

[image: cover image]




Robin Forsythe





Missing or Murdered


AN “ALGERNON VEREKER” MYSTERY



There was no mistaking the sound: it was that of a stealthy footfall, and it appeared to come from the staircase leading to the next floor.


Lord Bygrave left the Ministry on Friday evening, with plans for a fortnight’s holiday in the country. But the following morning he had seemingly vanished into thin air. Now Scotland Yard are struggling to find evidence of foul play in the absence of tangible clues. A national newspaper is offering a reward for information about the Minister’s disappearance – whether Bygrave be dead or alive.


Anthony “Algernon” Vereker, Lord Bygrave’s friend and executor, joins Scotland Yard in their investigation of the mystery. So begins the first of five ingenious and effervescent detective novels featuring Vereker, an amiable and eccentric artist with a razor-sharp mind. Missing or Murdered (1929), is republished here for the first time in over 70 years. It includes a new introduction by crime fiction historian Curtis Evans. 


‘This is not only a detective story of considerable ingenuity, but it is also a well-written tale with good characterisation.’ Times Literary Supplement
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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


Mr. Gregory Grierson, Chief Clerk, sat at his desk at the Ministry of X— near an open window overlooking the Thames with his gaze fixed on the swiftly outflowing tide, all sparkling and flashing in the bright October sun. The wide stretch of water below him was pulsating with golden light, but, though his vision was intent on this splendour, his thoughts were elsewhere. They were evidently occupied with some unpleasant subject, for every now and then he frowned and the lids of his eyes narrowed until the pupils were almost hidden.


At length he rose impatiently from his chair, as if summarily wrenching himself free from the domination of that distasteful train of speculation, and walked leisurely over to the tall vase of sweet-peas standing on the mantelpiece. He gazed with genuine admiration at the delicate blossoms and tenderly re-arranged them with a sensitive and rather finely shaped hand. Then he stood back a pace and regarded them critically. Yes, they were undoubtedly superb blooms; they had more than repaid the incessant care he had bestowed on their culture. A look of satisfaction, even of pride, gathered on his features—the pride and satisfaction of the successful horticulturist. From that vase of sweet-peas he wandered over to gaze lovingly at an etching by Forain, and another by Zorn, hanging on the wall opposite the fire-place. These two etchings constituted the sole personal note struck by Gregory Grierson in the furnishing of Room 83, which in all other respects conformed to the taste of the mysterious genius responsible for the embellishment of Government interiors.


Mr. Grierson was a man of considerable refinement, and he had often felt grateful to that mysterious genius for the amazing skill with which he had eliminated every vestige of himself—of a human being with predilections—from his work. The unobtrusive greens of the walls, the silent, non-committal carpets, the mute and passionless reserve of the hearth-rugs (worked with the Royal monogram to obviate theft rather than add ornament) could never impinge on the consciousness or offend the susceptibilities of the most sensitive soul that might have to pass the greater part of his earthly existence among them. Mr. Grierson glanced round the room and for a moment entertained the seductive vision of Room 83 furnished to the standard of his fastidious taste. But to indulge the vision was only a pleasant folly after all...


He returned to his desk, sat down and commenced the day’s work. He had not been seated long when Bliss, one of his staff, entered with a précis of some correspondence and laid it on his chief’s desk. Bliss was about to return to his own room when Mr. Grierson swung round in his chair and spoke to him.


“Any telephone message for me this morning, Bliss?” he asked.


“No, sir. Have you had any further news of Lord Bygrave?”


“None whatever. Scotland Yard rang me up last night and told me that one of their representatives would call here to-day. Show him in to me at once on his arrival.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Altogether it’s a most extraordinary business—I can’t understand it. However, now that the police are on the track there’s just a possibility that they’ll shed some light on the mystery. The Press have already raised the hue and cry, and this morning one Daily published a photograph of Lord Bygrave with the offer of £100 reward for information that will lead to his discovery, dead or alive. What a topic of conversation for the town!”


“I can’t imagine what can have happened to him!” exclaimed Bliss with a perplexed air.


“There’s no knowing in these days of unrest and anarchy what may suddenly happen to any public man,” replied Mr. Grierson gravely. “However, perhaps I’m looking on the matter with undue pessimism. Let’s hope there’ll be a happy solution to the mystery after all.”


Mr. Grierson turned again to his desk to signify that the conversation might be considered at an end, and Bliss passed through the door leading into the juniors’ room (as it was always called), where his colleague Murray was eagerly awaiting him.


“Any news of Bygrave?” asked Murray, unable to allow Bliss a protracted enjoyment of an air of importance which the possession of secret information had already bestowed on him.


“None at all,” said Bliss curtly and sat down at his desk.


“I hope they’ve rung up Bygrave Hall,” remarked Murray. “Bygrave may simply have gone home slightly indisposed.”


“True, Murray, true! You seem to wish to be helpful,” replied Bliss mockingly, “but you must fling off these luminous remarks to the Scotland Yard official when he arrives this morning.”


“Good Lord, are we going to have a visit from Scotland Yard?” asked Murray excitedly.


“Yes,” replied Bliss, noticing with some satisfaction the electrical effect of his communication.


“My hat!” exclaimed Murray. “The shadow of romance has actually fallen across the prosaic threshold of the Ministry.”


“I think we may consider that it’s our day,” said Bliss with a faint smile. “By the way, Murray, have you decided how you’re going to pose for the Press photographer?”


“Bless my soul, no, not yet. Things are moving so swiftly. I’m glad you’ve called my attention to the point—it’s important. What do you think of, say, a three-quarter view, seated at my desk, telephone receiver in one hand and quill pen in the other? Have we any quills left? I feel a quill is essential. But have you got your story ready for the interviewer? ‘Mr. Bliss’s Story’ they’ll call it.”


“I shall work that up at lunch over my sausages and mash and one veg., as the waitress calls it,” replied Bliss quietly. “What is intriguing me at present is whether I shall be photographed with my morning coat open or buttoned. It’s most difficult to decide.”


At this moment the door opened and a uniformed messenger ushered in a heavy-jawed, forceful-looking man in a blue serge suit, holding in his hand a bowler hat which gave Murray the swift impression that it was much too small for the owner’s massive head.


“Detective-Inspector Heather of Scotland Yard,” said the messenger to Bliss. “Is Mr. Grierson in, sir?”


“Yes,” replied Bliss; “he’s at present in his room and is expecting Inspector Heather. Please show the inspector in, Johnson.”


The messenger opened the door leading into Mr. Grierson’s room, and Detective-Inspector Heather passed out of Murray’s devouring vision. The door closed and Johnson vanished with a topic of conversation that would vie in interest with the “probable winners” among the other occupants of the messengers’ room for the remainder of the day.


Mr. Grierson rose at once from his desk on Detective-Inspector Heather’s entry and offered him a chair close to his own.


“No news of Lord Bygrave yet, inspector?” he asked anxiously as he passed the officer a box of cigarettes.


“None so far, sir, but I feel somehow or other that it won’t be long before we hear something definite,” replied the inspector in a quiet conversational tone. His eye, apparently occupied with the general aspect and arrangement of the room, was actually weighing up Mr. Grierson as far as that gentleman’s outward appearance gave food for conjecture as to his nature and habits.


Though ever on the alert and suspicious of every one, Inspector Heather was not long in forming his opinion of Mr. Grierson. His opinion of Mr. Grierson was that he was simply a Government official—a man who is very highly paid for doing very little work. It was unusual of Inspector Heather to make hasty assumptions of this type, but then his mind was working under the compelling influence of a great British tradition—the legend that no work has been or is ever done by a civil servant. In justice to the inspector’s fairness, it must be admitted that he coupled Mr. Grierson’s facile evasion of work and capture of salary with an unquestionable probity, an unimpeachable respectability. He was moderately safe in this, for an official of the Mint has never yet been caught making spurious coin, nor a Treasury official yet run away with a million of the Treasury funds.


He also thought Mr. Grierson a gentleman: there was an air of culture and refinement about his bearing, and just the requisite amount of superiority which Inspector Heather found in most of the people he called gentlemen.


“Can I do anything for you, inspector?” asked Mr. Grierson urbanely.


“Well, I should like to ask a few questions which may be possibly of some assistance in my investigation, if you can spare the time just now,” replied the inspector, producing notebook and pencil.


“I’m at your service,” replied Mr. Grierson, lighting a cigarette and settling himself comfortably in his chair.


“As far as I have been able to gather up to the present, Lord Bygrave left London for the village of Hartwood on Friday, the 1st of the month, intending to spend a fortnight or so in the country. He arrived at the White Bear Inn rather late that night, left early next morning and seems to have vanished completely. Before going down there for more detailed information I should like to know, Mr. Grierson, when he left this office.”


“He usually leaves at four, but on that night—so Murray, one of my clerks, tells me—he left at five. I myself had an appointment at four, and left at 3.30, so that I was not here. You can, however, take Murray’s statement as accurate, because he would probably be eagerly awaiting Lord Bygrave’s departure before he himself felt free to go.”


“He would be blessing Lord Bygrave for staying late, if I am any judge of these young gentlemen,” remarked the inspector.


“We were all young once,” replied Mr. Grierson, with fatherly tolerance.


“Have you yourself made any Inquiries in likely quarters since you heard of Lord Bygrave’s disappearance?” asked the inspector, looking sharply at Mr. Grierson.


“Oh, yes,” replied the latter at once. “I immediately rang up Bygrave Hall and asked Farnish, his butler, if he had any information of his lordship. Farnish knew nothing of Lord Bygrave’s whereabouts and had received no instructions from him since the morning of the 1st.”


“I believe Lord Bygrave is a bachelor?” asked Inspector Heather.


“A confirmed bachelor, like myself,” replied Mr. Grierson.


“Has he any residence in town?”


“None; and if he is obliged through his duties to stay in town—a contingency he detests—he always puts up at Jauvrin’s Hotel, in Jermyn Street. I have inquired there also, but found that Lord Bygrave had not stayed there since April last.”


Detective-Inspector Heather was lost in thought for some moments.


“I suppose a gentleman in Lord Bygrave’s position can come and go pretty much as he chooses,” he remarked. “Now, Mr. Grierson, from your knowledge of him do you attach any importance to his disappearance?”


“I’m inclined to think something serious has happened to him, inspector, though naturally I hope that my fears are groundless. The whole occurrence is most unusual and quite incompatible with my knowledge of him; yet, for the life of me, I cannot suggest anything to elucidate the mystery,” replied Mr. Grierson, thoroughly mystified.


“That’s bad, that’s bad!” exclaimed the inspector. “Know a man and you can make a fair guess at what he’ll do, and indirectly what may be likely to happen to him. What sort of a man is his lordship?”


“Though he is a Minister and always to a certain extent in the public eye, he is by nature a shy, reserved and retiring man. Public life is really a martyrdom for him. He has only suffered that martyrdom because of a profound conviction that it is his bounden duty to serve his country, regardless of his own personal preference for the peaceful oblivion of the life of a country gentleman. His tastes are those of a naturalist, and he has often said that, when he is too old for the service of the State, he will retire and commence his own life in earnest. There is nothing he likes better than to bury himself in some out-of-the-way English village and forget that the world of politics and business exists.”


“H’m,” replied the inspector. “You feel sure that there’s nothing more than the desire for a peaceful life that takes Lord Bygrave on these quiet excursions. No lady in the background—eh?”


“No, inspector,” said Mr. Grierson, unable to suppress a smile at the suggestion. “You can take it from me that it’s not a case of cherchez la femme. Nor is Lord Bygrave a man of mysteries. On his return from these holidays he is full of his experiences, which he never fails to relate to me.”


Inspector Heather was silent for a few moments.


“Has he any personal enemies that you know of?” he asked.


“It would be difficult, I think, to find anyone of whom it could be more truly said that he hasn’t an enemy in the world,” replied Mr. Grierson impressively, and then added: “I use the word enemy in the sense of a harbourer of personal hatred that might lead to physical violence. Political hatred is merely the rancour that arises from bad sportsmanship in a Party game; in England I suppose it may be considered negligible from a criminal point of view.”


“Nothing is negligible from a criminal point of view,” remarked Inspector Heather, as if it were a line from a Criminal Investigation Department credo. His eyes roamed slowly over the pattern of the carpet. “Has Lord Bygrave been to Hartwood before?” he asked.


“I believe he spent a few days at the White Bear Inn at Hartwood some years ago—but I may be wrong, my memory is not one of the best. He had a mania for staying in what he called good, old-fashioned, country inns.”


“They’re all right if the beer’s good,” commented the inspector seriously. “Did he travel on these occasions as Lord Bygrave?” he asked.


“I believe he often reverted to the family name of Darnell—Henry Darnell—to avoid attracting unnecessary attention. He used to say he didn’t mind being considered a man of the people if it meant being charged popular prices.”


At this point in the conversation Johnson entered and informed Mr. Grierson that a Mr. Algernon Vereker would like to see him.


“Mr. Algernon Vereker!” exclaimed Mr. Grierson, with a faint show of surprise. “A friend of Lord Bygrave’s! I have often heard Lord Bygrave speak of him. He may be of some use to us, inspector. Show Mr. Vereker in, Johnson.”


Johnson disappeared and Mr. Algernon Vereker slowly entered the room. Having watched the door close behind him by means of a pneumatic arrangement fitted for that purpose, much as a child would gaze upon some new wonder stumbled upon for the first time in experience, he turned and glanced rapidly at Mr. Grierson, and then at Detective-Inspector Heather.


“Quaint device,” he remarked, pointing with his whangee cane at the door. “Closing mechanism. I could play with it for hours. Mr. Grierson, I believe,” he continued, his eyes returning to that gentleman.


Mr. Grierson nodded assent.


“I have come to see if you know anything of Lord Bygrave. Is there any truth in the Press statements that he has mysteriously disappeared? I see one alert Daily has already made a prize competition out of him. I at once phoned Bygrave Hall, but found that Farnish, the butler, knew nothing of his lordship’s whereabouts.”


“I have just been discussing Lord Bygrave’s extraordinary disappearance with Detective-Inspector Heather of Scotland Yard,” replied Mr. Grierson, and he proceeded to give Vereker a summary of the conversation and the facts of the case as known to himself.


During this interval Inspector Heather’s attention was riveted on Mr. Algernon Vereker, and he soon came to the conclusion, to put it in his own words, that he was a rum-looking specimen. There was something about the man’s appearance that suggested the possession of a vein of eccentricity and a whimsical outlook on life. With such people Inspector Heather was inclined to be impatient. They’re crazy; I have no use for them, he would say, and lightly flick them off the face of the particular earth that he himself inhabited.


When Mr. Grierson had concluded his statement, Vereker rolled his soft felt hat into a cone with his long nervous fingers.


“It’s very strange altogether,” he drawled; “so out of harmony with anything that one associates with old Bygrave. He hasn’t disappeared of his own account—that’s a certainty! No one could possibly imagine Bygrave vanishing with another man’s wife or making a run for it with trust funds. The only thing I can think of is that he has gone to heaven.”


“You really think that something serious has happened to him, Mr. Vereker?” asked the inspector, disregarding the levity of that individual’s last remark.


“I am going to work on that assumption straightway,” replied Vereker. “If anything untoward has happened to him—which God forbid—my hands will be pretty full, for I’m executor and trustee under his will.”


“You know the contents of the will, Mr. Vereker?” promptly asked the inspector.


“Oh, yes. Translating it from legalese into the intelligible, David Winslade, his nephew, comes into all his property, save for five hundred pounds left to Farnish, the butler, and a thousand to me for acting as executor.”


Inspector Heather made an entry in his notebook of these facts.


“I may as well tell you at this point, inspector, that I haven’t got rid of my friend Bygrave for that thousand pounds,” continued Vereker. “If you can accept this information as true it may save you some time, should further investigations be necessary. In the latter case I shall promptly suspect both Farnish and Winslade—it’s only logical to do so, even though I am fairly certain that neither of them is a criminal. They at least supply a motive—a sordid one in all conscience, but a motive.”


“Murders have been committed for less,” remarked the inspector in a matter-of-fact tone.


“Yes,” sighed Vereker wearily, “I suppose so. Keeping the fact in mind, it is difficult to cherish ideals as to the future of mankind. It would be quite as rational to entertain hopes of domesticating Bengal tigers. My faith grows weak, but I console myself that I’m only moderately imbecile when I think of the unbridled optimism of the Socialist.”


Detective-Inspector Heather glanced uneasily at Vereker, whose eyes gazed dreamily across the sunlit river to the smoky haze that hung over the south, his thoughts lost in a vague, wistful conjecture about humanity’s future, a subject which troubled Inspector Heather no more than, say, Einstein’s theory of relativity.


Vereker rose abruptly from his chair.


“Well, I must be going,” he said. “I shall probably see you down at Hartwood, inspector, for I shall get to work at once. Good day, gentlemen.” The door opened quietly and Mr. Algernon Vereker disappeared.


“So that’s Mr. Algernon Vereker, the artist!” exclaimed Mr. Grierson.


“Somewhat eccentric young gentleman,” remarked the inspector.


“It’s the first time I’ve met him,” said Mr. Grierson. “Lord Bygrave, however, always speaks of him in terms of sincere affection. ‘That lovable lunatic, Vereker,’ he always calls him. He has a very high opinion of Mr. Vereker’s character and must consider him, shorn of his eccentricities, a man of sterling worth. Otherwise he would hardly have appointed him a trustee and executor in his will—Lord Bygrave has an almost uncanny power of judging a man’s character.”


“Mr. Vereker seems a bit of a buffoon to me,” commented the inspector quietly. “You say he’s an artist?”


“According to modern standards, yes,” replied Mr. Grierson cautiously. “He’s making quite a name for himself among the newer school of painters. Whether his reputation or theirs will live is another matter.”


“It’s a subject I don’t profess to understand, and I wouldn’t give a pipe of good tobacco for the best picture in the world,” boomed the inspector weightily and, with a sardonic smile spreading over his features, asked, “Does he earn a living at it?”


“I should say, confidently, that his work’s a dead financial loss to him. Mr. Vereker, however, is a fairly wealthy man, though to judge from his appearance no one would believe it. He always professes a complete disregard for money—again, that may be, in a great measure, a pose. Suffers from a kink,” remarked the inspector bluntly; “that’s how I’d put it—a kink. Bless my soul if I don’t think a University education gives every man a kink—some more, some less.”


“Most up-to-date people would agree with you,” said Mr. Grierson, raising his brows and looking over his glasses at the inspector. “However, in Mr. Vereker’s case it’s a harmless sort of kink—paint and canvas suffer more than humanity. Lord Bygrave tells me he’s one of the most generous of men and is always helping some lame dog over a stile.”


“He probably does a lot of good, but in a foolish, unsystematic way,” concluded Inspector Heather, rising from his chair.


At this moment the door again opened and Mr. Algernon Vereker returned.


“I thought I’d just let you know my address, Inspector Heather, in case you want any personal information about Lord Bygrave. But I shall be down at Hartwood from this evening—I start on the trail from the White Bear Inn. If I can be of any assistance—”


“Thanks, Mr. Vereker,” replied the inspector.


“I like to do good even in a foolish and unsystematic way,” added Vereker.


Inspector Heather looked up sharply. There was a trace of annoyance on his alert features. He deduced the fact that Mr. Vereker’s ears were preternaturally acute.


“Ah, you overheard my remark,” he laughed diplomatically. “I was speaking of you, Mr. Vereker.”


“I wondered,” replied Mr. Vereker, smiling broadly;” but I didn’t think I’d extract a confirmation so easily from one of your profession. An unsystematic way of doing good is all that the complexity of life allows an individual; a wise and systematic method is reserved for some future blissful state. What do you think?”


“I’m unable to discuss the matter just now, Mr. Vereker,” replied the inspector dryly.


“Then on some future occasion; say over a bottle of port, for I love to reconstruct the universe over good port. A man with your experience of the evil men do ought to be well worth listening to on the good they might do. By the way, inspector, I don’t like the name of the innkeeper at the White Bear Inn.”


“I don’t see what a man’s name has got to do with it,” replied the inspector curtly.


“I’m rather influenced by names. Now George Lawless is an unpleasant name. Give a dog a bad name, you know! There’s a lot in these old sayings—mother wit I think they call it. Well, once more good day, gentlemen,” and Mr. Vereker took his departure.


“He’s what is usually called a ‘balm-pot’!” exclaimed Inspector Heather when he had made sure that Mr. Vereker had passed well beyond ear-shot. “By the way, is Mr. Vereker an amateur detective as well as an artist?”


“Oh, I wouldn’t take much notice of Mr. Vereker’s activities,” replied Mr. Grierson, with a shrug of his shoulders. “He has been, so I have heard, actor, politician, amateur tramp, athlete, vegetarian and gentleman rider in turns. He will take Scotland Yard in his stride so to speak. Only the other day, so Lord Bygrave told me, he was going to equip an expedition to discover King Solomon’s mines. He had dreamt they were in Borneo, and not in Africa, and he was convinced that their discovery would pay off the National Debt and give France a decent leg up. At the same time don’t altogether class him as a fool. You will find, as far as I can gather, that he wears buffoonery as a kind of cloak—probably because he is in reality a very shy and self-depreciatory man.”


Inspector Heather laughed as he let himself out of Mr. Grierson’s room, and before he had reached the street he had come to a vague conclusion, the reason for which he would have been unable to express, that Mr. Algernon Vereker was probably not a bad sort even though he was undoubtedly a “balm-pot” to all outward appearances.




Chapter Two


The White Bear Inn lies at the western end of the village of Hartwood, and is a rambling edifice with a spacious courtyard in which the Hartwood Hunt often meets. The proprietor, George Lawless, was not an ideal innkeeper; but it requires a great genius to be an ideal innkeeper, and genius is rare in all professions. He was a man of little education and less refinement; of reserved manner, no conversation, an irritable temper and a heavy, almost repellent face. He was certainly not in keeping with the old inn. Its romance left him cold; its age—it was built in the reign of Richard III—never once lit in his imagination a thought of all those who had slept and eaten and drunk and fought and loved and danced and died beneath its heavy oak-beamed ceilings. He used daily to curse the place for not being on the main road for motor traffic to the south.


“White Bear, indeed,” he would often mutter; “it has been nothing but a white elephant to me!”


On this October morning George Lawless was in a particularly irritable temper. He had cursed Terry, the barman, about the untidy appearance of the bar; Mary Standish, who was parlourmaid, housemaid, scullery-maid and barmaid all rolled into one, had come in for a share of his ill-humour, though he was always gentler in his speech with Mary than with any of his servants. Dick, who tended the garden, drove the buggy to the station for visitors and visitors back in the buggy to the station, groomed the pony and made himself useful and attentive in the garage, had actually sworn back at the “Guv’nor” and come to the verge of giving notice. It may be mentioned, however, that Dick had been on the brink of giving notice every day for the past ten years. George Lawless had, fortunately for his peace of mind, been unaware of this Damoclean sword.


All this unpleasantness was due to the sudden and inexplicable disappearance of Henry Darnell, Lord Bygrave. On Friday night he had arrived; on Saturday morning he had gone out and never returned. On Monday Lawless had met the village constable and casually mentioned the matter; on Tuesday the sergeant had been informed; on Wednesday the affair had been bruited abroad, Scotland Yard called in and every one in England who read a daily paper knew that Lord Bygrave had mysteriously disappeared. Had Henry Darnell been a shopkeeper, or a postman, the affair would have been important news to a modern daily paper. That he was a well-known peer almost raised the mystery to the level of “Beautiful London Girl of Eighteen Missing” in terms of headline and public interest.


George Lawless couldn’t for the life of him understand why Lord Bygrave should disappear, and he lost his temper thoroughly over the whole business. It was unsatisfactory and altogether unintelligible. People who stayed at the White Bear Inn, even though they were titled folk, were expected to behave like ordinary human beings in a common-sense, reasonable manner. Lawless was not annoyed that Lord Bygrave had gone without paying his bill; for in his room was a portmanteau with boots and clothes, and on the wash-hand-stand he had carelessly left a heavy, gold signet-ring with a crest cut in intaglio. On this property Lawless felt that he had a lien—it was quite sufficient security for a bed and breakfast. What had angered George Lawless was the behaviour of Police Sergeant Bailey. It had been inquisitorial. He had asked endless and seemingly irrelevant questions, and conducted himself with an air of importance and secrecy that were noxious to a degree—especially in an ordinary village police sergeant. When he had been about to depart he had informed the proprietor of the White Bear Inn that Detective-Inspector Heather of Scotland Yard would be down in the afternoon to make further investigations.


“What the dooce does he expect to find?” George Lawless had asked irritably. “Does he suspect I’ve done the gent in?”


Sergeant Bailey felt that this question was merely a verbal diffusion of pent-up irritability, and did not condescend to reply. When he had gone Lawless let himself go in a full-blooded effectual way that was comforting to himself but withering to the police force in general and to Sergeant Bailey in particular. Remembering the cause of the trouble, his mind reverted once more to Lord Bygrave.


“These London folk—more trouble than they’re d—d well worth! Never satisfied with a decent bed and plain food, but always asking for something you ain’t got and wot’s not good for ’em in any case. Not that his lordship asked for much—in fact he went to the opposite extreme and asked for nothing, which is worse still. Then he’s one of them blokes who goes chasing butterflies like a kid of ten. Nice occupation for a grown man! S’elp me if I don’t think he wasn’t quite right in the head. And now he goes missing. ’Pon my soul, I don’t know what the country’s coming to!”


In the afternoon Detective-Inspector Heather arrived, and at once sought out the landlord of the White Bear. George Lawless had by this time resigned himself to the inevitable. He showed the officer into his own little parlour, from which he used to emerge into the bar at stated times and on specific occasions. It was a small room, comfortably furnished, according to the indeterminate ideas of Lawless about furnishing, with a small window looking on to the garden behind the inn. Inspector Heather settled himself comfortably in an arm-chair and lit a pipe.


“At what time on Friday night did Mr. Darnell, or rather Lord Bygrave, arrive here, Mr. Lawless?”


“About half-past nine. He came by the train arriving here at 9.15.”


“Did he fill in the usual forms?”


“No. After he’d had his supper I thought it was too late to trouble him with the forms that night, and he’d left the inn before I saw him next morning.”


“When did he leave next morning?”


“About half-past eight: he had breakfast at eight, and told Mary Standish that he’d be back for lunch.”


“Ah, that’s important. He intended to return. Did you notice anything peculiar in his manner overnight?”


“No. He seemed tired and after his supper drank a double whisky and soda and went to bed.”


“You didn’t see him next morning?”


“No. I was busy in the cellar. Mary waited on him and saw he had all he wanted for breakfast.”


“Good. I’ll interrogate her later. I’d like to see his room. I believe you said he’d left his luggage?”


“Yes, his bag is there just as he left it. No one has touched it.”


“Anyone occupying that particular room now?”


“No. No one has occupied it since he left. Mary Standish found this signet-ring on the wash-hand-stand the same morning. She told me about it and we left it there until next day. When Lord Bygrave didn’t come back I took charge of it.”


“I’ll take possession of it for the present,” said the inspector, examining the ring closely. “I believe that’s the crest of the Bygraves.”


George Lawless picked up a key from a table, and together the two men went upstairs to a room on the first floor. In a corner of the apartment stood a capacious leather kit-bag.


“There’s his luggage—just as he left it. I tried it, to see if it was locked, but found that it was open. Nothing inside has been touched.”


The inspector lifted the kit-bag and brought it into the centre of the room. Unfastening the straps he opened it and carefully turned out the contents on the floor. Shirts, collars, socks, underclothes, a safety razor and strop, tooth-brush, hair-brushes, soap, etc., a suit of light-coloured Harris tweeds, a pair of walking shoes, a pair of morocco slippers, pyjamas, a bunch of keys attached to a key chain and a pound tin of tobacco which had been broken formed the main contents. Inspector Heather had just arranged these articles on the floor when the door of the bedroom opposite opened and there emerged into the corridor Mr. Algernon Vereker, wiping his hands with a towel.


“You lose no time, inspector,” he remarked. “I didn’t expect you down here to-day.”


Inspector Heather smiled. “Can’t allow you too long a start, Mr. Vereker,” he remarked jocularly.


“Oh, I haven’t left the mark yet. But I may as well jump off now. I see you are having a look through Bygrave’s kit. I’ll take an inventory too—as his executor I suppose I ought to, in case of eventualities.”


Vereker, having dried his hands, threw his towel through the open door of his bedroom and came and watched the inspector making a detailed list of Lord Bygrave’s personal belongings.


“Have you emptied the canvas pocket?” he asked.


“Is there one?” asked the inspector in turn.


“Oh, yes; rather neatly concealed. I’ve often borrowed that bag.”


The inspector promptly examined the interior more carefully and, thrusting in his hand, produced a slim, well-worn notebook.


“By Jove, a diary—I hope it’s modernly indiscreet!” exclaimed Vereker. “But it’s a foolish hope, I’m afraid—Bygrave was a gentleman.”


The notebook, however, merely contained a mass of lead-pencil jottings, the rough unpolished notes of an ardent and patient naturalist, of bird life, etc. They were all dated and referred to observations taken in the Western Islands of Scotland during a holiday the previous year. The officer tossed it over to Vereker with a disappointed shrug of his shoulders.
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