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Introduction

   Fitting into the Past: Mary Fitt’s Death and Mary Dazill (1941)

   In 1941, when classical scholar Kathleen Freeman published her tenth ‘Mary Fitt’ detective novel in five years, Death and Mary Dazill (Aftermath of Murder in the United States), she decidedly broke the mould of the traditional body-in-the-library, butler-did-it country-house mystery that has become inseparable from people’s conceptions of British crime writing from that era. True, the scene of the crimes (if crimes they are) is set at a country house—but one with a marked difference. There is mystery, yes, and a fitting, though long delayed, resolution to it, but the author lays particularly powerful emphasis on the psychology of it all: how a conflict of repressed but withal roiling passions among individuals can lead to life-altering—and -ending—tragedy. Additionally, the novel is set in the Victorian era, making it one of the early notable expressions in the genre of the Victorian period mystery since popularised by Peter Lovesey and other modern crime writers.

   In a 1955 interview about her crime writing, Mary Fitt (as I shall call her henceforward), bluntly admitted that, having written several well-reviewed but ‘only moderately successful’ non-genre novels, ‘I really started writing detective stories because they always seem to sell, and I do so like to have an audience! What’s the good of posthumous fame? I want to be there to enjoy it!’ However, Fitt did not commit crime writing solely for the money, for she believed detective fiction offered her a legitimate forum for literary expression, just like the mainstream novel. One day in the mid-Thirties she had ‘noticed… that almost everyone whom I liked and respected, my colleagues, my friends, my doctor, my lawyer, all [of them] read whodunits. So I thought why shouldn’t I put what I have to say into that form?’

   After having published nine mystery novels, the five most recent of which featured the dogged individual who would become her longtime series sleuth, Superintendent Mallett, Mary Fitt decided that she wanted to stretch the boundaries of the traditional form—as she had in her astounding debut mystery, Three Sisters Flew Home—in order to accommodate the things she wanted still to say. With Death and Mary Dazill she succeeded, in my view, in producing her best mystery since her first, a compelling story of crime and consequences that has the literary values of a mainstream novel.

   Do not take my word for it, however: Mary Fitt’s contemporaries thought so too. In the United States, a fascinating character named Bob Patterson, aka ‘Freddy Francisco’, the popular San Francisco society columnist, writing under the nom de plume ‘Cholly San Francisco’ gave Mary Dazill a nice boost indeed when he observed that it was ‘far and away one of the top-notch mystery stories in a long, long time’; while multifaceted Wisconsin writer and reviewer August Derleth, whose work included both crime and horror fiction, proclaimed the novel one of the best mysteries of the year. In the United Kingdom, ‘the Book Taster’ in the Liverpool Daily Post lauded Mary Dazill at greater length:

   Mary Fitt’s new story ‘Death and Mary Dazill’… may, I suppose, be called a thriller, and it does thrill. Miss Fitt creates an atmosphere which is disturbing: her power in this respect reminds of Mrs. Belloc Lowndes [author of the crime-thriller classic The Lodger and other works]. Mary Dazill is a beautiful, rather mysterious girl, almost a wraith one would call her… she produces a tremendous and tragic disturbance in the house she enters a sort of governess. The nature of the disturbance I must leave the reader to discover. Miss Fitt tells her story with remarkable skill and… she writes with distinction.


   Seven years after its original publication, crime writer and critic Julian Symons, in reviewing a Penguin paperback reprint of the novel in the Manchester Evening News, revealed that he had not yet escaped the spell of Mary Dazill. He reflected on the eerie and bewitching quality of the tale as follows:

   Mary Fitt has something of [M. P.] Shiel’s appetite for old houses and churchyards, and ‘Death and Mary Dazill’… seems to me the best of her stories.
It tells of the strange doom brought on a peaceful Victorian household through the coming of Mary Dazill as companion to the two beautiful daughters of the house, Lindy and Arran.
The book holds the attention of a novel, and Miss Fitt cleverly increases suspense and heightens the period atmosphere by recounting the story through the eyes of a narrator living in the present day, who tells it as unsolved mystery of the past.


   
   
   As the reviews above have outlined, Death and Mary Dazill tells the doomful tale of Miss Mary Dazill, a beautiful young woman who arrives one day at Chetwode Lodge in the village of Long Marley to act as a sort of private tutor to Lindisfarne and Arran, the two lovely but naïve teenage daughters of the widowed Ralph de Boulter, lately returned to England from Burma, where he had lived with his late first wife for many years. The elder of the two daughters, Lindy, is on the verge of engagement with John Despenser, the son of a neighbouring family who is up at Oxford with the girls’ brother, Leonard.

   Death and Mary Dazill, which has something of the quality of an M. R. James ghost story (though the hauntings are all too human), unfolds as a tale primarily told, in the then present day, by Mrs. Barratt, wife of the vicar of Long Marley, she being the daughter of a woman who was an intimate participant in the events at Chetwode Lodge of long ago. Series sleuth Superintendent Mallett, along with a pair of supporting characters, Doctors Fitzbrown and Jones (the former still hyper-imaginative and the latter quite the opposite), are told the story at the cosy vicarage at Long Marley, beginning at tea on a drear November day after they, having come over from Chode to attend the funeral of the local police sergeant, espy a pair of elderly women laying a great wreath of hothouse flowers—arum lilies, scarlet amaryllis, gardenias—at a marble memorial column. These ladies, they learn, are the aged Misses de Boulter…

   Death and Mary Dazill aired as a six-part BBC radio adaptation in 1949, nine years after the appearance of the book. Like a character in a Freeman Wills Crofts novel, Mary Fitt, who had been travelling in Italy, returned by bus and train to Paris, catching a plane to London and landing there at three in the afternoon, making it just in time to receive guests, including Lady Cynthia Asquith and Angela Thirkell, at a cocktail party given in Kensington to celebrate the broadcast. ‘I was determined to get back in time for the party,’ she announced. Years later she named Death and Mary Dazill as her own favourite among her mysteries. (A few years later Lady Cynthia would include the Mary Fitt ghost stories ‘The Amethyst Cross’ and ‘The Doctor’ in her celebrated Second and Third Ghost Book anthologies.)

   Certainly, in my own case the novel is a leading candidate for the title of ‘favourite Fitt’. When originally reading it some two decades ago, I was struck by how in many ways it prefigures Shelley Smith’s classic Victorian mystery An Afternoon to Kill (1953), which is similarly told retrospectively. There is also a resemblance to Julian Symons’s own melancholy essay on fatal family dysfunction in the Victorian era, The Blackheath Poisonings (1978). Now Death and Mary Dazill has returned from crime fiction’s grave, as it were, to take its rightful place in this eminently ghastly company.

  

 
  
   
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 hypothesised, 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 naturalised 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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Prologue

   The three men—Superintendent Mallett, Dr. Fitzbrown and Dr. Jones—turned away from the grave, into which the workmen had begun to shovel the heavy yellow clay mixed with stones. It was a drizzling afternoon in November. They had come across from Chode to attend the funeral of the local police-sergeant; and the ceremony in the little grey church, smelling of damp stones, and at the graveside in the misty rain, had lowered their spirits considerably. Even the post-funereal ham and whisky were, for once, lacking: the dead constable seemed to have no relatives.

   They threaded their way among the graves, across the wet grass towards the gravel-path. Mallett and Jones, walking in single file, kept their eyes fixed on the ground; but Fitzbrown stopped occasionally to read the name on a tombstone. The other two reached the path before him: there the Vicar of Long Marley awaited them.

   ‘A dreary afternoon,’ he called out cheerfully. ‘You fellows must come back and have a cup of tea with us.’ Then, as they demurred: ‘Oh, come, come! My wife’s expecting you.’ He made off down the path toward the lych-gate; Mallett and Jones followed him resignedly.

   As the Vicar reached the lych-gate, two tall old ladies entered: he swept off his hat to them, and paused for a moment to speak to them. Mallett and Jones slackened their pace, and, unwilling to be drawn into the encounter, stopped as if to wait for Fitzbrown. The two old ladies, after a few minutes’ gracious conversation, bowed to the Vicar, or rather inclined their heads like two queens, and passed on. They were followed at a respectful distance by a chauffeur in wine-coloured livery: he stopped when they stopped, and moved when they moved, keeping exactly the same distance between himself and them, as if drawn by an invisible wire. He carried an enormous circular wreath of hothouse flowers: arum lilies, scarlet amaryllis, gardenias.

   The little procession swept past Mallett and Jones, leaving the heavy scent of the wreath hanging on the November air. The two men, a little curious by now, watched them as they turned off up a side-path and halted in front of an enormous piece of statuary, the most conspicuous object in the whole churchyard, a broken column of white marble, on a pedestal, with, in front of it, a railed-in ‘garden’ of white chipped stones. The two old ladies, upright as the marble column, and in their black clothes just as conspicuous, took up their stations one on each side of the low railing, while the chauffeur, at a gesture from one of them, placed the wreath at the foot of the pedestal. All three stood for a moment as if to attention; then the procession returned along the way it had come. Mallett and Jones stood on one side to let them pass by.

   Fitzbrown had now emerged on to the path. The other two watched him as he crossed it, and, to their surprise, went over to look at the massive marble tomb with its new ornament of flowers. He bent down, hands on knees, to look at the inscription… A few minutes later he joined them.

   ‘I should have thought you saw enough of corpses without wanting to pursue them below ground,” grumbled Dr. Jones. ‘When a man’s dead, he’s dead.’

   Fitzbrown stamped, to get the clay and grass off his boots.

   ‘But his soul goes marching on,’ he said, ‘or rather, his memory, if you prefer. Sometimes, that is.—Did you notice that little ceremony going on away back there just now? Intriguing, wasn’t it?’

   ‘Pooh,’ said Jones, ‘you don’t mean to say a man’s continued existence, or even his “memory” as you call it, depends on the size and price of the wreaths his relatives lay on his grave?’

   ‘Not exactly,’ said Fitzbrown. ‘For all I know, one of these graves that nobody bothers about, with no name on it or just a headstone with a name, may contain the earthly envelope of some immortal mind or idea. But—when you see an enormous wreath being laid on a tomb, you assume that the person’s recently dead, don’t you? Well, I went to look at the inscription on that one—and you may be surprised to hear, the last person was buried in it nearly fifty years ago.’

   ‘H’m,’ said Mallett. ‘Pretty good. What was the name; did you notice?’

   ‘De Boulter,’ said Fitzbrown. ‘There were two inmates—father and son. The son died first, aged twenty. The father died just six months later, aged forty-six. Things like that always set my mind working. One scents a story. It’s an odd name, too. But this churchyard’s full of odd names.’

   They had reached the lych-gate. The Vicar was waiting for them. He had just, apparently, replaced his hat after waving farewell to the two old ladies, as their long black saloon car moved softly away. The Vicar stood gazing after them for a moment, as if reluctant to see the last of them. He turned, however, with renewed gusto to his three guests.

   ‘This way, this way,’ he said, ‘just across the road. The samovar, and Mrs. Barratt, will be waiting.’

   The vicarage sitting-room smelt of old books and tobacco, and not a little dust. But it was comfortable. There was a blazing fire, and deep chairs for all. The Vicar’s wife beamed, and encouraged her husband to tell stories. Gradually the three visitors thawed, stretched out their legs and felt at their ease. Pipes were lighted, and a silence fell. Mrs. Barratt, having served her purpose as dispenser of tea and toast, was about to leave them, when a sudden question from Fitzbrown arrested her; though it was to the Vicar, and not to her, that he spoke.

   ‘Who were those two old ladies with the lily-wreath?’

   The Vicar blinked several times rapidly; for the abruptness of Fitzbrown’s question
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