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‌Introduction

   Dorothy Erskine Muir published her third and final detective novel, In Memory of Charles, in 1941, seven years after the appearance of her previous mystery, Five to Five, which had followed hard on the heels of her first essay in the genre, In Muffled Night. The period between 1934 and 1941 was emphatically no holiday for the author, however. During that time Muir kept tremendously busy, as a widowed mother (her husband Thomas Muir having died in 1932) raising an adolescent son and daughter, tutoring college students in history (Muir had achieved a first at Somerville College, Oxford, although, this feat having occurred during the Edwardian era, she was not allowed to receive the degree which her work had rightfully earned her) and publishing the well-received historical studies Machiavelli and His Times (1936) and Prussian Eagle (1940), as well as biographies of Oliver Cromwell and Queen Elizabeth in Blackie and Son’s Great Lives for Young Readers series. When she did finally return to the crime-fiction genre with In Memory of Charles, she again based her novel on an actual murder case, stating in a prefatory note: “This is a true story. This murder really happened, in the way described, and it was solved in the way described, but not in this country.” Unfortunately, I have not been able to determine the actual murder case on which the novel is based (perhaps some of its new readers will know). Still, evaluated simply as a crime story without specific historical context, In Memory of Charles is quite a good one.

   The novel tells the story of an overbearing and querulous individual ironically named Charles Courtley, a millionaire and “something in the City” who has bought a country estate in East Anglia and is determined to retire there, over the objections of his attractive, much younger and much discontented wife, Anne, who does not want to be marooned, as she sees it, in rural desuetude. The odious Charles spends the first third of the novel virtually begging to be murdered by someone. When he is found shot dead in Fosse Wood, there is certainly no shortage of suspects in the crime. Investigating the murder this time around is young Inspector Simon Sturt of Scotland Yard, an East Anglian native himself and “one of the new type of police” with the “benefit of a modern training” and awareness of the “psychology of crime”. As the “son of a Chief Constable of a country district”, Sturt from childhood had been “specially interested in that strange undertone of crime which sometimes shows itself flowing beneath the surface of the most peaceful-looking rural life”; and he finds a strange case indeed in the matter of the murder of Charles Courtley.

   Truly Charles Courtley was a loathsome interloper in the country, despised by his family, neighbours and even the lesser folk of the rural district; and the admirable Sturt in his diligent investigation faces a wall of obfuscation on every side. Certainly, Dorothy Erskine Muir had devised memorably tyrannical males in her previous novels, but Charles Courtley takes the cake. Readers can judge for themselves how much of a feminist subtext is present in the novel. Certainly Muir had to overcome sexist discrimination in her own life, and her eldest sister, social worker, feminist and pacifist Mary Sheepshanks, a fascinating individual in her own right, conscientiously devoted a long lifetime to battling it. One’s only regret upon finishing In Memory of Charles is that there were no additional detective novels from the author’s hand to follow it.

   Curtis Evans
Germantown, TN
28 September 2021

  

 
  
   This is a true story. This murder really happened, in the way described, and it was solved in the way described, but not in this country.

All the characters are imaginary, and people and places have no connection with real people and places.

  

 
  
    
‌Characters in this Book

   Charles Courtley, millionaire.

   His wife, Anne.

   His daughter, Pamela. Aged twenty.

   His daughter, Prudence. Aged thirteen.

   His mother-in-law, Mrs. Mitcham.

   His secretary, Freddy Wadham.

   His guest, Dick Arnold.

   His gamekeeper, Smithson.

   His estate agent, Peter Sylvester.

   Hugh Barclay, artist.

   Inspector Simon Sturt, C.I.D.

   Sergeant Groves.

   Dr. Williams.

   Mary Game, barmaid.

   Mrs. Gwyn, proprietress of the inn, the “Broken Bough.”

   Old Walter.

   Evelyn Woodard, hairdresser.

   John Stedman, clerk.

  

 
  
    
‌Chapter I

   Charles Shows His Temper

   Charles was in a vile temper, and Anne was catching the full benefit of it. Anne was his wife, and she regretted that fact. She sat beside him in the great Rolls Royce, swirling towards their beautiful home, but even while they speeded along the country road she reflected bitterly that money did not outweigh a bad temper, in the matrimonial scales.

   She glanced at her husband, and her eyes travelled over his thin, rather distinguished face. She noted his cold, highly-intelligent grey eyes, his thick thatch of grey hair, and her gaze came to rest on the mouth which to her was now the key-note of his character. Large, thick-lipped, coarse and resolute. Perhaps that mouth ought always to have warned her?

   At that point his voice, with a disagreeable ring in it, broke across her reflections.

   “I am not going to discuss this any more, Anne. You can make up your mind to that. I’m too old to change my ways now. I don’t intend to start a flat in town. So say no more about it.”

   “You’re very unreasonable,” she retorted, as coolly as her own rising indignation allowed. “I don’t suggest you should use the flat. I know of course you’ve always hated such places. I simply ask you to let me have one. I know nothing would induce you to spend more of your time in town than you can help. But I don’t see why you should prevent my doing so.”

   “Because I don’t choose to spend my money in that way, and I do what I like with my money.”

   Anne would have liked to make no reply to that domineering remark, for she knew perfectly well she had better let the matter drop. But she was driven on by that incorrigible sense of having right on her side which prevents many a woman from tactfully holding her peace, and she rejoined, in a voice which even her own ears warned her was growing sharp: “Well, you needn’t take such an unreasonable line. You’re not fair to me, you never have been. You knew I always hated the country and I never expected to have to live in it…”

   As her tones rose slightly Charles interrupted, more rudely than before.

   “We’ve had enough of that. Can’t you, for heaven’s sake, stop raking things up? I tell you I will not have you argue about it. I’ve decided—and I’m not going to change my mind. We’ve got Carron, and you’ll kindly be contented with that.”

   The violence of his voice warned Anne not to reply and she turned away in order to prevent herself saying any more.

   Silence fell between the two; angry, bitter silence. After a few minutes, Charles, who was now thoroughly roused, broke into speech again.

   “And while we’re on the subject of living down here, let me tell you I mean to put my foot down over Barclay. I will not have Pamela associating with that man.”

   Anne looked away, pursing her lips together in her determination not to be drawn into further speech.

   Charles went on, his tone growing nastier with each word he uttered.

   “She’s not of age yet, and I intend her to do what I wish. She’s not to see that man any more. I’ll not have him about the place, and that’s to be understood by all of you.”

   “You’d better speak to her, then,” said Anne briefly.

   “I certainly shall. And you’ll kindly not go behind my back and encourage her. This affair has got to end, and I’ll speak to her this evening!”

   Anne made no reply at all, and after a furious glance at her, Charles flung himself back in his corner, slapping the pages of his evening paper angrily together, and muttering to himself.

   They rushed on through the flat, luxuriant countryside, until the car turned off the high road. For a short interval they rolled along an utterly deserted by-road, with no houses, no farms, no inhabitants, until the big car turned in at a white gate and whirled down a short drive to the house. Charles instantly banged open the door on his side, while the chauffeur was preparing to climb out of his seat, and dashed out and disappeared into the house. The chauffeur stolidly came round to open the door for his mistress.

   The door of the house remained open, left so by Charles in his angry passage, but there was no sign or sound of life, merely the silence of a hot summer’s evening. The sun beat through the trees on to the grey stone front, the creepers hung still and straight in long trails around the windows, the bees hummed and roared softly in the mauve edgings of cat-mint that bordered the drive—beyond that all was stillness and somnolence.

   For a moment Anne sat quite still. In her own way she was as furious as Charles in his. Returning to her home brought with it the familiar feeling of imprisonment, of resentment, of irritation deepening almost to hate. The mere aspect of the place, the knowledge that once across the threshold all her problems and difficulties would rise up and confront her, filled her with bitterness.

   ‘Rural peace’—that was the phrase which seemed to pass through her mind as she slowly collected her handbag and a few small parcels and stepped out of the car—‘Rural peace!’ How beautiful was the sound, and how bitterly she disliked the reality! Though (her sore, angry thoughts ran on) perhaps she hated the phrase because after all there was no true peace here—only ‘rural solitude’ and the jangling and jarring of personalities at strife.

   She went into the house, crossed the hall, and went quickly up the wide, bare, polished staircase to her own room, still absorbed in her thoughts. Perhaps it was the stillness and beauty of the hot, summery afternoon, perhaps the sudden feeling that had come over her as her eyes had taken in the outward aspect presented by the house, perhaps merely a heightened sense of the passing of time and life which the very season of early autumn seemed to bring to her each year now—but whatever the cause, she stood still in her room in a sudden passion of stormy feeling; revolt, anger, almost hatred.

   She flung her hat and parcels down and walked across to the window. Mechanically she paused on her way and glanced at herself in the mirror, and a fresh access of bitterness welled up in her.

   She was nearly forty, and in one violent burst of feeling she realized that here was one potent source of unhappiness, for her life was passing, she must make the very most of the time that remained before middle age should be upon her. At present she emphatically did not feel herself ageing, she was burning with vitality, with desire to get the most out of life, and she was determined to snatch at any happiness which came her way before it was too late.

   She pushed her waves of deep auburn hair into shape, and sat down to make up her complexion, and as she did so she tried to steady her nerves and calm her irritation. For Anne was no fool, she knew well enough that Charles was on the verge of an explosion, and she knew too that she had better control herself, better try to stave off trouble for the present. She must gain a little time.

   Below her she heard hasty movements, steps sounded crashing down the bare polished staircase, and a door slammed violently. Charles, of course! giving vent to his feelings! God! what an evening they were likely to have!

   Charles indeed was working himself up still further. Angry he was, furious he would be! So he flung himself out of the house and strode down the garden path, black temper in every line of his body, in every stride he took.

   The house stood on a hillside, and the garden sloped away below. A terrace lay immediately beneath the window, with rose-beds and paved walks. Then beyond a hedge of lavender the field fell to the orchard, and between the apple trees showed the tennis court and a little thatched pavilion, and to the right lay the new swimming-pool. All shone in the strong yellow evening light, the flowers, the grass, the distant water all glistened and sparkled, and seemed to breathe loveliness and peace. But nothing could soothe Charles’s temper, and angry thoughts flew through his head as he strode along.

   Damn Anne! Damn her obstinacy! Damn her deceit! Why the devil had he ever married her! Why did he put up with her! Why didn’t he put an end to it all!

   His rage had made him quicken his steps, and by now he had arrived at the gate leading to the kitchen garden. His eyes fell on the figure of the gardener, stooping over some raspberry canes.

   “Here, Duncan,” he barked, “I want a word with you.” The gardener straightened at once and came to him. “Why the devil don’t you do more to keep the birds down? They’re getting at all the fruit, and Jamison tells me the magpies have been at the young chickens again. Why aren’t you getting them shot? and why don’t you take some trouble over things?” Conscious that he was perhaps making too loud an uproar, he checked himself with difficulty, and broke off.

   The man before him answered respectfully enough.

   “Well, sir, I have spoken to Mr. Sylvester, but he hasn’t had time, he said, to have a shot at the birds.”

   “Mr. Sylvester? What’s he got to do with it? It’s your job to deal with the garden, not his! What the devil do you mean?”

   “Mr. Sylvester has a gun, sir, and since your old one went out of action we’ve no other for our use. I thought I should ask him to see to it, sir.”

   “Oh!” slightly baffled, then, with renewed irritation: “But I told Mrs. Courtley to order another gun. Hasn’t she said anything to you about it?”

   “No, sir.”

   “Well, I’ll see to it myself,” and curtly he turned on his heel and resumed his walk, his anger only damped down on the surface, but underneath burning as fiercely as before.

   Anne! his angry thoughts went—Anne’s slackness again! Always Anne at fault! What a useless wife she was to him now! He should never have married! He’d have done well enough to stay as he was. He should have known better. A middle-aged man had no need to make a fool of himself. He should have had more sense—and more self-control. Why did people say it was better to marry a young wife? Fit herself in to one’s ways indeed! Precious lot of that Anne had done! She’d never tried to adapt herself, even at the beginning—and now things got worse and worse. And children—a curse and a nuisance his were! Better without them, they only led to more trouble.

   Still, one thing he’d got, and here his mouth set in lines of grim satisfaction. For all their yowling and grumbling he’d got this place, and here he’d stay, and here they’d stay! And Anne need make no grievance about it. She’d known from the first he meant to live in the country, and in the country they would live.

   He stopped, and looked round him, and there swelled up in him that supreme satisfaction, the power to exercise his choice to live as and where he wanted. No town life for him! Country, land, property, possession! That at least he had. Fresh energy seemed to pour through him with the realization that here at least he had his way. Then, as sounds rose up through the clear still air, and laughter echoed from behind the screen of orchard and hedge, his black eyebrows came down again over his angry eyes, and he once more strode crossly forward.

   Meanwhile Anne, in her peaceful bedroom, was still sitting before her mirror lost in her thoughts. Her eyes looked almost unseeingly out, beyond the glass, to where through the wide-open casement lay the spread of the countryside. Mile upon mile lay there, fields, copse, and slopes, laid out like a vast patchwork quilt, stretching away to the distant line of downs.

   Deep in her thoughts she pondered and planned, and while she gazed her mind worked busily, wondering, hesitating, calculating risks.

   The stress and worry which showed in the lines of her face, the faint tension reflected from her stiff upright bearing, were again at variance with the countryside without, and the sophisticated interior of her room. Discord was as marked as it might have been unexpected. For beauty was all round her, without and within the walls. Certainly as far as material welfare went she had no cause to complain.

   The room behind her was as lovely, and as peaceful in its way, as the somnolent countryside which lay beyond the windows. Every piece of furniture in it was perfect, though in accordance with modern taste, there was not very much of it. Spaciousness and beauty of line were the characteristics of that room. The bed, which stood against the opposite wall, was a beautiful little antique four-poster, very light and elegant. Valance, frieze, and counterpane were all of the most exquisite embroidery, with faint colours of red and green on a pale background. A walnut tallboy, dating from William and Mary, and a few lovely old chairs stood against the wall. The dressing-table before her was a converted spinet, beautifully inlaid. The floor was polished parquet, with one or two superb Persian rugs laid on its glinting surface. There were no pictures, nor were there in that room any ornaments of any kind—in short a room of bareness and simplicity, almost of austerity.

   But as she sat lost in thought, mechanically playing with her dressing-table fitments, a sudden outburst of sound floating up from the garden made her fling down her lipstick and go quickly to the window again. From the swimming-pool there came up, clear in the still warm air, sounds of a man’s voice raised in angry argument and a child’s almost hysterical reply.

   Anne leant out of the open casement, biting her lip in vexation and suspense, and straining to hear the cause of the commotion.

   “Do as you’re told! Do as I tell you! Do you hear me? Do what I tell you to do!”

   Harsh, angry with a rising note of dominance, showing the beating down by sheer force of resistance offered, came the man’s voice.

   “No! No! I won’t! I won’t! I won’t!” in a child’s shrill tones.

   “Do you want me to throw you in? That’s what it’ll come to if you don’t do as you’re told!”

   “No, Daddy! I can’t, I simply can’t!” cried the child’s voice rising to a wail of terror.

   Anne’s whole figure trembled as she listened. Her fingers clenched themselves on the window-sill, her lips parted, clearly she was on the point of calling out, but clearly too she realized this would be useless, for the distance was just great enough to prevent her voice carrying over the loud noise of disputation. Even while she hesitated the child’s voice rose to a scream:

   “No! No! Don’t touch me! Don’t touch me!” She could see, as she strained from the window trying to peer through the stems of the fruit trees, a wild scurrying to and fro of figures around the edge of the swimming-pool. Even as she turned to dash from the room there came a piercing shriek and a splash and then other voices rose angrily in a storm of recrimination and abuse.

   Anne tore through the house, dashed down the terrace steps and ran as fast as she could towards the outcry coming from below. But as she reached the gate which opened on to the tennis courts and swimming-pool, she checked herself, for someone had outdistanced her. Her husband, his swarthy face flushed with his anger, stood confronting an equally angry young man, who, clutching his tennis racquet, stood boldly and defiantly between Charles and the pool.

   By the side of the pool a small girl in a wet swimming-dress lay crouched on the grass, sobbing and shaking, and over her bent a girl of about nineteen or twenty, whose pale gold hair caught the gleam of the setting sun as she stooped, partly attempting to soothe the child, partly trying to attend at the same time to the two angry men.

   “It’s abominable!” shouted the young man. “You’re nothing but a bully! Frightening the child like that! You don’t care a damn whether she dives properly or not! You’re only trying to assert yourself!”

   “Mind your own business!” roared Charles. “I’ll stand no interference here! What I do is no concern of yours!”

   “It is! It is!” retorted the young man furiously. “It’s anyone’s business to see a child isn’t frightened and terrorized—even if it’s by her own father!”

   At this point Anne decided to intervene.

   “Dick! Dick! Don’t speak like that! What on earth are you shouting like this for? I could hear you right at the house! Please control yourself!”

   She purposely spoke only to the boy, paying no attention to her husband. The young man looked at her astonished, and his face crimsoned. He opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it and stood silent. Anne made a move to slip past her husband, who stood stiffly blocking the path, meaning to go to the child. At once Charles turned on her venomously, and his voice broke out into a threatening note.

   “Don’t interfere! We’ve enough of that already. Kindly leave this to me!”

   Anne hesitated, biting her lip. She really was almost frightened. Charles’s dark face was so suffused with passion, the boy too looked so beside himself, that she really dreaded what might happen. Afraid lest the quarrel should break out into a downright scuffle, she stopped short. She looked beyond Charles towards her two daughters. The younger one, Prue, who was crouched down crying and sobbing hysterically, had not even looked up, but the elder girl, while continuing to attempt to soothe the child, raised her golden head, turned a very flushed face and addressed her mother.

   “Mummy, do stop it! Don’t let him go on like this! It’s simply monstrous. It’ll make Prue ill. Daddy says she’s got to dive—and she can’t—she’s got so frightened she simply can’t!”

   Anne said nothing, but looked at her husband. She was exerting every scrap of self-control, for she felt if she were not careful this scene was going to lead to a really terrible explosion.

   Charles stared at her, then as if recognizing that she meant to leave things to him, he, with a faintly triumphant smile, but with a distinct lowering of his tone, turned to the boy who still stood facing him. He spoke slowly and clearly.

   “Now that my wife is here and can herself look after Prue, perhaps you’ll kindly leave us alone. We can settle this matter between the family.”

   The young man looked past his opponent towards Anne. He paused irresolutely, glanced towards the elder girl, and then as no one spoke, slowly turned away and going round by the pool let himself out by the gate into the meadows. As he disappeared among the trees the man stepped forward until he stood by the side of the two girls. Anne followed him but she neither spoke nor made any gesture towards her daughters. A brief silence fell, filled with an electric tension. While the younger one crouched lower, the elder girl had drawn herself up as her father approached and fixed her eyes on his face.

   “Now!” said Charles, with a sort of grim satisfaction. “We’ll have an end to this hysterical nonsense. Prudence, get up!”

   There was a metallic resonance in his voice which seemed to have a galvanizing effect on the sobbing child. Slowly she pulled herself upright and stood there, still gulping and heaving and looking neither at her father nor mother but miserably down on the ground.

   “You can swim perfectly well. You know you cannot drown. Stop this childish fuss! I don’t believe for a moment you’re nervous. Do as I tell you—dive in again!”

   The child neither moved nor spoke, but stood there beside the pool. Another pause.

   “Do you hear what I say? Do as I tell you, Dive in Again.”

   Still no movement and no reply. The older girl deliberately looked at her father and a mocking little smile came to her lips.

   As if that smile set him in motion, the man stepped forward, and with a sudden rough gesture seized the child’s shoulder and pushing her violently sent her staggering backward into the pool.

   “Very well, if you won’t dive in at least you’ll go in!”

   Spluttering the child came to the surface and began to swim to the side of the pool, impeded by the hysterical sobs and cries she was now uttering.

   Anne stood perfectly still and looked slowly from the swollen tear-stained face of the child in the water to her husband’s equally red countenance. She said nothing at all. The older girl, however, had less self-control. She turned with renewed fury on the man.

   “You utter coward! You bully! You send Dick away because you think you can torment a child! Oh, how I hate and loathe and despise you!”

   Her mother spoke now, for the first time, coldly and severely.

   “Pamela, you do no good speaking to your father like that. You’d better go up to the house. I’ll stay here.”

   The girl paused, clearly on the verge of another outbreak, and then with a glance of passionate contempt at her mother: “You’re as big a coward in your way as he is!” she burst out. “You won’t even stand up for Prue!” And then, as if measuring her father’s strength against her own and realizing the futility of further resistance, she snatched up her racquet and sports coat, and running as fast as she could she too dashed through the wicket gate and disappeared into the fields.

   The man still took no notice of his wife but walked towards the end of the pool where the child, panting and hysterical, was now approaching the edge.

   “Pull yourself together,” he snapped, “and swim back the length of the pool.”

   The child below clearly realized she had better accept her ordeal and get it over. She turned and swam towards the far end where the diving-board was fixed. Arrived there, as if aware there was now no escape, she clambered up the steps and paused miserably.

   “Go up and dive,” came the order. She obeyed, and after a moment’s hesitation, made a bad and bungling effort. “Do it again,” as she came up to the surface. Her sobs had stopped now, and in sullen silence, she repeated the performance. Only after the third flat smash on to the surface did the man turn away contemptuously.

   “Well, perhaps you can’t learn to dive, but you can learn to obey me.” And without a further glance at his wife, he went up the path towards the house.

   During this performance Anne had stood silent and motionless, holding herself in with all the power of self-restraint she could call up. Now, as Prudence came slowly out of the water and went towards the thatched dressing-rooms at the side, she followed her. Silently she helped the child out of her wet swimming-suit and handed her a towel. Prudence had stopped crying and only cast shamefaced glances towards her mother while she dried herself. Anne, who had clearly decided on the line she meant to take, offered no sympathy. She waited while the child dressed, with clumsy shaking fingers, and then the two set off together towards the house with just a few casual remarks passing between them as they climbed the steep little path. As they reached the top and before she opened the garden gate, Anne paused.

   “Now, Prudence,” she said, quite kindly, but with no warmth in her tone, “I’m afraid this has been very disagreeable for you, and I’m sorry you’ve been so upset. But at the same time, I do think you must behave more reasonably. We all know you can swim and dive quite well—and you know your father has always said that it was a condition of having the pool made that you should learn to dive. It’s very foolish of you to work yourself up like this. It’s no good setting yourself up against your father”—and here a bitter note crept into her voice—“you’d better make up your mind to that and try to show more sense.”

   The child made no reply. She seemed ready to burst into fresh tears and turned quickly away to go into the house by the side door. Her mother stood still and as she watched the child go her expression changed. In place of the self-control which had kept her voice cold and her face stiff, a flash seemed to come into her eyes. Her lips tightened, and her look seemed to harden into bitter resolution. No one seeing her now could accuse her of being afraid. She did not look a coward—nor indeed was she one. She was a woman faced with a difficult, almost an unbearable, situation. She was determined to find a way out, but she hesitated as to whether the moment had yet come for decisive action. Yet, she inwardly resolved that however much she was obliged to give way now, she would act in her own good time, and as she turned up towards the house, Charles Courtley might have had further cause for dissatisfaction had he known the tenor of her thoughts.

  

 
  
    
‌Chapter II

   Why They Married

   So the fierce little scene was played out, and the actors dispersed. Charles went up to his room feeling that at least he had achieved two things—he had got his own way and he had partly relieved his temper. Anne for her part decided that she would try to ignore it all, as she had so often done in the past. She only hoped Pamela would by now have seen this was the only line to take. Rather apprehensive on that score, she too began to dress for dinner. Luckily, she reflected, it was still early and dinner would not be before eight—by then everyone would have had time to calm down. A meal created a sort of bridge over which one could walk to safety sometimes.

   So, having dressed, she made her way downstairs to join the others before dinner.

   Pamela, for her part, had flung off almost beside herself with helpless anger, but she too had had time to reflect. She had rushed away from the pool and gone up to her room. There, by herself, at first she had raged up and down. A girl of twenty, she had all the impetuosity and all the reckless courage of her generation. Warmhearted and generous she loved her little sister and could not endure to see her brow-beaten and frightened. Between the girl and her mother there was less sympathy, indeed though each loved the other in their own way, yet in some respects there was a sort of antagonism between them. Pamela was well accustomed to her father’s temper, but that made it no easier to bear. She thought her mother should stand up to him more, and now as she grew older she was both less able to bear his tyranny, and felt herself more capable of opposing him. Friction between them was growing worse. The girl had inherited something from Charles too, and it was perhaps a touch of his violence which now made her burn with such furious resentment. But, as she reflected bitterly, she was after all living in Charles’s house, she was dependent upon him, and though she could defy him, he really had the whip hand in that household. So, her first furious storm of feeling having abated, she too prepared to face Charles with the best composure she could muster. She tried to steady herself and to regain her confidence by taking extra pains with her appearance. She was an extremely pretty girl with unusually pale gold hair and very bright liquid dark eyes. Her slimness and delicate features gave her an air of fragility, rather strange in the child of parents who both possessed marked vitality and strength. She slipped on a pale green frock, raked out a pair of gold brocade shoes, and as the gong pealed through the house, snatched up a pair of long gold and green ear-rings. She ran down the passage, fixing them to her ears as she went with a defiant little smile on her lips, for Charles specially disliked ‘anyone of her age’ as he put it wearing such sophisticated ornaments.

   She met her mother on the staircase. Anne, too, was looking remarkably handsome. She had put on a silver frock which made her stand out clearly against the background of the dark panelled walls, her beautiful hair with its reddish lights, and her eyes with reflections and flecks of the same tawny copper made her and her shining frock a symphony in russet and silver. They were an arresting pair, each full of individuality and character.

   Anne sighed as she saw her daughter, for the heightened colour in the girl’s cheeks, the angry sparkle still lingering in her eyes, brought out and intensified the girl’s beauty, and to Anne gave an additional pang—Pamela deserved more happiness than she seemed likely to obtain. She smiled slightly at the girl, but Pamela made no response, and in silence they both went on downstairs.

   The Courtley’s house, Carron Cross, was situated in one of those remote and lonely districts still to be found in parts of East Anglia. Charles liked the district, partly because it was so unspoilt, partly because it was fairly accessible to the City where he had large financial interests. He had originally bought the place for holiday purposes, but now that he was retiring from business he meant to live there altogether. It was an old house, and very picturesque, having originally been a small manor which had gradually sunk to the status of a farm, and now had been promoted again to be the expensive hobby of a wealthy man.

   In the process it had been altered and transformed almost out of recognition. True, the old part of the building still survived, but wings had been thrown out, rooms added on, until the newer part far exceeded the old. Inside it still showed clear signs of its diverted purpose, in its irregular levels, its draughty casements, its unexpected turns and twists. It seemed to have lost the unity of purpose of a house lived in by people with a definite end in view, and to have taken on the incoherence born from the whims of a rich man’s fancy. Yet wealth had helped to give it certain elements of beauty and of taste. The rooms held good furniture, the walls were hung with good pictures, nothing here was ugly, or shoddy, or cheap.

   So, the dining-room where all were now to meet was in itself a charming room and summed up both the history of the house and the tastes of its new owner. Charles had chosen all the furniture in the dining-room with the idea of keeping the character of the old room, for this had been the farmhouse kitchen. The great open hearth remained, with its old Sussex-iron fireback. The black oak rafters still barred the ceiling and the stone floor still showed beneath the Persian rugs. The high mantelshelf had some beautiful pieces of blue and white porcelain, and the shelves of the high dresser held pieces of pewter. The table was a large round gate-leg, a very nice antique piece.

   Set round the table were places for six people, and here the ‘old farmhouse’ atmosphere grew thin. For the laying of that table indicated the high standard of life of the modern rich. An array of wine glasses stood grouped for each person, with heavy cut-glass goblets for the abstemious who might prefer long soft drinks. Small battalions of knives, forks and spoons indicating a dinner of many courses kept the glass company, and the table mats were expensive hand-coloured French prints, glazed and framed in gilt. The middle of the table was taken up with a vast bowl filled with late-flowering lilies. This was Pamela’s handiwork, for arranging flowers was something she loved and did well.

   It might have been anticipated that dinner that night would be an impossible meal. How could people who had flung such epithets at each other meet within an hour and sit down together? But life in the household of a really bad-tempered man runs on other lines than those of more ordinary families. Consequently, where others might have stayed away and left empty chairs, all Charles Courtley’s household assembled as usual and no one considered that the stormy events just passed need cause them to absent themselves from the meal.

   True, Charles scarcely opened his lips, he sat in glowering silence, eating and still more drinking his way through his dinner in silence; but this did not appear to upset his family unduly. They were fairly well accustomed to his ways and pursued their usual policy of ignoring his temper.

   The rich score too in these exigencies, by the actual adjuncts of their wealth. The family was not left to itself, they had guests, they had ‘secretaries,’ they had as usual ‘the servants,’ before all of whom appearances must be kept up. These third persons, of course, being acquainted with Charles and his ways, knew what was to be expected and combined to deal with the situation. Even the butler played his part, being quicker than usual in filling his master’s glass, handing plates with extra speed and deftness, and obviously helping to remove any further possible cause of friction by ensuring that the service at least should give no grounds for complaints.

   Nor was Charles obliged to sit next to any of the individuals who had so angered him. Prudence did not dine down, she was young enough to have her supper upstairs. Her champion had clearly been warned and instructed to show discretion. He came in rather late, apologized to his hostess and sat down mildly enough in the place between her and the elder girl—well separated from his sullen host by the rest of the party. Naturally Pamela took her place with a faint tremor of excitement. Besides the ear-rings, she had also chosen to mark her lack of repentance by making up her face rather more startlingly than usual. Charles was fanatical on the subject of make-up, and Anne had battled long before she could induce him to accept any concession to fashion. Usually his daughter kept her lipstick within bounds. To-night her brilliantly scarlet lips were meant to be deliberately provocative, but for once Charles refused to be drawn, and ignored her.

   On Charles’s right sat his mother-in-law, and she proved a tower of strength. A handsome grey-haired capable-looking woman, she lived up to her appearance; and by her valiant conversation, aided and encouraged by her daughter and by the sixth person at table, the meal was got through comparatively well.

   This sixth person was Freddy Wadham, Charles’s secretary, who came in apologizing for his lateness just as the others sat down. Freddy was, of all the people gathered in that room, the most striking in appearance. He was a man of about thirty, thin, dark. His whole face radiated intelligence and energy. No one glancing at him could doubt that he was a person of ability and force. Yet there he sat, occupying no more exalted position than that of secretary to Charles Courtley, and clearly to be secretary to Charles meant that one must be prepared to exercise tact, to bear with much unpleasantness, to be in fact in a subordinate position to a man who would not make that an easy affair. There was an apparent incongruity between Freddy’s appearance and his position.

   Mrs. Mitcham, Anne’s mother, let her mind turn to this puzzle, as she glanced from the face of her son-in-law, dour, angry, and powerful in its set lines, to that of the younger man, so quick and animated and agreeable. True, she reflected, Freddy liked comfort and the good things of life, and in a measure he got them. Charles was, with all his faults, a generous employer when he thought it worth his while. He recognized Freddy’s ability and paid him an excellent salary, and in addition put in his way many opportunities of picking up ‘inside’ information which might help anyone with Freddy’s known inclination to speculation. Yet neither of these facts would really account for a man of Freddy’s ability being apparently content with his prospects and his job. There must be, so Mrs. Mitcham concluded, some weakness in Freddy which made him lacking in ambition or even in the resentment many people of his calibre would feel in the treatment he so often had to endure.

   But puzzling as Freddy’s ultimate motives might be, one thing was clear, he knew how to deal with the situations his employer created. To-night, for example, he obviously set himself to relieve the strained relations of those sitting round that table. He talked cheerfully, and volubly to Anne, to Mrs. Mitcham, and when he got the chance, to Pamela or to Dick. Thanks largely to his efforts, the meal was got through without further unpleasantness.

   True that Pamela and Dick insisted on talking only to each other, true that the remarks exchanged by the so-to-speak ‘neutral’ members were commonplace in the extreme—still, conversation there was, not deadly silence.

   The light gleamed on the polished table and on the great bowl of lilies which helped to screen Charles’s forbidding face from his companions. The wine glowed in the clear glasses, the excellent food disappeared into the mouths of the diners, and on the whole the meal progressed not too uncomfortably.

   Yet while social custom kept these people sitting placidly enough, talking apparently with calm friendliness, the thoughts which ran through their minds would, if revealed, have made clear all the complexities of a horrible situation.

   Mrs. Mitcham perhaps could have made the nearest guess at what was passing in the minds of these people, all so well known to her, and yet all so cut off by the barrier each individual can and does raise to protect their secret thoughts. For she knew the train of circumstances which had brought this husband and wife together, and which now forced them apart. As dinner drew to a close and the need for talk grew less, she let her mind turn anxiously to a consideration of these circumstances. When Anne rose to go to the drawing-room, her mother followed her rather wearily and sinking down in her chair gave herself up for the moment to the dreary going over in her mind of her own responsibility in the matter.

   Anne and Charles were miserable together. That, of course, was definite. And Charles made his children miserable, that too was evident. The marriage in fact was a failure. Yet could it not be put on a new footing? Was the situation too hopelessly tangled or could this family even now make a fresh start?

   She looked at the unpromising side first. Charles and Anne were ill-assorted. He was, after all, both too old and too set in his ways.

   She thought of the past, when Charles had first come ‘courting’ her daughter. Anne had been a girl of eighteen, not pretty, no, her mother reflected, one could not call her that for then she had too snub a nose and too square a chin. But she had a promise of charm, her slim figure had grace, and her chestnut hair together with her really remarkable tawny eyes with that touch of fire in them had given her subtle attraction. She was clever too, and her parents had given her as good an education as they could afford. It was quite easily to be understood why Charles had wished for her then. He had known them all so long, he had seen Anne grow up, and they had all been such good friends, none of them had foreseen the dangerous possibilities latent in that friendly familiarity.

   She sighed. One learnt from experience too late. Perhaps she had been too ignorant
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