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Introduction to the 2020 edition


SOPHIE HANNAH


Last year, I took part in a London festival’s panel discussion of the work of Agatha Christie. On the panel with me were four other writers, all passionate Agatha fans. One by one, we described what we loved about her work and talked about how much she meant to us. Then it was time for the Q&A, and the questions we were asked by the audience were, by and large, the same ones I’ve been answering on Agatha-themed panels since around 2011: why is she still the no. 1 bestselling novelist of all time? Is her work dated now or is she still relevant? Even though she’s widely and rightfully regarded as a plotting genius, wouldn’t the panel all agree that she’s not actually a very good writer, in a literary sense? In fact, wouldn’t the panelists agree that her prose style is wooden and her characters two-dimensional?


No, the panel would certainly not all agree. Or at least, I hoped they wouldn’t. In my mind, I fiercely disagreed with both of those suggestions as soon as I heard them, and I expected that my fellow panelists would too. I was rather surprised when each of them offered a response that was a sort of compromise: yes, we adore her; yes, her books are addictive and ingeniously plotted … but also, yes, we probably would not argue that she was the finest prose stylist or best novelist of all time.


I happened to be the last panelist to answer the question of whether or not Agatha was a good writer, beyond her plotting and storytelling abilities. This was a lucky coincidence, because when it was my turn to speak, what I said had the effect of a twist revealed at the end, as it were – and what could be more appropriate for a panel about Christie? I heard a few shocked titters and saw a few raised eyebrows in the audience when I said, in a manner that I can only describe as peak-denouement-revelation-style, a more diplomatic version of this: ‘You’re all gravely and heinously wrong! Anyone who suggests that Agatha Christie’s actual writing or prose style or novelistic ability is anything other than top-notch is a crazy fool! Not only is she a brilliant plotter and entertainer; she is also a writer of unparalleled excellence! No, not just a great storyteller – actually a great writer in a literary sense! Like Virginia Woolf! Like Charles Dickens! Like Shakespeare!’


Some audience members by now were on the edge of their seats. They had not expected anything like this to happen. Despite the event being a panel billed as a discussion about Christie featuring ardent Christie fans and no one else, the audience expected the normal formula: unanimous agreement that, despite her limitations as a writer, Christie was nevertheless a genius.


And there was I saying, ‘Yes, she was a genius – but, hang on, what limitations?’ Every novelist – every creative artist of any sort – has the limitations that they choose, of course. The art produced by the painter L.S. Lowry is limited in the sense that it contains absolutely no hedgehogs or giraffes. I used Lowry as an example in my answer on the panel that day, as a way in to talking about this common misconception in relation to Christie.


The fact that she wrote in a certain way, her chosen-on-purpose way, is used by some as evidence that she is not a good writer. Many say – indeed, audience members and panelists that very day said – that her characters are two-dimensional and flat, her prose style is wooden and simplistic. I pointed out that one might say that the people painted by Lowry were two dimensional and flat compared with those painted by John Singer Sargent, but that didn’t mean Lowry was any less brilliant or talented a painter or that his work was lacking in artistic merit. In its way, his work is as rich and rewarding as that of Sargent – and the same is true of Christie in relation to, for instance, Virginia Woolf.


Her style is not simplistic but, rather, beautifully simple. Her genius is such that she can write book after book that seamlessly blends many opposite ends of many spectrums: the straightforward and the complex, the light and the dark, the resolved and the ambiguous, the traditional and the revolutionary. She is brilliant at conveying depth of character in her own way: a brisk and crisp way that allows far more page space for plot than for introspection – yet we learn every time that it is only by following the precise details of the plot, major and minor, that we are able, finally, to access the third dimension of each character, the part they keep hidden from the rest of the world and from the reader for as long as possible. Without plot, there is no reliable access to character; Christie understood this as well as anyone.


There’s a passage in The Murder at the Vicarage, the first Miss Marple novel, that I always recite to anybody who questions the depth of characterisation or psychological insight in Christie’s work. The vicar’s wife says to her husband, ‘Agreeing to marry [you] made me feel so powerful … The other suitors thought me simply wonderful, and, of course, it would have been very nice for them to have me. But I’m everything you most dislike and disapprove of, and yet you couldn’t withstand me! My vanity couldn’t hold out against that. It’s so much nicer to be a secret and delightful sin to anybody than to be a feather in his cap. I make you frightfully uncomfortable and stir you up the wrong way the whole time, and yet you adore me madly.’ 	


What if we were to regard Agatha Christie’s novel writing – the complete package and all the elements contained therein – as a style she chose and created on purpose rather than a limitation resulting from an inability to do better? What if we focused on what it did enable her to achieve rather than on what it prevented her from achieving – which, we can reasonably assume, was something she wasn’t aiming for in the first place? Wouldn’t that be radical and refreshing? At the panel event, I asked the audience this question. Some, I could see, were tempted to think about Christie in this new and different way. One woman raised her hand and said, ‘I’ve never actually read Agatha Christie – I’ve only ever watched Poirot and Marple on telly – but I don’t think she’s likely to be a proper literary genius like you’re saying because everyone says she’s not that good a writer and that she’s just good at plot. If that’s not true, why do so many people – even people who love her work – say she’s not a properly good writer?’


An excellent question. I had been wondering myself, since hearing my fellow panelists’ answers, how it was possible both to love and underestimate Christie simultaneously. And it was while I was thinking about this and wondering how to answer the question that I had a true moment of revelation. I felt a little like Poirot when he suddenly says, ‘How could I have been so foolish and failed to see what was so obvious?’


Here’s the answer I gave at the event, and I’ve grown more certain of it ever since that day: people think Christie can’t be a literary genius because they know that’s what other people think. That is how we are all groomed and brainwashed and trained to think about her – and so, with a few exceptions, even those who adore her work succumb to the pressure of falling in line with the prevailing orthodoxy. If you don’t believe me, here’s a little experiment you can try out. Next time you’re with a group of highly educated and well-read people, find an opportunity to say, ‘I absolutely love Agatha Christie’s books – though obviously they’re only a bit of fun. I’m not saying she’s a great writer or anything.’ See if anyone expresses any consternation or even the slightest morsel of surprise.


Then try the experiment again with a different group of people, but this time say, ‘I love Agatha Christie, and I think she is one of the greatest literary geniuses the world has ever known – right up there with Dickens, Virginia Woolf and Emily Bronte.’ I’d be extremely surprised if you were not met with peals of incredulous laughter – because this is not what we are told to think about Christie, and, unfortunately, many people are extremely comfortable thinking only what they are told to think.


This, of course, was something Christie understood very well. Time and time again she had either Poirot or Miss Marple point out that if only people would learn to think properly – starting from first principles and using keen observation, a deep understanding of human nature and immaculate logic – then they too would be able to solve complex and cryptic murder mystery puzzles. The inability of most people to think with rational detachment is one of the key themes in Christie’s detective and crime novels.


All of which brings me to why I loved reading this volume of essays so much, and why I am delighted to introduce it to you. It was first published in 1977, a year after Christie died, and what’s so fascinating here is that every writer who contributed to the volume has something quite individual and different to say about Christie. Perhaps this is because it was too early, at that point, for any sort of orthodoxy or so-called correct set of views to emerge. Some of the pieces in this book focus on Christie’s personal life while others focus on her work, but there’s a real sense that everyone is writing precisely what they want to write and what they personally think and feel about Agatha. They are – to refer back to a point I made earlier – choosing their own limitations on purpose.


Reading these essays prompted me to ask myself what I would have written if I had travelled back in time to 1977, if I’d been asked to contribute an essay to this volume. I would probably have written a piece exploring an as-yet undiscovered link between And Then There Were None and Murder on the Orient Express. These are Agatha’s two most famous and bestselling novels (though I’m not sure if they were in 1977, so I might have needed some extra time-travelling allowance there) … and they also happen to contain the most powerfully come-uppance-deserving murder victims. 	


Could there be a connection between these two facts? Could it be that readers love And Then There Were None and Murder on the Orient Express so much partly because both are novels in which you can glean huge satisfaction not only from the solving of the crime and the restoration of order, but also from the murder itself – so that, in effect, you get a kind of double-justice buzz that scores twice the amount of points for the side of goodness against evil?


Yes, I think that’s the essay I would have written. But I was only six in 1977, so I had to wait forty-three years and write this introduction instead.




Introduction


Agatha Christie was a phenomenon. She took a fairly simple form of entertainment, moderately popular at the time, and through it she made herself into a name known from China (where they preached at her rather puritanically) to Nicaragua (where they put Poirot on a postage stamp), selling in the course of it all more books than anyone has been able to count, getting translated into no fewer than 103 foreign languages (fourteen more than Shakespeare), writing a play that has run on the London stage longer than any other work of dramatic fiction ever, becoming (to speak crudely for a moment) the richest writer Britain has ever had, going confidently on from one generation to the next (I myself learnt of her at my mother’s waist, if not knee; my children in turn have fallen victim to her wiles, as deceived as ever I was) and finally bringing to her art the same respectability that a knighted Irving brought to those actor rogues when, in 1971, she was made a Dame of the British Empire. She was beyond doubt the First Lady of Crime.


How did she do it? She lived an ordinary enough life; she was not in herself a particularly extraordinary person, though she was a more private one than most if hardly ‘a figure of mystery’. Yet she achieved truly extraordinary feats. A mystery! And the answer to that mystery lies, beyond doubt, in another mystery. A mystery in the ancient sense of ‘a handicraft or trade’. For, though her enormous success derived in part from our twentieth-century craving for easy images to grasp, so that ‘Agatha Christie’ became world-wide mental shorthand for ‘mystery books’, her writing itself certainly has exceptional virtues. A vessel that can take hurricane winds in her sails must be a sturdy barque indeed.


Her books, in common with almost all others of the kind, appeal of course to certain fundamentals shared by us all from Greenland’s icy mountains to India’s coral strand. They tickle that ‘passion for hunting something deeply implanted in the human breast’ which Dickens wrote of; their very nature proclaims, albeit entertainingly, that justice will prevail and evil can be conquered even by one man’s effort; in a world increasingly swept by the irrational they quietly defend rationality; they appeal with their inevitable answer to the question ‘Who done it?’ to our deep-buried feeling for form. Indeed, perhaps no other writer in the genre has given us so many times that click of satisfaction when many seemingly loose ends fall at last neatly into place as Agatha Christie. Not unknowingly did she contrive even that her eightieth title came to us on her eightieth birthday.


But such factors account only for the firm basis of her extraordinary success. Her particular triumph comes, I believe, from the very ordinariness that would seem to preclude it. A middle-of-the-road person herself, she wrote about people who possessed those qualities we almost all share. Even Poirot, with a good claim to be among the most eccentric of fictional detectives, is in fact a well-judged omnium gatherum of what the ordinary person might expect an eccentric to be. It is not without significance that many of her characters over the years were brought to life by comparing them to man’s friend, the dog – the lugubrious bloodhound, the persistent terrier.


Mrs Christie’s virtue was that she stuck to her last. She did not go beyond those aspects of human nature that are our common stock. Very seldom, if ever, did she deviate even by a hair’s breadth from the strict bounds that her story set for her, and that made her a splendidly direct and effective story-teller. She never succumbed to the temptation that lurks for every author in the popular vein, writers who in the nature of things are generally more gifted than the bulk of their readers, the temptation to shoot off one or two intellectual rockets, or a whole fusillade. She never tried to be clever in her writing, only ingenious in her plots. She knew, too, from the sympathy she had for ordinary people, at just what moment they needed each piece of information to build up the story she was telling. She served her public.


I see her in her writings as a circus clown, an entertainer linked magically to the surrounding spectators, and producing for them gifts essentially simple but none the less welcome for that. And welcome to all of us, save the most critical in their spikily critical hours. Out of the battered bowler hat or the conical cap comes the expected, long waited-for silk handkerchief – at exactly the right moment, in neatly the unexpected colour. We clap. We can’t help it.


Yet her mystery deserves a more prolonged consideration than this. Thoroughly to explain it we need a diversity of approaches. And that is what is presented here. It is fashionable in French intellectual circles currently – and there can be no more intellectual circles than those, nor any more fashion-conscious – to claim that the many-angled approach of many writers is the highest form of biography, the colloque. I hardly go as far as that in putting forward this combined look at the phenomenon of Agatha Christie, that least intellectual of persons. But it is perhaps true that her mystery is best solved not, alas, by the lone amateur detective but by the sober and concerted efforts of all the specialists a whole police force can bring to bear. Let us see then what solution they produce.


H. R. F. Keating




The Case of the Escalating Sales


elizabeth walter


On 27 May 1926, two weeks after the end of the General Strike, when England was thankfully returning to normal and one or two of the forethoughtful were wondering if it would be worth saving for posterity copies of Churchill’s emergency British Gazette, an event of more enduring literary significance occurred: The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was published.


It was not Agatha Christie’s first novel, but it was the one which made her name, for the audacious ingenuity of its ending had critics and public divided on the issue of ‘Was it fair?’ It was also the first of her books to be published by Collins, and marked the beginning of an author-publisher relationship which endured for fifty years and well over seventy books.


When in the 1920s Sir Godfrey Collins and his editorial director, Mr F. T. Smith, began to build up a trade list in London for what had hitherto been a Glasgow-based publishing house chiefly distinguished for Bibles, educational books and the Collins Classics, they included among their early acquisitions a number of detective novels by authors such as Freeman Wills Crofts, G. D. H. Cole, Philip Macdonald, and others less well remembered. They sold satisfactorily. The up-and-coming publishers were therefore delighted when the literary agents Hughes Massie approached them with a script by Agatha Christie, an up-and-coming author who was already published by John Lane (Bodley Head). The script was so good that Collins eagerly entered into a three-book contract dated 27 January 1924, even though there were two books still to come from the Bodley Head. Two years later, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was published at 7s 6d.


The thirty-four-year-old Mrs Christie was not an unknown quantity. Her first book, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, featuring a little Belgian detective named Hercule Poirot, had sold a mere 2,000 copies, but she was also well known as a writer of detective short stories. In 1923, when the weekly Sketch published a series of them, a whole page of pictures was devoted to the author at home, at her typewriter, on the telephone, or with her small daughter. Hughes Massie, her agents thought that Collins with their accent on detective fiction would be the ideal publisher in Britain. They were proved right. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was published in a first edition of approximately 5,500 copies*, and rapidly sold over 4,000 of these – considered then a very good sale. In America Agatha Christie was published from the first by Dodd, Mead.


Perhaps emboldened by this, Collins were able to make the following claim for their crime fiction in their catalogue for autumn 1926: ‘We realize that the success of a Detective Novel depends upon the ingenuity and infallible accuracy of the author in the handling of his plot. We realize, too, that mere sensation based on irrelevant episodes will never make a good Detective Novel. We have accordingly set a very high standard. Only the best will do. That is why we have today the finest list of Detective Novels in existence.’


Despite the furore caused by The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, there was no reprint during the first year of publication, and the days when first printings would be ten times that initial figure were still far ahead. But a few months after publication an event occurred which was to have a profound – though not entirely favourable – effect on Agatha Christie’s future career. She disappeared.


Suddenly the missing mystery writer was headline news, her name known throughout the country. Inevitably, there were those who said – unfairly – that it was a publicity stunt. Equally unfairly, there is no denying that the disappearance did indeed have a considerable effect on the sales of her next books. The Big Four (1927), which is really a collection of four linked short stories, sold over 8,500. The Mystery of the Blue Train (1928), based on a short story entitled ‘The Mystery of the Plymouth Express’ and described by Agatha Christie herself as ‘easily the worst book I ever wrote’, dropped to just below 7,000. The Seven Dials Mystery (1929), a sequel to an earlier book, The Secret of Chimneys, neither of them typical Christie, rose again to over 8,000. There can be few better examples of the effect of press publicity. Its ethics are another matter.


The year 1930 was a momentous one both for Agatha Christie personally and for the house of Collins. In September Mrs Christie, by now divorced, married the archaeologist Max Mallowan and began a life of great personal happiness. As if in celebration, the same year saw the publication of Murder at the Vicarage, the first book under a new six-book contract with Collins, in which Miss Jane Marple was introduced. For Collins, 1930 saw the birth of the Crime Club, the brainchild of Sir Godfrey and his nephew, young William Collins, who felt that the vogue for the detective story and the enormous popularity of book clubs could profitably be linked. Not that the Crime Club was ever a book club; simply the imprint under which Collins published crime fiction. The first title was The Noose by Philip Macdonald, with a first printing of approximately 5,500. A few months later came Murder at the Vicarage. But by now the publicity bonanza was over and the first printing was back to 5,500. Agatha Christie did not shoot to best-sellerdom overnight.


It was not until Three Act Tragedy in 1935 (Murder in Three Acts in America) that she managed to sell 10,000 within the first year of publication, and 1943 before she reached 20,000 with Five Little Pigs (Murder in Retrospect in America) – perhaps a result of wartime dependence on the printed word for entertainment. Thereafter she never looked back and the Agatha Christie phenomenon becomes the Case of the Escalating Sales, with Sparkling Cyanide, called in America Remembered Death (1945), selling 30,000 within twelve months, and The Hollow, America’s Murder After Hours, touching 40,000 in the following year. By 1950, when her fiftieth book, A Murder Is Announced, was published, the first printing was 50,000 and her subsequent crime books have never sunk below that figure. Passenger to Frankfurt, the ‘extravaganza’, as she called it, published to coincide with her eightieth birthday, beat all records, for by the end of the first year there were 58,000 copies in print. Sleeping Murder, the last Christie thriller of all and the final Miss Marple story, had a first printing of 60,000.


Despite the publicity attached to the recent star-studded film Murder on the Orient Express, Agatha Christie’s success was never dependent on such outside stimulants. It is doubtful if the early plays and films based on her books significantly affected her sales. Until the outbreak of war in 1939 only two of her books had been dramatized – Alibi in 1928, from The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, and Love from a Stranger in 1936, based on the short story ‘Philomel Cottage’; this was also filmed in 1937. But if stage and screen had less effect in the thirties than they do today, the coming of paperbacks introduced Agatha Christie to a new, avid and very faithful audience.


When Allen Lane founded Penguin Books in 1935, he was able to renew an old acquaintance, for he had handled Agatha Christie’s early hardback books while working for his uncle John Lane at the Bodley Head. Now two of these early Christie titles, The Mysterious Affair at Styles and Murder on the Links, were among the fifteen original titles in the famous greenback crime series, Agatha Christie and Dorothy L. Sayers being the only two authors to be represented by two books each. In a surprisingly short time, Agatha Christie had become the first author after Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells to have a million paperback copies of her books published on one day. Since then she has been published in Britain by Fontana, Pan and Penguin, and her books are reprinted constantly. In America, too, she has had several paperback publishers, among them Dell and Pocket Books.


By 1955 she had become a limited company, Agatha Christie Ltd. In 1968 the company was acquired by Booker Books, a subsidiary of Booker Brothers McConnell, who were anxious to diversify their traditional shipping, sugar-growing and rum-distilling interests. They had already acquired Ian Fleming, author of the James Bond books. Now, once again, they took a 51 per cent stake in the future work of a best-selling author – and they chose well. Even so, Agatha Christie remarked in 1970 that if she wrote more than one book a year she would only enlarge the finances of the Inland Revenue, ‘who would spend it mostly on idiotic things’.


In 1965, inspired by the author’s seventy-fifth birthday, Collins decided to bring out a collected edition of her works. The name Greenway Edition was chosen for the series, after Greenway House, Agatha Christie’s Devonshire home. The first four titles were The Labours of Hercules, Crooked House (Agatha Christie’s own favourite among her books), A Murder Is Announced, and of course The Murder of Roger Ackroyd.


Collins also published or republished a number of titles which do not fall within the Christie crime canon. These include Star over Bethlehem (1965), a collection of stories and poems for children, all with religious themes; a volume of autobiography, Come, Tell Me How You Live, originally published in 1946 and reprinted in 1975; six romantic novels under the name Mary Westmacott, originally published between 1930 and 1956 and republished in a uniform edition in 1973 and 1974; a play, Akhnaton (1973); and Collected Poems (1973), which contained her earlier volume of verse, The Road of Dreams, originally published in 1925 by Geoffrey Bles.


To a publisher’s eye, she was one of the most professional of authors. Her typescripts arrived when she said they would. Her proofs were promptly corrected and returned. She did not care for any editing of her text, and as late as 1968 she wrote to Sir William Collins asking him to ensure that the spelling she used would not be changed unless a word had actually been misspelt; if there were two alternative spellings, she wanted her choice of spelling to be left alone. Similarly, she objected to sentences being rearranged to be more grammatically correct, especially in the case of spoken conversation, for this would make all the characters sound alike and not like ordinary, variable human beings.


She liked to have a say in everything connected with her books, notably the jacket and the blurb. On one occasion, when by accident a jacket was not shown to her, she wrote angrily protesting about this and saying that she wanted to see every jacket design before it was finalized because she hated having things put over on her. As this implies, she had strong views about jackets. She would never consent to any representation of Poirot, not even as played by Albert Finney in Murder on the Orient Express; and though she once allowed his patent leather-shod feet to appear on the jacket of Poirot’s Early Cases, she was never happy with even this partial representation. Her preference was always for a motif, and she herself drew the design for the three intertwined fish which appear on the jackets of the Greenway edition.


She wrote fast and reckoned to complete a book in six weeks, working straight on to the typewriter and using three fingers instead of what she claimed was the more usual two, though her last few books were dictated straight on to the machine which Collins gave her for her eightieth birthday, because she had begun to find typing tiring. For a long time she averaged two books a year, and she maintained this output even during the war when circumstances such as paper shortages prevented such frequent publication. The result was two novels which she salted away, intending them to appear only after her death. In the case of Curtain: Poirot’s Last Case, she was sufficiently impressed by the success of the film, Murder on the Orient Express, and the resulting interest in Poirot, to relent and allow it to be published in 1975.


Agatha Christie was a professional and she expected an equal degree of professionalism from her publishers. On one occasion – well remembered at Collins – her author’s copies of Endless Night failed to arrive before she left for a holiday in Spain. She wrote to say that she had been absolutely infuriated to see a whole array of Endless Nights when she arrived at Heathrow airport and that, though she had found a parcel of books on her return home, these could hardly be called the author’s ‘advance copies’!


Besides a keen sense of what was properly due to an author, Agatha Christie was also very conscious of what was due to a work of creative imagination. She once replied to someone who wished to include an abridged passage from The Body in the Library in a modern language teaching series that, although it might be difficult for a person who was not himself an imaginative writer to appreciate, she felt making an abridged version of a creative author’s book was like mutilating his brainchild. She said that she felt this to be true of any abridgement, including recordings on tape. She did however allow her books to be serialized, and she was certainly aware of the difficulties of abridging, for she once tried to write a film version of her favourite Dickens novel, Bleak House – ‘such a good plot’ – and discovered ruefully: ‘the amount of characters in that book! I found I had to cut out many of the best ones.’


Although she was one of the world’s biggest sellers, outsold only by the Bible and Shakespeare, Agatha Christie was remarkably modest. She never expected the day’s work at Collins to be abandoned because she had crossed the threshold, and far from her craving publicity, her experience of it after the alleged ‘disappearance’ of 1926 caused her to shun it. She would never make a speech in public, not even at the party Collins gave to celebrate her eightieth birthday, when the leading literary editors came to pay her homage.


But despite her reticence, she had the essential self-possession that comes from being born into a comfortable level of society – perhaps one might best describe it as the ‘officer class’, for her brother went into the army after leaving Harrow, and her first husband was a colonel in the Royal Flying Corps. It was evidently a station of life which suited her: an appropriate setting for the bridge and crossword puzzles and gardening which she so enjoyed. Her letters to her publishers give an occasional tantalizing glimpse of a comfortable way of life which, for all her vast earnings, never inclined to the ostentatious.


Nevertheless, within the limits of her secure and ordered world, Agatha Christie was always conscious of social change. ‘When I reread those first books,’ she said in 1966, ‘I’m amazed at the number of servants drifting about. And nobody is really doing any work, they’re always having tea on the lawn.’ In her fiftieth novel, A Murder Is Announced, she endeavoured to show some of the changes wrought in Miss Marple’s village of St Mary Mead in the immediate post-war years. And the last book she wrote, Postern of Fate, published in 1974, contains a comment on one aspect of English life today which must have struck a responsive chord in many readers. ‘He was used, now, to the general pattern of labour in the building trade, electrical trade, gas employees and others. They came, they showed efficiency, they made optimistic remarks, they went away to fetch something. They didn’t come back. One rang up numbers on the telephone but they always seemed to be the wrong numbers. If they were the right numbers the right man was not working at this particular branch of the trade, whatever it was.’


Nor was her awareness of the need to move with the times confined to her books. In 1970 she wrote to her publisher saying that she had read a review of the Fontana series on Modern Masters. She asked if it would be possible to send her this series because she wanted to keep up to date and felt it would help her writing, and because she felt that Alexander must have an intelligent great-grandmother. The series includes such writers as Freud, Fanon, Chomsky and Wittgenstein. Alexander’s great-grandmother was then eighty.


On 13 May 1976, exactly two weeks before the fiftieth anniversary of the first publication of The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, a memorial service for Agatha Christie was held at St Martin-in-the-Fields. At the request of her family, the address was given by Sir William Collins, her friend and publisher. It was the crowning tribute, on both sides, to a professional and personal relationship which had endured for half a century.
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