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Preface: Hiding in Plain Sight

Agatha Christie was sitting quietly on the train when she overheard a stranger saying her name.

In the same carriage, she said, were ‘two women discussing me, both with copies of my paperback editions on their knees.’ The ladies had no idea of the identity of their matronly, middle-aged fellow passenger, and proceeded to discuss the most famous author in the world. ‘I hear,’ said one of the ladies, ‘she drinks like a fish.’1

I love this story because it sums up so much about Agatha Christie’s life.

Firstly, she told the anecdote in an interview published to celebrate her eightieth birthday in 1970. What a long and tumultuous life she’d had!

She was born into a luxurious, late-Victorian world: her family had inherited wealth, a house with a ballroom, and domestic staff galore. All this would be lost, leaving Agatha to earn her own living. Her eight decades also took her through two world wars, the decline of the British Empire, and nearly a century of violent social change. She’d chart all this in her eighty books. They’re not just addictive entertainment, they’re also a marvellous resource for the historian.

Secondly, there’s the fact that both ladies on the train had Agatha Christie paperbacks. Of course they did. She was simply ubiquitous, especially in the post-war period when a ‘Christie for Christmas’ became an annual ritual. Christie is the best-selling author after Shakespeare and the Bible, so the cliché runs. What interests me, though, is the fact that not only does she hold that position, but holds it as a woman. And she wasn’t just a novelist, either, she also remains history’s most-performed female playwright. She was so successful people think of her as an institution, not as a breaker of new ground. But she was both.

Thirdly, the misconceptions. There are so many of them! To go back to the ladies on the train: far from drinking ‘like a fish’, Agatha was in fact teetotal. She didn’t enjoy wine, and her favourite drink was a glass of neat cream. But the ladies assumed the writer must be addicted, damaged, unhappy.

And then, in the railway carriage, there’s also the watchful presence of Agatha herself. Present but unnoticed, she was using life for her art. This particular incident, a novelist overhearing herself described as a drinker, made its way into Agatha’s novel Dead Man’s Folly when it happens to her fictional alter ego, the detective novelist Mrs Ariadne Oliver.

The scene also contains an essential truth about Agatha Christie as a person. Yes, she was easy to overlook, as is the case with nearly any woman past middle age. But Agatha deliberately played upon the fact that she seemed so ordinary. It was a public image she carefully crafted to conceal her real self.

If the two ladies on the train had asked her name, she wouldn’t even have said ‘Agatha Christie’. She’d have answered to ‘Mrs Mallowan’, the name she’d taken from the archaeologist, fourteen years younger than herself, to whom she’d made an impetuous marriage.

If asked her profession, she’d have said she had none. When an official form required her to put down what she did, the woman who’s estimated to have sold two billion copies always wrote ‘housewife’. And despite her gigantic success, she retained her perspective as an outsider and onlooker. She sidestepped a world that tried to define her.

In this book, I’d like to explore why Agatha Christie spent her life pretending to be ordinary, when in fact she was breaking boundaries. ‘Nobody in the world,’ she once said, ‘was more inadequate to act the heroine than I was.’2 Her view was partly her own extreme modesty. But it also had much to do with the world into which she was born, with its imperatives about what women could and couldn’t do. This is a biography with a historical bent, the life of a woman whose story intertwines with that of the twentieth century.

When I told people I was writing about Agatha Christie, their first questions were often about the eleven dramatic days in 1926 when she ‘disappeared’, causing a nationwide hunt for her corpse. It’s often been claimed she went into hiding in order to frame her husband for her murder. Was this true?

It’s frequently said that Agatha remained silent about this notorious incident for the rest of her life. But that’s incorrect. I’ve pieced together the surprising number of statements she did in fact make about it. And looking at them carefully, I believe much of the so-called mystery melts away.

Agatha shattered the twentieth century’s rules for women. Females of her generation and social class were supposed to be slender, earn nothing, blindly adore their numerous children and constantly give themselves to others.

The only one of these Agatha completely fulfilled is the last. She did give the best of herself – her industry, her creativity, her occasional genius – to her readers. No wonder they still love her for it.

 

These days we don’t need to put women on pedestals. And that means we have to face the fact that somewhere in the mass of contradictions making up Agatha Christie was a very dark heart. It’s not just that she could dream up stories in which even children can kill. It’s also that her work contains views on race and class that are unacceptable today.

But that doesn’t mean we should tut-tut and look away. This matters, because Agatha Christie’s writing has become a sort of shorthand for a typically English view of the world. The prejudices of her class and time, often revealed in her fiction, are part of the history of twentieth-century Britain.

And despite the surface conservativism of her work, I also believe that Agatha was quietly changing her readers’ perceptions of the world in a positive way. Her stories show that a short, effeminate ‘foreigner’ with a funny name can beat evil, using brains not brawn. That even a fluttery old lady can bring nemesis to the wrongdoer. And that childless singletons – both Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple are unmarried – don’t need a conventional family round them to thrive.3

Finally, I want to make it clear that Christie to her first readers wasn’t ‘nostalgic’ or anything to do with ‘heritage.’ In my childhood, I used to watch cosy, cleaned-up versions of her stories on television. But the original novels were a product of a twentieth century that had broken with the past. Christie herself lived a ‘modern’ life: she went surfing in Hawaii; she loved fast cars; she was intrigued by the new science of psychology. And when her novels were published, they were thrillingly, scintillatingly ‘modern’ too.

In this book we’re going to meet one of the great writers of the twentieth century, someone who’s constantly disparaged and consistently misunderstood, whose towering achievements are almost hidden in plain sight.

But first let’s go back to the beginning, to meet a little girl with flaxen hair.





PART One

Victorian Girl – 1890s
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The House Where I Was Born

Agatha Miller grew up in a special place. Her childhood home stood on a hill above the seaside resort of Torquay in the south of Devon.

Ashfield, as the house was called, was a substantial Victorian villa set in a garden full of numerous, numinous trees. Agatha loved these great trees of the earliest garden she could remember: ‘the big beech-tree, the Wellingtonia, the pines, the elms’ and ‘the green grass fairy ring by a monkey puzzle’ where she played with her hoop.

The garden is gone, and Ashfield itself has long since been demolished. But if you walk between the blocks of flats that now occupy its plot, one thing remains the same. There are still distant views of the sea, sometimes with great heaps of storm clouds piled up over Brixham across the bay.

Despite all the adventures that were to come, Agatha’s family home would remain the most significant place in her life. As an old lady, she came to write the story of her life which was published as An Autobiography. She both begins and ends at Ashfield, and with an image of herself in its garden: a ‘solemn little girl with pale flaxen sausage-curls.’

So it was appropriate that when Agatha, daughter of Frederick and Clara Miller, was born on 15 September 1890, the event took place at home.

The midwife delivered baby Agatha on a Monday afternoon. She was her 36-year-old mother’s third child, and seems to have been a delightful afterthought. Clara (really Clarissa) already had a daughter and a son who were respectively eleven and ten.

Also present at the birth was Agatha’s Great-Aunt Margaret. As well as being aunt to Agatha’s mother, Margaret was also stepmother to her father, which is why the Millers called her ‘Auntie-Grannie’. Yes, this was a complicated family. You have to concentrate to remember who’s who, almost as if following the plot of a detective novel. The complicated families often found in Agatha’s fiction began life close to home.

The Miller family were significant enough for Agatha’s arrival to be reported in both the local paper and the London Morning Post.1 Her father, Frederick Alvah Miller, had contributed money to the recent rebuilding of the 800-seat All Saints Church down the hill where Agatha was baptised. The parish register recorded his ‘rank or profession’ as ‘gentleman’. There were an impressive array of sponsors round the font: the wife of the president of the local hospital, an Honourable, and a future viscount.

Perhaps because this third baby seemed to Clara like an unexpected gift, it was nearly two whole months before she hired the usual nurse to help her look after the child.2 Her baby was a beauty. Agatha’s eyes are sometimes described as grey, sometimes blue, sometimes green.3 In photographs, she is swaddled almost to immobility in the stiff white cotton frills and bonnets of the genteel late-Victorian baby.

Little Agatha seems to have wanted for nothing that an overstuffed, overfurnished, overconfident high-Victorian household could offer. Photographed as a tiny child, she stares haughtily from her miniature upholstered chaise longue; from between the protective knees of her solid-looking father; through a curtain of verdant leaves in the luscious Ashfield garden.4

Agatha also possessed something else that doesn’t come across in the stiff genre of Victorian photography. It was joie de vivre. She was good at living in the present and was proud of her ability ‘to make the best of everything’.5 Her own grandson, to whom she was very close, says she had a peculiar ‘gift for happiness’.6 There was nothing prim or stereotypically Victorian about this particular Victorian girl.

As she grew, Agatha relished everyday pleasures: her piano lessons, her food, especially cakes and cream, although she utterly hated both the taste and smell of hot milk. She was full of high spirits. At seven, she described her greatest dislike as ‘bedtime when you are wide awake’, and her ‘present state of mind’ as ‘excited’.7 She was ‘wildly untidy’, and left possessions, notes, toys behind her in a trail as she moved through the house.8

And she was loved. It was both a blessing and a curse. Could anyone in later life ever encircle Agatha with affection as completely as her parents did, in this comfortable world of Ashfield and its gardens?

The other girls of Torquay, neighbours, or the pupils from her dancing class, remembered Agatha’s physical ease and beauty. This might surprise people who can only picture her in her stately later condition when that love of cream was beginning to tell. ‘I remember you,’ recalled one fellow dancer, ‘in a lovely accordion pleated silk dress, & laughing . . . you were like the sea nymph Thetis with your flowing golden hair.’9

Yet still you get no sense of this energy from the poses the young Agatha strikes for her photo-mad parents as the years roll on. Girlish Agatha proudly uses a watering can while wearing high boots; she sports tiny mutton-chop sleeves on a sailor-suit coat. As she grows older, her fine hair is corkscrewed with tongs, a sense of solemn mystery descends over her face. She sits impassively amid a pile of sticks with her dog George Washington. She is self-contained.

We know from her autobiography, which details the games she played in her garden, that those sticks must represent some imaginary world now lost. Agatha was happy alone, making up stories, inventing pretend friends. Although relaxed with her family, she would remain tongue-tied with strangers. ‘Inarticulate I shall always be,’ she explains, ‘it is one of the causes that have made me a writer.’

This autobiography I’ve mentioned is the source that best reveals how Ashfield was the place – and her mother the person – most vital to Agatha’s life. At a first reading, the autobiography tells a story of growth and what the author appears to feel is unexpected and undeserved happiness and success: ‘just to be alive is a grand thing.’10 Some readers have been disappointed by its shallow, sunny tone: chatty tales, curious characters, changing social customs, but little searching of the soul.

Yet there’s a shadow story lurking there too. Like everything connected with Agatha Christie, the autobiography’s glossy surface hides more difficult truths beneath. Her life would also include periods of great unhappiness.

Agatha believed that Ashfield was really her mother’s house; that Clara Miller had bought it for herself, unexpectedly, at a time when Agatha’s father Frederick was out of the country. Agatha tells the story at the start of her autobiography:

 

‘But why did you do that?’ he asked.

‘Because I liked it,’ explained my mother.

 

Agatha suggests that her mother believed it was natural, almost inevitable, that a woman should casually buy a house, just because she liked it.

But look: we’ve hardly started and already we’re on shifting sands.

While Clara and Agatha may have believed the story, that’s not how it really happened. In fact, Clara could not legally have bought Ashfield. A woman in her position was a feme covert: the law treated a married couple as one person, and that person was always the male. Clara did have some money of her own, a legacy, but it was tied up in a trust, and she had to persuade others to allow her to access it. And indeed, Ashfield wasn’t really for sale; it was only a leasehold property.11 In telling the story, though, it isn’t as if Agatha is setting out to deceive. It’s more that her dreams, memories and storytelling are more important to her than the cold hard facts.

But this story about her mother casually buying a house does reveal a deep truth about Agatha’s life. Her mother was a controlling presence, and Clara had a sense of destiny and intuition about what was right and what was wrong.

Agatha was observing her mother’s impulsive behaviour. She would copy Clara in becoming a nester, a hoarder, and a compulsive purchaser of houses of her own, at one stage owning as many as eight.

And Agatha kept returning to the idea of owning a house as the perfection of happiness. Even in childhood, she wrote stories to entertain herself and her family, and the earliest of them all was about ‘the bloody Lady Agatha’, and ‘a plot that involved the inheritance of a castle’. In another early story, the narrator dreams of a house:

 

A very beautiful House . . . I stood and looked at it . . . it doesn’t sound much, but it has haunted me all day. The wonder of it, the perfect absolute happiness.12

 

In one of the last really good books Agatha wrote, late in life, a house is once again the centre of an obsession, ‘the thing that mattered most to me.’13

But life at her beloved home at Ashfield, with her father and mother, could not always remain the paradise it seemed in Agatha’s early years.
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Insanity in the Family

The author Agatha Christie would be marketed by her publishers as a quintessentially English lady, a lover of cream teas, who was rooted in the rich red soil of Devon. In reality, though, she came from a family of globetrotters. Right from the start she had an outsider’s perspective on Britain and the British.

Her father Frederick was born in New York City to American parents, while her mother Clara’s place of birth was Dublin. Clara’s father came from a German family, and her English mother had travelled the world as an army wife.

The founder of Agatha’s family fortune was her American paternal grandfather, the self-made businessman Nathaniel Alvah Miller, of Massachusetts. Nathaniel had started out as a salesman, hawking cutlery from door to door, before becoming a clerk. His wife, alternately named as Martha or Minerva, was a butcher’s daughter, and they lived in a boarding house on the Lower East Side. But Nathaniel had a gift for making money. He rose up from his position as a lowly clerk to become a partner in the wholesale firm of Claflin, Mellon & Company (Agatha often misspelt it as ‘Chaflin’). This was a vibrant business based on Broadway.

The Millers’ son Frederick was born on 31 October 1846. When Frederick was only five, though, his mother died of consumption. After this Nathaniel grew increasingly European. He sent Frederick to Switzerland to be educated, a sophisticated choice, and often made the eight-day steamship journey to Manchester to source the sewing machines he sent back to be sold in America. In 1861 Claflin, Mellon & Company opened a new flagship store in Manhattan with 700 counter assistants. When Nathaniel applied to become a naturalised citizen of Great Britain, the friends he listed as his supporters were merchants and bankers.1

In England, Nathaniel married a second wife: Margaret West. This was Auntie-Grannie, Frederick’s new stepmother, who brought her niece Clara along with her into the Miller family.

Frederick and Clara were much thrown together as they grew up, and it was characteristic that when it came to marriage, Frederick wouldn’t bother to look far for a wife. ‘A very agreeable man,’ was how his daughter described him, but he was also undeniably lazy. ‘By modern standards,’ Agatha admits, her father ‘would probably not be approved of . . . if you had an independent income you didn’t work. You weren’t expected to. I strongly suspect that my father would not have been particularly good at working anyway.’

Frederick was terribly addicted to shopping, although, in his own words, his absolute favourite occupation was ‘doing nothing’. It was one of the answers he gave in a book of printed questionnaires the whole family enjoyed filling in from time to time. Frederick reserved his longest and most excited response for the question about his favourite food: ‘Beefsteak, Chops, Apple Fritters, Peaches, Apples. All kinds of nuts. More peaches. More nuts, Irish stew. Roly Poly Pudding.’

An agreeable man, a lazy man, Frederick breezed into marriage at the age of thirty-one, in April 1878, at a church in Notting Hill. His 24-year-old bride Clara, much less lazy and rather less agreeable than her husband too, was buttoned into a stiff cream damask gown with a tight, pearl-encrusted belt.2

Although Frederick and Clara were to live mainly in England, Frederick still paid frequent visits back to America. He was listed in the New York Social Register, one of its few members from new money. Despite his father’s career, his friends were quick to explain, Frederick himself was ‘never in business’ and he was ‘received by every one in New York society.’3

But Frederick and Clara decided to take a house in the comfortable, sociable English seaside resort of Torquay. Always a lover of joining societies, Frederick belonged to the Yacht Club, and kept score for the Torquay Cricket Club. (‘I was extremely proud of being allowed to help,’ Agatha recalled, ‘and took it very seriously.’)4

In the 1890s, Torquay was known chiefly as a good place to pass a mild winter. Frederick and Clara’s first child was born in a rented house there on 9 January 1879. Naturally, the baby was named Margaret after Auntie-Grannie. But Agatha’s elder sister would generally be known as Madge.

In June of the following year, Clara’s son Louis Montant, or Monty, was born during a visit to America. The family decided to settle in America permanently, and came back to Torquay to wind up their affairs. Frederick had returned to New York by himself when the villa called Ashfield caught Clara’s eye. It had six bedrooms and a connection to Torquay’s drains, but the real attraction was that garden, with its ‘large greenhouse, orchidhouse, fernery, large well-stocked fruit garden, choice lawn and vegetable garden’.5

And so Clara decreed that the move to America would not happen. She wasn’t a woman whose mind could easily be changed. Her dress was theatrical: she had ‘elegance and dignity . . . in a long black coat of flowing marocain . . . she used to walk into the house with her head held high.’6 She had highbrow tastes: she admired Tennyson, Landseer, Mendelssohn and ‘Miss Nightingale’. But Clara was only human. She also admitted a weakness for ‘ice-cream’ and ‘American soda cooler.’7

Despite having strong passions, what Clara Margaret Boehmer really craved was stability. She was the daughter of army officer Friedrich Boehmer, born in Martinique to a German father, and his English wife Polly. The couple had five children, four boys and Clara herself, who was born while Friedrich was serving in Dublin.8

When Friedrich retired from the army, he took his family to Jersey, where he died. According to Agatha, it was a fall from a horse that killed him. According to the more prosaic evidence of the local parish register, he died of bronchitis.

This left Polly to bring up five children on an army pension, and her offspring were in danger of losing their weak grip on middle-class status. So she sent the nine-year-old Clara to live with her sister Margaret (‘Auntie-Grannie’), who was on the point of marrying her rich American businessman. Clara would never quite be able to forget that her birth mother had given her away. She remained needy and clingy, prone to ‘work herself into terrific states’. Agatha thought her mother ‘shy and miserably diffident about herself’.

Clara’s life as the Millers’ ‘poor relation’ gave her this sense of insecurity, but new research shows there was also a tendency to mental illness throughout her family.9 Clara’s elder brother Frederick shot himself; a first cousin named Amy Boehmer drowned herself, as did a second cousin too. Clara’s great-uncle died in an insane asylum, and her great-aunt likewise spent a spell in an asylum in 1850. Her first cousin once removed died of ‘mania’ in an asylum in 1880, while this cousin’s sister was confined in a mental hospital in 1891. Another first cousin once removed was a convicted wife-beater and alcoholic.

Whether or not all these things were connected didn’t matter. These were the sort of stories that made a Victorian family feel fear and shame. The insanity – as people called it then – in her mother’s family would come to haunt Agatha’s writing. The heroine of her early story about the beautiful house has a mother who died in an asylum:

 

They’ve got insanity in the family, you know. The grandfather shot himself, and a sister . . . flung herself out of the window . . . and Allegra’s mother has been in this home for some years. She wasn’t just – peculiar, you know, she was quite – quite raving mad! It’s a dreadful thing, insanity.10

 

But although troubles would come, there is not a flicker of discontent in all the evidence that survives from Clara’s long and happy marriage to Frederick. From the age of ten she never even looked at another man. Yet it’s also fair to say that Clara’s worship of her husband was built into the Victorian marriage contract.

Clara herself was Agatha’s first role model as a writer, for she produced both stories and poems. It’s Clara’s private poetry, written out in her own hand, that casts a particularly Victorian light on the way that she and Frederick saw their marriage. Clara viewed herself as essentially inferior:

 

God in Heaven listen to me,

Listen to my whisper’d prayer

Make me worthy, though so lowly

All his love and life to share.

 

Frederick in his answering poem reveals a view of his wife as ‘the Angel in the House’, that classic Victorian conception of a woman who was restful, chaste, domestic: the moral centre of the home.

 

But my heart is all true & tender

Full of love for my darling wife

For she is my white-souled angel

Dearer to me than life

She alone has the power to guide me

From darkness into light.11

 

These two with their unshakeable relationship would make Agatha feel deeply loved for the first decade of her life. With Clara in particular she shared a special language of thought, ‘an intuitive understanding of situations hidden from normal mortals’.12

And yet, at some point, Agatha would have to leave Ashfield behind, and face a twentieth century where women could no longer afford to be ‘white-souled angels’, where they had to deal with indignity, work, and not enough money.





3

The Thing in the House

Strolling round his garden on New Year’s Eve, 1892, Frederick Miller noticed the hot-water pipes in the hothouse felt cold. Strange. The surprise sent him in search of his ‘painstaking and industrious’ gardener of three years, William Henry Callicott.

Callicott was not easily to be found. Frederick continued to hunt, and finally he opened the door to the disused stable.

There was the missing man, dead, his lifeless body hanging from a rope.

Because Ashfield had a telephone, Frederick could call the police at once. It emerged that Callicott had failed to attend the Ashfield Christmas party with the other servants, citing the illness of his little girl. But in truth the gardener had been worried he had heart disease, and his fear was suspected as his reason for taking his own life.1

The clue of the cold pipes and the discovery of the corpse sounds like the opening of an Agatha Christie mystery. In fact, the incident appears in one of her non-mystery novels, the semi-autobiographical Unfinished Portrait. It’s just one of ever so many of Agatha’s books featuring a home as both a marvellous and a sinister place.

During her childhood, Agatha absorbed the very Victorian feeling that home was the epicentre of life.

She wrote later of the rich, intense sensations she experienced in Ashfield’s enclosed world, where Jane Rowe, the cook, was a powerful figure. Agatha loved Jane’s kitchen. The food at Ashfield could never be too plentiful or too rich, and Agatha was a self-professed ‘greedy girl’, whose ‘favourite thing has been, is, and probably always will be, cream.’ The words ‘add half a pint of cream’ appear over and over again in a handwritten book of recipes collected by Clara for her daughter’s future use, in dishes ranging from chicken in sauce to ‘Chinese rice’.2

The census of 1891 reveals the names of the rest of Agatha’s constant companions in girlhood: the staff. She described them intimately in her autobiography seventy years later: not only Jane Rowe, but also parlourmaid Jane Ratcliffe, housemaid Charlotte Froude and, all importantly, Agatha’s nurse, Susan Lewis. Agatha came from a class that could not imagine living without servants. She was once overheard talking to Susan: ‘When I grow up, nanny, we’ll build a little cottage inside Ashfield gardens and you and I will live there for always.’3

As well as providing abundant food and deep female relationships, Ashfield was an overwhelming visual experience. Photographs show it was over-full, almost bursting, with possessions. Many of these items would, in due course, make their way to Agatha’s later home, the mansion called Greenway in Devon. There, a first-floor bedroom was converted in the 1990s into a bathroom. In its linen cupboard, carefully catalogued, lie stacked solander boxes full of packed papers containing the evidence of Frederick’s compulsive shopping habits.

Opening the boxes reveals bills for a pair of Wedgewood medallions, ‘2 Oriental Bowls’ and ‘8 Soapstone Figures on a Stand’. Frederick could not resist a shop dealing in ‘objects of art, rare porcelain, antique bronzes and all articles of vertu’. For himself and Clara he bought an amethyst ring, an umbrella stand, a pair of cut-glass decanters, 5 fine mahogany Chippendale chairs in needlework, and 18 pairs of silver and mother-of-pearl dessert forks in a case.4 Frederick had to extend the house to make room for all this, adding a ballroom ‘capable of accommodating 120 dancers’.5 He also loved to crowd oil paintings as closely as possible onto the walls.

Agatha copied her father in becoming a homemaker too, on a tiny scale. She used her pocket money to buy furniture for a beloved doll’s house:

 

There were dressing tables with mirrors, round polished dining-tables, and a hideous orange brocade dining-room suite . . . soon my doll’s house looked more like a furniture storehouse.

 

In old age, she realised the seeds of a lifelong passion had been sown. ‘I have continued to play houses ever since,’ she wrote,

 

I have gone over innumerable houses, bought houses, exchanged them for other houses, furnished houses, decorated houses, made structural alterations to houses. Houses! God bless houses!

 

Agatha saw more of the dark, intoxicating interiors of her grandparents’ generation when she went to stay with Auntie-Grannie at her home in Ealing. Nine Craven Gardens was a house in a row of stout, uniform villas, convenient for Ealing railway station.

Auntie-Grannie was a central presence in Agatha’s childhood, with her strongly held views and weakness for ‘cherry brandy’. She claimed to have a ‘quick perception of human character’, and Agatha would put something of the penetrating, understanding gleam of Auntie-Grannie’s eye into Miss Marple’s.6

Auntie-Grannie had a shrewd knowledge of what people, especially men, ‘really’ wanted. One imagines Agatha thinking of her when Miss Marple discreetly dispenses whisky with the murmur that gentlemen ‘want something stronger than tea’.7 Auntie-Grannie also thought that ‘every woman should always have fifty pounds in five pound notes with her in case of what she called emergencies,’ words given to an aunt in a Christie novel as late as 1968.8

On visits to this stately mid-Victorian world, the young Agatha was amazed by her Auntie-Grannie’s magnificent toilet with its ‘splendidly large mahogany lavatory seat . . . one felt exactly like a Queen on her throne.’ In the dimly lit drawing room, Auntie-Grannie lived a stationary life, moving only to unlock her store-cupboard and dole out ‘French plums, cherries, angelica, packets of raisins and currants, pounds of butter and sacks of sugar.’ As she grew older, she became even more of a hoarder. Gradually Agatha came to see the aging Margaret Miller not so much as beloved and all-powerful, but as beloved and vulnerable. Not even her splendid store-cupboard could save Auntie-Grannie from the approach of death.

Life at both Ashfield and Craven Gardens depended on the labour of the domestic staff. Rereading her early novels in the 1960s, Agatha was astonished by ‘the number of servants drifting about.’9 As a child she took it all for granted, but in time she would come to explore and probe this business of domestic service. The women of her family, Agatha thought, ‘worked their servants to the bone but took a lot of care of them when they were ill. If a girl had a rather disorganised baby, granny would go and speak to the young man: “Well, are you going to do the right thing by Harriet?” ’10 She thought both sides were invested in this relationship: a servant’s status was raised by having a place with a ‘good’ mistress.

But this is only one side of the story. Agatha had no real insight into the indignity also experienced by those working in the homes of others, and one of the points often made ‘against’ her as a writer is her lack of humanity towards domestic employees. This can be seen in novels like Evil under the Sun, where the staff of a hotel are freed from suspicion entirely on the basis of class. But she also plays with prejudice, and woe betide the reader who assumes that a servant in a Christie story ‘couldn’t have done it’. Agatha the writer doesn’t despise servants. She’s interested in them and their changing status, and there are some points in some stories when she pauses to explore their lives.

Although life in Ealing was largely sedentary, Agatha’s childhood in Torquay was full of good health and a surprising amount of physical exercise. She was a frequent and confident swimmer. There was roller-skating to be enjoyed on the pier and riding ponies to be hired; Torquay had many attractions for the young. Since the 1860s, the resort town had boasted the Imperial Hotel – the first five-star hotel outside London – which would appear in Agatha’s novels Peril at End House (1932) and The Body in the Library (1942). Meanwhile, the Grand Hotel was built in the 1880s to cater for the visitors now arriving at the nearby station of the Great Western Railway.

But despite Agatha’s easy life in a town devoted to pleasure, there was something unexpectedly dark about her view of the world.

In the early story we’ve already encountered, ‘The House of Beauty’, there’s the germ of an idea that would be threaded right through Agatha’s fiction: that evil lurks within the home. In a weird, intense atmosphere, the narrator imagines he has encountered the perfect house, before realising that something evil lives there:

 

Never in all his dreams, had the House appeared fairer or more exquisite than on this night [. . .] someone was coming to the window . . .

He was awake! Still quivering with the horror, the unutterable loathing of the Thing . . . the Thing that had come to the window and looked out at him malevolently . . . for it was a Thing utterly and wholly horrible, a Thing so vile and loathsome that the mere remembrance of it made him feel sick.

 

Here it is already: Agatha’s belief that even at the heart of a happy home, a canker of evil might exist.

It’s an idea that will appear over and over again, even in the very last published Miss Marple novel, in which a character named Gwenda discovers a lost door. ‘Quite suddenly,’ Gwenda ‘felt a tiny shiver of uneasiness.’ This was because the finding of the mysterious door would lead to the return of a suppressed childhood memory of witnessing a murder. Suddenly, Gwenda discovered that her home was unsafe: ‘the house frightened her’.11

The idea that a house, a person even, could suddenly flip from familiar and friendly to evil and wicked was all too familiar to Agatha, for it emerges in her childhood nightmare of the Gunman or Gun Man.

The Gun Man was a vital and terrifying imaginary figure. Agatha described him in her autobiography and also in her autobiographical novel, Unfinished Portrait, the book in which, according to someone close to Agatha, ‘we see many intimate flashes from earliest childhood till the beginnings of middle age.’12 Sometimes wearing an eighteenth-century coat, sometimes missing an arm, the Gun Man would suddenly appear from nowhere in the middle of an ordinary day. Sometimes he would even occupy the body of someone else.

 

You looked up in Mummy’s face – of course it was Mummy – and then you saw the light steely-blue eyes – and from the sleeve of Mummy’s dress – oh horror! – that horrible stump. It wasn’t Mummy – it was the Gun Man . . .13

 

There were other ways in which horror could come knocking on the nursery door. Agatha’s sister Madge was a talented actress. At Agatha’s request, she would sometimes adopt her terrifying alter ego, the ‘Elder Sister’. Looking exactly like Madge, the ‘Elder Sister’ had a different, frightening, ‘oily’ voice, and she’d say, ‘You know who I am, don’t you, dear? I’m your sister Madge. You don’t think I’m anyone else, do you?’

In the ‘Gun Man’ and the ‘Elder Sister,’ Agatha imagined her own mother and sister becoming strange and horrible. They are important, these childhood fantasies, because they illustrate something that would be particularly modern about Agatha’s detective fiction. In Sherlock Holmes, for example, the criminal is often far outside the social circle of the victim. And yet, in Agatha Christie, the murderer was often a trusted family member.14

Agatha was certain that Madge really was Madge, and yet still doubt would enter her mind: ‘that voice – those crafty sideways glancing eyes . . . I used to feel indescribable terror.’ And you can see her using her own fear to craft an incident in ‘The House of Beauty’. A female character was:

 

huddled up on the sofa in a strange attitude [. . .] Slowly she raised her head, she was looking at him . . . He stopped, paralysed. For in her eyes was a look he knew.

It was the look of the Thing in the House.15

 

But the real dirty secret at Ashfield, the ‘Thing in the House’ lurking behind the properous life of the Millers, was that the family were running out of money.
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