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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the

  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  PART ONE




  THE ENCHANTMENT




  We need hardly caution newcomers against the artifices of pickpockets and the wiles of impostors, two fraternities which are very numerous in London. It is even prudent

  to avoid speaking to strangers in the street. All information desired by the traveller may be obtained from one of the policemen, of whom about 16,000 (some 260 mounted) perambulate the streets of

  the Metropolis.




  —BAEDEKER’S London and Its Environs FOR

  1908










  Chapter One




  The train reached Charing Cross towards dusk of a fine evening in June. David Garth, outside the station, had been about to hail one of the new motor-cabs when he first

  saw the man whose words led him into nightmare.




  All the way up in the train from Fairfield he had been thinking about Betty Calder. It was a nuisance having to leave her, if only for a few hours. And a professional appointment made

  under such outlandish circumstances, for so outlandish a time, disturbed the routine of his apparently stodgy life.




  He was more than David Garth, M.D. He was David Garth, Harley Street specialist, spoken of as “the” coming man (whatever that might mean, as Garth’s sardonic humour often

  mused) in the practice of neurology.




  Before leaving Fairfield he had put on evening-clothes, as though there were some mystic boundary between Kent and London. His white gloves and glossy top-hat shamed the dust of the train.

  He was thirty-eight years old, lean and stately despite a mocking intelligence; and, for all this parade of dignity, as wild a romanticist as ever lived. “Hah!” Garth said to

  himself.




  Afterwards he never forgot the air or the texture of that evening: the tarry smell of wood-paving after a day’s heat, the remnants of sunset beyond Trafalgar Square, and a soft

  traffic-rumble punctuated only by the jingle of hansom-bells or the putt-putt of an occasional motor-car.




  These familiar noises poured at him in an unreal twilight round Charing Cross. His closest friends, Vincent and Marion Bostwick, might have been surprised at his meditations.




  “For the first time,” he was thinking, “I am in love. By God, I am.”




  “My dear fellow,” said another voice in his mind, “these biological urges—”




  “You and your biological urges,” said a furious mimicking. “You and your accursed scientific terms. Shut up, do you hear me. Shut up.”




  He had left Betty at Fairfield, or, to be exact, near Fairfield at the seaside cottage with its bathing-pavilion built out on the beach. The long surf thundered through a hot summer.

  Whenever Garth pictured Betty Calder, that eminently respectable young widow of twenty-eight, his mind brought an image which (in the literary sense, anyway) was embarrassing. He thought of Betty

  as a water-nymph. But the year was 1907. For an unchaperoned young widow to have rented a seaside cottage at all, he conceded, was rather a daring move.




  So the South Eastern and Chatham Railway whisked him up to London. He was crossing the station courtyard towards the cab-rank when a voice hailed him out of gloom.




  “Oi! You! Sir! . . . Dr. David Garth?”




  “Eh?” said Garth, and stopped short. “Yes?”




  At the other side of the Strand, beyond caked mud and blowing dust, a few shop-fronts showed a gleam of the new and dazzling electric light. But it was only a gleam. Horse-drawn omnibuses,

  white and green, bumped past in a dwindling parade that shook the arc-lamps of the station yard and seemed to shake the whole street as well.




  Of the newcomer Garth could see little except that he was a thickset man with a fat face and a curly-brimmed bowler hat. He had a confidential manner and a large gold watch-chain, and

  breathed as though he had been running.




  “You are Dr. Garth, aren’t you? May I ask, sir, whether you’ve been summoned to Scotland Yard?”




  “Summoned to Scotland Yard? No, I have not. Is there any reason why I should be?”




  “Now let’s not argue the matter, sir,” the newcomer said persuasively. “If you’re not going there now, Doctor, may I ask where you are

  going?”




  “Who are you? What do you want?”




  “I’m a police-officer, sir. Name of Twigg.”




  “For your information, then, I am calling at my office to keep an appointment with a patient. Afterwards I shall have a very late dinner with some friends of mine, Mr. and Mrs.

  Bostwick, and return to the country by the eleven-twenty train.”




  “Isn’t it a bit late in the evening, Doctor, to be keeping an appointment with a patient?”




  “The circumstances are unusual—”




  “They are, Doctor; they are for a fact. So I think, sir, you’d better come along with me to the Yard.”




  “Oh? Why should I?”




  “Now let’s not argue the matter, sir.” With a knowing air, all weightiness and unconcern, Garth’s companion held up his hand and drew the air through a hollow

  tooth. “Here’s my warrant-card, if you’d care to see it. George Alfred Twigg. Detective-Inspector, Criminal Investigation Department. As to why we’d like a word with you, it

  might be (mind, I only say it might be!) about somebody who’s been leading a double life.”




  Hansom bells jingled in the dusk. Garth spoke sharply.




  “A double life? Who has been leading a double life?”




  “Ah! That’s as may be. If you’ll just step into a cab, now, we can be there in half a tick.”




  “Inspector,” Garth told him with great courtesy, “we had better understand each other from the beginning. Unless you are prepared to tell me what you want of me, I am

  afraid I can’t accompany you to Scotland Yard or anywhere else. Are you prepared to tell me?”




  “The object of them questions, sir, will be disclosed in due course.”




  “Then so will my answers. Good evening, Inspector Twigg.”




  “Now I warn you, sir . . .!”




  “You warn me of what?” asked Garth, stopping again and turning round.




  Silence stretched out under a welter of noise. When his companion did not reply, at least for the moment, Garth gestured towards the driver of the nearest motor-cab and got into it. The

  driver, setting in motion a shaky clocklike innovation known as a taxi-meter, sprang down from the cab and swung hard at its starting-handle. Inspector Twigg said something which was lost as the

  motor exploded into life. Thudding, vibrating throughout all four fenders, the cab rolled out into the Strand and bore left towards the moving carriage-lanterns round Trafalgar Square.




  Hansoms, four-wheelers, private equipages seemed to rush at them from their own speed. The driver of one four-wheeler, with a look of extraordinary ferocity, bent down to curse the

  motor-cab as it passed.




  “Brrh, yer ruddy hell-wagon,” he screamed almost into the chauffeur’s ear. “Brrh, yer swindling turncoat. Brrh! Brrh! Brrh!”




  And he cracked the whip, startling his own horses, while the chauffeur looked lordly without deigning to notice.




  Of course, you might reflect, these jarveys had more cause for wrath than noise or speed or the reek of exhaust-fumes. What they really hated was the taxi-meter, which prevented a cabby

  from overcharging you. No longer could they make a scene in public, so that most Englishmen would pay almost any fare to shut them up. Cabbies hated the taxi-meter; they refused to accept it. And

  yet, unless they did accept it, in thirty years’ time their whole horse-drawn world might be swept away.




  Incredible! But that was progress. David Garth, sitting bolt upright in the tonneau, conceded all this even as he worried over different matters.




  That remark about a double life had disturbed him more than he cared to admit. Certainly he had been leading a double life, in one sense at least. His friend Cullingford Abbot, the

  Commissioner of Police’s private secretary, must somehow have guessed or discovered.




  Confound the whole business!




  It was no very guilty kind of double life. It did not concern Betty Calder; still less did it concern Vincent and Marion Bostwick. It was only that Garth had no wish to be laughed

  at.




  True, he wouldn’t have minded if Vince Bostwick learned about it. He had grown up with Vince, who was just his own age. Vince was fully as amiable as Garth was grave. Vince had the

  look of a typical outdoor man, with thin cheeks and weatherbeaten complexion and crisp hair parted in the middle, though as a matter of fact he seldom ventured farther from town than a Scottish

  grouse-moor or the baccarat tables at Ostend and Trouville. Vince’s careless air concealed an agile brain as well as much sensitiveness. To all outward appearances he and Marion, married just

  two years ago this month, were exactly the sort of fashionable, well-to-do couple for whose pleasure this Edwardian age seemed to exist.




  But Garth wondered.




  Then he cursed himself for wondering. He was very fond of Vince.




  Marion, the daughter of an Army officer, had been born and brought up in India. When both parents died of cholera, her guardianship fell to her father’s close friend and commanding

  officer. And Colonel John Selby, Royal Bengal Artillery, was nothing if not dogged and conscientious. He paid for the girl’s schooling. He put her in charge of a stern courtesy-aunt named

  Mrs. Montague. Then, when he retired on half-pay, Colonel Selby took them both to England and to a starched, gloomy house on the heights above Hampstead. Vincent Bostwick, meeting Marion there,

  proposed marriage less than three weeks after he met her.




  “My dear old boy,” Vince had almost shouted, “I tell you I know what I’m doing. Nobody can say a word against Marion or her family.”




  “Steady, Vince. Nobody is saying a word against the young lady. You’re in love with her, I take it?”




  “My dear old boy, she’s the only woman on earth. I never knew I could feel like this about anyone.”




  “And she is in love with you?”




  “Yes. Yes! Strange as it may seem, she is.”




  “Then what’s troubling you?”




  “Well, Marion’s young. She’s only eighteen. She’s just half my age. But that’s all right, isn’t it?”




  Garth had said nothing. At this time he had not yet met Betty Calder, or realized how he himself could go overboard. He met Marion only once before the wedding, on an evening when Vince

  took him to dinner at Hampstead. Of “Aunt Blanche and Uncle Sel,” otherwise Mrs. Montague and Colonel Selby, he kept only the haziest memory. Marion’s striking good looks blotted

  out most other impressions.




  There was a glitter about her: a sheen on her dark red hair and a flush on her high, clear complexion. At eighteen she seemed as poised and self-assured as though she were ten years older.

  If a pang of disquiet shot through him, he still said nothing. If Marion were getting married to break away from elderly people and the fustiness of discipline, he had not the heart to intrude on

  Vince’s obvious happiness. Nor had he quite cared for the atmosphere or feeling of that house at Hampstead; Colonel Selby bought it quite cheaply, Vince said, because it had a bad reputation

  and three people had committed suicide there.




  Thick lace curtains muffled the windows. In a big cavern-like drawing-room, heavy with golden-oak furniture, Marion’s ready small-talk flowed and her quick laughter rang and

  fascination lurked at the corners of her eyes.




  “Well, old boy?” Vince had demanded at the end of the evening. “You liked her, didn’t you?”




  “Yes, of course.”




  “Damn it all, David, you needn’t play the cautious juggins with me. Either you did like Marion, or you didn’t. Which is it?”




  “I do like her, Vince. She’s a charmer. I congratulate you.”




  For in any case, after some initial embarrassment—their wedding, a rather hasty affair in the registry-office at Hampstead Town Hall, was attended neither by Mrs. Montague nor

  Colonel Selby—he had no reason to intrude on his friend’s happiness.




  Vince’s wealth smoothed the way. After a honeymoon journey as far as Athens and Constantinople, they took a house in Hyde Park Gardens and entertained a good deal for younger people.

  That, in a sense, was the paradox.




  If Marion developed certain disturbing airs, if at times she tended to nag and to remind Vince that he was rather older than herself, yet it was she who became the dignified one of

  the pair. Within two years she had bloomed into a stately, beautiful woman. Garth forgot most of his qualms because of what happened to him at Ostend in the summer of ’06.




  At Ostend, that very fashionable watering-place, parasols fluttered in a sea-wind. So did ladies’ hats under high-piled hair. Their bathing-dresses were scandalously daring, some

  said, and play was high at the gambling-casino. But under royal patronage, with a bulky bearded man marching in radiance along the Digue de Mer, none of this mattered. Garth, on his way home

  from a professional visit to Vienna, dropped into the casino one night he was long to remember.




  “Dr. Garth,” said a medical friend of his, “may I present you to Lady Calder?”




  And that did it.




  Whenever he tried to analyze his feelings about Betty Calder, though this occurred seldom, he recalled two curious facts. It appeared that her late husband, Sir Horace Calder, had been a

  colonial governor and one of the stuffier bigwigs. She had learned some degree of poise because most desperately she needed it. And yet Betty, twenty-eight years old, seemed less mature than Marion

  Bostwick at twenty.




  It was true that Marion was half a head taller, with the statuesque bearing Betty lacked. Betty preferred solitude, whereas Marion would have died without company. Betty was intensely

  imaginative, a quality Marion perhaps lacked.




  From the moment he first saw her, taking coffee with Dr. and Mrs. Henderson in the Lounge at the casino, and she glanced up and they caught each other’s eyes, he guessed many things

  he would not have spoken aloud. Betty coloured easily, as she did then. Hers was the shyness of intense femininity. Despite her love of outdoor exercise, a strong sense of propriety or even prudery

  had made her refuse (almost with horror) to go sea-bathing at Ostend in front of all those people.




  It was different this summer, of course, when she rented the beach-cottage near Fairfield. In that remote place, with nobody about, she wore the most modern bathing-dress of 1907. Betty

  had a beautiful figure. It set off her brown eyes and glossy brown hair, spray-stung along the beach. The sum-total was a kind of passionate innocence, and in his heart Garth approved. He

  couldn’t control jealousy; he wanted her all to himself.




  Betty, Betty, Betty!




  Still, if it explained why Betty seemed so much younger and gentler than Marion Bostwick, it did nothing to explain the second curious fact. It didn’t explain why he had never

  introduced her to Vince and Marion, or even so much as mentioned Betty’s existence.




  To Garth, now in a motor-taxicab chugging up Regent Street, it began to fret like a major question.




  He loved Betty. He was proud of her. His intentions, as he would have replied to a quizzical lift of Vince’s eyebrows, were strictly honourable. For what subconscious reason, then,

  didn’t he want Vince and Marion to meet her?




  “You’ve already answered that,” declared one of the voices in his own brain. “You want to keep her all to yourself. You’re blind-jealous, even of a young

  idiot like your own nephew.”




  “Oh, no,” the other satiric voice retorted, “that won’t do at all. There’s some reason to be jealous of Hal. But there’s no earthly reason to be jealous

  of Vince and Marion. Why haven’t you ever spoken about Betty?”




  Just under a week ago, on Saturday the 8th of June, a new theatrical hit opened at Daly’s. Such first-nights were not uncommon; the biggest success of the previous year, Gerald Du

  Maurier in Raffles, the Amateur Cracksman, had opened on a Saturday. For the new piece, a musical comedy called The Merry Widow, some friend of Vince’s held a theatre-party that

  occupied four boxes.




  Garth accompanied them, wishing Betty were there. A froth of skirts and froth of music, with half its audience humming “The Merry Widow Waltz” or “I’m Going to

  Maxim’s,” lifted his spirits almost to the extent of humming too. Afterwards, during supper at Romano’s, Marion Bostwick slipped into the chair beside his.




  Marion wore a low-cut white gown with silver sequins and an hour-glass waist. The light of crystal chandeliers sparkled on her bare shoulders and her Gibson-girl coiffure. For some time

  the blue eyes had been turning towards him as though in speculation.




  “David,” she said suddenly, “have you had any new patients recently?”




  It was so unexpected that Garth laughed; he couldn’t help himself, while Marion looked haughty.




  “Really, now! Have I said anything so very amusing?”




  “Not at all, except that it’s a new conversational approach to a doctor. Trade is quite brisk, I suppose. It’s gratifying to hear of your concern.”




  “I’m not in the least concerned, thank you. I was merely trying to show an intelligent interest in your work. However, if you don’t want me to—!” And Marion

  lifted one shoulder, and her tone changed. “By the way, David.”




  “Yes?”




  “I’m afraid our motor-car has broken down again. It’s Vince’s fault, of course. Just because he’s an older man he doesn’t have to be so stupid.

  But old men often are.”




  “Old?” exclaimed Garth, who was again thinking of Betty. “Vince isn’t old, you know. He’s the same age as I am.”




  “Oh, well, you know what I mean! Anyway, in your case it’s becoming. It makes you look so very wise, with those suave airs and that hatchet-face of yours.”




  “I can’t help my face, Marion. I only wish to heaven I could.”




  “David, I do so wish you wouldn’t keep trying to put me in the wrong. Our car has broken down and I loathe public cabs: that’s all there is to it. Could you please

  possibly take us home to Hyde Park Gardens? Oh, and you might care for some refreshment afterwards?”




  “With pleasure. Marion, is anything troubling you?”




  “Troubling me?” Up went her voice. “I don’t think I understand.”




  “Never mind, then.”




  Garth employed no chauffeur-engineer. He drove them himself in the big five-seater 20-horsepower Panhard, painted bright green with brass trimmings. Since all the servants had gone to bed,

  Vince acted as barman and opened a bottle of champagne as they stood round the table in the dining-room.




  The dining-room, its walls panelled in black wood to simulate an obviously mock-baronial hall with heraldic shields, was lighted by electric wall-candles in pink shades. Summer ferns

  banked the fireplace. Vincent Bostwick, tall and thin in evening-clothes with a very high collar, had just lifted his glass to propose a toast when Marion spoke.




  “David,” she said, “why don’t you get married?”




  Vince set down the glass. Not for the first time Garth wondered why he had never told them about Betty, and now he was wondering if they had heard anything. Evidently they hadn’t, to

  judge by Vince’s laugh.




  “Sooner or later, old boy,” he said lazily, “every woman gets round to that remark. But you’re wasting your time with David, my dear. He’s one of

  nature’s bachelors. In any case, I might remind you, he’s got his work.”




  “Yes,” cried Marion, “and that’s half the trouble. That poor fellow there,” her commiserating gesture indicated that Garth might be all of twelve years old,

  “is so devoted to work that it’s positively morbid. He never goes out; we had almost to drag him to the theatre. And he doesn’t seem to be interested in anything else except

  murder.”




  “Murder?” repeated the astonished Vince.




  “Oh, well, you know what I mean! I mean those stories with the detectives in them, the ones David is always reading. Sherlock Holmes, and L. T. Meade, and Robert Eustace, and those

  silly books by somebody who writes under the name of ‘Phantom.’”




  “Your mind, my dear,” said Vince, “is like a railway yard with trains shunting past in every direction. I know what you mean, yes. But if that’s being interested in

  murder as a practical proposition, then I’m interested in it too.”




  “Yes, darling. I’ve often fancied you were. Please don’t evade the point.” Marion swung round. “And forgive my ignorance, David, but just what is this famous

  work of yours that you’re so busy with? What is neurology?”




  “In general, Marion, it’s the treatment of nervous illnesses. Some of them, admittedly, are organic—”




  Marion looked impatient.




  “That’s not much good to me, I’m afraid. ‘Organic?’”




  “It means they derive from some physical cause: epilepsy, to take one example. For years we’ve been more or less governed by the system of Dr. Weir Mitchell, who says all such

  illnesses are organic. If there’s no physical disturbance, then there’s nothing wrong with the patient that a good rest won’t cure.”




  “That’s true, isn’t it?”




  “Not necessarily. There’s a professor of neurology at the University of Vienna who has been preaching a very different approach. His theories have roused the bitterest kind of

  opposition; and in some respects, if you want my opinion, he makes it too simple. But sooner or later he may change the attitude of the whole profession.”




  “Really, David? Who’s the man at Vienna?”




  “His name is Freud. Dr. Sigmund Freud.”




  “And what does he say?”




  Somewhere upstairs a clock chimed the hour. It was very late; Garth ought to have dropped the subject. But he didn’t; he went on to tell them.




  “Here, now, half a minute!” Vince began in a tone of protest.




  But Marion did not seem either shocked or angry, as people usually were or pretended to be. On the contrary, she suddenly laughed. Cradling her arms, all restlessness, she stalked away

  from the table and then swept back again in a whirl of white skirts and lace.




  “What fun! Really, now, the things they do think of! What you’re actually saying, David, is that everybody in the world is leading a kind of double life.”




  “I hadn’t thought about the matter in quite that way. To a certain limited extent, though, I suppose it’s true.”




  “Now look here!” Vince again interrupted.




  “Darling, please do be quiet. It’s fascinating. David dear, answer me just one question. Suppose it happened to be me? Suppose somebody came to your office, and told you

  things about me, and said I was abnormal and unnatural and ought to be locked up in a madhouse to keep me from committing a murder? What would you say then?”




  It was as though someone had flung a stone through the window.




  “Good God, Marion,” said Vince, “why do you keep harping on murder? And what’s all this rot about madhouses? You’re not serious, I take it?”




  Again Marion laughed, this time mocking them.




  “No, stupid, of course I’m not serious. You and David pretend to be such men of the world, reading those ridiculous stories, that I couldn’t help teasing you a

  little.” She swept out her arm. “And now, if you don’t mind, I’m rather tired. Let’s forget it, shall we?”




  That was the night of Saturday, June 8. On the following Monday afternoon, while David Garth sat in his Harley Street consulting-room during an interval between patients, the speaking-tube

  whistled at him from the inside wall.




  “Excuse me, sir,” said the voice of young Michael Fielding, the medical student who ‘devilled’ for him, “but there’s a gentleman out in the hall here.

  He says he’s got to see you, and he says it’s very urgent.”




  “I can’t see him now, Michael. You ought to know that. My engagement-book—”




  “I know it, sir! But he doesn’t want to see you now. He wants to make an appointment for nine o’clock on Friday evening. And he’d like to know if he can see

  you here, in the consulting-room, rather than your going to his house.”




  “Michael, what’s the matter with you?”




  The young man cleared his throat. He was a brilliant student, with much charm despite his too-eager bony countenance and too-eager ways. He almost gulped in reply.




  “I know, sir, you don’t usually make arrangements like that. But this might be a bit different, I thought. His card says, ‘Colonel John Selby. Royal Bengal Artillery,

  retired.’”




  Garth stood motionless by the speaking tube.




  He could hear no traffic-noises from outside. Rain splashed the rooftops on a dusky, oppressive afternoon; rain made a hollow drumming sound in the courtyard behind the house; rain

  streaked and clouded the window-panes as thoughts streaked and clouded the brain.




  “That’s Mrs. Bostwick’s former guardian, isn’t it, sir? Anyway, the card’s got an address at Hampstead. Anyway, I thought I’d heard the name. Anvway . .

  . Doctor! Are you still there?”




  “Yes. I’m still here.”




  “I hope I haven’t done anything wrong, sir? I’m very sorry if I have.”




  “You’ve done nothing wrong, Michael, and I beg your pardon,” Garth told him seriously. “Make the appointment. Tell Colonel Selby I shall be happy to see him here at

  nine o’clock on Friday.”




  And, now that dusk was deepening to night on the arranged Friday, and a taxicab carried him clanking through those prim, professional squares which lie mummified in red brick between

  Oxford Street and the southern side of Regent’s Park, he faced the realization of another fact.




  It was not that he didn’t want Vince and Marion to meet Betty Calder. He had been thinking of this problem the wrong way round. In his heart, Garth realized, he never wanted Betty to

  meet Marion Bostwick.




  He could be glad, now, Betty was safely down in Kent. At the end of this evening, whatever he learned, he would take the last train back to Fairfield; he would pick up his motor-car at the

  inn of the Stag and Glove, where he was spending the week-end; he would drive out to her cottage for a brief, decorous good-night before returning to the inn, after which he could meet her again on

  Saturday and Sunday. She need know no more of Marion than Marion knew of her.




  He didn’t want Betty to be contaminated.




  Then immediately: “You damned hypocrite,” he said to himself. And he all but laughed aloud.




  Contaminated?




  This would never do. In another moment he would be thinking of evil and depravity and other such terms beloved by moralists. You must forget all that; you must approach your own affairs as

  impersonally, scientifically, as you approach anybody else’s. Besides, except for a few cloudy impressions, and one message from Colonel Selby which might not even concern Marion Bostwick, he

  had no real reason to suppose there was anything wrong.




  The cab turned into Harley Street towards his door. Abruptly, seeing what else was ahead, Garth sat up straight.




  “Stop here!” he called to the driver. “Here, just ahead! That will do.”




  He paid off the cab and heard it thump away. Six men rented consulting-rooms in the house where his office was, and shared the big waiting-room on the ground floor; two of them, Garth and

  an elderly surgeon who was also a bachelor, lived there as well. Outside at the kerb stood his own motor-car.




  At first he thought he must be mistaken; that car should have been at Fairfield many miles away. But it was the green Panhard: empty, splashed with the dust of a long journey, and so hot

  that he could hear the grease sizzling underneath.




  Fishing a key-ring out of his pocket, Garth hurried up the steps. He unlocked the front door and stood staring at the woman who faced him from the middle of the foyer.




  “This is quite a surprise, Betty,” he said.










  Chapter Two




  “There’s nothing wrong, is there?” asked Betty Calder. “We drove.”




  “‘We’?”




  “Hal and I.”




  Hal Ormiston, his nephew. Hal Ormiston, that languid and very superior young man, who made no secret of contempt for a slowcoach uncle. Hal Ormiston, who laughed and got his own

  way.




  “Or, to be exact, Hal did the driving. He wouldn’t let me, though I wanted to. We did fifty-two miles without a single breakdown, and must have got here almost as soon

  as your train. Hal was at the cottage, you see—” Betty broke off. “You don’t mind, do you?”




  “No, I don’t mind. But I didn’t know my esteemed nephew was visiting you.”




  “Good heavens, he wasn’t visiting me! He went down to the Stag and Glove to visit you.”




  (“He wanted to borrow money, no doubt? And helped himself to the car, of course, when he found I wasn’t there?”)




  Though Garth did not say these words aloud, he did not need to speak them. He had an angrily uncomfortable notion that Betty could read his mind about other matters too.




  They stood in a hall of white-painted woodwork, with a black-and-white tiled floor. Potted palms made a kind of jungle, but there were no other furnishings except a hatstand and a

  telephone table beside the stairs. Though the gasolier had been fitted for electricity, only one bulb was burning in yellow-pale filaments through clear glass. The hall seemed even higher and

  duskier; noise went up in echoes when Garth closed the front door.




  Betty started a little.




  She wore a tailored jacket and skirt, and a stiff-bosomed blouse with a watch pinned to it. Without being at all a beauty, she was one of those eager-gentle, modest, well-rounded girls who

  radiate innocence. Intensely luminous brown eyes looked up at him in an expression between uncertainty and the hurt of a woman misunderstood. Betty remained as cool and cologne-scented as though

  she had not driven fifty-odd miles through summer heat; her dust-coat and motoring veil, her hat and mica mask, lay piled with a handbag on the table.




  “Please,” she said. “Please don’t!”




  “Don’t what?”




  “Don’t think what you’re thinking.”




  “Have I said anything?”




  “No. You never say anything. Often I wish you would! You mustn’t blame poor Hal. He did take the car, yes; it was because I asked him to.”




  “How so?”




  “Oh, all right,” Betty cried. Her footsteps rang on the tessellated floor as she ran to the table. “It’s this,” she continued, taking a black leather case

  from under the dust-coat. “It’s your brief-case. You forgot it and left it at the cottage this afternoon. I was afraid you might need it for your appointment, so I thought I’d

  bring it to you.”




  There was nothing in the brief-case except some typewritten sheets which—here Garth shut up his mind. However, that made no difference. There are times when fatuous man stands

  appalled at the trouble a woman will take for him.




  “You came all this distance just to bring . . .?”




  “Oh, my dear, does that matter?”




  “Yes. It matters to me. Betty, the extent of my apologies—!”




  “There’s no credit in doing what I want to do. And I don’t mind your being jealous; I love it, really; but only when I’m expecting it and know how to laugh at

  it.”




  “Well, you deserve an explanation. My esteemed nephew, that young swine—”




  “Please! If you don’t like Hal—”




  “No, I don’t like him. He has all the assurance of youth at making middle-age feel uncomfortable. I don’t like him, so I go on lending him money. Hal, I was about to say,

  was only the excuse for that disgraceful outburst a minute ago. The real cause is the man who’ll be here at nine o’clock; Betty, I wish you were miles away. Where is Hal, incidentally?

  How did you get into the house?”




  “Hal went on to the Criterion Bar. A rather nice young man let me in when I knocked; he said he was your assistant.”




  “Michael? But there’s no reason for him to have come!”




  It was as though someone had been listening.




  On the right of the hall, at the front, was the big waiting-room with its door closed. Towards the rear of the same wall, beyond the staircase, was Garth’s consulting-room. At the

  back was a room the doctors in this house called the little library, its door ajar. Instantly Michael Fielding, with his usual air of brashness weakened by timidity, opened that last door. All four

  buttons of his mustard-coloured jacket were fastened as though girded up.




  “Maybe that’s true, sir,” he announced, “but it’s just as well I did come. The patient’s here already.”




  “Already? Am I late?”




  “No, sir; Colonel Selby was miles too early. He’s in the waiting-room. I hope you won’t keep him there long, Doctor. If you want my opinion, he’s a badly frightened

  man.”




  The words rang in echoes. Garth glanced towards the closed door at the front.




  “Mr. Fielding,” he said formally, “I believe you have met Lady Calder? Yes.” Picking up Betty’s possessions from the table, coat and hat and veil and mica

  mask and handbag, he thrust them at Michael. “Take these, if you will. Lady Calder, I think, will prefer to wait in the little library. Then show Colonel Selby into the

  consulting-room.”




  “You don’t need this, do you?” asked Betty, holding out the brief-case. “It wasn’t important after all.”




  “It’s very important, Lady Calder; I thank you.” Garth took the brief-case, put it down on the telephone-table, and forgot it. “The little library, Mr.

  Fielding!”




  His tone added, “Don’t argue.” A few minutes later, when he waited in courteous gravity behind his desk, the situation became worse than he had feared.




  Into the consulting-room marched a thickset elderly man, iron grey and balding, with a straight back and a voice that seemed to hide behind his teeth.




  “We met once before, Doctor,” he said, stiffly extending his hand. “Hampstead. Two years ago. Good of you to see me.”




  “Not at all.”




  “Ah, but it was! I mean,” and Colonel Selby made a repressed gesture, “coming here in the middle of the night. Like a damned thief or something. But I hadn’t got

  much choice. The fact is—”




  “Sit down, won’t you?”




  “Thanks. The fact is—”




  Colonel Selby breathed hard. His frock coat with the silk facings, his white waistcoat and broad black cravat set off by a pearl stickpin, all exuded a defiant correctness like the

  standard of his behaviour. But clenched fists did not help him.




  Above the desk was a chandelier holding four electric bulbs in shades like glass flowers. As Colonel Selby lowered himself into a chair of black padded leather facing Garth, the light

  caught a corner of his eyelid; he shied, and there was a bright glitter of sweat on his forehead.




  “Look here.” He tried again. “I had to come to you. Had to, you being a friend of young Bostwick. In one way that makes it easier. In another way it’s worse.

  Look here: what we say is confidential?”




  “Of course. I hope I needn’t assure you of that.”




  “It’ll go no further, so help you God?”




  “It’ll go no further, so help me God.”




  “Doctor, what do they do to mad people?”




  The old house was very quiet. This consulting-room, with its green-painted walls and vague antiseptic smell, had a bright, bleak look of unreality. Across the room towards Garth’s

  left, the ledge of a white marble mantelpiece held a bronze clock flanked by a framed photograph of Betty Calder at one side and a framed photograph of his parents at the other. Fern-and-flower

  designs had been painted on the mirror above the mantelpiece.




  Colonel Selby, whose gaze never wavered from Garth’s because the latter kept it there, bent forward with his hands gripping the arms of the chair.




  “Straight! What do they do to mad people?”




  “That depends on your definition of the word ‘mad.’ It’s a very misleading term. Not all people are ‘mad’ in the old Bedlamite sense, you know. Many of

  them only think they are; they’ve been frightened by a word; they can be helped.”




  “You mean that?”




  “We may be able to prove it. To whose case are you referring? Your own?”




  “Me?” After a pause, staring back at him, Colonel Selby let out a gasp. “God’s thundering guns! You don’t think I’m talking about

  myself?”




  Garth waited.




  “Let’s say it’s a hypothetical case. No! Let’s say it’s somebody I know. Mind you, this whole business is my own fault. Always tried to be decent, and hoped I

  was. Still! There’s no denying it’s my fault. If Blanche ever suspected—”




  “Blanche?”




  “Mrs. Montague. Friend. Housekeeper. Religious principles.”




  “Yes, I think I met the lady. Go on, please.”




  A big hand hovered above the chair-arm.




  “I wish I’d come here before, Doctor. You’re easy to talk to. I don’t mind admitting I’ve been through a bad patch in the past couple of years. Funny thing:

  the last straw was tonight, sitting in that waiting-room of yours. Especially with the kind of books you keep there for people to look at.”




  “Books?”




  “Yes. The one where a witch or a devil-spirit takes possession of a woman’s body. Or they think it does; it’s a story about a mystery; daresay there’s a natural

  explanation at the end. But I saw a bit of that in India. I don’t think it’s funny; I don’t laugh.”




  Garth spoke sharply.




  “Colonel Selby, there must be some mistake. I shouldn’t be likely to put a book of that kind in the waiting-room.”




  “Well, it’s there now. Book with a red cover, by somebody called ‘Phantom,’ open at the illustration at the front. The illustration’s of a woman—well!

  mostly undressed, you know, bending over a chap who’s asleep. I don’t suppose it was put there for my benefit, but I didn’t like it.”




  “I tell you, my dear sir, you must be mistaken!”




  “And I tell you . . .!”




  Out in the hall, making them both jump, began the strident ringing of the telephone.




  The spell was broken, the thread of confidences snapped off. Colonel Selby, white-faced, dragged his gaze away from Garth’s, craning round to look towards the fireplace. Again his

  hands tightened round the chair-arms.




  Many footsteps seemed to be stirring in the hall. The ringing of the telephone ceased. Ordinarily, with so thick a door between, you could have heard no distinct voice from there. It was

  only that Michael Fielding, like so many people who used the telephone nowadays, felt compelled to shout at it.




  “Mrs. Bostwick?” he was saying. “Yes, the doctor’s here. But I’m afraid I can’t disturb him. No, I can’t. If it’s as urgent as all that,

  Mrs. Bostwick, can’t you leave a message?”




  Another voice had joined that of Michael, who made shushing noises, after which both were obscured in a shattering din as somebody started up the engine of a car out in the street. Garth

  turned back to his visitor.




  “You see, Colonel Selby—”




  But Colonel Selby had risen to his feet.




  “Sorry,” he blurted out.




  “I beg your pardon?”




  “Afraid I can’t go through with this. Afraid I’ve wasted your time. Damned shame, but there it is. You’ll excuse me, Doctor?”




  The car-engine was still exploding like a lively Bonfire Night. Colonel Selby’s mood, Garth sensed, had changed from any he felt before that moment. Suddenly he lifted both hands,

  pressed them hard over his eyes, and dropped them as though in an appeal Garth was powerless to answer.




  “You’ll excuse me, Doctor? You won’t try to stop me?”




  “Stop you? No; hardly. At the same time, if I can be of any service, I hope you’ll think this matter over.”




  “Thanks. I will. Here’s my card. Send your account round, eh? Wouldn’t have troubled you for the world, except . . . My hat and stick: in the waiting-room. May

  I?”




  “Colonel Selby, there are reasons why I ask you to reconsider!”




  “Doctor, I can’t reconsider. What’s done is done now.”




  Suppressed violence and all, he bowed with a good deal of dignity. Garth bowed in reply. At the same moment, a thing unprecedented, Michael Fielding threw open the door of the

  consulting-room without being summoned and without waiting to knock.




  “Sir,” he began, “there’s a Scotland Yard man here who won’t go away and won’t take no for an answer. But that’s not all.”




  “Mr. Fielding,” Garth interrupted with cold savagery, “will you be good enough to escort Colonel Selby to the door?”




  “I can’t help it, sir! There’s just been a telephone-message we can’t ignore.”




  “Mr. Fielding.” Garth counted to three. “Will you be good enough to escort Colonel Selby to the door? His hat and stick are in the waiting-room. Will you do

  this?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  The explosions of the car-engine thickened to a roar, altered their tempo, and rolled away down Harley Street. A hollow of silence filled the consulting-room when Michael and Colonel Selby

  had gone. Garth stood behind his desk, staring down at the blotter without seeing it.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE WITCH OF THE LOW TIDE

‘A master magician . . .
the King of the Art of Misdirection’
Agatha Christie





OEBPS/html/docimages/green.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





