nets, I wonder if among them is the one which returned one morning trailing that bit of flotsam which had once been a living creature.


The fisherman landing matter-of-factly at the town dock and calling up:


“Get somebody to call the police station. I’ve got a body here.”


It is hard to think back past all this to the normal life that preceded it. Yet it was normal. Mother had died some years ago, soon after Father, leaving behind her a depressed world she could not understand, a house in New York nobody would buy, this summer place on a New England island, and a modest trust fund; the usual assets of her generation.


“You will always have a home, Marcia,” she said, rather pitifully.


“Of course I’ll have a home, darling,” I told her.


And somehow I had managed. I could not dismiss the servants. Old William had been in the family for forty years, and Lizzie the cook for thirty. Even Maggie, my maid and general factotum, had been originally my nurse, and since both houses were large, I had to have a housemaid as well.


But the money problem was always with both Arthur and me, especially after his divorce and remarriage. It worried me to see his handsome head growing gray at thirty-nine, and the alimony to Juliette every month was often a desperate matter.


It would have helped if we could have united forces in the Park Avenue house. But Mary Lou, his second wife, would not do it. Not that she disliked me; but she is like so many small women, jealous of her big husband and highly possessive. In the end we compromised. She brought Junior to Sunset in the summer, and Arthur joined us when he could.


That was the situation early in June of this year when Mary Lou called me up to say that Junior, their boy, had had the measles, and could I open Sunset earlier than usual.


“He always does so well there,” she said, in her slightly querulous voice. “Wouldn’t you know this would happen? Measles, of all things.”


I observed that measles in a child of four was not unusual, but of course I agreed. The result was that we reached here early in June, the servants by train, and I driving my old but still useful coupe and taking three comfortable days to do it.


All normal. All as it should be. A few seals still about, the island hills beautiful, the village street empty of all but local cars. And to add to my contentment that last morning of the trip, as I crossed the bridge to the island a boy fishing from its rail lifted a hand and yelled.


“Hi ya, kid,” he said.


It was extremely comforting, at twenty-nine!


There was always a thrill on getting back to Sunset. Even the servants were excited. And nothing had changed. I remember coming out onto this porch, roofless and open to the sun, with its ancient steamer chairs and the small iron table which holds on occasion my books and cigarettes, and gazing out at the bay below with a sort of thankfulness. For the peace it offered, its quiet and coolness, and the childish memories it evoked.


It was all there. The old stake where Arthur used to tie up a boat and fish for flounders; the broken little pier, relic of more prosperous days, with the float where Arthur—and a pair of water wings—taught me to swim. The shore where we searched for starfish and other loot, to place them in the nursery bathtub and frantically annoy the governess of the moment, the little pools when the tide was out where Arthur made me paper boats and I sailed them. Once I remember we caught an eel, and Father found it in our bathtub. He looked at it and at us with the same extreme distaste.


“You put it there,” he said. “Now get it out, and out of the house.”


We tried, but it was a desperate business. It ended by the eel slithering slimily down the hardwood stairs, and by Father slipping and following it down, bumping from step to step with an august majesty which sent Arthur and me into hiding in the stables and into nervous jitters for a week.


It was all the same that morning. Even the gulls were there, raucous and shrill at high tide, but at low water settling down to the business of hunting clams. There was only one change, and Maggie commented on it at once.


“I don’t like those crows,” she said. “They’re bad luck, and no mistake.”


I saw them then. There were three of them, strutting impudently about among the gulls, and none too welcome, apparently. But I remember that I laughed.


“Why, Maggie!” I said. “At your age!”


“What’s my age got to do with it?” she demanded sourly, and retired with dignity into the house.


But I have wondered since. I shall always believe that it was one of them that retrieved the bright gilt initial from Arthur’s hat, and hid it where the sheriff found it, above high water mark.




CHAPTER II


That day I went over the house with Mrs. Curtis, the wife of the caretaker. Spring and fall she opens and closes it, but this time she had a report to make.


She stood uneasily in her neat print dress and looked distressed.


“It’s about the bells, Miss Lloyd,” she said. “Curtis has gone over them, but he can’t find anything wrong.”


“What do they do? Whistle?” I asked.


She looked almost shocked.


“They ring,” she said, in a portentous voice. “They ring when nobody pushes them.”


“Probably a crossed wire,” I told her. “If they keep on I’ll have them looked over.”


She let it go at that, although she seemed uneasy. And I may say here and now that the bells still remain a mystery. They rang all summer, in season and out. They cost me a sprained ankle, and they almost drove the household crazy. Then they stopped, as suddenly as they had begun.


Ridiculous? Perhaps. I have a strong conviction that whatever another and better world may be, it is too busy to lift furniture or push bell buttons.


Nevertheless, the fact remains. They rang.


But that day I dismissed them lightly. I went over the house dutifully in Mrs. Curtis’s small starchy wake; and since it enters considerably into this narrative perhaps I should describe it here.


As I have already said, it is a big house, sprawled so close to the waterfront that at high tide it seems to be at sea. A long drive from the main road leads in to it, and entering from it to the right are the dining room, pantries, servants’ hall and kitchen.


To the left are the family rooms, the library and beyond it overlooking the garden what used to be Mother’s morning room, both of them connecting by doors with the long drawing room which overlooks the bay and takes the entire front of that side of the house.


Upstairs are the bedrooms, almost a dozen of them, with bathrooms scattered hither and yon. Both Mother’s and Father’s rooms are locked off and never used, Mother’s room overlooking the garden and Father’s next to it. Then comes Junior’s nursery and the suite used by Mary Lou and Arthur. My own is in the center, with a sitting room adjoining and this upper porch outside them both.


In other words, with one exception the house and property bear a sort of family resemblance to nine out of ten of the summer estates on the island, built by and for large families, the children eventually marrying or going away and the houses remaining, mute reminders of simpler and livelier days.


That one exception, however, is noteworthy. Mother had always maintained that we children invariably chose the summer holidays to be ill, and after a sequence of chickenpox, measles and whooping cough she fitted up what she called the hospital suite. The one we used was the quarantine room to us always, and the other in those early days was the pesthouse.


“Why the pesthouse?” I asked Arthur.


“Trained nurses are pests, aren’t they?” he answered.


Which seemed entirely adequate to me then.


They lay, those rooms, on the third floor of the house, and were accessible only by a steep narrow staircase from the main hallway on the second floor. The day and night nurseries lay beneath them, and how we hated being exiled to them! Mother looking at a thermometer and saying resignedly: “Well, you have some fever. You’d better go upstairs until the doctor comes, just to be safe.” And Arthur—or I myself—catching up some books and a nightgown, and then dragging up the steep staircase.


“I tell you I feel all right, mother. What’s a fever, anyhow?”


“Go up when you’re told. I’ll send Fräulein in a minute.”


“But listen! I feel fine. I—”


“Arthur!”


There would be a bang of a door above, followed by a sulky silence; and later on Doctor Jamieson would climb the stairs and tell us to put out our tongues.


But—and this, too, is important—we did not always stay there. Arthur was not long in finding a way out. We were convalescing from scarlet fever when he discovered it, lying side by side in the twin beds, with a screen between us at necessary intervals.


He was frightfully bored, and so one night he simply slid down the drain pipe to the drawing room roof, and from there he climbed a trellis to the garden below. He gathered up a starfish or two from the beach, made a triumphant re-entry and put one of the things on me!


I must have yelled, for the nurse came in, and I can still remember Arthur’s virtuous face.


“I think she’s delirious again,” he said, looking concerned. “She thinks she’s seeing things.”


“What things?” said the nurse suspiciously.


“Oh, fish and that kind of stuff,” he said, and crawled into bed, taking his trophies with him.


I had not been there for years when Mrs. Curtis took me up that day. In some ways it had changed. The outer or nurse’s room still contained a cot bed, but it had become a depository of everything else, from old window screens to long-forgotten toys, from broken china, chests and trunks to ancient discarded furniture.


Mrs. Curtis eyed it apologetically.


“There’s no place else to put the stuff,” she said. “I don’t know what to do with it.”


The other room, the sickroom proper, gave me almost a shock. It was as though no years had passed at all, and I was there once again, an unwilling child being sent to Coventry.


There were the two beds, neatly and freshly made. There was the worn rug, and the bookcase with some of our ancient books in it. Even the small bathroom was ready, with soap and towels. I suppose Mrs. Curtis had kept it like that for years, and I felt distinctly guilty.


But it smelled a little musty, and I went over and opened a window.


“My brother and I used to get out this way,” I said. “By the drain pipe.”


“It’s a wonder you didn’t break a leg,” said Mrs. Curtis severely.


I went downstairs then, leaving the window open; but some of the gaiety had gone out of the day. It was hard to compare the lighthearted Arthur of his teens with the Arthur of today. I had adored him, but I had seen him go through the hell that only a woman can make of a man’s life. And even his freedom had cost him too much. He had been willing to pay any price to be free, however.


“Twelve thousand a year!” I said, when he told me. “But that’s ridiculous, Arthur.”


“That’s Juliette’s price, and she sticks to it,” he said grimly.


“It isn’t as though you’d done anything. After all, you are letting her divorce you, when it ought to be the other way.”


“Oh, for God’s sake, Marcia!” he groaned. “It doesn’t matter where the fault lies. I haven’t been perfect, and I’m not hiding behind her skirts. I want to get out of it, and I’ll have to pay.”


Even at that it had not been easy, for Juliette quite plainly did not want the divorce. Things suited her as they were. She was well if not lavishly supported. Her apartment was large and usually filled with people, and while Arthur worked in his law office and often brought work home at night, her time was pretty much her own. There were stories about her, but I doubt if he ever heard them, and I resolutely shut my ears.


So he bought her off. He did not want to marry again, at that time. He had not even met Mary Lou. But Juliette had made him wretched. He had no real home. She refused to have children, and she was forever and eternally in debt.


Not until she had gone did he discover how much she owed; to dressmakers, to bootleggers—it was still prohibition then—to restaurants and hotels. She even owed at her bridge club. I remember going into the apartment the day she left for Paris and finding Arthur in what had been her boudoir, sitting at her desk with his head in his hands.


He looked up when he saw me.


“See here, Marcia,” he said, “what would you pay for my half interest in Sunset?”


I sat down abruptly. The room was still in wild disorder. Juliette had made a clean sweep of her belongings, but she had left behind her a litter of tissue paper, torn-up letters in the fireplace, old evening slippers and half-empty jars and bottles. It had been an attractive room, jade-green curtains and mauve brocaded furniture as a background for her blond prettiness. Always before I had seen it filled with expensive flowers, silver photograph frames with pictures signed to her in terms of endearment, and the thousand and one trinkets with which she always cluttered her life. Now it looked stark and bare.


“I mean it,” Arthur repeated. “You like the old place, and it’s too far for me to go nowadays.”


“You like it too, Arthur.”


“I suppose I could still have the quarantine room now and then,” he said. “Good Lord, Marcia, how far that seems from all this.”


He told me then that Juliette owed the best part of twenty thousand dollars, debts contracted in his name. As a parting gesture she had piled the bills on her desk, and on top of them to hold them in place she had put a grotesque china figure of an urchin with his thumb to his nose. I had never thought of Arthur as a violent man until I saw him pick up that figure and smash it on the hearth.


It seemed to surprise him, for he looked at it and then grinned sheepishly.


“Sorry,” he said. “I feel better now. Well, what about Sunset?”


In the end I bought it from him, using more of my depleted capital than I cared to think about, but at least saving his credit and, as it turned out, his happiness. A year later he had married Mary Lou, and the nightmare days were over.


Fortunately I was busy that day, and so I put Juliette resolutely out of my mind. What I wanted was a round of golf; but what I found waiting for me as I went downstairs was Lizzie, with her mouth set and a long grocery list in her hand.


“I’ll trouble you to order some food for the house,” she said. “That is, if you want any dinner, miss.”


“I do. I want a lot of dinner,” I told her.


That pleased her. She even condescended to smile.


“You order it and I’ll cook it,” she said.


But I did not eat much dinner that night, or indeed for many nights to come.


I got out the car and went to the village in a more cheerful mood. It was pleasant to be back. It was pleasant to meet the tradespeople, most of them old friends. It was pleasant to be clean and cool, and to know that tomorrow I could slip off the old float and swim, even if the water was cold. It was even pleasant to be Marcia Lloyd, aged twenty-nine but perhaps not looking it. I remember taking off my hat and letting the sea breeze blow through my short hair; and that Conrad, the butcher, eying me so to speak between chops, said I looked like a bit of a girl.


“Just for that,” I said, “you’ll have to give me a slice of bologna sausage. Do you remember? You always did.”


He grinned and gave it to me. But he added a bit of advice to it.


“You’re kind of alone out there, aren’t you?” he said. “No neighbors yet.”


“I have the servants.”


“They’d be a lot of help! See here, Miss Marcia, things have changed since we’ve had the bridge, and cars are allowed on the island. Used to be you could go to sleep and leave the front door open if you felt like it. Nowadays—well, I’d lock up the place if I were you. Away off like that by yourself it isn’t necessary to take any chances.”


I refused to be discouraged, however, and I did the rest of my buying in high spirits. It was just as I left the fish market that the blow fell.


I remember that I was carrying a basket of lobsters fresh and lively from the pots, their claws propped open with bits of stick but their energy in no wise diminished by the seaweed which covered them; and that just as the mainland bus stopped one of them escaped and made for the gutter with incredible speed.


By the time I had retrieved it, my hat on one side of my head and my language totally unbecoming a lady, I heard a cool amused voice at my elbow.


“What would Mother have said!” it observed. “Such language. Don’t faint, Marcia. It’s me!”


It was Juliette—Mrs. Juliette Ransom as she now called herself—taller and better looking than I had remembered her, but with the old familiar mockery lurking about her mouth. She was extremely well-dressed, and she eyed me curiously.


“How on earth do you keep your figure like that?” she said. “You look about sixteen.”


I found my voice then.


“What on earth are you doing here?” I asked.


“I’m visiting you,” she said, still in that cool amused voice. “Can you control those lobsters in your car, or do I take a taxi?”




CHAPTER III


I drove her back to Sunset. There was nothing else to do. But I had some satisfaction, after piling her maid and a half dozen suitcases in the rear of the car, in putting the lobsters at her feet. She did not like it, although she still smiled.


“They smell,” she said. “Do you always have to carry your own food, Marcia?”


“I don’t often have to carry passengers.”


“No? Then I take it you are alone.”


“I am. I’ve just arrived.”


“No Mary Lou? No little Arthur?”


“No.”


“Well, thank God for that,” she said, and seemed to relax.


“What a train, and what a trip!” she said. “Why in heaven’s name bury yourself way up here all summer? Why not Newport? Not that I’m crazy about Newport, but you can at least get away from it.”


“Even if I liked Newport I couldn’t afford it,” I said evenly. “You ought to know that.”


I thought she glanced quickly at me. Then she drew a long breath.


“So that’s the way it is. I thought it might be.”


She said nothing more before we reached the house; I supposed because of the maid behind us. As we turned in at the driveway, however, she leaned forward and looked down at the pond.


“It used to give me the creeps, that place,” she said.


I had a chance to look at her then. She was several years older than I was, but she had kept her looks extremely well. As though she had read my mind she turned to me.


“Not so bad, am I? The face isn’t yet on the barroom floor, although it’s seen a number of barrooms. And so here’s the dear old place again! Well, well, who would have thought it!”


I stopped the car at the door, and William’s eyes almost popped out of his head when he saw who was with me. Juliette chose to be gracious.


“Well, William,” she said. “How are you? And how do you manage never to grow any older?”


He had the grace to color, for it is an open secret that he dyes his hair; that pathetic effort of the old servant to conceal his age. But he was very civil.


“Time passes, Miss Juliette,” he said. She had been Miss Juliette while Mother lived, and she was still that to him. “Shall I take out the bags?”


The maid, whose name I learned was Jordan, got out stiffly. She clutched Juliette’s jewel case in her hands but made no other effort with the luggage; and I led them both in and up the stairs.


“I’ll give you your old rooms,” I said. “I suppose you’ll want Jordan next to you. She can use the laundry downstairs if you need anything pressed.”


Juliette did not answer at once. She had moved to a window and was staring at the bay. The tide was out, and the gulls were busy and noisy on the rocks below.


“Those damned birds,” she said at last. “They used to drive me crazy.”


I faced her then for the first time. Jordan had disappeared into the next room, and William was lugging her baggage up the stairs.


“See here, Juliette,” I said. “You don’t like me and you don’t like this place. You never have. Why have you come back?”


“Because I have to talk to you,” she said. “If you want the truth, I’m in a jam.”


Then William came in, and there was no chance for more.


I stood by for a few minutes. Juliette traveled, as she did everything, extravagantly. I recognized the suitcase in which she carried, for any night on any train, her own soft blankets, her own towels, and even a pillow or two. I saw her dressing case, filled with lotions, creams, and all the paraphernalia with which she cared for her smooth skin. I even watched with some irritation while Jordan, taciturn but skillful, whipped my best guest linen from the bed and replaced it with the monogrammed pale-rose silk sheets which Juliette affected. And I retired when, with her usual complete abuse of all ordinary decency, Juliette began to strip for her bath. Nudity means nothing to me, but long ago her particular form of exhibitionism had palled on me.


It was some time before I could face the servants. I went into my own room and had what amounted to a private fit with the door locked. She had come for something. I knew that. And mixed with this fear was acute resentment. Not only was my peace gone, but Mary Lou’s plans would have to be changed.


When at last I went downstairs it was to find Lizzie, lacking a kitchen maid these days, grumpily peeling potatoes. She looked up at me sourly.


“How long’s she going to be here?” she said without preamble.


“I haven’t an idea, Lizzie. Probably not long, but we’ll have to do our best by her.”


“I’ll feed her all right,” said Lizzie, unappeased. “I’ll feed that sour-faced woman she’s brought with her too, if I have to stuff her meals down her throat. What I want to know is, what’s she doing here?”


I never have had any secrets from Lizzie, nor—I suspect—had Mother before me. I put a hand on her militant old shoulder.


“I don’t know, Lizzie,” I said. “All I know is that she has a reason, and that we’ll know it in due time. Perhaps she’ll stay only a day or two. She loathes it here.”


“Then praise God for that,” said Lizzie, and went on paring potatoes.


Nevertheless, and in spite of what was to come, that arrival of Juliette’s had its humorous side. One and all, the servants were determined that she should find nothing changed from our more opulent days. Perhaps I had fallen into slack habits. Ordinarily during the season I am not at home much. I am likely to lunch at the club and play bridge, and to dine out on those nights when I am not giving a small dinner myself.


Now the best silver was coming out from the safe in the library, a safe cannily camouflaged by my grandfather by glass doors painted with imitation books which would not have deceived a blind burglar; Mother’s old Georgian tea set, the candelabra and even the silver service plates. The pantry was seething with activity, and wide-eyed Ellen was polishing vigorously under William’s watchful eyes.


But my hopes that the visit was to be brief were shortlived. Late in the afternoon two large trunks arrived and were carried up to Juliette’s room; and suddenly I felt the need of air and action. As a result I took Chu-Chu, my toy Pekingese—so called because of various tracks hither and yon, on carpets and lawns—and went down beside the pond, where Chu-Chu and a red squirrel carried on a sort of daily flirtation, the squirrel plainly refusing to consider Chu-Chu a dog at all. On the way down I turned and looked back at the house, and I was almost certain that I saw a curtain move up in the old hospital room.


I watched for some time but the movement was not repeated, and at last I went on. There was a bench there, out of sight of the house, and I sat down and faced my problem as well as I could.


The pond was very still. At the upper end, where Stony Creek flowed down from the hills to feed it, was shallow; but where I sat near the dam it was deep and dark. What was left of the spring wild flowers formed small patches of color on the banks, and the thin overflow slid over the red stone wall and splashed cheerfully onto the shore below. But the air was cold. I found myself shivering, and so, calling Chu-Chu, who had found an acorn and was pretending to be a squirrel herself, I went back to the house.


Before I dressed for dinner I went up to the hospital suite. Nothing had been disturbed there, but acting on impulse I turned the key in the door at the top of the stairs and took it down with me. I put it in my handkerchief bag in the upper drawer of my bureau, and when Maggie came in to dress me for dinner I showed her where it was. Also I told her what I had seen, and she sniffed audibly.


“She’s a snooper,” she said. “Always was and always will be. But what did she want up there?”


“I’m not certain she was there, Maggie.”


“Well, she’s up to something,” she said, slapping the brush down on my cringing scalp as she used to do when I was a child. “What did I tell you about those crows? I’m only thankful your mother didn’t live to see this day, miss.”


Maggie’s conversations with me are rather like those with the Queen of England, when one drops in a “ma’am” now and then, like inserting a comma. Sometimes I am miss to her, sometimes not. Privately and in her loyal old heart I am still little Marcia, making faces when she jerks my hair, and being inspected surreptitiously to see if I have washed my ears. But she was in deadly earnest that day. I knew it when she brought out one of my best dinner dresses and fairly dared me not to wear it.


“Don’t let her patronize you,” she said, slipping it over my head. “You’re better looking than she is any day; and as for that woman she’s got with her—”


Here words failed her. She gave me a final jerk and stood back to survey her handiwork.


“Let her beat that!” she said vindictively.


It was half past seven that night before I saw Juliette again. Then she trailed downstairs in a long silver-gray creation with bands of silver fox on the sleeves. It was still broad daylight, and the low sun, streaming in through the big windows in the drawing room, showed her face older and more tired than it had been that morning. There were deep lines around her eyes, and for all her nonchalance she looked worn and harassed. Her earlier cheerfulness, too, was gone. She was irritable and nervy.


“Heavens, what a glare!” she said. “I could do with a cocktail, if you can manage one.”


“They are coming.”


“Thank God,” she said. “In the old days it was sherry. Do you remember? I’ve never looked at the stuff since.”


She relaxed over the cocktails, and she ate a fair dinner, but no sweet.


“I have to watch my figure,” she said. “I’m thirty-two, and I can’t go on forever being twenty-five. How do you stay so slim?”


She was more than that, I knew; but I let it go.


“I exercise a lot. And I have plenty to do.”


It was not a pleasant meal, for all the newly polished silver and Lizzie’s efforts. There were long intervals of silence when only William’s quiet movements and the lapping of the waves were to be heard. But once she glanced around her and spoke almost violently.


“God, how I hate this place,” she said.


There was an obvious answer to that, but I did not make it. As the daylight faded she looked prettier and rather tragic. The candles shone on her fair hair, on her long white hands with their scarlet nails and on her petulant painted mouth.


“I’m sorry, Juliette,” I said quietly. “Of course it’s home to me.”


“It never was home to me,” she said, and launched into a barbed attack on all of us; on her home-coming as a bride, and Father at the head of the table, stiff and uncompromising. On the close association between Arthur and me, so that she was often the unwanted third. On the time, a year or so later, when she took sick and Mother sent her to the quarantine room until she had been diagnosed.


“She hated me from the start,” she said.


“I don’t believe that, Juliette. She was very good to you. Maybe she was a little jealous of you. Arthur was her only son.”


“You never liked me yourself.”


“You didn’t much care, did you? If you had tried—”


“Tried! What was the use? You were too complacent, too rich in those days. And I was nobody. So far as you were concerned I was something he picked up out of the gutter; and you were glad to pay any price to get rid of me at the end.”


Enough of that was true to make me acutely uncomfortable. But luckily William reappeared then, and when he brought coffee to the library where a fire was burning, she had made up her mind to be more amiable.


It was there, over a cigarette, that she divulged the reason for her visit.


“I want to change the arrangement with Arthur, Marcia,” she said.


“Change it? How?” I asked, startled.


“I want a lump sum and call it quits.”


I sat quite still. A lump sum, when none of us had any available capital! On the other hand, if it could be managed, an end for all time to the yearly drain on Arthur’s resources.


“You said you were in trouble, Juliette. Is it about money? Is that the reason?”


She hesitated.


“I need money, yes. I suppose that’s no news to you. But—well, see here, Marcia. I’m young, comparatively; and I’m strong. I’ll probably live a long time.” She laughed a little. “Look what Arthur will have paid me in the next twenty years. A quarter of a million! That’s a lot of money.”


“How much do you want?”


“A hundred thousand dollars.”


I must have gasped, for she looked at me queerly.


“I have to have it,” she said. “He’ll be getting off easy at that, Marcia.”


I remember the desperation in her voice when she said that, and it made me sorry for her and anxious. The next minute she had lighted another cigarette, and although her hands trembled her voice was steady enough. She knew there had been a depression. She knew our money—Arthur’s and mine—was in a trust fund for his children and mine if I ever had any. But there was property, wasn’t there? How about selling Sunset? It was supposed to be valuable.


“Sunset belongs to me now,” I told her. “I bought Arthur’s share. As for selling it, even if I wanted to, I can’t. There’s no market for big places, Juliette.”


She saw that I was speaking the truth, and she looked fairly haunted. She got up suddenly and went to one of the windows, standing there and staring out.


“I loathe night on the water!” she said. “It makes me think of death.”


By the time she came back to the fire she was in better control. She even smiled her old mocking smile when I asked her if there was any emergency back of the idea.


“You could call it that,” she said. “Why shouldn’t I want to marry again, and need some capital for the love nest?”


“Is that the real reason?”


She did not reply at once. She sat looking somberly at the fire, and I thought she shivered.


“No,” she said finally, and let it go at that.


I felt sorry for her that night. She looked frightened, and I wondered if she was being blackmailed. Before we went upstairs I tried to explain things to her.


“I know Arthur would do it if he could, Juliette,” I said. “But you must know how things are. Junior had an appendix operation last spring, and now he has measles. That means nurses and hospital bills. He just manages; no more.”


She had no reply to that, and we went up early to bed; Juliette to the long massaging, the creams and astringents which were her evening ritual; and I to write to Arthur.


“I don’t know what the trouble is,” I wrote, “but there is something. She is worried, Arthur. Do you know what it is? I know the whole thing is impossible, but you will have to tell her yourself.”


I left it in the hall with a special-delivery stamp on it and went to bed. But I could not sleep. I was back with the young Arthur who had married her secretly, and then proudly brought her to Sunset. I was only seventeen at the time, but I remembered it well; William and the second man serving—it was lunchtime—and Arthur leading her into the room by the hand. He looked uneasy, but she was calm; calm and smiling.


“This is my wife,” he said, looking at Father. “I hope you will all be good to her.”


Father got up. He looked stunned. Mother could only gaze at them both, helplessly.


“When did this happen?” said Father.


“Yesterday, sir.”


Then Juliette took a hand. She went directly to Mother and, bending over, kissed her on the cheek.


“Try to forgive me,” she said. “I love him so terribly.”


And mother, who was a gentlewoman first and Father’s wife only secondarily, had put an arm around her and held her for a moment.


“Then be kind to him,” she said gently. “For I love him too.”


Father never fully accepted Juliette. I know that he took a horse out that day and brought it back hours later in a state which set the stableboy to wondering. But the thing was done. We were all helpless.


From the first it was obvious that she was not one of us, if I can say that without being snobbish. She had no family save an aunt, Aunt Delia she called her, somewhere in the Middle West. She had come to New York to study music, and Arthur had met her there. But she was a lovely thing to look at, and if the songs she sang in a sweet husky voice were rather of the music-hall variety, we did our best by her.


She was quick to learn, too; how to dress—her first clothes were pretty terrible, how to ride, even how to talk. And Arthur’s pride in her was touching.


“She’s beautiful, isn’t she, Marcia?”


“Very.”


“And you don’t mind?”


“Why should I?” I said lightly. “She’s yours, and you love her.”


But I never really liked or trusted her, and as time went on I found I was not alone. Women did not care for her, but she had a curious effect on men. They clustered about her like flies around honey. It was for men that she sang her throaty little songs, and when the Park Avenue house was too staid for her, it was still men who filled the new apartment. Arthur used to come home and find them there, laughing and drinking.


I lay in my bed that night, remembering all this. But I was seeing her, too, as she had trailed up the stairs ahead of me, her body lithe and effortless as a girl’s and her high heels clicking on the hard wood of the steps. At the top she had turned and looked down at me.


“I’m warning you,” she said. “I’m staying until something is done, Marcia. It has to be done.”


That had been her good night.




CHAPTER IV


Juliette had arrived on Friday, and it was a week before that strange disappearance of hers.


It was a nerve-racking week at that. Juliette herself seemed calm enough, although she reverted more than once to the lump sum idea. Part of the time she spent in bed or in what sounded like long discussions with the Jordan woman; and to add to the general confusion the house bells were actually ringing, as Mrs. Curtis had said. There was a perfect bedlam in the pantry where they registered, so that periods when the servants were rushing over the house to answer them were varied by others when no one answered them at all. As when, after three false alarms one morning a day or two after her arrival, Juliette rang at ten o’clock for her breakfast tray, and was finally discovered in the upper hall in a chiffon nightgown, shouting furiously to an embarrassed William in the hall below.


“What the devil’s the matter with you down there?” she called. “I can hear the bell myself.”


“Sorry, madam,” said William, red to his collar. “We thought it was the ghost again.”


Which was against orders, but by that time I suspected my entire household of an attempt to get rid of both Juliette and Jordan. Indeed that day Juliette herself accused us of that very thing. She came out later to where I was sitting on the upper porch, my book in my lap and my eyes on the bay, blue in the morning sunlight. Already the seals had disappeared, and far away a mahogany speedboat was tracing a line of white across the water. I looked up to see her staring down at me.


“What’s this about a ghost?” she demanded.


“Some superstitious nonsense in the kitchen. The bells have been ringing for some reason or other. I’ll have the wiring looked over tomorrow.”


She looked amused.


“No idea of scaring me off, of course,” she said.


“Certainly not.”


She laughed, not pleasantly.


“I’m not easy to scare,” she said. “You might tell the kitchen that. And may I have the car? I’ve ordered a horse. I’m fed up with loafing. No word from Arthur, I suppose?”


“He’s barely had time to get my letter.”


She was in full riding kit that day, breeches, boots and a well-tailored coat. One of her curious developments had been that she had become a good horsewoman, first here at Sunset when we still kept our own horses, and later after her divorce, when she had cultivated the hunting set of Long Island.


“I suppose Ed Smith still has some horses fit to ride,” she said.


“I ride them,” I told her coolly. But that seemed to amuse her.


“How hath the mighty fallen!” she said, and laughed.


I had meant to go out myself, but with the car gone I was helpless. Ed Smith’s riding academy is on the other side of town, not far from the golf course, and too far to walk in boots. Anyway I didn’t want to ride with Juliette. But I was rather resentful when I heard her driving away. I took a swim instead, and although the water was like ice, felt the better for it.


I had just finished dressing afterwards when Arthur called me from New York, and his voice sounded tired and strained.


“Is she there, Marcia?”


“She’s out riding.”


“What’s it all about, anyhow? I can’t raise that money. She knows damned well I can’t.”


“I’ve told her that, but she’s pretty insistent, Arthur. She wants me to sell Sunset.”


“I’ll see her in hell first.”


He was quieter after that. He had no idea what trouble she was in, if any. He would be glad to get the damned alimony out of the way, of course. It was bleeding him white. But the whole proposition was absurd. He couldn’t touch the trust fund, and he wouldn’t if he could.


“That’s for Mary Lou and the boy,” he said with finality.


He was furious about her presence at Sunset too. It had spoiled Mary Lou’s visit, and Junior’s too, and before he rang off he said that they were taking a cottage at Millbank, a small town on the mainland shore about twenty miles from us, and that as soon as Juliette had gone Mary Lou would come to Sunset.


“When is she going?” he asked.


“I haven’t any idea. She looks settled for life.”


“Well, don’t be a fool,” were his parting words. “Get her out of there as soon as you can. She’s poison.”


He hung up, and I was certain that I heard another receiver stealthily replaced somewhere in the house. In the pantry, however, William in his shirt sleeves was reading the newspaper, and Lizzie was working at the range. Maggie and Ellen were in the laundry.


It was then that I remembered Jordan and went upstairs. There was a telephone on my bedside table, but she was not there; and I finally found her in her own room, pressing a dress of Juliette’s with what was obviously a cold iron. She gave me a frigid glance.


“Did you want me for something, miss?” she asked, with a mock humility not unlike Juliette’s at times.


“I wondered where you were,” I said dryly. “And now I think of it, I want to ask you something. Were you by any chance in the hospital suite the day you came?”


“The hospital suite, miss? Where is it?”


“Up the staircase at the end of the hall.”


She pursed her lips primly.


“Then I haven’t seen it,” she said. “I don’t go where I don’t belong.”


I felt beaten. Not only beaten but dismissed. I went to the porch and lay back in my steamer chair, but peace had gone out of the world and even out of the bay. There were other boats there now, a sloop, a yawl with a black hull and spreading sails, a speed boat, a small cabin cruiser. The summer colony was arriving at last, and well I knew how fast the news would spread.


“Juliette at Marcia’s? Juliette!”


“So I hear. What do you suppose she’s after?”


Knowing Juliette, they would know quite well that she was after something.


It was lunchtime that day when Juliette returned from her ride. I heard the car, followed by her voice in her room and later by the shower in her bathroom. She had never had any sense of time, and I went down nervously to postpone the meal until she appeared. To my surprise, Jordan was already in the kitchen.


“Madam is tired,” she was saying. “She will have some tea and toast in her room.”


Lizzie turned a red and angry face to her.


“All right,” she said. “I heard you. And you can tell madam that this is my afternoon out and she’ll get a cold supper. I cook no other meals this day.”


But it seemed to me that Jordan looked disturbed, and when later on I met her carrying down Juliette’s tray, it was apparently untouched. I thought at the time that the woman had reported Arthur’s conversation over the telephone, and that it had upset her; but I know now that something had happened on that ride. Juliette had seen someone, and she was frightened.


I had a number of elderly callers that afternoon. Evidently the news had got about. Old Mrs. Pendexter was the first, her Queen Mary hat higher and more trimmed than ever in deference to the occasion, more than the usual chains around her neck, and her black eyes snapping with curiosity.


“Well, Marcia,” she said. “Where’s that hussy?”


“Juliette? She’s resting. She took a ride this morning.”


“What on earth is she doing here?” she demanded. “Has she no decency?”


“Well,” I said, smiling as best I could, “you know her. She seems to be settled for a few days anyhow. But she came on business.”


“Business! More alimony, I suppose. And that wretched Arthur paying her with blood and sweat. See here, Marcia, you’re a lady, whatever that means nowadays. She isn’t. She never was, for all her fine feathers. Why don’t you kick her out?”


I suppose I was tired and worried. My eyes filled, and she leaned over and patted me on the arm.


“Don’t mind me, child,” she said. “I’m a bitter old woman. But I’ve seen you fighting to keep going, with four servants in a house that used to have ten and needs a dozen, and I’m no fool. You’re helping Arthur, of course.”


She changed the subject then. It looked like a good season. The Burtons were in Europe but had rented their house to a family named Dean; some Lake Forest people, she’d heard. Her own daughter Marjorie was on the way, and the Hutchinsons were due at any time at The Lodge, the next estate to Sunset.


She was followed by others, and sitting where Mother had always sat in the drawing room, pouring China tea and watching William passing English muffins and cake, I was aware of a certain tension.


I finally realized what it was. They were waiting for Juliette. They did not like her. They never had liked her. But she represented a new, defiant, reckless and probably immoral social order about which they were curious. When she did not appear they were disappointed.


“I understood Mrs.—er—Ransom is staying with you.”


“Yes. I’m sorry. She’s resting just now.”


There was a silence. Then someone said that there was a story about a ghost in the house, and I tried to tell them that it was a matter only of crossed wires. But one of the shades, due to some defect in the catch, chose that moment to shoot to the top of the window, and Mrs. Pendexter spilled her tea in her lap!


I was thoroughly shaken and annoyed when they all finally left. Juliette was still shut in her room, and so I had a tray supper in bed that night. And it was that night that I got the first glimpse of the mystery which later on was to puzzle the whole country, and drive me almost to despair. It was a warm evening, and I slipped on a dressing gown and went out onto the porch.


There was a man below, on the beach. He had been looking up at the house, but when he saw me he pulled his soft hat down over his eyes and moved away.


I was puzzled as well as uneasy, but he did not come back.


The next day was fairly normal. Juliette appeared after breakfast in a sports outfit and topcoat, and asked me if I would walk around the pond with her. Whatever had happened she had got herself in hand, and she had lost much of the mocking contempt of her arrival. When we were out of earshot of the house she asked if I had heard from Arthur.


“I have,” I said. “He called up yesterday while you were out. It’s just as I told you. He can’t manage it, Juliette.”


She was silent. We walked down the path, with Chu-Chu ahead of us, and I saw that she was pale under her rouge.


“See here, Juliette,” I said, “if you are in trouble, why not tell me about it? We can’t help you with money, but after all Arthur is a lawyer. He may be able to do something. Nobody wants you to suffer.”


“Why not?” she said. “You both hate me. I suppose there are plenty of reasons, but you do.”


“You’ve cost us a good deal—not only in money. There’s no reason for hatred, however. If I can help—”


“Help how?”


I was tired of fencing. I stopped in the path and faced her.


“Stop it,” I said. “What is the matter, anyhow? Do you want to get married again, and is this money your price? Or are you in a real jam, as you put it?”


“I don’t know,” she said slowly. “That’s the hell of it, Marcia. I don’t know.”


I remember that she said very little after that. For a time she stood idly throwing pebbles into the pond and watching the circles widen and spread.


“Like life,” she said. “A little pebble and look what it starts. The damned things go on and on.”


Then she turned abruptly and went back to the house, alone.


I don’t know why she stayed on after that. We know now that she had had her warning the day before. Perhaps she had convinced herself that there was nothing in it. Perhaps, too, she still hoped to hear from Arthur or was sure that she could protect herself. Also, there was a certain recklessness in her character. She had weathered too many storms to fear this one.


I think now that she merely conformed to her pattern, and that it was a normal one for her. Probably all of us conformed to a normal pattern, even those of us who were later to be involved. There was no criminal type among us. Desperation and despair in plenty, but with reason behind them; even if that reason was distorted. There was murder, irrational as is all murder, but it resorted to no mysterious poisons or strange weapons; it planted no misleading clues. It arose inevitably, out of an inevitable chain of events.


And so she stayed on, to her death.


Two or three days later Mary Lou and Junior arrived at Millbank, and I drove over to see them.


Mary Lou was unpacking, and she looked hot and resentful.


“Of all things, Marcia!” she said. “To be kept away by that woman! How dare she do such a thing?”


“You don’t know her or you would know she dares to do anything she wants to do.”


“And you put up with it!”


“What am I to do?” I inquired, taking off my gloves. “This looks comfortable, Mary Lou. You can manage for a week or two. Where’s Junior?”


“On the beach with the nurse.”


I finally induced her to sit down and take a cigarette, but she was still like an angry child. She is almost my own age, but in many ways she has never grown up.


“I don’t trust her, Marcia,” she said. “And Arthur is in a terrible state. I hated to leave him. She’s always wanted him back,” she added inconsequentially.


“Nonsense. He bored her to tears.”


“I’m not so sure of that; and I’d like to bet she never bored him.”


“Don’t tell me you’re jealous of her,” I said lightly. “Don’t join the army, Mary Lou.”


“What army?” she asked suspiciously.


“The army of wives who are afraid of her.”


She did not smile, however.


“I wish something would happen to her,” she said somberly. “I suppose that’s dreadful, but it’s true. What good is she to anybody? She’s a pure parasite. She takes all she can and gives nothing; and that ridiculous alimony—”


Fortunately the nurse brought Junior then, and we played with a toy cannon until it was time for me to go.


“I’ve had the measles,” he said proudly. “I was all over spots.”


I felt better when I left. The cottage was attractive, and Mary Lou had her car to get about in. It was arranged that on Juliette’s departure they would come to stay with me, and in the interval Arthur was putting his small sloop into commission and might sail it up later on.


I motored home in a happier mood. The sea was still and blue, and when I crossed the bridge to the island I saw the head of one of my seals, sleek and dog-like. The farmhouses I passed were neat and white, with porch boxes and borders filled with flowers, and the aromatic scent of the pines was familiar and very dear. I took the short cut across through the hills, and looking down saw Loon Lake, small and exquisite in its green setting.


A young man was painting it from beside the road, with the red of the sunset in it, and I stopped the car to look. He was a big young man, in a pair of gray slacks and a sweater, rather shabby. And he gave me a nice smile and asked if I thought he was catching it.


“I like it,” I said. “Do you mind if I watch?”


“Not a bit. I was fed up with myself.”


How casual it all seems as I write it! Loon Lake below us, the painter working with broad vigorous strokes, his soft hat shading his eyes, and just around the corner sheer tragedy waiting to involve us both.


I sat down on the running board of the car to let the peace of late afternoon relax me. After a time he put down his brush and taking a package of cigarettes from his pocket offered me one and took one himself. Thus seen, he was older than I had thought at first. In his thirties, probably. But he was certainly attractive and undeniably amused.


“One of the summer crowd, I suppose?” he said, idly scrutinizing me. “New York fall and spring and Palm Beach in winter. Is that a good guess?”


I was somewhat annoyed.


“Not any more,” I said briefly.


“Dear, dear! Don’t tell me the depression has hit the island. That’s bad for my business, isn’t it?”


“How can I tell? What is your business?” I inquired.


He looked extremely hurt.


“Great Scott,” he said. “Why do you think I spend hours on that outrageous camp stool, painting rotten water colors? Because I like it?”


“I thought that might be the general idea,” I said meekly.
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