



[image: images]









[image: images]









Copyright © 2023 by Meg Hafdahl & Kelly Florence


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Cover design by David Ter-Avanesyan


Cover image by gettyimages


Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-7348-6


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-7349-3


Printed in the United States of America









To Scarlett and Bucky, our furry companions who we’ll see again in the clearing at the end of the path.









Introduction


Some tales are as old as time, like boy meets girl, or perhaps boy climbs the mountain and slays the fearsome dragon to become king. These basic, relatable plots have been formed into fairy tales to teach us how the world works. The murder mystery is no different. Girl murders girl for a chance at fame. Boy stabs father for the inheritance. This genre is built upon a skeleton of tropes, fleshed out with a cast of suspects, scintillating clues, and morbid scenes of death. Agatha Christie was not the first human to devise the detective story but, just as Mary Shelley perfected modern horror with Frankenstein (1818), Christie brought the murder mystery out from its literary shadows. The bestselling mystery writer of all time, Agatha Christie turned the idyllic landscape of England, as well as the exotic scenery of the Middle East, into settings rife with betrayal, intrigue, and of course (our favorite part!) cold-blooded murder. The architect of hundreds of fictional deaths, Agatha Christie is a woman with no comparable counterpart. Distinguished, clever, and perfectly British, she is the grandmother to so much of the media we consume today. Without Hercule Poirot, would there be Perry Mason? Columbo? Mulder and Scully? Would shows like Law and Order (1990–), CSI (2000–2015), and all their spin-offs exist? And don’t even get us started on all the mystery writers who owe the Queen of Crime their gratitude.


In this book, we recount our own love for Agatha Christie’s enduring legacy. As we uncover the science and history behind her most famous works, we also get acquainted with the woman herself. We hope by book’s end, you’ll feel like you know her as intimately as you’ve come to know her Belgian detective.




A note: Agatha Christie (1890–1976) was a woman of her time. There is an unfairness in judging her by the societal standards of today. However, it is important for readers to be aware that there is racist, xenophobic, and other problematic language in her works of fiction and nonfiction. We do not condone this language and believe that if Agatha Christie were a woman of the twenty-first century, she wouldn’t either.












CHAPTER ONE


The Mysterious Affair at Styles


“One of the luckiest things that can happen to you in life is, I think, to have a happy childhood. I had a very happy childhood. I had a home and a garden that I loved; a wise and patient nanny; as father and mother two people who loved each other dearly and made success of their marriage and of parenthood.”1 So begins Agatha Christie’s autobiography, started in 1950 and finished at age seventy-five, fifteen years later. From the beginning of her own story, Christie lived a bucolic yet privileged life that is reflected in the mansion settings of many of her books.


The bestselling novelist of all time, Agatha Christie harnessed abilities that, to this day, make her books a worldwide phenomenon. She artfully unraveled mysteries, creating suspense in the most innocuous of settings. Her well-drawn characters, cheeky humor, and attention to murderous detail has cemented her status as the Mother of Mystery, the Queen of Crime, and the ultimate author of detective fiction.


We would argue that the reader’s ability to follow the clues is what makes Christie’s work so addictive. After a novel or two, you become hyperaware of every sentence. A mere mention of everything from a teacup to a muddy footprint gets your mind whirring. Can you solve the mystery before Hercule Poirot or Miss Marple? Or will you be just as dumbfounded as the characters in the book when the true murderer is revealed? On only the rarest of occasions can we keep up with Christie’s skill of logic. Her detectives are much too clever for us to outdo.
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Agatha Christie in 1964.


One subject that Christie touches early on in her autobiography is that of a contented marriage: “I am interested in my parents, not only because they were my parents, but because they achieved that very rare production, a happy marriage. Up to date, I have only seen four completely successful marriages. Is there a formula for success? I can hardly think so.”2 This meditation on happy versus unhappy marriages makes sense in the larger context of both Christie’s life and literature. At the time of writing her first novel, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, Christie, née Miller, was newly married to royal artillery officer Archie Christie. By the time her autobiography was published, she was with her second husband, Max Mallowan. Marriage (and all its complex trappings) is an overarching theme in Christie’s work, including this first novel. The character of wealthy Emily Inglethorp has married a much younger man, much to the chagrin of her family and friends, who believe her new husband is simply a “fortune hunter.” There is also Emily’s son, John, who is suspected of having an affair by his wife, Mary. These are the conditions surrounding Emily’s mysterious death by strychnine poisoning.


Recounted in first person by a friend of a genius detective, The Mysterious Affair at Styles is strikingly similar to Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes series (1887–1927), a reference cheekily made early in the novel: “Well, I’ve always had a hankering to be a detective!” Mary Cavendish reveals to Arthur Hastings. He responds, “The real thing—Scotland Yard? Or Sherlock Holmes?”3 Like Doyle’s Dr. Watson, Christie’s Arthur Hastings, a British soldier recovering from his time on the battlefront in World War I, is our connection to this insular, wealthy world of rural England. Hastings is at once an interloper, as he knows the other characters in a minimal sense, as well our reliable narrator. Just as practical Dr. Watson gives us a view into the singular mind of Sherlock Holmes, Hastings is our “normal” mirror that reflects the eccentric detective Hercule Poirot. We trust Hastings’s descriptions of characters and events because he is an outsider with no stakes for emotional complications. Of course, this is not always true, as by the end of The Mysterious Affair at Styles young Cynthia Murdoch catches his eye, and Hastings makes a rather abrupt marriage proposal.


He is denied!


While Hastings is our bridge from reader to the fictional world, Belgian detective Hercule Poirot is the true star of not only Christie’s legacy, but the mystery genre at large. He makes his first appearance in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, in what would become his usual manner: a coincidence. Staying in a nearby house with fellow Belgians, Poirot is simply enjoying his semiretirement in the English countryside when he bumps into his acquaintance, Hastings, as well as his old friends, the Cavendish-Inglethorp family. His proximity to murder at the Styles manor is merely happenstance. Though the murderers will be regretful that they didn’t have patience for the detective to leave before they enacted the fateful deed! This trope has prevailed throughout literary suspense, as well as in the mystery TV shows of our youth, when sleuths like Jessica Fletcher (Angela Lansbury) of Murder, She Wrote (1984–1996) always seemed to vacation where murder was afoot.


Modern readers would be hard-pressed not to know some book, TV, or film iteration of Hercule Poirot. In 1920, he was borne into The Mysterious Affair at Styles with his distinct vigor, a man of deductive genius like Sherlock Holmes, along with an almost manic energy that would surely disturb Holmes from his serious cogitation. Perhaps disparate to Poirot’s humor is his precision of cleanliness, described by Hastings:


Poirot was an extraordinary looking little man. He was hardly more than five feet, four inches, but carried himself with great dignity. His head was exactly the shape of an egg, and he always perched it a little on one side. His moustache was very stiff and military. The neatness of his attire was almost incredible, I believe a speck of dust would have caused him more pain than a bullet wound. Yet this quaint dandyfied little man who, I was sorry to see, now limped badly, had been in his time one of the most celebrated members of the Belgian police. As a detective, his flair had been extraordinary, and he achieved triumphs by unravelling some of the most baffling cases of the day.4


Poirot’s fastidious nature has been a trademark of his character not only in Christie’s books, but in TV and film portrayals. The Mysterious Affair at Styles was adapted for the screen in 1990 for the British ITV show Agatha Christie’s Poirot (1989–2013). The nearly two-hour long episode mirrored the novel quite closely but added a few extra moments of Hercule Poirot’s (David Suchet) particular cleanliness. When stopping to investigate a coffee stain on the carpet, Poirot sets down his handkerchief on which to kneel. There is also an added scene in which Arthur Hastings (Hugh Fraser) experiences a war-induced nightmare.


The Poirot TV series is a large part of why Hercule Poirot has become such a recognizable symbol of the mystery genre. Throughout seventy episodes, every Poirot novel and short story of Christie’s was faithfully adapted, with the mustachioed detective at the center of the action. In an interview with Strand Magazine, actor David Suchet revealed how he prepared to embody such an iconic character:


I plowed through most of Agatha Christie’s novels about Hercule Poirot and wrote down characteristics until I had a file full of documentation of the character. And then it was my business not only to know what he was like, but to gradually become him. I had to become him before we started shooting. I worked very hard on finding the right voice. I was desperate that he should sound French, although he is Belgian, because everybody believes that he is French. I wanted to move my voice from my own—which is rather bell-like and mellow and totally unlike Poirot. I wanted to raise that voice up into his head because that’s where he works from. Everything comes from there. My voice is very much in my chest and in my emotional area, but his is up in his head. He’s a brain, so that voice had to be raised up and perfected. And then I had to learn how to think like him and how to see the world through his eyes. I had to make his mannerisms and eccentricities not as though they had been put on to be laughed at, but as if they had come absolutely from within that person. I had to make it look real for the audience, yet in a way so that they could find themselves smiling at this strange little man.5


In every Christie story the cast of characters are introduced and one by one we begin to form our first impressions of them. We think things like, “could they be the murderer? That woman seems suspicious! That man could never harm a fly!” Sometimes we’re right but often the author has brilliantly misguided us. How are first impressions formed in the brain? When we first see someone, we judge them on their nonverbals whether we’re aware of it or not. Nonverbals include the clothes they’re wearing, their height, their weight, and everything down to their hair color. How a person stands and speaks also plays a role in how we perceive them.


First impressions have been known to last for months and tend to be linked to our prior knowledge of personality traits. For example, if a person shows up to a formal dinner party in pajamas, we may perceive that they are lazy. If a person arrives at a job interview late, we may assume that they are not taking the opportunity seriously. First impressions can be wrong, of course, so it’s important to follow up with clarifying questions or get to know the person through conversation and multiple exchanges. Or, in the case of reading about characters in a novel, follow through the story to see how your impressions may change.


As the story unfolds in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, we start to become suspicious of many of the characters. Can people look suspicious? In a way. Our brains form impressions of people within milliseconds of meeting them based on our beliefs about personality. According to a 2018 NYU study, these impressions have real consequences, including:


A range of real-world outcomes, from political elections, to hiring decisions, criminal sentencing, or dating. Initial impressions of faces can bias how we interact and make critical decisions about people, and so understanding the mechanisms behind these impressions is important for developing techniques to reduce biases based on facial features that typically operate outside of awareness.6


Flashbacks of war affect the war veteran, Hastings. How was this treated in history versus now? Even though post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) didn’t appear in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) until 1980, war has affected soldiers for centuries. Even the Bible mentions the trials of battle in Deuteronomy: “When thou goest out to battle against thine enemies, and seest horses, and chariots, and a people more than thou . . . the officers shall say, What man is there that is fearful and fainthearted? Let him go and return unto his house, lest his brethren’s heart faint as well as his heart.”


It wasn’t until the French Revolutionary War and the Napoleonic wars that doctors began to observe how soldiers were reacting to the sound of cannonballs being fired.7 As battles became more technologically advanced in the coming decades and the field of psychiatry grew, people began to understand the concepts of shell shock, hysteria, and combat fatigue surrounding those on the front lines. Treatment ranged from general anesthetic to electric shock therapy. Currently, PTSD is treated with various medications and several types of therapy including cognitive therapy, which recognizes ways of thinking; exposure therapy, which helps patients face situations and memories they find frightening; and eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR), which combines exposure therapy with guided eye movements. This therapy can help patients process traumatic memories and change how they react to them.8


Cynthia is not waking up in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, and the others assume she has taken a sleeping powder. What were the sleep tonics of the past? Since the dawn of time, people have been using substances to help them fall asleep, including alcohol and opiates, while barbiturates became popular at the beginning of the twentieth century. By the 1970s, Librium and other benzodiazepines “were the most widely prescribed drugs in the world.”9 Natural sleep aids such as melatonin, lavender, and magnesium can also be effective.




Not everyone who wants a sleeping pill prescription will get one. According to the Mayo Clinic, “Insurance companies may have restrictions on which sleeping pills are covered. And they may require that you try other approaches first to try to manage your insomnia.”10





Strychnine poisoning occurs in The Mysterious Affair at Styles. How does this particular poison affect the body? According to eyewitnesses, strychnine produces some of the most painful symptoms of any toxic reactions and involves muscle spasms, convulsions, and asphyxiation.11 There is no treatment for strychnine poisoning, and death usually occurs within two to three hours of exposure. Some famous cases of strychnine poisoning include Alexander the Great in 323 BCE12, who may have drunk wine contaminated with the substance, and Belle Gunness, a serial killer in Indiana in the early 1900s who may have used the poison to murder multiple men.13




“It is in this first novel of Agatha Christie’s that we first encounter Hercule Poirot, who was inspired by the Belgian refugees from the First World War who had settled in her hometown of Torquay at the time it was written.”14





Poirot talks about the amount of food the victim ingested in The Mysterious Affair at Styles and how this little amount could affect the speed at which the poison absorbed into the body. Can food consumption affect the timing and ability of drugs in our systems? Absolutely! This is why some medications are recommended to be taken on an empty stomach while others are meant to be taken with food. According to a 2019 study, “different foods, based on factors such as nutritional composition (high-protein, carbohydrate-rich, or high-fat meals), calorie content (low versus high calorie meals), volume, temperature, and fluid ingestion, have distinct influences on the transit time, luminal dissolution, permeability, and bioavailability of the drug product.”15


While listening to a witness on the stand, someone says it sounds as if the witness has something to hide. How does the tone of our voice affect our believability? A 2021 study found that humans have a natural prosody to our voices, and we can detect whether a person is trustworthy or not based on listening to them speak. Prosody is defined as the patterns of stress and intonation of language. The study found that people who spoke with less intensity at the beginning of a word and spoke slowly with a variable pitch were thought to be less trustworthy. Those who spoke with a faster rate and placed intensity in the middle of words were found to be more honest.16 This could be because we think it takes less effort to tell the truth and it takes more time for liars to get their story straight!


Bromide was added to Emily’s evening medication in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, which ended up killing her. How does bromide affect the body? The long-term consumption of bromide can cause restlessness, confusion, hallucinations, psychosis, and even coma.17 Lithium bromide was previously used as a sedative in the early 1900s and is still used in veterinary medicine as an anticonvulsant.




“Agatha Christie and her first husband Archie called their house Styles after The Mysterious Affair at Styles.”18





The Mysterious Affair at Styles is just the beginning of Agatha Christie’s impressive catalogue of works. Chock-full of history, science, murder, and mayhem, there’s so much more to explore!









CHAPTER TWO


The Murder of Roger Ackroyd


Like many writers, Agatha Christie did not find immediate success. It took multiple rejections before The Mysterious Affair at Styles was published. She was thirty years old. Once her fiction was accepted by both publishers and readers, Christie became an unstoppable force, writing more than sixty detective novels, plays, and short stories over the subsequent decades.




“Author Kate DiCamillo racked up 473 rejection letters in just six years before striking a publishing deal for her first novel, Because of Winn-Dixie (2000). Reportedly, literary agents reject 96 percent of writers.”1





After Hercule Poirot stole the scene in her first novel, Christie’s follow-up was a story of espionage told through characters Tommy Beresford and Tuppence Cowley. The couple first starred in her second novel, The Secret Adversary (1922), in which they solve a mystery and fall in love. As a married pair with a taste for adventure, they would headline five more works of Christie’s fiction. Tommy and Tuppence’s hijinks don’t hold the lasting appeal of Hercule Poirot or even Miss Marple. Even so, their stories have been adapted on the screen, including The Secret Adversary (1929), a silent film.


We have come to focus on The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926) not only because of its significance in both Christie’s life and career, but also because of its brilliance that is still being discovered nearly one hundred years later. As 1926 brought Agatha Christie continued success in her career, her personal life faltered. Her mother, Clarissa Miller, died in April of that year. Christie was left to deal with not only the profound loss, but also the many financial and logistical dealings of her mother’s death. In the midst of her grief, Christie was greeted with another nasty life event. Her husband, father to her only child, Rosalind, had fallen in love with a woman named Nancy Neele. They were carrying on an affair right under Agatha Christie’s nose. The culmination of this trauma would eventually lead to divorce in 1928.


Despite the ups and downs, Christie continued to write. It became clear that Hercule Poirot was a character readers were curious to follow. He featured in her third novel, The Murder on the Links (1923), as well as a short story collection, Poirot Investigates (1924).


Narrated by country doctor John Sheppard, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd centers on just that: the stabbing death of rich Mr. Ackroyd, a man who had just come into knowledge of a local blackmail plot. And just like in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, Hercule Poirot is close by, attending to his quiet, retired life in rural King’s Abbot. In fact, he is finding joy in growing vegetable marrows right next door to Dr. Sheppard. The doctor and his sister Caroline (known to be a town gossip) discuss their new neighbor: “My dear Caroline,” I said. “There’s no doubt at all about what the man’s profession has been. He’s a retired hairdresser. Look at that mustache of his.”2 Caroline does not accept her brother’s appraisal of Poirot. She goes on to tell Dr. Sheppard that she asked Poirot if he was a “Frenchman.” Of course, readers of Christie know that the Belgian detective does not like when people assume he is French. This often leads Hercule Poirot to a scowl.


At the outset, this novel has the familiar trappings of Christie’s trademarks: Poirot, a close-knit group of suspects, a small town in the English countryside, and the death of a wealthy businessman. Knowing this, Christie twists these tropes to her own advantage, serving what is considered one of her greatest endings to shocked readers. In 2013, the Crime Writers’ Association named The Murder of Roger Ackroyd the greatest crime novel ever written.


I (Meg) have long attested that The Murder of Roger Ackroyd is my favorite Christie novel since I read it as a teenager. It delivers such a wallop of an ending that I, much like many Christie fans, was left reeling. Yet, when people new to Agatha Christie ask me what book to start with, I don’t recommend The Murder of Roger Ackroyd because its impact is felt more viscerally if the reader is well versed in her fiction. It is her usurpation of expectations that makes this book so vital to crime fiction.


Now come the spoilers. (And we really do beseech you, if you haven’t yet read The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, leave this book, sit down, and read Christie’s novel in one pulse-pounding sitting. Then, don’t forget to come back to us!) As the novel unfolds, there are many suspects at play. Hercule Poirot investigates them in his typical fastidious fashion, eyeing every detail. Because Arthur Hastings is currently in Portugal, Dr. Sheppard becomes our window to the events. He follows Poirot, puzzling out clues alongside the detective. We, as the reader, are able to eavesdrop on the doctor’s conversations with his sister, who holds a lot of town information. And Dr. Sheppard, much like Hastings in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, is one of the last people to see the victim, Roger Ackroyd, alive. Poirot, too, sees the similarities of Sheppard and Hastings: “You must have indeed been sent from the good God to replace my friend Hastings,” he said with a twinkle. “I observe that you do not quit my side.”3


This is not the only time Poirot makes reference to Sheppard being his new, or at least temporary, Hastings. The doctor accompanies Poirot on most of the investigation, acting as a sort of sounding board for the detective. This, along with the fact that The Murder of Roger Ackroyd is told through the eyes of John Sheppard, makes for a shocking finale. Because the doctor himself is the murderer!


Teasing the very tropes that she herself perfected, Christie shocks the reader by artfully making us question the fictional world she has created. In fact, reading the novel for a second time in research for this book, it was thrilling to recognize the subtle clues that Christie left for the reader. This includes the moment Dr. Sheppard leaves the victim, we assume alive, but are gravely mistaken: “The letter had been brought in at twenty minutes to nine. It was just on ten minutes to nine when I left him, the letter still unread. I hesitated with my hand on the door handle, looking back and wondering if there was anything left undone. I could think of nothing. With a shake of the head I passed out and closed the door behind me.”4 In retrospect this account may sound suspicious, but the Queen of Crime masterfully chooses her words to conceal murder.


The notion of an unreliable narrator existed before The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, yet arguably not done in the confines of a traditional crime novel. So, what exactly is an unreliable narrator? “Authors sometimes use an unreliable narrator to tell the story, a protagonist who can’t be trusted to tell the events accurately. Either they are insane, evil, delusional, forgetful, or just plain wrong. This is not merely characters sharing different ‘points of view.’ These narrators purposefully lack credibility.”5


Edgar Allan Poe wrote many prime examples of the traditional unreliable narrator. For instance, in Poe’s short story, “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843), a murderer with a guilty conscience slips from reality to horrific fantasy in telling his tale. In The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, Dr. Sheppard is not presented in the same dim light as the narrators in Poe’s stories, leaving his unreliable nature to be revealed much later.


The peculiar narrative structure of The Murder of Roger Ackroyd made us curious about how it might be adapted on screen. There’s a season seven episode of Poirot that follows the novel quite closely, yet loses some of its shock factor because of the nature of the visual medium not being told solely through Dr. Sheppard’s point of view. Our favorite adaptation is a radio hour recorded in 1939 for the Campbell Playhouse (1938–1940), a series in which famous novels were dramatized in hour-length episodes. These ranged from classics like Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables (1862) to contemporary pieces like Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca (1938). Orson Welles hosted Campbell Playhouse (sponsored by the soup company!) shortly after his infamous turn on The Mercury Theatre on the Air (1938) in which he frightened listeners with a too-real telling of H. G. Wells’s 1898 sci-fi novel The War of the Worlds.


In the Campbell Playhouse iteration of The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, Orson Welles plays both Hercule Poirot and Dr. Sheppard so seamlessly that we didn’t notice until this was announced at the end! The celebrity guest spot of Caroline Sheppard was given to Edna May Oliver, a character actress best known for her work on Broadway as well as films like David O. Selznick’s David Copperfield (1935). After Welles’s turn as the Belgian detective, he went on to an illustrious career in film, directing, writing, and starring in what is considered by many to be the best film ever made, Citizen Kane (1941).
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Orson Welles portrayed Poirot and Dr. Sheppard in 1939.


Investigating whether a death was murder or suicide comes up in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. How do investigators tell the difference? Several factors are taken into consideration when first looking at a potential crime scene, including the placement of the body, the placement of a weapon if one is present, the forensics of the scene, and the general layout of the surroundings. For example, if someone was in the middle of a task, like cooking dinner or folding laundry, it may become obvious that a suicide was staged. The arrangement of the furniture in a room becomes a clue later in the investigation of The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. Ultimately, the cause of death will help determine whether foul play was involved and needs to be investigated further to rule out homicide.


Other methods that investigators use to determine if someone died by murder or suicide is interviewing family and friends to determine the victim’s mental state, finding a suicide note, or discovering recent changes in the person’s life. According to Vernon J. Geberth, a homicide and forensic consultant:


Victimology is the collection and assessment of all significant information as it relates to the victim and his or her lifestyle. Personality, employment, education, friends, habits, hobbies, marital status, relationships, dating history, sexuality, reputation, criminal record, history of alcohol or drugs, physical condition, and neighborhood of residence are all pieces of the mosaic that comprise victimology. The bottom line is, “Who was the victim and what was going on in his or her life at the time of the event.” The best sources of information will be friends, family, associates, and neighbors, and that will be the initial focus of the investigation.6




The leading causes of death during the era of the 1920s included influenza, pneumonia, heart disease, tuberculosis, stroke, kidney disease, cancer, accidents, diarrhea, and childbirth-related conditions.7





The first guess at the cause of death in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd is gastritis. What is it? Gastritis is the inflammation of the lining of the stomach and can be caused by a variety of factors including excessive alcohol use, the regular use of pain relievers, and bacterial infections. Gastritis can lead to stomach ulcers and bleeding but can be treated with medications like antibiotics, proton pump inhibitors, and acid blockers.8


The door is locked from the inside in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. Keys date back all the way to ancient Babylon and Egypt in 704 B.C.E. when both keys and locks were made from wood. Iron and bronze were used in ancient Rome to create a skeleton key design, a cylindrical shaft with one single, thin rectangular bit, that was used for seventeen centuries!9 Flat keys became standard in the mid 1800s and utilized tumbler locks. Society has since progressed to electronic locks and key cards. What would Agatha Christie or her investigators think of this modern technology? And how would it play a role in her tales? A modern reimagining would be fun to watch or read.


Footprints on the windowsill reveal how the killer got in and escaped in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. According to the Crime Museum, “Every person’s foot has a unique set of ridges that make up a print unmatched by any other human being. As with fingerprints, the footprint’s pattern is a unique characteristic that can pinpoint any one particular person. An actual footprint can be checked and matched to an existing print on record, such as one from a birth certificate.”10 Of course, most crime scene investigations may not include bare footprints, so shoe prints are studied to determine the size of the foot, the type of shoe worn, the suspect’s height, and even weight.




“Since 1900, the average shoe size has grown four sizes for both men and women. For example, in 1900, the average woman wore size 3½ or 4 shoes. By the 1940s, she was wearing a size 5½. By the 70s, she wore a 7½, and in the 80s, she was up to size 8½.”11





The Murder of Roger Ackroyd remains one of the best examples of an unreliable narrator in mystery fiction, yet the science posited by Hercule Poirot is very much real.









CHAPTER THREE


The Seven Dials Mystery


Before we get into the fictional mystery of the Seven Dials secret society, we would be remiss not to unravel the very real mystery of Agatha Christie’s 1926 disappearance. As outlined in the previous chapter, Christie met with a number of stressful life events around the publication of The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, namely the death of her mother and the infidelity of her husband, Colonel Archibald Christie. As thorough as Agatha Christie’s several autobiographies are, she never mentions the strange events that began on a cold December night. After kissing her sleeping daughter goodnight, thirty-six-year-old Christie loaded a single briefcase into her Morris Cowley roadster. She left a note for her secretary that she would not return that Friday night. Christie was fond of driving so an overnight trip perhaps wasn’t wholly unusual, but when she didn’t return home the next day, her family and neighbors began to worry. Over that weekend, a hundred police officers combed the area of Berkshire, and that worry soon amplified into panic. It was especially palpable when her car was found in a troubling state as described by The New York Times:


At eight o’clock yesterday morning the novelist’s car was found abandoned near Guildford on the edge of a chalk pit, the front wheels actually overhanging the edge. The car evidently had run away, and only a thick hedge-growth prevented it from plunging into the pit. In the car were found articles of clothing and an attaché case containing papers.1


The article goes on to include a snippet from an interview with Colonel Christie in which he states that his wife was having a “nervous breakdown” with a counterpoint from an anonymous friend saying that Agatha Christie was “happy in her home life and devoted to her only child.” It’s important to note that the public did not know of Archie Christie’s love affair at the time of Agatha’s disappearance (although Agatha was more than aware).


As fans all over the world fretted that their favorite crime novelist could be the victim of harm, a letter was received by Agatha’s brother-in-law. Several days after her disappearance, Archie’s brother claimed to have received a note from her stating that she was in ill health and had gone to Yorkshire for a spa treatment. At this, the wide search for Christie was suspended as investigators researched the validity of the letter. Unconvinced that it was the truth, the police recommitted to finding her. They had the opinion that she had taken her own life, searching a local pond to no avail. As the days passed, thousands of people took part, as well as six bloodhounds, and Agatha Christie’s own dog who had no talent in sniffing his owner’s trail. Spiritualists even visited the chalk pit and held a séance in search of answers. A week had passed, and no one had come close to finding her. Rumors flew that she was alive; dressed in men’s clothing in London, or wandering the moors of England in a state of catatonia. One tantalizing clue to motive was offered by a local:


It is stated by one of Mrs. Christie’s friends that the house in which she lived in Sunningdale was “getting on her nerves.” It stands on a lonely lane, unlit at night, which has a reputation of being haunted. The lane has been the scene of a murder of a woman and the suicide of a man and its tragic associations were felt by Mrs. Christie. “If I do not leave Sunningdale soon, Sunningdale will be the end of me.” She once said to a friend.2



OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
THE SCIENCE OF

(pella
7

THE TRUTH BEHIND HERCULE POIROT,
MISS MARPLE, AND MORE ICONIC
CHARACTERS FROM THE QUEEN OF CRIME

MEG HAFDAHL & KELLY FLORENCE
AUTHORS OF THE SCIENCE OF STEPHEN KING

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/images/page0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/page0001-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE TRUTH BEHIND
HERCULE POIROT
MISS MARPLE, &
AND MORE ICONI

- r'

CHARACTERS FROM
THE QUEEN OF CRIME

"MEG HAFDAHL & KELLY FLORENCE






