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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 Jimmys 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


  Mrs Bloxby, wife of the vicar of Carsely, looked nervously at her visitor. Yes, Mrs Raisin is a friend of mine, a very dear friend, but she is now very busy running her
  detective agency and does not have spare time for 


  But this is such a good cause, interrupted Arthur Chance, vicar of Saint Odo The Severe in the village of Comfrey Magna. The services of an expert public relations officer
  to bring the crowds to our annual fte would be most welcome. Proceeds will go to restore the church roof and to various charities.


  Yes, but 


  It would do no harm to just ask, now would it? It is your Christian duty.


  I hardly need to be reminded of my duty, said Mrs Bloxby wearily, thinking of all the parish visits, the mothers meetings and the Carsely Ladies Society. Really, she
  thought, surveying the vicar, for such a mild, inoffensive-looking man he is terribly pushy. Arthur Chance was a small man with thick glasses and grey hair which stuck out in tufts like horns on
  either side of his creased and wrinkled face. He had married a woman twenty years his junior, Mrs Bloxby remembered. He probably bullied her into it, she thought.


  Look! I will do what I can, but I cannot promise anything. When is the fte?


  It is a week on Saturday.


  Only about a week away. You are not giving Mrs Raisin any time.


  God will help her, said Mr Chance.


  Agatha Raisin, a middle-aged woman who had sold up her successful public relations business to take early retirement in a cottage in the Cotswolds, had found that inactivity
  did not suit her and so had started up her own private detective agency. Now that it was successful, however, she wished she had more time to relax. Also, the cases which poured into the detective
  agency all concerned messy divorces, missing children, missing cats and dogs, and only the occasional case of industrial espionage. She had begun to close the agency at weekends, feeling she was
  losing quality time, forgetting that when she had plenty of quality time, she didnt know what to do with it.


  For a woman in her early fifties, she still looked well. Her hair, although tinted, was glossy and her legs were good. Although she had small eyes, she had very few wrinkles. She had a generous
  bosom and a rather thick waist, which was her despair.


  On Friday evening, when she arrived home, she fussed over her two cats, Hodge and Boswell, kicked off her shoes, mixed herself a generous gin and tonic, lit a cigarette, and lay back on the sofa
  with a sigh of relief.


  She wondered idly where her ex-husband, James Lacey, was. He lived next door to her but worked as a travel writer and was often abroad. She rummaged around in her brain as usual, searching for
  that old obsession, that old longing for him, but it seemed to have gone forever. Agatha, without an obsession, was left with herself; and she forgot about all the pain and misery that obsession
  for her ex had brought and remembered only the brief bursts of elation.


  The doorbell shrilled. Agatha swung her legs off the sofa and went to answer the door. Her face lit up when she saw Mrs Bloxby standing there. Come in, she cried. Im
  just having a G and T. Want one?


  No, but Id like a sherry.


  Sometimes Agatha, often too aware of her slum upbringing, wondered what it would be like to be a lady inside and out like Mrs Bloxby. The vicars wife was wearing a rather baggy tweed
  skirt and a rose-pink blouse which had seen better days. Her grey hair was escaping from a bun at the back of her neck, but she had her usual air of kindness and dignity.


  The pair of them, as was the fashion in the Carsely Ladies Society, always called each other by their second names.


  Agatha poured Mrs Bloxby a sherry. I havent seen you for a while, said Agatha. Its been so busy.


  A brief flicker of guilt crossed Mrs Bloxbys grey eyes. Have you still got that young detective with you, Toni Gilmour?


  Yes, thank goodness. Excellent worker. But I think we will need to start turning down cases. I really dont want to take on more staff.


  Mrs Bloxby took a sip of sherry and said distractedly, I knew you would be too busy. Thats what I told him.


  Told who?


  Mr Arthur Chance. The vicar of Saint Odo The Severe.


  The what?


  An Anglo-Saxon saint. I forget what he did. There are so many of them.


  So how did my name come up in your discussion with Mr Chance?


  He lives in Comfrey Magna 


  Never been there.


  Few people have. Its off the tourist route. Anyway, they are having their annual village fte a week tomorrow and Mr Chance wanted me to beg you to publicize the event for
  them.


  Is there anything special about this vicar? Any reason why I should?


  Only because its for charity. And he is rather pushy.


  Agatha smiled. You look like a woman who has just been bullied. Tell you what, well drive over there tomorrow morning and I will tell him one resounding no and he wont
  bother you again.


  That is so good of you, Mrs Raisin. I am not very strong when it comes to saying no to good works.


  In the winter days, when the rain dripped down and thick wet fog covered the hills, Agatha sometimes wondered what she was doing buried under the thatch of her cottage in the
  Cotswolds.


  But as she drove off with Mrs Bloxby the following morning, the countryside was enjoying a really warm spring. Blackthorn starred the hedgerows, wisteria and clematis hung on garden walls,
  bluebells shook in the lightest of breezes, and a large blue sky arched overhead.


  Mrs Bloxby guided Agatha through a maze of country lanes. Here we are at last, she said finally. Just park in front of the church.


  Agatha thought Comfrey Magna was an odd, secretive-looking village. There were no new houses to mar the straggling line of ancient cottages on either side of the road. She could see no one on
  the main street or in the gardens or even at the windows.


  Awfully quiet, she commented.


  Few young people, thats the problem, said Mrs Bloxby. No first-time buyers, only last-time buyers.


  Shouldnt think houses would be all that expensive in a dead hole like this, said Agatha, parking the car.


  Houses all over are dreadfully expensive.


  They got out of the car. Thats the vicarage over there, said Mrs Bloxby. Well cut through the churchyard.


  The vicarage was an old grey building with a sloping roof of old Cotswold tiles, the kind that cost a fortune but that the local council would never allow anyone to sell, unless they were going
  to be replaced with exactly the same thing which, of course, defeated the purpose.


  As they entered the churchyard, Agatha saw a man straightening up from one of the graves where he had been laying flowers. He turned and saw them and smiled.


  Agatha blinked rapidly. He was tall, with fair hair, a lightly tanned handsome face, and green eyes. His eyes were really green, thought Agatha, not a fleck of brown in them. He was wearing a
  tweed sports jacket and cavalry-twill trousers.


  Good morning, said Mrs Bloxby pleasantly, but giving Agathas arm a nudge because that lady seemed to have become rooted to the spot.


  Good morning, he replied.


  Who was that? whispered Agatha as they approached the door of the vicarage.


  I dont know.


  Mrs Bloxby rang the bell. The door was opened by a tall woman wearing a leotard and nothing else. Her hair was tinted aubergine and worn long and straight. She had rather mean features  a
  narrow, thin mouth and long narrow eyes. Her nose was thin with an odd bump in the middle, as if it had once been broken and then badly reset. Pushing forty, thought Agatha.


  Youve interrupted my Pilates exercises, she said.


  Weve come to see Mr Chance, said Mrs Bloxby.


  You must be the PR people. Youll find him in the study. Im Trixie Chance.


  Oh dear, thought Mrs Bloxby. She often thought that trendy vicars wives did as much to reduce a church congregation as a trendy vicar. Mrs Chance was of a type familiar to her: always
  desperately trying to be cool, following the latest fads and quoting the names of the latest pop groups.


  Trixie had disappeared. By pushing open a couple of doors off the hall, they found the study. Arthur Chance was sitting behind a large Victorian desk piled high with papers.


  He rushed round the desk to meet them, his pale eyes shining behind thick glasses. He seized Agathas hands. Dear lady, I knew you would come. How splendid of you to help
  us!


  Agatha disengaged her hands. I have come here, she began, to say 


  There was a trill of laughter from outside, and through the window Agatha could see Trixie talking to that handsome man.


  Who is that man? she demanded, pointing at the window.


  Arthur swung round in surprise. Oh, that is one of my parishioners, Mr George Selby. So tragic, his wife dying like that! He has been a source of strength helping me with the organization
  of the fte, ordering the marquees in case it rains. So important in our fickle English climate, dont you think, Mrs Raisin?


  Certainly, gushed Agatha. Perhaps, if you could call Mr Selby in, we could discuss the publicity together?


  Certainly certainly. Arthur bustled off. Mrs Bloxby stifled a sigh. She knew her friend was now dead set on another romantic pursuit. She wished, not for the first time, that
  Agatha would grow up.


  George Selby entered the study behind the vicar. He smiled at Agatha. Are you sure you want to do this? he asked. Mr Chance can be very persuasive.


  Its no trouble at all, said Agatha, thinking she should have worn a pair of heels instead of the dowdy flat sandals she was wearing.


  But Agathas heart sank as the events were described to her. There was to be entertainment by the village band and dancing by a local group of morris men. The rest consisted of
  competitions to see who had created the best cake, bread, pickles and relishes. The main event was the home-made jam tasting.


  She sat in silence after the vicar had finished outlining the events. She caught a sympathetic look from Georges beautiful green eyes and a great idea leaped into her mind.


  Yes, I can do this, she said. You havent given me much time. Leave it to me. She turned to George. Perhaps we could have dinner sometime in the coming
  week to discuss progress?


  He hesitated slightly. Splendid idea, said the vicar. Plan of campaign. There is a very good restaurant at Mircester. Trixie, my wife, is particularly fond of it. La Belle
  Cuisine. Why dont we all meet there for dinner on Wednesday? Eight oclock.


  Fine, said Agatha gloomily.


  I suppose so, said George with a marked lack of enthusiasm.


  Agathas staff, consisting of detectives Phil Marshall, Patrick Mulligan, young Toni Gilmour and secretary Mrs Freedman, found that the usual Monday morning conference
  was cancelled. Just get on with whatever youre on with, said Agatha. Ive got a church fte to sell.


  Toni felt low. She had been given another divorce case and she hated divorce cases. But she lingered in the office, fascinated to hear Agatha Raisin in full bullying mode on the phone.
  Yes, I think you should send a reporter. Were running a real food campaign here. Good local home-made produce and no supermarket rubbish. And I can promise you a surprise. Yes, it
  is Agatha Raisin here. No, no murder, hah, hah. Just send a reporter.


  Next call. I want to speak to Betsy Wilson.


  Toni stood frozen. Betsy Wilson was a famous pop singer. Tell her its Agatha Raisin. Hello, Betsy, dear, remember me? I want you to open a village fte next Saturday. I know
  you have a busy schedule, but I also happen to know you are between gigs. The press will all be there. Good for your image. Lady-of-the-manor bit. Large hat, floaty dress, gracious  come on,
  girl, by the time Im finished with you Ill have you engaged to Prince William. Yes, you come along and Ill see if I can get the Prince. Agatha then charged on to tell
  Betsy to arrive at two oclock and to give her directions to Comfrey Magna.


  Thick as two planks, muttered Agatha, but shes coming.


  But shes famous! gasped Toni. Why should she come?


  Her career was sinking after that drugs bust, said Agatha. I did a freelance job and got her going again.


  She picked up the phone again. News desk? Forget about the healthy food. Better story. Fte is to be opened by Betsy Wilson. Yes. I thought that would make you sit up.


  Toni waited until Agatha had finished the call and asked, Can you really get Prince William?


  Of course not, but that dumb cow thinks Im capable of anything.


  At dinner on the Wednesday night, only Trixie Chance greeted Agathas news that Betsy Wilson was to open the fte with delight. George Selby said anxiously,
  But the village will be overrun by teenagers and press. Itll be a disaster.


  Agatha felt panicky. She now had the nationals coming as well as the local newspapers.


  Ive got it, she said. Vicar, you open the fte with a prayer. Get yourself a good sound system. Think of the size of the congregation. Ill get Betsy to
  sing Amazing Grace. Set the tone.


  The vicars eyes shone. I can see it now, he said, clasping his hands as though in prayer.


  Yes, so can I, said George. Mess and rubbish everywhere.


  Trixie squeezed his arm. Oh, Georgy Porgy, dont be a great bear. Little Trixie is thrilled to bits.


  Shes five feet eight inches, thought Agatha sourly, and people who refer to themselves in the third person are always crashing bores.


  Itll be marvellous, said Agatha. Itll really put Comfrey Magna on the map!


  She wondered how she could manage to engineer an evening with George on his own. Mustnt seem too needy. Men could smell needy across two continents.


  In vain during the meal did George try to protest against the visit of the pop star. The vicar and his wife were too excited to listen to him.


  What was worse, George was beginning to look at her with something like dislike in those grass-green eyes of his.


  He leaned across the table, interrupting the vicars enthusiastic plans, and said coldly, Ive decided I dont really want to be part of this.


  But George, wailed Trixie, we depend on you to organize the marquees and things.


  I am sure the very efficient Mrs Raisin can take over from me. I only chipped in because Saint Odos is a beautiful church and the fte was one way to raise funds towards the
  necessary repairs as well as sending some money to charity.


  Listen, said Agatha, panicking as gorgeous George seemed to be vanishing over the flat horizon of her present manless life, heres an idea which will get you so much
  money you could build a cathedral. It will only mean one day of chaos. You put up barricades at the two roads leading into the village. You charge five pounds a head for entry. You get a couple of
  farmers, say, to contribute fields for parking. Havent you any Boy Scouts or Girl Guides?


  Yes, we do, said the vicar.


  Draft them in to park the cars and dib, dib whatever, youve got a fortune.


  There was a startled silence. The vicar looked as if someone had just presented him with the Holy Grail. George gave a reluctant smile.


  I suppose it could work. We dont have much time.


  Call an emergency meeting in the village hall tomorrow, said Agatha eagerly.


  There are only a few days left, cautioned George.


  We can do it, said Agatha. I know we can do it.


  What about all these crowds that are going to come? Well need to inform the police.


  Agatha quailed at the thought of her friend Detective Sergeant Bill Wongs reaction. Ill do that, she said, and Ill hire a security firm to police the
  area.


  You are an angel, said the happy vicar.


  But George looked uneasy. I feel no good will come of this, he said.


  The dinner party finished at eight because the vicar liked to eat early and get to bed early.


  Agatha cast one longing look after Georges retreating well-tailored back as he headed for his car.


  She must find out more about him. Surely Mrs Bloxby knew something.


  Later that evening, Mrs Bloxby listened in alarm to Agathas plans. She felt that, as Agatha had bulldozed ahead, there was now little point in making any protest. And when Agatha left,
  commenting on the incredible beauty of the Cotswold spring, Mrs Bloxby repressed a sigh. Agathas perception of beauty, she felt, was prompted by her hormones. If only Agatha hadnt
  seen that handsome man in the graveyard. She knew her friend of old. Agatha was heading for another obsession, and while it lasted, the Cotswolds would be beautiful and every pop tune would have a
  special meaning.


  Agatha sustained a visit from a very angry Bill Wong on Friday evening. You might have told me first what your plans were, he complained, and I would have
  done my best to stop you. Betsy Wilson! Its as bad as hiring Celine Dion for the occasion.


  He was only slightly mollified by the news that Agatha had engaged a security firm that had promised to put as many of their men as possible on the ground.


  Bill was the product of a Chinese father and a Gloucestershire mother. He had inherited his fathers almond-shaped eyes, those eyes which were looking suspiciously at Agatha. Who is
  he? asked Bill.


  He? Who?


  Youve fallen for someone.


  Bill, can you not for once believe something good about me? Im doing this for charity.


  So you say. Ill be there myself on Saturday.


  Hows your love life? countered Agatha. Still dating my young detective, Toni Gilmour?


  We go around together when we both get some free time, but . . .


  But what?


  Agatha, could you try to find out what she thinks of me? Toni is very affectionate and likes me, but theres no spark there, no hint of passion. Mother and Father like her a
  lot.


  Agatha eyed him shrewdly. You know, Bill, you cant go after a girl just because your mother and father like her. Do you yearn for her?


  Dont be embarrassing.


  All right. Ill find out what her intentions are.


  Id better go. See you tomorrow.


  Agatha, who had been sitting on a kitchen chair, rose with one fluid movement to show him out.


  Youve had a hip replacement! exclaimed Bill.


  Nonsense. It wasnt arthritis after all. A pulled muscle.


  Agatha had no intention of telling Bill or anybody else that she had paid one thousand pounds at the Nuffield Hospital in Cheltenham for a hip injection. The surgeon had warned her that she
  would soon have to have a hip replacement, but now, free of pain, Agatha forgot his words. Arthritis was so ageing. She was sure it had been a pulled muscle.


  George Selby had to admit to himself that it looked as if the day was going to be a success. Betsy Wilson was a rare pop singer in that she appealed to families as well as
  teenagers. He also had to admit that had she not arrived to open the fte, only a few people would have attended. What was considered the height of the fte was the tasting to find the
  best homemade jam. Little dishes of jam were laid out, and people tasted each and then dropped a note of their favourite in a ballot box.


  The sun shone from a cloudless sky on the beauty of spring. It had been a cold, damp early spring, and now, with the sudden heat and good weather, it seemed as if everything had blossomed at
  once: cherry and lilac, wisteria and hawthorn and all the glory of the fruit trees in the orchards around the village.


  Betsy Wilson, in a gauzy dress decorated with roses, made a short speech, clasped her hands and sang her latest hit, Every Other Sunday. It was a haunting ballad. Her clear young
  voice floated up to the Cotswold hills. Even the hardened pressmen stood silently.


  She sang two more ballads, finished by singing Amazing Grace, and then was hustled into a stretch limo by her personal security guard. The band which had accompanied her packed up
  and left, to be replaced by the village band.


  Then Toni, who was with Agatha, tugged her sleeve and said, Thats odd.


  Whats odd? asked Agatha.


  Look at all those teenagers queuing outside the jam tent.


  Really? If I thought it was going to be such a popular event, Id have charged an extra admission fee.


  Could someone be peddling drugs inside that tent? asked Toni.


  Why?


  Some of the people coming out look stoned.


  Agatha was about to walk towards the tent when she heard screams and commotion coming from over by the church. People were pointing upwards. A woman was standing at the top of the square Norman
  tower, her arms outstretched. As Agatha ran over to the church, followed by Toni, she heard someone say, Its old Mrs Andrews. Her said something about how her could fly.


  Agatha saw George running into the church and ran after him, with Toni pounding after her. George was disappearing through a door at the back of the church where stairs led to the tower. Agatha
  ran up the stairs, panting and gasping as she neared the top. She staggered out on to the roof.


  Mrs Andrews was standing up on the parapet. I can fly, she said dreamily. Just like Superman.


  George made a lunge for her  but too late.


  With an odd little laugh, Mrs Andrews sailed straight off into space. George, Agatha and Toni craned their heads over the parapet. Mrs Andrews lay smashed on a table tombstone, a pool of dark
  blood spreading from her head.


  George was white-faced. What on earth came over her? She was a perfectly sane woman.


  The jam, said Toni suddenly. I think someones put something in the jam.


  Get down there, said Agatha, and tell the security guards to seal off that damned tent.


  She was about to run after Toni when George caught her arm. Whats this about the jam?


  Toni noticed that an awful lot of teenagers were queuing up outside the jam tent and coming out looking stoned. Ive got to get down there.


  When they arrived outside the church, a woman came up to them looking distraught. Get an ambulance. Old Mrs Jessops jumped into the river.


  Police were beginning to shout through loudhailers that everyone was to stay exactly where they were until interviewed.


  Thousands of them, gasped Toni. I told Bill there was something wrong with the jam.


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  Sir Charles Fraith, a friend of Agathas, placed his slippered feet on a footstool in his drawing room and switched on the television to BBC news.


  Agathas frantic face seemed to leap at him out of the screen. I dont know what happened, she was saying to the interviewer. I think some maniac put something
  in the jam.


  The interviewer went on to describe the events at Agathas disastrous church fte. Apart from Mrs Andrews and Mrs Jessop, two villagers had suffered heart attacks.


  The camera panned out over the village. It looked as if the whole of the countys police force were on the scene, busy taking down names and addresses. Theyll never forgive Agatha
  for the expense of all this manpower, thought Charles. Ill get over there this evening and pick up the pieces.


  As dusk settled down over the Cotswolds and blossoms glimmered whitely in the fading light, all was peace and quiet except at Comfrey Magna.


  Inside the tent, lit by the harsh glare of halogen lights, the two organizers of the jam tasting, a Mrs Glarely and a Mrs Cranton, sat weeping quietly.


  Agatha and Toni were being interviewed inside the tent for what seemed to her like the hundredth time. Facing her was Detective Inspector Wilkes, flanked by Detective Sergeant Collins. Bill Wong
  had been sidelined by Collins, a nasty, pushy woman, who had pointed out to Wilkes that Bill was tainted by his friendship with Agatha and should be kept out of the interview. Collins had said she
  was transferring to the Metropolitan Police, but Bill had a sinking feeling that shed been turned down. Behind Agatha, waiting to be interviewed again, were the vicar, his wife and
  George.


  Now this Betsy Wilson, said Wilkes, she was involved in some drug scandal a few years ago.


  Shes clean, said Agatha, and she didnt go near the jam tent. Betsy went straight to the platform. Her band had arrived earlier and set up. She sang her songs
  and left.


  What about the members of the band? rasped Collins. Her hair was pulled back so severely that Agatha was amazed her eyes didnt water. That lot are always into drugs.
  Assuming it was drugs and not some nasty local herb in the preserves.


  I think it was LSD, said Toni suddenly. Ive been thinking about it. Its a hallucinogen.


  And how come you know about it, young lady? demanded Wilkes.


  It was a case we turned over to Worcester CID earlier this year, said Toni. Do you remember, Agatha? A mother thought her son was on drugs. I followed him to that club in
  Evesham and found they were giving out tabs quite openly. So I informed the police and the club was raided.


  What are tabs?


  LSD is usually found on little squares of blotting paper called tabs, said Toni. Its also a clear liquid. All someone had to do was tip a few drops into each of the
  jam-testing dishes. I gather the show was set up early in the morning and then the organizers went home for breakfast. It might be an idea to trace the source of the drug. LSD isnt all that
  common in the clubs these days. Its all Ecstasy or crack cocaine or heroin.


  Toni was a pretty young girl aged eighteen. She had naturally fair hair. Collins threw her a look of dislike. You seem to know a lot about drugs.


  Its my job, said Toni. Im a detective. You see, thats how I found out our two organizers had left the tent empty. Before the tent was opened to the
  public, the various jam dishes were covered with white cloths fastened with drawing pins. The tent was only opened to the public after Betsy had finished singing.


  It wasnt us, wailed Mrs Glarely.


  Well need the names of all the women who contributed jam, said Wilkes. He sighed. Are there many?


  Only six, said Toni, pulling out a notebook. I have their names and addresses here.


  Good girl, said Wilkes, and Agatha felt a little stab of jealousy. She felt tired and jaded, and there was Toni looking as fresh as a daisy. Had George noticed Toni? That was the
  trouble with middle-aged men. They were allowed to fancy young girls. Middle-aged women fancying young men were called cradle snatchers.


  And, went on Toni, Mrs Cranton said, apart from these ladies, the only people who came into the tent before it was officially opened were Mr George Selby, the vicar and his
  wife, and a pig farmer called Hal Bassett 


  What was a pig farmer doing in the jam tent before it was opened? interrupted Wilkes.


  He was trying to get an advance taste. He eats home-made jam by the spoonful. Then there was Miss Triast-Perkins from the manor. She claimed that she wanted to be sure of decorum at all
  the events. She said that Mrs Raisin was out to ruin the village by running the fte like a three-ringed circus.


  Agatha hated being left out. Could we continue all this in the morning? she pleaded.


  And I need to let the marquee people come and collect the tents tomorrow, said George.


  Just a few more questions, snapped Collins.


  And so it went on until nearly midnight, when they were all told they could go but to report to a mobile police unit which would be in place in the village in the morning.


  As they all walked outside the tent, Agatha asked George, Do you know how much we made?


  The vicar is going to count the money. There must be thousands. Of course, any relatives of Mrs Andrews and Mrs Jessop must be compensated, not to mention any people who suffered ill
  health.


  Agatha had been about to suggest she should be compensated for hiring the security firm, but decided it might sound callous. She was desperately wondering how to set up a date with George when
  she heard the vicar calling her.


  Reluctantly she turned back as George hurried away. Mrs Raisin, said Arthur Chance, this is a terrible business. I would like to hire your agency to find out who did this
  dreadful thing.


  Trixie protested. There are police all over the place.


  Mrs Raisins agency has a good reputation, said the vicar firmly.


  Ill do it, said Agatha. I feel responsible.


  So you should, said Trixie, tossing her long hair. Wheres George?


  I think hes gone home, said Agatha. Ill be back first thing in the morning.


  She headed to where she had parked her car to find Toni waiting for her. Weve been employed, said Agatha. I think you and I should concentrate on this case and leave
  Phil and Patrick to cope with the rest. Agatha suddenly remembered Bills request. How are you and Bill getting along? she asked.


  Fine.


  Madly in love?


  Were just friends. No fire lit. Not for me, not for him, but poor Bill thinks there should be something just because his mum and dad want it. Toni had wanted to leave the
  agency and join the police force, but she owed Agatha a great deal. Agatha had rescued her from a brutal home. Perhaps when this case was over, she might find the courage to leave.


  See you at the office, said Agatha, stifling a yawn. Make it eight oclock. Ill phone Phil and Patrick and get them there early as well.


  As Agatha drove up to her cottage, she saw Charless car parked outside. She frowned in irritation. She didnt feel like coping with Charles and she resented the
  way he used her cottage like a hotel.


  She let herself in. Charles was asleep on the sofa, with the television still on. Agatha switched it off and went upstairs to bed without waking Charles. Sleep did not come easily. She tossed
  and turned, remembering the events of the catastrophic day. It had all started so well, good-natured crowds flooding into the village and over to a field where a stage had been set up for Betsy.
  How pretty she had looked with her filmy dress floating in the slightest of breezes. After Betsy had driven off, a great number of people had started to head away. Then the disaster of poor Mrs
  Andrewss flight from the tower. Who had put LSD, if thats what it was, in the jam? She remembered Tonis concise report. Her young detective had really shown her up. But she,
  Agatha, had been running here and there, trying to get the security guards to contain the scene. She fell down at last into a nightmare where Trixie and George were laughing at her because she had
  turned up at the fte without a stitch on.


  In the morning she stumbled out of bed, feeling immeasurably tired. She showered and dressed and hurried downstairs. Charles was still asleep on the sofa, the cats beside him. She scribbled a
  note, telling him to feed the cats and let them out into the garden, and then drove off to Mircester where she had her office.


  Phil Marshall and Patrick Mulligan, who had been called in by Agatha that Sunday for an emergency meeting, groaned when Agatha said that she and Toni were going to handle the Comfrey Magna case.
  Phil Marshall was in his seventies and Patrick was a retired police detective.


  Youll need to hire someone else, said Patrick. Phil and I cant cope on our own with the workload. I know a retired detective.


  This is getting like the geriatric employment agency, snapped Agatha, and then, seeing the look of hurt on Phils face, said quickly, Sorry about that. Yes. Hire him.
  Mrs Freedman will set up a contract for him. Mrs Freedman, the secretary, gave a little smile. They had already discussed the idea of hiring someone extra before Agatha arrived, and the
  retired detective was one of her cousins. Agatha went through the files and allocated work for Monday morning and then turned to Toni. Wed better be off to the scene of the crime.
  Itll be crawling with press, although a lot of them will be doorstepping Betsy in London. She bit her lip in vexation. She hadnt had time to look at the Sunday morning papers,
  but she was sure they would have raked up all that old drug scandal about Betsy. Must get the vicar to say something about Betsy being a saint, she thought.


  When Toni and Agatha arrived back at Comfrey Magna, they avoided the mobile police unit and went straight to the vicarage, battling their way through the press.


  To Agathas delight, George answered the door.


  Mr Chance is in the study with my accountant. Were counting up the money.


  Agatha followed George into the study, looking dreamily at his back. He was wearing a shirt as blue as the sky above, chinos and shoes which looked as if they had been handmade.


  Ah, Mrs Raisin! cried the vicar, running around his desk to take Agathas hands in his. We have a fortune here. Various charities will get a generous sum, the church
  roof will be repaired, and then we will compensate the families of the bereaved.


  How much? asked Agatha.


  Oh, let me introduce our accountant. Mrs Raisin, or may I call you Agatha?


  Please do.


  Agatha, I would like to introduce Mr Arnold Birntweather. He lives in our village and has kindly offered his services. Tell her how much we have.


  We have thirty thousand pounds, said Arnold.


  He was a very small man, with a dowagers hump, and small eyes magnified by thick glasses. His hair was an improbable brown.


  Again, Agatha was tempted to suggest that they pay her for the services of the security firm and then again decided it would look too mean. Also any builder these days with the expertise to
  repair the church roof would take most if not all of the money.


  Where is Trixie? asked Agatha, looking around for what she had privately damned as the competition.


  My poor wife has gone to the hairdresser. She has been so shocked by the events of yesterday. She felt like some type of beauty treatment to calm her nerves. Now I must get to the church
  for morning service.


  Could you please say a few words to the press outside after the service about Betsy? asked Agatha. Something nice about such a famous pop star giving up her time?


  Of course, said Arthur.


  Ill come with you, said George.


  Good idea, said Agatha brightly.


  Shouldnt we be out there interviewing people? whispered Toni.


  Theyll all be in church, muttered Agatha as the vicar rushed off, clutching his sermon.


  The church of Saint Odo The Severe had not escaped the attentions of Cromwells troops. There was no stained glass in the windows and bright shafts of sunlight shone
  through mullioned panes of clear glass. The church was full. Toni fretted. Instead of getting on with the job, they were now trapped inside for a full morning service.


  Agatha wondered where the vicars wife had managed to find a hairdresser on a Sunday.


  As the service dragged on, Agathas conscience began to get the better of her. George was in the pew in front and all she could do was stare at the back of his head.


  She pinched Tonis arm in the middle of a rendering of Abide with Me and jerked her head to indicate they should leave.


  They both emerged, blinking in the sunlight. Boy Scouts and Girl Guides  or did they call them Girl Scouts these days?  were moving about the village, filling up plastic bags with
  rubbish. Either they had drafted in troops from surounding villages, thought Agatha, or this was a very fecund village. Well start with Hal Bassett, the pig farmer, said
  Agatha.


  She stopped one of the Scouts and asked the boy if he knew where Bassetts pig farm was. I dont come from here, said the boy, moodily poking a plastic bag with a
  pointed stick. Ask her over there, the girl with the carroty hair. Shes from here.


  The girl when questioned said that Hal Bassetts farm was outside the village up on the hill to the left.


  Is it far? asked Agatha. She was wearing high-heeled sandals. No, said the girl, pointing to the left. You go along to the end of the village and walk straight
  up the hill. Youll see a sign to the farm. Its called Bassetts Piggery. You cant miss it. It smells.


  What if hes in church? asked Toni as they set off.


  Dont think so. Agatha had convinced herself that a jam-loving pig farmer would not be religious.


  It was a long straggling village, possibly built along one of the old drove roads. The church was at one end and the road leading to the farm at the other. The small cottages on both sides of
  the road did not have any gardens at the front. They seemed to crouch beside the road, small, old and secretive. Nobody moved on the deserted main street. Unlike Carsely, there were no streets
  leading off the main one. One main street was all there was to Comfrey Magna. In a few gaps between the houses, Agatha could see gardens at the back full of spring blossom, but no one had thought
  to plant anything in the little bit of earth between the houses and the road in the front. The place was deserted.


  The street was cobbled. A heel of Agathas sandal got stuck between the cobbles and was wrenched off.


  You wait here, said Toni. Ill run back and get the car.


  Agatha enviously watched her flying figure as Toni raced off down the street. Tonis fair hair gleamed in the sunlight. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt and flat sandals. Why did I get
  all dressed up? mourned Agatha in all the glory of a mustard-coloured linen suit with a short skirt. Because you wanted to get Gorgeous Georges attention, said the inner governess. Agatha
  was not plagued by any inner child but by this governess, who yakked on, Why were you so stupid? What do you know of George? Has he shown any wit, humour, charm or anything? No. So here you
  are, all dressed up like a dogs dinner.


  Agatha began to wish Toni would hurry up. It was as if there was a feeling of dislike emanating from the very stones of the old cottages. She kept feeling there was a face at one of the windows,
  just seen out of the corner of her eye, but when she whipped round, the window was empty and blank.


  She heaved a sigh of relief when she saw Toni arriving with her car at last. Agatha climbed in. Ive got a pair of flat shoes in the back, she said. Ill put
  them on when we get to the farm.


  The farm turned out to be nearly at the top of a very steep hill leading out of the village. I bet he looks like one of his pigs, said Agatha. All that jam. Hes
  probably round and pink like a porker.


  It does pong something awful, said Toni when she drove into the farmyard.


  I hope hes at home after all this. Agatha put on a pair of flat sandals and flexed her toes with relief.


  It was a funny time of year for a jam tasting, said Toni. I mean, you would think maybe after the strawberries came out.


  In this backward dump, they probably make jam out of weeds, said Agatha. The farm doors open. Hello! Anybody at home?


  A thin, commanding-looking woman dressed in jeans and a washed-out cotton blouse appeared in the doorway. She had thick grey hair, grey eyes and a thin mouth.


  She looked Agatha up and down and sighed. You Jehovahs, she said in an upper-class accent. Dragging your poor children from door to door.


  I am not a Jehovah, snapped Agatha. My name is Agatha Raisin and this is one of my detectives, Miss Toni Gilmour.


  Oh, so youre the female responsible for the deaths yesterday.


  Look, said Agatha, I would like to speak to Mr Bassett.


  I am Mrs Bassett. Her eyes raked Agatha up and down. You could leave the Birmingham slum, thought Agatha, but it was always there, deep inside, waiting to make you feel
  inferior.


  Its Mr Bassett I want to speak to. Agathas small eyes bored truculently into Mrs Bassetts face.


  Come in, she said abruptly.


  They followed her into a kitchen which was like something out of the pages of Cotswold Life magazine. It shone and gleamed in the sunlight, from the latest utensils to the copper pots
  hanging on hooks above a granite counter.


  Wait there, commanded Mrs Bassett, pointing towards a kitchen table surrounded by Windsor chairs.


  She strode out the back door and called in stentorian tones, Hal!


  There was a faint answering cry.


  Hes coming, said Mrs Bassett, striding back into the kitchen.


  As usual, Agathas eyes ranged around the room, looking for an ashtray, but she could not see a single one.


  Mrs Bassett began to grind coffee beans. She had her back to them and seemed unaware of their very existence.


  Hal Bassett came into the kitchen. Mrs Bassett swung round. Boots! she said.


  Hal retreated to the doorway, sat down on a small stool at the entrance and tugged off his green wellies.


  Who are they? he asked.


  Its that Agatha Raisin woman and her sidekick, said Mrs Bassett.


  Hal walked up to the kitchen table, twisted a chair round and straddled it. I hate men who do that, thought Agatha.


  He was a tall brown-haired man dressed in a checked shirt and cords. He smelt strongly of pig. So youre the female responsible for the mayhem yesterday, he remarked. His
  voice was light and pleasant. He had a square regular face. He did not look at all like the kind of person to haunt a jam-tasting exhibition.


  Im not responsible for the LSD in the jam  if that is what the drug was, said Agatha.


  What did you expect, encouraging a load of riff-raff to come here? said Hal.


  It seems as if it had nothing to do with the visitors, said Agatha. The exhibition was set up in the marquee early in the morning by the organizers, Mrs Glarely and Mrs
  Cranton. The only people to visit the tent before the opening were yourself, Miss Triast-Perkins, the vicar and his wife and Mr Selby. Did you taste any of the jam?


  No, said Hal. I tried to buy a pot of plum jam from the ones on sale, but I was told Id have to wait. Mrs Cranton wouldnt let me try any of the samples until
  the place was open to the public. Fair carried away with all this pop-singer nonsense.


  Did you go back?


  Couldnt. Got a sow in farrow. I had to get back here.


  Toni smiled at him. We arent suggesting you had anything to do with it. Of course not. But we wondered whether you might have seen anything when you were in the marquee.


  Hal smiled back. Whats a pretty thing like you doing being a detective? No, I didnt see anything out of the way. But if I remember something, Ill phone you. Got a
  card?


  Toni took out one of her business cards, but before he could take it, it was snatched by Mrs Bassett, who said icily, Hal has work to do. If youve finished, wed like to get
  on.


  They were just getting into the car in the farmyard when Hal came hurrying out. He thrust a packet of sausages at Toni. Here you are, he said. Prime pork. My own
  pigs.


  Thats very kind of you, said Toni. Does it always pong like this round here?


  He laughed. Ive got a load of pig muck stacked up to sell to the farmers for fertilizer. Itll be cleared out tomorrow. My pigs dont smell. Come back sometime and
  Ill give you a tour.


  Hal! called Mrs Bassett from the doorway.


  Coming.


  Youve made a conquest there, said Agatha, feeling low. How great it would be to be young and pretty like Toni. George would surely pay attention to
  her.


  George was in the tent as well, said Toni. I forgot about that. Do you know anything about him?


  No, only that his wife died.


  Maybe he poisoned her.


  Just drive, said Agatha sourly. And find the manor house. Wed better have a word with Miss Triast-Perkins.


  Toni drove back down into the village. Arent we supposed to be reporting to the police?


  Later.


  People were returning from the church service. Toni lowered the window and asked for directions to the manor, and was told it was at the other end of the village, just beyond the church.
  Did you see the way they were all looking at us? asked Toni. Theyre all in their Sunday best, but if you put them in, say, medieval dress, their faces would fit. They
  looked as if they would really like to lynch us. I bet theres a lot of nasty things go on behind closed doors here  wife beating, incest and drunkenness.


  Or maybe theyre too God-fearing to get up to anything nasty. Anyway, I could imagine one of them poisoning the jam with some nasty poisonous plant. But LSD? I dont think any
  of them would even know where to get it.


  Oh, oh. Toni braked suddenly.


  What is it?


  Bills waving us over to the mobile police unit.


  Another hour and a half of rigorous questioning by Collins and Wilkes left Agatha beginning to feel as if she had put the LSD in the jam herself.


  When she and Toni were finally allowed to go Agatha looked around, hoping to see a sign of George, but he was nowhere to be seen.


  They got in the car and drove to the manor house. The large iron gates were propped open. Beside the gates was a lodge house, fallen into disrepair. I wonder why the lodge was left like
  that, said Agatha. With the clamour for housing these days, youd think shed have sold it off.


  The manor house was a square Georgian building, the front of which was covered by the twisting branches of an old wisteria just coming into flower. Like the village, it had a blank, secretive
  air. Several of the windows had been blocked up from the days when owners tried to avoid the window tax.


  They got out of the car and Agatha rang the bell. They waited patiently. Turning round, Toni noticed that the garden was unkempt  just a weedy lawn and several bushes planted around
  it.


  The door opened. Are you Miss Triast-Perkins? asked Agatha.


  She was a small thin woman with grey hair worn straight from a centre parting. Her face was thin and her large eyes were pale blue. She was wearing a faded print summer dress.


  You are that woman who organized the fte, she said. Youd better come in.


  They followed her into a gloomy sitting room where nothing seemed to have been changed since Victorian times: heavy furniture, stuffed birds in glass cases, framed photographs, and a grand piano
  covered by a fringed shawl.


  You were in the jam-tasting exhibition before it opened, began Agatha. I wonder if you noticed anyone lifting the covers over the jam.


  No. I asked Mrs Glarely if I could see that my marmalade was in a prominent position, but she went all bossy and refused to let me see. Those normally quiet sheepish women can turn quite
  bullying when they are put in charge of anything. Mr Bassett came in to see if he could get a taste, but she refused him as well. Mr Bassett and I talked to the vicar and that silly wife of his,
  who had just turned up. Oh, and dear Mr George Selby. Poor man. He does mourn for his wife. She was such a pretty woman and did a lot of work for the parish.


  How did she die? asked Agatha.


  The poor thing fell downstairs. She was carrying a breakfast tray and missed her footing. George is an architect and Id warned him about those stairs. He has an old cottage near
  the church. Very old staircase, stone, you know, with deep steps.


  When did this happen?


  Last year, in June. I dont think hell ever marry again. No one could match up to Sarah.


  Sarah being his late wife?


  Yes.


  And she was pretty?


  What on earth was Agatha doing? wondered Toni.


  Oh, so dainty. A little slip of a thing.


  Agatha began to feel large and lumpy.


  Toni said, The problem is this. We believe that someone put LSD into the jam-tasting dishes. But the young people at the fte did not begin to queue up, having heard there was some
  drug available, until after the damage had been done. So it could very well have happened at the beginning, when the jam tasting was open to the public.


  Youll need to ask the organizers who was there. I went off to walk round the other displays.


  Where do Mrs Cranton and Mrs Glarely live?


  On either side of the pub in the main street. Mrs Glarely on the near side and Mrs Cranton on the far side.


  If you can think of anything at all that might help, please phone me, said Agatha, handing over her card.


  Outside, Toni asked, Why all the questions about George?


  He was in the tent at the beginning, said Agatha defensively.


  Ive been thinking, said Toni, it wouldnt take much effort to slide some LSD into the jam. Its a clear liquid. Instead of tabs of the stuff, someone
  could have had a small flask concealed in the palm of their hand. There are too many suspects. How are we ever going to find out who did it?


  Well just need to push on. Agatha took the wheel this time, but as they were approaching the vicarage, she saw George going in and slammed on the brakes.


  Toni, I think it would be a good idea if you could go ahead and interview these ladies on your own. I want to check something with the vicar.


  And shes just seen George going into the vicarage, thought Toni. She really is in pursuit of that man. Aloud, she said cheerfully, Just park the car. Ill walk.


  When Toni had left, Agatha got a bag of make-up out of the glove compartment and repaired her face and brushed her hair.


  The vicarage door was open. She walked in, hearing the sound of voices coming from the back of the house. Through the kitchen window she saw, to her dismay, not only George and the vicar and his
  wife, but Charles Fraith. They were sitting round a garden table under the shade of a cedar tree, chatting animatedly. Trixie Chance had turned into a blonde. Her long hair fell in golden waves to
  her shoulders. Where the hell did she get a dye job like that done on a Sunday? wondered Agatha. And blast and damn Charles.


  As she approached the group, Charles called out, Hi, Aggie. Why didnt you wake me up when you got home last night?


  Trixie looked amused. As Agatha sat down in a chair at the table, Trixie asked, Are you two an item?


  Just friends, snapped Agatha.


  Thought so. Bit young for you.


  Agatha was in her early fifties and Charles in his forties. She decided she actually hated Trixie. A breeze blew across the garden, sending a shower of petals from a fruit tree swirling across
  the grass. It blew a strand of Trixies golden hair on to Georges shoulder. He was sitting very close to her.


  How have you been getting on with the investigation? asked Charles.


  Not very far. The list of suspects gets longer and longer.


  I wonder if it was simply one kind of jam that had the LSD in it, said Charles. If they could find that out at the autopsy, we could focus on the person who made that
  jam.


  Wont work, said Agatha. Too many people were getting stoned. Toni says someone could have had a small flask of the stuff. Maybe the police should try to trace where
  that came from. Cant see the drug dealers selling flasks of the stuff.


  It also comes in gelatine squares, said Charles.


  How do you know that?


  Googled it on your computer this morning, said Charles.


  Charles looked as lazy and relaxed as always. He was wearing a short-sleeved checked shirt and jeans of that soft expensive blue look which cost a fortune. His fair hair was barbered and his
  neat features looked amused as he glanced from Agatha around the group.


  I came to help you, he said to Agatha. Perhaps we should start with the jam makers.


  Tonis talking to two of them, so that leaves four. Agatha took out her notebook. No, it leaves two. Mrs Andrews and Mrs Jessop were jam makers. The two remaining ones are
  Miss Tubby and Miss Tolling. Was there a lot of competition amongst the jam makers?


  I dont think so, said the vicar. Mrs Andrews usually won. Her chunky marmalade was superb.


  But theres another one, exclaimed Agatha. Miss Triast-Perkins up at the manor. She said she had marmalade in the tasting.


  I forgot about her, said Trixie. Its the first year shes entered anything.


  So where can we find Miss Tubby and Miss Tolling? asked Charles.


  They live together, said the vicar.


  Lesbians, said Trixie, twisting a long strand of golden hair between beringed fingers.


  Now, dear, admonished Arthur. I am sure it is all very innocent. They live in Rose Cottage, opposite the pub.


  I never saw a pub, said Agatha.


  It used to be a shop. Its set a little back from the road. Called the Grunty Man.


  Odd name.


  Probably was the Green Man at one time.


  Where have all the press gone? asked Agatha.


  The police decided they were interfering with the investigation and banished them from the village and they have stopped any more entering.


  Toni had failed to get anything out of either Mrs Glarely or Mrs Cranton. At both addresses she was told by their husbands to get lost. She wandered back down the
  village street in the sunshine.


  Men were dismantling the marquees which had held the exhibits. She stood watching as they took down the jam tent. As the canvas collapsed, something small and glittering in the sunlight rolled
  out from the folds and lay on the grass. Toni ran forward. It was a small glass phial.


  Stop! she screamed at the workers. Evidence. Stop! Get the police.


  The door of the mobile police unit opened and Bill Wong came out. Over here, Bill, yelled Toni.


  Bill ran to join her and Toni pointed to the phial on the grass. Bill put on a pair of latex gloves, took out an evidence bag, carefully lifted up the phial and popped it in the bag.


  Why didnt we see that before? he asked.


  It fell out of the canvas when they were taking the marquee down, said Toni.


  Youd best come back with me and make a statement. Dont let Collins fluster you. Shell probably suggest you put it there yourself!


  
    
  


  Chapter Three


  Trixies quite attractive, commented Charles as he and Agatha walked along the village street.


  If you like ageing hippies, said Agatha waspishly.


  She has beautiful hair, you must admit that. Like Rapunzel.


  Who? demanded Agatha. Fairy stories had not been part of her deprived childhood.


  Never mind. Whos this George character?


  Just some villager who was helping out with the fte, said Agatha casually, aware of Charless searching eyes on her face.


  Single?


  Widower.


  Aha!


  Aha what?


  Youre off again.


  I dont know what you mean. Theres the pub. It looks like a converted shop. No wonder I didnt notice it before.


  And heres Rose Cottage. Ring the bell.


  There isnt one.


  So knock the knocker.


  Agatha seized the brass knocker in the shape of a lions head with a ring in its mouth and rapped hard. A lace curtain beside the left-hand window twitched. Agatha waited impatiently for
  what she envisaged as a couple of elderly spinsters.


  The door opened and a young woman stood there, hands thrust into a pair of worn jeans. She had a round rosy face and glasses and short hair in a gamin cut.


  Yes?


  Im looking for Miss Tubby and Miss Tolling, said Agatha.


  Im Maggie Tubby. What do you want?


  My name is Agatha Raisin. This is Sir Charles Fraith. I am a private detective who has been asked by your vicar to investigate what happened at the fte. I would like to ask you a
  few questions.


  Youd better come in. Were in the garden.


  She led the way through the small cottage to a long garden at the back where a woman was weeding. Phyllis! called Maggie. Visitors.


  Phyllis straightened up and stood wiping her hands. Agatha guessed she was in her thirties. She was tall with prematurely grey hair and a catlike face. What a lot of grey hair there is around
  this place, thought Agatha. Do they never think of getting their hair tinted?


  Maggie explained the reason for the visit. Phyllis indicated a garden table and chairs. Lets sit down, she said.


  I gather you both contributed jam to the tasting, said Agatha.


  Yes, plum jam. Its our speciality.


  Did you taste any of the exhibits?


  Oh, yes, said Maggie. What a trip!


  Which one was it?


  It was Miss Triast-Perkinss marmalade. Everything went funny. I began to see flashing lights.


  Didnt you think to warn anyone?


  I just thought the jam was badly preserved  like some people we know. Maggie shot a sly look at Phyllis. They both looked at Agatha and giggled.


  I wish you precious pair had jumped off the tower, thought Agatha.


  Charles asked, Have you any idea who might have done such a thing?


  Of course, said Phyllis.


  Who? demanded Agatha eagerly.


  Why none other than Sybilla Triast-Perkins.


  What proof have you? asked Charles.


  Only that she has murdered before, so it was probably easy for the unhinged creature to murder again.


  Murdered who? Agatha almost shouted the question.


  Sarah Selby, poor little thing.


  George Selbys wife? The one who fell downstairs?


  Pushed, said Maggie.


  Then why wasnt she arrested?


  No actual proof, and shes a friend of the Chief Constable. She was visiting at the time. She said that Sarah had gone up the stairs to fetch the breakfast tray. George always gave
  her breakfast in bed. She tripped, said Sybilla, and tumbled down on to the stone flags of the hall and broke her neck. But heres the thing. According to the rigor mortis, Sarah had been
  lying there dead for an hour before Sybilla called the ambulance and police.


  What was her excuse for not calling them immediately? asked Agatha.


  Sybilla said that she fainted with shock and when she came to, she felt dizzy and sick and it took about an hour for her to get the strength to phone, said Phyllis.


  Why would she want to kill Sarah Selby? asked Agatha.


  Phyllis and Maggie exchanged glances. Phyllis said, She was crazy about George. Always visiting his house on some pretext or other, but before that fatal visit, she never called except
  when George was at home. He has an office in Mircester, though sometimes he works from home. Hes an architect.


  Does everyone in the village suspect her? asked Agatha.


  No, only us. Theyre all a bit backward in this backwater. You know, tug their forelocks to the lady of the manor. Some lady. Okay, the Triasts were upper crust, but old man Perkins
  made his money out of biodegradable cats toilets.


  Place looked a bit run-down, said Agatha.


  Shes mean, thats why, said Maggie.


  So why doesnt she sell off that lodge house, for example?


  Blessed if I know, said Maggie. Maybe she concocts poisons there. She and Phyllis laughed heartily.


  And what do you do for a living? asked Agatha. Manufacture LSD? She had not forgiven them for that badly preserved remark.


  I paint, said Phyllis, and Maggie throws pots. Dont you feel a bit guilty? If it hadnt been for your grandiose ideas about the fte, this wouldnt
  have happened.


  If you think it was Sybilla who did it, said Agatha, then it really doesnt matter how many people attended the fte.


  She and Charles took their leave. As they walked back, Agatha plunged into a rosy dream. She would solve the case of Sarah Selbys death. She would break the news gently to George, holding
  his hands and gazing into his eyes.


  Thank you, he would breathe. Now I have closure. I thought poor Sarah could never be replaced, but now . . .


  Wake up, Aggie, said Charles. Youre wandering along with a silly smile on your face.


  I was thinking about the case. Agatha was angry at having her dream interrupted. As they came in sight of the vicarage, Agatha saw George saying goodbye to Trixie. She laughed at
  something he said and kissed him on the cheek.


  Hair extensions, thought Agatha. Thats it. I must get hair extensions.


  Toni came running to meet them and told Agatha about finding the phial. Who ever put the LSD in the jam must have thrust the phial into one of the seams of the canvas, she
  said.


  Agatha heard herself being hailed and turned round with a smile to greet George. Im very worried about all this. Have you any clues? he asked.


  Got quite a few, said Agatha. An idea struck her. Look, Im busy at the moment. Heres my card. Why dont you come to my cottage in Carsely this evening
  for drinks, say at seven, and Ill fill you in.


  Right, said George, tucking the card into his top pocket. Ill see you then.


  Now, thought Agatha, Ive got to get rid of Charles.


  Agatha decided to call it a day. She told Toni and Charles that with all the press haunting the outside of the village and police crawling all over the place, it would be better to come back the
  following day, when things might have cooled off a bit.


  Scouts were dumping bags of all the refuse they had collected outside the mobile police unit, and a squad of tired-looking policemen were starting to go through the bags.


  She saw two elderly women being led to the police unit. Thats Mrs Glarely and Mrs Cranton, I think, said Toni. Ill phone Bill tonight and see if hell
  tell me what they said.


  Agatha was just steeling herself to say something to Charles when he said, Ive got to go out tonight. Maybe see you later or tomorrow.


  Do you want me to do anything more today? asked Toni. Or will I stay here and scout around on my own?


  See if you can collar Bill and get anything out of him, said Agatha, now anxious to leave and begin beauty preparations for the evening ahead.


  But duty nagged and she knew she had better call in to her office before she went home.


  Motherly Mrs Freedman was serving a man with coffee and biscuits when Agatha arrived. This is Ex-Detective Sergeant Jimmy Wilson, she said. Jimmy your
  boss, Mrs Raisin.


  Jimmy was a medium-sized, pugnacious-looking man. He had a round face with small eyes and a squashed nose above a pursed mouth. To Agathas relief, he seemed to be in his early
  fifties.


  Did you take early retirement? she asked.


  I had cancer, said Jimmy. By the time I got over it, I felt like taking a long break, so I resigned. But Im fit and ready for work now. Ive got good contacts
  with the police.


  Were overloaded with work, said Agatha, but Mrs Freedman will give you some jobs to get started on. Did you sign a contract?


  Yes, my cousin here gave me all the papers.


  Cousin? queried Agatha, scowling at Mrs Freedman.


  She blushed. Well, you needed someone and I knew Jimmy here was a good detective.


  Well see how you go, said Agatha. I may want you to check with your police friends to find out anything you can about this business at Comfrey Magna. But well
  deal with that when youve cleared up some of the backlog. Ive got to rush. I have an important interview to do with the case Im on.


  Agatha had just removed a face pack and was washing her face when her doorbell rang. She cast an agonized look at her watch. Six oclock. It couldnt be George. She
  towelled her face dry and ran downstairs and opened the door. It was Mrs Bloxby.


  Oh, come in, said Agatha. Im expecting someone this evening for drinks and I was just cleaning myself up. Coffee? Sherry?


  Nothing for me, said Mrs Bloxby, following Agatha through to the kitchen. You were asking about George Selby?


  Yes, said Agatha. In fact, hes coming here this evening for drinks.


  Why?


  Because he wants to know how Im getting on with the case, said Agatha tetchily.


  Do you know how his first wife died?


  Yes, she fell down the stairs. A Miss Triast-Perkins was there, but evidently too shocked to phone for an ambulance until after an hour had passed.


  Its all gossip, of course, said Mrs Bloxby reluctantly, and you know how unreliable gossip can be.


  I heard about Miss Triast-Perkins having a crush on George.


  Theres a bit more to it than that. The rumour is that Mr Selby encouraged her attentions.


  How Victorian you sound! Encouraged her attentions, indeed.


  If you dont want to hear it . . .


  Sorry. Yes, I do. Why should he encourage her? Shes hardly a glamour puss.


  Miss Triast-Perkins is very rich. She does not like spending money, but it seemed that Mr Selby had encouraged her to let him draw up plans to rebuild the lodge and make expensive
  alterations and repairs to the manor. She then used this as a sort of bait to keep him calling, dithering and delaying. Miss Triast-Perkins did not call when Mr Selby wasnt at home, and it
  is certainly odd that she called that day and so early in the morning, as it was just after Mr Selby had left. Also, at that time Mr Selby was in financial difficulties. He had just completed an
  expensive job for someone who then went bankrupt and couldnt pay. His wifes life was heavily insured. Village gossip, which can be very spiteful, as you know, was that George, having
  become impatient at getting the contract out of Miss Triast-Perkins, had more or less promised to marry her if he were free, therefore encouraging her to push his wife down the stairs. Oh, is that
  the time? I really must get on.


  And having delivered herself of that bombshell, Mrs Bloxby hurried off.


  Snakes and bastards, muttered Agatha, fleeing upstairs again. Cant be anything in it.


  But her anticipation and excitement over the evening ahead had dwindled somewhat. She knew she had the reputation of being a very rich woman. She would see. If George started suggesting that he
  could remodel her cottage, she would be prepared.


  By seven oclock, Agatha was ready for her visitor dressed in a very short skirt, sheer stockings, white silk blouse and very high heels.


  When she opened the door to George, she found to her dismay that he was casually dressed in an open-necked striped shirt, well-worn sports jacket and chinos. She invited him into her sitting
  room, fixed him the whisky he requested, poured a gin and tonic for herself, and then wondered where to sit. She should never have worn stockings with a short skirt. If she sat on the sofa or
  armchair, her skirt would ride up, exposing stocking tops. Agatha settled for a seat on a hard upright chair.


  George sat on the sofa and cradled his drink in his hands. This is a bad business, he said moodily. Any suspects?


  At the moment, theres just one, said Agatha.


  Who?


  Sybilla Triast-Perkins.


  Dont be ridiculous. Sybilla wouldnt hurt a fly.


  She was in the tent before the exhibition was officially open. Her marmalade was one of the ones we know was laced with LSD.


  I was in the tent as well. She did not go near the jam.


  Wait a bit! Were forgetting the tent was empty. They set it up at six in the morning and then went off for breakfast! Anyone in the village could have sneaked in then. I know they
  had pinned cloths down over the jam, but it would be so easy to lift the cloths and put the LSD into the jam.


  Mrs Raisin 


  Agatha, please.


  Agatha. I myself was out at dawn checking all the marquees and making sure they were secure. I hoped you might have some hard news, but all this is the same old speculation.


  We forgive beauty such a lot, thought Agatha suddenly. If he was a little balding man with thick glasses, I might get a bit tetchy.


  But this is the way cases are solved! she said. You talk and talk and turn it over. The main clues are often in the characters of the suspects. What about Trixie?


  He threw back his head and laughed. Trixie! Really, Agatha. That is just too far-fetched.


  Why? demanded Agatha stubbornly.


  Because she is a charming lady and the vicars wife.


  He looked quite cross, so Agatha hurried on. What about the organizers? Mrs Glarely and Mrs Cranton?


  Innocent ladies. Do a lot of good work in the village. Nothing sinister there.


  Agatha sighed. Can you think of anyone at all?


  Somehow, I think it must be one of the outsiders.


  But none of the visitors had any opportunity.


  They may have.


  The thing I must find out, said Agatha, is when exactly Mrs Andrews and Mrs Jessop sampled the jam. My assistant, Toni, tried to talk to the organizers, but their husbands
  chased her off. Now if you were to ask them . . .?


  He suddenly smiled. Agatha blinked at him, dazzled.


  Theres no time like the present. Why dont we drive over there and Ill see what I can do.


  Agatha felt elated as they drove off in Georges BMW. As his car purred through the Cotswold lanes, she felt the countryside had never looked more beautiful.


  At Comfrey Magna, George drove straight along the main street and parked outside Mrs Crantons home. Mr Cranton answered the door. He was a small waspish elderly man. Evening, Mr
  Selby. The missus is right upset.


  I would really like to have a word with her, said George soothingly. It wont take long. You must see that its important to find out who did this dreadful
  thing.


  Okay, but dont spend too long. Her be fair shook up.


  Mrs Cranton was sitting in a stuffy cluttered front parlour, drinking tea and eating biscuits. Why Mr Selby, she said. How nice of you to call.


  I was worried about you, said George.


  A cynical little voice in Agathas head said, He can turn that charm of his on and off like a tap.


  This is the detective, Mrs Raisin. Mr Chance has employed her to find out who did this dreadful thing. How are you now?


  Not so bad. I only had a little taste of the awful stuff. I member it was Miss Tubbys plum jam. Last year she left stones in it. I said to Doris  thats Mrs
  Glarely  lets make sure she hasnt done that again. We take our jam making seriously in this village, but Miss Tubby and Miss Tolling go on as if its all a joke. So I
  tasted a little and then Doris did and then we came over all funny.


  When was this? asked Agatha.


  Why, it were right before the tent was opened. The vicar and his wife and you, Mr Selby, and, oh, Miss Triast-Perkins and Mr Bassett had just left.


  So someone could have crept in while you were off for breakfast? said Agatha.


  But the marquee was closed. We tied the flap over the entrance.


  Someone could have untied it. I mean, was anyone else about so early?


  I saw Mr Selby here. Then Miss Corrie was setting up the tombola stand. Let me see . . . no, cant remember anyone else.


  We wont trouble you any further, said George. Well leave you alone.


  Mrs Glarelys husband delivered himself of a tirade against hippies and druggies, leaning on two sticks and glaring at them. George listened carefully and then said,
  Of course you are upset. But the sad news is that the jam seems to have been poisoned before any of the visitors arrived.


  Mr Glarely was a tall thin man with an old face marred by a lifetime of discontent. Spose youd better talk to the wife, he said reluctantly.


  Another front parlour. Mrs Glarely was drinking a clear liquid, which, from the smell, Agatha judged to be neat gin. She gave them a bleary glance. She looked like a twin of Mrs Cranton 
  grey hair, tightly permed, wrinkled face, pale eyes.


  George explained what they had learned from her friend and then asked, So when you were both leaving after setting up the exhibits, did you see anyone about?


  But Mrs Cranton had only seen Miss Corrie at the tombola stand.


  I suppose wed better call on Fred Corrie, said George when they left the Crantons cottage.


  I thought she was a Miss Corrie.


  Oh, Freds her name. Short for Frederica. Great sport.


  Agatha groaned inwardly. She pictured a sturdy, hearty woman with a tweedy brain. Just a few doors along, said George.


  But the woman who answered the door was elfin, something straight out of The Lord of the Rings. She had long silvery straight hair, a sweet face and a perfect figure shown off to
  advantage in a clinging dress of white Indian muslin.


  She stood on tiptoe and kissed George on the cheek. Do come in. Who is this?


  George introduced Agatha. Fred led them through her cottage to where a large conservatory had been built on the back. It was furnished with cane-backed chairs and sofas with plump cushions. A
  few exotic-looking plants rose up out of ceramic pots.


  It was very quiet except for the evening song of a blackbird perched on a lilac tree in the garden outside.


  I wonder if you can help us, said George. Mrs Raisin here is trying to find out who doctored the jam. You were up very early setting up the tombola stand. Did you see
  anyone?


  I saw those two ladies, Mrs Cranton and Mrs Glarely, leaving the marquee. I wasnt really paying much attention. I had had a restless night, so I got up early to put out the goods
  and then decided to go back to bed and try to get some sleep.


  Werent you frightened someone would pinch some of the prizes? asked Agatha.


  Fred gave a tinkling laugh. No, its always the same old rubbish except for a bottle of whisky and a bottle of gin and I didnt leave them out. And nobody was going to run off
  with the tombola wheel. Once the visitors started to pour in, I sold tickets very quickly, turned the wheel and I managed to get rid of everything, even that tin of sardines in tomato sauce that
  turns up every year.


  Maybe if you could think about the early-morning bit again, said Agatha. You saw the two organizers leaving the tent and walking off home. After that, did you even hear
  anything?


  Only a cat yowling. I thought there was some animal in pain. It was coming from the churchyard. So I went over and searched but I couldnt find anything.


  So someone could have slipped into the tent while you were away, said Agatha eagerly. Did you try the jam yourself?


  No, I was too busy turning the wheel and getting rid of the usual old dreck.


  Agathas stomach rumbled. She looked hopefully at George. Gosh, Im hungry.


  So am I, said Fred, and I dont feel like cooking. Lets all go to the pub and get something.


  Agatha groaned inwardly. Gone were her hopes of a dinner date alone with George.


  The small pub only had two customers when they walked into the low-ceilinged bar.


  What have you got on the menu tonight, Bruce? asked Fred.


  Wasnt expecting folks, but Ive got a rare bit of ham. You could have that with an egg and chips.


  Great, said Fred. Well have three of those.


  Agatha wanted to say pettishly that she would select her own food, but, then, there didnt seem to be anything else on offer.


  They collected their drinks and sat at a round table which was scarred and stained with years of use. To Agathas delight, there was a large glass ashtray in front of her.


  With a sigh of relief, she pulled out a packet of Benson & Hedges.


  Youre never going to smoke! exclaimed Fred.


  Agatha lit up and sighed with pleasure. Too right, I am.


  Well, Ill be relieved when the smoking ban comes into force, said Fred. Do you not worry about passive smoking, because I do?


  The pub door is open, said Agatha. Fresh air is whizzing all around us. I notice a Range Rover parked outside your cottage. Your carbon footprint is a whopping great size
  twelve. Mine is only a toe mark.


  Has anyone ever told you that you are a very rude woman? said Fred.


  Maybe. But no one has ever accused me of interfering with anyones liberty. Oh, belt up, do. I know what the trouble is. Did you use to smoke?


  Yes, but 


  Thought so, said Agatha gloomily. You lot are like converted Catholics. Im not having any fun any more, so youre not going to have any either. Take this
  global-warming scam. They say we are taxing your hide off to save the planet. Bollocks! It all goes into that black hole called the Treasury and disappears forever and bugger-all is done to save
  the earth.


  To Agathas horror, large tears appeared in Freds eyes and rolled with crystal purity down her cheeks.


  Now look what youve done, said George angrily. He put a comforting arm around Freds shoulders and handed her a clean handkerchief.


  I c-cant s-stand angry voices, hiccuped Fred.


  Sorry, said Agatha gruffly. Got a bit carried away.


  I f-forgive you. Fred dabbed at her eyes, but as she lowered the handkerchief Agatha caught a look of steely venom before she smiled and said, Silly little me.


  There, now, said George. No one could call you silly.


  The food arrived. Fred talked animatedly to George about people Agatha did not know. The pair seemed to have forgotten her existence.


  At least she would have George to herself when he ran her home. Her mind drifted off. She would invite him in for a drink. Perhaps light the logs in the fire. Soft lights. She would be
  comforting. Get him to talk about his wife. Sit next to him on the sofa and hold his hand, and . . .


  Oh dear, whats the matter, George? Are you getting one of your migraines?


  I think Ive got one coming on, said George, but Ive got to run Agatha home.


  Ill do that, said Fred. Off you go and take your pills.


  At that moment, Charles sauntered into the pub. Hi, Aggie.


  Oh, Charles, said Agatha with relief. Can you run me home? George here has a migraine coming on.


  What about a drink first?


  Well get one at my place.


  Arent you going to introduce me?


  Agatha made hurried introductions. Charles smiled at Fred but was soon hustled out of the pub by Agatha.


  What did you do to upset that fair maiden? Her eyes were red, asked Charles as he drove off.


  She was complaining about me wanting to smoke.


  Charles grinned. And you blasted her?


  Not quite. There was no reason for her to start to cry. You know, I am sure that one can cry at will. Nasty little actress. Also, she was around setting up the dreary tombola stand at
  dawn before the fte got started. She could easily have sneaked into the tent and put LSD in the jam.


  Youre jealous. You are ruthlessly pursuing George and I bet you dont even know the first thing about him.


  Talk about something else, growled Agatha.


  Okay. Dont you think its possible that one of the young people at the show doctored the jam?


  No. They werent interested in any of the exhibits. They all came to hear Betsy. Trust me. It was one of the locals. Anyway, Ive proof the jam was doctored before the
  fte opened. Ive taken on a new detective, Jimmy Wilson. Hes supposed to have good contacts with the police. Ill ask him to find out if the police know how many were
  affected with the LSD and who they are. Apart from a few young people who might have got some of the stuff after the word went around, I think well find it was the locals who suffered. Apart
  from the women who contributed the jam and one pig farmer who loves the stuff and the lady of the manor, I really dont think anyone else in the village was much interested. Its more
  of a hamlet than a village, and I think most of them had something on display at one of the other tents.


  Disappointed and feeling silly over her pursuit of George, Agatha decided to concentrate on work the next day. She gave instructions to Jimmy Wilson to find out who had been
  affected by the drugged jam. Then she settled down to concentrate on other cases until some of the fuss had died down.


  The following day, Jimmy came in with his report. He said, The police cleared the tent when they heard about the possibility of drugs. They said the only six teenagers they managed to get
  hold of seemed to be a bit spaced out. The forensic reports on the jam are not yet in because, despite what you see on TV, it takes ages. But it seems that both Mrs Jessop and Mrs Andrews each had
  a good taste of Miss Tubbys plum jam. They think there might have been more in that dish than in any of the others, or even that only a few of the dishes might have been drugged.


  Surely they can find that out quickly, complained Agatha. Its a simple test. Doesnt need a DNA expert.


  Well, it may do, said Jimmy, if they want to find out who handled the dish.


  Agatha groaned. She began to have an uneasy feeling that this might be the one case she could not solve. She would not admit to herself that her defeatist feelings were because she now felt a
  fool for having so blatantly pursued George.


  That evening, Toni braced herself to clear up matters with Bill. He wanted her to come to his home for dinner, but Toni said she would rather have a quiet drink in a pub
  because there was something personal they needed to discuss.


  Bill met her, looking wary. His previous girlfriends, the few that had been straight with him before dumping him, had always said seriously that they wanted to discuss something personal.


  After he had bought them drinks, he said wearily, Out with it. Well always be friends, and yakkety-yak.


  Its just that I dont love you  meaning Im not in love with you, said Toni bravely, and whats more, youre not in love with
  me.


  Thats not true! protested Bill. Mum and Dad were so pleased. Dad was even going to find a house for us . . .


  His voice trailed away before the startled expression on Tonis face.


  Look, Bill, she said gently, you cant marry someone just because your parents like them. And any girl you turn out to be really in love with wont want your
  parents butting in to choose where you are going to live once you are married. Weve never even been to bed together. And thats because neither of us has been carried away by
  passion.


  What do you know about passion? asked Bill sulkily.


  Nothing. But Id like to. Think about it, Bill. You must have come across someone at some time you felt you couldnt live without.


  Bill sat in silence, remembering at least two girls he had yearned after, dreamed about, but somehow, after he had taken them home, romance had died.


  Youve been trying to suit your parents, Toni went on. Next time, try to find someone you want and dont take the girl home until after youve got the ring
  on her finger.


  I love my parents, said Bill.


  And I envy you that, said Toni. At least you know who your father is. My mum will never tell me about my father and sometimes I even wonder whether she knows
  herself.


  Is she still sober?


  Yes, and doing very well.


  Well, thats that, said Bill. I mean  us.


  I know you dont want to hear about the friends bit, said Toni. But honestly, I think we were really meant to be friends.


  Bill gave a reluctant smile. Sometimes, Toni, you seem older than Agatha.


  
    
  


  Chapter Four


  At the end of the following working day, Toni was filing her notes on a case, glad it was over. Because of previous successes, she was often given work for women who wanted to
  make sure their husbands were not having affairs.


  Jimmy Wilson strolled in. Evening, babes, he said. Fancy a pint?


  No, thanks, said Toni. Not tonight. Jimmy was chubby and somehow he seemed to fill the small office with an oppressive, sweaty presence. Toni had already decided she
  did not like him. Phil Marshall was a gentleman. Patrick Mulligan looked and behaved like the hardworking copper he used to be, but there was something unhealthy about Jimmy. Toni wondered why he
  had taken early retirement. It was supposed to be because he had contracted cancer, but she felt sure, somehow, it had been because of some other reason. She moved towards the door. He barred her
  way.


  Cmon, he said. Just one drink.


  The door behind him swung open, banging into his back. He stepped aside as Agatha strode in, her bearlike eyes darting from Tonis embarrassed face to Jimmys grinning one.


  Im just off, said Toni.


  Coming with you. Jimmy moved to take her arm.


  Run along, Toni, said Agatha. You. Jimmy. Stay.


  When Toni had left, Agatha said, What was all that about?


  About what?


  She looked nervous and embarrassed. You were blocking her way.


  I only asked her for a drink.


  Look here. That girl is eighteen and you are too old. If I catch you bothering her again, youre out. Get it? Now sit down and tell me if youve found out anything
  else.


  Nothing. You told me to leave it for a bit.


  Well, get back on it tomorrow. Good night!


  Toni hurried along in the direction of her flat. She saw a group of her friends, all dressed up, heading towards her. Hi, Tone, said Sandra, who was in the lead.
  Were off to that new disco, Naughty Nights, out on the Evesham road. Come with us.


  Toni had a sudden mental picture of Bills sad face, followed by one of the leering Jimmy Wilson. She wanted to feel as young as she was, and free.


  Im not dressed, she said.


  Go home and change and join us, said Sandra.


  I might do that.


  At that moment, Wilkes was summoning Bill Wong. Theres a new disco, Naughty Nights, and we want to make sure theres no under-age drinking or drugs. I want
  you to go there in suitable clothes this evening.


  Bill reflected miserably that he had nothing better to do. He went home and changed into black trousers, a black T-shirt and a black leather jacket. As he was getting ready to leave, his father
  shuffled in, wearing his usual outfit of carpet slippers, open-necked shirt, baggy trousers and a ratty cardigan. The only thing Asian-looking about him was his almond-shaped eyes. The rest was
  pure British. Why you going out dressed like a freak? he asked. Wheres that nice suit we bought you for Christmas?


  Going undercover, said Bill.


  His mother joined them. Have you got a clean hanky?


  Yes, Mum.


  And clean underwear? What if you was to end up in hospital?


  Im fine.


  Bill escaped and drove to the nightclub. Before he even reached it, he could hear the thud, thud, thud of the disco. When he parked his car and climbed out, the very ground beneath his feet
  seemed to vibrate to the noise.


  Toni was enjoying herself, dancing under the flashing strobe lights, losing herself in the deafening music. Her partner was a thin youth with greasy hair and a face scarred by
  acne. But he danced like John Travolta in Grease. When the music finished, he said, Want a drink?


  Okay, Im thirsty, said Toni.


  They shouldered their way through to the bar.


  Whatll it be?


  Just a half of lager.


  When the drinks were served, he shouted above the noise, Look at that weird bird over there!


  Toni swung round. Which bird?


  You cant see her now. Drink up.


  Toni drank thirstily. Then she began to feel dizzy. Id better get outside, she said weakly.


  Ill help you.


  Bill was just entering the club when he saw Toni, supported by a young man. Toni looked barely conscious.


  Whats happened? he demanded.


  Shes a bit faint. Getting her outside.


  Shes a friend of mine, Ill take over.


  Get lost, mate.


  Bill flashed his badge. The youth stopped supporting Toni, who fell to the floor. The youth turned to flee. Bill seized him by his denim jacket, forced him to his knees, and handcuffed him to
  the leg of a desk by the door.


  Then he phoned for backup and for an ambulance.


  Agatha arrived at Mircester Hospital with Charles later that evening, having been phoned by Bill. Bill was waiting for them outside the ward where Toni was stretched out on one
  of the beds.


  What happened? asked Agatha.


  We think someone slipped a date-rape drug into her drink, said Bill. The hospitals taken tests. It was all Wilkes needed as an excuse to raid the club. They were
  selling a combination of Viagra and Ecstasy. No wonder there are so many rapes these days.


  Why did Toni go to such a place? cried Agatha.


  Shes young, said Charles. Young people go to discos. Heres her mother.


  Mrs Gilmour arrived looking harried and distressed, followed by a doctor. She nodded to Agatha and was taken into the ward where Toni lay.


  They waited impatiently. At last the doctor emerged. Mrs Gilmour is going to stay with her daughter, but there is nothing to worry about. The girl will be all right in the
  morning.


  Cheer up, said Charles and he and Agatha walked away. This time its not your fault.


  I worry about her, said Agatha. I wish she werent so young. I mean, if something happened to Phil, say, it would be pretty awful, but he is in his seventies and
  hes had a long life. But poor Toni is really just starting out.


  It must be difficult for one so young being in an office full of old people, commented Charles as they emerged from the hospital.


  Watch it, said Agatha furiously. I am not old.


  Charles stifled a yawn. Id better get off back home. Things to do.


  Agatha felt bereft. There were times when she was furious at the way he used her cottage like a hotel, but now that she was no longer interested in George and there was no reason to wish him out
  of the way, she reluctantly admitted to herself that she would miss Charless company.


  So Agatha was relieved on returning home to find a message on her phone from Roy Silver, her former employee, asking if he could come down for the weekend.


  Agatha phoned him and said she would be delighted to see him with more warmth in her voice than Roy had heard before.


  You might have asked me to that murderous gig, said Roy petulantly.


  Honestly, Roy, with all the flurry of last minute arrangements, I forgot. Im sorry.


  There was a little silence while Roy digested the fact that Agatha Raisin was actually apologizing to him.


  Ill be at Moreton-in-Marsh on Friday evening. Train gets in at six twenty.


  Ill be there, promised Agatha.


  Agatha felt guilty at leaving what she thought of as the Jam Case alone, but was looking forward to a lazy weekend with Roy.


  When he descended from the train on Friday, she saw he was all dressed in black: black leather jacket, black shirt, black trousers, and black high-heeled boots. He had even dyed his hair black.
  He pirouetted on the platform.


  Why the Man in Black effect? asked Agatha.


  Because well be going detecting, Aggie.


  Dont call me Aggie, and I want the weekend off.


  You cant just leave it! Ill take you for dinner and you can tell me all about it.


  You can take me to the Black Bear. Its the only place left where I can smoke before this dreadful non-smoking ban hits the country.


  Agatha felt her enthusiasm for the case returning as she carefully described what she had found out.


  Fascinating, said Roy, ignoring the fact that some beefy-looking men at the bar were looking across at him and sniggering. Hows Toni getting on?


  Agatha told him about the date-rape drug and finished by saying, Shes back at work and appears none the worse.


  So to get back to your case, said Roy, you said most of the LSD might have been in the jam supplied by Miss Tubby. So we start there. Lets go and see her
  tomorrow.


  Youd better wear something more conservative. She and her partner are a couple of bitches.


  I think I look rather smart in a sinister way.


  Agatha looked at Roys weak face topped with its crop of gelled dyed-black hair. Very nice for London, said Agatha with rare tact. But a bit too exotic for down
  here.


  Agatha felt a twinge of reluctance as they approached the village on the following day. The police unit was still in evidence, but apart from that, the village seemed to have
  sunk back into its usual rural torpor.


  Well call at the vicarage first, said Agatha. Im employed by the vicar to solve this case.


  Must we? complained Roy. I dont like holy people.


  You like Mrs Bloxby.


  Thats different. Everyone likes Mrs Bloxby.


  The door was opened by Trixie. She was wearing a white-lace vintage morning dress. Agathas expert eye, honed by working in the past for various couture houses, estimated it was genuine
  and must have cost a mint.


  Lovely dress, said Agatha. Your husband at home?


  Yes, go through to the garden.


  They followed her. Trixies blonde hair flowed down her back. Shes really rather sexy in a feral way, thought Agatha. Without that dress and hair, she wouldnt get far in the
  attraction stakes with her mean features.


  The vicar was seated at a garden table under the shade of a cedar tree with the accountant, Arnold Birntweather.


  Mr Chance looked up and saw Agatha. The sun flashed on his thick glasses as Agatha and Roy approached, giving him a blind look.


  Welcome! he cried. Were just going over the accounts.


  Agatha introduced Roy. Sit down, urged the vicar. We are just deciding who gets what out of the money. We cannot take it all for the church when there are so many needy
  charities.


  Trixie appeared, carrying a tray with a jug of lemonade and glasses.


  Agatha said, I forgot to introduce Roy to you, Trixie. This is a friend of mine, Roy Silver.


  Trixie cast Roy an amused look. Agatha could only be glad that Roy had changed into a conservative shirt and trousers. She had already put Trixie down as a bitch.


  Trixie set down the tray and then put an arm around Arnolds bent shoulders. Stop fussing over the accounts on such a lovely day, she cooed.


  Arnold smiled but said, Theyve got to be done.


  Oh, nonsense, have some lemonade.


  Arnold let out a cry as Trixie poured lemonade over the account papers.


  Im so very sorry, said Trixie. Here. Ill take them away and dry them.


  Agatha noticed a washing line at the end of the garden. We could peg them up on the washing line, she said. Theyd be dry in no time. Has the writing been washed
  away?


  No, its still quite clear, said Arnold.


  Come along. Ill help you, said Agatha. No, dont anyone else bother. Im an expert at this sort of thing.


  She carried the spoiled papers down to the end of the garden and carefully pinned them up, her mind working furiously. Trixie is wearing an expensive dress. She did that deliberately. Trixie
  must have been stealing from the funds.


  Where is the money kept, Arnold? she asked.


  In the vicarage.


  I think you should take it yourself and put it in a safe deposit box in the bank. Think about it. Someone who has committed murder wouldnt stop short at a robbery.


  The vicar came to join them. My poor wife begs to be excused. She is very distressed.


  Its all right, said Arnold. Thanks to Mrs Raisins idea, there is no harm done.


  Please call me Agatha.


  Very well. Agatha. Although I find this modern business of calling acquaintances by their first names very . . . familiar. Agatha has had a splendid idea.


  He outlined the idea for putting all the money in a safe deposit box.


  Excellent, enthused the vicar. It certainly is not safe to keep so much money at the vicarage. Ill go and bag it up. Perhaps we can have a key each to the box,
  Arnold?


  Just for yourself and Arnold, said Agatha quickly.


  No one else.


  Of course.


  There was no sign of Trixie when they entered the vicarage. The money was packed into bags. Then Agatha and Roy escorted Arnold to his bank and waited while he made
  arrangements for the safe deposit box and saw the money safely stowed away. I forgot that Mr Chance should have come with us to sign for the other key, said Arnold as they left the
  bank.


  Back in the village, they refused Arnolds invitation to join him for tea in his cottage.


  Agatha had parked the car near the church. Well walk from here, she said. Must get some exercise.


  So what was that all about? asked Roy. Dont you trust the vicar?


  I dont trust his wife. First, that gown she was wearing cost a fortune. Secondly, she deliberately spilled lemonade over the accounts. Thirdly, I think shes getting her
  harpy fingers into the money.


  But what about that poor accountant? What if someone forces him to get the money and then bumps him off?


  Agatha stood stock-still. Then she said, Snakes and bastards. I might be risking his life. Back to Arnolds we go.


  Agatha explained carefully to Arnold that he should give her the key and let it be known that she had it. The elderly accountant looked relieved. I do feel all that money is a great
  responsibility. The manager at the bank was very helpful. He said I could use a little room there to do the accounts and that means the money does not need to leave the bank. Then when I have
  counted it thoroughly  I thought I had already done so but there seem to be some discrepancies  it can go into a separate account and then cheques can be sent to the various
  beneficiaries.


  You mean, money is missing?


  Oh, I am sure it is all down to my faulty eyesight. Here is the key. I will collect it from you when I need it at your office if you will supply me with the address.


  Agatha handed him a card. Ill go with you, she said. When it gets to the chequebook stage, there is no reason for anyone else to have to sign the cheques.


  I had thought of two signatures, mine and Mr Chance.


  I dont think that will be necessary, said Agatha briskly.


  Now youve put your own life at risk, said Roy as they walked back to their original parking place.


  I think Ive made it all too complicated for dear Trixie.


  What if its someone else?


  There is no one else. Oh, here comes the lady of the manor.


  Miss Triast-Perkins came slowly towards them.


  Have you just come from the vicarage? she asked.


  We were there earlier, said Agatha.


  Was Mrs Chance wearing a lace gown?


  Yes, she was.


  Now that is too bad of her. That was one of my grandmothers gowns. I lent it to her for amateur theatricals, to be worn carefully onstage but not around the house. I shall go and
  get it back now. I should never have lent it to her.


  Miss Triast-Perkins tottered off on a pair of unsuitable high-heeled sandals.


  Now, what have I done? said Agatha gloomily.


  Maybe its the vicar.


  Maybe its just Arnolds eyesight, said Agatha. I should have gone over the books with him. I wonder if those papers have been collected off the washing line, or
  Trixies found some way to destroy them.


  Youve really got your knife into the vicars wife. Why?


  Agatha shrugged. I cant help feeling she deliberately poured lemonade over those papers.


  Well, lets call at the vicarage and find out.


  At the vicarage, Arthur Chance greeted them with surprise, and to their questions he answered that, yes, the papers had dried quickly and George Selby had just left to take
  them to the accountant.


  So there you are, said Roy cheerfully as they walked back through the village. Whos George Selby?


  Just one of the parishioners. Here we are. Brace yourself to meet Maggie Tubby and Phyllis Tolling.


  Phyllis answered the door. Oh, its you again, she said. Whos this? The office boy?


  Roy Silver is a friend of mine, snapped Agatha. We want to talk to Maggie.


  Come in and get it over with. Shes in her shed in the garden.


  They followed her through the cottage into the garden and to a large shed at the end. The door was open and Maggie could be seen working at a potters wheel. When she saw them, Maggie
  switched off the wheel, leaving an as yet unshaped lump of clay on it.


  She looked amused. What now?


  It appears as if your plum jam had the most LSD in it, said Agatha.


  These are gorgeous, exclaimed Roy, examining a bench laden with coffee cups, bowls and vases, all in beautiful coloured glazes. You could sell them to the top shops in
  London.


  I already do, said Maggie.


  Really? How much is this bowl?


  About two hundred pounds.


  Blimey, said Roy. You should have a flat in Kensington instead of living in this poky cottage.


  We are perfectly happy living in this village, thank you. Or rather, we were before a serpent called Agatha Raisin came into our lives.


  Agatha said loudly, Can we get to the point? Why had your jam got such a lot of the drug in it?


  Blessed if I know. Maybe it was the first to hand. I mean, if someone was trying to drug people, they wouldnt be too careful about delicately measuring out the drops. Now would
  they?


  All Agathas resentment and dislike of Trixie switched to these two women. She suddenly wished the murderer would turn out to be one of them, or both. She felt like throwing some sort of
  bomb into what she damned as their smug, patronizing lives.


  Phyllis, who had been standing behind Agatha, said, Perhaps you should go back to murder number one.


  Agatha swung round. Mrs Andrews?


  No, Sarah Selby.


  Why her?


  Well, dear George was in need of funds, Sarah Selby was heavily insured. Sybilla Triast-Perkins was besotted with George. Work it out.


  I dont think it has anything to do with this case, said Agatha.


  Why?


  Mr George Selby seems genuinely to be grieving the death of his wife.


  Thats what he would like everyone to think.


  Agatha was exasperated. Have you any proof?


  Just intuition. I am not dazzled by Georges green eyes the way you seem to be.


  I am a hard-working detective. I am not dazzled by anyone. Ive been trying to find out why Maggies jam sample seems to have contained the most of the drug.


  Then find out who did it and youll get your answer. Please leave.


  Toni was at that moment walking slowly home, feeling that at her age she ought to have a date for Saturday evening.


  She heard herself being hailed and swung round. Harry Beam, Agathas former young detective, came running up to meet her. How are things? he asked.


  I suppose theyre pretty much what they were when you were working for Agatha, said Toni, except for the village drugging case.


  Id like to hear about that. Got time for a drink?


  Sure. Theres a pub over there. But itll be noisy. I tell you what, come up to my place. We could buy some beer at the corner shop.


  Soon they were ensconced in Tonis flat. After throwing out the shabby bits of furniture that had come with the flat, Toni had set about buying her own. It was a pleasant mixture of cheap
  assemble-it-yourself pieces and two Victorian and Edwardian ones that Toni had picked up at junk shops. A Victorian wide-seated chair was covered in chintz to disguise the fact that it had only
  three legs, with a sawed-down broom handle making up the missing fourth. The Edwardian bureau had water damage but had been polished to a high shine to hide its deficiencies. The only new item was
  a small two-seater sofa, sold cheap because it was in a brilliant shade of purple.


  This is nice, said Harry, looking around.


  Agatha found the flat for me. Shes awfully generous.


  You must be a very good detective, said Harry cynically. Shes just protecting her assets. She probably hopes youll be so grateful, youll never leave. Do
  you live rent-free?


  No, she bought it for me, but Im paying her rent each month.


  Harry was casually but expensively dressed. He had stopped shaving his head and wearing studs and earrings. Toni noticed that the jacket he had taken off and slung over the back of the sofa was
  of fine soft suede and his sweater cashmere.


  He was tall with a strong pleasant face.


  I never really got a chance to talk to you at Agathas Christmas party, said Toni, handing him a bottle of beer. Has the university term finished?


  Not yet. Im home for the weekend to see my parents. Tell me about this village case.


  Toni succinctly told him everything they had found out so far.


  Harry seized on one fact when Toni had finished. You mean to say Agathas got the key to the strongbox?


  So she says.


  Thats dangerous.


  Do you think so? I think the money will be quite safe. I think some loony put LSD in the jam and wont try anything again.


  Look here. Id like to see this village. Ive got my bike parked in the square. Why dont we take a trip over?


  All right, said Toni. Maybe well find out something.


  
    
  


  Chapter Five


  Toni enjoyed her ride on the back of Harrys motorbike. He parked beside the churchyard wall.


  That was ace, cried Toni, removing her helmet and handing it to Harry.


  Its a good way of getting around Cambridge, said Harry. The traffic can be awful. Goodness, its quiet here. Youd never think it was a
  Saturday.


  The cobbled village street led down from the churchyard, the cottages on either side leaning towards the road, like so many elderly people, looking for support. Somewhere up on the hills
  surrounding the village came the sound of a tractor. A dog barked from the other end of the street. But all those sounds seemed to do was intensify the silence. It was very hot despite a little
  breeze.


  Where do you want to start? asked Toni. She turned round and saw Agathas car. She suddenly did not want her day with Harry to be spoilt by encountering Agatha.


  I know, she said quickly. Back on the bike. Theres this pig farmer, Hal Bassett. He likes me. I think theres a lot more he can tell us. Its straight
  down the main street and up the hill.


  Isnt that Agatha?


  Dont let her see us, urged Toni. Bassett doesnt like her and he wont talk freely.


  They put their helmets on and raced off down the village street. Morons, grumbled Agatha as they roared past, not recognizing either Toni or Harry in their helmets.


  The farmer seemed delighted to see Toni again. The wifes over in Mircester, he said. Whos this?


  Harry Beam, said Toni.


  This your fellow?


  Harry used to work for Agatha Raisin. Hes now studying at Cambridge, explained Toni.


  Got away from the old bat, did you? You should do the same, Toni.


  Toni was about to flare up in Agathas defence but stopped herself just in time. Arguing with Hal wouldnt elicit any information.


  Come into the house, he said. And well have some tea, unless you would like something stronger.


  Teas fine.


  They followed him into the kitchen. Harry looked around. Your kitchens cool, he said.


  Its the stone flags and the thick walls that keep it that way, said Hal, not recognizing the slang. Sit down. What brings you?


  Toni remembered studying Agathas notes on the case. Hal had his back to them as he plugged in the electric kettle.


  I wondered if you had thought about what happened at the fte and come up with any ideas, said Toni.


  Are you sure it wasnt one of the visitors?


  Ive got a feeling it was someone in the village.


  Then it must have been someone mad. And if you want someone mad, try Sybilla Triast-Perkins.


  Why her?


  I think she had her head turned when she fell in love with George Selby. It wouldnt surprise me to learn that she pushed Mrs Selby downstairs. Now, George has got his eye on the
  vicars wife, folk say. So jealous Sybilla could have poisoned the jam in the hope that Trixie got some of it. Now, heres the tea. Dont use sugar or milk. This is white
  tea.


  You should just have given us ordinary tea, protested Harry. That stuff is very expensive.


  What is white tea? asked Toni.


  It comes from the same plant as green tea, said Hal, but the leaves are picked and harvested before the leaves open fully. This is Silver Needle. Best way is to let it
  infuse in water just below boiling point. Little caffeine and full of antioxidants.


  Toni sipped her cupful cautiously. It tasted light and sweet and was very refreshing.


  Now, as I was saying . . . Harry was just beginning when his wife strode into the kitchen.


  She went straight up to the table, lifted the lid of the teapot and sniffed. She turned a furious face on her husband. What the hell are you doing serving my white tea to this
  lot?


  Its my money that pays for it, shouted the farmer.


  Toni and Harry got to their feet and began to edge towards the door. Mrs Bassett glared at Toni. Youre that little snoop. Get out of my house!


  Outside, they hurriedly put on their helmets and climbed on the bike just as a teapot came sailing through the open kitchen window and shattered at their feet.


  Harry revved up and they raced off. He stopped again at the churchyard wall. Whew, he said, as they took off their helmets again, Id hate to be married to Mrs
  Bassett. Lets have a look at the church.


  Why?


  I like looking at old churches.


  They walked into the dark quiet of Saint Odo The Severe. It must have been a Saxon church at one time, said Harry. The pews are quite modern. Do you know, Toni, that before
  Tudor times, there werent any seats? People had to stand. But by the reign of Elizabeth the First, sermons had got longer and longer, sometimes four hours, so they had to start letting
  people sit down. There would have been a rood screen between the chancel and the nave, but Ill bet Cromwells soldiers hacked it down.


  Toni felt very alone. Harry was from another world. In her world, people didnt go to church or even think of enthusing about church architecture. Harry had the ease of manner which
  obviously came from a comfortable background. Why couldnt I have fancied Bill? wondered Toni. I never felt out of place with Bill.


  Agatha and Roy drove to the manor house, parked outside, and stood for a moment, Agatha wondering what she should say to Sybilla. Her usual method of detective work was to ask
  people question after question, like shaking a tree, in the hope that some piece of valuable information would come loose.


  The air was very still and hot. Not a leaf on the trees moved. It was as if the whole countryside were waiting for something.


  Roy looked up at the cloudless sky and said, Going to be a storm soon.


  What do you know about anything? demanded Agatha huffily. She now prided herself on being a countrywoman.


  Roy shrugged his thin shoulders. I feel it coming.


  You shouldnt wear hair gel in this heat, said Agatha. Its melting and youve got a snail trail of gel down one cheek.


  Roy squawked in dismay and scrubbed at his face with a handkerchief. Agatha rang the bell.


  Following the shrill ring of the bell, silence descended once more.


  Must be out, said Roy.


  Maybe shes in the garden and didnt hear the bell. Lets walk round the back.


  Agatha pushed open a wrought iron gate at the side of the manor and, followed by Roy, walked along a weedy path and round into the garden at the back. There were a few signs to show that it had
  once been a large and beautiful garden. A central path framed by a few struggling rose bushes led to a dry fountain where dusty marble dolphins cavorted over a wide marble basin. Weeds now choked
  the flowerbeds.


  Agatha walked up shallow steps to a long terrace. One of the french windows is open, she said. Come along, Roy.


  We cant just walk in, said Roy.


  Well call out. Miss Triast-Perkins! yelled Agatha.


  Silence.


  Lets get out of here, hissed Roy.


  Agatha walked in through the open french window and found herself in the over-furnished drawing room where she had previously talked to Sybilla.


  Roy hovered just inside, prepared to flee.


  Agatha walked through the long drawing room and out into the hall. Perhaps Sybilla was taking an afternoon nap. She stood at the bottom of the curved eighteenth-century staircase and decided
  that they had better leave. Sybilla probably often left that window open, dating as she did from the days when it was safe to do so.


  Agatha half turned away and stumbled over a high-heeled shoe lying on the floor. She picked it up and looked upwards and let out a cry of shock.


  Sybilla was hanging by the neck from the rail of the balcony on the first floor. Her face was distorted. She was only wearing one shoe.


  Agatha dropped the shoe she was holding and hurried out to join Roy. Shes dead, she gasped.


  Murder?


  Looks like suicide. Outside now, while I call the police.


  Toni and Harry emerged from the gloom of the church and stood blinking in the sunlight. Police cars were racing past and police and detectives were tumbling out of the mobile
  police unit. Villagers were standing outside their doors.


  The vicar came panting up. Whats happened? he asked.


  I dont know.


  Thats the manor house theyre going to, said Arthur Chance.


  Toni and Harry followed the vicar up to the manor house. But a policeman was already on guard at the gate and they were not allowed to pass.


  Thats Agathas car parked outside, said Toni, looking up the drive. I hope shes all right.


  Roy and Agatha sat on the stone steps of the terrace. They had been told not to move until the police were ready for them.


  Agatha puffed at a cigarette.


  What are you going to do when the smoking ban comes in July? asked Roy.


  Smoke, of course. Unless the bastards bring in a law that says you cant smoke in your own home.


  But the countrysides such a healthy place.


  No, its not. I just read that a farting cow produces more damage to the ozone layer than a four-wheel drive. Oh, heres Wilkes, but without Collins. I hope shes
  finally left. Bill said she was going to Scotland Yard.


  Right, Mrs Raisin, said Wilkes. While the forensic team are busy, I want you to come to the police unit and make a statement.


  Agatha saw Tonis anxious face as she drove past.


  That was Harry Beam with Toni, said Agatha. I wonder what hes doing here?


  I wish I could wash and brush up, said Roy.


  Why?


  There will be press here shortly.


  I think the police will keep this quiet as long as possible. Wait a minute! When you said you were going down the garden for a pee, did you phone anyone?


  What do you take me for?


  I take you for someone who loves getting his picture in the papers.


  Agatha! Really! Roy suddenly felt his mobile phone burning a hole in his pocket. Would the police check it? Would they find out he had phoned two of the nationals? He eased it out
  of his pocket and let it slide to the floor of the car.


  When they got out of the car, Roy looked up at the sky. There you are. I knew a storm was coming.


  Great black clouds were building up to the west.


  They got out of the car. You first, Mrs Raisin, said Wilkes.


  The inside of the police unit was like an oven. Wilkes left the door open and switched on an electric fan. Bill Wong was there. He put a tape in the recorder, stated the time, day, and who was
  interviewing whom, and the questioning started.


  Agatha was beginning to suffer from delayed shock, so she made just a brief statement of how she had come to discover Sybilla.


  Why did you go to see her? asked Wilkes.


  Agatha hesitated. She had really wanted to know if there was any way in which Sybilla could have killed Georges wife, but she didnt want to think about George and had no proof at
  all, so she said instead, I just wondered if she had heard any gossip around the village, any feuds or competition in the jam-making business. Stuff like that. Was it suicide? Did she leave
  a note?


  Yes. Its a straightforward case of suicide.


  Was the note typewritten? asked Agatha eagerly.


  This is not Morse. This is real life, said Wilkes. The letter was in her own handwriting as far as we can judge at the moment.


  And what did it say? asked Agatha.


  Wilkes hesitated. He hated giving Agatha any information at all. Then he said reluctantly, It said, I cannot continue to live with a death on my conscience. And it is
  signed.


  A death? One death? But there were two deaths. Could she have been ref Never mind.


  But we do mind, put in Bill Wong, his almond-shaped eyes shrewd. Did you have another death in mind?


  No, no, I dont know what I meant, said Agatha hurriedly.


  The questioning went on. At last she was glad to escape and dragged Roy away from a group of reporters and told him the police were waiting for him.


  Dont say anything about us thinking Sybilla might have murdered Georges wife, she hissed.


  She gave a succinct statement to the press about how she and Roy had found the body and then hurried to her car. They followed her, but she switched on the engine and turned on the air
  conditioning until they retreated.


  There was a gentle rise outside the churchyard where she was parked and she could see the road dipping down into the village. Huge black clouds were towering up in the sky above the end of the
  village. Seeing that the press had decided to leave her alone, Agatha opened the windows and switched off the engine.


  The sunlight was retreating before the menacing black cliff of clouds. There was a blinding white flash of lightning and then a tremendous clap of thunder. With a great whoosh the rain came
  pouring down. Agatha closed the windows. The rain was so heavy, so monsoon-like, that it was like being parked in the middle of a waterfall.


  The passenger door was wrenched open and Roy tumbled in. Im soaked, he wailed. I asked them to let me stay in the unit for a bit until the rain eased off, but they
  wouldnt let me.


  Lets go home, said Agatha. Theres nothing more we can do here in this storm.


  Toni and Harry had run to the church again for shelter. Toni began to feel awkward in his presence. He obviously came from a well-to-do family while her background of a slummy
  house, drunken mother, brother who had committed suicide and a father she did not know weighed heavily on her.


  Harry, seemingly unaware of her discomfort, chatted on about his life at Cambridge.


  At last, Toni interrupted him. I think the storms rolled over.


  They went outside into a yellow, watery sunlight. Everything glittered with raindrops and a golden river ran down the middle of the village street.


  They mounted Harrys bike and set off. When they reached her flat, Toni dismounted and said awkwardly, Thanks for the ride.


  What about this evening? asked Harry cheerfully. Fancy a bit of dinner?


  No. Ive got a date, lied Toni.


  Oh. Right. See you around.


  Agatha was pacing up and down the living room of her cottage, a gin and tonic in one hand and a cigarette in the other.


  I wonder if Sybilla left everything to George in her will.


  But it seems a clear case of suicide, said Roy.


  Suicides can be faked.


  The note was clear enough. Im watching Law and Order. Well talk later.


  Agatha glanced at the screen. The rich kid did it.


  Youve seen it before!


  No, I havent. American television can be terribly snobby. If theres a rich college kid, hes always the murderer.


  I want to see it, complained Roy.


  Agatha retreated to the kitchen and was just sitting down at the table when the doorbell rang. She opened the door and found Bill.


  Wong looking quizzically at her.


  Come in, said Agatha. Wheres your boss?


  This is unofficial. You were about to say something. Why were you surprised that only one death was referred to in the suicide note?


  I wasnt.


  I know you of old. Out with it. Agatha, youve got into trouble before and nearly got yourself killed by not telling me the full story.


  Agatha capitulated. Oh, sit down. Drink?


  No, Im driving. Coffee would be nice.


  Right. Theres some still hot in the percolator.


  When Bill was seated at the table, with Agathas cats climbing over him, Agatha began to outline the idea she had formulated that George Selbys wife had been pushed down the stairs
  by Sybilla. Those two jam-making lesbians, Maggie Tubby and Phyllis Tolling, seem pretty sure of it. Mind you, they are a malicious pair of women. But I had the idea that if I could solve
  that case  assuming there was a case to be solved  then it might lead to whoever poisoned the jam. And if Sybilla was so dotty about George that he suggested she bump off his wife, he
  might have driven her to suicide, hoping to inherit her money.


  We found Sybillas will. She had a sister, Cassandra. Cassandra gets the lot. She is a Mrs Unwin, married well. Husband is head of a building contractors. Pots of
  money.


  But George might have thought she would leave it all to him.


  I know youve had far-fetched ideas before that turned out to be true, but this one is ridiculous. Also, I dont think the poisoning of the jam was intended to kill anyone. I
  think it was a senseless prank that went wrong. Think about it. There seems to have been no specific target. Thats what was making it so difficult trying to find out who did it. But now we
  are sure it was Sybilla. There is no other explanation for her suicide or for that note. As far as Wilkes is concerned, the case is closed. He told the vicar his conclusions, so Im afraid,
  if you want to go on pursuing the matter, you wont be paid for it.


  Agatha was increasingly busy in the following weeks and put the Comfrey Magna case out of her mind. She needed to build up a healthy bank balance to make up for all she had
  spent on the fte. It was suddenly considered fashionable by all sorts of people to hire a private detective. Women wanted to find out if their partners or husbands were cheating on them and
  were prepared to pay Agatha fifteen hundred pounds each for her agencys skills. Agatha could remember a time when only the rich took foreign holidays in winter. Now loads of ordinary odds
  and sods crammed the airport departure lounges. Once, a visit to the beautician was for people with money. Now it was a growth industry. Hiring a private detective seemed to be the latest thing to
  do.


  Occasionally, she worried about Toni. The girl seemed to have lost a lot of her sparkle, although her work was as efficient as ever.


  One Friday evening when she found herself alone with Toni in the office, Agatha said, Lets go for dinner.


  All right, said Toni. Where?


  Theres a new fish restaurant in Mircester, the other side of the square. Its supposed to be good.


  Once settled over plates of Dover sole and a carafe of house white, Agatha said, Out with it.


  With what?


  Theres nothing wrong with your work, Toni, but youve been looking depressed and thats not like you. Is it anything to do with Bill?


  No, its . . .


  Are you pregnant?


  Absolutely not!


  So whats up?


  Its silly.


  I can be the queen of silliness where men are concerned, said Agatha with a rare burst of honesty.


  Its Harry Beam.


  My Harry Beam? What happened? I saw you both in Comfrey Magna and have been meaning to ask you about that.


  Toni told her about meeting Harry in Mircester and about their trip to Comfrey Magna, ending with He asked me out for dinner, but I said I had a date.


  And you didnt?


  No.


  Why?


  You know my background, Agatha. Harrys posh. I felt intimidated.


  Dont be. Nothing to be ashamed of. Your mothers sobered up a treat. You havent anyone else in your family to worry about.


  Its just . . . I feel caught between two worlds. All my friends are from working-class backgrounds.


  Ill bet your mind raced on to the wedding and to meeting his parents.


  Toni gave a reluctant smile. Something like that.


  I wouldnt worry about the English class system, said Agatha, pouring more wine into their glasses. People do go on about it, but its not as bad as France or
  Spain, say. These days, anyone with a job is now middle class. Youll come across pockets of snobbery in the Gloucestershire middle classes, but those people are not worth bothering about. I
  had a lousy drunken family background just like you. Harrys the last person to worry about where you come from. When the university holidays start, Ill ask him to dinner with a few
  other people and you can take it from there. I feel pretty insecure socially at times, but I just charge along regardless. So dont worry. Now, on to another subject. What do you make of
  Jimmy Wilson?


  I dont like him, said Toni. He leers at me and makes my skin crawl. I wonder why he left the police force without waiting for retirement?


  Theres a point. I sometimes wonder if he really did have cancer. Ill get Patrick to ask around. Now, cheer up!


  They drank a lot more wine and followed it up with large brandies. Agatha decided she had better leave her car and take a taxi home.


  When the cab turned into Lilac Lane where her cottage was, she was dismayed to see that a police car and a van from the security firm which had installed her burglar alarm were parked
  outside.


  A policeman came up to meet her as she got out of the taxi and paid off the driver. Whats happened? she asked.


  Are you Mrs Agatha Raisin?


  Yes, yes. Whats going on?


  Someone tried to break into your house by the kitchen door. The alarm went off. Whoever it was seems to have been frightened by the alarm and ran away without going into the house, but
  you had better check and see if anything is missing.


  Agatha unlocked the front door and went in. We turned off the alarm, said a security man behind her. Well reset it but youll need some repairs to your kitchen
  door.


  Alerted by the police activity, villagers began to head towards Agathas cottage. The local carpenter said he would go back and fetch his tools and fix the door. Agatha turned down various
  offers of cups of tea.


  Bill Wong drove up. Do you think this was an ordinary burglar, Agatha, or have you been stirring something up in one of your cases?


  Agatha fiddled nervously with a silver chain around her neck and then, with an exclamation, pulled the whole chain out of her blouse to reveal a safe deposit box key attached to the end.


  I wonder if it could have been anything to do with this.


  Tell me about it, said Bill. Mrs Bloxby came hurrying up, asking what had happened, and Bill waited impatiently while Agatha explained how her cottage had been broken into.


  Agatha was just about to tell me why it might be something to do with the key hanging around her neck. Wed better go somewhere quiet. A forensic team should be arriving
  shortly.


  Well go to the vicarage, said Mrs Bloxby. My husband is out this evening and no one will disturb you.


  In the comfortable peace of the vicarage, Agatha explained how she had kept the safe deposit key in order to protect the accountant.


  Now that the LSD case has been solved, I dont think you need to worry any more.


  Im not so sure, said Agatha. Its like this. The terrible twosome, Tubby and Tolling, say that Sybilla pushed George Selbys wife downstairs. What if
  Sybillas suicide note was only apologizing for that and the LSD maniac is still at large?


  What has that got to do with the money?


  Just a feeling.


  I have an idea, said Mrs Bloxby. Mrs Raisin, leave the key with the police. I will pay a visit to Comfrey Magna tomorrow and let as many people as possible know that that is
  where the key is.


  Good idea, said Agatha. She lifted the chain with the key from around her neck and handed it to Bill. He wrote out a receipt and gave it to her.


  Now, let it go, Agatha, said Bill. I checked our records on the death of Sarah Selby and it did seem to be a straightforward accident. She was carrying a tray and lost her
  balance.


  And yet it took Sybilla Triast-Perkins one whole hour before she phoned the emergency services.


  She said she fainted with shock.


  Oh, yeah?


  Agatha, Im sure youve got enough on your hands at that agency of yours without trying to find out murders that never existed. Ive got to go.


  Toni at that moment was thinking uneasily of Agathas offer to hold a dinner party so that she could meet Harry again.


  With her mother being drunk and incapable until comparatively recently, Toni had brought herself up. Agatha had already organized her life by finding her a flat and buying her a car. Toni
  suddenly felt she wanted a part of her life that was private and had nothing to do with Agatha. She had her own key to her office. Toni let herself out of her flat and walked round to the agency.
  Once inside, she searched the computer files until she found Harrys e-mail address.


  She decided to write to him. Dear Harry, she typed. I am sorry I turned down your invitation for dinner. I didnt have a date. Im a bit shy, thats all.
  Hope to see you again. Toni.


  She left the computer on, made herself a cup of coffee, and sat down on the sofa to watch the computer screen. After half an hour there was a ping from the computer signalling the arrival of new
  mail. Eagerly she read it. It said, Dear Toni. See you next Saturday? Okay? Harry.


  Hurriedly Toni typed back. Dear Harry, Ill meet you on Saturday at The George in Mircester. Eight oclock. Okay? Toni.


  She waited anxiously. Back came a message. Great, see you then, Harry.


  Toni felt a rush of elation. She carefully deleted all the e-mails to and from Harry. Then she began to worry. What if Harry couldnt make it and e-mailed the office and Agatha read it?
  She hurriedly typed out another e-mail to him, giving him her mobile phone number and telling him to text or call her if by any chance he couldnt keep the appointment. She sent it off,
  deleted it and switched off the computer.


  Agatha, finally in bed in her cottage and listening nervously to every rustling in the thatch above, decided to delegate all the agency work and return to Comfrey Magna. Even
  if someone had meant the LSD to be just a silly joke, two women had died and that meant unsolved murders. She somehow did not believe that Sybilla had been responsible.


  
    
  


  Chapter Six


  The weather was miserable. Ever since the thunderstorm, it had rained steadily, weeping from heavily laden clouds that seemed to sit on top of the Cotswold hills.


  Agathas cats, Hodge and Boswell, mewed disconsolately as they stared out at the deluge from the ledge in front of the kitchen window.


  Everything felt damp, but the air was not cold; rather it was heavy, hot and humid. Meteorologists said it was the La Nia effect, as opposed to the El Nio, which all seemed to
  mean that it was guaranteed to rain and rain for weeks to come.


  Agatha drove to Comfrey Magna and parked outside the vicarage. She climbed out of her car, unfurled a large umbrella and hurried to the vicarage door, wishing she had worn wellington boots, for
  her shoes were soaked by the time she covered the short distance to the shelter of the front porch.


  Trixie answered the door, her golden hair cascading about her shoulders. So what now? she asked rudely.


  I would like to have a word with your husband, said Agatha.


  If you must. Come in. Hes in the study.


  Trixie pushed open the door of the study and wandered off. Agatha went in. Arthur was sitting at his desk with George Selby.


  Agatha was taken aback at the sight of George. She had forgotten how very handsome he was. Come in. Sit down, said Arthur. Arnold has just left. We have more or less
  finished working out where the money goes. Do you have the safe deposit key? We are going to transfer the money into an account and then, when the chequebook is issued, we will start sending out
  cheques.


  The police have the key, said Agatha. Someone tried to break into my cottage, so I thought the key was safer there. If I had thought of it at the time, it might have been
  more sensible to deposit it in an account right away.


  We all agreed to the safe deposit box, said Arthur. At that time, it seemed more sensible than having chequebooks lying around before we had worked out who gets the money
  apart from what is needed for the repairs to the roof. So many people seem to just walk into the vicarage during the day. I am sure everyone in the village is honest, but just in case we let
  everyone know that the money was in the safe deposit box. Ill drive Arnold over to . . . Mircester, is it?


  Yes.


  Well pick up the key soon and arrange a time to go to the bank. Is this a social call?


  I just wanted to make sure you were satisfied that Sybilla Triast-Perkins put LSD in the jam.


  Alas, yes. I am afraid the poor lady had been behaving oddly these past few months. So sad. But such a relief to have the whole matter solved. I sent you a cheque for your
  services.


  Thank you. Im afraid I wasnt much help.


  My dear lady, it is because of you that we will be able to repair the church. Georges grass-green eyes fastened on Agathas face. Could they really be that green? Or
  could he be wearing contact lenses?


  Mrs Raisin . . .


  Agatha, please.


  Agatha. Can it be that you have doubts about the police verdict?


  Well, I cant help wondering how Sybilla got hold of something like LSD.


  Have the police confirmed it was LSD?


  Wait a minute. Agatha took out her phone and called Jimmy Wilson on his mobile. Jimmy, I forgot to ask you, was it LSD in the jam at Comfrey Magna?


  She listened carefully, thanked him and rang off. Yes, she said. LSD it was. So how did she get her hands on it? If it was a young woman, I could imagine her getting it at a
  club, although even thats odd because its all Ecstasy and heroin and cocaine these days, not to mention some lethal-type pot grown in greenhouses. She wasnt a chemist at some
  time in her life?


  As far as we know, she never worked, said George. But perhaps she had a wild youth and had some left over.


  But why did her suicide note refer to one death and not two?


  She could hardly have been in a normal state of mind when she wrote it, said the vicar. Her sister is at the manor at the moment. You could ask her. But really, Agatha, our
  little village has settled back into its usual tranquil ways. The funerals of Mrs Andrews and Mrs Jessop were very moving and yet healing in their way. We were all united in our grief.


  I think Ill go to the manor, said Agatha. The sister, Mrs Unwin, might have something interesting to say.


  Perhaps now might not be a good time, said George. The poor woman must still be grieving.


  Oh, right, said Agatha.


  She left the vicarage and found Charles waiting by her car. I thought I might find you here, he said. Whats all this about suicide at the manor?


  Agatha gave him all the details and confided her suspicions that Sybillas suicide note had been referring to the murder of Sarah Selby rather than the jam at the fte.


  Ive been warned off at the vicarage against going to see her, she finished by saying.


  Charles grinned. And thats not going to stop you?


  No.


  Right. Leave your car and well take mine.


  The rain was coming down in torrents by the time they reached the manor. The door was standing open.


  Anybody home? called Agatha. Rainwater was dripping through the roof into several buckets placed about the hall.


  A plump, fussy woman appeared in the hall. What do you want?


  Mrs Unwin?


  Yes?


  I am Agatha Raisin . . .


  Youre that wretched woman who started all this off by interfering in the village fte! Get out of here.


  And this, said Agatha loudly, is Sir Charles Fraith.


  Oh, the magic of a title, thought Agatha cynically, as Mrs Unwin visibly thawed. I suppose it will do no harm to speak to you for a little, she said. Come into the drawing
  room. Would you like some tea or coffee, Sir Charles?


  Its all right, said Charles. Youve obviously got a lot to do with all these leaks.


  That was so like my sister, complained Cassandra Unwin as she led the way into the sitting room. Never had any repairs done.


  Will you sell this place? asked Charles.


  Ill need to fix it up. Mind you, a builder would pay a lot for it. Knock down the house and put a housing estate on the land.


  Wasnt this your family home? asked Agatha.


  We grew up here, but I dont have any happy memories. If Sybilla hadnt insisted on hanging on to the place, she might have made a better life for herself. But suicide! I
  cant take it in. She cant have been responsible for anything like putting LSD in the jam. Where would she get it?


  Your sister only referred to one death in her note, said Agatha, and yet there were two caused by the LSD.


  Well, I dont suppose she was sane when she wrote that.


  I believe she was very fond of a Mr George Selby, said Agatha, cautiously feeling her way through what she saw as a minefield of difficult questions.


  She talked a lot about him. I think she even had a sort of schoolgirl crush on him. Why do you ask?


  Charles saw that Agatha was going to jump in with both metaphorical hobnailed boots, and said hurriedly, We wondered whether he had called on you. Perhaps he might have a better idea as
  to your sisters state of mind.


  Then why dont you ask him? Really! I have a lot to do and I cannot see the point of all these questions.


  Charles thanked her, and taking a reluctant Agatha by the arm, propelled her outside. Its no use, he said. Youre not going to get anywhere. You cant
  come right out and ask her if Sybilla murdered Georges wife. She wont have a clue anyway.


  Lets go and see Maggie Tubby and Phyllis Tolling. Theyre the ones who put the idea in my head.


  The rain was still pouring down and they stood under an umbrella on the porch of the cottage in the main street, which seemed to be rapidly turning into a river behind them.


  Phyllis opened the door. You again. I thought the case was closed.


  Not quite, said Agatha.


  Come in.


  Maggie was reading a book in the front parlour. Remind me. Whos your friend? she asked.


  This is Sir Charles Fraith, who is helping me in the investigation.


  A sir, mocked Maggie. How too terribly Dorothy Sayers. What do you want now?


  Why did you suggest that Sybilla killed Sarah Selby?


  Were sure she did. She was so unbalanced when it came to George. Now it looks as if she went even battier and tried to poison the village.


  But in her suicide note, she said she was sorry about a death. A death. Not two.


  You dont think she would be in exactly a sane state of mind? said Phyllis. Whats the matter with you? Trying to drum up some business? I tell you, the sooner
  that accountant gets to the bank and you give him that safe deposit key and he starts sending some money to the Andrews and Jessop families, the better it will be.


  How do you know about the safe deposit key? demanded Agatha.


  Its all over the village. Everyones been trying to get their hands on some of the money. Some claim that the visitors trampled over their gardens and ruined them 
  that sort of thing.


  So the only reason you think Sybilla killed Sarah Selby was a hunch?


  Of course it was a hunch, you thick-headed creature. If wed had any proof, wed have gone to the police.


  Come along, said Charles. The two witches havent got anything important to say.


  Maggies eyes gleamed with mischief. You dont like us, do you?


  Who would? said Charles.


  Two days later, as the monsoon-like rain still continued to pour down, Agatha phoned her office. Ill be a bit late, she said to Mrs Freedman.
  Im going into Evesham to get my hair done.


  You cant, in this rain. Eveshamll be drowned.


  Thats down in the town. My hairdresser is in Bridge Street and it never gets flooded. Ill go in by the ring road.


  Youd better watch your village doesnt flood.


  Carsely never floods.


  It might this time.


  Agatha noticed as she drove over the Simon de Montfort Bridge on the ring road that the river Avon had already flooded and was spreading rapidly out over the farmland on either
  side.


  Although the traffic was moving easily on her side of the road, the other side seemed to be grid-locked.


  She parked in the Aldi supermarket car park and walked through to Bridge Street. Outside Achille, the hairdressers, she turned and looked down towards the bridge. Police barriers were up.
  She walked down and joined the crowd of sightseers on the bridge. Waterside on the other side of the bridge was flooded. A large mobile home came hurtling down the river and smashed into the
  bridge. Bits of it appeared on the other side as if it had been through a giant shredder.


  Agatha debated whether to return home while there was still time, but without her hair done she felt insecure.


  Jeanelle, her hairdresser, greeted her with surprise. Weve been phoning up clients telling them not to come, she said.


  Agathas mobile rang. It was Toni. Were evacuating the office, she said. The police have been round telling us the waters rising. The street below is
  flooded. Were on the first floor, so with luck the water wont come this high. But Phils found a man with a tractor and weve all been loading up the files and computers.
  The car parks still dry, so once the tractor gets the stuff there, we can load it into our cars and take it to a storage unit weve rented on high ground.


  It really is bad, isnt it? said Agatha.


  Nobodys seen anything like it.


  Phone you later, said Agatha.


  But she insisted on getting her hair done.


  As she joined the queue inching out of Evesham, she wished she had never come. She had complained about the rap music playing in the hairdressing salon. It had crashed around her ears sounding
  like, Ugh, hunna hunna mudda fudda bitch, ugh.


  Who likes that awful music? she had asked Jeanelle.


  Young people, said the hairdresser. Its our music, if you know what I mean.


  I feel on the outside looking in, mourned Agatha. I feel trapped in an age group thats out of touch with every other age group.


  It took her three hours to reach the Carsely turn-off on the A44 by managing to plough through areas of flooding on the road.


  When she got down to just before the centre of the village, she was met by a flood. Groaning, she parked the car, took off her shoes and began to wade through the swirling water. A dead cat
  floated past and a spasm of fear clutched her as she thought of her own cats.


  The rain was still falling in torrents. She slipped and stumbled, several times nearly falling, until at last she reached dry ground on the other side. Agatha put on her shoes and hurried to
  Lilac Lane. Water was swirling down the lane. She rushed to her cottage. Charles had barricaded the front door with sandbags.


  Agatha let herself in. He had left her a note on the kitchen table.


  Gone to check my own place. Keep dry! Love, Charles.


  Agatha checked her cats were safely indoors before going upstairs to change into dry clothes.


  It cant get any worse, she muttered.


  But it did. Gloucestershire and the counties round about went under water. Her cottage stayed dry, but she had to house three elderly couples from the village who complained
  constantly that all the food she seemed to have were microwave curries.


  Just when Agatha felt like committing murder herself, the sun came out and the waters receded. With great relief she saw her unwanted house guests leave. But then she was drafted in by Mrs
  Bloxby to help clean out flooded cottages and to make frequent trips to the supermarket in Stow to bring back supplies of bread and milk.


  At last she was free to go to her office in Mircester. Her staff were all there, unloading computers and other office equipment.


  Gradually everything got back to normal and Agatha was just considering one evening whether to pursue the Comfrey Magna poisoning when she received a visit from Bill Wong.


  Survived the floods, Bill?


  Just about. Agatha, this isnt a social call.


  Whats happened?


  Someone masquerading as Arnold Birntweather, the accountant, and with all his identification called at the bank with the safe deposit key. He said the money needed to be counted again. He
  put it all in a large holdall and disappeared. In appearance, he appeared to be like the accountant, elderly and stooped.


  But did the police hand this impostor the key?


  They seem to have handed it over to the genuine man just after the flooding was over. He was accompanied by the vicar. When the vicar did not hear from him, he called at his house. Mr
  Birntweather had been killed by a savage blow to the head.


  But they had seen Mr Birntweather at the bank before.


  Mr Birntweather was old, with a dowagers hump, thick glasses and dyed brown hair. The impostor looked exactly like that.


  But how did the impostor get the number of the safe deposit box? asked Agatha.


  Arnold Birntweather had a card inside his wallet with the number of the box on it. It was conveniently marked, Safe deposit box number eleven.


  Snakes and bastards! When I went to see that precious pair, Tolling and Tubby, they told me that everyone in the village knew I had the safe deposit key, which probably explains the
  break-in at my cottage.


  Do be careful, Agatha. Id better get back to work.


  Wait a bit. What about fingerprints?


  Everyone knows about fingerprints these days.


  CCTV cameras at the bank?


  Theres a thought. Youd better come to headquarters with me and look at the film. See if you can penetrate that disguise somehow and recognize someone from that
  village.


  At police headquarters, Agatha studied the security tape film. Bill waited impatiently.


  Well? he demanded at last.


  Its odd, said Agatha. But I really do think thats Arnold.


  Mr Birntweather?


  Yes. I dont think any impostor could be that good. Have you any footage of the street outside the bank?


  Ill run it for you. Why?


  Maybe someone was waiting for him  someone who had threatened him.


  Bill slotted in another tape. Agatha saw Arnold climbing stiffly out of his old Morris Minor. Look! said Agatha.


  What?


  Run that again. A car with tinted windows pulled in right behind him.


  This is a very long shot, Agatha. Ill check the number plate. Wait there.


  Agatha continued to study the tapes.


  Then the door opened and Bill, Wilkes and Collins came in. Bill said, Youre on to something. That car was stolen during the floods. It belongs to a respectable shopkeeper in
  Badsey.


  You can go now, said Collins.


  No thank you? demanded Agatha. I thought you had gone to Scotland Yard. Did they send you back?


  Just get out of here! snapped Collins.


  Bill escorted Agatha out. I thought shed gone, said Agatha.


  She did. But for some reason she came back and now were stuck with her. Thanks, Agatha. Youre a great help.


  Before she drove off, Agatha phoned Charles on his mobile but, as usual, it was switched off. She couldnt text him a message because, even though she had a
  state-of-the-art mobile, not only did she not know how to text, she did not know how to take photographs or send e-mails. She phoned his home and for once she was in luck. Charles himself answered,
  rather than his man, Gustav, or his aunt. Agatha told him about the latest development.


  Where are you? asked Charles.


  Just about to leave Mircester.


  Ill meet you at your cottage.


  Thank goodness its dry at last, said Charles. But its cold. Mind if I light the fire?


  Go ahead, said Agatha. Doris has it all set and ready. Doris was Agathas cleaner and about the only person in the village who called Agatha by her first name.
  Ill fix the drinks.


  When Charles was comfortably settled in an armchair, cradling a glass of whisky and watching the flames leap up the chimney, he asked, Any ideas?


  My moneys on Trixie.


  Come on! The vicars wife? Can you see her stealing a car and threatening poor Arnold?


  Im sure she deliberately tried to spoil the accounts.


  Whats all this?


  Agatha lit a cigarette, scowled at it and put it out. Cigarettes in the morning tasted great, but later in the day, theyd lost their magic.


  I was with Roy, and Arnold and the vicar were sorting through the accounts at a table in the garden. Trixie arrived with a jug of lemonade and I swear she deliberately tipped it over the
  papers.


  And were they ruined?


  Well, no. It was sunny. Remember sunshine? I suggested we pin them up to dry. Arnold told me they were okay. Now, if Trixie had been squirrelling some of the money away and doctoring the
  accounts, Arnold might have known about it, but straightened it out with the vicar, not wanting any scandal.


  I cant believe it. Look, there were a lot of unsavoury things going on during the floods. Cars left on dry ground were being stolen. The gossip about the safe deposit box could
  have spread out from beyond the village. Put on the news and see if theres anything.


  Lets see if theyve done better than their coverage of the floods. Hopeless. I had to turn on the radio to get any proper news. All there was on TV was some reporters
  great face blocking off the screen talking to the man in the studio. And they were all in Tewkesbury. Its the herd instinct. Theyve always had it. One reporter puts on his waders and
  stands in a flooded street in Tewkesbury and the other reporters promptly head for Tewkesbury to do the same, along with their cameramen. Ill try the BBC 24 Hour News.


  They waited patiently through the usual dismal round of international news until suddenly the announcer said, The village of Comfrey Magna is in shock tonight. A brief summary of
  the disastrous fte and the theft of the money. And now to our reporter, Alan Freeze, in Comfrey Magna, who interviewed the vicar, Mr Arthur Chance, early this morning.


  I am here with the vicar, Mr Arthur Chance, and Mrs Chance. This must be a sad blow, Mr Chance.


  Its a disaster, said Arthur Chance. Trixie stood beside him dressed in a long black gown with a low neck.


  I bet those breasts arent real, muttered Agatha.


  I dont know what to do, Arthur went on, his voice trembling. The church roof is leaking and there is no longer any money for the repairs. He burst into tears.
  Trixie pressed his head into her bosom and stared nobly into the camera.


  Mrs Chance? pursued the reporter.


  I must take my poor husband indoors, said Trixie. It is not only the church roof that the money was needed for but for the families of the two ladies who were killed during
  the fte. She tossed back her blonde hair but still managed to clutch her sobbing husband to her chest.


  Her eyes filled with tears and she said with a little break in her voice, Please help us.


  Then she escorted her husband into the vicarage.


  And now to the Middle East, said the presenter.


  Switch it off, said Agatha. What a performance!


  It was pretty moving, said Charles.


  Oh, the vicar was genuine. But did you see how Trixie said Help us? Not Help us find who did this terrible murder. Shes hoping for donations, and
  shell get them.


  Charles finished his drink. Youre too cynical. Well pop over to Comfrey Magna in the morning. He stood up and stretched and yawned. Im off to
  bed. His eyes gleamed with mischief. Coming with me?


  My days of casual sex are over, said Agatha.


  Didnt know theyd ever started. Good night.


  After he had gone, Agatha sat looking into the flames, her cats beside her on the sofa. She felt strangely empty and purposeless. For so long, her obsession for James, her ex-husband, had
  fuelled all her actions. She missed the roller-coaster of emotions. She even missed the pain.


  At least I felt alive, she whispered to her uncaring cats.


  The morning was cold, damp and misty as Agatha drove herself and Charles to Comfrey Magna. At one point she said to Charles, I forgot to find out about Jimmy
  Wilson.


  What about him? asked Charles.


  Theres something unsavoury about him. I asked Patrick to find out why he took early retirement from the police force. He made a pass at Toni.


  Most men would. She gets prettier by the minute.


  Agatha felt a stab of jealousy. She had promised Toni to hold a dinner party to further the girls hopes with Harry Beam. Now she meanly decided not to do anything about it.


  Agatha parked at the entrance to the village, just before the vicarage. A great lake of water lay across the road, fed by angry little streams rushing down from the hills.


  Well need to paddle, said Charles. I wouldnt risk driving through that if I were you.


  Ill see if I can see the ground underneath the water. Agatha got out of the car. She stared down at the water gloomily and then returned to Charles.


  Well need to paddle.


  Right. Charles got out of the car, took off his socks and shoes and then his trousers. Agatha took off her shoes and hitched up her skirt.


  Charles, holding his trousers, socks and shoes above his head, walked into the water. Not too bad, he said. Its only just up past my knees.


  Theres the postal van outside the vicarage, said Agatha, fighting to keep her balance in the swirling water. Ive always come this way. The road in from the
  other end must be clear.


  Hes unloading sacks of mail. The vicars distress must have caused a lot of people to send money. Dry ground at last, said Charles. Well nip into the
  church and Ill put my trousers on. Dont want to shock the vicars wife.


  Youre kidding. Nothing could shock that one.


  The church was cold and damp. Buckets full of rainwater stood on the floor and balanced on the altar and the pews.


  Agatha shivered as she pulled on her shoes. This is misery, she moaned.


  Never mind, said Charles. Think of those poor bastards in Cheltenham and Tewkesbury. No drinking water and up to their armpits in sewage.


  I can never feel grateful because of other peoples misery, said Agatha piously. Lets go. Hope the police arent there or itll be a wasted
  journey.


  They were just about to emerge from the church when Agatha saw Wilkes and Collins leaving the vicarage. She retreated, colliding into Charles. The police are just leaving, she
  hissed. Wait a minute. I wonder where their car is. I didnt see a police car. She peered round the church porch. A police car drove in from the other end of the village. Wilkes
  and Collins got in and the car drove off. All clear, said Agatha. Lets go.


  It was George Selby who opened the door to them. Does he never work? wondered Agatha.


  Oh, its you, said George. This is hardly a good time. Everyone is grieving.


  A merry peal of laughter sounded from the study.


  Doesnt sound like it, said Agatha. Let us in.


  George reluctantly stood aside. Agatha felt a little sexual tremor as she brushed past him and opened the door of the study. Arthur Chance and Trixie were slicing open envelopes, their faces
  radiant.


  Come in! called Arthur when he saw them. People are amazingly generous.


  Im happy for you, said Agatha. But I really want to find out who murdered poor Arnold Birntweather.


  The police are looking into that, said Trixie, slicing open another envelope and extracting a cheque. Oh, George, darling, come and help me.


  Ive got work to do. Mrs Raisin . . .


  Agatha, please.


  Agatha, may I have a word with you in private?


  Agatha followed him outside.


  They really are upset and grieving, said George, fastening those hypnotic eyes of his on Agathas face.


  Doesnt sound like it. What can I do for you, George?


  If you start asking them questions about Arnolds murder, it will really distress them.


  But the police have just left and they dont seem a bit distressed.


  Look, lets go for dinner tonight and Ill tell you anything you want to know.


  Agatha brightened. All right. Where and when?


  How about the Cantonese restaurant in Mircester? Say at eight oclock?


  Right. He suddenly smiled down at her and Agatha felt weak at the knees. Must get rid of Charles, she thought frantically.


  Toni had invited a former school friend, Sharon, round to her flat that evening. She felt uneasily that she had been blackmailed into the invitation by Sharon complaining that
  Toni never saw any of her old friends.


  Thanks to Agathas generous salary, Toni had been at work on her flat since Harry had seen it. She had ripped up the carpet and polished the boards until they shone. They were now covered
  in brightly covered rugs she had bought at Mircester market. A new set of bookshelves ornamented one wall.


  This is ever so nice, said Sharon. She was a plump girl with masses of dyed red hair. Her crop top and low-slung jeans revealed a roll of fat and a fake ruby in her navel.
  Youve got a lot of books. There was one lying on the coffee table. Sharon picked it up. Swanns Way by Marcel Proust. Didnt we get that at
  school?


  No, none of us read much at school. We got the university notes on books and read them instead.


  So why are you reading a book by some Frenchie? Marcel. Sounds like a hairdresser.


  Tonis desire to talk about Harry overcame her. He hadnt been able to come to Mircester because of the floods, but he had e-mailed her on her new computer and texted her regularly.
  In his messages, he suggested which books she should read and the type of music she should listen to.


  Its my new boyfriend, said Toni. Hes studying at Cambridge. Hes awfully clever. I did ask him for suggestions as to what I should read and Ive
  been out buying piles of books.


  Sharon, whose idea of a good read was the sort of magazine which described the private lives of celebrities along with other important female essentials like the type of vibrator to use, said,
  I dunno if Id like a chap like that.


  Why? demanded Toni, immediately on the defensive.


  Well, its like Kylie, remember her?


  What about her?


  Shes tied up with Wayne. Remember Wayne?


  Toni conjured up a memory of a gangling spotty youth whod been in her class.


  What about him?


  He and Kylie are an item. Got a flat out on the Evesham road. No sooner have they moved in together than he starts telling her what to wear. Dowdy clothes. Hes even got her to wear
  a cardigan and flat heels.


  I dont see the connection, complained Toni.


  Hes making her over, dont you see? And thats what your fellows doing. Either the fellows like you for what you are or tell em to get stuffed.


  Its not the same. He knows I want to improve my mind.


  Sharon tossed back her thick hair. Listen, babes, there isnt a fellow out there whos interested in a girls mind. If they start making you over, its because
  they want to control you and keep you feeling inferior so youll end up thinking no other boy will want you.


  Oh, lets talk about something else, said Toni. Hows your love life?


  Agatha told Charles that she had to go back to the office to catch up on work. Dont you want to go home and get some dry shoes? asked Charles.


  Ive got a change of clothes in the office, Charles. Are you staying tonight? I have to warn you I might be late.


  Dont sound so frantic, Agatha. Has George asked you out?


  Mulish silence.


  Aha. Okay, Ill clear off. Whats he after?


  Hes going to give me everything he can think of that might give me a clue as to who murdered Arnold.


  And you dont want me along because at one point in the dinner, he will reach across the table and take your hand and say he thought he could never find anyone to replace his wife,
  but now 


  Oh, do shut up!


  Agatha really wanted to go home and spend a leisurely time getting ready for the evening but Charles might hang around making sarcastic comments up until she left. The only
  reason she had said she was going to the office was to get rid of him.


  She dropped him off at her cottage, turned the car around and sped back to Mircester.


  Agatha was determined to buy something dazzling to wear. But the weather was a problem. It was actually cold. If the lowering sky sent down any more torrents, it might be better not to wear
  anything too filmy and seductive.


  She settled on buying a black wool trouser suit, black court shoes with a modest heel, and a scarlet silk blouse.


  With a flutter of anticipation she had not felt in ages, Agatha began to dream about the evening to come.
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