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AGATHA CHRISTIE



Agatha Christie, the “Queen of Crime,” was born Agatha Mary Clarissa Miller on September 15, 1890, at Ashfield, her parents’ home just outside the town of Torquay, in Devon. Her father, a rich American, died when she was a child, leaving her mother, Clara, to bring up the three children, Agatha, Madge, and Monty.

Agatha retained an affection for Ashfield all her life, and one of her last novels, Postern of Fate (1972), is set there, and is a tribute to Agatha’s happy childhood. She was educated at home, as were many upper-class children of that era. Clara believed that children should not be taught to read until they were at least eight, but to her family’s amazement, Agatha taught herself to read long before then. At the age of fifteen she was sent to a finishing school in Paris—considered to be an essential part of an upper-class girl’s education.

As a young woman, Agatha was deemed exceptionally pretty and received numerous marriage proposals. In 1912 she became engaged to Captain Archibald Christie, a pilot in the newly formed Royal Flying Corps. When the First World War broke out, he was sent to France. The couple married at a few days’ notice on Christmas Eve, 1914, during Archie’s first leave, but were to be separated for most of the war. Eager to contribute to the war effort, Agatha joined the Voluntary Aid Detachment as a trainee nurse. In 1915, she began further training as a hospital dispenser. The work gave her a sound knowledge of different types of poison, which was to stand her in good stead as a crime writer. It has been estimated that half of the murders in her books are poisonings.

After the war, Archie and Agatha moved to London, where their daughter, Rosalind, was born in 1919. The Mysterious Affair at Styles, which Agatha had written during the war, was published in 1920. This novel was the first to feature her Belgian supersleuth, Hercule Poirot. On the publisher’s advice, Agatha altered the denouement from a courtroom confrontation to a scene in which Poirot gathers all the suspects together to announce his conclusions. This style of denouement was to be a trademark of her writing for the next fifty years or more.

Encouraged by the good sales of The Mysterious Affair at Styles, Agatha continued to write, producing several popular thrillers and detective stories. In addition to Poirot, she created the genteel elderly spinster detective Miss Marple, the stolid Superintendent Battle, and the husband-and-wife detective team Tommy and Tuppence Beresford. Fame arrived in 1926 with The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, a Poirot mystery whose ingenious solution caused a sensation. After this, her writing career went from success to success. Sadly, the same could not be said of her marriage. Archie fell in love with another woman, Nancy Neele. Deeply upset by his infidelity and by the death of her mother, Agatha was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Matters came to a head when she vanished mysteriously in 1926. Late one night she drove away from home in a state of distress, and her car was later found abandoned. A nationwide hunt for her was started amid massive publicity. Eleven days later, she was found in a hotel in the Yorkshire spa town of Harrogate, reportedly suffering from amnesia.

In 1928, depressed by Archie’s infidelity, she had difficulty writing her next novel, The Mystery of the Blue Train, which she later described as the worst book she had ever written. Readers did not agree, and this well-constructed murder mystery became one of her most successful novels. That same year, Agatha divorced Archie and decided to support herself and Rosalind by her writing, aided by her secretary, Charlotte (“Carlo”) Fisher, who was to become a lifelong friend.

Soon afterward Rosalind started attending boarding school. Determined not to be lonely without her daughter, Agatha traveled on the Orient-Express to Baghdad, where she met archaeologists Leonard and Katherine Woolley, who were excavating the city of Ur. Visiting their dig, Agatha met Leonard Woolley’s young assistant, Max Mallowan, who was to become her second husband. Max showed Agatha the sights of Iraq, and was impressed by her calmness when their car broke down in the middle of the desert. Faced with a long, thirsty wait for rescue, Agatha refused to panic, and quietly settled down to sleep. Max said it was at this point that he decided she was the woman he wanted to marry. On their return to England, he proposed, and the couple were married in 1930.

This was the beginning of a long and happy partnership. For the next thirty years, Agatha accompanied Max on archaeological expeditions to Syria and Iraq. Many of Agatha’s books feature archaeology as a background, and several of her heroines fall in love with handsome young archaeologists. Her 1946 memoir, Come, Tell Me How You Live, gives an entertaining picture of Agatha and Max’s day-to-day life on archaeological digs in the Middle East.

At the start of the Second World War, the couple returned to London, but Max was soon sent abroad to do war work. Agatha missed him terribly, and consoled herself by focusing on writing. While working as a hospital dispenser, she spent her free time writing novels and supervising stage adaptations of her books. During the war years, she wrote several novels, including two that she insisted should be saved for posthumous publication. In one of these, Curtain, she had the pleasure of killing off Poirot, whom she had featured in over thirty novels and fifty short stories. Interviewed by the Daily Mail in 1938, she had jokingly asked, “Why did I ever invent this detestable, bombastic, tiresome little creature?” While Christie may have grown weary of recounting the adventures of the Belgian sleuth, her readers loved him, and the Poirot books became worldwide bestsellers.

Agatha, in addition to her prolific crime fiction writing, wrote six noncrime novels published under the name of Mary Westmacott. One of her greatest successes was a stage play, The Mousetrap, which opened in London on November 25, 1952, starring Richard Attenborough and Sheila Sim. Agatha thought it would run for eight months at most, but this ingenious murder mystery has now been running for over fifty years, making it the world’s longest-running play. It has been seen by over ten million people and has involved more than three hundred actors.

In 1956, Agatha received the CBE (Commander of the British Empire) award, and in 1961 she was given an honorary doctorate by the University of Exeter. Max was knighted in 1967, and Agatha became Lady Mallowan, fulfilling her childhood dream of becoming a “Lady.” She received her own title when she was awarded the DBE (Dame Commander of the British Empire) in the 1971 New Year’s Honours List, making her “Dame Agatha.” Despite these honors and fame, she remained shy and retiring.

In the 1970s her health began to fail. She died peacefully at Greenway, her Devon home, on January 12, 1976. Her autobiography (which she had completed in 1965) was published posthumously the following year. During her fifty-six-year career she had written over eighty crime novels, fifteen plays, and numerous short stories. By the time of her death her work had been translated into over a hundred languages and she had sold more books than any other writer except Shakespeare.




INTRODUCTION



Elizabeth George



In her introduction to The Omnibus of Crime, a volume that she compiled and edited in 1929, Dorothy L. Sayers gives the genre of detective fiction a humble beginning. She points out that its germ can be found in Aesop’s fables, particularly in the tale of the lion and the fox. In this parable, the lion asks the fox why he does not come to pay respects to him, the king of all beasts. The fox replies with all due deference that he’s noticed the tracks of all the other animals who have shown obeisance to the lion by entering his den and bowing low, and while he’s counted hundreds upon hundreds of tracks made by these hapless beasts going in to do their duty, he hasn’t counted a single mark of an animal leaving after having done it. Thus, he says, until he sees animals who have entered the cave coming out again, he’ll be happy to remain where he is in the open—and extremely safe—air.

What the fox has engaged in is a simple analysis of superficial evidence. Hence, an enduring motif of detective fiction is born, one ultimately made famous by the brilliant and fantastic deductions of that universally known and universally beloved consulting detective on Baker Street.

My favorite early detective story comes from a source other than ancient Greece, however. It derives from the Bible’s Book of Judges, in which a beautiful young woman called Susanna likes to bathe in the open air, much to the delectation of a couple of licentious old men who happen to know about this habit of hers. Artists over the centuries have depicted this story in canvases they’ve named Susanna and the Elders, and they have generally chosen the moment when the two nasty old men leap from behind the bushes or the wall that has sheltered them from sight, surprising the hapless and modest Susanna at her ablutions. They see an opportunity to blackmail her, and they eagerly take it. Susanna must lie with them—in the truly biblical sense—or they will tell her husband and everyone else who’s interested that they caught her in the act of lying with a young man, a crime punishable by death. Susanna tells them that they must do their worst: She’s pure and she has no intention of altering that condition just because two slavering old codgers are threatening her.

Angry, the old men indeed do their worst. They make their false knowledge public and a trial follows, during which they perjure themselves by testifying against Susanna. They claim that they came upon her in the primal act beneath a tree in her garden and when they attempted to apprehend her lover, he managed to escape over the wall. Their evidence is compelling, largely because of their reputations as upright citizens of the community. Things look very black for Susanna.

But among the crowd listening is a man called Daniel, who asks permission to question the old men separately. He asks each of them under what kind of tree Susanna and her lover were allegedly trysting. The men answer differently, one saying a mastic tree, the other saying a holm oak. Their stories do not match; they are shown to be liars; Susanna is freed. Thus is analysis of testimony born, yet another motif of detective fiction.

There are other instances of detection that occur in literature written between the time of the Bible and the fables and the time in which the form enjoyed its golden age in the early decades of the twentieth century, but it was during the 1800s that the genre first established a serious foothold. The form that this foothold took was one eventually embraced by England’s prolific grand dame of detection, Agatha Christie.

Students of detective fiction, whose foremost practitioners in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries seem to have hailed from Great Britain, will no doubt be surprised to learn that the common seed from which all of them flowered was planted by an American. Between 1840 and 1845, Edgar Allan Poe created the model to which so many writers after him adhered. It was Poe who gave the world Auguste Dupin and his unnamed Boswell, thus establishing what might be called the Formula Detective Combination.

Two characters comprise the combination: a brilliant but eccentric detective and an admiring but less than brilliant narrator. In Auguste Dupin, we have a nocturnal creature who lives closed up in his house by day, lurking behind shuttered windows in a room lit only by candles. He emerges from his lair at night to engage in a quiet observation of his surroundings—the primary source of his entertainment, apparently. He is contemptuous of the efforts of the police.

Of the narrator, we know little, but that is of no consequence. His function is to lay before us the astounding workings of a mind far more gifted than ours and certainly far more gifted than his own. We follow in his footsteps while he follows in the detective’s footsteps. We see what he sees and know what he knows. Obviously, then, we have little chance of solving the crime in advance of the detective and, by design, in advance of the writer.

This formula was perfected by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, whose Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson serve as sterling examples of Poe’s character combination. Few readers of Doyle would disagree that in Sherlock Holmes we have the epitome of eccentricity: Here is a man who engages in target practice in his own home—marking its walls patriotically with the letters V and R to honor the queen—who keeps his tobacco in the toe of a Persian slipper, his cigars in a coal scuttle, and his unanswered correspondence speared by a jackknife to his mantelpiece. He plays the violin, keeps bees, and dabbles in cocaine. He obsesses about Professor Moriarty, and his sole relationship on the planet—aside from his housekeeper, Mrs. Hudson—is with the narrator of the story, Dr. Watson.

Watson, of necessity, is far less colorful than Holmes. His job, after all, is to document the amazing cases of the world’s first consulting detective. His job is not to shine the light upon himself. Consequently, true to the formula’s requirement, he is far less astute than his friend, and, at best, he serves only an ancillary role in the dramas.

To Poe’s Formula Detective Combination, Doyle added an important quality: His detective arrives at astounding conclusions through the observation of what to others is sheer minutiae. The stub of a candle, the ash on a shirt cuff, the burnt match, the smear of dirt along the sole of a shoe . . . all of these provide the detective with a good deal of information, which is shared with the narrator and through him with the reader. “Holmes, you amaze me” thus entered the lexical experience of English speakers, as did—even more commonly—the consulting detective’s laconic reply, “Elementary.”

This is the tradition of detective fiction that Agatha Christie embraced, and we see this tradition demonstrated in her first Poirot novel, The Mysterious Affair at Styles. Christie gives us first our admiring narrator, although at the time of his introduction, we do not yet know the part he’s going to play in the ensuing drama. He is called Captain Hastings, and he is every inch the English gentleman with an appropriate social, educational, and military pedigree to make him acceptable to that class-oriented society from which he springs. He is a veteran of World War I, shortly ended at the time of the novel’s initial publication, and he has been respectably wounded at “the Front” and “invalided home.” No white feather will be presented to this narrator: Captain Hastings has spent a suitable time convalescing from his injuries, and he will spend the rest of his literary life unemployed in best gentlemanly fashion and at loose ends, the better to make him available for murder, mayhem, and the consequences of each. He’s clever enough as cleverness goes, but like most formula narrators, he isn’t as clever as he thinks he is, which the reader discovers in short order. He is filled with the gentle derision that the English xenophobe demonstrates toward foreigners as well, which emerges in his attitude toward his old friend from Belgium. This turns out to be a retired police detective called Hercule Poirot, and Christie introduces him to us early in the story.

She wastes no time in illustrating Poirot’s eccentricities, beginning with his emotional and demonstrative greeting of his old friend Captain Hastings on the steps of the post office in Styles St. Mary, the Essex village that is the scene of the action. Poirot cries out; he clasps Hastings in his arms; he even kisses the poor man. He exclaims in French; he exclaims in English. This is not behavior expected between two gentlemen who meet on the street. Indeed, one hardly need point out that Hercule Poirot does not evidence the manners of a textbook hero in any respect. But textbook heroes are not required in formula detective fiction. What is required is the oddity that can be religiously noted by the narrator and transcribed for the reader.

What follows the greeting between Poirot and Hastings is a description of the former that will not vary greatly for the next forty years. It is a description replete with suitable and unforgettable quirks: the diminutive stature, the egg-shaped head, the obsessively waxed and curled moustache, the dandified manner of dress. Only the patent-leather shoes are missing. But they will come in time.

Once Poirot is introduced and we are told that, as a police detective, he “had achieved triumphs by unravelling some of the most baffling cases of the day,” we can rely upon the fact that a death will soon occur among the inhabitants of the house where Captain Hastings is a guest. Christie has laid the seeds for this prior to Poirot’s advent on the scene. In the tradition of the Great House Mystery, or what we might also call the House Party Killing or the Country Weekend Murder, she puts her elements into position well in advance of the crime.

First we learn about the victim-to-be: She is Emily Inglethorpe, an elderly woman in possession of a large fortune left to her by her first husband irrespective of her two stepsons, both of whom happen to live at her home, one as a country squire and one as someone with vague “literary ambitions.” She has, unsurprisingly for the workings of the story, recently married a “rotten little bounder” twenty years her junior. Captain Hastings is already acquainted with the woman, so he can tell us with some confidence that she is a person of definite ideas, used to having her own way in things. Thus, we have money, greed, potential jealousy, and power—those essential wellsprings of murderous motives for more than a century of detective stories—all operating at once in a tidy package. Was ever victim in this manner woo’d? as Shakespeare might have asked. Or, put more succinctly, was ever a victim more adequately set up by the author to be knocked off?

Next, Christie lines up her suspects, beginning with the financially straitened Cavendish brothers themselves, stepsons to the doomed Emily Inglethorpe. They refer to her as “the mater,” but make no mistake about it: There are deep waters here. Lawrence Cavendish skulks around the estate like Heathcliff come home, with “violent emotions” at war on his face. His brother, John, changes the subject when anyone brings up his wife, Mary, and he’s particularly closemouthed on the topic of her friendship with a local doctor.

In addition to them, Christie presents the other contenders: Emily’s second husband, Alfred Inglethorpe, who is universally loathed for what everyone assumes are his designs upon his wife’s fortune; Miss Evelyn Howard, the secretary and general factotum to Mrs. Inglethorpe, who has recently been given the sack for mouthing off about Alfred and his intentions; and the winsome Cynthia, who works in a pharmacy with convenient access to a poisons cupboard.

Last, Christie adds hangers-on whose presence will lend an air of suspicion to the behaviors of the suspects themselves: Dr. Bauerstein, who happens to be the world’s leading authority on poisons, in addition to being a fast friend of Mary Cavendish; and a “pretty young woman of gipsy type” called Mrs. Raikes, who appears to be close to more than one man at the manor house.

Before Emily Inglethorpe takes her fatal sip of the death draught, Christie places all her ducks in a row. Not only does she give us every suspect, but she also outlines motives aplenty. Aside from Albert Inglethorpe’s fortune hunting and the brothers Cavendish’s impecunious circumstances, two arguments happen to be overheard by convenient eavesdroppers, and they both involve Emily Inglethorpe. In one, she argues with Mary Cavendish; in the other, with her husband. What follows are a number of dizzying references to the coffee and the cocoa she will drink that night. With all the talk of poison that has gone on before, with all the characters having access to poisons of every shape and design, the reader is well prepared for Emily Inglethorpe’s demise, which occurs on the heels of her toddling off to bed that night. No reader can be surprised by this: Anytime a widowed woman of means, stepmother to impoverished sons and recently married to a much younger man, argues violently with someone and retires to sleep it off, it’s a fairly good bet she’s not going to wake up in the morning.

It’s when the crime occurs that Christie begins to demonstrate the pleasure she takes in writing the traditional mystery. For the traditional mystery possesses certain characteristics that this author played with throughout her long and distinguished career.

Motifs are the first of these, and Christie uses no less than six of them during the course of her story. She begins with what Dorothy L. Sayers called the Hermetically Sealed Death Chamber but what has come in time to be called, much more prosaically, the Locked Room Mystery. This motif has always presented an entertaining challenge for the writer. In The Mysterious Affair at Styles, Christie places Mrs. Inglethorpe in extremis behind the locked door of her bedroom. There are two adjoining rooms, however: Alfred Inglethorpe’s and the winsome Cynthia’s. But Alfred’s door is bolted from Mrs. Inglethorpe’s side (and what does that mean?), while Lawrence Cavendish reports that the winsome Cynthia’s door is bolted also . . . although Cynthia herself appears to be in a curiously drugged state . . . hmm. The windows, too, are apparently locked, which means that someone managed to get inside to poison Mrs. Inglethorpe in another way (there is indeed a fireplace in the room), or Mrs. Inglethorpe deliberately poisoned herself, or the poison was already in the room or in whatever substance she imbibed that night before she entered. The fun is for the detective to figure all of this out, in advance of the reader.

As he does this, Christie employs her second motif: The Trail of False Clues Left by the Real Killer. Indeed, clues abound. A grease spot on the rug; a dispatch case with missing keys; broken call bells; scraps of paper; one very odd theatrical beard which, come to think of it, looks very much like the beard on Alfred Inglethorpe’s face upon which the author has commented several times. . . . There appears to be a plethora of evidence pointing in all sorts of directions, and Christie uses this to obscure the fact that—so true to what she loved doing—she is also employing the Double Cross, a delicate dance involving the killer, the clues, and what the killer does with the clues.

This leads to the third motif: The Wrongly Suspected Man. In a traditional mystery of this type, someone must needs be arrested for the crime, so as to give the detective a person to rescue. In this case, after making virtually everyone in the novel a suspect at one time or another, Christie settles down to torment poor John Cavendish by putting him on trial for the murder. He’s certainly not above suspicion, but he’s a sympathetic character—always critical to this motif—who is worried about money, essentially good-hearted, and at odds with his wife.

It is Superiority in Inference, our fourth motif, which allows Hercule Poirot to espouse John Cavendish’s cause. He has all the same clues available to us, to Captain Hastings our narrator, and to Detective Inspector Japp, who somehow brings Scotland Yard in on the situation. But Poirot is vastly more adept at interpreting them, although we will not know his interpretation until the final moments of the drama.

It is because he keeps an open mind while others allow their suspicions to settle that Poirot succeeds where others fail in unraveling crimes. This is, then, the fifth of the motifs: Superiority in Observation Based on Inference. The fixed idea in this case is that John Cavendish is guilty. Once he is arrested and brought to trial, the police see their business as done. But the business of the Belgian sleuth is never done. Thus he finds clues the police overlook.

Finally, Christie turns the use of strychnine—so early identified in the novel—a bit on its ear. It is in this way that she employs a motif that she enjoyed greatly throughout her career: Solution by Unexpected Means. This particular poison is suspected from the get-go. Indeed, it appears that everyone and his brother has access to it in and about Styles. But how this batch of strychnine ended up in the victim’s system is what makes the killing clever and unusual since it explains the workings of the Hermetically Sealed Death Chamber, as do the grease spot on the rug and Lawrence Cavendish’s “ghastly look . . . his eyes, petrified with terror” as he gazes from his stepmother’s deathbed to “a point on the further wall.”

To all of this, Christie adds two of the four main viewpoints used in the Formula Detective Combination. From Captain Hastings’s point of view, we as readers are allowed to see the activities surrounding the crime in a limited fashion, which serves to keep us suitably in the dark about 99 percent of the time. Either we see Poirot’s actions only (viewpoint number one), as when he’s moving around the bedroom of the deceased, or we see what he sees but are not told what he observes (viewpoint number two), as when he steps outside and admires the flower beds near the victim’s windows. Use of the other two viewpoints—seeing what he sees and being offered his conclusions at once (viewpoint number three) and complete mental identification with the detective (viewpoint number four)—would give the reader too much information. Besides, we are witnessing the case unfold through Hastings’s eyes, and it’s already been well established that the poor man is out of his league when investigating alongside Hercule Poirot, no matter what he’s told us earlier about his talents for detecting.

What makes the entire enterprise enjoyable for the reader—despite being kept in the dark about so many aspects of the crime—is being two steps ahead of Captain Hastings at all times. His modest boastings have already amused us. We certainly sympathize with his confusion, sharing it as we do to some degree. But we have proved ourselves his betters by working out at least some parts of the case, and we’re content to remain in the dark about others until Poirot himself gives his dramatic explanation at the end of the novel.

The key to the success of this style of detective novel lies in how the author deals with both the clues and the red herrings, and it has to be said that no one bettered Agatha Christie at this game. In The Mysterious Affair at Styles the clues are as they should be: logical bits of information worked into the action of a scene or present in the narrative. The red herrings all turn out to have explanations within the subplots or the main plot itself.

In this kind of detective fiction, all extraneous material is removed. Hence, we will see no romantic interludes, no messy involvements, and no lengthy descriptions. There will be no deep philosophical reflections on the part of the narrator. There will be only the murder, the ensuing investigation, the suspects, their motives, and the mystery. As such, we do not have a novel of social mores. No political ax-grinding is going on. We are instead given a light entertainment to keep the mind occupied while the body engages in an airplane ride, a sunbath on the beach, a wait for the doctor, a tale before bed.

Always in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, Agatha Christie adheres to the model established by Edgar Allan Poe and expounded upon by Dorothy L. Sayers:

It does not . . . attain the loftiest level of literary achievement. Though it deals with the most desperate affects of rage, jealousy, and revenge, it rarely touches the heights and depths of human passion. It presents us only with the fait accompli, and looks upon death and mutilation with a dispassionate eye. . . . The victim is shown rather as a subject for the dissecting table than as a husband or father. A too violent emotion flung into the glittering mechanism of the detective-story jars the movement by disturbing its delicate balance. The most successful writers are those who contrive to keep the story running from beginning to end upon the same emotional level, and it is better to err in the direction of too little feeling than too much.*

What better description exists of the work of Agatha Christie, who consistently offered her readers throughout her career delightful diversion without deadly drama, intellectual puzzles without personal angst?



—



ELIZABETH GEORGE’S novels have appeared regularly on international bestseller lists since the publication of her first book in 1988. Several of her Inspector Lynley mysteries are being filmed by the BBC and broadcast on PBS. Her recent works include In Pursuit of the Proper Sinner, A Traitor to Memory, and I, Richard. She divides her time between Huntington Beach, California, and London.




CHAPTER I



I GO TO STYLES



The intense interest aroused in the public by what was known at the time as “The Styles Case” has now somewhat subsided. Nevertheless, in view of the world-wide notoriety which attended it, I have been asked, both by my friend Poirot and the family themselves, to write an account of the whole story. This, we trust, will effectually silence the sensational rumours which still persist.

I will therefore briefly set down the circumstances which led to my being connected with the affair.

I had been invalided home from the Front; and, after spending some months in a rather depressing Convalescent Home, was given a month’s sick leave. Having no near relations or friends, I was trying to make up my mind what to do, when I ran across John Cavendish. I had seen very little of him for some years. Indeed, I had never known him particularly well. He was a good fifteen years my senior, for one thing, though he hardly looked his forty-five years. As a boy, though, I had often stayed at Styles, his mother’s place in Essex.

We had a good yarn about old times, and it ended in his inviting me down to Styles to spend my leave there.

“The mater will be delighted to see you again—after all those years,” he added.

“Your mother keeps well?” I asked.

“Oh, yes. I suppose you know that she has married again?”

I am afraid I showed my surprise rather plainly. Mrs. Cavendish, who had married John’s father when he was a widower with two sons, had been a handsome woman of middle-age as I remembered her. She certainly could not be a day less than seventy now. I recalled her as an energetic, autocratic personality, somewhat inclined to charitable and social notoriety, with a fondness for opening bazaars and playing the Lady Bountiful. She was a most generous woman, and possessed a considerable fortune of her own.

Their country-place, Styles Court, had been purchased by Mr. Cavendish early in their married life. He had been completely under his wife’s ascendancy, so much so that, on dying, he left the place to her for her lifetime, as well as the larger part of his income; an arrangement that was distinctly unfair to his two sons. Their stepmother, however, had always been most generous to them; indeed, they were so young at the time of their father’s remarriage that they always thought of her as their own mother.

Lawrence, the younger, had been a delicate youth. He had qualified as a doctor but early relinquished the profession of medicine, and lived at home while pursuing literary ambitions; though his verses never had any marked success.

John practised for some time as a barrister, but had finally settled down to the more congenial life of a country squire. He had married two years ago, and had taken his wife to live at Styles, though I entertained a shrewd suspicion that he would have preferred his mother to increase his allowance, which would have enabled him to have a home of his own. Mrs. Cavendish, however, was a lady who liked to make her own plans, and expected other people to fall in with them, and in this case she certainly had the whip hand, namely: the purse strings.

John noticed my surprise at the news of his mother’s remarriage and smiled rather ruefully.

“Rotten little bounder too!” he said savagely. “I can tell you, Hastings, it’s making life jolly difficult for us. As for Evie—you remember Evie?”

“No.”

“Oh, I suppose she was after your time. She’s the mater’s factotum, companion, Jack of all trades! A great sport—old Evie! Not precisely young and beautiful, but as game as they make them.”

“You were going to say——?”

“Oh, this fellow! He turned up from nowhere, on the pretext of being a second cousin or something of Evie’s, though she didn’t seem particularly keen to acknowledge the relationship. The fellow is an absolute outsider, anyone can see that. He’s got a great black beard, and wears patent leather boots in all weathers! But the mater cottoned to him at once, took him on as secretary—you know how she’s always running a hundred societies?”

I nodded.

“Well, of course the war has turned the hundreds into thousands. No doubt the fellow was very useful to her. But you could have knocked us all down with a feather when, three months ago, she suddenly announced that she and Alfred were engaged! The fellow must be at least twenty years younger than she is! It’s simply bare-faced fortune hunting; but there you are—she is her own mistress, and she’s married him.”

“It must be a difficult situation for you all.”

“Difficult! It’s damnable!”

Thus it came about that, three days later, I descended from the train at Styles St. Mary, an absurd little station, with no apparent reason for existence, perched up in the midst of green fields and country lanes. John Cavendish was waiting on the platform, and piloted me out to the car.

“Got a drop or two of petrol still, you see,” he remarked. “Mainly owing to the mater’s activities.”

The village of Styles St. Mary was situated about two miles from the little station, and Styles Court lay a mile the other side of it. It was a still, warm day in early July. As one looked out over the flat Essex country, lying so green and peaceful under the afternoon sun, it seemed almost impossible to believe that, not so very far away, a great war was running its appointed course. I felt I had suddenly strayed into another world. As we turned in at the lodge gates, John said:

“I’m afraid you’ll find it very quiet down here, Hastings.”

“My dear fellow, that’s just what I want.”

“Oh, it’s pleasant enough if you want to lead the idle life. I drill with the volunteers twice a week, and lend a hand at the farms. My wife works regularly ‘on the land.’ She is up at five every morning to milk, and keeps at it steadily until lunch-time. It’s a jolly good life taking it all round—if it weren’t for that fellow Alfred Inglethorp!” He checked the car suddenly, and glanced at his watch. “I wonder if we’ve time to pick up Cynthia. No, she’ll have started from the hospital by now.”

“Cynthia! That’s not your wife?”

“No, Cynthia is a protégée of my mother’s, the daughter of an old schoolfellow of hers, who married a rascally solicitor. He came a cropper, and the girl was left an orphan and penniless. My mother came to the rescue, and Cynthia has been with us nearly two years now. She works in the Red Cross Hospital at Tadminster, seven miles away.”

As he spoke the last words, we drew up in front of the fine old house. A lady in a stout tweed skirt, who was bending over a flower bed, straightened herself at our approach.

“Hullo, Evie, here’s our wounded hero! Mr. Hastings—Miss Howard.”

Miss Howard shook hands with a hearty, almost painful, grip. I had an impression of very blue eyes in a sunburnt face. She was a pleasant-looking woman of about forty, with a deep voice, almost manly in its stentorian tones, and had a large sensible square body, with feet to match—these last encased in good thick boots. Her conversation, I soon found, was couched in the telegraphic style.

“Weeds grow like house afire. Can’t keep even with ’em. Shall press you in. Better be careful.”

“I’m sure I shall be only too delighted to make myself useful,” I responded.

“Don’t say it. Never does. Wish you hadn’t later.”

“You’re a cynic, Evie,” said John, laughing. “Where’s tea to-day—inside or out?”

“Out. Too fine a day to be cooped up in the house.”

“Come on then, you’ve done enough gardening for to-day. ‘The labourer is worthy of his hire,’ you know. Come and be refreshed.”

“Well,” said Miss Howard, drawing off her gardening gloves, “I’m inclined to agree with you.”

She led the way round the house to where tea was spread under the shade of a large sycamore.

A figure rose from one of the basket chairs, and came a few steps to meet us.

“My wife, Hastings,” said John.

I shall never forget my first sight of Mary Cavendish. Her tall, slender form, outlined against the bright light; the vivid sense of slumbering fire that seemed to find expression only in those wonderful tawny eyes of hers, remarkable eyes, different from any other woman’s that I have ever known; the intense power of stillness she possessed, which nevertheless conveyed the impression of a wild untamed spirit in an exquisitely civilised body—all these things are burnt into my memory. I shall never forget them.

She greeted me with a few words of pleasant welcome in a low clear voice, and I sank into a basket chair feeling distinctly glad that I had accepted John’s invitation. Mrs. Cavendish gave me some tea, and her few quiet remarks heightened my first impression of her as a thoroughly fascinating woman. An appreciative listener is always stimulating, and I described, in a humorous manner, certain incidents of my Convalescent Home, in a way which, I flatter myself, greatly amused my hostess. John, of course, good fellow though he is, could hardly be called a brilliant conversationalist.

At that moment a well remembered voice floated through the open French window near at hand:

“Then you’ll write to the Princess after tea, Alfred? I’ll write to Lady Tadminster for the second day, myself. Or shall we wait until we hear from the Princess? In case of a refusal, Lady Tadminster might open it the first day, and Mrs. Crosbie the second. Then there’s the Duchess—about the school fête.”

There was the murmur of a man’s voice, and then Mrs. Inglethorp’s rose in reply:

“Yes, certainly. After tea will do quite well. You are so thoughtful, Alfred dear.”

The French window swung open a little wider, and a handsome white-haired old lady, with a somewhat masterful cast of features, stepped out of it on to the lawn. A man followed her, a suggestion of deference in his manner.

Mrs. Inglethorp greeted me with effusion.

“Why, if it isn’t too delightful to see you again, Mr. Hastings, after all these years. Alfred, darling, Mr. Hastings—my husband.”

I looked with some curiosity at “Alfred darling.” He certainly struck a rather alien note. I did not wonder at John objecting to his beard. It was one of the longest and blackest I have ever seen. He wore gold rimmed pince-nez, and had a curious impassivity of feature. It struck me that he might look natural on a stage, but was strangely out of place in real life. His voice was rather deep and unctuous. He placed a wooden hand in mine and said:

“This is a pleasure, Mr. Hastings.” Then, turning to his wife: “Emily dearest, I think that cushion is a little damp.”

She beamed fondly on him, as he substituted another with every demonstration of the tenderest care. Strange infatuation of an otherwise sensible woman!

With the presence of Mr. Inglethorp, a sense of constraint and veiled hostility seemed to settle down upon the company. Miss Howard, in particular, took no pains to conceal her feelings. Mrs. Inglethorp, however, seemed to notice nothing unusual. Her volubility, which I remembered of old, had lost nothing in the intervening years, and she poured out a steady flood of conversation, mainly on the subject of the forthcoming bazaar which she was organizing and which was to take place shortly. Occasionally she referred to her husband over a question of days or dates. His watchful and attentive manner never varied. From the very first I took a firm and rooted dislike to him, and I flatter myself that my first judgments are usually fairly shrewd.

Presently Mrs. Inglethorp turned to give some instructions about letters to Evelyn Howard, and her husband addressed me in his painstaking voice:

“Is soldiering your regular profession, Mr. Hastings?”

“No, before the war I was in Lloyd’s.”

“And you will return there after it is over?”

“Perhaps. Either that or a fresh start altogether.”

Mary Cavendish leant forward.

“What would you really choose as a profession, if you could just consult your inclination?”

“Well, that depends.”

“No secret hobby?” she asked. “Tell me—you’re drawn to something? Every one is—usually something absurd.”

“You’ll laugh at me.”

She smiled.

“Perhaps.”

“Well, I’ve always had a secret hankering to be a detective!”

“The real thing—Scotland Yard? Or Sherlock Holmes?”

“Oh, Sherlock Holmes by all means. But really, seriously, I am awfully drawn to it. I came across a man in Belgium once, a very famous detective, and he quite inflamed me. He was a marvellous little fellow. He used to say that all good detective work was a mere matter of method. My system is based on his—though of course I have progressed rather further. He was a funny little man, a great dandy, but wonderfully clever.”

“Like a good detective story myself,” remarked Miss Howard. “Lots of nonsense written, though. Criminal discovered in last chapter. Every one dumfounded. Real crime—you’d know at once.”

“There have been a great number of undiscovered crimes,” I argued.

“Don’t mean the police, but the people that are right in it. The family. You couldn’t really hoodwink them. They’d know.”

“Then,” I said, much amused, “you think that if you were mixed up in a crime, say a murder, you’d be able to spot the murderer right off?”

“Of course I should. Mightn’t be able to prove it to a pack of lawyers. But I’m certain I’d know. I’d feel it in my finger-tips if he came near me.”

“It might be a ‘she,’ ” I suggested.

“Might. But murder’s a violent crime. Associate it more with a man.”

“Not in a case of poisoning.” Mrs. Cavendish’s clear voice startled me. “Dr. Bauerstein was saying yesterday that, owing to the general ignorance of the more uncommon poisons among the medical profession, there were probably countless cases of poisoning quite unsuspected.”

“Why, Mary, what a gruesome conversation!” cried Mrs. Inglethorp. “It makes me feel as if a goose were walking over my grave. Oh, there’s Cynthia!”

A young girl in V.A.D. uniform ran lightly across the lawn.

“Why, Cynthia, you are late to-day. This is Mr. Hastings—Miss Murdoch.”

Cynthia Murdoch was a fresh-looking young creature, full of life and vigour. She tossed off her little V.A.D. cap, and I admired the great loose waves of her auburn hair, and the smallness and whiteness of the hand she held out to claim her tea. With dark eyes and eyelashes she would have been a beauty.

She flung herself down on the ground beside John, and as I handed her a plate of sandwiches she smiled up at me.

“Sit down here on the grass, do. It’s ever so much nicer.”

I dropped down obediently.

“You work at Tadminster, don’t you, Miss Murdoch?”

She nodded.

“For my sins.”

“Do they bully you, then?” I asked, smiling.

“I should like to see them!” cried Cynthia with dignity.

“I have got a cousin who is nursing,” I remarked. “And she is terrified of ‘Sisters.’”

“I don’t wonder. Sisters are, you know, Mr. Hastings. They simply are! You’ve no idea! But I’m not a nurse, thank heaven, I work in the dispensary.”

“How many people do you poison?” I asked, smiling.

Cynthia smiled too.

“Oh, hundreds!” she said.

“Cynthia,” called Mrs. Inglethorp, “do you think you could write a few notes for me?”

“Certainly, Aunt Emily.”

She jumped up promptly, and something in her manner reminded me that her position was a dependent one, and that Mrs. Inglethorp, kind as she might be in the main, did not allow her to forget it.

My hostess turned to me.

“John will show you your room. Supper is at half-past seven. We have given up late dinner for some time now. Lady Tadminster, our Member’s wife—she was the late Lord Abbotsbury’s daughter—does the same. She agrees with me that one must set an example of economy. We are quite a war household; nothing is wasted here—every scrap of waste paper, even, is saved and sent away in sacks.”

I expressed my appreciation, and John took me into the house and up the broad staircase, which forked right and left half-way to different wings of the building. My room was in the left wing, and looked out over the park.

John left me, and a few minutes later I saw him from my window walking slowly across the grass arm in arm with Cynthia Murdoch. I heard Mrs. Inglethorp call “Cynthia” impatiently, and the girl started and ran back to the house. At the same moment, a man stepped out from the shadow of a tree and walked slowly in the same direction. He looked about forty, very dark with a melancholy clean-shaven face. Some violent emotion seemed to be mastering him. He looked up at my window as he passed, and I recognized him, though he had changed much in the fifteen years that had elapsed since we last met. It was John’s younger brother, Lawrence Cavendish. I wondered what it was that had brought that singular expression to his face.

Then I dismissed him from my mind, and returned to the contemplation of my own affairs.

The evening passed pleasantly enough; and I dreamed that night of that enigmatical woman, Mary Cavendish.

The next morning dawned bright and sunny, and I was full of the anticipation of a delightful visit.

I did not see Mrs. Cavendish until lunch-time, when she volunteered to take me for a walk, and we spent a charming afternoon roaming in the woods, returning to the house about five.

As we entered the large hall, John beckoned us both into the smoking-room. I saw at once by his face that something disturbing had occurred. We followed him in, and he shut the door after us.

“Look here, Mary, there’s the deuce of a mess. Evie’s had a row with Alfred Inglethorp, and she’s off.”

“Evie? Off?”

John nodded gloomily.

“Yes; you see she went to the mater, and—Oh, here’s Evie herself.”

Miss Howard entered. Her lips were set grimly together, and she carried a small suit-case. She looked excited and determined, and slightly on the defensive.

“At any rate,” she burst out, “I’ve spoken my mind!”

“My dear Evelyn,” cried Mrs. Cavendish, “this can’t be true!”

Miss Howard nodded grimly.

“True enough! Afraid I said some things to Emily she won’t forget or forgive in a hurry. Don’t mind if they’ve only sunk in a bit. Probably water off a duck’s back, though. I said right out: ‘You’re an old woman, Emily, and there’s no fool like an old fool. The man’s twenty years younger than you, and don’t you fool yourself as to what he married you for. Money! Well, don’t let him have too much of it. Farmer Raikes has got a very pretty young wife. Just ask your Alfred how much time he spends over there.’ She was very angry. Natural! I went on: ‘I’m going to warn you, whether you like it or not. That man would as soon murder you in your bed as look at you. He’s a bad lot. You can say what you like to me, but remember what I’ve told you. He’s a bad lot!’ ”

“What did she say?”

Miss Howard made an extremely expressive grimace.

“ ‘Darling Alfred’—‘dearest Alfred’—‘wicked calumnies’—‘wicked lies’—‘wicked woman’—to accuse her ‘dear husband’! The sooner I left her house the better. So I’m off.”

“But not now?”

“This minute!”

For a moment we sat and stared at her. Finally John Cavendish, finding his persuasions of no avail, went off to look up the trains. His wife followed him, murmuring something about persuading Mrs. Inglethorp to think better of it.

As she left the room, Miss Howard’s face changed. She leant towards me eagerly.

“Mr. Hastings, you’re honest. I can trust you?”

I was a little startled. She laid her hand on my arm, and sank her voice to a whisper.

“Look after her, Mr. Hastings. My poor Emily. They’re a lot of sharks—all of them. Oh, I know what I’m talking about. There isn’t one of them that’s not hard up and trying to get money out of her. I’ve protected her as much as I could. Now I’m out of the way, they’ll impose upon her.”

“Of course, Miss Howard,” I said, “I’ll do everything I can, but I’m sure you’re excited and overwrought.”

She interrupted me by slowly shaking her forefinger.

“Young man, trust me. I’ve lived in the world rather longer than you have. All I ask you is to keep your eyes open. You’ll see what I mean.”

The throb of the motor came through the open window, and Miss Howard rose and moved to the door. John’s voice sounded outside. With her hand on the handle, she turned her head over her shoulder, and beckoned to me.

“Above all, Mr. Hastings, watch that devil—her husband!”

There was no time for more. Miss Howard was swallowed up in an eager chorus of protests and good-byes. The Inglethorps did not appear.

As the motor drove away, Mrs. Cavendish suddenly detached herself from the group, and moved across the drive to the lawn to meet a tall bearded man who had been evidently making for the house. The colour rose in her cheeks as she held out her hand to him.

“Who is that?” I asked sharply, for instinctively I distrusted the man.

“That’s Dr. Bauerstein,” said John shortly.

“And who is Dr. Bauerstein?”

“He’s staying in the village doing a rest cure, after a bad nervous breakdown. He’s a London specialist; a very clever man—one of the greatest living experts on poisons, I believe.”

“And he’s a great friend of Mary’s,” put in Cynthia, the irrepressible.

John Cavendish frowned and changed the subject.

“Come for a stroll, Hastings. This has been a most rotten business. She always had a rough tongue, but there is no stauncher friend in England than Evelyn Howard.”

He took the path through the plantation, and we walked down to the village through the woods which bordered one side of the estate.

As we passed through one of the gates on our way home again, a pretty young woman of gipsy type coming in the opposite direction bowed and smiled.

“That’s a pretty girl,” I remarked appreciatively.

John’s face hardened.

“That is Mrs. Raikes.”

“The one that Miss Howard——”

“Exactly,” said John, with rather unnecessary abruptness.

I thought of the white-haired old lady in the big house, and that vivid wicked little face that had just smiled into ours, and a vague chill of foreboding crept over me. I brushed it aside.

“Styles is really a glorious old place,” I said to John.

He nodded rather gloomily.

“Yes, it’s a fine property. It’ll be mine some day—should be mine now by rights, if my father had only made a decent will. And then I shouldn’t be so damned hard up as I am now.”

“Hard up, are you?”

“My dear Hastings, I don’t mind telling you that I’m at my wit’s end for money.”

“Couldn’t your brother help you?”

“Lawrence? He’s gone through every penny he ever had, publishing rotten verses in fancy bindings. No, we’re an impecunious lot. My mother’s always been awfully good to us, I must say. That is, up to now. Since her marriage, of course——” he broke off, frowning.

For the first time I felt that, with Evelyn Howard, something indefinable had gone from the atmosphere. Her presence had spelt security. Now that security was removed—and the air seemed rife with suspicion. The sinister face of Dr. Bauerstein recurred to me unpleasantly. A vague suspicion of every one and everything filled my mind. Just for a moment I had a premonition of approaching evil.
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