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			GEORGE DUNCAN looked down at Freda where she knelt by her husband’s body. She was trying to pray but she shuddered with sobs. He touched her gently.

			“Come along, my dear. Come to your room.”

			His tone, as he had hoped, was just right. Even through her grief she responded to the same things. She could never fail to be moved by a direct order from a man; it made her frail. His tone of sympathy would help too. Comic creatures, women; even now heart-broken though she undoubtedly was, the fact that everybody would pity would comfort.

			Her bedroom was through a communicating door, white and blue, white-patterned satin bedspread, curtains, and cushioned window-seat, white walls, the drawn curtains were blue, so was the carpet, the effect was cloistered. This was enhanced by a heavy black cross over the bed with a realistic ivory Christ hanging on it. In the corner was a Lenci Madonna; the white one with the child. In front of the Madonna was a bowl of flowers. The twin beds were turned down for the night.

			A pink chiffon nightdress lay on hers, striped pyjamas on Andrew’s. She sat on the edge of the bed, fiddling with the sash of her dressing-gown.

			“I can’t believe it. He never seemed ill.”

			George rang the bell, and closing the door, went into the passage.

			Mabel, the flat-footed, heavy, housemaid, pounded up the stairs. He told her to bring up some brandy. She breathed heavily.

			“He’s dead, isn’t he, doctor?” He nodded.

			“That’s what I said to Hobson. ‘Ring for the doctor,’ I said, ‘but it won’t do any good, he’s gone.’ Was it his heart?”

			He shrugged.

			“I expect so. Now hurry up and get that brandy, my girl. You’d better tell the cook to make some tea. Better have some; this sort of thing is a shock to everybody.”

			Freda was sitting just as he had left her. Her hands still fiddled with her sash, only now tears were dripping in an effortless way out of her eyes. He sat beside her and took hold of one of her hands. “Would you mind a nurse? She can help you to bed and give you an injection.”

			She accepted with a faint nod, then suddenly put both hands over her mouth. She let out a half-scream. “You mean to—— He can’t be dead, he can’t.” Mabel knocked discreetly. George shouted to her to come in. She opened the door slowly. It creaked. Her face was mottled, the death had upset her, her heart was thumping, she felt a little sick, there were beads of perspiration on her forehead. George saw these things. He got up and took the tray of glasses and brandy from her, put it on the table, then poured two fingers into a glass. “Drink that down.” She hesitated, so he put a hand on her arm. “Go on.”

			Mabel had been in service since she was sixteen. Obedience to the upper classes was natural to her; she was not accustomed to spirits and spluttered as she drank.

			He poured out another dollop, and took the glass to Freda; over his shoulder he told Mabel he would want her in a minute.

			The brandy did Freda good. She controlled herself. “I’m sorry, I mustn’t let go.”

			He watched the last drop disappear; then straightened his back. He had been a doctor for thirty-five years. He was used to death, he had sat for hours with the bereaved, he thought any comfort he brought was part of his job. It had not often come his way to make things harder.

			“I’m afraid, my dear, I’ll have to telephone the authorities. I can’t sign a certificate.”

			She had evidently not expected that. Her voice was a whisper.

			“You mean an inquiry?” He nodded. “But it must have been his heart, it couldn’t be anything else. I mean, nothing else makes you die suddenly, does it?”

			“Might. Must put down the cause of death. Did he call out to you or what?”

			“No. I came back from my bath, and I heard a funny noise. I opened that door,” she nodded at the communicating door, “he was on the floor——” Her voice trailed away.

			“Conscious?”

			“I don’t know, he was curved up in a kind of hoop, his back all bent, he was smiling, an awful sort of fixed smile.” She shivered.

			“Yes.”

			“Then suddenly he collapsed. I rang and Mabel came. They got you.” Her teeth began to chatter.

			He got up.

			“All right, my dear.” He rang the bell.

			Mabel looked far more herself. He gave her an approving glance.

			“I’m getting a nurse along. In the meantime help your mistress into bed.”

			Outside he quietly opened the passage door into the dressing-room. He looked round. On the basin shelf was a medicine glass, in the bottom of it lay some soggy senna pods. In the basin were some brown splashes, as if Andrew had spat something out. George could see nothing else of possible interest. He touched only his own bag, which he took from the table, and went quietly out. He locked the door and put the key in his pocket.

			He rang the local nursing home, got through to the matron, and told her the situation.

			“Yes,” he said, “Mrs. Dawson at The Old Vicarage. You do? Come yourself. Splendid.”

			It was a toll call to the district coroner. He was an old friend.

			“That you, Tommy? I’ve got something for you here. One of my patients, Andrew Dawson. He was dead when I arrived. Can’t say. He was all right. Overhauled him a few weeks ago. Yes. It’s The Old Vicarage. You know at the back of the church. Will you let them know? Thanks.”

			As he climbed the stairs again he saw Nanny coming down from the children’s rooms. Her grey hair was in a thin plait, she wore an old flannel dressing-gown.

			“Hullo!” He beckoned to her. “You’ve heard?”

			She had been with the family since she took over Luke, more than thirteen years ago. He and she were old friends. Luke’s innumerable illnesses had drawn them together.

			“Heard what, sir?”

			“Mr. Dawson’s dead.”

			Nanny gasped. Her jaw dropped. 

			“Him! What was it?” 

			“Don’t know. Have to be an inquiry.” 

			“Oh no, sir! Oh, poor Mrs. Dawson. How is she?”

			“Matron from the Paley Nursing Home is coming herself. Seems she got to know Mrs. Dawson when she was visiting Mrs. Carter there.”

			“That’ll be better for her than a stranger.”

			“Yes. We’ll give her something to quieten her.” He was turning away when a thought struck him. “What brought you down, then?” 

			“Luke, he’s got one of his turns. I was going to her room for the mixture. She keeps it.”

			“What is he? Sick?” 

			“No; one of his nervous times. Shivering and carrying on.” 

			“Where is the stuff? I’ll get it for you. Mustn’t let her know he’s upset. What set him off?” 

			“You can’t never tell. It’s in the corner cupboard, you can’t miss it. Oh, dear me, who’s to tell the children?”

			“They’re asleep, I suppose?” 

			“Yes.” 

			“It can wait till the morning. Keep them upstairs. We’ll find out if she’ll do it or if she’d rather you did.”

			Freda was in bed. She was lying hunched up, her face in the pillow, her shoulders shaking. Mabel, tears of sympathy pouring down her cheeks, was patting the hump made by her hip.

			“There, Mum. Don’t take on so. It’s a good way to go. No long illness and pain and that. There, Mum—don’t take on.” 

			George moved quietly across and took the medicine from the cupboard. He went out again to Nanny. 

			“Give him a dose and a half. Don’t want him awake; there’ll be people coming. Police and so on.” Nanny nodded. He gave her a look. “Better take some yourself. It’s only a sedative.” 

			Nanny took the bottle, and turned and hurried back upstairs. He hesitated, in half a mind to go after her. She looked green. Scared. That would be the inquiry. The thought of one always upset people. Then he shook his head. Luke would be better with her alone. If he saw him he would want to know what he was doing in the house. Heaven help them all if he found out what had happened. There’d be no sleep for anyone, he’d scream the house down. Probably hadn’t wasted much love on his step-father, but that wouldn’t stop him having hysterics, emotional little blighter.

			Mabel came back to the kitchen. Cook and Hobson, the parlour-maid, were sitting at the table, discussing, over cups of strong tea, the quick deaths they had known.

			“How is she now?” asked cook. “Bearing up?” Mabel sat down.

			“There’s to be an inquiry.”

			There was a startled silence. Then Hobson nodded at cook.

			“That’s an inquest. That’s what I told you.”

			“No, you never did.” Cook poured out a cup of tea for Mabel. “You said if this wasn’t gentry there’d be one.”

			“It’s queer,” said Mabel. “His being taken like that. He looked such a healthy gentleman.”

			Cook lowered her voice.

			“In the midst of life we are in death.”

			“Didn’t look anywhere near dying at dinner,” said Hobson; “ate everything, eyes all over her, you know the way he was.”

			Mabel mopped her cheeks.

			“They were so happy, did you good to see them.” Hobson looked superior and felt it.

			“Never seems quite nice being so showy about it; you know, never leaving each other alone.”

			“Never a cross word,” said Mabel.

			“Oh well, I wouldn’t say that,” Hobson passed cook her empty cup. “They had some to-night if it comes to that. It was when I took in the coffee.”

			Cook opened her eyes. “What over?”

			“The usual. Luke of course. Seems he came home in a state from school, didn’t see him myself, did you, Mabel?”

			“Yes. Looked a ghost, poor little boy, white as a sheet. Seems someone had upset him over that rugby football.”

			Cook pushed Hobson’s cup back to her.

			“If she had a tiff with him to-night, I’m sorry for her. There’s no sadder words than—— It’s too late—— There’s no good being sorry when a man’s in his coffin.”

			“I reckon she was right, though,” said Mabel, “if she stood up for Luke. Seems hard to me sending him to that school. He’s always crying now.”

			Hobson looked truculent.

			“I don’t know so much. School is the law of the land. I don’t hold with one law for the rich and another for the poor.”

			Mabel shook her head.

			“He’s different. I was here before his father ran off. Very different things were then.”

			“And will be again,” cook broke in. “Terrible the changes death brings.”

			“How do you mean he was different then?” Hobson asked.

			Mabel stirred her tea. She stared at it as if in it she could see the past.

			“Always at the piano with his father.” Her lips half smiled. “Looked a proper picture. His hair was longer then, he wore silk shirts with frills.”

			“Sounds a bit sissy,” Hobson suggested. 

			Mabel went on without apparently hearing. 

			“Miss Esmond was here then, his governess. She loved him, said it was a privilege to teach him, often told me so.”

			“What did she mean?” 

			Mabel looked at Hobson. Hobson was smart. She stayed in a place as long as it suited her, then she moved on. She was different to herself and cook, they were the old-fashioned sort. Cook had always been in a kitchen, and she had always made beds and done the slops. Cook did not settle for long, but that was because her temper was uncertain. But she settled, and those she served became her life. But you could be sure Hobson would not understand things like that. She fumbled for half-forgotten phrases. What was it Miss Esmond used to say?

			“He’s born for his music.”

			“I know,” Hobson agreed; “plays a treat. But what Mr. Dawson thought from what I could hear was that he ought to be brought up like any other boy. He said to-night: ‘playing games won’t hurt his music. Give the boy a chance.’”

			Mabel shook her head.

			“That wasn’t the way Mr. Service felt.”

			“Well if he felt all that,” Hobson pointed out, “he shouldn’t have run off. He left his boy to a step-father and he must go by what he says.”

			“Look at that,” cook interrupted holding out her cup. “Look at those tea-leaves. See that coffin?”

			“And trouble,” Hobson pointed to a cluster of small leaves. “That’ll be the inquest.”

			Cook gazed admiringly at her cup.

			“Wonderful how true they are. The Sunday before my poor mother went there was a wreath with a cross on it. Clear as anything. My sister turned as white as a sheet. ‘See that?’ she says, and gives a nod towards mother.”

			“I can’t bear to think of her,” a tear dripped off Mabel’s nose. “It was dreadful to hear her. Moaning, kind of.”

			Cook sighed.

			“Poor soul. But there it is, it comes to us all. Here to-day and gone to-morrow.” Hobson patted Mabel’s hand.

			“That nurse’ll give her something.”

			“Oh yes. She and the doctor did directly she came up. ‘You go down’ she said to me, ‘and try and get a bit of sleep.’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘won’t you want anything?’ ‘No,’ she said, ‘the house isn’t made that I can’t find my way round.’”

			“Well,” cook got up. “I daresay we might go and have a lie down, though I shan’t sleep. They say cut off suddenly like that they walk.”

			Mabel was the last to move. She switched off the light, and stood looking towards the front stairs. Her face sagged with pity.

			“Nanny! I’ve been awake hours and hours an’ hours.”

			Nanny, her eyes still heavy from her sedative-invoked sleep, managed to smile. 

			“I’m sorry, my duck, I was tired.”

			Peter’s voice shrilled from across the passage.

			“I’m almost dressed. I told Viola to get up, she’s a silly fool to be still in bed.”

			Nanny came to his room.

			“Have you washed properly?”

			“Course.” He put on his tie. “What was the matter with Luke last night?”

			“Nothing.” Nanny paused. “Why?”

			“Heard him howling.”

			Viola in her dressing-gown was at the door.

			“I heard him too. He’s the most awful cry-baby.” 

			Nanny flushed.

			“That’s enough, you two. Viola, go along to the bathroom, and don’t put your things on until I’ve had a look at your neck.”

			Viola sighed.

			“Before we came to live here, when I was only six, I used to wash myself, and nobody ever looked.”

			“Maybe.” Reference to their past, and to Nanny shockingly uncared for, life, always got her. She smiled. “You run along. The day I don’t see a need to look I’ll stop looking.”

			The clock chiming coincided with the retreating patter of Viola’s slippers.

			“Gosh! It’s late,” said Peter. “It’s breakfast in a quarter of an hour. I wonder if Daddy’s dressed.” 

			The urgency of the situation quickened Nanny’s wits.

			“He’s not well. Breakfast is upstairs this morning.”

			“What’s the matter with him? He was all right last night.”

			“I expect it’s something he ate at dinner.” Nanny turned to the door. “Be a good boy and see Viola gets on with her dressing. I’m just going to slip down and hurry breakfast. Can’t have you late for school.”

			Peter went to the bathroom. 

			“Daddy’s ill.”

			“What with?” 

			“Something he’s eaten.”

			“Gosh! Is he being sick like I was that time I had mushrooms?”

			“I expect so. Shove your head over, I’ve got to see your neck’s clean.”

			Nanny met matron in the passage.

			“Good morning. Is Mrs. Dawson awake?” 

			Matron nodded.

			“Yes.”

			Nanny drew nearer.

			“It’s his children. He had two, you know. Who’s to tell them?”

			“How old are they?”

			“Peter’s ten and Viola’s eight.”

			Matron considered. She turned to Freda’s room. “I’ll have to ask her. I hope she doesn’t want to do it. She’s in no state, poor thing.”

			Freda was sitting up in bed, drinking tea. She looked wretched. Yellow and flabby. Her eyes were puffy with crying. Nanny was so shocked and so full of pity she could not speak. Her throat felt dry and harsh. Matron’s experienced eye took this in.

			“Nurse is down about your step-children, Mrs. Dawson. She says who’s to tell them?” 

			Freda looked up. Tears filled her eyes.

			“Poor darlings. I must, of course. Bring them down, Nanny.”

			That brought Nanny’s voice back. Stupid handling of children was not a thing she could be silent about.

			“Not before they’ve eaten a good breakfast, Ma’am.”

			“Don’t you think,” matron suggested, “nurse could tell them? It’ll be a terrible strain on you.”

			Freda shook her head. She forced what, in spite of her wretchedness, she knew to be a brave smile.

			“It’s my job. My husband would have wanted me to do it.”

			Nanny turned to go. She appeared acquiescent, but in her mind she was disagreeing. That his children should be told bad news by an obviously broken-hearted person was not at all in keeping with the way their father had wanted them brought up. He and she had got on, but he had not let her have things all her own way. Often he had said, “Don’t make them soft, Nanny. The world’s a place where they’ll get knocks. No good bringing up two pats of butter.” It was the same he always said to Mrs. Dawson. “Don’t slop over the kids, darling. They aren’t sensitive little plants. They’re tough little animals and want treating that way.” She knew just what he would have said to Mrs. Dawson that morning. “For God’s sake don’t try and butt in, you’ll cry all over them. Nothing a kid hates more. Let cook or somebody do it, much kinder.”

			She met Mabel outside with the breakfast tray.

			“Do they know?” said Mabel jerking her head up the stairs.

			“She’s telling them after.”

			“Ah!” Mabel let out a half-groan. “I wouldn’t be her, poor soul; fairly wrapped up in their father they were.”

			“Give me the tea-pot,” said Nanny. “It’s heavy up this last flight.”

			“Hullo, Mabel!” said Peter. “Daddy’s eaten something bad.”

			Viola lowered herself by the aid of a chair; she attempted to do the splits.

			“He’s being sick.”

			Mabel was no actress. She looked at them both in appalled silence. Her stays and the black japanned breakfast tray creaked.

			“There,” said Nanny, “you’ve upset Mabel. Talking of being sick. It isn’t every stomach can stand it.”

			Viola pulled herself upright.

			“It’s lucky you wasn’t us then before we came to live here. We were always going to France or somewhere and then not liking it and coming back. People were always sick on the boat.”

			Peter grinned.

			“We used to play an awfully good game. We used to pick people, and you scored five if yours was sick first.”

			Viola lowered herself again, her legs splaying awkwardly.

			“Daddy said we were dirty little beasts, but he often gave the one that won sixpence.”

			“Oh, my!” said Mabel.

			“There, don’t you listen to them,” Nanny broke in. “You leave the tray, I’ll get the rest.”

			“Where’s Luke?” asked Viola. Nanny helped out the porridge.

			“He’s not well. I’m letting him sleep on.” Viola put sugar and milk on her porridge.

			“He’s shamming because he doesn’t want to go to school, I expect. He came home crying yesterday because of football.”

			Peter scowled.

			“Shut up, sneak.”

			“It’s not sneaking, he told Freda when Mabel and me were in the hall, everybody could hear.”

			Peter did not answer. He went on with his porridge.

			“He said a boy kicked him on purpose.”

			Peter gave a bored sigh.

			“Well, he didn’t. I think it’s idiotic letting Luke play games.” He always thinks they’re like that. He doesn’t understand them.”

			Viola took some more sugar.

			“He only likes playing that awful piano. Gosh! He made a row on it last night.” She turned to Nanny. “Daddy and Peter and me were playing rummy and we couldn’t hear anything, and Daddy said ‘Keep it quiet, old man, can’t you.’ Luke got up as proud as proud and just walked out.”

			Nanny looked up.

			“What did his mother say?”

			Peter put down his porridge spoon. 

			“Can I have my bacon?”

			Nanny helped his slice of bacon on toast on to a plate. She cut her own portion in half and added it.

			“I say,” he objected, “is that yours? Don’t you want it?”

			“No, I’m not hungry.” There was a pause. Then she repeated, “What did his mother say?”

			“What? When Luke went out in a temper?” 

			“Yes.”

			He spoke through a mouthful of bacon.

			“She got up and said ‘Andrew!’” His imitation was so good Viola burst out laughing.

			“That’s just like Freda. That’s just how she says it when Daddy scolds Luke.”

			Nanny took a sip of tea. 

			“Didn’t she go after him?”

			The children were bored with yesterday.

			“She was going to,” said Peter, “when Daddy got up and said something or other. I do wish they’d make extra bacon-toast, don’t you? It’s one of the things I never get enough of.”

			Breakfast was over. Nanny tried to make the after-breakfast duties hang out, the washings and the lavatories. She could not stop the children putting on their outdoor things. It was difficult to be the person to take away the normality of the day. She made them walk quietly down the stairs, and brought herself to say, “Don’t disturb your father.”

			Outside Freda’s door she caught hold of them. “Your stepmother wants a word with you.” She dragged them to her, and gave each a violent kiss. She tried through her dry lips to show sympathy. What she gave the children was fear. What was all this? This was not the moment for seeing Freda. Viola clutched at her stomach with both hands.

			“I’m frightened.”

			Peter, the pupils of his eyes twice their natural size, stared up into Nanny’s face, then, with the blind run of a lamb towards those who would pen it for market, he turned the door-handle and butted his way into the room.

			Nanny’s life had been spent keeping children from suffering. To send those two in there tore her. She made a staccato movement to follow, then checked herself, turned and went up to Luke.

			Margaret Carter moved her gardening mat further up the path. She pulled out bits of groundsel and chickweed. Her face was absorbed, but her mind was not on weeds. Over the wall came the sound of the boys playing rugger. From the boys’ dining-room behind her a clank as the maids laid plates for lunch. She heard these noises, or rather she would have noticed if they were not going on. School masters’ wives, she found, acquired minds tuned to certain sounds at certain times. So much so that if any sound failed it rang an alarum bell in their heads. Very convenient, for you were watchful and yet free to think.

			There was no time, she found, when her brain was as clear as when weeding. Face to face with the good-smelling unemotional earth some hinge gave in her mind and a door opened.

			Llewelyn Carter came out of the house and stood beside her. She was so far away she did not hear him. He spoke to her, and touched her shoulder. She came back to the present, blinking.

			“Hullo!”

			He had his pipe in his mouth. He smoked a moment in silence.

			“Worried?” 

			She nodded.

			“Bound to be. After all Freda’s been a friend of mine for years.”

			“Someone’s told you then?”

			“’Course. People can’t run fast enough to spread news like that.”

			“Did Dawson strike you as a fellow who’d do himself in?”

			She sat back on her haunches.

			“What was he like? He looked the sort of person you’d get to know better over the port. I mean, he never seemed quite himself in a drawing-room, which was where I always saw him.”

			Llewelyn considered.

			“He was all right. Bit of a rolling stone, wasn’t he? I think his first wife’s death knocked him out. Couldn’t seem to settle anywhere without her.”

			Margaret dug her trowel into the earth.

			“How odd he didn’t do it then. I mean, if you were going to commit suicide, wouldn’t you think that was when you’d do it. Not when you’d got remarried and were happy.”

			“Suppose he was happy with Freda, wasn’t he?”

			“Yes.” She looked up. “Yes. I’m sure he was.”

			“Bit of trouble, wasn’t there? Seem to remember you going round there at the beginning of last year and holding her hand.”

			She made a face at him.

			“Don’t you ever forget anything? It wasn’t trouble. It was a little worry. He never knew anything about it.”

			Llewelyn looked amused.

			“You’re talking rot. Freda have a worry and not let her husband know?”

			Margaret pulled up a bit of chickweed.

			“She is a fool. She loves people to fuss about her. She always did. I was thinking of that when you came out. She was pretty even at sixteen. She was a bit petted. You know, everyone saying, ‘Don’t lift that, Freda, it’s too heavy for you.’ She adored it.”

			He nodded, and chewed on his pipe.

			“You going round to see her to-day?”

			“I wasn’t. Why? Did you want me to?”

			“I’d like to get hold of young Peter. Should think that house is the worst possible place for him just now.”

			“D’you want him to come and stay?”

			“Um, and his sister.” 

			“What about Luke?” 

			“His mother’ll want him.”

			“I know you’re saying that nastily. I never knew you so stupid over a child as you are over him. Of course he’s spoilt. But after all he’s more or less a genius. Can’t expect him to be a cricket captain.”

			He lit his pipe.

			“Young Luke’s more of a problem than you know.”

			“He couldn’t be. I’d hate to try and bring him up.”

			“Dawson saw that. That’s why he made Freda send him to me.”

			“Did he tell you so?”

			“More or less. Told me it was the hell of a job. I know you’re fond of Freda, but she’s pigheaded about that kid.”

			Margaret put her arm through his. She gave him a little shake.

			“Freda adored Aldous Service don’t forget that.

			People like you, schoolmasters and he-men generally weren’t fair to him. Just because he was a musician you thought he was mad.”

			“About right.”

			“There you go. After all, he understood temperamental talented people. He said Luke ought to be brought up differently.”

			“He had a rum start himself. All it seemed to lead to was his leaving his wife and kid and running off with an opera singer.”

			“Not only men who haven’t been to preparatory and public schools do that.”

			“He had less excuse than most,” said Llewelyn doggedly. “Begin with, he was teaching his kid the piano himself. Knew all he was up against with the boy. Luke was nine. Bad age to upset anyone. Shocking for a boy of his type.”

			“He handed him over to Levisohn before he left.” Llewelyn growled through his pipe-stem. She wriggled with annoyance at his stupidity. “I know he was everything that men of your sort loathe. But people say he’s the best pianist we have. His taking Luke was a compliment. I don’t doubt Andrew meant all right when he was persuading Freda to take him away from him, but it made her very unhappy to see Luke so wretched.” Llewelyn moved to interrupt. “I know ‘Make a man of him,’ and all the rest of it. But Luke’s father fussed more about his being a musician than a man.”

			“Should have stayed then, and seen the job through.”

			Margaret got tired of battling against his common sense.

			“I wonder why we’re arguing about Aldous Service. He’s happy. It’s Andrew who’s killed himself.”

			“Did you hear it’s believed it’s that stuff that fell out of George’s car in November?”

			“No! What, the stuff they broadcasted about?” 

			“Um.”

			“But that was never found.”

			“George noticed his car door was open outside The Old Vicarage. So when he found the medicine was missing he ’phoned Dawson and asked him to have a look up as far as the chemist.”

			“And Andrew went?”

			“All did. She wasn’t dressed so she sent the nurse and children. She and Dawson went afterwards.”

			“You mean he found it, and kept it all these months. How very odd. Who told you?”

			“George. He was round this morning.” She gave him a quick look.

			“Then it was his idea, the Dawson children coming here?”

			“Um. Worried about the boy. Seems all right but keeps on being sick. Shock, you know.”

			“Poor child. I always think he looks such a nice little boy.”

			“He’s all right. Pop round and see if you can work it. Have a good talk with Freda.”

			A maid came out of the house. She came to Margaret.

			“There’s a gentleman to see you, Ma’am.”

			“Who is it?”

			The maid’s eyes glistened.

			“I think it’s one of those detectives they’ve sent from Scotland Yard.”

			“All right. I’ll come.” Margaret waited till the maid was out of hearing. “Did you know they’d sent a detective down?”

			“George told me this morning. Seems it’s natural. The inquest was adjourned to give ’em a chance to find out everything. Someone’s got to do it.”

			“But why Scotland Yard? I know we haven’t got anyone in the village, but why not from Sealight. After all, that’s where the Coroner’s Court is.”

			“Better go and see what the fellow wants.” 

			Margaret gave him a scared look.

			“I’ve always been frightened of policemen since my nurse used to say she’d give me in charge if I didn’t behave.”

			He held her arm.

			“Run along, and don’t be a fool, and Margaret—don’t forget it’s their job to ask questions and yours to speak the truth.”

			The detective was in the drawing-room. ‘A nice ordinary-looking man,’ thought Margaret, comforted by the normality of his blue suit. She offered him a chair and a cigarette.

			“I’m here,” he explained, “to investigate the death of Mr. Dawson. You are a close friend of Mrs. Dawson aren’t you?”

			“Yes. We were at school together.”

			“Sorry to trouble you, but I have to question everybody, you know. You were a patient, I think, in the Paley Nursing Home in March of last year.” She nodded, though puzzled what the removal of her tonsils could have to do with Andrew Dawson’s death. “While there Mrs. Dawson came to see you every day.”

			She hesitated; afraid of saying the wrong thing.

			“Yes.”

			“After one of these visits she said to the matron”—there was a pause while he found the place in his note-book—“I don’t know what I’d do without Mrs. Carter. I’ve been unhappy lately. She told me just what to do.” He closed his book. “Do you mind telling me why Mrs. Dawson was unhappy?”

			Margaret looked at her hands. For the first time the full horror of what it means to get into a position where things must be investigated came to her. The private talks that must be repeated. It was particularly distressing when it happened to a person like Freda who enjoyed intimacies.

			“It was a religious difficulty.”

			“Did it bear on her relationship with her husband?”

			“In a way.”

			“What did you tell her to do?” 

			“See her priest.”

			He opened his notebook again.

			“Who is he?”

			“Father Robert Candon, Vicar of St. Saviour’s in Sealight.”

			He wrote down the name and address.

			“Was Mrs. Dawson happy with Mr. Dawson?”

			Margaret was thankful to get away from Freda’s confidences to her own observations.

			“Very.”

			“The first husband left her?”

			“Yes.”

			“Was she very upset about that?” 

			“Terribly.”

			“Fond of him?”

			“Very.”

			“She divorced him?”

			She became more careful.

			“Yes.”

			“But not till some time after he had gone off with the other lady?”

			“No.”

			“The divorce proceedings were not started for over a year?”

			“No.” Margaret felt the tug of a mind listening for more. “Mrs. Dawson is a very religious woman. She didn’t believe in divorce.”

			“I see.” He looked back at his notebook. “There’s a maid in the house. Ann Hobson. She says”—he found the place and read—“‘Mr. and Mrs. Dawson seemed happy, but they quarrelled over Mrs. Dawson’s son, Luke.’ Do you know anything about that?”

			Margaret got up and took a cigarette. It gave her time. She realised the law must do its stuff, but she could not think Luke’s difficulties could help to solve the problem of why Andrew Dawson poisoned himself. He thought him a tiresome, often a maddening child, but he didn’t get on his nerves to the extent of suicide.

			“I think quarrelling is an exaggeration. Aldous Service, Luke’s father, was a musician, a conductor. The boy has inherited his father’s gift. He was brought up rather as a prodigy. Mr. Dawson was an open-air sort of person. He thought it bad for Luke. He made Freda, Mrs. Dawson, send him to my husband. I think the boy found school life difficult and wasn’t very happy. Then his mother was upset. You can imagine, can’t you? But I wouldn’t call it quarrelling.”

			“I see.” He closed his book and put it in his pocket. “You will be called as a witness when the inquest is resumed on Wednesday week.”

			“Why?”

			“You’re a friend of Mrs. Dawson. The question of the happiness of their married life is bound to come up.”

			“Why——” She broke off. A chilly feeling went through her. “Nobody thinks Freda—Mrs. Dawson——”

			The detective looked past her out of the window.

			“Nobody thinks anything. It’s our job to get all the evidence which bears on the cause of death. There’s a jury, you know. They have to determine how Mr. Dawson came to die.”

			Margaret was still standing in the middle of the room when Llewelyn came in. Her voice was controlled, but he could hear she was scared.

			“They can’t think Freda had anything to do with it.”

			He took his usual time before he answered.

			“Bound to be a lot of talk. These detectives have to see everybody. Find out if there were reasons.” 

			“It’s so idiotic. Freda!”

			“George was saying this morning he was afraid he would have to answer a lot of questions. You see, she had just as much chance to pick up the bottle of strychnine as Dawson did.”

			“Was it strychnine?”

			“Yes. That’s what was dropped, and what he died from. Took a whole lot of it with his senna pods.”

			“Senna pods! How queer.”

			“That’s it. Seems odd to take it that way. Very bitter, you know. Must have known that. More likely to have swallowed it neat.”

			“But if someone else put it in wouldn’t he have spat it out? I mean, I would if anything tasted awful.”

			“Seems he poured a little water on a few pods every morning and drank the stuff every night. Might just have tipped the glass back. Could have swallowed most of it before he got on to it that something was wrong.”

			“It doesn’t look as if it were suicide.” 

			“Wouldn’t say that.”

			“Does Freda know? I mean has anybody told her she might be suspected?”

			“That’s one of the reasons why I want you to see her. Her solicitor’s worried. Seems she won’t grasp it’s necessary to have someone at the court to watch her interests. Might help if you had a word with her.”

			She looked at him, half shaking her head. “We’ve been married nearly ten years. I’ll never understand you. Why couldn’t you have said all this to begin with?”

			“I was coming to it. You know, you’re a bit apt to go off the handle. Better if you worked out things for yourself.”

			She crossed the room. In an aimless sort of way she rearranged some well-arranged daffodils, stabbing them into place. Llewelyn came over and patted her shoulder.

			The lower garden at The Old Vicarage was a good place to play in. It had a high stone wall round it. At the bottom was a gate into the churchyard; funerals and weddings went past it. Peter and Viola particularly enjoyed the funerals. Down the left side of the garden was a holly hedge. There had once been a flagged path behind it, between it and the wall. It was moss-grown now and scratchy to walk along because of the holly, but they had been down it and it gave them a feeling of having a secret place.

			It was up against the bottom of the holly hedge and the wall that Viola had her house. Peter had done most of the building, helped now and again by Andrew. Andrew had stopped being interested when it was built. Peter was interested sometimes, but not very often. But to Viola it only became really interesting when they had finished with their painting and hammering and she had the place to herself.

			These last days she had been in it nearly all the time. Things were so frightening in the real house. Here, in the far corner of the garden, it was better. If her father was dead she did not want to hear about it. Grown-ups made frightening things more frightening. They cried. Grown-ups crying made you feel sticky.

			In her house she sang loudly and truculently. Not because she felt like singing but it was a gesture. It was an attempt to make life normal again. Away from grown-ups’ whispers and knowing looks, she almost believed it was.

			Peter came down the garden. He carried the clock out of the little sitting-room.

			“Look what I’ve bagged.”

			She was pleased. After all a house is not properly a house unless it has a clock.

			“Anyone see?”

			He kicked a stone.

			“They’re all so stupid now. Don’t think they’d say anything if we took the dining-room table.”

			She giggled.

			“I’d like to see us.” She examined the clock. It was silver, small, standing on four legs. “It’s so little, if they do see it’s gone they won’t think it’s us, they’ll think Luke took it for his hoard.”

			It was as if merely saying the name Luke made a cloud fall on the garden.

			“He’s feeling ill. He’s in bed,” said Peter.

			“Goodness, I’m glad.” Viola held the clock to her ear to be sure it was ticking. “I keep looking up and thinking it’s him coming down the garden.”

			“He won’t do anything if he does.”

			“No. But he’ll pretend he will.” She balanced on a stone which made part of a bed border. “D’you remember Corsica?”

			“That man who used to shout at us?” She nodded. “I’ve often thought of that. He is like him.”

			“’Course,” Viola hopped off her stone. “I was very little then. D’you remember how I used to cry when Daddy went out in the evening and you got into bed with me? I’m not silly like that now.”

			“We used to think we heard him. D’you remember? Pad, pad, pad coming up the stairs.”

			Viola, terrified, skipped into her house.

			“You can’t frighten me. So it’s no good you trying. He isn’t like that man really.”

			She got no answer. She looked out. Peter was leaning against the hedge. He looked green. “Gosh! Are you going to be sick again?” He felt the region of his gall bladder.

			“It’s here. Every time I start thinking things I am. I expect I’d better go in, Nanny’s got that stuff for me.”

			The inspector took the short cut across the churchyard to The Old Vicarage. As he reached the garden gate he heard a shrill rendering of “I know my Prince will come.” He leant over and saw Viola. She was sitting on an upturned box, making something out of raffia. As he watched and listened his mind went back to the time when he was much about her age. He remembered being left alone in the house with a cistern that made noises. He had sat on a stool trying to concentrate on carving a snake out of a bit of wood. He had sung in just that shrill frantic way. His song had been “The Rajah of Bong.” The song did not matter, all that was needed was a noise to keep the shadows at bay.

			He opened the gate with unnecessary noise. He expected she would know who he was; it was better she should see him long before he reached her. She must not feel he was sneaking up unawares.

			Viola looked up. Immediately her eyes went back to her work. She stopped singing. Her mouth became a tiny line as she closed her lips against this awful man. A nervous flush flooded her face. She could not move, it was too frightening for that. This was the policeman about whom Hobson, Mabel and cook whispered.

			The inspector came casually along. He leant against the holly hedge and filled his pipe.

			“Hullo!”

			Viola, sewing furiously, looked at him fleetingly out of the corners of her eyes.

			“Hullo!”

			“Nice house you’ve got. Did you build it?”

			Her voice was a whisper.

			“A little. But Peter and daddy did most.” She gave him another look. He did not seem very frightening.

			“And I expect your mother made you those curtains?”

			She was always shocked at ignorance in grownups. A class, she considered, who should be infallible.

			“My mother died when I was a tiny baby. I thought everybody knew that.”

			The inspector went on packing tobacco in his pipe. His face was unruffled. Internally he was cursing himself for a fool. He might have guessed the children did not call Mrs. Dawson ‘mother.’

			“Stupid, aren’t I?” His voice was apologetic. “I meant your stepmother. I expect she made those curtains.”

			“Freda! No. She doesn’t do things like that. Nanny made them. On the sewing machine, you know.”

			“I expect you give parties in there sometimes, don’t you? To everybody, Freda, Luke and Peter.”

			“No. Nanny thinks it’s damp.”

			He put a match to his tobacco, his mind reaching for a simple method of getting her to chatter. 

			“When I wasn’t much older than you we made a house.”

			“Were you as big as Peter?”

			“Let me see, he’s ten isn’t he? Yes. Just about. We made ours in a tree.”

			“Like in Peter Pan. We saw that last Christmas. I didn’t like the crocodile awfully, but Peter did. How did you make your house stop up?”

			“A sailor friend of ours fixed the boards for the floor. Sailors are clever fellows at fixing things.”

			She nodded.

			“I know. I’ve been a lot on boats. Once when the sea was very rough a sailor came and tied me and my chair on to a bar. It was tied awfully strong. It never came undone, not even when the boat fell into the biggest holes between the waves.”

			“Travelled a lot have you?”

			Viola quite relaxed, leant against the door of her house.

			“Everywhere. Ever since I was born. Sometimes Peter and me liked the places and sometimes they were simply awful, and people said ‘hush’ when we made the littlest noise. But we were never very long at places. After a bit daddy always said, ‘This damned place is getting me down,’ then we went somewhere else.”

			“So this is the first home you’ve ever had?” 

			“Yes. Peter and me didn’t believe we’d really stop. Not at first.”

			“I should think it’s nice to be settled isn’t it?”

			She considered the point.

			“It’s nice not having boxes.” 

			“How long have you been here?”

			“A long time. We came after Peter and me had been to a children’s hotel. Not last summer but the one before. I was six.”

			“I expect with all the travelling you’ve done you get muddled remembering things.”

			“No. I remember better than Peter. Sometimes I get the places wrong where things have happened, but I always remember them happening.”

			“Do you? Then I wonder if you could help me. Can you remember last year looking for a parcel the doctor had dropped?”

			“’Course. Do you know they told people about it on the wireless?”

			“It was a Wednesday wasn’t it?”

			“No. ’Course it wasn’t. It was Sunday.” 

			“How did you hear it was lost?”

			“Daddy told us. He said the doctor had telephoned and we were to go and look.”

			“You all went?”

			“Yes. Nanny and me and Peter and Luke and afterwards Freda and daddy.”

			“Funny none of you found it.” 

			“It wasn’t there.”

			“I expect it was somewhere hidden in the grass or something.”

			“No, it wasn’t. We looked in the grass.” Viola’s tone was definite. “Me and Peter looked and looked, and we’re very good at finding; Then daddy said he’d give a shilling to the person who found it. So we looked especially.”

			The inspector bit on his pipe stem. 

			“Daddy offered a shilling prize did he?”

			“Yes. And we had to give the parcel to Nanny. But it wasn’t there.”

			“Perhaps it wasn’t where you and Peter looked, but Nanny and Luke mightn’t be such good lookers.”

			Viola screwed her face in scorn.

			“Me and Peter didn’t leave it to Nanny and Luke. They’d never find nothing. Luke’s much too silly to look. He jus’ went miles in front kicking up the grass.”

			“What about Nanny?”

			“She didn’t look much because of a corn.” 

			“Has she a corn?”

			“Not now. Daddy made her go and see someone who cut it off.”

			“I see, so Luke walked in front and you and Peter walked with Nanny?”

			Viola was desperately bored with the subject.

			“No. We never walk with her. Besides, she went slow because of her corn.”

			“So really it was you and Peter who did all the looking, and it wasn’t there?”

			“No. We went as far as Mr. Perkins.” 

			“He’s the chemist?”

			“Yes. We told him and he gave us some barley sugar because we’d looked so hard, and he gave Nanny and Luke some, too, which wasn’t fair, really.”

			“Did you meet Freda and your father?”

			“Yes, and daddy said, ‘It’s no good, we’ll have to give up. If these kids of mine haven’t found it, it isn’t there.’ Because once we found a stud Daddy dropped in a field, so he knew we were good at finding.”

			“Do you remember if Freda and your father were walking together?”

			“’Course they were.” He paused a moment.

			“It must be nice being in a house after hotels.”

			“They weren’t hotels. Mostly, it was pensions and apartments.”

			“Still you couldn’t run about them as you liked. I mean into all the rooms.”

			“’Course not. We can’t now. Not Freda’s bedroom. We used to get into daddy’s bed before breakfast. But we haven’t since he married Freda.”

			“I expect you used to go in his dressing-room and help him dress.”

			“No.” She spoke in a small frightened voice. In the talk of the long-lost parcel she had been completely at ease. But the dressing-room was the last place of which she wanted to think. When Peter had not believed Freda and her talk about ‘Gone to be with God,’ he had run and banged on the dressing-room door. Its locked state and the ghastly silence which followed his shouts haunted them still.

			The inspector grasped something of what was the matter. He suspected that horrible fragments of conversation about the dead had been overheard and retained. Heaven knew what the poor little creature thought about her father. Half believed him gone and half didn’t, like as not. She talked about him naturally enough, but so she would about Jack and the Beanstalk. He gently led the conversation to her house and its needs. In a minute or two she was friendly again. He would not risk more that morning. Miserable job badgering a child.

			He went up the path to the house. As he came to the rose garden, Viola’s voice singing “Oh mama” reached him. She sang inaccurately and fumbled for the tune. He stopped and listened with a pleased smile. It was a less scared singing than when he had arrived.

			Freda was lying on the sofa. She looked pathetic. Margaret felt a cad for thinking ‘Well she always has been a person whose looks pitied her.’ Freda had a grand dress sense. It had not failed her now. She wore a black wool frock which fell away from her neck in soft folds. It was a first-class setting for both her pearls and her fairness. The room was full of flowers. Hyacinths, jonquils, freesias, lilies-of-the-valley, roses. She had not yet dispensed with her central heating, and in spite of the open windows, it, with the fire, made the room hot. The scent of the flowers was delicious but overpowering. Freda did not get up, she held out her left hand which Margaret took. 

			“How are you?”

			“Rotten.” In spite of what she said Freda managed a smile.

			“How lovely your flowers are.” 

			“Aren’t they. People spoil me.”

			Margaret longed to ask who was doing the spoiling. It would give some idea if there were whispers and who was making them. That mass of red roses in the corner looked painfully like somebody saying ‘I’m on your side, anyway.’ On the other hand the mixed spring bunch might merely be a suitable gift to the recently bereaved.

			“What gorgeous roses.”

			“Yes. Funny. They came yesterday from the rather common woman who’s taken ‘The Red House.’ I hardly know her.”

			“She looks kind-hearted.” Margaret bit off the sentence. She had a horrible feeling she was being dishonest, meaning one thing and saying another, there shouldn’t be that between herself and Freda, there never had been. For something to do she picked up a picture of Luke. The room was full of them. This was in a solid silver frame, standing on the piano beside the roses. It had been taken in the pre-Andrew post-Aldous period. His hair had been longer then, it hung in a solid mass on his forehead, a good setting for his disturbingly tragic eyes. Margaret often looked at that photograph, it never failed to give her an uncomfortable feeling that something was wrong somewhere; a boy of ten, which was all he was when that photograph had been taken, ought not to look so driven. 

			“How’s Luke?”

			“Wretched. He wasn’t well before this happened, and now, of course, he’s in a terrible state. He’s so highly strung.”

			“Peter’s not well either, I hear?”

			“Poor little boy. It’s shock Dr. Duncan says. But he’ll be all right in a day or two. He’s as strong as a cart-horse.”

			“He’s one of the reasons I’ve come round. Llewelyn and I were wondering if we might have him and Viola?”

			Freda raised her eyes. They flooded with tears.

			“Oh, no. Andrew’s children must be with me. That’s what he’d wish.”

			Margaret quickly sorted and discarded various methods of approach.

			“But there is their side. Pretty gloomy for them here, poor little scraps.”

			Freda’s tears overflowed. They dripped disconsolately down her cheeks.

			“I do try. I say, ‘you mustn’t think of yourself. Think of them.’ But it’s hard.”

			Margaret took a grip on herself, determined not to be impatient or irritated, both of which she felt she could be very easily.

			“It’s too much for you though. I’m sure if Andrew were here, he’d say, ‘get them away.’ You know how he worried over you.”

			Freda’s jaw quivered.

			“I’m sure you mean to be kind. But it’s out of the question. Just now we’d all rather be together.”

			Margaret was shocked to find she was longing to slap. To quieten her irritation she opened her case and took a cigarette. She took some while tapping it, and lighting it, to give herself time to simmer down, and allow suitable sympathy for the newly bereaved to dominate.
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