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INTRODUCTION





ON APRIL 23, 1959, the Oakland Tribune carried the announcement “Nancy Barr Mavity, Book Editor, Dies” and informed readers that Mavity had suffered a heart attack that morning and passed away in her Piedmont, California home “without warning when apparently in good health” at the age of sixty-eight.


She had been at her desk at the Tribune the day before—the same as every day of the previous thirty-four years. An accompanying article declared that “in the years to come stories about her will be legendary” and highlighted her career and exploits as a journalist, concluding that she “always will be Mrs. Page One.”


Refusing to be confined to a single role, Nancy Barr Mavity led three distinctive lives as a wife and mother, a successful crime and mystery novelist, and a well-respected newspaper journalist. So respected, in fact, that the Oakland Tribune literally stopped the presses and printed her obituary and career retrospective on the very day she died and in her usual spot—Page One.


Nann Clark Barr was born in Bridgeport, Illinois, on October 22, 1890, to Dr. Granville Walter Barr, who, in a move that would later influence his daughter, traded a career in medicine for journalism, and Annabelle Applegate Barr. While Nannie (as she was called) was still a young girl, the family moved to Keokuk, Iowa, where her father became City Editor of the local newspaper, The Gate City.


At the age of eighteen she earned an A.B. degree from her mother’s alma mater, Western College for Women, in Oxford, Ohio. She then went to Cornell University where she was awarded one of the prestigious Susan Linn Sage Graduate Scholarships and earned both a Master’s degree and a Ph.D. in Philosophy. With her new doctorate in hand, she obtained a position teaching philosophy at Connecticut College. Her academic career was short-lived, however, coming to an end after she resigned in protest when male colleagues with inferior academic credentials, teaching experience, and publication history were promoted above her.


After leaving academia, she moved to New York City to join a publishing firm and began contributing essays and poetry to a variety of literary magazines. On Christmas Day 1917, she married Arthur Benton Mavity, fifteen years her senior, who worked as a salesman for Henry Holt & Company, and changed her name to Nancy (“Nann C.”) Barr Mavity. In March 1919, barely a month after the birth of their first child, a daughter also named Nancy, Arthur was promoted to the position of Pacific Coast Manager and transferred to Holt’s San Francisco office. The move was not a welcome one to Nancy, as she had a promising career in progress in New York, but she quickly adapted to her new life in California.


The Mavitys settled in Oakland and in 1920 Nancy went to work for the San Francisco Chronicle writing book reviews and literary essays. In 1924, she accepted an assignment from Sunset Magazine for a series of articles written while traveling on her own for six months in Japan, China, Indonesia, Australia, and New Zealand. This was a truly remarkable undertaking, as she had to leave her husband at home alone with two young children—their son John Barr had been born in 1921—in order to pursue this opportunity. Remarkable, yes, but simply a matter of course in the Mavity household.


In 1926, Nancy wrote a highly personal article on “The Wife, the Home, and the Job” for Harper’s Magazine in which she extolled the virtues of the working wife and mother and fiercely advocated for a woman’s right to choose her work and share parenting and housekeeping responsibilities with her husband. (She revisited this theme in a 1951 issue of Harper’s with a follow-up article, “The Two-Income Family,” reflecting on a quarter-century of working outside the home.)


In the meantime, she began writing books—all types of books. Nancy’s first effort, Responsible Citizenship, a textbook on American politics co-written with her husband, appeared in 1923. This was soon followed by a volume of poetry dedicated to her daughter called A Dinner of Herbs and her first novel, Hazard, a largely autobiographical roman à clef. She also published a history of newspaper journalism, The Modern Newspaper, and a best-selling biography of celebrity evangelist Aimee Semple MacPherson, Sister Aimee.


It was when she went to work for the Oakland Tribune in 1925, however, that she found her true calling. In the retrospective published at her death, she is quoted as saying, “I went into newspaper work to enlarge my experience of people as an aid to fiction writing, then I stayed in it for its own sake.”


Did she ever.


For the next three decades, the byline “By Nancy Barr Mavity” appeared regularly in the pages of the Tribune. She wrote colorfully and authoritatively on a myriad of topics—from crime reporting to social reform, from literary criticism to local interest stories—and “won scratches, bruises, scars and accolades as a reporter who let no man beat her on a big story.” She covered a solar eclipse, labor strikes, and the Bay Area literary scene; she reported on the 1945 United Nations Conference in San Francisco; and she interviewed physicist Ernest O. Lawrence “when the University of California Cyclotron was but a gleam in his eye.”


Nancy Barr Mavity’s first mystery novel, The Tule Marsh Murder, made the scene in 1929 and introduced ace crime reporter James Aloysius Piper, “commonly called Peter,” who is fiercely devoted to his paper, the Herald, and succeeds at his job by being relentless in his pursuit of a story, frequently conducting his own investigations without bothering to let the police in on the action. From 1929 to 1933, Peter Piper appeared in five additional novels; Mavity’s last mystery, The State Versus Elna Jepson, is a 1937 stand-alone courtroom drama about an obstinately independent young woman accused of murdering the wife of the man she loves.


All of Mavity’s mysteries were serialized in the pages of the Oakland Tribune prior to hardcover publication and are notable for their portrayal of the role of science in the detection of crime. Psychology and forensics frequently provide key clues to the solutions of the crimes. However, it is usually Peter Piper, not the police detectives, who advocates for modern criminological methods.


Over the course of the novels, Peter champions the uses of ballistics and chemistry (The Other Bullet), fingerprint analysis (The Case of the Missing Sandals), and blood spatter trajectories (The Body on the Floor) in uncovering murderers. Newspaper advertisements and book reviews frequently claimed that Mavity’s fictions were based on actual criminal cases and true circumstances, and the striking resemblance of the murder victim in The Case of the Missing Sandals to Aimee Semple MacPherson did not go unnoticed in the press.


Undoubtedly, The Tule Marsh Murder was inspired by a real case that had captivated the San Francisco Bay Area public a few years earlier. In the summer of 1925, a human ear, with bits of scalp and hair attached, was discovered in the saltwater tule marshes of El Cerrito, an East Bay town just north of Berkeley. The subsequent homicide investigation was led by Berkeley’s renowned chief of police August Vollmer and was aided by pioneering forensic criminalist Edward Oscar Heinrich, who by this time had earned a reputation as “America’s Sherlock Holmes.”


In 1910, Heinrich opened the nation’s first private crime lab and solved numerous cases using a wide variety of scientific techniques—many unknown or unused before Heinrich employed them. In 1916, Vollmer recruited Heinrich to design America’s first “cop college” and the School for Police was launched the following year at the University of California in Berkeley.


With the ear found in the tule marsh as a starting point, Heinrich was quickly able to determine that it belonged to a woman, probably in her twenties, whose natural blonde hair had hints of red and brown dyes. He also correctly determined other East Bay locations where additional body parts were likely to be found, including a pair of jawbones that, through dental analysis, identified her as thirty-one-year-old Bessie Ferguson, an Oakland woman who had gone missing shortly before the ear was discovered.


A few years later, Nancy Barr Mavity interviewed Heinrich and they corresponded for a time afterwards. When The Tule Marsh Murder was published, she sent him a copy of the book and promised to base a character on him in a later novel.


In a lengthy dedication included in her fifth mystery, The Man Who Didn’t Mind Hanging, Mavity addresses the use of real crimes in her novels. While admitting to incorporating elements of actual events into some of her plots, she downplays the connection between the Bessie Ferguson case and The Tule Marsh Murder, stating that “except for the title, there is nothing to suggest that crime.”


No, Nancy, not quite nothing …


In Mavity’s story, Dr. Cavanaugh, a clinical psychologist (who insists “I am not a criminologist”), is drawn into the mystery of a body burned beyond recognition that had been found just above the tule marsh on the slope of El Cerrito hill. A small patch of scalp with a few hairs still attached has escaped the flames, however, and from this Dr. Cavanaugh is able to deduce the following:


“That body belonged to a woman about forty years of age. She patronized an expensive beauty parlour, and had recently had what I believe is a marcel.… She was fair of skin, with the brown eyes and vivid colour that accompany this particular pigmentation. Her hair, naturally red, was darkened to auburn by the use of henna, and was worn long.…”


Clearly, Dr. Cavanaugh learned a thing or two from E.O. Heinrich. With these physical facts as a starting point, the murdered woman is quickly identified as Sheila O’Shay, an infamous singer recently married to publicity-shy millionaire Don Ellsworth, whose disappearance had been headline fodder for several days, and Peter Piper, who has managed to ingratiate himself into Cavanaugh’s confidence, is off and running.


Mavity’s fellow journalists praised her mystery novels for being particularly accurate in their portrayal of newshounds and newsrooms—not surprising considering that, as a crime reporter, she covered many of Northern California’s most notorious criminal cases. She managed to get an exclusive interview with child murderer William Edward Hickman, scooping all the other papers, after she sneaked onto the train transporting him from Oregon to Los Angeles when it stopped in Oakland. She also provided her readers with extensive coverage of the trials of David Lamson, the advertising manager of Stanford University Press who was accused, convicted, retried twice, and eventually acquitted of murdering his wife, Allene (another of Heinrich’s celebrated cases).


She became the first woman ever to spend a night behind the walls of Folsom Prison when she was assigned to report on the pardon hearing of Warren K. Billings who had been convicted, along with Tom Mooney, of the 1916 Preparedness Day bombing in San Francisco.


Although many of Peter Piper’s news-gathering antics would never be tolerated by today’s law enforcers, anecdotes from Mavity’s own career bear notable similarities to those of her fictional hero. During one trial she was covering, she used a ladder to climb through the window of a vacated deliberation room, after the jury had been dismissed for the day, in order to gather up the contents of the wastebasket, writing a story for the next morning’s edition on exactly how many ballots had been taken and what the votes were. In another, she risked facial burns by keeping her head next to a furnace pipe so that she could eavesdrop on a jury, and for three days fed the newspaper direct quotes from the deliberations.


Nancy was widowed when Arthur passed away in 1931, leaving her as a working single mother. As challenging as that must have been, she was certainly not going to let her new circumstance hold her back. In addition to continuing her full-time job at the Tribune, she also wrote her last three novels before her second marriage in 1938 to photographer Edward Almon “Doc” Rogers, who also worked for the Tribune and had photographed the great San Francisco earthquake and fire of 1906. It is unknown why she gave up writing fiction, but she certainly did not give up her association with the Bay Area’s literary community.


In 1945, Mystery Writers of America (MWA) was formed to promote the genre and help ensure sufficient pay for mystery authors. But MWA was headquartered in New York, a very long way from the flourishing cadre of mystery writers on the West Coast. So, in 1947, the first regional branch of MWA was established in Northern California.


Its first meeting was held in San Francisco, with critic and writer Anthony Boucher elected chair, Lenore Glen Offord designated secretary, and Alfred Meyers as treasurer. Other Bay Area mystery writers in attendance were Robert Finnegan, Cary Lucas, Mary Collins, Miriam Allen de Ford, Darwin and Hildegarde Teilhet, Dana Lyon, Dora Richards Shattuck (aka “Richard Shattuck”), Eunice May Boyd, and Virginia Rath.


We know all of this because Nancy Barr Mavity was there, too. On March 2, 1947, the Oakland Tribune ran a lengthy article with the familiar by-line “By Nancy Barr Mavity,” accompanied by the photographs of Doc Rogers, that described the festivities in her characteristic light-hearted prose:


“Crime Incorporated, with murder and mayhem, slow or sudden death and assorted dirty work at the crossroads, has invaded the Bay Area. Its practitioners have banded together to ‘hold up’ the public, demanding, in two words, more kudos and more kale. Two dozen lively promoters of death met conspiratorially, at the gunpoint of Anthony Boucher … to form a Western ‘cell’ of Mystery Writers of America, Inc., with the flourishing slogan, ‘Crime does not pay—enough.’ Over dinner and drinks (with or without cyanide) at a San Francisco restaurant, with the butt end of a .44 for gavel, officers were elected and arrangements made for monthly meetings, alternately in San Francisco and the Eastbay.”


Many of those subsequent meetings were also documented in the pages of the Tribune by Nancy Barr Mavity. In her role as a reporter, she not only highlighted a fascinating aspect of the local social scene, she also legitimized mystery writers as an integral part of the San Francisco literary milieu. Following her death, the Northern California chapter of MWA lauded her contributions in a letter to the editor, “She was not only an outstanding practitioner of our trade … she was also one of our most helpful and valued friends, both in her official capacity as chief of your book section, and as an individual whom most of us knew and were proud to know.”


Nancy Barr Mavity—as the author of widely-praised stories that stand the test of time, as a groundbreaking (and glass-ceiling shattering) crime reporter, and as a promoter and champion of her fellow purveyors of the detective novel—has certainly earned her place among the classics of the American mystery.


RANDAL S. BRANDT


Berkeley, California


Bibliographical note: The life and career of E.O. Heinrich has been brilliantly documented by Kate Winkler Dawson in her 2020 book, American Sherlock: Murder, Forensics, and the Birth of American CSI. The correspondence between Heinrich and Mavity can be found in the Edward Oscar Heinrich Papers at the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.













Chapter I





THE DISAPPEARANCE of Mrs. Don Ellsworth (“Sheila O’Shay”)—it was always printed in this fashion, usually with the addendum that Miss O’Shay’s song and dance hit, “Burn ’Em Up,” had made half a million dollars in royalties for its composer—had already been front-page stuff for three days.


To be sure, on the third day as on the first, there was no information beyond the stark fact that the ever-spectacular Sheila had spectacularly disappeared. But an essential factor in a big news story is continuity; the city editor’s abhorrence of a vacuum far exceeds nature’s. Therefore, in pursuance of tactics technically known as “nursing the story along,” the newsboys were unintelligibly shouting “Huckstry!” to announce that the Ellsworth mystery still deserved the name.


One of them, at the moment, was roaming the street under Dr. Cavanaugh’s window, hoarsely reiterating, “All about the Ellsworth mystery! Latest news of the missing actress! Her-ALD! Her-ALD!”


Dr. Cavanaugh, reclining on the chaise longue with a smoking stand nicely adjusted at his elbow and the Journal of Abnormal Psychology propped with its lower edge resting on the curve of his rotund middle, glanced fleetingly from the page before him to the window. He even let the Journal flatten itself out on his waistcoated arc for a moment, while he wondered at a human nature which rushes out to buy a paper, in order to find out that there are no further incidents to relate about people in whom the buyers have no reason to be interested.


As he reached to pick up the magazine, the telephone on the flat-topped mahogany desk across the room set up a series of intermittent summonses, insistent as an alarm clock.


“M-m. I thought so. About time,” Dr. Cavanaugh grunted, heaving his large bulk from the chaise longue. Before picking up the receiver, however, he drew a nickel out of his trousers pocket and laid it on the smoking stand. It was a habit of Dr. Cavanaugh’s to bet with himself on his own judgment. When he lost, the coin was deposited in a small elephant-shaped box on the desk—but the coins in the box were few.


“Dr. Cavanaugh speaking.”


“Dr. Cavanaugh, this is Don Ellsworth. I wondered—may I come and talk to you?” The voice at the other end of the wire was embarrassed and yet urgent, speaking rapidly but with hesitations—the voice of a man who has held an impulse in check, only to act on it suddenly in the end.


Dr. Cavanaugh reached out for the nickel and restored it to his trousers pocket. Then he leafed rapidly through the pages of the memorandum calendar that stood close to the telephone on the desk.


“Certainly. I’m rather full up for the balance of the week. Say Friday—at four?”


Dr. Cavanaugh viewed the mouthpiece of the telephone with a faint smile as he made this test of Ellsworth’s patience. From what he knew of Don Ellsworth, Friday at four would not suit him at all. But he did not permit a trace of that smile to colour his tone.


“But—I simply can’t wait till Friday.” The voice was more sure of itself now. If the speaker had reached his decision to call Dr. Cavanaugh against inner opposition, his impulse, when baulked from without, had gained singleness and strength. “It’s urgent. Haven’t you read the papers?”


“Only casually.”


“It’s about Sheila. I tell you, Doctor, I’m almost wild. I’m at the end of my rope. Couldn’t I come over now—to-night?”


Dr. Cavanaugh glanced mournfully around the room, its outlines faintly blurred in the gray haze of tobacco smoke. The student lamp which he had brought from Germany in his university days and preferred to electricity as a reading light beamed mellowly down on the comfortably dented pillows of the chaise longue, on the sober gray-and-black covers of the Journal of Abnormal Psychology. He had had a hard day, delving persistently, delicately, indefatigably into the dark recesses of the mind of a patient afflicted with hysterical blindness. A hard and baffling day, with nothing to show for it in the way of results—yet.


“The surgeon of the mind—an operation that takes a year—and the need of as steady a hand as if one were extracting a bullet from the heart muscle,” he mused as his gaze briefly circled the room.


His thick shoulders heaved slightly in an inaudible sigh. But it was characteristic that, once he had made his decision, he made no play of regret. He had scant patience with the form of self-aggrandizement which in granting a favour makes the recipient uncomfortable.


“All right, Don. Come along.” The calm friendliness of his voice carried no hint of his relinquished evening’s rest.


“I hate to impose on you like this. But Sheila——”


“If I hadn’t been willing to see you, I’d have said so. I’ll expect you in fifteen minutes.”


And for fifteen minutes Dr. Cavanaugh was lost to the world, deep in an article on focal infection as a factor in dementia præcox.


Except for the outside entrance and separate doorbell, the room had none of the stigmata of a doctor’s office. It was furnished as a library, and the books which covered two walls with a mosaic of warm, variegated colour were by no means exclusively technical. The half-dozen pictures that marched in line above the bare tops of the bookcases were noncommittal etchings—only the student versed in this somewhat austere art would have recognized these gray and white crisscrossed lines of ships and harbours and fragmentary streets as extremely valuable and, an artist would add, beautiful possessions. The chaise longue and the easy chairs were not too imposing to be comfortable. The only professional note on the wide desk with its worn green leather fittings was the unavoidable calendar pad—and even this was fitted with a cover and was usually kept closed.


But, for the matter of that, Dr. Cavanaugh was not an ordinary doctor. For his own purposes the room was as carefully equipped as an operating theatre for a surgeon. Besides, though unobtrusively, it expressed his own tastes, and Dr. Cavanaugh had reached a professional eminence which relieved him of the necessity of impressing patients. His treatments were as expensive and as hard to obtain as Freud’s—and, he occasionally admitted with a humorous squint in his brown eyes which absolved the remark of conceit, being without Freud’s single-minded genius, they were sometimes more successful.


He had now, in the late forties, reached the point where he could afford to take only the cases which interested him. Those cases were as likely as not to be undertaken for no fee at all—to be written up later in one of those terse, stylistic monographs which brought a blaze of light into the dark thickets of bejargoned medical journals. They were also likely to bring him into court as the last resort alienist of a harassed district attorney or a psychopathic millionaire. They had even brought him into the Sunday supplements and the front pages of metropolitan newspapers, where headline writers had been known to refer to him as the “criminal psychologist” and feature writers credited him with an astounding wizardry.


His solution of the Barnes-Hill double murder, three years after the police had given it up, had extended his reputation to the laity and had made his massive figure and his leonine head with its heavy features and surprisingly gentle brown eyes fair game for the cartoonist. What the laity could scarcely appreciate—although the chief of police did—was the skill with which he had contrived to put the explanation of that tortuous cats’ cradle of facts into the hands of the authorities without making them appear to have been fools.


“I am not a criminologist,” he always insisted. “The study of human motives has been my professional concern for a good many years. What I’ve picked up on the side is just a hobby—a hobby that happens to fit in with my professional interests. Clues? Well, we can’t afford to ignore clues, though I’m no expert in that line. But the most revealing clues cannot be put under the microscope—they are in the workings of the human mind.”


The cries of the newsboy had died away down the street when footsteps sounded on the flagged path leading around the side of the house to the office entrance. Dr. Cavanaugh rose and opened the door before the young man on the stoop had lifted his hand to the bell.


“Come in, Don. Take off your coat and have a cigar.”


“This is awfully good of you, Doctor. There’s nobody else home?”


“Barbara is out for the evening. She will be sorry to have missed you. But if you wanted to talk to me professionally, it’s probably just as well.”


“Yes—I——” The broken sentence died out in a mumble as Ellsworth turned to lay his coat and hat across the back of a chair.


Don Ellsworth’s face, as he turned to the light, was a curious blend of anxiety, embarrassment, and the habitual self-assurance of one for whom money was accustomed to make all rough places smooth. The anxiety and the self-assurance remained, but it was impossible for embarrassment to linger in the impersonal, widely tolerant presence of Dr. Cavanaugh.


Don found himself relaxing in the encompassing arms of the chair and facing the older man with the relief of a child in a scrape who has found an understanding elder to whom to pour out his difficulties. A good part of Don’s life, smothered in wealth since he first became known as the “millionaire baby,” had been spent in getting into and out of scrapes, but they had all been in the tradition of such misdemeanours. The present situation found him without a code to direct him which way to turn.


“You read about Sheila—that she’s gone? She disappeared a week ago without a trace. I’ve got to find out what has become of her!”


“A week ago,” Dr. Cavanaugh said meditatively, clipping the end of his cigar and pushing the smoking stand nearer his visitor. “And the newspapers—which, I suppose, implies also the police—have known it for three days. Isn’t your agitation a trifle—retarded?”













Chapter II





“I WISH to heaven the police could have been kept out of it altogether!” Don’s heavy black brows drew together in a frown. He looked at the moment like a baulked and sulky boy.


“Indeed?” The doctor’s voice barely rose to make the noncommittal word a question. He learned more from his patients by letting them talk than by quizzing them; and by applying the same technic to the normal, or even the criminal, mind, he had listened to some remarkable confessions unattainable by “third-degree” methods.


He waited, in a silence which lapped the room.


“I should have come to you in the first place!” Don burst out at last, tapping his cigar nervously against the ash tray. “Only—well, it’s all such a mess. I hoped it could be covered up. I might have known! It’s rather a difficult matter to discuss.”


“Take your time.” Dr. Cavanaugh settled back in his chair with the air of a man who does not even have to be patient.


The effect of this advice was to plunge his visitor into hurried speech.


“It was a week ago—a week ago last night, to be exact. Dinner was as usual. We always kept up a good front, you know. And Sheila rather enjoyed playing the young matron. It was a new rôle for her—her other marriages, she said, had lacked the brownstone atmosphere. She was in high spirits, as usual. Even when we were alone, she never admitted by word or manner that——Oh, well!” Ellsworth hesitated, and then went on, leaving the sentence unfinished.


“Anyway, I’m sure that she wasn’t worried or apprehensive or particularly excited about anything. Sheila isn’t the worrying type, and as for apprehension—if she thought there was anything for her to be afraid of, she’d clap her hands together in that way she has, and go after it as a new thrill. But there was absolutely no sign of anything in the wind. I remarked when we had had our coffee that I was going around to the club—though, as a matter of fact, I didn’t go, after all. I just took a long drive all by myself into the country, thinking about—things. When I left the house she was on her way upstairs; she said she was going to bed early and get a good night’s sleep.


“That is the last I’ve seen of her. She left all the lights burning in her boudoir—they were still burning next morning. She didn’t take anything with her, not even a suitcase. In the morning she just—wasn’t there. You know Sheila, of course?”


The doctor had listened without interrupting Don’s recital by so much as a nod or a gesture.


“Not very well, unfortunately,” he answered easily. “We haven’t seen much of you since your marriage, you know.”


“No,” Don said abruptly, and stopped.


“It was a mistake to be ashamed of your marriage,” Dr. Cavanaugh observed impersonally. “It is always a mistake to be ashamed. It creates unnecessary difficulties. What you do, you do. Either don’t do it, or stand by it. You always must go on from where you are, you know—not back.”


“I did stand by it, didn’t I? God knows——” The young man’s voice was harsh with feeling.


“Mrs. Ellsworth left, and you want me to find her?” The older man prompted imperturbably.


“I want anything rather than all this blare—the very thing I’d give my eye teeth to avoid.”


“You were not the one to report that your wife was missing, then?”


“I certainly wasn’t. If you knew Sheila——”


“I saw her several times before she left the stage—and of course, as you know, we’ve met casually once or twice since. But that’s an insufficient basis for determining what she would do.”


“She’s charming, of course—terribly charming.” The savage tone robbed the words of all compliment. “She’s—vital. When she wants a thing she simply gets it. And scandal means absolutely nothing to her. It isn’t in her world. She wouldn’t so much as laugh at it—she’d ignore it. It’s been an asset to her, not a liability. She might go like that simply because she knows that there’s nothing I could—or would be willing to—do about it. She might do anything!”


“Oh, no!” the doctor protested. “The number of things a given person might do is strictly limited—by that person. But in this case there’s someone else involved. If you didn’t report her disappearance, who did?”


“Mrs. Kane.” Don’s animosity toward Mrs. Kane was patent.


“Mrs. Kane?”


“She was Sheila’s dresser, I think they call it. A hard-boiled old customer. When Sheila left the stage—when we were married”—his lips twisted wryly on the word—“she brought Mrs. Kane with her as a personal maid. She doesn’t fit in at all with the rest of the staff. Her manners are atrocious. She’s always resented me.”


“Perhaps your manner to her was not exactly placating.”


Don swept the comment aside with an impatient wave of his cigar.


“I don’t know why Sheila kept her. She’s not the devoted-old-retainer type at all. I’ve heard her speak to Sheila in a way that would cost any proper servant her place at once. Impudent and surly. It was she who found the lights burning in Sheila’s boudoir the next morning. She had the nerve to come and ask me where ‘Miss O’Shay’ was. Nothing on earth could keep her from calling Sheila ‘Miss O’Shay.’ She knows I don’t like it.” Despite the anxiety that wrinkled his forehead, Don’s injured tone was comically that of a spoiled child who is not used to having people do what he doesn’t like.


The briefest of smiles hovered at the corners of Dr. Cavanaugh’s lips, and was gone.


“And then?” The calm voice was like a guiding hand, leading Don back from his disgruntled consideration of the failings of Mrs. Kane.


“Of course, when I found she had gone like that, I was upset. And Mrs. Kane kept after me about it. I—I’m afraid I lost my temper.” Don flushed uneasily. Those who knew him at all well knew of the futile rages which seized him, often over trivial matters, and seemed so childish in retrospect.


Dr. Cavanaugh glanced at him obliquely under cover of applying a match to a fresh cigar. The child who destroys his toys—and afterward cries to have them returned to him. The worst thing that could have happened to the millionaire baby was that his broken toys always had been restored, or replaced.


“Were you angry with Mrs. Ellsworth for leaving—or with Mrs. Kane for breaking the news to you, let us say, untactfully?”


“I don’t know—both, I guess,” Don floundered. “To tell the truth, I thought she might have done it just to create a stir. She loved to be the centre of a sensation—it had been her life for so long. It might have been a sudden impulse, the idea that she could plague me into making a search for her, and then show up, laughing, with some fresh newspaper clippings to add to her collection. I wouldn’t even be surprised if this Kane woman knew a good deal more about it than she is telling to me or to anyone!”













Chapter III





“YOU MUST remember that your distrust of Mrs. Kane may be founded on nothing more objective than your personal dislike for her,” the doctor suggested. “You’re not much given to discounting your judgments in the light of your emotions, are you?”


Don accepted the mildly voiced criticism with sulky dignity.


“I should hardly say that my wife’s maid was important enough for personal dislike,” he said.


“She may be very important, indeed, for all we know. At any rate, if her object was to rouse you to a display of wrath, she evidently succeeded. Can you recall exactly what you said to her? I don’t mean to be hard on you—your reaction was doubtless quite normal.” This time the doctor’s smile was definite, even genial. “Whatever it was, I’ve in all probability heard a good many worse things. And I don’t regard it as my job to indulge in moral judgments on my fellows. The most I’m likely to say to you is that you were unwise.”


“Well, I—I finally told her I didn’t give a damn! She turned her back and left; and the next thing I knew, the police were ringing the front doorbell and asking impertinent questions. I told them as little as I could.” There was a grim satisfaction under Don’s harassment.


“And did you?” the doctor asked.


Don looked up from a moody contemplation of his shoe.


“Did I what?”


“Give a damn.”


The young man leaped to his feet, his hands furiously clenching and unclenching at his sides.


“Look here, you can’t——” he began, choking.


Dr. Cavanaugh did not move a muscle from his relaxed position in the big chair.


“Never mind,” he said quietly. “I apologize. It was your own statement, you know. Now what, precisely, do you want me to do in the matter?”


“I want you to get me out of it with a minimum of publicity. Everything I’ve ever done—and it hasn’t been much—has been taken up by the papers. If I got lit after a football game at college, or took a chorus girl to dinner, it was spread all over the country. I can’t stand any more of it. I can’t, and I won’t. Just because I happen to have money, my wife can’t even leave me without their getting out extras about it.”


“If she did leave you,” Dr. Cavanaugh amended, so low that he might have been only thinking aloud.


“But——” Don’s face was a study in angry bewilderment.


“There are other possibilities. I doubt, in fact, if the one you have mentioned would be the first to occur to most men in your position.”


“Well, she couldn’t very well be kidnapped from her own boudoir, in a house full of servants. And by the same token, she couldn’t have met with an accident, or have been held up by bandits, without leaving a trace. I did not mean to speak harshly of her just now, when I said she might have vanished just to plague me. She wouldn’t set out deliberately to hurt anyone—she merely wouldn’t notice whether they were hurt or not, if they got in her way. And you must remember that Sheila was used to the most complete freedom of action. She wasn’t the sort of person you could put in a bottle and keep there. Suppose she turned up in a week or two and announced that she had merely gone away to pay a sudden visit and that it was purely her own affair, not that of the police. A pretty fool I’d look!”


“Yes,” Dr. Cavanaugh agreed softly. “But, you see, she hasn’t turned up.”


“No-o,” Ellsworth admitted slowly, “but I still think Mrs. Kane may know where she is.”


“My dear man, beware of obsessions!” The doctor’s tone was almost bantering. “However, you may be right, of course; she may.”


“I’ve even thought every day that I might get a letter from Sheila herself, with an explanation.”


“And if she did leave you—you’ll have to pardon me for being very personal—would she have any reason that you know of? If you let her see as plainly as you have let me see that you regarded your marriage as a failure, the knowledge could not have made her particularly happy, could it?”


“She’d never have left me just because I wasn’t enthusiastic about our marriage,” Don said with bitter emphasis. “She was getting very much what she wanted out of it—until she decided that she wanted something else. I did think of that, of course—that she might have gone with another man. She could turn any man she wanted blind and crazy. I know, because she did it to me—and the names of some of the others have been public property. Only, unless it was someone out of the past, I don’t know who it could be. Sheila had not the slightest desire to give me grounds for divorce. I really think, in a way, that she wanted to settle down—to play the great lady. At any rate, there hasn’t been a shred of gossip about her in that respect—and when there isn’t any gossip about Sheila, you can depend upon it that gossip looked around pretty closely before giving it up.”


“Your own opinion seems to be, then, that your wife must have left of her own free will because there was no way for her to be removed against it; and that, on the other hand, she did not leave either alone or in an elopement because she was satisfied with things as they were. That seems to be rather an impasse.”


“It is. And it’s just because the more I think of it, the more impossible it all seems, that I’ve had to seek somebody else’s advice on it.”


“As I understand it, since Mrs. Ellsworth’s departure is already in the public eye, the only way to turn that eye in some other direction is to find out what has become of her; and, if possible, to do it before the activities of the police stir up more publicity. Is that a fair statement of the situation?”


“If you put it that way——”


“I do. That’s the bare bones of it, as I see them—and if you come to me at all, you mustn’t expect me to put little paper ruffles on them.” Dr. Cavanaugh’s manner, for the first time, was authoritative. The smile which warmed the sternness of his words did not mitigate the fact that he was laying down terms, to be taken or left. “And why, by the way, did you come to me?” he added.


“I hoped you’d be able to tell me what she’d be most likely to do,” Don said meekly.


“I don’t know enough about her to do that offhand. I’m no magician, you know. Any science, even such a muddled science as psychology, must have its laboratory material. I couldn’t undertake the case professionally. There’s too little to go on. But simply as an unofficial adviser, I’m willing to look into it—if you’re quite sure you want me to.”


“Of course I’m sure! Didn’t I tell you——”


“Wait a moment.” The limpid brown eyes took on the polished hardness of agate. “If I go into this at all, it is to find out the facts. Suppose the consequences prove even more unpleasant than those you are now facing.”


“They couldn’t be much more unpleasant.” Don looked suddenly tired and white. It is a severe handicap to be brought up to consider the world your tame kitten and then to find that it has claws. “Any fee that you choose to name, of course—and I’ll be glad to leave a retainer——”


“There’ll be no fee about it; if for no other reason than because you and Barbara used to be pretty good friends.”


“You know—about Barbara—I——”


“You did what you had to do—or thought you had to do, which amounts to the same thing. Besides, there is another reason. It is barely possible that this affair may become too big for our private handling. The police have been known to avail themselves of my services. I shall certainly do nothing to invite such a request, but if they should appeal to me, I must feel absolutely free. However, let’s cross no bridges. We’ll hope it won’t come to that.”


“I hope not,” Don agreed fervently. “Meanwhile, what would you advise me to do?”


“This Mrs. Kane—is she still in the house?”


“Yes. We’re on a plane of—of armed neutrality at present. But I couldn’t very well ask her to go——”


“Don’t. She knows your wife perhaps better than you do, certainly better than I do. That means that she may be useful, whether she wants to be or not.”


“You think——”


“I have no reason to think anything—yet.”


Dr. Cavanaugh’s leisurely emergence from the deep chair left Don no alternative but to rise also.


“I wish I knew more,” he said as they stood in the open doorway.


“Perhaps you know the old Elizabethan recipe for cooking hare. It begins, ‘First, catch your hare.’ ” And with this dubious reassurance Don had to be content.













Chapter IV





“PIPER!” THE city editor’s raucous voice rose above the clack of typewriters and the murmured exchange of jokes in the Herald local room.


Peter Piper untangled his legs from the rounds of his chair, caught up a sheet of copy paper and a pencil, and ambled over to the city desk.


“I want you to get a follow story on the Ellsworth case.”


“Anything new?”


“There isn’t anything new. That’s the trouble. We’ve got to nurse it along till there is. It may blow up any time, of course, but it’s a great story while it lasts. And it’s still lasting.”


The city editor, who on dull days was a man to avoid like a violent and insufficiently caged wild animal at the zoo, was content as a cat in a bed of catnip when a big story broke.


Peter Piper’s long, mobile face, which had drooped disconsolately over his typewriter, was slit by a wide grin.


“What’s the dope?” he asked, his bright, nearsighted eyes waking up from a bored contemplation of the bulletin board.


“Here are the clippings on the husband. We’ve used all that stuff, of course. But he’ll bear watching. He’s not telling all he knows, not by a damn sight. See if you can get anything on him. Meanwhile, you might go out and see if you can get an interview with Cavanaugh.”


“Cavanaugh! I didn’t know he was in on this.”


“He isn’t—not yet. But he’s likely to be. When the police are in doubt—and they seem to be in quite considerable doubt this trip—they always play Cavanaugh. Besides, he’s good stuff any time. Get him on the psychology of why wives leave home, or something like that.”


Peter blinked—an exaggerated blink which conveyed a decidedly adverse opinion of the reasonableness of city editors.


“Hell’s bells, Jimmy!” he protested. “Cavanaugh’s about as easy to interview as the Dalai Lama. He charges forty dollars a look, by appointment only, and then if he doesn’t like your looks—good-night!” Peter Piper was a student of law in his off hours, and was entitled to wear (though he never did) a Phi Beta Kappa key, but his office vocabulary was strictly in the vernacular.


“Now don’t go off thinking you can’t get an interview with Cavanaugh. Because I know you will. Here, take these.” The city editor thrust into Peter’s hands a sheaf of clippings from the office library, each one pasted on a strip of coloured paper, and turned to the telephone.


“Lord, what an assignment!” Peter groaned aloud. The groan was entirely spurious, because the stimulus of doing difficult things was the wine of life to him. Like all reporters, he affected to be blasé and cynical, and like many of them, though he would never commit the outsider’s solecism of calling newspaper work a game, it really was a game to him, played with immense and carefully concealed gusto.


A moment later he emerged from the locker room wearing a soft gray hat—a hat with shapeless crown and brim a series of irregular ripples from exposure to many rains. He was whistling under his breath. What tune there was to this musical performance consisted of two phrases, endlessly reiterated, in a lugubrious, wailing minor calculated to make the human listener long to lift his nose and howl.


“Put it out!” growled the water-front man, whose desk adjoined Peter’s. Peter stopped whistling long enough to grin, then absent-mindedly resumed his wailing cadence at the precise note where he had left off. He tossed all the clippings but one into a drawer which already contained carbon paper, cigarettes, a torn bag of peppermints, an assortment of very soft black copy pencils, and an upset box of paper clips. The remaining clipping he thrust into his coat pocket, which already bulged with several sheets of folded copy paper.


“You’ll emit that series of sounds once too often some day,” the water-front man said, “and there’ll be another ax murder. ‘Crazed Reporter Slays Mate.’ What’s the good cheer?”


“Oh, one of Jimmy’s wild-goose chases. Nothing to it. It’s bound to be a flop. If Jimmy got the idea that there was a cheese-mongers’ convention being held on the moon, he’d send some poor devil of a reporter out to cover it—and, by heck, he’d get so firmly fixed in the idea that he mustn’t come back without the story that the chances are he’d get there!”


Nevertheless, Peter was cheerful.


“Hoo-oo-oo, hu-hu-hu-hoo.” The wailing notes were cut short by his efforts to dodge a wadded piece of copy paper hurled after him by the water-front man. He ducked with exaggerated alacrity and made a hasty exit into the library.


“Say, Ben, dig up what we’ve got on this bird.” He thrust the clipping which he had brought from the local room into the hand of the library attendant. “The society department must have run a picture at some time or other. If not, of what earthly use are they, I ask it?”
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