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Robin Forsythe





The Ginger Cat Mystery


AN “ALGERNON VEREKER” MYSTERY



The body of John Cornell the well-known London Merchant and banker, was exhumed early this morning with great secrecy, following representations made to the Home Office.


Everyone was astonished when the beautiful Josephine Rivron rejected the young, popular and handsome Frank Cornell, and married his elderly, wealthy father John instead. When John fell ill and died shortly after marrying, there were suspicions that the cause wasn’t pneumonia, but a nasty case of poisoning. Then Frank Cornell too was dead – shot through the head, the weapon vanished. This time no one had any doubt it was murder.


Amateur sleuth Algernon Vereker is drawn to this case, his fourth, by a recurring bout of his “old detective fever”. He packs his Colt automatic and joins Inspector Heather down at Marston Manor to investigate. The Ginger Cat Mystery (1935 – titled Murder at Marston Manor in the USA) is a classic country house whodunit stuffed with suspects, clues, red herrings and dark deeds. Not to mention the eponymous feline, whose tell-tale fur might just help to hang a murderer. This new edition, the first in over seventy years, features an introduction by Curtis Evans.


‘Mr Forsythe has contrived an ingenious tale.’ The Times


















TO






MY DEAR PAL, TERRY





AN IRISH SETTER











Robin Forsythe (1879-1937)


Crime in Fact and Fiction


Ingenious criminal schemes were the stock in trade of those ever-so-bright men and women who devised the baffling puzzles found in between-the-wars detective fiction. Yet although scores of Golden Age mystery writers strove mightily to commit brilliant crimes on paper, presumably few of them ever attempted to commit them in fact. One author of classic crime fiction who actually carried out a crafty real-life crime was Robin Forsythe. Before commencing in 1929 his successful series of Algernon Vereker detective novels, now reprinted in attractive new editions by the enterprising Dean Street Press, Forsythe served in the 1920s as the mastermind behind England’s Somerset House stamp trafficking scandal.


Robin Forsythe was born Robert Forsythe—he later found it prudent to slightly alter his Christian name—in Sialkot, Punjab (then part of British India, today part of Pakistan) on 10 May 1879, the eldest son of distinguished British cavalryman John “Jock” Forsythe and his wife Caroline. Born in 1838 to modestly circumstanced parents in the Scottish village of Carmunnock, outside Glasgow, John Forsythe in 1858 enlisted as a private in the Ninth Queen’s Royal Lancers and was sent to India, then in the final throes of a bloody rebellion. Like the fictional Dr. John H. Watson of Sherlock Holmes fame, Forsythe saw major martial action in Afghanistan two decades later during the Second Anglo-Afghan War (1878-1880), in his case at the December 1879 siege of the Sherpur Cantonment, just outside Kabul, and the Battle of Kandahar on 1 September 1880, for which service he received the War Medal with two Clasps and the Bronze Star. During the conflict Forsythe was appointed Quartermaster of the Ninth Lancers, in which capacity he served in Afghanistan, India, England and Ireland until his retirement from the British army in 1893, four years after having been made an Honorary Captain. The old solider was later warmly commended, in a 1904 history of the Ninth Lancers, for his “unbroken record of faithful, unfailing and devoted service.” His son Robin’s departure from government service a quarter-century later would be rather less harmonious.


A year after John Forsythe’s return to India from Afghanistan in 1880, his wife Caroline died in Ambala after having given birth to Robin’s younger brother, Gilbert (“Gill”), and the two little boys were raised by an Indian ayah, or nanny. The family returned to England in 1885, when Robin was six years old, crossing over to Ireland five years later, when the Ninth Lancers were stationed at the Curragh Army Camp. On Captain Forsythe’s retirement from the Lancers in 1893, he and his two sons settled in Scotland at his old home village, Carmunnock. Originally intended for the legal profession, Robin instead entered the civil service, although like E.R. Punshon, another clerk turned classic mystery writer recently reprinted by Dean Street Press, he dreamt of earning his bread through his pen by another, more imaginative, means: creative writing. As a young man Robin published poetry and short stories in newspapers and periodicals, yet not until after his release from prison in 1929 at the age of fifty would he finally realize his youthful hope of making his living as a fiction writer.


For the next several years Robin worked in Glasgow as an Inland Revenue Assistant of Excise. In 1909 he married Kate Margaret Havord, daughter of a guide roller in a Glasgow iron and steel mill, and by 1911 the couple resided, along with their one-year-old son John, in Godstone, Surrey, twenty miles from London, where Robin was employed as a Third Class Clerk in the Principal Probate Registry at Somerset House. Young John remained the Robin and Kate’s only child when the couple separated a decade later. What problems led to the irretrievable breakdown of the marriage is not known, but Kate’s daughter-in-law later characterized Kate as “very greedy” and speculated that her exactions upon her husband might have made “life difficult for Robin and given him a reason for his illegal acts.” 


Six years after his separation from Kate, Robin conceived and carried out, with the help of three additional Somerset House clerks, a fraudulent enterprise resembling something out of the imaginative crime fiction of Arthur Conan Doyle, Golden Age thriller writer Edgar Wallace and post Golden Age lawyer-turned-author Michael Gilbert. Over a year-and-a-half period, the Somerset House conspirators removed high value judicature stamps from documents deposited with the Board of Inland Revenue, using acids to obliterate cancellation marks, and sold the stamps at half-cost to three solicitor’s clerks, the latter of whom pocketed the difference in prices. Robin and his co-conspirators at Somerset House divided among themselves the proceeds from the illicit sales of the stamps, which totaled over 50,000 pounds (or roughly $75,000 US dollars) in modern value. Unhappily for the seven schemers, however, a government auditor became suspicious of nefarious activity at Somerset House, resulting in a 1927 undercover Scotland Yard investigation that, coupled with an intensive police laboratory examination of hundreds of suspect documents, fully exposed both the crime and its culprits.


Robin Forsythe and his co-conspirators were promptly arrested and at London’s Old Bailey on 7 February 1928, the Common Serjeant--elderly Sir Henry Dickens, K.C., last surviving child of the great Victorian author Charles Dickens--passed sentence on the seven men, all of whom had plead guilty and thrown themselves on the mercy of the court. Sir Henry sentenced Robin to a term of fifteen months imprisonment, castigating him as a calculating rogue, according to the Glasgow Herald, the newspaper in which Robin had published his poetry as a young man, back when the world had seemed full of promise:








It is an astounding position to find in an office like that of Somerset House that the Canker of dishonesty had bitten deep….You are the prime mover of this, and obviously you started it. For a year and a half you have continued it, and you have undoubtedly raised an atmosphere and influenced other people in that office.









Likely one of the “astounding” aspects of this case in the eyes of eminent pillars of society like Dickens was that Robin Forsythe and his criminal cohort to a man had appeared to be, before the fraud was exposed, quite upright individuals. With one exception Robin’s co-conspirators were a generation younger than their ringleader and had done their duty, as the saying goes, in the Great War. One man had been a decorated lance corporal in the late affray, while another had served as a gunner in the Royal Field Artillery and a third had piloted biplanes as a 2nd lieutenant in the Royal Flying Corps. The affair disturbingly demonstrated to all and sundry that, just like in Golden Age crime fiction, people who seemed above suspicion could fall surprisingly hard for the glittering lure of ill-gotten gain.


Crime fiction offered the imaginative Robin Forsythe not only a means of livelihood after he was released in from prison in 1929, unemployed and seemingly unemployable, but also, one might surmise, a source of emotional solace and escape. Dorothy L. Sayers once explained that from the character of her privileged aristocratic amateur detective, Lord Peter Wimsey, she had devised and derived, at difficult times in her life, considerable vicarious satisfaction:








When I was dissatisfied with my single unfurnished room, I tool a luxurious flat for him in Piccadilly. When my cheap rug got a hole in it, I ordered an Aubusson carpet. When I had no money to pay my bus fare, I presented him with a Daimler double-six, upholstered in a style of sober magnificence, and when I felt dull I let him drive it.









Between 1929 and 1937 Robin published eight successful crime novels, five of which were part of the Algernon Vereker mystery series for which the author was best known: Missing or Murdered (1929), The Polo Ground Mystery (1932), The Pleasure Cruise Mystery (1933), The Ginger Cat Mystery (1935) and The Spirit Murder Mystery (1936). The three remaining novels—The Hounds of Justice (1930), The Poison Duel (1934, under the pseudonym Peter Dingwall) and Murder on Paradise Island (1937)—were non-series works.


Like the other Robin Forsythe detective novels detailing the criminal investigations of Algernon Vereker, gentleman artist and amateur sleuth, Missing or Murdered was issued in England by The Bodley Head, publisher in the Twenties of mysteries by Agatha Christie and Annie Haynes, the latter another able writer revived by Dean Street Press. Christie had left The Bodley Head in 1926 and Annie Haynes had passed away early in 1929, leaving the publisher in need of promising new authors. Additionally, the American company Appleton-Century published two of the Algernon Vereker novels, The Pleasure Cruise Mystery and The Ginger Cat Mystery, in the United States (the latter book under the title Murder at Marston Manor) as part of its short-lived but memorably titled Tired Business Man’s Library of adventure, detective and mystery novels, which were designed “to afford relaxation and entertainment” to industrious American escape fiction addicts during their off hours. Forsythe’s fiction also enjoyed some success in France, where his first three detective novels were published, under the titles La Disparition de Lord Bygrave (The Disappearance of Lord Bygrave), La Passion de Sadie Maberley (The Passion of Sadie Maberley) and Coups de feu a l’aube (Gunshots at Dawn).


The Robin Forsythe mystery fiction drew favorable comment for their vivacity and ingenuity from such luminaries as Dorothy L. Sayers, Charles Williams and J.B. Priestley, the latter acutely observing that “Mr. Forsythe belongs to the new school of detective story writers which might be called the brilliant flippant school.” Sayers pronounced of Forsythe’s The Ginger Cat Mystery that “[t]he story is lively and the plot interesting,” while Charles Williams, author and editor of Oxford University Press, heaped praise upon The Polo Ground Mystery as “a good story of one bullet, two wounds, two shots, and one dead man and three pistols before the end….It is really a maze, and the characters are not merely automata.”


This second act in the career of Robin Forsythe proved sadly short-lived, however, for in 1937 the author passed away from kidney disease, still estranged from his wife and son, at the age of 57. In his later years he resided--along with his Irish Setter Terry, the “dear pal” to whom he dedicated The Ginger Cat Mystery--at a cottage in the village of Hartest, near Bury St. Edmunds, Suffolk. In addition to writing, Robin enjoyed gardening and dabbling in art, having become an able chalk sketch artist and water colorist. He also toured on ocean liners (under the name “Robin Forsythe”), thereby gaining experience that would serve him well in his novel The Pleasure Cruise Mystery. This book Robin dedicated to “Beatrice,” while Missing or Murdered was dedicated to “Elizabeth” and The Spirit Murder Mystery to “Jean.” Did Robin find solace as well in human companionship during his later years? Currently we can only speculate, but classic British crime fans who peruse the mysteries of Robin Forsythe should derive pleasure from spending time in the clever company of Algernon Vereker as he hunts down fictional malefactors—thus proving that, while crime may not pay, it most definitely can entertain.


Curtis Evans




Chapter One


Murder in Arcadia


The little village of Marston-le-Willows in West Suffolk had suddenly become known to the inhabitants of Great Britain, or more precisely to all those who read a daily or a Sunday newspaper. A startling chain of events had caused this forced emergence of Marston-le-Willows from its pastoral seclusion, its almost mediaeval English passivity and quietude into the hustle and noise of twentieth-century publicity. That chain of events had culminated in a mysterious murder and apparently there are few people who are not immediately interested in a mysterious murder. It is said that even such exalted personages as prime ministers, chancellors of the exchequer, law lords, headmasters of famous schools and secretly a bishop or two are addicted to the reading of fictional murders as an invigorating relaxation from the terrible strain of their stupendous mental activities. Whatever may be the truth in such matters, there’s no denying the fact that a murder made Marston-le-Willows notorious very much as a murder made the village of Babbacombe notorious—one could almost say historical. It might have been happier to achieve fame like Giggleswick through an eclipse of the sun rather than through the extinction of a human life, but that was not decreed by the Fates. This fortuitous notoriety, however, had very little effect on the slow, even tenor of life in Marston. John Rash, the baker, round-faced, perennially cheerful and addicted temperately to his pint of beer at fixed intervals during the day, baked in his usual efficient manner in his old brick oven and could be seen daily rocking along in his high-wheeled pony trap on a wider round of his own while his boy delivered his bread in a narrower circle by means of “push-bike” and basket. Walter Gammer, the butcher, financially a shade more prosperous, distributed his meat as punctually as ever by means of a small car, not only to Marston inhabitants but to all the scattered cottages and houses which stud the tortuous Suffolk roads for miles around the village. William Hunnibell, the newsagent, dropped his newspapers in farmhouse porches or thrust them through open cottage windows every morning, and if by any chance he saw a housewife, tried to persuade her to buy apples, pears, ice cream, tomatoes, herrings, kippers or haddocks which he brought along in his little governess cart as an extension of his commercial activities when the seasons and supplies permitted. Edgar Dobley, the carpenter and wheelwright, with that sharper intelligence which seems to distinguish his calling in a village, built his barrows, constructed his wagons, made and painted his ladders at a shilling a stave in his shop redolent of clean wood and resounding to the blows of a hammer or the tearing rip of a saw. The farmers were busy with their sugar beet, their wheat, barley, beans, their turkeys, fowls, cattle and black-faced Suffolk sheep. The sails of the windmills of the district still revolved as they had in the remote past, grinding corn now raised more generously under the fostering warmth of a wheat subsidy. The village boys, care-free and unconcerned, played football on the village green, using the village’s two pumps as goal-posts at one end of the field and their discarded coats at the other. But tongues wagged more vigorously in Marston, if tongues can ever be said to wag to the slow, high-pitched, singing Suffolk dialect. They wagged, too, in a way peculiar to the rural areas of the county. A topic is broached, an idea is born and communicated and further conversation consists of a repetition of that idea. Behind this repetition, however, may lurk a significant intonation, an almost imperceptible but informative wink, a slow, cautious, illuminating smile, for your countryman is naturally guarded in his speech in a village where gossip can easily be brought home to its source and the network of relationship is embarrassingly involved and comprehensive. There is, moreover, an inborn desire to live at peace which seems a reflection of the gentle lines of the landscape, of low horizons blurred by the hazy blue of distant woods, of the wide contented skies.


The cause of the trouble that burst so unexpectedly on Marston-le-Willows had its source in Marston Manor. Some years previously, old Squire Chevington had died. His estate, which had been held by the Chevington family for centuries, had been broken up and sold and the family seat of Marston Manor had been bought by a Mr. John Cornell. John Cornell, though a Suffolk-born man, had gone up to London in his teens to fill a very minor post in the offices of the well-known firm of Ince and Colt, general merchants, merchant bankers and bill discounters of Mincing Lane. Slowly but steadily he worked his way up to the position of senior partner and at the age of sixty retired with a considerable fortune to spend the remainder of his days in the peace and seclusion of his own county. His rise to affluence had been the outcome rather of bucolic shrewdness, unwavering pertinacity and relentless thrift than of any gift of financial brilliance, and perhaps this is an indirect compliment in days when financial brilliance frequently connotes a questionable rapidity in the acquisition of wealth. Those who knew him and liked his rather simple and frank nature, wondered at times how he had attained his fortune and position and generally agreed that his success was in a great measure due to the tact, lively wit and business acumen of his wife, Clara. Three years prior to her husband’s retirement Clara Cornell died, leaving her own modest fortune to her son Frank, the sole offspring of her marriage, who was then twenty-one years old and intended for the Bar. On the death of his wife an extraordinary change came over John Cornell. He appeared all at once to renew his youth and pass once more through a romantic phase characteristic of adolescence. Formerly very austere and old-fashioned in his garb, wearing clothes almost as a uniform emphasizing the seriousness, the conservatism, the stability of his business, he now began to indulge in brighter materials and a livelier cut. His sombre neckwear burst into striped and chromatic gaiety; his gloves tripped lightly from brown or dark grey to chamois; his prim white handkerchiefs lapsed into the voluptuousness of spotted foulards. Even when playing his very occasional game of golf he had always worn grey flannels and a Harris jacket of particularly subdued colour. These he now discarded for snuff-coloured plus-fours, a jumper of conspicuous design and vivid hue and startled his older friends by wearing a yellow beret cocked at a ludicrously pert angle on his large and shining bald head. Previously always parsimonious, he now began to spend almost lavishly. Though he had seldom frequented places of amusement and then only with an air of boredom, as if he were fulfilling a necessary but uncongenial social duty to please his wife, he now appeared regularly at the opera in spite of the fact that he secretly thought most operas artificial foreign rubbish. He became a stalwart first-nighter at theatres and was frequently seen at a fashionable night club dancing and deporting himself with the zest and agility of a man of half his age. When he travelled he now travelled by air; he rented a costly villa on the Riviera during the season, bought a sumptuous houseboat on the upper reaches of the Thames and, having sold his old moderate-priced saloon car, acquired a luxury liner of the road. The houseboat, the name of which he had altered from “Mayfly” to “Mayfly But Can’t,” soon became the week-end resort of a crowd of young and fashionable people, friends of his son, who all treated him with that affectionate tolerance which youth now grants to moneyed age and experience. John Cornell soon became generally popular and, though he made his son Frank the excuse for this bright rejuvenescence (the jolly-pal rather than pompous-father attitude), it was abundantly clear to all that the hearty old man was thoroughly enjoying himself and having what is colloquially termed “a high old time.” His frozen sedateness seemed to have thawed miraculously in the autumn sunshine of his years and with the sudden realization that he was no longer attached to the dominant personality of his shrewish wife. There was nothing vicious about this late burgeoning of John Cornell; it was the expression of a healthy virility still capable of a whole-hearted pleasure in living. Its true significance, however, was disclosed by its culmination in a second marriage.


Among his son’s many friends, for Frank Cornell had a genius for collecting friends of the most diverse temperaments, was a beautiful, sophisticated, at times rather wistful, young woman, Josephine Rivron, who became a regular guest at all John Cornell’s week-end houseboat parties during the summer following his wife’s death. It was at first thought by everyone that she was to be Frank Cornell’s wife and some averred that he actually proposed to her but was refused. The news that she was engaged to the father therefore came as something startling and eruptive to all the family’s relatives, friends and acquaintances. The engagement was the source of considerable malicious gossip and to the cynical it seemed clear that the young lady was in an unseemly hurry to lay hands on the loaded Cornell coffers. To marry the son was, so to speak, merely marrying a reversion. Josephine Rivron was naturally told by a candid friend all that was being said about her, but it failed to disturb her remarkable equanimity and exactly a year after their first meeting she became John Cornell’s wife. Shortly afterwards John Cornell retired from business, bought Marston Manor and began to live the life of a country gentleman. The marriage was to all outward appearances eminently happy. John Cornell’s effulgence dimmed to a natural glow and he settled down to enjoy his leisure, his wife’s charming company and his country mansion.


During all the years of his unbending attachment to business, in moments of idle rumination John Cornell had looked forward to this time of retirement. At the core of his dreaming was a garden and flowers and an ineffable peace: it was a secret passion of which he was almost ashamed. He would have a magnificent garden and magnificent flowers, stupendous blooms like those he saw exhibited by commercial horticulturists at flower shows. The time had come to make his dream come true and he was daily to be seen in consultation with Braber, his gardener, planning the accomplishment of that dream. Josephine his wife was equally absorbed in Marston Manor for she had discovered an outlet for her domestic activities in the general adaptation of the old house to modern requirements, a moulding of a mediaeval skeleton to what she called “the amenities of up-to-date living.” With the help of the local doctor, Stanley Redgrave, who was versed in the lore of the English manor, she was accomplishing this task with a fine regard for its ancient beauty and in the process had become very friendly with her “medical adviser.” Then some years after their arrival at Marston, John Cornell suddenly fell ill. He had apparently been in robust health and there had been no warning symptoms of disease to herald the approach of a swift departure from life. His illness began with a violent headache, persistent vomiting and repeated convulsions. A period of wild delirium was swiftly followed by profound coma and within a week he was dead. Doctor Redgrave, who attended him throughout his brief illness, certified that death was due to pneumonia, and John Cornell was buried in the churchyard of All Saints’, Marston-le-Willows. Josephine, his wife, was for a time prostrate with grief, and Marston-le-Willows sincerely mourned his loss for more material reasons.


A short obituary notice in a few of the London papers and half a column of kindly eulogy in the West Suffolk Post was all the publicity that was granted to the passing of John Cornell for the time being. It was as much as any man of his status could expect from a world mechanically industrial, not given overmuch to sentiment, and too preoccupied with the strenuousness of living to be arrested by any perplexing meditation on the mystery of death. But the passing of John Cornell was not going to be such an ordinary occurrence as it had first appeared. Six months after his burial something mysterious occurred in Marston-le-Willows, something that might be called in an increasingly trite phrase “a major phenomenon.” It was the first of the chain of startling events that made the name of Marston-le-Willows as well-known as that of Brighton. Perhaps an excerpt from the West Suffolk Post of the 15th of August will give an adequate description of the occurrence. It ran:








EXHUMATION BY LAMPLIGHT







Marston-le-Willows. Sunday.









The body of John Cornell, the well-known London merchant and banker, who died suddenly at his home, Marston Manor, last February, was exhumed here early this morning with great secrecy, following representations made to the Home Office.


Policemen were posted at the gates of the cemetery to prevent the presence of unauthorized persons while the work of exhumation was carried out by lamplight.


A post-mortem was held this afternoon at which Doctors Redgrave and Lake represented the financier’s wife. Dr. McAndrew, the famous pathologist, conducted the post-mortem and certain organs were removed from the body for examination by the Home Office Analyst. The inquest was adjourned pending his report.









In spite of the great secrecy referred to by the West Suffolk Post, before nightfall on that memorable Sunday in August all Marston-le-Willows knew that the body of John Cornell had been exhumed, that the representations had been made to the Home Office by David Cornell, his blind brother who lived in a bungalow in the Manor grounds, and that it was suspected that the deceased had been poisoned. The days that intervened between the exhumation and the resumed inquest were days of intense, suppressed excitement. The outward calm of the village and its inhabitants seemed unreal, almost ominous, in conjunction with their inward and hidden tension. There was only one topic of conversation, but that topic was discussed in guarded whispers by one intimate friend with another. Even in the tap-room of “The Dog and Partridge” the subject was generally avoided by the handful of regular customers and if it happened to be touched on by some rash spirit, the landlord, Abner Borham, would display a childlike ignorance of the whole business. The only villager who blurted out what he thought was old Harry Weddup, the thatcher, but he was the licensed enfant terrible of Marston. He openly declared it was his opinion that the young wife had got rid of her aged husband by poison so that she could marry someone young and lusty like herself and enjoy the old man’s money. Putting the matter in terms of horseflesh, he thought it was perfectly natural for a fresh young mare to get tired of a worn-out old hack who hadn’t as much as a whinny left in him. He would say that on her behalf but it was all he could say. It was a damnable thing to poison the old man and she would certainly be found out, like Mrs. Maybrick, and pay “the dire penalty.” Serve her right, too. At this point, Harry Weddup (he had drawn his old age pension and drunk an extra pint or two) delivered a long lecture on the evil of old men hankering after and marrying young women. “Noo wine bust old bottles,” he declared, and if those gents got poisoned in the end it served them right, too. After this impartial dispensation of justice he fell into silence so that his words of wisdom might sink into the understanding of his somewhat facetious listeners.


The day of the resumed inquest, though opening with tremendous excitement, may be said to have ended in a weak anti-climax. The squib had hissed itself out instead of detonating. The West Suffolk Post’s report was as follows:








DRAMATIC PROTEST AT INQUEST


WIFE’S PAINFUL ORDEAL


NO POISON


Marston-le-Willows. Friday.






The resumed inquest of Mr. John Cornell, who died in February last and whose body was exhumed at midnight on August 15th, was held here to-day. The inquest had been opened and adjourned for an examination of the organs by the Home Office Analyst. Dr. McAndrew, the famous pathologist, had conducted the post-mortem examination.


The first sensation occurred when the coroner asked those not connected with the case to leave the court.


Dr. McAndrew, the first witness, then handed the coroner several pages of typewritten matter which the coroner read to the jury. He said he was present when the coffin was opened.


The coroner was then handed the Home Office Analyst’s report which read, “I have examined all the samples submitted to me and can find no trace of poison.”


After a brief consultation with the coroner, the foreman of the jury announced that they were satisfied that Mr. Cornell’s death was due to natural causes.


Mr. Godbold, on behalf of Mrs. Cornell, then made a dramatic protest against the exhumation, pointing out the suffering which the whole proceeding had inflicted on his client and that it was a disgrace that proceedings of such a grave nature should be started on the mere idle suspicion of a relative of the deceased. On the conclusion of his remarks, Mrs. Cornell the dead man’s widow, broke down and was assisted from the court by her medical adviser.









No poison! So this was the mild sequel to a week of the tensest expectancy. Though the inhabitants of Marston-le-Willows said they were glad for the young lady’s sake that such had been the verdict, they were really secretly disappointed. Their disappointment was an impersonal affair and had nothing to do with the protagonists in the drama. In their annoyance they thoroughly agreed that Mr. Godbold was perfectly justified in making his protest against the exhumation and some very unpleasant things were said about Mr. David Cornell, John Cornell’s blind brother, who had been the prime mover in the whole unsavoury business. Prior to the verdict of the coroner’s jury they had said that David Cornell was perfectly justified in seeing that the mystery of his brother’s sudden death should be thoroughly investigated. Harry Weddup firmly declared his belief that the old man was poisoned by a “secret pisin” and that the doctor from London hadn’t been able to detect the method. All Londoners were fools more or less but it was hardly fair to blame him. How could anyone be expected to detect a “secret pisin”? There the matter ended and Marston-le-Willows was lapsing into its normal quietude once more when another and more startling event occurred.


Exactly a week after the final inquest on John Cornell his son Frank was found lying dead on the half-landing of a staircase leading to the first storey of Marston Manor. He had been shot through the right eye and the bullet had come to rest at the back of his skull. The discovery was made by one of the maids who was taking up morning tea to the young man’s bedroom. She fainted and let the tray crash to the floor. Making a swift recovery, she at once roused her mistress who after a lapse of a few minutes sufficiently recovered from her shock to telephone the police. The local sergeant and a constable soon appeared on the scene and after a brief examination the sergeant at once summoned Dr. Redgrave and informed the police at Bury St. Edmunds. Later in the day, the Deputy Chief Constable and a superintendent arrived at Marston Manor. After a very careful investigation and a thorough search for the weapon which could not be found, they concluded that the dead man had been murdered. The assistance of Scotland Yard was promptly asked for and Chief Inspector Heather with Detective-Sergeant Goss arrived from London by car and took charge of the case.




Chapter Two


Anthony Vereker Wakes Up


Anthony Vereker, known to his friends as Algernon unabbreviated, returned to his flat in Fenton Street, W., with a large parcel in his right hand and several unmanageable rolls of paper under his left arm. He had forgotten to take his latchkey with him and, having pressed the bell-push of the door, stood listening for the measured tread of his manservant, Albert. Instead of Albert’s military slow march he heard rapid footsteps hastening along the corridor from the direction of his studio and next moment the door was pulled unceremoniously open by his friend Manuel Ricardo.


“Hello, Ricky, you here! You’re a great stranger. I haven’t seen you for some months. Where have you been and what have you been up to?”


“The story’s too long to retail on a doormat, Algernon. Come in and make yourself at home in your own flat.”


“Been waiting long for me?”


“I’ve been here over an hour but good whisky shortens even the longest wait. I’ve helped myself. I told your man Albert he could go and get me the evening newspapers and that he needn’t hurry back. I assured him I’d be in when you returned.”


“That was good of you. Gives the old boy a chance of a breather.”


“Never thought of that. To tell the truth, I never can enjoy myself in your flat when Albert’s about. He makes all sorts of ridiculous excuses to enter your studio and looks reproachfully at your decanter every time he comes in. Besides, I’ve been busy as well. I’m at work on a thriller; they’ve got a temporary ascendancy over the love serial just now.”


“Why not use some of my cases as material?” asked Vereker.


“Too pedestrian, Algernon. Your business is detection. Nearly as dull as being a policeman on point duty. You mustn’t confuse the thriller with a detective story. The latter amuses people by making them think they’re thinking, the thriller by doing its damnedest to prevent them thinking at all. You’re laden like a pack mule and I deduce you’ve been in Jermyn Street.”


“Yes. I simply can’t pass an artist’s colourman’s. His shop has the same pull for me as a cocktail bar has for you.”


“Chacun à son goût, which I once brilliantly translated at school as ‘each one to his favourite drop.’ But you can’t be thinking of settling down to paint with this mysterious shooting affair at Marston Manor eating up the columns of the daily Press?”


“I’m tired of crime and seek some other relaxation, Ricky. Do you remember those lines of Gerard Manley Hopkins?








‘I have desired to go


Where springs not fail


To fields where flies no sharp and sided hail


And a few lilies blow.’









That’s just how I feel at the moment. I’m mentally stale. Can you prescribe?”


With these words Vereker flung down his parcels on his studio table and sank wearily into an easy chair.


“I think I diagnose your malady correctly, Algernon. You’ve got a touch of the disease called ‘rustic bunk’ which is prevalent just now. It’s not new. Horace suffered from it when he twittered complacently about his Sabine farm. The disease is more rampant in this industrial age and is aggravated by all art, especially poetry. Your chief symptom is a desire for rest and quiet, thatched cottages and buttercups.”


“You’re right there. I crave for rest and silence.”


“I thought so. Now listen to this:








‘All day long the wheels turn,


All day long the roaring of wheels, the rasping


Weave their imprisoned lattices of noise…


Only a little beyond the factory walls


Silence is a flawless bowl of crystal


Brimming, brimming with who can say beforehand?


Who can returning even remember what


Beautiful secret? Only a little beyond


These hateful walls, the birds among the branches


Secretly come and go.’”









“You’ve a delightful memory, Ricky. Now suggest a remedy for the malady. I must try and wrench myself out of this despondent mood.”


“Six months in the second division is the best cure. The alternative is to go and rusticate where you can’t have a hot bath every morning, where woman is brawn served up ugly, and a whist drive is the last thing in thrills. Go with Mr. Yeats to Innisfree or where Mr. Davies said, ‘for I could sit down here alone and count the oak trees one by one!’ I’ve never tried it, but counting oaks one by one must be an excellent sedative. Better still, go to Marston-le-Willows and get busy on your game of detection. I see by the Stop Press news to-night that your friend and rival has gone. ‘Scotland Yard called in. Inspector Heather takes charge. Suffolk police show an example to the rest of England by promptly asking for expert assistance.’”


Vereker, whose eyes were closed and who seemed on the point of falling asleep, suddenly started up in his chair.


“You’re not pulling my leg, Ricky?” he asked.


“There’s no fun in that, Algernon; it’s much too easy. Now take my advice. Don’t give Heather a long start. You require a change, mental and physical. Life is movement; therefore, put a jerk into it; pack your bag and set off to-night. If the excitement of sleuthing doesn’t cure you of your touch of ‘rustic bunk,’ silly Suffolk will.”


Vereker glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece and asked, “Do you know anything about how to get there, Ricky?”


“Yes, I know all about it. Marston-le-Willows is this side of Bury St. Edmunds. I remember Bury particularly because it’s a magical place. It’s as romantic as Baghdad and as somnolent as a hot summer’s day. I met Cicely Minto there. You remember Cicely’s smile?”


“Very distinctly; a perfect screen grimace. They say monkeys can’t smile and I sometimes think it a pity that some women can. But I don’t want any of your romantic history. Tell me how to get to Marston.”


“I’m sorry you didn’t like Cicely. As for getting to Marston, that’s a simple matter. Take a motor-coach from King’s Cross. You’re down there in three and a half hours. Lovely country, comfortable ride, no changing and there’s a delightful pub half-way. I was nearly left behind there once; the barmaid was so good!”


“Yes,” said Vereker slowly as if speaking to himself, “I think I’ll go. I ought really to be busy with my painting but I’m feeling disgruntled with art. I’m getting a temperature; first signs of the old detective fever.”


“Give art a rest, Algernon. The more a man gets preoccupied with ideals the farther he gets away from life. I always think your interest in crime’s a perfect antidote to painting. You take leave of the abstraction of beauty and rub shoulders with the terrible, sordid motives that drive men to murder. You must go to Marston, dip your fingers in blood, gaze fearlessly on the worst of human passions, wallow in the satanic, gorge yourself with ghastliness. You’ll come back to your work refreshed. It’s a natural reaction, just as a saint is never so saintly as on the day after he has thoroughly sinned.”


“Do you know when the motor-coach starts?”


“Six o’clock. You’ll be in Marston at nine-thirty. That gives you half an hour to fill up before closing time. If I remember well, the inn’s called ‘The Dog and Partridge.’ I’m really glad you’ve made up your mind. May I stay here till you return?”


“Of course, Ricky. Albert will look after you and I may want you to do some spade work up here as you’ve done on former occasions. Can I count on your being here in an emergency?”


“I shall be as fixed as the pole star. I’m absolutely broke and must settle down to work. It’s a tragedy that a man of genius should have to write for money, but as old Doctor Johnson said, he’s a fool who writes for anything else. That’s one of the drawbacks of fame; you can’t spend it.”


“I’m glad you’re going to be busy; it’ll do you good and you can retrench while you’re here. I hope there’s no young lady in the offing at the moment?”


“None whatever, mon brave. Romance is in abeyance; I’ve spanked Cupid and put him to bed. I’ve finished with Clara or rather she gave me up for a man called Monty Willis.”


“He was good-looking, I suppose,” said Vereker lighting a cigarette.


“Don’t be spiteful, Algernon. No, Monty’s as ugly as the average co-respondent and as dreary as a bigamist. Worse still, he wears a bowler hat with brown shoes! In any case, Clara and I could never get on together. She was always trying to explain me to myself in terms of psycho-analysis and I don’t like major operations on my human soul.”


“Then I can count on you. I’ll tell Albert to pack my bag when he returns.”


“And give me the key of your cellarette. I’m trying to build up a new cocktail. I’m concocting it expressly for use at my uncle’s little clerical gatherings. It’s a bland little bijou and I’m provisionally calling it ‘Gracious Spirit,’ but that’s sure to be considered in bad taste and I may alter it to ‘Jubilate.’”


Vereker rose from his chair. “I’ve just got time to run up and see Geordie Stewart of the Daily Report,” he said. “On these occasions it’s always useful to be the Daily Report’s special correspondent without portfolio, so to speak. In case Albert doesn’t turn up, Ricky, will you pack a bag for me?”


“It’ll be ready for you on your return, Algernon. I think I can lay my hands on everything you’ll need. You must leave me a few safety-razor blades.”


“Good. Don’t forget my Colt automatic. Au revoir.”




Chapter Three


Getting into Harness


At five minutes to six, Anthony Vereker strode into the large up-to-date motor-coach station at King’s Cross. He was accompanied by Ricardo who was carrying his case and had come to see him off. Passing through the waiting-room, he bought three evening papers at the bookstall, filled his raincoat pocket with his favourite brand of cigarette in case supplies were unobtainable in the wilds of Suffolk, and taking leave of his friend jumped into the coach. Settling himself comfortably in his seat, he opened an attaché case and extracted from it a newspaper-cutting book in which he had methodically pasted all the extracts from The Times and the Daily Telegraph bearing on the recent and mysterious happenings at Marston Manor. These he read carefully until he had thoroughly memorized all the details of the affair that had so far been made public. At nine-thirty almost to the minute the coach drew up at The Dog and Partridge Inn at Marston-le-Willows. Gathering up his belongings, Vereker alighted and strolled into the front entrance, the door of which was wide open for the autumn night was sultry and windless. Half a dozen villagers were seated at a long deal table, smoking, drinking and talking in the wide brick-floored passage which served as an extra room. A tall, lean man in well-worn breeches and gaiters, coatless and with his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows, stood leaning against the wall of the passage near the deal table. He had been listening to the conversation and though not of the company, occasionally broke in on their talk with some remark of his own. On Vereker’s entry he straightened himself slowly from his relaxed pose and asked, “Yes, sir?”
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