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‌Introduction

   Over four decades ago, in Watteau’s Shepherds: The Detective Novel in Britain, 1914–1940 (1979), the late scholar LeRoy Lad Panek likened the ‘classical’ British detective fiction of the Golden Age (roughly 1920 to 1940) to eighteenth-century French rococo painter Antoine Watteau’s The Shepherds, which winsomely portrays a pastoral scene of French aristocrats cavorting as mock shepherds. In Panek’s view, Golden Age detective fiction in its most classic form employs the rural settings of the country house and village as an artificial stage for murder, never intending to achieve verisimilitude but rather striving only to entertain, notwithstanding hard-boiled novelist Raymond Chandler’s later dogmatic declaration in his 1944 essay ‘The Simple Art of Murder’ that ‘fiction in any form has always intended to be realistic’. To Panek, the eccentric aristocrats and quaint villagers of classic British mystery are merely players putting on a performance for our enjoyment as readers, engaged in a mere game of murder, where nothing need be taken seriously.

   The crime-writing career of classical scholar Kathleen Freeman, who published, mostly under the pen name Mary Fitt, twenty-nine detective and crime novels between 1936 and 1960, both confirms and challenges Panek’s thesis. A goodly number of the author’s mysteries in fact aim at portraying murder very seriously indeed, including her Superintendent Mallett tales Death and Mary Dazill (1941), Requiem for Robert (1942), Clues to Christabel (1944) and Love from Elizabeth (1954), and her stand-alone story Pity for Pamela (1950). Others, however, conform more to the relatively blithe country-house stereotype of classic British detective fiction. Indeed, Mary Fitt’s final Mallett story, Mizmaze (1958), written when Freeman was terminally ill with congestive heart failure, reads like a parody of Golden Age mystery.

   When Mary Fitt’s Superintendent Mallett novel Death on Herons’ Mere appeared in Britain in the second half of 1941 (and in the United States, under the title Death Finds a Target, in 1942), it directly followed into print Death and Mary Dazill – happily soon to be republished by Moonstone, along with Requiem for Robert – which reviewers had widely hailed as a tremendously original and innovative work within the crime and mystery genre. Death on Herons’ Mere, on the other hand, was rightly deemed a more conventional sort of mystery. Readers coming to Death on Herons’ Mere after a perusal of Death and Mary Dazill, observed the reviewer of the novel in the Birmingham Post,

   will find no comparable unconventionality of plan, no reconstruction of a long-dead past, but a straightforward tale of murder and detection – with a time-table and alibis, with an improved military rifle in the background and even (that well-worn expedient) a worried man’s walk during the night. Yet ‘distinction’ is still the word for Miss Fitt’s handling of intrinsically ordinary materials. Her style is still polished; her personages are again alive and interesting without becoming too big for their boots.


   Death on Herons’ Mere is a model traditional detective story, in short, written along strict lines by an able practitioner of the form. Sounding rather like the late modern traditionalist crime writer P. D. James, Mary Fitt herself once asserted, in comments on the composition of radio mystery: ‘The highest craftsmanship in any art can only be brought out by observing rules, the more difficult the better.’ Again sounding like James, she declared that audiences desire an affirmation of moral order in mysteries. At the conclusion of a properly designed detective novel, ‘wickedness has been detected, innocence has been protected, justice is to be done… There is no moralizing; but there is a moral. Law and Order must prevail.’

   Death on Herons’ Mere takes place entirely on the estate of Herons’ Hall, a huge country mansion owned by Simon Gabb, a ‘new money’ millionaire who hails originally, like the author herself, from Birmingham. At his great industrial works at the county town of Broxeter, twenty miles away from Herons’ Hall, Gabb manufactures iron and steel, his blast furnaces ever reddening the darkling sky, along with a sideline in hunting rifles. (The name Broxeter was probably inspired by Wroxeter, a village in the West Midlands county of Shropshire, which was built on the site of the ancient Roman city of Viroconium Cornoviorum.)

   Gabb acquired the Herons’ Hall estate after the death, three years before the events of the novel, of its landed-gentry owner, Colonel Sir Charles Laforte, a great white hunter who expired tragically (or not) after being gored in Africa by a charging rhino, leaving behind an earnest tome, The Lure of the Spoor, to inspire others to follow in his slaughtering footsteps. At the time of his demise, the good colonel was a widower, but he left behind two young adult children – a daughter, Arden, and a son, Billy – as well as a widowed middle-aged sister, Helen Charleroy, and her young adult son, Royce, with much disappointed expectations, there being no money left with which to support the estate. (Helen in particular was ambitious to become de facto mistress of Herons’ Hall.)

   Thus, out went the colonel’s clan, to dwell in a mere lodge on the grounds of the estate, and in came the Gabbs in all their refracted glory: Simon himself; his anxious wife Polly; their brilliant, mercurial son Giles; their hard-working but patently less gifted son Basil; and their discontented only daughter, Jessica. Basil is married to Pauline, who, although she has borne her husband a six-month-old son, is already decidedly discontented in her marriage. Also involved in the tale, which seems to have as many characters as a Victorian novel, are Simon’s brother, James, James’s dour wife, Janet, and their children Henry and Lucy, the latter of whom expects to marry Giles; smooth barrister Hubert Olivier and his young wife Madeleine; and, as befits a country-house mystery, a gardener, a chauffeur and assorted maids.

   When the novel opens a party is in progress, with the occupants of the house having returned to its palatial confines for the first time since the Gabb regime was inaugurated. There is a storm; an elm tree crashes down across the drive, and the guests are compelled to remain overnight. The next morning Giles’s dead body is discovered in the boat-house on Herons’ Mere. Though seemingly an instance of suicide by shot-gun, earnest series character Dr Fitzbrown – ‘a tall raw-boned young man’ with ‘thick dark eyebrows’, ‘shiny clothes and a shabby little car’ – quickly pronounces that Giles’s death is a case of foul play. Soon police surgeon Jones and Superintendent Mallett are on the scene, stirring up a pot of illicit emotions and nasty secrets.

   Aside from the fact that Giles, ostensibly attached to his cousin Lucy, had become decidedly attracted to Arden Laforte, there is also the matter of the secretive work he was doing on a special military rifle, with the aim of obtaining a lucrative government contract. (There are rumours of war with Germany, after all.) Could there have been industrial espionage afoot? Just what has been taking place around the little island in Herons’ Mere, where a target has been set up for rifle practice? More than pike fishing, you may be sure! It is a most tangled web – or fishing line – but matters both murderous and matrimonial are neatly resolved after a thrilling climax.

   Elements from Death on Herons’ Mere may seem familiar to modern readers. When reading the book I myself was reminded of bits from British mysteries from over a four-decade period, including Patricia Wentworth’s The Clock Strikes Twelve (1944), Agatha Christie’s Dead Man’s Folly (1956) and Robert Barnard’s Corpse in a Gilded Cage (1984). Yet for many nostalgic vintage-mystery readers in the beleaguered third decade of the twenty-first century, over one hundred years after the Golden Age of detective fiction began, familiarity makes the heart grow fonder. And certainly one can never have enough of the good writing and strong characterization which Mary Fitt brings to this novel, the first in an extremely welcome series of reissues.

  

 
  
    
‌About the Author

   One of the prominent authors of the classical detective fiction of the Golden Age and afterwards was herself a classicist: Kathleen Freeman, a British lecturer in Greek at the University College of South Wales and Monmouthshire, Cardiff (now Cardiff University) between 1919 and 1946. Primarily under the pseudonym Mary Fitt, Freeman published twenty-nine crime novels between 1936 and 1960, the last of them posthumously. Eighteen of these novels are chronicles of the criminal investigations of her series sleuth, Superintendent Mallett of Scotland Yard, while the remaining eleven of them, nine of them published under the pseudonym Mary Fitt and one apiece published under the respective names of Stuart Mary Wick and Kathleen Freeman, are stand-alone mysteries, some of which are notable precursors of the modern psychological crime novel. There is also a single collection of Superintendent Mallett ‘cat mystery’ short stories, The Man Who Shot Birds.

   From the publication of her lauded debut detective novel, Three Sisters Flew Home, Mary Fitt – like Gladys Mitchell, an author with whom in England she for many years shared the distinguished publisher Michael Joseph – was deemed a crime writer for ‘connoisseurs’. Within a few years, Fitt’s first English publisher, Ivor Nicholson & Watson, proudly dubbed her devoted following a ‘literary cult’. In what was an unusual action for the time, Nicholson & Watson placed on the dust jacket of their edition of Fitt’s Death at Dancing Stones (1939) accolades from such distinguished, mystery-writing Fitt fans as Margery Allingham (‘A fine detective story and a most ingenious puzzle’), Freeman Wills Crofts (‘I should like to offer her my congratulations’) and J. J. Connington (‘This is the best book by Miss Mary Fitt I have yet read’).

   If not a crowned ‘queen of crime’ like Allingham, Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers and Ngaio Marsh, Kathleen Freeman in her Mary Fitt guise was, shall we say, a priestess of peccadillos. In 1950 Freeman was elected to the prestigious Detection Club, a year after her crime-writing cover was blown in the gossip column ‘The Londoner’s Diary’ in the Evening Standard. Over the ensuing decade several of the older Mary Fitt mysteries were reprinted in paperback by Penguin and other publishers, while new ones continued to appear, to a chorus of praise from such keen critics of the crime-fiction genre as Edmund Crispin, Anthony Berkeley Cox (who wrote as, among others, Francis Iles) and Maurice Richardson. ‘It is easy to run out of superlatives in writing of Mary Fitt,’ declared the magazine Queen, ‘who is without doubt among the first of our literary criminographers.’

   Admittedly, Freeman enjoyed less success as a crime writer in the United States, where only ten of her twenty-nine mystery novels were published during her lifetime. However, one of Fitt’s warmest boosters was the New York Times’s Anthony Boucher, for two decades the perceptive dean of American crime-fiction reviewers. In 1962, three years after Fitt’s death, Boucher selected the author’s 1950 novel Pity for Pamela for inclusion in the ‘Collier Mystery Classics’ series. In his introduction to the novel, Boucher lauded Fitt as an early and important exponent of psychological suspense in crime fiction.

   Despite all the acclaim which the Mary Fitt mysteries formerly enjoyed, after Freeman’s untimely death from congestive heart failure in 1959 at the age of sixty-one, the books, with very few exceptions – Mizmaze (Penguin, 1961), Pity for Pamela (Collier, 1962), Death and the Pleasant Voices (Dover, 1984) – fell almost entirely out of print. Therefore, this latest series of sparkling reissues from Moonstone is a welcome event indeed for lovers of vintage British mystery, of which Kathleen Freeman surely is one of the most beguiling practitioners.

   A native Midlander, Kathleen Freeman was born at the parish of Yardley near Birmingham on 22 June 1897. The only child of Charles Henry Freeman and his wife Catherine Mawdesley, Kathleen grew up and would spend most of her adult life in Cardiff, where she moved with her parents not long after the turn of the century. Her father worked as a brewer’s traveller, an occupation he had assumed possibly on account of an imperative need to support his mother and two unmarried sisters after the death of his own father, a schoolmaster and clergyman without a living who had passed away at the age of fifty-seven. This was in 1885, a dozen years before Kathleen was born, but presumably the elder Charles Freeman bequeathed a love of learning to his family, including his yet-unborn granddaughter. Catherine Mawdesley’s father was James Mawdesley, of the English seaside resort town of Southport, not far from Liverpool. James had inherited his father’s ‘spacious and handsome silk mercer’s and general draper’s establishment’, impressively gaslit and ‘in no degree inferior, as to amplitude, variety and elegance of stock, to any similar establishment in the metropolis or inland towns’ (in the words of an 1852 guide to Southport), yet he died at the age of thirty-five, leaving behind a widow and three young daughters.

   As a teenager, Kathleen Freeman was educated at Cardiff High School, which, recalling the 1930s, the late memoirist Ron Warburton remembered as ‘a large attractive building with a large schoolyard in front, which had a boundary wall between it and the pavement’. The girls attended classes on the ground floor, while the boys marched up to the first (respectively, the first and second floors in American terminology). ‘The first-floor windows were frosted so that the boys could not look down at the girls in the school playground,’ Warburton wryly recalled. During the years of the Great War, Freeman, who was apparently an autodidact in ancient Greek (a subject unavailable at Cardiff High School, although the boys learned Latin), attended the co-educational, ‘red-brick’ University College of South Wales and Monmouthshire, founded three decades earlier in 1883, whence she graduated with a BA in Classics in 1918. The next year saw both her mother’s untimely passing at the age of fifty-two and her own appointment as a lecturer in Greek at her alma mater. In 1922, she received her MA; a Doctor of Letters belatedly followed eighteen years later, in recognition of her scholarly articles and 1926 book The Work and Life of Solon, about the ancient Athenian statesman. Between 1919 and 1926 Freeman was a junior colleague at University College of her former teacher Gilbert Norwood, who happened to share her great love of detective fiction, as did another prominent classical scholar, Gilbert Murray, who not long before his death in 1957 informed Freeman that he had long been a great admirer of Mary Fitt.

   Freeman’s rise in the field of higher education during the first half of the twentieth century is particularly impressive given the facts, which were then deemed disabling, of her sex and modest family background as the daughter of a brewer’s traveller, which precluded the possibility of a prestigious Oxbridge education. ‘A man will do much for a woman who is his friend, but to be suspected of being a brewer’s traveller… was not pleasant,’ observes the mortified narrator of William Black’s novel A Princess of Thule (1883), anxious to correct this socially damning misimpression. Evidently unashamed of her circumstances, however, Freeman evinced a lifetime ambition to reach ordinary, everyday people with her work, eschewing perpetual confinement in academe’s ivory tower.

   Before turning to crime writing in 1936 under the alias of Mary Fitt, Freeman published five mainstream novels and a book of short stories, beginning with Martin Hanner: A Comedy (1926), a well-received academic novel about a (male) classics professor who teaches at a red-brick university in northern England. After the outbreak of the Second World War, while she was still employed at the university, Freeman, drawing on her classical education, published the patriotically themed It Has All Happened Before: What the Greeks Thought of Their Nazis (1941). (Under the heading of ‘Dictators’, Freeman quotes Solon: ‘When a man has risen too high, it is not easy to check him after; now is the time to take heed of everything.’ Timeless words indeed!) She also lectured British soldiers headed to the Mediterranean theatre of war on the terrain, customs and language of Greece, a country she had not merely read about but visited in the Thirties. During the cold war, when Freeman, passed over for promotion, had retired from teaching to devote herself to writing in a world confronted with yet another totalitarian menace, she returned to her inspirational theme, publishing Fighting Words from the Greeks for Today’s Struggle (1952). Perhaps her most highly regarded layman-oriented work from this period is Greek City-States (1950), in which, notes scholar Eleanor Irwin, Freeman uses her ‘uncanny eye for settings, as is often seen in her mysteries’, to bring ‘the city-states to life’. Freeman explicitly drew on her interests in both classicism and crime in her much-admired book The Murder of Herodes and Other Trials from the Athenian Law Courts (1946), which was effusively praised by the late Jacques Barzun, another distinguished academic mystery fancier, as ‘a superb book for the [crime] connoisseur’.

   In spite of her classical background, Kathleen Freeman derived her ‘Mary Fitt’ pseudonym – which she also employed to publish juvenile fiction, including a series of books about an intrepid young girl named Annabella – not from ancient Greece but from Elizabethan England, Eleanor Irwin has hypothesized, for the name bears resemblance to that of Mary Fitton, the English gentlewoman and maid of honour who is a candidate for the ‘Dark Lady’ of Shakespeare’s queer-inflected sonnets. Irwin points out that Freeman’s ‘earliest literary publications were highly personal reflections on relationships in sonnet form’. The name also lends itself to a pun – ‘Miss Fitt’ – which it is likely the author deliberately intended, given her droll wit and nonconformity.

   While Kathleen Freeman’s first four detective novels, which appeared in 1936 and 1937, are stand-alones, her fifth essay in the form, Sky-Rocket (1938), introduces her burly, pipe-smoking, green-eyed, red-moustached series police detective, Superintendent Mallett, who is somewhat reminiscent of Agatha Christie’s occasional sleuth Superintendent Battle. The two men not only share similar builds but have similarly symbolic surnames.

   Joined initially by acerbic police surgeon Dr Jones and later by the imaginative Dr Dudley ‘Dodo’ Fitzbrown – the latter of whom, introduced in Expected Death (1938), soon supersedes Jones – Superintendent Mallett would dominate Mary Fitt’s mystery output over the next two decades. Only after Freeman’s heart condition grew perilously grave in 1954 does it seem that the author’s interest in Mallett and Fitzbrown dwindled, with the pair appearing in only two of the five novels published between 1956 and 1960. Similarly diminished in her final years was Freeman’s involvement with the activities of the Detection Club, into which she initially had thrown herself with considerable zeal. In the first half of the decade she had attended club dinners with her beloved life partner, Dr Liliane Marie Catherine Clopet, persuaded Welsh polymath Bertrand Russell, an omnivorous detective-fiction reader, to speak at one of the dinners, and wrote a BBC radio play, A Death in the Blackout (in which Dr Fitzbrown appears), with the proceeds from the play going to the club.

   Presumably Kathleen Freeman met Liliane Clopet at the University College of South Wales and Monmouthshire, where Clopet registered as a student in 1919. Precisely when the couple began cohabiting is unclear, but by 1929 Freeman had dedicated the first of what would be many books to Clopet (‘For L.M.C.C.’), and by the Thirties the pair resided at Lark’s Rise, the jointly owned house – including a surgery for Clopet and her patients – that the couple had built in St Mellons, a Cardiff suburb. In the author’s biography on the back of her Penguin mystery reprints, Freeman noted that a friend had described the home where she lived as ‘your Italian-blue house’, though she elaborated: ‘It is not Italian, but it is blue – sky-blue.’ There Freeman would pass away and Clopet would reside for many years afterwards.

   Born on 13 December 1901 in Berwick-upon-Tweed in Northumberland, Liliane Clopet was one of three children of native Frenchman Aristide Bernard Clopet, a master mariner, and his English wife Charlotte Towerson, a farmer’s daughter. Although Aristide became a naturalized British citizen, the Clopets maintained close connections with France. In 1942, during the Second World War, Liliane’s only brother, Karl Victor Clopet – a master mariner like his father who for a dozen years had run a salvage tug in French Morocco – was smuggled by Allied forces from Casablanca to London, where he provided details of Moroccan ports, beaches and coastal defences, which were crucially important to the victory of the United States over Vichy French forces at the ensuing Battle of Port Lyautey.

   Even more heroically (albeit tragically), Liliane’s cousin Evelyne Clopet served with the French Resistance and was executed by the Nazis in 1944, after British forces had parachuted her into France; at her death she was only twenty-two years old. In 1956, under another pseudonym (Caroline Cory), Kathleen Freeman published a novel set in wartime France, Doctor Underground, in which she drew on Evelyne’s experiences. A couple of years earlier, Liliane Clopet herself had published a pseudonymous novel, Doctor Dear, in which she depicted a female physician’s struggles with sexism among her colleagues and patients.

   Kathleen Freeman, who was rather masculine-looking in both her youth and middle age (boyish in her twenties, she grew stouter over the years, wearing her hair short and donning heavy tweeds), produced no issue and at her death left her entire estate, valued at over £300,000 in today’s money, to Liliane Clopet. In a letter to another correspondent she avowed: ‘My books are my children and I love them dearly.’ Admittedly, Freeman shared custody of her mysteries with that queer Miss Fitt, but surely she loved her criminally inclined offspring, too. I have no doubt that the author would be pleased to see these books back in print again after the passage of so many years. Readers of vintage mysteries, now eager to embrace the stylish and sophisticated country-house detective novels and psychological suspense tales of an earlier era, will doubtless be pleased as well.

   Curtis Evans
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1

   It was the half-hour before dinner. In the immense drawing-room of Herons’ Hall, Simon Gabb’s guests waited without impatience for the summons to dine.

   The room was warm. Simon’s sherry was good, and so were his cigarettes and cigars. The guests sat in a widely-drawn semicircle, the centre of which was the fire: Simon apart in his leather chair on the right-hand side of the fire; Polly, his wife, deep in conversation with the newly-married young Mrs Olivier, whom she had pinned down on the settee for a talk about furniture; Jessica, Simon’s daughter, yawning over a magazine; Basil, his younger son, and Pauline, Basil’s wife, separate and silent, Basil because he was thinking of her, Pauline because there was no one near enough to talk to except him; and completing the semicircle, on another deep settee, James Gabb, Simon’s brother, and Hubert Olivier the lawyer.

   ‘You know,’ James was saying confidentially to Hubert – though the distance between them and the other guests made a lowering of the voice unnecessary – ‘I’m not at all sure Simon did the right thing in buying this great place.’

   ‘The right thing?’ echoed Hubert, giving the phrase a mocking twist, as if that were the last consideration that need apply. ‘What makes you think so?’

   ‘For himself, I mean,’ said James, ignoring Hubert’s misinterpretation. He glanced across at his brother sitting in his leather chair with his whisky and soda beside him, gazing into the fire, as much alone as if he were in his study ‘at home,’ as James automatically called it, meaning Simon’s previous residence.

   ‘I don’t see why,’ said Hubert Olivier in the richly-modulated voice which gave him so much pleasure: ‘It’s the finest property in the county, and it was going dirt cheap. Yet no one would look at it, because no one but Mr Gabb could have afforded to run the place. It had been on the market for nearly two years when Mr Gabb bought it, and already it was going to rack and ruin. Personally, I like to see these old places being kept up.’

   James eyed him shrewdly. ‘Oh yes. And your firm handled the deal. I can well understand—’

   Hubert lifted a pained white hand. ‘My brother William,’ he corrected.

   ‘Oh yes, your brother’s the solicitor. But it was you who put the business in his way. Don’t tell me you didn’t get your pickings!’

   Hubert did not deign to answer. He disliked James Gabb, and was not much interested in him as a possible client. Simon was the quarry, and he was pleased to see how well Madeleine seemed to be getting on with Mrs Simon. But still, one never knew. Simon and James seemed to be on good terms, and the families were much interwoven. It would not do to quarrel with James.

   ‘No; what I meant was,’ James was proceeding, ‘this place is too big for Simon. We were born in a back street in Birmingham. Well, one’s ideas change, and neither of us would want to go back there, even for our own sakes, much less now we’ve got children who’ve been brought up quite differently from ourselves. But buying this place was going too far.’ He stared across the room, past the circle of heads, to the great windows that ran from floor to ceiling. It was still light enough to see the view, down over the terraced lawns and flower-beds to the lake that shimmered palely in the watery sunset, and the dark woods behind the lake. ‘It makes one feel small, sometimes, and that’s not good for a man like Simon, who’s always had to fight his way in the world.’

   Olivier laughed patronizingly. ‘I don’t suppose he would agree with you.’

   ‘Perhaps not,’ said James. ‘He’s stubborn. But all the same, when he looks round at a set like this, all sitting primly in their places, ten yards from the fire, he must laugh sometimes. He must know they’d sooner be bunched up all together in the sort of room they’re used to, which would go about eight times into this one.’ He sat forward, hands on knees. ‘Look at ’em: do they look at home?’ He leaned back. ‘No, and they never will. In time they’ll get to hate the place. ’Tisn’t made for them.’ He rounded on Hubert. ‘Was it your brother,’ he asked bluntly, ‘or you, who advised him to buy the place just as it stood – furniture, pictures, everything?’

   ‘It was a great bargain.’ Hubert glanced round the room. ‘The dealers would have been glad if he had turned down the fittings, believe me. He would have had to furnish the place anyway. He saved thousands.’

   ‘Yes, but all these pictures, miniatures, knick-knacks and what-not—’ James waved a hand. ‘They belong to someone else still. He’s paid for them, but they’re not his. He’s living in a house of ghosts.’

   Hubert said no more. A moment or two later he rose and crossed the room to talk to Simon Gabb.

   James called out heartily to Pauline:

   ‘Well, my dear, and how’s the boy?’

   ‘Very well, thank you,’ said Pauline stiffly. Her bored expression did not change. Basil watched her broodingly. He thought what a fool he had been to imagine that motherhood would change her. She was bored with the baby too, because it was his. She was beautiful, stupid, shallow, cold-hearted, untouchable – the rich spoilt daughter of rich common parents, like his own. ‘Our parents are better than we are,’ he thought. ‘My father has talent, genius perhaps. He founded the great business on which we all live. My father is a master of men and of circumstance: if anyone got across his path, they would be removed. As for a woman: could anyone see Simon Gabb altering a single item of his daily routine to please his wife? And yet doubtless he loved her, and she obviously doted on him. Whereas I,’ thought Basil, ‘am my father’s employee, industrious, dependable, dependant. And as a husband, I am a joke, though so far a joke that only I have seen.’ He clenched his fists. ‘But one of these days, I’ll make them all change their tune…’

   Madeleine Olivier had left Mrs Gabb’s side, and moved across to Pauline; for Mrs James Gabb had now come in, and was enthusiastically welcomed by Polly. The two ladies had much to say to each other. Madeleine therefore made her escape, and sat down beside Pauline. She and Pauline were old school friends.

   Pauline, Madeleine thought, looked bored: more bored than ever, for her expression had never been very animated. It was clear that she was not very happy with Basil. Even the baby seemed to have made no difference; it had added to Pauline’s air of discontent. What was the matter? Madeleine wondered. Did Pauline find her position unsatisfactory, in spite of the wealth and the power of the family into which she had married? Perhaps the trouble lay just there: Pauline had stepped into the second place, by marrying the younger son; and the second place was not by any means her rôle. Not that she, or any sensible girl, would have preferred to marry Giles…

   Mrs Simon Gabb drew Mrs James Gabb down on to the soft settee. Mrs Simon Gabb was soft, plump and fair, covered with jewellery, yet breathless and unsophisticated in manner. Mrs James Gabb – Janet – was tall and large-boned and dark, little inclined to smile, much less laugh; but the two called each other sisters, and were in frequent consultation. Janet leaned towards Polly anxiously, anticipating misfortune.

   ‘They may come at any minute,’ Polly was saying in her breathless way. She applied her ivory fan to her pursed-up lips, and glanced behind her, over the back of the settee, out towards the setting sun. ‘Of course I said, the moment I knew he’d met them, “Bring them here”.’

   ‘Don’t you think you’re foolish?’ said Janet lugubriously.

   ‘Oh no, no, I don’t see why,’ said Polly. ‘The children have always brought everyone home, you know. Simon and I have always encouraged them. There’s no harm when everything is frank and open, is there?’ Her words tumbled out somewhat disconnectedly, and she kept bouncing round to look out of the great window.

   ‘I don’t know about that.’ Janet’s gloom did not lift.

   ‘But,’ said Polly, suddenly appealing to her, ‘what can I do, my dear? You know what Giles is. The slightest word from me – from anyone – of course, his father wouldn’t…’ She glanced fearfully round, and leaned forward. ‘Every day this week. Fishing on the lake. Shooting. Walking.’ Her mouth turned down pathetically. Her pretence that all was well had dissolved before Janet’s prognostication of evil.

   ‘With the girl?’ Janet’s tone implied that all was lost.

   ‘Sometimes with the girl, sometimes all of them. So I’m told. I haven’t met them. I didn’t think it necessary to call – and they’ve never called on me. Of course, the position was rather difficult.’

   ‘Not at all,’ snapped Janet. ‘If any calling was done, they should have called on you. The mistake you made was in letting the South Lodge to them at all. It was bound to make things awkward, after their being here.’ She surveyed the big room, in the corners of which the shadows were gathering. ‘How many of them are there? Where had they been in the meantime? Who looks after them? Both the parents are dead, aren’t they?’

   ‘Yes. There’s an aunt, a Mrs Charleroy, Colonel Laforte’s sister. I believe she used to look after them when their father was abroad. They’ve only been at the South Lodge a couple of months, you know. Where were they before? My dear, I don’t know. I gather they were very poor after the Colonel died; they couldn’t sell the Hall, you see. Then, when we bought it, I’m told the first thing they did was to rush off to the south of France for a holiday. Then they asked if they could come here. What could we say? We didn’t want the South Lodge, since Basil and Pauline had decided on the other.’

   By now, Polly was quite out of breath. Janet studied her. Janet’s hands, somewhat red, were spread out on the green taffeta of her dinner-frock like lobsters on lettuce leaves.

   ‘How many of them are there?’ she asked again.

   Polly reflected. ‘There’s the girl,’ she said, ‘and a younger brother, and I believe a cousin, this Mrs Charleroy’s son. I got this from Sims: Giles never tells me anything. He spends all his time with them. He never goes near the works. Basil has to do everything. Luckily, Basil is so reliable, otherwise I don’t know what Simon would do.’

   ‘And Simon? What does he say?’ asked Janet sharply.

   ‘Nothing.’

   ‘Nothing? That’s not like Simon. He’s always been pretty strict with the boys – too strict, James and I said. James expects obedience, but he’s not always shaking the cane under their noses. Yet Harry’s not spoilt, and Giles is. And now: away for a week, you say, and Simon says nothing?’

   ‘Nothing at all.’

   ‘Then there’s going to be a big row one of these days, you mark my words. So that’s the reason why Giles will hardly look at Lucy.’ Lucy was Janet’s daughter.

   ‘Reason?’ Polly was taken by surprise.

   ‘Yes: this girl. You’ll have to take a line, Polly, that is, unless you no longer want it – you and Simon. Lucy will break her heart, but no matter. She can find someone else.’ Janet sniffed. ‘It’s all very well for the girl: naturally she wants to get back her old home. A very clever move, I must say. But do you really want Giles to bring home a penniless adventuress? – for that’s all she’ll be, in spite of the name.’

   Polly wriggled a little, and sniffed at her silver-topped bottle of opopanax, which lay, with other trinkets, on the round inlaid table beside her. ‘I don’t think it’s come to that,’ she said deprecatingly. ‘Personally I was thankful Simon said nothing. I’m sure, this time, it’s wise.’ She glanced round, fearfully yet admiringly, at her husband, who was leaning back telling a magisterial anecdote to the deferential Hubert.

   Simon was proud of his position on the bench. He forgot that Hubert was a lawyer, as he jabbed at him with his gold-rimmed spectacles. ‘Punish the crime,’ he was saying, ‘punish the crime immediately – or not at all.’

   ‘But sir,’ Hubert was saying in his silky tones, ‘that would often mean taking the law into one’s own hands; and you, as a magistrate, wouldn’t advocate that?’ To a sensitive ear, his tone was ironical, even insolent; but there was no sensitive ear present, except perhaps Basil’s, and he was not listening.

   Simon replaced his gold-rimmed spectacles on to his nose, and gave Hubert a look so direct and lively that Hubert was afraid for a moment lest his sarcasm had been too plain. But the fear was groundless.

   ‘As a magistrate,’ said Simon, ‘I can’t admit it. But I can assure you, as a man—. Well, that’s the price we pay for respectability. Have a cigar. Have some more sherry.’ He got up, decanter in hand, and began a tour of the circle.

   Polly and Janet didn’t even see him. Basil shook his head; but Simon had already passed him by, as he had passed over his daughter Jessica also. He paused before Pauline and Madeleine. As he filled up their glasses, his shrewd little eyes rested benevolently on them, and his face, much wrinkled, creased into smiles. The handsome well-built girl with the mass of golden curls all over her head was the daughter of his old friend Wilkinson the glass-manufacturer, and a most suitable wife for Basil. The other one, the flimsy pretty one, was only old Dr Parkes’ youngest daughter, and married to a man who was courting Simon for favours. Nevertheless, as they sat there in their dinner-frocks, one in blue, one in pink, he saw them merely as two charming creatures, equal because of the ornamental quality which they shared.

   ‘How’s the boy?’ he said to Pauline, and when she had answered, ‘How are they getting on with that boiler-job at the Lodge? I sent a couple of men over yesterday.’

   Pauline shrugged her shoulders. ‘Thank you, yes, I know,’ she said listlessly. ‘But it wasn’t much use, as Basil wasn’t there, and I had no idea what was wanted. So I had to tell them to come again, one evening when there’s a chance he may be in. The trouble is, I never know when he will be in, lately.’

   Simon caught the note of reproach, and it seemed to him very natural and proper. ‘I know, I know, my dear,’ he said kindly. ‘Basil has been hard put to it, like the rest of us. And I’m afraid things aren’t going to get easier for a while. No, not for a long while. Still, we must see what we can do.’

   He turned away. Her remarks had reminded him of his real life, to which this was a brief interlude; and a shadow crossed his face. His wrinkles returned to their normal hard lines, as he carried the decanter across to his brother James.

   Pauline sneered: ‘Like the rest of us! Except dear Giles, of course! If he did his share, Basil wouldn’t need to work like an employee, while Giles draws his allowance and does nothing. If Giles stayed away altogether, it wouldn’t be so bad; but he turns up whenever he feels like it, interferes with everything, and then goes off as he’s doing now, for weeks at a time.’

   Madeleine studied her. ‘I gather he’s going about with the people who used to live here.’

   Pauline nodded.

   ‘There’s a girl, isn’t there?’ probed Madeleine carefully.

   Pauline tossed her head. ‘I believe so.’

   ‘Yes, I thought there was. Hubert’s brother acted for them over the sale of the Hall. I wonder what she’s like. Have you seen her?’

   ‘No,’ said Pauline, ‘though Basil’s mother seems to think they may all burst in on us at any moment. I believe she has told Giles he can bring them here.’

   ‘Well, why shouldn’t she?’ Madeleine knew the answer from Pauline’s point of view, but she was interested to see how far Pauline was prepared to put it into words. ‘It’s time Giles got married.’

   But all Pauline would say was, ‘Do you think so?’, and the curl of her lip expressed deep certitude to the contrary.

   ‘Oh, come,’ said Madeleine. ‘All that must be six or seven years ago. He must be quite cured by now. It was only overwork, wasn’t it? I thought you were all trying to marry him off to Lucy. If there’s any taint in the family, the last thing they’d want would be to let cousins marry.’

   ‘There was never any fear of that,’ retorted Pauline. ‘The mothers would like it, and so would Lucy; but not Giles.’

   Madeleine changed the subject. ‘Why are they so busy at the works?’ she said curiously. ‘I heard Father say the other day that Gabb’s were taking on new men all the time. It’s something big, isn’t it?’

   Pauline looked burdened with secrecy, and also embarrassed; for she remembered very well from her schooldays how difficult it was to keep anything secret from Madeleine Parkes.

   ‘It’s a Government contract,’ she said. Madeleine forbore to press her further; for she believed she knew as much about it as Pauline.

   Simon sat down beside his brother James, and turned towards him so that he could prop his elbow on the back of the settee, and his head on his hand.

   ‘How is it going?’ said James.

   ‘All right,’ said Simon. They spoke to each other in undertones, with the least possible movement of the lips, as if there were always someone near at hand who might be trying to overhear their conversation.

   ‘You’re going on with it?’ said James.

   ‘Of course. Why not? If things develop as they are doing, it’ll be compulsory for everybody in our line sooner or later; so why not now?’

   ‘But suppose nothing comes of it? You’ll have converted all your plant and be left with it on your hands. Better stick to road-nails and beacons.’ James gave a quiet laugh.

   Simon rolled on to his side, a little closer to James. ‘Things are pretty quiet with you, aren’t they?’

   James frowned. ‘Average, for the time of year.’

   Simon nodded. ‘I wish you’d come in on this – or if you won’t do that, come along and give me a hand. Just for a while, you know, until the thing gets under way.’ He leaned closer still. ‘The fact is, Jim, this new business is a big responsibility. I need help – someone I can trust.’

   ‘You’ve got Basil,’ said James gruffly, and added as an afterthought, ‘and Giles.’

   ‘Basil’s a good lad,’ said Simon, ‘but he can’t do everything.’

   There was a silence.

   ‘All right,’ said James at last. ‘I’ll look in occasionally.’ He tapped Simon’s knee. ‘What’s on your mind?’

   The brothers stared closely at each other for a second. Simon was the first to look away. He glanced round the room, and turned back to James: ‘Come into my study after dinner, and I’ll tell you.’ Then he picked up his decanter and trotted back across the room to his place beside the fire.

   Mrs Simon Gabb bounced round on her settee for the twentieth time. ‘There they are!’ she cried, interrupting Janet’s discourse.

   This time, everybody heard, and followed her gaze through the window. The dusk was falling, and the light had now almost left the surface of the lake, which was turning grey, like the skies above it. Along the terrace, past the window, a little procession was passing: four figures carrying fishing-tackle, silhouetted against the lake and the sky. In front, the long loping stride of Giles could be recognized; he carried a shot-gun as well as his rod. The other three, a girl dressed in slacks, and two young men, followed Giles in single file.

   Mrs Gabb jumped up. ‘I’ll just go and see.’

   Janet exclaimed, ‘Surely they’re
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