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  AGATHA RAISIN


  Agatha Raisin was born in a tower block slum in Birmingham and christened Agatha Styles. No middle names. Agatha had often longed for at least two middle names such as Caroline
  or Olivia. Her parents, Joseph and Margaret Styles, were both unemployed and both drunks. They lived on benefits and the occasional bout of shoplifting.


  Agatha attended the local comprehensive as a rather shy and sensitive child but quickly developed a bullying, aggressive manner so that the other pupils would steer clear of her.


  At the age of fifteen, her parents decided it was time she earned her keep and her mother found her work in a biscuit factory, checking packets of biscuits on a conveyer belt for any faults.


  As soon as Agatha had squirreled away enough money, she ran off to London and found work as a waitress and studied computing at evening classes. But she fell in love with a customer at the
  restaurant, Jimmy Raisin. Jimmy had curly black hair and bright blue eyes and a great deal of charm. He seemed to have plenty of money to throw around. He wanted an affair, but besotted as she was,
  Agatha held out for marriage.


  They moved into one room in a lodging house in Finsbury Park where Jimmy’s money soon ran out (he would never say where it came from in the first place). And he drank. Agatha found she had
  escaped the frying pan into the fire.


  She was fiercely ambitious. One night, when she came home and found Jimmy stretched out on the bed dead drunk, she packed her things and escaped.


  She found work as a secretary at a public relations firm and soon moved into doing public relations herself. Her mixture of bullying and cajoling brought her success. She saved and saved until
  she could start her own business.


  But Agatha had always been a dreamer. Years back when she had been a child her parents had taken her on one glorious holiday. They had rented a cottage in the Cotswolds for a week. Agatha never
  forgot that golden holiday or the beauty of the countryside.


  So as soon as she had amassed a great deal of money, she took early retirement and bought a cottage in the village of Carsely in the Cotswolds.


  Her first attempt at detective work came after she cheated at a village quiche baking competition by putting a shop bought quiche in as her own. The judge died of poisoning and shamed Agatha had
  to find the real killer. Her adventures there are covered in the first Agatha Raisin mystery, The Quiche of Death, and in the series of novels that follow. As successful as she is in
  detecting, she constantly remains unlucky in love. Will she ever find happiness with the man of her dreams? Watch this space!




  
     
  


  Chapter One


  Agatha Raisin was bored.


  Her detective agency in the Cotswolds was thriving, but the cases were all small, niggling and unexciting, and yet took a great deal of time to solve. She sometimes felt if she had to deal with
  another missing cat or dog, she would scream.


  Dreams and fantasies, that cushion she usually had against the realities of life, had, to her astonished mind, disappeared entirely. She had dreamed so long about her neighbour and ex-husband,
  James Lacey, that she would not accept the fact that she did not love him any more. She thought of him angrily as some sort of drug that had ceased to work.


  So although it was only early October, she tried to fill her mind with thoughts of Christmas. Unlike quite a number of people, Agatha had not given up on Christmas. To have the perfect Christmas
  had been a childhood dream whilst surviving a rough upbringing in a Birmingham slum. Holly berries glistened, snow fell gently outside, and inside, all was Dickensian jollity. And in her dreams,
  James Lacey kissed her under the mistletoe, and, like a middle-aged Sleeping Beauty, she would awake to passion once more.


  Her friend, the vicar’s wife, Mrs Bloxby, had once pointed out that Christmas was to celebrate the birth of Christ, but Agatha’s mind shied away from that. To her, Christmas was more
  Hollywood than church.


  Christmas advertisements were already appearing on television, and supermarket aisles were laden with Christmas crackers, mince pies and puddings.


  But something happened one crisp morning early in the month to take her mind off Christmas.


  She was sitting in her office in Mircester, going through the files with her secretary, Mrs Freedman, wondering whether to handle another dreary job herself or to turn it over to one of her two
  detectives, Phil Marshall and Patrick Mulligan. Her erstwhile detective, young Harry Beam, was now studying at Cambridge, and Agatha missed his hardworking energy.


  ‘I nearly forgot,’ said Mrs Freedman, ‘but this letter arrived for you. It’s marked “personal”, so I didn’t open it.’


  Agatha picked it up. The handwriting on the envelope was spidery and there was no return address. She opened it. She read:


  
    
      Dear Mrs Raisin,


      I have learned of your prowess as a detective through the local newspapers and I wonder if you might find time to call on me. I think a member of my family is trying to kill me. Isn’t
      the weather warm for October?


      Yours sincerely,

      Phyllis Tamworthy

    

  


  The paper was expensive. The address, in raised italic script at the top, gave the address of The Manor House, Lower Tapor, Gloucestershire.


  ‘Nuts,’ said Agatha. ‘Barking mad. How are our profits?’


  ‘Good,’ said Mrs Freeman. ‘It is amazing how grateful people are to get one of their pets back.’


  ‘I miss Harry,’ sighed Agatha. ‘Phil and Patrick don’t mind the divorces, but they do hate searching for animals. They think it’s all beneath them, and I think
  it’s beneath me.’


  ‘Why don’t you employ a young person to cope with the missing animals? A girl, perhaps. Girls are very keen on animals.’


  ‘That’s a very good idea. Put an ad in the local paper and we’ll see if we can get anyone. Say we want a trainee.’


  A week later, Agatha, after a long day of interviews, felt she would never, ever find someone suitable. It seemed as if all the dimmest girls in Mircester fancied themselves as
  detectives. Some had come dressed in black leather and stiletto-heeled boots, thinking that a Charlie’s Angel image would be appropriate. Unfortunately, with the exception of one anorexic,
  the rest were overweight with great bosoms and buttocks. Weight would not have mattered, however, if any of them had shown the least spark of intelligence.


  Agatha was about to pack up for the day when the door to her office opened and a young girl entered. She had blonde hair that looked natural and pale-blue eyes fringed with thick fair lashes in
  a neat-featured face. She was conservatively dressed in a tailored suit, white blouse and low-heeled shoes.


  ‘Yes?’ asked Agatha.


  ‘My name is Toni Gilmour. I believe you are looking for a trainee detective.’


  ‘Applicants are supposed to apply in writing.’


  ‘I know. But you see, I’ve just made up my mind to try for the job.’


  Actually, Toni had been lurking in the street outside for a good part of the day, studying the girls who came out after their interviews, examining their faces and listening to what they said.
  She gathered that no one had got the job. She deliberately calculated that if she turned up last, then a desperate Mrs Raisin might take her on.


  But Agatha was anxious to get home to her cats and relax for the weekend.


  ‘Go away and write your application,’ she said. ‘Send in copies of your school certificates plus a short description of why you think you might be suited for the
  job.’


  Agatha half-rose from her seat behind her desk, but sat down again as Toni said, ‘I have brought my school certificates with me. I am well educated. I work hard. People like me. I feel
  that is important in getting facts.’


  Agatha scowled at her. Agatha’s way of getting facts was usually by either lying or emotional blackmail or outright bullying.


  ‘It’s not glamorous,’ said Agatha. ‘Your job will be to try to find missing dogs and cats. It’s tedious work and you will often find that the animal has been killed
  on the road or has probably been stolen. When did you leave school?’


  ‘Last June. I’m seventeen.’


  ‘Are you employed at the moment?’


  ‘Yes, I work at the pharmacy counter at Shalbey’s.’ Shalbey’s was one of the local supermarkets. ‘I work the late shift.’


  ‘The difficulty is that I need someone to start right away.’


  ‘That’s all right,’ said Toni. ‘I can get the sack.’


  ‘Don’t you want to go to university?’


  ‘I can’t bear the idea of having a bank loan for my studies around my neck for years. Mrs Raisin, it would do no harm to give me a trial.’


  ‘I don’t like the idea of you trying to get the sack. You’ll be letting your employers down.’


  ‘There are plenty of girls to take my place. I think I am showing initiative. You cannot want a detective who plays by the rules the whole time.’


  Agatha realized how tired she was. Toni had a clear, precise manner of speaking, hardly ever heard in the local youth these days, where the glottal stop was considered de rigueur.


  ‘All right. Report here on Monday morning at nine o’clock. You’d better wear flat shoes and clothes you don’t mind getting messed up.’


  ‘How much will I be paid?’ asked Toni.


  ‘Six pounds an hour and no overtime while you are a trainee. But do well and I’ll give you a bonus. You may claim reasonable expenses.’


  Toni thanked her and left.


  ‘Odd girl,’ commented Agatha.


  ‘I thought she was nice,’ said Mrs Freedman. ‘Quite old-fashioned.’


  Toni cycled to her home in one of Mircester’s worst housing estates. She pushed her bike up the weedy garden path and propped it against the wall of the house. Then she
  took a deep breath and let herself in. Her brother, Terry, was sitting slumped in front of the television with a bottle of beer in one hand and a fish supper in the other. ‘Where’s
  Mum?’ asked Toni.


  ‘Passed out,’ said Terry. Unlike his slim sister, Terry was a mass of bulging muscles. A scar from a knife fight in a pub marred his right cheek.


  Toni went upstairs and looked in her mother’s bedroom. Mrs Gilmour was lying fully clothed on top of the bed. An empty vodka bottle lay on the bed beside her. The air stank of sweat and
  booze.


  Toni went to her own room and took off the suit she had borrowed from a friend. She hung the suit away carefully and then put on jeans and a clean T-shirt.


  Downstairs, she took down a denim jacket from a peg on the wall and put it on. She opened the door and began to wheel her bike back down the garden.


  Her brother appeared in the doorway behind her. ‘Where you goin’?’ he shouted.


  ‘Work. Late shift,’ yelled Toni. ‘Remember that stuff called work? Why don’t you get yourself a job, you wanker?’


  Agatha was about to put a packaged curry into the microwave for her dinner when the doorbell rang. When she opened her front door she saw her friend Mrs Bloxby carrying a box
  of books.


  ‘These books were left after the sale at the church,’ said Mrs Bloxby. ‘They’re the old green-and-white Penguin detective stories. I thought you might like to have
  them.’


  ‘Suits me fine. Come in and put them on the kitchen table. I plan a lazy weekend and you’ve saved me a trip to the bookshop.’


  Mrs Bloxby sat down at the kitchen table. Agatha looked at her friend with sudden concern. The vicar’s wife seemed tired. The lines under her gentle eyes were more pronounced, and strands
  of wispy grey hair were escaping from the bun at the base of her neck.


  ‘Let me get you a sherry,’ said Agatha. ‘You look worn out.’


  ‘Alf has a cold,’ said Mrs Bloxby. Alf was the vicar. Agatha always thought Alf was a stupid name for a vicar. He ought to have been called Peregrine or Clarence or Digby or
  something like that. ‘I’ve been doing the parish visits for him. Honestly, half of them don’t even bother coming to church.’


  Agatha placed a glass of sherry in front of her.


  ‘I don’t suppose anyone’s frightened of God any more,’ commented Agatha. ‘People like a good fright.’


  ‘Cynical, but true,’ said Mrs Bloxby. ‘Ecology is the new religion. The planet is dying, the poles are melting, and it’s all your fault, you sinners. Did you get a girl
  for your dogs and cats?’


  ‘I’m trying someone out. She’s neat and clean and somewhat old-fashioned in her speech and manner. Odd, these days.’


  ‘You’re always trying to brush against my boobs, you old perv,’ Toni was saying to the pharmacist, Basil Jones.


  ‘There’s not much space here,’ said Basil, outraged. ‘I was merely trying to get past you.’ Basil’s anger was fuelled by the fact that he had
  deliberately brushed against her.


  ‘You’re nothin’ but a sad old sack,’ said Toni.


  Basil’s face was now mottled with anger. ‘You’re fired!’


  ‘Okey-dokey,’ said Toni cheerfully.


  ‘Have you heard from Mr Lacey?’ Mrs Bloxby asked.


  ‘No, he’s gone off somewhere. Don’t care. Though if he comes back in time, I might invite him to my Christmas dinner.’


  ‘Oh, no, Mrs Raisin! Not again!’


  Agatha had previously had a disaster of a Christmas dinner when she had used the oven in the church hall to cook an enormous turkey, turned the gas up too high and filled the hall with acrid
  black smoke.


  ‘It’ll be perfect this time!’ Both Agatha and Mrs Bloxby called each other by their second names, an old-fashioned custom in the Carsely Ladies’ Society, to which they
  both belonged.


  ‘It’s only October,’ said the vicar’s wife plaintively. ‘No one should be allowed to mention Christmas before the first of December.’


  Agatha grinned. ‘You’ll see. I’ll have it one week before, so it won’t interfere with anyone’s family arrangements.’


  Mrs Bloxby finished her sherry and rose wearily to her feet. ‘I’ll drive you to the vicarage,’ said Agatha.


  ‘Nonsense. I can walk.’


  ‘I insist,’ said Agatha.


  The vicar was sitting reading a book with a box of tissues on a table beside him. ‘Hello, dear,’ he said faintly.


  ‘How are you?’ asked Agatha briskly.


  ‘Still very weak.’


  ‘Your wife is exhausted,’ said Agatha, ‘so I’m going to look after you and give her a break.’


  He looked at Agatha in horror. ‘There’s no need. In fact, I’m feeling better by the minute.’


  ‘We can’t have your wife falling ill with overwork, now can we?’ Agatha gave him a wide smile but her small bearlike eyes were threatening. The vicar turned to his wife.


  ‘Please go and lie down, dearest. I assure you I am now well enough to fix us a light supper. Mrs Raisin, your services will not be needed!’


  ‘Alf, you’re shouting,’ protested Mrs Bloxby. ‘Mrs Raisin was only trying to help.’


  Agatha drove back to her cottage with a grin on her face. Men, she thought. Typical. Women get colds and men get flu.


  After dinner, she took the box of books through to her sitting room. She selected a detective story by Marjorie Allingham and began to read. The next day, she chose one by Edmund Crispin and
  followed that up with one by Freeman Willis Croft. She was fishing in her handbag for her cigarettes when her fingers touched an envelope. She drew it out. It was that odd letter from Mrs
  Tamworthy. Agatha, her mind full of detective stories, reread the letter with new eyes.


  What if the threat to this woman were real? Perhaps she would be invited to stay. Mrs Tamworthy would be an elegant silver-haired aristocratic lady. She would have a plump, pompous son with a
  bitchy wife. Her daughter would be the gruff, hunting sort who had never married. She would have one fey granddaughter, very beautiful, engaged to an actor; and another granddaughter, a
  straightforward no-nonsense girl who was secretly in love with the actor and –


  The telephone rang shrilly, interrupting her fantasy.


  The call was from Roy Silver, a young man who had once worked for Agatha when she had owned a public relations firm.


  ‘How’s things?’ asked Roy.


  ‘Cruising along. What about you?’ Roy now worked for the public relations firm that had bought Agatha’s business.


  ‘I’m pushing a new perfume. It’s called Green Desire. It’s made by an Irish company.’


  ‘Any good?’


  ‘I’ll bring you a bottle.’ There was a pause. ‘As a matter of fact, I took the liberty of driving down.’


  ‘Where are you?’


  ‘Round the corner.’


  ‘Come along, then.’


  Agatha went to her front door, opened it and waited for Roy. It was unlike him to arrive unexpectedly. He always wanted something. He was probably having trouble with the Green Desire
  account.


  Roy drove up, got out, opened the boot and dragged out a large suitcase.


  ‘Going somewhere on holiday?’ asked Agatha.


  ‘Here, if you’ll have me, sweetie.’


  ‘Roy, wait a minute. This is a bit of an imposition.’


  To her horror, Roy burst into tears. His thin body in his Armani suit shook with sobs, and tears trickled down through his designer stubble.


  ‘Bring that case in,’ ordered Agatha, ‘and I’ll fix you a stiff drink.’


  She told him to leave his case in the hall, led the way into the sitting room and poured him a strong measure of brandy from the drinks trolley. ‘Here, get that down you,’ she
  ordered. ‘Don’t wipe your nose on your sleeve. There’s a box of tissues on the table.’


  Roy sank down on to the sofa. He blew his nose vigorously, took a swig of brandy, and then stared miserably into space.


  Agatha joined him on the sofa. ‘Now, then, out with it.’


  ‘It’s been an Irish nightmare,’ said Roy. ‘I’m all broken up. I’ve handled nasty drug-ridden pop groups and prima-donna models, but never anything like
  this.’


  ‘Who’s producing the stuff? The IRA?’


  ‘No, it’s a Dublin fashion house called Colleen Donnelly. They decided to launch into the perfume market. They wanted it pushed as a “family” perfume, the sort of thing
  you could give to your old granny. So the publicity shots were taken in various front parlours out in the bogs with gran, mam, dad and the kids. It’s been going on for months. I am awash with
  tea and boredom. I thought if I had to listen to someone’s uncle stand in front of the fire and sing “Danny Boy” just one more time, I would scream.’


  ‘Should have been a joy to promote,’ said Agatha. ‘Sounds as if it would lend itself to some good photos for the glossies.’


  ‘Oh, I got them a good show. It’s not that. It’s Colleen Donnelly herself. She isn’t Irish. She’s from Manchester. Real name, Betty Clap.’


  ‘You can see why she’d want to change her name.’


  ‘She’s a bitch. She’s the worst bitch I’ve ever worked for and that includes you, Aggie.’


  ‘Here, wait just one minute –’


  ‘Sorry. She turned up the whole time, jeering at me in front of the camera crew and everyone, calling me a wimp and a half-man. I told the boss, Mr Pedman, but he said it was a big launch
  and to stick with it. Then, just before the final big launch party, she phoned the agency and asked for another public relations officer. She said . . . she said, she was sick of dealing with a
  twittering idiot. He sent Mary Hartley.’


  ‘Who’s she?’


  ‘Some cow who’s jealous of me and has always been trying to steal my accounts. I’m a failure. I can’t bear it. I had holiday owing, so I just took off in the car and I
  found myself driving towards you.’


  ‘Have you got a bottle of the stuff with you?’


  Roy fished in his pocket and pulled out a green glass bottle with a gold stopper. Agatha took off the top and sprayed a little on her wrist.


  ‘It’s lousy, Roy.’


  ‘But it’ll get good publicity and all because of me, and Mary will take the credit.’


  Agatha handed him the television remote control. ‘You sit there and finish your drink and watch something silly. I’ll see what I can do.’


  Agatha went into her study and logged on to her computer. She opened the file which held all her old journalist contacts. Then she switched off and picked up the phone and
  called Deirdre Dunn, top woman’s editor on The Bugle. To her relief, Deirdre was working late.


  ‘What is it, Agatha?’ asked Deirdre. ‘I thought you were into the detective business.’


  ‘I am. But I want you to do me a favour and knock a perfume called Green Desire.’


  ‘Why should I?’


  ‘Remember I accidentally found out you were having an affair with the Foreign Secretary, Peter Branson?’


  ‘Do you have to rake that up?’


  ‘Only if necessary.’


  ‘All right, you old whore. What am I supposed to do?’


  ‘Take this down.’


  Twenty minutes later, Agatha returned to the sitting room. ‘All fixed,’ she said cheerfully.


  ‘What is?’ demanded Roy.


  ‘Deirdre Dunn is putting a piece in the Sunday edition of The Bugle, saying that Green Desire is one crap perfume, despite the brilliant public relations work of one Roy Silver,
  whom the thankless Betty Clap betrayed with her lack of business acumen by firing at the last minute and exchanging for someone with considerably less experience. She’s also sending her
  assistant out into the streets to do a vox pop, spraying people with the stuff and asking them what they think of it. She’ll only print the bad comments. Deirdre has great power. The
  stuff’s doomed. Revenge is thine.’


  ‘I don’t know how to thank you, Agatha. How did you persuade Deirdre?’


  ‘Oh, we go back a long way. We’re great friends.’


  Roy looked at Agatha uneasily. Deirdre, all skeletal elegance and cut-glass voice, had once said to him that if Agatha ever died, she would cheerfully piss on her grave.


  ‘Will it work?’ he asked.


  ‘Trust me.’


  ‘Well, thanks, Aggie. How can I repay you?’


  ‘Just don’t stay too long.’


  Agatha came down to the kitchen the next morning to find a plate of fresh croissants on the table, and Roy sitting reading the newspapers.


  ‘Where did you get the croissants?’ she asked.


  ‘The village shop. Some woman in the village has started making them. I’ve made coffee.’


  Agatha opened the back door and let her cats out to play. She poured herself a cup of coffee, sat down at the table and lit a cigarette.


  ‘Must you?’ asked Roy, flapping his hands.


  ‘Yes, so shut up.’ Agatha saw she had left Mrs Tamworthy’s letter lying on the table. She handed it to Roy. ‘Read that and tell me what you think about it.’


  Roy read it carefully. ‘She sounds mad.’


  ‘She might not be. I might read about her death in the newspapers and feel guilty.’


  ‘It’s a nice day,’ said Roy. The morning mist was lifting. Agatha’s cats, Hodge and Boswell, were chasing each other over the lawn. ‘We could both go over and talk
  to her.’


  ‘Wouldn’t do any harm,’ said Agatha. ‘That way we’ll find out whether she’s bonkers or not.’


  
     
  


  Chapter Two


  They eventually found Lower Tapor after having become lost several times. Signposts seemed to ignore the very existence of the place. Neither Roy nor Agatha were much good at
  reading maps, and so it was by accident that they at last found themselves confronted by a sign announcing Lower Tapor.


  They drove slowly between two rows of small red-brick cottages and then found themselves out of the village at the other end.


  ‘Snakes and bastards!’ muttered Agatha, executing a clumsy eight-point turn. Back again. ‘Look for someone,’ she hissed.


  But the street appeared deserted. ‘Look!’ said Roy. ‘There’s that little road on the left. It must lead somewhere.’


  Agatha whipped the wheel round and plunged down the side road. They came to a triangle of village green with houses set around it and one pub called The Crazy Fox.


  Agatha stopped the car outside the pub. They both got out and stood for a moment looking up at the inn sign, which displayed a painting of a fox dressed as a huntsman, gun in hand, standing
  upright with one rear paw resting on the dead body of a man.


  The pub itself was a low building built of mellow Cotswold stone. The village was very quiet. The day was perfect and the sun warm.


  Agatha pushed open the door and, followed by Roy, went inside. She stood and blinked in surprise. The pub was full of people. A man with a clipboard stood in front of the bar. He had been
  addressing the crowd but fell silent and stared at Agatha.


  ‘What do you want?’ he asked.


  ‘I want directions to the manor house,’ retorted Agatha.


  There was a sudden uneasy rustling of papers and whispered voices.


  ‘Why?’ demanded the man with the clipboard. He was a big, burly farming type and his small eyes were suddenly full of menace.


  ‘Because that’s where I’m trying to get to,’ howled Agatha.


  ‘Go out. Turn right, and down Badger Lane. Takes you there.’


  ‘Any chance of a drink?’ asked Roy.


  ‘No,’ said the man. ‘This is a private meeting. Get out.’


  ‘Well, I never!’ said Roy outside.


  ‘Oh, forget about the local yokels,’ said Agatha. ‘Let’s find this house.’


  They got back into the car and found Badger Lane leading off from a corner of the green. Agatha drove slowly. The lane ran between high stone walls and was so narrow she was afraid of scraping
  her car.


  ‘There it is,’ she said, spotting a double gate on which hung a small sign, the manor house.


  ‘You’d better get out and open the gates,’ said Agatha.


  ‘Why me?’ complained Roy.


  ‘Because I’m driving.’


  Grumbling, Roy got out. He was soon back. ‘The gates are padlocked. We should have phoned first. Phone now.’


  ‘No, I want to surprise her,’ said Agatha. ‘I want to find out if she’s really bonkers. We’ll leave the car here and climb over the gate.’


  ‘It might be a farm,’ said Roy uneasily, looking at the fields of wheat that stretched out on either side of a road on the other side of the gate. ‘We could walk
  miles.’


  ‘Don’t be such a wimp. Come on.’


  As Agatha climbed over the gate, her hip gave a nasty twinge. She had been told she had arthritis in her right hip and would need a hip replacement. She had gone back to her Pilates classes
  earlier in the year but had recently stopped going.


  Thankful that she had put on a trouser suit and flat shoes, Agatha began to trudge along the road.


  After two miles of walking, her feet were aching and her bad hip was throbbing.


  ‘It must be here somewhere,’ she said, exasperated. ‘There are trees up ahead. Might be there.’


  But when they reached the trees it was to find another sign, on a post this time, with the legend THE MANOR HOUSE picked out in gold paint. Ahead of them lay a metalled
  driveway.


  Glad to be under the shade of the trees, they walked on. The road twisted and turned, thickly wooded on either side.


  ‘We’ve been walking for hours,’ groaned Roy.


  After what seemed an age, they arrived at a lodge house and could see the road stretching on between two fields where sheep cropped the grass, to buildings at the top of a rise.


  ‘Nearly there,’ said Agatha. Now she was beginning to wish she had phoned instead. Her linen trouser suit was beginning to stick to her back and she knew her face was shiny.


  ‘The only thing that’s keeping me going,’ said Roy, ‘is the thought of all the pounds of weight I must be losing.’


  They passed some well-ordered stables, turned a corner and found the house at last. It was a square Georgian house with a porticoed entrance and one long Victorian wing to one side.


  ‘It’s very quiet,’ said Roy. ‘What if she was down at that meeting in the pub?’


  ‘We’re here anyway. May as well ring the bell.’


  They rang the bell and waited. At last the door was opened by a small, stout, motherly-looking woman wearing an old-fashioned flowery pinafore over a black dress.


  ‘We have come to see your mistress,’ said Agatha grandly.


  ‘That being?’


  ‘Mrs Tamworthy of course.’


  ‘You’ve found her. I’m Mrs Tamworthy.’


  Agatha flushed with embarrassment. A drop of sweat ran down her cheek. ‘I am so sorry. I am Agatha Raisin. You wrote to me.’


  ‘So I did. Come in.’


  They followed her across a hall and into a large airy sitting room overlooking a vista of lawns and ornamental lake.


  ‘Sit down,’ ordered Mrs Tamworthy. ‘Drink?’


  ‘Please,’ said Agatha. ‘Gin and tonic, if you have it.’


  ‘Beer for me,’ said Roy and Agatha looked at him in surprise. She had never known Roy to drink beer.


  Mrs Tamworthy went to a drinks cupboard in the corner. ‘You live a long way from the village,’ said Agatha. ‘We had quite a walk. The gates are padlocked.’


  ‘You never came that long way! You should have come through Upper Tapor. The gates on that side are always open and only a few yards off the road.’


  There was a little refrigerator under the drinks cupboard. Agatha soon heard the welcome tinkle of ice being dropped in a glass.


  ‘Drinks are ready,’ called Mrs Tamworthy. They both rose to their feet, Agatha wincing as she did so.


  When they were all seated again, Agatha asked, ‘Who is trying to kill you?’


  ‘One of the family will try, I think. They are all coming here next Saturday for my eightieth birthday.’


  ‘Eighty! You don’t look it.’


  ‘It’s one of the benefits of being fat, my dear. It stretches the wrinkles.’


  Agatha noticed for the first time that Mrs Tamworthy’s hair, worn in a French pleat, was dyed brown. There were deep wrinkles around her eyes but her cheeks were smooth. Her eyes were
  small and black, the kind of eyes which are good at concealing the owner’s feelings. She was very small, very round, with only the vestige of a waist. Her feet, encased in flat slippers, did
  not meet the floor.


  Agatha took a strong swallow of gin and tonic, opened her handbag and took out a pen and notebook.


  ‘Why should one of your family want to kill you?’


  ‘Because I’m selling this place, lock, stock and barrel, and that includes the village.’


  ‘Why should they object?’


  ‘Because they all want to go on like lords of the manor. You see the portraits of my ancestors on the wall?’


  Agatha looked round. ‘Yes.’


  ‘All fake. That was my daughter Sadie’s idea. Ashamed of the family background because she’s married to Sir Henry Field. Now, my late husband, he made his money in building
  bricks. He started work as a brickie, but he won the football pools, and the brickyard was going bust so he bought it. Then the housing boom came along and he made a fortune. Our children, there
  are four of them – two sons, Bert and Jimmy, and two girls, Sadie and Fran. They all got good educations. Sadie and Fran were sent to a finishing school in Switzerland and that’s where
  they got their grand ideas. My husband, Hugh, would have done anything for them, and just after they had nagged him into buying this estate, he died of cancer. I took over the business and doubled
  his fortune, got a good manager for this estate who actually ran the farms at a profit.


  ‘They even made me take elocution lessons. But I want my own life now. I never liked it here. I want a small flat of my own.’


  ‘Why not just leave the estate to your children?’


  ‘They’d run it into the ground. My Hugh didn’t work hard just for me to see it all frittered away.’


  ‘But one of them wanting to kill you!’ exclaimed Agatha. ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘You’d better come along to my birthday party and see them for yourself.’


  ‘I don’t come as a detective, do I?’


  ‘No, you say you’re a friend of mine. You can bring your son as well.’


  ‘He is not my son,’ said Agatha angrily. ‘He used to work for me.’


  ‘Bring a bag. You’d better stay the weekend.’


  ‘I’ll get my secretary to send you a contract outlining fees and expenses,’ said Agatha. ‘Now, is your other daughter, Fran, married?’


  ‘Was. Didn’t work out. Divorced.’


  ‘Why didn’t it work out?’


  ‘Husband, Larry, was a stockbroker. Pompous prat. Fran says he thought she was common and it was all my fault. She blames me for the divorce.’


  ‘Sadie?’


  ‘Married to a stuffed shirt, Sir Henry Field.’


  ‘And your sons?’


  ‘Bert is a darling but weak. He manages the brickworks. He married a farmer’s daughter, or rather she married him.’


  ‘Name?’


  ‘Alison.’


  ‘What’s she like?’


  ‘All four-wheel drives, tweeds, sounds like the Queen. A bully.’


  ‘And Jimmy?’


  Phyllis Tamworthy’s face softened. ‘Ah, my Jimmy. He’s a dear. Quiet and decent.’


  ‘What are the ages of your children?’


  ‘Sadie is fifty-eight, Fran, fifty-six, Bert, fifty-two and my Jimmy is forty. I thought I was past it when he came along.’


  ‘And grandchildren?’


  ‘Only two. There’s Fran’s daughter, Annabelle, she’s thirty-seven, and Sadie’s daughter, Lucy, is thirty-two.’


  ‘And do they have children?’


  ‘Just Lucy. Her child, Jennifer, is eight.’


  Agatha scribbled busily in her notebook.


  Roy piped up. ‘Which one of them do you think is going to kill you?’


  ‘I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I have.’


  Agatha raised her eyes from her notebook. ‘You’re not telling us everything. You’ve a pretty good idea of who it might be. You seem a sensible woman. You don’t just have
  feelings about things.’


  ‘You’re the detective. I’m hiring you to find out.’


  Roy, again. ‘We went into the village pub to ask for directions and there seemed to be some sort of meeting going on there.’


  ‘Oh, they’re always complaining about something. I own the village as well. There was a Sir Mark Riptor owned this place before my husband bought it. When I took over, they asked me
  to donate thirty thousand pounds to the upkeep of the cricket club because Sir Mark had always looked after them. I refused. Then they wanted the village fête here. Sir Mark always had it. I
  refused. They said there had always been a fête at the manor since time immemorial. I said, “Tough.” So they have meetings and grumble. “Come into the twenty-first
  century,” I told them. “I don’t expect you to pull your forelocks and act like peasants, so don’t expect me to act like the lady of the manor. Shove off.”’
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