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THE BEGINNING

The letter flutters on the desk, almost keeping time 
with the footsteps thundering across the floor. Back and forth, 

back and forth, the feet pace, and the thick writing paper quivers to the 
same rhythm. The black, spiky words that possess the ivory page seem 
to come alive and pulsate with each heavy tread.

How do you want this story to end? It seems to me that there are two 
paths from which you can choose, the f irst involving a softer landing than the 
second, though neither are without bumps and bruises, of course. These small 
injuries are simply a necessary consequence of this entire exercise, as I’m sure 
you must understand by now. Or have I overestimated you and you hav-
en’t guessed? No matter. My goal— which you will undoubtedly f ind utterly 
unacceptable— will be met regardless of your awareness. Freeing myself of 
the shackles of your judgment and your malfeasance will be a delightful result 
of your duplicity, a result you never intended. Because you only ever intended 
to serve your own needs and satisfy your own desires. I was never in the 
forefront of your mind, not even in the early days, even as I was told that you 
should always be at the forefront of mine.

The room, already dark despite the morning hour, grows even 
blacker. Seconds later, a gust of wind blows open the lightly closed but 
unlatched window, and the pages of the letter blow off the desk and 
onto the carpet. Darkness blankets its words until a crack of thunder 
sounds— how very f itting and typical that it is a dark and stormy night, 
the letter’s recipient thinks— and lightning suddenly illuminates the 
room. And the words make themselves known again.
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MARIE BENEDICT2

Read on and follow my instructions closely if you wish the safety of the 
f irst path and the security of its conclusion. It will not be easy. You will have 
to be stalwart, even when the road is rocky and you suffer from doubts and 
shame. Only by following my directions at each crossroads in this journey 
will the story end well for us all.
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P A R T  O N E
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CHAPTER ONE

THE MANUSCRIPT

October 12, 1912
Ugbrooke House, Devon, England

I could not have written a more perfect man.
“Lose your dance card,” a voice whispered to me as I passed 

through the crowd and onto the dance floor. Who would dare say such 
a thing? Particularly since I was on the arm of Thomas Clifford, distant 
relation of my hosts, Lord and Lady Clifford of Chudleigh, and quite 
the focus of the unattached ladies at the Ugbrooke House ball.

Impertinent, I thought to myself, even rude. I imagined the scene if 
my dance partner had overheard him. Even worse, imagine if my dance 
partner was the one— our Fate, as my friends and I liked to describe pro-
spective husbands— and had been distracted from his attentions. Still, 
a frisson passed through me, and I wondered who would hazard such 
impudence. I turned in the direction of the voice, but strains of Elgar’s 
Symphony No. 1 began to play, and my partner pulled me out to dance.

As we waltzed, I tried to identify the man from among the throngs 
lining the vast ballroom floor. Mummy would chastise me for not focus-
ing my attentions upon the young Mr. Clifford, but from rumors, I knew 
that the eligible, well- connected gentleman needed to marry an heiress 
and could have no legitimate interest in me anyway. I was nearly penni-
less with only the inheritance of Ashfield villa to offer, an estate many 
would consider a curse rather than a blessing, particularly since I had no 
funds to support it and the villa was in constant need of repair. A lost 
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MARIE BENEDICT6

opportunity Mr. Clifford was not. But I had no doubt that opportunity 
would indeed present itself. Wasn’t that the destiny of all us girls? To be 
swept away by a man and then swept into the tidal pull of our Fate?

Dozens of men in evening dress stood in the corner of the gilded 
ballroom, but none seemed a likely candidate for such a brash invita-
tion. Until I saw him. A fair, wavy- haired man stood on the fringes of 
the dance floor, his eyes on me. Never once did I see him engage in con-
versation with any of the other gentlemen, nor did I see him attempt 
to escort any of the ladies onto the floor. His only movement occurred 
when he walked over to the orchestra and spoke to the conductor, after 
which he returned to his spot in the corner.

The last chords of the orchestra sounded, and Mr. Clifford returned 
me to my post next to my dear friend Nan Watts, who was breathless 
from a quick turn around the floor with a red- faced acquaintance of her 
parents. As the orchestra began the next song and a florid young gen-
tleman swooped in to fetch Nan, I glanced at the dance booklet dan-
gling from my wrist by a red silk cord to see with whom I was paired.

A hand appeared on my wrist. I looked up into the intense blue 
eyes of the man who had been staring at me. Instinctively, I pulled my 
hand away, but somehow, he slipped my dance card off my wrist and 
entwined his fingers in mine.

“Forget your dance card for just one song,” he said in a low, gravelly 
voice that I recognized as belonging to the brazen young man from 
a few minutes ago. I couldn’t believe what he was asking, and I was 
shocked he’d taken my card. Allowing another man to cut into your 
dance card lineup simply wasn’t done, even when that dance card had 
gone missing.

I thought I heard the distinctive chords of a famous tune by Irving 
Berlin. It sounded like “Alexander’s Ragtime Band,” but I knew I 
must be wrong. Lord and Lady Clifford would never have requested 
this modern song from their orchestra. In fact, I guessed that they’d 
be irate at this deviation from standard protocol; classical, symphonic 
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THE MYSTERY OF MRS.  CHRISTIE 7

pieces— paired with sedate dances certain not to inflame the passions 
of the young— were the order of the day.

He watched the expression on my face as I listened to the music. “I 
hope you like Berlin,” he said with a small, self- satisfied smile.

“You arranged this?” I asked.
A sheepish smile spread across his face, displaying his dimples. “I 

overheard you saying to your friend that you longed for some more up- 
to- date music.”

“How did you manage it?” I was astonished not only at his audacity 
but at his determination. It was, well, flattering. No one had ever made 
such a grandiose gesture for me. Certainly none of the ragtag suitors with 
whom my mother tried to match me in Cairo for my coming out two years 
ago, a necessary endeavor because the cost of coming out in London— the 
numerous fashionable gowns, the parties attended and hosted, the price of 
renting a town house for the season— was too high for Mummy’s reduced 
circumstances. And not even dear Reggie, whom I’d known my whole life 
as the kindly older brother of my dear friends the Lucy sisters but who 
only recently became much more than a family friend, had undertaken a 
similar effort. Reggie and I had formed an understanding— between each 
other and our families— that our lives and our families would one day be 
linked by marriage. An amorphous future marriage, but matrimony none-
theless. Although now, viewing that union in the context of this splashy 
wooing, it seemed a placid affair, albeit a comfortable one.

“Does it matter?” he asked.
I suddenly felt quite overwhelmed. Looking down at the floor, a 

fierce blush overtaking my face, I shook my head.
“I hope you’ll dance with me.” His voice was low and firm.
Even though I could hear Mummy’s voice in my head cautioning 

me against dancing with a man to whom I had not been properly intro-
duced, never mind that he had somehow wrangled an invitation to the 
Ugbrooke House ball and laid waste to my dance card, I said, “Yes.”

Because really, how dangerous could one dance be?
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CHAPTER TWO

DAY ONE AFTER  
THE DISAPPEARANCE

Saturday, December 4, 1926
Hurtmore Cottage, Godalming, England

The precision of the Jameses’ breakfast table setting 
inspires in him a sense of rightness and contentment that he has 

rarely felt since his return from the war. The gleaming cutlery lies adja-
cent to the Minton porcelain, each utensil lined up exactly with the 
next. The delicately etched plates, a Grasmere pattern he believes, are 
an impeccable two inches from the edge of the table, and the floral cen-
terpiece— a restrained yet elegant seasonal spray of winterberries and 
greens— is placed at the center. By God, he thinks, this is the sort of order 
that can put a man at ease.

Why doesn’t his home bear this level of perfection? Why must he 
be constantly assaulted by its lack of household rigor and the emotions 
and needs of its inhabitants? With these thoughts, a sense of righteous 
indignation blooms within him, and he feels perfectly justified.

“I do believe that a toast is in order,” his host, Sam James, announces 
with a nod to his wife, Madge. She in turn signals to the uniformed 
parlormaid, who reaches for a bottle of champagne that has been chill-
ing in a crystal bucket on the sideboard.

“Archie, we had wanted to toast your plans last evening, but the 
unexpected visit by Reverend— ” Madge starts to explain.

A soft pink hue begins to spread across Nancy’s cheeks, and though 
she looks lovely with her cheeks aflame, Archie understands that the 
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MARIE BENEDICT10

Jameses’ focus on their situation is the cause of her discomfort and 
wants to placate her. Raising his hand, he says, “The gesture is much 
appreciated, my dear Madge, but not necessary.”

“Please, Archie.” Madge holds fast. “We are well pleased with your 
plans. And you will have little enough opportunity to celebrate.”

“We insist,” Sam echoes his wife.
To protest further would be impolite, which Nancy implicitly 

understands. This sense of decorum is a quality they share, and he rel-
ishes it in her. It obviates the need for the firm guiding hand toward 
properness that he must exercise elsewhere in his life. His home, in 
particular.

“Sam and Madge, thank you. Your support means the world,” he 
answers. Nancy nods in agreement.

The crystal flutes sparkle with the honey- colored champagne as the 
maid fills each of their glasses in turn. Just as she finishes pouring the 
final glass, a knock sounds at the dining room door.

“Pardon the interruption, sir,” a woman’s voice, thick with a country 
accent, calls through the closed door, “but there is a telephone call for 
the colonel.”

He exchanges a quizzical glance with Nancy. He hadn’t expected 
a call so soon, if at all, particularly since he’d kept his weekend where-
abouts as quiet as possible. For the obvious reason. Nancy sets her glass 
down and gently touches his elbow over the crisp linen tablecloth. It is 
a silent acknowledgment of their shared concern about the call.

“Pardon me,” he says with a nod to their hosts, who place their 
flutes back down on the table. Standing, he buttons his suit jacket and 
nods to Nancy with a confidence he does not feel. He strides out of the 
dining room, quietly shutting the door behind him.

“This way, sir,” the maid says, and he follows her into a tiny room 
tucked under the intricately carved main staircase of Hurtmore Cottage, 
a misnomer for the grand home. There, the candlestick telephone, its 
receiver sitting on the desktop, awaits him.
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THE MYSTERY OF MRS.  CHRISTIE 11

Sitting down at the desk chair, he places the receiver to his ear and 
the mouthpiece to his lips. But he will not speak until the maid has 
closed the door behind her.

“Hello?” He hates the uncertainty he hears in his voice. Nancy 
prizes his self- assurance above all else.

“My apologies, sir. This is Charlotte Fisher.”
What in the devil is Charlotte thinking, ringing him here? He had 

entrusted her with the Hurtmore Cottage information with the gravest 
of admonitions. Even though he’d gone to great lengths in recent months 
to curry favor with the family secretary and governess— necessary, he 
believes, to effectuate the smooth transition for which he hopes— he 
makes no effort to coddle her now by keeping the anger from his voice. 
Damn the consequences. “Charlotte, I thought I instructed you not to 
contact me here except in the case of an extreme emergency.”

“Well, Colonel,” she stammers, “I am standing in the foyer of Styles 
next to Constable Roberts.”

Charlotte stops speaking. Does she really think that the mere men-
tion of the presence of a police officer in his home should explain all? 
What does she want him to say? She waits for him to speak next, and in 
the quiet, dread fills him. He can find no words. What does she know? 
More importantly, what does the constable know? Every word seems a 
trap he’ll spring.

“Sir,” she says when he does not respond. “I do believe that this 
qualifies as an extreme emergency. Your wife is missing.”

MysteryofMrsChristie_INT.indd   11MysteryofMrsChristie_INT.indd   11 2/21/20   9:08 AM2/21/20   9:08 AM



MysteryofMrsChristie_INT.indd   12MysteryofMrsChristie_INT.indd   12 2/21/20   9:08 AM2/21/20   9:08 AM



CHAPTER THREE

THE MANUSCRIPT

October 12, 1912
Ugbrooke House, Devon, England

A murmur of surprise rose up from the revelers as the 
Irving Berlin tune became more recognizable. While the older 

guests seemed uncertain about the propriety of dancing to such a mod-
ern song, my partner did not hesitate to pull me onto the dance floor. 
He led me directly into the bold one- step, and the younger set followed 
in our wake.

Without the intricate dance steps of the waltz to place distance 
between us, our bodies felt awfully close. It almost made me wish for the 
old- fashioned gowns with their armor of corsets. In an effort to create 
some sort of barrier between myself and this very forward stranger, 
however artificial, I kept my gaze fixed firmly over his shoulder. His 
eyes, however, never moved from mine.

Normally, my dance partners and I fell into easy chatter, but not this 
time. What could I say to such a fellow? Finally, he broke the silence. 
“You are even prettier than Arthur Griffiths described you.”

I could not say which part of his remark astonished me more: the 
fact that I shared an acquaintance with this unusual man or that he 
had the audacity to call me “pretty” when we hadn’t even been formally 
introduced. My set had firm rules governing our behavior, and although 
those unspoken guidelines had relaxed in recent years, commenting on 
my appearance right out of the gate broke even the loosest conventions. 
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MARIE BENEDICT14

If I were honest with myself, I found his candor refreshing, but girls like 
me weren’t supposed to like directness. He’d left me with two choices— 
either to stomp away at his effrontery or to ignore it entirely. Given that 
this man intrigued me despite his gaffes, I chose the latter and benignly 
asked, “You know Arthur Griffiths?”  The local vicar’s son was a friend.

“Yes, we are both with the Royal Field Artillery, and I’m stationed 
with him at the garrison at Exeter. When he found out that he couldn’t 
attend tonight because of his official duties, he asked me to come in his 
stead and look out for you.”

Ah, well, that explained something, I thought. I met his gaze and dis-
covered that his eyes were a remarkable bright- blue shade. “Why didn’t 
you mention him straight off ?”

“I didn’t know I needed to.”
I did not state the obvious, that any young man from a good family 

knows how to make proper introductions, including a reference to your 
acquaintances in common. Instead, I fished around for a bland response 
and said, “He’s a fine fellow.”

“Do you know Arthur well?”
“Not very well, but he is a lovely friend. We met when I was staying 

with the Mathews at Thorp Arch Hall in Yorkshire, and we got on.”
My dance partner— who still had not introduced himself by 

name— didn’t respond. The silence bothered me, so I got chatty. “He’s 
a good dancer.”

“You sound as though you’re disappointed I’m here instead of him.”
I decided to see if this young man’s mood could be lightened. “Well, 

sir, this is our f irst dance. And since you’ve liberated me from my dance 
card, you may yet have the chance for another to prove your dancing 
skills.”

He laughed, a deep, rich sound. As he spun me around the floor, 
past the familiar faces of the Wilfreds and the Sinclairs, I laughed along 
with him, feeling quite different from those around me. Freer somehow. 
More alive.
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THE MYSTERY OF MRS.  CHRISTIE 15

“I intend to do precisely that,” he said.
Emboldened, I asked him, “What is it that you do as an officer at 

Exeter?”
“I fly.”
I froze for a moment. Everyone was mad for the notion of flying, 

and here I was dancing with a pilot. It was too thrilling. “You fly?”
His cheeks turned a fiery red, visible even in the low ballroom light. 

“Well, I’m actually a gunner at the moment, even though I’m the 245th 
qualified aviator in Britain. Soon enough, though, I’ll be entering the 
newly formed Royal Flying Corps.” His chest, already quite broad, 
puffed up a bit at this statement.

“What’s it like up there? In the sky?”
For the first time, he unlocked his eyes from mine and glanced 

up at the frescoed ceiling, as if there, among the artfully depicted faux 
skyscape with its abundance of cherubs, he might relive the real thing. 
“Exhilarating and strange to be so near the clouds and to see the world 
below so small. But quite terrifying too.”

I giggled a little. “I cannot even imagine, though I’d like to try it.”
His blue eyes clouded over, and his tone grew more serious. “I hav-

en’t chosen flying for the thrill of it, Miss Miller. If there’s a war— and 
I do think there will be one— planes will be vital. I intend to be integral 
to the war effort, a critical cog in the massive military machine. To help 
England, of course, but also so I can reap the benefits afterward in my 
career. When aeroplanes will be an important part of our economy.”

His intensity moved me, as did the boldness of his approach. He 
was quite different from all the men I’d encountered before, whether at 
home in Devon or abroad in Egypt. I felt quite breathless, and not just 
from the quick pace of the one- step.

The last notes of “Alexander’s Ragtime Band” sounded, and I 
stopped dancing. I began to untwine myself from him when he reached 
for my hand. “Stay on the dance floor with me. As you yourself said, you 
no longer have a dance card. You are free.”
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MARIE BENEDICT16

I hesitated. More than anything, I wanted to dance with him again, 
to start to solve the mystery of this unusual man. But I could hear 
Mummy railing in my head, reprimanding me for the untoward mes-
sage a girl sent if she danced with a gentleman twice in a row, particu-
larly a girl who was already spoken for. I wanted something in exchange 
for my trouble.

“On one condition,” I said.
“Anything, Miss Miller. Anything at all.”
“You tell me your name.”
Blushing again, he realized that, for all his valiant gestures with me, 

he had forgotten the most basic protocol. He bowed deeply and then 
said, “I am most pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Miller. My 
name is Lieutenant Archibald Christie.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

DAY ONE AFTER  
THE DISAPPEARANCE

Saturday, December 4, 1926
Hurtmore Cottage, Godalming, England, and Styles, Sunningdale, England

E verything all right?” Sam asks him upon his return to 
the dining room.

Although he’s already crafted an answer to the inevitable ques-
tion, Archie stammers when called upon to say the actual words. 
Lying has never come easily to him, even when circumstances as 
of late have presented him with abundant opportunities to practice. 
“Oh, it’s, um, my mother. She’s taken ill, I’m afraid.” Before he can 
explain further, Madge gasps. He holds up his hand and assures her, 
“Nothing serious, the doctor promises. But she’s asked for me, and 
needs must.”

Sam nods his head. “Duty and all that.”
“Well, if it’s not terribly serious, can you spare Nancy through lun-

cheon?” Madge, recovered from her concern over Archie’s mother, asks 
with a coy glance at her friend. “Sam and I would love to keep her cap-
tive for a few hands of whist.”

“I don’t see why not,” Archie says, giving Madge and then Nancy 
his best approximation of a smile. Nancy, sweet and unchallenging and 
lovely in her pale- blue frock, deserves a happy, carefree afternoon with 
her friend.

“Will you be able to return for dinner?” Sam asks, and Archie feels 
the weight of the Jameses’ disappointment. They’ve been so kind to 
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MARIE BENEDICT18

plan this weekend, and now he’s undermined their gesture. One he 
doubts anyone else would have made.

“I’ll ring to let you know whether that will be possible. If not— ” 
Archie breaks off, unsure what to say. He doesn’t know what he’ll be 
facing at Styles, doesn’t know what the police know, and he cannot plan 
for the different eventualities. In truth, he hasn’t even allowed himself 
to consider those eventualities.

Sam rescues him. “No need to worry, old chap. We will take Nancy 
to her home if the evening plans prove impossible.”

Gratitude surges through him, and he rounds the table to shake 
his friend’s hand. Just as their fingers touch, a knock sounds at the 
door.

“Again? That damned maid.” Sam grunts in irritation, then yells 
out, “What is it now?”

“Sir, there is a policeman at the door,” the maid says through the 
crack.

Archie feels sick. He knows, or thinks he knows, why the police 
wait at the Jameses’ front door.

“What?” Sam couldn’t have looked more astonished if his maid had 
informed him that his beloved foxhound had spontaneously turned 
into a poodle. Policemen were for dealing with scrapes among petty 
laborers, not for knocking on the front door of country houses.

“Yes, sir, a police officer, sir. He’s asking for the colonel.”
“Whatever for?”
“He won’t say. Just keeps asking for the colonel.”
The humiliation of being summoned by a policeman— giving the 

lie to his concoction about his mother’s condition— almost overshad-
ows his concern about the summoning itself. What must Madge and 
Sam think of him? How will he explain this to them? To Nancy?

As he proceeds down the road, a rock causes his Delage to spin 
out, and he nearly loses sight of the police car he’s meant to be fol-
lowing. The momentary separation from the vehicle plants a seed of 
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THE MYSTERY OF MRS.  CHRISTIE 19

recklessness in him. What if he just drove off, evading the situation at 
Styles? Would the police car be able to catch him?

No, he will face his comeuppance like a man. No matter how his 
actions will be judged, he never wants it said that he’s a man who shirks 
his duties, who runs from his mistakes.

Following the police car, he turns down the familiar lane leading 
to his home. The dust from the official vehicle blinds his vision for a 
second, and when his sight clears, the Tudor peaks of Styles material-
ize, nearly as impressive as the first time he saw them. How much has 
changed since that day, he thinks, forcing that memory from his mind.

Archie knows that he must somehow grasp the upper hand of this 
situation. Perhaps it will help if he sets the tone by assuming his rightful 
role as master of Styles? Accordingly, he does not wait for the police-
man to alight from his car. Instead, he marches past the other police 
cars parked in Styles’s governor’s drive and heads directly to the slightly 
ajar front door. When he pushes it wide open, he is surprised to note 
that not one of the black- uniformed officers gathered in the kitchen 
like a swarm of deadly bees gathered around their queen takes notice of 
him. Archie realizes that he has been given a singular chance to assess 
the situation before he speaks.

He scans the long mahogany table lining the foyer’s right wall to 
see if any calling cards lie on the silver receiving tray. The tray is bare, 
but he notices something unusual. Peeking out from underneath the 
tray is the corner of an envelope, his wife’s distinctive ivory stationary.

Glancing at the policemen absorbed in the loud yet strangely muf-
fled voice of a man he can’t see, undoubtedly their supervisor, Archie 
slides the envelope out from under the silver tray. Then, keeping his 
footsteps light, he creeps into his study and quietly closes the door 
behind him.

Grabbing the ivory- handled letter opener from his desk, he slices 
open the envelope. The sprawling, spiky handwriting of his wife stares 
out at him from the notepaper within. Time presses upon him urgently, 
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MARIE BENEDICT20

but he needs little more than several seconds to scan her words. As 
he finishes, he looks up, feeling as if he’s awoken from a deep slumber 
into a nightmare. When on earth did she have the time— nay, the pre-
science, the shrewdness, the patient calculation— to write these words? 
Had he ever really known his wife?

The narrow walls of his study seem to constrict, and he feels like he 
cannot breathe. But he knows he must take action. The letter has made 
clear that he’s no longer the executor of a plan but merely its subject— 
one trapped in a labyrinth at that— and he must find a way out. Tossing 
the letter down on the desk, he begins pacing the room, which grows 
gloomier by the second with an impending storm. What in the name 
of god should he do?

He is certain of only one thing. While he is prepared to pay his 
penance, he doesn’t plan on handing over the keys to the jailor. No one 
can be allowed to see this letter. Walking over to the hearth, he drops 
the letter and envelope into the flames and watches Agatha’s words 
burn.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE MANUSCRIPT

October 19, 1912
Ashfield, Torquay, England

I raced across the lane from the Mellors’ estate back home 
to Ashfield. I’d been quite happily playing badminton with my friend 

Max Mellor when his maid summoned me to the telephone. Mummy, 
quite cross, was on the line, ordering me home because an unknown 
young man was there, “waiting endlessly” for me. She’d told him that 
she expected me within a quarter of an hour, and when I didn’t appear 
within the anticipated time— and when he didn’t leave as the minutes 
passed and I failed to appear— she felt compelled to phone. The poor 
fellow, whoever he was, obviously hadn’t registered any number of cues 
my mother sent his way that he should take his leave.

Other than Mummy’s pressure, I had felt no compulsion to return 
home, especially since Max and I were having a grand time. Life in 
Torquay was chock- full of these lazy days. Impromptu picnics and sail-
ing and sports engagements and riding outings and musical afternoons 
by day. Carefully orchestrated garden parties and evening dances and 
house parties by night. Weeks and months floated by in a pleasant, care-
free dream— with a girl’s only goal being the landing of a husband— 
and I had no wish to wake up.

I guessed that the caller was the stuffy naval officer from the previous 
night’s dinner party, who’d begged me to read his heavy- handed poems 
aloud to the other guests. Even so, while I had no desire to resume our 
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stultifying conversation, I didn’t wish for him to irritate Mummy for too 
long a time. While Mummy was patient and sweet- natured, particularly 
with me, she could become crotchety in the presence of a bore or some-
one who sets her off schedule. Since my father’s death nearly ten years 
ago, I’d become my mother’s focus and companion, particularly since my 
elder siblings Madge and Monty had long since moved on with their 
own lives, and I relished it. Mummy and I had a lovely relationship— no 
one in the world understood me as she did— and I felt quite protective 
of her, even though she was much stronger than she appeared on first 
glance. The shock of my father’s death and the challenge of the financial 
circumstances in which he left us had knitted us together tightly, the two 
of us against the world and all that.

My cheeks flushed and warm from hurrying down the lane, I wig-
gled out of my cardigan and handed it to Jane, our housemaid. Before I 
walked from the entryway to the drawing room, I glanced at myself in 
the mirror to make certain I looked presentable. My dun- colored hair, 
kissed by the sun into a dark, glimmering blond, looked rather fetching 
despite— or maybe because of— the tendrils that had escaped my braid. 
I decided not to tuck the loose pieces back into my hairpins, but I did 
smooth my hair. Even though I didn’t care much for the opinion of the 
fellow I suspected sat in the parlor, I always liked to meet Mummy’s 
expectation that I was a “lovely girl.”

I entered the drawing room, where my mother looked over at me 
from her usual spot in an armchair near the fireplace. Putting aside her 
embroidery in order to flee the room at the first polite opportunity, she 
rose, as did the man sitting opposite her. I could only see the back of his 
head, which was a sandy blond shade quite a bit lighter than I remem-
bered the naval officer’s hair being.

I walked toward both of them and bobbed in an abbreviated curtsy. 
Looking up from the floor into Mummy’s face first and then the gen-
tleman caller’s, I realized with a start that it was not the naval officer I 
expected. It was the man from the Chudleigh ball— Archibald Christie.
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Astonished, I didn’t speak at first. I hadn’t heard from him in the 
seven days since the ball, and I had begun to think I never would. Most 
gentlemen would have expressed their interest in a girl within one or 
two days of a ball— never seven.

Mummy cleared her throat and finally said, “Agatha, this young 
man— Lieutenant Christie, I believe— tells me that you two met at 
Chudleigh.”

Collecting myself, I answered, “Yes, Mummy. This is Lieutenant 
Christie, who is in the Royal Field Artillery. He is stationed at the 
garrison at Exeter, and I did indeed meet him at the ball given by the 
Cliffords at Chudleigh.”

She looked him up and down. “You’re quite a ways from Exeter, 
Lieutenant Christie.”

“Yes, ma’am. I happened to be driving my motorbike through 
Torquay, and I remembered that Miss Miller lived here. I inquired of a 
local I passed on the road, and here I am.”

“Here you are.” She sighed. “What a coincidence that you should 
happen to find yourself in Torquay.”

No one could miss the sarcasm and disbelief in my mother’s voice, 
and I found it surprising that my gentle, adoring Mummy could be so 
sharp with a stranger. What had he done to her in the span of a quar-
ter of an hour alone to elicit this unusual reaction? Was it simply that 
he wasn’t Reggie? I glanced over at Lieutenant Christie, whose cheeks 
shone bright red. I felt badly for him and rushed in to save him.

“I remember you mentioned at the Cliffords’ ball that you might 
have an errand in Torquay, Lieutenant Christie. Of an official nature, 
that is.”

An expression of relief passed over his face, and he grasped at my 
proffered excuse. “Indeed, Miss Miller. And you had very kindly sug-
gested that I call when in the neighborhood.”

This exchange did not fool Mummy, but it did return to Lieutenant 
Christie a modicum of his dignity. It also provided my mother with 
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license to leave the drawing room. Unlike the continent, it was the 
custom in England for unmarried men and women to be left alone, 
as long as chaperones were in the vicinity or the unmarried people 
were busy dancing. “Well, I must see Mary about the dinner menu. It 
was a pleasure meeting you, Lieutenant— ” She feigned forgetfulness, 
telegraphing her opinion of this young man.

“Christie, ma’am.”
“Lieutenant Christie,” she said as she left the room.
I fancied that we simultaneously exhaled when Mummy left the 

room. Determined to lighten the mood, I said, “Why don’t we take a 
walk in the gardens? The day is cool, but our grounds hold some inter-
est. And I’d love to see your motorbike.”

“That would be lovely, Miss Miller.”
After the servant helped us on with our coats— a longer walk 

required more warmth than a cardigan could provide— we trundled 
outside. Passing by the kitchen garden, I explained to Lieutenant 
Christie that we would not be stopping behind its high walls because 
its sole allure was its abundance of seasonal raspberries and apples. I 
directed him instead to the garden proper.

Watching Lieutenant Christie squirm under my mother’s scruti-
nizing gaze made me bold with him. With a broad smile, I teased, “Can 
I trust you with the secrets of my garden?”

He did not smile back. Instead, he fixed his bright- blue eyes on 
mine and said, “I hope you can trust me with all your secrets.”

His intensity left me a bit flustered, but after showing him the 
familiar ilex, cedar, and Wellington trees, as well as the two firs pre-
viously claimed by Madge and Monty, my nerves calmed. “Here is my 
particular favorite, the beech tree. It’s the largest in the garden, and 
when I was a girl, I used to gorge myself on its beechnuts.” I ran my 
hand along its trunk, remembering all the girlish days I spent in its 
branches, days now gone.

“I understand why the garden is special to you. It’s lovely,” he said, 
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then pointed ahead to a thick copse of trees in the distance. “Are those 
your woods as well?”

His eyes were bright and full of awe. I supposed he thought we 
were rich; Ashfield and its grounds were impressive, if one squinted 
to blur out the spots of decay and peeling paint. While we had been 
wealthy during my early years, financial worries set in when I was about 
five, and my father— who’d been born the son of a rich American man 
and never worked a day in his life, expecting that his money would 
last— struggled to keep the family afloat. Only by renting Ashfield and 
living on that income abroad, where it was comparatively cheap, did 
we maintain some semblance of our lifestyle. The unfamiliar stress of 
these concerns affected his health and led to the decline of my poor, 
sweet papa, who died ten years ago. Now Mummy and I limped along 
on the benevolence of our friends and family as well as a small income, 
recently reduced when the investment firm from which we derived a 
portion of our meager draw liquidated.

“Yes,” I answered as I led him on the path through the ash trees. 
“But its trees are more common and provided less magic for a young 
girl. Not to mention the path leads to the tennis and croquet lawns, 
which I never much enjoyed.”

“Why not?”
“I guess I lived more in the world of the imagination as a child than 

the world of sport,” I said, but Lieutenant Christie did not respond 
as he examined the croquet and tennis lawns with interest and sat-
isfaction. He couldn’t know how decidedly unathletic my perfor-
mance had been there, despite my valiant efforts; only in the realm 
of simple badminton did I experience a modicum of success. Having 
witnessed too many heartbreaking attempts, Mummy, ever supportive, 
directed my enthusiasm toward music, drama, and writing instead. In 
that realm, I flourished, particularly during my years of schooling in 
France, although recently I had abandoned hope of undertaking piano 
or singing professionally on the advice of the esteemed pianist Charles 
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Furster and my London voice coaches. Writing, however, had remained 
a passion and became my habit, much as my friends might dabble in 
embroidery or landscape painting. But I always understood that my 
writing must remain a trifle, something to pass the time only, and that 
my Fate stemmed from my husband. Whoever he might be. Whenever 
he might surface.

When Lieutenant Christie continued to study the croquet and 
tennis lawns without a word, I asked, “Did you have a special place 
when you were a child?”

His brow furrowed, casting a shadow over his eyes. “I spent my 
early years in India where my father was a judge in the Indian Civil 
Service. As soon as my family returned to England, he fell from a horse 
and died. We stayed with my mother’s family in southern Ireland until 
she remarried William Hemsley, a schoolmaster from Clifton College, 
after which I went to Clifton. So you can see, I moved around, never 
really had any special place as a child— no place to call my own anyway.”

“How terribly sad, Lieutenant Christie. Well, if you like, you can 
share Ashfield’s gardens with me. Come and visit them whenever you 
can get to Torquay.”

He turned those blue eyes on me again, as if trying to capture me in 
them. “If you mean it, Miss Miller, I would be honored.”

I wanted to see this unusual man again. The thoughts of my own 
commitment to Reggie began to creep in, along with a certain amount 
of guilt, but I held fast. “Lieutenant Christie, I would like nothing 
more.”
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CHAPTER SIX

DAY ONE AFTER  
THE DISAPPEARANCE

Saturday, December 4, 1926
Styles, Sunningdale, England

A she hurries out of his study, Archie nearly collides 
with the round- hatted young policeman who’d procured him 

from Hurtmore Cottage. He gives the man a dismissive glance and 
storms off to the kitchen where a gaggle of police have assembled. As 
he stomps off, he prays he’s embarking on the right approach by playing 
the part of the aggrieved, furious husband.

“What is the meaning of this? Why are the lot of you huddled 
around in my kitchen instead of combing the vicinity?” Archie barks at 
them, forcing a vitriol he doesn’t feel into his tone.

One of the policemen, a younger fellow with surprisingly soft fea-
tures, ignores Archie’s scolding and says instead, “Sir, I’m sure this is all 
very overwhelming. And distressing, of course.”

“That is an understatement,” Archie swipes, then assumes all of his 
six feet in the hopes of asserting his dominion. “I want to see the officer 
in charge.”

The young policeman scurries off to fetch a middle- aged man, 
dressed in an ill- fitting gray suit and a rumpled overcoat, who emerges 
from the throng of bobbies. Archie studies this barrel- chested officer, 
jowly and unkempt with a few crumbs in his sandy- colored mustache, 
as he approaches with an outstretched hand and a genial half smile. 
It’s the sort of expression that attempts to convey both sympathy and 
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warmth at the same time, one the officer has trotted out on countless 
other occasions, perhaps in his guise as a country police officer. It seems 
false, and in the policeman’s wary stare, Archie also senses an undercur-
rent of suspicion and latent intellect. He will have to tread cautiously.

“Mr. Christie, I’d like to introduce you to Deputy Chief Constable 
Kenward,” the junior fellow says, giving a half bow in this Kenward’s 
direction. How does this man manage such deference from his men with such 
a disheveled appearance? Archie wonders, but then the eminent nature of 
the man’s title registers, and it gives him a start. Why has such a senior 
police detective been assigned to this case?

As Archie scrambles to assemble his thoughts and adjust his 
approach, Kenward says, “Good to meet you, Mr. Christie. The Surrey 
County Police Headquarters has referred the case to me for oversight, 
you see, and I’ll do all I can to help.” He does not react to Archie’s little 
tirade.

Archie shakes Kenward’s rather damp hand and, reassessing his 
approach, finally responds. “Apologies for the outburst, Deputy Chief 
Constable Kenward. As you can imagine, it’s a very upsetting time. I 
appreciate your assistance, and I’m sorry to be making your acquain-
tance in such trying circumstances.”

“Of course, sir, we understand that emotions run high in such times. 
But I’ll do my best by your wife, I can promise you that. That way, 
you won’t feel the need for such a flare- up in the future, I hope.” The 
rebuke is implicit— Archie will be allowed this one eruption only— 
and the nattering of Kenward’s underlings ceases as he delivers it. The 
room grows uncomfortably silent, a stillness brimming with unspoken 
judgments.

“Thank you for understanding,” Archie says, and policemen begin 
their chatter again.

“I assure you that we are doing all we can to locate your missing 
wife,” Kenward repeats.

My missing wife, Archie thinks to himself. Those three words 
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spoken aloud by a senior police official make the unthinkable very pos-
sible, and he finds himself unable to speak.

Kenward fills the void. “I have a few questions for you, Colonel, of 
an ordinary sort. Might we retire to your study to discuss them?”

Archie suddenly realizes that he does not want to be interrogated 
amid these bobbies, that he craves the privacy of his study if personal 
demons are to be aired. He also recognizes that he needs the brief walk 
to gather himself and his answers.

With a nod, Archie pivots and leads Kenward back into his study. 
Suddenly uncomfortable having the lawman so close to the hearth— he 
can’t risk the constable ferreting out a wayward scrap of the singed letter 
amid the ashes— he directs him to the chair farthest from the fireplace. 
Then Archie selects a chair for himself such that Kenward must face 
away from the flames.

Pulling out a leather- bound notebook and a fountain pen from the 
inner pocket of his overcoat, the constable begins. “All routine ques-
tions, sir, I assure you. We are trying to establish a timeline. When did 
you last see your wife?”

“On Friday morning, around nine o’clock. Just before I left for 
work.”

The scratch of pen on paper fills the air, and a wave of recollection 
washes over Archie. That distinctive sound belongs to his wife and usu-
ally permeates Styles. It is the sound of his wife’s thoughts.

“Do you recall the exchange you had that morning?” Kenward asks, 
shaking Archie loose from his reverie.

With a start, Archie wonders about the staff. Have the police inter-
viewed them already? He’ll have to be cautious.

Willing himself not to stammer, he answers. “Not with any 
degree of precision. I imagine that we had the usual morning discus-
sion. Schedules, news, little stories about our seven- year- old daughter, 
Rosalind, things like that.”

“Did you discuss your weekend plans?”
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Was the policeman laying a trap? What did he know?
Archie gives a vague response. “I don’t recall exactly. We may have.”
“What were your respective weekend plans, sir?”
“My wife had plans to visit Yorkshire for the weekend. As you know, 

I spent the weekend with my friends Mr. and Mrs. James of Hurtmore 
Cottage. One of your men fetched me from there.”

“Do you and your wife often spend the weekends separately?” 
Kenward asks, keeping his eyes fixed on his journal.

Tread carefully, Archie tells himself. Every question might bring 
him one step closer to a snare.

“When the occasion demands.”
“That doesn’t answer my question, sir.”
“You have my answer, Deputy Chief Constable.” As soon as the 

sharp words leave his mouth, Archie regrets it. He knows that a man 
worried about his wife— desperate to find her— would not lash out at a 
policeman for asking routine questions. He would answer any and every 
question willingly. What must this policeman think of him? Kenward is 
cannier than his rumpled appearance suggests, Archie suspects.

Kenward’s eyes narrow, and his mouth opens, forming a circular 
shape around the words of his next questions. But before those words 
meet air, the study door opens with a thud. A young policeman scurries 
to the officer’s side, whispering in his ear.

The constable leaps to his feet with a surprising spryness. “Excuse 
me for a moment, Colonel. There’s been a development.”

Archie’s stomach flips. What in the name of God have they found 
so soon? He follows the policeman out into the foyer. “What is it? 
What’s happened?”

Kenward calls back to him over his shoulder. “I’ll let you know as 
soon as I’ve had a chance to investigate personally. In the meantime, 
please remain here.”

Archie allows his step to slow, and in the absence of movement, 
panic sets in. He turns around, intending to return to the sanctuary 
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of his study to regain control of himself, but before he reaches it, he 
encounters Charlotte in the hallway. The dark- haired governess and 
secretary, her hair cut in a fashionable but unflattering bob, is carrying 
a tea tray with scraps of an uneaten breakfast undoubtedly belonging to 
his daughter. “Miss Rosalind has been asking after you, sir,” she men-
tions in an apologetic tone.

“Does she know anything about the situation?”
“No, sir. Although even a child can see that’s something’s wrong, 

what with the police crawling about the house.”
“Let’s keep it that way for now, Charlotte. I’ll visit her in the nurs-

ery presently.”
Charlotte’s voice, usually brisk and efficient, catches. “Did— did 

you see the letter, sir?”
“What letter?” Archie feigns an air of innocence, all the while pray-

ing he misunderstood the servant. That she meant a different letter 
than the one from his wife.

“The one from the mistress on the foyer table. I saw it there yester-
day evening when I returned from London but left it for you.”

“Oh yes, that one,” he says, as if he’s just remembered. Feigning 
casualness, he asks, “You didn’t mention that letter to the police, did 
you? It didn’t have anything to do with”— he gestures around the 
house— “all this.”

“N- no,” she answers.
Without thinking, he reaches for her arm, squeezing it a little tighter 

than planned. “Good.” Charlotte gives a quiet yelp, and he releases her 
arm. “I’m sorry. I’m just so worried,” he says.

“Of course you are, sir.” She absolves him, rubbing her arm a bit. 
“Honestly, now that I think about it, I can’t quite remember if I men-
tioned it or not. The morning’s been quite the blur, what with the police 
to contend with and Miss Rosalind missing her mum today. Should I 
be keeping the letter private?”

While he does not want to leave Charlotte with a wrong impression, 
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one she might inadvertently convey to others, he cannot risk her disclo-
sure. He could only guess at what the police would glean from a letter 
left by a missing wife for her husband and then subsequently burned by 
that husband. Only one conclusion seems likely.

But how best to broach this topic with Charlotte to get the desired 
result? If he insists on her silence, would she take that demand to the 
police? He could only imagine the repercussions of that. Perhaps the 
demand could be framed as a request? A choice?

“I don’t want to tell you what to do on this score, Charlotte, but I 
do think it would be best to allow the constable to focus on the more 
important matter of locating the mistress, don’t you?”

Charlotte glances down at the tea tray she’s still carrying and con-
curs without enthusiasm. “As you like, sir.”

He could almost weep with relief but instead keeps his face placid. 
“Good girl. Anyway, the letter concerns a private matter between my 
wife and myself that predates the events of yesterday. As such, it can 
shed no light on her whereabouts.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE MANUSCRIPT

November 19, 1912
Ashfield, Torquay, England

You can run off into the garden now, Jack,” Madge 
announced as we finished tea. I found it hard to believe that 

Madge’s son, James, who everyone referred to as Jack, was no longer a 
little boy but a growing lad of nine. As soon as Jack received his release 
from the prison of Ashfield’s tea table, he leapt up and ran for the out-
doors, undoubtedly hoping to get the last hour of daylight before he 
was incarcerated within the house’s walls again.

“Am I to be excused as well?” Madge’s good- natured husband 
Jimmy asked.

“You know me all too well, darling,” Madge said with a smile. “How 
did you know that we girls would like to have a feminine chat?”

“I do know you a bit after all these years, my dear. Plus, I do have a 
sister, who’s usually in league with you and Agatha in these little talks,” 
Jimmy answered with a reference to his sister, Nan Watts, as he trailed 
out of the room. He nibbled on a final scone in hand, getting crumbs in 
his reddish mustache. “Don’t forget we’ve got to head out in an hour,” 
he called over his shoulder when he reached the hallway.

I glanced over at my self- assured sister, her chestnut hair curled 
expertly around her ear, a triple strand of pearls draped around her neck 
and bosom, a crimson cashmere cardigan draped over her shoulders and 
her floral silk dress. Her face was not classically pretty, but the manner 
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in which she carried herself drew people to her almost magnetically. I 
tried to meet her gaze— to assess why she wanted to have this private 
chat— but she was staring at Mummy, who nodded in response. What 
were they planning, and was this “chat” the reason for their unexpected 
visit to Ashfield? I suddenly felt quite caged.

“Mummy tells me you have a new beau,” Madge said as she pulled a 
cigarette from her silver monogrammed case. I thought she looked the 
picture of sophistication as she tapped it on the table, lit a match, and 
then took a long drag, but I knew Mummy disapproved. She found this 
new smoking fad to be extremely unladylike. “Even though you’re still 
engaged to Reggie Lucy.”

Our family had known the Lucys for ages, and Reggie and I were 
kindred spirits, having been raised in the same lovely, lazy Devon life-
style. He hadn’t much money either, but he had solid enough prospects 
as a major in the Gunners. Before he left for a two- year stint in Hong 
Kong, the beautifully shy young man, with lovely dark eyes and hair, 
quietly proposed, not a formal engagement, mind, but a loose sort of 
understanding between our families. But the evening of his departure, 
he told me to see other people— other boys— at dances and parties 
before we settled down. I had taken Reggie at his word and went about 
my normal social activities, including formal balls where dancing was de 
rigueur. I hadn’t felt a lick of guilt until Archie appeared and everything 
seemed to shift.

My cheeks burned hot. I admired Madge and sought her approval, 
so I found it especially loathsome when she treated me like a child. 
Or worse, when beloved Mummy sided with her against me. In such 
moments, I felt the eleven- year age difference between Madge and I 
like a chasm. Thank God Monty was such an absentee sibling, or it 
might have been three against one.

My spine stiffened, and my shoulders went rigid. “I don’t know 
what you’re talking about, Madge. Reggie didn’t want me to stay at 
home moping. He specifically instructed me to go out to socialize and 
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even see other chaps. After all, he is going to be in Hong Kong for two 
years.” My voice sounded strident and defensive, which I hated.

“I don’t think he meant seeing other fellows exclusively, Agatha. 
The way I understand you are seeing this Lieutenant Christie.” She 
shot Mummy an indiscernible look. They’d obviously been discussing 
me and Archie behind my back. I’d sensed for some time that Mummy 
didn’t care for Archie— although I couldn’t see that he’d given her any 
particular reason to dislike him other than the fact that he wasn’t Reggie 
Lucy— but this confirmed it. I guessed that Mummy put Madge up to 
this conversation.

“It’s hardly as if Lieutenant Christie and I have an understanding 
between us, Madge. He’s simply become part of my set, that’s all.”

Even as I said the words, I knew they weren’t true. Over the past 
several weeks, Lieutenant Christie had taken me at my word to visit 
as often as he could. He came frequently and sometimes unexpectedly 
to Torquay, no longer pretending that an official errand brought him 
to Ashfield as he had on that first visit. In fact, he’d confessed to the 
embarrassment he suffered in prying my address out of Arthur Griffiths. 
Despite his many visits, he remained mostly a stranger to me, but I found 
his differentness— his intensity and determination— strangely intriguing.

“As your fellow, it seems. At your invitation. It’s not as if he’s bosom 
chums with the others.” Madge’s voice rose, and then my voice rose 
accordingly. Perhaps because I knew Madge was right.

“You don’t know what you are talking about, Madge. He is not my 
beau,” I yelled.

“So you keep saying, even though the evidence suggests otherwise.” 
She paused, then launched into an assault from a different angle. “We 
don’t know his people, Agatha. Not like we know the Lucys. And if 
you plan on moving forward with this relationship, you best know that 
you marry not only a man but his entire clan. I should know,” she said 
with a dramatic sigh. Her complaints about her in- laws were the stuff 
of legend.
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We stood from our tea table chairs and faced each other.
“Girls,” Mummy called out. “That is enough.” This conversation 

was escalating into a full- scale argument, and no matter Mummy’s feel-
ings toward Archie, she simply couldn’t tolerate that level of division 
between her daughters.

Madge and I settled back into our seats, and she reached for another 
cigarette. Mummy busied herself with her embroidery as if nothing 
untoward had just occurred. Madge spoke first. “I hear you’ve been put-
ting my old Empire typewriter to good use in your spare time.”

It seemed that Mummy spared no details in describing my life to 
Madge. Was there no privacy from my older, bossy sister? I’d hesitated 
using the typewriter at first, as Madge had created her award- winning 
essays for Vanity Fair on the device and thought she might still claim it. 
Mummy assured me otherwise.

“Among other things,” I answered, still smarting from her sermon 
about Archie and Reggie.

“Been doing any reading?” she asked, sensing my coldness and 
trying to warm me with a familiar, shared topic.

Madge and I were great readers, and in fact, she had initiated me 
into the world of detective novels. On cold winter evenings at Ashfield, 
when I was about seven or eight years old, she began the ritual of read-
ing aloud to me before my bedtime from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s 
stories. This practice continued until she became Mrs. James Watts, 
when I took up the reins myself. The book that lassoed me to the genre 
was The Leavenworth Case, written by Anna Katharine Green a full 
ten years before Sir Arthur Conan Doyle published his first Sherlock 
Holmes. A true conundrum, the book focused on a wealthy merchant 
who was murdered in his mansion on Fifth Avenue in New York City 
in a locked room by a pistol that was locked in another room altogether 
during the time of the murder.

“Yes,” I answered, my tone still chilly. “I just finished the new book 
by Gaston Leroux, The Mystery of the Yellow Room.”
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Her eyes brightened, and she moved forward in her chair, closer to 
me. “I did too. I thought it was quite good. What did you think?”

Our disagreement forgotten, we launched into an animated dis-
cussion of the book’s merits and flaws. I marveled at the complicated 
crime in which the perpetrator apparently escaped from a locked room, 
and Madge adored the addition of the floor plans that illustrated the 
crime scene. But while we both enjoyed the intellectual puzzle the book 
provided to its readers, we agreed that it was no Sherlock Holmes, who 
remained our favorite.

“I’d like to try writing a detective story with your old Empire type-
writer.” I spoke aloud the thought that had been running through my 
mind for some time.

Eyebrows raised, Madge assumed her typical expression and 
exhaled a long stream of smoke. She finally said, “I don’t think you can 
do it, Agatha. They are very difficult to master. I’ve even thought about 
taking a stab at one myself, but it’s too tricky.”

Implicit in her statement was, of course, that if she couldn’t manage 
a detective novel, there was no possible way that her baby sister could 
do so. I wasn’t going to let her dictate my actions— not with Archie and 
not with writing.

“Nevertheless, I should like to try.” I stood firm.
“You are capable of undertaking whatever you set your mind to, 

Agatha,” Mummy chimed in offhandedly as she stitched away. It was 
a familiar refrain, but the frequency of its repetition didn’t diminish 
Mummy’s intent.

“Well, I’ll bet you couldn’t do it properly,” Madge scoffed and 
then permitted herself a deep laugh. “I mean, how could you write an 
unsolvable mystery, the very core of a detective novel? You are positively 
transparent.”

Oh, I couldn’t write a detective story, could I? I thought to myself. I 
seethed at Madge’s patronizing words and condescension, but I also 
took them as a challenge. While Madge hadn’t technically laid down 
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a bet— according to Miller family betting rules, terms must be set— I 
took it as a firm wager regardless. In that moment, Madge ignited a 
spark in me, and I vowed to keep it alive until I could fan it into a flame. 
The bet was on.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

DAY ONE AFTER  
THE DISAPPEARANCE

Saturday, December 4, 1926
Styles, Sunningdale, England

A rchie closes the door of his study behind him. Leaning 
against its sturdy, four- panel door, he inhales slowly and deeply in 

an effort to moderate his breathing. He must remain calm. He cannot 
allow his nerves and latent anger to seep through his exterior of concern.

A soft knock interrupts his efforts. It doesn’t bear the authoritative 
rap of a policeman, but still, who else could it be? He smooths his hair 
and his suit jacket and pulls opens the notoriously creaky door.

He stares out into the hallway, ready to receive whichever police-
man wants to pummel him with more questions. But the hallway is 
empty. At least so he thinks until Charlotte comes into view.

“Sorry, sir, she insisted,” she apologizes, wrapping her arm around 
her small charge and proffering her to him.

It’s little Rosalind. Archie glances down at his seven- year- old 
daughter. Beneath her heavy dark bangs, her bright- blue eyes, so like 
his own, stare up at him.

Incomprehensible to him now was his previously held sentiment 
that he did not want a child. When Agatha became pregnant, he had 
no suitable employment and did not want to share his wife’s affections 
with a baby. But when Rosalind came into the world and he saw him-
self in his daughter’s face and stolid temperament, he could not imagine 
a world without her.
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He escorts his daughter into his study, leaving Charlotte in the 
hallway, and closes the door behind them. Rosalind settles into the 
armchair near the fireplace, her feet dangling above the oak floor and 
crimson- hued Turkish rug. She appears tiny and vulnerable, and a typ-
ical child of seven years of age would cry in this situation, but not his 
daughter. Instead, she faces the turmoil outside the study door with 
placid curiosity, and he loves her all the more for it.

Archie takes the armchair across from her, and for a moment, he 
relives his interview with the police officer. Shaking off the lingering 
despair from that exchange, he turns to his dark- haired daughter, her 
usually pale cheeks flushed with color, whether from the warmth of the 
fire or the trouble brewing in Styles, he couldn’t say for certain.

“You wanted to talk, Rosalind?” he asks.
“Yes, Papa,” she answers in an even voice.
“Do you have a question?”
“Yes.” Her brow furrows, and suddenly she looks much older than 

seven. “The house is full of policemen, and I’m wondering what’s 
happening.”

“Has Charlotte said anything to you about it?” he asks, trying to 
keep his tone as even as hers. Although he’d cautioned the secretary and 
governess to keep Rosalind in the dark, he knows the child is perceptive 
and has likely made her own assessment, perhaps even made insistent 
inquiries of Charlotte. Still, he doesn’t want to contradict outright any 
account Charlotte has offered.

“No, not a word. And, Papa, I’ve asked.”
If the situation weren’t so dire, he’d chuckle at the thought of his 

persistent daughter.
“Well, Rosalind, the police are here to help with your mother,” he 

answers with the most benign response he can fashion.
Her eyebrows raise quizzically as she processes this unusual, rather 

vague explanation. “To help with Mama?”
“Yes, my dear.”

MysteryofMrsChristie_INT.indd   40MysteryofMrsChristie_INT.indd   40 2/21/20   9:08 AM2/21/20   9:08 AM



THE MYSTERY OF MRS.  CHRISTIE 41

“Is she ill?”
“No. Not that we know, anyway.”
Rosalind’s nose scrunches up as she contemplates another possi-

bility. “Well then, is she in some sort of trouble? Is that why the police 
are here?”

“No, not at all. They are looking for your mother.”
“Why on earth would the police do that? Has she gone missing?” 

The smallest hint of worry surfaces in her tone, and Archie wants to 
make sure the escalation stops at this level.

How to phrase this without causing alarm? Archie settles on a 
harmless description that adheres somewhat to the facts. “It seems as 
though Mama decided not to go to Yorkshire this weekend, where she 
was expected. And while I’m certain she simply changed her plans at the 
last moment and forgot to tell us, the police want to make sure. They 
are very thorough fellows. Undoubtedly, she’s traipsed off somewhere 
to do her writing. As she has done frequently in the past.”

“Ah,” she says, the furrow in her brow softening. This was an expla-
nation that made sense. Agatha had felt the compulsion to escape Styles 
to write before, leaving Rosalind in Charlotte’s excellent care and, to a 
lesser extent, his. “That’s all?”

“That’s all, Rosalind,” he answers with a nod.
“Good,” she pronounces, a satisfied set to her features. As she rises, 

smoothing the folds of the pressed navy pinafore in which Charlotte 
had thoughtfully dressed her, Archie feels an almost physical pang of 
emotion, reminding him that he will never, ever let his child go.
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CHAPTER NINE

THE MANUSCRIPT

December 31, 1912
Ashfield, Torquay, England

Must this Lieutenant Christie accompany you and your 
friends tonight?” Mummy asked as I took my leave. “After all, 

New Year’s Eve is for close friends and family, not for new acquain-
tances. If ”— she paused— “he is in fact only a new social acquaintance, 
as you’ve maintained.”

Was Mummy testing me? As I’d suspected from my conversation 
with Madge, Mummy wasn’t keen on this burgeoning connection, and 
our November discussion had opened the floodgates. At first, I chalked 
it up to the fact that “the young man” or “this Lieutenant Christie,” 
as she called him, was nearly as impoverished as myself. But then she 
began making barbs about his callow nature, his underdeveloped sensi-
tivity, and his overly handsome face; I couldn’t understand the source of 
these remarks, aside from his obvious attractiveness, of course. I knew 
she wanted me to stay the course with the gentle, kind Reggie, whom 
she believed would made me very happy indeed, but did that desire 
really justify the negative remarks?

“Mummy, he’s already been invited. In fact, he’ll be meeting us 
at the ballroom. It’s far too late for any changes in plans,” I said as I 
slipped into my coat.

“He didn’t even have the courtesy of fetching you for the party,” 
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she tsked, her voice quiet but audible enough for me to hear her disap-
pointment. “It’s hardly gentlemanly behavior.”

“Mummy, the party is much closer to his barracks than to Ashfield. 
He wanted to come and get me, but I insisted that I meet him there,” 
I said, apologizing for him. No matter what happened in the future, I 
didn’t want her disliking Archie any more than she already did. And 
nothing had more significance to Mummy than a man acting like a 
gentleman and a woman acting her part as a lady in turn.

As we exchanged embraces and farewells, wishing each other an 
early happy new year, I thought about how different Madge and I were. 
Unlike my sister, who’d been very strategic in her marriage, I intended 
to marry for love, and I wasn’t certain that I loved Reggie. My clever 
older sister, with her claim to authorship fame and her strong, cap-
tivating manner, had an abundance of suitors when it came time for 
her to choose. She had selected the reserved James Watts, who was, 
unsurprisingly, wealthier than all her other beaus as well as the heir to 
Abney Hall. While I sensed she admired and rather liked Jimmy, who 
was a fine fellow and quite kind to me, I often wondered if she felt 
the deep grip of passionate love for him, which I believed necessary 
for marriage. It was that sort of love I was determined to find. I had 
noticed that since I met Archie, I’d been putting Reggie’s letters away 
in a drawer, always intending to read them at a less busy time but never 
retrieving them, instead of racing to my bedroom to read them alone as 
I had before. This behavior didn’t seem a hallmark of love. By contrast, 
I found myself thinking about Archie almost constantly, and I had been 
daydreaming about ringing in the new year with him for weeks.

The grandfather clock on the far side of the ballroom showed fif-
teen minutes to midnight. We should have been ebullient, getting ready 
to cheer in the first chimes of 1913 at the New Year Ball. Instead, while 
my friends did the one- step to “Scott Joplin’s New Rag” on the dance 
floor, Archie and I sat silently on a bench.

I was frustrated. Sullen since the evening began, Archie had 
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become almost morose as the clock ticked closer to midnight. 
Whenever I ventured a topic of conversation, even something as wel-
coming to him as sport, his responses were random, as if I’d asked 
him an entirely different question. Even when Nan ventured a dis-
cussion with Archie, he answered in monosyllables. In the two and 
a half months that I’d known him, I’d become accustomed to his 
occasional bouts of quiet introspection, but this behavior was entirely 
new. Had I done something wrong? Was he not the man I’d believed 
him to be?

“That Whistling Rag” started to play. When Archie didn’t invite 
me to dance, I took the bold liberty of asking, “Shall we?”

“I don’t think so,” he answered without even meeting my eye.
I had reached the limit of my patience. “Whatever is wrong, Archie? 

You have not been yourself tonight.” Mummy would be humiliated by 
my whining tone, as it went quite against her admonitions to remain 
constant and cheerful in the company of a gentleman.

His eyes registered surprise at my unladylike outburst, but he 
answered calmly enough. “I got my orders from the Royal Flying Corps 
today.”

I was confused. Why wouldn’t this news have made him elated? 
He’d been waiting to become a member of the flying corps for months.

When I did not respond, he said, “I have to leave for Salisbury Plain 
in two days’ time.”

I finally understood; his departure was looming rather faster than 
he’d hoped. Was his sadness at his separation from me? My heart flut-
tered at the thought of making someone pine.

“I’ll be sorry to see you go, Archie,” I said.
“Will you?” He met my eyes for the first time that evening, search-

ing for something inside them. My statement had sparked him into life, 
it seemed.

“Of course. I’ve enjoyed our time together these past few months,” 
I answered, feeling my cheeks burn. This was rather an understatement, 
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but as Mummy had instructed me, a girl could only say so much with-
out going too far.

He took my hands in his and blurted out, “You’ve got to marry me, 
Agatha. You simply must.”

My mouth dropped open in shock. Admittedly, I felt something for 
Archie— something almost indescribable— that I hadn’t felt for Reggie 
or Wilfred Pirie or Bolton Fletcher, other serious suitors before Reggie 
who were, of course, family friends. But in my world, monumental deci-
sions were not based upon such short acquaintances but on long family 
history, as Madge had made abundantly clear in our little chat, a senti-
ment with which Mummy clearly agreed.

He continued, his vivid blue eyes staring into mine. “I have known 
since I first saw you at the ball at Chudleigh that I must have you.”

An unfamiliar sensation, almost like longing, surged through me. 
It was time for the truth. But how could I tell him about Reggie now? 
I’d been musing over the topic for several weeks as our visits grew more 
frequent and very nearly had crossed the breach, only to lose my cour-
age at the last second. I worried that if he knew about Reggie, Archie 
would accuse me of stringing him along when there was no future in 
our relationship. But that simply wasn’t the case. Reggie had given me 
leave to see other fellows, although he couldn’t have foreseen the arrival 
of someone like Archie. Nor could I.

“Oh, Archie, that’s simply impossible. You see…” I inhaled deeply, 
then took the plunge. “You see, I’m engaged to someone else.”

I explained about Reggie and our families and our loose engage-
ment, assuming that Archie would be furious. Or at the very least 
hurt. Instead, he waved his hand dismissively. “You will just have to 
break it off. After all, you didn’t know what would happen between 
us when you agreed to the engagement. If that’s even what you can 
call it.”

“I couldn’t possibly do that.” An image of Reggie’s kind face along-
side his equally benevolent sisters flashed through my mind, and I felt 
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sick. I would be disappointing not only Reggie but the network of 
Torquay families to which we belonged. Not to mention Mummy.

“Of course you can. If I had been engaged to someone when I met 
you, I would have broken it off immediately,” he said flippantly.

“I can’t. Our families are old, dear friends. The Lucys are lovely 
people— ”

“No.” He cut off my excuses, and I realized he’d never belonged to 
a community— maybe not even to a family— the way that I did. But 
then he drew me close, and all thoughts of anything but him vanished. 
“If you truly loved this Reggie, wouldn’t you have married him straight-
away? The way that I want to marry you.”

Breathless from my proximity to him and my heart pounding in my 
chest, I gave him the explanation we gave everyone else. “We thought 
it best to wait until he returned, when our situations would be more 
stable.”

“I wouldn’t have waited, Agatha. I feel too strongly to wait for you.” 
His voice sounded thick with longing. To be wanted so desperately 
made me want him even more. Was this that passionate love for which 
I’d been waiting? Was this the surge of desire I’d only read about in 
books?

Archie’s words struck a chord in me. Had I ever had these feel-
ings for Reggie? I recalled one spring evening when he and I broke 
away from the group to stroll on the lawn after a large dinner party of 
neighborhood friends. We’d been chatting about the boats being read-
ied for the upcoming sailing regatta— nothing really, just the stuff of 
usual Torquay life— when a shiver overtook me, even though the night 
wasn’t particularly cold. Without missing a step or a beat in our con-
versation, Reggie removed his jacket and placed it upon my shoulders 
with a touch surprisingly gentle for his large hands. For a long moment. 
our gazes met, and I experienced a sensation of complete comfort, as if I 
knew I’d be safe and well cared for in his arms. But I felt nothing more.

In truth, I had known for some time that I didn’t care for Reggie 
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with the proper emotion a wife should have for her husband. Instead, 
I felt a contentment and peacefulness with Reggie that one feels with 
another very like oneself. It was almost as if, together, Reggie and I were 
too alike, too right, and honestly, too boring. I felt none of the things 
with Reggie that I felt with Archie. Archie felt like the one. He must be 
my Fate. The one we girls were meant to be waiting for.

I laughed. “You’re mad.”
He smiled for the first time that evening. “I am mad. For you.”
Even though it went against ballroom protocol, he pulled me even 

closer to him. I could feel his warm breath on my cheek and on my lips 
as he asked, “Agatha Miller, will you marry me? Right away?”

Without warning, Madge’s cautionary face flashed into my mind 
alongside Reggie’s kindly smile, but I dismissed it. Then, in spite of 
Madge’s admonition— or perhaps because of it— I answered him from 
the core of my longing and my feelings.

“Yes, Archibald Christie. I will marry you.”
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CHAPTER TEN

DAY ONE AFTER  
THE DISAPPEARANCE

Saturday, December 4, 1926
Styles, Sunningdale, England

What the devil is that noise? Archie wonders. It’s one 
thing to have the constant murmur of policemen and the slam 

of doors as they trudge in and out of the house, but this booming voice, 
tinged with authority, echoing through the hallways of Styles is an 
entirely different matter. He covers his ears with his hands, and yet the 
voice worms its way down the corridor to his study, where a constant 
stream of policemen have been overwhelming him with questions all 
day. It’s too much. He can’t think.

Even though Archie knows his decision carries some risk, he 
must shush this unnerving voice. He’s the distressed husband of a 
missing wife, isn’t he? Doesn’t that warrant a bit of peace? he nearly 
says aloud and then catches himself. He rises, thinking that he’ll 
approach whoever is speaking so bloody loudly to request a modicum 
of quiet, when the door to his study opens without the courtesy of a 
knock.

It is Detective Chief Constable Kenward, and Archie realizes that 
it is the detective’s voice he heard reverberating down the hallways of 
Styles. This knowledge silences Archie’s ability to complain; he must 
suffer the noise.

“I know you were barraged with questions earlier, but I have a 
few more if you can tolerate it?” Kenward asks, though it’s not really a 
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question. He pulls out a small tablet and a pencil from his voluminous 
trench coat.

“Anything if it will help find my wife,” Archie says but does not 
mean.

The men settle into the armchairs facing one another across the 
hearth, and Kenward asks, “Do you mind running through the details 
of yesterday morning again, Mr. Christie?”

This again, Archie thinks but doesn’t dare say. Instead, he says, “Of 
course. Happy to do so. As I told you and the other policemen before, I 
awoke, readied for work, and had my breakfast, all at the usual time— ”

“What would that be, sir?”
“Nine o’clock in the morning.”
“You are certain?”
“Oh yes, I always follow the same routine each morning at the same 

time.”
“Man of habit, are you?”
“Oh yes,” Archie answers, squaring his shoulders. He’s quite proud 

of the regularity of his schedule, but then he stops short, wondering 
whether this is the correct response. Might his orderly ways have some 
downside in the deputy chief constable’s view?

“After you engaged in your usual morning routine, did you see Mrs. 
Christie?”

“Yes, she came down to breakfast right as I was finishing up.”
“What did you two discuss?” he asks, scribbling notes on his pad.
Kenward’s lack of eye contact makes it easier for Archie to answer 

with the pat response he’s been giving all day. “The usual morning chat-
ter about work, schedules, and our daughter, Rosalind.”

“Did you see your wife after this usual morning chatter?”
Did he hear skepticism in Kenward’s voice when he repeated the 

phrase “usual morning chatter,” Archie wonders. Or had he imagined it?
“No, I did not see her after I left for work that day,” Archie answers.
“You had no contact with her throughout that day.”
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“No.”
“Do you have any sense of her whereabouts during the day?”
“No.”
“But you talked about schedules in the morning, didn’t you say that?”
“Just schedules in general.”
“Did that general conversation include upcoming plans for the 

weekend?”
“I suppose, in part.” Archie tries to adopt an offhand air.
“Remind me. What were your respective weekend plans, Mr. 

Christie?”
“My wife was planning on going to Beverly in Yorkshire. And I had 

committed to stay with the Jameses at Hurtmore Cottage, closer by. As 
you know.” This is old ground, he thinks. He’d even gone over this with 
Kenward before, not to mention the other officers. There must be some 
other purpose, some trap being laid.

“Did you often spend your weekends apart?”
“When the occasion demanded,” Archie answers with a deliber-

ately vague response. He knows that it isn’t commonly done for couples 
to make separate weekend plans.

“And the occasion demanded here?”
“Yes.”
“Was that because your wife was not invited to the Jameses’?” 

Kenward asks, his voice all innocence and his gaze averted. This is what 
Kenward has been building toward, Archie thinks, and the rage begins 
to mount within him. It is no bloody business of the police who the 
Jameses invite to their home.

With this sudden understanding, Archie scrambles to recover, trying 
hard to keep the anger from his voice, trying to make it seem perfectly 
plausible and normal that his wife wouldn’t be included at the Jameses’. 
“Of course she was invited. But the Jameses are golfing friends, and my 
wife didn’t— doesn’t— golf. So when she had the opportunity to go to 
Yorkshire, she chose that instead.”
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“It wasn’t the other way around, sir?”
What in the devil has this man heard? And from whom? Treading 

cautiously, Archie says, “I don’t quite catch your meaning, Deputy Chief 
Constable Kenward.” He is irritated at having to say “deputy chief con-
stable” each time he refers to the policeman. Why doesn’t Kenward 
offer a shortened form of his title?

“I mean, weren’t you invited to Yorkshire with your wife but chose 
Hurtmore Cottage instead?”

Archie freezes. To whom has Kenward been speaking? Where 
in the bloody hell is he hearing things? “I don’t know what you’re on 
about. We made separate plans according to our separate interests this 
particular weekend.” He maintains his position, running through the 
dictates of the letter in his mind and assuring himself that he is follow-
ing its instructions as he answers— while at the same time protecting 
his other interests.

Paper and pencil in hand, Kenward plows forward as though they 
hadn’t just waded through some murky waters. “Who was in attendance 
at the Jameses’ residence at Hurtmore Cottage this weekend?”

“Ah, let’s see, Mr. and Mrs. James, of course,” Archie answers, 
hoping to leave it at that.

“Of course. Anyone else?” Kenward asks, although Archie suspects 
that he already knows the answer.

“A Miss Neele.” At the mention of Nancy’s name, Kenward arches 
his eyebrow. Panic takes hold of Archie, and he blurts out, “She was to 
serve as the fourth.”

Kenward’s expression changes from curious to confused. “The 
fourth?”

“For our golf foursome. It was a golfing weekend. We needed four 
to play.”

“Ah. Miss Neele was a friend of Mrs. James, I take it?”
Archie seizes the opportunity Kenward inadvertently provides with 

his question. “Yes, yes indeed. She is a friend of Mrs. James. They used 
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to work together in the city from what I understand. Thick as thieves 
then and now.”

Opening his mouth as he forms another inquiry, Kenward clamps 
it shut when a policeman barges into his study. Anger surges within 
Archie at this second unbidden entry into his sanctum, but before he 
can protest, the policeman leans down to whisper into Kenward’s ear.

Turning his attention back to Archie, Kenward says, “Remember 
when you offered to help with anything if it will help find your wife?”

“Of course,” Archie answers irritably. “That was only moments ago.”
“Well, sir, it looks like you might just get your chance to do 

anything.”
“What do you mean?”
“An abandoned car of your wife’s make— a Morris Cowley— has 

been discovered near Newlands Corner. We will need your help.”
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