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			INTRODUCTION

			This second volume of James Ronald, Stories of Crime and Detection contains a novel, a novelette, and a short story.  

			Murder in the Family is considered to be one of the finest detective novels you are likely to read, first published by John Lane in 1936. There was a U.S. hard cover edition published by J. B. Lippincott Company, Philadelphia, in 1940. The story was published by Hodder & Stoughton in July 1949. The novel is dedicated to the Aleys, Ronald’s literary agents.

			The same story is also titled The Murder in Gay Ladies—an abridged paperback edition, Mercury Mystery No.172, Mercury Press 1939. Another abridged paperback was published by Belmont Books in 1964. An earlier serialised version, by King Features Syndicate, appeared under the title Trial Without Jury. 

			The story concerns the murder of a wealthy woman:

			Stephen Osborne has just lost his job, not a good one and not one he particularly enjoyed. But at 50-some years of age in the Depression era and with no savings, he doesn’t know how he’s going to provide for his large family except by asking his sister, a wealthy woman, to help him financially. Unfortunately, Octavia Osborne is a most unpleasant person. During her annual visit to Stephen’s home, she not only refuses to help but tells the family that she is writing all of them out of her will. Bad timing on her part, for while she is sitting in a room with her niece, who is engrossed in a book, someone comes in and chokes her, causing death by heart failure.

			Murder in the Family was made into a film, released in February 1938 for 20th Century Fox Productions. Directed by Albert Parker, it starred Barry Jones, Jessica Tandy and Evelyn Ankers. 

			The second story is a novelette, The Monocled Man. One of James Ronald’s earliest works, the story is a fast-moving, tongue in cheek mystery with American ‘pulp fiction’ overtones. Chicago gangster Pete Carponi and his associates, ‘Shorty’, ‘Squiffy’ and the alluring ‘Cincinnati Sadie’, are transported to London in pursuit of ‘The Dude’ and a stolen diamond: “A harsh voice came to him from the other end of the wire. “Is that ‘The Dude’?” it demanded. “This is Carponi. Say, you poor fish, don’t kid yourself. You’re fooling with dynamite and you’re liable to get hurt any minute now. If you don’t ‘come across’ right now, you’ll be sorry. You got ‘Squiffy’ but we’ll get you and get you good.”

			The Monocled Man was published by Gramol in 1933 (Mystery Novels No.10). However, the story is mentioned as previously written in The Age, Melbourne, Australia 1931, and The Irish Independent, Dublin, Republic of Ireland, January 1932, and so was written before 1931 and most likely serialised. This is the exact same story as The Gentleman Crook published in 1935 by Arthur Gray (Books) Ltd and Gramol Mystery Novels No.42, under Ronald’s pseudonym, Michael Crombie. 

			The final piece in this volume is a short story, The Second Bottle. Tense and suspenseful, the story takes place in a diner in the US during a cold hard winter. It was first published in Liberty Magazine, 18 August 1945, and then in Murder for the Millions: A Harvest of Horror and Homicide (anthology of eight stories) ed. Frank Owen, Frederick Fell, New York, 1946. It is also to be found in Horror and Homicide, No. 5 (another anthology of eight stories) published by Checkerbooks, New York 1949, and Famous Short Stories (stories from Liberty Magazine) ed. Frank Cheney Platt, Signet, 1966.

		

	
		
			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			James Jack Ronald, to give his full name, was born 11 May 1905, in North Kelvinside, Glasgow, Scotland. He was the son of James Jack Ronald, a Chartered Public Accountant, and Katherine Hamilton Ronald. He was educated at Hillhead High School, Glasgow, established in 1885.

			Until he was five, James Ronald says he was chubby, happy, and irresponsible; but in 1911, his sixth year, he was run over by an automobile causing a very real morbidity to creep in. For ten years following the accident he suffered recurrent dreams about a wheel that became larger and larger as it turned faster and faster. He was invalided over a long period during which, with his mother Catherine’s encouragement, he enjoyed a prodigious amount of reading. He later claimed he owed his literary gift and resultant career to this near-fatal automobile accident, which caused him to change from a sunny little extrovert to a cloudy introvert.

			When he was fourteen he wrote an account of the accident, setting down all the details in a somewhat light vein, not forgetting to note that the candy he had purchased with such delight on that foggy morning was found sticking to the wheels of the car as he was being carried off. The piece won him first prize for composition and congratulations from the masters at the school and even the headmaster wished him well, but that did not prevent corporal punishment for his appalling handwriting. He was called into the headmaster’s office, but kept waiting so that everybody knew that he, James Ronald, was going to receive a beating from the headmaster. This injustice obviously affected him very deeply, because it remained with him all his life, and crops up in interview after interview:

			“After all, I taught myself to read before going to school and could see no reason for accepting a beating because they failed to teach me how to write, so I bolted.”

			In a spirit of rebellion against repeated punishments for bad handwriting for compositions for which he invariably got an ‘A’, Ronald came home from school one day announcing he would never return. It was time to leave. His mother Catherine was understandably distressed, concerned her elder son leaving school at such a young age would diminish his career prospects. Aware of the scarcity of jobs just then in Glasgow, she told him he could only stay away from school if he remained active in some useful employment, making it clear she would not condone an idler in the family.

			Within three days James Ronald was an errand boy for the Glasgow Evening News, a paper into which he had smuggled a poem some months earlier. But there was ‘no writing, nothing editorial’ in his set up and he thoroughly disliked it and lost the job. He found another post immediately with the Glasgow Sunday Mail and kept this one until he printed his own rival paper on the office mimeograph. He broke the machine and, failing to cover his tracks by leaving a sheet in the copier, he was fired. Then came a dozen jobs, including one with an art dealer for whom he gilded statues and washed windows. His mother told him, ‘It is no disgrace to wash windows, James, but it is a disgrace to wash them like that.’

			By the age of seventeen, James Ronald had run through all prospective employers in Glasgow, including every newspaper. He felt the need of open space—‘a lot of it’—and after various and sundry abortive departures, finally won grudging permission to seek his fortune in the New World.

			For some reason, Chicago stuck in the mind of the young Ronald as a magic word. He became determined to travel to the United States of America. The main method of crossing the Atlantic Ocean in the 1920s was by steamship and ocean liner. The passengers aboard the SS Saturnia included seventeen-year-old James Ronald, who arrived at his destination on 6 December 1922, at the Port of Québec, an inland port located in Québec, Canada. From there he continued his journey across the Great Lakes to Chicago, Illinois, United States. He managed to survive in Chicago; the fastest-growing city in world history, with a flourishing economy approaching three million people, attracting huge numbers of new immigrants from Eastern and Central Europe. Ronald stayed in Chicago for five years, wanting to write, but unable to afford the time because he was forced to earn money to live. He was taken on and fired from a variety of jobs with monotonous regularity. Like his experiences in Glasgow, he exhausted all potential employers, dabbling in some forty jobs ranging from short-order cook and dishwasher to muslin salesman; from dance promoter and theatre manager to washing dishes again in a Greek restaurant. He edited ten trade journals at one time for a Chicago publisher; and gave new life to a women’s religious magazine. A chain-smoker, he confessed slyly to have worked for the Anti-Cigarette League, his excuse being ‘a man must eat don’t you know’—at that time eating being the only philosophy he could afford to practise. It was in the Windy City that he learned about life.

			Working in the U.S. as ‘a visitor’ to avoid immigration may have caught up with Ronald because, in 1927, he returned to Britain on a more permanent basis, and secured a well-paid job with an English newspaper chain, and a promise of future advancement. However, during his first holiday in the job, a car accident disrupted this promising career trajectory.  Whilst driving a small open two-seater Rover 8, Ronald was struck by a two-ton truck and thrown out against the radiator of another vehicle. Left with a broken hip and temporarily crippled (and without the newly acquired job), he settled down to write.

			Ronald’s writing developed in three stages. First, he hammered out serializations and short stories which were syndicated in newspapers, both at home and abroad; and a number were also published in obscure pulp magazines. Some stories then became lost and forgotten and this has unfortunately contributed to a lack of recognition for an impressive body of work. These early narratives were very difficult to track down, but searching has provided me with an enjoyable and rewarding task—a treasure hunt for lost tales. This was not made any easier because many of these stories were published under pseudonyms; Peter Gale, Mark Ellison, Kenneth Streeter, Alan Napier, and even women; Cynthia Priestley and Norah Banning—in addition to known pseudonyms Michael Crombie and Kirk Wales. Those I have discovered have all been gathered together for republication in this series.

			A second writing stage followed; the full-length mystery stories which have made him so popular with Golden Age of Detection aficionados. They are out-of-print, elusive to find, and first editions are very expensive.

			Finally, late in life, James Ronald embarked on his Dickensian-style life drama novels. He received enthusiastic praise for his ingenuity, freshness, and sharp sense of humour by many critics and writers of the time, such as August Derleth. Orville Prescott, the main book reviewer for The New York Times for 24 years, called James Ronald ‘a born novelist’, and that he ‘has in full measure the two basic drives which inspire a writer of fiction–the urge to create characters and to tell stories about them. Mr. Ronald does both naturally, directly and well.’ His work received praise and has been compared to William de Morgan, H. G. Wells, Rudyard Kipling, J. M. Barrie, and Somerset Maugham.

			James Ronald is a writer who has not gained the long-term recognition he deserves. His work has received high praise for his ingenuity, freshness, and sharp sense of humour by many critics and writers of the time and current enthusiasts, highlighting him as one of the leading storytellers of the day, yet barely anything has been republished since his death in 1972. I hope the reader will enjoy these imaginative and entertainingly written stories as much as I have collecting them.

			Chris Verner

			Berkhamsted, Buckinghamshire, UK 

			April 2023

		

	
		
			MURDER IN THE FAMILY 

			Stephen Osborne came out of the office building in which he had been employed for twenty-four years and walked slowly along the grey, sunless canyon which is Grave Street, the main business thoroughfare of Brancaster, that important Midland city. He walked with an unnatural stiffness, as though mind and body were concentrated on the problem of keeping himself erect. Passers-by turned to stare after him. It was a bit thick, they felt, to be as drunk as that at three o’clock in the afternoon.

			He did not look like that sort. He looked like a scholar, a dreamer. Tall and thin, about fifty years of age, he had rather a fine face with a high forehead, an aquiline nose and a sensitive mouth—or perhaps it was only a weak mouth. The dark hair at his temples was sprinkled with silver. He wore a shabby blue suit which had been carefully brushed and pressed and although his shoes had seen a lot of wear they shone bravely. Hundreds of foggy rainy Brancaster days had darkened the grey felt of his hat, but it boasted a new band and showed signs of cleaning—not that anything can clean off Brancaster rain and Brancaster fog. No, he was not the usual drunkard by any means. He looked as though he had too much self-respect for that.

			Of their own accord Stephen’s feet led him round the first turning into Rundle Street, through which he passed nightly on his way to the station. The Labour Exchange was in Rundle Street and outside it a line of men shuffled and lounged while they waited their turns to draw the dole.

			Some of them kept their eyes on the pavement, ashamed of this advertisement of their poverty; some stared at those who passed with a boldness that mocked sympathy; some seemed oblivious to everything but the door at the head of the queue. One ragged soul with frayed cuffs and patched elbows was engrossed in a racing newspaper; another was telling a funny story to his neighbour; a fourth was paring his nails with a penknife. Here a clean collar and polished shoes told of a fight against odds to keep up appearances; and there a scrubby chin, a soiled muffler, and boots caked with mud confessed the hopeless apathy of the derelict who owned them. No two faces were alike. Cheerful, callous, anxious, listless, bitter, defiant: each expressed an attitude to life, and only hope was absent. There was little hope for an out-of-work in Brancaster. The city lives on cotton and cotton is a decayed industry. Every fourth man in the city was unemployed. Stephen remembered something he had heard one shabby man saying to another in a crowded tramcar: “To lose your job these days, mate, is to be out of work for life.”

			Usually, Stephen looked the other way when he passed the Labour Exchange queue, but this afternoon his eyes travelled along it, resting on each face in turn. He had a new interest in this out-of-work army, a new horror at its fate—for a few minutes ago he had joined it.

			“These are trying times, Osborne,” his employer had said regretfully. “We’re losing trade right and left…turnover a third of last year’s…profit cut to the bone on the business that’s left…Lord knows where it’ll end…got to retrench or go under...no fault to find with your work…others in the same boat…we can manage without you immediately if you wish to be free to look for another post…cashier will give you a cheque for two month’s salary…an excellent reference, of course…”

			Stunned and bewildered, Stephen had put on his hat and wandered out into the street. Mile after mile of unfriendly pavement he tramped, neither noticing nor caring where his leaden feet were taking him, and as he drifted he took stock of himself.

			“We can manage without you immediately…” That stung. It stung because it was true. For twenty-four years he had served the firm of Samuel Padbury & Son to the best of his ability and yet it could manage without him at a moment’s notice. His work would be parcelled out among the other clerks, who would have a little more to do than before, and that was all the difference his departure would make.

			A poor recommendation to offer another employer. If others with better qualifications than his could search for work year after year in vain, what hope was there for him? He had little initiative, no confidence in meeting and talking to strangers. He did not know how to go looking for work. In all his life, he had held but one job, the one he had just lost; and it had been obtained for him through the influence of a friend.

			His qualifications were few. A public-school education, three years at Cambridge, four years of idling in London, twenty-four years of clerical drudgery. Drudgery? Yes, that was what it had been; and he had hated every minute of it, although he had tried not to let Edith know. It would have hurt her to realise how bitterly he loathed the office to which he had been condemned when he married her.

			Edith! How was he to tell her! And—Good God!—how were they to live? They had never been able to save. How could they, with five children to feed, clothe, educate? They had less than ten pounds in the bank; and the cheque for two months’ salary, another fifty odd pounds, would not last long. When it was gone—what? 

			Stephen ground his teeth. He would find another job. He must. But even as he swore it, he realised that he could not hope for anything like his former salary of three hundred and fifty a year. And even that had been barely sufficient for his family’s needs. A smaller salary would mean that Michael would have to go to work at once and probably Dorothy and Ann as well. Perhaps he had no right to have other plans for them, to want to see his elder son a doctor, to rebel at the thought of his daughters working in offices. Probably they should have been given an early start in the lifelong business of earning a living, like the children of most men whose financial positions were similar to his own. But the only sweetening in the bitter cup of his twenty-four years of drudgery had been the aspiration to better things for his children. And at the back of his mind there had been the thought of Octavia’s money, not for himself, but for them. In the end it must come to them; there was no one else to whom she could leave it.

			Thinking of his sister, Stephen frowned. ‘One day you’ll come crawling back to me, begging for help…’ Octavia had said that, twenty-four years ago. And now he was about to prove her right. He would have to go to her and ask her to help him. Almost he would rather die than do it. But life is not as easy as that. You don’t die. You go on living. And to live you must have money, for the prime concerns of life are not love, hate, pride, and passion, but rent, rates, food and clothing.

			After all, the quarrel with Octavia was a thing of twenty-four years ago. They had been on fairly friendly terms with her for twenty years and she visited them every summer. True, she had never done anything for them, but Stephen had never asked her—and she liked to be asked. Even when his finances were at their lowest ebb, Stephen had not approached her. To have done so would have seemed disloyal to Edith, who had been the innocent cause of that ancient quarrel.

			This was different. This was not financial stringency but dire necessity. It would not be easy to approach her (and Octavia would not make it easier) but it would have to be done. And when he had humbled himself, Octavia would help him. It would be like eating dirt, but that was the price he had to pay for being a failure and the father of a family. She was very rich. It would mean nothing to her to allow him as much as he earned at Padbury’s.

			Her annual visit was due in a week. He would talk to her then. In the meantime, he would try not to let Edith know that he had lost his job. It would only worry her. He would come to town every day as usual and only break the news to Edith when he had Octavia’s promise to help them.

			To go home before his usual time would call for an explanation, so until six o’clock Stephen continued to walk the streets and at six, he turned his steps in the direction of the station. In the booking-hall he ran into George Bramwell, a stout, red-faced man with whom he sometimes shared a compartment. George greeted Stephen with the hearty enthusiasm with which he greeted most acquaintances; which meant, that is to say, precisely nothing.

			“Hullo, old chap. You’re looking seedy. Liver, I daresay. I’ll put you on to a good thing I’ve discovered…”

			They showed their season tickets, passed through the barrier, and walked along the platform. Stephen made to get into a compartment, but Bramwell drew him back.

			“Not in there. Let’s go further along. That was Donovan in the corner. He’s on his uppers. His agency came a cropper a year ago and he hasn’t earned a bean since. He’d have had some hard luck story to tell us if we’d got in with him—and I’d have been alone with him after you got out at Gay Ladies. They tell me he’s touched every friend he has in the world, but he won’t get a chance to touch Uncle George in a hurry. Here, this’ll do. Not many in the train tonight; we’ll have the compartment to ourselves.”

			I wonder if you would be so pleased to have my company, thought Stephen, if you knew that this afternoon I, too, came a cropper. He dropped into a corner seat and opened his evening newspaper, without much hope that the manoeuvre would silence his companion.

			“Sad affair, that suicide in Goudy Street,” said Bramwell, stabbing the front page of Stephen’s paper with a stubby forefinger. “Read about it in an early edition. Poor devil—lost his job—tried to get another for a solid six months—over fifty—alone in the world—living in a furnished room—down to his last bob—didn’t know where to turn—stuffed door and windows with paper—put his last bob in the meter—lay down in front of the gas fire. Landlady went in to make his bed this morning; found him dead.”

			“Poor devil, indeed,” said Stephen softly.

			There, but for the grace of God— But he had Octavia to turn to. Even if she failed him, he still had Edith and the children. No matter what happened, life would be worth living while he had them.

			“He wouldn’t have done it if he hadn’t been alone,” he said. “A married man has to go on living for the sake of his family.”

			George Bramwell bit the end of a fat cigar and struck a match. He leaned back, exuding prosperity and self-satisfaction.

			“That’s all you know,” he retorted cheerfully. “There was a case not so long ago, you must have read about it: fellow in Wolverhampton—forty-five years old—wife and family—two little boys and a girl of fourteen—business failed—tried to get a job—tried for two years and couldn’t—no money left—no food in the house—killed his wife and the boys—cut his own throat—and left the girl to come home from school and find ’em!”

			He blew a smoke ring and seemed to fill the compartment with the aura of his ghoulish triumph.

			Icy fingers tightened on Stephen’s heart. If Octavia should fail him— He had to muster his courage to hold fast to the fading conviction that she would not fail him. The thought that she might was too terrible to harbour. She would have to help him. He would make her.

			“You’d be surprised at the things I could tell you,” murmured Bramwell complacently. “Things I’ve seen and heard these last few years—”

			“For heaven’s sake,” said Stephen angrily, “shut up.” 

			Bramwell stared. What on earth had got into Osborne? His little eyes narrowed. The fellow looked worried. Money troubles, perhaps. Maybe his job wasn’t as secure as it might be. Whose was, these days? He would have to keep an eye on him. He had troubles enough of his own. It was a mistake taking up with just anyone on a railway journey... With an air of offended majesty, he leaned against a window and spread his newspaper on his fat knees.

			There was silence in the compartment while the train rushed through the slums of Brancaster, through the thinning suburbs, into the open country. When it shuddered to a halt at a wayside station gay with flowers, Stephen rose and opened the door.

			“Good night,” he said; but Bramwell did not answer. 

			Stephen squared his shoulders and walked along the platform. He came out into the village and his eyes softened. It was such a lovely little place. It was home. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Stephen filled his lungs with the live air and stepped out briskly. Gay Ladies straggles along a country road and the back garden of almost every dwelling looks over open fields. The station, like a stranger who states his errand on the doorstep, stands at one end of the village, with a gap between it and the handful of shops which is all of the commercial enterprise that Gay Ladies boasts.

			Beyond the shops the road skirts the green, flanked by lichened cottages four centuries old which look as though they were sown as seed into the soil from which they raise their weathered walls and grew up with the flowers and trees that surround them. On one side of the green the cottages huddle against the village inn, like shy children clinging to their mother, but on the other side they give more room to the stately fourteenth century church which stands in their midst. The cottages wind with the road past the green and when it leaves them the road suddenly straightens, like a drunkard who spies a genteel acquaintance, and goes straight between two rows of semi-detached red-brick villas which have an air of keeping themselves very much to themselves.

			The fading sunlight shone on something that sparkled in a window of one of the villas. Stephen smiled. Miss Whipple, a middle-aged spinster, lived in that villa, and it was general knowledge that she used a telescope to keep herself in touch with the activities of her neighbours. She filled the function of village newspaper far more spicily than a newspaper would have dared. There were few sunny days when the gleam of her telescope could not be seen at the window of one of her upstairs rooms.

			The road bent sharply where the villas ended, as though the strain of going straight had been too much for it, and wavered between clipped hedges bounding the large gardens of the houses in which lived the gentlefolk of Gay Ladies, the vicar, the doctor, and a sprinkling of professional men who travelled daily to offices in Brancaster.

			Round the bend Stephen came upon a sturdy boy of twelve in a grey shirt, open at the neck, and grey flannel shorts, who was kicking a ball from one side of the road to the other, and gradually—very gradually—working in the direction in which Stephen was going. The boy had fair hair which was turning from golden to brown, a cheerful sunburned face, friendly blue eyes, a short nose with a slight tilt, and a mouth which smiled readily. When he saw Stephen, the smile grew on his lips and he ran back to meet him.

			“Well, Peter,” said Stephen.

			“Well, Daddy.”

			“Had a good day?”

			“Splendid! I went out with Bob Dowell and his ferret and we got four rabbits. Big ’uns. He gave me two.”

			“You’re very dirty.”

			“I know.”

			Father and son exchanged a glance which gave dirty face and hands no more than their proper importance. Peter picked up the ball and they walked on together.

			“Where’s Michael?” asked Stephen.

			“Out on his motorbike, Daddy. I asked him to tab me, but he said he’d be tinkering with it and I’d be in the way.”

			They strolled along, chatting together, for a few minutes and then they spied a girl and a young man standing in the roadway a hundred yards ahead. 

			“Dorothy and Ted Fleming,” said Peter. “They’re up to something.”

			Stephen was inclined to agree. Something told him that this was no chance encounter. There was a guilty air about the waiting couple which suggested an ambush. He had never before noticed how really beautiful Dorothy had become. She had always been pretty, but now she was almost as rarely lovely as Edith had been at her age.

			“Hello, Daddy,” she said. She kissed him, a thing his children rarely did in public.

			Stephen greeted the young man, who grinned awkwardly, then glanced meaningfully at Dorothy. She flushed. They all stood looking at each other in the middle of the road, then, with a cry which was not quite spontaneous, Dorothy pounced upon her small brother.

			“Peter, you’re filthy! You’d better hurry home and wash, or you’ll be late for supper.”

			“I want to walk home with Daddy,” Peter objected.

			“You’d better run, or Mother will be cross. Give me ten yards start and I’ll race you.”

			“All right, but I’m sure to win. You know you always get puffed half way.”

			They darted off up the road and Stephen and Ted Fleming were left to follow together. The young man coughed.

			“Has Dorothy told you, sir: I’ve passed my final exam and Father is taking me into his office as a junior partner.”

			“I’m delighted to hear it. You’re getting a splendid start in life. Your father has one of the best legal practices in Brancaster.”

			Young Fleming mumbled something and reddened. “I—er—I—I’ve something rather important I want to talk to you about, sir.”

			Stephen realised what was coming. If he read the signs correctly, the lad had just proposed and been accepted and they hadn’t been able to resist waylaying him to get his consent without delay. It was good of them to ask his consent; he had never been the sort of parent who demanded concessions to his authority. He was glad. Ted was exactly the sort of young man he wanted for his daughter’s husband. They would make a charming couple.

			But would Ted’s parents be equally pleased? They could not have anything against Dorothy, but they might not consider a clerk a desirable father-in-law for their only son. They were the sort of people who were certain to reduce the romance to those terms. And he was now an unemployed clerk, which made the situation a thousand times more difficult. Suddenly he felt very tired. He had too much on his mind this evening to cope with another problem.

			“I’m rather tired. Won’t it keep until tomorrow?”

			“I—I suppose it can,” said Ted Fleming dully.

			At the southern end of the village, they parted at the gate of a large house, square and solid set in the middle of a fair-sized garden, like a child’s building block on a pocket handkerchief. The jerry-builder who put up the red-brick villas had built it for himself. A man of ideas, he had foreseen the time when the people who worked in the cities would sleep in suburban villages. Gay Ladies was only six miles from Brancaster and a dozer trains a day stopped at its tiny station. He saw no reason why the village should not become one of the bedrooms of the city, to the profit of an enterprising builder. He bought acres of land which had grown potatoes and turnips as long as anyone could remember, planted then with bricks and mortar, and the red villas—a dozen of them—sprang up like mushrooms, almost overnight. When the first four were sold and the foundations dug for twelve more, he started his own house.

			He built it solidly, of matured timber and grey stone, with large rooms, square windows, and plenty of cupboards, and the beauty of its surroundings did much to atone for the ugliness of its architecture. Beyond it lay green fields and the white road that wound between other fields to farms which drowsed in hollows among gently swelling slopes. Behind a meadow through which ran a talkative stream that a man could take in his stride, and a stretch of moorland, purple, green, and gold in the summer, melting into distant hills. Across the road in front of the house was a larch coppice which sheltered a colony of birds larger than the human population of the village.

			The house was built in 1905, and a year later the jerry-builder went out at the back door and through the meadow to the chattering stream and there shot himself, having bitten off more than he could chew.

			In time Brancaster proved him right by sprawling out and creating garden suburbs where before the entire countryside had been a garden, but proved him wrong by steadfastly ignoring the village of Gay Ladies, much to the satisfaction of the older inhabitants. For seven years the house stood empty and then, in 1912, Stephen and his bride came to live in Brancaster. At first, they lived in lodgings and went bicycling at weekends to get the smoke out of their lungs. On one of these excursions they discovered Gay Ladies, and fell in love with it. “If you love me, Stephen,” said Edith, “bring me to live here.”

			The following day Stephen had consulted an estate agent and was informed that in all Gay Ladies there was but one dwelling to let—the jerry-builder’s house. Prospective tenants are inclined to shy at a house which is associated with a suicide or a murder, and this one had become a white elephant. The agent, scenting a good tenant, had offered it at the tempting rental of thirty pounds a year. Stephen closed with the offer quickly and that evening Edith and he had celebrated their emancipation from lodgings in champagne and lobster at the Midland Hotel.

			The Osbornes had moved into the square, ugly house, taking with them a servant girl even more young and inexperienced than themselves. In 1936 they were still living there and by that time there were seven Osbornes, the rent had been raised three times, the harsh contours of the house had been softened by a garment of Virginia creeper and hallowed by countless associations and the raw servant girl was a woman in her middle forties.

			Stephen swung open the gate and went up the trim garden path. A tall, graceful woman was waiting at the open door. At forty-nine, Edith Osborne was still very beautiful and her blue eyes had a serenity born of a hundred triumphs and disasters. When Stephen met her eyes, he knew that he would have to tell her that very night about his lost job. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			At eight o’clock the following morning, a Saturday in early August, a boy on a bicycle rode up to the house at the end of the village. He dismounted and leaned his bicycle against the hedge, threw the garden gate back with a crash that sorely tried its hinges, swaggered up the path, and beat a rousing tattoo with the door-knocker. In a few moments the door was opened by a woman in a blue print dress and white apron who declared acidly that if it was his desire to break it in, he would have been well advised to bring an axe and do the job properly.

			Her scowl changed to an anxious frown when she saw the buff envelope in his hand. In this flippant age there are those who send and receive telegrams as nonchalantly as post cards, but Hannah Gale was not one of them.

			“Osborne,” said the boy self-importantly, holding out the envelope and a receipt-book.

			“Take your dirty boots off my clean steps, Master Ernie Piper!” snapped Hannah, but the rebuke lacked her customary fire.

			She took the wire as gingerly as though it were infected, carried it to her mistress, who was laying the table for breakfast, and waited gloomily, ominously, while it was opened.

			Edith Osborne uttered an exclamation of dismay when she read the message. “Aunt Octavia... Oh, dear!”

			Hannah’s face lit up. “Dead?” she asked hopefully.

			Her mistress laughed. “Hannah, I’m ashamed of you. No, it isn’t anything like that. She’s had a row with friends with whom she’s been staying and she’s coming to visit us now instead of next week—she’s arriving by the twelve o’clock train. It’s going to make things rather awkward. I meant to give her the room Uncle Simon has—he would have been gone by next Saturday—but we’ll manage somehow. I do hope Simon will be civil to her. Tell the boy there’s no answer.”

			Hannah returned to the front door where she found Ernie Piper, the tip of his tongue protruding from his mouth, drawing on one of the pillars with a chewed stump of pencil.

			“Why, you little wretch—” A stinging blow from one of her large red hands sent him sprawling on the gravel path. “There’s no answer,” she added.

			Ernie, picked himself up, felt his tingling ear, and launched on a lurid description of Hannah which terminated abruptly when she took a step forward. He took to his heels and the gate crashed behind him.

			Her muscular arms akimbo, Hannah stooped to inspect the drawing. The boy had sketched a rugged, mannish profile which could only be identified as that of a woman by the bun of hair at the back of the head. A large nose with a grotesque hump in the middle of it; an ear which stood out like a jughandle; a mouth which looked ready—eager—to bite; a fierce eye, from which the artist had radiated a number of tiny daggers... Hannah realised grimly that it was not at all a bad caricature of herself. Even as a girl, she had never cherished any illusions about her own exceeding plainness.

			A household may be judged by the woman in the kitchen. Hannah was a domestic servant of a type which is almost extinct. Registries do not supply them. Gold cannot buy them. Only a mistress who appreciates them can keep them. 

			The family that Hannah had served for twenty-four years was her whole existence. Work was her pride, cleanliness her god. A large woman in her forties, there was no superfluous flesh on her bony muscular frame; she had always been too hard a worker for that. No matter what the hour or how messy her occupation, her apron was always clean. She would rather have washed a dozen a week than have worn a soiled one.

			The appetising odour which pervaded the house reminded her that she had left bacon frying on the gas-stove. She closed the front door and went into the kitchen, prodded the sizzling rashers with a fork, and turned, with her hand outstretched, to a table beneath the window. She frowned. Odd! She could have sworn she had placed some eggs, an eggbeater, and her favourite bowl on the table. The eggs were still there, and the beater, but not the bowl. Wondering if her memory was playing her a trick, she looked on the shelf on which her bowls were stacked. But it was not there.

			And then she remembered that Michael had come into the kitchen by the back door at the moment when she went to answer the front door bell. And Master Michael had a habit of borrowing first and asking permission afterwards. With a belligerent look in her eyes, she went to see what he was up to with her best bowl.

			Michael was in the shed at the side of the house in which he kept his motorcycle. A slim youth of seventeen with dark, curly hair, large dark eyes and a thin, eager-looking face; clad in soiled grey flannels and a much-mended pullover, he was squatting on the concrete floor, surrounded by parts from his dismantled machine. Hannah’s cherished bowl was filled with a black oily liquid which smelt of paraffin and he was washing the parts in it and drying them on a grimy cloth.

			Hannah uttered an outraged snort and the youth looked up, brushing a lock of hair from his eyes. “Hello, Hannah. Come to give me a hand?”

			“If I do, you young ruffian, it’ll be round your ears. After you broke that pudding-basin the other day, didn’t I tell you to keep out of my kitchen?”

			“What a mean old woman you are! Can’t a chap borrow one of your blessed bowls for five minutes when he’s got a job to do?”

			“And how, pray, am I to beat eggs for an omelette?”

			“Scramble ’em.”

			Hannah looked down at his curved back. The Osborne children were all as dear to her as though they were her own, but Michael was the apple of her eye. When he was born his mother had been in danger of dying and the doctor had despaired of the child as well. While doctor and nurse strove to save the mother, Hannah had tried an old-fashioned remedy on the baby. She had evoked from him his first puny cries at the moment when Edith Osborne opened her eyes again to life. And, having snatched him from Death, Hannah loved Michael as dearly as though she had borne him.

			With a sigh she turned to go back to the kitchen, leaving him in possession of the bowl, but out of the corner of her eye she identified the oily cloth with which he was drying his nuts and bolts.

			“One of my good dishcloths!”

			She whipped it out of his hand, picked up the bowl and poured the contents down a drain, and marched off with her head in the air. A smell of burning greeted her when she entered the kitchen. She snatched the frying-pan from the gas-stove, but the damage was done. Slicing more bacon, greasing another pan, she muttered to herself things which ought to have made Michael’s ears burn.

			Through the window she saw Marjory wandering in the garden with a basket on her arm. Marjory was fourteen, straight and slender as a boy, with a boy’s natural grace of carriage. Like Michael, she had dark, curling hair and dark eyes. She was wearing a red jersey and a short blue skirt which displayed an incredible length of leg. No matter how often her clothes were lengthened she always had too much leg.

			Theoretically she was gathering raspberries for breakfast, but Hannah was prepared to bet that the basket was empty. Marjory could not be relied upon to perform the simplest task without supervision. A dreamer, she spent most of her time in a world of her own, a world peopled with characters of her own creation, in which she herself was the most important character of all.

			At the moment, Marjory was a Great Lady. She was walking in the garden of a country mansion with a lovesick suitor whom she liked and respected but could never love. It was her duty to make him understand that she could never be more to him than a very dear friend (which was his cue to kiss her hand, mutter something brokenly, and stumble with bowed head from her presence to hide his sorrow in some far-flung corner of the globe) but she must break it to him gently so that he would not be driven by the agony of his despair to the point of taking his life.

			It was all deliciously sad. There was a lump in her throat, a moistness in her eyes.

			But there were no raspberries in the basket.

			Mrs. Osborne came into the kitchen with a vase in her hand and held out the telegram to Hannah.

			“Will you please take it upstairs to Mr. Osborne? I’ll keep an eye on the breakfast. Oh, and Hannah, see if Miss Ann is up.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Stephen Osborne was not in his room, but the sound of running water led Hannah to him. The bathroom door was ajar and she walked in without ceremony. He was standing beside the bath, shaving; and Peter, in undervest and shorts, was performing his ablutions at the wash-stand. Stephen had not worked up his usual bubbling lather and the razor was moving slowly, occasionally pausing in mid-air, a sign that his thoughts were far away. Peter was taking advantage of his father’s preoccupation to wash his face sketchily and his neck not at all.

			In one movement, Hannah gave the wire to Stephen Osborne and took a firm grip of his small son’s neck. She plunged Peter’s face into the water and picked up the soap. In spite of his squirming protests, she soaped his face, neck and ears thoroughly, rubbed them until they glowed pink, and left him to rinse and dry himself.

			

			“Beast!” he called after her as she went out of the bathroom.

			Hannah walked along the corridor and knocked at a door. There was no answer, so she turned the handle and went in. Ann, the second eldest of the family, who was nineteen, was lying in bed, propped up with pillows, reading a book supported on her drawn-up knees.

			To say of a girl that she has an intelligent face is as much as to say that she has no claims to beauty. Ann had an intelligent face and she did not care who said so. In repose—and it usually was—it was plain. Her complexion was sallow and her dark eyes seemed to slumber behind thick lenses, framed in tortoiseshell, through which they viewed the world. There was often a vaguely puzzled expression in her eyes. Her Uncle Simon called it her ‘questing look’. He said that she was a Joan of Arc who had not yet heard the voices and who was eternally listening for them. In her rare moments of enthusiasm her eyes came alive and seemed to light up her face, so that those who had put her down as dull and unattractive wondered how they had ever arrived at such a conclusion.

			“Miss Ann!” said Hannah loudly. 

			Ann went on reading.

			Hannah advanced to the foot of the bed. “Miss Ann!” she called, still more loudly.

			“I’ll be down in a sec,” said Ann, without looking up.

			“Your mother says—”

			“Tell her you’ve shouted in my ear and I’m rising with all possible haste.”

			“If you don’t, she’ll be cross.”

			Grumbling, Ann put down the book, threw back the bedclothes, and slid bare feet to the floor
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