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    In the cloistered order of an English public school, ambition, privilege, and the rituals of respectability grind against each other until the veneer of discipline cracks and the corridors meant for learning become avenues of suspicion, where the smallest politeness might hide a motive, where friendship is tested by whispers, and where the abiding promise of tradition must contend with the disturbing certainty that a crime has been committed and that someone, sheltered by the very institution meant to shape character, now moves with cold purpose beneath its polished and familiar surfaces.

James Hilton, the British novelist later celebrated for Lost Horizon and Goodbye, Mr. Chips, wrote Murder at School in the early 1930s, amid the flowering of the Golden Age of detective fiction. First published in 1931 under the pseudonym Glen Trevor, the book displays his nimble command of setting and structure while honoring the period’s ideals of clear clueing and fair play. By choosing a school as the crime’s arena, Hilton extends the classic “closed-circle” mystery into a distinctive social world, pairing intellectual challenge with a gentle, observant scrutiny of custom, hierarchy, and the pressures of communal life.

Without disclosing its later turns, the premise is stark and compelling: a series of deaths within a distinguished boys’ school raises questions that routine explanations cannot satisfy. The presence of wealth and expectation hovering over student lives complicates grief with suspicion. An intelligent observer with personal connections to the place begins to look past appearances, testing recollections, timings, and the meanings of seemingly ordinary acts. Hilton allows the inquiry to unfold through conversation, careful reading of behavior, and the reevaluation of assumptions, assembling a picture that is persuasive precisely because it emerges from everyday gestures rather than melodrama.

The book holds a modest but genuine classic status because it demonstrates how the school story—so central to British cultural imagination—could become a rigorous detective plot without losing its social textures. It participated in the broader movement that defined the Golden Age: tightly bounded settings, moral inquiry through logic, and the reader’s active partnership in detection. In doing so, it anticipated traits many later writers would explore in campus mysteries, from the fascination with institutional microcosms to the scrutiny of ambition under surveillance. Its influence rests less on spectacle than on method: clarity, economy, and respect for the reader’s wits.

Enduring themes course quietly through its chapters. The book examines how authority operates and where it falters; how young people navigate roles scripted for them by family and school; and how private motives can wear public courtesy like a mask. It is alert to the shapes of class and aspiration, to the way privilege may offer cover, and to the dislocations that occur when merit, duty, and desire collide. Above all, it asks what education is meant to cultivate: conformity, intelligence, character, or independence—and how those aims may clash when the demand for truth upsets the comfort of tradition.

The choice of an English public school is not a mere backdrop but a structural device. Classrooms, dormitories, common rooms, and playing fields create natural boundaries that govern who can see what, when, and how. Routines supply timetables; ceremonies generate occasions for concealment; rules provide the norms against which anomaly can be measured. Masters and pupils form overlapping hierarchies that produce both solidarity and secrecy. Hilton’s use of such architecture exemplifies the classic mystery’s reliance on place as a logic machine: spatial and social arrangements produce evidence, and the map of daily life becomes as important as any single clue.

Within this framework, Hilton practices the fair-play ethic associated with his contemporaries. Facts are planted in plain sight but shaded by plausible misdirection; character is weighed alongside opportunity; and plausible motives arise from ordinary pressures rather than theatrical villainy. The narrative sustains tension by allowing the investigator—and the reader—to revisit earlier scenes with newly sharpened attention. Hilton’s restraint is crucial: he prefers the unsettling resonance of a casual remark to sensational revelation, and he trusts cause-and-effect more than coincidence. The resulting elegance makes the solution, when it arrives, feel earned by inference, not bestowed by authorial fiat.

Characterization adds weight to the puzzle. Hilton understands how communities enforce silence, how loyalty can obscure judgment, and how the young, tutored in obedience, develop private codes of honor. The adults, too, must balance pastoral responsibility with institutional reputation. The unofficial sleuth’s vantage—intimate yet not captive to routine—allows sympathetic scrutiny rather than contempt. People are not reduced to functions in a logic grid; they remain recognizably human, prone to error, capable of decency, and sometimes blinkered by their own ideals. Such moral texture lends a reflective dimension to the book’s investigative machinery and deepens its emotional timbre.

Placed against the arc of Hilton’s career, Murder at School shows a craftsman experimenting with form before the international successes that would define his name. Writing as Glen Trevor gave him latitude to engage a genre then at its height, and to test techniques of compression, dialogue, and structural clarity. Readers familiar with his later humane warmth will recognize complementary virtues here: sympathy without sentimentality, curiosity without cynicism, and a quiet confidence in the value of reason. Far from an outlier, the novel illuminates the breadth of Hilton’s talents by revealing how deftly he could turn from fable to riddle.

Stylistically, the prose is lucid, brisk, and pointed. Hilton sketches rooms and faces with economical strokes, relying on rhythm and exact nouns rather than ornament. He lets the school’s idioms and routines show themselves without overexplaining, trusting readers to infer custom from context. Dialogue carries much of the weight, and its cadences—polite, clipped, and occasionally dry—serve both characterization and plot. The tone remains humane even when the subject is grim, because the narrative honors grief and consequence. This clarity of language fosters the satisfying transparency that makes a fair-play mystery a game shared rather than a trick performed.

For contemporary readers, the book’s appeal lies partly in its balance of familiarity and critique. Those drawn to school settings and to what is now called dark-academia atmosphere will find a precursor that treats the campus as both sanctuary and stage for moral testing. Yet the novel refuses nostalgia, observing the costs of conformity and the perils of success defined too narrowly. It is compact, readable, and intelligent, inviting active engagement without demanding specialized knowledge. In an era fascinated by institutions and the hidden dynamics within them, its portrait of observation, responsibility, and motive remains bracingly relevant.

To open Murder at School today is to enter a world carefully ordered and quietly combustible, guided by an author determined to play fair while probing what tradition conceals. Its classic status rests on craft as much as on concept: a closed community rendered with precision, a mystery whose solution depends on attention rather than accident, and themes—authority, ambition, the ethics of education—that do not date. That combination explains its lasting appeal. The book endures because it respects readers, challenges institutions, and remembers that the pursuit of truth is itself a demanding kind of education.
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    Murder at School by James Hilton, first published in 1931, situates a classic whodunit within the closed world of an English public school. The opening establishes the orderly rhythms of term time and the confident façade of a venerable institution. Hilton quietly notes the hierarchies that govern daily life, from the headmaster’s office to common rooms and dormitories, and the loyalties that unite masters, prefects, and boys. This familiar setting is unsettled when an unexpected death occurs on school grounds. Initially treated as a tragic mishap, the event introduces a pattern of questions about chance, negligence, and the possibility that something darker is at work.

Hilton devotes early chapters to the school’s inner life, allowing the routines of lessons, chapel, games, and house rivalries to define both atmosphere and opportunity. The enclosed environment concentrates attention on access and timing—who could be where and when—while the discreet codes of behavior complicate open inquiry. Staff room politics, old boy networks, and the steady presence of governors and guardians trace larger lines of influence. The result is a social map of a self-contained community whose norms can conceal as much as they reveal, giving the mystery a natural stage on which small deviations acquire large significance.

A second untimely death follows, close enough in time and place to make coincidence increasingly hard to accept. The school’s equilibrium wavers, and whispers replace whispered reassurances. Where the first tragedy could be written off as misfortune, the repetition sharpens suspicions and turns mundane details—keys, schedules, duties—into potential evidence. Hilton maintains an even tone, recounting procedures, witness statements, and the cautious intrusions of authority. The narrative uses the campus’s familiar spaces—classrooms, quads, and playing fields—not only as scenery but as parts of a puzzle that depends on movement, proximity, and the tacit privileges embedded in school life.

An investigator with personal ties to the institution takes a central role, providing both a sympathetic eye and a practical method. As an observer who understands the school’s habits yet stands slightly apart from them, he can navigate between deference and skepticism. His approach emphasizes careful interviews, discreet observation, and a willingness to test comfortable assumptions. While official channels proceed with due formality, he reads the clues in the unnoticed corners of routine: who fetches what, who carries messages, who lingers after bell. Hilton keeps the inquiry grounded, letting facts accumulate without melodrama or premature leaps to judgment.

Attention widens to those whose interests intersect with the victims’ lives: classmates with rivalries, prefects with authority, masters with responsibilities, and adults outside the school who influence money and guardianship. Financial considerations and family arrangements form a possible motive without crowding out other human factors such as pride, resentment, or fear. Hilton plays fair with the reader, presenting plausible alternatives and well-placed red herrings, while resisting caricature. The suspects emerge as people shaped by their roles and histories, not merely as placeholders in a clue trail. The school’s traditions—both protective and constraining—prove double-edged as the investigation advances.

The mechanics of the mystery rely on ordinary objects and institutional patterns. Timetables, study hours, and games fixtures become timelines; the allocation of rooms and duties becomes a geography of opportunity; and the protocols of oversight become tests of what could have gone unnoticed. Hilton’s prose stays measured as small observations accrue: a door left ajar, a routine altered, a story retold with a nuance changed. The investigator’s progress is as much interpretive as forensic, sifting memory and motive as carefully as physical traces. Throughout, Hilton signals that understanding the place is indispensable to understanding the crime.

Themes associated with the public-school story—honor, discipline, loyalty, and the shaping of character—are examined under the pressure of suspicion. Hilton neither glorifies nor condemns; he registers the school’s capacity to inspire solidarity while also shielding errors and evasions. The boys’ camaraderie, the masters’ vocational ideals, and the administrators’ obligations are set against the discomfort of scrutiny. Questions arise about the burden placed on youth, the uses of authority, and the subtle lines between mentorship and control. This balance of social observation and puzzle construction gives the book a distinctive tone, attentive to people as well as to plot.

As the term moves toward a significant school occasion, the narrative tightens. Public ceremony contrasts with private calculation, and several threads converge: reconstructed timelines, reconsidered testimonies, and a small accumulation of overlooked facts. Tension comes less from spectacle than from the dawning coherence of detail. A quiet confrontation forces the reconsideration of motives previously taken for granted. Without resorting to sensationalism, Hilton guides the reader to a point where disparate pieces align, and the question shifts from whether a crime occurred to how it could have been managed within the strict choreography of institutional life.

Murder at School stands as an early demonstration of Hilton’s feel for educational settings, later made famous in a different register, and as a skillful entry in interwar British detective fiction. It offers a study of how a closed community’s virtues and blind spots can both maintain order and mask danger. Even as the mystery resolves, the book leaves a broader reflection on responsibility, trust, and the consequences of silence. Its enduring significance lies in the way it joins the school story to the fair-play puzzle, presenting a measured, humane inquiry that respects both the reader’s curiosity and the characters’ dignity.
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    Murder at School unfolds within the interwar English boys’ public school, an elite private boarding institution that prized classical learning, organized games, chapel worship, and a prefect-led hierarchy. Such schools operated largely outside direct state control and drew authority from long-standing traditions, alumni networks, and governing boards. The physical setting—a compact community of houses, classrooms, playing fields, and chapel—created a closed social world in which authority figures, adolescent hierarchies, and institutional routines shaped daily life. This environment, deeply associated with producing future leaders for the professions, armed services, and empire, provides a distinctive stage for a mystery premised on secrecy, conformity, and reputation.

Published in 1931, during Britain’s economic downturn, the novel appeared under James Hilton’s pseudonym Glen Trevor; in the United States it was issued as Was It Murder? The date places it firmly in the Golden Age of detective fiction, when puzzle-driven mysteries flourished. Hilton, already writing about education in other guises, took up the school setting at a moment when readers were receptive to ingenious, contained whodunits. The interwar readership’s familiarity with boarding-school routines allowed the novel to play on shared assumptions about discipline and duty, while exposing the tensions that could emerge when those ideals confront suspicion and crime.

The public school as an institution had been reshaped since the Clarendon Commission of 1861–64 and the Public Schools Act of 1868, which formalized the governance of several leading schools and affirmed their independence. By the early twentieth century, public schools cultivated a reputation for moral training, team sports, and classical curricula. Many maintained endowments and selective admissions, reinforcing an elite character. The Headmasters’ Conference, founded in the late nineteenth century, symbolized professional self-regulation. That autonomy, influential donors, and powerful alumni helped create a world where internal codes mattered as much as external law—an ambivalence the novel probes through its self-contained setting.

The First World War (1914–18) loomed over interwar school life. Public schools commemorated fallen alumni with memorial tablets, chapel services, and annual remembrances that suffused corridors with a sense of loss and duty. Staff lists often included veterans; the Officers’ Training Corps, founded in 1908, remained visible in many schools. War experiences shaped discipline and leadership ideals, but also introduced trauma and pacifist sentiment among younger generations. The novel’s school-world echoes this inheritance: solemn ritual and respect for authority coexist with a lingering fragility, as the pressures of maintaining order after mass upheaval leave institutions sensitive to scandal and anxious about moral lapses.

Educational debates of the 1920s framed the background. The 1918 Education Act raised the school-leaving age to 14 and expanded secondary provision, while the Hadow Reports (1926–31) urged reorganization into primary and secondary stages and promoted child-centered ideas. Though independent schools were not bound by these reforms, their leaders engaged with the climate of change through examinations, curriculum updates, and evolving views on science and modern languages. The School Certificate (from 1918) and Higher School Certificate influenced academic tracks. Hilton sets his plot amid this reform-minded era, contrasting traditional hierarchies with contemporary pressures for efficiency, transparency, and educational accountability.

Class and hierarchy remained pronounced within the public school culture. Prefect systems, house loyalties, and rituals of seniority structured power relations among boys. Practices like fagging had been receding by the 1920s but the ethos of deference and leadership training persisted. Corporal punishment was widely accepted, and notions of honor emphasized self-policing and collective reputation. A mystery in such a setting highlights the strain between the school’s internal code and the demands of outside justice. By turning authority figures and privileged pupils into potential witnesses or suspects, the book tests whether entrenched hierarchy facilitates truth-telling or fosters silence to protect status.

Interwar Britain’s legal and financial frameworks add further context. Wills, trusts, and guardianship commonly affected young heirs, and customary primogeniture, while not mandated by law, influenced family expectations. The property reforms of 1925 simplified estate conveyancing and altered aspects of inheritance, while the Public Trustee (established earlier in 1906) could administer estates where needed. Fiction of the period often treated financial motives with cool rationality, and a school-based mystery could plausibly touch on questions of legacy, insurance, or debt. These were familiar, legally grounded concerns for readers, reflecting the era’s entanglement of social standing, property, and personal responsibility.

Religious observance anchored many public schools. Regular chapel attendance, scriptural readings, and hymn singing were integral to discipline and identity, reflecting Anglican predominance in the sector, though significant Methodist and other nonconformist foundations also existed. Moral instruction emphasized duty, restraint, and service. In the interwar years, religious practice at school remained robust even as wider society saw gradual secularization and debate. Within a detective story, chapel and chaplaincy form part of the moral architecture: they symbolize the ideal of a truth-telling community. When wrongdoing intrudes, that sacred rhythm sharpens the sense of betrayal and compels scrutiny of institutional conscience.

Technology and communications were modernizing everyday life. Trains and reliable timetables linked schools to parents, universities, and London. Telephones and telegrams made rapid contact possible, while motorcars increasingly ferried staff and visitors. Forensic science was advancing: Scotland Yard had used fingerprinting since the early twentieth century, and pathologists such as Bernard Spilsbury became public figures through trials. Newspapers rapidly disseminated details of inquests and criminal investigations. A school-based mystery set in 1931 thus plausibly balances old-fashioned routines with modern investigative methods, asking how far deference to authority yields to systematic evidence-gathering when the stakes are public and legal.

The novel belongs to the Golden Age of detective fiction, roughly the 1920s to early 1940s, defined by fair-play puzzles, closed-circle suspects, and emphasis on logic. The Detection Club formed in 1930, while Ronald Knox and S. S. Van Dine codified playful rules for clueing and solutions. School campuses lent themselves to the era’s preference for contained settings akin to country houses or village greens. Hilton’s work participates in this milieu by mapping motives and alibis onto a hierarchized micro-society where movement is regulated and reputations are intertwined, allowing readers to test hypotheses within recognizable social boundaries.

The school story was already a well-loved British genre by the interwar years. Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays (1857) offered a moralistic template of character building through house rivalries and sport. P. G. Wodehouse wrote school tales in the early 1900s, and Frank Richards’s long-running Greyfriars stories popularized caricatured mischief and loyalty. By placing a murder plot inside the same architecture of houses, prefects, and masters, Hilton aligns with a broader trend of subverting youthful idylls for adult scrutiny. The contrast between nostalgic expectations and a forensic appraisal of motives gives the public school setting fresh, unsettling resonance.

Economic conditions form a critical backdrop. Britain entered severe contraction after 1929, with unemployment peaking in 1932 and regional disparities starkly felt in industrial areas. Elite schools were not immune: fee income, endowment returns, and charitable funds all faced pressure. Families reassessed affording boarding fees, and schools sought to protect reputations that underpinned their appeal. Money worries and social insecurity fed literary interest in motive, debt, and status anxiety. In such a climate, a crime within a prestigious school could dramatize how financial strains complicate loyalty and truth, while showing the institution’s instinct to manage publicity and preserve confidence.

Interwar policing and legal procedure influenced narrative expectations. County constabularies and the Metropolitan Police’s CID handled investigations, while coroners’ inquests examined sudden or suspicious deaths in public. Verdicts such as misadventure, suicide, and unlawful killing were widely reported and could shape reputations. Libel and contempt laws constrained press speculation, yet newspapers covered inquests avidly. In fiction, investigators negotiate with headmasters, governors, and families who prefer discretion. That tension mirrors real interwar anxieties about balancing institutional autonomy with impartial inquiry, especially where youth and education are concerned, and helps explain the plausibility of contested jurisdictions within a school inquiry.

Print culture and broadcasting amplified the reach of crime narratives. The BBC, founded in 1922, fostered national conversation, while mass-circulation newspapers fueled interest in sensational trials. Circulating libraries such as Boots and the long-established Mudie’s (which ceased trading in the 1930s) shaped the market for hardcover fiction before the paperback revolution later in the decade. The result was a wide middle-class readership trained to spot red herrings and cherish fair-play clueing. Hilton’s novel entered a lively ecosystem in which readers expected intricate plotting set in familiar British institutions, and where the school story’s popularity guaranteed instant recognition of social cues and conventions.

James Hilton’s biography adds context without dictating interpretation. Born in 1900, he attended The Leys School in Cambridge and later Christ’s College, Cambridge. His father was a headmaster, and Hilton’s enduring interest in educators and school culture is evident in later works such as Goodbye, Mr. Chips (1934). By 1931 he had published several novels and worked as a journalist. Writing a detective novel allowed him to apply firsthand knowledge of school routines to a different genre, lending realism to timetables, staff dynamics, and pupil life while aligning with the era’s fascination with logical puzzles and the ethics of institutional responsibility.

The political climate of 1931 provides additional shading. Britain confronted a financial crisis culminating in the National Government and austerity measures, while the empire remained extensive but politically contested. Public rhetoric emphasized duty, economy, and national unity. Within schools, debates about discipline, curriculum modernization, and social access often tracked broader concerns about national fitness and fairness. Detective fiction, with its promise of restored order, resonated in a moment of strain. Yet locating disorder inside a respected school suggested that threats to social stability might arise within elite circles themselves, a quietly disquieting idea for contemporary readers.

Within the public school, sport, ritual, and scholarship mingled with increasing attention to science laboratories, modern languages, and career preparation. Housemasters managed pastoral care, sanatoria handled illness, and termly rhythms governed movement. Rail services and telephones made parental visits and leave-taking smoother, while prefects regulated daily conduct. Such details matter to a fair-play mystery: rules about dormitories, chapel attendance, and classroom timetables create traceable patterns of opportunity and alibi. Hilton’s choice of milieu capitalizes on the era’s belief that orderly systems reveal truth—while showing how loyalty, pride, and fear can distort what those systems are supposed to disclose. The result is both portrait and probe of interwar British values.
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    James Hilton (1900–1954) was an English novelist and screenwriter whose work helped define a humane, widely read strand of fiction between the world wars and into the mid-twentieth century. He became internationally known for Lost Horizon, Goodbye, Mr. Chips, and Random Harvest, stories that combined accessible prose with emotional depth and a persistent interest in refuge, memory, and ordinary goodness. His novels traveled easily across media, inspiring notable film, radio, and stage adaptations, and he later worked in Hollywood. Hilton coined the term 'Shangri-La,' which entered global vocabulary, and his books offered many readers solace and moral clarity during decades marked by economic depression, authoritarianism, and war.

Born in England in 1900, Hilton was educated at The Leys School in Cambridge and later at Christ’s College, Cambridge. He began publishing while still very young and, after university, supported himself as a journalist and reviewer in London. Those early years in the press honed a style prized for clarity, pace, and tact. The intellectual climate around him—shaped by late Victorian and Edwardian narrative traditions, the English school ethos, and a fascination with utopian romance—left a visible imprint on his themes. He responded to the mood of post–World War I Britain with gentle skepticism toward dogma and a preference for quietly observed character.

Through the 1920s and early 1930s Hilton published several novels that gradually broadened his readership. And Now Goodbye (1931) drew attention for its unsentimental view of small-town aspirations. His major breakthrough came with Lost Horizon (1933), which imagined a serene community hidden beyond the turmoil of contemporary politics and coined the enduring word 'Shangri-La.' The book’s elegant simplicity and atmosphere of contemplative escape resonated widely at a time of global unease. It was quickly taken up by filmmakers and helped establish Hilton as a writer whose ideas—and not only his plots—captured public imagination in Britain, the United States, and beyond.

Goodbye, Mr. Chips (1934) confirmed Hilton’s appeal. This brief, affectionate portrait of a schoolmaster celebrated the dignity of teaching and the importance of continuity in institutions that carry communal memory. Its tone balanced humor with restraint, avoiding bitterness even as it traced change across decades. The story’s accessibility made it an ideal candidate for adaptation, and it soon became embedded in popular culture, with versions for cinema and later musical theater. Readers and audiences responded to its humane vision and its insistence that quiet virtues—patience, courtesy, loyalty—matter. The book remains one of the twentieth century’s best-loved depictions of life in an English school.

Hilton continued to expand his range. We Are Not Alone (1937) explored fear and suspicion in a provincial setting; Random Harvest (1941) examined war’s disruptions and the fragility of identity and memory; and The Story of Dr. Wassell (1943) presented a true wartime rescue narrative in a brisk, accessible form. From the late 1930s he spent extended periods in the United States, collaborating with major studios on adaptations and original screen work. He also introduced literature to wide radio audiences as host of Hallmark Playhouse in the late 1940s and early 1950s, reinforcing his reputation as a skilled mediator between books and mass media.

Critics often situated Hilton within the respectable middle of English letters, a novelist of craftsmanship rather than experiment, yet many praised his tact, structural economy, and sympathy for ordinary people. His work repeatedly affirmed civility and skepticism toward zealotry while acknowledging the costs of modern conflict. Education, professional duty, and the yearning for sanctuary recur as moral touchstones. Hilton avoided polemic, trusting narrative to carry ethical weight; his prose aimed for lucidity rather than bravura. This combination of warmth and restraint made his fiction especially resonant in eras of crisis, and it continues to interest readers who value stories about memory, belonging, and endurance.

In later years Hilton published So Well Remembered (1945), Nothing So Strange (1947), Morning Journey (1951), and Time and Time Again (1953), while maintaining ties to the screen and the microphone. He died in 1954 after more than three decades of steady production. His legacy endures in classrooms, libraries, and the broader culture. The term 'Shangri-La' became a global byword for unobtainable haven and was famously adopted as the wartime name of the U.S. presidential retreat before entering general usage. Goodbye, Mr. Chips remains a touchstone for depictions of teaching, while Random Harvest and Lost Horizon continue to shape conversations about memory, trauma, and utopian longing.
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Pilate might well have added: "What is youth?"—And so
  the modern father too may wonder, Faintly remembering his own, forsooth, But
  feeling it would be an awful blunder To tell his sons a tenth part of the
  truth About the sex-temptations HE came under. Therefore, in England now, on
  every hand, This proper study of mankind is banned.

So, after patient effort, composed Colin Revell in his Islington lodgings
  on a murky December morning. You will have rightly deduced that he was young,
  rather clever, and not hard up enough to have to do any real work. He was, in
  fact, just as old as the century; had had one of those "brilliant" careers at
  Oxford that are the despair alike of parents and prospective employers; and
  enjoyed a private income of a little over four pounds a week. Added to which,
  he was an only child; his parents were both dead; and his relatives were the
  usual collection of retired colonels and tea-planters who, from their
  fastnesses at Cheltenham, eyed him with as little relish as he did them.

His unassuming ground-floor front looked on to a somewhat decayed street
  within walking distance of the Caledonian Cattle Market. The hour was a
  trifle short of noon, and the remains of a recent breakfast lay pushed
  somewhat away from him on the table. His purple dressing-gown and black silk
  pyjamas contrasted oddly with the landlady's furnishings, which, in an
  ecstasy of admiration for their Victorian antiquity, he had allowed to remain
  exactly as when he had first entered into occupation. It was a pose,
  undoubtedly, but an amusing one. The landlady, a Mrs. Hewston, thought her
  lodger rather "queer", but as he paid her well and regularly and did not
  appear to mind her stealing his gin, she was glad enough to keep him.

Gin, indeed, was the sedative with which, having composed his stanza,
  Revell restored a somewhat fatigued mind. His friends were all aware that,
  besides writing occasional literary articles for a high-brow weekly, he was
  "at work" on a full-length satirical epic in the manner and metre of Don
  Juan. He had begun it during his final year at Oxford, and by the date at
  which this story opens it had grown to lack only two things— continuity
  and a publisher.

A clock somewhere in the neighbourhood began the chiming of noon.
  Factory-sirens shrieked; groups of children straggled out of an elementary
  school opposite. And the postman, observing Mrs. Hewston in her basement
  kitchen, descended the area steps and handed her three letters with the
  remark: "All for your young gentleman."

A moment later the young gentleman was opening them. One was a returned
  article from the Daily Mail (too good for them, of course, he consoled
  himself); another was a bill from an Oxford tailor equally famous for high
  prices and long credit. And the third was the following:

The School House, Oakington. December 15th

MY DEAR REVELL,

I don't think we ever met, but as you are an O.O. and I am the present
  Head of Oakington, perhaps we can do without an introduction. My friend
  Simmons of Oxford mentioned you to me some time ago as a neat solver of
  mysteries, and as there seems as if there might be one at Oakington just now,
  I take the somewhat large liberty of asking your help. Could you spend the
  coming week-end here? I should be glad to put you up, and there will be the
  final house-match to watch on Monday, if you are interested.

Yours sincerely,

ROBERT ROSEVEARE.

P.S.—A good train leaves King's Cross at 2.30 to-morrow afternoon.
  Dinner-jacket.

Revell digested the communication over a second and more potent gin-
  and-vermouth. It seemed to him distinctly the sort of thing which (in books)
  drew from its reader the comment "Whew!" Accustomed and even pleased as he
  was to receive week-end invitations, the Headmaster of Oakington was hardly a
  host he would have chosen. He disliked schoolmasters and sentimental
  revisitings with almost equal degrees of intensity, and the two in
  conjunction could raise in his mind only the most dismal of prospects.

Yet the letter was curious enough to give him, after his moment of
  instinctive recoil, the faint beginnings of interest. It was in so many ways
  the sort of letter one did not quite expect from a schoolmaster. There was a
  mingling of friendliness and curtness in the wording of it that Revell, as
  something of a word-fancier himself, could not help but admire. He liked,
  too, the sentence about the house-match; it was unexpectedly broad-minded of
  a headmaster to conceive the possibility of an old boy not being interested
  in house-matches. (And Revell most emphatically wasn't.) And then, too, there
  was the mystery—whatever it might turn out to be. A mystery always
  attracted him. Anything attracted him, in fact, that brought with it the
  possibility of being drawn into some new vortex of interest. His soul yearned
  with Byronic intensity for something to happen to it. He was almost
  twenty-eight, and so far he seemed to have done nothing in life except win
  the Newdigate[1], give a terrifying study of the Jew in the O.U.D.S[2]. production
  of The Merchant of Venice, publish a novel (of course he had done THAT), and
  rake in an unexpected tenner for inventing the last line of a limerick about
  somebody's chewing-gum.

That little affair at Oxford, as well—it pleased him that it was
  still remembered and that old Simmons still talked about it. A rather
  valuable manuscript had disappeared from the College library, and by means of
  a little amateur detective-work he had succeeded in tracing and recovering
  it. The whole business, concerning as it did the integrity of one of the
  dons, had naturally been hushed up, but not without many pleasant compliments
  to the undergraduate whose versatility could take at a single stride the gulf
  between Shylock and Sherlock.

But what finally turned the scale in Revell's mind was the last word of
  the postscript. Dinner-jacket. There, he decided, spoke that rara avis, the
  headmaster who was also a man in the world. Dinner-jacket. It suggested good
  food, perhaps even good wine; and Revell delighted in both. For a moment he
  permitted his imagination to soar; then, having decided definitely to accept
  the invitation, he packed his bag, dressed with care, sent a wire to the
  School from the post office round the corner, and made the necessary
  arrangements with Mrs. Hewston.

That afternoon, during the rather tedious train-journey, he dallied with
  further stanza composition, but had not time to do very much before Oakington
  station intervened. The dingy goods-yard, the gravelled platform, even the
  faces of one or two of the station staff, were all familiar to him. As he
  gave up his ticket and stepped into the lane he could glimpse the School
  buildings directly ahead, surmounting the ancient village with a halo of
  nineteenth-century Gothic. "The School, sir?" interrogated a cab-driver who
  evidently recognised him. He nodded with ghastly pride. He was an Old
  Boy.

Whether Oakington was or was not a pukka public school might have been
  aptly debated by a squad of mediaeval theologians raised from the dead. On
  the one hand, it was included in the Public Schools Year-Book, it ran an
  O.T.C[3]., it reckoned to send a few scholarship boys to the universities each
  year, and it had a school-song of unimpeachable mediocrity. Yet, on the other
  hand... there had been a feeling in the scholastic world that Oakington might
  well be the answer to the question: When is a public school not quite a
  public school? It is only fair to add, however, that this feeling had been
  diminishing steadily since the advent of Dr. Robert Roseveare. Lately,
  indeed, in the offices of scholastic agencies and even across the table of
  the annual Headmasters' Conference, it had begun to be whispered that
  Roseveare was something of a new broom. And it was generally agreed that
  after his predecessor's long and easy-going régime there had been a good deal
  left to sweep up.

Structurally the School was all that gargoyles and crocheted spires could
  make it. If there were sermons in stones, Revell reflected, as the cab turned
  into the drive towards the Head's house, then Oakington was a complete
  ecclesiastical library. He was on the point of mentally elaborating the theme
  when he perceived through the gathering twilight a newer structure, put up
  since his schooldays and in a style which he mentally classified as Hampstead
  Garden Suburb Elizabethan. "That's the new War Memorial 'All, sir," remarked
  the cabby, glowing with local patriotism. Revell nodded. He had heard of it.
  More than that, he had even (he recollected) subscribed a guinea towards it.
  Life was full of such strange ironies.

His spirits rose, however, a few minutes later when a white-haired butler
  admitted him into a room which, despite the fact that it had not been
  structurally altered since he had last seen it, looked nevertheless a
  different room of a different house. Furnished richly yet with taste, it had
  a touch of masculine severity that was somehow in complete harmony with the
  butler's words: "The Head is expecting you, sir. He is in the study, if you
  will follow me."

The study presented another striking change; under the régime of the
  Reverend Dr. Jury, who had been Head of Oakington in Revell's time, it had
  been a gloomy, littered apartment, full of dusty folios and sagging
  bookshelves. Now, however, it looked more like the board-room of a
  long-established limited company. A thick pile carpet, a large mahogany
  pedestal-desk, nests of bookshelves in the two alcoves by the side of the
  fire-place, a very few good etchings on the walls, and several huge
  arm-chairs drawn up in front of an open fire, gave an impression that was
  anything but pedagogic. And Dr. Roseveare himself confirmed the impression.
  He was tall (well over six feet), upright, and of commanding physique. Bushy,
  silver-grey hair surmounted a strong, smooth-complexioned face into which,
  however, as he gave Revell a firm hand-grip, there came a smile both cordial
  and charming. His voice was melodious, perhaps a little wistful, and in his
  accent there was just the faintest and most fascinating flavour of something
  that was not quite Oxford, or even Cambridge. He looked, in fact, rather like
  a popular preacher (Revell thought of Mr. R. J. Campbell in his spell-binding
  days), yet with an agreeable and compensating touch of worldliness that his
  perfectly cut lounge-suit suggested but in no way emphasised. "Delighted you
  could come," he remarked, throwing off his gown with a Roman gesture. "Apart
  from any private reason, it is always a pleasure for Oakington to receive her
  old boys. We feel we are in their debt quite as much as some of them feel
  they are in ours."

Revell nodded politely, guessing that such an adroit remark was bound to
  have done duty on many previous occasions. As a collector of such felicities,
  he added it joyfully to his store. A little old-boyishness in response seemed
  clearly indicated, so he replied, slipping easily into the part, that it
  would be jolly to look at the old scenes once more.

At which Dr. Roseveare smiled warily, as if rather wondering. For a few
  minutes they fenced skilfully over such subjects as the weather,
  house-matches, the coming Christmas holidays, the life of a young man in
  London, and the new War Memorial Hall. Of this latter Revell diplomatically
  observed that Oakington had always needed a hall. Roseveare replied: "Oh yes,
  undoubtedly. Some people like the present structure. The plans, anyhow, were
  passed before I came here."

The admission, with all its possible implications, drew them together.
  Within five minutes Revell had ceased to be old-boyish and Roseveare had
  ceased to be—or at least to appear to be—wary. The two talked
  easily, intimately, and with that flow of goodwill that always exists between
  two people who each know that the other recognises and appreciates technique
  in conversation.

By dinner-time Revell had grown accustomed to astonishments. A charmingly
  furnished bedroom with the latest type of bathroom adjoining, his dinner
  clothes laid out on the bed with all their proper creases intact, an electric
  warmer already between the sheets—all added to his sensations of
  physical, mental, and spiritual well-being. When the second sounding of the
  gong summoned him downstairs, he found his host reading the evening paper
  with his back to the study fire. "Ah... no news of any importance... I'm
  afraid I cannot offer you a cocktail, but a glass of sherry perhaps? I
  usually take one myself."

It was exceedingly good sherry, and the dinner, when they adjourned to the
  panelled dining-room, was worthy of such a handsome beginning. "I have a good
  cook," explained the doctor, almost apologetically. The good cook, however,
  could hardly claim credit for the excellent Volnay, or for the Napoleon
  brandy, served in balloon glasses which, at Roseveare's suggestion, they took
  at leisure in the study afterwards.

"You will smoke?" queried Roseveare, offering a box of Coronas. "I may not
  do so myself, unfortunately, but I shall enjoy the scent of yours. Good...
  And now, I am sure, you are waiting for me to mention the little affair I
  hinted at in my letter to you."

Revell was waiting, it is true, but without any intense eagerness. If life
  could continue to provide such agreeable moments of suspense, he at any rate
  would not be impatient.

"I shall be interested, of course," he answered.

"No doubt my letter surprised you?"

"Well, perhaps I was—a little—puzzled by it."

"Exactly." Roseveare seemed to welcome the reply. "And that, my dear boy,
  is just my own position in a nutshell—I am PUZZLED[1q]."

Revell glanced up with the beginnings of keener interest. There had been
  in the "dear boy" a suddenly emotional inflection, as if, behind the mask of
  bland benignity, the elder man were calling out for sympathy from the
  younger. "I hope I shall be able to help you, sir," Revell said, simply.

"I hope so, too, though I am afraid you may think the whole affair too
  fantastic even to be considered. Perhaps I had better give you a brief
  outline—fortunately it will not be very complicated. It concerns an
  extremely sad and unhappy accident that occurred here at the beginning of
  this Term."

He waited as if for Revell to make some comment, and then continued:
  "There was a boy here named Robert Marshall, a younger brother of our head
  prefect. A much elder brother—Henry, I think—was here in your
  time. I don't know if you knew him?"

"Slightly, that's all."

"Ah yes, yes. He was killed during the last days of the War—most
  tragically, for he was under nineteen and ought not to have been sent out.
  His death, indeed, was such a blow to his parents that they both died within
  a couple of years. The two younger boys were left—Robert and Wilbraham.
  They came on here in the usual way and at the usual ages from a preparatory
  school. Pleasant boys—not brilliant, perhaps, but well liked and
  altogether a credit to the School. Wilbraham, as I said just now, is our
  present head prefect—a boy of sound character, good at games, and very
  popular. He will leave next summer, no doubt, and enter Oxford —there
  is, fortunately, plenty of money. But to come to the point. About three
  months ago his younger brother—Robert, that is to say —was the
  victim of a most peculiar and distressing accident. A heavy gas-fitting fell
  on him in the dormitory during the night, killing him instantly."

"Good Lord!" Revell, who till then had been listening rather dreamily,
  found himself suddenly jerked into attention.

"Some of the London papers had a paragraph about it," Roseveare went on.
  "I don't know if you noticed it?"

"No, I'm afraid I didn't."

"Then I certainly think it will be best if, before saying any more, I
  allow you to read the account of the inquest, reported fairly fully in our
  local paper."

He took out a pocket-wallet and produced therefrom a folded
  newspaper-cutting. "Take your time," he remarked, handing it over. "And
  remember—all this happened three months ago."

It was a column and a half in length, and Revell, at a first quick
  reading, seized its main points as follows. The accident had taken place on
  the first Sunday-night-Monday-morning of the Autumn Term. It had not been
  discovered till daylight, when a boy named March, who had chanced to wake
  early, saw that something had happened, and raised the alarm. The gas-fitting
  was a heavy, old-fashioned, inverted-T-shaped affair, one of a series that
  were suspended in a double row along the whole length of the dormitory.
  Underneath the junction of the horizontal and vertical sections of piping a
  brass tip had been fitted, apparently for ornamental effect. Marshall, it
  seemed, had been sleeping with his head exactly under this tip, so that when
  the whole thing collapsed the effect must have been like a heavy spear
  falling on him.

Of several witnesses called, none could give much real information. The
  school doctor, a fellow named Murchiston, described how he had been sent for
  at seven in the morning to examine the body. Death, he thought, had been
  instantaneous, the skull and brain having been pierced. The accident might
  have taken place from five to eight hours before—he would not care to
  commit himself more than that.

The housemaster, Mr. T. B. Ellington, described the position of his
  private house, next to the School House block containing the dormitory, but
  quite separate from it. He was not only Marshall's housemaster, he explained,
  but the boy's cousin as well. It was his habit to walk through the dormitory
  and turn off the gas-jets at ten o'clock every night. He had done so as usual
  on that particular Sunday night. He had not noticed anything at all peculiar
  about any of the gas-fittings. After bidding the boys good night he had
  worked for a time in his own private room adjoining the dormitory and had
  then returned to his house and gone to bed. That might have been, perhaps, as
  late as one o'clock, for he had been busy marking terminal examination
  papers. He had certainly heard nothing unusual during that time. He knew
  nothing at all about the accident till a boy came to him soon after six
  o'clock with news of what had happened. He had immediately hastened to the
  dormitory and had found Marshall dead. The whole gas-fitting, wrenched or
  broken off at the ceiling, lay across the bed in the position in which,
  apparently, it had fallen. He had been too much distressed to examine it
  minutely. There was a strong smell of gas in the dormitory, so he had sent a
  boy to turn off the supply at the main. Then he had sent another boy to fetch
  the Headmaster.

Evidence was then given by several boys, including the two who slept in
  the beds on either side of Marshall's. None of them had heard anything during
  the night. They agreed that they usually slept well and did not waken
  easily.

A "certain liveliness" seemed to have been introduced into the proceedings
  by the evidence of a Mr. John Tunstall, chief engineer to the local gas
  company. On being informed of the accident by telephone, he said, he had
  immediately visited the School, and made an examination. The gas-fitting was
  very old, and of a type that no company would supply or recommend nowadays.
  He had found a large fracture in the pipe near the ceiling-rose. This had
  evidently been the cause of the fitting's suddenly dropping loose. Such
  fractures did sometimes occur in fittings that had seen many years' service,
  especially if they had been subjected to any particular sort of strain.
  Questioned by the Coroner on this point, he said that he had in mind another
  and a similar fitting at the School that had been pulled down as a result of
  some of the boys swinging on it.

Dr. Roseveare next gave evidence, if evidence it could be called. The
  Coroner allowed him latitude to make a few kindly remarks concerning the dead
  boy and to express sympathy with his relatives. From that he passed to the
  more practical announcement that the governors of the School had already
  given orders for the complete electrification of the entire buildings. He
  also craved leave to state, since the point had been raised, that there never
  had been, to his knowledge, any instance of Oakington boys swinging on the
  gas-fittings. The incident presumably referred to by one of the witnesses had
  been that of a window-cleaner who had carelessly broken off one of the
  fittings with his ladder. As Headmaster he thought it only fair, in the
  interests of the School, to mention this...

That was all. The jury, without retiring, returned the inevitable verdict
  of "Accidental Death".

Roseveare waited in silence until he could see that Revell had got to the
  end. Then, moving forward a little in his chair, he coughed interrogatively.
  "Well? And what do you think of it?"

Revell handed back the cutting. "It was an odd sort of accident, of
  course," he commented. "But then, odder ones have happened, I daresay."

"Precisely." Roseveare's grey, deep-set eyes quickened a little. "I
  naturally regarded it in that light myself. So did the poor boy's guardian, a
  Colonel Graham, living in India, from whom I received a most courteous and
  sympathetic letter. And then, just about a week ago..." He paused. "You will
  probably think it was quite a small and insignificant thing. Indeed, I hope
  you do. Anyhow, let me tell you about it."

Through the haze of cigar-smoke Revell nodded encouragement. Roseveare
  continued: "Last week I had a letter from Colonel Graham—a second
  letter. He suggested that Mr. Ellington, as the poor boy's housemaster and
  cousin, should take charge of his personal belongings until he himself came
  home from India in about six months' time. I had naturally been expecting
  instructions of such a kind, and had already had everything collected and
  stored away. I was just looking them over before passing them on to Ellington
  when—to make a longish story a little
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