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PART ONE


THE THIEF’S TALE


(September 11, 1936)


For the theatre, one needs long arms.


—Sarah Bernhardt, Memories of My Life




Friday, September 11, 1936


I


FIERCE STUFF


At the Pomegranate Theatre, tempers flared like oil lamps.


“Have you had my earring?” demanded Lucy Levy. The stagehand simply gaped and did not answer her.


Miss Levy tutted and moved on. She made her way round the whole backstage crew, ducking under beams and bobbing round costume trolleys, batting her dusky grey eyelids and moueing those pink, petulant lips of hers. But there was no sign of the earring.


It was the final run-through of Miss Death before opening night, so the atmosphere was taut as piano wire. Miss Levy (second female lead) had been struggling for the last fortnight to retain her composure as the big moment inched nearer. And there was still no sign of the earring.


Lucy strode out from the wings and toward centre stage, heels thumping on bare wood. “Della, if you’ve pinched my earring . . .”


“Look out!” came a voice from the wings. It was Benjamin Teasel. Lucy almost tumbled headfirst through an open trapdoor. She halted at the last moment, her foot poised over the empty air.


“Yes, that could have been quite nasty,” said a second voice. Two men emerged from the wings on the opposite side of the stage, Teasel in the green Norfolk suit he wore to establish authority. The other fellow was older, and dressed—somewhat outrageously—in a black cloak lined in crimson silk.


Miss Levy took a moment to catch her breath. She blinked at Teasel, then turned to the other man. “Who are you?”


“Lucy, don’t be rude,” Teasel chided. He liked to play the reproving schoolmaster. “This is Joseph Spector.” He said the name as though she ought to know already who the old man was.


“Pleasure.” Spector smiled. It was a cadaverous smile. He seemed to belong to a bygone era; his suit—which was black velvet—bore the faded glamour of the prosperous 1890s, and his face was creased like balled-up notepaper. But he had a pair of deep-set eyes of the palest blue she had ever seen.


Though his gait and dress sense were those of a very old man, his voice was gentle and somehow innocent. He looked to Lucy like somebody who could get away with almost any crime.


He explained: “We’re just fine-tuning the act three illusion. If you’d be so good as to vacate the stage?” And Lucy Levy, still breathless and missing an earring, stepped off without a word. But she lingered long enough to hear the two men exchange murmurs.


“My God,” Teasel rumbled, “I swear one of these days I’ll kill her.”


“High spirits is all it is. And besides, if you leave her to her own devices she may do it herself,” said Spector, kneeling beside the open trapdoor. “All set down there?” he called.


“Aye-aye, sir!” came the reply.


Spector gave a little smile, then winked at Teasel. “Let’s have a look at it, shall we?”


There was a brief pause before a gruesome wax figure emerged silently from the trapdoor. Its ghoulish face peered out into the empty auditorium, its hands contorted into grasping claws.


“Excellent,” said Spector, “though we might perhaps tighten up the timing.”


“Looked all right to me,” Teasel said.


“It has to be split-second, Benjamin. I want punters shrieking in their seats. Perhaps a little more grease in the mechanism?”


“No time. We need to get to Della’s act two monologue. Where is she?”


Chastened, Joseph Spector headed backstage. From his inside pocket he produced a cigarette case containing ten narrow, black cigarillos. He placed one between his teeth and lit it, exhaling a plume of fragrant smoke into the musty air. Lucy Levy watched from a little shadowed alcove nestled in the maze of backstage corridors. She studied this “Joseph Spector” unseen.


His age was hard to pin down. Depending on the lighting, he looked anywhere from fifty to eighty. Like all conjurors he played up to the confusion. She did not know it, but “Joseph Spector” was not his given name either—it was an alias from another life, from his career as a music hall conjuror. But although he had retired from performing more than a decade before, he’d worked hard to preserve his famous legerdemain.


Now he headed for the stage door, where the doorman smiled and, with a jangle of keys, let him out onto the side street. Lucy followed but did not immediately plunge through the door as he had. Instead she looked at the doorman and, with a finger pressed threateningly to her lips, eased the door open a crack and peeped out. Outside she glimpsed Della Cookson, ludicrously perched on a dustbin in full costume.


“Della,” said Spector, “what are you doing out here?”


The star smiled at him. “Well I have to go somewhere, don’t I?”


Even Lucy had to admit that, facially, Della Cookson was a sensation. From her arched black eyebrows to the shadowed dimple in her chin, the merest twitch could evoke a whirlwind of emotions. And with her face framed by a tumble of auburn hair, she might have stepped from a photograph. To call her “larger-than-life” would be a misnomer; she was diminutive, but in her gestures and expressions there was an expansiveness and vibrancy that was almost preternatural.


Like so many artists, though, she was subject to periodic melancholies that incapacitated her—sometimes for weeks at a time—and had given her a reputation. Today she was looking bleak, with the pale skin and crimson lips of a consumptive on the fade.


“Not even opening night,” she said, “and already they’re crucifying us.” She held up a newspaper: TAWDRY SPOOKSHOW was the two-word headline.


“I never thought you’d be the sort to take that kind of thing personally, Della,” said Spector.


“Easy for you to say. It’s not you they’re taking potshots at, is it?”


“I’ll have you know,” the old man went on, “this show is built on my tricks and my illusions. They’re like children to me. I’ve nurtured them for many, many years.”


Della gave him a sad smile and changed the subject. “Just how old are you, Joseph? I’ve been wondering.”


“Oh, at least five hundred. I distinctly remember the Spanish Armada. Ruined my tenth birthday, it did.”


Della laughed politely. “You magicians. You just can’t give a straight answer, can you?”


“Certainly not. It’s why Teasel hired me. Straight answers are no good to him. Admittedly, Miss Death is a lurid tale. And so it requires the most elaborate mise-en-scène known to man. That’s what makes it perfect for a venue like this. Newly refurbished. All that glorious space to fill. If Benjamin can’t pack ’em in with a show like this, nobody can.”


“Good old Benjamin Teasel,” Della said with ill-concealed venom. “Why’s he sent you out here anyway? I’d have thought you were vital to the run-through. All those monsters of yours popping out from under the floorboards.”


“Maybe two months ago I was vital. But these days you might say I’ve become conscious of my own superfluity.”


“It must be strange seeing other people performing your tricks.”


“‘Surreal’ might be a better word. But it’s not entirely without pleasure. After all, the tricks still work. And that’s something, isn’t it?”


Della took a sip from a flask. “Care for a dram?”


Spector took it from her. “What’s in it?”


She shrugged. “I try not to think about it, actually.”


After a beat, Spector’s curiosity won out. “Oh, why not?” He took a small sip. The alcohol singed the back of his throat and seared a flaming path down his gullet. He gave a dry, roaring cough. “Fierce stuff,” he said.


Della laughed. “Oh, and Joseph? Don’t tell any of the others about this, will you? The drinking, I mean. It’s just first-night nerves. I’ll stop once we get into the run.”


Spector smiled at her but didn’t answer. He said a quick goodbye and slipped away, leaving the theatre behind him. So close to opening night—mere hours now—they would get by just as well without him. He took a last look at the billboard above the front of house (DELLA COOKSON IN “MISS DEATH”) before disappearing amid the blur of roving souls along the Strand. Just another grey speck, collar upturned against the biting autumn air, trudging toward St. Martin-in-the-Fields.


With a sharp-edged smile, Lucy Levy eased shut the stage door.




II


MISS DEATH


The sky beyond the window of the house in Dollis Hill had turned a monstrous puce. Early evening was casting a pall over London. Dr. Anselm Rees sat at his desk scribbling notes, while Patient A lay on the leather divan at the far side of the room with his gaze fixed on the corniced ceiling. He was telling a story.


“And I can’t move, and I’m lying there breathless and paralysed, when all of a sudden there’s a pair of eyes watching me from the darkness. And I’m peering around, trying to see, when the door swings open and this dark figure glides into the room and stands there at the foot of my bed.”


“The figure—who is he?” Dr. Rees spoke with only the slightest accent.


“My father.”


Rees nodded—it was as he had anticipated.


“But he’s sort of different, somehow. Like a ghost.”


“Your father—I mean your real father—he is living?”


“Yes. I haven’t seen or spoken to him for a few months, but he’s alive and kicking, all right.”


“You have no fears or anxieties concerning his health?”


“Nothing I can put my finger on. But in the dream he’s there at the foot of my bed, staring down at me with unblinking eyes. He’s wearing a kind of robe, like a monk’s habit. I feel almost as if I’m lying on a sacrificial altar, as though I’m about to be slaughtered as an offering to some pagan god.”


“And then?”


“And then he reaches up and tears at the robe, exposing his bare chest. And I”—patient A paused for a moment, collecting himself. This was a very difficult story for him to tell—“and I see for the first time what has happened to him.”


Dr. Rees studied his patient expectantly, his pen nib hovering over the page.


The younger man continued: “His rib cage has become . . . a mouth. His chest opens up like a pair of jaws and I can see a set of gleaming, razor-sharp teeth. And from deep in his chest, where his heart should be, I can see . . . a tongue.”


Patient A ceased his monologue, tears welling in his eyes.


“Is that the end of the dream?” Rees persisted.


“No. No, it’s not the end. But I don’t think I can tell you any more now.”


“I understand. Let’s terminate the session here. But I have some theories on the symbolic nature of this dream.”


“Father!”


Patient A sprang to his feet. “Who’s that?” he yelped. “Who’s calling?”


“It’s only my daughter, Lidia,” said Doctor Rees. “She’s upstairs.” He strode over to the door and flung it open before calling out into the hall: “What is it, Lidia?”


“Marcus is here,” came the reply. “His car just rounded the corner.”


“Ah,” said the doctor, turning back to his patient. “Then please call me tomorrow and we will resume our discussion. In the meantime, I shall write you another prescription for Veronal.”


“I haven’t met your daughter,” said Patient A absently.


“No. She’s not currently seeing patients. But she possesses a formidable psychiatric insight, and she is working on a series of articles for the New Statesman,” Rees said, leaning over the desk and scribbling out the prescription on his pad. He tore off the sheet and handed it to the younger man.


“If it’s not too much trouble,” ventured Patient A, “I’ll leave by the French windows.”


“Of course,” said Rees. “I understand you want our meetings to be confidential. Here, let me.” And with that, the elderly doctor strode over to the French windows and produced a key from his smoking jacket. He unlocked the windows and let his patient out into the garden. Beyond the narrow overhang of grey stone was the hard soil of a stark flowerbed.


Patient A was not as young as he looked. There was a certain world-weariness around his pale eyes. He was clean-shaven, and dressed in a slipshod fashion: an ill-fitting tweed suit that bulged over his belly. He was by trade a musician, one of the finest violinists the Philharmonic had ever known. And his real name (for it must be broached eventually) was Floyd Stenhouse. But Floyd took his troubled dreams and his prescription and scuttled away through the garden and out the back gate.


There was something a little off about his gait as he strode away along Dollis Hill Road. Of course, anybody glimpsing him in passing would take him for one of those delightful English eccentrics with so much character in his face and intelligence deep in those close-set eyes. But the real reason for the slightly off-kilter walk was a weight in the pocket of his trench coat. With his hand buried in the pocket, he felt the cold grip of the handle. It was a war souvenir, a gift from his uncle. A revolver.


Dollis Hill itself was an affluent suburb of wide, meandering streets lined by Edwardian houses and lush hedgerows. The Rees place was built from sturdy redbrick, its Italianate frontage framed by ornate stone quoins and studded with three rows of white-framed sash windows. The front door was up a sweep of stone steps from the street. It was not all that dissimilar to the home Dr. Rees had left behind in Vienna.


Anselm Rees had set up shop here in North West London as soon as he arrived in the country five months before. He had spent his whole life up to that point in Vienna, but for reasons both personal and political he had made the painful decision to emigrate. He was an old man now, with a throbbing toothache and fading eyesight. But his brain remained as sharp as a pin, his wit as quick, and his celebrated dress sense as effortlessly chic. It had not taken him long to find his niche in London high society. When he disembarked from HMS Magnificent at the Southampton docks in late February, he sported a top hat and tailcoat. He strode down the gangplank, arm in arm with the one creature on Earth he valued above himself: his daughter, Lidia.


Flashbulbs had flared that day as father and daughter descended onto English terra firma. Lidia was good for the photos, with her arch, jaw-level, jet-black bob and her modish fashions—her neck hung with beads, and a particular penchant for mannish tweeds offset by furs. Her face was smooth-skinned, with the piquant features of a Louise Brooks. But her voice was soft and accented with languid rolling syllables.


Rees himself was no slouch either when it came to charming the natives. He’d made it clear that he had no intention of taking on any new patients. It was barely a month before he reneged on this pledge. In fact, he took on three patients: two male, one female. Their identities were kept in the strictest confidence—tabloids would have paid a lot of money for that information. In his notebooks he referred to them only as Patients A, B, and C. But of course, Lidia knew who they were even if she did not meet them. And it is important to state that she never breathed a word.


Dr. Rees closed and locked the window. Save for the faint odour of terror-sweat, it was as if he had received no visitor at all. As he turned away from the glass, he was startled to find Lidia standing in the doorway, hands on hips.


The study was at the very rear of the house; a vast, square high-ceilinged room, lit by crystal chandeliers, carpeted with Turkish rugs, and lined with shelves of leather-bound volumes: multilingual classics and specialist medical texts, all in pristine editions. The room was austere, yet at the same time there was a musty homeliness to it, as though it were lived in without actually being lived in. Its features were a varnished Biedermeier writing desk, a divan-style sofa piled with velvet pillows (for the patients), and the grey stone fireplace. In the far corner stood a large teakwood packing trunk. Wherever you looked in the room, the trunk was a constant presence on the periphery of your vision. It loomed there, coffin-like and faintly sinister.


“You’re not dressed,” said Lidia.


“But I am.”


“Not for the theatre you’re not.”


Anselm Rees sighed. “I’d completely forgotten.”


“Well, you had better make it quick. Marcus is here and we’re setting off in fifteen minutes—with or without you.”


It was a close call but they made it. Anselm Rees stumped down the stairs in his evening wear, straightening his bow tie, with just a minute to spare.


“Good evening to you, sir,” said Marcus Bowman.


Anselm Rees looked the young man up and down. The fellow was tall and spindly, rather spiderish in a pin-striped suit and garish red bow tie. He had a film-star moustache and slick, brilliantined black hair. His eyes were as damp and unintelligent as a dog’s.


This unlikely trio headed out to Bowman’s car—an Austin landaulet in bumblebee yellow—and set off for the Pomegranate.


While they drove, Dr. Rees studied the couple in the bench seat beside him. They were a mismatched pair. Lidia was, of course, very beautiful, but she was a firebrand and an intellectual. Marcus Bowman came from a long line of financiers and had gone to one of the finer public schools, but he was as vapid and vacuous as a half-pumped balloon. He drove his car like a tearaway and dressed like some sort of playboy. Dr. Rees found it difficult to look on this fellow with anything but contempt.


Lidia was hellishly quick to adapt to her new surroundings. At twenty-six she had just completed her own doctorate in psychology. However, her theories diverged from her father’s at intriguing junctures. You might even say there existed a professional rivalry between them. But Lidia knew how to have a good time as well. She ventured boldly and unchaperoned into some of London’s most stylish nightclubs, where her beauty and mysterious, continental manner drew considerable attention. One of her favourites was the Palmyra Club in Soho, where the drink was cheap and the jazz almost unbearably boisterous. And it was there that she’d first met Marcus Bowman, the man who would shortly become her fiancé.


Marcus Bowman was a Bright Young Thing with a faint overbite—especially prominent squirrelish molars—and a bulbous Adam’s apple that gave him the humorous look of an undersketched Punch cartoon. He dressed like the bon viveur he was, with plus fours and typically with a golf bag draped over a shoulder. Not to mention the moustache—which had once been the subject of a Top-Storey Chap puff piece on male grooming—and seemed to drowse lazily on his upper lip, just as he himself tended to drape himself over furniture rather than sit in it. When he spoke it was in the scarcely comprehensible plummy argot of the in-bred English bourgeois, every sentence punctuated by a “what-what” or an “I say!”


And yet, Marcus seemed to make Lidia happy . . . 


The streets hummed with vespertine anticipation as theatregoers gathered outside the Pomegranate for the opening night. Marcus parked the car and the trio clambered out. Anselm read Miss Death, the play’s title, on the billboard with a sigh. The doors of the theatre were flung wide. The foyer was crammed with chattering crowds, clinking glasses and skimming programmes. Anselm was in no mood to socialise and made sullenly for his seat. Lidia went with him while Marcus went to buy some cigarettes from the concession stand.


“What is it, Papa? You seem out of sorts.”


“Oh, I’m all right,” said the old man. “Just tired.”


“Of what?” asked his daughter.


“I think it was Dr. Johnson who said, ‘The man who is tired of London is tired of life.’ Does that answer your question?” he said, returning her half smile.


At that point an old man in a silk-lined cloak, looking like some penny-dreadful evildoer, excused himself and slid past them along the row. Rees studied the fellow for a moment before returning his attention to the stage.


He checked his watch. Perhaps five minutes to curtain up.


“So who is this Helen Cookson anyway?” asked Marcus.


“Della Cookson,” Lidia corrected him. “She’s one of the greatest actresses of the age. Don’t be such a philistine, Marcus.”


And with that, the curtain rose.


Act one came and went. Lucy Levy was a vivacious presence, and Della held the audience rapt from her first appearance. Even the sullen old Dr. Rees sat forward in his seat when she arrived onstage. A brief intermission preceded act two, and then the ante was upped. There were more shocks and more laughs, and the cloaked fellow beside them seemed particularly delighted with some of the onstage effects.


The intermission between acts two and three was lengthier, so Rees ventured out into the bar. No sooner had he stepped out than a voice from behind him said his name.


“You’ll forgive me for prying, but are you Dr. Anselm Rees?”


Rees turned. “I am. How may I be of service?”


“Teasel’s the name. Benjamin Teasel. I’m the producer and director of this little Grand Guignol.” The impresario was resplendent in black tie, and he snared in his faintly quivering fist a martini.


“Then I must congratulate you. Your work is having a profound effect on the audience.”


“Very kind, thank you.” The man inclined his head with calculated modesty. “I hope I’m not intruding, but I wanted to extend an invitation to you and your daughter.”


“Oh?”


“Tomorrow night. A party at my place in Hampstead. I thought I’d wait until the reviews were in—that’s why I’m having the shindig tomorrow night,” he explained.


“You’re optimistic, then?”


Teasel gave a chuckle. “Just look around you, Doctor! Look at that sea of smiling, chattering faces. That, my friend, is the audience of a show that is going to run and run. But I want to wait until the notices are saying so too. Then I’ll be able to enjoy drinks and music without that overhanging dread of tomorrow’s papers . . .”


“I see. An interesting proposition, but I’m afraid I have plans for tomorrow night.’


“Really? Oh, such a shame. I should have loved to hear a psychiatrist’s interpretation of this diabolical little drama. Well, take my card anyway, won’t you, in case you change your mind. Oh, Edgar! Edgar Simmons!” Teasel’s attention had been caught by another guest. “Edgar, where have you been hiding yourself these past few months . . . ?” And the producer drifted away on the sea of admirers.


Rees was not averse to the occasional soirée—it was an inevitable hive of potential patients, after all. But something about Teasel had rubbed him the wrong way. The very air around him smacked of showbiz sleaze. Rees gave a little shudder and returned to the auditorium.


He made it back to his seat just in time for the act three curtain.


“Who was that you were talking to?” Lidia wanted to know.


“Benjamin Teasel. He directed this . . . extravaganza. Wants me to go to a party tomorrow night.”


“Good God. There’s no escaping them, is there? Parasites.”


At the mention of Teasel’s name, the man in the cloak’s ears pricked up. He now seemed on the verge of butting in on the Rees family confab. But then the curtain rose.


The third act was the one in which all the disparate features of the play finally coalesced. There was a particularly ghoulish trapdoor trick that caught even the doctor off guard. The audience gasped. The final curtain fell, and the applause was instantaneous and affectionate. A few even sprang to their feet as Della Cookson emerged for her curtain call.


Della strode forward beneath a spotlight, took her bow, and was presented with a lavish bouquet by an admirer in the front row. She stood with tears gleaming in her eyes as she lapped up the audience adulation. She had a way about her, as portraits are said to do, of making it seem as though she were making eye contact with each audience member individually. But this was wishful thinking—in fact there was only one man she was looking at that evening, whose face she had picked out instantly. Dr. Anselm Rees.


On his way out, an usher slipped him a note. The audience members around him were filing back into the foyer and the bar, chattering amiably about the night’s entertainment. Rees stopped and unfolded the paper.


“Go on without me,” he said to Marcus and Lidia.


“But how will you get home?”


“I’ll take a cab. Don’t worry about me.” And he slipped away through the crowd.


Another usher was on hand to escort him behind the bar and through to the backstage area. “This way sir,” she said, holding open the door for him.


Rees stepped through and found himself in another world. Stagehands were celebrating, and the stage manager was flipping through a tattered copy of the script making swift and brutal amendments with a stubby pencil. Rees followed the usher down a lengthy corridor toward the star dressing room. They knocked on the door.


“Just a moment,” said a voice from within.


Rees waited.


Then the door was opened by the star of the show, Della Cookson. But to Dr. Rees, she was Patient B.


She was beaming and luminous in her greeting, favouring him with an affectionate peck on the cheek. She bade him sit in her chair in front of the makeup mirror, before slamming the door in the usher’s face.


“So what did you think of the show, Doctor?”


“My daughter is an admirer of thrillers,” he said awkwardly, meeting her glance in the mirror. “Oh—you appear to have dropped something, Della.”


“Where?”


Rees pointed at something gleaming on the carpet. “There. What is it?” He leaned over to retrieve the item. “Just some jewellery.” He handed it to Della, who slipped it into the pocket of her kimono. It was a single gold earring.


Della settled down and began removing her makeup.


“Why did you ask me here tonight, Della?”


Patient B sighed and studied herself in the mirror. Then, slowly, she turned to him. “Because, Doctor, I’ve done something very terrible.”




PART TWO


THE LIAR’S TALE


(September 12–14, 1936)


In magic, today as always, the effect is what counts. The method or methods used are always purely secondary.


—Dai Vernon


Most people, I am delighted to say, are fond of the locked room. But—here’s the damned rub—even its friends are often dubious.


—John Dickson Carr, The Hollow Man




ENTR’ACTE (I)


THE MAN IN THE LONG BLACK COAT


Saturday, September 12, 1936


Like the poverty-stricken artists of revolutionary Paris, Claude Weaver tended to write his novels in an attic.


The attic in question nestled above his two-storey Hampstead home; it had been modified to accommodate bookshelves and his writing desk. His wife often made the hyperbolic claim that he seldom came out of his attic, that he preferred its company to hers. This was mostly untrue. He frequently came out—he just preferred that she did not notice him.


Weaver was by nature an inconsequential man, the sort who might be passed in the street without as much as a second glance. If you were to meet him you would find him quiet, subdued, even shy. He never gave interviews. He never showed his face at literary luncheons or benefit evenings.


With this in mind, his wife, Rosemary, now seemed determined to thrust him out of his comfortable cocoon and into the daylight. She was a clever woman, and often inscrutable. But she failed to understand that his solitude was a vital component of his creativity. That was how all the problems had started.


Now, on the morning of September 12, he sat as usual at the desk in his attic, with a typewriter and heap of crisp white paper in front of him. Something was amiss. Today, the words would not come. He had an appointment before lunch, but he had decided to get a couple of hours’ writing in beforehand.


This was proving more difficult than anticipated. Something was distracting him. He stood, stretched his aching limbs, and paced around the attic. There was a small round picture window that cast a narrow shaft of light onto the desk. But it also gave him a decent view of the street. He strode over to the window. Almost pressing his nose against the glass, he peered out. It was then that he saw the man in the black coat.


How long had it been? Perhaps a week. A week since Weaver had first become conscious of that undefinable presence. Of something pursuing him. Now his waking hours were consumed by an almost supernatural sense of overhanging dread. He thought of Maupassant’s “Horla” and for the first time began to wonder if he was truly losing his mind. His paranoia was such that Rosemary was beginning to notice. And that was something he could not permit. Until now he had managed to keep it contained. But on the morning of the twelfth he happened to glance out of the window of his attic, and for the first time he spotted the man in the black coat.


There was little else to say of this fellow, except that he was a man. He stood stock-still on the pavement across the street, looking up at the window. But he wore a lengthy overcoat, and the upper half of his face was shadowed by the wide brim of his hat. All Weaver could make out was that he was clean-shaven.


Weaver thundered down two flights of stairs and flung open the front door. He did not know what he would do if the man was there to meet him; he had not thought that far ahead. Perhaps he nurtured some misguided notion of confronting the fellow, of facing his fear. But the street was empty. The man was gone.


Claude Weaver eased shut the door, sealing himself in with the dirt-coloured leaves that had been carried in with the autumn chill.




III


THREE TELEPHONE CALLS


At Dollis Hill, the day began with a telephone call. Anselm Rees, who had risen late, was at his desk and snatched up the receiver.


“Dr. Rees?”


He recognised the voice on the telephone as belonging to Patient C, who in his daily life was a novelist of some sort. Claude Weaver was the fellow’s real name. Rees had made a point of not seeking out his work.


“Mr. Weaver,” said Rees, his voice threaded with impatience, “you seem to have missed this morning’s appointment.”


“I’m sorry. Something came up. I won’t be able to make it. I’ll pay for the session, of course. But I can’t come and see you today.”


“Is there a reason for this?”


“I’m sorry.” And with that, Patient C hung up the phone. Rees, shaking his head and muttering to himself, reached for his appointment book, flipped through to today’s date. He found the name “PATIENT C” and sliced a line through it with his fountain pen.


“Mrs. Turner,” he called out, “this morning’s appointment has cancelled on me. What shall I do to occupy my time?”


The housekeeper bustled into the study with a tray of tea things. Olive Turner had been housekeeper at the Rees home from the day they first set foot across the threshold. She was a meticulous woman, perceived by some as humourless. Dr. Rees nevertheless observed in her an understated affection and wit that charmed him. Needless to say, she was also very skilled at her job. The house was kept in perfect order, the food cooked to perfection.
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