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INTRODUCTION

‘You and I, serene in our armchairs as we read a new detective story, can continue blissfully in the old game, the great game, the grandest game in the world.’

                                         John Dickson Carr

One of the many joys of visiting the British Library and other repositories is coming across forgotten or unknown works by some of the most highly regarded writers of the Golden Age of crime and detective fiction, a period that can be considered to have begun in 1913 with Trent’s Last Case by E. C. Bentley, and to have ended in 1937, the year in which Dorothy L. Sayers sent Lord Peter Wimsey on a Busman’s Honeymoon. 

This, the third collection of Bodies from the Library, continues our mission to bring into the light some of these little-known short stories and scripts, as well as works that have only appeared in rare volumes and never previously been reprinted. For this edition, there is a previously unpublished mystery featuring Ngaio Marsh’s famous detective, Inspector Roderick Alleyn, as well as a long lost novella in which John Dickson Carr’s satanic sleuth Henri Bencolin goes head to head with a brutal murderer. Stuart Palmer’s Hildegarde Withers confronts ‘The Riddle of the Black Spade’, and six authors go in search of a character as they rise to the challenge of building a short story around the same two-line plot. Among the more famous detectives featured are Anthony Berkeley’s Roger Sheringham, who does his bit to help defeat Hitler, and Senator Brooks U. Banner investigates a murderous scarecrow in a case from the pen of Joseph Commings. 

And, in the year that marks 100 years of Agatha Christie stories, the inimitable Hercule Poirot investigates a murder foretold … 

Tony Medawar

March 2020

These stories were mostly written in the first half of the twentieth century and characters sometimes use offensive language or otherwise are described or behave in ways that reflect the prejudices and insensitivities of the period.—T.M.

THE MURDER AT WARBECK HALL

Cyril Hare

CHARACTERS

LORD WARBECK, master of Warbeck Hall.

THE HON. ROBERT WARBECK, Lord Warbeck’s son.

SIR JULIUS PRENDERGAST, M.P., Chancellor of the Exchequer and Lord Warbeck’s nephew.

LADY CAMILLA PRENDERGAST, Lord Warbeck’s step-niece by marriage.

MRS BARRETT, wife of John Barrett, M.P., a colleague of Sir Julius.

JAMES ROGERS, a detective sergeant in the Metropolitan Police, assigned to protect Sir Julius.

BRIGGS, the butler at Warbeck Hall.

SUSAN, the butler’s daughter.
Editor’s note: The British Parliament is a bicameral system: the lower house is the House of Commons and comprises elected members; the upper house is the House of Lords and comprises hereditary and appointed peers.
NARRATOR: It is the afternoon of Christmas Eve. In the library of Warbeck Hall, a large, dilapidated country house in the North of England, Lord Warbeck is reclining on a sofa, looking out at the steadily falling snow. He is a man of not much more than sixty, but with a face prematurely sharpened and aged by illness. Presently he rings a bell beside him. It is answered immediately by the butler.

BRIGGS: You rang, my lord?

LORD WARBECK: (his voice is rather thin and tired, but quite firm) Yes, Briggs, I thought I heard a car in the drive. Mr Robert arrived?

BRIGGS: Yes, my lord. He has just come in. I told him your lordship was asking for him. Shall I serve tea now, my lord, or wait for the ladies? They should have been here by now, but I expect the snow has delayed them.

LORD WARBECK: I think we’ll wait for tea until they come, Briggs. Where is Sir Julius?

BRIGGS: Sir Julius Warbeck, my lord, is writing in his room. From his expression I should judge that he is contemplating an increase in the income tax.

LORD WARBECK: (laughing) Let’s hope it isn’t as bad as that! It’s lucky for me, I’m not likely to live till next Budget Day, anyhow!

BRIGGS: Quite, my lord. That is — I’m sure, we all hope—

LORD WARBECK: That’s all right, Briggs. Say no more about it.

BRIGGS: No, my lord. Er — there was one further matter, my lord.

LORD WARBECK: Yes?

BRIGGS: The — the person Sir Julius brought with him, my lord. Will he be having his meals with the family or the staff?

LORD WARBECK: The person? Oh, you mean the detective? Well, I hardly think even a Chancellor of the Exchequer needs protecting at meals in this house. With the staff, certainly.

BRIGGS: Very good, my lord. And will it be in order for him to be asked to assist with the washing-up?

LORD WARBECK: From my limited experience of Scotland Yard, I should say, undoubtedly.

BRIGGS: I am glad to hear it, my lord. Here is Mr Robert, now.

ROBERT WARBECK: (a fresh, vigorous young man’s voice) Sorry I’m so late, father. I’ve had a simply poisonous journey here!

LORD WARBECK: Robert, dear boy, it’s good to see you! How well you’re looking!

ROBERT: And you’re looking — (he pauses, and then goes on in an anxious voice) How are you feeling, father?

LORD WARBECK: The same as usual, Robert. I’m feeling quietly expectant, waiting for the aneurysm to blow up or whatever aneurysms do. I was told three months ago that I should not live till Christmas, and now with only a few hours to go I think I should do it. Indeed, I’m relying on you to tide me over till Boxing Day. It would be very ill-bred to expire with guests in the house.

ROBERT: Guests! You never told me there was going to be a house party!

LORD WARBECK: Certainly not a house party, Robert. Simply the ordinary family circle we have always invited here at Christmas — what there is left of it.

ROBERT: But father—

LORD WARBECK: As it is to be my last Christmas, I certainly don’t propose to break with tradition now.

ROBERT: ‘The family circle’ — you don’t mean that you’ve invited Julius!

LORD WARBECK: Certainly. Cousin Julius is here now — and, according to Briggs, is filling in time putting something on the income tax.

ROBERT: It’s all very well to make a joke of it, but—

LORD WARBECK: Income tax is no joke, I am well aware. But Julius is the only near relation I have left alive, yourself excepted. I thought it proper to offer him hospitality.

ROBERT: And he thought it proper to accept it! The man who more than anyone has meant ruin to us — ruin to the whole country! I suppose you realise what the effect of the new Land Tax is going to be — when—

LORD WARBECK: (bluntly) When I die, Robert. Yes, I do. It will mean the end of Warbeck Hall. But until it does end, I mean to carry on.

ROBERT: (loudly) Well, I—

LORD WARBECK: Don’t shout, Robert. It’s a nasty habit you’ve acquired from speaking at street corners. Besides, it’s bad for me.

ROBERT: I’m sorry, father. Well, who else is there in the ‘family circle’?

LORD WARBECK: You can guess. Simply Mrs Barrett—

ROBERT: She’s as bad as Julius. Oh, I know she was mother’s best friend, but since she married that wretched self-seeking politician, she cares for nothing but pushing him up the dirty political ladder.

LORD WARBECK: Well, at least you won’t be troubled with the dirty politician. He’s abroad, she tells me. There is one more guest, Robert.

ROBERT: (gloomily) I suppose you mean Camilla Prendergast.

LORD WARBECK: Yes, I do mean your cousin Camilla, Robert. It would be a great comfort to me if before I go, I could know that your future was assured. She is very fond of you. I used to think that you were fond of her. But since you came out of the R.A.F. you seem to have changed. Why don’t you ask her, Robert? If your engagement could be announced this Christmas, I should die a happy man.

ROBERT: Look here, father, I’ve been wanting to tell you, but it’s difficult. I— 

BRIGGS: Lady Camilla Prendergast and Mrs Barrett, my lord.

LORD WARBECK: Camilla, my dear! You’re a sight for sore eyes! Have you a kiss for your aged step-uncle by marriage?

CAMILLA: (clear, young voice) Of course I have! (Sound of kiss) It’s lovely to be back at Warbeck.

LORD WARBECK: Mrs Barrett, I daren’t ask you for a kiss. You keep them all for your husband, I know. What sort of a journey have you had?

MRS BARRETT: (middle-aged woman’s voice — inclined to gabble) Dreadful; dreadful! I thought we were never going to get through! And now we are here, goodness knows how we are to get out. The snow was so thick at Telegraph Hill …

(Her voice fades out. Robert and Camilla speak in low voices close to the microphone. Faint sound of voices heard behind)

CAMILLA: Well, Robert, how are you?

ROBERT: Oh, well, thank you. Are you well?

CAMILLA: Yes, thanks. (Pause) There doesn’t seem to be much else to say, does there?

ROBERT: No, there doesn’t.

CAMILLA: Look at the snow! It seems as if it would never stop. Wouldn’t it be awful if we were kept here for days and days, with nothing to say but ‘How are you?’

ROBERT: Awful …

MRS BARRETT: (Fading in) … Luckily the driver had chains or I don’t think we would have ever got here.

BRIGGS: I am bringing in tea now, my lord. I have told Sir Julius that it is ready.

JULIUS: (a self-confident, middle-aged baritone) And I’m quite ready for tea! It’s what one needs on a cold day like this.

LORD WARBECK: Ah, Julius! You have finished grinding the faces of the rich for the day, I hope. No need to introduce you to anybody here, I think.

JULIUS: I should think not! Camilla, you are looking more lovely than ever.

CAMILLA: Thank you! (Laughs) I’m glad somebody notices it!

JULIUS: And Mrs Barrett — your husband is doing a wonderful job for us in the negotiations at Washington.

MRS BARRETT: That doesn’t surprise me, Sir Julius. I know he has the best financial brain in Parliament, even if—

JULIUS: Even if I’m the Chancellor of the Exchequer and he isn’t, Mrs Barrett? Never mind, his time will come. We are all mortal, you know. Oh, Robert, I hadn’t seen you, how are you?

ROBERT: (very coldly) How do you do?

JULIUS: You’ve only just arrived?

ROBERT: Yes. I had an important meeting in London yesterday.

JULIUS: Quite. The League of Liberty and Justice, I suppose?

ROBERT: (defiantly) And suppose it was? Is that any concern of yours?

JULIUS: I think it is the concern of everybody in this country who cares for democracy.

ROBERT: You call the present regime ‘democracy’!

BRIGGS: Your tea, my lord.

LORD WARBECK: Thank you, Briggs. Put it here. No, no, man, here. Camilla, will you pour out for the rest? You have no idea how I envy people who can sit up to their meals! To have to feed lying down is the most messy, uncomfortable process I know.

CAMILLA: Let me arrange the cushions for you. That’s better, isn’t it? Does this mean that you won’t be dining with us this evening?

LORD WARBECK: It does, Camilla. I shall, I trust, be asleep long before you have seen Christmas in. Robert will be your host on my behalf. I hope you don’t mind.

CAMILLA: Not if Robert doesn’t. Do you take sugar, Mrs Barrett?

MRS BARRETT: Two lumps, please. And that reminds me, Sir Julius — the increased duties on sugar. My husband feels very strongly that it would be a great mistake—

ROBERT: (abruptly) I don’t think I want any tea. If I’m to preside at this festive affair tonight, I think I’d better have a word with Briggs about the wine.

MRS BARRETT: Well, really! As I was saying, Sir Julius, the sugar duties …

(Her voice fades. Microphone follows Robert)

ROBERT: I shall be in the smoking room if you want me, father.

(Door closes)

God! What a woman!

(He is heard to take a couple of steps)

Hullo! Who are you? Where do you come from?

ROGERS: (clipped, official voice) The name is Rogers, sir.

ROBERT: What are you doing hanging about in the passage?

ROGERS: Well, sir, hanging about is my job. My card, sir.

ROBERT: (reading) ‘Metropolitan Police. Special Branch. James Rogers holds the rank of Sergeant in the Metropolitan Police. This is his warrant and authority for executing the duties of his office.’ So that’s it! Haven’t I seen you before, at some time?

ROGERS: Yes, sir. On Sunday, September the 20th, between the hours of eight and ten p.m.

ROBERT: What?

ROGERS: Open air meeting, League of Liberty and Justice, sir. I was on duty.

ROBERT: That explains it. And now you’ve been sent down here to continue your spying, eh?

ROGERS: Oh no, sir. I’m on protection duty — looking after Sir Julius.

ROBERT: Protection! He needs it! I can tell you, when our movement comes into power, fellows like you will be out of a job.

ROGERS: Oh no, sir. That’s what Sir Julius’s crowd used to say. You’ll want protection just the same. They all do.

BRIGGS: Excuse me, sir. Mr Rogers, your tea is awaiting you in the housekeeper’s room.

ROGERS: Thank you, Mr Briggs. I’ll go now.

(He is heard to walk away)

BRIGGS: Pardon me, Mr Robert. May I have a word with you?

ROBERT: Yes, if you must, Briggs.

BRIGGS: If you wouldn’t mind stepping into the smoking-room, sir.

(Sound of steps and door closing)

ROBERT: Well?

BRIGGS: My daughter Susan, sir, is wondering—

ROBERT: Look here, Briggs, what on earth is the good of bringing up this business again now? You know what the position is as well as I do. I have promised you before and I can promise you now—

BRIGGS: Promises are all very well, Mr Robert, but that was some time ago and Christmas is upon us.

ROBERT: Yes, Christmas, with my father dangerously ill and the house full of people. It’s utterly unreasonable to expect me to do anything now, Briggs. Things must go on as they are for the time being. After all, Susan isn’t here and—

BRIGGS: Susan is here, Mr Robert.

ROBERT: Here! Of all the infernal cheek! What do you mean by doing such a thing, Briggs?

BRIGGS: Well, sir, Christmas is the season for family reunions — even for butlers.

ROBERT: Confound you! I suppose you thought this was a way of applying a little extra pressure?

BRIGGS: I trust that may not be necessary, sir. I — we — are relying on you to act like a gentleman.

(Bell rings)

Excuse me, I think that is his lordship’s bell.

(Sound of door opening)

I beg your ladyship’s pardon, I didn’t see you coming in.

CAMILLA: Oh, Briggs, Lord Warbeck wants you to help him up to bed. He is rather tired.

BRIGGS: Very good, my lady.

(Sound of door closing)

ROBERT: I don’t wonder father’s tired if he’s been listening to Mrs Barrett and Julius discussing the sugar duties.

CAMILLA: He managed to stand it longer than you, Robert, at any rate. Well, did the great discussion with Briggs go off satisfactorily?

ROBERT: Discussion, Camilla? What should we have a discussion about?

CAMILLA: About the wine for dinner tonight. I thought it was that that dragged you away from tea so reluctantly.

ROBERT: Oh, the wine! Yes, that’s — that’s laid on all right.

CAMILLA: I hope there’s plenty. I mean to drink a lot tonight. I mean to get positively, completely blotto.

ROBERT: That will add enormously to your attractions.

CAMILLA: Well, they want adding to, don’t they? I mean, they don’t seem to have been very effective so far. (Pause) Robert, what is the matter with you?

ROBERT: Nothing, so far as I am aware.

CAMILLA: There is something, Robert. I wish you’d tell me. Can’t you see I — I want to help you?

ROBERT: No thanks.

CAMILLA: Robert, you usen’t to be like this. Something’s happened. Something’s come between us. I can’t let you go like this. Look at me, Robert!

ROBERT: Leave go of me, Camilla! I warn you, leave go!

CAMILLA: Not until you’ve told me what it is. It’s not too much to ask, to share your troubles, is it? Oh, Robert, if you only knew how I want—

ROBERT: (brutally) You want, you want! I know what you want, even if you don’t!

CAMILLA: You’re hurting me!

ROBERT: You want to be kissed — like this! (Pause) And this — and this! That’s all for now, my lovely! I hope you’re satisfied.

CAMILLA: Oh, you’re hateful! hateful! I could kill you for this!

(Door closes with a bang)

NARRATOR: It is shortly before midnight. Sir Julius Warbeck, Mrs Barrett, Robert and Lady Camilla are in the drawing-room. All four have evidently dined well. Their faces are rather flushed and `Lord Warbeck’s excellent champagne has loosened their tongues. They have just finished a rubber of bridge and Sir Julius is adding up the scores.

(Chatter)

JULIUS: Let me see … Eight and six is fourteen, and carry one … That makes one pound four and five pence they owe us, Mrs Barrett. My congratulations!

MRS BARRETT: I’m sure you’ve added that up wrong! Give it to me. Seven and four’s eleven, and ten’s twenty-one — I told you so, it should be one pound four and ninepence! A pretty sort of Chancellor of the Exchequer you are!

JULIUS: (laughs) Well, well, one needn’t be a dab at arithmetic to handle the state’s finances, thank heaven! There was a Chancellor once who didn’t know what decimal points were, and when he saw them—

MRS BARRETT: Yes, yes, Sir Julius, we all know that story. It’s been the stock excuse of inefficient Chancellors ever since.

JULIUS: Are you suggesting that I am inefficient, Mrs Barrett?

MRS BARRETT: Oh no! I’m not suggesting anything.

JULIUS: Because if so, I was only going to say, that doesn’t seem to be the view of that very loyal collaborator and colleague, your husband.

MRS BARRETT: My husband is loyal, Sir Julius — too loyal, I sometimes think, to consider his own interests. But since his name has been introduced into the discussion, may I say that I am sure I am not alone in regretting that the country’s finances are not in his hands, instead of—

JULIUS: Instead of those of your humble servant, eh, Mrs Barrett? Well, well, it’s all in the luck of the game. I can only say this, that should anything happen to our revered Prime Minister — which Heaven forfend—and it were to fall to me to form an administration, as it might — as it might — I should not need to look for my Chancellor beyond my old friend John Barrett.

ROBERT: (somewhat tipsy) Hear, hear, Julius! Hear, hear!

CAMILLA: Did you say one pound four and ninepence, Mrs Barrett? I’ve got it here exactly.

(Chink of coins)

MRS BARRETT: How honourable of you!

ROBERT: Afraid I haven’t any cash on me, Julius. It’s a commodity rather scarce in this branch of the family. Will you take a cheque?

JULIUS: Of course, my dear boy, of course.

ROBERT: All right, I’ll give you one. You don’t mind it’s being drawn on the account of the League of Liberty and Justice, I suppose?

JULIUS: Really, this is an outrage! To suggest that I should take money from such a gang! Let me tell you, young man, your association with this so-called League is putting you in danger — in grave danger.

ROBERT: Thanks for the warning, dear cousin. At any rate, I don’t need a flat-footed copper to give me protection. Where is he, by the way? Lurking outside the door, I suppose, with his little notebook and pencil in his hand. Let’s have him in! Perhaps he’d lend me one pound four and ninepence!

CAMILLA: Robert, don’t be so silly! I’ll pay Sir Julius for you, if you like.

ROBERT: What a beautifully forgiving nature you have, Camilla! Almost thou persuadest me — but don’t stand just there. You’re right under the mistletoe, and I’m sure you don’t want a repetition of this afternoon’s sad scene. Let me get at the door.

(Sound of door opening)

Oh! It’s you, Briggs!

BRIGGS: Yes, Mr Robert. It only wants a few minutes to midnight. I’ve brought the champagne to drink in the festive season.

ROBERT: That’s the spirit! Let’s keep up tradition while we may! The last Christmas in the old home—thanks to cousin Julius! Fill up the glasses, Briggs, and give yourself one, too.

BRIGGS: Very good, Mr Robert.

(Pop of champagne cork and sound of pouring)

ROBERT: Where’s the protecting angel, Briggs? He ought to be in on this.

BRIGGS: The detective-sergeant, sir, is refreshing himself in the servants’ hall. I think that he will be more at home there. Your glass, my lady.

CAMILLA: Thank you.

BRIGGS: And yours, madam.

MRS BARRETT: Thank you.

BRIGGS: Sir Julius.

JULIUS: Thanks.

BRIGGS: Mr Robert, your glass. (Meaningfully) It is almost time.

ROBERT: (more and more wildly) Time marches on! But we’ve forgotten something, Briggs. The curtains are still drawn and the window shut. That won’t do on Christmas Eve. We’ve got to let Christmas in!

BRIGGS: It’s bitter cold outside, sir, and snowing hard.

ROBERT: What does that matter, man? There’s a tradition at stake! Let’s have those curtains back —

(Sound of pulling curtains)

— and the window open.

(Sound of opening window)

Now, hark! Can’t you hear them? (Pause) Come close to the window, everybody. Closer! Camilla! Briggs! Lean out, everyone! Come on, Julius, the cold air won’t hurt you! Can you hear them now?

(Distant sound of church bells)

Warbeck chimes! Ringing in Christmas, ringing out the Warbecks! Except for fat cousin Julius, who’ll always be in on everything! Now listen, all of you! I’ve an announcement to make! An important announcement! You mustn’t miss it, Camilla!

(As he speaks a clock begins to chime the hour. It continues to strike twelve during the rest of the scene)

Christmas! We must have our toast first. Where the hell’s my glass? Someone’s moved it. Where did I leave my glass, Briggs?

BRIGGS: It’s on the card table, Mr Robert.

ROBERT: Ah, here it is. Are you all ready? Here’s to Warbeck Hall, God help the old place!

ALL: Warbeck Hall!

(There is the sound of a glass shattering)

ROBERT: (in a strangled voice) What is it? I—

(There is the sound of a body falling to the floor)

CAMILLA: (shrieks) Robert!

JULIUS: What’s happened?

MRS BARRETT: He’s fainted.

BRIGGS: (slowly) He is dead.

(The clock finishes striking)

(Music)

NARRATOR: It is next morning. The scene is once more the library, but the sofa on which Lord Warbeck was lying the previous afternoon is now unoccupied. This time it is Sir Julius who is looking out of the window at the snow. There has been a further heavy fall in the night, and the countryside is everywhere deeply covered. Sir Julius turns from the window with a sigh as Briggs comes into the room.

JULIUS: Ah, Briggs, here you are! How is Lord Warbeck?

BRIGGS: He has stood the shock wonderfully well, Sir Julius, considering, but I am afraid he is not long for this world.

JULIUS: This is a terrible situation, terrible! Is there no chance of getting a doctor out to him?

BRIGGS: I should judge that it will take at least two days to clear the road, Sir Julius, even if there are no further falls meanwhile. But I doubt whether a doctor could do much for him.

JULIUS: This — this is a very embarrassing situation for me, Briggs.

BRIGGS: For you, Sir Julius? Quite so, no doubt. I confess I find my own position somewhat awkward. It is not a very easy one for any of us. Will you be requiring me any further, Sir Julius?

JULIUS: No, thank you, Briggs.

(Sound of door closing)

What am I to do? Oh, what am I to do?

(Sound of door opening)

ROGERS: Excuse me, sir.

JULIUS: Yes, Sergeant Rogers, what is it?

ROGERS: I have succeeded, sir, in making contact with the county police on the telephone.

JULIUS: Good, good. How soon will thy be here?

ROGERS: Well, sir, they are doing their best to get through, but it must take some considerable time, and meanwhile — sir—

JULIUS: Well?

ROGERS: I find myself in rather an awkward position, sir.

JULIUS: You’re the second person who has made that remark to me already this morning. What’s your trouble?

ROGERS: They have expressed a desire that I should meanwhile undertake the investigation into Mr Warbeck’s death, sir.

JULIUS: Well, why not? You’re a detective, after all, aren’t you? I should think it’s your duty.

ROGERS: Quite so, sir. But duties sometimes conflict.

JULIUS: Eh?

ROGERS: I look at it this way, sir. My duty is to protect you. Now, sir, the enquiries I have made so far — quite unofficially, of course — have established certain facts. Firstly, Mr Warbeck was murdered. Secondly, he was murdered by the administration of poison — probably cyanide of potassium — in his glass of champagne while he was opening the window of the drawing-room. Thirdly, any of the persons present might have poisoned the champagne while the attention of the others was distracted by Mr Warbeck’s behaviour. And finally, sir—

JULIUS: Well?

ROGERS: Well, sir, I can’t altogether shut my eyes to the fact that you are now the heir to Lord Warbeck, who himself may die at any moment.

JULIUS: But—

ROGERS: It would be a rather irregular situation, sir, if I were to find myself arresting the minister whom I had been detailed to protect.

JULIUS: This is preposterous! You can’t imagine that I should kill anyone in order to get into the House of Lords?

ROGERS: I must confess, sir, the idea had occurred to me.

JULIUS: Then get it out of your head at once! As if I wasn’t in a bad enough position already! Where is the telephone? I must get through to the Prime Minister immediately!

ROGERS: (slowly) The Prime Minister?

JULIUS: Yes, the Prime Minister! He must know at once. This business is serious. Why, it may wreck the Government!

ROGERS: (slowly) Yes, sir. I suppose if you put it that way, it might.

JULIUS: What are you gaping for, you fool? Where is the telephone?

ROGERS: (Briskly) I beg your pardon, sir, I was thinking. The police state that all the trunk lines are down, so you won’t be able to get through to Chequers yet. But it doesn’t signify. I must have a word with Mr Briggs. Will you excuse me?

(Door closes)

JULIUS: Has the man gone mad?

(Sound of door opening)

MRS BARRETT: Oh, Sir Julius, there you are! What a dreadful business this is! Briggs tells me that the roads are all completely blocked, and we may be shut up for days. What could have possessed that poor young man to kill himself, do you think? I do wish my husband was here, he would know what to do. I feel I am in such an—

JULIUS: An awkward position, Mrs Barrett. I know. But what makes you think that Robert killed himself?

MRS BARRETT: But he must have, Sir Julius, mustn’t he? I mean, we all saw him.

JULIUS: Sergeant Rogers thinks that he was murdered.

MRS BARRETT: Murdered? Oh, how shocking!

JULIUS: Where is Lady Camilla?

MRS BARRETT: Oh, but you can’t think that she could have done such a thing, surely, Sir Julius? Of course, I’ve known for some time that he had treated her very badly, but still — a young girl like that! No, if you ask me, if it was anybody, it would be Briggs. After all, he poured out the champagne, and only yesterday I did overhear him speaking to Robert in a most disrespectful way. Oh dear, it frightens me to think of it. I’m sure I shan’t be able to eat any lunch if he waits at table!

JULIUS: Well, if it’s any consolation to you, Mrs Barrett, Rogers seems inclined to think that I am the guilty party.

MRS BARRETT: (with a laugh) Oh, ridiculous, Sir Julius! (Pause) Still — of course — I do see what he means.

(Sound of door opening)

Camilla, dear, have you been with poor Lord Warbeck?

CAMILLA: (in a dead tired voice) Yes.

MRS BARRETT: Sir Julius and I were just saying — what were we saying, exactly?

JULIUS: I don’t know that I was saying anything very much. Mrs Barrett was engaged in distributing suspicion for causing Robert’s death between me, Briggs and yourself.

CAMILLA: I’m afraid I don’t find that very funny. You see, I loved Robert — and yet, up to a few moments before he died I was wishing him dead. Now I just wish I was dead — that’s all.

MRS BARRETT: Oh Camilla, that’s a very dangerous thing to say. Suppose the police were to hear you? That reminds me, Sir Julius, that man Rogers — is he safe? I don’t like his looks at all.

JULIUS: My dear lady, Rogers is a police officer who has undertaken the duty of investigating this crime.

MRS BARRETT: Didn’t you tell me he had been concerned with suppressing this League of Liberty and Justice that Robert was mixed up in? Suppose he thought the best way of suppressing the League was by—

(Sound of door opening)

BRIGGS: May Sergeant Rogers have a word with you, Sir Julius?

JULIUS: Yes, of course, Briggs. I’ll see him in my room.

ROGERS: I would prefer to talk to you here, sir, in the presence of all the others, if you don’t mind. I only want to put a question or two about last night’s occurrences which will be of general interest.

JULIUS: I have no objection at all. Goodness knows, I have nothing to hide.

ROGERS: I am much obliged, sir. First, then, am I right in thinking that Mr Warbeck was in the act of proposing a toast when he died?

JULIUS: Quite right. The toast was ‘Warbeck Hall’, I remember.

ROGERS: That was just on the stroke of midnight, was it not?

JULIUS: I think so, yes.

CAMILLA: Yes. He was in the middle of saying something else when the clock began to strike.

ROGERS: Something else? What was it?

JULIUS: We don’t know, of course. He said something about an announcement.

CAMILLA: Yes, that’s right. He had an announcement to make.

ROGERS: Can you throw any light, sir, on what the announcement was that he was about to make?

JULIUS: I haven’t the slightest idea. How should I?

ROGERS: Can anybody in this room tell me what Mr Warbeck was going to announce when he died?

(A pause)

BRIGGS: Yes, I can.

JULIUS: You, Briggs?

BRIGGS: Yes, Sir Julius.

ROGERS: What was it?

BRIGGS: If you will excuse me for one moment, Sir Julius, I have somebody here who can explain the matter better than I can.

(Sound of door opening)

MRS BARRETT: What in the world is all this about?

BRIGGS: This way, my dear.

(Sound of door closing)

JULIUS: What on earth …?

CAMILLA: Who is this woman?

BRIGGS: My daughter Susan, my lady.

CAMILLA: What right has she to be here?

BRIGGS: The announcement which Mr Robert was about to make, my lady, was that of his marriage to my daughter.

CAMILLA: So that was it! (Fiercely) Married — to you!

SUSAN: (uneducated voice, but with a certain dignity) We were married twelve months ago, my lady, at the Paddington Register Office. I have my marriage certificate here to prove it, if you want to see it.

JULIUS: Is there a child?

SUSAN: Three months old, Sir Julius. He’s in the house now.

JULIUS: (Eagerly) He? It’s a boy, then?

SUSAN: (proudly and with emphasis) Yes, sir — a lovely boy.

JULIUS: Thank heaven for that!

CAMILLA: Robert’s son!

MRS BARRETT: I can’t bear it! Oh, I can’t bear it!

(Sound of running feet)

ROGERS: Stop that woman!

(Sound of door slamming. Then sound of trying to open door)

She’s locked the door! Where does this lead to?

BRIGGS: The gun-room. I’ll go round the other way.

(Sound of door opening and closing)

ROGERS: Open this door!

(Sound of trying to open door)

Open this door!

(A loud explosion from outside. A pause. Then the sound of door being unlocked)

BRIGGS: I was too late, Mr Rogers. Mrs Barrett has shot herself.

JULIUS: I don’t understand. Do you mean that Mrs Barrett—?

ROGERS: Mrs Barrett, sir, was the murderer of Robert Warbeck.

JULIUS: I can’t believe it. Mrs Barrett? She had no grudge against him, surely?

ROGERS: Not against him, sir, but against you.

JULIUS: Against me? I still don’t follow.

ROGERS: Until a few moments ago, sir, you believed yourself to be Lord Warbeck’s heir, did you not?

JULIUS: Yes, I did.

ROGERS: And likely to succeed to the title at any moment?

JULIUS: Quite.

ROGERS: I don’t think you looked forward to the prospect of going to the House of Lords?

JULIUS: I should think not. It would have meant my resigning my post in the Government.

ROGERS: Because the Chancellor of the Exchequer must be a member of the House of Commons, is that not so?

JULIUS: Of course. Everybody knows that.

ROGERS: I don’t know about everybody, sir, but Mrs Barrett certainly did. And if you were compelled to resign, who would succeed you in the Chancellorship, do you suppose, sir?

JULIUS: Why, of course — it would be Barrett! There’s no question of that.

ROGERS: Exactly, sir. And Mrs Barrett was a woman who was prepared to do anything to further her husband’s career. She chose this way to clear the obstacle which you presented from his path, by sending you to the House of Lords against your will. When you were so anxious to telephone to the Prime Minister just now, I suddenly saw what her motive was. But I had reason to think that unknown to either of you Mr Warbeck had left a son, so that in fact you were not the next heir to the peerage.

JULIUS: Oh, and what made you think that?

ROGERS: Well, sir, there are advantages to a detective living in the servants’ hall, you know, sir. I ascertained the truth from Mr Briggs and arranged with him to confront Mrs Barrett with the child. I thought that when she realised that her crime had failed in its purpose she would give herself away — and so she did, with a vengeance.

CAMILLA: Poor woman, poor woman!

SUSAN: Ah, it’s easy to say that of her, my lady, but it’s those that are left behind that need pity most, I think.

CAMILLA: (reflectively) Those that are left behind … (impulsively) Susan, I’d like to come and see your baby, if I may.

SUSAN: You’re welcome, my lady. He’s ever so sweet, and just like his father.

JULIUS: Take great care of that child, young woman! Why, my whole political career depends on him!
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