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Introduction

   Kyrie Eleison: Requiem for Robert (1942), by Mary Fitt

   One of the most interesting reviews of Requiem for Robert, Mary Fitt’s twelfth mystery novel, was rendered – in the Manchester Evening News on 19 January 1949, over six years after the novel’s July 1942 publication – by a thirty-six-year-old English newspaper columnist named Julian Symons. This somewhat obscure, though highly opinionated, youngish man had himself published a couple of detective novels since being invalided out of the British army in 1944, and had another one imminently on the way. A few months later, the crime-writing cover of classical scholar Kathleen Freeman was blown in the London Evening Standard’s gossip column, and the next year ‘Mary Fitt’ was invited to join the Detection Club, that august collection of mostly British mystery writers that included such luminaries of the form as Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers, Margery Allingham, Gladys Mitchell, John Dickson Carr, Anthony Berkeley, Anthony Gilbert, Nicholas Blake, Freeman Wills Crofts, Henry Wade, John Rhode, J. J. Connington, E. R. Punshon, Christopher Bush and E. C. R. Lorac, as well as the more recently admitted Christianna Brand, Alice Campbell, Cyril Hare, Richard Hull, Edmund Crispin, Michael Gilbert and Michael Innes. Mary Fitt’s admission into the Club in 1950 was not a close call, in contrast with that of the next member to join, none other than Julian Symons, still, at the age of thirty-nine, a comparative youngling by Detection Club standards in 1951. In determining Symons’ suitability for membership, Club members looked at only two of his crime novels, now four in number, and deemed one of them distinctly dodgy; yet the novice author still managed to squeeze through the wicket gate, as it were.

   Notwithstanding this uncertain start, Julian Symons went on to become not only one of the more celebrated writers of crime and mystery fiction of the twentieth century, but also one of the genre’s most prominent critics and theorists. Bloody Murder (1972), the landmark work of genre criticism which Symons published twenty years after joining the Detection Club, danced on the grave, as he saw it, of the classic detective novel of the Twenties and Thirties – which had been so scrupulously (and, to Symons, sometimes irksomely) devoted to ‘fair play’ puzzle-plotting and rigorous analysis of alibis and material clues – and celebrated its transfiguration into something which Symons deemed altogether finer: a psychological puzzle of personalities. Oddly, Mary Fitt, a signal contributor to this evolution from mystery story to crime novel, as Julian Symons influentially described it, went unmentioned in the trio of Bloody Murder editions published between 1972 and 1994, even though Symons had praised Fitt highly, back in the days when she was alive and publishing, in his crime-fiction reviews. The fact of Fitts’ books having fallen out of print after her death in 1959 was likely responsible for this unfortunate critical omission, which regrettably is far from the only one of its kind in Bloody Murder.

   So, in justice to the talented ‘Miss Fitt’, let us look back at Julian Symons’ laudatory words on her novel Requiem for Robert, which in 1949 had just been reprinted in the United Kingdom as one of those once-ubiquitous green-and-white Penguin paperbacks. ‘A personality, a particularly individual flavour, distinguishes the fictional criminal activities of Mary Fitt,’ Symons admiringly observed. ‘She has a talent for touching the unusual atmospheric note; she is able to give an odd flavour to her way of telling a story.’ With Requiem for Robert, he noted, Fitt had employed

   the ingenious device of building up a picture of a man’s character after his death by showing it through the minds of the people who knew him best. The puzzle, which starts when Robert’s wife, mother and daughter all send obituary notices to the local paper, is a pretty one for Superintendent Mallett to solve.


   Requiem for Robert bears resemblance to Mary Fitts’ earlier, path-breaking mystery novel, Death and Mary Dazill (1941), which Julian Symons had also bestowed with praise when Penguin reprinted it a year before Robert. Both novels concern investigations into mysterious deaths in the past conducted by Fitts’ series sleuth Superintendent Mallett, assisted by his impulsive, empathetic friend Dr Fitzbrown. (Here the author has finally dispensed with the services of superfluous sourpuss Dr Jones from Mary Dazill and Death on Herons’ Mere.)

   However, while the death of Mary Dazill and others who became ensnared in her deadly drama took place long ago, back in the Victorian age, the demise of local squire Robert Raynald in Requiem for Robert is a recent tragic event. Indeed, Mallett and Fitzbrown arrive on the scene at the town of Corry Falls – where Mallett is supervising the wartime arrangements of the A.R.P. (air-raid precautions); evidently, Fitzbrown, his friend, is just along for the ride – in time to read Robert’s intriguing trio of death notices in the newspaper and attend his requiem mass at the local Catholic church. Soon they are drawn into the drama of Robert’s death (and life) by his reminiscent mother and his impulsive daughter, Geraldine, the latter of whom is passionately convinced that her father did not commit suicide, as the official version holds, but rather was foully murdered. Flashbacks narrated by these two women dominate the first two-thirds of the novel, in which the author paints rich portraits not only of Robert, old Mrs Raynald and Geraldine, but of Robert’s old friend Paul Judson, his former tutor, Josiah ‘Josey’ Winter, his priestly spiritual advisor, Father Gregory, his selfish estranged wife, Natalie, and Rosa Berg, Geraldine’s ‘petty bourgeois’ French governess. In the final third of the novel, these latter voices intrude more and more into Robert’s requiem, as Mallett’s investigation reaches its dramatically apposite climax.

   Requiem for Robert seems to me an exceptionally sophisticated crime novel, indeed one which arguably breaks the boundaries which traditionally constricted the mystery form; indeed, it could be seen as a full-scale mainstream novel, devoted to the careful study of a man’s character. As others have noted, it bears a certain resemblance to one of Agatha Christie’s finest mysteries, Five Little Pigs (aka Murder in Retrospect), which coincidentally also appeared in 1942, although admittedly Robert is not so intricately plotted as the Christie masterpiece. It is also unusual among crime tales of the time in taking so seriously matters of religious faith (in this case Catholicism), rather than treating them as a convenient plot device. One would have to look to some of the fine philosophical Father Brown detective stories by the great Catholic apologist G. K. Chesterton to find something comparable, I believe. The fundamentally serious tone of Fitts’ novel also looks ahead to the work of the late crime writer P. D. James. However, in contrast with Chesterton and James, Mary Fitt was not herself religious, as I understand it, yet it may well be that Liliane Clopet, Fitt’s half-French, half-English life-partner (a term Fitt uses in the novel), was raised as a Catholic. Certainly, throughout Requiem for Robert the author evinces a sober and respectful interest in Catholic theology and religious practice.

   Requiem for Robert is the sort of mystery novel that inevitably divides fans of classic crime fiction. On his blog, Grandest Game in the World, Nick Fuller applauds Requiem for Robert as the ‘best Mary Fitt I’ve read’, while at Cross Examining Crime Kate Jackson demurs, speculating whether ‘this tale is better enjoyed as a straight novel’. However one enjoys it, one should definitely give Requiem for Robert a read. It is one of the more unusual and commendably original works by an author from the Golden Age of detective fiction.

  

 
  
   
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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Chapter I

   Dona ei requiem

   I

   Superintendent Mallett watched the hotel guests as one by one they rose and left the breakfast-room, in the same order as they had entered it: first a tall old lady with a forward stoop and a black-ribboned pince-nez which she placed on her nose just as she reached the door; then a stout middle-aged lady who leaned on a stick, and whose hands sparkled with rings; and soon after her a broad-shouldered yet nervous-looking grey-haired man who had been sitting just behind her, and to whom she had flung an occasional word across her shoulder during the meal. Mallett had noticed that the two ladies had ignored each other.

   Mallett’s observation of the hotel guests was automatic and casual. He was staying here for a few days only, on other business; and with him was his friend Dr Fitzbrown. It was almost a holiday; yet he wondered what he was going to do with himself between the meetings which had brought him here. The place was beautiful, among the mountains, with a rushing trout-stream outside; but the time was mid-winter, and this morning the mist lay thick and cold in the valley, so that driving was unattractive, and walking, even if one liked walking, mere exercise. Mallett hummed to himself the lines of a favourite song:

   Yes, I hate walking; I am not, I fear,
In harmony with Nature here.
The motion, a monotonous criss-cross,
Exasperating loss
Of energy, becomes grotesque
With constant repetition, like a name
Familiar, and my whole frame,
Extremities and entrails, feels
Resentful numbness, at each jar of heels.


   Fitzbrown looked up from his paper. ‘What did you say?’

   ‘Oh, nothing,’ said Mallett hastily, drumming with his fingers on the table. It was one of his minor chagrins that whenever he hummed a tune or murmured the words of a song, his companion always mistook it for conversation. He added, after a moment, ‘I was wondering what you intended to do this morning.’ He glanced towards the long windows, but the curtains were not yet drawn. ‘Neither the town nor the country seems to offer any bright prospects, and I don’t care much for the idea of sitting all morning in the lounge with those other people.’ He sighed. ‘One loses the art of taking holidays.’

   ‘Oh, nonsense,’ said Fitzbrown impatiently. He bolted his last piece of toast and marmalade, looked at his wrist-watch, and glanced round him as if expecting the first patient to enter. ‘There’s always something to do if you look about you. I know perfectly well what I’m going to do this morning. You can please yourself, of course.’

   ‘If it doesn’t involve too much walking—’ said Mallett.

   Fitzbrown rose. ‘About half an hour,’ he said, ‘uphill. We shall have to start in ten minutes. We could take the car, but I prefer to walk.’ He ran a severe eye over Mallett’s bulky form. ‘A walk would do you good, too.’

   He turned away. Mallett called him back.

   ‘Here, I say! You haven’t said where we’re going.’

   ‘I am going,’ said Fitzbrown, ‘to a Requiem Mass – for Robert.’

   ‘Robert!’ said Mallett. ‘Who’s Robert?’

   Fitzbrown came back to the table. ‘I don’t know,’ he said; ‘but when a man has three separate notices, by three different women, inserted in the local paper, and he’s my own namesake besides, I feel I owe him something. Also I’d like to see how they do these things.’

   Mallett picked up that paper and ran his eye down the left-hand column:

   raynald. On December 14th, at High Cross Hall, suddenly, Robert, devoted son of Sarah Raynald, in his forty-sixth year. Requiem Mass at the Church of St Primus and St Felician, 10 a.m., Friday, December 18th. R.I.P.
raynald. On December 14th, at High Cross Hall, Robert, dearly-loved husband of Natalie. Requiem Mass at the Church of St Primus and St Felician, 10 a.m., Friday, December 18th.
raynald. On December 14th, at High Cross Hall, Robert, beloved father of Geraldine Raynald. Requiem Mass at the Church of St Primus and St Felician, 10 a.m., Friday, December 18th. R.I.P.


   
   
   ‘H’m,’ said Mallett. ‘They look alike, but there are differences. It seems as if there were some rivalry between these good ladies – some slight struggle for possession of the deceased Robert. I wonder what “suddenly” implies. It’s odd in a man of forty-five.’

   ‘To me,’ said Fitzbrown, ‘it suggests suicide, at the very least.’

   Mallett nodded. ‘Quite so.’ He got up and pushed the folded newspaper into his pocket. ‘I’ll come with you.’

   ‘Meet me in the vestibule in five minutes,’ said Fitzbrown.

   2

   Five minutes later, they were climbing up the valley road. Fitzbrown strode ahead; scarcely seeming to notice the upward gradient; behind him, Mallett trudged along with determination but without enthusiasm. The clean white mist hid the view of the mountain slope, and the brook which ran beside the road to join the main stream; but they could see the larches that bordered the road, and seemed to Mallett’s eyes to be moving quite quickly past them.

   ‘I say!’ he gasped, after they had walked for some minutes in silence, ‘how far did you say the church was?’

   ‘Next village,’ said Fitzbrown. ‘About two miles.’

   The sound of a car climbing the hill raised a momentary hope in Mallett’s breast. He turned, as if to look at the view; but the little town below was blotted out of sight. Slowly a car came round the bend of the lane; it was a large black limousine, and its stately pace and quiet engine spoke of power in reserve. But it was driven by a chauffeur; and clearly his orders forbade giving lifts to strangers. Mallett stood aside to let it pass; and it diverged so little from its course to avoid him that he found himself sitting on the hedgerow bank with his feet in the ditch. Fitzbrown, fortunately, was out of sight round the next bend. Mallett was glad. He heaved himself out of the hedge, and brushed the back of his coat with an earthy hand.

   But now he walked on more quickly. His interest was aroused. As the limousine had so unceremoniously jostled him aside, he had noticed from where he sat that its only passenger was the tall old lady from the hotel, sitting upright and aloof in its roomy interior.

   No sooner had Mallett started again than he heard another car coming up the hill behind him, a different sort of car, more bustling, with less power and more speed. This time he jumped into the ditch of his own accord; but there was no need. This car did not fill up the width of the lane; it was a two-seater cabriolet with a blue body, grey hood and chromium hood-springs. It swerved aside to avoid him; as it passed, he saw that the driver was a woman, a rather stout red-faced woman dressed in furs; and beside her sat the other hotel guest, the stocky little man to whom she had flung those casual remarks across her shoulder at breakfast. He sat well forward, looking more nervous than ever as the car swerved and resumed the centre of the road again.

   Mallett rounded the bend; and an odd sight revealed itself. Just ahead, crawling very slowly, was the black limousine, held up by something in the narrow lane: Fitzbrown, of course, striding ahead, either unaware that he was an obstacle, or indifferent to what was going on in his rear. The chauffeur had not yet brought himself to sound the alarm.

   The road widened. Before the limousine could readjust itself and take advantage of this, the small blue cabriolet, charging up from behind, first nearly collided with its rear, then with another violent swerve shot past the other car, past Fitzbrown, and up the hill out of sight into the mist. The limousine pulled out round Fitzbrown, and followed; it, too, was soon out of sight.

   Fitzbrown turned. Mallett, panting, came up with him.

   ‘If this were my territory,’ he said, ‘I’d report those two cars for driving without due care and attention. Did you see who were in them?’

   Fitzbrown said he had not. ‘People going to the Requiem,’ he said, dismissing them.

   Mallett, conscious of the red earthy patch on his light overcoat, said grumblingly, ‘I suppose the next thing to run us down will be the hearse.’

   ‘Ha!’ said Fitzbrown. ‘Don’t worry. That will have arrived long ago. The corpse takes a central position in the ceremony. That much I do know.’

   They trudged on again in silence. Nothing else passed them. At last they came to the hamlet: a house, a whitewashed farm, the massive square tower of the Anglican church, the village pump, some hens; a black and white cat, with black and white kitten, sitting at the entrance to a barn; the letter-box, still inscribed ‘V.R.,’ let into the churchyard wall. Beyond the hamlet’s last cottage, in its own neat green precinct, stood the Church of St Primus and St Felician.

   3

   The Church of St Primus and St Felician looked small and plain and new compared with the thirteenth-century church lower down. Its walls were of stone, smooth and regular and ungarnished with ivy. Above the west door and large west window was a tiny bell-tower with a very small bell inside, now hanging silent. The boundary was a wooden fence; and in the smooth lawn there were only a few graves in the corner farthest from the road; the last of the line was conspicuous, a boarded narrow hole with a pile of red earth and stones beside it. A gravel drive led up to the church entrance, and round the sides; from it an offshoot, a narrow gravel path, ran off past the graves to a gate in the fencing, and across a field to a grey building among trees. Another offshoot led to the Presbytery, built of the same stone as the church, and equally new. Here at this height the mist was left behind; the air was cold and clear, and a hint of coming sunlight touched the mountain bracken to a rich chestnut brown.

   In front of the church waited side by side, like dignity and impudence, the two cars that had passed them in the lane. At the side, near the vestry door, as Fitzbrown had surmised, stood the empty hearse. There were no other carriages. There was no sign of activity at all outside the church, nobody going in through the open west door. Outside the fencing, several village children gaped; and Mallett, as he approached the entrance, caught a glimpse of a young man wearing a cassock, who appeared at the vestry door, looked out, and went in again.

   ‘Are we late, do you think?’ he said, already beginning to whisper.

   ‘No,’ said Fitzbrown firmly, glancing at his wrist-watch.

   Mallett nudged him. ‘You lead the way.’

   ‘All right.’ Fitzbrown took off his hat, and stepped into the porch. Mallett followed awkwardly. He was still thinking of the red earthy patch on his coat, when they stepped past the wooden entrance screen into the church; and suddenly, strangely, all the tenor of his thoughts was changed.

   4

   The interior of the church was not dark, as Mallett had expected it to be. The long windows were for the most part filled with plain glass, and gave plenty of light. The woodwork was light and new, and the plastered walls were whitewashed. The Stations of the Cross, running round the walls of the aisles, showed up bright and fresh and newly-painted, and the statue of St Francis, brown-robed in a niche in one of the pillars, was startlingly lifelike. There was no aroma of incense, no dim religious air, no smell of damp and decay and ancient stone such as Mallett associated with churches. The atmosphere was prosaic and businesslike; and yet for that very reason it gripped the mind. Here, death was not treated as something strange, mysterious, terrible; it was the familiar, the obvious end of an episode in the soul’s journey, an everyday happening, important, but not of overriding importance. Those in charge here would do for the departed soul and its abandoned dwelling-place what was necessary and ordained; they would do it carefully, conscientiously, correctly, but without unbalanced emotion or unseemly grief, just as they had done it for others in the past, and would do it many times again in the future.

   Fitzbrown stopped, surveyed the church, took a few steps forward, genuflected, and turned into one of the pews at the rear. Mallett followed him. Fitzbrown knelt for a while, though apparently rather in contemplation than in prayer; Mallett did the same. After a few minutes, Fitzbrown rose from his knees, and sat down again; leaving an interval of another minute, Mallett imitated him, this time with a sigh of relief, for he now felt free to look about him, or rather in front of him, at the congregation.

   There were very few people in the church; their dark clothes showed up against the light wood of the pews. Except for a row of six nuns in the front pew, the congregation was scattered. Also near the front sat the old lady from the hotel, upright and lonely in her corner; somewhere in the middle, on the other side, were the man and woman from the small blue car. The rest seemed to be people from the village, or possibly servants from the dead man’s house. Mallett wondered which, if any, of the backs turned towards him was that of the daughter, the writer of the third notice. He could see no one who seemed to be of the right age. But always his eyes and his thoughts came back to the centre of the scene, the coffin, covered with a dark cloth, standing on a wheeled bier below the altar steps, in the aisle. The voluminous sleeve of the outermost nun almost touched it as she knelt in prayer. The great candles at each corner burned stilly and clearly, far above the heads of the people. At last there was a stir as the nuns rose to their feet; and from the vestry came the silent procession, six small choirboys, a tall young server, an elderly priest, a younger priest, and lastly the brothers of the nearby monastery, walking in pairs.

   In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti… The Mass had begun.
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   Mallett soon gave up trying to follow the service in the book that he had found before him on the ledge of the pew. He felt that to fumble with the pages of a book was trivial and absurd. Fitzbrown, pale and stern-looking, was absorbed. Mallett watched, not without humility, catching here and there words that he understood: recurrent phrases. Dominus vobiscum… Et cum spiritu tuo… Requiem æternam dona eis, Domine; et lux perpetua luceat eis… Eternal rest; perpetual light… The steady candles over the dark, quiet bier… What is Man? What is he not? Man is the dream of a shadow…

   ‘I wonder,’ thought Mallett, ‘what really becomes, or is supposed to become, of the soul at this stage? Does it hover round the bier, taking note of all that’s said and done? Or has it flown far away and already forgotten its earthly ties?’

   His musings were interrupted by the voices of the brothers of the monastery, raised in the Dies iræ. They stood in the choir stalls, four on each side. Their harsh voices made no pretensions to beauty; but the roughness of the unaccompanied chant suited well the minatory words. Mallett found the place in his book again:

   Quantus tremor est futurus
Quando judex est venturus
Cuncla stride discussurus!


   ‘The Day of Wrath… What trembling there shall be, when the Judge shall come, to sift all things closely!’

   Judex ergo cum sedebit,
Quidquid latet, apparebit:
Nil inultum remanebil.


   ‘Therefore when that Judge shall take his seat, all that is hidden shall come to light, nought shall remain unpunished.’

   The harsh unyielding voices chanted on. Mallett felt sorry for him, the man crushed beneath this weight of condemnation. Day of Wrath, in very truth… He was relieved when the voices of the first quartet faded away upon, once again, Dona eis requiem.
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   Mallett, lost in thought, had forgotten to watch the comings and goings at the altar. Mechanically he had done as the rest of the congregation did, rising, kneeling, sitting. He was surprised, therefore, to look up and see the younger priest standing in the pulpit. Both his hands were on the pulpit-rail, as he leaned forward to survey those below him, and then withdrew to his position of eminence. He was, Mallett judged, a man of about the same age as the deceased; but he seemed long ago to have left youth behind him. He was sharp-featured, already grey about the temples, and stern with the inflexible sureness of one who is merely the instrument of higher authority.

   ‘My brethren.’ His voice rang out across the church so clearly and harshly that Mallett started in surprise; the direct address, the human accents, jarred after the impersonality of the service. ‘We are gathered together here today in worship, to pray for the soul of Robert Raynald, whose mortal remains lie here before us. I have been asked to say a few words about him as he was in the life which he quitted so—’ The priest paused, and it seemed to Mallett that a slight tremor or spasm passed over his rigid features, and his hands gripped the pulpit-rail more tensely. ‘ – so suddenly, so tragically, so contrary to any expectation. It is fitting that I should do so; for I knew him well, of late years, and under God, loved him dearly. He gave to us, and to the glory of God, this building in which we stand; and it was my privilege to be associated with him throughout the years when that generous and blessed inspiration was finding its fulfilment. I say to you, I knew him; yet who among us can read the heart, the inmost heart, of even his brother? We are together for a while, we speak, we utter words with our lips, we hear words with our ears; yet the truth, the soul’s secret, is hidden from all except God – perhaps even from the man himself.’

   He paused again, and again he leaned forward slightly, but with his whole body, which did not relax an inch of its straightness. His head was held as high as ever as he said in his metallic voice, devoid of tenderness, yet all the more moving thereby: ‘My brethren: we are here not to judge this man, but to remember him, today and hereafter, in our prayers, as we in our turn, miserable sinners all, wish to be remembered.’ He turned abruptly. ‘In the name of the Father…’

   The congregation crossed itself. Quickly he left the pulpit, and with rapid strides returned to his place near the altar. The older priest rose; the Mass was resumed.
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   Brilliant, remote, impersonal, the Mass pursued its appointed way. The dark bier, the useless husk of a man therein, even the sinful soul, seemed to be forgotten; the light was no longer upon the bier, but upon the altar and those who ministered there. Mallett watched, only half comprehending, but impressed.

   And then at last, it seemed, they remembered poor Robert again. Down the chancel, led by the server, came the older priest and his younger colleague. They stood at the foot of Robert’s bier, and contemplated it in silence for a while. Again, behind them, the harsh chant rose: Dies iræ, dies illa; ‘Oh that day, that day of wrath, of woe and of tribulation! A great day, and exceeding bitter, when Thou shalt come to judge the world by fire.’ Requiem æternam dona ei, Domine et lux perpetua luceat ei…

   As they chanted, the server, bowing, held out the censer to the priest, who filled it and blessed it. Then, walking round the bier, he sprinkled the coffin with holy water, three times on the right, and three times on the left. Then, taking the censer from the server, again he walked round the bier, incensing it in the same way, three times on the right and three times on the left. Then came further supplications and responses; and towards the end, Mallett caught the words, Requiescat in pace.

   ‘I wonder if he will,’ Mallett thought involuntarily. ‘It seems almost as if they were daring him to come to life again. It almost seems as if they were saying, “Lie still, and trouble us no more.”’

   The service in the church was over. A procession was forming in the aisle. Now around the bier there was discreet bustle, as the bearers placed themselves beside the wheeled bier, and the nuns, the friars and the priests fell in behind. At last the procession began to move; the congregation waited while it passed them by, and made the sign of the cross. At the exit, there was a momentary pause: one leaf of the double doors would not open, and all had to wait while someone tall enough struggled with the stiff upper bolt. The procession came to a standstill.

   Opposite the end of Mallett’s pew, forced to halt there by the contretemps, was the younger priest, he who had spoken from the pulpit. Mallett, curious, studied his face more closely. It was a rugged face, unprepossessing, without charm, without the wish to win approbation, much less love, from anyone. The man was thin-nosed, thin-lipped, with a bleak grey eye. Yet for all that, Mallett liked him, or something about him: perhaps it was the uncompromising spirit for which he stood. He was the kind of man who in his harsh way could love a fellow-man without demanding a return; and, thought Mallett, as his eye roved downward from the sharp stern profile to the tightly-clasped bony hands, a man who could lay down his life for a friend. Perhaps, after all, though, that for him would not be such a very great sacrifice; for in spite of his unbending mien, there was that in his face which suggested weariness as well as pain: the hopeless weariness of the spirit, when hope has receded beyond the dark boundary of this life, into that world of perpetual light which sometimes seems so far away.

   ‘I wonder,’ thought Mallett, ‘what he is thinking of, as he stands there waiting, with a certain weariness, but without impatience? Does he think of the day when he will lie as this man lies, and the priest, his colleague, will say over his abandoned dwelling-place, Requiem æternam dona ei, Domine…’

   With a squeak, the bolt gave way. The procession, candles, bier, nuns and friars, server and priests, moved forward; and behind them came the congregation. Leading the way was the tall old lady from the hotel, her black-ribboned pince-nez on her large curved nose; and behind, at a distance, followed the stout lady with her male escort. She was dabbing her nose with a tiny lace pocket-handkerchief, he was timidly supporting her by her elbow, though she was larger than he. The rest of the scattered worshippers fell into place in the rear. Again, Mallett scanned them for anyone who might possibly be the daughter; but he saw no one who would do.

   ‘Come on.’ Fitzbrown nudged him. ‘We can get out at the side door. You don’t want to go to the burial, I suppose?’

   ‘No, thanks,’ said Mallett thoughtfully. ‘I think I should like my lunch now.’

   They wound their way across the church, avoiding the press round the door, and escaped. The sun was shining in an egg-shell blue sky, and all the mists had vanished. A robin sang sweetly and shrilly from a headstone nearby, and the rivulet that ran alongside the road among its cresses sparkled and gurgled and tinkled beside them as they took the way downhill again.

   ‘Well, what did you think of it?’ said Fitzbrown.

   ‘Dona ei requiem,’ said Mallett.

   ‘Amen,’ said Fitzbrown.

  

 
OEBPS/image/1.jpg
Reguiem for Robert

MARY FITT

With an introduction by Curtis Evans

@ Moonstone Press





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
Requiem
Jor
Robert
\ MOONSTONE pREss \\








