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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available

  out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




   




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we

  are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




   




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent

  of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




   




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  During the Golden Age of the detective novel, in the 1920s and 1930s, J. J. Connington

stood with fellow crime writers R. Austin Freeman, Cecil John Charles

Street and Freeman Wills Crofts as the foremost practitioner in

British mystery fiction of the science of pure detection. I use the

word ‘science’ advisedly, for the man behind J. J.

Connington, Alfred Walter Stewart, was an esteemed Scottish-born

scientist. A ‘small, unassuming, moustached polymath’, Stewart

was ‘a strikingly effective lecturer with an excellent sense of

humour, fertile imagination and fantastically retentive memory’,

qualities that also served him well in his fiction. He held the Chair of Chemistry at Queens University, Belfast for twenty-five years, from 1919 until his retirement in 1944.
 



  During roughly this period, the busy Professor Stewart found time to author a remarkable apocalyptic science fiction tale, Nordenholt’s

  Million (1923), a mainstream novel, Almighty Gold (1924), a collection of essays, Alias J. J. Connington (1947), and, between 1926 and 1947, twenty-four mysteries (all but

  one tales of detection), many of them sterling examples of the Golden Age puzzle-oriented detective novel at its considerable best. ‘For those who ask first of all in a detective story for

  exact and mathematical accuracy in the construction of the plot’, avowed a contemporary London Daily Mail reviewer, ‘there is no author to equal the distinguished scientist who

  writes under the name of J. J. Connington.’1




  Alfred Stewart’s background as a man of science is reflected in his fiction, not only in the impressive puzzle plot mechanics he devised for his mysteries but in his choices of themes and

  depictions of characters. Along with Stanley Nordenholt of Nordenholt’s Million, a novel about a plutocrat’s pitiless efforts to preserve a ruthlessly remolded remnant of human

  life after a global environmental calamity, Stewart’s most notable character is Chief Constable Sir Clinton Driffield, the detective in seventeen of the twenty-four Connington crime novels.

  Driffield is one of crime fiction’s most highhanded investigators, occasionally taking on the functions of judge and jury as well as chief of police.




  Absent from Stewart’s fiction is the hail-fellow-well-met quality found in John Street’s works or the religious ethos suffusing those of Freeman Wills Crofts, not to mention the

  effervescent novel-of-manners style of the British Golden Age Crime Queens Dorothy L. Sayers, Margery Allingham and Ngaio Marsh. Instead we see an often disdainful cynicism about the human animal

  and a marked admiration for detached supermen with superior intellects. For this reason, reading a Connington novel can be a challenging experience for modern readers inculcated in gentler social

  beliefs. Yet Alfred Stewart produced a classic apocalyptic science fiction tale in Nordenholt’s Million (justly dubbed ‘exciting and terrifying reading’ by the

  Spectator) as well as superb detective novels boasting well-wrought puzzles, bracing characterization and an occasional leavening of dry humour. Not long after Stewart’s death in

  1947, the Connington novels fell entirely out of print. The recent embrace of Stewart’s fiction by Orion’s Murder Room imprint is a welcome event indeed, correcting as it does over

  sixty years of underserved neglect of an accomplished genre writer.




  Born in Glasgow on 5 September 1880, Alfred Stewart had significant exposure to religion in his earlier life. His father was William Stewart, longtime Professor of Divinity and Biblical

  Criticism at Glasgow University, and he married Lily Coats, a daughter of the Reverend Jervis Coats and member of one of Scotland’s preeminent Baptist families. Religious sensibility is

  entirely absent from the Connington corpus, however. A confirmed secularist, Stewart once referred to one of his wife’s brothers, the Reverend William Holms Coats (1881–1954), principal

  of the Scottish Baptist College, as his ‘mental and spiritual antithesis’, bemusedly adding: ‘It’s quite an education to see what one would look like if one were turned into

  one’s mirror-image.’




  Stewart’s J. J. Connington pseudonym was derived from a nineteenth-century Oxford Professor of Latin and translator of Horace, indicating that Stewart’s literary interests lay not in

  pietistic writing but rather in the pre-Christian classics (‘I prefer the Odyssey to Paradise Lost,’ the author once avowed). Possessing an inquisitive and expansive

  mind, Stewart was in fact an uncommonly well-read individual, freely ranging over a variety of literary genres. His deep immersion in French literature and supernatural horror fiction, for example,

  is documented in his lively correspondence with the noted horologist Rupert Thomas Gould.2




  It thus is not surprising that in the 1920s the intellectually restless Stewart, having achieved a distinguished middle age as a highly regarded man of science, decided to apply his creative

  energy to a new endeavour, the writing of fiction. After several years he settled, like other gifted men and women of his generation, on the wildly popular mystery genre. Stewart was modest about

  his accomplishments in this particular field of light fiction, telling Rupert Gould later in life that ‘I write these things [what Stewart called tec yarns] because they amuse me in parts

  when I am putting them together and because they are the only writings of mine that the public will look at. Also, in a minor degree, because I like to think some people get pleasure out of

  them.’ No doubt Stewart’s single most impressive literary accomplishment is Nordenholt’s Million, yet in their time the two dozen J. J. Connington mysteries did indeed

  give readers in Great Britain, the United States and other countries much diversionary reading pleasure. Today these works constitute an estimable addition to British crime fiction.




  After his ’prentice pastiche mystery, Death at Swaythling Court (1926), a rural English country-house tale set in the highly traditional village of Fernhurst Parva, Stewart

  published another, superior country-house affair, The Dangerfield Talisman (1926), a novel about the baffling theft of a precious family heirloom, an ancient, jewel-encrusted armlet. This

  clever, murderless tale, which likely is the one that the author told Rupert Gould he wrote in under six weeks, was praised in The Bookman as ‘continuously exciting and

  interesting’ and in the New York Times Book Review as ‘ingeniously fitted together and, what is more, written with a deal of real literary charm’. Despite its virtues,

  however, The Dangerfield Talisman is not fully characteristic of mature Connington detective fiction. The author needed a memorable series sleuth, more representative of his own forceful

  personality.




  It was the next year, 1927, that saw J. J. Connington make his break to the front of the murdermongerer’s pack with a third country-house mystery, Murder in the Maze, wherein

  debuted as the author’s great series detective the assertive and acerbic Sir Clinton Driffield, along with Sir Clinton’s neighbour and ‘Watson’, the more genial (if much less

  astute) Squire Wendover. In this much-praised novel, Stewart’s detective duo confronts some truly diabolical doings, including slayings by means of curare-tipped darts in the double-centered

  hedge maze at a country estate, Whistlefield. No less a fan of the genre than T. S. Eliot praised Murder in the Maze for its construction (‘we are provided early in the story with

  all the clues which guide the detective’) and its liveliness (‘The very idea of murder in a box-hedge labyrinth does the author great credit, and he makes full use of its

  possibilities’). The delighted Eliot concluded that Murder in the Maze was ‘a really first-rate detective story’. For his part, the critic H. C. Harwood declared in

  The Outlook that with the publication of Murder in the Maze Connington demanded and deserved ‘comparison with the masters’. ‘Buy, borrow, or – anyhow

  – get hold of it’, he amusingly advised. Two decades later, in his 1946 critical essay ‘The Grandest Game in the World’, the great locked-room detective novelist John

  Dickson Carr echoed Eliot’s assessment of the novel’s virtuoso setting, writing: ‘These 1920s [. . .] thronged with sheer brains. What would be one of the best possible settings

  for violent death? J. J. Connington found the answer, with Murder in the Maze.’ Certainly in retrospect Murder in the Maze stands as one of the finest English country-house

  mysteries of the 1920s, cleverly yet fairly clued, imaginatively detailed and often grimly suspenseful. As the great American true-crime writer Edmund Lester Pearson noted in his review of

  Murder in the Maze in The Outlook, this Connington novel had everything that one could desire in a detective story: ‘A shrubbery maze, a hot day, and somebody potting at you

  with an air gun loaded with darts covered with a deadly South-American arrow-poison – there is a situation to wheedle two dollars out of anybody’s pocket.’3




  Staying with what had worked so well for him to date, Stewart the same year produced yet another country-house mystery, Tragedy at Ravensthorpe, an ingenious tale of murders and thefts

  at the ancestral home of the Chacewaters, old family friends of Sir Clinton Driffield. There is much clever matter in Ravensthorpe. Especially fascinating is the author’s inspired

  integration of faerie folklore into his plot. Stewart, who had a lifelong – though skeptical – interest in paranormal phenomena, probably was inspired in this instance by the recent

  hubbub over the Cottingly Faeries photographs that in the early 1920s had famously duped, among other individuals, Arthur Conan Doyle.4 As with

  Murder in the Maze, critics raved about this new Connington mystery. In the Spectator, for example, a reviewer hailed Tragedy at Ravensthorpe in the strongest

  terms, declaring of the novel: ‘This is more than a good detective tale. Alike in plot, characterization, and literary style, it is a work of art.’




  In 1928 there appeared two additional Sir Clinton Driffield detective novels, Mystery at Lynden Sands and The Case with Nine Solutions. Once again there was great praise for

  the latest Conningtons. H. C. Harwood, the critic who had so much admired Murder in the Maze, opined of Mystery at Lynden Sands that it ‘may just fail of

  being the detective story of the century’, while in the United States author and book reviewer Frederic F. Van de Water expressed nearly as high an opinion of The Case with Nine

  Solutions. ‘This book is a thoroughbred of a distinguished lineage that runs back to “The Gold Bug” of [Edgar Allan] Poe,’ he avowed. ‘It represents the highest

  type of detective fiction.’ In both of these Connington novels, Stewart moved away from his customary country-house milieu, setting Lynden Sands at a fashionable beach resort and

  Nine Solutions at a scientific research institute. Nine Solutions is of particular interest today, I think, for its relatively frank sexual subject matter and its modern urban

  setting among science professionals, which rather resembles the locales found in P. D. James’ classic detective novels A Mind to Murder (1963) and Shroud for a Nightingale

  (1971).




  By the end of the 1920s, J. J. Connington’s critical reputation had achieved enviable heights indeed. At this time Stewart became one of the charter members of the Detection

  Club, an assemblage of the finest writers of British detective fiction that included, among other distinguished individuals, Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers and G. K. Chesterton. Certainly

  Victor Gollancz, the British publisher of the J. J. Connington mysteries, did not stint praise for the author, informing readers that ‘J. J. Connington is now established as, in the opinion

  of many, the greatest living master of the story of pure detection. He is one of those who, discarding all the superfluities, has made of deductive fiction a genuine minor art, with its own laws

  and its own conventions.’




  Such warm praise for J. J. Connington makes it all the more surprising that at this juncture the esteemed author tinkered with his successful formula by dispensing with his original series

  detective. In the fifth Clinton Driffield detective novel, Nemesis at Raynham Parva (1929), Alfred Walter Stewart, rather like Arthur Conan Doyle before him, seemed with a dramatic

  dénouement to have devised his popular series detective’s permanent exit from the fictional stage (read it and see for yourself). The next two Connington detective novels, The Eye

  in the Museum (1929) and The Two Tickets Puzzle (1930), have a different series detective, Superintendent Ross, a rather dull dog of a policeman. While both these mysteries are

  competently done – the railway material in The Two Tickets Puzzle is particularly effective and should have appeal today – the presence of Sir Clinton Driffield (no superfluity

  he!) is missed.




  Probably Stewart detected that the public minded the absence of the brilliant and biting Sir Clinton, for the Chief Constable – accompanied, naturally, by his friend Squire Wendover

  – triumphantly returned in 1931 in The Boathouse Riddle, another well-constructed criminous country-house affair. Later in the year came The Sweepstake Murders, which boasts

  the perennially popular tontine multiple-murder plot, in this case a rapid succession of puzzling suspicious deaths afflicting the members of a sweepstake syndicate that has just won nearly £250,000.5 Adding piquancy to this plot is the fact that Wendover is one of the imperiled syndicate members. Altogether the novel is, as the late Jacques

  Barzun and his colleague Wendell Hertig Taylor put it in A Catalogue of Crime (1971, 1989), their magisterial survey of detective fiction, ‘one of Connington’s best

  conceptions’.




  Stewart’s productivity as a fiction writer slowed in the 1930s, so that, barring the year 1938, at most only one new Connington appeared annually. However, in 1932 Stewart produced one of

  the best Connington mysteries, The Castleford Conundrum. A classic country-house detective novel, Castleford introduces to readers Stewart’s most delightfully unpleasant set of

  greedy relations and one of his most deserving murderees, Winifred Castleford. Stewart also fashions a wonderfully rich puzzle plot, full of meaty material clues for the reader’s delectation.

  Castleford presented critics with no conundrum over its quality. ‘In The Castleford Conundrum Mr Connington goes to work like an accomplished chess player. The moves in the

  games his detectives are called on to play are a delight to watch,’ raved the reviewer for the Sunday Times, adding that ‘the clues would have rejoiced Mr. Holmes’

  heart.’ For its part, the Spectator concurred in the Sunday Times’ assessment of the novel’s masterfully constructed plot: ‘Few detective stories show such

  sound reasoning as that by which the Chief Constable brings the crime home to the culprit.’ Additionally, E. C. Bentley, much admired himself as the author of the landmark detective novel

  Trent’s Last Case, took time to praise Connington’s purely literary virtues, noting: ‘Mr Connington has never written better, or drawn characters more full of

  life.’




  With Tom Tiddler’s Island in 1933 Stewart produced a different sort of Connington, a criminal-gang mystery in the rather more breathless style of such hugely popular English

  thriller writers as Sapper, Sax Rohmer, John Buchan and Edgar Wallace (in violation of the strict detective fiction rules of Ronald Knox, there is even a secret passage in the novel). Detailing the

  startling discoveries made by a newlywed couple honeymooning on a remote Scottish island, Tom Tiddler’s Island is an atmospheric and entertaining tale, though it is not as mentally

  stimulating for armchair sleuths as Stewart’s true detective novels. The title, incidentally, refers to an ancient British children’s game, ‘Tom Tiddler’s Ground’, in

  which one child tries to hold a height against other children.




  After his fictional Scottish excursion into thrillerdom, Stewart returned the next year to his English country-house roots with The Ha-Ha Case (1934), his last masterwork in this

  classic mystery setting (for elucidation of non-British readers, a ha-ha is a sunken wall, placed so as to delineate property boundaries while not obstructing views). Although The Ha-Ha Case

  is not set in Scotland, Stewart drew inspiration for the novel from a notorious Scottish true crime, the 1893 Ardlamont murder case. From the facts of the Ardlamont affair Stewart drew several of

  the key characters in The Ha-Ha Case, as well as the circumstances of the novel’s murder (a shooting ‘accident’ while hunting), though he added complications that take

  the tale in a new direction.6




  In newspaper reviews both Dorothy L. Sayers and ‘Francis Iles’ (crime novelist Anthony Berkeley Cox) highly praised this latest mystery by ‘The Clever Mr Connington’, as

  he was now dubbed on book jackets by his new English publisher, Hodder & Stoughton. Sayers particularly noted the effective characterisation in The Ha-Ha Case: ‘There is no need

  to say that Mr Connington has given us a sound and interesting plot, very carefully and ingeniously worked out. In addition, there are the three portraits of the three brothers, cleverly and rather

  subtly characterised, of the [governess], and of Inspector Hinton, whose admirable qualities are counteracted by that besetting sin of the man who has made his own way: a jealousy of delegating

  responsibility.’ The reviewer for the Times Literary Supplement detected signs that the sardonic Sir Clinton Driffield had begun mellowing with age: ‘Those who have never

  really liked Sir Clinton’s perhaps excessively soldierly manner will be surprised to find that he makes his discovery not only by the pure light of intelligence, but partly as a reward for

  amiability and tact, qualities in which the Inspector [Hinton] was strikingly deficient.’ This is true enough, although the classic Sir Clinton emerges a number of times in the novel, as in

  his subtly sarcastic recurrent backhanded praise of Inspector Hinton: ‘He writes a first class report.’




  Clinton Driffield returned the next year in the detective novel In Whose Dim Shadow (1935), a tale set in a recently erected English suburb, the denizens of which seem to have committed

  an impressive number of indiscretions, including sexual ones. The intriguing title of the British edition of the novel is drawn from a poem by the British historian Thomas Babington Macaulay:

  ‘Those trees in whose dim shadow/The ghastly priest doth reign/The priest who slew the slayer/And shall himself be slain.’ Stewart’s puzzle plot in In Whose Dim Shadow is

  well clued and compelling, the kicker of a closing paragraph is a classic of its kind and, additionally, the author paints some excellent character portraits. I fully concur with the Sunday

  Times’ assessment of the tale: ‘Quiet domestic murder, full of the neatest detective points [. . .] These are not the detective’s stock figures, but fully realised human

  beings.’ 7




  Uncharacteristically for Stewart, nearly twenty months elapsed between the publication of In Whose Dim Shadow and his next book, A Minor Operation (1937). The reason for the

  author’s delay in production was the onset in 1935–36 of the afflictions of cataracts and heart disease (Stewart ultimately succumbed to heart disease in 1947). Despite these grave

  health complications, Stewart in late 1936 was able to complete A Minor Operation, a first-rate Clinton Driffield story of murder and a most baffling disappearance. A Times Literary

  Supplement reviewer found that A Minor Operation treated the reader ‘to exactly the right mixture of mystification and clue’ and that, in addition to its impressive

  construction, the novel boasted ‘character-drawing above the average’ for a detective novel.




  Alfred Stewart’s final eight mysteries, which appeared between 1938 and 1947, the year of the author’s death, are, on the whole, a somewhat weaker group of tales than the sixteen

  that appeared between 1926 and 1937, yet they are not without interest. In 1938 Stewart for the last time managed to publish two detective novels, Truth Comes Limping and For Murder

  Will Speak (also published as Murder Will Speak). The latter tale is much the superior of the two, having an interesting suburban setting and a bevy of female characters found to have motives when a contemptible philandering

  businessman meets with foul play. Sexual neurosis plays a major role in For Murder Will Speak, the ever-thorough Stewart obviously having made a study of the subject when writing the

  novel. The somewhat squeamish reviewer for Scribner’s Magazine considered the subject matter of For Murder Will Speak ‘rather unsavoury at times’, yet

  this individual conceded that the novel nevertheless made ‘first-class reading for those who enjoy a good puzzle intricately worked out’. ‘Judge Lynch’ in the Saturday

  Review apparently had no such moral reservations about the latest Clinton Driffield murder case, avowing simply of the novel: ‘They don’t come any better’.




  Over the next couple of years Stewart again sent Sir Clinton Driffield temporarily packing, replacing him with a new series detective, a brash radio personality named Mark Brand, in The

  Counsellor (1939) and The Four Defences (1940). The better of these two novels is The Four Defences, which Stewart based on another notorious British true-crime case, the

  Alfred Rouse blazing-car murder. (Rouse is believed to have fabricated his death by murdering an unknown man, placing the dead man’s body in his car and setting the car on fire, in the hope

  that the murdered man’s body would be taken for his.) Though admittedly a thinly characterised academic exercise in ratiocination, Stewart’s Four Defences surely is also one of

  the most complexly plotted Golden Age detective novels and should delight devotees of classical detection. Taking the Rouse blazing-car affair as his theme, Stewart composes from it a stunning set

  of diabolically ingenious criminal variations. ‘This is in the cold-blooded category which [. . .] excites a crossword puzzle kind of interest,’ the reviewer for the Times Literary

  Supplement acutely noted of the novel. ‘Nothing in the Rouse case would prepare you for these complications upon complications [. . .] What they prove is that Mr Connington has the power

  of penetrating into the puzzle-corner of the brain. He leaves it dazedly wondering whether in the records of actual crime there can be any dark deed to equal this in its planned

  convolutions.’




  Sir Clinton Driffield returned to action in the remaining four detective novels in the Connington oeuvre, The Twenty-One Clues (1941), No Past is Dead (1942),

  Jack-in-the-Box (1944) and Commonsense is All You Need (1947), all of which were written as Stewart’s heart disease steadily worsened and reflect to some extent his

  diminishing physical and mental energy. Although The Twenty-One Clues was inspired by the notorious Hall-Mills double murder case – probably the most publicised murder case in the

  United States in the 1920s – and the American critic and novelist Anthony Boucher commended Jack-in-the-Box, I believe the best of these later mysteries is No Past Is Dead,

  which Stewart partly based on a bizarre French true-crime affair, the 1891 Achet-Lepine murder case.8 Besides providing an interesting background for the

  tale, the ailing author managed some virtuoso plot twists, of the sort most associated today with that ingenious Golden Age Queen of Crime, Agatha Christie.




  What Stewart with characteristic bluntness referred to as ‘my complete crack-up’ forced his retirement from Queen’s University in 1944. ‘I am afraid,’ Stewart wrote

  a friend, the chemist and forensic scientist F. Gerald Tryhorn, in August 1946, eleven months before his death, ‘that I shall never be much use again. Very stupidly, I tried for a session to

  combine a full course of lecturing with angina pectoris; and ended up by establishing that the two are immiscible.’ He added that since retiring in 1944, he had been physically ‘limited

  to my house, since even a fifty-yard crawl brings on the usual cramps’. Stewart completed his essay collection and a final novel before he died at his study desk in his Belfast home on 1 July

  1947, at the age of sixty-six. When death came to the author he was busy at work, writing.




  More than six decades after Alfred Walter Stewart’s death, his J. J. Connington fiction is again available to a wider audience of classic-mystery fans, rather than strictly limited to a

  select company of rare-book collectors with deep pockets. This is fitting for an individual who was one of the finest writers of British genre fiction between the two world wars. ‘Heaven

  forfend that you should imagine I take myself for anything out of the common in the tec yarn stuff,’ Stewart once self-deprecatingly declared in a letter to Rupert Gould. Yet, as contemporary

  critics recognised, as a writer of detective and science fiction Stewart indeed was something out of the common. Now more modern readers can find this out for themselves. They have much good

  sleuthing in store.


  

  1. For more on Street, Crofts and particularly Stewart, see Curtis Evans, Masters of the ‘Humdrum’ Mystery: Cecil John Charles

  Street, Freeman Wills Crofts, Alfred Walter Stewart and the British Detective Novel, 1920–1961 (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2012). On the academic career of Alfred Walter Stewart, see his entry

  in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (London and New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), vol. 52, 627–628.




  2. The Gould–Stewart correspondence is discussed in considerable detail in Masters of the ‘Humdrum’ Mystery. For more on

  the life of the fascinating Rupert Thomas Gould, see Jonathan Betts, Time Restored: The Harrison Timekeepers and R. T. Gould, the Man Who Knew (Almost) Everything (London and New York:

  Oxford University Press, 2006) and Longitude, the 2000 British film adaptation of Dava Sobel’s book Longitude:The True Story of a Lone Genius Who Solved the Greatest Scientific

  Problem of His Time (London: Harper Collins, 1995), which details Gould’s restoration of the marine chronometers built by in the eighteenth century by the clockmaker John Harrison.




  3. Potential purchasers of Murder in the Maze should keep in mind that $2 in 1927 is worth over $26 today.




  4. In a 1920 article in The Strand Magazine, Arthur Conan Doyle endorsed as real prank photographs of purported fairies taken by two

  English girls in the garden of a house in the village of Cottingley. In the aftermath of the Great War Doyle had become a fervent believer in Spiritualism and other paranormal phenomena. Especially

  embarrassing to Doyle’s admirers today, he also published The Coming of the Faeries (1922), wherein he argued that these mystical creatures genuinely existed. ‘When the

  spirits came in, the common sense oozed out,’ Stewart once wrote bluntly to his friend Rupert Gould of the creator of Sherlock Holmes. Like Gould, however, Stewart had an intense interest in

  the subject of the Loch Ness Monster, believing that he, his wife and daughter had sighted a large marine creature of some sort in Loch Ness in 1935. A year earlier Gould had authored The Loch

  Ness Monster and Others, and it was this book that led Stewart, after he made his ‘Nessie’ sighting, to initiate correspondence with Gould.




  5. A tontine is a financial arrangement wherein shareowners in a common fund receive annuities that increase in value with the death of each

  participant, with the entire amount of the fund going to the last survivor. The impetus that the tontine provided to the deadly creative imaginations of Golden Age mystery writers should be

  sufficiently obvious.




  6. At Ardlamont, a large country estate in Argyll, Cecil Hambrough died from a gunshot wound while hunting. Cecil’s tutor, Alfred John

  Monson, and another man, both of whom were out hunting with Cecil, claimed that Cecil had accidentally shot himself, but Monson was arrested and tried for Cecil’s murder. The verdict

  delivered was ‘not proven’, but Monson was then – and is today – considered almost certain to have been guilty of the murder. On the Ardlamont case, see William Roughead,

  Classic Crimes (1951; repr., New York: New York Review Books Classics, 2000), 378–464.




  7. For the genesis of the title, see Macaulay’s ‘The Battle of the Lake Regillus,’ from his narrative poem collection

  Lays of Ancient Rome. In this poem Macaulay alludes to the ancient cult of Diana Nemorensis, which elevated its priests through trial by combat. Study of the practices of the Diana

  Nemorensis cult influenced Sir James George Frazer’s cultural interpretation of religion in his most renowned work, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion. As with Tom

  Tiddler’s Island and The Ha-Ha Case the title In Whose Dim Shadow proved too esoteric for Connington’s American publishers, Little, Brown and Co., who altered it

  to the more prosaic The Tau Cross Mystery.




  8. Stewart analysed the Achet-Lepine case in detail in ‘The Mystery of Chantelle’, one of the best essays in his 1947 collection

  Alias J. J. Connington.










  Chapter One




  A Request from the Coroner




  MARK BRAND—professionally known as The Counsellor—had gone through the correspondence selected and docketed for him

  by his staff, in preparation for his next broadcast from Radio Ardennes. From the mass, he had picked out the more useful letters and put them into a wire basket to the right of his desk. A larger

  pile of rejected material lay in the corresponding wire tray on his left. The Counsellor put his hands behind his head, tilted back his desk chair and stared at the cornice of his office.




  He was bored; and, what was in his case a worse symptom, he was admitting this boredom to himself. This week’s supply of correspondents had been a poor lot, presenting nothing that

  stimulated his imagination. Lonely Betty, living in a hostel for girls, wanted to get to know some nice men. Perplexed’s young wife couldn’t get on with her mother-in-law

  or her sisters-in-law, and what was to be done about it? Billy was leaving school and liked poetry, chemistry, music, engineering and French, but his father insisted on Billy going into his

  greengrocer’s shop. (Billy had been sent a copy of Leaflet A. 25 dealing with the choice of a career.) Heart-sick had found that her boy-friend was taking an interest in other

  girls.




  And so on. Not a single novel problem in the whole lot, The Counsellor acknowledged sourly. Each of them of the utmost importance to the enquirer, of course; but as the bases of a broadcast, as

  dull as ditch water. He tilted his chair still further back and scanned the ceiling as if some fresh and interesting suggestion might be detected there.




  The sound of the door opening softly brought him back with a jerk to a more normal attitude, and he turned his head to look at the intruder, a pretty chestnut-haired girl who paused on the

  threshold and examined him with a smile which was half quizzical, half sympathetic.




  “You look frightfully bored, Mark,” she commented as she came forward towards the desk.




  Sandra Rainham was a distant relation of The Counsellor, and she treated him with more familiarity and less respect than an ordinary secretary would have ventured.




  “I am bored,” admitted The Counsellor crossly. “Devilish so, in fact. Has nothing come in except this? There’s not a Chinaman’s chance of being interesting

  on subjects like these.”




  “They did seem a pretty dud lot when I went through them before sending them in,” Sandra admitted. “You’ve dealt with every one of them—or something like

  it—twice at least, already. You’d better give them a miss; turn them over to the Correspondence Department; and talk about something entirely fresh. Try a chat on Unsolved Mysteries and

  offer a prize for solutions. Offer that at the start, and every crime-hound will prick up his or her ears.”




  “Something in that, perhaps,” The Counsellor conceded grudgingly. “Jack the Ripper, the Peasenhall affair, the Merstham Tunnel business, and the rest of the tunnel

  cases—things of that sort, you mean?”




  “Yes, something like that. And you can end up with this.”




  She slid a paper across the desk towards The Counsellor as she spoke.




  “That’s just come in by Special Messenger, Express Delivery post. You’ll have to get it into your broadcast, somehow, Mark. Read it, and then I’ll tell you something

  more.”




  The Counsellor picked up the sheet and read the printed heading aloud:




  “From John V. Frobisher. Coroner. Westerfield Hall, Fernhurst-Hordle. . . . Fernhurst-Hordle? I seem to remember that name.”




  “You’ve heard me mention it, probably. Go on, Mark; I’ll explain when you’ve read it.”




  The Counsellor nodded absently and continued to read:




  

    

      15th April, 1939.




      “DEAR SIR,—Being cognisant of the valuable services which you rendered to the authorities in connection with the

      assassination of Mr. James Treverton of Grendon St. Giles last September, I venture to solicit your assistance in the following circumstances.




      “At 2.30 a.m. this morning, in the vicinity of Tetherdown Cross Roads, within my jurisdiction, a motor car was discovered in flames. The driver appears to have been entrapped in the

      burning vehicle; and as he was unable to extricate himself, he perished in the catastrophe. The identification plates of the car had been removed. The vehicle, however, has been recognised as a

      six-cylinder, 16-h.p. Hernshaw-Davies car of a type which came upon the market in the autumn of 1937. Its body had been dark green, which was one of the standard tints for these cars at that

      date.




      “Enquiries are being pursued by the local constabulary, as is their duty. But I am determined to leave no stone unturned in the matter; and as I am aware that you have an extensive

      audience who listen to your broadcasts (though they may neglect to give attention to the police messages from the B.B.C.) I request you to co-operate with me by giving the fullest possible

      publicity to the matter at the earliest possible moment, asking any of your listeners who may have seen this car to communicate immediately with me upon the subject.




      “The identity of the deceased driver is as yet unascertained and any information relevant to this point would be of the utmost value to me in the inquest which I shall have to

      hold.




      “Communications should be made to me by letter or by telegram at the address given above or by telephone to the number printed at the head of this note-paper.




      “I have the honour to be, sir,




      “Your obedient servant,




      “JOHN V. FROBISHER.”


    


  




  “H’m!” ejaculated The Counsellor, laying the letter down on his desk and glancing up at Sandra Rainham. “Sounds a pompous bloke. Polysyllables are his

  long suit. Still, he must be a sound fellow after all. At any rate, he knows enough to come to the right man for this job.”




  “I’m sorry to disturb a pleasant illusion, Mark,” Miss Rainham explained, “but I really doubt if he ever heard of you before this dreadful business. There was an

  enclosure addressed to me inside the envelope. You’d better read it.”




  She tendered a second sheet of paper.




  “Same address,” commented The Counsellor, glancing at the heading. “Signed ‘Vera Glenarm,’” he added, turning to the signature. “Who’s Vera

  Glenarm? I seem to remember the name. . . . Oh, yes, that’s the girl who was such a pal of yours when you were taking your training at that secretarial college, isn’t it?”




  Miss Rainham confirmed this with a nod, and The Counsellor turned back to the letter in his hand.




  

    

      “MY DEAR SANDRA,—I know you won’t mind doing me a favour. Please read Uncle

      John’s letter which goes along with this; and then do your best to persuade Mr. Brand to help.




      “Uncle John has never got on well with the local police, somehow. They don’t take him seriously enough, or something. Anyhow, whether it’s merely his imagination or not, he

      thinks they’re cold-shouldering him over this dreadful car affair. To cheer him up, I unfortunately suggested that he might enlist Mr. Brand’s help in collecting information. So now

      my credit’s at stake. And you know how difficult Uncle John can be when he doesn’t get what he wants. He snapped at the idea like a lobster or a crocodile or whatever it is that

      does snap at things. If he can get on to something the police have missed, it’ll put him in a good temper for a week. And that would be a blessing. So please do your best,

      dear.




      “If Mr. Brand refuses, Uncle John will put it all on my back; and, really, he’s difficult enough already without that, on account of this case. The things he says about the Chief

      Constable simply will not bear writing about. Like this: ——! **£%%? @½) (”!!!!




      “Yours,




      “VERA GLENARM.”


    


  




  The Counsellor laid the letter on his desk.




  “Uncle John V. Frobisher doesn’t sound specially amiable,” he commented. “You’ve met him, I suppose? What’s he like?”




  “Not really so bad,” Sandra explained, “but he always reminded me of a terrier with an uncertain temper. He eats out of your hand one day, and the next day something’s

  happened and he’ll snap at you before you know where you are. Frightfully touchy about slights, and generally detecting a lot that don’t exist outside his own imagination.”




  “Sounds like the character in the poetry-book: ‘When she was good, she was very, very good. But when she was bad, she was horrid.’ How does this Vera girl come to be mixed up

  with him, if he’s like that? Hasn’t she a home of her own?”




  “Her father and mother died when she was in her teens, and they left her enough to live on comfortably; but she wanted some sort of training to fall back on, just in case she got stranded

  in any way. That’s what took her to the secretarial college, where I met her. After her mother died, her uncle took charge of her and she’s lived with him most of the time since. She

  doesn’t mind his little ways, really. The grousing in her letter’s only a bit of fun. If she wanted to, she could leave him. She’d get a secretarial post easily enough.

  She’s intelligent,” she added impishly.




  “Oh! Is she?” said The Counsellor, falling into the trap. “You mean freckled, snub-nosed, rather untidy, with black specs. That’s what ‘intelligent’ usually

  means. At least, when you’re talking about a girl.”




  “I said ‘intelligent,’ and I mean ‘intelligent,’ implying that she shows a high degree of understanding,” retorted Sandra with a slight grimace.

  “You’re all wrong in your fancy portrait, Mark. She’s about a year older than I am—say twenty-six. She’s about my height, slim, fair-haired, pretty, dresses well,

  wears fours in shoes, six-and-a-half in gloves, plays games, and reads as well. Her sight’s quite normal. Just the sort of girl you might marry, Mark, if you were extra lucky.”




  “Leave me out of it,” said The Counsellor hastily.




  “Well, of course, she might not like your taste in tweeds, I admit. That’s a new suit you’re wearing, isn’t it? I can’t imagine where you pick up these patterns. Do

  you get them specially woven or what? If they get much louder I’ll have to take to anti-glare glasses myself, I give you fair warning. At least, while you’re about.”




  “‘Enough of this fooling. To business,’” quoted The Counsellor severely. “Take this down, will you?”




  He dictated a few sentences, summarising the information given in the Coroner’s letter.




  “By the way,” he added, “have we any grateful clients in Fernhurst-Hordle?”




  Miss Rainham glanced at him with a shade of apprehension.




  “Why do you want to know that?” she demanded. “All you’re going to do is to put this stuff into the broadcast, as Mr. Frobisher wants. The thing’s going no

  further.”




  “It is going further,” declared The Counsellor firmly. “The Coroner has asked for my assistance. He’ll get it, without stint. It’s a matter of public

  interest.”




  “He asked you to put it into your broadcast. That was all,” she pointed out in a faintly chilling tone. “He didn’t invite you to put your finger into it beyond

  that.”




  “We never do things by halves in this office,” retorted The Counsellor magnificently. “All our resources are at the disposal of the authorities.”




  “Meaning that you’re going to poke your nose into the affair, whether they like it or not?” translated Miss Rainham. “They will be pleased. Or will they? I’m

  not sure.”




  “Matter of public spirit,” affirmed The Counsellor unctuously. “Besides, it’s the sort of thing that interests me.”




  “I see,” said Miss Rainham resignedly. “You fluked some sort of success when you took up the Treverton affair, and it’s gone to your head. My advice to you, Mark, is to

  rest on your laurels and not risk a fiasco over this business.”




  “I asked a question,” The Counsellor pointed out with an insufferable air of patience.




  “Whether we’d any grateful clients? I put Records on to that as soon as I’d read Vera’s letter, just as a matter of routine. I’m glad to say that we can trace none.

  Does that damp you?”




  “Not a bit,” responded The Counsellor cheerfully. “All the more credit to be got when one works without local assistance.”




  “I know what Wolf will say when he hears about it,” said Miss Rainham ominously.




  Wolfram Standish was The Counsellor’s general manager.




  “So do I,” said The Counsellor blandly, “so we won’t bother to call him into consultation at present. Wolf has no imagination, poor fellow. It’s that strain of

  Scots blood in him. Or else his Saxon ancestry. Or both. All against my taking up the Treverton business, Wolf was; and precious silly he looked in the end over that. Enough about Wolf. Tell me

  something about this Coroner cove. It’s always well to know about people before one meets them.”




  The Counsellor’s lower lip was thrust forward in a way only too familiar to Miss Rainham. She recognized the symptom and shrugged her shoulders, as if abandoning a lost cause.




  “He’s about my height, spare, rather leathery-faced with bushy dark eyebrows, and he’s got a high-pitched voice, a fault-finding kind of voice, if you know what I mean. He

  wears dark grey tweeds usually. You might copy his taste there with advantage, Mark. He’s not difficult to deal with if you just agree with everything he says. That seems to cover his main

  peculiarities, I think.”




  “Except in special circumstances, a coroner must have been a solicitor, a barrister, or a doctor, I believe,” said The Counsellor. “How does this Frobisher conform to

  that?”




  Sandra reflected for a moment or two before she was able to answer this.




  “I believe that he was called to the Bar when he was a young man,” she said, at last. “At least, I seem to remember hearing Vera say something about it. I never heard of his

  practising, though; and some cousin of his died and left him Westerfield Hall—it’s just a big house in some grounds—and enough to make him independent for life. I don’t

  think he ever had to work for a living.”




  “Not a strug-for-lifeur, as the French say. That might account for his opinionatedness. Never found his level.”




  “Quite likely,” agreed Miss Rainham rather acidly. “You never had to strug-for-life yourself, Mark; so it works out in two cases.”




  “Quiet determination is one thing; pig-headed obstinacy is another. I never can get you to see the difference,” complained The Counsellor. “But enough of metaphysics.

  Let’s return to the urgent affairs of Coroner Frobisher. Here’s a blazing car with no number plates on it. Now just ask a question. How did the deceased manage to drive that car any

  distance without somebody spotting the lack of the numbers?”




  “Because it was in the small hours of the morning, of course. There’s hardly anyone about, then.”




  “But the police don’t knock off for the night,” The Counsellor pointed out. “And they’ve less to amuse them then than in the daytime. Ergo, they’re

  more likely to look at any passing car and spot that it’s got no number plates. The inference is . . .”




  “That it was driven only a short distance minus number plates, of course. So it must be a local car.”




  “Thought you’d say that,” said The Counsellor cheerfully. “All wrong, of course. For all I know, the deceased may have driven the car a hundred miles with the number

  plates on; then removed them and pitched them over a hedge; and then driven on a mile or so to where the car was found ablaze.”




  “It doesn’t sound very sane,” objected Sandra.




  “No? But it sounds like suicide to me.”




  “Why should a suicide take such pains to conceal the identity of the car?” asked Sandra, rather contemptuously. “If it had been murder, one could see the point of

  that.”




  “Something in that,” admitted The Counsellor. “Let’s follow it up a bit. A. takes B. out in A.’s car. A. murders B. and leaves the body in the car. If the

  car’s identified, then A. has to explain how his car came to be mixed up in the business. Hence he attempts to make it unrecognisable by taking off the number plates. That seems to fit. Now

  try it the other way round. B. is taken out by A. in A.’s car. B. murders A., and puts a match to the petrol. In that case, you’ve got A.’s body in A.’s car, which would

  look like suicide. Then why remove the number plates? That doesn’t seem to fit, not to any extent. Suicide’s more likely.”




  “You make it sound so,” Sandra admitted doubtfully.




  “But now, just ask a question,” continued The Counsellor. “What’s become of other things that would help to identify the car? The licence disc on the windscreen, for

  instance.”




  “Burnt, of course,” said Sandra contemptuously.




  “And the engine number? And the chassis number? Burnt, of course, I suppose?”




  Sandra considered for a moment or two before answering.




  “Just remember that the car was found ablaze between two and three o’clock this morning, Mark. And Mr. Frobisher must have sent off his letter to you shortly after breakfast-time,

  since it reached here in the forenoon. On that basis, you can take your pick of three solutions. First, that car may have been nearly red-hot with the blaze; in which case the police couldn’t

  hunt for engine and chassis numbers until it cooled down a bit. They may not have discovered them by the time that letter was sent off. Second, I’ve shown you Vera’s letter; and you can

  guess from that that the constabulary aren’t likely to put themselves out to help Mr. Frobisher more than strict duty demands. I doubt if they’d fall over their own feet in their hurry

  to pass on the news, even if they’d got it. And, third, the engine and chassis numbers may have been obliterated, just as the number plates were removed. Now then, start counting round,

  Eeny-meeny-miney-mo! Which of the three is It?”
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