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“What a perfect disguise!” she thought in alarm.
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INTRODUCTION,
by Eileen Hammond

In an era when mysteries and adventures were avidly consumed by young readers, the Stratemeyer Syndicate emerged as a powerhouse, producing numerous series that would eventually become beloved classics. The brainchild of Edward Stratemeyer (himself a popular children’s author), the Syndicate was renowned for fostering many popular series, including Tom Swift, the Bobbsey Twins, and the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew mysteries, among many others—sparking a revolution in the way children's literature was created and distributed during the early to mid-20th century. Yet, amid this burgeoning world of literary adventures, the Kay Tracey series stood out, particularly for girls of the era, inviting them to envision themselves as the daring and resourceful heroines in mystery stories.

The Kay Tracey series was penned by multiple authors, including Harriet Stratemeyer Adams (Edward Stratemeyer’s daughter) and the gifted Mildred Wirt Benson, who wrote more volumes of the series than any other author. All titles were published under the pseudonym "Frances K. Judd." Mildred Wirt, a seasoned writer, made significant contributions to many children's mystery series during this period, from Nancy Drew to the Dana Girls. She even created her own rival to Nancy Drew, Penny Parker, whose book series ran for more than a dozen volumes. Her stories were not only thrilling to readers of the period, but were instrumental in shaping the genre for decades to come. Her knack for creating strong female protagonists echoed the rising tide of women seeking to break free from societal norms, subtly hinting at a future where girls could take the lead and tackle any problem with intelligence and courage.

Set against the backdrop of the 1930s, a period witnessing significant changes and advancements, the Kay Tracey series offered young readers a glimpse into a world where they could envision themselves as detectives, solving cases with acumen and grace. These stories, rich in plot and character development, served as a bridge connecting the bygone era to a future that promised equality and empowerment for women. The series encouraged readers to imagine a world where their voices mattered, and their contributions were vital in navigating the complex landscapes of society.

The Kay Tracey series has experienced several revivals over the years, the most significant being in the 1950s, when a number of volumes were updated (this is noted on our copyright pages). The updates seem to have been minor in most cases—textual analysis shows some minor changes to character names in some books, while others weren't touched at all—but a few (most notably the first book) were completely rewritten, though they followed the same plotlines.


CHAPTER 1

THE STRANGER

“Oh, isn’t this snow heavenly!” exclaimed Kay Tracey, a bright-faced high school girl, as she jumped off the train at her home station of Brantwood.

A group of girls and several boys tumbled eagerly down the steps behind her, all laughing and shouting at one another.

“I’m so glad we’re going to have Friday off from school. We’ll have a glorious week-end, coasting and skating!” exulted Kay’s gay companion, Betty Worth.

“Brrrr!” shivered Betty’s twin sister Wilma. “This is the kind of weather I love to spend indoors, curled up by an open fire, with a good book to read.”

The twins, Betty and Wilma Worth, as may be guessed from their remarks, were not at all alike. Betty, the fair-haired, lively one, was always bubbling over with gaiety and activity, while book-loving Wilma, her dark-haired sister, was thoughtful and quiet. Both were alike in one thing, however; their devotion to their best friend, Kay Tracey.

Kay, herself, was a slender, attractive girl with thick, curly brown hair and a friendly, direct look in her clear eyes. She was a great favorite with the school group which commuted daily from the little town of Brantwood to the nearby high school in Carmont.

As the young people surged merrily across the station plaza, all rejoiced loudly in their freedom for a week-end of fun, except one discontented girl. This was Ethel Eaton, who was heard to grumble:

“Bother this cold! My toes are simply freezing!”

As the pushing, jostling passengers stamped over the slippery ground, a woman suddenly slid and fell heavily to the pavement. Her handbag flew open. Out spilled everything from it. The catch on her suitcase also snapped open and its contents, too, were strewn over the snow.

The unfortunate woman, a middle-aged person, was half stunned by the sudden violence of her fall. Eyes closed, she lay still, dazed and jarred breathless, amid the wreckage of her scattered possessions.

Kay and the Worths rushed up to help her, but were brushed aside abruptly by a young man who assumed charge of her things in a possessive manner. He was a short, slender fellow, very blonde, with an almost girlishly smooth pink-and-white complexion.

Kay recovered the woman’s coin purse from the snow and was about to brush it off when this young man snatched it from her almost as if he suspected her of trying to keep it. At this Kay protested.

“Just a minute, please! Don’t worry about my keeping the purse; I am just helping this lady. By the way, may I ask why you are taking charge of her things? Do you know her?”

“I’m her son!” retorted the young fellow in a surly manner, and went on hastily collecting the various objects which had burst from the suitcase.

Kay had nothing more to say, but she gave him a suspicious look as she turned away to help the unfortunate woman. Assisted by the twins, the victim now was trying to sit up. She groaned and tugged feebly at her hat, which had fallen over one ear. The sisters brushed off the soft wet snow which had fallen inside her coat collar.

“Do you think you can walk?” asked Kay, stooping over to extend a helping hand.

“It’s so wet and cold here, perhaps you had better rest awhile inside the station,” added Wilma.

“You are very kind,” murmured the woman, struggling to rise. By leaning heavily on the girls’ arms she made her way, limping, into the warmth of the building, and sank down on a bench.

“Thank you so much!” she breathed, her voice low and gentle.

She leaned back and closed her eyes, her face as white as the snow which powdered her from head to foot. Kay noted the well-bred accents of the lady’s voice, and her clothes, which were in excellent taste and of expensive quality. Plainly, she was a person of both culture and wealth. At that moment she opened her eyes and a little color drained back into her cheeks.

“My handbag and my suitcase!” she murmured anxiously. “I’m afraid I dropped them and spilled things.”

She made an effort to rise, but sank back, feeling faint, and shut her eyes again.

“Your son has them,” Kay said reassuringly. “Don’t worry about them. He’ll bring them in and meanwhile I’ll get you a drink of water.”

Kay hurried to the cooler while Betty dashed out to hail a taxi. Wilma stood by brushing off the melting snow. Suddenly the woman looked up at Wilma and asked:

“Who did she say has my things?”

“Your son,” comforted Wilma.

“My son!” ejaculated the lady sharply. “Why, I have no son! I’m not married! My name is Miss Alice Janey, and I’m quite alone in the world and have been since my dear father died. I don’t know whom you mean!”

“A young man who rescued your things told us he was your son, didn’t he, Kay?” queried Wilma as her chum returned with the paper cup of water.

“Oh, dear me!” lamented the lady in distress. “He’s an impostor! What has he done with my bags? It is very important for me to have them as they contain valuables!” she added, rising uncertainly to her feet.

Kay rushed out to look for the blonde young man. He was nowhere to be seen! The lady, greatly disturbed, attempted to reach the door, but her faintness returned and she slumped back on the bench.

At that moment Ethel Eaton, the disgruntled girl who had complained of the cold, now pushed her way through the gathering crowd. She forced herself forward importantly until she reached Miss Janey.

“You must lie down at once and have a doctor!” Ethel announced.

She immediately began to take charge in her bossy fashion, giving orders to which no one paid the slightest attention. She commanded the curious crowd to stand back, and persistently pushed the victim down upon the bench. When Kay returned, Miss Janey, annoyed at Ethel, addressed herself to the Tracey girl. The alarm about her lost bags seemed to have restored the woman’s stunned wits and she exclaimed:

“I have been robbed! Quick! Get a policeman and catch that man!”

Kay, dashing out again, bumped into Betty who said she could not find a taxi. She added that no doubt the lady’s son had gone to get one, as he had hurried up the street with the bags.

“Which way did he go?” Kay gasped, and raced in the direction Betty pointed.

She was nearly run down by a car which skidded to a halt with a shrill scream of brakes.

“Watch where you’re going!” warned a man’s voice from the car window.

Kay looked up to behold her own cousin, Bill Tracey. He was a promising young lawyer who had shared the Tracey home and its responsibilities since the death of Kay’s father. There was nobody the girl would rather have seen at that particular minute!

Breathlessly she poured out the situation to him as she scrambled into his car. Bill lost no time in speeding after the stranger.

“There he is!” exclaimed Kay in triumph and excitement as they bore down upon the hurrying figure of the slim young fellow with Miss Janey’s suitcase.

The car leaped ahead, only to be stopped by a traffic jam at a cross street. Meanwhile the stranger speedily hastened on. As soon as possible, Cousin Bill edged forward but there came the sharp squeal of a policeman’s whistle. A traffic officer held up a forbidding hand. Bill Tracey leaned out of his car and shouted:

“Officer, you’re needed! Jump in and help us catch that fellow running away with a stolen bag!”

The uniformed man instantly hopped inside and Bill tore along. The next traffic light turned red, but with the officer signaling and the horn bellowing, they charged through. They were gaining on the thief who was still to be seen in the distance. Suddenly he took a quick turn and vanished.

“Maybe he stepped into that dingy roadster which shot out from a side street,” suggested Kay.

Its license plate was too encrusted with snow to be readable, but a blonde head seemed faintly discernible from the window as the car darted away. A vain chase revealed no sign of which turn this auto took at the next corner, and also no further glimpse of the thief. At length Bill, Kay and the officer turned back in disappointment.

The Traceys and the friendly policeman went at once to the railroad station. The twins were still there with the distracted Miss Janey. Cousin Bill and the officer interviewed her and learned that the runaway robber, who had posed as her son, had made away with all the contents of her safe deposit box. She was about to transfer her valuables and certain secret papers to a bank in Brantwood where she intended to make her home.

“I used to visit here when I was a girl,” she explained. “As my home is now broken up and it is necessary for me to economize, I plan to settle in Brantwood where I used to be happy. I hope to spend the rest of my life trying to complete some work that my late dear father and I were interested in. But now, if everything I value is lost, I don’t know what I shall do.” Her pale lips trembled.

The policeman said cheerily, “Don’t worry, Madam, we’ll catch that thief and get your valuables back for you.”

Despite this reassurance, the unhappy victim of the robbery turned chalk white and fainted away.


CHAPTER 2

A CHASE

As Miss Janey collapsed, Kay caught her and eased her down upon the bench. The twins quickly loosened her collar and rubbed her cold hands.

Ethel, delighted at the excitement, ran fussily for another cup of water. In her eagerness to be the one to revive the patient, she squeezed the frail paper cup too hard and the water spurted all over the poor woman’s face and trickled down her neck.

“A big help you are, Ethel!” commented Betty, mopping up the ice water with her handkerchief.

The splash, however, had proved a clumsy but effective restorative. Miss Janey’s eyelids fluttered and she looked up at the faces bending over her.

“I’m sorry!” she sighed. “Please help me get to the hotel. I shall be all right if I can go to bed and rest after all this shock.”

“You shall go to no hotel!” declared Kay Tracey emphatically. “You are going straight home with me. I have telephoned Mother to have the guest room ready for you! You have been through too much,” the girl continued hospitably, “to spend a forlorn night alone in a hotel! Come, Miss Janey, my Cousin Bill will put you into his car and we’ll take you home in a very few minutes!”

In spite of her protests, the woman soon found herself installed in the rear seat of Bill’s car, supported on either side by a twin. With Kay on the front seat with her cousin, they soon were turning into the Tracey driveway.

Mrs. Tracey was awaiting them at the door. Before Kay could introduce the newcomer to her, Miss Janey gave an intent look at the girl’s mother and uttered an excited exclamation.

“Kathryn! Can I believe my eyes! After all these years! What a coincidence!”

“Alice Janey! Is it really you? Why, you haven’t changed a bit!”

The two girlhood friends fell into each other’s arms, laughing and forgetting entirely the girls and Cousin Bill who stood staring in amazement.

“Alice! Do tell me what has happened!”

“Oh, Mother,” interrupted Kay, “don’t you think poor Miss Janey ought to get settled in her room before we bother her with any more details?”

“Forgive me!” cried Mrs. Tracey. “Of course you are right, Kay. I was so excited I didn’t think! Come, Alice, let me make you comfortable in your own room. The girls will bring you something hot to drink. Then you will feel more like telling what has happened.”

When at last Miss Janey was snug in bed, sipping hot tea, the twins and Kay told the story of the robbery.

“That thief was rather good-looking,” ventured Betty.

“Too sissy!” said Kay. “I’m surprised such a person had the nerve to carry out such a daring robbery.”

“It just goes to show that one never should judge by appearances,” commented Mrs. Tracey.

“Oh, I hope they catch him!” murmured Miss Janey in despair.

“He’ll be caught if we have to do it ourselves!” declared Kay so energetically that their anxious guest indulged in a smile.
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