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The Affair at the Victory Ball




I

Pure chance led my friend Hercule Poirot, formerly chief of the Belgian force, to be connected with the Styles Case. His success brought him notoriety, and he decided to devote himself to the solving of problems in crime. Having been wounded on the Somme and invalided out of the Army, I finally took up my quarters with him in London. Since I have a first-hand knowledge of most of his cases, it has been suggested to me that I select some of the most interesting and place them on record. In doing so, I feel that I cannot do better than begin with that strange tangle which aroused such widespread public interest at the time. I refer to the affair at the Victory Ball.

Although perhaps it is not so fully demonstrative of Poirots peculiar methods as some of the more obscure cases, its sensational features, the well-known people involved, and the tremendous publicity given it by the Press, make it stand out as a cause clbre and I have long felt that it is only fitting that Poirots connection with the solution should be given to the world.

It was a fine morning in spring, and we were sitting in Poirots rooms. My little friend, neat and dapper as ever, his egg-shaped head tilted on one side, was delicately applying a new pomade to his moustache. A certain harmless vanity was a characteristic of Poirots and fell into line with his general love of order and method. The Daily Newsmonger, which I had been reading, had slipped to the floor, and I was deep in a brown study when Poirots voice recalled me.

Of what are you thinking so deeply, mon ami?

To tell you the truth, I replied, I was puzzling over this unaccountable affair at the Victory Ball. The papers are full of it. I tapped the sheet with my finger as I spoke.

Yes?

The more one reads of it, the more shrouded in mystery the whole thing becomes! I warmed to my subject. Who killed Lord Cronshaw? Was Coco Courtenays death on the same night a mere coincidence? Was it an accident? Or did she deliberately take an overdose of cocaine? I stopped, and then added dramatically: These are the questions I ask myself.

Poirot, somewhat to my annoyance, did not play up. He was peering into the glass, and merely murmured: Decidedly, this new pomade, it is a marvel for the moustaches! Catching my eye, however, he added hastily: Quite soand how do you reply to your questions?

But before I could answer, the door opened, and our landlady announced Inspector Japp.

The Scotland Yard man was an old friend of ours and we greeted him warmly.

Ah, my good Japp, cried Poirot, and what brings you to see us?

Well, Monsieur Poirot, said Japp, seating himself and nodding to me, Im on a case that strikes me as being very much in your line, and I came along to know whether youd care to have a finger in the pie?

Poirot had a good opinion of Japps abilities, though deploring his lamentable lack of method, but I, for my part, considered that the detectives highest talent lay in the gentle art of seeking favours under the guise of conferring them!

Its the Victory Ball, said Japp persuasively. Come, now, youd like to have a hand in that.

Poirot smiled at me.

My friend Hastings would, at all events. He was just holding forth on the subject, nest-ce pas, mon ami?

Well, sir, said Japp condescendingly, you shall be in it too. I can tell you, its something of a feather in your cap to have inside knowledge of a case like this. Well, heres to business. You know the main facts of the case, I suppose, Monsieur Poirot?

From the papers onlyand the imagination of the journalist is sometimes misleading. Recount the whole story to me.

Japp crossed his legs comfortably and began.

As all the world and his wife knows, on Tuesday last a grand Victory Ball was held. Every twopenny-halfpenny hop calls itself that nowadays, but this was the real thing, held at the Colossus Hall, and all London at itincluding your Lord Cronshaw and his party.

His dossier? interrupted Poirot. I should say his bioscopeno, how do you call itbiograph?

Viscount Cronshaw was fifth viscount, twenty-five years of age, rich, unmarried, and very fond of the theatrical world. There were rumours of his being engaged to Miss Courtenay of the Albany Theatre, who was known to her friends as Coco and who was, by all accounts, a very fascinating young lady.

Good. Continuez!

Lord Cronshaws party consisted of six people: he himself, his uncle, the Honourable Eustace Beltane, a pretty American widow, Mrs Mallaby, a young actor, Chris Davidson, his wife, and last but not least, Miss Coco Courtenay. It was a fancy dress ball, as you know, and the Cronshaw party represented the old Italian Comedywhatever that may be.

The Commedia dell Arte, murmured Poirot. I know.

Anyway, the costumes were copied from a set of china figures forming part of Eustace Beltanes collection. Lord Cronshaw was Harlequin; Beltane was Punchinello; Mrs Mallaby matched him as Pulcinella; the Davidsons were Pierrot and Pierette; and Miss Courtenay, of course, was Columbine. Now, quite early in the evening it was apparent that there was something wrong. Lord Cronshaw was moody and strange in his manner. When the party met together for supper in a small private room engaged by the host, everyone noticed that he and Miss Courtenay were no longer on speaking terms. She had obviously been crying, and seemed on the verge of hysterics. The meal was an uncomfortable one, and as they all left the supper-room, she turned to Chris Davidson and requested him audibly to take her home, as she was sick of the ball. The young actor hesitated, glancing at Lord Cronshaw, and finally drew them both back to the supper-room.

But all his efforts to secure a reconciliation were unavailing, and he accordingly got a taxi and escorted the now weeping Miss Courtenay back to her flat. Although obviously very much upset, she did not confide in him, merely reiterating again and again that she would make old Cronch sorry for this! That is the only hint we have that her death might not have been accidental, and its precious little to go upon. By the time Davidson had quieted her down somewhat, it was too late to return to the Colossus Hall, and Davidson accordingly went straight home to his flat in Chelsea, where his wife arrived shortly afterwards, bearing the news of the terrible tragedy that had occurred after his departure.

Lord Cronshaw, it seems, became more and more moody as the ball went on. He kept away from his party, and they hardly saw him during the rest of the evening. It was about one-thirty a.m., just before the grand cotillion when everyone was to unmask, that Captain Digby, a brother officer who knew his disguise, noticed him standing in a box gazing down on the scene.

 Hullo, Cronch! he called. Come down and be sociable! What are you moping about up there for like a boiled owl? Come along; theres a good old rag coming on now.

 Right! responded Cronshaw. Wait for me, or Ill never find you in the crowd.

He turned and left the box as he spoke. Captain Digby, who had Mrs Davidson with him, waited. The minutes passed, but Lord Cronshaw did not appear. Finally Digby grew impatient.

 
 Does the fellow think were going to wait all night for him? he exclaimed.

At that moment Mrs Mallaby joined them, and they explained the situation.

 Say, now, cried the pretty widow vivaciously, hes like a bear with a sore head tonight. Lets go right away and rout him out.

The search commenced, but met with no success until it occurred to Mrs Mallaby that he might possibly be found in the room where they had supped an hour earlier. They made their way there. What a sight met their eyes! There was Harlequin, sure enough, but stretched on the ground with a table-knife in his heart!

Japp stopped, and Poirot nodded, and said with the relish of the specialist: Une belle affaire! And there was no clue as to the perpetrator of the deed? But how should there be!

Well, continued the inspector, you know the rest. The tragedy was a double one. Next day there were headlines in all the papers, and a brief statement to the effect that Miss Courtenay, the popular actress, had been discovered dead in her bed, and that her death was due to an overdose of cocaine. Now, was it accident or suicide? Her maid, who was called upon to give evidence, admitted that Miss Courtenay was a confirmed taker of the drug, and a verdict of accidental death was returned. Nevertheless we cant leave the possibility of suicide out of account. Her death is particularly unfortunate, since it leaves us no clue now to the cause of the quarrel the preceding night. By the way, a small enamel box was found on the dead man. It had Coco written across it in diamonds, and was half full of cocaine. It was identified by Miss Courtenays maid as belonging to her mistress, who nearly always carried it about with her, since it contained her supply of the drug to which she was fast becoming a slave.

Was Lord Cronshaw himself addicted to the drug?

Very far from it. He held unusually strong views on the subject of dope.

Poirot nodded thoughtfully.

But since the box was in his possession, he knew that Miss Courtenay took it. Suggestive, that, is it not, my good Japp?

Ah! said Japp rather vaguely.

I smiled.

Well, said Japp, thats the case. What do you think of it?

You found no clue of any kind that has not been reported?

Yes, there was this. Japp took a small object from his pocket and handed it over to Poirot. It was a small pompon of emerald green silk, with some ragged threads hanging from it, as though it had been wrenched violently away.

 
We found it in the dead mans hand, which was tightly clenched over it, explained the inspector.

Poirot handed it back without any comment and asked: Had Lord Cronshaw any enemies?

None that anyone knows of. He seemed a popular young fellow.

Who benefits by his death?

His uncle, the Honourable Eustace Beltane, comes into the title and estates. There are one or two suspicious facts against him. Several people declare that they heard a violent altercation going on in the little supper-room, and that Eustace Beltane was one of the disputants. You see, the table-knife being snatched up off the table would fit in with the murder being done in the heat of a quarrel.

What does Mr Beltane say about the matter?

Declares one of the waiters was the worse for liquor, and that he was giving him a dressing down. Also that it was nearer to one than half past. You see, Captain Digbys evidence fixes the time pretty accurately. Only about ten minutes elapsed between his speaking to Cronshaw and the finding of the body.

And in any case I suppose Mr Beltane, as Punchinello, was wearing a hump and a ruffle?

I dont know the exact details of the costumes, said Japp, looking curiously at Poirot. And anyway, I dont quite see what that has got to do with it?

 
No? There was a hint of mockery in Poirots smile. He continued quietly, his eyes shining with the green light I had learned to recognize so well: There was a curtain in this little supper-room, was there not?

Yes, but

With a space behind it sufficient to conceal a man?

Yesin fact, theres a small recess, but how you knew about ityou havent been to the place, have you, Monsieur Poirot?

No, my good Japp, I supplied the curtain from my brain. Without it, the drama is not reasonable. And always one must be reasonable. But tell me, did they not send for a doctor?

At once, of course. But there was nothing to be done. Death must have been instantaneous.

Poirot nodded rather impatiently.

Yes, yes, I understand. This doctor, now, he gave evidence at the inquest?

Yes.

Did he say nothing of any unusual symptomwas there nothing about the appearance of the body which struck him as being abnormal?

Japp stared hard at the little man.

Yes, Monsieur Poirot. I dont know what youre getting at, but he did mention that there was a tension and stiffness about the limbs which he was quite at a loss to account for.

 
Aha! said Poirot. Aha! Mon Dieu! Japp, that gives one to think, does it not?

I saw that it had certainly not given Japp to think.

If youre thinking of poison, monsieur, who on earth would poison a man first and then stick a knife into him?

In truth that would be ridiculous, agreed Poirot placidly.

Now is there anything you want to see, monsieur? If youd like to examine the room where the body was found

Poirot waved his hand.

Not in the least. You have told me the only thing that interests meLord Cronshaws views on the subject of drug taking.

Then theres nothing you want to see?

Just one thing.

What is that?

The
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The Poirots






1. The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920)

Captain Arthur Hastings, invalided in the Great War, is recuperating as a guest of John Cavendish at Styles Court, the country-place of Johns autocratic old aunt, Emily Inglethorpeshe of a sizeable fortune, and so recently remarried to a man twenty years her junior. When Emilys sudden heart attack is found to be attributable to strychnine, Hastings recruits an old friend, now retired, to aid in the local investigation. With impeccable timing, Hercule Poirot, the renowned Belgian detective, makes his dramatic entrance into the pages of crime literature.

Of note: Written in 1916, The Mysterious Affair at Styles was Agatha Christies first published work. Six houses rejected the novel before it was finally publishedafter puzzling over it for eighteen months before deciding to go aheadby The Bodley Head.



	Times Literary Supplement: Almost too ingeniousvery clearly and brightly told.



2. The Murder on the Links (1923)

For Gods sake, come! But by the time Hercule Poirot can respond to Monsieur Renaulds plea, the millionaire is already deadstabbed in the back, and lying in a freshly dug grave on the golf course adjoining his estate. There is no lack of suspects: his wife, whose dagger did the deed; his embittered son; Renaulds mistressand each feels deserving of the dead mans fortune. The police think theyve found the culprit. Poirot has his doubts. And the discovery of a second, identically murdered corpse complicates matters considerably. (However, on a bright note, Captain Arthur Hastings does meet his future wife.)


	The New York Times: A remarkably good detective storywarmly recommended.

	Literary Review: Really clever.

	Sketch: Agatha Christie never lets you down.



3. Poirot Investigates (1924)

A movie star, a diamond; a murderous suicide; a pharaohs curse upon his tomb; a prime minister abductedWhat links these fascinating cases? The brilliant deductive powers of Hercule Poirot inThe Adventure of the Western Star; The Tragedy at Marsdon Manor; The Adventure of the Cheap Flat; The Mystery of the Hunters Lodge; The Million Dollar Bond Robbery; The Adventure of the Egyptian Tomb; The Jewel Robbery at the Grand Metropolitan; The Kidnapped Prime Minister; The Disappearance of Mr. Davenheim; The Adventure of the Italian Nobleman; The Case of the Missing Will.

Of note: The stories collected here were first published in Sketch, beginning on March 7, 1923. Sketch also featured the first illustration of the foppish, egg-headed, elaborately moustachioed Belgian detective.


	Literary Review: A capital collectioningeniously constructed and told with an engaging lightness of style.

	Irish Times: In straight detective fiction there is still no one to touch [Christie].



4. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926)

In the quiet village of Kings Abbot a widows suicide has stirred suspicionand dreadful gossip. There are rumours that she murdered her first husband, that she was being blackmailed, and that her secret lover was Roger Ackroyd. Then, on the verge of discovering the blackmailers identity, Ackroyd himself is murdered. Hercule Poirot, who has settled in Kings Abbot for some peace and quiet and a little gardening, finds himself at the centre of the caseand up against a diabolically clever and devious killer.

Of note: The Murder of Roger Ackroyd broke all the rules of detective fiction and made Agatha Christie a household name. Widely regarded as her masterpiece (though perhaps it may be called her Poirot masterpiece since other titles in her canonnotably And Then There Were Noneare similarly acclaimed), The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was the source of some controversy when it was published. The Times Literary Supplements praise of the first Poirot, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, almost too ingenious, was applied by scores of readers to Ackroyd, who were nonetheless enraptured by the novel, and have remained so over the decades.

Fair warning: There are two things you must do if you know nothing of the book: discuss it with no one, and read it with all speed.


	H.R.F. Keating: One of the landmarks of detective literature (in his Crime & Mystery: The 100 Best Books).

	Julian Symons: The most brilliant of deceptions (in his Bloody Murder: From the Detective Story to the Crime Novel).

	Irish Independent: A classicthe book has worthily earned its fame.



5. The Big Four (1927)

Hercule Poirot is preparing for a voyage to South America. Looming in the doorway of his bedroom is an uninvited guest, coated from head to foot in dust and mud. The mans gaunt face registers Poirot for a moment, and then he collapses. The stranger recovers long enough to identify Poirot by name and madly and repeatedly scribble the figure 4 on a piece of paper. Poirot cancels his trip. An investigation is in order. Fortunately, Poirot has the faithful Captain Hastings at his side as he plunges into a conspiracy of international scopeone that would consolidate power in the deadly cabal known as The Big Four.

6. The Mystery of the Blue Train (1928)

Le Train Bleu is an elegant, leisurely means of travel, and one certainly free of intrigue. Hercule Poirot is aboard, bound for the Riviera. And so is Ruth Kettering, the American heiress. Bailing out of a doomed marriage, she is en route to reconcile with her former lover. But her private affairs are made quite public when she is found murdered in her luxury compartmentbludgeoned almost beyond recognition. Fans of the later novel Murder on the Orient Express will not want to miss this journey by railand Poirots eerie reenactment of the crime

7. Black Coffee (1930; 1998)

Sir Claud Amorys formula for a powerful new explosive has been stolen, presumably by a member of his large household. Sir Claud assembles his suspects in the library and locks the door, instructing them that the when the lights go out, the formula must be replaced on the tableand no questions will be asked. But when the lights come on, Sir Claud is dead. Now Hercule Poirot, assisted by Captain Hastings and Inspector Japp, must unravel a tangle of family feuds, old flames, and suspicious foreigners to find the killer and prevent a global catastrophe.


Of note: Black Coffee was Agatha Christies first playscript, written in 1929. It premiered in 1930 at the Embassy Theatre in Swiss Cottage, London, before transferring the following year to St Martins in the West Enda theatre made famous by virtue of its becoming the permanent home of the longest-running play in history, Agatha Christies The Mousetrap. Agatha Christies biographer, Charles Osborne, who, as a young actor in 1956 had played Dr Carelli in a Tunbridge Wells production of Black Coffee, adapted the play as this novel in 1998.


	Antonia Fraser, Sunday Telegraph: A lively and light-hearted read which will give pleasure to all those who have long wished that there was just one more Christie to devour.

	Mathew Prichard, from his Foreword to Black Coffee: This Hercule Poirot murder mysteryreads like authentic, vintage Christie. I feel sure Agatha would be proud to have written it.



8. Peril at End House (1932)

Nick is an unusual name for a pretty young woman. And Nick Buckley has been leading an unusual life of late. First, on a treacherous Cornish hillside, the brakes on her car fail. Then, on a coastal path, a falling boulder misses her by inches. Safe in bed, she is almost crushed by a painting. Upon discovering a bullet hole in Nicks sun hat, Hercule Poirot (who had come to Cornwall for a simple holiday with his friend Captain Hastings) decides that the girl needs his protection. At the same time, he begins to unravel the mystery of a murder that hasnt been committed. Yet.


	Times Literary Supplement: Ingenious.



9. Lord Edgware Dies (1933)

Poirot was present when the beautiful actress Jane Wilkinson bragged of her plan to get rid of her estranged husband. Now the monstrous man is dead. But how could Jane have stabbed Lord Edgware in his library at exactly the time she was dining with friends? And what could have been her motive, since Edgware had finally granted her a divorce? The great Belgian detective, aided by Captain Hastings, cant help feeling that some kind of heinous stagecraft is in play. And does more murder wait in the wings?


	The New York Times: A most ingenious crime puzzle.

	Times Literary Supplement: The whole case is a triumph of Poirots special qualities.

	Noted crime fiction critic Julian Symons selected Lord Edgware Dies as one of Agatha Christies best.



10. Murder on the Orient Express (1934)

Just after midnight, a snowstorm stops the Orient Express dead in its tracks in the middle of Yugoslavia. The luxurious train is surprisingly full for this time of year. But by morning there is one passenger less. A respectable American gentleman lies dead in his compartment, stabbed a dozen times, his door locked from the insideHercule Poirot is also aboard, having arrived in the nick of time to claim a second-class compartmentand the most astounding case of his illustrious career.

Regarding chronology: Agatha Christie seems not much concerned in the course of her books with their relationship to each other. It is why the Marples and the Poirots may be ready in any order, really, with pleasure. However, the dedicated Poirotist may wish to note that the great detective is returning from A little affair in Syria at the start of Murder on the Orient Express. It is a piece of business after this little affairthe investigation into the death of an archaeologists wifethat is the subject of Murder in Mesopotamia (1936). If one wishes to delay a tad longer the pleasures of Orient Express, Murder in Mesopotamia offers no better opportunity.

Fair warning: Along these lines, it is advisable that one not read Cards on the Table (1936) prior to Orient Express, since Poirot himself casually gives away the ending to the latter novel.

Of note: Murder on the Orient Express is one of Agatha Christies most famous novels, owing no doubt to a combination of its romantic setting and the ingeniousness of its plot; its non-exploitative reference to the sensational kidnapping and murder of the infant son of Charles and Anne Morrow Lindbergh only two years prior; and a popular 1974 film adaptation, starring Albert Finney as Poirotone of the few cinematic versions of a Christie work that met with the approval, however mild, of the author herself.


	Dorothy L. Sayers, Sunday Times: A murder mystery conceived and carried out on the finest classical lines.

	Saturday Review of Literature: Hard to surpass.

	Times Literary Supplement: Need it be saidthe little grey cells solve once more the seemingly insoluble. Mrs Christie makes an improbable tale very real, and keeps her readers enthralled and guessing to the end.



11. Three-Act Tragedy (1935)

The novel opens as a theatre programme, with this telling credit: Illumination by HERCULE POIROT. Light must be shed, indeed, on the fateful dinner party staged by the famous actor Sir Charles Cartwright for thirteen guests. It will be a particularly unlucky evening for the mild-mannered Reverend Stephen Babbington, whose martini glass, sent for chemical analysis after he chokes on its contents and dies, reveals no trace of poison. Just as there is no apparent motive for his murder. The first scene in a succession of carefully staged killings, but who is the director?


	The New York Times: Makes for uncommonly good reading.




12. Death in the Clouds (1935)

From seat No. 9, Hercule Poirot is almost ideally placed to observe his fellow air travelers on this short flight from Paris to London. Over to his right sits a pretty young woman, clearly infatuated with the man opposite. Ahead, in seat No. 13, is the Countess of Horbury, horribly addicted to cocaine and not doing too good a job of concealing it. Across the gangway in seat No. 8, a writer of detective fiction is being troubled by an aggressive wasp. Yes, Poirot is almost ideally placed to take it all inexcept that the passenger in the seat directly behind him has slumped over in the course of the flightdead. Murdered. By someone in Poirots immediate proximity. And Poirot himself must number among the suspects.


	Times Literary Supplement: It will be a very acute reader who does not receive a complete surprise at the end.



13. The ABC Murders (1936)

Captain Arthur Hastings returns to narrate this account of a personal challenge made to Mr Clever Poirot by a killer who identifies himself as ABC and who leaves the ABC Rail Guide next to his victimsapparently intending to work through the English countryside (he has struck in Andover, Bexhill-on-Sea, and Churston) and exercise Poirot along the way. Serialized in Londons Daily Express, The ABC Murders became a cultural phenomenon as readers were invited to try to keep up with the famous Belgian detective. It is a challenge that remains fresh and thrilling to this dayand makes The ABC Murders one of the absolute must-reads of the Christie canon.


	Julian Symons: A masterwork of carefully concealed artificemost stunningly original.

	Sunday Times: There is no more cunning player of the murder game than Agatha Christie.



14. Murder in Mesopotamia (1936)

Nurse Amy Leatheran had never felt the lure of the mysterious East, but she nonetheless accepts an assignment at Hassanieh, an ancient site deep in the Iraqi desert, to care for the wife of a celebrated archaeologist. Mrs Leidner is suffering bizarre visions and nervous terror. Im afraid of being killed! she admits to her nurse. Her terror, unfortunately, is anything but unfounded, and Nurse Leatheran is soon enough without a patient. The worlds greatest detective happens to be in the vicinity, however: having concluded an assignment in Syria, and curious about the dig at Hassanieh, Hercule Poirot arrives in time to lead a murder investigation that will tax even his remarkable powersand in a part of the world that has seen more than its share of misadventure and foul play.


	The New York Times: Smooth, highly original, and completely absorbing.




15. Cards on the Table (1936)

The deduction, Agatha Christie writes in her Foreword to this volume, mustbe entirely psychologicalbecause when all is said and done it is the mind of the murderer that is of supreme interest. There is probably no neater encapsulation of what makes Agatha Christies works so fresh, so fascinating, so many years after they were written. And this statement appropriately opens the novel that is regarded as Agatha Christies most singularly challenging mysteryit is, in fact, Hercule Poirots own favourite case.

Poirot is one of eight dinner guests of the flamboyant Mr Shaitana. The other invitees are Superintendent Battle of Scotland Yard (introduced in The Secret of Chimneys); Secret Service agent Colonel Race (who first appeared in The Man in the Brown Suit); Mrs Ariadne Oliver, a famous author of detective stories (introduced in Parker Pyne Investigates and who will figure in five more Poirots)and four suspected murderers. After dinner, there will be a few rounds of bridge: the four investigators playing at one table; the four murder suspects at another. Mr Shaitana will sit by the fire and observe. This he doesuntil he is stabbed to death. The ultimate closed-room murder mystery awaits the intrepid reader. Who is the murderer? And who will solve the crime?

Fair warning: Poirot casually reveals the solution to Murder on the Orient Express in Cards on the Table.


	Daily Mail: The finest murder story of her careerMrs Christie has never been more ingenious.




16. Murder in the Mews (1937)

In the title work in this collection of novellas, Poirot and Inspector Japp collaborate on the investigation of a suspicious suicide. The supernatural is said to play in the disappearance of top secret military plans in The Incredible Theftan incredible claim, indeed, as Poirot will prove. The bullet that kills Gervase Chevenix-Gore shatters a mirror in Dead Mans Mirrorjust the clue Poirot needs to solve the crime. And, while basking on white Mediterranean sands, Poirot stares trouble in the facethe beautiful face of Valentine Chantry, now celebrating her fifth marriagein Triangle at Rhodes.


	Daily Mail: All four tales are admirable entertainmentMrs Christies solutions are unexpected and satisfying.



17. Dumb Witness (1937)

Agatha Christie wrote this mystery for dog lovers. She was certainly one herself, dedicating the novel to her own pet. Captain Arthur Hastings, in his penultimate Poirot appearance (like Poirot, Curtain will be his last), again takes up narrative dutiesalong with, remarkably, the eponymous Bob, a wire-haired terrier who, upon careful inspection, declares Poirot not really a doggy person. But Poirot is present to inquire into the natural-seeming death of Bobs mistress, Miss Emily Arundell. Natural-seeming, except that Miss Emily had written Poirot of her suspicions that a member of her family was trying to kill her: a letter Poirot received too latein fact, two months too lateto help. Poirot and Bob will sniff out the murderer nonetheless (and Bob will win a happy new home, with Captain Hastings who is, most decidedly, a doggy person).

Fair warning: Dumb Witness is best read after The Mysterious Affair at Styles; The Murder of Roger Ackroyd; The Mystery of the Blue Train; and Death in the Cloudssince the identity of the criminal in each is revealed in this novel.


	Glasgow Herald: One of Poirots most brilliant achievements.



18. Death on the Nile (1937)

Among the best-loved of Agatha Christies novels, Death on the Nile finds Hercule Poirot again trying to enjoy a vacationthis time aboard the S.S. Karnak, steaming between the First and Second Cataracts of the Nile, with stops at sites of archaeological significance. But Poirot (who, after all, had attempted to retire years before) seems to be perennially unlucky in his choice of holidays. Newlywed Linnet Ridgeway is, in the course of the journey, shot dead in the head, and Poirot has before him a boatload of suspectsand a useful sidekick in Colonel Race of the British Secret Service.

Of note: The producers of Murder on the Orient Express released a film version, also well received (though not by Mrs Christie, who had passed away two years prior), of Death on the Nile (1978), this time casting Peter Ustinov as Poirot.


	Daily Mail (of the novel): Flawless.




19. Appointment with Death (1938)

Im so sorry, she saidYour mother is dead, Mr Boynton. And curiously, as though from a great distance, she watched the faces of five people to whom that announcement meant freedom

We have returned to the Middle East with Hercule Poirot, on our most colourful tour yet: to the Dome of the Rock, the Judean desert, the Dead Sea, and to Petra, the rose-red city, that ancient place of heart-stopping beautybut also of heart-stopping horror, for here sits the corpse of old Mrs Boynton, monstrous matriarch, loathed by one and all. A tiny puncture mark on her wrist is the only sign of the fatal injection that killed her. With only twenty-four hours available to solve the mystery, Hercule Poirot recalls a chance remark hed overheard back in Jerusalem: You see, dont you, that shes got to be killed?


	The Observer: Twice as brilliant as Death on the Nile, which was entirely brilliant.



20. Hercule Poirots Christmas (1938)

This novel was the authors gift to her brother-in-law, who had complained that her stories were, for him, too academic. What he desired was a good violent murder with lots of blood. From the epigrapha quotation from Macbethto its startling end, Agatha delivered a gift made to order.

It is Christmas Eve. The Lee family reunion, never a lively affair, is interrupted by a deafening crash and a high-pitched scream. The tyrannical head of the Lee family, Simeon, lies dead in a pool of blood, his throat slashed. Hercule Poirot is spending the holidays with his friend Colonel Johnson, the chief constable of the local village. At the Lee house he finds an atmosphere not of mourning but of mutual suspicion. Christmas with familysurvive it this year with Hercule Poirot.

Fair warning: In an exchange between Poirot and Colonel Johnson, the solution of Three-Act Tragedy is revealed.

21. Sad Cypress (1940)

Beautiful, young Elinor Carlisle stands serenely in the dock, accused of the murder of Mary Gerrard, her rival in love. The evidence is damning: only Elinor had the motive, the opportunity, and the means to administer the fatal poison. Inside the hostile courtroom, one man is all that stands between Elinor and the gallowsHercule Poirot.


	Daily Mail: Poirot solves another exciting case.

	Charles Osborne, Agatha Christie biographer: One of the most real, least schematic of crime novels. It is also unusual in that it employs the device of the possible miscarriage of justiceAnd it works superbly as a murder mystery.



22. One, Two, Buckle My Shoe (1940)

Nineteen, twenty, my plates empty. But the readers plate is full indeed, as Hercule Poirot must follow a familiar nursery rhyme through a course of murder. The adventure is kicked off by the apparent suicide of a Harley Street dentistwho would also appear to have murdered one of his patients. Hercule Poirot has himself been this dentists patient on this very day, and suspects foul play. A shoe buckle holds the key to the mystery. Butfive, sixwill Poirot pick up sticks, andseven, eightlay them straightbefore a murderer can strike again?


	The New York Times: A swift course of unflagging suspense leads to complete surprise.



23. Evil Under the Sun (1941)

There was that about her which made every other woman on the beach seem faded and insignificant. And with equal inevitability, the eye of every male present was drawn and riveted on her.

Including Hercule Poirots. She is Arlena Stuart, the famous actress, enjoyinglike the famous detectivea summer holiday on Smugglers Island, and she will become a common enough sight, sunbathing on the hot sands. Then one azure morning her beautiful bronzed body is discovered in an isolated cove, in the shade. She is dead, strangled. And Poirot, as luckless as ever when he attempts some down-time, will learn in the course of his investigation that nearly all the guests of this exclusive resort have some connection to Arlena. But who had the capacity and the motive to kill her?

Of note: The producers of Murder on the Orient Express and Death on the Nile released a film version of Evil Under the Sun in 1982; again, as in Nile, they cast Peter Ustinov as Poirot.



	Daily Telegraph: Christie has never written anything better than Evil Under the Sun, which is detective story writing at its best.

	Times Literary Supplement: Christie springs her secret like a land mine.

	Sunday Times: Vivacious and entertaining.



24. Five Little Pigs (1943)

A staggering bestseller upon its publicationrunning through 20,000 copies of its first editionFive Little Pigs (published in the U.S. as Murder in Retrospect) concerns a murder committed sixteen years earlier. Carla Crale prevails upon Hercule Poirot to investigate the crime that sent her mother, Caroline, to prison for life (where she died). Caroline had been found guilty of poisoning her estranged husband, Carlas father, Amyas Crale, the famous artist. Poirots investigation centers upon five suspects, still living, whom he convinces to speak to him and to record their own memories of the long-ago incident.

Brilliantly intersplicing the past and the present, memory and reality, the search for truth and ongoing attempts to thwart it, Five Little Pigs has no antecedent. Almost a decade before Akira Kurosawas famous film introduced the term Rashomon effect into the vernacular, Agatha Christie invited her readers to view a crime from multiple perspectives and to consider the vagaries of such an exercise. Fortunately, however, the great Belgian detective does not deal in vagariesHercule Poirot is in the business of precision, and he will reveal the identity of the true killer.


	Observer: Mrs Christie as usual puts a ring through the readers nose and leads him to one of her smashing last-minute showdowns.

	Times Literary Supplement: The answer to the riddle is brilliant.



25. The Hollow (1946)

A murder tableau staged for Poirots amusement goes horribly wrong at The Hollow, the estate of Lady Lucy Angkatell, who has invited the great detective as her guest of honour. Dr John Christow was to have been shot by his wife, Gerda, to expire in a pool of blood-red paint. But when the shot is fired, it is deadly, and Dr. Christows last gasp is of a name other than his wifes: Henrietta. What was to have been a pleasant country weekend becomes instead one of Poirots most baffling cases, with the revelation of a complex web of romantic attachments among the denizens of The Hollow.

Of note: The phenomenon of The Mousetrap tends to distract from Agatha Christies other stage successes. An adaptation of The Hollow was one such triumph, premiering in Cambridge in 1951 and subsequently playing for over a year in the West End. Poirot, however, is not a character in the stage versionthe diminutive Belgian with the oversized personality was replaced by a perfectly neutral Scotland Yard inspector. In her Autobiography, Mrs Christie notes that she wishes she had made a similar swap in the novelso rich are the characters in The Hollowbut Poirot fans then (The Hollow was a tremendous bestseller) and today would have it no other way.


	San Francisco Chronicle (of the novel): A grade-A plotthe best Christie in years.



26. The Labours of Hercules (1967)

Dr Burton, Fellow of All Souls, sipping Poirots Chateau Mouton Rothschild, offers up a rather unkind remark about his host that sets in motion Hercule Poirots obsessive, self-imposed contest against his classical namesake: Poirot will accept twelve labourstwelve fiendishly complex casesand then, at long last, genuinely unshoulder the burdens of the hero: he will retire, and leave the ridding of societys monsters, the sweeping of its criminal stables, to others. The cases that Poirot engages are every bit as taxing of his mighty brain as were the famous labours imposed by Eurystheus, King of Tiryns, on the Greek demi-gods brawn, and they make for one of the most fascinating books in the Christie canon. (Poirot solves them all but, of course, retirement remains as elusive as ever.)


	Sunday Express: Twelve little masterpieces of detection. Poirot and Agatha Christie at their inimitable best.

	Margery Allingham: I have often thought that Mrs Christie was not so much the best as the only living writer of the true classic detective story.

	San Francisco Chronicle: A finely shaped book, richly devious and quite brilliant.



27. Taken at the Flood (1948)

A few weeks after marrying an attractive young widow, Rosaleen Underhay, Gordon Cloade dies in the Blitzleaving Rosaleen in sole possession of the Cloade family fortune. Ill will is in the air, generally, with the close of the war, and it positively contaminates the Cloade household. Now that contamination threatens Poirotin the form of a visit from the dead mans sister-in-law. Guided to Poirot by those beyond the veil, she insists that Rosaleen is not a widow at all. Though he is no subscriber to the supernatural, Poirot has indeed heard of the somewhat notorious Rosaleen, and he is drawn, seemingly inevitably, to the case when he reads of the death of one Enoch Ardenwho had appeared mysteriously in the village of Warmsley Vale, not far from the Cloade family seat. Poirot must investigatebut does he go to Warmsley Vale to bring Rosaleen to justice, or to spare her being dispatched prematurely to the other side?

Of note: Taken at the Flood marks the debut of Superintendent Spence, a Poirot sidekick who will feature in three more Poirot novels.



	Elizabeth Bowen, The Tatler: One of the bestHer gift for blending the cosy with the macabre has seldom been more in evidence than it is here.

	Manchester Evening News: Told briskly, vivaciously, and with ever-fertile imagination.

	New York Herald Tribune: Dont miss it.



28. Mrs McGintys Dead (1952)

Mrs McGintys dead! / How did she die? / Down on one knee, just like I! So goes the old childrens rhyme. A crushing blow to the back of the head kills a real-life Mrs McGinty in her cottage in the village of BroadhinnySuperintendent Spences jurisdiction. Then the killer tore up the floorboards in search ofwhat? Justice presumes a pittance of cash; and justice has condemned James Bentley, her loathsome lodger, to hang for the crime. But Superintendent Spence is not satisfied with the verdict, and appeals to Poirot to investigateand save the life of the wretch Bentley.

Of note: Crime novelist Ariadne Oliver, of Cards on the Table, returns to help Poirot and Spence solve the crime.


	Sunday Times: So simple, so economical, so completely baffling. Each clue scrupulously given, with superb sleight of hand.

	San Francisco Chronicle: The plot is perfect and the characters are wonderful.

	The New York Times: The best Poirot sinceCards on the Table.



29. After the Funeral (1953)

Mrs Cora Lansquenet admits to always saying the wrong thingbut this last remark has gotten her a hatchet in the head. He was murdered, wasnt he? she had said after the funeral of her brother, Richard Abernethie, in the presence of the family solicitor, Mr Entwhistle, and the assembled Abernethies, who are anxious to know how Richards sizable fortune will be distributed. Entwhistle, desperate not to lose any more clients to murder, turns to Hercule Poirot for help. A killer complicates an already very complicated familyclassic Christie; pure Poirot.


	Liverpool Post: Keeps us guessingand guessing wronglyto the very last page.



30. Hickory Dickory Dock (1955)

An outbreak of kleptomania at a student hostel is not normally the sort of crime that arouses Hercule Poirots interest. But when it affects the work of his secretary, Miss Lemon, whose sister works at the hostel, he agrees to look into the matter. The matter becomes a bona fide mystery when Poirot peruses the bizarre list of stolen and vandalized itemsincluding a stethoscope, some old flannel trousers, a box of chocolates, a slashed rucksack, and a diamond ring found in a bowl of a soup. A unique and beautiful problem, the great detective declares. Unfortunately, this beautiful problem is not just one of thievery and mischieffor there is a killer on the loose.



	Times Literary Supplement: An eventThere is plenty of entertainment.

	The New York Times: The Christie fan of longest standing, who thinks he knows every one of her tricks, will still be surprised bythe twists here.



31. Dead Mans Folly (1956)

Sir George and Lady Stubbs desire to host a village fete with a differencea mock murder mystery. In good faith, Ariadne Oliver, the much-lauded crime novelist, agrees to organise the proceedings. As the event draws near, however, Ariadne senses that something sinister is about to happenand calls upon her old friend Hercule Poirot to come down to Dartmoor for the festivities. Ariadnes instincts, alas, are right on the money, and soon enough Poirot has a real murder to investigate.


	The New York Times: The infallibly original Agatha Christie has come up, once again, with a new and highly ingenious puzzle-construction.

	Times Literary Supplement: The solution is of the colossal ingenuity we have been conditioned to expect.



32. Cat Among the Pigeons (1959)

A revolution in the Middle East has a direct and deadly impact upon the summer term at Meadowbank, a picture-perfect girls school in the English countryside. Prince Ali Yusuf, Hereditary Sheikh of Ramat, whose great liberalizing experimenthospitals, schools, a Health Serviceis coming to chaos, knows that he must prepare for the day of his exile. He asks his pilot and school friend, Bob Rawlinson, to care for a packet of jewels. Rawlinson does so, hiding them among the possessions of his niece, Jennifer Sutcliffe, who is bound for Meadowbank. Rawlinson is killed before he can reveal the hiding placeor even the fact that he has employed his niece as a smuggler. But someone knows, or suspects, that Jennifer has the jewels. As murder strikes Meadowbank, only Hercule Poirot can restore the peace.

Of note: In this novel we meet Colonel Pikeaway, later to appear in the non-Poirots Passenger to Frankfurt and Postern of Fate, and we meet the financier Mr Robinson, who will also appear in Postern of Fate and who will show up at Miss Marples Bertrams Hotel.


	Daily Express, of Cat Among the Pigeons: Immensely enjoyable.

	The New York Times: To read Agatha Christie at her best is to experience the rarefied pleasure of watching a faultless technician at work, and she is in top form in Cat Among the Pigeons.



33. The Adventure of the Christmas Pudding (1960)

This book of Christmas fare may be described as The Chefs Selection. I am the Chef! Agatha Christie writes in her Foreword, in which she also recalls the delightful Christmases of her youth at Abney Hall in the north of England. But while the authors Christmases were uninterrupted by murder, her famous detectives are not (see also Hercule Poirots Christmas). In the title novella, Poirotwho has been coerced into attending an old-fashioned Christmas in the English countrysidegets all the trimmings, certainly, but he also gets a womans corpse in the snow, a Kurdish knife spreading a crimson stain across her white fur wrap.

Collected within: The Adventure of the Christmas Pudding (novella); The Mystery of the Spanish Chest; The Under Dog (novella); Four-and-Twenty Blackbirds; The Dream; and a Miss Marple mystery, Greenshaws Folly.


	Times Literary Supplement: There is the irresistible simplicity and buoyancy of a Christmas treat about it all.



34. The Clocks (1963)

Sheila Webb, typist-for-hire, has arrived at 19 Wilbraham Crescent in the seaside town of Crowdean to accept a new job. What she finds is a well-dressed corpse surrounded by five clocks. Mrs Pebmarsh, the blind owner of No. 19, denies all knowledge of ringing Sheilas secretarial agency and asking for her by nameyet someone did. Nor does she own that many clocks. And neither woman seems to know the victim. Colin Lamb, a young intelligence specialist working a case of his own at the nearby naval yard, happens to be on the scene at the time of Sheila Webbs ghastly discovery. Lamb knows of only one man who can properly investigate a crime as bizarre and baffling as what happened inside No. 19his friend and mentor, Hercule Poirot.



	The New York Times: Here is the grand-manner detective story in all its glory.

	The Bookman: Superlative Christieextremely ingenious.

	Saturday Review: A sure-fire attention-grippernaturally.



35. Third Girl (1966)

Hercule Poirot is interrupted at breakfast by a young woman who wishes to consult with the great detective about a murder she might have committedbut upon being introduced to Poirot, the girl flees. And disappears. She has shared a flat with two seemingly ordinary young women. As Hercule Poirotwith the aid of the crime novelist Mrs Ariadne Oliverlearns more about this mysterious third girl, he hears rumours of revolvers, flick-knives, and blood-stains. Even if a murder might not have been committed, something is seriously wrong, and it will take all of Poirots wits and tenacity to establish whether the third girl is guilty, innocent, or insane.


	Sunday Telegraph: First-class Christie.

	Financial Times: Mesmerising ingenuity.



36. Halloween Party (1969)

Mystery writer Ariadne Oliver has been invited to a Halloween party at Woodleigh Common. One of the other guests is an adolescent girl known for telling tall tales of murder and intrigueand for being generally unpleasant. But when the girl, Joyce, is found drowned in an apple-bob-bing tub, Mrs Oliver wonders after the fictional nature of the girls claim that she had once witnessed a murder. Which of the party guests wanted to keep her quiet is a question for Ariadnes friend Hercule Poirot. But unmasking a killer this Halloween is not going to be easyfor there isnt a soul in Woodleigh who believes the late little storyteller was actually murdered.


	Daily Mirror: A thundering successa triumph for Hercule Poirot.



37. Elephants Can Remember (1972)

The Ravenscrofts didnt seem that kind of person. They seemed well balanced and placid.

And yet, twelve years earlier, the husband had shot the wife, and then himselfor perhaps it was the other way around, since sets of both of their fingerprints were on the gun, and the gun had fallen between them. The case haunts Ariadne Oliver, who had been a friend of the couple. The famous mystery novelist desires this real-life mystery solved, and calls upon Hercule Poirot to help her do so. Old sins have long shadows, the proverb goes. Poirot is now a very old man, but his mind is as nimble and as sharp as ever and can still penetrate deep into the shadows. But as Poirot and Mrs Oliver and Superintendent Spence reopen the long-closed case, a startling discovery awaits them. And if memory serves Poirot (and it does!), crimelike historyhas a tendency to repeat itself.



	The Times: Splendid.



38. Poirots Early Cases (1974)

With his career still in its formative years, we learn many things about how Poirot came to exercise those famous grey cells so well. Fourteen of the eighteen stories collected herein are narrated by Captain Arthur Hastingsincluding what would appear to be the earliest Poirot short story, The Affair at the Victory Ball, which follows soon on the events of The Mysterious Affair at Styles. Two of the stories are narrated by Poirot himself, to Hastings. One, The Chocolate Box, concerns Poirots early days on the Belgian police force, and the case that was his greatest failure: My grey cells, they functioned not at all, Poirot admits. But otherwise, in this most fascinating collection, they function brilliantly, Poirots grey cells, challenging the reader to keep pace at every twist and turn.

Collected within: The Affair at the Victory Ball; The Adventure of the Clapham Cook; The Cornish Mystery; The Adventure of Johnnie Waverly; The Double Clue; The King of Clubs; The Lemesurier Inheritance; The Lost Mine; The Plymouth Express; The Chocolate Box; The Submarine Plans; The Third-Floor Flat; Double Sin; The Market Basing Mystery; Wasps Nest; The Veiled Lady; Problem at Sea; How Does Your Garden Grow?


	Sunday Express: Superb, vintage Christie.




39. Curtain: Poirots Last Case (1975)

Captain Arthur Hastings narrates. Poirot investigates. This, Hastings, will be my last case, declares the detective who had entered the scene as a retiree in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, the captains, and our, first encounter with the now-legendary Belgian detective. Poirot promises that, It will be, too, my most interesting caseand my most interesting criminal. For in X we have a technique superb, magnificentX has operated with so much ability that he has defeated me, Hercule Poirot! The setting is, appropriately, Styles Court, which has since been converted into a private hotel. And under this same roof is X, a murderer five-times over; a murderer by no means finished murdering. In Curtain, Poirot will, at last, retiredeath comes as the end. And he will bequeath to his dear friend Hastings an astounding revelation. The ending of Curtain is one of the most surprising that Agatha Christie ever devised, writes her biographer, Charles Osborne.

Of note: On 6 August 1975, upon the publication of Curtain, The New York Times ran a front-page obituary of Hercule Poirot, complete with photograph. The passing of no other fictional character had been so acknowledged in Americas paper of record. Agatha Christie had always intended Curtain to be Poirots Last Case: Having written the novel during the Blitz, she stored it (heavily insured) in a bank vault till the time that she, herself, would retire. Agatha Christie died on 12 January 1976.


	Time: First-rate Christie: fast, complicated, wryly funny.








 
About Agatha Christie

Agatha Christie is known throughout the world as the Queen of Crime. Her books have sold over a billion copies in English and another billion in 100 foreign languages. She is the most widely published author of all time and in any language, outsold only by the Bible and Shakespeare. Mrs Christie is the author of eighty crime novels and short story collections, nineteen plays, and six novels written under the name of Mary Westmacott.

Agatha Christies first novel, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, was written towards the end of World War I (during which she served in the Voluntary Aid Detachments). In it she created Hercule Poirot, the little Belgian investigator who was destined to become the most popular detective in crime fiction since Sherlock Holmes. After having been rejected by a number of houses, The Mysterious Affair at Styles was eventually published by The Bodley Head in 1920.

In 1926, now averaging a book a year, Agatha Christie wrote her masterpiece. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was the first of her books to be published by William Collins and marked the beginning of an author-publisher relationship that lasted for fifty years and produced over seventy books. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was also the first of Agatha Christies works to be dramatisedas Alibiand to have a successful run in Londons West End. The Mousetrap, her most famous play, opened in 1952 and runs to this day at St Martins Theatre in the West End; it is the longest-running play in history.

Agatha Christie was made a Dame in 1971. She died in 1976, since then a number of her books have been published: the bestselling novel Sleeping Murder appeared in 1976, followed by An Autobiography and the short story collections Miss Marples Final Cases; Problem at Pollensa Bay; and While the Light Lasts. In 1998, Black Coffee was the first of her plays to be novelised by Charles Osborne, Mrs Christies biographer.




For more information about Agatha Christie, please visit www.agathachristie.com
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