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The Spirit Murder Mystery


AN “ALGERNON VEREKER” MYSTERY



Thrusting his pipe in his pocket, he crossed to his writing desk. Extracting a heavy army-pattern revolver from a drawer, he began silently to search the whole ground floor of the house.


Eileen Thurlow, an ardent devotee of spiritualism, persuades her uncle John to join her in a séance which produces the eerie sound of organ music. Later that same night John Thurlow disappears.


A day later two bodies, one of them John Thurlow’s, are found in a field half a mile away. Victims of supernatural vengeance, a fatal duel… or base murder?


Algernon Vereker, sojourning in the neighbourhood, is eager to investigate the mystery, however chilling its premise. He is joined by Inspector Heather of the Yard, and his trusty, high-spirited friend Ricky, to solve a crime which might send shivers up the spine of even a committed sceptic. The Spirit Murder Mystery (1936) is another satisfying but merry mystery, the fifth and last of the Algernon Vereker novels. It includes a new introduction by crime fiction historian Curtis Evans.


‘Mr. Forsythe belongs to the new school of detective story writers which might be called the brilliant flippant school.’ J.B. Priestley
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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


The stifling summer day was drawing to a close.


Towards sunset, heavy sharp-edged clouds gathered in the sky, and every now and then a cool breeze rose suddenly, blew fitfully for a while and as suddenly died away. It looked as if the long spell of dry, sultry weather was about to break with a violent storm, but when night fell the clouds had dispersed, the cool breezes subsided, and all was again clear and still, except for the restless and occasional flicker of summer lightning.


John Thurlow sat at a table in his low-ceilinged study at Old Hall Farm, smoking his pipe, his closely cropped hair gleaming in the light of an electric reading lamp in front of him. On the table were several books dealing with the subject of spiritualism. One of these lay open before him, and from the expression on his face and the way in which he kept relighting his pipe, it was evident that he was reading it with great concentration and eagerness.


A few feet from the table, with her back to it so that the light from the reading lamp could fall on her own book, his niece, Eileen Thurlow, reclined in an easy chair. She was a tall, slim woman in her early twenties with a pale face and shining, raven-black hair. Her features were delicately moulded, and the pallor of her face was relieved by a pair of large, luminous brown eyes, eyes with that peculiar aspect of depth which is generally associated with the character of a dreamer. Her mouth was small and well-formed and her chin, firm. If any judgment of character can be based on physiognomy, one might conclude that, whatever propensity for dreaming Eileen Thurlow possessed, she was also endowed with considerable resolution and a capacity for action. Men found her attractive at first, but were soon repelled by a mental aloofness and frigidity which seemed to imply that they did not greatly interest her. Her uncle, relatives, and friends declared that at times she was difficult to understand, and it was generally accepted among them that Eileen was “a bit mysterious.” This reputation had been fostered among them by Eileen’s confirmed belief and sustained interest in what is called spiritualism. She belonged to a spiritualistic circle, attended séances, felt that she, herself, had certain mediumistic powers, and, though never eager to proselytize, was always ready to discuss the subject with anyone who approached it seriously. On the obstinate sceptic, she would waste no time, and with those who attempted to be facetious, she could be bitingly sarcastic.


Her uncle, John Thurlow, had at first viewed this manifestation of interest in the psychic on Eileen’s part with some concern. Not that he doubted the existence of occult phenomena, for he had spent a large part of his business career in India, but he was afraid that such things might have a morbid effect on her mind and be deleterious to her physical health. During the years of what he always called his “exile in the East,” he had passed through a phase in which the cult of Yoga had deeply interested him, and he had never quite shaken off the spell of wonder it had exercised over his mind. That sense of wonder was inextricably mixed up with some vague idea that at the core of Yogism lay some secret power which, once attained, could secure material success in mundane affairs. His business, however, had slowly but surely relegated his preoccupation with Yoga to the background of his mind, and it was now, in his years of retirement, transmuted by his niece’s activities into a sudden interest in spiritualism.


At first it was a tentative interest of which he was rather ashamed, for he was acutely sensitive to ridicule. During this period, the jocular remark by one of his friends, “Well, John, seen any spooks lately?” was enough to make him utter a flat denial that he was at all interested in the subject. But gradually he outgrew this tentative phase and began to acquire the courage of conviction under the influence of his niece’s faith and his own delving into the subject.


The book which lay on the desk in front of him and which he was reading so eagerly was Sir William Crookes’s, “Researches in the Phenomena of Spiritualism,” for the general bias of John Thurlow’s mind was sceptical and he was, he felt, approaching his subject from a sound, scientific point of view. He achieved considerable satisfaction from this reflection; the scientific approach was a subtle screen against ridicule. Not that he knew much about any science except that of making money, but the very word science seemed to have an almost hypnotic effect on his powers of reasoning. For the opinions of famous scientists in any branch of learning he had a deferential awe, and any statement of theirs, no matter how guarded or theoretical, he would swallow with unquestioning credulity.


All at once he rose from his chair, paced up and down the room to stretch his limbs, and as abruptly sat down again.


“Well, Eileen, I’m at last convinced that there is something in spiritualism!” he exclaimed, turning his chair round to his niece as if eager to discuss the subject.


Eileen closed her own book with an air of satisfaction and looked at her uncle with a smile playing about the corners of her lips.


“Belief must be largely a matter of temperament, Uncle. I never required conversion. I must have been born in the faith, so to speak. You’ve only reached conviction after quite a lot of persuasion and study.”


“Well, Eileen, you see, I want scientific proof. I’m naturally sceptical and cautious. But to be half converted, one has only got to think for a moment of the famous scientists who’ve been confirmed believers in spiritualism. There’s Sir William Crookes, whose book I’m reading. There’s Sir Oliver Lodge and Camille Flammarion and the rest of them. I’m absolutely convinced at last. You might humbug the ordinary man in the street, but you can’t humbug trained observers and exact thinkers.”


“I suppose not,” replied Eileen somewhat listlessly and, after a pause, added, “but now you’re fairly certain that there is such a thing as spirit manifestation, you’ve only got to keep your mind open and you’ll get some actual proof, visual or aural. This old house, in which people have lived continuously for hundreds of years is particularly favourable for such. You’re almost certain to hear the faint strains of music which I’ve repeatedly heard for some time now. I should say a former occupant of this house was a keen musician.”


“You’re quite sure that this spirit music isn’t just fancy? I often have all sorts of tunes running through my head, but I can’t say I actually hear them. They’re quite different.”


“No, no, it’s not imagination on my part. I distinctly hear music; it’s very faint, but quite audible.”


“Can you distinguish the instrument?” asked John Thurlow, after a moment’s reflection.


“What a strange question to ask!” exclaimed Eileen with genuine surprise. “Now that point never struck me. I was so excited by the manifestation that I didn’t worry about the instrument. When I come to think of it, I must say the music sounded like the faint notes of a church organ.”


“The church is a mile away, and even when the wind is in this direction, it’s impossible to hear the church organ. Can’t be that, for I’ve checked it up since you first told me of the phenomenon. When did you hear it last?”


“On Tuesday night and it was particularly clear. I was sitting in this room when it occurred. You were out having a chat with Doctor Cornard.”


“Yes, I remember. Strangely enough, our talk turned on the subject of spiritualism. I had a hot argument with him. He flatly says he thinks it’s all rot. I mentioned this book of Sir William Crookes’s to him, and he declared that a famous scientist was usually a specialist in one subject and therefore more easily gulled than the average, level-headed person.”


“He puts himself in the latter category with complacent conceit, I suppose. Did you tell him of this music that I’ve distinctly heard on several occasions?”


“Well, yes, I did. I hope you don’t mind.”


“Not at all. What did he say?”


“Hinted that the church organist was practising at the time and that some condition of the atmosphere, or the wind, carried the sound as far as Old Hall Farm. He sought a material explanation and wouldn’t hear of any other.”


“The church organist wasn’t practising on Tuesday night. I took the trouble to ask him,” replied Eileen quietly.


“Oh, indeed! That’s a splendid point. I wish I’d known it. I could have flattened Cornard out beautifully,” remarked John Thurlow eagerly.


“It’s no use arguing with Doctor Cornard, Uncle. He’s one of those men who make up their minds on such a subject without any inquiry. Perhaps it would be fairer to say his education and training have unconsciously made up his mind for him. I think doctors on the whole are a very cynical lot.”


For some moments John Thurlow sat in thoughtful silence and then remarked: “I wish I could hear this spirit music you talk about. I wonder when it’ll occur again.”


“I think we might hear it at any time, if we could only get ourselves into the proper mood. You must be en rapport, as they say, or you’ll never hear it. These occult phenomena must be diligently sought for, or they remain beyond your physical senses. It’s a case of seek and ye shall find. I was speaking to Dawn Garford the other day and she made a shrewd remark on the subject. She said that the average man, who figuratively sticks to the tarred highway, certainly won’t find mushrooms. You’ve got to get off the beaten track and hunt for them.”


“A good illustration. I’ve a great respect for her opinion. She’s always bright and sensible,” said John Thurlow, and asked: “But how am I to get en rapport, as you put it?”


“Well, you must experiment. Let’s try it out to-night. Put out the light and we’ll sit and listen, firmly believing we’ll get in touch with this discarnate musician. I feel certain that I have the gift of mediumship. When I first heard the music, I was in a very peculiar frame of mind. I wouldn’t call it a trance, but something like the periods of ecstatic reverie which occur to people with psychic gifts.”


“Do you think it wise, Eileen?” asked John Thurlow, looking at his niece with an air of half-scared hesitancy.


“If you’re really curious about the matter, there’s nothing like making an experiment, Uncle. No harm can possibly come of it. I’m willing to try it out. All the well-known cases of genuine mediumship began with a home circle, and I should like to convince myself I’ve got the power. Relatives don’t stoop to humbugging one another, even if it were possible.”


“By jove, I think we ought to try!” exclaimed John Thurlow with sudden eagerness. “I feel a bit nervous, though I don’t just see what there is to be scared about.”


“If we find that our experiments prove unpleasant or dangerous, we can certainly chuck them up,” remarked Eileen.


“Of course, of course,” replied John Thurlow and for some moments sat lost in thought. His eyes wandered round the quaint old room with its dark oak beams and wainscoting. Through his mind was passing the thought that for hundreds of years all sorts of people had lived and moved and talked and wept and laughed and loved and quarrelled in that very room. The whole house was impregnated with the spirit of the bygone and bore the indelible imprint of the activities and designs of people long since dead and forgotten. He glanced through the open window at the dark blue sky, now spangled with stars. A vague sense of mystery and wonder stole into his musing. From the particular, his thoughts broadened out to the general. The universe was altogether inexplicable, even to science. How and why did it begin? Whither was it progressing? Where and how would it all end? What relation did this earth and its teeming millions of lives bear to that star-scattered space? Was that vast ethereal sweep peopled by the spirits of all past time? Futile questionings! He turned to his niece and asked: “Shall I put out the light?”


“Certainly, Uncle. For some unknown reason, darkness seems to favour any kind of manifestation. All spiritualists agree on that score. I daresay there’s some natural law behind it. When you’ve done so, sit perfectly still and listen. I’m going to try and get in touch with what is called a spirit guide. I ought to have a spirit guide; all mediums have.”


John Thurlow rose from his chair, pressed up the switch on the wall at his left hand, and sat down again. When his eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, he could vaguely discern the various pieces of furniture about the room, and, glancing at his niece, he saw her form clearly outlined by the white organdie muslin dress she was wearing. That dress seemed almost luminous as it caught the faint light filtering in through the windows. Her pale face was a grey smudge above the dress.


“Are you all right, Eileen?” he asked.


“Yes. Let’s begin. Try and keep your mind quite free from any distracting train of thought. You’ll find it difficult. Now please don’t talk any more.”


John Thurlow settled himself in his chair and tried to keep his mind quite free from distracting trains of thought. Yes, it was more difficult than he had surmised. His right hand, in his jacket pocket, was fondling the smooth bowl of his briar pipe, and a strong desire to smoke assailed him. Under the urge, he was on the point of asking Eileen whether smoking would militate against favourable conditions, when his attention was suddenly arrested by his niece’s heavy, stertorous breathing. He was on the point of asking her if she were all right, but remembered her strict injunctions against speaking and desisted. He sat and listened to that laboured inhalation and exhalation for some moments and wondered if she had gone into the trance state usual with mediums. He was beginning to feel decidedly nervous. Everything was so still and eerie, and he was slowly being overcome by a strong conviction that at any moment some uncanny manifestation might occur, some horror materialize before his eyes. He resolved to keep a firm control over himself and all his faculties alert. He would confront any such wonder in a true scientific spirit of observation. He must not allow himself to be disturbed or thwarted by such an infantile thing as fear. What was there to be afraid of, in any case? Eileen was certainly complete mistress of herself. No trace of fear in her behaviour! But perhaps she was now quite unconscious, in that cataleptic state which is the usual trance of the medium.


He listened again to her breathing. It was painfully heavy, but now quite rhythmic. Had she fallen asleep? He couldn’t resist the impulse to ask her.


“You awake, Eileen?” he queried in a whisper.


“Yes, wide awake. Listen attentively!” came the reply in a strained voice, quite unlike Eileen’s.


John Thurlow experienced a sudden and sharp insurgence of fear. He felt his skin creep and was quite certain that his hair was standing on end. With a supreme effort, he controlled himself and obeyed the summons to listen attentively. Some minutes passed without anything happening. A clock in another room chimed sweetly and faintly in the almost oppressive silence. Then, all at once, very faint strains of music seemed to hover and quiver in the darkened room. They were full of haunting melody and seemed to have that strange sweetness of music that is heard across a sweep of water. Eileen’s breath was now coming in sharp, rasping gasps. John Thurlow sat petrified with amazement. Had he lost touch with reality? Surely his ears, in conjunction with his mental expectancy, had played him some fantastic trick, produced some aural hallucination? He listened again with almost painful concentration. Once more the silence was broken by the ghostly music; at times so faint as to be almost inaudible, and then at intervals so distinct as to render the atmosphere in the darkened room perceptibly vibrant.


As he sat motionless and attentive, his first sensation of terror gave place to a feeling of entranced awe. He now felt certain that he recognized here and there a familiar musical phrase, but could not place it; for, though fond of music, he never could assign to any particular work or composer an aria or passage which he chanced to hear or transiently remember. At that crucial moment, he wished that in the past he had paid more attention to such detail, instead of pleasurably gulping the stuff without noting its title or the name of its creator. Suddenly the unseen musician stopped and repeated more perfectly a passage, as if dissatisfied with his first execution. This unexpected occurrence seemed so characteristically human, that it at once charged John Thurlow’s attitude with sceptical alertness. Surely there must be some ordinary and natural explanation of this musical phenomenon? Without rising from his chair, he stretched out his hand and quietly switched on the electric light. He glanced at Eileen. Her eyes were closed and her head had sunk forward on her breast. She seemed fast asleep. In a few moments her loud breathing returned to normal, she quietly opened her eyes, and looked across almost vacantly at her uncle. Noticing that he was about to speak, she raised her hand as if to enjoin silence. They both sat and listened. Once more the faint music seemed to surge gently into the room and roll up and recede with alternate strength and diminution. To Eileen it seemed supernal, ineffably beautiful.


“It’s an organ!” exclaimed John Thurlow, unable to restrain himself any longer and, rising from his chair, he opened a door leading from his study into the garden and stepped out into the night.


A little later, he re-entered the room by the same door with a look of amazement on his face.


“It’s certainly not the church organ, Eileen!” he said emphatically. “Outside there’s not a sound to be heard. This is most mysterious.”


“The music has stopped,” replied Eileen with an air of annoyance. “Immediately you begin to fiddle about for natural explanations of a spirit manifestation, you simply ruin the conditions. You become a hostile influence, Uncle. You must remember that we’re trying to get in touch with a spirit; we’re not in a laboratory or a law court. It’s well known that in an atmosphere of suspicion, with people whose minds are alert for detecting fraud, or intent on material explanations of supernatural phenomena, nothing will ever occur.”


“I’m sorry, Eileen,” replied her uncle apologetically, “I’ll bear that in mind in future. To-night’s experience has been an eye-opener to me. Positively stupendous!”


“And it’s only the beginning,” added Eileen enthusiastically. “If we conduct our experiments in the right frame of mind, we’ll get further manifestations, perhaps some kind of materialization.”


“You mean a ghost?” asked John Thurlow with alarm.


“Let’s call it a spirit form. I like it better than ghost. The word ghost seems to imply fear, just as the word spook implies fear masquerading as courage. I’m feeling terribly tired. The experience has exhausted me and I’m going to bed. Good-night.”


Eileen rose languidly from her chair and noiselessly left the study. Hurrying upstairs to her room, she slipped on a light overcoat, descended again stealthily so as not to disturb her uncle, and wandered out into the garden. There was a strange vagueness about her thoughts which she ascribed to the after effects of her trance state.


On her departure, John Thurlow glanced nervously round his study and then coughed as if to assure himself that he was not altogether scared. Drawing his pipe from his pocket, he lit it, and after a few vigorous puffs, swung round his chair to the table and resumed his reading of Sir William Crookes’s book. He had only read a few pages, when to his unbounded astonishment, he heard again the faint sound of an organ being played. With nervous fingers he closed his book, shut his eyes, and listened attentively. Yes he recognized the air, and as he strove hard to recollect it the name all at once flashed into his mind. It was Handel’s Dead March from “Saul.” He was very familiar with this march, and by some psychological trick his recognition of it at once dissociated the music in his mind from the region of the supernatural. He rose from his chair and, kneeling down, placed his ear to the ground. Surely he could now hear the sounds more clearly! Or was it mere fancy? He could not be certain. Rising to his feet again, he passed once more out into the garden. There, all was silence except for the plaintive hooting of an owl in a fringe of woodland bordering the adjoining paddock. More perplexed than ever, he returned to his study, where the very faint strains of an organ—he was certain the instrument was an organ—were still clearly audible.


“Most amazing!” he exclaimed and added with a note of rising exasperation. “But I’ll get to the bottom of this thing, or my name’s not John Thurlow!”


All trace of fear had now seemingly left him, and his face had assumed a look of sullen determination. He had reverted to the John Thurlow, successful merchant and financier, intent on getting the best of a deal, and in such a mood he was a man of unshakable resolution. His first thought was to summon Eileen, but remembering her air of complete exhaustion on retiring, he changed his mind and decided to investigate alone. For some moments he stood hesitant and then, thrusting his pipe in his pocket, crossed to his writing desk. Extracting a heavy army-pattern revolver from a drawer, he began silently to search the whole ground floor of the house.




Chapter Two


When Fanny Raymer, one of the maids at Old Hall Farm, entered Eileen Thurlow’s bedroom next morning with her mistress’ morning tea, her ingenuous face was pale and her round blue eyes were starting from her head. Eileen, who was wide awake, knew on glancing at Fanny that something unusual had happened. At first she was not much perturbed, for a very minor catastrophe, such as the breaking of a tea-cup, was sufficient to produce unduly alarming effects on Fanny Raymer’s face.


“You look startled, Fanny. What has happened now?” asked Eileen in a matter-of-fact tone so as to reassure the girl.


“I just took master’s tea into his room, miss, and he ain’t there,” replied the maid.


“Isn’t there? What do you mean?” asked Eileen with a puzzled look.


“He ain’t in his bed, miss, and he’s nowhere about the house.”


“Then he’s probably somewhere about the garden or grounds,” remarked Eileen and calmly poured herself out a cup of tea.


“What I mean, miss, is that he hasn’t slept in his bed, and when I went to dust his study this morning, the electric light was burning on his desk and the window was wide open.”


Eileen, who had raised her cup of tea to her lips and was about to drink, suddenly returned the cup to its saucer and hastily put both down on a small table beside her bed.


“But he must be somewhere about the house!” she exclaimed with growing amazement. “Have you looked in all the rooms?”


“Yes, miss, even in the wine cellar,” replied Fanny with finality.


“Then he’ll have gone out with his gun into the paddock after rabbits. Runnacles has been complaining of late about the damage they’re doing in the vegetable garden.”


“I thought of that, miss, but master’s gun is in the spare room where he usually keeps it. I went out and saw Runnacles. He was busy in the potting-shed, and when I asked him if he’d seen master about anywhere, he said: ‘No, my darling,’ so I ticked him off for bein’ so forward.”


For some moments Eileen was lost in thought. She had left her uncle immersed in his book at about ten o’clock the previous night. She had a vague recollection of then having gone out into the garden and returned. Her mind, evidently thoroughly exhausted by her attempt at mediumship, had almost been a complete blank for over an hour. She clearly remembered, however, that she had fallen asleep without hearing him come upstairs to his bedroom. It was evident he had not gone to bed at half-past eleven according to his invariable custom. But what had become of him? He couldn’t have vanished into thin air. The power to dematerialize was emphatically not within the scope of her uncle, John Thurlow’s abilities. The affair must have some simple explanation, however preternatural it might appear. The more she thought of it, the more confused and bewildered she became.


“Was the study door leading into the garden shut, Fanny?” she asked at length.


“Yes, miss, and locked. So were all the other doors leading out of the house.”


“Then he must have gone out by the window,” remarked Eileen, but she felt there was something quite irrational about the inference. Why should her uncle leave the house by the window? There was clearly no valid reason. The idea was ludicrous. She rose hastily from her bed with an air of resolution, and Fanny, leaving the room, went about her usual household duties.


Eileen breakfasted alone, and her first feeling of amazement at the sudden and unaccountable disappearance of her uncle was giving place slowly to a decided sensation of fear. She argued with herself that as yet there was no cause for alarm, but it failed to stem the slowly ebbing tide of her courage. Before lunch, with the aid of the three maidservants, she had made a thorough search of Old Hall Farm from the attics to the cellars; and Runnacles the gardener, with his assistant, had been through all the stables, outbuildings, and lofts. John Thurlow was not to be found. He had seemingly vanished without leaving a trace.


Just before lunch, Arthur Orton of Church Farm, their nearest neighbour, called about some repairs that were necessary to one of his barns, for Orton rented his farm from John Thurlow. He was shown into the drawing-room and there interviewed by Eileen.


He was a tall* wiry man with a lean, bronzed face and dark, flashing eyes beneath rather abundant and unruly eyebrows. The deep lines from the nose to the corners of his mouth, and the thin upper lip, slightly depressed where it met the lines from the nose, gave him a shrewd, cynical air, but whenever a smile lit up his face, it would alter its whole ascetic cast.


On Eileen’s entry, his glance swept over the graceful lines of her tall, well-proportioned figure and glowed warmly. His silent appreciation was not lost on Eileen, for she had experienced it before and found it agreeable. In spite of herself, a faint flush tinted her cheeks, and her unmistakable satisfaction was reflected in her countenance. For Eileen thought Arthur Orton an attractive man, and though there was something about his slightly saturnine air that disagreeably disturbed her, she had for some time been secretly fascinated by him. He was, moreover, a bachelor, a good farmer, ostensibly well-off, and reputed never to have been worsted in a business deal. In the parish of Yarham, he was not popular. He was reserved and inclined to be sarcastic, which was construed as equivalent to giving himself airs, but his worst fault, in combination with these, was that he was a stranger. Though he had now been at Church Farm for many years, he was a stranger for the simple reason that he had not been born in the parish of Yarham. Worse still, he was not a Suffolk man.


His arrival at Old Hall Farm at this critical moment was too much for Eileen Thurlow’s command of her troubled feelings. On his sympathetic remark that she looked as if she were upset about something, she frankly unburdened herself and told him the whole story of her uncle’s inexplicable disappearance. Overwrought by her morning’s excitement and worry, she ended her tale on the verge of tears. Arthur Orton was solidly comforting. He deftly brought bright common sense to bear on the subject, and contrived that a light-hearted breeze should blow away the portentous atmosphere of tragedy from Eileen’s outlook.


“When did you go to bed, Miss Thurlow?” he asked.


“I left my uncle in his study about ten o’clock.”


“Well, I and my man, Joe Battrum, saw Mr. Thurlow step into a car at about eleven o’clock, just as you enter Yarham village. We naturally thought it was his own car and paid no more heed to the matter. You say his car was never out of the garage yesterday. Then it must have been a friend’s car, and they’ve had a breakdown at some outlandish spot. In fact, the whole of Suffolk’s outlandish, so that’s easy. You mustn’t start worrying about nothing, Miss Thurlow. Your uncle’ll turn up when he’s downright hungry, or he’ll ring you up and let you know where he is and what’s happened. I wanted to see him about some repairs to my barn, but it’s not urgent and I’ll look in to-morrow. In the meantime, if there’s anything I can do, you’ve just to let me know. ’Phone me and I’ll be on your doorstep in no time. Don’t hesitate.”


“That’s awfully kind of you, Mr. Orton,” said Eileen sincerely. “I hope I haven’t worried you by telling you all my troubles.”


“My dear girl, there’s nothing like getting your worries off your chest. I’m very glad you’ve told me. I want you to think of me as a friend you can turn to when in trouble.”


Arthur Orton’s eyes met Eileen’s and his glance was suddenly charged with significance. He meant the word friend to be taken at an enhanced emotional value, and Eileen was unconsciously eager to accept it. Her lowered eyelids were an admission to him that she understood perfectly. Orton rose to go, but for some moments stood hesitant as if debating a course of action that was hovering uncertainly in his mind.


“You’ve searched everywhere, Miss Thurlow?” he asked suddenly. From the tone of his voice his thoughts were apparently not in his words.


“We’ve ransacked the whole place,” replied Eileen emphatically.


“The attics and lofts?” asked Orton, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.


“Yes.”


The cellar as well? You have a wine cellar, I believe?”


“Yes, we’ve searched everywhere,” replied Eileen with finality. She was rather disappointed at these matter-of-fact questions. His hesitation had seemed to hint at the possibility of a more intimate expansion on the subject of friendship. That expansion had evidently been checked by caution or nervousness. His rather obvious questions came as a depressing anti-climax to her expectancy.


“Now you’re not to worry, Miss Thurlow,” he adjured finally. “Your uncle will turn up. Take my word for it.”


“But suppose he doesn’t return by to-morrow morning. Would you advise me to report the matter to the police, Mr. Orton?” asked Eileen.


Arthur Orton was apparently flattered by the question. It implied that she valued his advice. He saw himself once more as the friend in need. He at once assumed a gravely judicial air.


“Well, yes, I suppose it’s about the only thing you can do. Still, I shouldn’t be in too great a hurry, Miss Thurlow. Give the matter plenty of time. You mustn’t act hastily. Once the affair’s in the hands of the police, it becomes public property. It may even be broadcast, much to your uncle’s annoyance. He’s the sort of man who’d hate anything like that. Now this is Tuesday. If you don’t get word by Wednesday night, then I think it would be wise to go to the police. In the meantime, just try and keep control of your feelings, and should you want help, just ring me up.”


Eileen again thanked him, and as he was on the point of departure, held out her hand. He took it between both his strong hands, held it and patted it affectionately. In Eileen’s rather distracted state of mind it was a very comforting gesture; its intimacy diffused a subtle air of protection. She felt she needed protection. For the moment she was thrilled, but as soon as Arthur Orton had gone, her mind at once reverted to the strange disappearance of her uncle, and, in spite of Orton’s matter-of-fact encouragement, her fears returned with doubled force. Surely something dreadful had happened to Uncle John? She sat helplessly pondering over the matter after her lunch, a meal which she had eaten without the slightest zest. Surely their little séance of the previous night could have no possible bearing on this baffling affair? She wondered. It was certain there were evil as well as beneficent spirits. It would be impossible to say what power the former might not be able to exert, if once in touch with the living. One assigned no limits to a spirit s potentialities. Eileen found it inconceivable that anyone could commit murder or suicide, unless driven by something in the nature of a dynamically evil spirit. In everyday language people spoke of the insane as “possessed.” In Scripture, they were “possessed of a devil.” It seemed feasible that at any time anybody, even an innocent and quite worthy being, might suddenly be seized upon as a temporary habitation by some unclean demon. The thought opened up a vista of horrible possibilities, conjured up disagreeable verbal associations, such as ghosts, furies, banshees, wraiths, ogres, genii, even succubi and succubae! She felt she must banish these morbid thoughts, and, rising from her chair, decided she would walk into the village and call on Dawn Garford. It would do her good to get a breath of fresh air and talk matters over with a friend.
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