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2.1 dab:aJ “Waiting f o r t h e  Plice” &An l,lhl[)l+

ti7ii37nGi~~~ Twentieth Century English Short  Stor ies

edited by Tina Pierce & Edward Cochrane, printed in Great

Britain by The Garden City Press Limited, 1979 61 l-6

‘I wonder where Mr. Wainwright’s gone?’ said Mrs. Mayton.

I t  didn’t  matter  to her in the least  where he had gone.
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Al l  that  mattered  in r e g a r d  t o  h e r  s e c o n d - f l o o r  b a c k ’

was that he paid his three guineas a week regularly for

board and lodging’, baths extra. But life - and

particularly evening l i f e  - w a s  notoriausly3 d u l l  i n

her boarding-house, and every now and again one tried to

whip up a little interest.&

‘Did he go?’ asked Monty Smith.

It didn’t matter to him, either, but he was as polite

as he was pale, and he always did his best to keep any

b a l l  rolling5’

‘I thought I heard the front door close,’ answered Mrs.

Mayton.

her second-floor back :

board and lodging

notoriously

whip up a little interest :

keep any ball rolling

the man living in the back room

on the second floor of her

boarding-house =

M~slluiudsssasweG”

tilaRM~a$~a~~l4

a room and meals = ~~~L~I%~UCIIMIT

w”aa

widely known cesp.  for something

try to arouse interest = w87fi701n4:

&mawldu’l-d,
keep any conversation going once

it had been started = ?h?%&mhi;

agieK~~g9,7nK~b~u~~~7
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‘ P e r h a p s  h e  w a n t  o u t  t o  p o s t  a  l e t t e r , ’  s u g g e s t e d

Miss Hicks, w i t h o u t  p a u s i n g  i n  h e r  k n i t t i n g . She had

kn i t t ed  f o r  s eventy  years , and looked good for another

seventy.

‘Or perhaps it wasnt’ him at all,’ added Bella Randall.

Bella w a s  t h e  b o a r d i n g - h o u s e  l o v e l y ’ ,  b u t  n o  o n e  h a d

taken advantage of the fact.

‘You mean, it might have been someone else?’ inquired

Mrs. Mayton.

‘Yes, ’ agreed. Bella.

T h e y  all considered the alternative earnestly. Mr.

Calthrop, coming suddenly out of a middle-aged doze’,

joined in the thinking without any idea what he was thinking.

‘Perhaps it was Mr. Penbury,’ said Mr. Mayton,  at last.

He’s always popping in and out.’

But it was not Mr. Penbury, for that rather eccentric

individual walked into the drawing-room a moment later.

His arrival interrupted the conversation, and the

company reverted to silence. Penbury  always had a chilling

e f f e c t .  H e possessed  a brain=, and s i n c e  n o one

understood it when he used it, it was resented. But Mrs.

Mayton  n e v e r allowed more than three minutes to go by

the boarding-house lovely : the beauty of the boarding-house

= aalul?8~7uaemlki

middle-aged doze : light sleep in a chair often 5

taken by middle-aged people =

M6u~n~uMfsuus~7~aa~?~“~l~~~

possessed a brain : he was intelligent = ~8~8161
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without a word; and so when the new silence had reached i t s

alloted  span, she turned to Penhury and asked:

‘Was that Mr. Wainwright who went out a little time

ago?’

Penbury  looked at her oddly.

‘What makes you ask that?’ he said.

‘Well, I was just wondering.’

‘ I see, ’ answered Penhury slowly. The atmosphere

seemed t o  t i g h t e n , but Miss Wicks went on knitting. ‘And

are yr)u  all wondering?’

‘We decided perhaps he’d gone out to post a letter,’

murmured Bella.

‘No, Wainwright hasn’t gone out to  pos t  a  l e t ter , ’

responded Penbury.  ‘He’s dead. ’

‘The e f f e c t was instantaneous’ and galvanic’.

Bella g a v e  a  tiny shr iek . Mrs. Maston’s  eyes became too

start led glass marbles. Montg Smith opened his mouth and

kept  i t  open .  Mr .  Ca l throp ,  in  a  sp l i t  se cond ,  l o s t  a l l

inc l ina t i on  t o doze. Miss Wicks looked definitely

interested, though she did not stop knitting. That meant

nothing, however. She had promised to knit at her funeral.

‘Dead?’ gasped Mr. Calthrop.

‘Dead, ’ r epea ted  Penbury. ‘He is lying on the floor of

his room. He is rather a nasty mess.’

instantaneous : happening in an instant = I~~%~u&%u?w

galvanic : sudden and forced (as if produced by an

electric shock) = n%:mos
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Monty leapt up, and then sat down again.

‘You  - don’t mean...?’ he gulped.

‘That is exactly what I mean,’ replied Penbury.

There had been countless si lences in Mrs.  Mayton’s

dratiing-room, but never a silence like this one. Miss Wicks

broke it.

‘Shouldn’t the police be sent for?’ she suggested.

‘The police have already been sent  for , ’  said Penbury.

‘I phoned the station% just before coming into the room.’

‘God  bless my soul!’ said Mr. Calthrop.

‘How long - that is - when do you expect...?’

stammered Honty.

‘The police? I  should say in two or three minutes,’

responded Penbury. His voice suddenly shed its cynicism and

became practical.

‘Shall we try and make use of these two or three

minutes? We shall  all  be questioned, and perhaps we can

clear up a l i t t l e  g r o u n d ’  b e f o r e  t h e y  a r r i v e . ’  M r .

calthrop bridled=.

the s tat ion : here,  office of the local police

force = Ita+&~7&tin7~d7417

clear up a l i t t le ground :  get the basic facts  c lear  = 64

Raw7iw-4ri74aarw

bridled :  showed that  he was offended by

throwing up his head and drawing

in his chin down = ri11'Isr4~
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‘But t h i s  i s nothing to do with any of us, sir! he

exclaimed.

‘The po l i c e  w i l l  no t  necessar i l y  a c cept  our  word  f o r

i t , ’ answered Penbury. ‘That is why I propose that we

consider our a l i b i s ’  i n advance. I am not a ‘doctor, but

I estimate from my brief examination of the body that it

has not been dead more than an hour. It could not, of

course, be more than an hour and a half,’ he went on,

glancing a t  t h e  c l o c k , ‘since it is now ten past nine, and

at twenty to eight we saw him leave the dining-room for his

bedroom...’

‘MOW  do you know he went to his bedroom?’ interrupted

Miss Wicks.

‘Because, having a headache, I followed him upstairs

to go to mine for some aspirin, and my room is immediately

oppos i te  h i s ,  ’ Penbury  explained. ‘NOW,  if my assumption is

correct., he was killed between ten minutes past eight and

ten minutes past nine, so anyone who can prove that he or she

has remained in this room during all that time should have

no worry.’

He looked around inquiringly.

‘We’ve all been out of the room,’ Miss Wicks announced

for the company.

‘That is unfortunate ’9 murmured Penbury.

rIhlt s o  h a v e  y o u ! ’ exclaimed Monty, with nervous

aggression.

a l i b i legal plea that one was in another place at the

time of an alleged act, esp a crime = a’79hi%
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‘Yes - s o  I  h a v e , ’ replied Penbury. ‘Then let me give

my a l ib i  f i r s t .  At  twenty minutes  t o  e i gh t  I  f o l l owed

Wainuright up to the second floor. Before going into his

room he made an odd remark which - in the circumstances -

is worth repeating. ‘There’s somebody in this house who

doesn’t like me very much,’ he said. “Only one?” I answered.

“ Y o u ’ r e  l u c k i e r  t h a n  I  a m . ” Then he went into his room,

and that was the last time I saw him alive. I went into my

room. I took two aspirin tablets. I went into the bathroom

to wash them down with a drink of water. By the way, my

water-bottle again n e e d s  f i l l i n g , Mrs. Mayton.  Then as my

head was still bad, I thought a stroll would be a good idea,

and I went out. I kept out till - approximately - nine

o ’ c l o ck . Then I came back. The door you heard closing, Mrs.

Mayton, was not Wainwright going out. It was me coming in.’

‘Wait a moment !’ ejaculated Bella.

‘Yes?’

‘How did you know Mrs. Mayton  heard the front door

close? You weren’t here!’

Fenbury  regarded her with interest and respect.

‘Intelligent,’ he murmured.

rNow, then, don’

glared Mr. Calthrop.

‘I  d o n ’ t  n e e d

r e t o r t e d  Penbury.  ‘I

t take too long thinking of an answer!’

any time at all to think of an ansuer,’

know because I listened outside the

door. But may I finish my statement in my own way? Thank

you ! As I say, I c a m e  b a c k . I went up to my room.’ He

paused. ‘On t h e  f l o o r  I  f o u n d  a  h a n d k e r c h i e f .  I t  w a s n ’ t

mine. It hadn’t been there when I left. I wondered whether

54 EN 253



it was W a i n w r i g h t ’ s  - w h e t h e r  h e ’ d  b e e n  p o k i n g  a r o u n d * .

I went, i n t o  h i s  r o o m  t o  a s k  i f  t h e  h a n d k e r c h i e f  w a s  h i s .  I

f o u n d  h i m  l y i n g  o n t h e  g r o u n d  n e a r  h i s  b e d .  D r e s s e d ,  o f

course. O n  h i s  b a c k . H e a d  t o w a r d s  t h e  w i n d o w ,  o n e  a r m

s t r e t c h e d  t o w a r d s  t h e  f i r e p l a c e .  S t a b b e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  h e a r t .

B u t  no sign of what he’d been stabbed with...It looks to me

a sma-  1 wound, b u t  d e e p .  I t  f o u n d  t h e  s p o t  a l l  right...The

window was c l o s e d  a n d  f a s t e n e d . W h o e v e r  d i d  i t  e n t e r e d

t h r o u g h  t h e  d o o r . I  l e f t  t h e  r o o m  a n d  l o c k e d  t h e  d o o r .  I

k n e w  n o  o n e s h o u l d  g o  i n  a g a i n  t i l l  t h e  p o l i c e  a n d  p o l i c e

d o c t o r  t u r n e d  u p . I decided to make sure that no one did. I

came down. T h e  t e l e p h o n e , as you know, i s  i n  t h e  dining-

room. M o s t  i n c o n v e n i e n t . I t  s h o u l d  b e  i n  t h e  h a l l .  P a s s i n g

t h e  d r a w i n g - r o o m  d o o r  I  l i s t e n e d ,  t o  h e a r  w h a t  y o u  a l l  w e r e

t a l k i n g  a b o u t . I heard Mrs. Mayton  say, “I wonder where Mr.

Wainwr ight’s gone?” You, Smith, answered, “Did he go?” And

M r s .  Mayton  r e p l i e d , “I thought I heard the front door close.“

Then i w e n t  i n t o  t h e  d i n i n g - r o o m  a n d  t e l e p h o n e d  t h e  p o l i c e .

And then I joined you.’

Flushed and emotional, Mrs. Mayton  challenged him.

’ W h y d i d  y o u s i t  h e r e  f o r  t h r e e  m i n u t e s  w i t h o u t

t e l l i ng  u s? ’ she demanded.

‘1 was watching you,’ answered Penbury  coolly.

‘Well, I call that a rotten alibi!’ exclaimed Mr.

Calthrop. ‘Who’s to prove you were out all that time?’

h e ’ d  b e e n  p o k i n g  a r o u n d : he’d been looking around where

he shouldn’t have been = ~a?‘!;

uesM7r~~a9u~~s~Rd7aa7riRa%7-ad 9

EN 253 55



‘At  half past eight I had a cup of coffee at the

c o f f e e - s t a l l  i n  J u n k e r s Street, ’ replied Penbury.  ‘That’s

over a mile away. It’s not proof, I admit, but they knou  me

there, you see, and it may help. Well, who’s next?’

qI a m , ’ s a i d  Bella. ‘I  left the room to blow my nose.

I went to my room for a handkerchief. And here it is!’ she

concluded, producing it triumphantly.

‘How long were you out of the room?’ pressed Penbury.

‘Five minutes, I should say,’ she answered.

‘A long time to get a handkerchief7’

‘Perhaps. But I not only blew my nose, I powdered it.’

‘That sounds good enough,’ admitted Penbury.  ‘Would

you oblige next ‘, Mr. Calthrop? We all know you walk in your

sleep. A week ago you walked into my room, Didn’t  you. Have

you lost a handkerchief?’

Mr. Calthrop glared.

‘What the devil are you implying?’ he exclaimed.

‘Had Mr. Calthrop dozed during the past hour?’ pressed

Penbury.

‘Suppose I have7’ he cried. ‘What-what damned rubbish!

Did I  l e a v e th is  room without knowing it, and  k i l l

W a i n w r i g h t  f o r  - for no reason at all during forty winks7’

He swallowed, and calmed down. ‘I left the room, sir, about

twenty minutes ago to fetch the evening paper from the

d i n i n g - r o o m  t o  d o  t h e  c r o s s w o r d  p u z z l e ! ’  H e  t a p p e d  i t

Would you oblige next : Would you be kind enough to help us

next7 = ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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v i c i o u s l y ’ . Here  i t  i s ! ’

Penbury  shrugged his shoulders.

‘1 should be the last person to refute such an emphatic

statement, ’ h e  s a i d ’ but let me suggest that you give the

s tatement  to  the  po l i ce with slightly less emphasis, Mr..

Smith?’

Monty Smith had followed the conversation anxiously,

and he had his story ready. He had rehearsed it three times

in  h i s  mind , and he was not going to make Mr. Calthrop’s

mistake. Speaking slowly and carefully - he knew that if he

spoke fast he would stutter - he answered:

‘This is why I left the room. I suddenly remembered that

I’d forgotten to return Mr. Wainwright’s latchkey. He’d lent

it to me Jthis afternoon, when I lost mine. But when I got as

far as the first floor I met Mrs. Mayton,  who asked me to

help her with the curtain of the landing window. It had come

off some of its hooks. I did so and then returned to the

drawin:<-room  with her. You’ll remember, all of you, that we

returned together.’

Vhat’s  r i g h t , ’ nodded Mrs. Mayton. ‘And the reason

I went out was to fix the curtain.’

Penbury  looked at Monty hard.

‘What about that latchkey?’ he demanded.

‘Eh? oh, of course,’ jerked’ Monty. ‘The curtain put it

out of my mind. I came down with it still in my pocket.’

v i c i ous ly  : in a bad temper = s$un-~s&K~~

jerked : said suddenly = ww!u&;&la‘I
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‘Then you’ve got it now?’

‘Yes. ’

‘And you didn’t go up to his room?’

‘No! Thank goodness! I’ve just said so, haven’t I?’

Penbury s h r u g g e d  ‘ h i s  s h o u l d e r s  a g a i n . He did not seem

satisfied. But he turned now to Miss Wicks, and the old lady

inquired, while her needles moved busily.

‘My turn?’

‘ I f  y o u ’ l l  b e  s o  g o o d , ’ answered Penbury.  ‘Just  as a

m a t t e r  o f  forml.’

‘ Y e s ,  I  q u i t e  u n d e r s t a n d , ’  s h e  r e p l i e d ,  s m i l i n g .  ‘ T h e r e ’ s

no needles. The steel ones I’m using now. My room, as of

course you know, is a l s o o n  t h e  s e c o n d  f l o o r , t h e  l i t t l e

side-room, a n d  a f t e r  I ’ d  g o t  t h e  n e e d l e s I was just about to

come down when I heard Mr. Wainwright’s cough..’

‘What! You heard him cough?’ interrupted,Penbury.  ‘What

time was that?’

‘ J u s t  b e f o r e  n i n e , t h i n k  i t  w a s , ’ said Miss Wicks. ‘Oh,

t h a t  i r r i t a t i n g  c o u g h ! How it gets on one’s nerves, doesn’t

it? Or I should say, how it did get on one’s nerves. Morning,

noon and night. And he wouldn’t do anything for it. Enough

to send one mad.’

a matter of form: something which has to be done because of

t r a d i t i o n  o r  c u s t o m  b u t  w h i c h  i s  n o t  r e a l l y

n e c e s s a r y  = u7J~~u79ad79~iasn%s~~~~~K~~~

l%-lLSuh
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She paused. The tense atmosphere grew suddenly  tenser.

‘Go  on ’9 murmured Penbury.

‘ I ’ m  g o i n g  o n , ’ answered Miss Wicks. ‘Why not? Your

door was open, Mr. Penbury,  and I went in Lo ask if we

couldn”t  do something about it. But you were out. You’ve just

t o l d  u s  w h e r e .  A n d  s u d d e n l y ,  w h e n  I  h e a r d  M r .  W a i n w r i g h t

coughing again across the passage- that awful clicking sound

it always ended with - well, I  f e l t  I  c o u l d n ’ t  s t a n d  i t  a n y

more, and I was knocking at his door almost before I knew it.

It was my handkerchief you found in your room, Mr. Penbury.

I must have dropped it there.’

She paused again. Again Penbury  murmured, ‘Go  on.’

S h e  t u r n e d  o n  h i m  w i t h  s u d d e n  f e r o c i t y .  M r .  C a l t h r o p

n e a r l y  j u m p e d  o u t  o f  his c h a i r . Monty f e l t  p e r s p i r a t i o n

d r i p p i n g  d o w n  h i s  n e c k . Bella t w i n e d  h e r  f i n g e r s  t o g e t h e r

t o  preylent  h e r s e l f  f r o m  s h r i e k i n g .  M r s .  Mayton  s a t  r i g i d .

‘Will you stop interrupting?’ shouted the old woman.

Penbury  m o i s t e n e d  h i s  l i p s . For a few moments Miss Wicks

k n i t t e d  r a p i d l y ,  t h e  s t e e l  p o i n t s  o f  t h e  n e e d l e s  m a k i n g  t h e

only s o u n d  i n t h e  r o o m . They s e e m e d  t o be doing a

venomous dance1  . Then she continued, in a queer hard voice.

’ “Come in,” c a l l e d  M r .  W a i n w r i g h t . “ I ’ m  comirLg  i n , ”

I called back. And went in. And there he stood smiling at me.

“You haven’t come to complain of my cough again, have you?”

he asked. “No,” I answered. “I’ve come to cure it.” And I

doing a venomous dance = moving up and down in a very
v
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plunged a steel knitt ing-needle into his heart  - like this!’

She s t re tched out  a  bony hand, and with amazing

strenght, stabbed a cushion.

The next instant there came a knocking on the front

door. ‘The police!’ gasped Mr. Calthrop. But no one moved.

With tense ears they listened to the maid ascending from the

basement, they heard the front door open,they heard footsteps

enter ing. . . . .

A moment later they heard Mr. Wainwright’s cough.

‘Yes, and I heard it when he went out ten minutes ago.’

smiled Miss Wicks.  ‘But thank you very much indeed, Mr.

Penbury. I was as bored as the rest of them.’

dleiuls~w~,~a~$luaudl~~ ~l~l~J”~~4M~n~~l7lnW~~~~ Twentieth

Century English Short  Stories edi ted by Tina Peirce and

Edward Sochrance  61 12
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IB~“an~lwaUd?nludar~~~~~~l~l~~n~~

1. Where did the story take place?

2. Where were all the characters when the story began?

3.  Who was the person those characters were talking

about?

4. Who was the first person to enquire about Mr.

Wainwright?

5. How much did Mr. Wainuright pay for his board and

lodging?

6. Why did those characters talk about Mr. Wainwright?

7. How long had Miss Wicks been knitting?

8. What was Mr. Calthrop doing when <he  conversation

about Mr. Wainwright began7

9. What was Mrs. Mayton  known for?

10. What was Miss Wick’usual  occupation?

11. Who seemed to witness Mr. Wainwright’s death?

12. What did he do after he learned that Mr. Wainwright

was dead?

13.  In what way did the characters in this story try to

prove themselves innocent?

14. Did Mr. Wainuright really die?

15. What was Mr. Wainwright suffering of?

16.  Who was disturbed most by Mr. Wainwright’s coughing?
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