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Introduction

Blood on the Tracks celebrates the classic railway mystery. Trains and rail travel have long provided evocative settings for tales of murder and mayhem, and succeeding generations of crime writers have made ingenious use of them.

The range of railway mystery stories is astonishingly diverse: from classic whodunits such as Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express to those best-selling novels of psychological suspense, published more than sixty years apart, Patricia Highsmith’s Strangers on a Train and Paula Hawkins’ The Girl on the Train. And we can add to the eclectic mix a host of other titles, including Graham Greene’s Stamboul Train, and John Godey’s The Taking of Pelham One Two Three. All those books were adapted for film, while other memorable mystery movies set on trains include Alfred Hitchcock’s The Lady Vanishes (based on Ethel Lina White’s The Wheel Spins), Night Train to Munich (a film indebted to The Wheel Spins but enjoyable in its own right) and Transsiberian, a lively thriller released in 2008 and starring Woody Harrelson, Emily Mortimer, and Ben Kingsley.

A pleasing illustration of the unexpected links between trains and detective stories is supplied by ‘Coronation Scot’, composed by Vivian Ellis and named after the express train which ran on the L.M.S. Railway in the 1930s. The music became a popular, and somehow perfectly appropriate, theme tune for the long-running and incident-packed adventures broadcast in the BBC radio series Paul Temple.

What is it about train travel that makes it such a suitable background for a mystery? Part of the answer surely lies in the enclosed nature of life on board a train—the restrictions of space make for a wonderfully atmospheric environment in which tensions can rise rapidly between a small ‘closed circle’ of murder suspects or characters engaged (as in the enjoyable old film Sleeping Car to Trieste) in a deadly game of cat and mouse. Similarly, a train journey may provide a mobile equivalent of the ‘locked room’ scenario beloved of crime writers and readers alike, as several clever stories in this anthology demonstrate.

The immense potential of the train-based mystery was quickly recognised by nineteenth century writers. The most notable examples were Charles Dickens, one or two echoes of whose splendid tale of the supernatural ‘The Signalman’ can be found in stories in this book, and Arthur Conan Doyle, one of whose most entertaining non-Sherlockian puzzles features here. But there were several others, including L.T. Meade and Robert Eustace, one of whose ‘impossible crime’ stories featuring the ‘ghost exposer’ John Bell is included here.

John Oxenham’s ‘A Mystery of the Underground’, originally serialised in Jerome K. Jerome’s magazine To-Day in 1897, was a story about a serial killer on the Tube which is said to have caused such consternation amongst the travelling public that it led to a reduction in passenger numbers until the hysteria subsided. Modern readers can find it in the British Library anthology Capital Crimes. Underground railways are even more claustrophobic than their overground counterparts, and they have supplied backgrounds to stories as different in mood as Mavis Doriel Hay’s Murder Underground, Cornell Woolrich’s ‘The Phantom of the Subway’, and Michael Gilbert’s ‘A Case for Gourmets’.

The first specialist railway detective was Victor L. Whitechurch’s Godfrey Page, a train enthusiast and amateur sleuth who appeared in a story published by Pearson’s Weekly in 1903. Whitechurch, steeped in railway lore, and a regular contributor of articles to The Railway Magazine, subsequently created a rather more memorable railway detective in the vegetarian Thorpe Hazell, one of whose cases is included in this book.

As the years went by, writers of detective fiction increasingly set their mysteries on trains. An entertaining example is Death in the Tunnel, an ingenious novel by Miles Burton, which features his regular sleuth, Desmond Merrion. Burton is better known as John Rhode, whose vast output of novels include Tragedy on the Line, Dead on the Track, and Death on the Boat Train.

Like Murder Underground, Death in the Tunnel has been reprinted by the British Library, and so has J. Jefferson Farjeon’s Mystery in White, a Christmas crime story which begins with a train journey coming to an abrupt end in a snowdrift. The most famous crime novel in which a train gets stuck in the snow remains Murder on the Orient Express; Agatha Christie wrote two other novels in which trains play such an important part as to earn a mention in the title, The Mystery of the Blue Train and 4.50 from Paddington. In a characteristically innovative touch, Christie has a plume of smoke from a passing train provide a significant clue to the solution of the puzzle in Taken at the Flood.

Freeman Wills Crofts, a railwayman who became a best-selling crime writer, regularly featured trains in his novels and short stories; one example, ‘The Level Crossing’, is included here. A strange coincidence arose in 1930, when Dorothy L. Sayers was working on a Lord Peter Wimsey novel, The Five Red Herrings. She wrote to her publisher, Victor Gollancz, that: ‘The book, in which all the places are real and which turns on actual distances and real railway time-tables, is laid in exactly the same part of the country as Freeman Wills Crofts’ new book, which also turns on real distances and time-tables.’ The Crofts book to which she referred was Sir John Magill’s Last Journey, and the pair discovered the similarities between their works-in-progress while corresponding with each other about something else. As Sayers said, ‘The two plots are, of course, entirely different, and it doesn’t really matter a pin.’ She was right about that, but the incident is a reminder of the way in which, quite innocently, writers often chance upon similar concepts at much the same time.

In The Five Red Herrings, Sayers elaborated (with due acknowledgment) upon a plot device originated by J.J. Connington, who—like Sayers and Crofts—became a founder member of the Detection Club. In The Two Tickets Puzzle, Connington’s Superintendent Ross investigates the murder of Oswald K. Preston, shot dead on the 10.35 from Horston. Connington was an exponent of the ‘fair play’ mystery that gave the reader every opportunity to compete with the fictional sleuth, and his US publishers emphasised that the book featured ‘clever reasoning from the clues but no superhuman brain stuff’. Another Detection Club member, Milward Kennedy, found himself unable to resist poking gentle fun at his colleagues in Death to the Rescue, in which he refers to their ‘tricky way with train tickets’.

Following the Second World War, railway mysteries in the traditional vein continued to appear; a notable example is Edmund Crispin’s ‘Beware of the Trains’, included in the British Library anthology Miraculous Mysteries. This story, like ‘The Problem of the Locked Caboose’ by the prolific American Edward D. Hoch, illustrates how a railway setting can provide a superb background for an ‘impossible crime’ story. As late as 1967, Leo Bruce, a novelist more commonly associated with crime writing in the Golden Age tradition, published Death of a Commuter, a case investigated by his amateur sleuth Carolus Deene.

In an era of train cancellations, delays, and industrial action by drivers and guards, there is little scope for murder mysteries in which the culprits construct ingenious alibis reliant upon trains running to time. Unexpectedly, however, the railway detective has enjoyed a resurgence of popularity in the twenty-first century, thanks to two series with well-researched historical settings. Edward Marston’s books set in the mid-nineteenth century and featuring Inspector Colbeck and Sergeant Leeming have won a devoted following, and the same is true of Andrew Martin’s books about Jim Stringer. One feels sure that Victor L. Whitechurch would approve.

Recent years have seen a resurgence of interest in rail heritage in Britain, and preserved railways up and down the country enjoy a special place in the affections of the travelling public. The revival of interest in the Golden Age of Steam, like the renewed enthusiasm from long-forgotten books published during the Golden Age of Murder, owes something to nostalgia, and the parallels are emphasised by the reading public’s enthusiasm for the cover artwork of the Crime Classics books, derived from vintage railway posters. But in each case, there is more to the renaissance than mere sentiment. A trip on, say the Severn Valley or Tal-y-Llyn Railways offers a highly enjoyable experience in its own right, and so do stories written by such fine authors as Anthony Berkeley, Christopher St John Sprigg, Anthony Rolls, and company.

Blood on the Tracks will, I hope, appeal both to train buffs and crime fans. Railway mysteries written over a span of more than half a century are presented in roughly chronological order, and the contributors include some of the most popular authors of their day, as well as less familiar names. I would like to express my thanks to Rob, Maria, and Abbie at the British Library for their support and hard work in bringing this book into being, and I hope that its contents will beguile even the most wearisome commute or long distance train journey.

Martin Edwards

www.martinedwardsbooks.com
The Adventure of the First-Class Carriage

Ronald Knox

Ronald Arbuthnot Knox (1888–1957) was a member of a gifted family and himself a man of many parts: clergyman, broadcaster, translator, compiler of acrostics, and much else besides. In the field of detective fiction, he gained a curious kind of immortality as a result of producing the ‘Detectives’ Decalogue’, ten mostly tongue-in-cheek ‘commandments’ supposed to promote the principle that whodunit writers should ‘play fair’ with their readers. He published six detective novels, and a handful of short stories, and was a founder member of the Detection Club.

Knox’s love of the genre was fired by a passion for the Sherlock Holmes stories, which he shared with his brother ‘Evoe’, who later became editor of Punch. Their youthful writings about Holmes became the foundation for a paper, ‘Studies in the Literature of Sherlock Holmes’, which Ronald read to the Gryphon Club in Oxford in 1911, and which earned the approval of Arthur Conan Doyle himself. His other Sherlockian writings included ‘Mycroft and Moriarty’, an essay included in a book edited by H.W. Bell, Baker Street Studies (1934). This entertaining pastiche, Knox’s last notable contribution to the crime genre, was published in the February 1947 issue of the Strand, and combines pleasing Holmesian touches with an ‘impossible crime’ scenario.

The general encouragement extended to my efforts by the public is my excuse, if excuse were needed, for continuing to act as chronicler of my friend Sherlock Holmes. But even if I confine myself to those cases in which I have had the honour of being personally associated with him, I find it difficult to make a selection among the large amount of matter at my disposal.

As I turn over my records, I find that some of them deal with events of national or even international importance; but the time has not yet come when it would be safe to disclose (for instance) the true facts about the recent change of government in Paraguay. Others (like the case of the Missing Omnibus) would do more to gratify the modern craving for sensation; but I am well aware that my friend himself is the first to deplore it when I indulge what is, in his own view, a weakness.

My preference is for recording incidents whose bizarre features gave special opportunity for the exercise of that analytical talent which he possessed in such a marked degree. Of these, the case of the Tattooed Nurseryman and that of the Luminous Cigar-Box naturally suggest themselves to the mind. But perhaps my friend’s gifts were even more signally displayed when he had occasion to investigate the disappearance of Mr Nathaniel Swithinbank, which provoked so much speculation in the early days of September, five years back.

Mr Sherlock Holmes was, of all men, the least influenced by what are called class distinctions. To him the rank was but the guinea stamp; a client was a client. And it did not surprise me one evening when I was sitting over the familiar fire in Baker Street—the days were sunny but the evenings were already falling chill—to be told that he was expecting a visit from a domestic servant, a woman who ‘did’ for a well-to-do, childless couple in the southern Midlands. ‘My last visit,’ he explained, ‘was from a countess. Her mind was uninteresting, and she had no great regard for the truth; the problem she brought was quite elementary. I fancy Mrs John Hennessy will have something more important to communicate.’

‘You have met her already, then?’

‘No, I have not had the privilege. But anyone who is in the habit of receiving letters from strangers will tell you the same—handwriting is often a better form of introduction than hand-shaking. You will find Mrs Hennessy’s letter on the mantelpiece; and if you care to look at her j’s and her w’s, in particular, I think you will agree that it is no ordinary woman we have to deal with. Dear me, there is the bell ringing already; in a moment or two, if I mistake not, we shall know what Mrs Hennessy, of the Cottage, Guiseborough St Martin, wants of Sherlock Holmes.’

There was nothing in the appearance of the old dame who was shown up, a few minutes later, by the faithful Mrs Hudson to justify Holmes’s estimate. To the outward view she was a typical representative of her class; from the bugles on her bonnet to her elastic-sided boots everything suggested the old-fashioned caretaker such as you may see polishing the front doorsteps of a hundred office buildings any spring morning in the city of London. Her voice, when she spoke, was articulated with unnecessary care, as that of the respectable working-class woman is apt to be. But there was something precise and businesslike about the statement of her case which made you feel that this was a mind which could easily have profited by greater educational advantages.

‘I have read of you, Mr Holmes,’ she began, ‘and when things began to go wrong up at the Hall it wasn’t long before I thought to myself, if there’s one man in England who will be able to see light here, it’s Mr Sherlock Holmes. My husband was in good employment, till lately, on the railway at Chester; but the time came when the rheumatism got hold of him, and after that nothing seemed to go well with us until he had thrown up his job, and we went to live in a country village not far from Banbury, looking out for any odd work that might come our way.

‘We had only been living there a week when a Mr Swithinbank and his wife took the old Hall, that had long been standing empty. They were newcomers to the district, and their needs were not great, having neither chick nor child to fend for; so they engaged me and Mr Hennessy to come and live in the lodge, close by the house, and do all the work of it for them. The pay was good and the duties light, so we were glad enough to get the billet.’

‘One moment!’ said Holmes. ‘Did they advertise, or were you indebted to some private recommendation for the appointment?’

‘They came at short notice, Mr Holmes, and were directed to us for temporary help. But they soon saw that our ways suited them, and they kept us on. They were people who kept very much to themselves, and perhaps they did not want a set of maids who would have followers, and spread gossip in the village.’

‘That is suggestive. You state your case with admirable clearness. Pray proceed.’

‘All this was no longer ago than last July. Since then they have once been away in London, but for the most part they have lived at Guiseborough, seeing very little of the folk round about. Parson called, but he is not a man to put his nose in where he is not wanted, and I think they must have made it clear they would sooner have his room than his company. So there was more guessing than gossiping about them in the countryside. But, sir, you can’t be in domestic employment without finding out a good deal about how the land lies; and it wasn’t long before my husband and I were certain of two things. One was that Mr and Mrs Swithinbank were deep in debt. And the other was that they got on badly together.’

‘Debts have a way of reflecting themselves in a man’s correspondence,’ said Holmes, ‘and whoever has the clearing of his waste-paper basket will necessarily be conscious of them. But the relations between man and wife? Surely they must have gone very wrong indeed before there is quarrelling in public.’

‘That’s as may be, Mr Holmes, but quarrel in public they did. Why, it was only last week I came in with the blancmange, and he was saying, The fact is, no one would be better pleased than you to see me in my coffin. To be sure, he held his tongue after that, and looked a bit confused; and she tried to put a brave face on it. But I’ve lived long enough, Mr Holmes, to know when a woman’s been crying. Then last Monday, when I’d been in drawing the curtains, he burst out just before I’d closed the door behind me, The world isn’t big enough for both of us. That was all I heard, and right glad I’d have been to hear less. But I’ve not come round here just to repeat servants’-hall gossip.

‘Today, when I was cleaning out the waste-paper basket, I came across a scrap of a letter that tells the same story, in his own handwriting. Cast your eye over that, Mr Holmes, and tell me whether a Christian woman has the right to sit by and do nothing about it.’

She had dived her hand into a capacious reticule and brought out, with a triumphant flourish, her documentary evidence. Holmes knitted his brow over it, and then passed it on to me. It ran: ‘Being of sound mind, whatever the numskulls on the jury may say of it.’

‘Can you identify the writing?’ my friend said.

‘It was my master’s,’ replied Mrs Hennessy. ‘I know it well enough; the bank, I am sure, will tell you the same.’

‘Mrs Hennessy, let us make no bones about it. Curiosity is a well-marked instinct of the human species. Your eye having lighted on this document, no doubt inadvertently, I will wager you took a look round the basket for any other fragments it might contain.’

‘That I did, sir; my husband and I went through it carefully together, for who knew but the life of a fellow-creature might depend on it? But only one other piece could we find written by the same hand, and on the same note-paper. Here it is.’ And she smoothed out on her knee a second fragment, to all appearances part of the same sheet, yet strangely different in its tenor. It seemed to have been torn away from the middle of a sentence; nothing survived but the words ‘in the reeds by the lake, taking a bearing at the point where the old tower hides both the middle first-floor windows’.

‘Come,’ I said, ‘this at least gives us something to go upon. Mrs Hennessy will surely be able to tell us whether there are any landmarks in Guiseborough answering to this description.’

‘Indeed there are, sir; the directions are plain as a pikestaff. There is an old ruined building which juts out upon the little lake at the bottom of the garden, and it would be easy enough to hit on the place mentioned. I daresay you gentlemen are wondering why we haven’t been down to the lake-side ourselves to see what we could find there. Well, the plain fact is, we were scared. My master is a quiet-spoken man enough at ordinary times, but there’s a wild look in his eye when he’s roused, and I for one should be sorry to cross him. So I thought I’d come to you, Mr Holmes, and put the whole thing in your hands.’

‘I shall be interested to look into your little difficulty. To speak frankly, Mrs Hennessy, the story you have told me runs on such familiar lines that I should have been tempted to dismiss the whole case from my mind. Dr Watson here will tell you that I am a busy man, and the affairs of the Bank of Mauritius urgently require my presence in London. But this last detail about the reeds by the lake-side is piquant, decidedly piquant, and the whole matter shall be gone into. The only difficulty is a practical one. How are we to explain my presence at Guiseborough without betraying to your employers the fact that you and your husband have been intruding on their family affairs?’

‘I have thought of that, sir,’ replied the old dame, ‘and I think we can find a way out. I slipped away today easily enough because my mistress is going abroad to visit her aunt, near Dieppe, and Mr Swithinbank has come up to Town with her to see her off. I must go back by the evening train, and had half thought of asking you to accompany me. But no, he would get to hear of it if a stranger visited the place in his absence. It would be better if you came down by the quarter-past ten train tomorrow, and passed yourself off for a stranger who was coming to look at the house. They have taken it on a short lease, and plenty of folks come to see it without troubling to obtain an order-to-view.’

‘Will your employer be back so early?’

‘That is the very train he means to take; and to speak truth, sir, I should be the better for knowing that he was being watched. This wicked talk of making away with himself is enough to make anyone anxious about him. You cannot mistake him, Mr Holmes,’ she went on; ‘what chiefly marks him out is a scar on the left-hand side of his chin, where a dog bit him when he was a youngster.’

‘Excellent, Mrs Hennessy; you have thought of everything. Tomorrow, then, on the quarter-past ten for Banbury without fail. You will oblige me by ordering the station fly to be in readiness. Country walks may be good for health, but time is more precious. I will drive straight to your cottage, and you or your husband shall escort me on my visit to this desirable country residence and its mysterious tenant.’ With a wave of his hand, he cut short her protestations of gratitude.

‘Well, Watson, what did you make of her?’ asked my companion when the door had closed on our visitor.

‘She seemed typical of that noble army of women whose hard scrubbing makes life easy for the leisured classes. I could not see her well because she sat between us and the window, and her veil was lowered over her eyes. But her manner was enough to convince me that she was telling us the truth, and that she is sincere in her anxiety to avert what may be an appalling tragedy. As to its nature, I confess I am in the dark. Like yourself, I was particularly struck by the reference to the reeds by the lake-side. What can it mean? An assignation?’

‘Hardly, my dear Watson. At this time of the year a man runs enough risk of cold without standing about in a reed-bed. A hiding-place, more probably, but for what? And why should a man take the trouble to hide something, and then obligingly litter his waste-paper basket with clues to its whereabouts? No, these are deep waters, Watson, and we must have more data before we begin to theorise. You will come with me?’

‘Certainly, if I may. Shall I bring my revolver?’

‘I do not apprehend any danger, but perhaps it is as well to be on the safe side. Mr Swithinbank seems to strike his neighbours as a formidable person. And now, if you will be good enough to hand me the more peaceful instrument which hangs beside you, I will try out that air of Scarlatti’s, and leave the affairs of Guiseborough St Martin to look after themselves.’

I often had occasion to deprecate Sherlock Holmes’s habit of catching trains with just half a minute to spare. But on the morning after our interview with Mrs Hennessy we arrived at Paddington station no later than ten o’clock—to find a stranger, with a pronounced scar on the left side of his chin, gazing out at us languidly from the window of a first-class carriage.

‘Do you mean to travel with him?’ I asked, when we were out of earshot.

‘Scarcely feasible, I think. If he is the man I take him for, he has secured solitude all the way to Banbury by the simple process of slipping half a crown into the guard’s hand.’

And, sure enough, a few minutes later we saw that functionary shepherd a fussy-looking gentleman, who had been vigorously assaulting the locked door, to a compartment farther on. For ourselves, we took up our post in the carriage next but one behind Mr Swithinbank. This, like the other first-class compartments, was duly locked when we had entered it; behind us the less fortunate passengers accommodated themselves in seconds.

‘The case is not without its interest,’ observed Holmes, laying down his paper as we steamed through Burnham Beeches. ‘It presents features which recall the affairs of James Phillimore, whose disappearance (though your loyalty may tempt you to forget it) we investigated without success. But this Swithinbank mystery, if I mistake not, cuts even deeper. Why, for example, is the man so anxious to parade his intention of suicide, or fictitious suicide, in the presence of his domestic staff? It can hardly fail to strike you that he chose the moment when the good Mrs Hennessy was just entering the room, or just leaving it, to make those remarkable confidences to his wife. Not content with that, he must leave evidence of his intentions lying about in the waste-paper basket. And yet this involved the risk of having his plans foiled by good-natured interference. Time enough for his disappearance to become public when it became effective! And why, in the name of fortune, does he hide something only to tell us where he has hidden it?’

Amid a maze of railway-tracks, we came to a standstill at Reading. Holmes craned his neck out of the window, but reported that all the doors had been left locked. We were not destined to learn anything about our elusive travelling-companion until, just as we were passing the pretty hamlet of Tilehurst, a little shower of paper fragments fluttered past the window on the right-hand side of the compartment, and two of them actually sailed in through the space we had dedicated to ventilation on that bright morning of autumn. It may easily be guessed with what avidity we pounced on them.

The messages were in the same handwriting with which Mrs Hennessy’s find had made us familiar; they ran, respectively, ‘Mean to make an end of it all’ and ‘This is the only way out.’ Holmes sat over them with knitted brows, till I fairly danced with impatience.

‘Should we not pull the communication-cord?’ I asked.

‘Hardly,’ answered my companion, ‘unless five-pound notes are more plentiful with you than they used to be. I will even anticipate your next suggestion, which is that we should look out of the windows on either side of the carriage. Either we have a lunatic two doors off, in which case there is no use in trying to foresee his next move, or he intends suicide, in which case he will not be deterred by the presence of spectators, or he is a man with a scheming brain who is sending us these messages in order to make us behave in a particular way. Quite possibly, he wants to make us lean out of the windows, which seems to me an excellent reason for not leaning out of the windows. At Oxford we shall be able to read the guard a lesson on the danger of locking passengers in.’

So indeed it proved; for when the train stopped at Oxford there was no passenger to be found in Mr Swithinbank’s carriage. His overcoat remained, and his wide-awake hat; his portmanteau was duly identified in the guard’s van. The door on the right-hand side of the compartment, away from the platform, had swung open; nor did Holmes’s lens bring to light any details about the way in which the elusive passenger had made his exit.

It was an impatient horse and an injured cabman that awaited us at Banbury, when we drove through golden woodlands to the little village of Guiseborough St Martin, nestling under the shadow of Edge Hill. Mrs Hennessy met us at the door of her cottage, dropping an old-fashioned curtsy; and it may easily be imagined what wringing of hands, what wiping of eyes with her apron, greeted the announcement of her master’s disappearance. Mr Hennessy, it seemed, had gone off to a neighbouring farm upon some errand, and it was the old dame herself who escorted us up to the Hall.

‘There’s a gentleman there already, Mr Holmes,’ she informed us. ‘Arrived early this morning and would take no denial; and not a word to say what business he came on.’

‘That is unfortunate,’ said Holmes. ‘I particularly wanted a free field to make some investigations. Let us hope that he will be good enough to clear off when he is told that there is no chance of an interview with Mr Swithinbank.’

Guiseborough Hall stands in its own grounds a little way outside the village, the residence of a squire unmistakably, but with no airs of baronial grandeur. The old, rough walls have been refaced with pointed stone, the mullioned windows exchanged for a generous expanse of plate-glass, to suit a more recent taste, and a portico has been thrown out from the front door to welcome the traveller with its shelter. The garden descends at a precipitous slope from the main terrace, and a little lake fringes it at the bottom, dominated by a ruined eminence that serves the modern owner for a gazebo.

Within the house, furniture was of the scantiest, the Swithinbanks having evidently rented it with what fittings it had, and introduced little of their own. As Mrs Hennessy ushered us into the drawing-room, we were not a little surprised to be greeted by the wiry figure and melancholy features of our old rival, Inspector Lestrade.

‘I knew you were quick off the mark, Mr Holmes,’ he said, ‘but it beats me how you ever heard of Mr Swithinbank’s little goings-on; let alone that I didn’t think you took much stock in cases of common fraud like this.’

‘Common fraud?’ repeated my companion. ‘Why, what has he been up to?’

‘Drawing cheques, and big ones, Mr Holmes, when he knew that his bank wouldn’t honour them; only little things of that sort. But if you’re on his track I don’t suppose he’s far off, and I’ll be grateful for any help you can give me to lay my hands on him.’

‘My dear Lestrade, if you follow out your usual systematic methods, you will have to patrol the Great Western line all the way from Reading to Oxford. I trust you have brought a drag-net with you, for the line crossed the river no less than four times in the course of the journey.’ And he regaled the astonished inspector with a brief summary of our investigations.

Our information worked like a charm on the little detective. He was off in a moment to find the nearest telegraph office and put himself in touch with Scotland Yard, with the Great Western Railway authorities, with the Thames Conservancy. He promised, however, a speedy return, and I fancy Holmes cursed himself for not having dismissed the jarvey who had brought us from the station, an undeserved windfall for our rival.

‘Now, Watson!’ he cried, as the sound of the wheels faded away into the distance.

‘Our way lies to the lake-side, I presume.’

‘How often am I to remind you that the place where the criminal tells you to look is the place not to look? No, the clue to the mystery lies, somehow, in the house, and we must hurry up if we are to find it.’

Quick as a thought, he began turning out shelves, cupboards, escritoires, while I, at his direction, went through the various rooms of the house to ascertain whether all was in order, and whether anything suggested the anticipation of a hasty flight. By the time I returned to him, having found nothing amiss, he was seated in the most comfortable of the drawing-room arm-chairs, reading a book he had picked out of the shelves—it dealt, if I remember right, with the aborigines of Borneo.

‘The mystery, Holmes!’ I cried.

‘I have solved it. If you will look on the bureau yonder, you will find the household books which Mrs Swithinbank has obligingly left behind. Extraordinary how these people always make some elementary mistake. You are a man of the world, Watson; take a look at them and tell me what strikes you as curious.’

It was not long before the salient feature occurred to me. ‘Why, Holmes,’ I exclaimed, ‘there is no record of the Hennessys being paid any wages at all!’

‘Bravo, Watson! And if you will go into the figures a little more closely, you will find that the Hennessys apparently lived on air. So now the whole facts of the story are plain to you.’

‘I confess,’ I replied, somewhat crestfallen, ‘that the whole case is as dark to me as ever.’

‘Why, then, take a look at that newspaper I have left on the occasional table; I have marked the important paragraph in blue pencil.’

It was a copy of an Australian paper, issued some weeks previously. The paragraph to which Holmes had drawn my attention ran thus:
ROMANCE OF RICH MAN’S WILL

The recent lamented death of Mr John Macready, the well-known sheep-farming magnate, has had an unexpected sequel in the circumstance that the dead man, apparently, left no will. His son, Mr Alexander Macready, left for England some years back, owing to a misunderstanding with his father—it was said—because he announced his intention of marrying a lady from the stage. The young man has completely disappeared, and energetic steps are being taken by the lawyers to trace his whereabouts. It is estimated that the fortunate heirs, whoever they be, will be the richer by not far short of a hundred thousand pounds sterling.

Horse-hoofs echoed under the archway, and in another minute Lestrade was again of our party. Seldom have I seen the little detective looking so baffled and ill at ease. ‘They’ll have the laugh of me at the Yard over this,’ he said. ‘We had word that Swithinbank was in London, but I made sure it was only a feint, and I came racing up here by the early train, instead of catching the quarter-past ten and my man in it. He’s a slippery devil, and he may be half-way to the Continent by this time.’

‘Don’t be down-hearted about it, Lestrade. Come and interview Mr and Mrs Hennessy, at the lodge; we may get news of your man down there.’

A coarse-looking fellow in a bushy red beard sat sharing his tea with our friend of the evening before. His greasy waistcoat and corduroy trousers proclaimed him a manual worker. He rose to meet us with something of a defiant air; his wife was all affability.

‘Have you heard any news of the poor gentleman?’ she asked.

‘We may have some before long,’ answered Holmes. ‘Lestrade, you might arrest John Hennessy for stealing that porter’s cap you see on the dresser, the property of the Great Western Railway Company. Or, if you prefer an alternative charge, you might arrest him as Alexander Macready, alias Nathaniel Swithinbank.’ And while we stood there literally thunderstruck, he tore off the red beard from a chin marked with a scar on the left-hand side.

*  *  *

‘The case was difficult,’ he said to me afterwards, ‘only because we had no clue to the motive. Swithinbank’s debts would almost have swallowed up Macready’s legacy; it was necessary for the couple to disappear, and take up the claim under a fresh alias. This meant a duplication of personalities, but it was not really difficult. She had been an actress; he had really been a railway porter in his hard-up days. When he got out at Reading, and passed along the six-foot way to take his place in a third-class carriage, nobody marked the circumstance, because on the way from London he had changed into a porter’s clothes; he had the cap, no doubt, in his pocket. On the sill of the door he left open, he had made a little pile of suicide-messages, hoping that when it swung open these would be shaken out and flutter into the carriages behind.’

‘But why the visit to London? And, above all, why the visit to Baker Street?’

‘That is the most amusing part of the story; we should have seen through it at once. He wanted Nathaniel Swithinbank to disappear finally, beyond all hope of tracing him. And who would hope to trace him, when Mr Sherlock Holmes, who was travelling only two carriages behind, had given up the attempt? Their only fear was that I should find the case uninteresting; hence the random reference to a hiding-place among the reeds, which so intrigued you. Come to think of it, they nearly had Inspector Lestrade in the same train as well. I hear he has won golden opinions with his superiors by cornering his man so neatly. Sic vos non vobis, as Virgil said of the bees; only they tell us nowadays the lines are not by Virgil.’

