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	THE DOOR

	


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	I


	 have

	 wrenched my knee, and for the past two weeks my days have consisted of three trays, two of them here in the library, a nurse at ten o’clock each morning with a device of infernal origin which is supposed to bake the pain out of my leg, and my thoughts for company.

	But my thinking is cloudy and chaotic. The house is too quiet. I miss Judy, busy now with affairs of her own, and perhaps I miss the excitement of the past few months. It is difficult to take an interest in beef croquettes for luncheon out of last night’s roast when one’s mind is definitely turned on crime. For that is what I am thinking about, crime; and major crime at that.

	I am thinking about murder. What is the ultimate impulse which drives the murderer to his kill? Not the motives. One can understand motives. It is at least conceivable that a man may kill out of violent passion, or out of fear, or jealousy or revenge. Then too there are the murders by abnormals, drug addicts or mental deficients; they have their motives too, of course, although they may lie hidden in distorted minds. And as in our case, a series of crimes where the motive was hidden but perfectly real, and where extraordinary precautions had been taken against discovery.

	But I am thinking of something more fundamental than motivation.

	What is it that lies behind the final gesture of the killer?

	Until then he has been of the race of men. In an instant he will have forfeited his brotherhood, become one of a group apart, a group of those who have destroyed human life.

	Is there a profound contempt for life itself, for its value or its importance? Or is the instinct to kill stronger than thought, an atavistic memory from long past ages when laws had not induced suppressions? Is the murder impulse a natural one and are all of us potential killers, so that to save extinction men have devised the theory of the sanctity of human life? And at that last moment does this hereditary buried instinct surge triumphantly to the surface, steel the hand which holds the knife, steady the revolver, put the smile on the face of the poisoner?

	There must be a something of the sort. One thing we do know; once a man has killed, his inhibitions are destroyed. He has joined the alien clan, of which no member knows the other, and has set his face against the world.

	Thereafter he is alone.

	But I have found no answer. In our case I have looked back, searching for some variation from the normal, or some instinct of weakening or remorse. But I have found none. We know now that there were moments of terrific danger, when the whole murderous structure was about to collapse. But if there was panic then we have no evidence of it. Each such emergency was met With diabolical ingenuity and cunning, and that cunning went even further. It provided in advance against every possible contingency of discovery.

	What long hours went into that planning, that covering of every possible clue, we can only surmise; the meticulous surveying of this and that, the searching for any looseness in the whole criminal plan, the deliberate attempts to throw suspicion elsewhere.

	There must have been a real satisfaction toward the end, however, a false feeling of security, a rubbing of the hands and a certain complacency.

	And then suddenly the whole carefully woven fabric was destroyed. Strange and mysterious and bitter that must have been. Everything provided against, and then at the last to be destroyed by a door, a thing of wood and paint with an ordinary tarnished brass knob. Months had passed. Hundreds of hands had touched that knob in the interval; the door itself had been painted. And yet it solved our mystery and brought destruction to as diabolical and cunning a murderer as the records of crime will show.

	 

	 

	A


	s I

	 have already intimated, I live alone, in the usual sense of the word. That is, I am more or less without family. A secretary, usually a young woman, and the customary servants form my household. And as the first crime occurred in this household it will be as well to outline it at once.

	Outside of my secretary, Mary Martin, a young and very pretty girl, the establishment at the time of the disappearance of Sarah Gittings consisted of four servants: my butler, Joseph Holmes, who had been in my employ for many years, a respectable looking man of uncertain age, very quiet; my chauffeur, Robert White, who was not white, but a negro; the cook, Norah Moriarity, and Clara Jenkins, the housemaid. A laundress, a white woman, came in by the day, and from spring until fall a gardener named Abner Jones took care of the lawns and shrubbery.

	And as my property, both houses and grounds, plays an important part in this narrative, I would better describe them also.

	The house, then, sits some hundred feet back from the street. Two stone gate posts, from which the gates have been removed, mark the entrance, and the drive circles around a grass oval before the front door. Heavy old shrubbery, which I have not had the heart to thin out, shields me from the street and is spread in clumps over the grounds.

	Thus the garage at the rear is partly screened from sight, although as was shown later, there is a clear view from it of the pantry window.

	At the rear behind the garage, lies a deep ravine which has been recently incorporated into the city park system; and at one side of me lies an acre or two of undeveloped property known as the Larimer lot.

	Through this, from the street and extending sharply down the hill into the park, runs a foot-path, an unpaved cut-off. In winter when the leaves are off the trees I can see a portion of this path. Not all, for both the lot and the path are heavily bordered with old cedars.

	Our first crime took place on the Larimer lot, not far from this path.

	I have no near neighbors. This part of the city was country when the house was built, and the property on the other side is very large, ten acres or so. It was recently bought by a retired bootlegger and has no part in this narrative.

	The house itself—my house—is old fashioned but very comfortable. But as I sit here in the library, one leg out before me and my pad on the other while I endeavor to think on paper, I realize that the house requires more description than that. Like the path, it too played its part.

	I am writing in the library. Beside me on a table is the small bell which I ring to attract attention, since I cannot get to the speaking tube—I have said we are old fashioned—and a row of soft pencils like the one which later on we found on the skylight over the lavatory. There is a desk, an old Queen Anne walnut one, an open fire, chairs and books. From the side windows one commands the Larimer lot, from the front the entrance drive.

	So the library has not only comfort, but a certain strategic place in the house. I can not only see my callers in advance; I can sit there and survey a large portion of my lower floor domain. It lies to the right of the front door and the hall.

	Across the long center hall with its white staircase and its rear door to the service portion of the house, lies the drawing room. I can see now the forward end of it, with its ormolu cabinet, its French sofa done in old rose damask, and that painting of my father which does the Bell nose so grave an injustice.

	And although I cannot see it, I know that at the end of that drawing room, opening onto a blank brick wall which I have screened with arbor vitæ and rhododendrons, there is a French door with steps leading out onto the grass. Also I know, by actual measurement, that it is precisely fifty feet and around a corner to the kitchen porch.

	From the rear of the library double doors open into a music room, not often used nowadays, and behind that is the dining room.

	This is my domain, and today in the winter sun it is very peaceful. There has been a little snow, and the cedars at the top of the path down the hill are quite beautiful. I have a wood fire, and the dogs, Jock and Isabel—named by Judy because she had never heard of a dog called Isabel—are asleep before it.

	Jock is a terrier, Isabel a corpulent and defeminized French bull. As they too played a small and not too meritorious part in our débâcle, it is necessary to name them.

	I have listed my household as it was on the eighteenth of April of this year. Usually my secretaries do not live in the house, but come in daily for such notes, checks, bills and what not as clutter the desk of a woman who, because she has no family of her own, is supposed to expend her maternal instinct in charity.

	But Mary Martin was living in the house, and due to a reason directly connected with this narrative.

	During the housecleaning the previous autumn Norah had unearthed an old cane belonging to my grandfather, that Captain Bell who played so brave if unsung a part in the Mexican War.

	She brought it downstairs to me, and I told her to have Joseph polish the handle. When Joseph came back with it he was smiling, an unusual thing for Joseph.

	“That’s a very interesting old cane, madam,” he said. “It has a knife in it.”

	“A knife? What for?”

	But Joseph did not know. It appeared that he had been polishing the knob when a blade suddenly shot out of the end. He had been greatly startled and had almost dropped the thing.

	Later on I showed it to Jim Blake, my cousin, and he made the suggestion which brought Mary Martin into the house.

	“Why not write the old boy’s life?” he suggested. “You must have a trunkful of letters, and this sword-stick, or sword-cane or whatever it is, is a good starting point. And by the way, if ever you want to give it away, give it to me.”

	“I may do that,” I said. “I don’t like deadly weapons around the place.”

	In March I gave it to him. “The Life,” as Judy called it, was going on well, and Mary Martin efficient enough, although I was never fond of her.

	


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	T


	his

	 then was my household and my house on the day Sarah Gittings disappeared. The servants lived on the third floor at the rear, their portion of the floor cut off from the front by a door. A back staircase reached this upper rear hall, allowing them to come and go as they required.

	Mary had the third floor front room above the library, and Sarah the one behind it and over the blue spare room. Mary’s door stood open most of the time, Sarah’s closed and often locked. For all her good qualities there was a suspicious streak in Sarah.

	“I don’t like people meddling with my things,” she would say.

	But Sarah was not a permanent member of the household. She was a middle-aged, rather heavy and silent woman, a graduate nurse of the old régime who had been in the family for years. In serious illness we sometimes brought in brisk young women, starchy and efficient, but in trouble we turned to Sarah.

	We passed her around. My sister Laura would wire from Kansas City, “Children have measles. Please send Sarah if possible.” And Sarah would pack her bag, cash one of her neat small checks and slip off. A good bit of her time was spent with my cousin Katherine Somers in New York. Katherine was devoted to her, although just why it is difficult to say. She was a taciturn woman, giving no confidences but probably receiving a great many.

	Poor Sarah! I can still see her in her starched white uniform, with its skirts which just cleared the ground, moving among our various households, with us but not entirely of us; watching nervously over the stair rail while Judy, Katherine’s daughter, made her début; slapping Laura’s newest baby between the shoulders to make it breathe, or bending over me to give me a daily massage, her heavy body clumsy enough but her hands light and gentle.

	She was not a clever woman. Or maybe I am wrong. Perhaps in a family which prides itself on a sort of superficial cleverness, she was merely silenced.

	It was Wallie Somers, Katherine’s stepson, who claimed that when he told her Hoover was nominated, she said:

	“Really! That ought to be good business for the vacuum cleaner.”

	Not a romantic figure, Sarah, or a mysterious one. All of us thought of her as a fixture, growing older but more or less always to be with us. I remember Howard Somers, Katherine’s husband, telling her one day that he had remembered her in his will.

	“Not a lot, Sarah,” he said. “But you’ll never have to go to the Old Ladies’ Home!”

	I don’t know why we were so astonished to see her burst into tears. I dare say she had been worried about the future; about getting old, and the children growing up and forgetting her. Anyhow she cried, and Howard was greatly embarrassed.

	She had her peculiarities, of course. In Katherine’s house, what with guests in and out all the time, she had developed the habit of taking her meals in her room on a tray, and this habit persisted.

	“I like to read while I eat,” she said. “And I’m up early, and I don’t like late dinners.”

	She had some sort of stomach trouble, poor thing.

	But in my simpler household she ate with me unless there was some one there. Then, to Joseph’s secret fury, she retired to her room and had her tray there.

	She had come down from Katherine’s a month or so before, not so much because I needed her as that Katherine thought she needed a change. Howard had had a bad heart for some time, and Sarah had been nursing him.

	“Just let her putter around,” Katherine wrote. “She’ll want to work, being Sarah, so if you can stand a daily massage——”

	And of course I could, and did.

	I have drawn Sarah as well as I can, and the family rather sketchily; Howard and Katherine in their handsome duplex apartment in New York on Park Avenue, bringing out Judy at nineteen; Laura in Kansas City, raising a noisy young family; and myself in my old-fashioned house with its grounds and shrubbery, its loneliness and its memories. Dependent on a few friends, a small dinner party now and then, a little bridge; and on my servants, on Joseph and Norah and Clara and Robert, and on the Mary Martins who came and went, intelligent young women who used me as a stop-gap in their progress toward marriage or a career. A staid household, dependent for its youth on Judy’s occasional visits, on secretaries whose minds were elsewhere, and on Wallie Somers, Howard’s son by his first wife, whose ostensible business was bonds and whose relaxation, when he could not find some one to play with, was old furniture. Than which, as Judy once said, I have nothing else but.

	As it happened, Judy was with me when Sarah disappeared that night in April of last year. She was staging her annual revolt.

	“I get a trifle fed up with Katherine now and then,” she would say, arriving without notice. “She’s too intense. Now you are restful. You’re really a frivolous person, you know, Elizabeth Jane, for all your clothes and airs.”

	“Frivolity is all I have left,” I would say meekly. Judy has a habit of first names. Katherine had carefully taught her to call me Cousin Elizabeth, but Judy had discarded that with her stockings, which now she wore as seldom as possible and under protest. Although I doubt if she ever called her mother Katherine to her face.

	Katherine was a good mother but a repressed one. Also she was still passionately in love with Howard; one of those profound absorbing loves which one finds sometimes in women who are apparently cold, and which makes them better wives than mothers. I rather think that she was even a little jealous of Judy, and that Judy knew it.

	Judy would arrive, and as if by a miracle the telephone would commence to ring and shining sports cars would be parked for hours in front of the house. Joseph would assume a resigned expression, empty cigarette trays by the dozen, and report to me in his melancholy voice.

	“Some one has burned a hole on the top of your Queen Anne desk, madam.”

	I was never anything to him but “madam.” It got on my nerves sometimes.

	“Never mind, Joseph. We have to pay a price for youth.”

	He would go out again, depressed but dignified. In his own way he was as unsocial as Sarah, as mysterious and self-obliterating as are all good servants.

	So on that last night of Sarah Judy was with me. She had just arrived, looking a trifle defiant, and at dinner she stated her grievance. Mary Martin was out for the evening, and the two of us were alone at the table.

	“Really, Katherine is too outrageous,” she said.

	“She’s probably saying the same thing about you.”

	“But it is silly. Truly. She wants me not to see Wallie. I don’t think Wallie is anything to lie awake at night about, but after all he’s my half-brother.”

	I said nothing. It was an old difficulty in the family, Katherine’s dislike of Howard’s son by his first marriage. It was a part of her jealousy of Howard, her resentment of that early unfortunate marriage of his. She loathed Wallie and all he stood for; not that he stood for a great deal. He was the usual rich man’s son, rather charming in his own way but neurotic since the war. But he looked like Margaret, the first wife, and Katherine could not forgive him that.

	“You like Wallie,” Judy accused me.

	“Of course I do.”

	“And he had a wonderful war record.”

	“Certainly he had. What are you trying to do, Judy? Justify yourself?”

	“I think he’s had a rotten deal,” she said. “From all of us. A bit of allowance from father, and now I’m not to see him!”

	“But you are going to see him,” I told her. “You’re going to see him tonight. He wants to look over an old ormolu cabinet Laura has sent me.”

	She forgot her irritation in her delight.

	“Lovely! Has it got any secret drawers? I adore looking for secret drawers,” she said, and went on eating a substantial meal. These young things, with their slender waists and healthy appetites!

	She had already rushed up to the third floor to greet Sarah, and while we were eating I heard Sarah on the way down. This was nothing unusual. She would go out sometimes at night, either to the movies or to take Jock and Isabel for a walk, and I could sit at my place at the table and watch her coming down the stairs. The fireplace in the music room is set at an angle, and in the mirror over it I would see Sarah; first her soft-soled low-heeled shoes, then the bottom of her white skirt, and then her gray coat, until finally all of Sarah emerged into view.

	This evening however I saw that she had taken off her uniform, and I called to her.

	“Going to the movies, Sarah?”

	“No.” She had no small amenities of speech.

	“Don’t you want the dogs? They haven’t been out today.”

	She seemed to hesitate. I could see her in the mirror, and I surprised an odd expression on her face. Then the dogs themselves discovered her and began to leap about her.

	“Do take them, Sarah,” Judy called.

	“I suppose I can,” she agreed rather grudgingly “What time is it?”

	Judy looked at her wrist watch and told her.

	“And do behave yourself, Sarah!” she called.

	But Sarah did not answer. She snapped the leashes on the dogs and went out. That was at five minutes after seven. She went out and never came back.

	Judy and I loitered over the meal, or rather I loitered; Judy ate and answered the telephone. One call was from a youth named Dick, and there was a subtle change in Judy’s voice which made me suspicious. Another, however, she answered coldly.

	“I don’t see why,” she said. “She knew quite well where I was going . . . Well, I’m all right. If I want to go wrong I don’t need to come here to do it . . . No, she’s gone out.”

	I have recorded this conversation because it became highly important later on. To the best of my knowledge it came soon after Sarah left; at seven-fifteen or thereabouts.

	Judy came back to the table with her head in the air.

	“Uncle Jim,” she said. “Wouldn’t you know mother would sic him on me? The old goose!”

	By which she referred not to Katherine, but to Katherine’s brother, Jim Blake. Judy had chosen to affect a dislike for him, not because of any inherent qualities in Jim himself, but because Katherine was apt to make him her agent when Judy visited me.

	Personally I was fond of Jim, perhaps because he paid me the small attentions a woman of my age finds gratifying, and certainly Katherine adored him.

	“He asked for Sarah, but I told him she had gone out. What in the world does he want with Sarah?”

	“He may have had some message from your mother for her.”

	“Probably to keep an eye on me,” said Judy, drily.

	I think all this is accurate. So many things happened that evening that I find it difficult to go back to that quiet meal. Quiet, that is, up to the time when Joseph brought in our coffee.

	I know we discussed Jim, Judy and I, and Judy with the contempt of her youth for the man in his late forties who takes no active part in the world. Yet Jim had organized his life as best he could. He was a bachelor, who went everywhere for a reason which I surmised but Judy could not understand; the fear of the lonely of being alone.

	“Uncle Jim and his parties!” said Judy. “How in the world does he pay for them?”

	“He has a little from his mother.”

	“And more probably from my mother!”

	Well, that might have been, so I said nothing, and as money meant nothing in Judy’s lavish young life she was immediately cheerful again.

	It is hard to remember Jim as he was in those days; as he must have been when he left his house that night. A tall man, still very erect, and with graying hair carefully brushed to hide its thinness, he was always urbane and well-dressed. He was popular too. He had never let business, which in his case was a dilettante interest in real estate, interfere with a golf game or bridge, and by way of keeping up his social end he gave innumerable little tea parties and dinners. He had a colored servant named Amos who was a quick change artist, and so people dined with Jim on food cooked by Amos, to be served by Amos in a dinner jacket, and then went outside to find Amos in a uniform and puttees, standing by the car with the rug neatly folded over his arm.

	There are some people to whom all colored men look alike, and to these no doubt Jim Blake appeared to be served by a retinue of servants.

	“The Deb’s delight!” was Judy’s closing and scathing comment, and then Joseph brought in the coffee.

	That was, according to Joseph’s statement to the police and later before the Grand Jury, at seven-thirty or seven-thirty-five.

	Judy had lighted a cigarette. I remember thinking how pretty she looked in the candle light, and how the house brightened when she was there. Joseph was moving about the pantry, and in the silence I could hear distant voices from the servants’ hall beyond the kitchen.

	Judy had lapsed into silence. The initial excitement of her arrival was over, and I thought now that she looked dispirited and rather tired. Then I happened to raise my eyes, and they fell on the mirror.

	There was a man on the staircase.
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	 seemed to be crouching there. I could see only his legs, in darkish trousers, and he had no idea that I could see him at all. He was apparently listening, listening and calculating. Should he make a dash to get out, or retreat? The door from the dining room to the hall was wide open. I would surely see him; was it worth the trying?

	Evidently he decided that it was not, for without turning he backed soundlessly up the stairs.

	“Judy,” I said quietly. “Don’t move or raise your voice. There’s a burglar upstairs. I’ve just seen him.”

	“What shall I do? I can close the library door and call the police.”

	“Do that, then, and I’ll tell Joseph. He can’t get out by the back stairs without going through the kitchen, and the servants would see him.”

	I rang for Joseph, feeling calm and rather pleased at my calmness. Such few jewels as I keep out of the bank were on me, and if he wanted my gold toilet set he was welcome. It was insured. But while I waited for Joseph I took off my rings and dropped them into the flower vase on the table.

	Joseph took the news quietly. He said that Robert was still in the garage, and that he would station him at the foot of the back stairs, but that to wait for the police was nonsense.

	“He’d jump out a window, madam. But if I go up, as though I didn’t know he was about, I might surprise him.”

	“You’re not armed.”

	“I have a revolver in the pantry, madam.”

	That did not surprise me. There had been some burglaries in the neighborhood recently—I believe the bootlegger had had the tables turned on him, a matter which I considered a sort of poetic justice—and I stood in the doorway watching the stairs until Joseph reappeared.

	“If he gets past me,” he said, “stand out of his way, madam. These cat burglars are dangerous.”

	He went up the front staircase, leaving me in the lower hall. I could hear Judy at the telephone, patiently explaining in a low voice, and I could hear Joseph overhead, moving about systematically: the second floor, the third, opening room doors and closet doors, moving with his dignified unhurried tread, but doing the thing thoroughly.

	He was still moving majestically along the third floor hall when I heard a slight noise near at hand. I could neither describe it nor locate it. Something fairly near me had made a sound, a small sharp report. It appeared to have come from the back hallway, where there is a small lavatory. When Judy emerged I told her, and against my protests she marched back and threw open the door.

	It was quite empty and soon after Joseph came down to say that he had found nobody, but that some one might be hiding on the roof, and as by that time a policeman had arrived on a motorcycle, I sent him out to look.

	The officer inside and Joseph out, it seemed scarcely credible that we found nobody. But our burglar had gone; without booty too, as it turned out, for my toilet things were undisturbed.

	I think the officer was rather amused than otherwise. Judy saw him out.

	“If you’re ever in trouble again, Miss, just send for me,” he said gallantly.

	“I’m always in trouble,” said Judy.

	“Now is that so? What sort of trouble?”

	“Policemen,” said Judy pleasantly, and closed the door on him.

	Looking back, it seems strange how light-hearted we were that night. That loneliness which is my usual lot had gone with Judy’s arrival, and when Wallie arrived at eight-thirty he found Judy insisting on my smoking a cigarette.

	“You’re shaken, Elizabeth Jane,” she was saying. “You know darn well you’re shaken.”

	“Shaken? About what?” said Wallie from the hall.

	“She’s had a burglar, poor dear,” Judy explained. “A burglar in dark trousers, crouched on the staircase.”

	“On the stairs? Do you mean you saw him?”

	“She saw his legs.”

	“And that’s all?”

	“That’s enough, isn’t it? The rest of him was sure to be around somewhere. The said legs then ceased crouching and west upstairs. After that they vanished.”

	He said nothing more, but walked back into the dining room and surveyed the mirror.

	“That’s a tricky arrangement you have there, Elizabeth Jane,” he called. He had adopted Judy’s habit. “Go up the stairs, Judy, and let me see your legs.”

	“Don’t be shameless!” she said. “How’s this?”

	“All right. Yes, I see them, and very nice ones they are at that.”

	When he came forward again Judy insisted on examining the stair rail for fingerprints, although Wallie said that it was nonsense; that all criminals wore gloves nowadays, and that with the increasing crime wave the glove factories were running night shifts. But she departed for a candle nevertheless, and Wallie glanced up the staircase.

	“Rather a blow for the divine Sarah, eh what?” he said.

	“Sarah is out, fortunately. She took the dogs.”

	It struck me, as he stood there in the full light over his head, that he was looking even thinner than usual, and very worn. He had much of his mother’s beauty, if one dare speak of beauty in a man, but he had also inherited her high-strung nervous temperament. The war must have been hell for him, for he never spoke of it. I have noticed that the men who really fought and really suffered have very little to say about it; whether because they cannot bear to recall it or because most of them are inarticulate I do not know.

	While we stood there I told him about the sound I had heard, and he went back to the lavatory and looked up.

	This lavatory is merely a small washroom opening from the rear portion of the hall, and lighted by an opaque glass ceiling, in the center of which a glass transom opens by a cord for ventilation. The shaft above is rather like an elevator well, and light enters through a skylight in the roof.

	Onto this well there is only one opening and this the window to the housemaid’s closet on the third floor. As during the tornado of 1893 the entire skylight frame and all had been lifted and dropped end-on into the shaft, crashing through the glass roof below, my father had had placed across it some iron bars. These, four in number, were firmly embedded in the walls about six feet below the window sill.

	“I suppose nobody has examined the shaft?”

	“I really don’t know. Probably not.”

	He continued to gaze upward.

	“He might have swung into the shaft, and stood on the bars.”

	“Provided he knew there were bars there,” I said drily.

	Suddenly he turned and shot up the stairs, and a moment later he was calling from the third floor.

	“Get a ladder, somebody. There’s something on top of that skylight down there.”

	“You mean—the man himself?”

	He laughed at that.

	“He’d have gone through the glass like a load of coal! No. Something small. I can see it against the light beneath.”

	He ran down, rushed into the library for matches, and when Robert had brought a ladder from the garage and placed it in the lavatory he was on it and halfway through the transom in an instant.

	We stood huddled in the door, Judy still holding the candle, and I—for some unknown reason—with a lighted cigarette in my hand which some one had thrust on me, and Robert and Joseph behind.

	I don’t know what I had expected, but I know that I felt a shock of disappointment when Wallie said:

	“Hello! Here it is. A pencil!”

	He found nothing else, and came down in a moment, looking dirty and rather the worse for wear, but extremely pleased with himself.

	“A pencil!” he said exultantly. “Now how about it? Will Scotland Yard send for me or will it not? That’s what you heard, you see.”

	But Judy only took one glance at it.

	“Possibly,” she said. “Still, as it’s the sort Elizabeth Jane uses herself, with the point looking as though she’d sharpened it with her teeth, I see nothing to write home about.”

	That annoyed him.

	“All right,” he told her. “We’ll see. It may have fingerprints.”

	“I thought you’d decided he wore gloves! Why don’t you try to find how he got in? That’s more to the point. And also how he got out?”

	It seems strange to be writing all this; the amiable bickering between Wallie and Judy; the light-hearted experiment to find if a pencil dropped from the third floor made the sound I had heard, and my own feeling that it did not; and the final discovery of the shattered pane in the rear French door of the drawing room, and our failure to see, lying on the step outside, that broken point of a penknife which Inspector Harrison was to find the next morning.

	Strange, almost frivolous.

	It was Judy who found the broken pane, hidden as it was behind the casement curtains on the door, and who pointed out the ease with which our intruder had reached in and turned the key. There is another door at the back of the drawing room, a sort of service entrance which opens into the rear hall beside the servants’ staircase, and it was evident that he had used this to gain access to the upper floors.

	“Easy enough,” said Judy. “But he couldn’t get out that way. Clara was coming down to her dinner, so he hid on the front stairs.”

	“And I suppose he was not in the light shaft at all?” Wallie demanded.

	“I don’t say he wasn’t,” said my surprising Judy. “I only say that the pencil is not proved. I think it very likely he did hide in the shaft. He’d retreated before Joseph as far as he could go.”

	“But what did he want?” I demanded. “I don’t suppose he broke in here to drop a pencil. If he was coming down when I saw him——”

	“Well, he might have been going up,” said Judy practically. “A good burglar might start at the top and work down. Like housecleaning.”

	Wallie had sealed the pencil in an envelope for the police, and I daresay all of this had not taken much more than half an hour. It must have been at nine o’clock or thereabouts, then, that I sent the maids to their beds and watched them as they made a nervous half-hysterical start, and nine-thirty before Joseph and Wallie had placed a padlock on the broken door in the drawing room. Then I ordered Joseph to bed, but he objected.

	“Miss Sarah has not come in.”

	“She has a key, Joseph.”

	But I was uneasy. In the excitement I had forgotten Sarah.

	Wallie looked up sharply from the door.

	“Sarah!” he said. “Is she still out?”

	“Yes. And she has the dogs. Where could she stay until this hour with two dogs? She has no friends.”

	I left Wallie and Judy in the drawing room, and wandered out and down the steps. It was a cool night, without a moon but with plenty of starlight, and I walked down the drive. I remembered that as I walked I whistled for the dogs. Sometimes she loosened them and they preceded her home.

	It seemed to me that I heard a dog barking far off somewhere, but that was all.

	I was vaguely inclined to walk in that direction. The dog seemed to be at the far end of the Larimer lot or beyond it, in the park. But at the gate I met Mary Martin, hurrying home. She had been out somewhere for dinner, and she was slightly sulky; it was a continued grievance with her that Sarah had a key to the house and she had none, but I have an old-fashioned sense of responsibility to the people in my employ, and Mary was a still young and very pretty girl.

	On the way to the house I told her about our burglar, and she relaxed somewhat.

	“I don’t think you should be out here alone,” she said. “He may still be about.”

	“I was looking for Sarah,” I explained. “She’s out with the dogs, and it’s getting late.”

	To my intense surprise she stopped perfectly still.

	“When did she go out?” she said sharply.

	“At seven. That’s almost three hours.”

	She moved on again, but in silence. The front door was open, and in the light from it I thought she looked rather pale. At that moment however Wallie appeared in the doorway, and suddenly she brightened.

	“I wouldn’t worry, Miss Bell. She can take care of herself. And she has a key!”

	She glanced at me rather pertly, favored Wallie with a smile as she went in, greeting Judy with considerable manner—she seemed always to be afraid that Judy might patronize her—and teetered up the stairs on the high heels she affected.

	Wallie gazed after her as she went up. At the turn she paused. I saw her looking down at us intently, at Judy, at myself, at Wallie. Mostly at Wallie.

	“I wouldn’t worry about Miss Gittings,” she said. “She’s sure to be all right.”

	“You might see if she’s in her room, Mary,” Judy suggested. “She may have come in while we were in the drawing room.”

	We could hear her humming as she went on up the stairs, and shortly after she called down to say that Sarah was not in her room but that it was unlocked.

	“That’s queer,” said Judy. “She always locks it, doesn’t she?”

	We could hear a sort of ironic amusement in Mary’s voice as she replied.

	“Not so queer this evening,” she said. “She knew I was out! Her key’s in the door, on the outside, but she forgot to take it.”

	I do not remember much about the hour between ten and eleven. Wallie was not willing to go until Sarah returned, and Judy and he worked over the cabinet. The house was very still. For a time, as I sat in the library, I could hear Mary moving about on the third floor, drawing a bath—she was very fastidious in everything that pertained to herself—and finally going into her room and closing her door. But by eleven Judy had given up all hope of a secret drawer in the cabinet and was yawning, and a few moments after that Wallie left and she wandered up to bed.

	But I still waited in the library. I had a queer sense of apprehension, but I laid it to the events of the evening, and after a time—I am no longer young, and I tire easily—I fell into a doze.

	When I roused it was one in the morning, and Sarah had not come back. She would have roused me if she had, have put out the lights. Nevertheless I went upstairs and opened her door. The room was dark. I called to her, cautiously, but there was no answer, and no stertorous breathing to show that she was asleep.

	For the first time I was really alarmed about her. I went downstairs again, stopping in my room for a wrap and in the dining room for my rings, which I had almost forgotten. Then I went out on the street.

	The dog, or dogs, were still barking at intervals, and at last I started toward the sound.

	


CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	I


	t

	 is one of the inevitable results of tragedy that one is always harking back to it, wondering what could have been done to avert it. I find myself going over and over the events of that night, so simple in appearance, so dreadful in result. Suppose I had turned on Sarah’s light that night? Would I have found her murderer in the room? Was the faint sound I heard the movement of her curtain in the wind, as I had thought, or something much more terrible?

	Again, instead of sending Joseph upstairs to search, what if I had had the police called and the house surrounded?

	Still, what could I have done for Sarah? Nothing. Nothing at all.

	I was rather nervous as I walked along, going toward the Larimer lot and the park. But the occasional despairing yelps were growing more and more familiar as I advanced, and when at last I let out that feeble pipe which is my attempt at a whistle, the dogs recognized it in a sort of ecstasy of noise. I could make out Jock’s shrill bark and Isabel’s melancholy whine, but for some reason they did not come to me.

	I stood on the pavement and called, loath to leave its dryness and security for the brush and trees and dampness of the Larimer property. Frightened too, I admit. Something was holding the dogs. I am quite certain now that when I started to run toward them I expected to find Sarah there, unconscious or dead. I ran in a sort of frenzy. Once indeed I fell over some old wire, and I was dizzy when I got up.

	But Sarah was not there. Far back in the lot I found the dogs, and if I wondered that they had not come to me that mystery was soon solved.

	They were tied. A piece of rope had been run through the loops of their leashes and then tied to a tree. So well tied that, what with their joyous rushes and the hard knotting of the rope, I could scarcely free them.

	Asked later on about that knot, I had no clear memory of it whatever.

	It was very dark. Far back on the street a lamp lighted that corner where the path took off, to pitch steeply down into the park. The Larimer lot is a triangle, of which the side of my property is the vertical, the street the base, and the ravine beyond the hypotenuse. Thus:
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	I remember calling Sarah frantically, and then telling the terrier to find her.

	“Go find Sarah, Jock,” I said. “Find Sarah.”

	He only barked, however, and an instant later both of them were racing for home.

	But I still had a queer feeling that Sarah must be there. I went back to the house, to find the dogs scratching at the front door, and when I had roused Joseph I took him back with me to search the lot. He with his revolver and I with my searchlight must have been a queer clandestine sort of picture; two middle-aged folk, Joseph half clad, wandering about in the night. And so the roundsman on the beat must have believed, for when he came across to us his voice was suspicious.

	“Lost anything?”

	“A middle-aged woman, rather heavy-set,” I said half hysterically.

	“Well, she oughtn’t to be hard to find,” he observed. “Now if it was a ring, with all this brush and stuff——”

	But he was rather impressed when I told my story.

	“Tied to a tree, eh? Which tree?”

	“Over there; my butler’s examining it. The rope’s still there.”

	But a moment later Joseph almost stunned me.

	“There is no rope here, madam,” he called.

	And incredible as it may sound, the rope was not there. The policeman searched, we all searched. There was no rope and no Sarah. The policeman was not so much suspicious as slightly amused.

	“Better go back and get a good night’s sleep, ma’am,” he said soothingly. “You can come around in the morning and look all you want.”

	“But there was a rope, I could hardly untie it.”

	“Sure,” he said indulgently. “Probably the lady you’re looking for tied them up herself. She had business somewhere else and they’d be in the way. See?”

	Well, it was possible, of course. I did not believe it, knowing Sarah; but then, did I know Sarah? The surface of Sarah I knew, the unruffled, rather phlegmatic faithful Sarah; but what did I really know about her? It came to me like a blow that I did not even know if she had any family, that there was no one I could notify.

	“You go home now,” he said, as coaxingly as he would speak to a child, “and in the morning you’ll find she’s back. If she isn’t you can let me know.”

	And he said this too with an air, a certain paternalism; as though he had said: “Just leave this to me. I am the law. I’ll fix it. And now just run along. I’ve my job to attend to.”

	The next morning was rainy and gray. I had slept very little, and I rang for my breakfast tray at eight o’clock. Any hope that Sarah had slipped in early in the morning was dashed by Joseph’s sober face. I drank a little coffee, and at eight-thirty Judy came in yawning, in a luxurious negligee over very gaudy pyjamas.

	“Well, what explanation did she give?” she said. “May I have my tray here? I hate eating alone.”

	“Did who give?”

	“Sarah.”

	“She hasn’t come back, Judy.”

	“What? I heard her. From two until three she walked about over my head until I was almost crazy.”

	Sarah’s room was over Judy’s. I sat up in bed and stared at her. Then I rang the bell again.

	“Joseph,” I said, “have you been into Sarah’s room this morning?”

	“No, madam. I overslept, and I hurried right down.”

	“Then how do you know she has not come back?”

	“She hasn’t been down for her breakfast. She’s very early, always.”

	And just then we heard Mary Martin talking excitedly to Clara in the hall overhead, and then come running down the stairs. She burst into my room hysterically, to say that Sarah was not in her room and that it was all torn up. Judy was gone like a flash, and while I threw something about me I questioned Mary. She had, it seems, knocked at Sarah’s door to borrow the morning paper. The morning paper, by the way, always reached me fourth hand; Joseph took it in and looked it over, Sarah got it from him, Mary Martin borrowed it from Sarah, and when I rang for it, usually at nine o’clock, it was apt to bear certain unmistakable scars; a bit of butter, a smudge of egg, or a squirt of grapefruit juice. Anyhow, receiving no answer, Mary had opened the door, and what she saw I saw when I had hurried upstairs.

	Sarah’s room was in complete confusion, Some one had jerked aside her mattress and pillows, thrown down the clothes in her neat closet, looked at her shoes, and turned out her bureau. Even her trunk had been broken open, and its contents lay scattered about. Those records of family illnesses, which she carted about with her as a veteran might carry his medals, had been thrown out onto the bed and apparently examined.

	There was something ruthless and shameless about the room now. It had no secrets, no privacies. It was, in a way, as though some one had stripped Sarah, had bared her stout spinster body to the world.

	Judy, rather white, was in the doorway.

	“I wouldn’t go in,” she said. “Or at least I wouldn’t touch anything. Not until you get the police.”

	Clara, the housemaid, was staring in over my shoulder.

	“She’ll have a fit over this,” she said. “She’s that tidy!”

	But I had a dreadful feeling that poor Sarah would never again have a fit over anything in this world.

	It was nine-fifteen when I telephoned to headquarters, and at a quarter to ten a policeman in uniform and the Assistant Superintendent of Police, Inspector Harrison, reached the house.

	The two of them examined the room, and then leaving the uniformed man in charge of Sarah’s room, Inspector Harrison listened to my story in the library. He was a short stocky man, very bald and with the bluest eyes I have ever seen in an adult human being.

	As he talked he drew a wooden toothpick from his pocket and bit on the end of it. Later on I was to find that he had an apparently limitless supply of the things, and that they served a variety of purposes and moods. He had given up smoking, he said, and they gave him “something to think with.”

	He was disinclined to place any serious interpretation on Sarah’s absence until it was necessary, but he was interested in the housebreaking episode; especially in Wallie’s theory that the intruder on his first visit had swung himself into the light shaft, and he carefully examined it from above and below. There were, however, many scratches on the sill of Clara’s pantry and little to be learned from any of them.

	The Inspector stood for some time looking down into the shaft.

	“He could get in all right,” he decided, “but I’d hate to undertake to get myself out, once I was in. Still, it’s possible.”

	After that he wandered around the house, sometimes alone, sometimes with Joseph. Wallie had arrived, and he and Judy and I sat there waiting, Judy very quiet, Wallie clearly anxious and for the first time alarmed. He moved about the room, picking things up and putting them down until Judy turned on him angrily.

	“For heaven’s sake, Wallie! Can’t you keep still?”

	“If I annoy you, why not go somewhere else?”

	She lit a cigarette and looked at him.

	“I don’t get it,” she said slowly. “What’s Sarah to you? You never cared much for her.”

	“You’ll know some day.”

	She cocked an eye at him.

	“If eventually, why not now?”

	But he merely turned on his heel and resumed his nervous pacing of the room.

	Some time later he suggested that Sarah might have gone to New York, and that Judy telephone and find out. In the end, in order not to alarm Katherine, I called up Jim Blake and told him, and he agreed to invent a message for Katherine. Asked later about his manner over the telephone, I could remember very little. I know he seemed surprised, and that he said he was not well, but that he would dress and come around that afternoon.

	When he called back it was to say that evidently Sarah had not gone there, and that he would be around at three o’clock.

	The information had a curious effect on Wallie, however. As I watched him it seemed to me that he looked frightened; but that may be in view of what I know now. I do, however, recall that he looked as though he had slept badly, and that day for the first time since the early days after the war I saw him begin to twist his seal ring again.

	When he was not lighting a cigarette or throwing it away he was twisting his ring, turning it around and around on his finger.

	Once he left us and went upstairs to look at Sarah’s room. The policeman opened the door but would not let him enter, and I believe he spoke a few words with Mary. Indeed, I know now that he did. But he was back in the library when the Inspector finally came in and selected a fresh toothpick, this time to make points with.

	“First of all,” he said, “it is best not to jump to any conclusions. The lady may not be dead; very probably is not dead. We are, however, sending to the Morgue and the hospitals. But there are many reasons why people occasionally choose to disappear, and sometimes to make that disappearance as mysterious as possible. For example, Miss Gittings had a key to the house. It is just possible that she herself came back last night and ransacked her own room.”

	“In a pair of dark trousers?” I demanded sharply.

	He smiled at that.

	“Perhaps! Stranger things have been done. But now, about this key. It was outside the door last night?”

	“My secretary said so.”

	“Well, it’s inside now.”

	“I don’t understand it, Inspector. Sarah always locked her door when she left the house. Locked the door and took the key.”

	“There isn’t a second key to her door?”

	“Not that I know of.”

	“Then we’ll say that this key is hers. It may not be, but it looks like it and wherever it was last night it’s on the inside of the door now. Suppose for the sake of argument that she had decided to go away; to say nothing and go away. She might have forgotten something and come back for it.”

	“Very probably,” said Judy. “She might have forgotten her toothbrush.”

	He smiled at her.

	“Precisely. Or something she had hidden, and forgotten where she had hidden it.”

	“I see,” said Judy. “She forgot her toothbrush so she came back to get it, and as she didn’t want Joseph to know she’d forgotten it she hung in the light shaft and dropped a pencil. It’s perfectly clear.”

	“We have no proof yet that anybody was in the light shaft,” he told her, without resentment. “Where is that pencil, I’d like to look at it.”

	I unlocked a drawer of my desk and took out the envelope.

	“This been handled since?”

	“I picked it up by the point,” Wallie told him.

	“Sure it wasn’t there before?” to me.

	“I think it is unlikely,” I said. “The ceiling is glass, and is regularly cleaned. It would have been seen.”

	He held it carefully by the eraser and examined it, whistling softly to himself. Then he dropped it back into the envelope and put it into his pocket.

	“Well, that’s that. Now, as to Miss Gittings herself. I suppose she had no lover?”

	“Lover?” I was shocked. “She is nearly fifty.”

	He seemed to be amused at that.

	“Still, stranger things——” he said. “Perhaps not a lover. Some man, probably younger, who might pretend to be interested for some ulterior purpose. Say money. There’s more of that than you might think. I suppose she had saved something?”

	“I don’t know. A little, perhaps.”

	He turned to Judy.

	“You accepted that it was Miss Gittings you heard moving in her room.”

	“Certainly.”

	“Why?”

	“It was her room. And the dogs had not barked. They would bark at a stranger.”

	“Oh!” he said, and took a fresh toothpick. “That’s interesting. So the dogs knew whoever it was! Very interesting.” He sat for a moment or two, apparently thinking. Then:

	“I gather she had few or no outside contacts?”

	“None whatever.”

	“She never mentioned anybody named Florence?”

	“Florence? Not to me.”

	He settled down in his chair.

	“It is a curious thing,” he said. “We think we know all about certain individuals, and then something happens, the regular order is disturbed, and we find we know nothing at all. Now let me tell you certain things about Sarah Gittings.

	“She has been nervous for some time, two weeks or so. She has eaten very little and slept less. Sometimes she has walked the floor of her room at night for hours. At least twice in that time she was called up by a girl named Florence, and made an appointment to meet her. One of these was made yesterday morning at eleven o’clock. The cook was trying to call the grocer and overheard her. Unfortunately, the place of meeting had evidently been prearranged and was not mentioned.

	“At a quarter to five yesterday afternoon Sarah Gittings left this house. She was back in half an hour, according to the butler. She asked for an early dinner and left the house again at five minutes after seven.

	“But following that return of hers, Sarah Gittings did two peculiar things. She went down to the cellar, took a chair from the laundry there and carried it into the room where the firewood is stored; it is there now. And according to the laundress, she cut off from a new clothes line an undetermined amount of rope. The line had been neatly rolled and replaced, but she is a sharp woman, that laundress.”

	Wallie had been following this intently, and it seemed to me that he looked relieved. He had stopped twirling his ring.

	“I see,” he said. “She tied the dogs to the tree herself.”

	“It looks like it.”

	Judy was watching him. “Feeling better, Wallie?” she asked, looking more cheerful herself. “Weight off the old mind, and all that?”

	But he did not even hear her. He drew a long breath and lighted a cigarette.
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