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  Chapter One




  On the day that Emily Foss died a motorcycle, ridden at high speed, came crashing out of a side road to collide with the small country bus running between Finney’s Bridge

  and Elsham. The young man on the motorcycle put on his brakes with a screech that brought people out of their houses a hundred yards away, but it was too late; one window of the bus was smashed,

  several people screamed, and most of the passengers alighted to stand about and await the arrival of the police. The young man remarked, with the coolness of his kind, “Lucky for me I was

  wearing a crash helmet,” and promptly fainted. A woman who said she was a nurse came hustling forward, and soon after that the police appeared and went into their usual routine. The

  passengers climbed back into the bus and began animatedly discussing the incident.




  “Just shock,” said the nurse cheerfully, popping in her head. “No broken bones. They’re getting an ambulance.”




  The occupants of the bus made appropriate comments. The general impression seemed to be that it was quite nice to have a little excitement once in a while, since no one was seriously hurt, of

  course. One passenger, however, proved an exception, seeming to be in a state of considerable dismay. She was a girl of about twenty, wearing what was virtually the uniform of her age group that

  year, tight dark-blue jeans, brilliantly colored sweater and a scarf around her pretty throat. Her fair hair was worn rather long and pulled through a ring into a pony tail. Her open sandals

  displayed vividly painted toenails and she carried a ridiculous little raffia affair shaped like a hamper, to contain her make-up and a very slender purse.




  “Are we going to be held up much longer?” she presently inquired of the driver in disturbed tones.




  Two stout women close by looked displeased. “Someone’s nearly got himself killed,” said one severely.




  “Won’t be the only one if I miss my date,” retorted the girl.




  “Date? Going to the pictures p’raps?”




  “Why not?”




  The woman looked shocked. “Fancy thinking about pictures when a young chap’s got himself half killed.”




  “Not his fault he didn’t finish the job,” came the heartless comment as the girl looked at her wrist watch.




  The second stout woman had recourse to sarcasm. “Maybe if you was to telephone the cinema they’d ’old up the picture for you.”




  “If I don’t get there in time,” muttered the girl, whose name was Dinah James, “I don’t know what I’ll do. Life and death it could be.”




  An elderly man joined in the conversation. “If you miss the picture, my girl,” he said, “I’ll tell you what you can do. Go home and wash that muck off your face.

  I’d like to see any girl of mine going about dressed like that.”




  “Not my fault,” returned Dinah spiritedly, “if you still live in the Ark down in the country.”




  The three tossed their noses in the air and sat smirking. A city girl. They’d known it from the start. And all that fuss about a picture—life and death indeed.




  They would have been abashed to know that this time the girl was right.




  It seemed an eternity before the driver swung himself back into his seat and the conductor tinged the bell. They careered along at a good pace, trying to make up for lost time. Conversation was

  free and speculative. Only Dinah sat silent. “Len,” chanted the wheels as they put on speed, leaving the built-up area, “Len—Len—Len . . .”




  The big clock outside the Roxy at Burtonwood stood at five-fifty-five. The big picture started at six. The line that had been assembling from half past five had gone in; stray

  couples and singles came hurrying up to dive through the swing door, take tickets and vanish into the darkness beyond. Only one young man still hung about outside.




  But for the wary look in the eyes, the general air of mistrustfulness that marked the features, it could have been a handsome face; the eyes themselves were well shaped and spaced, the mouth,

  though large, was finely cut; the dark hair, slicked back in the manner of the day, sprang thick and strong from the skull; but there was no repose there, no ease. The dark eyes moved this way and

  that, swift as a rat’s, always prepared for the unseen foe; the mouth turned down in a disagreeable curve as the young man flung up his arm to consult the handsome heavy watch he wore on his

  wrist. His clothes had seen better days, but he wore them with an air of defiance, and tried to rectify their shabbiness by a flamboyant, patterned tie.




  The doorman came up.




  “Big picture just starting,” he warned.




  The young man turned and gave him a hard look. “So what?”




  “Well, this is a Theatre; it wasn’t put up for weary Willies to lean against,” the man retorted. “And I never heard there was any harm keeping a civil tongue in your

  head.”




  He withdrew, outraged.




  The young man’s face darkened. All the same they were—dames, he meant; kept a fellow waiting till what’s o’clock while they fixed their faces or repainted their toenails.

  Took it for granted the fellows would hang about till it pleased them to turn up. This one was just like the rest. Funny how a fellow kept on being led up the garden path. He’d have sworn she

  was different. Just another game life played on you, and to hell with the lot of them. He stuck his hands in his pockets and, whistling a rock-an’-roll tune, slouched away.




  The girl arrived ten minutes later, running from the bus stop, feeling for her purse. Lennie was gone, of course; she hurried inside in case he was waiting by the box office,

  but there was only the dapper little doorman teasing the girl at the chocolate counter.




  “You’ve missed the first part,” he told her.




  “I couldn’t help it. There was an accident, the bus was delayed. Did—did anyone leave a message?”




  “A message? Here? This isn’t the Ritz, you know.” Then, seeing the distress in her face, he softened. “Maybe he thought you wasn’t coming and went in.”




  “Oh, I shouldn’t think so. Anyway, I’d never find him in the dark.” She moved disconsolately away.




  “Stood ’er up. I’m not surprised,” said the chocolate girl. “Men, they’re awful.”




  “Well, you should know.”




  The doorman picked up the conversation where it had been interrupted. He had forgotten already about the dark young man with the angry face—though events were going to recall him before

  time was much older.




  That day marked a turning point in life for a number of other people in the neighborhood, besides the motorcyclist and the girl in the blue jeans. Among them, of course, was

  Emily Foss, who, though she didn’t know it, was approaching her last few hours on earth. She didn’t look the least like the kind of person to be touched either by romance or tragedy,

  and certainly the first had never come her way. She was a rather angular spinster of sixty-four, and this was the first time in her life she was ever to attract public attention; and it

  didn’t do her much good because she was beyond appreciating it.




  She was one of those women who appear so insignificant it is surprising to find that they throw a shadow just like anyone else. She was neat, reserved, watchful, hard-working and ambitious only

  in the sense that she wished to make two ends meet and simultaneously preserve her own soul. She had spent all her life in the building on Love Street where her widowed father owned a little

  haberdashery shop; during the last three years of his life, she had kept house, looked after the business and acted as nurse to a man who became slowly but inexorably more difficult with each week.

  After he died, she thankfully dismissed the girl who had been making a mess of the accounts for almost a year, and took over affairs herself. She was an indefatigable worker, opening on the stroke

  of eight-thirty, although in that neighborhood no one would dream of crossing the threshold of a shop before nine o’clock, and not putting up the shutters until six, half an hour later than

  anyone else in the street. If an interfering authority had not insisted on a compulsory half-day closing she would have remained open six days a week. Sunday was the Lord’s Day on which she

  would not even do accounts or check stock. She never took a holiday, was never ill, never closed even for stock-taking, which she did over a long August week end. Every Friday night she balanced

  her books and set aside the week’s take, except for the small sum required for current expenditure, to bank the next morning. At nine-thirty on Saturday she hung a card in the door, Back

  at ten o’clock, and went to the bank. Everyone knew her, and there was a tacit understanding that she should be allowed to reopen the shop at the stated time.




  All her leisure was spent in the service of her church, where she was an elder and secretary of the Rebuilding Committee. Her jollifications were its frequent bazaars, to each of which she

  contributed a large homemade fruit cake (“Emily must have thought she was designing a tombstone for her worst enemy,” one purchaser was known to have reported) and a number of articles

  from stock, choosing lines that hadn’t gone well.




  She had a radio and listened to the news, and occasionally to a play, which she almost always found indecent or improbable. She lived alone since her father’s death, without even a pet,

  holding that dogs bring in dirt on their paws, while cats scratch the furniture. As for birds, everyone knows they encourage mice. Her clothes were varying shades of brown, brightened up with a

  purple scarf; she had never owned a pair of nylon stockings in her life, though she reluctantly stocked them, since even the mothers, who should have known better, asked for them these days. And

  the greatest concession she ever made to fashion was a dab of powder on her nose; she thought perfume was sinful, and belonged to a society whose motto was Drink is a mocker. When you had said

  that, you had really said everything about her. Hers was an uncompromising, uncomplicated way of life, simply a matter of doing your duty and paying your bills. Most people, according to Emily,

  were responsible for their own troubles.




  “One of these days,” Barney Marks murmured to his wife, “Emily will get herself murdered or something equally drastic, and then she’ll realize life isn’t as simple

  as she supposes.”




  Thus is many a true word spoken in jest.




  The event that was to put her in the headlines was nothing more striking than a party given by Barney, the prosperous and good-hearted owner of the grocery shop on the corner

  of High Street, to celebrate his daughter’s twenty-first birthday. In addition to coming of age, Rosie was going to announce her engagement to as sensible and promising a young man as any

  father could wish. He wasn’t in the same line of business, so wouldn’t be a competitor or look for favors, financial or otherwise. A handsome, ambitious, confident young fellow,

  destined to go a long way, prophesied Barney. As for Rosie, she was as pretty as any father could wish a girl to be, and sufficiently in love not to notice if her betrothed had the morals of a

  gangster and the appearance of a gorilla. But actually he had neither.




  When her mother said, “And, of course, we must ask Emily,” Rosie exclaimed, “Oh, Mother, no. Not old Emily. She’d put a hoodoo on any party. For one thing she

  doesn’t drink and even if Father does persuade her that champagne isn’t the same as wine she’ll giggle for the rest of the evening and say it tastes exactly like fizzy lemonade,

  only it seems to go up your nose.”




  “So it does to my way of thinking,” said Bessie Marks, calmly.




  “Remember, my lass, she was very kind to you when you were a youngster,” her father reminded her.




  Rosie groaned. “Those awful presents! And the sly way she hid them around the room and made me look for them, clapping her hands and crying ‘Warmer’ or ‘Colder.’

  Mother, this is my party. Why do we have to have her? Ted’ll think she’s something off the Christmas tree.”




  “Now listen, my girl,” said Bessie, “you’re asking a lot of your friends your father and I don’t think so much of; Emily Foss belongs to a time when I was no older

  than you, and I’m not going to hurt her feelings just because you behave like a meanie.”




  “Have a heart, angel face,” Barney put in with feeling.




  “Oh, all right,” Rosie melted. After all, when you were so lucky in your parents and the most wonderful man in the world wanted to marry you, you could afford to be generous.

  “Ask Old King Cole and the Queen of the Golliwogs if it suits you. Come to that, I expect Aunt Em would be more at home with them than anyone else who’s coming.”




  “Anyway it’s a Friday so I daresay she’ll refuse,” Bessie put in. But to everyone’s surprise Emily wrote a rapturous acceptance.




  “One mustn’t become a creature of habit,” she remarked, “and this is a special occasion.”




  The truth was she was delighted to receive the invitation; she couldn’t stop talking about it and moved in an aura of mystery, dropping hints about the twenty-first birthday present

  she’d be bringing with her, without giving any indication of what it might be.




  “From the airs she’s putting on it could be the Kohinoor diamond,” remarked Bessie to her husband.




  “Much more likely to be something out of stock,” said the experienced Rosie. “Probably one of those awful plastic handbags. One thing, you can be sure it’ll be something

  you’ll never dare have on show.”




  “Oh, she may give us all a surprise yet,” Bessie offered in placid tones. “I’m glad we asked her, she really gets no end of a kick out of telling everybody she’ll

  be there.”




  And, indeed, if there was anyone within a mile who didn’t know that Emily was attending the party, it wasn’t the old girl’s fault. She even stopped Rosie in the street to

  remind her she’d be coming. “And I think you’re going to find I shall—let’s say—sing for my supper,” she promised coyly.




  “Oh, drop dead,” muttered Rosie, under her breath.




  Bessie would have been horrified to hear her. So also would that rogue elephant among lawyers, Mr. Arthur Crook, but he never so much as heard Emily’s name until after her demise.




  Emily’s church associates, who comprised practically her entire acquaintance, were secretly green with jealousy. They twitted her outrageously.




  “Remember, when you go bankrupt you’ll only have yourself to thank,” they warned her. “Neglecting your Friday night accounts just to go to a party.”




  “With drink flowing like a river most likely,” said a second. The church favored nonalcoholic beverages, and all you’d get of those at any party in the Marks’ house would

  be drawn by yourself out of a tap.




  Emily rose to the baiting like a trout to a fly.




  “I’m not neglecting the accounts,” she defended herself. “I shall simply do them when I come back. I don’t mean to stay very long. Well, it’s a young

  people’s party. But Bessie and Barney made such a point of my going and it’ll be a nice change for me.”




  “Mind you’re careful, Emily,” said a third. “Don’t forget the church Board Meeting tomorrow night.”




  Emily immediately looked serious. She was an official and it was her boast that she had never missed a meeting. The monthly gatherings were held on a Saturday evening when all the members could

  be free. “I can’t think what Mr. Bastable would do if you weren’t to turn up.” They loved to tease her about her importance; she might look like something blown out

  of a tree, but when it came to method and management she could startle you.




  “Oh yes,” agreed Emily, and her face changed color. No one was quite up to making a comment—even among themselves they bridled their tongues—but there was a feeling that

  Emily had a crush on Mr. Bastable. One or two had even wondered in a roundabout fashion if Emily wasn’t perhaps losing her head just a fraction.




  “She’s so keen on the church and this rebuilding scheme—she makes it an excuse . . . Oh, well, poor old Emily, no one could ever think any harm of her.”




  An ambiguous kind of compliment, really, but they meant it in the nicest possible way.




  “Aren’t you afraid you’ll be robbed while you’re away?” taunted another friend. Because everybody knew old Emily’s phobia about burglars.




  “I’ve thought of all that,” said Emily brightly. “I’ve told Barney I shall bring my receipts with me, and he can put them in his safe during the party, so if any of

  you were thinking of breaking in you can save yourselves the trouble.”




  That evening she was anxious for once to close on the stroke of six. She had even shaken out the cloths with which she covered the counters before she turned the key in the door, hung out the

  forbidding little sign CLOSED and drew down the shade.




  She made up the fire in the sitting room, carefully covering it with dust, because there was a nip in the air and it was one of those endless drizzling days that marked the whole season during

  that depressing year. Fog had followed during the afternoon and you could scarcely, as they say, see your hand before your face. Still, she hadn’t far to go, and if she took the short cut she

  would not even have to cross a main road. She looked out of the window and decided not to spoil her festive appearance with a macintosh. It was only five minutes’ walk and, of course, she

  would take an umbrella.




  She had put everything in readiness, and she didn’t waste a lot of time putting stuff on her face or curling her hair. A stiff brush, a pin or two replaced, her face uncompromisingly

  washed and a faint dab of mauvish powder, and she was ready. She had a special dress for the occasion, a real knock-out of violet cloth with black stripes, and over it she put a fawn-colored coat

  with black moire lapels, embellished with round brass buttons like marbles. Over her hair she arranged a chiffon scarf decorated with sequins (from stock), and she was wearing some excellent

  quality gray silk stockings (from stock) that mysteriously hadn’t caught on. Her neat shoes were pointed and had a strap over the instep, old-fashioned shoes that had to be got for her

  specially by Hardies on High Street. Into her enormous leather bag she put her purse, latchkeys, a handkerchief discreetly dotted with cologne, an immense wallet stuffed with the week’s

  receipts and, finally, the cherished parcel containing Rosie’s twenty-first birthday present. This was a diamond brooch shaped like a crescent that had belonged to her mother. Some weeks

  previously she had taken the brooch to her nephew and sole surviving relative, Sidney Mount, who had a thriving little jeweler’s shop at Elsham, about fifteen miles away, asking him to reset

  the stones in a more modern design and to affix a safety clasp. During the twenty-odd years since Mrs. Foss’s death it had never been worn. Emily felt it was too ostentatious to wear to

  church functions and she never went anywhere else grand enough to justify “real” jewelry.




  Secretly she envied the girl her opportunities of flaunting it, though in no circumstances would she have worn it herself because it might have given an impression of better financial

  circumstances than, in fact, she enjoyed.




  On her way to the party she intended to make a telephone call. She had no phone of her own, old James Foss having set his stubborn face against it. “Be at every Tom, Dick and Harry’s

  beck and call all hours of the day and night,” he had declared. “Not likely.” After his death Miss Foss had made no change. There was a very convenient telephone booth in Newlands

  Court at the narrow end of Love Street. The street was like a pair of half-opened scissors, the wide end pointing into High Street and the narrow end enclosing a little paved courtyard where the

  telephone was situated. Dwellers on Love Street believed it had been put there for their sole convenience. Few casual passers-by troubled to walk down the narrow pavement to this box, preferring to

  hang about on High Street. At the other end of the court was a narrow lane bounded by a blank wall that was the back of the houses on Barnard Place. And on the corner, beyond the back door, was the

  handsome, trimly kept mansion, as it seemed to Burtonwood, where Barney Marks lived with his wife and daughter. It was possible, of course, to approach the house from High Street, but on her rare

  visits Emily always took the short cut.




  When she was dressed she pulled old-fashioned galoshes over her shoes, opened her dignified umbrella with its duck’s-head handle and stepped out in the street. The rain was very slight

  now, what she called spitting, but the fog was more opaque. The small houses opposite were mostly shop premises, all closed now for the night. One or two lights gleamed in upper storeys, but for

  the most part the proprietors didn’t live over their shops. There was no one in sight as she carefully closed the gate and turned, walking on delicate catlike feet toward the telephone. As

  she went toward it she was rehearsing what she intended to say; clenched in a fabric-clad hand were the necessary coppers. Short and clear, she reminded herself. The minister had said only last

  Sunday, “The commands of God are short and clear; He doesn’t argue and He doesn’t compromise.” Without any blasphemous intent, Emily was resolved on this occasion to follow

  the divine example. She knew the number and the minute she got her connection she would say . . .




  At this juncture she came to an abrupt halt. The thing she hadn’t allowed for had occurred. The telephone booth was already occupied.




  







  Chapter Two




  The invitation said six-thirty and you could bet Emily would be there on the dot. So Barney was able to assure the police in due course they could count on her having left her

  house not later than six-twenty-five. The Markses were doing things in a big way, with Barney opening the bottles of champagne so rapidly that some wit remarked it sounded like a battlefield. From

  six-thirty on the crowds came pouring in and the clock had struck seven before he found time to say to his wife, “By the way, I haven’t set eyes on Emily. I suppose she’s here

  somewhere.”




  Bessie was as startled as he. “I never thought—no, I don’t believe she came. Rosie—Rosie, listen a minute. Have you seen Aunt Emily?”




  Rosie shook her fair, beautifully waved head. “I expect the rain put her off. Afraid of bronchitis or something. Mother, how soon can we start dancing?”




  “Of course it’s not the weather,” Bessie admitted to her husband. “It ’ud take a flood to put Emily off a do like this. But perhaps she’s not feeling well.

  Poor old Em.”




  “She’d telephone,” said Barney, looking troubled.




  “She hasn’t a phone.”




  “There’s that booth in Newlands Court. What the Council were thinking of when they put one there I can never imagine. Useful for the kids to cuddle in, I suppose.”




  Bessie agreed. “So there is. Perhaps her watch stopped. It’s all right, Barney, she’ll come when she’s ready. She’s probably changed her mind about bringing the

  money and has decided to do the accounts first. You know what a creature of habit she is.”




  But Barney was not put off by any of this; he was a big, prosperous, kindly man and he frankly thought Emily’s life too appalling to contemplate.




  “I’m going to slip around.”




  “Barney, you can’t. You’re the host.”




  “Let my prospective son-in-law act as my stand-in,” said Barney. “There’s nothing to this host business but opening the champagne, and I can see a dozen chaps at least

  who’d volunteer for that.”




  “It’ll look so queer.”




  “Don’t you believe it. No one’ll even notice. Nobody ever notices the host at a party, until the drink runs out. Hadn’t you realized that? She may have had an accident;

  it’s like glass underfoot. Remember the time she slipped in front of the fishmarket and fell flat on her face? Nearly broke the pavement.”




  “Poor old Emily. She looked like a kid’s map of Europe for a forthnight afterwards, all the colors of the rainbow. Oh, all right, Barney, but don’t forget your flashlight, and

  don’t you go slipping. You’d go right through the pavement, the weight you are.”




  Barney knew the old girl would come by the short cut, and he hurried through the court. But he never got as far as the house because, as he drew alongside the telephone booth, he saw her, an old

  bundle pitched down in the gutter, not moving, not aware of him, so huddled and motionless that he had to stoop to make sure it was really she. Her bizarre finery, splattered with mud and slowly

  but steadily soaked by the rain, made her seem more fantastic than usual. The rain had made the sequins sticky and the scarf stuck to her pale face. But for all that he could see the great dark

  bruise disfiguring her narrow old woman’s jaw—lying there, he thought, she might be seventy or eighty, any age, and he wondered for a fleeting moment how she had looked when she was

  young. He did not care for the way she was lying, limp yet twisted, and although he bent close saying her name, trying to rouse a spark of response, he might as well have been talking to a corpse.

  For a moment he even thought that was what she had become, but presently he found her heart and discerned a sluggish reluctant beat; he was less successful with her pulse, but presumably it was

  there—the problem was how long it would stay there. Blessing the council for once for putting the telephone booth on this absurd site, he shut himself inside and called the police.




  “It’s a case for an ambulance,” he warned them. “She’s probably been lying here half an hour, and in weather like this that isn’t going to do her any good.

  I’ll stand by till your men come.”




  While he waited he rang his own house.




  “Oh dear,” said Bessie when she understood the situation. “Isn’t that just what you might expect would happen to Emily? I’m very sorry for her, of course, but I

  don’t want Rosie’s evening ruined. You’re only twenty-one once.”




  “Thank goodness for that,” said Barney heartily. “No need to say anything to Rosie—if she happens to notice I’m not there, that is,” he warned his wife.

  “Say I was called to the phone or something.”




  It was very cold; he shoved his hands in his pockets, walking up and down, and gently stamping his feet. Once he knelt beside Emily, and tried to make her more comfortable, till common sense

  assured him that in her state she would not realize whether she were comfortable or no. The world seemed empty tonight, and the rain began to fall more heavily in vicious lances; it was hard to

  think that not five minutes away his own house was full of vitality and gaiety and confidence in the future and the world.




  He heard the welcome sound of feet at last, and the ambulance men came with a stretcher past the two posts at the High Street end of the lane.




  “Don’t believe in doing things by halves, does she?” said one of the men, as they expertly shoveled her up and ran her into the ambulance. It occurred to Barney she looked just

  like someone being skillfully spooned into a shelf in a mausoleum. Nothing was lacking but the coffin. A policeman had accompanied the ambulance. After the men had got Emily up, he stood looking

  around in a perplexed sort of way and flashing his bull’s-eye lantern.




  “Dropped something?” asked Barney.




  “You didn’t touch anything, sir?” said the bobby.




  “Not unless you count the old lady. Why? Do you think I might have helped myself to the family jewels?”




  “You said she was coming to a party at your house. Well, then, wouldn’t she be carrying a handbag, if only for a latchkey—and a handkerchief,” he added as an

  afterthought. “There weren’t any pockets in that coat. I noticed particularly.”




  That was the first intimation that Emily’s fall might not be just accident.




  They searched around, Barney with his flashlight and the constable with his bull’s-eye, but there was no sign of a bag anywhere in the neighborhood. They did, however, find two coppers

  that had rolled against the wall and that might have fallen from the unconscious woman’s hand.




  “Two?” wondered Barney, and the policeman pointed to a drain close by.




  “Could have had three or four,” he suggested, “and the others ran down there. Could she have been calling you up, do you think, to say she couldn’t come, after

  all?”




  “You want to get yourself a pair of glasses,” said Barney unkindly. “Had it escaped your notice that she’s dressed to kill?”




  Then he drew a sharp breath. “Dressed to kill! Dressed to be killed?” He shivered, and not just because of the rain; he was too warm-blooded a man for that to trouble

  him.




  The policeman was still flashing his lantern, but the only other unusual thing they found was an open umbrella that had been blown a little along the court; some of the spokes were crushed, and

  the man remarked, “Wind wouldn’t account for that damage. Someone’s stepped on it. And, of course, if she had it up and was taken by surprise, she would have precious little

  chance of defending herself. Umbrella in one hand,” he went on, “and I suppose she’d have the bag on a strap over her arm; beats me that women haven’t found a better way of

  carrying their money—fellow would only have to snatch—that ’ud account for the mark on her jaw, too. Must have fought back,” he added, reflectively.




  “A bag thief?” Barney sounded unconvinced. “Taking a chance, wasn’t he, hanging about in the court? On a night like this he could have wasted the whole

  evening.”




  “There’s the telephone booth,” the constable pointed out. “She could have been calling up and then out of the booth she comes and he sees his chance, jumps from behind,

  she half turns—well, perhaps she’ll be able to tell us herself what happened though sometimes in cases of shock they don’t remember. You say you know her, sir?”




  Barney looked at him sharply. “You’re new here?” he suggested. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have to ask. She’s Miss Foss, keeps the little haberdashery in Love

  Street. An old family concern, took it over when her father died fifteen years ago. It’s her life; come to think of it, it’s the only life she can ever have known. Poor Emily! Coming

  around to a party . . .” he stopped. “That’s another thing. She was coming to my daughter’s coming-of-age party, and for weeks past she’s been dropping hints about the

  present she was going to bring with her. As my wife said, if it had been the Kohinoor diamond she couldn’t have been more mysterious.”




  “And that would have been in the bag, too?”




  “Must have been, if she hadn’t any pockets to the coat. Sharp of you to notice that. As a matter of fact, I know she was bringing it because she said to my wife, ‘I won’t

  send it, it’s—well, let’s say it’s fragile. But tell Rosie—that’s my daughter—I haven’t forgotten her.’ ”




  “You don’t know what it was, I suppose?”




  “Haven’t a clue. But . . .” and here his big fresh-colored face seemed to darken. “I’ve thought of something else. Friday’s the night she does the shop

  accounts, balances up the money, gets everything ready for the bank next day. Well, she said she’d bring the money along with her and would I put it in the safe till the party was over. So

  she would have had that with her, too.”




  “Anyone else likely to know?”




  Barney shook his head. “Couldn’t tell you that. She kept herself to herself as they say, but with friends she didn’t mind opening her mouth. She might have dropped a hint or

  even spoken outright. She had a phobia, don’t they call it, about being burgled. Couldn’t bear to hear of burglaries. That and dying were the two subjects that were verboten with her.

  ‘Time enough to think about making a will when I’m going to die,’ she said to my wife once. She and Mrs. Marks had been friends for years,” he added explanatorily.

  “That’s why we made such a point of asking her, and why she broke her rule of years and agreed to come, even though it was a Friday.”




  “Any idea how much money it might be?” the constable murmured, but Barney shook his head.




  “Fifty pounds, sixty pounds, I couldn’t say. She was the only haberdasher around, so she got a lot of small trade. Funny thing in a town this size, there’s only one other, and

  that’s Bertram’s up at the far end, and they’re a big place, three floors. Well, it’s a shocking business, but I must be getting back now, or my wife ’ill think

  I’ve been knocked on the head. If you catch the guy and want me to give evidence—though I don’t see how I can help you much—you know where I live.”
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