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Foreword

 

Helen Wells, the author of the Cherry Ames stories, said, “I’ve always thought of nursing, and perhaps you have, too, as just about the most exciting, important, and rewarding profession there is. Can you think of any other skill that is always needed by everybody, everywhere?”

I was and still am a fan of Cherry Ames. Her courageous dedication to her patients; her exciting escapades; her thirst for knowledge; her intelligent application of her nursing skills; and the respect she achieved as a registered nurse (RN) all made it clear to me that I was going to follow in her footsteps and become a nurse—nothing else would do.

Thousands of other young readers were motivated by Cherry Ames to become RNs as well. Through her thought-provoking stories, Cherry Ames led a steady stream of students into schools of nursing across the country well into the 1960s and 1970s when the series ended.

Readers who remember enjoying these books in the past will take pleasure in reading them again now—whether or not they chose nursing as their life’s work. Perhaps they will share them with others and even motivate a person or two to choose nursing as their career.

My nursing path has been rich and satisfying. I have delivered babies, cared for people in hospitals and in their homes, and saved lives. I have worked at the bedside and served as an administrator, I have published journals, written articles, taught students, consulted, and given expert testimony. Never once did I regret my decision to become a nurse.

During the time I was publishing a nursing journal, I became acquainted with Robert Wells, brother of Helen Wells. In the course of conversation I learned that Ms. Wells had passed on and left the Cherry Ames copyright to Mr. Wells. Because there is a shortage of nurses here in the US today, I thought, “Why not bring Cherry back to motivate a whole new generation of young people? Why not ask Mr. Wells for the copyright to Cherry Ames?” Mr. Wells agreed, and the republished series is dedicated both to Helen Wells, the original author, and to her brother, Robert Wells, who transferred the rights to me. I am proud to ensure the continuation of Cherry Ames into the twenty-first century.

The final dedication is to you, both new and former readers of Cherry Ames: It is my dream that you enjoy Cherry’s nursing skills as well as her escapades. I hope that young readers will feel motivated to choose nursing as their life’s work. Remember, as Helen Wells herself said: there’s no other skill that’s “always needed by everybody, everywhere.”

Harriet Schulman Forman, RN, EdD
Series Editor


CHERRY AMES AT HILTON HOSPITAL


CHAPTER I

 

Identity Unknown

CHERRY AND HER FELLOW NURSE ON THE MEN’S orthopedic Ward, Ruth Dale, were preparing a dozen breakfast trays in the small ward kitchen. They moved as quickly as they could, white uniforms rustling, as they dished out hot cereal from the food cart from the main kitchen, and poured glasses of orange juice and milk.

“Faster!” Ruth Dale said. “Last July we had hopes of getting extra nurses, and here it is September tenth, and the hospital is still short of nurses.”

“Unless you count me as extra,” Cherry said.

She was taking the place of a staff nurse who had gone abroad for a long-planned vacation. On Cherry’s return home to Hilton, Illinois, a week ago, after her summer job as camp nurse, the post at Hilton Hospital was open. When the hospital asked her to fill in, Cherry had jumped at this chance to return to staff nursing.

“It keeps you alert,” she thought. “Keeps you up to date on new methods.” It was stimulating to work every day from seven A.M. to three P.M. with other nurses and the resident and visiting physicians—to talk with other white-uniformed staff from the Medical Ward, Children’s Pavilion, the Operating Rooms.… “Why, I never realized how much I missed working in a hospital. I’ll have to come back regularly and be one of the team.”

Mrs. Peters, head nurse for Men’s Orthopedics, looked in. She asked brusquely if they’d seen the night nurse’s report book and whether the diet kitchen had sent up Mr. Pape’s special foods. If Millie Peters sounded a little peppery, it was out of concern for the patients. The two nurses knew that and moved faster.

“I wonder what sort of a shorthanded day we’ll have,” Ruth said.

“You never know,” Cherry commented as she picked up a breakfast tray. “You just never know what’s going to happen in a hospital.”

She darted out to the ward, smiling her very prettiest for the men in beds, casts, and wheelchairs. The sixteen-year-old boy in the wheelchair, Tommy, was undergoing a course of corrective surgery. The young man in the end bed was suffering from inflammation of the joints and could not move. The big man who had developed osteomyelitis following an auto accident—the old man with a broken hip—the long-term spine patient—all had a long fight to get well. Cherry had told her family she wished she could wear a red ribbon in her hair, or have more music on the ward, to brighten up these patients.

In spite of their serious handicaps, this was a cheerful ward. The men joked about “the peculiar shape we’re in,” and smiled back at Cherry as she served the breakfast trays. Some of them had said they felt better just having her around. “You’re so darn healthy, and you’re nice to look at, too, Miss Cherry.” She was tall and slim, with cherry-red cheeks and dark curls and a spirited way of moving.

After breakfast she gave her assigned patients their morning care, then wrote up each man’s chart for the medical doctors’ and surgeons’ visits.

At midmorning Dr. Ray Watson came in. He was in charge of Men’s Orthopedics, and he reminded Cherry of a clumsy, warmhearted grandfather bear.

“Very good,” he boomed as he examined Tommy. “Very nice improvement.” He went down the row of beds, accompanied by the nurses, checking the patients and noisily encouraging each one.

The head nurse glanced at Cherry and her look said: “I’m afraid Dr. Watson is a little rambunctious for some of the sicker ones, but his heart is in the right place.”

When he had completed his rounds, he conferred privately with the three nurses at Mrs. Peters’ desk and wrote out orders for continuing care.

“It’s a lot for the three of you to handle,” Dr. Watson said. “If only we had more nurses! Glad Miss Ames is filling in here. Well, if you should want me, I’m going to look in at Emergency now.”

Dr. Watson thumped away, and the ward settled down for a rest before lunchtime.

About twenty minutes later Cherry was surprised when Mrs. Peters summoned her to the ward telephone. The head nurse seemed surprised, too.

“Miss Ames, Dr. Watson wants you to come down to Emergency and help him with an accident case that’s just been brought in. A fracture, but apparently something special. He’d rather have a nurse from Orthopedics than one of the Emergency nurses—for follow-up, I gather—anyway, the nurses are all busy down there. I guess he thinks of you as our ‘extra’ nurse. Can you safely leave the ward?”

“Yes, Mrs. Peters. I’m all finished with morning routine, if you can spare me for serving lunch.”

“I’ll get a volunteer to do that.” The head nurse spoke into the phone: “All right, Dr. Watson, I’ll send Miss Ames down to you.” The head nurse listened for a moment. “Yes, Doctor, if you feel privacy is advisable, we’ll get the side room ready.” She hung up.

“The side room?” Cherry asked as she started for the corridor and elevator. “What sort of case is it?”

“I don’t know. Dr. Watson sounded rather uncertain himself.”

In Emergency on the street floor, Cherry passed an ambulance attendant wheeling in a badly burned woman and caught a glimpse of doctors and nurses administering oxygen to two workmen in overalls. Cherry found Dr. Ray Watson in one of the partitioned-off cubicles. A nurse had already set up a treatment tray in there for him.

In the cubicle, on one of the high iron beds, was a dazed-looking young man. His leg was broken and in a splint, but what impressed Cherry was his blank, lost expression. She noticed his ragged but clean clothing. What had happened to him?

“Ah, Miss Ames!” Dr. Watson looked anxious. “Glad you’re here. I’ve examined his leg, and given a sedative, but between you and me—” The elderly doctor drew her aside, out of the patient’s hearing. “This boy’s fracture is the least of his troubles. He won’t talk to me or the orderly or the ambulance attendant who brought him in. He’s not in shock, either. No mouth or throat injury. Not deaf. No concussion. He just won’t talk to anybody. Maybe a girl would be gentler with him. See if you can get him to speak.”

“Yes, Doctor. Perhaps he’s too frightened to speak. How did the accident happen?”

“A motorist found him out on Lincoln Highway, lying beside the highway with a broken leg. He called the police, they called our ambulance, and our man put a splint on the leg and brought him in. We don’t know whether a car struck him, or he fell from a car or truck, or what.”

Dr. Watson told Cherry that an X ray of the patient’s leg had already been taken. It was a simple fracture of the lower leg, the tibia, and Dr. Watson had pretty well decided how to set the fractured bone.

“His leg is scraped and dirty. Clean it up and dress it, Miss Ames. You’d better remove his shoes and socks while you’re at it.”

“Yes, Doctor.” Cherry turned toward the dazed man.

“Now see if you can get him to talk to you,” Dr. Watson said. “Maybe I’m too gruff. I’ll be just outside the doorway.”

Cherry approached the young man. He looked straight at her but apparently did not see her. His eyes seemed to be full of tears or glazed, and he lay on the bed stiff as a wooden puppet. Cherry said in a low voice:

“Hello. I’m your nurse.”

This time his eyes focused and he saw her. But he might as well have been staring at a ghost.

“We’re going to take good care of you here,” Cherry said. “You’re in a hospital now.”

He closed his eyes for an instant. Was it an answer? Cherry felt something sad, tense, and remote in this young man. He was gaunt and wind-burned; about twenty-five years old. Not a tramp; the face was that of an intelligent if distressed man. Cherry bent over him and whispered:

“Are you in pain?” He seemed to be.

No answer. In back of them, Cherry heard Dr. Watson’s heavy breathing. She wiped the leg clean with sterile gauze and covered it lightly with a sterile dressing. She noticed the young man’s broken shoes; they must be uncomfortable. Removing them and the worn, clean socks, Cherry found that his feet were blistered.

“You must have walked a long way. Your feet look awfully sore.”

Cherry gestured to Dr. Watson to come look at the blistered feet. The orthopedic specialist stepped into the cubicle, looked, and shook his head.

“Bathe his feet with a warm, weak sterile saline solution, then with green soap and water.”

Cherry made the solution and in silence gently bathed the patient’s feet. She glanced up to find that Dr. Watson had left them alone, and the patient was looking at her gratefully. She smiled at him.

“Won’t you tell me your name?”

His lips formed the words and then the sound came out with difficulty. “I think it’s Bob Smith.”

I think—! Cherry was careful not to show her shock. She told him her own name, and said this was Hilton Hospital. They conversed in whispers.

“Are you from Hilton, or around here?”

“No.”

“Where are you from? The Admitting Office will want to know.”

“I don’t know.”

“Never mind. You’ll remember later.”

“I can’t remember anything. I don’t know who I am, or where I came from, or where I work, not even what my work is—” He struggled to sit up, in panic.

“It’s all right. Rest, now.” Cherry eased him back against the pillow. She heard Dr. Watson’s voice outside the room. “The doctor will help you. And I’ll stay with you, if you want me.”

“Yes.”

Cherry signaled and Dr. Watson entered. Cherry murmured one word: “Amnesia.” It meant loss of memory, and was as real an illness as the man’s broken leg. The doctor gave her a quick look, nodded, and began to examine the patient’s general physical condition. Cherry stayed, ready to assist the doctor. She smiled encouragingly at their patient.

The young man did not speak when they questioned him, and they did not press him. When the examination was over, Dr. Watson called Cherry out of the room.

“Nurse, I want you to stay with this young fellow while we set his leg. You’re the only one he’ll talk to, so far. We’ll set it right away, because he’s in pain—there’s no swelling, so no need to wait. We’ll probably be able to get Dr. Hope over here by tomorrow.”

“Dr. Hope, sir?”

“We haven’t any Psychiatric Pavilion here, but I’m sure Harry Hope will come over. A young man and a good doctor. He used to be a resident medical doctor here at Hilton Hospital, got interested in—fascinated, I should say—in curing people’s minds and emotions as well as their bodies. They’re all linked together, you know. He left us to train further.”

Dr. Hope was now a junior psychiatrist on the staff of the University College of Medicine, not many miles away. He and his young family still lived in Hilton.

“He’ll come over. If Hope says it’s necessary, we’ll move this boy to a special hospital. But with that leg and low vitality of his, I’d rather not move him at all. Hey, Miss Ames, you don’t feel any qualms about a loss-of-memory patient, do you?”

“No, Doctor. I just hope I’ll be a skillful enough nurse for him.”

“Good girl. Looks like a nice young fellow, doesn’t he? Now you see why I wanted that quiet room off your ward for him.”

Cherry took a minute to telephone her ward and ask Mrs. Peters to get an orthopedic bed ready. This bed had boards under the mattress, and hand straps for the patient to pull himself up to a sitting position. Then Cherry and an orderly took Bob Smith on a wheeled stretcher upstairs to the side room. There the orderly undressed him and put a hospital gown on him. Cherry went along with the patient to the Cast Room.

Dr. Watson gave a local anesthetic: he injected Novocain into the fracture area. Then, with great care, he reduced the fracture; that is, he placed the two ends of the broken bone together, under the skin. Bob Smith was nervous. He kept looking at Cherry, who wiped his forehead and murmured encouragement.

“There, young fellow, we’re all done!” Dr. Watson said. “You’re lucky this is a simple break, without swelling. No traction for you! We’ll put this leg of yours in a lightweight cast, so you can be up on crutches before you know it.”

The young man broke into a sweat. Dr. Watson was too hearty, too noisy; Cherry dropped her own voice to a whisper. A plaster of Paris cast was put on the patient’s leg. His badly blistered foot was not enclosed in the cast, but left exposed so Cherry could treat it to prevent infection. Then another X ray was taken to make sure that the alignment of the bones had not been disturbed when the cast was applied.

Cherry accompanied Bob Smith while an orderly wheeled him back to the private room just off Men’s Orthopedics. The head nurse looked in and offered a few words of welcome. But the young man was too exhausted and dazed to notice her.

Cherry instructed George, their ward orderly, who had changed Bob Smith into a hospital gown, to keep his ragged garments here until tomorrow. She wanted a chance to examine them carefully for any clue to his identity. For now, Cherry encouraged him to eat and to nap. Her efforts were useless. At three, when Cherry was scheduled to go off duty, she went to the head nurse.

“Mrs. Peters, I’d like to stay with Bob Smith. At least until he relaxes enough to eat or sleep. I could stay on duty straight through the evening.”

“I know you’re concerned for this patient, Miss Ames, but Dr. Watson says we’ll give him medication to help him sleep. No, you’d better go home and get some rest.”

Cherry wondered about her patient as she changed from white uniform into street clothes. Who was he? Where was his home? Where was his family, if any? What tragic happening had caused such distress that his memory was a blank? How could he be restored to the present?

Cherry went home and for the first time in her life did not say a word about her day’s nursing work. Her parents and twin brother, Charlie, were astonished.

“Something special is happening,” Cherry apologized.

That evening she took out her textbooks and looked up amnesia. “Functional amnesia is a purposeful forgetting of things too painful to remember. It is generally not due to any brain injury or disease, but is a memory disturbance. It is not faking or pretended illness; it is as definite and actual an illness as pneumonia.”

Cherry closed her textbook. How did one cure a lost person who remembered nothing at all of his past? How did one solve a mystery with no clues?


CHAPTER II

 

Dr. Hope

CHERRY ARRIVED ON THE WARD AHEAD OF TIME THE next morning. Looking into Bob’s room, she saw a big, blond man sitting with him. He was Dr. Hope, the head nurse said.

“He’s been here for half an hour. Your Bob Smith seems to be talking to him.”

“What’s Dr. Hope like?” Cherry asked. She had never worked with a psychiatrist, and might not have a chance to do so now. She remembered that psychiatrist, literally, meant a doctor of the soul. “I should think he’d have to have a great deal of sympathy and imagination.”

“Well, my friends the Websters live next door to the Hopes,” the head nurse said in her practical way, “and they report that Dr. Hope and his two small sons are crackerjack tennis players and that the doctor groans like anyone else when it’s his turn to mow the lawn.”

Dr. Ray Watson came into the ward, said good morning to the nurses, and waited as anxiously as Cherry. It seemed like a long time until Dr. Hope came out of Bob’s room. He looked very thoughtful, but he smiled when he saw Dr. Watson.

“It’s not so bad, Ray. The boy is depressed, but he isn’t so ill that he can’t stay here. I’ll recommend that. Of course I’ll have our team of psychiatrists come over and examine him—today if they can make it. Personally, I feel hopeful for him.”

“That’s good, Harry. Glad to hear it.”

“Not that we’ll have an easy time. There’s no guarantee we can help him recover his memory,” Dr. Hope said. “But there’s a good chance. Now, which is the nurse he talked to?”

Dr. Watson introduced the head nurse and Cherry, and Ruth Dale who was just coming in. Dr. Harry Hope shook hands with all of them and said to Mrs. Peters:

“Can you arrange for Miss Ames to spend extra time with this patient?”

“I’ll get an extra nurse’s aide, so that she can, Doctor.”

Cherry was encouraged to have Dr. Hope accept her, even temporarily, as Bob’s nurse. Dr. Ray Watson went with them to a staff office on this floor. There Dr. Hope began a briefing on how they all might best take care of the doubly ill patient.

“First, I think it will be easier for Bob Smith, or whatever his true name is, to have the same nurse—a nurse he already trusts—working along with both his medical doctor and with me.… Yes, here, Ray.… You can count on me to come to Hilton Hospital daily to treat him. He’ll make better progress, I think, in your normal hospital surroundings than among our patients who are more seriously disturbed than he is.”

Dr. Hope looked with penetration at Cherry. “What did you do to get him to talk?”

“Nothing, Doctor. I spoke softly to him—bathed his feet—that’s all.”

“Well, you did the right things. He wasn’t very willing to talk to me.”

“Could it be,” Cherry suggested respectfully, “that he finds it harder to talk to a man than a woman—for some key reason?”

Dr. Hope grinned in pleasure and Dr. Watson said, “See, I told you she catches on fast.”

Cherry felt pleased and embarrassed, and later fascinated by what Dr. Hope went on to say.

An amnesic like Bob Smith had thousands of fellow wanderers. Mental health authorities in all states were doing everything possible to help them and send them home. In past centuries they, and those with more serious mental illness, had been ignorantly regarded as willfully dangerous or evil, and thrown into dungeons and chained as criminals. This practice dated back to the Middle Ages when people believed that “demons” had “taken possession” of these unhappy persons. Now, Dr. Hope said, although the medical profession and the law recognized that a few psychotics might do dangerous or criminal acts, and must be restrained, the mentally ill were treated as any other sick persons and given medical care. He added that their suffering was bewildering and intense, perhaps harder to bear than the pain of physical illness. Nowadays, though, with good care, very many became well and happy and sound citizens again.

“About Bob Smith—”

Dr. Hope said that he was—unconsciously—forgetting certain carefully selected things in his past, things which he found impossible to face. These were the very things that he must be helped to remember, and to face and deal with. Dr. Hope’s job would be a sort of detective work, to find these forgotten facts in Bob’s clouded memory. To do this, he would use various uncovering techniques.

Dr. Ray Watson asked loudly the same thing Cherry was thinking. “Talking about detective work, why don’t we call on the Hilton police force and see if they can help us? Of course they already know about the motorist’s report, and they know we have an unidentified man here as a fracture case. But we haven’t yet told the police this is an amnesia victim.”

Dr. Hope hesitated. “Asking police help doesn’t always work out. These amnesia cases can be surprisingly difficult. The clues and secrets are locked away inside the person. Making them ill, you see. However, we’ll give the police a try, Ray.”

“Bob probably will be able to remember unimportant things,” Dr. Hope said. “It will be a start, at least. Miss Ames, I wish you’d carefully examine his clothes or belongings for any—what would the police call it, Ray?”

“Any identifying feature, I guess.”

“Yes, I will, Dr. Hope,” said Cherry.

She returned to Orthopedics, tiptoed into Bob Smith’s room, and softly closed the door behind her. Her patient was dozing. Bob must have slept off his first exhaustion, for his thin face was a more normal color than it had been yesterday. But his breathing was rapid and shallow, and his hands twitched in his sleep, and he frowned.

“Nervous and upset even in his sleep,” Cherry thought. She glanced at the chart and the night nurse’s report: temperature normal, pulse 90 per minute, complained of headache; his movements were abnormally slow, a symptom of depressed feelings. Well, on his breakfast tray the teacup and plate were emptied; that was one good thing.

In the closet Cherry found Bob Smith’s shabby garments and systematically searched them. No labels, no dry cleaner’s tags, nothing in the trousers pockets. No leads, in short. In a jacket pocket, she found a small calendar for this year. Its pages were torn off up to April.

“April! This is September. Did time stop for Bob in April? Was it April when his memory blacked out? If so, where had he been in the six months since that date?”

Cherry tried the jacket’s other pockets.… Empty … another empty … wait, there was something in the inside pocket. She pulled out a piece of thin white paper. A letter. There was no envelope, hence no postmark, and the letter bore no date. It was in a feminine handwriting, without a salutation, and was signed “S.” It read:

“It was good of you to tell me what you did last evening. At the moment I didn’t understand you. I hadn’t realized that he’s under such a handicap. Now I do and I will make allowances. So don’t worry. S.”

Cherry read the note again. It hinted at more than it said. Who was “S” and who was “he”? She suddenly felt Bob Smith looking at her. She was startled but maintained her calm.

“Hello. How do you feel this morning?”

Didn’t he recognize her? He seemed to be in a hazy, dreamy state.

“Bob, I’m looking in your pockets for something to identify you. We’re trying here at the hospital to help you.”

He said weakly, “I know.”

Good! He did recognize her! He did understand. Cherry thought of things to say to him—about bringing him back to the present, about sending him home. Better not. Maybe Bob Smith did not want to go home—or maybe he had no home. She could stir up a storm of emotions in him with a few wrong words. Talking, or forcing Bob to talk, could be as disastrous as giving a patient the wrong medicine. Better wait for Dr. Hope to lead the way.

“Bob, may I keep this note and the calendar?”

No answer. She took his silence for assent.

During the morning, Cherry made Bob comfortable, and applied cold compresses for his headache. Presently Miss Bond, a new employee in the Admitting Office, came in. She carried a ledger. She had been advised, evidently, to conduct the interview with Bob Smith through the nurse. He listened but would not speak.

“Can you give me the usual information?” Miss Bond asked crisply. “Name, age, address, occupation, names of any relatives?”

“I—I don’t think that’s available at the moment. Bob?” Cherry glanced at him. He looked away, dazed. Cherry shook her head at Miss Bond.

“Can you tell me,” Miss Bond continued, “how and where the patient got hurt? Any previous illnesses? Shall we list him temporarily as John Doe?”

Cherry saw tears well up in her patient’s eyes. He pulled the covers around him as if trying to hide. Cherry went to sit beside him and said:

“Miss Bond, will you excuse us now? We’ll send the information to the Admitting Office as soon as we can.”

“Well, it’s most unusual—Oh, I see. Yes, surely, Nurse.” Miss Bond left, red in the face with embarrassment.

For a few minutes Cherry held Bob Smith’s hand in silence. Then he turned his head so that he could look at her.

“I’m sorry. All mixed up. I’m so ashamed.”

“Don’t be. It’s all right.”

“I can’t even remember my own name. It’s terrifying.”

“S-sh, now. You’ll remember.”

Cherry waited. His breathing grew less agitated, more regular.

“Nurse? Miss—Miss Cherry?”

“That’s right.”

“I think I’ve been using the name of Bob Smith. I made it up. It sounded like a real name to me.”

Cherry nodded and kept silent. His hand in hers relaxed, and then he fell asleep. She felt immensely sorry for this young man. Never had she seen anyone so lost and alone.

At lunchtime Mrs. Ball, who headed the hospital’s Social Service Department, rapped and asked Cherry whether it would be advisable for her to see Bob Smith. Cherry hesitated about another interview. But she knew Leona Ball to be perceptive and kind, so Cherry said:

“Well, Mrs. Ball, come in but just say hello.”

Mrs. Ball took a long look at the dazed man.

“No, I see I’d better not. Let me know what I can do for him—perhaps I could contact public or private agencies, or send out inquiries about him?”

“That would be a great help.”

One further, long interview did take place that afternoon. The team of psychiatrists came, as Dr. Hope had promised, to give Bob a further examination, and see to what extent they agreed with Dr. Hope’s first findings. Cherry was not present; she did her regular work on Orthopedics. After three o’clock, when the psychiatric team had gone, Dr. Hope called her into the staff office. He talked to Cherry privately.

“Well, it’s agreed Bob is to stay at Hilton Hospital. Sit down, Miss Ames. Here’s what happened in consultation this afternoon, so you’ll have a clearer picture of our patient, and what you and I are going to do for Bob.”

Cherry sat down, all attention. She watched this big, vigorous man pace around the office, stand still to think, pace, and then grin at her.

“Now isn’t it reasonable for me to be disappointed that we can’t interview Bob Smith’s relatives? Relatives could fill in his life history, and tell us all sorts of relevant things. We always talk to the family first thing on admitting a patient—but with Bob, we don’t even know if he’s got a family. But we did take certain tests, and we’ll do more.”

The team of psychiatrists had given Bob, so far as his illness permitted today, a psychometric test that measured intelligence and the Rorschach “ink blot” test. The latter helped bring out ideas that troubled him, but only in a very general way. Later on, the team might take an encephalogram or brain-wave photograph. So far, the psychiatrists were satisfied that “Bob Smith” had sustained no brain injury or disease, had better than average intelligence, and had lost his memory because of some severe psychological upset. Exactly what had happened to Bob to cause this, and exactly how to treat Bob, was up to Dr. Hope to discover.

“We’ll have to feel our way, at first,” Dr. Hope said.

“We, Doctor?”

“Certainly. You’re Bob’s nurse and my assistant.”

“But I’m not especially trained for this kind of case, you know,” said Cherry. “I had one course at nursing school, of course—”

“The patient trusts you. You have imagination. That could be enough. At least I’m going to try you out.”

Dr. Hope bent down and peered at Cherry.

“What’s that worried look about? See here, better than fifty-five percent of so-called mental cases are temporary. After we help them analyze their problems and give them a few days’ ‘first aid,’ they come to themselves and can go home.” He laughed. “One man was brought in to our Mental Hygiene Clinic because he was standing on a street corner distributing dollar bills. Well, he was celebrating winning the sweepstakes, and he was always a generous man.”

Cherry smiled, too. “I guess a sense of humor is going to come in handy.”

“Not that Bob Smith is as mild a case as these. Yes, we’ll need humor, and kindness, and a hopeful outlook. We must listen compassionately to whatever Bob says, and not pass judgment on him but try to understand. You and I will have to do our very best for him. We’re the only people he has to help him.”

“And he has me. I care about him, too.” Dr. Ray Watson stood in the doorway. “Hope, do you intend to work at the University Hospital or at this hospital—or both?”

“Both,” Dr. Hope said cheerfully. “This young nurse is going to do double duty, too.”

Dr. Watson mumbled something about “Hard work and idealism never hurt anybody—only way to cure the patients.” Then he said:

“By the way, I asked Leona Ball to telephone the police department. They’re sending one of their detectives. Name of Hal Treadway. He’ll be here tomorrow to talk to our mystery patient.”

“Well, Miss Cherry,” said Dr. Hope, “when you see the right moment, you’d better tell Bob that a visitor is coming to help him. Prepare him.”

“I’ll try, Dr. Hope.”


CHAPTER III

 

First Steps

THE DETECTIVE’S FORMAL QUESTIONING ON FRIDAY distressed Bob Smith and yielded no information. That was not the detective’s fault. Hal Treadway was an unobtrusive little man in sports clothes, perfectly agreeable to have Cherry and Dr. Hope in the room while he asked his questions. But Bob grew irritable. He broke out into a sweat and stammered:

“I don’t know where I got the money to leave my hometown. Or anything! If I could remember I’d tell you.”

“Take it easy, son,” said the detective. “Try and think where your folks are. Where’s your mother? Can you tell me her name?”

“I don’t know! I mean, I haven’t any family.” Bob pulled himself up by the hand straps and sat bolt upright in bed. He was shaky and indignant. “If I had a family, wouldn’t they be looking for me?”

“Not necessarily,” the detective muttered, but Dr. Hope stood up to put an end to the interview.

“Sorry, Mr. Treadway, the patient can’t tolerate any more direct questioning. We can’t press him. Will you come into the hall with me? Nurse—” Dr. Hope indicated the enamel tray with its plain tepid water and sponge. “Take care of Bob, then join us, please.”

“Yes, Dr. Hope.”

Left alone with her patient, Cherry gently put cold applications on his burning forehead. She gave Bob another healing dose of silence and he quieted down. His eyes followed her as she lowered the window shades, then came back to the bed and turned his pillows over to the cool, fresher side.

“Miss Cherry? I guess you think I don’t want to cooperate.”

He sounded anxious. She reassured him.

“You see, Miss Cherry, I realize I’m in an odd condition. I’ve realized it for a long time. Though I don’t know how long.” Bob’s brows wrinkled in his effort to grasp time. “Anyhow, all the time I was wandering and working at odd jobs—”

Wandering. Working at odd jobs. Cherry filed these bits of information away in her mind. These were the first leads Bob had mentioned.

“—I was afraid to talk to other people. Afraid they’d see how odd I am at present, and commit me to an insane asylum. I’m not insane.” He looked at her pleadingly. “Am I?”

“No, Dr. Hope doesn’t think so. The other doctors don’t think so. You’re ill, and you’ll get well.”

“I feel so alone.”

Cherry took both the patient’s hands in hers. “You’re not alone. I care, and Dr. Hope cares, and Dr. Watson cares very much about you. We’re going to give you our very best, skilled medical care. If you’ll just trust us and work with us—”

“I will.” Bob cleaned back and closed his eyes. “You’re nice.”

Cherry left him to drift off to sleep. She rejoined Dr. Hope and the detective in the hospital corridor. Dr. Hope was explaining to Mr. Treadway that contact with the police would only aggravate Bob’s emotional upset, which accompanied and caused his amnesia.

“Don’t you think, sir,” the detective asked, “that if this boy doesn’t like talking to the police, there might be a good reason for it? Apart from his—ah—state of mind, that is. How do you know he isn’t mixed up in some crime?”

“We don’t know,” Dr. Hope said. “It’s possible. Anything is possible, with an unknown person. But as I told you—”

“All right, Doctor, I’ll work with Bob only through you and the nurse. I’ll start right away to try to trace his identity and connections.”

Cherry was curious about what methods Hal Treadway would use. Dr. Hope was curious, too.

“Well, while I’ll certainly do all I can,” the police detective said, “you have to understand what’s involved in a case like your patient’s.”

In order to locate a missing person, or to identify a haggard, undoubtedly changed wanderer like Bob, required the cooperation of large numbers of police experts, long periods of time, long distances of travel, and often the almost endless study of great numbers of records.

“We have urgent cases like Bob Smith’s turn up oftener than you’d think,” the detective said. “But we’re the Hilton police, and our first attention has to go to local cases and Hilton people. Unfortunately we haven’t enough men, nor enough time and expense money, to conduct a detailed investigation on every missing persons case.”

In Bob’s case, Detective Treadway explained, he had no identifying features or scars as clues. He was just a nice-looking young man. At present he was so thin, wind-burned, and shaggy that he probably was hardly recognizable. As for the letter and calendar Cherry had found in his pocket, they revealed next to nothing. His blistered feet told rather more.

“From past experiences with these cases,” the detective said, “I’d conjecture that Bob has kept moving.”

“Kept moving,” Dr. Hope repeated. “Of course that doesn’t tell us whether he’s wandered a long way from his home, or whether he kept moving within a limited area.”

“The chances are that he comes from some distant part of the United States,” Hal Treadway said. “Something inside them drives these wanderers.”

The police detective promised to send out a teletype description on Bob to the police of other cities; to list him with the nationwide Missing Persons Bureau; to check his fingerprints with large agencies like Army, passport bureau, big employers, and civil service—at once.

“It’ll take time for these people to check their files, though.”

“Time!” Dr. Hope made an impatient gesture. “We can’t afford to wait around. The patient could grow worse. This young man won’t get well unless and until he can be helped to learn who he is. Then he’ll have to remember what forgotten situation is troubling him. Otherwise—no cure.”

Dr. Hope’s warning registered with Cherry.

“We can’t wait, Mr. Treadway!”

“Well, Doctor,” the detective said, “I’ll take Bob’s clothing and try to find out, personally, whether it has any identifying marks, and if so, check these leads.”

Cherry ventured to say that she had examined Bob’s garments and found no markings or labels.

Hal Treadway told her, “There could be markings not visible to the naked eye. I’ll examine Bob’s clothing under our ultraviolet bulb. It’s a violation of the law for a laundry or dry cleaning establishment not to mark garments, and I’ve never seen a worn garment yet that wasn’t marked. When we hold Bob’s jacket under the blue bulb, the chances are we’ll see a series of numbers and symbols. Then I’ll check those with the Laundry and Dry Cleaner Mark Identification Bureau, which has national coverage.”

“Then there’s some chance of immediate information?” Dr. Hope asked.

“If we’re lucky. I’ll check also with all local employers who hire transient help.”

Cherry brought Bob Smith’s garments for the police detective to take with him. He promised to get in touch with the hospital people as soon as he discovered anything. Dr. Hope thanked him, but after the detective left, remarked to Cherry:

“The police procedures are going to take time, and it looks as if he can make only a limited investigation. I’m not satisfied. Are you, Miss Cherry?”

It surprised her to have this doctor turn to her so informally and ask her opinion. Still, she was a member of his medical team and he seemed to want to talk over with her anything that affected their patient.

“I should think all we can do,” Cherry answered, “is wait and see what the detective can accomplish.”

“Bob can’t wait too long. I think we’ll try our first Pentothal interview with him tomorrow.”

Cherry knew that Pentothal was a drug, to be administered by physicians, preferably in hospitals, and that Dr. Hope intended to use it as an uncovering technique. He explained exactly how and why.

Whatever had happened to Bob, he resisted remembering it. Pentothal would relax him and help ease his fear of what happened—or what he feared was going to happen. Once relaxed, he would be able to break through his amnesia and recall a few facts about himself. Or so Dr. Hope expected.

“We’ll have to be very easy and tactful with him,” Dr. Hope told Cherry. “If we press him too hard, we’ll only frighten him and he won’t talk to us.”

Cherry nodded. “Will you explain to him first what we’re going to try to do?”

“Yes. And we’ll tell Bob that we’re making a record of what he says, and why.”

Since there were going to be several interviews, Dr. Hope would need a record so that he could review details and, later on, grasp the picture of Bob’s life as a whole. Bob’s memories would emerge in a confused manner, Dr. Hope predicted, because Bob himself was ill and disorganized. Dr. Hope and Cherry would have to piece the bits together into some sort of meaning. In order to keep records, they would place a microphone in Bob’s room; this would be piped to a tape recorder in the next room or in the closet. They would tell Bob about the microphone, and also tell him they would conceal it, so that the constant sight of it would not make him self-conscious and inhibit his talking.

Cherry was intrigued. This promised to be the strangest kind of sleuthing she had ever done—pursuing a man’s forgotten memories of his past—and she commented on it.

“We’ll have to explore two kinds of past with Bob,” said Dr. Hope. “One is his recent past, because some recent shock or crisis or facing an impossible situation has brought on his amnesia. But a sound person can face a crisis and not go to pieces. It’s fair to assume that in some respect Bob has a psychological weak spot or injury—and has had it for a long time. It probably goes far back to some deep-seated distress in his childhood. So we’ll also try to help him remember into his far past.”

“That will make our puzzle all the harder to piece together,” Cherry said.

“Yes.” Dr. Hope smiled at her.

“And when we do bring his troubles to light? What then?”

“If and when,” Dr. Hope corrected her. “Then we’ll have to help him face his troubles. Sometimes it’s a question of straightening out mistaken ideas a patient has. Sometimes it’s a matter of supportive treatment, giving the patient reassurance and strength to meet some difficult situation. Or sometimes, many times, the practitioner must do both.”

“I—I’m not experienced enough for this case,” Cherry said.

‘Try,” Dr. Hope said. “If it doesn’t work out, I’ll have a psychiatric nurse from my own hospital work with me. But I think you’ll do fine.”

Dr. Hope, of course, would take the lead with Bob, and that would guide her. Even so, the delicacy and complexity of the treatment left Cherry with some qualms. In comparison, she found that the physical nursing that Dr. Watson had ordered was simple.

For the broken leg, all they could do these first few days was wait and make careful observations. In order to be sure the cast was not too tight, so that it interfered with the circulation and caused swelling, Cherry felt her patient’s toes to see if they were warm or cold. She frequently examined the edges of the cast and skin for pressure points and irritation. The cast itself was supported by pillows to keep the bones in alignment; pillows also provided Bob with other support. Cherry and the orderly helped him to change his position often; he had a light cast so that he could be moved and turned. This was important, for if the patient did not move or was afraid to turn, immobility could lead to slowing of his digestive processes, loss of appetite, bedsores, even some risk of pneumonia. Although Bob needed extended bed rest, Cherry knew how important it was to encourage him to turn and move, and to eat.

Bob’s chart showed he was anemic, and he was a little irritable. But already he was improving, less exhausted, less panicky, after three days’ bed rest and treatment. If only his sleep were not so restless, as the night nurse reported. … Cherry did not neglect her other patients, but her mind was on Bob.

When she came on duty the next morning, she found Bob Smith just waking up. He was cheerful and even whistled a little. She hoped that augured well for the Pentothal interview. Mrs. Peters suggested, “Leave his door open, so that he can see the other people on our ward.” Cherry did so, and moved his bed so that he could look out. Bob watched with mild interest; elderly Mr. Pape and Tommy waved to him. But after half an hour his eyes took on that glazed, faraway stare again. Cherry closed the door. Well, he’d seen the ward and that was a start.

“Who’s that young fellow with the broken leg?” the other patients asked. “Why is he in there?”

“Sure, move him in with the rest of us busted bones,” Tommy said. “Everybody gets homesick in a hospital.”

Mrs. Peters explained that Bob Smith had had a bad shock, and needed to be quiet and in a private room for a while. She, Ruth Dale, and the orderly knew more than that about his illness. There was no need for the patients to know, however; they might misunderstand. Dr. Hope wanted the other men to treat Bob naturally and easily, if he improved enough to be brought on the ward. Normal companionship could be part of his cure. If and when he came out of his long silences—if today’s first uncovering technique would work—

That afternoon Dr. Hope went alone into Bob’s room. Cherry presumed he talked to Bob, to prepare him for the interview, and administered the Pentothal. After an interval, Dr. Hope summoned Cherry.

She went into Bob’s half-darkened room where a softly lighted lamp burned at his bedside. It was quiet, almost hushed, in here. Bob appeared to be more relaxed than she had yet seen him. His face was flushed and the pupils of his eyes were dilated, but he smiled at Cherry.

“Hello, Miss Cherry. I’m going to do my best.”

“I’m sure you are.”

She sat down in the chair beside Dr. Hope’s, as he indicated, next to the bed.

“Would you like a cool drink, Bob? Chewing gum?” Dr. Hope offered them.

“No, thank you. I’m not thirsty. I just had a cool—” His voice trailed off.

“Just relax, Bob.” Dr. Hope nodded and leaned back in his chair. He was unhurried. “You must have had a hard time. Can you tell Miss Cherry and me where you were just a few days ago?”

“I guess it was around here.”

“Mmmm. What did the place look like?”

“Trees. Streets. People. No one I knew.” Bob broke into a sweat. “Can you tell me what town this is? Hilton, I think you said, but what state?”

“Illinois.” Dr. Hope answered as if Bob’s question were a perfectly natural one. “Have you ever been in Illinois before?”

“Not that I know of.”

“When I say home to you, what do you think of? Close your eyes and think. Take your time.”

Bob made an effort. “A large white frame house,” he said vaguely.

“I suppose that’s where your family lives.”

“I have no family!”

Dr. Hope nudged Cherry. She said pleasantly, hoping it was the right cue:

“Everyone has a family.”

“Well, I haven’t. I—I’m the sole survivor.”

Cherry was inclined to believe him, but she saw a tiny frown between Dr. Hope’s eyes. He said:

“Haven’t you anyone at all? Who were your family members?”

“No one—no one—”

“Your father,” Dr. Hope prompted. No answer. “And your mother. Where is your mother?”

Bob grew so distressed that Dr. Hope said:

“Never mind. Let it go for now. Unless you want to tell us why you believe you’re the sole survivor?”

“I—My father is dead.”

“Yes. How long ago?”

“While I was still in school. In college.”

“I see. By the way, which college did you attend?”

Bob turned his face away. A minute went by. “I can’t remember,” he said painfully.

Dr. Hope said that was all right, he would remember everything in good time.

“And your mother?”

“She’s dead, I tell you! How many times must I say so—I beg your pardon. Very rude of me.”

Bob’s excitement about his mother—he had replied calmly about his father—was not lost on either Dr. Hope or Cherry. Cherry smoothed over the bad moment by offering Bob a drink of water. He was glad of the lull. Dr. Hope resumed:

“Well, let’s see now, Bob Smith. That isn’t really your name, is it?”

“No, I made it up when I was in a town—around here, I think—and I was applying for an odd job in a—possibly a restaurant? The man in charge asked my name and—”

Dr. Hope nodded. “What is your name?”

Bob forced a grin. “I’d like to know that myself.” For that much humor and courage, Cherry patted his hand.

“Miss Cherry?” said Dr. Hope. “You have a brother, I hear,” and gave her the lead.

“Yes, a twin brother, in fact.” She tried to think what events in her brother Charlie’s life might be paralleled in any young man’s life. “He’s seen service in the Air Force. Have you been in the armed forces, Bob?”

“No, I haven’t.” He seemed entirely calm and certain about this.

“But you’re the right age for it,” Cherry said.

“Yes, but I haven’t. I know when I was in my teens I went to a boys’ summer camp and they taught us how to handle rifles—marksmanship—we had a shooting range—and I know that I attended college, because I remember the long quiet hours of study. But I haven’t been in any of the armed services,” he said very definitely.

This seemed unlikely to Cherry. She glanced at Dr. Hope for his reaction, but his expression was noncommittal, friendly.

“You’re about twenty-five, I’d say, aren’t you, Bob?”

“Twenty-six, I think, sir, if I’ve got the present year right.”

Cherry told him the year, matter-of-factly, as if she were telling him the hour. Poor Bob was lost in time.

“Thank you,” he said. “I wish I knew what date it was when I left home.”

Cherry remembered the calendar she had found in his pocket, with the paper torn off at last April. She had better not mention it unless Dr. Hope did so. He chose instead to pick up another thread of Bob’s remark.

“When you left home, you say. That was the large white house. Picture the house in your mind’s eye, Bob, and tell me what feelings it stirs up in you.”

Bob threw his arm across his eyes, and thought. When he took his arm away, he looked bewildered.

“I know there is something I should be worried about, but I can’t remember what it is.”

“You know? How do you know?”

“I just do. I’m sure of it. It troubles me.”

“It?”

Bob said sadly, “I only know that I do—or rather, I ought to feel terribly worried and responsible.”

“Some trouble about your family,” Cherry murmured. “With the large white house.”

“No.”

“With what place, then?” Dr. Hope asked.

Bob sank back, tired. “I don’t know. It just doesn’t come clear to me. I almost see some place to tell you about, and then it’s as if a wall of mist rises up.”

“All right, you’ve done fine.” The doctor signaled to Cherry that the drug was wearing off. “A good start. See if you can’t take a nap now, Bob.”

He was already dozing off.

Cherry tiptoed out after Dr. Hope. They held a brief conference in the hall. Dr. Hope held up one hand and counted off on his fingers what this first interview had yielded.

“First, Bob denies he has a family, but he recalls a white house and grows upset at mention of his mother. Very cloudy there. Second, he says he’s been to college. I’m inclined to believe that; he talks like an educated man. Maybe he’ll remember or describe what college, and we can trace his identity through college records. Third, he’s sure he never had military service, but can’t explain why not. Yet he’s the right age and physically fit. He probably was balanced enough until some unbearable stress caused this breakdown—”

Dr. Hope was inclined to believe Bob had had some military service but was actively forgetting it. Cherry reminded him that the detective, who had fingerprinted Bob, would check on that.

“Good. What else? Bob said he knew that he ought to feel concerned and responsible about something. And that ‘something’ is the crux of his present difficulty.”

“Present difficulty—an injury rooted probably in his childhood?” Cherry asked, “Did I notice correctly that Bob remembered only the recent past in this interview? Didn’t remember his far past at all?”

“Right! Bob remembered that he’d had odd jobs around here. As we’d expect. Now, if we or that detective fellow could locate his employers—”

Cherry made a suggestion, and Dr. Hope approved it. Their uncharted search was under way.


CHAPTER IV

 

Detective Work

THE NEXT DAY WAS SUNDAY. CHERRY’S MOTHER PROTESTED when she rose from the dinner table to make a special visit to Hilton Hospital.

“On Sunday afternoon, dear? I thought you were coming with Dad and me on the Garden Club’s autumn tour.”

“Please excuse me, Mother, Dad. I’d like to visit your friends’ gardens with you this afternoon, and I hope everyone will admire your dahlias. But I—”

She hated to refuse, especially when Charlie was absent, too. This weekend he was driving some neighbors home from Lake Michigan with their young children and all their vacation gear. Mr. Lane had dislocated his ankle, Mrs. Lane was not a very good driver, and the Lane children were already late for the opening of school. Cherry thought for a moment how solidly all the people around her were rooted in family and neighborly ties. Imagine being Bob Smith, who had no one and belonged nowhere! Or at least so far as he knew.… Cherry looked at her parents and around the familiar, comfortable house. She felt a rush of gratitude.

In what rooms had Bob Smith grown up? Who were his parents, and did he perhaps have sisters and brothers? When his memory vanished, what house had he wandered away from?

“We must find that place and some of those people,” Cherry told herself as she walked toward the hospital.

On her way she passed Hilton Clinic, a fairly new building downtown. Dr. Fortune, her old and good friend, was a senior staff member here. Dr. Fortune was enthusiastic about the Clinic and its group practice. Cherry had once worked there and liked it, too. Hilton Hospital, where she worked now, was an older and more extensive medical institution, located at a quiet end of town. Cherry walked on out there. This afternoon a great many visitors’ cars were parked around the hospital’s landscaped grounds. No visitors for Bob Smith, though, unless Cherry could count herself.

He was glad to see her. The relief nurse assigned to Orthopedics on Sundays was too busy to have much time for the young man in the solitary room. Glimpses of the other patients’ visitors had made Bob feel forlorn and rather upset. Cherry talked to him, a little, very gently. Then she said:

“I’d like to take your picture, Bob.”

“To help identify me? It’s a good idea.”

She had borrowed a camera from another nurse on this floor. The camera was capable of developing its own snapshots, without extra equipment, in a matter of two or three minutes. Yesterday she had devised this plan, won Dr. Hope’s permission, and borrowed the camera.

“Smile,” Cherry said jokingly to Bob. But he could not. She took three snapshots of him, and waited in silence while the camera developed them. “Have a look at them, Bob. Which one is most like you?”

“Is that me?” He was appalled. “Looks like a ghost. I’ve grown so thin. Malnutrition? I’d say, Miss Cherry, that none of them look much like me. Unless I can’t remember my own face.”

Nevertheless, Cherry took the snapshots downtown to the newspaper office. The editor was busy but willing to see her, and listened while Cherry told Bob’s brief story.

“All right, I’ll print his photo and story,” he said. “But it’s a long chance that someone who knows him will see it.”

Cherry thanked the editor and left one of Bob’s snapshots with him. She planned to give another one to the detective, and a third one to the hospital’s social worker.

“I wish Sunday were over,” Cherry thought as she walked back home. She was impatient for the next uncovering interview.

She reached her porch at the same time their postman, Mr. Marker, did. He handed her a special-delivery letter, postmarked New York. Cherry recognized the exuberant handwriting as Gwen Jones’s.

Ever since she and several former classmates from Spencer Nursing School had leased the apartment in Greenwich Village, they had managed to stay close together—at intervals—in spite of nursing assignments that took them all over the country. This time, Gwen wrote indignantly, the Spencer Club members had been scattered for too long. She and Mai Lee were tired of living all by themselves at No. 9, and herewith called a reunion.

“Can you come for Thanksgiving Day? Can you come any weekend soon? Or can you come any old time? We’ll be awfully glad to see you!”

Cherry wrote back at once. “I miss you, too. Have an urgent case, and don’t know when I can come, but I will be there. Save your choicest nursing news for me. I have an extraordinary case to tell you about.”

Bob had had a long sleep, induced by narcosis therapy, and awoke refreshed on Monday morning. When Dr. Hope came in for a talk with him and learned this, he was encouraged. Sleep often released memories in dreams and aided recall, he told Cherry.

“We’re going to give him Pentothal again for today’s interview,” said Dr. Hope.

Today he explained a little more to Cherry about how Pentothal could help Bob “reach further” into his memories than without the drug. It is a relaxing drug that eases a patient’s tensions and helps him to express freely his thoughts and feelings to the psychiatrist. It often helped the doctor to arrive at a diagnosis.

Dr. Hope prepared Bob for the midafternoon interview, and then asked Cherry to come in.

Leaving the active ward and stepping into Bob’s hushed, shadowy room was like entering another world. The lamp glowed beside his bed. Bob had a trustful, drowsy smile as Cherry and Dr. Hope sat down with him. His face was in shadow, so that he was apart from them in a way.

“Let’s start,” Dr. Hope suggested, “with what you recalled last time. The large white house, and your family, remember?”

“Yes, I remember.” A pause. “What did I say about working around here?”

They were surprised but prompted him, and after a short time Bob began to remember by himself. He talked at random, some of it disconnected or unclear, then his recall came into focus. He spoke as if half asleep, slowly.

“I found myself getting off a bus and walking on a road. Felt puzzled. Where was I? Who was I? Something was wrong, but what was it? Something extraordinary must have happened to me, I realized. I felt as though I might wake up at any minute and find the whole thing was a dream.

“I was on a country road, and there was a church nearby. I went into the churchyard and sat down to think. I found a letter and a calendar in my pocket. They didn’t seem to belong to me. I remember trying to understand why I was hungry and dirty and unshaven, and didn’t recognize the road—but I must have given up.”

He stopped, and Dr. Hope asked, “Was this the first time you came to consciousness?”

“I think so. I’m not sure. The next thing I knew I was standing near the edge of a town. I had no idea where I was, or who I was. I began to be frightened. Then I saw how absurd my situation was, and I laughed—for a moment. I wondered if I’d died and was a ghost, if there are such things as ghosts. But I threw a shadow and my feet were sore and people stared at me curiously. I was shy of speaking to anyone. Afraid my voice might be odd, too.

“I saw a man with a newspaper and waited until he threw it away. I rescued it, and read the date on it, and learned of news events I hadn’t heard of. None of it meant much to me, not even the date. I looked through the newspaper for news of a missing man, hoping it’d be myself, but there wasn’t any.”

Bob’s voice trembled and died away. Dr. Hope let him rest. Cherry was careful not to speak or move, not to break the spell of memory. Bob sighed and went on:

“What was I to do? I had no money, no possessions, and I had to live. Had to get work of some kind, any kind, though I wasn’t hungry or thirsty. Couldn’t understand that. Besides”—Bob abruptly shifted to another subject—“I began to wonder whether my odd condition affected any people who knew me. Any family or friends or employers—though I couldn’t remember a single person. I supposed that if I had anyone, they’d notify the police and make a search for me. But no one seemed to be on the lookout for me.”

“So you assumed,” Dr. Hope said, “that you had no family.”

“I can’t remember them, and apparently no one has searched for me. What would you think in my place?” Bob asked reasonably.

“You mustn’t assume anything,” Dr. Hope said. “There may be a search going on for you right this minute, but you’ve probably changed in appearance and you’ve probably kept moving around, making it hard to locate you.”

“That’s true,” Bob admitted. “On the other hand there may actually be no family and no search.”

Dr. Hope did not answer, cautiously, Cherry thought. It occurred to her that Bob might not want to remember his family. If he had one.

“So far, so good,” Dr. Hope said, to encourage the bewildered young man on the bed. They talked a little more, but Bob was hazy and spotty in his recall. He remembered having had odd jobs—“I must have”—but was unable to tell Dr. Hope and Cherry where he had been going on the bus or when and where he had boarded the bus.

“Well, that’s enough for today,” Dr. Hope said. “I think we made important progress, Bob.”

“You do?” He sounded listless, not interested. “I wish I could do better. Do I sound awfully—awfully odd to you?”

Dr. Hope shook his head and Cherry said, “You sound as if you’ve been trying your very best to pull out of this difficulty.”

“I have, but I can’t do it without help—your help, I mean.” Bob’s eyes closed in fatigue.

They left him to rest, and again held a brief summing up in the corridor. Dr. Hope explained to Cherry why today’s recall was progress: at least some memories were coming clearly. Bob’s inner barriers were beginning to dissolve.

During the next days, Dr. Hope worked again with Bob Smith. Bob tried hard, but on Tuesday he could remember nothing and on Wednesday he recalled only what he had already told them. Cherry felt as if they were up against a stone wall. It was a week since Bob had been brought to Hilton Hospital. She was glad when Mr. Clark, the visiting chaplain, came to sit with Bob for a while and comfort him. He needed all the love the hospital people could give him.

On her way home from the hospital late Thursday afternoon, walking as usual, she met Hal Treadway on Vermilion Street. The detective hailed her first.

“Glad to bump into you, Miss Ames. A little news. I’ve gotten a little way—not very far yet—by tracing the dry cleaner’s mark on Bob Smith’s suit.”

“So there was a mark on his garments.”

“Yes, an ‘invisible’ mark. The ultraviolet light showed it up. Have you a minute for a coke and a talk?”

“Have I!” Cherry knew the detective would report eventually to Dr. Hope at the hospital, but if she could bring his report sooner to Dr. Hope, so much the better for Bob.

Mr. Treadway had gotten to work immediately, once he discovered the mark and tallied it with the police Laundry Mark file. The mark led him to a wholesale dry cleaner, then to a retail dry cleaner, and then to the customer who had brought Bob’s suit to be cleaned. She was a Mrs. Cook, living in Hilton. The detective visited her, but Mrs. Cook had never heard of Bob Smith.

According to her, this was an old suit of her husband’s that she had contributed, after having it dry cleaned, to a friend in the next town, Glen Rock. This woman had asked for clothing to give to some of the poor men who worked for her husband occasionally at his restaurants, as dishwashers, window washers, bus boys. The restaurant owner’s name was Field; he had three short-order places in Glen Rock. The detective reached him by telephone, and Mr. Field had agreed to drive over to Hilton and the hospital as soon as he could, to see if he could identify the amnesia patient.

“I’ll report all this to Dr. Hope and Dr. Watson,” Cherry said to the detective. “How soon do you think Mr. Field can come?”

“Can that young fellow stand seeing a visitor now?”

Cherry thought he could. They made tentative arrangements for early next week, depending on Mr. Field’s convenience.

“But don’t get your hopes up,” the detective cautioned her. “Chances are that Mr. Field doesn’t know any too much about his transient help.”

“I understand. Thank you very much.”


CHAPTER V

 

A Lead Turns Up

ANOTHER STEP WAS GAINED THE NEXT DAY. WITH THE aid, again, of Pentothal and sympathetic conversation, Dr. Hope was able to draw out from Bob a connected, lucid account of his recent past life. Bob was still slightly dazed, but his slowed movements were now nearly at normal speed and, best of all, he spoke with ease. In answer to Dr. Hope’s questions, and a few by Cherry, he rapidly said:

That he had attended Oberlin College, majored in the sciences, and had been graduated from there in a certain year. That his home was in Ohio. That only last week, before the accident to his leg, he had been working temporarily in Hilton for a traveling circus as a roustabout. Bob even named the circus, the Sells-Zotos Circus, and said, “They’re almost through with their summer tour. Right now, they’re probably winding up the season at St. Louis.”

All of this rang true. He was a changed man! Cherry felt so happy and excited at his new, sure recall that it took all of her self-control to sit there quietly during the interview.

Dr. Hope’s face as usual was a friendly mask. But he must feel encouraged, too. As they were about to leave their patient, Bob said:

“Would you do something for me? You’re investigating about me, aren’t you?” They nodded. “Then would you try to find out what it is—what I—why I—feel so anxious?” He tried not to stammer. “I know I have something urgent—difficult—to attend to—On my conscience. But I can’t remember what.”

Dr. Hope reassured him that the three of them together would discover that, too.

Dr. Hope led the way into an unoccupied room where he and Cherry could talk. “Poor fellow. It’s bad enough to have to face a known danger. But it’s the unknown that really terrifies and overwhelms. Well, we’ll check on these new statements of his as quickly as we can. We need facts.”

“Yes, Dr. Hope,” said Cherry. She had already reported to him the gist of her meeting with the detective. “What can I do now to help?”

“See the hospital social worker and ask her to write—no, wire or telephone Oberlin College. What can we do to check with the circus?”

“St. Louis isn’t so far away,” Cherry said eagerly. “My friends and I could drive over there this weekend.”

“That’s great!”

As soon as she finished her nursing duties on the ward, she went to see Mrs. Leona Ball in the social worker’s sunny, plant-filled office with its open door. Mrs. Ball admitted Cherry ahead of others when Cherry sent in a note: “Amnesia patient—sort of an emergency.”

“Oberlin College.” Leona Ball wrote this down. “But how are we going to ask the college to trace its records for a man whose right name we can’t tell them?”

A description of Bob; a snapshot; science major; year of graduation; these things the hospital could give the college. Leona Ball promised Cherry that she’d try to get an answer by Monday. She’d explain the urgency of the case and ask the college to wire collect.

That weekend Cherry and Sue and Bill Pritchard drove to St. Louis. At the city’s outskirts they located the Sells-Zotos Circus, which had played Hilton. The circus manager looked at them in disbelief when they showed him Bob’s snapshot and inquired about a man who had worked as a roustabout.

“Look, kids,” he said, “I’ve never seen this man in my life. Who told you such a tall tale?”

“But the circus was in Hilton a week or two ago?” Cherry asked.

“Yeah, but we haven’t hired any outside men this whole year. Naw, I never saw any fellow like the one you’re looking for.”

Cherry was stunned. Was Bob lying? Cherry didn’t like to think so. From the very beginning, Bob had impressed her as a serious, responsible young man, despite his present state. Still—

On Monday morning the social worker brought in the reply Oberlin College had wired her. The college had no trace of a former student or graduate who fit Bob’s statements and description.

“Of course,” Mrs. Ball said, “with such scanty information, and the snapshot not like his earlier appearance, Oberlin may not have been able—”

“Don’t blame the college,” said Cherry. “The circus never heard of him, either.”

When Dr. Hope arrived, Cherry reported these two failures. The psychiatrist was more interested than surprised.

“No, Miss Cherry, I don’t think Bob told us lies. Not lies, but fantasy. There’s one species of amnesia which is falsification of memory, and it generally occurs early in treatment. The patient weaves together things which actually happened—such as Bob’s noticing the circus was here in Hilton—with things he only imagines happened. Or—correction—events which possibly did happen in his past. For example, Bob probably attented a college, though it wasn’t Oberlin. Part of his memory disturbance.”

“He said his home was in Ohio,” Cherry remembered. “But his other statements proved false, so perhaps his thinking Ohio is his home is false, too.”

“Perhaps or perhaps not. Let’s go talk to him.”

They told him, without blame, that his memories of the other day had proved to be fantasy, not fact. Dr. Hope explained that he told Bob this only in the expectation that he would try harder and do better.

“I will,” Bob said. “It’s strange. While I’m telling you things, I’m never quite sure whether it’s the story of my personal experiences, or other people’s that I half remember, or even a movie I’ve seen somewhere. Or maybe just something I’m making up. I don’t honestly know.”

Dr. Hope said there was nothing alarming or surprising here. Bob’s subconscious mind developed these stories to meet the needs of the moment, and to cover up the actual situations which he found too painful or shameful to remember.

“But I want to remember. And I’m sure I did go to college.”

By means of free association of ideas—encouraging the patient to talk freely at random, so that one idea or memory led naturally into another—Bob recalled a good deal more. The first names of two classmates at college; a chemical formula they had argued about all one term; his dream last night of someone’s spaniel; a green-walled room in his grandparents’ house where, as a child, he had enjoyed his first Christmas tree. However, these recollections shed no light on Bob’s central problem, and, as Dr. Hope pointed out, Bob “selectively left out” the family members at the Christmas party. His mind blotted out whatever was really important.

“Why a chemical formula, Bob?” Cherry asked. “Did you major in chemistry?”

He thought hard. “Biochemistry, I believe.”

“Whose spaniel was it?” Dr. Hope asked.

“Heaven only knows! We never had a dog at our house. My mother doesn’t—” But he stopped.

Later that afternoon, after Dr. Hope had gone, a man named Westgaard came in, asking to see Bob Smith. He said he was a local farmer, and had seen Bob’s photo with its “Who Am I?” caption in the newspaper. Today was the farmer’s first chance to come to town. He stated that a man who might be Bob had done odd jobs for him last summer for about two weeks. Cherry warned Mr. Westgaard that Bob was ill, then took him into Bob’s room.

“That’s the fellow that worked for me,” the farmer said. “Nope, I don’t know nuthin’ about where he come from. He worked pretty well but he was strange. Wouldn’t say boo to anybody. Peculiar, dreamylike.”

Bob did not recognize the farmer.

Cherry talked a little to Bob about the farmer and gradually jogged his memory. He recalled that he had wandered and had different jobs at different places.

“Some of them escape me. I walked endlessly. Must have been fourteen, sixteen hours a day, some days. I never begged, though, so far as I know. You can almost always get a job at some restaurant as a counterman or dishwasher. There was one restaurant man in particular who’d always help me out. What’s his name? Can’t think of the town, either. He’d always feed me, and let me wash windows if no other work was available.”

“Mr. Field?” Cherry suggested. “In Glen Rock?”

“Field? Maybe that was it.”

Cherry was excited when the detective showed up at the hospital late the next afternoon, bringing Mr. Field. The restaurant owner was a plump, kindly man with a shrewd glance. Cherry showed the two visitors into the staff office where Dr. Hope was working with Bob’s tape recordings.

“Why, sure, I know Bob Smith,” the restaurant man told Dr. Hope and Cherry. “Is it all right if I go in to see him?”

“Just a minute, please,” the psychiatrist said. “We’ll go in with you, and I think it may do Bob good to see you. But first, Mr. Treadway probably has something to tell us, privately, if you don’t mind.”

Cherry showed Mr. Field into an anteroom and said, “We’ll just be a few minutes. Would you like to look at a magazine?”

“Ah—thanks. Miss Nurse? Bob Smith isn’t that boy’s real name, is it? He stumbled all over himself when I asked him his name.”

Cherry explained about his loss of memory.

“Ah! So that’s it! Well, let me tell you, he’s an awfully nice boy. I don’t care if he’s been in trouble or prison or whatever—I don’t ask questions of the men who come to me hungry and ragged and in need of work. They’re unfortunates, and entitled to a chance to work.”

Here, Cherry thought, was a compassionate man. She told Mr. Field they did not really know what had happened to Bob, and excused herself.

She returned to the office, where Dr. Hope was telling the detective what little the hospital people had learned from Bob during the past week. They had waited for Cherry to be present for Mr. Treadway’s report.

“Not that there’s much to report,” said the detective. “The Missing Persons Bureau sent nothing but a negative report, so far. I sent Bob Smith’s fingerprints to all the armed services, and they report no record.”

“So he’s accurate about never having been in the service,” Cherry murmured.

“Mr. Field couldn’t supply any leads, either. But I thought you’d want to talk with him. Now, Doctor, I have to say something I wish I didn’t have to say. This is as much help as I’m authorized to give you. I’m a city detective, and there are a number of other cases waiting for me, and I can’t put them off any longer.”

Dr. Hope did not hide his disappointment. “Honestly, Mr. Treadway? Can’t the Hilton Police Department let us have your services for a week or two longer?”

“I’m sorry, Doctor. If I get any more replies on these inquiries I sent out, I’ll send them to you. And I’ll keep my eyes and ears open for anything about your patient.”

The detective bowed out, leaving them feeling rather helpless.

“Well,” said Dr. Hope, “let’s see what Mr. Field knows.”

In the anteroom they counseled the restaurant owner that his visit with Bob had best be brief. Cherry went ahead to tell Bob that Mr. Field was coming, then the psychiatrist brought Mr. Field in.

“Hello, Mr. Field,” Bob said, and held out his hand. “I’m glad to see you. Miss Cherry, this is the man I told you about—the man who always could find some job for me.”

No doubt about it, he recognized Mr. Field and even better, remembered himself in connection with this man.

Mr. Field pumped Bob’s hand. “Well, well, well!” he said, a shade too heartily. “What happened to your leg? We’ve missed you around the restaurants. Yes, sir, we certainly have.” He swallowed hard.

Bob answered something vague and polite. He looked in Cherry’s direction for help, and Cherry wondered how much he remembered of the restaurants or the people there. He smiled anxiously at Mr. Field from his bed.

“Well, Bob, you look to me as if you’re in better shape physically, and in a whole lot better spirits—except for the leg, I mean—than the last time I saw you a few weeks ago.” This much improvement was the first fruit of the hospital’s efforts. “Yes, indeed, Bob, whenever you’re ready for a job again, you come right back to me!”

Mr. Field was started on another booming speech. Dr. Hope touched his arm, and suggested he say good-bye for now.

In the anteroom Mr. Field mopped his forehead with a handkerchief. The visit to Bob had shaken him.

“I never realized the boy had lost his memory. I could see when he came around several times asking for work—anybody with eyes in his head could’ve seen—that the boy was hungry and unhappy and in some kind of trouble. But I never guessed—”

“Amnesia isn’t an easy thing for a layman to recognize,” Dr. Hope said.

“He was secretive,” Mr. Field insisted to Dr. Hope and Cherry. “He didn’t talk any more than he had to, to anyone. A nice boy, though. It struck me at the time—maybe you’ve noticed this, too?—that he has abilities far above his present situation in life. This Bob Smith is no tramp, he’s an educated man, courteous, has a sense of duty toward other people—”

“Yes, Mr. Field,” said Cherry. “We’ve noticed that, too.”

“Though to be exact, we’ve had no chance to observe his sense of duty,” Dr. Hope said.

“Well, I’ll give you an example—Say, I clean forgot to show this to the detective fellow! My wife reminded me this morning. Hal Treadway’s left, hasn’t he? Too bad.” Mr. Field dug in his pocket and took out a pawn ticket. “This will show you how conscientious Bob is.”

Once last summer, when he was unable to repay a small loan from Mr. Field, Bob gave him the pawn ticket. So far as Mr. Field remembered, it was for Bob’s watch. Mr. Field never redeemed the pawn ticket. When Bob wandered off, he saved it to give back to him in case he returned.

“Now I guess I’d better give it to you hospital people.”

He handed the pawn ticket, which came from a Glen Rock shop, to Dr. Hope. The psychiatrist remarked on its date, last summer, and handed it to Cherry.

“I have a heavy caseload at the University Hospital, so I haven’t time to look into this matter. Miss Cherry, can you take care of it?”

“This young lady can drive back to Glen Rock with me right now,” said Mr. Field. “I could drive her to the pawnshop. Then she could catch the bus back to Hilton.”

“That’s kind of you,” Dr. Hope and Cherry said in unison, then grinned at each other.

Since Cherry had completed her ward duties before Mr. Field’s and the detective’s visit, she was free to drive to Glen Rock now. Mr. Field turned out to be a chatterbox. Cherry managed to listen with one ear, but she was speculating about Bob. How had he managed, confused as he was by amnesia, not to beg but to find and hold odd jobs? Basically he must be a self-respecting, steady sort of man. His habit of responsibility toward others must be ingrained in him, too, to continue even in his time of stress.

After a half hour’s drive they entered the tree-lined streets of Glen Rock. In a rather shabby section of the town, Mr. Field stopped the car in front of a pawnshop. It looked dingy, but respectable enough. Mr. Field was obviously in a hurry to be at his restaurants before suppertime. Cherry thanked him and said good-bye to him, entering the pawnshop alone.

She had no trouble in redeeming Bob Smith’s ticket. The man behind the counter handed over, without comment or questions, a man’s wristwatch. It was a good, standard American watch, in a stainless steel case, and with a simple leather wristband. Cherry waited until she was out on the street to examine it carefully. The wristband showed wear, and the watch did not look new. Unfortunately, there were no initials on the case.

“But there is a lead here!”

Cherry brightened as she remembered that every watch bears the manufacturer’s name and a serial number. On the bus ride home to Hilton, she managed to pry open the back of the case with a hair pin. She found some letters and numbers, but they were too small to see clearly on a moving vehicle at twilight. At home she borrowed her father’s magnifying reading glass and tried that. Yes, the manufacturer’s name and the serial number were clearly visible.

Cherry copied them down. She would ask Mrs. Ball to write at once, on the hospital’s letterhead stationery, to the watch manufacturer. This was a large firm in New England. With any luck at all, the manufacturer should be able to supply the name and address of the retail shop where Bob’s watch had been bought. Then, by writing there, it might be possible to learn who—

“Cherry!” her mother called from the dining room. “Aren’t you coming in to dinner? Dad is ready to serve you.”

“Are you nursing or sleuthing out there all by yourself?” Charlie asked.

“Both, you might say,” Cherry replied, and she came to take her place at the family table.


CHAPTER VI

 

Picture Tests

“YOU NEVER KNOW WHAT TECHNIQUE DR. HOPE IS GOING to use next,” Cherry said to Mrs. Peters next day. The head nurse was curious and concerned about their special patient. “He telephoned and told me he’s going to try TAT pictures today—and said we’re not to give Bob any drugs or medication.”

“TAT pictures?” the head nurse asked. “Is that a test or another uncovering technique?”

Cherry shook her head and her dark curls danced under the white cap. “I’d imagine it’s more of Dr. Hope’s special brand of sleuthing, wouldn’t you?”

“Well, describe it to me when you find out. And I wish to high heaven that you’d tell Tommy and Mr. Pape and the others something more about Bob. It’s all Ruth and George and I can do to keep the ambulatory boys from going in to visit him.”

Cherry laughed. “Dr. Watson told me the men are curious. You know, he booms and thumps around so, Dr. Hope told him to take it easy with Bob.”

“How is that boy coming along?” the head nurse asked.

“Better, Mrs. Peters. He’s trying awfully hard.”

“So are you, Cherry. I’ve noticed you’re putting in overtime hours.”

Dr. Hope came in just then, and the head nurse excused herself.

“Ever seen TAT pictures, Miss Cherry?” the psychiatrist asked her, just outside of Bob’s room.

“No, Doctor.”

“Well, they are carefully designed drawings that show, or rather suggest, all sorts of situations. The patient’s reaction to them reveals what’s shrouded in his mind. Not literally, but it gives the psychiatrists hints or clues. You’ll see how it works as you watch and listen.”

“Is it really a scientific method?”

The big, blond man grinned. “You mean it sounds like guesswork? No, it isn’t. The Thematic Apperception Test—that’s what TAT stands for—has been worked out experimentally by psychologists at universities, using large numbers of tests and patients. There’s a scale of interpretation that works as accurately as the intelligence tests or vocational aptitude tests. TAT pictures are a standard tool in many mental hospitals. Satisfied, now?”

“Yes, Dr. Hope, but what do you want me to do?”

“Just be there. You’re a soothing influence for Bob, as it happens. One thing. Show you’re interested, encourage Bob to talk, but be neutral about anything he says.”

Dr. Hope rapped at the door, which stood partly open. “It’s us. We’re bringing you a kind of game.”

Bob called cheerfully, “Come in.”

Dr. Hope explained to Bob, “I’m going to show you some pictures, one at a time, and ask you to make up as dramatic a story as you can for each.”

“I? I can’t make up stories, Doctor,” Bob murmured.

“The pictures are exciting, they’ll suggest stories to you, you’ll see. I’d like you to tell what has led up to the scene shown in the picture, and describe what is happening at the moment—what the people feel and think—and what the outcome will be. Do you understand?”

Bob nodded. He was becoming interested.

“Since you have fifty minutes for the ten pictures, you can give about five minutes to each story. Here’s the first picture.”

Dr. Hope handed Bob a picture that might have been a good-sized postcard, not in color but in black and white. Dr. Hope glanced at his wristwatch while Bob studied the first picture. Cherry could see that it showed a boy of ten or twelve in a living room, holding a violin. Behind him stood a woman, and further back in the room, a man. There seemed to be someone else present, or it might have been a shadow. No one in the picture was defined very clearly; it all was dreamlike, suggesting something moving and troubling here.

“Come on, Bob,” said the psychiatrist. “Just tell the first story that comes into your head.”

“Well—that’s the boy’s parents with him, the mother wants him to go on with his violin lessons, but his father thinks she indulges the boy. Farther back in the room, that’s the boy’s brother, listening to them argue.”

“Very good. How does the boy feel?”

“I guess he feels that he’s causing a family argument—makes him feel a little out of the family circle—”

“How does the brother feel?”

“I—I don’t know. Unless—Maybe he doesn’t like it that the younger brother receives so much attention from their parents. It’s just a story I’m making up, you understand?”

This was as much as Bob would or could say on the first picture. Dr. Hope remarked pleasantly, “Good try,” and handed him the second picture.

For each shadowy, haunting scene presented to him, Bob told stories with only a little strain. In some cases his stories made no immediate sense. Cherry noticed that the stories were disconnected and did not link up with one another—at least not on the surface. She could not tell whether any single story stood out significantly. One or two pictures made him smile.

Then Dr. Hope gave Bob the ninth picture. Bob reacted excitedly. It suggested—at least to Bob—a place on the water, sandy, rocky, on rough water—a place near the ocean, not inland like Hilton—with big jutting rocks. A few shadowy figures seemed to be walking there. Evidently something important and troubling had once happened to Bob in such a coastal place, for he broke into a sweat. The psychiatrist urged him to talk.

“This is where the boys go to swim,” he said. “It’s a place where accidents can happen. Because of rough water—and because in heavy weather, it’s hard to see all those rocks, especially when fog envelops them.”

“How many boys, Bob?”

“Just two boys.”

“Is one of them you?”

“It might be me,” Bob admitted.

Dr. Hope asked him what sort of accident it might be. Swimming or sailing or just climbing and slipping on the rocks, Bob said vaguely. Near which ocean was this spot? Of all the TAT cards, this beach scene absorbed him the most. Yet Bob was too agitated to answer. He could not remember where, he insisted.

The psychiatrist let the question go, and offered him the tenth picture. By this time Bob was tired, and could tell only a sketchy, desultory story. Dr. Hope put the ten pictures away. The fifty minutes was up. He praised Bob’s cooperation, and said:

“Tomorrow or next day, we’ll do the next ten pictures.”

“Oh, gosh,” Bob said, and laughed a little. “That’s work. How many more pictures are there?”

“Only the ten more. Weren’t his stories interesting, Miss Cherry?”

He had, in fact, conjured up extraordinarily vivid scenes. In private with Cherry, Dr. Hope said he was encouraged by today’s try. “He put his finger on a family consisting of father, mother, and two sons—and he described the family attitudes of each one of them.”

“And that scene on the rocky beach—”

“Yes, that’s a clue, too. An accident there involving the two boys, somehow. We’ll follow up these leads, Miss Cherry.”

The session cost Bob something, though. After Dr. Hope left, Dr. Watson noted he had a slight return of the stammering and physical slowness, and a tendency to stare. He had the orderly, George, give Bob a relaxing warm sponge bath and a back rub. Then Cherry brought him some warm broth.

“Dr. Hope said it would do this boy good,” Dr. Watson boomed to Cherry and Mrs. Peters, “to visit with the other fellows on the ward tomorrow. Isn’t it about time? That doorway is wide enough for us to wheel out his bed.”

Cherry and the head nurse asked Bob, the next morning after breakfast, how he would feel about being wheeled out onto the ward. “For a get-acquainted visit,” said Mrs. Peters. “The other men would like to know you. They’re a friendly group.”

Bob looked terrified for an instant. Cherry told him that he wouldn’t have to stay any longer than he wanted to, and that Dr. Hope thought some companionship would be a good idea. Bob still hesitated.

“If I could be of any use to anybody,” he said. “In that case—”

Mrs. Peters picked up his cue. “Sam Jones, who’s broken his right shoulder, mentioned that he’d like to write a letter this morning. If you could write Sam’s letter for him—?”

“I’d like to do that,” Bob said. “And maybe the other men won’t find me odd.”

Cherry was delighted with the way the entire ward welcomed him. Disabled temporarily themselves, the men were subdued, sympathetic company for Bob. He smiled from his bed at young Tommy who rapidly rolled over his wheelchair to shake hands. The orderly rolled Bob along between the double row of beds, while Cherry performed introductions. Bob looked with pity at the long-term spine patient, who said cockily, “Today’s the day I try my luck at sitting up. Maybe next week I’ll be walking around on crutches.” Bob nodded, but he was unable to find words. Old Mr. Pape, resembling a snail in its shell under the cast that protected his broken hip, waved to Bob.

Cherry bent and whispered, “Want to go back to your room now?”

“No. It’s interesting here. They’re nice,” Bob whispered back. “But why do they have to wear those faded, pinkish bathrobes?”

“The hospital budget can’t afford quite everything.”

“But those old robes are dispiriting. Maybe I could buy new bathrobes for the ward.”

He suggested it so matter-of-factly that Cherry saw he meant what he said. It sounded as if, in his usual life, he might be a man able to afford this act of generosity.

By propping a notebook against his good knee, Bob managed to write the letter that Sam dictated. Cherry noticed his handwriting: it was small, neat, exact, like the script of a scientist, and he printed all the capital letters. She noticed, too, when she came by with a tray of medicines and chemicals that he seemed to know a good deal about them.

“Who is this young man?” Cherry thought. “He seems to be highly trained in the organic sciences. Wonder what his work is—and where?”

All of a sudden he grew tired and had to be taken back to the quiet of his room. It was too bad, because Mr. Pape was having his sixtieth birthday today, and the volunteers in their blue smocks were just bringing in an immense birthday cake, to serve at lunch. Bob received a piece, anyway, complete with a candle. He enjoyed being part of the life of the ward; that was a hopeful step in his recovery.

On Friday, the following day, Dr. Hope came again. He had given Bob a chance to rest, and now they would attempt the next ten TAT pictures.

Again Cherry lowered the shades and turned on the lamp, so that Bob’s room was half in shadow. Dr. Hope sat down beside Bob’s bed, with Cherry seated nearby, and started to talk casually. Any outsider would have thought these three people were three friends having a visit, and so, in a way, they were—except that each of their “visits” had so much at stake.

Bob started bravely on the first of the next ten pictures. Here were two or three people in a meadow at dusk, moving toward each other—or were they going away from each other?—and far away over the hills, someone was coming. For this picture, and for the next four, Bob drew from the turmoil inside him curiously troubling, revealing stories.

He was startled when Dr. Hope handed him the sixteenth card. So was Cherry. It was blank.

“But I can’t—What do you want me to tell?”

Dr. Hope said, “I’d like you to imagine a picture, describe it to Miss Cherry and me, and then tell us a story about it as you’ve done for the other cards.”

“Well, it’s in an office. Not in an office building—in a factory, more likely. Two men are quarreling.” Bob hesitated. “They’re very angry with each other. Especially the older one.” He stopped dead.

“Can you tell us who they are?” Dr. Hope prompted. “Partners, friends? Or perhaps what they’re quarreling about?”

Bob looked confused. The direct question had upset him. He stammered and lapsed into silence.

“Never mind,” the psychiatrist said gently. “It’s an office, and the two men are quarreling.”

“Yes. The two men are quarreling. Accusations, denials. Someone’s guilty.”

Cherry and Dr. Hope listened acutely. They did not dare interrupt with questions at this point.

“They shout at each other—it’s in an office—

Bob rambled on and grew incoherent.

“That’s enough. Next card,” Dr. Hope said briskly, to bring Bob back to himself.

“Oh. Yes. Well, let’s see.” Bob drew a quivering breath and composed himself. “This picture shows a farmhouse, or maybe it’s a country inn—”

His storytelling for the last of the cards was uneventful. Again Dr. Hope praised and encouraged him at the session’s end. Bob gave him a quizzical glance.

“You know, it’s rather hard to take this game seriously, Doctor. The times before, when I talked to you sort of half-asleep from the injections—I found it hard to take all that seriously, too. I can’t see how it can help bring back my memory.”

“It’s a technique that works,” Dr. Hope assured him. Bob listlessly picked at the blanket. “You want to get well, don’t you?” Bob nodded, without enthusiasm.

“Perhaps he’s just fatigued,” Cherry suggested to Dr. Hope after they left Bob’s room.

“No. That unwillingness to regard his memories seriously is a facet of his unwillingness to return to the real world. He’s fled from his troubles by forgetting them and he doesn’t wish to return and face the bad situation he fled.”

“I noticed,” Cherry said, “that he never mentions the future. The other day when I mentioned planning for his future, he lost his temper.”

“That’s right. Hasn’t the morale yet. But he will. He’s improving.”

Dr. Hope discussed today’s session with Cherry. She sensed that he did it to instruct her, and to fix the points gained by stating them aloud.

“Two men quarreling. One is older than the other. The older one is the angrier of the two. Why? Hmm.”

“Is one of them Bob, possibly?” Cherry asked.

“Possibly. We don’t know. Remember, Bob’s stories are a mixture of fact and fantasy. All of it revealing.”

Cherry reminded Dr. Hope, “When Bob told the ‘violin’ story, he mentioned the younger brother with the violin and the older brother who sort of envied him. Could the two men quarreling be the two brothers, grown up?”

“I thought of that, too,” Dr. Hope said. “But we mustn’t leap to conclusions. Keep our thinking fluid. Now. The two men make accusations and denials, but Bob said ‘someone’ is guilty. Who is guilty? Is one of the two men guilty? Or is it a third person?”

Cherry saw there was no point in asking about a dozen questions that came to mind. Dr. Hope and she, somehow, must secure the facts.

The psychiatrist promptly took the next step.

Late that same Friday afternoon he returned to their patient. Cherry waited outside Bob’s room. It was late; she wore her street clothes, and knew that her friends expected her within the hour. She, Bill, Sue Pritchard, and Joe Hall planned to drive out into the country for supper, on a double date, in this still-mild, last week of September. Cherry counted back on her fingers. This was Friday the twenty-sixth; Bob had been admitted to Hilton Hospital on Wednesday, September tenth; he had been under treatment for a little more than two weeks. He was better, but how few identifying facts they had discovered!

Dr. Hope came out of Bob’s room. He beckoned to Cherry and spoke rapidly.

“I reminded Bob of the stories he had told for the twenty TAT pictures and asked him to fill in certain important details. Also, I asked him to look back and say which stories came from his own experience, or a friend’s experience, or a book, or a movie. Not that the source of the story detracts—the patient selects certain key details to emphasize, anyway—but it’ll help us to know that the quarrel and the seashore incident are facts.”

“Or so he said,” Cherry murmured.

Dr. Hope grinned. “Or so he said. Also, I asked Bob which were his favorite and least favorite pictures. He likes best, the one of a white house or homestead, and he likes the seashore scene the least. He seems to believe those are actual places.”

“Were is that house? And that coastal beach?”

“He gave no hint. Unless they exist only in Bob’s imagination. … There’s a second step to follow up on these TAT pictures, and that may tell us. But I’m detaining you, Miss Cherry. No, I won’t tell you the next step until Monday.” He laughed. “Run along home and have a good weekend, and forget all about hospital matters.”

“As if I could! Or wanted to.” Cherry wished him a happy weekend, too, and ran down the stairs since the elevators were full.

On the way down she almost collided with Mrs. Leona Ball, who was coming up the stairs to find Cherry. The social worker waved a letter.

“The watch manufacturer answered our inquiry! I thought you’d be here late as usual, so I—Look here!”

The watch manufacturer stated that the watch bearing the given serial number had been sold two years ago to the Jennings Jewelry Shop in Cleveland, Ohio.

“Do you suppose the shop has a record of their customer for Bob’s watch?” Cherry asked. “Because if they have—” She was almost afraid to hope. If they had, she would at last have a definite, recent clue as to who Bob Smith was.

“I’ll write to Jennings Jewelry Shop before I leave the hospital today,” Leona Ball promised, “and I’ll send it air mail.”


CHAPTER VII

 

What Bob Recalled

AT SEVEN A.M. ON MONDAY CHERRY WAS ON HER WAY TO her ward, reporting in with dozens of people in white. She said good morning to dietitians, doctors, therapists, nurses (she didn’t know everybody’s name, but that didn’t matter), and to nonmedical hospital people in blue: secretaries, guards, a few volunteers who were here this early. In an hour or two the secretaries, laboratory researchers, clerks, and still others would come in.

“What a special, skilled, wonderful world a hospital is!” Cherry thought. “Next to my family, I love this place best.” She knew her mother understood, but her father and Charlie grumbled good-naturedly that medical people formed a closed fraternity.

Just this weekend, when the Ameses had driven over to Dr. Fortune’s cottage, to take him and his young daughter Midge for a drive, they had been unable to pry him loose from his discussion with Dr. Harry Hope. Cherry was delighted to see “her” Dr. Fortune, who was a medical doctor and researcher, talking so earnestly with “her” psychiatrist. She’d known they were acquainted—through the hospital and the Hilton Clinic, and especially because in a small town like Hilton people knew all their neighbors. She had listened to them talk, and Cherry had grasped how closely the mind and the body interlock. After that, she felt she’d soon feel as much at ease with the psychiatrist as she did with the physician who had brought her and Charlie into the world.

Dr. Hope liked and admired the older Dr. Fortune. He told Cherry so this Monday at work.

“I could give you reasons in detail, but we’d better talk about what I plan next for Bob Smith. It’s the next step even if the watch manufacturer’s letter”—which Cherry had just reported to him—“leads us to some tangible information. You see, any actual facts the watch people may supply, such as Bob’s name and address, are important, very important, but they aren’t enough by themselves. We have to unearth what Bob himself thinks and feels about these facts. Now, this is how I propose to do it—Where’s the tape recordings of the stories he made up for the TAT pictures?”

“On the machine. I put them on in case you’d want to play them back and study them today.”

“I do, and I want you to listen to them with me.” Cherry was a little surprised. “This is the next step I wouldn’t tell you about last Friday.”

Dr. Hope grinned at her, and Cherry grinned back comfortably. There was no more “witch doctoring” about treating mental disturbances than there was about nursing Bob’s leg fracture and secondary anemia through their progressive stages. The next step was this:

Dr. Hope and Cherry would pick out from Bob’s TAT stories those key words which he had used most frequently, or used when he grew upset or excited. From these words that were significant the psychiatrist would construct a word association test. “These words really are keys to what’s troubling Bob, and they can further unlock his memory.”

They listened together, and chose the words or phrases accident, large white house, can’t, perhaps, quarrel, and several others. Dr. Hope asked Cherry if she could contribute anything further from her observation of their patient.

“Well, from my conversations with Bob, I noticed he seemed familiar with medicines and chemicals.” Dr. Hope added the words medicines and chemicals to the list. “I’d guess chemicals especially,” Cherry said.

Dr. Hope said he needed to give more thought to the word association test, and admitted he had worked on it during part of the weekend. He telephoned the University Hospital to say that he would remain at Hilton Hospital all day today, and locked himself in Dr. Ray Watson’s office with the tape recordings and plenty of paper and pencils.

Meanwhile, Cherry performed her regular ward duties. The long-term spine patient actually was able to sit up in bed and reach for a brand-new pair of crutches. Every patient in the ward watched and was heartened, and Mrs. Peters had George wheel Bob in for a look, too.

“Congratulations,” Bob said.

“Thanks. You’ll get well, too.”

When Dr. Hope was finally ready, Bob’s bed was rolled back to his room, and the three of them met in Bob’s room as usual.

This test, too, was like a game. Dr. Hope had a long list of words that, he explained casually to Bob, he would fire one after another. Bob was to answer “off the top of your head—no fair stopping to reflect” with the first word or phrase, or situation, that occurred to him. Bob looked dubious but folded his hands and paid attention.

“White house?”—“Home.” “Chemicals?”—“Business.” “Mother?” Hesitance, then, “My fault.” “Necessary?”—“Handicapped.” “Quarrel?”—“No!” “Brother?”—“Accident.” “Can’t?”—“Can’t.”

To an outsider the word test between doctor and  patient would have sounded like gibberish. But to Cherry, who from the beginning had heard every word of Bob’s shaky recall, a dim pattern began to emerge. After the word test was over, Dr. Hope encouraged Bob to talk.

“Now what was that about a business?”

“A family business,” Bob said.

“Yes. A business in chemicals?” Dr. Hope suggested.

“That’s right. We supply manufacturers of so-called miracle drugs. We’re not one of those huge chemicals manufacturing firms, such as you find in the Northeast and in California. We do have, however, a special formula which my father developed—patented the process—and we’re the only ones who can supply it.”

Cherry was amazed at Bob’s full, revealing speech. How clear and alert mentally he was becoming! She leaned forward to listen.

“Is your family business located in the Northeast?” Dr. Hope asked. No answer. “In California?”

“We’ve lost the business.”

“You have? Well, then, where was it located?”

“There isn’t a business any more, I tell you,” Bob said irritably.

“Yes, I see. Do you want to tell us how it was lost?”

Cherry remembered Bob’s description of two men quarreling in an office. He said now, unwilling, “I guess the business failed. It must have been that. It’s vague to me.”

Here, Cherry realized, was an area of his life that Bob was deliberately forgetting. That pinpointed some part of his difficulties. Dr. Hope said in a conversational tone:

“You’re trained in chemistry, aren’t you? Biochemistry, too?” Bob nodded. “I suppose you were in the family business, then.”

“For a while.”

“Bob, now you remember yourself at college, working in the laboratories. You’re wearing a white lab coat and when you look out the window at the campus, which college do you see?”

Bob thought hard. “I see it, all right, but I can’t recall the name.” He voluntarily described what he saw in his mind’s eye, but that place could have been any one of dozens of peaceful green campuses throughout the United States.

“Who else was in the family business?”

“My father, and he’s dead.”

Cherry suggested, “What about a brother?”

“No brother! I haven’t any family.”

That clashed with his story of two boys on a beach where some accident had occurred. Indeed, the story of a family business was inconsistent with his heated assertion that he had no family. Here, too, lay a sore point.

Bob surprised them by rapidly retracing the years of his childhood and early teens. In an outburst of talk, he told of a happy childhood in a seacoast place, but of something important, troubling, that happened just before he entered his teens.

“Was it an accident?” Dr. Hope suggested. “Involving those two boys?”

Bob opened his mouth to answer when the ward telephone started to ring. It rang persistently; Bob was sidetracked. He sat up, listening to the phone.

“That might have been Susan on the phone!”

“Which Susan was that?” Cherry asked.

Bob scowled. “I never did tell Susan. Didn’t feel I had any right to.”

Susan! This sudden first mention of someone named Susan surprised both Dr. Hope and Cherry. Was Susan the “S” of the note found in Bob’s pocket? The psychiatrist asked Cherry to get the note and read it aloud to their patient. She did so.

“Doesn’t make any sense to me,” Bob protested.

“Maybe I do know a Susan, but at the moment I can’t think who she might be.”

Another fact blocked off, hence it could be a key fact. The notepaper was still crisp and fresh. That suggested that “S” or Susan had written to Bob fairly recently. Bob’s being a member of a family business must have been fairly recent, also, for he could not have been out of college for many years. So his “trouble area” was recent.

“What does Susan look like?”

“I don’t know any Susan, Doctor.”

“All right, then, what does your mother look like?”

Bob laughed. “What is this, another game?” He was stalling, evading—though not on conscious purpose. The psychiatrist, unruffled, said: “Well, if you’ll describe your mother’s room, maybe you’ll ‘see’ her in it.”

Bob described a lady’s nicely furnished bedroom in minute detail, but he did not describe the lady herself. That effacement was significant. Even if his mother were dead, as Bob had once insisted, much too excitedly, he should be able to visualize her. He had some troubling reason not to.

“Imagine,” the psychiatrist said, “that now you are walking out of your mother’s room, and you go downstairs to the living room. It’s evening, just before dinner. Who’s in the living room?”

“Nobody.”

“What time did your father generally come home for dinner? Didn’t he and perhaps someone else come in about now?” Bob looked baffled. “How many places are laid at the dinner table?”

“I am searching in my mind, Doctor, but all I get are distant pictures of the beach and the rocks, from when I was small.”

“Fine. We’d like to hear about the beach, too.”

“The beach—well—” Bob sighed. “I’m so tired. Can’t we have a recess, now?”

“All right,” Dr. Hope said, “let it go. I think you told us a very great deal today.”

“Are you going to send me home—when you find out where my home is?”

“If you don’t want to go home, we won’t force you to go.”

“Thanks, Doctor. Though I suppose I ought to—it worries me, if only I knew what—”

Bob’s eyes closed in exhaustion. They were about to leave him alone when Bob suddenly said:

“I’m beginning to recognize myself.”

Out in the corridor, Dr. Hope and Cherry shook hands.

Dr. Ray Watson was satisfied, after another X ray, with the way Bob’s fractured leg was healing. Bob had been doing push-up exercises in bed to strengthen the triceps muscles in his arms for the use of crutches. On Tuesday Dr. Watson said:

“Well, young fellow! What would you say if I told you we’ll let you try your luck with crutches? Yes, sir, three weeks in bed is enough.”

Bob grinned. “How soon can I drive a car?”

“Hear that, Miss Cherry?” Dr. Watson boomed. “Ambitious, isn’t he? Well, we’ll try you out on crutches first.”

Bob’s spirits rose still higher when Cherry brought him a pair of crutches. Standing up, he was taller than she had estimated him to be. At first Bob hobbled around his room uncertainly on the crutches. Cherry was interested to observe his scientific habit of mind as he figured out how best to manipulate them. He got the hang of them quickly, and said:

“Mind if I show my friends on the ward that there’s another fellow around here on his feet?”

“Just wait while I ask our head nurse.”

Mrs. Peters was happy to say yes, and Dr. Watson himself made a loud announcement to the ward patients. Bob hobbled forth to smiles and cheers from the men in casts and wheelchairs and braces.

“Congratulations,” called Tommy and Mr. Pape and the spine case, who had his own crutches next to his bed.

Bob actually blushed and stammered when he said thanks. He stayed with his ward friends for lunch. This socializing was progress too. Cherry had to urge him back into his room.

Next morning Mrs. Leona Ball came into the ward. She was all smiles. The Cleveland jeweler had answered her urgent letter of inquiry about Bob’s watch. The jeweler’s letter read:

“Dear Mrs. Ball: Our business records show that a man’s wristwatch of Excelsior make, #8991374, was sold two years ago this July to a Mrs. Olivia Albee. The customer paid for it with a check drawn on the First City Bank of Crewe, Connecticut. I myself waited on Mrs. Albee and from our conversation had the impression that she was on a trip. She produced identification from Crewe to validate her check. I trust this is the information you require. Sincerely yours, R. J. Jennings.”

“Albee!” Cherry exclaimed. “Mrs. Olivia Albee. Is she Bob’s wife or mother or sister—or just a friend?”

“Or an aunt or grandmother,” Leona Ball teased her. “I suppose if the jeweler had any more information than this, he’d have sent it along.”

“It’s a real lead,” Cherry said. “At last we have the name of someone who probably knows Bob, and we have the name of that person’s town. We’d better ask Dr. Hope’s advice on what to do next, don’t you think so? He’ll be in tomorrow.”

“Think again, Bob,” Cherry said gently.

Bob was sitting up on the edge of his bed, legs dangling. Dr. Hope had assigned her to reveal the news to their patient; after so many pressing interviews, he felt Bob might be on guard with him.

“Think, now. Doesn’t the name Albee sound familiar to you?”

“Albee … Albee …” Bob repeated. “And you said the town of Crewe, Connecticut. No, I don’t think so—but it’s confusing. It rings a bell somewhere. I think I once had a schoolteacher by the name of Alsop. Sure you don’t mean Alsop?”

“No, I mean Albee. Is that by any chance your name?”

“Albee? No.” But Bob looked very doubtful.

“You’re sure, now?”

Bob sighed, rubbed his forehead, restlessly swung his good leg. Cherry waited.

“You’re right. My name is Albee, Richard Albee. And my hometown is Crewe.” His face cleared.

“You’re sure of that, now?”

“Yes, perfectly sure. Go ahead and check. You’ll find I’ve got it straight this time.”

He was so calm and confident that Cherry was ready to believe that he was Richard Albee, of Crewe. Still, his earlier, calm statements that he’d attended Oberlin College and had held a summer job with the circus turned out to be fantasies.

“We-ell. And who is Olivia Albee?”

“My mother. She bought me that wristwatch—by the way, thanks very much for returning it to me. She bought it a couple of summers ago while she was traveling in the Middle West. In Cleveland, I think she said.”

“Is Crewe your mother’s home, too?”

“Yes. I mean it was, while she was still alive.”

The subject of the patient’s mother was a touchy one. Cherry gingerly decided to turn the interview over to Dr. Hope at this point.

He came in promptly, after Cherry’s quick briefing. Bob seemed a little troubled to see him. He picked up the interview where Cherry had left off. Bob protested.

“I suppose you’re going to ship me right back to Crewe—maybe write a note to my mother first. ‘Here’s your son, madam, he’s on your hands now.’”

“No, we’ll do nothing of the sort. I’ve told you that already, Bob. Or Richard?” Dr. Hope smiled at him. “Relax. I’m still your friend. But I’m sure your mother or other relatives must be worried about you.”

“My mother is dead, and I’ve already told you that.”

“So you did,” Dr. Hope said quietly. “I don’t like to pester you with questions about her. I realize it’s painful for you—but it’s part of your cure.”

Bob muttered, “I can’t go back there, I can’t!”

“Why not, fellow? What’s bothering you?”

“Why, how could I ever face her?”

“Your mother?” No answer. Or did Bob mean the unknown Susan? Dr. Hope rephrased his questions.

“Yes, she’s dead. Yes, recently! I don’t know how recently! Well, she died of a tumor, it was neglected, the operation was put off too long because of—” He choked on his own words. “My mother was neglected, and she died.”

“Bob, listen to me. Is your mother really deceased, or are you only worried that she may die?”

Bob’s eyes grew shiny with tears and he would not or could not answer.

Cherry said, “You know, Bob, if your mother, or anyone, needs medical care and can’t afford to pay for it, there’s always free care available. Every hospital does that.”

“That’s right,” Dr. Hope said. “Can’t some other member of your family arrange for an operation if she needs one?”

Bob mumbled, “No other members in my family.”

“Haven’t you a brother?” The other boy on the beach, the other boy in the violin scene, the other man in the quarrel. Literally true or not, these scenes pointed persistently to two boys or two men, and Bob had admitted one might be himself. “Have you a relative named Susan?”

“I haven’t. Oh, let me alone! Please. I haven’t any family.” Bob tried to suppress a sob. “Don’t you suppose I’d tell you their names, or our home address, or our business address if I could?”

The inconsistencies in what he’d said hinted at many sorts of hidden facts. But Bob’s panic was the urgent matter at the moment. Dr. Hope stood by while Cherry soothed him. They promised him they would find out all they could from Crewe, to help him remember. They promised to inquire discreetly so that Bob would not be thrown back into an obviously distressing situation.

At Dr. Hope’s request, the hospital social worker wired the Crewe police, for a confidential report. Had they any record of a Richard Albee? Of an Olivia Albee? She gave what information they had about their patient, and in her long telegram also requested the Crewe police not to tell the Albee family (if one existed) of the Hilton Hospital inquiry just yet, because of medical reasons.

Mrs. Ball sent the telegram on Thursday. No reply arrived on Friday. Cherry made a special trip to the hospital on Saturday. No reply. She wondered how she could wait through the weekend.


CHAPTER VIII

 

Long Ago and Far Away

“JUST THINK,” MRS. AMES REMARKED. IT WAS SUNDAY AND they were all at home. “A week from today is Columbus Day. And you, Miss Nurse, haven’t yet had a vacation this year.”

Cherry’s father lowered the sports pages of the Sunday newspaper. “I should think any nurse would need to get away from shop talk, and have a vacation and enjoy a little social life.”

“I do have a social life,” Cherry said indignantly. “Or sort of one.” She looked around for Charlie to corroborate this, but Charlie was absorbed in studying the want ads for aeronautic engineers. Either a new job or a promotion at his present Indianapolis job was his objective. “I went to Dottie Wilkinson’s party last evening, didn’t I? With George Baker, as Mother asked me to.”

“George is a very nice young man,” said Mrs. Ames.

“Yes, he is, Mother. I’ve known him since we met in the first grade and he still fails to interest me.”

Her father asked? “Where’s your old friend, Wade Cooper?”

“He’s overseas on a job.”

Cherry hadn’t much patience or interest these days in parties or even seeing old friends. The need to solve Bob Smith’s riddle—or Richard Albee’s?—allowed her no rest. Later on, she told her family, she’d make up for this period with plenty of fun and good friends.

As if on signal, the telephone rang for Cherry. The operator said New York was calling, and then Gwen Jones’s voice came on.

“Aren’t you ever coming to swell the ranks of the Spencer Club?”

“Of course I’m coming. … I don’t know when. With this special case. … Well, when I can get there. … How’s Mai Lee?”

“We’re all fine, Josie Franklin and Bertha Larsen got here Wednesday. … Well, I did say so…. In my letter. … What letter? … Wait a sec. Josie!” Cherry waited while one Spencer Club member conferred with another. Gwen’s voice came on again. “The letter is still in Josie’s coat pocket. Anyway, all I said is hurry up.”

“Yes, ma’am. I know an order when I hear one. What’s going on that’s so special?” Cherry asked.

“Not a blessed thing. Just a visit and a gabfest.” Gwen gave a sample—all their recent news.

The operator cut in. “There will be an extra charge for the next three minutes.”

“Ouch! Cherry! I’m going to hang up.”

“Save a bed and a hamburger for me,” Cherry said, and hung up, laughing.

Of all things, on Monday morning at the hospital Cherry found Dr. Hope poring over a map. Then she saw that the map showed the northeastern states and included Crewe, Connecticut. Crewe was not far from New York City, Dr. Hope explained, about an hour or two by train or car. It was one of a cluster of suburban towns that dotted the shores of Long Island Sound. Across the water from Crewe’s Connecticut shore lay the narrow strip of Long Island, on whose other side the open Atlantic pounded. The Sound itself was fed by the Atlantic Ocean.

“I’ve been sailing and swimming up there,” Dr. Hope said. “The waters of the Sound are really treacherous at times.”

“That’s where Bob’s accident with the two boys happened—if he’s not making up the story.”

“If he is, remember it reflects his feelings and ‘stands for’ the truth in his mind.” Dr. Hope put away the map. “We might try to find out whether there was an accident, because now we have some new information to work with.”

“We have?” Cherry’s hopes leaped up. “Did the Crewe police answer, Doctor?”

“We’re in luck. Look at this!”

He handed her a telegraphed report from the Crewe police department. It had reached Hilton Hospital late Sunday evening. It stated that a family by the name of Albee lived in Crewe and had been in business there for many years. The Albee firm manufactured chemicals and medicines and had been founded by the father, Justin Albee, deceased for some four years.

“So Bob’s father is dead, as he said!” Cherry exclaimed.

“Yes. But read the rest of it.”

The Albee family at present consisted of the mother, Mrs. Olivia Albee, and two sons, Richard and Merrill. Richard had been gone from Crewe for about six or seven months.

“His mother is alive! He does have a brother!”

“Yes.”

“Six or seven months—that was last March or April,” Cherry figured. The calendar in his pocket had its pages torn off up to April. “So he broke down in April—I mean, perhaps,” she amended as Dr. Hope cocked his head at her. She continued reading the Crewe police report.

Six months ago, Mrs. Albee had asked the Crewe police to send out a Missing Persons Bureau inquiry on Richard. However, the other son, Merrill, advised them that Richard had left voluntarily and there was no cause for alarm. Merrill told the Crewe police, in confidence, that Richard was under some cloud of a personal nature and wanted to be left alone for a while. The Crewe police department had therefore sent out a routine inquiry, as Mrs. Albee requested, but had not made any detailed investigation.

Bit by bit, carefully, Dr. Hope and Cherry imparted this information to Bob. They started by telling him that they had received good news about his mother: she was very much alive, despite his fears, and still residing in Crewe.

“She is? How can you be sure?” he asked.

They told him about the Crewe police report.

Bob seemed relieved to learn of his mother, yet not nearly as relieved as they might have expected. He did not want to talk about her. Dr. Hope did not press. He changed the subject, and then, casually, mentioned “your brother Merrill.”

“Oh, yes, Merrill.” Bob’s expression was vague, then his face clouded. “Merrill. My older brother. That’s right. He’s all right, isn’t he? What does the police report say about him?”

“Nothing of particular interest,” Dr. Hope said. Cherry knew Dr. Hope must have some reason for evading. “Suppose you tell us something about Merrill. Well, Bob?”

“I guess you’d better call me Richard,” he said gravely.

“Very well, we will. Now, about Merrill?”

Bob—or Richard—smiled. “He’d be amused to see me weaving around on crutches. Oh, he wouldn’t gloat or anything, he’d be sorry, he’s such a good guy. But, you see, I’ve always been the athlete, the—Merrill calls me the eager beaver.”

Cherry heard an undertone here that she could not understand. She asked whether Merrill did not go in for athletics, too. Or for chemistry.

“Merrill?” Their patient sounded surprised. “Oh, no.”

Bob—or Richard—spoke in unrelated snatches. Then he began to remember more consecutively.

“I can see the walnut highboy in our room, when we were boys, and I remember the arguments Merrill and I used to have about who could use the top drawers. The more convenient drawers. Now it’s coming clearer. Merrill used to tell me—you know the way a kid brother gets teased—that I was the baby and shorter, so the bottom drawers had to be mine. Forever and ever, he said. Then when I shot up a head taller than Merrill, he said that I still ought to give him the preference—in everything, always—because of—”

Bob—or Richard—half laughed, remembering, but Cherry and Dr. Hope were listening closely.

“Because of what?” Dr. Hope asked.

The question was painful. Richard paled, wet his lips, but could not speak. Cherry started to prompt him but the psychiatrist gestured for her to be silent.

“Won’t you tell us? Was it perhaps because of your mother, in some way? Or because of some accident or quarrel? You remember, don’t you?”

Richard breathed hard. “It was—Just another boy. It was just a boy at the beach.”

Cherry remembered Richard’s agitation when he made up a beach scene for the misty TAT card. Another boy? That suggested in his boyhood.

“How would another boy know?” Dr. Hope asked.

“It was another boy.”

“Unless perhaps it was your brother?”

“No.” Richard turned his face away and refused to say more.

“Well, tell us something else, then. Was Merrill in this difficulty, too?”

“Please leave Merrill out of this.”

Dr. Hope approached the sore point via another route. “Something extraordinary must have happened,” he said gently.

“Something terrible happened. I’m sure of that much. Because I’ve never stopped feeling unhappy and guilty about him.”

“About your brother?”

“No, you mustn’t blame Merrill. Not for anything.”

“You’re fond of Merrill, aren’t you?”

“Yes, very fond of him. He’s my older brother. Four years older than I am. I’ve always looked up to him. But I—Funny I can’t remember exactly what happened—but I feel as if I’ve done Merrill some lasting injury, and have to make it up to him.”

It was plain to Cherry and the psychiatrist, from Richard’s agitation about Merrill, that there was a good chance Merrill had been the “other boy” involved in the unnamed difficulty. Equally plain, Richard resisted telling anything much about Merrill, out of some feelings of guilt toward his brother. Some very tangled relationship must have existed between the two boys—and what was it now, between the two men?

Guilty, Richard said. … Was the guilt imaginary or valid? Did it apply to their boyhood or to as recently as last April? Guilty of what? Whatever had happened, in Crewe or elsewhere, whatever other persons were involved—his brother, his mother, Susan—the truth was locked away in Richard’s memory. It was as if his memory had jammed, like a stubborn, complex piece of machinery, and all three people in this hospital room struggled to pry it open.

Under Dr. Hope’s gentle questioning, Richard remembered a few things about his brother, and his family. He recalled his father.

“I’m sure our father meant to be impartial,” Richard said hesitantly. “I’m sure he made every effort.”

Dr. Hope raised his eyebrows. “But he wasn’t?”

“Oh, he only favored Merrill a little, sometimes. Maybe I’d have done the same in his place. Merrill never was as strong as I am—not that Merrill ever complained. He’s a remarkable person.” He spoke kindly, devotedly of Merrill.

“Why wasn’t Merrill as strong as you?”

“In a way it was my fault.”

“How?”

“I don’t remember.”

The story sounded pretty thin to Cherry. Apparently it did to Dr. Hope, too. He put questions, with tact, about the boys’ mother.

“She’s the best mother in the whole world. But after what I did—I mean, after what happened to Merrill—After that, I felt my parents might never really want me. Especially my mother.”

“You mustn’t feel that way,” Cherry said. “Weren’t your parents good to you? Affectionate?”

“Oh, yes!” In answer to the psychiatrist’s question, Richard said, “I was about ten or eleven when all this happened.” He would not or could not say what “all this” meant.

“So you kept the incident to yourself,” Dr. Hope said, “whatever it was, and nursed your feeling that you were at fault.”

“Yes.” And this psychological wound, like any physical wound that is hidden and ignored, had festered. It was still painful, judging from Richard’s eagerness to change the subject.

Dr. Hope talked for a while about the family business, or his deceased father’s business—Richard was unclear on this. Again he could remember only that the business concerned the manufacturing of medicines and drugs. Cherry had observed Richard’s evident training in chemistry and biochemistry, from time to time, in conversation with him about the drugs that Dr. Hope administered to him.

“Did you take part in the business?” she asked. “Or did you plan to?”

Richard grew upset and protested he could not remember. This, too, was pretty thin. He apologized, saying he realized there were periods for which he could not account.

“Was Merrill in the family business?” Dr. Hope asked.

Richard had no recall on that, either. Apparently the business was another sore point. That, Cherry thought, brought the focus of Richard’s distress up into the recent past. A question occurred to her. She gestured to Dr. Hope, then said:

“Richard, I don’t understand what drove you away from home now. If you had foolishly run away from home when you were eleven and get all upset over that incident—well, some youngsters do foolish things. But why did you leave your home now—so many years afterward? Last spring, according to the police telegram. What drove you away?”

Richard grew agitated. This point, too, he could not remember. That is, he could not bear to remember his point of breakdown. But what was it? What had happened?

The only response their patient was able to make, out of his locked memory, was to repeat over and over that he was “guilty.” Especially regarding Merrill and his mother. He could not name what he had done, or not done, except to blame himself.

“He’s still badly upset,” Cherry thought, “in spite of all progress.”

In conference after the interview, Dr. Hope commented to Cherry that everything Richard had said tallied with the Crewe police report. But the report was all too brief.

“We need more facts,” Dr. Hope said. “We need to know what the patient feels guilty about.” He explained that guilt, actual or imagined, could have caused Richard to break down and wander away. The psychiatrist needed the actual facts; then he could help Richard sort out facts from fantasy, and resume his life. That was the only way to help their patient get well.

“Couldn’t we simply send Richard home?” Cherry asked. “Wouldn’t he remember everything once he got there?”

“I’m afraid not. Restoring Richard to his family and home will not necessarily cure his amnesia.” Dr. Hope said patients had been returned to their homes and continued to be amnesics. “You see, Miss Cherry, if there’s family trouble, and that’s what drove him away, then our restoring Richard to his family might intensify his loss of memory. No, that won’t do. Our problem is to cure Richard and then reintroduce him into his family on happy terms. And for that, we need to know more about his relationships with his mother, his brother, the business, and the rest of it.”

“We need more facts,” Cherry mused. “It looks as if somebody will have to go to Crewe.”

“It certainly does. That detective fellow—Hal Treadway—can’t go. I can’t go, too many patients at the University Hospital. Miss Cherry?”

Harry Hope looked down at her and Cherry looked up at him. They eyed each other, then burst out laughing.

“I see we understand each other,” he said. “You’re elected. Can you go?”

“If that’s an order, Doctor, I’ll make it my business to go.”

“Well, I think it’s part of your nursing job on this case. I also think you’re a good person to do it—you’re thoroughly familiar with the case and know what to look for, better than anyone but I would. A hired detective might get the facts but overlook the meanings. We haven’t funds to hire a detective, anyway. I’ll tell Hospital Administration and Mrs. Peters all this when I ask for time off for you from the hospital.”

“How soon do you want me to start?”

“The sooner the better. We can’t go any further with Richard until we have more facts. By the way, Miss Cherry, I don’t know how we’ll finance this trip of yours.”

“I have friends I can stay with in New York, Doctor.” She meant the Spencer Club’s apartment. With luck she might borrow Gwen’s car to drive up to Crewe. “As for the fare from Hilton to New York and back—the midnight coach flight isn’t very expensive, and I’ve been planning to visit my friends in New York, anyway.”

“Honestly? Well, I feel better about it, then. Let’s see. This is Monday. Maybe some fast telephone calls will arrange things—”

Dr. Hope offered to pay out of his own pocket any incidental expenses Cherry might incur. She thanked him but said that except for a few restaurant meals, these would not come to enough to matter.

“You’re an awfully good person to go.”

“I’ve been looking for an excuse to visit my friends in New York, Dr. Hope. This trip won’t be exactly a vacation, but it certainly should be interesting!”

They agreed not to tell their patient where Cherry was going, since it might distress him. Dr. Hope would tell him just before Cherry returned—bringing back what unsuspected information?

The hospital authorities promptly gave permission for Cherry to take a few days’ leave from the hospital. Mrs. Peters rearranged the schedule: Ruth Dale, two volunteer teenagers, and she herself would double up on Cherry’s ward work. Cherry telephoned Hilton Airport for flight information. And an hour later, when Mrs. Ames came home, she found Cherry in her bedroom packing a suitcase and wearing her gray suit.

“Cherry! Now what? I’ve learned never to be surprised by your impulsiveness but—You never said a word!”

“Didn’t know till now, darling. Will you or Dad drive me to the airport for the eight o’clock plane? I’ll explain at dinner.”

At eight Cherry boarded the plane to New York, leaving her astounded parents waving out the car window. A few hours later Cherry roused the astonished Spencer Club nurses out of their sleep.

“I’m here,” Cherry announced. “I told you I was coming. Isn’t anyone going to say hello?”


CHAPTER IX

 

Cherry Asks Questions

THE SPENCER CLUB REUNION LASTED FAR INTO THE night and started up merrily again at breakfast. But Gwen and Mai Lee had nursing jobs to report to. Josie had a job interview to go to, and Bertha had promised to shop in New York for her numerous farm relations. The rush for hats, coats, and the front door started all at once.

“At least my jalopy is going to Crewe with you,” Gwen apologized to Cherry.

Cherry jammed on her hat. “I wish I could spend the day visiting with all of you.”

“We’ll visit tonight,” Mai Lee promised. The dainty Chinese-American girl urged the other four out of the door. “We’ll all meet here at dinner this evening.”

“At the Witches’ Cave,” Josie said. She was a rather timid girl, but she had a passion for murky, candlelit restaurants.

“We eat dinner at home,” Bertha ruled. Since Bertha was a fabulous cook, no one argued. They called good-byes to one another, and the nurses wished Cherry good luck on her extraordinary search in Crewe.

Nearly a two hours’ drive out from New York City brought Cherry into the quiet suburban town of Crewe, Connecticut. White-pillared churches, white houses with pumpkins set on their doorsteps, and the many schools and libraries reminded Cherry she was in New England. She drove along under Crewe’s flaming autumn trees, remembering the poem about New England’s “stern and rock-bound coast.”

“Well,” she thought, “I’m looking for ‘a stern and rock-bound coast.’”

Her plan was to go first to the rocky beach that Richard had described with so much unexplained agitation. It had seemed to both Dr. Hope and Cherry that of everything Richard recalled, the unnamed, disturbing incident at this place was most important to Richard. That is, if such a place actually existed. She’d better inquire.

Cherry pulled in at a gas station and asked the young man in coveralls if he knew of a beach on rough water, which had big jutting rocks.

“Sure, miss. Probably you mean Gull Point.”

“Is that a public beach, or private property, or what?”

“It’s a public park and beach. It’s open April through October.”

She followed a bus marked “Gull Point,” and after passing scattered cottages and sandy marshes, she saw from a cliff the open waters of the Sound. It was gray, churning water today, rough and angry looking. Cherry drove downhill into the park, past rows of closed bathhouses. At the edge of the empty beach she parked the car and got out. A salty wind flapped her hair and coat wildly.

She looked around rather anxiously for other people. Some workmen were repairing a dock. Cherry saw a weather-beaten elderly man wearing a park attendant’s cap, and hailed him.

He was chilly and glad of a chance to step inside a shelter and talk to Cherry.

“Yes, ma’am, I’m the caretaker at Gull Point Park, all during the season. Sam Beasley, that’s me. I’m a fixture here. Been working in this park for over twenty years.”

“I’m glad to meet you, Mr. Beasley. I’m Cherry Ames, and I need some information from you.”

He was eager to oblige. Cherry asked whether this beach happened to have any large, jutting rocks. For answer the caretaker led her out of the shelter into the wind and pointed far down the beach. She saw jagged gray rocks, taller than men, towering out over the water’s edge. The crags tallied with what Richard had visualized from the vague TAT picture. So he had remembered this place as it really was.

“Mr. Beasley, you’ve been here for many years—do you by any chance remember the Albee brothers?”

“Albee brothers? Why, of course I do! There’s an Albee family been living in Crewe for years, same as me. Crewe is the largest town around. The Albee brothers ain’t boys any longer, though. It’s twelve years, maybe fifteen, since the two of ’em used to come down to the Point, in summer vacation from school. Yes, fifteen years, every bit of it.”

Fifteen years ago, Cherry figured. Richard had been about ten or eleven years old. Let’s see. He was about that age, he’d said, when “something terrible happened.”

“What were the Albee boys like?” she asked curiously. “Or maybe you don’t remember. After all, you’ve seen thousands of boys at Gull Point.”

“I know them well,” the elderly man asserted. “I’ll tell you this. I never saw two brothers more different from each other! Different as night and day. Even before his mishap here at the beach, Merrill never was—“

“So there was an accident!” Cherry exclaimed.

“I’m coming to that. I have to admit I liked Richard a whole lot better’n the other one. Most people did.”

The park attendant said that Richard, though four years the younger, outstripped Merrill in strength, abilities, handsomeness, and pleasantness of disposition. Merrill was a nice enough boy, but Richard outshone him, effortlessly. Richard was not even aware of this. He looked up to his older brother. Merrill, though, seemed jealous of the younger boy. At the beach and in the water Merrill showed off, making the most of being four years older.

“I’d say Richard was around ten years old, and Merrill maybe fourteen, when he had that bad time in the water.”

“Merrill?” Cherry asked. “Not Richard? Was it Richard’s fault?”

“Now look, young lady. Who’s telling this story, you or me?”

Cherry grinned, apologized, and listened.

Merrill, when a teenager, occasionally undertook feats at the beach that his younger brother could not manage. He often teased Richard in front of their friends. One day he and Richard swam far out and raced each other. It was the last week in September and the beach was officially closed, so there were no lifeguards on duty.

“I don’t know whose idea it was to race, miss,” the park attendant said, “but it was a fool stunt. I was on shore and I could see Merrill was having a hard time to swim back. Richard swam up to him several times, I guess to try to help him, but Merrill wouldn’t have it. A couple of us swam out a ways, wanting to help him, but Merrill motioned us to go back. Well, he wasn’t in any real danger, just tired, and anyway Richard was alongside him, so we did go back. He made it back to shore, finally, all spent.

“And then, if you please, for all that Merrill was shaking all over and could hardly stand up, I heard him bawl Richard out—in front of their friends, again—and argue with the little fellow. Maybe Merrill felt ashamed of making a poor showing. Honestly, I never in my life saw such an expression as on the little fellow’s face.”

“What expression?” Cherry asked.

“Well, Richard was all bewildered and close to crying. And that ain’t all,” Mr. Beasley said. “After that, Merrill contracted rheumatic fever.”

Cherry knew that rheumatic fever, or inflammatory rheumatism, could start from prolonged exposure to dampness or from an infection, with children especially susceptible. She pitied Merrill for it is an extremely painful disease, and it often leaves the victim with an impaired heart. Even with good care and long rest, complete recovery is difficult to achieve. A person who has had rheumatic fever must cut down on his activities so as not to overstrain his heart. That must have been hard for a boy of fourteen, just growing up.

“Merrill was sick for a long time,” the park attendant continued. “First at the hospital, then at home. He never got really well. The experience sort of changed him, too. He never had Richard’s nice, friendly disposition, but after that, Merrill—Well, he was hard to get along with.”

From Mr. Beasley’s halting account, Cherry understood that Merrill had become a sickly, complaining boy. He had demanded special privileges and often blamed others for the results of his own shortcomings. He had been unable to go in for sports, and he did not care to take much part in other activities. As a result he had few friends. Except for Richard.

“You have to give Richard credit,” Mr. Beasley said. “He was the most devoted brother you ever saw. Even when Merrill wasn’t easy to live with. Lots of times—I live in Crewe, so I know—lots of times Richard would stay home with him, or give up good times to stay with Merrill, just because he felt sorry.”

“Do you think that was because,” Cherry asked, “Richard felt responsible or guilty about Merrill’s accident?”

“He didn’t have any reason to feel guilty, for heaven’s sakes! Merrill struggled back to shore by himself—when he needed help—to make himself look superior to Richard. Still—well, yes—I suppose you could be right. Kids get funny ideas in their heads—grownups do, too, for that matter. I do know that Richard felt bad that he grew up big and strong and won the track meets and played on the school baseball team, while Merrill had to sit on the sidelines.”

“So possibly Richard did blame himself, in some obscure way.” This might be the reason—or one reason—for her patient’s guilty, troubled feelings. Then Cherry asked, “Did Merrill have to sit on the sidelines? Couldn’t he have written for the school magazine, or belonged to the French or Latin clubs, or something else that isn’t too taxing?”

“You’re a sharp one,” Mr. Beasley said. “That’s exactly what a lot of Crewe people thought. He’s bright enough. Me, I always wondered if Merrill didn’t enjoy poor health. And maybe traded on it a little.”

“Well”—Cherry sighed—”rheumatic fever is a serious disease.”

She asked Mr. Beasley what he could tell her about the Albee brothers at the present time.

“I’d judge Richard to be about twenty-five or six by now, and Merrill around thirty. Still in poor health. The two of ’em still live with their mother in that big white house of theirs—the father is dead. Wait a minute. I heard Richard’s out of town, heard it about six months ago. Haven’t seen him around for six or seven months.”

Cherry pricked up her ears. “Do you know why he left?”

“No. Nothing special, or I would’ve heard. Everybody in town would’ve heard. Nothing unusual or alarming happened, I mean.”

So far as the town knows, Cherry thought. A secret could be well guarded. The park attendant had no other recent news of the Albees.

“Can you tell me anything about the business owned by the Albee family?”

He could tell her only that the Albee factory was located just outside of Crewe. He “guessed” that Merrill operated it—“or maybe I should say he used to. Seems to me that factory is closed down.”

“Are you sure? When did it close?”

“Well, I’m not so sure, at that. Haven’t passed by on that road recently. But I heard something about the business having its troubles. Failing, maybe.”

Cherry decided she had better visit the Albees. If the firm had closed down, that fact might be related to Richard’s breakdown. Perhaps, though, it would be wise to visit one or two more impersonal sources before she ventured into the thick of a family and business situation.

“Well, Mr. Beasley, I certainly do thank you for giving me this information.”

“Glad to be of help, ma’am.” They solemnly shook hands. Cherry was walking back to Gwen’s car when the park attendant called after her, “Hey! You didn’t tell me why you wanted to know about the Albee boys!”

She smiled and climbed into Gwen’s car. There wasn’t time to explain. Besides, as Richard’s nurse, she was pledged to keep his secrets.


CHAPTER X

 

Mr. Steele’s Story

IT WAS HALF PAST TWELVE BY THE TIME CHERRY DROVE from Gull Point back to town. In Crewe she parked the car on the main street, had a bite of lunch, and located the police station. She talked with a uniformed police sergeant in a bleak office.

The interview did not yield Cherry anything she did not already know from the telegram that the Crewe police had sent to Hilton Hospital. She was discouraged and asked a few questions.

Yes, the Albee business was still in operation; Merrill Albee ran it. Apparently Sam Beasley had been mistaken. No, the Crewe police had not made a special search for Richard because his brother, Merrill, advised them that Richard had left to work out some kind of personal trouble.

“He showed us Richard’s good-bye note to back up his statement,” the police sergeant said.

A good-bye note! This was news! If she could see what was in the note—But the police did not have it.

“As I remember, Merrill figured it meant,” the police sergeant said, “Richard would return home when he had straightened out his affairs. He was upset about something. Something personal, it sounded like.”

Upset about Susan? About his family? Cherry asked whether he knew how the Albee family members got along together. The sergeant looked back at her with cool, amused eyes.

“The police don’t know about people’s private relationships, miss. It’s none of our business. No, I haven’t heard of any quarrel, and Merrill sounded perfectly friendly about his brother. The best I can do is furnish you with the Albees’ home and business addresses.”

Cherry thanked the officer for his trouble and left. In the car she mused about what to do next. The good-bye note was a very interesting discovery. Possibly Merrill or Mrs. Albee had kept it, and might let her see it. Still she felt a reluctance to enter that white house and wade into some sort of complex or troubled situation. If she prepared herself with more facts—

What about visiting the Crewe bank where Mrs. Albee had an account? The bank officials might be able to tell her something about old residents like the Albees, and about the business as well.

Mr. Steele was a gray-haired, flinty-faced man behind a desk. He reminded Cherry of the mathematics teacher who failed her in algebra (she had deserved it). She started out on this interview gingerly.

“I’ve come to you, Mr. Steele, on behalf of a member of the Albee family.” She showed her hospital credentials. “Do you know the Albees, sir?”

“Yes, I’ve known the family well through business for many years, particularly when Justin Albee was alive. A very pleasant association. I still sometimes see Merrill.”

“Do the Albees have personal or business accounts here at the First City Bank, Mr. Steele?”

The bank officer looked startled but answered, “Mrs. Albee and Richard maintain personal checking accounts here. May I ask the purpose of your questions, Miss Ames?”

“One of our patients at Hilton Hospital is a young man who says he is—who may be—Richard Albee.”

“Well! Indeed! That is exceedingly interesting! What’s he doing in Illinois? And what an odd way you put it—‘may be Richard Albee.’”

Cherry fidgeted in her chair. She had aroused the banker’s interest, but his attitude toward Richard was so hostile, so suspicious, that she was alarmed.

“Mr. Steele, this young man is seriously ill. That’s why there is some doubt about his identity, although we have reason to believe he is Richard Albee.” She was trying not to reveal the fact of his amnesia. “If he weren’t so ill and in need of help—I’m his nurse—I wouldn’t have traveled all this distance. My visit to you is an effort to get help for a very sick and unfortunate man.”

The banker listened to this guardedly. “How extraordinary. A nurse doesn’t generally undertake—Well, I am sorry to learn that Richard is so ill, and I will cooperate with you. You understand, however, that I do so out of feelings of loyalty for the Albee family.”

For the family. Not for Richard. Why was he hostile toward Richard? All Cherry could do was to ask questions, feeling her way as she went along.

“Are Richard and Merrill in business together?”

“They were, until Richard suddenly went away. They might or might not be again, when Richard returns. I—ah—gather the brothers have not been on the best of terms recently.”

“Over a business matter?” Cherry asked. “Or a family misunderstanding?”

Mr. Steele declined to disclose the exact cause of their rift.

“Does it involve their mother?” Cherry persisted. “I’m sorry to press, but this information has a bearing on Richard’s recovery.”

“I don’t see how,” the banker said rather testily. “Their mother? Both sons have always treated Mrs. Albee with the utmost consideration. I must tell you, Miss Ames, that Olivia Albee is in uncertain health.”

So the mother was not well! This was no figment of Richard’s imagination, either; this was fact. Cherry recalled how worriedly and guiltily Richard had talked about his mother, even, at first, believing her dead. Yet the brothers’ rift was not about her. About what, then? She pressed the bank officer to tell her.

He hesitated. “I can tell you this much. Merrill won’t be glad to see Richard again in any hurry, not after what Richard did recently. Merrill has complained to me about Richard—with justification, anyone would admit … Yes, about a business matter … Well, yes, it rather involves Mrs. Albee, too.”

After what Richard did recently. Cherry recalled her patient’s feelings of self-blame. Was he actually guilty of some wrongdoing? Getting information out of Mr. Steele was difficult.

“You seem to have a higher opinion of Merrill than of Richard, Mr. Steele,” Cherry prompted him.

“Certainly. The older brother is more responsible, more practical, has the cooler head.”

“I can see how important that would be in running the Albee business.”

Mention of the business brought the banker to safer ground; he was willing to talk freely on this subject. The father, he said, had founded this business where medicines were developed and manufactured, and bulit it into a well paying business. The Albee family had originated and owned a formula for a “miracle drug” product that other manufacturers and druggists needed and purchased from them. Justin Albee had been careful to keep the exclusive rights to the formula in family hands. He had resisted efforts of larger firms to buy out the business or to effect a merger. He had, as planned, familiarized Merrill and Richard with the business, and left it to both sons as partners.

“Mr. Albee died about four years ago?” Cherry said, recalling the Crewe police report.

“Yes. He was ill for seven or eight years. Bedridden. Merrill left college—it was a sacrifice on his part, he left without graduating—in order to operate the business during Mr. Albee’s illness. As the elder son—he’s four years older than Richard—Merrill was the logical one to take charge. In my opinion, Merrill has done a very capable job for so young a man.”

“And Richard?” Cherry asked.

Mr. Steele’s eyebrows went up. “Since we’re talking candidly—I don’t consider Richard much of a businessman. He remained in college all during the years Merrill operated the business alone. I understand Richard is a brilliant student of chemistry and biochemistry, so I suppose his many years of training were not wasted.”

Mr. Steele told Cherry that Richard had shown a special talent in college for research in the so-called miracle drugs. He proved so adept that he was deferred from army service: that is, he was exempted except in case of war, and remained on call as a potential government scientist. (“So that’s why,” Cherry thought, “his fingerprints aren’t on file with any of the armed forces.”) Mr. Steele said that Richard did advanced, postgraduate studies and research until he was twenty-five, about a year ago. Then he entered the family business.

“He’s twenty-six now?” Cherry asked. “How long was he active in the family business?”

“About six months. Quite long enough.”

“But a research chemist of Richard’s caliber—I should think that in a business that manufactures drugs and medicines, he’d prove of outstanding value.”

“Perhaps. I don’t know enough of the organic sciences to say. Merrill feels, and I am inclined to agree, that it’s a pity Richard ever entered the family business at all. At least Richard left the financial and management aspects to Merrill—fortunately.”

Why, fortunately? Cherry wondered. Was Richard a brilliant theoretical biochemist without a trace of practical judgment?

Mr. Steele was saying that since Merrill had already been in charge of the financial and management end, he did not welcome any interference by his younger, inexperienced brother. Richard for his part was glad enough to be left free to manage the production end of the business. He worked with a long-time employee, Mitch Johnson, the plant manager, in the six months before he went away.

“And why did Richard go away?” Cherry asked.

“You might say he absconded with twenty-five thousand dollars of this bank’s funds.”

Cherry almost fell out of her chair, and her voice died in her throat. When she recovered her composure and could speak again, she asked for details. Her patient a swindler? A thief?

“What Richard did,” Mr. Steele told her, staring past her, “was to borrow twenty-five thousand dollars from us on his personal note. He said it was for use in the family business. Since Richard was just starting to earn a living, he had no personal collateral to offer, but he agreed to a claim by us on his share of the business, in case he could not meet his note. We scarcely thought a member of the Albee family would default,” Mr. Steele said dryly. “When the promissory note fell due after three months, Richard disappeared.”

“Disappeared,” Cherry murmured, “or broke down.”

“Disappeared, Miss Ames. Absconded. So far he has not made any repayment. He has not even had the decency to communicate with us.”

How could a man without a memory communicate with the bank? Or had he lost his memory as a way of covering up a crime? Cherry was so distressed she could hardly think what to say or ask next, except to cling fast to one principle: the welfare of the patient, guilty or not guilty, was always a nurse’s first concern.

“What happens to Richard next? Tell me, Mr. Steele, has the bank taken any action against him?”

The bank officer smiled faintly. “How could we, when we didn’t know where he was? The bank trustees are discussing court action and placing a lien on Richard’s share of the business.”

That meant, Cherry knew, that Richard would lose his share, and that the Albee business would then be partly owned by the bank.

Mr. Steele continued, “We have taken other factors into consideration—so far. One is that any legal action against Richard would be extremely hard on his mother—might nearly kill her, in fact. The Albees are old clients here, old friends. Aside from the lien which we could claim on Richard’s share of the business, Merrill has assured us he will see that Richard eventually pays us back, with interest. So far the bank trustees have waited, not very willingly. We hoped Richard would return and do the right thing. Now you tell me Richard is in the hospital!”

“Yes, he is, and he is a very sick man.”

“Bah! He’s found a convenient excuse! I suggest to you, Miss Ames, that Richard Albee fled to escape repaying his loan and is now pretending illness to escape lien action. What hospital did you say you’re from? Hilton, Illinois, isn’t it? I shall wire at once to your hospital authorities and to the Hilton police, and demand that Richard Albee be handed over to the Crewe police.”

“No! Mr. Steele, you mustn’t do that! He’s not pretending—the doctors on the case will vouch for that. He was brought to us in bad shape—a motorist found him lying beside the highway—he’s better after several weeks but he still can’t—can’t cope with this difficult loan situation.”

Cherry doubted Dr. Hope would pronounce him recovered enough to deal with such a crisis. Poor young man! Yet had he used the business as a blind and deliberately tricked the bank out of twenty-five thousand dollars, then fled? If so, why had he been found six months later in rags? What lay behind these contradictions?

Look for motives, Cherry told herself. What did Richard want the twenty-five thousand dollars for? For his own use, one could argue, for once he obtained the money, he disappeared. But, in fairness, suppose Richard really had taken the loan for business purposes, then had lost his memory and wandered away. It was possible: everything Cherry had observed about Richard suggested he was a conscientious man.

Suppose he were not simply a thief, but a man at the verge of breakdown—suppose he had validly taken out a business loan. Then why could not the business repay? That was usual.

“Mr. Steele, why can’t the business repay? That is, why can’t Merrill repay on Richard’s behalf? Aren’t the brothers business partners?”

“Merrill has no responsibility for Richard’s note. Merrill is in the clear. Richard alone took the loan. He took a personal loan. The note carries his signature alone.”

What a burden! Cherry wondered whether this loan falling due had burdened Richard to the point of triggering his amnesia. It could have. If only she knew whether he had acted in good faith with the bank, or if he were guilty of theft! Why had he needed the loan? What circumstances had he been facing? It was essential for Dr. Hope to know.

Cherry did know one thing. Flight from memory has more, and deeper causes, than a single event like this loan. That is, there was surely more to Richard’s story than the loan.

“Well, Miss Ames? I’ve answered your questions, but you haven’t answered mine.” Cherry came out of her thoughts with a start. “You haven’t yet told me why Richard shouldn’t be remanded to the police. He’s not mortally ill, is he?”

Cherry sighed. She did owe Mr. Steele and the bank an answer. Although she was duty bound to keep her patient’s secrets, she was just as obligated to act in her patient’s best interests. If she remained silent and Richard were placed under arrest, at this stage of his recovery—

“All right, Mr. Steele, but I must have your word that you’ll keep this information in strict confidence.”

He looked doubtful, but nodded. Then Cherry told him that Richard Albee suffered from amnesia. She described his symptoms. The bank officer looked stunned.

“Richard is not faking, Mr. Steele. He has had a real breakdown. Under these circumstances, there is no point in arresting and prosecuting him now. Don’t you agree?”

“Yes. I am so sorry.”

“Do you think, in the interests of his making a recovery, that the bank might grant an extension of time on his promissory note?”

“I think so. I will recommend it to the trustees. Miss Ames, do the Albee family’s doctor and lawyer know what has happened to Richard? Can’t they help?”

“I plan to see Merrill,” said Cherry, “and tell him about his brother. Mrs. Albee, too, if you think so.” Mr. Steele nodded. “Then they can decide what steps they wish to take. But I don’t believe Dr. Hope will release Richard, or even let him be disturbed, until he is better.”

“I can understand that. I’ll do what I can.”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Steele.”

Cherry asked the bank officer a final question. Did he know of any friend of the Albee family named Susan? Cherry had brought with her the letter signed “S.” She showed it to Mr. Steele.

“That might be Susan Stiles,” he said. “Judging from its tone and content, it probably is. She’s an exceedingly nice girl, more a friend of Merrill’s than Richard’s, I believe.”

Susan and her father, Dr. Stiles, used to live in Crewe. A few years ago, they moved to New York City. In the past year Mr. Steele had occasionally seen Susan and Merrill together in Crewe restaurants. He suggested that Cherry could locate Susan by looking up her father, Dr. George Stiles, in the New York City telephone directory.

“Mr. Steele,” said Cherry, rising, “thank you very much. You’ve been a great help to Richard.”

From a telephone booth in downtown Crewe, Cherry called the Albee plant. A secretary informed her that Mr. Merrill Albee was there but he was too busy to see anyone today. Cherry stated her name, profession, and hospital affiliation, and said she would like an appointment to see Mr. Albee about his brother, Richard, “with whom I have been in touch.” There was a long pause, while the secretary apparently consulted Merrill. Then the secretary returned to the telephone and said, “Mr. Albee will see you tomorrow morning at eleven, Miss Ames. At the plant.”

“Eleven. At the plant. Thank you.” Cherry hung up.

It was too bad she had to wait until tomorrow. Perhaps she could see Mrs. Olivia Albee today. She could try.

The Albees’ white house, on the corner of a broad avenue, was a big, pillared place, surrounded by hedges and trees. Cherry rang the doorbell and was answered by an elderly housemaid. Cherry introduced herself and asked whether Mrs. Albee was at home to visitors.

“Mrs. Albee is out,” the maid said pleasantly. “I believe she has gone to the doctor’s, and won’t be home until dinnertime.”

“I see—thanks—” Cherry was discouraged. It was half past three in the afternoon.

“Is there any message, miss?” the maid asked.

“No, I guess not. I’ll try again.”

Two hours later Cherry was back in New York City. At the Greenwich Village apartment, the Spencer Club nurses were busy preparing dinner. Bertha handed Cherry a bowl of potatoes to peel.

“I’ll do it as soon as I make a phone call,” Cherry said. “Where are the telephone books?”

“On the floor of Mai Lee’s closet. She stands on them to reach the top shelf.”

Cherry thumbed through the Manhattan directory, found a number for Dr. George Stiles, and dialed it. Someone who sounded like a housekeeper answered. Dr. Stiles and his daughter had just gone out, and would be out all evening with friends.

“When can I reach them tomorrow?” Cherry asked. “Any time in the afternoon,” was the reply. Cherry left her name, said thank you, and hung up.

After dinner, which Cherry joined in in a preoccupied way, she made another telephone call. This one was to Dr. Hope, at his home in Hilton. She gave him a detailed report.

“Good,” said Dr. Hope. “Very good. But there’s surely more. Keep at it.”


CHAPTER XI

 

The Patched Letter

MERRILL ALBEE WAS A DIFFICULT MAN. FIRST OFF HE hinted to Cherry that she had inconvenienced him in his morning’s work at the plant. Then he said he supposed the interruption was unavoidable, since he did want news of Richard.

Cherry stifled a retort, and took a long look at Richard’s brother. Merrill Albee seemed older than his age, which was thirty; he was already growing bald. He was a tall, thin man, with a pale, intelligent, angular face that in no way resembled Richard’s. His manner made him seem older than he was, for he had that not-to-be-questioned air of a business head accustomed to issuing orders. This interview, here in his private office, was not going to be easy. Cherry planned to come right to the point about her patient, but Merrill Albee said:

“Excuse me, Miss Ames.” He consulted his wristwatch, took two pills from a container in his pocket, and swallowed them. “Can’t always manage to take these on time,” he muttered half to himself.

“Yes, the timing is important. I’m a nurse, as you know, Mr. Albee. Those look like tablets to counteract secondary anemia.”

“They are.” Merrill glanced at her with a first ray of interest. “I’m obliged to take an array of medicines and vitamins. A great nuisance.”

Although she had some idea of his physical condition, Cherry tactfully inquired after his health.

“Oh, I’ve been in wretched health for years. Secondary anemia, arthritis, a damaged heart.” Merrill Albee smiled bitterly. “It’s an old story. My younger brother ruined my health for me when we were boys, in an accident in the Sound.”

Cherry concealed her feelings. Merrill went on to say that Richard hadn’t meant any harm, but that he, Merrill, nevertheless had suffered and, according to his doctor, would continue to suffer.

“That is hard, Mr. Albee.” It was not her place to reason or argue with him. Apparently Merrill had convinced himself that Richard was guilty.

The secretary came to the door. “Excuse me, Mr. Albee, but the two suppliers’ salesmen whom you asked to call are here.”

“I can’t see them today. I’m not feeling well today, and I already have enough to do. The men will have to call again.”

“But they came all the way from New York, Mr. Albee.”

“Please don’t argue with me, Miss Gardner.” The secretary stood there uncertainly, then left. “Now, Miss Ames, you have some news of my brother?”

“Yes, I am here as your brother’s nurse, Mr. Albee. He is a patient at Hilton Hospital in Hilton, Illinois.” She had planned to soften the blow, but Merrill showed no alarm. “Richard is an amnesia case.”

“He—What? I don’t believe it.”

Cherry said patiently, “Your brother has lost his memory. When a motorist found him, our hospital ambulance brought him to the hospital with a broken leg. He was dazed and malnourished and in rags. We believe he had been wandering for several months. He didn’t even remember his name.”

Merrill stared at her, shocked and shaken. “How is he now? How long has he been at the hospital?”

“Richard has been under medical and psychiatric treatment for about a month. He’s much better now.”

Merrill reached for a denicotinized cigarette. “Then his condition can’t have been too serious. I’m glad to hear he is better, and of course I want to do whatever I can.”

Cherry wanted to shake this cold fish of a man. “Richard’s condition was and is serious, Mr. Albee. He has not recovered by any means.”

“Well, ship him home and our family doctor will look after him,” Merrill said casually. Then he gave Cherry an anxious look. “What has he been doing for the past seven months, Miss Ames? Do you know? He walked out on me, and never had the consideration—even for our mother—to write or telephone home.”

“He couldn’t! He lost his sense of identity. He’s forgotten what you and your mother look like.”

“Amazing. But never mind that, for the moment. What has Richard been doing?”

Why was Merrill so anxious to know this? Cherry repeated that Richard had been wandering. “The psychiatrist wonders whether Richard broke down in Crewe, because of some trouble, and at that point started to wander.”

“Oh, ridiculous. I was the last person to see Richard before he left, and he was perfectly all right. He intended to go away. Didn’t that possibility ever occur to you hospital people?”

Cherry let the surface sarcasm pass. She was not here to quarrel, but to understand. She was concerned with the reasons for Merrill’s hostility and scoffing. Under the circumstances, his lack of alarm was extraordinary.

“I’m going to show you something, Miss Ames, which will prove I am right.”

Yes, Merrill needed to be always in the right, Cherry thought, remembering the park attendant’s story, and needed to prove Richard always wrong.

From his wallet Merrill Albee took a tattered, folded paper and handed it to her. She smoothed it out gently, for the letter had been torn into small pieces and then patched together with Scotch tape. She recognized Richard’s neat, scientist’s handwriting. She had seen a sample of his handwriting when he had written a letter for one of her ward patients. The characters here were large and sprawling as if he had written in agitation.

“Merrill—I’m so ashamed of what I have done that I’d like to go away and never come back. I don’t know how I can ever face Mother again. Tell her whatever you think best. I’ll be in touch with you whenever I am able to make restitution, the fates willing. Good-bye—Richard.”

Merrill said triumphantly, “There! You see? A good-bye note proves Richard intended to go away.”

Cherry was not so sure. Perhaps Richard had deliberately intended to go away—or perhaps the letter was the despairing outburst of a man on the verge of breakdown. At any rate, to wander away with a blank memory was quite a different matter. What made her wonder was the fact that the note had been torn up, then patched together again. She asked Merrill about the patching.

“That means nothing,” he said. “The message is there, isn’t it?”

That was not the point. The point was to discover the circumstances under which Richard had written this note—and then torn it up?

Cherry knew that just prior to the onset of amnesia, her patient must have gone through a period of great emotional strain. On the edge of breakdown, in a black mood, Richard could have written the note. But he could also have had another stormy change of mood, a change of mind and heart, torn the letter into pieces after the relief of writing it, and thrown it away.

Then did Richard himself patch the pieces together? Cherry found it hard to believe that. It would be simpler to write another note.

Had Merrill found the pieces of the note and patched them together? Certainly, a good-bye note would have relieved Merrill from feeling too much concern about his brother’s going off in the face of the loan trouble.

“Mr. Albee, did you patch the pieces of the note together?”

“Young lady, you’re here to ask questions about Richard, not about myself.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Albee, but you see, it’s necessary to know whether Richard ever discussed with you any plan to go away—apart from his letter.”

“No, he didn’t, but doesn’t his letter of good-bye make his intentions plain and simple enough?”

Cherry forbore to answer. Merrill did not want to understand. “After you found the note, Mr. Albee, what search, if any, did you make to locate your brother?”

“You assume, Miss Ames, that a search was necessary. Here”—he took the letter back from her—“we have Richard’s statement that he wanted to leave and, I believe, never wanted to return. Why, then, should I search for him? Why not let him alone? I felt it would be kinder to let him live his own life as he sees fit. And as I told you, he was—or he seemed to be—perfectly well when I last saw him, perfectly able to take care of himself.”

“Yes.” Either Richard’s moment of breakdown did not occur in Merrill’s presence, or Merrill did not recognize the symptoms.

“Would you search for a brother who leaves a good-bye note, Miss Ames?”

“Yes, I would,” she thought. “I wouldn’t let Charlie just disappear. Especially if he left a good-bye note written in such a heartbreaking tone.”

It sounded to Cherry as if Merrill was not eager to find his brother. As if Merrill did not want to assume any responsibility for him and his bank loan.

“Mr. Albee, I realize you had no way of knowing that Richard was about to lose his memory. Now you do know, and if you could see him, you’d know what a rough time he has been through.”

Merrill refused to be touched. “I am very sorry for Richard, but I don’t see what you expect me to do—except, as I said, bring him home at once.”

Dr. Hope would not want that, not yet. Cherry steered the conversation to the family business. Merrill responded to this subject.

“It’s remarkable, Miss Ames, how little I miss Richard in the business. Oh, of course, he was a help in his own way. I grant that he is a fine chemist.” Even this remark rang with an undertone of envy. “Richard spent many, many years in college while I kept the business alive. I worked, while Richard remained a student, a child. No one considers that I sacrificed the opportunity to complete my own education. But I suppose I can congratulate myself on having a highly educated brother.”

Envy. Grudges. Self-love. How many times this morning, Cherry wondered, had Merrill used his favorite word “I”?

Merrill mistook her attentive silence for sympathy. “You know, Miss Ames, Richard came into the business as an equal partner. But I feel he did not deserve to. His contribution of time—six months before he left!—and effort has not been anywhere near equal to mine. It scarcely is an equitable arrangement.”

“How did it come about, Mr. Albee?”

“Through the terms of my father’s will. That was not entirely fair, either. You see—”

Merrill revealed that Justin Albee had given him to understand that he, the elder son, and handicapped as an aftermath of a serious illness, would inherit the larger share of the business. “But Mother always was sentimental about Richard.” Their mother had insisted that the father write into his will and business papers an arrangement giving the brothers an equal share in the business.

Merrill—and Richard, too—did not learn this until after Justin Albee died a few years ago. It came as an unpleasant surprise to Merrill. He resented the equal terms. He did not hide from Cherry his disappointment at losing his promised special privileges over the brother who had “injured” him.

“It’s been hard for me, believe me, Miss Ames.”

“Yes, I’m sure it has been.” “Mostly because you made it hard for yourself,” she added silently.

As Merrill Albee talked, Cherry could see how his resentment of Richard had been building, all the time the two boys were growing up, and how it had reached an intense pitch over the equal terms of the partnership. Although Merrill stated once or twice that he was fond of Richard, Cherry thought he was scarcely Richard’s friend. She began to distrust Merrill.

“I’m sure you can see my point of view, Miss Ames?”

“I’m trying to see both your and Richard’s points of view, Mr. Albee.”

He was dissatisfied with her reply. “Perhaps I should tell you that Richard recently has embarrassed me very seriously, and has placed our family business in jeopardy. He is involved in—ah—some misguided dealings with one of the banks we do business with.”

Merrill Albee leaned forward, eager to rally her to his own side. “Richard really should have used better judgment. Ours is a family business, we originated a famous formula, and have exclusive rights to it. Many other pharmaceutical firms, and banks acting for them, wish to merge with us, in order to obtain the right to use our formula.” The bank officer had said the same thing, so in this much, at least, he was telling her unbiased fact. “Now Richard, because of the mess he’s made of the bank dealing, has placed us in a position where we may be forced into a merger. We’d lose control of our family business.”

Cherry remembered that the park attendant had hinted the business might be failing, and the bank officer had mentioned the possibility of placing a lien or claim on Richard’s third share of the business. And Merrill, fairly or not, blamed Richard for the danger of losing control of the business. This, as well as the overdue loan, must weigh on Richard.

“Now do you see why I blame Richard, Miss Ames?”

Cherry did not attempt to discuss with this emotionally twisted man whether or not Richard was guilty in the matter of the overdue loan. Merrill in their entire conversation had been subtly blaming Richard for everything, including his health. He would do so on the subject of the loan, too. Cherry therefore kept away from the dangerous topic of the loan. “I’ll have to find another person to help me learn the facts about the loan and the business,” she thought.

Should she ask Merrill about the name Susan? By now she felt too wary of Merrill to chance that.

“Yet Merrill may be in the right,” she mused as he complained further, “and Richard may be in the wrong. There may be factors about the loan and business situation which justify Merrill’s blaming his brother. Merrill may be entirely above reproach. He has been a steady person, he has kept the business going, and stayed by their mother—whatever his motives may be.”

But whether Richard was guilty or innocent, she must unearth the truth. Only in this way could Dr. Hope and she, too, help their patient to get well and face his life situation. Discovering the truth meant talking to more people.

“Mr. Albee, it would be a great help if I could talk to your mother.”

“No, I don’t want that.” He quickly corrected himself. “My mother isn’t well, and she must not be upset in any way.”

“I understand. Has your mother been in poor health for very long? How serious is it, Mr. Albee—if you don’t mind my taking an interest?”

Merrill said in some detail that it was learned, after a biopsy was made, that Mrs. Albee had a nonmalignant tumor that needed removal. The Albees’ doctor had advised them that the need for an operation was not immediate, not an emergency—contrary to what Richard in his troubled state believed—but the need was serious enough.

“We found out she needed an operation just before Richard went away. Since he left, Mother has been so upset that she refuses to undergo the operation. Our doctor agreed to defer it. No, Richard doesn’t know that. I think Richard did know there might be a lack of funds for the operation, thanks to this loan fiasco. An operation and convalescent care are expensive.”

So his mother’s health, too, weighed on Richard! Overdue loan—business in danger of being lost—his mother needing an operation—and Richard assumed it to be all his fault! It was enough to make anyone break down—if true.

“I must see your mother, Mr. Albee.” He started to object again, but Cherry stood firm. “Surely your mother is entitled to news about her missing son. It probably upsets her more not to know, and imagine all sorts of horrors. Telling her where and how Richard is would set her mind at ease, don’t you see? In the long run it would aid her health.”

“No, I can’t let you bother her. I’ll tell Mother myself about Richard.”

Would he? Even if he did, what partial or twisted version would he tell their mother?

“Mr. Albee, it is my duty, as Richard’s nurse, to talk with his mother. If you won’t let me see your mother, I will ask the Crewe police department to give her the news of Richard.”

He turned ashen, furious at being crossed.

“All right. All right. I’ll tell my mother to expect you at our house tomorrow morning at eleven. I think that will be convenient for her. I’ll prepare her for your visit.”

“In his own strange and unhappy way,” Cherry thought. Poor man. As a nurse she recognized that a person of inferior health and strength was often irritable, demanding, and had a chip on his shoulder.

“Thank you, Mr. Albee, and thank you for giving me so much of your time this morning. I’ll come back to Crewe tomorrow.”

He smiled mechanically, without enthusiasm, and had the secretary show her out of the plant.

“If Merrill’s story is true,” Cherry speculated as she drove back to New York, “then Richard is guilty of theft, or gross inefficiency, and of some irresponsibility toward his mother. But if Merrill’s story is not entirely accurate, then Merrill—or circumstances—may be at fault in part, too. What a load it would lift from Richard if I could prove that! Well, my next step is to find out whatever their mother can tell me—and Susan Stiles, too.”


CHAPTER XII

 

Two Key Interviews

AT LAST, SUSAN!

When Cherry had driven back to New York City and telephoned Susan Stiles this afternoon, saying it was about Richard, she sounded relieved and invited Cherry to come over at once. So here she was in Dr. Stile’s living room, aware that patients waited for him in his adjoining offices.

“I’ll be brief,” Cherry said. With a physician, and this friendly, concerned young woman, she felt free to discuss Richard’s amnesia. Susan and her father were shocked to learn that he was ill. They inquired warmly about him.

“We don’t know Richard or Mrs. Albee very well,” Susan said, “though we’re fond of them both, especially Richard. It’s Merrill whom we know best—or rather, I do.” Apparently Merrill was Susan’s beau.

Dr. Stiles murmured something, which Cherry did not quite catch, about Merrill’s being extremely critical of his brother, too critical.

“Why do you say that, Dr. Stiles?”

He was reluctant to talk about the Albees’ personal relationships. So was Susan. As a doctor, though, and as a doctor’s daughter, they understood why these facts were needed to help Richard’s recovery. They stressed Richard’s loyalty and devotion to his mother and brother. They told Cherry a little about the strain between Merrill and Richard.

Cherry produced the note signed “S,” handed it to Susan, and asked, “Did you write this to Richard?” Susan nodded her pretty head. “Would you mind telling me what it means? Or what led you to write it?”

“Well, I—I hardly remember what I wrote in it.” Susan accepted the note from Cherry and read it aloud. “‘It was good of you to tell me what you did last evening. At the moment I didn’t understand you. I hadn’t realized he’s’—that’s Merrill—‘under such a handicap. Now I do and I will make allowances. So don’t worry.’ Oh, now I recall what happened!”

Susan said that she had been a little impatient with Merrill over the small matter of his insisting on theater tickets for an inconvenient date, and she had unknowingly hurt his feelings. Richard had come to see her to smooth things out. He’d explained to her that Merrill, under the handicap of shaky health, never at ease or popular, was sometimes difficult—“but Richard insisted he’s basically a fine person.” He’d told Susan that she was the first girl Merrill had ever courted, and had asked her to be patient with him.

“I thought Richard was a darling to come and talk with me on Merrill’s behalf,” said Susan. “I was awfully touched by all the affection he has for his brother. I remember thinking ‘It’s almost as if Richard feels some special obligation to his brother—’”

Dr. Stiles was listening closely. He remarked to Cherry, “What my daughter and I cannot understand is why Merrill has been so little concerned that Richard suddenly went away, and sent no word home in several months. It’s true Merrill felt a degree of concern. He mentioned some personal difficulty of Richard’s—”

“Isn’t it too bad Richard got into this terrible mess about the bank loan?” Susan blurted out. Her father looked disapproving. Cherry quickly said that Merrill and the bank officer had already discussed the loan with her.

“It isn’t clear to me, though,” said Cherry, “whether Richard really did a terrible thing, or simply a mistaken thing.” She felt bound to defend him against Merrill’s criticism of him to these friends.

“You see, Susan?” said Dr. Stiles. “I told you we had only Merrill’s version of the story. Actually we don’t know what Richard has done, or why he went away. We should suspend judgment, and take Merrill with a grain of salt.”

“Well, I agree, Daddy,” said Susan, “that Merrill’s unconcern about Richard is pretty cold. I think we’ve been more worried about Richard than he has.”

Cherry told them that it was important for her to learn from them about Merrill, as well as Richard, since the brothers’ lives were closely linked. In the course of conversation it came out that Susan had been having frequent dates with Merrill for about a year now. He was courting her—lavishly. Too lavishly, Dr. Stiles said.

“Merrill has offered my daughter several expensive presents which she is not willing to accept. His presents are entirely too much, coming from a man Susan is not sure she wants to marry.”

Susan gave a shaky laugh. “The more I refuse, the more hurt Merrill feels and the more he redoubles his efforts. I wish he’d stop spending so much money on me. It’s embarrassing.”

“Sounds really lavish,” Cherry said.

“It’s ostentatious, that’s what it is. When we go out, it’s always to the most elaborate restaurants and night clubs. I’ve told Merrill that I could be just as happy with something simpler, but he—he seems to be trying so hard to please me. He even bought one of those luxurious foreign cars, and explained it was to take me driving.” Susan shook her head. “I don’t mean to be unappreciative, but it’s like living on whipped cream. Just too much richness.”

Her father frowned at Susan’s lack of reserve, but she said, “No, I’m even going to tell Miss Ames about the engagement ring. Either we tell her the facts or we don’t, isn’t that right, Daddy?”

Some months ago Merrill had bought Susan a very beautiful, very expensive diamond engagement ring, but she still had not accepted it. She was unsure of what she thought and felt about Merrill. Dr. Stiles remarked that Susan was right to have her doubts.

“It’s as if—” Dr. Stiles started. “Let’s say the lavishness of his courtship—Merrill’s very first courtship—suggests that he is unsure of himself. It looks almost as if Merrill is trying to buy my daughter’s affections. It’s the only explanation I can think of. We went to the Albees’ house to a party last year, and while they live very comfortably, it’s not on the lavish scale Merrill offers Susan.”

Cherry wondered what Richard and Mrs. Albee thought of Merrill’s extreme generosity to Susan—or whether they were even aware of it. She hoped Dr. Stiles and Susan were not wondering what she was wondering—whether Merrill, in his frantic efforts to win Susan, could afford such presents, entertaining, and display. Cherry thought of the park attendant’s remark that the Albee business might be failing. She thought of Merrill’s ambiguous remark about a possible lack of funds for their mother’s operation. Short of funds. … Yet, according to Susan, Merrill’s lavishness continued right up into the present.

Was this heavy expenditure for Susan what the brothers were on poor terms about, just before Richard went away?

And if it was Merrill who had been spending heavily, why was it Richard who took out the loan—ostensibly for the business? Cherry wondered what the business books would show.

Or had Merrill been paying for Susan’s entertainment out of some personal funds that he might have saved or inherited?

“I have no right to discuss with the Stileses this very private business of the Albee family,” Cherry thought.

She stood up to go. “Thank you both ever so much. I’m going to see Mrs. Albee tomorrow.”

“That’s fine,” said Dr. Stiles, and Susan smiled. “I think news of Richard will help her. In my opinion, Mrs. Albee is as much worried as ill.”

A surprise was waiting for Cherry at the Spencer Club’s apartment that evening—an airmail letter from Dr. Hope, propped up on the mantel.

The psychiatrist wrote, briefly, that their patient had been asking where Miss Cherry was and suspected she was contacting his family. Richard was upset at any prospect of a reunion.

“Reuniting Richard with his family,” Dr. Hope wrote, “will be hard to effect. It probably will prove hard for everyone involved. A reunion may not even be possible or desirable. At the moment we can’t foresee an answer to this. Much will depend on what information you bring back from Crewe.”

Cherry could only hope that things would work out for Richard and his family. Her visit to Mrs. Albee tomorrow loomed up more urgent than ever.

Olivia Albee received Cherry in her upstairs sitting room. In appearance she reminded Cherry of her son, Richard, slender and dignified. She seemed to be a gentle, intelligent woman, firm in a quiet way. Cherry could see she was not well from the slow way she moved, but she held herself erect and smiled.

“I’m so happy to have news of Richard.”

“Richard sends you his love, Mrs. Albee.” Cherry felt it was all right to tell this fib, out of kindness. “I’m Richard’s nurse, and Mr. Merrill probably told you—”

“He told me a little.” The mother’s voice trembled. “Exactly what is wrong with my son Richard? Please don’t feel you must spare me.”

“I’ll tell you the truth, Mrs. Albee.” And Cherry did, gradually, and with tact, stressing Richard’s progress toward recovery.

Mrs. Albee, though saddened by the news of his amnesia, said, “How grateful I am that Richard is in good hands at your hospital! It’s a relief to know, at last, where he is and how he is. You can’t imagine how helpless one feels—is—when a member of one’s family disappears.”

Mrs. Albee had wanted to institute a search for Richard. “But I could not ask for statewide alarms, because Richard was well when I last saw him and able to take care of himself.”

“Really well?” Cherry asked cautiously.

Olivia Albee reflected. “Not quite like himself. He was very quiet, and thin, and nervous. I knew he was overworked. When he suddenly went off, I didn’t know what to think. Then Merrill showed me Richard’s letter of good-bye and gave me to understand that Richard left voluntarily—had deserted us, in a way, and did not wish us to find him.”

Yes, that was what Merrill wanted to believe, but was it true? Evidently Mrs. Albee had wondered, too, for she said:

“I did ask Richard’s friends for news of him. Everyone was very kind, but our efforts came to nothing.” Mrs. Albee’s appeal to the Crewe police was not taken too seriously, in view of the good-bye note and Merrill’s statements.

Mrs. Albee wanted to hear in detail all about Richard. Cherry softened the harsh parts, and described how much Richard was liked by the other men on the ward, and how bravely he was working to get well. Olivia Albee smiled, and touched her eyes with a handkerchief.

“How could I have been so blind not to perceive that he was under a great strain? I should not have simply taken Merrill’s word for so much, either. I’ve come to realize, Miss Ames, that Merrill keeps me in ignorance about Richard”—she hesitated—“and about other matters. Merrill insists it’s to ‘spare’ me—and that is so unnecessary.”

In her relief at finally having news, Olivia Albee talked freely to her son’s nurse.

“My sons are always so considerate of me. They think I’m not aware of the tension existing between them. I suspect they’ve quarreled recently, Miss Ames.” Cherry remembered Richard “making up a story” of two men quarreling bitterly in an office.

“As if I couldn’t see,” their mother went on, “the sad contrast between the two boys all the time they were growing up. Merrill has had a hard time. He’s often been ill and in pain. He never was strong enough to take part in sports and school clubs. He has tried to be outgoing and likable—he’s made pathetic efforts. But as a result of his poor health, and of—let’s not hide facts, Miss Ames—of his rather self-centered nature—Merrill was never popular. And Richard had always been so very popular, and took part in and won school track meets and swimming meets—” Mrs. Albee sighed. “Perhaps if his brother Richard had not afforded such a contrast to him, Merrill might have had a happier time of it.”

“How did Richard feel about this?” Cherry asked.

Mrs. Albee hesitated. “Merrill put quite a few demands on him. He sometimes ridiculed him, for a joke. Richard is good-natured, and he took it in stride. He would do anything in the world for Merrill.”

It sounded to Cherry as if Richard was so loyal to his older brother that he never saw—or perhaps would not admit, even to himself—that Merrill was cold and envious.

“To me, of course,” Mrs. Albee said, “each is infinitely dear in his own way. I do think Merrill has an easier time now that he is a grown man, and in charge of a business for several years—he feels more assured now.”

Cherry said that in the course of visiting Crewe on Dr. Hope’s instructions, she had met Merrill’s friend, Susan Stiles, yesterday.

Mrs. Albee’s face lit up. “Susan is a dear girl. She’s good for Merrill. His first romance, and he is taking it with desperate seriousness. Too much so. So seriously that he has—” Mrs. Albee frowned and fell silent.

“May I ask why you say too seriously?” Cherry hoped to find out whether Mrs. Albee knew how lavish Merrill’s courtship was—what large expenses it involved. She wondered if Richard had known.

“Perhaps I shouldn’t say anything,” Mrs. Albee said. “I don’t really know how Merrill’s romance is progressing, even after a year. Perhaps he is too self-conscious to tell me. And he doesn’t know I’ve discovered—” Mrs. Albee shook her head. Half to herself she said, “I see him primping before his dates and looking ever so worried and earnest—like a young boy who is not sure of himself.”

That was Dr. Stiles’s comment, too. Cherry asked what it was Mrs. Albee had discovered. But the woman’s eyes filled with tears and she would not answer.

Cherry did not press. Instead, she guided the conversation to the brothers’ boyhoods. Mrs. Albee talked about the swimming mishap. “The ‘accident,’ or rather its aftermath, made quite a difference in his life, and naturally in Richard’s, too.”

“Mrs. Albee, I’m aware of Merrill’s having contracted rheumatic fever,” Cherry said. “Do you think that the unfortunate swimming episode was Richard’s fault in any way?”

“No. It was entirely Merrill’s own fault.”

“Do you think, though, reasonable or not, that Richard blamed himself in any way? Or that Merrill blamed him?”

Mrs. Albee looked upset. “It’s hard to say. What an odd question! I—I hope there was no blame.”

“Forgive me, Mrs. Albee, but do you think that Richard’s devotion to Merrill was due to pity because of Merrill’s illness?”

“No. Richard has always loved his brother. Even before the illness, he was intensely loyal and affectionate toward his big brother.”

And Merrill, in his shame at being outdone in so many respects by Richard, had not found it in his nature to respond to Richard’s love. Cherry sighed. Mrs. Albee was trying to excuse Merrill.

“Although the illness was due to his own youthful lack of judgment, and perhaps Richard’s too, Merrill has paid dearly for it.” Their mother recalled how Mr. Albee had favored Merrill after his illness, feeling the delicate son needed more spending money, a car, extra consideration in view of his impaired heart. “Richard felt it was only fair. Not I. Their father meant to do the right thing, but in effect he only encouraged Merrill to be selfish,” said Mrs. Albee. “Then the time came for Richard to graduate from Junior High School and enter Senior High School, where Merrill was a senior—Merrill had lost a year of schooling because of his illness, you see. I insisted the boys attend separate high schools. And later on I insisted that my husband give the boys equal shares in the business.

“I realize Merrill was disappointed—he had believed he was going to control the business. Considering Merrill’s disappointment I’ve wondered how well the boys got along together in the business. In front of me, they put up a show of amity. But I noticed that they never told me much about the business, especially not Merrill. That is why I made inquiries, just recently, and that is how I discovered—” She was unable to go on.

“If you want to tell me about it, Mrs. Albee—” Cherry tried to encourage her to continue. “Does your discovery affect Richard?”

“Yes! Very much. Oh, it would be a relief to tell you, Miss Ames! I’m still stunned at what I learned. You see, I’ve discovered—almost by accident—a terrible state of affairs. I haven’t told anyone about it—out of family loyalty—only our family lawyer knows—”

Mrs. Albee said that she, like the two sons, owned one-third share of the family business. But for the past year her returns from the business were much smaller than usual, and she was alarmed. Merrill was evasive about this, hinting that Richard disappeared because he may have dipped into company funds. Mrs. Albee simply did not believe Richard would behave in this way. Her repeated questions to Merrill only netted more evasions.

A few weeks ago Mrs. Albee consulted the family lawyer, and asked him to investigate. The lawyer sent an accountant to the plant, to examine the firm’s books. The accountant reported that the books showed two astonishing facts. First, Merrill had been paying himself extra bonuses over the past year, without reporting them to Richard or his mother—apparently he had purchased the expensive foreign car, among other things, with these bonuses. Second, Merrill had charged the business for the presents he had given Susan—telling the bookkeeper the Tiffany bill was for several small presents for customers and their wives at Christmas, which was not true. He had also charged Susan’s restaurant bills and theater tickets to the business as pretended “business expenses.” As a result of these sizable shortages, the business was failing.

“And was this why,” Cherry wondered to herself, “it was necessary to take out a loan? To save the business?”

Mrs. Albee said tiredly, “I’ve been too distressed about my discovery even to discuss it with Merrill. Though I’ll have to, sooner or later—”

Cherry wondered if Richard knew Merrill had been taking funds? Had Richard discussed the matter with Merrill? If so, that would illuminate the recent trouble between the brothers. Cherry asked Mrs. Albee these things.

“I’m not sure,” their mother replied, “whether Richard knew much or anything at all about the shortages. You see, when Richard came into the firm about a year ago, Merrill insisted that the business and financial angle was already his department, and the chemistry and production was more naturally Richard’s department. Richard agreed to this arrangement—he took it for granted that his older brother, having been a long time with the firm, knew how to run the business. And Richard is first and last a scientist, not much interested in the business end. I believe that Merrill—he’s something of an autocrat—even discouraged Richard from looking over the firm’s books. Richard told me he was annoyed. But he’s always been so loyal and devoted to Merrill, and of course he’s always trusted his older brother.”

Cherry asked, “You said something about your sons having quarreled, Mrs. Albee?”

“I’m afraid they quarreled often in the weeks just before Richard left. Merrill told me a little about an unfortunate loan Richard had taken out, or something of the sort.” Evidently, Cherry noted, Mrs. Albee had been kept largely in ignorance about the loan, too. “Miss Ames? Did all of this lead to Richard’s loss of memory?”

“It’s possible it contributed, Mrs. Albee.”

It occurred to Cherry that all during this loan trouble, Merrill must have been under his share of strain, and probably still was.

“About their quarrels, Mrs. Albee—?”

“Something finally came to a head, I don’t know exactly what,” Mrs. Albee said to Cherry. “All I know is, one day last April, Merrill came home exhausted and angry. He told me he’d bad a terrible quarrel at the plant with Richard, and that Richard walked out and didn’t come back. He—he brought me Richard’s note of good-bye.”

A terrible quarrel. … To Cherry, this news of a quarrel was medically important information. The quarrel might have been the final blow that, after weeks and months of strain, triggered Richard’s amnesia. Dr. Hope had said that a mounting period of anxiety invariably precedes amnesia. Richard must have been terribly worried about the loan as the repayment date came nearer and nearer. What exactly was the emotional stress on her patient just before his breakdown? What had Merrill said to Richard during that final quarrel? For many years Merrill had resented Richard, and this stored-up resentment reached its peak last April. What had Merrill blamed him for, or threatened him with, on the day Richard disappeared?

Merrill would not tell her, and Mrs. Albee did not know. Richard knew, but could not remember.

Cherry looked discouragedly at Mrs. Albee, who sat up straighter in her chair.

“Miss Ames, it’s done me so much good to unburden my mind to you! I’ve been silent and done nothing about this situation for too long. But now that I know where my son Richard is, and how he is, I feel I have the strength to act. I promise you, Miss Ames, and more important, I promise myself,” Olivia Albee said with spirit, “that I will have Merrill make amends to Richard for this. I will insist that Merrill do the right thing in a business way, too.”

Knowing how thorny Merrill was, it was easier said than done, Cherry thought.

“Miss Ames, I want to go to Hilton to see Richard and bring him home. … No, no, I’m not so ill that I can’t do it. Merrill would have to escort me, of course.”

Cherry felt alarmed. She was sure her patient should not see Merrill, even with Mrs. Albee, while he was still groping to find himself; the encounter would be a shock. Richard might need preparation. Dr. Hope would have to be consulted. Cherry explained as much of this as was tactful, and said to Mrs. Albee:

“I’ll have to consult Dr. Hope, and find out when you and Merrill may come for Richard. The moment Dr. Hope approves, I’ll notify you.”

“Thank you. May I send Richard something?”

Cherry smiled at Richard’s mother. “I was thinking of the same thing. Have you some familiar belonging of Richard’s which I could take back to him? To help stimulate his recall?”

Mrs. Albee smiled, too, and thought. “I knitted a blue sweater for him that he’s fond of and has worn a lot. Blue is his favorite color.”

She asked the maid to find the sweater in Richard’s room, and gave it to Cherry. They said good-bye, then.

“I’ll look forward to seeing you in Hilton, Miss Ames. Soon, let us hope.”

“Yes,” said Cherry uncertainly. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Albee. What you’ve told me, and what I’ve managed to learn on this trip East, ought to help Richard a great deal.”

She left the Albees’ house, regretting that she had not been able to find out just where the loan fit into this troubled situation. Why, Cherry wondered, was it taken out as a personal loan if it actually were for business purposes? Why had Richard alone signed for it? Mr. Steele had already told her all the Crewe bank knew. Mrs. Albee knew very little about the loan. As for Merrill, Cherry realized, Merrill would not be willing to tell her anything about this. Probably only Richard knew the whole story about the loan, if he could be helped to remember it.

That had to be the next step.

By the time Cherry drove back to New York City, and put Gwen’s car in the garage, it was three thirty P.M. Her job in Crewe and New York was completed, and Cherry was eager to deliver her information to Dr. Hope and see her patient just as soon as possible. An afternoon plane? Why not? She would miss spending the evening with the Spencer Club, but she’d save half a day tomorrow. From a phone booth Cherry reached the airline she wanted, and was able to make a reservation for six P.M. That would give her enough time to pack, say a quick au revoir to any Spencer Club members who might be at home, and catch the bus to the airport.

The nurses’ apartment was empty and quiet. Cherry saw a note on the mantel, in Josie’s scrawl.

“Cherry—In case you come home ahead of us, we’re all going to the theater this evening. Gwen’s nicest patient gave us a flock of tickets. You’re going, too—save the evening for us.”

Before she left, Cherry wrote a note of her own and propped it on the mantel.

“Gwen, Mai Lee, Josie, Bertha—Awfully sorry but I’m going to Hilton, instead of to the theater with all of you. This case is urgent. Give my ticket to some worthy character. Best love to all of you, and hope the play will be a good one.”


CHAPTER XIII

 

A Wall of Mist

CHERRY REPORTED BACK TO HILTON HOSPITAL FRIDAY morning, October tenth. She had been gone for four crowded days. Dr. Hope, whom she was eager to see at once, was not here yet, the head nurse said. The door to Richard’s room stood open. That was a cheerful sign.

“Good morning, Richard!”Cherry rapped on the doorframe. “May I come in to say hello?”

“Miss Cherry! I missed you.”The cast had been removed from his leg. “Dr. Watson cut off the cast—bivalved it, he said—yesterday.”Richard’s wide, friendly smile was a cheerful sign, too. He swung himself off the bed, using his crutches, and pulled up a chair for her. “Dr. Hope told me you were in Crewe visiting my family.”

“Yes, and I brought you this.”

Richard recognized the blue sweater. “I’m glad. It’s an old friend. Mother knitted it for me.”Richard stroked the sweater. “How is my mother?”he asked rather anxiously.

“She’s fairly well, and very happy to hear news of you, and she sends you her love.”

Cherry was astonished at the good change in him. Earlier he had insisted his mother was dead. Now he was lucid, calm, and cheerful. But though she waited for him to say, “How is Merrill?”he did not. He eyed Cherry with an expression she could not fathom.

She thought, “I’d better be careful what I say to Richard. Who knows what’s in his mind about my visit to Crewe?”She excused herself before Richard could question her, and went to Dr. Hope to discuss the situation.

He was just taking off his hat and coat. In the morning sunshine, with his bright fair hair and athlete’s stance, Harry Hope looked vital enough to cure any patient.

“Well! Miss Cherry!”He pumped her hand. “Sit down and tell me all about it. Or, first I’ll tell you some good news.”

Their patient, he said, had made an unexpected spurt of progress in the last few days. Perhaps the knowledge that his nurse was paving his way with the family aided him. While Cherry was away, Richard recalled that his mother was alive, and that he felt responsible or guilty about her health in some way he didn’t understand. He remembered for the first time that he had an older brother, Merrill, with whom he, a chemist, was a partner in the family business. Richard, Dr. Hope said, felt vaguely that he had wronged Merrill, and that he was in some trouble involving Merrill. Richard also surprised Dr. Hope by remembering that the business was failing. He insisted that it was his fault, insisted he had somehow ruined the family business or its credit.

That was as far as Richard could remember, as far as he was able at present to face his predicament. Dr. Hope commented that it took courage and effort on Richard’s part to come this close to the unbearable realities.

“I could hardly wait for you to come back with information,”Dr. Hope admitted to Cherry. “Can you tell whether Richard’s new recall is fact or fantasy?”

“Dr. Hope, no matter what Richard believes, he did not ruin the business. He did not injure Merrill, nor his mother.”

And Cherry told the psychiatrist all that she had learned in Crewe and in New York.

“I see,”he said, “I see. Richard’s feelings of guilt and self-blame are no more than symptoms of his illness, then. Poor fellow. Well, let’s decide how we’ll use what you’ve learned.”

Dr. Hope said they had two aims now—to relieve Richard’s unnecessary feelings of self-blame, and to aid his recall.

“We mustn’t tell Richard anything right out—only stimulate his recall. Our job is to help him recall by himself.”He briefed her carefully. “One thing I don’t understand, Miss Cherry. Why did Richard alone take out a personal loan for the business?”

“I couldn’t find out, Dr. Hope. I suspect that’s the heart of Richard’s troubles.”

That same Friday afternoon, with Dr. Hope present and watchful, Cherry described to Richard her visit with his mother and brother.

“Aren’t they a nice family?”Richard responded. “I wish you could have met my late father. He was a fine man. He left my brother and me the business he founded, of course as equal partners.”

Of course, Richard said, and said it calmly. So Richard was unaware that Merrill had always resented his having an equal partnership.

“You don’t have much to say about Merrill,”Dr. Hope prompted him.

Richard spoke loyally of his brother, but guiltily, too.

Cherry, guided and aided by Dr. Hope, slowly and with great care, reintroduced to Richard some of the facts she had learned in Crewe. She gave him hints. She reminded him of what he had recalled by himself, and urged him to recall a step further, then another step.

“You were on the beach near the big, jagged rocks, you and another boy. Could it have been you and Merrill?”

“Yes. Merrill and I went swimming. Racing. I mean, we swam far out—I never should have dared him—”

Frowning, fumbling for the half-drowned memory, Richard brought back the whole painful episode.

“It all started, in a way, because Merrill had a habit of teasing—well, taunting me. About how I couldn’t measure up to him in some ways because I was younger and smaller and four years behind him in lots of ways. I never minded much because I was good-natured, I guess, and mostly because I sensed that Merrill needed to ‘triumph’ over me.”

“That wasn’t very kind of Merrill,”Dr. Hope said.

“Well, that’s how he was and I admired him so much that it didn’t matter. Until one summer when he was fourteen and I was ten. It was a rather cool day—”

On that day the brothers had bicycled to the beach. There, in front of friends, Merrill made some sharp remarks to Richard and the little boy felt humiliated. In a burst of spirit—not malice—he had dared Merrill to swim far out with him, beyond the swimmers’ area, to where they could race. Merrill accepted the dare to race.

What neither boy took into consideration, Richard said, was that Merrill had limited strength, which was not important so long as Merrill did not overstrain himself.

The swim took them far out. Merrill wanted so badly to win that he overexerted himself. Exhausted, he had trouble fighting the strong current. Richard saw this and attempted to help him. But Merrill in his pride—friends on the shore were watching—fought off Richard’s aid. He told Richard, “Keep away!”and Richard, despite his concern and better judgment, did as his older brother insisted. People on shore started to swim out to help, but Merrill waved them back, too.

When the boys reached shore, Merrill argued with Richard as to who had won the race—a pointless, inconclusive argument. But during that time Merrill was exposed to a cold wind, and grew chilled. The hardier, younger Richard withstood the wind.

Then the boys bicycled home in their wet bathing suits, under jeans and sweatshirts. This further exertion and exposure also harmed Merrill.

When they reached home, Merrill was on the verge of collapse. Their mother went to the telephone to call the doctor at once. In the moments she was away, Merrill blamed Richard for “making me get sick.”Richard was so distressed and abashed at seeing his adored older brother near collapse that the blame sank in, unreasonable as it was.

And later when Merrill was in the hospital, and still later during Merrill’s long, grim convalescence at home, he blamed Richard again. The serious impairment to Merrill’s heart was now evident. Merrill was fourteen; Richard was only ten; he could not outargue Merrill’s claims that “you dared me”—“you knew I wasn’t very strong”—“why didn’t you help me in the water, no matter what I said? Couldn’t you see I was exhausted?”Richard felt so badly at seeing Merrill ill, so guilty at having dared him and at not having helped him, that he humbly accepted the blame. Telling about it even now, Richard still had the old, guilty feeling. And still later on when Merrill was a semi-invalid, and Richard strong and active, the steady, silent looks of reproach from Merrill weighed on Richard.

Worse, Merrill made his charges secretly, never telling the parents and swearing little Richard to secrecy. He hinted morbidly that the parents would never forgive Richard if they knew “what you’d done to me.”

“And you never told your mother or father about this?”Cherry said. “Why didn’t you talk it over with your parents, Richard?”

“Because”—he was almost in tears—”Merrill warned me it might kill Mother if I told. It would upset her so badly. She was always in shaky health, a latent heart condition.”

So Merrill had used the mother’s health as an additional weapon over Richard. In careful phrases Dr. Hope gave Richard a hint of this.

“No, no, you mustn’t blame Merrill,”Richard said quickly. “Because in a way it was my fault that Merrill nearly drowned, and was half an invalid afterward. I’ve always felt I ruined Merrill’s life. I owe it to him to help him in every way. He’s never had much of a life. Nor many friends, except recently. There’s a nice girl named Susan Stiles—”

So Richard had pleaded Merrill’s cause with Susan as one more means of “making up” to him an injury Richard had never inflicted.

“See here, Richard,”said Dr. Hope. “In exactly what way did you cause Merrill’s ill health?”

“Well, I—It’s hard to say exactly. Exposure—overexertion—my dare—Merrill said I did.”

“No, Richard, that is not true.”

Dr. Hope, and Cherry too, reasoned with him and endeavored to show him that the mishap was Merrill’s own fault. They pointed out to him that he had carried around with him for years the mistaken ideas Merrill had implanted in him, under stress, at ten. Re-examine your ideas now, they urged. Stop thinking as if you were still ten years old. Gradually, with much work by all three of them, it dawned on Richard that he was blameless. After so many years of feeling guilty, he could scarcely believe it.

“It is true,”he said wonderingly. “It’s as if a load has been lifted off me.”

“And can you still believe your parents would have blamed you? Weren’t they fair-minded and loving with you?”

“Yes. Oh, yes, yes!”

Dr. Hope and Cherry gave him encouragement and moral support (“supportive therapy,”Dr. Hope called it). They pretty much convinced him. Richard was greatly relieved, and much happier.

“To think I’ve been behaving as if I were still a scared child!”he exclaimed, laughing a little.

Best of all, Richard said his feeling of “strangeness” was gone. He remembered smoothly now, as if there’d never been anything wrong. He remained a little hazy about events of just last year, but “it’ll clear up.”He was confident he would recapture the rest of his lost memory soon.

“I think you will,”said Dr. Hope, smiling.

The three of them were elated and hopeful. Richard was nearly well! Just a little further to go—

On Saturday and Sunday, which was Columbus Day, Cherry rested at home. Her mind was nearly at ease about Richard. Their patient, at the psychiatrist’s recommendation, was relaxing this weekend, too. They were going to try for another big effort on Monday.

Monday afternoon Dr. Hope, Richard, and Cherry started on what they told one another would be the final step of the recall. Dr. Hope asked whether Richard could recall anything about having difficulties with Merrill in the business. He did not risk mentioning the loan that hung over Richard’s head.

“Trouble with Merrill at the plant?”Richard concentrated, staring at his hands, trying to remember. “That’s right. We quarreled. We—It’s a terrible thing to say, but I remember I half believed Merrill was helping himself to company funds.”

Now they were getting somewhere!

“Here again we mustn’t be too harsh toward Merrill,”said Richard hastily. “For the first time in his life he’d fallen in love. With an awfully nice girl, Susan Stiles. You know he’s—well, awkward in getting along with people. He just doesn’t know how to be a suitor. For that reason he’d offered Susan some presents, and I suppose he needed a few extra dollars.”

A few extra dollars! To Cherry it was evident that Richard never guessed the full extent of what Merrill was spending in order to appear more attractive to his girl. So Richard was still excusing Merrill, still taking all the blame on himself, still had the old feeling of guilt toward Merrill. Last Friday’s talk had not entirely eradicated it.

“I did what I could, in spite of doubts,”Richard said apologetically, “to encourage my brother in his new role of suitor. I tried to help Susan see what a good person he is. But after a time—”Richard got up, took his crutches, and restlessly moved around the room. “I began to wonder. It was the ring that set off my doubts, I think. Merrill was dressing one evening and I happened to come into his room—”

The diamond engagement ring! It sparkled on Merrill’s dresser, and Richard admitted its size, beauty, and value stunned him. He had looked at the name on the jeweler’s box—one of the most expensive shops in New York. Merrill must have spent a fortune for it! Where had he gotten the money? From the business, was the only answer Richard could arrive at. Especially since the business was mysteriously failing.

Next day, Richard recalled, he asked Merrill to let him see the books. Merrill refused and quarreled with him. “Can’t you trust your own brother?”Merrill had demanded. “Don’t you trust my business judgment?”Yet Merrill told Richard repeatedly that the business was failing.

Richard grew more worried. He managed to see the books, which showed he had invested the loan in the business, and “I wondered why a loan taken out for the business had helped for only a short time.”

Cherry started. This was Richard’s first mention of the loan.

Richard sat down on the bed and let his crutches fall to the floor, with a crash.

“Go on,”Dr. Hope said mildly.

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.”

Richard swallowed hard and his voice came out thin. “To my astonishment I learned from the books that Merrill had been paying himself extra bonuses—large ones. He’d never told Mother or me about his extra bonuses. And all during last year he charged Susan’s gifts to the business.”Richard suddenly stopped speaking.

Dr. Hope prompted him. “And you challenged Merrill with these facts?”

Richard pressed both hands to his head. “Headache. All of a sudden. A blinding headache.”He was pale and sweating.

Dr. Hope sighed and watched their patient. One minute ticked past, two minutes, three minutes. No one spoke or moved. Then Dr. Hope gestured to Cherry to try once more.

She leaned forward, speaking gently to Richard. “When I was in New York I learned some facts from Mr. Steele—at the Crewe bank. Do you remember him?”Richard’s eyes were like stones. “Doesn’t the name Steele recall anything to you?”

“No.”Richard sat there blank, silent. He looked ill. “I can remember and see certain places and people. But there’s a wall of mist rising up between them and me.”

He had reached an impasse, just when they were making great and final progress.

Dr. Hope got up with a look of defeat. He said gently, “All right, fellow,”with a pat on Richard’s shoulder, and walked out. Cherry said a few words to Richard and followed.

She found the psychiatrist in the office, slumped in a chair. He made no effort to hide his discouragement.

“I’m nonplused,”he said to Cherry. “I’m just not able to penetrate deeply enough into the patient’s feelings. Have we overlooked some important aspect of the case? What have I done wrong?”

“Perhaps you didn’t do anything wrong, Doctor,”said Cherry. “Perhaps you’ve gone as far in one direction as anybody can go. Now the wall of mist presents fresh problems.”

He looked at her gratefully. “That’s right, we have to find another path, in order to break through. My techniques are inadequate at this point. I must find a new way. But what?”

Next day, after Richard had a long sleep, and ward recreation, Dr. Hope and Cherry tried again. “Doesn’t the name Steele bring back something that happened? Something important?”Simply telling Richard the facts would not put them back into his memory; that is, would not solve his reasons for flight from memory. “Imagine the plant, imagine you’re in Merrill’s office—what are you talking about?”

But Richard could not remember. Even with the aid of a new drug, next day, it was impossible to break through. He grew difficult and depressed.

“We’ll have to abandon the interviews and questioning,”Dr. Hope told Cherry. “If we don’t, we may push Richard back to where he was four or five weeks ago.”

By Thursday Dr. Hope had devised a plan. He instructed Cherry to draw up, with the patient’s help, his life chart. This was to list chronologically all the main events of Richard’s life, with dates. The gaps where Richard’s recall failed would show the trouble spots in his life. The big, stubborn gap was recent: the loan.

“What I hope will happen,”said the psychiatrist, “is that in making this chart, Richard will recall everything at once, in one sweep. It could come suddenly.”

Cherry and Richard started right to work. Richard was rather listless and hopeless, and Cherry had to keep after him. Together they wrote out a sort of diary, in snatches, and patched these into a chronological pattern. An account of most of Richard’s life history emerged after two or three days’ work. The gaps troubled Richard. Cherry could have filled in several of them with what she had learned in Crewe—except for two key events: why Richard alone took out the loan, and what had happened during the final quarrel between Richard and Merrill. She was as puzzled as Richard himself.

Dr. Hope studied the life chart over the weekend and then discussed it privately with Cherry. From this nearly complete information he pointed out how Richard’s amnesia came about: Richard was trapped in an impossible situation and, unable to cope, blacked out mentally.

Much would depend on how Richard’s reunion with his family went, especially with Merrill. If the encounter was unfortunate, Richard might lose the ground he had gained and become ill again—probably in some other form than amnesia.

To arm Richard for this family encounter, Dr. Hope and Cherry tried various approaches to help Richard recall the gaps. He made pathetic efforts, saying, “Maybe I’m just tired.”He actually attempted to relieve Dr. Hope’s concern by pretending to be cheerful. As his memory faded out, he grew sleepless, and more depressed.

The three of them put in a bad week. Then Cherry had an idea.

On Friday afternoon, October twenty-fourth, after six weeks of treatment, Cherry took Richard for a long-promised drive into the country. She had Dr. Hope’s permission and she had borrowed her father’s car. The day was raw and windy, with leaves blowing off the trees and clouds scudding across a dull sky. The weather did not matter, Cherry’s purpose did.

“I wish I could drive,”said Richard. Though the cast was off, he still needed crutches. The leg was stiff, but physical therapy treatments were helping to correct that condition. “I love to drive. Riding alone with you is fun, nearly as good. Where are we going?”

“Just to admire the autumn foliage,”Cherry said. “And one stop.”

She drove Richard through quiet, peaceful country roads to the old church and graveyard. It was here, not far from the highway, where Richard had said he “came to consciousness” and tried to think who he was.

Cherry stopped the car. They sat quietly, listening to the wind rattle the dry leaves and watching birds wheel high around the church steeple.

“I remember this place,”said Richard.

“Can you remember what you thought, then? Take your time. Easy does it. We’re in no hurry.”

Richard gazed out across the churchyard and autumn fields. For a long time he made a lonely effort.

“No. Nothing comes back, Miss Cherry.”

“Then we’ll just drive and enjoy ourselves. Don’t be disappointed.”She hid her own disappointment.

For the next half hour Cherry drove Richard through the country roads. She offered a little, light-hearted conversation about Hilton, and the picnics and barn dances she’d enjoyed around here. She watched Richard relax in body and mind.

Then an extraordinary thing happened. They were driving up a long, steep hill, and they could feel the exhilarating power of the car as it carried them up, up. Near the crest Cherry smoothly shifted gears—and it was as if the gear wheels in Richard’s mind engaged, too. He suddenly shouted, “I’ve got it! I remember everything now! My memory is running as smoothly as this car!”They shot out onto the crest of the hill. “I’ve reached the top of my own hill!”

It was true. Everything in Richard’s mind had slipped into place. Almost all of his memory had returned. He spilled over with part of his memories to Cherry on the drive back to Hilton—they could not get back fast enough!—and he told the rest of it to Dr. Hope and Cherry at the hospital.

What Richard remembered, clearly and easily, was this:

Richard had learned from Merrill that the business was failing. This troubled Richard on its own account, and because their mother needed an expensive operation. As Richard understood or rather misunderstood it, the operation should not be deferred too long. Merrill told Richard it was necessary, if they were to save the business and their mother, to secure a large bank loan in a great hurry. He instructed Richard to sign a three-month promissory note, and Merrill promised to sign the note also.

Richard obtained the loan from the Crewe bank, but Merrill never signed it. Merrill was out of town that day on business and phoned in: “Don’t delay, put the loan through. We must have the money today to meet bills and the payroll.”Richard, trusting him, became solely responsible to pay back the loan.

The Crewe bank paid the money to Richard as a personal loan. He deposited the sum in his personal account at the Crewe bank, or more exactly, the bank paid the loan directly into his personal account. Then Richard put this money into the business. The company books showed this investment.

Merrill advised Richard not to tell their mother about the loan nor anything of business matters while she was ill. Richard agreed. He left business and financial arrangements to Merrill as usual, and went on about his own production work.

Just before the promissory note fell due, Richard asked Merrill for company funds to pay it back. Merrill showed him the books: the business was still failing.

Richard knew, to some extent, that Merrill had been spending much money on courting Susan Stiles. Now he wondered whether Merrill got the money by dipping into company funds. Richard had never had access to the books, but now he asked questions. He and Merrill quarreled.

In their final quarrel at the plant, Richard told Merrill he now understood where Merrill got the funds for the diamond engagement ring and the luxury car, and why the business was failing, and why their mother’s operation was deferred. Merrill angrily denied everything. They had a terrible scene.

In a self-righteous rage Merrill pointed out to Richard that Richard alone was responsible for the loan note. He threatened to tell their mother that Richard had ruined the business because he was unable to repay the loan. He accused Richard of ruining not only his own personal credit but damaging the business’s credit as well. None of these things were true, but Merrill convinced him. He told Richard to get out, and stay out, rather than inflict further injury on the business and their mother.

Richard faced an impossible situation. He must pay back the loan within a very few days, but could not. If, to repay, he assigned his third of the business to the bank, exclusive ownership of their original share formula would pass out of the Albee family’s hands. The business was failing. There were no funds for his mother’s operation; a charity ward was the only alternative. To sell the entire business was to abandon all that Justin Albee had built up. His brother had ordered him out of the business, and would turn his mother against him.

In despair Richard wrote a good-bye note, scrawled in haste—then tore it up and threw it away. He scarcely knew what he was doing.

He walked out of the plant a pauper, deep in personal debt, jobless, perhaps homeless. Under such stress, Richard lost his memory. This was last April. …

Driven by anxiety, he kept on the move. With a small amount of money in his pocket, he boarded an interstate bus that took him into the region of Hilton. That was as far as his money would take him. Then he hitchhiked. He lived by doing odd jobs, sometimes on farms. As summer ended, he remained in and around Hilton picking up odd jobs where they were more plentiful. During parts of his six months of wandering, Richard’s memory had been and was still spotty. He still could not remember how he broke his leg or how he happened to be on the highway where a passing motorist had found him.

“Don’t worry if you can’t remember quite everything,”Dr. Hope said to Richard. “You are cured, but a cure almost never brings total recall. Certain small incidents will always be lost.”

Richard smiled and sighed. “I’m tired.”

Cherry smiled at him. “Of course you are. Look at all you’ve relived, in telling us your whole story.”

“I propose three cheers for Richard,”said Dr. Hope. “In fact, for all of us!”

Now it would be possible, Dr. Hope said to Cherry in private conference, to attempt a reunion between Richard and his family. It would be hard. Richard had more confidence now, but he still could be easily shaken. He would have to come to terms of some sort with Merrill—and he still must find a way out of the loan difficulty, with or without Merrill’s help.

Cherry hoped that Olivia Albee—and, if necessary, Dr. Hope—would be able to prevail upon Merrill to help Richard repay the loan. The business, if properly managed, could probably repay it: it had always been a prosperous business until Merrill started withdrawing funds for his personal use. She knew Dr. Hope to be as anxious as herself about how the family reunion would go, and its far-reaching effects upon their patient.

Late that Friday afternoon Cherry had the hospital Social Service Department wire Mrs. Albee that she and Merrill could come now. Within half an hour Mrs. Albee replied by telegram: “We are coming at once. Will arrive tomorrow.”

Cherry went back to Richard’s room and told him the news:

“My family here—tomorrow? Mother and Merrill—I’m afraid they have faded or grown distorted in my memory. I can’t imagine how it will be to see them again!”


CHAPTER XIV

 

The Final Step

RICHARD WAS UP ON CRUTCHES AND DRESSED, WEARING his blue sweater, on Saturday afternoon. That morning the visiting chaplain had spent a half hour with him, soothing him and lending him courage to face his family. When Richard had thanked the chaplain for his kindness, Cherry heard the chaplain reply: “Remember that we love you here.”

Now she and Dr. Hope were waiting with Richard, in the last few minutes before his mother and brother were due to arrive. Richard looked around his little room.

“This is where you put me back together, almost piece by piece. I’ll be homesick for this hospital.”

“Come back to say hello sometimes,” said Cherry.

“And see that you stay all in one piece now,” Dr. Hope said with a grin.

“I will,” Richard answered them both. “As soon as I can afford to, I’m going to send bathrobes to all the fellows on the ward. Mrs. Peters wrote down their sizes.”

The orderly came to the door and said Richard’s visitors were in the office on this floor, with Dr. Watson. Richard stood up tensely, then sat down again. Cherry touched his hand. Dr. Hope said, “Please bring them in, George,” and stared out the window, which he didn’t generally do.

Dr. Watson did not come in with them. Olivia Albee entered first, physically shaky but her eyes alight, eager to see Richard. She seemed a little apprehensive but determined. Richard sat perfectly still on the bed, looking at her.

Then Merrill Albee followed his mother in, and Cherry was struck by the change in the man. For one thing, the subdued way he followed his mother in showed that Mrs. Albee was now in command of the situation. Merrill looked drawn and chastened, as if he had done a great deal of soul searching. Merrill must know his loan fiasco was out in the open now.

The three Albees hesitated. In these first instances of confrontation, Dr. Hope and Cherry hung back. Richard stared at Mrs. Albee, then at Merrill, back to Mrs. Albee, as if they were strangers. His mother said, wanting but hesitating to move toward him:

“Oh, Richard, I’m so happy to see you!”

“I’m happy to see you, too,” he said politely. His face cleared. “Mother, you can’t imagine how I’ve missed you. Are you all right?”

He swung himself up on his crutches and rapidly went over to embrace her. He forced a smile for his brother.

“I’ve thought a lot about you, too, Merrill.”

Merrill nodded, and avoided meeting Richard’s gaze. He muttered something about “Mother ought to sit down.” Cherry came forward then, to greet the Albees and introduce Dr. Hope. Richard pulled up a chair for his mother. They all sat down, uneasily.

It was Dr. Hope who did most of the talking. Mrs. Albee’s eyes never left Richard’s face; she was clearly appalled at what her son had suffered. Dr. Hope reassured her, while Merrill listened but never offered a word. Merrill’s mouth was tightly closed and his angular figure stiff as a ramrod.

Dr. Hope turned to him, not genial for once. “Well, sir, how do you think your brother looks?”

“Not bad, except for the leg, and that’s mending. If you hospital people think I’m responsible for Richard’s wandering off—”

“You’re entirely blameless, eh?” Dr. Hope challenged him. “You’re not your brother’s keeper, is that it?”

Cherry noticed Richard start to sweat. He could still be upset by Merrill.

“We’re all our brothers’ keepers,” Mrs. Albee said. “We have to be.”

“I suppose that’s true, Mother,” said Merrill, “but Richard has some responsibility, too, for his own actions. He isn’t a child. If you’re thinking of the loan—”

Cherry felt Richard’s eyes upon her, silently asking her for support.

Dr. Hope said dryly, “I wasn’t thinking of the loan. But since it’s on your mind, let’s talk about it.”

Merrill shifted in his chair, nettled. “If you insist. It’s all quite simple. Richard signed for the loan, and he alone is responsible for it. Perhaps I do have some—ah—moral obligation to help him out—this is an awful mess we’ve all gotten ourselves into. But I refuse to be blamed for Richard’s erratic actions, wandering off like a tramp—disgracing us—”

Richard shook his head in denial.

Dr. Hope was about to speak when Olivia Albee said firmly, “You agreed with me, Merrill, that you are morally responsible, in large part, for what has happened to Richard. Don’t forget that.”

“Oh, I’ll help him, all right. But you can’t expect me, as head of the firm for many years, to—”

“I do expect you to help Richard repay,” said Mrs. Albee.

“Very well. I don’t deny my arrangement—ah—voting myself bonuses—was wrong. A mistake on my part.” Merrill’s self-righteousness was wavering.

“Mr. Albee, wasn’t the loan affair a mistake, too?” Dr. Hope asked. “Can you tell us why you didn’t sign the note along with Richard as you promised?”

Richard looked immeasurably anxious. Merrill’s plain face tightened.

“I did intend to be a cosigner with Richard. It just happened that I was delayed in New York that day on business, and the firm couldn’t wait for funds. That’s the truth.”

Dr. Hope nodded, giving him the benefit of the doubt. “And once Richard had assumed the responsibility—?”

“Then I thought ‘Why not leave it that way? It’s fair enough. I’ve put in many years of work here at the plant while Richard remained in school. And he comes in as a full partner! Now let him contribute something more, too.’”

Merrill admitted that when Richard went away, it seemed like a stroke of luck for himself. He had always daydreamed of having sole control of the business, and now was his chance. He found and patched together Richard’s good-bye note, quieting his conscience with it. Richard could take care of himself.

“And now that you see your brother in the hospital, do you still feel that way, Mr. Albee?” Merrill uncomfortably pressed his lips together. “See here, Mr. Albee, as a practitioner I can assure you that your brother has really been ill. Now, no illness, no handicap, is a disgrace. But as your mother said, we all need one another’s help. None of us lives alone, Mr. Albee. None of us gets sick alone, nor gets well alone.”

“I’ll—I’ll help Richard. I realize I’ve gotten myself into an awful mess. You may not believe it, any of you, but I have been trying to straighten things out since Richard left. Do you think it’s pleasant to have such a situation on my conscience?”

Richard said almost shyly, “It sounds as if you’ve been straightening out your thinking.”

For the first time the two brothers looked full at each other.

“If you mean remorse,” Merrill said, “yes. You’ve been on my mind. On my conscience. Way back, too. Maybe I—We never got along as well as we should have, and I—It wasn’t your fault, Richard.”

“Mr. Albee,” Dr. Hope said quietly, “why don’t we all forget old wrongs and old resentments? For Richard’s peace of mind, and for your own.”

The room was very still. “I—I’d like to, Doctor. I’ve been unhappy for years about these feelings. You may have the right answer.” Merrill turned again to his brother sitting on the bed. “Maybe you were right, too, to study for so long. Maybe your being a first-rate chemist is the best thing for the business.”

It was an enormous admission. Richard said, “It’s all right. Forget it.” Mrs. Albee reached over and touched Merrill’s thin arm. He looked away, shamed.

“It’s a relief to have all this out in the open, finally,” Merrill said.

There was an awkward pause. Richard asked, “How’s Susan?”

“She’s fine, thanks. She knows some of our—my mess.” Merrill turned to Cherry with an odd half-smile. “You talked to her, too, didn’t you? You know, at first I resented your visit but I don’t now. Your visit forced me to look at the unvarnished truth. The way I’d been excusing myself for years. I’ve had a bad conscience, Richard, about using so much of your loan money for Susan’s ring. And Susan wouldn’t even accept it. That’s an irony.”

Mrs. Albee said, “I think Susan will care more for you, now that you won’t stress material things so much, and now that you’ll be kinder to Richard.”

They talked a little about how to repay the loan. Merrill, very much shaken, promised to make restitution personally, out of his salary as partner, for the sums he had taken from the business.

“But if I’m to be able to do that, Richard, I’ll need your cooperation in running the business.”

“I’ll be on the job Monday morning,” Richard said. He looked toward Dr. Hope for permission.

Dr. Hope nodded and smiled. “You’ll be there.”

Cherry accompanied Richard as he walked through the ward saying good-bye to Tommy, who was allowed out of his wheelchair now, and to the fracture patient who had triumphantly discarded his braces, and to the spine patient for whose birthday two volunteers were bringing in a huge cake with candles, for the entire ward. Good-bye to Mrs. Peters, the head nurse, to Ruth, to George, and a special good-bye and thanks to Dr. Watson beaming in the doorway.

Dr. Hope and Cherry went downstairs with the Albees to the hospital’s main floor. A taxi was waiting to take them to the airport.

“How can we thank you?” said Mrs. Albee.

Merrill knew how: he wrote out a check for Hilton Hospital to pay for Richard’s care, and promised to send a second check for a contribution as soon as he could afford it.

Richard held on tight to Cherry’s hand. “Lean closer.” He whispered in her ear, “You’re the best nurse and best friend any patient could ask for.”

Then he got into the taxi with his family. Dr. Hope and Cherry stood a moment longer on the steps, in the cool wind.

“Patient cured,” Dr. Hope said. “Case closed.”

“I’m so glad.” Cherry and Dr. Hope looked at each other with mutual admiration. Cherry said, “I certainly learned a great deal by working with you, Dr. Hope. I never before nursed a case like Richard’s.”

“You did all right.” Dr. Hope smiled at her and added, “That’s the understatement of the year. You’re an excellent nurse. Let’s go in. Your other patients and Mrs. Peters will be glad to have you back on the ward full time.”

 

In case you missed Cherry Ames, Boarding School Nurse …


CHAPTER I

 

Lisette

CHERRY WISHED THE TRAIN WOULD GO FASTER. SHE was still out of breath from running for it. She pressed her cheek against the window to admire the green fields and fertile farms through which the local train poked along. Cherry’s mother, who knew the headmistress of the Jamestown School for Girls from their own school days, had warned her that the school was deep in the country. Fortunately, it was not too far from Hilton, Illinois, which meant that she would be able to spend all school holiday vacations at home.

As the boarding school nurse, she would have full charge of the school infirmary. It would be fun to work with young people and a refreshing change from her last job—an unexpectedly thrilling assignment as nurse to a country doctor—something new, something different. If there was anything Cherry enjoyed, it was meeting new people. She was glad that she was a nurse because nursing, in its many branches, provided an Open sesame to new and exciting experiences—and because more importantly, a nurse can help to alleviate human suffering. She remembered what her twin brother Charlie had said jokingly when he put her on this train in Hilton:

“Don’t set this boarding school on its ear. Wherever you go, twin, you make things happen, but you bring doggoned good nursing too.”

It gave Cherry a good, warm feeling to know that her pilot brother, and her parents, too, were proud of her. They had made that clear during this past week, when they’d had such a satisfying family reunion, in their big, old-fashioned house. The week’s rest had left Cherry’s cheeks glowing rose-red and her black eyes sparkling. Even her jet-black curls shone with extra good health. She felt fully ready to tackle her new job.

She stood up, slim and tall, to stretch for a moment and noticed again the girl at the other end of the car. Only about fourteen years old, and small for her age, she was absorbed in a thick volume which lay open on her knees. The girl leafed through several pages, then as if finding what she sought, read eagerly—leafed, read, searched again. She read, Cherry thought idly, as if that book held all the answers to all her questions—whatever they were.

When the train pulled into Jamestown, Cherry noticed that the girl was getting off, too. They were the only two passengers who alighted. Jamestown consisted of a crossroads and a few stores, sheltered by magnificent oak trees. Only a few farmers, driving in for supplies, were outdoors in the heat of the afternoon. Cherry looked around for a station wagon or other car from the school, half expecting to be met. Hadn’t Mrs. Harrison received her telegram? Perhaps she should telephone the school. Then Cherry spied a sedan with a sign in its windshield: Taxi.

But the young girl from the train was already making arrangements with the taxi driver. Cherry heard her say:

“—to the school, the Jamestown School.”

Cherry approached them uncertainly. This was probably the one and only taxi in town, and in the country people often shared rides.

“I beg your pardon, but I’m going to the school, too, and since there’s no school car here, I wonder—”

“Please share the taxi with me,” the girl said at once and pleasantly.

So they stepped in and settled back. The driver started off through leafy tunnels formed by the arching oaks. Cherry and the young girl did not speak for several minutes. It was one of those ripe, golden afternoons when it feels as if summer will last forever, yet the school term would begin within a few days. Cherry was arriving early in order to get the infirmary in good shape, but what was a student doing here so early, she wondered.

Cherry glanced at the girl who had drawn away into her own corner of the seat. She was slight and pale, with a cloud of dark hair falling onto her shoulders.

“Since we’re both going to the school,” Cherry offered, “we might introduce ourselves. I’m Cherry Ames.”

The girl smiled. “I’m Lisette Gauthier.” She was rather shy. “Is this your first time at the school?”

“Yes, it is. Yours, too?”

“Yes, Miss Ames.” The girl glanced away, hugging the big book to her. She seemed to be struggling with shyness, then overcame it in a rush. “I came to the school a week early, you know.” She did not say why. “I went into Riverton to do some errands, and to visit the library. It’s bigger than the school library.”

“What an eager student!” Cherry exclaimed. “Studying before the term even begins.”

“Oh—no—I mean, yes. It isn’t exactly studying.” Lisette did not reveal what the thick book was. After that, the girl sat quiet and guarded in her corner.

The taxi drove on past gardens where the scent of flowers floated on the air. Cherry remarked on the delicious fragrance, and—to choose another safe conversational subject—she mentioned her contact with Mrs. Harrison, the headmistress and owner of the Jamestown School.

“I’ve never met Mrs. Harrison but her letters have been awfully nice,” Cherry said. “I’m looking forward to meeting her this afternoon.”

Lisette turned and this time her smile had real warmth. “Everyone loves Mrs. Harrison. You will, too, I know you will. She’s—well, you’ll see! Can you imagine anyone else who’d let me come to the chateau a week early, and who’d even—”

The girl broke off, as if she had been about to say too much. Cherry filled the embarrassed silence with a cheerful remark about the fun of starting a new term, especially at a new school. Lisette looked at her with gratitude. Her eyes were ebony black and seemed to fill her ivory face. A funny little sprite, Cherry thought, first too shy to talk, then talking almost too much …

All of a sudden the taxi slowed, and the driver, grumbling, coasted the car to the side of the road and hopped out for a look at the motor. He poked and examined and then went to peer in the gas tank.

“But the gas gauge reads better’n half full,” he muttered.

Cherry glanced at it. So it did.

“Gauge isn’t workin’,” the driver said. “Gas tank is bone dry. I’ll have to go for gas. A mile’s walk in this broiling sun to the nearest gas station!”

He stamped off, carrying a metal container. The two girls were left alone together in the back seat of the sedan. Trees shaded them, but still it was going to be a long, warm wait.

“What wouldn’t I give for a soda right now!” Cherry said. “Chocolate for you?”

“Chocolate for me,” Lisette agreed. Her eyes danced like Cherry’s own. She glanced at Cherry with obvious curiosity, although it was apparent that she would never intrude with questions. Cherry tried to ease things for her.

“You think I’m one of the new teachers, don’t you?”

“Well, you look a little bit too young and too—”

“Too what?” Cherry laughed.

Lisette swallowed. “Too young and fun-loving.”

“To tell you the truth, I’m to be the school nurse.”

“Oh! That’s nice. I’ve always sort of wanted to be a nurse.”

“Lots of girls want to,” Cherry replied. “A lot of them really do it, too.”

“It’s a sympathetic profession,” Lisette said thoughtfully. “I always think of a nurse as a friend.”

“Well, I hope you and I will be friends.”

Lisette responded with such a glowing face that Cherry could not help but respond, too.

“I don’t think,” Lisette said very seriously, “that a few years’ difference in our ages is important.” She pretended to be busy adjusting the car window. “Do you?”

“Of course not.”

Then Lisette was telling her, as fast as the words would tumble out, about her scholarship and her family and her wonderful luck in coming to the Jamestown School.

“All my life I’ve wanted to come here! And father always wanted me to attend boarding school. A really good one! I couldn’t tell this to everybody, Miss Ames, but honestly, I’d never be here if it had been left up to my poor papa.” She said papa, French fashion. “It’s the greatest luck that I’ve a scholarship. Imagine. A year’s scholarship and my room in the dormitory, everything, a regular guest!”

“It is wonderful,” Cherry said. “I didn’t know boarding schools gave scholarships.”

“They don’t very often. It’s just that Mrs. Harrison is so generous. Not that she can afford—I mean—”

Lisette broke off short again.

Cherry’s curiosity was aroused. How did the girl know what Mrs. Harrison could afford if she was a newcomer to the school? Then, too, what was she doing here a week early? Was it because of some family problem?

“What about your papa?” Cherry asked, since it was obvious that Lisette was trying to change the subject. “What a cunning way to say it!”

“We spoke French a good deal at home in St. Louis,” Lisette said. “Especially Papa. He spoke beautiful French, although he was American-born. And he was a delightful host, and he knew dozens of funny stories, but that’s about all Papa could do. He just wasn’t a practical man. He tried hard to earn a living, but—My heavens, I am telling you a lot, Miss Ames.”

“I’ll respect your confidence.” Cherry thought the girl must be starved for companionship, she seemed to be so glad to make a new friend. “By the way, wouldn’t you rather call me Miss Cherry? It’s friendlier.”

Lisette looked pleased but suddenly shy again.

“You say your father was and had,” Cherry prompted.

“He died three years ago,” Lisette told her.

“Forgive me. You must miss him very much.”

“Yes, we do. It’s hardest on Mother. For another reason, too. She’s had to earn our living, you see—Papa only left us a tiny bit of insurance. And a collection of beautiful books of poetry,” Lisette said wryly. “Mother says one can’t be angry with a dreamer who simply couldn’t cope with life. Papa did mean well.” Lisette’s voice trailed off.

“Is your mother in business?” Cherry asked.

“She gives music lessons.”

No wonder Lisette was in need of a scholarship, Cherry thought. Teaching music was, as a rule, an uncertain way to make a small living.

Lisette was saying much the same thing, but in words chosen to save her pride. Her mother had made all of Lisette’s dresses for the coming school year—it was less expensive than buying the dresses at a shop. Lisette hoped that her mother would come to visit her at the school, but she was busy with her pupils, and then there was the matter of fare. It was clear to Cherry that Mrs. Gauthier was making a sacrifice to send Lisette away to boarding school, even with the aid of a scholarship.

“I’m going to make this year count,” Lisette told Cherry earnestly. “It’s my big chance. I must make it count.”

“I’m sure that you will,” Cherry encouraged her. “Attending a fine school is a wonderful chance for any girl.”

“No, no, you don’t quite understand. It’s something special for me! To come to this school, to the chateau, that’s what I’ve always wanted.”

Cherry wisely remained silent, touching the leaves which brushed the open car window. She knew from her nursing experience the importance of not asking questions. But she hoped that Lisette, of her own accord, would tell more. For Cherry sensed an unhappy situation here behind Lisette’s carefully chosen phrases, and she would like to help her.

“Do you suppose our driver is ever coming back?”

“I forgot to tell you,” Lisette said, “that the school station wagon is in the garage for repairs. Maybe we can beg a ride from the driver of that funny little wagon coming up the road.”

“But she’s heading away from the school,” Cherry commented.

A plump, jolly little woman was driving the horse. She wore an old-fashioned sunbonnet; a wide straw hat rested on the horse’s head, with holes for his ears to stick through. What captivated Cherry was the waves of flower scent from the wagon which held a few baskets of flowers. As the woman drew up alongside, she called:

“Whoa, Jupiter! Afternoon, young ladies! Is it hot enough for you?”

“We’ll have cooler weather soon,” Cherry answered. Lisette only managed to smile.

“You’re from Mrs. Harrison’s school, I’ll wager. I’m Molly Miller from Rivers’ Crossing—that’s more of a crossroads than a village. Maybe you’ve heard of me and my flowers? I have a real nice nursery. Been out selling bouquets today.”

“I’ve been admiring them,” Cherry said, intoxicated with the rich scents. Most of the baskets were empty but in the remaining bouquets were a bewildering variety of blossoms.

“Mrs. Miller, I’ve been brought up right here in Illinois,” Cherry said, “but I’ve never seen a home-grown bouquet with so many different kinds of flowers.”

“Oh, we pride ourselves around here on our flowers.” Molly Miller’s weather-beaten face beamed. “Now, this is a specially nice bunch—so many varieties, four kinds of roses, night-scented stock, a few zinnias, asters—”

Abruptly, Lisette leaned across Cherry to inquire, “Are those for sale?”

“Why, certainly, young lady.” Molly Miller named a small price. In her eagerness Lisette all but seized the bouquet from her. The farm wife looked pleased.

“Why don’t you come over and see my garden and hothouses some day?” she invited them. “It’s well worth a trip, if I do say so myself.”

Cherry thanked the friendly woman, who gathered the reins tighter and clucked to her horse. As the wagon wheels started to turn, Lisette called out:

“Wait a moment—please! What’s the name of this white spray—the one that smells both sweet and tangy? It’s an odd scent—”

“Now, young lady,” the farm wife called back, “I must hurry home. But you come and visit me—like I told you—” She waved good-by to them and the horse trotted merrily up the road.

Cherry waved back, then turned to Lisette, who was rapturously smelling the bouquet. She had never seen anyone enjoy flowers as much as Lisette.

“Miss Cherry, I didn’t mean to—well, snatch the bouquet for myself, you know. I’d like very much to put them in the infirmary. Or at least half of them.”

“For the empty beds to enjoy?” Cherry commented, hoping that there were no patients yet. “No, you keep the flowers, Lisette. Thanks, anyway.”

“Look at the roses! White, fawn-colored, yellow, and those big red cabbage roses. Don’t you love roses? What do you think this strange scent can be?”

Cherry and Lisette went through the bouquet, naming each flower. They were uncertain of one special rose, and unable to identify the silvery-white spray. Whether the odd, lovely odor came from flower or leaf of the silvery spray was a question, too.

Not until they heard gasoline gurgling into the taxi’s tank did they notice that their driver was back, dusty and disgusted.

“I’d better git me one of Molly Miller’s horses,” he said, noticing the bouquet. “Sorry to keep you waitin’.”

The taxi started off again. This time, they turned off the main highway and followed side roads. Birds sang on the boughs, a brook bubbled along.

Cherry sat up straighter, inquisitive to see where they were heading. She powdered her nose and straightened her hat, with one eye on the road. Presently she saw the tall, flat roof of a house, half hidden in trees but rising above them.

The taxi followed a gravel driveway which led into large, rather neglected grounds. Several smaller frame buildings stood among the grove of oak trees, but it was the main house which held Cherry’s attention.

“It does resemble a chateau!” Cherry exclaimed. The lovely old building, surrounded by gardens, gave an impression of dignity, even stateliness. Its tall, narrow style was more Victorian than French, with arched windows and two small formal entrance porches, at front and side.

“Yes, folks around here used to call it the Chateau Larose,” the driver said. He had appointed himself a sort of guide, as the three of them stood before the house, admiring it. “That’s to say, they called it that when a private family resided here. Before the school started up in here. That’s some years ago.”

Cherry turned to Lisette, expecting some natural tie might exist between the girl with the French name and the house of a style transplanted from France. But Lisette remained silent, though a stroke of pink appeared in each ivory cheek.

“I must be mistaken,” Cherry thought. “There are French descendants in St. Louis. The French founded the city—and it’s in this general area. Perhaps Lisette wanted to see this chateau simply because it is French!”

The driver was waiting for his fare. Both girls opened their handbags and Lisette fumbled.

“I’m afraid I didn’t bring enough. Or else spent too much—”

“Never mind,” Cherry said. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Maybe I put my change in the inner pocket—” Lisette shook her purse, and as she did so, the bouquet and the heavy book on her arm dropped to the ground. The book fell open. Cherry, who stooped to retrieve it, saw the book snatched away and snapped shut. She was a little surprised at Lisette’s haste—as if she did not want Cherry to see what the book was about. Pretending not to notice Lisette’s strange action, Cherry picked up the bouquet, then turned to the driver and took care of the fare.

“Thank you very much, Miss Cherry,” Lisette said in a small voice. “I’m terribly embarrassed. I’ll repay you.”

“I’ll be embarrassed if you do. I’ll tell you what! You may contribute one red rose to the infirmary. Here are your flowers.”

Lisette smiled shyly at her as if to say, “I like you.” Then, as she stood silently before the house, the girl seemed to forget Cherry, seemed to be in a world of her own. Half to herself she murmured, “Papa and I always dreamed of this old house. Now I’m really here.”

Cherry was puzzled. “And you came early to look around?” she said sympathetically.

Lisette turned crimson. She withdrew into herself again and did not reply. Cherry regretted that she had spoken so hastily, though she intended only a friendly interest! Why was Lisette so evasive and touchy?

“Let’s go in the house,” Cherry said, still puzzled. “I’d like to meet Mrs. Harrison. Will you introduce me?”

Lisette led the way into the house, which was cool and quiet. No one was in the entrance hall. Lisette knocked on the open door of an attractive reception room, and, since no one was there, went on into the huge sitting room which was Mrs. Harrison’s office. The room was shaded, the walls were lined with books and photographs. At the desk a golden-haired woman sat writing.

Lisette said quickly, “Mrs. Harrison, here is Miss Cherry Ames,” and then the girl vanished.
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Foreword

 

Helen Wells, the author of the Cherry Ames stories, said, “I’ve always thought of nursing, and perhaps you have, too, as just about the most exciting, important, and rewarding profession there is. Can you think of any other skill that is always needed by everybody, everywhere?”

I was and still am a fan of Cherry Ames. Her courageous dedication to her patients; her exciting escapades; her thirst for knowledge; her intelligent application of her nursing skills; and the respect she achieved as a registered nurse (RN) all made it clear to me that I was going to follow in her footsteps and become a nurse—nothing else would do.

Thousands of other young readers were motivated by Cherry Ames to become RNs as well. Through her thought-provoking stories, Cherry Ames led a steady stream of students into schools of nursing across the country well into the 1960s and 1970s when the series ended.

Readers who remember enjoying these books in the past will take pleasure in reading them again now—whether or not they chose nursing as their life’s work. Perhaps they will share them with others and even motivate a person or two to choose nursing as their career.

My nursing path has been rich and satisfying. I have delivered babies, cared for people in hospitals and in their homes, and saved lives. I have worked at the bedside and served as an administrator, I have published journals, written articles, taught students, consulted, and given expert testimony. Never once did I regret my decision to become a nurse.

During the time I was publishing a nursing journal, I became acquainted with Robert Wells, brother of Helen Wells. In the course of conversation I learned that Ms. Wells had passed on and left the Cherry Ames copyright to Mr. Wells. Because there is a shortage of nurses here in the US today, I thought, “Why not bring Cherry back to motivate a whole new generation of young people? Why not ask Mr. Wells for the copyright to Cherry Ames?” Mr. Wells agreed, and the republished series is dedicated both to Helen Wells, the original author, and to her brother, Robert Wells, who transferred the rights to me. I am proud to ensure the continuation of Cherry Ames into the twenty-first century.

The final dedication is to you, both new and former readers of Cherry Ames: It is my dream that you enjoy Cherry’s nursing skills as well as her escapades. I hope that young readers will feel motivated to choose nursing as their life’s work. Remember, as Helen Wells herself said: there’s no other skill that’s “always needed by everybody, everywhere.”

Harriet Schulman Forman, RN, EdD
Series Editor


CHERRY AMES, ISLAND NURSE


CHAPTER I

 

A Call from Dr. Fortune

CHERRY STOPPED IN FRONT OF HILTON HOSPITAL AND glanced at her wristwatch. She was not due to be on duty for twenty minutes. She stood for a moment, enjoying the sunshine and the fresh, sweet air of spring. What a glorious morning!

In the sky overhead a small plane was circling about. Shading her eyes with her hand, Cherry watched it descend slowly in widening spirals and bank to come in for a landing at the new private airfield outside Hilton.

“I wouldn’t mind being up in a plane myself this morning,” Cherry thought dreamily.

“Nurse Ames, you have a very bad case of spring fever,” she heard a voice boom.

Startled, she turned her head and saw Dr. Watson, a wide grin on his face, beside her. “Check that fever at the door,” he told her, laughing. “It’s highly contagious.”

“Good morning, Doctor. You sneaked up or I would have heard you,” she accused him as he started up the walk. Her eyes followed his clumsy, bearlike figure to the entrance. She had a warm spot in her heart for Dr. Ray Watson who was in charge of the Men’s Orthopedic Ward. He had been patient, understanding, and always cheerful when she was a nurse on his ward.

Cherry was now one of the emergency nurses and was often the nurse on one of his cases. Dr. Watson handled accident cases involving orthopedics, such as fractures and other conditions that caused interference with the use of bones and joints.

Cherry forgot the sunny sky and the plane and walked through the door into the antiseptic smell of the hospital. The quick change from the air outside made her nose prickle as always, but the odor quickly became familiar and she felt completely at home.

“Good morning, Miss Ames.”

“Good morning, Mrs. Peters,” Cherry returned the greeting from the head nurse on Orthopedics.

“Whenever you’ve had enough of Emergency,” Mrs. Peters said with a smile, “remember, I can always use an extra nurse.”

“I’ll say we can,” declared Nurse Ruth Dale, as she came in the door and fell in step with Cherry. “We’re always short of nurses, you know that.”

“Hospitals are always short of nurses,” agreed Cherry. They went on down the corridor toward the section where the nurses had their lockers. “It’s a complaint as common as the common cold, or haven’t you heard?” Cherry asked airily.

Ruth made a face at her, taking the teasing in good humor. She and Cherry had been on duty in the same ward and had been good friends for a long time. Ruth was frank to say that Cherry was shining proof that beauty and brains went together. Cherry’s dark-brown, almost black eyes, black curly hair, and red cheeks, which went well with her name Cherry, always called forth admiring remarks. Her patients appreciated her cheerful presence.

The doctors and head nurses recognized Cherry’s ability and skill as a nurse and her deep interest in nursing. She could use her head when clear thinking was needed. And she was as good as a detective about getting at the facts of most anything.

On her part, Cherry never seemed to be aware that she was special and that is what endeared her to her fellow nurses.

She and Ruth reached the lockers and put their handbags, and the light sweaters they had worn around their shoulders, in their lockers. As they adjusted their caps, Ruth said, “You know, Cherry, I miss you. I guess we all do.”

“Why, Ruth, what a sweet thing to say!” exclaimed Cherry. “But why be so sad?” She grinned at her friend. “I may not be on the same ward but I’m right in the same hospital, so we just might arrange to lunch together sometime.”

“What a creature!” cried Ruth. “Taking my kind words and turning them into a feeble joke.” She peered over her shoulder to see if her petticoat showed below her uniform. “But, Cherry, honestly I envy you sometimes. No, I don’t think envy is the right word. Admire is better. You are always, it seems, on interesting cases. That last case you had … Tom … Dick … oh, that young man with amnesia.”

“Oh, you mean Richard Albee,” Cherry said. “Yes, I’d never been on a psychiatric case before, and working with Dr. Hope was a wonderful education for me in a new field. Before that, the mind always seemed to me to be rather a separate thing. But now I realize just how interrelated mind and body are—how the mind can actually affect physical well-being.” Cherry hung her head in mock chagrin. “Sorry, Ruth,” she apologized, “my mind must be back in nurses’ training at Spencer School. I really didn’t intend to give an early-morning lecture.”

“Now, I know what your next job is going to be,” Ruth announced solemnly. “You’re going to be a lecturer on psychosomatic diseases, or in simple plain English, those diseases that can be traced to emotional disturbances.” She smoothed down her uniform. “Well, I’m off to the bones-and-joints department. See you later.” Ruth went bouncing off.

Cherry turned down the corridor leading to Emergency. Here interns were on duty round-the-clock. In addition, there were a head nurse and assistant nurses and doctors quickly available on call. Medical help had to be on hand day and night to take care of any casualty that came in.

An ambulance with a driver was always ready to answer an emergency call.

In Emergency, the staff was on the move all the time. Seldom more than an hour or two passed without a call. It sometimes seemed to Cherry that for as small a city as Hilton, Illinois, there were an unusual number of people who were just plain accident prone.

Walking along the corridor, all the familiar sounds of the hospital greeted Cherry’s ears: the whisper-like tread of feet, glass gently clinking, nurses speaking low or crisp, a child crying or laughing, the anguished voice of a patient. Over the intercom came repeated calls for one of the doctors to call the chief resident physician’s office.

Before Cherry reached the door of the ER, she heard the motor of the ambulance start up outside and saw one of the young doctors come hurrying down the hall, clutching his bag in one hand and buttoning his white jacket with the other.

“You’d think people would give a man time to get dressed,” he complained, “before they started getting sick or burned or smashed up or something.”

“Where are you off to?” Cherry asked.

“That new private airfield,” replied the doctor and dashed out to the ambulance, which took off at once.

Trouble at an airfield usually meant only one thing—a crash of some sort, with people broken or burned or both. Cherry recalled the plane she had seen in the air only minutes ago. How sad if something had happened to it or anyone in it.

The Emergency Ward at Hilton Hospital consisted of a large room and three cubicles for patients. It was near the wide doors for receiving stretcher cases. A head nurse and assistant nurses were on duty there at all times. Cherry was one of the nurses on duty from eight A.M. to four P.M.

Cherry was just entering the area when she heard her name called. Dr. Phipps, one of the assistant resident physicians, came striding through the Emergency entrance, carrying a sturdy-legged boy across his outstretched arms. The boy’s face was streaked with blood and he was unconscious. Two boys in T shirts and blue jeans, their faces almost as white as the patient’s where it was not coated with blood, trod upon the doctor’s heels.

“Is Chuck hurt bad, Doc? Chuck isn’t going to die, is he, Doc?” the boys kept repeating like a refrain.

“Of course not. Of course not,” Dr. Phipps told them. With a nod, he directed Cherry to one of the cubicles and she helped him lay the youngster carefully on the narrow bed.

Chuck’s two jean-clad friends would have barged on in, but Cherry captured them and got them seated, assuring them in a clear, confident voice that their friend was going to be all right. “Dr. Phipps will take good care of Chuck,” she said. “The doctor let you come in with him because he knew you wouldn’t make a fuss. Now, you just wait right here quietly.”

They obeyed her, sitting straight in their chairs and staring out of big, round eyes, rather like two owls.

Cherry returned to the cubicle. While she cleaned the blood from the boy’s face, the doctor continued to examine him. Then she fixed cold packs and Dr. Phipps applied to the bruised and swollen, nose.

Upon regaining consciousness, Chuck was frightened. Cherry soothed him and in a few minutes he began to touch the pack on his nose softly with his finger, his freckled face crinkling up as he sort of grinned around the pack.

“Guess I broke it,” he said tentatively.

“No. Lucky you,” said Dr. Phipps. “But a fine way to start spring training for the baseball season is all I can say.”

“My brother Charlie had the same thing happen to him when he was a kid,” Cherry said. “Stood right in the way of a bat and got clipped.”

“That’s right, how did you know?” asked Chuck. “But it wasn’t Mickey’s fault. You see, Johnny was pitching, Mickey was batting, and I was catching …”

“And you stood closer to the batter than a catcher ought to,” interrupted the doctor. “Result: you were knocked unconscious and got a bloody nose. You don’t have to tell me—I was passing in my car and I saw the whole thing. How did you think you got here so quickly?” he asked with mock gruffness.

“Does my mother know?” Chuck asked.

Dr. Phipps nodded. “One of the ballplayers raced off to tell her.”

Within a few minutes, Chuck’s mother arrived.

“His nose is swollen. Don’t be alarmed if it bleeds a bit more,” Dr. Phipps told her. “Take him home and keep an ice bag on it.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” she said. “And on my way home with Chuck, I will drop these two members of Hilton’s all-star ball team at school,” she added, nodding at the two boys, who, relieved to find their friend’s injury was not serious, went whooping out to the car.

Cherry saw Chuck and his mother out into the hall. “Don’t be surprised,” she warned, “if Chuck has a real beaut of a black eye.” She went back inside.

“We don’t have enough business,” the head nurse commented dryly to Cherry, as Dr. Phipps was preparing to leave, “so some of our doctors have to find patients and bring them in on their way to the hospital.”

“Hospital, rats!” exclaimed Dr. Phipps inelegantly. “I did it solely in the interest of Little League baseball.”

The telephone rang and the head nurse picked up the receiver. She listened a moment, then handed the phone to Cherry. “It’s for you. Dr. Joseph Fortune calling. Very important.”

Dr. Fortune—Dr. Joe to all in Hilton Hospital and the city of Hilton as well—what in the world could he want? Cherry wondered as she took the receiver.

“That you, Cherry? Well, thank heaven!” Dr. Fortune exclaimed as soon as Cherry spoke. “Now, I want you to get over to the Private Wing and get everything ready in Suite 6 for an emergency patient.”

“But, Dr. Joe,” she protested, “I’m on duty here in Emergency.”

“I know. I’ll arrange it with the head nurse,” said Dr. Fortune. “I’m calling from the airfield, the private one outside town. Man had an ulcer attack, a bad one. I’ve done what I could and we’re bringing him to Hilton immediately. Now, here’s what I want you to do,” and Dr. Joe gave her a list of instructions. Then he asked to speak with the head nurse.

“Of course. Of course, it’s all right, Dr. Joe,” she was saying as she waved Cherry out the door.

Cherry walked briskly through the hospital to the Private Wing. It was a special wing of the hospital where patients, who could well afford to pay for comfort, service, and beautiful surroundings, might spend the time during their illnesses.

Dr. Fortune’s patient must be wealthy, Cherry thought. It made her happy to think that Dr. Joe, whom she had known all her life, would for once be well paid. So often he was not very well paid and more often than that he gave his service freely to those who were sick and unable to pay him at all. Dear Dr. Joe with his seamed, sensitive face and boyish spring to his step.

Inside Suite 6, Cherry paused a moment to look around. She was not familiar with the rooms. They were tastefully decorated and furnished. There was nothing to remind the patient that he was in a hospital. In fact, he might well imagine himself in a fine hotel. Cherry caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror in the sitting room of the suite. Her practical, antiseptic uniform certainly struck an odd note.


CHAPTER II

 

The Three from the Plane

WITHIN A VERY SHORT TIME, CHERRY HAD THE BEDROOM of the suite ready for the patient and everything prepared according to Dr. Joe’s instructions. But just to be sure, she stood for a moment in the middle of the room to check again.

Near the head of the bed were the two intravenous stands—“IV” stands the nurses called them—which a hospital attendant had brought from the supply room where such equipment was kept for use as required. From one stand hung the pint container of normal saline, a lifesaving salt solution that would likely be infused into a patient’s vein. The other stand would hold a pint of blood for transfusion after the patient’s blood had been typed for compatibility.

“The man had a sudden hemorrhage and lost a lot of blood,” Dr. Fortune had told Cherry over the phone. “He’ll need a transfusion.”

She also had ready an oxygen tank and mask, thermometer, cotton swabs, adhesive tape, bottles of antiseptic and anesthetic, sterile gauze pads, needles and tubing used in giving intravenous treatment, hypodermic needles, and other medical supplies.

Everything had been done that could be done beforehand. The bedroom had become a little hospital within a hospital. Cherry gave a nod of satisfaction and looked at her watch. The ambulance should be back from the airfield at any minute.

She had already alerted the laboratory to have someone ready to test the patient’s blood. Now, she heard a knock at the door and a voice call “Miss Ames,” and Millie Reynolds, one of the laboratory technicians, came bustling in.

“They have all arrived. I saw them bring in the patient, so I didn’t have to wait for your call,” she announced. Millie was a blond, blue-eyed girl who looked as if she could not possibly have a brain in her head, but she was one of the best laboratory technicians at Hilton.

Cherry had noticed the accent on “all” and she smiled. “How many exactly, Millie, are there with the patient?” she asked. “You make it sound as if he were royalty accompanied by his entourage.”

“Well, it’s practically that,” Millie said. “I heard this big, handsome hunk of man say something about his uncle, Sir Something-or-other, that’s the patient. … Imagine a patient with a title! Isn’t it exciting?”

Millie did not have time to tell about “the others” with the sick man, for there were sounds of movement in the hall and a hospital attendant rolled in a still form. He was followed by Dr. Fortune and two young men, one of them in pilot’s uniform, his visored hat in his hand.

Dr. Joe gave Cherry one of his warm smiles, then glanced at Millie.

“Doctor, Miss Reynolds is ready to check the blood at once,” Cherry explained.

“Very good.” Turning to the two young men, Dr. Joe told them, “You may wait here in the sitting room.”

The patient was taken into the bedroom and the door closed. Things must be done quickly. There was no time to waste; a man’s life was threatened. In the next instant, the three of them—Dr. Joe, Millie, and Cherry—became an efficient team.

The man was unconscious. His flesh was gray and clammy from loss of blood and shock. His pulse was rapid.

The mask was placed over his face and the flow of oxygen regulated.

The rubber bands and tubing for the IV administration were adjusted. Cherry wiped a spot over the veins of one arm with a swab of cotton soaked in antiseptic. The doctor injected a small amount of a local anesthetic to numb the arm slightly, then deftly pushed the hollow needle into a vein in the bend of the patient’s elbow, and the slow drip of liquid into the vein began.

Meanwhile, Millie had quickly pricked a finger and drawn a little of the man’s blood into a tiny vial. Off she went with it to the laboratory, where she would test it immediately for blood type. The transfusion could not be given until this was known.

Aided by Cherry, Dr. Joe proceeded with the examination of his patient.

At the airfield and during the ride in the ambulance, the nephew and the pilot had told the doctor what had happened. And between listening through his stethoscope, checking of pulse and breathing, gently feeling the patient’s stomach and abdomen, Dr. Joe gave Cherry bits and pieces of information.

“Fellow collapsed in a plane not far from here. … Name’s Barclay—Sir Ian Barclay. … Haven’t seen him in ten years. … Owns iron mines up in Canada. … Peptic-ulcer case. … Nephew said doctor up there had been treating him for some time. … Lloyd Barclay, that’s the nephew’s name, said his uncle was getting along pretty well … then this sudden hemorrhage. … Uncle went to make telephone call to check on how things were going in his mines. … Found there was trouble. … Sudden anxiety probably set off this attack.”

The door opened. Dr. Joe’s and Cherry’s heads turned as one to Millie, with a bottle from the hospital’s blood bank in her hands.

“Group O, Rhesus positive,” she told them, “and the patient’s is the same—perfect match.” She walked briskly over with it, then as briskly out again.

Group O was a common blood type and could be safely given to anyone belonging to the other main groups—A, B, or Ab—just as long as the Rhesus—or RH—factor was the same. That Sir Ian Barclay’s belonged to this common type was certainly a bit of good luck right at the start, Cherry thought, as she swabbed his arm with a bit of antiseptic-soaked cotton in preparation for the transfusion.

Cherry and Dr. Joe could only wait now while the science of medicine, which had taken man many centuries to develop, took over. Sir Ian’s body must be supplied with oxygen, so he breathed it into his lungs through the snoutlike device invented for the purpose. The salt and liquid his body had lost were being replaced by the saline. And lifegiving blood flowed into his veins from the bottle hanging from the stand.

Sir Ian Barclay was breathing easily now. Some of the grayness had given way to the faint violet of returning blood. His flesh was warmer and drier.

Familiar as she was with the care and healing of the sick, Cherry never ceased to wonder at the miracle of medicine. And one was taking place before her eyes right now.

It was true that there were failures, and there was so very much yet unknown about health and sickness—yet what science and good care could do was no less a miracle. Perhaps that was why it was the most important thing in the world to her to be a nurse, Cherry thought. She was a part of the wonder of healing.

That was the way Dr. Joe had always felt too. He had given his whole life to medicine. A small, friendly man who spoke slowly and haltingly—who would think of him as a hero? He was a modern-day hero, nevertheless.

She saw Dr. Joe put his hand on Sir Ian’s forehead. Then he listened again to the patient’s heartbeat.

“Looks as if we’ll bring him through,” Dr. Joe said, straightening up.

He pulled up a chair beside the bed and nodded to one near Cherry. “Might as well sit as stand at this point,” he said.

They sat in silence. Cherry knew that Dr. Joe would add nothing to what he had told her before. That much information he had given her because she needed to be oriented to the case. Sir Ian Barclay at the moment was not a personality to the doctor, but a sick human being who must be made well again.

As Cherry sat beside Sir Ian, the lean, powerful figure, with its strong, bony face and gray-streaked black hair, began to pique her curiosity. “Here is a man,” she thought, “who looks as if he had great strength of character. He is a wealthy mine owner. A Canadian with a title. He is on a tour of mines in the United States. He calls home, hears bad news, collapses shortly afterward.”

“Sudden hemorrhage of a peptic ulcer,” Dr. Joe had said. People with ulcers had sudden flare-ups—that Cherry knew. Bad news could cause an attack. What had been the nature of the bad news that had caused this wealthy man, with the sturdy look of an eagle, to collapse, she wondered.

A mumbling came suddenly from the bed.

Both Cherry and Dr. Joe jumped.

Sir Ian Barclay had opened his gray eyes and was staring at them.

Dr. Joe removed the oxygen mask. When the man tried to raise his head, the doctor bent over and put a gentle hand on his shoulder.

“Don’t worry, Sir Ian, you’re coming along all right,” he said. “Just take it easy now.”

Sir Ian lay back quietly. His eyes searched the doctor’s face for a moment, then he spoke slowly, but Cherry caught the odd lilt to his voice and a Scottish twist to his words.

“I’d recognize you anywhere,” Sir Ian said. “You’ve not changed in ten years, Dr. Joseph Fortune.” He made an attempt at a smile.

The way he spoke immediately enchanted Cherry. Later—but that was after she had come to know the sounds so well—she always thought of the lilt of a Scottish tongue as a kind of spoken music.

“Now, Doctor, you can’t keep me here,” Sir Ian was saying worriedly. “It’s most important. I must go home.”

“Now, now,” Dr. Joe soothed him. “You are not to worry about anything. Nothing is important at all but getting well.” It took a bit before Dr. Joe’s confident manner calmed him. He kept insisting that Dr. Joe tell him exactly when he could go home, which, of course, the doctor could not tell because he could not know.

Finally, Sir Ian dozed off, murmuring, “I shouldn’t have left Jock to manage alone … too much for him. I must get back and straighten things out.”


CHAPTER III

 

Sir Ian Barclay

AFTER THAT FIRST DAY, SIR IAN’S “WHEN CAN I GO home?” was to ring daily in Cherry’s ears. At first it was pleading and sounded strange, coming from a man six feet tall. A man who had ruled thirty years over the island of Balfour, off the coast of Newfoundland, and the famous Balfour Iron Mines, as though he were a king.

But the plea in his voice was because he was physically weak. The moment he began to get better, his usual commanding tone returned and he demanded to know rather than asked. And he tried to bully Dr. Joe into releasing him, and failing that, he tried playing on Cherry’s sympathies.

She always answered primly, “Dr. Joe will tell you when he thinks you’re well enough to make the trip to Balfour Island.”

Sir Ian would first glare at her, then smile ruefully. “Remind me of my Meg—warmhearted, strongheaded, and high-spirited,” he would say.

And he would talk to Cherry about his daughter Meg, who was twenty and the apple of his eye. She was abroad, visiting relatives in Scotland and England.

And he forbid anyone to write Meg about his illness and “ruin her holiday.” He had set his mind on getting well.

“Take it easy,” Dr. Joe kept cautioning him. “To worry or fret is the worst thing you can do. Forget about business.” Then, with a grin, he would add, “Enjoy ill health and get a good rest for three or four weeks.”

Sir Ian had followed the doctor’s orders to the letter. In return for his obedience, however, he expected to see such great improvement every twenty-four hours that he would be told he could return to Balfour Island.

Lloyd Barclay and the pilot, Jerry Ives, were as much in the dark as Cherry and Dr. Joe as to exactly why Sir Ian was insistent upon returning home. They all knew by now that Sir Ian’s news over the telephone concerned closing a mine.

“But that’s no reason for Uncle Ian to go home,” Lloyd said. “Number 2 mine, which has not been worked for years, was reopened shortly before we left. When Uncle Ian called our Mine Office, he learned that the walls of one tunnel were too weak for the miners’ safety. Mining had been stopped until the walls could be reinforced. A thing like that can happen when an unworked mine is reopened. Of course Uncle Ian was terribly upset to have it happen so soon after starting out on a long tour. But he’s building a mountain out of a molehill, if he thinks he must go back to see to things.”

“People who worry sometimes build mountains out of molehills,” Dr. Joe pointed out. “Your uncle told me that he had not been away from Balfour for any length of time in many years. Obviously he feels, whether it is true or not, that without him there to run the mines, they won’t run properly.”

“But he seemed to be fine when we started on the tour,” Lloyd said. “He even joked with Jock Cameron about coming back to find himself out of a job. Mr. Cameron has been superintendent of Balfour Mines for over thirty years. Uncle Ian left Jock Cameron in charge while he was away.”

“I remember Sir Ian joking with Mr. Cameron just before we took off in the plane,” agreed Jerry Ives. “Sir Ian was in good spirits.”

“But then later on,” Lloyd said thoughtfully, “Uncle Ian seemed—well, detached, I suppose you’d call it. It was as though something worried him and he was trying not to let it bother him. For instance, he would sit lost in thought. I would have to repeat a question a couple of times before he heard me. Then he would rouse himself, so to speak, and answer. Once in a while we might even talk for a time. But it was not until we made our first stop at some iron mines in the upper peninsula of Michigan that he became enthusiastic about anything. There he saw some methods being used in the mines that he wanted to try out in our Balfour Mines. He was as excited as a boy over the idea.”

“But later in the plane,” Jerry added, “Sir Ian began to brood again. It was not until he had seen the mines here in Illinois that he was in fine fettle. You remember, Lloyd, your uncle remarked what a lot he got out of seeing how efficiently mines could be operated. Then, of course, he made that telephone call to Balfour Island.”

“When the three of us got into the plane and took off,” Lloyd said, “I noticed Uncle was, as Jerry called it, brooding again. When he told me the bad news, I tried to cheer him up, but with no success. In a little while, he was in pain and—well, we all know the rest.”

They were all four—Cherry, Dr. Joe, Lloyd Barclay, and Jerry Ives—in the sitting room of the suite. It was almost a week since Sir Ian had been admitted to Hilton Hospital, but it was the first time they had talked informally. Lloyd had visited his uncle as often as he was allowed. The pilot had come at least once a day, but they had both been under too much strain to want to chat. Today Sir Ian was definitely showing improvement and they all felt somewhat relaxed.

Perhaps it would be fairer to say that Jerry Ives was trying to give the appearance of being at ease.

“I wonder what he’s so nervous about?” Cherry thought, as she watched him shifting from side to side and drumming his fingers on the chair arm. “Probably has a date with one of the nurses and is trying to think of a graceful exit line.”

He had a pleasant, engaging manner that was very attractive and went well with his red hair and impudent grin. He had met some of the girls and dated a couple for dinner and the movies. He had taken one date for a ride in the private plane and given her the thrill of her life. They thought the Canadian pilot was “wonderful.”

Midge, Dr. Joe’s daughter, who was a junior volunteer nurse’s aide at Hilton Hospital, came in as usual after school one afternoon. Jerry was just leaving the hospital, “looking so absolutely marvelous, it took my breath away,” Midge told the Ames family with whom she was having dinner that same night. “And he said ‘hallo’ in that marvelous English accent.”

Charlie, Cherry’s twin brother, gave a most ungentlemanly snort. “A fellow says hello and you are swept off your feet,” he commented. “You surprise me, Midge. You really do. I thought you were beginning to grow up and be sensible.”

Charlie and Midge would have wound up in a good-natured but noisy discussion of Jerry Ives, if Mrs. Ames had not switched the conversation to Lloyd Barclay.

Cherry, in talking about Lloyd Barclay, had to admit that the nurses did not think he was “wonderful.”

“I should say not,” Midge piped up. “He never has more than two words to say to anyone: ‘Good morning,’ ‘Good afternoon,’ ‘Good evening.’ The nurses think he’s just a snob. Even Millie Reynolds, who, when she first saw him thought he was a real dreamboat, decided he’s too standoffish for her.” Midge shrugged and added, “Of course, he does have the most beautiful manners.”

Cherry had thought Lloyd was a little snobbish too at the beginning, but having seen him every day, she knew better. He was a kind, warm person, but very sensitive and shy. “The nurses ought to see him now,” Cherry thought, as she, Dr. Joe, Jerry Ives, and Lloyd sat talking in Sir Ian’s sitting room. “They would get a very different impression.”

His manner was alive and his voice friendly as he talked with Dr. Joe about the hazards and diseases of miners.

“My uncle will never forget how you saved Mr. Cameron’s life that time you were up in Canada,” Lloyd said suddenly when they came to a pause.

“And don’t think I will forget it, either,” declared Dr. Joe. Turning to Cherry, he explained in a hurt tone, “Cost me several sleepless nights and almost cost me my fishing trip.” Then he went on to relate how he was on his way to meet some friends in Canada to go fishing. His plane had run into fog, got off course, and had to come down at St. John’s, Newfoundland. At the same time, a little mail plane from Balfour Island landed with Sir Ian and a man dying of pneumonia.

“Always carry my case with me,” said the doctor, “and it came in handy that night. Managed to keep the old man—he must have been very near eighty—alive until we could get him to the hospital. The fog was so thick, it was a wonder that the ambulance could get from the hospital and back again.”

“That old man you saved,” Lloyd said, “died years later. Lived to the ripe old age of ninety-five. He was Jock Cameron’s father; the Camerons have been superintendents of our mines ever since there were any Barclays on the island. Uncle Ian always remembered how you pulled old John through and stayed with him until he was out of danger. And he has kept up with your work, Dr. Fortune. Every time your name is mentioned in the news—maybe you’ve read a paper before some medical society—Uncle Ian always takes note of it. As a matter of fact, just before he collapsed, he asked Jerry the name of the nearest town. Jerry told him Hilton and that it had a private landing field. Then Uncle told Jerry to land and me to call Dr. Joseph Fortune.”

Jerry Ives had begun to fidget with his hat, then asked abruptly, “Doctor, now frankly, it’s going to be some time before Sir Ian will be out of here, isn’t it?” Seeing the puzzled look on Dr. Joe’s face, he hastened to explain, “Well, you see, there’s no need for me to wait around to fly him back. At least that’s what I told Mr. Broderick. And he said for me to get back to Montreal right away.”

Cherry saw Lloyd Barclay’s face flush with quick anger.

“Jerry, I told you I would call Mr. Broderick at the end of the week,” Lloyd said acidly. “By then I hoped we’d have a clear idea of just what my uncle’s condition was. Besides, I just might want to continue the tour of mines alone. So by what right …”

“I don’t know what your uncle may have told you, Lloyd, but Mr. James Broderick’s my boss. He gives the orders so far as I am concerned,” Ives said, shrugging.

“If Mr. Broderick wants you back in Montreal, then you’d better go,” said Lloyd.

As Ives rose, he glanced rather sheepishly at Cherry and Dr. Joe. “I don’t want you to feel I am running out on Sir Ian,” he apologized, flashing them a boyish grin, “but as I told Mr. Broderick when I called him, there doesn’t seem to be much point in my hanging around here, so …” His voice trailed off.

“I’m sure there’s none,” Dr. Fortune said, getting up. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go have a look at my patient.” He nodded to the pilot and left.

“I have a bag to pack,” Jerry said, “so I’d better get going.” He started across the room, then stopped and turned around. “Say good-bye to Sir Ian for me. Hope he gets well soon, I honestly do.”

“Thank you, Jerry. I’ll tell him,” Lloyd said, and getting up followed the other to the door.

“Good-bye, Miss Ames,” called Jerry, and the next moment he was gone.

Cherry felt embarrassed at having witnessed the scene between the two, in spite of the fact that as a nurse she was certainly exposed to many intimate family affairs. Lloyd Barclay would probably feel that she was in the way, so …

“Please excuse me, Mr. Barclay,” she said. “It’s time for your uncle’s feeding.” And she hurried out of the room.

Dr. Fortune was pulling the sheet up, after having examined Sir Ian once again. “You’re coming along. You say no pain to speak of, that’s good,” Dr. Joe was remarking. “We’ll take some X rays, and then we’ll see what we’ll see. I’ve been in touch, as you know, with your Dr. Douglas Mackenzie on the island and he’s given me a summary of your case. Sounds like a fine young physician. Ulcer of the duodenum, that first inch of bowel next to the outlet of the stomach, he told me. A small crater there, no perforation.” The doctor looked around to Cherry. “Ah, there you are, Miss Ames. I was on the point of calling you.” Nodding toward Sir Ian, he went on, “The patient wondered if you’d mind very much writing a letter and mailing it for him.”

“Why, of course not,” Cherry said cheerfully. “I’ll just prepare Sir Ian’s four-o’clock feeding …” She caught the glint in the mine owner’s eye and stopped. “Correction, milk with cream in it. Sir Ian finds the word ‘feeding’ distasteful,” she told Dr. Joe.

“Call it nectar and ambrosia, Miss Ames, if that will help,” suggested the doctor solemnly.

“Even nectar and ambrosia become a bit monotonous,” declared Sir Ian, “if given at intervals of every two hours. What name did you give this treatment, Doctor? Oh, yes, I recall—Sippy. And it is quite aptly named, if I may say so.”

Dr. Joe laughed. “It happens, Sir Ian, that that was the name of the doctor who devised the treatment of peptic ulcer—Dr. Bertram Sippy of Chicago.”

“I refuse to believe it,” said Sir Ian. “It is too pat altogether.”

Cherry had prepared the mixture of equal parts of milk and cream for the feedings throughout the day and had stored them in the suite’s refrigerator. She had only to pour out the correct amount in a glass and hand it to Sir Ian with a glass tube to suck through.

Dr. Joe picked up his bag. “I’ll look in on you in the morning,” he told Sir Ian. “The last test showed the acid in your stomach is being kept down at night, so I won’t come poking and dosing. You can get an uninterrupted night’s sleep.”

Both Cherry and Sir Ian watched the doctor’s slight figure move with quick boyish steps across the room and out the door.

“There is a doctor!” announced Sir Ian.

“And a fine man,” Cherry added. She went over to the writing table in the bedroom and sat down. Getting out note paper and an envelope from the drawer, and her pen from her pocket, she said, “I’m ready for that letter now.”

Sir Ian sucked noisily for a moment, then dictated:

“Dear Jock: Here I am in hospital. You’ll see the name and address at the top of the page. Attack of ulcers. Nothing to worry about. You know I’ve had upsets before this. I am writing to let you know that I have decided not to continue the tour of mines in the United States and Mexico. As soon as I am well enough to travel, I am returning to Balfour.

“No doubt Mike McGuire has told you I talked with him when I called the Mine Office. Now, I am not blaming you, Jock, for what happened in Number two mine. Don’t think for a moment that I am. But with the reopening of Number two and the opening of the new mine, as soon as the preliminary work is done, anything is liable to happen. I should not have let James Broderick persuade me against my better judgment to take the tour at this time.

“I did discover some important new developments in operation during visits to two mines here in the States, so the time has not all been wasted.”

There was a pause, then Sir Ian continued, “Here’s the name and address where you send it: Mr. Jock Cameron, Piper’s Cove, Balfour Island, Newfoundland, Canada.”

Cherry addressed the envelope and held the letter while Sir Ian signed it with a flourish.

“Thank you, Nurse. You’ll find some airmail stamps on the desk, I believe,” he said.

She found them, licked one, and placed it on the letter.

“Now, I suppose you’re going off duty,” Sir Ian complained pettishly. “It’s past four by your watch, I see. And you’re going to leave me to the tender mercies of that starched tyrant.”

“Mrs. Hendrickson is very capable and kind,” Cherry defended the nurse on duty from four P.M. to twelve midnight.

At that moment Mrs. Hendrickson came in, big and bustling and efficient, and took over.

“See you at eight sharp in the morning, Sir Ian,” Cherry called out from the doorway.

“Don’t forget to mail my letter.”

“I won’t,” she promised.

On going into the sitting room, she was surprised to see Lloyd Barclay still there.

“Why, Mr. Barclay, I thought …” she began.

“Thought I’d gone?” he asked. “No, I waited to ask you if you’d stop and have an ice-cream soda with me. The doctor passed through a bit ago and he asked me if I was waiting to see my uncle. It was too bad, he said, but no more visitors were allowed. ‘Who wants to see the auld rascal?’ I asked. ‘I am waiting to see that bonnie lass of a nurse, Miss Ames. I am going to ask her …’ ”

Cherry shook her head sadly and then crinkled her eyes at him. “… her to have an ice-cream soda,” she finished for him.

“And what did the doctor say?” demanded Lloyd, and answered himself in the next breath. “He said it was a brilliant plan.”

“You, Mr. Barclay,” Cherry accused him, “are simply a younger Barclay than the one in there,” pointing to the other room. “You look like him, talk almost like him, and you are a wheedler, and I suspect a bully just like him.”

Lloyd Barclay’s dark-gray eyes regarded her sadly. “I dinna haud with compliments and ye canna take ma mind off its purpose with fancy words,” he said righteously. “How about that soda?”

“I accept with pleasure, Mr. Barclay,” she said in her most ladylike tones.


CHAPTER IV

 

Lloyd

CHERRY FELT PLEASANT AND AT EASE WITH THE WORLD when she went to her locker to get her handbag and powder her nose, after telling Lloyd Barclay to meet her in the visitors’ lounge.

She had reason to be happy. Her patient was mending. And didn’t she have a date with a man most of the girls would have given their eye teeth to go out with in spite of their feeling that he was “snobbish.”

Lloyd saw her in the doorway of the lounge, got up quickly, and came forward. He observed Cherry admiringly, then said shyly, “I’m surely a lucky fellow to be taking out such a pretty girl.”

“Thank you, Sir,” she told him demurely.

They went outside. “I’m depending on you to lead us to the best soda in town,” he warned as they started down the walk.

“If you’re like my twin brother Charlie, it’s the place where they give you the two biggest scoops of ice cream,” she informed him.

“Any brother of yours is bound to have the right idea,” he assured her.

He wanted to know about Charlie, so Cherry launched into an enthusiastic account of her brother’s work. At the corner, she stopped to drop Sir Ian’s letter in the mailbox and went on talking. “Charlie was always, even as a kid, interested in aeronautics,” she told Lloyd. She giggled suddenly. “You should have seen that room of his! It was piled to the ceiling with models of planes.”

Walking down the street, from almost everyone they passed, it was “Hi, Cherry!” or “Hello, Miss Ames!” and an interested glance at the handsome stranger at Cherry’s side.

“People in this town all seem to know you,” remarked Lloyd.

“I’ve lived here all my life and my parents before me, so I suppose the Ames family could be called old-timers. That accounts for it,” explained Cherry.

“That’s the way with us on the island,” he said. “Everyone knows the Barclays. Most of us on the island are what you call old-timers. Our families came there in 1750 and a good many have clung to the rocky place like lichens ever since. In fact, until my uncle’s generation, none of the Barclays left the island except to go to school in Scotland or for travel in Europe to round out their education. But I rather spoiled the tradition by going to the Colorado School of Mines and working in the States.”

Hilton’s favorite ice-cream parlor was charming and old-fashioned. Cherry and Lloyd sat talking over their strawberry ice-cream (two huge scoops) sodas. It was Lloyd really who did the most talking and Cherry listened. He seemed to feel the need to talk to someone.

As he said, “In the past week my uncle and I have become better acquainted with you than people we’ve known for years. We’ve come to think of you as not only a nurse, but as a friend, too. It may seem strange to you, but Uncle Ian and I are shy. It’s often hard for us to make friends. He covers up his shyness by being stiff and arrogant, while I give the impression of being sort of a cold fish. At least, that is what the fellows told me at the Colorado School of Mines until they really got to know me.” He paused, then continued, “But with you, Cherry—I hope you don’t mind my calling you Cherry, and you call me Lloyd—with you it’s different, somehow.”

For a time, he went on talking of the island, the various families, his student days at the mining school. Suddenly, Cherry, who busied herself with her soda, caught a more serious tone in his voice. She sensed that he was leading up to a confidence of some sort.

“Cherry,” he began at last, “I suppose you’re wondering about Mr. Broderick, Jerry Ives, the plane, and all the rest.”

“It isn’t any of my business, Lloyd,” Cherry pointed out gently and smiled. “But, frankly, now that you yourself brought it up, I am curious.”

“I was hoping you would be,” he returned with a grin. “Especially since I hope that we can be good friends.”

“Carry on then, Friend Lloyd,” Cherry encouraged him, keeping her tone light so that he would not feel shy or embarrassed.

“Let’s begin, then, with Mr. James Broderick,” said Lloyd. “He is a man of wide interests in shipping, construction, plastics, mines, mining machinery, and equipment. Now, Uncle Ian had to have all new machinery and equipment to start work on and then operate the new mine, the Number 10 you’ve heard us speak of.

“Uncle Ian went to James Broderick and arranged to purchase what he needed for the mine through companies that Broderick controlled. Uncle Ian had to borrow a very great deal of money to do this.”

Cherry shook her head. “Oh, dear, to owe money worries everyone. Of course Sir Ian is worried.”

“Don’t look so sad,” Lloyd told her. “To borrow money in business and industry, Cherry, is an everyday matter. It isn’t the borrowing of itself that makes a business safe or unsafe. It’s how much can be borrowed with safety by a particular company.

“Balfour Mines is a family-owned company. Uncle Ian, my cousin Meg, Aunt Phyllis and Uncle George in England, and I—we own the mines. There are few such companies that have survived. And for a very good reason. It takes too much money to run them and compete with enormous industrial and business concerns—the giants. You know yourself, Cherry, that the small grocery store finds it hard to compete with chain stores and supermarkets.

“It’s the same with the Barclay-owned iron mines. We are little compared with the modern giants. When Uncle got the money for the new Number 10 mine, he had to borrow more than was safe for our family-owned mines. He stretched his credit too far. He has been able so far to make payments on the loans. But he hasn’t been able to meet the full payments regularly. And Broderick would leap at the chance to gobble up Balfour Mines. I gathered all this from the few bits of information that Uncle Ian let drop when we were visiting the mines.”

Cherry frowned, trying to understand how it all fitted together.

“You seem puzzled,” Lloyd said.

“I am,” Cherry replied. “I don’t understand Mr. James Broderick. He’s a hardheaded businessman, ready to gobble up the Barclay mines one moment, and the next, he’s sending you and your uncle on a mining tour in his private plane with his personal pilot, Jerry Ives.”

Lloyd burst into a hearty laugh. Cherry’s face must have changed its expression to a wounded one, for he apologized, “Cherry lass, don’t look so hurt. It’s just that James Broderick is so easy to understand. He’s simply interested in taking over companies that are not going as well as they should and making them operate efficiently and profitably. In the process, Mr. Broderick becomes tremendously wealthy and powerful. He advanced money for machinery and equipment for Balfour Mines, so he’s interested in seeing that the mines are operating at top level if he ever has to take them over. If observing modern efficiency methods in other mines would help Uncle and me to do this, Mr. Broderick was going to see that we got to visit the most modern mines.”

“Well, then,” argued Cherry, “isn’t Mr. Broderick taking a big chance? If you operate the mines very profitably, the loans will be paid off and Mr. Broderick can’t gobble up the mines.”

“But that’s a chance he’s willing to take,” Lloyd said. “You see, either way he doesn’t really lose. As for the Barclays, they have just about everything to lose if the loans can’t be paid off.”

“No wonder Sir Ian is so worried about the mines,” Cherry mused aloud. “No wonder he was so upset over the trouble in that Number 2 mine you are reopening.” She thought of the letter Sir Ian had written Jock Cameron. Now she could understand why Sir Ian felt it urgent to return as soon as possible. He had to be there to see that there was no trouble in the mines. His being there would probably make no difference one way or another, but he felt he should be there. Trouble meant loss of money. He dare not let the mines lose money.

Lloyd turned his attention to his soda and took a last noisy suck. He gave Cherry a smile, as bright as the sun breaking through clouds. “Away dull care!” he cried softly in a bantering voice. “Ah, Cherry lass, ’tis a good thing there’s na more to drink or there’s na tellin’ but I waud ha’ tawked your ears off your bonnie head.” He leaned back and considered her with mock seriousness. “Mind ye, I’m not one to throw my money away on a mere snippet of a gurl, but waud ye have another strawberry soda?” he asked.

Cherry thanked him, laughing at his imitation of a canny Scotsman, but told him she had promised to be home by five o’clock.

“I really must fly,” she said, glancing at the time. “The Women’s Camp Committee is meeting at our house tonight on final plans on day camps for children this summer. I’m supposed to help Mother.”

Lloyd paid the check, then insisted upon taking her home in a taxi. “Will you have dinner with me one evening?” he asked as he left her at her door.

“Perhaps you’ll come for dinner and meet my family,” she countered.

“I would he delighted,” he said. He ran down the steps and drove off in the cab.

“Who was that nice-looking young man who brought you home?” her father asked. He was sitting near the window in the living room, reading the evening paper.

“Yes, I think he’s rather nice,” agreed Cherry, stopping to preen herself before the hall mirror. She stuck her dainty nose in the air and announced in stilted accents, “He’s only the nephew of the famous Sir Ian Barclay.”

Mrs. Ames came in from the kitchen just then. Her sweet face was puzzled for a moment, then she smiled, her eyes twinkling in amusement. “Miss Ames, I don’t like to interrupt an actress who is throwing herself into her part—and I do mean throwing—but …”

“I’ll be right with you,” Cherry sang out. She tossed a kiss to her mother and dashed upstairs to her room.

When dinner was eaten and the dishes washed, Cherry and her father escaped to the back porch and sat on the steps, leaving Mrs. Ames and the ladies to carry on their committee work inside the house. To escape the hectic preparations for the meeting, Charlie had decided to dine out that night.

“I’m to stand by in case they have any questions on health, physical examinations, and the like,” Cherry told her father. Because of her experience as a camp nurse, she served as a sort of volunteer consultant to her mother’s committee. Cherry gave one of her delightful little giggles. “Otherwise,” she said, “the ladies prefer to do their own planning with no interference from fresh young things like me. I think, this year, they are going to hold the free day camp in the woods near the lake and take the children there and back each day by bus. Right now, they are in a swivet over how to raise some more money.”

Mr. Ames groaned. “I smell a White Elephant Sale or a Spring Auction coming up. And your mother is going to make me give up one of my treasured possessions.”

Cherry sniffed. “Something like that hideous desk lamp you bought because you felt sorry for the man? Or the stuffed owl that molted? You bought that, I believe, because you wanted to help the Boys’ Taxidermy Club get started. If it weren’t for the ladies’ sales and auctions,” she scolded fondly, “this house would soon look like a whatnot museum.”

“Women!” snorted her father. “No appreciation of the finer things in life.”

Silence fell on the two. They looked out on the lawn where trees cast mottled shadows in the moonlight. From Mrs. Ames’s garden the odor of spring flowers was wafted to them by a little breeze that came up suddenly and as suddenly died away. There was a feeling in the air of contentment.

“Why don’t you ask that young fellow to dinner sometime?” asked Mr. Ames apropos of nothing at all.

Cherry knew “that young fellow” meant Lloyd. “I already have,” she said. “I know you and mother will like him.” She talked about Lloyd and his uncle then for a while.

Her father listened, asking a question now and then.

“You know, Cherry,” he said finally, “I think this whole ulcer trouble is probably due to worry over money. Sir Ian is sick with worry. That’s an old-fashioned expression, but it is very apt at times.”

“Yes, money worry is probably the clue to the whole thing,” Cherry agreed musingly.

Without their being aware of it, the house had become silent and snatches of conversation no longer drifted out to them.

They heard a movement behind them and Mrs. Ames walked out on the porch. “Meeting’s over and they have all gone home,” she announced, then without a break continued, “Cherry Ames, I distinctly heard you use the word ‘clue.’ Now, you’re not going to start playing Miss Sherlock Holmes again, are you? You’ll end up in a book just the way he did,” warned her mother, laughing.

“The Barclays are very interesting people,” remarked Mr. Ames in a hurt tone. “And we were talking about them. I don’t know how the word ‘clue’ came into the discussion, do you, Cherry?”

“I suppose it sneaked in when nobody was looking,” replied Cherry, joining her father in teasing her mother.

“Oh, you two!” exclaimed Mrs. Ames. “Incidentally, while you were doing so much talking about the Barclays, did you decide to ask the young man to dinner?”

“We did,” Cherry and her father declared in unison.

Cherry and her mother and father set a date that seemed best for everyone—Friday of the following week. The next day, Cherry was giving Sir Ian his noontime milk and cream when Lloyd came to visit his uncle, and she invited Lloyd to dinner. He accepted enthusiastically.

“The nerve of the chit!” exclaimed Sir Ian. “Asks you to a good dinner at the same time she’s conniving with the doctor to keep me on Dr. Sippy’s slops for three weeks.”

Sir Ian might growl, but all the same, Cherry could see that he was enormously pleased.

“And what do I have to do to receive an invitation?” he demanded.

“Get well, sir,” she told him cheerfully.

That was Saturday. It had been arranged for Cherry to have a day off on Sunday. It would be Monday morning at eight before she would be on duty again. By then, Sir Ian had already seen the disturbing news item in the paper, which changed everything.


CHAPTER V

 

Meg

MONDAY MORNING, MISS PAGE, THE TWELVE-MIDNIGHT-to-eight A.M. nurse, came out of Sir Ian’s room, looking worried and exhausted.

Cherry hurried up to her. “How is he?” she asked. Sir Ian had been walking about a bit when she had left him on Saturday.

“Things aren’t going too badly now,” Miss Page answered.

Cherry cried, “You mean Sir Ian’s worse?”

“Well, he had a relapse after I came on at midnight,” Miss Page explained. “He was in great pain and I had to call Dr. Fortune.”

“What in the world happened?” demanded Cherry.

The other shook her head. “I haven’t the slightest notion, Miss Ames. He was asleep when I relieved Mrs. Hendrickson. She said he’d seemed all right. He had sat up and even read the newspaper earlier in the evening.”

“How is the patient now?” Cherry asked.

“As I said, not doing too badly,” Miss Page replied. “Dr. Fortune is in there with him.”

Cherry opened the door and walked quickly into the room.

Dr. Joe was sitting at the desk, making some notes. He looked up as Cherry came in and stood beside him, after she had briefly observed Sir Ian’s quiet form.

“Good morning, Cherry,” Dr. Joe greeted her wearily. In a quiet voice so as not to be overheard by the patient, he continued, “We’ve had a setback, I’m afraid. It’s a good thing you are going to be with Sir Ian. He has become extremely dependent on you. His attitude toward Miss Page and Mrs. Hendrickson isn’t at all cooperative.”

Dr. Joe sighed and returned to his notes. Cherry went over to the bed. Sir Ian lay quietly on his back, his gray-streaked black head turned to the side, his nose beaklike against the pillow.

“Looks just like a great sleeping eagle,” Cherry thought.

All of a sudden, she was aware of one gray eye regarding her. “I’ve made rather a mess of things, Cherry,” he said with a wan attempt at a smile. “All your good work for nothing.”

“There, now,” she told him, “don’t fret. It’s going to be all right. You don’t hurt anywhere now, do you?”

“No, not for the moment,” he answered.

Dr. Joe began to gather up his notes preparatory to leaving. “I’m going to call Dr. Mackenzie at Balfour Island and confer with him,” he explained to Cherry. “Sir Ian was nauseated by the cream in the milk. He hasn’t been before, as you know. Miss Page gave him plain milk, but he vomited that and suffered intense pain. There were no indications of hemorrhaging. I worked to get the acid in his stomach neutralized. He was in distress for some time, though, in spite of various treatments. That has been relieved, but I want him to go back on the Sippy regimen that we used at the beginning, that is, the hourly feedings instead of every two hours.

“If there is any hint that the cream may make him nauseous, don’t mix it with the milk. Simply give him three ounces of milk.

“I know you realize,” Dr. Joe said, as they walked through the sitting room, “how important mental rest is for people with psychosomatic diseases, such as ulcers. From the description Lloyd has given me of his uncle, I gather Sir Ian has always been an intensely hard-driving, hard-working man, who has been under unusually severe strain for a number of years. Acute anxiety brought on the attack in the plane, for Dr. Mackenzie told me when I talked with him before, that any major difficulty at the mines used to bring on mild attacks. Never anything so serious before. But I can’t think of any nervous upset which might account for this relapse, can you?”

“No, Dr. Joe, I can’t offhand.” She stopped, then said quickly, “Unless Sir Ian was upset by Jerry Ives’s leaving as he did.”

“Sir Ian doesn’t know yet that Ives has gone,” Dr. Joe continued. “He didn’t hear what went on Friday in the sitting room. And I asked Lloyd to say nothing about it. I mean, there was no point.” Dr. Joe took a deep breath. “Do everything you can to put his mind at ease.”

“Of course,” Cherry promised. “Are you going to allow Lloyd to see him?”

“Yes. Not too long at a time. Sir Ian’s very fond of his nephew. Might be upsetting if we kept Lloyd away just now,” replied Dr. Joe. With that he left, saying he would be in again later.

Cherry moved about the room quietly, putting things in order, checking supplies, keeping a watchful eye on her patient. At nine o’clock she gave him three ounces of milk. The cream bothered him, he said, so she omitted it. He dropped off into a light doze.

She noticed that the wastepaper basket beside the desk was full. It had been overlooked, no doubt, when the room had last been tidied. But what made her decide to take it out and exchange it for the empty one in the sitting room, she could not guess. Or why she looked into it, she did not know. But she did. The greater part of the contents was a newspaper, neatly folded and tucked in at the side.

Cherry stood in the sitting room, about to set the basket down, when she found herself thinking back to what Miss Page had said, that Sir Ian had read the newspaper. What newspaper?

With a glance over her shoulder at Sir Ian to see that he was still dozing, Cherry closed the bedroom door and snatched the paper out of the basket.

Toronto Star stretched across the masthead in bold, black type. “Why of course,” she thought. She knew Lloyd had arranged for his uncle to receive the Toronto Star by airmail special delivery at the hospital. She felt a prickle of excitement. Sir Ian must have read a news story or an item that disturbed him.

Holding the paper in outstretched arms, she began running her eyes up and down the columns.

At last her search was rewarded.

“Explosion in Mine” headed the one-column report. She raced on:

“Balfour Is., Nfld. Apr. 10. An explosion took place yesterday (that was Saturday, Cherry thought, counting backward quickly) in one of the mines here. No one was injured, according to a statement by M. F. McGuire, Assistant Superintendent of Balfour Mines. He could not account for the explosion. Operation of the mine has been temporarily halted for necessary repairs.”

There was no question now in Cherry’s mind about it. That short paragraph was the cause of Sir Ian’s upset.

There was something in the story itself that struck Cherry immediately as wrong. Why was McGuire, the assistant superintendent of Balfour Mines, quoted? The person who should give out statements to the press was the superintendent in charge, Jock Cameron. Why had not Mr. Cameron done so?

She folded the paper back at the paragraph, ready to show Dr. Joe and Lloyd. Cherry looked about for a hiding place. Beneath the seat cushion of one of the chairs was as good as any. She slid it under and returned to Sir Ian’s room.

Lloyd arrived a little after eleven o’clock, to find his uncle just finishing his milk. He carried a huge bunch of daffodils in one of those white molded-pulp vases provided by florists.

“Good morning, Cherry! Good morning, Uncle Ian!” he greeted them cheerily. “You’re looking better, sir. That milk is doing wonders for your complexion; you are going to have a skin like a wee bonnie bairn’s before long.”

“And the wee strength of one,” his uncle growled weakly.

“I brought you some flowers,” Lloyd said, stating the obvious.

“Ay, but such a wee bunch,” remarked Sir Ian. “Of course the color is bright and showy,” he added grudgingly.

Cherry and Lloyd exchanged a knowing glance. They could see that he was pleased.

Lloyd placed the flowers on a table near the window where Sir Ian could see them.

Cherry said, “I’ll leave the two of you alone awhile,” and started out.

“There’s no need for you to go, Cherry,” Sir Ian told her. “I’m not in a talking mood today. I’d rather listen and I’d enjoy your company. So you and Lloyd sit down and talk,” he ordered.

Cherry laughed. “Usually people tell me to sit down and stop talking,” she said.

“Uncle Ian usually tells me the same thing,” Lloyd remarked, “so this will be a welcome change.” He drew up a couple of chairs and they settled into an easy conversation of small talk. Cherry knew that Lloyd was a good talker. Now she found that he was equally good at telling a story. He related a wonderful folk tale about an old Balfour Islander who became a pirate and returned to haunt the place.

“You see, Cherry,” commented Sir Ian, “Lloyd’s a true Barclay, knows all the old tales, loves the island. And he is going to make the best mining engineer Balfour ever had. No doubt he’s told you he was graduated with top honors from the Colorado School of Mines. And he could have been a top man in the mining company where he worked. But he loves Balfour and he’s there to stay.”

Lloyd flushed at his uncle’s praise and mumbled, “Thought you were going to listen, not talk.”

“No, Sir Ian,” Cherry said, “I had no idea how important he was.”

“Just like him,” Sir Ian agreed flatly. “Of course I approve of a certain degree of modesty. But my nephew overdoes it,” went on Sir Ian as though Lloyd were not present. “Furthermore, he’s overflowing with all kinds of ideas. Wonderful ideas, but highly impractical.”

Sir Ian stole a glance at his nephew to see what effect his words had on him. Lloyd pretended not to notice, but he frowned with quick anger.

“It’s my turn now to talk,” Cherry announced abruptly. “Did I ever tell you about the time I was a nurse for a country doctor and got all mixed up in a campaign for mayor?”

Both men looked at her in surprise.

“You ran for mayor?” asked Sir Ian.

“You would have had my vote,” declared Lloyd stoutly.

“And mine,” echoed Sir Ian with equal conviction.

“You are both deliberately twisting my words,” Cherry said, laughing. “I wasn’t running for mayor, a man was.”

This struck them both as funny. “Oh, a man! Fancy that!” they cried.

She had set them off and they were bent on teasing her. She not only did not mind, but she gave herself a mental pat on the back for getting the conversation back in the right key.

Lloyd’s visit had lasted perhaps half an hour when he got up, saying that he had better run along. Between visits to his uncle, he had been spending time touring the area about Hilton to take a look at the various factories and industries, and some of the engineering projects. Cherry rose casually and followed him to the door.

“Wait out here,” she whispered quickly. “I must see you.” Then, for Sir Ian’s benefit, she said loudly, “Good-bye for now,” and closed the door.

Sir Ian smiled up at Cherry as she returned and stood at the foot of his bed. “I don’t know when I’ve had a more pleasant time,” he told her. “I have a feeling you’re what the Indians call ‘good medicine.’ I resent nurses on general principles. They boss me and I don’t like being bossed.”

Cherry grinned. “I boss you, too, but I try not to let you catch on,” she pointed out.

“Ay, you’re canny. You know just how to handle me to keep me from getting my back up,” he said. “Few people are able to do that. Two only I can think of offhand—you and Meg.” A little sigh escaped him. “I wish my Meg were here so she could meet you and get to be friends.” His words trailed off. He closed his eyes.

Cherry waited, and when he did not open them, she went quietly into the other room.

Lloyd had been walking up and down slowly, lost in thought. He whirled to face her. Before he could ask any questions, Cherry darted to the chair, plucked out the newspaper, and handed it to him. “Oh, it’s the Star,” he said. “It must have been delivered to Uncle Ian after I left him last evening.”

“Read that.” Cherry pointed to the paragraph on the explosion.

Lloyd read it swiftly. “There must be something terribly wrong at Balfour!” Lloyd exclaimed, his voice low but harsh, his face angry. “This man McGuire—who does he think he is? If anyone gives a statement to the press it should be Jock Cameron; he’s the superintendent.”

“Could Mr. Cameron have been away when it happened?” suggested Cherry. “Perhaps he was sick.”

“Oh, no, there’s more to it than that,” declared Lloyd. “Why, that red-faced bully! If that McGuire thinks he’s going to usurp Cameron’s place …” he broke off. “I’m going to find out what’s going on up there. I’m going to Balfour!” He strode to the door. “Thanks, Cherry. You’re strictly wonderful. Please give me a rain check on that dinner Friday.”

With that, he was out in the hall. Cherry ran and called after him, “Where are you going?”

“Going to see Dr. Joe,” Lloyd called back. ‘Tell him what I’m going to do.”

By the time Dr. Joe came that afternoon to visit Sir Ian, Lloyd Barclay had packed and was well on his way to Balfour Island. He had called the nearest airfield and chartered a plane.

“No one could stop him. He was determined to go,” Dr. Joe told Cherry. “And even if I could have stopped him, I don’t know whether I would have been doing right. This is Lloyd’s chance to show his uncle that he is not a fool when it comes to managing the affairs of the mines. And since his uncle is in no condition to manage anything right now, let the boy see what he can do. After all, he inherited his father’s shares in the Balfour Mines and he has a right to look after his interests, to put it bluntly.”

“His uncle doesn’t think Lloyd’s a fool,” Cherry said. “He’s crazy about his nephew, I can see that.”

“I know. I know,” agreed Dr. Joe. “Of course he is. But Sir Ian has no confidence in Lloyd’s business ability. He thinks the boy is a remarkable engineer, but lacks administrative ability. He forgets that he’s never given Lloyd a chance.”

“How are we going to break the news to Sir Ian?” Cherry asked, sighing deeply.

Dr. Joe gave her what he might have thought was a sly glance, but it was about as sly as a small brown bear’s.

“Sir Ian is going to have a very happy surprise. Oh, I tell you, that boy, Lloyd Barclay, got the bit in his teeth this morning and there was no holding him. He called Meg Barclay in London. And she’ll be here as fast as jet planes and other modern conveyances of travel can fetch her.”

To Cherry the time until Sir Ian’s daughter arrived on Wednesday seemed to be endless. Luckily, Sir Ian assumed that his nephew was off taking a look around the country, which he had said he might do. So Cherry simply said nothing.

Sir Ian’s condition showed some improvement, but he seemed depressed and moody. Cherry could rally him, but he was withdrawn and taciturn with Miss Page and Mrs. Hendrickson.

Then Wednesday came at last. And with it lovely Meg Barclay. She did not announce her arrival. She simply appeared in the doorway like a princess out of a fairy tale.

Sir Ian saw her and his whole face lighted up. She ran over to him and threw her arms about him.

“Oh, Da!” she cried, using the Scottish word for Dad. “Why didn’t you tell me? I would have come sooner and taken you home.”

“There, there.” Sir Ian patted her dark head. “Don’t take on now. I wanted you to have a good time.”

Meg lifted her head and brushed away the tears that had gathered in her eyes. She was all sunshine again. “But, Da, after the first two weeks, I was so homesick I thought I couldn’t bear it,” she said.

Such was Cherry’s first meeting with Meg. Father and daughter finally took notice of Cherry, who had been too startled to move. Sir Ian introduced the two: “The grandest nurse and the grandest daughter a man ever had.”

Cherry and Meg regarded each other for a long moment. Each girl liked what she saw. And Sir Ian lay there and admired the pair: Meg with wavy brown hair; violet eyes, honest and sparkling with humor; fine regular features, friendly mouth, and as slim as a young willow. Cherry with glossy dark curls; dark, expressive eyes; red cheeks, and slender figure. What a beautiful picture they made! Renoir would have loved to paint them.

The two girls broke into smiles and shook hands warmly.

It was the beginning of a friendship that Cherry and Meg were to treasure. And it was the day that drew Cherry into the web of mystery of Balfour Island. For Meg had come determined to take her father home as soon as possible.

“He’ll never get well,” Meg told Dr. Joe and Cherry. “I know Da. He will worry a little more today, a little less tomorrow perhaps, but he’ll never be at ease until he returns to the island. Something is wrong, though he won’t tell me what it is. And he must see to it.”

Because of Sir Ian’s pattern of brief improvement, followed by a setback, Dr. Joe was inclined to agree. But he had to be sure Sir Ian had consistent and proper nursing care. Dr. Mackenzie had told him there were two registered nurses on the island, neither of whom could be spared from the island’s hospital.

Both Sir Ian and Meg pleaded every day with Cherry to return with them. Sir Ian became stubborn and insisted he would not tolerate another nurse.

It was a big decision for Cherry to make.

“You’d not do wrong in going,” Dr. Joe said, and her family agreed. “I think,” Dr. Joe had added, “it will be an interesting experience for you in many ways. I’ve made inquiries about young Dr. Douglas Mackenzie and all the reports are good. His reputation as a physician is excellent.”

The moment Cherry said “Yes,” Meg got on the long-distance telephone and began making arrangements with the servants at Barclay House for getting everything in order. Dr. Joe helped make arrangements with Hilton Hospital for Cherry’s leave of absence. Cherry herself hurried around when off duty, buying all the things she “absolutely needed,” and doing all the other things that had to be done when anyone plans to be away for several months.

“I surely hope all of this is not premature,” her mother said to Cherry. “Dr. Joe hasn’t said Sir Ian is well enough to travel.”

“Oh, but Sir Ian has been improving steadily since Meg declared she was going to take him home and there’s no hitch any longer about nursing care,” Cherry told her. “Do you know, Sir Ian never even batted an eyelash when Meg told him Lloyd had already gone to the island? She was worried about breaking the news to him, as Lloyd had asked her to do. But she need not have worried at all. Sir Ian even told Meg to wire him to meet us as soon as we know when we will arrive.”

“Well, as Dr. Joe told us the other evening when he came over,” Mrs. Ames said, “he’s known of patients who got over their ulcers on the first day of vacation. Sir Ian probably feels the same sort of relief.”


CHAPTER VI

 

Balfour Island

IT WAS AN INTERESTING JOURNEY TO BALFOUR ISLAND. From Hilton, Cherry, Sir Ian, and Meg went by train to Chicago, and from there by plane to St. John’s, Newfoundland, in Canada. From there, they took the ferryboat Sandy Fergus that ran between St. John’s and the island.

The journey was somewhat complicated, because Sir Ian was a sick man and special arrangements had to be made to ensure his comfort and to avoid fatigue. Modern conveniences of travel made this a relatively easy matter.

But Sir Ian’s eagerness to get home made him impatient and cross with those very precautions that were taken for his health and comfort. During the trip, it was all Cherry could do (aided by Meg) to keep him reasonably calm and see that he followed Dr. Joe’s orders as cheerfully as possible.

The girls succeeded better perhaps than they realized, for when the plane landed at St. John’s, Newfoundland, just ahead of a fog, Sir Ian was actually complacent about taking the slower, ancient ferryboat instead of the much faster helicopter to the island.

“The helicopter will never make it,” Meg had said at first signs of the fog.

“Ay,” Sir Ian had agreed. “But you can depend on John Rab getting us there, which is more than I can say for the fal-de-lal whirlybirds.”

John Rab was the captain and owner of the Sandy Fergus ferryboat, and, as Cherry was to discover, let neither fog, rain, wind, snowstorm, nor ice in Balmaghie Bay keep him from his two daily trips between St. John’s and Balfour.

The helicopter that carried mail and passengers once a day, or on special flights, was faster. But it was far less reliable. It supplied service only during fair weather. Wind and fog made it impossible to land on the island. Since fogs often hung over Balfour and came at unexpected times, the Balfourians referred to the helicopter as the “May Bee,” which some wit had named it, explaining, “Maybe you go and maybe you don’t. It all depends on the weather.”

When Cherry, Sir Ian, and Meg got off the plane at St. John’s the fog was rolling in, dimming the morning sun. The air was chilly. Cherry was glad she had on her warm coat and had brought along woolen sweaters, cardigans, and other warm clothing that Meg had advised packing.

Sir Ian was bundled up. Cherry had insisted upon it in spite of his protests. But she could see that both he and Meg were much happier with the colder climate. They had begun to find the spring weather in Hilton warm enough for their taste.

‘The summer would be much too hot for us Newfoundlanders,” Meg had told Cherry. “We’d melt.”

Lloyd Barclay was waiting for them at the St. John’s airport.

“Hello, everybody!” he greeted them. He shook hands with Cherry and gave Meg a cousinly peck on the cheek. “It’s good to see you, sir,” he said to his uncle, as they shook hands. “I have a taxi waiting to take us to the wharf. We’ll have to ride the ferry. I came over in the May Bee, but the pilot didn’t want to try to make it back.”

Lloyd managed the meeting with such ease that one would have thought he was simply greeting them upon their return from a pleasant weekend. All three of the Barclays behaved as though nothing unusual had happened during the past weeks. As for Cherry, she was consumed with curiosity about what Lloyd had found out upon his return to Balfour.

After luggage had been checked through customs and they were settled in the taxi, a converted limousine, Cherry thought surely Sir Ian or Lloyd, or Meg, at least, would ask Lloyd what had happened on the island. But Cherry was disappointed. They chatted casually of the trip and the weather.

Upon arrival at the wharf, Sir Ian permitted Lloyd to help him out of the car, then brushed away his nephew’s helping hand, and started toward the boat. He walked beside Lloyd with slow, deliberate steps, his shoulders back, his head high.

Cherry and Meg followed and, behind them, trailed the porters with bags and luggage.

‘The king returns,” ran through Cherry’s mind. Sir Ian might be sick, but “his people” were not to see him leaning upon anyone’s arm. That he had a nurse with him was of no importance. Sir Ian Barclay was able to have a dozen nurses if it so pleased him.

They made quite a swath down the middle of the wharf, through the crowd of people, past boxes and crates, for the wharf was busy. All along the way, their appearance was greeted with nods and “Good morning to you” from various individuals. Cherry, in her distinguishing nurse’s attire, drew considerable attention, too. Undoubtedly folks were curious about her being with the Barclays.

The Sandy Fergus was tied up at some distance down the wharf. They passed small vessels moored alongside and could see through the mist the shapes of tankers, fishing boats, and ships anchored in the harbor.

At last they reached the ferryboat and were met, as they stepped aboard, by the captain, John Rab, a grizzle-headed old sea dog with a pipe in his mouth.

“I’ve been expecting ye,” he said, gripping Sir Ian’s hand in his big paw. “Told Lloyd I’d hold the boat if need be. Welcome home, Ian.”

This was the first time Cherry had heard the mine owner called anything but Sir Ian.

The captain was obviously delighted to see Sir Ian and Meg, and they to see him. When Cherry was introduced, he gave her a sharp look from under shaggy eyebrows.

“A fine lass of a nurse, eh?” he said in a deep, singing Scottish voice. “I’m glad ye’ve come.” He jerked his head toward Sir Ian. “This old chap here can do with a bit of looking after. Ulcers are pawky things.”

“The captain means they’re stubborn,” Sir Ian growled amiably. “He still talks the way he did when we were in school together in Scotland.”

While they were talking to the captain, the boat had been gradually taking on passengers. There were forty or so men, women, and children scattered about the deck and leaning against the rail of the old fishing vessel. That is what the Sandy Fergus had been originally. And, indeed, Captain Rab still used it for occasional fishing, as was quite evident from the odor.

A deckhand came to report to Captain Rab that a place in the cabin had been arranged where Sir Ian and his party would be comfortable.

As they moved toward the cabin, Cherry felt herself jostled. Turning her head, she saw a man hurrying past in a group of latecomers, for it was within a few minutes of departure time. As she watched him, he stopped suddenly a little ahead of them. He was a short, powerful little man, with a dark hat pulled down at an angle. Dressed in a gray suit, it was a bit too obviously expensive to be in the best of taste.

He saw Cherry glance at him through the cabin window as she sat down inside, and moved quickly out of her sight.

Sir Ian, settled comfortably on the window seat and was immediately surrounded by well-wishers who had been on business, shopping trips, or visits to relatives on the mainland.

Cherry would have retired to the background, but Sir Ian kept bringing her forward to introduce her to one more of the returning islanders.

Far from being annoyed by the fuss made over him, Sir Ian was enjoying himself hugely. He was like a king holding court. And he was genuinely interested in what everyone had to say. He knew all about their families and plied them with questions.

Hearing them talk, Cherry felt that she had been dropped into a corner of Scotland. In fact, as Lloyd had once said to her, “Balfour and its people are a bit of Scotland, only separated, of course, by the Atlantic Ocean.”

It was all very warm and friendly between Sir Ian and his visitors. But Cherry observed that things were somewhat different between him and a little, wiry, white-haired lady, accompanied by a skinny, tow-headed boy about ten or eleven years old.

When Cherry had entered the cabin, she had heard the boy ask, “Grandma, aren’t we going in to see Sir Ian and Miss Meg?”

“Oh, dear, no! We’ll not be troubling them,” the elderly woman had answered, and hustled the boy away.

Now and then, Cherry caught sight of the two walking up and down the deck or leaning against the rail outside.

During a period when Sir Ian and Meg were in lively conversation with their visitors, Lloyd suggested to Cherry that she might like to take a turn around the deck.

“I’d love to,” she told him.

“Meg will look after Uncle Ian,” he said. “Besides, nobody will miss us when they have their lord and lady of the manor.”

“Why, Lloyd, you sound bitter,” Cherry said, as he guided her outside.

“Not really,” he replied. “It’s just that I’ve been away so long, at school and working in the States, that people here treat me rather like a stranger.”

They walked to the bow of the boat and stood gazing at the rough water. Waves rolled in white plumes off the sides and cast salt spray in their faces. The mist, like tattered veils, trailed over the boat and the water. It was as though they were floating in space.

“I think I love the sea,” Cherry said musingly.

“You’ll make a good Balfourian,” Lloyd complimented her, “if you can enjoy the sea and the fog. That’s the first test. But wait until we have a clear, sunny day. You’ll really love it then. This narrow passage between Balmaghie Bay on the west and the Atlantic Ocean on the east—we’re crossing it now—is always rough. Never much quieter than this. And in bad weather, of course, the water rushes through like a torrent. In fine weather, though, Balmaghie Bay is calm and blue and the Atlantic grows quieter. The island lies between the bay and the sea, rising out of the waters like a jewel.” Lloyd broke off suddenly. “Sorry, Cherry,” he apologized. “I get carried away. I didn’t mean to give you a lecture on natural history.”

Lloyd watched the water alongside the boat a hit, then said abruptly, “Cherry, remember the story in the newspaper?”

“Oh, my!” she exclaimed, laughing. “I wondered when you were going to say something about that. How could I forget it? I’ve practically bitten my tongue off to keep from asking questions. The story of the explosion brought you flying back here.”

“You are right,” Lloyd said. He grinned ruefully at her and went on, “Well, it was a tempest in a teapot. The explosion, that is. For some reason, probably someone’s carelessness, there was a small, delayed blast in Number Two mine just after the miners had knocked off work. It did some damage in one of the tunnels.”

“But it might have injured some of the men,” said Cherry.

“It might,” agreed Lloyd. “Though there are safety measures that probably would have prevented it. I’ve been investigating our safety methods. Some of the miners aren’t nearly as careful as they should be.”

“Isn’t it strange that all the trouble has been in Number Two mine?” asked Cherry. “What does Mr. Cameron say?”

“Well, Jock can’t explain it,” replied Lloyd. “In fact, he was quite evasive about the whole thing. I couldn’t seem to get a direct answer out of him. I don’t know what in the world has happened to him. He actually avoids me. And every day he has off he goes fishing. That may not sound unusual to you because you expect people on an island to go fishing. But not Old Jock. He used to sail his boat on Sundays in summer in Balmaghie Bay. When I was a boy, he would take me and some of the other boys sailing. But he never cared much about fishing. Now, every chance he gets, out in that rowboat he goes. And he doesn’t go in the bay; he goes out in the ocean, deep-sea fishing not far from our big sea cave we call Rogues’ Cave. As they say in Scotland, I don’t know what’s come over the man.”

“What about McGuire?” asked Cherry. “I thought you rushed up here to give McGuire a piece of your mind.”

“That was the idea,” Lloyd admitted. “But that young fellow appears to know his business. He’s from the new iron mines in northern Quebec and he brought a good crew with him. Broderick recommended him, incidentally. I did start to tear into him about giving out the statement to the press on the explosion and telling Uncle Ian about the weakened walls in the tunnel of Number Two mine. Then he explained that Mr. Cameron was off on those days and he was technically in charge. And, of course, the man was right. I respect McGuire’s skill as a miner and his ability to handle a mining crew, but I can’t say I like him particularly,” Lloyd confessed. “He’s too aggressive and extremely ambitious.”

“Perhaps that’s why Mr. Cameron is behaving so strangely,” suggested Cherry. “Wouldn’t you be angry and terribly hurt if you were in his place? A younger man is brought in, an ambitious fellow, and Mr. Cameron feels he is being pushed out of his job.”

“Oh, Old Jock—everyone calls him that—knows that Uncle Ian would never let that happen,” declared Lloyd. “But Old Jock’s nose undoubtedly is out of joint over McGuire and he’s being stubborn and uncooperative—that’s about what it amounts to and I’ll have to bear with him for the time being.”

“Well, please don’t tell your uncle about all this just now,” Cherry cautioned. “He’s in no condition to be excited or worried about anything.”

Lloyd patted her hand and smiled engagingly at her. “There now, I’ll always be as soft as a kitten with the old tyrant. So don’t get the wind up, nurse lass. Haven’t I behaved well so far?” He tweaked one of her curls.

“No complaints so far,” she said, grinning. Just then, she saw the little old lady and the boy and plucked Lloyd’s sleeve. “Who are they?” she asked quickly.

“Who? Where?” Lloyd swiveled his head about.

“Oh, dear! You can’t see them now. They’re behind all those other people,” Cherry told him. “It’s an old lady and a boy. The boy wanted to see your uncle, but his grandmother wouldn’t let him. She doesn’t seem to like him much.”

“Maybe she doesn’t like Uncle Ian,” said Lloyd, laughing. “Some people have been known not to like him, you know. He can be a grizzly bear at times. Scares people, makes them mad.”

“Well, I’m sure he doesn’t go around frightening old ladies and little boys,” scoffed Cherry. “I think I’d better go back. It’s my responsibility to see that your uncle doesn’t tire himself out. And just let him try being a grizzly bear to scare me,” she boasted with mock severity, “and I’ll clobber him.”

“That’s the way to talk,” said Lloyd. “Well, where you go, I go, pretty maid.” He took her arm with a gallant air and escorted her back to the cabin.

It was not long before they reached Balfour. The distance from St. John’s was about four miles or so, but the time varied with the state of the weather. The Sandy Fergus on good days in fair seas could cross in under an hour. On bad days it was hard to tell how long the crossing would take. Today, the boat had made good time. Captain Rab considered the fog too slight to be worthy of the name.

Standing on deck, Cherry saw Balfour Island when it was at neither its best nor its worst. The noonday sun, shining through the mist, gave a milky sort of light. The breeze off the island smelled of balsam and pine. There was a view of the sandy beach of the harbor, the wharves, boats, and little frame houses. Back of them were trees and the network of conveyors and bridges and power lines of the mines. They formed a lacy pattern on ridges and hills and above the little valleys.

“There!” Meg was saying and prodding Cherry. “Up there on the cliffs to the right is Barclay House. That’s where we’re going. It faces the ocean on one side and Balmaghie Bay on the other.”

Cherry looked up to the gray walls of the big house, with its square tower, balconies, and tall chimneys, like a castle, atop the cliff.

“How beautiful!” Cherry exclaimed. “Makes me think of gallant knights and fair ladies.”

The Sandy Fergus drew alongside the wharf. In a moment, then, they were going ashore—Lloyd close to his uncle and Cherry and Meg behind. There was a little crowd of men, women, and children on the wharf.

There were cheers for Sir Ian. Some called out greetings to Meg and Lloyd. Youngsters waved. Everyone stared at Cherry attentively, interested as people in a small community always are in a stranger.

Two men detached themselves from the crowd—a lanky, sandy-haired young man with a pleasantly homely face; and a big, jovial, red-faced, red-haired man with prominent blue eyes. They shook hands with the Barclays, then Meg introduced them to Cherry. Dr. Douglas Mackenzie was the lanky one and Michael McGuire the big fellow, who, judging from his build, had probably played end on a college football team.

Cherry’s impression on seeing Dr. Mackenzie was one of surprise. From hearing Sir Ian and Dr. Joe talk about him (Dr. Joe had gotten his impression from the man’s voice over the phone), Cherry had imagined the doctor as a very young, very studious and earnest type of fellow with horn-rimmed glasses. Then, too, she had expected him to be quite reserved and formal.

But he was not in the least what she had imagined. He was not very young. She thought he was between thirty and thirty-five. His manner was easy and informal; his bony face was wonderfully kind; he wore no glasses and his large brown eyes were keenly observant.

“I like him,” Cherry thought. “I think we’ll get on together.”

Because he was Sir Ian’s physician, she would have to work under Dr. Mackenzie’s direction. If the doctor were a difficult person, her nursing job could be made quite trying. Cherry worked well with most people, even temperamental ones. But it was always easier to work with those who had agreeable personalities. She liked Dr. Mackenzie very much indeed on sight. And it was plain to be seen that he and Meg were very much in love. They could scarcely take their eyes off each other.

“Where’s Jock Cameron?” Sir Ian demanded all of a sudden.

“I saw him take his boat out early this morning,” piped up a man in the crowd. “He’s probably gone fishing.”

“Gone fishing?” Sir Ian cried in amazement. Turning to McGuire, he asked, “Wasn’t he in the office this morning?”

“Oh, well, it’s Old Jock’s day off and he’s gone fishing,” McGuire answered.

“You’re a fine one to be asking for Jock Cameron, Sir Ian,” cried a thin, quavery voice, and a wisp of a man advanced slowly toward the mine owner. “Ye think a man’s got no pride? He dinna take it kindly that ye’ve seen fit to make certain changes in operating the mines. Bringing in a young sprout from Quebec to lord it over him.” The man glanced at McGuire with dislike.

Sir Ian glared down at the little old man. “Just what do you mean talking such stuff and nonsense, Tim Morgan?” he demanded angrily.

Dr. Mackenzie moved quickly and laid a gentle hand on Tim Morgan’s shoulder. “You must excuse Sir Ian now, Mr. Morgan,” the doctor said. “After he’s rested, I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you.”

Cherry stepped to Sir Ian’s side, and putting her hand on his elbow, propelled him firmly but gently toward the foot of the wharf where the chauffeur stood beside the open door of the Barclays’ not-very-new Rolls-Royce.

“Sir Ian has had an exhausting trip,” she said crisply to McGuire and those gathered around. “He must go home and get some rest at once.”

Dr. Mackenzie, Sir Ian, Cherry, Lloyd, and Meg walked to the car. The chauffeur started the motor. They drove off up High Street that led from the waterfront, through the village, climbing up and up to Barclay House on the cliffs.


CHAPTER VII

 

Island Nurse

IT WAS THE MIDDLE OF THE AFTERNOON WHEN CHERRY finally went downstairs to lunch. Sir Ian was in an agitated state and refused point-blank to go to bed and rest. Dr. Mackenzie, or Dr. Mac as everyone called him on Balfour, was friendly but firm, shooed everyone away but Cherry, and got Sir Ian into bed. By that time Sir Ian was glad to go, for he had too much pain to stir about.

Dr. Mac gave him medication to relieve any acid condition in his stomach. Cherry gave him a feeding of milk and cream to which he reacted well.

Between little twitches of pain, Sir Ian complained and grumbled. He had come back, he said, to look after his mines and how was he going to do it if some young whippersnapper of a doctor and a mere lass of a nurse kept him in bed? Couldn’t they see that everything was at sixes and sevens on the island?

Dr. Mac listened gravely, nodding in agreement to everything the mine owner said.

“Weel, why don’t you say something, Mackenzie?” Sir Ian burst out at last in exasperation.

The doctor grinned, his face wrinkling in amusement. “Why, sir, you didn’t give me a chance,” he replied.

“Weel, then, why didn’t you stop me?” demanded Sir Ian irascibly. “No, you sat bobbing your head like a silly nuthatch pecking open a nut. And you, Cherry, what was the matter with you?”

“I agreed with Dr. Mac’s unvoiced opinion,” Cherry said primly. “It was better to let you get it off your chest. Perhaps now you’ll settle down and get some rest.”

“Ye are a red-cheeked tyrant,” Sir Ian accused her. “Ye wait. When I get well, I’ll show ye who’s boss.”

“Unless you quit upsetting yourself over things you can do nothing about,” said Dr. Mac, “you are going to lie there and be a milksop. Isn’t that correct, Miss Ames?”

“Absolutely, Doctor,” Cherry agreed with vigor.

“Ought never to get sick,” grumbled Sir Ian, turning his head aside and closing his eyes. “Lose your independence. Have to do as you’re bid.”

Sir Ian pretended to sleep for a while. When the pain left, he began to doze. The trip had tired him.

“Call me at the hospital,” Dr. Mac told Cherry on leaving, “if you need me for anything. But I’ll be back later, anyway, to see how he is.”

Cherry sat alone with Sir Ian for a while longer, then Meg peeked in to say that she would relieve her.

“You must have lunch, Cherry,” Meg told her. “Lloyd and I had ours ages ago, then he went down to the mines. I’ll stay with father. I had Higgins lay a place in the dining room and keep the chops warm. If you don’t like lamb chops, just tell Higgins and he’ll have Tess—that’s the cook—fix you something you do like.”

Robert Higgins was the family’s butler.

“Thank you, Meg. A lamb chop will do nicely,” Cherry assured her. “I’ll not take long.”

Cherry left, going into her own room across the hall for a moment to freshen up. The family’s bedrooms and the guest rooms were all on the second floor. Cherry’s room was on the northeast corner of the house, overlooking the cliffs above a great cave, called Rogues’ Cave, in the cliffside.

From the east windows, Cherry had a magnificent view of the cliffs and the sea. On the north, the windows looked out over the island and onto the big hill where iron ore had first been discovered on the island and the first mine located well over a hundred years before. That mine had been worked out and abandoned long ago. The top of the hill where the entrance to the mine shaft had once been was grown over now with bushes and vines.

Cherry stood for a minute gazing at the scene, then walked down the long hall, down the curving staircase, to the center hall below, where portraits of generations of Barclays looked down upon her. Some were grim and stern, others smiled aloofly. Meg resembled one of the ladies very much. The difference was in the dress which told Cherry that Meg would have had to be a hundred and fifty years old to have posed for the artist.

“This way, Miss Ames,” Higgins said, suddenly appearing in front of her. The butler was old-fashioned and formal without being stiff. He had served the Barclays since Meg’s father was a young man. And his father and his grandfather before him had been butlers to the Barclays. Higgins led Cherry across the hall, past the west drawing room and into the dining room, filled with heavy mahogany and teak furniture.

As he was serving her lunch, she asked, “Higgins, why is the cave in the cliff below my windows called Rogues’ Cave?”

“I heard from my grandda that it was once a hideout for smugglers, Miss Ames,” he answered.

“Oh! What did they smuggle?”

“Brandy and whisky for traders who exchanged them with the Indians for furs,” Higgins said, shaking his head in disapproval.

“Does anyone ever go spelunking? I mean, does anybody go exploring the cave?” asked Cherry, helping herself to more of the chutney for the lamb.

“Not that I know of, Miss Ames,” he replied. “Not far inside anyway since Sir Ian, that is, the old Sir Ian—the present Sir Ian’s father and Miss Meg’s grandfather—was a boy. My da said that the boy was lost for three days in Rogues’ Cave. Delirious when they found him on the beach, raving of gold and silver and crying ‘Open sesame!’ Of course, the boy’s head was filled with tales of adventure, for all he was a little scientist.”

“A scientist?” Cherry asked.

“Ay. My da was fond of telling me how little Sir Ian used the room at the top of the tower for his experiments,” Higgins told her. “He was always crushing stones and melting things down in his little furnace. At the same time, he liked to imagine himself a Barbary pirate, a prince of Araby, an Indian chief, or whatever struck his fancy when he wasn’t mixing and boiling and cooking his chemical formulas.”

“He must have been a very unusual and imaginative boy,” Cherry commented.

“He was that, Miss Ames,” Higgins agreed. “Then he would sit up there in the tower”—he motioned in the general direction of the square, stone tower at the end of the house—“writing in what he called his ‘Secret Journal’ by candlelight at night.”

“It would be fascinating to see what he wrote,” Cherry said. “Perhaps Sir Ian might let me look at the journal.”

“No one but the boy ever laid eyes on it to anyone’s knowledge,” replied Higgins. “He kept it hidden away. Then I dare say by the time he returned from schooling in Scotland he had forgot all about it, for my da told me that the master of Barclay House never spoke of it more, once he took up the management of the mines.”

“So no one ever saw it,” said Cherry. “That’s too bad.”

“Ay. But the tower room is almost the same now as when the old Sir Ian was a boy,” the butler told her. “The present Sir Ian never disturbed anything, for he was not interested in experiments. He was concerned only about operating the mines.”

Having finished her lunch, Cherry thanked Higgins for his interesting conversation and went upstairs. Through the open door of Sir Ian’s room, Meg’s and her father’s voices floated down the hall. The acoustics were such that the hallway acted as an amplifier and Cherry could hear more distinctly than if she were in the room with them.

“Da, dear, you mustn’t be cross with Aunt Phyllis,” Meg was saying. “I had the money, so I offered it to her. She’s terribly broke and in debt. It’s so frightfully expensive living in London and having the two boys off in school. She has a dreadful time; she just can’t make ends meet.”

“Never could. A sieve as far as money is concerned,” observed Sir Ian. “My sister Phyllis is the spoiled baby of the family. She’s been a widow long enough. Ought to get married again. Solve all her problems.”

Meg laughed. “Suppose she picked a poor man, then you would be in the soup, wouldn’t you? You’d have to support her husband, too.”

Sir Ian grunted. “And that younger brother of mine, your uncle George. You saw him in London. He wanted me to give him another advance on his income, no doubt,” he said.

“Well, Da, the mines haven’t been paying a great deal for several years,” Meg pointed out. “Uncle George has always been used to living like a gentleman of wealth and now he hasn’t enough income to cover his expenses. He keeps falling behind a little more each year, just like Aunt Phyllis.”

Sir Ian grunted again. “Your uncle George might quit living like a gentleman of wealth—a playboy to put it more accurately—and go to work,” he remarked dryly.

“I don’t suppose you could let Aunt Phyllis and Uncle George have some money to tide them over, could you, Da?” Meg pleaded.

“Not a penny,” her father said with finality. “Haven’t got it to give. They’ll have to whistle for it somewhere else this time.”

Although Cherry could not help overhearing their conversation, she did not like to be eavesdropping on the Barclays’ family affairs. Money problems were always embarrassing to people. Sir Ian’s younger brother and sister, she gathered, expected to live in luxury in England on income from their shares in the Balfour Mines.

Apparently out of the present Barclay family, the only one who was really interested in the mines was Lloyd. Meg had told her that Lloyd’s father and mother had lived at Barclay House until their death in an earthquake when they were on a trip to the Pacific islands six years before. Lloyd’s father was next in age to Sir Ian, who was the eldest in the family. The two brothers had divided the operation of the mines between them. They had made a wonderful team, and his brother’s death had been a terrible blow to Sir Ian.

“I admire his courage, trying to carry on alone,” Cherry thought. “Sir Ian’s brother and sister are actually dependent on his operating the mines, and they’re always wanting money. Goodness knows how many other difficulties the poor man has. I don’t wonder he has ulcers. Maybe Lloyd will be of help to him. If Sir Ian will let him—that’s the thing.”

Cherry entered her own room, and going into the bathroom, washed her hands, making a great splash of water so they would know that she had come upstairs. When she came out, Meg was just getting up from her chair in Sir Ian’s bedroom. “Here’s Cherry,” Meg said. “So I’ll run along to the library, Da. I promised to take over the story hour every afternoon. Is there anything you want me to bring you from the village?”

“Can’t think of anything,” replied her father. “Suppose you’re going to stop by the hospital, too.”

“Trying to make me blush, you old fraud,” cried Meg, making a face at him. “You know perfectly well Douglas Mackenzie, M.D., is coming here later and he’s staying on for dinner.” She blew a kiss to her father from the doorway and was gone.

The rest of the afternoon was quiet. Higgins brought Cherry tea about six o’clock. She had had lunch too late to eat anything, although the little cakes and sandwiches looked very tempting.

At six thirty Lloyd came upstairs to look in on his uncle. “How’s the old boy doing?” he whispered to Cherry.

“All right,” she whispered back. “He hasn’t complained of pain for some time.”

Lloyd regarded Cherry concernedly. “You must be worn out,” he observed. “You’ve lost all that lovely red in your cheeks. Don’t you want to lie down and get some rest before dinner? Because you’re going to have dinner with us downstairs. I’ve already asked Norah—she’s the housemaid—to look in on Uncle once in a while.”

“Bossy type, aren’t you, Lloyd Barclay?” Cherry teased him. “I’m perfectly fine, but I think I could do with some air. After I’ve seen the doctor, I will take a walk outside, if I’m not needed.”

“Doc’s on his way up now,” Lloyd said.

A few minutes later Cherry had put on her brown suede jacket and gone outdoors, for Dr. Mackenzie had not kept her.

She had a chance to examine the big house. It sat near the edge of the cliffs on the east, but there were gardens at the back and a greenhouse. On the west side, there was a garage and more gardens. In front were lawns and shrubbery. Two gateposts, although there was neither gate nor fence, marked the entrance to the broad drive that curved before the front door. The house was three stories high. The tower was five stories. Meg had told her that the servants’ quarters were on the third floor toward the rear. The tower interested Cherry and she noticed that it could be entered from the outside. There was a tiny door, almost hidden by the masonry, in the north wall. On impulse, Cherry tried the door, but it was locked.

She walked idly up the hill toward the abandoned mine. Beyond was a little patch of balsam fir, but upon the rounded hill nothing grew but stiff grass, vines, and bushes among outcroppings of rock.

Cherry was halfway up the hill when, to her great surprise, a man rose from one of the outcroppings and confronted her.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded. “Who are you?”

“My name is Cherry Ames. I’m Sir Ian Barclay’s nurse,” she answered. “I’m out for a walk, that’s all.”

He apologized gruffly. “I’m Jock Cameron,” he told her. “That name mean anything to you?”

“It certainly does,” Cherry assured him. “You’re the superintendent of the Balfour Mines and an old friend of Sir Ian. In fact, you and he grew up on Balfour.” She paused. “Now … let’s … see. Oh, yes! The Barclays and the Camerons came over with forty families to settle Balfour Island in 1750. The Camerons had been the trusted stewards of the Barclay lands for generations in Scotland. At first, Balfour Island was a fishing colony, then when iron was discovered in eighteen hundred and …”

“Stop, before the breath of ye goes out,” interrupted Jock Cameron, his manner becoming cordial. “Ye have heard of me, I see that weel.”

Jock Cameron was a short, stocky man, dressed in fisherman’s rough clothes. A canvas tote bag, which served as his creel, hung over his shoulder, although he had no other fishing gear with him. He regarded Cherry steadily for a bit. Then, with a quick gesture, he pushed his hat to the back of his head, revealing bushy, ginger hair.

“Tell me, nurse lass, how sick is he?” he asked suddenly.

“Sir Ian was desperately sick when they brought him into the hospital at Hilton,” Cherry said.

“He dinna tell me that in his letter,” Mr. Cameron said.

“I know he didn’t,” Cherry said. “I wrote that letter for him and mailed it.”

“He’s better now?” he asked.

Cherry nodded. “Yes, quite a bit better.”

“Good,” Jock Cameron said, nodding with satisfaction.

With that, he turned quickly and started away. Then, stopping and wheeling around, he came back. “Do not say to anyone—anyone at all—ye saw Old Jock Cameron on the hill this night,” he said softly. “Promise ye’ll not tell.”

His eyes searched her face, waiting for her answer. What there was about the man that made her trust him suddenly, Cherry did not know. But she heard herself saying, “I won’t tell.”

He seemed satisfied, and, turning once more, walked away out of sight over the crest of the hill.

Late that night Cherry was to wonder if she had not been too hasty.

Sir Ian was asleep. She had gone into her own room for a while.

She stood at the window, thinking how lovely it was outside. The fog had lifted. The sky was clear and the stars were out. A movement on the front lawn caught her eye.

At first she thought it was a large dog crossing the lawn close to the shrubbery. Upon reaching the wall near the corner of the house, the figure raised up and she realized it was a man who had been running crouched over. Now he ran along, hugging the wall, and was soon out of her range of vision. She had the impression, though, that the man was Jock Cameron.


CHAPTER VIII

 

The Sea Cave

NEXT MORNING, MEG LEFT FOR ST. JOHN’S TO DO SOME extensive marketing and shopping for the house. She expected to be gone a couple of days or so.

It took good management to keep a household the size of the Barclays’ running efficiently. Meg managed it so effortlessly that no one was aware of how much time and thought she spent in making everything operate smoothly. She had even taken on an extra maid—an older woman with some experience in practical nursing—for the few days she would be away, so that Cherry would have proper relief from duty.

Lloyd left early in the morning for the mines and did not return all day. It was late in the evening before he came in, tired, to go immediately to his room. Either in the morning or the evening, or both, he would peek in on his uncle to see how he was.

Cherry, who could not get the mysterious figure on the lawn out of her mind, would have asked Lloyd about it, but he was so absorbed in his work and always in such a hurry that she did not like to bother him.

Thus it was not until several days had passed that she had a chance to tell Meg about seeing the man in the moonlight.

Meg laughed. “You probably caught one of the fishermen going down to our private beach,” she told Cherry. “They aren’t supposed to use it. There are any number of other beaches, but once in a while one sneaks down.”

That explained someone crossing the lawn that night. Cherry’s impression that the man was Jock Cameron was, after all, she realized, only an impression.

The day after Meg got back from St. John’s, Sir Ian had a good morning. Lloyd came to the house for lunch instead of having it at the staff dining room at the Mine Office. He reported to his uncle that he expected No. Two mine to go into operation soon. No. Two was nearest the abandoned No. One Mine. McGuire agreed with Lloyd that No. Two, although well worked, could be profitably operated by modern methods.

Lloyd had really taken hold of his job as mining engineer. While his uncle had still been in Hilton Hospital, he had gotten under way a survey of the mines, the equipment, and facilities; studied the production and other reports; had assays made of ore from the different mines so that he would have a definite idea of the value. Now this news about No. Two was unusually good.

Sir Ian was as pleased as punch. It did him a world of good. He would not let on how happy it made him. He simply grunted and remarked to Cherry, “Young fellow’s full of beans today, isn’t he?”

Lloyd and Cherry grinned at each other.

“Yes, sir,” agreed Cherry emphatically. “And what’s more, I think Lloyd Barclay is having himself a whale of a good time.”

When Norah, the maid, came to stay with Sir Ian that afternoon, Meg came to ask Cherry if she could show her the beach and the sea cave. “The cave’s really quite fun,” Meg said.

Cherry replied that, of course, she would be delighted.

They put on warm jackets because Meg said it would be chilly and damp down there. The two girls went out the front of the house, followed the narrow gravel path that led to the tower, and continued along the edge of the cliffs to stone steps cut in the rock. The steps started from the brow of the cliff and descended by turns and inclines to the foot, a hundred feet below.

Cherry looked down over the edge to the sea and to where the waves were frothing about some black rocks a little distance from shore. The rocks formed a natural breakwater and, inside, the sea at low tide as it was then, was as still as a lagoon. She could see a patch of white where the cliff curved inward, forming a little bay with a stretch of sandy beach.

“It’s beautiful!” Cherry exclaimed.

“I think so,” said Meg. “On the other side of the rocks, the sea is very deep and there is good fishing. Shall we go on down?”

Cherry said she was ready. With Meg ahead, they started along the zigzag course that the steps made in the face of the cliff. Cherry felt almost as though she were a fly walking on a wall, for the rocky crag rose almost straight upward from the sea floor. It was windy on the cliffs. Their hair was whipped about and they could feel the tingle of damp salt air on their faces.

Although Meg tripped gaily in front of her with the ease of long familiarity, Cherry was glad to have the guard chain to hold on to. It ran through stout iron balusters embedded in the rock.

As they went down, they disturbed the gulls that took off with much screaming and a thunderous flapping of wings.

When they reached the bottom, they stepped directly upon the white sand of the beach. At each end of the beach, a jumble of rocks extended like arms into the sea.

At the north end there was a considerable distance between the breakwater and the arm of rocks.

“Room enough for a good-sized boat to get through there,” Meg said, “when the tide is coming in. At the south end, the rocks jut far out into the sea and it’s too dangerous to try to get into the little bay. Lloyd and I used to wait for the tide and maneuver our ketch in and out through the north passage when we were kids.”

She started to walk up the beach. “Come along,” she said to Cherry. “I’ll show you the cave.”

A few yards away was Rogues’ Cave. Cherry and Meg looked up at the entrance that had been dug out by the action of the sea, and opened into the cavern. The archway was very high and wide.

“When the tide is in,” Meg was saying as they entered the dim interior, “you can bring a motor launch in here. Look!” she cried. “Someone has left a rowboat moored inside. Probably belongs to that mysterious character you saw the other night.” She laughed lightheartedly. “I’ve never known any of the fishermen to leave their boats before.”

The floor of the cave was on the same level as the beach. On one side, up about ten or eleven feet, was a broad ledge with several iron ringbolts secured in the rock. To one of these, the rowboat was tied by a rope just long enough to permit the boat to rest on the cave floor. When the tide came in, of course, the boat floated to the height of the ledge. Cherry could see the marks left by the last high tide like a ring around the walls.

She was not too familiar with the handling of boats, but it struck her as odd to see the oarlocks wrapped with cloth.

Whoever had used the boat evidently had not wanted to make any noise, she concluded, so he had muffled the sound of the oars sliding in the locks.

“Hello, down there!” Cherry heard above her somewhere. Looking up to her left, she saw Meg poised like a pretty water sprite, on the rocky ledge. “Come on up,” Meg invited. “Use the steps down there at the end.”

Cherry found the steps, climbed up, and she and Meg walked along the ledge toward the rear of the cavern where there was an opening in the rocks and more steps going up. These vanished in complete darkness.

“Now I’ll show you my special treat, if you don’t mind a little dirt,” Meg said, beginning to mount the stairs.

“We’ll have to turn into night owls to see anything, I should think,” Cherry told her with a laugh. “It’s pitch black up there.”

“Meg of the Mounties is never unprepared,” declared the other. “I have brought with me my faithful flashlight, as you Americans call it.” She snapped it on.

“And what do you Canadians call it?” asked Cherry as she started to follow Meg and the yellow circle of light.

“Flashlight,” replied Meg gaily. “Every time Aunt Phyllis used the English term torch for flashlight I had visions of a medieval character bearing aloft a burning torch.”

The steps led up to a sort of tunnel or corridor, which they walked along for several yards.

Then Meg stopped. “Here we are,” she said, stooping over to examine the rocks in the wall to her right. She played the light over the wall for a minute or so. “Now, where is the thing, anyway?” She felt along the wall with her hand. “Oh, I’ve got it! See, Cherry, it’s this little flat knob of stone.”

“I see it,” Cherry told her.

“Now, watch,” ordered Meg. She pulled on it and a thin slab of rock grated noisily and swung outward, revealing an opening large enough for a person to enter. Meg promptly bent over and went inside. Cherry followed.

They found themselves in a narrow niche about six feet long and high enough for a not-too-tall man to stand upright without bumping his head.

“It’s the smugglers’ old hidey-hole,” explained Meg. “Isn’t it wonderfully eerie? Lloyd and I discovered it one summer ever so long ago. We never told a soul. We kept it a deep, dark secret.”

“My, it certainly is eerie,” agreed Cherry, eying the ancient stones, gray and cold. She could easily picture a smuggler armed with pistols and cutlass hiding from his pursuers.

“Gives me the same delicious shivers that reading a ghost story does,” she said.

“Doesn’t it,” said Meg. She paused, cocking her head. “Listen!” She put a restraining hand on Cherry’s arm. “I thought I heard something.”

They both listened. A harsh sound as though of something scraping over stone or sand came to them from close by. Cherry, who was standing near the wall, smelled an overpowering odor of fish. The sound seemed to come closer. It was just outside. Just then, to the girls’ astonishment, they saw the slab door of the niche closing. For a moment, they stood stock-still, watching with horrified eyes, the door moving inch by inch.

Cherry was first to act. Pushing Meg aside, she gave the door a tremendous kick. It swung open with a sort of shrieking scrape across the stones.

Meg leaned against Cherry and laughed weakly.

“Aren’t we silly?” she asked. “We almost frightened ourselves out of our wits. You see there’s a vent hole up above somewhere. When the wind blows in a certain direction, there’s a great rush of air along this tunnel. The wind has veered since we came in the cave and the draft pushed the door shut. You see, Cherry, it was only the wind!” she said, flinging out her arm dramatically.

Cherry let out her breath with a puff. “Whee! I thought we were about to be held captive by pirates or no telling what,” she said.

“Well, I promised you a special treat and you can’t say I didn’t give you one,” Meg pointed out.

“At least I’ll be prepared the next time you use the phrase,” observed Cherry ruefully. “Incidentally, I think I’d better be getting back.”

“You’re the doctor—I mean the nurse,” Meg replied. “I’d better be getting back myself. It’s probably almost time for my story hour at the library.” She bent down. “I suppose I’d better lead the way,” she said and went with stooped back out the door. “Oh, dear!” she cried at once. “I’ve lost an earring. Will you see if I dropped it in there?” She handed Cherry the flashlight.

As Cherry stood with her back against the wall, she got another strong whiff of fish. She sniffed. It was definitely coming from the wall behind her. Turning around, she saw some kind of cloth tucked in a crevice between the stones. A corner stuck out and, on impulse, she gave it a tug. It had been stuffed in loosely and it came out at her first tug. She held in her hand a tote bag of canvas—a creel by the smell of it. Stamped in black ink on one side were the initials J. C.

“Jock Cameron’s creel,” thought Cherry, suppressing a gasp. “The day I saw him on the hill, he had one just like this. That night I saw him on the lawn he must have been on his way here. Had he hidden here? Why?” With these questions buzzing in her head, Cherry had not heard Meg calling her. Now she heard Meg almost shouting her name.

“Can’t you find the earring?” cried Meg.

Cherry thrust the tote bag under her arm.

“I’m hunting,” she sang out to Meg, and played the flashlight into the corners of the hidey-hole. There was a glint and Cherry pounced. “Here it is!” she exclaimed. She crouched over and made her way through the door.

“Thank you, Cherry, I’m awfully glad you found it,” Meg said when they were outside the hidey-hole. “I just couldn’t bear losing another. I have more unmatched earrings than anyone I know.”

She paused, sniffing, then exclaimed, “Goodness! Where is that strong fishy odor coming from?”

“From this,” Cherry said, holding the tote bag up to the beam of the flashlight. “You see, I found something besides your earring in the hidey-hole.”

Meg examined it, looking closely at the initials J. C. “Now, what do you suppose Old Jock Cameron was doing in that hidey-hole?” she said, puzzled.

“You recognize this tote bag?” Cherry cried.

Meg shook her head. “No, that was only a calculated guess,” she admitted. “But that’s the kind of a creel some fishermen use. And Lloyd was telling me about Old Jock going fishing on his days off. The tote bag has J. C. on it. Taken altogether, it seemed to add up to Jock Cameron.” She sighed. “And I practically just got through telling you, Cherry, that Lloyd and I had kept that place a deep, dark secret. But here’s evidence that our cherished childhood secret has been discovered by someone. And that someone probably is Old Jock.” Meg ended on a mock-tragic note, and sighed deeply.

“Why do you suppose he, if it were Mr. Cameron, left the creel in there?” asked Cherry.

“Oh, he leaves it here, so he’ll have it when he goes fishing, I suppose,” replied Meg.

“I suppose I’d better put it back where I found it, in any case,” Cherry said.

Meg giggled and held her nose delicately. “Yes, put it back quickly.”

Cherry ducked into the hidey-hole and stuffed the creel again into the crevice. Outside once more, with the door to the hidey-hole closed, Cherry said, “If that was Mr. Cameron’s creel, do you suppose that is his boat we saw tied up when we came into the cave?”

“With muffled oarlocks?” said Meg, starting back toward the cave entrance, with Cherry following after her. “Oh, no, I don’t think so, unless …”

Before she could finish, Cherry interrupted. “So you noticed the muffled oarlocks, too.”

“I noticed them right away,” answered Meg. “And, as I started to say, before I was interrupted,” she said teasingly, “Jock Cameron wouldn’t use a boat with muffled oarlocks, unless he and some of the men have been going night fishing in the quiet water of the bay outside this cave. It’s an old fisherman’s trick to muffle the oarlocks, especially for night fishing, so as not to make any noise and frighten the fish away.”

“But isn’t it unusual for fishermen to be using your private bay and beach, Meg?” Cherry asked. “You said they did sometimes, but …”

Meg now interrupted Cherry with, “It seems they must be using it pretty regularly. Yes, it is unusual. But if Old Jock and some of his friends are concerned, I don’t want to say anything. I just wouldn’t feel right about it. All the same, it might be a good idea to find out just what is going on around here.”

As they talked, the girls had been picking their way through the passage and down the steps to the ledge along the side of the cave. They now stood at the end of the ledge in the daylight.

“We could ask Lloyd,” suggested Cherry. “He might know.”

“I doubt it,” Meg said. “He doesn’t get to hear much about island goings-on. You see, he’s been away so long that Balfourians consider him almost an outsider, so they’re careful what they say to him. Of course they’ll get used to him in time. No, the best way to find out about this”—she pointed to the boat on the sand below the ledge—“is to keep our own eyes and ears open. Especially you, Cherry Ames.”

“Why me? I’m definitely an outsider,” Cherry pointed out.

“But I think you are more observant than any of us,” Meg declared, then added mischievously, “Also, because you have a penchant for solving mysteries, so Dr. Fortune told me.”


CHAPTER IX

 

The Man on the Hill

IN THE WEEKS THAT FOLLOWED THE VISIT TO ROGUES’ Cave, Cherry saw little of either Meg or Lloyd.

Meg had begun working as a volunteer in the office at the hospital. In addition, she was helping out at the library in the afternoons until someone could be found to replace the librarian’s young assistant who had left to get married. Meg spent most evenings until bedtime with her father. She was too busy to be bothered about rowboats with muffled oars or creels with initials on them.

Meg was very happy to see her father’s day-by-day improvement. Dr. Mac had taken Sir Ian off the Sippy diet, and had introduced a diet high in nutrition for him, to which Sir Ian had responded well. Although Sir Ian was still weak and any unusual effort tired him, both Dr. Mac and Cherry found his reactions to the change in diet very encouraging.

Lloyd was utterly absorbed in the mines. He practically “ate, drank, and slept” Balfour Mines. However, he always dropped in to see his uncle for a few minutes every day, then hurried back to the mine office.

Cherry, left in the great house with Sir Ian and the servants, was not kept as occupied as Meg and Lloyd. With his improving condition, her patient’s needs were less. And he made less demands upon her. In fact, he did not want to he helped.

“I often smile to myself,” Cherry wrote to the five Spencer Club girls with whom she always shared an apartment when she was in New York City, “because Sir Ian’s attitude is just like that of a small boy who is determined to be on his own. The other day he told me quite cockily that he could go downstairs by himself when I tried to guide him as he fumbled with his foot for the next step. Also, for two hours in the morning, he has been shutting himself in the library to work. The doctor has warned him that he must take it easy, not overdo. So I tap on the door and call ‘Time’s up’ when two hours have passed. Sir Ian comes out grumbling ‘One of these days, nurse lass, ye can tap a hole in the door like a woodpecker and I’ll pay ye no mind a-tall.’ ”

Since her duties were not now so consuming of time and effort, and she was quite often alone, Cherry found her attention kept turning to the boat with the muffled oarlocks and Old Jock Cameron’s tote bag—if, indeed, it were his—in the hidey-hole.

From her windows, Cherry could look down over the cliffs. Although she often watched for a rowboat entering or leaving the bay at Rogues’ Cave, she never saw one. She tried to draw out the Barclay servants by asking if they had seen a rowboat in the bay. None of them had. Ramsay, the gardener, went down to the beach one day to get sand and pebbles for the garden walks. When he returned, Cherry asked if he had noticed a rowboat in the cave.

“The day Miss Meg and I visited the cave, we saw one,” Cherry said.

“Then someone must have taken it away,” Ramsay replied. “I dinna see any boat.”

Then one morning while Cherry was having her “elevenses”—the customary tea at eleven o’clock—an interesting thing took place. She was sitting in the sun on the terrace near the kitchen, drinking her tea, when she became aware of Tess and a man talking inside.

Cherry heard the man say, “Na, na, Tess, ye canna persuade me. I’ll na go upstairs to see Sir Ian.”

“Then why do ye come here every day to pester me with questions?” Tess asked tartly. “How does he feel today? ye ask. Is he better? ye ask. What did he do today? ye ask. Did Sir Ian ask for me and did ye tell him that Old Jock was only waiting for him to get weel? ye ask. What’s the trouble with you, Jock Cameron? Ye should go talk with your old friend, Sir Ian, and find out for yourself.”

“I’ve my reasons,” came Old Jock’s reply. “Dinna ask me what they are, for I’ll na tell ye. When I’m ready to see my friend, I’ll come and na afore. And mark ye, Tess, ye are not to tell him or anyone else, I come here.”

“Is he and all Balfour to think, then, ye have forsaken Sir Ian in his sickness, Jock Cameron?” demanded Tess.

“Ah, ’tis something that canna he helped,” Old Jock said, and his voice sounded sad.

The back door closed. Cherry stood up to catch a glimpse of him, but shrubbery hid the kitchen entrance and she did not see him as he left.

When, a few minutes later, Tess came out to clear away the tea things, Cherry said, “I’m afraid I heard you talking with Mr. Cameron just now.”

Tess looked startled at first, then she said, “But I know ye waudna tell Sir Ian about Old Jock. Even though I get angry with Old Jock and his stubbornness, I trust him to do what he thinks is best for his friend. Ye must not think hard of him, Miss Cherry, for all he is acting so strangely.”

Cherry scarcely knew what to think of the man. She did wish that she could get a chance to talk with him herself.

Cherry had made a habit of taking a walk in the afternoon after tea. Usually she went to the top of the hill of the abandoned mine, for there was a glorious view of the sea and the island from there.

One sunshiny afternoon, about three weeks after her arrival on Balfour, Cherry started out on her usual afternoon walk.

She was at the foot of the hill when she saw the top of a man’s head appear just above the crest. He was walking up the other side and appeared bit by bit—head, shoulders, arms, body—as though he were a seed shown sprouting by delayed photography. As soon as he reached the summit of the hill, he looked about on all sides. Cherry, standing behind a scrubby black oak, escaped his attention.

Evidently satisfied that he was not observed, the man took something from his coat pocket and a second later Cherry saw a bright flash. He repeated the flash several times, turning in his hand what she decided was a mirror, to reflect the sun.

All the while he flashed his mirror, the man was gazing intently at something beyond the cliffs, not too far from shore.

For ten or more minutes, she watched him signaling with his mirror the dots and dashes of the Morse Code. It seemed to her a curious thing for the man to be doing. She wished she could have read the message he was sending with his short and long flashes. Then, even as she was watching, the man vanished. She saw him bending over among the bushes one moment, and the next, he was gone.

Cherry started running up the hill, fully expecting to see the man reappear at any instant. She reached the summit, however, without any sign of him. A quick glance down the opposite side revealed that he had not gone in that direction. The hillsides were empty of movement, except for the scurry of a rabbit or other small animal among the rocks and bushes. Cherry leaned against the big rock, which was at the very peak of the hill in the stiff grass and bushes, to catch her breath.

It came to her after a while where she had seen the man before. He was the short, muscular man, in the sharply tailored dark clothes, who had jostled her the day she and the Barclays had come over on the Sandy Fergus. She had had a good look at him on the boat. With the sun shining on him up there on the hill, she had seen him clearly.

Wondering to whom the man had been signaling, she scrambled up on the rock for a better view of the sea. She felt the rock tilt as if it were loose in its socket of earth. It was an odd sort of rock—gray and peculiarly rough and pitted, rather like foam.

Getting her balance, Cherry stood up on the rock and peered eagerly beyond the cliffs. She observed a fishing schooner a little way out from shore and a large rowboat coming toward the island. It was headed, so she thought, in the direction of the Barclays’ private beach.

The boat was coming on and she saw that there were half a dozen or more men in it, four of whom were straining at the oars evidently in an effort to increase its speed. As they drew closer, Cherry perceived that they were maneuvering the boat to head it into the pass between the rocks at the entrance to the little bay at Rogues’ Cave.

“The tide!” Cherry cried aloud. “When the tide is in …” It dawned on her then what Meg had meant about sailing the ketch when she and Lloyd were kids. They had had to wait for the tide, in order to get in and out of the bay.

Now Cherry knew why the man had been signaling. He was letting the men in the fishing schooner know when it was safe to come in with the rowboat. That was it, Cherry decided.

The men guided the boat through the pass between the rocks and were lost to view under the brow of the cliff above Rogues’ Cave.

She continued to watch, and presently the rowboat reappeared. It was loaded with some sort of cargo in sacks, which must have been heavy, for the boat was low in the water and the men were rowing with great effort. Upon reaching the fishing schooner, the sacks of whatever it was they contained, were put aboard, the men followed, then the rowboat was hauled up and stowed on deck. The fishing schooner sailed away to the south toward St. John’s.

Cherry started back down the hill, her mind busy with what she had just seen.

Within a short distance of the house, someone sang out gaily, “Hi, beautiful! How about a lift?”

And there was Lloyd, driving along the road in one of the company’s “Bugs,” as he called the little two-seater cars that were used by the various department heads of the mines to get about on the island.

Cherry walked over to the car. “Hello, Lloyd. I’d be glad of a lift. I’ve been up and down that big hill,” she said, getting in.

“What were you doing, training for the next expedition to the top of Mount Everest?” he teased, reaching over and tugging a curl. “You look to be in fine condition for it, Miss Ames. Your cheeks are rosy red and your hair is fair glorious.”

“Now, none of your flattery, Mr. Barclay,” Cherry said. “I want you to be serious. I’ve something important to tell you.”

“I’m all ears,” he replied, grinning at her. Then, frowning exaggeratedly, he said, “Speak, fair lady.”

“Oh, do be serious,” Cherry said, smiling in spite of herself. “A very strange thing happened on the hill this afternoon. I met …”

“Ah, poor lass,” interrupted Lloyd, shaking his head sadly. “Ye must have run into Rorie Gill. He’s often on the hill.”

“I wish you had told me,” said Cherry tartly.

As though he had not heard her, Lloyd went on dolefully, with more head shaking, “Rorie Gill. I waudna have thought it. Usually you see him in the fall when the Hunter’s Moon is rising over the Balfour hills and crags.” His voice began to roll dramatically, as Lloyd continued, “Rorie rides by moonlight on his dark horse and mounts to the crest of the hill. There he sits, peering out to sea until he sights a rich-laden ship approaching Balfour Harbor. Then Rorie rides down again, and, with the hollow laughing cry of the loon, summons his merrymen around him.”

Cherry laughed. “Lloyd Barclay, you are a much worse tease than my brother Charlie,” she accused him. “Please be serious for a moment.”

“Na, na, Cherry lass, I’m no in the mood now,” he told her. “It’s not Uncle Ian or ye waudna be on the hill. So …” He shrugged.

“Well, what makes you so playful this afternoon?” demanded Cherry. “And why are you coming home from the mines so early and as lightheaded and merry as a chipmunk?”

“I’ll not tell you until you’ve had your say,” Lloyd replied with a self-righteous air. “You’re bursting to talk, so out with it.”

They had reached the house and Lloyd drove up in front and stopped. “Let’s just sit here in the Bug,” he said.

Cherry poured out everything in a rush, keeping back only the part about Jock Cameron. When she finished, Lloyd laughed heartily at her and said, “Cherry, this island is a great place to stimulate the imagination. You go ahead and be as fanciful as you like. But the facts are that there are good fishing grounds just beyond the rocks at Rogues’ Cave. In the old days, the Barclays reserved them for themselves. The fishermen have always respected the rights, I suppose you’d call them. And off-islanders have left Balfour waters to the Balfourians for the most part. But times have changed.

“That fishing schooner you saw,” Lloyd went on to explain, “may belong to some off-islander. Those sacks could have been filled with sand to be used for ballast in the schooner. Might even have been rocks. They’re both used for ballast. Of course I don’t want fishermen using our bay and beach and making a nuisance of themselves.” He paused, thought a moment, then asked, “Would you describe the man again that you saw on the hill?”

Cherry repeated the description she had given him of the short, muscular man. “I saw him once before,” she told Lloyd. “He was on the Sandy Fergus the day we came to Balfour.”

“You know, Cherry, that must be Joseph Tweed, ‘Little Joe’ as he is called,” Lloyd said, his expression becoming stern. “He was hanging around outside the Mine Office last week. Someone pointed him out to me and said that Little Joe had been seen a number of times, talking to miners from Number 2 mine. I think you probably saw Little Joe again today. I can’t think why he’s hanging around the Island. Five or six years ago, Little Joe worked as a foreman in Number 2 mine. Then it was discovered that he was doing business as a loan shark on the side. If a miner had to borrow twenty-five or thirty dollars in a hurry, he would go to Little Joe and get it at once without any bankers’ formalities. Of course Little Joe charged about fifty cents interest on every dollar borrowed, and he wanted his money and interest back in a week or two. When Uncle Ian found this out, he fired Little Joe. He could have had the man arrested, but Uncle Ian let him off with a warning. Little Joe went to St. John’s and from all reports has done extremely well—owns property, a boat or two, has an interest in several businesses. He’s what is known in the States as a very smart operator and his reputation is none too good.”

“What do you suppose he is doing on the island?” asked Cherry.

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Lloyd replied. “I’m glad you told me all this, Cherry. Now I’ll be on the lookout. See if Little Joe is up to something.”

“I think I’d better go in,” Cherry said. “It’s getting late.”

Lloyd opened the car door and she got out.

“Oh, by the way,” he said, “the entrance to the old mine shaft is on the top of the hill. Last time I was up there years ago, the opening was covered with boards and all grown over with vines and bushes. I don’t suppose you noticed it.”

“No, I didn’t,” answered Cherry. “There’s a big rock sitting right on top of the hill.”

“And I expect it was just a-sittin’ still, like the one in the verse that begins ‘I wish I was a little rock,’ ” Lloyd said with a big grin.

“And ends ‘Doin’ nothin’ all day long, but just a-sittin’ still,’ ” Cherry quoted at random, returning his grin. She started to go, then stopped. “By the way, you were going to tell me what put you in such a happy, carefree mood today, Mr. Barclay.”

“Tell you and Meg both at dinner,” he said.

At dinner that evening Lloyd reported to Cherry and Meg that the work in the new mine was going by leaps and bounds under McGuire’s supervision. The ore was very high assay, a much greater yield of iron than had been anticipated. Things were not going badly, either, at old Number 2, under Jock Cameron.

“I believe Balfour Mines may even make a profit this year if we can only keep it up,” Lloyd declared.

“I hope so. Oh, I hope so,” said Meg earnestly.

“Under the eagle eye of Mining Engineer Lloyd Barclay, I say they will,” Cherry declared grandly.


CHAPTER X

 

A Meeting in St. John’s

SIR IAN HAD CONTINUED TO FEEL BETTER AND RESPOND well to the diet of bland foods that Dr. Mac had prescribed. Under Cherry’s direction, Tess, the cook, carefully prepared the small, frequent meals and took great pride in doing so.

“But he’ll no get well entirely with all the proper food in the world,” Tess predicted. “He’s sore troubled in his mind. Sir Ian has to put up with the wild spending of his brother and sister in England. And the mines, too, na weel for so long. His fine, helpful brother, who was Master Lloyd’s father, died, and left Sir Ian to carry the whole burden of the Barclays. ’Tis muckle burden for one man.”

Yet, in spite of his big burden, Sir Ian was recovering little by little under Cherry’s capable nursing care. No small part was due to Lloyd, who was slowly making his uncle realize that here was someone who was a true Barclay, worthy to take over the Balfour Mines someday. Bit by bit, Sir Ian’s mind was being relieved about the operation of the mines.

It was during the fifth week that Cherry had been at Barclay House that Sir Ian began to walk about in the garden. He expressed a longing to take a ride in the car. Dr. Mac thought it a good idea. So on the following Sunday afternoon, Lloyd suggested that his uncle and Cherry go for a drive with him since it was the chauffeur’s Sunday off. Meg was going to the hospital with the doctor to help him catch up with some more paperwork in the office.

“Da, we need a good hospital and proper professional assistance,” Meg said. “Douglas is working himself to the bone with all he has to do. And I don’t want to marry a bag of bones.”

“I’d give him his hospital now if there was the money for it,” her father said.

“Oh, Da dear, you talk like a feudal baron or something, making a gift to his retainers,” Meg told him. “The community has a right to an adequate hospital with adequate medical staff. This isn’t the Middle Ages, Da, you old darling.” She gave him a resounding kiss on the top of his head as he sat in the hall downstairs, waiting for Lloyd to bring the car around.

Meg had started outside when Sir Ian called after her, “What’s this about marrying that sandy-haired pill pusher? Has he asked ye yet?”

“No, but he will,” Meg answered merrily. “Only a matter of time now.” She paused, then added, “Oh, dear, I do hope Bess Cowan doesn’t make any of those dreary remarks of hers about the ‘turrible responsibilities of the wedded state’ before Douglas. I do wish someone cheerier were on duty today at the hospital.”

Meg darted out the door, looking like a butterfly in her yellow dress, and into her car.

A few minutes later Lloyd brought his car and Sir Ian settled himself comfortably in the back seat, while Cherry sat in front beside Lloyd.

There was a good paved road that followed the shore almost all the way around the island. Lloyd drove through the village with its little frame cottages, scattered along the narrow streets winding up the hillsides or curving along the waterfront.

They came to the hospital and Lloyd said, “Meg has been saying ‘We must take Cherry to see the hospital, I’m sure she’d like to visit it.’ But it was just one of those things we didn’t get around to doing. So I told myself that today’s the day Miss Ames visits our local hospital. How about it, Cherry?”

“Of course I’d love it,” she said. “Do you mind, Sir Ian?”

“Not at all. Not at all,” he replied.

Lloyd turned the car off the road and into the drive that led to the back of the one-story, white frame building. He stopped in the parking space there.

The hospital faced the road with its back to the bay. Cherry looked beyond the sandy beach to where it seemed countless small boats with white sails were skimming over the blue waters of Balmaghie Bay.

Meg came running out the rear entrance of the building. “Hello, everybody!” she called.

“Cherry, you and Lloyd go with Meg to see the hospital,” Sir Ian said. “I’m going to sit here in the car and enjoy watching the sailboats.”

“Dr. Mac can show them around,” Meg said, laughing and getting into the car.

Lloyd and Cherry went inside. A central hall ran through the building from front to back. The various rooms opened off this hall down which Dr. Mac was striding toward them.

“Well, isn’t this a nice surprise!” he cried.

“I’ve brought Miss Ames to see Balfour Hospital,” announced Lloyd with exaggerated formality. “We want the dollar tour.”

“That’s the Mackenzie Special,” replied the doctor with equal formality. “Right this way, folks!”

It did not take the doctor long to show them around. The hospital was quite small—too small as Meg had pointed out to her father, to serve adequately the island’s population. There was no operating room, so patients in need of a serious operation had to go to St. John’s. The hospital needed more of everything from beds to laboratory equipment, but Cherry was impressed with how light, airy, and sparklingly clean the place was. It had the appearance of being well managed. And as Bess Cowan, the tall, gray-haired nurse, said as Cherry and Lloyd were leaving, “It’s thanks to Dr. Mackenzie that we can do so much with so little. Do you know, Miss Ames, this hospital is considered above average in quality of service, in spite of its inadequacies, because of him!”

“Mac and I will see you at dinner,” Meg called after the car, as Cherry, Lloyd, and Sir Ian went around the drive and onto the road toward the mines.

They passed the mines, stopping at one of them so Cherry could see the entrance shaft with its elevator to take the miners deep under the ground, and she had a look at some of the adits or exits from which the ore was brought by cars or conveyor systems.

Lloyd kept pointing out what must be done about better facilities and new equipment. Only the new mine received Lloyd’s unqualified approval.

“You really did yourself proud, Uncle Ian, on that new mine,” Lloyd told him. “The best and most modern pumps, conveyors, elevators, power drills—the works. It must have cost you a small fortune.”

“It did,” Sir Ian said grimly.

The road continued to Carse Point at the extreme north end of the island where the lighthouse stood, and there was a lifesaving station, and a Coast Guard cutter riding at anchor off shore.

The road left Carse Point and ran now along the ocean side of the island, with beaches and coves, then climbed up to the cliffs.

After a while, the road left the cliffs and turned across the island, winding through hills, dales, and woods until it brought them back to Barclay House.

It was a delightful drive and all three of them enjoyed it immensely. Sir Ian appeared refreshed by it and not tired at all. That evening Sir Ian joined Lloyd and Meg in the library where Higgins, the butler, had laid a small fire in the fireplace. On Balfour, even in summer, the nights were cool.

Cherry took the opportunity to catch up on her correspondence, which she had not found time to do that week. She had kept her mother and father up to date with events on the island, so they knew about Rogues’ Cave and the happenings on the hill of the abandoned mine. She wound up the letter with a description of the day’s trip around the island.

On Tuesday, Cherry had a day off and planned a shopping trip to St. John’s. She liked walking and she needed another suitable pair of shoes. Her one pair had become quite worn from her daily walks on the rocky island. She could not find what she wanted in the little village store, so there was nothing to do but try the stores in St. John’s.

She did not have to worry about Sir Ian, for Meg was going to take care of her father.

“I’ll take you to the ferry when I go to work,” Lloyd told Cherry. “Then I’ll meet you when it returns this afternoon, and I’ll bring you back here.”

So it was all settled when Cherry, Meg, and Lloyd went down to breakfast a few minutes past eight o’clock Tuesday morning.

They drank their fruit juice. Then, Norah, the maid, brought in a plate of poached eggs to place with the cereal and other dishes on the buffet.

Lloyd was lifting eggs onto his plate when Higgins came in to say there was a call for him.

“I’ll take it in the library,” Lloyd said.

A few moments later Cherry and Meg heard him shouting into the phone: “What do you mean the pump won’t suck? … Of course that pump hasn’t enough suction. Get the big power pump. … Oh! McGuire’s using it in the new mine. Never mind. … Never mind, I said. I’ll be right down.”

Lloyd slammed down the receiver. Coming to the dining-room door, he informed Cherry and Meg that he had to rush down to the mines.

“A leak has been found in one of the chambers of Number Two mine,” he told them. “It’s a chamber nearest the abandoned mine, and it’s flooded. Cameron left word at the office that he would be in St. John’s on business. McGuire has his hands full with the new mine. I’ve got to go down myself.”

Lloyd gulped some coffee and hurried into the hall, calling back over his shoulder, “I’m terribly sorry, Cherry, not to take you to the ferry. Please forgive me. Meg, look after Cherry, will you?” And he went outside and drove off in the Bug.

After Lloyd left, Cherry told Meg how much she had enjoyed the drive around the island the Sunday before because she had been thinking ever since that she had never known a place so filled with beauty and legends. From talking about the island, the two drifted into talk about Rogues’ Cave.

And Meg said, “Higgins knows all the old tales and he used to tell me stories by the hour. I suppose he told you how my grandda, when he was a boy, was lost in the cave.”

“Oh, yes,” Cherry said. “And he said your grandfather used to do experiments in the room at the top of the tower and that he wrote in his secret journal by the light of a candle at night.”

“That’s right!” exclaimed Meg. “When I was a little girl, I used to go up there, thinking I’d look for the secret journal. But I was much more interested in peering out through the telescope than in anything else.” She paused, then went on eagerly. “You know what, Cherry!”

“No, what?” replied Cherry, grinning.

“Let’s go up to the tower sometime and search together. We might even get Lloyd to go with us.” Meg stopped and considered that. “Oh, he wouldn’t go,” she decided. “He’d probably think it too childish for anything. But, Cherry, you’re in the house a lot. When you have a free hour or so, why don’t you go up to the tower room and look for Grandda’s secret journal yourself?”

Cherry’s eyes sparkled. “Now, I think that would be fun!” she exclaimed. “A secret journal. A room in a tower. That’s an exciting combination.”

Meg laughed gaily. “If you do decide to go when I’m not here,” she said, “look behind the tapestry that covers the end of the hall on the second floor. You’ll see an old ironwork door. Go through it and climb the stairs until you reach the very top of the tower.”

Meg looked at the clock on the wall above the dining-room fireplace. “Oh, dear!” she cried out. “Cherry, I have to beg off taking you to the ferry. I promised Ramsay I’d see him first thing this morning and tell him where to plant the new shrubs. And if I know Ramsay, he’s champing at the bit this very minute. Smith will take you. I’ll tell him right away. I’d better run. Please excuse me, Cherry.”

Meg pushed her chair back, and going out the French windows that opened onto the dining terrace, ran down the path toward the gardener’s stone cottage at the west end of the grounds.

Presently, Higgins came to tell Cherry that Smith was ready with the car any time she wanted to leave.

Dressed in a pretty woolen skirt, bright cashmere sweater and cardigan, with a close-fitting hat to keep her curls in place in the wind, Cherry stuck her head in Sir Ian’s room to tell him she was leaving.

“Have a good time shopping, for I know ye are no different from Meg when it comes to that,” he said. “And don’t take it amiss if the lads stare at ye,” he added. “They waudna be able to help themselves. Ye are as pretty as the morning, Cherry lass.”

Ah, thank ye, Sir Ian,” Cherry told him with an impish grin at mimicking his accent. “As your daughter says, ye’ve a silver tongue with compliments.”

It was a beautiful morning. The sky was bright with the sun. Overhead the scattered clouds were floating lazily.

When she got out of the car at the wharf, Captain Rab was just going aboard the Sandy Fergus. He recognized her at once and they exchanged greetings. Then he invited her into the wheelhouse.

“Meg always cons the helm, that is, watches the course while I steer,” he told her with a chuckle, “whenever she makes a trip to St. John’s.”

Cherry settled herself on the window seat and she and the captain talked about the Barclays and how much she was enjoying her stay on Balfour.

It lacked some minutes of time for departure and there were not many passengers on the boat as yet. Cherry noticed a passenger leaning over the rail. With a start she recognized the man that she had seen on the hill.

“Who is that?” she asked Captain Rab, pointing the man out.

“Oh, that’s Joseph Tweed,” replied Captain Rab. “He’s known as ‘Little Joe’ Tweed. Lives in St. John’s. He promotes prize fights, speculates in stocks, owns a fishing schooner called the Heron. Always seems to have money. I dinna like the man.”

Cherry told Captain Rab then about seeing Little Joe on the hill.

“Peering out at his fishing schooner, ye say,” said the captain. “He’s a wise man to keep an eye on her. A rougher lot of men I’ve not seen in many a day as Little Joe has for a crew. And the captain’s no better. He’s had his license suspended too often for any respectable ship owner to hire him.”

It was time to start. The captain clanged the bell and shouted to a deck hand to cast off the mooring lines. The engine roared into action and the boat got under way.

On the way to St. John’s, Captain Rab observed the steady fall of the barometer and remarked that he “dinna” like it. “There’s dirty weather knocking about,” he told Cherry, pulling at his pipe.

The crossing was choppy and the sky was becoming feathered with clouds when the Sandy Fergus reached the St. John’s wharf.

“Ye had best take the May Bee going back,” the captain advised Cherry. “She leaves earlier and will make it over to the island afore this storm breaks. Of course if ye dinna mind a bit of wind and water, the Sandy Fergus leaves around four o’clock. I’d be happy to have the pleasure of your company.”

Cherry thanked him and told him that it depended upon how long it took her to do her shopping whether she would go back on the helicopter or the boat.

At a quarter past two she had finished her shopping. She had even taken a little time to have lunch, buy postcards, and send them with brief notes to Dr. Joe, the Spencer Club girls, Midge, Ruth Dale, and other friends at Hilton Hospital, as well as to her family.

The sky was overcast by two o’clock. Inquiries about the May Bee revealed that it would not be taking off since a storm was coming up. It began to rain. There was nothing to do but wait for the Sandy Fergus.

Cherry, with a full shopping bag and a couple of packages that she could not cram into it, dodged into a pleasant-looking coffee shop near the wharf. She sat down at a table beside a window that faced the harbor, and ordered chocolate milk and cookies. The waitress told her the ferryboat came in around three or shortly thereafter.

Cherry glanced around the restaurant at a number of well-dressed women and children, a few girls, and several businessmen.

One man at a table in a corner drew her attention by his frequent glances toward the entrance and then at his wristwatch to check the time. Obviously he was expecting someone who was late. He did not appear to be a man accustomed to waiting. There was an air of importance about him. He was well groomed and wore finely tailored clothes. His hair was a distinguished salt and pepper, but his eyes and mouth were hard, and the whole cast of the face was that of a man of authority.

Cherry watched his growing annoyance for a while, then gazed outside. It had grown prematurely dark. Lights began to appear along the waterfront and on the craft in the harbor. The wind steadily increased and rain now bounced off the street.

There was a boat moored to the wharf a few yards away. Cherry read the name Heron, lettered on the side.

“So that’s Joseph—Little Joe—Tweed’s fishing schooner,” she thought. Just as she was about to turn away, she saw a man coming up the wharf. He stopped under the light to look at the Heron, as though to be sure it was the right vessel, then jumped lightly aboard.

That moment was time enough for Cherry to recognize Jock Cameron.

“Can it be possible that Old Jock and Little Joe Tweed are connected in some way?” she asked herself.

While she was thinking this over, the door of the coffee shop opened and two men entered, slapping their wet hats against glistening raincoats.

Cherry gasped. They were the pilot Jerry Ives and Little Joe Tweed!

“There’s Mr. Broderick over there,” said Little Joe, loudly enough for everyone in the restaurant to hear.

The two walked directly to the table in the corner. Mr. Broderick appeared extremely annoyed. Little Joe started to say something, but Broderick would not let him finish. He rose, put on his coat, picked up his hat, and motioning for Jerry Ives to follow him, strode out of the coffee shop.

Little Joe watched them leave, then left the shop himself and, walking to the Heron, went aboard.


CHAPTER XI

 

The Storm

THE WAITRESS HAD TOLD CHERRY TO WATCH OUT THE window for the arrival of the ferryboat.

“You’ll see a bright light with ‘Ferry’ on it up over the wharf where Captain Rab always moors. He switches it on as soon as he comes in.”

At ten minutes to three Cherry saw the Heron leave the wharf and head north in the direction of Balfour Island.

At five minutes to three the sign “Ferry” lighted up. Gathering her shopping bag and parcels, Cherry tore out of the restaurant and down the wharf.

“Ah, there ye are,” Captain Rab said, helping her aboard. “I was hoping ye would be along to con the helm for me on the way back.” He directed her toward the wheelhouse, telling her, “There’ll no be many on this trip, so we’ll be pushing off soon.”

Within half an hour five passengers sprinted aboard and ducked into the cabin like homing pigeons. At twenty minutes to four, when no more passengers showed up, Captain Rab set out.

Cherry was to remember for a long time the rough passage from St. John’s to Balfour Harbor. Certainly she had never seen so much sea so close before. The Sandy Fergus plunged and wallowed and rolled. Cherry looked out the wheelhouse window and they seemed to be hedged in by waves that broke frothing over the bows.

“Told ye we’d catch it,” remarked Captain Rab. “Said so this morning before it came over the radio.”

“We seem to be in the middle of the storm,” said Cherry.

“Oh, no,” the captain answered. “We’re sailing ahead of it. She’s coming up the coast instead of blowing out to sea as the weatherman predicted earlier. Favoring us with a taste of foul weather.”

To all outward appearance, Captain Rab was not particularly concerned. He concentrated on the sea ahead and steered the vessel. There were marker buoys to indicate the channel and whistling buoys crying a “Whoo-Whoo” warning to stay away from rocks and reefs.

The rain fell harder and the wind rose. The gleam of the boat’s lights caught the flight of the spray. Lightning flickered and thunder rumbled off in the distance.

Inside the wheelhouse the radio blurted, predicting the course of the storm, reporting damage left in her wake, warning boats and ships to get out of the track of the high wind, telling of ships in danger, distress, or believed lost.

The spell of the storm had fallen upon Cherry. She was absorbed by it. For a while, she gave all her attention to the angry waters, the noise, and the rolling boat. Once she spoke to ask if Captain Rab knew a Mr. James Broderick.

“Know him by sight and reputation,” the captain answered. “Snatches companies the way a jaeger snatches fish from gulls and terns.”

Shutting out the storm, she gave herself over to her thoughts. The experience in the coffee shop had been puzzling. What did Old Jock, Little Joe Tweed, Jerry Ives, and James Broderick have to do with each other? Cherry asked herself. “They probably don’t have any connection at all,” she chided herself. “I’m letting my imagination run away with itself. It doesn’t seem likely that Old Jock and Tweed could have any mutual interests. Of course Old Jock did go aboard Little Joe’s boat. I wonder why he did that?”

Cherry was startled by a sudden pitch of the boat that almost tossed her off the window bench on which she was sitting. Captain Rab grunted and swung the helm to head the boat again into the wind.

Cherry felt a shiver of fear as the Sandy Fergus labored on against the wind, shaken by the waves, and creaking in all her timbers. The calm face and unruffled manner of Captain Rab was wonderfully reassuring, however, and she pushed her fear aside.

Before long the waves became less violent and Cherry could make out the shape of the bay at Balfour Island. When they entered the harbor, she realized the waters seemed less wild only in relation to those through which they had just passed. The waves were rolling in enormous swells and pounding upon the beach.

With difficulty, Captain Rab brought the ferryboat alongside the wharf and got her safely moored. The five passengers scuttled ashore.

“There’s Smith come to fetch ye,” the captain said to Cherry.

Cherry looked where he pointed and saw the Barclay chauffeur, with head bent to the wind, running toward them.

Smith took her bag and bundles and gave her a raincoat, which she drew over her head and about her like a shawl. She called good-bye to Captain Rab and ran with Smith to the car.

Settled inside the Rolls-Royce, Cherry looked out on the empty streets. People had shut themselves indoors and the village appeared deserted. The harbor was filled with vessels straining at their moorings, but she did not see the Heron among them.

At Barclay House she found Sir Ian the only member of the family at home. Meg was at the hospital, for there had already been several casualties and she had gone to help the doctor and Bess Cowan, the nurse. Lloyd was still at the mines.

When Higgins let Cherry in, Sir Ian called out to her from the drawing room.

“That ye, Cherry? Ye are just in time for tea.”

Cherry joined Sir Ian in front of the window where the tea table had been placed, so he could watch the storm. He had the radio on to get the latest reports on its progress. The storm was expected to reach its greatest force on Balfour sometime that night before it blew out to sea. It had been losing strength as it traveled overland and was averaging about twelve miles an hour. But inhabitants were warned to take every precaution to ensure the safety of life and the protection of property.

Cherry had never seen Sir Ian when he was calmer than he was right then. He was not worried in the least. In fact, she got the feeling that the storm was having a good effect on him, as absurd as that might sound. He drank his tea and spread thin slices of white bread with unsalted butter in complete tranquillity. But his eyes were shining and alert to every nuance of the wind and rain, and the reports over the radio claimed his attention.

“Remove swinging signs from store fronts,” the announcer intoned. “Brace sizable glass areas against wind pressure with stout boards. Take in ash cans, furniture from porches and gardens, and other movable objects. They are dangerous hazards when blown about by the gale.”

“I was expecting a visitor this evening,” Sir Ian said when the announcer had completed the latest news bulletin. “It’s not likely he’ll arrive for a day or two unless he rides the wind.” He heaved a rumbling sigh and continued, “I love a storm. It’s a wonderfully dramatic thing, a storm. Man may be dwarfed by a hurricane or a typhoon, but he’s also made great by his battle against great odds. Through the night and in the darkness I think of the lighthouse at Carse Point flashing out its beam against the storm. Of how the radio beacons reach out to sea.”

Sir Ian sat a while longer with Cherry, watching and enjoying the wild scene outside, then he said, “I think I’m tired, lass. Like to lie down a bit.”

With Cherry beside him, he went slowly upstairs.

“Ye needn’t be afraid in this house,” he told her on the way up. “It’s solid as rock. Withstood the tempests for two hundred years. Years ago my father and I liked to sit in the tower with a storm raging all round. From there we could watch the whole splendor of land and sea and sky.”

Cherry saw that Sir Ian was comfortable, then went to her own room to put away her purchases and change into her uniform.

“I wonder if the visitor Sir Ian expected was Mr. Broderick,” she suddenly thought. “Perhaps Jerry Ives was going to fly his boss over but the storm held them up.”

She was disappointed not to have seen Meg and Lloyd to tell them about her trip to St. John’s.

At eight o’clock there was a knock on her door. Cherry rushed to open it, expecting to see Meg, but it was Norah, the maid, to tell her that Miss Meg had called to say that neither she nor Lloyd would be home until later.

“I was to explain that they’re engaged with The Volunteers,” Norah said, “and to tell Tess and Higgins not to hold back dinner for them.” The maid shook her head. “I fear this is one of the Wild Ones and sure to cause harm on land and sea.”

Cherry interpreted “Wild Ones” as referring to storms, and agreed with Norah heartily that this one undoubtedly was wild. She told Norah that she and Sir Ian would be down to dinner in a few minutes, and the maid left.

After his rest, Sir Ian was almost chipper during the evening meal. Cherry’s mood rose to match his and they were quite animated, laughing and talking.

Sir Ian took as a matter of course Meg’s and Lloyd’s work with The Volunteers, of whom Norah had spoken earlier.

Sir Ian explained that it was a voluntary organization composed of various groups of men and women who had specific jobs to do in any emergency, such as a fire, storm, or flood. There was a Fire Brigade, an Ambulance Corps and so on, as well as lookouts stationed at intervals along the shore, to aid the coastguardmen who were on duty at Carse Point Lighthouse.

“I regret I canna be with them,” Sir Ian told Cherry. “ ’Tis the responsibility of a Barclay to be working with the others when there’s trouble.”

For an hour after dinner, they listened to the news broadcasts. The course of the storm remained unchanged. Before they went upstairs to bed, Norah brought in some candles.

“The electricity is not such a certainty that these may not come in handy,” Norah said, giving each of them several large candles.

Sir Ian grinned. “Why, Norah, these are enough to last for days,” he said.

“Ye had best keep them,” she cautioned. “There’s no telling once the lights go off when they’ll come on again.”

“Norah always expects the worst,” Sir Ian said to Cherry and laughed. “It’s her dour Scottish nature to get her pleasure out of looking on the dark side of things.”

Cherry could not sleep with all the turmoil outside. The wind clamored around the house and the rain battered at the windows furiously. She doubted that Meg or Lloyd would even get home that night. Since she was so restless, this seemed like a good time to try to find the secret journal by herself. She would go up to the tower.

Just in case Meg did return, and might want to see her, Cherry left a note on Meg’s dressing table: “Dear Meg,” she wrote, “I took your suggestion and have gone to the tower room to look for the secret journal. Cherry.”

Then, fully armed with flashlight, candles, and matches, Cherry went to the east end of the hall. She lifted the tapestry that covered the wall and came at once upon the ironwork door.

Playing her light up and down, she located the switch, flicked it on, and the room beyond the iron lattice door became bright. She could see stairs along the opposite wall, leading upward.

There was an iron-ring handle. Cherry pulled. The door opened and she found herself in a room with slitlike windows. There were lights over the stairs and she mounted them briskly. She reached the next room above, which was on a level with the third floor of the house. The staircase continued upward to another room.

Now came the spiral staircase to the tower. It had narrow steps winding up to a door.

Keeping close to the wall, Cherry climbed the circular stairs, by the light of a chandelier in the ceiling over the stairwell. The switch that she had turned on beside the ironwork door on the second floor of the house evidently controlled all the lights, although she did notice other switches at the foot of each set of stairs.

At last, she stood before the heavy oak door at the top of the tower. She turned the knob and the door swung open, with a creak of rusty hinges. Beyond was darkness, except for the patch of light in front of the doorway and flashes of lightning, which brightened for an instant the tower room.

With the wind driving the rain against the windows, which were high and wide, and the thunder crashing, the place was altogether eerie. Cherry hesitated before stepping inside, as a chill of fear seemed to envelop her.

She shook it off. A flicker of lightning revealed a chandelier hanging from a ceiling beam. Running her hand along the inside wall near the door, Cherry found an electric switch and the place was at once filled with a pale light.

As soon as she crossed the threshold, she felt as if she had entered the long-ago past. The only modern note in the place was the electric light. Otherwise, the room looked as though it had been lifted out of an ancient castle. Three of the walls of the large, square room were paneled with oak. A stone fireplace almost filled the fourth wall and over the mantel carved in the stone were the crest of the Barclays and the legend:

“All nature hath a tongue. E’en the stones do speak if ye have ears to hear.”

There were chairs with high backs, armchairs of wood and leather flanking the hearth, tables of dark wood, and shelves filled with books. A cupboard was set into one wall, and an enormous desk, scarred and stained, had a long, high top composed of little square drawers like a spice cabinet or the shelves of an old apothecary shop.

There were endless objects for her to admire as she walked about: bronze busts of Socrates and several early Greek philosophers—Thales, Heraclitus, Democritus—with badly tarnished name plates. There was a little statue of a rugged horse whose name plate read: “Sawny Bean, our Galloway nag.”

But most amazing of all were the rocks. Scattered everywhere about on the surfaces of tables, tops of shelves, the deep sills of the tall windows were rocks of all shapes, sizes, and colors.

Cherry turned her attention to the fireplace. In the huge cavern was a tiny little furnace and oven, such as an earlier chemist might have used for melting metals and other chemical “cooking.” The flagstone hearth was discolored and roughened from his experiments.

Poking about among the many fascinating objects, Cherry had almost forgotten why she was up in the tower. She had to have some method of search if she expected to find whether or not the secret journal was there.

“I’ll start with the desk,” she thought, “and work my way around the room.”

On the table silver candelabra, now tarnished black, held tall, dusty candles. The chandelier overhead was the only electric light apparently, and from the high ceiling its glow was too faint to work by. She got out her matches and started to walk to the table to light the candelabra when the electric lights began to flicker and then went out. The lines were down or there had been a failure at the power plant. In any event, Norah’s warning had been timely and Cherry was grateful to have plenty of matches and candles.

For a moment she was in complete darkness. Not even a flash of lightning etched the blackness of the tower room. The storm outside raged boisterously, but in a momentary lull, she heard the whispering shuffle of footsteps on the stairs.

There was something odd about the steps that made her think they belonged to neither Meg nor Lloyd. The person on the spiral stairway, climbing up, would appear at any minute. She became icy cold with unreasonable fear.

Her eye caught a glimmer of light outside the door.

“Who’s there?” Cherry demanded sharply.

Suddenly a small, dark figure in seaman’s oilskins, with a flickering candle held high in one hand, stood in the doorway. Wet glistened on his black slicker and his sou’wester. In his other hand, he carried a bundle wrapped in tarpaulin.

“Who are you?” Cherry asked, with a breath of relief.

“It’s only me, Tammie,” replied the boy. “Tammie Cameron.”


CHAPTER XII

 

The Secret in the Tower

THE LUSTROUS GLEAM OF THE CANDLES, WHICH CHERRY had lighted in the candelabra, brightened the room. Tammie placidly took off his sou’wester and slicker after shaking the water off on the hearth. Then he deposited them, together with his tarpaulin-wrapped bundle, on the deep windowsill nearest him. With a plop he sank into one of the armchairs near the hearth, brushed a lock of hair out of his eyes, and regarded Cherry gravely.

“Ye are Miss Ames, Sir Ian’s nurse,” he said after a minute.

Cherry had a good look now at the boy who had entered the tower room so calmly and made himself quite at home. He was the most self-possessed young person she had seen in a long time. She saw that he was a scrawny, towheaded boy of ten or eleven with a wind-burned face. He had a quaint, old-fashioned air about him that reminded her of a wise, little old man.

“How did you get here in the storm and at this time of night?” asked Cherry.

“I hid in the greenhouse first,” he began. “Then I hid on the kitchen stoop until everything was quiet. Then I sneaked into the house and up the stairs and through the iron door at the end of the hall, the way Miss Meg used to take some of us boys and girls to the tower. Then I went down and unlocked the outside door so my grandda can get in. And then I came up here to wait for my grandda. I brought some victuals in case he was hungry.” Tammie pointed to the bundle on the windowsill.

“You mean your grandfather, Mr. Jock Cameron, is coming here to the tower?” cried Cherry. “What is he coming here for?”

“To give me a message for my grandma,” answered Tammie.

Cherry went over to the armchair on the other side of the hearth and sat down. “Look, Tammie,” she said. “Let’s begin at the beginning. Tell me what this is all about.”

“I dinna know if I should,” replied Tammie. “Grandda made it plain I was to keep my tongue quiet and slip up to the tower without being seen.”

“But I’ve seen you,” Cherry pointed out. “Furthermore, when I was in St. John’s today, I saw your grandfather go aboard Mr. Joseph Tweed’s fishing boat, the Heron.”

Tammie’s eyes dropped while he considered this. Then, giving her a sidelong glance from beneath lowered lids, he said with a sigh, “Ye must know then about the Bad Ones.”

Cherry shook her head. “No, I don’t know about the Bad Ones. Suppose you tell me.”

“Ah, weel”—Tammie heaved a sigh, his shoulders slumped dejectedly—“ye may as well know. The Bad Ones are Mr. Tweed, the one they call Little Joe, and the captain and crew of the Heron. They are smuggling something out of the Old Mine, and taking it out through Rogues’ Cave. Grandda has been trying to find out what it is.”

“Does your grandfather have any idea what it might be?” asked Cherry.

“All Grandda said was ‘Tammie, ’tis a valuable thing whatever it is,’ ” replied the boy. “Grandda tried many ways to find out. He went fishing so he could watch the Heron to see if a boat brought anything from Rogues’ Cave to load on board. But the loading must have been done at night, Grandda said, because he saw a boat only once during the daytime loading heavy sacks aboard the Heron. Grandda even stayed sometimes in the hidey-hole in Rogues’ Cave to try to catch the Bad Ones red-handed.”

“The hidey-hole in Rogues’ Cave!” exclaimed Cherry. “Does your grandfather know about that?”

“Ay,” Tammie nodded. “ ’Tis a secret my great-grandda shared with the Old Sir Ian. And my great-grandda told the secret to my grandda.”

“And your grandfather still hasn’t found out what is being smuggled?” asked Cherry.

Tammie thought a moment. “I think he knows,” the boy said slowly. “But I dinna think he knows for sure. To try to make sure, Grandda went to St. John’s to stow away on the Heron.”

“So that’s why your grandfather went aboard the Heron,” Cherry said. “He was a stowaway. Then he must have known somehow that the Heron was coming to Balfour Island.”

Tammie nodded. “Ay. Grandda had found out that Little Joe and the captain and crew of the Heron were all coming to the island tonight.”

“And your grandfather told you to come to the tower to wait for him, is that right, Tammie?”

The boy nodded again. “Ay,” he said.

“But if he stowed away, how was your grandfather going to get ashore? And how in the world can he get ashore in this storm?” Cherry asked.

“We will just have to wait, I guess, for Grandda to answer that,” Tammie said. He sloughed off his black rubber boots and wriggled back into the chair.

Cherry wisely let Tammie alone. Whatever else he might recall, he would tell in his own good time.

In the meantime, it was best to go ahead with her search for the secret journal. After all, that was what she had come up here for. Besides, the search would be sure to arouse Tammie’s curiosity. And she hoped to enlist his help. A boy had hidden the journal and who would be more likely to think of hiding places than another boy?

Although the tower room was seldom used nowadays, as Meg had once told her, the maids swept and dusted it once or twice a year. And there were candles in holders placed conveniently about. Cherry lighted the one on the desk and began to look through the little drawers, which resembled so much an oversize spice cabinet. Each drawer had rocks and minerals in it, she discovered. On these were splotches of white paint on which were lettered “salt crystals,” “lead sulfide,” “carbon,” “pitchblende,” and so on. Then there were drawers with what Cherry recognized as man-made, rather boy-made she supposed, nuggets, cubes, pellets, thin sheets, and disks. On each of these was a dab of white paint and a symbol, such as Fe, Cu, Ag, Sn, Pb, Au, and so on. There were, she estimated, between twenty and twenty-five different symbols used, although there were many more pieces. There was, for instance, a drawer full of various size pieces labeled “Fe.” These were covered with a reddish dust or coat that rubbed off on her hands.

“Looks just like rust,” Cherry remarked aloud.

“It is,” a voice said in her ear. “Iron will rust away if ye don’t paint it.”

There was Tammie beside her, watching interestedly.

“How do you know this is iron?” she asked, holding up one of the pieces.

“Because I know iron when I see it,” he answered. “Besides it says so on the label.” He touched the painted spot with a finger. “Fe. That’s short for ferrum, iron.” Tammie pronounced the Latin word with a strong burr of the r’s.

“Then you must know what all these other letters on the rocks and minerals mean,” Cherry said.

“Maybe not all for sure,” he said modestly. “But almost all. My da and my grandda taught me.” Touching the labels, he recited, “Cu, that’s copper. Pb, lead. Sn, tin. This little piece with Au, that’s gold.”

“You really do know,” Cherry commented. “Do you live here on the island with your mother and father?” she asked, by way of starting a conversation.

“No, ma’am. My da is a metallurgist. He works for the Canadian government,” he said proudly. “He and my mother are up in Labrador. I am staying with Grandma and Grandda until they get settled.”

Tammie walked around to the other side of the desk and began fumbling about in one of the drawers, picking up bits of metals and minerals and examining them. He held up a tiny black disk. “This is silver,” he announced. “See the label says Ag.”

“So that’s silver,” Cherry said, taking the disk and looking at it. “I don’t see any other pieces with Ag on them. But there seems to be quite a lot of iron.”

“Oh, it’s no hard to find iron on Balfour,” said Tammie. He thought a moment. “Nor yet ore with lead in it. But silver now, that’s another thing. I wonder where he got it.”

“He? Do you mean Old Sir Ian?” asked Cherry. “The father of the Sir Ian we know?”

“The very same,” replied Tammie, nodding. “When some of Grandda’s friends, like Mr. Morgan, come to visit, they sometimes talk about Old Sir Ian and how their fathers always said that he was a clever boy. He called this his laboratory.”

Cherry could feel her excitement mounting, as she asked, “Did you know that Old Sir Ian kept a secret journal?”

Tammie looked at her blankly.

“You know,” she explained, “when Old Sir Ian was a boy, he kept a notebook in which he put down what happened each day. He also wrote down his formulas for testing the rocks and minerals.”

Tammie’s face lighted up. “Oh, you mean like a chemistry notebook.”

“Yes, yes,” Cherry said quickly. “That’s right. Do you know about it?”

Tammie considered the question, pursing his lips and frowning in thought. “Ay, ay, I have heard that Old Sir Ian kept a notebook.” He paused, then added brightly, “Are ye searching for it?”

Cherry nodded vigorously. “I simply must find it. Will you help me?”

Tammie was delighted. To hunt for a secret hiding place was fascinating. “If he used a notebook to set down his experiments, it would have to be handy,” the boy suggested.

“But if you didn’t want anyone to know about it and wanted to keep your experiments secret, where would you put it?” urged Cherry.

Tammie grinned up at Cherry, like a conspirator taking her into his confidence. “I’d keep it handy and hide it too,” he said. “Because I might have to put it away quickly if anyone came.”

Then he began walking about the fireplace and the desk, sizing everything up as though he were a cat measuring the distance to spring somewhere.

Cherry stood and watched him.

Tammie considered the desk. “Na, not there.” He moved to the cupboard and threw open the doors. Shelves were filled with glass tubes, beakers, mortar and pestle, and other laboratory equipment. “Not this cupboard, either,” he decided.

The fireplace seemed to interest him. The inside he ruled out because the heat from a fire might ruin a notebook. He eyed the stones above the mantel.

“Now that is a very curious thing,” he said slowly. “A very curious thing. And to think I never noticed it afore this.”

Cherry held her breath. “What didn’t you notice?”

“They aren’t the same kind of stones at all,” he said. “Not at all.” He darted across the room, got a straight chair, which he dragged over to the fireplace. Climbing on it, he began feeling the stones just below the legend: “All nature hath a tongue. E’en the stones do speak if ye have ears to hear.”

Cherry heard Tammie murmuring to himself as he touched the stones, “This is a rock with gold in it; this one has lapis in it—I can see streaks of platinum. This is quartz.” He skipped several he did not appear to know. Then continued, “This one … this black one.” He stopped, poked the stone harder. “Why, why here’s a loose one!” he cried, grasping it with his hands. It was about the size of a large grapefruit. “Look! Look!” He gave it a yank and it fell with a thud on the hearth.

Cherry sprang closer to the boy. And the two of them found themselves staring into a hollowed-out place back of where the stone had been.

“I think there’s something in there,” Tammie said. His voice rose excitedly, as he started to reach in.

“Don’t put your hand in there,” Cherry warned, grabbing his arm. Snatching her flashlight from the table where she had left it, she shone it into the hollow. There was something way at the back!

Before she could stop him this time, Tammie jerked his arm free and, reaching in, pulled out a small leather pouch. Jumping down, he handed it to her and they rushed over to the table to look at it by the light of the candelabra. The pouch had a simple drawstring closing, but Cherry’s fingers trembled so with excitement that she could not open it. As she fumbled with it, she could feel what seemed to be pebbles inside and something thin and crackling.

“Open it, Miss Ames,” Tammie kept saying, hopping about. “Please open it. Let’s see what’s inside.”

“I’m trying,” Cherry told him. “But I’m so excited. … There!” She pulled, the mouth of the pouch open, almost ripping the ancient leather in her haste. The contents—black pellets, some large, some small—spilled out on the table.

Tammie seized one and made white shiny streaks on it by scratching it against his metal belt buckle. “Silver! It’s silver!” he cried, dancing up and down. “We found us a whole pocketful of silver!” Pointing toward the black stone that had fallen on the floor, he began to laugh, delighted with himself and his discovery. “That’s a silver rock,” he declared. “Old Sir Ian hid the pouchful of silver behind the rock with silver in it.” He thought it was a wonderful joke. Cherry laughed with him.

She and Tammie picked up a handful of the blackened silver pieces and let them dribble through their fingers. “We’ve found the treasure, just as people always did in fairy tales, eh, Tammie?”

He nodded, bright-eyed.

Cherry felt the pouch. “There is still something in here,” she said, putting her hand inside and drawing out a sheet of paper, folded several times. It had been torn from a notebook, for one edge was ragged. With Tammie watching her intently, Cherry carefully opened the yellowed and fragile sheet, which was covered with writing in a clear, copperplate script, the ink brown with age. She read aloud:

“ ‘June 8. This is silver from the Old Mine, which has not been worked for years and years. Found rocks of native silver when I went past the crawlway in Rogues’ Cave.

“ ‘June 9. Found more rocks. Pure black sulphurets. When I exposed them to fire, I got globules of native silver. Must be a vein of silver somewhere.

“ ‘June 10. Followed the tunnel to the shaft of the Old Mine and came out on top of the big hill. Can’t find the vein, but brought back more rocks. Each day I melt the silver and hide it behind the stone of silver which I got from the Old Mine. No one would think to look behind this stone above the fireplace. Magic words cannot open Ian Barclay’s treasure cranny, as Ali Baba did in the story in Arabian Nights.

“ ‘June 11. Rained today. The Cameron and Morgan boys came over. They looked at the different rocks I had put under the legend over the fireplace. They did not know one rock from another. They only know about iron.

“ ‘June 12. Explored all afternoon. Still could not find vein of silver. Mother and Da will be away tomorrow, I shall explore all day. I will find the silver lode. It has to be there.’ ”

That was the end of the entries.

“A silver mine!” exclaimed Cherry.

“That’s what they were looking for, the Bad Ones!” cried Tammie. “Silver!”

“Of course, that’s it!” agreed Cherry. “That’s what they must he smuggling out.”

“The men on the Heron have been digging and carrying silver out,” said Tammie.

“But, Tammie,” Cherry said, “it must take lots and lots of rocks to make a very little silver.”

The boy gave her a scornful look. “Ye see that rock,” he asked, pointing to the black rock on the hearth. “That’s real native silver. It’s full of nails, like wire, and they’re pure silver. My da says I know the different rocks and minerals almost as well as he does.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Cherry told him. “But how do these men dig it out? Don’t they have to have drills or something?”

“Na, na. Not native silver,” replied Tammie. “Ye can dig it out with a bar with a point at one end and a chisel at the other, easy as that.” He snapped his fingers. “And it doesn’t take a lot to make a good bit of silver, either. My da says some of the miners in Mexico used to hollow out the handles of their hammers and fill them with pulverized rocks. Why, they even, some of them, Da said, used to carry enough away in their cigarette papers to sell for several pennies.”

It was obvious Tammie knew what he was talking about. He was apparently as much of a boy scientist as Old Sir Ian had been in his day.

Cherry could scarcely believe that she and the boy Tammie had finally uncovered the secret of the abandoned mine. Of course, the discovery of a rich vein of silver could mean a fortune to the Barclays and probably solve all Sir Ian’s financial problems. If Little Joe Tweed’s men had been working the vein and carrying off the silver, they must be stopped.

Cherry gathered up the little silver balls and the pages of the notebook and put them back into the leather pouch. “Oh, if only Lloyd and Meg were here!” she thought. She put the pouch into her pocket for safekeeping.

While Cherry had been lost in thought, gathering up the silver pellets, Tammie had been walking up and down in front of the bookshelves.

“Are you looking for something, Tammie?” she asked.

He glanced at her, smiling, “Ay. We dinna find Sir Ian’s notebook yet.”

“Do you think it’s there among the other books?” asked Cherry. She skimmed the titles in their neat rows in the ornate bookcase. Geology and other books on science were all together. Then there were history, biography, fairy tales and ballads, stories of pirates, and factual accounts of explorers and expeditions.

“When I dinna want anyone to find something,” Tammie said, peering up under the shelves, “I fix it to the underside of something. There was once a boy who used to swipe my marbles, so I taped the bag under my desk and he caudna find them.”

The shelves were of heavy wood, decorated with carving. A strip of carving perhaps three inches wide ran along the front edge of each shelf. Cherry joined Tammie in peering under the shelves behind the strip of carving, which was quite wide enough to hide a book.

Tammie knelt down to look at the second shelf from the floor. “Here’s something!” he cried.

Cherry quickly got her flash, and kneeling down beside the boy, played the light on the shelf. She saw that a wooden box with one side cut away had been nailed to the underside of the shelf. Tammie reached in through the cutaway side and pulled out an old book.

Cherry and Tammie grinned happily at each other. He handed the book to her and they slowly stood up. Cherry took the book to the table and together they examined it under the candlelight.

On the spine were the words “The Bo Ha’.” The binding was handmade of white canvas now yellow with age, and on the cover in hand lettering was the full title “Sir Greysteel of Bo Ha’.”

With rising excitement, Cherry turned back the cover. The first page was filled with handwriting wonderfully clear, even though the paper was yellow and the black ink turned brown. She read aloud to Tammie:

“‘My journal from my 11th Birthday, 21 June 1881. I am going to keep a daily journal beginning today. I shall set down in it what I do and think and things that happen. I shall tell about exploring and all I find and experiment with, such as plants, bugs, chemicals, but especially rocks and minerals. I mean to be a scientist some day.

“‘I think it amusing to make a jest of my journal, which is all about real things and happenings, and give it a fairy-tale name, Sir Greysteel of Bo Ha’.’ ”

Cherry read no further.

“Is this the notebook Old Sir Ian used to write in every day when he was a boy?” asked Tammie.

“Yes, Tammie,” Cherry told him excitedly. “This is Old Sir Ian’s secret journal. And you are the one, Tammie, who found it!”

With trembling fingers, Cherry turned the pages. “See, Tammie,” she said, “the pages are filled with writing. And here at the end is where a page has been torn out. That is the page we found in the leather pouch with the silver—it just matches the book. It was the last page he ever wrote in his journal.”

Cherry could guess why the torn-out page was the last of the journal. Obviously, the boy had written no more after the time he had been lost for days in Rogues’ Cave. He had been quite ill after that experience. And, as soon as he was well enough to travel, he had been sent to school in Scotland. It was twenty years before he returned to Balfour, a man grown and married, so the story went as Higgins had told Cherry. The secret journal and the secret cranny of silver, if Old Sir Ian ever thought of them again, were a part of the long-ago past, better left undisturbed among the magical adventures of boyhood.

Cherry became aware that Tammie’s attention had wandered. His head was cocked, listening. The two of them had been so intent on the journal that they had not noticed how quiet everything had become. It would have been quite still outside were it not for the pounding of the surf upon the rocks below the cliffs.

Tammie padded over to the window, opened the casement, and looked out. “I think the storm’s almost over,” he announced.

Cherry followed and stood beside him to gaze at the sky, which was full of clouds racing away to the northeast. Now and then a star shone. But the wind still tossed the branches of the trees and the rain spattered their faces.

“Listen, Miss Ames!” Tammie cried suddenly. “I heard someone cry out down below.”

Cherry listened. Faintly, as from a great distance, it seemed she could hear a cry. She was not sure, for the waves roared too loudly.

“There it was again!” exclaimed Tammie. “I heard somebody cry out. It must be Grandda.”

Tammie darted away. Cherry leaned out, trying to catch the sound of a voice. When she turned to see what Tammie was doing, she found that he had drawn on his boots and was putting on his slicker.

“I’m going to find Grandda,” Tammie said. Snatching up his sou’wester and his bundle, he dodged past her out the door, and went flying down the stairs.

“Tammie! Tammie!” Cherry shouted.

She might as well have called to the wind. Tammie’s footsteps could be heard going down, down, down the flights of stairs. The door on the ground floor slammed shut after him, the bang echoing up the stairwell.

Cherry had quickly blown out the candles, and, taking her flashlight, raced after him as fast as she could, down the staircase and outside into the storm.

As she ran, she kept calling, “Tammie! Wait! Tammie, wait! You’ll get hurt!” But there was no answer.

She went stumbling along the path at the top of the cliffs, shining her flash this way and that, hoping to pick out his figure in the gloom. She called, “Tammie!” No answer. There was no one on the cliffs. She stopped to listen. The only sounds were those of wind and rain and the boom of the surf.

When Cherry burst into the kitchen, drenched, curls in wild disorder, Tess, the cook, was so much startled that she cried out in alarm.

“Oh, Miss Cherry! What’s happened?” Tess asked. “You’re pale as a ghost!”

“It’s Tammie!” Cherry cried out. “Little Tammie Cameron. He’s gone. I can’t find him. I’ve looked everywhere.”

Higgins, who was just returning from a tour of the downstairs windows to see if water had seeped in, heard their voices raised in alarm and came running. He was aghast to find Cherry, who was supposed to be quite dry inside the house, appear of a sudden all wet and dripping pools of water upon the floor like the King of the Golden River.

The fire in the kitchen fireplace burned up brightly, but Tess and Higgins stood holding candles aloft as if frozen at attention while Cherry breathlessly told them of going to the tower, of Tammie’s arrival, of hearing someone call from below the cliffs, of Tammie rushing out in the belief that it was his grandfather, and of her own fruitless search for the boy.

Neither Tess nor Higgins asked questions. To find the boy was the important thing.

In spite of his years, Higgins moved with the agility of youth. Setting down his candle, he plucked his sou’wester and oilskins from a peg on the kitchen wall, and put them on. Then he drew on his boots.

“Smith and Ramsay,” Higgins said, referring to the chauffeur and the gardener, “are at the stone cottage. I’ll get them and we’ll scour the place.”

Cherry was all for going with him, but Tess’s strong arms restrained her. “Na, na, Miss Cherry,” Tess said. “Ye waud only hamper the men.”

Higgins went out into the storm. Cherry and Tess watched him until the darkness swallowed up the glow of his flashlight as he ran toward the stone cottage beyond the west gardens where Smith lived with Hugh Ramsay and his wife.

“Get off those wet clothes and take a hot bath,” Tess ordered Cherry then, “before ye catch your death.” The sturdy, motherly Scotswoman bundled her off upstairs.

Cherry tiptoed to Sir Ian’s door and peeked in. It was with profound relief that she saw that Sir Ian was asleep. There was a fire in the fireplace and the room was snug and warm.

That Sir Ian should have slept during all that time, and in the storm with all its noise, struck Cherry as remarkable. She looked at her watch. It was twenty minutes past midnight. With all that had happened, it seemed years since she had gone up to the tower room. Actually it was less than two hours ago.

In her own room, Cherry took the leather pouch with its pieces of silver and the page torn from the secret journal, from the pocket of her uniform where it had remained safe throughout her frantic chase after Tammie. She put the pouch with its contents in the top drawer of her bureau. Then she took a hot shower and changed into dry, clean clothes.

Tess came up with a bowl of hot soup and crackers on a tray.

“Sit ye doon and drink this,” she ordered, placing the tray on a table and drawing a chair alongside.

Cherry did as she was bid, grateful to Tess for her thoughtfulness. Tess selected a straight chair from which she could observe Cherry, and perched on it.

At about Cherry’s fourth spoonful of soup, Tess said abruptly, “Now, Miss Cherry, ye’ll tell me how it happened that ye and Tammie Cameron were up in the tower this night.”

Cherry swallowed the soup. Tess and Higgins had been in the Barclay family so long, she reflected, that they must know just about everything there was to know. So she told Tess the whole story of going up to look for Old Sir Ian’s secret journal and of how Tammie had arrived with food for his grandfather who had stowed away on the Heron.

“Jock Cameron and his grandson Tammie will be found cold and dead on the Craigmoddie Rocks, most likely.” Tess wagged her head in the most doleful manner.

“Oh, don’t say that, Tess!” Cherry exclaimed, horrified at the very thought of such a tragedy.

“I waudna say it, if I dinna think it,” Tess said with a sigh. “And now that ye tell me Jock stowed away aboard the Heron, it’s unlikely that he will be heard of again. They’ve both been kidnaped and spirited away on the fishing boat, ne’er more to be seen.”

On this illogical and dismal note, Tess gathered up the dishes and the tray. Admonishing Cherry to try to get some rest, “while ye can, for ye canna tell what tomorrow will bring,” the cook took her departure.

Cherry was so depressed over the imaginary fate of Tammie and his grandfather that she immediately burst into tears as soon as Tess left. Then she realized how silly it was. With Higgins, Smith, and Ramsay searching for Tammie, surely he would be found. Besides, Old Jock and Tammie knew the island as well as they did the palm of their hands. As for being kidnaped—that was just Tess speaking out of her dour nature.

It was ridiculous to believe that the Heron’s crew had made off with Old Jock and little Tammie. So far as Cherry knew, the Heron had not even come into port. But where had the fishing boat gone, with Old Jock, the stowaway, and Little Joe Tweed aboard, after leaving St. John’s?

“I do know one thing, though,” she told herself, drying her eyes and blowing her nose vigorously, “Old Sir Ian found native silver in that Old Mine.”

She felt she could no longer sit still and continue to puzzle over things. She would go up to the tower on the chance that Tammie had gone back there to Old Sir Ian’s journal, which she had left on the table.

Taking her flashlight, she once more made her way up to the top of the tower. She lighted the candelabra on the table again and looked about. There was no one there, of course. The odor of melted wax and burned wicks hung heavy in the air from her previous visit.

A picture of the little figure in his oilskins rose before her eyes and she was filled with despair when she recalled how he had vanished into the stormy night. Going to a window, she looked out to see if she could catch a glimpse of the lights of the three men, searching for Tammie on the cliffs. She could see nothing. It was dark, the sky still obscured by racing clouds. The wind wailed about the walls of the tower, though the storm seemed spent and the earlier uproar had subsided.

She left the window, picked up the journal, and blowing out the candles made her way back downstairs.

Upon looking into Sir Ian’s room, she found him asleep, appearing very comfortable and relaxed.

“I’m wide awake,” Cherry thought, “so I might as well sit in here as in my own room.” She settled herself in the chair by the fire.

She opened the journal where she had left off and began to read of the daily thoughts and happenings of a boy who lived in that same house so long ago.

After a while the writing blurred on the page. Cherry closed her smarting eyes for a few minutes to rest them. Her head nodded several times and she leaned it against the back of the chair. She fell sound asleep.


CHAPTER XIII

 

The Wreck

CHEERY WOKE, STARTLED, TO FIND THAT THE CANDLE had long since burned out and only a blob of wax remained in the holder. While she slept, daylight had crept into the room. The journal lay open in her lap to the page where she had left off reading.

She turned her head to look at her patient and saw Sir Ian gazing at her with a fatherly smile.

“Did my heart good to see ye sleeping like a bairn,” he commented.

Cherry grinned back at him sheepishly and rubbed her eyes. “I was reading and all of a sudden …” Her voice trailed off. Into her mind leaped her worry over Tammie. She must find out at once whether he had been found. She was on the point of springing from her chair when Sir Ian’s calm tones brought her back to herself.

“You fell asleep,” Sir Ian was saying. “I slept like a top myself. And I feel grand. I’m going to get up.”

“Now, you mustn’t,” Cherry admonished. “It’s too early. Goodness! What time is it?” She looked at her watch. It was not quite seven o’clock.

There were sounds of footsteps in the hall and, in a moment, Dr. Mackenzie thrust his tousled head inside the doorway. His face was gray with fatigue, his clothes rumpled. But he appeared in good spirits.

“Barometer’s rising and the storm’s practically over,” he announced. Then he said to Cherry, “Tess told me I’d find you here,” and to Sir Ian, “What are you doing awake at this hour?”

“Why shouldn’t I be after a long night’s rest?” retorted the mine owner.

“Did you ever see such a contrary old Scotsman?” Dr. Mac asked Cherry, with a wink of an eye blood-shot from lack of sleep. “The storm and turmoil kept everyone else on the island up.”

“If ye are speaking for yourself, Mackenzie,” said Sir Ian, “I can well believe it. From the looks of ye, I’d vow ye’d not touched head to pillow in a week.”

“It seems that long,” the other agreed ruefully. “Well, I’m glad to see you so chipper, Sir Ian.” He walked over to the bed to have a good look at his patient. “Color’s good,” he commented. Then he took Sir Ian’s pulse and nodded with satisfaction. “How do you feel?” he asked.

“Hungry,” replied Sir Ian.

“Good. But how do you feel generally speaking?” insisted the doctor.

“If ye canna tell I feel grand this morn,” the other replied in his richest Scottish burr, with a wicked little grin, “I dinna think ye are muckle of a medical mon.”

With that he tossed back the covers and swung his long, pajama-clad legs off the bed, and began putting on his robe.

“Sir Ian has been giving every indication of getting well,” Cherry replied, “including behaving in a very independent manner. He was busy for hours in the library yesterday.”

“Are ye through discussing me?” demanded Sir Ian, glaring at them, but with a merry twinkle in his eye. “I’d count it a favor for the both of ye to get out and let a man dress.”

“Seeing that by your own expert diagnosis, you are feeling strong and well, sir,” said Dr. Mac with exaggerated stiffness, “I am no longer in doubt about asking a favor of you and of Cherry.” His tone changed and he became completely serious. “Cherry, you did get some rest, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did, Doctor,” Cherry replied.

“Ask your favor and be done,” Sir Ian said bluntly.

“We need a nurse badly,” Dr. Mac said. “Nurse Cowan, Meg, and the others are pretty worn out, although we all managed to get a little rest off and on.”

“What’s happened?” asked Sir Ian, instantly alert.

The doctor told briefly of a night spent caring for casualties of the storm. A small pleasure craft had capsized and the six aboard had been rescued and brought to the hospital for treatment. There were a number of serious accidents. People had been injured by flying objects and fallen wires. A good many had had to be treated for exposure and shock. As a result, the hospital had been jammed.

Meg had worked along with Bess Cowan, several practical nurses, and volunteers. Between them all, they had been able to cope with the situation.

“Why didn’t you call me, Dr. Mackenzie?” asked Cherry. “I would have been glad to help.”

“I would have, Nurse Ames, but this telephone along with a lot of others was out of order,” he explained. “This morning I had to have some professional nursing help. That’s why I drove up from the hospital to see how things were here. If it’s possible I’d like you to come along with me right away.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Sir Ian said. “I’ll be all right. Tess and Norah surely can do anything that’s needed. Nurse lass, do ye want to go help in the emergency?”

Cherry nodded emphatically. “Of course I do,” she declared. “What is it, Dr. Mac?”

Briefly he explained, “I received a call from the lighthouse just before I came here. Its telephone has been in operation throughout the storm. A fishing boat, the keeper reported, had piled up on the rocks off Carse Point. The Coast Guard have been trying since the boat was sighted earlier this morning, to bring the crew ashore. But the waves have been so high, they’ve not made much headway up to now. We’re going to have to give some medical treatment right there on the beach as the men are brought ashore.”

“Fishing boat?” asked Cherry, suddenly suspicious that it might be the Heron. “Do you know the name of the boat?”

The doctor shook his head. “No. I didn’t ask.”

“I’ll get ready,” Cherry said quickly. Picking up the secret journal from the table, she crossed the hall to her own room, where she put the book away in the drawer with the leather pouch.

She heard Dr. Mac extracting a promise from Sir Ian that he would not overdo and would eat the bland foods prescribed at regular intervals.

“Remember you are still on a carefully planned regimen until you graduate to the usual three meals a day,” warned the doctor.

“I’ll bear it in mind,” Sir Ian promised. “Now, get along about your business and leave me to bathe and dress.”

Cherry got her raincoat, for it was damp and misty out, put on her rubbers and rain hat, and joined Dr. Mac in the hall. She called back to Sir Ian that she would be home as soon as she could.

“You’d better have some breakfast,” the doctor cautioned her as they went downstairs. “And I could do with a cup of hot coffee myself.”

Anxious to find out if Tess had heard anything more of Tammie, Cherry sprinted toward the kitchen.

“Take it easy. Take it easy,” the doctor said, trying to keep up with her.

Tess looked up from stirring the oatmeal mush as they entered. Anticipating Cherry’s question, she shook her head in a woebegone way and said, “They’ve na found the boy. His grandma, Janet Cameron, poor woman is fair daft with worry. She’s out there somewhere with the men, searching. I caudna stop her. She waud go.”

“What’s all this about Janet Cameron’s grandson?” asked Dr. Mackenzie.

Tess made them sit down at the table in the kitchen to eat their breakfast before she would answer his question. Then over orange juice, a bowl of mush and milk, and hot coffee, Cherry, at Tess’s insistence, began the story of Tammie and the cook finished it. She wound up with the prediction that not only poor Tammie and his grandda, Old Jock, would never be seen again, but that now poor Janet, his grandma, would either catch her death of cold or fall to her death over the cliffs.

Cherry felt her eyes begin to smart with unshed tears, but Dr. Mackenzie took an optimistic view.

“I know that boy, Tammie,” he said, “and he’s smart as a whip. He can take care of himself on this island as well as any man. He’s probably perfectly safe with his grandfather somewhere. As for the two being kidnaped by the crew of the Heron—that sounds ridiculous.”

Tess sniffed. “I’ll not argue with ye, Dr. Douglas Mackenzie,” she said smugly.

“They had good reason to kidnap Jock Cameron and Tammie, so it isn’t ridiculous at all, Dr. Mac,” Cherry declared, siding with Tess. “Mr. Cameron discovered that the crew has been smuggling something out through Rogues’ Cave. I have good reason to believe it is silver.”

“Silver!” cried Dr. Mackenzie, starting to laugh and choking over his last swallow of coffee. “Don’t tell me you don’t know the story of the silver in Rogues’ Cave!”

“You know about the silver?” asked Cherry incredulously.

“Of course,” replied the doctor, still sputtering with suppressed laughter. “I’m surprised that someone hasn’t told you that old story before this.”

Cherry’s face must have shown clearly her utter astonishment, for he hastened to correct himself, “No, I don’t suppose you would hear of it.”

Tess walked over with the pot of coffee to fill up the doctor’s cup. She said stiffly, “Ye were about to speak, Dr. Mac, of the men—ah, what blackguards they were!—who salted the Old Mine with silver. Weel, ’tis a common enough story in the village. But ’tis na heard in Barclay House. Neither is it one that’s told where a Barclay might hear it.”

“Then, Tess, I shall tell it to Miss Ames on the way to Carse Point,” retorted the doctor. “It does the Barclays good, as well as most everyone else, to learn to laugh at themselves once in a while.”

During the exchange between Tess and Dr. Mac, Cherry quietly ate her oatmeal and drank her coffee. Already worried about Tammie and Old Jock, she knew that Dr. Mac’s story would send her spirits even lower. She had only a vague idea of what salting a mine meant. But it was associated in her mind with nothing particularly pleasant.

“I’m ready to go, if you are, Dr. Mac,” she said, getting up. She praised Tess’s oatmeal as being “just right.”

“Thank you, Tess, for making me eat one of your delicious breakfasts,” said the doctor. “Let’s go, Cherry.”

Tess promised to leave word at the hospital or the lighthouse if she learned anything new about Tammie. The cook had little hope, however, that telephone service at Barclay House would be restored soon.

“The lines are doon, a great tangle of wires, Ramsay, the gardener, told me when I saw him early this morning,” she reported. “So ’tis na likely ye’ll be hearing from me a-tall.”

Cherry and the doctor went outside to his Ford.

“It’s good of you to come,” Dr. Mac said, once they were on the road to Carse Point Lighthouse. “You know it’s no part of your duty to do this.”

“So long as my patient is all right and you, his doctor, say it’s all right,” Cherry told him, smiling, “I would not be much of a nurse if I did not do what I could in an emergency like this.”

Dr. Mac gave her a grateful smile in return. “You’re a real nurse, Cherry Ames,” he complimented her. “And a wonderful person.”

As they bumped along the road beside the cliffs, Cherry asked if he had forgotten that he was to tell her about the silver in Rogues’ Cave.

“Certainly not,” he answered, and began, “You’ve heard of George Barclay, Sir Ian’s brother, of course. He’s the one who lives off the fat of the land in England.”

Cherry told him she had.

“Well, he’s a later edition of a George Barclay who was born a number of years after the Old Mine was closed. The early George, like this later one, was a spendthrift and always in debt. Somehow or other he made the acquaintance of a slick grafter, a silver prospector, who had been fooling around in the silver mines in Mexico. This grafter persuaded Meg and Lloyd’s Great-great-uncle George Barclay to let him explore Rogues’ Cave for gold and silver, promising to make George rich quick. The grafter spent a lot of time in the cave, then came out one day, whooping and hollering that he’d found silver. Well, sir, when Great-great-uncle George went in there with the grafter, sure enough, there were all these rocks of native silver. Uncle George rewarded the man handsomely. The grafter left the island in a hurry, before Uncle George could discover that the rocks of native silver had been planted there. In fact, the fellow had brought the few rocks from Mexico for the purpose. In short, Great-great-uncle George Barclay had been played for a sucker, to put it bluntly. The grafter had salted the mine, as it is called, which was a common thing in those days. And many a seasoned miner or even an old prospector was taken in by a cleverly salted mine.”

Cherry sighed deeply. “I suppose Sir Ian’s father simply found some of these rocks, too, when he was a boy,” she said to herself. The excitement that had been building up inside her ever since she and Tammie had found the leather pouch in the tower room collapsed within her like a spent balloon. She really had nothing at all to tell Meg and Lloyd now.

And there probably would be no need to tell them about the disappearance of Tammie and Old Jock, for the news would have filtered through to them from some of the islanders by this time.

Cherry said, “Oh, dear,” with a sigh that went to the soles of her nurse’s shoes.

“Did you say something?” asked Dr. Mackenzie.

“No, I was just thinking what a joke it is about the silver,” she answered. “It’s such an old joke, it has whiskers on it.” She laughed without humor.

“You don’t make it sound cheerful,” observed the doctor. “Now, come on, Nurse Ames. Just think of Great-great-uncle George as a smart aleck with much money and little wit, who paid for a needed lesson from another smart aleck with plenty of wit and no money. How’s that for an early-day Mackenzie gem of an aphorism?”

Cherry laughed this time with good humor.

The island looked different after the storm. In the pale yellow of a sun obscured by clouds, everything appeared tossed and tumbled about as in a giant washing machine. The trees and bushes were bent and twisted. Buildings displayed broken windows like missing teeth, a fallen chimney, or wind-ripped cornices. From the sea came the pounding of the waves upon the rocks and sandy beaches.

They were some distance from Carse Point when they could see the crowd that had gathered on the shore near the lighthouse. Presently they could make out the Canadian Coast Guard cutter standing by offshore.

Drawing nearer, Cherry and the doctor saw the fishing boat, clothed in spray, stationary on the rocks where she had been left by the high tides of the storm. Around the vessel the waters boiled and foamed.

The Coast Guard had finally gotten a line aboard the boat, from the shore to the bridge of the ship, and had rigged the breeches buoy. They had started to bring the crew ashore as Cherry and Dr. Mac drove up.

There were an ambulance, stretchers and folding cots, blankets—all in readiness. There were a chest with first-aid and other medical supplies and plenty of warm water, soap, and sterile cloths.

At one side, a group of women had set up a field kitchen, and were serving hot coffee, tea, and sandwiches to the lifesavers. Later, hot drinks and food would be given to the rescued.

With the exception of the men on the Coast Guard cutter, those manning the breeches buoy, and the lighthouse keeper, the lifesavers were volunteers, citizens of Balfour.

Scarcely anyone noticed Cherry and the doctor as they walked over to where the men were hauling in the first of the crew aboard the wrecked boat. Every head was turned to watch the man in the breeches buoy skimming over the white-capped waves in a device that resembled a baby’s walker attached to an overhead cable.

As soon as the fisherman was near enough for Cherry to get a good look at him, she exclaimed, “Oh, doctor, his left leg’s broken!”

Her cry caused the crowd that had been watching silently to turn to look at her and the doctor. People called greetings to the two of them.

“Here’s Dr. Mac now,” one of the bystanders called out. “He’s got Nurse Ames with him.”

By this time everyone on the island knew Cherry Ames, Sir Ian’s nurse, either by sight or from hearing about her.

The crowd made way for the doctor and Cherry to go over to where the men were gently lifting the fisherman out of the buoy. Dr. Mackenzie signaled to two men with a stretcher, and the injured man was eased onto it.

The man’s face was distorted with pain. His trouser leg had been cut away and a crude splint had been applied to the leg.

As the doctor removed splint and bandage carefully, the man explained, “The captain fixed me up after I broke it.”

The foot was turned outward and the ankle and leg were badly swollen. The man winced as the doctor felt it very gently.

“What’s your name?” the doctor asked.

“Jim Freeman,” replied the other. “I was sent ashore first because I was hurt worse than the rest.”

“Well, I’m going to give you something to ease your pain,” Dr. Mac told him, taking out his hypodermic needle. As he gave the injection, he went on talking, “But that’s a bad break, Mr. Freeman, and it will have to be X-rayed. I’m going to send you to the hospital in the ambulance.”

Cherry saw where the end of the broken bone had penetrated through the skin and knew it was a compound fracture. The doctor could not determine the extent of the injury without X rays. The captain’s attempt to splint and bandage the leg, although no doubt well-intentioned, had not been beneficial in this case. For a simple fracture where the bone was broken but not separated, a splint to hold the bone in place would have been effective.

Cherry cleansed the wound and covered it with a loose bandage. Jim Freeman was wrapped warmly and sent off to the hospital, where Nurse Cowan would take X rays and look after him until the doctor came.

The waters were gradually subsiding, although they remained too rough for the Coast Guard cutter to draw near enough to the wreck to take off the crew. However, the men at the breeches buoy worked more quickly and one after the other of the bruised and battered men were brought ashore.

Folding cots had been set up on the beach and the men were placed on them. Those suffering from shock and exposure or slight injuries were warmly covered and given warm drinks by the women volunteers. The beach around the lighthouse soon took on the appearance of a hospital ward.

Cherry and Dr. Mac worked together, treating the serious cases. A man with a dislocated shoulder took all the doctor’s strength, with Cherry helping him, to get the end of the upper arm bone, the humerus, to snap back into its socket. Another had a severe bruise with much swelling and pain, which the doctor treated with one of the newly developed medicines for the purpose. The ship’s cook had received a third-degree burn on his arms and hands when a kettle of boiling water overturned.

Still another had an ugly cut along the side of his neck, which he had wrapped in a none-too-clean piece of cloth. He was pale from loss of blood.

To the doctor’s question if he had been in the armed forces and been immunized by an injection of tetanus toxoid against lockjaw, the man replied yes.

Cherry removed the bandage very carefully and the doctor took a look at the wound. As he was examining it, the lifesavers at the breeches buoy called out that the man they had been hauling ashore had collapsed.

“Doctor, please come quick,” they cried.

“Think you can take care of this man, with the cut?” Dr. Mackenzie asked Cherry. “Sew up the cut; give him an injection of toxoid. Since he has already been immunized against tetanus, all he needs is a booster shot.”

Cherry nodded. “Yes, Doctor, I know how.”

He handed her a bottle, the needle for the injection, and hurried off to the shore where the man lay immobile on the sand.

Cherry bent over the man with the cut, who had been placed on a cot, to get a closer look at the wound.

“Fell on a piece of sharp metal of some kind on the boat during the storm,” he answered in response to her question of how he had received the bad cut. The edge of the metal had barely missed the jugular vein.

Others on nearby cots, who had come through relatively unscathed, took up the story of the previous night. They had been coming up from St. John’s. The storm had hit them when they were a mile or so north of the Craigmoddie Rocks at the southeast end of the island.

“I thought we were going to sink any minute,” one of them said. “The captain decided we couldn’t come round and made it through the pass and into Balfour Harbor. So we headed north, only to be driven onto the rocks at Carse Point at the other end of the island.”

Cherry heard them talking, but her first attention was given to her work.

She washed the long, deep cut with soap and water, then with warm water. From the little cylinder-like bottle the doctor had given her, she took sterile surgical thread and needle and neatly sewed the skin together. It was the first time that she had ever done such a serious cut alone, but she was so familiar with the technique that her fingers moved confidently.

She was just finishing when the doctor passed with his patient on a stretcher. He stopped, briefly examined her work, and said, “I couldn’t have done better myself. Now, I’m going to have to leave you in charge here for a while. The man who collapsed just now was the last man aboard. Name’s Banghart. He’s the captain. He’s had a heart attack. I’ve given him an injection to ease the pain, but I must get him to the hospital and into the oxygen tent right away. Think you can look after the others? There are no serious injuries. I’ll be back as soon as possible.”

“I think I can manage, Dr. Mac,” Cherry replied. “I’ll do my best.”

“That’s a pretty high rating in my book,” Dr. Mackenzie said with a smile. “No one could ask for more.” And he went on to the ambulance with his patient.

Cherry continued with her work, putting on a sterile pad over the injured area, then made a cravat type bandage that covered the injury and went over and around to hold the pad in place. She then gave him an injection, or booster dose of toxoid as a safety measure.

A group of people had grown about the wounded, although everyone was standing back so as not to interfere with Cherry. They watched her with respect and admiration as she moved from one patient to another.

While she went about her work, Cherry heard the group of islanders and the crew talking back and forth. She gathered that the Balfourians knew a good many of the crew, for they called the various fishermen by name. The fishermen gave only brief or evasive answers to the probing questions.

Close by, Cherry heard one of the islanders and one of the crew in an exchange.

“I think ye said ye had thirty-six aboard, counting the captain,” said the islander. “But I counted less than that brought ashore. What became of the other poor lads. Did they drown?”

“Probably,” replied the other.

“Why probably. Don’t ye know?” persisted his questioner.

“The mate, Mr. Tweed, and some others lowered a boat and rowed for shore,” came the answer. “I don’t think they could make it in the storm, so they probably drowned.”

“I noticed the mate was missing,” remarked the Balfourian. “Weel, now, he may be alive—he and the others—the same as the rest of ye.” The man paused.

With his next words, Cherry’s heart began to thump with excitement.

The Balfourian continued, “Ah, ’twaud be a wondrous thing, this wreck, if every man jack aboard the Heron was saved!”

“Every man jack aboard the Heron!” thought Cherry. The Heron! These men she was taking care of were members of the crew of the Heron. But some were missing. The mate, Mr. Tweed, and some of the men had lowered a boat and rowed for shore. Had they been drowned or had they reached shore safely? And what had become of Old Jock, who had stowed away?

How she managed to care for the rest of the Heron’s crew who had slight bruises, scratches and cuts, and sprains, she never knew. But apparently she did her job very well. When Dr. Mac returned that afternoon with a doctor and nurses from St. John’s to relieve them, he was amazed to find all but a few of the men perfectly able to return on the Sandy Fergus to their homes in St. John’s.

Dr. Mac sent Cherry back to Barclay House, saying that he had already sent Meg home, as well as Nurse Cowan, to get some sleep. He himself was going home and to bed before he dropped in his tracks. The doctor and nurses from St. John’s, who had arrived on the Sandy Fergus in response to his call, were ready to take over for a day or two.


CHAPTER XIV

 

The Silver of the Mine

THE NEXT MORNING AFTER BREAKFAST, THE FOUR—Cherry and Lloyd, Meg, and Dr. Mackenzie—stood in the bright sun on the brow of the cliff, peering down upon the sparkling waters of the little bay at Rogues’ Cave.

Dressed in sturdy clothes and equipped with ropes and miners’ safety lamps on lanyards round their necks, and knives in sheaths at their belts, the four could have been taken for a party of spelunkers—cave explorers. Prepared for any emergency, Lloyd had a compass and from his belt hung a geologist’s hammer and pick, and binoculars.

“The tide isn’t low enough yet to get into Rogues’ Cave without wading,” Lloyd said.

“Then let’s start with the entrance to the Old Mine,” suggested Dr. Mac.

In silence they made their way back along the cliffs and set off up the big hill of the abandoned mine. A gentle breeze rippled the grass and flirted the brightly colored scarfs of the girls. In the blue, cloudless sky a naval helicopter from the nearby base hovered offshore, searching for the bodies of the four men missing from the Heron and now believed to be drowned.

The presence of the whirlybird was ignored by the group as they climbed the hill. None of them wanted to be reminded that the chances were against their finding Old Jock and Tammie or the missing men, either in the mine or the cave. But Cherry had convinced Lloyd and Meg and Dr. Mac that the search was well worth a try. The fact that Ramsay, the gardener, had found the Heron’s lifeboat high, dry, and undamaged on the sand dunes on a beach north of the cliffs was taken as a hopeful sign that the men had reached shore.

That morning, after a good night’s rest, Cherry, Lloyd, Meg, Dr. Mac (who had come over at Meg’s invitation), and Sir Ian had all been present at breakfast in the Barclay dining room.

Sir Ian, who had not been told that Old Jock and Tammie were missing, was in the best of spirits. He had no sooner sat down at the table, then he announced, “I am expecting James Broderick this morning. Just after the telephone line was repaired earlier, Mr. Broderick called and left word with Higgins that he was flying over from St. John’s. Mr. Broderick had an appointment to see me the day of the storm, but caudna make it, of course.”

“Mr. Broderick is flying over this morning!” Lloyd said, startled. “Could I ask what he’s coming for?”

“Ye caud,” answered his uncle. “But since it’s a matter strictly between him and me, there’s na need to tell ye, nephew.”

There was a glint in Sir Ian’s eye as though he were exhilarated over the coming meeting. Cherry had never seen the mine owner look stronger or better than he did that morning. His face was wonderfully alive and he held himself proudly.

“Why, he reminds me of descriptions I’ve read in old stories of knights just about to go into battle,” Cherry thought. “It is as though the prospect of the battle stimulated them and made them reel full of confidence.”

Sir Ian had eaten his breakfast, without making any further comment. Then he had gone off to the library “to do some paperwork,” he said. He was not to be disturbed under any circumstances.

After he had left, Cherry had shown Lloyd, Meg, and Dr. Mac, Old Sir Ian’s secret journal and the leather pouch containing the torn page and the silver. Then she had told of the night in the tower room and Tammie’s disappearance.

Her suggestion that they search the Old Mine and Rogues’ Cave for Old Jock and Tammie, and at the same time solve the mystery of the silver, had been received with enthusiasm by her three listeners.

“I think it’s about time we found out what this whole thing is about,” Lloyd had declared at once.

As they pushed their way to the top of the hill now, each of them was torn between hope one moment and despair the next of what they might or might not find in the underground tunnels.

They reached the summit.

Meg and the doctor pushed ahead through the bushes and began to examine the big rock that Cherry had found so interesting on the day Little Joe Tweed had vanished as if by magic.

“Do look, Lloyd,” Meg said, “this is the oddest sort of rock. I don’t remember ever having seen it here before, not even when we came up here as children.”

“Yes, it has a very peculiar texture,” Dr. Mac said. “Like pumice.”

Lloyd looked at it for the first time. “It is pumice,” he replied at once.

“That’s the rock I was telling all of you about,” Cherry said. “Only it has sunk much deeper into the ground since I saw it last—probably washed down by the heavy rain.” Turning to Lloyd, she asked, “Did you say it was pumice?” Suddenly she remembered a rock she had held in her hand when she and Tammie were in the tower. It had been feather light.

“Why, that’s where the entrance to the mine used to be!” exclaimed Meg. “Someone has taken away the old boards that used to cover it and set a rock over it.”

Lloyd caught Cherry’s eye and they exchanged a significant glance. They both knew the nature of that rock.

With a wink at Cherry, Lloyd announced, “Stand back, everybody, while I give a remarkable demonstration of weight lifting.” Suiting his action to his words, he grasped the mass of grayish-colored rock and rolled it aside with little effort.

“Ah, a Hercules!” cried Dr. Mac, laughing.

“As you see,” explained Lloyd in a carnival hawker’s nasal twang, “it’s light as foam, for that is precisely what it is—foam spewed up by a volcano and hardened into rock. It’s not native to the island. Somebody brought it here from a faraway volcanic region.”

The three applauded Lloyd.

“Well, there’s the mouth of the mine shaft,” he said, pointing at their feet.

They all looked down into the cavity that had been covered by the rock. The opening was just large enough for a man to enter.

They tied rope about their waists mountain-climber fashion—Lloyd, Cherry, Meg, Dr. Mac—in that order. Then Lloyd eased himself down into the hole, the bottom of which was perhaps six feet below the surface of the ground.

“Okay,” he told them in a moment. “There’s a ladder leading down, a little way ahead. It’s new from the looks of it. Someone built it recently. Definitely, this shaft is being used.”

“Switch on your lamps up there,” he ordered. “Come on, Cherry. Meg, you and Doc follow.”

Cherry slid down into the cavity. Lloyd was already descending the ladder, a few feet in front of her. With her heart thumping in her throat, she slowly, rung by rung, went down to the top level of the mine where Lloyd stood on the dirt floor of the tunnel.

The others joined them and they began exploring the tunnel by the light of their lamps. The tunnel extended to the right and the left, but only for a short distance in each direction. Water dripped from the roof, forming little pools. The earthen floor was muddy and marked with many footprints.

“Men have been going and coming through here regularly,” remarked Lloyd. “Those are men’s footprints, as you can readily see, and that’s the only thing they can possibly mean. Men enter the shaft by rolling away the rock. When Little Joe Tweed disappeared that day, Cherry, he must have done just that. They came down the ladder, which was made probably to replace an old, rotted one, and they go …” He played his flashlight about.

Another ladder in front of them led downward. “Here’s where they go,” Lloyd said, and began at once to lower himself on it.

They all descended two more ladders before they came to the place where the central shaft of the Old Mine ended and there was no further means of descent. As before, the tunnel extended to the right and to the left. But this time, there was another tunnel cutting in at an angle and sloping gently in a southeasterly direction, so Lloyd told them upon consulting his compass.

“I guess it’s a case of counting eeny, meeny, miney, mo, or isn’t it, Engineer Barclay?” asked Meg.

“It is not, Miss Barclay,” returned Lloyd. “That tunnel running in a southeasterly direction goes toward Rogues’ Cave. Notice the footprints. And notice all the shoring is new wood. Notice that the tunnel itself has been recently dug. And let me remind you that Cherry told us that Old Jock wanted to find out what was being smuggled out through Rogues’ Cave.”

“Lloyd, did the men—whoever they are—dig this tunnel so they could get to the cave?” Cherry asked.

“Exactly,” replied Lloyd. “You see, there was never a tunnel that ran to the cave from this mine. There was just the shaft which you see goes straight down from the top of the hill. Then there were tunnels running to the north and south from this shaft, as you saw when we descended.”

With Lloyd in the lead, the four walked down the sloping tunnel, the glimmer of their lamps guiding them in the darkness.

The journey down the tunnel seemed endless to Cherry. But Lloyd said they had gone perhaps only a quarter of a mile when they came upon a wall of stone that had been broken through to form a low, jagged doorway.

Lloyd bent his head and was on the point of entering the passage beyond when he drew back quickly.

“There’s a light down there a little way and I heard people talking,” he said in a whisper filled with suppressed excitement.

Cherry felt her spine tingle. She was so anxious to find out what was beyond the doorway that it was all she could do to restrain her impulse to rush past Lloyd. Meg and Dr. Mackenzie started to whisper questions.

“Sssh,” Lloyd warned them. “Don’t talk. Follow me without making a sound.”

One by one, they went through the doorway. They saw immediately the glow of a light and moved toward it very, very slowly. Then, just beyond a turning, on their left was a sort of large alcove off the tunnel. From the alcove came the sound of men’s voices talking in a dull, quiet way.

“Put out your lights,” Lloyd said to Cherry and the other two.

Then, in the dark, very cautiously, keeping close to the wall of the tunnel, they crept up to the entrance and peered into the alcove.

The place had been blasted out of the rock and was quite large, though it seemed smaller than it was, for piled up like cordwood about the floor, were sackfuls of what was unmistakably rocks. Among the heaps, four men sat on the floor about a wooden box, playing cards by the light of a miner’s lamp.

“That man on the right is Little Joe Tweed,” Cherry quickly whispered in Lloyd’s ear.

“Yes, I see him,” Lloyd whispered back.

“The sea will be calm enough tonight,” Little Joe was saying, “to bring our boat into Rogues’ Cave. I want to get this silver out of here by tonight. I’ve worked out a place to have it crushed and the silver extracted and no questions asked. We’ll block up the tunnel before we leave, so no one will get wise to the fact we’ve discovered a silver mine worth a fortune. Then we’ll turn up in St. John’s with a horrible tale of suffering—of being lost at sea, riding out the storm, and finally reaching shore.”

For several moments Cherry had the eerie feeling that someone was looking at them.

Now, letting her glance rove about the room, she gave a joyful little gasp upon encountering two eyes staring at her out of what she had mistaken for a sack of rocks in the shadowy corner. Sitting on the floor with his back against the wall of the alcove, trussed up with rope and gagged, was Old Jock Cameron. She nodded to him to let him know that she had seen him.

Then, clutching Lloyd’s arm so he would not move and make a noise, she said in barely audible tones, “Look closely, Lloyd, you’ll see Mr. Cameron. You have a knife. If you can get close enough or he can wriggle this way, you can cut him loose.”

Lloyd answered by squeezing her hand. Leaning over he said, “Untie the rope around your waist. Tell Meg and Dr. Mac to do the same.”

When they were all freed from one another, Lloyd said softly, “Now, here’s my plan of action, everybody. Cherry, you and Meg stand against the wall and don’t make a sound. Doc, get out your knife. Meg, let me have your knife. As soon as I’ve cut Old Jock free, I’ll whistle just once softly. That’s your cue, Doc, to come out fighting. We’ll rush Little Joe and his men. None of them seems to be armed. I can’t see anything that looks like a gun, can you, Doc?”

Dr. Mac peered at the men a moment. “No.” He took his knife out of the sheath. “Well, I’m all set.”

“Now, you, Cherry and Meg,” said Lloyd. “You get out of here as fast as you can when Dr. Mac and I rush those men in there. We’re not going to use our knives, but we are going to try to frighten them enough so they won’t give us any trouble. But the Doc and I don’t want you girls in this. So get out fast.”

“Do we go back the way we came?” asked Meg.

“No, follow the new tunnel,” said Lloyd. “It has to lead out through the cave. The smuggling is out through the cave, remember? Just be sure, by playing your lights over the tunnel walls and the wood that it is the newly dug tunnel. It probably leads right into one of the tunnels in the cave that you know, Meg. Everybody all set?” Lloyd asked.

The three said they were.

“Hang on to these,” Lloyd told Cherry, giving her his binoculars and geologist’s hammer and pick. With that, he dropped to the floor of the tunnel and started crawling toward Old Jock in the alcove. The light was dim and the place was full of shadows.

As the three waited, they heard Little Joe and the others still talking.

“Have you figured out yet what to do with old man Cameron, Little Joe?” asked one.

“The storm caused a lot of accidents—some of them fatal,” suggested Little Joe.

This was greeted with general laughter.

A whining voice complained, “Sure, Little Joe, that takes care of the old man, but what about the kid? That night in the storm when we ran after the old man and caught him, we shouldn’t have bothered taking the kid. Besides, the kid got away, anyway—a regular eel.”

“Never mind the kid.” Little Joe brushed the matter aside. “He probably drowned. You told me yourself you saw him disappear just before you reached the cave. Rogues’ Cave was filled with water way up over the ledge, you said.”

“Yes, but you can’t be sure he fell in,” the voice whined.

“Forget it,” snapped Little Joe.

“Tammie! Oh, my goodness!” Cherry murmured despairingly. “Poor little Tammie, drowned in Rogues’ Cave.”

Then it struck her that perhaps he had not drowned at all. Tammie had disappeared just before he had reached the cave, the man had said.

Cherry focused her attention on Lloyd, crawling as slowly as a snail toward Old Jock. He had only a little way to go. Even as Cherry watched, Lloyd was reaching out with his knife to cut the rope that bound Old Jock’s ankles. Now, Lloyd had pulled himself alongside Old Jock and was cutting the rope that bound his hands behind him. He handed the knife to Old Jock and took Meg’s knife in his hand. Old Jock ripped the gag off his mouth. It had all been done so slowly and quietly that it was like watching a silent film in slow motion.

With a start, Cherry heard a short whistle. It was Lloyd’s cue to Dr. Mac. And the doctor sprang from his place against the wall, and darted into the alcove to take his place beside Lloyd and Old Jock.

Little Joe and his three men got up so quickly they knocked over the box on which they were playing cards. Then altogether they started toward Lloyd, Dr. Mac, and Old Jock, who held their knives menacingly in their hands.

Meg grabbed Cherry’s arm as the men rushed toward each other and started to grapple. “We must go. Lloyd said we mustn’t stay here,” she said.

“I know,” Cherry said. They switched on their miners’ lamps and started off. Meg led the way, flashing her lamp on the walls and boards to see if they were following the newly dug tunnel. They raced along for quite some distance, then Meg stopped suddenly.

“Look!” she said to Cherry. “This is where the new part ends.”

The two girls shone the lamps over the sides of the tunnel and they could see clearly where the old shoring was next to the new. Beyond the newly dug part, the tunnel continued, but it had been dug and shored up long ago.

“Listen!” Cherry put her hand on Meg’s arm. The two of them stood still for a moment. “I hear the pounding of waves on the shore,” Cherry said. “Don’t you, Meg?”

“Yes,” Meg answered. “We are near Rogues’ Cave.”

“Meg, we can’t be far from the hidey-hole, can we?” asked Cherry.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Meg said. “Tammie. Tammie may be in the hidey-hole.”

They raced down the tunnel, the sound of the sea growing louder and louder in their ears all the time. At last they came to the passage that Cherry remembered from her visit with Meg. They were not far from the hidey-hole.

Cherry began calling, “Tammie! Tammie, where are you!”

Meg was infected by Cherry’s desperately hopeful cry that Tammie must be there in the hidey-hole, or in the cave somewhere. Meg took up the call and both girls shouted at the top of their lungs.

The tunnel echoed and re-echoed their call of “Tammie, Tammie, Tammie.”

Suddenly ahead of them a little door screeched over the stones. Their lights picked up a small figure in sou’wester, oilskins, and high rubber hoots emerging from the hidey-hole.

He cried, “Meg! Oh, Cherry!” and rushing forward flung his arms around them.

Half an hour later, a dismal-appearing group, muddy and dirty from head to foot, went trooping into the hall of Barclay House. They made a great clatter. Cherry and Meg, holding Tammie’s hands, marched in first. Then came Little Joe Tweed and the three sullen members of the Heron’s crew, their hands tied behind their backs. Bringing up the rear were Lloyd, Dr. Mackenzie, and Old Jock, with bags of native silver flung over their shoulders, looking like country peddlers. All the men were dirty, their clothes torn, and bore bruises and scratches.

Higgins on his way downstairs from the second floor was stopped in his tracks at the amazing apparition.

“Where’s Uncle Ian?” asked Lloyd at once.

“He’s in the library with Mr. Broderick, sir,” replied Higgins, mouth agape.

Just then they heard a door open and Sir Ian’s voice say, “You may bankrupt me if you like, Mr. Broderick, but you’ll never get control of the Balfour Mines.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” said Mr. Broderick firmly.

“I know what I’m talking about and ye don’t,” said Sir Ian. “For the last couple of days I’ve been carefully checking over everything I possess. My share in the mines right now will pay just about what I owe the bank. Barclay House and everything in it belong to my daughter Meg. I don’t own anything else. Either ye take the payments on the money ye loaned me—and I’ll pay several thousand a quarter out of my income, or ye leave it.”

“Suppose I choose to leave it,” said Broderick.

“Then ye’ll be cutting off your nose to spite your face,” declared Sir Ian. “Ye won’t get your money back and ye won’t gain control of the mines, either.”

“I don’t want to press you too much,” Broderick said, sounding slightly disconcerted. “You’ve been a great man in Canadian mining for too many years and your family before you. I admire your courage, holding onto a family dynasty in these modern times.”

“I’m much obliged to ye,” said Sir Ian. “I shall act towards ye in good faith, that ye know. Dinna press me and ye’ll get every penny coming to ye.”

“Well, Sir Ian, I’m a modern businessman,” declared Broderick. “I’ve little patience with outdated methods of mining and paying debts. Unless you can clear up your debts soon, I’ll have to take further steps.”

“Ye’ve warned me,” said Sir Ian. “Now, good day to ye, sir.”

None of the group in the hall had moved. They had listened in fascinated silence.

The next instant, Mr. Broderick came striding toward them. He halted abruptly at the entrance to the hallway. Lloyd, bag over shoulder, went up to him.

“You won’t have long to wait, Mr. Broderick,” Lloyd said. “You’ll be paid your money within a very short time, I guarantee it. So it won’t be necessary for you to take further steps to collect your money.”

“That’s it, my lad!” shouted Old Jock encouragingly to Lloyd. “The Barclays have a silver mine. It’s bonanza!”

“Is that true, Mr. Barclay?” Mr. Broderick asked, turning to Lloyd.

“Every word of it,” replied Lloyd.

The noise brought Sir Ian storming out of the library. “What in the world is going on here?” he demanded, irate and amazed.

Before anyone else could answer, Mr. Broderick spoke up. “Sir Ian,” he said ruefully, “it appears you have a silver mine. A bonanza. And, as your nephew just told me, I’ll have the money you owe me very soon. My business definitely is over now. Good day, Sir Ian, Mr. Barclay.” Nodding to Meg and Cherry, he started toward the door. Then he turned around suddenly and went up to Little Joe Tweed.

“Mr. Tweed, the other day when you and my pilot, Jerry Ives, came into the coffee shop in St. John’s, you said you wanted to make me a proposition. Well, I told you then that any proposition coming from you was bound to be crooked and I refused to let you say anything.

“Afterward, my pilot told me you had run into him on the wharf and began talking about having a lot of native silver to sell. He couldn’t get rid of you until he had brought you to see me. Now I know where you must have got the silver. You smuggled it out of the Barclays’ mine.”

With that, Mr. Broderick started once again toward the door, which Higgins hurried to open, and strode outside. Jerry Ives was waiting in one of the company “Bugs” to take his boss to the Balfour airfield and fly him back to St. John’s.

For several minutes after Mr. Broderick’s departure, the Barclay hall was in complete turmoil, with Little Joe shouting that Sir Ian had always had it in for him, even when he, Little Joe, was working in the mines. And he was going to fight the Barclays in court. Little Joe’s men started to shout, too, and there was a great deal of shouting all round before Smith, the chauffeur, and Ramsay, the gardener, got the men in a car and took them off to the chief of police of the island.

When they had gone, Sir Ian exclaimed, “Now, ye people, tell me what this is all about! A silver mine. Smugglers. Those sacks, ye’ve brought. Jock here with Tammie. The lot of ye all bedraggled. I’ve never seen the likes of such a hullabaloo.”

“I’ll tell you, Uncle,” said Lloyd. He turned upon Cherry an admiring look that ignored tangled curls, the streaks of dirt, bedraggled clothes. And he said, “Since Miss Cherry Ames is the real heroine of this occasion, I think she should begin the story. It’s called ‘The Silver of the Mine.’ ”

The story that Cherry began was taken up by Old Jock after they had all washed and cleaned up, and were sitting comfortably in the library, waiting for Higgins to announce luncheon.

Old Jock told of becoming suspicious at first of something going on in the Old Mine and in Rogues’ Cave when the series of accidents occurred in No. 2 mine.

“Every time we dug in the direction of the Old Mine,” Old Jock said, “something happened. And the same two men always were involved. At least, the other men reported carelessness or negligence by one or the other of these two miners. They were from St. John’s and I noticed they were very friendly with Little Joe Tweed. I began to wonder if those two miners had a reason for keeping us from extending Number Two mine any nearer the Old Mine.”

Old Jock explained that a vein of ore, which had been opened, might very well extend into the Old Mine. His vague suspicions led him to do a bit of investigating. Soon he discovered that the Heron was frequently offshore. Then he saw a heavily laden rowboat leaving Rogues’ Cave. Next he discovered that the Old Mine shaft had been repaired. He had gone down one day only to find two men on guard. He had never been able to get near the alcove where he had been found trussed up. In fact, he had no idea that a vein of silver had actually been found.

Of course he had suspected that some valuable mineral might have been discovered. On the other hand, it was equally possible that the Old Mine and Rogues’ Cave were simply being used as a warehouse for smuggling anything of value.

“Why didn’t ye let me know about this?” asked Sir Ian.

“Ah, that I caudna, Ian,” Old Jock said. “I knew what terrible tension ye have been under for so long. And ye were a sick man. I had to try to clear everything up without involving ye in a lot of worry and anxiety.”

Finally he had decided to stow away on the Heron. When and if a boat was sent into Rogues’ Cave to pick up cargo, Old Jock would manage to get aboard it, for the boat was large with a covered stern beneath which he could hide. He had taken particular note of this when he had watched it while pretending to be fishing all those times.

He had asked Tammie to wait for him in the tower because it was nearest to Rogues’ Cave and perfectly safe. If Old Jock found Little Joe and his crew actually engaged in illegal activities, he would simply have Tammie telephone a message to his grandmother. Old Jock and his wife Janet had it all planned what she would tell the chief of police.

“I thought Tammie could phone his grandma with out arousing Ramsay’s curiosity,” Old Jock explained. “But if I went in at night to use his phone, he’d wonder right away what it was all about. But Tammie phoning his grandma of a night—well, Ramsay would think right away that the boy was in trouble with his grandmother because he’d stayed out too late.

“Well,” continued Old Jock, “the storm came and worked havoc with my plans.”

He had got into the boat when it was put over the side of the Heron the night of the storm. In the excitement, his presence had not been discovered, and the big rowboat had made it to shore. Old Jock knew that he had to get to the tower and he had started out. Everything had been all right, so he thought. No one had seen him, and he had raced along the cliffs. Suddenly, as he reached the cliffs near the tower, he had been grabbed from behind. He had cried out in surprise and then with pain as he grappled with two men.

“I did hear ye, then, Grandda!” cried Tammie. “Miss Cherry, we did hear Grandda that night.”

“Yes, Tammie, I know now that we did.”

“And I ran down from the tower,” continued Tammie. “Some men caught me and they took me down the Old Mine shaft. But I kicked and bit and scratched and I got away.”

‘Tammie dear,” said Meg, “do you mean to say that you found your way in the dark to the hidey-hole in Rogues’ Cave?”

Tammie shook his head. “No, Miss Meg. One of the men was chasing me and he had a light. But I could dodge out of his way, even if he could run faster. He chased me almost as far as the cave, then I crouched down behind a pillar. He looked around, but he dinna find me, so he left. It wasn’t far from the hidey-hole, so I went in there and hid.”

“You mean to say, Tammie,” Cherry said, “that you haven’t had anything to eat since that night!”

Tammie smiled. “Of course not,” he answered. “Grandma gave me some sandwiches and apples to put in my coat pocket.”

“I wish somebody would tell me, a poor medical man,” said Dr. Mac, “how Little Joe and his men found the vein of silver in the Old Mine.”

“I’ll explain it,” said Sir Ian.

Everyone looked at him, rather surprised that he should know the answer.

“And Cherry knows,” added Sir Ian.

“I do?” exclaimed Cherry.

Sir Ian nodded. “Of course ye found out about the real silver mine first and the salted mine second. But Little Joe, like most of the Balfourians, knew the story about how one George Barclay years ago was fooled by a grafter who salted our old abandoned mine. Now when Little Joe was working for me, he used to spend a lot of time fishing out in Rogues’ Cave bay. He must have explored both the cave and the Old Mine from one end to the other. He discovered some of the salted stuff no doubt, then one day he discovered a rock that he knew was the real thing. And he went quietly to work.”

“But I can’t see—of course, I’m just a medical man—” said Dr. Mac, “how the vein of silver could have been missed during all the years that the Old Mine was in operation.”

“I can answer that,” said Lloyd. “You see, the Old Mine had veins of iron ore that ran north and south. When they were exhausted, the mine was abandoned. Yet just fifty feet away from one of the tunnels was this vein—this wonderfully rich vein—of native silver. The vein of silver begins in that alcove where we found Jock Cameron. It slopes gradually downward close to the tunnel in Rogues’ Cave and becomes submarine. There’s no telling how far out the vein runs beneath the ocean. Old Sir Ian, my grandfather, found some rocks of native silver in the cave walls without ever discovering the vein itself. That we know thanks to Cherry, who, with Tammie, found the journal and the pouch of silver in the tower room. Since my grandfather did not find the vein and surely had heard later of the cave’s having been ‘salted,’ he probably decided that he’d found some of the ‘salted’ silver.”

Higgins came in. “Luncheon is served,” he announced.

Sir Ian offered his arm to Cherry. “Allow me to take you in, Cherry. For ye are the guest of honor. The Old Mine is going to have a new name. The Balfour silver mine will be officially named the Cherry Ames Silver Mine.”

“Three cheers for Cherry Ames!” shouted Tammie.

“Yes, indeed, three cheers for Cherry,” cried Meg and Lloyd, Old Jock, and Dr. Mac.

When they were all seated at the table, Cherry looked round at the friendly faces and her heart felt warm inside her.

“Thank you all,” she said. “You have made me very happy. When I go back home, I shall take back with me wonderful memories of Balfour Island.”

“What do you mean—when you go back home?” asked Meg. “Why, you have to stay ever so long. You have to be maid of honor at Douglas’s and my wedding. Isn’t that so, Dr. Douglas Mackenzie?’

“Absolutely,” Dr. Mac agreed firmly.

“Ah, she’ll make a fair maid of honor, won’t she, Ian?” asked Old Jock. “And she’ll bring us luck for sure with the silver mine.”

“That she will, Jock,” said Sir Ian, smiling warmly at his old friend.


In case you missed Cherry Ames, Department Store Nurse …


CHAPTER I

 

Home for Thanksgiving

“THIS,” SAID CHERRY, “IS PRETTY WONDERFUL!” SHE BEAMED at the others around the festive table with its autumn fruits and flowers. Her family beamed back at her. “For once all four Ameses are together, and isn’t it nice?”

“I feel a little selfish, not asking some of the relatives for Thanksgiving dinner,” Mrs. Ames remarked.

“Just us is fine,” said Charlie. “Besides, that leaves us more turkey.”

Mr. Ames, who could carve only when standing up, muttered that it was about time Charlie took over this chore. But when Charlie obligingly stood up to help, their father said, “Never mind, thanks. No chores for either of you kids when you’re only home for the holiday.”

“I won’t make any speeches about what it’s worth to me to be here today,” Cherry said. “Even for a few days’ leave.”

She had flown to Hilton, Illinois, from New York and this evening she would have to fly back again. If her old friend Ann Evans hadn’t had family matters to tend to, she might be able to stay at home longer. On the other hand, if Ann Evans Powell hadn’t needed someone in a hurry to substitute for her, Cherry would never have secured the nursing job in a New York department store, two weeks ago. And it was a fascinating job.

Conversation lapsed for a few minutes as the Ames family concentrated on Edith Ames’s Thanksgiving feast.

“Best bird we ever had,” said Mr. Ames happily.

“Especially considering that I popped him into the oven and went off to church services with the rest of you.” Mrs. Ames added, “Cherry helped me with the dinner, you know. Honey, when you get married, remember that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.”

“I don’t see Cherry getting married in any hurry,” Charlie said. “Not until she finds someone she likes better than nursing.”

Cherry glanced up; she had been thinking how different her big, comfortable, leisurely home was from the high jinks at No. 9 Standish Street in Greenwich Village. She had merely intended to visit the Spencer Club girls for a few days; instead, she’d inherited Ann’s job, and stayed on with her old classmates from Spencer Nursing School.

“All right, smarty,” she said to her brother. “Since you’re so knowing, I’ll surprise you and tell you there is someone in my romance department.”

“A handsome young doctor? Couldn’t be anything else.”

“Now don’t tease Cherry about her nursing,” their mother said gently. “Anyone who’s been as devoted as she has—”

“Who’s the lucky young man?” Mr. Ames demanded.

“Oh, Dad! It’s nothing much, really. I mean not so soon.” Cherry turned rosy to the roots of her dark curls. “Mostly I’m teasing Charlie. I understand he’s interested in someone himself.”

“Won’t talk?” Charlie laughed. “Then neither will I.”

“Who’s ready for second helpings?” Mrs. Ames asked.

Cherry knew her mother’s tactful maneuver of pretending to be uninterested, and knew perfectly well that the subject would come up again later. She was glad, though, to have a respite from her brother’s teasing. When they had been small, growing up together, and then particularly in their teens, Charlie with his teasing had been the bane of her existence.

“Come on, Cherry,” said her father, “tell us his name.”

Cherry’s dark eyes danced and she shook her head. “I’ll tell you, though, about a pretty special person who really has me interested.”

“Someone at Thomas and Parke’s?”

“Yes, Mother. That department store is chock-full of interesting people. It’s a whole world in itself. Well, her name is Mrs. Julian. Anna Elizabeth Julian, and from the few words we’ve exchanged, I think she’s someone I’d like to know better.”

Cherry’s family peppered her with questions. She tried to answer everybody at once, and enjoy Thanksgiving turkey at the same time. No, she hardly knew Mrs. Julian—Cherry was so new on the job she didn’t know many people yet—but liked the young woman’s lovely, fragile appearance and friendly manner. Cherry had been struck by her extreme shyness, an unexpected trait in business. Mrs. Julian sold art objects and antiques. Fabulous things like porcelains and flowery Aubusson carpets and painted Venetian furniture and Chinese jade. Mrs. Julian apparently knew a great deal about art objects; only another woman and a man, besides the department head, were qualified to deal in these museum pieces.

“Emerald earrings that belonged to a queen, and Mother, what a collection of fans!” Cherry exclaimed. “A real treasure house, that department. … Yes, Charlie, I do spend my time in the store’s hospital. Working. Antiques are located on the same floor as the medical department, the sixth floor, along with the personnel office and the—”

Cherry broke off short. Charlie grinned.

“The what?”

“Oh, nothing.”

“We will now,” Mrs. Ames announced, “have our pumpkin pie and coffee. Charlie, dear, will you help clear the table?”

“You women certainly stick together,” Charlie complained, but he kissed their mother lightly on the cheek. “If anyone took an equal interest in my job, I’d be complimented.”

“We already know all about your job,” Mr. Ames pointed out.

Charlie worked in Indianapolis, near home, in the engineering division of a large automotive plant. The only fault he could find with his job was that it did not involve airplanes—he had flown as an Air Force pilot—but at any rate he was working with machinery and speed.

In fact, he sprinted out with the platters so fast that his mother pleaded for the safety of her best china. Mr. Ames refused to help this once, and sat contentedly in the armchair at the head of the table.

“Faster, you slaves. Cherry, that’s a mighty pretty red dress you’re wearing. Matches your cheeks.”

“Thank you, Dad. You always were partial to red.”

“Well, I’m partial to my daughter. If there’s a young man in New York you’re interested in, I’d like to have a look at him.”

“Why, Dad! I’m not that serious.”

Her father grunted. “You never can tell what will happen.”

During the balance of dinner, Cherry’s mother kept the questions to what nursing in a New York department store was like. The two Ames men were foiled.

This Thanksgiving afternoon was gray and windy, not a promising day for a walk. The big house grew quiet. Charlie went across the street to see Bob Pritchett. Cherry’s mother was resting now, for some neighbors had promised to come in later. Her father was in the living room reading a book. How quiet it was! For a few moments Cherry stood listening to the tick of the grandfather clock on the stair landing. It hadn’t been peaceful or quiet at the girls’ boarding school where she recently had been nurse-in-charge, but it had been a lot of fun! This new department store assignment was fun, too, though it certainly was never very quiet in New York!

“Well, if I enjoy the peace and quiet at home so much,” Cherry challenged herself, “why don’t I stay home? There ought to be two of me, one to go gallivanting around nursing, and one to stay home and love it.”

She did care deeply for this house, and for this small town. Her grandparents, and their parents, had lived here. As she went up the long staircase Cherry touched the polished stair rail, which had heel nicks where she and Charlie used to slide down. In her own bright red-and-white room she gazed out at the garden and yard below. The lilac bush brushed her windows with bare branches, and her mother’s flower beds looked straggly. Perhaps she was lucky, with winter setting in, to be returning to a great city with all its activity and brilliance. And new people to get better acquainted with, like Tom Reese and Mrs. Julian.

Cherry was halfway through her packing when her mother peeked in.

“What are you smiling to yourself about?”

“Come in, Mother.” Cherry pulled the door open and offered her mother the small slipper chair.

“I hate to see you packing. This visit has been so short.”

“Awfully good, though,” Cherry said. “We’ve talked constantly for two days and two evenings now. We had so much news to catch up on.”

“Yet in all our talking you didn’t mention any romance.”

Cherry laughed and ran her hand through her dark curls in a gesture of despair.

“All right, all right! His name is Tom Reese, he’s assistant to the store manager, and besides that, he supervises the sixth and seventh floors. He sort of floats around the store wherever he’s needed. But his office is right next door to the medical department.”

Cherry’s mother smiled. “Is he very nice?”

“As far as I know, yes. I know him only in the store. Everybody there likes him. Tom Reese has been very nice and helpful to me, helping me step overnight into Ann’s job.”

“Well, it all sounds pleasant,” said Mrs. Ames. “I suppose you and he and everyone at Thomas and Parke’s will be extremely busy with the Christmas rush?”

“You’re so right. I hadn’t thought of that.”

The ringing of the doorbell interrupted their conversation.

“The Pritchetts!” Cherry’s mother exclaimed. “And I haven’t even washed my face! Cherry, go downstairs and help Dad entertain them.”

Cherry always enjoyed seeing their old neighbors again. Presently the Galloways came in to join the Ames family on Thanksgiving afternoon. But the ones Cherry most wanted to see—Dr. Joseph Fortune and his daughter, Midge—had driven up to Chicago for today. However, news of them was good; Dr. Joe seemed happy in administering the Hilton Clinic, and Midge was struggling through high school in her usual harum-scarum way. So Cherry felt satisfied about the Fortunes.

Old friends might be the best, but as dusk came, Cherry wished the visitors would not stay much longer. She had only an hour left before plane time. Finally, their neighbors understandingly left.

Then, with the living room cleared, and only the four Ameses occupying it, no one could think of much to say.

“Hope you have a good flight, Cherry.”

“I think I will, Charlie.”

A pause. Mr. Ames contributed: “The weather prediction is clear.”

“They’re not always right, though,” said Cherry’s mother. “Still, I see a star is out.”

The hands of the clock went around so slowly that Cherry realized, half-ashamed, how much she longed to be on her way. To be up to her ears in nursing and people! She said good-bye lightheartedly to her family.

“Good-bye, honey, and good luck—your new job sounds intriguing,” Cherry’s mother said. “But promise me you’ll be home for Christmas! You, too, Charles.”

They promised to try their best. Cherry quickly kissed her father and mother au revoir. Then Charlie drove her to Hilton Airport.
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Foreword

 

Helen Wells, the author of the Cherry Ames stories, said, “I’ve always thought of nursing, and perhaps you have, too, as just about the most exciting, important, and rewarding profession there is. Can you think of any other skill that is always needed by everybody, everywhere?”

I was and still am a fan of Cherry Ames. Her courageous dedication to her patients; her exciting escapades; her thirst for knowledge; her intelligent application of her nursing skills; and the respect she achieved as a registered nurse (RN) all made it clear to me that I was going to follow in her footsteps and become a nurse—nothing else would do.

Thousands of other young readers were motivated by Cherry Ames to become RNs as well. Through her thought-provoking stories, Cherry Ames led a steady stream of students into schools of nursing across the country well into the 1960s and 1970s when the series ended.

Readers who remember enjoying these books in the past will take pleasure in reading them again now—whether or not they chose nursing as their life’s work. Perhaps they will share them with others and even motivate a person or two to choose nursing as their career.

My nursing path has been rich and satisfying. I have delivered babies, cared for people in hospitals and in their homes, and saved lives. I have worked at the bedside and served as an administrator, I have published journals, written articles, taught students, consulted, and given expert testimony. Never once did I regret my decision to become a nurse.

During the time I was publishing a nursing journal, I became acquainted with Robert Wells, brother of Helen Wells. In the course of conversation I learned that Ms. Wells had passed on and left the Cherry Ames copyright to Mr. Wells. Because there is a shortage of nurses here in the US today, I thought, “Why not bring Cherry back to motivate a whole new generation of young people? Why not ask Mr. Wells for the copyright to Cherry Ames?” Mr. Wells agreed, and the republished series is dedicated both to Helen Wells, the original author, and to her brother, Robert Wells, who transferred the rights to me. I am proud to ensure the continuation of Cherry Ames into the twenty-first century.

The final dedication is to you, both new and former readers of Cherry Ames: It is my dream that you enjoy Cherry’s nursing skills as well as her escapades. I hope that young readers will feel motivated to choose nursing as their life’s work. Remember, as Helen Wells herself said: there’s no other skill that’s “always needed by everybody, everywhere.”

Harriet Schulman Forman, RN, EdD
Series Editor


CHERRY AMES, RURAL NURSE


CHAPTER I

 

New Job, New Friends

“WELL, NOW YOU’RE ON YOUR OWN, CHERRY AMES,” SAID the nurse supervisor. “Now you’ll be the one and only nurse responsible for good public health nursing service in this entire county. Just you, Cherry.”

“I’m scared and delighted all at once,” Cherry said. “All those families! We visited only a sampling of them. All those towns and villages!”

Cherry and Miss Hudson had just returned from their last visit together to the twenty-five square miles of Cherry’s county in southeastern Iowa. It was a lovely countryside of thriving farms, where some ten thousand persons lived and worked, and where their children attended rural schools.

“Scared or not,” Cherry said, “I feel I’m off to a good start, Miss Hudson. I learned a lot driving around with you, nursing under your supervision during this training period.”

“I think you’ll do fine,” her supervisor encouraged her. “I’ll visit you regularly, and you’ll come to monthly meetings with my fourteen other county nurses. Between times, if you need any advice or extra help, you can always phone or write me at the regional office upstate. Of course all the specialized facilities of the State Health Department are open to your patients on your request.” Miss Hudson smiled at her reassuringly. “And Dr. Miller, as health officer and your medical adviser, will confer with you frequently here in your office.”

Cherry had been assigned this rather bare office on the second floor of the county courthouse in the small, quiet town of Sauk. Sunlight sifting through the trees outside shone on file cabinets and tables stacked with county health records and pamphlets about community health.

“I’m glad,” Cherry admitted, “that Dr. Hal Miller is young and as new on his county job as I am on mine. Makes it easier to work comfortably together.”

The supervisor smiled. “Well, you have to be young and strong to go out in all kinds of weather to nurse patients deep in the country. And I shouldn’t say just ‘patients.’ Remember that well people, who can be prevented from getting sick, are just as big a part of your job, Cherry. Remember to teach good health care, and plan it in terms of whole communities.”

“I’ll remember,” Cherry said.

She felt rather breathless at the scope of her “oneman” job. Nursing new babies, children’s diseases, old people, and persons hurt in farm accidents, nursing patients of the eight physicians scattered through the county, under the physicians’ direction—that was only part of it. She would also teach health at P.T.A. meetings; keep watch for any threatened epidemic; and, if necessary, set up emergency clinics under the direction of the county health officer. She’d have TB control work to do, too. And she’d act as the one and only school nurse at the twenty-odd rural schools in her county. The nearest hospital was twenty-five miles away. It was a tall order for one nurse.

“I’m lucky,” she thought, “to be working with a county doctor as nice as Hal Miller.”

Miss Hudson picked up her handbag and a sheaf of reports. She smothered a yawn. “Thank goodness it’s Saturday, and the beginning of Labor Day weekend.”

Cherry walked downstairs with her supervisor. “You still have a long drive home, haven’t you, Miss Hudson? Before you start out, would you like to come over to my Aunt Cora’s house and have some iced tea?”

Aunt Cora, Cherry knew, could be counted on for hospitality at the drop of a hat. Hadn’t she taken Cherry herself in to stay at her comfortable house here in Sauk? Aunt Cora was one big reason Cherry had applied for this position as rural nurse.

“Thanks, Cherry, but I promised my own family to be home for supper.” Miss Hudson opened her car door and held out her hand to Cherry. “Good luck.”

Just then another car pulled up alongside the supervisor’s. A tall, lean, young man in a rumpled suit jumped out and came over to the two nurses. A thermometer in its case stuck out of his breast pocket, and a late garden rose was in his lapel.

“Are you leaving now, Miss Hudson?” Dr. Hal Miller asked. “I tried to get here sooner, but I had to stay with the Ellis youngster until his hemorrhaging stopped. Hello, Miss Cherry.”

Cherry smiled at the young physician, and Miss Hudson said to him, “It’s nice of you to see me off. We’ll be meeting again soon in some of the state or university hospitals. Now if I don’t get started, I’ll never leave this lovely little old town.”

The supervisor slid into her car, waved, and drove off. Dr. Miller and Cherry stood for a minute in the shade of the courthouse trees. He mopped his forehead with his handkerchief.

“Had a busy afternoon, Doctor?” Cherry asked, with a hint of a smile.

He grinned back at her. “You look a little warm and dusty yourself. Say, would you mind coming back upstairs for a quick conference? I know it’s late, I know we aren’t supposed to work as a regular thing on Saturdays, but the work does pile up.”

“Of course I don’t mind,” Cherry said. Sick people, and prevention of sickness, could not wait. Besides, Cherry knew, Dr. Miller had his hands full as both the county health officer and private practitioner. He shared an office with, and assisted, Dr. Aloysius Clark, who was growing too old to drive long distances in the country. The young doctor drove out to treat these rural patients.

Some of Cherry’s patients, unable to pay, would be treated without charge by Dr. Miller as county health officer. Other patients, able to pay, would be treated privately by any of the county doctors, who would call Cherry in to do the necessary nursing. Many times her patients would be persons she herself discovered to be in need of health care and referred to a doctor.

Cherry and Dr. Hal talked over the day’s cases and made plans for next week’s visits. The big bare room grew shadowy. The young doctor closed the last case folder while Cherry finished writing down his nursing instructions.

“There! That’s all we can do for today,” he said. “There’s nothing that can’t safely wait over the weekend. Gosh, I’m starving!”

Cherry looked over her shoulder. “It’s so late, even my clerk has gone home.”

Dr. Hal got up and stretched his long arms and legs. “Miss Cherry, did you feel as overheated all day as I did? Calendar says September third, but I thought I’d melt.”

“The heat’s good, makes the corn ripen,” Cherry quoted her farmer friends. “Yes, Doctor, the sun felt so warm today I wanted to go swimming.”

“Well, why don’t we?” Dr. Miller suggested. “Swimming weather isn’t going to last much longer. Why don’t we round up some people, and have a picnic and swim at Riverside Park?”

Cherry was interested. “Tomorrow? Or Monday? That’s Labor Day.” She had a moment’s hesitation about whether it would be all right for her to see Dr. Hal socially. They had not yet done so, unless she counted accidentally meeting him at the town’s one drugstore or garage or seeing him at church. Both of them had been crowded for time, she with in-job training, and he in learning his duties as part-time health officer. But now—? Well, Cherry decided, formal medical etiquette need not apply in a little backwoods town like Sauk, where there was only a handful of people to be friends with one another.

Dr. Hal must have been thinking much the same thing, for he said:

“You know, Miss Cherry—darn it, let’s drop the formalities when we’re not working. Can’t I call you Cherry, and you call me Hal?”

Cherry smiled and nodded. “Yes, Doctor,” she said to tease him. He was only a few years older than she was, so it felt perfectly natural to be friends.

“Well, you know, Cherry,” he said, perching on a desk, “it’s a funny thing how I haven’t gotten around to seeing you except on the job. I’ve wanted to. In fact, since I came to Sauk, I haven’t spent time with anyone except medical personnel and patients. Maybe that’s what comes of working and living at Dr. Clark’s house. Hmmm? Why, now that we spoke of having a swimming party, I realize I don’t know any people to invite except one next door neighbor.”

“Well, I only know my next door neighbors and the Drew girls,” Cherry said. “I’m still new here, too. Never mind. My Aunt Cora knows everybody for miles around here. She’ll gather up some acquaintances for us.”

“Your Aunt Cora sounds grand.”

“She is. And if I don’t go home to supper soon, she may send Sheriff Steeley after me.”

Dr. Hal decided to leave his car parked where it was, and walk home. The tree-filled main street was only eight blocks long and part of a federal highway. They met no one else out walking at this hour; people were indoors having their suppers. Only the birds were in sight, swooping and twittering as the sun dropped. Cherry felt relaxed, and listened to the young man walking beside her.

Hal told Cherry he came from a small town like this one, but in another part of Iowa. He had taken his medical training at the fine schools here in his home state. Then he had served as intern and, later, as staff physician at a large hospital in St. Louis, Missouri.

“I didn’t feel at home working in a big institution,” he said. “I didn’t like the rigid routine. I missed my own country kind of people. Besides, I felt cooped up in the city. So I looked for an opening in a rural area, and the United States Public Health Service gave me a scholarship and trained me as a health officer. Then a former professor of mine wrote that his old friend, Dr. Clark, was looking for a husky young assistant. So here I am.” He smiled down a little shyly at Cherry. “What about you? You did tell me a few things about your training, the different kinds of nursing you’ve done, but I’d like to hear more.”

It embarrassed Cherry to talk about herself. As they turned the next corner, she could see Aunt Cora’s straight figure standing on the front porch, farther up the street. Cherry mumbled, “My aunt must think I’m lost, strayed, or stolen,” and walked faster.

Dr. Hal looked amused and quickened his long, easy stride. “Well, you’ll have to tell me some other time. Especially about why you wanted to have a try at rural nursing.”

“That’s easy. I was born and brought up across the Mississippi River east from here, in Illinois, in a town in the heart of the corn belt. I’ve always known and respected the people who grow the nation’s food, and I’ve always had a hankering to—to nurse out in the country.”

“Did anyone ever tell you you’re awfully pretty?” Dr. Hal said. She was tall and slim and full of life, with brilliant dark eyes and dark curls. “Did those cherryred cheeks win you your name?”

“Thank you for the kind remarks,” Cherry said. “No, I’m named for my grandmother. My coloring turned out to be the sort of—uh—an appropriate accident.”

Dr. Hal burst out laughing at that. They had reached Aunt Cora’s house. Cherry noticed in surprise that her aunt wore her next-to-best flowered silk dress, and two cars were parked in front of the house. One was her aunt’s sleek new car, the other was a rusty black sedan, so old, big, and cumbersome that it resembled a boat or a hearse. What was going on?

Aunt Cora came down the steps, shaking her head but smiling.

“Where in the world have you been, child? You’re Dr. Hal Miller, aren’t you? I’ve wanted to meet you ever since Aloysius told me about you. I’m sorry to snatch Cherry away, but an old friend of mine has just come home after being away all summer, and we’re celebrating by going out for supper. I certainly hope you’ll come by another time, and often—”

“Thank you, Mrs. Ames. You may be seeing me sooner than you count on. Cherry, will you ask your aunt about the picnic?”

“What picnic?” Aunt Cora wanted to know.

“Why,” Cherry said, “the picnic and swimming party that we hope you’re going to arrange for us. For tomorrow or Labor Day.”

Aunt Cora looked baffled, but recovered immediately. “Do you want fried chicken to take along, or wieners and potatoes to roast over a bonfire? And for how many of you?”

“Ah—we don’t know enough people yet to ask,” Dr. Hal admitted.

“I’ll get to work on it by telephone,” Aunt Cora promised. “I know ever so many young people who’d like to know you. Well! I’m glad you both are finally taking a little time off from work to socialize! How many young people do you want me to invite? Ten? Twenty?”

“Mrs. Ames, you’re wonderful,” said the young man. “If I can help, let me know—and many, many thanks. I’ll be in touch to ask whether it’ll be tomorrow or Monday.”

He looked so eager, Cherry could see he hoped it would be tomorrow. He continued down the quiet street, whistling.

“You are wonderful,” Cherry said to Aunt Cora, and hugged her. “You won’t mind being hostess, will you?”

“You’ll be the hostess—no, no, I’m not going along. You young people will have more fun by yourselves. Don’t worry about getting acquainted. In ten minutes you’ll all be old friends.”

“I’m anything but worried!” Cherry said. “I’m just delighted at the prospect of a picnic with new friends.”

“And with young Dr. Miller?” Her aunt gave her a shrewd look, which turned into a smile. “I saw you and that nice young doctor ambling down the street together at a snail’s pace.”

“Have I detained you? I’m sorry, Aunt Cora. We were working at the office, honestly.”

“Oh, a few minutes’ delay doesn’t matter, honey. Except that my friend Phoebe is waiting for us. She’s real interested in meeting my niece. She hasn’t seen you since you were three and fell in the duckpond.”

“I hope I’ve improved since then,” Cherry said, and followed her aunt into the house.


CHAPTER II

 

Guest at Aunt Cora’s

CHERRY WAS VERY FOND OF AUNT CORA—REALLY AN older cousin by marriage whom she had seen and known only in snatches all her life. Aunt Cora and her husband, Jim Ames, had always travelled a great deal, and sometimes had stopped off in Cherry’s hometown on their way to Bombay or Paris or Copenhagen. Now that Aunt Cora was a widow and “not as young as she used to be,” she stayed at home, enjoying her comfortable house and garden and her books and her many community activities. She had written to the Ameses that she would enjoy having some young company in the house.

Cherry’s twin brother, Charlie, was too busy and fascinated with his aviation engineering job in Indianapolis to be able to visit her. But Aunt Cora’s invitation had found Cherry between jobs and thinking about what sort of nursing job she would like to try next. She had read in a professional bulletin last summer that R.N.’s were needed as rural nurses, and on inquiring, had learned there were job openings in Iowa, in Sauk County, in fact.

From there on, it had been a matter of taking and passing the written examinations given by Iowa’s Merit System, similar to Civil Service, and undergoing field training. It helped that Cherry earlier had trained and worked as a visiting nurse in New York City. It helped further that the Visiting Nurse Service had allowed Cherry time to go to college part time and take the advanced courses required in public health nursing.

Now she was ready for a highly independent sort of job, and very much at home in Aunt Cora’s roomy, flower-filled house. Aunt Cora’s choicest African violets grew in white pots in the living room, and Mrs. Phoebe Grisbee was fussing over them.

“I declare, Cora, why don’t you tamp down a little tobacco on the soil? Oh, here’s your niece! My, Cherry, you certainly have changed since you fell in with the ducks!”

“I should hope so,” Aunt Cora said amiably, and Cherry took Mrs. Grisbee’s outstretched hand.

Her aunt’s friend was a plump, plainly dressed woman with spectacles and a big smile on her round face. She had never been farther away from home than St. Louis, and still held to many of the ideas and ways of living she had learned as a girl growing up on a farm near here.

Cherry said, “I’m glad to see you, Mrs. Grisbee,” and thought that Phoebe Grisbee, whether as dowdy as her old car or not, must be an awfully nice person for Aunt Cora to be lifelong friends with her.

“Mr. Grisbee,” Mrs. Grisbee explained to Cherry, “is at home all by himself, poor soul, though I did invite him. You know how Mr. Grisbee is about hen parties, Cora, and restaurant food.”

“Yes, I know Henry’s not a ladies’ man,” said Aunt Cora. “We three ladies,” she said, turning to Cherry, “are about to have supper at Sauk’s one and only restaurant.”

“At least I left a nice supper for him,” said Phoebe Grisbee, worrying about her husband, “and a pot of his favorite herb tea keeping hot on the stove. Cherry, you’re a nurse, you’d know about the healthful value of herbs?”

“Mmm—well, perhaps certain herbs,” Cherry said. She wondered how much reliance Mrs. Grisbee put in farm lore and how much in tested scientific discoveries. “I don’t mean to sound official, but herbs haven’t much value, except a few as a mild tonic, Mrs. Grisbee. Modern medical science provides much better medications.”

“Phoebe knows that perfectly well,” Aunt Cora said. “If she sets any store by herbs, it’s because she takes pleasure growing them in her garden.”

Mrs. Grisbee nodded mildly. “Speaking of medicines, Miss Nurse,” she said, “we may be in the backwoods, but we can buy the best just the same. Our local drugstore and the door-to-door salesmen take good care of us.”

“What door-to-door salesmen?” Cherry asked.

“Oh, the Watkins Company man comes through these parts about six times a year,” Mrs. Grisbee said. “He’s due pretty soon again. You watch, out there on the country roads, and you’ll see a man driving a smart-looking delivery truck and going from farm to farm selling his wares. He sells a certain amount in towns, too, but mostly it’s to the farmers.”

Aunt Cora explained to Cherry that some farm people were isolated and did not have much time to travel into the nearest town to shop; besides, a town like Sauk offered only limited supplies. Therefore, door-to-door salesmen and local pedlars brought the needed merchandise to the farmers.

“What do they sell?” Cherry asked. She remembered seeing door-to-door salesmen occasionally in and around her home town, but Hilton was not as rural as here. “You mentioned that they sell medicines—I guess you mean patent medicines?”

“That’s right, patent medicine,” Phoebe Grisbee said. “Oh, liniment and cough syrup and vitamins and laxative herb tablets, and lots of other home remedies. And livestock remedies, and insect spray, and even toothpaste and vanilla and—Why, I buy all my needles and thread from Mr. Carlson; he has the best. And I count on Old Snell, whenever he turns up, for certain of my herbs and berries—he gathers ’em in the woods.”

“That’s a real convenience,” said Cherry.

“Well, you’ll soon be educated in country ways,” said Aunt Cora. “Now, honey, if you’re planning to change out of that uniform—”

“I’ll be quick,” Cherry promised.

Cherry freshened up in a hurry, brushed her dark curls until they shone, and put on a crisp red and white gingham dress.

As they strolled the few blocks to downtown, the three women stopped to chat with friends along the way. Their neighbors were just coming out on their porches in the early evening. “Anybody for a picnic and swimming party, tomorrow or Monday?” Aunt Cora asked several young people. The Drew sisters accepted right away, and asked whether the picnic could be Sunday. They, and the Anderson young people, had made plans to visit relatives on Labor Day. Passing Dr. Clark’s white frame house on Main Street, Cherry decided to ask the housekeeper to tell Dr. Miller: “Picnic tomorrow.”

On the rest of their walk down Main Street they met a crowd. Farmers with their entire families had driven in for Saturday night in town. The few stores were open and brightly lighted, jammed to the doors with shoppers. Boys and girls crowded into the one movie theatre and stood three deep around the drugstore soda fountain. Cherry overheard someone say there was a dance starting for the young folks one block over, at the school.

Smith’s Restaurant was the last building in the row of stores and upstairs offices. Beyond, in shadow now, were the bank, the post office, the public library, and the courthouse with lights burning in the sheriff’s office. Cherry looked toward the courthouse for the windows of her office, through the dark trees, until her aunt nudged her. They went into the restaurant.

Smith’s had a busy lunchroom counter in front, and in back, a dining room with tables and a few booths. “The dining room is nearly always empty,” Mrs. Grisbee said. “It’s a dandy place to gossip.”

Mostly they talked about plans for tomorrow’s picnic, over platters of steak sandwiches and homegrown tomatoes, and about Mrs. Grisbee’s visit this summer with her sister in Missouri, just south across the Des Moines River and the state line. They discussed Cherry’s new job, and her new little car, waiting for her in Michaels’ Garage. Half of the car was a present from her dad, the other half she’d paid for herself out of savings. The county, which employed her, would pay her mileage allowance for operating the car on her calls to patients. The car was bright blue, small, inexpensive to run, and easy to park. Cherry was immensely pleased with it. On their walk home she peeked in the garage to see it. Mrs. Grisbee said her car could stay parked overnight where it was. Cherry and Aunt Cora left Mrs. Grisbee at her house—Cherry could smell the spicy herbs from her herb garden, somewhere in the dark. Then Cherry and Aunt Cora went home. Aunt Cora systematically telephoned for miles around about the picnic, with Cherry sitting beside her. Not many young persons were at home on a warm, starry Saturday night. Those who were at home accepted with glee.

“Well,” said Aunt Cora, half an hour later, “I’ll try telephoning again bright and early tomorrow morning. I think plenty will be glad to go.”

Aunt Cora went to the open door, stepped out on the porch, and looked up at the night sky. Stars were out in profusion, and hanging over the treetops was a big, yellow, harvest moon.

“You’ll have a fine day tomorrow,” she said to Cherry beside her.

“I think we’ll have a fine day in more ways than the weather, Aunt Cora.”

“Deader than a doornail” was how Aunt Cora described her home town. Considering that Sauk was a very small farming town in the southeast corner of Iowa, close to where the Des Moines River flows down into the Mississippi, Aunt Cora was right. Except on this fine Sunday morning! Right after church, four cars full of young persons stirred up a great deal of laughter and excitement, assembling in front of Cora Ames’s house. They were loaded down with picnic baskets, bathing suits, cameras, a guitar that belonged to plump Joe Mercer—and they raised a cheerful hullabaloo in getting acquainted with Cherry and Dr. Hal. Neighbors on their way home from church stopped, stared, and smiled.

The four cars sped off and the carefree picnickers burst into song. Cherry was squeezed in the second car—Dr. Hal’s car—with the Van Tine brothers and the Drew girls. In two minutes flat they had left Sauk, and were rolling along on the open highway. Riverside Park was some ten miles away, “kerplunk in the middle of our territory,” Dr. Hal said. The sun beat down, the fields were still green with the crops of late summer. Dick Van Tine said their father was already getting ready to plant a stand of winter wheat.

The road followed along the broad Des Moines River, as it came flowing down from still farther west and north. Road and river turned together, and their four cars passed an overgrown farm, with a rickety farmhouse standing far back from the highway. Cherry could see the blue river glinting behind the farmhouse. Then they drove past a woods, and turned into the dirt roadway of Riverside Park.

Once this site had been a forest where Indians camped and fished. It still was half wild, except for a few picnic tables, a log house with lockers for bathers, and an outdoor telephone booth. Cherry went with Dr. Hal while he hunted up a lean youth who was renting rowboats at the river’s edge.

“Hello, Ezra,” the young doctor said. “Do you know our new county nurse?” He introduced Cherry. “Ezra, Dr. Clark is out of town for the holiday weekend, and anyway I’m always on county call. I’ve instructed his housekeeper, and also the telephone operators, in case there’s an emergency, to phone me here at the park. I’m the only doctor available around here this weekend. You’ll be sure to let me know if a call comes in?”

“Sure thing, Dr. Miller.”

The youth turned back to his rowboats. Dr. Hal and Cherry rejoined their new friends.

Swimming came first on the program. The water felt warm with the sun on it. On the opposite shore, the neighboring state of Missouri was so near at one point, where the river narrowed, that three of the young men swam across and back. “We’ve just been to Missouri,” they announced. “Sorry we didn’t think to send you postcards.”

After drying off in the sun and getting dressed again, they all had lunch. It tasted especially good outdoors. Then the picnickers split up to do a variety of things. Cherry, Dr. Hal, and roly-poly Joe Mercer wanted to go exploring.

Starting off by themselves, they walked along the river’s edge. Presently Joe Mercer announced, “Excuse me, but I’m going back to eat that last piece of apple pie before the squirrels get it.” He jogged off, leaving Cherry and Dr. Hal laughing.

“Well, I don’t mind being a twosome,” Dr. Hal said gallantly to Cherry.

They strolled along the shore, sometimes ducking under low branches, pausing to admire fern and the first red berries of autumn. They had not gone far when something in deep shadow caught Cherry’s attention.

“What’s that?” she said. “Let’s go see.”

She pushed through underbrush several paces inland. Dr. Hal, following her, pointed out a few flat, worn rocks that suggested an old trail. “But I don’t see anything, Cherry.”

“If you’ll help me pull this low branch aside—”

They swung the half concealing branch to one side, and before them yawned the low, rocky opening of a cave. Its interior was inky black.

“I didn’t know there was a cave here, so close to the river,” Dr, Hal said. “And I’ve been to this park a few times.”

“It certainly is dark in there,” said Cherry. She already had one foot inside the cave. “Come on! I thought you wanted to explore.”

“Careful,” Dr. Hal said. He struck a match, and they entered the cave together. Dr. Hal had to stoop to get in.

The cave was low ceilinged, small, and craggy. Cautiously, step by step, they walked deeper into the cave. The air was chill and damp. Dr. Hal struck more matches, and the flame threw grotesque shadows. When Cherry spoke, her voice sent back whispery echoes.

“We’d better not go too far in. I can’t see any end to this.” Sometimes a cave led into an interior cave, and still another, like a catacomb of rooms. It might be unsafe to go farther.

“I think I see something,” Dr. Hal muttered. “Just ahead if my matches hold out—”

Dr. Hal sprinted forward. Cherry followed him. They were brought to a halt by a wooden barrier.

“It’s nothing but an old barn door,” Dr. Hal said disgustedly. He examined it, shook it, but it held firm. “Someone wedged it in here pretty tight, I guess,” he said. “Or this old barn door has been left in here for so long that it’s half sunk into the cave walls by now.”

“Why would anyone drag an old barn door in here?” Cherry wanted to know.

“Oh, kids do things like that when they’re playing. Didn’t you ever play cops and robbers, or hide-and-seek, in places like this? I used to. Well, this is the far end of the cave, I guess.”

“Or is it?” Cherry asked. “Could that old barn door be the door to something?”

Dr. Hal knocked on the rotting wood. “It doesn’t sound as if there’s anything on the other side,” he said. “Only the back of the cave, at a guess.”

His match went out, his last one.

Someone was calling them. The call came from near the mouth of the cave, a man’s voice shouting:

“Doc-tor! Doc-tor!”

Cherry and Dr. Hal groped their way as fast as they could toward the patch of daylight at the cave’s opening. There stood Joe Mercer, puffing and puzzled.

“Oh, so that’s where you disappeared to!” Joe Mercer said. “I’ve been hollering all around here. Ezra has a telephone message for you, Doctor. Emergency.”

“Thanks.” Dr. Hal started off at a run. Cherry hurried after him, hoping that the holiday emergency was not more than one doctor and one nurse could handle.


CHAPTER III

 

Jane’s Story

ONCE DR. HAL HAD EZRA’S MESSAGE, HE AND CHERRY were obliged to say good-bye to their guests. “Come back if you can,” their friends called, as Cherry and Hal drove out of Riverside Park. On the way back to town Dr. Hal told Cherry what the message was.

Half an hour before a young woman, a stranger, had gotten off the train at Sauk. While carrying her suitcase and looking around for a telephone or a taxi, she had stumbled over a rut in the road. She had fallen and broken her ankle. A passer-by and the druggist had applied a temporary splint and carried her to Dr. Clark’s house. Dr. Clark’s housekeeper had telephoned Dr. Hal.

Dr. Hal planned to examine the patient and set the ankle in Dr. Clark’s well equipped medical office, he told Cherry. “You’ll assist me,” he said. “Mrs. King—that’s the housekeeper—is helpful, but she’s not a nurse.”

As soon as they arrived at Dr. Clark’s house, they quickly scrubbed, donned clean white cotton coats, and went into the examining room. A brown haired young woman was resting on a couch. Mrs. King, who was with the patient, had covered her with a light blanket and had already given her a cup of hot tea. The housekeeper looked relieved as the doctor and nurse came in.

“Dr. Miller, Nurse, this is Miss Jane Fraser. She’s just come here from New York to—to—”

“—to fall down and break my ankle,” the young woman said, and grinned in spite of her evident pain. She was about Cherry’s age, very pleasant looking, trimly dressed in a cotton suit which had smears of dust and gasoline on it. “What a way to arrive!”

“Never mind, we’ll soon fix you up,” Dr. Hal said. He looked at the ankle, which was swelling. “You’re alone, Miss Fraser? Haven’t you anyone here to take care of you?”

“Well, I—Someone was supposed to meet me with a car, but he didn’t show up. I don’t know why.” The young woman swallowed hard. “I’m to stay at Mrs. Barker’s house, out in the country. She’s the only person I know here. But she’s an old lady and can’t come to get me, and her son didn’t meet my train. Sorry to be thrown on your mercy.”

“That’s what we’re here for.” The tall young doctor smiled at her. “This is Cherry Ames, our county nurse. Mrs. King, do you know our nurse?”

Cherry smiled at the housekeeper and at the young woman. It was hard enough for anyone to sustain an injury, but to be alone and helpless in a strange place must be hard indeed.

“You mustn’t worry, Miss Fraser,” said Cherry. “We’ll see that you reach Mrs. Barker’s, won’t we, Dr. Miller?” He nodded. “The doctor and I will come and check on how your ankle progresses.”

“That’s wonderful,” Jane Fraser said. She was so grateful that tears came to her eyes. “Mrs. King has already been so kind to me, you’re all so kind to a stranger. I—I can’t pay much, hardly anything for your—”

Dr. Hal told her a reasonable fee could be arranged. The housekeeper, after inquiring whether she would be needed further, left the room. Dr. Hal set to work.

This was the first time Cherry had worked with Dr. Hal Miller on a fracture case. She was impressed with the skill and gentleness of his big hands. First, with her aid, he took an X-ray of the ankle, using Dr. Clark’s X-ray machine, then developed it. As Dr. Hal lightly probed the broken bones of the ankle with his fingertips, the pain made Jane hold tight to Cherry’s hands. Then Dr. Hal injected a local anesthetic. Very carefully, scowling with concentration, he set the ankle, bringing the bones into proper alignment with one another. Then, with Cherry assisting, Dr, Miller put a plaster cast on the ankle, to hold the bones firmly in place. Finally he took another X-ray to check that everything was in good order.

“All finished. You’re a good patient,” he said to Jane Fraser. “Not a murmur out of you. And you, Miss Ames, are a good nurse.”

“We both thank you, don’t we?” Cherry said.

Jane Fraser smiled weakly. “I feel as if I’m among friends.” “You are,” Dr. Hal said. “That ankle will take time to heal, but you’ll be able to get around within a few days. This is the lightest weight cast, and we’ll lend you a pair of crutches. That’s not so bad, is it?”

“That’s fine, because I have an awful lot of urgent things to do around here,” Jane Fraser said. “And such a short time to do them all.” She looked anxious.

“Don’t overdo,” Dr. Hal cautioned her. “And don’t put your weight on the cast. Rest half an hour now. Then we’ll drive you to Mrs. Barker’s.”

Cherry tried to telephone Mrs. Barker, but the party line was busy continuously on a holiday, and Cherry could not reach her.

It was late afternoon by the time the three of them were on the highway in Dr. Hal’s car. They had propped Jane Fraser across the back seat as comfortably as they could manage, with her foot elevated on a pillow. Cherry turned around to talk with her. Jane told them that she was a nutritionist, that all the family she had was her mother, and that she was engaged to be married.

“We’re going to get married even if Bill never gets completely well!” Jane said. “He may be cured someday, if I can just swing things here in Iowa.” She did not say what was the matter with her fiancé.

“You sound worried,” Cherry said sympathetically.

Jane forced a lighter tone. “I guess if I weren’t so worried about what I hope to do here, and so excited and overtired, I wouldn’t have stumbled and awarded myself a fractured ankle. A great help I am, not.”

Dr. Hal, driving, looked concerned but kept silent. Cherry said encouragingly to Jane, “Could be worse. We’ll have you walking around on crutches by tomorrow.”

They stopped at a crossroads store to inquire where Mrs. Barker’s place was, since neither Dr. Hal nor Cherry knew. Jane Fraser did not know, either. She said she had been in Iowa once when she was about four years old, with her mother, and had met Mrs. Barker and her son then, but she could not remember either the place or the people. She knew Mrs. Barker, an old acquaintance of her mother’s, only through letters.

The Barker place was a mile beyond Riverside Park. It was a scrap of land in these vast plains, only about three acres, with a flimsy cottage, one cow, a shed, a few chickens, and a vegetable patch. Mrs. Barker must be poor, Cherry thought. But the place was as clean and tidy as the old lady who came bustling out to greet them.

“Jane! Is that you, Jane? Land’s sakes, where have you been?” Mrs. Barker looked at the three young people in bewilderment. “Young man, aren’t you the new doctor?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and Cherry thought she’d be inclined, too, to say a respectful “yes, ma’am” to this vigorous little woman of sixty.

“Which one of you girls is Jane?” Mrs. Barker asked. “Why in the world are you so late? And where’s Floyd? Didn’t he meet you?”

Dr. Miller introduced Jane and Cherry, and explained gently what had happened. The old lady looked ready to cry, but she said:

“Well, what’s done is done. I’m mighty sorry about your accident, Jane. I’ll take good care of you. That shiftless son of mine! If he had met you, like he promised me, maybe you wouldn’t have taken that tumble. I can’t count on Floyd for a single, blessed thing,” she said sadly, half to herself. “Well! Come on, children, let’s get this girl into the house.”

Jane managed slowly with the crutches and help from Dr. Hal. Cherry went ahead with Mrs. Barker into the cottage. The living room was small and crowded with an assortment of worn-out furniture. A parrot greeted Cherry with “Goodbye! Goodbye!”

“He’ll say hello to you when you leave,” Mrs. Barker said. “His name is Mike. That bird is an embarrassment to me, the way he repeats our conversations sometimes, but he’s company.”

The old lady sounded lonely. Cherry inquired whether anyone else besides her son Floyd lived here. No one else, Mrs. Barker said. She led the way into the small spare bedroom which was to be Jane’s. Cherry helped Mrs. Barker turn down the bedcovers, since Jane would need to rest.

Hal helped Jane slowly into the spare room, and she sank down on the bed. Dr. Hal gave a few simple instructions to Mrs. Barker for Jane’s care, and told the patient:

“Now don’t worry about a thing. Just rest. Miss Cherry and I will come back tomorrow.”

Cherry said a few encouraging words to Jane Fraser, and said good-bye to Mrs. Barker. Then she and Dr. Hal left, with the parrot calling after them:

“Hello! Hello!”

The next day Dr. Hal held a conference with Cherry as they drove up to the Barker’s cottage on Labor Day afternoon.

“The main problem, I think,” Dr. Hal said, “is to keep Jane in good general health, so she’ll have the vitality needed for the ankle to heal. As it is, that girl seems tired to the point of exhaustion.”

“And worried half to death,” Cherry said. “That’s a large part of what’s draining her energies, isn’t it?”

“Her health problem may be mostly a problem of morale,” Dr. Hal agreed. “Let’s see whether we can get Jane to talk about what’s worrying her. She might find it a relief to unburden herself. We’ll have time to visit with her today, since it’s a holiday. Hey, look at that museum piece in the Barkers’ yard!”

Dr. Hal braked to a stop and they both stared. Next to the well, someone had parked a rusty old jalopy. It looked ready to fall to pieces, but apparently it worked, for a pair of man’s rubber boots and a tin bucket of grapes were on the front seat.

“Might be Floyd’s,” Cherry said.

“Maybe,” Dr. Hal said, “Floyd didn’t meet Jane because that contraption never made it as far as the railroad station.”

That, in fact, was Floyd’s excuse. Mrs. Barker told them so when she came out and led them into the house. She took the grapes in with her.

“I wish my son would’ve stayed home a few minutes to meet you folks,” Mrs. Barker apologized. “But Floyd always has some business of his own to attend to. I never know where he’s off to.”

They found Jane sitting beside a sunny open window in the spare bedroom. She was writing a letter when they came in, but eagerly put it aside.

“You look much better today,” Dr. Hal said. He examined Jane’s leg around the cast, to make sure that circulation was normal, and asked Jane a few questions. Cherry made notes for him, for Jane Fraser’s record.

“This girl isn’t sick,” Cherry said cheerfully, “just incapacitated temporarily.”

“But I can’t afford to be incapacitated!” Jane exclaimed. “Not when I need to make every single day here count!”

“You’re in Iowa on a very special errand, aren’t you?” Cherry said.

“Yes. But now, with this ankle—” Jane shook her head. “To come all this distance for nothing—Bill and I may never get married now.”

“Maybe we can help you with your special errand,” Dr. Hal suggested.

“Yes, maybe we can,” Cherry said, and sat down in the sun beside Jane to listen.

The girl sighed, then told them her story. When she and Bill Dowd became engaged, they had to find ways to provide a home for themselves and Jane’s mother. Jane’s salary as a nutritionist was small, and so were Bill’s earnings as a salesman. So he took a risky job which paid well. Bill had done deep sea diving for sport and—thinking himself strong and well—went to work diving to mine underwater bauxite. He did heavy labor for long hours in the cold water, off the coast of Brazil, and worked several long, rainy, sea voyages on a freighter between the United States and Brazil. As a result Bill contracted tuberculosis. For over two years, he had been in hospitals; the money he earned had gone to pay for his hospital bills.

“I feel responsible for the tuberculosis,” Jane said. “He won’t be able to work for a very long time to come. If ever.” She added, “Bill has no family, no one but me to look out for him.”

From the way she spoke, Cherry could see that Jane and Bill were very much in love, still wanted to marry—and they had already had a long wait.

Jane sighed. “My mother feels bad, too, about our situation. She wants to help Bill and me all she can—by keeping house while I work, and doing whatever nursing Bill may need.”

Cherry and Dr. Hal looked at Jane with sympathy. There was not much to say in the face of such hardship. Dr. Hal asked what medical care Bill had had.

The past two years, Jane said, he had been at a TB sanitorium in upstate New York. Although Bill was better now, and no longer needed much medical care, he was a long way from full recovery. In fact, the doctors recently told him and Jane that his recovery depended on living quietly in the country, and of course doing no heavy work.

“That news was a blow,” Jane said. “We’d thought that after two years’ rest and care, he’d be much better than he is. We didn’t know what to do next.”

Neither Bill nor Jane could afford to keep him on at the sanitorium. The only alternative was for him to go to a free public, county hospital—where he was at present. This meant that he and Jane would be separated indefinitely. Before they could ever marry and be together, they had to get a home in the country—but there was no money.

“Then”—Jane’s face lighted up—” I received a letter from an attorney’s office, out of the blue. A great uncle of mine—I scarcely can remember him—my mother’s uncle—died and left me a small farm around here. About a mile from here.”

“Why, that’s wonderful!” Cherry exclaimed.

Jane smiled uncertainly. “We rejoiced, maybe too soon. That old farm could be the answer to our problem. But there’s an if. Wait—it’s not what you think. Here’s what I planned.”

Jane had figured she could, as a nutritionist, find a job in one of the many mills, canneries, or dairies in this farm area. Or she could apply in the thriving small towns around here at a large motel restaurant, school, or hospital. Jane was willing to buy an inexpensive used car and drive many miles to her job, if necessary, while her mother would keep house. Her husband-to-be would do whatever outdoor activity on the farm that his doctors would advise, perhaps none. Jane and her family did not plan to work the old farm, except for a vegetable patch.

“Living in the country can be inexpensive,” Jane said. “The main thing is a house! Once we have a house, the three of us could manage on my salary. Eventually Bill can find some gainful occupation he can do at home, once he grows stronger.”

“You’re a brave girl,” said Dr. Hal. “You said there’s an if—?”

Jane pushed back her soft brown hair. “Yes, another letter came. From Mrs. Barker, this time.”

She paused to explain that the Barkers were distant cousins of the deceased great uncle. They had been his neighbors until the old man had abandoned his farm and moved to California several years ago.

“I vaguely remember his farm,” Jane said. “My mother brought me West to see him once when I was very small. We were his nearest kin. Mother says it was during that visit that she and Emma Barker met and became friends, and they’ve exchanged Christmas cards and an occasional letter ever since. When I inherited the old place, Mother wrote Mrs. Barker the news. Well,” Jane said slowly, “Mrs. Barker wrote back—”

Mrs. Barker invited Jane to stay with her, while she decided what to do about the old farm. Mrs. Barker said in her letter that ever since the great uncle had abandoned the farm, it had become overgrown with weeds, and the old farmhouse was fire eaten and in bad disrepair. The possibility of moving in there might be hopeless.

“Oh, no!” said Cherry. “Not when it’s your only chance!” Dr. Hal murmured agreement.

“Well, Mrs. Barker thought I’d better see the old place before counting on it,” said Jane. She made an effort to be cheerful. “I hope the three of us can live there, anyway. I’m determined to, even though I haven’t seen it yet. We just have to make it livable.”

So Jane had obtained a leave of absence from her job in New York to come to Iowa, to inspect the farm. She had only three weeks in which to decide whether to keep or sell the old place, figure out whether she and her mother could make it livable, and find out what repairs would cost in money and time. Also, Jane had to explore job possibilities in this area.

“And now I’ve gone and broken my ankle! With poor Bill just existing from day to day in that hospital, and Mother waiting for word from me,” Jane said in despair, “I don’t know how I’ll ever do all these things in three weeks. I need help. But Mrs. Barker isn’t young, and she’s kind, just to take me in. Floyd is unreliable, so I can’t count on him. And I don’t know anyone else here.”

“You know us,” said Cherry. “And through our work we know people who know still others. I think you’ll find several persons who will be glad to help you, especially when they hear how urgent your business here is.” Jane looked encouraged.

“It’s also urgent,” Dr. Hal said to Jane, “for you to get well as soon as possible. Your own good health is essential if you’re to work out three persons’ futures in the next weeks.’

“Yes, Doctor,” Jane said. She hesitated. “One more thing. Maybe it’s not worth mentioning. My mother told me this story as a child, and it haunts me.”

The old farm was reputed to hold a secret dating back a hundred years or more. If Jane’s great-uncle knew the secret, he never revealed it. Jane said she had asked Mrs. Barker about it, but she had laughed and explained that country folks love fanciful legends and ghost stories.

“Still, I don’t understand,” Jane said. “Why would there be this persistent family rumor of a secret, if it didn’t have some basis?”

Dr. Hal smiled. “Maybe a hundred years ago a cricket chirped all night and convinced your great great great-aunt that she heard a ghost. Maybe a freak animal was born on that farm, and legend called it the work of the devil.”

Jane looked half disappointed. Cherry said:

“I’ll tell you what. As soon as you feel able, we’ll drive over to the abandoned farm, and we’ll see what we can see.”


CHAPTER IV

 

All Kinds of Patients

AT EIGHT O’CLOCK TUESDAY MORNING CHERRY REPORTED to her office in the courthouse. Dr. Miller was already there for a conference with her, and was looking through mail from patients and health agencies.

As they exchanged “good mornings,” Cherry’s telephone rang. Doctors in the country were calling in to request that the county nurse visit certain of their patients and gave her orders for nursing and treatments. Cherry would see these doctors later on, to report to them. By the time she had answered several telephone calls, she had a long list of visits to be made that week. In addition, there were letters from county people requesting help.

“It’s going to be a short work week after the holiday,” Dr. Hal said to Cherry. “Today I want you to follow up on the Reed baby and old Mr. Bufford, and when you can, visit Mrs. Swaybill. Dr. Clark would like you to see his patient, Dickie Plant, sometime this week. I’ll take care of the three urgent calls needing medical consultation myself.”

Dr. Hal described the Swaybill and other cases and gave Cherry his orders. She then read records of families she would see today or tomorrow. Four or five thorough home visits was about maximum for a rural nurse in one day, as she had to spend some time driving to her various families.

The county health clerk stopped by to ask when their statistics on the number and types of their cardiac cases would be ready. Dr. Hal picked up his black leather bag, gave a few more instructions, jammed his hat on his head, and left. Five minutes later Cherry gathered up her own list of calls, her nursing kit, the sandwiches Aunt Cora had packed for her, and started off on her own.

She felt a lively sense of freedom, driving along in her small blue car, on her way to take care of patients by herself. She was even able to choose her own dark-blue cotton uniform, and carried in her bag a white coverall apron. A uniform of her own choice was a sign of her independence! Cherry felt as if she had burst out of the four walls of a hospital, with its rigid schedules and strict supervision. For although she had doctors’ orders, and also had the regulation “standing orders”—rules to follow in the unlikely event that she could not get in touch with a doctor—she now would rely heavily on her own judgment. “And with no hospital, no clinic, few doctors, for miles around, I’d better do a good job!”

Cherry drove to the Reed farm first, with its small house and huge red barn. She had been here before with Miss Hudson, to teach nineteen-year-old Mrs. Reed prenatal care. Now Baby Reed had arrived, and young Dan Reed had brought mother and baby home from the hospital upstate. The new mother needed advice in caring for her baby.

Dot Reed was waiting for the nurse. She could hardly wait to show Cherry her bouncing baby girl. “We named her Ella after my mother. Don’t you think she’s a big baby? Do all babies cry so much? I’m not sure I’m doing all the right things, the way you taught me—”

Cherry admired Ella, and weighed her in the kitchen scales. “Yes, she’s a fine healthy baby,” Cherry encouraged the new mother. “Tell me about her crying.” Cherry asked other questions, too, checked over the baby and its mother. She explained away some of the worrisome ideas a neighbor had implanted in her. “Babies aren’t breakable, you know.” Cherry talked to Dot Reed about feeding Ella. Then she demonstrated to Mrs. Reed a simple, safe, and easy method of giving the baby a bath.

“That’s fun!” Dot Reed exclaimed as Cherry finished.

“The baby seems to think so, too,” Cherry said.

She reminded the new mother to keep a written record of her baby’s development, to show to her doctor and also to the nurse on subsequent visits. Then Cherry cleansed her nursing equipment, packed it away in the bag, and said goodbye to her two young patients. A good part of the morning had been spent here, but tiny Ella Reed was an important person and getting her off to a healthy start in life was too important a matter to be hurried.

Further down the road was Bufford’s dairy farm. The Buffords were a large, vigorous, hard-working family, Cherry discovered, and at the moment they felt a little impatient with Grandpa. The old man had fallen down the cellar stairs and while, miraculously, he had not broken any bones, he was laid up with cuts and the aftereffects of shock. No one in this busy household had much spare time to spend with him. Besides, his daughter-in-law, Mrs. Sally Bufford, told Cherry in the driveway:

“I tell you, Grandpa is a handful! He won’t let me or my girls nurse him—insists the menfolk of the family do it. Well, now, Miss Ames, my husband and boys can’t stop their work just to humor him!”

“Maybe we can find other ways to humor him,” Cherry said. Dr. Boudineau, who was the Buffords’ family doctor, had instructed Cherry on the telephone this morning to see what she could do for the old man’s morale.

Mrs. Bufford led her into the house to see the stubborn old man who refused to stay in bed. Cherry got no response from Grandpa until she found he considered himself an expert at raising chickens. Cherry knew as little about chicken farming as she did about astrophysics, but she could and did ask Grandpa’s advice on raising chickens. His attitude thawed out considerably. After that, it was a matter of giving a very old person some of the attention he was hungry for. Cherry managed at the same time to check his temperature, examine the cuts on his leg and arm, make sure there was no infection, and apply fresh sterile bandages. He told Cherry he had fallen down the cellar stairs when he was “tryin’ to help Sally.”

Cherry decided to talk to Mrs. Bufford about those hazardous stairs, and how the family could prevent accidents there and elsewhere on the farm. She urged Grandpa to take life easier, to help chiefly by cooperating—“with the women of the family, too, sir.” He grumbled but promised. He even crawled back into bed.

To Sally Bufford, Cherry tactfully suggested: “Can’t you find light tasks to keep Grandpa occupied? And can’t the men and the youngsters of the family spend a little more time visiting with him? It would help him a great deal. What about a game of cards, or between-meals refreshments, or a radio of his own?” Cherry did not venture to suggest raising chicks in his bedroom, which probably was what Grandpa would have enjoyed most.

By now it was noon. Cherry voted time out for lunch, found a place to turn off the road, and sat down in the grass under a shade tree. While she ate Aunt Cora’s sandwiches, she reviewed the morning’s visits. A few cars and farm trucks, loaded with produce or cattle, drove past. She was interested to see the Watkins Company door-to-door salesman pass by in his station wagon. The man was well dressed; the car looked trim and professional. Cherry remembered Phoebe Grisbee’s saying that farm people were in the habit of buying from door-to-door salesmen. She thought she’d like to do her shopping that way herself.

“Shopping!” Cherry thought. “I shouldn’t even think about shopping with all the calls I have to make this week!”

On Wednesday Cherry found time to visit Jane Fraser. As Cherry entered the Barker cottage, the parrot in its cage was squawking: “None of your business! None of your business!”

“Mike! Quiet!” Mrs. Barker threw a cover over the cage. The parrot continued to mutter darkly.

“That bird! Repeats everything we say, especially arguments! Just because my son Floyd talked back to me—Sit down, Miss Cherry.”

Mrs. Barker sat down, too, and fanned herself. She seemed upset. Jane, she said, was napping.

“I hope the argument Floyd and I had a little while ago didn’t disturb her. Honestly, that Floyd! I’m so exasperated with him that if I don’t talk to somebody, I’ll blow up.”

“Talk to me,” Cherry said. She was glad to sit and rest for a few minutes, and she did take an interest in Jane Fraser’s friend.

“Well, Miss Cherry, you can see for yourself that I work hard around this poverty-stricken place, and I can barely make ends meet. Now wouldn’t you think an ablebodied, grown man would do more to help his mother? Or even to help himself? Not Floyd! No, sir, not that lazy hunk.” Mrs. Barker fanned herself furiously, then relented. “I don’t mean to sound mean toward my only child, but—!”

Floyd, she said, had never worked steadily at anything, never married, never undertaken the least responsibility. What he liked to do was to hunt and fish and wander around the countryside. “He aims to enjoy himself.” He usually earned just enough cash money to buy gasoline for his jalopy.

“There’s no harm in Floyd,” his mother said. “It’s just that it don’t bother him a bit to live in my house and eat his meals here at my expense and leave me with most of the work.”

“No, that isn’t fair to you,” Cherry murmured.

“Precisely! Oh, dear.” Mrs. Barker took a long breath. “I told Floyd he’s lazy, selfish, shiftless, and not growing any younger. What will become of him when I’m gone? I don’t like to nag but I had to tell him—”

Outside, a car screeched to a stop. Mrs. Barker sat up straighter in her chair. Mutters of “None of your business!” issued from the covered cage. Then the screen door slammed open and Floyd sauntered in.

He was a lanky, sallow, loose jointed man in blue jeans and open necked shirt, in need of a shave, with an amiable and rather blank expression. He was carrying an armful of yellow squash which he set down on the table beside his mother.

“Peace offering, Ma,” he said. “Neighbor gave ’em to me for helping him mend his hayrack.” He nodded at Cherry and stood waiting to be introduced.

His mother looked scornfully at the squash, as if Floyd ought to contribute more than a few vegetables. Cherry thought Floyd was not much of a man. She heard Mrs. Barker say: “—the new county nurse.”

Cherry said hello to Floyd, and decided she must not be prejudiced against him. He probably couldn’t help being a weakling. Part of the fault might be his mother’s overindulgence. He grinned at Cherry.

“I’ll bet from the glint in Ma’s eyes that she’s been telling you about how I have a gift for avoiding work,” he said. His homely face gleamed with humor. “I hope she told you, ma’am, how I’m doing better now.”

Mrs. Barker looked slightly ashamed of herself, but said tartly, “A little better, son. Only a little.”

“It’s a good horse that never stumbles, Ma.”

“You’ve been stumbling much of your life,” his mother said sadly.

“I don’t like work,” he said with a wink at Cherry. “Work tires me, Ma.”

His mother retorted, “Some men acquire that tired feeling from looking for an easy job.”

“Ah, come on, Ma! You know that if I had the time, I’d build us a roadside stand, and you could sell your apples and zinnias to the city folks that drive past. The way a lot of our neighbors do.”

“That’s all I need!” Mrs. Barker was indignant. “To tend a roadside stand, on top of all else I have to do!”

Floyd shrugged. “Well, if you don’t like the idea—” He helped himself from a dish of hickory nuts, and held out the dish to Cherry. “Have some. I gathered ’em last fall, still tasty.”

Cherry said, “No, thanks.”

Floyd moved good naturedly toward the door. “Well, nice to meet you. I’ll be home in time for supper, Ma.”

The screen door slammed again, and Floyd was gone.

Mrs. Barker sighed and then listened. Jane had not been wakened by the racket. “It’s a wonder,” Mrs. Barker said. “Jane’s worn out, that’s why. Well, Miss Nurse, I’m glad that at last you’ve met my son.”

The older woman waited for her to make some comment. Cherry did not wish to say anything unkind—she kept to herself her unpleasant impression of Floyd. She thought him shrewder and harder than the bumpkin he appeared to be. She did say that Floyd seemed to have a cheerful disposition.

“Yes, he does.” Mrs. Barker looked gratified. “Provided he can be outdoors. He loves the countryside and all living, growing things. I taught my boy all the nature lore I know. And, if I say it as shouldn’t, that’s considerable. But that’s no excuse for him not working, and idling in the woods year in and year out. I told Floyd so. Finally!

“To tell you the truth,” Mrs. Barker said, “I never could bring myself to turn my son out of the house. I’d miss him. But recently, Floyd’s been so selfish, so irresponsible—just at a time when we need cash money for supplies, and to repair the roof against the winter! Finally, a month or two ago, I told Floyd either he had to earn some money and pay for his keep, or else get out of my house.”

“Good for you,” said Cherry. “Did it help?”

“Yes, because he actually brings me a little money, now and then. Floyd’s got himself a part-time job at the cannery over at Muir.”

“Good.” Then Cherry was puzzled. “How can he be at home in the middle of the working day?”

“He works at odd hours, whenever they need him. He won’t tell me exactly about his hours, or his pay,” his mother said. “All he says is—you heard that parrot—‘none of your business.’ Ah, well. Maybe I expect too much of Floyd.”

“Maybe he’ll tell you of his own accord, in his own good time,” Cherry said.

“Let’s hope so.”

“Maybe Floyd’s improving,” Jane said from the doorway. She stood there leaning on her crutches, sleepy and smiling. “Hello, everybody.”

“Ah, come on, Ma!” the parrot squawked in answer. “None of your business! Polly want a cracker?”

They all laughed and Mrs. Barker removed the cover from the cage. Mike kept up garbled comments while Cherry checked Jane’s cast and her general health.

“You and the ankle are coming along nicely,” Cherry said. “At this rate you’ll soon be well enough to drive over to see your farm.”

“Oh, how soon can you take me?” Jane begged. “Floyd says he’ll drive me there, but he keeps putting it off.”

“Maybe Saturday morning,” Cherry promised. Then she said, “Hello! Hello!” for the parrot’s benefit and left.

Once during this first week on her own, Cherry got lost, but the postman came along in his truck and led her part way. On another day her car ran out of gas. Two schoolboys on bicycles brought her a five gallon can of gas.

Twice during that first week Cherry’s nursing calls took her driving past the abandoned farm. She had not paid any special attention to it until now, and thought Jane was going to be discouraged when she saw it. The farm was small, scrubby, gone to seed. Its farthest acres faced on the Missouri River, with Missouri on the opposite shore. The land could be cleared, but the rickety farmhouse was in bad condition. Its second story had been charred by fire and the upstairs windows were broken. However, Cherry thought the stone foundation appeared to be sound, and the downstairs rooms might not have been touched by fire. She remembered a promise she and Hal had made to Jane—to inquire, as they visited patients, about which local people could make repairs.

One of her pleasantest calls turned out to be at the Swaybill farm. They lived in a big, comfortable house sheltered by oak trees. As Cherry drove into their roadway, she saw a shabby old man at their door, selling something in a basket. Cherry guessed he must be a local pedlar; he was a sorry contrast to the professional Watkins Company salesman.

As she came up on the long porch, she was curious to see what he had in his basket. It looked like an assortment of small articles. But the pedlar hastily concluded the sale with the person at the door, then slipped away along a side porch. He climbed into an old car and drove away. Cherry had an impression that he was avoiding her. Or was he just in a hurry?

Cherry put the pedlar out of her mind when she met the lively Swaybill family. The father and the hired man were working out in the barn, but here in the house were The Big Kids, Clyde and Marge, who were high school students, and The Little Kids, Burt and Betsy, aged six and eight. The entire delegation escorted Cherry upstairs to their mother’s room.

Mrs. Amy Swaybill was supposed to be resting. Actually she was up and dressed and shakily hanging curtains. Cherry was horrified, and after introducing herself, stopped her.

“For a person with a heart condition, reaching up is a strain. And you have a sore throat, too. Please lie down now, Mrs. Swaybill.”

“Well, I know the doctor would say so, too.” Mrs. Swaybill cooperatively went over to the bed. She was a plump, rosy-faced, cheerful woman. Only her slow, weak movements showed that she had developed a chronic heart defect.

“I’m always tired,” she told Cherry. “I’m always trying new tonics and remedies in the hopes that they’ll build me up. Is there anything you can recommend?”

Cherry sat down facing Mrs. Swaybill. “Yes, I recommend that when the doctor tells you to rest, you really follow his advice. Can’t Marge or Clyde hang those curtains for you?”

Cherry talked further with Amy Swaybill on this subject. It became clear that her family was rather thoughtless as far as Mother was concerned. Mother had always done everything for them, and it never occurred to the family to do something for Mother.

“Besides, Miss Ames, I like to do for my family! I’ve always been an active wife and mother. Marge didn’t ask me to wash out her best sweater, I offered to—and anyway, Marge does help with the housework.”

Cherry saw that she would have to educate the family about the seriousness of allowing Mrs. Swaybill to overtax herself. Amy Swaybill’s family could keep her well and out of the hospital.

“Now let’s see that sore throat,” Cherry said, opening her bag.

She put on her coverall apron, washed her hands, and using a sterile wooden tongue depressor, examined the woman’s throat. Cherry was suspicious of what she saw; this might mean a septic sore throat or even diphtheria. Both infections were serious and communicable. This might be an epidemic in the making. All Cherry said, however, was:

“Open a little wider, please, so that I can take a throat swab.” She would ask Dr. Hal to send it to the hospital laboratory in Iowa City for culture and examination. “That’s good, Mrs. Swaybill. You’re a very good patient.”

Mrs. Swaybill liked Cherry, too, judging from the way she smiled back at her. “You’re so quick and gentle, Miss Ames. I wish you’d have a look at the little kids’ throats while you’re here.”

“Yes, I plan to.”

Cherry went downstairs and asked Clyde to bring his father and the hired man, Will Hansen, in from the barn. The two men in overalls came in, wiping their hands and faces. Cherry examined everyone’s throat. No one but the mother had any infection, she found. She explained about keeping Mrs. Swaybill’s dishes separate, and stressed to the family the necessity for giving her more help. The family members listened, half ashamed, eager to do better.

As Cherry got into her car, Amy Swaybill leaned out of her upstairs window. She called weakly:

“Thanks ever so much. Come back soon and stay for supper. There’s a new remedy I meant to ask you about—they say it’s—” Her words were lost in a rush of wind through the oak trees.

Cherry waved. “You rest, now, or I’ll have to tell the doctor about you.”

Cherry had a much less pleasant experience when the couple who kept a crossroads grocery store hailed her. They reported an accident at the Hummer place. Cherry drove over at once.

Jacob Hummer and his wife were dour people. Their first question to the nurse was: “Do we have to pay you?”

“My services are free to anyone who can’t afford to pay. Let’s discuss that later. Let me see your hand, please.”

Mr. Hummer looked pale and sweaty. Cherry unwrapped the homemade bandage and found he had a deep cut. Any cut was serious, because it allowed germs to enter the body and cause infection.

“Mr. Hummer, a doctor should treat this wound at once.” Cherry explained why. “Who is your family doctor?”

“We don’t go to any doctors,” Jacob Hummer said. “We don’t hold with too much doctoring. Nature takes care of everything.”

“Self indulgence, to run to a doctor with every ailment!” said his wife. “Needless expense.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Hummer,” Cherry insisted, “every hour that you neglect this wound, the infection can grow worse. You may be lucky and recover without a doctor’s care, or you may not. Let me call a doctor.” For it was her responsibility as county nurse to decide when to call a doctor.

“Will he charge us?” Jacob Hummer asked suspiciously.

From the looks of their farm, the Hummers were probably well able to pay. “Wouldn’t paying a small fee be better than possibly getting sick and losing working time?” Cherry asked.

“We ain’t throwing away money,” Jacob Hummer insisted.

Mrs. Hummer angrily told Cherry, “My husband is a very strong man. Nature will heal him. I’m sorry now we called you, if you aim to scare us.”

Jacob Hummer held out his torn hand. “You want to treat it for me? Or else I can treat it myself.”

Cherry stopped arguing. He did seem to be an unusually strong man. She washed her hands, took out her nursing supplies, and cleansed the wound. She did not see any immediate signs of infection, but these might not be visible yet. She applied a sterile dressing and clean bandage, then took Jacob Hummer’s temperature, pulse, and respiration. These were higher than was normal—a danger signal. Cherry said so.

Mrs. Hummer said, “I’ll fix my husband some good strong beef broth and some herb tea. He’ll get extra sleep and be all right.” The woman squeezed out a smile. “Ah—thanks, Nurse.”

“Thanks,” said Jacob Hummer. They did not ask her to return.

What a climax to the week’s work! Cherry tried to cheer herself up by thinking of her more cooperative patients: Grandpa Bufford, Dot Reed, Mrs. Swaybill and her family, and especially Jane Fraser.

Yet, of all the people she had met this first week as rural nurse, Floyd Barker stood out in her mind. Why? She did not find him particularly interesting in any way. Cherry could not understand why Floyd Barker had made such a forcible impression on her.


CHAPTER V

 

A Curious Emergency

ON SATURDAY MORNING CHERRY HAD A DATE WITH JANE Fraser. This was the day they were to visit the abandoned farm which Jane had inherited.

“You brought a beautiful day with you,” Jane greeted Cherry at the door of the Barker cottage.

“Good morning! You look stronger today,” Cherry said. She waited for a garbled echo, but for once the parrot was asleep. The house was quiet. “Where is Mrs. Barker? Gardening?”

“She left bright and early to help a neighbor with some baking,” Jane said. “There’s going to be a potluck supper, a community supper, tomorrow evening to raise funds for the church. All the women are contributing food. If I weren’t so clumsy with these crutches, I’d like to go.”

“I heard you!” Floyd called, and came in from outdoors chewing on an apple. “Good morning, young ladies.”

He stuck the apple core in the parrot’s cage. “You two going over to the old farm this morning?” he asked. They said yes. “Well, don’t get your hopes up, Jane. That land’s been farmed until it’s worn out. And the house! It’s only fit for mice and bats to live in, not people.”

Jane said indignantly, “I wish you’d stop trying to discourage me.”

Floyd wrinkled his forehead. “I’m only telling you facts. I heard the main water pipe is busted. The roof’s ready to cave in. Place ain’t worth any repairs. Best thing you could do is sell it.”

“Please stop interfering!” Jane was growing annoyed. “I don’t care what you say, I’m going to try to move in there.”

Floyd turned to Cherry. “Miss Cherry, maybe you’ll listen to me. At least don’t go inside the house. Ever since the fire there three years ago, that house is ready to cave in. Be careful.”

Cherry nodded and held the screen door open for Jane. As she did so, a framed sampler on the wall caught her eye. Cherry had not noticed it before. It was embroidered in various, faded colors and was dated 1851. It read:


If wisdom’s ways you truly seek,

Five things observe with care:

Of whom you speak, to whom you speak,

And how and when and where.



The warning on Mrs. Barker’s wall made Cherry uneasy as if a voice were cautioning her. But that was foolish…

The drive to the abandoned farm took them along the river road. They passed Riverside Park, passed the woods, and turned into the roadway of the old farm or what was left of the private road—it was so thick with weeds that Cherry slowed the car down to a crawl. She drove halfway to the rickety house, which was as close as she could get, parked, and they got out. Even with the sun shining, even with blue sky and blue river, this old place was depressing.

“What a shambles!” Jane exclaimed. “Maybe Floyd is right. I wouldn’t know where to begin first to make this place livable.”

“Don’t let Floyd discourage you,” Cherry said.

“Let’s explore, shall we?” Jane said. “I know it’s dangerous on crutches, but I must have a look.”

“Well, at least let me go first,” Cherry said.

Cherry went ahead, picking her way, clearing a path as best she could for Jane. The farm grounds were larger than they looked to be from the highway. Half buried by the dense weeds, many other things were growing wild here—tall grasses, goldenrod, haw berries. Bees buzzed around a few gnarled fruit trees and shade trees. Birds swooped from tree to tree, and a bullfrog sang from some pond.

“It’s kind of pretty here,” Jane said. “At least it’s an outdoors place for Bill to live.”

Cherry scooped up a handful of earth. It was fragrant, rich black, moist, and firm to the touch. “This soil doesn’t look worn out to me,” Cherry said. “What a variety of things grow here! I recognize most of them. Do you?”

“Not many. I’m a city girl,” Jane said. “Isn’t that Indian corn, growing wild?”

As they slowly walked nearer to the house, they came to large patches of a leafy plant. Neither had ever seen this plant before. Growing untended, it had spread until it surrounded the house.

“There certainly is a lot of it,” Jane said. “What is it?”

“I wonder,” and Cherry stooped to take a closer look. “It looks like a sturdy woodland plant.”

It grew close to the ground, springing up as tall as twenty inches. Its stalks were covered with several five-leaf clusters and bright crimson berries. Cherry was curious enough to pull up a plant or two. The roots were about as thick as her little finger, three or four inches long, brittle, almost transparent—and, oddly enough, forked.

“The roots look like little men,” Jane said. “See, here is the body, here are two arms, and here are two legs.”

“You’re right,” Cherry said. “Think you can walk as far as the house? Your house.”

She could, in her eagerness, with Cherry helping. Closer up, the house was really dilapidated. The girls could see that once it had been a comfortable farm home. It was small, with many windows, long and narrow and old fashioned now, but still inviting. They tried to visualize the house with repairs for windows and roof, and a fresh coat of paint.

“White paint,” Jane said. “White with dark-green shutters and roof. Stop me from dreaming. Let’s go in.”

“Well, if it’s as unsafe as Floyd said, we’d better not. But we could at least stand in the main door and look in,” Cherry suggested.

There was no front porch, just a stoop, though Jane vaguely remembered a big back porch facing the river. The house itself was pleasantly close to the river. Cherry and Jane stepped up into the front entrance door. The door was unlocked and swung open easily into a long hall.

“Oh, there’s the staircase. I remember sliding down the banister!” Jane said. “And just to our left, that’s the living room. Or was.” Beyond that, down the hall, was the old dining room, and across the rear of the house they could see a kitchen.

The house was so still, as they stood on the threshold and peered in, that they could hear their own breathing. Jane muttered that she wished she knew the century old secret of this place.

“You wouldn’t let a ghost keep you away?” Cherry teased her.

“I’d simply invite the ghost to live with us,” Jane said. “Joking aside, there must be some reason why there’s a legend or story about this farm. If I could only—Why, what are you doing, Cherry?”

“Sniffing. Don’t you smell it?”

A curious sour odor came from somewhere in the house. Cherry could not identify it. At the same time, she noticed how warm the air was in the house. Well, an old, closed-up house, with the mid-September sun beating down on it, could be expected to be hot and smell musty. Except that this sour, moldy odor was not quite the same as dust and mustiness—Cherry sniffed again, trying to locate where the odor came from. It seemed to hang in the air everywhere.

Jane was laughing at her. “You look like a puppy, sniffing in all directions! Can’t we go in?…Not a good idea? Well, then, Miss Nurse, I admit I’m getting awfully tired.”

They agreed it was enough exploring for a first visit. They slowly made their way back to the car. Then they drove on to Sauk. Dr. Hal X-rayed Jane’s ankle, which was healing satisfactorily, and Cherry drove her back to the Barkers’. Since she was out in the field anyway, she visited two more patients.

After supper with Aunt Cora, Cherry was so full of fresh air that she could hardly keep her eyes open. She did write a long letter to her nurse friends—all about rural nursing. Then Cherry telephoned her family in Illinois and had a good talk with her mother and father.

Sunday was fun. At church Cherry saw her new friends again, and Dr. Hal. He invited Cherry and Aunt Cora to the potluck supper. Since it was fifteen miles away, and since Cherry and Dr. Hal drove all week at work, Aunt Cora decided they’d go no farther than her own dining table. She appointed Dr. Hal to help her while she made coffee and buttermilk biscuits. Cherry was delegated to bring in the rest of the food, and set the table, not forgetting candles and flowers.

The three of them lingered over supper. Dr. Hal seemed to be enjoying himself. He told them of a discovery he had made about the cave at Riverside Park.

“You remember, Cherry, that you wondered so much what was on the other side of that barrier, deep in the cave? Well, even though I was sure there was nothing, you got me to wondering, too. So I went back there, late yesterday afternoon. Went with Joe Mercer. Took two of us to dislodge that old barn door.” He explained to Mrs. Ames how the old door was wedged against, almost into, the walls of the cave. “And what do you suppose Joe and I found?”

“What?” Cherry asked, holding her breath.

“Nothing. A pile of dirt. Just dirt and darkness. Some kids must’ve dug loose enough dirt to put the old barn door in place. They probably did it to make a hiding place for some game. Joe and I felt foolish, I can tell you! We put the door back as we found it.”

“If that’s a discovery,” Aunt Cora said, “then I’m a ring-tailed monkey.”

The first person to tell Cherry the bad news was the highway patrolman. He hailed her to a stop on the highway early Tuesday morning, and braked his car alongside her car.

“Morning! You’re Cherry Ames, the county nurse, aren’t you? I’m Tom Richards.” He touched his broad-brimmed hat in greeting. He was a strapping, sun-reddened man. “There’s some people suddenly taken sick around here, Nurse. Seems they went to the potluck supper—here’s their names. One of their youngsters stopped me on the road. They have no telephone to call the county health office.”

“Thanks, Officer.” Cherry took the slip of paper he handed her. Nichols, R.D. No. 3. She didn’t know them. “I’ll go right over there.”

“Right. See you again, Miss Ames.” The highway patrolman drove off.

Taken sick after the community supper! If one family was stricken, others might be, too. No one had reported sick yesterday, but it took time for an illness to develop. Cherry had left Sauk very early this morning. She stopped at a highway telephone booth and called her office.

“Yes,” the clerk said, “several families have phoned in asking for emergency help.” The clerk read off their names.

“I’ll go see them right away,” Cherry said. “Any word from Dr. Miller?”

“He’s on his way to the appendicitis case at the Anderson farm,” the clerk said. Cherry could make connections with him by telephoning the clerk periodically, as Dr. Miller would do.

At the Nichols’ place, Cherry found the father, mother, and the two eldest children in bed, seriously ill. All of them had similar symptoms: fever, extreme weakness, aching back and limbs, running nose, sore throat. Cherry recognized they had respiratory flu, in its acute stage. These were routine symptoms of respiratory flu.

She did not understand, though, why Mrs. Nichols reported that they all had diarrhea and cramps, and the younger child had been vomiting. Those were not respiratory flu symptoms. Those were symptoms of some other type of virus. But what? These patients had flu and something else which Cherry could not recognize. The symptoms of the unknown illness—the diarrhea, cramps, and vomiting—had started yesterday.

“Did you call a doctor, Mrs. Nichols?” Cherry asked.

“No, we treated ourselves.”

“With what?”

“Oh, just home remedies,” the woman said vaguely. Cherry put her vagueness down to her weak, sick state. She asked a few questions about the pot luck supper on Sunday. Mrs. Nichols said the room had been crowded and poorly ventilated.

“I guess some people there had colds,” the woman said.

“Someone there probably had a flu virus,” Cherry said, “and you caught it. I’m going to ask Dr. Miller to come to treat the four of you. Don’t try to get out of bed.”

Cherry gave first aid. She quickly made the four sick people as comfortable as she could, told the well children to keep away from them, left there, and telephoned for Dr. Miller. Then she drove to the next emergency names on her list.

In some of these families she found flu symptoms. In others she found even more acute flu symptoms plus the unexplained diarrhea and vomiting. Cherry was puzzled. In all the latter cases she noted that the families had “treated themselves with home remedies.” Exactly what home remedies? Nobody would tell the nurse. They seemed to be evading or too sick to talk.

Among these persons was the forbidding Jacob Hummer. His hand was healing—the man was strong and lucky! But Cherry urgently advised calling a doctor to check his flu infection.

“No!” said Hummer. “Nature will heal me.”

“Mr. Hummer, it’s necessary! If you won’t call a doctor, you can’t call me again, either. The rule is that the county nurse can make two home visits to encourage medical care. Only two calls, and no more if the family refuses to call a doctor when the nurse tells them it’s necessary.”

The Hummers gave in then, reluctant, but frightened by the man’s condition. Cherry telephoned in a call for Dr. Miller, and arranged to meet him later that afternoon.

They met and worked together at the Nichols’ and the Hummers’. Then they went to the crossroads grocery store, for a conference over a carton of milk. Cherry described her day’s cases to Dr. Hal.

“What’s this about so many having diarrhea and cramps?” Dr. Hal asked. “Those aren’t flu symptoms.”

“I think those patients all dosed themseves with some kind of home remedy,” Cherry reported, “instead of getting medical help right away.”

Dr. Hal frowned. “Find out what the remedy is. I’ll inquire, too.”

Nobody was willing to tell Cherry what the remedy was. And she could not find out the reason for this silence. One farm woman said she had been advised to “keep mum,” but swore she’d heard it effected many cures. Cherry noticed, in the next day or two, that those flu patients who had taken the remedy were sicker than ever. And not with flu! The ordinary flu cases were getting well! Dr. Miller, aided by other county physicians, was kept busy treating this emergency. He had a hard time diagnosing the elusive ailment, and when these patients began to recover, it was slowly. On an off chance, he treated some patients for poisoning; it helped.

“What in the world have they taken?” he said to Cherry. “We must find out.”

Cherry finally learned something on Friday at the Swaybill’s farm. Marge and Clyde, the teenagers, had attended the potluck supper, and while Clyde had a mild runny nose and sore throat, Marge was acutely sick. She was in bed in her own room. She complained privately to Cherry of terrible cramps.

“I think what did it,” Marge said, “was that new patent medicine Mother dosed me with. I wasn’t hardly sick until she gave me that stuff yesterday.”

Cherry pricked up her ears. “What new patent medicine?”

“That herb remedy. Everybody for miles around has been buying it,” Marge said. “Mother always thinks this or that new remedy is going to make her stronger, and cure everything.”

Cherry went to question Mrs. Swaybill. The hospital laboratory had examined her throat swab of the last visit and found it did not carry any virus; Mrs. Swaybill had just a common, very sore throat. Now Cherry was concerned lest Amy Swaybill catch a further infection from Marge—and she wanted to learn about that new patent medicine.

“Why, it’s just a harmless mixture of natural herbs,” Mrs. Swaybill answered Cherry’s question. “A bowl of herb tea saves you from a fever, they say. So I thought, when Marge began to run a fever, that this new herb medicine sounded good—”

Apparently Mrs. Swaybill relied as much on “natural” remedies as Aunt Cora’s friend, Phoebe Grisbee, did. But a patent medicine, even if it included herbs, was quite another matter.

“Where did you get this patent medicine, Mrs. Swaybill?” Cherry asked. Mrs. Swaybill hesitated. Cherry pressed her.

“I bought it from an old door-to-door pedlar. He lives around here somewhere. In a shack in the woods, near Muir, I heard. Oh, I can see from the look on your face, Miss Cherry, that you don’t think much of these cure-alls! But we’ve all been buying odds and ends from Old Snell for years, aspirin and show laces and vanilla, and herbs and berries in season, and we trust him.”

Cherry recalled seeing a shabby old man selling from a basket at the Swaybill’s door. She asked Mrs. Swaybill what the patent remedy was like.

“It’s a smelly liquid. Nature’s Herb Care is the name. I wish you wouldn’t ask questions about it.” Cherry inquired why not. “Well, Old Snell asked us to keep quiet. As a friendly favor. Seems this remedy is brand new, and he has only a small amount of it to sell to his steady customers, and he didn’t want to offend any other folks who’d ask to buy it if they heard about it.”

“I don’t like the sound of all this,” Cherry said.

“Well, Old Snell was a mite uneasy about selling a new product,” Mrs. Swaybill admitted. “But I tell you, the stuff is real good! I tried a little bit of it a couple of weeks ago for my weak spells, and it perked me right up! Why, I was so pleased with it, I sent Old Snell to sell some to my cousins across the river, in Missouri. Here’s the jar if you want to see it.”

Cherry took the jar from Amy Swaybill and studied the printed label. It made claims too numerous and too extreme for Cherry to believe. Its directions for use were crude. The label listed the ingredients only as “natural herbs and preservatives.” It gave the manufacturer’s name and address as “Natures Herb Co., Flushing, Iowa.” Cherry asked about that.

“Land’s sakes, I don’t know the company that makes it,” Mrs. Swaybill said.

“Hmm.” Cherry remembered Dr. Hal wanted a sample. “May I keep this jar?”

“Surely, if you like. There are only a couple tablespoonfuls left. But you won’t get me or Old Snell in trouble, will you? He’s only a poor old man trying to make a living. And—and it’s helped my cousins in Missouri, too!”

Cherry reported this conversation to Dr. Hal, at her office on Friday evening, and turned the sample over to him.

“So this is what they took,” Dr. Hal said. “If only people would consult a doctor, and promptly! If only they wouldn’t think they can diagnose their ailments and prescribe for themselves. The claims on the label are fantastic. Listen to this—in fine print.” Hal read aloud: “Cures arthritis, flu, cancer, tuberculosis, falling hair, tiredness—” The young doctor added ironically, “And just about everything that afflicts the human race.”

“I never heard of this preparation, did you?” Cherry asked.

Dr. Hal shook his head. “I’ll bet you this is the troublemaker. I think we ought to report it to the Food and Drug Administration.”

“I thought of that, too,” Cherry said.

They discussed what they had better do. Iowa maintained several health agencies to protect its population. However, the pedlar had sold the remedy also to Mrs. Swaybill’s cousins in Missouri; that constituted interstate commerce and made it a matter for the United States Food and Drug Administration, operating under the Federal Pure Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act. The job of FDA, the Food and Drug Administration, was to stop the manufacture and distribution of medicines, medical devices, foods, and cosmetics that were unhealthy or impure or worthless or misbranded. FDA could take violators into the federal courts, where they would be liable for heavy fines and jail sentences. FDA thus protected the population against harming themselves.

Honest and responsible manufacturers cooperated with the Food and Drug Administration, checking their new products and label directions with the FDA experts before offering them to the public. But not all manufacturers were honest. That was why the FDA had to be a scientific crime-detection agency. Anyone, a doctor or a druggist or a private citizen, if he had serious doubts about a product, could report it to the FDA. Their inspectors were at work all over the United States, and FDA had branch offices in many cities.

“The branch nearest us,” Dr. Hal said, “is in Des Moines. But I wonder whether we oughtn’t notify the state health authorities first?”

“I’ll notify Miss Hudson, too,” Cherry said. “When are you going to report this awful ‘remedy’?”

“Right now,” Dr. Hal said, and picked up the telephone. He told the operator that he wanted to put through a call to the State Department of Health in Des Moines. “I know the offices close at five or five thirty, Operator,” Dr. Hal said, “but there’s probably an emergency line always open.”

He and Cherry waited while the call to the state capitol went through. It took several minutes. Finally Dr. Hal reached someone, for he said:

“Hello! This is Dr. Hal Miller, county doctor at Sauk, and I want to report a suspicious new medicine.” He listened for a while, then said, “Oh. Well, I’m not surprised, I’m calling so late in the day, and now it’s the weekend. Yes, I’ll call again tomorrow morning. … No, I don’t know too much about this medicine.… No, I don’t know as much as that, not yet.…” He listened again. “That’s a good idea. Will do.” After another pause, he said, “Thanks very much,” and hung up.

“What’s ‘a good idea’?” Cherry asked.

“Well, you heard that I’m to call back and try to reach the appropriate health officers. The man who talked to me suggested that until a contact can be set up, we get all the information we can about this remedy. Who makes it and where, and what goes into it. Of course they’ll make the investigation, but anything we can tell them will save them a lot of time and get this remedy off the market that much faster.”

“I see,” Cherry said. “What do you want to do with this jar of the remedy, Doctor?”

“I’ll keep it. It’s evidence to hand over to the health authorities.” Dr. Hal picked up the jar as gingerly as if it contained dynamite. “Cherry, I’d like you to be present when I telephone again tomorrow morning. There might be some questions I couldn’t answer, but you could.”

“I’ll be back here first thing tomorrow morning,” Cherry said, “Saturday or no Saturday.”

“Good. Now I’ll walk you home.”


CHAPTER VI

 

Medical Detective Work

ON SATURDAY MORNING HAL AND CHERRY MET IN THE county health office at nine o’clock. Hal got on the telephone and stayed there. He held the phone so that Cherry could listen, too.

Hal had difficulty, because it was the weekend, in reaching the state health people in Des Moines. He did reach one office and reported the harmful medicine, but was told:

“That’s a situation for our State Department of Pharmacy and Narcotics to handle, Dr. Miller. Hold on while I put your call through to them.”

A woman secretary answered, and listened while Hal again stated his case. The woman said:

“The person for you to get in touch with is Mr. Henderson, the Director of the Department of Pharmacy and Narcotics. I’m not sure whether I can locate him for you on a Saturday. Let me try, and I’ll call you back within an hour.”

Cherry and Hal worked with their patients’ case records, but even so, the time dragged. At ten o’clock the telephone rang. Hal answered it. The operator said, “Des Moines calling Dr. Miller.”

“Hello?” Hal said expectantly. “Mr. Henderson?”

“No, sir, it’s the secretary again. I’ve learned that Mr. Henderson has gone out of town on an inspection trip, and will be home late today. I can give you his home telephone number, if you like.”

“Yes, I’ll take it,” Dr. Hal said, and wrote it down. “Thanks. I’ll call late this afternoon.” He hung up and said to Cherry: “Delays. Can’t be helped on a weekend, I suppose.” He thought for a minute. “You know, Cherry, the State Department of Health man last evening asked me to get all the information I could about this remedy. While we’re waiting to reach Mr. Henderson, why don’t we ask a laboratory to analyze this concoction?”

“What lab have you in mind?” Cherry asked.

“The hospital lab in Iowa City. Are you free to drive upstate with me? Right away?”

Cherry nodded. Dr. Hal picked up the jar of the remedy that Mrs. Swaybill had given her.

By starting at once and taking short cuts, Dr. Hal and Cherry reached Iowa City by late morning. They parked in front of University Hospital and went directly to its laboratory. Dr. Hal, as a county health officer, knew the chief laboratory technician, Nan Cross, a woman in a starched white coat. He introduced her to Cherry.

“I’m always glad to meet a county nurse,” Miss Cross said. “What can the lab do for you, Doctor?”

Dr. Hal Miller handed her the jar of Nature’s Herb Cure, with the request that she use only a little of it for biochemical analysis and return the rest to him. The technician nodded, poured some into a container, and gave back the jar. Then Dr. Miller described for Miss Cross the symptoms of his flu patients who had “treated” themselves with the doubtful patent medicine. “Of course I’ve reported this concoction to the health authorities,” he said. While he talked, Cherry glanced around the well equipped laboratory.

Here on long tables were racks of test tubes, some frothing, some with frozen materials, microscopes, slides, Petri dishes full of cultures. Near the windows were cages of white mice. In the next room was the blood bank. All of this equipment was familiar to Cherry, for no hospital could function without laboratory technicians. These specialists were highly trained in biology, chemistry, and biochemistry, and performed laboratory tests through which physicians could reach an accurate diagnosis.

“I’ve been treating these special patients not only for flu, but for—Well, the disturbance acted like some kind of poisoning,” Dr. Miller was saying to Miss Cross. “Treatments against poisoning have helped so far. It was only late yesterday that Miss Ames was able to obtain this sample of the cure all.”

“I’ll run tests on white mice,” Miss Cross said. “We’ll study how this patent medicine affects them, since, as you know, mice and men have the same physical makeup. I’ll give the medicine to mice which I’ll infect with flu virus, and I’ll also give it to healthy mice, as a control test.” She added, “It will take a few days for results to develop.”

“This patent medicine produces discomfort fast,” Dr. Miller said. “I urgently need your reports so I’ll be able to prescribe the most effective treatment for patients, and also I’d like to report the results of the tests to the health authorities. Can’t you start the tests right now and let us have an answer by Monday or Tuesday?”

The lab technician bit her lip, figuring. “I’ll speed things up, Doctor. As soon as I have some answers, I’ll phone you or Miss Ames at your county health office.”

“That’s fine. Thanks very much,” Dr. Hal said. “Is there a chemist here today?”

Miss Cross said no, but there was a commercial chemistry laboratory in town, Greer’s, which the medical personnel, food processors, local druggists, and the university trained farmers relied on.

Greer’s Laboratories was in an office building. Dr. Thomas Greer, a tall, greying man wearing a lab coat and rubber gloves, stopped his experiment to talk with Dr. Hal and Cherry. Cherry felt at home in the quiet laboratory with its racy odors and its tables and shelves piled with big pieces of equipment, racks, flasks, reference books, and typed reports.

“A breakdown of the elements in this patent medicine?” the chemist said, as Dr. Hal handed him the jar. He unscrewed the top and sniffed its contents. “What do you think is in this mixture? After all, this could be any one of a thousand different things.”

Cherry remembered that the pedlar who sold the stuff lived in the woods; he picked berries and herbs, and sold those, too. She recalled Phoebe Grisbee’s and Amy Swaybill’s faith in herbs as cure-alls.

“Mightn’t the remedy contain some sort of herb that grows wild in these parts?” Cherry suggested. “As one of the ingredients?”

“The label does mention herbs,” Dr. Greer said. “Well, we’ll test for an herb. My two assistants are off today—if either of you’d like to help a bit.”

“We’re rusty,” Dr. Hal warned him. But Cherry said, “Helping with an analysis is exciting—like detective work!”

The chemist smiled at her. “Exactly how I feel, too. Let’s start.”

First Dr. Greer made a litmus paper test checking for acid base balance. Then he took a clean glass test tube, poured what was left of Nature’s Herb Cure into it, handed the jar back to Hal, and placed the test tube on a Bunsen burner with its blue-violet flame. Cherry sniffed as the liquid bubbled and gradually separated into its component elements. It certainly was smelly. Dr. Greer pointed out a sediment that settled at the bottom of the test tube.

“We’ll set up an experiment with the sediment,” the chemist said. First he examined it under the microscope. “I think this is panacin.” Then he mixed it with another chemical, to see how it would react, and tried it with other catalysts. “Yes, this is panacin,” Dr. Greer said. “It’s the main constituent of this patent medicine.”

Cherry and Dr. Hal were not sure what panacin was. Dr. Greer explained that it was an oily, gluey substance derived from the Panax or Ginseng plant. He said it could slightly soothe irritated mucous membrane. It also had a slightly stimulating effect as a tonic.

“Why don’t you look it up?” the chemist said, and pointed out a copy of The Merck Index of Chemicals and Drugs on the bookshelf. This was a standard reference book giving a list of drugs and chemicals.

“I’d like to look it up,” Cherry said, and took down the heavy volume. She turned to “ginseng” and read that panacin is derived from the five leaf (quinquefolium) Panax or ginseng plant. The chemical constituents of the plant are panacin, sugar, starch, mucilage—Cherry skipped over other ingredients in the long list. She read that The Pharmacopeia of the United States of America had recognized ginseng 1840-1880 as an aromatic bitters with a mildly soothing and stimulating effect. But at present, and since about 1906 when the Federal Pure Food and Drug Act was enacted, ginseng had no official value. It’s like herb tea, Cherry thought, nearly worthless as a drug.

Then she consulted a botany book and read in surprise:

“American Panax or ginseng, a perennial, is a small, leafy, originally woodland plant. It is native to the United States; it also grows in China. In early days in America, ginseng hunters, even a century ago, found large patches of ginseng where for hundreds of years the plant had grown untouched.” She went on reading. “Ginseng is now rare and little known. Some wild patches can still be found, growing in the temperateweather zone around the Mississippi River, particularly in Illinois and Iowa.”

Particularly in Iowa! “Its stalks carry five leaf clusters. In September it has bright crimson berries. It has a forked root like a human figure, two to four inches long, translucent and brittle. Ginseng grows wild and can be transplanted, or it can be cultivated. Ginseng requires very little care or nurture.”

Why, this was the plant growing in profusion at the abandoned farm! The distinctive plant neither she nor Jane had ever seen before! The plant that had been common enough a hundred years ago—A century ago, Cherry thought. The secret of the old farm dated back a hundred years or more. Cherry turned the page and found a detailed pen and ink drawing of the Panax or ginseng leaves and root. She recognized it as exactly the same plant! She had never seen ginseng growing anywhere else around here. Nor had Dr. Hal, when she excitedly asked him.

The chemist was busy with paper and pencil, reconstructing the formula of the patent medicine, muttering, “Traces of albumen.” He looked up and noticed Cherry’s excitement. “Have you found something interesting, Miss Ames?”

“Yes, I have!—in this book—I mean, especially at an abandoned farm near Sauk,” she sputtered. It took her a moment to calm down, and explain to Dr. Hal and the chemist.

They agreed her discovery was important. The ginseng that went into the patent medicine might very well be the same ginseng growing at the abandoned farm. If so, they had their first lead toward finding the irresponsible or dishonest manufacturer of Nature’s Herb Cure.

“But look at this address,” Dr. Hal objected. He held up the jar and read: “ ‘Manufactured by Nature’s Herbs Company, Flushing, Iowa.’ Is Flushing near here? I never heard of it.”

Dr. Greer, a native Iowan, had never heard of Flushing, either. “Never mind where the place is. Ginseng is uncommon. The ginseng used in this remedy might be grown around Sauk, and shipped to Flushing.”

“Dr. Greer,” Cherry asked, “if I were to go to that old farm this afternoon and bring you back a ginseng plant today or tomorrow, how soon could you analyze it? To find out for certain whether it has the same ingredient, the panacin, that you just found in this patent medicine—”

“I could analyze it Monday morning,” the chemist said. “All I’ll need will be the root.”

“I’ll bring it late today or tomorrow.”

Dr. Greer obligingly gave her his home address in case the laboratory was closed. They completed the day’s business with the chemist, paid and thanked him, and left.

On the drive back to Sauk, Cherry and Dr. Hal stopped for late lunch at a highway diner. Dr. Hal decided to notify all the other local doctors at once of what he and Cherry were beginning to find out.

“I’d like to tell Jane what’s up,” Cherry said. “It’s her farm that’s involved.”

“That may be involved,” Dr. Hal corrected her.

Cherry smiled. “Yes. Just the same, I think she should be told. It’s her property. Would you mind, Hal? And would you mind if I took Jane to the old farm with me this afternoon?”

Dr. Hal said he had no objection. He drove Cherry back to Sauk, to her aunt’s house, and went off to his patients. Cherry said a quick hello to Aunt Cora, explained she was at leisure that afternoon, and dashed off for the garage and her own car.

“At leisure?” Aunt Cora called after her. “I never saw anyone so busy in my life!”


CHAPTER VII

 

A Theft and Some Answers

CHERRY FOUND JANE FRASER SITTING IN THE SUNNY YARD with Mrs. Barker. They were slicing vegetables for supper, holding a pan apiece in their laps. Cherry heard Floyd whistling in the house.

“Jane, would you like to come for a little drive?” Cherry asked. “Would you, Mrs. Barker?”

Emma Barker was too busy, but urged Jane to go. “Floyd!” she called. “Bring Jane’s sweater, will you? She and Miss Cherry are going riding.”

In a minute or two Floyd sauntered out carrying Jane’s sweater. “I’ll go along with you,” he said. “I just feel like a ride.”

“No, sir. Sorry, but you’re not invited this time,” Cherry said quickly. Perhaps a shade too quickly. The investigation of ginseng and the remedy was none of Floyd’s business. “This is an all feminine party.”

He shrugged and—when his mother prompted him—helped Jane maneuver her crutches as she got into Cherry’s car. The two girls drove off.

“This is a pleasant surprise,” Jane said. “I thought you’d be busy even on a Saturday afternoon.”

“I am busy. This drive has a purpose. Jane, can you keep a secret? It concerns your farm, in part—or it may.”

Cherry told her all that she and Dr. Hal had discovered so far. Jane, with her nutritionist’s training in biology, chemistry, and biochemistry, understood what Cherry was telling her. She was shocked at the possibility that their neighbors were endangering their health with the so-called remedy.

“We’ve all heard about that Nature’s Herb Cure,” Jane said. “I thought it might be harmless, or worthless at the worst. But I never suspected it might be dangerous. Do you suppose there’s any chance that the ginseng growing on my farm—?”

“I’m afraid it’s a possibility, Jane.”

They turned in at the abandoned farm and parked the car. Cherry got out alone. She walked to the edge of the big ginseng patch and pulled up eight or nine plants by the roots. Jane watched as Cherry examined the roots to make sure she had an adequate, average sampling. She discarded two rotted roots, and picked others.

“How quiet and lonely it is here!” Jane called from the car. “I hear that bullfrog croaking.”

“Must be a pond or stagnant water around here,” Cherry answered. “That’s where your bullfrog lives.”

Stagnant water, probably with flies or mosquitoes breeding in it and in the dirt of an abandoned house. The place needed a thorough disinfecting, scrubbing, painting, before it would be fit to live in—not to mention the fire-eaten second floor. She wandered closer to the house, looking for any bare spots where someone else had pulled up ginseng plants and roots. The patch grew so thickly that she could not tell.

Cherry returned to the car and put her armful of plants and roots on the back seat. She noticed that Jane looked troubled.

“I wish this ginseng plant weren’t growing on my farm,” Jane said. “If someone is gathering this plant to make that medicine—well, it’s rather frightening. I have enough problems, without this additional worry.”

Cherry said, “Maybe whoever is helping himself to this wild patch of ginseng—if anybody is—doesn’t know that a new owner has this farm now.”

Jane was still uneasy on the drive back. To cheer her up, Cherry told her how she and Dr. Hal had been inquiring on their rounds—among patients, among acquaintances, in Sauk, at the Iowa City hospital—about a nutritionist’s job for Jane. One or two leads were shaping up. Jane was encouraged.

“If only this ankle would hurry up and heal,” she said with a sigh. Cherry had to help her out of the car at the Barker cottage. Jane went up the path. “Mrs. Barker loves to have company. Have you a few minutes to come in and visit?”

“On a Saturday afternoon, yes, thanks.”

The old lady put aside her chores and came into the little sitting room to chat. If Floyd was around, he did not intrude on them. Mike, the parrot, was asleep hanging upside down.

Mrs. Barker wanted to have a tea party, but the two girls would not let her bother. Cherry admired the old sampler on the wall.

“My great grandmother embroidered it,” Mrs. Barker said. “I still darn socks the way she taught my grandmother. I used to do embroidery, too. But fine needlework is a lost art nowadays—though there’ll surely be some nice patchwork quilts on display at the county fair.”

They talked about going to the fair next month—Jane could meet local people there and ask about repairing the old house. Besides, the fair was a gala event.

After half an hour, Cherry said she must go. Emma Barker was so disappointed that Cherry explained:

“I want to stop in to see Mrs. Reed and her baby. Then, too, I promised my aunt to buy a bushel of apples at the crossroads grocery store. She likes their Rome Beauties.”

Cherry did not add that she also hoped to have time to drive to Iowa City with the ginseng roots for the chemist.

At Dot Reed’s she found mother and baby in fine shape, and left some baby-care pamphlets. Then Cherry drove on to the grocery store at the crossroads. Because it was a Saturday afternoon, a large number of cars and station wagons were parked out in front and the store was crowded. Cherry visited with several people until it was her turn to be waited on. The grocer carried the bushel basket of apples out to Cherry’s car for her.

As Cherry opened the car door for the grocer to put the apples in the back seat she gave a little cry. The ginseng plants and roots were gone!

“What’s the matter, miss?” the grocer asked.

“Something’s been stolen from my car! Nothing valuable, but—but I never thought to lock the car.”

“That’s a real mean trick,” the grocer said. “Anything I can do to help?”

Cherry thanked him and said no. He went back to his customers. For a moment or two Cherry simply stood there, she was so surprised. Who would steal the ginseng samples from her? Someone who did not want the county nurse to find out too much? Someone who did not want the medical people to link the ginseng plant with the dubious medicine?

Had someone trailed her and Jane to the abandoned farm, and observed her picking the ginseng? She hadn’t noticed anyone. Unless someone lurking inside the old farmhouse had watched her—then followed her—Cherry felt a momentary terror but controlled herself. She had seen no one follow her from the farm.

Well, then, at what point had the unknown person stolen the ginseng from her car? She had parked the car, unlocked, at three places—here in the crowded space in front of the grocery store, briefly in front of Dot Reed’s house, and before that, at Mrs. Barker’s. She’d been at the Reeds’ on a wide-open stretch of highway too short a time for the theft to have occurred there. She’d been parked longest—half an hour—outside Mrs. Barker’s cottage, when she brought Jane home and stayed to visit. That would have given the thief ample time to help himself to the ginseng.

Floyd! Floyd might still have been around the Barker place during that half hour, and out of sheer nosiness and mischief, he could have poked into her car. That might be his malicious retort to not being included in her and Jane’s drive.

Or—if Floyd was the thief—did he have some other motive for taking her samples of ginseng?

“But the thief must know I can go back to the old farm and pick more ginseng,” Cherry thought. Maybe the theft was subtle warning that she was being watched. Cherry recalled her first impression of Floyd Barker—he appeared to be a not-very-bright country bumpkin, but she had sensed something hard and tricky in him.

On the other hand, the thief need not necessarily be Floyd at all. She’d been inside the grocery store for a good fifteen or twenty minutes. The thief could have taken the plants during that time. So many possible answers!

As she reached into the back of the car to steady the basket of apples, she noticed something on the car floor. It was a ginseng root. Good! Here was one root the thief had overlooked or dropped. She still had a sample!

Cherry telephoned Aunt Cora from the grocery store that she didn’t know how late she would be home that evening, and not to wait for her for supper. Then she turned the car around and headed for Iowa City. It was dark by the time she got there and left the root for Dr. Greer. It was dark and chilly on the drive home to Sauk. No one followed her and nothing untoward happened.

However, the first thing she did on reaching home was to telephone Dr. Hal and tell him what had happened. He was disturbed about the theft, too.

“You’ve had quite a day,” he said. “Rest yourself tomorrow. I’ll come over and buy you a soda. Don’t worry, now. We should have the laboratory reports by Monday or Tuesday, if we’re lucky.”

“Did you reach Mr. Henderson?” Cherry asked.

“Not yet, but soon. I talked to his wife, and she said he phoned that he’ll be working on this same inspection job all evening, and will be home tomorrow morning,” Hal said. “So I’ll call him at his home tomorrow morning. It’s progress.”

Hal kept his word about coming over to treat her to a soda on Sunday afternoon. And he had encouraging news. The head of the State Department of Pharmacy and Narcotics agreed with Dr. Hal that action should be taken immediately to investigate the trouble making remedy. He would try to send an inspector tomorrow, Monday. At the moment all of his inspectors were out on field trips, but he would make every effort to send a man by tomorrow.

“Good,” said Cherry. “That’s a relief.”

“I also told Mr. Henderson,” Dr. Hal said to Cherry, “that Snell is selling the remedy in both Iowa and Missouri, that makes it interstate commerce—so the Federal Food and Drug Administration would probably be interested in this case. Mr. Henderson said he’d take that factor into consideration, and maybe he’ll decide to call in the Food and Drug people. But, in the meantime, he’ll try to have an inspector here in Sauk tomorrow.” Hal sighed. “I feel relieved, too. I’d feel still more satisfied if I could see those lab reports.”

Monday noon, on her lunch hour, Cherry telephoned from the field to her office in Sauk.

“Just a moment,” said the clerk. “Dr. Miller is here, and he wants to talk with you.”

Hal’s voice came on. He sounded excited.

“Cherry, I have the lab technician’s—Miss Cross’s—report. She just telephoned it in. Wow, this is a bombshell! Listen to this!”

He read the report and Cherry could scarcely believe it, it was so appalling. First, the patent medicine was worthless as a cure. In the tests run on the flu-infected mice, giving them the patent medicine did not check the flu in the least—instead it made them sicker, inducing diarrhea and vomiting. Second, the patent remedy was dangerous. In the tests run on well mice, the patent medicine made many of them sick.

Miss Cross has discovered that the patent medicine was contaminated by live bacteria—by a form of Salmonella bacteria, which were communicated from chickens, usually from dirty eggshells contaminated by chicken manure. It was the bacteria, not the harmless ginseng, which made the mice—and Dr. Hal’s and Cherry’s patients—so very sick.

Cherry said, “I remember that the chemist mentioned albumen, when he was figuring out the formula for that concoction.”

“I didn’t remember it,” Dr. Hal answered. “Well, the manufacturer puts eggs into that remedy, along with ginseng. And he put in the filth on the eggshells at the same time!”

“Live bacteria!” Cherry said. “How can anyone be so ignorant, or irresponsible?”

“Anything to make money,” Hal said dryly.

Cherry remembered Mrs. Swaybill saying she had taken a little of the concoction about two weeks ago and found it mildly stimulating. Well, that particular batch two weeks ago apparently hadn’t been contaminated.

Cherry was angry, and concerned for her patients. She knew Dr. Hal was angry, too. They agreed to advise their patients and acquaintances to throw away the so-called remedy.

Within the hour Dr. Greer telephoned in his report, too. Cherry, checking back again by telephone to the office, had the clerk read it to her.

The chemist’s report stated that he had analyzed the ginseng root from the deserted farm. It was chemically identical with the ginseng that was the chief constituent of the patent medicine. That is, probably someone was using the ginseng from the deserted farm to compound this patent remedy.

There was only the remotest chance, Cherry reflected, that the ginseng came from some other source—for ginseng was rare. Around here it grew only on the old farm. Unless there was a ginseng patch growing in Flushing, Iowa, where the label said the remedy was made?

Out of curiosity that afternoon, between visits to patients, Cherry went to the library in one of the rural high schools and hunted for Flushing on a detailed map of Iowa. She could not find it on the map, nor in the state directory, nor in any reference book. There was no such place as Flushing. The label had lied about this point, too—lied to cover up the fact that the patent medicine was being made right around here, to divert suspicion. Cherry remembered the sour odor and the dirt in the abandoned farmhouse. What would Hal think when she told him all this!

Cherry resumed her visits to her patients. By five o’clock, she thought, “That state inspector must be in Sauk by now. I wonder whether he’s with Hal at the county health office, or at Hal’s office?”

But on returning to Sauk, she found the county health office empty. At Dr. Hal’s office she found him alone, and on the telephone again. He looked worried.

“All right, Operator, I’ll wait,” he said, and then to Cherry, “Sit down.”

She sat down and pulled off her hat. “Where’s the State Food and Drug inspector?”

“He couldn’t come today. The arrangements fell through,” Dr. Hal said wearily. “Yes, Operator?… All right. I’ll wait for you to call me back.”

Cherry stared. “Have you been on the telephone all afternoon?”

“For the last hour and a half,” Dr. Hal said. He stretched and leaned back in his desk chair. “Mr. Henderson called me late this afternoon to say that he’s been trying all day to locate an inspector for us, but all of his inspectors are still busy and vitally needed on their present investigations. He’s short one man, too. He won’t have a man to send us for another day or two.”

“But we mustn’t wait,” Cherry said. “Not after what those lab reports showed!”

“I told Mr. Henderson about the lab reports,” Dr. Hal said. “And rather than wait another day or two for a state man, I asked Mr. Henderson to call in the Food and Drug Administration. You know the federal people have a large staff and district offices all over the United States—much bigger than state facilities. Well, Mr. Henderson said by all means let’s call in the FDA people at once. In fact, he said, ‘This interstate case sounds like too much for us to handle. It sounds like a case for the federal authorities.’ He wants us to keep him advised, though. He offered to report to the Food and Drug district office in Des Moines for me, but I thought it would be better—more direct—if I make the federal contacts myself.”

“And that’s why you’re on the phone,” Cherry said. “How much progress have you made?”

“Well, I reached the United States Food and Drug people in Des Moines, and told a couple of intermediary persons that I want to make an urgent report. They’re going to put me in touch with the right official. That’s what I’m waiting for right now.”

The phone rang. Hal answered. The operator said that the United States Food and Drug district office in Des Moines was on the line. A man’s voice came on. Hal held the phone so that Cherry, leaning close, could hear, too.

Hal gave his name and stated the situation—sale of a worthless, contaminated medicine—a pedlar selling it in two states, that is, in interstate commerce—selling it on the basis of false claims.

“That constitutes a violation, doesn’t it?” Hal asked.

“It certainly does!” the FDA man said. He gave his name: Fred Colt. “Will you describe the medicine?”

The young doctor reported what the two laboratory studies had revealed. He stated the effects of Nature’s Herb Cure on his and other doctors’ patients.

“That’s typical. We had a case like that in Kansas City,” Mr. Colt said. “The manufacturer was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment. Who makes this Nature’s Herb Cure?”

“We don’t know. But there is a pedlar whom we suspect in the neighborhood.” Hal discussed this point, briefly.

“Have you a sample for us? … No? … Just the empty jar?” The FDA man sounded concerned. “We’ll need a sample. Of course it’s Food and Drug’s job to get it, but it would be a great help to us if you could give us a lead where to find one. We can’t prosecute or take any action without a sample. We can’t even stop the sale of the medicine.”

“Well, sir,” Hal said, “could you possibly send an inspector here right away? Our county nurse, Cherry Ames, discovered that a lot of people are taking this so-called cure on the word of an ignorant, backwoods pedlar. He claims this herb stuff can cure practically anything.”

“One of those herb quacks, eh?” Mr. Colt said. “They can do a great deal of harm. Had a case last month where a woman died after taking one of those ‘remedies.’ All right, Dr. Miller. We’ll send a Food and Drug inspector immediately. Give me your phone number and address.” Hal did so. “Good. We want to send someone experienced in handling this type of case. We’ll check and see whom we can find to send. We’ll phone you tomorrow, as early as possible, as soon as we know.”

“Thanks!” Hal hung up.

Cherry glanced at her wristwatch. “Will they find anyone so late in the day?”

“These men don’t keep any hours,” Hal said. “I understand that in an emergency they work around the clock, and on Sundays, and anywhere they’re needed. That’s why it’s difficult to reach these inspectors—they’re so often out on field trips.”

“Well,” said Cherry, “patience is a virtue. All we can do is see what tomorrow brings.”


CHAPTER VIII

 

A House with a Secret

“ONE GOOD THING,” DR. HAL POINTED OUT TO CHERRY early the next morning at the county health office. “At least now I know precisely how to treat the ill effects caused by Nature’s Herb Cure.”

He snorted at the name. He had already telephoned all the other county doctors about his and Cherry’s medical investigation, and had notified the appropriate Iowa state health agencies. Cherry had already telephoned Miss Hudson, her nursing supervisor, to report this matter.

“Food and Drug likes to have a sample of whatever is being reported,” Dr. Hal said. “If only we could direct a Food and Drug inspector to the manufacturer—But we can’t, because we don’t know who makes this dangerous stuff, or where.”

Cherry realized that the laboratory technician and the chemist had used up all of the small sample she and Dr. Hal had brought.

“We’ll have to ask our patients for some of the remedy,” Cherry said. “I’m not optimistic about that.” Only Mrs. Swaybill had cooperated before.

“Do your best. At the same time,” Dr. Hal reminded Cherry, “tell them to throw the stuff away. Tell them to pass on the warning.”

Hal went back to his private office to wait for the Federal Food and Drug people’s call. Cherry started out on her nursing rounds.

She had a long list of calls today, and a hard time. As soon as she told several patients and their families that Nature’s Herb Cure was dangerous, they closed up like clams. They had been evasive about the new medicine before; now they were doubly so. Cherry could not win their confidence. She wondered whether it was because they were loyal to the old pedlar—or because they would not admit they had been gullible in buying a quack remedy—or because they trusted in supposedly natural remedies—or a combination of all of these reasons? In any case, Cherry could not persuade a single person to let her have his or her jar of Nature’s Herb Cure.

“We used it up.”—“If it’s no good, what do you want it for?”—“Why, I never bought any in the first place!”

As a last resort, she stopped in at the Swaybills’.

“I’m mighty sorry, Miss Cherry,” said Mrs. Swaybill, “but I already gave you all I had.”

“Would your cousins just across the river in Missouri have any left?”

“They were over here Sunday to see us, and they said they accidentally spilled what they had of it. I’ll tell you what, though! If Old Snell comes around, I’ll buy some more and keep it for you.”

Cherry was afraid, though, that as the doctor’s warning against the remedy spread, the pedlar would hear of it and would stop selling the remedy. She wondered about the pedlar. Everyone for miles around considered Old Snell an honest person to trade with. But if he were honest, he would not sell it, now that a warning was abroad.

Cherry worried about something else, later that day. Although her patients denied it, she saw the same unmistakable symptoms again—these persons had taken Nature’s Herb Cure. These were new patients—all living in one area—new customers of Snell’s. The racket was spreading!

As she treated these patients, Cherry warned them not to use the “remedy,” to throw it away. Two persons, realizing it had made them sick, had already done so. The others might still have some, but Old Snell must have persuaded them to be silent.

On her last home visit that day, a woman argued when Cherry emphatically warned her not to take the preparation. But she was sick enough to consent to let Cherry call Dr. Miller. Then Cherry said:

“Would you do me a favor? Would you give me, or sell me, your jar of Nature’s Herb Cure?”

The woman’s face tightened. “I haven’t got any left.”

“Well, then,” Cherry tried again, “will you tell me when you bought it from Old Snell?”

“Well, I swear! Why are you so inquisitive about him? He’s only a poor old fellow trying to make a living. He told me you and the doctors aim to drive him out of business. All because you can’t stand his competition. Says the medicine’s got a secret, exclusive formula that you haven’t got, and you’re jealous and afraid of this new discovery. Says you’re persecuting him, and it’s not fair.”

Cherry gasped. “Is that the story he’s spreading? Let me tell you the truth—” and she gave the woman the facts. “Now, please tell me, when did you buy that quack medicine from Old Snell?”

“Oh, a few days ago—maybe day before yesterday. I don’t rightly remember.”

Cherry had seen the pedlar only that one time, slipping away from the Swaybill’s house. But, according to this patient, he was still selling the cure all.

Cherry felt gloomy all day Tuesday over the impossibility of locating a second sample. The only encouraging thing today was that the ordinary flu cases now were well or nearly well.

By the time Cherry finished with her visits, it was late and a chilly rain was starting.

“I’d like a cup of hot tea before I drive back to Sauk,” Cherry thought. “I’m not far from Mrs. Barker’s. I’ll go throw myself on her doorstep.”

The Barker door opened to Cherry’s knock. Jane admitted her.

“Ssh!” Jane said. “Mrs. Barker has a cake in the oven. Walk lightly.”

“And don’t you slam the door,” Cherry said. She walked in on tiptoe. The parrot squawked at her. “I was hoping for a cup of tea, but if Mrs. Barker is busy in the kitchen—”

“Can you wait for the tea?” Jane asked. “To tell you the truth, I need to talk to you privately. About Floyd. I have some doubts about him.”

“So have I, though I may be blaming the wrong person. Remember, Jane, we picked some ginseng roots last Saturday afternoon—Floyd isn’t here to overhear, is he? Well, then—”

Cherry moved the parrot out of earshot. Then she told Jane Fraser about the theft of the ginseng roots from her car. She also told, in confidence, what the laboratory technician and the chemist had found out about Nature’s Herb Cure.

“How awful!” Jane exclaimed. “Exploiting sick people!” They discussed the laboratory findings. Then Jane said:

“What I learned isn’t as definite as your news but it—it makes me uneasy. You see, Floyd’s comings and goings are at such irregular hours that even his mother has noticed.”

“How can he hold a job at the cannery at that rate?” Cherry asked. “What does he do at the cannery?”

“Floyd refuses to say,” Jane answered. “He’s secretive and resentful of his mother’s questions. Yesterday, after Floyd had left for work, Mrs. Barker wanted to ask him a question—something about where he had put the shovel for the cellar coalbin. She called him up at the cannery,” Jane told Cherry. “And what do you think? He isn’t working there. He never has worked there. The people who do the hiring at the cannery never even heard of him.”

“Then where—” Cherry stopped short. She had started to say: Then where does Floyd get the money he now gives his mother occasionally?

But Jane said: “Oh, that’s enough about Floyd! We have more important things to worry about. You know, Cherry, I was thinking that if we could clear out these big beds of ginseng—”

A knock on the front door interrupted Jane. “Goodness, you’ll never get your tea!” she said, rising.

There was a flurry of activity as Jane and Mrs. Barker reached and opened the door together. Mr. Brown, a neighbor, had come to talk to Jane about repairing the water pipes in the old farmhouse. Mrs. Barker and Cherry went into the kitchen.

“I heard Jane say you wanted a cup of tea,” Mrs. Barker said. Cherry asked her not to bother. “Oh, I’ll have one with you, Miss Cherry. I can do with a hot drink after an afternoon’s baking.”

Emma Barker’s kitchen was a warm and cheerful place to be on a rainy afternoon. It was filled with the fragrance of butter and sugar, and of flowering begonia in pots on the windowsills. Cherry admired the copper teakettle, and asked about a row of books on a shelf.

“Those are cookbooks,” Mrs. Barker said. “Some of them belonged to my mother, and some to my grandmother.” She opened one for Cherry, to show her the recipes handwritten in faded ink.

Cherry read aloud: “Take three pounds of unsalted butter, three pounds of fine white sugar, a dozen and a half freshly laid eggs—Why, that would make enough cake to feed several families!”

“People used to have big families,” Mrs. Barker put the cookbook back on the shelf. “Sit down, child, and let’s have our tea. I don’t refer to these old books much. They’re just curiosities nowadays.”

Her hospitable hostess took a pan of cookies from where they were cooling in the sink, and offered them to Cherry.

“Speaking of curiosities,” said Mrs. Barker, “I have one old book that’d specially interest you, since you’re a nurse. It’s called The Compleat Housewife. The title page says it was published in 1753, in England, and it’s been handed down in our family. It has six hundred recipes for cooking and remedies.”

“Remedies?” Cherry repeated. This might be a find! She hid her excitement.

“Would you believe it, my copy is the fifteenth edition! Some country folks still use those recipes for nourishing dishes and medical herbs and simple home remedies. For myself I’d rather use a doctor and up to date scientific medicine. Still, people who live close to the soil know some sensible ways of living. Same as the animals know what’s good for them. Let’s see where that old formula book is.”

Mrs. Barker rummaged through the volumes on the shelf. She grew flushed. “That’s peculiar, I can’t find it. I always keep it right here.”

She hunted through other shelves and drawers. She was so disconcerted that Cherry helped her search. The old book did not turn up.

“Well, never mind,” Mrs. Barker said at last, sitting down again at the kitchen table. “Floyd probably knows where it is, he may have borrowed it. I can’t imagine that anyone else’d take it. He’s always looking up the names of the green things he finds in the woods and fields. A real countryman.”

Countryman, indeed! Cherry recalled the sour odor in the deserted farmhouse. Was Floyd compounding a medicine there? Where did Floyd get the money he gave his mother now and then? It was easy to guess: he might have a stake in the patent medicine. He and the old pedlar might be in this racket together—a racket that centered around the abandoned farm.

Cherry was convinced of one thing: that Mrs. Barker herself was in no way involved. She was such a straitlaced, hardworking woman, it would never even enter her mind that Floyd could be connected with such an evil scheme.

“You know, Miss Cherry,” Mrs. Barker was saying, “in olden days, a farm without a few medicinal herbs growing would have been as unheard of as a barn without a barn cat or a well without a pail. People had to treat themselves, because doctors and medicines were a rarity.”

“Tell me about this old formula book,” Cherry said. “What about the homemade remedies?”

The old lady rattled off the names of several time honored favorites: mustard plaster; sassafras tea; asafetida worn in a bag around your neck for a spring tonic; ginseng to both soothe and stimulate.

“I’d say these things do good as far as they go—”

“Oh, I don’t hold much with ginseng,” Mrs. Barker said. “Mostly people used to value it because the root is forked and shaped like a human figure, but that’s only legend, superstition. Ginseng just makes you feel better temporarily. So would a cup of hot tea. I do believe there’s at least one ginseng formula in my book! You grind up the dried ginseng root into a powder, and then you add—let me see—Oh, dear, I forget.”

Cherry kept silent. She did not want to put answers into Emma Barker’s mouth.

Mrs. Barker was not interested in ginseng and rattled on about something else. Cherry saw that she was not going to learn anything more about ginseng remedies here today. But there was another way she might find out! A plan took shape in her mind. It was growing late, yet not too late, not too rainy and dark—

“Mrs. Barker, this has been a delightful tea party. Now, I’m afraid I must go.”

“Can’t you stay and visit a little longer? Maybe Jane can join us now.”

“I wish I could stay. Thank you ever so much!” Cherry was grateful to her for more than tea and cookies. Mrs. Barker had provided her with an important new lead.

Cherry said a hasty good-bye to Jane, got into her car, and headed for the river road. She almost regretted what she was going to do. She’d rather not discover anything about Floyd that would distress his mother. But she wanted that old formula book.

Getting out at the old farmhouse, Cherry realized it was dangerous for her to have come here alone. She should have waited until Hal could come, too.

“Well, I’m here now. I’ll be quick—and cautious.”

She picked her way through patches of ginseng and of weeds, and reached the front door of the empty house. Cherry opened the door quietly, and stood there listening, looking. The house was so still she could hear the nearby river flowing. It must be swollen by the rain. This wet afternoon the sour moldy odor in the house was stronger than ever. Cherry took a deep breath of it, but was not sure whether or not it smelled like the remedy.

If someone was making the worthless remedy here, where in the house was that likely to be? Where should she look first for the ancient formula book? Or for jars of the medicine, or ginseng roots, or any telltale clue she could find? Cherry was not eager to spend any more time searching alone in this deserted place than necessary—and she preferred not to come face to face with—whom?

“If I knew the layout of the rooms—”

She peered in. Straight ahead of her was the staircase and the long, narrow hall. To her left was the empty sitting room, with only a threadbare carpet left in it. Also on her left and farther down the hall was—apparently—a dining room. Although it was next to the sitting room, Cherry noticed there was no door connecting the two rooms.

The odor came from deeper inside the house. Cherry started noiselessly down the hall. After three paces a floor board creaked. She caught her breath and halted.

“Was that someone moving around in here? Or was it my own footfall?” She listened and heard only the wind and river. “Oh, an old house is full of creaking woodwork, and on a windy, rainy day—”

She started on tiptoe again. The odor grew stronger. At the doorway of the dining room, she cautiously looked in. Along one wall—the other side of the sitting-room wall—stood a heavy, old fashioned oak buffet. It stretched along nearly the length of the wall, standing a little askew. Except for a few worn-out dining room chairs and the buffet, there was nothing to see.

“Maybe what I’m looking for is in the kitchen,” Cherry thought. “There’d be a sink and a stove and running water, at least a pump, in the kitchen to use in making the remedy.”

She hesitated. Did she hear someone in the kitchen? How warm it was in here! Had someone lighted the stove? Did she smell a kerosene stove? Well, there was only one way to find out. Go and look. But if someone was in there—Cherry felt the back of her neck tingle with fear.

“I won’t turn back,” she told herself. “I’ll just take a quick look into the kitchen. I can always run for it.”

The kitchen, she saw, ran across the width of the house. She was faced with a choice of whether to enter the kitchen by continuing down the hall, or by crossing through the dining room. But fading daylight streamed through the dining room windows—she could be seen from the kitchen if she crossed through. If someone was in here—Cherry decided to stick to the shadowy hall. She crept past the dining room, lifting and slowly setting down one foot on the old floor boards, shifting her weight, waiting a second, then taking the next catlike step. She moved almost soundlessly. It took her close to four minutes to reach the kitchen.

As she came to the kitchen door, Cherry heard a grating, scraping noise. She was so startled, she thought her heart would fly out of her chest. She whirled around in time to see a man’s shadow running swiftly in the dining room. His shadow fell through the dining room doorway and across the hall for an instant. She hesitated for a few moments, too scared to move. Then Cherry ran back up the hall to the dining room and peered around the doorway’s edge.

The dining room was empty. Cherry was trembling. The man, whoever he was, knew that an intruder—she—was here. His stealth proved that. She had to get out immediately! And by another route, so he couldn’t see and stop her. Through the kitchen? Out the back door, and then around the far side of the house? Yes, that should do it. She could go through the trees and reach her car unseen.

She didn’t waste any time trying to be silent. Cherry ran through the kitchen for all she was worth. She remembered to touch the stove as she ran. It was stone cold. Not being used, then! Fleetingly she thought there must be another stove in the house, but her concern now was to escape. Thank heavens the back door of the kitchen opened at her touch.

She fled across the big back porch, down the steps, and around the back of the house.

She stumbled through a cluster of gnarled fruit trees. The tangle of ginseng plants slowed her. It seemed like an eternity until she finally reached her car and jumped in.

Cherry started the car, pulling out of that place as fast as she could. She took one look to see whether anyone had followed her. No one was in sight. That didn’t mean no one was watching her! The man hiding in the house could have seen who she was. He didn’t want to be seen, either—of course. She headed the car along the weed filled roadway and out onto the highway, and stepped hard on the gas. She didn’t want anyone to follow her and catch up with her.

“What an experience!” she thought. “What a narrow squeak! Not worth the risk. I didn’t find a single thing I was searching for—not the book nor ginseng roots nor the remedy. Only a shadow.”

But she knew now that someone—very likely Floyd or some pal of his—was up to something in the house Jane hoped to live in. The next thing was to prove his identity.

“Unless it was just a tramp, taking cover on a rainy day?” Cherry speculated. “I haven’t a scrap of proof about who the man was or what he was doing. No, no, a tramp is too easy and random an explanation.”

Where had the man disappeared to? He had run into the dining room, evidently from the kitchen. Once in the dining room, where had he gone to? Not back into the kitchen, or she would have seen him a few seconds later when she ran through there. Not out the dining room windows, they were closed. Not into the hall, either, for when she saw his shadow, she was still standing in the hall. Yet when she had collected her wits and peered into the dining room, the man was gone. He had vanished, it seemed, into the wall. That certainly didn’t explain anything.


CHAPTER IX

 

The Search

THAT EVENING CHERRY TRIED SEVERAL TIMES TO REACH Dr. Hal by telephone, but he was out on emergency cases. At ten o’clock she reached him.

“Hal, I know it’s late,” Cherry said, “but I’d better tell you this immediately. I think someone is making that fake medicine at the abandoned farmhouse.”

“Why do you think so?” Hal sounded tired, but he was not too tired to discuss this question. “Because the ginseng patch grows there?”

“That’s not the only reason,” Cherry said. “I went to the old house late this afternoon, and somebody was in there. … Yes, I went alone. Now don’t scold me, Hal—” She told him about Mrs. Barber’s old formula book, which was missing, and how Floyd had lied about working at the cannery. “I thought I might find Floyd or the formula book, or both, at the old farmhouse.”

“Don’t you go there by yourself again!” Hal said.

“Someone will have to go back there. I was so scared I left before I had a chance to search.”

“Never mind that now,” Hal said. “Listen, I have a lot to tell you. Is it all right if I come over this late?. … Fine, I’ll be there in five minutes.”

They sat on the porch so as not to disturb Aunt Cora. The rain had stopped and the moon shone. In low voices they discussed their difficulties in finding a sample of the remedy for the Food and Drug man.

“Did he come today?” Cherry asked.

“Someone is coming tomorrow.” Hal sighed. “Federal Food and Drug in Des Moines wanted to send a man who’s versatile and skilled enough for this case, and that would be their resident inspector, a Mr. Collinge. But he’s away on official business.”

“Oh, no,” Cherry groaned.

“Oh, yes. However,” Hal said, “I was advised not to wait for him, but to get in touch with the next nearest resident inspector. He’s in Omaha, a Mr. Short. I finally was able to make contact with him at his home in Omaha this evening. And he promised to be in Sauk tomorrow.”

“Thank goodness!” Cherry said. “Is he flying?”

“Driving. It’s fastest because most direct. He has a staff car. He said he’d start tomorrow morning at six, and arrive around two in the afternoon.

“Now look, Cherry.” Hal leaned forward, thinking. “I’d like to be able to tell Mr. Short where the drug is being manufactured, or distributed from, and find him a sample of it. Seems to me that you and I ought to hunt up the pedlar at his shack in the woods and try to buy a jar of that concoction from him—that is, if he’d sell it to us. And maybe, for all we know, Snell or someone else is making the remedy at the shack, or distributing it from there.”

“Yes, we might at least learn something at the shack,” Cherry agreed. “We’d have time to go there before the Food and Drug man arrives at two.”

“Where in the woods does Snell live?”

“Somewhere around Muir, I heard,” Cherry said.

They compared notes and found they both had patients to see tomorrow morning not far from Muir. They arranged to meet each other around ten thirty the next morning at the Muir grocery store, and fit in the visit to the pedlar between their professional calls.

The rain started again the next day. As she made her rounds Cherry found the farm families worried about the heavy showers.

“ ’Course, it’s the twenty-first of September, so we’re due for fall rains,” one farmer said to her. “But my Indian corn and oats are going to be ruined if this rain don’t let up.”

Cherry hoped the rain would not delay the Food and Drug inspector.

A little before ten thirty Cherry drove on to the village of Muir and waited in the general store for Dr. Hal.

As she waited, she sat on a box and chatted with the storekeeper who was willing enough to talk about Old Snell.

“That old backwoods character!” the storekeeper said. “He cuts into my business a little bit, with the wild berries and salad greens he gathers. But his main business is herbs. He says he got the folklore from his ancestors. Some folks call him a regular old time herb doctor.”

“Is he?” Cherry asked. “Maybe Old Snell was the one who concocted the ginseng remedy.”

“I wouldn’t put any faith in a herb quack like him. I heard he concocts a brew of toadskins and cherry wine.” The storekeeper made a face. “Though some folks believe he has a lot of old fashioned know-how about herbs. Been living in the woods by himself, all these years, so they figure he’s bound to’ve learned something.”

Cherry shrugged. “How can he learn about medicine out in the woods? It takes years of study and training.”

“Exactly so! It’s just as well for everybody’s health that Snell only peddles now and then.”

“He’s a recluse?”

“Yep. A real odd character.”

“Do you know an acquaintance of mine, named Floyd Barker?” Cherry asked the storekeeper.

“Sure, everybody knows Floyd. He drifts all over the countryside. Haven’t seen much of Floyd lately, though.”

Cherry wondered why not. “Do Floyd and Old Snell ever do business together?” she asked.

“Not as far as I know of. Floyd ain’t one to work.”

“Well, do Floyd and Old Snell know each other?”

“Pro’bly, but I can’t swear to it.”

The conversation lagged. Hal arrived. He asked the storekeeper for directions to Snell’s shack.

The storekeeper told them. He was curious about what the county medical officer wanted with Old Snell.

Dr. Miller did a quick, terse job of health education right there in the general store. The storekeeper listened and shook his head.

“That’s awful,” he said. “I’ve known Snell a long time, but I wouldn’t shield him. I’ll pass the word along, Doc.”

“Good. Thanks.” Cherry said thanks, too, and good-bye, and went outdoors with Dr. Hal.

They decided to take Cherry’s car, since it was smaller and could negotiate the woods more easily than Hal’s heavier car. Cherry drove.

The rain had stopped. Still it was dim on this dirt road through the woods. They watched for the turn-off among the trees which led to where Old Snell lived. The rain had washed away any tire tracks, so they could not tell whether he or anyone else had driven through recently.

After the turnoff it was slow, bumpy going along a rough trail. The woods were silent except for birds darting over their heads. Then the pedlar’s shack came into view.

“Why, it’s not much more than a woodshed,” Cherry said.

“He’s probably got it fixed up comfortably.”

The shack was dark inside. They got no answer to their repeated knocking. They tried the door. Locked. Cherry remembered having seen the pedlar on that one occasion drive off in a ramshackle car, but his car was nowhere among these trees. Hal walked around the shack, looking in its closed windows.

“He’s not here,” Hal said. “The place is closed up and locked up. He knows we’re after him, so we’re wasting our time here.”

“Any sign that he’s making the ginseng remedy in there?” Cherry asked.

They peered in the windows. The one room was dusty and deserted. They could dimly make out a cot, kitchen chairs and table, a cookstove, a pump. Nothing more, no jars or utensils or ginseng roots.

“I still think Snell or Floyd—or whoever it is—may be making the stuff at the abandoned farmhouse,” Cherry said.

“In that case let’s stay out of there, at least until Mr. Short arrives,” Hal said.

“Why? You think whoever’s in that house may be armed?” Cherry said. She had thought of that yesterday, but had pushed the idea out of her mind.

Dr. Hal hooted at her. “What do you think? He—or they—are building up a lucrative trade out of this Nature’s Herb Cure. One patient admitted to me it costs five dollars a jar. The ginseng and eggs they put into it cost them nothing, or next to nothing. Five dollars a jar! And they’ve been selling plenty of it around here and across the state line in Missouri. These fellows aren’t going to let you and me stop their racket if they can help it.”

“I can’t picture that lazy, easygoing Floyd being armed,” Cherry said. “If it is Floyd.”

“He owns a shotgun for hunting, doesn’t he?” Hal reminded her. Cherry nodded. “Probably the pedlar does, too. You know, I haven’t yet met this Floyd. Come on. Let’s get out of these woods.”

Cherry took a last look at the deserted shack. “Do you suppose the pedlar’s hiding out in the old farmhouse?”

“Anything is possible. Come on. Get in the car.”

Hal drove back to the grocery store where he had left his car. He wanted to stop at the Barkers’ and meet Floyd if possible. Or perhaps Jane would have some new information about Floyd. They still had plenty of time to spare before Mr. Short’s arrival, even allowing time for their patients.

Hal said to Cherry, as he drove, “Maybe we should leave it to the Food and Drug man to search the abandoned farmhouse. He’s a specially trained kind of detective—he’ll know better than anyone else how to obtain evidence and how to trap this medical kind of racketeer. The more I think about it, the more I feel we should leave it to experts.”

It was necessary for the Food and Drug Administration to analyze the remedy in order to determine whether it violated the Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act.

Cherry said, “For all we know, Food and Drug might inspect the old farmhouse and not find a sample there, either.”

At Muir they stopped, Hal got into his car, and Cherry followed in hers. Presently they pulled up in front of the Barkers’ cottage. Floyd’s jalopy was not anywhere around.

They conferred for a moment before going in. They agreed to talk with Jane privately, out in the yard. Mrs. Barker might just repeat something to Floyd, in all innocence. Even the parrot might repeat something.

Jane told them that the old pedlar had not once come by the Barkers’ cottage with his doubtful wares. She was puzzled about this until Cherry and Dr. Hal told her more about Old Snell. Of course the last place Snell would come would be to a friend of the doctor and nurse! Jane was relieved to hear that the Food and Drug inspector was due today. They told her this in confidence.

“If only I could get around more,” Jane said, “I might try to locate a sample for you. This ankle slows me down so!”

She said she had requested an additional week’s leave from her job in the East. One of her job prospects here was really shaping up. “But now this trouble about the old house—” Jane shook her head. “My mother and Bill keep writing to me, asking what’s the delay about the house and farm. I can’t bring myself to tell them of this ugly trouble.”

And Cherry could not quite bring herself to tell Jane about her scary visit yesterday to the old farmhouse. She talked instead about Floyd, whom all three of them by now suspected. Of what, exactly? They felt he was mixed up in the medicine racket, but could not pin down their suspicions to anything tangible. Jane made a bold suggestion: confront Floyd point-blank with questions about the remedy and see how he reacted. Take him by surprise.

Cherry and Dr. Hal objected. “Floyd would simply deny that he knew anything,” Hal said, “and then cover up every trace of his activities. Besides, we have no proof that it’s Floyd who is behind the whole thing. We don’t know who makes the drug, or where. We can’t give Food and Drug even that much of a lead.”

Cherry had been watching the time. It was growing close to noon. “Excuse us, now, Jane. We have to drive back to Sauk, back to work.”

On the chance that the Food and Drug inspector might reach Sauk earlier than two P.M., Cherry and Dr. Hal returned to the county health office to receive him. They had plenty of medical reports to study—“although I’d rather be visiting patients,” Cherry fretted, “and do the paperwork some evening.”

As they came in, the clerk gave Cherry a telephone message. “Would you go right over to Mrs. Grisbee’s house? She called up a little while ago and said her husband is feeling sick all of a sudden. I advised her to call Dr. Clark, but she asked for you. She thinks you can give first aid, or whatever.”

“I’ll go right away.” Cherry turned to Dr. Hal. “I won’t miss seeing Mr. Short, will I?”

“Don’t worry, there’s time,” Dr. Hal said. “Besides, he’ll want to see you.”

Cherry left the office with her nursing bag. She walked the three blocks to the Grisbees’ house. Phoebe Grisbee’s huge, out-of-date car was parked in front. It always reminded Cherry of a clumsy boat or a hearse.

Phoebe Grisbee let her in and took her upstairs. She found Mr. Grisbee, in the front bedroom, nearly green in the face, sitting weakly on the bed.

“Oh-h-h, I’m sick as a billy goat!” Henry Grisbee groaned. “Sick to my stomach—throwing up—diarrhea. I don’t know what’s come over me!”

Cherry questioned him. What had he eaten? Had he taken any medicine?

“We-ell, I did give Henry some remedy late yesterday afternoon,” Mrs. Grisbee said. She wiped his forehead. “I guess I’d better tell you the truth. Somebody talked me into giving Henry a dose—just a teeny trial dose—of that Nature’s Herb Cure. I never expected it to affect him like this!”

“So that’s what he took. After all our warnings!”

Cherry was surprised to see the fake remedy act so fast, but apparently Henry Grisbee was more susceptible to Salmonella bacteria than other individuals. He groaned that he’d taken only a few drops, but that was enough to upset him.

“Where did you get the Nature’s Herb Cure?” Cherry asked. Phoebe Grisbee flushed and guiltily looked away. “You buy things occasionally from Old Snell,” Cherry persisted. “Did you buy this concoction from him, too?”

“Well, he was here,” Mrs. Grisbee admitted. “Late yesterday afternoon, after dark.”

The old pedlar had come out of hiding! And he was selling in town! This was the first time Cherry knew that he had tackled a town with the fake remedy. He’d find many more customers concentrated in Sauk than out in open country. His presence in Sauk meant the racket was spreading to a new and larger location. Spreading! What made the old pedlar so brazen?

And how could Mrs. Grisbee, who knew better, have been so foolish as to buy and use the dangerous stuff? Cherry asked her that. Mrs. Grisbee said defensively:

“Old Snell asked me not to be prejudiced, just to try it. He’s sold me other things that’ve done me good. I’m an old customer, and he saw that Mr. Grisbee was feeling poorly, so he gave him one little dose free. Just to try it.”

“As a favor to you,” Cherry said dryly.

“Well, he did me a favor. He left his usual route and came into Sauk especially to bring me some things I wanted.” Cherry did not believe the pedlar’s altruistic tale. “As long as he made a trip especially for me,” Mrs. Grisbee went on, “I felt I ought to buy something extra, or at least do something for him. So when he asked me just to let Henry try this Nature’s Herb Cure, I did.”

Mr. Grisbee muttered, “Some favor to me!”

Cherry shook her head. She set about taking his temperature, pulse, and respiration, and making the man as comfortable as possible. “We’d better call Dr. Clark,” Cherry said. Mrs. Grisbee nodded, and went downstairs to telephone the doctor.

“Honestly,” Cherry said, when Mrs. Grisbee came upstairs again, “I’m surprised at you, letting Mr. Grisbee swallow such junk. You know better.”

Mr. Grisbee groaned in agreement. Phoebe Grisbee said:

“I—I thought the herbs in it made it all right. Snell was positive it would do Henry heaps of good. In fact, he was so certain that I’d want to buy a jar of it, he promised to wait for me at his shack in the woods tomorrow.”

“He did!” What a piece of good luck! Why, that would give the Food and Drug man a chance to nab the pedlar!

“He’ll be at the shack late tomorrow afternoon,” Mrs. Grisbee added.

“Why tomorrow?” Cherry risked. She checked herself from saying that until now the old pedlar had apparently been hiding out, that this morning his shack had been closed up. “Why tomorrow especially?”

“Oh, Snell told me he’s been staying and visiting with an old crony,” Mrs. Grisbee said, “but tomorrow he’s moving back to his own place.”

Cherry was puzzled about the sudden boldness of the old pedlar. Why did he choose this particular time to come out of hiding? Why was he beginning to sell the remedy in the towns now?

Phoebe Grisbee rattled on, trying to excuse herself. “Old Snell had a long list of word-of-mouth testimonials, from people I actually know here and across the river, so I thought—”

“He’s selling across the river in Missouri, too? At present?”

“Land’s sakes, yes! Said he has lots of new customers in Missouri.”

Cherry stared at her. “Mrs. Grisbee, you’re entirely too trusting. Just because Snell is an old acquaintance! By the way, have you any Nature’s Herb Cure left?”

“No. I never had any in the first place. Old Snell gave me a bit—a teaspoonful. Henry wouldn’t take but a taste. Why?”

“I’ll tell you later.”

Cherry prepared the patient for the doctor’s visit. Within a few minutes Dr. Aloysius Clark arrived. He examined and questioned Mr. Grisbee.

“It looks to me,” Dr. Clark said, “as if you’re more miserable than sick.”

It was a good thing, Dr. Clark remarked to Cherry, that Mr. Grisbee had taken very little of the fake remedy.

As soon as the doctor no longer needed her, Cherry hurried back to the county health office.


CHAPTER X

 

A Ruse Is Set Up

IF CHERRY HAD NOT BEEN EXPECTING THE FOOD AND Drug inspector, she would not have recognized the man talking with Dr. Hal as a special kind of detective. This quiet, studious-looking man seemed more like a scientist or a teacher.

“Here she is,” Dr. Hal said, as Cherry came in, and both men rose. “Mr. Short, this is our county nurse, Cherry Ames. Cherry, the United States Food and Drug inspector—”

“I’m Paul Short,” he said, and held out his hand to her. “Dr. Miller tells me that people here are taking this dangerous remedy in spite of a warning.” He spoke in a quiet, thoughtful way. “We’d better move quickly.”

The three of them sat down around the desk. Cherry was bursting with the news that the pedlar would be back at his shack late tomorrow afternoon, but she of course waited to hear how the Food and Drug man would proceed.

“The first thing I want to know,” Mr. Short said, “is who manufactures this Nature’s Herb Cure?”

“We don’t know, sir,” Dr. Hal said. “We have a suspicion that it may be made at an abandoned farmhouse near here, but that’s only a suspicion. All we know for certain is that an old pedlar named Snell sells it secretly.”

Hal handed the inspector the jar that Mrs. Swaybill had given Cherry. He explained that the manufacturer’s address on the label was a false one.

Mr. Short read the label and shook his head. “The usual hokum. Crude directions for use, and the claims are fantastic. This is grounds for Food and Drug action.”

Cherry asked, “Is this what you call misbranding?”

“The worst kind,” Mr. Short said. “We could put someone in jail for this—if we could get an official sample.”

He explained that an official sample was one that the Food and Drug inspector collects and seals, with a printed form on the seal that he fills out and signs. Although Mr. Short was most interested to see the jar that the county doctor and nurse had obtained, he had to obtain the official sample himself. Without it, the Food and Drug Administration could take no action.

“Before we discuss that,” Mr. Short said, “you must tell me all you know about this remedy, particularly how it is being sold and falsely promoted. I realize,” the Food and Drug inspector added, “it’s not possible for you two to furnish me with complete evidence. That’s what I’m here for. Any leads you can give me—”

Dr. Hal and Cherry told him what facts they knew. The inspector listened closely.

“The Food and Drug Administration needs evidence. Proof,” he said. “We can accept your testimony, as competent medical persons, until we get our own sample and make our own analysis of the remedy. We absolutely must get an official sample. And what we need is proof that the pedlar is selling the stuff out of state.”

Hal scowled, and Cherry guessed he was trying to think how to proceed with the search.

“Have you any ideas about where I’ll be able to get an official sample?” Paul Short asked. “Our usual procedure is to go to the place of manufacture and inspect the premises, and take a sample. But we can’t do that since you’re not sure where this stuff is being made. Of course I could go have a look in the abandoned farmhouse, on a chance—”

Cherry said, “If you’d like to try to get a sample from the pedlar, he’ll be waiting at his shack in the woods late tomorrow afternoon.”

“He will!” Dr. Hal exclaimed, and Mr. Short’s eyes gleamed with interest. Hal demanded, “How come Snell will be there? How did you find out about it?”

Cherry described her visit with Phoebe Grisbee.

Paul Short gave Cherry an appraising look. “I have an idea what to do about that appointment, if it’s acceptable to Miss Ames. If you can persuade your friend, Mrs. Grisbee, to go to the pedlar’s shack—”

“Why, I’ll—I’ll certainly ask Mrs. Grisbee to go and buy a jar of Nature’s Herb Cure from the pedlar for us. And I’ll do anything further I can to help.”

“Anything? Do you mean that? If you’d be willing to take a risk, Miss Ames, I think we could move in on this case tomorrow afternoon. At the shack. But I warn you, it’s risky. I’m not urging you. It’ll be perfectly all right if you say no.”

“Say no to what?” Hal asked.

The inspector took a long breath. “This is the plan I have in mind. I want Cherry Ames to go with Mrs. Grisbee to the pedlar’s shack. I want her to pose as a patient. Pose as Mrs. Grisbee’s niece from another state, who’s been taken sick here. Buy some of the remedy from the pedlar on his claim that it will cure you. And buy it with the pedlar’s knowing that you plan to take it home with you to another state.” The inspector leaned toward them. “Do you see? That will give us the official sample, and will constitute proof of secret deliveries to out-of-state customers.”

“But—but the pedlar knows who I am,” Cherry said. “He’d recognize me.”

“That’s exactly where the risk comes in,” Mr. Short said. “You’d have to disguise yourself a little, and pretend to be sick.”

“Cherry?” Hal asked. “Think you want to take such a risk? Snell is obviously an eccentric and may be dangerous. He might even be armed.”

She was trying to think. She was aware of the danger, but that was not the main thing. She thought angrily of the hurt done to so many of her patients. She must not let Snell slip away.

“You and Mrs. Grisbee wouldn’t go alone,” the Food and Drug inspector said. “I’d go with you, and whoever the local police could send—your sheriff or his deputy—someone to give you protection, someone who can make an arrest on my complaint.”

“I’d go along, too,” Hal said to Cherry. “If you go.”

The plan began to catch fire in her imagination. She thought of Phoebe Grisbee’s huge old sedan. It had plenty of room in the back seat for three men to sit on the floor, unseen. With three men along—

“I’ll do it,” said Cherry.

“Are you sure?” Mr. Short asked her. She nodded. “That’s wonderful! That will be invaluable help.”

He coached her in detail as to what she and Phoebe Grisbee were to say and do. As for himself, he and the sheriff would have to get a warrant of arrest from the nearest federal court.

“The nearest is in Des Moines,” Hal said.

The Food and Drug inspector looked at his wristwatch. “It’s twenty to three now. The court closes at four, and opens again at ten in the morning. Let’s see. It took me approximately three and three-quarters hours today to drive the hundred and fifty or more miles from Des Moines to Sauk. That means seven and a half hours for the round trip. Figure about half an hour to get the warrant, and a little time to get meals and gas—” He broke off to ask, “Has Sauk got an airport? Or anyone with a private plane who’ll fly the sheriff and me to Des Moines?”

“Unfortunately no,” Hal said.

“Well, then,” Mr. Short said, “the sheriff and I had better start pretty soon for Des Moines, stay there overnight, get the warrant at ten, and drive back here tomorrow. I don’t want to risk being late for that appointment with Snell.”

As important as it was to find and inspect the place where the drug was manufactured, Mr. Short decided that the chance to nab the pedlar and obtain an official sample was still more urgent. The question of the place of manufacture could wait for a few hours longer.

Now that their plan of action was decided on, they talked for a few minutes about how Mr. Short worked. In order to do his job, he was highly trained in the organic sciences and in his particular kind of scientific crime detection techniques.

“Sounds exciting,” Dr. Hal said.

“Sometimes collecting samples is a little risky,” Paul Short said. “You’ll find out tomorrow afternoon. Incidentally, I wish you’d both still be alert for a sample, in case our ruse falls through. Though I think Snell will show up.”

“Next thing,” said Cherry, “is to persuade Mrs. Grisbee to go along with our plan.”

While Dr. Hal and Mr. Short went to another part of the courthouse building to see the sheriff, Cherry went to Phoebe Grisbee’s house.

Thank goodness Henry Grisbee was asleep. Phoebe was surprised to see Cherry again so soon, even more surprised when Cherry asked her for a pledge of secrecy.

“I’ll be quiet as the grave. Can’t I even tell your aunt or my husband about what we’re going to do?”

“Not yet,” Cherry said. “Snell is breaking the law and making lots of people sick. Your husband, for instance. Snell is wanted by the federal government.”

Phoebe Grisbee’s eyes and mouth opened. “Snell? A—a criminal? I thought he was just a poor lonely old backwoods fellow—”

She listened solemnly while Cherry told her the chief facts of the racket, and then outlined the Food and Drug man’s strategy for tomorrow afternoon.

“Will you cooperate, Mrs. Grisbee? Will you take this risk in order to help yourself and your neighbors?”

“Well, I do lots of community work—I guess tomorrow afternoon would be for the general welfare, too, wouldn’t it?” Phoebe Grisbee’s round face was very sober as she thought it over. “I could ask a neighbor to stay with my husband. All right, I’ll go. Though I don’t know what Mr. Grisbee will say when he finds out.”

“Good for you!” Cherry squeezed her plump hand. “I’ll come back here tomorrow around four.”

“I’ll have some clothes ready for you to wear as a disguise,” Phoebe Grisbee said. “Mercy! We’ll both of us have to do a good piece of play acting.”

From Mrs. Grisbee’s house, Cherry notified Dr. Hal that her aunt’s friend would take part in the plan. Mr. Short and the sheriff had already left for Des Moines. Then Cherry drove out into the country to see her nursing cases.

It would be just today, when she was preoccupied, that a rural storekeeper told her of a new family with a crippled child. Rumor said that the little boy had had polio a year ago; he wore a brace and limped. The family had just moved into the county, and the other children wondered why he did not come to school.

Cherry drove to where the road ended, then got out of her car and walked. She found, on an under-developed farm, a brave family and a seriously handicapped boy of seven.

There was no possibility of his travelling to school. A teacher would have to come to him. Or, Cherry realized, the doctors might decide eventually to send Billy to a crippled children’s hospital, or to the University Hospital for surgery, where his deformity might be corrected. She told the family of the good work done by the State Services for Crippled Children, a team of specialists who came from the University of Iowa Hospital to hold clinics in various parts of the state. It was the county nurse’s job to find patients and prepare them for the team’s visit.

“Can they help our Billy?” the family asked.

Cherry gave Billy and his family all the encouragement she honestly could. She wanted very much to see this little boy walk normally, and run, and someday play baseball with other boys his age. She was so glad she’d found him.

Cherry visited a few other cases. Her last call of the afternoon was at a county boarding house, to advise the pleasant woman who owned it on a minor health problem. This section of the county was not familiar to Cherry; she had made only one call around here, much earlier, with her nursing supervisor, Miss Hudson. The roads were still muddy from the rains. Cherry consulted her map to locate the paved highways back to Sauk.

She drove past woods and river, thinking about her patients, and did not notice a parked or stalled car until she was nearly on top of it. Two men were standing in the muddy road beside the car. They hailed her, and Cherry stopped.

“Hey, miss! Do us a favor?” one man said to her. His manner was almost insolent.

Cherry looked quizzically at him and the other burly man. They had hard faces, hard eyes. They wore flashy, expensive sports clothes, brand new. It was obvious that they were city men dressed as sportsmen. Cherry glanced at the license plate on their shiny car, and recognized it as a St. Louis plate.

“Excuse me, miss—” The second man made a clumsy effort to act polite. “Excuse me, miss. If it wouldn’t be too much trouble to help us out—”

For an instant Cherry thought they wanted her to minister first aid here at the roadside. But they gave no sign of recognizing her as the county nurse.

“We got stuck in the mud, see?” the second man continued. “So if you’d stop off at the nearest filling station and tell the guy there to come over with his tow truck—Say, tell him we’ll pay him plenty, so he should hurry up.”

“All right, I’ll tell him,” Cherry said. She waited for them to say thanks. They did not. The pause grew into an embarrassment among them. The first man said uneasily:

“Tell him to hurry up, because we’re going fishing, see? Uh—we’re having ourselves a little vacation around here. Staying at Mrs. Moody’s boarding-house, getting in a little fishing.”

“Oh, yes,” said Cherry. She did not believe that they were going to fish. They evidently had some other business around here. Their sports clothes were like a ludicrous disguise.

“I’ll tell the man at the filling station,” Cherry said, and she drove off. Whew! She wanted to get away from the two strangers as fast as possible.

The road followed along the river about a mile to the filling station. Cherry turned in there. The place was spick-and-span, the sign said it belonged to George Huntley. He was a brisk, cheerful young man who wiped off Cherry’s windshield for her while she gave him the strangers’ message.

“I know the two you mean,” the young man said. “Sure, I’ll haul them out of the mud.”

“Who are those men?” Cherry asked.

“I don’t know. Beats me what they’re doing around these parts. I never saw them before. Neither did Mrs. Moody, their landlady.” George Huntley finished with the windshield. He said thoughtfully, “They say they’re fishing. I hear they’re gone all hours of the day—and night—but how come they haven’t brought home any catch?”

Cherry admitted, “I don’t much like their looks.”

“Neither do I, miss. Neither do any of us. In fact, folks around here think those two are suspicious-looking characters. Criminals, gangsters, for all we know. Mrs. Moody’d like to get them out of her boarding-house, but she’s afraid to start any trouble with them.”

“How long have they been here?” Cherry asked.

“Came here Monday. Late Monday. Wait—I said no one around here knows those two men, but I was mistaken. Now mind you, this is only hearsay, and he denies it, but—Gosh, maybe I shouldn’t repeat things like this.”

“I’m the county nurse, Mr. Huntley,” said Cherry. She showed him her credentials with her name. “I take an interest in everything that goes on in this county. Please tell me whatever news you have.”

“Well,” the young man said reluctantly, “don’t repeat it, but a farmer near here said he saw a fellow named Floyd Barker with those two men. They all were close to the river, on this farmer’s land, sort of hiding in the trees and talking. When the farmer rode close by on his tractor, they all ran off like turkeys. Guess they had their car nearby, or Floyd had his jalopy, because one, two, three—they were gone!”

“So Floyd Barker knows those two men,” Cherry said. She felt a little sick.

“You know Floyd?” the young man asked Cherry. She nodded. “Well, Miss Ames, maybe I’m saying something untrue about a friend of yours. I only have this farmer’s word for the whole thing. Some of us happened to bump into Floyd yesterday, and we jollied him about what’s he doing with those two characters? Why, Floyd denied up and down that he knows those two men. Swore he’s never even seen them. So maybe the farmer is mistaken and Floyd’s telling the truth.”

“Maybe,” Cherry said, trying to conceal her doubt. “Maybe.”

She asked George Huntley whether he knew anything about Nature’s Herb Cure, or had seen Old Snell around here. He had not. Apparently the pedlar—the only man selling the stuff—had not reached this area yet. Cherry thanked the young man at the filling station and drove away.

She thought about the two strangers as she drove home toward Sauk. Their presence here meant that the racket was not as local and limited as she and Hal had assumed—not if the two St. Louis men were here to talk to Floyd. For that, evidently, was the real reason for their visit: to talk with Floyd. Was it about the ginseng remedy racket?

George Huntley had said the two men arrived late Monday. Cherry thought back over recent events.

On Saturday the ginseng roots had been stolen from her car. On Monday she and Hal had learned the results of the laboratory investigations, and had issued their first warnings. So! . . .

Could the two men possibly have other business with Floyd? If so, why did they have to confer at a secret place at the river’s edge?

It was a long drive across the county. The river road led her past the abandoned farm. Cherry looked sharply for any sign of life in the house or around the grounds. She saw no one, no lights in the house, although it was dusk. But that was as usual.

She headed for home. She felt discouraged. With the two hard-faced men here, working with Floyd to promote the remedy, the job of the Food and Drug inspector could be harder and more dangerous. Undoubtedly the two men were working with the pedlar, too.

It dawned on Cherry why Old Snell suddenly was brazenly selling the remedy in the towns, why he was boldly returning to his shack—now that the two St. Louis men were here! Why, those men must be backing Snell up with money, even with a promise of gangster force.

Cherry wondered whether Snell would be alone tomorrow at the shack, or whether Floyd or the two men might be with him. Sooner or later Mr. Short would have to encounter Floyd and possibly the two St. Louis men. She only hoped that she and Hal could be of some help. She arrived at Aunt Cora’s feeling very tired.

“My, what a long face, Cherry,” her aunt said. “You look as if this has been a hard day for you.”

“It’s been an exciting day, Aunt Cora.”

She wished that she could tell her aunt about the entire situation, about the Food and Drug man’s plan, about the suspicions centering around Floyd and the old farmhouse. She had not confided in her aunt, nor in anyone but Jane; this was on Dr. Hal’s advice. He felt that if talk spread, it might reach the makers and distributors of the fake medicine. Once alerted, they could flee, and escape prosecution. Of course Aunt Cora, like everyone else for miles around, had heard of Nature’s Herb Cure, and the medical warning against it. That much Cherry could talk with her about. Even so, Cherry decided she did not want to talk or even think about that upsetting problem for a few hours.

“It has been a hard day, Aunt Cora,” Cherry said. “If it won’t keep you waiting too long for supper, I’d like to take a warm bath.”

“It won’t keep me waiting at all,” Aunt Cora said. “I’ll tell you what. Let’s take the evening off. Let’s go out for supper, and go to a movie, or go visiting. You think about what you’d like to do while you’re taking your bath.”

Cherry smiled at her aunt. “You’ve put me in a better humor already. Thanks!” She went upstairs, with her aunt calling after her not to hurry.

Cherry soaked herself in the bathtub, not thinking about a thing. As she relaxed, a fresh idea came to her.

“The cave! Why didn’t I think of that before!”


CHAPTER XI

 

Discoveries

“THE CAVE—WHY DIDN’T I EVER REALIZE BEFORE THAT the cave is close to the abandoned farmhouse?” Cherry asked herself. “That cave was blockaded. Suppose the blockade has some purpose? Is there any connection between the cave and whatever is going on in the old house?”

Cherry dressed quickly and ran downstairs to ask Aunt Cora whether she knew, or had heard, any tales about the cave.

“I did once hear that some caves or hiding places around here have a long history,” Aunt Cora said. Cherry recalled Jane’s saying that the old farmhouse was reported to hold a secret—a secret over a hundred years old.

“Is there anyone around Sauk who would remember? Anyone interested in local history?” Cherry asked.

“Yes. Phoebe Grisbee’s old uncle. He’s a scholarly old man, and his forebears were among the first settlers in Iowa. But he’s old and frail, I don’t know whether he receives many visitors.”

“It’s important,” Cherry said. “Please don’t ask me any questions.”

“Well, really! I must say—” Then Aunt Cora smiled. “No, I won’t say. I’ll go phone Mr. Marquette and ask if we may pay him a call.”

After a telephone conversation, Aunt Cora returned to say that the old man would see them this evening, if they could conveniently come right away.

“We mustn’t keep him up too late,” Aunt Cora said. “Let’s skip supper until later, shall we?”

In an old house at the end of town, Cherry and her aunt found a more vigorous old man than they had expected to see. He was, in fact, delighted to have company. Cherry thought she saw traces of Indian as well as French descent in his long, narrow, hawk-nosed face, fine black eyes, and lean figure.

“Yes, ladies, there are indeed some woods and houses with a history in this part of Iowa,” Louis Marquette said. That’s because of our Des Moines River, and our proximity to the Mississippi River. The two rivers meet near here, as you know.”

Cherry asked what specific history a century-old farmhouse, or a cave near it and near the river, might have.

“A century ago. Or longer, you say.” The old man thought for a moment. “That would take us back to the days just before the Civil War. In those days, or rather, nights, runaway slaves from southern plantations secretly followed the Mississippi to escape to the North and freedom—”

He began to tell them stories of the Underground Railway. There never was an actual railroad; he explained that was a code name for escape routes, on foot. “Stations” were hiding places along the way for runaway Negroes. “Conductors” were sympathetic Northerners who opposed slavery and helped smuggle the fugitives northward to free Canada. Slave hunters, men on horseback armed with whips and guns and bloodhounds, scoured the North, demanding that the slaves be returned. The law of the land, the Fugitive Slave Act, was on the slave hunters’ side, and big rewards were offered for the runaways.

“Anyone who undertook to hide a fugitive or two or three, and pass them safely farther northward,” Mr. Marquette said, “had to find, or build, safe hiding places. That’s why you still can find houses and barns with secret rooms, and concealed routes of various kinds. Now, I’ve heard of a cave near here located at the river’s edge, at a narrow point in the Des Moines River—”

Cherry felt the back of her neck tingle with excitement. The cave in Riverside Park was near the Des Moines River. And the river narrowed there! At the picnic the Sunday before Labor Day, some of the boys had easily swum over to the Missouri shore and back.

“—where it was easier, being narrower,” the old man was saying, “for the runaways to cross by skiff. They crossed the river by night, from the slave state of Missouri to the free state of Iowa. When they reached this side, a ‘conductor’ hid them somewhere and kept them for a few days, or overnight, until the next ‘conductor’ farther north signalled that it was safe to smuggle them along to his station.” Old Mr. Marquette paused. “We had only a few conductors and stations around here. Rare, here. Most of the escaping slaves, after following the Mississippi northward, turned east rather than west and followed along the Ohio River. But we had a few ‘stations.’”

“About the cave, Mr. Marquette,” Cherry said. She noticed her aunt observing her excitement. “Where is that cave, please? And you said some houses had a secret room—where is there such a house around here?”

Both the old man and her aunt smiled.

“I’d gladly tell you if I knew,” Mr. Marquette said. “In a hundred years people forget a secret. Mind you, only a handful of persons ever knew such secrets in the first place. Houses get torn down. Old trails are overgrown, or paved over now.”

“But a cave!” Aunt Cora said. “A cave remains.”

Mr. Marquette shook his head and said the only hiding places he’d known about no longer existed.

Cherry was disappointed—but excited at learning this much. Houses with secret rooms! Cherry recalled how she had seen the shadow of a man’s figure in the old farmhouse and how it had vanished, seemingly into the wall. Could there be a hidden room in the old farmhouse?

And the blockaded cave! The cave had seemed to hold a passageway, blocked by a pile of dirt. Was there a passageway or secret route? Did it, by any chance, lead from the cave to the nearby old farmhouse? If so, to where in the farmhouse?

Cherry wanted to go first thing tomorrow to the old farm and explore. But with the two strangers from St. Louis in the vicinity, would that be too dangerous? She asked her aunt to wait a few minutes on Dr. Clark’s porch while she stopped by to tell Dr. Hal what she had learned.

“I’m not sure you’ve really learned anything,” Hal said kindly. “Don’t get your hopes up too high. Local lore might be factual, or it might not.”

“If I could ever get mad at you, Hal Miller, it would be now!” Cherry said.

“Well, I notice your old Mr. Marquette couldn’t show you a map, or name names or locations,” Hal said.

“Hmm. Still—listening to him talk makes the old hiding places awfully real. Hal, do you suppose there’s a secret route near that farm?”

“Cherry! All you have is a hypothesis.”

“My dear Mr. Scientist, do you suppose Floyd and the others are making some special use of the house and cave for their Nature’s Herb Cure racket?”

“It’s possible. I’ll tell you this,” Hal said, “I’d rather not enter the cave or farmhouse again if we can avoid it.”

“S-sh!” Cherry said. “Aunt Cora is outside on the porch, and I don’t want her to hear and worry.”

Cherry and Hal exchanged good nights, and Cherry went out to her aunt.

“You’re so patient to wait for me,” Cherry said. “You must be half starved by now. I know I am.”

“Well, yes,” Aunt Cora confessed. “Let’s go to Smith’s Restaurant. It’s never too late to go there.”

It was growing close to ten P.M., which in a little farming town like Sauk was very late indeed. Most people were in bed by now, because they rose at sunup. The few blocks to the town’s only restaurant were dark and deserted.

The lunch counter at the front of Smith’s was serving all-night truck drivers. Cherry and her aunt went on into the back dining room, where they sat down in one of the booths. It seemed empty here, as usual.

The waitress came and they gave their order. At first Cherry thought she and Aunt Cora were the only patrons. Then she heard a low murmur of men’s voices. She looked over her shoulder and saw them. Floyd Barker and the two hard-looking strangers were sitting almost out of sight in the farthest booth. They had their heads together, talking in low, urgent voices.

“Aunt Cora,” Cherry whispered, “don’t call me by name in here.” She slid into the corner of the booth. “Please! Let’s keep quiet.”

Aunt Cora was astonished, but cooperated. Cherry did not want Floyd and the St. Louis men to see her—to see that she had observed them together, to realize that now she would link the three of them in her fight against the fake drug. That would force them into stronger, more devious tactics.

Cherry half rose to go, to hurry out. Or was it safer to sit tight and be inconspicuous?

The waitress came with the first of their food. That settled it. If she and Aunt Cora walked out leaving their food untouched, and the waitress asked questions, that would be noticeable.

Cherry, somehow, got through a miserable meal. Floyd and the two strangers left first. They walked rapidly through the room looking straight ahead, not talking. Had they seen her? Cherry thought they had. She heard a car start out in the street.

“Now can you tell me what’s wrong?” Aunt Cora asked. She looked terribly worried.

Cherry slowly shook her head. “I’m sorry, Aunt Cora. Not yet. Soon, though—”

That Wednesday night Cherry’s dreams were troubled. She woke up far too early, impatient for a decent hour to telephone Dr. Hal. She told him about the incident in Smith’s Restaurant.

He was as alarmed as she was. “I’ll tell Mr. Short and the sheriff,” he said. “I’ll probably see them before you do, today.”

“Yes, I’m going right out on nursing calls this morning,” Cherry said.

“I’d better tell them, too, about those stories of caves and hiding places that you heard last evening from old Mr. Marquette,” Hal said. “No, on second thought, I won’t. They’re vague, and anyway, Mr. Steeley is bound to know all the local hearsay.”

There was a pause in their conversation. In the face of last night’s ugly development, neither of them knew what to say.

“Well, Cherry,” Hal said, “keep your eyes open on your visits for a sample—just in case Snell tricks us this afternoon.”

“I will. See you late this afternoon. I wish us luck.” Cherry hung up, conscious of her aunt trying not to overhear, but worried all the same.

Cherry paid quick visits to six trustworthy former patients. Every one of them, acting on her and Dr. Hal’s earlier instructions, had thrown away Nature’s Herb Cure. No sample there for Mr. Short to collect. Nor had these persons seen the old pedlar. They thought he must have changed his route.

At noon Dr. Hal notified Cherry at her office that he had driven across the river to Missouri that morning, and talked with the Swaybills’ cousins. Neither they nor their neighbors had kept any of the fake remedy. They had not seen the old pedlar, either. No other pedlar sold the stuff.

Cherry heard something interesting from one of the other doctors in the county when she called him to report on one of his patients. Dr. Boudineau, who travelled all over the county, said he had not observed ginseng growing anywhere except on the abandoned farm. And he told her that the pedlar had been seen in Red Oaks two or three days ago. It was a small town in an area where, so far, Cherry had no patients. Old Snell had tried to persuade a druggist there to stock and sell Nature’s Herb Cure, and had offered profitable terms. The druggist would have nothing to do with the plan.

So the pedlar was trying to expand the racket in several new places! He was changing locations in order to evade her and Hal’s public warnings!

Unfortunately, her afternoon’s schedule took her not to individual patients who might have a sample of the stuff, but to one of the county’s rural high schools, in a far corner of the county. Dr. Rand, one of the county’s physicians, had asked her to assist in giving inoculations against typhoid.

Cherry assisted with the immunization clinic at the rural high school. Her work took up most of the early afternoon. Afterward, she spent a few more precious minutes talking to the teenage boys and girls.

Many of them belonged to the 4-H Club, sponsored by the United States Department of Agriculture, and told Cherry they hoped to win awards at the fair. The boys were raising fine bulls, hogs, colts, and were growing prize corn and vegetables, here in the richest soil in the nation. The girls grew flowers of all kinds, did fine baking, breadmaking, canning, and preserving, and sewed everything from clothing to curtains and quilts.

The girls asked Cherry whether she would head a 4-H Club project for them in health, nursing, and first aid. A good many of the boys wanted to take part in that, too. Cherry was happy to say yes. She left it to them to decide, and notify her, when and where they would hold their meetings. It was all she could do to break away from these friendly boys and girls.

Cherry left the school building and started back toward Sauk. On the way she stopped at a highway telephone booth and called Jane Fraser. Both Hal and Mr. Short wanted to learn from Jane where Floyd was today.

“Between this party line and that talkative parrot, I’ll have to choose my words carefully,” Cherry thought. She listened to the operator ringing the Barkers’ number and hoped Floyd would not answer.

Jane’s voice came on. In a kind of double talk, Cherry conveyed her question. All Jane was able to reply guardedly was: “I don’t know for certain. I think our friend went rabbit hunting.”

Rabbit hunting in the woods? Near Snell’s shack? Cherry said, “I’ll be in touch with you soon again. Right now I have an appointment with a patient.” She wished she could tell Jane that the “patient” was herself.


CHAPTER XII

 

The Old Pedlar Reappears

PHOEBE GRISBEE WAS AS GOOD AS HER WORD. SHE HAD ready several coats and scarfs for Cherry to choose from, and a box of pale face powder to tone down her rosy cheeks. Working together, they managed to make Cherry resemble a wan country cousin. Cherry hid her dark hair under a scarf and added a pair of dark glasses. Even so, she wasn’t sure the pedlar would not recognize her as the county nurse.

“Talk in a high-pitched voice,” Phoebe Grisbee advised. “Drawl, like the Missourians do.”

Cherry tried it and thought she wouldn’t fool a soul. She’d better say very little. She still didn’t look sick; she made herself slump and droop.

“You look almost as miserable as Henry feels.” Phoebe Grisbee chuckled. “A joke on us, pretending you’re the patient. Hope I drive all right, excited as I am.”

They went out to the Grisbee’s garage. Getting into the car, Cherry discovered that Dr. Hal, Mr. Short, and Mr. Steeley, the sheriff, were already on the floor in the back of the car. They must have slipped in under cover of gathering dusk. Hal grinned at her; he was so tall, he had to crouch. Sheriff Steeley carried a revolver in a holster. Cherry saw the bump it made under his jacket.

“All right,” said the sheriff, “let’s be on our way. We have the warrant of arrest. Ladies, stay in the car while you talk to the pedlar. Don’t go into the shack. If there’s a fight, get down on the car seat or floor. Is that understood, ladies?”

They said yes. Paul Short had instructed Cherry yesterday what she must say to the pedlar.

Mrs. Grisbee backed the car out of the garage and drove out of Sauk along a back street. Sweat stood out on her round face by the time she drove within sight of the woods. No one in the car spoke. The palms of Cherry’s hands grew clammy. She watched but saw no other cars.

They entered the woods. Mrs. Grisbee evidently had come to the pedlar’s shack before, for she knew the trail to follow. They passed Snell’s ramshackle car, parked in a clearing. When the shack hove into view, Cherry saw that this time it had a light in it.

“Park as close to the shack as you can,” Mr. Steeley muttered from the back of the car. “Leave your headlights off.”

Cherry was glad of that, and of the half-dark of the forest; the hazy dimness aided her disguise. Mrs. Grisbee parked the car and called out:

“Oh, Snell! Sne-ell! It’s Mrs. Grisbee.”

They waited. Was the pedlar suspicious of the girl with her? Cherry heard Phoebe’s heavy breathing. The door of the shack creaked. Old Snell came toward them.

For the first time Cherry had a close look at him. He was like a figure out of an old folk tale, or out of a disturbing dream—odd, uncouth, like no one she had ever seen before. It was no wonder some people credited him with almost magical powers. Except, Cherry thought, that his strangeness was part of a carefully calculated act.

“Hi, Mis’ Grisbee,” he said in a cracked voice. “How’s yer husband today? Feelin’ better after that herb cure I gave ye?”

“Yes, thanks, Snell, he’s better,” Phoebe Grisbee lied. “Your medicine is good stuff.”

“I told ye ’t’was. I know a thing or two about herbs and nat’ral cures. Who’s that ye got with ye?”

“My cousin, Hettie Grisbee. She’s from Missouri—Leaderville—on the other side of the river. She came over today to visit me.”

Cherry nodded to the pedlar, not trusting herself to speak yet. He said “Howdy” and stared at her.

“I guess our Iowa air don’t agree with Hettie,” Mrs. Grisbee said. “She’s feeling poorly today.”

The old pedlar walked closer to the car, so close to Cherry that she could have reached out and touched his faded garments.

“Got a headache?” he croaked at Cherry. “Stomach bother ye?”

She nodded and said in a high, thin voice, “I feel hot and cold all over and dizzy.”

“Hah! Then I know what’s the matter with ye and what’ll cure ye. If ye don’t object to some old-time doctorin’?” he asked sharply.

“We-ell—” Cherry pretended to hesitate, as the Food and Drug man had coached her. “Cousin Phoebe thinks you can help me.”

“Yes, that’s right!” Mrs. Grisbee picked up the cue. Her voice was too loud. It rang out in these lonely woods. “I told Hettie I was coming over here to get more of that Nature’s Herb Cure for myself, and maybe it’d help her, too. I thought maybe we’d each buy a jar from you.”

“I—I don’t like to dose myself with a lot of medicines,” Cherry said for the pedlar’s benefit. She tried to drawl, like a Missourian. “When I go back home to Leaderville tonight, I’ll just sleep off this sick feeling.”

The pedlar was not one to miss out on a sale. “Now looky here, Miss Hettie,” he said. “Why’n’t you listen to Mis’ Grisbee and me? I ain’t a quack. Why go on sufferin’ all the way back to Leaderville and all night—when my Nature’s Herb Cure’ll fix you up in a jiffy?”

“It’s good, Hettie.” Mrs. Grisbee pretended to urge her. “I can testify to that.”

“Sure it’s good,” Old Snell said. “There ain’t hardly an ache or fever or sickness that this here medicine won’t help. That’s because,” he explained, “only the purest, strongest, nat’ral herbs are in the makin’s. I don’t claim it’ll cure ye if ye’re half dead already with lung trouble or somethin’ dire. No, ma’am, I wouldn’t be honest with ye if I claimed that. But go ask Mis’ Grisbee’s neighbors, and they’ll tell you by the dozens that it got them over a lot of sickness. Without foolin’ around with a doctor and all his newfangled ideas and a big fat bill, neither. These here herbs cured my parents and my grandparents before them, and what they taught me’ll cure you, too, Miss Hettie.”

The pedlar spoke with such conviction that Cherry wondered whether he half believed in his spiel. At least she had obtained the seller’s statement of false claims, which the Food and Drug inspector needed.

Mrs. Grisbee said loudly, “Snell makes it himself. Don’t you, Snell?”

He said “Mmm” vaguely. Cherry knew that the Food and Drug inspector, listening from the floor of the car, could not count that as a statement. She leaned back as if a wave of nausea came over her.

“Look at the poor girl!” Mrs. Grisbee exclaimed. The pedlar did look. Cherry held her breath as he peered at her with the shrewd, heartless eyes of a fox. “Look at how sick she is!” Mrs. Grisbee said. “We’d better stop talking and buy some medicine.”

“Come on into the shack if ye feel sick,” the pedlar invited her.

And face the light in the shack! Cherry shook her head and drew the scarf closer around her face. The pedlar was watching her.

“How much is the medicine?” Cherry asked, to distract him. “If it’s as good as you both say, maybe I’ll take two jars back to Leaderville with me.” She said this to establish the interstate commerce part of the sale.

“Ye can do that. It’s five dollars a jar, nine-fifty for the two jars,” the pedlar said, “and a wild bargain considerin’ what a doctor’d charge. If ye want some more next week or so, Miss Hettie, I’ll fetch it to ye next time I drive across the river. Just let Mis’ Grisbee know ye’ll expect me. Uh—I’d appreciate it if ye’d keep mum about this, because the confounded health politicos around here are cuttin’ in on my work. Scared of their jobs, I guess. Can’t meet my competition. They ain’t fair to me,” Snell complained. “So the less ye talk, the better. After all, I’m helpin’ ye get well and savin’ ye money, so maybe ye can do me a favor and hold yer tongue.”

Cherry muttered “Okay,” although his lies made her very angry. One worthless man like this made many persons sick, and put the responsible house-to-house salesmen with their excellent wares in a bad light.

Snell went back to the shack to get the medicine. Cherry and Mrs. Grisbee watched him wrap three labelled jars in old newspapers. Snell appeared to be alone in the shack. A hunting rifle stood against the wall of his one room.

Cherry heard a whisper from one of the three men hiding in the back of the car. She could not make out the words.

The pedlar came back to the car. He handed Cherry two jars, Mrs. Grisbee one jar.

“Here’s yer Nature’s Herb Cure, ladies, and I guarantee satisfaction. That’ll be fourteen dollars and fifty cents.”

As instructed by the Food and Drug inspector, they opened their purses, paid Snell, and took the fake medicine. The sale was completed.

At that instant the car’s back doors flew open and the three men sprang out. The sheriff grabbed and collared the surprised pedlar.

“Sheriff, I ask you to arrest this man on this warrant,” said the Food and Drug inspector, holding up a legal paper, “for delivering an adulterated, dangerous drug for introduction into interstate commerce.”

“Who’re ye? Let me go!” the pedlar howled. “I ain’t done nothing wrong!”

He lashed out and broke free and started to run. Dr. Hal came on the run from the other side. He seized Snell and hung onto him.

“Snell, this man is a Food and Drug inspector whom I’ve called in,” Dr. Hal said. “Today’s the last time you ever sell that foul medicine.”

The pedlar cursed and kicked at the young doctor.

The sheriff advanced with a pair of handcuffs. “All right, Snell, you might as well give in.” He tried to put the handcuffs on him.

“It ain’t fair!” the pedlar yelled. “I been tricked!” He made a lunge toward Cherry at the open window of the car, but Hal quickly placed himself in the way. “I been framed! Why pick on me?”

“You’ll get a fair trial,” the sheriff said. This time he slid the handcuffs on Snell and snapped them shut.

Then, with the other handcuff on his own wrist, the sheriff pulled the pedlar into the car. Mrs. Grisbee gasped, “Oh, me! Poor Snell!” The pedlar heard and shouted accusations at her.

“Don’t waste your pity on him,” Cherry said to Phoebe Grisbee.

“Mr. Short! Dr. Miller!” the sheriff called. “What are you doing in the shack? Making an inspection?”

“Yes, looking for evidence,” the Food and Drug inspector called back. “Just a minute—”

Cherry took off the dark glasses, carefully placed the two jars of the medicine on the car seat, then went to take a look inside the shack. It held a little crude furniture and a shelf full of merchandise, chiefly jars of the remedy.

“No sign that the concoction is brewed here,” Dr. Hal said to her.

They left the shack untouched, padlocked the door, and returned to the car. The pedlar snarled at Cherry, “So ye’re the county nurse, Miss Hettie!” She did not answer him but got into the front seat with Hal and Mrs. Grisbee. Hal drove them back to Sauk.

On the way, the sheriff and the Food and Drug inspector tried to get Old Snell to talk. The sheriff had known Snell for years. “It won’t hurt you, you know, if you’ll tell us about the others.”

“What others?” the pedlar retorted. “Ye aim to find out anything, find it out by yourselfs.”

They reached the Sauk jail in the county courthouse with their prisoner. Snell was turned over to a deputy sheriff, and locked up. The sheriff did not think they could take further action until tomorrow. He did not want to enter the abandoned farmhouse and risk a fight in the dark.

“Mr. Short, if you’d care to stay overnight at my house, you and I and Dr. Miller could talk over our strategy for tomorrow.” The inspector agreed. “Ladies, thank you very much, both of you.”

Mr. Short thanked them as well. Cherry handed over to him three samples. Hal pressed her hand and whispered, “You did a terrific job.”

“Oh-h!” Mrs. Grisbee moaned. “Now that it’s all over, I feel nervous as a flea.”

Cherry said she would see her safely home. She did, returning on foot to her aunt’s house.

Aunt Cora jumped out of her chair when Cherry came in.

“Cherry! Are you sick? You’re so pale. What are you doing in those old clothes?”

Cherry giggled and collapsed into the nearest chair. “I’m perfectly healthy. Phoebe lent me her clothes to disguise myself.”

The whole story came tumbling out. Cherry apologized to her aunt for not having been able to tell her sooner. She emphasized that it was still necessary to keep the situation a secret, since Floyd and the two St. Louis men still remained to be apprehended.

“Yes, by tomorrow Floyd will realize the peddler is missing—” Aunt Cora hesitated.

“That’s it. Floyd may try to flee with all the evidence. The two St. Louis men may try to vanish, too. We’ll have to move fast. And boldly.”


CHAPTER XIII

 

Bad News

THEY HAD BEEN WAITING FOR TWENTY MINUTES NOW IN the county health office—Hal pacing up and down, Cherry slumped down in a chair, both of them watching the clock’s hands creep toward eight.

“He said yesterday he’d be here really early this morning,” Cherry fretted. “He knows Floyd and those two men may run off at any minute.”

Hal answered, “Maybe he’s still with the sheriff, since he stayed at Mr. Steeley’s house last night.”

The telephone rang. Hal answered it on the first ring. He listened, said, “Oh, I see…. We didn’t know that.”

He motioned to Cherry to come and listen, too.

Mr. Short said: “I’m just leaving Sheriff Steeley’s house to go talk to the newspaper editor.” Sauk, the county seat, supported a weekly newspaper. “I have to talk with him about printing a warning to the public against the fake remedy. Persuading the editor often is the toughest part of this job.”

It would require courage on the editor’s part to attack a medicine that many people believed in. They would resent being told they were wrong, and the newspaper might or might not be able to convince them that the remedy was dangerous. Many were old friends of the pedlar and would take Snell’s side out of blind loyalty. In other FDA cases, editors had lost subscribers and had been sharply attacked. Mr. Short expected he would need a little time to explain the whole problem to the newspaperman. The Food and Drug inspector would rather go after Floyd first, but early this morning was the only time he could see the editor; he had tried in vain yesterday, and today the editor was leaving for the state capitol to stay several days.

“The warning simply has to be published as soon as possible,” Mr. Short said. “Too many people still have the medicine on hand from what you medical people tell me.”

“Yes, they do,” Hal said. “I see that a little delay is unavoidable.”

“I expect to be at the editor’s office for the next half hour or so,” Mr. Short said.

“All right, sir,” said Dr. Hal. “Where can we reach you after that?”

They decided Hal and Cherry should keep telephoning back to the county health office, to make contact through the clerk with Mr. Short.

Cherry sighed. Hal, hanging up, said to her, “No use worrying about the delay. Mr. Short will meet us as soon as he can. Let’s go about our day’s work.”

Starting out each in his own car, Cherry suggested to Hal that they stop first to see Jane. “I’d like to tell her that we nabbed the pedlar, and find out anything we can about Floyd’s moves.”

“Good idea.” Dr. Hal consulted his list of patients. “Luckily, I haven’t any urgent cases today. Let’s go.”

They covered the ten miles to the Barker cottage in record time. On the way they passed the abandoned farm too fast for Cherry to have more than a glimpse. Reaching the Barker place, she noticed that Floyd’s jalopy was not in the yard, but that did not prove he was not here on the premises.

They knocked, and when no one answered except the parrot, finally went in. The parrot was all excited. The bird hopped around in its cage and squawked:

“Never come back! Never come back!”

“What has that bird heard?” Hal said.

“Now, Mike,” Cherry said soothingly to the parrot, but it flew at her against the bars of its cage.

“Won’t tell where! Never come back!” it shrieked.

Something must have happened to send the bird into such a state. Where was Jane? Or Mrs. Barker? They heard sounds of weeping from the kitchen.

Cherry went in there, Hal following her. Mrs. Barker was seated at the kitchen table, crying as if her heart would break.

“Why, Mrs. Barker!” Cherry bent and put her arm around the old lady. “You mustn’t cry like that.”

“You’d cry too, if—if—your son—behaved—”

Dr. Hal took her hand and said, “Now control yourself, Mrs. Barker, and tell us how we can help you.”

Emma Barker sniffled, wiped her eyes, put her glasses back on, and sat up straight.

“Floyd—my son … I never thought he’d just go off someday and leave me! Yes, sir, that’s what he’s done! This morning just before daylight I went into his room—I heard a lot of noise and banging around in there. There he was, packing his old suitcase in an awful hurry. When I asked him ‘Where you going, Floyd?’ he wouldn’t tell me. Wouldn’t tell me where or what for or—or for how long. He was putting everything he owns in the suitcase.”

“Didn’t he say anything?” Cherry asked. She felt terribly sorry for the old lady.

“All he said was—was—‘Kindly get out of my way, Ma, I’m in a hurry.’ As if I couldn’t see with my own eyes that he was running around like the devil was after him! And—and then when I kept pestering him with questions, he only said, ‘I’m going a long ways away and I’m never coming back.’” Mrs. Barker broke into tears again. “Never coming back! Why? What’s he got to run away for?”

Cherry and Hal stood beside Mrs. Barker in silence. They dared not tell her anything, not yet. Not with Floyd at large. Cherry wished fervently that they did not have to treat Emma Barker’s son as if he were a public enemy. But apparently Floyd Barker was exactly that—and his running away pointed up his guilt. From the look on Hal’s face he, too, was sorry to hurt Mrs. Barker, but he asked:

“What time did your son leave, Mrs. Barker?”

“He was up early and out of the house before sunup. Jumped into his car—didn’t even stop to kiss me good-bye until I ran after him—”

It was useless to ask where he had gone. Cherry could guess: he’d probably gone to the abandoned farm with its supply of ginseng plants. Those were too rare and valuable to leave behind. He needed them to continue his racket elsewhere. The reason he was in such a hurry to go away and never come back was all too obvious.

“Mrs. Barker,” Dr. Hal persisted, “did anything happen, or did you or Floyd hear any news, that could have precipitated his going off?”

The old lady looked at him sharply. “That’s a peculiar question. Nothing happened that I know of, except that Floyd went out for a long walk in the woods last evening and came home in an awful bad temper.”

Cherry and Hal exchanged glances. Did this mean that Floyd had gone to the woods to see the pedlar, and found the shack deserted and padlocked?

“What else happened last evening, Mrs. Barker?” Hal asked.

“Well, after Floyd came home from the woods, he hung around here for a few minutes. First he started to telephone somebody, then he changed his mind and hung up. Then he lit out again. I don’t know for certain where he went, but I think he drove into town—”

“Into Sauk?” Hal asked.

“Yes. Because when he came back, a long time later, he had a copy of the Sauk Weekly Courier with him, and a bunch of cigars in his shirt pocket. I especially noticed the cigars. Floyd never smokes anything but that smelly old pipe of his. And I wish to goodness he was here right now smoking it and smelling up the house with it!”

“There, there,” Cherry said softly. She was thinking about the cigars—the Sauk drugstore had the only tobacco counter in town that sold cigars—and the Sauk drugstore was a meeting place where you could drop in to learn the local news. Surely someone in town must have seen the sheriff lead Old Snell in handcuffs into the jail last evening. Someone must have noticed the county medical officer, the county nurse, Mrs. Grisbee, and another man, who was not known to the local people, enter the jail. In a town as small as Sauk, even the most insignificant event drew comment. The pedlar’s arrest would be news indeed. Floyd might have handed out cigars to persuade the men lounging around the drugstore to tell him the details in full. Including, Cherry suspected, anything they knew about a stranger who was the Food and Drug inspector.

“Where’s Jane?” Hal asked suddenly.

Mrs. Barker explained that Jane seemed upset about their family crisis, and had tactfully “made herself scarce.” She was doing some mending out in the yard. Hal seized upon seeing Jane as an excuse to break away from the old lady. Cherry knew he, too, was anxious to follow Floyd.

They found Jane seated in a canvas chair and sewing. Her crutches lay on the grass.

“Floyd left!” Jane said when she saw Hal and Cherry. “Poor Mrs. Barker!”

“It’ll be even more painful for her,” Hal said, “if Floyd is caught and arrested. Assuming he’s guilty….” He told Jane rapidly how the pedlar had been arrested yesterday, and how today’s situation stood. “I think Cherry and I ought to go over to the old farm as fast as we can. Floyd might have gone there.”

“From sunrise, when Floyd left here,” Cherry figured aloud, “to now—that’s three hours gone by.”

“Well, let’s go see if he’s still there,” Hal said. “It would take quite a while to pull up those ginseng beds.”

“You mustn’t enter the old farmhouse!” Jane exclaimed. “Suppose Floyd and those two men are in there—suppose they’re armed. Three men to one—you’re outnumbered, Hal.”

“Hmm. We’d better phone the sheriff,” Hal said. “He’s armed; the Food and Drug inspector isn’t, and hasn’t power of arrest. Jane, to save time, would you …?”

“I’m not going to call the sheriff to arrest my hostess’s son,” Jane said. She was greatly troubled. “I can’t do that to her.”

“Fair enough,” Cherry said. “May I telephone from here to the Food and Drug inspector? Just to notify him that Floyd’s gone off? And to ask him to join us at once at the old farmhouse?”

“We-ell.” Jane looked unhappy. “Since yours and Hal’s safety is involved, I suppose you’d better.”

“Hurry up,” Hal said.

Cherry ran back to the house and, with Mrs. Barker’s permission, used the telephone to call the Sauk newspaper office. Someone there said Mr. Short had just left with the editor to continue their discussion over breakfast. Cherry asked whether they had gone to Smith’s Restaurant.

“No, they’ve gone to some friend’s house,” said her informant. “No, miss, I’m sorry, I don’t know where you can reach him.”

Cherry asked when or whether Mr. Short would return to the newspaper office, but her informant didn’t know this either.

Another delay. More time for Floyd to get away! And for the two St. Louis men to get away. Cherry left word for Mr. Short at the newspaper office that she and Hal were going at once to the abandoned farm, and to join them there. “And tell Mr. Short,” she said, “the situation is urgent.” She called her own office and left the same message for Mr. Short with the clerk.

Then she called the sheriff’s office, but Mr. Steeley and his deputy were out. What bad luck! Cherry left word, anyway, but this meant that she and Hal would enter the old farmhouse alone, without protection in case of trouble. She hoped that the highway patrolman might be in this area, or that the sheriff would telephone highway patrol headquarters.

Hal was already in his car, with the motor running. They’d leave Cherry’s car here. Jane would explain it somehow to Mrs. Barker. Jane looked after them with an anxious expression as they tore off down the highway.

“Even if Floyd and the men aren’t in the house,” Hal said, driving fast, “they may have left some evidence behind about where and how the remedy has been manufactured.”

“Optimist!” Cherry scoffed at him. “You know they’re too sharp to leave any traces.”


CHAPTER XIV

 

Through the Trap Door

SIX MINUTES LATER AT THE OLD FARM GROUNDS, THEY were stunned at what they saw. The big ginseng beds were bare! Someone had pulled up every last ginseng plant and root, leaving raw, freshly turned patches of earth.

“Not only to hide evidence,” Hal muttered. “The racketeers must be taking the ginseng with them, so they can start up their racket in a new location,” Hal guessed.

“To poison more people! Oh, Hal! Let’s find them so Food and Drug can stop them.”

They looked around for Floyd’s jalopy or the “sportsmen’s” car with the St. Louis license plates. They saw no cars here, not even any car tracks.

“Well, if they’re in the house, they could have heard our car,” Hal said. “We’ll go in cautiously.”

At the door they peered in and listened. The house was silent. Hal took a step or two down the hallway and motioned Cherry to stay behind. She shook her head and followed him. A floor board creaked. They both halted as if frozen. Nothing happened, no one came. They started to move again.

The living room was empty as they passed it. Hal took a few long strides to look into the kitchen. His lips formed the word “Nothing.” Cherry gained the doorway to the dining room, and nearly cried out in surprise. She drew Hal to look into the dining room. The long, tall, heavy, oak buffet, which stood against the wall adjoining the living room, was awry. Out of place, with one end dragged forward—someone had moved it! Why?

“Look at that!” Cherry whispered.

Hal did not understand what the buffet’s being out of place meant. Cherry ran soundlessly across the dining room and felt along the wall behind the buffet. Under the old wallpaper she touched what might be a joining. She applied a little pressure, then more pressure, and a narrow section of the wall slowly swung in an arc on inside hinges. The opening was barely wide enough for one person to slip through. Cherry saw a narrow, oblong, windowless room.

“Cherry!” Hal whispered. “Don’t go in there!”

“It’s empty. Come on. But what a smell!”

The hidden chamber smelled overpoweringly of ginseng. A kerosene stove was in here. Was this where Floyd, or whoever, had brewed the remedy? Cherry looked around at the empty, stained shelves and the one old stool, with rings where pots and jars must have rested. Everything else was gone.

“Say”—Hal nudged her and whispered—“what’s the reason for a concealed room in a farmhouse?”

“The Underground Railway—it had hiding places and escape routes,” Cherry whispered back. “Look! Look down at the floor! A trap door!”

Cherry knelt and grasped its rusted iron ring. The trap door opened easily. Down below she saw only blackness.

Hal’s hand came down on her shoulder. “Oh, no, you don’t go down there!” Cherry furiously shook her head. “At least let me go first.”

“Leave the trap door open,” Cherry whispered, “so Paul Short and the sheriff can find us—if they come.”

Hal eased his long length down through the opening in the floor. She heard a soft thud as he landed.

“It’s black as pitch in here,” he muttered. “Like a cave. Like the far end of the cave we found—”

“Must be a tunnel leading into the cave!”

Cherry crouched, then eased herself through the open trap door. Hal helped her down. Her foot slipped and landed on something softer than the earth floor. Cherry bent and picked up the thing and held it under the trap door where a dim light filtered through, from up in the dining room.

“Why, it’s a book!” she whispered in surprise. “I can just make out the title page.” It read: The Compleat Housewife, 600 Receipts for Cooking and Remedies, by E. Smith, London, 1753. “Hal, it’s Mrs. Barker’s old home-remedy book! Floyd took it—” She found a marker at the page with a formula for a ginseng remedy.

“Hang on to it.” Hal took her hand. “Hold fast so we won’t get separated in the dark.” He started slowly ahead. After a minute’s silence he said, “This is the other end of the tunnel, all right. But how’ll we get past that pile of dirt and the blockade, into the cave and then into the open again?”

Suddenly they both grasped what must have happened down here. Someone had put up or retained the old barn door as a blockade, to prevent anyone in Riverside Park from entering the old farmhouse through the cave and tunnel. Floyd—or whoever had set up the blockade—evidently had dug earth out of the cave walls in order to accommodate the barn door. That would account for the pile of earth Hal had seen.

“Watch for daylight up ahead,” Hal said softly to Cherry. “If we see daylight, we have a direct route for getting out of here. But if the passageway is still closed, we’ll have to retreat back to the house. It won’t be easy to scramble up through the trap door.”

He meant that if the three men were in the tunnel, they’d need to get away from them fast. Cherry’s heart pounded in alarm, but she said nothing and followed Hal. Presently she whispered:

“Listen! Do you hear something? A muffled sound—”

Hal paused. Cherry could not see him except as a blacker blue in the darkness. Then he said:

“Yes, I hear something. And I think I see a big patch of daylight. Scared? Want to turn back?”

“I’ll go farther ahead if you will,” Cherry whispered. “At least we could edge up closer and see what’s going on. Though I’d rather not come face to face with—”

“Quiet!”

Hal and Cherry shrank back against the tunnel wall as someone—a man, judging by his heavy tread and breathing—ran past them on his subterranean way back to the farmhouse.

Farther down in the tunnel, at the open cave end, judging by the echo, a man’s voice called roughly:

“Where you going?”

The man near them shouted back, “I dropped the formula book somewheres in here! I got to find it!”

It was Floyd’s voice. He struck a match, hunting on the earth floor, his back to them. Hal pulled Cherry away from the light of the matches. They stumbled into a shallow natural niche in the tunnel’s earth wall and flattened themselves against it.

“Barker!” The same surly voice called. “You got the formula in your head by now! Come back here!” His voice echoed and re-echoed in the cave, and carried clearly up the tunnel.

“I got to find that book!” Floyd yelled back. He was far up the tunnel by now. “I’m just going back into the house for a minute—”

Cherry began to tremble. If Floyd went back into the house and noticed that the trap door was open, he’d be alerted to their presence.

“Barker!” This time Cherry and Hal saw the figure of one of the men silhouetted in front of the cave’s opening. “We got to get away before those nosy kids bring the Food and Drug dick here! Do you want me to come and drag you back?”

“Okay, Benny, coming,” Floyd called back. “I guess I can remember the formula all right.”

In another minute he passed them again in the dark. Only then did Cherry let out a long breath in relief.

“Hurry up!” a second man’s voice shouted. “I got the boats waiting, but we ain’t finished loading. Give us a hand!”

Hal beside Cherry muttered, “So they’re going to make their getaway down the river. With all the evidence! I want to see what direction they’ll be going.”

He moved nearer the cave, silent as a cat, half pulling Cherry after him. At one place Hal whispered:

“Look out—the old barn door and the pile of dirt should be about there. Don’t stumble on them.”

They picked their way, feeling for every step. But there was no pile of dirt. The passageway was clear.

They moved through the cave toward the glimmer of daylight. All was quiet at the far end of the cave—the three men must be busy loading the boats. Or already gone—? Hal and Cherry took advantage of these few quiet minutes to feel their way rapidly along the craggy cave walls. They came close to the cave’s low, rocky opening.

Here, illuminated by daylight, they saw cardboard cartons full of jars of the fake remedy, burlap bags stuffed with ginseng plants and dried ginseng roots, and some ledgers. Here was the evidence!

“We can still turn back or get away,” Hal said. “Or at least you can.”

“No. I’m staying with you. If we can detain these men until Mr. Short gets here—”

Hal drew her back into shadow as the three men straggled into the cave. Floyd said, “Ezra will notice when we don’t bring back two of his rented rowboats.”

“He won’t notice before five o’clock,” the heavier of the two St. Louis men said scornfully. Cherry recognized the voice; he was Benny. “By then we’ll be in the car and a long ways from here. Let him go find his boats adrift. Now hurry up with the loading.”

The other man grunted. “Hurry! Hurry! I told you we should’ve beat it right after Barker saw the nurse prying around the house. But no, we had to stick around while Barker makes more of the stuff. We wait around to find out how well Snell can sell it in the towns. So now, it’s hurry, hurry!”

“Shut up, Jake!” the heavy man growled. “Get a move on!”

The three men moved around the cave, picking up the heavy cartons and bags, stumbling a little on the cave’s uneven floor. Hal and Cherry drew back as far as they could, trying to keep out of their way. Floyd, struggling with a load of medicine jars, stepped back a few paces, and brushed against them.

Floyd let out a howl. “Somebody’s in here, Benny! In back of us—right here! I touched someone!”

Discovered, Hal sprang and gave Floyd a forceful shove toward Jake. “Cherry!” he yelled. “Run!”

Floyd stumbled into Jake. Jake staggered, dropping the bags of ginseng. He yanked a flashlight from his pocket and set its beam probing along the cave wall.

“Cherry, huh?” Benny repeated in the half-dark. “So it’s the doctor and nurse!”

Hal aimed a kick at the spot of light shining in the darkness, but too late—the beam focused on Cherry, standing flattened and white-faced against the damp cave wall.

“Couldn’t mind your own business,” Benny rasped, reaching for his gun. Hal kicked again and this time the flashlight went flying. Still lighted, it bounced off the cave roof, then fell to the ground near Cherry. It struck a rock, and the light went out in a tinkling of shattered glass.

In the half-dark, Benny crouched with drawn gun—but the three indistinct figures blended together as Jake and Floyd descended on Hal from opposite sides, fists swinging. Hal sank quickly to the ground, and in the gloom the other two men traded hard blows before their gasps revealed them as allies. Cherry bolted for the cave opening.

Benny raced after her. Cherry stumbled, but regained her balance and kept running. A few more strides, and she was in daylight. “Help!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. She heard, away off in the distance, the high-pitched whine of a fast-moving car.

A moment later Benny had her by the arm. “Shut up!” he ordered. He dragged her roughly back toward the cave. “Save your breath. Nobody’s around the park today except Ezra. He won’t hear you—he’s calking boats at the far end of the park. And nobody driving on the highway’ll hear you, neither!” He thrust her into the cave.

Cherry saw Hal’s lithe, rangy figure weave in and out between the two older, heavy men. One of them gasped in pain, as Hal’s fist found his jaw. The second tallest figure, Floyd’s, staggered back from the group. Jake swung, his flashy ring hitting Hal’s forehead and cutting it open just above Hal’s eye. Hal threw himself in a fury on Jake, aiming at the indistinct face before him with his clenched fists. Jake covered his face, then kicked viciously at Hal.

Hal dodged—and found Floyd’s arm crooked around his throat from behind, pulling his head back. The grip tightened.

“Good!” Benny croaked. “Hold him. Jake, grab his knees.”

Jake made a sudden lunge for Hal’s knees and wrapped his arms around them. With Floyd and Jake holding him that way, Hal was helpless. Benny walked slowly toward Hal, pistol hanging loosely in his hand.

“You’re not going to shoot him, are you?” Cherry gasped.

“No,” Benny said agreeably, “just rough him up a little, that’s all.”

Cherry went cold, then desperately she searched with her foot on the dark floor of the cave. Her shoe touched the heavy metal flashlight.

She grabbed down for it, reached Benny’s back at a run, and swung the flashlight crashing against the side of his head. He lurched crazily, then levelled his pistol at Cherry, shaking with anger.

A new voice rang out. “Drop your gun!” it commanded. “Put your hands up. Higher!”

Benny held fast to his gun. A shot rang out, loud as a blast of dynamite in the echoing cave.

Out of the shadows of the cave walked two highway patrolmen, each levelling a gun. Paul Short walked beside them. One patrolman was Tom Richards. A tendril of smoke floated from his gun.

Benny cursed and slowly lifted his arms. Jake and Floyd stood dejectedly with their hands raised. Ginseng plants and jars of medicine littered the cave floor.

“The sheriff’s office relayed your telephone message to us,” Richards said to Hal and Cherry. “We saw the open trap door. You shouldn’t have come here by yourselves.”

The highway patrolmen handcuffed Floyd to the two men. Richards prodded them at gunpoint out of the cave. At Inspector Short’s request, the other patrolman collected the medicine jars, ginseng, ledgers, and old book as evidence. Mr. Short affixed a seal over the lid of one jar, signed and filled out the Food and Drug form on the seal.

Then he came over to Cherry and asked if she were all right. “Yes,” she said, “and you certainly got here fast!”

Hal reported that the racketeers had two rowboats waiting at the riverbank, and a getaway car parked upriver. The highway patrolman turned to the Food and Drug inspector, and asked where he wanted to talk with the three men.

Mr. Short answered, “Well, the first thing we have to do is to give them a preliminary hearing before the United States commissioner at Des Moines. He will decide whether they are to be held for a grand-jury investigation.”

It was decided they would all drive to Des Moines that morning. Before undertaking the long drive, Hal and the three prisoners would receive medical care from Dr. Clark at his house.

“Hal,” Cherry said, “you were terrific!”

Hal smiled at her. “You were fairly terrific yourself!”


CHAPTER XV

 

The Whole Truth

CHERRY AND HAL SPENT A LONG AFTERNOON AS government witnesses at the preliminary hearing. They came home to Sauk to find Aunt Cora waiting for them.

“I heard!” Aunt Cora greeted them. “The whole town heard! But only bits and pieces—Are you both all right? Thank goodness! Here’s some hot coffee. Now sit down, both of you, and tell me the whole story!”

“Yes, we’ve kept you in the dark too long,” Cherry said. They all sat down together.

Hal gratefully accepted a cup of coffee. “Well, Mrs. Ames, the whole truth came out this afternoon in the office of a United States commissioner.”

He exclaimed that the commissioner, the Food and Drug inspector, a United States district attorney, and a court-appointed defense attorney had questioned Floyd Barker, Luke Snell, Benny Pike, and Jake Dacey all afternoon to get the truth out of them.

“How did this fake drug racket start?” Aunt Cora asked them. “How did it operate?”

They told Aunt Cora that Floyd Barker had originated the scheme several months ago. It seemed that ever since Jane’s great-uncle abandoned the old farm, Floyd had hankered to own it—a place where he could get away from his mother’s lectures. He had hung around the deserted farm and had discovered the tunnel and the secret room. These had been blocked off for years.

Then one day Floyd discovered a big, wild patch of ginseng, a few miles from home. He recognized it, knew it was once used to make a home remedy, and looked it up in the ancient home-remedy book his mother had inherited. The book provided a simple ginseng formula for a “cure-all.”

It occurred to Floyd to compound a ginseng medicine himself and sell it. Floyd secretly dug up the wild ginseng and transplanted the whole big patch to the deserted farm. It required little nurture and Floyd believed he had a bonanza.

Meanwhile, Floyd contacted two shady men who operated small rackets in and out of St. Louis. They were Benny Pike and Jake Dacey. Floyd had done several small unlawful jobs for them earlier when they drove through the county on dishonest business. Floyd glowingly described the scheme for making easy money to the two racketeers.

The two men were interested in his plan—provided the patent medicine would sell. Floyd told them he would prove it by selling it to local people. On this proviso, the racketeers advanced Floyd a little money needed to buy jars and ingredients, and to pay the pedlar. The two men had misleading labels printed for Floyd in St. Louis; the printer was kept in ignorance.

Floyd shrewdly hired the door-to-door pedlar in order to cover himself. He instructed Old Snell to sell the remedy as secretly as he could. Within a few weeks it caught on with the rural people. Almost at once it made money.

Floyd spent some of this money for more supplies. He gave a little to his mother, to keep her from asking questions. He kept some for himself and forwarded the rest to Benny and Jake.

Money made the St. Louis men grow still more interested. They promised Floyd, by telephone, that if the medicine continued to sell well for another month, their lawyer would figure out a way to market it more or less openly—and widely.

Floyd was well started on this project when Jane Fraser arrived to claim the abandoned farm. He had tried to persuade her not to come to Sauk, via his mother’s letters in which Mrs. Barker innocently quoted Floyd about the old place being worthless. At least Floyd wanted time—a delay in September so he could harvest, dry, and compound last summer’s ginseng crop and try out the remedy’s wider sales. Jane’s convalescence gave him time.

But Cherry upset his plans when she took Jane to see the farm. All the previous day and early that Saturday morning he had been drying ginseng roots in the hidden room, on a kerosene stove and wire trays. He was afraid that Cherry and Jane would notice the odor and heat, so he had tried to discourage the girls from going to the farm. Cherry did notice the heat and odor, and had expressed her curiosity to Jane, who in turn had mentioned it to Floyd and Mrs. Barker. After that, Floyd observed Cherry’s movements closely.

When she pulled samples of ginseng at the deserted farm, Floyd figured she wanted them for identification. He watched her take them, then stole the roots back from Cherry’s parked car, again hoping for a delay. But he overlooked one root on the car floor, and Cherry had had it analyzed.

Then Cherry visited the old farmhouse alone. She nearly caught him that day. He ducked into the hidden room just in time. At this point Floyd lost his nerve. He had the pedlar go into hiding.

Floyd telephoned the two men in St. Louis. He thought they had better move the racket to some other location, away from the alert nurse and doctor. Floyd also sent good news about sales—in fact, he sent another sizable sum of money. The medicine was selling so well that Floyd thought it time to expand the racket, within some loophole of the law.

Benny and Jake came to see how Floyd made the medicine, and to discuss producing and marketing it on a wider scale, with advice from their lawyer, a shady character who knew how to get around the law. The two St. Louis men, bolder than Floyd, called the pedlar out of hiding and sent him to sell the new drag in surrounding towns. They wanted to find out whether townspeople, as well as rural people, would buy the new remedy. Some did buy it. Next, the swindlers planned to stock the cure with druggists, if possible.

Floyd warned the two St. Louis men that Cherry was alert to the source of the remedy, the ginseng at the abandoned farm. But they figured: what if medical people find it worthless? Though many patent medicines are helpful, plenty of worthless ones sell. They figured that Floyd’s racket could operate just within the law.

The swindlers were wrong. They underestimated the Food and Drug Administration.

“I heard,” Aunt Cora said, “that you two cornered those men today. How’d you find them?” Cherry explained how the buffet, jutting way out into the dining room, had given them away. “Hmm,” said Aunt Cora. “You think they would have been more careful.”

Hal said the men had admitted being careless, because they had been in a terrific hurry this morning. During the night, all they had been able to do in the dark, using a dim light, was to move things from the concealed room down into the tunnel, and Benny and Jake took down the old barn door in the tunnel and shovelled the dirt out of the way. Once daylight came, Floyd had pulled all the ginseng up, while Benny and Jake went for two rowboats, hid them at the riverbank near the cave, and then left the car at another hidden location for the getaway.

“What about that pile of dirt and the old barn door?” Aunt Cora asked. “Did Floyd blockade the tunnel?” Cherry answered her:

“Floyd said he found the tunnel that way when he was a boy. Apparently whoever lived there long ago closed off the tunnel so nobody’d wander into the cave and come walking into his farmhouse. Whoever it was, dug the dirt out of the tunnel walls to make room to wedge the barn door in there.”

“Well,” Hal said, getting to his feet, “those men committed a federal offense, and can get three years in prison. They’re in prison now, awaiting trial. I guess you heard that, Mrs. Ames.”

She nodded. “I also heard that the Food and Drug Administration will seize any of the remedy that’s still available, and warn the public against it.”

Cherry stood up, too. “Aunt Cora, if you’ll excuse us, Hal and I want to stop in to see Mrs. Barker.”

Cherry and Hal did not know whether or not Mrs. Barker had heard of her son’s arrest. Had anyone been heartless enough to tell her? If not, Cherry and Hal wanted to break the news as gently as possible.

She knew. Jane had laid out supper on the kitchen table, but neither she nor Mrs. Barker was able to eat.

“A neighbor called me up and told me,” Emma Barker greeted Hal and Cherry. “It’s all right, children, you don’t have to wear such long faces.”

“We’re sorrier than we can tell you,” Cherry said.

“If it were anyone but your son—” Hal muttered. “Sorry, terribly sorry.”

“You have to do your duty, I know that.” Mrs. Barker’s eyes were red from weeping, but she was self-controlled. “Floyd deserves to be punished. He injured a lot of people with that Nature’s Herb Cure. I just want to know one thing. How long will my son be—be away?”

Jane and Cherry exchanged glances. Hal had a hard time telling her it probably would be three years. Was there anything they could do for her, Cherry and Hal asked, anything at all? Mrs. Barker shook her head.

Jane said warmly, “I want Mrs. Barker to come and live with Mother and Bill and me. We’ll turn that old house into a happy place, you’ll see. Now we can go ahead and repair the place—thanks to you two.”

Hal was embarrassed and Cherry said no thanks were necessary. All they wanted was to see that ankle completely healed. That would be very soon now.

Jane said cheerfully, “Did I tell you that I’ve got a job? Just this afternoon! The owner came by to talk over the letter of application I’d sent in. It’s a good and interesting job at the big motel restaurant near Muir. That’s thanks to you two, as well.” She did not want to rejoice in view of Mrs. Barker’s trouble, but Jane’s relief and happiness showed in her face. “I’m going to telephone Mother and Bill the good news tonight.”

“Well, don’t tell your mother I’m coming to live with you,” Mrs. Barker said. “I can manage in my own house, thank you! I’ll be over to visit every day, though, I expect.”

“Maybe you’ll change your mind when you meet Bill,” Jane said. “That reminds me! We’ll be married in Sauk. Of course you’re invited to the wedding. Cherry, I want you to be maid of honor.”

Cherry accepted with great pleasure. She felt sure she could persuade Aunt Cora to let her give Jane a wedding breakfast or reception.

Hal cleared his throat and said he’d been reading up on new therapy that might be just the measures for Bill.

“You see,” Mrs. Barker said bravely, “things do work out for the best.” Hal and Cherry both kissed Mrs. Barker goodbye. They said “Cheers!” to Jane.

In the car, driving home to Sauk in the darkness of evening, Cherry thought of the patients she had missed seeing today—well, she’d catch up later this week—and about the 4-H Club youngsters—about the monthly report to be sent to her supervisor, Miss Hudson—and about going to the monthly district meeting with other rural nurses….

“Wake up, Cherry!” Hal said, pulling up in front of Aunt Cora’s house. “You’re home.”

“I wasn’t asleep, just daydreaming. There’s so much important health work to be done in the county—”

“You’ll do it,” Hal said. “We’ll do it together.”

That was a happy prospect. Cherry said good night to Dr. Hal, and went into the house to her long-suffering aunt.

“Praise be it’s all over!” said Aunt Cora. “I never in all my born days—I dread to think what you’ll be up to next, Cherry.”

“Wait and see,” said Cherry, smiling.
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In case you missed Cherry Ames, Camp Nurse …


CHAPTER I

 

Summer Begins

“I,” SAID A LIGHT, CLEAR VOICE, “AM A MOUNTAINEER! And I know who you are.”

Cherry jumped. “Yes, I’m going to be camp nurse.” She smiled at a pretty blond girl of about eleven who stood in the train aisle. “You don’t look much like a mountaineer to me,” she added, laughing.

“Confidentially, I’m Sue Howard, and there’s the rest of the Mountaineers—my cabin mates, I mean. ‘Mountaineers’ is our unit name.” The girl waved to a group in the seats further up the aisle. Then she sat down beside Cherry in the temporarily vacant seat. “We’re all dying to meet you, Miss Ames.”

Cherry held out her hand—a cool, strong, immaculate nurse’s hand. “How do you do, Sue Howard? How did you know my name?”

“We heard about you from Aunt Bet and Uncle Bob.”

“Oh, of course.”

Aunt Bet and Uncle B. B. Wright were the directors of Camp Blue Water for girls and its brother camp, Thunder Cliff.

Cherry had met Mr. and Mrs. Wright through a neighbor when she had been at home in Hilton, Illinois, for an Easter visit with her family. The neighbor, Mrs. Pritchett, who lived three houses down the tree-shaded block, had known all four Ameses for years and could remember Cherry and Charlie in their twin baby carriage.

“Someone who likes children and who likes the outdoors,” the Wrights had said, “is the kind of nurse we want,” and Cherry certainly qualified. Her mother felt, and Cherry agreed, that this job would be a good change of pace from her recent nursing work in a big city department store. Besides, she’d always enjoyed working with children.

Interviews in New York followed. Dr. Robert Lowell, the camp physician, and his wife (who was a nurse herself) both approved Cherry’s qualifications—and liked her. The Wrights did, too.

So here she was on the last Saturday in June, her luggage holding a summer’s supply of nursing equipment and crisp white uniforms, riding into the mountains of northeastern Pennsylvania in a train jammed with lively campers.

Sue went on, “I hope you don’t think I—well, sounded awfully forward, Miss Ames, speaking to you like that, but I’m an old camper, you see. So’s all my cabin, except Katy Osborn. She’s new.” Sue’s forehead wrinkled when she said Katy’s name, as if she were doubtful or baffled. “I thought maybe we could be a great help to you. I mean, show you around and explain how we do things at Camp Blue Water.”

“Thanks ever so much. It would be a help. And I’d love to meet the other Mountaineers.”

“Oh, good!” Sue said. “‘I’ll bring them over—”

As Sue left, Aunt Bet came down the aisle. She was a sympathetic young woman with a smile like a sunburst.

“Hello, Cherry, has anyone brought you sandwiches and milk yet?”

The camp director said that they just had a basket lunch on the train for the two-hundred-odd girls, their counselors, and the boys and young men counselors belonging to the boys’ camp—Thunder Cliff.

“It gets too complicated to do more than that,” Mrs. Wright said, “but supper at camp will make up for it. My husband went ahead with the service staff last week. They’ll have everything ready for us.” Aunt Bet smiled at three very small girls who were entertaining themselves by making faces. She turned back to Cherry. “Three of our Midgets. Have you met many of our girls yet?”

“I’m in the process, Mrs. Wright. They’re a fine group, aren’t they? I’m really looking forward to spending the summer with them.”

“Wait until you see the girls in action,” Aunt Bet said proudly.

“They seem to be plenty active right now,” Cherry said, laughing. “I’ve already helped Dr. Lowell treat a skinned knee and hiccups. And, oh yes, I refereed a fast spelling bee. Loved it. I hope I’ll do lots more than nursing.”

“Of course you will. I think the girls are going to love you, Cherry. Anyone who looks as pretty as you do—” and Aunt Bet rose, with an extra smile for Cherry’s rosy brunette good looks. A counselor at the end of the car was beckoning, and Aunt Bet went toward her.

That was the girls’ head counselor, Kay Rogers, down there with Aunt Bet, Cherry remembered. She had met Kay a few days ago at the Wrights’ apartment, at a staff meeting. Cherry had met most of the counselors for both camps then. She recalled that day as a friendly confusion of faces, voices, handshakes, and instructions.

A few persons had been outstanding, among them the boys’ head counselor, Reed Champion. Cherry hoped to become better acquainted with the likable young man.

And now, this bright morning, a crowd of young figures flitted around her. The older girls exchanging snapshots were Seniors. The eleven-to-thirteen group, Cherry knew, were called the Intermediates, and they were the peppiest ones. Juniors—the eight to tenners—and the Midgets—the littlest ones—made up the other age groups.

“Well, here we are, Miss Ames,” Sue announced, coming back up the aisle, five or six more young faces looming up behind her. “You said you wanted to meet the Mountaineers.”

“I do! But first, I’d like you all to call me Cherry.”

“Oh, thanks. We were going to, anyway, pretty soon,” Sue said. Then, changing the subject with no preliminaries at all, she asked, “Miss Ames, I mean Miss Cherry, did you ever nurse a criminal?”

“Don’t go asking silly questions,” said a plump little girl. “I’m Mary Alice Burton, Miss Ames, since some people don’t perform introductions. Such as my old friend Sue.”

“I’m Ding, that’s short for Margery Page.” This girl had cropped hair and an impish smile. “Did you ever nurse a criminal? We have a serious reason for asking.”

Before Cherry could answer, Sue made a point of formal introductions.

“Dot and Dee Smith. They’re twins, though you’d never believe it, except for looking exactly alike.”

Dot and Dee had reddish hair, and were alike as two freckles. “Stale old joke,” the taller twin protested.

“I have a twin brother,” Cherry said with a grin, “but people can tell us apart.”

Sue and Ding whooped with laughter. The Smith sisters looked delighted, and Mary Alice chuckled.

“The reason people can tell Charlie and me apart,” Cherry said, deadpan, “is because my twin is blond and I’m dark.”

She thought for a moment of her brother, and her parents, and their comfortable gray frame house in Hilton. Except for that very good visit with them at Easter, she’d scarcely seen her family for months. Why had she chosen to spend the summer away from them? Cherry felt a pang of homesickness.

“Why, I’m as bad as any other new camper,” Cherry thought. That reminded her of Sue’s earlier remark.

“Sue, didn’t you say there’s a new girl in your cabin this summer? Where’s Katy?”

There was a brief silence. Then Sue said politely that perhaps Katy would decide to join them later.

“Is she in hiding? Nothing criminal, I hope,” Cherry teased.

Sue was flustered. She picked up a newspaper.

“Speaking of criminals, Miss Cherry, and we were, before—would you please look at this article?”

Lil Baker, one of the counselors, called to Cherry, “Don’t let my girls pester you with that newspaper story. They’re mad for mysteries.”

“So am I,” said Cherry. “Let’s see what’s so interesting.” As Sue handed her the newspaper, Cherry asked, “What’s so special here?”

“Well, the man they suspect did it—” Sue hesitated. “A few people think they’ve seen him passing through the towns near our camp.”

“A mystery on our own doorstep!” Cherry exclaimed.

“Could be. Please hurry up and read it, Miss Cherry,” she said, pointing to a headline:

NEW CLUE IN NEW YORK LOAN COMPANY ROBBERY

As she read the news article Cherry noticed that the twins wandered away, and then Mary Alice murmured, “Excuse me,” and left. Presently Ding scampered off, but Sue waited doggedly beside Cherry. So it was Sue who was the mystery hound.

“What do you think?” Sue asked.

“Let me finish the whole article first.”

The case was one Cherry had read about, but now an unexpected new angle had cropped up. Two weeks ago a lone man had robbed a loan company in New York City. He had entered unobtrusively late on a rainy Friday afternoon when the loan company office was crowded. He must have known that Friday the fourteenth (the date nearest the fifteenth) was the semimonthly date on which people came to pay off their loans—a day when a great deal of cash was being received in the loan office.

The man must also have known intimately the layout of the big office, and where the employees would be busy at that hour. For he had boldly walked down a private corridor and into a deserted inside room which held the company’s safe. No one saw him, no one stopped him, since the employees were occupied in the front office with clients. From the safe the man took a large sum of cash. It was only on his way out of the inside room, as he was going down the corridor, that two women employees noticed a man wearing a raincoat and a hat pulled low over his face. But when they tried to stop him—for this area was for employees only—the man pulled a gun.

“Great balls of fire!” he had said, according to the women’s report, “Get in that door and keep still!”

He had pushed them into a washroom, keeping them covered, locked it, and then apparently had made his way through the crowded outer office into the street—just another man in slouch hat and raincoat whom no one had noticed.

The curious thing was that both women had described the man as faceless. They had been able to see a little beneath the pulled-down hatbrim, but the face had been smoothly, horribly featureless. He was slightly below medium height, they reported, but otherwise the bulky, free-swinging raincoat hid his figure completely. The only identifying mark was the man’s use of the phrase, “Great balls of fire!”

What was so provoking about the case, Cherry thought, was that the loan company would release no information about how the man had gotten into the safe, nor would they speculate on the possibility of an inside job. But now, a reporter had extracted from the loan company the fact that one of its cashiers was a man below average height who frequently used the phrase, “Great balls of fire!” The man’s name was Jack Waldron, he was twenty-eight years old, and he had left for his vacation just a few days before the robbery took place.

“It would have been easy enough for him to come back to the office, disguised, like that, and take the money,” Sue said. She had been watching the place where Cherry was reading.

“Easier, I guess, than to attempt the job from the inside. That is,” Cherry said, “if he is the robber.”

“He used the same funny words. Why do you suppose he did such a stupid thing?”

“He may have gotten excited when the women discovered him, and blurted it out. Just a minute more, Sue—”

Cherry continued to read. “This reporter learned today that the cashier, Jack Waldron, has not reported back to work, although his two-week vacation period is now over. Employees of the loan company stated that Mr. Waldron had planned to go on a camping trip during his vacation. A friend who was to have accompanied him was taken sick. Mr. Waldron told his fellow employees that he would go through with his plans, anyway, even though it meant camping alone.”

Sue urged Cherry to read the last paragraph.

“Friends of Jack Waldron expressed concern at his failure to report back to work. He was due back a week ago. Some feel it is possible that Waldron may be lost, or ill and alone in some woods. Others regard this as unlikely, since he is an experienced camper. A few of his friends received picture postcards from him, postmarked June 10 and June 11. (The robbery occurred on June 14, when semimonthly payments were made.) These post cards were mailed from Lanesboro and Pleasant Mountain, small towns in northeastern Pennsylvania. No word has been received from Waldron since June 11.

“Telephone inquiries by this newspaper to these towns elicited the information that a young man who may be Waldron has been seen there. A grocery store owner recalls that the man, carrying a camper’s pack on his back, made a purchase about ten days ago, about June 19 or 20, late in the evening. A hardware merchant made a similar report.

“A description of Waldron has gone out to police in this widespread area. He is about five feet six, weighs approximately 150 pounds, has brown hair, and regular features. No photograph of him is available. Friends at the loan company, where Waldron worked for six months, say that he told them he had been raised in an orphanage, served in the Army, and had been honorably discharged, then worked in various accounting firms and banks. He is unmarried and has no known relatives.”

That was the end of the newspaper article. Sue had been standing on one foot and then the other, until Cherry finished reading.

“Well, what do you think?”

“It certainly sounds as if he had a bleak, lonely life,” Cherry said. “Not that that would excuse an armed robbery—if he really came back to New York from Pennsylvania and did it.”

“Just three hours by train. Everything points to Jack Waldron,” Sue said. “Things couldn’t look much worse for him, could they?”

Cherry pretended to shiver. “I hope we don’t find any armed desperadoes lurking around Camp Blue Water.”

“If we did,” said Aunt Bet, overhearing, “we’d probably put them to work painting the dock. Get your suitcases ready, everybody! We’ll be there in ten minutes!”
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Foreword

 

Helen Wells, the author of the Cherry Ames stories, said, “I’ve always thought of nursing, and perhaps you have, too, as just about the most exciting, important, and rewarding profession there is. Can you think of any other skill that is always needed by everybody, everywhere?”

I was and still am a fan of Cherry Ames. Her courageous dedication to her patients; her exciting escapades; her thirst for knowledge; her intelligent application of her nursing skills; and the respect she achieved as a registered nurse (RN) all made it clear to me that I was going to follow in her footsteps and become a nurse—nothing else would do. Thousands of other young readers were motivated by Cherry Ames to become RNs as well.

Through her thought-provoking stories, Cherry Ames led a steady stream of students into schools of nursing across the country well into the 1960s and 1970s when the series ended.

Readers who remember enjoying these books in the past will take pleasure in reading them again now—whether or not they chose nursing as their life’s work. Perhaps they will share them with others and even motivate a person or two to choose nursing as their career.

My nursing path has been rich and satisfying. I have delivered babies, cared for people in hospitals and in their homes, and saved lives. I have worked at the bedside and served as an administrator, I have published journals, written articles, taught students, consulted, and given expert testimony. Never once did I regret my decision to become a nurse.

During the time I was publishing a nursing journal, I became acquainted with Robert Wells, brother of Helen Wells. In the course of conversation I learned that Ms. Wells had passed on and left the Cherry Ames copyright to Mr. Wells. Because there is a shortage of nurses here in the US today, I thought, “Why not bring Cherry back to motivate a whole new generation of young people? Why not ask Mr. Wells for the copyright to Cherry Ames?” Mr. Wells agreed, and the republished series is dedicated both to Helen Wells, the original author, and to her brother, Robert Wells, who transferred the rights to me. I am proud to ensure the continuation of Cherry Ames into the twenty-first century.

The final dedication is to you, both new and former readers of Cherry Ames: It is my dream that you enjoy Cherry’s nursing skills as well as her escapades. I hope that young readers will feel motivated to choose nursing as their life’s work. Remember, as Helen Wells herself said: there’s no other skill that’s “always needed by everybody, everywhere.”

Harriet Schulman Forman, RN, EdD
Series Editor


CHERRY AMES, STAFF NURSE


CHAPTER I

 

The Young Volunteers

IN THE KITCHEN CHERRY HELPED HERSELF TO A TASTE OF the potato salad she and her mother had just made for the cookout. Today had been a hot, joyous Fourth of July, and by now, five-thirty P.M., Cherry had worked up quite an appetite. Mrs. Ames saw her and smilingly shook her head.

“Cherry, you and your brother Charles always were great ones for ‘tasting’ every dish before it came to the table. If I don’t stop you, there’ll be a large hole in that platter of potato salad. What are we going to do with her, Velva?”

Velva, the young farm woman who helped Mrs. Ames, laughed comfortably. “Oh, I’ll make us another batch of potato salad if we run short,” she said.

“I don’t think we’ll run short on anything,” Cherry said, looking at the heaped-up platters of deviled eggs and salads and the big chocolate cake Velva had baked. Just looking at these made Cherry hungrier than before. “Shall I take some of these platters out to the yard now, Mother?”

Edith Ames glanced at the kitchen clock. “Well, Charles should be back with the ice cream any minute now. Yes, take them out, dear. Velva and I still have to finish making the iced tea.”

Cherry filled a tray with as many platters as she could carry at one time, and went out of the house. It was a big, old-fashioned house with a spacious yard and shade trees. At the rear of the yard, a safe distance away from Mrs. Ames’s cherished flower garden, a streamer of smoke rose from the brick grill Mr. Ames had built. He and young Dr. Dan Blake were working to get a charcoal fire burning.

Cherry grinned at their attire. Her father sported a chef’s cap and apron. Dr. Dan wore a brightly, wildly patterned sports shirt over his trousers, probably in reaction to the whites he wore all week at Hilton Hospital. Dr. Blake was a new young M.D. from Colorado; for a year now he had been in this neighborly, middlesized town of Hilton, Illinois. As a resident physician, he both worked and lived at the hospital, but this rather isolated him and he was a little lonesome on his first job. Cherry often saw Dr. Dan outside the hospital, as well as during her duty hours on Women’s Orthopedics. She was glad her family liked Dan, too.

“Hi, you chefs!” Cherry called.

Dr. Dan Blake turned, flushed from the heat of the grill. “Here, let me give you a hand—” He came to take her tray, and carried it to the picnic table. “Mm, look at all the home cooking!”

Cherry smiled up at him. Dr. Dan had the same dark crisp hair and vivid coloring as Cherry; in a way he looked more like her than her blond twin brother did. “We expect you to do justice to our home cooking,” she said.

Dr. Dan smiled back. “I just hope you like the way I grill beefburgers. Of course your dad is the master chef.”

Mr. Ames shoved back his chef’s cap and mopped his forehead. “I am a real-estate man pretending to be a cook, and not doing very well at it,” he said. “Come back here, Dr. Dan. I need you.”

Cherry set out the platters of food on the picnic table and returned to the kitchen to reload the tray. When she came outdoors again, Charlie drove up and parked the car in front of the house. A gallon container of ice cream sat beside him on the front seat. He got out of the car with it and called to Cherry:

“I’m starving! When do we eat?”

“Well, Dr. Fortune and Midge aren’t here yet,” Cherry said.

“I saw Midge talking to some kids on the next block. Maybe she’s on her way here,” Charlie said, and disappeared into the house.

Midge probably was trying to do her share, Cherry thought, in recruiting teenage volunteers to work in the hospital this summer. Extra help was badly needed in all hospitals, and especially in Hilton Hospital. It had no nursing school, hence no student nurses to help the overworked R.N.’s. Every one of its three hundred beds was now occupied, and every one of the hospital’s many departments needed helpers. The hospital’s limited budget required volunteers. With summer, most of the adult volunteers were going off on vacations with their families; they had to be replaced.

Last summer Hilton Hospital had tried out, in a small way, training a few junior volunteers. Midge Fortune had been one of the Jayvees then, and that was why she was such an enthusiastic recruiter now. Last summer’s experiment had shown that the youngsters could bring real help and uplifting spirits to the hospital. The program had petered out over the winter when the teenagers had been busy with schoolwork.

Well, that often happened, Cherry thought. She hoped Midge, in her enthusiasm, would not invite anyone too young. The American Hospital Association required that a junior volunteer must be at least fourteen to serve in the hospital. To be a ward aide, and work with the nurses and patients, the junior must be at least sixteen.

Cherry walked across the lawn to see whether the chefs needed an assistant. They did not; everything was ready. Mr. Ames sat down on the picnic bench and helped himself and Dr. Dan to a “sample” of potato salad, while they waited for the Fortunes.

“How’s your schedule coming along?” Dr. Dan asked Cherry. “Wish I had some way to help you.”

“Thanks. It’ll work out,” Cherry said.

At her head nurse’s request, she had been figuring out a temporary schedule—a schedule by which she could teach some of the incoming juniors, and still do her full share of nursing for her patients. Cherry had offered to teach, since she had already done so the previous summer.

Midge came running into the Ames’s yard. “Hi, you kids!” she said. She hugged Mr. Ames, grinned at Cherry and Dr. Dan, and popped a pickle into her mouth.

Midge was practically a member of the Ames family. Her father, Dr. Joe Fortune, had been the Ames’s doctor from the time Cherry and Charlie were born. Midge’s mother had died when the girl was little, and she had grown up as much in the Ames’s house as in her own. She was sixteen now. She pushed her light-brown hair off her moist forehead and said:

“Whew! I got three more promises—Oh, before I forget! My father said to tell you he’s pretty tired from watching the parade with me this morning and treating an emergency case this afternoon, so would you all please excuse him if he comes over later? He’s taking a nap now.”

The others nodded. Dr. Joe was not very strong. Cherry said she had better tell her mother and Velva, so the cookout could begin now. The two chefs very seriously put the first round of beefburgers on the grill.

Midge followed Cherry across the yard. “I got promises from two more girls and a boy,” Midge announced.

Cherry smiled. “Good for you. Relax, now. You don’t have to do the whole recruiting job single-handed.”

The high school and the junior high school had cooperated with the hospital in initiating the Jayvee program. Cherry did not want to deflate Midge’s enthusiasm by reminding her that all during the last weeks of school—final examinations notwithstanding—the teacher-sponsors and the Jayvee announcements on the school bulletin board had awakened a lively response. Another effective means had been that radio disk jockey’s appeal for Jayvees. It had brought in so many immediate telephoned inquiries that the hospital switchboard had lighted up as if disaster calls were coming in. Some of the doctors and nurses did think the juniors were going to be a disaster. Some of the youngsters’ parents had their doubts, too, and parents’ written permission was needed to become a Jayvee.

“Anyway, you have to remember,” Cherry said, to Midge, “that all the promises so far are only from prospective Jayvees. Some of these eager beavers will tour the hospital next Monday, and decide that hospital work is not for them. Some of them won’t even show up for the tour.”

Midge protested, but Cherry insisted.

“Another thing,” Cherry said. “Miss Vesey, our Director of Volunteers, won’t find that every applicant is the right person to work in a hospital. She says she has to discourage a number of applicants, grownups, even, because they’re either not right for hospital work, or they may be overconfident, or else they’re so shy that they’re not much help.”

“We’ll do better than that,” Midge said stoutly.

“You’ll see,” said Cherry. “Come help me carry out the iced tea.”

Mrs. Ames was sorry to learn that Dr. Fortune felt so tired, but said he could have his supper whenever he came. Charlie helped the two girls bring out the rest of the dishes, Velva and Mrs. Ames followed, and all but Dr. Dan sat down at the picnic table. He insisted on being the one to serve the beefburgers since, as Mr. Ames conceded, he had prepared them.

“Delicious!” everyone said, and Velva said, “Better’n the ones I make.” Dr. Dan was so pleased that he flushed. There was not much conversation during supper; everybody was busy eating. Charlie amiably offered to grill the second round of beefburgers, but—rather to his relief—Dr. Dan was voted master chef. The smell of charcoal smoke mingled with the fresh fragrance of flowers and grass. The sun dropped, and long shadows stretched across the yard. By the time the seven of them had enjoyed Velva’s cake, it was evening.

“Will you sing for us, Dr. Dan?” said Mrs. Ames. “I hope you brought your guitar.”

He had left it in his car, parked at the curb. “Just in case no one wanted to be pestered with my singing,” he remarked. Now he brought the guitar to the picnic table. Striking a chord, Dr. Dan looked at Cherry and said:

“What would you like?”

“ ‘Wabash Blues,’ ” said Cherry and Charlie in the same breath. The Wabash River flowed eight miles from here.

“ ‘My Indiana Home,’ ” said Velva, who came from the state of Indiana just across the Wabash.

Mrs. Ames asked for “Home on the Range.” Mr. Ames requested a spiritual. Dr. Dan sang them all, and sang them well. Neighbors strolling past paused to listen.

The moon came out. In the Ames’s house the telephone rang and Mrs. Ames went to answer it. She came back outdoors and said:

“That was your father, Midge. He said he just woke up, isn’t presentable, and isn’t ambitious enough to come over. We’ll pack up a picnic lunch for him and somebody will take it to him.”

“We’ll all go,” said Cherry.

As soon as Velva had the picnic basket ready, Cherry, Midge, Dr. Dan, and Charlie all piled into Dr. Dan’s car. First stop was the Fortunes’ cottage. Then they went for a cooling drive through Lincoln Park. Late as it was, the excitement of a big holiday still filled the town.

Dr. Dan said in a low voice to Cherry, “I’d hoped we could go off for a drive by ourselves this evening. Guess I sang for too long.”

“Never mind,” said Cherry. “The summer is just beginning.”

The rest of that first week in July was hot, even for corn growing country. After a slow, hot weekend, Cherry was glad to be back at work in the hospital on Monday morning. She came in at seven-thirty A.M., half an hour earlier than usual, to allow herself time for the Jayvee tour later that morning.

As she stood in uniform in the main corridor waiting for the elevator, an orderly who worked in Emergency came up. He was wheeling a high stretcher on which a young woman lay with knees and wrists in odd, stiff positions. The patient was dressed in night clothes and robe. She was conscious but dazed—probably with pain, Cherry thought.

The orderly motioned Cherry aside and said in a low voice:

“I’m taking this young lady to your ward, Nurse Ames. Dr. Blake saw her just now—on Emergency—rheumatoid arthritis attack—said he’ll be up on Orthopedics right away.”

“Thanks,” Cherry said, and with her lips silently formed the question, “Medication?” The orderly said, “Aspirin.” Cherry bent over the young woman to reassure her. Even with her face screwed up in pain she was pretty, with soft brown hair and velvety dark-brown eyes, and almost as small as a child. She looked up at Cherry and gasped out:

“Nurse, I don’t want to be an invalid! I’m afraid!”

“You won’t be disabled,” Cherry said. “You’re young enough to get well. And we’re going to give you all the right medication and treatment. Rest, now.”

“There’s no known cure for arthritis, my doctor said so!” The young woman’s dark eyes filled with tears. “Look, I can’t move my wrists or my knees. Swollen stiff. They hurt so! I can’t walk! I’ll—I’ll spend the rest of my life in a wheelchair—”

Cherry knew that arthritis made its sufferers pessimistic and often emotionally dependent. She said kindly but firmly, “Don’t be frightened. We’re here to help you.”

The patient had not heard a word Cherry said. She cried all the way upstairs. Cherry dismissed the orderly, and aided by the ward’s alerted night nurse, transferred the patient to a prepared bed. She tried to hide her wet face in the pillow. The other women patients, awake in their beds, watched in silence. Some of them, Cherry realized, were pretty discouraged themselves; she wished a few young Jayvees were here to distract them.

Dr. Dan Blake came in at once. He smiled at Cherry and Mrs. Page, the night nurse, as he handed them the admitting interviewer’s notes, then went over to talk softly to the new patient.

Cherry and the night nurse read together: “Wilmot, Margaret (Peggy). 1617 Lincoln Drive, Hilton. Age twenty-six. Widow, no relatives near. Brought in ambulance by Dr. Fairall who treated her two weeks ago for a severe strep throat. Dr. Fairall stated impossible to foresee that infection would move from strep throat into blood stream and into joints, causing acute rheumatoid arthritis. Sudden explosive attack early this A.M. with temperature of 103. Weakness, fatigue, recent loss of weight, now very painful swollen red wrists and knees. Patient incapacitated, alone, barely able to telephone doctor.”

“Poor thing,” Cherry murmured.

“I should say so,” the night nurse murmured back. “If you’d like me to stay on after eight o’clock, I can. I hear you’re going to be busy with teenagers this morning.”

“Thanks, but you’ve put in a long night’s work,” Cherry said to Mrs. Page. “If necessary, the juniors will have to wait, or Miss Vesey will take charge of them.”

Peggy Wilmot had stopped crying. The young doctor motioned Cherry and Ethel Page into the hall, to the nurses’ station outside the ward door, where the patients could not overhear—and worry.

“Well”—Dr. Dan Blake stopped smiling—“this new case looks plenty serious, but she will not require surgery. Of course for a definitive examination and orders, we’ll have to see what Dr. Watson says when he comes in.” Dr. Ray Watson was the senior doctor in charge of all Orthopedic wards. “He’ll want to consult with Dr. Fairall. In the meantime,” Dr. Dan Blake said, “we’ll support those inflamed wrists and knees with splints, and give her all the comfort measures we can. Mrs. Page, please bring me four aluminum splints. Cherry—I mean, Miss Ames—I’d like you to work with me.”

“Yes, Doctor,” Cherry said. She did try, at work, to forget that they were friends after working hours.

Peggy Wilmot had fallen asleep. Cherry gently woke her so she would not be startled when Dr. Blake applied the splints. He explained to her that the lightweight “gutter” splints, open on top, would support the inflamed joints of her wrists and knees.

“First of all, Mrs. Wilmot, you must rest these inflamed joints,” he said. “Moving your wrists and knees will cause pain. The splints will immobilize them and also hold them in normal positions, so that when the inflammation subsides, you won’t be left with any deformity.”

Peggy Wilmot winced with pain as Dr. Blake adjusted the splints that Mrs. Page brought. “I won’t be deformed, will I?” she asked.

“No, you won’t,” Dr. Dan said. “Now why are you looking so worried? Don’t you trust your doctors and nurses?”

He threw Cherry a look that said, “You’ll have to reassure her and get rid of this worry of hers.” Cherry nodded. The patient’s attitude had a great deal to do with getting well.

By the time four splints were applied, with light sandbags placed against the splints to increase the corrective force, the night nurse had left and the daytime staff had come in.

The head nurse, Miss Julia Greer, came over to welcome the new patient. Confidence exuded from Miss Greer’s trim, erect figure, and kindness shone in her lined, intelligent face. Cherry never had worked with a more superlative nurse than Julia Greer; the entire hospital respected and loved this woman who had devoted a lifetime to it. Some of her strength came across to Peggy Wilmot, who smiled for the first time this morning.

And after Cherry had given her the additional aspirin Dr. Blake prescribed, and the other daytime nurse, Mary Corsi, had come over to say hello to young Mrs. Wilmot, and Cherry had washed her face, she said:

“You’re all so kind to me. I wish you’d call me Peggy.”

“Peggy it is,” said Cherry. “Now how would you like some breakfast?”

It was necessary to feed the helpless patient gently, without hurry. She ate gratefully, dependently. She reminded Cherry of a child, a small, scared child.

Morning care and breakfast for the other patients took up Cherry’s time until Dr. Ray Watson came in on his morning rounds. He came booming and stomping in, an abundantly good-humored elderly man, and the entire ward perked up.

Cherry wanted to stay to hear his prognosis and what drugs he ordered for the new patient, but Miss Julia Greer whispered to her:

“The Director of Volunteers telephoned just now that you’d better come down right away. She says there’s a small, enthusiastic mob of juniors, and that several of them are asking for you.”

“But I want to hear about Mrs. Wilmot—”

“Come back at lunchtime, my dear, and I’ll tell you. You’ve done all anyone can for her, for now. Getting help from the juniors is important, too.”

Cherry thanked her. She righted her starched cap on her dark curls, and hurried off to the brand-new Hospitality Lounge, a room especially prepared for the juniors.

A bright paper banner, lettered WELCOME JUNIORS, stretched across one wall of the Hospitality Lounge. Some fifty young people waited here. Because they were in a hospital, they were unaccustomedly quiet. Cherry noticed that the girls outnumbered the boys three or four to one. Up at the front of the room, chatting with the youngsters, were Mrs. Streeter, the Superintendent of Nurses, with Dr. Joe Fortune, and one or two white-clad nurses. Apparently Mr. Howe, the Hospital Administrator, and Dr. Keller, the Medical Superintendent, were too busy to attend, but they had given their permission for a Jayvee program, along with the high school and junior high school principals, and that was the main thing. Cherry started toward the front of the room but was quickly surrounded by boys and girls.

“Remember me, Miss Cherry? I’m Dorothy Ware—Dodo.” A bouncy, giggly, plump girl pumped Cherry’s hand. “Can I please work with you on Orthopedics, please? Midge thinks maybe I can.”

“We’ll see, Dodo,” Cherry said.

Midge was acting very important and proud because, except for two other girls, she was the only experienced Jayvee here. Cherry waved to the other two. One was lanky, droll Emma Weaver who loved to cook. The other was Carol Nichols, who seemed older than fifteen; she had a knack for drawing and she was dependable. Cherry had heard that the other few former Jayvees had gone away on vacations with their families.

A quiet, dark, studiouslooking boy of about fourteen or fifteen said to Cherry, “I’m Myron Stern. This is my friend, Dave McNeil.” Dave was tall, strapping, rosy, about fifteen.

Cherry shook hands with both boys. “I’m sure the hospital will be glad to have you.”

Myron Stern looked embarrassed. “You know, at school they gave physical examinations to those of us who want to be volunteers. Seems I have a slight heart murmur, I never knew about it before. That won’t rule me out, will it? I’m perfectly well and strong, otherwise.”

His friend Dave McNeil said, “You’re good at lab work. Maybe they’ll let you help out in one of the hospital labs. How about that, Miss Ames?”

“I don’t see why not,” Cherry said. “We wouldn’t allow Myron to be a messenger, but the labs could use a clerk.” She explained that supervisors decided which assignments went to volunteers. “But don’t worry, the supervisors will try to honor your request if they possibly can.”

“Thanks, Miss Ames,” both boys said. Dave called after her, laughing, “I’d like a nice cool job in the Pharmacy’s refrigerator this summer.”

Cherry grinned and then her grin faded as a tall, beautiful, overdressed blond girl seized her hand.

“Oh, I’m so happy to meet you, Miss Cherry! I’m Lillian Jones. I do so hope the hospital will accept me! I think it would be just wonderful to serve here.” Her mascaraed eyes held a faraway gleam.

The girl was a born actress, Cherry thought in amusement, who saw herself in the role of ministering angel. Still, Lillian might just turn out to be serious about volunteer work. Cherry said something encouraging and moved on.

One person she was glad to see here was Bud Johnson. She knew this freckled, sturdily built boy from the Orthopedic wards where he had worked last summer as an orderly, and she knew Bud to be solidly dependable, like a rock. He said “Hi!” to Cherry, as one professional to another, and went on talking confidently to three girls who looked uncertain but impressed. Cherry answered “Hi,” and pushed her way ahead, past the taller, quieter seventeen- and eighteen-year-old girls, to the staff persons in white.

Cherry said good morning to Mrs. Streeter and to Midge’s father, Dr. Fortune. He was having an argument—as far as anyone so gentle would argue—with a skinny, eyeglassed woman in white who seemed to bristle. She was Mrs. Jenkins, Head Nurse of the Women’s Medical Ward, and she was asserting:

“Suppose a junior volunteer makes a mistake? I say, keep them in the linen room. Kids have no place on the wards.”

“And did an adult never make a mistake, Mrs. Jenkins?” Dr. Fortune answered. “I know some youngsters who are more reliable than some adults. All these young persons here today have good scholastic and character records. They have the idealism to want to help others.”

“Humph!” Mrs. Jenkins said. “They like the uniform better than the job.” Then she had to keep quiet, because Mrs. Streeter was calling the meeting to order.

The teenagers listened soberly as Dr. Fortune and then the Superintendent of Nurses each made a brief address. Dr. Fortune said: “Hospital work is hard work. It is literally life-and-death work. Your only reward will be the satisfaction of helping others. However, if you are planning a career in medicine or nursing—if you like people and want to learn more about them—or if you simply want to do something really needed and important, the hospital welcomes you.”

Mrs. Streeter spoke of the shortage of nurses—so urgent that the ward nurses had barely enough time to give essential services to their patients. “Particularly,” she said, “we don’t have time to give a patient the extra attentions and individual interest he needs to encourage him to get well. Besides, there are dozens of other vital jobs—every bit as urgent as nursing—where we need your extra hands and tireless legs to keep this hospital functioning.”

There were several rules to observe. Miss Ann Vesey, the attractive, friendly young Director of Volunteers, who did not look much older than a teenager herself, explained the rules. Junior volunteers would not participate in medication and treatment of patients. All volunteers of any age would be under close professional supervision. Any person who worked in the Food Services Department or in the Pediatrics Ward or playroom with children must have chest X-rays and frequent throat cultures taken. In some states the teenagers would have to obtain working papers, but this was not true in Illinois. The hospital would train the volunteers in a general class and then on the teenagers’ specific jobs.

“Since there is so much to do, and so few of us to do it,” Miss Vesey said, “we recommend that most, if not all, of you serve in more than one department. Having two assignments will give you an interesting change of pace, and more experience, too.”

After fifty hours of service, the juniors would receive award pins, at an evening party to which they and their parents would be invited. There was a little stir of pleasure at that.

Bud Johnson raised his hand. “What hours do you want us here?”

Miss Vesey said that juniors in other hospitals found that two or three full days a week worked out well for them and for the hospitals. “That’s a seven-hour day, or you can volunteer for half days if you’d rather,” she said. “No night work.”

The Director of Volunteers announced, the teenagers would tour the hospital. They would see for themselves where and how they were needed. The tour would help them decide what assignments to volunteer for, or whether to volunteer at all.

“Ask questions if you like, but very quietly, so the patients won’t hear you. Please don’t touch anything.”

Miss Vesey, with Cherry and another R.N. to help with explanations, led the large group first to the Out-Patient Clinic, on the ground floor. In this big room, with booths, sat all kinds of patients; doctors and interviewers studied their records, talked to them. Jayvees—older ones—were very much needed here to take the patients’ laboratory reports to—or records from—the Records Room; to take the patients’ temperatures and to weigh them; to escort patients, some in wheelchairs, to X-ray or some special medical department.

Cherry said to the juniors near her, “You’ll work with the clinic social worker, compile new charts, answer phones.” Some of the teenagers looked interested, others apprehensive.

Everyone regained confidence when they came to the Medical Records Room. What could be so difficult about filing? But Miss Vesey said, “There are thousands of records in here. If you misfile one, good-bye record! When a report comes down from a lab or X-ray, you must file it on the proper patient’s charts—imagine what a mistake could lead to!” Only carefully selected Jayvees were trusted to work in here.

The group skipped Emergency, which, like Surgical, contagious wards, and the Maternity floor upstairs, was off limits to them. They had a look at the Admitting Office, where Jayvee’s escort service was needed. They went on to the Pharmacy, which was interesting with its supplies of medicine. Mr. Cox, registered graduate pharmacist, was in charge. Cherry overheard some boys in back of her say, “Pharmacy for us!” Cherry turned around and said, “Fair warning, fellows. Good jobs and dull jobs, all must he done. Everyone must do half and half, though we will try to meet your interests.”

The girls, when the group went upstairs, all wanted to help on the children’s wards and in the playroom. Small patients, some kneeling in their cribs, some clumsily feeding themselves at tiny tables, shyly waved back to the teenagers. A small boy on miniature crutches came up to Dodo Ware and asked, “Play with me?”

Into several convalescent wards, Medical and Surgical, past rows of beds, went the teenagers. Cherry made it a point to notice which juniors smiled at the patients, and which ones simply stared.

The group went to the X-ray Department, with its many records to take care of, then on to the big Pathology Laboratory where the white-coated technologist in charge said, “We certainly need helpers to wash test tubes and run errands.” Next, they went to Central Sterile Supply where Emma Weaver remarked, “The sterilizers look like giant pressure cookers.”

In here, juniors were needed to wash and pack sterilized rubber gloves, sponges, wooden tongue depressors. Green packages went to Surgical, yellow to Maternity, white for general use.

“What boring work!” Lillian Jones sighed.

The woman in charge heard her and turned around. “Young lady, sterile or not is a matter of life or death. Infection will be spread if this job isn’t done properly.”

That sobered everybody. Some of the teenagers looked still more shaken when, out in the hall, they came smack up against an iron lung, to be sent upstairs to a polio patient, and oxygen tents waiting for calls for them.

Cherry said, “I was scared to pieces, too, when I was just starting out as a student nurse. You get over it with training.”

Some of the teenagers murmured, “Thanks.” Some of them limped a little, after the long tour, on their way back to the Hospitality Lounge. There everyone stood about uncertainly. Cherry glanced at her wristwatch. She was growing impatient to go back to her ward and the new patient.

The Director of Volunteers said, “If any of you want to volunteer right now, you may do so. Some of you may prefer to go home and talk over with your parents whether being a hospital aide is for you. Tomorrow morning we’ll meet here again at ten. Then after you take a pledge of service, you can volunteer for assignments of your choice. Be prepared to stay tomorrow—we have a big program ahead for you. Thank you all for coming today. Good morning.”

A few of the young people slipped away. Several stayed to ask questions. Cherry was sorry she could not stay on, but her patients were waiting for her. She waved to Midge and Bud and several others, and went back upstairs.

The head nurse met her hurrying into the ward. Cherry said, “I think I’ll skip lunch hour, Miss Greer, and catch up on my work. How is the new patient?”

“Better have some lunch, Miss Ames,” said Miss Greer. “Miss Corsi and I doubled up on the few morning chores you didn’t have time to finish. No, don’t say thank you! Your new patient is resting a little more comfortably. She seems anxious about one thing—she asked for her mail. Someone will have to bring it from her house.”

“Asked for her mail? As sick as she is!” Cherry said. “Must be mighty important mail.”

“Well, I don’t want her upset,” the head nurse said, “by mail or anything else.” Cherry knew that with arthritics, emotional stress could cause a physical setback or bring on an attack. “Her mail can wait until tomorrow,” Miss Greer said.

“By tomorrow I’ll have a junior volunteer who’ll go pick it up,” Cherry said, and thought of sending Midge.

Cherry obediently ate some lunch, quickly, leaving a few minutes’ free time to go see her new patient. Peggy Wilmot was half asleep but murmured something. Cherry bent over her.

“In my wallet—a check—please cash it for me—” Peggy got out. “I’ve had it in my wallet since last week. I—I felt so sick I didn’t go to the bank.”

“You needn’t worry about money just yet, or about anything—”

But Peggy insisted, and her face screwed up in anxiety and pain. Cherry did not argue. She promised to ask the woman in the Admitting Office, which kept patients’ belongings under lock and key, to bring Peggy her wallet. Peggy would then endorse the check, as best she could, and Cherry would cash it for her. It was a small favor, if it would quiet the patient.

Peggy Wilmot looked so relieved, so grateful, that Cherry wondered why all this strong feeling about her mail and a check.


CHAPTER II

 

Off to a Good Start

TUESDAY WAS PLEDGE DAY. AT A LITTLE BEFORE TEN, Cherry finished up two hours’ work on her ward; she had just carefully changed Peggy Wilmot’s position and applied dry heat, both as comfort measures. That was as much nursing as she could do for Peggy, until later today. So Cherry went downstairs and gave her attention to the junior volunteers.

At the front of the Hospitality Lounge, several staff people waited. Cherry said good morning and joined them. She felt rather anxious to see how many young volunteers would actually come. Several teenagers were already here: Midge and freckled Bud Johnson, sitting together—the quiet steady ones; Claire Alison, Carol Nichols with the sketchbook she always carried, Dave McNeil and Myron Stern—two or three young persons whom Cherry did not know by name—and tall, theatrical-looking Lillian Jones, somewhat to Cherry’s surprise. Not very many. Cherry would not have blamed any youngster who would rather go swimming in the county fairgrounds pool, this hot July morning. Still, more teenagers came in, self-conscious, determined. Dodo Ware practically bounced in, round eyes shining. By the time Mrs. Streeter rose to speak, she had twenty recruits to greet—fourteen girls and six boys.

“I am glad to see such a good turnout,” said the Superintendent of Nurses. “On behalf of the Administrator of this hospital, its doctors and nurses and entire staff, I congratulate you on your high purpose. We are happy to have you join us as part of our team.”

Mrs. Streeter said they would not spend much time on ceremonies; there was too much urgent work to be done. She asked the young volunteers to stand, and in chorus they repeated after her this pledge:

“I will be punctual … immaculately clean … conscientious … accept supervision … not seek information regarding a patient … make my work professional … uphold the standards of this hospital and interpret them to the community.” Then, and most important, “I will consider as confidential all information which I may hear in this hospital.”

The juniors were asked to pledge at least fifty hours’ work over this summer. Now they could volunteer for whatever assignments they had their hearts set on. They had been interviewed yesterday afternoon by Miss Vesey, the young Director of Volunteers, and were realistic about what they could and could not ask for. Carol Nichols, who was fifteen, put her hand up first.

“I’d hoped to work in the blood bank and in clinic registration, please,” Carol said.

Midge waved her hand enthusiastically. Being sixteen made her eligible to work in the patient areas. “I’d like to volunteer for Women’s Orthopedics”—she shot a loyal look at Cherry—“and the X-ray Department.” Cherry knew Midge had little interest in doing clerical work in the X-ray Department, but the staff there needed help.

“Me, too!” said Dodo Ware, and looked questioningly toward Cherry.

“I’m delighted to have you both,” Cherry said.

Bud Johnson elected to work as an orderly, wherever the hospital needed him. Miss Vesey replied he would be a floater on the various wards. “And how would you like to help out, Bud, with adult and children’s recreation? You know, occasional shows and ward parties.”

“I’d like that just fine!” Bud said.

Myron Stern realized his wish: he would work in the Pathology Laboratory. Dave McNeil asked for and got assigned to the coveted Pharmacy, with its room-size refrigerator; he would also work in the Records Room. The youngest juniors were assigned to Central Sterile Supply—and also to the children’s playroom and to the patients’ flower service. Lillian Jones asked for the Reception Desk, and cheerfully accepted a job in the Dietary Kitchen as well.

Others requested special jobs “and wherever else I’m needed.” Soon Mrs. Streeter said, “Now you will please go for your uniforms.”

Cherry led the fourteen girls to the nurses’ locker room where they put on they white cotton, short-sleeved dresses that Hilton Hospital had lent them. The girls themselves had purchased red-and-white candy-striped cotton pinafores with ruffled bibs to wear over the dresses. Getting into the uniform was a big occasion. Cherry wondered how the boys were making out with their white cotton lab coats or tunics and white duck trousers.

When all the girls were in uniform, Cherry said, “You look very nice, except for your feet.” All looked down at their feet. “After today,” Cherry said, “everyone is to wear flat shoes—white or whatever you own, rubber soles if possible—and white bobby socks. No rings or other jewelry, please, only your wristwatch.”

“Aren’t we going to wear caps, like the nurses?” Midge asked disappointedly. “Most Jayvees do.”

Cherry explained that Hilton Hospital wanted only its nurses to wear caps. “Patients think anyone who wears a cap is a nurse, and we don’t want any confusion. Come along, now.”

The girls assembled in Room 110 where the boys were already waiting, looking proud but uneasy in their whites. Cherry asked everyone to take seats. She went to the head of the improvised classroom. A hospital bed, table, supply chest, bandages, charts, and some other demonstration articles had been brought in.

“I am going to teach you,” Cherry said, “some of the fundamentals such as bedmaking, feeding a patient, taking and charting TPR—that’s temperature, pulse, and respiration—and folding bandages. Some of you may not need to know about bedmaking, but you never can tell when you may be called upon to pinch hit.”

Bud Johnson said gamely, “The more we know, the better.”

Cherry demonstrated these techniques, then had the members of the class practice on one another. They laughed a lot, and made a few blunders, but they learned quickly. This part of their preliminary training took all morning. At lunchtime Cherry announced:

“Now that you’re members of the staff, the hospital cafeteria is open to you. Or if you’d rather go home for lunch, you may. Please report back here in an hour.”

The class rushed out, eager to share cafeteria tables with physicians, surgeons, nurses and technologists. Midge led the way, proud of her know-how around the hospital. Cherry felt pretty proud of Midge, herself; she should prove to be a huge help on the ward.

Cherry then went to the east entrance of the hospital where she had an appointment to meet her mother for a few minutes at noon. Mrs. Ames had agreed to cash Peggy Wilmot’s check, since Cherry had no time to go to the bank, and junior volunteers were not permitted to handle money.

Her mother was there right on time, looking lovely as usual. She smiled and handed Cherry an envelope containing the cash.

“Oh, Mother, you’re a friend in need!” Cherry said. “This will make that poor girl feel better—though I don’t understand why she’s so excited about money matters just now.”

“Well, I hope it will help her, and I hope,” said Mrs. Ames, “that the check will be honored. Mr. Alison at the bank required me to add my endorsement, too, to the check. That means if the company issuing the check doesn’t honor it, and if your patient can’t make good, then I will have to reimburse the bank for that sum. And it’s a fairly substantial sum.”

“Gosh,” said Cherry, “I never thought of that. Not that I’d let you get stuck, Mother—I noticed it was a printed check from some business firm, not just a personal check, and drawn on the First National Bank of Chicago, so I thought it was all right.”

“Oh, it’s probably all right. Don’t worry about it. I have to run now, honey,” said Edith Ames. “I’m having lunch with my Garden Club ladies at Sue Webb’s house.”

“Enjoy yourself,” Cherry called as her mother went down the hospital path to where she had parked the car. “See you at home.”

Cherry went upstairs to give Peggy the cash, and to resume her duties.

The patients on the women’s orthopedics ward were having lunch, except for Peggy Wilmot. She was asleep. Miss Greer said to let her sleep a little longer. Cherry went to say hello to Mrs. Davis, who had osteoarthritis, which some old people get as they age. Mrs. Davis had no family. No one but the social worker ever came to visit her. This little old lady had had surgery and had already been in the hospital for rehabilitation for a month she wasn’t expected to remain for a month or two longer. When she got out, she would he able to walk again, but with a permanent limp, and always with some pain. Cherry smiled at her, and Mrs. Davis smiled back.

“Were you a good patient this morning, Mrs. Davis?” Cherry asked. “Did you go for your whirlpool treatment?”

“Yes, and the physical therapist says I’m a whole lot better if I only didn’t have to be pushed to the therapy room in that wheelchair!”

Liz Emery said from the next bed, “Mrs. Davis wants a motor on the wheelchair, so she can drive the chair herself. I’ll bet she could drive it, too!”

Liz was fourteen, blond and pretty, restless in traction but unfailingly good-tempered. She was here because of a fractured heel, suffered when a horse she was riding bareback threw her and she landed on her foot. Cherry was glad her bed and Mrs. Davis’s bed were side by side. Liz was cheerful young company for the lonely patient.

Cherry moved on past Liz’s bed to speak to quiet Mrs. Swanson, who had a badly sprained back, then spoke to the patients on the other side of the room. Peggy Wilmot was awake now. Since Nurse Corsi was busy serving lunch trays, Cherry fed her.

“Your check is cashed,” Cherry told her and handed her the envelope. “I’ll call admitting to send someone up for it, and lock it away for you.”

“Oh, thanks! That’s good,” Peggy sighed.

She looked thin and pale—anemia often accompanied arthritis. “Dr. Watson or Dr. Dan probably has ordered a blood-count test for her,” Cherry thought. “She may need a special diet.” Aloud Cherry said:

“How do your wrists and knees feel? Is the heat helping?” Hot-water bags and heating pads were applied, gently, to her inflamed joints. Heat increased the blood supply to relieve pain and relax muscles.

“Yes, the heat helps some,” Peggy said. “Please, no more food, Miss Cherry. I’m not hungry.”

She was still in too much pain to want to eat, Cherry realized. She coaxed a few more spoonsfuls of custard into her, let Peggy rest a few minutes, then very gently altered her position in the bed. This was to avoid bed sores and stiffness. Then Cherry gently removed Peggy’s splints and washed her red wrists and knees, then reapplied the splints, and tied them on loosely with elastic bandages.

“You won’t have to wear these splints for long,” Cherry told her. “Soon it’ll be for only a few hours a day, and when you’re asleep.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever get better,” Peggy said dejectedly. “Not ever really well and active again. I have an older cousin who’s had arthritis for years, and she’s—well, she lives in a wheelchair! How will I ever keep house, alone?”

“Peggy, will you please listen to me?” Cherry looked into her unhappy brown eyes. “Chances are good that you will get well. You’ll be just as lively as ever. People who have arthritis almost always feel unreasonably pessimistic. It’s another sign that you’re sick.”

Peggy absorbed this information while Cherry glanced at her chart. Dr. Watson had ordered drugs for her, in her present acute stage: more aspirin or other simple salicylates, and cortisone, in substantial amounts. These would help right away.

“Miss Cherry?” Peggy Wilmot said, and Cherry put aside the chart. “I’d like to believe you, but how can I? It hurts every time I move. What will happen to me next?” Her gaze clung to Cherry’s. “I thought when my husband died that I knew then what it was to be unhappy—poor Art—”

All in a rush she was telling Cherry about her brief, happy marriage. Her husband had traveled a great deal for the company he worked for. They had moved to Hilton and bought a house here, just a short time before he made his last business trip. As usual, he flew in one of the company’s private planes. The plane crashed. Only its burning wreckage was ever found.

Cherry remained silent, pretending she didn’t see Peggy trying not to cry.

“That was less than a year ago,” Peggy Wilmot said. “Sometimes it feels like ten long years since I’ve seen Art, and sometimes it seems like yesterday.”

Now she was alone. She had her parents, but they lived in California. Her brother, living in Florida and working for a firm that built parts for rockets and missiles, was busy with his work and his own family.

“Well, there’s one good, hopeful thing, at least, in all my troubles,” Peggy said. “It’s surprising—” But instead of going on, she turned her head against the pillow, as if too tired to talk more. “Miss Cherry,” she murmured, “could you have someone bring me the mail from my house? I’d ask my neighbors, but they’re away on vacation. My mail is in the letter box on the porch, you don’t need a key. Today and every day? It’s terribly important.”

Cherry promised. She had no right to ask prying questions, but she could not help wondering what was so important in this young woman’s mail. She wrote down Peggy Wilmot’s address, then covered her patient lightly and left the ward.

After a very quick lunch in the hospital cafeteria, Cherry returned to the classroom. Midge was there; Cherry gave her Peggy Wilmot’s address and asked her to bring the mail from the porch letter box. Then she resumed teaching the volunteers.

“I want to stress, class,” Cherry said, “that today’s all-day session is preliminary training. Tomorrow you’ll report to wherever you are assigned—Records Room, Clinic, X-ray, ward duty, whatever—and there the supervisor will give you specific training. But there are some general things you all must know.”

Cherry discussed the hospital setup, emphasizing how various hospital departments worked together. She talked very seriously to the class about hospital ethics. Since all of these young volunteers would come into contact with patients, Cherry talked about the psychology of a sick person.

“How do you treat a person in bed?” Cherry said. “You do not talk about his illness to him. Be kind, but don’t be oversympathetic. You’re here to get him out of the hospital, mentally. Talk to him about the things he can do, now; encourage him to feed himself and dress himself. Talk to him about what he will do when he’s strong again.

“Don’t just let him sit or lie there, keep him active,” Cherry said. “Interest him with the book cart, or bring him today’s newspaper, or play a game of checkers with him. And when the patient becomes ambulatory, or can get around in a wheelchair, you Jayvees will take several patients outdoors to the hospital garden. Of course you’ll be supervised by a nurse. You must never, never take anything upon yourself without orders.”

Cherry went on to stress another point.

“You must always say on the phone, ‘Such-and-such department or ward, volunteer speaking,’ ” Cherry said, “juniors must sign in and sign out of the hospital. You absolutely must come when you promised to, and on time.”

The class was staring at her so soberly that Cherry smiled and said now they would have a little graduation ceremony. Dr. Fortune and Mrs. Streeter came in to commend the twenty young people, tired by now in the late afternoon. They held a graduation in miniature, but everyone was thinking of tomorrow when they would receive preventive inoculations against infectious diseases and start on-the-job training.

Wednesday morning Cherry reported to Orthopedics at eight. Midge and Dodo were already there, in uniform. Cherry smiled at their freshly scrubbed faces and their eagerness. Midge had a pile of mail for Peggy Wilmot. Cherry said that could wait a few minutes while she introduced the two new ward volunteers around—first to the head nurse, then to Nurse Corsi, the P.N. who took care of convalescents, then to the patients. Liz knew Midge and Dodo slightly from Hilton High School, though they were not in the same class. “Wish I could be a Jayvee,” Liz said from her bed. Everyone was glad to see the two young girls in their striped pinafores; their youth was like a tonic for sick people. Miss Julia Greer said:

“I am glad to have you on the ward, Midge and Dorothy, and I know you’ll to prove your worth. When you do, then I’ll accept you as a part of our nursing team. Come to the nurses’ station and you’ll see what I mean.”

The nurses’ station was a desk just outside the ward door; here were a telephone, callboard, bulletin board with the day’s orders, various reports. Here the head nurse met daily with her two R.N.’s and the P.N. to give each team member her written assignments for the day. It was important, Miss Greer explained to the two young newcomers, to be aware of the relationship of every team member to each patient. Miss Greer gave no definite assignments to the Jayvees.

Midge and Dodo exchanged a glance that said: “The head nurse doesn’t trust us.” Cherry cleared her throat rather loudly, and the two girls changed their aggrieved expressions to a professional air.

Despite their initial disappointment they did well that first morning. Cherry, who was in charge of them, asked Midge to help Peggy Wilmot with her mail—which meant opening the envelopes and holding up the letters for her to read. Cherry sent Dodo for fresh drinking water for the patients, then had her visit with Mrs. Davis and Liz. “At least in these jobs,” Cherry thought, “my two Jayvees can’t make any lethal mistakes, and the patients certainly are bidding for their attention.” TLC—Tender Loving Care—was good for a sick person, and providing it was a big part of the Jayvee’s job. When Dr. Watson and young Dr. Blake came in to make their morning rounds, the senior doctor praised Midge and Dodo.

“These youngsters are better than a tonic,” he boomed.

Midge was so pleased, and embarrassed, that she knocked over a stool, or perhaps it was because she was staring dreamily at Dr. Dan Blake. Dodo, too, seemed to find the young doctor enchanting. He was unaware of the true reason for their interest. He smiled at Cherry and said looking at the two volunteers:

“Do you know how traction works? Liz’s heel bone is split and we’ve pinned the two bone ends together—” He showed them the thin metal protruding from Liz’s heel. It looked like a four-inch needle, with a cork on either end. Liz looked on, making faces. Dr. Dan continued, “This is what we use to keep the bone ends in alignment while the bone heals. That’s why we’ve rigged up Liz in all this paraphernalia.”

The ropes and pulleys, fastened to a metal frame over the bed and held down by black iron weights, looked like an instrument of torture. Dodo bluntly said so—a discouraging thing to say to a patient, and Midge pinched her.

“It doesn’t hurt,” Liz said, “but I’m pretty uncomfortable.”

“Miss Ames,” Midge said formally, “could Liz help me roll bandages? I mean, as long as she’s sitting up, anyway?” Cherry nodded and Liz looked interested.

The big, heavy woman across the aisle called out, “When will I get up and walk, Doctor? Or will I never walk again?”

Dr. Dan and Cherry quickly reassured her. It was too bad, Cherry thought, that this demoralizing woman occupied the bed next to helpless Peggy Wilmot’s. Hattie Hall had a bad temper at all times, and pain had not improved her. The doctors and nurses were waiting to see whether new drugs would or would not lessen pain and thus bring about a change in her personality—for the better. Elderly Dr. Watson called the staff to come look at the bone tumor patient, so they had to leave Miss Hall. She transferred her complaining to Peggy Wilmot.

Still, Peggy seemed less depressed after reading her mail.

Later that day, in a small, specialized class, Cherry taught Dodo and Midge and other ward volunteer how to handle sterile dishes, bandages, and nursing instruments; how to wash a bedridden patient’s hands and face without getting the bed damp; how to use foam rubber cushions under the patient’s shoulders and hips in bed to prevent bed sores. The classes would continue, along with the ward work, for the rest of the week. Twenty hours’ training was generally the maximum for ward juniors.

All the juniors were working hard, in their own ways. Cherry heard from Mrs. Jenkins, at lunch on Thursday, that a patient had told a sympathetic Jayvee, “I didn’t eat my lunch, and I’m hungry. Please buy me a candy bar?” The Jayvee had started to oblige, but then thought better of it and asked the nurse in charge who told him that this patient was a diabetic, forbidden to eat sweets.

Pharmacy was having the best service in its history, thanks to the Jayvees assigned here. And in the children’s playroom, the fourteen and fifteen-year-old girls were a huge success, telling the little ones marvelous stories.

The Junior volunteers still had to prove themselves, Cherry thought, but for a start they were doing very well.


CHAPTER III

 

An Astonishing Scheme

MIDGE FAITHFULLY DID HER EXTRA JOB OF GOING EARLY every morning to Peggy Wilmot’s house to bring her mail. There was a lot of it. Sick as she was, Peggy read it with such absorbed interest that Cherry’s curiosity grew, and even the head nurse remarked on the quantity of the mail. Midge did not know what was in the letters, since she merely held them up for the patient to read.

Cherry was surprised on Friday morning. She was giving Peggy a bed bath, handling her very gently and slowly, avoiding touching her swollen knees and wrists. Peggy was in such pain that she was afraid to let anyone come near her, much less touch her. Cherry’s reassurance and light, gentle hands had won her trust—apparently in more ways than one.

“Miss Cherry, maybe you think I’m silly,” Peggy said in her childlike way, “and maybe it’s unnecessary, but—but I wish you’d cash another check for me. Please?”

Cherry hesitated. “You really don’t have to worry about your hospital bill. That can always be discussed in terms of what you can afford, later, when you’re well.”

“No, I’m not worried about the hospital bill. I’m not worried about anything, really,” Peggy Wilmot said. “It’s just that it’s best to cash a check promptly.”

“Then why not let me deposit your check in your bank account?” Cherry said. That would in effect cash the check, and it would not make the Ameses liable, either. “You probably have a checking account or savings account, haven’t you?”

“Yes, I have a checking account at the First National Bank of Hilton,” Peggy said. The Ameses used the Vermilion County Trust Company.

“Well, then? You really don’t need to keep cash in your purse just now. In fact, your money is safer in the bank,” Cherry said.

“I know I’m being unreasonable, but—but—” Peggy seemed confused. Cherry waited patiently; an acutely ill, frightened person sometimes could not help being a little unreasonable. “You see,” Peggy said, “I’m alone and I’m dependent on those checks which come in every week. It just makes me feel good to know there’s money in my purse. I guess you’re right about putting it in the bank, though.” Peggy sighed. “I guess this purse thing is just a silly idea I’ve had since childhood.” She asked Cherry to find the check, which had come in yesterday. It was among her pile of mail on the bedside table.

“Do you want to keep all this mail?” Cherry asked. “There’s quite an accumulation.” Cherry noticed that almost all of the letters were business letters and bulletins, all bearing the same letterhead: The Cleveland Pell Corporation. Peggy’s check bore the same imprint, and was signed in a bold handwriting: Cleveland Pell, President.

“I intend to keep every piece of this mail,” Peggy announced. If she had been open to persuasion about depositing the check, on this point she decidedly had made up her mind. Her mouth closed tightly in a stubborn line, and Cherry saw a self-willed side of Peggy Wilmot that she had not noticed before.

“All right, we’ll keep the mail,” Cherry said.

Peggy relaxed her determined look, and said, “I want to study it again. Miss Cherry, have you a few minutes to talk?”

Cherry nodded. Most of the other patients were napping after the doctors’ visits and treatments, during this hour before lunch. Peggy kept her voice low so as not to disturb her wardmates. “You’re so nice, Miss Cherry, about taking care of my checks for me and—and maybe you’re wondering what this is all about. Well, I’ve had the most wonderful lucky break.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Cherry said, and smiled. “A fairy godmother?”

Peggy Wilmot smiled back. “Better than that, because this is real. You see, these checks are my regular weekly dividend. I never thought anything as lucky as this would ever happen to me! Having a regular income means so much to me especially now that I’m—handicapped.”

“You’ll be well and strong again,” Cherry assured her.

“I hope so. In any case, I’m terribly lucky to be in on the Pell Plan. To think that when my husband left me some insurance money, I was just going to leave it in the savings bank, where your money earns only a little interest. You know that’s not very good business.”

“It’s safe in the savings bank or in U. S. Savings Bonds,” Cherry said.

Peggy Wilmot did not seem to hear that remark, or it did not interest her. She went on:

“Arthur really looked out for me, the darling. He left me quite a lot, but still it wouldn’t last indefinitely. So then, of all things, I found out about this financial genius named Cleveland Pell. He’s a regular wizard at business! He invests your money for you and you earn a much higher return than elsewhere.”

“Invests in the stock market?” Cherry asked.

“No, Mr. Pell believes it’s better to invest directly in growing businesses. And better to spread your investment among a great variety of them. He knows a remarkable lot about all sorts of enterprises; he spends a lot of time traveling to inspect them. So his advice is sound. Firsthand. And the reason he can make such profitable investments for his clients is because only he, so far, knows about many of these businesses.”

Cherry had no special knowledge about business, but she understood that an investor, who lent his money to a healthy business that needed funds to expand, would eventually share in the profits that business earned. However, investing involved some risk—a business might not earn much or might fail—so that it was necessary to have informed, honest advice. Peggy Wilmot was enthusiastic about the investment counsel furnished by the Cleveland Pell Corporation.

“I haven’t been a client of theirs for very long,” she said, “but already I’ve earned far more than I hoped to! There’s no charge whatever unless you make money as a result of Mr. Pell’s advice,” she added. “What could be fairer than that? And you can withdraw your investment at any time.”

Cherry felt rather bewildered. “I don’t know enough about this subject to know what to think of your Pell Plan,” she confessed.

“Neither did I, at first,” said Peggy Wilmot. “But look at these bulletins and letters that the Pell Corporation sends out, without charge, to clients and prospects. Just read any of the mail on the bedside table. Why, it’s an education in itself!”

Cherry picked up a bulletin on heavy, fine, blue paper. It was headed: Weekly Evaluation Service, Pell Corporation, Investment Counselors. Cherry read:

“Announcing an extraordinary situation in an overlooked industrial group where new developments are stimulating explosive growth: Commonwealth Wool Company and its import-export subsidiaries. ‘Explosive growth’ is not a phrase often used by the Pell organization. Nor is it ever used loosely. For this fast-growing industry—whose gross revenue is doubling every four or five years—the phrase ‘explosive growth’ exactly describes the facts. We will send to our clients later this week, and to interested prospects on request, the balance sheet of Commonwealth Wool Company. Should you decide to act upon the Pell Plan’s specific recommendations—”

Cherry skipped several paragraphs reporting on other specific businesses, in great variety: farms, a new chain of gasoline filling stations, airplane-parts manufacturers, food industries, shipping, retail stores, municipal industrial bonds. The bulletin ran to several pages and was crammed with facts and figures. She picked up a weekly report, this one on yellow paper, which analyzed business trends in general, and predicted in which areas growth or decline could be expected. There were also a portfolio and growth list.

“Wow!” said Cherry. “Makes my head spin.”

Peggy grinned. “I try to study these reports, because I’m interested in business. But I leave it to the Pell Plan experts to decide where to invest my money. In fact, I’m very happy to leave it to them.”

She directed Cherry’s attention to a letter, signed Cleveland Pell, President, advising Mrs. Wilmot that this week he was transferring part of her investment from one company to another because, in his judgment, that was more advantageous for her. Cherry noticed that the letter gave careful reasons, was well written, and the stationery carried several well-known civic and industrial names as an advisory board of the Pell Corporation.

“All this certainly is impressive,” Cherry said. She knew that there were many investment counselors such as the Pell Plan, and that a great many persons in all income groups used such advisory services and entrusted their money to them. Even so, Cherry could not imagine herself doing what Peggy was doing. She knew that her father regarded such investments as speculative, almost like gambling. People did lose their money sometimes in these ventures, and Cherry wondered whether Peggy Wilmot, alone and sick, could afford to take any chances.

“How did you happen to decide to invest your insurance money in this way?” she asked Peggy.

“Well, Arthur had an accident policy—and the insurance company paid it to me in one big lump sum. Arthur left no other assets to speak of, and no will, so I felt—” Peggy grimaced with pain. Cherry adjusted the pillows and moved the heating pads. Peggy relaxed. “What were we saying?” she asked.

“To tell you the truth, I was wondering,” Cherry said, “who advised you to invest all your insurance money with the Pell Corporation?”

“I invested most of it, not quite all,” Peggy corrected her. “Why, no one in particular advised me. If Arthur had had a lawyer, I suppose I would have talked it over with him. But we had never had any need of a lawyer. I did write to my brother in Florida before I started in with the Pell Plan, but my brother is such an old fuddy-duddy.”

“What do you mean?” Cherry asked.

“Oh, he’s ultraconservative,” Peggy said impatiently. “He wrote back that I should be cautious with the insurance money, that he’d put it into something very safe for me if I wanted. But savings banks and government bonds offer you such a slow, small return on your money! Why let your money sit in the bank at a low interest rate, when it could earn lots more for you if you invest it in growing businesses?” Peggy argued. “That’s how the banks make enormous profits for themselves—with the depositors’ money. That’s how lots of businessmen do it.”

“That’s fine if you can afford to take a risk,” Cherry observed.

Peggy’s mouth closed again in a stubborn line. She reminded Cherry of a child who would not listen, who insisted on having her own way.

“I know there are risks, a few, but I also know,” Peggy said, “that the Pell Plan is good business. I’ve heard of other people making a good income this same way. I’m not so unintelligent that I don’t recognize a good deal when I see one. Look, Miss Cherry, I’m not a baby. Yet when Arthur was alive, he made all the decisions for us. I’m tired of being told what to do! Of being ‘sheltered,’ as if I didn’t have good sense! I’m quite capable of managing my own affairs, thank you.”

Cherry murmured soothingly, “I’m sure you are,” but she wondered how much Peggy’s knowing talk about business matters actually amounted to. Was she qualified to handle a large sum of money? Or was she, now that she was free to take financial matters into her own hands, simply cutting loose and playing the role of big shot—to prove to herself that her husband and brother had underestimated her?

Cherry cautiously asked Peggy Wilmot what business experience she had had.

“I was a secretary before my marriage,” Peggy said. “And I held a secretarial job here in Hilton after Arthur died.”

It was not very much business experience, Cherry thought. Her patient smiled and said:

“I didn’t mean to get so worked up, before. It’s just that you sounded almost like my brother. Really my money is safe. I sent Mr. Pell my check, and he sent me a certificate stating how much I invested with his corporation. And I keep that certificate in my safe-deposit box.”

Cherry supposed that was all right, though on second thought she wondered whether a certificate was a guarantee, or a worthless piece of paper. Peggy Wilmot noticed her puzzled expression.

“Honestly, I’m doing the right thing with the Pell Plan! Why, do you know what a good return it pays me? Ten percent!”

“Ten percent? Isn’t that an awful lot?” Cherry was astonished. “Banks pay four and four and a half percent. I always thought six percent was the highest usual rate, on any stocks or bonds.”

“Exactly!” Peggy Wilmot said in a sort of triumph. “This is an exception. This is a perfectly wonderful deal! Cleveland Pell is a financial genius. It’s a new, young firm, but his fame will spread. Everyone will want to invest with him.”

“At ten percent return, I should think so.” Cherry was flabbergasted. “Let’s see, if you were to invest a hundred dollars with the Pell Plan, you’d get back ten dollars—? Peggy, did you say you receive a dividend check every week?”

“Yes. My check comes every Thursday. I’ve received three checks so far, two before I came to the hospital, and now this week’s check.”

“But how can Pell afford to keep up such big payments?” Cherry asked. “Week after week?”

“Because he invests my money, and other clients’ money, in businesses which earn good profits. This way, everybody gains.”

Cherry shook her head. “Then why doesn’t everybody invest whatever he has with the Pell Plan, and give up working for a living?” She laughed. “Then our society would come to a full stop, with nobody working. I’m sorry, Peggy, but this Pell Plan doesn’t sound right or healthy to me.”

“You just don’t understand it.”

“Well, maybe so.” Cherry knew that arguing could upset a sick person, so she dropped the subject. Anyway, it was time for lunch, and Midge and Dodo were looking expectantly to her for orders.

Before she finished her day’s work that Friday, Cherry had Peggy Wilmot endorse the dividend check, painfully writing her name as best she could, while Cherry held and guided the pen for her. Cherry promised to mail this check, and every week’s check, to the patient’s bank for deposit.

At home that evening, sitting with her parents in the living room for a while after dinner, Cherry mentioned the Pell Plan. When she said “ten percent,” her father put aside the newspaper he was reading.

“Ten percent is fantastic,” said Mr. Ames. “Are you sure you have that figure right, Cherry? A ten percent return would bankrupt the U. S. Treasury.”

“My patient insists it’s ten percent,” Cherry said. “Did you ever hear of the Pell Plan, Dad?”

“No, but I don’t pay much attention to the more speculative ventures,” he said.

Mrs. Ames said to Cherry, “Your brother might know. We can ask him when he comes home this weekend.” Charlie worked in nearby Indianapolis, in an aviation plant.

“We’d do better to inquire at the bank,” Mr. Ames said. “Would you like me to ask Mr. Alison?”

“Thanks, I would.” Cherry thought a moment. “I’m interested in this Pell Plan. Puzzled by it, I mean. Dad, would it be convenient for you to see Mr. Alison some afternoon between twelve and one? Then I can come, too, on my lunch hour.”

“Sure thing. I’ll let you know what day,” and her father went back to reading his newspaper.

Cherry remembered that the Pell Corporation check payable to Peggy Wilmot had been drawn on the First National Bank of Chicago. She told her father; Mr. Alison might find the information useful.

“Cherry,” said her mother, “isn’t this the evening you’re going to the Wilsons’ party?”

“Oh, my goodness, I forgot all about it! Dr. Dan will call for me here in half an hour! Excuse me—” Cherry dashed upstairs to shower and put on her new pink dress.

Half an hour later, Dr. Dan Blake admired the dress and Cherry in it. He brought her a pink-and-white camellia, which was perfect with the dress and Cherry’s rosy cheeks. The Wilsons’ party was a small, informal dance at the country club. Everyone present had grown up together; Dr. Dan was the only exception. He was a little shy but popular, good fun, a good dancer. Cherry preferred him to her other partners. Later in the evening they sat on the clubhouse porch, which was drenched in moonlight, and Dr. Dan told her about Colorado—what it was like to grow up in desert country, in a new young town, in a family as lively as his. Mrs. Wilson had to call them to come in for the buffet supper. It was quite a good party.

That weekend Cherry rested and enjoyed herself. She went with her friends and brother for a swim on Saturday at the county fairgrounds big outdoor pool. It was a very hot day. Young people from the outlying farms had driven in to Hilton for Saturday shopping and a swim.

Between swims, Cherry and her friends wandered around the fairgrounds. There was no fair in progress, but the games and marksmanship booths were open, and the Ferris wheel was running. Cherry’s crowd ate an astonishing variety of things from the refreshment booths—hamburgers, hot dogs, popcorn, orange drink, doughnuts, ice-cream sundaes, watermelon. In the evening they all went to the movies.

On Sunday, after church services, Midge, Carol Nichols, and Emma Weaver strolled by, and, seeing Cherry in the Ames’s yard, congregated around her. In the peace and quiet of Sunday, they noisily vied to entertain her. They admitted that after the serious atmosphere of the hospital, they felt lighthearted, even silly, on their time off.

“We’ve been telling each other jokes,” Carol said. “Want to hear a riddle, Miss Cherry? … What’s an Eskimo’s tooth?” Cherry couldn’t guess. “A polar molar.” Everyone groaned.

“What’s a two-day beard?” Emma Weaver asked. “Double stubble.”

“Ouch! That’s enough!” Cherry laughed.

They chatted for a while about the small, handsome new house that Liz Emery’s parents were building in the Roselawn section, way out past Hilton Airport. Midge said, “Liz’ll need her saddle horse to come to town from way out there.” They talked about the sale of French perfumes, coming this week at Hilton’s best shop, and wished they could afford some. Cherry suggested buying toilet water in the French scents. “It’s nicer than perfume in the summer, anyway,” Cherry said, “because it’s lighter, fresher.” Midge admitted she couldn’t buy toilet water or anything. She had spent her entire allowance on a pair of very high-heeled sandals, which, her father told her, would ruin her feet. “But they’re so pretty!” Midge said defensively.

After chatting with the three girls a while longer, Cherry excused herself and joined her family in the house.

After lunch she read the Sunday newspaper, including the comics section. She wished Dr. Dan did not have to work on Sundays. The house was quiet, and Cherry’s thoughts wandered back to her patients. She thought about her three most difficult cases: young Liz, elderly Mrs. Davis, Peggy Wilmot.

That Pell Plan of Peggy’s! It seemed almost too good to be true. Was there a catch in it somewhere?

The more Cherry thought about the Pell Plan, the more puzzled and skeptical she became. She kept her doubts to herself, waiting to hear what the local banker would say. On Monday evening, Cherry’s father told her:

“I saw Mr. Alison today and asked him about the Cleveland Pell Corporation. He didn’t know offhand. He’ll look it up, and you and I are to come in to see him Wednesday noon.”

“Thanks, Dad,” said Cherry.

She did not mention her forthcoming visit to Peggy Wilmot. No need to worry a patient unnecessarily. The Pell Plan might be entirely legitimate. During the early part of the week, Peggy again received her usual heavy mail from the Pell Corporation—so heavy that Cherry decided, with Peggy’s written permission, to have the post office deliver it directly to the hospital. Midge had plenty of duties on the ward, including helping the patient to read her mail; it was too much to ask Midge to trudge back and forth for it early every morning besides. Peggy Wilmot’s response to the stream of bulletins continued to be one of unlimited enthusiasm.

“At least her mail cheers her up,” the head nurse remarked, “and aids her recovery.”

On Wednesday noon Cherry met her father at the Vermilion County Trust Company. Mr. Alison was a tall, quiet, unobtrusive man whom Cherry had not had occasion to meet before. He instantly brought to Cherry’s mind his daughter, Claire Alison, one of the best Jayvees; they were so much alike.

“Please sit down, both of you,” the bank officer said. He turned to Mr. Ames. “By the way, the check which your wife countersigned for a Margaret Wilmot cleared all right.”

Cherry was relieved to hear that. Her father said, “That was a Pell Corporation check, I believe?”

“Yes. I checked as you asked me to, since I’ve never heard of the Cleveland Pell Corporation, either. Couldn’t find any record of it. Not in any of the accredited financial or business directories. It may be a new company and not listed yet,” said the bank officer.

Cherry remembered Peggy’s saying it was a new, young firm, and mentioned this.

Mr. Alison nodded. “The Pell Corporation may he perfectly legitimate,” he said. “There are a great many investment houses, and the majority of them are honest and reputable. I also checked the First National Bank of Chicago, on whom Pell drew the check payable to Margaret Wilmot. The Chicago bank said the account is a perfectly good one, but they were unable to tell me anything about Pell’s business activities. Exactly where is Pell located, Miss Cherry? The Chicago bank gave me the Greystone Building as the Pell Corporation’s address, but have you a better street address for it?”

“The letter and bulletins I saw gave no address, merely a post office box number in Chicago,” Cherry said.

The bank officer frowned. He explained that the Greystone Building maintained a public secretarial service, where anyone could receive his mail and telephone calls, and hire a stenographer. The Greystone Building address was equally as anonymous as the post office box number.

“We should be able to find out about this Pell Corporation,” said Cherry’s father. “It’s too bad we don’t have a Better Business Bureau here in Hilton, as the bigger cities do. What do you think of asking the Chicago branch to check for us?”

“Will do.” Mr. Alison scribbled a note on his desk pad. “What bothers me, you see, is that anyone can call himself an investment counselor. There are thousands of individuals and firms all over the United States who do business under that title. Some of them are actually qualified to counsel. They charge a rather high, flat annual fee, and that’s all. But some of them send out investment service bulletins, giving free advice and making business predictions that have proved notoriously wrong. They don’t care if the investor loses his money by their advice, so long as they collect their buying and selling service fees.”

The bank officer continued, “If these so called investment counselors had any information that would earn big sums of money, they would use it for themselves. But you can’t tell some people that. There are always suckers who believe they can ‘get rich quick’ with inside information, who aren’t satisfied with a safe, reasonable return on their money, like U. S. Savings Bonds.” Mr. Alison added that an investor was merely gambling when he attempted to get returns of more than five percent annually.

But Peggy Wilmot was getting ten percent! Cherry and her father exchanged glances. It occurred to her that she hadn’t told her father Peggy received this not annually, but weekly. Cherry felt almost embarrassed to mention something so—so extreme. She said:

“But, Mr. Alison, suppose the client actually earns—and suppose the investment counselor doesn’t make any charge unless the client does profit by his advice—isn’t that arrangement all right?”

“The investment counselor doesn’t pay any damages, either, if the client loses. The client can lose everything, but the investment counselor is still ahead with his buying-and-selling fees. You see? That irresponsible sort of house always takes a share of the client’s winnings, but not of his losses. No, responsible investment counselors don’t generally use that sort of arrangement.”

Cherry was beginning to feel uneasy for her patient. “Mr. Alison, does this mean the Pell Corporation may—well, not be a safe place to entrust one’s money?”

“Not necessarily, if a client is willing to gamble. Foolish enough to gamble. I don’t know anything about the Pell Corporation, until we check, so it’s hard to answer your question. The questionable investment houses are so similar on the surface to reputable houses—they use advertising, bulletins, evaluation reports, dignified letters, dignified salesmen. The dishonest investment houses use that similarity to sell worthless securities.”

Cherry’s father asked Mr. Alison, “Doesn’t the U. S. Securities and Exchange Commission stop investment swindlers? I understand the SEC requires detailed and continuous reports, and places investment on the basis of reliable fact. Doesn’t this law protect Cherry’s patient?”

“Well,” Mr. Alison replied, “the Federal law makes it hard for sharples to operate, and the State Securities Division also keeps a close watch. But some swindlers can always flout the law, for a time. Even when the law closes dubious investment houses, the same operators often bob up again under different names or in an adjoining state. If Pell has any such record, the Better Business Bureau can inform us.”

Mr. Alison said, with some heat, that “respectable” racketeers—as contrasted with thieves and gunmen—robbed more people, and of more money, than gangsters ever did. The swindlers robbed persons with small incomes or any size income, and robbed them steadily, day in and day out. “Respectable” racket hauls ran into billions of dollars. He said:

“If newspapers printed all the news about swindlers and the injury they do to the public, most of the violent news about gunmen would appear on a back page—and the swindle rackets would be all over page one.

“These swindlers are heartless, conscienceless criminals,” said Mr. Alison. “They high-pressure their victims. They subject their clients to terrific pressure. Honest companies don’t do this. I’d be interested to see some of Pell’s so-called evaluation reports that you mentioned, Miss Cherry—chances are fifty-fifty they’re bunco, just lies and promises.”

By now Cherry was alarmed. She decided she’d better tell Mr. Alison all that Peggy Wilmot had told her. So—as the bank officer’s eyes widened—Cherry told him that the Pell Plan was paying her patient ten percent weekly.

“But that’s preposterous!” Mr. Alison exclaimed. “It’s impossible, absolutely impossible, for any company to pay that and remain in business!”

“Weekly!” Cherry’s father was aghast. “How long can such payments go on? Maybe for a few payments—and meanwhile the swindler persuades his victim to ‘invest’ every dollar he has. I’ve heard of such ‘sure things’ where the victim was milked dry.”

“This must be either a swindle,” said Mr. Alison more calmly, “or a mistake. Do you think your patient is confused as to how much return she is to receive, Cherry? A sick person sometimes doesn’t think straight.”

Cherry felt shaken. “I’ll ask my patient,” she said. Possibly Peggy Wilmot had told her a distorted story, and she had taken it too seriously.

“Cherry,” said her father, “did your patient receive any guarantees or receipts from Pell? Any shares in the businesses he invests her money in? That is, did she get anything tangible in exchange for her money?”

“Well,” said Cherry, “she received a certificate. I gather it’s a sort of receipt.”

“Is that all!” her father snorted.

“Now wait a minute,” said Mr. Alison. “The certificate may be all right, depending on what it says.”

Cherry had to admit that she did not know how the certificate read—whether the Pell Corporation made any guarantees to its client, whether the client gave Pell limited or absolute control over her money. Cherry explained that her patient kept the certificate in her safe-deposit box.

“She probably doesn’t know fully what the certificate says, anyway, or doesn’t understand,” the bank officer said. “Never mind, the certificate isn’t the most important question at this point. Try to find out more exactly from your patient, Cherry, about her arrangements with the Pell Corporation. I’ll call the Better Business Bureau in Chicago.”

Mr. Alison said he would also check with the Securities Division of the Illinois Secretary of State at Springfield, the state capitol, to find out whether Cleveland Pell was registered as an investment counselor, as required by state law. “And meanwhile let’s not leap to conclusions about the Pell Corporation.”


CHAPTER IV

 

Fair Warning

“AND DO YOU KNOW WHAT BUD JOHNSON SAID TO THE Director of Volunteers?” grumpy, skinny Mrs. Jenkins demanded indignantly of Cherry in the ward doorway. “Bud said, ‘Be reasonable, see it my way.’ Humph! These junior volunteers!” Mrs. Jenkins was fussing about Bud’s remark, while the rest of the hospital enjoyed a good laugh. It was such a hot day, this third Thursday in July, too hot to fuss about anything.

Cherry said to Mrs. Jenkins, “Well, the Jayvees have their good points. The youngsters on my ward are proving so helpful that today Miss Greer accepted Midge and Dorothy as full members of our nursing team.”

Mrs. Jenkins was astonished. She opened her mouth to object, but no sound came out. Like the rest of the hospital, she had great respect for Julia Greer. She retreated down the corridor, and Cherry watched her, thinking of another of Bud’s catchphrases. It was one she’d like to tell that old cross-patch: “It’s nice to be nice—try it.”

However, Cherry reflected, Mrs. Jenkins probably had not heard about Dave McNeil; he was a natural leader and troubleshooter. This week he persuaded Lillian Jones not to resign, no matter how hard Dietary Kitchen was on her feet. And he had averted a crisis when Dodo Ware’s mother telephoned and said to Miss Vesey: “Can’t you fire my daughter? We want to go on a short trip, but Dodo won’t leave her hospital job in order to go with us.” Dave had called on Mrs. Ware and persuaded her to schedule their trip for a weekend, when Dodo was not on duty.

Dodo had turned out to be completely reliable, despite her bounce and giggles. She was doing a first-rate job, especially in relieving at the nursing station: keeping supply records up to date, tactfully watching to see that only authorized persons entered the ward, answering the ward telephone.

As Cherry re-entered the ward, Midge sped toward her carrying an ice bag and a towel. She was on her way to the small ward kitchen, to fill the ice bag and bring it back to Nurse Corsi.

“Hi,” said Midge as she passed. “I got Miss Hattie Hall to smile. Fixed her hair for her.”

“Well, cheers,” said Cherry. Considering that the patient was flat on her back, Midge’s hairdressing must have required some skill.

Cherry consulted the head nurse on a few points, then started her nursing chores. She treated the ambulatory and convalescent patients first. This afternoon these women would be taken to the hospital auditorium to see an amateur vaudeville show. The nurses, younger doctors, and some of the Jayvees were putting it on, and it was the talk of all the wards. Young Liz fretted because, being in traction, she could not attend.

“I want to hear Dr. Dan sing,” said Liz.

“Never mind, I’ll sing to you,” said Cherry, “if you don’t stop me. Now let’s give you some back care.”

Because of the constant pressure caused by lying nearly motionless in bed, good back care was needed to stir up circulation and to avoid bed sores. Cherry pressed down on the mattress and slipped her hand in, being careful not to disturb the alignment of Liz’s broken heel bone, and rubbed Liz’s back. Poor Liz’s arm and legs were still all scrapes and bruises from her fall, but nothing much could be done to hasten their healing.

Mrs. Davis in the next bed was set up because she was going to the vaudeville show. Liz whispered to Cherry, as she rubbed, that the was in a great deal of pain today, and her medicine had not helped much. Mrs. Davis did not know that with her osteoarthritis—a degenerative disease of old age, her joints having undergone much wear and tear—she probably was never going to be free of pain. But Liz knew, and it saddened her.

“The vaudeville show will help her,” Cherry said softly. “And you help her, Liz, by practically adopting her.”

“Wish I could do more. I’m young and strong, in spite of this shattered heel bone,” Liz said.

“You wanted to help Midge and Dodo,” Cherry reminded her. “I could ask one of them to show you how to make swab sticks.”

“Well, that’s not much, but it’s something,” said Liz, who seemed less restless.

Peggy Wilmot was feeling better today, she announced as Cherry came over to change her position in the bed. Cherry was careful to rest the bed covers on the footboard, not on the patient’s feet. Today Dr. Watson had ordered the physical therapist to bring the diathermy machine to Peggy’s bedside; it provided extra heat, sending electric waves through the tissues below the skin. That would improve Peggy’s circulation and hasten healing. Diathermy could be used now because the inflammation of Peggy’s knees and wrists was subsiding. This was progress, Cherry thought.

“Did the diathermy treatment feel good?” she asked Peggy.

“Yes, it did. That’s not the only reason I feel better,” Peggy said. “Another dividend check came in the mail this morning. Every Thursday like clockwork!”

She wanted Cherry to help her endorse it, then mail it to her bank for deposit. Cherry promised to do so as soon as she gave Miss Hall her medication, and took care of quiet Mrs. Swanson. By the time Cherry had done these chores, the ambulatory patients had left for the vaudeville show, in care of Miss Corsi and Midge. The head nurse was working at her desk. Liz and Dodo rolled bandages, other patients napped. Orthopedics was quiet and peaceful.

Cherry sat down at Peggy Wilmot’s bedside, glad of this chance to talk. For a moment she wondered whether to tell her patient what the bank officer had found out: that there was no record of the Cleveland Pell Corporation. But any sick person, and particularly an arthritis patient, should not be alarmed or upset. Besides, hadn’t Mr. Alison said not to leap to conclusions about the Pell Corporation? Cherry remembered that the bank officer wanted to see the advisory reports Pell was sending out. She rested her hand on the pile of Pell brochures on Peggy’s bedside table.

“Peggy, I wonder if I might borrow some of these reports and special letters? Just to study them for a few days.”

“Why, of course—no, wait.” Peggy looked troubled. “Excuse me, but I’ve been planning to study them again myself. I’m sorry, Miss Cherry. Anyway, we could easily get copies for you by writing to Chicago.”

Cherry hid her surprise at the refusal.

“Yes, it is possible to write for copies,” Cherry agreed peaceably. “Never mind, thanks, it’s not too important.” Cherry had an idea that Mr. Alison—or she herself—would learn less from the high-flown brochures than through making direct inquiries. If Mr. Alison or her father advised writing for copies, then she would do that.

“Tell me something, Peggy,” Cherry asked. “How did you find out about this investment counselor in the first place?”

Peggy’s face brightened. “Just by being alert and open-minded to business trends, I guess. I heard a radio announcement that offered—let’s see—‘Pell’s Report on Ten Growth Investments,’ I think it’s called. For one dollar. Well, I mailed a dollar with my name and address to a post-office box in Chicago, and back came the most interesting report! A regular eye opener! Then a few days later the salesman called on me. Mr. Pell has several salesmen.”

“Oh?” said Cherry mildly. “Well, sending a salesman is the usual procedure.”

“Except that this salesman—his name is Jim Foye, James Wadsworth Foye—isn’t at all like the usual salesman who tries to get you to buy something,” Peggy Wilmot said. “Mr. Foye came to explain to me what the Pell investment service can do—and can’t do. He’s more like Mr. Pell’s personal representative than a salesman. Very much of a gentleman, a very well-educated young man, I’d guess, and such good manners. And he’s so proud to be associated with Cleveland Pell! Called him a financial wizard—”

From the salesman’s description, Pell apparently was a big and respected figure in the world of investment advisers. Although Pell was a newcomer, he was already making a brilliant record, surging to the top of his field. His new company offered investors a unique opportunity, and Foye had shown Peggy Wilmot letters from important businessmen, even bankers, subscribing to the Pell Plan. But Jim Foye had stressed to Peggy Wilmot that she must make her own decision.

“Honestly, Miss Cherry,” Peggy said, “I never met anyone so courteous and obliging—except for my husband, of course. I wasn’t feeling very well and Mr. Foye offered to make a special trip back to Hilton, when I felt better.”

“That was good of him,” Cherry agreed. “So you didn’t start in with the Pell Plan on your first meeting with the salesman?”

“No, although,” Peggy said, “we talked at length about my financial and personal situation, so that Mr. Foye could help me judge whether the Pell Plan was right for me. He knows an amazing lot about business, and financial investments, and he was understanding about a woman’s point of view. Really he helped me think through my problems and my future plans, Miss Cherry. More than the local banker or any of Arthur’s business acquaintances did.”

“Mm-m.” Cherry debated silently whether the salesman had been of genuine help, or whether he had merely been gathering information and winning Peggy’s confidence.

“Why, Jim Foye even took me to dinner,” Peggy said, “before he took the plane back to Chicago. And he urged me to go see Dr. Fairall first thing the next morning. I should have taken that advice too.”

Cherry did not know what to think of the salesman’s solicitude. All that was clear was that Peggy felt she had found a real friend in him, and a benefactor in the Pell Plan. Cherry sighed. She hoped this was so, but it was almost too good to be true—at an incredible ten percent every week. Businessmen did not generally play Santa Claus.

Peggy Wilmot went on talking: “—so Mr. Foye had left a contract with me. Then he called me up from Chicago or somewhere in Illinois—he travels—to see how I was feeling, and what I’d decided. Well, after a few days I signed the contract and sent the Pell Corporation a chunk of my insurance money.” Peggy lay very still in the bed, then said, “In fact, I sent a good big chunk of it. Three quarters of it.”

She named a big sum, and Cherry suppressed a gasp. To entrust such a sum to Pell on mere hearsay!

“I’d never get ten percent anywhere else,” Peggy pointed out. “I’m getting a tremendous break here.”

“But didn’t it occur to you,” Cherry asked, “that there might be something odd in gaining so much wealth so fast? I know I’d stop and think twice about a get-rich-quick plan.” She could not say right out that Peggy was being greedy, impatient, and naïve. Or childlike.

Her patient laughed. “What’s odd? What’s so impossible about financial acumen?”

Cherry briefly repeated what both her father and the bank officer had said: that anyone attempting to get more than reasonable returns was simply gambling. “Fair warning,” said Cherry.

“Oh, you’re foolish and old-fashioned.” Peggy laughed again. “You ought to invest with Pell, yourself.”

“You accepted the salesman’s story without question? You believe all the things these brochures say?”

Peggy Wilmot became indignant. “Mr. Foye gave me all sorts of facts and figures. So do these reports and letters. Just look at the names of people and companies, all over the country, who are investing in the Pell Plan!”

It was true that the pile of publications was impressive. Cherry decided to say no more, at least for now, since her skepticism only pushed Peggy into still greater, stubborn enthusiasm for Pell.

Peggy was saying the salesman had actually suggested that by investing more, she could earn even more. The evaluation reports seemed to urge her on. What was left of the insurance money was burning a hole in Peggy’s pocket. Cherry shook her head. Her patient could lose everything she had, if the Pell Plan were not on the level. It was important to find out.

Cherry’s father had some information for her. That evening, at dinner at home, Mr. Ames said the bank officer had heard from the Better Business Bureau in Chicago.

“They checked on the Cleveland Pell Corporation,” her father said. “You know it’s their job to check up on inquiries and complaints. They blacklist any dishonest individuals or businesses. It’s a public service. Anybody can go to the Better Business Bureau for information.”

Mrs. Ames stopped pouring the coffee. “You mean they protect the public from being cheated?”

Mr. Ames said dryly, “Sometimes they find a man out only after he has cheated his victims. But they help to prevent repeated frauds.”

“I’m bursting with curiosity!” Cherry said. “What about Pell?”

“The Better Business Bureau didn’t find out a thing about Pell,” said her father. “His business isn’t listed—so far—and there’s no record about the man himself. No business or criminal record.”

“Then at least there’s nothing against him,” Cherry’s mother said comfortably.

“There’s nothing against him on record,” Mr. Ames corrected her. “He might have successfully evaded the law. Or he may be operating under an assumed name and at a new address.”

“That is,” said Cherry, “the Better Business Bureau reports that Pell and his investment service are unknown factors. We learned nothing.”

Her father nodded.

After dinner Cherry asked him whether she should write to the Pell Corporation for its free market letters and evaluation reports, and turn them over to Mr. Alison for study.

“I don’t think that’s up to you,” her father said. “The Better Business Bureau in Chicago will probably get one of its employees on Pell’s mailing list, for the purpose of gathering information. I’m sure that the Illinois Securities Division in Springfield is doing much the same thing.”

“With all these watchdog law-enforcement agencies,” Cherry said, “I don’t see how any swindlers can operate.”

“They do, though. They know all the ways to evade the law. Investigations take time. They know how to get out, when the law catches up with them, and start over somewhere else.” Her father cautioned her, “Remember that as yet we don’t know anything one way or the other about Pell.”

The next day on the ward Cherry avoided the topic of the Pell Plan, but Peggy Wilmot did not. Her patient had gotten it into her head that Cherry, too, must invest with Pell—must share in this marvelous bonanza. Cherry tried to joke her out of the idea, as she went about her nursing tasks. There was always a great deal to do on Friday, before the weekend. She tried to interest Peggy in the reports of the other patients about the vaudeville show—Dr. Dan had sung spirituals and Western ballads, accompanying himself on his guitar—three young nurses from Pediatrics, costumed as clowns, had danced and especially delighted the children in the audience—two interns did magicians’ tricks—and the Jayvees had shown a movie cartoon.

But Peggy was not to be distracted. Cherry gave her a bed bath, remarking:

“Your knees and especially your wrists are beginning to be their normal size and color again. See how the inflammation and redness are subsiding?”

“Yes, and my wrists don’t hurt so much when you wash them,” Peggy replied. “But I wish you wouldn’t change the subject! No fooling, why won’t you consider the Pell Plan? Pell furnishes the expert inside information which is exactly what you need. Won’t you at least listen? If not to me, then to Jim Foye?”

Cherry was silent. It occurred to her that meeting the salesman might not be a bad idea. It would be one direct way of getting information. She was curious and concerned to see what sort of man had persuaded her patient to invest.

“I’ll—I’ll think about it,” Cherry said. “I haven’t very much saved up, anyway.” She had no intention of investing.

“Whether you invest much or little isn’t important,” Peggy insisted. “Just let Mr. Foye explain the plan to you. Please. Say yes.”

Cherry made a snap decision. “All right, if your Mr. Foye is willing to make a trip to Hilton to talk to me, I’ll be very much interested to talk with him.”

“Oh, good! I know he’ll come to Hilton,” Peggy said. “He and Mr. Pell’s other representatives travel to all the Illinois towns to see their clients and prospects, so Hilton won’t be out of the way.”

“Only Illinois towns?” Cherry asked.

“I think so, for now, because Mr. Pell is just getting his office started in Chicago. Jim Foye said that pretty soon they’ll expand to other states, too. Let’s write him a letter. Right now! Special delivery!”

Peggy cheerfully figured that if the letter was mailed by noon today, Friday, Mr. Foye would receive it tomorrow, and probably could come to Hilton early next week. Cherry wrote the letter for her, and Midge took it to the mailbox.

This weekend it was Cherry’s turn to work Sunday—the ward nurses took turns. Cherry almost preferred being at the air-conditioned hospital, in this midsummer heat. Her house—the spacious Victorian gray wooden house that her grandparents had built—was none too comfortable in summer, even with windows and curtains closed against the blazing sun.

More important, being at the hospital gave Cherry a chance to catch up on necessary chores. The Jayvees had taken a great deal of her time. The ward was quiet on weekends—few or no treatments. She was especially glad during crowded weekend visiting hours that she was there with old Mrs. Davis and Peggy Wilmot. No one came to see them, so Cherry gave her own tea party for them. “Small but select,” old Mrs. Davis said. Dr. Dan Blake came to make his afternoon rounds and stayed a while to tell stories.

On Monday the hospital was back on full staff and in full swing. Two intriguing things happened.

First, Peggy Wilmot received a letter in the morning mail from the Pell salesman. He wrote, very courteously, that he was shocked and sorry to learn that Mrs. Wilmot was in the hospital. “If there is anything I can do for you, I am at your service. I hope the hospital will permit me to visit you, even briefly. I plan to come to Hilton on Tuesday, to meet your nurse and friend, Miss Cherry Ames. Perhaps she can give me some time during her lunch hour? If this is not convenient, I will be glad to make other arrangements. Please be assured, Mrs. Wilmot, that I stand ready to assist you in your emergency. Very sincerely yours, James W. Foye.”

Second, Cherry’s father telephoned her at the hospital at noon. He sounded a little excited and puzzled.

“Cherry, Mr. Alison phoned me just now. He’s had a reply from the State Securities Division about this Cleveland Pell.”

“He did! Now we’re getting somewhere!”

“Yes and no,” said Cherry’s father. “Under Illinois law, an investment dealer and his salesmen must register with the State Securities Division. Cleveland Pell has applied for dealer registration; that is, for the right to operate legally as a qualified investment dealer and also as counselor; to sell registered securities, which the State Securities Division has examined and found honest. Pell has applied,” her father emphasized, “and now the State Securities Division is investigating him. I understand that usually takes about a month or two.”

“A month or two?” Cherry repeated. In that time Peggy Wilmot could invest—and gamble away—every cent she had. Cherry said, “And until the investigation is completed, the State Securities Division, of course, can’t advise investors one way or another about Pell.”

“That’s right,” said her father. “Honey, my other phone is ringing. See you later,” and he hung up as she called, “Thank you, Dad.”

Cherry hung up, too, puzzled. What did it prove or mean, that Pell was applying for registration? It was what an honorable man would do. It was also what a clever crook would do, to operate just within the law.

Then Dr. Watson came into the ward, accompanied by Dr. Dan, and Cherry forgot all about Pell. Dr. Watson had some wonderfully encouraging things to say for Peggy Wilmot, as he studied her temperature charts and examined her affected joints.

“Young lady, you’re much better! We’re going to taper off on your medication and you’ll wear those splints now only when you’re asleep.”

Peggy smiled up in relief at the cheerful old doctor.

“What’s more,” Dr. Watson boomed, “I’m going to send the physical therapist in to teach you how to exercise in bed. Just like Miss Hall over there, and Mrs. Lane who went home, have been doing. What do you think of that, hey?”

“I think—I’m going to get well,” Peggy said. Her dark eyes sought Cherry’s. “Miss Cherry keeps telling me I will, but now is the first time I really believe it.”


CHAPTER V

 

High-Pressure Salesman

THE ENTIRE WARD GASPED AND STIRRED AND TOOK notice. Cherry looked up from reading Liz’s chart and saw a most attractive, dignified young man with a portfolio at the open ward door. It was Tuesday morning, near noon. Peggy Wilmot whispered loudly in Cherry’s direction: “I told you he’d come!”

“I’m James Foye,” the young man was saying to Dodo at the nurses’ station desk. “Your receptionist downstairs said I might ask the head nurse for permission to visit Mrs. Wilmot—though I know this isn’t visiting hours—”

Dodo was too dazzled to do anything except stammer. Miss Julia Greer came up and talked with the caller. He thanked her with real gratitude for permission to see her patient for a few minutes.

Peggy Wilmot was happy and encouraged to see him. He had brought flowers. Cherry tried not to overhear, though all the patients were openly gaping at the handsomest, pleasantest visitor the ward had ever had. “Isn’t he stunning?” Midge whispered. “So well dressed! And such beautiful manners. Who is he?”

“Business,” said Cherry.

Peggy Wilmot called Cherry to her bedside, and introduced James Foye to her. He surprised Cherry: she was on guard for someone sharp, and this young man had an air of simplicity, a straightforward, modest manner.

“I’m appalled to find my client sick enough to be in the hospital,” he said to Cherry. “She tells me, though, that all of you are taking excellent care of her.” His tone practically said, “Thank you for that.”

Cherry smiled at both of them. “Mrs. Wilmot is a cooperative patient. She’ll be all well and out of the hospital within two or three weeks.”

“Good. Then since she’s so much better,” the young man asked, “would it be all right if I talked to her, just briefly, about practical matters?”

“I’d rather not—” Cherry started, but Peggy begged, “Oh, please, just for five minutes?”

Cherry relented, and James Foye said, “Don’t go away, Miss Ames. This might interest you, too.”

He told them quietly of some exciting news. It was necessarily incomplete, because this was confidential information and the Pell Corporation did not want to disclose too much until it had clinched the deal. This was to be a very profitable venture, thanks to Cleveland Pell’s initiative and acumen. Pell’s competitors were already beginning to get news of it, so that rapid action by Pell and his clients was advisable.

“To tell you the truth,” James Foye said to Cherry and her patient, “I don’t yet know the full details myself, except that one of the businesses which we, that is, you, have been investing in—the Commonwealth Wool Company—is having a record upsurge. Orders for its products are pouring in! In order to fill them, Commonwealth is planning to expand. That will mean more money needed for machinery, a new plant, a larger staff—all as soon as possible. Please don’t talk about this,” James Foye requested them. “I’m entrusting this secret to you because as a Pell client”—he smiled at Peggy Wilmot—” and you Miss Ames, a prospective client—well, naturally, I’d like to see my clients do well on this deal.”

Peggy Wilmot’s dark eyes shone with eagerness. She reminded Cherry of a child playing an exciting game.

“I’d like to share in this Commonwealth expansion,” Peggy said, rather greedily. “Will the money I’ve already invested with Mr. Pell cover this, too?”

“We hope so,” James Foye said, “we’ll do our best for you. Some of our clients are advising us not to send along their weekly dividend checks—they want to turn them back for reinvestment.” Cherry started to ask whether or not this was a usual practice, but James Foye went on earnestly, “And a few of our clients, who recognize what an extraordinary opportunity Commonwealth offers, are investing additional funds. Though I’m not sure I’d recommend that for you, Mrs. Wilmot.”

“I could invest the rest of my insurance money,” Peggy Wilmot said. “I’d been thinking of it, anyway, when I was reading the latest Pell report—”

Cherry silently cried out, “Stop—stop! You may ruin yourself!” She said aloud, “The five minutes are up now. I’m sorry, but this is all that Mrs. Wilmot can stand at this stage of her recovery.” She regretted that Peggy had been excited even to this extent.

The young man apologized, immediately took his hat and briefcase, and said good-bye to Mrs. Wilmot. “I mean it when I say I’m at your service. Anything I can do to help, anything—”

“I know you mean it,” Peggy Wilmot said. “I depend a lot on your good advice. And I appreciate your coming to see me, and these flowers—” For a moment Peggy got all choked up. Cherry, standing there waiting, thought how emotionally dependent Peggy was, perhaps because of her handicapping illness. James Foye gave her a warm smile. Peggy Wilmot said, “Good-bye for now, Mr. Foye.”

Cherry escorted the young man to the ward door. He asked Cherry when she would find it convenient to let him explain the Pell Plan to her.

“Right now,” said Cherry. “It’s my lunch hour, if you don’t mind lunching in the hospital cafeteria.”

“Whatever suits you, Miss Ames,” he said pleasantly.

James Foye caused more head craning when he and Cherry walked into the crowded cafeteria. Dr. Dan looked a little jealous. James Foye wanted to pay for Cherry’s lunch, but when she said, “No, thanks anyway,” he did not press. They found a small table off by themselves, and sat down to talk over sandwiches and milk.

“Sorry it isn’t lobster and champagne,” James Foye said with a grin. “At the rate the Pell Corporation is earning, it could be.” He told Cherry about the time he had eaten lobster, when it was one of a catch he and some men had made in a small, pitching boat in rain and rough ocean off the Maine coast. He hadn’t enjoyed the lobster—“I still don’t, very much, after being so seasick that day.”

He was entertaining, ingratiating, a good companion. Cherry, however, steered the conversation to business.

First, James Foye told her, the reason he was in a position to help her—if she decided she was interested—was because of his connection with Cleveland Pell. “He actually is extraordinary, Miss Ames. In a speculative field where many investors merely gamble, Mr. Pell finds out the facts about the various businesses before we invest in them. Mr. Pell goes to their offices and factories, looks at their inventories, studies their balance sheets. He talks to their bankers and customers; he—”

James Foye talked so smoothly, so persuasively, that Cherry began to feel half hypnotized. What a power of speech this young man exercised! Every time she broke in with a question or two, he had the answers ready on the tip of his tongue, sweeping her along to his next persuasive point. Cherry felt uncomfortably that she was being submerged by the salesman’s carefully prepared, soundly psychological attack.

“I’m sure Mr. Pell is as outstanding as you claim,” Cherry interrupted. “Can you tell me whether his investment company is listed in any of the directories? My father would ask me to check, you see.”

“You’d be absolutely right to check,” James Foye said. “We aren’t listed yet because the company is so new. We will be listed soon, of course. In case you’re wondering about Mr. Pell’s standing, I’d like you to look at these. You’ll see he knows all the big people.”

From his portfolio, Foye took letters on the letterhead stationery of banks and business firms, addressed to Cleveland Pell, signed by the presidents and treasurers of these firms. He showed Cherry canceled checks made out for large sums to these persons, paid by the Pell Corporation. Foye spread out on the cafeteria table reports from businesses in several fields, data sheets, newspaper clippings, even geodetic survey maps for engineering a proposed dam in Colorado, and aerial photographs of a brand-new fruit ranch in California, with blueprints for its canning plant.

“Only Mr. Pell has this confidential information,” the salesman said to Cherry. “Now you see for yourself the sound basis on which Mr. Pell decides to invest.”

James Foye bombarded Cherry with names of Pell’s connections, episodes about businesses expanding and earning. Cherry grew almost dizzy under the salesman’s flow of eloquence.

“But isn’t ten percent return—every week—an unheard of thing?” she asked.

“Certainly it’s unheard of by run-of-the-mill investors,” James Foye announced forthrightly. “Certainly the routine, timid investor doesn’t even hear about this proposed dam. It needs a grubstake, that’s all. This dam will make money once the men who are planning it—men with vision—are given the capital which will let them start pouring concrete.”

Cherry opened her mouth to ask another question. Foye anticipated it.

“Of course there’ll be government participation, too,” he said. “Look at this letter to Pell from a Colorado state senator saying he will introduce a bill to vote government funds to help build the dam. But private investors are needed, too.”

Cherry felt dazzled. Imagine herself helping indirectly in building a dam and swerving the course of a mighty river!—so that the desert would be irrigated and grow green with crops and be populated with new towns!

She noticed James Foye studying her. She abruptly came to her senses.

“I’d have to talk over any investment beforehand with my local bank,” she said. She decided against mentioning the Better Business Bureau and the Illinois Securities Division—that might scare Foye off.

James Foye frowned, even at her mention of the local bank, then shrugged and said, “By all means, though that wastes a lot of precious time.” He was looking at her cagily, as if with mental reservations. She put on a deprecating smile and said:

“At least, my father would want me to ask there first. He’s awfully conservative, though. He’s too old-fashioned to invest in anything himself. I don’t go along with his ideas.”

The salesman smiled back at her and relaxed. “I respect conservative views in investment, like your father’s, but in view of what Cleveland Pell’s acumen has done for me, personally—” The young man leaned eagerly toward her, across the table. “Listen, Miss Ames. A few months ago I held a routine job at a modest salary. I was making a slow, small return on my small savings at the bank. Just plodding along. I could have plodded for the rest of my life. But I took a risk on the basis of Mr. Pell’s advice—I invested my salary and commissions from him in the businesses he believes are comers. I had only a couple of hundred dollars when I went to work for Mr. Pell, and now, I’ve bought a fine house, I own a car—and I’ve piled up a hundred thousand dollars in the last few months! That’s what the Pell Plan has done for me.”

Cherry looked suitably impressed. She didn’t know what to believe. Was Foye exaggerating, or lying? In that case he was an awfully good actor. Or if his story were true, if he’d actually made such huge, sudden profits, there must be something dishonest in this scheme—in view of Mr. Alison’s sober warning. But she pretended enthusiasm.

“It’s fabulous. Peggy Wilmot thinks I ought to be an investor,” Cherry said.

“I think so, too,” James Foye said. “With large sums of money to be made—Incidentally, I mentioned to Mr. Pell that I was coming down to see you at Mrs. Wilmot’s request.”

“Oh, did you? I’d consider it an honor to meet Mr. Pell sometime.” A talk with Pell, Cherry thought, might yield still fuller and more direct information. The salesman was silent. Cherry added, “That is, if Mr. Pell usually sees his clients.”

“He wants to,” James Foye said apologetically, “but he just hasn’t the time. Believe me, Miss Ames, he’s a busy man. He travels a great deal, inspecting business ventures, so you can understand …”

James Foye explained that the clients dealt directly with the salesmen, and with Mr. Pell only by mail. Very few of the investors ever went to Mr. Pell’s office. They invested by mail. Cherry wondered about Mr. Pell’s staying behind the scenes.

“Perhaps I could write or phone Mr. Pell?” Cherry asked. “I’m perfectly happy and satisfied to deal through you, Mr. Foye. I’m sure you know that. It’s just that every now and then I run up to Chicago, so if I had Mr. Pell’s address, I’d stop in a minute to see him. All Mrs. Wilmot or I have is that post-office box number, you know.”

The young man grinned. “You are astute. Now, honestly, Miss Ames, would Mr. Pell have eight sales representatives on his staff if he himself had time to see our customers? I’ll be glad to do this for you, though—as soon as Mr. Pell does have any free time, I’ll try to arrange an appointment for you. Will that satisfy you?”

His offer did not satisfy Cherry at all; he was merely avoiding giving her Pell’s address. She could not insist, though. She must not alert the salesman to the fact that she was suspicious of the Pell Plan. Foye was replacing the reports, maps, and letters to Pell in his portfolio. She wondered whether that was because any of the letters to Pell gave an address for him.

Cherry glanced at her wristwatch. Foye redoubled his sales talk.

“Let’s consider your financial situation realistically, Miss Ames,” he said. “You’re in a salaried profession which is stable but won’t ever make you rich. However, you’re young, and if you start young and invest regularly out of your salary, your earnings will mount up.”

He looked around for scrap paper, then took three letters out of his pocket and scribbled figures on the envelopes.

“Let’s say you can invest this amount every week,” he said. “Though some people mortgage or sell their belongings for cash to invest when a real opportunity comes their way!”

Cherry resisted this dangerous suggestion. She said she had only her salary and a legacy from a great-aunt; she had sold the car she’d used when a rural nurse. James Foye nodded and went on figuring. The staff people around them in the cafeteria were getting up from their tables to report back to work, the ones on one-to-two-o’clock lunch hour began to come in. Cherry grew restless. She still had not learned anything definitive.

James Foye handed her some figures, which she scanned. His plan for her was well reasoned; he had immediately grasped what her circumstances would permit. She glanced at the other envelopes he was figuring on; one fell down on Cherry’s side of the table. She picked it up and quickly read its return address: Cleveland Pell, Suite 321, Hotel Carlton, Chicago. She would remember that address. She replaced the envelope on the table, with the Pell address face down.

“Frankly, Miss Ames, I’d like to clinch this sale,” James Foye said, “because I honestly feel the Pell Plan is in your best interest. I’d especially like to see you act promptly, today, so you could profit by the big forthcoming deal I was describing to you and Mrs. Wilmot.”

He paused to give Cherry a chance to reply. She hesitated, as if considering what to do. Not that she had the faintest intention of handing over any money to Foye! She hesitated for so long that the salesman said courteously:

“Well, think it over. I don’t want to hurry you, or urge you too much. If, in your own best judgment, this plan is for you, you can mail in this form with your check—” James Foye handed her a printed form for investors, bearing the post-office box number. It looked like an application form, but Cherry wondered whether it was a contract. “I’ll be glad to answer any further questions when I come to Hilton again,” said the salesman. “Or you may write to me in Chicago.”

“I will certainly think about this, Mr. Foye,” said Cherry, rising. “I’m more interested in the Pell Plan than you perhaps realize.”

Foye stood up, too, and picked up his hat and portfolio. He thanked Cherry for giving him her time and attention. “Since you are genuinely interested, Miss Ames, I’ll expect to hear from you. Is that right?”

He seemed encouraged, as if Cherry had half agreed to invest. Cherry let his impression stand. She escorted him through the maze of hospital corridors to the main door, and there they said good-bye.

On her way back to Women’s Orthopedics, Dr. Dan Blake saw her and paused. “Who was the tall, handsome stranger you had lunch with?” he asked.

“A salesman,” Cherry said. “A faker—I think. I wish I knew for certain.” Cherry shook back her dark curls and sighed. On two or three earlier occasions, she had confided to Dr. Dan her concern about Peggy Wilmot’s investment. “Dan, remember I told you about that Pell Corporation? Well, this man today is one of their salesmen. He was trying to sell me.”

“Oh, that’s why you paid such close attention to him,” Dr. Dan said. “Did you learn anything?”

“Yes, but I’d better tell you another time,” Cherry said. “Excuse me, Doctor, or I’ll be late on the ward.”

Late in the afternoon, after changing from her white uniform into her dress, Cherry quickly read through the printed form. It was a contract, which made Cleveland Pell the investor’s agent, with full power to use the money for any purpose he saw fit. In small print the form absolved the Pell Corporation from responsibility “in case of investment losses beyond the control of this corporation.” That phrase could be interpreted to cover anything and everything, Cherry thought. Mr. Ames regarded the Pell application form as dubiously as Cherry did, when she showed it to him later, and repeated the salesman’s talk. Like Cherry, her father could only say:

“We don’t know what to believe about the Pell Corporation at this stage. Hope the State Securities Division finishes their investigation of Pell soon.”

Cherry also told the head nurse something of what was going on. Miss Greer inquired what the young salesman wanted, and of course was entitled to know because of her concern for the patient’s welfare. Warmth of interest in an arthritic’s problems was essential for successful nursing care of one of these discouraged and apprehensive rheumatoid patients. Besides, the head nurse did not want any excitement—whether enthusiasm or possible disappointment—to upset Peggy Wilmot just when she was making good physical progress.

This week was a record week for the ward. Liz was out of traction, with her heel in a walking cast. She was learning to walk on crutches. Miss Hattie Hall, after some difficulty in getting out of bed, was practicing in the walker—a waist-high metal frame, open at the back. Her sour disposition had noticeably sweetened with the lessening of pain. Even Mrs. Davis, on Dr. Watson’s order for more pain-relieving medication, was comfortable. She gamely raised herself to sitting position at will, by using the trapeze bar that hung over the bed from the Balkan frame. Mrs. Swanson was able to wash her hands and face herself, which did wonders for her morale, though the nurse still washed her back and legs. One of Nurse Corsi’s patients, a nice motherly woman, was well enough to go home, with ringing congratulations and some envy from the occupants of both rows of beds. And Peggy Wilmot this week began to do bed exercises.

When Dr. Watson ordered these rhythmical calisthenic exercises, he told Peggy, “Our aim is to limber up and strengthen your knees and wrists. Get your circulation moving. The rest of you will be pretty stiff by now, too. You be a good girl and do the exercises the physical therapist works out for you. It’s hard work, but if you want to go home without any deformities, all shipshape—exercise!”

Peggy Wilmot looked slightly scared and said, “Yes, Doctor.”

Cherry was present during this talk, and again when Betty Chase, the physical therapist, taught the patient some simple exercises. Cherry stood by and counted aloud while Peggy did each exercise three times. Peggy made faces from discomfort when she did the “bicycle” exercises with her feet and legs.

“That’s enough for a start,” Betty Chase said at last. “Rest, now. Two exercise periods a day. We’ll gradually make them longer. I’ll come back. Or if I’m delayed, your nurse will supervise for me. Right, Miss Ames?”

Cherry nodded, and said to Peggy, “You did extremely well. Better than most. Why, you’ll be graduating to the hospital swimming pool in a week, if you keep up the good work.” She knew patients must be encouraged to do the sometimes taxing bed exercises.

“I am getting well, aren’t I?” Peggy exclaimed. She still was afraid to believe it; her morale was still shaky.

Midge and Dodo were a great help with the recuperating patients. Midge coaxed Liz to drink the extra milk she needed for calcium for her healing bone. Dodo helped Peggy Wilmot to feed herself, a big gain, only cutting her meat for her. Peggy was still anxious about being handled roughly, still in some pain, but Dodo was solicitous and patient and did not hurry.

Both Jayvees paid special attention to patient recreation, Midge writing letters for Miss Hattie Hall who dictated them to her, and Dodo reading aloud to Mrs. Davis. With one particularly discouraged woman, Dodo gently brushed her hair and sprinkled a little toilet water on her pillow. Small attentions, but, as the head nurse said, kindness was as important in its way as medicine.

Dodo was growing up rapidly through her work in the hospital. She no longer broke into giggles at every turn, and she had stopped mooning after Dr. Dan Blake. So that Cherry was astonished when, in the middle of Wednesday afternoon, the youngster came up to her in tears.

“Oh, what I did! I was taking Mrs. Davis’s chart to Dr. Watson’s office, and I went in without knocking, and—well—He came out immediately and said, why didn’t I knock, didn’t I know any better, would I like it if a person walked in on my doctor and me!” Dodo gulped back her tears of mortification. “I apologized and waited outside for the patient to finish with him. Then I apologized to the lady when the nurse wheeled her back to the ward. Do you think Dr. Watson will ever forgive me?”

“I’m sure he’s forgiven you already,” Cherry said. “It isn’t like Dr. Watson to be impatient. He probably was thinking hard about the patient’s case, that’s all.”

Dodo sniffled and smiled. “I hope so. You know, I love being around doctors and nurses. I just love working in a hospital.”

“We love having you,” and Cherry gave her a little hug.


CHAPTER VI

 

Cause for Alarm

CHERRY THOUGHT SHE NOTICED SOMETHING TENSE OR unhappy about Peggy Wilmot on Thursday morning. But in the subdued excitement of getting Peggy out of bed for the first time since her arrival at the hospital, and to the hydrotherapy room for a whirlpool bath, the slight worry slipped out of Cherry’s mind.

There was a bustle on the ward all morning. After the morning care and the doctors’ visits, those patients who could walk or could go in wheelchairs were taken by the P.N. and Midge outdoors to the hospital garden. This was part of the hospital’s rehabilitation program to help patients re-enter normal daily life. Cherry had a glimpse of this cheerful outdoor scene from the ward windows.

“You’ll go to the garden next time,” she said encouragingly to Peggy Wilmot.

Peggy did not answer. Cherry thought she was tired after the hydrotherapy treatment, and left her alone. She looked very small and limp in the bed.

Ann Vesey, the young Director of Volunteers, phoned Cherry and asked if she could consult with her about the junior volunteers during lunch hour. They agreed to meet in Miss Vesey’s office and have their sandwiches there. Cherry went down at noon.

“Hello, Cherry, I’m glad you could come,” said Ann and led Cherry into her office. Its walls were decorated with colorful lists of names of volunteers, both adult and teenage, and beside each name the hours of service given. Some ran into hundreds of hours, for those persons who helped faithfully at the hospital year in and year out. Cherry admired some dolls sitting atop the file cabinets, and paused before a big, new photograph of this year’s juniors. It showed three girls helping the very youngest patients in the playroom to make crayon pictures and ride the rocking horse.

“That’s Claire Alison and Emma Weaver,” Cherry recognized in the photograph, “but I don’t know the third girl.”

“She’s Janet Martin, a late recruit, but so eager that I accepted her,” replied Ann “She was trained in a hurry by the kids themselves and Mrs. Jenkins.”

Mrs. Jenkins was the cranky head nurse of the Women’s Medical Ward who all along had had nothing good to say for the juniors. Cherry’s mouth opened in surprise.

Ann’s eyes sparkled. “Oh, she still objects to their high spirits. But Carol Nichols, who’s only fifteen and assigned to the blood bank, helped her to save a patient’s life the other day, by being quick and accurate and reliable.”

“That’s wonderful,” Cherry said.

“You are now quoting Mrs. Jenkins,” said Ann chuckling. She glanced up at the playroom photograph. “Dave McNeil took that picture; we may send it to the local newspaper. The dolls are a present from one of the Red Cross ladies. Come sit down.”

She led Cherry to her desk, where they sat down facing each other over a pile of Jayvee records and a tray with sandwiches and milk. It was still early to write evaluations on the juniors, but a few special situations had arisen. Miss Vesey explained that since Cherry had taken an active part in helping to recruit and train the young people, she wanted Cherry’s viewpoint, along with the thinking of other nurses and staff members.

“Did you hear that Lillian Jones is losing her enthusiasm and wants to drop out?” Miss Vesey asked Cherry. “She feels we don’t allow her to do important enough jobs. In fact,” Miss Vesey said, and laughed, “at least three other juniors have asked me why they aren’t allowed to help in Surgery!”

Cherry smiled. “They have the right spirit, anyway. What are you planning to do about Lillian?”

“I offered her a flower service job—arranging the flowers that visitors bring to the patients. It’s simple but sort of glamorous. She was delighted.”

Ann laughed softly and went on. Did Cherry think Bud Johnson reliable enough, after knowing him a year, for the hospital to recommend him for a premedical college scholarship? Cherry recommended Bud heartily.

Ann said that Myron Stern, who was fourteen, younger than Bud, liked his Jayvee laboratory work so much and was doing so well at it that he had decided to become a biochemist. “And I think we’ve discovered a budding doctor in Johnny Valdez,” said Ann continued.

“I don’t know Johnny,” Cherry said.

“He has a scientific turn of mind in everything. Johnny is serving as a messenger and escort. He put a pedometer in his trousers pocket—” Miss Vesey laughed again. “He reports that he walks ten or eleven miles a week in the hospital corridors.”

They discussed a few more Jayvees and projects. Then they divided up the cost of their lunch, and Cherry returned to Women’s Orthopedics, feeling very proud of the juniors.

Her first concern was to see how Peggy Wilmot felt. She seemed to be asleep. Her lunch tray, on a table beside the bed, was hardly touched. Cherry wondered what was wrong, because, with a special diet, Peggy’s appetite had improved. Cherry looked around for Midge, to ask her why the patient had not eaten.

“Miss Ames! Miss Corsi! Will you come to the nurses’ station,” said the head nurse, quickly leading the way. Cherry and Mary Corsi followed her, to learn that a new patient was arriving that afternoon.

“It’s a very serious case of rheumatoid arthritis in the hip, requiring a course of corrective surgery,” said the head nurse. “The patient is no longer young enough to make as good a recovery as Peggy Wilmot. The prognosis is poor.” That meant the woman might later on walk with a limp. “Dr. Watson says he’ll have to cut and rearrange Mrs. Henry’s tendons, to lengthen them—and, we hope, avoid a lasting deformity. At any rate, he can gradually stop the terrible pain. She’ll be here one to two months. She’ll be your case, Miss Corsi, and she’ll need a great deal of nursing care. Miss Ames will help you as much as necessary—particularly this first afternoon.”

“Yes, Miss Greer,” said both nurses, and went to prepare a special bed and charts in a private room off the ward, and check by phone with Dr. Watson and the Operating Room. Cherry cautioned her two Jayvees to be exceedingly quiet and gentle around Mrs. Henry; no one but the doctors and nurses would be allowed to touch her.

Most of Cherry’s afternoon went into working as part of the medical team with the new patient, then doing afternoon nursing chores for both her and Nurse Corsi’s patients. When Cherry came to Peggy Wilmot’s bed, she found the physical therapist counting aloud while the patient slowly, painfully exercised. Miss Chase left and Peggy started to cry.

“Is it so painful?” Cherry asked her gently. “If it is, Miss Chase will work out something less drastic for you.”

“No, not—not really painful,” Peggy gasped out. “Stiff.”

“Then why are you crying? Seeing Liz up and walking, while you’re still flat on your back? But soon you’ll be walking, too, and going home. Really you will,” Cherry assured her.

“More likely I’ll be an invalid. I won’t be able to keep house, or ever work again as a secretary—I’ll be alone and helpless and poor—”

“That isn’t true! Your gloomy ideas are so wrong that they’re almost funny! Peggy, you are going to get completely well—if you’re unhappy about seeing Mrs. Henry, there’s absolutely no comparison between you and the new patient! You’re younger than she is, your condition isn’t as serious as hers, and you’re responding well to medication and treatment.”

Peggy turned her head away and wept uncontrollably. Cherry could not soothe her. Finally she simply stood there in silence until Peggy cried herself out. Cherry gave her a warm drink and urged her to try to sleep.

She felt discouraged and baffled by Peggy’s recurrence of worry—she’d thought, they’d all thought, they had that licked by now. What brought it on? All the way home from the hospital, Cherry wondered. It couldn’t have been just the glimpse of the new patient brought in on a stretcher—because, come to think of it, Peggy Wilmot had been tense and too quiet even that morning.

“I should have paid more attention to her today,” Cherry thought. “I got diverted—correction, I let myself be diverted. I’ll try to make it up to Peggy tomorrow.”

Then she realized Peggy Wilmot had not given her the usual Thursday dividend check to mail to the bank for deposit. Possibly she had given it to Midge. Or had it got lost in the shuffle, this busy day? Cherry hoped nothing had gone wrong about the dividend check. That would surely upset Peggy!

Cherry made a point of getting to the hospital early the next morning, for a few minutes’ talk with the night nurse before she went off duty. Mrs. Page was removing the open splints from Peggy Wilmot’s knees and wrists, which she now wore only when asleep. Peggy seemed apathetic. She did not even answer Cherry’s “Good morning.” The night nurse took Cherry aside.

“Mrs. Wilmot had a poor night. She slept fitfully and woke up crying in the night,” Mrs. Page reported. “I tried to comfort her and get her to tell me what was wrong, but she wouldn’t say a thing. … No, she wasn’t in pain—that isn’t the reason.”

“Thank you. I know you did everything you could for her,” Cherry said.

She went over to Peggy, and talking to her softly, took her morning temperature, pulse, and respiration rate. These were all higher than normal. Cherry entered these facts on the patient’s chart. In alarm, which she hid, she checked Peggy further. The young woman was pale and shaky, and said, “I can’t eat any breakfast, don’t bring me any.” Cherry looked at her throat—a focal point of rheumatoid attack—but there was no sign of fresh infection.

“Has something upset you, Peggy?” Cherry asked gently.

“Nothing! Nothing at all.”

Cherry wondered whether this were true. Midge and Dodo were just reporting in. Cherry called Midge to one side. Cherry asked her whether Peggy Wilmot had received anything in the mail yesterday that might have distressed her.

“Mrs. Wilmot didn’t receive any mail yesterday,” said Midge.

“She didn’t receive her usual Thursday dividend check?” Cherry said. “So that’s—”

“Now wait, Cherry! Today’s bundle of mail is in, and I’m pretty sure I saw an envelope addressed to her. Excuse me—” Midge sped off, remembering she must not run in the hospital. In a few minutes she returned, waving an envelope. “Here it is! From that Pell Corporation that’s always mailing her stuff.”

“Fine,” said Cherry. “Take it to Mrs. Wilmot.” She saw Peggy accept the letter with a smile of relief.

Cherry went off to help Nurse Corsi with the new patient, who was going to Surgery. Then she and the P.N. gave morning care and served breakfasts, with help from Dodo and Midge. The head nurse called a meeting of her ward nursing team and gave them the day’s orders, while the patients rested after breakfast.

Then Cherry went back to Peggy Wilmot. She was going to suggest that Peggy, by herself, apply some make-up this morning. It would exercise her wrists and lift her spirits.

One look at the little figure in the bed decided Cherry against that idea. The young woman was crying. Her skin was cold and clammy. Cherry felt her pulse; it was rapid and thready. These were symptoms of shock. Where was the Pell letter that Peggy had just read? It was not on the bedside table—it must be under her pillow. But would the letter be reason enough to send Peggy into shock? And Cherry thought she detected other physical symptoms besides. She hurried off for the sphygmomanometer, with its arm band, dial, and pump, and hastened back to take Peggy’s blood pressure. It was alarmingly low. She notified Miss Greer, who called the doctors to come at once.

Dr. Dan Blake got there in two minutes. Cherry whispered her findings to him as he gave the weeping Peggy sedation, a phenobarbital, to quiet her. Then old Dr. Watson came in. Cherry placed a screen around the bed while the two doctors examined Peggy.

It seemed to Cherry that they took forever. They were being thorough, she realized. Presently Dr. Dan folded back the screen, and Dr. Watson motioned to the head nurse and Cherry to follow them, into the corridor.

“We find no physical causes to explain Mrs. Wilmot’s symptoms,” Dr. Watson said in a loud whisper. “She’s still healing, everything’s in good order. The only cause must be psychological—Miss Greer, Miss Ames, do you know what’s bothering that girl?”

The head nurse looked toward Cherry, who said hesitantly, “I happen to know Mrs. Wilmot has invested heavily, she’s speculating—”

“She’s alone, isn’t she?” Miss Greer said. “Who advises her on her investments?”

“The salesman,” Cherry said wryly. “My dad and I made some inquiries. There’s a chance she’s being swindled.”

“Swindled!” Dr. Watson exclaimed. “That would be enough to upset her. I’m glad you’re inquiring—checking up on the investment company for her. Well, better find out all you can, Miss Ames, and quickly,” Dr. Watson said. “These arthritis patients can’t stand upsets.”

“Plan to spend some extra time with Mrs. Wilmot today,” the head nurse said to Cherry. “The rest of us will divide up your work.”

Midge’s and Dodo’s eyes were as round as saucers when the two nurses returned to the ward from this conference. But the Jayvees not only suppressed their own curiosity, they were busy diverting the other patients’ attention from Peggy’s crisis.

Cherry replaced the screen around Peggy’s bed and sat down beside her. “Just rest,” Cherry said. “I’ll be right here with you.”

After a while Peggy reached out for Cherry’s hand. She stared at the ceiling, her eyes flickering restlessly.

“Is it true Liz is going home today?” Peggy asked.

“Yes.” Liz could walk quite well in the cast with the walking heel, well enough to be discharged.

“It makes me feel worse than ever—Liz goes home, I stay here,” Peggy said. “Isn’t that horrid of me?”

“You’ll be going home very soon yourself,” Cherry said. “Next week, the physical therapist told me, she’s going to bring you a typewriter to practice on, and you’ll also do a little sewing. Those activities will strengthen and limber up your wrists. Next week, too, if all goes well, you’ll graduate to the hospital gym and swimming pool. Before you know it, you’ll be using the walker, like Liz, and then going home. Like Liz.”

Peggy lay silent for a long time. “I don’t want to go home. I’m afraid to think of what’ll become of me. Everything is ruined now.”

“Why, Peggy! What do you mean ‘ruined,’ just when you’re getting well?”

Peggy’s mouth closed tightly in the stubborn way Cherry had come to know. But her eyes were frightened, like a little squirrel’s, and tears began to slide down her cheeks. She was childlike, childishly greedy and unreasonable and dependent, Cherry thought. No wonder she was easily taken advantage of by that salesman. Cherry knew it was an observed and recorded medical fact that rheumatoid arthritis generally struck people, like Peggy, who had an emotionally dependent temperament. Poor Peggy.

“Please don’t cry,” Cherry said. “Can’t you tell me what’s wrong? If it’s about Pell, maybe I can help you.”

“I don’t want to tell you,” Peggy got out. “You’ll laugh at me—you’ll say ‘I told you so’!”

“You know I’m not like that. I’m your friend.”

She wiped Peggy Wilmot’s face, and signaled to Dodo to bring a cup of hot tea, then helped Peggy to a more comfortable sitting posture in the bed. Dodo brought the tea. Peggy Wilmot sipped it, with Cherry’s help. She was wan, but calmer now.

“The letter is under my pillow,” she said to Cherry, “if you want to read it.”

“Thanks. I do.”

Cherry pulled out the envelope postmarked Chicago and took out the letter. It was on the stationery of the Pell Corporation, with only the post-office box address. It was signed by Cleveland Pell, and read:

“My dear Mrs. Wilmot: It is with the deepest regret that this corporation is obliged, for the first time and for reasons beyond control, to delay sending your usual weekly dividend check. As you know, in the investment field a temporary setback is not unusual when business ventures do not develop precisely as planned. Indeed, this element of risk, and your willingness as a farsighted investor to accept it as a long-term factor, is the very reason you have been earning such a high return on your capital, through the Pell Corporation. Fluctuations up and down are to be expected in the normal course of business, and in the long run, the ups and the downs balance each other—so this means only a temporary setback. I can assure you that personally I am doing my utmost to shorten this delay.”

Cherry muttered, “Huh, very consoling,” and broke off reading to look at her patient. Peggy’s eyes were glued on her, as if expecting Cherry to tell her what to do.

“Read the rest,” Peggy urged. “Maybe it’s not so bad as I think it is.”

The letter went on to urge the client to “sit tight” during these changing strategic conditions, and leave her account in Mr. Pell’s hands for reinvestment. In fact, if Mrs. Wilmot could make an additional investment at this crucial time, she could “buy in most profitably” on these very same fluctuating businesses now in urgent need of fresh capital. It might take a little longer than usual for these new ventures to develop and pay their dividends, but in Cleveland Pell’s opinion, they would prove sound and profitable in the long run. This present temporary setback could be Mrs. Wilmot’s eventual gain—if she would mail her check to the Pell Corporation promptly, preferably today.

“Humph!” Cherry said. “First Pell doesn’t pay you as promised, then he asks you to invest more money.”

“That’s what puzzled me when I first read the letter. It’s what upset me, I guess—the possibility that I’m being swindled. But I don’t really believe it!” Peggy Wilmot was rather wildly clutching at straws. “A company like Pell’s wouldn’t swindle their clients! Why, they’d be discovered and forced out of business. And remember the big new secret deal Jim Foye told us about?”

“Yes, what about it?” Cherry was afraid her patient was half persuaded to invest the balance of her insurance money—like a gambler, who, when he loses at a game of cards, is all the more eager to try again to win.

“Well, if there’s such a profitable new deal coming, the Pell Corporation can afford to stand today’s loss. So can I. It’ll balance out. Won’t it?” Peggy said in a confused way. “I must have misunderstood Mr. Foye at our first meeting when he said there’d be a dividend every week. I was half sick, I must have been mistaken, I can see that now. A delay isn’t so terrible—”

So Peggy was making excuses for Pell and his salesman, because of her credulity and unwillingness to admit she was being defrauded! Cherry wondered how she, or anyone, could open Peggy’s eyes.

Cherry said, “I don’t think you misunderstood Mr. Foye. But you ought to keep in mind that all his promises about this brilliant secret deal are merely promises.”

“I believe in him,” Peggy said stoutly. “Hasn’t Mr. Pell already mailed me four dividends at ten percent each? That means I’ve already earned forty percent on my money!”

“Or you could say that Pell still has hold of sixty percent of the money you sent him, which you may never get back—and he’s trying to get still more from you!”

Cherry instantly regretted her blunt speech, for Peggy paled. But the young woman, in sheer stubbornness, did not budge in the belief that she was right.

Midge rapped on the edge of the screen, and without peeking, handed in two letters. “Special delivery,” said Midge, “just came in,” and she went away.

One letter was for Mrs. Wilmot, one for Cherry. Both letters were from James Foye, postmarked Peoria, Illinois, dated yesterday. He must be selling in Peoria. Peggy Wilmot awkwardly tore open her letter in a feverish hurry.

“Wait a minute, please,” said Cherry. She was angry at having the pressure of these letters put on her patient—high-pressure selling to a sick person in a hospital! “You mustn’t get so excited. Let’s read mine first, for a little perspective.”

Cherry read her letter aloud:

“‘Dear Miss Ames: If you have already put a check in the mail to the Pell Corporation, then I hope you will excuse this letter. If you have not yet done so, may I urge you to act without further delay? I have just received from Cleveland Pell, by long-distance telephone, vital new advice on the growth possibilities of the deal which I described to you and Mrs. Wilmot when I visited the hospital. Extraordinary possibilities exist here. I am honestly sorry to be unable to furnish you with the numerous details, but our maneuver must be kept secret in order to get control of the company’s bonds, which are new and not yet listed, before any inside information reaches our competitors’ ears. Only a few of the bonds are available so far. I appeal to you to invest now. If you act fast, you can get in on the ground floor of a very good thing.

“‘As for the minor delay in Mrs. Wilmot’s dividend payment this week, I trust you will not let that prejudice you against this really extraordinary new opportunity. The delay is due merely to an unexpected development in the American Eagle Lead Company, as Mr. Pell may have written. AEL is expanding and all ready funds are being used to buy machinery and equipment. Fresh funds are needed to tide the company over this emergency. With this ‘pump priming,’ AEL will undoubtedly earn very well, so you see there is nothing to worry about.

“‘Remember, speed is essential. This is my best advice, and I hope you will invest as much as you can. It will pay off in a big way. Yours very sincerely, James Foye.’”

The salesman’s letter to Peggy Wilmot said pretty much the same thing, adding:

“‘Think over carefully how much you can invest in the new confidential deal. It will pay you to liquidate and transfer your other assets to the Pell Corporation for this brilliant new undertaking.’”

“Sounds terrific!” Peggy said. “Do you suppose he means the proposed dam in Colorado? That’s a big, important project.”

“There’s no telling what the secret deal is about,” Cherry said. “He doesn’t tell us a thing, actually. That’s the vaguest letter I ever—”

“But he can’t tell us,” Peggy Wilmot broke in. “He explains why he can’t.” Peggy sat up, as if getting ready for action. “Look here, Cherry. What’s the point of being a client of an investment counselor if you don’t take his advice? Especially when an exceptionally good opportunity comes along! I, for one, don’t want to miss out on this deal! I still have the rest of the insurance money to invest!”

Cherry almost blurted out, “How do you know this big deal is anything more than talk? You could lose every cent you have!” But she did not want to upset her patient, who was already feverish with excitement.

“I suppose you think,” Peggy said defensively, “just because there’s been a delay in this week’s check, I ought to lose all confidence and—”

Cherry only half listened. She supposed it was human to hope, but—If only she could convince Peggy that, as her father had told her, legitimate investment counselors did not put pressure on their clients, nor rush a decision! Nor bombard him with sensational letters! All this rush and excitement could be a technique—a smoke screen—to prevent the client from investigating the businesses in which he was urged to sink his money.

“What would you think,” Cherry asked, gently and cautiously, “of getting more information about Pell before you entrust him with any more of your money?”

Peggy Wilmot stopped chattering and stared at her. Cherry said patiently: “I don’t say Pell is good or bad, or right or wrong. All I say is, let’s find out a little more.”

“How would we find out more?” Peggy demanded. Then she asserted, “But that would delay things. No, it won’t do.”

“We could find out over the weekend when investment business isn’t transacted full time, anyway,” Cherry said. A plan was forming in her mind. Today was Friday—she’d he off duty tomorrow, free by late afternoon today—

“How would we find out?” Peggy insisted.

“Well, I was planning to go to Chicago and shop this weekend,” Cherry fibbed. “While I’m there, I can look up Mr. Pell, or anyone on his staff who’s there.”

A look of amazement spread over Peggy’s face. She lay back, reflecting. “Would you really do that for me, Cherry?”

“If you want me to. I certainly wouldn’t do it otherwise, or without your permission.”

“Oh, I do want you to!” Peggy said. She smoothed the sheet with her still-stiff hands. “I mean, maybe I am in too much of a hurry to invest more. It never hurts to get some information, does it?” So she did have a glimmer of sense! “Oh! One more thing—how are you going to find Mr. Pell’s office? All we have for him is that post-office box number.”

“I’ll manage,” said Cherry. She did not tell Peggy Wilmot that through the salesman’s carelessness, she had learned that Cleveland Pell was at the Hotel Carlton. Peggy might telephone or telegraph Foye, reveal this information, and Foye then could tipoff Pell. Cherry intended to surprise Pell.

Leaving her patient, Cherry asked the head nurse what she thought of the plan. Miss Greer considered it a wise precaution, but wanted Dr. Watson’s approval. Cherry went to the senior doctor’s office and briefly outlined the plan. Dr. Dan Blake was there, too. He did not approve of Cherry’s plan to go to Chicago, but changed his mind when Dr. Watson said:

“Why, it’s the sensible thing to do! Don’t get yourself in trouble, though, young lady! Some of these quick-money fellows are tricky.”

“You be mighty careful,” said Dr. Dan to Cherry.

Cherry smiled, and wondered what her parents would say. When Cherry told her mother late that afternoon, Mrs. Ames said, without encouragement, “It’s your decision. I won’t hold you back.”

Cherry telephoned her father at his office. He agreed the plan made sense and was necessary, and he had confidence in Cherry’s ability to take care of herself.

“Dad, do you think I’ll have any difficulty in locating this Mr. Pell?” Cherry asked. “Since he appears to be evasive—”

“You say this man is at the Hotel Carlton?” her father answered. “He probably lives and works in the same room or suite; he’s probably operating on a shoestring. Most of these speculators can’t afford an office. My guess is that you’ll find him there all right.”

“Then I’d better fly up this evening, so I can get started bright and early tomorrow morning with my inquiries. He may be away for the weekend, but I’ll just have to take my chances on that.”

“Right. Good luck,” her father said. “Be careful.”


CHAPTER VII

 

The Wizard

THE HOTEL CARLTON WAS NOT AS GRAND AS ITS NAME. Cherry looked around its worn, dingy lobby on Saturday morning, and decided that Cleveland Pell was, as her father had guessed, operating on a shoestring. The desk clerk looked at her inquiringly, but Cherry avoided his glance and went directly to the elevator. She did not wish to be announced. She did not relish walking in on a stranger at his hotel, but she did not want Pell to duck out of sight, either. Why was he secretive about his address?

“Suite 321,” Cherry said to the elevator operator.

“Third floor, miss. To your right.”

“Do you know whether Mr. Pell is in?”

“He’s in, miss. So is his secretary.”

“Thank you.” At the third floor Cherry stepped out of the elevator.

Cherry rang the doorbell of Suite 321 and waited. The door opened part way, and a cheaply stylish young woman looked Cherry up and down. Cherry had made it a point to be very well dressed for this visit.

“Yes?” the young woman demanded.

“Good morning,” Cherry said, pleasantly and confidently. “I believe Mr. Pell is expecting me, or half expecting me. I’m Miss Ames, from Hilton, a client of Mr. Foye’s. I’m here to see Mr. Pell about the investment I’m about to make.”

“Mr. Pell is too busy to see any clients today,” the secretary said. “Sorry. You can leave your check with me. I’ll give you a receipt. Uh—I’m his secretary, Miss Black.”

“We-ell—” Cherry pretended to accept this arrangement in order to gain entry.

She followed the officious secretary into a small anteroom or waiting room, sketchily furnished except for industrial photographs tacked on the walls. The secretary’s desk was overflowing with incoming mail, which apparently she had just been opening. A big untidy pile of checks, made out to Cleveland Pell, caught Cherry’s attention. A lot of people were sending him their money to invest. The door into the next room was closed.

“You want to give me your check, Miss—er—?” the secretary said. “Do you want an application form, or did Mr. Foye already give you one? If he didn’t, sign this.”

“Miss Black, I haven’t fully decided,” Cherry said, forcing a smile. The secretary was in such an obvious hurry to get Cherry’s check and get her out of the office. “I do need to see Mr. Pell because—”

“He isn’t in.”

“—because I have quite a lot of cash with me, and I’m only going to be in Chicago for a few hours. I don’t like to carry all this cash around—”

“Oh! Well, wait here and I’ll see what I can do for you.” The secretary went into the next room and closed the door behind her.

They must be whispering, Cherry thought, and craned her neck for a look at the incoming mail. She’d never do such a thing as a rule, but Pell and his salesmen were not particularly scrupulous, and she was here to gain information, by any method she could. She saw that the flood of mail came from all over Illinois.

Drawers slammed in the other room. The door opened and the secretary said grudgingly, “Mr. Pell will see you.”

After her crude reception from Miss Black, she was agreeably surprised on facing Cleveland Pell. He had risen when she entered and came around from his desk, hand outstretched, to receive her.

“How do you do, Miss Ames? It’s good of you to stop in to see me. I’m sorry my secretary rather misunderstood.”

Pell was an imposing man, handsome in a heavyset way, extremely well dressed and well groomed. His voice and manner were those of a cultured, educated individual. He had all the assurance and ease of a highly successful man, the controlled power of a big businessman accustomed to handling substantial projects. Quite a personality, Cherry thought, as he held a chair for her, then sat down facing her at his large, littered desk with its two telephones. He smiled at her, and she felt his magnetism.

“Am I intruding, Mr. Pell?” Cherry asked. She suspected that this man demanded deference, and would respond to an admiring young lady. “I’m sure you’re a very busy man,” Cherry said, “from Mr. Foye’s descriptions of your many business and industrial projects—especially the Colorado dam! How wonderful to be in the thick of such productive things!”

He looked pleased, and at the same instant gave Cherry a sharp, appraising glance. “Yes, there is vital work going on all over the United States, in many fields,” he said. “Many opportunities for private investors to share in this country’s development. Wonderful growth! Thrilling, in fact. Look at these photographs, Miss Ames—”

The man swiveled in his desk chair to wave his hand toward several industrial photographs and charts on a bulletin board. Cherry’s quick eyes noticed one desk drawer left standing open. It was stuffed with money!—with hundred-dollar bills! Why wasn’t this money in the bank? Or invested with various companies? How many other desk and file drawers in this office were crammed with cash? He certainly was careless with the thousands of dollars he received. Cherry hastily controlled her expression as Cleveland Pell turned back to her.

“And look at these, Miss Ames!” He rested his hand on a pile of letters and checks carelessly strewn across his desk. “People in all walks of life recognize these growth possibilities—youths, widows, businessmen, professional people—and rely on my service to invest for them.”

Cherry smiled her nicest at him. “I understand you’re called The Wizard, Mr. Pell.”

He looked wary, then pleased. “I can’t claim that much credit, Miss Ames. A man would have to be obtuse not to see these marvelous business opportunities. Then, too, you see, I was educated for this promotional work—” Pell named two of the leading Schools of Business Administration at eastern universities, and the London School of Economics. “Also, I’ve been fortunate in associating always with the biggest men in their fields—” and Cleveland Pell named some very great names indeed.

To substantiate what he was saying, he handed Cherry a batch of business letters on letterhead paper, addressed to him and signed by the presidents and treasurers of leading businesses: banking, manufacturing, farming, and shipping interests. These letters were like the documents James Foye had shown her, Cherry recalled, but a great deal more impressive, just as Cleveland Pell was vastly more high-powered than his salesman. As Pell shuffled the letters about, he uncovered a certified check made out to the Pell Corporation, from Pacific Northwestern Railroad, for three hundred and forty-nine thousand dollars.

Cherry felt stunned, if only by the sheer mass of what he was showing her. If her father and the local banker had not forewarned her, she could have been completely impressed and convinced. Pell was showing her these impressive proofs to persuade her to invest through him. So far, though, he had made no direct sales talk. Cherry went along with his leisurely approach to ask, respectfully and admiringly:

“It would be so interesting to know, Mr. Pell, how a man like yourself gets started in investment counseling work.”

Cleveland Pell leaned back expansively in his big chair. Cherry noticed his monogrammed tie, his conservative, expensive wristwatch, the satisfied glint in his eyes.

“As a matter of fact, Miss Ames, I am still just getting started with the Pell Investment Plan. Tell me something. Aren’t you surprised to find me here rather than in one of Chicago’s fine office buildings?”

“Why—why, not at all,” Cherry said politely. “This is a well-appointed office.” Without saying so, she wondered where the other four doors led—one into the hotel hall, obviously, one into a bathroom, one to a closet—and the fourth? Into a room where Pell lived, or did that door conceal a fold-up bed? Possibly that door was locked and not in use by Pell at all. Cherry added, “I’m sure it’s convenient in many ways to be located in a hotel.”

“My dear young lady, I assure you this is a great deal less than I’m accustomed to! In my previous ventures in organizing and reorganizing companies, which I have then turned over in a highly solvent condition to others—” Pell gave her to understand that he had been a promoter, a troubleshooter, and consultant, always restless for new projects to challenge his organizing talents and his unique business vision. Out of this wide range of experience he had conceived the Pell Investment Plan. It was the pinnacle of his career, his own creation to share with others who had vision, too.

“This office is merely a way station,” he said. “As soon as the Pell Plan gets fully under way, I’ll set up a home office and regional offices worthy of this undertaking. In the meantime, I’ve invested all my own funds, and I don’t feel I have the right to use my clients’ funds for any frills like offices. Every cent goes into investments! That’s why I make do temporarily with this place—and with Miss Black.”

He took a silver flask from a shelf under his desk. “Miss Ames, would you like a drink?”

Cherry shook her head, and Cleveland Pell went on talking in the same grandiose fashion. All of his statements and explanations were plausible—but were they true? His smooth, overpowering way of speaking made Cherry uneasy. It sounded rehearsed. But she could be wrong—she had never met a business promoter like Cleveland Pell before, so that she had no basis for judgment. She decided to get down to her own specific “business.”

“Mr. Pell,” Cherry said when he paused for breath, “as you know, I’m a prospective customer. I believe Mr. Foye may have told you about me? I’m a nurse from Hilton—”

Cleveland Pell nodded. “You agreed to let Jim Foye know how much you plan to invest.”

This was not precisely true, but Cherry let it pass. “Yes, I do want to discuss my investment. But first I’d like to talk with you on behalf of my patient, Mrs. Margaret Wilmot. You know sick people are often great worriers, and when she didn’t receive her dividend check this week—”

“Now you tell Mrs. Wilmot,” Pell interrupted, “that she hasn’t a thing to worry about! We have several big deals under way! American Eagle Lead, the projected Colorado dam, Commonwealth Wool are all coming along well—best of all is the marvelous new one we can’t talk about yet—” Pell gave Cherry the same spiel that James Foye had given her and Peggy at the hospital, and in his special-delivery letters. “Our money is tied up for the moment, that’s all! If you insist on proof, Miss Ames—”

He pulled still another batch of documents out of a desk drawer. This drawer, too, held a great deal of money. Cherry could not help but see it. Pell looked annoyed. He muttered something about “The mail is flooding in—can’t keep up with it,” and clicked on the intercom. He gave the secretary an order. “Miss Black! On Monday I want you to deposit this cash in the bank.” Then Pell turned off the intercom and handed Cherry the letters, photographs, and confidential reports. He looked rather huffy by this time.

Cherry politely declined to look at the documents. “Thank you, Mr. Pell, but I’m sure what you say is true. It isn’t at all necessary to show me these.”

He looked mollified. “Wish Mrs. Wilmot had as much good sense as you have. Now, about your own investment—” The secretary undoubtedly had repeated to him Cherry’s statement that she had with her a large sum of money. Pell wanted it.

“Just one word more, please, about my patient?” Cherry asked prettily. “I know it’s a bore for you, Mr. Pell, a waste of an important man’s time. But the doctors feel—well, if you could help out this client—All she wants is a—a recess in her investment plans. She could invest again later when she’s well and calm. For now, if you could return her original investment, of course deducting your commission fees and the dividends you have paid her.”

Pell snorted. “You mean Mrs. Wilmot wants to withdraw her account? Why, that’s sheer stupidity, if you’ll forgive my saying so. To withdraw at a time of rapid growth—the very time our clients are investing further—!”

Cherry said disarmingly, “I don’t mean to insist, Mr. Pell. I have confidence in you. And I’m sure Mrs. Wilmot really has, too—I think it’s just a sick person’s mood that makes her talk, sometimes, about withdrawing her account—”

Pell heard the unspoken implication: Miss Ames trusts you, she is in a position to smooth things over with the disgruntled Mrs. Wilmot—and besides Miss Ames has funds of her own to invest.

Cherry watched his expression change, holding her breath. She must keep him believing that he would benefit by remaining in touch with her, and on good terms.

The prepossessing Cleveland Pell was studying Cherry with a guarded look that made her uneasy. What was he thinking? She did not flatter herself that she was any match for this shrewd man, nor that she could easily fool him. Yet she had to try, had to make some sort of effort for her misguided patient.

Then Pell smiled, and reached out to pat Cherry’s hand. He was all urbanity and the “great man” again.

“Don’t you worry your pretty head about Mrs. Wilmot’s affairs,” he said. “I’m sure we’ll be able to work out something satisfactory. Would you like to talk about yourself and your own financial future now?” Pell glanced at his wristwatch, then apologized. “Excuse me, time does run out, even on a weekend, doesn’t it? Now, about yourself—”

Cherry fenced with him. She had no intention of investing but concealed that fact. It exasperated her that Pell warily kept her from bringing the conversation back to Peggy Wilmot, and evaded her leading questions—supposedly about her own possible investment—as to getting one’s money back, or what happened next when the dividend checks stopped. Cherry pulled verbally in that direction, while Pell talked hard and fast, trying to rush her into signing and paying.

“I’m getting nowhere fast,” Cherry thought. “This is a waste of my time. I can’t find out a thing.”

She was trying to think of what tack to try next, when one of the telephones rang.

Pell answered, listened, and barked into the phone: “No, I can’t see you! … I’m very sorry, Mr. Ogden, but I can’t help it if you are waiting in the lobby. … No, you can take up that matter with Mr. Foye. What? … I said no!” And Pell hung up with a bang.

He put on his courteous smile again and continued his eloquent sales talk to Cherry. After a few sentences, Pell broke off. A man was shouting in the anteroom. Miss Black was shrilly arguing back, trying to prevent him from seeing Pell. The door burst open, and an angry, youngish man stamped into Pell’s office.

“I’m John Ogden, and you will talk to me, Mr. Pell!” He was fighting mad. Cherry was surprised—he looked like a man who usually would be friendly and self-controlled, a stable looking man, well dressed, probably a small town businessman, probably married and the father of two or three small children, and a good member of his community. Yet here he was shouting and advancing on Pell.

“You’re going to give me my money back! If you think you’re going to get away with swindling me, Pell, I’ll see you in jail first!”

Pell looked contemptuously at John Ogden. “You can’t walk in here and slander me, sir. I’m busy with this young lady, my client—and do you think I enjoy having her listen to your abuse and lies about me?” Pell turned to Cherry with an aggrieved air. “There are always a few stupid, hysterical ones, Miss Ames.”

“Let her hear!” Ogden exclaimed. “Let her find out what a swindle the Pell Plan is. Either you pay me, or I’ll go to—”

“Now, Mr. Ogden, there must be a misunderstanding,” Pell said smoothly, but Cherry saw him flush. “Mr. Foye can explain—”

“Mr. Foye has dodged me for two weeks now! Maybe you can explain that!” John Ogden talked fast, steadily raising his voice whenever Pell tried to interrupt him. “I know Foye has been in Peoria, my town, because Foye called a friend of mine last week and this week on Thursdays. Why not me, too? Because Foye can guess I have a complaint, that’s why!”

“I’ll speak to Foye about seeing you—” Pell broke in, but John Ogden cut him short.

“Why didn’t you send me a weekly dividend check this week? And last week? How come you sent me a ten percent dividend check every Thursday for four weeks—and now nothing but excuses? And you have the impudence to bombard me with your sensationally worded ‘special bulletins,’ trying to pressure me into handing over still more money! What do you take me for—a fool?”

Cherry realized exactly the same thing had happened to Peggy Wilmot: four checks, then no more dividends, but a come-on to invest further. Pell loudly started to talk about “this temporary emergency.” John Ogden drowned him out:

“There’s no emergency! I might have believed that, except I found out one thing. Do you know who Joe Travers is? He’s a friend of mine, and now a customer of yours. After Foye came to Peoria and sold me on the Pell Plan, and the dividends rolled in, I referred Foye to my friend, Joe Travers. I’m ashamed to admit your salesman talked me into introducing him around. … No, Pell, you keep quiet! I can see you don’t want this girl to hear me, but you’ll both hear me!”

Cherry made no move to leave. Pell whispered to her, suggesting she wait in the anteroom. John Ogden overheard and blocked the doorway.

“Maybe you can explain, Pell, why Joe Travers received his dividend checks—and I didn’t receive anything! Is there really an emergency, if you can pay Travers? You paid him his second dividend check last week and his third check this past Thursday—but you paid me nothing! Are you playing favorites among your clients? Or are you planning to pull the same trick on Joe Travers as you did on me, as soon as you let him have his fourth dividend check?” Ogden snorted and leaned across Pell’s desk. “I checked with Joe Travers. You didn’t tell him there’s an emergency! Emergency, indeed! This is a trick to keep, to steal, sixty percent of the money I invested with you—and I’m here to get it back!”

“Calm down,” Cleveland Pell said with authority. “This is a delay, nothing more. If you had more experience in investments, Mr. Ogden, you’d realize a delay is nothing to get excited about.”

“I’m not an expert in the investment field, Mr. Pell, but I happen to know my rights under the law,” Ogden retorted. “I want to withdraw my account, and I demand that you return my investment at once, minus the four dividends which you already paid me.”

Pell began to sweat. His face turned damp and dark red as his temper rose. He kept his voice even and persuasive, though.

“If you insist, Mr. Ogden, all right. But you’ll regret it. I give you my word of honor that Mr. Travers’s situation has nothing to do with yours—”

“—except to build up a sucker’s confidence with four fat dividend checks!” John Ogden exploded. “How come these new businesses you claim you’re investing in aren’t listed on the stock market—no bonds listed for them—not in any directory or news report? Do these businesses even exist?”

“They’re new, sir, that’s all, and I must remind you that you have no right to slander me!” Pell drew a deep breath. His hands trembled. “Listen to reason, man. This is no time to withdraw! You’re making a mistake. This, of all times, is the moment of opportunity! The very time to reinvest your four dividend checks! We can triple and quadruple your money—”

“Let’s see your books!” Ogden challenged him. “Let’s have some proof of how you’re handling my money!”

But Pell naturally saw to it that actual figures on his transactions were “not readily available. To tell you the truth—and this is confidential, Mr. Ogden, Miss Ames—our bookkeeping system has almost collapsed under a terrific flood of investors. I mean, our books are incomplete—”

Ogden snorted. “Some excuse! Then let’s see the shares you bought for me in these new companies. Surely you have some sort of documents?” Ogden turned to Cherry and said, “I want to make sure this dealer and counselor doesn’t simply take our money and pocket it himself, and not make any investment with it.”

Pell let out a yell of rage. He instantly caught himself. “The shares and receipts are in this corporation’s safe-deposit box in the bank vault. You know the bank is closed over the weekend. Come back next week and I’ll show you—”

“What bank?” Ogden demanded. “The First National Bank of Chicago on which you draw your dividend checks? Or are you cagey enough to rent a safe-deposit box in some other bank?”

“I don’t have to tell you that!” Pell shouted. His veneer of manners dropped away. He reminded Cherry of a snarling dog. “Nobody knows my business but myself! I expect you to rely on my discretion—”

“You have no right to be secretive with my money!” Ogden answered angrily. “You’re even secretive about your address, aren’t you? I’m tired of your lies and evasions! I withdraw my account,” Ogden said flatly. “I want my money back right away.”

“Now, be reasonable, you can’t descend on me without warning and demand a large sum,” Pell protested. “This corporation’s funds are tied up—”

Cherry thought of the cash, thousands of dollars, she had seen lying around loose here—and the uncashed checks from clients—and how much more was stashed away somewhere? Pell went on with a variety of well-framed excuses. He sounded tense but did a good piece of acting. The man from Peoria was adamant.

“Now, Mr. Pell!” he said. “Right now.”

“These new businesses will go sky-high before they reach their top earnings,” Pell urged. “Don’t worry, Mr. Ogden! Hang on and buy more!”

“You aren’t getting another cent from me—quit trying! Pay me, or I’ll go straight from here to the police and lodge a complaint against you!”

Pell slumped and was silent. After a moment he muttered, “All right. All right. If you insist, Mr. Ogden. I’ll have my secretary look up what balance is in your account, and make out your check to you in that amount.” He sighed. “You’re making a mistake, sir.”

Cherry was about to say she wanted exactly the same refund arrangement for her patient, when Pell turned to her with the most urgent look on his face.

“Stay another minute, Miss Ames, I have something extremely important to ask you privately.”

Some curiosity, or some hunch, prompted Cherry to nod and remain seated in her chair.

John Ogden stood waiting at the doorway. “How do I know your refund check won’t be worthless, Pell? I want a certified bank check from you.”

Pell moved forward, as if he might strike Ogden, but apparently remembered his other potential client still sitting here.

“A certified bank check will be fine with me, Mr. Ogden,” Pell said stiffly. He came around, opened the door, and all but pushed Ogden into the anteroom. “I’ll be with you and Miss Black in a couple of minutes.” Pell slammed the door closed.

He hurried back to sit down beside Cherry again.

“Listen, Miss Ames,” he said in a hoarse whisper, “I hope you didn’t take Ogden’s ranting and raving seriously. Jim Foye warned me that Ogden is a crackpot. Please, I beg you, Miss Ames, don’t let his hysterics keep you from going ahead with your own highly profitable investments.”

So, even in the face of Ogden’s threats to report him, Pell still was making a fast play for a brand-new sucker named Cherry Ames.

“Miss Ames, where can I reach you later today? Or possibly tomorrow?”

Cherry hesitated. It probably was safe enough to tell him the name of her hotel. “I’m staying at the Croydon, Mr. Pell. But I’d like to finish my business, or rather Mrs. Wilmot’s business with you right now, just as Mr. Ogden is doing. She’s withdrawing her account, too.”

“The Croydon. All right, my dear young lady. Will you come out to the anteroom, too, and Miss Black will help you with Mrs. Wilmot’s account.” Cleveland Pell led the way to the door, to open it for Cherry. With his hand on the knob, he said very low, “I must see you later. Without Ogden. It’s to your benefit, I promise you. Er—you won’t mention our appointment to Ogden, will you?”

Cherry smiled and said nothing. She did not have to keep any appointment with Pell if she decided not to, but it never hurt to keep channels open. Pell seemed satisfied. He opened the door, and they walked into the anteroom where the stylish secretary was arguing with Ogden. She was confused by now, as well as hostile.

“I can’t make this stupid woman understand,” Ogden protested to Pell. “Tell her to look up my account. I know how much you owe me—” He named a large sum.

Pell ignored him and said to Miss Black, “Have you the briefcase ready for me? … Good.” He picked up a bulging briefcase. Cherry noticed the secretary’s desk was cleared of its checks, cash, and papers. “Now, Miss Black,” Pell said, speaking slowly and emphatically, “I want you to look up the accounts of John Ogden and Margaret Wilmot, and copy off a transcript of each for me—take your time, make it accurate—don’t hurry. Because early next week I’m going to send these clients each a check for these amounts.”

The secretary’s mouth opened in surprise. Cherry thought she saw a flicker of alarm in the woman’s hostile eyes. Miss Black mumbled, “Yes, sir,” and started to fish in the drawers of a filing cabinet. Mr. Pell excused himself to Cherry and John Ogden, and started back into his office.

“A certified bank check,” Ogden reminded him. “Or I turn you in. And sue you.”

Pell said bitterly, “Be careful how you talk to me! How would you like me to come down to your town, and tell all your business associates what a greedy fool you’ve been about investments? Why, I could make you a laughingstock and ruin your business standing.”

“If you’re threatening blackmail, Pell—”

“Seems to me you’re making the threats,” Pell retorted.

“I don’t like your hinting at blackmail,” Ogden said angrily. “I’ve half a mind to go straight from here to the State Securities Division—”

“Go ahead,” said Pell. “I’ve applied there for registration as an investment adviser, I’m happy to be investigated, I have nothing to hide.” Pell bowed slightly toward Cherry. “I’ll be with you and Mr. Ogden in a few minutes. I have some other matters to attend to. Miss Black, call me when you have the two transcripts ready.”

He started to close the door after him, but Ogden said sharply, “Leave that door open!” Pell smiled half-humorously, and left it just slightly ajar.

The secretary fumbled for a long time in the filing cabinet. She searched through untidy folders, rejected some, then rejected others. Ogden paced up and down. Cherry listened for sounds from Pell’s private office—about all she could hear was the opening of desk drawers. The phone rang in there, and Pell called, “Miss Black, will you answer on your phone?”

Whatever the phone call was about, it took several minutes. John Ogden looked ready to explode with impatience. When the secretary hung up, then dawdled over making notes of the call, Ogden exclaimed:

“Why in the world are you taking so long, Miss Black? If I don’t get some satisfaction quickly around here, from either you or Pell, I’m going to the law.”

“Oh!” Miss Black’s mascaraed eyes flew open. She turned away quickly, so that neither Cherry nor Ogden could see her face. Over her shoulder she said sullenly, “Well, you don’t have to yell at me, it’s not my fault. I’m only doing what Mr. Pell told me to do.”

Cherry said, “Yes, I noticed he told you not to hurry, take your time. Mr. Ogden, I don’t hear a sound from the other office. What do you suppose is taking Mr. Pell so long?”

“We’ll go and find out,” Ogden said.

He pushed the door open. Pell was gone. The briefcase was gone. Cherry saw that desk drawers and file drawers, left standing open, were emptied. “There was a great deal of cash in these drawers,” she said to John Ogden. “I saw wads of hundred-dollar bills.”

Ogden stood perfectly still, shocked. The air conditioner whirred loudly. Then he opened the other doors, one by one. Pell was not in the closet nor in the bathroom. The door into the adjoining room was locked from the other side, as well as from this side, by a permanent lock and panel installed by the hotel. This meant another tenant, not Pell, occupied the next room. Ogden opened the last remaining door that led into the hotel corridor, and peered out.

“No sign of him,” Mr. Ogden said. “He slipped away from us.”

“Pell even took his silver flask along,” Cherry said. “I guess he doesn’t intend to come back here.” She turned to Ogden. “But what about his records and correspondence and documents? He’ll need those—won’t he have to come back for those?”

“Pell can send the secretary or a hotel bellboy for them,” Ogden said, staring around the room. “Or maybe he doesn’t need them. A lot of them may be fakes. Did you see the messy condition of the secretary’s file? Could be nothing at all of value in that file. A swindler like Pell carries his figures around in his head.”

“And he carries his clients’ money around in his pockets and briefcase,” Cherry said. “Do you know Pell slipped out of here just now with tens of thousands of dollars?”

“Come on,” said Mr. Ogden. “We’re going to get help.”

On leaving they discovered Miss Black, too, had fled.


CHAPTER VIII

 

Manhunt

“WHERE ARE WE GOING?” CHERRY ASKED. THEY WERE OUT on the street in front of the hotel. It was a quarter to eleven, and John Ogden hailed a taxi.

“We’re going to the Illinois Securities Division,” he answered. “Get in, Miss Ames,” and he gave the driver a West Randolph Street address. The taxi started off. Ogden leaned back and muttered, “I should have had sense enough to be wary of a high-pressure salesman and get-rich-quick promises.”

“A patient of mine—I’m a nurse—is having the same experience as you are,” Cherry said. “Four dividends, and now nothing. Did you answer an ad? And later did the salesman call?” John Ogden nodded. “By the way, Mr. Ogden,” Cherry asked, “how did you find out Cleveland Pell’s address?”

John Ogden grinned. “I collared Foye in my friend Travers’s office, day before yesterday, and threatened to take him to the police on a charge of fraud. Foye didn’t want any trouble, so he told me to see his boss and gave me Pell’s address. Oh, here we are.”

The taxi pulled up before a government building. John Ogden insisted on paying the fare, and helped Cherry out. They went into the building, and while Ogden spoke to a receptionist, Cherry looked at a leaflet explaining the work done here. The Securities Division of the office of the Secretary of State for Illinois protected all Illinois investors by requiring two things:

One, securities or investments had to be registered, so this office could examine them and learn whether they were for honest or fraudulent businesses. It was illegal to sell unregistered securities.

Second, every person who acted as an investment adviser or salesman of investments must apply for registration. This meant he would take an examination and would be investigated for honesty and qualifications. Once registered, he would be closely scrutinized. Without registration, it was illegal to advise or sell.

The leaflet urged the public to consult the Securities Division “if you are in doubt as to whether a dealer, salesman, or securities being offered to you are registered.” The leaflet added that the law regulated securities in order to make sure that the investor received something more for his money than a worthless certificate.

Cherry sighed. If only Peggy Wilmot had asked a few questions before handing over her money!

John Ogden came back to Cherry and said a skeleton staff was there on Saturday, and they were to see a Mr. Atwood right away. The receptionist took them into a large office where several men were working at their desks, and introduced Cherry and John Ogden to Mr. Atwood, who was an attorney. He seemed to be in charge here.

“Sit down, please,” he said. “I’m going to call over one of our investigators and an accountant and a stenographer.”

In a minute or two, these three persons sat down around Mr. Atwood’s desk. They were quiet, intent, and sharp-eyed. The investigators, as well as the examiners, in the Securities Division were all attorneys. “Go ahead,” said Mr. Atwood to his visitors.

“First,” John Ogden said urgently, “the man I’ve been investing with, Cleveland Pell, and Miss Ames’s patient has been investing with—he has just slipped away from us. Miss Ames believes he took a large sum of cash and his clients’ uncashed checks from his office with him.”

The faces around Cherry tightened. “It’s possible,” said Mr. Atwood. “Let’s have all the facts. Miss Ames?”

Cherry briefly outlined her patient’s experience. John Ogden quickly told his story, and described the interview with Pell this morning. The officials broke in with a few questions that showed this type of swindle was familiar to them. Mr. Atwood said:

“This Cleveland Pell mailed out letters making exaggerated claims? He had no books or records to show you? He had complete power of attorney over your money? Hm. And when you tried to get a refund or some satisfaction from him this morning, he walked out on you.”

The investigator said to Mr. Atwood, “He’ll probably run true to form, and try to leave the country with his clients’ money. We’d better call the police.”

Mr. Atwood agreed but wanted to check with the Securities Division’s principal office in Springfield, the state capitol, about Pell’s application for registration. He asked the switchboard operator to put the call through immediately. Mr. Atwood also inquired about James Foye.

“Foye told me Pell has seven other salesmen, all selling in Illinois small towns,” Cherry said…. “No, I don’t know their names. This morning I met Miss Black, Pell’s secretary,” and Cherry described her. Mr. Atwood relayed all this information on the phone, too. The Springfield office said it would check and asked the Chicago office to wait, not to hang up.

In a very few minutes, Springfield reported that Pell’s application was under investigation but incomplete, nothing for or against Pell so far—and that neither James Foye nor any other salesmen for Pell had applied for registration.

An examiner who had joined their group said skeptically, as Mr. Atwood hung up, “Remember the pair of stock promoters who were selling unregistered shares of Karmet Industries—worth around twelve cents a share and selling it for three dollars and twenty-five cents a share—the ones we arrested, but who got out on bail, then jumped bail and got away from us in Springfield? And remember, the local sheriff picked them up in Arkansas? Well, those crooks had applied for registration, too, just as Pell has. Proves nothing.”

The other officials nodded, and Mr. Atwood said:

“Unregistered investments, that’s another point. In what companies was Pell selling securities?”

Cherry and John Ogden answered together, “Commonwealth Wool, American Eagle Lead, a projected dam in Colorado—”

Mr. Atwood and his staff exchanged glances. “We’ve never heard of any of those firms,” Mr. Atwood said to the two complainants. One of his aides remarked that such obscure businesses, promoted by men like Pell, almost invariably turned out to be unsuccessful. Mr. Atwood shook his head. “Those firms are not only unregistered, I suspect they’re nonexistent. Pure bunco!”

Cherry hesitated. “But those impressive letters he and Foye showed us—”

“Those are often forged,” said Mr. Atwood, “on stolen stationery. The sharper’s racket depends on resembling a legitimate business.”

Mr. Atwood then telephoned the Chicago police and asked them to find Cleveland Pell. He relayed Cherry’s and Ogden’s descriptions of Pell, Foye, and Miss Black.

“I will get arrest warrants for Pell and Foye on charges of violation of the Illinois Securities Law,” Mr. Atwood said into the phone. “Listen, Captain Judd, this Pell may intend to abscond with his clients’ funds, so your men had better watch all airports, railroad terminals, and bus stations. What? … Yes, fine, Captain. We’ll alert the State Police to keep a watch for him on the highways. We also want to talk to his secretary, Miss Black. She may have some information—”

“Or she may have access to Pell’s books and bank records,” the Securities Division accountant cut in.

Mr. Atwood arranged with the police captain to coordinate their agencies’ efforts to locate Pell, and almost did not see Cherry’s frantic gestures.

“Mr. Atwood!” she exclaimed. “Mr. Pell said he wants to see me privately—later today, or maybe tomorrow.” She rapidly explained why.

“He does! Very good! … Captain, there’s a girl here who—” The Securities Division Chief explained. Then he listened. “Yes, we have…. Yes, we’ll lend it to her. If she’s willing…. All right, that’s understood, then.” He hung up.

Lend me what? Cherry wondered, and Ogden looked curious.

They planned to lend her a “Dick Tracy,” which was a radio transmitter concealed in a wristwatch or bracelet. It would permit the Securities Division investigators to listen in on Cherry’s conversation with Pell, within a radius of half a mile.

“We’ll be a whole lot nearer to you than half a mile,” Mr. Atwood said to Cherry with a smile. “That is, if you’re willing to place yourself in some degree of danger. I don’t want to minimize the risk. Pell may be armed, and in order to catch him, we may have to shoot it out. However, these ‘respectable’ swindlers don’t generally carry guns, Miss Ames. A con man like Pell depends on his powers of persuasion, his ability to act a part—and on his slippery lawyers. What do you think, Miss Ames? I can assure you you’ll have two or three detectives as close by as possible. But I don’t want to urge you to act as decoy.”

“Can’t I go in her place?” Ogden offered.

“That wouldn’t work because Pell mistrusts you,” Cherry said. She sat there, thinking. “How important is it for me to do this?” she asked.

“Well, if Pell actually contacts you,” Mr. Atwood said, “it would help us a lot. It’s quite easy, you know, to disappear in a big city like Chicago.”

John Ogden grinned at her. “You look as if you’re going through with it.”

“Yes, I guess I am,” Cherry said. She felt no great eagerness for this adventure, but she was in a key position, and it seemed to her irresponsible to refuse to help.

“I’ll do it,” she said to the Securities Division men.

They instructed her to return to her hotel and wait for Pell’s call. The instant she heard from Pell, she was to notify the Securities Division, no matter what the hour. Mr. Atwood gave her a special telephone number. The investigator fastened on her wrist a deceptively attractive bracelet.

“If you don’t phone us within a few hours, Miss Ames,” said Mr. Atwood, “we’ll phone you.” John Ogden said he would keep himself immediately available, too.

He escorted Cherry back to her hotel. She said good-bye to Ogden, and good luck, on the chance they would not meet again. Then Cherry went upstairs to her room. It was one P.M.

She spent a long, restless afternoon waiting for Pell to call. She had Room Service send up some lunch. Then she tried to read, but she kept thinking about what the Securities Division men and the police were doing on the Pell case this afternoon—and what this would eventually mean to Peggy Wilmot. Would Peggy ever get any of her money back? Or would Pell go scot-free?

Cherry remembered that this coming week was the week Peggy Wilmot was to start walking again. How was Peggy feeling now? Cherry’s thoughts flew back to her ward. Would it help Peggy when she told her, on Monday, that the Pell situation was in the hands of the Securities Division and the police—and that Peggy’s interests were being safeguarded? Cherry hoped the news would calm Peggy, so that she would continue to improve.

The afternoon seemed interminable. Cherry sent a bellman for picture postcards and stamps, and wrote to her old friends, the other nurses in the Spencer Club, at 9 Standish Street in New York. The bellman came back and took Cherry’s mail, since she did not dare leave her room.

Still the afternoon dragged on. In her silent room Cherry read. She listened to the radio. No news about Pell. Mostly she speculated about where Pell, his account books, and his silver flask were right now and what his next move could be. Outside her windows, daylight was fading and the street lights came on.

The phone rang. Cherry jumped as if she had been shot. She ran to answer it.

“Hello? Cherry Ames? … This is Mr. Atwood.” She recognized his voice, this was no trick on Pell’s part. “You haven’t heard from Pell yet? … All right, just wait. Listen, Miss Ames, we’ve done a lot this afternoon that you should know about, in case Pell calls you—”

Mr. Atwood said he had instructed the telephone operator here at Cherry’s hotel to cut off his call at once if Pell’s call came through for Cherry.

“I’ll be quick,” Mr. Atwood said, and rapidly briefed Cherry on what had happened in the seven hours since she had left his office.

First and most important, the local police, acting with the Securities Division, were searching Chicago and its environs for Cleveland Pell.

The Securities Division investigators and police had promptly raided Pell’s deserted office in the hotel, intending to impound his books. They found huge unpaid bills from a stationer, a photo-offset printer, a typist agency—Pell had apparently mailed out thousands of “advisory” letters. As they expected, they found only a few unimportant records in the file. Pell must have taken the key records with him when he fled.

From the hotel desk clerk, the investigators had learned Miss Black’s home address. “We located Pell’s secretary at home,” Mr. Atwood said, “and the woman was scared enough to talk. She knew Pell’s business was a racket, but protested that she simply had a job there. She’s being held on a charge of collusion. Miss Black gave us a good deal of information—and if Pell calls you, you may need to know some of this—”

The secretary insisted she did not know where Pell had gone today. She did not know his home address, except that he had boasted he had recently rented a fine house in an exclusive suburb. The police learned from an alert patrolman in that suburb which houses had new residents, and located Pell’s showy house—but Pell was not there. No one was there. No bonds, no sucker list, no safe-deposit keys, no leads of any sort. Neighbors said Pell lived alone, lived lavishly, gave lavish parties.

“We hardly think,” Mr. Atwood said, “that Pell will dare return to his house. But if he does ask you to meet him there, or wherever, agree to it—and notify us. And please go, we’ll ensure your safety.”

Cherry said she would go. Her secret meeting with Pell began to loom as an actuality.

“Pell’s secretary,” Mr. Atwood said, “insisted that she had never seen any bonds—maybe there never were any—and didn’t know where Pell kept his books. She said that he was secretive; he never allowed her to handle anything important, and her job was mainly to keep clients away from Pell.

“But the secretary did supply us with the names of Pell’s eight salesmen.” A check by Springfield showed not one of them was registered with the Securities Division. “Miss Black swore she didn’t know their home addresses or their whereabouts—except for a lead on Foye. He’s downstate selling and is due back in Chicago tomorrow morning. He and Pell have a lunch appointment at noon. The secretary doesn’t know where. Try to find out from Pell the name of the restaurant or hotel, Miss Ames, so we can nab the salesman there.”

“Will do,” said Cherry. “If Pell calls.”

She hoped the police would find Pell before he ever called her. Mr. Atwood held out no such hope. He was saying that the Securities Division staff had checked this afternoon with the officers of all Chicago banks, in an effort to learn where Pell banked his money, suspecting he had several accounts in several banks, and where he rented a safe-deposit box—in short, where he kept or hid the money taken from his clients.

“We suspect Pell banks under a pseudonym,” Mr. Atwood said. “We’ve got to know that false name if we’re ever to return the clients’ money to them—even part of it. Keep your ears open for any names, Miss Ames. He might be tired and excited and careless by now, and drop a name. Just be alert. Of course Pell may never give you a chance to find out these things, or events may move so fast—But try. We’ll be listening to your Dick Tracy radio…. Everything understood?” Cherry said yes. “You’re a good citizen to cooperate like this,” Mr. Atwood said. “Thanks,” and he hung up.

The phone did not ring again. Cherry called Room Service for food. She kept the radio turned on. Not a word about Pell was broadcast, undoubtedly so as not to alert him. She spent a long, tense evening. Around ten o’clock she grew sleepy and wondered when, or whether, she should go to bed.

Just then the phone rang. Cherry answered.

The voice sounded far away, but it was as courteous and assured as ever.

“Am I calling too late, Miss Ames? Awfully sorry,” Pell said. “I fell asleep and just now woke up. You know how lazy a Saturday can be.”

A smooth excuse, Cherry thought, and wondered where he was. In hiding, since he had not dared go home—Pell evidently was taking no chances on Ogden’s threat to go right to the Securities Division.

“No, I suppose it’s not too late, Mr. Pell,” Cherry said, then waited.

“I thought you might have gone back to Hilton by now, or were spending the evening with friends or with Mr. Ogden, or something like that,” said Pell.

“No, I haven’t seen Mr. Ogden since I was in your office this morning,” Cherry said. She thought she heard Pell sigh in relief. “I’m free this evening. And I’m free for lunch tomorrow if you are,” said Cherry.

“I have a luncheon engagement tomorrow with Jim Foye, to talk business, so I can’t—”

Cherry interrupted him. “If I wouldn’t he intruding, could I join you toward the end of your lunch? Lunch would be so much more convenient for me, Mr. Pell.”

“I’m sorry about the lunch,” Pell said, “but if you’re sure it’s not too late, Miss Ames, I’d appreciate seeing you this evening. It will take me at least thirty or forty minutes to get into town—if I can find a cab out here.”

Where was he? Criminals often used a motel on the outskirts of a city for a hiding place. Or was he at a crony’s place? “I thought we could have a cup of coffee together,” said Pell. “I do need to talk to you. And I now have Mrs. Wilmot’s money to return to you. I made it my business to get the money together this afternoon, as a special consideration to you, Miss Ames.”

She did not believe that come-on for an instant. “We-ell,” Cherry pretended to hesitate, “this evening, then.”

“By the way, Miss Ames, about your own investment. I hope it’s not less than five thousand—so we’d have an adequate sum to invest for you.” Cherry lied shamelessly and said it was seven thousand. “Good. I can double it for you. Be sure to bring it along—er, that is, since you’re going back to Hilton soon. Even a day’s delay can cost you profits.”

“Where shall I meet you?” Cherry asked.

“Do you know where Grant Park is?” Pell asked her. “It’s between the Outer Drive on the lake, and the Loop. There’s an immense parking lot near there. I want to pick up my car—” He mumbled a story about having lent his car to a client who promised to leave it at the parking lot for him.

“Yes, I know that parking lot,” Cherry said. “But how will I ever find you among those hundreds of cars?” She thought it was shrewd of Pell to choose a huge, anonymous place. Or perhaps he really did want his car—to make a getaway.

Pell was answering her question of how to find him. “There’s a coffee shop at that parking lot. Why don’t we meet there? You’d be comfortable in there, Miss Ames, and in case I’m a little delayed, I suggest you order coffee. Take a seat in the window,” he said in a joking tone, “so you can see me coming. One if by land, two if by sea, you know.”

She forced a laugh and agreed to his arrangements. Pell thanked her, and hung up, just as the telephone operator cut in, saying, “Deposit ten cents for the next three minutes, please.” So he had phoned her from a public booth somewhere.

Immediately Cherry asked her hotel telephone operator for the number Mr. Atwood had given her. A man’s voice answered, one she did not recognize. Cherry identified herself and repeated the conversation she had just had with Pell.

“Right, Miss Ames,” the man’s voice said. “I’ll notify Mr. Atwood and Captain Judd. We’ll have plainclothesmen stationed at the coffee shop and around the parking lot well before the time you get there. Don’t glance around for them, though.”

“I understand,” said Cherry. “Anything more?”

“Well, Pell probably told you to take a window table because he has no intention of coming into the coffee shop where anyone could corner him. He may watch for you to leave. If he doesn’t show up after a reasonable time, walk up and down outside the coffee shop. Okay? … Act as if you trust him…. Good luck.”

Since the parking lot was nearby, she had ample time to make herself more presentable. In her summer dress, with her dark curls tied back by a ribbon, Cherry thought she looked as if she were going to some pleasant appointment—instead of to a secret and uncertain meeting with a swindler. She fastened the Dick Tracy bracelet on her wrist, picked up her handbag and gloves, and started out.

She took a taxi rather than be late, and arrived at the coffee shop early. Following Pell’s instructions, she sat down at a table in the broad front window and ordered iced coffee. She felt nervous. That man alone two tables away, reading a newspaper—the two men lingering over coffee at the counter—were they plainclothesmen? For all she knew, one or more of them could be Pell’s men. Or random customers. Cherry was careful not to glance again at the men. Instead, she looked out the window, watching for Pell.

Outside in the night the parking lot stretched away for blocks, a sea of parked cars, with long, narrow, empty lanes between the cars. Overhead, arc lights glared in the black sky. Only a few people were around, and these drove swiftly away.

Where was Pell? He was later than he’d said he would be. Why didn’t he come? Cherry wondered whether the police would be able to trace his phone call and pick him up before he reached her—or whether they wanted to. She didn’t think so, because the Securities Division men seemed to hope that, in talking to her, Pell would make some incriminating statements or give some information. Otherwise, the authorities would have a struggle to get information out of him. Or perhaps the police needed some incriminating statement from Pell as a basis to arrest him at all. Cherry didn’t know the technicalities, but in any case, she would follow orders.

Time went by. Cherry watched even more closely than before. When a taxi pulled up in the driveway and waited, it seemed to her that this same yellow taxi with one huddled occupant had paused outside her window a few minutes earlier.

On an off-chance, Cherry hurriedly paid for her coffee and walked out of the coffee shop. She saw out of the corner of her eye that the man with the newspaper had left, and the two men at the counter still sat there. She moved into the driveway, and Pell called out in a low voice:

“Hello, there! Please come over and get in.”

The man in the taxi wore glasses and a hat pulled low over his face, but she recognized Pell’s heavyset figure. She was reluctant to get in a car with him. He might try to flee by car, and if the police had to shoot, she’d be caught in the cross fire. Pell might even use her as a shield.

“Get in,” he insisted softly, and swung the taxi door open.

She had no choice. She realized Pell was not such a fool as to get out of the taxi and try to flee on foot. She got in, and trusted that the tiny microphone on her wrist was working.

Pell apologized for being late. “I decided we could talk more privately in a taxi, so if you don’t mind—”

He tapped the driver on the shoulder and handed him a folded bill. Apparently the financial arrangements had been settled beforehand. The taxi started to move.

“Where are we going?” Cherry demanded.

“We’re just going for a ride, while we talk. I’ll drop you off at your hotel, and come back here to pick up my car. Listen, Miss Ames, I hope you didn’t believe Ogden—”

She resignedly leaned back against the seat as the taxi circled out of the parking lot.

“No, Mr. Pell, I don’t believe Ogden,” Cherry said. “I think it’s a shame he talked to you the way he did. I know what a lot the Pell Plan has done for Mrs. Wilmot—”

“Good girl.” The taxi shot out of the parking lot onto Lake Shore Drive. Pell called out to the driver, “Stay in the fast lane! Now, Miss Ames, tell me as one friend to another. Are you still in touch with John Ogden? Did he—er—go to the Securities people this morning? I have to know.”

“No, he didn’t,” Cherry said, looking into Pell’s face with a show of sympathy. “And, yes, I know where to reach him.”

Pell’s hand closed warmly over hers. “Will you help a much-misunderstood man? Can you talk Ogden out of making a complaint? Can you talk some sense into him? Listen, I’m rich, I can easily meet all claims—make him see I’m an honest man—”

A car in the slow lane caught up to them. Their taxi driver increased his speed. Cherry was unable to see whether the other car still followed. Pell watched, then went on:

“Of course you wouldn’t press any charges against me, would you? Or let Mrs. Wilmot do that? You have too much good sense—why worry because one customer like Ogden gets scared? Why, I have big money deposited in several banks, three in Chicago alone—” He stopped short.

“I wouldn’t dream of making any charge,” Cherry declared. “Whatever for? Especially since you’re going to return Mrs. Wilmot’s money.”

Pell released her hand. “Yes. Providing neither you nor she presses charges. I might even offer Ogden—See here. Would she accept a third of what’s due her—or even half? And the rest in a week or so?”

“I’ll ask her,” Cherry murmured. To her annoyance, Pell pressed her hand again.

“You’re a nice girl. I’ll show my gratitude for your friendship, believe me. There are a few special plums among my investments and I promise you, Miss Ames, they can be yours.”

“The Colorado dam?” Cherry prompted him.

“Yes, the dam, and American Eagle Lead is a fast-growing business, worth putting your money into.” He had named two unregistered investments. “So is a brand-new shipping firm, just organizing now—” Cherry heard a car behind them come steadily closer. He talked fast. “I’ll make you rich. Trust me. The money you plan to invest—you have it with you, haven’t you?”

Cherry answered in an innocent voice, “I do want to invest with you, Mr. Pell. But naturally I didn’t bring the whole seven thousand dollars to Chicago with me. Only two. And since I was coming out alone so late at night, I left my money in the hotel safe.” He stiffened. She said, “I’ll mail you a check, first thing Monday! Shall I send it to you at the post-office box number? In your name, or—or what?”

He hesitated. “I’ll get in touch with you. I’ll phone you in Hilton next week and give you the details then.”

“I hope you’ll be arrested by then,” Cherry thought. Where were the police? How long must she talk? She saw it was useless to try further to learn any alias, but she noticed something on the taxi seat. On the far side of Pell were two large, bulging briefcases. One was the one he had taken out of his office this morning, apparently stuffed with cash and clients’ checks.

“You certainly are loaded down,” Cherry said, half-humorously, indicating the briefcases.

“Oh, those are my records and list of clients. I always do a little desk work over the weekend.” Pell invited her to notice the luxurious leather of his briefcases. “I live well, Miss Ames. I can afford to. You’ll be able to, too. Listen, about mailing me your check—I may relocate. Another state. So don’t be surprised, Miss Ames.”

By now the taxi was speeding through a dark residential section. Cherry murmured, “I hope you have enough money with you to pay for this long ride.”

Pell chuckled. “I have plenty of money with me.”

“I think you’re terrific,” Cherry breathed. She hid her alarm. The ordinary-looking car beside them was not the same car as before, and now the taxi turned off onto a street that could only lead out of the city. Yet it sped past all the entrances into the Lincoln Highway.

“Take the secondary road,” Pell called out to the taxi driver. “The back road I told you about.”

“Listen, mister, I want the rest of my tip now!” the driver yelled back.

“I’ll give it to you when we reach that private airfield, driver!” Pell shouted. “Then I’ll pay you the fare to drive this young lady back to her downtown hotel.” He turned to Cherry and apologized.

“This is awful for you, I know, and I’m sorry. But you can thank John Ogden for this! I can’t help myself as long as he wants to persecute me—”

The driver, grumbling, swung the taxi onto a dark road that would rapidly lead into open country. Cherry heard another car behind them. Two cars?

“This is an awfully long ride,” she protested to distract Pell. “Really! Dragging me all the way out here!”

Judging by the glow of headlights, the other car was gaining on them. She glanced in the rearview mirror. Yes, two cars were coming. One shot out ahead of their taxi and swung sideways in the road, braking and making a roadblock. The taxi was obliged to slow down. As it did so, the second car drew up alongside and several men leaped out.

“All right, Pell, get out! We have a warrant for your arrest, issued on the complaint of the Illinois Securities Commissioner, on charges of violating the Illinois Securities Law, by operating a get-rich-quick fraud and obtaining money under false pretenses. Get out! You’re under arrest!”

Pell shrugged and climbed out of the taxi.

A police captain came up to Cherry. “Are you all right, Miss Ames?”

“Yes. I—I guess I am, thanks.” She suddenly felt very tired.

“You did a fine job, young lady. You asked exactly the right—”

In the dark road a fight broke out as Pell strained to get free of his captors. The police captain steered Cherry away from the struggling men. He helped her into the rear car.

“We’ll take you home very soon,” he said. “You’ve had enough for one day.”


CHAPTER IX

 

Final Reckoning

CHERRY ATTENDED CHURCH SERVICES THE NEXT MORNING. When she returned to her hotel room, her traveling clock on the bedside table showed a little past twelve noon. She turned on the radio, just after the hourly newscast started:

“—and ever since the arrest, the Illinois Securities Division, working with Chicago police, have been questioning self-styled investment adviser, Cleveland Pell. Pell, represented by well-known Chicago defense attorney, Howard Marshall, was questioned for four hours this morning by Securities Division investigators. After a period for sleep during the morning, questioning was to resume today at noon. Pell has told officers that he was on his way last night to a small private plane taxi service which was to fly him to Canada. He said he planned to leave behind his brand-new Cadillac, at the parking lot near Grant Park. Pell laughed at charges of swindling, and insists that the large sum of cash and checks he carried when arrested are his private property. However, Albert Atwood, Chief of the Securities Division office in Chicago, told reporters in the first news release half an hour ago that complaints by one of Pell’s investors, and preliminary secret investigations, point to a billion-dollar confidence racket. Atwood said that Pell was carrying out of the country with him confidential business records and a ‘sucker list’ with thousands of names. Pell’s eight salesmen are being picked up for questioning. This station will broadcast further news as it is released.”

Cherry turned off the radio. She realized the investigation would take time, and wondered whether she would need to remain in Chicago. She half expected Mr. Atwood’s office or someone on Captain Judd’s staff to call her, so she ordered lunch in her room, remaining near the telephone. But no one called, and no further news of the Pell case came over the radio. The story did not appear in the Sunday newspapers, which were printed last night between nine P.M. and two A.M.

So Cherry telephoned the number Mr. Atwood had given her yesterday. She talked with the same man as yesterday.

“We were about to call you, Miss Ames,” he said, “and tell you you’re no longer needed here just now. It’s possible you may be called as a witness, later on. We expect Mrs. Wilmot and Mr. Ogden will be asked to testify. … Yes, you certainly may go home now.”

Cherry was packing her overnight case when the telephone rang. It was John Ogden, concerned to know if she were all right. Cherry said, “Yes, thanks.”

“Well, they caught Pell,” Ogden said, “but these respectable-looking chiselers are slippery customers. There may be a long court battle, because Pell operated just within the law.”

“So that’s why he applied for registration.”

“He never would have gotten it,” John Ogden said. “The Securities Division people hadn’t completed their investigation of Pell’s application—which he cooked up to appear just fine. But Springfield reported late yesterday that they had a lot of doubts and questions about fly-by-night Pell. Mr. Atwood told me that it seems Pell is largely ignorant of business and finance. But he has a con man’s skill at separating people from their money.”

“A con man’s impressive manners and gift of gab.” Cherry could not help laughing a little. “I suppose the great majority of investment houses are honest.”

“Yes, the reputable business firms greatly exceed the Pell type of operator. Don’t place all investment firms in the same category as Pell! The investment business is an essential part of the economy of the United States. These investment firms perform a highly valuable service.”

They chatted a while longer, then said good-bye.

Cherry rode out to the airport and boarded a midafternoon plane that made a stop at Hilton. It was as easy as catching a bus, she thought. Within an hour she was in Hilton, and half an hour after that, she was inside her own house.

“I’m relieved to see you,” her mother said, kissing her.

“I’m glad to be home,” and Cherry hugged her mother. “Glad to be with good people after the miserable character I saw yesterday.”

Mr. Ames and Charlie were at the golf club, her mother said. Cherry would see them at supper, a little while after she unpacked. She turned on the radio for news but heard only the same bulletin as that morning.

Cherry had Peggy Wilmot on her mind. At six thirty, after supper on the wards was over, Cherry telephoned the hospital. On her ward the practical nurse answered. They exchanged hellos, then Cherry asked whether Peggy Wilmot had heard any news of the Pell swindle. Another patient owned a small radio.

“I don’t want Peggy to get upset and sick again,” said Cherry.

“She did hear and was a little nervous,” the PN said. “But Miss Greer kept her calm by pointing out that now the law has moved in, her interests will be protected. And Midge was here all afternoon—she isn’t supposed to be here on Sundays, you know, but she came during visiting hours, and showed us all color snapshots of her neighbor’s trip to the Far West. Midge did Peggy Wilmot a world of good.”

“That’s good news,” Cherry said. “Thanks. See you.”

Cherry had her own supper at home with her parents and her twin brother. They wanted to hear all about Cherry’s Chicago adventure. Mr. Ames was interested in the legal aspects of the case, Charlie was interested in the night ride and the cautious conversation, but Mrs. Ames looked appalled at Cherry’s experience.

The family moved into the living room to see whether the hourly radio newscast would carry any further news of Pell. It did.

“The Securities Division, Chicago office, has revealed the arrest of James Foye, who operated as a salesman in Cleveland Pell’s allegedly fraudulent investment service. Foye was picked up early this morning by the police in Peoria, where he had been selling. A Peoria complainant, John Ogden, supplied police with the name of Foye’s Peoria hotel. Foye was brought to Chicago under arrest on charges of violating the Illinois Securities Law.

“The Illinois Securities Division in Springfield, after checking on Foye, told reporters this afternoon that James Foye has been wanted in Boston and Hartford on charges of stock swindling since last year. Complainants there charged Foye with selling them worthless investments, and supplied a snapshot of Foye, taken on a lobster fishing trip in Maine with some of the complaining witnesses. No arrest was made because Foye disappeared. Foye has been operating in Illinois illegally, without registration, until apprehended today.

“Officers said Foye surrendered without resistance. On the basis of detailed information which Foye gave, and with due process of law, authorities this afternoon located in three Chicago banks and two suburban banks, safe-deposit boxes rented by Pell under an assumed name. Officers said the boxes were carelessly stuffed with thousands of dollars in cash. Revealing confidential records were also unearthed in these secret caches, the Securities Division Chief said.

“Pell has been told that Foye has surrendered and has supplied evidence against him.

“A bulletin just handed us states that another of Pell’s agents, J. L. Nelson, has been arrested in Quincy. His bags were packed as if he were ready to flee.”

The newscaster said police promised further news later tonight, as it developed. Cherry was too sleepy to stay up indefinitely and listen. She had a day’s work to do tomorrow at the hospital, and as her parents said, the Pell story would be in the morning newspaper.

“Better go to bed now,” Cherry’s mother said, “and get up a little earlier tomorrow morning, and read the Pell news then. Good night, dear.”

The Securities Division investigators apparently had worked continuously on the Cleveland Pell case during Sunday afternoon and evening, for in Monday morning’s newspaper Cherry found a full, detailed story.

“Cleveland Pell, self-styled investment wizard who claimed he has twice as much money as needed to pay all his obligations and asserted he made many people rich, last evening admitted the Cleveland Pell Corporation is a fraud.

“Investigation by the Securities Division, according to Albert Atwood, Chief of the Division’s Chicago office, showed that the companies which Pell represented to his victims as investments do not exist. Mr. Atwood said documents describing them were forged by Pell—every move was protected by faked newspaper clippings and letters, faked cashier’s checks, ‘doctored’ photographs. He said Pell merely pocketed the money which deluded investors gave to his so-called salesmen, or mailed to him. He said Pell’s office in Chicago was a sham front.

“The officer described Pell’s modus operandi. He said Pell paid his clients so-called ‘dividends’ of ten percent weekly by the simple method of taking from Peter to pay Paul. He paid Mr. A with some of Mrs. B’s money, keeping most of the money for himself. He paid Mrs. B with some of Mr. C’s money, again keeping most of it for himself, and paid Mr. C with some of Mr. D’s money, and so on. Pell never paid a client more than four dividends, claiming investment losses. The victim had, or believed he had, no legal recourse. When a disgruntled victim dropped out, Pell replaced him with a new victim and went on operating in the same way, in a constant juggling of money. He admitted that eventually he planned to flee the country with the money entrusted to him.

“The only work Pell did was to mail out a few dividends, and thousands of letters and advisory bulletins several times weekly to his sucker list of prospects and clients. His postage bill ran to a thousand dollars a week. The response to his promises of big, quick profits was widespread and growing. The Securities Division estimates that Pell and his crew of slick agents took from Illinois victims twenty-five to forty thousand dollars a week. Reports from victims may enlarge this figure. Pell, using the mails, radio, newspaper advertising, and high-pressure salesmen, could have milked the community of much more if the racket had not been disclosed and stopped in its early stages.

“Pell also admitted that his debts heavily outweigh his assets. The Securities Division expects that a government audit of Pell’s records will take some time to complete. His records are careless, and his bookkeeping system had collapsed. Mr. Atwood said they will seek court orders for Pell’s banks to stop payment on his ‘dividend’ checks. Those clients who received ‘profits’ from Pell may be required, when the court appoints receivers, to turn the ‘profits’ into a general fund in which all Pell’s creditors will share for a pro-rata cash distribution. The Pell case may be a difficult one to investigate and settle because of many victims’ reluctance to make complaints and admit publicly they have been fleeced. They may face arrest if they fail to aid in the prosecution of Pell and his agents. A state-wide and nation-wide police alarm has gone out to apprehend the agents still at large.

“Acting on the recommendation of the Securities Division, and on the complaint of a Peoria resident, John Ogden, the state’s attorney in that county will institute criminal action against Pell and his eight agents. The state attorney general will conduct an investigation, under powers given by the Illinois Consumer Fraud Act. The Securities Division, acting through the state attorney general, will enjoin Pell and his agents from conducting any further business, with a recommendation to the court to make the injunction permanent. Pell and his crew are liable to fines and jail sentences of up to seven to nine years for larceny.

“Pell is also subject to criminal prosecution by the local U.S. Post Office inspectors and the local federal district attorney for using the U. S. mails to defraud.

“Pell, usually dapper and confident, looked like a defeated man last evening. Bail was set at a high figure, and he could not find a bondsman. Pell remains in jail.

“Pell’s brother-in-law, Edgar Farrow of Chicago, who acted as one of Pell’s salesmen, and his wife, were picked up at New York International Airport as they were about to board an overseas plane. Farrow was carrying thousands of dollars in a suitcase.

“James Foye, another salesman, arrested earlier …”

Cherry put the newspaper down, feeling sober. She only hoped Peggy Wilmot would get some, if not all, of her money back. Cherry gave the newspaper to her father, who was patiently waiting for it, kissed her parents, and went on to the hospital.

Cherry’s ward was interested in her trip. “Did you have a nice time?” several patients asked.

“Well, I had an interesting time,” Cherry replied, and Peggy Wilmot smiled sadly. The rest of the patients had not been told about the distressing affair.

Cherry whispered to Peggy the main happenings of her weekend, while the ward was busy having breakfast. Cherry stressed the constructive, hopeful aspects of the situation.

“I’m so grateful to you,” Peggy murmured over and over. “How could I ever have believed in Pell’s wild promises? I’m no longer so naive. Well, but I’ve been thinking all weekend—” Peggy sat up straighter in the bed and faced Cherry. “You know, this experience has opened my eyes. It’s showed me how immature I’ve been. It—it helped me to grow up.”

Cherry gave a silent cheer. She said comfortingly that many other persons, too, had been deceived by Pell and Foye.

Peggy shook her head. “That doesn’t excuse me. From now on I’ll be more responsible.” About her financial loss, whatever it might be, she was resigned and calm. “Oh, I don’t even want to talk about this swindle! Leave it to the law. I’m much more interested in starting to walk again,” Peggy said with spirit.

“Good for you!” Cherry said. “I want to see you in the walker.”

During the morning Cherry brought in the walker and a small pair of crutches, since Peggy was small. Peggy got out of bed with some difficulty; Cherry helped her. Cherry, acting as physical therapist, taught her how to walk with crutches. The walker was used as a precaution. Its frame supported Peggy as she stood up, weak after three weeks in bed, and took her first few hesitant steps on crutches. Dr. Dan Blake came in to watch.

“That’s fine, just fine,” Dr. Dan said. “You won’t need the walker after today, I can see that.”

“Tomorrow,” Cherry said, “she’ll walk with the crutches alone. Won’t she, Dr. Blake? Miss Greer?”

The head nurse who was watching, too, smiled and nodded.

“After four or five days,” Dr. Dan promised Peggy, “you should be strong enough to walk with the help of a cane. Then you’ll discard that, too. Good luck,” and he went to see Mrs. Henry, the surgery patient.

Peggy Wilmot flushed at the encouragement. She would walk, and walk without pain.

Cherry remembered something Dr. Dan had said to her the other day: “Someday all the research that’s being done on arthritis will give us new knowledge and better techniques. Someday a cure will be found. Then our patients won’t suffer so much and won’t be crippled.” He himself was doing research in the hospital laboratory in his off hours.

Cherry helped Peggy Wilmot into a wheelchair of the correct height, seating her at an erect angle. After a rest, Peggy would be taken to the hospital gym to exercise, and then to the hospital swimming pool. This afternoon, on Dr. Watson’s orders, she was to practice sewing and typing, starting with fifteen minutes of each.

At noon Liz, their discharged teenage patient, practically pranced into the ward, her cast notwithstanding, to show what a fine recovery she was making. She kept up her hospital contact through occasional visits to the Out-Patient Department, as Peggy Wilmot would.

“The doctors say I’ll be riding again by September,” Liz announced proudly.

The entire ward, Peggy especially, were heartened by seeing Liz. Cherry said to Peggy Wilmot, “Next week you’ll be discharged and go home, too.”

Peggy had made a wonderful recovery. The inflammation was all but gone, and Peggy had no deformity—thanks, Cherry knew, to good medical and nursing care.

“Want to know something?” Peggy Wilmot said shyly to Cherry. “My old boss called me up Saturday, while you were in Chicago. He’d heard about me from my neighbors who do business with him. And—well, he offered me my secretarial job back. Beginning in September.”

“Wonderful! That will give you a month to rest.”

“I’ll be glad to keep busy at work,” Peggy said. “And it will be satisfying to earn something.” She did not mention the Pell misadventure again.

Cherry’s job with this patient was nearly finished when Miss Vesey called on her to do a different sort of job—to help with preparations for the junior volunteers’ Awards party. All the juniors had by now served fifty hours—and Miss Vesey said it was time for their well-earned awards. Not that any of them would stop serving the hospital until school reopened in September, and if possible, not even then.

“They’ve done a magnificent job,” Ann Vesey said to Cherry. “I suppose you know that at school, at an assembly, each junior will receive a certificate of accomplishment signed by the Commissioner of Hospitals. We’ll report the Jayvees’ service hours to their schools, along with the evaluations we’ll write on their individual performances.”

Cherry grinned. “The Jayvees ought to write reports on us.”

The young Director of Volunteers grinned back. “They do, indirectly. They’re invited to fill out questionnaires about what they like and don’t like about their jobs—and the kids don’t have to sign their names, either.”

“Ouch,” said Cherry. “What’s about the party?”

The junior volunteers and their parents were to be invited to a reception Friday evening, where each junior would receive his or her recognition pin. Those who had contributed outstanding service would also receive Certificates of Merit—including Midge, Bud Johnson, Claire Alison, Myron Stern, Dave McNeil, and several others whom Cherry knew.

“Those youngsters are going to be pleasantly surprised,” Miss Vesey said. “I think everyone will have reason to feel proud. We’re inviting many teachers and people in the community. There’ll be a speech by the Medical Director of our hospital, then the awards, and then refreshments and dancing. It’ll be a formal, dressy occasion.”

“Sounds delightful,” Cherry said. “Our Jayvees certainly deserve to be honored.”

All that week the Jayvees’ Hospitality Lounge buzzed with talk of the coming party. No one neglected his or her job, but the juniors couldn’t help being excited. Dodo Ware declared she would put her award pin into her memory book. A great deal of planning went on about who would call for whom on the great evening. The boys wanted to wear their hospital uniforms to the party. Mrs. Jenkins sniffed at that. The girls voted, “Dress up.” Dr. Dan Blake asked Cherry if he could escort her to the Awards party, and she accepted with pleasure.

He was a little late in coming for her on Friday evening, phoning Cherry at home that he was still working with an emergency patient. Cherry waited on her porch in the warm, quiet evening, breathing in the nighttime fragrance of her mother’s flower garden, thinking of the party and the awards.

What good citizens her town’s Jayvees were—what a difference between that selfish, cheating Pell and Foye, and the loving, giving young volunteers. Cherry thought the Jayvees were not only infinitely better persons, but infinitely richer. They made everyone around them richer, too. Why, Carol Nichols and Midge had already gotten hospital permission and a promise of help from their high school art teacher to have their art class, next fall, paint Mother Goose murals on the walls of the Children’s Pavilion and in the playroom.

A car pulled up in front of the Ames’s house. Dr. Dan got out and came up the walk toward Cherry. They were very glad to see each other again.

“Good evening,” he called out. “Turn on the porch light and let’s see how lovely you look.”

Cherry turned on the light and pirouetted for him in her pretty dress. “Have I your approval, sir?”

“Lovely,” he said. “Incidentally, you deserve some sort of award yourself.” Cherry smiled, switched off the light and called good night to her family. Dr. Dan helped her into the car, and Smiling broadly at each other, they started out to the very special party.


In case you missed Cherry Ames, Cruise Nurse…


CHAPTER I

 

Waiting for a Letter

CHERRY OPENED ONE DARK-BROWN EYE AND CLOSED IT again quickly. Shivering, she pulled the covers up until her black curls were hidden beneath the thick, crazy quilt comforter.

Cherry had been dreaming. It was such a very pleasant dream she didn’t want to stop. She was dreaming that she was back in her own room in Hilton, Illinois. She had cautiously opened one eye to make sure everything was exactly the same in the dream as it was in real life:

Her dressing table with its dotted-swiss skirts and brisk red bows; the crisp, ruffled white curtains tied back with bright-red ribbon; a stream of cold December sunlight pouring through the open window to bring out the varied colors in the hooked rug her grandmother had made.

Cherry sighed. If only the dream could come true. But, of course, she wasn’t home. She was with the rest of the Spencer Club in Greenwich Village, New York City.

For one year and three months now Cherry had been a visiting nurse, sharing No. 9, the Greenwich Village apartment, with Josie, Gwen, Bertha, Vivian, and Mai Lee. They were all visiting nurses too. Thinking about the Spencer Club made Cherry realize more than ever that she must be dreaming. If she were awake she would hear them chattering as they dressed and breakfasted.

No one could sleep through the chatter and the clatter and confusion of an early working-day morning in No. 9. You couldn’t even dream through it, Cherry decided, and boldly opened both eyes. She sniffed tentatively.

The crisp, cold air was laden with the delicious blend of freshly perked coffee and thick slabs of bacon frying on the stove in her mother’s kitchen. Cherry pinched one red cheek and then the other. She was awake. She wasn’t dreaming! She was home!

And then it all came back to her. She remembered that two weeks ago the dizziness had suddenly gotten worse; so much worse that everything went black for a minute. The dizzy spells, she had known for a long time, were due to fatigue.

Cherry had been making a report about a contagious disease that had suddenly broken out in her district: Mumps—nothing very serious, but should they try the new inoculation?

“The Lerner children are all down with it,” Cherry was stuttering. Her tongue felt thick and dry in her mouth. Her head ached. Her back ached. Her legs ached from knee to toe. Her feet were weighted down with the iron clamps of complete exhaustion.

She stared across the desk, trying to focus her eyes on Miss Dorothy Davis, her supervisor. And then all of a sudden Miss Davis’s face began to dance and whirl. Nausea flooded over Cherry. She gripped the edge of the desk with sweating fingers. She wasn’t going to faint. Nurses don’t go around fainting. Nurses can’t even spare the time to be sick. Not when they know that in one year in New York City alone the Visiting Nurse Service gave nursing care to almost five million people!

But Cherry did faint. Everything went black for a minute. When she came to, Miss Davis had pushed Cherry’s head down between her knees. Now she handed Cherry a glass of water into which she had stirred a teaspoon of aromatic spirits of ammonia.

“Drink up,” Miss Davis said briskly. “You’re going to be all right, Ames. You’re overtired. Need a vacation. Take your work too seriously.”

Cherry drank up and felt better. The dizziness ebbed away, but the ache had spread to every bone and joint in her body. She struggled to her feet. Miss Davis tucked Cherry’s hand in the crook of her arm.

“I’m sending you home in a cab,” she said. “A relief nurse will cover your district while you’re gone. And you’re going to be gone for one whole month.”

“Oh, no, please,” Cherry had protested weakly. “Mr. Morvell … Mrs. di Pattio … the Lerner children—”

The supervisor snapped her fingers, her brown eyes flashing. But her smile was warm. “Listen to me, Cherry Ames. You’re not the only visiting nurse in the world. Run-down and exhausted as you are, you’re not really much good to us. You’re a liability right now.” She grinned to take the edge off her words. “A month’s leave of absence and you’re an asset again. We need assets. Your boss’s orders. See?”

Cherry had managed a sickly laugh. “Yes, ma’am, but—”

And then Mrs. Berkey, the assistant supervisor, appeared on the scene. She was tall and capable looking, and her gray eyes were grim. “I’m taking you home, Ames,” she said. “Now. Have an errand downtown anyway. Cab’s waiting. Hustle into your coat and rubbers. I’m a busy woman.”

Cherry meekly obeyed. Orders were orders. She was too weary to argue further anyway.

Outside in the street, Mrs. Berkey, holding Cherry firmly by the arm as they walked toward a waiting cab, said, “Miss Davis and I have had our eyes on you for the past month. You need a good long rest. And a change.”

During the ride downtown Mrs. Berkey had said something else which even now Cherry couldn’t quite believe. She’d said that what Cherry needed was a Caribbean cruise. Miss Davis was going to try to arrange it. Her brother, Dr. Fowler Davis, was in the medical department of one of the big steamship lines.

There was, however, a long waiting list. Cruise jobs were prized by nurses, exhausted by long hours and understaffed hospitals. But Cherry, Mrs. Berkey said, should spend a couple of weeks at home before taking on any new duties anyway. And then it would be the holiday season. A great many nurses on the list might withdraw their names, preferring to spend Christmas at home …

Cherry sat up in bed and tugged the comforter around her shoulders. It was too good to come true. A Caribbean cruise! The round trip would take twelve days. Almost two weeks of warm weather and sea air. A stopover at the exciting-sounding island of Curaçao in the Netherlands West Indies; then on to Venezuela and Colombia in South America.

But there was a long waiting list. That, Cherry decided, was the catch. There must be hundreds of other overtired young nurses ahead of her on the list. They must have signed up ages ago for ship’s-nurse jobs on luxury ocean liners cruising to glamorous Caribbean ports. What chance did Ames have?

Ames, Cherry admitted ruefully, had waited too long. She had known a month ago that she was suffering from fatigue and needed a vacation, if not a change.

“I was silly,” Cherry scolded herself now. “As Miss Davis said, I’m not the only visiting nurse in the world.”

Well, she had learned her lesson. She had been relaxing now for almost two weeks and felt fine. But it still seemed like a dream to be home.

Breakfast in bed. Window-shopping with Midge, home too, for the holidays. Long, satisfying talks with Midge’s father, Dr. Joe. And best of all, wonderful, quiet evenings around the fire with her mother and father. They talked very little as they munched buttered popcorn and lazily cracked nuts, watching the smoldering logs crumple into dying embers. But the very peace and quiet of those happy evenings had gradually stopped the dull ache in her tired body. And now that Charlie was home on vacation too, life was perfect.

“In bed from nine to noon,” Dr. Joseph Fortune had ordered, affectionately stern. He had ushered Cherry and her twin brother, Charlie, into the world. It was Dr. Joe who had inspired her to become a nurse.

Dear Dr. Joe with his beautiful, sensitive face and luminous eyes! “He was really worried about me when I tottered off the train and practically collapsed into Dad’s arms.”

Charlie had been worried too, Cherry knew; almost as upset as her parents had been, although she had gained back a few pounds before his arrival. But he hid his anxiety under a steady stream of teasing:

“If you don’t get those red cheeks back soon, Nurse Ames, we’ll have to change your name to Lily.”

Charlie was the only one to whom Cherry had confided her dream of a Caribbean cruise. Cherry felt certain that her parents and Dr. Joe would have strenuous objections if she so much as mentioned it. It would be hard to convince them that she was well and strong now; that the trip actually would be good for her.

But Charlie understood. Charlie was as fair as his twin was dark, but they both had the same pert features. And Charlie was as much in love with preparing for his engineering career as Cherry had been with hers.

“Of course, nothing may come of it,” Cherry had told him one night as they crunched through the snow on their way home from an early movie. “But I can dream, can’t I? A ship’s nurse on a luxury liner complete with swimming pool! You and Dad shoveling snow while I’m taking sun baths on the promenade deck.”

“Wait a minute!” Charlie had stopped and swung her around so fast that her overshoes skidded on an icy patch in the sidewalk. “Let me get this straight. Are you working your way to South America or going as a passenger?”

Cherry giggled. “Both. I understand the work’s not too hard except when there’s an epidemic of seasickness or an emergency of some sort. Besides, I like to work. I’d be bored to death lying in the sun and dunking myself in the pool all day long.”

Charlie chuckled. “You’ll run into seasickness, honey, the first night out. But good. Rough seas when you hit the Gulf Stream around Cape Hatteras. Wouldn’t be surprised if you landed in sick bay yourself.”

Cherry pretended to pout. “You’re just jealous, you landlubber you!”

“Seriously, honey, it’s a wonderful idea. I hope you get the job. You deserve it, and the change will fix you right up. You’ll be as good as new when you come back; fat and brown with those fabulous red cheeks of yours.”

“Keep your fingers crossed, Charlie, please.” Cherry had tucked her arm affectionately through his. “There’s a long waiting list.”

There it was again. That disheartening little phrase: just three simple words, “Long waiting list!”

Now Cherry jumped out of bed, closed the window, and popped into the warmth of the bathroom to brush her teeth and dash icy cold water into her face, “I won’t think about it any more,” she resolutely mumbled into the towel. “I’m almost halfway through my month’s vacation now. If word doesn’t come soon I wouldn’t be able to take the job anyway.”

She snatched up a warm bed jacket of quilted blue silk and hopped hack into bed, obeying Dr. Joe’s orders to the letter. Then counting on her fingers she said out loud:

“I’ve already had twelve days. The round-trip cruise is another twelve days. Twelve and twelve make twenty-four. One month is four weeks. There are twenty-eight days in four weeks …”

There was a knock on her door. It opened a crack. Midge’s face appeared. “Talking to herself. That means money in the bank. Or that she’s losing her mind.”

After Midge’s face came the rest of her; or at least what you could see behind the enormous breakfast tray she was carrying.

“Good morning, Miss Fortune,” Cherry greeted her teen-age neighbor, Dr. Joe’s mischievous daughter. “Since when did you start specialing me?” She crossed her legs under her and reached out hungrily for the tray.

Midge sniffed. “Specialing indeed. I’m not your private duty nurse. I’m your mother’s helper, that’s all.” She curled up at the foot of the bed adding, “And my father’s private detective. I’m to sit right here and see that you eat every morsel on the tray. Even that burnt crust on the toast I made.”

Cherry gratefully gulped down a large glass of fresh orange juice. “There’s my vitamin C for the day. And I like burnt toast. Especially when you can coat it with sweet butter and homemade strawberry jam.” She sighed in ecstasy. “Did you scramble these delicious, fluffy eggs, Midge Fortune?”

It was, of course, a rhetorical question. Midge didn’t bother to answer. It was an accepted fact in Hilton that harum-scarum Midge was about as domestically inclined as a longshoreman.

After Dr. Fortune’s wife died, Midge had tried in her own way to keep house for him between school and mischievous pranks. But her own way was so topsy-turvy that Dr. Joe might have become anemic if he hadn’t been frequently invited to supper by Mrs. Ames. Cherry herself had often swept and dusted the Fortune house; made beds, seen to it that the kitchen cupboards and the refrigerator were stocked with easy-to-prepare but vitamin- and mineral-packed meals.

“It’s wonderful to be home,” Cherry said, completely dismissing her dream of a Caribbean cruise. “I’m just beginning to realize how much I missed you all. As Gwen kept saying, ‘Life in Greenwich Village is glamorous and exciting,’ but—but …” She nibbled thoughtfully on a piece of bacon. “I guess I’m pretty much of a homebody in spite of all my wanderings.”

Midge stared at her in disgust. “You make me tired, Cherry Ames. I can’t imagine anything more wonderful than a Bohemian apartment in Greenwich Village. Complete with garden.”

“Garden?” Cherry shook back her thick, dark curls, laughing. “Bertha Larsen said it was so small the chickens on her farm would have ignored it. But last summer we did finally make a little bower out of that tiny, fenced-in back yard. Nasturtiums—”

“Nasty urchins, you mean,” Midge corrected her with a giggle. “That’s what I called ‘em until I grew up.”

Cherry ignored this golden opportunity to point out to Midge that she was still far from grown up. “Heavenly blue morning-glories all over the fence,” she went on reminiscently. “And in the fall we even coaxed a few marigolds into blooming. Mai Lee has a green thumb with flowers.”

Suddenly Cherry was homesick for the Spencer Club and its headquarters in downtown New York. It was only a passing, although poignant, longing, but for a moment she stared unseeingly down at her empty plate.

They were all busy with their districts while she sat here in bed, doing nobody any good and probably causing the whole household unnecessary trouble.

“Completely silly, this business of breakfast in bed,” she told Midge grimly. “Because I’m all better now. Really and truly I am. I don’t need a whole month of this petting and spoiling. Ten days just being home has done the trick. I must get back to work.”

But Midge wasn’t listening. “All the celebrities you met in Greenwich Village,” she was saying enviously. “Tell me again, Cherry, about the Indian woman who wanders around swathed in veils. And the barefoot, bearded man in the flowing, white toga.”

“It’s not those people I miss,” Cherry said under her breath. “It’s the people who need me; my district families. But Dorothy Davis said I couldn’t come back until my month was up. Oh, how I wish I dared hope I’d get a letter from the steamship line today!”

She clapped her hand over her mouth too late. She didn’t want Midge or anybody else, except Charlie, to know anything about her dream of a ship’s-nurse job; at least not until everything was settled. If there was such a thing as a dream coming true.

She glanced sharply at Midge. Had she heard what Cherry had muttered about a steamship line?

Midge either hadn’t heard or was pretending she hadn’t heard. She was staring unconcernedly up at the ceiling.

“Have you thought about what you want for Christmas, Cherry?” Midge asked. “There’s no sense in asking you what you want for your birthday. People who have birthdays the day before Christmas are out of luck so far as I’m concerned. It must be awful having them come so close together.”

“It isn’t awful at all.” Cherry laughed. “It’s fun celebrating two days in a row. And, no, I haven’t thought about what I want for either Christmas or my birthday. Any suggestions?”

Midge, still staring up at the ceiling, said, “Next Monday, a week from today, is Chrismas. You’d better write a letter to Santa Claus. But quick.”

Cherry lowered the tray to the floor. She relaxed against the pillows thinking:

“I know what I want for my birthday. And Christmas. A letter from that nice Dr. Davis who interviewed me before I left New York. A letter on the exciting-looking, glamorous, steamship line’s stationery. A letter saying that one Cherry Ames has been hired as ship’s nurse for the duration of a twelve-day cruise.”

She closed her eyes and let her imagination carry her away. The Caribbean! Buccaneers. Pirates. The Spanish Main, Christmas on the high seas. That meant Christmas without Mother and Dad and Charlie. A lump swelled in Cherry’s throat. Then she sat up, laughing at herself:

“Here I am getting homesick while I’m still at home! There’s not a chance in the world that long waiting list has dwindled down to my size.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that.” It was Midge’s voice, elaborately disinterested.

Cherry’s black eyes popped wide open. “Midge! You know something I don’t know.”

Midge pursed her lips and whistled a bar or two of “Anchors Aweigh.” Then she said, “The only thing I know is what I just happened to hear you say to Charlie last evening.”

Cherry gasped. “What did I say?”

“You said, ‘Oh, Charlie, do you think I have a chance?’ And Charlie said: ‘I feel it in my bones, honey. You’d better go shopping for whatever feminine gear a cruise nurse needs in the Caribbean.’ ”

“Midge Fortune!” Cherry’s mother appeared in the doorway, mildly scolding. “What do you mean by sitting on Cherry’s mail? I told you to let her read it in peace over breakfast!”

Mail! Cherry sucked in a deep breath. Mail!

Midge slid to the floor, dragging half the comforter with her. “Nothing but a silly old ad from a steamship company. I was going to throw it away.”

But Cherry had already pounced on the long, flag-bedecked envelope. It was addressed to Miss Cherry Ames, R.N. Neatly typed above the row of tiny United States and South American flags in the upper left-hand corner was the name:

“Dr. Fowler Davis, Medical Department.”


In case you missed Cherry Ames, Boarding School Nurse …


CHAPTER I

 

Lisette

CHERRY WISHED THE TRAIN WOULD GO FASTER. SHE was still out of breath from running for it. She pressed her cheek against the window to admire the green fields and fertile farms through which the local train poked along. Cherry’s mother, who knew the headmistress of the Jamestown School for Girls from their own school days, had warned her that the school was deep in the country. Fortunately, it was not too far from Hilton, Illinois, which meant that she would be able to spend all school holiday vacations at home.

As the boarding school nurse, she would have full charge of the school infirmary. It would be fun to work with young people and a refreshing change from her last job—an unexpectedly thrilling assignment as nurse to a country doctor—something new, something different. If there was anything Cherry enjoyed, it was meeting new people. She was glad that she was a nurse because nursing, in its many branches, provided an Open sesame to new and exciting experiences—and because more importantly, a nurse can help to alleviate human suffering. She remembered what her twin brother Charlie had said jokingly when he put her on this train in Hilton:

“Don’t set this boarding school on its ear. Wherever you go, twin, you make things happen, but you bring doggoned good nursing too.”

It gave Cherry a good, warm feeling to know that her pilot brother, and her parents, too, were proud of her. They had made that clear during this past week, when they’d had such a satisfying family reunion, in their big, old-fashioned house. The week’s rest had left Cherry’s cheeks glowing rose-red and her black eyes sparkling. Even her jet-black curls shone with extra good health. She felt fully ready to tackle her new job.

She stood up, slim and tall, to stretch for a moment and noticed again the girl at the other end of the car. Only about fourteen years old, and small for her age, she was absorbed in a thick volume which lay open on her knees. The girl leafed through several pages, then as if finding what she sought, read eagerly—leafed, read, searched again. She read, Cherry thought idly, as if that book held all the answers to all her questions—whatever they were.

When the train pulled into Jamestown, Cherry noticed that the girl was getting off, too. They were the only two passengers who alighted. Jamestown consisted of a crossroads and a few stores, sheltered by magnificent oak trees. Only a few farmers, driving in for supplies, were outdoors in the heat of the afternoon. Cherry looked around for a station wagon or other car from the school, half expecting to be met. Hadn’t Mrs. Harrison received her telegram? Perhaps she should telephone the school. Then Cherry spied a sedan with a sign in its windshield: Taxi.

But the young girl from the train was already making arrangements with the taxi driver. Cherry heard her say:

“—to the school, the Jamestown School.”

Cherry approached them uncertainly. This was probably the one and only taxi in town, and in the country people often shared rides.

“I beg your pardon, but I’m going to the school, too, and since there’s no school car here, I wonder—”

“Please share the taxi with me,” the girl said at once and pleasantly.

So they stepped in and settled back. The driver started off through leafy tunnels formed by the arching oaks. Cherry and the young girl did not speak for several minutes. It was one of those ripe, golden afternoons when it feels as if summer will last forever, yet the school term would begin within a few days. Cherry was arriving early in order to get the infirmary in good shape, but what was a student doing here so early, she wondered.

Cherry glanced at the girl who had drawn away into her own corner of the seat. She was slight and pale, with a cloud of dark hair falling onto her shoulders.

“Since we’re both going to the school,” Cherry offered, “we might introduce ourselves. I’m Cherry Ames.”

The girl smiled. “I’m Lisette Gauthier.” She was rather shy. “Is this your first time at the school?”

“Yes, it is. Yours, too?”

“Yes, Miss Ames.” The girl glanced away, hugging the big book to her. She seemed to be struggling with shyness, then overcame it in a rush. “I came to the school a week early, you know.” She did not say why. “I went into Riverton to do some errands, and to visit the library. It’s bigger than the school library.”

“What an eager student!” Cherry exclaimed. “Studying before the term even begins.”

“Oh—no—I mean, yes. It isn’t exactly studying.” Lisette did not reveal what the thick book was. After that, the girl sat quiet and guarded in her corner.

The taxi drove on past gardens where the scent of flowers floated on the air. Cherry remarked on the delicious fragrance, and—to choose another safe conversational subject—she mentioned her contact with Mrs. Harrison, the headmistress and owner of the Jamestown School.

“I’ve never met Mrs. Harrison but her letters have been awfully nice,” Cherry said. “I’m looking forward to meeting her this afternoon.”

Lisette turned and this time her smile had real warmth. “Everyone loves Mrs. Harrison. You will, too, I know you will. She’s—well, you’ll see! Can you imagine anyone else who’d let me come to the chateau a week early, and who’d even—”

The girl broke off, as if she had been about to say too much. Cherry filled the embarrassed silence with a cheerful remark about the fun of starting a new term, especially at a new school. Lisette looked at her with gratitude. Her eyes were ebony black and seemed to fill her ivory face. A funny little sprite, Cherry thought, first too shy to talk, then talking almost too much …

All of a sudden the taxi slowed, and the driver, grumbling, coasted the car to the side of the road and hopped out for a look at the motor. He poked and examined and then went to peer in the gas tank.

“But the gas gauge reads better’n half full,” he muttered.

Cherry glanced at it. So it did.

“Gauge isn’t workin’,” the driver said. “Gas tank is bone dry. I’ll have to go for gas. A mile’s walk in this broiling sun to the nearest gas station!”

He stamped off, carrying a metal container. The two girls were left alone together in the back seat of the sedan. Trees shaded them, but still it was going to be a long, warm wait.

“What wouldn’t I give for a soda right now!” Cherry said. “Chocolate for you?”

“Chocolate for me,” Lisette agreed. Her eyes danced like Cherry’s own. She glanced at Cherry with obvious curiosity, although it was apparent that she would never intrude with questions. Cherry tried to ease things for her.

“You think I’m one of the new teachers, don’t you?”

“Well, you look a little bit too young and too—”

“Too what?” Cherry laughed.

Lisette swallowed. “Too young and fun-loving.”

“To tell you the truth, I’m to be the school nurse.”

“Oh! That’s nice. I’ve always sort of wanted to be a nurse.”

“Lots of girls want to,” Cherry replied. “A lot of them really do it, too.”

“It’s a sympathetic profession,” Lisette said thoughtfully. “I always think of a nurse as a friend.”

“Well, I hope you and I will be friends.”

Lisette responded with such a glowing face that Cherry could not help but respond, too.

“I don’t think,” Lisette said very seriously, “that a few years’ difference in our ages is important.” She pretended to be busy adjusting the car window. “Do you?”

“Of course not.”

Then Lisette was telling her, as fast as the words would tumble out, about her scholarship and her family and her wonderful luck in coming to the Jamestown School.

“All my life I’ve wanted to come here! And father always wanted me to attend boarding school. A really good one! I couldn’t tell this to everybody, Miss Ames, but honestly, I’d never be here if it had been left up to my poor papa.” She said papa, French fashion. “It’s the greatest luck that I’ve a scholarship. Imagine. A year’s scholarship and my room in the dormitory, everything, a regular guest!”

“It is wonderful,” Cherry said. “I didn’t know boarding schools gave scholarships.”

“They don’t very often. It’s just that Mrs. Harrison is so generous. Not that she can afford—I mean—”

Lisette broke off short again.

Cherry’s curiosity was aroused. How did the girl know what Mrs. Harrison could afford if she was a newcomer to the school? Then, too, what was she doing here a week early? Was it because of some family problem?

“What about your papa?” Cherry asked, since it was obvious that Lisette was trying to change the subject. “What a cunning way to say it!”

“We spoke French a good deal at home in St. Louis,” Lisette said. “Especially Papa. He spoke beautiful French, although he was American-born. And he was a delightful host, and he knew dozens of funny stories, but that’s about all Papa could do. He just wasn’t a practical man. He tried hard to earn a living, but—My heavens, I am telling you a lot, Miss Ames.”

“I’ll respect your confidence.” Cherry thought the girl must be starved for companionship, she seemed to be so glad to make a new friend. “By the way, wouldn’t you rather call me Miss Cherry? It’s friendlier.”

Lisette looked pleased but suddenly shy again.

“You say your father was and had,” Cherry prompted.

“He died three years ago,” Lisette told her.

“Forgive me. You must miss him very much.”

“Yes, we do. It’s hardest on Mother. For another reason, too. She’s had to earn our living, you see—Papa only left us a tiny bit of insurance. And a collection of beautiful books of poetry,” Lisette said wryly. “Mother says one can’t be angry with a dreamer who simply couldn’t cope with life. Papa did mean well.” Lisette’s voice trailed off.

“Is your mother in business?” Cherry asked.

“She gives music lessons.”

No wonder Lisette was in need of a scholarship, Cherry thought. Teaching music was, as a rule, an uncertain way to make a small living.

Lisette was saying much the same thing, but in words chosen to save her pride. Her mother had made all of Lisette’s dresses for the coming school year—it was less expensive than buying the dresses at a shop. Lisette hoped that her mother would come to visit her at the school, but she was busy with her pupils, and then there was the matter of fare. It was clear to Cherry that Mrs. Gauthier was making a sacrifice to send Lisette away to boarding school, even with the aid of a scholarship.

“I’m going to make this year count,” Lisette told Cherry earnestly. “It’s my big chance. I must make it count.”

“I’m sure that you will,” Cherry encouraged her. “Attending a fine school is a wonderful chance for any girl.”

“No, no, you don’t quite understand. It’s something special for me! To come to this school, to the chateau, that’s what I’ve always wanted.”

Cherry wisely remained silent, touching the leaves which brushed the open car window. She knew from her nursing experience the importance of not asking questions. But she hoped that Lisette, of her own accord, would tell more. For Cherry sensed an unhappy situation here behind Lisette’s carefully chosen phrases, and she would like to help her.

“Do you suppose our driver is ever coming back?”

“I forgot to tell you,” Lisette said, “that the school station wagon is in the garage for repairs. Maybe we can beg a ride from the driver of that funny little wagon coming up the road.”

“But she’s heading away from the school,” Cherry commented.

A plump, jolly little woman was driving the horse. She wore an old-fashioned sunbonnet; a wide straw hat rested on the horse’s head, with holes for his ears to stick through. What captivated Cherry was the waves of flower scent from the wagon which held a few baskets of flowers. As the woman drew up alongside, she called:

“Whoa, Jupiter! Afternoon, young ladies! Is it hot enough for you?”

“We’ll have cooler weather soon,” Cherry answered. Lisette only managed to smile.

“You’re from Mrs. Harrison’s school, I’ll wager. I’m Molly Miller from Rivers’ Crossing—that’s more of a crossroads than a village. Maybe you’ve heard of me and my flowers? I have a real nice nursery. Been out selling bouquets today.”

“I’ve been admiring them,” Cherry said, intoxicated with the rich scents. Most of the baskets were empty but in the remaining bouquets were a bewildering variety of blossoms.

“Mrs. Miller, I’ve been brought up right here in Illinois,” Cherry said, “but I’ve never seen a home-grown bouquet with so many different kinds of flowers.”

“Oh, we pride ourselves around here on our flowers.” Molly Miller’s weather-beaten face beamed. “Now, this is a specially nice bunch—so many varieties, four kinds of roses, night-scented stock, a few zinnias, asters—”

Abruptly, Lisette leaned across Cherry to inquire, “Are those for sale?”

“Why, certainly, young lady.” Molly Miller named a small price. In her eagerness Lisette all but seized the bouquet from her. The farm wife looked pleased.

“Why don’t you come over and see my garden and hothouses some day?” she invited them. “It’s well worth a trip, if I do say so myself.”

Cherry thanked the friendly woman, who gathered the reins tighter and clucked to her horse. As the wagon wheels started to turn, Lisette called out:

“Wait a moment—please! What’s the name of this white spray—the one that smells both sweet and tangy? It’s an odd scent—”

“Now, young lady,” the farm wife called back, “I must hurry home. But you come and visit me—like I told you—” She waved good-by to them and the horse trotted merrily up the road.

Cherry waved back, then turned to Lisette, who was rapturously smelling the bouquet. She had never seen anyone enjoy flowers as much as Lisette.

“Miss Cherry, I didn’t mean to—well, snatch the bouquet for myself, you know. I’d like very much to put them in the infirmary. Or at least half of them.”

“For the empty beds to enjoy?” Cherry commented, hoping that there were no patients yet. “No, you keep the flowers, Lisette. Thanks, anyway.”

“Look at the roses! White, fawn-colored, yellow, and those big red cabbage roses. Don’t you love roses? What do you think this strange scent can be?”

Cherry and Lisette went through the bouquet, naming each flower. They were uncertain of one special rose, and unable to identify the silvery-white spray. Whether the odd, lovely odor came from flower or leaf of the silvery spray was a question, too.

Not until they heard gasoline gurgling into the taxi’s tank did they notice that their driver was back, dusty and disgusted.

“I’d better git me one of Molly Miller’s horses,” he said, noticing the bouquet. “Sorry to keep you waitin’.”

The taxi started off again. This time, they turned off the main highway and followed side roads. Birds sang on the boughs, a brook bubbled along.

Cherry sat up straighter, inquisitive to see where they were heading. She powdered her nose and straightened her hat, with one eye on the road. Presently she saw the tall, flat roof of a house, half hidden in trees but rising above them.

The taxi followed a gravel driveway which led into large, rather neglected grounds. Several smaller frame buildings stood among the grove of oak trees, but it was the main house which held Cherry’s attention.

“It does resemble a chateau!” Cherry exclaimed. The lovely old building, surrounded by gardens, gave an impression of dignity, even stateliness. Its tall, narrow style was more Victorian than French, with arched windows and two small formal entrance porches, at front and side.

“Yes, folks around here used to call it the Chateau Larose,” the driver said. He had appointed himself a sort of guide, as the three of them stood before the house, admiring it. “That’s to say, they called it that when a private family resided here. Before the school started up in here. That’s some years ago.”

Cherry turned to Lisette, expecting some natural tie might exist between the girl with the French name and the house of a style transplanted from France. But Lisette remained silent, though a stroke of pink appeared in each ivory cheek.

“I must be mistaken,” Cherry thought. “There are French descendants in St. Louis. The French founded the city—and it’s in this general area. Perhaps Lisette wanted to see this chateau simply because it is French!”

The driver was waiting for his fare. Both girls opened their handbags and Lisette fumbled.

“I’m afraid I didn’t bring enough. Or else spent too much—”

“Never mind,” Cherry said. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Maybe I put my change in the inner pocket—” Lisette shook her purse, and as she did so, the bouquet and the heavy book on her arm dropped to the ground. The book fell open. Cherry, who stooped to retrieve it, saw the book snatched away and snapped shut. She was a little surprised at Lisette’s haste—as if she did not want Cherry to see what the book was about. Pretending not to notice Lisette’s strange action, Cherry picked up the bouquet, then turned to the driver and took care of the fare.

“Thank you very much, Miss Cherry,” Lisette said in a small voice. “I’m terribly embarrassed. I’ll repay you.”

“I’ll be embarrassed if you do. I’ll tell you what! You may contribute one red rose to the infirmary. Here are your flowers.”

Lisette smiled shyly at her as if to say, “I like you.” Then, as she stood silently before the house, the girl seemed to forget Cherry, seemed to be in a world of her own. Half to herself she murmured, “Papa and I always dreamed of this old house. Now I’m really here.”

Cherry was puzzled. “And you came early to look around?” she said sympathetically.

Lisette turned crimson. She withdrew into herself again and did not reply. Cherry regretted that she had spoken so hastily, though she intended only a friendly interest! Why was Lisette so evasive and touchy?

“Let’s go in the house,” Cherry said, still puzzled. “I’d like to meet Mrs. Harrison. Will you introduce me?”

Lisette led the way into the house, which was cool and quiet. No one was in the entrance hall. Lisette knocked on the open door of an attractive reception room, and, since no one was there, went on into the huge sitting room which was Mrs. Harrison’s office. The room was shaded, the walls were lined with books and photographs. At the desk a golden-haired woman sat writing.

Lisette said quickly, “Mrs. Harrison, here is Miss Cherry Ames,” and then the girl vanished.
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