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  To fans of Agatha Christie everywhere,




  and one in particular




  







  Editor’s Note




  Agatha Christie never spoke of her disappearance in the winter of 1926. As a result it has remained one of the great mysteries of modern times.




  When I first mentioned the idea of this book to her, she was understandably reluctant. However, she agreed to be interviewed on condition that the resulting volume should not be published until

  at least forty years after her death. I too served my solicitors with notice to the same effect.




  I must admit it is odd to see my own name as a character in these pages. I played a very minor part in this narrative and I have tried to keep my role to the bare minimum. It really is Mrs

  Christie’s story and as such a great deal of it is told from her point of view, rather than my own.




  In addition to Mrs Christie, I tried to speak to as many of the protagonists as possible to get an overview of the main events. Neither I, nor Mrs Christie, witnessed all the ensuing action and

  so, rather than leave out essential pieces of information, I decided to call upon the power of the imagination to reconstruct certain scenes.




  This book is dedicated to those who did not survive the eleven dark days in December 1926. May they rest in peace.




  

    – John Davison


  




  







  Chapter One




  Wherever I turned my head I thought I saw her, a woman people described as striking, beautiful even. That would never have been my choice of words.




  Of course, when I looked again across the glove counter or perfume display it was never her, just another dark-haired woman trying to make the best of herself. But each of these imagined

  glimpses left a piece of scar tissue across my heart. I told myself to stop thinking of her – I would simply pretend the situation did not exist – but then I caught sight of another

  pale-faced brunette and the dull ache in my chest would flare up again and leave me feeling nauseous.




  When I had first fallen in love with Archie, I had likened the feeling to a white dove trying to escape from my chest. Now that Archie’s head had been turned by this creature I imagined

  the dove being strangled with a necklace of barbed wire and slowly rotting away inside me.




  The distant sound of a brass band playing carols lightened my mood for a moment. I had always adored Christmas and I was determined that this year was going to seem just as festive and jolly as

  normal, at least for Rosalind’s sake.




  I walked over to the doll counter and a bank of china-white faces with blank blue eyes stared back at me. I picked up a doll with straw-yellow hair and ran my fingers down its smooth pale cheek.

  How funny that I had named my own daughter after my childhood doll, a toy that I had admired but rarely played with. Even then I had preferred to make up my own stories. Rosalind had not inherited

  my imagination, which was probably for the best as sometimes my fancy, although it had its benefits, left me feeling wrung-out and close to wretched.




  As I put the doll back down on the counter and was about to pick up its black-haired twin with eyes like plump blackberries, I felt a pricking at the base of my skull. The hairs on the back of

  my neck bristled and a shiver went through me. I turned round, certain that someone was studying me, but met only the kindly eyes of elderly ladies dressed in their smart tweeds. I comforted myself

  with the knowledge that the Army & Navy Stores in Victoria was the kind of place where nothing dreadful could ever happen.




  I had been coming here since I was a girl, when Granny B. would take me shopping to buy lengths of ribbon and bags of buttons. Afterwards my grandmother would always treat me to a delicious

  strawberry ice. And yet now, there was something terribly wrong. The feeling of dread was physical. My mouth was dry and my throat tightened. My breathing had quickened. I raised my hand to my neck

  to try to loosen the collar of my blouse, but that didn’t help. I still felt as though someone was watching me and they wanted to do me harm.




  When I was a small girl I had suffered from nightmares in which the character of a gunman had appeared to me. He had looked, so I had told my mother and sister, Madge, like a French soldier

  carrying a musket. But it had not been the sight of the gun that had frightened me. Rather, there had been something else that had disturbed me, something about his nature, his character. He was a

  personification of evil, a force I knew even then was only too real. Sometimes I would have dreams in which I would be sitting at the dining table at Ashfield, the family house in Torquay, and I

  would look up to see that his spirit had stolen into the body of my dear mother or Madge. Now I could almost feel the Gunman’s hot, sour breath on the back of my neck.




  I gathered my things together and, with the kind of slow, deliberate pace of a cat sensing the approach of danger, walked towards the exit onto Victoria Street. The sharp slap of the cold

  December air came as something of a relief. I had to stop myself from looking around nervously. My hands were trembling, my mouth still dry.




  Surely the sense of danger I had felt in the Stores and on the street could not have been merely a product of my imagination. Yet I felt my cheeks redden as I remembered the incident of the

  cheque. I had been down at Ashfield, clearing out the house after my mother’s death. What with the ten- or eleven-hour days, the boxes full of family mementoes, the moth-eaten clothes, the

  piles of Grannie’s dresses, and the crowd of memories from my childhood that threatened to transport me back to the past, I must have lost my senses for a moment. I had been asked to write a

  cheque and I had signed not my own name but that of Blanche Amory, a character from a Thackeray novel. What had come over me? Was the same thing happening to me now? Was I losing touch with

  reality? It was a terrifying feeling.




  I tried to take a couple of deep breaths, but my chest felt tight. I could not shake off the sense that at any moment something awful would happen. I wanted to rush back to the safety and

  comforts of the Forum, my club on Hyde Park Corner. But I didn’t want the Gunman to follow me there. With a deliberately slow pace I set off down Victoria Street in the direction of the

  Underground. As I approached the entrance to the station the crowd began to swell. Even though my legs felt as though they might give way at any moment, fear propelled me forwards. Luckily, the

  station was busy and I disappeared amongst the throng. I pushed my way through the crowd, looking around as I did so. I bought myself a ticket and descended into the dark bowels of London. I felt

  sure I had shaken off whoever it was who had been following me. As I breathed in the sooty air I felt, for a moment, happy and safe again.




  Some of my smart Sunningdale friends always thought it was rather quaint that I loved travelling on the Underground. But it was such a rich source of material: all those intriguing faces, those

  curious characters, not to mention the delicious possibilities it presented when it came to plot. The Man in the Brown Suit was a perfect example. It was a bit of a silly

  story, but it had proved popular with the readers, no doubt because of its dramatic opening which I had chosen to set on the platform at Hyde Park Corner.




  That had been such a fun novel to write and I had dashed it off relatively quickly, not like the turgid stuff I had been churning out lately. Perhaps I needed a holiday. I hoped the short break

  in Beverley would do me – do both of us – the world of good. I certainly wasn’t a subscriber to the theory that unhappiness bred creativity. This last year had been the most

  miserable of my life and look what I had produced: the Frankenstein’s monster that was The Big Four, a novel that had been stitched together from a series of short

  stories, and a few lacklustre scenes for a book, The Mystery of the Blue Train, that would not flow.




  A blast of hot air signalled the imminent arrival of the train. I grasped my hat and stepped closer to the edge of the platform so I could have a better chance of securing a seat. Another step

  and I could easily lose my balance and fall onto the tracks. Everything, all the pain that I had suffered over the course of the year, would come to an end. Archie would be free to marry, there

  would be none of the shame that always came with a divorce, and Rosalind would learn to love her new mother. What was it my daughter had said to me? ‘I know Daddy likes me and would like to

  be with me. It’s you he doesn’t seem to like.’ Only a child, in all her innocence, could utter such a thing. And yet while this was an accurate description of the state of our

  marriage, the observation had felt like another dagger to the heart.




  As the train emerged from the blackness and started to hurtle towards us I took a step back. The noise of the engine vibrated in my ears, deafening me for a moment. Just then, I felt a light

  touch on the base of my spine. I turned to look round, but in that split second the pressure on my back intensified. I felt myself being shunted, pushed forwards towards the tracks. I opened my

  mouth to scream, but my throat had turned to sandpaper.




  My hands reached out at awkward angles in a bid to hold on to something, anything, but I clasped at nothing but hot air. I could feel the skin on my cheeks begin to burn from a ferocious

  all-consuming heat that seemed to be sucking the liquid from my eyes. Just as I was tipping forwards, my head lolling like the doll’s I had handled in the Stores, I felt an almighty wrench

  pull me back, a strength that I had hardly thought possible. I gasped at the force of it. It was then I felt myself melting away as I fainted and collapsed onto the platform.




  I became aware of someone breathing into my ear. At first, I thought I was in bed, with Rosalind beside me. But then I became aware of a sourness, an unpleasant ferric odour that forced me to

  open my eyes. I woke up to a world of fragments and disjointed faces.




  ‘I’m a doctor, stand clear, please stand clear,’ a voice said.




  I tried to speak, but could not. Again, there was that foul stream of air on my face. I felt someone cradling my head. The touch was soft and delicate, but my body, instead of relaxing, began to

  tense up. I attempted to sit, but the long fingers with their silky touch eased me back down again.




  ‘Now, now, lie there for a moment or two. You nearly had a nasty accident. It seems that you fainted just as the train was approaching.’




  ‘No, I felt someone—’




  ‘Yes, you felt someone pull you back. That was me. I’m a doctor.’




  Although the words should have been comforting, for some reason they sent a chill through me.




  ‘Thank you, that’s very kind. But I’m feeling much better now. If you could just let me get on my way I would be most grateful.’




  The people who had gathered around me had started to disperse now that they thought they understood the situation: a lady had fainted, a doctor who had behaved like a hero was in attendance and

  had stopped her from falling onto the tracks.




  ‘I think it would be wise if you took a couple of deep breaths,’ he said, before leaning towards me. The stench of his metallic breath forced me to take out my handkerchief and place

  it over my nose.




  ‘Now listen to me very carefully,’ he said in a whisper. ‘I think I have something to say to you that you will very much want to hear.’




  At the moment I removed my handkerchief from my mouth, again in a voice only I could hear, he said, ‘I wouldn’t scream if I were you. Unless you want the whole world to learn about

  your husband and his mistress.’




  I couldn’t take in what he was saying. What did he know of Archie and that woman?




  ‘Yes, I thought that would get your interest. Now, what I suggest is that you let me help you up and we can go and have a cup of tea.’




  I felt the spider-like touch of his fingers begin to encircle my wrist.




  ‘Sweet tea, that’s what I would prescribe,’ he said in a louder voice. ‘Wouldn’t you agree? That’s the best thing for shock.’




  I did not know what to do. Should I make a dash for it? Obviously the man had some information that he thought he could use against me, against us. No doubt he was a dirty little blackmailer,

  keen to extort money from me. How was he to know that our resources were stretched? On the face of it, it looked as though we lived a gilded existence. Yes, I had written six novels, and a

  collection of Poirot stories, but the earnings had not been that high because of the awful contract with my first publisher, The Bodley Head, which had tied me to five books on a low royalty rate.

  Thank goodness my agent had managed to extract me from that. In addition, the house cost a fortune to run and there had been a great many unforeseen expenses.




  I could refuse point blank, but what if he took his nasty story to the newspapers? That would destroy Archie, I knew. Even after everything Archie had told me I still loved him and I would do

  anything in my power to protect him.




  ‘I know a nice little café just around the corner,’ he said, pressing my wrist with his fingers. ‘Shall I help you stand?’




  ‘I think I can manage by myself, thank you,’ I said, easing myself up off the ground. I brushed my skirt of the dust and grime, quickly adjusted my hat and assessed the man standing

  in front of me. The first thing I noticed was the contrast between his creamy pale skin and his black beard. He had eyes the shade of sloes and full, fleshy lips the colour of blood. He was of

  medium height, nicely-dressed and seemingly well-educated, not your typical grubby blackmailer.




  As we walked out of the Underground and back down Victoria Street, unperceptive strangers might have assumed that we were a married couple. But if those passers-by had taken the trouble to look

  into my face, I’m sure they would have seen the uncertainty and anxiety in my eyes.




  ‘What is it that you want?’ I asked.




  ‘Let’s wait until we are settled with a cup of tea,’ he said. ‘That way it will be much more civilised.’




  I searched the street for a policeman, but there were none to be found. But perhaps it would be better if I dealt with this myself.




  ‘First of all I must congratulate you on the success of The Murder of Roger Ackroyd,’ he said. ‘Absolutely first-rate. How you pulled it off,

  it’s really quite extraordinary. I’m sure you’ve had a great number of people tell you so, but you can add my name to your growing list of admirers. You must have quite a mind

  inside that pretty head of yours.’




  ‘Surely the last thing you want to do is talk about books,’ I said stiffly as we walked into the café and sat down at a table some distance from the other customers.




  ‘Oh, but it is. But first let me introduce myself. My name is Patrick Kurs. I’m a general practitioner from Rickmansworth. I have a small practice, mostly full of neurotic wives and

  husbands who drink too much. I suppose you could draw a parallel between Dr James Sheppard in Roger Ackroyd and me. Quite a fascinating character. You see, Mrs Christie, I

  believe you and I are remarkably similar in many ways.’




  ‘I’m not sure what you mean,’ I said, before a girl in a black-and-white uniform came to our table to take our order. Dr Kurs ordered a pot of tea for two.




  ‘As I was saying, I have made a great study of your work, Mrs Christie, and I am certain that you have a first-class criminal mind. You seem to know how a murderer’s brain works.

  It’s almost as if you have some kind of inner knowledge of how a killer feels. It’s most uncanny.’




  ‘Thank you,’ I said, before I realised that what the doctor was saying was, in most people’s eyes, far from a compliment. ‘I mean – yes, that may be so, but what

  has this got to do with my husband? I would much rather you address the business at hand.’




  When the girl returned with our tea we fell into silence, but as soon as she retreated, Dr Kurs shifted in his seat and cleared his throat.




  ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘You see, it’s come to my attention that your husband has been having a – how shall I put this? – an intimate relationship with another

  woman. That’s correct, isn’t it?’




  I simply nodded my head, but I could feel my eyes blaze with hatred.




  ‘And I take it you would rather this fact and the details be kept out of the newspapers?’




  ‘So it is money. That’s what you want?’




  Dr Kurs blinked and looked slightly taken aback. ‘No, not at all,’ he said, laughing. ‘I think you’ve underestimated me, Mrs Christie. What I propose is something far

  more than mere financial gain. I have, I suppose one could describe it, a certain scheme for you. You may think it unconventional, but it is something that I am sure you will find of

  interest.’




  ‘What are you talking about?’




  ‘It’s a plan that you alone can execute. You, Mrs Christie, are going to commit a murder. But before then you are going to disappear.’




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘You must be insane, absolutely insane,’ I said as I started to get up from my seat. ‘I’m afraid, Doctor – if that’s indeed what you are

  – that you need to seek some medical attention.’




  ‘I’m far from mad, Mrs Christie. After all, I haven’t told you what I know about your husband and Nancy Neele.’




  The mention of that name took what little strength I had left out of me and I dropped back into my chair. In that instant, a memory came back to me from my childhood. I had been picking

  primroses with dear Nursie. The air smelt of spring, the sky was cornflower blue and the flowers were the same shade of yellow as the sun. We had left Ashfield, crossed the railway and had walked

  up Shiphay Lane before turning into a field through an open gate. One moment I had been crouching down to examine a particularly beautiful primrose and the next I heard someone shouting. The

  violence in the man’s voice was unmistakable. The farmer asked Nursie what she thought she was doing. ‘Just primrosing,’ Nursie had said. His face turned beetroot red, his eyes

  popped out of his face and he ordered us to get off his property. He said that if we were not off his land in under a minute he would boil us alive. I remember that I interpreted his words so

  literally I thought I could feel the lick of the flames begin to burn my toes. Beads of sweat broke out over my forehead and I felt so frightened that I thought I was going to be sick.




  That was exactly how I felt now when I heard the name Nancy Neele.




  ‘Would you care for some more tea? You look a little pale, which is not surprising in the circumstances.’




  ‘No, I’m sorry, I have a train to catch. I have to meet my husband.’




  ‘Really? I doubt very much that your husband will be coming home. Or if he does I don’t believe he will stay for very long.’




  ‘And what gives you that idea?’




  ‘I suppose one could say I have a source. A good one. You see, one of my patients is the same Nancy Neele that I just mentioned.’




  ‘Indeed?’ I tried to make myself sound confident, but I could hear my voice breaking with fear.




  ‘She first came to me with a problem with her digestion, I think it was. But it soon became obvious that the real issue was her nerves. She couldn’t sleep, felt terribly anxious and

  so on. And then, when we started talking, she told me everything. I’ve become quite her confidant.’




  Although I felt like fleeing I steeled myself to carry on with the conversation. ‘And what, may I ask, did she tell you?’




  ‘That she has been having an affair with your husband. That they are in love and that they plan to marry. That Archie would like to seek a divorce from you, but that he is worried about

  how you might react. I think they are concerned that, when faced with the news, you might do something stupid.’




  I had to force the words out of my throat, which was still dry. I knew I dare not take a sip of tea in case Kurs saw my hands shake. ‘And what have you advised her?’




  ‘I have, you will be pleased to hear, maintained a strict policy of impartiality. I serve as a mere sounding board, if you will.’




  ‘Does she know you were looking for me? Did she send you?’




  ‘Oh, my Lord, no. Not at all. She knows nothing about why I am here – or my intentions.’




  This last word sent a chill through me. Surely he could not possibly think I was going to take him seriously?




  ‘This is all quite absurd. All you’ve told me is what I already know for myself. That my husband has, temporarily, had relations with another woman who is not his wife. And that, Dr

  Kurs, is the end of the matter. It is an entirely private affair and I have every intention of keeping it that way. Also I think you will find that there is something called a doctor’s code

  of ethics. I am certain that breaking a patient’s confidentiality must be against such a code and if you insist on—’




  ‘Please do go ahead. Only I must warn you that I have in my possession a certain number of letters written by Miss Neele to your husband. I think you might find it highly embarrassing if

  any of these were extracted by some of the less savoury publications.’




  Was he telling the truth? It was difficult to know. I stared into his dark eyes and felt something I could only describe as evil. I knew it would be unwise to underestimate him or cross him. But

  I couldn’t let him get away with this.




  ‘Well, I will certainly need some kind of proof of what you say.’




  ‘Very well, expect something to arrive at your house shortly.’




  ‘My house? You know where I live?’




  ‘I know everything about you, Mrs Christie. It’s been an enjoyable process, watching you, following your every move. As I have said I’ve made quite a study of you. Not only

  your books, but your whole life. If you doubt me simply ask me a question.’




  I could not think of a single thing to say. I felt my throat closing up.




  ‘Very well, let me expand on that point,’ Dr Kurs continued, stroking his carefully trimmed beard. ‘Let’s just take something at random, shall we? I know, for instance,

  that you have an expert knowledge of poisons because of the work you did as a nurse and in the dispensary in the VAD during the war.’




  ‘Such work was extremely common, Dr Kurs, and I am sure such an insight can be gleaned from sources in the public domain.’




  ‘Indeed, Mrs Christie. But what is perhaps not in the view of the common man is your work with Dr and Mrs Ellis. I believe you learnt a great deal from them, particularly Mrs Ellis, did

  you not?’




  The revelation left me speechless. ‘And what about another chemist of your acquaintance? The one who used to carry around a sample of curare in his pocket. As you no doubt know,

  Strychnos toxifera is a rather pretty vine originating in South America. The natives there soon discovered it to be an effective poison and dipped their blowgun darts or

  arrows in the paste made from the plant. Once shot, a victim died from asphyxiation in a matter of minutes. What would you say, Mrs Christie, if I told you that, like that chemist of your youth, I

  too carry around curare in my pocket?’




  I was tempted to tell him once more that he was mad, but something told me to keep my suspicions to myself. When I left the café I would go to the nearest police station and inform the

  authorities that there was a man who claimed to be a doctor in Rickmansworth who had lost his power of reason. The police would haul him off to the asylum and that would be the end of it.




  ‘Let’s just say I have my ways and means. Working as a general practitioner for the last twenty years does have its rewards. Many of my patients, you see, commute into London and

  some of them hold positions of power and influence. One can, if one puts one’s mind to it, find out almost anything about practically anyone.’




  ‘I see,’ I said weakly.




  ‘For instance, I also know a great deal about your dear unfortunate brother, Louis Montant Miller, whom you call Monty, and his experience after the war, his overindulgence of spirits,

  whisky particularly, and his abuse of opiates. I think the newspapers would be very interested to hear about the crimes and misdemeanours of a mystery novelist’s family. Their readers, I am

  sure, would come to the conclusion that you don’t have to look very far for your inspiration. One never knows, the publicity may do you the world of good. That is, if you decide to go down

  that particular route, which somehow I very much doubt.’




  I could stand it no longer.




  ‘I’m afraid that I really must go. I have a train to catch,’ I said, standing up.




  ‘Very well, Mrs Christie. It seems a shame to cut our meeting short, as there were so many other things I would have liked to have talked to you about. But we will have another

  conversation soon.’




  ‘We will?’ I said, as I caught another whiff of his metallic breath.




  ‘Oh yes, most definitely. In the meantime, go about your life as if nothing has happened. For instance, you must go with your secretary to Ascot tomorrow night as you normally

  would.’ How did he know about that? ‘And when you leave here I wouldn’t contact the police if I were you. I have left instructions that, on my arrest or detention, certain

  documents and information be released to selected editors of various journals.’




  ‘Goodbye then,’ I said, turning from him.




  ‘One more thing,’ he said. ‘Those plans I talked about. All that has yet to be set in motion. A great deal of thought, as I am sure you must be becoming aware, has gone into

  the plotting of this.’




  Even though I loathed the very sight of him, I found it difficult to break away from his gaze.




  ‘And by the way, you didn’t faint. Rather, it was I who pushed you. But it was I who also saved you. One could say that I have the power to kill and the power to cure – an

  extension of my vocation as a doctor, I suppose. Expect a letter to arrive at your home on Friday. You may think you have a mind for murder, Mrs Christie, but you will soon find that you are not

  the only one.’




  I made it to the Ladies’ room just in time. I ran into the cubicle and just managed to shut and lock the door behind me before I fell onto my knees and was sick into the

  lavatory bowl. After pulling the chain, I stayed in the cubicle for longer than I needed as the nightmarish events of the morning continued to swirl around in my head. I knew I should go straight

  to the police, of course, but what if the horrible things Dr Kurs had said to me were true. The man had the power to ruin not only my life, but also the lives and reputations of my husband and my

  brother. Any gossip or scandal in the newspapers would almost certainly encourage Archie to break all contact with me. As for poor Monty, my brother’s dependence on opiates was already

  dangerous; any more worry could result in even higher doses and almost certainly an early death. Could this man Kurs be nothing more than a lunatic, a fantasist? He was, without a doubt, mentally

  unhinged, but everything he said had been true, and there was a coldness and a heartlessness to him that frightened me.




  But then an awful thought occurred to me. What if none of it had really happened? Could I have imagined the whole dreadful scene? I recalled the incident with the cheque when my mind had been

  disturbed. Was I suffering from another, more serious, attack? I had to try to pull myself together.




  I took out my handkerchief and wiped my mouth. I dabbed some cold water on my face and contemplated myself in the looking glass. What a sight. My pale skin had turned an unnatural hue, almost

  like a ghost’s, my blue eyes were bloodshot and my hair quite unkempt. I pinched my cheeks to give me a little more colour and tidied myself as best I could. When I came out of the

  café, it took me a while to get my bearings – the encounter with Kurs, real or imagined, had left me as unsteadied and imbalanced as a compass out of kilter. I started to walk down

  Grosvenor Gardens, past a building that always reminded me of Paris, and then Grosvenor Place in the direction of the Forum. I still felt nauseous and weak, but I willed myself forward.




  As I caught a glimpse of Hyde Park Corner, I stopped for a moment. I unzipped my large handbag, took out a white handkerchief and pressed it to my mouth. The clean smell of the freshly laundered

  square of starched fabric reminded me of Ashfield and my mother. Instantly, I was a child again, safe in her arms. If only Kurs had pushed me down onto the tracks; at least then I would be with

  her.




  The memory of my encounter with him – which had felt so horribly real – coursed through me like quick-acting poison. I held out my hand to grasp hold of a non-existent support as my

  legs threatened to give way. Hot tears flowed down my cheeks and I heard the sound of myself sobbing. I was conscious of people walking past me, but I could not bear to look up to meet their gaze.

  Was I going insane?




  ‘Excuse me, is there anything I can do to help?’ The man’s voice was distinctly upper class and clipped, but carried with it an undernote of kindness.




  I looked up through my tears and saw a couple staring at me. The man was tall with a good head of blond hair swept back from a high forehead and fine features, and he was wearing a smart black

  suit and expensive shoes. The girl, who also had blonde hair, was much younger, pretty and as slim as a reed.




  ‘Sorry, I-I just had something in my eye, but I’m sure it’s cleared itself now,’ I said. ‘For a moment I felt completely blinded.’




  ‘Oh, how dreadful, would you like me to check?’ said the girl.




  ‘No, I’m sure I will be all right,’ I said. As I tried to move, my legs weakened and I fell back towards the wall that guarded Buckingham Palace.




  The girl cast a concerned glance at her male companion – was it her brother? – and reached out to steady me. ‘Here, please allow me,’ she said.




  ‘I’m so sorry to be a burden,’ I said as I blinked back the last of the tears. ‘I don’t know what came over me. I’m on my way to the Forum, it’s not

  far.’




  ‘Please, you must let us accompany you,’ said the man.




  ‘Oh no, I couldn’t possibly trouble you,’ I said.




  ‘It’s no trouble at all,’ said the girl. ‘Sorry, my name is Una Crowe, and this is my friend John Davison.’




  As I introduced myself, Davison’s intelligent grey eyes sparkled with acknowledgement and curiosity.




  ‘Surely not the famous author?’




  ‘An author, yes,’ I said. ‘Famous, no.’




  He told me how much he had enjoyed The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, which had been recommended to him by one of his colleagues at work, a man by the name of Hartford.

  Normally, I would have been delighted to hear his thoughts on the subject and enjoy the praise, but Kurs’s recent mention of the novel had left a sour taste.




  ‘I can’t believe you haven’t read it, Una,’ he continued. ‘It really is wonderful. It’s got the most extraordinary ending, quite surprising, but I won’t

  spoil it for you. But I must ask, with the Roger Ackroyd book, I wonder how—’




  ‘And what is that you do, Mr Davison?’ I said, trying to change the subject.




  ‘The Civil Service, Whitehall, terribly boring,’ he said.




  ‘Not that boring,’ said Una, smiling.




  He cast her a slightly cross look.




  ‘How long have you worked for your – your particular department?’ I asked.




  ‘Since Cambridge. It’s been my life ever since.’ It was obvious he did not want to elaborate.




  ‘I’ve always thought that being a writer must be the most thrilling thing in the world,’ said Una, filling the silence. ‘Sitting around all day dreaming up plots.

  I’d love to try my hand at it. Of course, I realise I need some experience first.’ Una continued to talk about her family, her brothers and sisters, her mother Clema and the loss of her

  father. Although he had died eighteen months previously she still missed him terribly, she said.




  Una’s voice seemed to melt away, almost as if I were hearing her from underwater. I remembered the time that I had first gone surfboarding with Archie. What fun that had been. How we had

  adored South Africa. I recalled that day when I had launched myself onto the board a little too enthusiastically. I had felt the energy of the wave die away but then had been completely unprepared

  for the enormous tidal swell that had swallowed me up and pulled me down beneath the surface. I had taken in a great deal of water, and heard Archie’s voice from beneath the waves. What had

  he been saying? I could not make out the exact words, but I knew that his voice was full of concern and worry. I had been sure then, on that holiday, that he had loved me. And that had only been

  four years ago.




  ‘Mrs Christie? Mrs Christie?’




  It was Una. I felt a light touch on my arm, a touch that brought me back from my reverie. I focused on her superficially pretty face, but then noticed the semicircles of shadows that lay beneath

  her eyes. Grief even left its mark on the young. She was another version of me – of course, she was much more beautiful, far younger, but she carried around with her an open raw wound that

  would not heal. Did she also sense that I had suffered the recent loss of a parent too? Certainly, I felt some kind of strange, irrational connection with her; perhaps one day we would be

  friends.




  ‘I’m sorry, you must forgive me,’ I said, smiling at her. ‘I was daydreaming. A terrible habit of mine.’




  ‘Dreaming up one of your ticklish plots, no doubt,’ said Davison, smiling. ‘Bluff and double bluff, red herrings and the like.’




  ‘I’m afraid I was rather,’ I lied, as we continued to walk towards the Forum.




  ‘I know you must be terribly busy, but if at some point you could spare the time to talk to me, I would be grateful,’ said Una. ‘I’ve tried my hand at a few short

  stories, and a batch of poems, mostly about my—’ A look of utter desperation clouded her eyes and Davison placed a hand on her shoulder.




  ‘Of course, my dear,’ I said. ‘You are welcome to ask me anything you like, but I’m afraid I may not be the best person. I still think of myself as very much an

  amateur.’




  ‘I doubt that very much,’ she said as we came to a stop outside the Forum. ‘And I really cannot wait to read The Murder of Roger Ackroyd.’




  I gave Miss Crowe the address for Styles, my house in Sunningdale, and thanked her and Davison for their small, but important, act of kindness. We said our goodbyes and as I started to walk up

  the steps to the club I heard footsteps. I turned to see Davison, who pressed a thick cream-coloured business card into my hands.




  ‘Don’t be alarmed,’ he said before I could respond. ‘If you need to contact me please do not hesitate.’ He paused and looked around him. ‘I know Hartford, the

  man who mentioned your book to me, would be very interested in meeting you too.’




  ‘Whatever for?’




  ‘He believes, and I am sure he is right, that you have a first-rate brain.’




  ‘I hardly went to school,’ I said. ‘My education is patchy to say the least.’




  ‘Nevertheless,’ he said, lowering his voice, ‘I think that you may be a valuable asset for the department. Perhaps you could come in and meet him. We could talk some things

  over in private. There are certain delicate cases that you may be able to help us with.’




  ‘What sort of cases?’




  ‘I can’t really say any more here, but I think you would make an excellent addition to the service,’ he said, glancing over at Una, who was waiting for him on the street.

  Everything clicked into place. Davison worked for some kind of secret department. ‘If you could write or telephone we could talk about it a little more.’




  I was almost tempted, but of course the timing could not have been worse. ‘I’m afraid I wouldn’t be much use, especially at the moment.’




  ‘Writer’s block?’




  ‘Something like that,’ I said. As I looked into his intelligent eyes I thought about telling him something of my ghastly encounter with Kurs. But I still could not be quite certain

  whether it had not been more than the product of a frenzied, overactive brain. I opened my mouth to say something more, but then Una shouted over to him – if he didn’t hurry up she was

  going to freeze to death, she said.




  ‘Well, please bear us in mind when you feel you have a little more time. Goodbye.’




  As I entered the lobby I caught a glimpse of Mrs de Silva walking into the library. I was quite fond of my Sunningdale friend with whom I had travelled to London that morning, but I knew I could

  not face her and so I took the stairs up to my room at the top of the building. I quickly shed my clothes, changed into a kimono that had once belonged to my mother and walked down the corridor to

  the bathroom. As I waited for a bath to run I brought the sleeve of the silky blue fabric to my face and breathed in the comforting smell of lavender. If only my mother were still here; she would

  have known what to do.




  Since her death, in April, I had often felt my mother’s spirit close to me. She had regarded herself as something of a clairvoyant. What was it my sister Madge had once said? That, if she

  didn’t want Mother to know a certain something, she was careful not to stand in the same room as her. I willed my mother to come to me to give me a clue about what I should do, but there was

  an unassailable barrier between us: death.




  I slipped off the kimono and lowered myself into the hot water. If I could just relax a little I might be able to figure a way out of this dreadful situation. I tried to think of happier times:

  of the feel of the water and the sunshine on my back in South Africa and Honolulu; of the giddy delights I had felt when I had first met Archie at the dance in Chudleigh; of the news that my first

  novel had been accepted for publication. The memories drifted over my consciousness like ripples in water, but I could not let go of the overwhelming sense that I was being poisoned. Of course,

  this wasn’t a physical poison that would result in organ failure or respiratory problems or a heart attack. This toxin was seeping into my soul, staining everything that was good and

  honourable in my life. If I allowed it to spread I would be left as lifeless as one of the cadavers I had seen spread out on the mortuary slab during the war. The poison would have to be cut out

  before it infected the whole. There was, I knew, a risk that part of me would have to be sacrificed, like that amputated leg that I had once thrown into the hospital furnace, but I could see no

  other way.




  After easing myself out of the water and drying myself, I dressed in the kimono again and went back to my room. I sat on the bed with an exercise book, half of which I had already used for the

  plotting of The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, and began to note down the events of the day, including the names Dr Patrick Kurs, Archie Christie, Nancy Neele, John Davison, Una

  Crowe and, at the bottom of the list, my own initials: A.C. As I did so I felt distinctly uncomfortable. This was one story I did not want to write.




  







  Chapter Three




  When I awoke from a night of fitful sleep my head was in a complete fug. I could still recall the stench of his breath, a smell that had left me with a near permanent nausea.

  When I sat down for breakfast the sight of the congealed scrambled eggs turned my stomach. I decided it would be best if I went hungry. Although I had doubted my sanity, I knew now that my

  encounter with Kurs had been all too real.




  As I walked out of the Forum I half expected him to be waiting for me, standing over by the Royal Artillery Memorial like a harbinger of ill fortune, a sentinel of death. The recurring nightmare

  of my childhood, the sinister figure of the Gunman, had become a reality. Had I had a premonition of him since girlhood? Or had I somehow conjured his appearance? And how would it ever be possible

  to free myself of him? I recalled the conversation with Kurs of the day before. I was certain I could disappear for a few days, but there was no possibility that I could commit an offence, never

  mind one so heinous as murder. Writing about crime was one thing, but doing it oneself? It was quite out of the question.




  I had considered telephoning that nice man Davison and asking his advice about what to do. But what if – as I suspected – Davison contacted the police? Could I risk that? Would it

  not be better if I tried to handle this myself?




  The thought of Kurs’s touch on the base of my spine sent a chill through me and turning up the collar on my coat against the cold did little to comfort me. I was due to see my agent at his

  office on Fleet Street, and although I had thought of cancelling the appointment, I remembered that Kurs had told me to go about my business as usual. Normally I would have taken the Underground,

  but the nasty incident at Victoria was still fresh in my mind, and so I took a taxi. The car stopped outside number 40 Fleet Street, a tall, imposing building, and after taking a couple of deep

  breaths I made my way up to the office. Of course, there was no question of telling Mr Cork about my troubles; ours was a purely professional relationship and I could not bear it if I were to break

  down in front of him.




  As I entered the office a tall young man with an enigmatic smile greeted me. Edmund Cork had taken over the agency from the fearsome Hughes Massie after the old man’s death, and he seemed

  to be making rather a success of it. I feared, however, that his expectations for me were higher than the poor reality.




  ‘Good m-morning, Mrs Christie, p-please sit down,’ he said with his slight stutter.




  ‘Thank you,’ I said.




  ‘Now, h-how is the writing progressing? Well, I hope?’




  ‘I’m afraid I haven’t made as much progress as I had wished. Ever since the death of my mother I have found it rather difficult to concentrate.’ There was no need to

  mention the recent upheaval in my personal life.




  ‘Of course, of course,’ he said. ‘Take your time by all means. But I am pleased to inform you that there do seem to be a good many people waiting for your next book. The

  Evening News will almost certainly want to buy the serial rights. Perhaps we could ask for an increase on the £500 they paid you for The Man in

  the Brown Suit.’




  At the time, I had been astounded by the amount of mone0y the newspaper had been prepared to pay for the opportunity to serialise my novel, even if they did run it under that ridiculously silly

  name, Anna the Adventuress. I had considered complaining about that, but then I thought of the £500 and decided to keep my mouth firmly shut. I used the money to buy

  my darling Morris Cowley motor car.




  ‘And we are, of c-course, looking forward to the publication of The Big Four.’




  I certainly wasn’t; in fact, I wished I could have strangled the thing at birth. Had it not been for the help of dear Campbell, Archie’s brother, I doubted whether I could have

  pulled the thing off.




  ‘I wish I could have come up with something a little more original. After Roger Ackroyd, I feel that my readers, such as they are, will be more than a trifle

  disappointed.’




  ‘That c-cannot be helped now,’ said Mr Cork, running his long, elegant fingers across a pile of papers on the desk in front of him. ‘How do you like the cover design? Rather

  striking, I thought.’




  The artwork, in tones of blue and black, showing a giant number 4 towering over the silhouette of the London skyline at night, was probably the best thing about the whole book. Again, this was

  something I thought best not expressed at this point.




  ‘I’m rather dreading the reviews,’ I said.




  ‘Oh, don’t mind those. However, I have heard that we are likely to get what I hope is a positive one from The Times Literary Supplement. By the way, I have

  heard that publication is scheduled for the autumn in America.’




  There was a slight pause.




  ‘I’m sure you have your head full of ideas for the next book, and you wouldn’t want to give anything away, b-but you couldn’t possibly g-give me a—’




  ‘I’m afraid I’d rather not say,’ I said. ‘I’m rather superstitious on that score, as you know.’




  ‘Of course, I understand,’ he replied.




  I let him continue to talk business – contracts, percentages, serial negotiations – for the next twenty minutes, but I could not concentrate. ‘I must return home so I can get

  back to my desk,’ I said, standing up.




  ‘Thank you once again for calling in to see me, Mrs Christie.’ Mr Cork led me towards the door. ‘And I look forward to receiving your new book whenever you are ready. I

  won’t hear the last of it from my wife until you do. She does rather hope it will feature your funny little Belgian detective with that curious moustache. Can you put her out of her

  misery?’




  ‘I am giving nothing away, Mr Cork,’ I said. ‘I would have thought you knew me better than to ask.’ The words formed themselves in a rather harsher fashion than I had

  intended.




  ‘Of c-course, g-goodbye,’ he said, blinking and looking a little startled. ‘Until next t-time.’




  As soon as I was out of the door I felt the sting of shame eating away inside me. Why had I been so rude to dear Mr Cork? The taxi driver who took me from Fleet Street to Waterloo Station also

  tried to engage me in polite conversation, but I was so full of anger and anxiety that I cut him short too, which in turn resulted in me feeling even more at odds with myself.




  Normally, I loved travelling by train and would usually savour every moment of the journey home to Sunningdale, but today I felt I could not enjoy even the simplest, most joyful of sights. Kurs

  was turning my soul black.




  From the station I walked the ten minutes home with my overnight bag, again without noticing my surroundings. With each step the feeling of dread increased, as if I were walking towards my

  death. Apart from Rosalind and Charlotte, my secretary and good friend, and of course Peter, my wire-haired terrier, I had this past year come to associate the house with nothing but misery and

  despair.




  When I had first looked around the rather grand and absurd house, with its gabled bay front and tall chimneys, I knew that it would cost too much money to run, but Archie had declared that it

  was just what we had been looking for, and so I had agreed. Later, I had learnt that the house had a reputation for being if not exactly cursed, then certainly unlucky; its first owner had

  apparently lost a great deal of money and its next had experienced marital difficulties – I had heard that the mistress of the house had run off with another man. And whatever had possessed

  Archie to name it Styles, after the house featured in my first novel, a building steeped in deception, deceit, and murder?




  Kitty the maid took my hat, coat and overnight bag and told me that Miss Fisher – Charlotte – had taken Rosalind and Peter out for a walk. Thank goodness, as I knew it would be hard

  for me to stop myself from telling Charlotte everything. If she saw the distress in my eyes I would have to lie and say that I had had yet another argument with Archie. She knew all about my

  marital problems, I’m sure the whole household did, including the servants; one would have to be deaf to be ignorant of them.




  Upstairs, in my bedroom, I took out the set of three golf balls and tees in a leather case that I had bought for Archie for Christmas. I opened the case and breathed in the heady smell of new

  leather. A silly present, really, in the face of it all. Who was I fooling? Archie was most probably lost to me now. Another woman had captured his heart. But I knew that, if tomorrow he were to

  say to me that he had thrown over Miss Neele, I would be ready to embrace him. A line from one of my books came back to me: ‘The heart of a woman who loves will forgive many blows.’ It

  was certainly true enough for me.




  I knew that he was too handsome for me the first time we met at that dance given by the Cliffords at Ugbrooke House. He was tall, fair-haired, blue-eyed, with a classic profile and a dimple in

  his chin that made me swoon. I had been much younger then, only twenty-two, but I had always considered myself plain, despite what some of my previous suitors had said. What on earth had Archie

  ever seen in me, I wondered. I was hardly the world’s best conversationalist. But there had been something, some spark, some connection, that both of us felt on that first meeting fourteen

  years ago.




  He had, I remembered, persuaded me to disappoint a good number of dance partners that night; he wanted, it seemed, to monopolise me. And I had been swept away by him. At the end of the evening I

  told myself to be content with the mere thrill of the occasion; I was sure that I would never see him again. I would make do with good, kind-hearted Reg, who one day would return from Hong Kong. He

  had sent me nice letters and although I realised that he would make a decent husband I knew he was not the sort of man who would thrill me every time he walked into the room. Looking back, I

  acknowledged that I had been a fool to expect anything more than the Reggies of this world. I should not have aimed higher. I should not have sought out or accepted the attentions of a man like

  Archie. How I wished that I had listened to my mother who had warned me of his character. How had she put it? He had, she had said, a ruthless streak. And Archie’s mother, Peg, had never

  liked me and, quite ridiculously, had branded me as a ‘modern’ woman, no better than I should be. All because I had been rather fond of wearing those Peter Pan collars. How funny, I

  thought. Nothing could be further from the truth.




  The opposition of both our mothers, together with the advent of the war, had made us all the more determined to forge a future together. And so, when Archie had been given three days’

  leave in the Christmas holidays of 1914, we ignored the protestations of his mother, with whom we were staying, and married on Christmas Eve. It had all been done in such a rush that I had not had

  the time to get ready properly. I must have looked quite a fright in that funny little purple velvet hat. It did not matter, of course, because we were happy.




  ‘Mummy! Mummy!’ I heard as the front door opened. ‘We’re back!’




  I dabbed my eyes with a handkerchief, checked myself in the glass and came down the stairs to greet Rosalind, my little angel.




  ‘Oh, you should have seen Peter, he was so funny,’ she said, taking off her coat. ‘He made a little friend, a little sausage dog called Freddie, while we were walking on the

  edge of the golf course. The two of them started chasing each other around. And then all of a sudden this golf ball came whizzing past them and they shot off in the direction of—’




  ‘That’s enough now, Rosalind, dear,’ said Charlotte in her singsong Scottish lilt, putting a hand on the girl’s shoulder to quieten her. ‘You can tell your mother

  all about it after you’ve had your bath.’




  Rosalind opened her mouth to protest, but Charlotte shot her one of her faux-stern looks that always did the trick. When my daughter was upstairs and the maid had retreated to the kitchen

  Charlotte took my arm and, as I suspected, began to question me about what was wrong. I looked awfully pale, she said. Had I been crying? I told her that I was suffering from another attack of

  nervous tension, brought on by the ongoing situation with Archie. She offered to postpone her trip to London the next day – she had been so looking forward to her day off – but I told

  her that on no account must she do such a thing. Unknown to her, I had my own motives for getting her out of the house.




  Yet I don’t know how I would have coped without her support, the sight of her kind grey eyes, the soft touch of her hand on mine. Charlotte sometimes said things that were difficult for me

  to hear. After the initial revelation about his affair with Miss Neele, Archie had left me, only to return a few weeks later. He had admitted that he had made a mistake, and he thought that it was

  worth trying to keep our marriage going for the sake of Rosalind. We shared a bed for a time, but that had all stopped months ago and now he slept in another room. ‘He won’t

  stay,’ Charlotte had said to me, a remark that had made me furious at the time. I related that conversation back to her now and told her that she had been right all along.




  ‘Well, it sounds as though you could do with some cheering up,’ she said.




  ‘I think you’re right, Carlo,’ I said, using the name that Rosalind had given her.




  ‘Dancing it is then – doctor’s orders.’




  I gasped, as I immediately thought of Kurs and what he had said to me.




  ‘No, I’m being selfish. You’re tired, I can tell.’




  ‘Nonsense,’ I lied. ‘I’m sure it will do me the world of good.’




  







  Chapter Four




  I had hoped that the dancing would do something to calm me, but as I lay in bed my nerves felt frazzled. When sleep eventually came it was disturbed and, at dawn, I was

  relieved to see the weak December sunlight begin to leak through the edges of the curtains. I got up and walked across the bedroom to the chest of drawers in the corner. In the third drawer down,

  amongst a selection of ribbons and buttons, souvenirs and postcards, I pulled out an envelope and from it I selected a letter. It was the letter my father had written to my mother a few days before

  his death. ‘You have made all the difference in my life,’ he had written. ‘No man ever had a wife like you. I thank you for your affection and love and sympathy. God bless you, my

  dearest, we shall soon be together again.’ At times, over this last year, I had taken out the letter and pretended that Archie had written it to me. It was silly and foolish, but it made me

  feel better; now I knew that it would be impossible to make that imaginative leap.
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