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JOHN DICKSON CARR (1906-1977) was one of the greatest writers of the American Golden Age mystery, and the only American author to be included in England’s legendary Detection Club during his lifetime. Though he was born and died in the United States, Carr began his writing career while living in England, where he remained for nearly twenty years. Under his own name and various pseudonyms, he wrote more than seventy novels and numerous short stories, and is best known today for his locked-room mysteries.


DOUGLAS G. GREENE is an American historian, editor, and author. Until 2017, he was the co-owner and editor of mystery publisher Crippen & Landru. His biography of John Dickson Carr, titled The Man Who Explained Miracles, was nominated for the Edgar Award.




INTRODUCTION


Each new development seemed to lead the case in a different direction, and each opened up like a magician’s casket to show only another box inside the last.


Thus John Dickson Carr described his plotting in The Eight of Swords, and in other novels. He saw the detective novel as “the Grandest Game in the World”; it was a challenge between writer and reader, in which the writer attempted to mislead the reader and surprise him or her at the conclusion. Each time the reader thought the mystery had been revealed, Carr would introduce more complexities. 


When The Eight of Swords was written, Carr and his wife Clarice had recently moved to England. He had been born in Uniontown, Pennsylvania, in 1906, and the insular nature of that coal-mining community made him long for what he called “Adventure of the Grand Manner.” He read swashbuckling historical novels by Alexandre Dumas and adventure fiction by Robert Louis Stevenson and, above all, detective stories by A. Conan Doyle and G. K. Chesterton and the almost forgotten Thomas W. Hanshew. 


As a lad in high school, he wrote historical romances and sensational detective stories, and continued in preparatory school and at Haverford College. He spent time in France in 1927, ostensibly to study at the Sorbonne, “this being,” he said, “probably the only thing in Paris I did not do.” On his return, he wrote for The Haverfordian a novella called Grand Guignol, featuring Monsieur Henri Bencolin of the French police. He later enlarged and revised the story into a full-length detective novel entitled It Walks by Night.


In 1930, Carr moved to Columbia Heights in Brooklyn, and when he wasn’t writing more detective novels spent his time concocting bathtub gin during the final, raucous days of prohibition. With the earnings from his writing, he took ocean voyages, on one of which he met a pretty young woman from Wales named Clarice Cleaves.  The shipboard romance resulted in marriage in 1932 and a move to England early in 1933, where the Carrs would live until the end of the decade.


After writing three more novels featuring Henri Bencolin (two set in France and one in London), Carr invented new detectives, Sir Henry Merrivale, who would feature in novels published as by “Carter Dickson,” and Dr. Gideon Fell, published under Carr’s own name. 


In the first Fell novel, Hag’s Nook, Fell is described as a “lexicographer,” though he never does any dictionary making. He is in fact a historian, author of The Drinking Customs of England from the Earliest Times, and he is a connoisseur of English beer—he objects to the word “ale.” 


Fell is modeled on Carr’s literary idol, G. K. Chesterton. Not only his huge shambling appearance but also his speech patterns are drawn from Chesterton. Like Chesterton’s great Father Brown, Fell speaks in paradoxes. “Everything is right,” says a Chief Constable. “Yes,” Fell replies; “that’s what makes it wrong, you see.” He solves mysteries not by physical evidence or police procedure but by what he calls “wool-gathering.” Fell has immense curiosity about all sorts of unusual things. In his first case, Hag’s Nook, he lectures about cryptograms, and the novel features an ancient family curse repeated in the present.


The early Dr. Fell novels are filled with anglophilic warmth:


There is something spectral (Carr wrote in Hag’s Nook) about the deep and drowsy beauty of the English countryside, in the lush dark green grass, the evergreens, the great church spire and the meandering white road . . . . A feeling that the earth is old and enchanted . . . . The bells at twilight seem to be bells across the centuries; there is a great stillness through which ghosts step, and Robin Hood has not strayed from it even yet.


Dr. Fell’s first cases feature incongruous events—the second Fell novel, The Mad Hatter Mystery, begins with the mystery of a joker who steals hats of prominent citizens and places them in ridiculous places—a cab-horse or a lamp-post or atop Nelson’s statue in Trafalgar Square. And his third case, The Eight of Swords, begins with the report of a Bishop sliding down a bannister.


Dorothy L. Sayers gave The Mad Hatter Mystery what Carr later called “a whopping, magnificent review” in London’s Sunday Times:


[Carr shows] extravagances in character and plot, and the sensitiveness to symbolism, to historical association, to the shapes and colours of material things, to the crazy terror of the incongruous. Mr. Carr can lead us away from the small, artificial, brightly-lit stage of the ordinary detective plot into the menace of outer darkness. He can create atmosphere with an adjective, and make a picture from a wet iron railing, a dusty table, a gas-lamp blurred by the fog. He can alarm with an illusion or delight with a rollicking absurdity . . . . In short, he can write—not merely in the negative sense of observing the rules of syntax, but in the sense that every sentence gives a thrill of positive pleasure.


Carr told an interviewer that Sayers’ review meant that he was “established overnight.”


Which leads us to The Eight of Swords, the book that followed immediately after The Mad Hatter Mystery. John and Clarice with their new daughter Julia had moved to a small community outside Bristol, and the extravaganza which is The Eight of Swords reflects his joy of a new marriage and of living in England—though in a more comic way than in Hag’s Nook. The focal character, Hugh Donovan, is a Carr stand-in. Like Carr when he lived in Paris, Hugh had been sent overseas to study, which he neglected to do. Like Carr when he lived in Columbia Heights, Hugh knew how to measure out the ingredients of home-made gin. Carr even makes fun of his romantic idealization of England. Hugh imagines himself “leaning on his ash stick in the twilight . . . looking with sad eyes at the brook, and musing on the villainy of those who drink alcohol-and-water in the cities, and then come out and seduce poor girls all over the countryside.”


But as he muses, he comes upon Henry Morgan, who is another stand-in for Carr. Morgan writes Carrian detective novels, and he agrees with Carr in disliking mystery stories that try to be realistic. Morgan immediately invites Hugh for a drink. Back in the United States, Prohibition was still in effect and Carr was pleased that in England he could imbibe freely. And in The Eight of Swords, most of the characters do just that.


Newly married, Carr thought he understood how women should treat their men. Patricia Standish is based on Carr’s new wife Clarice Cleaves Carr. At this point in his life, Carr believed that the main role of a loyal wife was to gaze fondly and admiringly at her husband. Clarice may have played that role early on but, as time progressed, she became the strength of the marriage.


But within all this, Carr created a crafty mystery, and I am not revealing too much in challenging readers to open the magician’s book, think about the tarot card (Eight of Swords), and to come to the solution before Dr. Fell.


— DOUGLAS G. GREENE
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CHAPTER I


Extraordinary Behavior of a Bishop


CHIEF INSPECTOR Hadley had been almost cheerful when he reached his office that morning. For one thing, the diabolical August heat wave had broken last night. After two weeks of brass skies and streets that shimmered crookedly before the eye, rain had come down in a deluge. He had been in the middle of composing his memoirs, a painful labor, at his home in East Croydon; fuming, and guiltily afraid that some of it must sound like braggadocio. The rain restored him somewhat, and also his sense of values. He could reflect that the new police reform bothered him not at all. In a month he would retire for good. Figuratively, he could take off his collar—only figuratively, for he was not the sort of person who takes off collars; besides, Mrs. Hadley had social ambitions—and in a month more the manuscript should be in the hands of Standish & Burke.


So the rain cooled him, while he noted in his methodical way that it began at eleven o’clock, and went more comfortably to bed. Though the following morning was warm, it was not too warm; and he reached Scotland Yard in at least the open frame of mind of the Briton willing to give things a sporting chance, if they don’t make too much of it.


When he saw what was on his desk, he swore in astonishment. Then, after he had got the assistant commissioner on the phone, he was still more heated.


“I know it isn’t a job for the Yard, Hadley,” said that dignitary. “But I hoped you could suggest something; I don’t quite know what to make of it myself. Standish has been appealing to me—”


“But what I want to know, sir,” said the chief inspector, “is what is the business, anyway? There are some notes on my desk about a bishop and a ‘poltergeist,’ whatever that is—”


There was a grunt from the other end of the telephone.


“I don’t know myself exactly what it’s about,” admitted the assistant commissioner. “Except that it concerns the Bishop of Mappleham. Quite a big pot, I understand. He’s been taking a vacation at Colonel Standish’s place in Gloucestershire; overworked himself, they tell me, in a strenuous anti-crime campaign or something of the sort . . .”


“Well, sir?”


“Well, Standish has grave doubts about him. He says he caught the bishop sliding down the banisters.”


“Sliding down the banisters?”


There was a faint chuckle. The other said musingly: “I should like to have seen that performance. Standish is firmly convinced he’s—um—off his rocker, so to speak. This was only the day after the poltergeist had got busy—”


“Would you mind telling me the facts from the beginning, sir?” suggested Hadley, wiping his forehead and giving the telephone a vindictive glare. “It hardly seems to concern us if a clergyman goes mad and slides down the banisters in Gloucestershire.”


“I’ll let the bishop speak for himself, later on. He’s coming to see you this morning, you know. . . . Briefly, what I understand is this. At The Grange—that’s Standish’s country place—they have a room which is supposed to be haunted off and on by a poltergeist. Poltergeist: German for ‘racketting spirit’; I got that out of the encyclopedia. It’s the sort of ghost that throws china about, and makes the chairs dance, and what not. D’you follow me?”


“O Lord!” said Hadley. “Yes, sir.”


“The poltergeist hadn’t been active for a number of years. Well, it happened the night before last that the Reverend Primley, the vicar of a parish somewhere nearby, had been dining at the Grange—”


“Another clergyman? Yes, sir. Go on.”


“—and he missed the last bus home. It was Standish’s chauffeur’s night off, so they put up the vicar at The Grange. They’d forgotten all about the poltergeist, and he was accidentally accommodated in the haunted room. Then, about one o’clock in the morning, the ghost got busy. It knocked a couple of pictures off the wall, and made the poker walk about, and I don’t know what all. Finally, while the vicar was praying away for dear life, a bottle of ink came sailing off the table and biffed him in the eye.


“At this the vicar set up a howl that alarmed the whole household. Standish came charging in with a gun, and the rest of them after him. It was red ink, so at first they thought murder had been done. Then, at the height of the hullabaloo, they looked out of the window, and there they saw him standing on the flat leads of the roof in his nightshirt—”


“Saw who?”


“The bishop. In his nightshirt,” explained the assistant commissioner. “They could see him in the moonlight.”


“Yes, sir,” said Hadley obediently. “What was he doing there?”


“Why, he said that he had seen a crook in the geranium beds.”


Hadley sat back and studied the telephone. The Hon. George Bellchester had never been precisely the person he would have chosen as assistant commissioner of the metropolitan police; though an able official, he took his duties with some lightness, and above all he had an exceedingly muddy way of recounting facts. Hadley cleared his throat and waited.


“Are you by any chance pulling my leg, sir?” he inquired.


“Eh? Good God, no!—Listen. I may have mentioned that the Bishop of Mappleham claimed to have made an exhaustive study of crime and criminals, though I can’t say I ever encountered him in his investigations. I believe he wrote a book about it. Anyhow he swore he had seen this man walking past the geranium beds. He said the man was heading down the hill in the direction of the Guest House, which is occupied by a studious old coot named Depping. . . .”


“What man?”


“This crook. I haven’t heard his name mentioned, but the bishop says he is a well-known criminal. He—the bishop—had been awakened by a noise, which was probably the racket in the poltergeist’s room, he says. He went to the window, and there was the man on the lawn. He turned his head, and the bishop says he could see him clearly in the moonlight. The bishop climbed out of the window on to the roof—”


“Why?”


“I don’t know,” said Bellchester, rather testily. “He did it, anyway. The crook ran away. But the bishop is convinced that a dangerous criminal is lurking about The Grange for the purpose of mischief. He seems to be rather a formidable person, Hadley. He insisted on Standish’s telephoning me and our doing something about it. Standish, on the other hand, is pretty well convinced that the bishop has gone potty. Especially, you see, when the bishop assaulted one of the housemaids—”


“What?” shouted Hadley.


“Fact. Standish saw it himself, and so did the butler, and Standish’s son.” Bellchester seemed to be relishing the story. He was one of those people who can talk comfortably and at any length over the telephone, sitting back at his ease. Hadley was not. He liked talking face to face, and protracted phone sessions made him fidget. But the assistant commissioner showed no disposition to let him off. “It happened in this way,” he pursued. “It seems that this scholarly old fellow Depping—the one who occupies the Guest House—has a daughter or a niece or something, living in France. And Standish has a son. Result: matrimony contemplated. Young Standish had just come back from a flying visit to Paris, whence he and the girl decided to make a match of it. So he was breaking the news to his father in the library, asking blessings and the rest of it. He was painting an eloquent picture of the Bishop of Mappleham uniting them in holy matrimony at the altar, and orange blossoms and so on, when they heard wild screams coming from the hall.


“They rushed out. And there was the Bishop, top-hat and gaiters, holding one of the housemaids across a table—”


Hadley made expostulating noises. He was a good family man, and, besides, he thought somebody might be listening in on the wire.


“Oh, it’s not quite so bad as that,” Bellchester reassured him. “Though it’s puzzling enough. He seemed to have got hold of the girl by the back hair and was trying to pull it out, making most unepiscopal threats. That’s all Standish told me; and he was excited, anyhow. I gather the Bishop thought the poor girl was wearing a wig. In any event, he made Standish promises to ‘phone me and arrange an interview for him with one of our people.”


“He’s coming here, sir?”


“Yes. Do me a favor, will you, Hadley, and see him? That will probably pacify His Reverence. I want to oblige Standish, and it never does any harm to keep on the good side of the clergy. By the way, Standish is the silent partner in that publishing firm you’re writing your memoirs for; did you know it?”


Hadley tapped the mouthpiece thoughtfully. “Um,” he said. “No. No, I didn’t know that. Burke is the only one I’ve met. Well—”


“Good man,” said Bellchester approvingly. “You see him, then. Good luck.”


He rang off. Hadley folded his hands with a patient and gloomy air. He muttered “Poltergeist!” several times, and indulged in some reflections on the evil days which had befallen the Metropolitan Police when the Chief Inspector of the Criminal Investigation Department was required to listen to the maunderings of every loony bishop who went about sliding down bannisters, attacking housemaids, and firing ink-bottles at vicars.


Presently his sense of humor struggled into being again. A grin appeared under his clipped gray moustache, and he fell to whistling as he sorted out his morning’s mail. He also reflected, in as sentimental a fashion as his nature would permit, on his thirty-five years in the Force; on all the villainy and nonsense he had seen in this little bare room, with its brown distempered walls and windows that overlooked the sedate Embankment. Each morning he placidly shaved himself in East Croydon, kissed his wife, cast a troubled eye over the newspaper (which always hinted at sinister things, either from Germany or the climate) as the train bore him to Victoria; and took up afresh his duties in murders or lost dogs. Around him was the ordered hum of this clearing-house for both. Around him—


“Come in,” he said, in reply to a knock at the door.


A constable, obviously perturbed, coughed.


“There’s a gentleman here, sir,” he observed, rather in the manner of one making a deduction. “There’s a gentleman here.” He laid a card on Hadley’s desk.


“Um,” said the Chief Inspector, who was reading a report. “What’s he want?”


“I think you had better see him, sir.”


Hadley glanced at the card, which said:


Dr. Sigismund Von Hornswoggle


Vienna


“I think you’d better see him,” the other insisted. “He’s making a row, sir, and psychoanalyzing everybody he can lay hold of. Sergeant Betts has hidden himself in the record room, and swears he won’t come out until somebody takes the gentleman away.”


“Look here,” said the exasperated Hadley, and creaked round in his swivel-chair. “Is everybody trying to play a game on me this morning? What the hell do you mean, making a row? Why don’t you chuck him out?”


“Well, sir, the fact is,” said the other, “that—well, I think we know him. You see . . .”


The constable was not a small man, but he was shoved aside by a much larger one; certainly one of five times his girth. The doorway was filled by an enormously stout figure in a black cape and glistening top hat. But the chief inspector’s first impression of him was concerned with whiskers. He wore, almost to his cheekbones, the most luxuriant set of black whiskers Hadley had ever seen. His eyebrows were also of the same variety, and seemed to take up half his forehead. Small eyes twinkled behind eyeglasses on a broad black ribbon. His red face beamed, and he swept off his hat in a great bow.


“Goot morning!” he thundered in a rumbling voice, and beamed again. “Haf I der honor of speaking to das chief inspector, yah? Du bist der hauptmann, meinherr, nicht wahr? Yah, yah, yah. So.”


He came over at his rolling gait and set out a chair with great nicety, propping his cane against its side.


“I vill myself sit down,” he announced. “So.”


He sat down, beamed, folded his hands, and inquired: “Vot do you dream about?”


Then Hadley got his breath. “Fell—” he said. “Gideon Fell . . . What in the name of God,” continued Hadley, slapping the desk at each word, “do you mean by putting on that crazy get-up and coming into my office in it? I thought you were in America. Did anybody see you come in?”


“Eh? My goot friend—!” protested the other in an injured tone, “surely you haf yourself mistaken, yah? I am Herr Doktor Sigismund von Hornswoggle. . . .”


“Take it off,” said Hadley firmly.


“Oh, well,” said the other, dropping his accent in a voice of resignation. “So you penetrated my disguise, did you? The chap in New York told me I was perfect in the art. I had a sovereign bet that I could deceive you. Well, aren’t you going to shake hands, Hadley? Here I am back, after three months in America—”


“There’s a lavatory at the end of the hall,” said the chief inspector inexorably. “Go out and take off those whiskers or I’ll have you locked up. What do you want to do: make a guy of me in my last month of office?”


“Oh, well,” grunted Dr. Fell.


He reappeared in a few minutes, his old self again, with his double chins, his bandit’s moustache, and his great mop of gray-streaked hair. His face had grown even redder with the friction of washing off spirit gum. Chuckling, he propped his hands on his stick and beamed at Hadley over his eyeglasses. His headgear had changed to the usual shovel hat.


“Still,” he observed, “I flatter myself that I deceived your subordinates. It takes time, of course, to become perfect. And I have my diploma from the William J. Pinkerton School of Disguise. It’s what they call a mail-order course. Heh-heh-heh. You pay five dollars down, and they send you your first lesson; and so on. Heh-heh-heh.”


“You’re a hopeless old sinner,” said Hadley, relenting, “but, all the same, I’m devilish glad to see you back. Did you enjoy yourself in America?”


Dr. Fell sighed with reminiscent pleasure, blinking at a corner of the ceiling. Then he rumbled and hammered the ferrule of his cane on the floor.


“He pasted the old apple!” murmured Dr. Fell ecstatically. “Il a frappé l’ oignon! Ha, woof!—kill the umpire! I say, Hadley, how would you construe into Latin the following text: ‘He poled the tomato into the left-field bleachers for a circuit clout?’ I’ve been debating it all the way across the ocean. ‘Poled’ and ‘tomato’ I can manage, but how Virgil would have said ‘left-field bleachers’ rather stumps me.”


“What’s all that?”


“It would appear,” said Dr. Fell, “to be the dialect of a province called Brooklyn. My friends from the publishing house took me there, thank God, when we were supposed to be attending literary teas. You can’t imagine,” said the doctor, with unholy glee, “how many literary teas we contrived to miss, or, better still, how many literary people I avoided meeting. Heh-heh. Let me show you my scrap-book.”


From beside his chair he took up a brief-case, and produced a volume of cuttings which he spread out proudly on the chief inspector’s desk.


“I may mention, to explain some of these headlines,” he pursued, “that I was known to the newspapers as ‘Gid’—”


“Gid?” said Hadley, blankly.


“It is short, snappy, and fits into a headline,” explained Dr. Fell, with the air of one who quotes. “Look at these examples, now.”


He opened the book at random. Hadley’s eye was caught by the announcement: “Gid Judges Beauty Contest at Long Beach.” The accompanying photograph showed Dr. Fell, with cloak, shovel hat, and a beam like a burnished apple on his face, towering among a group of amorous young ladies in almost nonexistent bathing costumes. “Gid Opens New Fire-Station in Bronx; Created Honorary Fire Chief,” proclaimed another. This cutting was decorated with two snapshots. One showed Dr. Fell wearing a complicated headgear on which was printed the word Chief, and holding up an axe as though he were going to brain somebody. The other pictured him in the act of sliding down a silver-plated pole from the second floor of the fire station; a very impressive sight. It bore the caption: “Did He Fell Or Was He Pushed?”


Hadley was aghast.


“Do you mean to say you actually did all these things?” he demanded.


“Certainly. I told you I had a good time,” the other reminded him complacently. “Here is an account of my speech to the convention of the Loyal and Benevolent Order of Mountain Goats. I seem to have spoken very well, though my recollection is hazy. I was also made an Honorary Something of the Order; but I am not sure what my title is, because it was late in the evening and the President couldn’t pronounce it with any degree of certainty. Why? Don’t you approve?”


“I wouldn’t have done all that,” said Hadley fervently, “for”—he searched his mind for a suitable inducement—“for a thousand pounds! Close the book; I don’t want to read any more. . . . What are your plans now?”


Dr. Fell frowned.


“I don’t know. My wife hasn’t returned from visiting her in-laws yet; I had a wire when the boat docked this morning. I’m rather at a loose end. Still, I happened to run into an old friend of mine at Southampton—a Colonel Standish. He’s a member of Standish & Burke, my publishers; though it’s only a financial interest, and Burke handles the business for him. Eh? What did you say?”


“Nothing,” answered Hadley. There was a gleam in his eye nevertheless.


A long sniff rumbled in the doctor’s nose. “I don’t know what’s the matter with him, Hadley. It seems he’d come down to the boat to meet the son of a friend of his—a fine young fellow, by the way, and the son of the Bishop of Mappleham. I got to know him pretty well before they locked him up in the brig—”


“Locked him up in the brig?” said Hadley, sitting back in his chair. “Well, well! What was the trouble? Did he go mad too?”


A reminiscent chuckle ran over the bulges of Dr. Fell’s waistcoat. With his cane he poked at the edge of Hadley’s desk.


“Tut, tut, Hadley. What do you mean, mad? It was only a matter of a pair of lady’s—hum—well, undergarments of some description. . . .”


“He assaulted the lady, I suppose?”


“I say, Hadley, I wish you wouldn’t interrupt. No; good Lord, no! He pinched ’em out of her cabin. Then he and a few other stout-hearted fellows ran ’em up the mast in place of the house flag. They didn’t discover it until next morning when a passing ship wirelessed congratulations to the captain. Then, d’ye see, there was a row. This young fellow is a wonder with his fists, by the way. He laid out the first officer and two stewards before they subdued him, and—”


“That’s enough,” said the chief inspector. “What were you saying about Standish?”


“Why, he seems to have something on his mind. He invited me down to his place in Gloucester for the week-end, and said he had a story to tell me. But the odd part of it was the way he treated young Donovan—that’s the bishop’s son. He shook his hand sadly, and looked at him in a sympathetic, pitying manner; and told him not to lose heart . . . Incidentally, they’re both downstairs in Standish’s car now, waiting for me. Eh? What’s the matter with you now?”


Hadley leaned forward.


“Listen!” he said. . . . 




CHAPTER II


“Shot through the Head—”


IN THE short little thoroughfare called Derby Street, which runs off Whitehall to Scotland Yard, Mr. Hugh Answell Donovan sat in the front seat of the car and surreptitiously swallowed another aspirin. The absence of water made him gag, and taste the full vileness of the pill before he could get it down. He pushed his hat over his eyes, shuddered, and stared gloomily at the wind screen.


His dreary outlook was not merely physical; though that was bad enough. His farewell party in New York had become a long, curving bender which did not cease until they put him in the brig when the Aquatic was two days out of Southampton. He was a little better now. Food did not turn green before his eyes, and his stomach had ceased to come together like a collapsing telescope at the sight of it. His hand had begun to regain its steadiness, nor was his conscience crawling through him with such cold feet as before. But there was a worse thing to destroy the pleasure he would have felt at seeing London after a year’s absence.


All he had left, he reflected, was his sense of humor, and he had better use it.


Donovan, an amiable and easy-going young man with a dark face, and one of the neatest middleweight battlers who ever came out of Dublin University, tried to say, “Ha ha” to the dashboard. He only gurgled, for he was thinking of his first meeting with his father.


In some ways, of course, the old man was a stout fellow, even if he did happen to be a bishop. He was old-fashioned, which meant that within reasonable limits he believed in a young man sowing an oat or two by the way. But the old man’s hobby had been betrayed, and his son shivered to think of the result.


A year’s leave had been granted him on the only condition it would ever have been allowed: to study criminology. At the time he had considered it an inspiration. “Dad,” he said, straightforwardly and frankly, “Dad, I want to be a detective.” And the formidable old boy had beamed. Moodily his son recalled this now. Several times during his stay in America, he had seen photographs in which he had been struck by the really remarkable resemblance of his father to the late William Jennings Bryan. People who had known both of them personally said that the likeness was even more striking than the photographs indicated. There was the same square massive face and broad mouth; the same heavy brow, the long hair curling down behind; the curved nose, fluffy eyebrows, and sharp dark eyes; the same shoulders and decisive stride. Then there was the voice. That the Bishop of Mappleham had the finest voice in the Church of England was never doubted; it was resonant, Bryanesque, and effective as a pipe organ. Altogether, a commanding figure.


His son swallowed another aspirin, automatically.


If the bishop had a weakness, it was his hobby. A great criminologist had been lost to the world when Hugh Donovan, Sr., took up holy orders. His information was enormous; he could recite you the details of every atrocity in the last hundred years; he knew all the latest scientific devices for both the advancement and prevention of crime; he had investigated the police departments of Paris, Berlin, Madrid, Rome, Brussels, Vienna, and Leningrad, driving the officials thereof to the verge of insanity; and, finally, he had lectured all about it in the United States. It was possibly his warm reception in America which had induced him to grant his son permission to study criminology at Columbia University. . . . 


“Gaa,” muttered Hugh Junior, and goggled at the dashboard. He had registered there in a burst of ambition, and bought a variety of indigestible books with German titles. Afterwards he had gone no nearer West 116th Street than the apartment of a little blonde who lived uptown on the Drive.


He was now, he perceived, sunk. The old man would be down on him roaring for all the grisly details, and he didn’t know one tobacco ash from another. To cap it all, there were mysterious events on foot already. His father had not been at the pier to meet the Aquatic that morning. Instead there had appeared a certain Colonel Standish, whom he vaguely remembered having met somewhere before. . . . 


He glanced sideways at the colonel, who was fidgeting in the seat beside him, and wondered what ailed the man. Ordinarily the colonel must have been an easy and amiable sort; fleshy and port-wine-colored, with a puffing manner and clipped hair. But he had been acting very strangely. He shifted about. He rolled round a squinted brown eye, and removed it hastily. He had taken to thumping his fist on the steering-wheel, as though he had some sort of internal agony; and several times he accidentally thumped the button of the horn, which let out a squawk that made Donovan jump.


They had driven up from Southampton with a jovial old codger named Fell; and, like a nightmare, Donovan found himself being driven straight to Scotland Yard. There was dirty work here, somewhere. He had a horrible suspicion that his old man, energetic as always, was going to send him before some sort of tribunal for an examination. The thing became worse because not a word had been said to him about his father, or what was afoot, or—


“Damme, sir,” said Colonel Standish, suddenly and energetically. “Damme, damme, damme, damme!”


“Eh?” said Donovan, “I beg your pardon?”


The colonel cleared his throat. His nostrils were working as though at a sudden resolve.


“Young fella,” he said in a gruff voice. “Got to tell you. Only right I should. Eh?”


“Yes, sir?”


“It’s about your father. Got to tell you what’s in store for you, and warn you.”


“Oh, my God,” said Donovan inaudibly. He slouched down in his seat.


“Happened this way, you see. Poor fellow’d been overworking, and I asked him down to my place for a rest. We’d a comfortable little party: my son—don’t think you’ve met him—my wife, and daughter; hum. Then there was Burke, my partner, and Morgan, the writer fella, and Depping who lives in the Guest House. His daughter and my son—hurrumph, ne’ mind. Listen. It started the very first night. The very first night,” said the colonel, lowering his voice, “it started.”


“What started?” said Donovan, still fearing the worst.


“We’d Lady Langwych to dinner. You know; dem’d suffragette gel used to break all the windows, eh? She was anxious to meet the bishop and talk social reform with him.” The colonel was breathing noisily and tapping Donovan’s arm. “We were all standing in the hall, hey, downstairs, and talking to Lady Langwych—she’d just got there. All on our best behavior, hey. I remember my wife said: ‘The Bishop of Mappleham will be delighted to see you, Lady Langwych.’ Old gel said, ‘Heh-heh.’ My daughter said, ‘Damme, yes indeed, damme. When he knows you’re here, Lady Langwych, I’m sure he’ll be down in a hurry.’ Then, all of a sudden—whr-r-r-ree!” goggled the colonel, sweeping out his arm and making a whistling noise like a six-inch shell, “down he came on the bannisters—whr-r-ree!—one whole flight of stairs—like a demn’d gaitered avalanche.”


Donovan was not sure he had heard right.


“Who did?” he demanded.


“Your father, poor fellow. Like a demn’d gaitered avalanche, ‘pon my oath!”


The colonel stared, and then chuckled. “Old gel carried it off, too, by Jove! Got to admire her. Your father landed slap at her feet—bing! Like that. Old gel put up her eyeglass and just said it was dashed kind of him to be so prompt. But then was when I began to grow suspicious.”


Peering round him to make sure there was nobody there, the colonel assumed an expostulating tone. “I took him aside, and said, ‘Look here, old fellow, demmit, this is Liberty Hall, but after all—demmit!’ Eh? Then I asked him tactfully whether he was feeling well, and whether I hadn’t better have the doctor in, eh? By Jove, he went off the deep end! Swore it was an accident. Said he’d been leaning over the bannisters to look at somebody without being seen; and lost his balance, and had to hang on to save himself from falling. Well, I said, who was he staring at? And he said it was Hilda, one of the housemaids—”


“Great suffering snakes!” said Donovan, pressing his hands to a head that had begun to ache again. “My old man said—”


“He’s seeing crooks all over the place, poor fella,” grunted the colonel. “Fact is, he thought Hilda was a woman called Piccadilly Jane, a crook, and had a dark wig on. Then he saw the other crook on the lawn. That was the night somebody up and biffed the vicar in the eye with the inkpot. Poor devil. Shouldn’t be at all surprised if he thought the vicar was Jack the Ripper in disguise, demmit.”


“This is getting to be a little too much for me,” said Donovan, beginning to feel ill. “Look here, sir, do you mean that my governor has gone off his onion? Is that it?”


Standish drew a deep breath.


“Didn’t like to say it,” he grumbled, “but hanged if I see any other explanation. And what makes it worse is that I’m the chief constable of the county. When I wouldn’t listen to him, he made me get him an appointment to see the chaps at Scotland Yard, and—s-hhh-sh!”


He broke off suddenly and stared over his shoulder. Following the direction of his glance, Donovan was startled to see what he had been fearing for a long time: a tall, portly figure marching in from Whitehall, with a grim and preoccupied stride as though it were trying to step on every crack in the pavement. Even the top hat had an Onward-Christian-Soldiers look about it. Now and again, out of the massive lined face, sharp eyes would swing left and right, and the Bishop of Mappleham seemed to be muttering to himself. His son noticed this; and also that the bishop looked paler than usual. Even in his incredulous perplexity, a stab of pity went through Donovan. After all, the old man was a stout fellow. He had been warned against overwork. It might be expected, sooner or later, that if a man of such colossal energy didn’t constrain himself, he would be in danger of a nervous breakdown.


“You see?” said the colonel, in a hoarse barrack-room whisper. “Talking to himself now. Sawbones told me that was one of the first signs, damme. A pity, ain’t it? Off his rocker, poor fella. Humor him; be sure to humor him.”


Colonel Standish had been under the impression that he was speaking in a whisper. Actually he had been trumpeting down the street, but the bishop did not seem to hear. He saw his son, and stopped. His heavy face lighted up with one of his famous Bryanesque smiles, which were a part of the man’s very genuine charm. But the smile had a note of grimness. He hurried over to shake Donovan’s hand.


“My boy!” he said. The magnificent voice, which in his younger days could make people believe anything, flowed into Derby Street in its hypnotic fashion. Even Standish was impressed. “I’m delighted to see you back. I should, of course, have been down to meet the boat, but weighty matters demanded my attention. You are looking well, Hugh; very well.”


This startling pronouncement added to Donovan’s uneasiness. It showed how preoccupied the old man must be.


“Hullo, Dad,” he said, and pulled his hat further down.


“You will be able, with your new training,” pursued the bishop impressively, “to assist me on a matter of momentous import, which, due to the failure of others to comprehend my plans,”—he looked heavily at the colonel and tightened his broad mouth—“they have not as yet fully appreciated. Good morning, Standish.”


“Oh, ah. Er—good morning,” said the colonel nervously.


The bishop studied him. There was a curious gleam in his eye.


“Standish, I regret to say it to such an old friend, but you are a fool. Duty compels me to say so. I have blundered. I admit it freely. But . . .” He swept his arm about slowly, and there was a roll and thrill in his voice, “stormy waters could not shake me, nor tempests keep me from my path. The humblest man, when clad in the armor of a righteous cause, is more powerful than all the hosts of error.”


His son restrained an impulse to cheer. When the old man got to talking in this fashion, he could stampede an audience of mummies. It was not so much what he said; it was the hypnotism of voice and bearing, orchestrated together, with the mesmeric eye and the latent persuasive kindliness.
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