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    In a crowded city where people brush past one another with practiced indifference, a single, unseen act of violence forces everyone to confront how easily a life can vanish into anonymity and how stubbornly truth resists the pressure of haste, rumor, and fear.

The Man in the Queue is a Golden Age detective novel set in interwar London, written by Josephine Tey, the pen name of Scottish writer Elizabeth MacKintosh, and first published in the late 1920s. It introduces Inspector Alan Grant of Scotland Yard, whose intellect and restraint anchor the investigation. The story unfolds amid theaters, streets, and police offices, evoking a city that dazzles and obscures in equal measure. This Musaicum Vintage Mysteries edition brings a foundational work of classic crime fiction to contemporary readers, situating it within a tradition that values clarity of motive, careful observation, and the testing of hypotheses against human complexity.

The premise begins with a queue outside a London theater, where expectation turns suddenly to shock when a man in line is discovered dead, stabbed in the crush of the crowd. With little to identify the victim and witnesses unsure of what they truly saw, Inspector Grant must build a case from fragments, testing each lead against the stubborn facts. The investigation moves by patient stages—interviews, small deductions, and the slow illumination of character—creating a suspenseful, fair-minded inquiry that favors intelligence over spectacle. Readers can expect a measured, engrossing mystery that rewards attention to nuance and motive.

Tey’s voice is poised and observant, balancing the steady rhythms of police work with moments of sharp psychological insight. Rather than relying on elaborate contrivances, the novel derives tension from what people notice, misremember, conceal, or display. The mood is quietly urgent: danger circulates in ordinary spaces, and significance gathers in everyday gestures. Dialogue and description carry equal weight, and the narrative’s clean lines encourage readers to think alongside the detective. The effect is both modern in its skepticism and classic in its commitment to reasoned inquiry, inviting an active, reflective kind of reading.

At its heart, the book interrogates how identity hardens—or dissolves—under scrutiny. The queue becomes a metaphor for urban life: strangers bound together by circumstance, yet unknown to one another, each playing a role in a public performance that may mask private truths. Themes of perception and misdirection echo the theatrical setting, asking how much we can trust what we think we witness. The novel also probes the ethics of suspicion: what it means to be fair when evidence is incomplete, and how impatience can distort justice. These concerns shape a story that is as moral as it is mysterious.

For readers today, the novel’s questions feel pointed and fresh. How do institutions pursue the truth without being driven by convenience or clamor? How do individuals recognize the limits of their own certainty, especially when fear or grief narrows perspective? The book’s restrained style models a humane skepticism—alert to bias, attentive to context, and cautious of easy answers. Its city is vividly social, with class, work, and entertainment intersecting in ways that mirror contemporary life. The result is not only a finely crafted puzzle but also a study in empathy: a reminder that justice depends on how we look at others.

As the first outing for Inspector Alan Grant, The Man in the Queue offers an ideal entry to Josephine Tey’s distinctive approach to crime fiction: lucid, understated, and focused on character as much as clue. It invites readers to calibrate their own judgments alongside a detective who values patience over flourish and understanding over bravado. Musaicum’s presentation places this classic within reach of new audiences, highlighting its durable craft and quiet boldness. What awaits is an investigation that respects both evidence and humanity, and a city of shadows where attention—careful, exacting, unsentimental—becomes the most reliable guide.
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    On a damp London evening, a long queue forms outside the Woffington Theatre for the farewell performance of the celebrated Ray Marcable. Among the patrons pressed shoulder to shoulder, a man sags and collapses as the doors open. When the crowd parts, he is found dead, a dagger in his back, and no one has seen the blow struck. The assailant appears to have melted into the throng. Police secure the scene amid drizzle, posters, and scattered ticket stubs. The crime’s strange brazenness—committed in public, yet unseen—sets the tone for an investigation driven by patience, reconstruction, and the stubborn elusiveness of fact.

Inspector Alan Grant takes charge of the case, confronting its initial puzzles: a victim with scant identification, a crowd of potential witnesses who remember little, and a weapon that yields few immediate answers. Grant’s measured approach emphasizes detail and sequence. He begins by mapping the queue’s formation and the timing of the theatre’s doors, establishing when the fatal moment could have occurred. He interviews bystanders, ushers, and vendors, comparing their fragmented perceptions. Early theories hinge on opportunity rather than motive, as nothing obvious links the dead man to the star, the show, or the jostling strangers who shared the pavement.

Attention naturally turns to the theatre and its orbit. Grant considers whether the commotion of Ray Marcable’s final performance, the stage-door crush, and heightened emotion offered perfect cover for an attack. He reconstructs the queue with chalk marks and measured steps, positioning the dead man relative to key witnesses. Subtle anomalies emerge: shifting places, a companion who may have slipped away, and a possible gap just before the doors opened. The setting’s glamour contrasts sharply with the anonymity of the victim, prompting questions about the interplay between celebrity and concealment in a crime committed amid excited, distracted onlookers.

As the victim’s identity takes shape, Grant pieces together a modest life with few close ties. Threads lead in several directions—personal entanglement, money troubles, and faint hints of political or foreign connections—yet none provides a decisive motive. Material clues are sparse: a ticket stub, certain distinctive garments, and traces of routine travel. Grant tests each line, discarding explanations that cannot be fitted to time and place. A portrait of the dead man emerges less as a fixed persona than a set of habits, routes, and acquaintances, suggesting that the key may lie in patterns rather than in any single dramatic secret.

From these patterns, a plausible suspect begins to coalesce, marked by hurried departures, veiled associations, and an inconsistent account of movements on the night. Addresses in boarding houses and letters left behind suggest a person living under pressure. Grant follows the faint trail through London’s side streets and modest lodgings, consulting landladies, clerks, and old acquaintances. Each interview adds a fragment: a glimpse of temper, a skill with a knife, or a sudden change of employment. Alibis surface but fail under scrutiny, while the geography of the city—stations, bridges, tramlines—provides both opportunities for escape and a roadmap for pursuit.

The investigation widens beyond London. Evidence points north, and Grant’s search carries him into rural Scotland, where the landscape, weather, and slower rhythms complicate surveillance and arrest. Local constables offer practical knowledge, while chance meetings introduce people who knew the suspect under another name. The possibility of an alias opens new avenues: old regimental ties, work on estates, or casual labor that leaves few records. Grant traces movements along coasts and through small towns, testing stories against timetables. The open spaces and close-knit communities alternately conceal and expose, turning the chase into a study of identity’s fluidity in unfamiliar terrain.

With publicity mounting, Grant balances operational needs against public scrutiny. Newspapers craft narratives around celebrity and danger, amplifying speculation and pressuring the police for rapid results. Grant considers the cost of publishing descriptions versus the risk of driving the quarry underground. He refines the timeline, reenacts the crime’s mechanics, and examines witness memory for suggestion and error. Professional caution shapes his choices: an arrest made too soon may collapse, while hesitation could let a killer vanish. The case becomes a test of procedure—what counts as reliable evidence, how to weigh coincidence, and where to draw the line between intuition and proof.

A decisive encounter shifts the investigation. Testimony challenges accepted assumptions about the victim’s relationships and the suspect’s motives, bringing the theatre world and the fugitive trail into alignment. Details once peripheral—an offhand remark, a borrowed item, a missed appointment—gain new importance. Grant revisits earlier scenes, fitting revised interpretations to the established timings and positions in the queue. Through careful questioning and comparison of accounts, he narrows possibilities to a small number of coherent explanations, each consistent with the weapon, the crowd’s movement, and the suspect’s opportunities. The inquiry approaches resolution without yet disclosing the final identity of the assailant.

The case concludes through a combination of persistent logic and a final, clarifying piece of evidence, bringing the public crime back to a personal motive. Grant’s reconstruction demonstrates how ordinary circumstances—celebrity, impatience, anonymity in a crowd—can mask decisive acts. The outcome underscores the novel’s central concerns: the difficulty of knowing people, the fallibility of observation, and the discipline required to sift rumor from fact. Without dwelling on spectacle, the story emphasizes method and measured judgment. The Man in the Queue presents a crime born in plain sight and solved by scrutinizing what attention overlooks, conveying a sober confidence in reasoned detection.
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    Set in late 1920s London, primarily in the West End, The Man in the Queue unfolds amid neon-lit theatres, crowded pavements, and the metropolitan rhythms of buses, taxis, and Underground stations. The inciting crime occurs in a line for popular musical tickets, a familiar urban ritual in Shaftesbury Avenue’s vicinity, where diverse social strata gathered after work. Scotland Yard, on the Victoria Embankment, anchors the investigative geography, while rail links make swift movement across Britain plausible. The interwar city’s cosmopolitan character—immigrants, provincial newcomers, entertainers, and clerks—creates anonymity within dense crowds. This time and place frame Tey’s exploration of visibility and concealment in modern mass leisure.

The novel’s milieu bears the imprint of the First World War’s aftermath. Between 1914 and 1918, Britain mobilized over five million men and lost more than 700,000; demobilization in 1919 returned veterans to a strained labor market amid the sharp recession of 1920–1921. The influenza pandemic of 1918–1920 killed an estimated 228,000 in the United Kingdom, intensifying grief and social dislocation. New patterns of migration filled London with ex-servicemen seeking work, while war-bred skepticism toward authority permeated public life. The book mirrors this unsettled climate in its emphasis on crowds of strangers, tenuous identities, and the difficulty of reading character in a society reshaped by mass mobilization.

London’s West End experienced a postwar entertainment boom, with revues, musical comedies, and star vehicles drawing nightly queues. Producers like C. B. Cochran and writers such as Noel Coward and Ivor Novello dominated stages along Shaftesbury Avenue and the Strand in the 1920s; theatres like Drury Lane and the Adelphi filled thousands of seats. Queuing for pit or gallery admissions, common before advance booking became universal, produced mixed-class crowds policed by ushers and constables. Electric signage and later neon transformed Piccadilly Circus by the mid‑1920s, extending nightlife. The novel situates its crime in precisely this culture of mass spectacle, using the theatre queue as a microcosm of urban modernity’s proximity and anonymity.

The investigative world of the book reflects the modernization of the Metropolitan Police and the Criminal Investigation Department in the early twentieth century. Scotland Yard established its Fingerprint Bureau in 1901 and a centralized Photographic Bureau soon after; the Flying Squad, created in 1919, used motor cars against armed robbers. Under Commissioner Sir William Horwood (1920–1928), administrative reforms standardized training, while the Judges’ Rules of 1912 guided interrogation and cautions. Forensic medicine, led by pathologists like Sir Bernard Spilsbury, had public prestige after cases such as Crippen (1910) and the Brides in the Bath (1915). Inspector Alan Grant’s method—patient interviews, physical clues, and limited laboratory help—matches this transitional, pre-radio, pre-forensic-lab policing.

Industrial unrest culminated in the General Strike of 3–12 May 1926, when the Trades Union Congress called some 1.7 million workers out in support of miners after the 1925 return to the Gold Standard intensified pressures on the coal industry. The government invoked the Emergency Powers Act of 1920, mobilized volunteers, and maintained public order through extensive policing of transport hubs and streets. Though the strike ended without concessions, it left deep class resentments and a heightened state wariness of large assemblies. The novel’s portrayal of crowd management, orderly queues under watchful eyes, and suspicion of agitators echoes the post‑1926 urban choreography of authority and mass movement.

Women's legal and social status shifted markedly between 1918 and 1928. The Representation of the People Act 1918 enfranchised women over thirty who met property qualifications; the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act 1919 opened professions, allowing women to serve on juries and work as solicitors. The Equal Franchise Act, receiving Royal Assent on 2 July 1928, equalized voting at age twenty‑one for men and women. Women entered offices, shops, and the performing arts in growing numbers, fashioning flapper-era independence yet facing moral scrutiny. The novel’s actresses, clerks, and female witnesses embody this change, navigating work, autonomy, and reputation while interacting with police officers learning to address modern female agency.

A new media environment shaped public reactions to crime. The British Broadcasting Company began in 1922; by 1929 more than two million wireless licenses had been issued, while mass-circulation dailies like the Daily Mail and Daily Express exceeded two million copies. Crime reporting turned murders into national spectacles, and editors cultivated narratives of menace and pursuit. Postwar legislation sustained suspicion of outsiders: the Aliens Restriction Act 1919 and the Aliens Order 1920 required registration and enabled deportation. The novel registers these pressures as rumors about the queue murder spread swiftly, police face publicity demands, and characters read prejudice into accents and appearances within a city alert to the foreigner.

By staging violence in a theatre queue, the book critiques the fragile civility of interwar public life, where class mixing and urban crowds conceal vulnerability and encourage snap judgment. It exposes how policing, constrained by rules, press scrutiny, and limited forensics, can incline toward hasty narratives under social pressure. The treatment of women and migrants reveals persistent hierarchies: reputations are precarious, and difference is read as guilt. The narrative’s insistence on careful observation and the unreliability of witnesses challenges the sensationalism of the age. In tracing these tensions, the work interrogates the justice system’s fairness within a society negotiating mass leisure, economic strain, and enduring class divides.
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It was between seven and eight o’clock on a March evening, and all over London the bars were being drawn back from pit and gallery doors. Bang, thud, and clank. Grim sounds to preface an evening’s amusement. But no last trump could have so galvanized the weary attendants on Thespis and Terpsichore standing in patient column of four before the gates of promise. Here and there, of course, there was no column. At the Irving, five people spread themselves over the two steps and sacrificed in warmth what they gained in comfort; Greek tragedy was not popular. At the Playbox there was no one; the Playbox was exclusive, and ignored the existence of pits. At the Arena, which had a three weeks’ ballet season, there were ten persons for the gallery and a long queue for the pit. But at the Woffington both human strings tailed away apparently into infinity. Long ago a lordly official had come down the pit queue and, with a gesture of his outstretched arm that seemed to guillotine hope, had said, “All after here standing room only.” Having thus, with a mere contraction of his deltoid muscle, separated the sheep from the goats, he retired in Olympian state to the front of the theatre, where beyond the glass doors there was warmth and shelter. But no one moved away from the long line. Those who were doomed to stand for three hours more seemed indifferent to their martyrdom. They laughed and chattered, and passed each other sustaining bits of chocolate in torn silver paper. Standing room only, was i[1q]t? Well, who would not stand, and be pleased to, in the last week of Didn’t You Know? Nearly two years it had run now, London’s own musical comedy, and this was its swan song. The stalls and the circle had been booked up weeks ago, and many foolish virgins, not used to queues, had swelled the waiting throng at the barred doors because bribery and corruption had proved unsuccessful at the box office. Every soul in London, it seemed, was trying to crowd into the Woffington to cheer the show just once again. To see if Golly Gollan had put a new gag into his triumph of foolery—Gollan who had been rescued from a life on the road by a daring manager, and had been given his chance and had taken it. To sun themselves yet once more in the loveliness and sparkle of Ray Marcable, that comet that two years ago had blazed out of the void into the zenith and had dimmed the known and constant stars. Ray danced like a blown leaf, and her little aloof smile had killed the fashion for dentifrice advertisements in six months. “Her indefinable charm,” the critics called it, but her followers called it many extravagant things, and defined it to each other with hand-wavings and facial contortions when words proved inadequate to convey the whole of her faery quality. Now she was going to America, like all the good things, and after the last two years London without Ray Marcable would be an unthinkable desert. Who would not stand for ever just to see her once more?

It had been drizzling since five o’clock, and every now and then a light chill air lifted the drizzle and half playfully swept the queue from end to end with it in one long brushstroke. That discouraged no one—even the weather could not take itself seriously tonight; it had merely sufficient tang to provide a suitable aperitif to the fare in front of them. The queue twiddled its toes, and Cockneywise made the most of whatever entertainment provided itself in the dark canyon of the lane. First there had come the newsboys, small things with thin, impassive faces and wary eyes. They had flickered down the queue like wildfire and disappeared, leaving behind a trail of chatter and fluttering papers. Then a man with legs shorter than his body laid a ragged strip of carpet on the damp pavement and proceeded to tie himself into knots until he looked as a spider does when it is taken unawares, his mournful toad’s eyes gleaming now and then from totally unexpected places, in the writhing mass, so that even the most indifferent spectator felt his spine trickle. He was succeeded by a man who played popular airs on the fiddle, happily oblivious of the fact that his E string was half a tone flat. Then, simultaneously, came a singer of sentimental ballads and a syncopated orchestra of three. After they had scowled at each other for a moment or two, the soloist tried to rush things on the possession-being-nine-points principle, by breaking into a wailing Because you came to me, but the leader of the orchestra, handing his guitar to a lieutenant, proceeded to interview the tenor, with his elbows out and his hands lifted. The tenor tried to ignore him by looking over his head, but found it difficult, because the musician was half a head taller than himself and appeared to be ubiquitous. He persevered for another two lines, and then the ballad wavered uncertainly into bitter expostulation in his natural voice, and two minutes later he faded up the dark alley, mumbling threats and complaints, and the orchestra broke into the latest dance tune. This being more to the taste of the moderns than inappropriate resurrection of decayed sentiment, they promptly forgot all about the poor victim of force majeure, and twiddled their toes in time to the lively measure. After the orchestra, and severally, came a conjurer, an evangelist, and a man who allowed himself to be tied up in a rope with imposing-looking knots, and as imposingly worked himself free.

All these did their little turn and moved on to another performance elsewhere, and each one before leaving made a tour of the line, thrusting limp but importunate headgear into the meagre interstices of the queue, and saying, “Thank you! Thank you!” as encouragement to the bountiful. By way of punctuation to the programme, there had been vendors of sweetmeats, vendors of matches, vendors of toys, vendors even of picture post cards. And the crowd had parted good-naturedly with their pence and found amusement sufficient to their needs.

Now a shudder ran down the line—a shudder that the experienced recognized as but one thing. Stools were given up or folded into handbags, food disappeared, purses appeared. The doors were open. The lovely exciting gamble had begun. Was it to be win, place, or lose by the time they came to the wicket? Up in the front of the queue where the order was less mathematically two-and-two than down in the open, the excitement of the door-opening had for a moment or two overcome the habitual place-keeping instincts of the Englishman—I say Englishman advisedly; the Scot has none of it—and there had been a mild pushing and readjustment before the queue had become immobile in a wedged and short-breathing mass before the guichet[1], which was immediately inside the pit door. The clink and rattle of coin on brass proclaimed the continual hurried transactions which made the lucky ones free of paradise. The very sound of it made those behind strain forward unconsciously until the crowd in front protested as audibly as their crushed lungs permitted, and a policeman went down the queue to remonstrate. “Now then, now then, stand back a bit. There’s plenty of time. You won’t get in by pushing. All in good time.” Now and then the whole line tottered forward a few inches as the emancipated ones ran in twos and threes from the head of it, like beads rolling from a broken string. Now a fat woman held them up by fumbling in her bag for more money. Surely the fool could have found out before now the exact amount required instead of keeping them back like this. As if conscious of their hostility she turned to the man behind her and said angrily:

“ ’Ere, I’ll thank you to stop shoving. Can’t a lady be allowed to take out her purse without every one losing their manners?”

But the man she addressed took no notice. His head was sunk on his chest. Only the top of his soft hat met her beady indignant gaze. She snorted, and moving away from him to face the box office squarely laid down the money she had been searching for. And as she did so the man sank slowly to his knees, so that those behind almost fell over him, stayed like that for a moment, and then keeled still more slowly over on his face.

“Chap fainted,” said some one. No one moved for a moment or two. Minding one’s own business in a crowd today is as much an instinct of self-preservation as a chameleon’s versatility. Perhaps some one would claim the chap. But no one did; and so a man with more social instinct or more self-importance than the rest moved forward to help the collapsed one. He was about to bend over the limp heap when he stopped as if stung and recoiled hastily. A woman shrieked three times, horribly; and the pushing, heaving queue froze suddenly to immobility.

In the white clear light of the naked electric in the roof, the man’s body, left alone by the instinctive withdrawal of the others, lay revealed in every detail. And rising slantwise from the grey tweed of his coat was a little silver thing that winked wickedly in the baleful light.

It was the handle of a dagger.

Almost before the cry of “Police!” had gone up, the constable had come from his job of pacification at the other end of the queue. At the first of the woman’s shrieks he had turned. No one shrieked like that except when faced by sudden death. Now he stood looking for a moment at the picture, bent over the man, turned his head gently to the light, released it, and said to the man at the guichet:

“Phone for the ambulance and the police.”

He turned his rather shocked gaze on the queue.

“Any one here know the gentleman?”

But no one claimed acquaintance with the still thing on the floor.

Behind the man there had been a prosperous suburban couple. The woman was moaning continuously and without expression, “Oh, let’s go home, Jimmy! Oh, let’s go home!” On the opposite side of the guichet stood the fat woman, arrested by this sudden horror, grasping her ticket in her black cotton gloves but making no effort to secure a seat now that the way lay open to her. Down the waiting line behind, the news went like fire in stubble—a man had been murdered!—and the crowd in the sloping vestibule began to mill suddenly in hopeless confusion as some tried to get away from the thing that had spoiled all thought of entertainment, and some tried to push forward to see, and some indignant ones fought to keep the place they had stood so many hours for.

“Oh, let’s go home, Jimmy! Oh, let’s go home!”

Jimmy spoke for the first time. “I don’t think we can, old girl, until the police decide whether they want us or not.”

The constable heard him and said, “You’re quite right there. You can’t go. You first six will stay where you are—and you, missus,” he added to the fat woman. “The rest come on.” And he waved them on as he would wave the traffic past a broken-down car.

Jimmy’s wife broke into hysterical sobbing, and the fat woman expostulated. She had come to see the show and didn’t know anything about the man. The four people behind the suburban couple were equally reluctant to be mixed up in a thing they knew nothing about, with results that no one could foresee. They too protested their ignorance.

“Maybe,” said the policeman, “but you’ll have to explain all that at the station. There’s nothing to be scared of,” he added for their comfort, and rather unconvincingly in the circumstances.

So the queue came on. The doorkeeper brought a green curtain from somewhere and covered up the body. The automatic clink and rattle of coin began again and went on, indifferent as rain. The doorkeeper, moved from his habitual Jovian abstraction by their plight or by the hope of reward, offered to keep their rightful seats for the seven derelicts. Presently came the ambulance and the police from Gowbridge Police Station. An inspector had a short interview with each of the detained seven, took names and addresses, and dismissed them with a warning to be ready to come up if called upon. Jimmy took his sobbing wife away to a taxi, and the other five straggled soberly in to the seats over which the doorkeeper was brooding, just as the curtain rose on the evening performance of Didn’t You Know?
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Superintendent Barker applied a carefully manicured forefinger to the ivory bell-push on the under side of his table, and kept it there until a minion appeared.

“Tell Inspector Grant that I want to see him,” he said to the minion, who was doing his best to look obsequious in the great man’s presence, but was frustrated in his good intention by an incipient embonpoint[2] which compelled him to lean back a little in order to preserve his balance, and by the angle of his nose which was the apotheosis of impudence. Bitterly conscious of failure, the minion withdrew to deliver the message and to bury the memory of his confusion among the unsympathetic perfection of files and foolscap from which he had been summoned, and presently Inspector Grant came into the room and greeted his chief cheerily as one man to another. And his chief’s face brightened unconsciously in his presence.

If Grant had an asset beyond the usual ones of devotion to duty and a good supply of brains and courage, it was that the last thing he looked like was a police officer. He was of medium height and slight in build, and he was—now, if I say dapper, of course you will immediately think of something like a tailor’s dummy, something perfected out of all individuality, and Grant is most certainly not that; but if you can visualize a dapperness that is not of the tailor’s dummy type, then that is Grant. Barker had for years striven unsuccessfully to emulate his subordinate’s chic; he succeeded merely in looking too carefully dressed. He lacked the flair for things sartorial as he lacked flair in most things. He was a plodder. But that was the worst that could be said about him. And when he started plodding after some one, that some one usually wished he had never been born.

He regarded his subordinate now with an admiration untinged with any resentment, appreciated his son-of-the-morning atmosphere—he himself had been awake most of the night with sciatica[3]—and came to business.

“Gowbridge are very sick,” he said. “In fact, Gow Street went so far as to insinuate that it was a conspiracy.”

“Oh? Some one been pulling their legs?”

“No, but last night’s affair is the fifth big thing in their district in the last three days, and they’re fed up. They want us to take this last affair over.”

“What is that? The theatre-queue business, is it?”

“Yes, and you are O.C. investigations. So get busy. You can have Williams. I want Barber to go down to Berkshire about that Newbury burglary. The locals down there will want a lot of soft soap because we have been called in, and Barber is better at that than Williams. I think that is all. Better get down to Gow Street right away. Good luck.”

Half an hour later Grant was interviewing the Gowbridge police surgeon. Yes, the surgeon said, the man had been dead when he was brought into hospital. The weapon was a thin, exceedingly sharp stiletto. It had been driven into the man’s back on the left side of the backbone with such force that the hilt had pressed his garments to a wad which had kept any blood from flowing. What had escaped had oozed out round the wound without coming to the outer surface at all. In his opinion the man had been stabbed a considerable time—perhaps ten minutes or more—before he had collapsed as the people in front moved away. In a squash like that he would be held up and moved along by the crowd. In fact, it would have been a sheer impossibility to fall if one had wanted to in such a closely packed mob. He thought it highly unlikely that the man was even aware that he had been struck. So much pressing and squeezing and involuntary hurting went on on these occasions that a sudden and not too painful blow would not be noticed.

“And about the person who stabbed him? Anything peculiar about the stabbing?”

“No, except that the man was strong and left-handed.”

“Not a woman?”

“No, it would need more strength than a woman has to drive the blade in as it has been driven. You see, there was no room for a back-sweep of the arm. The blow had to be delivered from a position of rest. Oh no, it was a man’s work. And a determined man’s, too.”

“Can you tell me anything about the dead man himself?” asked Grant, who liked to hear a scientific opinion on any subject.

“Not much. Well nourished—prosperous, I should say.”

“Intelligent?”

“Yes, very, I should think.”

“What type?”

“What type of occupation, do you mean?”

“No, I can deduce that for myself. What type of—temperament, I suppose you’d call it?”

“Oh, I see.” The surgeon thought for a moment. He looked doubtfully at his interlocutor. “Well, no one can say that for a certainty—you understand that?” And when Grant had acknowledged the qualification: “but I should call him one of the ‘lost cause’ type.” He raised his eyebrows interrogatively at the inspector and, assured of his understanding, added, “He had practical enough qualities in his face, but his hands were a dreamer’s. You’ll see for yourself.”

Together they viewed the body. It was that of a young man of twenty-nine or thirty, fair-haired, hazel-eyed, slim, and of medium height. The hands, as the doctor had pointed out, were long and slim and not used to manual work. “Probably stood a lot,” said the surgeon with a glance at the man’s feet. “And walked with his left toe turned in.”

“Do you think his assailant had any knowledge of anatomy?” asked Grant. It was almost incredible that so small a hole had let a man’s life out.

“It wasn’t done with the precision of a surgeon, if that’s what you mean. As for a knowledge of anatomy, practically every one who is old enough to have lived through the war has a working knowledge of anatomy. It may have been just a lucky shot—and I rather think it was.”

Grant thanked him and came to business with the Gow Street officials. On a table were laid out the scanty contents of the man’s pockets. Grant was conscious of a faint dismay when he saw their fewness. A white cotton handkerchief, a small pile of loose change (two half-crowns, two sixpences, a shilling, four pennies, and a half-penny), and—unexpected—a service revolver[4]. The handkerchief was well worn but had no laundry mark or initial. The revolver was fully loaded.

Grant examined them in a disgusted silence. “Laundry marks on his clothes?” he asked.

No, there were no marks of any kind.

And no one had come to claim him? Not even any one to make inquiries?

No, no one but that old madwoman who laid claim to every one the police found.

Well, he would see the clothes for himself. Painstakingly he examined each article of clothing. Both hat and shoes were well worn, the shoes so much so that the maker’s name, which should have been on the lining, had been obliterated. The hat when new had been bought from a firm who owned shops all over London and the provinces. Both were good of their kind, and though well worn neither was shabby. The blue suit was fashionable if rather too pronounced in cut, and the same might be said of the grey overcoat. The man’s linen was good if not expensively so, and the shirt was of a popular shade. All the clothes, in fact, had belonged to a man who either took an interest in clothes or was accustomed to the society of those who did. A salesman in a men’s outfitter’s, perhaps. As the Gowbridge people had said, there were no laundry marks. That meant either that the man had wanted to hide his identity or that his linen was washed habitually at home. Since there was no sign of any obliteration of marks it followed that the latter was the reasonable explanation. On the other hand, the tailor’s name had been deliberately removed from the suit. That and the scantiness of the man’s belongings pointed certainly to a desire on his part to conceal his identity.

Lastly—the dagger. It was a wicked little weapon in its viperish slenderness. The handle was of silver, about three inches long, and represented the figure of some saint, bearded and robed. Here and there it was touched with enamel in bright primitive colours such as adorn sacred images in Catholic countries. In general it was of a type fairly common in Italy and along the south coast of Spain. Grant handled it gingerly.

“How many people have had their hands on it?” he asked.

The police had commandeered it as soon as the man had arrived in hospital and it could be removed. No one had touched it since. But the expression of satisfaction was wiped from Grant’s face when the information was added that it had been tested for fingerprints and had been found blank. Not even a blurred one spoiled the shining surface of the smug saint.

“Well,” said Grant, “I’ll take these and get on.” He left instructions with Williams to take the dead man’s fingerprints and to have the revolver examined for peculiarities. To his own sight it seemed to be an exceedingly ordinary service revolver of a type which since the war has been as common in Britain as grandfather clocks. But, as has been said, Grant liked to hear authorities on their own subject. He himself took a taxi and spent the rest of the day interviewing the seven persons who had been nearest the unknown when he collapsed the previous night.

As the taxi bore him hither and thither he let his thought play round and over the situation. He had not the faintest hope that these people he interviewed would be of use to him. They had one and all denied any knowledge of the man when first questioned, and they were not likely to alter their minds as to that now. Also, if any of them had seen a companion with the dead man previously, or had noticed anything suspicious, they would have been only too ready to say so. It was Grant’s experience that ninety-nine people proffered useless information where one was silent. Again, the surgeon had said that the man had been stabbed some time before it had been noticed, and no assassin was going to stay in the immediate neighbourhood of his victim until the deed was discovered. Even if the possibility of a bluff had occurred to the murderer, the chances of a connexion between himself and his victim being established were too good to allow a sensible man—and a man bent on self-preservation is usually shrewd enough—to indulge in it. No, the man who did it had left the queue some time before. He must find some one who had noticed the murdered man before his death and had seen him in converse with some one. There was, of course, the possibility to be faced that there had been no converse, that the murderer had merely taken up a place behind his victim and slipped away when the thing was done. In that case he had to find some one who had seen a man leave the queue. That should not be difficult. The Press could be called to help.

Idly he considered the type of man it would be. No thorough Englishman used such a weapon. If he used steel at all he took a razor and cut a person’s throat. But his habitual weapon was a bludgeon, and, failing that, a gun. This was a crime that had been planned with an ingenuity and executed with a subtlety that was foreign to an Englishman’s habit of thought. The very femininity of it proclaimed the Levant, or at the very least one used to Levantine habits of life. A sailor perhaps. An English sailor used to the Mediterranean ports might have done it. But then, would a sailor have been likely to think of anything so subtle as the queue? He would have been more likely to wait for a dark night and a lonely street. The picturesqueness of the thing was Levantine. An Englishman was obsessed with the desire to hit. The manner of the hitting did not habitually concern him.

That made Grant think of motive, and he considered the more obvious ones: theft, revenge, jealousy, fear. The first was ruled out; the man’s pockets could have been picked half a dozen times by an expert practitioner in such a crowd, without any more violence than a fly bestows in alighting. Revenge or jealousy? Most probably—Levantines were notoriously vulnerable in their feelings; an insult rankled for a lifetime, a straying smile on the part of their adored, and they ran amok. Had the man with the hazel eyes—he had, undoubtedly, been attractive—come between a Levantine and his girl?

For no reason whatever Grant did not think so. He did not for a moment lose sight of the possibility, but—he did not think so. There remained fear. Was the fully loaded revolver prepared for the man who slid that sliver of steel into the owner’s back? Had the dead man intended to shoot the Levantine on sight, and had the assassin known it and lived in terror? Or was it the other way about? Was it the dead man who had carried a weapon of defence which had not availed him? But then there was the unknown man’s desire to slough his identity. A loaded revolver in these circumstances pointed to suicide. But if he contemplated suicide, why postpone it while he went to the play? What other motive induced a man to make himself anonymous? A brush with the police—arrest? Had he intended to shoot some one and, afraid of not getting away, made himself nameless? That was possible.

It was fairly safe, at least, to suppose that the dead man and the man whom Grant had mentally christened the Levantine had known each other sufficiently well to knock sparks from each other. Grant had very little belief in secret societies as the origins of picturesque murders. Secret societies delighted in robbery and blackmail and all the more squalid methods of getting something for nothing, and there was seldom anything picturesque about them, as he knew from bitter experience. Moreover, there were no impressive secret societies in London at present, and he hoped they would not start. Murder to order bored him stiff. What interested him was the possible play of mind on mind, of emotion on emotion. Like the Levantine and the Unknown. Well he must do his best to find out who the Unknown was—that would give him a line on the Levantine. Why had no one claimed him? It was early yet, of course. He might be recognized by some one at any minute. After all, he had only been “missing” to his people for the space of a night, and not many people rush to see a murdered man because their son or brother has stayed out for the night.

With patience and consideration and an alert mind, Grant interviewed the seven people he had set out to see—quite literally to see. He had not anticipated receiving information from them directly, but he wanted to see them for himself and to sum them up. He found them all going about their various business with the exception of Mrs. James Ratcliffe, who was prostrate in bed and being attended by the doctor, who deplored the nervous shock she had received. Her sister—a charming girl with hair the colour of honey—talked to Grant. She had come into the drawing-room quite obviously hostile to the thought of any police officer being admitted to her sister in her present state. The sight of the police officer in reality was so astonishing that she looked again at his card quite involuntarily, and Grant smiled inwardly a little more broadly than he permitted himself outwardly.

“I know you hate the sight of me,” he said apologetically—and the tone was not wholly acting—“but I wish you would let me talk to your sister for just two minutes. You can stand outside the door with a stopwatch. Or come in, if you like, of course. There is nothing at all private in what I want to say to her. It’s only that I am in charge of the investigations in this case, and it is my duty to see the seven people who were nearest the man last night. It will help me enormously if I can write them all off the slate tonight and start on fresh lines tomorrow. Don’t you see? It’s mere form but very helpful.”

As he had hoped, this line of argument was a success. After a little hesitation the girl said, “Let me go and see if I can persuade her.” Her report of the inspector’s charms must have been a rose-coloured one, for she came back in less time than he had dared to hope and took him up to her sister’s room, where he had an interview with a tearful woman who protested that she had not even noticed the man until he had fallen, and whose wet eyes regarded him continually with a dreadful curiosity. Her mouth was hidden behind a barricade of handkerchief which she kept pressed to it. Grant wished that she would take it down for a moment. He had a theory that mouths gave away more than eyes—certainly where women were concerned.

“Were you standing behind him when he fell?”

“Yes.”

“And who was alongside him?”

She could not remember. No one was paying attention to anything but getting into the theatre, and in any case she never noticed people on the street.

“I’m sorry,” she said shakily, when he was taking his departure. “I’d like to be of use if I could. I keep seeing that knife, and I’d do anything to have the man that did it arrested.” And as Grant went out he dismissed her from his mind.

Her husband, whom he had to travel into the City to see—he could have had them all to the Yard, but he wanted to see how they were occupying their time on this the first day after the murder—was more helpful. There had been a fair amount of churning in the queue, he said, as the doors were opened, so that their relations with their neighbours had altered a bit. As far as he could remember, the person who had stood beside the dead man and in front of himself was a man who had belonged to a party of four in front of that again, and had gone in with them. He, like his wife, said that he had not consciously seen the man until he had fallen.

The other five Grant found equally innocent and equally unhelpful. None had noticed the man. That amazed Grant just a little. How had no one seen him? He must have been there all the time. One doesn’t shove in at the head of a queue without attracting a most uncomfortable amount of attention. And even the most unobservant of people will recall what their eyes have seen even if they were unconscious of taking notice at the time. Grant was still puzzling when he got back to the Yard.

There he sent a notice to the Press which asked any one who had seen a man leave the queue to communicate with Scotland Yard. Also a full description of the dead man, and as much of the progress of the investigations as was to be given to the public. Then he summoned Williams and demanded an account of his stewardship. Williams reported that the dead man’s fingerprints had been photographed according to instructions and sent up for investigation, but he was unknown to the police. No corresponding fingerprints were to be found among those betraying dockets. The revolver expert could find nothing individual about the revolver. It was probably secondhand, had been used quite a lot, and was of course a very powerful weapon.

“Huh!” said Grant disgustedly. “Some expert!” and Williams smiled.

“Well, he did say there was nothing distinctive about it,” he reminded.

And then he explained that before sending the revolver to the experts he had tested it for fingerprints, and finding quite a lot had had
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