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TO CRAIG AND SILAS, WHO LOVE HERCULE POIROT AS MUCH AS I DO.
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Introduction

Called the “Mother of the Cozy Mystery,” “Queen of Crime,” and “Duchess of Death,” Agatha Christie is beloved for her clever whodunits set in picturesque country villages. Among the most prolific of crime writers, she published sixty-six detective novels and fourteen collections of detective stories in her lifetime. But you may be surprised to learn there is more to Christie than her slick plot twists and quaint settings.

In Pocket Portraits: Agatha Christie, you’ll explore the life (and mysteries) of this famed writer. Drawing on firsthand accounts in her autobiography, biographical and critical writings, and clues sleuthed from her works, this book offers a vivid inside look at everything from her idyllic childhood in Devon, England to the publication of bestsellers like And Then There Were None. Through one hundred biographical vignettes you’ll learn about:


	The start—and end—of her first marriage

	The friendships and rivalries she enjoyed with other writers

	Her eleven-day disappearance and the police manhunt it caused

	Her secret career as a novelist beyond detective fiction and her spectacular run as a playwright

	And more



You’ll also find excerpts from her best murder mysteries, including novels such as The Murder of Roger Ackroyd and Crooked House and plays like The Mousetrap and Black Coffee.

Agatha Christie’s life, like her fiction, abounds in ironies and contradictions. She may have portrayed herself to the public as placid, but underneath was a highly sensitive, adventurous woman, and her seemingly conventional life contains many shocks and surprises. Born at the end of the Victorian era, she would witness, by the time of her death, two world wars, the rising use of espionage, and the end of the British Empire and start of the Cold War. She would go on archaeological expeditions to countries like Iraq and Syria, and when her first husband shockingly announced that he wanted a divorce, she would temporarily disappear without a trace.

As you read through the following vignettes, you’ll tease out the themes of Christie’s inner world and works: adventure, betrayal, deception, and the danger that lies beneath the surface of things. So, turn the page and let’s begin, mon amie, as detective Hercule Poirot would say.
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The Gentleman and Poor Relation

Agatha Christie’s father, Frederick Alvah Miller, was born in New York City on Halloween, in 1846. His own father, Nathaniel Frary Miller, was a self-made American businessman who left Frederick a hefty fortune when he moved to England in the 1860s to remarry. Frederick, whom Agatha would later describe as a “lazy but very agreeable man,” did not take over the family business. Instead, he spent his days in New York City as a gentleman about town, enjoying leisurely pursuits like Broadway shows, horse races in Saratoga Springs, and gentlemen clubs.

Born in Dublin in 1854, Agatha’s mother, Clarissa (“Clara”), was Fredrick’s cousin by marriage. After her father died in a horse-riding accident in 1863, nine-year-old Clara was sent to live with her English aunt, Frederick’s stepmother, Margaret Miller, in London. By all accounts, Clara felt hurt and rejected. She grew quiet, losing confidence. As Agatha later wrote, Clara lacked Frederick’s sureness and sociability and was “shy and miserably diffident about herself.” When Clara was ten, Frederick visited London and complimented her eyes. According to Agatha, Clara never looked at another man again. Fourteen years later, in April 1878, the couple married and moved to the seaside resort of Torquay, in Devon, England.

Frederick spent his days in Torquay playing cricket, eating five-course meals, and buying home accessories. A compulsive shopper, Christie biographer Lucy Worsley notes, he had to extend the family house twice to make room for his purchases. Clara, a natural at domestic matters despite her shyness, made a comfortable home and managed the household. Wildly imaginative according to Agatha, Clara also wrote poetry and fiction in her spare time. She would become Agatha’s first literary role model.

Agatha would remember Frederick and Clara as “two people who loved each other dearly” and gave her “a very happy childhood,” though troubles lurked in the Miller home…


THE MORE YOU KNOW

Frederick grew up during New York City’s “Gilded Age.” Coined by Mark Twain in 1873, this term refers to the huge economic growth in America, especially New York City, between 1865 and 1900 and the concentration of wealth among those like John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie. The Gilded Age was also a time of spectacular material excess. (You can learn more about this period by reading Twain’s novel, The Gilded Age: A Tale of Today (1873), or the fiction of Edith Wharton, or by watching Julian Fellowes’s TV series The Gilded Age.)
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Bloody Lady Agatha

Agatha was a surprise addition to the Miller family, an “afterthought,” as she would describe herself. Born on September 15, 1890, she was a child of the Victorian fin de siècle (or “end of the century”). Her siblings, Margaret (“Madge”), born in 1879, and Louis (“Monty”), born in 1880, were eleven and ten, respectively.

Photographed with large hazel eyes and massive golden hair, Agatha was a happy child. Her autobiography, written between 1950 and 1965, recounts how much she relished the pleasures of home: piano lessons; swims in the cove; and afternoon teas of cakes and cream. Yet beneath the sunshine, a dark imagination lurked. At age five, she began having nightmares of someone she called the “Gunman,” a uniformed Frenchman who carried a musket. Later in her youth, the Gunman would appear in her dreams to be a friend or family member, then suddenly turn into a stranger. “The dream would be quite ordinary…. Then suddenly a horrid feeling of uneasiness would come…. Sometimes… I would look across at a friend, or a member of the family, and I would suddenly realise that it was not Dorothy… or whoever it might be. The pale blue eyes in the familiar face met mine—under the familiar appearance. It was really the Gunman.”

Her imagination developed quickly, enriched by her mother, Clara, and older sister, Madge. Clara invented bedtime stories for Agatha, almost never telling the same story twice. When home from school, Madge would take her little sister to the theater and regale Agatha with humorous accounts of her friends and activities. Madge also loved performing in and inventing plays, and Agatha would act out roles with her.

At age ten, Agatha wrote her first poem, “The Cowslip.” Around the same time, she invented a story about the noble Lady Madge and bloody Lady Agatha, a Gothic melodrama that involved the inheritance of a castle. It was very short, Agatha would explain, because “both writing and spelling were a pain to me.” When Clara primly suggested she shouldn’t use the word “bloody,” Agatha protested, “But she was bloody. She killed a lot of people.” And so emerged Agatha’s first portrait of a serial killer.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Agatha was born just a year before the first Sherlock Holmes story, “A Scandal in Bohemia,” appeared in The Strand magazine. But when it comes to late-nineteenth-century detective fiction, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wasn’t the only name in town. Plenty of women were writing detective stories too. One was Anna Katharine Green, whose 1878 novel, The Leavenworth Case, launched a detective series featuring Ebenezer Gryce. In the latter novel, Gryce gets help from society spinster Amelia Butterworth.
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Educating Agatha

Progressive for her Victorian upbringing, Clara sent both Monty and Madge off to boarding school. But when Madge came home more studious than Frederick preferred—“We can’t have Madge turned into a bluestocking,” he reportedly said—Clara decided that her younger daughter would be educated at home. (In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, an intellectually minded woman was called a “bluestocking.”) What’s more, Agatha wouldn’t be taught to read until she was eight, as Clara believed this delay was better for the development of the eyes and brain.

Things didn’t go according to Clara’s plan. On walks, Agatha would ask her nurse (“Nursie,” as Agatha called her) what the words written over shops and on billboards were. At home, she’d study the pages of the books she liked best—until one day, when Agatha was four, Nursie said to Clara, “I’m afraid, Ma’am, Miss Agatha can read.”

Clara got her way on the homeschooling front, however. Frederick started teaching his daughter to write at age five. He also taught Agatha mathematics each morning, while Clara schooled her in history, or rather those parts of history Clara found interesting. Madge, when home from school, supplemented Frederick’s lessons in writing. She tried to teach her younger sister French as well, but Agatha found her such a bad teacher, she hid the manual. Monty and Frederick helped Agatha with mandolin and piano lessons.

Much of Agatha’s education also happened alone in a book-lined “schoolroom” at the top of the Miller house. A solitary and curious girl, as biographers would describe her, Agatha devoured Jane Eyre, Robinson Crusoe, Little Women, and an assortment of children’s fiction popular in the late nineteenth century.

It was a ragtag education in a house overflowing with books, atlases, and encyclopedias. And as Christie biographer Laura Thompson suggests, it was “probably the making of” Agatha. In interviews, the author would claim she had little education growing up. Such statements were part of an effort to fashion herself as an ordinary woman. Her autobiography, however, reveals that she received a first-rate education at home and during the time she spent in Paris, both at age seven and again as a teenager.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

The 1890s were part of the “Golden Era of Children’s Literature” (spanning the mid-1860s to the mid-1920s). This era saw a boom in the number and quality of children’s books as well as a shift from moralizing, didactic tales to more imaginative ones. Among the era’s best-loved books are The Adventures of Pinocchio (1883), The Jungle Books (1894, 1895), and The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900).
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Nursie and Co.

Situated on a hill above Torquay, the Miller home of Ashfield was a Victorian villa set in a 2-acre garden with a greenhouse, orchid house, and many varieties of trees. Frederick and Clara bought it in 1881. They had planned to move to New York City, but when Clara saw the house, she knew she had to have it. Agatha would recall Ashfield as the single most important place of her life. When it was torn down in the early 1960s, she “cried like a child,” according to Laura Thompson. For the author, it provided a unique combination of security, freedom, and order during her childhood.

While her parents gave Agatha a sense of safety and the freedom to read and explore as she pleased, Ashfield’s servants kept order in the house and in her upbringing. Jane Rowe, the cook, single-handedly produced five-course meals daily (it was Rowe who instilled in Agatha a lifelong passion for Devonshire cream); Susan Lewis, or Nursie, was “the rock of stability” in Agatha’s life, making sure that Agatha was dressed, fed, entertained, and exercised. Jane Ratcliffe and Charlotte Froud, along with a succession of parlormaids, cleaned and tidied the house, and William Callicott tended Ashfield’s gardens.

The servants ensured order, but it was Clara’s spirit—creative, impulsive, rule breaking—that presided over Ashfield. Clara was seen as timid and hesitant in public, but at home, she was described as a force, making most of the domestic decisions. She organized elaborate dinner parties whose guests included Henry James and Rudyard Kipling, and she managed the Ashfield staff with what scholar Rachel Trethewey describes as “a natural authority.” Dressed in colorful floral tunics or flowing indoor coats of black marocain (just like Frederica Rice in Christie’s Peril at End House), she would walk around the house reciting lines from Alfred, Lord Tennyson.

Clara and the four female servants—along with Agatha, Madge, and their grandmothers, Margaret Miller (“Auntie-Grannie”) and Polly Boehmer (“Grannie B”)—formed a matriarchal household. It was the women at Ashfield who ran things, and Christie scholars believe that this strong feminine influence shaped Agatha and inspired the prominence she gives to women, and women’s lives, in her books. (More on that later.)


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

On New Year’s Eve in 1892, William Callicott hanged himself with a rope in a disused stable at Ashfield. His body was discovered by Frederick Miller, who had been out that night touring the gardens. Callicott left no note of explanation. Only two years old at the time of the incident, Agatha would use Callicott’s suicide for a similar scene in her semi-autobiographical novel, Unfinished Portrait.
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The English Riviera

Coined in the nineteenth century to announce its rivalry with France’s popular seaside area, the “English Riviera” refers to the 22-mile stretch of coves, fishing villages, and seaside resorts along South Devon’s coast. It is here that Agatha Christie grew up at Ashfield.

On the Devon coast, Agatha became a strong and athletic swimmer. As a young child, she would remain in the sea much longer than other children. Sometimes she swam alone, supervised by Auntie-Grannie, and often with Madge and Monty when they were home from school. As a young Edwardian woman, Agatha used a “bathing machine” when she went swimming. Bathing machines were roofed and walled carts that carried men and women out to the ocean while they changed into their “bathing costumes,” thereby ensuring privacy and respectability. Agatha described her own costume as an “unaesthetic garment” made of “numerous skirts, flounces, and frills, reaching well down below” the knees.

Distinguished by its cliffs and isolated spots, the Devon coast would serve as the setting for many Christie murders. For example, Burgh Island, accessible at high tide only by an aquatic motor vehicle called a “sea tractor,” is thought to have inspired Christie’s depiction of the remote Soldier Island in And Then There Were None (1939). Spoiler alert: In Evil Under the Sun (1941), Christine Redfern murders actress Arlena Marshall on the isolated Pixy Cove, then swims back to her hotel in record time to establish an alibi. In Towards Zero (1944), tennis pro Nevile Strange swims across ocean waters and scales a cliff to murder his aunt, Lady Tressilian. And in Peril at End House (1932), Poirot and Captain Arthur Hastings vacation in Devon, where they meet a serial murderer.

Visting the English Riviera today, you can find Agatha Christie commemorations everywhere. In Torquay, you can walk the Agatha Christie Mile, featuring the author’s favorite bathing cove; the Torre Abbey Gardens, specializing in poisonous plants; and Greenway, the Georgian-style house on 33 acres that Christie bought in 1938 and used as a family retreat. You can also see a life-sized statue of Christie. Unveiled in the spring of 2025, it depicts Agatha sitting on a bench with her beloved dog, Peter.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Starting in the 1920s, the English Riviera developed into a popular vacation spot as the rage for swimming and sunbathing took hold of England, America, and continental Europe. The narrator of Christie’s Evil Under the Sun comments on this phenomenon in the novel’s opening chapter, explaining, “In 1922 when the great cult of the Seaside for Holidays was finally established and the coast of Devon and Cornwall was no longer thought too hot in the summer…”
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From And Then There Were None, Chapter 4

“Yes,” he said. “It’s pleasant. It’s a good place, I think, to wait.”

“To wait?” said Vera sharply. “What are you waiting for?”

He said gently:

“The end. But I think you know that, don’t you? It’s true, isn’t it? We’re all waiting for the end.”

She said unsteadily:

“What do you mean?”

General Macarthur said gravely:

“None of us are going to leave the island. “That’s the plan.”







Clever Madge

“Witty, very entertaining, quick of repartee, and successful in everything she attempted,” according to Agatha, Margaret “Madge” Frary Miller was Agatha’s older sister and the eldest child of Frederick and Clara. Born on January 9, 1879, in Torquay, Madge was a laughing, boisterous girl who loved pranks and jokes; she was thought by everyone in the Christie family to have inherited her father’s gaiety and humor. Like Agatha, she shared Clara’s creative genius and writerly interests. And while Agatha was the “slow” one in the family, as she describes herself, Madge thought, spoke, and moved like wildfire.

Eleven years separated Madge and Agatha. In fact, Madge was already at the Miss Lawrences’ boarding school in Brighton when Agatha was born. But the two sisters were close, especially in their youth, and little Agatha was, by all accounts, awed by her talented sister. Possessed of an innate gift for acting, Madge loved to invent dramas in which she played colorful characters; as Agatha tells it, one of Madge’s favorite roles as a teenager was the evil “Elder Sister” who suffered from madness and lived in a cave. This Elder Sister was older than Madge but, according to Agatha, “indistinguishable in appearance” except for her voice—a “frightening voice,” as Agatha would describe it, “soft” and “oily.” The Elder Sister would 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? You wouldn’t think that?” Madge was also the one who introduced Agatha to Sherlock Holmes by reading stories like “The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle” and “The Five Orange Pips” aloud to her.

An ambitious and gifted student, Madge excelled in her coursework at the Miss Lawrences’ School. At fourteen or fifteen, she went to finishing school in Paris, returning in “a gay little straw hat and a white veil with black spots on it;” to Agatha, she appeared as “an entirely new person.” In January 1896, when she was seventeen and Agatha five, Madge made a spectacular debut into society at the Waldorf Hotel in New York City, accompanied by her father, Frederick, and greeted by none other than well-known socialite Caroline Astor.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

In her autobiography, Agatha mentions that Madge published several stories in Vanity Fair before Madge got married. She didn’t write professionally again until 1924 when, at age forty-five, she wrote a play called The Claimant, which caught the eye of a high-profile producer. The Claimant ran for several weeks in the West End of London with moderate success.
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“He’ll Never Get Anywhere”

“A source of trouble and worry” to the Millers is how Agatha would describe her brother, Louis Montant (“Monty”) Miller. The only son of Frederick and Clara, Monty was born on June 23, 1880, in New Jersey, where his parents were briefly visiting relatives.

By all accounts, Monty was a lively and naughty child. When walking down a street with Madge, for example, six-year-old Monty would push her into a sweetshop, order “three pennyworth” of candy, and then dare her not to pay. He teased Agatha by calling her a “scrawny chicken,” which made her “burst into tears,” as she recalled. Good with his hands, Monty kept a workshop at Ashfield as a teenager and owned a small dinghy. One day he took Agatha out on the boat. The sea was choppy, and she threw up three times, returning to Ashfield green in the face. According to Agatha, he landed her in “high disgust,” remarking that “women were all the same.”

But Monty was known to have a soft side too. As a child, he owned an old dog named Scotty, and when he was home from school, the two of them were inseparable. According to Agatha, Monty would lie flat on the floor and put his face up to the dog’s while hugging him tenderly. While other family members complained of Scotty’s smell, Monty would say, “Roses! That’s what he smells of—roses.”

At his boarding school, Harrow, which he entered around the age of ten, Monty couldn’t pass his exams. However, he had a gift for talking his superiors into anything (apparently, he was the only Harrow student to keep white mice). “He’ll never get anywhere,” said the owner of a shipbuilding yard where Monty later tried to find work. Apparently, the problem was math. “You see, he can’t do mathematics,” the owner told Frederick. “You show him anything practical and it’s all right; he’s a good practical workman. But that’s all he’ll ever be in the engineering line.”

Nevertheless, Monty possessed certain talents that entranced Agatha as a child. He could play several instruments by ear and had a rich, bass voice. Like his father, Monty knew how to attract people: His manners in society were exquisite, his charm boundless. When Madge, for example, raged at him for tricking her at the candy shop, Monty would “merely smile at her serenely and offer her one of the sweets,” according to Agatha.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

Harrow, the boarding school Monty attended, dates back to 1572. It boasts among its graduates Lord Byron, Winston Churchill, and Benedict Cumberbatch. The school was founded to provide free education to thirty (later forty) poor boys of the parish. “Foreigners,” or boys outside the parish, were admitted on the payment of fees. It was the need for foreigners to find accommodation that led to the concept of a “boarding” school.
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The Album of Confessions

As Agatha and her siblings were growing and maturing, a long-honored Miller tradition was keeping track of it all. Bound in a leather case, the “Album of Confessions” contained an extensive list of questions to which members of the family would write down their answers after each passing year. And they weren’t the only family with such an album. These albums were a highly popular pastime in nineteenth-century England and America. A prototype of the “personality quiz,” the album posed questions designed to get at a person’s character by revealing their values, tastes, interests, and ambitions.

In her autobiography, Agatha refers to the Millers’ Album of Confessions, as do Christie biographies. Here are some of the questions and answers from the Millers’ album:


	Q: If not yourself, who would you be?

	A: “A better man” (Monty Miller); “A fairy” (Agatha, age four)

	Q: What is your pet aversion?

	A: “Bedtime, when you’re awake” (Agatha, age seven); “Getting up in the morning” (Frederick)

	Q: What is your present state of mind?

	A: “Anxious” (Clara)

	Q: What is your idea of happiness?

	A: “To make the best of everything” (Agatha, age thirteen)

	Q: What is your favorite food?

	A: “Beefsteak, Chops, Apple Fritters, Peaches, Apples. All kinds of nuts. More peaches. More nuts. Irish stew. Roly Poly Pudding. Bitter Beer” (Frederick)

	Q: What is your favorite pastime?

	A: “Doing nothing” (Frederick)

	Q: What is your chief characteristic?

	A: “Living in the present” (Agatha, age thirteen); “Getting on with it” (Madge, age sixteen)

	Q: What is your idea of misery?

	A: “For someone I love to go away from me” (Agatha, age seven); “Borrowing money” (Monty)

	Q: What is your favorite drink?

	A: “Cherry brandy” (Grannie-B)

	Q: What is your present state of mind?

	A: “Extremely comfortable, thank you” (Frederick)

	Q: If not yourself, who would you be?

	A: “Nobody” (Frederick; Agatha, age thirteen)



Agatha would continue the album tradition throughout her life (though it’s unknown whether she used the original Miller album or started her own). In 1954, the album described her “present state” as “deeply happy.” Her last entry, written when she was in her seventies, would be to the question “If not yourself, who would you be?” Her answer: “An opera singer.”


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Hercule Poirot alludes to the Album of Confessions in his exchange with Rosamund Darnley in Evil Under the Sun: “When I was young (and that, Mademoiselle, is indeed a long time ago), there was a game entitled ‘If not yourself who would you be?’ One wrote the answer in young ladies’ albums. They had gold edges and were bound in blue leather. The answer? Mademoiselle, is not really very easy to find.”
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The Millers, Ruined

Sometime in the late 1890s, when Agatha was eight or nine, she declared to her tutor that the Miller family was financially “ruined.” As she would later recount, Clara reprimanded her: “Really, Agatha… We are not ruined. We are just badly off for the time being and will have to economise.” But the truth is, Agatha was closer to being right than Clara indicated.

Agatha’s American grandfather, Nathaniel Frary Miller, had made the family fortune by working his way up from clerk to partner in the dry goods company H.B. Claflin & Company. He supplemented that fortune with investments in New York City properties. Nathaniel, by all accounts, had a gift for making money. But Agatha’s father had a gift for spending it. He understood very little of his father’s business, having never worked there. Instead, he received company dividends while never questioning the decisions of Claflin’s managers or trustees. As Agatha would explain in her autobiography, “He had been a rich man’s son and had taken it for granted that an assured income would always come in.” By 1895, however, the family’s holdings were suddenly yielding diminishing returns.

It was a shock for the Millers, who believed they were comfortably off for life. (Several Christie biographers speculate that Frederick may have been cheated by some of the family fund’s trustees.) As finances dwindled, Frederick considered looking for a job, though he wasn’t qualified for anything. And Monty could only be trusted to squander whatever money remained. Then there was Madge’s debutante season to attend to, which involved hosting events that would introduce Madge, now seventeen, to an array of wealthy potential male suitors. Rather than minimize expenses, Frederick took his daughter on a four-month trip to New York City to launch her coming out. They sailed home with thirteen trunks of luggage.

Frederick’s one practical step toward improving finances was to rent out Ashfield, an expensive house to run, and have the family—he, Clara, and seven-year-old Agatha—live abroad in France for a year sometime between 1896 and 1897. The action, common among English upper-class people who felt the need to economize, saved the family some money but nowhere near enough. Agatha, who’d never thought about money before, could now see that her parents were troubled—and that all their worry was making her father ill.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

In Christie’s novels, you can find many financiers, bankers, and investors who commit dastardly acts. The most famous of Agatha’s high-profile crooks lurks in Death on the Nile (1937), which features Andrew Pennington as an embezzler who tries to steal the fortune of a young heiress named Linnet Ridgeway. You can also see these villainous characters in such early stories as “The Lost Mine” (1923) and “The Disappearance of Mr. Davenheim” (1924).
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From Death on the Nile, Chapter 10

“What’s the big idea, then?”

Pennington smoothed out the letter on the table.

“Linnet’s going to Egypt for her honeymoon. Expects to be there for a month or more…”

“Egypt-eh?”

Rockford considered. Then he looked up and met the other’s glance.

“Egypt,” he said; “that’s your idea!”

“Yes, a chance meeting. Over on a trip. Linnet and her husband—honeymoon atmosphere. It might be done.”

Rockford said doubtfully:

“She’s sharp, Linnet is… but—”

Pennington said softly: “I think there might be ways of—managing it.”

Again their eyes met. Rockford nodded.

“Alright big boy.”

Pennington looked at the clock.

“We’ll have to hustle—whichever of us is going.”

“You go,” said Rockford promptly. “You always made a hit with Linnet. ‘Uncle Andrew.’ That’s the ticket!”

Pennington’s face had hardened.
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