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            Foreword

          

          MURDER IN THE MAZE: A LABYRINTH OF CHARACTERS, CLUES, AND CUNNING

          PAUL DI FILIPPO

        

      

    

    
      Can you name a writer who received their degree in chemistry and then went on to write science fiction and mystery novels?  If you are at all conversant with those genres, you will immediately think of Isaac Asimov—and you’ll be completely correct. But there was someone else with those credentials who established a name for himself in the same two fields long before Asimov ever put a hyperproductive pen to paper. And that person was Alfred Walter Stewart (1880-1947)—or, to reference his more famous pen name, J. J. Connington. His contribution to science fiction consists primarily of his novel Nordenholt’s Millions, an eco-catastrophe and examination of post-collapse authoritarianism that recently received a new edition from the MIT Press. But it is in the mystery field that Connington excelled in volume and quality, producing some two dozen titles which met with general acclaim during his lifetime. The famed Dorothy Sayers was an admirer, and no less a literary lion than T. S. Eliot labeled Murder in the Maze “a really first-rate detective story [that placed the author] in the front rank of detective story writers.” Dashiell Hammett—no general fan of the prevailing style of British mysteries—found Connington’s The Case with Nine Solutions to be “quite readable…and quite satisfactorily elucidated.”

      Luckily for us, Murder in the Maze proves to be a suitable starting point for readers new to Connington’s oeuvre, because it introduces a sleuth who is arguably Connington’s greatest creation: Chief Constable Clifton Driffield.

      But before we turn to the oeuvre of “Connington,” perhaps we can learn a little bit more about Alfred Walter Stewart.

      A Scotsman by birth, Stewart was raised in a religious household, a natural occurrence since his father was a Professor of Divinity at Glasgow University. But as critics have observed, religion plays almost no part in his fictions, seeming to indicate that his rationalist, scientific bent was established in his youth and sternly maintained thereafter. He excelled at his studies straight through to the completion of his thesis and the attainment of his DSc degree from Glasgow University in 1907. Wasting no time, in 1908, he wrote Recent Advances in Organic Chemistry (published 1909), which went on to become a standard work. Surely this success, albeit in a totally different realm, must have emboldened Stewart to pursue his fiction writing. He continued his scientific career right up to 1947, when illness caused him to retire.

      As an adult, Stewart was a noticeably conservative, typical booster of the Empire— and a bit of a curmudgeon. The critic Curtis Evans qualifies the man thus:

      
        
        “Connington's fascinating if not always comforting social and political views… [show] a man with knowledge of an impressively wide array of subjects — encompassing literature as well as science —and a mordant yet often appealing wit. Like his detective Sir Clinton Driffield, Stewart did not suffer gladly the legion he considered fools, but he was a formidably intelligent man… The pseudonym ‘J. J. Connington’ itself was derived from a nineteenth-century Oxford Professor of Latin and translator of Horace, indicating that Stewart's own literary interest lay not in religion but rather in the pre–Christian classics (‘I prefer the Odyssey to Paradise Lost,’ the author once avowed.) In his tales, Connington tends to address sexual subjects more explicitly than other British Golden Age detective novels, albeit from a rather clinical, scientific viewpoint. Most striking about the theme in Connington's work is the streak of philosophical Social Darwinist authoritarianism running through it, with his investigative superman, Sir Clinton Driffield, behaving at times in an extraordinarily highhanded fashion…

        “In terms of his treatment of the modern political and social touchstones of class, gender, and race, J. J. Connington stands as one of the more conservative of British writers of Golden Age detective fiction. While the sociopolitical attitudes reflected in his novels can make much of them off-putting to the reader of today, it is only fair to evaluate Connington as well on his own aesthetic terms, as a maker of interesting and entertaining puzzles. Although he generally does not match the ingenuity of either [Cecil John Charles] Street or [Freeman Wills] Crofts in their respective specialties, murder means and alibi construction, Connington nevertheless devised during his best years some excellent tales of detection, qualifying him, in my view, as one of the major mystery genre writers of the period.’”

      

      

      This long passage comes from Evans’s book Masters of the ‘Humdrum’ Mystery, about whose intriguing title I’ll have more to say later.

      One last illuminating instance of Stewart’s character. Hardly a barrel of laughs, as Evans relates, “Connington expressed deep distaste for aspects of modern popular culture. Coming across ads for practical joke devices, including a whoopee cushion (‘WHEN ANYONE SITS DOWN IT GIVES THE MOST INDESCRIBABLE NOISES’) and surprise soap (‘WHEN YOU TRY TO WASH, YOUR FACE TURNS BLACK’), Connington deemed that they give ‘a more depressing picture of humanity than even Swift.’” And yet he was not entirely fearsome or unempathetic, for whenever one of his students excelled, he was boisterous in his praise.

      So much for the scholar, academic, researcher, and curmudgeon behind the Connington pen name. What does an enjoyable reading of Murder in the Maze reveal to us?

      First off, we should note that is a mature work in the genre known as the “country house mystery,” which is also sometimes called “the closed circle mystery,” referring to a tightly circumscribed cast of likely suspects. Although this type of story was nascent in the early works of Wilkie Collins, such as The Moonstone (1868) and flares up vividly with Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Hound of the Baskervilles (1902), the fully formed grandmother of such tales is deemed to be Agatha Christie’s The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920). Thus, Connington’s use of these tropes in 1927 constitutes a refinement and extension of the genre while the mode was still in its relative youth.

      Connington next chooses a pleasing assortment of folks—victims and potential perps—to populate his rural manse, Whistlefield. They are law-abiding and criminal, young and old, high society and low, timorous and brash. In describing them and the plot, I shall endeavor not to reveal too many surprises, which the reader will be pleased to encounter, on their own, in due course.

      At the center of the tale are twin brothers Neville and Roger Shandon. Neville is a high-powered barrister, while Roger—the owner of Whistlefield—has acquired his money and status by undisclosed and perhaps shady means, although he seems now to have gone respectable. A third brother, Ernest, is a slacker, dependent on Roger’s charity, hanging about Whistlefield in a languorous and muzzy-headed way.

      Next in precedence are Sylvia and Arthur Hawkhurst, young adult relatives of the Shandons who, being orphaned, are now wards of Roger’s at Whistlefield. Arthur is irascible and flighty—he’s recovering from a bad case of encephalitis—while Sylvia is good-natured, dutiful, bright, and smart. Essential to the running of the house is Roger’s personal assistant, Ivor Stenness, a close-mouthed, ultra-competent fellow who seems to hide a secret past. Lastly, come two unrelated guests: Howard Torrance and Vera Forrest, bright young things out for pleasure and a relaxing mini holiday.

      Having neatly and realistically and convincingly laid out his cast—good dialogue helps with that task—in only the first two chapters, Connington precipitates the action with a quick and enigmatic murder—a double murder, actually, taking place in a hedge maze. The survivors next behave according to their natures, and in Chapter IV, we meet our detective, Sir Clinton Driffield, who is accompanied by his Watson-type partner, Squire Wendover. It’s worth quoting Connington’s initial description of Driffield, since it will guide us in our perceptions of the man and his methods.

      “Sir Clinton was a slight man who looked about thirty-five. His sun-tanned face, the firm mouth under the close-clipped moustache, the beautifully kept teeth and hands, might have attracted a second glance in a crowd; but to counter this, there was deliberate ordinariness about his appearance. Had a stranger, meeting him casually, been asked later on to describe him, it would have been difficult, for Sir Clinton designedly refrained from anything characteristic in his dress. Only his eyes failed to fit in with the rest of his conventional appearance, and even then, he had disciplined himself as far as possible. Normally, they had a bored expression, but at times the mask slipped aside and betrayed the activity of the brain behind them. When fixed on a man, they gave a curious impression as though they saw, not the physical exterior of the subject, but instead the real personality concealed below the facial lineaments.”

      One last significant personage will next be introduced. Dr. Ardsley, a local private researcher who is a specialist in poisons. Seeing that the victims died from curare, Ardsley is not a mere consultant, but also a suspect.

      Now begins a game of assembling clues and eventually baiting the unknown killer into betraying himself or herself. Connington moves his plot along quite efficiently, with no lags or dull spots, allowing for psychologically perceptive and convincing character exploration as well. Smaller mysteries, such as Stenness’s past, are also brought to light. The mystery eventually gets solved with Driffield assuming the role of judge, jury, and executioner, not strictly according to the written protocols of justice, either, but according to his own morality.  In this sense, he is a precursor to American PIs like Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe. Critic Terry Hyland characterizes Marlowe thus: “He is a man governed by a personal code—an ethical compass that, albeit unconventional, guides him through a landscape riddled with moral dilemmas.” This describes Driffield as well.

      Although British society had yet to experience the titanic upheavals of the Depression or World War II and the subsequent demise of faith and transvaluation of values, there remained a lingering sense in the 1920s of a society always potentially in danger of becoming unmoored. Squire Wendover feels this when he observes: “There seemed to be something so aimless in the whole business…. The inhuman purposelessness [of the murders] seemed more terrible to him than any planned scheme would have done; for a calculated crime would imply a motive, whereas this deed seemed to have arisen out of mere chaos—something outside normal things.”  Darkness is always nibbling at the edges of the established system.  In such a milieu, Driffield’s stern and swift hand is indispensable.

      Besides providing the reader with a perplexing and entertaining mystery, Connington also gives a mythological gloss to events by comparisons of the hedge maze with the Minotaur’s labyrinth. This lends a larger shadowy dimension to the affair, as events seem to recapitulate archetypal history. And, feeling his oats as a mystery writer, Connington even goes meta on us in Chapter VIII.

      
        
        “‘What's wrong with your outlook on the business, Squire, is that you want to treat a real crime as if it were a bit clipped out of a detective novel. In a ’tec yarn, you get everything nicely sifted for you. The author puts down only things that are relevant to the story. If he didn't select his materials, his book would be far too long, and no one would have the patience to plough through it. The result is that the important clues are thrown up as if they had a spotlight on them, if the reader happens to have any intelligence.’ He paused to light a cigarette before he continued. ‘In real life,’ he went on, there isn't any of this kind of simplification. You get a mass of stuff thrown at your head in the way of evidence, and in the end, nine-tenths of it usually turns out to be completely irrelevant. You've got to sift the grain from the chaff yourself, with no author to do the rough work for you.’”

      

      

      I mentioned that I would get back to the title of Curtis Evans’s book Masters of the 'Humdrum' Mystery. In 1972, crime writer Julian Symons published his own study of the genre titled Bloody Murder.  In this work, he labelled Connington and some other contemporaries as purveyors of the “humdrum mystery.” Symons deemed their work overly concerned with mere puzzles and lacking in desirable psychological depth and noir stylings. Evans, with his work, set out to rehabilitate Connington and Company.

      I hope that this small introduction has done the same, illuminating the sophistications of Murder in the Maze that make it still a worthwhile read in the twenty-first century. But perhaps we need a modern mystery set on the Kardashian estate at Hidden Hills, and featuring a Driffield-style detective, in order to fully demonstrate the continuing relevance of the country house murder novel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Hackleton Case

          

        

      

    

    
      Neville Shandon stood at the window of his brother’s study, gazing contentedly out over the Whistlefield grounds. This was a good place to recuperate in, he reflected, especially when one could only snatch a couple of days at a time from the grinding pressure of a barrister’s practice. His eye travelled slowly over the prospect of greenery which lay before him, lawn beyond lawn, down to where a glint of silver showed where the river cut across the estate. Beyond that came the stretches of the Low Meadows, intersected here and there by the darker green of the hedges; then the long curve of the main road; and at last, closing the horizon, the gentle slope of Long shoot Hill, surmounted by its church spire. A bee hummed lazily at the open window; then, startled by a movement, it shot away, the note of its wings growing higher and fainter as it receded in the sunlight. The King’s Counsel let his attention wander for a moment to the rooks sailing, in their effortless flight around the tree crests by the river; then, with something more than apparent reluctance, he turned away from the landscape.

      “You did pretty well when you bought Whistlefield, Roger,” he commented as he moved back into the room. “It’s as restful a place as I know. If it weren’t that I could get down here from time to time, I’d be hard put to it to keep fit for my work. Think of the Law Courts on a day like this! And that Hackleton case has been a bit of a strain, a bigger business than usual.”

      His twin brother nodded a general assent but made no audible reply. There was more than the normal family resemblance between the two men. In height and build, they were much alike; both were grey-haired and clean-shaven, and even the hard lines at the corners of the barrister’s mouth found their counterparts in the deeply chiseled curves which made Roger Shandon’s face a slightly forbidding one. Whether deliberate, deeply chiseled, or not, the twins accentuated their physical resemblance by a similarity in their dress.

      “We have the same tailor,” Roger once explained. “When I go to him, I say: ‘Make me a suit like my brother’s last one.’ I believe Neville says the same. The fellow has our measurements, so there’s no more needed on that visit. Neville and I have much the same taste in shades, so it generally comes out all right.”

      The likeness between the twins went even deeper than the surface. Both owed their success in life to a certain hardness of character coupled with an abundance of energy. Neville, going to the Bar, had made himself feared from the first as a brutal and domineering cross-examiner, and his criminal practice had done little to soften his professional manners. Roger’s rise to prosperity had been more mysterious. It was vaguely known that he had made money in South Africa and South America, but the exact methods which had led to his fortune were never discussed by him. He had come home at the age of forty-five to find his brother, one of the leading lights of the Bar. The purchase of the little Whistlefield estate had followed, and Roger had apparently been content to settle down in the countryside and make a clean break with the interests of his past.

      The third brother, Ernest, seemed hardly to belong to the same family as the twins. Though five years younger, he had none of the vitality and energy which were so manifest in his elders, and the contrast was accentuated by the weakness of his eyes, which gazed incuriously at the world from behind the concave lenses of his pince-nez. Left to fend for himself by the time he was twenty, and with a couple of hundred a year of his own, he had simply vegetated without even attempting to go into any business; and when his brothers had made their fortunes, he had slipped into the role of parasite without a thought, had transferred himself to Whistlefield, and had continued to live there ever since. Roger had fallen into the habit of giving him a fluctuating allowance, which he eked out as best he could by betting on a small scale.

      “What’s this Hackleton case that you were talking about?” he inquired with a certain dull interest.

      Neville looked at his brother with an expression half quizzical and half contemptuous. For days, the Hackleton case had extended in sordid detail over a good many columns of most daily newspapers, for its intricacy had been enlivened by frequent dramatic interchanges between witnesses and counsel. It had shown Neville Shandon at his best, relentlessly driving the defendants into one damaging admission after another.

      “Do you never read newspapers, Ernest?” the barrister demanded, quite unsettled by his brother’s ignorance of one of the greatest cases in which he himself had taken a leading part. Ernest’s interests were limited, as Neville knew, and it was useless to expect him to go outside his normal range merely from family concern. Wide-ranging curiosity was the last quality one could expect from him.

      Ernest blinked, took off his glasses, and cleaned them, then replaced them carefully before replying.

      “No. At least, not all of them. (Confound these glasses, they won’t grip my nose today, somehow. This is the fifth time they’ve fallen off.) I often look at the newspapers, Neville. I glance through the sporting news every day. I never read the law column, though. I can’t understand it, usually, and when I do understand it, it seems so damned dull. At least, it’s dulled to me, so I don’t look at it, usually.”

      The barrister shrugged his shoulders slightly. He was above petty vanity, and he felt no sting from his brother’s lack of interest in his work.

      “Just as well you left the Hackleton case alone, then,” he said. “It’s an infernal tangle. It’s taken me months of work to see my way through it, and if I happened to break down before it comes to a finish, I doubt if a junior could take it on with anything like success. But I think this week will see the end of it.”

      Roger had listened to the dialogue without moving a muscle. Ernest’s complete incuriosity was no surprise to him. He could almost have predicted it. The youngest brother had never had the slightest interest in anything which did not touch himself. Family triumphs meant nothing to him, except that indirectly they contributed to his welfare.

      The barrister moved again to the window and looked out over the landscape. A cloud of rooks caught his eye, sailing together and then breaking up into a mass of wheeling individuals.

      “After this sort of thing, the very thought of the air in the Law Courts makes one sick,” he said at last.

      “Hackleton’s coming up for the rest of your cross-examination the day after tomorrow, isn’t he?” Roger asked.

      “Yes. He’s a clever devil—sees a concealed point as well as I do myself and generally manages to skate round it more or less. He’s just scraped through so far, but I’ll have him yet. It’ll be a bad business for him if he makes a slip. This civil suit for breach of contract is only a preliminary canter, if things turn out as I expect. One single breach in his case, and the Public Prosecutor will be down on Hackleton instanter. There’s ever so much in the background which we can’t bring to light in this particular suit, but it would all come out if the thing were to be transferred to the Criminal Court. Then we could really get to the bottom of the business.”

      “So, I gathered, by reading the case. Anyone could see that there was a lot in the background that you couldn’t touch on.”

      “Once it all comes out, it’ll be the end of Hackleton. Five years’ penal is the least he could look forward to. Pleasant prospect for a man who lives on champagne. He’s an amazing fellow: drinks like a fish and yet has almost as good a brain as I have.”

      “And you think you’ll get him? Does he realise that?”

      “I expect he does.”

      “From all I’ve heard of him, he hasn’t much to boast of in the way of scruples. He started his career by speculations in coffin ships, didn’t he? I seem to remember some trouble with the insurance companies in more than one case.”

      The barrister nodded:

      “Constructive murder, simply. But that would be a trifle to Hackleton. He’d do anything for money.”

      Roger seemed to turn this over in his mind for a moment or two before he spoke again. “If he’s as hard a case as all that, I think I’d put on my considering-cap if I were in your shoes, Neville. It seems to me that you’re the weak joint in the harness.”

      “I? How do you make that out? I’ve got this case at my finger-ends, I tell you. No one knows it inside out as I do.”

      “That’s precisely what I mean. Suppose he loosed a gang of roughs on you before this cross-examination comes off? A good sandbagging would put you out of action for just the time necessary to keep you out of the case, and that’s all he needs. You say to yourself that you have all the strings in your hands, and I don’t suppose you’ve brought every card out of your sleeve, even for the benefit of your junior. It wouldn’t be like you if you have. You were always one to keep a good deal in reserve.”

      “That’s true enough,” Neville conceded with a grim smile. “No one could handle Hackleton in just the way that I shall this week. But I’m not particularly afraid of sandbags or that sort of thing. No one could tackle me here, so far as I can see. One can’t do that kind of business in broad daylight on the Whistlefield lawns. And there won’t be much chance of getting at me on the way up to town or in London itself. I quite admit the possibility of the thing when one’s dealing with Hackleton. It’s quite on the cards, and because it’s never been done before, there’s no reason why it shouldn’t be done sometimes. I’m not nervous, of course, but I’m not likely to run any risks by going about much after dark until this affair is squared up.”

      Roger Shandon’s face reflected the grimness of his brother’s smile. “I quite understand what you feel about it. In fact, I’m in much the same boat myself. That’s what turned my mind to the possibility in your case,”

      The barrister glanced at him keenly. “Some more of your disreputable past cropping up, eh? I don’t care much for some of your old acquaintances. Who’s this fresh one?”

      Roger grinned shamelessly. His brother knew something of the way in which he had made his money; for at times, it had been useful to Roger to take legal advice without bringing an outsider into problems which came too near the edge of the law.

      “It’s another gentleman with a grievance—from Cape Town this time,” he explained. “He says he acted as my agent in some I.D.B. business when I was out there. He says that I got the profit out of it and that the profit was big enough to be split comfortably into two. According to him, I gave him away to the authorities later on, and he spent a period of retirement, on the Breakwater or some such health resort. The cure took some years in the sanatorium, and he hated the treatment. Too much open-air exercise with plain food; and too many uniforms about for his taste. That part’s true enough—he’s just out of goal. As to the rest, he needn’t expect me to corroborate it on oath.”

      “Blackmail, I suppose?” asked the barrister, perfunctorily. “I’ll talk with him, if you like. Perhaps my persuasive style”—the harsh lines about his mouth deepened— “would help to convert him to honesty. It’ll be no trouble.”

      Roger nodded his thanks.

      “I’ll turn you on, if necessary, but it’s hardly likely. He seems to me a vapouring sort of beast. ‘Your money or your life’ style of thing, you know. When I naturally refused point-blank to pay him a stiver, he frothed over at once with threats to do me in. ‘Tim Costock, the Red-handed Avenger’—and all that sort of thing. I left him frothing. He didn’t seem to me the sort of type that would do more than froth—and he can prove nothing.”

      “I don’t suppose he can.” Neville agreed, knowing from past experience that his brother left very little behind him for enemies to pick up. “Well, I want to run over my notes for the Hackleton case this afternoon. Where can I find a place where I’ll be free from interruption? With these youngsters in the house, one can never be sure of having a room to oneself for half an hour at a time, and even if one retires to one’s bedroom, somebody’s sure to start a duel with the piano. I thought piano-playing had gone out of fashion, but I’ve heard it every day since I came here.”

      “That’s Arthur,” Roger Shandon interjected irritably. “No one else touches the damned thing.”

      Ernest had apparently been cogitating deeply. He now turned a dull eye on his elder brother.

      “Try the Maze,” he advised.

      “What do you mean by that?” demanded Neville. “Try the Maze? It sounds like an advertisement for tea or one of these riddles, like: ‘Why is a hen?’”

      Ernest elaborated his suggestion. “I mean the Maze,” he explained laboriously. “The thing like the one at Hampton Court, down by the river, close to the boathouse. None of the visitors is likely to find a way to either of the centres; and none of us is likely to disturb you. We don’t usually go there; at least, I don’t myself.”

      Neville’s face had shown enlightenment at the first sentence.

      “Oh, our Maze, you mean? We were talking about the piano when you burst in, Ernest, and I didn’t quite take the connection. That’s not a bad notion. As you say, nobody’s likely to bother me if I plant myself in either of the centres. Besides, I want all the fresh air I can get just now; it’ll be better out there than anywhere inside the house. Right. I’ll go to Helen’s Bower.”

      He moved towards the door as he spoke, but before he reached it, a piano sounded not far off, and the opening bars of Sinding’s Frühlingsrauschen came to their ears. Neville turned back with his hand on the door handle.

      “By the way, Roger, what about that young nephew of ours? He seems all right—a bit moody, perhaps, but nothing out of the common. What does the doctor say?”

      Roger’s face clouded.

      “Arthur? He’s a young pest. About three times a week, he takes a fancy to the piano, and then he spends the whole day playing one piece repeatedly, like an automatic machine—except for the mistakes. Damnable. You don’t know how I hate the sound of the Spring Song and Frühlingsrauschen. You must have heard him at it this morning; and now he’s starting all over again.”

      The barrister nodded. “Yes, but what about his general tone?” he asked. “Has he got over the encephalitis completely? Did the Harley Street man find anything permanently wrong?”

      Roger’s face betrayed little satisfaction.

      “Oh, the specialist looked devilish wise the last time he examined him, but that was about all it amounted to. It seems they know next to nothing about sleepy sickness. I understood him to say that the brain cells are all churned up with the inflammation, and the result may be anything you please. Of course, Arthur was lucky to get off with no physical damage—his eyesight and hearing, and all that are quite all right. But it seems one can never tell what changes may have taken place in the brain structure—things that don’t normally show at all. He may be all right, for all one can tell. Or again, he might turn into a homicidal maniac any day; and then, as like as not, he’d go for the nearest relation handy. A nice sort of fellow to have in one’s neighbourhood.”

      The barrister evidently considered this prophecy exaggerated. “He seems quite normal to me,” he said.

      “Oh, I don’t worry much over him,” Roger admitted. “It’s just that he’s got on my nerves so much that I can hardly see him without snapping at him. I’ll have to get rid of him, I think; send him on a sea voyage or something of that sort.”

      “Perhaps you get on his nerves, just the same way as he gets on yours,” Ernest began in his low voice. “That’s what usually happens. When one starts it, the other takes it up. Usually, that’s the way these things go. I shouldn’t wonder, hullo, Sylvia! I didn’t expect you just yet, not for quite a while. I’m not quite ready.”

      A girl in her early twenties had come into the room and now stood looking at her uncle with a fair pretence of indignation.

      Sylvia Hawkhurst, the sister of the piano-playing Arthur, had been left an orphan before she came of age, and as her uncles were her trustees, she and her brother had been brought to Whistlefield by Roger Shandon. She liked “to play at housekeeping,” as she put it, and Roger soon learned that she could run his small establishment better than any paid housekeeper. Things went like clockwork after she had taken command, and he soon realised that the secret of her management was that everyone in the house adored her. One thing she had set her face against: “We’ll have no menservants, if you please, uncle; at least, not in the house itself. I don’t mind chauffeur, of course. But I know what a girl can do, and I’d prefer to keep within my limitations, if it’s all the same to you.” Her uncle had let her have her way, and he had never found any reason to complain about the results.

      Sylvia’s housekeeping, however, occupied very little of her time. She hunted in the season, drove her own car, played tennis well and golf better still, and was reckoned one of the best dancers in the neighbourhood. Most characteristic of all, in spite of her looks, she was as popular with girls as with men.

      As she came into the room, Ernest got out of his chair with his usual deliberation and began a faintly shamefaced apology for his unpreparedness, but she cut him short in mock irritation.

      “He hasn’t even got his boots on!” she complained. “How is it that I can run everything to time in this house except you? Are you ever in time for anything, Uncle Ernest?”

      “I always seem to have so much to do, Sylvia, usually. It’s been a very busy day.”

      The corners of Sylvia’s mouth quivered a little in spite of her effort to look indignant.

      “Very busy! I remember exactly what you did. You played tennis for precisely thirty-five minutes this morning. Then you organised a grand shooting tournament with the air guns and bored everyone stiff with it, except Arthur, who happens to be able to beat everyone else. Then you came into the house, and I suppose you looked at the newspapers till lunch. And since then, you’ve sat and smoked. You must be dog-tired, poor thing. Do you think you could wrestle with your boots now, or shall I have them brought here on a silver salver and give you a hand with them myself? I’d rather not; so, if you can manage by yourself, I’ll go and bring the car round. Put your watch in front of you and pinch yourself once a minute. Then you won’t fall quite asleep. Do hurry up, uncle,” she concluded, more seriously, “I want to get off as soon as I can.”

      “Where are you taking him?” asked Roger.

      “I’m going over to Stanningleigh village to do some shopping first of all. Then I’m going to the Naylands to ask them to come across and play tennis. When Uncle Ernest heard that, he begged me to take him along part of the way and drop him at the East Gate, so that he could walk along the main road to the bridge and have a look at the river.”

      “I thought I’d like to see if it was worth fishing, just at present,” Ernest added, in further explanation. “I’ve been thinking about it for a day or two, but I’ve never found time, somehow. Usually, just when I was starting out, something always seemed to come in the way. So today, since Sylvia was going that way in the car anyhow, I thought...”

      He broke off, observing Sylvia’s indignant eyes fastened upon him.

      “Boots!” she said, scathingly, and held the door open for him to go out.

      “I’ll be ready in a minute or two,” he assured her hastily as he left the room.

      “Men are a wonderful lot, aren’t they?” she said confidentially to her two remaining uncles, as the door closed. “It seems to me high time Uncle Ernest got married. He’s simply incapable of looking after himself. You two are at least able to cross the street for yourselves, but Uncle Ernest really gives me a lot of worry. I think I saw a fresh wrinkle when I was brushing my hair this morning.”

      “I wondered what made you look peculiar at lunchtime,” Neville admitted. “Now you mention it, I see it on your brow. About as deep as this.”

      He touched one of the deep-scored lines running down to the side of his own mouth.

      Sylvia laughed. “You alarm me, uncle. I must have a look at the ravages in a mirror before I venture out. Good-bye!”

      She hurried out of the room. Neville looked at his watch.

      “Time I was moving,” he said. “I think I’ll take Ernest’s advice and try the Maze for seclusion. It’s hardly likely that anyone will bother to go into it this afternoon, and I can’t stand this piano playing of Arthur’s. It grows irritating, as you say. I’ll go now. But I must get my notes first.”

      A thought seemed to strike Roger as the barrister opened the door.

      “I think I’ll try the Maze myself this afternoon. I feel a bit sleepy, and it’s quiet in there. I shan’t disturb you. But if it’s all the same to you, I’ll take Helen’s Bower myself. I’m used to a chair there; it suits me. You can go to Narcissus’s Pool instead. There’s nothing to pick and choose between them, since they’re both in the Maze.”

      “Very good,” the barrister agreed. “It’s all the same to me, so long as no one interrupts me.”

      He nodded abruptly and left the room.

      When his brother had gone, Roger Shandon went over to his writing-table and busied himself with some papers. The distant piano seemed to have become more intrusive now that he was left alone. It repeated Frühlingsrauschen with brain-wearying persistence and a reiterated error in one particular chord. Roger frowned irritably as he busied himself with the documents before him, jotting down a note from time to time on a scribbling-block.

      “Damn that young whelp! I must talk to him about this. One can’t concentrate one’s attention when half one’s mind’s wondering if he’s going to make that same slip for the hundred and first time.”

      He continued his work for a few minutes, then rose and rang the bell.

      “Send Mr. Stenness, if you can find him,” he ordered when the maid appeared.

      In Ivor Stenness, Roger had secured an ideal private secretary. Stenness not only had the efficiency of a machine, but he possessed a full measure of qualities hardly less important. If his employer was out of sorts, even the gruffest order failed to ruffle the secretary’s temper. He was capable of taking just the right amount of responsibility in emergencies without ever going a hair’s breadth over the score. And his especial recommendation in Roger’s eyes was that he could keep his mouth shut. He never asked for explanations which might have been difficult to give; and he never betrayed the slightest surprise when, as sometimes happened, he opened threatening letters.

      “If I ever have a confession of murder to put on paper,” Roger used to say, “Stenness will take it down in shorthand, type it out, and get my signature, without turning a hair. So far as he was concerned, it would be just a letter.”

      Stenness’ other qualities were more in demand among the remainder of the household. He had good natural manners, and he could play games well enough to make him useful where someone was often needed to make up a golf foursome or a bridge table. A casual glance at him would have suggested that he must employ a first-class valet, for his clothes always looked new and he had the knack of carrying them well.

      With all this, he was a perfectly safe person to have in a house with a young girl. He was, somehow, too inhumanely efficient to be attractive to girls younger than himself, and he showed not the slightest desire to attract. Sylvia treated him as a good friend, but she had dozens of friends whom she treated in the same fashion.

      “Ah, Stenness!” Roger looked up as the secretary came in. “I’ve gone over these letters and jotted down some notes. You might get them off sometime today. There’s only one of them that needs any explanation. Here it is…”

      Neville Shandon’s grim face appeared at the door for a moment. In his hand was a sheaf of papers. Seeing his brother engaged with the secretary, he nodded without saying anything and closed the door behind him.

      Roger continued his explanation of the matter at hand while the secretary took a note or two. As the instructions ended, the whirr of a car leaving the front of the house attracted Roger’s attention, and he crossed the room to look out of the window. Sylvia was driving, and beside her was Ernest Shandon. They glanced up as they passed under the study window, and Sylvia waved her hand. Roger watched the car swing sharply off the main avenue on its way to the East Gate, and soon it vanished behind a belt of rhododendrons.

      “They might have given Neville a lift,” Roger reflected as he turned back into the room again. “They’ll be passing the Maze on the road to the East Gate.”

      The sound of the piano reasserted itself in the comparative silence which followed the passing of the car. Roger made a gesture of impatience.

      “I suppose that’s my nephew playing?” he demanded.

      “He was shooting darts at a target in the garden, a short time ago,” Stenness explained, “but I think he came in a few minutes ago.”

      “It sounds like him. Since he had that attack of sleepy sickness, he always fumbles a bit on his chords—doesn’t seem able to manage his fingers perfectly. That makes this din all the harder to bear.”

      Stenness refrained from any comment. Roger, after a pause, continued irritably. “Where are the visitors, Stenness? I wish they’d get him out of the house. Some days he’s all right, and one never sees him. Other days he sits and pounds that piano till one’s head rings with it.”

      “I noticed Miss Forrest and Mr. Torrance going towards the rose garden a few minutes ago.”

      Stenness confined himself to answering the direct question and quietly ignored Roger’s exasperation. It was no business of his to intervene in family squabbles.

      “Well, that’s all I have for you at present, Stenness. As you’re passing the door, send my nephew to me, will you? I must put a stop to this nuisance. It’s gone on quite long enough.”

      The secretary made a gesture of assent, then gathered up his papers and left the room. A few seconds later, the piano playing stopped abruptly in the middle of a bar, and Roger’s ear caught the clang of the keyboard lid being carelessly slammed. After a moment or two, his nephew entered the study.

      In order to give his irritation time to cool down, Roger refrained from speaking immediately. He motioned his nephew to sit down, whilst he himself pulled out his cigar case and became busy with the preparations for a smoke. Having got his cigar well alight, he turned round.

      “Must you hammer that piano for hours at a time, Arthur? I hate to interfere with your simple pleasures, of course, but the infernal din you make has had quite a long enough run. You’ve played Frühlingsrauschen at least two dozen times today, and that’s just twenty-four times oftener than I want to hear it. You can cut it out of the bill after this. In fact, you can leave the piano alone, once for all. I’m sick of hearing you play. You’re a nuisance to everyone, raising Pandemonium at all hours of the day. Find some quieter amusement or clear out of the house.”

      Arthur Hawkhurst’s eyebrows rose in mild surprise at his uncle’s complaint. “I’d no idea it worried you, uncle.”

      “Well, drop it.”

      “Perhaps I have been overdoing Frühlingsrauschen a bit. I hadn’t thought of that. Somehow, I never seem to get through it without a mistake in one or two chords, and I want to make a clean job of it, once at least.”

      “I’ve got a pair of quite good ears. You needn’t think I missed your mistakes. They make it more irritating, that’s all.”

      Arthur hastened to admit his errors. “Well, no more Frühlingsrauschen, then. What about the Barcarolle? Offenbach’s, I mean. Any objection to that?”

      “Yes. Will you be good enough to understand that you’re not to bang on that piano again.”

      “Oh, you mean it? I thought it was just your fun, uncle. But I like the piano. Surely, you’ll let me use it sometimes.”

      “No. I’ve had enough of it.”

      “But . . .”

      Roger’s face had been darkening.

      “That’s enough! I’ve more important things to talk to you about. What age are you nowadays? Twenty-two or twenty-three, isn’t it? And you’ve never done a stroke of work in your life, so far? A pretty record, isn’t it?”

      He paused and paced over to the window and back again.

      “That’s got to stop. I’ve had to support one loafer—your Uncle Ernest. But if you imagine that I have a fad for collecting loafers, you’re mistaken. I’ve got your uncle on my hands permanently, I suppose, but I don’t propose increasing my stock of parasites for your benefit. You’ll have to find something to do. I’m not going to let you hang around Whistlefield forever.”

      Arthur’s good-natured face had darkened in its turn.

      “You might increase your stock of politeness without overdoing things, it seems to me. I’m not altogether a loafer. I’m an invalid.”

      Roger took no notice of the plea.

      “Whistlefield isn’t a hospital.”

      “Or an asylum—I suppose that’s what you mean? You’d better take care, uncle. There are some things a fellow doesn’t forget, once they’re said.”

      Roger’s temper, never very far below the surface, boiled up at his nephew’s remark, “That’s enough, Arthur. I’ll give you three months more. After that, you can fend for yourself. You won’t starve. You’ve got enough money to keep you alive even if the worst comes to the worst. Anyhow, I wash my hands of you.”

      Arthur Hawkhurst’s control was no better than his uncle’s when once the point had penetrated through the skin.

      “A pretty specimen of an uncle! The kind one meets in the ‘Babes in the Wood,’ eh? Go out into the world and starve, Arthur dear. The little dickybirds will put leaves on you—and I’ll get the money your mother left you! That’s the scheme, I suppose. It’s a wonder a thing like you is allowed to live.”

      The flagrant absurdity of the charge checked Roger for a moment. After all, the boy was off his balance. One shouldn’t take him seriously.

      “You’re an ass, Arthur!” was all he vouchsafed in reply.

      But Arthur’s disturbed brain had tilted out of its normal equilibrium, and his rage found vent in a wild threat as he flung himself out of the room.

      “I’ve a good mind to get in first myself, and do for you, before you can do me any more harm. Look out for yourself!”

      As the door slammed behind his nephew, Roger settled himself back into his chair. Arthur’s outbreak had come as a complete surprise. Since his illness, the boy had given the impression that he merely needed a firm hand. He had
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