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INTRODUCTION



YOU HOLD in your hands one of Otto Penzler’s American Mystery Classics, a series that resurrects out-of-print gems in handsomely designed new editions. I owe this series a great debt because it introduced me to the work of one of my favorite mystery authors, John Dickson Carr.


Carr was an American but lived and worked in England during the 1930s. Outlandishly prolific, he quickly built a body of work that placed him in the pantheon of what is now known as the “golden age of detective fiction.” This isn’t the brute poetry of Hammett or the seedy sexual decay of Cain, no Spades or Marlowes or gumshoes packing gats. This is murder as a gentleman’s game, the fair play of master puzzle-smiths, or to quote Anthony Shaffer quoting Philip Guedalla, “the normal recreation of noble minds.” This is Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers, Ellery Queen, G.K. Chesterton. Carr is less well known today than those contemporaries, and that deserves to change, because he is one of the very best. 


The first quality that blows your hair back in any of Carr’s novels is so fundamental that it’s easy to take it for granted: beyond the plotting or the puzzling, beyond the mystery itself, first and foremost the man is just one hell of a writer. Like walking into a well-put-together room, when you’re in the hands of a good writer you can just feel it. His prose is genteel without being fussy, brisk but rich, funny while keeping your feet in the dirt, and all of it woven with that effortless breeze of step that we as readers recognize and happily fall in behind. To quote Sayers, no slouch herself:


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, alarm with an allusion, or delight with a rollicking absurdity. In short, he can write.


That menace she mentions is palpable in Carr’s work. Tonally his books lilt towards the Gothic horror of Poe, often turning from cozy warmth to chilling terror on a dime. Yes, you’ll get the comforting burnished warmth of libraries and club chairs, but it’s when the story blows the windows open and the candles out that Carr really shines. Hag’s Nook, another of my favorites, centers on the events of a dark stormy night in a crumbling ancient prison. What could have been a hoary trope of a setting is in Carr’s hands a sensual feast of rotting, rat-infested terror, so effective that, though we know the essential cozy moral compass of the genre will not be betrayed, at moments our sense of security slips away, leaving the thrill of “oh god what if this gets truly nasty?”


The Problem of the Wire Cage has a relatively genteel setting, an English estate with an adjoining tennis court. The clean lines and manicured safety of a gentleman’s game. But it has images of unsettling power that have stuck in my mind as much as any Gothic dungeon. Carr begins it with a storm. Violent disruption. The electric smell of lightning in the air and loamy wild petrichor. With a few brush, strokes the blackened clouds frame pastoral green, the driving brutality of the rain and wind cuts the structured idyll, and we feel the invasion of something dangerous and primal, all the more effective for its contrast with the comforting.


In that way, Carr’s similarity to Poe goes beyond style. Although the resolution will always solve the crime, turn on the lights and restore order, it’s obvious that that is not where Carr’s heart lies. In fact, to risk sacrilege here, though Carr is one of the premiere puzzle constructors of his age and his denouements are always surprising and satisfying, those final chapters are consistently my least favorite part of his books. The beating heart of any John Dickson Carr tale is the delicious terror of the unsolvable, the tactile details of the unexplainable and horrific, and the implication that the monster is just outside your window. All your careful structure and cozy comforts will not protect you from the darkness. 


But let’s talk about puzzles.


Carr is known as a master of a very particular subset of detective fiction, the “locked room mystery.” In the most literal sense this is exactly what it sounds like: a corpse is found alone in a locked room, knife in his back, but he is alone and there are no ways in our out, bah dah dum. With such a constrained premise there are only a few real options to work with, usually some combination of ingenious contraption and manipulated timeline. It’s the mystery version of a chess puzzle, with just enough pieces on the board and no more, a few predetermined moves at your disposal. If you can stand another metaphor, it’s also the mystery equivalent of a margarita pizza—possibly the purest test of a pizza artisan’s skill in that its simplicity leaves nothing to hide behind. The most famous of Carr’s locked room mysteries is his masterpiece The Hollow Man, titled The Three Coffins in the United States, which features a little meta mini-lecture from the detective on the solving of locked room crimes. It’s creepy and ingenious and delightful and, if you’re new to Carr and enjoy what you read here, it should probably be your next book.


But even an author as ingenious as Carr could not work in rooms his whole life and most of his books open up the locked room concept to its (in my opinion) much more fun cousin, the “impossible crime.” This brings us back to our present volume, The Problem of the Wire Cage. A man is dead, strangled in the center of a sandy tennis court after a rain, with just his own footprints leading to his final resting spot.


It’s as clean and beautiful a set-up as you could ask for. Graphic and perfectly clear, it presents the impossible challenge to the reader in one single striking image. This might be why Anthony Shaffer begins his film adaptation of Sleuth with fictional mystery writer Andrew Wyke (modeled to some degree on Carr) narrating the denouement of his latest novel with this exact same premise. The film opens with Wyke (played by Laurence Olivier) standing in a hedge maze, listening to his dictation recording of this passage:


“But since you appear to know so much, sir,” continued the inspector humbly, “I wonder if you would explain how the murderer managed to leave the body of his victim in the middle of the tennis court and effect his escape without leaving any tracks behind him in the red dust. Frankly, sir, we in the Police Force are just plain baffled.”


Sleuth is one of my favorite films. I can recite the rest of this scene verbatim and I put a reference to a case involving a tennis champ into my own film Knives Out as a tribute, so I was greatly relieved that Shaffer did not spoil the actual solution to Wire Cage. He does, however, take great pleasure in spoiling the idea that cozy detective fiction is the “normal recreation of noble minds.”


The locked-room or impossible-crime mystery has its detractors. Some find the solutions by their very nature to be overly theatrical, fussy, and belabored. Very often the crime is impossible in a way that implies some supernatural element must have been involved and, for children of the 1970s, this can have the unfortunate effect of evoking two words every mystery writer dreads: “Scooby Doo.” 


I wouldn’t go that far. But look. I do get it. I can appreciate the fun of an ingenious puzzle, especially when an artist of Carr’s caliber is crafting it. But these types of set-ups have much in common with magic tricks and there will inevitably be something slightly anticlimactic and tawdry when the mechanism behind even (or especially) the best trick is revealed.


So why is Carr, the foremost practitioner of this method of mystery, one of my favorite authors? To put it simply: his best work never mistakes puzzles for story. And he’s a damn good storyteller. His books may be known for their puzzles, but they’re powered by the narrative engine and driving pace of a Hitchcock thriller.


The Problem of the Wire Cage is a fantastic example of this. I’ll tread lightly here so as not to spoil any of the book’s delights, but in the very first pages Carr yanks you right in with a love triangle, complimenting the rising rainstorm with jealous violence. Then, even more crucially, when the mystery of the body in the middle of the tennis court is revealed, Carr does not rely on the detective’s investigation to hold the reader’s attention. Instead, he takes the two characters we care about the most and snares them into a web of guilt and culpability. Suddenly we are not thinking out a puzzle but flipping pages on the edge of our seats to see how these two could possibly get out of it.


I sincerely hope by this point you’ve skipped ahead and just started reading the damned book but, for the patient ones still with me, I’d like to end with an appreciation of Dr. Gideon Fell. Carr created several detectives over his vast oeuvre, but the most famous are Sir Henry Merrivale and Dr. Gideon Fell. Fell features in this book, and he deserves to be ranked with Poirot and Holmes, Marple and Wolfe and Wimsey and whoever else you’d put in the pantheon. 


A wheezingly massive man who walks with two canes, with an appetite for beer, cigars, and eccentric knowledge, by turns blustery and sly, blunt and humane, he can be a bull in a china shop one moment, then vanish into the shadows the next. Like all great golden age sleuths, you underestimate him at your peril. Carr modeled him on one of his own heroes, G.K. Chesterton, who authored (among many other things) the Father Brown mysteries. Besides the physical resemblance, Fell reflects Chesterton’s earthy morality. Father Brown’s skill as an amateur detective lies in a loving intimacy, not with the perfectly divine, but the painfully flawed and human. We read the same knowing compassion into Gideon Fell though, if I had to choose one of the two to go out for beers with, Fell would be much more fun.


Enjoy the book! If you’re familiar with Carr’s work, you’re in for some fresh delights. If this is your introduction to the man, I hope it’s the first of many, and that you spread the gospel far and wide. Thanks are owed to Otto Penzler for the opportunity to write this introduction, and for publishing the wonderful American Mystery Classics series. I’d highly recommend the previous Carr volumes, in which you will find illuminating introductions from authors and luminaries such as Charles Todd, Michael Dirda, Tom Mead, and Otto himself.


Rian Johnson


Paris


May 2023










I.



LOVE


SHE SAT on a couch at one end of the long, dusky drawing-room. Beside her on the table had been set out a tea-service with tea now cold and biscuits almost untouched.


Hugh Rowland never forgot how she looked at that moment: the thick fair hair, darkish at the edges and bobbed below the ears; the light blue eyes, with a trick of looking up sideways and smiling; the fine lines of the body, which was just slender enough to escape being too well developed, for she was small. She wore a sleeveless white blouse, with white tennis shorts and tennis shoes; her bare legs were curled up under her on the chintz-covered couch. But she was not smiling now. Hugh Rowland felt her looking steadily at him, warning him.


Possibly because the day was sultry, emotions were growing sultry too. Long windows opened out on a garden that was all grass and trees. Despite the dimness of the drawing-room, there was a blaze of sun outside. The late afternoon light looked hot, bright, and yet overshadowed, as though it came through glass. No air stirred, no leaf moved, in that brilliant thickness of heat. Grass was too bright a green; the sudden flutter of a sparrow across it was startling, as though in a dead garden; and down at the end, where the terrace sloped to the trees round the tennis court, each leaf had taken on a glitter against the darkening sky.


Hugh Rowland turned round from the window.


“Look here—” he began abruptly.


She knew what he was going to say. After that long silence, when they had come to the bitter end of talking trivialities, he was bound to say it.


“It’s going to storm,” said Brenda White quickly. She swung her legs out from under her and sat up straight. There was colour under her eyes, which had acquired a kind of a luminousness like the clear glow of her skin. “More tea?”


“No thanks.”


“I’m afraid this is cold. I can ring for fresh, if you like.”


“No, thanks. Why are you smiling?”


“I wasn’t smiling. I was thinking how you looked. That professional air of yours, of the young solicitor girding himself up——”


Yes, he thought rather bitterly, the young solicitor. The young solicitor with eight hundred a year. The young solicitor who depended on crumbs from his father’s legal table. The young solicitor whose only time off was a Saturday afternoon like this one, which he was wasting.


“In spite of my professional air,” he said, “there is something we have got to talk about now.”


He went over and stood in front of her. As she looked carefully past him, her light voice became clear, rapid, and hurried.


“Can you imagine what’s keeping the others?” she demanded, looking at her wrist watch. “I told Frank five o’clock and it’s twenty past five already. He was to pick up Kitty at her house and come straight on here. Listen to that! Thunder, wasn’t it? If we don’t hurry up we shan’t even have time for a game, let alone a set.”


Hugh did not remove his eyes.


“It’s about Frank Dorrance,” he said.


“That’s the trouble with tennis,” complained Brenda, shaking the watch beside her ear. “Whenever you’ve got time off to play, the other person never has, and—and vice versa. You know? So you never do play. Wouldn’t it be wonderful, though, if Nick can invent that tennis robot he’s been promising, the machine or dummy that will return your strokes so that you can play alone?”


“I don’t know. Would it?”


“Yes. Those ordinary ‘come-back’ things are not much good, are they? I mean the ones with the ball attached to a long rubber string. You hit it, and——”


“I am a persistent swine,” said Hugh grimly, and sat down beside her on the couch.


The springs of the couch creaked as he sat down. Despite the thick and thundery weather, he was wearing a tweed sports coat with a silk scarf round his neck. She moved away from him, slightly and with elaborate unconcern, but her arm still touched the sleeve of his coat. The sense of even that slight contact was so strong in him that it jumbled and made difficult what he was going to say.


Yet, even as the matter became vitally personal enough to cloud his judgment, a part of his mind remained awake and analytical. In these evasions she was not coquetting with him. There was no coquetry in her nature; she rather despised coquetry. She must know, too, that he was in love with her. Every gesture, every turn of her eyes, every slip of her speech showed that. But, even if she found the fact uninteresting or repulsive or merely comic, that was no reason for her attitude in this matter of Frank Dorrance; and he meant to understand it.


“I only want to ask you a question,” he said. “It should be a very simple one for an engaged girl to answer. Are you going through with this and marry Frank Dorrance?”


“Of course.”


“So! Are you in love with him?”


“What a question!”


“I’ll go farther. Are you even fond of him?”


She did not answer, except by a slight movement of her shoulder. She was looking away from him, her hands on her knees, towards the blur of sun in the windows.


“To begin with,” he went on doggedly, “there’s no treason in what I’m going to tell you. Frank knows I hate his insides, and the fact affords him great amusement. I warned him I was going to tell you——”


“Hugh!”


“So it’s all square and above-board. Then let us weigh up the pros and cons of this admirable match. Item, I suppose we must admit that Frank is an attractive fellow——”


“Terribly attractive,” said Brenda.


That was a lie. A part of his business, was to judge of liars, and he suddenly knew that she felt nothing of the kind. The faint undertone in her voice escaped and was checked instantly; but he had heard it.


Hugh Rowland felt a vast sense of relief, almost a choking sense of relief. That was what had worried him. He had never been quite sure about Brenda. Probably nine out of ten girls would find Dorrance irresistible: in fact, Frank himself admitted as much, with that boyish and open charm of insolence which most people found so attractive. Frank always smiled no matter what he said, which enabled him to get away with saying almost anything. A happy personality, twenty-two-year-old Frank, with no nonsense about him.


Brenda was—what? Twenty-seven? Hugh Rowland supposed so, though he had never thought much about it; two or three years younger than himself, anyway. Twenty-seven. A Nice Girl, whom twenty-two-year-old Frank Dorrance very carefully kept in her place.


And that was what made him decide to attack.


“Then you’re marrying him for the same reason he is marrying you: Noakes’s money?”


“Perhaps.”


“And perhaps not.”


What she said was fired back so quickly that he wondered if she had been waiting for it. “Why do you say that?”


“Because I don’t believe you.”


Brenda began to speak, and then hesitated. “Please. It must be the weather that’s got us both into this mood. But don’t you begin idealizing me; you, of all people.”


“It’s not a question of idealizing you. So help me, it isn’t! But forget that, if you like, and take the thing on its most practical basis. Why should I blame you for marrying for money? It’s a perfectly sound reason why a woman should get married—that is, if she at least likes or is fond of the other person.”


“Of course.” Her head turned a little, and she spoke quickly. “Do you believe that?”


“Yes.” And then he could not help being honest with himself. “No, I’m damned if I believe it. I have a quaint old-fashioned notion that there ought to be some decent sign of a grand passion. But never mind that, because it isn’t reasonable. I will concede marriage for money as a perfectly sound and legitimate reason, provided you at least like the other person, in which case you can get on well enough. But that’s the trouble. I’m beginning to think you don’t give two hoots for Frank. In fact, you don’t like him at all.”


“That’s not true! Go on, though.”


“Well, you know the terms. If you accept that money on Noakes’s terms, there can never be any question of a divorce or even a separate establishment. Be as practical as you like: but what chance do you think you’ve got for a happy marriage?”


“Almost none,” Brenda admitted calmly. “But then I never expected to have a happy marriage, if there is any such thing.”


She looked at him over her shoulder. There was no cynicism in her expression. She was simply stating, without affectation, what she believed to be a fact.


“It must be the heat,” said Hugh, after a pause during which she returned his look unwaveringly. “Of all the—rubbish, do you hear? Rubbish! What’s got into you?”


“In nine cases out of ten it might be rubbish. In mine it isn’t. Besides, it would upset things terribly if I didn’t marry Frank. Nick would be frightfully upset. Even Frank would be upset.”


“I still don’t understand,” said Hugh, after another pause. “You don’t get married just to keep the gang in good humour, do you?”


“I wonder.”


She turned around to face him fully. She seemed to be fighting in her own mind, struggling to explain something to herself as well as to him. Her head was at about the height of his shoulder, and her expression was far away; but he had never been so conscious of her nearness.


“Yes, I wonder how many people have married just to keep the gang in good humour. But never mind that. You ought to know a few things, Hugh. I know you think I’m talking like a temperamental little fool. Or if you were like Nick”—her eyes wandered round Dr. Nicholas Young’s drawing-room, from which Dr. Young himself was absent—“you would begin to talk about complexes and inhibitions and neuroses, and tell me to see a psychoanalyst. The funny thing is that it does amount to something like that by this time. I can’t get it out of my system: I can’t. Do you know anything about me or my background? Do you?” 


“No.”


Brenda nodded.


“Thanks,” she said with a kind of pounce. “I mean, thanks for not saying, ‘All I need to know,’ or something just pleasant and meaningless. I hate this bogus gallantry: when it’s out of place, anyhow. I’ve seen too much of it.”


“You’re talking like a bitter old hag of eighty-five; do you know that?”


“Oh, not out of my own experience! No fear! I’ve kept clear of that, thank you. I meant that I’ve seen it in practically every person I’ve known since I was six years old. So you don’t know anything about me?”


The intensity of her expression was beginning to make him uneasy.


“Well, I know that your parents are dead, and that you’re living here at Nick’s house until the wedding bells ring out.”


“My father shot himself in a New York hotel,” said Brenda, “and my mother died on thirty shillings a week in a Bournemouth boarding-house. Please wait. That isn’t important now, and I don’t want you to think I’m making a high tragedy of it. It was their lives I was talking about. And all their friends were exactly like them. You know: Handsome Jack and Graceful Sally.”


“Go on.”


“Handsome Jack and Graceful Sally,” repeated Brenda. “I was dragged round the world before I was seven. The first thing I can remember is a lot of noise and lights in continental hotels, and faces sticky with paint making a fuss over me. I was either maudlinly pampered or completely ignored. I heard too much, and I thought too much, and I saw too much. What I dreaded most was lying awake in the dark, when they thought I was asleep, and listening to my father making excuses in the next room, and my mother screaming at him like a fishwife.


“Handsome Jack and Graceful Sally. Dozens and dozens of them, all like us. People with little incomes and big tastes, all thinking they had a right to the best things in life without a bean to back them up. People who had to go to the right social places at the right seasons, or die. Running into debt, making airy excuses, being very amused; but false and mean and hypocritical underneath, taking it out on each other when they were alone. All because they were ‘charming’ on the surface; ugh, how I hate that word! And then the men who were gallant to my mother—learning that ‘Uncle’ Joe, with the big moustache, was only there to make me a present of a Teddy bear; and wondering what they were saying in the next room, and trying to make sense of it, and only being confused and horribly frightened without knowing why.”


Brenda paused.


She caught herself up, tightening her fingers round her knees and giving herself a shake as though determined to stop. When she spoke again it was in her usual cool and noncommittal voice.


“Sorry to go on like that. It is the heat, as you say. And if they will leave me alone with a person as easy to talk to as you are,” she smiled, “you must expect to have it inflicted on you.”


“Brenda, look here——”


“Please don’t.”


“You are going to get this off your chest. Go on. Let her rip.”


“Yes,” said Brenda, smiling again. “I’ve been playing the Jolly Good Pal, haven’t I, with nothing much on my mind but tennis? Frank would be surprised. But there isn’t anything to tell, really.” She hesitated, and her mouth tightened. “There was only one thing that got under my skin so much that I couldn’t forget it for years. That was because it went on and on, before I was old enough to understand.


“I called it my Dark Room dream; I told you about it. Only it wasn’t a dream, or at least I was never quite sure. I would be half-awake and half-dozing, in that borderline state. I would be lying in my bedroom, with the door open on a lighted room beyond, and all of a sudden I would hear my parents talking. Their voices would wake me up. Night after night I would suddenly hear those thin little ghostly voices begin. Each time I knew it would be something new or terrifying to a child, but always on the same line. Its burden was always, ‘What will become of us, what will become of us?’ Its burden was always money, money, money, money, money, until I came to hate the very name of money.”


Again she checked herself.


“Children hear enough as it is. I heard far too much. Sometimes even now—but never mind that. What’s the moral in it, Hugh? You talk about love——”


“I hadn’t,” said Hugh, “though I was going to.”


Colour came into her face.


“Hadn’t you? I thought you had. Well, how much of what you call love do you think my parents felt for each other? Or any of the other Handsome Jacks and Graceful Sallys? Not by some of the transactions I saw. But even suppose they had been in love? They ended hating each other, and dying in self-pity. And why? Because of money, money, money, money, which I despise like poison but which I daren’t disregard. I’m marrying Frank Dorrance for the same reason he is marrying me: to get old Mr. Noakes’s money, and be for ever out of danger. Now you know. Do you blame me?”


She slid off the couch, and walked with quick little steps to one of the windows, where she stood looking out into the fiery garden. A faint noise of thunder stirred to the east, over the heights that swept down to Hampstead Heath. She seemed to want to brush away the subject. But she could not let it alone; she kept nagging at herself and it.


“Well? Aren’t you going to say anything? Do you blame me?”


“No. But I still think you’re being foolish.”


“Why?”


Hugh examined his hands, clenching and unclenching the fingers.


“It’s like preparing a brief, and trying to get just the right words,” he said. “If your parents were as you describe them, money was essential to them. But it isn’t essential to you. And you know it.”


“Really?”


“Yes. In fact, the question of money hasn’t anything to do with it. You’ve got some sort of mental kink or obsession by which you’ve somehow convinced yourself that you’ve got to marry Frank, and I wish I knew why. Don’t you realize that if you marry Frank Dorrance you’ll only be marrying another ‘Handsome Jack’?”


“Perhaps.”


“In other words, you’ll be letting yourself in for the sort of thing you hate most.”


“Perhaps.”


“Then why in the name of reason are you doing it? You can’t do it, Brenda. By God, it’s not good enough!”


He got up from the couch, bumping against the table so that the tea-service rattled. She was still standing with her back to him in the window, with the sun on her hair and on her clear-glowing skin. They were coming nearer to it, approaching the inevitable with every step.


Yet, even as his elbow bumped against the table, it occurred to him to wonder why Dr. Nicholas Young had not come in to tea, and why they had been left alone together at a dangerous time. At any moment he expected to see Old Nick come hobbling in, and to hear Nick’s only half-joking torrents of abuse at him for trying to upset the matrimonial apple-cart. A true thing, since Frank Dorrance was the apple of Nick’s eye. Old Nick liked to have young people about him; he took pride in a house infested with casual visitors and more food on the table than anybody could possibly eat; but you did as he wished or he had a peculiar cruelty reserved for you. Hurry, was the thought in Hugh Rowland’s mind; hurry, hurry, he’d got to hurry . . .


“It’s all arranged—” Brenda began.


“Yes, I know. And Kitty Bancroft will be matron of honour, and Nick will dance the saraband, and Noakes’s ghost will bless you, and even I will be an usher.”


“Well, what would you suggest that I do about it?”


“You could marry me, for instance,” said Hugh.


They had stumbled over it like a hurdle. And Hugh waited, the silk scarf feeling tight and hot round his neck.


“I’m not going to make the usual poor man’s complaint,” he said. “We should at least have quite enough to live on, if that worries you. And I’ve been in love with you for four months and eighteen days. I suppose you knew that?”


“Yes, I knew it,” said Brenda, without turning round.


“If the jury would like to retire to consider its verdict,” said Hugh, while the silk scarf grew hotter, “court can be adjourned until then. If, however, there is any possibility of a verdict being returned without leaving the box——”


“Thanks, Hugh. But I can’t do it,”


“Well, that’s that.” In the emotional aftermath, he found himself suddenly angry and as though he had sustained a physical bruise. He had asked for it, he told himself; he had walked up and asked for it, and now he ought to be satisfied when he got the whack. But he could not accept it. “It’s just as well to know where we stand. Shall I tell you the truth? What worried me was whether in your heart of hearts you weren’t in love with Frank after all——”


“Oh, Hugh, don’t be such a fool!”


“Am I being a fool? I suppose so. But is it Frank? I was only—er—suggesting an alternative for your approval, in case——”


The width of the room separated them. She turned round, and he saw that her face was flushed. She walked quickly towards him, to get out of the sunlight.


“You are being the most awful fool imaginable,” she told him in a low and rapid voice. She stared at the floor; but he felt the anger round her.


How it happened he was never afterwards sure. In one moment she was standing two or three feet away, with the sunlight silhouetting the edges of her hair and the baffled, insistent set of her shoulders. He saw the expression of her eyes, but he also saw the stubbornness there. A few seconds later (without any apparent interval of time or movement) he was kissing her. Her body was warm; her lips were cool, but violent and responsive.


Again her head was at about the height of his shoulder. And it was perhaps a minute later that he glanced up over it, and saw Frank Dorrance standing in one of the windows, looking at them.










II.



HATE


UNDER ONE arm Frank carried a racket in its press; in his other hand he swung a small network bag of tennis-balls.


“Bit warm for that sort of thing, isn’t it, old boy?” he inquired—and whooped with laughter.


Frank Dorrance was young-looking even for his twenty-two years. His fair hair curled closely to his head; he had one of those high-coloured, delicate-featured faces which contrive to be handsome without being effeminate. He was of medium height, slight, and immaculate; his blue-and-white silk scarf was knotted round his neck and thrust into the opening of a brown sports coat; even his white flannels were of an arrogant fashionableness. About him was the polish and gleam of the precocious young man: the absolute assurance of manner, the tendency to speak out exactly what was in his mind, the mannerisms of one twice his age. He had one particular look, a sort of bored and amused scepticism, which roused the ire of many men.


But he was whooping with laughter now. He went over, tumbled into a chair, and regarded them frankly.


“You find,” Hugh managed to say, “you find something funny?”


“Yes. I do, rather.”


“What?”


“You, old boy,” said Frank critically. “Making such an ass of yourself with old Brenda. I say, you did look silly.”


He was, in fact, the only unruffled person present, swinging the net of tennis-balls over his hand, and swinging it back again idly. His clear, high voice carried his amusement to the garden and seemed to carry it to the world.


“Oh, I don’t mind,” he added coolly. “Only—don’t let it happen too often, old boy, or I should be compelled to take offence. And you wouldn’t like that.”


“Many thanks.”


“That’s supposed to be sarcasm, isn’t it, old boy? Only I’m afraid it never goes down with me. And you mustn’t try to come the heavy lawyer over me. You see, you’ve put yourself at a great disadvantage with me, and I mean to use it. Besides, you were carrying on rather, weren’t you?”


And he whooped with laughter again.


Hugh Rowland tried to be casual. You must keep your head with this clever young man, or you put yourself at even more of a disadvantage and he had you.


“We’d better have this out. I’ve just been asking Brenda——”


“To marry you. Yes, I know.”


“You were listening?”


“Stuff! Why heat about the bush?” asked Frank, unperturbed. “Of course I was taking in what I could. But, you see, you can’t have her.”


“Why not?”


“Because I want her,” said Frank agreeably.


“That seems to you to be a good enough reason, does it?”


“Well, ask old Brenda herself. You popped the question (and between ourselves, Rowland, a jolly rotten pop it was). What did she say?”


“I said no,” interposed Brenda, and went across to sit down on the arm of Frank’s chair.


Inside Hugh Rowland crept a small sickish feeling which gradually spread until he wondered whether he could face this out.


“I see,” he said. “Right!”—But the emotional temperature of the room went up several degrees.


“Sorry, Hugh,” murmured Brenda, smiling.


He could make nothing of her expression, nor of anything else. There was still colour under her eyes, but little sign of disturbance or embarrassment, and certainly no further interest in him. It was as though nothing had happened. Probably nothing had.


“Hold on,” he said, so abruptly that Brenda jumped. “I know I ought to say, ‘Right,’ and let it go at that. But I’m not going to do it. You can’t chop off a person’s arm and then go on your way rejoicing without any explanation. We’ve got to have this out.”


“I’m afraid I can’t discuss it any further, you know,” said Frank.


“I’m afraid you’ve got to.”


“Look here, old boy.” Frank assumed an air of reasonableness. “You’ve already made ever such an ass of yourself over this, and you’ll only make it worse if you go on. I don’t hold any malice, though some fellows would. But if you’re thinking of trying to take Brenda away from me, that would be plain silly.”


“Would it?”


“Yes. In the first place, Brenda is rather gone on me. (Aren’t you, old girl?) In the second place, even if she weren’t, it’s a plain matter of business.”


“Oh, definitely,” murmured Brenda.


“Yes. And I hope you don’t think I mean to let anything get in the way of that. As I say, I don’t hold any malice, old boy; but don’t push it too far and compel me to take offence. I can make myself ever so unpleasant when I take offence.”


For a time Hugh studied him curiously. A sharp, angry ache had got into his chest; it did not grow, but it would not be still; and yet it was better than the sickish feeling of not knowing where he stood.


“You agree with that, Brenda?” he asked.


“I agree with that, Hugh.”


“Then that’s all right,” declared Frank, not unkindly. He grew brisk and affable again. “So, while we all know where we stand, let’s go down to the court and get in a set before the storm comes on. Brenda and I will play you and . . . Here, I say! I was forgetting! Kitty.” Sitting up straight, he craned round towards the windows. “It’s all right, Kitty. You can come in now.”


“Oh, really?” cried Brenda, and jumped up from the arm of the chair.


To Hugh it seemed that half the neighbourhood must have been outside those windows. But he minded Kitty Bancroft less than most, for he liked Kitty. Someone had once said that you were always aware of Kitty as a sort of pleasant dark shadow in the background. She was a widow in her early thirties; a lively, bustling, sympathetic sort whose manners contrasted with her rather sombre Spanish looks. She, was a little too tall, and had little pretension to beauty except a good figure and a pair of fine dark eyes, restless and expressive; but her attractiveness grew in your acquaintance with her. In addition to the tennis costume, her sweater and eye-shade gave her a Wimbledon air which was not misleading, for she was a first-rate player.


Kitty almost plunged in through the window. In her evident desire to make things smooth and easy for everybody, she overdid it.


“Hello, everybody,” said Kitty, flashing white teeth. “Frank, you young imp, you went away without that book after all. I expressly put it out on my hall table for you, and you forgot it. Hello, Brenda. Hello, Hugh. Having a good time?”


Frank guffawed again.


“He’s a young villain,” observed Kitty, covering what she might have felt by looking indulgently at Frank. “Don’t pay any attention to him. I’d just bought that book myself, and he begged it off me, and then went away and forgot it. Did you ever? What glorious tennis weather, anyway! Ready to give us a trouncing, Hugh?”


Frank’s mirth grew more delighted. Hugh went over to get his racket from the table. Removing the racket from its press, he hammered the heel of his hand against it until the hum and twang of the strings sang in the room.


“Tell me one thing,” Hugh said abruptly, and turned to Frank. “Do you always get your own way, whatever you happen to want?”


Frank grinned.


“I do, rather. Nearly always.”


“As a matter of academic interest, would you mind telling me how you do it?”


“I use my natural charm, old boy. Why should I deny that I have natural charm? I have, and there it is. But I’ll tell you. When I was a kid, I tried my natural charm. If that failed, I used to lie on the floor and kick and yell until I got what I wanted. I could usually hold out longer than the other person, so I usually got it. Now that I’m of more mature years, the technique is a little different; more subtle, you know; but the principle’s the same, really.”


“I see. Didn’t you ever get walloped?”


“Oh, yes. But that only made me worse, so they gave it up—Don’t you like the idea?”


“The idea,” said Hugh, “makes me sick.”


“Stuff! Why pretend?” grinned Frank. “The fact is, you’re not clever enough to manage it. You’re one of those people who like a quiet life. You would do nearly anything to avoid trouble and embarrassment. Now, I love trouble and embarrassment; I thrive on ’em. So I can still hold out longer than anybody else, and I still get my own way. Simple, isn’t? As Nick would say—” His eyes narrowed. “By the way, where is Nick? Why didn’t he come down to tea?”


It was Brenda who spoke.


“He couldn’t, Frank. A police-officer came to see him, and they’re still in Nick’s study.”


A puff of warmer wind shook the foliage in the garden, making it rustle, and crept in round their ankles. If Hugh had been less preoccupied, he would have noticed the slight raising of Frank’s eyebrows.


“A police-officer, old girl?” he repeated. “Oh! About Nick’s motor-smash, I suppose?”


“I don’t think so.”


“Why don’t you think so, old girl?”


“Because I saw his card when Maria took it in,” answered Brenda. “He’s a Superintendent of the Criminal Investigation Department.”


Kitty Bancroft opened her eyes. “Do you mean it, Brenda? How thrilling! You mean from Scotland Yard? You know, I never really thought that place existed outside books. Having a real detective under your own roof! Why, it’s like entertaining Father Christmas or Hitler or somebody. Are you sure?”


“I only know what I saw.”


“But what does he want?” Kitty laughed a little. “I mean, he isn’t after anybody, is he?”


“Stuff! Who would he be after?” inquired Frank coolly. “You must have a guilty conscience, my girl. It’s probably something about income tax or some such rot. Anyway, Nick can deal with him; Nick will toss him out of the house if he doesn’t behave. If you like, we’ll come back and have a look at him when he goes, but just now I want some tennis and I mean to have it. Are you all coming along before it starts to rain?”


“Oh, I hope it rains!” cried Brenda, with such abrupt savagery that they all looked at her. “I hope it rains and rains and rains!”


And, just as abruptly, she ran out into the garden.


Hugh followed her, leaving Frank to bring Kitty. But he did not catch up with her until she had reached the tennis court. From the house along the garden to the edge of the terrace was about a hundred yards in a straight line. Here a dozen steps in crazy-paving led down the terrace to flat ground below, and to the court enclosed in trees and hedges.


It was Old Nick’s idea. Old Nick, ingenious as usual, had tried to plan a tennis court which should be protected from having the sun in the players’ eyes at any time of the day. It was a hard court, surrounded by high wire netting. But some dozen feet outside the netting, beyond smooth grass walks, lines of dwarf poplar trees had been planted so close together that they made an oblong round the oblong of the court. Even the dwarf poplars were twenty feet high, catching the sun in their pointed tops. And outside everything ran a thick yew hedge taller than a man, with a wicket-gate, making another enclosure within an enclosure.


Entering first through the gate in the hedge, and then through the opening in the wall of poplars, was like entering a secret garden shut away from the world. The middle of the court baked in fierce heat, its white lines glimmering against the brown. But all its edges were dim with long shadows. It was cooler here, despite the midges and the thick stagnant smell of greenery.


Brenda was there. Hugh found her leaning one hand against the wire round the court, and breathing hard.


“I needed that run,” she said, giving him a quick look. “This weather is frightful— You’re furious with me, aren’t you?”


So it was beginning again.


“Oh, Lord, Brenda, haven’t we had all that out?”


“But you ran after me down here. Why did you run after me?”


“I don’t know. Because I’m fated to, I suppose. But I’m not going to run any farther: is that clear?”


Round the court was a smooth, clipped border of grass a dozen feet wide. And towards the east, near a wire door in the netting, stood a tiny shed or pavilion painted bright red and green according to Old Nick’s artistic taste. It was small enough to fit into the border between the tennis court and the wall of poplars; but it was equipped with glass windows, lockers and benches inside, and even a miniature porch. He kept his eyes on it.


“Why did you run after me?” persisted Brenda.


“Do you want me to tell you all over again? I’ve had my answer already, thanks. All the same, I’d like to know what’s got into all of us today. We’re none of us quite in our right minds: if we’re not careful, there’ll be murder done before the day’s over——”


“I know.”


“You know?”


He had tried to speak lightly, but Brenda made no pretence of doing so.


“Yes, I know,” she insisted. “Anyway, that’s not what I wanted to tell you. You think you understand, but you don’t understand at all. I mean, it’s about—about the other thing.”


Danger again.


She was looking at the ground, scuffing the toe of her white tennis shoe in the grass. “I meant what I did, Hugh. I meant what I did, no matter what I said, do you see? Only there are reasons why I’ve got to marry Frank and please everybody. I wasn’t going to tell you what the reasons were, and I certainly couldn’t tell you when there was anybody else about, but I can’t help it: I’m going to tell you now. Hugh, the reason——”


“Well, well, well, well!” interrupted a light, far-carrying amused voice, bursting through the opening in the poplars.


“Brenda and I against you and Kitty,” pursued Frank, and spun his racket into the air. “What’ll you have, rough or smooth? Rough. You lose, old boy. We’ll take the south side. You can serve first, if you like.”


And again he chortled with laughter.


“Come along, partner!” said Kitty Bancroft cheerfully.


When Hugh dropped his coat on the steps of the little red-and-green shed, and pushed through the wire door into the court, he was in a state of mind that startled and disquieted him. It is a mistake to play any competitive game in this state of mind; but he did not think of that now.


Ahead of him the court stretched large and blank and dusty, a cage with a white net inviting bad shots. Frank opened the bag of tennis-balls, which promptly rolled all over the court, and the sweat stung Hugh’s eyes as he retrieved them. There were midges in the shady corners of the court, which stung still more.


If possible, he was not going to let Frank Dorrance win a point that afternoon.


It had become a kind of symbol. And it occurred to him, as he toed the base line to serve, that there were other symbols as well. He saw the persons on the other side of the net through a slight haze: Brenda’s white blouse and white shorts, Frank’s creamlike flannels and pleasant smile. Frank was the perfect machine-player. You could not make him run. No matter where you put a shot, he was already there in front of it. He could not or did not hit hard, but every shot was placed, with unhurried machine-like regularity, exactly where he wanted it. To Hugh—whose only virtue was speed—it seemed that Frank walked about the tennis court as he walked through life. As the thick air darkened towards storm, and the sun died behind the poplars, Kitty Bancroft took up her position at the net.


“Ready?”


“Serve.”


Hugh tossed the ball high.


He felt the power of the shot through his arm and shoulder as his body came over. Curving, the ball whistled across the net, stung white dust from the corner of the line—and was back at him before he had time to move a foot. Frank, a formless white blob, returned an effortless cross-court shot which sent him diving, his heels sliding on gritty sand. But he had time to set himself. He drove, hard and low, deep to the base line. Frank was again in front of it, again keeping the ball out of Kitty’s reach on his return. Again Hugh drove, the thung of the racket whacking out in that enclosed space, and whitewash flakes flew from the corner of the base line. Frank walked over and inspected the result. His clear, pleasant voice rose up.


“Sorry, old boy. Just out.”


Brenda was staring at him.


“But, Frank——”


“Just out,” said Frank. “Bad luck, old boy. Love-fifteen.”
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