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Agatha Christie is known throughout the world as the Queen
of Crime. Her books have sold over a billion copies in Engl sH ~
with another billion in 100 foreign l&rgp’gges-f’SﬁTe“E*t’ﬁeﬁnggw
widely published author of all time and in any language, outsold
only by the Bible and Shakespeare. She is the author of 80
crime novels and short story collections, 19 plays, and six

novels
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her masterpiece. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was the first of
her books to be published by Collins and marked the beginning
of an author-publisher relationship which lasted for 50 years
and well over 70 books. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was also
the first of Agatha Christie’s books to be dramatised —~ under
the name Alibi ~ and to- have a successful run in London’s
West End. The Mousetrap, her most famous play of all, opened
in 1952 and is the longest-running play in history.

Agatha Christie was made a Dame in 1971. She died in
1976, since when a number of books have been published
posthumously: the bestselling novel Sleeping Murder appeared
later that year, followed by her autobiography and the short
story collections Miss Marple’s 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 another author, Charles
Osborne.
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Chapter 1
A Literary Luncheon

Mrs Oliver looked at herself in the glass. She gave a
brief, sideways look towards the clock on the mantel-
piece, which she had some idea was twenty minutes
slow. Then she resumed her study of her coiffure.
The trouble with Mrs Oliver was — and she admitted
it freely — that her styles of hairdressing were always
being changed. She had tried almost everything in
turn. A severe pompadour at one time, then a wind-
swept style where you brushed back your locks to
display an intelectual brow, at least she hoped the
brow was intellectual. She had tried tightly arranged
curls, she had tried a kind of artistic disarray. She
had to admit that it did not matter very much today
what her type of hairdressing was, because today she
was going to do what she very seldom did, wear a
hat.

On the top shelf of Mrs Oliver’s wardrobe there
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reposed four hats. One was definitely allotted to wed-
dings. When you went to a wedding, a hat was a ‘must’.
But even then Mrs Oliver kept two. One, in a round
bandbox, was of feathers. It fitted closely to the head
and stood up very well to sudden squalls of rain if they
should overtake one unexpectedly as one passed from
a car to the interior of the sacred edifice, or as so often
nowadays, a registrar’s office.

The other, and more elaborate, hat was definitely for
attending a wedding held on a Saturday afternoon in
summer. It had flowers and chiffon and a covering of
yellow net attached with mimosa.

The other two hats on the shelf were of a more
all-purpose character. One was what Mrs Oliver called
her ‘country house hat’, made of tan felt suitable for
wearing with tweeds of almost any pattern, with a
becoming brim that you could turn up or turn down.

Mrs Oliver had a cashmere pullover for warmth
and a thin pullover for hot days, either of which was
suitable in colour to go-with this. However, though the
pullovers were frequently worn, the hat was practically
never worn. Because, really, why put on a hat just to
go to the country and have a meal with your friends?

-— The fourth was the most expensive of the lot
-amd-it had extraordinarily durable advantages about
it. Possibly, Mrs Oliver sometimes thought, because
it was so expensive. It consisted of a kind of turban
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of various layers of contrasting velvets, all of rather
becoming pastel shades which would go with anything.
Mrs Oliver paused in doubt and then »_calledqu{

assistance. N T ST

‘Maria,’ she said, then louder, *Maria. Come hete 3~
minute.’

Maria came. She was used to being asked to give
advice on what Mrs Oliver was thinking of wearing.

‘Going to wear your lovely smart hat, are you?’
said Maria.

‘Yes,” said Mrs Oliver. ‘I wanted to know whether
you think it looks best this way or the other way
round.’ .

Maria stood back and took a look.

‘Well, that’s back to front you’re wearing it now,
isn’t it?’

‘Yes, I know,’ said Mrs Oliver. ‘I know that quite
well: But I thought somehow it looked better that way.’

‘Oh, why should it?’ said Maria.

‘Well, it’s meant, I suppose. But it’s got to be meant
by me as well as the shop that sold it,’ said Mrs Oliver.

“Why do you think it’s better the wrong way round?’

‘Because you get that lovely shade of blue and the
dark brown, and I think that looks better than the other
way which is green with the red and the chocolate
colour.’

At this point Mrs Oliver removed the hat, put it
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on again and tried it wrong way round, right way
round and sideways, which both she and Maria dis-
approved of.

‘You can’t have it the wide way. I mean, it’s wrong
for your face, isn’t it? It'd be wrong for anyone’s face.’

‘No. That won’t do. I think I’ll have it the right way
round, after all.’

‘Well, T think it’s safer always,’ said Maria.

Mrs Oliver took off the hat. Maria assisted her to
put on a well cut, thin woollen dress of a delicate puce
colour, and helped her to adjust the hat.

‘You look ever so smart,” said Maria.

That was what Mrs Oliver liked so much about
Maria. If given the least excuse for saying so, she
always approved and gave praise.

‘Going to make a speech at the luncheon, are you?’
Maria asked.

‘A speech!” Mrs Oliver sounded horrified. ‘No, of
course not. You know I never make speeches.’

‘Well, I thought they always did at these here liter-
ary luncheons. That’s what you’re going to, isn’t it?
Famous writers of 1973 — or whichever year it is we’ve
got to now.’

fI don’t nee make a speegh,’ said Mrs Oliver.
“Several other people who Jike doing it will be making
‘'speeches, and they are much better at it than I would
be.’
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‘’'m sure you’d make a lovely speech if you put your
mind to it,” said Maria, adjusting herself to the réle of
a tempter. —

‘No, I shouldn’t,’ said Mrs Oliver. ‘I know ha{%—earr
do and I know what I can’t. I can’ﬁnﬂ(s;o)jea;vhes. Iget
all worried and nervy and I should probably stammer
or say the same thing twice. I should not only feel silly,
I should probably look silly. Now it’s all right with
words. You can write words down or speak them into
a machine or dictate them. I can do things with words
so long as I know it’s not a speech I'm making.’

‘Oh well. I hope everything’ll go all right. But I'm
sure it will. Quite a grand luncheon, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,” said Mrs Oliver, in a deeply depressed voice.
‘Quite a grand luncheon.’

And why, she thought, but did not say, why on
earth am I going to it? She searched her mind for a
bit because she always really liked knowing what she
was going to do instead of doing it first and wondering
why she had done it afterwards.

‘I suppose,” she said, again to herself and not to
Maria, who had had to return rather hurriedly to the
kitchen, summoned by a smell of overflowing jam
which she happened to have on the stove, ‘I wanted
to see what it felt like. I’'m always being asked to literary
lunches or something like that and I never go.’

* * *
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Mrs Oliver arrived at the last course of the grand
luncheon with a sigh of satisfaction as she toyed with
the remains of the meringue on her plate. She was
particularly fond of meringues and it was a delicious
last course in a very delicious luncheon. Nevertheless,
when one reached middie age, one had to be careful
with meringues. One’s teeth? They looked all right,
they had the great advantage that they could not ache,
they were white and quite agreeable-looking — just like
the real thing. But it was true enough that they were
not real teeth. And teeth that were not real teeth — or
s0 Mrs Oliver believed — were not really of high class
material. Dogs, she had always understood, had teeth
of real ivory, but human beings had teeth merely of
bone. Or, she supposéd, if they were false teeth, of
plastic. Anyway, the point was that you mustn’t get
involved in some rather shame-making appearance,
which false teeth might lead you into. Lettuce was
a difficulty, and salted almonds, and such things as
chocolates with hard centres, clinging caramels and the
delicious stickiness and adherence of meringues. With
a sigh of satisfaction, she dealt with the final mouthful.
It had been a good lunch, a very good lunch.

Mrs Oliver was fond of her creature comforts. She
~hadenjoyed the luncheon very much. She had enjoyed
e company, too. The luncheon, which had been

given to celebrated female writers, had fortunately
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not been confined to female writers only. There had
been other writers, and critics, and those who read
books as well as those who wrote them. Mrs Oliver
had sat between two very charming ;nemberstsf the
male sex. Edwin Aubyn, whose po poetry she always
enjoyed, an extremely entertaining person who had had
various entertaining experiences in his tours abroad,
and various literary and personal adventures. Also he
was interested in restaurants and food and they had
talked very happily about food, and left the subject of
literature aside.

Sir Wesley Kent, on her other side, had also been
an agreeable luncheon companion. He had said very
nice things about her books, and had had the tact to
say things that did not make her feel embarrassed,
which many people could do almost without trying.
He had mentioned one or two reasons why he had
liked one or other of her books, and they had been the
right reasons, and therefore Mrs Oliver had thought
favourably of him for that reason. Praise from men,
Mrs Oliver thought to herself, is always acceptable.
It was women who gushed. Some of the things that
women wrote to her! Really! Not always women, of
course. Sometimes emotional young men from very
far away countries. Only last week she had received a
fan letter beginning ‘Reading your book, I feel what a
noble woman you must be.” After reading The Second
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Goldfish he had then gone off into an intense kind of
literary ecstasy which was, Mrs Oliver felt, completely
unfitting. She was not unduly modest. She thought the
detective stories she wrote were quite good of their
kind. Some were not so good and some were much
better than others. But there was no reason, so far as she
could see, to make anyone think that she was a noble
woman. She was a lucky woman who had established
a happy knack of writing what quite a lot of people
wanted to read. Wonderful luck that was, Mrs Ohver
thought to herself.

Well, all things considered, she had got through this
ordeal very well. She had quite enjoyed herself, talked
to some nice people. Now they were moving to where
coffee was being handed round and where you could
change partners and chat with other people. This was
the moment of danger, as Mrs Oliver knew well. This
was now where other women would come and attack
her. Attack her with fulsome praise, and where she
always felt lamentably inefficient at giving the right
answers because there weren'’t really any right answers
that you could give. It went really rather like a travel
book for going abroad with the right phrases.

- Quesnon ‘Im you how very fond I am of read-
:mg"ycﬁr Books and how wonderful I think they are.’

““Answer from flustered author, ‘Well, that’s very
kind. I am so glad.’
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