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Chapter 1
THE disappearance of Geraldine Foster was first reported to the authorities on the third day after Christmas, several years ago.
Only a desk lamp was burning in the famous private office at the north end of the second floor of Police Headquarters at 240 Centre Street, New York City. The rest of the commissioner's room was darkened with the premature shadows of a raw and gusty winter afternoon. Brooding over a shuffle of blue prints, Thatcher Colt sat at his desk, enchanted with the traffic puzzle of a great city.
Finally he glanced up at me quizzically. "You can go. Tony," he said. "You've done enough work for one secretary today."
"Captain Henry wants to see you, but I told him you didn't wish to be disturbed," I replied.
"Oh, well― send him right in."
Captain― now Deputy-Inspector― Israel Henry was in charge of the cluster of offices surrounding the private room of the Police Commissioner of New York City. In this capacity he was the guardian of Thatcher Colt's privacy and all visitors had to see him first.
Responding to my call, Henry marched Into the office, a heavy-set, silver-haired police captain, and, saluting, laid an opened envelope before Thatcher Colt.
"Young lady brought this in. Been waiting an hour. Says she won't go away until you've looked at it yourself."
Thatcher Colt read the letter with deep attention. Under the lamplight the commissioner was a striking figure, with his huge and powerful frame and soldier's face. He was the best dressed man in public life, and regarded by the more frivolous newspapers as a flaneur or, at best, a dilettante in crime, yet not since the days of Theodore Roosevelt had the department known a chief of such strength, courage and decision. His black hair was crisp and closely cut, his brown eyes sombre and resolved and in his firm features lived action and authority.
Having read the letter, Thatcher Colt picked up the telephone.
"Is Captain Laird still in the building?... Hello, Captain... Young lady in my office― sent to me by one of my oldest friends. Mind if we talk with her together? Come right up."
Meanwhile, Captain Henry had led in the girl, whom he introduced as Miss Betty Canfield. She had an attractive and piquant face and exceedingly large brown eyes, and she was becomingly dressed in a squirrel coat, saucy blue hat, and the smallest snakeskin shoes I had ever seen. As I brought forward a chair, Thatcher Colt greeted her pleasantly.
"So you are the niece of Frank Canfield," he began. "It will be a pleasure to do anything I can for you. Do I understand one of your friends is missing?"
"My room-mate," said Betty Canfield, with a catch in her voice.
The door opened then to admit Captain Laird, a tall, slender, keen-eyed officer in middle years. Laird was one of the first University men to choose a career in the Police Department. At Dartmouth he had been a track star and now the thirty-four detective sergeants under his command were all athletes. Addressing Betty Canfield, Thatcher Colt explained:
"Captain Laird is the chief of our Missing Persons Bureau. More than three thousand disappearance cases are reported to his office every year, and he manages to account for an average of 98 per cent, of them― so you've come to the right place."
Betty Canfield's glance toward Captain Laird was full of appeal.
"However, our most difficult cases." admonished Thatcher Colt, "are those in which the family or friends give only a part of the truth, and not all. So tell us everything."
With admirable directness, Betty Canfield related a curious story. For three years she had been sharing a small apartment on Morningside Heights with Geraldine Foster, a girl of about her own age, who worked in a doctor's office in Washington Square. Recently the two girls had agreed to separate, because Geraldine was planning to be married, the date having been set for January 2. The last time the two had been together was around noon on the previous Saturday, which was Christmas Eve, when they lunched at the Hotel Brevoort and then looked at a oneroom apartment in East Tenth Street which Betty had decided to lease.
"I said good-bye to Geraldine at the south-east corner of Fifth Avenue and Tenth Street. Suddenly she leaned forward and kissed me and she said, 'If I don't come home for supper, Betty, don't be worried― I'll be doing my Christmas shopping.' And before I could answer she had crossed the avenue and was walking down toward Washington Square."
"And you haven't heard from her since?" asked Thatcher Colt, filling his pipe.
"I talked with her later that afternoon over the telephone and, Mr. Colt, it was that last conversation which makes me feel so frightened."
"Why, how is that?"
"I called Geraldine to tell her about a Christmas bonus that our firm had given to the employees. I waited for an hour, because Geraldine had said the doctor would be out at that time. I could tell by her voice that she had been crying, and I asked her what was the matter. She admitted that she and Doctor Maskell had quarrelled. But she wouldn't tell me why." ' "Doctor Maskell!" reflected Colt aloud. "Is he related to George Maskell, the criminal lawyer?"
"I understand they are brothers," said Betty.
"A VERY distinguished family," interposed Captain Laird. "And a queer one. George Maskell is the Robin Hood of the radicals― he and his wife, who is his law partner, represent rich clients at enormous fees, and then work for radicals for nothing. They were also associated with Clarence Darrow and Arthur Garfield Hays, in the Grecco-Carillo murder case."
"I remember," nodded Colt. "Doctor Maskell must be a rich man."
"Geraldine told me he will be rich when his father dies," explained Betty Canfield. "The two sons will inherit millions then. But neither of them has much now, I understand."
"About what time was it when you had this telephone conversation with your room-mate."
"It was exactly three o'clock."
"What makes you so precise on that point?"
"I waited until that exact time to telephone, so that I could avoid talking to Doctor Maskell― I have never liked the man."
"Still, you haven't told me how you knew when it got to be three."
"Oh! There is a little clock on my desk― Geraldine gave it to me last Christmas. I was looking at the dial all the time I was waiting for the number to answer."
"I see. Now tell me what was said further between yourself and Geraldine, over the telephone."
"After Geraldine said she had been quarrelling. I didn't have the heart to talk about the bonus, but I told her if she would come home to supper I would go out shopping with her. But all she answered was, 'Christmas doesn't hold anything for me now. Betty. I wish to God I was dead. And I guess I soon will be. Betty, you may never see me again as long as you live.'
And then she burst out laughing and said she knew she was acting like a fool and promised to be home early."
"BUT she did not come home?"
Betty Canfield shook her head and swallowed hard.
"No! But I wasn't much worried because she often stayed away from the apartment for weekends and holidays without telling me in advance. I supposed she had gone over to her folks in New Jersey."
"What time did you leave your office on Christmas Eve?" asked Colt.
"About four o'clock."
"And where did you go then?"
"Prom one shop to another— why?"
"It is possible then that Geraldine might have tried to telephone you later and failed to connect— isn't it?"
"Yes. I figured just that way. But when Monday came and I hadn't heard from her, I telephoned her mother in Millbrink, New Jersey. Mrs. Foster told me she had expected her for Christmas dinner, and was surprised when she did not even telephone. A week before they had arranged the plan for her to spend the holiday with the family. But they weren't really worried, either. She was an impulsive creature and had often disappointed them. They supposed she went to Boston to spend Christmas with the family of her fiance, Harry Armstrong. Well, I telephoned Harry, only to find out that he hadn't heard from her, either, not since Friday night when he said good-bye to her in Grand Central Station and took the train for Boston. Then I called up Doctor Maskell. He says that when he returned to his office on Christmas Eve he found the rooms locked up. Geraldine had left without any note or message of explanation to him and without waiting for her salary."
"What did her parents say about that?" asked Thatcher Colt, with an intent glance.
"They kept expecting to hear from her in every mail. But old Mr. Foster began to feel upset when I called again yesterday, and this afternoon, when there was still no word, he became really alarmed. He is on his way to New York now, and will be at my apartment tonight. I told him I was coming down here and he asked me to tell you that he would offer a thousand dollars reward if you thought that would help."
Thatcher Colt lit his pipe and sat back In his chair.
"We have many cases where nice and sensible girls act queerly just before their marriage," he mused. "How old is Geraldine?"
"Twenty-two."
"Have you a picture of her?"
Opening her purse. Betty laid before the Police Commissioner a cabinet photograph in a decorative folder. Captain Laird and my chief studied it intently, and from my chair beside the desk I also could see it easily— the face of a good-humored, intelligent, and quite lovely girl.
Still studying the portrait attentively, Thatcher Colt asked for a detailed description, always a difficult thing to obtain.
Geraldine Foster was five feet five inches tall and weighed 130 pounds. She had light brown hair, running to reddish, and blue-grey eyes. One of her notable characteristics were long, slender, and beautifully-kept hands. On the fourth finger of her left hand she wore a diamond engagement ring. When last seen by Miss Canfield, she was wearing a brown beaver coat, a close-fitting orange-and-brown toque, flesh-colored stockings, brown shoes, brown gloves and bag.
Having jotted down these data, Thatcher Colt asked:
"Were any of Miss Foster's clothes, suitcases, or other effects missing from your apartment?"
"No, slr. Wherever Geraldine went, she took nothing with her. As a matter of fact―"
Betty stood up and came nearer to Thatcher Colt.
"It may not have any significance," she said, "but it struck me as awfully queer. The night before Christmas Eve― Friday night― Geraldine had gone to the theatre with Harry Armstrong, the young man she is going to marry. After the show she came home very low in spirits, and sat down on her trunk and suddenly she said to me that she was sick of the sight of her honeymoon clothes."
"That was odd! Do you think she was the sort of a girl who might get despondent and―"
"Never, Mr. Colt. Geraldine had a peculiar horror of death. She would cross the street rather than walk by an undertaker's. I think her mother had something to do with that. The old lady considers herself a spirit medium. She spends hours in the dark making the parlor table bounce around."
Captain Laird looked at his watch.
"It is now 5.30," he said. "I shall get started on this at once."
"Please tell me what you are going to do," asked Betty earnestly.
"We will check up on all the current reports in the Bureau of Information downstairs. In that way we can see if any unidentified girls have met with accidents since Christmas Eve. Also whether any girl was arrested and gave a fake name and address. Then we will also check up on the hospitals for reports of amnesia and aphasia cases."
But Captain Laird refrained from telling Betty Canfield that his men would also be peering down through the icy shelves of the morgue.
"Thanks, Captain Laird," said the girl gratefully, as the tall officer bowed and left the room.
THATCHER COLT was reloading his pipe.
"What time do you expect Geraldine's parents at your apartment?" he asked.
"Around nine o'clock. I can bring them here if― "
"No. Instead, I would like to pay a visit to your apartment tonight, if you don't mind. You see, I take a more personal interest in this case because of my long friendship with your uncle. If you don't object, I'd like to look over your premises a bit. Mind?"
"Not at all," answered Betty. "I am happy that―"
"Now, this doctor that Geraldine worked for. What was his full name and address?"
"Doctor Humphrey Maskell. His office is at 186 Washington Square, North, but he lives at an hotel on lower Fifth Avenue."
"What did Geraldine do in Dr. Maskell's office? Was she a nurse?"
"No. She was a reception clerk for his patients, kept his account books, mailed out his bills―"
"I see. One more question. Mind?"
"I'll tell you everything I can."
"Who was Geraldine's dentist?"
Betty Canfield's face was full of bewilderment as she replied that Geraldine's teeth were cared for by a certain Doctor Morton, in West End Avenue. I could see that she had no inkling as to the purpose of Thatcher Colt's question. Dead bodies, so decomposed as to be unrecognisable, are often identified by dental signs and tokens.
"WHY didn't you like Geraldine's employer?" asked Thatcher Colt, suddenly.
Betty's dark eyes flashed.
"The reason why I cannot tell," she quoted from the old rune about Doctor Fell. "I mean I dislike him instinctively― without any real reason whatever. But there must be something wrong with a man whose own father and brother won't have anything to do with him.''
"Thanks, Miss Canfield. Stop worrying and we'll try to find your friend. Give my best to your uncle― and expect us about eight tonight. The address?"
She gave the number of the esplanade, an apartment house on Morningside Drive, and had reached the door when Thatcher Colt called out:
"Miss Canfield, would you mind telling me what you and Geraldine had for lunch on Christmas Eve at the Brevoort?"
The girl's eyes held a startled gleam as she considered for a moment. Had she possibly divined the gruesome import of the commissioner's question? Then she answered:
"We had snails, Mr. Colt. Why do you ask."
"Thanks, and au revoir," and Thatcher Colt picked up his desk telephone.
Betty Canfield gave me an inquiring glance, for which I was deeply grateful. It was the first time she had looked in my direction. Then she turned and the door of Thatcher Colt's office closed behind her.
The commissioner was talking on the telephone.
"Doctor Humphrey Maskell? This is the Police Commissioner speaking. Could you arrange to be in your office if I dropped in around ten o'clock tonight? Mind? Thank you."
Turning from the telephone, Thatcher Colt said to me:
"Pretty little thing, that Betty Canfield, eh, Tony?"
"Looks like a little beaver with those bright eyes."
"But she didn't tell us all she knows, Tony," added the commissioner with a sigh. "Nice, sweet girl, from a good family, but she comes down here and tells me lies. That's too bad."
"But, chief, how did she―"
Thatcher Colt waved my question aside. Bending again over his traffic blue-prints, he added:
"Get your dinner, Tony, and meet me at the garage in an hour. I noticed how you admired my friend's niece, so I am taking you up there with me tonight."
What had made Thatcher Colt believe that Betty Canfield had lied to him?
Chapter 2
OVER my solitary dinner in a Pearl Street lunch-room I puzzled over that question with knitted brows, but came no nearer to the answer. It was generally that way when I tried to follow the strange thoughtways of the police commissioner. In all the years that I had known him he had invariably baffled me, and yet I was closer to him than any other person.
More than anything else in the world, Thatcher Colt was afraid of being exposed in his true personality as a sentimentalist. He could sit at his desk and deride all human feelings as glandular and depraved, and at that very moment have in his pocket a just-composed sonnet to the red-headed girl who had ditched him for a duke while he was fighting in France. I had known him some years before that disastrous romance, having met him first when I was a reporter on the staff of the old "Sun." Later, I served under him in the Argonne. But for many years after the demobilisation we did not see each other. I had returned to newspaper work and Thatcher Colt was travelling in the Orient. As soon as he came back to New York he was appointed Police Commissioner and promptly made me his secretary.
All this I recalled at dinner, but as later I hurried through a particularly dank and unpleasant night back to headquarters, I confess that I was also beguiled with musings about the pretty girl who a few hours before had come to the office with her strange story. Would Thatcher Colt be able to solve the mystery she had laid before him?
In the garage, I found Neil McMahon, the commissioner's chauffeur, seated at the wheel of that powerful motor car which a great manufacturer, recently presented to the department in gratitude for one of the unpublished exploits of Thatcher Colt. It ls an extraordinary machine, equipped with many secret devices from the triplex non-shatterable glass of its windows and windshields to the two concealed sub-calibre Thompson machine guns.
Soon we were joined by the commissioner, and Neil drove us out into Broome Street.
Exactly at eight o'clock Thatcher Colt and I reached the Esplanade Apartments. The apartment we sought was in the rear of the fourth floor, and Betty Canfield opened the door.
"Have you heard anything?" was her first question.
Told that it was too early to hope for any results from the police inquiries, she at once led us down the tiny entrance corridor.
THE apartment was a pleasant and homelike place with its two bedrooms, living-room, kitchenette, and bath. I noticed the gay chintzes, the nice prints, the good-humored touches of novelty and color in odd and unexpected nooks and corners. Then I remembered that I was a stranger intruding here, where one had waked and slept and dreamed of her wedding day, had gone out, and had now mysteriously disappeared.
Returning to the living-room, after roaming from front to back, Thatcher Colt sat down on the edge of the couch and, leaning on his walking-stick, shook his head and stared around him with thoughtful eyes as if seeking the truth about Geraldine Foster through clairvoyance. Then he began to question Betty Canfield. For half an hour they chatted on, and at the close Thatcher Colt said:
"I think I have what I want now, Betty― a psychological portrait of Geraldine Foster. A reception clerk in a doctor's office, and why?— Because she wanted to be in the big city instead of the little town where her parents lived.
"Loyal to the man she intended to marry," continued Thatcher Colt, checking off the points of characterisation he had drawn forth by his questions. "Sends little presents home to the family every week, although her salary is small and her father is worth perhaps fifty thousand dollars. A girl who is kind to her mother, father, brother. Within a few days of her marriage, and, poof! she disappears, after that curious conversation you had with her over the telephone."
"Oh, there must be some way of tracing her!" exclaimed Betty, with a quiver of her lovely eyes.
"Easy does it, Betty. I've only just started— and I want to go right on. Mind? Now, this afternoon you referred to your friend's employer, Doctor Humphrey Maskell."
"They call him 'the laughing doctor of Washington Square,' " said Betty, with a toss of her head.
"Who calls him that?"
"His patients and his friends. Geraldine told me."
Thatcher Colt was refilling his pipe.
"Do you think Doctor Maskcll has any idea where Geraldine is?" he asked amiably.
"She was quarrelling with him before I called up. And I wouldn't put anything past him. I think I told you his own family won't speak to him."
"Sometimes that is a compliment," said Thatcher Colt, "but not in this instance. There is not a better trial lawyer In New York City than George Maskell. The father is a retired architect, designed the Tablature Building and three or four others― made millions― why, Betty, it's a very fine family."
"All fine families have their dark mutton," declared Betty. "I believe he could tell us about Geraldine this minute if he chose."
"But that's just a hunch?"
"Of course."
"Maybe it is the doctor who won't have anything to do with the rest of the family— the boot may be on the other foot," suggested Thatcher Colt. "Anyway, there's nothing so far to confirm your hunch. Betty, or to connect Doctor Maskell with the matter in any way— actually?"
She admitted there was not, and he sat back thoughtfully.
"Betty," he remarked, "I have the impolite feeling that you are not being entirely frank with me about Doctor Maskell."
She flushed slightly.
"I am trying to tell you everything. All that I know is what Geraldine told me. She was very anxious about him. She would come home and tell me how he raved against his own family, because they shut him out— calling his sister-in-law a money-grabbing banshee, making fun of her drawing and singing, and calling his own father a deceived old man. Geraldine used to feel badly about it. And when Mrs. Maskell― the doctor's sister-in-law― went to Europe last summer, I think the doctor tried to make it up with George. But it didn't work, and the doctor cursed around the office so that again I tried to make Geraldine resign."
"And she wouldn't?"
"No― she liked him as much as I disliked him."
Colt nodded thoughtfully.
"Betty." he said suddenly. "You mentioned that your room-mate sometimes stayed away on weekends and holidays."
"Occasionally."
"Did she always confide in you about her personal matters?"
"She used to, but not lately; she often talked with me about the jealousy of Harry Armstrong, her fiance, for instance, but for the last few months she has grown quite secretive. Ever since she began to talk about having royal blood in her veins."
Thatcher Colt leaned forward.
"What made her say that, Betty?"
"Someone had written to her about her family tree."
"I see. She stopped telling you her secrets then?"
"I don't mean there was any connection. But she did keep her business to herself― most of the time."
"Perhaps you may save her life, you know, by telling everything you know— or suspect."
"I don't know anything. And besides― suppose she were to come back this minute and find me telling you― "
Grotesquely enough there came a ring at the doorbell just then. Betty admitted into the living-room a well-dressed elderly couple who seemed surprised to find us there. Old Edmund L. Foster, father of the missing girl, was a tall, bent man, with shrewd blue eyes and large, red, gnarled hands which dangled at his sides and gave him a helpless air. His wife was almost as tall us he, but quite stout; her round face was wrinkled and her eyes sparkled excitedly behind double-lensed glasses.
After the introduction Thatcher Colt explained to the old couple the steps that were being taken to look for their daughter.
"MR. COLT," plead the mother, with an energetic shake of her head, "there won't any of this get into the papers, will there?"
Thatcher Colt explained that if Geraldine continued absent, the help of the Press would be invaluable.
"It ruins a girl's reputation to run away," said old Mr. Foster, his voice rumbling In his throat. "And I want you to understand right from the start that Gerry was a good girl. She never got herself into any trouble and never would. There's never been any reflection on our family name, and there never will be."
Thatcher Colt expressed his full confidence in this declaration. He then began interrogating Mr. and Mrs. Foster, and soon was obtaining a verbal picture of the family, their background and history, and all about their former residence in the mountains of Western Maryland, where Mr. Foster had made a substantial fortune in his band instrument factory. Thatcher Colt asked some questions about their son. Bruce, and then inquired why he remained behind at such a time.
"Oh," said Mrs. Foster, with a proud roll of her eyes, "he didn't stay home. Bruce thinks he knows where she is, and he's gone out to look for her himself."
"Where does the young man think she is?" asked the commissioner quickly.
"We couldn't drag it out of him," explained old Mr. Foster. "He just told us he was going and he wasn't coming back without his sister."
"When was that?"
"This afternoon."
The investigator expressed his thanks for this information.
"Now, I would like to have your permission," he said, "to make a search of your daughter's private effects. We might find something—"
"Go ahead," said the father. "You won't find anything to her discredit, I'll promise you that."
The old man and woman sat in two easy chairs, looking at each other, but saying nothing at all, while Betty guided the commissioner in his search, and I, with my notebook, followed them.
"Geraldine always used to say she hated the tyranny of things," explained Betty, leading us into the bedroom, "so there isn't much to look at. The new trunk there contains most of her trousseau."
But our search of those garments, scented sweetly for a honeymoon, gave us no information.
"May I see Geraldine's comb?" asked the commissioner presently. Betty handed him an amber comb which Thatcher Colt looked at with a brief glance of discouragement.
"Not a tiny strand of hair left in it,", he remarked disconsolately. "Has she a used hair net left lying around?"
Betty vanished into a closet and returned with a net cap which she said Geraldine sometimes wore after she had treated her hair. Clinging to it were several strands of fine, brown hair which Thatcher Colt removed with great care. In the breast pocket of his coat he found an envelope into which he dropped the hairs, and then sealed the flap. On the outside of the envelope, the commissioner wrote in his small, precise hand, "Samples of the hair of Geraldine Foster."
Having tucked this in his pocket he turned to a closet door and opened it, revealing a clothes' closet.
"Was this her coat?" asked Thatcher Colt, taking down a tweed jacket, the skirt of which was hanging nearby. As Betty nodded, the commissioner began fingering through the patch pockets and presently he drew forth a key.
"Is this for your front door?" he asked.
Betty said it was not. Nor did she know what lock it fitted. Thatcher Colt stepped out of the closet and examined the key closely. It was a large one, of greenish metal, with an elliptical bow, a long stem, thick shoulders and a bit composed of a number of irregular projections— a key to fit an intricate and old-fashioned lock. Through the bow was knotted a piece of blue ribbon, as if it had been worn on a loop— perhaps against the bosom of the missing Geraldine.
I put the key in my pocket while Colt asked the parents if they recognised the key. They flatly declared that they did not. With eyes more sombre than ever, the commissioner then resumed his investigation. Betty led the way, pointing out the objects that had belonged to Geraldine.
"We shared this desk— the two left-hand drawers were Geraldine's."
Finding them unlocked, Thatcher Colt removed the drawers and spilled their contents on the couch. Piece by piece he examined the papers. One letter was found from the father, thanking her for a new necktie. A little later the commissioner found a message that had come by special delivery: "Dear Sis, for the love of Mike wire me twenty-five bucks, will you? Your loving brother, Bruce." Perhaps there were two hundred separate papers in this disorderly jumble.
"Do you know of any other place where Geraldine might have kept important papers?" asked Thatcher Colt.
"She always boasted she kept only harmless things and destroyed the dangerous ones," replied Betty.
"Everything connected with my daughter was harmless," asserted Edmund L. Foster firmly.
At that moment Thatcher Colt was bending over, on the point of pushing the second drawer of the desk back into place, when suddenly he stopped and thrust his hand and arm deep into the dark recess. Presently he drew out into the light a fragment of green notepaper, on which some words were written in ink. When Thatcher Colt handed the scrap of paper to Betty she instantly exclaimed:
"That is Geraldine's handwriting"― and in a low voice she read aloud:
"I will never show the white feather. You tell me it is right. Something tells me it is very wrong. Very wicked. Once in your sleep I heard you utter her name. I am getting married and I need the money. I must have four thousand dollars from you or―"
A deep silence followed her reading of that cryptic fragment of a letter, and especially that last, deeply significant clause. Geraldine Foster a blackmailer? And who had talked in sleep, in the hearing of this pretty girl who could not be found? There was a strange look in the old father's eyes as he kept his gaze fixed on the calm, inscrutable face of his wife— a look of determined, obstinate refusal to believe.
At last Thatcher Colt spoke.
"This is all very different from the mental portrait you gave me of Geraldine," he protested. "The girl you painted for me was not a criminal."
"No! Never!" cried Betty.
The mother and father nodded to each other reassuringly, but said nothing.
"YOU are sure it is Geraldine's handwriting?" asked Colt.
"Yes. I saw Geraldine when she wrote that note. It was on the morning of Christmas Eve. It was my turn to get breakfast, and she was sitting at.the desk, writing. All at once she tore up her unfinished letter and threw the pieces into the waste-basket. Then she wrote another letter and later mailed it."
"But how did this fragment get way back there, behind the desk drawer?"
For this Betty had no answer, and Thatcher Colt lifted the ornamental waste basket behind the escritoire.
"When did you empty this basket last?" he asked.
"This morning. I am sure those torn-up pieces were still in there― it hadn't been touched since last Saturday."
Thatcher Colt stalked to the telephone, fixed on the wall of the little entrance corridor, and called the switchboard operator in the Esplanade lobby:
"Please tell the janitor to come up to Apartment 4-D at once. Tell him the police want to see him."
While he was waiting, Thatcher Colt stood moodily in the centre of the livingroom, the fragrant of paper in his hand, while his eyes studied the inked letters with brooding interest. Familiar with the symptoms of his manner, I watched him eagerly. Something had occurred to him that we had not noticed. Slowly he turned and walked over to the desk, sat down, studied a memorandum Betty had left there, then lifted the desk fountain-pen from its swivel holder and began to write on a blank sheet of notepaper lying near his hand.
Then he lifted it and held it close to his eyes, slanting the paper to an oblique position, looking sharply askance at his own writing, and then comparing it with the torn fragment.
"How long have you been using this kind of ink, Betty?" he asked.
"We have a bottle of it— I think we've had it at least a month."
"Any other ink in the apartment?"
"None that I know of."
Thatcher Colt turned and looked at the girl sombrely.
"Think carefully and tell me," he said, "did Geraldine have a special ink-bottle of her own?"
"No, sir. Is there anything wrong with that ink?"
Thatcher shrugged.
"I don't know. But I am puzzled at one circumstance. The ink with which I have just written is not the same ink with which Geraldine Foster wrote that note, although both are purple. Geraldine's handwriting seems to me to be in Waterman's ink― certainly it is different from the fluid now in this fountain-pen— the metallic glisten of this dried writing of mine shows conclusively that I wrote with, what is known as Sheaffer's 'Skrip'―they call it 'washable purple.' "
Without speaking, Betty turned to a closet and came back almost instantly with a bottle of ink in her hand.
"How amazing!" she exclaimed. "That is exactly the name on the label!— Skrip!"
Thatcher Colt smiled grimly.
"That isn't the amazing part," he said. "What is truly extraordinary is that these notes are written in different ink but with the same pen."
"What would that mean, Mr. Colt?"
Before the commissioner could answer, the doorbell rang loudly.
I admitted the janitor, a sleepy Lithuanian in a ragged shirt. Standing in front of the commissioner, his whole body sagged, as if he were sitting on an invisible stool.
"Is today's wastepaper still down in the cellar?" asked the commissioner.
"Tomorrow morning they will take it all away," declared the janitor, defensively.
"Then it's still here!" cried Thatcher Colt to me with a sigh of triumph. "Tony, I ordered Sergeant Burke to report to me at my car in front of this house. He ought to be down there now. Show Burke this scrap of torn note, and tell him to go through all the wastepaper in the cellar if it takes a week, until he finds the rest of the pieces."
Chapter 3
WITH a single electric bulb burning, I left Detective-Sergeant Burke seated on a stool in front of two immense bales of wastepaper gathered from twelve floors of apartments in the Esplanade. Knowing that this would be, at least, an all night job, I started back to the apartment on the fourth floor. But I never got there, for I found Thatcher Colt impatiently waiting for me in the lobby. As we hastened out to the sidewalk, I told him that Burke had started on his task.
Before we could say more, we were at the commissioner's car, and Neil McMahon saluted and announced he had something of interest to impart. Neil's actual words were:
"Chief, I got some dirt for you on this Foster case."
"Well?"
"I just got it from the janitor. He was telling me that on or about 8.10 on the morning of December 24, the said Foster dame and the said Canfield dame were having one hell of a row upstairs. The janitor happened to be in the hallway, and he heard it. He don't know what the said girls were fighting about, but he reports that said fight was a lallapaloosa."
"Thanks, Neil. Let's go."
Thatcher Colt got into the car, and, leaning far back, he began to fill his pipe.
As we started down the shelf-like street that runs along the brink of Morningside, the chief remarked:
"Now, why didn't that charming Betty tell us about that quarrel, Tony? And why didn't she tell us that she was once engaged to Geraldine's brother, Bruce?"
"How did you learn that?" I asked quickly.
"From the father, while you were down in the cellar. I got some crumbs from him. But he is not disposed to be communicative."
In silence we drove down town until we reached the place of our appointment on the north side of Washington Square.
Doctor Humphrey Maskell had rented the first floor of one of those old-fashioned houses that line the north side of the park, and had made the lower floor into an office suite. As we approached the steps we saw that a light was burning behind the drawn shades of the office windows. The doctor's brass plate was fixed into the bricks beside the front door.
UPON ringing, we were promptly admitted into the hallway and found Dr. Maskell in a white linen jacket standing at the entrance to his offices and smiling affably.
A tall, rather good-looking man was Dr Humphrey Maskell, broad of shoulder ana strong of muscle; a wolf of a man. Thatcher Colt said later. He was in his late thirties, there was a precocious patch of grey in the thick brown hair at his temples, he was recently and exquisitely barbered, and his expression was agreeable, and yet— or so it seemed to me— with at intangible suggestion of the picaresque. His jaws were set in a long, strong line, and his eyes were bright and restless.
"Good evening, Mr. Commissioner," he said pleasantly, his voice deep and lull. "Will you step in?" and as we followed him into the reception-room he added: "I suppose you want to talk to me about the girl in my office? Yes, certainly," and by that last phrase Doctor Maskell answered his question for himself.
The doors of the suite were thrown open so that we could see the layout of the rooms at once. The front room was furnished with many chairs for waiting patients, a table heaped with magazines, and a few etchings on the papered walls. A partition separated this from the doctor's private consultation-room, in which I made out a desk, an examination-table in white enamel, a light-ray apparatus, and other therapeutic paraphernalia. Beyond this was a closed door which, as we learned later, opened into a small storage-room at the back, with a window looking upon the rear yard of the house.
The doctor invited us to be seated, lit a cigarette, and waited for Thatcher Colt to speak.
Thatcher Colt had inclined his head forward as if he were studying the physician's knees.
"I remember you in the war," he said in a low voice. "They called you the 'fighting doctor.' "
Humphrey Maskell laughed. "Yes, certainly," he agreed.
"Tell me what you know about the disappearance of Miss Foster," suggested Thatcher Colt, abruptly.
"I don't know anything about it at all." replied Doctor Maskell in a reasoning tone. "I wish I did. Geraldine was going to leave me to be married, but this sudden disappearance and unexplained absence makes one feel quite alarmed."
"When did you last see her?" asked Thatcher Colt, leaning forward on his stick and peering around the room.
"At two o'clock on Saturday afternoon, Christmas Eve."
"Two o'clock, did you say?" asked Thatcher Colt, with sudden interest.
"Yes."
"How was that?"
"Well, I shall have to explain to you that every year I make a practice of giving presents to my regular patients. I like to deliver them in person, the day before Christmas. Last week I observed the custom. All during Saturday morning, Geraldine was here in the office, helping me wrap the bundles and attach the cards. Around noon she went out to lunch, but she came back a few minutes after one.She helped me load the first batch of presents into my car, and I drove off."
"Was she with you?"
"No," replied the doctor with a broad smile, "I had another lady with me. She was Miss Doris Morgan, a little girl eleven years old who lives with her mother and father and grandmother on the floor above these offices. She came with me to help distribute the little presents. We called it playing Santa Claus."
"What time did you get back here?"
"About 1.45, I should judge. We drove to about a dozen houses in the Village district and then we came back here for more presents."
Thatcher Colt nodded closed his eyes, and leaned back against the wall.
"You filled your car with more presents, then?"
"Yes."
"And when did you leave on your second trip?"
"At two o'clock. And that was the last time I saw Geraldine Foster."
Thatcher Colt's eyes closed even more tightly, and he smoked for a moment in silence.
"Now, Doctor," he said evenly, "let me get this picture straight in my mind. You left this office for your second trip at two o'clock on the afternoon of December 24?"
"Yes. certainly. But why all these questions about―"
"Where did you go on that second trip?"
"All over town."
"And when did you get back?"
"Oh, it was dark. Well after four o'clock― nearly five, I should say."
Again Thatcher Colt closed his eyes.
"What happened when you came home?" he asked.
"Mr. Colt," said the physician, "a very remarkable thing happened when I came home. I am sure it could have no bearing on this matter. Yet I suppose I ought to tell you."
Thatcher Colt opened his eyes and studied the doctor calmly.
"Better tell me everything," he said dryly.
"I was holding Doris by the hand, and we were both laughing, as I came through the front door into the hallway out there, just outside the door to this office. But as I stepped into the hallway I noticed a woman standing in front of my office door. The hall-lamp was not burning and I could see her only indistinctly. But I did make out that she was dressed in a dark coat, with the collar turned up, and that
she stood so that her face was turned away from us. I spoke to her and asked her if she wanted to see the doctor. She answered me by demanding to know why I did not keep someone in the office while I was away. I said there was a young lady inside, and the strange woman then insisted that she had been ringing for fifteen minutes and yet no one had opened the door. I thought this was very peculiar, for Geraldine was always most faithful and punctual about her duties. I tried the door, and to my surprise it was locked. I opened the door with my key, and walked in. Doris followed me, and so, without a word, did this woman.
"THERE were no lights on in my office, and I called out to Geraldine. No answer. Then, to my astonishment the strange woman pushed past me without asking my permission, and walked straight through this reception room yonder. Of course, I followed her, but before I reached her side, she had gone on farther and opened the rear door and looked into the little room at the back. That, too, was empty. I then asked her, rather peremptorily, what she was looking for, but she buried her chin in the collar of her coat, half-closed her eyes and said she was too late. Then she burst into tears. I tried to detain her, but she rushed past me, out into the hallway. I followed her, quite startled at her extraordinary behaviour, and then I noticed there was a taxicab before my door. She got into it and drove away."
"You didn't notice the license number on the taxi, I suppose?" asked Thatcher Colt.
Doctor Maskell had not.
"And that," said Doctor Maskell soberly, "is all that I know about lt. At first I was rather inclined to think that Geraldine had played me a rather shabby trick― recently she has not been herself; talked about having Royal blood in her veins— but now, I confess, I don't know what to think."
"You have no idea who the woman was?"
"No."
"Was she young or old?"
"I had the impression that she was around middle-age."
"lt could not have been Geraldine herself?"
"Good Lord, no!"
Thatcher Colt emptied the dottle from his pipe into an ash tray and began refilling the bowl.
"Queer," he said musingly. "That mysterious lady might have been just a wandering person with a disorderly mind. On the other hand, she may yet prove to be of supreme importance in this case."
"Yes, certainly," agreed Doctor Maskell. "I shall take a look through your establishment. Mind?" asked Thatcher Colt.
"Do you think Geraldine is still here?" asked the doctor, opening wide his eyes.
Without answering, the Police Commissioner rose and strode through the two rooms to the door at the back and through that into the rear room. I followed him, with Doctor Maskell marching at my heels. The sombre, brown eyes of Thatcher' Colt were turning from one object to another In the clutter of stored material in that last room of the suite. Bending down, he fingered bottles and packages that lay loosely around and I noticed that over one large bottle he lingered. Stolidly the doctor watched as the commissioner removed the stout cork, and sniffed at the neck of the bottle. Then, still without a word, Thatcher Colt left the bottle and went on prowling into the consultation room. He halted suddenly before a closed door.
"What is that?"
"A clothes closet," answered Doctor Maskell.
Thatcher Colt opened it and thrust his hand inside.
"May I ask," inquired Maskell, "what you hope to find in there, Mr. Commissioner?"
Backing out of the closet, Thatcher Colt showed a brown fur coat in his hand.
"Did this belong to Geraldine Poster?" he asked, turning toward the doctor and staring at him with profound melancholy.
"Yes, certainly. I cannot imagine what it is doing in there. I did not know lt was there. The closet has not been opened by me since Saturday."
"Was this the coat she wore to work on Christmas Eve?"
"I am certain that it was. I saw her with it on when she went out to lunch."
Thatcher Colt closed his eyes as he stood there with the girl's coat held against his chest.
"Christmas Eve was a cold day," he said in a low voice. "The air was damp, and raw, and piercing. If Geraldine were going out anywhere she would need her coat. And there is her bag, hanging on the same nail with her coat. Where can the owner be— if she went out with no coat and no purse?"
IN a strained silence we stood there while Thatcher Colt examined the purse, checking up on the small miscellany of its contents— compact, lipstick, a book of addresses, a roll of bills and a handful of silver. Putting the coat and bag into my hands the commissioner turned again to Doctor Maskell.
"Do you suppose the mysterious woman who accosted you brought back the coat and purse? Did you notice if she camed anything?"
"Why― why— no, I did not," answered the physician. "What makes you think about that?"
"I am sorry if I have inconvenienced you," replied Thatcher Colt gloomily. "And I am sorry to say that I may have to trouble you soon again. For the present, goodnight."
"Yes, certainly," said Doctor Maskell, opening wide his door and bowing.
But at the threshold Thatcher Colt paused.
"Doctor," he said, "I am sorry to observe, on departing, that you have not been frank with me."
"What do you mean?" returned Maskell sharply.
"You failed to tell me that you and Geraldine quarrelled before you left on your errand of good cheer. You had a beastly quarrel, but you have kept quiet about it."
Doctor Maskell looked startled, then shrugged his shoulders.
"That is true," he admitted. "But it was a private matter. If Miss Foster returns she will not want me to discuss the subject."
"But the police do want you to discuss it. What did you quarrel about?"
Again the physician shrugged his shoulders helplessly.
"About her engagement. She had broken it off. She told me about it. I told her she was a fool― that she should go through with the marriage. That is why we quarrelled."
"Why did she say she had broken off the engagement?"
"She did not tell me that."
The doctor was lying. Thatcher Colt knew that he was lying, and Maskell knew that he knew.
Without a word, the commissioner turned his back on the physician, and I followed him out into the vestibule. Behind us the door of the Maskell offices closed quietly, but with a click that told us also how securely it was shut against us.
Chapter 4
I HAD started down the white marble steps of the house on Washington Square, North, when I was suddenly halted by a brief, tense word from Thatcher Colt. Looking back, I saw that he was standing in the vestibule, his pocket electric torch playing over the nameplates beside the doorbells. As I returned to his side he was pressing a button near the name "Gilbert Morgan."
Presently the familiar clicking of the latch was heard, and once again the front door yielded to my hand on the knob. Up the broad staircase I followed my chief to the second floor, where we found a woman standing at an open door, her face in shadow, but her blonde hair was radiant in thc fall of yellow light from a lamp suspended above and behind her head.
"Is this Mrs. Morgan?" asked Colt promptly.
In spite of all that has since been said against her, I have always maintained that Mrs. Morgan was a beautiful woman. She was a young woman, and, I repeat it, beautiful, but there was a lifetime of suffering in the watchful eyes, in the very tone which she greeted us.
"I am Felise Morgan," she replied. "What is it you wish?"
Briefly and naturally, Thatcher Colt explained who he was and why he was there. But at the very mention of Geraldine Foster's name a gleam flashed dangerously from the woman's blue eyes.
"I knew nothing about Geraldine Foster," she answered firmly.
Making no comment upon the evident spirit with which this statement was made, Thatcher Colt repeated to her the story that had just been told to him by Doctor Maskell. To all its details Mrs. Morgan nodded confirmingly. It was true that her little daughter, Doris, had helped the doctor with the distribution of his Christmas presents. It was true that they had been gone on their trip about the length of time fixed by Maskell.
"Might we talk to your daughter?" suggested Colt.
"She is asleep," protested the mother, upon which Thatcher Colt waved his hand, dismissing the notion. But Mrs. Morgan agreed that Thatcher Colt might question the little girl, if it ever became necessary, unless her father objected. Mr. Morgan was not then at home.
For the second time that night we left the house and returned to the street. There were a dozen questions clamoring in my mind, but the mood of Thatcher Colt forbade any inquiry just then.
"A lioness of a woman, that Felise Morgan," was his only comment.
All the way to Headquarters he was silent and contemplative, smoking his pipe as he lounged back in the car. Center Street was deserted when we reached the grim old department building, with its marble trim and its ornamental iron, very massive and Georgian in the December night. I was glad to get inside, for there was a raw, pneumonia wind abroad.
ON the commissioner's desk lay a stack of reports, and, from a mass of these documents, he picked up a layout for a police circular, prepared by Captain Laird, to broadcast the search for Geraldine Foster. It was ready to go to the printer, and a few days later was being displayed all over the country. With a pencil, Thatcher Colt made a few swift corrections.
I sat down at the typewriter and began to transcribe my notes. In my book, I had complete records of all that had been told us by Betty Canfield, the Fosters, Mrs. Morgan, and Doctor Humphrey Maskell. As I reduced the pothooks to typewritten sheets, it seemed to me— though God knows, with no sense of disloyalty— that all of Thatcher Colt's questions, his groping for evidence and witnesses had led him only into an increasing mystery and darkness, instead of nearer to the light.
By noon of the following day, there was still no word of Geraldine Foster. Thatcher Colt had spent most of the morning at the Police College, across the street from Headquarters. Not all of his morning, however, was spent in the college. While waiting for his first caller, he explained to me that he had done some solitary prowling in Washington Square, just after breakfast, and had learned two interesting facts.
"I talked with a girl named Lizzie Clark," he explained, with a glint of amusing remi-niscence in his eye. "She ls a nursemaid for an Italian family living in the Fifth Avenue Hotel. Lizzie remembers seeing two women leave the house, where Maskell has his office, on the afternoon of Christmas Eve. What fixed it in her mind was that each of the women carried a large bottle, almost the size of a jug."
"Can you be certain one of them was Geraldine Foster?" I inquired.
"No," admitted the Commissioner, with a sigh. "But there was a large jug-like bottle in Maskell's office last night— and near it some wrapping paper with a tag showing three bottles to be delivered before 3 p.m. on Christmas Eve."
He spoke lightly and yet I could tell there was a worried note in his voice.
"Also," added the commissioner, "Doctor Maskell has left town."
"Where on earth―?"
"Right you are! Where on earth? No one seems to know. The smiling doctor of Washington Square has decamped. He eluded my man an hour after he began to tail him. But why shouldn't he go away? There are no charges against him."
I was alert to ask for more details, but Captain Laird arrived and I went back to my notes.
The chief of the Bureau of Missing Persons promptly stated, as his theory, that the girl was alive and in deliberate hiding. He pointed out that she had remained away before for days at a time.
"So far, it is just like any one of a number of such cases," argued Captain Laird. "We have them all the time. I am certain the girl will return."
"I hope you are right," said the chief emphatically. "But there are elements in this disappearance which make me sceptical— her remarks over the telephone and in that fragment of a note— also the curious mystery of the fur coat and the purse. And now Maskell has run out on us. Makes me remember other cases that were not so simple, Captain. I tell you, the unexplained absence of a beautiful girl is to me a danger signal. It has always been so, ever since Elsie Siegel was chopped up and packed in a Chinaman's trunk. We must find Geraldine Foster, dead or alive."
JUST then, Captain Henry came in, saluted, and announced that Sergeant Burke wanted to talk to the commissioner.
"Bring him in at once."
Burke marched into the, office, his hat in his hand. The detective's face was red and his eyes were rolling.
"I have the honor to report that I have been through all the bales and I have not found the missing pieces, Mr. Commissioner," he said lugubriously.
Thatcher Colt glared at the detective.
"And you call yourself a detective, Burke?"
To our surprise, Burke replied by laying a handful of green paper fragments before the commissioner.
"What's this, Burke? You just told me you couldn't find them."
"I couldn't, sir," pleaded the detective. "But I found these instead. They are pieces of a note written by the Foster girl― but they don't belong to the piece you showed me."
Hastily, Thatcher Colt fitted the pieces together and read the letter aloud:
"Dear Harry,
After what has happened, I can never marry you. This is the end of it. You could not love me and take the position you do. I love you― the you I knew before― but I shall never see you again.
Geraldine."
For a moment, there was a complete silence in the commissioner's office. At length lt was broken by Captain Laird.
"Who is Harry?" he asked.
"Harry Armstrong— the boy she was to marry, of course. This is odd! Did she tear up two letters― where in heaven's name are the missing pieces of the other one?"
Burke held up his right hand as if taking the oath and avouched that he had personally examined every scrap.
"Go back and try again!" said Thatcher Colt, and Burke, rolling his eyes until only the whites could be seen, departed from the office. As Captain Laird and I stood beside the desk, the commissioner leaned over the torn pieces of paper and said:
"Don't you see that this note is written with the household ink in the girl's apartment― this makes the other note― the blackmail one― even more curious. I wonder if I have sent Burke on a wild goose chase?"
In fact, he had, as the offended Burke will continue to tell his grandchildren. Indeed, the whole nation-wide quest for the missing Geraldine seemed to be fruitless, as day followed day without results. Seven times, during those busy days. Geraldine Foster was reported found, but all were frauds. Such disappointments are an inevitable part of all such girl-hunts, for no far-seeming clue can be ignored.
But Thatcher Colt, at times neglecting other important duties, stuck to the case. What clues there were seemed inadequate and confusing. There was, for example, what Thatcher Colt referred to as the "Clue of Ephraim Foster." This was unearthed in some of the letters which Geraldine had written home, and which the commissioner studied with great care. Among them, he found the reason why Geraldine had taken to telling her friends she had royal blood in her veins. She got the idea from letters written to her by one Ephraim Foster, of Willoughby, Kansas. This Mr. Foster was tracing the genealogical history of the Foster family, writing to everyone by the name of Foster he could find, and intended to write a book on the subject.
"We come from the groins of kings," wrote the old gentleman to Geraldine in a letter which the girl had sent proudly home to her parents.
I greatly admired the precision and despatch with which Colt acted on that seemingly trivial clue. He called six detectivesergeants into his office, read them the letter, and showed them the open pages of a telephone book.
"Divide up the Fosters among yourselves," ordered Colt. "Call on them and find out how many received similar letters."
BY five o'clock the next afternoon, we knew that none of the several hundred Fosters living in New York had received such a letter. Apparently the ancestor-enthusiast, Ephraim Foster, had written only to the girl who now could not be found. A set expression was in my chief's eyes as he dictated a wire to the Chief of Police of Willoughby, Kansas, asking for information about Ephraim Foster.
I remember that I sent the telegram on the night of January 6. The reply that came the following morning greatly astonished us:
"Ephraim Foster had post-office box here last summer. Understand not a man but a woman. Did not live in town but drove in from some other town to get her mail. Anything we can do?
Chief of Police Dewyre."
Keenly aroused by this unexpected development. Thatcher Colt wired him to follow any trace as far as possible. While he realised that this might have no relation to the disappearance, it looked sufficiently peculiar to follow through. But before we had heard again from the West, there came a new development that drove all other matters temporarily from our minds.
This new development was the finding of the fragments of the second― which I have called the blackmail― note of Geraldine Foster. It was just at the noon hour of January 7, Betty Canfield called the office and talked to Thatcher Colt. Presently he turned from the telephone, his face glowing with excitement.
"Betty Canfield has found the missing pieces of that note. They were behind the desk drawer," he exclaimed. "Funny― I looked there, too. Get on the telephone extension, Tony, and take down the contents of the message in shorthand while she reads it to me."
Two seconds later, I was listening in and copying down the following:
My dear Casanova:
There ls nothing you can do about it. If I tell, your happiness will be destroyed. What is the small amount I need compared with your happiness? I think I am letting you off very easily. Particularly as I do not approve of your romance and cannot be scared by your threats. I will never show the white feather. You tell me it is right. Something tells me it is very wrong. Very wicked. Once in your sleep I heard you utter her name. I am getting married, and I need the money. I must have four thousand dollars from you or I will tell about the house on Peddler's Road. Thank God I have
There, Betty told us, the note abruptly finished.
Instantly saying good-bye to her, with a promise that he would send for her later, Colt turned from the regulation to the inter-office telephone. To another division of that immense department which he loved to call the "Standing Army of the City of New York," he put a question:
"Hello― Brampton? Is there such a place in the five boroughs as Peddler's Road? What? All right, I'll hold on."
He turned and looked sombrely at me.
"That note sounds bad," he said. "Who was Casanova?"
Then he spoke again into the phone and listened to the crisp voice giving directions from the other end.
"Thanks," said Thatcher Colt finally, and turned to me as he replaced the receiver.
I knew what my chief would do. He would telephone to the Precinct Captain in the neighborhood wherever Peddler's Road might lie and give his instructions. The Precinct Captain would "turn on the light." The patrolman on the beat, within ten or fifteen minutes, would be near the patrolbox and observe the signal light flashing. He would telephone to the station-house and be told to find out what he could about the houses on Peddler's Road.
"Chief," I said, "I wish you would let me do that job. I'm all up on my work here."
Thatcher Colt smiled.
"All right," he said, "Peddler's Road is on Manhattan Island, although I confess I have never heard of it before. Brampton tells me it is a small lane, running across some undeveloped property behind Riverside Drive near the Dyckman Street ferry up on the hill there, near the Rockefeller property. I don't know that there is much chance of finding anything important, but you could hop up there right off and take a look around. Mind? This note says the 'house on Peddler's Road' and Brampton says it is just a block in length, so you won't have far to look. Report right back here— Captain Laird and I are having lunch to talk over the case."
I WAS already in my overcoat and on my way. But here I must confess to an act of mine which may have seemed like careless ness. There was no intention of disloyalty on my part whatever, but it did not seem to me then that an hour's time would make an important difference. The fact was that in the morning I had telephoned Betty Canfield at the Esplanade Apartments and invited her to lunch with me to discuss the disappearance of her friend. I did not think it necessary to break the engagement in order to carry out instructions— an hour or so either way would make no difference.
Accordingly I met Betty at a Portuguese restaurant on Broad Street, and I found her a very charming luncheon companion. Of course, we talked about the fragments of the note she had found, but at first I tried to avoid a discussion of the case. Instead, I got her to tell me about herself. Her family still lived in Wingsboro, a little mountain town, where they had been neighbors of the Fosters. Betty and Geraldine had come to New York about the same time. Geraldine was studying night courses in accountancy while Betty was learning interior decoration In which she was now highly successful, having a good position with a firm on Madison Avenue. At no time did Betty refer to her engagement to Bruce Foster, the brother of the missing girl, and I did not have the effrontery to ask her about it, much as I wished to know if it still existed. Presently she asked me to tell her about my work, which I did, quite willingly, and we lingered over the table while I talked authoritatively of the police department and my devotion to Thatcher Colt.
"I think you are a good detective yourself," smiled Betty. "But I suppose that comes from your newspaper training."
"How did you know I was a reporter?" I asked.
She laughed.
"I know more than that," she said. "You were in the war, and served with your old friend, the commissioner, and you were never afraid of anybody but him, and the only thing you want in the world is another war, and I hope you never get it, and you're proud of your drinking capacity, aren't you?"
I stared across at her in amazement.
"You must be. a detective yourself," I stammered. "Who told you all that about me?"
But she only laughed and said she always liked to know something in advance about people with whom she had lunch. I saw then that she had talked with Thatcher Colt when I was not present.
Then Betty bagged me to tell her more about what Thatcher Colt was doing to find her room-mate. So interested was she in the search that I then and there confided to her my assignment, whereupon she pleaded to let her accompany me uptown.
In this request, I saw no real harm. Betty's interest in the case was so keen, and her knowledge of Geraldine Foster so valuable that I was glad to have her. It was about half-past two o'clock when I telephoned for a department car, and we started our long drive from the lower part of the island into Upper Manhattan, near the frontier line of the Harlem River.
At Dyckman Street we left the car, and after some search climbed a narrow path that started from Broadway and toiled up a steep slope into a region strangely at variance with the built-up streets that hemmed it all around. Like an oasis of forgotten country, this stretch of land hid itself in the midst of a region filled with apartment houses, stores and garages, with the ferry slip and the river only a few thousand feet away. Old trees were growing there, and a few quaint and abandoned frame houses, now falling to pieces.
I remember that as we trudged forward up the hill, a small sallow-faced boy passed us, and I called to him, "Where is Peddler's Road?"
"Up there by the haunted house where you can see the naked ghost."
"What's that? Come here!" I cried, but the boy ran down the steep slope, and was almost instantly lost to sight. Betty and I looked at each other, and then laughed, for the encounter then seemed odd and yet absurd, and our own lost situation somewhat ridiculous.
"I think this must be the place," said Betty, pointing to a turn into a wider sort of road, but in no better condition, a few feet beyond. There were a few large old trees, whose bare boughs scraped and cried in the wind of that bleak afternoon, and skirting these we came suddenly upon a lonely house— the only dwelling on what we learned later was really Peddler's Road.
What we had come upon was a two-story wooden house, called a portable, or assembled house, manufactured in sections and often sold through the mail. This was a charming one, in good condition, newly painted white with green windows and door sills. Its green pitch roof and the white scrim curtains produced a pleasing and home-like impression.
"Perhaps," I said, "there is someone home, and we can make inquiries. But first, let's take a look around."
Leading the way, I passed to the rear of the house, where at first I found nothing unusual, except one broken kitchen window. I detected no signs of life, but in-stead, in the next minute, I came upon startling evidence of death.
Seven pigeons lay dead on the ground almost at my feet. Such a collection of dead birds was sufficiently unusual to make me stop and look more closely and, while Betty turned away, I picked up one of the pigeons, only to let it fall in sudden dismay. What I had seen had greatly startled me— the breast feathers of the dead bird were smeared with red; a scarlet splash against the white breast of the dead creature. The next moment, regretting my weakness, I picked it up and examined it more closely, wondering if someone had been heartless enough to kill all these pigeons out of sheer wantonness. But I could find no wound upon the bird, nor any evidence of violence. One after another I took the remaining birds into my hands, only to find the same scarlet daubs upon their feathers, and no signs of injury.
"I am sorry, Betty," I said, "but all this is very peculiar. What are these red stains on the poor birds? Have they been drinking red paint and poisoned themselves or― "
I stopped, struck with a fantastic notion. Those stains on the breast— could they be bloodstains? How had they come there? Was there some open stream nearby where the pigeons flew to drink? Had they drunk from a brook that ran red with human blood?
THEN I told myself that my mind was making up horror tales. Yet the feeling persisted and it was with deep misgivings I left the birds and followed Betty to the front of the house and, without another word rapped on the door. There was no answer, although I knocked repeatedly. Fantastic fears filled my mind― but I told myself they were probably unreasonable. Why should the sight of those dead pigeons so stir up my imagination? Again and again I knocked upon the door but without result, and finally I impatiently tried the knob. To my surprise it yielded and the door opened at a slight push of my hand.
I stepped inside and then stood, arrested and appalled, rooted at the threshold. My first glance around the living-room into which I had walked told me that a horrible crime had been committed there. Everything seemed bedaubed with blood. I hnve never seen such a spectacle of fury let loose within four walls. Tables, chairs, bookcases, all were flung around, topsy-turvy and helter-skelter, as if overturned in some life and death struggle. Even in the shadows I could see that blood was smeared everywhere, staining the drapes, spotting the walls, and slopped and clotted in dried patches on the floor.
"For God's sake don't come in here, Betty," I called.
I glanced over my shoulder and got a glimpse of her drawn and frightened face. She had seen, and now she stood there in the winter sunlight with her gloved hands lifted against her cheeks and her eyes closing with fear. Then I turned back to the room. My hand was groping for an electric switch-button when I suddenly stopped.
I heard a noise— the sound of a footstep on the stairs. Only a slight and inconsequential sound it was, merely the scraping of a shoe. But it was the sound of something moving and alive in this house where murder, fell, barbarous, and hideous, had recently been committed.
Had I been mistaken? Was the noise only the delusion of an overwrought imagination? But no— the sound came again. There were certainly footsteps descending a staircase into this very room.
I drew my revolver and waited. Then, suddenly, I heard a well-remembered voice, yet sharpened with an unfamiliar choler.
"Put down your gun," said the voice. "It is a fancy weapon, I see, a Smith and Wesson, .38 calibre, blue steel and four inch barrel. And I suppose you took it from a pocket holster with the fastest draw and surest lock. All very impressive to the young lady. But you won't shoot. You're no cop― you're too busy taking girls to lunch to be a policeman."
I put down the gun and stood, shame-faced and guilty, as Thatcher Colt walked into the room.
As the Police Commissioner pressed a button the lights in the wall-bracket lamps glowed softly over the shocking confusion of the room. But I had no eyes then for these evidences of ferocity. Instead, I looked at Thatcher Colt, wondering how and why he was here.
"Tony," he said, "I caught an accidental glimpse of you and your lady friend at luncheon. While you were chatting over a table with a girl, I came up here and made the discovery that could have been yours― and would have made you a reputation."
"I'm sorry, Chief, I―"
He waved aside my contrition.
"The girl we have been looking for was most probably murdered in this room. You remember that I carried away from her apartment a sample of her hair? Well, in this room I have found other samples― soaked with blood, true, but from the same head, I feel convinced. I found them clinging to the blade of this."
FROM the shadows of a corner behind him there, Thatcher Colt lifted an ugly implement— an axe with a short handle, a double-bitted affair, that gleamed in the light. On the steel blade were dark red stains. You will find that axe today, exposed in a glass case, in the Crime Museum that is on the sixth floor of the Police College, across the street from Police Headquarters.
"Good God!" I said involuntarily, as Thatcher Colt swung the axe above his head until it whistled through the air.
"Geraldine Foster has been hacked to death," he said sombrely. "Somewhere near this house we shall find her body― buried, because I found a garden spade in the kitchen, apparently used quite lately. The murderer wore silk gloves, leaving thumb and finger prints on the handle of both the axe and the spade, but no loops, no whorls, no real identification. Moreover, the person who committed this crime was five feet eleven inches tall, exceptionally strong."
I gazed at my chief amazed.
"That is clear to me because once the axe blade in a particularly vicious swing struck the wall― the mark over there is plain― we can at least guess at the height from that."
As he talked, he kept nodding his head and looking from one corner to another.
"Moreover," he said, "the lock on the front door has recently been repaired, the kitchen window broken, and the house burglarised through the broken window― either by a midget or a small boy. The footprints in the dust show that much. Further, Tony, the house has had some feathered burglars. Since the kitchen window glass was smashed, pigeons have taken to roosting within these walls— they even drank of warm human blood, and then, struggling to get into the open air, they died. One could not make it— I found the little corpse in the kitchen."
"It is extraordinary how you can know these things," I gasped.
Thatcher Colt's eyes were still roaming stealthily around the room.
"There is much more to be learned," he replied irritably. "I am inclined to believe that a boy with a sallow face and buck teeth actually saw a part, at least, of the murder. But he thinks he saw a ghost. Fortunately I have his name and address. I didn't have time to stop then and question him fully."
What a bungler Thatcher Colt would justly have thought me, if I had told him the truth― how the same boy had crossed my path, and I had let him run off. But of this I said nothing until long afterwards:
While he was talking, the commissioner was prowling and roaming back and forth, bending to examine the edge of a table, even the rungs in the back of a chair.
Suddenly I heard him give a low whistle and drop to his knees. From the floor he lifted what seemed to be a hair or else a thin strand of some fabric, about four inches long.
"Just a straw, Tony," he said. "A straw to show the way the wind blows. A piece of human hair― golden hair— that might belong to some innocent person― yet which might have dropped from the head of the murderer."
From his pocket he produced one of his inevitable blank envelopes, put the hair carefully away and marked it on the outside for future identification.
"The brutality of this crime," he informed me, "is the best promise of its solution. I am already convinced that the method employed was not the adventitious result of sudden fury. It was neither casual nor accidental. This deed was planned. I knew that after I had walked up the stairs. The bathroom smelt strangely of the bark of pine trees. When we find out why, Tony, I fancy we shall unearth a peculiar fiendishness behind this murder."
Suddenly the door knob rattled, and the front door was pushed open without ceremony. Thatcher Colt sprang around, and we both faced the entrance only to find Betty Canfield staring in at us. She looked pale and ill.
"Chief, it's all my fault," I pleaded. "May I send Miss Canfield home?"
"In the investigation of a suspicious death," he said sarcastically, "it is the duty of the police to prevent unauthorised persons from entering upon the scene of a crime until a member of the detective division appears. All that is clearly set forth in the Manual of Police Procedure and Practice. But it is also stated in that excellent treatise that it is essential for a proper identification of the body of the deceased to be made. Now, under the one rule, I can't admit you in the house, Betty, but under the other I must ask you to remain nearby."
Chapter 5
HIS words and manner seemed unnecessarily harsh to me, and yet I could appreciate how he resented my lingering to lunch with Betty when I should have obeyed his instructions to the letter.
"All right," said Betty. "I shall wait outside until you call me."
"One moment," said Thatcher Colt, and, striding toward her, held out his hand. On his palm he laid an object wrapped in a handkerchief, and as he drew back the folds I saw it was a platinum wrist watch.
"It's Geraldine's," ejaculated Betty, with a low gasp.
"Observe," said Thatcher Colt, "that the crystal is broken, and the hands and case dented. It was undoubtedly struck by one of those blows with the axe. If they have not been hampered with or moved, the hands indicate the hour of death— 5.10 p.m."
"Where did you find it, Mr. Colt?" asked Betty, with a piteous glance at me.
"In the bath tub," answered Thatcher Colt.
He put away the watch in his vest pocket and laid a fatherly hand on the girl's shoulder. His jaw was thrust out, his lips separated, his fine teeth exposed.
"Brace up, child," he said, not unkindly. "I am afraid you have a hard job ahead of you, and Tony and I count on you for the next few hours. It looks as if your room-mate was the victim of some insensate, brutish, mad, and yet clever criminal. Clever, indeed― yet there are clues here that sooner or later will lead me to the guilty one."
He turned from the girl, who still lingered in the shadow's of the doorway, and began emptying his pockets.
"Take these objects, Tony," he said, "and handle them gently— they may point us to the murderer. Sixty-seven per cent of our unsolved murders are committed indoors, but this one I'm going to clear up or―"
Betty turned away as he put into my hands the watch, wrapped in a handkerchief, two envelopes, on each of which the word "hair" had been scribbled, and finally a white face-cloth on which I observed two horrible scarlet stains.
"I found that face-cloth in the bath-room, too," explained Thatcher Colt. "Handle it with all care― I have a hunch I will use that to good purpose in court some day. Or rather, District-Attorney Dougherty, most likely."
He dug deeper into his pockets until satisfied that all his findings were accounted for.
"I'll have more for you later on," promised Thatcher Colt. "Just now I want to—"
He did not finish the sentence, for suddenly Neil McMahon, the commissioner's chauffeur, towered in the doorway, his moon-like face pale and expressionless as ever. But in his eyes I observed a gleam come and go like northern lights.
"I have found the grave, Mr. Commissioner," he announced simply.
Without a word, Thatcher Colt followed the chauffeur out of the house. Presently we came to a little open space in the trees, and Neil McMahon played his flashlight on what seemed to be a curious and sinister mound. We stood together, the three of us, and looked down upon a pile of earth, covered with dried leaves.
Thatcher Colt, who was wearing a top-coat, grey-striped trousers and gloves, knelt and moved his hands among the leaves, feeling his way like a doctor reaching under a garment to touch flesh that is in pain. Swiftly then he pushed aside entire armfuls of leaves, scattering them off into the darkness. They made a gentle, sibilant, murmuring sound as they were dispersed through the air. The earth laid bare to our gaze seemed soft and loose, though everything around was frozen and stiff in the grip of winter.
I proposed to run back to the house and fetch the shovel, but Thatcher Colt shook his head disapprovingly.
"I would prefer not to use that spade just now," he said.
Saying this, Thatcher Colt took off his topcoat and gloves. In another moment, the most immaculate dresser in the whole city administration was on the knees of his grey-striped trousers, his fingers spread out, clawing up whole handfuls of the earth. Quickly Neil McMahon and I followed suit, the chauffeur at the head, and I at the foot, and Thatcher Colt at one side of the grave, scooping up with palms and fingers the clods of earth. Suddenly I gave a cry, for my right hand had touched something cold and white and stiff― the bare foot of a human body.
Now that we had found the infernal sepulchre we were seeking, ages seemed to pass before all the earth was taken from it and we could stand up, as we did stand up, panting and gasping, and sick with horror, and look down upon that illuminated trench.
What we had unearthed was the nude form of a girl, its head covered with a pillow case stained with earth and blood, the whole body hideously hacked, and most awfully slain. On one slim finger glistened the diamond of an engagement ring. After the first long, appalling scrutiny, we turned away from that eerie sight, as if by common consent.
But our hesitancy was only for a moment. Thatcher Colt's own flashlight was suddenly turned on the grave, and he knelt on the rim of the shallow pit. Reaching down into the grave, with little, jerky movements, he pulled away the pillow case that shrouded the head. The cruelly battered face looked up at him with its distended sightless eyes.
THE commissioner gently brushed the dirt and hardened blood from the face and scrutinised it intently. Was this the body of Geraldine Foster? The resemblance to the photograph was undeniable.
"The body is nude," cried Thatcher Colt suddenly, "and yet―"
He put his finger on one cruel wound in the right shoulder. Very carefully he disengaged a tenuous piece of thread, imbedded deeply in the flesh.
"There are these almost invisible traces of cloth in several of the axe cuts," he called back over his shoulder. "Evidently she was fully clothed when she was attacked, and stripped after she was dead. Now why was that?"
The commissioner, still on his knees, next became interested in the pillow case. He held the case close to him, playing the rays of the spotlight on it.
"The pillow case is wet," he said aloud, "but not with blood."
For a moment he muttered grimly to himself, and finally said distinctly:
"And this is dry ground. Very dry ground. We have had a prolonged dry spell. What is water doing in this grave? And the smell of pine trees all around? There are no pine trees growing nearby."
He reached in, fumbling about in the earth that lay under the stiff form. He put one hand on the knee and then on the shoulder, and drew it away with a low murmur of wonder.
"The body, too, is wet," he muttered.
Suddenly he rose, turned to me, and said, briskly:
"Tony, I want you to stay here and guard the body. McMahon, come with me."
I watched the two figures retreat through the trees, and I stood there alone, with the wind muttering in the dry branches, and the open grave with its dreadful burden exposed at my feet. It was full dark now, and I will confess that I was very cold and lonely.
The commissioner had taken the pillow-case with him. What could he mean by all those mysterious comments? Why had a pillow-case been put over the head of the corpse, leaving all the rest of the tortured body nude? Did this betray a weakness in the killer? I wondered if the explanation was that he could not bear to look upon the mutilated face of his victim.
"Ah, no, Tony," I was later to hear Thatcher Colt assure me. "The pillow-case was not weakness― it was strength. It was used deliberately and with diabolical intent."
SUDDENLY I listened.
Not far away I had heard the rustle of footsteps, and a light gleamed fitfully through the trees.
"Who is there?" I called.
"It is me," said Neil McMahon and a moment later the commissioner's chauffeur covered me in the glare of his hand torch. With some astonishment I observed that he was carrying a small bottle in his right hand.
"What is that for?" I asked.
Without replying, he passed me his flashlight and then dropped into the tenebrous shadows that hovered over the open grave. Lying flat on his stomach, Neil uncorked his bottle and lowered it out of sight. I heard a gurgling sound, and then saw him lift the bottle, half-filled with some fluid, and carefully cork it. You can see that bottle, too, exhibited today in the department's crime museum.
As Neil stood up, I was about to repeat my question, when a sudden interruption prevented me. So absorbed had I been in his operations that I had not noticed the approach of others, and now to my astonishment I saw Thatcher Colt approaching with Betty Canfield walking by his side. She threw me a glance of horror and apprehension, but she did not speak.
"Just take one look and tell me," said Thatcher Colt, and he put his arm around the girl as they stood together on the brink of the grave. At the sight of the dead body no loud cry came from Betty, but the low moan of anguish that rose from her lips was as poignant and pitiful as it was conclusive.
"It is Geraldine!" she wailed, and the next moment Thatcher Colt was leading her, almost dragging her away from the grave, with Neil hastening after them. Cruel, but a necessary performance.
For more than half an hour after that, I kept my lonely vigil over the body of Geraldine Foster. Meanwhile I could guess a part, at least, of what was afoot in the house. Neil McMahon, acting on the orders of his chief, had telephoned headquarters. Already the word had gone forth through the various channels of the gruesome find Colt had turned up. Meanwhile, as he awaited the coming battalions, I knew that Thatcher Colt returned to his solitary quest, carefully noting all the existing conditions, the signs of the struggle, the weapon— the hunter was already started on a private trail which was eventually to lead him into incredible discoveries.
Although it was only half an hour, it seemed to me that I had stood guard for hours before I saw, far down through the trees, the flashing of lights and heard the rumble of many voices Thatcher Colt strode forward, leading a procession of officials, patrolmen, plain-clothes men and others from the department. A photographer was setting up his camera and focusing, and soon blast after blast of lighted smoke flashed up in acrid plumes through the trees as the flashlight pictures were taken from various angles of the body. The photographer then left us to take pictures of the wreckage within the house.
Under Colt's orders, some of the detectives began a meticulous search of the surrounding land, not waiting until dawn but prowling with flashlights in organised sections. Still others were delegated to repeat the commissioner's search of the house. Meanwhile, two patrolmen were hoisting the body from the grave. They carried it back to the house and heaved it up on a white enamelled table in the kitchen. There at the request of Thatcher Colt the assistant-medical examiner agreed to make a preliminary examination.
"How long do you think she has been dead?" asked Thatcher Colt, after we had waited in silence for perhaps five minutes.
Doctor Multooler looked around over his shoulder and replied:
"I can only guess until I make an autopsy. But I should say not more than thirty-six hours."
Thatcher Colt's face expressed the deepest amazement.
"Thirty-six hours!" he repeated. "That seems impossible!"
THE doctor smiled with an air of superior knowledge.
"Impossible, Mr. Commissioner? The state of the body tells me it has not been dead more than forty-eight hours at the utmost."
Thatcher Colt made no reply, but his sombre eyes, staring into space, seemed to be contemplating some infernal mystery that puzzled and horrified him.
He remained there, while a detective, at his orders, scraped the refuse from under the dead girl's fingernails and deposited it in separate envelopes, each marked to identify the finger and hand from which it had been taken. This procedure, a piece of modern police technique, has helped in the solution of many baffling crimes, but in no case did it play a more erratic part than in the curious mystery in which we were now entangled. Then Sergeant Wiekes, from the Statistical and Criminal Identification Bureau, inked the dead girl's fingertips and took the black impression of her whorls and loops.
Meanwhile, Neil McMahon had been filling in the blank spaces on a tag known in the department as U.F. No. 95, which is placed on the wrist or great toe of all dead bodies in homicide cases.
Finally, the body was carried out to a patrol waggon waiting to carry it down-town, and Doctor Multooler proposed at once to follow it.
"When can I have your final report?" asked Thatcher Colt, as the doctor was departing.
"Some time before morning. Shall I send it to you and not to the District Attorney?"
"Please send it to my office at Headquarters. I shall be waiting for it."
The assistant-medical examiner looked a little bewildered, but bowed and departed.
We heard the two cars snorting and driving off down the narrow descent of Peddler's Road, while Thatcher Colt and I stood in the kitchen and waited for reports. Already the hunt was organised with that skilful military precision which Thatcher Colt had brought into the department. Just as the woods were being scoured, so every detail of the house was also being gone over. Some of the men were making notes of the surroundings, with special regard to the distance and relative position of house and grave, trees and road. Maps were actually being drawn of these things, some day to be enlarged and shown to a jury: maps of the position of the house, the layout of the rooms, even the position of the furniture— encyclopaedic details of the crime and its locale were being assembled.
One of the first results of this systematic search was the finding of two large bottles, several hundred feet distant from the grave. They were brought in by Detectlve Schwaab, and Thatcher Colt received them with great interest.
"Remember," he said, "that Geraldine Foster― or at least a girl resembling her― was seen leaving the house in Washington Square, in company with another woman― and both carried large bottles just like this, and also just like another in the back room of Maskell's suite of offices. We should give more thought to those bottles later, Tony."
He paused and smiled at me.
"For your peace of mind," he disclosed, "I have sent Betty Canfield down to Headquarters to wait for us. There are some questions she will have to answer tonight. I am sorry to say that I had to procure her attendance for the autopsy, so that she can identify the body, and I have also telephoned for the poor parents of the dead girl for the same purpose. I shall also have to question them. Meanwhile, I think I hear the stentorian boom of a familiar voice."
The next moment there came through the doorway a huge man, with curly hair, large, bold, blue eyes, and prognatus jaw. The newcomer shook hands grimly with the police commissioner. He was that vital and magnetic Merle Dougherty, who was such a firebrand while he was District Attorney. "Hotspur" was Thatcher Colt's adjective for him. The two men disagreed on almost every known subject, with the exception of their liking for certain German beers and their admiration for each other.
I soon learned that Dougherty had kept himself informed about the police search for Geraldine Foster, and was fairly familiar with many details of the case.
"Well, Colt," he said, "your hunch was right. It was murder— and a pretty mussy one. I have decided to take personal charge of the affair, and you mark my words, I shall bring the murderer to the electric chair so quickly that it will be a lesson to the whole country."
Thatcher Colt emptied his pipe and proceeded to refill it as he replied:
"I shall certainly be glad to have your cooperation, Dougherty."
"What do you mean by that?" blurted the District Attorney.
"I thought I might take a hand in solving this business myself," drawled Thatcher Colt.
"Conflict of authority?" barked Dougherty.
"Not at all, old fellow. As the ranking head of the force, I am merely doing my constitutional duty. Never forget that it is written in the book, the commanding officer shall be held responsible for the completeness of the investigation.
"You know it isn't done, though," protested the District Attorney. "However, I shall be glad to have your help. Now, what's what?"
"Isn't Hogan with you?" asked Colt.
"Sure!"― and a little man, with a bald, ovoid head, stepped quickly through the door. He was Dougherty's favorite detective, a county detective with more than ordinary wits, assigned to the District Attorney's office. In his hands I noticed that he held a white package tied with red ribbon.
"Hogan might as well listen, too," explained Colt, and then, in a brisk and magnificently compressed statement, he gave the District Attorney a complete conspectus of the crime, from the first appearance of Betty Canfield at Headquarters down to the finding of the corpse.
"SOME lover of hers did it," said Dougherty promptly. "He probably got the girl in trouble, then lured her up here and killed her. There's too much of this sort of thing going on— too many crimes of passion."
"Perhaps," murmured Thatcher Colt.
"Plain as the nose on your face," declared Dougherty. "All we have to do is to find who owns this house and have a talk with some of her boy friends."
Thatcher Colt lit his pipe.
"Yes," he said. "And by the way, Hogan, I know you think you have a clue in that package you have there. Is that a Christmas present you have found?"
"Yes, it is― it's a silk muffler," said Hogan. "I found it under the sofa. I would like to hang on to it for a while, if you don't mind."
"Not at all― I've already had a look at it," answered Colt agreeably. "Also, I have telephoned downtown and found that this house is owned by a Mrs. Haberhorn, who rents it out. It will be as you say, simple to find out the name of her tenant― if the tenant gave her his real name. And, by the way, I am temporarily removing some evidence from the scene."
He lifted the pillow-case and flung it over his shoulder.
"What's inside the bag?" asked Dougherty promptly.
"Seven dead pigeons," answered Thatcher Colt. "About midnight join me at headquarters will you, Dougherty, and we will go over what we have. Mind?"
"Okay," said Dougherty, and added after a moment's thoughtful pause, "If I haven't arrested the murderer before then."
"You won't!" chuckled the commissioner, and with a nod to me, he led the way down to the street.
Having eluded the ambush of a squad of newspaper reporters, waiting to obtain Thatcher Colt's personal version of the Peddler's Road affair, we hurried on toward the commissioner's office. As we entered the octagonal reception room, with its old-fashioned woodwork and its transoms of stained glass, a curious sight met our eyes.
Most of the people concerned in the mystery of Geraldine Foster were gathered before us, their haggard eyes staring up into our faces. For the moment, I was startled at the sight of such an organised and appropriate convocation. Then I realised that by the telephoned orders of Thatcher Colt all these people had been quickly brought to headquarters. Seeing the commissioner, the father and mother of the murdered girl stood up with pathetic promptness. They guessed the truth without having been told. Thatcher Colt spoke to them briefly and in low tones, while my glance leaped around the room. Among the others gathered in the waiting-room were two young men whom I judged to be Bruce Foster and Harry Armstrong. Neither resembled Geraldine, so I could not tell which was the brother and which the lover. Aloof from these others and looking pale and worn, sat Betty Canfield.
With another reassuring word to the parents, Thatcher Colt hastened on into his private office and I followed him. On the desk he laid the pillow-case with the dead pigeons.
For the next few minutes I was busy on the telephone, calling various officers for the commissioner. Presently the deputy-chief inspector arrived, followed by Doctor Clesleek, one of the most scholarly chemists attached to the office of the medical examiner.
Without parley, Thatcher Colt issued a series of crisp, precise orders. He wanted the owner of the house on Peddler's Road found at once and brought downtown. A detective must also be sent to Wisner's, a chemist's shop on Madison Avenue, to find out what was contained in three large bottles sent upon the urgent request of Doctor Maskell on Christmas Eve.
"Funny thing," added Thatcher Colt. "Damned funny thing. You might add that those bottles smelt like the bark of pine trees."
Without pausing for comment, he then gave instructions for examining the refuse pared from under the nails of the corpse and the hairs contained in two envelopes.
Colt next made a most extraordinary request of Dr. Clesleek.
"In the pillow-case on my desk are some dead pigeons, Doctor," he said. "Can you examine dead pigeons and make a guess as to how long they have been dead?"
"An autopsy on pigeons?"
"Mind?"
"No," sighed Dr. Clesleek, "I'll do my best as always."
Following the officers, Clesleek, his arms full of dead birds, left the room.
"Ah, Tony," Colt cried, "I wonder if those blundering fellows up on Peddler's Road have found Geraldine's clothes yet. I assigned three of them just for that job. Now let me see. The deputy-chief inspector took the envelope with the parings from her nails. They will show us something, too, I hope."
His eyes were gleaming with the zest of the hunter, as he sat at his desk and lit his pipe.
"Ask that poor old couple to come in, Tony."
Mr. and Mrs. Foster trudged into the office and sat in chairs before the commissioner's desk. They were making a great effort to hold on to their composure. Very gently Thatcher Colt gave them a part of the story. Then he began urging upon them the importance of their remaining calm in the face of the tragedy, and giving what help they could to the department.
"Mr. Colt," rumbled old Edmund L. Foster, raising his red hands over his head, "whatever happens my daughter was a good girl, and don't forget that!"
HIS voice was deep and vibrating with great feeling. His wife did not look at him. With her two hands laid against her breasts, she stared fixedly through her glasses. But there were no tears on the strained face of the mother.
"I am sure that Geraldine was a good girl," returned Thatcher Colt earnestly. "But, Mr. Foster, you remember the key that we found in her pocket. Are you sure that you know nothing of that key?"
"Nothing," avouched Mr. Foster in his impassioned bass.
Thatcher Colt then explained that the key fitted the house on Peddler's Road. He questioned the father about the friends and acquaintances of his daughter. Mr. Foster liked them all. He thought Betty Canfield was a sweet little girl, Harry Armstrong was a smart fellow, and, as for Doctor Maskell, he had treated Geraldine as fine as any girl could want.
"Was Geraldine in any financial distress?"
"Bosh and bunk!" thundered the father. "I am not a poor man. I have one hundred thousand dollars to my name and half of it would have gone to my girl when I died. She must have been crazy when she wrote that note you found. Why, she knew I was going to give her ten thousand as a wedding present. And she knew she could come to her old father for anything. But now she's gone, and she will never enjoy a penny of all that money."
After a moment of silence, Thatcher Colt inquired:
"Who will inherit her share?"
"All of it goes to my boy, Bruce, now. Every cent," declared Foster with a wave of his immense red hands.
"Was Bruce your first child, Mrs. Foster?" asked Thatcher Colt.
The old woman clapped her hands quickly together, as one does who is taken by surprise, and her crimpled cheeks quivered with sudden inexplicable emotion.
"Bruce is not my first child," she said hastily, rolling her unhappy eyes.
Just then a knock sounded on the door and Captain Henry announced that the medical examiner had sent for the parents of the dead girl. The commissioner shook hands with them, promising to see them the next day, and sent them forth on one of the saddest errands that can come to mortal kind.
Chapter 6
"WELL, Tony, if you are looking for motives for the murder, you have two now."
"Two, Chief? I don't get you."
"Yes. There is the possibility of the Virginius motive."
"Virginius?"
"Yes― the father who places such store on chastity that he would kill a violated daughter. Rare in these days— but you have heard Edmund L. Foster speak twice for himself."
"I hadn't thought of that― it doesn't sound reasonable― and yet―"
"Ah yes, Tony! There is always that 'and yet!' "
"But the other motive?"
"Bruce Foster might have killed the girl to get her share of the inheritance. He would not be the first brother to do such a thing."
"That is a horrible thought― a brother to kill a sister for money?"
Instead of replying, my chief told me to bring Bruce Foster into the office.
The young man who stalked in so boldly was tall and thin, but he looked strong. He had sandy hair, ruddy complexion, and challenging, blue eyes. In his very walk there was an air of truculence as if he were determined to prove to the world that he was not afraid of it. As the door swung shut behind him. he thrust forward his head, exposing his teeth and said to Thatcher Colt:
"This is a deuce of a way to treat white people. You send my father and mother to the morgue to look at the body of Gerry, before they cut her up with their damned knives, but you won't let me go along with them to stand by and catch them when they fall. Talk about Prussianism!"
"Sit down," said Thatcher Colt crisply
Bruce Poster flung himself into the chair and glared defiance at the commissioner.
"Your sister has been murdered." said Thatcher Colt. "and you are needed right here. I know it is hard on your parents But the police need you right now."
"What for?"
"I want you to tell me what you know."
"What I know? I don't know anything."
Thatcher Colt shook his head.
"We'll never get anywhere that way," he remonstrated.
"Why? Do you accuse me of holding anything back?"
"You thought your sister was having an affair. You didn't want your father to know. So you started to settle the matter for yourself. Whom did you think she had an affair with?"
The ruddy cheeks of the young man turned pale.
"Who told you that?" he demanded.
"I guessed it." said Thatcher Colt truthfully. "Whom did you suspect, Bruce?"
The boy shrugged his shoulders.
"You guessed wrong," he answered stubbornly.
"Where did you go when you wouldn't tell your father and mother where you would search for your sister?" insisted Thatcher Colt.
"I WAS just a fool," said Bruce bitterly. "I've a bad temper and I know it. But I will tell you all about it. I knew that things hadn't been going well between Gerry and the fellow she was going to marry. The wedding was almost here, and the nearer it came the more miserable she seemed. But she wouldn't tell me what the trouble was, nor pop, nor mom. She would make it up with Harry and everything would be all right, and then the next time we saw her she was sad and blue. On Christmas Eve I was in New York, and I called her up. I was going to take her home with me for Christmas. But she was crying over the phone and said she didn't care what happened to her. I said I would come right up, but she told me not to."
"What time was that?" asked Colt casually.
"A little after two o'clock in the afternoon."
"What did you do then?"
"I just walked around the town, looking in the shop windows, and I took in a movie, trying to cheer myself up."
"Did you buy anything?"
"No, sir."
"And when you learned that your sister was really missing, where did you go to look for her? This is the third time I've asked you that question!"
"I went to Harry Armstrong's apartment. That was the day pop and mom came into New York and talked with you. I suspected Harry. I didn't know what might have happened to Gerry. I was ready to have it out with him. But I couldn't locate him. And since I've talked with pop and mom, I know I was a big fool. There wasn't anything wrong between Gerry and Harry. I'm ashamed ever to have thought such a thing. How did you know I did?"
Thatcher Colt replied with a question:
"Whom else did you question about it?" A look of surprise flushed Bruce's face as he exclaimed: "Betty!"
BEFORE Thatcher Colt could proceed, a rap came at the door, and Captain Henry came in, carrying a small envelope, which he laid very carefully on the desk.
"From Doctor Multooler," he said. "You asked for them, he says. From the dead girl's mouth."
Bruce Foster averted his gaze as Thatcher Colt gingerly opened the envelope. He peered inside, and I was close enough also to see that the envelope contained some minute particles of some dried, red, flaky substance.
"Take these to Clesleek," ordered the commissioner "Tell him I want the brand established at the earliest possible moment.''
Captain Henry saluted and retired, carrying the envelope far out from him at the tips of his pudgy fingers. While I was wondering at this strange incident, Thatcher Colt turned back to Bruce Foster.
"Maybe you are not telling me everything?" he asked, with a melancholy glance. "Anyway, you will, sooner or later. Now, Bruce, I want you to get your mother and father and take them home. Give them something to make them sleep tonight. But I want you back here tomorrow morning."
Bruce promised and left the room, considerably chastened. Thatcher Colt's eyes, now turned to mine, held a cryptic expression.
"Tony," he said, shaking his head, as if by that motion to throw from his soul the shadow of an evil influence, "let's forget that boy just now. I am sometimes a telepathist. I now hereby read your mind and know that you wish I would talk to Betty Canfield next and get through with her so that the young lady can go home."
"Right," I exclaimed, and bounded for the door. My heart smote me at the sight of the woebegone little figure that I saw slumped in the chair. But the brisk way she stood up and the sad smile of friend-ship she gave me quickened my admiration.
Thatcher Colt received her with a pleasant wave of his hand.
"Betty," he began, "I am coming right to the point with you. You have not been frank with me from the start, child, but now you must realise that you have to be. Why did you and Geraldine quarrel the day before she disappeared?"
Her shocked expression betrayed how greatly taken by surprise she was. But Thatcher Colt gave her no time. "No evasions. What was it about?"
"Mr. Colt, I don't want to tell you."
"This is murder!"
"Even so, I can't tell you."
"Then let me tell you," said Thatcher Colt. "One of your neighbors overheard you and told one of my men. It was about Bruce Foster and his suspicions of his sister's morals, was it not?"
Betty would not speak. Even though she was disobeying my chief, I had to admire her loyalty to her dead friend, and so, I think, did Thatcher Colt.
"Bruce thought Geraldine had an affair with Harry Armstrong― and that he had thrown her over and refused to marry her. He first came to you about it. You told Geraldine― and that started the quarrel."
Thankfully Betty Canfield looked up at the commissioner.
"Now, Betty, can you tell me Geraldine was innocent?"
"Absolutely."
"But the engagement was broken?"
"Yes― they kept meeting, trying to patch up whatever it was they quarrelled about."
"Do you know what it was?"
"No."
"All right. We'll pass all that. Have you a lease on your apartment on Morningside Heights?"
"Yes."
"How long does it run?"
"Until next May."
"Then you intend to sublet it?"
"Yes, I have been trying for the last two months."
"Who exhibits the apartment when you are at work?"
"The janitor, or one of the elevator boys."
Dropping this, Thatcher Colt asked:
"When was the last time Harry Armstrong telephoned your apartment?"
"Harry telephoned twice about three o'clock on Saturday morning," she answered.
"You mean the early morning hours of Christmas Eve?"
"Yes."
"But how is that possible? Where did he telephone from? He was supposed to be on the night train to Boston."
"That's odd. You know I hadn't thought of that before, Mr. Colt."
Thatcher Colt lit his pipe, which had gone out. Dismissing the former line of questions, he resumed:
"Now tell me the real reason why you meet Doctor Maskell with the frappé glance and the glacé manner? You fibbed to me the last time you were down here. You said you didn't like him, but didn't know why. But I doubted that yarn. Betty. What makes you dislike the doctor?"
She stood up and held out her hand.
"If I tell you, will you let me go home?"
"Promise!"
"Because Doctor Maskell often told Geraldine that he believed murder justified under certain circumstances. By the way she repeated it, I think he meant it, and since I heard that I could never bear the sight of him."
"Indeed!" said Thatcher Colt softly.
With one backward glance at me, Betty left the office. Thatcher Colt remained moodily at his desk, toying with the blue ribbon of the key.
"Our motives accumulate, Tony," he remarked.
"Are there any that I hadn't noticed?"
"Plenty of them. Now let's have a look at Harry Armstrong."
The fiance of the murdered Geraldine was a young man of medium height, with greenish-blue eyes, curly brown hair, and a slightly supercilious air. It was quite evident that he resented being called to Police Headquarters. But in spite of the rather top-lofty attitude that Armstrong assumed, it was easy to see and appraise the tragic, wounded expression that glowed in his handsome eyes.
AS always, Thatcher Colt began by trying to win his confidence. In a murder mystery such as this, the commissioner explained, the police placed their chief reliance on the frankness of the friends of the slain person. He hoped he might count on Mr. Armstrong to answer all questions freely.
"You may," said the young man laconically, but with sharp emphasis.
"Your parents live in Boston?"
"My mother lives there."
"Father dead?"
"Yes."
"All right," he said. "Now, tell me about yourself."
Armstrong was a bond salesman with Fisher and Clark, a large securities firm in the Wall Street district. He had first met Geraldine two years before at a dance. Their friendship ripened until they finally became engaged. They had made their plans to be married on the day after New Year's.
"Had you made any preparations for your new living quarters?" asked Thatcher Colt.
"Of course. Ever since I have been in New York I have lived in two old-fashioned rooms in a house on East Sixty-ninth Street. Geraldine and I had decided to go right on living there."
Thatcher Colt fixed his sombre dark eyes on the young man.
"Were there intimate, premarital arrangements between you and Geraldine Foster?" he asked.
"Bruce Foster has been talking to you!" cried Armstrong angrily.
With great deliberation, Thatcher Colt emptied his pipe, and slowly re-filled it before speaking again.
"You know, Armstrong," he said, "I am glad to find such old-fashioned sensitiveness about such matters. Lots of people today consider trial marriage and things like that wholly respectable. But apparently that isn't true of Bruce Foster, old Mr. Foster, or yourself."
"Or Geraldine!" exclaimed Armstrong simply and vigorously.
"Suppose she had been intimate with another man?" said Thatcher Colt suddenly. A deep pallor crossed the young face, and beads of milky perspiration stood on his brow.
"I won't discuss that," he said huskily.
"Good!" agreed Thatcher Colt. "Now I want to ask you about your own movements recently. On Friday night, December 23, you took the midnight train out of Grand Central Station. Is that correct?"
"It is."
"Yet I understand that you telephoned Geraldine a few hours later. Is that correct?"
"Yes, that's correct, too."
"Where did you telephone from, Armstrong?"
"From Hartford."
"You left the train at Hartford?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"I was worried."
THATCHER COLT threw up his hands.
"Armstrong," he remonstrated, "are you going to make me drag every fact out of you? Tell me what happened, for the love of God, and stop being so hostile."
Armstrong shrugged his shoulders, folded his arms and sat up a little straighter.
"Well, Geraldine and I had several little misunderstandings," he admitted. "I finally decided I was all wrong, and so I got off the train, called up and suggested that we go off and elope and show up Christmas morning at my mother's house as man and wife."
"And she refused? Why?"
"Because she was still angry. I hung up. Then I got lonesome and morbid. I had a few drinks and it made me feel very angry. I had to prove that Geraldine loved me. So I called her apartment again and we had the whole argument all over again."
"And she still refused you?"
"Yes," said Harry Armstrong bitterly, "she did. If she hadn't, she might be alive to-day."
"Quite correct," agreed Thatcher Colt. "Now what did you do after the telephone call?"
"I found a speakeasy," confessed the young man, "and I drank myself into insensibility."
"Well, where were you when you regained your senses?"
"In New York City, in Grand Central Station."
"When was that?"
"Christmas Eve, around six o'clock."
"What had you been doing meanwhile?"
"I don't know."
Thatcher Colt sat up straighter and looked sharply at the young man.
"Do you mean to tell me," he said, "that you cannot account for your movements from the time you had the telephone call with Geraldine, and six o'clock Christmas Eve?"
"That is correct, Mr. Colt."
"Do you realise," said the commissioner, "that the girl vanished within that time?"
"I certainly do."
Harry Armstrong then lit a cigarette, and added: "But can you think of any sensible reason why I should kill the girl I loved?"
The commissioner's face was contracted to thoughtful ridges for a moment.
"Well, Armstrong," he said, "I am sorry you cannot give a clearer account of your movements. It makes it difficult for you and for us, too. What was the cause of your disagreement with Geraldine?"
"I can't answer that."
"But you will have to before you get through."
"Nevertheless, I refuse. I will only tell you this. Bruce Foster is not Geraldine's brother. I quarrelled with Geraldine because I was a snob, and I regret it. Bruce is an adopted child."
Thatcher Colt looked at the young man inscrutably.
"You are not telling me the whole truth!"
"No― and I don't intend to."
"Then I am sorry― I shall have to turn you over to some of our men for a long night of questioning."
"The third degree?" asked Harry Armstrong, in a low voice.
"Some people call it that."
"I'm not afraid of being beaten up."
"Good," said Thatcher Colt, pressing the buzzer, and then talking into the silent inter-office phone. Soon Captain Henry led Harry Armstrong away.
AS soon as we were left alone, Thatcher Colt was on the telephone calling the chief of police of Wingsboro, Maryland. I waited while he held a long conversation, during which I caught the name of Bruce Foster. The commissioner, who is always like lightning on the telephone, lingered during the conversation, and when he finally turned to me, it was evident that he expected to learn something of importance. Presently, there was a lull and he turned to me.
"We are in luck," he said. "The chief of police has a brother who knew the Foster family well when they lived in that town. He is getting the brother to the telephone. Get on the extension phone and listen in."
This is what I heard:
"Hello, Mr. Colt... I've found out all you want to know about the Foster family adopting that child... They named him Bruce... Yeah, that's right... Well, his own mother died when he was born. His father was hung down here― I saw him hung― what's that? Oh, what for? For an axe murder down here— one of the worst murders in the whole history of this here now State... Yeah! Another thing people down here always said old Mr. Foster was the boy's real father... Anything else ..."
"Thanks, nothing else," said Thatcher
Colt, brushing the back of his hand across his forehead as he hung up the receiver. His sombre eyes were very grave as he turned and groped for his pipe.
I was about to ask Thatcher Colt several questions that bedevilled my mind al-most beyond endurance when we were again interrupted by the entrance of Captain Henry. The elderly officer seemed rather excited.
"The woman who owns the house on Peddler's Road is found and here," he announced, and at a quick nod from the commissioner he turned and hastened to admit her.
Mrs. Haberhorn was a shabbily-dressed old woman, with a voice like a tugboat captain's, and a breath like a still. But she did her best in public to be a perfect lady. Her hair, probably grey, had recently been dyed a rich brown, and her blue eyes glittered suspiciously.
Blinking up at the commissioner, she said:
"You can't hold me for anything. You don't expect I can ask for the marriage license of everybody I do business with, do you? All I want is my money, and If you don't think I am an honest person, ask any of the policemen on our beat. They'll tell you."
After we had calmed her down, we learned that Mrs. Haberhorn kept a rooming house on W. 122nd St. Apparently she was a miserly person who dressed poorly to hide her affluence. She also owned the plot of ground on Peddler's Road, which she had held for twelve years as an investment. Two years ago she had rented the ground to a tenant who put up the portable house in which Geraldine Foster had been slain.
"What was the name of the tenant of your property, Mrs. Haberhorn?" asked Thatcher Colt.
"He said he was a Mr. Bigsbee. But why don't you ask him yourself? He's right outside your office this very minute."
"Here?" cried Thatcher Colt, springing to his feet. "Show him to me!"
Chapter 7
We followed Mrs. Haberhorn to the door and through it she pointed to a man, smiling blandly at us from his chair in the outer room.
He was the missing Doctor Humphrey Maskell.
In spite of the grimly controlled expression on the face of my chief, I knew in-stinctively that Thatcher Colt was taken by surprise, almost as much as I. Not for a moment had I suspected that the "laughing physician of Washington Square" had returned to New York.
Apparently Doctor Maskell did not realise the seriousness of the identification just made of him by his landlady.
"Good evening, Mrs. Haberhorn," he said urbanely. "You seemed as if you did not want to recognise me when you passed me going in just now."
"I shall want to talk with you in just a minute, Doctor," said Thatcher Colt.
"I felt sure of it," replied Maskell, with a wide and complaisant smile.
Without answering, the Police Commissioner backed into his office, and Mrs. Haberhorn followed him.
"How long did you say that man had rented your place, Mrs. Haberhorn?"
"About two years."
"What does he use the house for?"
"What should he use it for?" countered the landlady indignantly. "What's he done wrong up there? Not arson, for the love of Heaven?"
"No― not arson, just a little murder. Pretty girl chopped up with an axe. You don't want to get mixed up in that, do you?"
Mrs. Haberhorn got very red in the face, then as suddenly paled. She threw out her hands and fell backward in a stupor on the floor. Captain Henry and I had to carry Mrs. Haberhorn out, a proceeding which Doctor Maskell watched with lofty curiosity. Leaving Mrs. Haberhorn with the captain, and instructing him to restore her, but to keep her in the building until further orders, I hurried back to the office. There I found that the immediate questioning of Doctor Maskell was for the moment, delayed. Thatcher Colt was shaking hands with Merle Dougherty, whose face was now almost as red as his curls, and who seemed bursting with some concealed excitement. Behind the district attorney stood the baldheaded Hogan, smiling secretively, but his eyes seemed to say that he was only biding his time.
"I've gone over pretty nearly everything up at the house," announced Dougherty, rubbing his hands as if he were congratulating himself. You remember the package wrapped in red ribbon and white paper?"
"The muffler that was so obviously a Christmas present?"
"Yes, sir. Well, I examined that parcel and found that it came from Dittery and Flux, the Fifth Avenue haberdashers. At once I shot Hogan out on the job, while I sought other clues on the scene of the crime. Hogan traced the manager of the store, had the store opened up, traced the sales slips and found the name of the purchaser of that identical silk muffler! Now, Mr. Colt, is that quick work, or isn't it?"
Dougherty's eyes were glittering with triumph, and he took a few steps back and forth, making also a slight inclination of his head, as if bow-ing in acknowledgement of plaudits to his own superior detective powers.
"And the name was Humphrey Maskell," supplemented Thatcher Colt softly.
Dougherty stopped instantly in his walk and glared sidewise at the police commissioner.
"Who told you that?" he demanded.
"There was a card attached to the package, signed by Doctor Maskell, and wishing one of his patients a very Merry Christmas. If you had only mentioned lt―"
Taking the card from his vest pocket, the commissioner tossed it carelessly on the table.
"Hell and hot water!" shouted Dougherty. Is this what you call co-operation? Why didn't you tell us about that card?"
"Because I first wanted to find out what it meant," answered Colt, with a sharp glance at his old friend.
"It means that the doctor was on the scene― and it probably means he is as guilty as red hell!"
Thatcher Colt lifted a gently deprecating hand.
"Perhaps he is. At least there is much more evidence besides your muffler to point that way."
"For instance?" snapped Dougherty.
The door opened to admit an attendant, who spread out on a side table the damp prints of the official photographs, taken a few hours before at the grave and in the house. Thatcher Colt stood beside Dougherty, his hand on the shoulder of his impetuous friend, as they studied together those grisly scenes.
"Bear with me, Dougherty," pleaded Thatcher Colt. "I am beginning to believe this is a crime far more awful than we have for one instant supposed. We must not be in a hurry this time."
"Tell me what you have found out," pro- posed Dougherty, his voice slightly less acescent, as he sat down and lit a fresh cigar.
"I can't tell you everything just yet," stipulated Colt, and then with his singular genius for condensation he gave the district attorney, including with his glances also the sullen Hogan, a resume of what had happened since our return to headquarters. When the summary of Bruce Foster's interview was told to Dougherty, and especially the coincidence of his father's axe murder in the mountains of Maryland, the district attorney put his head on the side and half-closed one eye. Then he learned about Harry Armstrong, the quarrel with Geraldine, and the fact that the murdered girl's fiance could not account for his movements during the mysterious hours of Christmas Eve. For a moment, the district attorney looked interested, but then his face grew sceptical.
"The muffler is the real clue," he said. "If we could only find Maskell."
"Besides," put in Hogan, with withering sarcasm, "the boy's ignorance of where he was on Christmas Eve has nothing to do with this case. The girl has been dead only 48 hours at the longest. You heard the medical examiner say that. What the district attorney's office wants to know is where was the Armstrong guy during the last 48 hours?"
With his sombre brown eyes, Colt cast upon Hogan a melancholy glance. He was Hogan's chief, but since the detective had been assigned to the district Sttorney's office, Hogan felt himself almost ready to be admitted to the bar. The commissioner smiled forgivingly.
"The police commissioner's office, however, will want to know what Geraldine Foster did, where she went, and with whom, from the moment she left Washington Square on the afternoon of December until she died," he stated crisply.
"Maskell can tell you all that. Why don't you find him? Why don't you at least look for him!" cried Dougherty, with his beefy hands tearing at his curls.
Thatcher Colt leaned forward and stared earnestly at his impulsive friend.
"I know we can build a case against Maskell," he conceded― "most likely we shall have to. But if you act hastily, you may soon wish you had waited. Now, Dougherty, if you go after the doctor, you will get your best evidence from me, anyhow. But, on the other hand—"
Thatcher Colt got up from his desk, came around and put his hand on the district attorney's shoulder. "Stand by and let me finish the rest of the job. If Maskell is guilty, let's cinch the case."
"How long do you want?"
"Twenty-four hours."
"IF Maskell were under surveillance, I wouldn't mind delaying, but―"
"All right, Dougherty. Would you like to talk to him?"
"When?"
"Now."
"Where?"
"Here. Tony, bring in Doctor Humphrey Maskell."
Into Thatcher Colt's office I led the "laughing physician of Washington Square," while Dougherty stared in dumb amazement.
"Sit down, Doctor," invited Thatcher Colt, in a colorless tone, after presenting him to the grim Dougherty and the particularly threatening Hogan.
The physician sank easily, almost with affected carelessness, into a chair, and crossed his legs. Thatcher Colt began to question him with disarming mildness.
"You know that Geraldine Foster is dead?"
"I heard some talk while I was waiting outside. I gathered that she was murdered, the poor girl! But I have no details. Will you tell me how she was killed and where she was found?"
"Do you know anything about it at all?"
"No―certainly not!"
"Haven't you any suspicions?"
"None," answered the doctor heartily.
"Where have you been since the night I talked to you in your office?"
"Away from New York."
"Where?"
"I was travelling in the west."
"When did you get back?"
"Two days ago."
"So you left town on Thursday, December 29. and returned on Thursday, January 5."
"Yes— two days ago, as I told you. But I have been visiting my father in Scarsdale. Tonight I returned home and found a detective who told me I should come here― that something had happened."
"Can you account for your time since your return?"
"Surely."
"Please do then— here and now."
Maskell glanced with a superior air from Dougherty's red and frankly sceptical face to Hogan's shrewd, pale countenance, and then, with a sigh something akin to relief, he turned back to the commissioner.
"I arrived in town early on Thursday morning, and went to my office. All day I was busy with my patients. But about three o'clock in the afternoon I received a telephone call that gave me the shock of my life."
"Prom whom was that?"
"Mr. Colt," declared Doctor Maskell, his voice vibrating with a ring of conviction, "I talked with Geraldine Foster."
"Geraldine Foster!"
Dougherty's voice was a squeal of surprise. We were all astonished.
The only person who seemed to regard it without emotion was the doctor himself.
"She said it was, and it sounded like her voice," he added calmly. "But the connection was bad."
"Go on," urged Colt. "What happened?"
"She informed me she was in some terrible trouble, but she could not tell me about it over the telephone, so she begged me to come to her at once, which I tried to do."
"You tried to do," snarled Hogan. "What did you do?"
"Geraldine asked me to meet her at the entrance of Bronx Park on the Pelham Parkway. I drove out there alone, parked near the entrance, waited two hours, and saw nothing of her. Then I came home."
"Did anybody who knew you see you there?" asked Thatcher Colt.
"Nobody, I am sorry to say."
"And when was this?"
"This was Thursday last, January 5, in the afternoon."
"The time she was murdered," thundered Dougherty. "And that is your alibi?"
"How does that affect me?" countered the doctor. But Thatcher Colt was not answering questions, he was asking them.
"You knew the police were looking for Geraldine Foster," he resumed. "Why didn't you come and tell me about that telephone call?"
"Geraldine told me she was in trouble of a private character. I wanted to talk with her first."
Dougherty snorted and winked at Hogan, as Colt veered to another tack.
"Doctor, you have an office in Washington Square and an apartment on Fifth Avenue. Do you rent or own any other property?"
"A good deal."
"Mind telling me where?"
Doctor Maskell then enumerated some farming land that he owned in upper New York State, a house on the west side which he rented out, and a fishing shack down on the eastern shore of Maryland.
"Well, but don't you and I both know that you also have a bungalow on Peddler's Road?"
Maskell was plainly taken aback at this. "Right you are," he admitted. "I guessed you knew when I saw Mrs. Haberhorn. Why do you bring that up now?"
I noticed that a fugitive note of anxiety was in his voice.
"What did you use that house for― way off there in the woods?" asked Thatcher Colt.
Doctor Maskell cleared his throat heavily. "You needn't be embarrassed with me." pursued the commissioner. "Did you have it as a hide-away for weekends that required privacy?"
Doctor Maskell shook his head.
"No. I hope that you do not assume—" Thatcher Colt held up his hands in protest.
"I am not assuming anything, Doctor Maskell," he assured him. "Did you ever take Geraldine Poster to that place?"
"Absolutely never," said Doctor Maskell. "Not even for a short visit?"
"Never."
"Did she know of Its existence?"
"I― well, I don't think so."
The two men looked at each other in silence for a moment.
"DOCTOR," suddenly barked the commissioner, "do you realise that you are in a nasty fix right about now?"
Maskell drew himself up with dignity.
"Will you tell me what my property on Peddler's Road has to do with all this?"
"Did you keep an axe on that place?"
"An axe?"
"Yes— a short-handled axe, with a double blade."
"Why, yes, certainly, yes, I did."
"What did you use the axe for, Doctor
Maskell?"
"For firewood."
"Nothing else?"
"What else?"
"Someone used it for something else, Doctor."
"I am not good at enigmas."
"Doctor Maskell, this is a fact— Geraldine Foster was murdered, hacked to pieces, and the crime was done in your house, and with your axe."
Doctor Maskell leaped to his feet. If he was acting it was magnificent.
"This is a trick," he shouted. "You are trying to scare me."
For reply, Thatcher Colt thrust near the man's face a photograph still wet, and showing the girl's nude body stiff in the grave.
All laughter was wiped away from the doctor's broad mouth as he glared at the print lying flat on his palms.
"Poor Geraldine," he muttered.
His voice grew stronger, his face crimson, as he turned on the commissioner. "Who was the monster that would commit a crime like that— and on my property, my little house?"
"Never mind all that," snapped Thatcher Colt. "You must realise now that you have a lot to explain."
"When was she killed?" gasped Doctor Maskell, looking strangely around the room.
"I am asking the questions, Doctor."
"It does not matter. I shall prove my Innocence."
"If you can do that, fine― in the face of what we can bring against you."
"Nevertheless," cried Doctor Maskell, "you will be unable to bring a single witness to place me on the scene of the murder. And surely someone will come forward to bear me out that I waited at the entrance to Bronx Park for a girl I believed to be alive! I am not afraid!"
As he was speaking the door was opening, and a patrolman stamped in with a sheaf of notes. Colt received them with unconcealed eagerness.
"Just a moment," he murmured. "These are the reports from the eight autopsies."
"Eight!" exclaimed Dougherty. "What do you mean—eight?"
"One girl and seven pigeons," explained Colt. "Ah, and here is Doctor Multooler himself."
The assistant-medical examiner nodded wearily as he stood just within the door and wiped his glasses.
"How long had those pigeons been dead, Multooler?"
"At least ten days, sir," replied the assistant-medical examiner.
"The girl was supposed to be dead two days, but the pigeons were dead ten days, eh?"
"Well, sir, we don't suppose that any more."
"The autopsy changed your opinion?"
"Yes, it did," replied the examiner. "Somebody tried to fool us. The girl had also been killed about ten days ago."
Thatcher Colt's face was very serious then, and he did not look at Doctor Maskell.
"Was there any food in her stomach?"
"Yes, sir."
"What food?"
"Snails."
"About how far digested?"
"Not more than five hours."
Thatcher Colt glanced around in brief accusing triumph.
"Then Geraldine Foster unquestionably met her death about five o'clock on the afternoon of December 24," he declared feelingly.
"Yes, sir."
"Thanks, Multooler."
"Yes― Sir! "
"Now what did the chemist find in that bottle of water we took from the grave?"
"Tannic acid, sir. The body had been soaked in it, and a quart of it forced down the throat after death― the stomach was full of it."
"Tannic acid! Of course! Made from the bark of pine trees! Used in tanning leather, Dougherty. Tannic acid— that's what preserved the body. A clumsy trick! And an old one! It was used in the David S. Paul case, out in Tabernacle, New Jersey, but the police solved it in twenty-four hours. Why should this killer try that trick again?"
The commissioner closed his eyes and remained silent. But Dougherty could seldom remain silent, and this was not one of the times.
"Colt," he exploded, in exasperation, "what in the name of Jesse James and the Seven Sutherland Sisters are you talking about? Gosh, doesn't the district attorney amount to anything around here?"
With a grateful smile, Thatcher Colt dismissed Multooler.
"It is very simple," he explained to the district attorney. "Geraldine Foster was killed. Then she was put into a bath tub filled with water loaded with tannic acid and that preserved the body."
"But why preserve the body?"
"It seems obvious enough. She was killed ten days ago, but she was buried in the last forty-eight hours."
"I see!" cried Dougherty suddenly and loudly. Pushing back his chair, he stood up, pounding his red fist into his palm and striding back and forth. "It was a slick alibi."
"Dougherty, you're marvellous!" chuckled Thatcher Colt.
Not for a moment did the district attorney discern the sarcasm of his friend. His brain was rapidly sketching out to him the wonderful possibilities now just made clear to him.
"Why, it would be a perfect, alibi," he repeated, glaring at Doctor Maskell. "We are supposed to believe the murder took place during the last forty-eight hours. And, of course, the murderer hoped to account for his movements—I think he's been stringing us here anyway. He thought he would never be asked to show where he was when the murder was really committed. Well, this is the crime of a genius, Doctor Maskell― I'll leave it to you, only it didn't work."
"You're undoubtedly right. Mr. Dougherty," said Hogan.
"Bunk!" snorted Doctor Maskell.
THE commissioner laughed softly. It was like Dougherty, the hotspur, to take another man's theory, and in two minutes come to believe it was his very own.
"My dear Mr. Dougherty," said Doctor Maskell boldly, "don't you see that only a feeble-minded person would think of such a scheme as that?"
"Feeble-minded? I think you consider yourself a master mind," cried the district attorney. "Our next job is to find out who has bought a quantity of tannic acid recently."
Maskell ignored the last thrust.
"The alibi would be no good for the murderer for the last 48 hours, unless he had an accomplice," he assented. "Don't you realise somebody had to go up there and bury the body?"
"Well?"
"Well, that's as serious as if he did the murder. He was on the scene. It would take as much time to bury the body as it did to kill it— maybe more. So such an alibi would be worthless to me or anyone else."
But Dougherty was not to be outfaced by the calm reasoning of this baffling physician.
"Who would know about tannic acid, except you— a doctor? Who bought the muffler we found in the house? Youthe doctor. By God, you're guilty," shouted Dougherty, leaping frantically to his feet. "Of course, you're guilty! You're guilty!"
"You can't prove it," replied the doctor with determined calm. "On Christmas Eve I was distributing gifts to my patients. I was accompanied by my chauffeur and little Doris Morgan, who lives upstairs. For Christmas Eve I have a perfect alibi!"
"Good!" said Thatcher Colt emphatically. "You have the rest of the night to prove it."
A haggard look crept across the face of Maskell.
"The third degree for me, eh?" he exclaimed, his eyes searching our faces. Hogan nodded. Dougherty nodded. Maskell forced a chuckle that seemed compounded of defiance, confidence, or else great malevolence. I could not tell whether he was supremely brave, or supremely cocksure of himself.
Chapter 8
DOCTOR MASKELL was subjected to the ordeal of a third degree that is still considered a classic in headquarters.
He was not under arrest, although there was more than sufficient evidence to hold him under a short affidavit, or to gaol him in the House of Detention as a material witness. No forcible persuasion was necessary. He willingly consented to the almost inhuman treatment to which he was now exposed.
The attack upon him began at once, launched by three of the most experienced men in the department. But the dark hours passed and a calm man, with ready answers, still faced the onslaught of hard and snarling investigators, grimly intent on a breakdown. At 3 a.m., when Thatcher Colt, Dougherty and I joined them they had got nowhere. They could not seem to break this man's iron nerve. Maskell had answered all their questions over and over again, and not once had they tripped him.
Meanwhile, detectives were checking up on all the stories that he told. It was at this time that Thatcher Colt had a long and whispered conference with Merle Dougherty, and a messenger was despatched to the building in which the doctor maintained his offices.
But Thatcher Colt was not ready to give up. He knew that when all seemed lost victory might be within a hand's reach Again, and still again, he made Doctor Maskell retell his story. He was resorting to the oldest and one of the most effective devices known to the operating police of the world-the trapping effect of repetition. Make the suspect tell the same story often enough, in wearying repetition, until he is sick of the very lies that he is telling, and eventually often, I think, by the sheer rebellion of the outraged subconscious, he lets fall some significant little detail which, seized upon and followed up may break his story altogether. That was what Thatcher Colt was hoping to do with Maskell. He tried to reach him from a different angle.
"Do you believe in justice, Doctor Maskell?"
"Yes."
"Do you believe in God— or, let us say, a Supreme Being?"
"Yes," he replied boldly.
"And do you want to see justice done in this case?"
"Yes, certainly. But what is justice?"
Upon this, Thatcher Colt criticised him bitterly. He told him he was overbearing and conceited. Most of the people who knew him disliked him, and the commissioner told him so. That did begin to get under the suspect's skin. Maskell wanted to be popular— and he never had been unpopular. The dislike of people affected him painfully. So Thatcher Colt harped on that.
"If you want to know how you stand," the commissioner told him, "you let me call Betty Canfield in here. She will tell you quickly enough. She believes you chopped up that beautiful girl with an axe."
Maskell paled, but made no answer.
He was still in thorough command of himself, though he looked a bit weary when a new detail of smiling, well-slept detectives came in to take over the job of questioning him.
No one but Thatcher Colt knew how long this grim inquisition would proceed and the commissioner was keeping his own counsel. At cock-crow, they were still at it, and the doctor was undaunted. The commissioner sent me back to the typewriter to transcribe my notes.
Presently, while I was pounding away at the keys, the sleepless Captain Henry came in with the astonishing announcement that some indignant kinfolk of Doctor Maskell were demanding to see the commissioner at once. They were Mr. and Mrs. George Maskell, the criminal lawyer and his wife.
As the vital and picturesque figure of George Maskell was ushered into Thatcher Colt's private office, I was again reminded of my chief's description of him, made some years ago—"A man with the face of an old war horse."
He smiled at me as he entered, but already my eyes had fled from his familiar face to study his companion. That was the first time I had ever seen Natalie Maskell. Often I had read of her, and listened to reporters' yarns, told in speak-easies. Her beauty had been variously reported. The one thing agreed upon in all quarters was that Natalie Maskell, in spite of her beauty, had one of the best legal minds before the bar. She and her husband were inseparable.
As he stood aside to permit her to enter, I rose and made them welcome. She was tall, pale and august—a woman with darkred hair and lovely features, commanding in her softness and charm and with tragic eyes that seemed to have received unspeakable confessions. I do not think I have ever seen a sadder or more beautiful woman. She looked around inquiringly, and then her eyes came back to me, standing beside the desk of Thatcher Colt. I explained that I feared it was impossible to see either the Police Commissioner or the District Attorney at this time. Nodding sagely, George Maskell blew his nose, making a sound like the whinny of a horse.
"Nevertheless, they'll see me," he said confidently, his voice thick, husky, and yet not unpleasant. "You tell the commissioner I've come here to sit along side of my brother while he is being questioned."
"DID Doctor Maskell send for you?" I inquired.
At this piece of impertinence, as they might have chosen to regard it, George Maskell looked at his wife with eyes that seemed to hold a conversation in a secret language.
More, it seemed to me that he had conveyed to his wife, without speech, the suggestion that she, better than he, could prevail over an impressionable young man like myself.
"No, my brother-in-law did not send for us," she explained, with a friendly smile. "Mr. Maskell and I were starting off very early this morning on an auto tour to Florida. We bought the papers on the ferry, read about Doctor Maskell, and came right back."
One could not resist the gentle and earnest manner of Natalie Maskeli. I do not regard myself as an impressionable person, but it did seem to me that it would be no more than my duty to let Thatcher Colt know they were in his office. I was just about to buzz for Captain Henry when the door opened and my chief came in, followed by Dougherty.
Briskly enough, Thatcher Colt walked in, with Dougherty, blotch-eyed and weary, trudging behind him. I could tell from the slump of the district attorney's shoulders that Maskell had not confessed. But at the sight of the other attorney and his beautiful companion. Dougherty straightened up and fumbled at his tie.
There was a moment's exchange of greetings and then George Maskell demanded to see his brother.
"Humphrey is quite innocent of any crime," he declared, "and I would appreciate it if you would let him know that we are here."
Thatcher Colt leaned across the desk and looked the lawyer squarely in the eye.
"I have always understood." he said, "that you did not approve of your brother!"
"In a time like this, blood is thicker than water," replied George Maskell, with a gleam in his eyes.
Natalie Maskeli took an impulsive step forward.
"Mayn't we leave him a note, at least?" she entreated, and Dougherty made her a gallant bow. Her husband sat in Colt's chair and scribbled hastily on a scratch pad:
"We are standing behind you. Send for us when you want us.
GEORGE AND NATALIE AND DAD."
No one spoke while the lawyer was writing, but Thatcher Colt seemed very nervous. He walked up and down the room, like a man possessed with impatience, resenting an intrusion. Suddenly he reached on a high shelf and pulled down two file boxes of old correspondence, raising a cloud of filthy dust at which Dougherty shouted indignantly. I must confess that I had never seen my chief perform so awkwardly. He was full of apologies, but Dougherty's face was discolored with dust, and Mrs. Maskell needed all the resources of her feminine arsenal to repair the ravages.
"I've found it!" exclaimed
Thatcher Colt, after opening the first file box. "Here is the letter of congratulation I wrote you, Mr. Maskell, on the Scopes trial. You never replied to it."
"Damned careless of me," said George Maskell, with a bleak glance. Indeed, the curious behaviour of the police commissioner had perplexed us all. But there was no further apology from Colt, as with great dignity the Maskells took their departure. The minute the door closed, Dougherty picked up his hat and threw it up into the air. After this undignified act, he exclaimed:
"What a trial this will be! Brother fighting for brother—but I will beat him. Colt—this is one time that all the genius of George Maskell, and all the prettiness of his wife looking tragically toward the jury box, shall not avail to cheat justice."
"Oh, stop making speeches, for the love of heaven," said Thatcher Colt.
At that moment Hogan threw open the door and led Doctor Maskell into the office. The prisoner was haggard, dishevelled, his clothing disarrayed, but his eyes still indomitable.
"Did I see my brother down the hall?" he demanded, looking at Colv.
The commissioner told him frankly what had happened, greatly to Dougherty's disgust, I am afraid. More, the commissioner added that from the far window of the office Maskell could see his callers in their car, still standing outside of police headquarters.
"I would like to get at least a glimpse of Natalie," said the doctor, with a strange glance at the commissioner.
"Come to this window," said Colt, ignoring Dougherty's glare. "There she is in the seat behind the wheel."
For a long, thoughtful moment, Doctor Humphrey Maskell stared down at his sister-in-law. Some powerful emotion, more moving and more troubling than all the dark questions hurled at him diying the night, possessed his singular glances through that window. I found myself wondering. Did the doctor love the beautiful Natalie Maskell? Was it because of her that the brothers had quarrelled? And then came the incredible suspicion—could a woman have done this awful crime? Was there an illicit love affair between these two? Was Natalie Maskell jealous of Geraldine Foster? I admit these speculations were untrue, unfounded, and fantastic, but they show the uncertain state of mind, the unfixed nature of my suspicions, at this stage of the game.
"NOW," said Thatcher Colt, suddenly breaking the silence, "my dear doctor, I have taken the liberty of making some arrangements for our morning."
"Yes, certainly," said Doctor Maskell, turning from the window with a deep sigh.
"There is another car downstairs, in which you will find some of your friends. We are going on a journey."
"Without breakfast?" asked the physician.
"I am afraid so," replied the commissioner, while Dougherty laughed, shook hands with my chief, and promised to see him later in the day. Then he and Hogan departed, leaving the next stage of the investigation in our hands.
"If you think that extra little torment will help in breaking my nerves," said the doctor, "let me disabuse your mind. I have eaten no breakfast, except hot water, in twenty years, and, as a doctor, staying up all night is no great strain on me."
We descended into the fresh air of the young morning. At dawn, there had been a sun, but already banks of rain-cloud were massing in the heavens; the air was damp and cold: it was the beginning after an hour's interlude, of another spell of dismal and cheerless weather.
In front of 240 Centre Street a maroon-colored Auburn car was drawn up at the kerb with that strange Checkles, the doctor's chauffeur, sitting at the wheel.
My chief explained to me, in an aside, that the Inspector and some of the men had been talking with Checkles. The best they could get out of him was that he was with the doctor all through Christmas Eve afternoon. Beside Checkles in the car, smiling a little wanly, and as pale as a moon at dawn, Doctor Maskell took his place. Then he looked back and in the rear seat he saw a woman and a child. The mother, I recognised as Felise Morgan, and the little girl was Doris Morgan, the child companion of Doctor Maskell. his living alibi. She was quite pretty. Later I learned that she was ten years old. Her golden hair and large blue eyes and colorful dress and hat gave her a rather spoiled and stagy air— one would expect her to grow up into a cinema star, if cinema stars ever do grow up. But what interested me most was the love and tenderness in Doctor Maskell's eyes when he looked at little Doris. I think the sight of her quite unmanned him. He caught her to him as she rose with a squeal of joy at sight of him, and she kissed him in lively, intimate and trusting fashion.
"Hello, Doris! Helloa, Checkles," called the commissioner, taking his place beside the child and motioning me to a folding seat in front of him.
"Good mornings and good nights and good fellows and good gods," said Checkles. His head bent over the wheel of the car, and he pushed the horn button in the middle of the wheel with his long, peaked nose, so that the car cried out as if in fright at his behaviour.
Doris laughed. "Isn't Checkles too funny for words?" she asked, with a grown-up glance at Thatcher Colt. "He always blows the horn with his nose."
The commissioner nodded, as he drew a slip of paper from his pocket, and read off the names and addresses of the patients of Doctor Maskell, to whom, so the sus-pect declared, he and Doris and Checkles had delivered the presents.
"All correct," said Maskell.
Then we further delayed our start while the commissioner talked earnestly with Doris. He told her she was a very important person, and that she could help the great City of New York, and she must try to remember everything she could. She promised with the most grown-up and gracious smile imaginable.
"You were with the doctor every part of the time on Christmas Eve?" asked commissioner Colt.
"Yes, sir; every part," said Doris Morgan firmly.
"Now," continued Thatcher Colt, "according to my memorandum, you went first to an address on Patchin Place. Is that right?"
"Yes, certainly," replied the doctor in a hoarse voice. Colt gave Checkles his orders and immediately we started zigzagging up and across town, In the direction of Greenwich Village.
"Doris," said Thatcher Colt, "do you remember anything about your last visit here?"
"Oh, yes," said the child. "We brought a parcel, done up in paper and ribbon, to an old lady who lives in that third house over there."
As we started off again, Thatcher Colt began to question Mrs. Morgan.
"You were an intimate friend of Geraldine Foster?"
"Oh, no. Our apartment is over the doctor's office. Doris and Geraldine met in the halls. They became friendly. The doctor took a fancy to Doris and soon we all got to know each other."
From house to house we drove, from a broker in East Twelfth Street, to an actor who lived at the Chelsea Hotel.
I had to tell myself that so far the doctor's alibi had been consistently sustained. Then, at the next place we stopped, a small hotel apartment house near Central Park, we came upon a surprising piece of in-formation. The patient to whom Doctor Maskell had delivered a present there was a Mrs. Westock. She told the commissioner that, on Christmas Eve, before the doctor had reached her house, someone had called on her telephone and asked for the physician.
"It was a woman's voice," said Mrs. Westock. "She seemed to be very anxious for me to get word to him. The message she left was: 'Please come at once to Peddler's Road. Something terrible has happened."
"She did not leave any name?"
"No, sir. Nor her telephone number."
"Did you give the doctor the message?"
"Yes, sir."
"What did he say?"
"He looked surprised, but all he said was 'Thanks.' "
This conversation took place in the Westock apartment, and naturally Doctor Maskell did not hear it, for he remained in the car with Detective Burke guarding the whole party. Thatcher Colt did not tell the doctor about Mrs. Westock's story. Soon the car had crossed Fifth Avenue, continuing east until Park Avenue, where finally we stopped in front of a large apartment house.
"Oh," exclaimed Doris, "here is where I had the ice cream."
Thatcher Colt had his hand on the door, but at this remark, he settled back and looked gravely down at Doris. Watching Maskell, I saw that he did not seem concerned.
"Where did you have ice cream, Doris?" asked the commissioner, casually.
"Checkles and I had ice cream while Doctor Maskell delivered some presents by himself," answered Doris.
"Where?"
"Right there!"
The child pointed out of the car window to a confectioner's on the opposite corner.
"Did you have more than one plate of ice cream?" asked Thatcher Colt.
"Three! I had three!" cried Checkles gloatingly, as he turned and looked at us over his shoulder. "But Doris is a lady and took only one. She had to wait for me, though—I had three."
THATCHER COLT closed his eyes. I could almost follow the rapid calculations he was making in the isolation of blindness that he loved to impose upon his vision when he was thinking quickly. Perhaps Checkles and the child had been left in the place long enough—I could see the dangerous implications of this disclosure. When Thatcher Colt opened his eyes, I could also see that he had his finger on the first weak link in the chain of Doctor Maskell's perfect alibi.
"What were you doing, Doctor, when they were in the confectioner's?" he asked point-blank.
"I distributed seven presents in the neighborhood," replied the doctor promptly.
"That's right," said Doris innocently. "He wasn't there when we were finished eating—we had to wait for him a long time."
Again Thatcher Colt closed his eyes and considered the importance of this anachronism. "We had to wait for him a long time"— I could almost see the lightning of calculation, suspicion, leaping and flashing across the stormy sky of the commissioner's thoughts.
And still the doctor smiled, as if, telepathically, he knew what was passing in the commissioner's mind, and mine, smiling as if he exulted and rejoiced because he knew there was still something missing, before they could bind him to the crime.
"There are only seven more addresses on your list," remarked Thatcher Colt. "Were the seven presents you told us about the last?"
"Yes," said Doctor Maskell. "From here we went home."
"Can anyone identify you as having delivered these seven presents?"
"No. By that time I was late. I hurried. I merely dropped them on hall tables. I saw no one."
"Yet you took an hour to deliver them?" "I do not know how much time I took." "Well, you must know this blows your alibi to smithereens."
Without another word, Thatcher Colt then sent Mrs. Morgan and Doris home in a taxi-cab. Burke went with them, agreeing to meet the commissioner at police headquarters later in the afternoon.
"Now, Checkles," said the commissioner. "drive us up to the house on Peddler's Road."
Checkles laughed, a low-pitched chortle of laughter, as he punched the auto siren with his nose and pulled the lever into gear.
"Peddler's Road!" he chuckled. "Whew."
IT was not, as Thatcher Colt explained to me later, with any hope of unnerving the doctor by horror, that we were taking him back to Peddler's Road. Instead, my chief had the idea that some sentimental remembrance might unexpectedly upset the poise of Maskell— another onslaught on human nature through emotion.
Avoiding the crowds of morbid sightseers by approaching from the rear, we climbed the hill, and as we approached the house Thatcher Colt said to Maskell:
"You know, Doctor, when we found the body, it had a pillow-case over the head, as if the murderer could not bear to look upon the dead face, after what he had done."
"Yes, certainly?" said Doctor Maskell, in a tone of inquiry.
"It was a pillow-case with silken rose-buds embroidered on it. I could not find its mate in your bungalow. Do you happen to know what happened to the other one?"
"I know nothing of that," replied Doctor Maskell disdainfully.
"Ah, well," said Thatcher Colt, "eventually we will find out about that pillow-case. Come in!"
The doctor removed his hat as he entered the door of his own little house. One glance his face showed me that he was profoundly moved. He looked at the disorder, and at the detectives still searching in the house—they had been there all night, and they were still there, ferreting everywhere, the same area gone over three times by three different men. Colt was resolved that nothing should be lost. Maskell held his hat before his heart and looked miserably upon the wreckage, the carnage, the red stains.
"You can see, Doctor," said Thatcher Colt quietly, "that a great deal of blood was spilled. Your dissection practice partly prepared you for that, of course—but when you start to let it run out of a living person, there's a lot of lt, isn't there, Doctorlike a red Niagara coming from sweet young veins and arteries."
Maskell was about to light a cigarette, but Thatcher Colt, with his hand on his shoulder, commanded his attention, and his eyes required an answer.
"Thatcher Colt," said Doctor Maskell, "I shall have to listen to you, but my mind cannot be shocked into a breakdown, or fake confession, or anything else."
"No," agreed Colt "The forthright, downright, outright methods of a simple policeman like myself may seem very crude to your preconceived notions of how this thing should be done. But I do know one thing—that reason is the certain method that can appeal to you, Doctor."
"Right!" agreed Maskell.
"You know there is a perfect case against you."
"I have been told that." "Opportunity."
"No. I had no opportunity to do all this."
"WHERE were you then, when Checkles and Doris were eating their ice cream?"
"I told you."
"You told me a cock-and-bull story. Do you expect any jury to believe that?"
Instead of replying the doctor was looking mournfully around the room.
"I can't believe it!" he murmured.
"Neither will the jury," snapped Colt, accepting the non sequitur as a reply.
"Ah, haven't we talked enough? Do as you please― only let me have some sleep now," cried Maskell with a shudder.
But Thatcher Colt only shook his head. "The police won't sleep until we get our man," he replied.
Doctor Maskell forced a smile, and an unearthly chuckle.
"Trying the methods of the Spanish Inquisition?" he mocked. "No sleep for a suspected man, eh? Gentlemen― I shall be awake when you are all nodding and snoring. I am a doctor― and I never sleep when a patient needs me."
And he smiled mockingly.
Upon the orders of Thatcher Colt I was sent home to snatch a few hours' sleep before another long night of inquisition that loomed ahead. However, I did not feel like sleep, but spent the late hours of the afternoon being bathed and shaved, and then having tea with Betty Canfield. Every time we broke bread together we liked each other better. In the course of our conversation, she assured me her engagement to Bruce was never really serious and was all ended now.
With a light heart I returned to headquarters. It was five o'clock when I reached the commissioner's office where I found Thatcher Colt in deep conversation with Dougherty. Neither the district attorney nor my chief had been in their beds since the case "broke," as we used to phrase it in the city room. There were no signs of weariness on either of their faces, nor did it seem to me that Dougherty's arrogance was in the smallest degree lessened.
From their conversation, I learned that Doctor Maskell had been permitted a few hours' sleep in his apartment, with a policeman guarding the doors. Meanwhile, Bruce Foster had returned to headquarters and Thatcher Colt had drawn from him a complete statement of his movements— the details of which were easily and simply checked and seemed to furnish him with a clear exoneration from all suspicion. At this time, Colt and Dougherty both regarded Bruce as eliminated from the case. The district attorney went further and declared that Armstrong, too, was above suspicion. But with this Thatcher Colt would not agree.
"There is a theory that may involve Armstrong," he declared.
"Why don't you spill the theory to me?" demanded Dougherty.
"Because you would disbelieve in it so much you might even block me from then on." said Colt. "No— give us the rest of this day, Dougherty."
"I promised until midnight," sighed Dougherty. "And while I have all the evidence in the world to justify the arrest of Maskell, I'll live up to my word. The doctor is guilty as red-fire hell. Why don t you give up the agreement and let me go ahead?"
"I believe," replied Thatcher Colt, "that before midnight you will agree with me that there is something much more surprising yet to be found."
Dougherty groaned with an air of conscious Christian fortitude.
"All right," he growled. "Where do we go from here?"
Thatcher Colt stood up, smiling mysteriously.
"To the private dwelling of the police commissioner of the City of New York," he divulged. "There we will get the truth out of Humphrey Maskell."
The district attorney shrugged his shoulders and gave his famulus, Hogan, a significant ogle as we left the office and descended to the street. Soon we were uptown, in the new Bohemia of the West Side— the neighborhood between the Verdi and Dante triangles— near which was the home of the commissioner. Some day I shall describe the singular rooms contained in that quiet and pretty little dwelling— the weapons chamber, the room where Thatcher Colt conducted his own original researches into "ballistics," his poison room— but all these things played their parts in the detection of subsequent crimes. Tonight we were led to the library of Thatcher Colt, a vast, immense room, running the entire stretch of one hundred and fifty feet on the third floor, and shelving a personally selected collection of more than fifteen thousand books on crime and its related topics, more than half of which would not be found together in any ordinary library in the world.
Waving us to comfortable chairs, Thatcher Colt retired. Dougherty and Hogan looked around them with an air of suspicion and bewilderment. Their very glances seemed to say that Thatcher Colt could not be a practical man, with all those books in his possession. Presently, the commissioner reappeared, wearing a dressing-gown of strong, rich silk, a flowered paduasoy. From a covered recess in the library wall a small alcove above a table, he drew out a tray on which reposed glasses, and a bottle of old port. Withdrawing the cork, he called our attention to a filmy crust of scales of tartar on the top, the beeswing of a rare old wine.
"In this xerophilous land," said Thatcher Colt, "there is not much more wine like this. Gentlemen, your health!"
We all felt very solemn and important as we drank that precious liquor. It warmed the inner lining of my soul. Then, leaning back in his chair, Thatcher Colt resumed:
"I must begin by explaining to you that this is wholly an extra-legal proceeding. I must also make that perfectly clear to Maskell. He has the right to decline to have anything to do with these experiments."
"What kind of bunk have you fallen for, Thatcher Colt?" As he asked the question, Dougherty almost hummed the words, while his hands, spread out on his knees, seemed itching to get hold of Maskell and pitch him into a cell.
"Two things," replied the commissioner, "the first is this!"
On a table, at his right hand, was an object covered with a cloth of green serge. Lifting this, Colt disclosed an odd affair, a drum-like electrical instrument.
"What the deuce is that?" mocked Dougherty, his hands in his pockets, as he leaned over at a rakish angle and sur-veyed the machine quizzically.
"It is called a pneumo-cardio-sphygmometer," answered Thatcher, Colt.
Dougherty blinked in overdone astonishment at his friend. The district attorney was a well-educated man, but for so long had he cultivated his public pose of roughness and readiness that he had almost convinced himself he was an illiterate.
"A what, Mr. Commissioner?" he purred, with such unction that I was sure he regretted the absence of an audience to laugh at his comedy.
"It is commonly called a lie detector," explained Thatcher Colt.
Dougherty clapped his hands together and laughed immoderately.
"Have you fallen for that piffle?" he cried. "My gosh, you'll be using New Thought on your prisoners next. What is the police department of the City of New York coming to, I want to know?"
Thatcher Colt remained imperturbable.
"You are in ignorance of the facts, Dougherty," he remonstrated quietly. "This machine is in almost daily use in the Illinois Penitentiary at Joliet. Moreover, it is employed by the police of many other cities― it has been used in more than five thousand criminal cases in the Berkeley, California, Police Department alone."
Chapter 9
DOUGHERTY sniffed in audible contempt.
"Whoever got up such a fool machine as that?" he asked, shaking his head heavily.
"It is the invention of one of my old friends, Captain August Vollmer."
"And you actually think this contraption will help us in breaking the tale of Doctor Maskell?"
"It will get us the truth," insisted Thatcher Colt. "I have no hesitation in saying that I consider this little box and the other invention which we may have to use tonight on the doctor, the two greatest steps forward in criminological work since the adoption of the Bertillon system and the fingerprint identification."
"Well, you'll have to show me," said Dougherty, lighting a fresh cigar, sitting down and leaning back.
"Very well," said Thatcher Colt. He opened a door in the rear of the room and led in a good-looking young man, slender and serious.
"Let me present Mr. Carl E. Leonard one of the assistant state criminologists for Illinois. Mr. Leonard flew here in one of their departmental airplanes, at my personal request, just so that we could go through with this test. Vollmer recommended Mr. Leonard to me as an expert who could get the best results out of the machine. It does have a special technique of its own."
"I think it's childish," said Dougherty frankly. The young expert from Chicago only smiled and nodded his head as if hs fully understood the district attorney's scepticism. Thatcher Colt pressed a knob on the edge of the chair which registered its signal in some distant part of the house By the time Colt had relighted his pipe the door was opened and two uniformed men led in Doctor Maskell.
With the wraith of his familiar smile playing over his pale and haggard face Doctor Maskell glanced at the table on which the lie detector lay exposed.
"Do you know what that machine is?" asked Thatcher Colt. Doctor Maskell's face expressed manifest contempt.
"Fake scientific apparatus," he jeered "I've heard all about it. It is just about as scientific as the Abrams blood detector machine. I can guess what it is by the look of it."
Again the blonde young man smiled.
"It is not recognised in the New York Department," explained Thatcher Colt frankly. "So you do not have to submit to its use. Nor can you be bound in any way by any conclusions we may arrive at by its use. But it may break your story and give us clues by which we can finish our case against you."
"Yes, certainly," acquiesced Doctor Maskell, with magnificent indifference. I saw the look that passed between Dougherty and Thatcher Colt. Plainly the doctor's readiness only increased the district attorney's suspicions. Dr. Maskell, in his opinion, like many another criminal, regarded himself as a superman. He was such an egoist that he.felt confident that he could beat the machine.
It took yery little time to adjust the apparatus to his chest and bared arm, as he sat in his shirt-sleeves. Then Thatcher Colt began asking again the same questions with which Maskell had been battered for so long. For an hour Colt talked to Maskell calmly about his journey— the same old story of giving out the Christmas presents, returning, and meeting the mysterious woman at his office door. But after that first hour the tone, the pace, the very accent of the questions changed. The voice of Thatcher Colt became brittle, harsh, commanding, with an under-threat of malice in its tones. He stood, towering above the doctor, as if he held in his grasp the lightning of the electric chair. The very air of the room became tense and charged.
"What are vou most afraid of in life. Doctor Maskell?"
"I am afraid of nothing."
"What are you most ashamed of in your life?"
At this apparently simple question we could almost hear the agitation of the electric pens, recording on the running ribbons of paper the heart and blood secrets of this erect and defiant man.
Both Dougherty and Thatcher Colt were studying the tape-like stream of paper emerging from the drum with the tell-tale graphs drawn upon them. Until this moment the tracings had shown only debatable and indifferent variations, but a totally different result was obtained by the latest question. It had caused tremendous excitement within the dark spirit of this mysterious physician.
Up shot the graph of the heart line, and with it leaped the diagram of the blood pressure. Why? Doctor Maskell hesitated and pondered his answer, while the police commissioner and the district attorney waited in growing interest and astonishment.
"WHAT are you most ashamed of in your life?" repeated Thatcher Colt. Experiment will prove that this question will bring to pause the busy thoughts of any human being, even if he is not accused of crime.
"Of nothing," declared Doctor Maskell finally. But his voice was less confident than before, and we knew from the lie detector that he was laboring under great excitement.
"Come, Doctor," urged Thatcher Colt patiently. "We are all ashamed of something."
"No."
"Are you ashamed of something in connection with the house on Peddler's Road?"
Again the extraordinary jiggle of emotions traced by the electric pens on the moving tape showed that the commissioner had struck a sensitive vein in the doctor's emotional system.
"No," he repeated.
"Why did you keep that place on Peddler's Road?"
With every reference to the little portable cottage of blood and death the charts leaped at once into high peaks of emotional excitement and descended into valleys that might have recorded shame and despair.
"I like to have a place to hide away in."
"Alone?"
"Yes!"
Like stock-brokers, Thatcher Colt and Dougherty were watching the tapes as they were fed into their hands by the silent young expert from Chicago. The district attorney was exceedingly solemn and serious. He glanced at the commissioner as if to indicate that he was beginning to have some respect for this apparatus.
"When were you last in the house on Peddler's Road?"
"About three weeks ago."
"Anyone with you then?"
"No."
"Had Geraldine Foster ever been there?"
"No."
"Are you certain?"
"I have no knowledge that she was ever there."
"But she was murdered there."
"I mean previously."
"Did you know she was going there this one time which resulted in her death?"
The chart lines during these last few questions were quite unimpressive. The emotional excitement in the doctor seemed to pass away when Geraldine Foster was brought into the question. No dizzy climbs of trace lines appeared when the murder was mentioned. It was on some subtler, obscure point that he trembled. But who could determine the meaning of this?
"Do you believe that murder is ever justified?"
"Yes."
"How do you mean that?"
"I have philosophical ideas on the subject. I believe in euthanasia. But my notions have no bearing on this inquiry. I do not practise a philosophy opposed to the laws under which I live."
"But doesn't your philosophy hold that murder is justified, even if it is opposed to the laws under which you live?"
"Theoretically― yes."
"If sufficiently justifiable grounds arose, would you commit murder in spite of the laws?"
"I don't know."
"Think again."
"I say, I don't know."
"Why did you quarrel with your brother George?"
"Because he did not approve of my private life."
"Did his wife also disapprove?"
"She did not know anything about it. What happened took place before she married my brother."
"Does she dislike you now."
"She does not know me. As I do not associate with my brother, I naturally do not know his wife. We have never met."
"Will you look at this?"
THATCHER COLT for the first time gave into Maskell's hands the note which George Maskell had written that morning. The physician was plainly astonished, no, delighted.
"That's the silver lining for all this," he remarked, with unsteady voice.
"There is nothing to indicate they don't know you," prodded Colt.
"No," said Maskell, smiling broadly. "No― that's what's so wonderful about it."
Certainly, if the lie detector machine was to be trusted, the doctor had been telling the truth during these last few questions. The lines ran in even, undulating curves like the waves of a peaceful sea.
"Your brother is a clever lawyer," resumed Colt, "but how do you intend to explain to him the lies you have been telling me."
"Lies?"
"Lies about your whereabouts on Christmas Eve. You know you have concealed the truth about that."
"I do not conceal the truth."
"You did not deliver those seven presents you told us about, while Checkles and the child were eating ice cream. No one, doorman, footman, or elevator men, at the addresses you supplied, can remember your delivering those presents. Where were you?"
"I was where I said I was— delivering those presents!"
Until those last few exchanges the chart had remained monotonous. But all passivity vanished when the doctor's whereabouts during the ice cream episode were mentioned. There we had the high peaks again, an almost unmistakable accusation that Maskell was lying.
"You know that your insistence on this falsehood, which even this machine proclaims, subjects you to the gravest suspicions?"
"Unjustly so."
"Had you quarrelled with Geraldine?"
"No― except about her marriage."
"Why, Doctor— are you sure?"
"Perfectly."
"She hadn't tried to obtain money from you?"
"Blackmail? Why, of course not."
"No?"
Thatcher Colt pulled the paper ribbon over far enough for the doctor to see it.
"Look at that graph and admit that you lied, Doctor Maskell. I am afraid you are your own worst enemy in this investigation, Doctor."
"You're showing yourself guilty as Hell!" roared Dougherty.
DOCTOR MASKELL shrugged his shoulders and lit a cigarette.
"What are your next questions?" he demanded. "I tell you that Geraldine Foster was above trying to blackmail anybody."
I could see then that Thatcher Colt had been holding back all this time the evidence of the blackmail note rescued from the waste paper. He was not giving his hand away. Not knowing it had been found, the physician would be unable to prepare a defence against it, and when the evidence was exploded at the trial it might easily seal his doom.
"Why do you suppose Geraldine Poster told Betty Canfield she wished she was dead, and that she might soon be dead?"
"I don't know."
"Haven't you any suspicions?"
"No."
"You told us you were surprised about the bottles of tannic acid delivered to your office."
"I was."
"But you didn't call up the chemist and ask him to explain?"
"I beg your pardon― I did."
"He doesn't remember it."
"I talked to his clerk— I think the young man is now away from the store with pneumonia."
This fact, Thatcher Colt subsequently checked and found correct. The clerk was delirious and could not be questioned.
"The clerk told me," continued Maskell, "that Geraldine called up and said I needed the stuff in a hurry, that was how it came. She ordered several bottles, three of which were left at my office."
Dougherty laughed.
"Pretty cool," he said. "Evidently you would like to make yourself appear the victim of a gigantic plot. Some mysterious enemy— perhaps the dead girl herself― planting evidence against you, framing you― bah! It won't go down, Doctor."
All this time the graph was as calm as the waves of a summer sea. No sign of excitement in the doctor at all. Yet here, it seemed to me he was being questioned on the most vital part of the case.
"Did Geraldine confide in you?"
"No."
"You don't know then if she was having a secret affair with anyone?"
"I do not. Nor do I believe it."
"Are you in need of money, Doctor?"
Again came that flashing smile, spontaneous, unforced and genuine.
"I am not," he answered firmly. "I have a small private fortune, and am heir to one-half of my father's estate, which will make me something like a millionaire."
THATCHER COLT hesitated for a moment. By the chart, flowing from the drum of the lie detector, it was evident that he was on a cold trail. He decided to take a new track.
"Have you any explanation for the extraordinary fact that Geraldine Foster's coat and purse were found in your office, days after the murder had been committed?"
"No, but I ask you― if you were a murderer, would you have left them there?"
Dougherty got mad at that defensive question. Rushing up to the doctor, he shook his finger admonishingly.
"It is not for you to argue your case," he snarled. "A clever murderer might have left the coat and purse there as proof of his innocence."
The doctor threw his cigarette into the fireplace and coolly lighted another. Outwardly, at least, he seemed as calm as if the examination were only just beginning.
"Have you formed any theory in your mind as to who that woman was— the woman whose face you never did see, and who came to your office door late in the afternoon of the murder?"
"No."
"Could it have been Betty Canfield?"
"No."
"You once told me it could not have been Geraldine?"
"According to your calculations, she was dead at the time."
"Could it have been any of your patients?"
"I don't think so."
Simultaneously the chart rose and fell with palpitations of manifest concern.
"I repeat― could it have been one of your patients?"
"No," Maskell answered deliberately. But by the machine we knew again that the doctor was not being honest with us. Thatcher Colt put his hands on the doctor's shoulders.
"Suppose," he said, "that you were in love with a woman whose name you are protecting."
The tell-tale chart told us that the doctor was inwardly in emotional agitation.
"Suppose," went on Colt relentlessly, "that you and she hid yourselves away in the house on Peddler's Road."
Now the doctor's graph was maniacal in its weird convolutions.
"Suppose that Geraldine Foster had some hold on you. And you killed her to remove an obstacle. Would that be far from the truth, Doctor Maskell?"
The voice of the commissioner was deadly.
"No," said Doctor Maskell. "No! No! I did not kill Geraldine Foster."
"Where are the dead girl's clothes?" demanded Thatcher Colt.
"I don't know. I did not kill her. I did not lift my hand against her."
"Had you any reason to?"
"No."
"Do you know that the refuse cleaned from under Geraldine's nails contained bits of small hair left after a recent barbering, and this afternoon I established that those hairs correspond to your own?"
There was a wriggle of lines on the chart, and the doctor gave a deep sigh that was like a lamentation.
Was not this a sign of weakening of the strong man's resistance? Believing it to be so. Dougherty sprang forward shouting:
"Why did the murderer use an axe, Doctor?"
"I don't know."
"Haven't you formed any theory as to the murder of that poor girl— hacking away her life with a double-bladed axe, filling the floors with blood, so that the very pigeons died— and laying her naked in that shallow grave?"
Here an extraordinary thing happened. The line of the heart and the blood pressure both remained at their normal fluctuations. They showed no trace of excitement. Thatcher Colt looked puzzled. But the district attorney's voice was triumphant.
"Well, I'll tell you why an axe was used," he bellowed, with sudden fury. "You knew the story about Bruce Foster. You knew his father had killed a man with an axe and swung for it, down in Maryland. And you thought you could kill the girl and throw the crime on him."
A smile came into the face of Thatcher Colt and a gleam of amusement into his eyes.
"Bravo," he cried. "Dougherty, I wouldn't have given you credit for that. To think of axe murders running in a family!"
"Is that what happened, or isn't it?" shouted Dougherty. "You tell me, Doctor Maskell, if it isn't time for you to come through."
The doctor shrugged his shoulders and made no reply. Then Thatcher Colt interceded.
"I would like the doctor to leave the room for a minute," he said. "He needs a rest anyway."
The district attorney looked astonished and confounded. Certain that he was on the point of driving the doctor into a corner, of getting a confession then and there, he stared at Thatcher Colt in red and choleric indignation.
"Listen to me," he began, but stopped, seeing the significant expression in Thatcher Colt's sombre eyes. At a sign from Colt the young man from the west removed the plates and tubes and covered up the lie detector machine. Two policemen came back and led the doctor off, and Leonard followed.
The moment we were alone Dougherty exploded.
"Good heavens, Colt!" he cried. "You shouldn't have done that. We've clinched this case now. Maskell is guilty as red fire hell."
But Thatcher Colt shook his head mysteriously.
"We were making progress," he conceded. "But we have still not reached our goal.We must turn to a new and more dangerous expedient. Have you ever heard of the truth drug?"
DOUGHERTY ran his thick red hands through his mop of ruddy curls; his blue eyes rolled upward, and he swore.
"The truth drugi" he moaned. "More bunk. Are you out of your senses? We have got a case against that fellow nowone that will convince any twelve men you pick. The job is done, and the guy is just about ready to kick in. And then you—"
"Stop making speeches," said Thatcher Colt, with a glance of enjoyment over the bowl of his pipe. "Suppose Maskell is innocent?"
"Innocent as Cain! Innocent as Landru! Innocent as Jack the Ripper!"
The district attorney began marching up and down the room, talking to himself and checking off on his pudgy fingers the various points established against Doctor Maskell. Halting suddenly, he thrust forward his head and barked:
"What makes you think Maskell might be innocent?"
"This lie detector chart, for one thing."
"Why, if your chart proves anything at all, it proves his guilt!" howled Dougherty.
"No, it proves merely that he lied," corrected Thatcher Colt. "And look here― at the real mystery! The reactions of Doctor Maskell to questions about the murder itself were absolutely negative. See where we mentioned axe, blood, body, grave― everything gruesome you could think of— the chart remains perfectly normal."
"The fellow has himself in hand, that's all."
"But no― at other questions he has not himself in hand at all. Every reference to the house on Peddler's Road, for instance, makes him nervous."
"You caught him off his guard."
Thatcher Colt patiently shook his head and smiled.
"No, Dougherty. Observe that I went over the same ground not once, but several times. Undoubtedly the doctor is hiding something from us― I don't think it would take a mind-reader to guess a part at least of what it is— a mysterious, unnamed lady, whose very existence the physician is prepared to deny. Suppose the doctor is innocent, but rather than involve her In the matter the gallant doctor has lied. He is telling some most maladroit falsehoods, and has involved himself dangerously, yet he seems fatalistically determined to go to the electric chair rather than snitch."
Dougherty sniggered and shook his head as if he considered the police commissioner a helpless case.
"The house was a place of rendezvous, all right― but there was no mystery about the lady. She was Geraldine Foster, and when Maskell got tired of her he chopped her up with an axe."
"But just suppose it was another woman― then what?"
"Why suppose it? Why should any man go to such preposterous lengths to shield any woman?"
Dougherty shrugged his shoulders and glanced at the watch on his wrist.
"It is eleven o'clock. I gave you my word that I would not act until midnight. Clearly Maskell is guilty as Hell. Why not arrest him here and now?"
Chapter 10
THATCHER COLT gravely shook his head. Out of a wall closet he brought a small black bag, like that of a medical man. This bag he placed on the table where the lie detector machine had rested, then, by the buzzer in his chair, he recalled the two policemen who presently led into us again the still firm jawed but considerably paler Doctor Humphrey Maskell.
Thatcher Colt rose suddenly from his chair and held out his hand.
"Doctor Maskell," he exclaimed, "if you are a murderer, you are a wonder. You have shown colossal nerve to submit to this examination."
The doctor smiled. Astute as he was, he did not realise the trick that was being played upon him. Criminals and honest men, too, like to be told they are bold and clever. Vanity is one of the greatest weaknesses of crook and saint alike.
"Is your nerve still good?" asked Thatcher Colt, with a trace of scepticism in his low voice.
"What is it now?" asked the doctor, the contempt again coming into his tone. "The trial by fire and water, like the ancient savages? Or divination by birds? Or what?"
"Have you ever heard of scopalamin?" asked Thatcher Colt.
"Yes. Erroneously called the 'truth serum' in the newspapers."
The doctor folded his hands and studied Thatcher Colt keenly.
"Why should I subject myself to a charlatan's drug when I don't have to?" he snapped. "As I understand it, you haye no legal right to use the machine or the drug on me! I think I have been too acquiescent― now I am about fed up."
Thatcher Colt nodded.
"Correct," he admitted. "You are not compelled to do what I ask. Neither the lie detector nor the truth drug have ever been officially adopted by the Police Department of New York, although other cities, including Los Angeles, have officially adopted them."
"The truth drug?" The doctor's voice was incredulous, full of scorn of the ortho-dox man of medicine. "A drug to make a man tell the truth— against interest, as the lawyers say. It must be a most remarkable concoction. Did you invent it?"
"Scopalamin," replied Thatcher Colt, "was first presented to the police by a physician and criminologist. Doctor R. E. House, of Ferris, Texas."
Doctor Maskell now wore the expression of a sceptical medical man facing an empiric; for the moment he forgot that he was a prisoner.
"What is the theory of this drug to which you want me to entrust my life?"
"The principle is very simple," returned Thatcher Colt. "You are aware that the most active and the most powerful of the five senses is the sense of hearing. This sense of hearing― with its super-sensitivity and super-activity― is the last sense to be annihilated under the influence of an anaesthetic. Also it is the first sense to be reawakened when the effect of the anaesthetic wears off. Long after we cannot see or feel, taste or smell anything on the operating table, we can still hear— and we can still talk."
"True," nodded Doctor Maskell.
"If you have ever fainted, you may recall that before you opened your eyes you heard sounds, voices of people around you, or other disturbances. There is a period of time in which you hear, but are still not really conscious— a period when your ego has not yet asserted itself."
"Yes."
"Well, there is where scopalamin comes in. It lulls all the other senses to sleep except hearing. It is the theory of the inventor— and I may add, of myself— that during that period when you can hear, but cannot exercise your other senses, it is impossible, even for a clever man like yourself, to tell a lie."
"Humph !" said Doctor Maskell, enig-matically, with a strange look at Thatcher Colt. "This is a real challenge. You maintain that under the influence of this drug I could not exercise my will power to withhold the answer to any questions if I so wished?"
"Exactly."
"And do these super-scientists who equip the police with these marvellous police devices have no fear that the instinct for self-preservation may not interfere with your pretty little medicine?"
"A large number of cases show that it does not," replied Thatcher Colt. "I could sit here and cite cases to you, but there isn't time. The stuttering young man of Meridian, Texas, was one example. There was also the case of O'Leary, known as the walking dead man."
Doctor Maskell smiled with a trace of malice.
"Do you think that District Attorney Dougherty would be convinced if I maintained my innocence under the influence of the drug?" he asked mockingly.
Thatcher Colt calmly relighted his pipe "The district attorney wants the truth as much as you or I," he argued.
"I'll try anything once," declared Dougherty, his head to one side, as he closed one eye and looked at Maskell sceptically Strange that both these men, each dis-trusting the other, equally distrusted the drug of truth. Suddenly Doctor Maskell came to a resolution. He stood up, took off his coat, rolled up his sleeve, and bared his large, heavily muscled arm, bristling with long, black hairs.
"Let's go," was all he said.
All the notes of what was said and done there, after the needle was plunged into the doctor's arm and he was stretched out on a couch in Thatcher Colt's library, now lie before me. They are the most unusual I have ever taken in any criminal case, for they show Doctor Maskell speaking without any reserve whatever. Stretched out there, he was utterly relaxed. His eyes were closed. His breathing was deep and regular. His voice was first heavy and decisive and almost orotund In its importance, but gradually it sank Into a monotone, like the murmur of a sick person talking in a fevered sleep.
"Doctor, did you kill Geraldine Foster?"
"I did not."
"Did you attack her with an axe?"
"I did not."
"Did you hate Geraldine Foster?"
"No."
"Did you love her?"
"No."
"Did you have any reason to kill Geraldine Foster?"
"Yes."
We all leaned forward toward the pros trate doctor as he made that confession The silence was intense, until Thatcher Colt's brittle voice broke it.
"What reason did you have to kill her?"
"Because she threatened someone I love."
"To whom did she threaten to betray you?"
"To another woman."
"Who is this other woman?"
"My wife!"
We looked at each other in complete astonishment. I suppose that I, too, am a sentimentalist But in the face of this amazing confession, I felt some kind of compassion for the helplessness of this strong man, this giant who possessed over himself such vast self-control, but who now lay like a fevered child, telling on himself. But if Thatcher Colt shared by feeling, he did not show any indications of it. Boldly he shot the next question.
"Your wife! How long have you been married?"
"Fourteen years."
"When did you separate?"
"Ten years ago."
"You were not divorced?"
"No!"
The voice of the doctor had become very weary.
"She will not give me a divorce. That was why I went away. To Reno. But I came back when―"
"When what?"
"When I saw that Geraldine was really missing and that it looked funny about me."
"What did Geraldine threaten?"
"To expose a beautiful love― drag it through the courts— and blacken the name of one I love."
"Who is that one?"
"I- won't- answer- that."
"How did Geraldine Foster know about your wife?"
"I don't know."
"Didn't you ask her?"
"No."
"Why?"
"I had no opportunity."
Then Thatcher Colt came back to that old sensitive spot in the doctor's mind.
"Why are you so stubborn about where you spent the time when Checkles and Doris were eating their ice-cream?"
"Because I will not drag her into it."
"Who?"
"I won't answer that."
"Her name?"
"Again I say, I will not tell it."
Thatcher Colt gave Dougherty a swift glance, and the two men bent low over the powerful man who was now grumbling like a man in fever.
"Why were you with her?"
"I was not with her. I was waiting for her."
"Why?"
"Because it looked like an attempt had been made to trap us."
"Tell me."
"Mrs. Westock said that I was wanted at the house on Peddler's Road."
"Yes. Well?"
"It seemed strange to me. Because I knew the lady in the case, whom I very deeply adore and respect― do you understand that?"
His voice had become querulous, more than ever like the tones of a fevered patient. "Do you? I won't talk if you don't."
"Of course we understand that, Doctor, old boy," said Dougherty, in the soft tones of a deceiver.
"I didn't mean you," answered the doctor sleepily. "You don't matter to me. What does Mr. Colt say?"
As Dougherty retreated, scowling. Thatcher Colt said, in a voice full of eagerness and conviction:
"I fully understand that. Doctor. Please proceed."
"Well. I first went to the telephone and called up the lady As I had suspected, she was at home. Fortunately, she was alone. I explained what had happened She said she would come and meet me― and told me of a note she had from Geraldine, demanding blackmail."
"WHERE did you meet her?"
"We arranged to meet casually at an auction in an art gallery nearby. But she did not appear. Later I learned that circumstances made it impossible for her to leave the house."
"And you spent the next hour waiting for her in the art gallery?"
"I did— more than an hour."
"During that time, did anyone see you who could testify to your presence there?"
Subsequently, when Colt had these statements checked, not one person could remember having seen Doctor Maskell in the auction-room.
"I did my best to remain inconspicuous."
"In that time you could have gone to Peddler's and committed the murder."
"I didn't do that."
"The lady will testify to these facts?"
"I will not permit her. I will not name her."
"She will come forward on her own account then?"
"Not if I can prevent it."
"You would rather die than involve her?"
"Undoubtedly."
"Why?"
"For a good reason."
"That is the sort of yarn that Chapman, the super-bandit, tried to put over. Why don't you try to be original?" Dougherty fleered.
As Thatcher Colt gave the district attorney an uneasy glance, he fell into a grinning, triumphant silence.
"Don't you realise, Doctor, that if there is such a lady the police will find her?"
"I do not have any fear of that."
"Do you believe it was your wife who was laying that trap for you?"
"Perhaps."
"Could she have killed Geraldine Poster and tried to put it on you?"
"She is cunning and cruel."
"Do you know this key?"
Thatcher Colt placed in the doctor's hands the key that had been found in the coat pocket of Geraldine Foster.
"Yes. It is the key to the house on Peddler's Road."
"How did Geraldine get hold of it?"
"I don't know."
"Was the pillowcase the property of the lady you are protecting?"
"I don't know."
"You saw the pillowcase?"
"Yes."
"Did you buy that pillowcase?"
"I don't know anything about pillowcases."
"What is your wife's full name and where does she live?"
There was no answer. Thatcher Colt bent over the huge form, listless and sprawling on the couch.
AT the same moment there came a hasty rapping on the door. As Thatcher Colt seemed more concerned about the unreplying doctor, I went to the door. As I opened it Hogan burst past me with the furious force of a football player. He was panting with haste and excitement and held in front of him a bulky baglike object.
"Hogan!" cried Dougherty, "what's up?" Instead of replying, Hogan cast his bundle on the floor. It was a pillowcase embroidered with rosebuds— a duplicate of the one found over the head of Geraldine Foster. No one spoke as Hogan dramatically removed the contents and held them up, piece by piece, for inspection.
They were the bloodstained clothes of the murdered girl.
"Where did you get these?" asked Colt crisply.
"I found them in a closet in the office of Doctor Maskell," gasped Hogan, with a grin at the prone figure on the couch.
"Now we'll talk turkey!" exploded Dougherty.
But Thatcher Colt, even then, tried to stay the determination of the district attorney.
"Doctor Maskell has fallen asleep," he protested.
"The deuce with that," answered Dougherty. "This man killed Geraldine Foster. Wake up, Maskell."
The district attorney seized the sleeping doctor and shook him roughly. Blearily, the prisoner opened his eyes and peered up at his captor, who drew a document from his pocket.
"Doctor Maskell," he said, "I arrest you under a short affidavit, charging you with the murder of Geraldine Foster. Here is the warrant!"
The doctor managed a feeble smile, closed his eyes, and fell instantly back into slumber.
At a signal from the commissioner, the two police attendants carried the unconscious prisoner out of the library. Then Thatcher Cole faced Merle Dougherty.
"Going through with this farce?" he asked.
"Farce?"
"Yes. You think this was a crime of passion. It was not. It was a cold-blooded business proposition― and I do not believe that the murderer and victim were even acquainted with each other."
"Colt, sometimes I think you are mad." "Mad, because I do not believe Maskell is guilty?"
"He will be indicted tomorrow and burn before Thanksgiving," predicted Dougherty, rising on his toes and lifting his eyebrows.
"Attaboy!" crowed Hogan, putting the clothes back into the pillowcase. As a county detective, Hogan could say this. If he had belonged to the Police Department Colt would have put him on a beat where he could chase goats in the Bronx for his impertinence.
"For heaven's sake, listen to reason, Dougherty. Maskell is as innocent of this crime as you are. And if you give me time I'll prove it and deliver the guilty person into your hands."
Dougherty put his hands on his hips.
"Colt," he remonstrated, "you're impossible. I have been more patient with you than any man in my position should be. But now I'm through. Maskell killed Geraldine Foster and he's going to fry for it."
"And what if later I prove you wrong?"
"I'll be the first to apologise."
"But suppose Doctor Maskell has been electrocuted by that time?"
The district attorney shook his head sadly.
"He'll be electrocuted a long, long time before you or anybody else proves him innocent," he retorted confidently. "You're through with this case now. Forget it. Hogan will clear up the details for me, and we'll rush the case to trial— I'll be ready in three weeks."
Thatcher Colt folded his arms, and said quietly: "Nevertheless, the Police Department will go on with the work― it does not regard this case as closed."
They were friends, but no one could have guessed it to see them regarding each other there like antagonists preparing for a struggle.
"You will keep your ideas to yourself, unless you can prove them?" asked Dougherty uneasily.
"Absolutely― until I am ready. Will you have another glass of port. Dougherty?"
"Don't care if I do," said the district attorney heartily.
And the two men, in spite of the tension of the moment before, were still able to clink glasses and drink. But I kept my eye on my chief, and I was not surprised when he let fly a handful of parting arrows.
"Dougherty," he said, "before you can convince me of the guilt of Doctor Maskell there are four questions you will have to answer."
"And they are?"
"Why was Geraldine Foster killed with an axe? Would it not have been simplerto shoot her, poison her― instead of al that bloodletting?"
"Why was she stripped nude, after the murder?
"Why was the pillowcase over her head?
"Who was the mysterious woman the doctor found at the door?"
Dougherty laughed as he shook hands with Thatcher Colt.
"Come to the trial," he shouted, "and you'll hear the answer to all your questions."
THE MIDNIGHT arrest of Doctor Humphrey Maskell, made in the home of the police commissioner, naturally set the papers frenzied with excitement. New York could talk of nothing else.
Unmoved by George Maskell's open denunciation of the methods of the district attorney, Dougherty went straight ahead with his purpose. Early the next morning he appeared before the Grand Jury, bringing with him a parade of witnesses. On our way to lunch, Thatcher Colt and I passed by the closed door of the Grand Jury room and my chief nudged me and said in a low voice:
"Observe the two old men lounging at opposite sides of the door?"
I LOOKED and instantly recognised one of the elderly watchers as Edmund L. Foster, the father of the murdered girl. But who was the other― the short, infinitely neat and feeble old gentleman with the gloved slim hands, the walking-stick and the gardenia in his button-hole?
"That is Alexander Maskell, the millionaire architect," exclaimed my chief. "Thus the father of the victim and the father of the accused face each other at the Grand Jury's door. Nice touch for the tabloids tomorrow."
But the expression on the face of Thatcher Colt was not amused. It seldom was when he passed the Grand Jury room. As we hastened to our favorite lunch room he talked vigorously of his disagreement with the district attorney and his case against Maskell.
"But think of the evidence—" I ventured. "The Grand Jury will eat it up. That is what is the trouble with our Grand Jury system. Even if Maskell gets out of this, the indictment will ruin him. The whole system is wrong, it is expensive and inefficient. The Grand Jury acts upon a superficial knowledge of facts, and very little knowledge or the law. And so, I am ashamed to say in this particular case, does my old friend, Merle Dougherty. He is making an ass of himself, and a martyr out of Maskell."
Just as Colt had predicted, within a few hours the Grand Jury had handed down the following indictment:
"The People of the State of New York Against Humphrey Maskell, M.D.
"The Grand Jury of the County of New York, by this indictment, accuse Humphrey Maskell of the crime of murder in the first degree, committed as follows:
"The said Humphrey Maskell, of the Borough of Manhattan, in the City of New York, in the County of New York aforesaid, on the twenty-fourth day of December last, at the borough and county aforesaid, in and upon one Geraldine Foster, with force of arms, commonly called an axe of double blade, wilfully and feloniously, with malice aforethought, and effect the death of her, the said Geraldine Foster, he did, then and there, with the said axe, mortally wound her, the said Geraldine Foster, and inflict upon the body and person of her, the said Geraldine Foster, to wit: upon or through the head and brains, the stomach, the lungs, liver, face and jaw, wounds and injuries, from which wounds and injuries, she, the said Geraldine Foster, died on the day aforesaid, at the town and county aforesaid, and that the death of her, the said Geraldine Foster, was caused and produced by the aforesaid wounds and injuries inflicted as aforesaid, and that the aforesaid wounds and injuries were inflicted as aforesaid by the said Humphrey Maskell, with force and arms, wilfully, and of malice aforethought, and with the deliberate and premeditated design of him, the said Humphrey Maskell, to effect the death of her, the said Geraldine Foster, and in manner and form aforesaid, and by means aforesaid he, the said Hum-phrey Maskell, did slay and kill her, the said Geraldine Foster, against the form of the statute in such case made and provided and against the peace of the People of the State of New York and their dignity.
"Merle Dougherty,
District Attorney."
Promptly, in accordance with the law, the prisoner was taken to the Homicide Court, presided over that morning by Municipal Magistrate Pearson.
During his brief examination before Magistrate Pearson, with his brother and sister-in-law standing by his side, I saw the doctor's gaze roving across the crowd in the court room, as if searching in vain for some well-beloved face. For whom was he looking? I wondered. Was it for a woman whose name he had refused to give, even when under the influence of the truth drug? Or was there no such personexcept the slain Geraldine? I had no idea, then, how close we were to the answer.
THE secret activities in the office of Thatcher Colt, during the busy and exciting days that followed, are probably without parallel in the history of police procedure.
So far as the public was concerned, Colt had solved the murder of Geraldine Foster. Yet secretly, the police commissioner of New York City now set to work, bending all the energies of hts department to undermine the very case he had presented to the district attorney, to destroy what he believed to be the false case he had built up, and to find instead the really guilty person.
Meanwhile the police and the district attorney, the Grand Jury, and everyone connected with the case were being complimented by the newspapers. Everybody seemed to expect the conviction of Doctor Maskell—by the man in the street he had already been condemned to the electric chair.
The prisoner made very few statements, but once gave an interview that was widely discussed.
"I am proud," said he, "of the way my family is rallying to my support. My father told me here this morning, with this steel door between us, that I was the apple of his eye. Funny, but Mr. Thatcher Colt could not break me— he knows he could not break me with all the ingenuity of his third degree—but I did find tears in my eyes when my father said that to me. And brother George has undertaken my defence."
That was news, and, as we expected, the papers played it up to the fullest advantage. There were pictures of the two brothers, taken with their arms over the shoulders of each other in the cell at the Tombs.
The night that picture appeared Thatcher Colt and I worked late in his office. Toward midnight he shoved aside his papers and said:
"The Foster case, in spite of the fact that Dougherty believes Maskell will probably be electrocuted, as it stands, is anybody's puzzle. A number of people could have done it. But when I eliminate some of the clues tomorrow, the range of choice will have narrowed down greatly. Then we shall see. After that there are some other essential clues which we are still lacking― some kickshaws that seem to have no value― nameless, fantastic trifles which yet contain the vital and damning evidence that we really want.''
FOR a moment Colt drew thoughtfully on his pipe.
"But Dougherty has muddied the waters and made them turbid," he complained. "There is still the mystery about why that crime was committed with an axe. There is still the question of who that mysterious woman was at the doctor's door."
"Do you believe in her?" I asked.
"I do. I know Dr. Maskell has been lying, but not about that. Ah, Tony, what mysteries are here. When was the girl's body buried? I wish I knew that. Why did they bother to bury it at all? I have found a witness, a passing motorist, who remembers seeing lights on the hill on the night of January 3—that probably was the night the strange burial was performed."
He glanced around him with the lightning eye of some predatory bird.
"We have two means of attack," he continued. "One is to eliminate the suspects."
"Let me name them," I said.
"There is first the doctor himself."
"Yes."
"And after him Bruce, and then Armstrong― who still can't account for his movements― and even the father had a motive, as you once pointed out—"
"Who else?" asked Thatcher Colt, with a tantalising smile.
I scratched my head vainly.
"Ah, Tony," said my chief, "you have left out some of the most important suspects. But no matter, whether you named them or not, they are all innocent."
"All?"
"Every last one of them— as innocent as if Geraldine Foster were living this minute."
"How can you know that?" I insisted, for it did seem to me now that there was arrogance in the manner of Thatcher Colt.
"How?" he repeated, with a chuckle. "Well, Tony, I will tell you how."
Irritatingly he paused to light his pipe, and then, lifting his eyes, he stared at me sombrely through the plumes of violet vapor.
"Because," he disclosed, "I have been certain from the first that not only was another woman involved, but that Geraldine Foster was killed by a woman!"
As if he fully sensed the cold chill that ran through me when he divulged his terrible suspicion, Thatcher Colt gazed at me with melancholy eyes.
"The clue," he said, "lies in this."
From a drawer in his desk he removed and spread before him the embroidered pillowcase which we had found over the head of Geraldine Foster.
"I believe a woman did this crime," repeated Thatcher Colt. "You and I and the guilty creature herself are the only persons living who know that, Tony. And I have to find that woman by means of the pillow-case."
"Didn't I gather there was no laundry mark?"
Thatcher Colt nodded.
"It had never been to a laundry― it was new, but I shall find the owner without the laundry mark."
I looked at him incredulously. That seemed an utterly impossible feat.
"Come with me," he said, and, leading the way, he marched into a small room, where there were about thirty detectives assembled. On a table lay a large pair of shears. As the detectives saluted, Thatcher Colt spread out the pillowcase which he had carried in with him, cut it into thirty segments, and gave one piece to each man.
Then in a brief speech to the stolid detectives, he recalled to them another famous case in which a pillowcase had led to the final solution of an apparently baffling murder mystery. In some detail he told them of the work done by Inspector Faurot in the slaying of Anna Aumuller, whose torso was found floating in the river. Her head was never found, but her murderer died for his crime, tracked solely by a pillowcase.
"If our criminals plagiarise from the past," remarked Thatcher Colt, "why not our detectives?"
In both the Anna Aumuller case and the Geraldine Foster mystery, the pillowcase was unusual and expensive. The slip was of fine texture and should have come from a shop that dealt in the finest quality of linens. Yet the pillowcase, for all its fine quality, was a gaudy affair with rosebuds embroidered on it.
Thatcher Colt then told his thirty detectives what he wished them to do. He was talking to men distinguished not for their imagination, their education, or their intelligence. Instead, they were known, like bulldogs, for getting their teeth into something and refusing to let go. This job to which he assigned them was a hewing-of-wood task, a drawing-of-water duty, but such work is vital, and it is of supreme consequence to the police detection of crime, as the results in this case showed. Not one of the detectives was told that they were working on the Geraldine Foster case. Each of them was assigned by Thatcher Colt to a section of the city in which were located the lofts and samplerooms of manufacturers and agents known to deal in bedding and bed linen. Off they went, each with his own sample.
All day long, day in and day out, for the next three days, these detectives travelled from building to building, visiting every office, questioning every maker and distributor of pillowslips, exhibiting the samples in an organised effort to track this unmated pillowcase to its source. I will admit that it seemed like a sheer waste of man power, nor could I guess even its purpose. What could be proved, even if they did locate the wholesaler from which it came? But Thatcher Colt has a profound regard for facts. He feels that the more facts you know about anything, the nearer you are likely to come to the truth about it. On this principle, he continued his men on this most depressing chase, depressing because visit after visit yielded not the slightest result. Each night the thirty men reported to Thatcher Colt and Police Headquarters in deep dejection.
But my chief refused to be discouraged. "If we don't find some jobber in New York who recognises this pillowcase," he declared, "we'll visit every mill in the country before I will quit."
Each manufacturer or agent when shown a sample shook his head and declared that it was not in his line. In this, which the others found so discouraging, Thatcher Colt found comfort.
"When they are able to state so positively, and at once, that it is not theirs, that makes our work all the easier," he declared. "It would really look hopeless if they said they were not sure."
At the beginning, Colt was an ignoramus about pillowcases, but before he got through he knew a great deal about them. His tenacity, in view of repeated failures, seems all the more remarkable to me as I look back on it.
It was Detective-Sergeant Gernsback, a stolid, reliable fellow, who finally came proudly to the commissioner's office with tidings. Gernsback had taken his piece into the office of a manufacturers' agent who promptly identified it as part of his own line.
"Ah, yes," he had told the detective. "I remember it very well. I have good cause to. It cost me a lot of money."
He had then explained to Gernsback that these expensive pillowcases, of which the piece shown to him was undoubtedly a sample, had been sold by his house to a number of small stores scattered throughout New York City. The pillowcases had been made up in the nature of an experiment. Despite their excellent quality, their gaudiness had made them almost unsaleable. The people who could afford that quality wouldn't stand for that style, and the people who liked the style, invariably could not afford the quality. Thus the manufacturers were left with almost the entire output unsold on their hands. For years they had been carried in stock, because of hopes which never materialised, and finally, to prevent a total loss, had been offered at a great sacrifice to a lot of little junky stores throughout Manhattan.
Chapter 11
"HAS he got the sales slips?" asked Thatcher Colt.
Well, as to that, Detective Gernsback couldn't say. The commissioner hadn't ordered him to find out anything about sales slips. What he had asked him to do was to find the origin of the pillow cases and that, Detective Gernsback, who seemed to think his good fortune was an evidence of superior cunning and competence, had triumphantly accomplished. Sales slips were no part of his thoughts, and by voice and rolling eyes he gave the commissioner to understand that.
"Come on, Tony," said Thatcher Colt, "let's go down there and see what we can find."
Mr. Pearlman, the Manhattan agent for the Wigglestaff Co., was greatly flattered when Thatcher Colt entered his office, and his three stenographers stared up openmouthed from their machines at the immaculate police commissioner.
With suave kindness, Thatcher explained what we were there for. Did Mr. Pearlman keep records of all his sales? Mr. Pearlman hemmed and hawed and said well, yes, and no, and he couldn't be sure without looking. These particular pillow-cases had been sold for cash and the duplicate delivery slips might have been destroyed. However, if we didn't mind waiting, he would investigate.
Presently he returned with the duplicate delivery slips in his hand.
Seven stores had bought those cases. I quickly made stenographic notes of the names and addresses, and cutting short the effusive conversation of Mr. Pearlman, who would have a great story to tell his undoubtedly large family at the dinner table that night, we hurried off, Thatcher Colt, Gernsback and I, to make the round of the shops.
After drawing one black, we found ourselves at the store of one Joseph Schnutz, a dealer in household furnishings, in Fourteenth Street, and to Thatcher Colt's delight he learned at once that Mr. Schnutz was a man of accounts and entries, a careful merchant who had exhaustive records of all his transactions.
"Did you buy any pillow-cases like this one?" asked Thatcher Colt, thrusting the piece which Gernsback had used under his eyes.
Indeed he had. Mr. Schnutz fervently declared that he considered those pillow-cases the most beautiful he had ever handled in his thirty-five years as a merchant in the neighborhood.
"Did you ever sell any of them?" asked Thatcher Colt.
Mr. Schnutz sadly shook his head.
"Only one pair," he replied. "The people of today are altogether lacking in an artistic appreciation of beautiful things."
But did he know to whom he had sold them?
"I remember the sale perfectly," said the merchant to Thatcher Colt. "It was a lady with a little girl― pretty little girl― who bought that pair of pillow-cases, after she saw them in the window. Where is that sales check?"
With folded arms and an expression of the deepest melancholy, Thatcher Colt waited. He did not seem in the slightest degree disconcerted when the merchant, having found the paper he sought, put his glasses on the tip of his nose and calmly read from one of his sales slips:
"The name was Mrs. Felise Morgan, of 186 Washington Square, North"
The pillow-slip which was found over the head of the buried Geraldine Foster had been purchased by the mother of little Doris Morgan.
At once I became a prey to the most hideous and fantastic suspicions.
Why should Felise Morgan want to kill Geraldine? Unless it was because she was in love with Dr. Maskell and was jealous or afraid. The mother of little Doris must be the woman whose name the physician had kept so loyally.
I glanced at Thatcher Colt, beside whom I sat in the department car. He was watching me with an amused and almost paternal smile.
"It's hard to figure out, isn't it?" he said banteringly. "But one thing now is perfectly clear."
"What is that?"
"Dr. Maskell is in love with Felise Morgan."
"You think that a woman as lovely―"
"I put nothing beyond the possibilities. God knows that women have killed women before, and they have not scrupled to use an axe, if it suited their purposes."
"Is that why, do you think, Dr. Maskell is so secretive about it?"
"Did you notice the love beaming in his eye when he looked at Doris, the day we rode around town in the car?"
"I did observe that."
"For that child he would do anything. Maskell would rather take all the blame even if innocent than ruin the life of that little girl. He may even think Felise is guilty. He possibly remembers Ruth Snyder and her child."
"Do you actually think Mrs. Morgan is guilty?"
Thatcher Colt shook his head in plain perplexity.
"That is what I have come here to find out," he replied.
We were at the north side of Washington Square, once more in front of the house in which Doctor Maskell had his offices, and on the second floor of which lived Doris Morgan and her beautiful mother.
As we started up the stairs, a man passed us coming out. He was a thick-set, heavy-shouldered man, wrapped in a large fur overcoat, and he hurried down the street with a swaggering, self-conscious gait. As he passed us he gave us one disdainful glance. The next moment someone else ran down the steps, chattering in a low voice to himself. It was Checkles, the doctor's hunch-backed chauffeur, and he was plainly bent on following the first man.
"Just seeing where he goes― I suspect him," cried Checkles to Thatcher Colt, as he leaped to the sidewalk and hopped away.
"Who on earth is the man Checkles is following?" I asked.
"That is Gilbert Morgan― the father of Doris and the husband of Felise."
I was tingling with suspense as we approached the door of the Morgan apartment, the same door before which we had stood the night we had first visited Betty's apartment. After ringing, we had barely time to catch our breath before the door was opened by a tall, long-armed woman with severe features and thin black hair brushed tightly over her head. She looked at us with eyes that seemed to burn their way past all our barriers of caution. She recognised Colt at once. He had been here before.
"Mrs. Morgan will see you in a moment," she said. "Please come in."
She led us down a wide hall, charmingly laid out and decorated, into a small cabinet-like place that opened off the grand drawing-room of the suite. Here we were left, to study the charming water-colors on the wall, especially one aquarelle of a painted sail, which, as I learned later, had been done by Felise-she was an amateur painter. I looked at Thatcher Colt and was about to speak when a scraping footstep made me turn. To my astonishment, I saw an old woman creeping into the room. For all her extreme age and feeble condition she was looking from my face to Thatcher Colt with eager and intelligent curiosity.
"Don't tell her I came in here, will you?" the old woman croaked, in a deep whisper.
We both promised, wonderingly. She came nearer to Thatcher Colt, choosing him by that unfailing instinct for authority that belongs to the very old and the very young. With her palsied fingers on his wrist she said:
"Make Felise tell you the truth. She stays here because of me. I am not worth it. Tell her to follow her heart. I can take care of myself."
"Who are you?" asked Thatcher Colt.
"Her mother-in-law."
The old woman retreated to the door, and then, looking over her left shoulder at the commissioner, she added:
"You tell her that and make her do it, and you may prevent another murder!"
With this cryptic utterance, she started out of the room.
THE tall, dark-eyed, hard-featured woman who had admitted us returned hurriedly and seemed to whisk the old woman bodily from our sight. As I turned and looked my astonishment at Thatcher Colt, he put his finger to his mouth, and walked across to another water-color, admiring it in low tones.
It was only a few minutes later that Felise Morgan entered the room.
The police commissioner rose and bowed profoundly.
"Mrs. Morgan," he said, "I came here on a most unpleasant duty."
"So the police have found out about Humphrey and me at last," she said with a sigh. Sinking into a small, wooden chair, she added: "I intended going to you. I could have saved you the trouble of tracing me. I was resolved to do so, no matter what the cost."
A smile, implying some kind of unspoken satisfaction, flitted across the mouth of Thatcher Colt.
"Hasn't the doctor forbidden you to speak?" he inquired.
"Who told you that?"
Thatcher Colt held up a protesting hand. "Don't be under any misapprehensions," he said. "Doctor Maskell does not know I am here. He has no idea even that his relation to you is discovered. Only by keeping that fact quiet have I any hope of saving him."
"Saving him?" echoed Felise Morgan, slowly rising. "Why, you are the man who wants to kill him."
Thatcher Colt looked at her frankly.
"I am the man who gathered all the evidence on which the indictment was brought," he corrected. "But I have never believed him guilty. The district attorney took the matter out of my hands and has gone ahead on his own course. Since the indictment, I have been seeking you. I want to arrest the right person."
She closed her eyes, and I could see that she was making a strong effort not to give way to her feelings.
"Why did you not go to Doctor Maskell about this?" she asked.
"He wouldn't trust me. Besides, I would give my hand away. Have we much time to talk?"
"I am afraid not. My husband―"
"Very well, then, I shall be quick. Did you or did you not receive a letter from Geraldine Foster shortly before she died?"
The pallor that suddenly swept across the beautiful face was a distressing thing to see. Stark terror came bounding to her eyes, looking out like a maddened and imprisoned animal. Thatcher Colt did not wait for her to answer.
"It demanded blackmail?"
"Yes."
"Have you the letter?"
"No― I destroyed it."
"Did you tell the doctor?"
"Yes."
"What did he say?"
"He was very, very angry."
"And ever since then, Mrs. Morgan, you have been afraid. And when her body was found, you believed―"
"No! No! I didn't believe it. I don't believe it now. Doctor Maskell was not capable of such a crime."
Thatcher Colt nodded.
"I believe you," he said. "Now, on the afternoon of Christmas Eve, did the doctor telephone you?"
"Yes. He said he had a message, appar-ently from me, to meet me at the house on Peddler's Road. He telephoned to confirm it. I told him about the letter. We both saw at once there was something wrong, and I promised to meet him at once at an art gallery― Wilkinson's― nearby. But I was prevented from leaving the house."
"Prevented― by what?"
"By my husband," she answered, looking at the commissioner with level gaze.
"You never did see Doctor Maskell in the Wilkinson Galleries, then-all that afternoon?"
"No."
"Didn't you get in touch with him at all?"
"No."
"Didn't you fear he would worry?"
"No. It often happens that I am prevented from leaving the house. The doctor understands about that."
Thatcher Colt stood up and took a hurried turn around the room. I noticed that this hurried walk carried him past two doors of the room in which we sat, and that he observed them closely. Then he came closer to Felise Morgan and bending over her, asked in a low voice:
"You are sincerely in love with Maskell?"
"I am."
"Would you divorce your husband and marry the doctor if you could?"
"Gladly."
"Why haven't you done it, then?"
With a gasp, Felise Morgan stood up. "You don't know all, then?"
"No, indeed, I do not."
"The doctor went to Reno―"
"I knew that."
"We had both planned to go. He was to make arrangements. I was to follow with my little girl and also―"
Felise paused.
"I know," said Thatcher Colt, "that your husband has been a drug-fiend for years. I know the difficulties on both sides that you and Maskell have faced. I can understand your secret meeting place on Peddler's Road. But why have you waited so long?"
"It takes time to make up the mind in cases like this."
"Right! Now tell me― whom else did you mean to take with you?"
"His mother," she murmured. "A poor old woman with no one― "
She got no further but halted, all her body trembling. We heard the sound of a key turning in the lock, and heavy footfalls after the slam of the door. Down the hallway strode the man that Thatcher Colt had pointed out to me in the street, the one Checkles had followed. Through his pudgy, little black eyes he looked at us malevolently.
"Felise, who are these men?" he asked in unctuous tones.
She hesitated, but before she could speak, Thatcher Colt had interceded.
"I am Thatcher Colt, the police commissioner of the City of New York," he suavely explained.
Was it fear that leaped in a scarlet dash across the face of the fat little man with the bald head? Or was it suspicion?
"The police commissioner?" he repeated, moistening his lips. "To what―"
"I shall tell you," interrupted Colt with a debonair smile. "It is a very difficult matter. The police have received complaints against this apartment. Of screams, high quarrels― "
"Preposterous!!" grated the husband of Felise Morgan.
"I felt so," agreed Thatcher Colt. "I know perfectly well a man in your position would not make scenes, or create disturbances. However, I could not ignore the matter. And I did not want to offend an important man like yourself. So I came in person. Mrs. Morgan has already assured me it must be a malicious practical joke. Good-day, Mrs. Morgan. Goodday, sir."
And we left the apartment, without another word being spoken. It was not until we were again in the commissioner's car, on our way back to headquarters, that Thatcher Colt spoke:
"How did such a fine woman like that ever marry such a creature?"
And then, after a moment's pause, he added :
"Why should Humphrey Maskell want to kill Geraldine Foster? If he wanted to kill anybody there was a ready-made victim for him right at hand in the person of his beloved's husband."
Chapter 12
I THINK the Geraldine Foster case really began to be solved that night. More, I think the first glimmer of the final solution came to Thatcher Colt as, an hour after dinner, we left police headquarters, and walked down the vaulted passage-way, the echo of our footsteps resounding down the range of pillared arches. I knew that Thatcher Colt's mind was still busy arranging a conspectus of the various puzzling features in the case, as we entered the department car, and Neil McMahon received a brief instruction where to take us.
"So far as the public is concerned," said Colt, suddenly breaking silence, "Dougherty has a more convincing case than ever. He can smell Dr. Maskell burning in the electric chair."
And after a moment he added, with a chuckle :
"Yet I took the trouble to ask Dr. Maskell for the name of his barber! And he did not even thank me!"
By this time we had reached the outlyint frontiers of Greenwich Village. At the place where Fourth Street crosses Seventh Avenue, in the drunken criss-cross of the village highways, we left the car and proceeded on foot. The commissioner led half-way down the block to a thick round pole, painted with red and white stripes, and surmounted by the blue globe of an electric light-the signpost of a basement barber's shop. We descended and found the shop deserted of customers. The barber, a diminutive Italian with black curls, volcanic eyes and an impertinent black moustache, was reading an account of Doctor Maskell's arrest in the New York "Evening Graphic."
Calmly, Thatcher Colt sat down in the chair, and asked for a hair trim and shave while I slouched in a chair and fingered a copy of Liberty magazine.
"Good evening!" said the barber, adjusting a cloth around the neck of the police commissioner. "It is a very nice night."
This point Thatcher Colt conceded with affable good nature. Encouraged by his friendly customer, Marinelli, the barber, like so many of his tribe, became talkative, and launched into a bitter denunciation of the new traffic system, never dreaming that its author lay just beneath his razor. The police commissioner, by grunts and other sounds, continued to agree with him through the lather. But at the first opportunity Colt managed to defend his office by pointing to the efficiency of the department in clearing up the Foster murder.
"Ah," said the barber, "but that is too very sad."
"Sad? How so?"
"That Doctor Maskell. He is one of my best customers. He came here often. He is one fine man. But he is cursed by charm. He is too damn attractive to the girls."
Thatcher Colt nodded under the lifted blade.
"It is a great way to be cursed sometimes," he jested.
"No. It was the doctor's ruin. Poor doctor. The women followed him."
"Followed him?"
"Yes, yes. Even into my shop they followed him."
I bent low over the magazine I pretended to read.
"So the women followed the doctor into this very place!" exclaimed the police commissioner.
"One did. She just wanted to be near him― she admitted it."
Who could this woman have been? The same mysterious creature the doctor had found at his office door? The one who had telephoned him through Mrs. Westock and summoned him to the house on Peddler's Road?
"What excuse did she have for coming in to your shop― was she here for a manicure?" asked Colt.
"Yes, but that was a bluff― she liked the doctor."
"Pretty girl?" asked the commissioner carelessly.
"Not so young― very pretty― not so bad," chortled the voluble barber. "Blonde hair, nice shape, sweet voice. Just a married woman― I saw the ring-just a married woman with a yearning, devouring, searing― ah! ah! terrific passion for a strong, good-looking man. She said she did not even know his name. But she confessed her feeling to me."
"And you took pity on her?"
"Yes― I gave her a lock of his hair, after he went out."
The commissioner laughed. No one could have guessed from his easy attitude that now the hunter had sniffed a scent-I lit a cigarette to hide my own deep excitement.
"Does she come here often?" The barber shook his head.
"No, she never came back. Why? You are not that silly lady's husband?"
He drew back. With the natural dramatic instinct of his race he was ready to make a tragedy out of any conversation he got into.
"No," said Thatcher Colt. "But I am a friend of Doctor Maskell. I am one of the few men in the city today who believes him innocent."
Thatcher Colt, who remained silent while the final touches were given us his face and hair, had one question held in reserve. He put it casually, as he rose from the chair.
"Would you know that woman if you saw her again?" he asked.
The barber looked at the commissioner's face and for the first time really recognised him.
"Mother of God!" he whispered. "The commissioner!"
"Could you identify that woman, Marinelli?"
"Yes― yes."
"And you can keep your mouth shut?"
"Ah― I am a man of few words, Mr. Commissioner!"
We emerged into the darkness of the street.
"Now," said Thatcher Colt, a few minutes later, when we were again in the car and driving uptown, "it is becoming more and more apparent that the killer had no real grudge against Geraldine Foster. That poor girl was merely a pawn to be sacrificed in a larger game, in which millions were involved. All the evidence planted against the doctor is leading to that conclusion. Imagine collecting the doctor's haircuttings, just to fake the refuse under the dead girl's fingernails."
We came to a halt in front of a walk-up apartment on upper Broadway, not far from the scene of the crime. Thatcher Colt calmly mounted four flights of steps and rapped on the door. A woman, in her nightgown, just about to go to bed, and with a baby feeding at her left breast, opened the door and stared at us with dull resentment.
"Mrs. Planzen?"
"Yeh."
"Has your little boy gone to bed?"
"What's he been doin'?"
"Nothing. I want to talk with him. I want to reward him In fact."
"Oh, yeh? And who are you?"
"I'm from the police," said Thafcher Colt, in his friendliest voice. "I talked with your young man for a few minutes the other day, and I took his name and address, and now I want to talk with him again."
The woman kicked the door with her foot, but Colt was too quick for her, and his foot was thrust out in time to stop it from closing.
"Now, Mrs. Planzen, you are not in any trouble. It happens that your little boy plays near Peddler's Road, and I am hoping he can help me in a very important case."
"Oh, gee, mom, lemme talk to him!" and there came under the mother's elbow the same sallow-faced, buck-toothed urchin who ran from me that cold day when Betty Canfield and I first came upon the house on Peddler's Road,
"Hello, Warren," said the commissioner, who never forgets a name once he has heard it. "You remember me?"
"Sure."
Turning to his mother he pleaded:
"Aw, let him come in, mom. They're cops, but they don't care nothing about the applejack in our kitchen. They're just Tammany Hall guys."
We did our best to keep a straight face, as Mrs. Planzen said:
"Any reward that would go to my child comes to his mother what needs it to keep soul and body together― and not to his father who drinks up every cent that he lays his hands on."
"Exactly," agreed Thatcher Colt, and presently we were admitted into the shabby little living-room.
"Now, Warren," he said, "before I went inside the house that other day, you told me a wild story about a ghost without any clothes in the murder house."
"Yes, sir."
"What made you say that?"
"I saw it"
"You saw the naked ghost?"
"Yes, sir."
"Where?"
"Inside the house."
"Where were you?"
"I was inside the house, too."
"When was that?"
"Christmas Eve."
"What were you doing up there?"
The boy turned first red and then white and hung his head.
"You dont remember," said Mrs. Planzen, who was distrustful of police honor.
"It's all right," the commissioner told him. "I am not going to harm you."
"I broke in the house," confessed the boy. "But I didn't mean to steal anything. I was just playing robber's cave."
"Anybody with you?"
"No, sir."
"Did you break the window?"
"No, sir. That was broke a long time ago."
"Did anybody find you in there?"
"No, sir― not right off. It was awful quiet. I was pretty cold. I stayed in the kitchen for awhile trying to get up the nerve to light the gas stove. Then I heard a noise and I got awful scared, and I was ashamed of that, and finally just to prove to myself that I wasn't scared at all I sneaked up the back stairs. It was getting dark, and I could hardly see my way, and I walked on my toes. When I got upstairs I was still more scared― I don't know why, but I was sure there was somebody up thereI was afraid to go upstairs or down, either― so I jumped to the window in the hall and climbed out on the window sill. I let myself down by my hands when I saw it coming down the hall."
"SAW what?"
"The ghost."
"What was it like?"
"It didn't have any clothes on, and it was all covered with blood."
"Warren, was it a man or a woman?"
"It was a lady," answered the boy, beginning to whimper.
"A fine lady," said his mother, "even if she was murdered."
"What did you do then?"
"I ran home."
"Did you tell your mother?"
"Not a word," said Mrs. Planzen bitterly. And the ill-favored look she gave Warren boded ill for the presidential namesake's peace after our departure.
"Is that all you know about the case?" persisted Thatcher Colt. "Did you see anything else up there?"
"No, sir. I went back the next day, but I didn't see anything. I was afraid to go in any more. But I liked to hang around― that is why you found me the day you came up there."
When we emerged from the house. Thatcher Colt was very thoughtful. At the corner, he stopped and chatted with the patrolman stationed there— a youthful policeman, almost inarticulate on finding himself face to face with the commissioner.
"Is there a locksmith near here?" Thatcher Colt asked him.
"Yes― right there," the patrolman replied, pointing to a basement shop across the street. A light was still burning in its tiny window.
The locksmith was a thin, weazened old man with dark glasses
"Ever see that before?" asked Thatcher Colt, throwing down the old-fashioned key with the blue ribbon.
"I made it."
"For whom?"
"A lady. I don't know her name."
"Describe her."
The description given by the locksmith differed slightly from the one furnished by the barber, in coloring, size and general impression. But the method of obtaining the key, as the man narrated it, seemed greatly to interest the Commissioner. The woman had come to his shop and taken the locksmith up the hill and to the house on Peddler's Road. The door was standing open. It was fitted with an old-fashioned lock and the woman said the key was lost. Could be make her another? As Colt pointed out, she must have first burglarised the house through the broken kitchen window. The mechanic removed the lock, took it back to the shop, found an old key which he fitted, came back and refitted the lock into the front door, all in the space of a few hours.
"Thanks," said Thatcher Colt, making a memorandum of the name and address. "You will hear from me later."
Again we drove downtown and this time we stopped in front of the Esplanade apartments on Morningside Heights. A strange thrill stirred in my veins as I mounted the stone steps. This was once the dwelling place of a girl whose death we still sought to solve, but also it was, until receatly, the home of another ghi who had come to dominate my thoughts. But Betty had moved from here now and was living on Tenth Street.
Promptly Thatcher Cole sought out our old acquaintance, the janitor. Still sagging, as if he were sitting on an invisible stool, and still in his ragged clothing, the janitor received us sullenly.
"Who shows apartment 4-D to prospective tenants?" was the commissioner's question.
We were referred to the elevator operator. He explained that a sign had been hung out stating that an apartment was for sub-let. But the Christmas season was bad for new rentals, and there had been only one person interested.
"Do you remember who it was?" asked Thatcher Colt.
The elevator operator remembered per-fectly.
"It was a lady." he said, "with blue eyes and blonde hair."
Blue eyes and blonde hair! To whom was this leading us?
"Can you remember the woman more accurately?"
"Well, she was about as tall as your friend there."
I am about five feet nine inches tall.
"Was she pretty?"
"I didn't get a good look at her face," said the operator. "She kept her coat muffled up about her face both times she was here."
"Oh, she was here twice?"
"Yes. The first time she came about two or three weeks before Christmas. The girls were not at home, but I showed her around."
"Did you leave her alone in the apartment?
"Well—"
"You are not supposed to, but you did. Is that right?"
"Yes."
Thatcher Colt turned to me with an amused smile.
"You see," he said, "that was the time the lady had the opportunity to steal the pen and some of the paper."
"Nothing was ever reported missing," protested the boy, but Thatcher Colt waved that aside.
"When did she come again?"
"About two o'clock in the afternoon of Christmas Eve. She said she thought she would take the apartment, but she wanted another chance to look at it."
"The apartment being vacant was a stroke of luck for the lady we are after," muttered the commissioner. "This time she brought back the torn piece of the note she had forged. You see, Tony, we have to reckon with the fact that this woman was clever enough to be a forger. Probably she obtained a sample of Geraldine's writing as Geraldine's mysterious correspondent, wanting genealogical information. And she planted those torn papers on the second visit. Then she went down to Doctor Maskell's suite— and I wonder what happened there?"
I left Thatcher Colt at his home and went to my own bachelor quarters for some needed sleep. The next day Thatcher Colt occupied himself with affairs that were an enigna to me.
Early in the morning he sent for Clesleek, his favorite among the chemists attached to the department, and had a long consultation with him. But I knew nothing of the business of that interview until midnight. I did notice, however, that when Clesleek left the commissioner's office he carried with him a sealed envelope, that in his hand was a small red object, trimmed with gold, and that he promised to see the perfumers.
But I had no time to speculate. There were stacks of neglected department work on my desk. The Foster case had taken much of my time, while I served as aide-de-camp to the commissioner. Yet now it was hard for me to concentrate. All my interest lay in the new developments in the murder mystery. Nor did it lessen my curiosity when Thatcher Colt paused by my desk later in the afternoon, and rested a hand confidentially on my shoulder.
"I am beginning to see daylight at last, Tony," he divulged. "There is only one thing left to bother me."
He patted his hands together and walked out of the room, his sombre brown eyes fixed in a stare like that of a medium in a trance. Sometimes, when Thatcher Colt was thus moody and silent, it seemed to me that he drew upon some intangible power of inspiration or illumination to light up the dark corners of vexing crimes. But he stoutly scouts the possibility of such phenomena. Logic and observation explain it all, he declares.
Nevertheless, I do not believe that logic explains all that Thatcher Colt discovered as he grappled with that invisible antagonist who had apparently sought in the murder of Geraldine Foster to perpetrate the perfect crime― and had very nearly succeeded.
I was deep in my work when suddenly Thatcher Colt returned and again touched me on the shoulder.
"Tony," he said, "stop your work."
I looked up, and he smiled whimsically. "I have the honor to report," he said, "that I have finally solved the Geraldine Foster murder case."
Chapter 13
A STRANGE meeting was held that night at the house on West Seventieth Street. So extraordinary was the gathering that, had they known, the reporters would have descended en masse on the house of the commissioner, frantic at the whispered reports of new developments In the Foster case. No one would tell what was afoot, nor did they learn that all the witnesses had been hurriedly summoned and were now corralled in one of the chambers on the second floor of the commissioner's house. Among them were Mr. and Mrs. Foster and their adopted son. Bruce, together with Betty Canfield, Harry Armstrong, Mrs. Haberhorn, and several others who would not have been recognised by the reporters at all— especially a boy with buck teeth— a voluble and protesting Italian barber, and a locksmith. The doors of the house were guarded by patrolmen.
But an infinitely stranger gathering was held in the library of the police commissioner.
In front of the desk sat George Maskell, prim and precise, his fingertips together, his chin lost in his huge, upstanding collar. Across from him sat his wife. Natalie, looking pale and august and beautiful. Between them, grim and thoughtful, slouched the prisoner, Doctor Humphrey Maskell.
Facing this embattled trio stood DistrictAttorney Merle Dougherty, his pudgy hands clasped behind his back, his red curls rumpled, his blue eyes glittering. Dougherty refused to sit down, but stalked angrily back and forth as if he found it difficult to contain his indignation at these bizarre and unnecessary proceedings. His marching raised a wind that fluttered the leaves of my notebook, as I sat waiting to make a record of all that was said and done.
Tranquil and mysterious, looking sombrely upon them all, Thatcher Colt suddenly appeared at the little private door.
"Good evening," said the Commissioner, standing by his desk. Before anyone could reply, Dougherty declared himself.
"I want to say," he cried, "that I regard this entire proceeding as entirely iregular. Why are we here?"
AS Thatcher Colt busied himself with his pipe, he replied, "To rehearse, step by step, the murder of Geraldine Foster― and to accuse the actual criminal— whom I now have safely under lock and key."
Dougherty's face flushed an even deeper red.
"Then we are wasting time. The actual criminal is under arrest," he snarled. "If Doctor Maskell is not, as I understand it, prepared to make a confession—"
"Confess to what?" interrupted Natalie Maskell, with spirit. "We have made it very plain that our client confesses to nothing."
Dougherty glared at the "she-lawyer" as he once called her, with a belligerent air.
"Sit down, Dougherty," counselled Thatcher Colt, in a placating tone, "and let me explain."
With his left arm slung up over the back of the chair and his blue eyes fixed like a sentinel's on the pale and impassive face of the prisoner. Dougherty blinked and sat down.
"Shoot!" he exploded, inelegantly.
"I know who killed Geraldine Foster," began Thatcher Colt, promptly. His quiet voice was free from all excitement. "I know how Geraldine was killed, and why. I am prepared to prove every statement I make as I lead you after the killer from the start to the finish of this bloody business."
He now turned his attention directly to Dougherty.
"I will first tell you about Doctor Maskell," he said. "The doctor is the victim of an unfortunate marriage. He has never tried to free himself from this, vixenish and parasitic woman― until he fell in love with Felise Morgan. Her marriage, too, was unfortunate— but she stayed on, out of pity and loyalty to her mother-in-law. It is true that this man and this woman sinned in the eyes of a conventional world. But that was the only offence Doctor Maskell committed― except that he left for Reno, meaning to make preliminary arrangements and return for Felise, her little girl and her mother-in-law. He intended defraying all expenses, procuring a double divorce, to be followed by a marriage. That was the reason this crime was committed."
All of us drew our chairs a little closer to them. The three Maskells looked at Thatcher Colt with expressions of puzzled and eager interest, and anxious unanimity of emotion. Only Dougherty sulked.
"The killer of Geraldine Foster," resumed Colt, "did not know her. Slayer and victim were unacquainted. They were total strangers. They had no reason to love or hate each other."
The rim of four faces turned towards Thatcher Colt became as images of puzzled wonder. What kind of mad theory was the police commissioner about to suggest?
"The motive was one free of all animosity. Hate did not enter into the crime. Neither did love, jealousy, or fear. None of the grand emotions played a part. There was never a case that was less of a crime of passion than this. The murder of Geraldine Foster was a cold-blooded, mathematical proposition."
"A cold-blooded axe-murder," fleered Dougherty. "That's a good one."
But Thatcher Colt went calmly on: "From the outset there were three major questions in this murder. They were, as I stated, in the beginning:
"Why did the murderer use an axe?
"Why was the corpse denuded of all its clothing, except for a pillowcase over the head?
"Who was the mysterious woman who met Doctor Maskell at his office door after the murder was done?"
Having recited these three riddles, Thatcher Colt threw back his head and permitted a plume of lavender tobacco smoke to spiral upward from his lips, like the nebula of a new world in the process of being born.
"Those questions I had set myself to answer," he continued. "They were vital because they were so utterly idiocratic. They stamped the crime at once as peculiar and unique— making this deed different from all other dark deeds with which I am familiar. Through them I felt certain I could grope my way to all other necessary facts."
"And did you?" asked George Maskell keenly.
"I did. I will begin with the earliest planning of the crime and see to what it leads us. We will call our criminal simply 'X.' We must be prepared to assume that 'X' is a person with a lust for money, a mania quite as common as any other mental disorder, but not as well recognised as in the past when we had honest misers, and portrayed them in melodrama. Remember that 'X' is money-crazy, for, gentlemen, the murder of Geraldine Foster was done for money, and nothing else."
I COULD feel a cold chill crawling like a living creature through my veins. The single statement of Thatcher Colt was horrible beyond credence.
"How do you know that?" asked Natalie Maskell. "It is an interesting but hardly plausible theory."
"It is the logic of the whole evidence. I put it first, but I found it last."
"I would like to hear the facts first," purred Dougherty with covert sarcasm.
"Nevertheless, you will assume with me that our unknown character, 'X,' was money-crazy. Some time within the last two years 'X' suddenly conceived a brilliant scheme. It had a touch of genius, which is to say, of madness. By the death of Geraldine Foster, 'X' foresaw gain. The temptation must have been— no, plainly it was— irresistible.
"I do not know how long it took to hatch this cunning and bloodthirsty notion. But I am sure that even the most consummate schemer would be unable to lay it out in all its perfect detail without months, perhaps years, of thought For it was put together with the patient perfection of Chinese puzzle boxes. Finally, it all fitted. The scheme was complete. It was ready for execution."
"So far, all sheer assumption!" remarked Dougherty.
"For the accomplishment of this crime, it became necessary for 'X' to obtain a sample of the handwriting of Geraldine Foster. This was elaborately managed. Out of the west came a letter for Geraldine Foster― a single genealogical inquiry from one Mr. Ephraim Foster. Apparently some old fanatic on the subject of the Foster family tree was trying to trace its branches and to him Geraldine was a new twig. In his very first letter he assured her that she was descended from a line of kings. Fascinated by the thought that she had Royal blood in her veins, Geraldine replied to the letter. Several exchanges followed— and then Geraldine heard from the genealogist no more. All her letters were returned.
"Now it happens that I was able to find the original letter to Geraldine Foster from Ephraim Foster. Geraldine had turned it over to her parents, as they were curious about it, too. With this clue in my hand, I sent a wire to the chief of police in the little town of Willoughby, Kansas, from which the letter came. Through the local police, I had the post-office box traced. Thus I learned, with considerable amazement, that the box was rented in the Willoughby post office by a transient visitor to a nearby town― one who came there about five months ago, stayed a few weeks, and then departed, suddenly and mysteriously, never to be heard from again and leaving no forwarding address. That was in August of last year.
"But from the postmaster I was at least able to obtain a description of the character whom we now know as 'X' and also as Ephraim Foster— a description which may have been vague, but which was nevertheless, astounding.
"For the postmaster at Willoughby, Kansas, declared that the so-called Ephraim Foster was a woman.
"You look surprised. Will you feel more astonished if I tell you I was not surprised? That I had expected to find that the genealogist who wrote Geraldine wore skirts?
"When you know all the story, you will know that from my first examination of the house on Peddler's Road, I suspected that the murderer did not dress as a man. And already a suspicion of who this clever 'X' might be leaped into my mind— for I was told that the one person to whom I might ascribe a motive― a woman― was out of New York during all August.
"MY suspicions were not deeply founded at this early stage of the game. Now I can tell you with definite assurance that by this elaborate and fantastic genealogical device, 'X' had obtained copious samples of the writing of Geraldine Foster. For what purpose? Obviously in preparation for a forgery. I do not have to tell any of you here― with the possible exception of Doctor Maskell― that forgery is by no means the rare and delicate accomplishment generally supposed. Expert forgery need mean no more than the power to draw accurately. I know many artists who can imitate perfectly any signature at the first trial. I have since proved that the person whom I had begun to suspect was 'X' studied drawing, many years ago. I have been shown samples of 'X's work.
"Between August and December 24, 'X' had ample time to copy the handwriting of Geraldine Foster.
"Meanwhile, luck favored the plotter. I do not know to what sly resources 'X' would have fallen if chance had not smiled upon those dark plans. Geraldine Foster was about to be married. Therefore she was leaving the apartment on Morningside Heights and Betty Canfield was seeking smaller quarters for herself. The girls worked during the day and 'X' called to look at the apartment during the day.
"For what purpose? On the first occasion 'X' stole stationery and a pen― but overlooked one important detail. All purple inks are not the same. That aroused my first suspicion in the case. The note which demanded blackmail money from Dr. Maskell was a forged note. It was brought back to the apartment on Morningside Heights by 'X' who, left alone in the living-room, tore it across and thrust the pieces into the desk drawer, certain that later on they would be found. If they had not been found, 'X' would have planted the fragments of a second note. Nothing was to be left to chance. But it happened that the scheme worked perfectly the first time. Again it was lucky that Betty Canfield saw Geraldine half-finish a note and then destroy it― which threw us all off the track, until our detectives found the fragments of both notes. It was also on the second visit that the key to the house on Peddler's Road was left in Geraldine's coat.
"We know that this was not the only note by 'X.' Another was completed, and instead of being torn up was sent directly to Felise Morgan, the mother of Doris. The purpose of this was manifest. It was to create even in the mind of Dr. Maskell's nearest and dearest a doubt of his innocence, and to show to the police the ostensible motive for the deed. Further, the note also showed us where to look for the body― it gave us our first intimation of the house on Peddler's Road— serving two deadly purposes."
NATALIE MASKELL smiled in admiration.
"It is marvellous how you have worked this out. Mr. Colt," she said. "I am beginning to be afraid that you have anticipated the very defence we have been preparing, and which absolutely clears my brother-in-law."
"But your husband does not seem so confident," sneered Dougherty. The district attorney was still entirely unimpressed by Thatcher Colt's reconstruction of the case. And in this instance Dougherty had spoken shrewdly. Old George Maskell, the lion of the court rooms of New York, looked depressed. His eyes were like the windows of an empty house. Yet he answered the remark of Dougherty directly and forcefully.
"I'm listening to all that is said," he replied. "I will reply at the proper time."
"Also," Interrupted Natalie, "you have not explained why Humphrey was selected as the victim of this mysterious 'X.' Why all these devilish preparations?"
Thatcher Colt smiled mysteriously.
"That will presently appear," he said. "Doctor Maskell was the only possible victim in this case. 'X' had also been busy finding out about the private affairs of the doctor during the autumn. Everything that he would wish to keep hidden had been found out by this prying 'X.' He had been followed to the house on Peddler's Road, and his secret love affair was known.
"I learned that 'X' had burglarised the house on Peddler's Road, got inside and studied the lay-out of the little house. More than that, 'X' had sent for a locksmith and had a private key made for the front door. The locksmith, by the way, is now under this same roof with us. 'X' could come and go in the house at whim, so long as the doctor and his friend were not there.
"Therefore, 'X' had contrived free access to the stage on which the coming drama of blood was to be played. And, while lurking in that house, 'X's' all-seeing eye. had fallen upon Doctor Maskell's axe.
"Even then the preparations for this astounding crime were not complete. 'X must add a final touch of horror to seal the doctor's doom. By now, you must begin to see that Geraldine Foster was only an incident in the scheme. The doctor was to be the real victim. His was the death that was to be encompassed, and the State would do the killing. 'X' would commit the murder of the girl. No one would see. Then 'X' must preserve the dead body against decay until it would be possible further to entangle Doctor Maskell. That might be days― even a weekyet when the body was found, it must have the appearance of being freshly killed. Tannic acid would do that. The idea was filched from an old murder in New Jersey with which I am as well as 'X' was familiar. The plan was clearly defined— kill, put the body in the tub, soak it in the preservative, bury the body, and then contrive by some device to involve the doctor with a difficulty in proving his movements. But he must not get into the house, otherwise he would discover what had happened, perhaps notify the police himself, and thus rub off some of the sheen of suspicion which 'X' was so carefully polishing in all the contrived circumstances. Here was a real problem, unique in crime. I believe, yet 'X' met it with consummate skill.
"Accordingly, the murder was committed on Christmas Eve in the afternoon exactly as scheduled. I will give you the details of this in just a minute. But let me leap ahead for a moment. A few days after Christmas, Doctor Maskell leaves town suddenly, mysteriously, without an explanation. Why? 'X' knew perfectly well― the secret trip to Reno preparatory to getting a divorce. It was this romance which hastened the crime. All of these plans, coincidental as they may seem at first glance really show why the crime was committed at just this time. 'X' seized the opportunity because it was necessary. If Felise and the doctor were married, the reason for the crime itself would cease to be.
" 'X' knew that the doctor would return on January 4. In the meantime, no one would be visiting the house on Peddler's Road. Therefore, all that time the body of Geraldine Foster lay washing in the tub of tannie acid. But on the night of January 3, someone in the neighborhood is willing to testify they saw a light in the house. That was the night 'X' returned there and buried the body, single-handed.
"Therefore the medical examiner was right when he said the body had been in the grave for thirty-six hours. But the pigeons had given me a clue, which the autopsy substantiated. The girl had been in the grave thirty-six hours, but she was killed on December 24. It had been the design of 'X' to make it seem that Geraldine had been killed on January 3, when Doctor Maskell could not account for his movements. Here great cleverness came into play.
"'X' figured that the doctor could be lured to some place where he had no means of proving that he was, then the police would believe that he was lying, and the full result would be accomplished. Accordingly, on January 4, he received a telephone call. He was told that it was Geraldine Foster talking― he believed it― and he was further told that if he would come to her at once he could save her from great trouble. She seemed ready to commit suicide. The doctor was an impulsive man and went to keep the assignation. She said that he was to meet her at the Pelham entrance to Bronx Park. He went there and waited two hours and saw no one. But such was his isolated position that no one who knew him saw him there.
"That made the doctor's story look fishy to us, and the district attorney wisely laid stress on it just as 'X' intended he should.
"But the tannic acid ruse had not worked, it never does. The medical examiners, when they make the autopsy, are certain sooner or later to discover the fraud. And then the snails in the stomach of Geraldine Foster were conclusive. It might have looked as if all this magnificent plot of X' had failed, or at least the prepared case against the doctor greatly weakened, simply because the police almost instantly found out the exact time of the murder.
"But here that strange element of chance which had played against the real killer now changed sides and helped in the plot. We knew that Geraldine Foster had been killed on Christmas Eve. But that did not help the doctor, for his Christmas Eve alibi was just as defective as the one of January 4. The killer had first meant to lure him there directly, in which case no tannic acid would have been necessary. After Mrs. Westock delivered the message, the doctor called Mrs. Morgan— because he was suspicious. They arranged to meet, but the husband returned unexpectedly and Mrs. Morgan could not leave her apartment. Doctor Maskell, in an auction room had no alibi, and he would not betray the lady when we questioned him about it. We had to find her through the pillow-case which had been deliberately put over the head of the victim, because the killer remembered the Anna Aumuller case, and knew exactly what the police would do with that."
"A gruesome enough scheme," remarked George Maskell, with a glance at the police commissioner.
"'X' decided to leave nothing to chance. If anything went wrong with the tannic acid it must be shown that Doctor Maskell had tried to fix an alibi for himself, and hat he bought the chemical. Accordingly, at the proper time, a telephone call was made to the Wisner pharmacy. The druggist was told that Doctor Maskell wished three large bottles of tannic acid, and they must be delivered before two o'clock in the afternoon. This was done, and two of those bottles missing from the doctor's office were found in the brush near the house on Peddler's Road. Moreover, a witness was found who saw Geraldine Foster leaving the office carrying these two bottles— her own embalming fluid."
"How horrible and fantastic— almost unbelievable, Mr. Commissioner," said Natalie Maskell.
"AT a little after 3 o'clock that afternoon, 'X' arrived at the office of Doctor Maskell. I do not know what passed between those two, but it is not hard to guess. A woman came to Geraldine Foster with a pretended message, a summons from Doctor Maskell. She accompanied that woman, bringing the bottles which the doctor had requested— and thus was lured to her place of execution. It must have been something urgent to impress the mind of Geraldine Foster— so much so that she agreed to go with this stranger, carrying those bottles with her. In a private car they drove uptown. So much we know. Now we have to draw again upon our telepathic or deductive powers. 'X' and Geraldine entered the house. No sooner was the door closed than the woman bade Geraldine sit down and wait. The woman went upstairs, taking the bottles. There she emptied them into the tub and turned the spigot on. But no identifiable thumb prints or finger prints show on the highly-polished spigot The woman had clearly put on gloves.
"Now, this mysterious woman did an appalling thing― and for a highly practical reason. She took off every stitch of clothing and came downstairs naked, axe in hand.
"Perhaps you have guessed why the murderess elected to do her awful deed while she herself was naked. There was a lot of blood flying through the dark air of that little house. Her clothes must not be spattered. So she was nude, and afterwards she stood up in the shower and washed herself."
"Good God!" breathed Dougherty, crossing himself.
"At the time exactly fixed by the battered wrist-watch, 'X,' the bloodthirsty woman, without warning, fell upon poor Geraldine Foster with the axe. The girl was literally hacked to death— probably not until after many blows was her skull crushed in. Her screams were unheard. There was a furious struggle. The room showed that plainly enough when at last we got there. But the deed was done. Geraldine was killed.
"Lifting the still warm and bloody body, the naked murderess carried it upstairs and laid it on the bathroom floor. Crossing then to the upstairs bedroom because she heard a noise, 'X' encountered an apparition. A boy was looking in at her from the hall window. The room was dark. Identification was hardly possible. Nevertheless, someone had seen. Instantly the clever mind of this mad creature worked out the solution. The boy turned and fled, but the woman fell to work. The body would be stripped anyhow, for the soaking in the tub. But before burial 'X' would have dressed it again, had it not been for this accident. Instead, the body was buried nude, and if that boy ever testified, he would believe that it was Geraldine he saw, and not the murderess.
"That was the reason Geraldine Foster was found nude, and her blood-soaked clothes found in the dark corner of the closet in Doctor Maskell's suite. The murderess put them there. She drove back to Washington Square and opened that office with Geraldine's key. She carried the clothes inside and planted them where they would eventually be found, and hung the coat and purse conspicuously on a hook. Then she came out of the office, locked the door and was about to leave when suddenly― and here I guess― she remembered having left something inside. She had to wait until the doctor came before she came in— and she ran a fearful risk of recognition. The doctor, however, did not recognise her― it was dark and there was another reason,too.
"But, my friends, the woman will be recognised. I found traces which led me to her by devious but certain steps. The first clue was a hair from a woman's head. I have it here."
From his desk drawer Thatcher Colt drew out two envelopes, both marked with the word "Hair." We watched with fascinated interest. The tale he told us had stirred us all deeply. Dougherty was the first to bend over the desk, his face washed free of all cheapness, of jealousy, almost of all doubt, indeed, as he leaned on his elbows to see what Thatcher Colt had now to show. Natalie Maskell and her husband were keen and alert. Even Doctor Maskell stirred from his deep lethargy, leaned forward and watched.
"This first envelope," said Colt, holding it up, "contains a hair I took from the hairnet of Geraldine Foster the night I first visited her apartment. I kept it because I might need it if her body were found and identification proved difficult. This other hair I found on the floor, where it had fallen from the head of the murderess, probably during the struggle."
Opening the second envelope, Colt drew out a long almost invisible strand of hair. It was of a medium blonde.
"I may tell you," added the commissioner, "that the murderess has since had her hair dyed. If you look among all the possible suspects, you will not find the counterpart of this hair. But now I will show you a third exhibit."
The silence was almost deafening in its effect as Thatcher Colt drew out a third envelope. Then from a lower, deeper drawer, he took out a long, thin glass tube on a low pedestal, a hydrostatic tube such as is used by chemists. It was filled with a colorless liquid.
"Recently," explained Colt. "I managed by stealth to obtain several hairs from the head of the woman I suspect of killing Geraldine Poster. I took a leaf from her own book― I went to her own beauty parlor and bribed a girl there― just as she had gone to Doctor Maskell's barber, and obtained a cutting for an equally deadly purpose. Here is one of her hairs— a dark and lovely auburn. But observe when I drop it into this chemical that the dye falls away."
We watched that demonstration in utter silence. The tiny strand of hair fell almost unseen into the chemical, and then the liquid became discolored. After a moment Thatcher Colt drew out the hair and dropped it across his sleeve and beside it he laid the one found on the scene of the crime.
They were a perfect match.
"Good God!" cried Dougherty again. "Who is this woman, Colt?"
The police commissioner shrugged his shoulders.
"Even such an identification as this might not convince a jury," he temporised, "but fortunately I found another. In the bathroom of the murder-house was a face cloth. It had scarlet stains on it. They might have been taken for blood stains, but they were not. They were the stains of a lipstick. At some cost to the department, I had those stains analysed― a delicate and lengthy task― and I compared them with the dried pieces of lipstick taken from the lips of Geraldine Foster― they had been fixed there in a crust by the tannic acid. I found that the lipstick used by Geraldine Foster was a Corday product, but the one used by the murderess was from Coty."
George Maskell nodded his head tragically.
"And you have found the Coty lipstick on the woman you suspect?" he asked in a strange voice.
"I have," said Thatcher Colt. "I observed her stick one day when she dropped it in this very room."
Natalie Maskell, rising, was pale as snow and smiling strangely.
"Do you accuse me of murdering Geraldine Foster?" she cried.
"I do," said Thatcher Colt. "And you did it with an axe because no one would connect a woman with such a weapon!"
George Maskell struggled pathetically to his feet, an old and beaten man, and tried to take his stand beside his wife. Dougherty, too, stood up, staring unbelievingly into the face of this calm woman, this banshee, scorning the rest of us, even in this hour of terrible disclosure. Doctor Maskell stared up at her in horror, but she had eyes only for Thatcher Colt.
"I have sat here and listened, divining to what you were leading," she mocked. "But I have yet to hear the motive."
"Your father-in-law has not long to live. He will bequeath millions of dollars to each of his two sons. But if one son dies, the other gets all. You wanted all. You are mad― money-mad," said Thatcher Colt, in solemn and accusing tones.
She laughed balefully.
"You are very clever, Mr. Colt," she cried, "but you must admit it was a pretty plan."
"To have the State kill the man you wanted to get rid of? It is a clever, but not a new device."
"Indeed? But you have not won, yet Mr. Colt."
And Natalie Maskell sat down and began to laugh, most horribly, shaking her shoulders and quivering. Divining her terrible meaning. Thatcher Colt rushed to the medicine cabinet in his dressing-room, while Humphrey Maskell sprang to the side of the woman who would have destroyed him. But she was already beyond the need of a doctor― and not one of us had noticed when she swallowed the poison tablet, half-way through Colt's explanation.
BY the time Thatcher Colt had returned, the murderess of Geraldine Foster lay, beautiful and unconscious, on the floor. An hour later she was dead.
To the astonishment of all New York, on the following day Doctor Humphrey Maskell was suddenly released from the Tombs. The indictment against him was quashed, the case settled, and Dougherty made a handsome statement in which he completely exonerated the laughing physician of Washington Square.
"Then, who did kill Geraldine Foster?" howled the newspapers. "What is going on behind the scenes of the district attorney's and the police commissioner's offices?"
They never knew. The facts were rigidly withheld. They are given here now because the principals who would have suffered needlessly from the publication of the facts are beyond all harm. George Maskell, a broken man, has at last been laid in his grave, solaced until the last by the knowledge that the terrible crime of the woman he had trusted was never revealed.
As he went to her funeral, I could see by the look he fixed on the coffin that he realised the truth. If Natalie Maskell had succeeded in her terrible design, it would have been only a little while before her own husband would have been the next victim. Then all the money would have been hers. As it was, she was the first to be buried.
Doctor Humphrey Maskell and the beautiful woman he loved are thousands of leagues from Washington Square today, married and happy, having obtained divorces in South America. With them are the old mother-in-law that Felise would not desert, and little Doris, not so little any more. The husband of Felise and the wife of Maskell, who had stood between them and happiness, live on, without the power to molest them.
But all this lay in the future that night. When all the others had gone and Thatcher Colt and I remained alone in the library of the police commissioner, I congratulated my chief, and he smiled a little sadly.
"Tony," he confessed, "I feel lonesome tonight. Everybody has gone home except you and me— and a little girl waiting downstairs― Betty."
"Really?"
"Will you two join me in a little supper― or would you rather be by yourselves?"
We ate our supper, Betty and I, as the guests of Thatcher Colt in his little house on 70th St., and Betty would let me have only two glasses of that priceless port. She said that from then on she intended to manage me. And I've always found her a girl of her word.
End
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