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Introduction
We all love a mystery, and a seemingly impossible crime presents the most mysterious of all scenarios for puzzle-lovers. The ‘locked-room mystery’ is the most celebrated form of impossible crime story, and it’s a sign of the importance of this branch of the genre that the tale regarded by common consent as the first detective story involved a macabre killing inside a locked room. This was ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ by Edgar Allan Poe, which introduced C. Auguste Dupin, a brilliant amateur detective who provided, in some respects, a model for the most famous sleuth of all, Sherlock Holmes.

Intriguingly, Poe’s story was not even the first story to explore the strange implications of a locked-room scenario. Sheridan Le Fanu’s eerie ‘A Passage in the Secret History of an Irish Countess’ anticipated Poe’s masterpiece by three years, while E.T.A. Hoffman’s novella ‘Mademoiselle de Scuderi’ had appeared as early as 1818. One can therefore claim that impossible crime stories have been a feature of the literary landscape for the past two centuries.

Locked-room mysteries cropped up sporadically throughout the nineteenth century, and Israel Zangwill, a prominent Zionist thinker, was responsible for a famous example of the form, The Big Bow Mystery (1892), sometimes known as The Perfect Crime. In the early twentieth century, Gaston Leroux’s The Mystery of the Yellow Room (1907), featuring a journalist detective called Joseph Rouletabille, was widely admired, not least by Agatha Christie and the American John Dickson Carr.

Intricate locked-room puzzles were particularly well-suited to the cerebral type of detective story that became so popular during the Golden Age of Murder between the two world wars. Christie wrote impossible crime stories infrequently, but Carr became the supreme exponent of this type of crime writing in the 1930s, under his own name and as Carter Dickson. He created no fewer than four memorable detectives with a penchant for solving locked-room mysteries: Henri Bencolin, Dr. Gideon Fell, Sir Henry Melville, and Colonel March. For more than thirty years, Carr rang seemingly endless changes on the basic theme of the crime that was mysterious because it seemed it could not actually have happened.

After the Second World War, literary tastes changed, and as psychological crime fiction came into prominence, the clever stories of Carr and his disciples came to seem rather old-fashioned. But locked-room mysteries continued to be written, and to be enjoyed by readers, and the latter part of the twentieth century saw a resurgence of interest in the form, which continues to this day. The success of TV shows such as Jonathan Creek, Monk, and Death in Paradise, among others, derives from well-written screenplays which often include plots involving crimes as impossible as any solved by Dupin, Rouletabille or Carr’s heroes. Novelists in Britain, the U.S., France, and Japan have carried on the tradition, and even the godparents of Scandi-noir, Maj Sjowall and Per Wahloo, were responsible for an enjoyable example of the form, simply entitled The Locked Room (1972).

In 1981, the Mystery Writers of America conducted an informal poll of experts which produced a ‘top ten’ of the best locked-room crime novels:

The Hollow Man (aka The Three Coffins) by John Dickson Carr

Rim of the Pit by Hake Talbot

The Mystery of the Yellow Room by Gaston Leroux

The Crooked Hinge by John Dickson Carr

The Judas Window by Carter Dickson

The Big Bow Mystery by Israel Zangwill

Death from a Top Hat by Clayton Rawson

The Chinese Orange Mystery by Ellery Queen

Nine Times Nine by H.H. Holmes

The Ten Teacups (aka The Peacock Feather Murders) by Carter Dickson

Such lists always provide plenty of scope for debate and disagreement, but it is safe to say that any locked-room mystery fan who has yet to read the books in that list has many treats in store. Of the novelists featured in the list, only Zangwill was British (though Carr was more Anglophile than some Englishmen). Ever since the days of Wilkie Collins, however, British authors have enjoyed writing impossible crime stories. This anthology celebrates their work.

Miraculous Mysteries brings together impossible crime stories written by such luminaries as Arthur Conan Doyle, G.K. Chesterton, Dorothy L. Sayers, and Margery Allingham, together with several long-hidden gems. The names of Nicholas Olde and Grenville Robbins will be unfamiliar to almost all readers, while the stories by Marten Cumberland and Christopher St. John Sprigg are also highly obscure. Taken together, I believe the stories—which are presented in broadly chronological order—demonstrate the range and accomplishment of the classic British impossible crime story over a period of about half a century.

When researching previous anthologies in the British Library Crime Classics, I have drawn on the knowledge and advice of a wide range of friends and fellow enthusiasts in making my selections. With this book, however, I am primarily in debt to just one man. His name was Robert Adey, and he was universally regarded as the world’s leading authority on locked-room mysteries up to the time of his death in January 2015. Bob—who took part in the MWA poll mentioned above—was the author of a definitive book, Locked Room Murders, which contained information about more than two thousand impossible crime novels and short stories in the English language. For good measure, it includes an analysis of twenty different ways ‘in which that locked room can be breached’.

I have found Locked Room Murders an invaluable (and highly entertaining) resource. It is a pleasure to dedicate this anthology to the memory of its author, a man who took delight in stories of miraculous murder and who was, in the final months of his life, gratified by the success of the British Library Crime Classics in reviving the popularity of the Golden Age fiction that he loved.

Martin Edwards

www.martinedwardsbooks.com 

The Villa Marie Celeste
Margery Allingham
‘The Villa Marie Celeste’, which has also appeared under the titles ‘Family Affair’ and ‘Clue on the Washing Line’, was first published in 1960, making it a relatively late entry in the case-book of Albert Campion, who had made his debut more than thirty years earlier. His creator, Margery Allingham, is not closely associated in readers’ minds with impossible crime mysteries, perhaps because intricacy of plotting was not as important to her as it was to, say, her good friend John Dickson Carr. Bob Adey’s Locked Room Murders nevertheless includes a single novel of hers—Flowers for the Judge (1936) together with four short stories, of which this is one.

Margery Louise Allingham (1904–1966) came from a family with strong links to literature. Both her parents—Herbert and Emily—were writers, and their story is told by Julia Jones in Fifty Years in the Fiction Factory, a book which provides plentiful insights into the world of popular culture and those responsible for it. Jones is also the author of The Adventures of Margery Allingham, a biography of a writer who encountered a series of difficulties in life, but made a significant and lasting contribution to the crime genre. Even this short story, slight in comparison to her major novels, captures nicely the flavoursome nature of her writing.
***

The newspapers were calling the McGill house in Chestnut Grove ‘the villa Marie Celeste’ before Chief Inspector Charles Luke noticed the similarity between the two mysteries, and that so shook him that he telephoned Albert Campion and asked him to come over.

They met in the Sun, a discreet pub in the suburban High Street, and stood talking in the small bar-parlour which was deserted at that time of day just after opening in the evening.

‘The two stories are alike,’ Luke said, picking up his drink. He was at the height of his career then, a 
dark, muscular cockney, high cheek-boned and packed with energy and as usual he talked nineteen to the dozen, forcing home his points with characteristic gestures of his long hands. ‘I read the rehash of the Marie Celeste in the Courier this morning and it took me to the fair. Except that she was a ship and twenty-nine Chestnut Grove is a semi-detached suburban house, the two desertion stories are virtually the same, even to the half-eaten breakfast left on the table in each case. It’s uncanny, Campion.’

The quiet, fair man in the horn rims stood listening affably as was his habit. As usual he looked vague and probably ineffectual: in the shadier corners of Europe it was said of him that no one ever took him seriously until just about two hours too late. At the moment he appeared faintly amused. The thumping force of Luke’s enthusiasm always tickled him.

‘You think you know what has happened to the McGill couple, then?’ he ventured.

‘The hell I do!’ The policeman opened his small black eyes to their widest extent. ‘I tell you it’s the same tale as the classic mystery of the Marie Celeste. They’ve gone like a stain under a bleach. One minute they were having breakfast together, like every other married couple for miles and the next they were gone, sunk without trace.’

Mr. Campion hesitated. He looked a trifle embarrassed. ‘As I recall the story of the Marie Celeste it had the simple charm of the utterly incredible,’ he said at last. ‘Let’s see, she was a brig brought into Gib by a prize crew of innocent sailor-men, who had a wonderful tale to tell. According to them she was sighted in mid-ocean with all her sails set, her decks clean, her lockers tidy but not a soul on board. The details were fascinating. There were three cups of tea on the captain’s table still warm to the touch, in his cabin. There was a cat asleep in the galley and a chicken ready for stewing in a pot on the stove.’ He sighed gently. ‘Quite beautiful,’ he said, ‘but witnesses also swore that with no one at the wheel she was still dead on course and that seemed a little much to the court of inquiry, who after kicking it about as long as they could, finally made the absolute minimum award.’

Luke glanced at him sharply.

‘That wasn’t the Courier’s angle last night,’ he said. ‘They called it the “world’s favourite unsolved mystery”.’

‘So they did!’ Mr. Campion was laughing. ‘Because nobody wants a prosaic explanation of fraud and greed. The mystery of the Marie Celeste is just the prime example of the story which really is a bit too good to spoil, don’t you think?’

‘I don’t know. It’s not an idea which occurred to me,’ Luke sounded slightly irritated. ‘I was merely quoting the main outlines of the two tales: eighteen seventy-two and the Marie Celeste is a bit before my time. On the other hand, twenty-nine Chestnut Grove is definitely my business and you can take it from me no witness is being allowed to use his imagination in this inquiry. Just give your mind to the details, Campion. . .’ He set his tumbler down on the bar and began ticking off each item on his fingers.

‘Consider the couple,’ he said. ‘They sound normal enough. Peter McGill was twenty-eight and his wife Maureen a year younger. They’d been married three years and got on well together. For the first two years they had to board with his mother while they were waiting for a house. That didn’t work out too well so they rented a couple of rooms from Maureen’s married sister. That lasted for six months and they got the offer of this house in Chestnut Grove.’

‘Any money troubles?’ Mr. Campion inquired.

‘No.’ The Chief clearly thought the fact remarkable. ‘Peter seems to be the one lad in the family who had nothing to grumble about. His firm—they’re locksmiths in Aldgate; he’s in the office—are very pleased with him. His reputation is that he keeps within his income and he’s recently had a raise. I saw the senior partner this morning and he’s genuinely worried, poor old boy. He liked the young man and had nothing but praise for him.’

‘What about the girl?’

‘She’s another good type. Steady, reliable, kept on at her job as a typist until a few months ago when her husband decided she should retire to enjoy the new house and maybe raise a family. She certainly did her housework. The place is like a new pin now and they’ve been gone six days.’

For the first time Mr. Campion’s eyes darkened with interest.

‘Forgive me,’ he said, ‘but the police seem to have come into this disappearance very quickly. Surely six days is no time for a couple to be missing. What are you looking for, Charles? A body?’

Luke shrugged. ‘Not officially,’ he said, ‘but one doesn’t have to have a nasty mind to wonder. We came into the inquiry quickly because the alarm was given quickly. The circumstances were extraordinary and the family got the wind up. That’s the explanation of that.’ He paused and stood for a moment hesitating. ‘Come along and have a look,’ he said, and his restless personality was a live thing in the confined space. ‘We’ll come back and have the other half of this drink after you’ve seen the set-up—I’ve got something really recherché here. I want you in on it.’

Mr. Campion, as obliging as ever, followed him out into the network of trim little streets lined with bandbox villas each set in a nest of flower garden. Luke was still talking.

‘It’s just down the end here and along to the right,’ he said, nodding towards the end of the avenue. ‘I’ll give you the outline as we go. On the twelfth of June last Bertram Heskith, a somewhat overbright specimen who is the husband of Maureen’s elder sister—the one they lodged with two doors down the road before number twenty-nine became available—dropped round to see them as he usually did just before eight in the morning. He came in at the back door which was standing open and found a half-eaten breakfast for two on the table in the smart new kitchen. No one was about so he pulled up a chair and sat down to wait.’ Luke’s long hands were busy as he talked and Mr. Campion could almost see the bright little room with the built-in furniture and the pot of flowers on the window ledge.

‘Bertram is a toy salesman and one of a large family,’ Luke went on. ‘He’s out of a job at the moment but is not despondent. He’s a talkative man, a fraction too big for his clothes now and he likes his noggin but he’s sharp enough. He’d have noticed at once if there had been anything at all unusual to see. As it was he poured himself a cup of tea out of the pot under the cosy and sat there waiting, reading the newspaper which he found lying open on the floor by Peter McGill’s chair. Finally it occurred to him that the house was very quiet and he put his head round the door and shouted up the stairs. When he got no reply he went up and found the bed unmade, the bathroom still warm and wet with steam and Maureen’s everyday hat and coat lying on a chair with her familiar brown handbag upon it. Bertram came down, examined the rest of the house and went on out into the garden. Maureen had been doing the laundry before breakfast. There was linen, almost dry, on the line and a basket lying on the green under it but that was all. The little rectangle of land was quite empty.’

As his deep voice ceased he gave Campion a sidelong glance.

‘And that my lad is that,’ he said. ‘Neither Peter nor Maureen have been seen since. When they didn’t show up Bertram consulted the rest of the family and after waiting for two days they went to the police.’

‘Really?’ Mr. Campion was fascinated despite himself. ‘Is that all you’ve got?’

‘Not quite, but the rest is hardly helpful,’ Luke sounded almost gratified. ‘Wherever they are they’re not in the house or garden. If they walked out they did it without being seen which is more of a feat than you’d expect because they had interested relatives and friends all round them and the only things that anyone is sure they took with them are a couple of clean linen sheets. “Fine winding sheets” one lady called them.’

Mr. Campion’s brows rose behind his big spectacles.

‘That’s a delicate touch,’ he said. ‘I take it there is no suggestion of foul play? It’s always possible, of course.’

‘Foul play is becoming positively common in London, I don’t know what the old town is up to,’ Luke said gloomily, ‘but this set-up sounds healthy and happy enough. The McGills seem to have been pleasant normal young people and yet there are one or two little items which make you wonder. As far as we can find out Peter was not on his usual train to the city that morning but we have one witness, a third cousin of his, who says she followed him up the street from his house to the corner just as she often did on weekday mornings. At the top she went one way and she assumed that he went the other as usual but no one else seems to have seen him and she’s probably mistaken. Well now, here we are. Stand here for a minute.’

He had paused on the pavement of a narrow residential street, shady with plane trees and lined with pairs of pleasant little houses, stone-dashed and bay-windowed, in a style which is now a little out of fashion.

‘The next gate along here belongs to the Heskiths’,’ he went on, lowering his voice a tone or so. ‘We’ll walk rather quickly past there because we don’t want any more help from Bertram at the moment. He’s a good enough chap but he sees himself as the watchdog of his sister-in-law’s property and the way he follows me round makes me self-conscious. His house is number twenty-five—the odd numbers are on this side—twenty-nine is two doors along. Now number thirty-one which is actually adjoined to twenty-nine on the other side is closed. The old lady who owns it is in hospital; but in thirty-three there live two sisters, who are aunts of Peter’s. They moved there soon after the young couple. One is a widow.’ Luke sketched a portly juglike silhouette with his hands, ‘and the other is a spinster who looks like two yards of pump-water. Both are very interested in their nephew and his wife but whereas the widow is prepared to take a more or less benevolent view of her young relations, the spinster, Miss Dove, is apt to be critical. She told me Maureen didn’t know how to lay out the money and I think that from time to time she’d had a few words with the girl on the subject. I heard about the “fine linen sheets” from her. Apparently she’d told Maureen off about buying anything so expensive but the young bride had saved up for them and she’d got them.’ He sighed. ‘Women are like that,’ he said. ‘They get a yen for something and they want it and that’s all there is to it. Miss Dove says she watched Maureen hanging them out on the line early in the morning of the day she vanished. There’s one upstairs window in her house from which she can just see part of the garden at twenty-nine if she stands on a chair and clings to the sash.’ He grinned. ‘She happened to be doing just that at about half past six on the day the McGills disappeared and she insists she saw them hanging there. She recognised them by the crochet on the top edge. They’re certainly not in the house now. Miss Dove hints delicately that I should search Bertram’s home for them.’

Mr. Campion’s pale eyes had narrowed and his mouth was smiling.

‘It’s a peach of a story,’ he murmured. ‘A sort of circumstantial history of the utterly impossible. The whole thing just can’t have happened. How very odd, Charles. Did anyone else see Maureen that morning? Could she have walked out of the front door and come up the street with the linen over her arm unnoticed? I am not asking would she but could she?’

‘No.’ The Chief made no bones about it. ‘Even had she wanted to, which is unlikely, it’s virtually impossible. There are the cousins opposite, you see. They live in the house with the red geraniums over there. Directly in front of number twenty-nine are some sort of distant relatives of Peter’s. A father, mother, five marriageable daughters—it was one of them who says she followed Peter up the road that morning. Also there’s an old Irish granny who sits up in bed in the window of the front room all day. She’s not very reliable—for instance she can’t remember if Peter came out of the house at his usual time that day—but she would have noticed if Maureen had done so. No one saw Maureen that morning except Miss Dove, who, as I told you, watched her hanging linen on the line. The paper comes early; the milkman heard her washing machine from the scullery door when he left his bottles but he did not see her.’

‘What about the postman?’

‘He’s no help. He’s a new man on the round and can’t even remember if he called at twenty-nine. It’s a long street and, as he says, the houses are all alike. He gets to twenty-nine about seven-twenty-five and seldom meets anybody at that door. He wouldn’t know the McGills if he saw them, anyhow. Come on in, Campion, take a look round and see what you think.’

Mr. Campion followed his friend down the road and up a narrow garden path to where a uniformed man stood on guard before the front door. He was aware of a flutter behind the curtains in the house opposite as they appeared and a tall thin woman with a determinedly blank expression walked down the path of the next house but one and bowed to Luke meaningly as she paused at her gate for an instant before going back.

‘Miss Dove,’ said Luke unnecessarily, as he opened the door. Number twenty-nine had few surprises for Mr. Campion. It was almost exactly as he had imagined it. The furniture in the hall and front room was new and sparse, leaving plenty of room for future acquisitions but the kitchen-dining-room was well lived in and conveyed a distinct personality. Someone without much money, who had yet liked nice things, had lived there. He or she, and he suspected it was a she, had been generous, too, despite her economies, if the ‘charitable’ calendars and the packets of gipsy pegs bought at the door were any guide. The breakfast-table had been left as Bertram Heskith had found it and his cup was still there beside a third plate.

The thin man wandered through the house without comment, Luke at his heels. The scene was just as stated. There was no sign of hurried flight, no evidence of packing, no hint of violence. The dwelling was not so much untidy as in the process of being used. There was a pair of man’s pyjamas on the stool in the bathroom and a towel hung over the basin to dry. The woman’s handbag on the coat on a chair in the bedroom contained the usual miscellany, and two pounds three shillings, some coppers and a set of keys. Mr. Campion looked at everything, the clothes hanging neatly in the cupboard, the dead flowers still in the vases but the only item which appeared to hold his attention was the wedding group which he found in a silver frame on the dressing-table. He stood before it for a long time, apparently fascinated, yet it was not a remarkable picture. As is occasionally the case in such photographs the two central figures were the least dominant characters in the entire group of vigorous, laughing guests. Maureen timid and gentle, with a slender figure and big dark eyes, looked positively scared of her own bridesmaids while Peter, although solid and with a determined chin, had a panic-stricken look about him which contrasted with the cheerful assured grin of the best man.

‘That’s Heskith,’ said Luke. ‘You can see the sort of chap he is—not one of nature’s great outstanding success types but not the man to go imagining things. When he says he felt the two were there that morning, perfectly normal and happy as usual, I believe him.’

‘No Miss Dove here?’ said Campion still looking at the group.

‘No. That’s her sister though deputising for the bride’s mother. And that’s the girl from opposite, the one who thinks she saw Peter go up the road.’ Luke put a forefinger over the face of the third bridesmaid. ‘There’s another sister here and the rest are cousins. I understand the pic doesn’t do the bride justice. Everybody says she was a good-natured pretty girl. . .’ He corrected himself. ‘Is, I mean.’

‘The bridegroom looks a reasonable type to me,’ murmured Mr. Campion. ‘A little apprehensive, perhaps.’

‘I wonder.’ Luke spoke thoughtfully. ‘The Heskiths had another photo of him and perhaps it’s more marked in that, but don’t you think there’s a sort of ruthlessness in that face, Campion? It’s not quite recklessness, more like decision. I knew a sergeant in the war with a face like that. He was mild enough in the ordinary way but once something shook him he acted fast and pulled no punches whatever. Well, that’s neither here nor there. Come and inspect the linen line, and then, Heaven help you, you’ll know just about as much as I do.’

He led the way out to the back and stood for a moment on the concrete path which ran under the kitchen window separating the house from the small rectangle of shorn grass which was all there was of a garden.

A high rose hedge, carefully trained on rustic fencing, separated it from the neighbours on the right; at the bottom there was a garden shed and a few fruit trees and, on the left, greenery in the neglected garden of the old lady who was in hospital had grown up high so that a green wall screened the lawn from all but the prying eyes of Miss Dove, who, even at that moment, Mr. Campion suspected, was standing on a chair and clinging to a sash to peer at them.

Luke indicated the empty line slung across the green. ‘I had the linen brought in,’ he said. ‘The Heskiths were worrying and there seemed no earthly point in leaving it out to rot.’

‘What’s in the shed?’

‘A spade and fork and a hand-mower,’ said the Chief promptly. ‘Come and look. The floor is beaten earth and if it’s been disturbed in thirty years I’ll eat my ticket. I suppose we’ll have to fetch it up in the end but we’ll be wasting our time.’

Mr. Campion went over and glanced into the tarred wooden hut. It was tidy and dusty and the floor was dry and hard. Outside a dilapidated pair of steps leaned against the six-foot brick wall which marked the boundary.

Mr. Campion tried them gingerly. They held, but not as it were with any real assurance, and he climbed up to look over the wall to the narrow path which separated it from the tarred fence of the rear garden of a house in the next street.

‘That’s an odd right of way,’ Luke said. ‘It leads down between the two residential roads. These suburban places are not very matey, you know. Half the time one street doesn’t know the next. Chestnut Grove is classier than Philpott Avenue which runs parallel with it.’

Mr. Campion descended, dusting his hands. He was grinning and his eyes were dancing.

‘I wonder if anybody there noticed her,’ he said. ‘She must have been carrying the sheets, you know.’

The chief turned round slowly and stared at him.

‘You’re not suggesting that she simply walked down here over the wall and out! In the clothes she’d been washing in? It’s crazy. Why should she? Did her husband go with her?’

‘No. I think he went down Chestnut Grove as usual, doubled back down this path as soon as he came to the other end of it near the station, picked up his wife and went off with her through Philpott Avenue to the bus stop. They’d only got to get to the Broadway to find a cab, you see.’

Luke’s dark face still wore an expression of complete incredulity.

‘But for Pete’s sake why?’ he demanded. ‘Why clear out in the middle of breakfast on a wash-day morning? Why take the sheets? Young couples can do the most unlikely things but there are limits. They didn’t take their savings bank books you know. There’s not much in them but they’re still there in the writing desk in the front room. What are you getting at, Campion?’

The thin man walked slowly back on to the patch of grass.

‘I expect the sheets were dry and she’d folded them into the basket before breakfast,’ he began slowly. ‘As she ran out of the house they were lying there and she couldn’t resist taking them with her. The husband must have been irritated with her when he saw her with them but people are like that. When they’re running from a fire they save the oddest things.’

‘But she wasn’t running from a fire.’

‘Wasn’t she!’ Mr. Campion laughed. ‘There were several devouring flames all round them just then I should have thought. Listen, Charles. If the postman called he reached the house at seven-twenty-five. I think he did call and with an ordinary plain business envelope which was too commonplace for him to remember. It would be the plainest of plain envelopes. Well, who was due at seven-thirty?’

‘Bert Heskith. I told you.’

‘Exactly. So there were five minutes in which to escape. Five minutes for a determined, resourceful man like Peter McGill to act promptly. His wife was generous and easy going, remember, and so, thanks to that decision which you yourself noticed in his face, he rose to the occasion. He had only five minutes, Charles, to escape all those powerful personalities with their jolly, avid faces, whom we saw in the wedding group. They were all living remarkably close to him, ringing him round as it were, so that it was a ticklish business to elude them. He went the front way so that the kindly watchful eye would see him as usual and not be alarmed. There wasn’t time to take anything at all and it was only because Maureen flying through the back garden to escape the back way saw the sheets in the basket and couldn’t resist her treasures that they salvaged them. She wasn’t quite so ruthless as Peter. She had to take something from the old life, however glistening were the prospects for—’ He broke off abruptly. Chief Inspector Luke, with dawning comprehension in his eyes, was already half-way to the gate on the way to the nearest police telephone box.

Mr. Campion was in his own sitting-room in Bottle Street, Piccadilly, later that evening when Luke called. He came in jauntily, his black eyes dancing with amusement.

‘It wasn’t the Irish Sweep but the Football Pools,’ he said. ‘I got the details out of the promoters. They’ve been wondering what to do ever since the story broke. They’re in touch with the McGills, of course, but Peter had taken every precaution to ensure secrecy and is insisting on his rights. He must have known his wife’s tender heart and have made up his mind what he’d do if ever a really big win came off. The moment he got the letter telling him of his luck he put the plan into practice.’ He paused and shook his head admiringly. ‘I hand it to him,’ he said. ‘Seventy-five thousand pounds is like a nice fat chicken, plenty and more for two but only a taste for the whole of a very big family.’

‘What will you do?’

‘Us? The police? Oh, officially we’re baffled. We shall retire gracefully. It’s not our business.’ He sat down and raised the glass his host handed to him.

‘Here’s to the mystery of the Villa Marie Celeste,’ he said. ‘I had a blind spot for it. It foxed me completely. Good luck to them, though. You know, Campion, you had a point when you said that the really insoluble mystery is the one which no one can bring himself to spoil. What put you on to it?’

‘I suspect the charm of relatives who call at seven-thirty in the morning,’ said Mr. Campion simply.

