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CHAPTER ONE

	The first time I ever spoke to Maud Wainwright was in her boudoir at the Cloisters. She was sitting in front of her famous expanding table, the one at which she seated her dinner parties, with a bunch of place cards in her hand and a completely baffled look on her face.

	“Come in and sit down, Miss Abbott,” she said. “I can’t get up. If I move, this wretched table collapses. I’ve seated this dinner three times already.”

	I didn’t wonder that the table had collapsed. It was drawn out to its full length and there must have been a hundred slots around its border. You know the idea. The table can be made large or small and the cards, already written, are placed upright in the slots. It is a sort of bird’s-eye view of the party in advance, supposed to make for harmonious arrangement later. Although there was a general belief that Maud Wainwright merely shuffled the cards and dealt them out. I know she once placed old Joseph Berry next to Mrs. Theodore Earle, who had not spoken to him for years.

	She must have moved just then, however, for the table chose that moment to divide in the center and fall again, scattering such cards as had been placed over the white velvet carpet. She leaned back at that and closed her eyes.

	“Take it away,” she said. “I can’t face it again. Get somebody downstairs to fix it, and don’t bring it back until it decides it isn’t twins.”

	I saw then that there was an anxious-looking housekeeper in a corner, and a lady’s maid hovering about. While I picked up the cards they got the table out of the room, and Mrs. Wainwright sat back with a grunt of relief.

	That was my first close view of Maud Wainwright, a big, irregularly handsome woman, probably fifty and not ashamed of it, and clad in an ancient house coat and a pair of bedroom slippers. She had an enormous head of naturally blond hair, and that day she wore it in a long braid down her back. I had not seen a braid of hair since I left boarding-school, and hardly then. She saw me looking at it and smiled.

	“Don’t mind my pigtail,” she said. “My dear old John liked my hair, so I have never cut it. Hilda loathes it.”

	Hilda, I gathered, was the maid.

	I found myself liking her at once. She was as plain as an old shoe. Queer how one can hear of people for years, dislike them on principle, and then meet them and fall for them. I fell for Maud Wainwright that day with a crash—braid, bedroom slippers, and all.

	She offered me a cigarette and took one herself. Then she looked at me, smiling.

	“Well, Miss Abbott, what about this mess I’m in?”

	“I don’t know,” I said cautiously. “Is it a mess?”

	“That seems to be the general idea. See here, what’s your first name? Or do you mind? It’s more friendly, I think.”

	“I’m generally called Pat.”

	“Pat,” she repeated. “I like it. Short for Patricia, I suppose.”

	“Yes.”

	“It’s a pretty name. Mine is Maud. You know: ‘Come into the garden, Maud.’ It’s revolting, isn’t it?”

	I thought, for all her lightness, she was studying me. Not subtly. She was never a subtle woman; but with the semi-direct frankness with which children survey strange people. And I must have been strange to her, God knows, sitting there in that vast house of hers; a fair sample of the unprotected young woman, thrown on the world to sink or swim. When that day I had driven up the hill in my old car and faced the vast mass of the Cloisters, I had very nearly turned back. It had loomed at the end of the drive like a combination of the Capitol at Washington and the new Beverly High School, with a touch of the city courthouse thrown in, and it had frankly scared me.

	But I was not frightened now. I think if anything I was amused. She put out her cigarette and sat upright.

	“Tell me a little about yourself, Pat. That’s only fair. If you stay on, as I hope you will, you will know all about me very soon. Dr. Sterling says you are—well, alone. Have you no family?”

	“My father and mother are both dead,” I said, my throat tightening.

	“Never mind. I’m sorry, my dear. I suppose things weren’t too good after they had gone.”

	“They have been pretty bad,” I said frankly. “I have some real estate, mostly unoccupied or mortgaged. Not much else. If you think I can do the work—”

	“Of course you can. I only hope you like us here. We’ll do our best to make you happy.”

	Yes, that is what she said. I was to be happy. Everything was to be as cheerful as a morning in May. And it was easy to believe it that day, with the June breeze drifting in through the windows, Maud Wainwright’s friendly smile, and the French doors open onto that roof garden of hers, built over a lower wing, bright with early flowers, and with a big mastiff asleep there in the sun. Happy and luxurious, there in the boudoir with its thick white rug, its pale-gray walls and its powder-blue and rose and yellow covered chairs and chaise longue. And outside, partly hidden by the shrubbery, that awful playhouse of hers, with all it was to mean to us later.

	She sat up suddenly, as though all details had been arranged and we were now ready for business.

	“All right,” she said. “What about this dinner of mine, Pat? Is it a mistake, or isn’t it?”

	Privately I thought it was a mistake. To understand that, or even this story, I must make clear the curious relationship between what we in Beverly called the Hill, and what the Hill called the village. Beverly never thought of itself as a suburb. It was a self-contained unit, with its own club and its own conservative social life. Its residents could—and did—make their money in the city, ten miles away. From the eight-thirty in the morning to the five-thirty at night it claimed them. But Beverly was their spiritual home, its river was their river, its lovely old houses and gardens belonged to them, and so, until twenty years before, had the hill country which rose behind the river valley.

	I had lived there all my life. I had learned to paddle a canoe on the river, had ridden to school on a bicycle before I went to boarding school, and in the Beverly Club ballroom I had had my first dancing lessons; Miss Mattie holding up her long, full black taffeta skirt, her neat toes pointing out, and two rows of small boys and girls awkwardly hopping about. “One-two-three-one-two-three.” The piano going, the ballroom floor shining, and the future citizens of the village giggling and learning to dance.

	Then one day something began to happen to the Hill. Up to that time it had been ours—for picnics, for hiking trips along its green lanes, and for riding our quiet family horses; we children with a groom, who was usually the stableboy, to keep an eye on us, or with Mr. Gentry, the riding master, to teach us to jump. Low brush jumps, and Mr. Gentry erect on his big horse.

	“All right, Patricia. Your turn.”

	A coldness in the pit of my stomach, my small hands moist, and old Charlie or Joe taking the jump as though it was Mount Everest. One day Mr. Gentry’s horse threw his head up and broke his nose—Mr. Gentry’s, of course—and it looked quite flat and bled dreadfully.

	I was seven at the time, and I wept loudly all the way home.

	I suppose what happened to the Hill was happening everywhere, only this was our own particular grievance. One day old John C. Wainwright came down from the city in his car, drove up the Hill, picked out a site which concealed the village but let him see the river, and spent the next two years driving his architect crazy by traveling in Europe and shipping home vast crates of stone, marble, mosaics, tiles, and what have you. One of his purchases was an entire stone cloister from an old monastery. The architect threatened suicide, but old J.C. was firm. The plans were changed again, an open court built in the center of the house, and around it was placed the covered walk, pillars, flagstones, and all.

	That was how the Cloisters got its name.

	He was followed by others, of course. The exodus from the city had begun. In the next ten years—by the time I was seventeen—our beloved lanes had become cement roads, the George Washington Spring where all the valley had sent its cars for huge bottles of drinking water had become a clay pipe draining into a sewer, the old Coleman farm was a country club with an eighteen-hole golf course, and in due time a Hunt Club was organized, with a pack of hounds.

	There was no feud between the two settlements, of course. Beverly simply went on being Beverly. The Hill remained the Hill. When they met, as they did eventually at the country club, they merely hit and bounced off. Now Maud Wainwright proposed to bring them together.

	“Why shouldn’t I?” she said, eyeing me. “I’ve lived here eighteen years, and I don’t know a woman in Beverly by her first name.”

	I smiled. It was difficult for me to believe that she was not on first-name terms with anybody.

	“It took my mother ten years to bring herself to leave cards up here. Then she simply left them and went on.”

	“But why?” she demanded. “It’s idiotic.”

	“You were city people. Naturally you drew your friends from there.”

	“And Beverly didn’t want us?”

	“Beverly had its own life too. It was pretty well self-contained. It still is. You have to remember that we seldom saw any of you, especially the women, and it’s women who make social contacts. You motored to town and back. The men met, of course; on the trains, or at clubs in the city. It just happened that way,” I added. “It’s odd, when you think about it. I have lived in Beverly all my life. You’ve been here eighteen years. And I have seen you exactly twice.”

	That amused her. She laughed a little, shuffling the place cards in her big, well-shaped hands.

	“I see,” she said. “The queen was in her counting-house, counting out her money. This awful house! Isn’t it silly, Pat? And what the hell am I going to do about this party? Dr. Sterling suggests I get sick and call it off.”

	“Go ahead with it,” I told her impulsively. “Everybody is coming, and everybody is going to like it. You might even have the young crowd in to dance afterward. I can make a list and telephone, if you like.”

	The idea enchanted her. She liked young people, and in a few minutes I had the best city band on the telephone and we were making a frenzied list. Only the other day I came across the list. Audrey Morgan was on it, and Larry Hamilton, and I found myself back in the car with Audrey the morning last fall when she told me about the revolver. Getting out her black-bordered handkerchief and saying hysterically, “She hated him. She wanted him dead.”

	I was near committing murder myself that day.

	The table came back then—not as twins—and we seated the dinner. It was to be in the court itself, the long table foursquare around the lily pool in the center, with a moonlight spot on the water.

	“It will be pretty, I think. I do hope they like it,” she said, almost wistfully.

	Personally I thought it might be a bit theatrical, but I did not say so. We worked hard, seating the thing. At five o’clock, tea came in and we took time out for it. She talked a little about herself, about her son Tony, whom she obviously adored and whom I had seen on and off for years without meeting him, about her widowhood, and even about John Wainwright.

	“He was wonderfully good to me,” she said, and sighed.

	I was liking her more and more. Evidently she had genuinely grieved for her husband, although my own recollection of him was of a tall bald man with a gray mustache, about as romantic as a toothbrush. She was so essentially simple, for all the grandeur around her. When we went back to work I felt I had known her for years.

	Now and then she queried a card. I remember she did that about Lydia’s.

	“This Mrs. Morgan,” she said. “Is she a widow?”

	“More or less. Her husband ran away years ago with a girl from his office. It was a terrible scandal at the time. She divorced him, of course.”

	“How sad. Has she any family?”

	“She has a daughter,” I said. “She’s not out yet, but in a sense she’s been out since she was twelve. She’s a lovely thing. About eighteen. Her name is Audrey.”

	“And you don’t like her?” she asked shrewdly.

	“Not particularly. I’m too fond of her mother, I suppose.”

	She let it drop then, and we went on with the dinner. At some time while we worked she asked me to make out a card for myself, and after that at least a part of my mind was busy wondering what to wear, and just how a social secretary behaved under such circumstances. At last, however, we had finished. She got up and stretched her fine body, and I remember thinking that she looked like something out of a Wagnerian opera, big, full-breasted, and with that long, thick braid of golden hair, without a thread of gray in it.

	“I’d like to show you the house,” she said. “You’ll have to know your way around, at least.” And she added, “I’m afraid it’s a little overwhelming. But my John got some fun out of it, so I haven’t changed it.”

	Five minutes later, still in the house coat but with her braid primed like a coronet around her head, we began our tour of the Cloisters. Overwhelming was certainly the word. We wandered from Louis XIV to the Empire, from fabulous tapestries and paintings to what were certainly indifferent statues, from Savonnerie rugs to billiard and gun rooms, from the console of a pipe organ to a Chinese smoking room, and in one wing to an enormous ballroom with a high Byzantine ceiling, already opened and being aired for the impromptu dance. Much of it was used only on state occasions. In fact, later on I was to discover that Tony and Maud herself occupied only a half dozen or so rooms, although there were twenty-odd servants in the house.

	“Tony mostly has his parties in the playhouse,” she said. “The young people like it.”

	But I did not see the playhouse that day. I was to know it well later, to know it and hate the very sight of it. It was twilight before I left, and Maud Wainwright stood on the terrace, watched me get into my ancient car and start it with a clash of worn-out gears, and waved a smiling good night to me. She looked a lonely figure standing there, under the high white pillars, and I find that I always think of her like that; lonely against that panoply of wealth, kind and totally unarmed against the world. Perhaps that was why she made her great mistake. For make it she did, with terrible results.

	Someone has said that murder is the great mistake, the one irrevocable error any individual can make. We were to have murder, of course. But behind our crimes there lay that curious helplessness of Maud Wainwright and her inability to see evil in any individual, man or woman.

	A day or two before I started this record I went in to see Jim Conway. He had just been re-elected chief of police, and he grinned at me over a desk covered with flowers, including an enormous horseshoe of white carnations from one of the local organizations.

	“Sorry if I look like a gangster’s funeral,” he said. “Is this a visit of congratulation, or is it merely that I’ve become a habit?”

	“I need some help, Jim.”

	He groaned.

	“Not again, Pat!” he said. “Listen, sister, I’m through. I’ve had plenty. I’ve had enough to last a lifetime. All I want now is to sit here in peace and maybe look for a stolen chicken or a missing car now and then. And don’t look at me like that. I’m adamant, if you know the word.”

	However, he was mollified as well as highly interested when I told him what I meant to do. He lit a cigarette and sat back in his chair.

	“Going to write it, are you?” he said. “Well, it ought to be some story at that. Better start it off with something that will keep them reading, like Evans’s trousers. Or how about Haines dodging around mother-naked that night? It isn’t often you see a cop without his clothes.”

	But I could not be lighthearted about it. I got some papers from him that day and made notes as to dates from his records. Then I went out to my car, the same one Maud gave me on my birthday the year before, determined to tell the story as it happened day by day; and to begin it with my first introduction to Maud Wainwright and the Cloisters. And Tony.

	


CHAPTER TWO

	I cannot say that my new position was received with any great enthusiasm by the two people I saw that night. For the past six years I had lived with Miss Mattie, whose neat toes were now pointed toward making a handful of boarders comfortable. She was an aristocrat in the old sense of the word, and when I told her she looked horrified.

	“I do hope you will reconsider, Patricia. I can’t help thinking what your mother would say.”

	“My mother was rather keen on my eating three meals a day.”

	“My dear! As though you couldn’t live here as long as you cared to. I really do think, Patricia, to be a sort of upper servant in that house—”

	“You don’t know Mrs. Wainwright,” I said gaily, and kissing her lightly went upstairs to my room.

	My other talk, with Lydia Morgan, was on the same order. I found her on the small brick terrace at the back of her house. Evidently Audrey was out as usual, for the table set for one was still there, and she was holding her after-dinner coffee cup and gazing at the river at the foot of her garden. She looked up and smiled.

	“Hello, Pat,” she said. “Come and have some coffee. The river’s lovely tonight.”

	“So are you, darling. Yes, I’ll have coffee. I don’t care if I stay awake all night.”

	“What’s happened? You look excited.”

	“So I am,” I said lightly.

	But when I told her she looked thoughtful.

	“I hope it’s all right,” she said. “I’d rather see you in business, of course.”

	“I seem to have heard the word. What do you mean, business?”

	She laughed a little.

	“All right. You win. That place would give me the jitters, but you’re younger. I suppose you can laugh it off. What is she paying you?”

	“I never asked her,” I said, suddenly remembering, and we both giggled like a pair of schoolgirls.

	How old was Lydia then? Perhaps thirty-eight to my twenty-five, for I remember when she and Don Morgan moved there, into that house on the river next to our own. I was a youngster at the time, and I fell madly in love with her. She was gay and lovely, and I was furious with jealousy when, a year or so later, Audrey was born.

	She was still lovely. She had inherited a modest income, and on it she managed to run her house, dress Audrey beautifully, and always look better herself than any other woman I know. She was slim, with a little gray in her sleek black hair, and with the most exquisite hands I ever saw. Useful hands too. She was never an idle woman.

	We talked a little that night, of the Cloisters, of Audrey’s dress for the dance, and of what the social secretary should wear on such an occasion, Lydia being in favor of forgetting the job and looking my best. She had seen a full-skirted blue taffeta in town which she thought would suit me. But for long intervals we were silent, Lydia busy with her own thoughts, and I remembering, as I always did there, the days when my mother and father were living, and when I used to see Don—Don Juan to the village—riding out on Sunday mornings on his big horse. Smiling down at me and saying, “Hello, Pat. How’s the jumping?”

	“I fell off yesterday.”

	“That’s part of the game, sweetheart. Don’t let it get you.”

	I had been eleven when he disappeared. One day he was there, handsome and debonair. The next he was gone, and I was not to talk about him.

	“Why not, mother? Is he sick?”

	“I can’t discuss it, Patricia.”

	“Will Lydia go too?”

	“I hope not.”

	That had satisfied me. And Lydia had not gone. She had stayed in her house next door, a little less gay but still lovely, with only the touch of gray in her black hair to denote any change in her. As I grew up I realized what had happened, but it had been Lydia, not Don, who had been a part of my daily life. It was Lydia who had cabled to my school in Switzerland when my father died, and met me in New York on my hysterical return.

	“It’s all right, Pat darling. He didn’t know what he was doing. The doctors say—”

	But I knew, even then. He had given up his horses the year before and dismissed Weaver, the old butler-house-man who had been with us as long as I could remember. He had managed somehow to send me abroad, but the winter before that must have been one of quiet desperation on his part. I used to meet him with the car in the evenings, and he would alight from the train gray of face and weary.

	“Had a bad day, dad?”

	“Not too good.”

	One evening he told me that he had enough insurance to care for us in case anything happened to him. I did not take it very seriously. He had always been there, a small cheerful man, dapper and neat, the background of my life. And six months later they found him dead in a hotel bedroom in New York. He had registered under another name, and it was two or three days before he was identified.

	I was remembering this as we sat there that night, a new moon hanging over the hills across the river, Lydia quiet with her hands folded in her lap, and only next door my carefree childhood, and the bench at the foot of the garden where my mother had sat, evening after evening, alone and quiet after Father’s death.

	She did not survive him long. She managed, after a year or so, to give me a debut of sorts: an afternoon tea, she in black and I in white organdy holding a bunch of roses. Lydia had made the dress, and I still have it. But Mother never really rallied. She went on for a few months after that, looking lost and helpless. Things were pretty bad, however. One day the house went up for sale, and on our last day there she made a sort of pilgrimage from room to room. Then she went out into the garden. Much of it she had worked over with her own hands, and I watched her anxiously from a window.

	She seemed all right. She went to the bank of the river and stood there. Then she sat down on the bench where she and Father had so often sat on summer evenings. She was there for a long time, and at last I went back to my packing. When I looked out again Lydia was standing beside her.

	I shall never forget Lydia that day. She went quietly to the house and back to the kitchen, where the maids were preparing to leave. Then she came in to me.

	“Have you a minute to run over and see Audrey?” she said. “She’s not been well, and I’ve put her to bed.”

	“I’d better wait for Mother.”

	“I’ll bring her in,” she said. “This has been a hard time for her, but she has had a happy life. Always remember that, Pat.”

	When I came back from next door Lydia had indeed brought her in. She put her arms around me and told me.

	“No pain, no anything, Pat,” she said. “Such a wonderful way to go. And I think she wanted to be with your father.”

	I never went back to the house. Lydia took me home with her, and I stayed there during those first desperate weeks. I think she would have kept me indefinitely, but her house was small, and I began to feel that Audrey resented me. She was spoiled and jealous even then, although she was the most lovely child I ever saw. In the end I took a room at Miss Mattie’s and faced a world which had no particular use for a girl of nineteen who could play good tennis, indifferent golf, speak fair French, and ride a horse when she had a horse to ride.

	It was Lydia who suggested the business course, Lydia who dictated to me at night while I struggled with short-hand and a typewriter. She never let me lose courage.

	“Things look pretty dark just now, Pat. I know it. But they have a way of straightening out. I know that. It takes time and courage, and after all, you’re young. You’ll marry someday.”

	That was the nearest she ever came to mentioning her own trouble, but sometimes I had seen her watching Audrey as though she was afraid she had inherited some of Don Morgan’s instability as well as his charm. He had plenty of that. It was a legend in Beverly that when old Mrs. Anderson’s vicious parrot got loose and flew up into a tree, Don Morgan had simply talked to it from below and it came down. Moreover, that it had climbed up his trousers leg and sat on his shoulder, making soft cooing sounds.

	But Don had been gone for years by that time, and if I knew Audrey, her lovely little head would always dominate the sturdy pump she called her heart.

	In the end I found a position in the city, but a slackening of business promptly killed it. For a while I had a small income from Father’s real estate. Then some of it was sold for taxes, and the remainder barely carried itself. As his insurance had gone to pay his debts, I was practically penniless.

	I don’t like to recall those years, the pinching over lunches in town, the constant problem of clothes, the moving from one office to another. Somehow during that period I managed to pay Miss Mattie and to keep myself clothed after a fashion. And, of course, early in that interval I fell in love.

	I can laugh at that now. Bill Sterling was a local boy and our best doctor. He was fourteen years older than I was at nineteen, a big, broad-shouldered man, certainly not handsome; but I took the thing sickeningly hard. I invented excuses to call at his office, and walked past his house at night on the chance of seeing him getting in or out of his car.

	The only excuse for recalling that is that Bill plays his own part in this story. As for the love affair, Bill solved the question one day in his own characteristic fashion. He had stuck a thermometer in my mouth, eyed it gravely when he removed it, and then leaned back in his office chair and smiled at me.

	“Let’s have this out, Pat,” he said. “I can’t go on sending you bills for nothing. You’re as healthy a specimen as I ever saw.”

	I suppose I changed color, for he leaned over and patted my hand. “It’s all right,” he said. “We’re great friends, aren’t we? I like you and you like me. But the next time I put a thermometer in your mouth it had better show something, and holding it against a hot-water bottle is barred!”

	It was a year before I could look at him without blushing, but it was good medicine. For a long time now he had been devoted to Lydia. I think they would have married, but Audrey did not like him. It was to have frightful repercussions, that dislike of Audrey’s for Bill Sterling.

	He came in that night before I left Lydia’s. He kissed Lydia matter-of-factly and gave me a bang on the shoulder.

	“Well, how did you like Maud?”

	“I liked her, Bill. Thanks for telling her about me.”

	“I told her you were a model of ability, tact, and diplomacy,” he said modestly. “Also that you would let her Tony alone, being a spinster at heart. She couldn’t wait to get you. How’s the party coming along?”

	I left soon afterward, but I did not go back at once to Miss Mattie’s. I drove slowly up and down the streets, looking at the houses, and wondering about the mental picture some of the occupants had of Maud Wainwright. It was so unlike the truth. But also my mind was on the dinner and dance to come, and I was mentally checking my lists.

	I remember that there was a dance at the Beverly Club that night, and as I passed it I saw Audrey Morgan come out on the porch and stand there, looking like a peri at the gate of heaven.

	She was not alone for long, of course. It is the fate of the Audreys of this world always to have some male hovering about. This time it was Larry Hamilton, and I hastily ran over the list again in my mind. Yes, Larry was on it, so I went back to my room and slept wretchedly, my brain seething with a hundred gilt chairs with brocaded seats to come from town, a blue taffeta dress with a full sweeping skirt and not too low in the neck, a manicure and shampoo when and if possible, place cards, flowers, candles, and a stag line for the dance.

	My life for the next three days consisted of just those things. Tony Wainwright was away, and did not show up until the afternoon of the dinner itself. By that time I was quietly frantic. When my fountain pen rolled under a leather sofa in what was now my office I crawled after it. Then I simply lay there, exhausted and using language which, as old Weaver used to say, was unfitting for a little lady.

	I heard a cool voice behind and above me.

	“Such nice legs,” it said reprovingly, “and such bad words. Dear, dear!”

	I pulled myself out and sat up in a rage.

	“Don’t worry about my legs,” I said furiously. “If you’re interested, they ache like the devil.”

	“I wasn’t worrying. Miss Abbott, I believe?”

	That was my first real view of Tony Wainwright, a tall, debonair young man with cool gray eyes and an amused smile.

	“See here,” he said, “you’ve worked yourself into a fit. Why not come out and get some air? I’ve sent Maud up to bed. For a woman who has given parties most of her life, she’s a wreck. What’s the matter?”

	I didn’t bother to tell him. I simply said I had thought of going somewhere, preferably to Burton, which is our local institution for mental illness. However, I would go outside, although if he mentioned dinner party to me I would probably burst into violent shrieks. After that I washed my face and hands in the lavatory off the office, while he watched the process with interest.

	“Had an idea no girl used soap on her face any more,” he observed. “Must be the influence of the ads. Rather a nice skin, haven’t you?”

	“It’s one of my great charms,” I said, and followed him outside.

	That was the first time I had been inside the playhouse, which like everything about the Cloisters turned out to be much larger than I had thought. Built over the side of a small ravine, the roof of the indoor tennis court was not much higher than the rest. But it was much more than a pool and court. There was a long living-room, with a balcony over the court so observers could watch the players below, a game room with a bar, a small kitchen, and even two or three bedrooms with baths.

	“For rowdy bachelors,” Tony said, watching me. “Ideal place for hangovers, isn’t it? Bed, breakfast, and a swim. Headache tablets in every room. My contribution.”

	“It’s not what I would call a playhouse.”

	“Well, what is play, my dear Miss Patricia?”

	“I wouldn’t know,” I told him, and started back to the house.

	Most of the return was in silence. I thought him patronizing and deliberately annoying, and he saw that I was irritated.

	“Not very keen about me, are you?” he said, smiling down at me. “After I rescue you from under sofas and probably other furniture and take you for a walk. Is that gratitude?”

	“You might have brought the dog along too,” I said sweetly. “Then you’d have given us both a bit of experience.”

	


CHAPTER THREE

	The dinner that night was a howling success. Certainly it did what it was meant to do. It healed the breach between the Hill and the village.

	I took my first full breath when everyone was seated, with no leftovers; that nightmare of all large parties. I believe, too, that the food was wonderful. Pierre, the chef, had hardly been approachable for two days. Maud—she had asked me to call her that—was radiant. She wore a full ice-blue dress, and with that gold crown of hair dressed high on her head she looked almost young and certainly happy.

	I suppose all dinners are alike. Perhaps it was because of my six years of exile from the elegance of living that I found that one so impressive.

	What is chiefly important about the party is that, with one or two exceptions, it brought together so many of the people who were to be involved in our tragedy: Bill Sterling and Lydia; Julian Stoddard, who was master of the Hunt Club, and his wife Margery; Dwight Elliott, Maud’s attorney; Jim Conway, our most popular Beverly bachelor, who had run for chief of police on a bet and won the election; and even Audrey and Larry Hamilton.

	Audrey was exquisite that night, and knew it. She wore a white lace dress over crinoline, and she might have stepped out of Godey’s Lady’s Book. Tony danced with her whenever he could, and I saw Maud watching them. But I was too busy to notice much of anything. There were bridge foursomes to be arranged in the Chinese room and the library, the stag line to be kept in the ballroom and away from too much champagne, and at one time Roger—the mastiff—showed a determination to go outside which could not be denied, and I had to let him out myself.

	Only Audrey annoyed me. She was dancing with Tony when she saw me, and she came over and gave me a condescending hand.

	“How are you, Pat?” she said coolly. “It’s a nice party, isn’t it? But I do wish you’d see that they ice the champagne. It’s nasty when it’s warm.”

	It was deliberate, of course. Little Audrey putting me in my place. I knew the champagne was not warm.

	“Aren’t you a trifle young for champagne, Audrey?” I inquired gently. “There’s punch in the hall. It’s quite mild.”

	I dare say Tony saw it was time to interfere, for he came forward holding out his hand and grinning.

	“Miss Abbott, isn’t it?” he said. “I’m Mrs. Wainwright’s little boy. Haven’t we met before?”

	“Possibly. I’m afraid I don’t remember. There are so many young men about,” I said, and gave him a vague but pleasant smile.

	Some time later I found Maud at my elbow. The dancing crowd had gone down to the playhouse, where a ball supper was being served, and the music had followed them. The sudden quiet was almost startling.

	“It really is a success, isn’t it, Pat?” she said. “That Morgan child is a lovely creature. If I were a man I’d fall for her myself. Tony seems to like her.” She sighed and looked thoughtful. “Do you mind going down to the playhouse? I don’t want anybody to decide to take a swim in his dress clothes.”

	As it turned out, I was just in time. I found one youth from the city who had suddenly considered it a good idea, and was poised on the springboard over the pool, tailcoat and all, when I got there. But I had a puzzling experience myself on the way.

	The route to the playhouse is a sort of dogleg. The building lies behind the main house and two hundred yards away in a direct line. To get there one goes straight along a sort of green alley of lawn between trees to a fountain at the end, and then turns to the right around a planting of shrubbery. The playhouse is only a few yards away.

	The fountain of white marble was floodlighted that night from the trees above it, and the playhouse was ablaze with lights and shrill with laughter and music. Outside of it a man was standing, peering in.

	He was not in evening clothes and at first I thought he was a reporter, or perhaps a cameraman trying to get a picture. As we had guards at the gate to keep out all interlopers, I was surprised, to say the least.

	He seemed to be watching something inside; watching intently, his hands on a window sill, his body tense. As I was on the grass he did not hear me until I was fairly close. Then he did a surprising thing. He turned and ran, and for some time I could hear him crashing through the underbrush in the direction of the country club golf course, which adjoins the Cloisters property. I was astonished, but not worried; and as I have said, I had my hands full after that, what with the diving youth and one of the waiters from the city who had crawled into a guest room bed and was peacefully sleeping, an empty bottle beside him. So I did not tell Maud about our visitor, either then or later. Perhaps I should have. Still, what good would it have done? She would have known no more than I did.

	It was the next day that she asked me to give up my room at Miss Mattie’s and stay at the Cloisters. She looked as fresh as though she had slept an entire night, although she had gone to bed at six in the morning after an alfresco breakfast to everybody of scrambled eggs and sausages.

	“I’d like it,” she said. “Tony’s in town all day and out a good many evenings, and unless I give a party or go to one I’m alone too much. I used to turn on the organ, but an organ’s a melancholy substitute for the human voice.”

	In the end I agreed, and that day she took me over the estate. For the first time I realized its extent. It was not only the house, with its fifty-odd rooms and its twenty or more servants. There were over a hundred acres of land, with forty men to look after them. There were conservatories and an orchid house, and even a stable where Tony kept his hunters and a saddle horse or two. I met Andy McDonald, the old Scot who was in charge of the grounds, and Gus, the head chauffeur. There seemed to be men everywhere, although Maud said she had cut down both outdoor and indoor staffs. We went back by the west wing, and inside the house she showed me where the key to the playhouse was kept, in the drawer of a table in the hall near the door.

	“You can swim there whenever you like, of course,” she said, “but lock it when you leave. We used to keep it open until Evans, the watchman, came on duty at night. But we found the caddies from the golf course were slipping in.”

	Weeks later that key was to become of vital importance, and the playhouse itself a thing of horror. I was to answer innumerable questions about both:

	“The key was always in this drawer?”

	“Unless the playhouse was in use, yes.”

	“Then anybody had access to the playhouse?”

	“Anybody in the house.”

	“That would be—?”

	“The servants when they cleaned it, and the family, naturally. I sometimes swam there myself. And twice a week one of the outside men drained and cleaned the pool. That’s all, except for invited guests.”

	The house had been restored to order that day when we came back; the caterer’s van had taken away the gold and rose damask chairs, the tables were gone from the court, and the ballroom was being closed. Tony appeared for lunch, looking rather the worse for wear, but cheerful.

	“Quite a night,” he said, kissing his mother. “In fact, quite a night. It’s amazing, but I seem to have more brains than I have room for. What do you make of that, Miss Abbott?”

	“It must be unusual.”

	He turned to Maud.

	“She doesn’t like me,” he complained. “And I like to be liked. Do you have to have her around?”

	Maud only smiled.

	“She’s coming to stay with us,” she said placidly. “And for heaven’s sake call her Pat and ask her to call you Tony. She is a nice girl and you’ll like her.”

	“That’s my trouble,” he said. “I like her already, but she snubbed me last night, Maud. I had to go into the powder room and cry it out.”

	Evidently she was used to his nonsense. She paid no attention to it, save to warn me against it.

	“Don’t bother about him,” she said. “All week he is a hard-working businessman. I don’t know what the mills would do without him. Or I,” she added.

	That was the first thing I noticed, the perfect understanding between mother and son. His use of her first name was purely affectionate; and later on, when she was in trouble, she became “mother” again. And I know now that his nonsense was largely an act, put on partly to put me at ease.

	“All right,” he said to me as we sat down to lunch. “You’re Pat and I’m Tony. You’ll probably call me other things at intervals, but Tony is the name. Age thirty, weight one hundred and eighty, bad golf, good tennis, fair to middling on a horse, amiable disposition, and no strawberry marks.”

	It was a long time since I had heard that sort of carefree banter. The day before, tired and tense, it had annoyed me. Now I accepted it for what it was.

	“I am Patricia Abbott,” I told him. “Weight one hundred and fifteen, age twenty-five, fair French, poor golf, good tennis, and excellent on a horse.”

	“No strawberry marks?” he asked anxiously.

	“No strawberry marks.”

	Maud gave me the choice of eight guest suites that afternoon, each with its bath and sitting room. I chose the simplest, with a feeling of being in a dream world where such things as imported soaps, new toothbrushes in cellophane wrappers, towels like satin, and soft luxurious beds were taken for granted.

	I told Lydia about it that night when, after packing my trunk, I stopped there on the way back up the Hill. She looked rather uneasy.

	“Don’t let them spoil you, Pat,” she said. “Too much money can be pretty devastating. What about Tony?”

	“He’s all right,” I said evasively.

	“Audrey has raved about him all day,” she said, and sighed.

	


CHAPTER FOUR

	That, as I have said, was in June of last year. I settled down to a life which began when Nora, one of a half dozen housemaids, brought me my breakfast tray at eight, and might end at night with double solitaire with Maud or a dinner party for thirty.

	Little by little I fell into the routine of the establishment. I ceased to jump when at midnight Evans made his first round of the house, his heavy, solid footsteps passing my door, or when I saw his flashlight in the grounds. I think more than anything else those rounds of Evans’s impressed on me the responsibility of wealth and possessions. At nine I went to my office and opened the mail, sending up by a footman Maud’s personal letters. At ten I went to her boudoir, or sometimes to the adjoining roof garden, and we made plans for the day. She was systematic. She would already have seen Mrs. Partridge, the housekeeper, and she used that time with me for Hilda to brush her hair.

	By eleven we were through. She would finish dressing and go out. Sometimes she merely made a circuit of the grounds, going over the gardens with old Andy at her elbow. Sometimes she wandered over to the Stoddard place, which was only a half mile away by a footpath. It was called the Farm; and if she had an intimate friend, it was Margery Stoddard.

	It was a curious relationship. Margery was perhaps thirty-five, a rather quiet woman, with two small daughters. She was an attractive woman, with a head of prematurely white hair which was very becoming, and she obviously idolized her husband. But oddly enough she did not ride.

	“I’m afraid of horses,” she told me once, with her quick, shy smile. “It seems queer, doesn’t it, with Julian so interested in the Hunt Club. He’s very nice about it, but after watching me fall off for a month or two after we were married he gave it up.”

	Maud’s attitude to her was always that of an elderly sister. I think, too, she realized that Margery was lonely at times, for she took very little part in the life of the Hill. But months later I was to think of them at that time: Maud big, cheerful and self-confident, with her hearty laugh; Margery small, shy and uncertain, and both ignorant of the story which was eventually to tie them so closely together.

	I was kept busy during those early weeks. Not only with dinners. There were the people who wandered in late in the afternoons to drink highballs or cocktails on the terrace or—in bad weather—to play indoor tennis in the playhouse. The summer was always the season, both to the Hill and in Beverly. People went away in winter, to Florida, to California, or to Europe. In summer they stayed at home, absorbed in business, in gardens, in golf or tennis.

	And last summer was particularly gay. It seemed to me that we entertained constantly. I remember a garden party late in June, with a marquee on the lawn and Audrey dancing with Tony and looking up at him from under a broad hat which set off her beauty like a frame. There was a series of Sunday breakfasts for the riding crowd also, and in July Maud, who liked children, invited all the youngsters from the Hill and village families, and turned over the playhouse to them. She had a Punch and Judy show as well as a conjurer for them, but it was not an unqualified success. The little darlings took to throwing the peas which accompanied their creamed chicken, and at the last minute I had to leap into the pool in my best summer dress and rescue a five-year-old who had tumbled in.

	I saw little of Tony during those first two months or so. The mills were working overtime. When I did see him he was either surrounded by people or on the way somewhere. He was always friendly, however. He would greet me with a grin.

	“Still crawling under furniture and using bad language?”

	“No. I go upstairs and bite the pillows on my bed. It’s easier.”

	He would laugh and go on.

	I heard that he was seeing Audrey a good deal, but weeks passed without my seeing even Lydia. Now and then I hurried up to town for clothes—Maud had at last mentioned salary, and it was a good one—but there was very little time.

	We were seldom alone, for one thing. It was not unusual for Nora, bringing in my breakfast, to ask me if I could tell Mrs. Partridge, the housekeeper, who had spent the night there. Not only Tony’s friends. One of our most frequent visitors was Dwight Elliott, Maud’s attorney. He lived alone in town, and on hot evenings he often drove down to cool off, as he put it.

	Sometimes I thought he was in love with her. He was a tall man in his fifties, not handsome but with considerable distinction of dress and manner. He was, it turned out, remotely related to her. Indeed, it was from him that I learned that Tony was not John Wainwright’s son.

	“She ran away and married a worthless fellow when she was under twenty,” he said. “When he died things were pretty bad for her. She came back here where she was born, with Tony who was a youngster then; but I couldn’t help her. I’d just been admitted to the bar. It was all I could do to pay my office rent.”

	It had been through him, however, that she met John Wainwright. He was somewhat complacent about it.

	“J.C. took to her like a duck to water,” he said. “And I will say she made him happy. She’s a wonderful woman, Miss Abbott. They don’t make them like that any more.”

	I rather liked him. He was only a few years older than Maud, and sometimes I wondered if she would eventually marry him. Certainly she depended on him. In any emergency her immediate reaction was to send for him. But he said something that night which surprised me. There had been a small dinner, and as I was not needed I was alone on the terrace, with Roger, the dog, at my feet. He came out, stating that he was dummy, and having lit a cigarette sat down beside me.

	“There’s something you can do, Miss Abbott,” he said. “I don’t like to speak about it, but I shall have to. Maud Wainwright is spending too much money.”

	“This place costs a lot to keep up, Mr. Elliott.”

	“Well, old J.C.’s fortune was big, but not limitless. I happen to know that she gave Bessie a large sum, and—”

	“Bessie?” I inquired.

	But he was called back to the game just then, and I did not learn who Bessie was. I took for granted that she was a relative, one of the impecunious Wainwrights perhaps who hung on the fringes of society in town, and let it go at that. But I asked Maud the next day if we were not spending a lot, to see her more nearly impatient than ever before.

	“Of course, I spend a lot,” she said. “I can’t turn the servants off, or the gardeners.”

	“Nevertheless, we are spending a great deal of money,” I said stubbornly. “The butcher’s bill last month—”

	“Don’t tell me,” she interrupted. “I suppose I could stop entertaining. I’m tired, and I don’t give a hoot about it anyhow. I like to see people happy, that’s all. But I’ve always given a lot to charity. Maybe I’m buying my way into heaven! What am I to do about that?”

	“This place is pretty close to heaven.”

	She shook her head.

	“I never wanted this place,” she said. “It was John’s idea. Nothing was too good for me. But I’ve got it and what can I do? Sometime you ought to write about the poor rich, left with their servants and houses and charities while the government takes most of their money.”

	She always had a naïve idea that because I used a typewriter I could write.

	“You could let me go,” I suggested. “After all, the summer is about over. You’ll be going to Palm Beach after Christmas.”

	But she refused that with a gesture. “That’s the last thing I’ll do,” she said, and getting up came over and put her arm around me. “I’ve been really happy since you came,” she said. “Stick by me, Pat. I need you.”

	That was on a Monday in August. She went into the city the next day, in her shining limousine, went gaily and cheerfully, as though she had no worries or had forgotten them. She was taking Margery Stoddard with her, leaving her in town to come out with Julian, and Margery had walked over by the path. She had brought her two little girls with her, and their English nurse.

	“Julian’s having our pool repaired,” she said. “May they swim in the playhouse?”

	I got the key and they started off. Margery sat down on the terrace and fanned herself, but I thought she looked worried. She glanced around before she spoke.

	“Look here, Pat,” she said. “Has Evans seen anyone lurking around the place at night?”

	“He hasn’t said so.”

	She lowered her voice.

	“There was a man at the Farm last night. I couldn’t sleep for the heat, and I went outside. He disappeared when he saw me. It wasn’t any of our own people. I’ve asked. It’s my children I’m thinking about, Pat. If anything happened to them—”

	Then Maud appeared, and I remember waving them off and going back to my office, totally unaware that the first happy phase of my life at the Cloisters was over.

	Tony came home early that day. I was busy at my desk when he came in, and for once he seemed to have nothing to do. He sat down on the edge of the desk and picked up a letter for Maud which had just arrived. He scowled at its blue envelope.

	“When did this come?” he asked.

	“Afternoon mail.”

	“Has Mother seen it?”

	“No. Not yet.”

	“Then she isn’t going to,” he said, and put it in his pocket.

	I protested, but he was firm.

	“See here, my darling,” he said, “don’t interfere in things that don’t concern you. This is a private matter. And another thing, sweetheart. If you tell Maud about it I’ll bite off one of your pretty ears. That’s final. I mean it.”

	He went out then, and soon after I heard him leaving in his car. He always drove fast, but that day I felt that something serious had sent him off as if he had been fired out of a gun.

	He was still out when Maud returned. I was in the lower hall sorting over music rolls for the organ when I heard her car drive up. Thomas, one of the two footmen, was at the door, and when I looked up, Gus, her own chauffeur, was helping her out. I caught a glimpse of her face, and for a minute I thought she was dying. She was entirely white, and Gus was holding her by the arm as though she was unable to walk. I rushed out and took her other arm.

	“Are you sick?” I asked.

	She did not answer, but she shook her head faintly.

	“Get me inside,” she said feebly. “And call Hilda.”

	We got her into the hall and then Tony came in from the garage and saw her. He looked dazed.

	“What’s happened?” he said. “What’s wrong, darling?”

	He got down on his knees beside her and rubbed those big shapely hands of hers. For some reason men always seem to think that will help. But there was sheer devotion in his upturned face as well as fright, and I liked him better than I had before. Gus had followed us in and Tony turned on him.

	“Hit somebody with the car?” he asked sharply.

	“No, sir. She was all right up to an hour or so ago. We’d left town and I happened to look back in the mirror. She was kind of slumped in the seat, so I stopped the car and asked if she wanted a doctor. She said no, to bring her home.”

	All through this Maud sat still; our cheerful laughter-loving Maud, sitting there as though she were alone, not listening, not hearing. Hilda brought some aromatic ammonia and she swallowed it obediently. I took her pulse, to find it weak and thin, but steady. The hall seemed to be full of people by that time: Reynolds and the footmen, Thomas and Stevens; Hilda, Mrs. Partridge, wringing her hands, and Tony and myself.

	I took hold of the situation as best I could, sending Hilda to turn her bed down, Reynolds to the elevator, and Tony to call Bill Sterling. But Maud rallied then. She tried to sit up and straighten her hat.

	“I don’t want a doctor,” she said. “It was the heat. I’m all right.”

	And then the thing became pure farce, for we got her into the elevator only to have it stick halfway between floors. Luckily there was a seat in it, and I held her there while Tony yelled orders and vituperation at everybody within hearing distance. It was a full hour before the local electrician arrived, an hour when Bill Sterling tried to shout his directions from below and Tony alternately pressed buttons and watched his mother.

	When at last we were lowered to the hall again, Maud had recovered somewhat. For the first time she seemed to be aware of us standing around her.

	“Good heavens, what a fuss!” she said. “Don’t look so worried, Tony.” She took off her hat and ran her hand over her hair. “I must be a sight. I think I’ll go to bed. Where’s Hilda?”

	She refused the elevator this time and went slowly up the stairs, Bill on one side, Tony on the other. Halfway up she tried to shake them off. “I can manage all right,” she said impatiently. “What I want is a cold compress on my head and to be let alone.”

	She got them both. She could be stubborn enough when she wanted to, and it was less than fifteen minutes before Bill Sterling, looking ruffled, came down the stairs. Tony was with him, and the three of us stood there, not knowing what to do next. It was Bill who suggested that we call Gus.

	He came in, immaculate as always in his pale-fawn uniform with its breeches and shining puttees. There were a half dozen men in the garage, but Gus was Maud’s own chauffeur. He had driven her for years, and now he was visibly shaken.

	His story, in detail, was puzzling. According to him, Maud and Margery had done some shopping together. They had seemed cheerful, even gay. At five o’clock he had left Margery at Julian’s office, and at Maud’s order had started for home.

	He had driven perhaps a half dozen blocks when she suddenly called to him. The window behind him was open, so she had not used the telephone. He thought now that her voice had been strange.

	“What do you mean, strange?” Tony asked.

	“Not like her. Kind of strangled.”

	“Good God, why didn’t you look at her? What did she say?”

	“She told me to drive to Mr. Elliott’s office,” said Gus doggedly. “I did so. She was not sick then, but she looked sort of pale.”

	The rest of the story was not helpful. At the building she got out, but seeing the five o’clock crowd coming out she had glanced at her watch, stood uncertainly on the pavement for a minute or so and then got back in the car and told Gus to take her home.

	That was all, until halfway back he had looked in the car mirror and saw her collapsed on the back seat. He had stopped the car and asked if she was sick, but she had waved him to go on.

	“You don’t know why she decided not to see Mr. Elliott?” Tony asked.

	“No, sir. Except that it was getting late. She may have thought he would be gone.”

	So there we were. We accepted the heat hypothesis because there was nothing else to do, but I don’t believe either Bill or Tony believed it. Something had happened to Maud that day in town, something she did not intend to talk about. It was the beginning of our mystery.

	Bill Sterling sent up a nurse that night and another the next morning, it being the unhappy fate of the very rich seldom to be left alone and in peace. There was a procession of icebags, thin soups, and starched uniforms through the house. And for three days Maud lay in that Empire bed of hers, with the peach taffeta curtains hanging from a gilt crown above it; lay very still, accepting what was done for her without comment, sleeping now and then under the barbiturates Bill ordered, slowly improving, and quietly and alone fighting the battle of her life.

	


CHAPTER FIVE

	It was a trying time. Tony, usually rather casual with his mother, was more concerned than I had ever seen him. He hardly left the house for two or three days. Morning and evening he went in and sat beside her for a short time. She would put out her hand and he would hold it, and as if the contact soothed her she often dozed off. She spoke very little, however.

	He was bewildered and unhappy. I don’t believe he even called Audrey Morgan, which must have annoyed her. Indeed, I think he grew up during that time. There was no attempt at his usual cheerful nonsense. During the few meals we ate together he was silent, almost morose; but as to his mother he fell back on the usual masculine explanation.

	“She’s done too much all summer,” he said one day. “All those crazy parties. Who wanted them anyhow? You?”

	I refused to take offense. “They made a lot of work for me,” I told him. “No, she wanted them herself. She liked to have people around her. And I don’t think they hurt her. After all, I was here to take most of the load.”

	He looked at me as if he had not seen me for some time, which I think was literally true.

	“You look as though you’ve been having a pretty thin time yourself,” he said. “Why don’t you take a day or two off and rest? Or get out and play some golf?”

	I am afraid my eyes filled, out of sheer self-pity and nerves that day. After all, I have rather understated my case. All summer I had been working at top speed. Not only that, I had been at the beck and call of Maud’s friends on the Hill as well as my own in the valley. I had filled in at any number of dinners when a woman dropped out at the last minute; rushing to my room, dressing frantically, and trying to be agreeable for hours on end afterward. Also for the same reason I had lost a good bit of money at bridge, playing for stakes I could not afford.

	“You don’t mind playing, do you, Miss Abbott? That wretched Jamison woman insists on going home early.”

	Anyhow, I cried that day, and Tony patted me awkwardly on the back as though I had swallowed something the wrong way. “Now see here,” he said, “don’t you crash on me. It’s bad enough with Mother going smash. Somebody has to carry the flag.”
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