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        INTRODUCTION

        This dark, witty novel is one of my Sayers favourites. Here, though, is no Wimsey or Montague Egg, no high-life amid Duchesses or Dian de Momeries, not even the seedy glamour of an advertising agency. Remaining in a middling, impoverished 1930s middle England, it distils with economy and precision in a diversity of letter-

            writing styles all her central preoccupations.

        There is the sacredness and mystery of life in the laboratory denouement (suggested by Dr Eustace Barton, credited in his collaboration as ‘Robert Eustace’). There is the semi-respectable struggling bohemian life: Munting the writer and Lathom the artist stand contrasted with the stifling convention of the suburban house they lodge in. There is a broad tolerant compassion in her respect for old Harrison with his mycological preoccupations and inability to play the romantic with his young wife. But above all, there is the author’s bracing, tough perception of women.

        The unseen and almost unheard Elizabeth, Munting’s distant fiancée, is closest to the author herself, a mere two-line letter indicating her as sane and trusting when Miss Milsom’s poison-pen letter arrives. She stands as an echo of Harriet Vane and her peers, women emerging firmly into social and emotional adulthood, making no fuss and demanding only respect and independence. The other two, however, demonstrate Sayers’ familiar glee in skewering everything feminine that is weedy, coy, resentful, needy, vain and manipulative, and shaking her head over both the men who fall for it and the women who go mad aspiring to it. Munting is filled with rather comic horror at the simpering, provocative, self-dramatisingly romantic ways of Mrs Harrison, who drives her lover (not least with what we surmise was a plain lie) to the dreadful thing he does. In the hands of another novelist such a woman might have evolved into Anna Karenina or Dickens’ Dora. In the merciless grip of Dorothy Sayers she’s a monster.

        Sourer, but true to the period and its troubles, is Agatha Milsom the spinster in the house: underoccupied, frustrated, her silliness shading gradually towards mania. In 1930 we were still – just about – in the age of the ‘lady companion’, but Sayers had little truck with such a deadening, humiliating way of life, preferring the braver female spirits who trained as typists in offices (like Wimsey’s glorious Miss Climpson) or got educated like Harriet Vane and found a way to earn a modest living. In that decade of man-shortage between the wars, many of those educated women – like the author herself – stoically put up with singlehood and sought other satisfactions in life: like the clever, jesting Miss Meteyard in Murder Must Advertise. Miss Milsom, however, stands as the Awful Warning: the woman who will not or cannot use her brains and energy to find a sense of detachment from her own plight; who lacks any use (beyond unwanted knitting) for what gifts she has. It is a harsh portrait, but an arresting one.

        So you learn a lot about women in the period, and recognise what traces of their pitfalls and strengths remain apparent and will through all time. Do we not all know a Margaret Harrison? But never mind the lessons. Dorothy L. Sayers was, above all, a peerless entertainer, a creator of page-turners so fine you return to them again and again even when you know the ghastly or triumphant outcome. We are with her in the lonely shack in Devon, see the mushrooms boiling in the stew pot, the gas-mantle turned down low for prowlings on the suburban landing, the eerie light in the hospital laboratory. As always, she takes you there, a guide ever elegant and merciless, witty and wise.
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INTRODUCTION

Paul Harrison to Sir Gilbert Pugh

   [Letter covering the attached documents.]



    Redgauntlet Hotel, Bloomsbury, W.C.

18th March, 1930

Dear Sir,

   I am obliged by your letter of yesterday’s date, and hasten to send you, as requested, the complete dossier of documents. When you have read them, I shall be happy to call upon you at any time convenient to yourself, and give you any further information that may be within my power.

   All the points I specially wished to make are, I think, fully covered by my previous letter. But since that letter has now served its original purpose of arousing your interest in the matter, I feel that it would be better forgotten, as far as possible. I would rather you came to the present documents with an entirely open mind. To me, who have been working over them for the last six or seven months, they seem to point clearly to one and only one conclusion, but I suppose it is possible that both Sir James Lubbock and I may be mistaken. You will judge for yourself. I only most earnestly beg of you to give the case your most careful consideration. You will realise that it is of vital importance to me to have the matter fully investigated.

   You will, I fear, find some of the letters and statements very diffuse and full of irrelevancies. I thought it best to send the originals, complete and untouched, exactly as they stand. Many of the incidental details, though unimportant in themselves, throw useful sidelights on the situation, and will, I think, help a stranger like yourself to understand exactly what took place in my late father’s household.

   I have arranged the papers, as nearly as possible, in chronological order. My own statement (Number 49) explains fully how the various documents came into my hands.

   Trusting to hear further from you in due course,

    I am, dear sir,           

    Yours faithfully,      

    Paul Harrison
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