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INTRODUCTION

‘Her Grace tells me that a respectable Battersea architect has discovered a dead man in his bath.’ ‘Indeed, my Lord? That’s very gratifying.’

Dorothy L. Sayers, Whose Body?

Welcome to the sixth volume of Bodies from the Library, the series of criminous anthologies from Collins Crime Club. Together with Ghosts from the Library, its supernatural counterpart, Bodies from the Library aims to bring you lost treasures from the libraries and archives of the world. 

In this new anthology of unknown, unpublished and uncollected stories by writers from the Golden Age of crime and mystery fiction, there is a previously unknown novella by Anthony Gilbert and—unseen for almost a century—the original unexpurgated text of Margery Allingham’s short novel The Mystery Man of Soho, as well as a hitherto unpublished radio play by John Rhode and a long forgotten round-robin novella by five thriller writers including Geoffrey Household and Dennis Wheatley. And you will also find E. C. Bentley’s affectionate parody of Lord Peter Wimsey, the creation of his friend Dorothy L. Sayers, together with little-known stories by Christianna Brand, Cyril Hare, Alice Campbell, Andrew Garve and others.

In the last ten years the Golden Age has been resurgent, thanks mainly to the British Library (who also sponsor the annual ‘Bodies from the Library’ literary event) and small print presses like the American publisher Crippen & Landru, founded by Douglas G. Greene, and Dean Street Press, where the late and much missed Rupert Heath has brought many lost writers back into print. Geoff Bradley’s CADS magazine (standing for Crime And Detective Stories) has brought together some fine scholarship, helping the elevate the reputation of detective fiction and many of its forgotten exponents, and many online blogs highlight the best and worst of crime fiction past and present—Kate Jackson (the Armchair Sleuth) and Steve Barge (the Puzzle Doctor) to name but two. Most important of all, dozens of contemporary authors—including Ann Cleeves, Victoria Dowd, Martin Edwards, Jane Harper, Peter James and Tom Mead—continue to build on the legacy of the Golden Age with thrilling and ingenious new stories of crime and detection, helping us all to continue to enjoy the life of crime.

Tony Medawar

April 2023


   

NO EVIDENCE

Alice Campbell

Out of the blanketing fog she slipped with an air of relief into the cinema lobby, a refuge warm, mistily bright. A trail of damp vapour followed her through the door, a haunting reminder of the world she had left behind. Her face tingled with the rawness, but she did not feel cold. She was even a little out of breath with hurrying.

‘I suppose there are no two-and-fourpenny seats left?’ she asked at the box-office—from habit, for tonight she was quite prepared to pay three-and-six, or even five-and-nine.

‘Plenty of two-and-fours this evening, ma’am. This is about the only weather that hits our business,’ the girl informed her, and shot a blue ticket through the aperture.

She laid down half-a-crown. In spite of the temperature her hands were bare, the narrow wedding ring hanging loose on her third finger. Absently she picked up her change.

‘Yes, it’s a beastly fog, isn’t it? But I fancy it will be gone by morning.’

The commissionaire recognised her and smiled, touching his braided cap. More than once he had chatted with her on crowded nights while she waited for a seat. That was when she had worked late and come straight on from the office. The films helped her to sleep when she was over-tired, so she had told him. She didn’t look too strong, though she had plenty of spirit. A lady, too, one of the proper sort. He saw too many of the half-and-halfs not to know the difference.

‘If you hurry, madam, you’ll be in time for the big picture,’ he informed her, holding open the baize door.

In the smoke-laden darkness she blundered to a seat, scarcely heeding the guiding star of the usher’s torch. Once there she sank back with a deep breath, closing her eyes. Her hands, resting upon her bag, clasped together tightly.

How tired she was! Too exhausted to relax … The chief was right, she really must take a complete rest, go away somewhere. Well, perhaps she might manage it after all. She could safely leave Martin for a couple weeks now. Ada would look after him and see that he got up in time for school. He was a big boy now, fourteen, tall for his age. Tall and strongly built, like … He had her eyes, though. There was a look of her father about him. Only rarely did she catch a glimmer of something less welcome, disquieting—that impish and infantile something she had learned to distrust. Thank Heaven he had outgrown it, left it behind …

She forced herself to take long, regular breaths, to let herself go. That was it, she must let go. Stupid to have to keep repeating the fact that there was nothing to bother about, no need to tighten up. Of course if she had gone straight home she would have lain awake for hours, nerves jumping. No good doing that. The music soothed her. That strain was from the New World Symphony, garbled a bit, but what a dulcet, gentle theme, cradling one to a sense of security. Dvořák had got it from the American Deep South. ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot’—that was it. Martin was whistling it the other day, without knowing what it was. So peaceful, so … Her thoughts trailed off. Once more she found herself rigid, clutching her bag with fingers of steel. Here, this wouldn’t do! What was the film about, anyway?

For a time she fixed her eyes determinedly on the screen. The shifting tints of monochrome flashed by, devoid of meaning, while through them she gazed at other scenes, fresh in her memory. Nerves, nerves! With an effort she wrenched herself free, strove to direct her imagination. Since she must think, let it be to some purpose. A new article, a point of view she could turn into money.

Fleet Street, the grimy offices … What a tiresome lot of drivel she had ground out lately! Who on earth read the stuff? ‘Puddings for the Growing Boy’—‘Books Which Form the Future’—‘Holiday Outfit for Switzerland’—as though she knew anything whatever upon these subjects! Switzerland, though … that was an idea. Why not postpone this holiday of hers and take Martin to Mürren? He had been talking about it for two years, only she had been too hard up. The white sunlit spaces, the cold remote peaks would give her the placidity she wanted, smooth out her tangled mind. Tomorrow she would get some of those fascinating booklets, she and Martin would pore over them together.

She pulled herself up suddenly. No, not tomorrow. What was she thinking of? There would be far too much to do. Next week, though? Where was she? Oh, yes, Fleet Street. What a day it had been! She had not been able to finish. Then this wretched fog. That’s why she had walked all the way, rather than trust herself to a bus. Every step of the way. Why, it must have taken her ten minutes to cross Trafalgar Square! Anyhow it was—what time was it when she had entered that huge, crowded Corner House? It was—yes, it was eight o’clock exactly, she had noticed the clock. How slow the service had been! One wouldn’t believe it possible to wait so long for a simple order like two poached eggs and a pot of tea. How many similar orders did the waitresses fill in the course of an evening? She had felt herself one of a horde, as though her identity were lost and she should be ticketed with a number.

Painstakingly, with concentration, she dwelt on these details, visualising every step of her difficult progress through the obscured traffic—Fleet Street to the Corner House, from the Corner House here. Curious how, as the thing took definite form, it brought her back to the ground of normality, dispersed the swarm of fancies that had tormented her. That was proof that her will was strong, that she was well able to take herself in hand. When she got home she would have some hot milk and perhaps one aspirin. Then she would sleep soundly and wake rested, ready to go on …

When she emerged from the cinema the fog had thinned a little. One could see the buildings opposite and even the clumsy buses trundling along the Tottenham Court Road, comfortably sure of their course. At the corner she boarded a Number Nineteen, which would take her without change to Paultons Square. Revived now and collected, she began to figure tentatively and with a thrill of anticipation the probable expenses of the holiday in Switzerland. Of course—and for a second, fear gripped her heart—something might happen which would upset the scheme; still there was no harm in planning. She would not mention it to Martin just yet, in case of disappointment.

With her latch-key she let herself into her tiny house, switched on the light, glanced into the dining-room. It was warm and inviting, the coals in the grate glowing red. On the table stood a plate of sandwiches and a thermos bottle, left by Ada in case she had had nothing to eat. Ada was good! She must take care not to wake her.

She made up the fire into a cheerful blaze, for there was something she wanted to do before going to bed. Not yet, though. She would take off her things and listen to see if Martin was asleep.

‘That you, Mums? I heard you come in.’

It was the boy’s sleepy voice calling to her as she mounted the stairs. She opened the door of his room softly.

‘S’sh—you ought to be asleep. It’s a quarter to twelve!’

‘I have been. I say, come inside a moment. Put on the light.’

She did so, the illumination disclosing an untidy litter of books and clothing, intersected by the wires of a home-made radio. From the bed looked out a frostily rosy face, blue eyes blinking in the sudden light beneath tousled fair hair.

Her first observation was mechanical.

‘Martin! Your new Etons—all dumped down on a chair, and Bildad sleeping on top of them!’

A reproachful Sealyham, ousted from his couch, lumbered to the floor and looked about for a refuge.

‘Sorry, Mums! I do always hang them up, only tonight I got so interested listening in I forgot Bildad. You rotter! Come here!’

He made room invitingly, but the dog, injured in his deepest feelings, had taken himself under the bed.

‘Why didn’t you come home to dinner? Been to the pictures? Lucky! I say, what did you see? Was it exciting?’

She smiled and sat down on the bed, smoothing the tumbled covers.

‘Let me see—what was the name of it? You know what a memory I’ve got for titles. It was that girl with the—’

‘Where’d you go? Marble Arch? Oh, that little place! Why, you must have seen Rita Bolo in “Broken Pinions”. Awful slush. Why didn’t you go to a real film?’

‘Bolo—yes, that’s the name. Little blonde thing with curls, rather like Bubbles.’

He withered her with scorn.

‘Rita Bolo? You’re all off! She’s the skinny girl with big eyes, drops from an aeroplane into the water. I say, were you asleep?’

‘Not quite.’ She laughed apologetically. ‘I was too tired to notice much, though. I just let it wash over me.’

Pulling off her small dark felt hat she slid her cold fingers through her hair, ruffling it back off her forehead. It was fair and soft, a nimbus framing her delicate features and modifying their look of serious intentness. He examined her with detached approval.

‘I like you better without your hat. You are tired, though. Had a rotten day?’

‘I have, rather.’

‘Beastly! I tell you what—give the bally old office a miss tomorrow and stay in bed. You ought to, honest. Nobody’ll mind.’

‘It’s not so easy, dear. Anyhow, I’ll be all right in the morning.’

He scowled.

‘I hate your slaving the way you do. You usedn’t to. It doesn’t seem right … I’ve made up my mind about one thing, though. I’m not going to any university, no matter what you say. As soon as I’ve finished that jolly old school—that’ll be four years—I’m going to find a job. By the time I’m twenty I mean to be earning my living and helping you as well.’

She smiled, her small, set face softening wonderfully. She put out her hand and touched his cheek.

‘Do you, Martin? Well, we’ll see. Perhaps it won’t be necessary.’

‘I mean it, though, you can’t stop me.’ He pulled at the cuffs of his striped pyjamas, a sort of embarrassed hesitancy overtaking him. ‘Mums—what do you think? I saw Daddy again today. That makes three times this week. I was surprised!’

She stiffened suddenly, the eyes which a moment before had appeared very young hardening with a glint of steel. Yet her reply was cheerfully casual.

‘Did you? Where?’

He did not look up.

‘He was waiting for me when I came out into Victoria Street … I say, he is rather marvellous, isn’t he? Awfully … I’d forgotten what he was like … Different, though. I don’t just know why … Not a bit like other boys’ fathers. They’re so serious, so … he’s all gay, laughing about little things they’d never notice. It’s fun to be with him, sort of exciting, somehow. You know, all froth and foolishness. I can’t quite explain what I mean. Did you find him like that, ever? Before he went away?’

‘Oh, yes, rather. He was—like that.’

She fingered her hat, pulling it carefully into shape.

‘He took me to Rumpelmayer’s in a taxi.’ We had a simply ripping tea, all kinds of creamy cakes, some with squidgy brown stuff over them. What do you call it? Oh, yes, marron. It was great. Then we went to Hamleys, in another taxi, and looked at the model yachts. Oh, beauties! They go like anything. He’s promised me one, as soon as I decide which kind I want. He’s coming with me to sail it. It will be fun! We knocked around till seven o’clock, then he left me at the Underground, because he had an appointment. He gave me a pound. ‘Wasn’t it topping of him?’

‘Topping.’

‘He hasn’t got to live in the south of France any more now, his health is so much better. He says he’s taking a flat off Park Lane, I’m to go there heaps when it’s finished. It’ll be rather marvellous—all modern colours, with big mirrors and paintings on the walls. Hardly any chairs, just big divans, and lots of cushions, like they have in the East. Sounds queer, don’t you think? I’m not sure I shall like it, but he says I shall … Mums, why exactly did Dad go off? Was it his nerves?’

There was an infinitesimal pause before she answered.

‘A sort of nerves, I think, Martin. As you say, he’s—different.’

He nodded, with a flash of understanding.

‘I know. He can’t stand things, can he? Yet he’s always laughing. When I told him how bad I was at Latin he thought it was a tremendous joke … He said some rather odd things. For one thing, he called your paper a rag, and said nobody he knew ever looked at it. He said—’

‘Darling, it’s late, you won’t want to get up in the morning. Let me tuck you in so you can go to sleep.’

What a child he was, in spite of his protecting ways and the swelling muscles it was his pride to display! A boy at this age was still transparent. With a girl one was never sure what lay beneath the smooth surface.

‘Right, mums, one second till I tell you. He said … What’s that? Not the front door bell?’

She had started slightly. From the kitchen far below sounded a faint, persistent peal. Both listened, alert.

‘Who on earth’s coming here this late at night? Shall I run down and see?’

He was half out of bed, but she pulled him back.

‘No, you’ll catch cold. I’ll go.’

Clasping her hat and bag she descended to the hall, undid the chain and opened the door a crack. From the damp darkness a deep voice addressed her formally.

‘Does Mrs Clavering live here?’

She opened the door a little wider, peering out.

‘I am Mrs Clavering.’

Two stalwart policemen towered above her on the step. One consulted a slip of paper he held in his hand.

‘Mrs Hubert Clavering?’ he queried slowly.

‘Certainly. What is it you want?’

The pair glanced at each other, and the spokesman cleared his throat.

‘Perhaps we’d better come inside, madam.’

‘Of course, come in.’

Big and blundering, with solemn faces, they looked down upon her in the light.

She knit her brow in question.

‘It might be wiser if we went into a room where you could sit down, madam,’ the first officer suggested, after another half-glance at his companion.

‘If you like. Come into the dining-room,’ and she led the way, turning when she reached the table, her free hand clutching its edge.

‘You appear to have been out,’ remarked the first policeman, fumbling his helmet and letting his gaze stray from her hat to the sandwiches behind her.

‘As a matter of fact I’ve only just come in. I have been to the cinema.’

‘Oh, the cinema. Then I take it you’ve not heard anything?’

‘Heard anything?’ she repeated. ‘No. I don’t know what you mean.’

‘I see. May I inquire, madam, just to make sure, if your husband is the Mr Hubert Clavering residing at 126 Half Moon Street?’

‘I believe my husband has got rooms somewhere in that neighbourhood. I have not seen him, though, for some time. Several years in fact.’

Her mouth was dry, she braced herself to meet what was coming.

‘You haven’t seen him at all? Ah … Well, madam, I have some bad news for you. Better prepare yourself. There has been an accident …’

Her grip on the table tightened.

‘Accident? Not knocked down in the fog?’

‘No, madam. It happened at his rooms. He’s been found by his landlady—dead.’

She gasped, her eyes widening.

‘Dead! But—my boy saw him this afternoon. He was quite well at seven o’clock.’

‘It’s happened since then. Some time this evening.’

‘You don’t mean—suicide?’

‘We don’t know for certain, madam. The fact is we begin to think it may be—’

The other policeman, the elder by some years, laid a heavy hand on his arm.

‘Don’t go frightening the lady, Peters,’ he muttered.

‘I’m all right. Only—I can’t take it in. How was he killed?’ she demanded in a whisper, her strained eyes searching first one face then the other. ‘Tell me all you know, please.’

The two exchanged glances, and the elder man nodded.

‘Well, madam, the fact is—stabbed!’

‘Stabbed!’

The second officer made a movement towards the sideboard.

‘Here, let me get you something to drink,’ he said, laying hold of a decanter. ‘Is this brandy, I wonder?’—and he sniffed it, poured some into a glass and pressed it upon her with brusque kindliness. ‘Drink it, ma’am—it’ll pull you together like.’

She sipped a little of the brandy, afraid to take much.

She had need of all her faculties. If only this feeling of unreality would pass! What was the man saying?

‘That’s better, madam. I see you’ve got some pluck. It was bound to be a nasty shock, even if your husband wasn’t—I mean to say—’ He floundered awkwardly.

‘You needn’t mind,’ she heard herself saying collectedly. ‘My husband left us five years ago. He has been living on the Continent. I believe he returned to London quite recently. What do you want me to do?’

The younger officer answered her, apologetically.

‘I’m afraid we’ve got to ask you to come along with us to Half Moon Street, to identify the body. It’s regrettable, but we don’t know anyone else to call upon. Found your name in the telephone directory.’

‘It’s a mere formality,’ his companion assured her. ‘We’ll have you back home again inside an hour.’ Then as though touched by her white, fragile face he added, ‘I’m sure we’d ’a spared you this if it’d been possible.’

‘I quite understand. Of course I must come. Only let me make an excuse to my boy. I’d rather he didn’t hear about this till tomorrow.’

‘Certainly, madam.’

Her knees shook as she mounted the stairs. She felt a bit light-headed, yet her voice was natural as she called through the closed door,

‘It was nothing, Martin. Only a telegram for the wrong address. See how quickly you can get off to sleep now, dear.’

‘Right, Mums. Good-night,’ the boy replied sleepily, and with a sigh of thankfulness she descended once more, putting on her hat as she went.

There was a taxi waiting in the square. Into it the brother officers handed her with deference not unmixed with admiration. In another moment they were bowling along the King’s Road in the direction of Sloane Square.

‘The fog’s nearly gone,’ she remarked after a long silence, glancing through the blurred window.

The younger policeman nodded. He had a pleasant, healthy face with sea-blue eyes and a straw-coloured moustache.

‘One of the patchy ones this time. Pretty thick up West round about eight or nine o’clock, though.’

‘I know. I walked from Fleet Street to Shaftesbury Avenue. It took me quite a long time.’

‘It would, madam.’

They zigzagged across Belgravia, rounded Green Park, and presently turned out of Piccadilly into Half Moon Street.

‘This is the house, madam. His rooms were on the first floor. If you’ll come this way—’

The hall was dark. A ghoulish little girl in a dressing-gown held open the door, staring at the trio with frank curiosity.

‘My advice to you, young woman, is to get off to bed,’ admonished the elder officer gruffly.

She sniffed in defiance.

‘I’m allowed to stay up,’ She informed him coldly. ‘I’m making tea for mother. She’s been having hysterics, but she’s better now.’

‘A good job, too.’ He inclined his head towards Mrs Clavering, lowering his voice. ‘Best take a firm hold on your nerves, ma’am. Sure you won’t go to pieces?’

A ghost of a smile stirred her rigid mouth.

‘No, no, you needn’t worry. It’s got to be done.’

‘That’s right, madam. We’ll go up.’

In single file they climbed the stuffy, carpeted stairs, while from above a woman’s voice reached them, shrill, with a hint of weeping.

‘Fascinating—that’s what he was. No mistake about that!

Such a way with him, always laughing and making jokes. And the generous way he threw his money about! Of course my brother would have it there was something a wee bit odd about him but I don’t know, I’m sure … I’d ’a’ said he was that easy-going he hadn’t a enemy in the world … I never dreamed he was married, though. Hadn’t a married look, somehow … Oh!’—and the voice rose ominously—‘shall I ever get that sight out of my mind, ever, as long as I live?’

A quiet hand laid hold of the widow’s slight arm.

‘Never mind her, madam. You know what that excitable sort’s like.’

She trembled under his touch, but hardly seemed to hear him. On the landing she paused.

‘Which room is it?’

‘Oh! I was forgetting as how you didn’t know the place. I’ll lead the way, if you’ll pardon me going first.’

The room they entered was a sitting-room furnished in better-class apartment style. There was a mahogany table, a chintz-covered sofa with black satin cushions and a pouf, a Turkish coffee tray on a stand. Over the mantel hung a piece of fine old Persian embroidery, no doubt the tenant’s own, and there were books and a profusion of flowers, the scent of which mingled with the odour of cigarettes and some other, heavier perfume, indefinable. Against the wall, over a low writing-table, was the black-framed photograph of a young boy in white shorts, shirt open at the neck. The picture was flanked by candles, altar fashion, and in front of it stood a vase containing madonna lilies.

Two men looked up at their entrance. One, evidently a doctor, was bending over a bag of instruments, the other, in the uniform of a police inspector, held a narrow, glittering object close to the reading-lamp, examining it through a glass. Neither paid the slightest attention to the rambling utterance of an overblown, youngish woman who hovered in the opposite doorway, her bosom heaving beneath her mauve knitted jumper. She had short, coarse black hair swept off her forehead like a Fury’s, and large, bold eyes, now tear-filled and fixed inquisitively upon the newcomer’s quiet figure.

The inspector came forward.

‘Mrs Clavering? I’m sorry to have to subject you to this. I’m afraid this business must have given you a bad turn.’

Her eyes met his with grave self-possession.

‘It was a shock, certainly. However, I had better tell you at once that my husband has been living apart from me, in France, for several years.’

‘I see. But you were not divorced?’

‘No, not divorced.’ She hesitated. ‘He left me five years ago.’

‘And since then have you had any communication with him?’

‘There has been an occasional business letter, but I have had no knowledge of his movements. I should not have known he was in England if it had not been for my boy, who has seen him several times.’

The doctor, a thin, grey-haired man, glanced at her sympathetically, but offered no comment. Apparently it was the sort of history with which he was not unfamiliar.

‘And in your husband’s letters has there been any suggestion of a quarrel? Ever mention anyone who owed him a grudge?’

‘No. He never referred to his private affairs.’

‘Well! It can’t be helped. There doesn’t seem much help you can give us, beyond formally identifying the body. That, I’m afraid, I must ask you to do.’

He moved aside, and she saw, behind him, against the window, a couch upon which lay a long object shrouded in a sheet. The inspector drew back one end of the covering.

‘Would you mind stepping this way?’

She did so. There, lying upon his back, was a tall, well-made man of perhaps forty, dressed in brown tweeds. The face showed a clear olive skin bronzed by the sun, but exceedingly smooth and free from lines. The eyes, greenish-brown, opaque, were open and staring, the corners of the mouth drawn up into an expression oddly simulating amused astonishment. The dark hair receded in points on the temples, but was trained long in front of the shapely ears. One hand dangled loosely over the couch’s side. It was fine and tapering, with nails perfectly manicured. On the breast of the shirt was a wide red stain.

With fixed attention she scanned the mask-like visage. She was aware that the landlady was watching her with a fascinated gaze, but she did not look round. After a second she spoke.

‘Yes—oh, yes. It is he. There is no mistake.’ With an effort she tore her eyes away from the couch and turned towards the inspector. ‘Do you know what sort of weapon it was done with?’

‘It was sticking in the wound. A kind of short poniard, which, it seems, he used as a paper-knife. It’s there behind you—but don’t touch, please.’

She saw it then, propped against a glass ashtray, its damascene blade clotted with blood. The handle was of yellowed, ivory, grooved in a diamond pattern.

Suddenly the landlady broke the silence.

‘You’d never think a woman’d have the strength to do it with a thing like that—not so sharp, neither,’ she remarked tearfully.

All five turned to face her.

‘Woman?’ echoed the widow with a note of question.

‘Perhaps you’d like to hear what Mrs Noble has to say,’ suggested the inspector quietly.

The woman in the doorway needed no further encouragement. She sniffed, mopped her eyes and began.

‘Of course, I couldn’t swear it was a woman—but someone was with him when he came in about half-past seven or thereabouts. Someone with a light step. My little girl and me both heard two people go upstairs, but I was at the telephone, and she was feeding the canary. It was Joan said to me as how Mr Clavering must have a lady friend with him, and I said to myself that being as it was such a bad night maybe he’d want dinner sent in for once. I waited, half expecting to hear the bell, but nothing happened.’

‘And you saw no one leave the house?’

‘No, because my little girl and me was down below in the basement. We heard the front door close, and thought the two of them was gone out together. I never bothered no more about it till I brought up his hot-water bottle, about eleven o’clock. Then I found the light on and him sprawling on the rug, there, where you’re standing. First I thought he’d had a fit, then I saw that knife in his chest.’

The doctor spoke, evenly, wiping his glasses and putting them away in their case.

‘You see, Mrs Clavering, that is all we know. No one was seen, nothing was heard. It is entirely supposition. When I got here your husband appeared to have been dead about three hours. The weapon penetrated the heart.’

‘And you do not think it might have been suicide?’

‘It is difficult to say. Of course the wound may have been self-inflicted, but in my opinion it is unlikely.’ He looked at the inspector. ‘You were studying the handle, inspector. Any marks visible?’

The inspector picked up the poniard again, holding it with a pair of forceps.

‘Nothing whatever that I can see. Either it has been very carefully wiped, or else—’

‘Well, if he did it himself, he couldn’t ’a’ wiped it after, could he?’ interrupted the landlady in a tone of triumph. ‘That’s what I say.’

No one replied. The widow appeared to be thinking deeply.

‘Perhaps this may help you, inspector. My boy tells me he spent the afternoon with his father. They separated at seven o’clock, after which it seems my husband had an appointment with someone.’

There was a stir of interest.

‘Ah! Did he mention with whom?’

‘No, but it might be possible to find out.’

The inspector shook his head dubiously.

‘Of course, if he wrote the appointment down … By the way, here is his diary. I may as well have a look.’

All eyes watched as he turned the pages of the little book in search of entries.

‘Here we are—November 17th “See tailor about pyjamas.” That’s all.’ He closed the diary, disappointed. ‘Still, we’ll make inquiries. Thank you for the information.’

His eyes wandered about the room and came to rest on the shrined photograph beneath the lilies. He took a step towards it, examining it with attention.

‘I seem to know that lad’s face. Wasn’t that Lord Brincombe’s heir, who—?’

Mrs Clavering nodded simply.

‘Yes. It is a picture of young Ivor Derryth.’

‘I thought I wasn’t wrong. Found in the river at Windsor, some five or six years back.’

He came back to the centre of the room, ruminated a moment, then addressed her kindly.

‘Well, Mrs Clavering, I hardly think there is any reason to detain you further. All this must be very painful for you.’ He lowered his voice confidentially. ‘Naturally you will have to appear at the inquest; but considering the circumstances you will only need to repeat the statement you have made to me, and there will be an end of it. I’ll have a word with the coroner and ask him to make it as brief as possible.’

Out of her white face her eyes looked up at him gratefully. ‘Thank you. And you think I may go now?’

‘Certainly. One of these officers will see you home. Peters—!’

‘Oh, please don’t trouble! I shall just jump into a taxi.’

‘It’s a pleasure, madam,’ the younger policeman gruffly assured her.

Again she was whirling along wet, shining streets, upon which reflections shone in long splashes of light. She leaned back, wearily.

Her escort’s stolid face regarded her with compassion. Plucky though she was, she was evidently all in.

‘I wouldn’t go upsetting myself overmuch, madam,’ he counselled awkwardly. ‘From what I can gather you’ve not suffered any great loss.’

She shook her head faintly.

‘No. It’s only the strain I’ve been on. I shall be all right … Tell me: If it turns out that this was murder—should you say there was much chance of discovering who did it?’

He pursed his lips cautiously.

‘Well, madam, you never know. Though if it’s my own private opinion you’re asking, I’ll have to say it seems a bit on the doubtful side.’

‘Why exactly?’

‘Well, madam, just look at the facts. This gentleman, your late husband that was, comes in with a party, male or female, we can’t say which. Now the early part of this evening the fog was so thick you couldn’t hardly see the railing of the areas. Isn’t that so?’

‘Yes. But I don’t see—’

‘Well, I see, if you’ll pardon me. It’s the first thing I did see. I says to myself, suppose those two met, not in a restaurant or a club or any lighted place where there’s people about, but on the street somewhere? Suppose, for the sake of argument, this was a woman he’d picked up? If it happened like that, there’s no witness to prove who the party was. Just a ship that passes in the night, as you might say, and a foggy night at that. Of course we don’t know.’

‘But the motive?’

‘Ah, there you have me, madam. Who’s to say? It may be your husband has something this person wanted to get hold of. Letters, maybe. Or it might be some woman he’d done the dirty by. Unless we can find out who he had that appointment with, we’ve got precious little to go on.’

‘I see,’ she answered thoughtfully. ‘What you mean is that as far as we know there’s no real evidence.’

‘That’s it, madam. No fingerprints, no known motive, no witness. So far as we know at present.’

‘Strange,’ she murmured, drawing her hand across her eyes. ‘It seems hard to realise …’

‘Oh, I don’t know, madam. There’s a sight of cases where nothing’s ever proved. Many’s the body fished up out of the Thames, as the river-police will tell you—’ He stopped, seeing that she shivered slightly.

‘Pardon me, I hadn’t ought to have mentioned such a thing, and your nerves all to pieces like … Here we are at Paultons Square, Now if I was you, madam, I’d have a good cup of strong tea and get off to bed. Got your latch-key, madam?’

Once more she was back in the little dining-room, the door carefully closed. This time her teeth chattered, and as she knelt to thaw her frozen hands before the flickering fire her knees gave way so that she sank in a trembling heap upon the rug. Her lips moved without sound.

‘Thank God it’s over,’ they formed the words. ‘Thank God—thank God …’

For several minutes she remained as she was, listening. The house was absolutely quiet. Then crouching close to the warm hearth she opened her bag, took from it a letter, perused it slowly. It was written in a flowing and beautiful hand, and read as follows:

Dear Millicent,

You can no longer control my movements, nor keep me from seeing Martin. He is my son as well as yours, and I don’t see why he should be blighted entirely by your drab outlook. What you say about my corrupting him is sheer childish nonsense, and would make me angry if it weren’t so altogether funny! No, it’s no use, my dear. You have had the whip hand of me for years, but since Aunt Isobel left me independent I can snap my fingers at you and live where I choose. Still, if you insist, I will meet you and go over all this tiresome business again—though it is only fair to warn you it will be peine perdue.

Hubert.

She held the sheet over the flames, watched it consume to ashes. Then she nerved herself to another, a final task.

From the bag she had clutched so tightly all that long evening she drew forth a small object, something soft and slightly sticky, rolled into a ball. With a quick gesture she thrust it into the heart of the fire. Igniting slowly, the ball uncurled, divided itself into two parts.

It was a pair of gloves, thick with blood.


   

ALICE CAMPBELL

Alice Dorothy Ormond—best known in America as Alice Ormond Campbell and in Britain as Alice Campbell—was born on 29 November 1887 in Atlanta, Georgia, a city that some of her ancestors had helped to found. Her parents were James Emanuel Campbell and Florence Root. 

The youngest of four children, hers was a precocious talent. Her first poem, ‘The Story of Tallulah Falls’, was published when she was only ten and her first short story, ‘The Autobiography of a Very Old Doll’, appeared two years later. Both were published in the Atlanta Constitution, a newspaper whose city editor was her elder brother, Samuel. However coincidental (or not) that might have been, it was not long before her poems started to be reprinted in other newspapers and by 1901, the fourteen-year-old was reported to be writing a ‘two volume novel’. If that was ever completed it did not find a publisher, but after graduating from Atlanta Girls’ High School, short stories did appear from time to time, including ‘White Nurse’ in the prestigious Ladies Homes Journal, ‘Roulade’ in Uncle Remus’ Magazine and ‘The Silver Lamp’ in the Topeka State Journal. At the age of nineteen and accompanied by her widowed mother, Alice Ormond moved to New York to study music and foreign languages, and to continue writing. A year later she moved to Paris, where she renewed acquaintance with a young Virginian whom she had first met in New York. James Lawrence Campbell was also a writer and he had ambitions to become a playwright. They were married in 1913 and their first child, named Lawrence, was born in 1914. 

With what become known as the First World War engulfing Europe, the couple moved to 32 Albion Road in the central London suburb of St John’s Wood where they had two more children, Florence and Robert. As their family grew, the couple decided to move out of the capital, settling in Edendale, a house in Worple Road in Epsom, Surrey. Though she was an anglophile, and had Scottish forebears on her father’s side, Alice Campbell remained very proud of her American roots—her great grandmother had been murdered by native Seminoles. She lived most of the rest of her life in London and is usually thought of as a British writer. Her books often have European settings and a mix of American and British protagonists, while there is always a young woman confronted by danger and mystery. Her first, Juggernaut (1928), was filmed in 1936 with Boris Karloff as the central character, a doctor who is only too ready to take care of his patients. Others include The Murder of Caroline Bundy (1933), a mystery that includes a search for the Holy Grail, and They Paid the Price (1937), which features the theft of a valuable Manet painting from a Parisian gallery and was published as Death Framed in Silver (1937). Particularly noteworthy are the superb wartime thriller The Chimney Crashed (1937), published in book form as Travelling Butcher (1944), in which an air raid leads to multiple murders and an unusual treasure hunt, and A Vicious Circle (1934), published the same year as Desire to Kill and succinctly summed up by one critic as ‘murder committed in a roomful of thirteen guests at the height of a wild dope orgy’. As well as novels and short fiction, she wrote poetry and a psychological drama, Two Share a Dwelling (1935), which achieved moderate success on the London stage. 

Until recently, Campbell had been largely forgotten. However, in 2022 the British small imprint Dean Street Press began reprinting her detective mysteries. The books include introductory text by Curtis Evans, author of Masters of the ‘Humdrum’ Mystery (2012) and The Spectrum of English Murder (2015), who has done much to champion many of the less well-remembered writers of the Golden Age. There is no authoritative source on the date of Alice Campbell’s death.

‘No Evidence’ was first published in Hush Magazine on 1 June 1930, and I am grateful to David Brawn for locating a copy.


   

POST HASTY

Andrew Garve

One bitter Sunday morning in March, an unusual problem was put before Inspector Knowles of the South Sussex C.I.D. It seemed that a man named Simpson who lived in a deeply rural part of the county had telephoned the police to say that a public post box near his home had been stolen.

Investigation by the local constable had confirmed the report. The hoops of iron which had clamped the small red box to a telegraph pole had been sawn through with a hacksaw. The box, which had been cleared at 8.30 on the Saturday morning, had obviously been stolen on the Saturday night.

The site was a T-junction of minor lanes, called May’s End, and the nearest house—Simpson’s—was a hundred yards away, behind trees. Neither Simpson, nor—it soon appeared—anyone else in the neighbourhood, had noticed anything unusual during the night.

Inspector Knowles didn’t seem unduly worried by the lack of clues.

‘We’ll assume,’ Knowles said, ‘that the box was taken for a good, practical reason—for something inside it …’

‘Well, now, I can’t see anyone stealing a post box simply on the off-chance of finding money in it,’ interrupted his dutiful sergeant.

‘So we’ll say, Knowles continued, ‘that the fellow wanted a particular letter—which he could get only by taking the box away and breaking open … either someone else’s letter or one he had posted himself, Davey.’

‘Changed his mind about it, you mean, sir?’

‘That’s right, sergeant. It isn’t hard to think of reasons. For example, he might have posted a letter earlier in the day confessing to something or accusing someone of something and then he might have had unexpected news—of a death, say. In the papers, or on the radio, or by telephone. Something that altered the whole situation. There are endless possibilities—we’re certainly not short of a reasonable motive …’

‘We’re short of a line on the fellow who did it,’ Davey said. ‘Seems to me it could have been anyone. Some passing motorist who went back afterwards.’

Knowles considered. ‘It’s possible—but not very likely. Those lanes are used almost exclusively by the locals—they aren’t through routes. This must have been a very important letter … and if you go out with an important letter, you don’t drift about with it—you post it. I’d say it was definitely a local man.’

‘That still leaves the field pretty wide open, sir.’

‘Well, does it? Remember, sergeant, that raw wind yesterday. It was the sort of weather that makes sensible people want to hibernate. So the chances are that anyone who posted a letter in the May’s End box was posting it in the nearest box, and getting back to the warmth as soon as possible. And it shouldn’t be hard to find out which houses that box was the nearest to.’

Knowles unfolded a six-inch ordnance map of the area, on which all buildings were marked.

‘There we are,’ he said at last. ‘There are actually only twenty houses that are nearer the May’s End box than any other. Come on, sergeant, let’s go and see if we can narrow the field a bit more.’

As Knowles had expected, most of the occupants were quickly eliminated.

In the end, the inspector was left with only four ‘possibles’. The first was a retired but vigorous-looking colonel living with his wife. They said they hadn’t heard about the theft, which they thought outrageous. They hadn’t posted any letters in the May’s End box themselves—indeed, they had stayed indoors all the weekend.

The second ‘possible’ was a young man named Forbes, who worked as a draughtsman in the neighbouring town of Lambridge. He and his fiancée, who were soon to be married, had recently bought a modest cottage about two hundred yards from May’s End, and he was taking time off to do some decorating while his girl visited friends in Cheshire. Like the colonel, he said that the theft of the box was news to him. Asked if he had posted any letters during the weekend, he said he had sent one off to his fiancée that morning, but none on the Saturday.

The third ‘possible’ was a middle-aged solicitor, a bachelor, who lived in London and came to the country only for an occasional weekend. He had been at the house alone, he said, since Friday night, working. He had heard from his neighbour, Simpson, about the theft. He had posted three letters in the box on Saturday, one containing an important document. It was a disgraceful business and he hoped the police would soon apprehend the culprit.

Finally there was a small-scale farmer named Angel, who seemed to resent the inspector’s questions. He hadn’t heard about the theft, he said, and he didn’t know anything about it. He hadn’t posted any letters over the weekend, and he hadn’t been out on the Saturday night.

Knowles returned to his office in a pensive mood. He had a nagging feeling that someone had told him a lie—but he couldn’t put his finger on it.

There were no developments for three days. Then there was an unexpected one. The solicitor rang Knowles from London to say that all three of the letters he had posted had been delivered.

Subsequent inquiries by the inspector revealed that of nine letters admittedly posted during the weekend by the occupants of the twenty houses, all had now reached their destinations. None had been tampered with. They had been posted in Lambridge late on Tuesday afternoon.

Knowles checked again with his four ‘suspects’. The colonel said he had been in Lambridge on Tuesday afternoon to get his hair cut. Forbes said he had gone in after lunch to buy some more paint. The solicitor said he had spent all Tuesday seeing a client in the next county. The farmer said he hadn’t been in Lambridge at all.

‘Well,’ Knowles commented, ‘we know now that the thief didn’t take the box for any letters but his own. Also, that he has a bit of a conscience—he could easily have destroyed them all. Posting them added to his danger …’ The inspector continued to mull over the case, without making any progress.

It was not until Thursday morning, when he was working on something else, that he suddenly exclaimed, ‘Sergeant, I’m a clot … Of course! Come on, we’re going visiting.’

Forbes was still at his cottage, whistling cheerfully as he painted a door. His whistling stopped abruptly when the policemen appeared.

‘Mr Forbes,’ Knowles said, ‘if I remember rightly, you told me you hadn’t heard about the theft of that post box until my call here on Sunday afternoon.’

‘That’s right, inspector.’

‘You also told me you posted a letter to your fiancée on Sunday morning.’

‘Yes.’

‘Where did you post it?’

Forbes stared. ‘I—I posted in the box on the main road.’

‘Why not in the box at May’s End? It’s only two hundred yards from here. The main road is nearly a mile.’

‘Well, I—I don’t really know …’

‘I suggest,’ Knowles said, ‘that, you went to the main road because you knew the May’s End box wasn’t there. Because you had already removed it. Mind if I have a look round?’

‘Go ahead,’ the young man said tonelessly. With a gloomy face, he accompanied the policemen.

There was nothing in the house to justify suspicion, nothing in the sheds. Knowles went into the back garden. The ground was iron-hard—nothing could have been buried. Then his glance fell on a small pond. Near the centre there was a disturbed patch where the ice had been broken. Knowles looked significantly at the sergeant.

At that point, Forbes gave up. ‘Okay, inspector,’ he said. ‘The box is there …’

‘I was supposed to be getting married at the end of this month,’ Forbes said, when they were back in the house. ‘My fiancée, Barbara, and I—well, we hadn’t had what you’d call a smooth courtship, but at last everything seemed to be going fine. I was very happy. You see, I’m—I’m very much in love with her …

‘Then, last Friday, a quarrel suddenly blew up again. It was stupid, but we both got very angry. I came down here alone, still in a boiling rage, and instead of giving myself time to cool off I wrote her a furious letter, a real stinker, and posted it. I had no sooner shoved it in the box than I regretted it.

‘As the day wore on, I got more and more desperate thinking about it. I’d have sent her a wire asking her not to open the letter, but I wasn’t sure she’d get it in time.

‘So I thought, what the hell, my whole future’s at stake in this—and that night I went to May’s End and pinched the box. I had an awful job breaking it open, but I managed it, and I destroyed the letter.

‘On Sunday morning I wrote to Barbara, saying I was sorry and making things up—and on Tuesday I posted the other letters. I hoped that would be the end of it …’

Knowles picked up a photograph from the table. ‘Is this your fiancée?’

Forbes nodded.

The inspector studied it for a moment. ‘Charming,’ he said—and paused. ‘Well, Mr Forbes, I’m afraid you’ll have to come along with me. Stealing Post Office property is a serious offence—though, strictly between ourselves, I wouldn’t be surprised if the court decided to take a lenient view in the circumstances …’

The inspector was right. At the hearing, Forbes was given a heavy fine, a stern warning—and the magistrate’s good wishes for a law-abiding future. Afterwards he went off with his fiancée to continue the decoration of their home.

‘Well,’ Sergeant Davey commented, ‘he certainly was lucky. Could have ruined himself … Imagine, stealing a post box! All that trouble, just for a woman!’

Knowles smiled. ‘I wouldn’t say it was all that much trouble,’ he said. ‘Not as these things go. Did you never hear of the face that launched a thousand ships?’


   

ANDREW GARVE

‘Andrew Garve’ was the best known pseudonym of Paul Winterton, a journalist and author born in Leicester on 12 February 1908. His parents, Ethel and Ernest, campaigned extensively in support of the temperance movement, and Ernest went on to become a member of Parliament. Their son attended Purley County School in Surrey, and after taking the Intermediate Arts Examination at school was awarded a further scholarship to the London School of Economics where he gained an honours degree in Economics in 1928.

Winterton won the first Acland Travelling Scholarship and spent nine months in the Soviet Union investigating the country’s economy, which he wrote about in A Student in Russia (1931) and elsewhere. Following in his father’s footsteps, Winterton stood in the 1931 General Election as a candidate for the Labour Party, but he lost to the sitting Conservative member. He also stood—and lost again—in 1935, by which time he was working as a journalist, first for The Economist and later the News Chronicle, for which he acted as its Moscow correspondent during the Second World War. He also reported for the BBC and was one of the first journalists to expose the Nazis’ atrocities after he was taken by the Russian Army to the Madjanek death camp outside Lublin.

While he continued to work as a journalist during the 1930s and early 1940s, Winterton began writing fiction. His first novel was Death Beneath Jerusalem (1938), written as by ‘Roger Bax’; a politically astute thriller with romantic notes, the book features a journalist called Philip Garve. Five more ‘Bax’ books followed, including two that drew on his Russian experiences—Red Escapade (1940) and Came the Dawn (1949), filmed as Never Let Me Go (1953) with the Cornish village of Mevagissey masquerading as the then Soviet port of Tallinn—as well as crime novels on more traditional lines, the best of which is Blueprint for Murder (1948), in which an escapee from a German prisoner of war camp plots to murder his uncle.

By the end of the 1940s, Winterton had decided to abandon journalism and to adopt a new pseudonym. As ‘Andrew Garve’ he went on to write around 30 novels, beginning with the excellent No Tears for Hilda (1950), a detective story. As with the work of ‘Roger Bax’, some of the ‘Andrew Garve’ books are inspired by Soviet politics, most obviously Murder in Moscow (1951), in which a journalist investigates the death of a British communist, and Russia also provides the setting for the curiosity ‘Trial by Orgy’ (1957). However, Winterton’s ‘Garve’ novels vary widely in tone and settings, and they cover almost every facet of crime and suspense fiction. For example, A Hole in the Ground (1952) deals with death during a potholing expedition, while Death and the Sky Above (1953) is a Buchanesque whodunit; and The Megstone Plot (1956)—filmed as A Touch of Larceny (1960)—turns the idea of an espionage thriller on its head, and The Golden Deed (1960) is a ‘home invasion’ novel with a difference. Surprisingly, as Winterton himself was happily married and had four children with his wife Audrey, several of his crime novels feature domestic murder.

By the early 1950s, Winterton also played a role in championing crime fiction, helping to found the Crime Writers’ Association where he served, with Elizabeth Ferrars, as its first joint secretary. Later in the decade, he took on a third identity: while continuing to write as ‘Andrew Garve’, Winterton also became ‘Paul Somers’, author of five reasonably well-regarded thrillers. He died in a Surrey nursing home on 8 January 2001.

One of a handful of short stories by Paul Winterton, ‘Post Hasty’ was first published in the London Evening News and Star on 23 February 1962.


   

GREEDY NIGHT

E. C. Bentley

‘Yow ow ow,’ observed Lord Peter Wimsey opening his eyes; then, reclosing and feebly knuckling them, ‘Ow wow. Yah ah ow.’

‘Very good, my lord,’ his servant said, as he drew the curtains of the bedroom. ‘It is now twelve o’clock noon, my lord. At what hour would your lordship take breakfast?’

‘Zero hour,’ Lord Peter snarled. ‘Take the nasty breakfast away, I don’t want any breakfast today. Oh Lord! Bunter, why did I drink all that Corton Clos du Roi 1904 on the top of a quart of archdeacon ale last night? I’m old enough to know better. Anyhow, my inside is.’

‘If I may make the suggestion, my lord, it may have been what your lordship had after coming home that is at the root of the trouble.’

Wimsey sat up in bed wild-eyed. ‘Bunter!’ he gasped. ‘Don’t tell me I had whisky as well.’

‘No, my lord. That may possibly have been your lordship’s intention; but I fear that what your lordship actually drank, in a moment of absentmindedness, was a mixture of furniture-polish and Vichy water. I found the empty bottles on the floor this morning, my lord.’

Wimsey sank back with a moan; then rallied himself and swallowed a little tea from the cup which Bunter had filled.

‘I don’t like this tea,’ he said peevishly. ‘I don’t believe this is my specially grown Son-of-Heaven china.’

‘It is, my lord; but in some circumstances the flavour of almost anything is apt to be sensibly impaired. May I urge, my lord, that an effort should be made to eat some breakfast? It is considered to be advisable on the morning after an occasion of festivity, even if the handle of a knife has to be employed to assist the process of deglutition.’

‘Oh, all right.’ Wimsey held out his hand for the menu which Bunter produced, like a conjurer, apparently from the air. ‘Well, I won’t eat avoine secoueur, anyhow. Give it to the cat.’

‘The cat has already tried it, my lord, during my momentary absence from the kitchen. The intelligent animal appears to be of your lordship’s opinion. I would recommend a little pâté gonfleur sur canapé, my lord, for the present emergency.’

Wimsey groaned. ‘I don’t believe I could taste even that,’ he said. ‘Very well, I’ll have a stab at it.’

‘Thank you, my lord.’ Bunter laid an armful of newspapers on the bed and withdrew. When he returned with the breakfast tray Wimsey was reading with absorbed interest. ‘Bunter,’ he said eagerly, ‘I see that at Sotheby’s on Monday they’re auctioning a thing I simply must have—the original manuscript of the Chanson de Roland, with marginal notes by Saint Louis. If I find I can’t go myself, I shall want you to pop round and bid for me. That is, of course, if it’s the genuine article. You could make sure of that, I suppose?’

‘Without difficulty, my lord. I have always taken an interest in the technical study of mediaeval calligraphy. I should be sceptical, though, about those marginal notes, my lord. It has always been understood, your lordship will recollect, that His Most Christian Majesty was unable to write. However—’

At this point there came a long-continued ringing at the doorbell of the flat; and after a brief interval Bunter, with all the appearance of acting under protest, showed the Bishop of Glastonbury into the bedroom.

‘I say, Peter, there’s the devil to pay!’ exclaimed that prelate. ‘Topsy’s pretty well off her onion, and Bill Mixer’s in a frightful dither. Have you heard what’s happened? But, of course, you couldn’t. They’ve been trying to get you on the ’phone this morning, but that man of yours kept on saying that he feared his lordship was somewhat closely engaged at the moment. So they rang me up and asked me to tell you.’

‘Well, why not tell me?’ Wimsey snapped. Topsy, the Bishop’s favourite sister, was an old friend, and her husband was a man for whom Wimsey had a deep regard that dated from his years at Balliol.

‘Dermot’s dead.’

‘I say! What a ghastly thing!’ Wimsey scrambled out of bed and into a dressing-gown. ‘What happened to poor old Dermot?’ 

‘That’s just what they don’t know. There was absolutely nothing the matter with him, but he was found dead this morning—apparently
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