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Death loomed closer and closer to Jim Reed. Yet the 
G-man was praying that no one would attempt a rescue. 

 
 



Secret Agent X, August, 1937 
 

UPERINTENDENT OF MAILS 
BARLOW, gray-haired, upright, 
steady-eyed, looked worried. “I don’t 

like it, Jim,” he said. 
 Special Agent Jim Reed jumped up 
with a boyish gesture and laid his hand on 
the stout shoulder of the post office man. 
“Don’t worry, Tom,” he spoke jocularly, “If 
Radburn gets suspicious and opens up on 
me, the most you can lose is a regulation 
carrier’s bag.” 
 Superintendent Tom Barlow’s gaze 
coursed up and down Jim Red’s tall, well-
knit frame, and his lips buckled, his 
eyebrows drawing together, cloudily. 
 “Damn it, Jim,” he cried, “this is 
serious business! If you go through with this 
crazy stunt of impersonating the local letter 
carrier, you’ll be walking into a lead trap 
sure. This Radburn’s a desperate man. If he’s 
really holed up in the Stormfield Mansion, as 
you suspect, he’s bound to smell copper 
when he sees a new letter-man coming up 
that long walk from River Road. If this was 
vacation time, now—” 
 “What’d that have to do with it?” 
demanded Jim Reed, perching familiarly on 
the corner of Tom Barlow’s desk in the 
Parkstown Post Office. 
 “It wouldn’t look so peculiar, having 
a new man show up—” 
 “Well,” argued Jim Reed, “don’t 
your men ever get sick—or at least, don’t 
they ever take advantage of their sick 
leave?” 
 “Yes, they do, damn them,” growled 
Barlow. “Too often.” 
 “Then you have to admit there’s 
nothing going to strike Radburn so strange 
about a new—” 
 Reed stopped as he saw the hurt look 
back in Tom Barlow’s eyes. For a moment, 
the two were silent. Then Barlow spoke, his 
lip quivering slightly. “Jim, I don’t see why 
the F. B. I. couldn’t have sent somebody else 
besides you to smoke out this rat. He’s got a 

killer record as long as your arm and—” 
 “Come on, now, Tom,” laughed 
Reed, nudging his fist gently against the 
elder man’s chest, “don’t go soft on me. Just 
because I used to work under you and then 
got bit by the bug and went into the D. J. 
Smoking out rats is my regular job.” 
 Tom Barlow shook his head, 
muttering. “The minute he spots you, he’ll 
figure there’s a raiding squad behind you. A 
cornered rat, son. He’ll open up. By damn, 
why aren’t you taking a raiding squad into 
that place?” 
 Reed said firmly: “Too early for that. 
First, I’ve got to find out if he’s there. All 
we’ve got is a tip, and too many of ’em are 
phony. It costs Uncle Sam too much to 
assign a squad every time there’s a tip. But 
the minute I smell that rat, we’ll burn the 
wires. Don’t fret. Have you got that dummy 
registered letter fixed up?” 
 “Yes. Here it is.” 
 Tom Barlow handed Reed an 
envelope bearing the impress: 
 
 REGISTERED No. 498872. 
 
and the inscription: 
 
 Miss Doris Stormfield, Stormfield 
Mansion, River Road, Parkstown, N. J. 
 

IM REED frowned. “Doris Stormfield. 
What’s the idea?” 

 Superintendent Barlow smiled. 
“Mine. She’s Professor Stormfield’s niece. 
Keeps house for him and sees that he takes 
time off from his chemistry lab to gnaw 
some food.” 
 Reed scowled. “That complicates it. I 
can’t stand women around on a case.” 
 “What’s the matter?” Barlow grinned 
wickedly. “Afraid of ’em?” 
 “Certainly not! They get in the way. 
That’s all.” 
 “I hear she’s pretty as a picture—” 
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 “What of it?” demanded Reed, 
getting up and striding to and fro. 
 “Oh, nothing at all,” replied Barlow 
hastily, peering at Jim Reed out of the corner 
of his eye. 
 Reed swept a bundle of blue-gray 
garments off a table close by. “I’m going 
down to the swing room to change. By the 
way, I’ll need some purple rubber-stamp ink. 
Got some handy?” 
 “Plenty,” said Barlow, grunting as he 
reached to a lower drawer in his desk. 
“There’s a factory makes the bloody stuff, 
right here in town.” 
 “I only want a small quantity.” Reed 
took the small bottle Barlow extended. 
“Thanks. That’s more than enough.” 
 Barlow looked curious. “Mind telling 
me what you’re going to do with that stuff?” 
 Reed grinned. “Remember how I 
used to get the parcel post delivered when I 
worked here?” 
 Barlow beamed. “Do I, you young 
scalawag. You used to take the loaded truck 
out, pick up three or four urchins from across 
the tracks, drive the truck and let them rush 
the packages. We caught you at it once or 
twice, but by damn, we didn’t seem to be 
able to break you of the habit.” 
 “Exactly,” replied Reed. “In other 
words, I use my head, and let somebody else 
do the dirty work. Well, Tom, I’ve still got 
the habit.” 
 “Meaning?” 
 Reed grinned impudently, gesturing 
with the purple ink bottle. “Meaning that 
I’ve got a hunch I’m going to make Radburn 
put the finger on himself.” 
 Around the corner from the post 
office, Jim Reed shoved a paper across the 
counter of the local telegraph office. He was 
decked out in the blue-gray shirt and trousers 
of Uncle Sam’s letter carriers. 
 The clerk raised his eyebrows as he 
counted the words. Then he looked up 
nervously. “The nearest trooper barracks are 

at Fiddstone. Don’t you want—” 
 “No!” barked Reed. “I want this to 
go to Colonel Welling at Trenton. He’ll put 
it on the state-wide teletype.” 
 “Y-yes, sir,” said the clerk. 
 Fifteen minutes later, Jim Reed 
paused at the corner of Elm Avenue and 
River Road. 
 It was mid-morning of an early 
spring day, and there was an invigorating 
freshness in the air. This part of Parkstown 
was sparsely populated, offering only a short 
row of freshly-built bungalows between him 
and the extensive, old-fashioned estate 
which was his goal. 
 

E was met by Stanton, a thin, gawky 
man with a nervous Adam’s apple. He 

took out a foul pipe and some matches and 
handed his bag over to Jim Reed with hands 
that shook. It was near the end of his route 
and only a few magazines and newspapers 
remained in the bag. He passed over a small 
handful of letters, set up according to the 
location of the houses on the remaining 
portion of the route.  
 “The houses on this block are all new 
and well-marked with numbers,” explained 
Stanton. “In case the sender left off the 
number in some cases, I’ve marked it on the 
envelope. You just follow along like, and I 
guess you won’t have no trouble. You never 
delivered letters before, eh?” He looked at 
Reed anxiously. 
 “No,” Reed smiled wryly, “only 
parcel post. But I guess I can manage.” 
 “Here’s my whistle. Give a little toot 
in front of each house,” explained Stanton. 
“And here’s my keys. There’s a box to 
collect on the way back to the office—” he 
paused, gulped, — “that is, if you make it 
okay.” 
 “Cheerful guy, aren’t you?” said 
Reed, looping the key chain in his belt and 
hanging the whistle cord around his neck. 
 Stanton swallowed hard. “Jeez, Mr. 
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Reed, I got a wife and kids, but even if I 
didn’t have, I wouldn’t want no part in this. 
That Radburn is a killer, sure as—” 
 Reed’s jaw hardened. He issued terse 
orders. “Get back to the office. Keep away 
from this end of your route. Beat it quick!” 
 Stanton loped away like a scared 
rabbit. 

Jim Reed moved along River Road 
and delivered letters and papers to the dozen 
or so bungalows. He guessed he was getting 
by all right because housewives glanced at 
his trimly-uniformed figure, eyed the snappy 
cap, its peak set jauntily over his right eye, 
and nodded approvingly.  
 The handful of letters dwindled 
quickly. There was one piece of mail matter 
that seemed duplicated at each house. It was 
an envelope bearing second-class postage 
and thick to the touch; it bore the return 
address of the Rugley Chewing Gum 
Company. Reed fished casually in the 
bottom of the leather bag and found one of 
these heavy envelopes that had been marked 
by Stanton: Removed; no address. Curious, 
he pulled out its loose flap, found that it 
contained three sticks of chewing gum, 
samples of the different flavors made by the 
Rugley Company. 
 The fresh-looking sticks made Jim 
Reed’s mouth water, and he yanked one of 
them loose, popping it into his mouth. As he 
left the last bungalow and trudged along 
River Road, past a thickly wooded patch, his 
lean, firm jaws chewed gustily on the 
flavorsome tidbit. 
 The wooded patch was broken about 
an eighth of a mile farther on by a large 
expanse of ill-kept lawn, stretching upward 
to the crest of a hill where an ugly, red 
square pile reared its ungainly bulk into the 
warm spring sky. 
 Jim Reed knew at once that he had 
come to the old Stormfield mansion. Without 
hesitating, he swung into the grass-stubbled 
gravel drive and began the climb. The 

carrier’s bag, now almost empty, slapped 
against his spine, along which a queer 
tingling sensation sped. The thin bunch of 
letters in his hand grew a little moist from 
the perspiration of his palm. Now that he 
was facing the place, a curious feeling of 
excitement seized him. His free hand settled 
the cap more firmly on his forehead-grid 
then dipped into the bag, closing 
momentarily around the automatic he carried 
there. 
 

IS eyes narrowed as he scanned the 
building from its ugly roof to its ugly 

cellar. There wasn’t a sign of life, not even a 
wisp of smoke issuing from one of the two 
chimneys. The front porch was held up by 
chipped, square pillars; and the front 
entrance was plainly visible. Heavy curtains 
hung at the door and also at the lower floor 
windows. Keen as his eyesight was, Jim 
Reed was unable to detect the least sign of 
agitation of any of these curtains as his feet 
crunched loudly along the drive, bringing 
him nearer and nearer to the building. 
 His fingers tightened on the packet of 
letters and he chewed steadily on the wad of 
gum. His feet mounted the shallow porch 
steps and he placed the whistle in his mouth, 
preparing to deliver a short, tweetering blast. 
 As his foot touched the porch level, 
he froze, listening to the musical clatter of 
bells suddenly audible from within. His 
practiced eyes quickly scanned the wooden 
columns between which he was passing. He 
nodded. There were small apertures in either 
column, about a foot from the floor. 
Undoubtedly electric eyes were concealed in 
the square pillars and his body had 
intercepted the invisible ray passing between 
them, upsetting a delicately balanced circuit, 
causing the alarm. 
 Jim Reed moved forward then, 
exhibiting a nonchalance he did not feel. He 
raised his knuckles and rapped carelessly on 
the glass panel. The bell had stopped the 
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moment his body passed from between the 
columns. 
 Faint sounds of movement within 
came to his ears. A bolt grated in its socket. 
The door opened a scant six inches, and Jim 
Reed gaped. 
 Superintendent Barlow had partially 
prepared him for the vision of startled 
loveliness that greeted him through the 
narrow opening. But neither Barlow nor any 
man could have done full justice to the girl’s 
beauty. 
 That, Reed’s agile mind concluded, 
after staring lamely and wordlessly for 
several shameful moments, was probably 
because no man could describe the curiously 
haunted aspect of her clear, hazel eyes, or 
the feather-poise, fawnlike grace of her 
body, perceived by him even in the limited 
section exposed to his avid gaze. 
 She wore a sleazy house dress whose 
material was faded and limp from repeated 
washings; yet this very circumstance added 
to her attractiveness, for the bodiless quality 
of the material permitted it to mold to her 
gorgeous figure. 
 Reed smiled warmly. A fugitive, 
answering light flickered in her eyes, and the 
door tracked open another couple of inches. 
The girl threw a hasty, involuntary glance 
over her shoulder, into the dark hallway 
behind her, then said: “Some letters for us? I 
hope it’s—it’s good news.” 
 To Reed, watching her face steadily 
as she spoke, it seemed that she put a slight 
emphasis on the word, “letters,” as if to 
reassure some one hidden behind her in the 
depths of the hall. 
 Reed said: “A registered letter, Miss. 
For Doris Stormfield.” 
 “For me? Oh, who is it—I mean, 
where do I sign?” 
 Reed had his pencil in hand. The 
little yellow slip which was the receipt used 
for registered mail, rested on top of the 
packet of letters, under his thumb. He began 

to scribble on the yellow slip, heedless of the 
printed instructions or the registry number. 
 The girl moved through the narrow 
opening, stood close to him, the door 
snugged tight against her back. Reed became 
acutely conscious of her nearness. 
 As his nimble fingers flew across the 
yellow slip, penciling a hasty message, his 
keen gaze took in the detail of her face. He 
caught the drawn expression around her 
eyes, the faint lines of worry about her 
mouth; he knew that she was laboring under 
some kind of strain. 
 “Sign here, please, Miss,” he 
directed, holding the yellow slip at an angle 
and pointing with his pencil, not to the 
signature space, but to the words he had 
written. 
 

HE girl frowned in puzzled fashion. 
Then her eyes flashed wide and she 

darted a quick, scared glance at him. Reed 
nodded reassuringly, saying in conventional 
tones: “Yes, that’s right. Only, please sign 
your name in full, as it appears on the 
envelope.” 
 The girl, her face gone suddenly 
blanched, took the letter and slip in 
trembling fingers and started to write her 
name. Meanwhile, the words of Reed’s 
message stared up at her: 
 
 If something is wrong in this house 
and you need help, mark a small circle at the 
end of your name. 
 
 She finished writing and handed back 
the slip. Reed glanced at it and saw that she 
had written: Doris Stormfield. That was all. 
No circle. 
 He looked up at her. She was 
retreating hastily through the doorway. The 
big door was closing. She turned and for a 
fraction of an instant, he imagined he could 
see mute, unmasked appeal in her soft, hazel 
eyes. Then the door clicked shut. 
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 It took considerable will-power for 
Jim Reed to turn and walk off the porch at 
normal pace. Turning his back on that house 
was a lot harder than facing it. His legs 
angled between the pillars and the bells 
jangled again, then quieted. He moved down 
the gravel walk, his spine tingling sharply. 
 He was certain now that something 
was definitely wrong. Some unseen menace 
lurked in the dark background, sealing the 
girl’s lips, probably on penalty of instant 
death. Jim Reed was sure he knew the 
identity of that menace. 
 His jaw hardened into taut lines, his 
fingers curled tensely; he itched to grasp a 
smoking gun and plunge through that 
doorway. But he knew that such a move 
would only further endanger her life. 
 He had covered perhaps twenty paces 
when a low clicking sound came to his ears. 
Reed knew instantly that it was the front 
door opening. He whirled, his right hand 
plunging into the leather bag where his 
automatic lay. 
 His brow furrowed as he saw Doris 
Stormfield standing slim and pretty in the 
doorway, gesturing silently, motioning for 
him to return. For a split second Jim Reed 
hesitated. He didn’t like this. It smacked too 
much of a trap. 
 Then he found himself moving back 
up the steps, across the porch. The bells 
jangled loudly in his ears as he passed 
between the columns. Then he was facing 
her, looking down into her scared face with 
its little upturned nose that couldn’t help 
being pert, in spite of the gravity of the 
situation. 
 “Please come in. My—my uncle 
would like to speak to you.” She backed 
away from him. Reed followed, his hand 
sunk deep in the bag, his eyes narrowed. 
 She turned and moved with lithe 
grace across a threshold into a high-ceilinged 
room. Reed heard the door click shut behind 
him as he stepped in her path. 

 There was an old-fashioned mantel, 
and odd pieces of heavy, stuffed furniture 
ranged around the room. An ornate, cut-glass 
chandelier of the gas era hung in the center, 
over a small oval table which supported an 
enormous book. Reed couldn’t be sure, but it 
reminded him of an old family Bible. 
 A gaunt man towered beside the 
table, one hand on the book. He wore fluffy 
sideburns and his nose was hawklike and a 
little crooked. There was a familiar flavor 
about his features that Reed for the moment 
could not place. 
 Doris Stormfield turned, faltered: 
“This—this is my uncle, Professor 
Stormfield.” 
 

HE gaunt man inclined his head, and 
Reed caught a sardonic gleam in his 

alert eyes. 
 “I’ve heard a lot about you,” said 
Reed. “You own the Stormfield Chemical 
Works. And you’re quite an expert on high 
explosives.” 
 Stormfield bowed again, stiffly, from 
the neck up. He said: “Thank you. I’m 
working on something now that I think 
you’d be particularly interested in.” 
 “Yes?” said Reed politely. “I’d 
certainly like to hear about it but as you must 
realize, I’ve a route to finish—” 
 “You’re a new mailman, aren’t you?” 
inquired Stormfield. 
 Reed began to feel like a mouse 
inside a trap that is being juggled by a 
vicious cat. He saw the color fade from 
Doris Stormfield’s face. It seemed to him 
that she swayed in her tracks. He looked 
from her to Professor Stormfield’s almost 
benign expression. 
 He said: “Yes, I’m a new man. 
Stanton, the regular man sprained his foot.” 
 “Indeed.” Reed could tell by the way 
the word was spoken that Stormfield did not 
believe it. He wondered what reason there 
would be for Stormfield to doubt him. How 

T



The Purple Halo 7

was Stormfield mixed up in this business—if 
at all? So far as Reed knew, Stormfield was 
a reputable citizen, the last man to associate 
with criminals of Radburn’s stamp. 
 The girl spoke: “Uncle, don’t you 
think you’d better—” 
 Stormfield turned sharply toward her, 
breaking into her speech. “Doris, I’ve 
decided to show the mailman my 
experiment. Bring in that case from the 
kitchen table.” 
 Reed scarcely heard the words. He 
was staring now at Stormfield’s profile, and 
recognition was flooding his brain. The man 
was cleverly made up. But no amount of 
make-up artistry could change the shape of 
his ear or remove the tiny, wedgelike nick in 
the lobe. It was Radburn! 
 At the same moment, the girl swayed 
against Reed and instinctively his left arm 
looped about her limp waist, while his right 
hand dove halfway into the bag. 
Handicapped as he was, he was no match for 
Radburn, whose hand dropped behind the 
big book. Then the business end of a Luger 
stared compellingly at Reed. 
 “You damned Fed!” ripped out 
Radburn, his voice and manner changing 
instantly as he dropped all pretense. “You’re 
not taking me over the hurdles with your 
phony mailman’s gear. What is this, a raid 
prelim?” 
 Reed let his left arm hang down and 
slowly released the girl’s limp body, so that 
she crumpled to the floor, out of range of 
possible shooting. The mail bag hung on his 
shoulder, while his arms angled upward. If 
he could get a chance to dive his hand to the 
bottom of the bag— 
 “We’re closing you out, Radburn,” 
he gritted. “You’ve been getting the number-
one press notices too long. Some of the 
clucks down the line want to move up and 
take your place in the limelight.” 
 Radburn’s lip twisted in a one-sided 
grin as he ripped the mailbag off Reed’s arm, 

dashing it contemptuously to the floor, then 
frisked the federal man. 
 “Never mind the fancy palaver,” he 
rasped. “I’m number-one man because I got 
guts and brains. I’m staying right up there, 
see? Now, smart guy, suppose you spill just 
how far this thing’s gone and—” 
 Between their feet, the girl stirred, 
opened her eyes. She stared up at the two 
men and the gun, and her eyes widened in 
terror, her bosom heaving. She scrambled 
backward, away from them. Her house 
slippers fell off. Her bare feet brushed softly 
against Reed’s pants leg. 
 

ADBURN did not press the question. 
Instead, he addressed Doris. “Get that 

case from the kitchen table. The one I made 
your uncle explain to me. And don’t try any 
funny stunts, little bo-peep, or I’ll slit your 
sheep’s throat.” 
 “So that’s how you’re holding her, 
forcing her to work for you,” remarked 
Reed, as the girl, terror-light fighting in her 
eyes, got unsteadily to her feet and went out 
of the room. “You’re holding her uncle 
prisoner somewhere, and you’re threatening 
her to finish him off if she doesn’t—” 
 “Shut up!” grated Radburn, jamming 
the Luger hard against Reed’s chest. “Get 
back into that chair!” 
 Reed was powerless to do else but 
obey. One out-of-the-way move, and a slug 
would tear into his vitals. He took a few 
paces backwards, felt the chair against his 
calves. He sat down. 
 “Drop your hands over the back of 
the chair,” ordered Radburn. 
 Reed stared. “What the hell d’you 
take me for, a contortionist?” 
 “Stick ’em back!” rapped out 
Radburn, tapping the barrel heavily up 
against Reed’s chin, then dropping it again 
to his chest. 
 Reed exerted himself until he could 
thrust his arms backward a little way, over 
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the wide, thick back of the chair. 
 He felt as if he were ripping apart. 
When he let his weight down, his arms felt 
as if they were slowly twisting out of their 
sockets. Sweat beaded his forehead. 
 He heard the girl returning, then saw 
her carrying a heavy suitcase. Her bare feet 
patted on the floor, then whispered on the 
rug as she moved past the fireplace. 
 “Put it on the mantel, upright,” 
ordered Radburn, keeping his gaze centered 
on Reed. “Be damn careful. You know 
what’s in it. Now, get me that coil of half-
inch rope from the cellar stairway.” 
 The girl disappeared again. Reed 
said: “You’ll never make it, Radburn. 
You’re wasting too much time fooling 
around. If you were to make a quick break 
for it, now—” 
 Radburn snickered. “You’d like to 
see me go haywire and make a crazy break, 
wouldn’t you? And have the cops drill me 
with machine guns. No, sir, I never get 
flustered, see? I always work slow and 
careful—and use my brains. That’s why I’m 
number-one man.” 
 “What was the idea of holing up with 
Stormfield?” asked Reed, perspiration 
oozing from his forehead as his strained 
muscles began to ache. 
 “The heat was on,” volunteered 
Radburn. “I needed a hideout. And I didn’t 
do so bad. I got some dope from the old boy 
on a new chemical stunt. Thermite. Ever 
hear about that?” 
 Reed felt his jaw-hinges bind. 
“Yeah,” he managed to remark casually. 
“Thermite bombs are incendiary projectiles 
that don’t make much noise when they 
explode, but they spread a hell of a hot 
fire—” 
 “Fifty-four hundred degrees,” cut in 
Radburn, tapping the figures out with the 
gun-nozzle. “Think of that, Fed. How’d you 
like to be roasted in fifty-four hundred 
degrees?” 

 The girl returned with the coil of 
rope. Radburn edged around and quickly 
looped a noose around Reed’s wrists at the 
back of the chair. He yanked tight, and Reed 
winced. Then Radburn carried the rope 
around the side of the piece, just under its 
arm, and looped it around Reed’s ankles, 
drawing them rigidly tight. He continued on 
around to Reed’s wrists and cut the rope, 
fastening its end. 
 During this operation, Reed’s eyes 
centered on Doris’ blood-drained 
countenance. Her bare feet rested on the cold 
tiles of the empty hearth, and she shivered 
violently at intervals. Radburn turned and 
grabbed her then and threw her into another 
chair, tying her up the same way. 
 

HILE Radburn’s back was turned. 
Reed strained his bound ankles to see 

if he could move at all. His eyes were 
centered on the mailbag which had been 
carelessly dropped a couple of feet away. He 
strained his feet forward and found that the 
rope gave a little. His toe was within a 
couple of inches of the corner of the bag. 
 He desisted suddenly, as Radburn 
turned and approached the mantel. Radburn 
reached up and released a couple of brass 
catches which allowed the whole side of the 
suitcase to open down on hinges. Reed 
stared at the complicated mechanism inside 
the suitcase; saw Radburn pull out a coil of 
wire which he unreeled, trailing it behind 
him into the kitchen. 
 Reed glanced at Doris, looking his 
curiosity. The girl’s lips trembled. She tried 
to speak but couldn’t. 
 Radburn returned, advancing 
deliberately on Reed. He stooped and 
scooped up the mailbag. Reed’s heart sank. 
Radburn upended it carelessly and the gun, a 
few odd letters, a couple of dirty, wood 
matches and a shower of pipe tobacco 
crumbs came forth. Radburn pounced on the 
gun, pocketed it, then slung the bag over his 
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shoulder. Next he stuffed an ordinary dark 
hat and coat into the bag. He reached out, 
grabbed Reed’s uniform cap and settled it on 
his head, at a very jaunty angle. Then he 
ripped off Reed’s belt, pocketed the mailbox 
keys and appropriated the whistle. 
 “What’s the big idea?” demanded 
Reed through clenched teeth. 
 Radburn grinned crookedly. “They 
don’t call me number-one man for nothing. 
I’m smart. I’m going out of here, looking 
like the substitute letter carrier. If there’s any 
more of you damn Feds in the neighborhood, 
they’ll think it’s you moseying out. They’ll 
concentrate on the house, and I’ll slip 
through. Luckily, my suit is a light gray and 
near enough to pass, so I don’t have to 
borrow your pants.” 
 “That’s all right,” said Reed. “Take 
them too. I don’t need ’em.” 
 “You’re damn right about that,” said 
Radburn. “As soon as your squad gets 
here—if there is a squad—you and the girl 
and her old man will be in the center of a 
scorching hell.” 
 “What are you driving at?” gritted 
Reed.  

Radburn adjusted the bag, looped the 
whistle cord around his neck. “You heard the 
bells when you walked on the porch? Well, 
there’s a fancy jigger that makes them ring 
when anything comes between those porch 
columns. The old boy gave me the dope 
when I twisted his ear. I changed the hookup 
so that fancy jigger will work on this gadget 
that he also told me about.” He pointed to 
the mantel. “That round, black thing is a 
thermite bomb. When the jigger outside is 
disturbed by anybody coming up the steps, 
the machine in that suitcase will drop that 
thermite bomb down on the hearth tiling, 
see? The bomb busts open and red-hot fire 
runs all over the room. In five minutes, the 
two of you will be burnt to hell.” 
 “You’ll set it off, going out,” grated 
Reed, through taut lips. “The house will be a 

flaming torch before you can get a block 
away. You’re only putting yourself on the 
spot.” 
 Radburn turned, saw that Doris 
stared across the room, her face the color of 
fresh bandage. “I told you I’m a tough guy to 
tangle with. Think I’d overlook a thing like 
that? When I go out, I slip over the side rail 
of the porch, see? Then, when your Feds get 
here, boy, they’ll be the ones to send you up 
in smoke. Burn to hell, you damn copper!” 
 After Reed heard the click of the 
front door, closing behind Radburn, he 
began to struggle furiously at his bonds. A 
few fruitless minutes of straining from side 
to side convinced him that he was helpless. 
His head swiveled back and forth, his eyes 
shot with worry. He glanced at the girl, 
spoke encouragingly, but she was too scared 
to reply. He saw where the fresh, new rope 
bit deeply into the flesh of her bare legs. She 
was trussed the same way he was, with her 
arms tortured back over the head rest of a 
chair that, was only a few inches lower than 
the one Reed occupied. 
 

APIDLY Reed’s desperate gaze took 
stock of the room and its contents. He 

tried to move the chair, his attention caught 
by a picture hanging at one side. He had a 
wild notion of possibly jarring down the 
picture and getting at the glass in order to cut 
the ropes. Then he realized that no matter 
how he stretched himself, he could not press 
hard enough on the floor to budge the chair. 
His feet kept sliding on the letters and trash 
that had been dumped from the mailbag. 
 Suddenly, his eyes centered on the 
letters at his feet, on a dirty wooden match 
stick that had fallen down with them. 
Stanton had taken his pipe and matches, but 
had overlooked one. 
 He must do something quick. He was 
afraid old Tom Barlow would get worried 
and come snooping. The very hand that 
sought to help him, would actuate his 
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death—and the girl’s death. 
 Reed’s pulses pounded in sudden 
panic as he heard a car slowing down 
outside. He looked at the girl. Her eyes 
flashed wide. 
 “Steady, Doris,” he said in a low 
voice. “I’ve got to do something!” 
 “Poor uncle,” whispered the girl, 
tears starting and coursing down her cheeks, 
dropping from the point of her chin to her 
white bosom. “He’s tied up in his lab 
downstairs, right under this room.” 
 Reed’s ears detected the sound of an 
idling motor. He couldn’t tell yet if someone 
were approaching the house or not. His 
attention again centered in desperation on 
the letters at his feet. 

He stretched as far as he could and 
pulled one of them closer. He heard it 
crackle as it bunched up against the fabric-
covered frame of the chair. It resisted 
considerably and it occurred to him that it 
felt like one of the chewing gum 
advertisements. His heart pounded suddenly 
against his ribs. The stiff sticks of gum had 
buckled and now held the letter in a tent-
shaped position!  
 He tried again, then asked Doris: 
“Can you see the letters?” 
 She stared wonderingly, said: “Yes. 
They’re all crumpled up off the floor, against 
the chair.” 
 He leaned his head forward as far as 
he could and made a ball out of the« gum in 
his mouth. Then he blew it down, alongside 
his feet. It adhered to the carpet. Slowly, he 
edged his bound feet over a couple of inches. 
It was hard going. The entire rope around the 
chair had to be shifted. He felt his hands 
being tugged, then discovered that he could 
aid the operation by pressing his hands in the 
opposite direction from the way he was 
forcing his feet. 
 Then, when he had his right shoe sole 
over the wad of gum, he pressed downward 
firmly. A moment later, he raised his foot 

and felt the tug of the sticky gum. 
Meanwhile, the crumpled letters crackled at 
his heels. 
 In maneuvering the letters against the 
chair, Reed had managed to roll the match 
stick over a little, so that now it rested on the 
carpet, a scant three inches beyond his toes. 
Exerting all his strength he stretched out flat, 
pressing his hands in mercilessly to ease up 
as much as possible on the rope. 
 Slowly, his toe crept forward, while 
the old chair creaked under the unusual 
strain. His gummed sole pressed down on 
the shank of the match, and Reed eased 
backward. Then, his gaze concentrated on a 
more tickling operation. He twisted his feet a 
little and brought the exposed tip of the 
match in contact with the edge of the leather 
sole of his left shoe. 
 

T was tricky business. The least pressure 
in the wrong direction might break the 

match, or push it away. He did not try to 
strike it suddenly, but merely touched it to 
the sole and moved the tip along gradually, 
knowing that the match would ignite as soon 
as the sulphur tip heated from friction. 
 His patience was rewarded a moment 
later by the crackle of the tiny flame. His 
feet immediately pulled back against the 
chair, crushing in among the crumbled 
letters. 
 “Oh! You’re burning yourself.” cried 
Doris. Then she fainted. 
 Reed gritted his teeth as he felt the 
envelopes catch fire. Hot flame seared his 
leg but he didn’t mind. The sight of the girl, 
trussed up like a roasting turkey in that chair, 
was enough to take his mind off the racking 
pain that seared his flesh as the flames 
mounted and attacked the dry chair. 
 Pain-seared moments dragged by. 
Reed kept his head back as far as possible, to 
keep the nauseating odor out of his nostrils. 
He couldn’t tell how the rope was faring. He 
could only wait—and hope. 
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 Suddenly, the tension on his feet 
eased. He felt his hands move. He knew that 
the flames had eaten through the rope. He 
whipped himself clear, fell to the floor and 
rolled across the room. 
 Feet tramped on the gravel drive 
outside. In the distance he heard the wail of a 
siren. A heavy foot smacked against the 
lower step of the porch.  

Reed rolled up against the hearth. He 
was right under the deadly thermite bomb, 
now. The wires trailed off toward the kitchen 
door, looped above his head, about a foot. 
 A crazy picture of bobbing apples on 
strings at a Hallowe’en party years ago, 
flashed across his brain. He remembered 
how he had caught more apples that night 
than all the rest. 
 His head was bobbing up now, and 
he was bouncing on his right elbow and 
shoulder, trying to grasp the wire between 
his teeth. 
 It must have all happened in a split 
second, for he was dimly conscious of that 
heavy foot hammering on the second step. 
Then his teeth settled around the wire and he 
yanked. 
 

 LUCKY thing that case was heavy, 
and the wire gave way in the 

kitchen,” he managed to say, a few minutes 
later, as he watched Superintendent Barlow 
and the local police chief, untying him and 
Doris. 
 Barlow was bending over him, 
examining his burned legs. There was a 
pained expression in his face. “We’ve got to 
get you to a hospital right away, Jim. Thank 
heaven it isn’t worse.” 
 Reed nodded, smiling. “Thanks to 
your damned ads for the Rugley Chewing 
Gum Company, it’s not worse. Otherwise, 
you’d have burned us to hell, Tom.” 
 Tom Barlow’s jaw dropped. “I’d 
have—” then he looked sad. “The strain has 
been too much, Jim, poor boy. You’re a little 

touched—” 
 Jim Reed laughed through pain-
wracked lips. “Did they pick up Radburn all 
right?” 
 Barlow stared. “Why, how did you 
know? The state troopers shot him down 
when he got off a bus near Bowentown. I got 
the flash just before I phoned Chief Walker 
to come out here and hunt you up.” 
 Reed grinned in spite of the pain that 
wracked him. “What did the flash say?” 
 Barlow scratched his head. “It said 
the damndest thing. It said that the state 
troopers had been busy on every road for a 
half hour, stopping all busses and cars, and 
making everybody take off their hats. The 
minute Radburn took off his hat, a trooper 
went for him, he made a break and got a 
dose of lead. They—what the devil are you 
laughing at?” 
 Reed sobered suddenly. “I’m just 
relieved, is all. You know, I took a hell of a 
chance when I rode this hunch. If Radburn 
hadn’t really been in this house, it would 
have been just too bad. State troopers and 
federal men pulling the hats off everybody 
all over the county. Boy, am I relieved!” 
 Barlow clucked his exasperation. 
“What the devil are you talking about, Jim? 
He got away from you, didn’t he?” 
 “No. I put the finger on him.” Jim 
Reed glanced across at Doris Stormfield. She 
was conscious now, drinking in every word. 
There was a warm glow in her eyes as they 
met Reed’s. 
 He said: “Remember how I used to 
deliver parcel post? The easy way? Well, 
Tom, I’ve gotten along pretty well in F.B.I, 
work, and I like to think it’s because I leave 
the spectacular work for the brave guys. I 
take the easy way.” 
 

OM BARLOW looked over at the 
smoking chair, at Reed’s burned legs, 

and nodded grimly. “The easy way, you call 
it? A damn good thing you didn’t burn any 

“A 
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first class mail.” Reed want on: “Of course, I 
couldn’t foresee this thermite bomb trap, but 
I did figure on Radburn’s being pretty smart. 
I figured he’d get wise to my impersonating 
the mail carrier, and I thought what I’d do in 
his shoes. I figured I’d want to make a get-
away and what would be slicker than to take 
the mailman’s uniform and slip out that 
way? Okay, says I. All I have to do now, is 
make him put the finger on himself, after 
he’s out and away from the innocent family 
occupying this house. So I smeared the 
sweat-band of the uniform cap with purple 
stamp ink. I folded the band down against 
itself all the way around, so I could wear the 
cap without getting marked. The minute 
Radburn took it off me, the band snapped 
back to normal position, and he put it on 
right. 
 “Then, as soon as he got to a 
convenient spot, he ditched the uniform 

equipment and put on the coat and hat he’d 
taken with him. The state police, tipped off 
by me to look under hats, found their man 
wearing a purple halo.” 
 Barlow beamed. “You young 
scalawag! I’m proud of you, my boy!” 
 Reed limped over, took Doris’ arm. 
“If you’ve some carron oil in the kitchen, I 
don’t think I’ll need a hospital.” 
 “I’ve some carron oil,” she replied, 
her soft eyes caressing him, “But you’ll have 
to help me untie uncle. He must be scared 
half to death.” 
 “Say, Jim,” called Barlow, as the pair 
moved toward the kitchen door. “How’s 
chances of you coming back to the old town 
and settling down?” 
 Reed glanced down at Doris, then 
grinned at Barlow. “Getting better, Tom, 
getting better.” 

 


