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‌Introduction

   In February 1926, Thomas Stearns Eliot delivered a series of lectures on English metaphysical poetry at Cambridge University, where literary critic F. L. Lucas arranged an introduction to ‘half a dozen of the most intelligent undergraduates I know’. Among these Cambridge stars was twenty-one-year-old Alan Francis Clutton-Brock, whom Lucas described as ‘the son of his father; nice, quite clever and much improved since he came up, when he was the silliest young man I’ve ever seen.’

   Alan Clutton-Brock (1904–76) was the son of Arthur Clutton-Brock, an Oxford-educated art critic and journalist who took the iconoclastic T. S. Eliot to task for pronouncing Shakespeare’s Hamlet ‘an artistic failure’. After graduating from Eton and Cambridge, the younger Clutton-Brock became a popular art critic and something of an artist himself. In 1941 he published his only detective novel, Murder at Liberty Hall.

   The product of a British intellectual with a youthful sense of whimsy, Murder at Liberty Hall was well-received by reviewers, particularly in the United States, where the Saturday Review praised the novel’s ‘sly humor and good puzzle’, while the New York Times Book Review gave it what may be fairly termed a rave notice: ‘This is one of those gleeful cerebral thrillers … full of quips and cranks and wanton wiles … The effect is always amusing … And, oh yes, there’s a perfectly good mystery.’

   The story is attractively set at a progressive, co-educational school, which the author views with humorous scepticism. During the 1930s, so-called ‘progressive education’ attracted increasing interest and education reformers began to call for curricula which were not tied to subjects but rather related more closely, as one study put it, ‘to the natural movement of the children’s minds’. Traditionalists scoffed at such revolutionary notions and British detective fiction—in many ways a politically conservative branch of literature in the interwar period—tended to go along with this criticism, with mystery writers lampooning progressive education, right along with other seemingly queer and comical innovations of the era such as vegetarianism, nudism, abstract art and Freudian psychology.

   Murder at Liberty Hall takes place in May 1939, shortly before the outbreak of the Second World War, as German refugees are streaming into England to escape the horrors of Hitler’s regime. The narrator is James Hardwicke, scientist and authority on human genetics, who to his expressed mortification has acquired a ‘Fleet Street reputation’ as an expert on criminal tendencies. As the novel opens, Mrs. Rachel Eakins, a wealthy philanthropist, has invited James to Scrope House School, to identify an apparent pyromaniac running loose among the student body. As Mrs. Eakins attempts to explain in her rambling letter, ‘we try to think of the unfortunate boy or girl as a patient, and we do need someone who will view the whole problem of crime in the light of really modern science’. James is inclined to ignore this odd invitation but is pressed into accepting by a persuasive lady friend, Caroline Fisher, who hopes to get a position there.

   So off James goes with Caroline—his woman Watson, if you will—to investigate this case of arson, but soon enough James’s investigation at Scrope House expands to include murder too. Readers will find a good murder plot at the heart of Murder at Liberty Hall, although, there are quite a few digressions. However, these very digressions make up some of the most interesting parts, and humorous commentary runs through it like a taunting red ribbon. On a food faddist faculty member: ‘I can’t imagine why she stays on … It’s quite obvious that her nonsense doesn’t suit the nonsense of the rest of the people here.’ Or on teaching the schoolchildren at Scrope House the birds and the bees: ‘The farm is some way from the school … but the children often go there when they feel like it. There’s some idea that it’s good for them … I think the idea is that they should learn the facts of life from watching the farm animals.’

   Aside from humour, there are certain passages in the novel which so resemble sentiments expressed by Alan’s old Eton schoolmate, George Orwell, that Orwell Society member L. J. Hurst was moved to publicly query, ‘how much input did Orwell have into Clutton-Brock’s only mystery?’ Certainly Clutton-Brock uses the novel to both defend cricket and critique Communism in terms rather close to Orwell’s. When a Jewish refugee teacher speculates that he might have been denounced as a Nazi spy as punishment for leaving the Communist Party, the naive English liberal James protests. The teacher quickly schools James in the brutal facts of that era’s remorseless totalitarian realpolitik. His view of life is positively Orwellian: ‘My dear Hardwicke … Once you get the idea that any action is justifiable if it’s for the good of the party anything can happen. The ordinary rules mean nothing at all; it’s quite incredible, until you see it happen, how quickly a charming, perhaps rather silly enthusiast, as you put it, will develop into a ruthless Machiavellian.’

   Furthermore, a passage in Murder at Liberty Hall, and one in Orwell’s War-time Diary—dated 20 June 1940 but not made public until 1968—are almost identical: ‘Why is it, by the way, that although England normally has one of the smallest armies in the world it has the largest number of retired Colonels?’ (Murder at Liberty Hall) and ‘A thought that occurred to me yesterday: how is it that England, with one of the smallest armies in the world, has so many retired colonels?’ (War-time Diary)

   So just how much did George Orwell and Alan Clutton-Brock stay in touch after leaving Eton? Orwell mentions in a letter that the two saw quite a bit of each other in 1928, when they were young men in their mid-twenties. They were also in proximity for a time, after Alan had married Sheelah Mabel Stoney Archer and was living with her and their two young children in Greenwich. Drs Laurence and Gwen O’Shaughnessy lived nearby with Laurence’s sister Eileen, whom Orwell married in 1936, and his diaries document time spent there.

   In his 2003 biography Orwell: The Life, author D. J. Taylor notes that Orwell wrote to the Air Ministry in March 1941 about obtaining a position with the Public Relations Department, a ‘popular berth for literary men in war-time’ that then was being administered by no other than Alan Clutton-Brock. Taylor quotes a contemporary who recalled that Alan, ‘looking resplendent in his blue squadron leader’s uniform’, informally interviewed Orwell at his digs about the position; and he reproduces this amusing scrap of the conversation which supposedly took place there between the two men:

   ACB: I can’t say anything about the work, of course, but I assure you it’s tedious beyond belief. And the dreadful people you meet!
GO: I wouldn’t want a commission, you understand. I’d be quite happy in the ranks.
ACB: And you have to do six weeks of foot training first—insufferable! In fact, until it occurred to me to think of the whole thing as a kind of ballet, I didn’t think I’d survive it!
GO: But I like drills. I know the Manual by heart. I need the discipline.


   
   
   
   I cannot promise that this conversation—so reminiscent of the comment attributed to the great camp English actor Ernest Thesiger about his service during the First World War (‘Oh, my dear! The noise! And the people!’)—really took place, but would it not be ever so lovely if it had? For his part, Taylor declares that this ‘bizarre dialogue … seems wholly authentic’.

   In January 1936 Alan’s wife Sheelah was killed in a car accident along with a former neighbour, Dr Norman Dyer Ball. Norman and his wife Doris Bell Collier Ball had been the previous owners of the O’Shaughnessy residence but had moved out of London in 1935. Left with four young children to raise, widow Doris wrote mysteries to supplement her income as a doctor and under the name Josephine Bell published forty-five detective novels, beginning with Murder in Hospital, which introduced her charming and handsome amateur sleuth, Dr. David Wintringham.

   Sheelah’s young children, Juliet and Francis, went to live in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) with her sister, where Francis died from polio in 1945. (The late Juliet Clutton-Brock later became a prominent English archaeozoologist.) In December 1936, widower Alan married Barbara Foy Mitchell and they had a daughter, Eleanor, in 1946. From 1955, Alan and Barbara resided at Chastleton House (now a National Trust property), the superb Jacobean country manor that he had inherited from a distant cousin. Alan became Slade Professor of Fine Art at Cambridge (1955–58) and served as art critic at The Times for ten years. In his 1976 obituary, the paper lauded him as ‘a man of high intelligence and charm’ whose ‘wit, wide reading and store of historical knowledge were instinct in all that he wrote’. These winning qualities encompass Alan Clutton-Brock’s Murder at Liberty Hall, now happily back in print after eight decades.

   Curtis Evans, September 2020

  


  
   ‌Scrope House School is not drawn from life, and I had no actual school or any real persons in mind when I was describing it. I am not aware, and indeed it is most unlikely, that any of the events I have related ever occurred in any school of any kind. All the characters as well as the opinions expressed in this novel are equally imaginary.


   —alan clutton-brock

  


  
    
Chapter One

   My post that morning contained a proposal of marriage from a woman who described herself as my spiritual twin, an invitation to give a series of unpaid lectures on religion and modern psychology, and an offer from an American Negro to provide the facts for and share the profits of his biography if I could be sure of finishing it within three months. It also contained my first communication from Scrope House School, a letter which I found very difficult to understand. It began thus:—

   We have heard so much about your wonderful work and though, of course, there is no reason to think that the patient is necessarily a twin, nevertheless we try to think of the unfortunate boy or girl as a patient, and we do need someone who will view the whole problem of crime in the light of really modern science. Naturally we have a practising psycho-analyst on the staff, Dr. Hickman, whose name will no doubt be familiar to you, but he says that he can do nothing until he knows who it is that he should treat. And perhaps, he says, he can do nothing even then, since many criminals—it is sad to have to use the word—will not co-operate. I mentioned your name and Dr. Hickman said it was much more in your line than his; he has not specialized in criminals at all, and, for a school psychologist, that would never have done…


   But there is no profit in quoting the rest of the letter. What it seemed to amount to was that a crime had been committed, apparently by schoolchildren—one cryptic phrase suggested that the crime might be arson—and I was to come at once. The signature was Rachel Eakins, the notepaper extremely opulent. Obviously, I thought, as I laid the letter on one side, this was only another instance of that extraordinary delusion, the delusion that I am an expert on crime, from which so many people suffer who merely knew me by name.

   I am afraid that you also will almost certainly know me by name, and, unless you are very simple indeed, this will make you suspect that I am not serious about my own work, that I am not a genuine scientific worker, but only one of those people who tell you about the expanding universe, or the effect of glands on the destiny of the human race. But this is not really my fault; I can honestly assure the reader that when I first began to work on the life-histories of identical twins it never even occurred to me that I might thereby gain a Fleet Street reputation or be frequently subjected to the temptation of writing a brisk article at fifty guineas a time. Fortunately or unfortunately—it depends on what view may be taken about the advantages of being able to earn money in this fashion—I had taken up with two out of the very limited number of things that can attract the attention of those who think they know what is news and what is not. For to cultivate an intuitive sense of news values, as I have heard it described, is to find oneself gradually restricted to a very few subjects which are either tedious in themselves or have become so as a result of being dragged in on all possible occasions. And to this class of subject, as everyone will recognize, even if they should have only the most rudimentary sense of news values, both crime and twins belong. The conjunction of the two is irresistible, and that is why I am so widely known as James, ‘identical twin’, Hardwicke.

   What, you may ask, is the connection between twins and crime? I am tired of saying that there is none. Only a few days ago I read an article which followed one that I myself had lately written in the same paper; it was by a journalist who had received one of the handsomest rewards that are open to his profession—I refer to a Deanery—and in it he protested that he had known many virtuous twins, men of sterling character, eminent scholars, distinguished soldiers, or upright men of affairs. He was sure, he continued, that when the stock was good there was no tendency for twins to become criminals, though no doubt there might be such a tendency among the proletariat who in any case produced far too many twins and triplets, to say nothing of ordinary single births. It is no use trying to clear up such misunderstandings, and I have given up trying to do so in the public press. But here I may perhaps indulge in the luxury of correcting a popular delusion for which many of my friends hold me directly responsible.

   The particular piece of research which won me so much notoriety is as follows: I have made it my business to inspect the life histories of as many identical twins as I could find. Identical twins are, of course, twins deriving from the same ovum which has split into two, not twins from two ova fertilized at the same time, and they are always very much alike. My object was to judge the effect of environment as opposed to that of heredity, and for this purpose I obtained the histories of twins who had been separated at birth. Such cases are usually to be found in institutions, since twins are not usually separated in ordinary families though they sometimes may be. I have also consulted the records of criminals and lunatics who were identical twins and in this way I have definitely established the fact that if one identical twin has become, let us say, a criminal, then there is a considerable probability that the other twin is also, or will become, a criminal. And this probability is much greater than the probability that two non-identical twins, or, of course, two ordinary brothers or sisters, similarly separated at birth, will go the same way in after life. You see the idea? It is merely an accident that I have had to concern myself so often with criminal twins, and if there had been any statistics about twins who married red-haired women or took to agriculture it would have done just as well and a Dean would be writing, though without so much heat, to say that many twins of his acquaintance had not married red-haired women or taken to agriculture.

   A friend of mine, a psychologist, often tells me that in his opinion my notoriety has not come by chance. Character, he says, is destiny, whatever that may mean, and if I had not been the kind of exhibitionist who inevitably gets known in Fleet Street, I should never have hit on so exquisitely felicitous a combination of subjects. I must, he thinks, have instinctively wished to satisfy the mysterious tropisms of journalists and with such a talent, he once added, I might even have done well as a sculptor. Naturally this is not my opinion, but there it is, and I have given this perhaps too lengthy explanation partly as a relief for my feelings and partly to show how it was possible for me to be consulted about a crime, how I came to be invited to Scrope House School, and why I spent some time there posing as a detective.

   I should naturally have ignored Miss, or Mrs. Eakins’s letter, like all the other mad letters which are of no use except to amuse me in the morning, if I had not had lunch a day later with Caroline Fisher, with whom at that time I suppose I was more or less in love. It must have been because I was in love with her that I am now unable to say what she was like; I remember, of course, some details of her outward appearance, as that she had a good figure, and that I did not at that time like the way she did her hair. But for the most part she must appear simply as a girl, like the girls who sometimes turn up with one’s friends, an exasperating interference with rational discourse, impossible to neglect, but equally impossible to bring easily into the conversation.

   At that time Caroline was excited about Scrope House, where she had recently spent a week-end; it was the proper thing then, and for all I know still may be, to spend a week-end there and to come back with a batch of amusing stories about the place. Caroline was enthusiastic about the merits of this school, and began talking about it at luncheon.

   ‘I wish I could get a job at Scrope House,’ she said.

   ‘Why?’ I asked.

   ‘Well, if you knew what the girls’ school I went to was like, you wouldn’t ask.’

   ‘I daresay,’ I said, ‘that it’s a better school than yours was, but do you want to be a schoolmistress?’

   ‘I really think I might,’ Caroline answered. ‘At Scrope House, at any rate.’

   At this point I thought of the letter I had received the day before, and remembered that it had been addressed from somewhere ‘near Scropeham’.

   ‘Is Scropeham anything to do with Scrope House?’ I asked.

   ‘It’s a town a few miles away,’ Caroline said.

   ‘Well, has a certain Rachel Eakins anything to do with the school?’

   ‘Oh, Mrs. Eakins,’ Caroline said. ‘Why, she is Scrope House; at least, it’s her money that keeps the place going. Have you heard from her, or something?’

   I was suddenly carried away by a weak desire to please, and an equally weak desire to enjoy as much of Caroline’s society as possible. In such matters I am, of course, like everyone else, unstable as water.

   ‘I’ve been asked to work at Scrope House myself,’ I said. ‘I’ve no doubt I could take you with me as some kind of assistant or what-not.’

   Caroline was enchanted, and I soon saw that it would be impossible to take back my offer.

   ‘But you wouldn’t exactly be a schoolmistress,’ I said, ‘not if you went as my assistant.’

   ‘All the better,’ said Caroline. ‘I suppose it’s the same identical twin business. I expect the Scrope House people would be a great help to you in that; it’s just the kind of thing they’d be interested in. After all, it’s essential for them to know whether education can make any difference at all, or whether everything depends on heredity.’

   ‘They’d be rather in a hole,’ I said, ‘If I told them that education was no use at all, wouldn’t they? However, that isn’t really why they asked me down. I really don’t quite know why they have asked me; I had an extremely obscure letter from your Mrs. Eakins.’

   ‘Yes, she is rather vague at times,’ said Caroline. ‘Have you got the letter here?’

   I had left the letter in my rooms, and so I asked Caroline to come back with me after we had finished lunch.

   ‘But it’s perfectly obvious,’ Caroline said, when she had read the letter. ‘I suppose it’s your training that makes it impossible for you to understand anything.’

   ‘Good gracious, no,’ I protested, ‘it isn’t as though I was a philosopher.’

   ‘Philosophers and scientists are often much the same,’ said Caroline.

   ‘I doubt it,’ I said, ‘but anyway, what is the letter about?’

   ‘As I said, it’s perfectly obvious,’ Caroline answered. ‘There’s been an outbreak of pyromania in the school—I’m told it’s common enough with adolescents—and they’re getting frightened. They’ve got to find out who is setting alight to things.’

   ‘Oh, is that it?’ I asked. ‘And you really are sure that that’s what Mrs. Eakins means?’

   ‘I’m certain,’ said Caroline. ‘Besides, I heard all about it last week-end.’

   ‘Well, that’s hardly fair then,’ I said. ‘You knew all along. But why should they want me?’ I asked. ‘What do they think I can do?’

   ‘Oh, well,’ said Caroline, ‘that doesn’t matter. You’re going, anyway. It won’t matter to you if you can’t do anything, and I dare say they’ll be quite satisfied if they get you to the school and you tell them all the latest information about heredity.’

   ‘Perhaps they may be,’ I said. ‘But supposing I’m burnt in my bed?’

   ‘Goodness,’ said Caroline. ‘It’s not that kind of fire. Nothing but a few shavings on a staircase, and that kind of thing. Some books were burnt one day, I believe.’

   ‘And I suppose,’ I asked, ‘that the fire couldn’t spread?’

   ‘Not possibly, I should think,’ Caroline answered. ‘After all, it’s only some unfortunate schoolboy.’

   I forebore to point out that arson is a crime within the capacity of anyone, and that the extent of the fire does not depend on the age of the person who lights it.

   ‘What they seem to want,’ I said, ‘is some sort of detective.’

   ‘Exactly,’ said Caroline, ‘and I don’t see why you shouldn’t do.’

   ‘Oh, well,’ I said, ‘if you really think they want for a detective a man who has had such a cloistered existence as I have, why, then, I suppose I’d better go. But mind, it’s only to please you.’

   ‘Thank you, James,’ said Caroline. ‘And how are you going to get me in?’

   ‘Secretary, do you think?’ I suggested.

   ‘I won’t spend my time writing your letters,’ Caroline answered, ‘and besides, it seems rather tame. What about colleague? Anyway, they’ll only think I’m your mistress whatever you say, and that’ll be enough to please them—a sort of guarantee that you’re an esprit fort.’

   ‘All right,’ I replied, ‘I’ll say colleague. I’ll say you worked with me on the strange case of the vanishing pawnbroker, if you like, and that since then I’ve never cared to work without you.’

   ‘Anything you like,’ said Caroline, ‘anything… What does it matter?’

   ‘You don’t seem to realize,’ I said, ‘that I’ve got an essentially academic mind.’

   ‘Well, and now you’re going to a school,’ said Caroline. ‘What more do you want?’

   In the end Caroline almost forced me to Scrope House, in spite of a number of attempts that I made to back out. She procured a car from a friend of hers; we could only have it for this one journey because the friend was to pick it up at Scrope House in two days’ time, when he was beginning a tour of the North of England. She stood over me while I wrote to Mrs. Eakins, she did my packing for me, and she offered me ceaseless encouragement which did not have the effect on my spirits that she intended. But when we were actually on our way she seemed, I think, a little subdued and nervous now that this absurd adventure, for which she was so largely responsible, had really begun. And for myself, in spite of the fact that Caroline’s company was now firmly assured to me for at least several weeks, I felt profoundly miserable.

   ‘I really cannot be expected to do any detecting,’ I said.

   ‘There’s no reason why you shouldn’t help as much as you can,’ said Caroline. ‘I think they really are in a difficulty, and it is a very good school. And then there are all the refugees they’ve got there. I think we ought to do what we can.’

   ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘but there’s nothing I can do. I’m too shy. When I’m in the country I’d willingly walk a mile out of my way to avoid a small boy who might say good morning to me.’

   ‘You want psycho-analysing,’ Caroline said.

   ‘I might take the opportunity while I’m at Scrope House,’ I suggested.

   We drove on in silence, and when we were within a mile or two of our destination, as it seemed from the map, we had to stop because there was a large parcel, positively a crate, in the middle of the road. I got out to look at this object; it was about three feet high, and had an address, which I read aloud to Caroline, very firmly printed in large capitals…

   ‘The most Rev. His Grace the Lord Archbishop of York,
 York,
 Yorkshire.’


   
   
   ‘I suppose,’ I said, ‘that we’re in Yorkshire, but it’s impossible to believe that the Archbishop dropped this.’

   ‘Why?’ asked Caroline.

   ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Intuition.’

   ‘Well then, you’re detecting already,’ she answered. ‘What had we better do with it?’ I asked.

   ‘We’d better take it along,’ said Caroline, ‘and see that it reaches its destination when we reach the school.’

   ‘I should be more inclined,’ I said, ‘to leave it at the side of the road. Then we can pass by on the other side. You may be a born Samaritan, but I am a born Levite.’

   ‘Oh, we can’t do that,’ said Caroline.

   I made an effort and picked up the parcel. As I lifted it, it tilted to one side and a flood of water escaped through the brown paper which formed the outer wrapping of the crate; it soaked my legs to the skin. When I had recovered from the shock and had reproached Caroline for the sadistic habit of laughing at other people’s misfortunes—‘I suppose you’d laugh,’ I said, ‘if I fell into a dangerous whirlpool’—she asked me what I thought the parcel was for.

   ‘How should I know?’ I asked in return, and then she got out of the car and began to unwrap the parcel. Inside were three large jars with no lids on them; they had evidently been filled with water and when the parcel tilted the water would inevitably come pouring out.

   ‘It’s very simple,’ said Caroline.

   ‘Very,’ I said. ‘But is there a simple mind behind this device?’

   ‘Yes,’ said Caroline. ‘A schoolboy, I should think.’

   It may seem very odd, but I had not thought of that.

   ‘I wonder what Mrs. Eakins would think of this?’ I asked.

   ‘Oh, you mustn’t tell her,’ said Caroline. ‘It would be most unfair.’

   ‘Sneaking, I suppose,’ I said. ‘My dear Caroline, I’d do and I have done a great deal for you, but even so, I won’t become a private schoolboy again… not that I ever was one, in mind at any rate.’

   ‘You mustn’t say anything about it,’ said Caroline. ‘You’ll want to win the boys’ confidence, and you won’t do that if you begin by getting someone into trouble.’

   ‘But I thought there were no punishments or discipline at Scrope House,’ I said, ‘and so Mrs. Eakins couldn’t do anything even if I did tell her.’

   ‘It doesn’t do to be too ingenious,’ said Caroline.

   Mrs. Eakins’s house, where we had been invited to stay, was nearly two miles from the main part of the school. It had been the Tudor dower house of the mansion, originally Tudor as well but entirely rebuilt in the eighteenth century, which now formed the principal building of the school. But the Dower House was now a great deal more Tudor than it had ever been before; when Mrs. Eakins first took it, it had degenerated into a ruinous farmhouse and she had probably been attracted by its fragmentary condition. She shared that curious passion of the very rich for making over old houses, and this hobby can hardly be indulged with a house that obstinately remains in good condition. If you touch a well-preserved house, it’s Vandalism, and the only thing to do is to hope for a fire which will burn the beastly thing down. But as it was the Dower House had been sufficiently ruinous for Mrs. Eakins and her architect to have a glorious time importing oak beams from the farm buildings and old wood from decrepit fowl-houses, uncovering large open fireplaces in awkward and unlikely places, stripping the plaster from beams which the original builder of the house had mistakenly covered, and revealing mysterious cavities which would just do for bathrooms. To go round the house with its owner was like being asked to understand a jig-saw puzzle in three dimensions; everything had been adapted, stripped, moved, or transfigured. At first sight, of course, the house merely looked bogus, and so it seemed to us on the day of our arrival; it was only afterwards that we understood the loving and extremely expensive care with which antiquity had been respected. But the gardens, even at first sight, were very beautiful, extensive, and immaculate; we could see at a glance that we were about to share the smooth comforts of the rich.

   The butler told us that Mrs. Eakins was resting, but Miss Stanhope, her secretary, would be down before dinner to see if there was anything we needed. When she appeared, Miss Stanhope told us that Mrs. Eakins would be in the Italian garden while the sun lasted; she was sure we would understand, and, if we wanted a walk in the garden ourselves—the long border was looking extremely well now and, indeed, the whole garden was going to be thrown open for the Queen’s Institute in a week’s time—we would not go through the wrought-iron gates at the end of the silver-leaved border. We went for a walk in the garden and Caroline wanted to have a peep at the Italian garden through a hole in the yew hedge, but I wouldn’t let her. ‘We’re not here to detect Mrs. Eakins,’ I said, and insisted on keeping as far from her hiding-place as possible. I was feeling acutely embarrassed, and wanted to hide myself; I felt coarse and intrusive amongst all this hushed luxury, and we had to make an elaborate detour to avoid a chauffeur—how beautifully clean and soft was his dark blue uniform—carrying rugs and books.

   ‘I wonder what that shrub is called?’ Caroline said, speaking quite loud before we were out of earshot.

   ‘For God’s sake don’t make so much noise,’ I implored her.

   We were alone at dinner, and at first we couldn’t think what to talk about in front of someone else’s butler and footman. The remedy was to drink as much as possible, and after a while I was almost at my ease. Afterwards in the drawing-room, where no one came to disturb us and there was a tray of whisky and other drinks, we were as cosy as possible, so long as we did not move about and run the risk of breaking anything. Caroline was a little tiresome, wanting to look at everything, and disturbing books and papers in a way that made me feel nervous again, but we soon settled down to our own affairs, almost as comfortably cloistered, for the moment at any rate, as Mrs. Eakins herself.

  


  
    
Chapter Two

   Next morning we learnt that Mrs. Eakins would make a special effort and have lunch with us. She appeared at half-past twelve in the morning room, dressed, as it seemed, entirely in coffee-coloured lace, hung in loops and festoons which yet, by some miracle of her dressmaker’s art, were held together in the semblance of a well-cut dress. Her hair was white and marvellously fine and clean, her face soft, delicately pink, and preserved, as one would imagine, from collapsing altogether not by any bony structure beneath the flesh but by much the same art as that which had been employed on her dress. She addressed us with the brilliant affection of the accomplished hostess, as though for the first time in her life she had met people whom she really wanted to see, yet at the same time subtly indicating that this extreme of pleasure was only for the moment and must not be presumed upon. Her first remark, after some usual greetings, was uttered as if it was meant to be the most lavish of compliments, yet somehow it failed to give me pleasure.

   ‘You don’t look like a detective,’ she said.

   ‘Naturally I don’t…’ I was beginning to expostulate, when Caroline interrupted.

   ‘It wouldn’t do for a detective to look like one, would it?’ she said.

   ‘Oh, no, of course not,’ said Mrs. Eakins. ‘I suppose it’s some kind of disguise then. But do let me thank you again for coming; you can’t think what a relief it was when I got your letter. Poor Mr. Edgeworth is really at his wits’ end, and he feels it so much.’

   Mr. Edgeworth, I had already learnt, was the head master of Scrope House.

   In spite of her vagueness, and her evident need for protection from all the rough surfaces of life, I soon discovered that Mrs. Eakins was a determined woman; she arranged everything in advance and was well accustomed to having her own way. She was not going to tell me anything about what had happened at Scrope House or why I had been called in; Edgeworth, I gathered, had been asked to call at the Dower House at five-thirty, and then we could have a nice little talk; Mrs. Eakins had arranged to leave us alone, we could have the study to ourselves. This luncheon, which she had undertaken as a duty, and as a reward to me for accepting her invitation, was to be a social occasion, and she resolutely made it so. As we knew few of her friends, and could hardly be expected to do so, she talked to us as if we were children, but very benevolently and at the same time with a good deal of quite agreeable, though by no means well-informed, flattery about my work. She really did it very well, but then people like that—she was the widow of a rather unimportant cabinet minister—always do such things very well; it is their business.

   After lunch Mrs. Eakins soon retired again into one of her impenetrable cocoons, and I made some shift to read a book which I had brought down with me on the neurotic disorders of adolescence, in order to prepare myself for my promised interview with the head master. But very soon the influence of the Dower House overcame me, and I retired to my bedroom to take a nice nap. It seemed to be the proper thing to do, and Noakes—the butler was called Noakes—was very sympathetic when he woke me at five, suggesting, with a bedside manner which ought to have brought him a large income if only he had chosen a more suitable profession, that I might like a little tea before Mr. Edgeworth came at half-past five. I don’t know what Caroline did in the afternoon, but I suspect that she went over to the school to collect advance and inside information.

   Edgeworth was very red in the face and energetic in his movements. I felt as if he might at any moment break something valuable, and he shouted as though he didn’t know that Mrs. Eakins was asleep. To Caroline, who had, of course, insisted on being present at the interview, he was extremely cordial and man-to-man; to me he was, I suppose I might say, boy-to-boy, with occasional and disconcerting lapses into sentiment. But I rather liked him; with school masters it is usually necessary to make liberal allowances for the unnatural and assumed affability which their trade demands of them.

   ‘Jolly good of you to come down,’ he began. ‘I hope we’re not taking you away from your work; much more important to humanity, I dare say it is, than anything we’re doing here, but we school masters live in a little world of our own, and we’re all very worried, as I expect Mrs. Eakins told you.’

   I said that I would be glad to help him if I possibly could, and asked him what exactly was the matter.

   ‘Well, it’s these fires,’ he said. ‘There seems to be no doubt they can’t all have been accidents, and, as of course you know, it’s quite a common trouble at schools. Boys—and girls, too, I believe—occasionally have a phase of stealing, or destroying, or setting fire to things. But we’ve never had more than a trace of these particular diseases of adolescence and we rather counted upon not having them. I expect you’ve heard all sorts of extravagant claims for our system, and I don’t want you to think we subscribe to them, but there did seem to be some reason for thinking that if children were given a chance and not subjected to the usual idiotic discipline, then there wouldn’t be all the usual troubles. But, of course,—and this is really one of the chief difficulties of the situation—we’ve got a lot of refugee children in the school, and goodness knows it’s natural enough if one of them should have broken down under the strain. And if so, it’s doubly unfortunate, because it might give a handle to all those ridiculous people who want to stop refugees coming into the country. They’re mostly Jewish children, but we’ve got several children of intellectuals or left-wing politicians who managed to get away in time. Friedrich Schmidt’s boy, for example—he’s the most perfectly Nordic creature I’ve ever seen…’

   ‘Then it’s probably him,’ I said. ‘Perfectly Nordic people, without any Jewish blood to keep them sane, are often hopelessly unbalanced.’

   ‘Do you really think so?’ asked Edgeworth. ‘That’s most interesting. Do you mean that’s an established fact?’

   ‘Good heavens, no,’ I exclaimed, feeling very remorseful when I saw how seriously he had taken my rash statement. ‘Why it would take ten years of work on the statistics, which we certainly couldn’t obtain at the moment, to establish any connection between mental stability and physical characteristics in Germany. Good Lord, no, I was only expressing a prejudice which seemed in harmony with my views about the nature of the universe… But do go on.’

   ‘I rather gather,’ Caroline interjected, ‘that you’ve had some trouble among your refugees before. I was told that some of the refugees on your staff had received threatening letters, and so on—the usual thing.’

   I myself had heard nothing of this, but asked no questions at the moment. Later I asked Caroline what she was referring to, and she told me that she had only heard some vague gossip, a suggestion that Nazi agents might have been trying to make trouble for some of the refugee school masters who were working at Scrope House. Edgeworth himself paid very little attention to Caroline’s suggestion.

   ‘Well, yes,’ he said, ‘I believe there has been something of the sort, but I don’t know that we need go into that now. The real point is that we don’t want these fires, supposing they continue, to give anyone an opportunity for making trouble. If we could only find out who started the fires, I believe everything would be all right. And, of course, there’s the danger from the fires themselves, and the fact that there’s an unstable boy or girl in the school who certainly ought to be having treatment. It may not be a refugee at all.’

   ‘Yes, I see,’ I replied. ‘Well, we’d better go into the exact circumstances of these fires. By the way,’ I added, ‘are you quite sure they couldn’t be practical jokes? Has there, by any chance, been an epidemic of practical jokes in the school—imitation blobs of ink on the desk, exploding cigarettes, anything of that kind?’

   Edgeworth was evidently surprised. ‘No, not particularly,’ he answered. ‘Is there any reason to expect that kind of thing? Is there, I mean, any connection between pyromania and practical joking?’

   ‘Not that I know of,’ I said. ‘But one could imagine practical jokes becoming dangerous, don’t you think?’

   ‘Yes, I suppose so,’ Edgeworth answered.

   ‘But perhaps,’ I said, ‘there wasn’t anything about these fires to suggest a practical joke?’

   The most alarming of the fires, I learned, had happened at the beginning of this month—we were now in the last days of May, 1939. This had started in a cupboard under the stairs leading to a laboratory. The cupboard had contained some crates filled with straw, in which bottles and retorts had been packed. Obviously, it seemed, these could not have caught alight unless it had been done deliberately. The fire was discovered by a laboratory assistant before it could get very far, and in any event it could not have done very much harm as the building was of concrete, but there was a great deal of smoke coming through the stairs and children working in the laboratory were frightened. Then there had been a pile of books found smouldering in the grate in one of the recreation rooms. On another occasion a pile of unwound lavatory paper had been burnt in one of the water-closets, and this had scorched the woodwork. In a near-by farm a haystack and some farm buildings had been burnt down, but this might have been an accident, and would have passed as such if the other fires at the school had not
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