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IT was a week before the wedding of Agatha Raisin to James Lacey. The villagers of Carsely in the English Cotswolds were disappointed that Agatha was not to be married in the village church but in the registry office in Mircester, and Mrs. Bloxby, the vicar’s wife, was puzzled and hurt.

Only Agatha knew that she had no proof that her husband was dead. Only Agatha knew that she might be about to commit bigamy. But Agatha was obsessed with her handsome and attractive neighbour, James Lacey, and terrified that if she put off the wedding until she found that proof that she would lose him. She had not seen her drunken husband, Jimmy Raisin, in years. He must be dead.

She had chosen the registry office in Mircester because the clerk was old and deaf and totally incurious and she simply had to make statements and fill forms without providing any actual proof, except that of her passport which was still in her maiden name of Agatha Styles. The wedding reception was to be held in the village hall and pretty much everyone in Carsely had been invited.

But unknown to Agatha, forces were already working against her. Her young, erstwhile friend, Roy Silver, in a fit of malicious pique because he felt Agatha had snubbed him over a good public relations opportunity—Roy once worked for Agatha’s public relations firm and had moved to the company which had bought Agatha out when she took early retirement—had hired a detective to see if Agatha’s husband could be found. Roy was possibly as fond of Agatha as he could be of anyone, but when she had solved her last murder case and he had hoped to gain some personal publicity by being associated with it, Agatha had snubbed him, and such as Roy always felt it necessary to get revenge.

But blissfully unaware of all this, Agatha put her cottage on the market, all ready to move next door into James’s cottage after the wedding. From time to time, little stabs of anxiety marred her happiness. Although James made love to her, although they were frequently in each other’s company, she felt she did not really know him. He was a retired army colonel, living in the Cotswold village to write military history. There was a privacy and remoteness about him. They talked about murder cases they had solved together, they talked about politics, about people in the village, but never about their feelings for each other, and James was a silent lover.

Agatha was a middle-aged woman, blunt, sometimes coarse, who had risen from poor beginnings to become a wealthy business woman. Until she retired to Carsely, she had had no real friends, her work being, she thought at the time, the only friend she needed. So, though possessed with a good deal of common sense and self-honesty, when it came to James she was blind—blinded not only by love but by the fact that, as she had never been able to let anyone get close to her, his singular lack of communication seemed to her possibly normal.

She had picked out a white wool suit to be wed in. With it she would wear a shady hat of straw with a wide brim, a green silk blouse, high-heeled black shoes, and a spray of flowers on her lapel instead of a wedding bouquet. At times, she did wish she were young again so that she could be married in white. She wished she had never married Jimmy Raisin so that she could be married in church. She tried on the white suit again and then peered closely in the mirror at her face. Her bearlike eyes were too small but could be made to look larger on the great day with a little judicious application of mascara and eye-shadow. There were those nasty little wrinkles around her mouth, and to her horror she saw a long hair sprouting from her upper lip and seized the tweezers and wrenched it out. She took off the precious suit, put on a blouse and trousers and then vigorously slapped anti-wrinkle cream all over her face. She had been dieting and that seemed to have taken care of that former double chin. Her brown hair cut in a Dutch bob gleamed with health.

The doorbell rang. She cursed under her breath, wiped off the anti-wrinkle cream and went to answer it. Mrs. Bloxby, the vicar’s wife, stood on the doorstep.

“Oh, do come in,” said Agatha reluctantly. She was fond of Mrs. Bloxby, and yet the very sight of that good woman with her kind eyes and vague face sent a stab of guilt through Agatha. Mrs. Bloxby had asked Agatha what had happened to her husband and Agatha had said Jimmy was dead, but every time she saw the vicar’s wife Agatha began to have an uneasy feeling that the wretched Jimmy, despite his rampant alcoholism as a young man, might have somehow survived.

 

Roy Silver faced the detective he had hired. She was a woman of thirty-something called Iris Harris. Ms. Harris—not miss, bite your tongue—was an ardent feminist and Roy had begun to wonder if she was any good at her job or if she specialized in haranguing clients on the rights of women. Therefore he was amazed when she said, “I’ve found Jimmy Raisin.”

“Where?”

“Down under the arches in Waterloo.”

“I’d better see him,” said Roy. “Is he there now?”

“I don’t think he ever moves except to buy another bottle of meths.”

“You’re sure it’s him?”

Iris looked at him with contempt. “Just because I am a woman you think I cannot do my job. Just because…”

“Spare me!” said Roy. “I’ll see him myself. You’ve done well. Send me the bill.” And he fled the office before she could lecture him any more.

The light was fading from the sky when Roy paid off the taxi at Waterloo Station and then walked towards the arches. Then he realized the folly of not taking Iris with him. He should have at least asked for a description. There was a young fellow sitting outside his cardboard box. He appeared sober, although Roy found his tattooed arms and shaven head somewhat scary.

“Do you know a chap called Jimmy Raisin?” ventured Roy, suddenly timid. The light was almost gone and this was a side of London he usually preferred to ignore—the homeless, the drunks, the druggies.

Had the young man denied knowledge, then Roy would have decided to forget the whole thing. He was suddenly ashamed of his low behaviour. But Agatha’s stars were definitely in the descendent, so the young man said laconically, “Over there, guv.”

Roy peered into the darkness.

“Where?”

“Third box on the left.”


Roy walked slowly towards the cardboard indicated. At first he thought it was empty but then, bending down and peering into the gloom, he caught the shine of a pair of eyes.

“Jimmy Raisin?”

“Yes, what? You from the Social?”

“I’m a friend of Agatha—Agatha Raisin.”

There was a long silence and then a wheezy cackle. “Aggie? Thought she was dead.”

“Well, she isn’t. She’s being married next Wednesday. She lives in Carsely in the Costwolds. She thinks you’re dead.”

There was a scraping and shuffling from inside the huge box and then Jimmy Raisin emerged on his hands and knees and got unsteadily to his feet. Even in the dim light, Roy could see he was wasted with drink. He was filthy and stank abominably. His face was covered in angry pustules and his hair was long and tangled and unkempt.

“Got any money?” he asked.

Roy dug in the inside pocket of his jacket, produced his wallet, fished out a twenty-pound note and handed it over. Now he was really ashamed of himself. Agatha did not deserve this. Nobody did, even a bitch from hell like Agatha.

“Look, forget what I said. It was a joke.” Roy took to his heels and ran.

 

Agatha awoke the next morning in James’s cottage, in James’s bed, and stretched and yawned. She turned in bed and, propping herself up on one elbow, surveyed her fiancé. His thick black hair streaked with grey was tousled. His good-looking face was firm and tanned, and once more Agatha felt that pang of unease. Such men as James Lacey were for other women, county women with solid county backgrounds, women in tweeds with dogs who could turn out cakes and jam for church fêtes with one hand tied behind their backs. Such men were not for the Agatha Raisins of this world.


She would have liked to wake him up and make love again. But James never made love in the mornings, not after that first glorious coming together. His life was well-ordered and neat—like his emotions, thought Agatha. She went through to the bathroom, washed and dressed and went downstairs and stood irresolute. This is where she would live, among James’s library of books, among the old regimental and school photographs, and here, in this clinical kitchen with not a spare crumb to mar its pristine counters, she would cook. Or would she? James had always done all the cooking when they were together. She felt like an interloper.

James’s mother and father were dead, but she had met his elegant sister again and her tall stockbroker husband. They seemed neither to approve nor to disapprove of Agatha, though Agatha had overheard his sister saying, “Well, you know, if it’s what James wants, it’s none of our business. It could have been worse. Some empty-headed bimbo.”

And her husband had said, “Some empty-headed bimbo would have been more understandable.” Hardly an accolade, thought Agatha.

She decided to go next door to the security of her own home. As she let herself in to a rapturous welcome from her two cats, Hodge and Boswell, she looked about wistfully. She had made arrangements to put all her furniture and bits and pieces in storage, not wanting to clutter up James’s neat cottage with them, especially after he had agreed to house her cats. Now she wished she had suggested that they club together to buy a larger house where she could have some of her own things. Living with James would be like being on some sort of perpetual visit.

She fed the cats and opened the back door to let them out into the garden. It was a glorious day, with a large sky stretching across the green Cotswold hills and only the lightest of breezes.


She went back into the kitchen and made herself a cup of coffee, looking affectionately around at all the clutter which James would never allow. The doorbell rang.

Detective Sergeant Bill Wong stood on the step, clutching a large box. “Got around to getting your wedding present at last,” he said.

“Come in, Bill. I’ve just made some coffee.”

He followed her through to the kitchen and put the box on the table. “What is it?” asked Agatha.

Bill smiled, his almond-shaped eyes crinkling up. “Open it and see.”

Agatha tore open the wrappings. “Careful,” warned Bill. “It’s fragile.”

The object was very heavy. She lifted it out with a grunt and then tore off the tissue paper which had been taped around it. It was a huge gold-and-green china elephant, noisily garish and with a great hole in its back.

Agatha looked at it in a dazed way. “What’s the hole for?”

“Putting umbrellas in,” said Bill triumphantly.

Agatha first thought was that James would loathe it.

“Well?” she realized Bill was asking.

Agatha remembered hearing once that Noel Coward had gone to see a quite dreadful play and when asked by the leading actor what he thought of it, had replied, “Dear boy, I am beyond words.”

“You shouldn’t have done it, Bill,” said Agatha with real feeling. “It looks very expensive.”

“It’s an antique,” said Bill proudly. “Victorian. Only the best for you.”

Agatha’s eyes suddenly filled with tears. Bill had been the first friend she had ever had, a friendship formed shortly after she had moved to the country.

“I’ll treasure it,” she said firmly. “But let’s put it carefully away because the men will be coming tomorrow to remove all my stuff to storage.”

“But you won’t want to pack this,” said Bill. “Take it to your new home.”

Agatha gave a weak smile. “How silly of me. I wasn’t thinking straight.”

She poured Bill a cup of coffee.

“All set for the big day?” he asked.

“All set.”

His eyes were suddenly shrewd. “No doubts or fears?”

She shook her head.

“I never asked you—what did that husband of yours die of?”

Agatha turned away and straightened a dish-towel. “Alcohol poisoning.”

“Where is he buried?”

“Bill, I did not have a happy marriage, it was a century ago and I would rather forget about it. Okay?”

“Okay. There’s your bell.”

Agatha answered the door to Mrs. Bloxby. Bill rose to leave. “I’ve got to go, Agatha. I’m supposed to be on duty.”

“Anything interesting?”

“No juicy murders for you, Miss Marple. Nothing but a spate of burglaries. Bye, Mrs. Bloxby. You’re to be Agatha’s bridesmaid?”

“I have that honour,” said Mrs. Bloxby.

When Bill had left, Agatha showed the vicar’s wife the elephant. “Oh dear,” said Mrs. Bloxby. “I haven’t seen one of those things in years.”

“James is going to hate it,” said Agatha gloomily.

“James will just have to get used to it. Bill is a good friend. If I were you, I would grow some sort of green plant in it, you know, one of the ones with trailing branches and big leaves. It would hide most of it and Bill would be pleased you were putting it to such artistic use.”

“Good idea,” said Agatha, brightening.

“And so you’re off to northern Cyprus for your honeymoon. Are you going to stay in a hotel? I remember Alf and I stayed in the Dome in Kyrenia.”

“No, we’ve taken a villa. James used to be stationed out there and he wrote to his old fixer, a man who used to arrange everything for him, who sent him photographs of a lovely villa just outside Kyrenia and down a bit from the Nicosia road. It should be heaven.”

“I actually came to help you pack,” said the vicar’s wife.

“There’s no need for that,” said Agatha, “but thanks all the same. I hired one of those super-duper removal firms. They do everything.”

“Then I won’t stay for coffee. I must call on Mrs. Boggle. Her arthritis is bad.”

“That old woman is a walking case for euthanasia,” said Agatha waspishly. Mrs. Bloxby turned mild eyes on her and Agatha flushed guiltily and said, “Even you must admit she’s a bit of an old pill.”

Mrs. Bloxby gave a little sigh. “Yes, she is a bit of a trial. Agatha, I don’t want to press you on the matter, but I am a little taken aback by the fact that you didn’t want to be married in our church.”

“It all seemed too much fuss, a church wedding, and I’m not exactly religious, you know that.”

“Oh, well, it would have been nice. Still, everyone is looking forward to the reception. We would all have helped, you know. There was no need for you to go to the expense of hiring a firm of caterers.”

“I just don’t want any fuss,” said Agatha.


“Never mind, it is your wedding. Did James ever say why he never married before?”

“No, because I didn’t ask him.”

“Just wondered. Do you need anything from the shop?”

“No, thank you. I think I’ve got everything.”

When Mrs. Bloxby had left, Agatha debated whether to go back next door and prepare breakfast in a wifely way. But James always made breakfast himself. She adored him, she longed to be with him every minute of the day, yet she dreaded doing anything or saying anything that might stop his marrying her.

 

The fine weather broke the next day and rain dripped from the thatch on the roof of Agatha’s cottage. She was busy all day supervising the packing. Then Doris Simpson, her cleaner, called round in the late afternoon to help clear up the mess left behind. Bill’s elephant stood behind the kitchen door.

“Now that’s what I call handsome,” said Doris, admiring it. “Who gave you that?”

“Bill Wong.”

“He’s got good taste, I’ll say that for him. So you’re marrying our Mr. Lacey at last, and all of us thinking him a confirmed bachelor. But as I said, ‘What our Agatha wants, our Agatha gets.’”

“We’re going out for dinner, so I’ll leave you to it,” said Agatha, not liking what she felt was the implication that she had bulldozed James into marriage.

 

Dinner that evening was at a new restaurant in Chipping Campden. It turned out to be one of those restaurants where all energy and effort had gone into the writing of the menu and little into the cooking because the food was insubstantial and tasteless. Agatha had ordered “Crispy duck with a brandy-and-orange sauce nestling on a bed of warm rocket salad and garnished with sizzling sauté potatoes, succulent garden peas, and crispy new carrots.”

James had a “Prime Angus sirloin from cattle grazed on the lush green hillsides of Scotland, served with pommes duchesse, and organic vegetables culled from our own kitchen garden.”

Agatha’s duck had a tough skin and very little meat. James steak’s was full of gristle and he said sourly that it was amazing that the restaurant’s kitchen garden had managed to produce such bright-green frozen peas.

The wine, a Chardonnay, was thin and acid.

“We should stop eating out,” said James gloomily.

“I’ll cook us something nice tomorrow,” said Agatha.

“What, another of your microwave meals?”

Agatha glared at her plate. She still fondly imagined that if she microwaved a frozen meal and hid the wrappings, James would think she had cooked it herself.

She suddenly looked across the table at him as he pushed his food moodily about on his plate and said, “Do you love me, James?”

“I’m marrying you, aren’t I?”

“Yes, I know, James, but we never talk about our feelings for each other. I feel we should communicate more.”

“You’ve been watching Oprah Winfrey again. Thank you for sharing that with me, Agatha. I’m not a talking-about-feelings person, nor do I see the need for it. Now shall I get the bill and we’ll go home and have a sandwich?”

Agatha felt so crushed, she didn’t even have the heart to complain about the food. He was silent as he drove them home and Agatha felt a lump of ice in her stomach. What if he had gone off her?

But he made love to her that night with his usual silent passion and she felt reassured. You couldn’t change people. James was marrying her, and nothing else mattered.
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The rain-clouds rolled back on the day of Agatha’s wedding. Sunlight sparkled in the puddles. The rain-battered roses in Agatha’s garden sent out a heady scent. Doris Simpson was to look after Agatha’s cats while she was on her honeymoon. Her cottage stood empty now. Only the elephant and her clothes had been transferred to James’s cottage.

Agatha, sitting down to make up her face on the great day, wiped off the liberal application of a brand-new anti-wrinkle cream and then stared at her face in horror. She had come out in a red rash. Her face was fiery. She rushed and bathed it in cold water, but the redness remained.

Mrs. Bloxby arrived to find Agatha almost in tears. “Look at me!” wailed Agatha. “I tried that new anti-wrinkle cream, Instant Youth, and look what it’s done.”

“Time’s getting on, Agatha,” said Mrs. Bloxby anxiously. “Haven’t you any thick make-up you could put on?”

Agatha found an old tube of pancake make-up and put a heavy layer over her face. It left a line where her chin ended and her neck began, so she applied the stuff to her neck as well, and then a layer of powder. Eye-shadow, blusher, and mascara followed. Agatha groaned at the resultant mask-like effect. But Mrs. Bloxby, looking out of the window, said the limousine to take Agatha to Mircester had arrived.

So much for the most important day of my life, thought Agatha dismally.

The day was fine but with a blustery wind, which snatched Agatha’s hat from her head as she was about to get into the limousine and sent it bowling along Lilac Lane, where it settled in a muddy puddle.

“Oh dear,” mourned Mrs. Bloxby. “Do you have another hat?”

“I’ll go without one,” said Agatha, fighting back a sudden impulse to cry. She felt that everything was suddenly turning against her. And she dare not cry. For tears would channel runnels through her mask of make-up.

Mrs. Bloxby gave up trying to make conversation on the road to Mircester. The bride-to-be was unusually silent.

But Agatha’s spirits appeared to lift when the registry office came in sight and James could be seen standing in front of it, talking to his sister and Bill Wong. Roy Silver was also there, feeling virtuous now that he had done nothing to wreck Agatha’s marriage, or so he told himself. If Jimmy Raisin wasn’t dead, he soon would be. He might have mentioned to Jimmy that Agatha was getting married and lived in Carsely, but Jimmy had been so drunk, so sodden, that Roy was sure the man hadn’t really taken in a word he said.

And so they all went into the registry office, James’s relatives, and, on Agatha’s side, the members of the Carsely Ladies’ Society.

Mrs. Bloxby took a spray of flowers out of its florist’s box and pinned it on the lapel of Agatha’s white suit. She noticed that some of Agatha’s make-up had stained the white collar of her suit but did not like to say so, thinking that Agatha was already feeling low enough about her appearance.

 

Fred Griggs, Carsely’s village policeman, was unusual in that he liked to walk about the village, instead of patrolling it in the police car. He looked with distaste at the shambling figure of a stranger entering the village by the north road.

“What’s your name and what’s your business here?” asked Fred.

“Jimmy Raisin,” said the stranger.

Jimmy was sober for the first time in weeks. He had bathed and shaved at a Salvation Army hostel, and then had begged enough money for the bus fare to the Cotswolds. The Salvation Army had also furnished him with a decent suit and a pair of shoes.


“Relation of Mrs. Raisin, are you?” asked Fred, his fat face creasing in a genial smile.

“I’m her husband,” said Jimmy. He stared about him at the quiet village, at the well-kept houses, and gave a little sigh of satisfaction. His sole reason for seeking out his wife was to find himself a comfortable home in which to quietly drink himself to death.

“Can’t be,” said Fred, the smile leaving his face. “Our Mrs. Raisin is getting married today.”

Jimmy drew a much-folded and dirty piece of paper from his pocket, his marriage lines, which he had somehow held on to over the years, and silently handed it to the policeman.

Appalled, Fred exclaimed. “I’d better stop that wedding. Oh, my! Wait right here. I’ll get the car.”

 

The registrar did not get as far as pronouncing James and Agatha man and wife. They heard a commotion from the back of the room and then a voice shouting, “Stop!”

Agatha turned slowly around. She recognized Fred Griggs, but he was with a man she thought she did not know at all. Even though Jimmy might have been drunk when she left him all those years ago, he had been a handsome fellow with thick curly black hair. The man with Fred had greasy grey hair and a bloated face with a swollen nose and his thin shoulders were stooped. In fact, his figure looked too frail to carry the weight of the large swollen gut which hung over the waistband of his trousers.

Fred went quickly up to her. He had planned to take her aside, to break the news to her tactfully, but Agatha’s horrified, mask-like face unnerved him and he blurted out in front of everyone, “Your husband’s here, Agatha. This is Jimmy Raisin.”

Agatha looked about her in a bewildered way. “He’s dead. Jimmy’s dead. What’s Fred talking about?”


“It’s me, Aggie, your husband,” said Jimmy. He waved his marriage lines under her nose.

Agatha was aware of the shocked rigidity of James Lacey beside her.

She looked at Jimmy Raisin again and saw beneath the wastage of the years the faint resemblance to the husband she had once known.

“How did you find me?” she asked faintly.

Jimmy turned around. “Him,” he said, jerking a thumb in Roy’s direction. “Turned up at my box, he did.”

Roy let out a squawk of fright, took to his heels and ran.

One of James’s aunts, a thin beanpole of a woman with a loud, carrying voice, said clearly, “Really, James, to have avoided marriage all these years and then to get involved in a mess like this!”

It was then that Agatha snapped. She looked at her husband with pure hate in her bearlike eyes. “I’ll kill you, you bastard,” she howled.

She tried to get her hands around his neck, but Bill Wong pulled her away.

James Lacey’s voice cut through the shocked exclamations of the guests and relatives. He said to the registrar, who was standing with his mouth hanging open. “Take us into another room.” He put his hand under Agatha’s arm and urged her forward to follow the registrar. Bill Wong brought Jimmy Raisin along after them.

When they were all seated in a dusty ante-room, James said wearily, “Naturally, the marriage cannot go ahead.”

“Of course not,” agreed Bill. “Not until Agatha here gets a divorce.”

“Agatha can get a divorce if she likes,” said James savagely. “But it won’t mean marriage to me. You lied to me, Agatha. You disgraced me and I will never forgive you. Never!”


He turned to Bill. “Try to sort this mess out. I’m off. There’s nothing for me here.”

“I was afraid of losing you,” whispered Agatha, but the slamming of the door as James left was the only answer she got.

“Seems like you’ve still got me,” leered Jimmy.

“You have no claim on her,” said Bill Wong. “I suggest you get a lawyer and take out an injunction to prevent your husband from approaching you, Agatha.”

“You’ve done well for yourself, Aggie,” whined Jimmy. “How’s about a bit o’ cash to see me on my way.”

Agatha wrenched open the clasps of her Gucci handbag, pulled out her wallet, extracted a handful of notes and thrust them at him. “Get out of my sight!” she yelled.

Jimmy grinned and shoved the money into a pocket. “Give us a kiss, then,” he said.

Bill hustled him to the door and pushed him outside and then returned to Agatha.

“Really, officer,” said the registrar, “I must insist you bring him back as a witness. It appears to me that Mrs. Raisin here should be charged with attempting to commit bigamy.”

“The misunderstanding arose like this,” said Bill. “I was present a year ago when Mrs. Raisin received a letter from an old friend in London telling her that Jimmy was dead. Is that not true, Agatha?”

Despite her misery, Agatha was shrewd enough to see the lifeline being thrown to her and nodded dumbly.

“So, as you can see,” said Bill, “there was no intent to commit bigamy. Mrs. Raisin has received a bad shock. I suggest we all go home.”

“Well, since I know you to be a respected officer of the law in Mircester,” said the registrar, “I will say no more about it.”
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Agatha returned to her own home. There was nothing in it but Bill’s china elephant and her suitcases of clothes. James had a key to her cottage. He must have carried all her stuff from his cottage and left it. She had asked Mrs. Bloxby to tell them at the village hall to have a party instead of a wedding reception. She phoned the removal firm and told them to bring back her furniture and belongings. They said it could not be done that day, but she swore at them so savagely and offered to pay so much that they agreed to be around with the goods as quickly as possible.

Agatha sat on the floor of the empty kitchen and hugged the china elephant and let the tears come at last, carving lines through her make-up. Dimly she was aware that the weather had broken and rain was dripping from the thatch. Her cats sat side by side and looked at her curiously.

The doorbell rang. She did not want to answer it but then heard the vicar’s wife calling urgently, “Are you all right, Agatha? Agatha?”

She took out a handkerchief and scrubbed her face and then went and opened the door.

“Where’s James?” asked Agatha.

“He’s gone. His car’s gone and he left his house keys with Fred Griggs.”

“Gone where?”

“He said something to Fred about going abroad and said he didn’t know when he would be back.”

“Oh, God,” said Agatha, her voice breaking on a sob. “I could kill him.”

“James?”

“No, Jimmy Raisin. Drunken swine. The first good thing I did in my life was to walk out on him.”

“I think if I were you I would feel more like killing Roy Silver,” said Mrs. Bloxby ruefully. “But just think, if it had all come out after you were married, it would have been even more of a disaster.”

“I don’t know,” said Agatha wretchedly. “Perhaps by that time James might have loved me enough to stand by me.”

Mrs. Bloxby fell silent. She thought Agatha had behaved badly, and yet sympathized with her motives. And James Lacey should have stood by Agatha. Middle-aged bachelors were always difficult creatures. Poor Agatha.

Mrs. Lacey and Agatha sat down on the floor beside the elephant. The doorbell went again.

“Whoever that is, tell them to go away,” said Agatha.

Mrs. Bloxby got to her feet. Agatha heard the murmur of voice, then the closing of the front door. Mrs. Bloxby returned. “That was Alf,” she said, meaning her husband, the vicar. “He wanted to offer you some spiritual comfort, but I told him now was not the moment. What will you do now?”

“I don’t know,” said Agatha wearily. “Take this cottage off the market, rearrange my stuff, go away somewhere until I feel I can face the village again.”

“There is really no need to run away, Agatha. Your friends are all here.”

“You’ll start me crying again if you go on like that. I think I’d like to be alone for a bit. Could you tell everyone not to call on me?”

Mrs. Bloxby gave her a quick hug and then left. Agatha sat on the floor beside the elephant, staring into space. Three hours later, when the removal firm arrived, she roused herself and let them in. She signed an enormous cheque, tipped the men generously, and then drove to the all-night garage on the Fosse Way outside Moreton-in-Marsh and bought a few groceries.

She wondered whether to call in at Thresher’s in Moreton and buy a bottle of something and get drunk, but finding herself suddenly exhausted with misery and emotion, she returned home, bathed and went to bed and plunged into a nightmare-ridden sleep.

She awoke at five in the morning, knowing that sleep would not return and feeling like the character in Ruddigore who was glad the awful night was over. She decided to go for a long walk and see if she could tire herself out and so be able to return to bed and sleep some more of the misery away.

Carsely lay silent under the grey light of a watery dawn. The rain had stopped and the air was chilly. The village consisted of one main street with little winding lanes running off it, like Lilac Lane where Agatha lived. With no cars on the roads, the village looked much as it must have done a century ago, with the thatched cottages nestling under the shadow of the square Norman tower of the church. Agatha quickened her step and strode up the hill. She could not think of James Lacey yet or wonder what he was doing. Her mind flinched away from the very thought of him. As she walked on, she began to feel she was walking away from some of her misery and grief.

But it seemed the nightmare was not about to end. For down the road towards her came Jimmy Raisin. He was the worse from drink, swaying and mumbling to himself, an expensive bottle of malt whisky sticking out of his pocket.

Agatha turned on her heel and began to walk down the hill away from him. He came running after her, a shambling, staggering run. “Come on, Aggie,” he yelled. “I’m your husband.”

She stopped in her tracks and turned to face him. A red mist seemed to rise before her eyes. She did not even see Harry Symes, one of the farm workers, coming up the hill on his tractor.

When Jimmy reached her, she slapped him hard across the face, so hard that her diamond engagement ring cut his lip, and then, with all her force, she shoved him into the ditch.

She stood over him, her hands on her hips. “Why don’t you die!” she panted. And then she ran off down the hill.

 

One hour later, the police were on her doorstep and she was charged with the murder of Jimmy Raisin.
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