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INTRODUCTION


JOHN DICKSON Carr was round about my age (twenty-nine) when he wrote The Red Widow Murders. This fact astonishes me, as it’s a book written with such a mastery of form, not to mention inventiveness and verve, that it’s difficult to read it as anything other than the mature work of a genius at the peak of his powers. And “genius” is not too strong a word to describe John Dickson Carr. Along with Agatha Christie, Ellery Queen, Christianna Brand and perhaps a very select few others, he was in the uppermost tier of golden age mystery writers. In my opinion, he was the greatest of them all.


Born in Uniontown, Pennsylvania in 1906, his early fascination with the work of authors such as Arthur Conan Doyle, Gaston Leroux, Thomas and Mary Hanshew, and Jacques Futrelle commingled with his love of gimmickry and illusion as practiced by the likes of Harry Houdini. This proved a fertile cocktail of influences which guided the young Carr toward one of the most rarefied, difficult, and ultimately satisfying subgenres of detective fiction: the locked-room mystery. Under his own name and the pseudonym “Carter Dickson” he proved himself the maestro of the impossible crime and one of the leading lights of mystery fiction’s golden age.


Carr adopted the “Carter Dickson” pseudonym by necessity, as his publishers feared saturating the market due to his astronomical creative output. But there is virtually no difference in style between the Carr books and those published under the Dickson by-line. His two long-running series detectives, Dr. Gideon Fell and Sir Henry Merrivale, may be ranked equally alongside Hercule Poirot, Ellery Queen, Nero Wolfe, and just about every other luminary of the era.


By the time he wrote The Red Widow Murders, Carr’s authorial style was well-established, although his own literary tastes remain discernible to the keen-eyed reader. For instance, his first few books were heavily influenced by Edgar Allan Poe, who was himself a progenitor of the locked-room mystery in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” And, like Poe, Carr was fascinated with certain morbid facets of French history.


While Carr’s veneration of Poe diminished as his own nascent genius developed, echoes remain throughout his later work. Case in point: the fabled “red widow” herself is a reference to the guillotine. This recalls the Poe-inspired gothic that characterised the first phase of the maestro’s career, the most effective example of which is probably Carr’s very first (and highly francocentric) novel, It Walks by Night. The Red Widow Murders showcases its author’s trademark innovation alongside the morbid, folkloric tendencies he derived from Poe. Carr manages to create a fresh and imaginative mystery tale, infused with the eerie fireside atmosphere of an oft-recounted horror story.


The Red Widow Murders was published in 1935, a year in which Carr also produced not one but three other novel-length works. It was an almost embarrassingly prolific period for him, when he seemed to be conjuring up dazzling mysteries as though his life depended on them. That same year he published Death-Watch and The Hollow Man (US title: The Three Coffins), two magnificent Dr. Fell mysteries written under his own name, as well as another Dickson title, The Unicorn Murders. It’s fair to say that he was at his creative peak, producing a string of absolute gems. 1938 was another such year, with To Wake the Dead, The Crooked Hinge, The Judas Window and Death in Five Boxes all appearing in a short space of time. That’s the kind of prolificacy mere mortals can only dream of.


And these are not “one-note” books; they are crammed with ideas, teeming with atmosphere, elaborate and multi-stranded puzzle plots, and effortlessly readable prose.


Carr’s unique gift was a combination of style and structure. He was not merely a great mystery writer, but a great constructor of mysteries. Each chapter in The Red Widow Murders is a work of art in itself; a miniature masterpiece of rising tension, culminating in a dramatic crescendo.


Dr. Michael Tairlaine, the protagonist, is a young adventurer in the classic Carr mold, making a return appearance following his introduction in an unsung gem among Carr’s admittedly crowded catalogue, The Bowstring Murders. Like Carr himself, Tairlaine is a young expat living in London. He also serves as our window into the nightmarish world of The Red Widow Murders when he is roped into an evening of horrors that begins with the irresistible question: “Do you believe in a room of such deadly qualities that anybody who goes into that room alone, and stays there alone for more than two hours, will die?”


The “deadly room” is an excellent device, one which can be found in plenty of thrillers and murder mysteries from before Carr’s time. Wilkie Collins’s “A Terribly Strange Bed” is an early example, and one which sets the benchmark for quality very high indeed. But in The Red Widow Murders Carr is more than able to match it.


The problem posed is unique in the maestro’s oeuvre: The victim has been poisoned, that much we know for sure. But the question is how the poison was introduced into his system. If it were cyanide or strychnine, suspicion would naturally lean towards the food or drink taken by the victim prior to his decease. But our man was killed with curare, a lethal toxin famous for its usage on poisoned arrows, which must be administered through the skin. Since the victim has not even the tiniest blemish on his body, the corpse itself becomes a kind of “locked room” within a locked room: how was the poison administered? It is a puzzle which only one man can solve: the boisterous amateur sleuth, Sir Henry Merrivale (H.M.).


It’s well known that Carr’s other great detective, Dr. Gideon Fell, was based on G.K. Chesterton, creator of Father Brown and author of such superb short stories as “The Oracle of the Dog” and “The Secret Garden.” There are no such obvious models for Henry Merrivale. However, it has been noted as highly significant that the year Carr ceased writing about Henry Merrivale—1953— was also the year that his beloved father died. Whether or not Carr Senior was the model for H.M., there’s no denying that the great detective swoops into the narrative bringing with him an avuncular, fatherly air. He is a necessary counterpoint to the sinister impossibilities which surround him. A decidedly more comic figure than Gideon Fell and the austere Henri Bencolin, he is “appallingly devoid of dignity” (to quote chapter 3). His appearances are punctuated by periodic slapstick interludes not present in the Fell books, but he is no less skilled a detective.


The character of Sir Henry Merrivale is an interesting paradox. He is a barrister who also holds a medical doctorate. He is a high-minded speaker of Latin with a penchant for pranks, practical jokes, and low humour. He is a baronet (and thus an embodiment of the Establishment), and yet he is a Socialist. These contradictions inform his style of detection. Who else but a walking blend of inconsistencies could unravel a problem as startling as this one?


Carr had been living in England since the beginning of the 1930s and, by the time he wrote The Red Widow Murders, he was a firm fixture of the country’s mystery fiction scene. Famously, he was one of only two Americans to be admitted to the prestigious Detection Club. His initiation took place in 1936, the year after he published The Hollow Man and The Red Widow Murders, and while The Hollow Man is frequently (and rightly) cited as the apogee of the locked-room mystery subgenre, The Red Widow Murders is in its own way no less impressive.


Although the abiding reputation of the H.M. books tends to focus on their comedic aspects, the fact remains that the early works to feature the illustrious detective are also heavily steeped in the macabre. Indeed, some of the crimes tackled by H.M. (those in his first outing, The Plague Court Murders, for instance) are decidedly gruesome. So in several ways, The Red Widow Murders offers the best and most comprehensive introduction to John Dickson Carr for lucky readers who have not yet sampled the many delights he has to offer. It is a gothic work dappled with humor and it features a larger-than-life burlesque of a detective who just happens to tackle some of the most sinister, wicked, and dazzlingly ingenious crimes ever to grace the pages of a murder mystery.


—TOM MEAD




THE RED WIDOW
 MURDERS




CHAPTER ONE


Invitation in the Fog


WHEN DR. Michael Tairlaine boarded the bus that evening in March, it must be confessed that his somewhat elderly pulse was not so quiet as usual. The distinguished holder of the Lyman Mannot chair in English at Harvard was, to be exact, as hopeful as a boy playing pirate.


Hopeful—it might be well to ask himself—of what? Of adventure tapping his arm in a London mist, a shadow on a blind, a voice, a veiled woman? They did not, he thought in his muddled, kindly way, wear veils nowadays. And he was aware that in any adventurous situation outside a book, because of this muddled, kindly way, he would be lost. Yet he reflected he had not done so badly during that business at Bowstring Castle last September. It was the Bowstring affair which had convinced him that the prosaic world had queer, terrifying holes in it; that he, at fifty, had met danger and found it exhilarating. That was why he had left a warm flat at Kensington tonight. He did not object to a fool’s errand, provided it was the errand that was foolish and not himself. Since George knew his weakness, it might be an elaborate practical joke. But George’s intuition had been right about the terror at Bowstring.


Undeniably Sir George Anstruther had seemed serious when he came into Tairlaine’s flat that afternoon. Again Tairlaine could see him scowling in the firelight, holding out his hands to the blaze; his rough coat damp from the mist, a shapeless hat jammed on his head. George, short and burly, with his big bald head and his red country squire’s face. George, Director of the British Museum, given to scholarship, devious thoughts, and explosive speech.


“Do you believe,” he said without preamble, “that a room can kill?”


Tairlaine gave him a whisky and soda. Tairlaine supposed, in comfortable anticipation, that this was merely an ingenious beginning to some sort of philosophical argument, which George had been turning over in his mind as he stumped past the park. Sitting back expansively, the tall frail man half-shut his eyes and prepared to weigh words in luxurious controversy. George eyed him in some malevolence.


“Stop a bit,” he added explosively. “I know what you’re going to say. You’ll say, ‘Let us define our terms and endeavor to discover—’ Bah! That’s the academic mind. I mean exactly and literally what I say. Do you believe that a room can kill?”


“A room,” said Tairlaine, “or an agency in the room?”


“Your mind,” the other grunted, “goes instantly to ghost stories. I’m not speaking of ghost stories. There’s not a single ghost, or suggestion of one, in connection with what I have in mind. Nor, on the other hand, any human agency like a murderer. . . . To be more definite, do you believe in a room of such deadly qualities that anybody who goes into that room alone, and stays there alone for more than two hours, will die?”


Something stirred at the back of Tairlaine’s dry, curious, insatiable brain. Intent on his pipe, he glanced sideways at his companion, who had sat down in the firelight with pudgy hands clasped round the glass and a deeper scowl on the bulging red forehead.


“A year ago,” he answered slowly, “I should have said no. Now I prefer to be agnostic. Go on. Of what will this man die?”


“Well—of poison, presumably.”


“Presumably?”


“I say that,” returned the baronet, hunching his neck back into his coat as though he were trying to burrow into it, “because nobody knows, and it seems the most feasible explanation. The last man that room killed died nearly eighty years ago, and in those days post-mortems weren’t especially thorough or medical knowledge of poisons much advanced. ‘Death in syncope, the face of blackish color,’ might mean anything. They all went west in the same way. The whole point is—”


“Yes?”


“There was absolutely no poison of any kind in the room.”


“Don’t be so damned mysterious,” said Tairlaine, and knocked out his pipe in some irritation. “If you have a story to tell, tell it.”


Sir George studied him.


“I’ll do better than that,” he suggested, beginning to grin. “I’ll let you see for yourself. Look here, old boy. Do you remember a certain conversation you and I had in a railway carriage over six months ago, when you’d first come to England on your sabbatical? You were complaining of the lack of adventures and rowdyism in your prim, buttoned-up life. And I said, ‘What do you mean by adventures anyway? Do you mean in the grand manner?’ I said, ‘Do you mean a slant-eyed adventuress, sables and all, who suddenly slips into this compartment, whispers, “Six of diamonds—north tower at midnight—” or some such rubbish. And you answered, with the utmost seriousness. . .”


“That I supposed I meant just that,” agreed Tairlaine blankly. “Well?”


Sir George stood up.


“Then I’ll give you your instructions,” he said, with the air of one coming to a decision. “Take ’em or leave ’em as you like. I’ll make only the customary condition: you are not to ask questions. Is that clear?” The small sharp eyes blinked at him. “Very well. This evening, as near eight o’clock as you can manage, you will take a bus down Piccadilly, and get off at Clarges Street. You will be wearing evening kit; don’t forget that. You will walk up Clarges Street to Curzon Street. At exactly eight o’clock you will be walking along the north side of Curzon Street in the short block between Clarges and Bolton Streets. . . .”


Tairlaine took the pipe out of his mouth. He did not ask the obvious question, but the other anticipated him.


“You know I’m serious,” said Sir George, very quietly. “It may not work. But I’m bargaining on there being very few people thereabouts at that hour, and also on your—well, patriarchal appearance. . . .”


“Look here!—”


“To continue. If it does work, however, and at any subsequent time you see me, you are not to drop any hint that I put you up to this. You were merely strolling casually along; got it? Very well. You will continue to patrol that street until ten minutes past eight. If nothing has happened by then, it won’t happen at all. But you are to be looking for a queer thing, and, if somebody approaches you with no matter what sort of odd remark, you are to agree with it. Oh, and be sure not to have dinner before you come out. Is that clear?”


“Admirably. What sort of queer thing am I to be on the look-out for?”


“Any sort of queer thing,” replied Sir George, staring blankly at his glass.


Those were the last pertinent words he could get out of his companion, who went stumping away with an un-lighted cigar between his teeth. They left Tairlaine doubtful, but they also left him chuckling. Consulting his watch when he climbed to the top deck of the bus, he found it was twenty minutes to eight.


London looked unreal. It was not fog as the town knows fog, but a smoky white mist that distorted every lamp and made sleek the crawling lines of cars. He had done well to allow a sufficient margin of time. The bus rocked amid honking uproar; jerked and started; jerked and stopped, until he began to drum on the smoked window in crazy impatience. Past Hyde Park Corner, when shop-fronts began to glow and faces swim past, all the town’s traffic seemed to crush down Piccadilly. He hopped off after nearly missing Clarges Street, dodged a taxi, and arrived on the pavement in a ruffled state of mind. It was three minutes to eight, but he must get his brittle bones in order first.


After the hooting din, the dark little street which runs up into Mayfair was grateful. But he hurried at a rather unpatriarchal stride. He was hungry, and cursing George for this foolishness. Still—if anything happened, it must happen soon. Emerging into Curzon Street, he adjusted coat and top-hat, threw back his lean shoulders, and glanced about in some trepidation. He must not look as though he were out to chase and pounce on adventure like a wind-blown hat. A dignified saunter would be best, blast George Anstruther!


Then he chuckled, and felt better.


The street was very quiet and dim-lit, a backwater in itself, which curved round to the right towards the mysteriousness of Landsdowne Passage. And, towards Landsdowne Passage, the heavy house-fronts began to fall away in startling ruin. They were tearing down many of the stolid town-houses that had bulwarked Mayfair for two hundred years. A ragged side-wall or two still remained standing, still patched with the wall-paper of vanished rooms; a heap of stones, a gaping vastness of cellars in the open spaces, a street gutted to ruin. That was on the north side, where he had been told to walk. The “odd remark,” the odd person to deliver that remark, might come from there—but it was too far along.


Crossing over, he inspected the houses as he walked very slowly past. They were uniformly tall, with heavy bay-windows, areaways, and high steps. Muffling curtains hung heavy as the stone at their windows. With one exception, they were dark save for a misty underground glow from their areaways, where caretakers sat to watch over hollow rooms and shrouded furniture. The one exception was a somewhat larger house, with a light from the vestibule shining down its steps. Tairlaine could see the link-brackets beside the door. And he could see something else. Just inside the vestibule someone was standing motionless, watching him.


The person did not move. Tairlaine walked even more slowly, affecting a casual air; but he felt his heart bumping against frail ribs. Goblin or Caliph—or what, in this muffled street where the faint hoot of a motor-horn, from the direction of Berkeley Square, came as a surprise?


Tairlaine came abreast of the light; and then the figure moved, looming big against it. It began to descend the steps. Although Tairlaine had been preparing all evening for this, still he felt something like a shock when the figure spoke to him.


“Excuse me, sir—” it said, rather hesitantly.


Tairlaine stopped, and turned round slowly. He saw a butler even though he could not see a face. The other made a slight gesture.


“His Lordship will offer his excuses for troubling you, sir,” the man went on. “But would you mind stepping inside for just a moment? His Lordship would like to speak to you.”


Tairlaine pretended surprise, and spoke accordingly.


“No, sir, there is no mistake,” the other assured him. “It is odd, I know, but there is no mistake. If you will—”


“You are thirteen at a table,” said Tairlaine, suddenly conscious of irritated disappointment, “and you have been sent out to invite in the first passer-by. Not very original. My compliments to Haroun al Raschid, but—”


“No, sir,” said the other in a curious voice. The night was chilly, and his bulk appeared to shake. “I assure you, you are mistaken about that. His Lordship will be glad of your company at dinner, of course. But I think he wants you present at— well, at a sort of experiment.” He hesitated, and then added very gravely: “You needn’t—er—have any fear, sir, if you know what I mean. This is Mantling House. Lord Mantling—”


“I’m not conscious of any fear,” said Tairlaine curtly. “Very well, then.”


He followed his guide up the steps and into a big white-paneled hall whose utter absence of any noise made him instinctively lower his voice. And he did not like the place. The patterned chilliness of the eighteenth century was encrusted with too much flamboyance of gilt and glass and mirrors. Glancing at the crystal chandelier in the roof, Tairlaine thought of the late Lord Mantling’s slogan, “Buy the Best.” It had been assumed that he would know the name. Anybody knew it. Half the woolen products of Manchester had been Mantling’s. The old lord had splashed into the newspapers only when he died three or four months ago, with death-duties almost sufficient to balance Mr. C.’s budget; and, whatever may be the life-size of an angel, life-sized marble ones guarded his tomb. And the new Lord Mantling? Disposing of his hat and coat, Tairlaine saw at the rear of the hall the first of all the curious things.


He saw, in fact, a shower of playing-cards.


That is not a figure of speech. In the chandelier only a few globes were burning, and the over-dressed hall was dusky. But he could see the lacquer cabinet standing against the right-hand wall, near one of the doors at the rear. He saw somebody dodge back towards that door, somebody who had one hand on the cabinet. Either by accident or design, there was a white flutter in the air, and spilled cards flew wide. The door opened and shut; Tairlaine heard the lock click.


It was too absurd to take seriously, and he did not comment, although he looked at the butler. The latter, who had a round honest-shining face (as though he wore nothing but Mantling’s woolens) did not appear to notice. But he seemed uneasy. He elicited Tairlaine’s name, and led him to the back of the hall towards a door on the left-hand side. Still he made no move to pick up the cards, or even to notice them. With grotesque unconsciousness he walked straight across the litter and opened the door.


“Dr. Michael Tairlaine, your Lordship,” he said, and stood aside.


The small room inside was fitted up as a study, half with books and half with what Tairlaine supposed to be South American blankets, drums, and war-trophies. The red-and-yellow colors of the blankets lent somber richness to dark oak; there was a tinted shade on the lamp, which stood in the middle of a big claw-footed desk. There were two men in the room. One of them—Sir George Anstruther—stood with his back to the fire, wriggling slightly as though with the heat or apprehension. The other was a massive red-haired man, who sat behind the massive desk and rose at Tairlaine’s entrance.


“I must ask you to excuse me,” he said, with a heartiness which indicated that he had given it no thought whatever, “for this little New Arabian Nights entertainment. Come in, sir, come in! My name is Mantling. I am your host; your Prince Florizel of Bohemia—hey, George?” His big laughter boomed. “You haven’t dined? Good! Will you take a sherry, then? Cocktails if you prefer, though I don’t hold with ’em personally. Sherry? Good! Now, then, sir, to be as blunt as business: if you’ve a few hours to spare, and are of a sporting turn of mind, I can promise you in recompense some devilish good sport. Hey, George?”


A striking figure, this host, his vast expanse of glazed shirtfront trembling with his mirth. He was two or three inches over six feet, with an expression of bellowing good-humor and a thick neck. Dull reddish hair was plastered in wiry rings against his big head; he had a heavy face faintly mottled with freckles, twinkling blue eyes under ragged red wisps of eyebrows, and a broad mouth that showed most of his teeth when he laughed. About Lord Mantling—as about all things in this house—there was that same sense of the solid overlaid by the flamboyant. He wore a massive opal ring on his little finger, his clothes had a distinctive cut of their own, he fitted into the room against the hues of both primitive blankets and English oak. With the air of a conjuror he flicked open the lid of a cigar-humidor, thrust it across the desk, poked it round at Sir George, and laughed again.


“Little idea appealed to me,” he declared, squaring his shoulders aggressively, “though Guy doesn’t like it and that fellow Bender didn’t seem any too keen. And why we’ve got to keep it from Judith beats me. Anyhow, it’s my show for to-night—as Prince of Bohemia. I know my Stevenson and my New Arabian Nights, though you wouldn’t take me for a readin’ man; would you? No! I like the title. It’s a damned good title. Better than some we’ve had applied to us, anyhow.” He reflected, heavily. Then he chuckled and rubbed his hands. “Well, time to break up that foolery anyhow. What d’ye say, sir? Ready for a bit of amusement?”


Tairlaine sat down.


“I am grateful,” he said, “to Florizel of Bohemia. But I should like to know more about the sport. If I remember rightly, the first of your namesake’s adventures was to get himself and his equerry into the Suicide Club, where they drew cards to see who should. . .”


He stopped. Lord Mantling suddenly closed the humidor with a sharp snap, as though he were catching something inside.


“I didn’t bargain on a mind-reader,” he said. “Hey, George?” Tairlaine discovered that the stare of the pale eyes could be rather disconcerting. “Or do you know something about this, by any chance? Didn’t quite catch your name. ‘Dr.’ something . . . Medical fella?”


Now Tairlaine could have sworn there was something like suspicion in his look. But there was no time to speculate on it, for Sir George intervened. He fully introduced Tairlaine, and mentioned their previous acquaintanceship.


“Come to think of it,” George went on, rubbing his head with that Pickwickian simplicity he affected at times, which could be very deceptive, “it’s not very surprising that you should have caught him here after all, Mantling. Blast it, I remember now. You did say you might drop in on me to-night, Michael, and since I’m just up the street . . . Sorry; I completely forgot it . . .”


A clumsy speech, Tairlaine thought. George could do better, if he were not flustered; but he wondered why George felt it necessary to handle this man with such kid gloves, and why he was flustered anyhow. Mantling was all geniality again. The bassdrum heartiness had returned.


“Mustn’t mind me,” he urged, with a smile of very genuine charm. “Rotten manners. Been too long in the brush, I expect. Ha, ha! But I don’t like doctors, you see, ever if Judith does happen to be engaged to one. Have a cigar. Ah, you’ve got one. But just between ourselves, now”—his tone changed to a bull-like confidential air as he leaned over the desk, and his eyes opened, “how did you come to mention drawing cards? Eh?”


“Well, it’s the first adventure in the New Arabian Nights. And also—”


He paused, remembering.


“Also? Eh?”


Hesitantly, Tairlaine told about the spilled cards. Mantling strode over and yanked a bell-pull. Then he crossed to the hall door, opening it as though he were setting a trap for the butler. In the interval, Sir George took the opportunity to whisper to Tairlaine.


“For Lord’s sake,” he said, “don’t mention doctors.”


Nightmare fantasy had begun to take hold of Tairlaine, as well as a feeling that the whole affair might be a practical joke. But Mantling’s back gave no impression of a joke. When the butler appeared, he said:


“I say, Shorter, did you see those cards chucked about in the hall just now?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Well? What’s your version?”


The other hesitated. “It looked as though they had been lying on top of the cabinet, sir, and somebody had knocked them off in passing. The—the person went on into the dining-room, I thought. I picked up the cards.”


“Who was the person?”


“I don’t know, sir.”


“And what were the cards doing loose on top of the cabinet?”


“They weren’t, sir, the last time I saw them. I put a fresh pack, in its box, inside the cabinet; ready for this evening, sir, as you instructed me. Er—they must have been taken out.”


“It’d seem so, wouldn’t it?” asked Mantling, without reflection. He turned away, lumbered with his conquering stride to the desk, and tapped it with his knuckles. “H’m. Well. By the way, where are the others?”


“Mr. Carstairs and M. Ravelle are in the drawing-room, sir. Mr. Bender has not come down yet. Neither has Mr. Guy or Miss Isabel. Miss Judith had already gone out with Dr. Arnold. . .”


“Yes. One thing I want you to be certain of, though. See that we get a fresh pack to-night; new box, seal unbroken. That’s all.”


When the door closed he turned to Tairlaine, who was beginning to wonder uncomfortably whether he had strayed into some sort of gambling establishment. Mantling seemed to catch this thought. He smiled grimly, twisting the ring on his finger.


“You will wonder,” he said, “at my taking such precautions. But you needn’t worry, sir. You were asked in only as a witness, and in a sense to see fair play. You will not be asked to take part in the game.”


“The game?”


“Yes. And you can see why we must take precautions to make sure that the cards are not—stacked. A group of us to-night mean to play what may prove a very dangerous game. We are to draw cards to see which one of us is to die within two hours.”




CHAPTER TWO


Headsman’s House


AGAIN MANTLING’S big laughter boomed. He eyed Tairlaine as though the latter were being subjected to an experiment. Tairlaine felt the scrutiny, detested it, and only blinked mildly at his cigar. But for the presence of Sir George, he would have thought he had strayed into a madhouse.


“I see,” he remarked, with some little effort. “So it’s another Suicide Club, after all?


Mantling’s expression relaxed, and his teeth gleamed in an admiring grin.


“Good! I like that,” he nodded. He sat down, wheezing. “Got to apologize again; bad manners. No, it’s not a Suicide Club. It’s tomfoolery, if you ask me, but I rather like it. Now— to business.”


“About time,” growled Sir George. “Look here . . .”


“Steady,” interrupted the other curtly. “Tell it in my own way. My brother Guy is the antiquarian of the family, and has all the details. He can give you the lurid ones. But I’m head of the house, and I’ll open the ball.


“This house was built six generations ago, in 1751, by my father’s great-great-grandfather. That was before we’d a title or any money to speak of. The whole subject of this game to-night is a room in this house—a room at the end of a passage off the diningroom—a room whose door has been locked and sealed up with six-inch screws through the jamb since 1876, the year my grandfather died. Nobody’s set foot in it since then. Nobody’s wanted to. And, but for one thing, maybe nobody ever would.


“Bluebeard’s chamber, hey? Personally, I’ve always wanted to have a go at it. When I was a kid I promised myself, I said, ‘Alan, my boy, when the old man shuffles off and you inherit the lot, you’ll pitch your kit in that room and make devilish certain you don’t die in two hours.’ But the old man forestalled that,” nodded Mantling, bringing his hand down on the desk with a grunt of admiration. “And damn neat, too! Condition of the will—old man was a hide-bound sort; primogeniture every time; I inherited everything—condition of the will was that nobody should ever enter that room until the house was torn down.


“Hah! Naturally I wouldn’t upset my own apple-cart. Eh? So I let it alone until now. But what’s happened? Old Mayfair’s going, and maybe a good thing. They’re buying up all the good sites for big blocks of flats and cinemas; you noticed? Now, to me this place is a white elephant. Nobody likes it except Isabel and Guy, and I could buy an island in the trade routes with the ground-rates I pay. Well. The Crest Building Development crowd offered me a cool twenty thousand for the site alone. I took it. They’re to begin demolishing week after next, so I can open up Bluebeard’s room.”


He leaned across the desk, taking hold of each end as though he were about to push it forward, and looked fixedly at Tairlaine.


“Now I’ll ask you something. You’ve heard of my father. Do you have any idea that old Buy-the-Best Mantling was a superstitious fella?”


“Not knowing him personally—”


“Then I’ll tell you,” said his son, with a short bark of mirth. “He wasn’t. Hey, George?” He looked round briefly, and the baronet nodded. “He was about the least superstitious, rock-chinned lump of sense I ever knew. But he believed the story. And what about my grandfather? He laid the foundation of the fortune and squeezed the blood out of half the slums in Manchester in the what-d’ye-call-it?—Industrial Revolution. He not only believed it; he died in that room, in the same way as the others. That was why my father had it sealed up. I’m telling you this to show you that it’s no question of any rubbish about a curse or a bogey. There’s no bogey in that room. But there was— and may still be—death in it. Another glass of sherry?”


During the long silence, while he moved towards the decanter, Tairlaine exchanged a glance with Sir George. They heard Mantling’s heavy breathing. Tairlaine asked quietly:


“What sort of death?”


Mantling grunted. “Poison, my boy. Not a doubt of it. Bah! One of the sawbones said fright, but that’s rubbish. Poison in something or some article of furniture.” He was speaking violently, as though to convince himself, and he forced drinks on them as he might have swung a whip. “It’s no ghost-chase. Question of cold science, I say. Poison—like one of those rings you see in the Italian museums. You know. Chap had it on his finger; shook hands with you; fang jabbed your finger . . .”


He gestured.


“Yes. But I’ve been given to understand,” Tairlaine said, “that most of those stories of Renaissance poisoning are either fables or exaggerations. I know the anello della morte exists, as you say, because I’ve seen several such rings at the museum in Florence. But—”


“They’re not fables,” interposed Sir George, “and they’re not exaggerations. It’s only the damned modern way to say that, without any proof whatever, and in spite of proof to the contrary. Nowadays our grave historians won’t allow villainy to anybody except someone who was previously considered good, or goodness to anybody except someone who was previously considered villainous. And they won’t allow any scientific knowledge that wasn’t spawned out of our own greasy machines. . . . I remember one ass solemnly writing that the Borgias, for instance, used only white arsenic, and very little of that. But go and see a few of the exhibits which really exist. If only white arsenic was known and used, how did the poison rings work? Arsenic doesn’t act on the blood-stream; a dab of it on the fang of a box or a ring would be no more dangerous than a grain of salt. And the anel-lo della morte is older than Venice. As a matter of plain history, Hannibal killed himself with one, and so did Demosthenes.”


“Well, then?” demanded Mantling.


Sir George rubbed his forehead with a sort of obstinacy.


“I’m not questioning the possibility of a powerful poison that acts on the blood-stream. I’m only saying there couldn’t be one in that room. You told me your father—”


“I’m coming to that,” said Mantling—obviously, he liked the center of the stage—“if you’ll let me go on. Now, look here: let’s look at the thing in a practical light.


“This house, as I told you, was built by my reverend ancestor Charles Brixham in 1751. For forty-odd years there was no trouble whatsoever with that room. They say the old boy used it as a study. Right! Then, in 1793, his son Charles returned from France with his French wife. She was followed by a wagon-load of fancy furniture. Bed-hangings, carved gilt stuff, cabinets, mirrors, enough to smother you. It was her room. But he died there, the first of them. They found him in the morning with his face black. I think that was in 1803.”


“Forgive the interruption,” said Tairlaine, studying his face. “It was a bedroom?”


He could not understand why Mantling slurred his words in this part of the story; why his face had grown heavy and ugly, with the freckles starting out on it; and why his breathing had become labored.


“It was a bedroom,” Mantling answered, recovering himself as though he had forced a thought into the background. “There was—a big table there, and some chairs,” he darted a sharp glance at his guest. “But it was a bedroom. Yes. Ha. Why do you ask?”


“Was his wife harmed?”


“No. She had died a year before. Some disease or other; but not poison. Well, there were three more deaths. The second Charles, the one who died, had two children; twins, a boy and a girl. The girl died in that room on her wedding-eve, in the eighteen-twenties. Same way. That was when the legend started.”


“Stop a bit,” interposed Sir George. “Had the room been used in the meantime?”


“No. It was a whim—damn it, I don’t know! Ask Guy. She was the first person who had slept there since her father’s death. A maid or somebody came in and found her less than two hours after she’d entered. Black talk started; curses and such rubbish. It was locked up, and wasn’t used until a French business associate of my grandfather came here and insisted on sleeping there. Hah! Never even got to bed, that ‘un didn’t. They found him in front of the fireplace next morning. I remember the date of that, because it was the year of the Franco-Prussian war. 1870. My grandfather tried it six years later. He said he’d got a theory. But he died. They heard him calling, my father said. He was in convulsions, and trying to point to something when they found him. He never spoke.”


Mantling, who had been pacing up and down, wheeled round.


“Now comes the damnable part of it. My father was twenty years old then. And he had sense. He did what people had been urging my grandfather to do: have every stick of furniture in that room, every fancy French gim-crack, examined by an expert on furniture and cabinet-making. Hey? He got Ravelle et Cie., the greatest of all authorities on that period. Old firm; been making the stuff themselves for God knows how many years. Old Ravelle himself came over from Paris, with two expert assistants. They practically took the place to pieces, looking for traps or needles. Not a stick got past ’em. Some of the stuff they took away and dissected. But—”


“Nothing?” said George, raising his eyebrows.


“Nothing. Then the old man had in architects and builders and whatnot. They had a cut at it. Though they had the carpets up and the chandelier down, still nothing that could harm a fly. But that nothing killed four healthy people. Live people, as healthy as—as I am.” He drew back his shoulders, glaring. “Now, there’s got to be an explanation. Maybe it’s tomfoolery. I think so. Hoax or something. Hang it, men don’t die like that! And we’ll find it. To-night.


“You see what I’ve done, hey? I’ve assembled everybody who might be interested, and two outsiders. There’s my younger brother Guy, and my aunt. There’s George Anstruther, an old friend of mine. There’s Bob Carstairs, an even older friend; been in the bush with me; coolest hand in an emergency, with or without express-rifle, I ever saw. Fact. There’s young Ravelle on the technical side. Related to the old chap who was here once; not a bad feller for a Frenchman. A sane crowd, by God! Sane as—as I am!” He drew down his sandy brows, and puffed out thick lips. He began to pace up and down again, under the barbaric hues on the wall. “Finally, there’s that chap Bender . . .”


“By the way,” Sir George put in abstractedly, “just who is Bender?”


“Hey? Bender? You know. Little dark-faced feller with the soothin’ manner. Bedside manner, I call it; gets on with the ladies; like a blasted sawbones.” He chuckled heavily. “You met him, didn’t you?”


“Yes, but I mean—what do you know about him?”


Mantling stopped. He peered round. “Know about him? Not much. He’s another of Isabel’s protégés; artist or something. In from the provinces or somewhere. Why?”


“Oh, I was only wondering. Get on with your plan.”


“Right. To sew up the business, there are the two outsiders. One was to be chosen at random. I told Shorter to go to the door at precisely eight o’clock, to stop the first, harrumph, presentable person who went by, and invite him in to dinner.” Mantling nodded. “Yourself. The second outsider was deliberately chosen—and ought to be here now, blast him. I’ll give you only his initials; they ought to be enough. Ever heard of H.M.?”


George started.


“You don’t mean Sir Henry Merrivale? The war-office chap? Man who—”


“Who nailed the White Priory murderer. The great bear. The grouser. Best poker-player I ever met,” said Mantling with satisfaction. “I knew him at the Diogenes Club. He’s coming along. And if there’s anything rummy in this business, he’ll spot it.”


Tairlaine had heard the name from two sources. His friend John Gaunt had mentioned it—almost (for Gaunt) with admiration. The other person had been a former student of Tairlaine’s, named Bennett, who spoke of Sir Henry Merrivale with roaring approval. Mantling went on grimly:


“When he arrives, the four of us will go back to the room I spoke of. The door will be unlocked and the screws taken out, and we shall have a first inspection. Place will be in a mess, after all those years shut up, but never mind . . . Then we all go in to dinner; I told you the room’s at the end of a passage opening off the dining-room. After dinner we all draw cards to see who spends two hours there alone. That is, all but three of us. The two outsiders won’t. Neither will Isabel.”


Sir George wandered moodily over to a leather chair and sat down.


“I say—this drawing cards. Was it your own idea?” he demanded.


Mantling glanced at him with some sharpness. “Neat, hey? No, it wasn’t my idea. Wish it had been. I wanted to be the one to sit in the room. But old Bob Carstairs said—and it was a damn neat idea—he said, ‘Look here, old boy, why not give us all a sportin’ chance? Leave out Judith,’ he said (that’s my young sister) . . .”


“Why leave out Judith? She’s over twenty-one, anyhow.”


Mantling rounded on him. Tairlaine felt that he had just prevented his voice from taking on a roar.


“It seems to me,” he said, “that you’re getting dashed finicky all of a sudden, aren’t you? Why, why, why! All you say is, ‘Why?’ We’ll do it because I say it’s best. She’s gone out to dinner with Arnold, and when she gets back it’ll be all over. . He stopped suddenly at his own choice of words, plucked at the edges of his coat. “Anyhow, one of us will go in there. High card wins. The rest’ll stay in the dining-room. We’ll sing out to the other chap at fifteen-minute intervals, and make sure everything’s all right. Now let’s have an end of your confounded whys.”


“Yes. All the same,” replied the other, “they may be necessary. It’s worth asking why somebody tried to hocus those cards.”


“Rot! Somebody knocked ’em off the cabinet . . .”


“After taking them out of the box. No, no, my boy. It won’t wash. Somebody wants to palm off a card on somebody else. Somebody wants somebody else to draw the high card. . . .”


Mantling breathed hard. “Then you think there’s danger?”


“I should like Gaunt’s opinion. Oh, don’t worry!” said Sir George, with an irritable gesture. “I don’t mean to back out. By the way, has that room got a name?”


“A name?”


“Big house,” George said rather vaguely. “Rooms generally have names to distinguish them. And, when you know the traditional name of a room, you generally know what’s associated with it and find some clew to what may be wrong with it, if you follow me. . . .”


“It’s called the Widow’s Room. Does that help you? Hanged if I know why, unless it’s a reference to the homicidal effect of the place.”


A quiet voice said:


“Why don’t you tell the truth, Alan? You know perfectly well.”


In this house of muffling carpets, people could come up behind you with unnerving effect. Mantling was apparently used to it, for he stood slackly, only blinking his reddish eyelids. But Tairlaine jumped.


A thin, high-shouldered woman stood in the doorway to the hall. Her age baffled Tairlaine, as it baffled nearly everybody. She might have been a dozen years older than she looked— which was about fifty—or she might have been a dozen years younger. Her long face was thin, but not angular or wasted; she had a high-bridged nose like her nephew, but humorous lips; and her bobbed hair, molded against her head, was clear silver. Tairlaine thought she might have been beautiful, or at least striking, but for one thing. She ought to have closed her eyes. The eyes were of a very pale blue, so pale that they seemed to mingle with the whites; and they had an unnervingly direct stare which was like that of a blind woman. Her voice was melodious. Far too noticeably melodious, like that of a woman announcer on a radio.


“Since we have invited our guests,” she went on, and looked at Tairlaine with sudden charm, “we ought at least to be frank with them.”


She moved over with extended hand, and he took it.


“Dr. Tairlaine, I think? Shorter told me your name. I am Isabel Brixham; my brother was the late Lord Mantling. It is a pleasure to welcome you to my—our house. Good evening, Sir George.”


“Gracious hostess,” said Mantling, with a bark of mirth. His big chest swelled. “Well? Anything you want, Isabel?”


She ignored him for the moment, and turned to the man who stood behind her in the doorway. “Let me present,” she went on, “Mr. Bender, a very good friend of ours. . . .”


Afterwards (although this may have been merely an arrière-pensée, and worth nothing) Tairlaine always maintained that it was his first sight of Bender which made him fully certain of terror knocking, and deadly movements to come. He does not know why. Certainly there was nothing to suggest it in the man’s appearance. He was colorless, of an engaging personality rather than other-wise. He was small, neat, with thinning dark hair and a strong placid face which seemed trying to mask its own sharp intelligence. Yet he looked nervous—or say not so much nervousness as a kind of half-ludicrous unhappiness. And he was not at ease. He had a nervous trick of rolling his tongue in his cheek, his smile was forced, and his hand shook slightly. Perhaps Tairlaine’s impression was suggested by the faint bulge in the inside pocket of the man’s coat. The wild idea of a weapon occurred to him, until he saw that the bulge was too flat. A flask, then? Dutch courage? No. Too small for a flask. Besides, why bother? . . .


“I’ve met Mr. Bender,” Tairlaine heard Sir George say. He was studying the newcomer. “I say, you look a bit done in. Been working hard to-day?”

OEBPS/nav.xhtml






		Cover



		Title



		Introduction



		Chapter One: Invitation in the Fog



		Chapter Two: Headsman’s House



		Chapter Three: At the Dark Door



		Chapter Four: The Death-Card



		Chapter Five: Too Many Alibis



		Chapter Six: The Box Without a Needle



		Chapter Seven: Again the Ace of Spades



		Chapter Eight: Talisman on a Dead Man’s Chest



		Chapter Nine: The Legend



		Chapter Ten: Blowpipes and Ventriloquism



		Chapter Eleven: The Man at the Window



		Chapter Twelve: The Vanishing Dart



		Chapter Thirteen: The Secret Drawer



		Chapter Fourteen: Marthe Dubut’s Chair



		Chapter Fifteen: Last Clew Gone



		Chapter Sixteen: The Hypodermic Needle



		Chapter Seventeen: Hanging Evidence?



		Chapter Eighteen: Blood in a Washbowl



		Chapter Nineteen: Handcuffs



		Chapter Twenty: H.M. Sits and Thinks



		Discussion Questions



		Praise for  David Handler



		Copyright













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
OTTO PENZLER PRESENTS
—AMERICAN MYSTERY CLASSICS=

The
Red Widow
Murders

JOHN DICKSON
CARR

Introduction by Tom Mead,
author of Death and the Conjuror





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
WML
2y,





