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  Chapter One


  THE judge was finishing his summing up.


  


  
     
      The verdict, therefore, gentlemen of the jury, would appear to turn on the questionwho put the clock in the hat box? If, beyond all shadow of doubt, you are
      convinced that that hand belonged to the prisoner, then you have no option but to bring in a verdict of guilty. But if you believe that there exists the smallest doubt on this point, I am bound
      to remind you that under English law a prisoner must be found guilty of the crime of which he is accused to the complete satisfaction of you all, without the smallest question; unless,
      therefore, you are all so satisfied, you must find her innocent of this murder.

    

  



  He added his usual warning, told us that if we wanted any further help in coming to a decision he would be at our disposal, and we uncurled ourselves and filed out.


  It had been a long case and a painful one. The woman in the dock was known to us all. She had been living among us ever since her marriage to the dead man eleven years earlier. In a community
  like ours no ones life belongs entirely to himself. We knew a good deal about one anothers affairs and we speculated a lot more. Viola Ross was the kind of person who invites gossip.
  She had married, at twenty-three, a man twice her age, a widower with a son at school. When Ross brought her back with him, after a visit he had been paying to a sick sister, we all gasped.
  Its one of the mysteries of life how men of his type contrive to attract and marry women of hers. He was a pepper-and-salt little man, a bit thin on top even then, with fair hair that
  straggled above a high bony forehead, a habit of making a suit look five years old and shapeless when he had worn it twice, and an absent manner that made him the buttnot always in a very
  friendly wayof most of his colleagues. She, on the other hand, was the Rossetti type, a deep-bosomed auburn-haired woman. You turned to look after her if you met her on the street, and you
  went on remembering her long after she was out of sight. I admit I was a good deal moved by the sight of her in the dock. There was something so desperately alive about her, so real and solid. I
  thought sometimes what a magnificent courtesan shed have made if she had been born of another race and time.


  Of course, in a town as small as Marston, she was bound to attract attention and provoke gossip. I remember Rosss thin freckled face positively shivering with pride when he brought her
  back from their three-day honeymoon; I had happened to be passing when he got out of the car and stood on the pavement to give her a hand. She had looked around as if accepting my homage, the
  homage of any man for that matter, as a natural corollary.


  She wasnt, I think, as popular with the women from the very start as she was with the men; that kind of woman seldom is. They used to look at her a bit askance and hang rather obviously
  on their husbands arms when she was by. But the men would have done anything for her.


  The extraordinary thing is that none of us knew what she did with herself all day. She didnt seem to have any special activities. She didnt play bridgebut then, neither did
  Teddy, and he didnt encourage her in any amusement that might take her away from the house when he was in it. She didnt golf or play tennis, she couldnt even drive a car, but
  she never gave you the impression of being an idle woman or a bored one. She seemed content just to be. Music was her great resource, and we supposed she put into that all the dissatisfactions she
  must have experienced as Teddy Rosss wife. For it was an empty kind of life. They had no children; the boy, Harry, only came for the holidays and often not then; Teddy boasted that he had
  only been to the movies once in his life and hadnt thought much of it, didnt dancethough she was a beautiful dancer, given the chancein short, he resembled one of those
  small animals that live in a burrow and feel its a great adventure every time they get a glimpse of the light.


  Teddy, at the time of his marriage and also at the time of his death, was mathematics master at St. Hilarys, the rather famous local school. His hobbies were chess and crosswords, and a
  primer on his own subject that he died without completing. For a time after their marriage he wore Viola with the same self-conscious boastfulness and pride that he might have felt toward an orchid
  in his buttonhole. But after a bit I suppose he got used to her.


  Harry Ross must have been nine or ten when his father married Viola, and he and his stepmother didnt meet much until he was about eighteen and going to college. I suppose he took after
  his motherthere was nothing of Teddy about hima tall dark fellow, with glossy hair and shining eyes and a great fund of vitality. I soon saw that Viola had the same effect on him that
  she had on most men. He didnt feel absolutely at home with her, but she fascinated him.


  There was one other member of the household at the time of Teddys deathhis secretary, Irene Cobba plain, efficient, worthy young woman of about thirty. I suppose you could
  hardly have found a greater contrast than Irene and Viola; she was earnest, thought everything Teddy did admirable, and was honored because she was sometimes allowed to work overtime without pay on
  the precious text book that occupied most of Teddys spare time.


  Irene tried to adopt a sisterly attitude toward young Harry. I know she once called him Old Man, because he told me about it.


  Your fathers going to be tremendously proud of you, I know, old man, she said.


  Trying to suggest shes part of the harem, said Harry disgustedly. I rather agreed with him. Miss Cobb had one or two tremendous female friendships, and she belonged to the
  local amateur dramatic society. In fact, that was where I met her. She had no gift for acting and loudly proclaimed her knowledge of the fact, but this never deterred her from accepting a part or
  offering to understudy or stage-manage.


  Now I come to think about it, it is amazing how quiet Viola Ross seemed to be. For all that vitality and color of hers, she could sink into her surroundings as a partridge sinks into the ground
  and be practically invisible. Of course, Teddy was always in to meals and all her persuasions could scarcely coax him out in the evenings, but all the same she had a good deal of time on her
  hands.


  People used to speculate about her private life. It was incredible that Teddy should satisfy her, particularly as, about five years after the marriage, he developed a weak heart and moved into a
  room of his own. Viola used to go up to London to attend concerts, and the uncharitable found something peculiar in that. But no one could bring any charge against her of neglecting her
  husband.


  The first hint of trouble was when Harry came back last summer. He was nearing his twenty-first birthday, as striking in his own way as Viola in hers. He woke that house up. He chafed at his
  fathers restrictions, at his early hours, his lack of visitors, at his pet economies, and the general dullness of the scheme of things. Also he told Teddy that he didnt want to be a
  schoolmaster, hed rather go abroad, live what he called a mans life. Teddy told him, not without reason, that he might have thought of that before going to college, where he had
  contrived to spend an unconscionable amount of money.


  I didnt know how much Id loathe it, said Harry.


  Its taken you three years to find out.


  I thought I might as well stay up and get my degree.


  I can imagine Teddys snort at that. Your degree indeed!


  Its called the Gentlemans Tripos. There was nothing of the velvet glove about Harry.


  Teddy was annoyed and showed it; the whole town knew that there was trouble brewing, and I fancy Harry didnt find the position improved when Viola suddenly came in violently on his
  side.


  You cant force him into a life he hates, she protested. You might better cut his throat.


  Youre ridiculous. I can imagine how Teddy would fume over that. Its a good honorable career. . . .


  Hes only got one life. Viola would fling those words at him, head up, eyes vivid.


  Are you supporting my son against myself?


  I want to make sure that a great injustice and a great wrong arent done.


  You talk of my wronging Harry. . . .


  Because you have the power, you cant force him to do something he hates. Its terribleI mean, its so fatally easy to make the wrong decision, and once
  its made you have to abide by it forever.


  I dont think for one moment that Teddy realized the implications of that. It is because of the armies of insensitive husbands that marriage has kept going as long as it has. A more
  observant man would have realized long ago that Viola regretted her marriagebut not Teddy. One effect, however, the conversation did have on him. He began to be suspicious of Violas
  championship of the boy. It seemed to him incredible that a woman should side with a young man who wasnt even her own son against her husband. Ours being, as I have said, a place where
  gossip circulates freely, we presently heard that Teddy had decided to move back to his wifes room.


  The breach between father and son widened. Young Harry went to London just before his twenty-first birthday; we heard that he was trying to make a living at journalism. He had a few pounds a
  year from his mother and now and again he sold something, so he struggled along somehow, but it must have been a bit of a change from his former comparative luxuryfor whatever Teddy had
  done, he hadnt stinted the boy.


  About this time, too, he began to be suspicious of Viola. He scrutinized her letters, examined her in detail as to her movements, even tried to listen in to her telephone calls. He said they
  didnt need a large staff, and cut the servants down to a sour-faced old maid called Martha, who acted as housekeeper, and a girl who came in by the day, going about nine oclock in the
  evening. In short, he became the complete domestic tyrant, such as only little men of his stamp can become. It was when the situation was at its height, and was becoming increasingly acute, that
  Teddy suddenly died.
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