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INTRODUCTION


Why does the mystery novel enjoy such enduring appeal? There is no simple answer. It has a distinctive capacity for subtle social commentary, a concern with the disparity between law and justice, and a passion for order, however compromised. Even in the vision of the darkest of mystery writers, it provides us with a glimpse of the world as it might be, a world in which good men and women do not stand idly by and allow the worst aspects of human nature to triumph without opposition. It can touch upon all these facets while still entertaining the reader—and its provision of entertainment is not the least of its many qualities.


But the mystery novel has always prized character over plot, which may come as some surprise to its detractors. True, this is not a universal tenet: there are degrees to which mysteries occupy themselves with the identity of the criminal, as opposed to, say, the complexities of human motivation. Some, such as the classic puzzle mystery, tend toward the former; others are more concerned with the latter. But the mystery form understands that plot comes out of character, and not just that: it believes that the great mystery is character.


If we take the view that fiction is an attempt to find the universal in the specific, to take individual human experiences and try to come to some understanding of our common nature through them, then the question at the heart of all novels can be expressed quite simply as: Why? Why do we do the things that we do? It is asked in Bleak House just as it is asked in The Maltese Falcon. It haunts The Pledge as it does The Chill. But the mystery novel, perhaps more than any other, not only asks this question; it attempts to suggest an answer to it as well.


But where to start? There are so many books from which to choose, even for the knowledgeable reader who has already taken to swimming in mystery’s dark waters, and huge numbers of new titles appear on our bookshelves each week. It is hard enough to keep up with authors who are alive, but those who are deceased are at risk of being forgotten entirely. There are many treasures to be found, and their burial should not be permitted, even if there are some among these authors who might have been surprised to find themselves remembered at all, for they were not writing for the ages.


And so, quite simply, we decided to give mystery writers from around the world the opportunity to enthuse about their favorite novel, and in doing so we hoped to come up with a selection of books that was, if not definitive (which would be a foolish and impossible aim), then heartfelt, and flawless in its inclusions if not its omissions. After all, the creation of any anthology such as this is inevitably accompanied by howls of anguish from those whose first instinct is always to seek out what is absent rather than applaud what is present. (We could probably have given the book the alternative title But What About . . . ?)


With that in mind, let’s tackle just one such elephant in this particular room. It’s Raymond Chandler, as is so often the case when mystery fiction is under discussion. The Big Sleep is the Chandler novel frequently cited as the greatest mystery ever written, often by those who haven’t read very much at all in the genre. In fact, so ingrained has this idea become that The Big Sleep is a novel beloved even of people who have never read it, or who have seen only the 1946 movie based upon it. Fond though we are of The Big Sleep—for there is much in it of which to be fond, and much to admire—there’s a strong case to be made that not only is it not the greatest mystery ever written, it’s not even the greatest mystery Chandler ever wrote.


The Big Sleep is not the subject of an essay in this volume, but if not The Big Sleep, then what? Well, two of Chandler’s novels are discussed here. The appearance of one, Farewell, My Lovely, could probably have been anticipated, but the second, The Little Sister, is slightly more unexpected. When we were discussing this project with Joe R. Lansdale, who writes here on Farewell, My Lovely, we all agreed, with the misplaced confidence of those who are convinced that they can get the army to Moscow before winter sets in, that Michael Connelly would pick The Long Goodbye, as his affection for it was widely known (although that affection, as you’ll see when you read his essay, is tied up with Robert Altman’s 1973 film adaptation of the novel). While The Long Goodbye does get a glowing mention in Connelly’s essay, he chose instead to focus on The Little Sister, because that book is more personal to him.


Which brings us to the main thinking behind this anthology. This is not a pollster’s assembly of novels, compiled with calculators and spreadsheets. Neither is it a potentially exhausting litany of titles that winds back to the dawn of fiction, chiding the reader for his or her presumed ignorance in the manner of a compulsory reading list handed out in a bad school at the start of summer to cast a pall over its students’ vacation time. What we sought from each of the contributors to this volume was passionate advocacy: we wanted them to pick one novel, just one, that they would place in the canon. If you found our contributors in a bar some evening, and the talk turned (as it almost inevitably would) to favorite novels, it would be the single book that each writer would press upon you, the book that, if there was time and the stores were still open, they would leave the bar in order to purchase for you, so they could be confident they had done all in their power to make you read it.


If nothing else, that should explain the omission of any title that, even now, might prove to be a source of aggravation to you, the reader—and, in the great scheme of things, we’d hazard there are fewer than might be expected, and certainly few neglected writers, although, inevitably, there are those, too, or else this book would be too heavy to lift. There is greatness in all of the novels under discussion in this volume, but, equally, there is huge affection and respect for them on the part of their advocates.


This brings us to the second purpose of this book. Because of the personal nature of the attachment that the contributors have to their chosen books, you will, in many cases, learn something about the contributor as well as the subject, and not a little about the art and craft of writing along the way. Thus, we have Joseph Wambaugh, as a young cop-turned-writer, finding himself in the extraordinary position of discussing a work in progress with Truman Capote; Linwood Barclay, then only an aspiring novelist, sharing a meal with Ross Macdonald, a meal that arises out of one of the simplest and yet most intimate of reader-writer connections, the fan letter; and Ian Rankin encountering the extraordinary figure of Derek Raymond in a London bookstore. More important, as all writers are the products of those who went before them, those whom we love the most tend to influence us the most, whether stylistically, philosophically, or morally (for, as someone once noted, all mystery writers are secret moralists). If a writer whose work you love is featured in this book as the subject of an essay, then there’s a very good chance that you’ll also enjoy the work of the essayist, too. Similarly, if one of your favorite writers has chosen to write, in turn, on a beloved writer of his or her own, then you’re probably going to learn a great deal about how that contributor’s writing came to be formed, as well as being introduced to the novelist at least partly responsible for that act of formation.


While this volume is obviously ideal for dipping into when you have a quiet moment, enabling you to read an essay or two before moving on, there is also a pleasure to be had from the slow accumulation of its details. Reading through the book chronologically, as we have done during the editing process, patterns begin to emerge, some anticipated, some less so. There is, of course, the importance of the great Californian crime writers—Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, Ross Macdonald, and James M. Cain—to the generations of writers who have followed them and, indeed, to one another: so Macdonald’s detective, Lew Archer, takes his name in part from Sam Spade’s murdered partner in The Maltese Falcon, while Chandler builds on Hammett, and then Macdonald builds on Chandler but also finds himself being disparaged by the older author behind his back, adding a further layer of complication to their relationship. But the writer who had the greatest number of advocates was not any of these men: it was the Scottish author Josephine Tey, who is a figure of huge significance to a high number of the female contributors to this book.


Or one might take the year 1947: it produces both Dorothy B. Hughes’s In a Lonely Place, in which the seeds of what would later come to be called the serial killer novel begin to germinate, and Mickey Spillane’s I, the Jury. Both are examinations of male rage—although Spillane is probably more correctly considered as an expression of it—and both come out of the aftermath of the Second World War, when men who had fought in Europe and Asia returned home to find a changed world, a theme that is later touched upon in a British context in Margery Allingham’s 1952 novel, The Tiger in the Smoke. But 1947 was also the year of the infamous, and still unsolved, Black Dahlia killing, in which the body of a young woman named Elizabeth Short was found, mutilated and sliced in half, in Leimert Park, Los Angeles. It’s no coincidence that John Gregory Dunne sets True Confessions, his examination of guilt and corruption, in that year, while the Black Dahlia killing subsequently becomes a personal touchstone for the novelist James Ellroy, whose own mother’s murder in California in 1958 also remains unsolved. The pulp formula in the United States then adapted itself to these changes in postwar society, which resulted in the best work of writers such as Jim Thompson, Elliott Chaze, and William McGivern, all of whom are considered in essays in this book.


Finally, it’s interesting to see how often different writers, from Ed McBain to Mary Stewart, Newton Thornburg to Leonardo Padura, assert the view that they are, first and foremost, novelists. The mystery genre provides a structure for their work—the ideal structure—but it is extremely malleable, and constantly open to adaptation: the sheer range of titles and approaches considered here is testament to that.


To give just one example: there had long been female characters at the heart of hard-boiled novels, most frequently as femmes fatales or adoring secretaries, but even when women were given central roles as detectives, the novels were written, either in whole or in part, by men: Erle Stanley Gardner’s Bertha Cool (created under the pseudonym A. A. Fair), who made her first appearance in 1939; Dwight V. Babcock’s Hannah Van Doren; Sam Merwin Jr.’s Amy Brewster; Will Oursler and Margaret Scott’s Gale Gallagher (all 1940s); and, perhaps most famously, Forrest and Gloria Fickling’s Honey West in the 1950s.


But at the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, a number of female novelists, among them Marcia Muller, Sue Grafton, and Sara Paretsky, but also Amanda Cross and, in her pair of Cordelia Gray novels, P. D. James, found in the hard-boiled mystery novel a means of addressing issues affecting women, including violence (particularly sexual violence), victimization, power imbalances, and gender conflicts. They did so by questioning, altering, and subverting the established traditions in the genre, and, in the process, they created a new type of female fiction. The mystery genre embraced them without diminishing the seriousness of their aims, or hampering the result, and it did so with ease. It is why so many writers, even those who feel themselves to be working outside the genre, have chosen to introduce elements of it into their writing, and why this anthology can accommodate such a range of novelists, from Dickens to Dürrenmatt, and Capote to Crumley.


But this volume also raises the question of what constitutes a mystery—or, if you prefer, a crime novel. (The terms are often taken as interchangeable, but “mystery” is probably a more flexible, and accurate, description given the variety within the form. Crime may perhaps be considered the catalyst, mystery the consequence.) Genre, like beauty, is often in the eye of the beholder, but one useful formulation may be that, if one can take the crime out of the novel and the novel does not collapse, then it’s probably not a crime novel; but if one removes the crime element and the novel falls apart, then it is. It is interesting, though, to note that just as every great fortune is said to hide a great crime, so, too, many great novels, regardless of genre, have a crime at their heart. The line between genre fiction and literary fiction (itself a genre, it could be argued) is not as clear as some might like to believe.


In the end, those who dismiss the genre and its capacity to permit and encourage great writing, and to produce great literature, are guilty not primarily of snobbery—although there may be an element of that—but of a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of fiction and genre’s place in it. There is no need to splice genre into the DNA of fiction, literary or otherwise: it is already present. The mystery novel is both a form and a mechanism. It is an instrument to be used. In the hands of a bad writer, it will produce bad work, but great writers can make magic from it.


JOHN CONNOLLY AND DECLAN BURKE, DUBLIN, 2012





The Dupin Tales



by Edgar Allan Poe (1841–44)


J. WALLIS MARTIN





Edgar Allan Poe (1809–49) was an American author, poet, editor, and critic best known for his tales of mystery and imagination, many of them decidedly gothic in tone. For mystery readers, though, his fame rests on the three short stories he wrote about the character of Le Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin, which Poe described as his tales of “ratiocination.” Intellectual yet imaginative, brilliant but eccentric, Dupin became the template for fictitious detectives to come, among them Sherlock Holmes, who name-checks Dupin in the very first Sherlock Holmes story, A Study in Scarlet, albeit by describing him as “a very inferior fellow.”





Residing in Paris during the spring and part of the summer of 18–, I there became acquainted with a Monsieur C. Auguste Dupin.


So begins the story that many consider to be the earliest in which a private detective assists the police by solving a murder mystery. “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” is the first of three stories in which Dupin solves a case that has baffled police, and Poe’s importance to, and influence on, subsequent generations of writers of crime, mystery, and tales of the supernatural is significant. Consider the following passage, which might have been drawn from a story in which Sherlock Holmes or Poirot took the place of Dupin:


“Tell me, for Heaven’s sake,” I exclaimed, “the method—if method there is—by which you have been enabled to fathom my soul in this matter.”


Dupin obliges, and the benefactor of his powers of analysis can only marvel at him.


“The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” was a sequel to “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” and opens with the following observation: “There are few persons, even among the calmest thinkers, who have not occasionally been startled into a vague yet thrilling half credence in the supernatural,” whereas in “The Purloined Letter,” Dupin is exhorted to help the police retrieve a letter stolen from a woman who is being blackmailed.


These three stories comprise The Dupin Tales, but as they have been analyzed elsewhere, I will not deconstruct them here. What interests me about them is what we can learn about Poe’s character from his portrayal of his alter ego (many academics agree that Dupin is undoubtedly that), for when introducing Dupin for the first time, the narrator of the story describes him thus:


This young gentleman was of an excellent—indeed of an illustrious family, but, by a variety of untoward events, had been reduced to such poverty that the energy of his character succumbed beneath it, and he ceased to bestir himself in the world, or care for the retrieval of his fortunes. By courtesy of his creditors, there still remained in his possession a small remnant of his patrimony; and, upon the income arising from this, he managed, by means of a rigorous economy, to procure the necessaries of life, without troubling himself about its superfluities. Books, indeed, were his sole luxuries, and in Paris these are easily obtained.


The description accords with what we know of Poe’s personal circumstances when he wrote the story. The narrator goes on to say:


It was at length arranged that we should live together during my stay in the city; and as my worldly circumstances were somewhat less embarrassed than his own, I was permitted to be at the expense of renting, and furnishing in a style which suited the rather fantastic gloom of our common temper, a time-eaten and grotesque mansion, long deserted through superstitions into which we did not inquire.


The “common temper” of which Poe wrote may have been a reference to the moods of elation and despair that plagued him all his life, and support a posthumous diagnosis of bipolar disorder. Were he alive today, Poe might well agree with the diagnosis, for he was, in fact, aware that his moods were cyclic, and that they alternated in nature. In a letter to the poet James Russell Lowell, whose own temperament was deeply moody, he wrote:


I can feel for the “constitutional indolence” of which you complain—for it is one of my own besetting sins. I am excessively slothful, and wonderfully industrious—by fits. There are epochs when any kind of mental exercise is torture, and when nothing yields me pleasure but solitary communion with the “mountains & the woods”—the “altars” of Byron. I have thus rambled and dreamed away whole months, and awake, at last, to a sort of mania for composition. Then I scribble all day, and read all night, so long as the disease endures.


As is so often the case for those who suffer from bipolar disorder, Poe’s personal life was a disaster. He was reputed to be irresponsible, unstable, and impossible to deal with. The following is an excerpt from Poe’s letter to his guardian, John Allan, after the latter refused to pay gambling debts Poe incurred at university:


Did I, when an infant, solicit your charity and protection, or was it of your own free will, that you volunteered your services in my behalf? It is well known to respectable individuals in Baltimore, and elsewhere, that my Grandfather (my natural protector at the time you interposed) was wealthy, and that I was his favourite grandchild—But the promises of adoption, and liberal education which you held forth to him in a letter which is now in possession of my family, induced him to resign all care of me into your hands. Under such circumstances, can it be said that I have no right to expect any thing at your hands?


Poe’s accusation was grossly unfair. John Allan had in fact provided for him well, but he eventually lost patience with Poe’s appeals for money. As a result, the relationship broke down when Poe was in his early twenties.


Inability to handle money, and a tendency to overspend with scant regard for the consequences, are features of bipolar disorder. (Consider Poe’s purchase of three yards of Super Blue Cloth and a set of the best gilt buttons, bought at a time when he was almost two thousand pounds in debt!) So, too, is an ability to focus on a piece of work to the exclusion of all else. However, this was but a small part of what the manic stage of the illness enabled Poe to do. The illness blessed yet cursed him with a clarity of vision, a heightening of the senses which he describes vividly in “The Fall of the House of Usher”:


He entered, at some length, into what he conceived to be the nature of his malady. It was, he said, a constitutional and a family evil, and one for which he despaired to find a remedy—a mere nervous affection, he immediately added, which would undoubtedly soon pass off. It displayed itself in a host of unnatural sensations. Some of these, as he detailed them, interested and bewildered me; although, perhaps, the terms and the general manner of their narration had their weight. He suffered much from a morbid acuteness of the senses; the most insipid food was alone endurable; he could wear only garments of certain texture; the odours of all flowers were oppressive; his eyes were tortured by even a faint light; and there were but peculiar sounds, and these from stringed instruments, which did not inspire him with horror.


And again, in this extract from “The Tell-Tale Heart”:


TRUE!—nervous—very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad? The disease had sharpened my senses—not destroyed—not dulled them. Above all was the sense of hearing acute. I heard all things in the heaven and in the earth. I heard many things in hell.


The period during which those who suffer from bipolar disorder experience a heightening of the senses can last for days or months before the decline into a depression that can be mild to severe. Poe’s depressions were deep, and following one such period, he wrote:


I went to bed and wept through a long, long, hideous night of despair—When the day broke, I arose & endeavoured to quiet my mind by a rapid walk in the cold, keen air—but all would not do—the demon tormented me still. Finally I procured two ounces of laudnum [sic] . . . I am so ill—so terribly, hopelessly ILL in body and mind, that I feel I CANNOT live . . . until I subdue this fearful agitation, which if continued, will either destroy my life or, drive me hopelessly mad . . .


In the above, Poe refers to having procured two ounces of laudanum with which to self-medicate. Another drug of choice was alcohol. Elevated rates of drug and alcohol abuse are often to be found in bipolar individuals, and premature death is a feature of the illness. It is likely that a combination of the two led to Poe’s premature death in 1849. “We know now that what made Poe write was what made him drink,” observed one of his biographers: “alcohol and literature were the two safety valves of a mind that eventually tore itself apart.”


[image: Images]


J. Wallis Martin (PhD St. Andrews) is publishing director of the Edgar Allan Press Ltd. Her novels have been published internationally, and adapted for the screen. She lives in Bristol. Visit her online at www.wallis-martin.co.uk.





Bleak House



by Charles Dickens (1853)


SARA PARETSKY





Charles Dickens (1812–70) was a prolific writer of short stories, plays, novels, nonfiction, and journalism, and also found time to edit magazines, collaborate with fellow authors, perfect the concept of the publicity tour, and father ten children. He was also a crusader for social justice, borne out of his own childhood, which saw his father, John, imprisoned for debt in the Marshalsea Prison, where he was joined by all of his family except Charles, who, at the age of twelve, went to work at Warren’s Shoe Blacking Factory, and visited his family on Sundays. His first novel, The Pickwick Papers, was published serially from 1836–37, and he died leaving his final book, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, unfinished.





Dickens was prolix. His novels often depend on ludicrous coincidences. He also had a great narrative and storytelling gift. He is also the writer who most empowers me. Every time a reader zings off an angry letter, telling me they read to be entertained, not to hear about society’s woes, I think, yeah, well, tell that to Dickens.


If every crime novel in the world suddenly disappeared and only Bleak House remained, it would be a good place to rebuild the missing library. It contains the germ of John Grisham, Ed McBain, Anne Rice, and Patricia Highsmith, with a whiff of Mr. and Mrs. North, within its sprawling narrative.


Bleak House is a novel of lies and secrets, of crime and immorality. At its center is the famous case of Jarndyce v. Jarndyce, which exposes massive abuse by the courts of law to perpetuate legal careers rather than to render justice. Along the way, Dickens also considers the crimes of abusing the poor and the homeless, crimes of keeping a large part of the population illiterate and underfed, and the hypocrisies, if not outright crimes, committed in the name of religion. There is, almost by the way, a murder.


Every form of the crime and horror genres is present here, starting with the vampire novel. The courts are the overreaching vampires, sucking the life out of parties to suits, often quite graphically. One litigant, Gridley, dies of a ruptured heart from the strain of twenty-five years of trying to get a will resolved. Dickens creates a physical vampire in a lawyer named Vholes, who consumes a young litigant, Richard Carstone. Richard, his cousin Ada, and Esther Summerson, the heroine-narrator of Bleak House, are three of the central figures of the novel. Esther is desolated by Richard’s succumbing to the seduction of the courts. She recoils from the lawyer Vholes, as any healthy, life-loving person would. Esther describes Vholes as


a sallow man with pinched lips that looked as if they were cold, a red eruption here and there upon his face, tall and thin . . . Dressed in black, black-gloved, and buttoned to the chin, there was nothing so remarkable in him as a lifeless manner . . .


The gothic novel, with ghosts and highborn ladies, shows up in the noble Dedlock family, which has an actual ghost walk at the family estate in Lincolnshire. Lady Dedlock, whose secrets drive the novel’s action, is a noted beauty and leader of the fashionable world. She would be at home, up to a point, in a book by Georgette Heyer or Mary Stewart.


Bleak House is also that popular staple, a novel based on law courts and lawyers. And it is a detective novel, with a killer, and a detective. Inspector Bucket, a kind of deus ex machina of the novel, shows up anytime one of the characters needs to find a person or a document.


Bucket is busy everywhere. He knows so many people in London’s underworld that he can search its slums without fear of assault. He goes on the road looking for witnesses among people who are “on the tramp,” that is, moving from place to place, desperate to find work. He has contacts up and down the tightly clamped strata of the legal world.


Bucket appears in the lodgings and offices of clerks, law writers, stationers to the courts, and their servants and hangers-on. He also knows the powerful solicitor Mr. Tulkinghorn, lawyer to the rich and famous, including the Dedlock family. It is Mr. Tulkinghorn who is murdered.


In a modern crime novel, Tulkinghorn’s death would occur near the book’s beginning; the murderer would be revealed near the end. We’re three-quarters of the way through Bleak House before Tulkinghorn dies, and his death is quite unexpected. In a novel where every conversation is reported in complete—some might say, excruciating—detail, we learn about the murder in an offhand, underreported way:


A very quiet night . . . even [in] this wilderness of London . . . What’s that? Who fired a gun or pistol? . . . foot-passengers start, stop and stare about them . . . people come out to look . . . It has aroused all the dogs in the neighborhood, who bark vehemently . . . But it is soon over.


A few paragraphs on, we learn that the cleaning crew discovers Tulkinghorn’s body when they arrive the next morning, but even then, there is more description of the Roman mural in the room than of the dead man.


It wasn’t that Dickens didn’t care about detectives or police work. In fact, he was keenly interested in both. When the Metropolitan Police established the Detective Department in 1842, Dickens and Wilkie Collins followed the cases—quite literally. They traveled around England to where the most sensational crimes had taken place. They made friends of the detectives, were allowed to accompany them on their investigations, and wrote newspaper and magazine articles with their own theories on how to solve high-profile crimes.


Dickens wrote several essays about Charles Field, the head of the Detective Department, for his magazine Household Words. Bucket’s methods, his disguises, his ability to melt into crowds, the way he spies on the people he’s tracking, were all based on Field.


As Judith Flanders points out in The Invention of Murder, Bucket resembles Field physically. In Household Words, Dickens described him (under the very faint disguise of “Wield”), as having “a large, moist, knowing eye . . . and a habit of emphasizing his conversation by the aid of a corpulent forefinger, which is constantly in juxtaposition with his eyes or nose.”1


When Bucket is closing in on Tulkinghorn’s killer, Dickens says,


Mr Bucket and his fat forefinger are much in consultation . . . When Mr Bucket has a matter of this pressing interest . . . , the fat forefinger . . . seems to rise to the dignity of a familiar demon. He puts it to his ears, and it whispers information; he puts it to his lips, and it enjoins him to secrecy; he rubs it over his nose, and it sharpens his scent . . .


Tulkinghorn’s killer is a woman named Hortense, who has been Lady Dedlock’s maid. She is a Frenchwoman with such a furious temper that she is described throughout the novel as a wild animal. In Chapter 12 she is “a very neat She-Wolf, imperfectly tamed.” In Chapter 54, when she finds out that Bucket’s wife has been tailing her, she “pant[s], tigress-like,” and says she “would love to tear [Mrs Bucket] limb from limb.”


Dickens drew Hortense from life, from the character of a Swiss woman named Maria Roux (Manning) who, in 1849, was convicted, along with her husband, of murdering her lover. The crime Hortense commits in Bleak House is completely different in motive and victim from the one that the Mannings carried out. However, when Bucket arrests Hortense, her furious language and her attempt to assault him come directly from the trial transcripts for Maria Manning.2


Two of the original detectives of the Metropolitan Police, Jonathan Whicher and Charles Field, were famous throughout England for their impressive memories. They were famous, too, for their ability to make deductions about the lives and livelihoods of the people they watched. Dickens, who had followed Field and Whicher on a number of occasions into London’s bleakest slums, modeled Bucket’s analytical skills on theirs.


When Bucket is taking a reluctant witness with him to a slum known as “Tom All-Alone’s,” he passes some people on the tramp and studies them. From their dress, he can tell that the men are brickmakers and that the women are newly up from the country. Bucket, and Field, made their deductions some thirty years before Sherlock Holmes produced his monographs on such subjects as clay, handwriting, or dress.


Later crime writers, from Conan Doyle to Dorothy Sayers, turned the professional police into stolid lower-class men who needed constant help from Holmes or Peter Wimsey to solve their cases. It wasn’t until the second half of the twentieth century, with the cops of the 87th Precinct, or police like Dalziel and Pascoe, that the skilled police detective came back into vogue. But Dickens admired the Metropolitan Police and gave them their due.


While Esther Summerson is the perfect domestic angel whom Dickens celebrates in all his heroines, the other women in Bleak House are brought to life with a passionate and compassionate pen. Lady Dedlock, nursing a guilty secret that sets the novel in motion, is a major masterpiece, as is her maid, Hortense. One of the hangers-on in the courts of law, Miss Flite, is a delicious character, with her caged birds named for the different aspects of helplessness petitioners feel around the courts. Miss Flite flits through the narrative like one of her own birds; she is not just an addict of the courts of Chancery, but can elucidate the addiction for Esther and Ada.


Dickens writes with contempt of religious hypocrisy, and of the punishment religious folk mete out on so-called fallen women, or on the poor. He writes, too, with compassion about violence against women in his sections on Jenny and Liz, the brickmakers’ wives. Their husbands—called “their masters”—are always beating. Like battered women everywhere, Jenny and Liz move furtively, anxious to avoid further violence, but desirous as well of alleviating some of the suffering in the other destitute women and children among whom they live.


In Bleak House the murder of Tulkinghorn is not the center of the novel, nor is it the most heinous crime Dickens describes. It is for that reason that the murder occurs so late in the novel and with so little fanfare.


Two other crimes rouse Dickens to a tigerlike rage of his own. One is the courts of Chancery. This is the main current of the novel, and he writes scathingly, but wittily, of the courts and the enormous numbers of people the drawn-out legal actions employ.


The other crime that is entwined with the novel is the abominable neglect of the poor in nineteenth-century England. Dickens brings a savage pen to this outrage, partly through the brickmakers and their wives, and partly through the character of Jo, who plays a minor but pivotal role in the novel.


Jo has no last name, no recollection of his birth or his parents, and no life except to rise from his squalid dwelling early each day to sweep a crosswalk for pedestrians; if they tip him for the work he can eat, and pay for another night in the slum where he sleeps.


A stationer, a Mr. Snagsby, occasionally gives the boy half a crown. When Bucket takes the unwilling Snagsby to find Jo in Tom-all-Alone’s, they go to


A black, dilapidated street . . . where the crazy houses were seized upon, when their decay was far advanced, by some bold vagrants, who . . . took to letting them out in lodgings. Now, these tumbling tenements contain, by night, a swarm of misery . . . Twice, lately, there has been a crash and a cloud of dust in Tom-all-Alone’s . . . and each time, a house has fallen. These accidents have made a paragraph in the newspapers and have filled several beds in the hospital . . . the proprietress of the house—a drunken face tied up in a black bundle; and flaring out of a heap of rags on the floor of a dog-hutch which is her private apartment—[tells them where to find Jo.]


In one of his comic masterpieces, Dickens has created the character of Mrs. Jellyby, who neglects her family while she focuses on saving Africans in remote Borrioboola-Gha. Her gaze is remote: she is always looking at Africa and can’t see the squalor in her own household. She and her unfortunate children and husband dance through the narrative and both lighten and darken it, but Dickens uses her myopia to highlight the neglect of Jo and Jenny and Liz.


Jo is not softened by distance and unfamiliarity; he is not a foreign-grown savage; he is the ordinary home-made article. Dirty, ugly, disagreeable to all the senses, in body a common creature of the common streets . . . Homely filth begrimes him, homely parasites devour him . . . native ignorance, the growth of English soil . . . sinks his immortal nature lower than the beasts that perish . . . He shrinks from [other people]. He is not of the same order of things . . . He is of no order and no place.3


It is Jo’s death, not that of the solicitor to the rich and famous, that Dickens describes in detail. It is the crime committed against him by an indifferent society—characterized by Dickens as the “Toodles and Doodles”—that Dickens cares about. It is the author’s passion for these crimes that elevates Bleak House from a run-of-the-mill detective novel to an enduring masterwork of fiction. And in the bleak house that is contemporary America, Dickens’s vision helps keep me going.
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A Tale of Two Cities



by Charles Dickens (1859)


RITA MAE BROWN





Charles Dickens (1812–70) was a prolific writer of short stories, plays, novels, nonfiction, and journalism, and also found time to edit magazines, collaborate with fellow authors, perfect the concept of the publicity tour, and father ten children. He was also a crusader for social justice, borne out of his own childhood which saw his father, John, imprisoned for debt in the Marshalsea Prison, where he was joined by all of his family except Charles, who, at the age of twelve, went to work at Warren’s Shoe Blacking Factory, and visited his family on Sundays. His first novel, The Pickwick Papers, was published serially from 1836–37, and he died leaving his final book, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, unfinished.





Help! Murder! Police!


Does this sum up the mystery novel? There should be blood and corpses somewhere, and the killer must be found.


Since Dame Agatha Christie, the mystery novel has focused on a tightly plot-driven work of fiction, wherein the reader’s curiosity to know who killed X, and if Y and Z will be victims, too, becomes a burning need. This is why the ideal mystery review often uses the words “page-turner.”


Dame Agatha’s plots, while ingenious, were inhabited more by stereotypes than by fully fleshed characters. The mystery writers who came in her wake, such as P. D. James, create living, breathing characters, and have moved the mystery novel some way out of the suburbs of genre fiction.


For me a mystery novel is not circumscribed. While I might write within the genre tradition, I can be somewhat suspicious of it. My favorite mystery novel is A Tale of Two Cities, published in 1859.


Many of you have read this gripping novel by Charles Dickens. There were people alive when he was a young man who had lived through the French Revolution. As most of you also know, we are celebrating the two hundredth anniversary of his birth this year. Now there’s an excuse for a party every day.


Why would I think that this novel—with the best opening line ever, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times”—is a mystery? Because it revolves around one of the oldest devices in theater and literature, that of mistaken identity. Solve the question of identity, and you solve the problem.


You have many choices as to where you might like to pinpoint the beginnings of this device. Oedipus the King, a tragedy written by Sophocles (496–406 BC), used it to shattering effect. Plautus, the Roman playwright (254–184 BC), used it in his comedies. Shakespeare cribbed from Plautus, and both writers still make us laugh. Solving the question of authentic identity takes as much detective work as solving the mystery of who beheaded five men in exactly the same fashion, leaving their heads on the steps of St. Sebastian’s Catholic Church. (There’s a plot for an aspiring writer.)


Until the publication of A Tale of Two Cities, the play or novel frequently ended with true identity being unmasked to tears or laughter. A Tale of Two Cities ends with the main character being believed in his false identity. It is one of the most emotionally affecting endings of any novel that I know. You are rooting for the mystery to remain unsolved.


Dickens is showered with much-deserved praise for his characters, characters that leap off the page into your mind, your memory. Once you meet Uriah Heep you will never forget him, and you hope not to meet him again. The characters to whom you gravitate often reveal something about yourself. We all want David Copperfield and Oliver Twist to survive, no matter who our favorite characters are. We close these two volumes of Dickens hoping that the young men of the titles will flourish.


We close A Tale of Two Cities knowing our hero will not flourish. We close that novel saddened, uplifted, and thankful that we didn’t live through France’s dreadful convulsion.


Many a literary critic would say that A Tale of Two Cities is a conservative novel. Well, the mystery is a conservative form. Oh, the subject matter may contain sexual depravity, characters may toss f-bombs like grenades, and the hero or heroine is usually a deeply flawed character, failure ever his or her shadow. Some are even legitimate antiheroes. The form is still conservative. The fads of lengthy sex scenes, decayed corpses exhaustingly described, and descriptions of violence that occur about every twelve minutes cannot change the form. (And by the way, do we ever have a hero, antihero, or heroine who is impotent? If so, let me know. That would be something new. No matter how dreadful their past or horrendous their present, their parts work wonderfully well.)


What is a mystery novel, anyway? What is the form? It’s simple: an incident occurs that destroys balance. The destruction may be to one individual, a family, a guild or a group, or an entire community. Economically describing how mistrust and violence undo a community was one of Dame Agatha’s great gifts. Indeed, as the story unfolds, the reader in a sense becomes part of this community. Who committed or commissioned this misdeed? Initially, the most believable suspects are cleared while other suspects are unearthed, and their secrets unearthed with them, but none of these individuals is usually the culprit. Sometimes the secrets are nasty and sometimes rather thrilling: you know, the vicar has three wives in three different villages—and on a vicar’s salary, no less. Slowly, our detective or seeker, no matter how initially unwilling, unravels the tangled mystery.


Here’s the rub. Discovery of the truth doesn’t mean that the perpetrator always faces the justice of the state but, in finding the truth, balance, or a form of balance, is restored. Existence can again be orderly. That’s conservative. You are never left hanging at the end of a mystery.


Real life, on the other hand, tends to be the reverse. No wonder the mystery is such a popular form of fiction.


Back to Dickens. Every “hosanna” shouted at him for his fabulous characters really is deserved, but he also deserves credit for taking a two-thousand-year-old convention and standing it on its head, the convention that truth, identity, and some form of justice is always revealed.


Dickens wrote just the reverse.


That’s why A Tale of Two Cities is my favorite mystery.
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The Dead Letter



by Metta Fuller Victor (1867)


KARIN SLAUGHTER





Metta Fuller Victor (1831–85) was a pioneer not just in the field of “dime novel” fiction, the precursor to the modern mass-market paperback, but also in the development of the mystery novel in the United States. She began contributing stories to newspapers at the age of thirteen, and published Poems of Sentiment and Imagination, with Dramatic and Descriptive Pieces, written with her sister, Frances, in 1851, quickly followed the same year by her first novel, The Senator’s Son. Hugely popular in her day, she was also the editor, at various times, of Home magazine and the Cosmopolitan Art Journal.





Many great women writers have been forgotten to history, from Anna Katharine Green, who is credited with creating the first series detective (Ebenezer Gryce of the New York Metropolitan Police Force) to E.D.E.N. Southworth, whose serialized thrillers were widely translated in their day, but none languish in obscurity more than Metta Fuller Victor. With The Dead Letter (1867), Victor was the first American writer—male or female—to publish a full-length detective novel in the United States. She was, in fact, at the cusp of a wave of detective fiction that is oft ignored by literary historians, who mostly concentrate on Edgar Allan Poe, credited as the writer of the earliest detective short stories, then skip straight to Dashiell Hammett, as if fifty years of American crime writing had never existed.


Writing as Seeley Regester, Victor built on the two-tiered narrative structure pioneered by Poe in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” She opens Letter in the middle of the investigation to better concentrate not on the fact of murder but on the horrors left in its wake. In the first pages, we find Richard Redfield, gentleman lawyer and amateur detective, reeling with shock over the clue that he’s just uncovered in the murder of Henry Moreland. This shows a marked departure from the Poe formula: our detective is not a socially isolated, coldly rational outsider, but a morally invested insider. The crimes that occur in Letter resonate throughout the community. The story explores the home and family lives of both victim and perpetrator. The reader feels a connection with the morally driven detective figure and follows his emotional journey as he seeks to understand the complexities of good and evil.


With the massive success of The Dead Letter, and that of her next mystery, The Figure Eight (1869), Victor helped the firm of Beadle & Adams, the creator of the dime novel, to become one of the most successful publishers of the antebellum period. A Mormon mother of nine, Victor wrote more than a hundred novels in almost every genre, from fantasy to adventure and Westerns. Like her contemporary, Harriet Beecher Stowe, she was a staunch abolitionist who wrote about the scourge of slavery. Unlike Stowe, she explored other issues of the day, from domestic strife to polygamy. The Dead Letter is, in fact, an amalgamation of all the genres Victor loved, providing the reader with social commentary as well as murder, intrigue, and a thrilling side trip through the lawless territories of the American West.


There are myriad other ways in which Victor’s structural arc stands in stark contrast to Poe’s. Victor’s novels were not driven to immediate climax, but filled with reversals, twists, and misdirections that both prolonged the denouement and arguably made the climax that much more rewarding. Victor didn’t just set out the facts of the crime: she explored social mores, distinguishing between the upper and middle classes with a subtle reference to clothing or manner. She described atmosphere and scenery in careful detail, giving her stories an air of grounded reality. The characters in Victor’s books were not cynical about crime. They felt loss and tragedy to their very core. For these reasons and more, it seems that the Victor formula, not Poe’s, is the convention to which modern crime fiction more closely hews.


Why, then, is Victor lost to obscurity?


The world of fiction—especially crime fiction—has a tendency to ignore the contributions of women, no matter how popular they become. In fact, popularity has often delegitimized the work of many women writers. Let’s not forget that Daphne du Maurier, arguably one of the finest suspense writers of all time, was chided by many critics of her day for being “lightweight.” Patricia Highsmith, who exiled herself to France, was excoriated by the American literati for her psychologically dark crimes and ambiguously drawn characters. That both women had their work adapted into hugely successful films ensured their longevity. They are now being rediscovered by a generation of scholars; however, to a certain extent, this disparity between commercial and critical success is an ongoing issue. Today, one seldom reads the phrase “transcending the genre” when a reviewer is describing a crime novel written by a woman. It seems as if it is more acceptable for women to write feisty tales of independent gals than it is for them to write serious crime fiction.


That the name Seeley Regester and not Metta Fuller Victor appears on the original cover of The Dead Letter is not an anomaly. Neither is the fact that the price—fifty cents—marked the tome as several steps above a typical dime novel. Throughout history, women have published their work under pseudonyms in hopes of finding a larger, more legitimate readership. Having a gender-neutral or male-identified name was, and to some degree still is, considered a positive marketing position. There was a reason Louisa May Alcott chose to publish her thrillers under the anonymous authorship of “the Children’s Friend.” Surely, Mary Anne Evans (George Eliot), Isak Dinesen (Karen von Blixen), and Currer Bell (Charlotte Brontë) were precursors to J. K. Rowling, P. D. James, and J. A. Jance.


And with good reason.


A quick perusal of any of the major book review sections shows a staggering disparity between the number of featured books by female versus male authors, not to mention the paucity of women included on the short lists of major literary prizes. Drill it down to just crime fiction authors, and the chasm becomes wider. Even the editors of this collection had a hard time finding authors (both male and female) to talk about female writers. This is not due to willful ignorance on the part of the fine writers who are included here, but because a great deal of our literary history has either been suppressed or lost.


This issue has never been so glaringly illustrated as by Victor. Many early popular works by women have disappeared, or have been dismissed as their era’s equivalent of “chick lit,” but it’s shocking to find that the person who created an entire genre has effectively been erased from our consciousness.


One of the problems with bringing this omission to light is that taking a stand for women is often seen as being anti-men. It’s a useful device for dismissing an uncomfortable problem, but, of all readers, crime fiction readers—readers who seek out books that discuss the injustices in society—should be able to see beyond this specious charge. It’s also worth pointing out that the majority of book buyers, some 80 to 85 percent, are women, so to place the problem squarely at the feet of men is not only lazy but wrong. (And it should probably be added that Anna Katharine Green, who shaped the future of serialized crime fiction, was a staunch opponent of both the feminist movement and women’s suffrage.) In this matter, as in many others, women have proven to be our own worst enemy.


It is an indisputable fact that those who love the crime genre have long been invested in celebrating the early masters, from Poe to Chandler to Boucher, and beyond. I submit that we should be actively promoting all of the predecessors on whose shoulders we stand—not just Victor, but Shirley Jackson, Miriam Allen deFord, Helen MacInnes, and countless others. We owe it to ourselves to truly understand the roots of the genre that has given so many of us not just hours of reading pleasure, but a community, a sense of belonging, and a vocation.


Both women and men have long toiled in this oft-ghettoized genre to craft believable stories with well-drawn, compelling characters. Poe’s formula called for a masterful detective whose intelligence and cold eye were the only tools needed to catch the killer. Victor believed that exploring the world of the criminal—his or her family, neighbors, and relationships—was the best route to solving the crime. She combined social commentary with good old-fashioned murder. Women are not the only authors who have picked up the mantle of Victor’s original narrative structure. While writers such as Mo Hayder, Denise Mina, and Gillian Flynn continue to excel at exploring the psychological aspects of crime, one might posit that the starkly rendered atmosphere, the multilayered relationships, and the strong female characters found in the works of Michael Connelly, Mark Billingham, and Lee Child share a kinship with the crime novels of Metta Fuller Victor.
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The Moonstone



by Wilkie Collins (1868)


ANDREW TAYLOR





Wilkie Collins (1824–89) was a hugely prolific English writer, producing thirty novels in his lifetime in addition to plays, short stories, and essays, although he remains best known for his novels The Woman in White (1860) and The Moonstone (1868). T. S. Eliot described the latter as “the first, the longest, and the best of modern English detective novels in a genre invented by Collins and not by Poe.” Collins was a huge celebrity author in his day, yet still managed to maintain two distinct long-term relationships simultaneously, dividing his time in London between Caroline Graves, whom he claimed was his wife (although they never married), and the younger Martha Rudd, with whom he had three children under the assumed name of William Dawson.





In the early hours of Saturday, June 30, 1860, somebody cut the throat of three-year-old Saville Kent. This was the start of the Road Hill House case. The tortuous and painful unraveling of this horrific real-life murder gripped the mind and terrified the imagination of Victorian Britain.


Some crimes have a deeper, darker resonance that stretches far beyond the horror of the act and its immediate consequences. Think of Jack the Ripper or the Lizzie Borden case; think of the Boston Strangler or the murder of James Bulger. Such cases are so shocking that they infiltrate our culture; often they trigger changes that ripple through society and wash up in unexpected places.


One of the ripples from Saville Kent’s murder led eventually to Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone and to the unintended creation of a hugely influential variety of what we now call crime fiction.


As Kate Summerscale showed in The Suspicions of Mr. Whicher (2008), her study of the Kent murder, the impact of the case derived from the fact that it was not a matter that could be safely pigeonholed as a crime concerning poor and morally inadequate people living in remote urban slums on the margins of society. This, in terms of the great Victorian reading public, was about People Like Us. It was a middle-class affair set in a substantial country house: it was clear from the start that the little boy’s murderer must be one of the family or one of their servants. There was trouble in paradise, and paradise would never be quite the same again.


Wilkie Collins was a commercially astute author, and it’s not surprising that he should have decided to capitalize on elements of the Kent murder when he was casting around for the subject of a new novel in the late 1860s. He lived very much in the present, and his novels set out to reflect and comment on the rapidly changing world around him. At the time, he was riding a wave. The decade had begun with the enormous critical and financial success of The Woman in White (1860), perhaps his best novel. This was followed by No Name (1862) and Armadale (1866), a pair of flawed masterpieces that were almost equally lucrative.


The Moonstone was published in 1868. We know a good deal about how Collins planned the book: he set out, quite consciously, to undermine the sensation novel, a genre he had done much to invent, by creating a plot that provided rational solutions to a series of apparently bizarre events. His early books, he said, had set out “to trace the influence of circumstance on character.” With The Moonstone, it was the other way round.


The Moonstone does not revolve around a murder but, in other respects, the parallels with the Road Hill House case are striking. At the heart of the novel is a country-house mystery with a limited circle of suspects. The story unfolds in a series of narratives supposedly written by different people—a technique that Collins had used very effectively in The Woman in White to orchestrate a complex plot and reveal the inner lives of a variety of characters. It is also, in essence, one of the basic techniques of both criminal investigation and the classical detective story: the investigator persuades each suspect to give his or her version of events; the investigator then sifts, sorts, and weighs the different accounts to arrive at the truth. In The Moonstone, as in perhaps most detective fiction, a sort of meta-investigation takes place alongside the fictional one, for the reader becomes the detective as well.


Another similarity between the novel and the Road Hill House case is the police response. In real life, the baffled local police called in Inspector Whicher of the newly created detective force at Scotland Yard. Collins mimics this, creating his own Whicher in the shape of Sergeant Cuff.


The dramatic tension of the Saville Kent investigation obsessed contemporary observers and later cast a long, sometimes baleful shadow over British crime fiction. The investigating officer, whom the law empowered to search the most private places and interrogate suspects regardless of their status, was not a gentleman; by definition, a police detective belonged to the lower orders. In Britain’s class-ridden society, the detective’s freedom to pry into the lives of his social superiors was profoundly disturbing. Yet the real Whicher and the fictional Cuff had reputations as investigators that impressed even their critics. Their methods fascinated the public, and so did the challenge of the puzzle and the thrill of the chase. In the words of Wilkie Collins himself, Victorian Britain had caught “the detective fever.”


In the novel, the mystery revolves not around murder but around the theft of a great diamond, known as the Moonstone because it is said to wax and wane with the moon. Rachel Verinder inherits the diamond from her wicked uncle, who had looted it from an Indian temple. On the night of her eighteenth birthday it is stolen. Suspicion falls on the inmates of the house, including the servants. It also falls on some visitors, a party of Indian jugglers.


It’s interesting that the novel treats the Indians very sympathetically—and this at the high noon of the British Empire, only a few years after the bloody suppression of the Indian Mutiny. But Wilkie Collins was always a subversive author whose work attacked the hypocrisy and injustice sometimes practiced by his own readers. He instinctively defended the vulnerable of Victorian society: people from other races than his own, the poor, servants, and women. (It has to be admitted that Collins himself was not entirely consistent where women were concerned. He never married, but for many years maintained two mistresses and their families in separate London homes.)


The local police are called to investigate the theft of the diamond, but they prove ineffectual. Scotland Yard arrives in the person of Sergeant Cuff, a man of experience and dogged sagacity with a taste for growing roses. (He is also, according to Peter Ackroyd, the first detective to use a magnifying glass as an essential part of his professional equipment.) Cuff is certainly no cipher, but an amateur, Rachel’s cousin Franklin Blake, pursues a parallel investigation to that of the police. Collins lays down the template for the dual investigation, professional and amateur, that characterizes so much crime fiction.


Fear and uncertainty permeate the novel like a fog. Collins creates an illusion of solidity and historicity with the logical processes of the investigation, and with the multinarrative technique. But in truth, the story line doesn’t have a great deal to do with gritty realism. The opiated visions of laudanum color The Moonstone in more ways than one. Not only does the drug figure significantly in the plot, but Collins was dosing himself with ever-increasing quantities in a largely vain attempt to deal with ill-defined pains that frequently racked his body from early middle age. His work resembles Poe’s in its precarious balance between the rational and the logical on the one hand, and the terrors of the unconscious mind on the other.


The result of this combustible set of ingredients is the book that T. S. Eliot famously called “the first and greatest of English detective novels.” We can quibble with both these rather sweeping judgments, but not with a great deal of conviction. Wilkie Collins effectively invented the format of the classic Golden Age detective story that was to dominate British crime fiction for so long. It’s hard to imagine how Conan Doyle could have created Sherlock Holmes without the example of Edgar Allan Poe’s Chevalier Dupin stories. Similarly Christie, Sayers, and their colleagues wrote by the light of the sinister glow from The Moonstone.


But the novel is far more than a footnote in literary history. The Moonstone has never been out of print since it was published. Radical, challenging, and supremely entertaining, it is a book to read if you haven’t already. And if you have, give yourself the pleasure of reading it again.
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The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes



by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1892)


LINDA BARNES





Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) was one of the pivotal figures in mystery writing. A physician and writer born in Edinburgh, Scotland, he is best known as the creator of “consulting detective” Sherlock Holmes and his faithful amanuensis, Dr. John Watson, although he also wrote a number of historical novels, and a series of adventure stories featuring the character of Professor Challenger, the best known of which remains The Lost World. He was friends for a time with the magician Harry Houdini, and became fascinated by Spiritualism in later life, a consequence of a series of bereavements that included the loss of his wife, Louisa, and his son Kingsley, leading Conan Doyle to seek proof of an existence beyond the grave.





The curtains were the color of midnight, their edges weighted with a white-ball fringe that gleamed in the darkness like the stars that studded the midwestern sky. The room measured ten feet by twelve feet, sheltering narrow twin beds, a tall wooden chest, and a mismatched bureau with drawers that creaked alarmingly. The windows, one at the head of my bed, one off to the side, were awkwardly placed and small, but provided a cross breeze on stiflingly hot summer nights. The bedspreads echoed the midnight curtains, and each lonely pillow was encased in a navy sham.


“Stop playing with the curtains and go to sleep!”


Would that I could. I counted the balls of yarn that edged the curtains: a habit, a ritual, a sort of pagan rosary. There were monsters in the closet, demons under the bed. Across the room, my sister slept peacefully, her face to the wall, her bed a safe haven. She had not read “The Speckled Band.”


The door slammed. The silence echoed. As I counted the yarn balls, I strained to hear the telltale noises: the click of the lock, the metallic clank, the slither and hiss of the snake.


Wait! Was that a low, clear whistle?


Vernon Baker, the next-door neighbor, kept dogs, haughty standard poodles. He could be outdoors summoning his pets, yet what if it were not the innocent neighbor but the mad doctor, Grimesby Roylott, the terror of Stoke Moran, whistling to recall the swamp adder, “the deadliest snake in India,” from its nightly predation? In the impenetrable darkness, my heart pounded like a jackhammer.


I believe I was ten years old and in elementary school when I encountered “The Speckled Band,” that premier mystery, the eighth of twelve tales collected in The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. I might even have been eleven. An insatiable reader, quick as lightning, my literary needs proved a challenge to the school librarian. As soon as I finished one book, she hurriedly thrust another into my questing hands. Teen romances alternated with biographies of worthy or scandalous women. I read about society weddings, Napoleon’s Josephine, elopements, and Florence Nightingale.


Then, in class, unexpectedly, “The Specked Band,” isolated from its fellows. After a week of sleepless nights, I petitioned for and received the full Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, each story a small revelation, a gift of plot structure, character, and language. From “A Scandal in Bohemia” to “The Copper Beeches” in one long gulp, then back to the beginning to reread, with many a stop along the way.


“My life is spent in one long effort to escape from the commonplaces of existence. These little problems help me to do so.” So says Sherlock, according to the faithful Watson, in “The Red-Headed League,” the second adventure in the book, and what child raised in a cookie-cutter neighborhood would not echo his desire? “You share my love of all that is bizarre and outside the conventions and humdrum routine of everyday life,” the master tells Watson, and I picture my younger self nodding, rapt and enthralled. “Depend upon it, there is nothing so unnatural as the commonplace,” Holmes states in “A Case of Identity,” adding for good measure, “The little things are infinitely the most important.” Sherlock inspired me to view my ordinary surroundings in a different way, to observe rather than see, to listen rather than hear, to take note of the extraordinary in the ordinary.


“A man should possess all knowledge that is likely to be useful to him in his work,” Sherlock says in “The Five Orange Pips,” and Watson, eager to please, earnestly summarizes what Holmes terms “his limits”: “Philosophy, astronomy, and politics were marked at zero, I remember. Botany, variable, geology profound as regards the mud-stains from any region within fifty miles of town, chemistry eccentric, anatomy unsystematic, sensational literature and crime records unique, violin player, boxer, swordsman, lawyer, and self-poisoner by cocaine and tobacco.” How Holmes’s eccentric knowledge must have intrigued and fascinated a bookish girl tethered to a rote curriculum. When I chose fencing as an elective, Holmes urged me on.


“What a fool a builder must be to open a ventilator into another room, when, with the same trouble, he might have communicated with the outside air.” Surely it was extraordinary that the very room in which I slept would possess a small grille—a ventilator, I assumed, rather than a heating duct—that seemed to connect with the next room, the small study recently converted to my baby brother’s bedroom. True, there was no false bellpull that dangled down to my pillow, but the vent, the vital and perhaps deadly pathway to the next room, existed in fact. My bed was not bolted to the floor, but I could hardly move it without inciting speculation.


My father would know that I suspected him.


I had a slightly older sister; in my mind we counted as twins, just as Helen and Julia Stoner of “The Speckled Band” were twins. My father, I assumed, had wanted only two children, an unmatched set, one boy and one girl, and now that my mother had finally achieved the boy, I had become the extra child, the surplus girl; that, to my ten-year-old self, seemed a motive for my removal as clear and powerful as Grimesby Roylott’s desire to ensure his continued inheritance.


“When a doctor does go wrong he is the first of criminals. He has nerve and he has knowledge.” My father was not a medical doctor, but he was a brilliant engineer. Like Roylott, he had nerve and knowledge. Like Roylott, he had served in the army. Like Roylott, he had traveled to distant lands and returned with exotic souvenirs. I listened to the silent and menacing night, to the even sigh of my sister’s breath.


“Do not go to sleep; your very life may depend upon it.”


What if? those stories said to me. What if? they whispered as they invited me into the realm of deductive reasoning, into a universe where I could, by the use of observation and imagination, emulate a hero.


The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, being a collection of short stories rather than a novel, is, strictly speaking, outside the approved parameters of this collection. I chose it nonetheless, not only because it’s fun to break the rules, but because I consider it a shining example of the series mystery in miniature. Single mystery novels delight me. I yield to no one in my admiration of The Moonstone, Rebecca, and The Thin Man, but to my mind it is the series mystery that offers the ultimate in entertainment. The continuing series promises more than a single tale, more than a glimpse of a moment in time; it offers an ongoing conversation, a relationship with beloved and familiar characters. The impact of the series does not rest on any one particular tale but rather on a cumulative impression derived over a period of time. The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes is a microcosm of that which I love best in detective fiction, a series of stories that provides the reader with the opportunity to experience the delineation, development, and flowering of character.


In each story, another facet of Holmes’s personality glistens, another fact is learned, another doorway yawns. “A Scandal in Bohemia” gives us, in addition to a portrait of “the late Irene Adler of dubious and questionable memory,” Sherlock’s pride in his craft, his fallibility, and his continuing admiration of “The Woman” who defeats him. We find that failure does not stop him. “It is better to learn wisdom late than never to learn it at all,” he says in “The Man with the Twisted Lip.”


In “The Five Orange Pips,” Holmes’s client, John Openshaw, dies. “It becomes a personal matter with me now,” my hero states as he relentlessly hunts down the perpetrators. This is one of the hallmarks of a successful series: the detective, whether an amateur or the coolest of professionals, becomes personally involved. What could more personally involve Holmes than the unexpected visit of Grimesby Roylott to Baker Street, the evil doctor’s taunting reference to “Holmes, the meddler; Holmes, the busybody; Holmes, the Scotland Yard Jack-in-Office,” followed by his bending-the-iron-poker demonstration of brute strength and impending violence?


Another joy of the series mystery is the cast of recurring characters that surrounds the protagonist. The Adventures, alas, does not include any of the Mycroft Holmes tales, but we do meet Sherlock’s foil, Lestrade, the ferret-like champion of the ordinary police force, and we encounter Watson again and again, as narrator, admirer, accomplice, and staunch companion.


“The lowest and vilest alleys in London do not present a more dreadful record of sin than does the smiling and beautiful countryside,” Holmes states in “The Copper Beeches,” and even as a child I knew that he spoke the truth, for crime was no stranger to my neighborhood. Years earlier, a body had been discovered on my front lawn, a teenaged boy shot to death by a former neighbor, a police officer. To this day, I don’t know the true facts of that case (“Data! Data! Data! I can’t make bricks without clay.”), but I remain convinced that Holmes could have solved it. Sherlock sees beneath the surface. He reads the signs. He recognizes that there is always ample reason to fear.


The detective series conquers fear, and conquers death, with an implicit promise: that the detective will not die. Holmes was, he is, and he will be. He has returned from the Reichenbach Falls, come back from the dead. Immortal, he continues to thrive, portrayed by Basil Rathbone, Nicol Williamson, and many others in the movies, by Jeremy Brett in the beloved British television series, by Benedict Cumberbatch in the contemporary BBC TV series Sherlock, and kept vibrantly active in the Mary Russell novels by Laurie R. King. Other characters may have a story, but Holmes has a life so vivid that he endures forever.


For a month, in the darkened bedroom of childhood, I slept with a yardstick concealed at my side, a poor substitute for the long thin cane with which Holmes beat back the deadly reptile. Then the terror broke like a fever and subsided as suddenly as it came.


[image: Images]


Born in Detroit, Michigan, Linda Barnes is an award-winning mystery writer. She has written two acclaimed Boston-set series of mystery novels, one featuring the sometime actor and private investigator Michael Spraggue, and the other centering on the six-one redheaded detective Carlotta Carlyle, the most recent of which is Lie Down with the Devil. She lives in Boston, Massachusetts. Visit her online at www.lindabarnes.com.





The Hound of the Baskervilles



by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1902)


CAROL O’CONNELL





Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1859–1930) was one of the pivotal figures in mystery writing. A physician and writer born in Edinburgh, Scotland, he is best known as the creator of “consulting detective” Sherlock Holmes and his faithful amanuensis, Dr. John Watson, although he also wrote a number of historical novels, and a series of adventure stories featuring the character of Professor Challenger, the best known of which remains The Lost World. He was friends for a time with the magician Harry Houdini, and became fascinated by Spiritualism in later life, a consequence of a series of bereavements that included the loss of his wife, Louisa, and his son Kingsley, leading Conan Doyle to seek proof of an existence beyond the grave.





Would Arthur Conan Doyle agree with even half of what’s been written about his iconic character, Sherlock Holmes?


Does it matter?


Not at all. Eye of the beholder holds sway, and you’re invited to pile on. There are fifty-six short stories, but I recommend Doyle’s finest of four novels, The Hound of the Baskervilles, to understand why Holmes’s story can never end, but extends from the horse-drawn-carriage era of 1887 into the twenty-first century—with fresh horses.


This novel is rich in atmosphere, like the poisonous air of the detective’s Baker Street residence in London. As described by the narrator, Dr. Watson, “the room was so filled with smoke that the lamp upon the table was blurred by it.” The cause was “the acrid fumes of strong tobacco which took me by the throat and set me coughing. Through the haze, I had a vague vision of Holmes in his dressing gown, coiled up in an armchair with his black clay pipe between his lips.”


The smoking man is jazzed on nicotine chased with pots of caffeine, and the floor is littered with maps of a distant place he has never seen. Yet Holmes is immersed in that atmosphere as a visitor “in spirit,” imagining an isolated mansion, the wild landscape of the moors by night, and the family curse of a giant hound whose job it is to kill off generations of aristocrats—the Baskervilles.


In an earlier work of 1893, “The Final Problem,” Conan Doyle got rid of Holmes by tossing the detective down the Reichenbach Falls, presumably to his death, and then was surprised to find himself the most hated man in London as a consequence. Public outcry forced him to bring back Sherlock Holmes.4


Now here’s where it gets eerie. Holmes would’ve found his own way back to life without any help from his creator. He’s not contained by Doyle’s stories: he’s alive. Spookier still, he cannot die, not one more time. Modern screenwriters, playwrights, and novelists have continued his saga, and none of them dares to kill him off. They’re all afraid of the rabble, the ugly mob that is us—the fans of Sherlock Holmes.


So here we have a shining (blindingly so), original character for the ages, and he has tragic flaws aplenty (though the ancient Greeks mandated only one). And yet, on May 3, 1902, the New York Times had to defend this book against the mockery of Mark Twain, who poked fun at Doyle’s work in a satire titled “A Double-Barrelled Detective Story.” In rebuttal, the Times maintained that The Hound of the Baskervilles “in construction, movement, and finish, is a fine piece of work.” Then G. K. Chesterton, in his review for the Daily News, complained of Doyle sneering at Edgar Allan Poe in a previous story, while imitating that more esteemed writer’s creation of Monsieur Dupin. (Other critics make distinctions between “imitation” and “influence.”) But Chesterton added that Sherlock Holmes “has passed out of the unreality of literature into the glowing reality of legend.” In this instance, Holmes got a better review than Doyle.


You think that’s strange? Just you wait.


The book’s appearance on best-seller lists in America was credited to the lack of a sane line between truth and fiction, the myth that Sherlock Holmes was an actual person: corporeal, not fictional. How insane is that? Well, there was an actual Baskerville family (and Sir Arthur was their frequent houseguest).5 You might say the hound existed, too, if only in folklore. Show me a moor anywhere in England, and I’ll show you a giant, ghostly dog with glowing red eyes.6 And twenty-seven years later, T. S. Eliot chimed in on the madness with this quote on Holmes: “The plain fact is, he is more real than his progenitor.”


Sherlockians, loyal fans of Sherlock Holmes, took strangeness even further by forbidding members to speak the name of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle at their meetings. Holmes was flesh-and-blood real to them, and any mention of Doyle’s authorship was an intolerable contradiction of their faith. So . . . this is a damn fan club, and the poor author is worse than dead to these people; it’s as if he had never lived. And that’s strange, because T. S. Eliot also said, “I am not sure that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle is not one of the great dramatic writers of his age.”


Till the end of his days, the author, merely life-size in a world that wanted giants, could not compete with the fictional man.


Feeling sorry for Doyle?


What about Holmes? His own creator tried to murder him (poor bastard); he was a flaming drug addict (no wonder); and he suffered clinical depressions stemming from the boredom of a beautiful mind with nothing to do between finding brilliant solutions to mysteries that no one else could penetrate.


What else might make us sympathetic to Sherlock Holmes? Well, there’s his other addiction, to shag tobacco. He’s rude, aloof, and untidy. Also, in more recent times, he’s been diagnosed with sociopathy, autism, and Asperger’s syndrome, but let’s put the pop psychology aside. Too facile.


Consider the plight of the genius. It’s taxing for him to deal with ordinary intellects, rather like us trying to converse with a household pet, a dog that is willing, even eager, but can’t hold up his end of a conversation. High intelligence is Sherlock Holmes’s most remarkable disability. (At school, I had a friend with an IQ of 186. He was so preoccupied with his thoughts that he walked into trees and could not be trusted to cross a road on his own.) Holmes is obsessively focused, concentrating on criminal acts to the exclusion of social pursuits. You won’t see him out dancing. No ball games. No prayer circles.


And there are holes in his education, perhaps a practical matter of storage space in memory. He has encyclopedic arcane knowledge, but he can’t be bothered to learn anything that won’t help him solve a puzzle. He doesn’t have the recipe for boiling an egg, or instructions for taking out the trash that covers his carpet. Rules of etiquette elude him, and the polite lie would not occur to him.


Holmes may be cold, but not intentionally cruel, and so he has no idea why acquaintances should take offense at being treated as lower life forms. Just try to imagine his having an earnest “relationship talk” with a woman. Now stop that before you hurt yourself. This is why we love him so—he could never love us—but occasionally he will admire a quality in someone, and that is something to shoot for. We aim for grace.


Handicaps galore, Holmes also languishes in bouts of melancholia, periods when he cannot get out of bed to greet a client at the door. Even a brilliant man may need a keeper of sorts.


Enter his companion, Dr. John Watson.


Poor Watson sometimes gets a critic’s short shrift as the foil (a hack writer’s device to make another character shine by comparison), and Arthur Conan Doyle may actually have intended that. But here’s a dirty secret of authors: more can emerge from the writing than was ever intended by the writer.


So instead of getting all stick-to-the-author’s-intent-you-filthy-bastard, I say play Holmes’s game. See what the evidence reveals about the good doctor, a former soldier. Brave. Honorable. Loyal? Oh, God, yes. And for all of this, he cannot stand out as a literary character unless coupled with Holmes, and Holmes has days when he can’t even stand up without Watson. Imagine half a wheel. That’s Sherlock Holmes, cerebral, ill-mannered, and cold. But half a wheel goes nowhere. The other half? That’s John Watson, the one with all the social graces, compassion, and a gun. Now the wheel is whole, and they can roll. (For support of this idea, look to “The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier” and “The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane.” I’m not the first or the tenth to note that both stories are failures for the absence of Watson.)


In the early pages of The Hound of the Baskervilles, a visitor to Baker Street suggests that Sherlock Holmes might be “the second highest expert in Europe.” This does not go over well, and the detective tells him to consult the better man. After much back-stepping apology on the part of the would-be client, the matter of rank is settled: Holmes rules. Does this suggest narcissism? Much of Sherlockian lore will say so, though, in my own view, I doubt it. (Back to the analogy of pets: Might your dog believe that you’re conceited? You do think you’re smarter than the dog, right?)


A true fop of a narcissist would lose Watson’s respect, and Holmes never does. I believe he’s simply aware of where he belongs in the pantheon. Does Holmes preen, or chase after compliments? No, and no. So the logic prevails. He’s only a stickler for facts. The man is the most brilliant player in the field of deduction—an honest observation, even though it is his own.


When we meet Holmes in this novel, he has a history shaped by previous stories: he’s kicked cocaine, defeated his archenemy, and vanquished death itself. He is nuanced to completion, but not quite a man in full. He never becomes a sexual being, but he doesn’t need to be. We have Watson for that, the one who chases the ladies and sometimes marries them. Those who are looking for romance can go away and read a lesser novel. The rest of us are in it for love of the game, for love of the man. And the man is fearless. Keep turning the pages to witness his chasing across dark moorland laced with quicksand, in pursuit of a hellhound.


Can we ever get enough of him? Not likely. Fortunately, there is more to come. And to all the future authors of Holmes novels, plays, and films, a few words of caution: it’s not a matter of what you should or should not do. Try as you might, you cannot kill him. Try if you like, but he’ll survive you and all your descendants as well.


He can never die.


Long live Sherlock Holmes.


[image: Images]


Carol O’Connell writes: I was raised to be a painter, earned a degree in fine arts, and then took a wrong turn somewhere. Failing in my ambition to live as a cliché starving artist and die in a Manhattan gutter, I became a novelist and jettisoned the rent-money job after the success of my first book, Mallory’s Oracle, in 1994. I write every day—but never on Facebook. There’s no website or Twitter account, either, and my cell has a text blocker. I agreed to write this piece in exchange for a bottle of wine, and that should fill in the blanks on bad habits.





The Assassin



by Liam O’Flaherty (1928)


DECLAN BURKE





Born on Inishmore on the Aran Islands, Liam O’Flaherty (1896–1984) fought for the Irish Guards on the Western Front during World War I, where he was wounded and may have suffered shell shock. A committed socialist, O’Flaherty is best known as a literary author in both English and Gaelic, and particularly as a distinguished short-story writer, although he won the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for The Informer (1925), a crime novel filmed by John Ford and released in 1935.





In a novel it would have been a peaceful Sunday morning, and the assassins’ target not only a government minister but a minister for justice. The assassins would have been reactionary revolutionaries and the minister on his way to mass, and all of them former blood brothers who had fought the world’s biggest empire to a standstill and then split to become bitter enemies during a Civil War in which the minister had ordered the execution of the assassins’ vengeance-seeking comrades, among them the best man at his own wedding.


Apart from a couple of commas, that’s pretty much how it really happened. On the Sunday morning of July 10, 1927, the then-Irish minister for justice, Kevin O’Higgins, was assassinated by anti-Treaty IRA volunteers as a reprisal for O’Higgins’s role in the execution of more than seventy IRA prisoners during the Civil War of 1922–23, among them Rory O’Connor, who had been best man at O’Higgins’s wedding.


Interesting times, as the Chinese might say.


Given all the guns lying around in 1927, and the unsated bloodlust, and the kind of blinkered mentality that believed the execution of a minister for justice was a strategically good idea, who would be mad enough to write a novel about the assassination of a ruthless government minister, from the perspective of the deranged killer, and title it The Assassin?


Step forward, Liam O’Flaherty.


Liam O’Flaherty is best known in Ireland today as an important literary writer who occasionally dabbled in genre novels, and it’s unlikely that the author himself, given that he was prone to a supercilious tone when discussing his crime titles, would disagree. And yet, The Assassin wasn’t even O’Flaherty’s first crime novel. The Informer (1925), described as “a little mastermind of its kind” by the Sunday Times, follows the traitorous Gypo Nolan as he scuttles through the rat runs of Dublin’s slums, desperately trying to stay one step ahead of his betrayed comrades.


“O’Flaherty,” wrote Ruth Dudley Edwards in her essay on the author in Down These Green Streets (Liberties Press, 2011),


had worked out the plan of The Informer, “determined that it should be a sort of high-brow detective story and its style based on the technique of the cinema. It should have all the appearance of a realistic novel and yet the material should have hardly any connection with real life. I would treat my readers as a mob orator treats his audience and toy with their emotions, making them finally pity a character whom they began by considering a monster.”


That sneering tone wouldn’t necessarily endear O’Flaherty to crime fiction readers; the dedication of The Assassin (“To my creditors”) suggests that his motives for writing the novel were rather less than noble.


And yet. Should O’Flaherty’s motives and intentions matter? Should his attitude to the crime novel undermine the impact of what he created?


It’s worth noting, before we go any further, that the publications of both The Informer and The Assassin predate the publication of Dashiell Hammett’s Red Harvest (1929). Hammett is rightfully lauded for his achievements, for the quality of grim truth he brought to the crime novel, and for portraying a particular reality in, as Raymond Chandler said, “a spare, frugal, hardboiled” way, and for taking murder out of the Venetian vase and dropping it back in the alleyway.


(Of course, Hammett and Carroll John Daly and their fellow Black Maskers had been publishing short stories since the early 1920s that featured the staccato, brutal style. O’Flaherty, during his wanderings of the world, had spent two years in America, working at a succession of menial jobs, and even at one point as an activist for the Wobblies; it would be fascinating to learn if he had picked up the embryonic hard-boiled style during his stay in the States.)


The story of The Assassin follows Michael McDara as he returns to Ireland, a merchant seaman shell-shocked by war but now determined to rally his former comrades, the anti-Treaty dissidents with left-leaning politics, with a monumental “holy act”: the killing of the government’s symbol of power, referred to only as “Him.”


It’s a revenge fantasy and a paranoid thriller, and an exploration of the psychology of a self-loathing killer, and there are times when it feels like reading Patricia Highsmith’s take on Crime and Punishment—that lurid, yes, that poisonously cold, and at times that ludicrously overwritten. But if Hammett is to be credited with kick-starting the hard-boiled crime novel in 1929, Liam O’Flaherty is entitled to his portion, and perhaps as a bridge of sorts between the nineteenth- and twentieth-century crime novel. This, delivered in the pared-down style, could have been lifted from the socially conscious crime narratives of Charles Dickens:


He entered Capel Street and turned northwards. Now he was in the heart of a slum district. The smells, of which his senses were peculiarly conscious, became more violent and nauseous. But to him they were as sweet and intoxicating as they were unpleasant to the normal citizen. They whetted his appetite for the act he was going to perform. Everything here excited a savage hatred of society in him: barefooted children with a hectic flush on their pale, starved faces, tottering old people with all manner of disease scarring their wasted features, offal in the streets, houses without doors and with broken windows, a horrifying and monotonous spectacle of degrading poverty and misery everywhere. The foetid air reeked with disease.


Later, the character of Kitty, something of an early femme fatale and the unfortunate subject of religion-hating McDara’s twisted interpretation of the whore-Madonna dichotomy, finds herself in the Shelbourne Hotel, which was then, as now, a haven for the prosperous from the madding crowds of Dublin’s streets:


She looked back into the lounge. She saw an enormously fat woman, with bare neck and shoulders, reclining in an arm-chair. The woman had jewels on her fat neck and on her flabby hands. Her feet were propped up on a cushion. She had a heavy jowl. She looked unhappy, suffering either from sore feet or indigestion; goodness knows from what she suffered. But Kitty did not pity her suffering face. To Kitty she was symbolical of the degradation of the people, sin and gluttony and acceptance of tyranny. A parasite! Something to be torn limb from limb, to be wiped out, to be burned alive.


A picture of the starving people came before Kitty’s mind and she saw them pouring into this hotel, after the act, with axes and sledgehammers . . .


A half-hour passed.


Few novels, crime or otherwise, possess The Assassin’s quality of prolonged, sublimated rage, of its disgust at the way the world is. It is not a novel that is particularly interested in asking questions of its time and culture, or proposing solutions to problems. It is a barbaric yawp, a howl of frustration, and a call to arms, and it is not great art; very much of its time, it has not worn the years well.


Nonetheless, I would urge you to read it: for its vividness, its whiff of cordite, its utterly compelling psychotic blend of compassion and rage; for the way it not only worms beneath the skin of its time and place, but burrows in under the knuckle, too.


Read it once. You will not need to read it again.
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Declan Burke is the author of Eightball Boogie (2003), The Big O (2007), and Absolute Zero Cool (2011). He is the editor of Down These Green Streets: Irish Crime Writing in the 21st Century (Liberties Press, 2011), and hosts a website dedicated to Irish crime fiction called Crime Always Pays. His latest novel is Slaughter’s Hound (2012). He lives in Wicklow with his wife and daughter, where he is not allowed to own a cat, or be owned by one. Visit him online at www.crimealwayspays.blogspot.com.





The Bastard



by Erskine Caldwell (1929)


ALLAN GUTHRIE





The author of twenty novels, more than 150 short stories, and twelve nonfiction titles, Erskine Caldwell (1903–87) is best known for his novels Tobacco Road (1932) and God’s Little Acre (1933). A Southern writer committed to writing about the dispossessed and marginalized in society, both black and white, Caldwell was ostracized by his peers for betraying his class and culture. On its publication in 1929, his debut novella, The Bastard, suffered problems with censorship, and was banned in Portland, Maine, the city in which Caldwell operated a bookstore.





In the 1990s, while I was working for a bookshop chain, I had the good fortune to have a line manager who persuaded me to read some crime fiction. Up to that point, I’d read mainly literary fiction, and wasn’t aware of what I was missing—luckily, he was. The novel that he recommended to me was Philip Kerr’s A Philosophical Investigation, a near-future thriller about a violent sociopath code-named Wittgenstein. Well, I blew through the book in no time at all. Immediately, I picked up another crime novel. And then another. And from there, crime fiction quickly became my staple literary diet.


The more I read, the more I found myself drawn toward novels that dealt with abnormal psychology, and to this day I remain a huge fan of fiction that unsettles the reader. I admire writers who don’t play safe, who allow “unsympathetic” characters to have a voice—often the hugely disturbing voice of a damaged psyche, but that’s the point: violent psychopaths should be disturbing.


It was a good few years after my introduction to crime fiction that I stumbled across Erskine Caldwell’s 1929 novella, The Bastard. Caldwell (most famous for the best-selling Southern novels Tobacco Road and God’s Little Acre) isn’t known as a crime writer, although there are plenty of criminal types peppered throughout his work. But for his debut, Caldwell decided to write about Gene Morgan, one of the most thoroughly unpleasant protagonists in the whole of crime fiction.


Caldwell’s book is a character-driven tale about the nomadic Mr. Morgan, the bastard son of a prostitute. He drifts into a new town and we follow him as he gets work, gets laid, meets the love of his life, gets married, and finally we’re by his side when he resolves a difficult situation with one of the most terrifying acts of casual violence that you’re ever likely to encounter.


Gene Morgan stakes a convincing claim to be the first example of an antihero in noir fiction.


It’s hard to define noir fiction—many have tried, and most have failed. I associate noir fiction with crime stories that often feature criminals as protagonists (of course detective protagonists do exist in noir—Ken Bruen’s Jack Taylor and Ray Banks’s Cal Innes are two of the most oft-cited, although Cal Innes is actually an ex-con). Those protagonists are often doomed. They’re rarely heroic (unlike the often chivalrous detectives of hard-boiled fiction, with which noir is often confused). And they live in a world that’s rotten to the core with corruption.


Gene Morgan fits that definition perfectly: he’s a multiple murderer, a rapist, a thief; he’s doomed by his own psychopathology; he couldn’t be less heroic—a damsel in distress is a potential target rather than someone to be rescued; and corruption runs through every level of society. (When he spends the night in the can for being drunk, his jailer turns out to be more of a criminal than the unfortunates he locks up.)


The fact that The Bastard might be the first work of noir fiction ought to make it a key text, and yet it has never received much recognition. It was first published by Heron Press (a tiny New York publisher) and suffered problems with censorship soon after publication, including a ban by the county attorney in Portland, Maine—where Caldwell was living—as a result of which the publisher refused to pay him, leaving Caldwell raging. In later years, the author seemed to be dismissive of the book. In his preface to a mid-1950s reprint edition, he describes the work as “storytelling in a time of youth,” which suggests he thought of it as immature.


Which it may well be. Debut titles often are, and writers rarely enjoy reading their early work. Writers take time to hone their skills, to find their voices, to mature. You can certainly quite easily pick holes in the book: the main character is over the top; there are too many coincidences; the violence is random and overdone; he falls in love with his wife-to-be, Myra, far too quickly; some of the dialogue reads like it came from a manual of hard-boiled lingo. But what we do see in The Bastard is an early study of a casual psychopath, long before Jim Thompson presented us with Lou Ford in The Killer Inside Me, or Horace McCoy with his depiction of Ralph Cotter in Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye. Caldwell goes further—the world Gene Morgan inhabits is a godless one, and Gene is far from alone in his appalling callousness and cruelty.


At one point Gene is in jail overnight when a young girl is brought in. The guard rapes her, and then lets Gene into her cell to do the same. Which he does. He also steals her gold ring. And then he’s let out at midday and goes “home to dinner, whistling all the way.”


At another point, Gene’s friend, John, kills a worker at a sawmill. The man dies after becoming entangled with the machinery. Their response is to prop his mouth open and pour water down his throat so they can enjoy watching it trickle from the mass of intestine protruding from where a rip saw has bisected his stomach.


In another incident, a work colleague, Froggy, asks Gene to impregnate his wife (they want children, and Froggy isn’t able to oblige ’cause he’s “broke down . . . with the clap”), then changes his mind as Gene and his wife are about to get down to business. Gene’s none too pleased by the interruption, so he shoots him. When Froggy’s wife asks what Gene did with her husband’s body, Gene replies that he “kicked it downstairs” and that he’ll “dig a hole for it in the morning . . . ” She doesn’t seem too bothered. All she has to say is, “Oh!” and Gene turns out the light so they can get back to business as if nothing has happened.


The one decent person in Gene’s world is Myra, the woman with whom he falls in love, marries, and has a child. In another book, falling in love with Myra would change Gene for the better. Not in this story. It so happens that the girl of Gene’s dreams is a Morgan, too, and although it’s never spelled out, the suggestion is that they’re related—possibly cousins. Their child, Leon, is born with long-term medical problems that initially present as physical deformities, then manifest themselves as mental health issues. Eventually, Gene concludes that “Leon would never get well . . . If he lived to be twenty or thirty years old he would still be without enough sense to sit in a chair without being tied there.” The doctors agree.
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