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Once again, 
for all those who love a mystery.




Modus Operandi


A few years ago I wrote a book called Gun in Cheek. The original publisher’s dust jacket blurb said that it was “an affectionate post-mortem of those unsung heroes and heroines of crime fiction.” In various places throughout the text I referred to it as a “study of the ‘alternative classics’ of mysterydom.” In fact, the book is a general history of (critically) inferior crime fiction published during this century, i.e., of bad writers and bad writing.


The purpose of Gun in Cheek, as I said in its prefatory chapter, was threefold:




First, to rectify the neglect of these writers and their works, to give them the critical attention they deserve; second, to provide a different . . . perspective on crime fiction—its detectives, its subgenres, its publishers—and on the social attitudes it reflects (which are often more pronounced in the bad mystery than in the good one); and third, to add a few chuckles—perhaps even a guffaw or two—to the heretofore sobersided field of mystery criticism. It is all well and good to take the genre seriously . . . but it is not hallowed ground, as some would have us believe. Nor should it be so snooty in its newfound position as a “legitimate” literary art form to want to bury its so-called black sheep or refuse to give itself an old-fashioned horse laugh now and then.





A corollary to this threefold purpose is implied in the title of the preface: “Without Malice, a Forethought.” The fun I poked in Gun in Cheek was done with gentle and loving fingers. If it were not for “alternative” writers and the fruits of their labors, my world would be a much less sunny place than it is. I bear none of these lads and lasses any ill will; on the contrary, I respect them mightily for their accomplishments—fiction that stands well above the average and the mundane, that is every bit as pleasurable in its own skewed way as any perpetrated by those working at the opposite end of the mystery spectrum.


All of which—purposes and corollary—is true of this companion volume, and of those whose efforts are discussed herein.


I say companion volume rather than sequel because it does not follow the same structured format of its predecessor, in which each chapter examined, historically, a particular aspect or type of crime fiction: the amateur detective, the private eye, the spy story, the Gothic, and so forth. In truth, Son of Gun in Cheek follows no pattern at all. It contains (1) everything I couldn’t fit into Gun in Cheek because of space limitations; and (2) everything of a classically alternative nature that has come to my attention since GIC was completed and packed off to its publisher in 1981. There are a couple of chapters of genre history (sex in mystery fiction, for one); others on alternative giants Michael Avallone and Harry Stephen Keeler; still others on such esoteric subjects as titles, publishers’ dust jacket blurbs, and old crime films (the Charlie Chan series in particular). I’ve even included, in its entirety, an impressively awful short-short detective story from a 1930 pulp magazine. In a word, this book is a hodgepodge. In a phrase, it is a sort of whimsical hugger-mugger.


That being the case, some critics will no doubt claim that this is a technically inferior book. Undisciplined, they will say. Fragmentary. Totally lacking in cohesion and continuity.


Ah, but what I say is that this is a book about bad writing, and what is bad writing but that which is undisciplined, fragmentary, and totally lacking in (conventional) cohesion and continuity? Therefore, I submit that Son of Gun in Cheek is not imperfect; that in fact it is that rara avis: a book perfectly suited in every respect to its subject matter!


You can’t argue with that sort of logic, folks—at least not with me, you can’t. Don’t even try. Just sit back, relax, and proceed. What follows may be hugger-mugger, but I think I can guarantee that it is funny hugger-mugger. And that is the whole point of the thing, after all.


To hell with discipline and continuity. To hell with technically perfect construction. I’ll take chuckles and belly laughs every time, no matter what kind of bundle they come in.


Et tu?




Sonoma, California


August 1986
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The Alternative Hall Of Fame, Part I; Or, “Justice Isn’t Functioning Very Shipshape”


The air was surcharged with an invisible something which seemed to surround the house. Even that phlegmatic, nerve-proof group were not immune to the tuning in of the premonitory cross-currents.




—Florence M. Pettee,


The Palgrave Mummy, 1929





There was no activity about any of the dozen outbuildings which hovered at a respectful distance from the big house.




—Martin J. Freeman,


The Scarf on the Scarecrow, 1938





In crime fiction, as in all other areas of literature, there are great bad novels as well as great good novels. It may be the machinations (not to mention loose ends) of its plot that elevates a particular book to classic status. Or it may be the author’s eloquence of style, the manner in which he or she turns a phrase (or stands one on its head), unleashes a runaway metaphor, or demonstrates an especially tinny ear for dialogue. Or it may be a combination of these and other elements. The important fact is that everything has come together—a perfect chemical balance—to produce a work of true genius.


Genius, as we all know, is a rare commodity in literature and therefore should not go unrecognized or unappreciated. That is why I have established an Alternative Hall of Fame for those novels whose brilliance, as one of their authors might say, shines like a balefire in the dark forest of mediocre mystery, dull deduction, and static suspense.


Early inductees into the Alternative Hall of Fame were discussed at some length in Gun in Cheek—such heroic efforts as Michael Morgan’s Decoy, Eric Heath’s Murder of a Mystery Writer, Milton M. Raison’s Murder in a Lighter Vein, Sydney Horler’s Dark Danger, James O’Hanlon’s Murder at Horsethief, and Mary Roberts Rinehart’s and Avery Hopwood’s The Bat. A number of others have come to light since; those published between 1910 and 1940 will be inducted in this chapter, and those published between 1945 and 1985 will have their moment of glory in Chapter 12. Certain additional titles by Michael Avallone, Harry Stephen Keeler, and Anthony M. Rud, among others, will be inducted along the way.



The Mummy Moves, MARY GAUNT (1910)


The Mummy Moves is one of those rare published novels that reads as if it had been composed by (1) a functional illiterate; (2) a poorly programmed computer; or (3) a reasonably intelligent chimpanzee. Sentences do not make sense. Paragraphs do not make sense. Whole pages of narrative and dialogue do not make sense. The amazing thing is not that the book was written, but that it was published twice in the English language (originally in England by T. Werner Laurie, and here in 1925 by E. J. Clode) with no editorial guidance and no attempt to correct and/or make uniform such minor matters as grammar, syntax, and punctuation.


Mary Gaunt does appear to have been a human being, at least, and a British subject at that. Perhaps she was born somewhere other than in England or one of its colonies; that would explain why her prose reads as though English were a third or fourth language. The redoubtable Mrs. Gaunt (she had three names, the middle one being Bakewell, so one assumes she was married) published a minimum of one other novel, a nonmystery entitled The Uncounted Cost. If this novel is of the same chimplike virtuosity of The Mummy Moves, I would dearly love to read and attempt to decipher it.


Behold Mary Gaunt:




The girl’s voice rose to a scream, and Langlands caught the detective’s smile at feminine credulity, but bending forward he looked closely, and he saw that not only had the girl spoken the truth, the shrivelled bony talon-like hand of the mummy was covered with blood, but also inside the case was a handle as if the occupant were indeed living flesh and blood, and might perchance wish to let herself out, and this handle was stained and smeared with blood as if those fleshless hands had grasped it and left their impress there.


“[The room to let] isn’t for us,” said Dolson glibly. “A most respectable young man, a native of India, his father’s in the fruit trade, and he’s thinking of going for a waiter to learn languages, is coming to me, and I want to get him some place respectable, where he won’t be too lonely, a poor lone man, you know, madam, is as bad as a poor lone woman, especially when he’s but a boy.”


Miss Morton was clutching the table cloth, the colour had gone from her face, and in spite of himself he wanted to help her, “but it was from West Africa that most of his specimens came,” he said turning the conversation, and he saw with pleasure that she sighed a sigh of evident relief and a little colour crept back into her cheeks.


“Tut, tut, it is very trying, very trying indeed,” he said looking up sympathetically. “You are over-wrought. I get my brain over-wrought sometimes labouring at a plot that will not evolve itself as it ought [the speaker is a writer], and I doubt not Mr. Langlands does often. There is nothing for but rest, perfect rest. I should advise you to go home and take some of nature’s sweet restorer, though it is so early, balmy sleep.”


The staring eyes were wide open, the jaw had fallen, and pillow sheets and pyjamas were soaked in blood, and at his throat, the two women and Fabian Eastman shrank back, and Langlands, bending over, felt impelled to do likewise, for the collar of the pyjama coat was unbuttoned and the manner of death was plain to see.


“Hold hard,” said Eastman taking the dagger from Langlands; “why, that belongs to me. Now it’s no good you’re protesting,” he turned on the Hindoo, who was doing nothing of the sort, “that knife is unique. It comes from West Africa. My uncle,” he turned to Langlands, “told me there wasn’t another to match it in the world.”


“I positively assuring you most honourable gentlemen,” said the Hindoo holding out his hand, “it is the capture of my bow and spear, it is the purchased of my shekels.”


Christabel looked frightened. “It isn’t canny,” she said.


“Well, the party is slow no longer,” said Virginia with a sigh of satisfaction.


“There’s that beggar again, Emily. Sing, he can’t sing for nuts, as my poor husband used to say. Here, take him out this penny, and tell him to go away at once.”


“Kiss me strite on the brow and part,” wailed the mournful wreck in the street, and Emily tossed her scornful head.


“Well, I call it encouragin’ of thieves an’ bad characters,” said she, virtuously, “considerin’ the things as have happened in the flat above, you ought to be special careful.”


“Your ragged man isn’t a professional thief as a rule,” said her mistress, as if the argument had some weight.


“Dear me, Dodson,” said Langlands . . . “what are you doing with newspaper cuttings? I thought you despised the modern in literature.”


“Human nature’s the same all through the ages. My idea is to translate some wise saws and modern instances into medieval setting. But sometimes the divine afflatus is not there, Phoebus’ car won’t go, the wheels are clogged.”


“So I should think,” said Langlands looking round.





Hidden behind (or among or underneath) all this gibberish, like a separate puzzle for the dedicated mystery reader to piece together, is a plot of sorts. It has to do with a murdered English curio collector, a female Egyptian mummy who may or may not be capable of ambulatory evil, a West African juju knife, some Australian bank shares, a “Hindoo” peddler, a mysterious beggar, fetishes, secret societies, blood sacrifices, and canary birds—among other things. The “hero” is a Scotland Yard detective named Dodson, who does not behave like any Scotland Yard detective in fact or fiction and who may therefore be an unmasked impostor. He is somewhat bumbling, somewhat cracked, and has the respect of none of the other characters, including his friend Langlands. He has literary pretensions—“frustrated snob” might be a good term for him—and insists on quoting inappropriate Latin phrases, complete with translations, at the drop of a winding-sheet (“Homo solus aut deus aut demon, which being translated means that a lonely man is either a god or a devil, where is this mummy?”). He also insists on making all manner of cryptic statements, the most notable of which is: “Tut, tut, chaos is come again!”


It certainly is. The Mummy Moves is a monument to it.



The Palgrave Mummy, F. M. PETTEE (1929)


As its title suggests, this novel also deals with an allegedly ambulatory and wicked mummy. That is, however, the only similarity it bears in style and content to the Mary Gaunt novel. (Well, it does have a Hindoo in it; but since the Hindoo here is a microbe, not a person, that doesn’t really count.) The Palgrave Mummy is written in a generally more intelligible version of English, has a simple plot (in more ways than one), and fairly bubbles with high melodrama. Which is no surprise, considering that F. M. (for Florence Mae) Pettee learned her “craft” in the pulp magazines of the teens and twenties, for which she created such series characters as the amazing Beau Quicksilver, criminologist Dr. Nancy Dayland, and “noted criminal investigator” Digby Gresham. Her pulp fiction seethes with silly situations, exotic murder methods, fractured prose, and any number of ridiculous pseudoscientific gimmicks—so much so that pulp historian Robert Sampson refers to her as “towering gigantically, an Everest of the inept.” We’ll take a close look at her pulp fiction in Chapter 5, where you’ll have the rare and heady privilege of examining the complete text of one of her Digby Gresham short stories.


Florence Mae’s alternative talents are abundantly in evidence in The Palgrave Mummy, her only full-length novel. It begins when Paris Palgrave, a Very Rich Person, pays a call on Digby Gresham and his properly fawning Watson, Detective Sergeant Allenby. Strange Things Are Happening on the island estate of the Palgrave family, most of them connected with the mummy of “a little brown princess, Amon-Ya, daughter of one of the Pharaohs.” The mummy carries a curse that has already claimed the life of the man who found it and took it out of Egypt:




Living blood shall flow, without the hint of wound, without the seeming disturbance of flesh by the sharp stone of priest or vandal. Blood shall flow—ghost-blood— from dead and from living flesh alike, without a sign, a symbol, or a scratch to explain the bursting of its veins, quick or dead. Blood shall burst its bonds— avenging blood as a sign that doom has fallen on desecrating hands. Beware the ko-blood of a Pharaoh’s daughter.





But is the curse responsible for the Strange Things and the archeologist’s death? Could it be that some ancient and clever poison was secreted on the mummy or in its wrappings? Palgrave is determined to find out, which is why he has asked several experts in various fields to come to his island estate—a medical doctor, a toxicologist, an Egyptologist, and now a detective.


Digby is only too happy to oblige. Along with Sergeant Allenby, he ventures to the island, where he meets the other experts, Palgrave’s wife and daughter, and a woman mystery writer who gave the world “that ripsnorting, odd thing, The Shrunken Arm.” No sooner do Gresham and Allenby arrive than More Strange Things Happen. An escaped convict from a nearby prison is on the loose and perhaps has made his way to the island. The Palgrave Diamond is stolen. Amon-Ya’s mummy case is likewise purloined. Murder most foul is committed in the mummy room, and an investigation of the mummy reveals that it is “bleeding.” It looks as though the terrible curse has claimed another victim.


Ah, but what is the significance of the freshly baked biscuit? Why does Digby Gresham mutter “Holy kettlefish!” to himself while skulking around the grounds that night? Why does Allenby exclaim, “Holy catfish! Wouldn’t that rattle your wisdom teeth?”? Is something fishy going on? And can it be that part of the answer is the Hindoo microbe, the one that produces a red fluid that looks so exactly like blood you can’t tell the difference except under a microscope?


There is more to the plot, much more, but these are the highlights. What also towers gigantically throughout are the lofty peaks and crags of Florence Mae’s prose. Unlike Mary Gaunt, she possessed a ready command of the English language—a too ready command, in fact. Her problem can be traced to the obvious facts that she did not own nor had she ever studied a grammar textbook, and that she did own and was forever consulting both a dictionary and a Roget’s Thesaurus. Unfortunately for her, she never quite grasped the proper usage of either Webster’s or Roget’s. Shades and nuances of meaning escaped her. Exact definitions of words seemed to befuddle her. She seemed to believe that all the words listed under a particular entry in Roget’s were exact synonyms, to be used interchangeably with that entry. She also seemed to believe that substituting big words for little words, and/or colorfully offbeat words for common ones, was the key to Good Writing.


Consider, first of all, her blithe experimentation with verbs, nouns, and adjectives:




For Digby Gresham’s diggings were salted away in a side street where traffic didn’t boil over much, especially on climatically indisposed evenings.


The guard squinted at each in turn. Then his gaze volleyed to the locked rear deck of the roadster.


“Justice isn’t functioning very shipshape.”


Olive’s hands went to her head. She held the coppery locks tight as if either to stem the dull ache or to force her ideas back to their original jumping-off place. . . .


Tragedy is seldom to be seen all labeled and carefully pigeonholed. It’s a matter of atmosphere, requiring a barometric nature to divine it.


Nowhere else, in those dainty rooms, was there a sign of any lurking, impish face, spying on the antics she had been maneuvering.


Instinctively Allenby’s eager, boyish glance romped to the girl’s left wrist.


From the percolator in the recessed window, the housekeeper turned out another steaming cup, which she tempered deftly.


Out of the unknown, the hinterland of the inexplicable, he divined the potency of what he had seen.





Similes and metaphors were one of Florence Mae’s specialties:




Gresham’s steel-gray glance crossed Allenby’s like swords suddenly freed of their scabbards.


Again he blew pale amulets of [cigarette] smoke quite soberly.


[The letter] drooped from his fingers like a limp chewed cigarette butt.


[The wide piazza] was smothered in a riot of climbing roses, a pale patch of white, pink, and blood red, like the varied corpuscles in human veins.


The siren was broadcasting, with all the strength of its metal lungs, the news that a man had escaped, a living link from the chain of human beings bound together in durance by the law. The siren started again, bellowing discordant yelps, signally out of tune on that peaceful, purple landscape.


The two faced each other in that house of subtle double deaths. The soundlessness of the place was funereal, pent-up to the bursting point. It crashed about them in the utter absence of all movement.





Her descriptions of people and places were another of her long suits:




His face was brown, almost leathery tinted.


His hands were extraordinarily delicate, out of proportion to his big, burly frame. The strength of his body seemed to have petered out also in his head.


Delilah’s soft knock tapped on the door. It was like the woman’s cattish tread; like, too, the low swish of her gray uniform, which clung to her gaunt figure like a bit of fabric as bleached and flabby as if drained of all vitality.


They ran along through tiny, tucked-in villages clinging to the rock-bound coast like barnacles, intershot with neatly tufted evergreens. A thousand-thousand Christmas trees reared emerald pompoms on the landscape.


A half-dozen guards sprang up here and there on the rocks. The purple of twilight glazed the sea; a patch of contorted seaweed, matted and clumped like some aboriginal seine, bobbed between the accidental catamaran made by a couple of logs lashed together with driftstuff.


The guards began a systematic peppering of weeds, logs, and all suspicious flotsam.


Fog swathed the sea in thick bandages, coffin-cloth windings from out of the dusk. The house stood out, a patch of black, rent by placques of light. The fog sloughed away, like amorphous flesh, from the sloped sides of the bungalow.





Florence Mae was no slouch when it came to dialogue, either, especially when either slang (Allenby) or pontification (Gresham) was involved:




“Now,” appealed Allenby, with a long sigh that freedom of speech was his again, “what kind of a nut would light out with a mummy-case and go to such pains to snitch it? What under the cartouche of Amon-Ya would a guy want with such a thing? Unless he was a ‘cuckoo’ on ancient Egyptian stuff, bitten by a scientific bug or some great idea that he had lamped out something to startle the world with.”


“So he’s a dealer in dope! And that’s why he’s so flush on the kalos. This stuff [money] looks like a young bank.”


“Why, that’s worse than yellow! It’s canary—it’s cuckoo! Man alive, if you should whisper that to the yellowest journal afloat, they’d quash the tale as something born out of hash-hish or loco-weed. And yet—I know you. . . . There’s something very dark in Denmark or in the House of Palgrave.”


“If the murderer himself is penned against his will to the unpleasant scene of crime, along with other nerve-wracking occurrences, his conscience will begin to peck at his vitals and his security. He’ll begin to conjure up bogies about something he imagines he has overlooked or overdone. Penning a murderer in close confinement, not only to the place of his crime, but to the victim, is strong, annihilating, nerve-wracking medicine. It’s the most powerful third-degree in my experience. For the really to-be-depended-upon inquisition is dealt out by human conscience, no matter how petrified it may be with the winding-sheet of many crimes.”


“You’ve the wrong idea, Palgrave, that crime breeds only in filth, in poverty and in ignorance. . . . The crime of today is a high-powered, educated caste of monster which a terribly efficient twentieth century has developed to pernicious precosity.”





And finally, Florence Mae was a mistress of the anticlimactic statement. She might as well have been summing up The Palgrave Mummy itself when she had one of her other characters say with a perfectly straight face:




 “It beats the devil. It’s diabolical. It’s fiendish. It’s just not right.”






The Merrivale Mystery, JAMES CORBETT (1929)


When this alternative tour-de-force was first hatched in England in the late twenties, Dorothy L. Sayers and S. S. Van Dine were among the leading exponents of the formal detective story. Little wonder, then, that young James Corbett should have wanted, in his very first mystery novel, to capitalize on the popularity of the likes of Lord Peter Wimsey and Philo Vance by creating a cultured, snooty, somewhat effete super-sleuth of his own—one with ratioci-native powers far exceeding those of mere mortals in the detecting racket. Thus we have Victor Serge (evidently pronounced “surge,” not “sir-gay”), “a man with a distinctive personality, and nothing was more impressive than his two brilliant dark eyes. They took in everything in a flash, yet they remained eternally smiling and self-possessed.” Serge occupies a London flat, “sumptuously furnished, with every sign of luxury and comfort,” which boasts of “two of the finest oil paintings in Europe, and the piano was the most expensive of its kind. Serge could play that instrument exquisitely, and as for the bookshelves, they were lined with a rare collection of treasures.”


This ‘‘sleuth hound’s” philosophy of detection centers on something he calls “an occult pointer.” As he says early on to Ralph Moreton, his novelist friend and nominal Watson, “Just when a clue is remote, Moreton, when everything seems dead against you, and all the papers cry out about your lack of intelligence, Fate steps in with an occult pointer.” And just what is an occult pointer? Neither Serge nor Corbett ever explains, although Serge does offer this cryptic comment when Moreton ingenuously asks how long a clue has eluded him: “Two years. That happened in the Plymouth murder after the Armistice, and the Yard was baffled over that business. I had to confess failure for a long time, but I kept in touch with it, and in two years I got an anonymous post card and arrested my man.”


According to Corbett and Serge, Scotland Yard is populated by dunces who blunder about obliterating evidence and who couldn’t solve a murder if the murderer sent them a postcard with his name on it. Nothing will do but to call on Serge at the drop of a corpse, any corpse, as long as it’s a member of the upper class. Which the Yard does when Sir Philip Merrivale is bumped off at Merrivale Hall, “a great lump of mystery” some two hours outside London. Will Serge take the case? Well, of course—but not until he and Moreton have discussed crime and criminals for a dozen pages, with special attention to the perfect crime. (Serge modestly says that if anybody could commit one, he’s the chap.) Serge also makes a number of other impressive statements during this interlude, among them: “The passion crime looks easy of detection, but after the passionate act is committed, and when the brain has cooled, a man often resorts to subtle stratagem to hide his guilt. A woman is different. A woman is at the mercy of primitive elements.” Not to mention occult pointers and male chauvinists.


So Serge, with Moreton in tow, hies himself off to Merrivale Hall to dazzle us with his investigative prowess. Moreton is able to go along in the guise of Serge’s secretary because, we are told, “he had been studying for the Bar, but his pen brought him to a London publishing house, and his work secured him independence. Apart from that, he was the son of a wealthy stockbroker.”


Upon arrival at the lump of mystery, Serge is immediately shown into the library, where “the dead body . . . remained on the floor as it had fallen [the night before], and the relatives, presumably acting on a hint from [Scotland Yard detective] Bancroft, made no effort to remove it.” Corbett, you see, had a blithe disregard not only for police procedure but for the laws of human decency. While Philip Merrivale’s corpse is allowed to lie undisturbed on the library floor overnight, a later victim of foul play is permitted to remain untouched for two days because an inquest into the death was postponed. None of the whacko inhabitants of Merrivale Hall seem particularly perturbed by this cavalier attitude toward the recently extinct; neither do Serge, Moreton, or any of the Scotland Yard cops. But then, these are not ordinary crime-solvers. Do they look for fingerprints or other clues? Or course not; Bancroft simply announces that there are none, and that’s that. Do they call in a police surgeon to examine any of the corpses littering the place? No way; they permit a relative of the victims to do the examining, without even bothering to check his credentials.


What does Serge do, then, by way of master-detecting? Well, first of all, he whips out a cache of “wonderful instruments” that he proceeds to “pass over” the corpses—wonderful instruments that include a “magnetic lens and gleaming microscope.” (How he manages to find out anything by passing a gleaming microscope over a dead man is never explained. Secrets of the sleuth-hound trade, you know.) Serge also conducts interminable interviews with everybody in the household, most of whom are Merrivales and all of whom hate and keep trying to incriminate each other. And of course he runs around on all sorts of mysterious errands and in the interim makes cryptic remarks to let us know that he is ratiocinating furiously inside his wonderful brain.


What he ratiocinates (after three murders by gunshot and an attempted poisoning) is a devilish scheme involving strange pacts, weird disguises, identical twins, a butler named Proust, and a sliding panel behind a revolving bookcase that leads to a secret passage. The motive behind all this mayhem doesn’t make much sense; neither does the rest of the plot. And neither does some of Corbett’s prose. While much of it is about as stimulating as watching grass grow, every now and then he makes you sit up and take notice with an alternative sparkler.




[The Yard men] worshipped Serge as a super-intelligence, an admiration they did not extend to Frank Bancroft, who they felt was too conscious of his superiority, and although they respected him as a brilliant colleague, they had an instinctive sense that he was mediocre.


The look on Stephen’s face was distinctly unpleasant. It contained all the malignity of hate, all the malevolence of evil, and even at a normal moment the features were not prepossessing.


[George Merrivale] was a remarkable man in many respects. His dome-shaped head suggested the thinker and philosopher, and . . . he could change his expression without effort [which] signified great mobility of thought and temperament. Serge saw at a glance that he was dealing with an intellectual.


“You don’t mean you will eat anything in that house?” [Moreton asked].


“It depends on the courtesy of the inhabitants. Frankly, I am not thinking of the intestinal glands at present.”


“Stephen is selfish and pig-headed to the bone. I never liked him, and never will. Has he offered you anything to eat? That’s what I’d like to know!”


“We are putting up at the Talbot Hotel, Dunseaton,” Serge explained, with a little air of independence, “and we are not in the mood for gastronomy at present.”


“Proust,” said Serge sternly, “who taught you to walk in that fashion? Your steps are feline and cat-like.”


Had Tabitha’s words impressed Serge with real significance, and despite his protest at their incredulity had he given reality to the statement?


“It seems that Cecil is killing himself with the accursed stuff, and the other two half-brothers are developing into congenital idiots.”


The [police] men saluted in the darkness and stole away with furtive tread. They knew the anticlimax was at hand, and their satisfaction was unbounded.





Such an auspicious debut did not go unrecognized in this country; The Merrivale Mystery was published here in 1931 by Mystery League, an outfit whose editorial staff had a keen eye for the alternative masterwork. Others that they gave us in the lamentably brief three years of their existence include Sydney Horler’s The Curse of Doone and Gwen Bristow’s and Bruce Manning’s The Invisible Host, about which see Gun In Cheek.


Corbett went on to publish another forty-one novels in England, but it is not known by yours truly whether such early titles as The Winterton Hotel Mystery, The White Angel, and Murder at Red Grange (which presumably has nothing to do with the Ail-American football player of that era) also feature the deductive talents of Victor Serge. Sad to relate, only one of those other Corbett novels saw print here—and that one in 1957, half a dozen years after his last book appeared in the United Kingdom. This fact should not serve as a pat on the back for American publishers, however, or as an indictment of British publishers. Or vice versa.



Hell in Harness, JOSEPH AUSLANDER (1929)


1929 was a very good year for Hall of Fame classics, if not for stockbrokers and their clientele. What we have in Hell in Harness, though, is a most unusual inductee. On the one hand it is one of those Prohibition gangster sagas in which a tough kid from New York’s “Hell’s Sink” rises, falls, and winds up in the electric chair at Sing Sing. The kid’s name is the Kid; some of his hoodlum pals have monickers like Lefty Louie, Gyp the Blood, and Panther Roop; the Sing Sing chaplain is Father Caffery. . . . Well, you get the idea.


On the other hand, all of this is written in verse.


Yes indeed. Thirty-five pages of rhyming verse, giving Hell in Harness the distinction of being the genre’s only epic mystery poem (the only one published by a major house, anyway). And such verse! Such alternative rhyming genius!


Here are just a few examples:


This story will not stop or stray;


The Kid will put it his own way


Straight from the shoulder as the Kid


Always did the things he did.


The Kid will carry it to that night


At the Crescent Club when he pulled the fight


Out of the trap; and I will tell


Round by round, bell by bell,


Every blow as it fell.


Then the Kid picks up the thread


With Spike and the bullet in Spike’s head.


He drops it there; I step in there,


Tell how they burned him in the Chair.


Then it is over; there is no more:


Someone opens and shuts a door.


And:


You couldn’t have paid me to go to school—


I wasn’t built for the brand of drool


They dished out; so I hookeyed instead


and racked the cues for Sullivan Red


Whose pool joint was the hang-out for


Every pimp who had a whore


Hustling for him: Hell’s Sink, all right,


And no mistake, where day was night


And night was the gunmen’s get-together;


Talk about your birds of a feather—


Well, these were the birds and the cat’s meow.


I used to sling their hash—that’s how


I got wise to the sonofaguns


Who’d bump a guy off for a couple of buns.


And:


There wasn’t a job pulled off I missed.


And I’ve seen a yap with a yen for some twist


Gum the works because the yap


Got needled and blew off his trap;


And the fall guy did a stretch in stir


All on account of him and her.


When he stepped out of the cooler, Gawd,


What didn’t he do to him and his broad!


Hell, how can an egg expect a skirt


To be on the up-and-up; they’re dirt.


Give ’em sugar and a nifty spiel,


Load ’em with ice; just let ’em feel


The old hoop on that finger, Christ


They’re yours and crying to be spliced.


And:


I lamped Spike’s mug; his glims were wide,


He had a pound of hop inside.


Crazy with coke he swayed there grinning,


It darned well looked like the snowbird’s inning—


And all of a sudden his rod went spinning,


And down he crumped [sic] like a hunk of wood


Slithering into the Panther’s blood.


And:


The Kid is smoking a cigarette.


“Lord, have mercy . . . !” (Your hands are wet.)


“Christ, have mercy . . . !” The Kid is smoking.


The Father’s voice is thick. You’re choking.


The Kid takes the cigarette out of his mouth:


“Don’t weaken, Father . . . I’m heading south.


We all got to croak. And I’d rather sit stiff


In a chair than be coughing in bed. What’s the diff?”


He paces the twenty feet to the Chair,


Puffing his cigarette, sniffing the air


Greedily like a young horse. The beat


of the priest’s voice quickens. “Well, here’s the hot seat!”


This amazing little book, complete with several dubious illustrations by somebody named Ervine Metzl, is dedicated to Ogden Nash. It is not known whether Nash ever read it; or if he did, whether he took any sort of legal or physical action against Joseph Auslander.



The Scarf on the Scarecrow,
MARTIN J. FREEMAN (1938)


This novel’s chief claim to alternative fame is that its opening two pages are told from the point of view of a buzzard.




Twenty-five miles southeast of Chicago a gaunt buzzard spiralled nervously above the twelve hundred acres of the Wendover Dule estate, his hunger-sharpened brain vexed by three fears and one desire.


His nostrils scented and his keen wings felt the coming Autumn storm, forecast by purple clouds aswirl beyond the Dule woods to the northeast, like larger and unwelcome birds swept forward by the wind to join him. He also feared the night, upon whose darker wings the storm was riding. . . . If the storm came, if night came, before the buzzard got what he wanted, he would return dinnerless to his wretched nest of dragged-together sticks.


His third fear, and the one that made him angriest, because without it, night and the coming storm would not have troubled him, stood in the deserted garden six hundred feet beneath, gesticulating in the wind with gloved yet boneless hands.


This was a scarecrow, and harmless, although the buzzard did not know that. . . . Men erect, the buzzard knew, were always dangerous; men supine or prone less often so. The buzzard preferred them motionless, sprawled on their backs.





The rest of the book, unfortunately, does not live up to the promise of this masterful and innovative opening ploy—although the ploy itself is enough to elevate The Scarf on the Scarecrow to Hall of Fame status. Humans take over, in particular a criminologist named Jerry Todd and his lady friend, Molly Clerkenwell, and the action and story line become all too prosaic and familiar. A horny female cat named Ethelberta makes an appearance, but not for long; and we are not made privy to her thoughts.


The buzzard, annoyingly enough, does not reappear. And the mystery of what happened to him is far more intriguing than the one surrounding the murder of Wendover Dule. I mean, did he or did he not keep returning dinnerless to his wretched nest of dragged-together sticks?



The Bat Woman, CROMWELL GIBBONS (1938)


No, this is not a novel about a female Caped Crusader. It is a novel about a female vampire. It is also a novel about a lot of other things, among them (in the appoximate order of their appearance):





•A man who runs into his dead wife at the opera.


•South American headhunters and shrunken mummified heads and bodies.


•Piratical soldiers of fortune hunting platinum in a remote region of the Amazon.


•Hairy jungle beasts who wrestle giant crocodiles.


•Children born with vestigial tails.


•A bilious-looking, emaciated Chinese with a walruslike mustache who speaks in aphorisms reminiscent of Charlie Chan.


•The scar-faced, rum-soaked captain of a tramp freighter who issues such curious orders as “All hands on deck and the cook!”


•A typhoon and a sort of mutiny on the Java Sea.


•Ten mysterious oaken chests perforated with small holes, from which emanate weird muffled squealings and rustlings.


•The live burial of an Indian yogi.


•A respected mortician who has an underground reputation as a corpse snatcher.


•A Long Island lighthouse called Execution Light because a “jolly-boat of rebel malefactors” was hanged there during the Revolutionary War.


•A captured female gorilla named Miss Congo.


•A Russian vampire who “pinched his wife most cruelly.”


•A nocturnal visit to a cemetery to “snatch a moll what’s croaked” and not incidentally to have a dentist examine her teeth.


•A case of South African sleeping sickness.


•A trip to the New York City morgue and some dialogue with a misanthropic attendant named Pedro who once “got drunk and mixed up all the stiffs.”


•Two corpses whose bodies have been drained of blood by an alleged “voodoo fiend.”


•A cat that “coyly cocks her head and begs for sugar.”


•A mad scientist’s laboratory lighted by a mysterious purple glow.


•“A chubby little beetle [that] flashes a red light at both ends of its body, and green lights along its sides [and as a result] almost meets a maritime regulation.”


•A hypodermic needle filled with “a glandular secretion—a duckless [sic] gland . . . prepared from a living person” (the “duckless gland” being “the seat of the human soul,” as if you didn’t know).
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