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INTRODUCTION

‘Some people can’t see the colour red.

That doesn’t mean it isn’t there.’

Sue Grafton, M is for Malice

Bodies from the Library, the Collins Crime Club’s annual anthology of unknown and rarely seen short fiction, has to date focused on crime and detection. In five volumes, so far, we have brought to light uncollected stories by Agatha Christie and more than 50 other writers of the Golden Age of crime and detective fiction, as well as stories and scripts never previously published including novellas and short stories by Edmund Crispin, Christianna Brand, Dorothy L. Sayers and Ngaio Marsh. However, Christie and her contemporaries also wrote stories of the supernatural and many of these too have not been published before or have appeared only in obscure periodicals or anthologies.

Stories of the supernatural are very different from crime and detective fiction. After all, the art of detective fiction is to explain. There are some crime stories that fail in this precept, most notably Raymond Chandler’s The Big Sleep (1939), in which a chauffeur appears to have been murdered but no one—not even the author—can explain how it happened. Such oddities aside, with a detective story, a thriller or a mystery, the reader can be reasonably certain that everything will be explained and that order will be restored, even in the most baffling of circumstances. The art of supernatural fiction is the exact opposite. In these, there are some things that will not—cannot—be explained, and when the sunlight hits the room, a little darkness always remains …

Like stories of detection, stories featuring the supernatural have been around a long time. A very long time. While the Quran holds that ghosts—as such—do not exist, a ghost does appear in the Bible’s Book of Samuel, and in the New Testament there are several occasions when Jesus Christ is mistaken for a ghost by his disciples. Across the centuries throughout the world, there have been stories of ghosts that are vengeful or loving or penitent—ghosts that are benign and ghosts that are evil. While stories of ghosts and other supernatural happenings became popular as a form of entertainment in the medieval period, at least in Europe and Asia, the popularity of the genre in Britain was probably at its zenith in the late eighteenth century, the heyday of the Gothic novel. By the nineteenth century, the ghost was becoming more domesticated. In 1843, the firm of Chapman & Hall published A Christmas Carol, with illustrations by John Leech. Charles Dickens’ tale of hauntings and redemption is probably the greatest supernatural story, and its success almost certainly influenced the editors of the countless magazines and newspapers of the period to publish festive ‘spook stories’ annually. And many—if not most—crime and detective story writers responded to the challenge, producing at least one supernatural tale, sometimes unsettling and sometimes amusing but always entertaining.

Today, though there are some notable exceptions, few crime writers write stories of the supernatural. Nonetheless, the genre remains extremely popular. There are novels of the new Gothic like Stacey Halls’ The Familiars (2019) and the work of Laura Purcell, most recently Something Wicked (2022), as well as contemporary scarers like This Is Not a Ghost Story (2021) by Andrea Portes. In London’s West End, Danny Robins’ play 2.22 A Ghost Story is entering its third season while Stephen Mallatratt’s 1987 adaptation of Susan Hill’s The Woman in Black (1983) is soon to mark its 35th anniversary. In the cinema the supernatural is less common but it is a staple of the streaming channels, and on the small screen, Mark Gatiss has successfully reimagined the BBC’s 1970s series A Ghost Story for Christmas, while his fellow members of The League of Gentlemen, Reece Shearsmith and Steve Pemberton, pepper their award-winning anthology series Inside No. 9 with tropes of the supernatural and horror fiction.

Welcome, then, to the thirteen stories that comprise Ghosts from the Library. Here you will find ghosts aplenty as well as a haunted house, courtesy of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, a haunted—or is it haunting?—dress, provided by Anthony Berkeley. Christianna Brand tells a sinister story of a witch, and there is a radio play by Agatha Christie in which … but that would be telling! There are lost stories by—among others—Daphne du Maurier, Josephine Tey and Margery Allingham, as well as the horrific final case of Q Patrick’s Lieutenant Timothy Trant, which foreshadows by more than 30 years one of the most infamous horror novels of all time. And as bonuses, we are reprinting a rare essay by G. K. Chesterton, and Dorothy L. Sayers provides an unusual coda to one of M. R. James’ most famous tales.

Now, please, find a comfortable chair by a well-banked fire. Settle down to read. And if there is a noise somewhere in the room behind you, an unfamiliar sound of something scraping at the door or swishing across the carpet, don’t look round …

Tony Medawar

March 2022




   

GHOST STORIES

G. K. Chesterton

I can claim to be tolerably detached on the subject of ghost stories. I do not depend upon them in any way; not even in the sordid professional way, in which I have at some periods depended upon murder stories. I do not much mind whether they are true or not. I am not, like a Spiritualist, a man whose whole philosophy may be said to consist entirely of ghosts. But I am not like a Materialist, a man whose whole philosophy is exploded and blasted and blown to pieces by the most feeble and timid intrusion of the most thin and third-rate ghost. I am quite ready to believe that a great number of ghosts were merely turnip ghosts elaborately prepared to deceive the village idiot. But I am not at all certain that they succeeded even in that; and I suspect that their greatest successes were elsewhere. For it is my experience that the village idiot is very much less credulous than the town lunatic. On the other hand, when the merely sceptical school asks us to believe that every sort of ghost has been a turnip ghost, I think such sceptics rather exaggerate the variety and vivacity and theatrical talent of turnips.

There is no particular difficulty about the artistic problem of the ghost story as distinct from the spiritual problem of the ghost. All that is required of this literary form, as of any other, is that it shall observe the laws and limits of its form. Nothing is more fatal, for instance, than mixing up the convention of the ghost story with the convention of the crime story. In the solid and profitable matter of murder, I do not hesitate to say that the artist must be a materialist. I do not say he must accept the dogma that dead men tell no tales; for, after all, he whole art of a detective story is the art of getting tales out of dead men. But I do say that the dead men must be dead; and no mystical transcendental spiritual immortal nonsense about it. Every art has in it something of the quality of a sport. The rules of a sport have nothing to do with reality; but they have a real element of loyalty. Literature is only a game; but it is not even literature unless we keep the rules of the game. Just as the pugilist must not hit below the belt, so the crime novelist must not hit above the body. His business is to present to his reader a nice, fresh, fascinating, suggestive, satisfactory body. He may happen himself to believe in the survival of the soul, an eccentricity which has actually occurred in many cases, including my own; but he has no right to bring in the higher mysteries of immortality to illuminate the lower mysteries of detection. He has no right to do it because it is not playing the game; it is like looking out the answer to a riddle or using a crib in an examination. Even the village idiot can solve the village murder, if he receives private information from the ghost of the murdered man.

Whether there is any historical truth in such a notion of a ghost I have not the ghost of a notion. Roughly speaking, I should say that the probabilities are in its favour. For where there is a very great amount of gossip, there is generally some groundwork for the gossip; even if the ground is the graveyard. It is doubtless easy to make very uncharitable use of the proverb that where there is smoke there is fire; but that is because the more puritanical moralists of the village are rather prone to twist it into a totally different proverb; that where there is fire there is hell-fire. I do not suggest any such savour of brimstone, or any extreme evil or terror, as necessarily clinging either to the dead or to the living in this matter; and it is no business of mine to suggest either that the village ghost came from the lower regions, or that the village prodigal is going there. But just as such a village character, while perhaps not so black as he is painted, may he of the sort that is seldom successfully white-washed, so I think it difficult for the sceptic to seal so hermetically all the whited sepulchres of a rationalised model village as to hide all the hints there have been in history of such spectres sometimes escaping from such sepulchres. There is too large a mass of tradition for there not to be some small nucleus of truth; but beyond that very general impression, which is indeed the common sense of mankind. I have neither will nor power to dogmatise in the matter. But I am quite certain that when such things are used merely as symbols, by an artist, the emblematical figures should be of one definite decorative style; or the sepulchres, so to speak, of the same school of monumental architecture, I mean that we must not mix up the ghost story, which is a story about a ghost, with some other technical type of tale, such as a story about a corpse. The ideas are on two different planes, and one will always suffer from the presence of the other. Either the spiritual story will be much too thin, or the blood and bones story will be a bit too thick. Ghosts, in short, may wander about in real life, if they like, because truth is stranger than fiction; but in the refined world of fiction we must be a little more exclusive and fastidious in our selection of ghosts. They must be family ghosts, in the sense of ghosts of good family; or only living (like the dear old butler) with the best. A mere mob of phantoms, for all I know, may march like an army up the high road of history; but we must know more about the particular ghost before we allow him to appear in so serious a thing as a novel.

I happened recently to pick up and re-read The Hound of the Baskervilles; which is something of a curiosity of literature, because its author afterwards became an ardent Spiritualist, having written this full-length mystery novel from the standpoint of a complete materialist. And here, more than anywhere, appears this impression the incompatibility of the two types of imagination. It is not merely that the two explanations of the ghostly hound cannot co-exist as theories; they cannot co-exist even as hypotheses. The materialistic detective cannot use a ghost even as a guess. It cannot rank as one of the theories which he abandons at the end; he is obliged to abandon it at the beginning. We must start with the assumption that a dog cannot really be a demon; and yet the whole story has to be haunted like any ghost-story with a demon dog. There is evidence that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle took more trouble than usual with the atmosphere of this drama; even if it is rather the atmosphere of a melodrama. He took a wider canvas; he lavished much on scene-painting the landscape of Dartmoor; he went into details of topography and physical geography which would naturally have been too big a background for argumentative anecdotes of Baker Street; the whole panorama seems to be unrolled before us like a scroll of mystery and symbolism, solely to suggest a half-belief in the hell-hound we have already been forbidden to believe in at all. The result is that the Hound of Baskerville and the Hound of Baker Street are looking for each other in two different worlds; they cannot be said to be hunting each other, for they are racing on two different levels. I know not at what stage of Conan Doyle’s conversion the book was concluded; but, even if he had already become a Spiritualist, I must congratulate him as an artist on leaving Sherlock Holmes a materialist. The same author, writing as a Spiritualist, later gave a rather lurid description of the conversion of a materialistic doctor to Spiritualism.

But the difference is not between the different opinions either of the author or the character, at different times of their lives. The difference is that not only was the character then a different sort of character, but the author was a different sort of author. The materialistic medical gentleman was a melodramatic character; and his conversion to ghosts was melodramatic. But Sherlock Holmes was a comedy character; and I cannot call up any picture of what a real interview between him and a real ghost would be like. Sherlock Holmes, having the kind of cleverness that belongs to a comedy character, has also the kind of stupidity, or at least the kind of limitation, that belongs to a man who could never have had a chat with a ghost. For instance, if I remember right, he begins his review of the possibilities with a well-known sceptical sneer, of the sort that is very familiar and really very shallow, to the effect that it is a strange sort of spirit hound who leaves material traces, such as footprints. If he were living for one instant in the tradition of the great ghost stories, he would be more likely to say that it would be a very unusual spirit hound who did not leave material traces; or make some imprint in some way on the material world. Nobody would be particularly frightened of a completely immaterial hound; a metaphysical and mathematical abstract hound; a hound in intellectual solution. The power in every preternatural story, as in every supernatural belief, is in some suggestion of what is mystical communicating with what is material. But there is no thrill either in blood and thunder or theology that has not that touch of materialisation; even the tale about a skeleton is in a manner the word made flesh; and the ghost is but a shadow of the resurrection of the body.



 

 

G. K. CHESTERTON

Gilbert Keith Chesterton was born on 29 May 1874 at Campden Hill, Kensington in London, the son of Edward and Marie Louise Chesterton. He attended St Paul’s School, excelling in everything and winning the school’s Milton Prize at eighteen for his recitation of ‘St Francis Xavier, Apostle of the Indies’—perhaps a surprising choice given that Chesterton had been baptised into the Church of England, but less surprising given his eventual conversion to Catholicism. On leaving St Paul’s he attended classes at the Slade School of Fine Art and he began reviewing books, first for The Bookman and then for The Speaker, a prestigious weekly review to which he also contributed poetry. In 1896, Chesterton’s first published short story, ‘A Picture of Tuesday’, appeared in The Quarto, and he wrote on a freelance basis for various other publications while working for a London publisher. 

In 1902, Chesterton joined the staff of the Daily News, where he would become a leader writer and one of the newspaper’s chief literary critics. In the letters’ column he jousted on political issues with the likes of George Bernard Shaw, while the newspaper’s editor was light-heartedly implored by one correspondent to stop Chesterton’s ‘reckless practice of making old-established and highly respected proverbs stand on their heads’, a facility which will be very familiar to readers of Chesterton’s Father Brown stories. Styled ‘the prince of paradox’, he also reviewed books for the paper and contributed to other leading literary periodicals like Pall Mall Magazine, Echo and the Illustrated London News, for which he wrote a weekly column for over thirty years. He also excelled as an artist—illustrating The Wonderful History of Dunder Van Haeden (1901), a children’s book by his father, and a book of nonsense verse by Cosmo Monkhouse, whose obituary Chesterton had written for the Daily News a few months earlier. He even found time for romance, marrying Frances Alice Blogg, a poet and dramatist whose organisational skills—and patience—provided the stability needed by her extraordinary husband. 

Chesterton’s journalism led to success as an essayist, with confidently opinionated publications on an extraordinary variety of subjects, including The Conspiracy of Journalism (1902), and he wrote several biographies. He became prominent as a political thinker with speaking engagements on subjects like ‘Patriotism’, ‘The Future of Liberalism’ and ‘Why socialists and radicals should co-operate’. For the rest of his life, he juggled journalism and fiction, while also championing the church, for which Pope Pius XI made him a Knight Commander with Star in the Order of St Gregory the Great, editing GK’s Weekly and much else besides. Today, almost a century after his death, he is perhaps best remembered for The Man Who Was Thursday (1908)—a thriller parodied by Agatha Christie in The Seven Dials Mystery (1929)—and for the long series of stories featuring Father Brown, a shrewd and self-effacing Catholic priest. Father Brown is among the immortals of the genre and Chesterton’s wordplay and ingenuity inspired many other Golden Age writers, most obviously John Dickson Carr whose modus operandi owes much to Chesterton, the model for Carr’s main character, Gideon Fell. And when in the late 1920s Anthony Berkeley Cox and Dorothy L. Sayers were considering who should become the first President of the newly formed Detection Club, Chesterton was the obvious choice.

A giant in so many ways, G. K. Chesterton died of heart failure on 14 June 1936 at ‘Top Meadow’, his home in Buckinghamshire where, at Bekonscot Model Village and Railway, a church dedicated in Chesterton’s memory stands to this day. 

‘Ghost Stories’ was published in the Illustrated London News on 30 May 1936 as an untitled edition of the long-running feature ‘Our Notebook’.


   

DEBORAH

Josephine Tey

It was on our way home after a few days at the coast that we found it—the cottage, I mean. We had made a detour in order to inspect the new racecourse at Pontbridge, and it was in the, to us, unexplored country between there and Dorking that we came across it. It stood on a knoll about three hundred yards outside as pretty a village as you’ll find in Sussex, and it looked like a picture in a fairy-tale book. I had an impression of white lilac, and a laburnum tree at the gate.

I heard Lizbeth gasp, and she twisted in the seat at my side and craned her neck till she couldn’t see it any more. We were in the village street before she suggested going back for a closer inspection, and I had to point out that we were late as it was. I have never really liked driving in the dark since I used to skate round shell holes on two wheels with intermittent illumination on the Bethune road.

‘Besides,’ I said, ‘the board you’re talking about probably reads “W. Higson, Sweep”, and has nothing to do with letting the place.’

She said, ‘All right, George, I expect you do need dinner rather badly. Did you notice the lilacs?’

We were nearly home before she spoke again. ‘There was an illustration in my Grimm like that. Hansel and Gretel, I think it was.’ And at dinner, apropos apparently of bottled peas, she said, ‘There were little crooked apple-trees at the side.’

At intervals through the week I remembered the place—or rather I had occasional pictures of it at the back of my mind when I was thinking of totally different matters—and yet when Lizbeth said next Saturday morning at breakfast, ‘We are going to start early today and go round by that cottage,’ something made me say, ‘What cottage?’

‘You know,’ she said. And I had a queer feeling of being found out.

When we pulled up at the little green gate in the hedge, Lizbeth clicked her tongue the way she always does when she has scored off me, for the notice-board, planted drunkenly at one corner of the garden, read ‘To Let’. There the information ended. There was no ‘Apply to’ or ‘at’. We went back to the village and in a thatched post office got the information we wanted. The cottage was most certainly to let and the key was to be had at Halkett’s. Halkett’s was the farm on the slope behind the cottage. The cottage had belonged to an old woman, a childless widow. She had died about eight years ago come June. The present owner was a grandnephew of the old woman, who lived in New Zealand and had never seen the place. He was sort of sentimental about the cottage, though, and wouldn’t sell it. It was only to let, and the Halketts looked after it.

We took ourselves to Halkett’s, where a large damsel in blue gingham, her enormous arms bare to the elbow and still damp, announced that she would ‘fetch Miss Halkett to us’, and clattered down the cool tiled passage with the threat still on her lips.

Miss Halkett proved to be a replica of her maid, perhaps a pound or two less, and a shade lighter on her feet—a pleasant, practical girl. She fetched the key and accompanied us down the field path to the cottage. We should have preferred to explore it alone, but could not very well refuse her chaperonage. She preceded us into the living-room and drew aside the curtains that hung across the latticed windows.

‘Why,’ said Lizbeth, ‘it’s furnished!’

‘Yes, the nephew I was telling you of said that it was to stay just the way it was when old Deborah died and tenants were to be taken only on that condition. We look after it when it isn’t let.’ 

In spite of the emptiness of the wide hearth the room had a pleasant look, very welcoming. It was, moreover, an authentic cottage interior. There were no Liberty cretonnes, no rush mats, no colour scheme. The curtains, as Lizbeth remarked afterwards, were made of flowered chintz at a few pence a yard, and the possibly valuable bits of china on the mantelpiece were cheek by jowl with the kind of tea-caddy a grocer gives away at Christmas and souvenirs of half a dozen watering-places. Nothing in the room had been placed there for its effect. Each article was there because of its value to the owner. And yet in spite of that—or perhaps because of it—the room had a charm that no arranged room in my experience ever had. And the rest of the house was the same.

We moved out of doors and stood looking at the place in a sort of speechless satisfaction. On one side the garden was bounded by a row of white lilac trees, heavy with bloom. At the back, rather close to the house, were aspen poplars—the kind that make a sound like rain when the lightest wind comes—and on the grass at the other side were Lizbeth’s crooked little apple-trees. By the road ran a very low hedge of box. A narrow brick path went up to the door, but not round the house. There was no back door, and the grass, unbroken by any flower-beds, grew close up to the walls. It was no show place, inside or out, but it had a most definite charm. All buildings have an atmosphere of some kind or other. ‘Laburnum Cottage’—for that was its prosaic name— had an air of primness. It wasn’t smug—not even complacent. But there was a happy well-orderedness about it. It both deprecated and disowned the tipsy notice-board. The unmown grass had the incongruous effect of dishevelled hair on a carefully dressed woman. And yet it wasn’t in its physical peculiarities that the primness lay. You can get an ordered effect with poplars or cypress or trimmed box. But lilacs are not exactly prim, and the laburnum at the gate was positively wanton. The primness hung in the atmosphere itself, somehow.

As we came back to the living-room Lizbeth said, ‘You keep it beautifully, Miss Halkett. We shall have something to live up to.’

Facial expression is the subtlest thing on earth. What is the difference between a pleased blush and an uncomfortable flush? Something too indefinite for words, isn’t it?—and yet as definite as daylight. It was certainly an uncomfortable flush that showed in Miss Halkett’s honest visage at the moment, and she turned with obvious relief to follow Lizbeth, who had been examining a piece of lustreware, to a second inspection of the kitchen.

Now, why?

We left the place some ten minutes later its accepted tenants, and Lizbeth’s parting words to Miss Halkett were, ‘And do take down the board at once, won’t you? It’s a—a blot!’

All the way to the coast she was jubilant, the burden of her song being ‘that it should be our luck to get it, when country cottages were at a premium’.

‘Perhaps there is a snag somewhere,’ I suggested. ‘Don’t let’s crow too soon.’

‘George! You unbearable wet blanket!’ she said. ‘I won’t be damped by you. I just won’t. If you want to be liverish on a glorious spring morning on your way to the sea through a country reeking of lilac, you’ll have to do it without my hitherto unfailing sympathy.’

And certainly it would be difficult to find a snag in the perfect days we spent at the cottage. We would let the Halketts know when we were coming down and they had the place open, clean, and aired for us. They supplied us with milk, butter and eggs, chickens, ducks, and salads. The weather all the summer was the kind that leaves one in no doubt. We spent the long, brilliant days in the garden on the little patch of shaved turf, I working in a deck chair, Lizbeth supine in a hammock slung from the lilac trees. Little flaws of wind ran in a whispering patter through the aspen poplars and ceased abruptly as if afraid of being overheard. Our flowered Chintz flapped lazily at the yawning windows. Over the tops of the trees across the road the blue Sussex distances shimmered in the sun. In July, when London was a blazing furnace, we migrated altogether to Laburnum Cottage. It was then that the change in Lizbeth began. She grew listless and nervy. I blamed the long heatwave and wished that I could take her for a sea voyage, but a country cottage was the best we could do. She woke to animation sometimes when Mary Halkett would look in in passing, and would discuss with every appearance of interest our predecessors in the role of tenant, especially the former owner. I had the impression that the Halkett girl was not quite at her ease at these moments, and I wondered which of the tenants had been the undesirable one. But she was frank enough and showed no disposition to avoid us. She remembered old Mrs Margetts only vaguely, but such recollection as she had was evidently pleasant.

‘Everyone liked her,’ she said. ‘She was a sweet old woman.’

‘Was she house-proud?’ asked Lizbeth surprisingly.

‘She was awfully fond of her cottage, if that’s what you mean.’

Later on Lizbeth said, ‘How is it that none of the other tenants wanted to hang on to a little heaven like this?’ It was a question we had often asked each other, and we both turned to our visitor. On Mary Halkett’s face was the expression of one who sees a step just in time. It was gone even as I turned, and she said evenly:

‘Well, it’s a very lonely spot, and once summer’s gone, not so very attractive. Most of the tenants were the kind who like to go to a different place every year.’

Which seemed a reasonable enough explanation.

But when we were left alone again, Lizbeth would sink back to her strange rapt listlessness. And she grew more and more queer in her fads. She gave up the hammock because it ‘didn’t belong’, apparently, was ‘out of the picture’, and took to sitting at the door in a hard wooden chair with a thin turkey-red cushion as the only mitigant of its penitential qualities.

And then one evening at the end of July, after a grey, dusty day, sultry and full of the promise of storm, we arrived back from a short walk along the parched lanes. Lizbeth had gone in front of me through the open door and was standing apparently gazing down at the table where the evening meal was set.

‘Oh, I don’t like it!’ she said suddenly with such passion that it took my breath away. 

The chicken salad on the table was one of her favourite dishes, but the best course was to humour her, I thought.

‘There’s some cold beef in the larder,’ I said. ‘Shall I get you that?’

To my surprise she turned with a little shaky laugh.

‘You prosaic darling!’ she said. Then her smile died away. She came close up to me and peered half-searchingly, half-confidingly into my face. ‘Have you never noticed the queer thing about the house?’ And as I struggled for words in my astonishment, she added, ‘No, I suppose a man wouldn’t notice. Well, look at the room. There has been a wind all day and clouds of dust have been drifting over the garden. The doors and the windows have been open since morning, and there isn’t a speck of dust in the room! And it’s always like that!’ Her voice rose hysterically. ‘No dust anywhere!’

It sounded perilously like an anticlimax to her dramatic question. But less so when I searched round in my brain for an explanation that might meet the situation. There didn’t seem to be one at hand somehow. And the longer I searched, the more at sea I became. To my unbounded relief, however, Lizbeth lapsed suddenly from the borders of hysteria to her normal fwent calm. She sat down at the table and began to serve, and I followed her example. It was rather a silent meal.

‘You know,’ I said at last, ‘there must be a perfectly ordinary explanation. A draught that acts as a vacuum cleaner, or something of that sort. Some quite reasonable explanation.’

She was silent, crumbling her bread. Then she said rather absently, ‘Oh, perfectly reasonable!’

But I had a feeling that she did not mean exactly what I did. We dropped the subject. And next morning the weather broke and we went back to town.

For a month I was so busy that we had no chance of getting away even at the weekends. And then, quite unexpectedly, I had a free Saturday and Sunday. It was hot and very much the fag-end of August in town, and I tentatively suggested the cottage. To my surprise Lizbeth, who had quite recovered her good spirits, seemed not only willing, but glad. I heard her humming as we packed, and I called through to her, ‘There won’t be time to let the Halketts know, but I don’t expect we shall starve.’

It wasn’t a pleasant journey down. The whole countryside was crying aloud for water, the wind was blustering, and pillars of dust that looked as high as the Nelson monument would rise in front of us and just as we reached their base would, deliberately it seemed, collapse on us. The hedge and the trees outside Laburnum Cottage were grey with dust and the grass looked shabby. Lizbeth went up to Halkett’s for the key while I tinkered with the engine before consigning it to the mercies of the garage-late-blacksmith in the village.

‘There was no one to be seen at Halkett’s,’ she said when she came back, ‘so I just took the key off the nail.’

I joined her at the door and went into the living-room with her.

Do you know the feeling you have sometimes on entering a room that it has just that moment been vacated? You didn’t see or hear a door closing, but you have the impression that someone went out as you came in. Well, there wasn’t another door to the living-room at Laburnum Cottage, but I most distinctly had that feeling.

Lizbeth was examining the shining spick-and-span room with interest.

‘I just wanted to be sure,’ she said inconsequently.

‘The Halketts must have cleaned up on the chance of our coming,’ I said, ignoring her remark and its possible application.

‘No,’ she said. Just like that. As if she knew all about it.

‘Look here,’ I said, exasperated, ‘come up to Halkett’s with me. I’ll lay you fifty to one in pounds that they have been here either today or yesterday.’

‘All right,’ she said.

We walked up to the farm in silence, I feeling ridiculous and rather angry, Lizbeth apparently serene. We met Mary Halkett by the barn. If one glance at her face was enough for us, I think her glance at us must have been equally enlightening.

‘You didn’t expect us?’ said Lizbeth. I have never heard a more conventional question. It had the unaccented tone of one discussing the weather.

‘No,’ said Miss Halkett. ‘No, or I’d have—No—’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Lizbeth. ‘We’re not staying. We looked in on our way to Bognor to collect some things. We’re leaving the cottage to Deborah.’

Mary Halkett put down the can she was carrying, as if suddenly incapable of bearing its weight. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry!’ she cried. ‘So sorry! You’ve been the nicest people we’ve ever—You liked the place so much that I thought she might—But I was afraid back in July that you’d noticed. And she wouldn’t let up. You’re not angry, are you? There’s no harm in the cottage. Only the—the queerness.’

‘No,’ said Lizbeth, still in the same serene way. ‘Not a bit angry. For myself I’m rather glad to have known the place. And you see, I have a sympathy with Deborah. I’m awfully attached to sticks and stones myself. We’d be quite happy to think that Deborah had the cottage all to herself until the end of our lease. Wouldn’t we, George?’

‘Yes,’ I said, making with difficulty my sole contribution to this incredible conversation.

Miss Halkett then offered us something to eat at the farm, which we refused. But we each had a glass of milk—just to show that there was no ill-will, as Lizbeth said afterwards.

I drove down to Bognor in a dazed condition. As we sighted the sea, Lizbeth seemed to wake up from a trance. She gave a little amused snort and said, ‘Isn’t it ludicrous that in these days of shortage of labour we refuse to have anything to do with a cottage that dusts itself!’

It is ludicrous, isn’t it? But we are going down to the coast next weekend. And I owe Lizbeth a cool fifty, which I’m hoping she won’t remember. And worst of all, something I don’t understand keeps me from saying, ‘I told you so!’



 

 

JOSEPHINE TEY

‘Josephine Tey’ was one of the pen names of the novelist and playwright Elizabeth MacKintosh who was born on 25 July 1896 in Inverness, Scotland. The eldest of three sisters, her parents were Josephine and Colin MacKintosh who ran a fruit and vegetable shop in the city. She studied at the Inverness Royal Academy and later at Anstey Physical Training College in Birmingham where in 1916 she also studied anatomy at the city’s university. Between 1918 and 1919, she taught physical education at Lilley & Stone’s Girls’ High School, an experience she drew on for the play The Staff Room (1956), and she went on to teach at other schools in Nottinghamshire, Sussex and Kent. 

However, in the early 1920s, MacKintosh gave up teaching to look after her mother at their home, Crown Cottage, near Loch Ness, where after her mother’s death she decided to stay and keep house for her father. She had always enjoyed writing and in 1926 she was published for the first time with stories appearing under the name ‘Gordon Daviot’. It has been suggested that the pseudonym combined her favourite male forename with the name of a village near the river Nairn where she had holidayed as a child. ‘Daviot’ was a regular entrant in the weekly ‘Problems and Prizes’ competition run by the Westminster Gazette and she was often among the prize-winners. In February 1926, she came second with ‘The Last Straw’, a stinging little anecdote that ends with a devastating twist; in March of the same year, her story ‘Canis Major’ came second in one competition, while the satirical ‘True Gratitude’ won a prize in another; and the humorous ‘The Modern Pirate’ was also a prize-winner in April. The newspaper also published several charming pen portraits by ‘Daviot’ of Perthshire children, stories such as ‘Pat Wears His Second-Best Kilt’ and ‘Janet’, as well as her account of the 1927 Highland Games and poems that included ‘The Song of Racing’ and ‘The Song of Stations’, which concerned the journey from London to Inverness. 

In the late 1920s, she began work on a novel. The result, Kif (1929), was Dickensian in concept but distinctly more compact, recounting the ‘unvarnished history’ of an ex-soldier who finds peace harder than war, drifting into petty crime and worse. At the same time, the publisher Methuen had announced a detective story competition, judged by A. A. Milne, H. C. Bailey and Father Ronald Knox. She did not win, but while few reviewers were convinced by the merits of the story that did—by N. A. Temple Ellis—her entry was widely praised on publication. As required by the competition’s rules, The Man in the Queue (1929) is very much a detective novel, complete with a realistic but memorable detective, Alan Grant of Scotland Yard. However, despite the positive response to the book, MacKintosh parked the idea of writing detective fiction and her next novel, The Expensive Halo (1931), was a light but rather slow romantic comedy about two contrasting London families. 

During her periodic visits to her sister in London, she regularly went to the theatre and in the early 1930s she decided to become a playwright. Ambitiously, she began by retelling the life of a Shakespearean king and, with Richard of Bordeaux (1932), produced by and starring John Gielgud, ‘Gordon Daviot’ exploded into the theatre. While working on the follow-up, Queen of Scots (1934), MacKintosh scripted a film, Youthful Folly (1934), originally titled Intermezzo and based on The Expensive Halo; this led to her signing a contract to write for Universal Pictures but this seems to have led to little other than some uncredited work on the script for Next Time We Love (1936). 

Her next play to be produced was a tragic romance that she said had been ‘suggested’ by the lives and love of the sculptor Henri Gaudier and the writer Sophia Brzeska. The Laughing Woman (1934), was not well received but with Queen of Scots (1934) she consolidated the reputation of ‘Gordon Daviot’. Like Richard of Bordeaux, the first production starred Gwen ffrangcon-Davies and it was also produced by John Gielgud. As well as providing a rounded portrait of the doomed queen, MacKintosh focused on the question of Mary’s guilt as an accessory to the murder of Lord Darnley, anticipating the historical investigation to be undertaken by Alan Grant in The Daughter of Time (1951); Darnley’s murder fascinated MacKintosh and she revised the relevant scenes in Queen of Scots to produce a one act play, Kirk o’ Field (1940). 

As ‘Daviot’, MacKintosh continued to write plays for the stage and radio, her last being the posthumously produced Dickon (1955), about Shakespeare’s ‘villain’ king, Richard III. In later years MacKintosh adopted a third pen name, ‘F. Craigie Howe’, named for a Scottish ancient monument and adopted to separate the work in question, a relatively weak stage play, from the works of ‘Gordon Daviot’.

In the mid-1930s, to supplement her income as a playwright without affecting her reputation, MacKintosh decided to write another detective story and to bring back Alan Grant. Although The Man in the Queue had been written by ‘Gordon Daviot’, the reputation that that name had garnered meant that a new pseudonym was needed and so Bess MacKintosh became ‘Josephine Tey’, combining her mother’s forename with a phonetic rendering of the name of Scotland’s longest river. An immediate success, A Shilling for Candles (1936) was optioned by Alfred Hitchcock and released the following year in Britain as Young and Innocent (1937) and in America as The Girl Was Young. 

Perhaps surprisingly—and certainly disappointingly—MacKintosh decided to concentrate on her career as a playwright, publishing only one book in the next ten years and then as ‘Gordon Daviot’. Claverhouse (1937) is a revisionist hagiography of John Graham, the first of the Jacobites. ‘Josephine Tey’ did not return until Miss Pym Disposes (1947), whose setting owes something to Anstey Physical Training College where MacKintosh had trained 25 years earlier. Fortunately, ‘Tey’ was now back for good. The Franchise Affair (1948) reimagines the eighteenth-century case of Elizabeth Canning, while disappearances are also at the centre of Brat Farrar (1949) and To Love and Be Wise (1950). In 1949, MacKintosh was invited to join the Detection Club. She accepted but as she never attended a formal meeting she was never enrolled as a member. Grant’s penultimate case, The Daughter of Time (1951), is surely MacKintosh’s best, a bed-bound investigation into a crime that took place 500 years earlier, the disappearance of two royal princes, the sons of King Edward IV and Elizabeth Woodville in 1483. The novel is a perfect combination of the writer’s two great passions—history and mystery—and in 1990 the Crime Writers’ Association voted it the greatest crime novel of all time. MacKintosh’s final novel as ‘Gordon Daviot’ was The Privateer (1952), a romance about the pirate Henry Morgan, and the final ‘Josephine Tey’, The Singing Sands (1952), appeared posthumously.

In comparison with some of the best-known writers of crime fiction, Josephine Tey wrote very few books and, like her contemporary Christianna Brand, this has tended to undermine her status. However, for her ability to present a sensational plot in a realistic manner and her elegant, economical prose, MacKintosh is deserving of a status among the very best. 

Around 1950, Bess MacKintosh was diagnosed with cancer. She moved in with her sister who looked after her at her home in Streatham until MacKintosh’s death in February 1952. She left her estate to the National Trust.

‘Deborah’ was published in The English Review in March 1929 as by ‘Gordon Daviot’.



   

THE RED BALLOON

Q Patrick

The receptionist at the Braeside County Hospital was decidedly snooty. Nor did she condescend to remove her high hat even when I showed my press card from the Sentinel Courier. She had orders, she said.

I had orders, too, said I, and I fingered in my pocket the Colt .32 which I always carried when calling on any case which had the least whiff of homicide. Finally I told her that if I couldn’t see either Lieutenant Trant or Dr Beardsley quick, pronto, tout de suite, there’d be an explosion which—

So she said she’d see.

The explosion, as it happened, had occurred two hours earlier, and I had, quite unwittingly, heard of it first from my young daughter Barbara, when I fetched her from a special Sunday School Class, around noon. She had simply said, ‘Something awfully happened to the two Greiser kids when we came out of school just now. Miss Bedford shooed us away, but there was a red balloon, and well, Ellie Spence said that the Greiser kids were hurt or something.’

I had not given the matter another thought until the middle of our Sunday dinner, when the telephone started shrilling like mad. It was the Big Boss himself, so I knew it was important. Howard Greiser’s two daughters had—well he didn’t know what, but I was to get myself to the Braeside County Hospital at once and ask for either Dr Beardsley or Trant. And since Trant’s name
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