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			INTRODUCTION

			This eleventh volume of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection, contains a novel and a novella. 

			The Sealed Room Murder is a lively suspense thriller told in the inverted detective style, so that we suspect and then know evil uncle Godfrey Winter is the ‘cold as ice’ villain close from the start, as he murders his nephew Eric for monetary gain. He then plots to ‘remove’ anyone who might expose his criminality and bring him to justice, commencing with an attempt on the life of his niece Patricia Winter, Eric’s sister. Patricia has written a letter to her brother Eric’s friend Alan Napier, who is travelling by liner to England from Shanghai with cabin-mate, Larry Milner.  The local doctor certified Eric died typhoid fever, but Patricia is positive that her uncle poisoned him, contriving to make it appear that he died a natural death. The story is fast moving and cleverly plotted, with plenty of action and incident. Alan Napier teams up with Larry Milner, a reporter turned sleuth, to rescue Patricia from her uncle’s clutches. They set out to convince Detective Sergeant Evans of Scotland Yard that Godfrey Winter is a murderer, but where is the proof?

			The jacket of The Awakening of Theodore Wrenn (Volume ten of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection) promotes this story with the following blurb: 

			

			She knew too much…

			And in the night, someone entered her room and silenced her forever. He escaped leaving the door locked and bolted on the inside and the window securely fasted with a burglar-proof catch. How? That was the question that baffled the brains of Scotland Yard… How? There was no secret door, no false panel. It was impossible…incredible that a murderer could have entered and left the Sealed Room: but there lay his victim…Dead!

			The phrase Locked Room Mystery, or Locked Room or Impossible Crime Mystery refers to a type of crime described in crime and detective fiction—usually murder—that on the face of it could not have happened, because there is no evidence to explain how the perpetrator could have entered or left a murder scene. Usually, a dead body is found inside a room that has been sealed somehow from the inside. The reader is normally presented with the puzzle and all of the clues, and is encouraged to solve the mystery before the solution is revealed in a dramatic climax. Locked Room Murders is a bibliography by the late Robert Adey containing a description of the problem and, separately, the solution to locked room and impossible crime novels and short stories with insightful comments.  Adey’s book lists The Sealed Room Murder under James Ronald’s nom de plume Michael Crombie. 

			The Sealed Room Murder by Michael Crombie was originally published in 1934 by Arthur Gray (Books) Ltd, 3 Duke Street, Adelphi, London W.C.2. with a wonderful art deco dust wrapper by talented postwar pulp fiction artist H. W. Perl (1897-1952) a contraction and pseudonym of Hyman Woolf Perlzweig, who exhibited three pictures at the Royal Academy between 1938 and 1940. 

			

			Those who have read any or all of the six stories featuring Ronald’s other reporter, Julian Mendoza, beginning with Cross Marks the Spot published in 1933, will be aware after reading this story that Larry Milner could, with a few changes, have been Julian Mendoza and Sergeant Evans replaced by Inspector Howells (see Volumes six, seven and eight, of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection). It begs the question which character was written first? Did Milner crystallise into Mendoza? When was this story first written? Possibly 1931, because in Too Many Motives (Volume one, of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection) published in 1930, and The Dark Angel (Volume five, of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection), also published in 1930, Sergeant Evans appears as Detective Inspector Evans, suggesting this story was written before that date and his promotion. 

			The novella in this volume is The Secret of Hunters Keep, first published in 1931. The story is a humorous, tongue-in-cheek, mixed bag of romance, murder, and enough secret passages and hidden doors to satisfy most readers for the rest of their lives. This is a romp, not a serious detective story, but great fun to read. However, Scotland Yard man Peter Wootton takes it very seriously and works assiduously to unravel the numerous baffling events, unaware he is in a parody of a country house murder!

			Hunter’s Keep was not one house, but two, and it was the house within the walls that held the secret they were bent on solving.

			Wilmer Basingstoke is a wealthy man whose hobby is writing thrillers. Irma Dering, a handsome and sophisticated woman, and Philip Lavery, her male counterpart, are staying at Basingstoke's house, Hunter’s Keep… 

			It was a lovely afternoon in June. The sun was streaming in through the leaded windows of Hunter’s Keep. The gardens around the gloomy old house were gay with flowers. The trees cast dappled shadows on cool green lawns. There were butterflies flirting their beauty in the sunshine. The solemn grandeur of Hunters Keep was softened by the mellowness of the day. Sunshine and shadow leant the grim austerity of the grey masonry a calm beauty which belied its legendary reputation of evil.

			The Secret of Hunters Keep was serialised in the Airdrie & Coatbridge Advertiser, Lanarkshire, December 1931, and the Todmorden Advertiser and Hebden Bridge Newsletter, April 1932. It is the same story as The House of Horror published under Ronald’s pseudonym Michael Crombie, published by Arthur Gray (Books) Limited in 1935.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			James Jack Ronald, to give his full name, was born 11 May 1905, in North Kelvinside, Glasgow, Scotland. He was the son of James Jack Ronald, a Chartered Public Accountant, and Katherine Hamilton Ronald. He was educated at Hillhead High School, Glasgow, established in 1885.

			Until he was five, James Ronald says he was chubby, happy, and irresponsible; but in 1911, his sixth year, he was run over by an automobile causing a very real morbidity to creep in. For ten years following the accident he suffered recurrent dreams about a wheel that became larger and larger as it turned faster and faster. He was invalided over a long period during which, with his mother Catherine’s encouragement, he enjoyed a prodigious amount of reading. He later claimed he owed his literary gift and resultant career to this near-fatal automobile accident, which caused him to change from a sunny little extrovert to a cloudy introvert.

			When he was fourteen he wrote an account of the accident, setting down all the details in a somewhat light vein, not forgetting to note that the candy he had purchased with such delight on that foggy morning was found sticking to the wheels of the car as he was being carried off. The piece won him first prize for composition and congratulations from the masters at the school and even the headmaster wished him well, but that did not prevent corporal punishment for his appalling handwriting. He was called into the headmaster’s office, but kept waiting so that everybody knew that he, James Ronald, was going to receive a beating from the headmaster. This injustice obviously affected him very deeply, because it remained with him all his life, and crops up in interview after interview:

			After all, I taught myself to read before going to school and could see no reason for accepting a beating because they failed to teach me how to write, so I bolted.

			In a spirit of rebellion against repeated punishments for bad handwriting for compositions for which he invariably got an ‘A’, Ronald came home from school one day announcing he would never return. It was time to leave. His mother Catherine was understandably distressed, concerned her elder son leaving school at such a young age would diminish his career prospects. Aware of the scarcity of jobs just then in Glasgow, she told him he could only stay away from school if he remained active in some useful employment, making it clear she would not condone an idler in the family.

			Within three days James Ronald was an errand boy for the Glasgow Evening News, a paper into which he had smuggled a poem some months earlier. But there was ‘no writing, nothing editorial’ in his set up and he thoroughly disliked it and lost the job. He found another post immediately with the Glasgow Sunday Mail and kept this one until he printed his own rival paper on the office mimeograph. He broke the machine and, failing to cover his tracks by leaving a sheet in the copier, he was fired. Then came a dozen jobs, including one with an art dealer for whom he gilded statues and washed windows. His mother told him, ‘It is no disgrace to wash windows, James, but it is a disgrace to wash them like that.’

			By the age of seventeen, James Ronald had run through all prospective employers in Glasgow, including every newspaper. He felt the need of open space—‘a lot of it’—and after various and sundry abortive departures, finally won grudging permission to seek his fortune in the New World.

			For some reason, Chicago stuck in the mind of the young Ronald as a magic word. He became determined to travel to the United States of America. The main method of crossing the Atlantic Ocean in the 1920s was by steamship and ocean liner. The passengers aboard the SS Saturnia included seventeen-year-old James Ronald, who arrived at his destination on 6 December 1922, at the Port of Québec, an inland port located in Québec, Canada. From there he continued his journey across the Great Lakes to Chicago, Illinois, United States. He managed to survive in Chicago; the fastest-growing city in world history, with a flourishing economy approaching three million people, attracting huge numbers of new immigrants from Eastern and Central Europe. Ronald stayed in Chicago for five years, wanting to write, but unable to afford the time because he was forced to earn money to live. He was taken on and fired from a variety of jobs with monotonous regularity. Like his experiences in Glasgow, he exhausted all potential employers, dabbling in some forty jobs ranging from short-order cook and dishwasher to muslin salesman; from dance promoter and theatre manager to washing dishes again in a Greek restaurant. He edited ten trade journals at one time for a Chicago publisher; and gave new life to a women’s religious magazine. A chain-smoker, he confessed slyly to have worked for the Anti-Cigarette League, his excuse being ‘a man must eat don’t you know’—at that time eating being the only philosophy he could afford to practise. It was in the Windy City that he learned about life.

			Working in the U.S. as ‘a visitor’ to avoid immigration may have caught up with Ronald because, in 1927, he returned to Britain on a more permanent basis, and secured a well-paid job with an English newspaper chain, and a promise of future advancement. However, during his first holiday in the job, a car accident disrupted this promising career trajectory. Whilst driving a small open two-seater Rover 8, Ronald was struck by a two-ton truck and thrown out against the radiator of another vehicle. Left with a broken hip and temporarily crippled (and without the newly acquired job), he settled down to write.

			Ronald’s writing developed in three stages. First, he hammered out serializations and short stories which were syndicated in newspapers, both at home and abroad; and a number were also published in obscure pulp magazines. Some stories then became lost and forgotten and this has unfortunately contributed to a lack of recognition for an impressive body of work. These early narratives were very difficult to track down, but searching has provided me with an enjoyable and rewarding task—a treasure hunt for lost tales. This was not made any easier because many of these stories were published under pseudonyms; Peter Gale, Mark Ellison, Kenneth Streeter, Alan Napier, and even women; Cynthia Priestley and Norah Banning—in addition to known pseudonyms Michael Crombie and Kirk Wales. Those I have discovered have all been gathered together for republication in this series.

			A second writing stage followed; the full-length mystery stories which have made him so popular with Golden Age of Detection aficionados. They are out-of-print, elusive to find, and first editions are very expensive.

			

			Finally, late in life, James Ronald embarked on his Dickensian-style life drama novels. He received enthusiastic praise for his ingenuity, freshness, and sharp sense of humour by many critics and writers of the time, such as August Derleth. Orville Prescott, the main book reviewer for The New York Times for 24 years, called James Ronald ‘a born novelist’, and that he ‘has in full measure the two basic drives which inspire a writer of fiction–the urge to create characters and to tell stories about them. Mr. Ronald does both naturally, directly and well.’ His work received praise and has been compared to William de Morgan, H. G. Wells, Rudyard Kipling, J. M. Barrie, and Somerset Maugham.

			James Ronald is a writer who has not gained the long-term recognition he deserves. His work has received high praise for his ingenuity, freshness, and sharp sense of humour by many critics and writers of the time and current enthusiasts, highlighting him as one of the leading storytellers of the day, yet barely anything has been republished since his death in 1972. I hope the reader will enjoy these imaginative and entertainingly written stories as much as I have collecting them.

			Chris Verner

			Berkhamsted, Buckinghamshire, UK 

			April 2023
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			CHAPTER 1

			Foghorns moaned like souls in torment as the towering bulk of the giant liner crept slowly through the dense white mist. Leaning on the rail, Alan Napier looked down at the swirl of oily black water far below.

			A hand fell on his arm. He turned and saw his cabin-mate, Larry Milner, standing beside him.

			“Trying for a glimpse of home?” suggested Larry.

			Alan laughed. “Through this?” he retorted, waving at the heavy pall which hung low about the ship.

			Larry pointed towards the north. “Southampton’s just over there.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Don’t mention it.”

			They turned and watched the white-coated stewards clattering up the companionways with suitcases to be stacked on deck. Two more diverse types of young men it would have been difficult to find, even on an ocean liner. Alan was tall and broad; not handsome, although his features had a pleasing cast, large and irregular though they were. His grey eyes were large and expressive and contrasted oddly with his thick dark hair and bushy eyebrows. A girl had once called him the handsomest ugly man she had ever seen.

			Larry Milner was short and slight with a freckled face and red hair. Large horn-rimmed glasses gave him a slightly owlish look, and behind them gleamed blue eyes which had the innocent stare of a baby. Those eyes were an asset to him as a newspaper man. They deceived people into failing to take him seriously.

			The voyage from New York was over—or would be as soon as the liner berthed at Southampton. Fur-coated, perfumed women and men muffled up in greatcoats were chatting in groups, taking fond farewells of the boon companions of the five-day trip whom they would probably never meet again, exchanging addresses and telephone numbers which would be speedily forgotten, making appointments which would never be kept.  

			A girl and a man who had been inseparable during the voyage passed close to Alan and Larry.  ‘I’ll ring you up this evening at six sharp, darling,’ the man was saying. 

			‘Don’t forget!’ the girl admonished. 

			‘As though I could!’ the man protested laughingly. 

			“They’ll dine together tonight and go to a show,” prophesied Larry. “And, away from the glamour of an ocean voyage, they’ll wonder what on earth they ever saw in each other!” 

			“Cynic!” 

			“Certainly, I’m a cynic. Did you ever know a newspaper man who wasn’t?”

			Alan looked at the man who had been a stranger to him when they had met in their stateroom on the morning the Gigantic sailed and who had developed into a close friend in five short days. They had breakfasted, lunched and dined together; dressed and slept in the same narrow cabin; partnered each other at bridge nightly; laughed at each other’s jokes—but what did they really know of each other? Chance had thrown them together for five days and the end of the voyage was about to part them again. 

			“My chief won’t expect me to report for work for a few days,” said Larry. “Let’s travel up to London together, tuck a few cocktails under our belts and take the old town to pieces tonight to see how it works. I can put you up at my flat. What do you say?” 

			“And finish up wondering what we ever saw in each other aboard ship?”

			Larry aimed a playful punch at the other’s chest. “Don’t be an ass!”

			Alan turned and looked out at the muggy haze which hid the coast. He was longing for his first sight of England after five years in Shanghai. He hadn’t wanted to go abroad in the first place, but the appointment in China had been his best chance of advancement in the banking firm with which he had started as a youth. Eastern unrest had caused his recall to London for six months leave before taking charge of one of the firm’s branches in the city. As the liner slowly neared England he felt the wistful eagerness of a young man going to meet his sweetheart. 

			“Cigarette?” suggested Larry, extending his case.

			They smoked in silence for some moments. 

			“I’ve never known anyone as keen on getting home as you are,” murmured Larry reflectively. 

			“Wouldn’t you be, after five years abroad?” 

			“I suppose so. Especially if there was a girl in the case.”

			

			Alan grinned. “Don’t be so nosey,” he retorted. 

			“Ah! So, there is! Knew it! No wonder that pretty little ocean widow at our table lavished her devastating glances on you in vain! Tell me, what’s she like? Blonde? Brunette? Auburn?—or just plain carrots?”

			Alan took a snapshot from his pocketbook and handed it to his friend. “There she is.”

			“Him. Very nice, too. And you mean to say that a peach like this has gone and got herself engaged to a fellow like you?” 

			“Hardly,” laughed Alan. “We’ve never even met.”

			Larry looked at him sharply.  “I scent romance! Tell me all about it,” 

			Alan replaced the photograph and put the wallet in his pocket. “There’s very little to tell. Her name’s Patricia Winter. Her brother Eric was my best friend at school. Eric and I have corresponded regularly while I was in China and a couple of years ago, he sent me this photograph of his sister. Perhaps you’ll laugh, but it’s meant a lot to me. I must have spent hours looking at it, at one time and another.” 

			“And you’ve fallen in love with a girl you’ve never even seen?” 

			“Something like that. A few hours from now I’ll meet her for the first time. Her brother’s meeting me at Southampton. I’m to spend a week with them at their uncle’s house on the edge of the New Forest before I report in London.” 

			“And supposing, when you meet her, she isn’t what you thought?” 

			“She will be.” 

			“I don’t know so much about that. I once fell in love with a photograph—a profile. When I met the girl full-face, I found she was cross-eyed.”

			

			“You’re impossible!” laughed Alan. “You don’t believe in anything, do you?”  

			“Nothing I hear,” said Larry complacently. “And only a small percentage of what I see.”

			He flicked the glowing stub of his cigarette into the black swirl below. “I’m going to the stateroom to sling my shaving-tackle and toothbrush into a bag. Coming?” 

			“No thanks. I’ve done all that.”

			After the reporter had gone, Alan leant on the rail and produced a crumpled letter, the last he had received from Eric Winter. It had reached him in San Francisco three weeks before. He read snatches of it, as he had done several times during the long land and sea trip across the United States and the Atlantic Ocean.

			“…It’s going to be great, seeing you again after all these years. I’ll meet you at Southampton with one of the cars and take you straight to The Maidens… You’ll like Uncle Godfrey, he’s one of the best and if you’re as keen on horses as you used to be at school, you’ll find plenty to interest you… One wild beast, Lightning, that’s a sure thing for the Beaminster Cup…” 

			He skipped a few lines and came to a paragraph that really interested him:

			Patricia’s looking forward to seeing you. She swears she doesn’t believe you’re half the chap I tell her you are, but then I’ve stuffed the poor kid with tales of your exploits ever since we were at school. I think you’ll like her. Her twentieth birthday was last week… She says you’re an ugly-looking devil, judging by your photograph, but she likes ugly men, so that all right… She thoroughly approves of your chin. As you know, I’m rather chinless, and Uncle Godfrey is the legal type, very good looking, with no pronounced features except his hawk-like beak, and so your wide expanse of jaw rather fascinates her… I’m beginning to catch on to why you’ve always asked so many questions about her in your letters! Sly dog! But good luck, old man… I’ve told her the French axiom that, to be happily married, a girl should be half as old as her husband and seven years more. You’re twenty-seven, which is just about right… Try and concoct some wild tales of your experiences in China—some hair-raising episodes with brigands—she’s dead nuts on that sort of thing; admires men who do things. Needless to say, she doesn’t admire me… I suppose brothers were made to be tolerated…

			Alan stroked his chin reflectively. It was good news that one of his features had found favour in Patricia’s eyes. But could an assistant manager in a Shanghai bank be counted as a man who did things? Probably not, in a romantic or adventurous sense.

			A voice spoke at his elbow:  “Fog’s lifting a bit.”

			It was one of his fellow passengers, a stout, garrulous soul who had spent most of his time on the trip gossiping with stray acquaintances in the smoke-room.

			Alan glanced at his watch.  “Nine o’clock,” he remarked. “We’re late.”

			The other nodded. “We should have docked an hour ago. One of the ship’s officers tells me we won’t be in until this afternoon. Got to wait until the haze clears away. I’ve been over at the other side; a boat came alongside with letters. Wonderful how they find their way about through the gloom.”

			

			Larry appeared at the head of a companionway and whistled. 

			“Let’s go down to breakfast,” he said, when Alan joined him. “Our first view of England can wait, but my hunger can’t.”

			They were applying themselves with relish to kidneys and bacon when a steward placed an envelope on the table at Alan’s side. It was addressed to him ‘care of S. S. Gigantic, Southampton.’

			Larry glanced at it over his shoulder.  “Ah!” he said solemnly. “A dainty feminine handwriting! You didn’t tell me the girl of the photograph had a rival.”

			Alan did not answer. The inscription was certainly in a feminine handwriting and the postmark was Lyndhurst—the nearest town to The Maidens, Godfrey Winter’s country house. Could it possibly be from Patricia? He tore the envelope open, extracted the single sheet of notepaper it contained and glanced hastily at the signature. It was! What on earth could she be writing about to him, whom she had never met?

			He read the letter hungrily.

			Dear Mr. Napier,

			We don’t know each other, but I’ve heard such a lot about you from Eric that I feel as though we are old friends. I hope you feel that too, for I want you to help me. You must help me! What I am about to tell you will seem strange, unbelievable, even, but you must believe it—I swear it is true. Eric is dead. I know that will be a terrible shock to you. He died a week ago and I am certain his death was murder. The local doctor gave a certificate that he died of typhoid fever, but I am positive he was wrong. I am positive that my uncle poisoned Eric and contrived to make it appear that he died a natural death. That is a terrible accusation to make, I know. I wouldn’t make it if I were not absolutely certain that it is true. My uncle owns racehorses. He backs them very heavily. Recently I found out that his losses last year were greater than his income at the Bar, that he was being dunned right and left by bookmakers. Eric lent him some money, but it wasn't enough, and his trustees refused to advance any more. A month ago, he persuaded Eric to make a will in his favour and within three weeks Eric died. I know in my heart that Uncle Godfrey murdered him. 

			I have written to Scotland Yard, but nothing has been done. My uncle is cunning enough to hoodwink the police but I intend to unmask him. I look to you to help me. You were poor Eric’s best friend. You can’t let his murderer go unpunished.

			I am being watched, but I will try to meet you at Southampton. If I don’t, please come straight to The Maidens as soon as your boat arrives. I’ll be waiting—anxiously awaiting your coming.

			Do please believe me!

			‘Patricia Winter.’

			Alan dropped the letter on the table and sat staring in front of him. 

			Eric dead. Murdered!

			It was horrible, fantastic—unbelievable!

			Murder!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			

			“If ever a face looked like bad news,” said Larry, “yours does now. What’s wrong, old man?”

			Alan looked up dully. The brilliant lights which the fog had rendered necessary shone upon his face, ashen-grey and haggard. The clatter of cutlery and crockery, the hum of voices, the gay laughter, the respectful murmur of the steward pouring coffee at his elbow, all the hundred and one sounds that accompany a meal on a luxury liner seemed to beat on his brain like thundering waves. He couldn’t bear it. He rose shakily, steadying himself by gripping the back of a chair.

			“I’ve—I’ve had rather a shock,” he said in a strained, unnatural voice. “I’m going on deck to think.”

			Somehow, he crossed the long saloon, weaving among the white-clad, crowded tables more by instinct than judgement, and stumbled up the companionway to the deck.

			The fog was clearing, and to the left lay the Isle of Wight, just visible across the grey water, the first sight of Home for which he had hungered, but his eyes stared unseeingly in front of him.

			His world had suddenly collapsed into chaos.

			He had been looking forward so long to seeing Eric again, to meeting the sister whose photograph had rested above his heart by day and beneath his pillow at night for two years, to the jolly time they were all to have had at Godfrey Winter’s country house. The blow that had fallen seemed to have paralysed his mental faculties. Eric was dead! Dead!—it seemed impossible! And the uncle whom Eric had loved and admired was accused of murdering him!

			The last lines of Patricia's letter echoed through his brain. ‘I’ll be waiting—anxiously awaiting—your coming…’ Poor kid! If this was a shock to him it must be untold agony to her. Eric had been her constant companion. He would go to her as soon as the liner docked. Whatever he could do to help her he would do. Help her! Why, his very life was hers to do with what she would!

			He fumbled in his pockets and found a cigarette, but did not light it. His fingers toyed with it restlessly until it snapped in half, cascading yellow tobacco dust over the rail to trail away on the turgid water. An arm encircled his shoulder. 

			“If there’s anything I can do, old man…” said Larry gently. 

			“Thanks. There isn’t anything. But—perhaps there is. Milner, as a reporter, you know a lot about people?” 

			“More or less.” 

			“What do you know of Godfrey Winter?” 

			“The barrister?” 

			“Yes.”

			Larry drummed his fingers on the rail while he thought. 

			“He’s one of the three leading K.C.’s of the day,” he said at last. “And quite the shrewdest and most cunning mind at the Bar. No one can touch him at concocting a plausible defence for an apparently hopeless client. He has saved more than one client who, in the hands of almost any other counsel, would have swung. Fifty years old, and handsome as hades. Tall and distinguished looking. Arrogant—as most successful legal lights are. Loves publicity when it’s favourable—and brings libel suits when it isn’t! Earns top fees, but not one of the really big legal incomes, for he spends too much time with his racehorses. Not very successful on the Turf, but keeps on trying. Will never be a judge because of his passion for racing, which isn’t considered a suitable hobby for the ornaments of His Majesty’s Bench, and which may one day land him in the Bankruptcy Court. A charming friend—but an awkward customer to meddle with.”

			“The sort of man who might commit murder?”

			“My dear chap, any man might commit murder or any woman, for that matter. There is no ‘murderer’ type’ Homicide is an incident—not a profession. I wouldn’t back any man living not to kill his best friend, given certain contributory circumstances.” 

			“But considering Winter as an individual?”

			“Well, I shouldn’t think he’d commit murder in a sudden rage or inspired by passion or jealousy. He’s too hard-headed for that. If he killed anyone, it would be a premeditated crime, planned to the last minor detail. It would be a work of art. And I’d be prepared to bet that he’d never be found out!” 

			He looked curiously at Alan.

			“Why the sudden interest in the criminal potentialities of Brother Winter?” 

			“I’d rather not say, old chap.” 

			“That’s alright. You’d rather be alone just now, I expect.” He patted Alan’s shoulder. “I’m going for a last stroll round the deck. See you later.”

			The liner was nosing through the waves at full speed now and passengers were crowding the decks. The fog had lifted and a pale, watery sun was touching the waves of the grey sea with faint yellow streaks. Mounds of luggage made islands on the deck about which the gay throngs jostled and milled, making the most of the last stage of the voyage.

			A thin drizzle of rain began to fall and there was a scamper for shelter, but Alan stayed by the rail, oblivious of the drops that splashed his clothes; thinking, thinking…

			The Gigantic docked at Southampton a little before noon. Alan had two packing-cases full of souvenirs he had brought with him from China. He was seeing them through the Customs when a hand tapped his shoulder. 

			“Mr. Napier, I think?”

			He turned and found a tall man in well-cut tweeds standing at his elbow. 

			

			“My name is Winter, Godfrey Winter. We’ve never met, but I’ve heard a lot about you from my nephew.”

			With a genial smile, he held out a long, thin hand. Alan shook it limply. “How do you do,” he stammered. “I’ve heard quite a lot about you, too, sir.”

			So, this was the uncle Patricia Winter accused of murdering her brother! The sudden meeting was rather a shock. While he collected his thoughts, Alan took stock of the barrister. Winter had a pale, handsome face, sharply divided by a long, aquiline nose; a high, wide forehead; dark, heavily-lidded eyes, etched with faint lines at the corners. His dark hair was plentiful, but powdered with grey at the temples. He appeared to be about fifty, but his athletic build and carriage would have done credit to a man twenty years younger. 

			“I’m afraid I have rather bad news for you,” said Winter. “Let’s go somewhere where we can sit down. There are sandwiches and brandy in my car. Supposing we go to it and have a chat?”

			A customs inspector was chalking the last of his luggage, so Alan assented to Winter’s suggestion. They went through the dock gates and along a cobblestoned roadway to a large Rolls Royce which was parked on a deserted side street with a uniformed chauffeur at the wheel. Winter opened the rear door, motioned Alan in with courteous wave of his hand and climbed in beside him. Opening a locker which was let in to the back of the driving seat he produced a package of sandwiches, a large vacuum flask, and a smaller flask. 

			“Coffee or brandy—or both?” he suggested. 

			“Coffee, please.” 

			“I’m afraid this is rather sketchy,” said Winter pleasantly, handing Alan a metal cup of steaming liquid and offering the sandwiches. “But we haven’t time to go to a hotel. Your train for London leaves in half an hour. You see, I’m afraid I shall have to ask you to postpone your visit to The Maidens for the present. Later, I shall be honoured to offer you my hospitality. As Eric’s best friend, it will be a pleasure to welcome you. But just at present your visit would be rather painful.”

			He put a hand on Alan’s knee.  “I told you I had bad news for you, my boy. I’m afraid it’s going to be rather a shock. Eric is dead.”

			It was with difficulty that Alan controlled his features, forced them to assume an expression of horrified surprise. “Dead?” he repeated. 

			“He died of typhoid fever a little over a week ago. I’m sorry I’ve had to break the news to you so abruptly.”

			Godfrey Winter’s voice trembled a little as he spoke. Alan studied him furtively. Either the barrister was a magnificent actor, or the death of his nephew had been a bitter blow to him.

			“I loved Eric as though he were my own son.” murmured Winter sadly. “I’ve looked after him since he was quite a little child, you know.” He sighed. “It was sudden. Horribly sudden. I haven’t yet been able to adjust myself to the realization that I will never see him again.”

			There was an awkward silence. 

			“Eric had a sister.” Alan ventured at last. 

			The barrister looked at him, his heavily-lidded eyes half shut.  “She hasn’t written to you, has she?”

			Alan dropped his eyes to the cup in his hand.  “Oh no.” 

			“I’m worried about her.” 

			“What do you mean, sir?”

			Winter sighed again. “I hardly know how to tell you; whether to tell you at all, in fact. It isn’t a pleasant subject. Eric’s death was a terrible shock to her, of course. We are rather afraid of the permanent effect it may have on her…er…sensitive nature. You see—I wonder whether I ought to tell you; but, after all, you were Eric’s best friend—you see, Patricia has never been very strong. She is highly strung, inclined to hysteria. Her mind is a delicate instrument, very delicate indeed. We have always guarded her against any shock which might—er— speaking frankly, unbalance it. Eric’s death has affected her deeply. It is my sincere hope that it will have no worse effect.”

			Alan stared at him with horrified eyes. “You mean…you can’t mean…insanity?” 

			“It is an ugly thought, Mr. Napier—but it is my constant dread.”

			The young man sank back upon the cushions and the cup dropped unnoticed from his fingers. “But…I’ve never had the slightest indication of this from Eric.” 

			“My dear Mr. Napier, if you had a sister who was…er...how shall I put it?—subject to delusions, wouldn’t you have tried to conceal it?”

			“I suppose I should.”

			Alan’s mind was a chaos of conflicting thoughts. The letter from Patricia—was the terrible accusation it contained merely the delusion of a demented girl? Or was the polite, charming, handsome, middle-aged man who was sitting calmly beside him the murderer of his own nephew? Was the beautiful girl whose photograph he had cherished for two years really on the verge of madness? Or was this a scheme which the barrister had devised to dispose of his accuser?

			He staggered to his feet and opened the door of the car.  “Please excuse me, but I’d better be going back. I’ve the train to London to catch and—and—Oh, hang it all!— I’ve got to think…”

			“I understand perfectly, my boy.” said Winter suavely. “I’m sorrier than I can say to…”

			But Alan wasn’t listening. He was walking back toward the dock where the London train waited, swaying like a drunk man, his face grey and haggard, his lips moving soundlessly. But for Larry he would never have caught the train. The reporter found him and guided him into a compartment. 

			“For the love of God, old man, what’s happened?” asked Larry, aghast at the agony in his friend's face.

			With a groan, Alan buried his face in his hands. “This morning I woke up to a wonderful world. Great things were to happen today. I was to see my best friend again, after five years. I was to meet the girl I loved. Now…”

			A whistle shrilled and the whole length of the train began to quiver and jerk as the engine strained at it.

			Alan took Patricia’s letter from his pocket. 

			“Read that,” he said.

			Larry was silent while he read the letter. When he looked up his usually cheerful face was grim. 

			“If you love the girl, old man,” he said, “destroy this letter.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Godfrey Winter’s huge limousine swung off the road and through the tall, wrought-iron gates of The Maidens, the barrister’s country house. It hummed smoothly along the wide gravel drive, flanked by the stately poplars, bowing like graceful ladies in the faint breeze, which gave the house its name. Winter lay back on the yielding cushions and ran an approving eye over his domain. To the right lay the paddock, in which three frisky colts were kicking up their heels; to the left, a long stretch of smooth green lawn, shaved and rolled to perfection, with here and there a gay splash of colour from the carefully tended flower beds.

			A pleasant place in which to live and the house, which came in sight round a bend in the drive, fulfilled the promise of its well-kept grounds. Low, white, rambling, with a tile roof of many colours, blue, green, wine-red, grey and faded orange, mellowed by suns and rains to mottled copper. The diamond-paned, leaded windows winked in the afternoon sun. The car glided past the house and came to a standstill in the cobbled courtyard of the stables beyond. The barrister stepped out. 

			“You can put the car away, Hemming,” he instructed the chauffeur. “I shan’t be needing it again today.”

			Hemming, a dark, silent man, with a seamed face, tanned to the colour of mahogany and cropped, iron-grey hair, touched his uniform cap and drove on to the garage.

			His master crossed the stable yard and stopped at the door of a loosebox, the upper half of which was open. He ran his long, slender fingers down the arched neck of a magnificent racehorse which moved restlessly within. No one else would have dared approach it so unwarily, for Lightning had an unpleasant habit of repelling advances with hooves and teeth, but there was a curious affection between Winter and the horse. 

			“Well, old chap, how are you? Fit, eh? Going to win the Beaminster Cup for me?”

			Lightning whinnied and nosed his master’s sleeve. Winter stroked the sleek black neck. “That’s right, old chap. Don’t let me down. I’m going to back you to the limit.”

			Turning away, he crossed the yard to the house, saluted clumsily by an idle stable-boy who was sunning himself in the doorway of the men’s quarters.

			In the hall he was met by his housekeeper, Sarah Gale, a sour-faced, withered old woman, who loved her master—she had been in service with his family when he was a boy— and seemed to hate everyone else in the world. 

			“Miss Patricia’s been makin’ a fine to-do, sir,” she told him. “Shoutin’ and bangin’ on the door like a crazy thing. It’s a mercy no one’s called, for it’d have been the talk of the neighbourhood if anyone’d heard her.”

			Winter nodded abstractedly and went upstairs, a frown wrinkling his brow. He stopped at a bedroom on the first floor, inserted a key in the lock, turned it, and threw the door open.

			A girl was standing at the window. She whirled round as he entered the room and glared at him. Even the fury which distorted her features could not destroy the beauty of her delicate oval face, which was framed with glossy black hair, drawn straight back from her forehead and in sweeping wings behind her tiny ears. Her complexion was exquisite, creamy, with a faint pink tinge and her hazel eyes were large and set well apart. She was of no more than average height, but the slenderness of her lithe body made her seem taller. 

			“What right have you to keep me shut up in here all morning?” she demanded, stammering with anger. 

			“I’m your guardian, Patricia,” replied Godfrey Winter calmly. “I have my duty to perform.” 

			“Duty!” she spat the word at him. “What has duty to do with keeping me locked up like a thief or a—a—” 

			“I shouldn't say it. It isn’t a pretty word.”

			The colour drained from her cheeks. She stared at him with wild eyes, trying in vain to read what was going on in the shrewd brain behind the calm mask of his face. 

			“It is better to be shut up in one’s room for a few hours than in an asylum ward for ever,” he said unemotionally.

			Her pale lips quivered.  “What do you mean? You’re always saying things like that.”

			

			He motioned toward the door.  “Come downstairs. I want to talk to you.”

			With a suspicious glance at him she went swiftly out of the room. He followed her down the stairs and into his pleasant, book-lined study. “Sit down,” he said.

			Patricia shook her head. She went over to the French windows and looked out across the cool green lawn. She was still trembling with anger. 

			“What did you mean?” she asked again. “What dreadful thing are you planning to do to me?”

			Winter carefully selected a cigar from the humidor which stood on his desk and pinched it gently between his fingers. 

			“My dear child, I’m planning nothing. If I were, you may rest assured it would be for your own good.”

			She turned on him scornfully.  “You expect me to believe that?”

			A match flared in his hand. He exhaled a cloud of fragrant blue smoke before replying. “Patricia, there are a lot of unpleasant rumours circulating in the village. Suggestions that I—”

			“That you murdered Eric!”

			“Exactly.” He regarded the glowing tip of his cigar with satisfaction. “Nonsense, of course, but the simpletons in the village—especially the women—will believe anything. They gossip among themselves, and the scandal spreads.” 

			“I hope it spreads until the whole country knows about your crime! Perhaps then you’ll be punished.” 

			“So, I was right. You are responsible for the rumours?” 

			“Yes!” she retorted defiantly. 

			“And what good purpose, do you hope to serve by—er—crying ‘Murder!’ from the housetops?” 

			“As the rumours spread, the authorities will be forced to take action. Eric’s body will be exhumed and they’ll find out exactly how he died.” 

			“I see. Perhaps you were responsible for the sudden interest taken in Eric’s death by Scotland Yard?” 

			Her face lit up. “Then they did act upon my letter, after all?”

			The ghost of a smile flitted over Godfrey Winter’s handsome face. “They did. A large, red-faced plainclothes detective spent most of yesterday gossiping with the village spinsters. He called on Doctor Venner—and went away satisfied that Eric died of typhoid.” 

			“Then they won’t take any action?” 

			“My dear child, of course not. Venner is a first class man, not at all likely to be mistaken about the symptoms of a patient whom he attended throughout the illness. His word was sufficient. In future, Scotland Yard will take no notice of any letters you may send. They get wild letters from unbalanced people every day, you know.”

			Disappointment clouded her hazel eyes. 

			“Don’t you see what a fool you’re making of yourself, Patricia?” he urged. “Don’t you understand what people will say when they realize that the rumours you have started are entirely without foundation?”

			Patricia kept control of herself by an effort.  “You’re talking mysteriously again,” she said. “You’ve said a lot of things like that lately. What do you mean?” 

			“Simply that if you can’t keep a check on ridiculous delusions a subject for gossip in the village, it may be necessary to place you under restraint—for your own good.”

			She stared at him with horror in her eyes.  “You—you wouldn’t dare!”

			He settled himself calmly in a comfortable armchair and leaned back, watching through half-shut eyes the curling smoke of his cigar. 

			“Your mother died in giving you birth,” he said slowly. “A year later, your father was killed in a railway accident. You and your brother came into my care. Eric—let me see, he was seven then—was a sturdy, normal child, but you were the opposite. You had terrible nightmares. Headaches. Attacks of hysteria. As you grew up, you were never quite normal. You lived in a dream world, peopled with creatures of your imagination. Probably Eric was the only living person who was ever quite real to you. When you went away to school you made few friends among the other girls. The headmistress reported that you were dreamy, introspective; highly imaginative. All your life I have watched you for signs that your imagination was running away with your reason—and in these delusions of yours I have found them… Put down that knife!”

			Patricia had been listening to him in a sort of horrified abstraction. Without knowing it, she had picked up the sharp paper knife from his desk and was toying absentmindedly with it. His sudden exclamation made her realize the fact. She dropped it with a clatter and stepped back shakily. “I…I…”

			Godfrey Winter rose, dropped the knife into a drawer, and turned the key on it. “A dangerous toy for one so highly-strung as you,” he said solemnly.

			Patricia clenched her fists. “You—you beast! As though I’d ever dream of using it! I know what you’re trying to do! You’re playing on my nerves, trying to make me lose control of myself. You’d like to have me shut away somewhere, so that you’d be safe. But you shan’t do it! I’ve written to Alan Napier, Eric’s best friend. I’ve begged him to come here as soon as his ship arrives. He’l1 help me. When he comes, I’ll make him take me away from here.” 

			

			“He isn’t coming,” said Godfrey Winter coolly. “I met him at Southampton and saw him into a train for London.”

			As the full import of his words came home to her, Patricia shuddered and desperation crept into her eyes. She was alone. Utterly alone. Alan Napier had failed her! She stared down hopelessly at the handsome, ruthless man who regarded her expressionlessly from the depths of his chair. She began to feel like a bird that is helpless before the hypnotic gaze of a snake which will shortly crush the life out of its body…

			The room seemed to be suffocating her. Never afterwards was she able to smell cigar smoke without remembering Godfrey Winter’s study and the cold, appraising eyes of her guardian. Suddenly she could bear it no longer. She ran across the room and threw open the door. “I’m going to Scotland Yard myself!” she gasped. “I’ll make them listen to me! I’ll make them believe me!”

			The door slammed and she was gone.

			Godfrey Winter stroked his chin reflectively. His eyes were thoughtful. A speculative smile wreathed his lips. He hummed a little tune as he went through the French windows and round an angle of the house to the garage. It was deserted. Three cars stood in a row on the concrete floor, his own luxurious saloon, the sleek sports car which had belonged to his nephew, and the smart little coupé which Patricia occasionally used. He frowned down at it, then stooped and peered at the steering-gear.

			Rising, he went over to the workbench and selected a tool. He went to the door and looked out, but there was no one in sight. For some minutes he knelt beside the right front wheel of the coupé and there was a scraping noise. Laying the tool on the running-board, he found a broom and swept below the car, sweeping a little heap of dust and tiny particles that sparkled in the light into the grating of a drain pipe. He poured water into the drain until the last particle was washed away.

			

			He was replacing the tool when a step sounded on the path outside and Hemming came into the garage. The chauffeur glanced curiously at his master.  “Is there anything I can do for you, sir?” he asked. 

			“No, thanks. I left something in the car and came to get it.”

			Winter strolled casually out of the garage. Hemming looked after him, with an odd expression on his wrinkled face. 

			“Now, what was he up to?”

			Rubbing his chin, the chauffeur looked down at the tools which littered his workbench. One of them appeared to have been recently used. But what would Mr. Godfrey Winter be doing with a rasp?

			Hemming drew back into the shadows behind the limousine as a furtive figure slipped across the lawn from the house and entered the garage. It was Patricia Winter. She climbed into the coupé and pressed the self-starter.

			The coupé trickled slowly out of the garage and glided down the drive. 

			From the French windows of his study, Godfrey Winter watched it go with an inscrutable expression in his dark eyes.
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