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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


  Everyone in the village of Carsely in the Cotswolds was agreed on one thing  no one had ever seen such a spring before.


  Mrs Bloxby, the vicars wife, stepped out into her garden and took a deep breath of fresh-scented air. Never had there been so much blossom. The lilac trees were bent down under the weight
  of purple and white blooms. White hawthorn hedges formed bridal alleys out of the country lanes. Clematis spilled over walls like flowery waterfalls, and wisteria decorated the golden stone of the
  cottages with showers of delicate purple blooms. All the trees were covered in bright, fresh green. It was as if the countryside were clothed like an animal in a deep, rich pelt of leaves and
  flowers.


  The few misery-guts in the village shook their heads and said it heralded a harsh winter to come. Nature moved in a mysterious way to protect itself.


  The vicarage doorbell rang and Mrs Bloxby went to answer it. Agatha Raisin stood there, stocky and truculent, a line of worry between her eyes.


  Come in, said Mrs Bloxby. Why arent you at the office? No cases to solve?


  Agatha ran her own detective agency in Mircester. She was well dressed, as she usually was these days, in a linen trouser suit, and her glossy brown hair was cut in a fashionable crop. But her
  small brown eyes looked worried.


  Mrs Bloxby led the way into the garden. Coffee?


  No, said Agatha. Ive been drinking gallons of the stuff. Just wanted a chat.


  Chat away.


  Agatha felt a sense of comfort stealing over her. Mrs Bloxby with her mild eyes and grey hair always had a tranquillizing effect on her.


  I could do with a really big case. Everything seems to be itty-bitty things like lost cats and dogs. I dont want to run into the red. Miss Simms, who was acting as secretary, has
  gone off with my full-time detective, Patrick Mulligan. Hes retired and doesnt want to be bothered any more with work. Sammy Allen did the photo work, and Douglas Ballantyne the
  technical stuff. But I had to let them go. There just wasnt enough work. Then Sally Fleming, who replaced Patrick, got lured away by a London detective agency, and my treasure of a
  secretary, Mrs Edie Frint, got married again.


  Maybe the trouble was that I gave up taking divorce cases. The lawyers used to put a good bit of business my way.


  Mrs Bloxby was well aware that Agatha was divorced from the love of her life, James Lacey, and thought that was probably why Agatha did not want to handle divorce cases.


  She said, Maybe you should take on a few divorce cases just to get the money rolling again. You surely dont want any murders.


  Id rather have a murder than a divorce, muttered Agatha.


  Perhaps you have been working too hard. Maybe you should take a few days off. I mean, it is a glorious spring.


  Is it? Agatha gazed around the glory of the garden with city eyes which had never become used to the countryside. She had sold up a successful public relations company in London
  and had taken early retirement. Living in the Cotswolds had been a dream since childhood, but Agatha still carried the city, with all its bustle and hectic pace, inside herself.


  Who have you got to replace Patrick and Miss Simms? Are you sure you wouldnt like anything? I have some home-made scones.


  Agatha was tempted, but the waistband of her trousers was already tight. She shook her head. Let me see . . . staff. Well, theres a Mrs Helen Freedman from Evesham as secretary.
  Middle-aged, competent, quite a treasure. I do all the detecting myself.


  And for the technical and photographic stuff?


  Im looking for someone. Experts charge so much.


  Theres Mr Witherspoon in the village. Hes an expert cameraman and so good with computers and things.


  I know Mr Witherspoon. He must be about a hundred.


  Come now. Hes only seventy-six and thats quite young these days.


  Its not young. Come on. Seventy-six is creaking.


  Why not go and see him? He lives in Rose Cottage by the school.


  No.


  Mrs Bloxbys normally mild eyes hardened a fraction. Agatha said hurriedly, On the other hand, it wouldnt hurt me to go along for a chat. Agatha Raisin, who could face
  up to most of the world, crumpled before the slightest suggestion of the vicars wifes displeasure.


  Rose Cottage, despite its name, did not boast any roses. The front garden had been covered in tarmac to allow Mr Witherspoon to park his old Ford off the road. His cottage was
  one of the few modern ones in Carsely, an ugly redbrick two-storeyed affair. Agatha, who knew Mr Witherspoon only by sight, was prepared to dislike someone who appeared to have so little taste.


  She raised her hand to ring the doorbell but it was opened and Mr Witherspoon stood there. Come to offer me a job? he said cheerfully.


  Much as she loved Mrs Bloxby, in that moment Agatha felt she could have strangled her. She hated being manipulated and Mrs Bloxby appeared to have done just that.


  I dont know, said Agatha gruffly. Can I come in?


  By all means. Ive just made coffee.


  She telephoned him as soon as I left. Thats it, thought Agatha. She followed him into a room made into an office.


  It was impeccably clean and ordered. A computer desk stood at the window flanked on either side with shelves of files. A small round table and two chairs dominated the centre of the room. On the
  wall opposite the window were ranks of shelves containing a collection of cameras and lenses.


  Sit down, please, said Mr Witherspoon. Ill bring coffee.


  He was an average-sized man with thick grey hair. His face was not so much lined as crumpled, as if one only had to take a hot iron to it to restore it to its former youth. He was slim.


  No paunch, thought Agatha. At least he cant be a boozer.


  He came back in a short time carrying a tray with the coffee things and a plate of scones.


  Black, please, said Agatha. May I smoke?


  Go ahead.


  Well, one good mark so far, thought Agatha. Ill get you an ashtray, he said. Have a scone.


  When he was out of the room, Agatha stared at the plate of scones in sudden suspicion. She picked up one and bit into it. Mrs Bloxbys scones. She would swear to it. Once again, she felt
  manipulated and then experienced a surge of malicious glee at the thought of turning him down.


  He came back and placed a large glass ashtray next to Agatha.


  He sat down opposite her and said, What can I do for you?


  Just a social call, said Agatha.


  A flicker of disappointment crossed his faded green eyes.


  How nice. Hows the detective business?


  Not much work at the moment.


  Thats odd. Theres so much infidelity in the Cotswolds, I would have thought you would have enough to keep you busy.


  I dont do divorce cases any more.


  Pity. Thats where the money is. Now, take Robert Smedley over in Ancombe. Hes very rich. Electronics company. Madly jealous. Thinks his wife is cheating on him. Pay anything
  to find out.


  They studied each other for a long moment. I really need the money, thought Agatha.


  But he hasnt approached me, she said at last.


  I could get him to.


  Agatha had a sizeable bank balance and stocks and shares. But she did not want to become one of those sad people whose lifetime savings were eaten up by trying to run an unsuccessful
  business.


  She said tentatively, I need someone to do bugging and camera work.


  I could do that.


  It sometimes means long hours.


  Im fit.


  Let me see, this is Sunday. If you could have a word with this Mr Smedley and bring him along to the office tomorrow, Ill get my Mrs Freedman to draw you up a contract. Shall we
  say a months trial?


  Very well, you wont be disappointed.


  Agatha rose to her feet and as a parting shot said, Dont forget to thank Mrs Bloxby for the scones.


  Outside, realizing she had forgotten to smoke, she lit up a cigarette. That was the trouble with all these anti-smoking people around these days. It was almost as if their
  disapproval polluted the very air and forced one to light up when one didnt want to.


  Because of the traditions of the Carsely Ladies Society, women in the village called each other by their second names. So Mrs Freedman was Mrs Freedman even in the
  office, but Mr Witherspoon volunteered his name was Phil.


  Agatha was irritated when Phil turned up alone, but he said that Robert Smedley would be along later. After he didnt protest at the modest wages Agatha was offering him, she felt guilty
  and promised him more if his work should prove satisfactory.


  The office consisted of one low-beamed room above a shop in the old part of Mircester near the abbey. Agatha and Mrs Freedman both had desks at the window: Phil was given Patricks old
  desk against the wall. There was a chintz-covered sofa and a low coffee table flanked by two armchairs for visitors. Filing cabinets and a kettle on a tray with a packet of tea and a jar of instant
  coffee, milk and sugar cubes made up the rest of the furnishings.


  Mr Robert Smedley arrived at last and Agathas heart sank. He looked the sort of man she heartily despised. First of all, he was crammed into a tight suit. It had originally been an
  expensive one and Mr Smedley was obviously of the type who would not admit to putting on weight or to spending money to have the suit altered. He had small black eyes in a doughy face shadowed by
  bushy black eyebrows. His flat head of hair was jet-black. Hair dyes are getting better these days, thought Agatha. Almost looks real. He had a small pursed mouth, like an arsehole,
  as Agatha said later to Mrs Bloxby, and then had to apologize for her bad language.


  Please sit down, said Agatha, mentally preparing to sock him with a large fee and get rid of him. How may I be of help?


  This is very embarrassing. Mr Smedley glared round the small office. Oh, very well. I think Mabel is seeing another man.


  Mabel being your wife? prompted Agatha.


  Yes.


  What makes you think she might be having an affair?


  Oh, little things. I came home early one day and I heard her singing.


  Why is that so odd?


  She never sings when Im around.


  Cant blame her for that, thought Agatha sourly.


  Anything else?


  Last week she bought a new dress without consulting me.


  Women do that, said Agatha patiently. I mean, why would she need your permission to buy a new dress?


  I choose all her clothes. Im an important man and I like to see my wife dressed accordingly.


  Anything else?


  Isnt that enough? I tell you, if shes seeing someone I want evidence for a divorce.


  In that moment Agatha could have strangled both Phil and Mrs Bloxby. She had been inveigled into hiring a geriatric all on the promise of this case and now it seemed that Smedley was nothing
  more than a jealous bully.


  So in order to get rid of him, she named a very heavy fee and expenses. He took out his chequebook. Ill give you a thousand pounds down and you can bill me for the expenses and for
  the rest if you are successful.


  Agatha blinked rapidly, thought of her overheads, and accepted the cheque.


  When Robert Smedley had left, Agatha said crossly to Phil, This is all a load of rubbish, but we may as well make the moves. You and I will go over to Ancombe and stake
  out the house. Have you got your camera?


  Got a car full of them, said Phil cheerfully.


  Okay, lets go.


  Ancombe was only a few miles from Carsely. They quickly found Smedleys home. It was on the outskirts of the village in a heavily wooded area, perched on a rise. It had originally been a
  small eighteenth-century cottage built of the local mellow golden stone, but a large extension had been added to the back. Phil parked his car a little way away off the road in the shelter of a
  stand of trees. He took out a camera with a long telescopic lens.


  Im slipping, mourned Agatha. I should have asked him for a photograph of her.


  Phil peered down the road. Theres a car just coming out of the driveway. Here, you take the wheel. Well follow.


  Agatha swung the wheel and followed at a discreet distance while Phil photographed the car and the number plate.


  Shes heading for Moreton, said Agatha. Probably going to buy another dress or something evil like that.


  Shes turning into the station, said Phil. Maybe going to meet someone.


  Or take the train, said Agatha.


  A small, dowdy-looking woman got out of the car. I hope thats her and not the cleaner, said Agatha. If he chose that dress for her, he should be shot.


  Who they hoped was Mabel Smedley was wearing a cotton shirtwaister in an eye-watering print. The hem practically reached her ankles and she was wearing patent leather shoes with low heels. She
  had dusty, sandy hair pulled back in a bun. She was obviously much younger than her husband. Smedley, Agatha guessed, looked around late forties. If this was Mrs Smedley, she looked in her early
  thirties. Her face, devoid of make-up, was unlined and with no outstanding features. Small tired eyes, regular mouth, small chin.


  She turned into the ticket office. As usual, there was a queue, so they were able to stand a few people behind her. They heard her order a day return to Oxford.


  When it came their turn, they asked for day returns as well and then went over the bridge to the platform.


  Phil had unscrewed the telescopic lens and snapped several discreet shots of Mrs Smedley waiting for the train.


  The train was ten minutes late in that usual irritating way of trains  like some boss keeping you waiting ten minutes outside his door to stress what a busy and important man he was.


  She got out at Oxford and began to walk. They followed. Agatha took out her mobile phone and called Mrs Bloxby. Do you know what Mrs Smedley looks like?


  Yes, you must have seen her before, Mrs Raisin, but maybe you didnt notice her. She does a lot of work for the Ancombe Ladies Society. Shes small and thin with sandy
  hair. I think shes about fourteen years younger than her husband. Very quiet. What . . .?


  Tell you later, said Agatha and rang off. Thats her, all right, she said to Phil. Wonder where shes going?


  They followed her along Worcester Street and then along Walton Street. At last, Mrs Smedley stopped outside the Phoenix Cinema and went in.


  Dont get too caught up in the film, hissed Agatha.


  They bought tickets. The cinema was nearly empty. They took seats three rows behind her. The film was a Russian one called The Steppes of Freedom. It was beautifully photographed, but to
  Agathas jaundiced eyes, nothing seemed to happen apart from the heroine either bursting into tears or staring out across the steppes. Obviously Mrs Smedley was as bored as Agatha because,
  before the end, she got up. They gave her a few minutes before following. Back along Walton Street and so down to the station.


  Back on the train to Moreton and from there they followed her home.


  Maybe she hoped to meet someone, said Phil, and he didnt turn up. I mean, it seems odd to go all that way to sit through a dreary film.


  You got photos of her going into the cinema?


  Of course.


  I know, said Agatha. Lets go and see Mrs Bloxby. She seems to know all about Mrs Smedley.


  They drove to the vicarage. Alf Bloxby, the vicar, answered the door and his face hardened into displeasure when he saw Agatha.


  If youve come to see my wife, shes busy, he said.


  Mrs Bloxby appeared behind him. What are you talking about, Alf? Do come in, Mrs Raisin. And Mr Witherspoon, too.


  The vicar muttered something like pah under his breath and strode off to his study.


  Lets go into the garden, said Mrs Bloxby. Such a fine day. It wont last, of course. As soon as Wimbledon comes around, then the rain comes down
  again.


  They sat at a table in the garden. I see youve employed Mr Witherspoon, said Mrs Bloxby brightly.


  For the moment, retorted Agatha. Hes on trial. The case were on involves Mrs Mabel Smedley. Her husband thinks shes having an affair.


  That doesnt seem very likely. I mean, a small place like Ancombe. Such news would soon get out.


  Whats she like?


  Hard to tell. Have you forgotten, Mrs Raisin? The Ancombe Ladies Society is having a sale of work the day after tomorrow and some of us are going over to help. You could come along
  and see for yourself. Mrs Smedley works very hard for good causes, but she is quiet and self-effacing. Theyve only been married for two years.


  Any children?


  No, and none by Mr Smedleys first marriage either.


  What happened to the first Mrs Smedley?


  Poor thing. She was subject to bouts of depression. She committed suicide.


  Im not surprised. Married to a creature like that. Agatha described him in trenchant terms, ending up with that description of his mouth.


  Mrs Raisin! Really.


  Sorry, mumbled Agatha.


  Phil stifled a laugh by pretending he had a sneezing fit.


  I think Mr Smedley is just unnaturally jealous, said Mrs Bloxby.


  Oh dear, sighed Agatha. It all seems such a waste of time. Well leave it for today, Phil, and you can drive me back to the office so I can collect my car. Ill
  see you in the office tomorrow. Ive a few things to work on.


  Just as Agatha was sitting down to a dinner of microwaved chips and microwaved lasagne that evening, the telephone rang. Dont dare touch my food, she
  warned her cats, Hodge and Boswell.


  She answered the phone and heard the slightly camp voice of her former assistant, Roy Silver.


  I havent heard from you in ages, he said. No more killings down there?


  No, nothing. Just a divorce case and I hate divorce cases.


  Stands to reason, sweetie. You being such a reluctantly divorced woman yourself.


  That is not the reason! I just find them distasteful.


  Divorce cases are surely the bread and butter of any detective agency. Why Im phoning is to ask you if I can come down for the weekend.


  Next weekend? All right. Let me know which train youll be on and Ill meet you at Moreton.


  When Agatha rang off, she felt cheerful at the thought of having company. She had endured a brief unhappy marriage to James Lacey. They hadnt even lived in the same house. But after it
  was over, she found herself getting lonely when she wasnt working full out.


  Then Agatha realized she hadnt tackled Mrs Bloxby over manipulating her into employing Phil. She rang up the vicars wife.


  Mrs Bloxby, began Agatha, I feel you forced me into employing Phil.


  Mr Witherspoon. I suppose I did push you in that direction.


  Why? Youre not a pushy woman.


  Mrs Bloxby sighed. I happened to learn that he has only a small pension. He made some bad investments with his capital. He is desperately in need of money and was ready to sell off some
  of his precious cameras. You needed a photographer, he needed work. I couldnt help myself.


  Oh, well, muttered Agatha, somewhat mollified. Well see how he works out.


  Going to Ancombe?


  Of course. I forgot to ask you what time it begins.


  Two in the afternoon.


  Ill be there.


  Agatha returned to the kitchen to find her cats up on the table, tucking in to her dinner. You little bastards, she howled. She opened the kitchen door and shooed
  them both out into the garden. She scraped her dinner into the rubbish bin and suddenly burst into tears.


  She finally mopped her eyes on a dishcloth and lit a cigarette with a trembling hand. Agatha was in her early fifties, but recently had been assailed with a fear of getting old and living alone.
  On damp days, she had a stabbing pain in her hip but stoically ignored it. She couldnt possibly have arthritis. She was too young!


  Pull yourself together, she said aloud. Was this the menopause at last? She had been secretly proud of the fact that she had not yet reached that borderline.


  The phone rang again. Agatha wearily went to answer it.


  Charles, here.


  Agathas friend, Sir Charles Fraith.


  Oh, hullo, Charles. Where have you been lately? Agatha gave a gulping sob.


  Have you been crying, Aggie?


  Dont call me Aggie. Bit of an allergy, thats all.


  Have you eaten?


  I was about to but the cats got to it.


  Ill be right over. I was to entertain some luscious girl to a picnic and she never showed. Ill bring it right over and well have a picnic in your garden.


  Oh, thanks, Charles.


  So dry your eyes.


  I havent been crying! But Charles had rung off.


  He turned up half an hour later, which had given Agatha time to bathe her face in cold water and put on fresh make-up.


  She was glad to see Charles, even though she occasionally found him irritating. He had fair hair and neat features and was as self-contained and independent as a cat.


  He carried a large hamper into the garden and began to set things out on the garden table.


  Duck breasts in aspic, asparagus, champagne . . . you really must have thought a lot of this girl.


  She is very ornamental, said Charles. Unfortunately for me, she knows it.


  They ate companionably while Agatha told him about the Smedley case.


  Might go with you, said Charles. Mind if I stay the night?


  No, you know where the spare room is.


  Ive got my bag in the car. Ill get it later.


  The sun slowly set behind the trees at the bottom of the garden. Agatha thought uneasily about her burst of tears. It all seemed like madness now.


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  Charles was still in bed the following morning when Agatha set out for the office fortified with a breakfast of two cigarettes and a cup of black coffee.


  What have we got today? she asked Mrs Freedman.


  Still got that missing-teenager case, one missing dog and one missing cat.


  Peanuts, said Agatha gloomily. Ive got the morning free, so I may as well get back out there looking for them. Well leave Mabel Smedley for now.


  Ill come with you, volunteered Phil.


  Oh, all right, said Agatha. Well start with the teenager, Jessica Bradley.


  Thats been in all the papers, said Phil. Left the Happy Night Club at one in the morning and just disappeared. The police havent been able to find a trace of
  her.


  Ive interviewed the people who run the club, said Agatha, and her friends. She left alone. Doesnt seem to have a boyfriend. I dont know what we can find
  out that the police cant.


  Perhaps, suggested Phil, we could walk from the club to her home, just to get a feel of the area.


  Ive done that, snapped Agatha. The police have even had a look-alike on television doing that.


  Sometimes people try so hard, theyre not really looking, said Phil. Wouldnt hurt just to take the walk again.


  Oh, well, sighed Agatha. Its better than sitting here. Give me her photo and those cat and dog photos, Mrs Freedman. Who knows? We might get lucky and find one of
  them in the street.


  They made their way to the Happy Night Club. It was in a dingy backstreet.


  Its quite a walk, said Agatha.


  As far as I remember, said Phil, she lives in Old Brewery Road out by the bypass.


  Right. I dont know what you hope to achieve by this walk, but Im prepared to try anything.


  The day was becoming quite hot. Agatha had put on a pair of high-heeled sandals that morning and her feet were beginning to ache. The houses began to thin out as they approached the bypass.
  We take the bridge over the bypass, said Agatha.


  As they reached the centre of the bridge, Phil said, Stop!


  What?


  Just want to look. How longs she been missing?


  Three days.


  How old is she?


  Sixteen.


  Phil was carrying his camera bag. He knelt down and opened it and took out a camera and a telescopic lens.


  Going to photograph the bypass?


  Sometimes I can see things with this that other people miss.


  Normally Agatha would have protested, but it was a relief to stop walking and ease her feet.


  Its a high climb up to the bridge, said Phil after what seemed like an age, and there wouldnt be much traffic on the bypass at that time of night. Now, if I
  were Jessica, I wouldnt bother climbing the bridge, Id nip across the dual carriageway. So say shes standing over there waiting to cross and a car pulls up.


  I dont think any teenager is going to get into a strange car in the middle of the night.


  True. But what if it were someone she knew?


  So, Sherlock, were worse off than ever. She gets in the car, is driven off and could be anywhere in England.


  Tell me about her parents.


  Then lets get back off this bridge. Im frying up here. Theres a nice bit of shade in the grass on the other side.


  They walked over and climbed up a grassy bank. Father, Frank Bradley, works in an ice cream factory. Forties. Cut up about his daughter. Wife about the same age. Tired-looking, cries the
  whole time.


  What were they about, letting Jessica stay out so late? I mean, shes only sixteen.


  They had told her to be home by eleven. When she didnt show, the father went out looking for her.


  What if the father did find her? What if she got in the car and he lost his temper and she cheeked him and he thumped her too hard? Have the police looked closely at the
  family?


  Yes. First thing they thought of.


  Okay. Phils eyes looked oddly young in his wrinkled face. But they wouldnt make any particular push. Grieving parents and all that.


  I thought of the father right off as well as the police, said Agatha. But Id swear to God the man is genuine.


  What about uncles? Neighbours?


  I dont know, said Agatha crossly.


  You know, we could go back and get the car and pretend that she was picked up and drive along the dual carriageway and see if theres anywhere to dump a body. The police cant
  search everywhere.


  Im the detective, not you, snapped Agatha. Phil looked at her mournfully.


  Its the heat, said Agatha by way of apology. Look, my feet hurt. Be an angel and get the car and Ill wait here.


  Righto, said Phil cheerfully. Watch my cameras and Ill be back in a tick.


  He strode off. I think hes fitter than me, thought Agatha. Her hip gave a nasty little twinge and she rubbed it fiercely.


  Phil was soon back. Agatha crossed back over the bridge and got into his car. No air conditioning, she moaned.


  If you open the window youll get a nice breeze, said Phil.


  Agatha opened the window and a hot dry wind sent her hair whipping about her face. She shut it partly. How far are we going? Phil was cruising along slowly, looking carefully to
  left and right.


  Im thinking. You think, too, Mrs Raisin. I am an uncle, say, or neighbour. Jessica starts to complain, This isnt the road home. He cant go on much
  further without making some sort of attack. Ten miles, Id say.


  Agatha closed her eyes and tried to imagine the scene. If it were someone Jessica knew well, shed be chattering happily. They would be on the wrong side of the dual carriageway for home,
  so at first she wouldnt notice anything until they came to the first roundabout and realized he hadnt turned round to go back.


  She opened her eyes. Try three miles after the first roundabout.


  Phil went across the first roundabout and slowed down to a crawl as other cars passed him at speed. At last he pulled over into a layby and said, About here?


  He switched off the engine and they sat looking about them. Theres a deep ditch down there, said Agatha, looking to her left. He wouldnt want to drag a body
  into the woods over there because he might be seen from the road. My guess is that hed simply have rolled her down the bank.


  Lets search.


  In these heels?


  I got Mrs Freedman to give me the flat pair you keep in the office. Theyre in the bag I brought back with me. I brought a flask of coffee and some sandwiches.


  For the first time, Agatha really warmed to him as she slipped off her high heels and put on her comfortable shoes. They left the car and slid down the bank and began searching among the bushes
  at the bottom. Theyd gone at least a mile away from the car when Agatha panted, Its no good. This is mad.


  Lets sit down. Ive got the coffee.


  Restored by two cups of black coffee, a chicken sandwich and a cigarette, Agatha looked around. Behind her, up on the dual carriageway, the traffic whizzed past. Round about them, the ground was
  dotted with litter thrown from cars. She looked idly to left and right and then exclaimed, Knickers!


  Yes, it is very hot, said Phil amiably.


  No, I mean I think thats a pair of knickers over there.


  She got to her feet and went a little way to her left and stooped down. A brief torn pair of lace knickers was hanging on the twig of a stunted bush. Could be anyones, she
  muttered. Lets look around here.


  Heres a shoe! said Phil. What was she wearing when she disappeared?


  Let me think. A pink cropped top with sequins, jeans and high-heeled black sandals. No coat because the night was warm, and one of those things called bumbags although women usually wear
  them round the front.


  This is a black sandal. Should we call the police?


  No, lets look further. If she had her knickers torn off and if its Jessica, the jeans must be here somewhere.


  Phil nipped back up the grass bank.


  Where are you going? shouted Agatha.


  Get a better look from the top.


  Agatha continued to move slowly along the ditch, parting the bushes, impervious to thorns catching at her tights.


  Someones dumped an old fridge there, called Phil.


  Agatha moved forwards. The fridge, a large one, was lying on its side. Taking out a handkerchief, she opened the door. Nothing! she called.


  Lets keep trying.


  Maybe the police have been all over here.


  They missed the shoe and the knickers.


  Agatha suppressed a groan. Then she decided instead of searching away from where the shoe had been found and keeping to the ditch, she should go back to the shoe and move forwards, away from the
  dual carriageway where the ground rose up again towards a wooded area.


  She entered the trees, glad to get out of the sun. She was suddenly tired. The whole thing was useless. What could she find that teams of searchers could not? She turned to go back and the sun
  shone into her eyes, momentarily blinding her. She tripped over something and fell headlong.


  Snakes and bastards, muttered Agatha, heaving herself up on one elbow and twisting round to see what had tripped her. She found herself looking into a pair of staring dead eyes and
  flung herself backwards.


  Jessica Bradley, naked from the waist down, and half covered with branches which had been torn out of the ground and put over the body to conceal it, lay sprawled like a broken doll. Agatha knew
  it was Jessica from the pink sequinned crop top, which had a huge bloodstain over most of the front. The body had probably been completely concealed, but predators had been at work and most of a
  leg had been chewed off.


  Phil! screamed Agatha. She tottered right out of the woods and then sat down and put her head between her knees.


  Phil came running to join her. Shes in there. Its horrible, horrible, babbled Agatha.


  Ill phone the police, he said. Ill photograph everything while we wait. Where is she?


  In there, said Agatha, pointing.


  Phil went into the woods and then, to her amazement, she could hear the busy click-click of his camera.


  He came out and said, Ill phone the police now.


  Agatha felt some courage seeping back. Ill phone the press. Dont want the police taking credit for this.


  Soon they heard the wail of sirens in the distance. Police arrived first, then detectives, Agathas friend Bill Wong amongst them, and then a forensic team.


  Agatha and Phil told their stories over and over again and then were told to follow a police car to Mircester Police Headquarters to make their statements.


  Agatha was interviewed by Detective Inspector Wilkes and Bill Wong. Now, lets go over it again, said Wilkes.


  And Agatha did, over and over.


  When she was finished, she said, Now Id like to ask you a few questions.


  Havent got the time, said Wilkes. Wong, see her out.


  Ill nip over to your place sometime when I can get away, whispered Bill as he led her out.


  Oh, Mrs Raisin! Wilkess voice sounded behind them in the corridor.


  Yes?


  No talking to the press.


  If they ask me questions, then I will answer them, said Agatha.


  Bet youve phoned them already, murmured Bill.


  Agatha found Phil waiting for her in reception and they left the police station together and straight into a crowd of reporters and photographers and television crews.


  I promised we wouldnt say anything to the press, whispered Phil urgently.


  Bollocks to that, said Agatha. I have a business to run.


  She faced up to the press. Ill make one statement and then Im off. It was a shocking discovery.


  She was just about to brag that the discovery had been because of her brilliant intuition when she became sharply aware of Phil standing beside her. Mrs Bloxbys mild face rose before her
  eyes.


  It was the idea of my new photographer and, er, detective, said Agatha. She told them about Phils idea but then bragged about how it was her idea to search in the woods.


  She finished by saying, Thats all, folks.


  As they were pushing their way through the press to get to Phils car, one reporter shouted, How old are you, Mr Witherspoon?


  Seventy-six, said Phil cheerfully.


  Oh, get in the car and drive off, snarled Agatha.


  She had dealt with the press for a long time and knew that the innocent Phil had just stolen her moment of glory. There would be headlines in the tabloids about Grandpa Sleuth. Geriatric
  Sherlock. Pah.


  Sir Charles Fraith had gone back to his own home to collect a few more things. He let himself in with a set of keys Agatha had given him a few years ago. He shooed her cats out
  into the garden after dumping his bag in the hall. Then he went into the sitting room, fixed himself a drink and turned on the television news.


  He raised his glass to take a first sip and then froze as the announcer said, A seventy-six-year-old grandfather, Phil Witherspoon, has discovered the body of the missing teenager,
  Jessica Bradley. There was a shot of Agatha and Phil leaving police headquarters and then the scene moved to outside Phils cottage in Carsely. He looked flustered. Really, it
  was all Mrs Raisins doing. I just made a few suggestions.


  How long have you been employed by the detective agency?


  Today was my first day. I did suggest we go back and follow her route home and when we got to the dual carriageway, I did suggest she might have got into a car instead of crossing the
  road. It was then Mrs Raisin took over and with a marvellous piece of detective work guessed where the body might be.


  Like Agatha, Charles knew that Phil would turn out to be the hero of the day in the morning papers. He was seventy-six and at his first day of work. Poor Agatha.


  Charles heard the front door crash open and hurriedly switched off the television set.


  Agatha came in and stood glowering at him. Bad day at the office, dear? asked Charles.


  She marched over to the drinks trolley and helped herself to a large gin and tonic, lit a cigarette and then slumped down on the sofa next to him.


  I employ some geriatric out of the kindness of my heart, she raged. I find a body that the police couldnt find and he gets all the credit. I met Miss Simms on the
  road and she stopped my car and told me she had seen all the television cameras up at Phils cottage. Have any of them been here?


  Dont know. Ive just arrived. But I hear the rumble of approaching vehicles. Probably them.


  Agatha darted to the mirror and, opening her handbag, took out a lipstick and compact and began to make quick repairs to her make-up.


  The doorbell rang. Ill put them straight, she muttered.


  Aggie, if you do Phil down and contradict his story, youll look ungracious and mean.


  Mind your own business.


  The doorbell rang.


  But Agatha was a shrewd operator. Charles heard her praising Phil and saying how lucky she was to have him. I am tired of ageism, he heard Agatha say. People should be
  employed because of their brains and talents irrespective of age. She then went on to credit Phil with the idea of retracing Jessicas journey home and then carefully went on to
  explain how her own brilliance and intuition had been instrumental in finding the body.


  When she had finished, she came back in and sat down again on the sofa beside Charles. Look at it this way, said Charles, and be fair. If it hadnt been for
  Phils idea you wouldnt have found the body.


  Oh, I suppose so. I suppose that case is over. I was charging the parents a modest fee. They dont have much, so Id better leave the rest to the police.


  Whats happened to your wits? You volunteer to find out who killed their daughter for nothing. Good publicity. And down under that hard shell of yours, there must be a decent human
  being who wants to find out who murdered a young girl.


  A picture of Jessicas dead body rose up in Agathas mind. Excuse me, she gasped. She darted up to the bathroom and was violently sick.


  After she had bathed her face and reapplied her make-up, she went shakily back downstairs.


  Youre right, she said. Publicity or not, Ill do it.


  Good. Lets walk up to Phils cottage. The fresh air will do you good.


  On the road there, they met Patrick Mulligan, a retired detective who had left Agathas employ to live with Miss Simms. Miss Simms had been the unmarried mother of
  Carsely, her scandalous affairs with various married men delighting and shocking the village. People were almost disappointed that she had settled down.


  Saw that business on the news, said Patrick. Funny, Ive been getting bored and I was going to ask you for my old job back.


  Well, youre a day too late, said Agatha. But she stopped short, thinking that all the publicity would surely bring in new cases and Patrick still had ties to the police and
  was efficient at getting information out of them. Oh, you can start again tomorrow, Patrick. Come with us to Phils and well have a council of war.


  When Phil let them in, Agatha was glad she had re-employed Patrick. Phil was looking older and quite frail.


  Its the shock, he said weakly. It hits you afterwards. For years I ran my own photographic shop in Evesham, nice quiet existence, chatting to the customers, and then
  this.


  Itll pass, said Agatha. Ive just been sick myself. By the way, are you a grandfather?


  Never got married.


  The papersll ignore that. Patrick, Phil came up with the idea that Jessica might have stopped on the dual carriageway, waiting to cross because its a steep climb up to the
  bridge. He suggests she might have got into a car driven by someone she knew. Well all start from there.


  Phil had better come with me to Ancombe tomorrow because weve got another case, but if you, Patrick, could start asking about uncles or friends or boyfriends, anyone the poor girl
  might have had the bad luck to trust. She glanced at her watch. Were still in time to make the morning editions. Charles, could you phone the Associated Press and whomever and
  say Im going to solve the murder for nothing?


  Have you got numbers?


  Right here. Agatha opened her capacious handbag and took out a thick notebook. All the press numbers are here.


  Charles retreated to the garden with his mobile phone and Agathas book of numbers.


  I heard some bits and pieces, said Patrick. Nothing really to help you. In these cases, the police look very hard at the family and relatives first. Then they search around
  for boyfriends. No particular boyfriend.


  I bet there was someone.


  Did you find out who she went clubbing with? asked Patrick. Girls of that age wont want to go to a disco alone.


  Her friends Fairy Tennant and Trixie Sommers. Ive talked to them. I thought they were a bit cagey, but their parents kept interrupting.


  Okay. Ill try them both again. Why are you going to Ancombe?


  Some businessman thinks his wife is cheating on him. Shes going to be at a sale of work in Ancombe tomorrow. I want to have a really good look at her.


  Agatha went to the office late in the morning after buying all the newspapers. As she had expected, Phil was prominently featured, but there was a paragraph in each newspaper
  saying that she was determined to solve the case and would not be charging the parents a fee.


  More cases, Mrs Raisin, said Mrs Freedman. A missing husband, a missing teenager and two more cats.


  Give me the stuff on the missing people. I could really do with an animal detective.


  You need someone young and energetic who wouldnt charge much.


  Sounds as if youve got someone in mind.


  Theres my nephew, Harry Beam. Hes taking his gap year before starting university. Im sure hed do it just for expenses.


  Ill give him a trial. Get him to come along tomorrow. Now, Im off. When Patrick comes into the office, give him the file on the two new missing people. On second thoughts, I
  wont take the files with me.


  Do you want me to phone him?


  No, hes out checking on Jessicas friends. He thought he would try them at their school. I saw them with their parents present and it was a washout. Hell call in
  sometime or another.


  Agatha drove to Carsely and collected Charles.


  Wheres Phil? he asked.


  Meeting us there.


  When they arrived at the church hall in Ancombe, it was to find Phil surrounded by admiring women, all praising him. Agatha scowled horribly but went up to Mrs Bloxby.


  Is she here?


  Over in the corner, selling jam. They wont think it odd of Phil to take photographs. He always does. And hes now a local celebrity.


  And a bachelor, said Agatha sourly. Look at all those widows clustered round him.


  It is so good of you to employ him, Agatha. He does need the money.


  Mrs Bloxby fixed Agatha with her clear gaze. Agatha shifted uneasily, thinking of Phils low wage. She realized she would need to give him a raise, and fast, or Mrs Bloxby would haunt her
  conscience.


  At first, she wondered whether she should approach Mabel Smedley. Everyone knew she was a detective. But surely quiet Mabel would not suspect for a moment that her husband would hire a detective
  to check up on her. She approached the jam stall and smiled at Mabel. I dont think weve actually ever met, said Agatha.


  Charles came to join Agatha. Im Agatha Raisin and this is my friend, Sir Charles Fraith.


  Mabel Smedley was wearing a dreadful print dress, no make-up and her hair scraped back, but she turned out to have a beautiful smile which she directed at Charles.


  Did you make all this jam yourself? asked Charles.


  Yes, I can recommend the strawberry.


  Oh, Ill buy a couple of pots of that. What about you, Agatha?


  Eh? Oh, can you recommend anything else?


  I think the quince jelly is all right. Rather nice with game.


  Ill have one of those, then.


  Charles claimed to have left his money behind, so after glaring at him, Agatha paid for the jam.


  Your feet must get tired standing here all day, said Charles.


  Im just about due for a break. Mrs Henderson takes over for me. I see her coming.


  Such a hot day, said Charles. Perhaps you might like to join me for a drink? Agatha cant come. Shes supposed to be helping.


  Agatha opened her mouth and shut it again.


  Mrs Henderson, a plump, sweating woman with a round red face, came hurrying up. Im so sorry, Ive got to go to the school. Dwaynes been playing up again, though if you
  ask me, that teachers got it in for him and so Ill tell her.


  Its all right, said Charles. Mrs Raisin will take over for a bit. Wont you, Agatha?


  Oh, all right, mumbled Agatha ungraciously.


  You are so kind, said Mrs Smedley. The prices are on all the jars.


  Agatha gloomily watched as Charles went off with Mabel. Charles had borrowed a twenty-pound note from her.


  Arent we going to the refreshment room? asked Mabel.


  I saw a nice-looking pub across the road, said Charles, steering her out of the hall.


  I dont drink at this time of day.


  Theyll have soft drinks or coffee.


  They crossed the road and entered the pub. Mabel ordered a tonic water and Charles got himself a whisky.


  They sat down at a corner table. Charles smiled at Mabel. Tell me about yourself.


  Theres not much to tell, said Mabel. The Ancombe Ladies Society keeps me busy. I make cakes and jam. I fund-raise for the homeless of Mircester. I drive the
  old folks on outings.


  Are you married?


  Yes, and a very lucky woman. Not many women these days are allowed to stay at home. The modern husband wants his wife to make money. What about you, Sir Charles?


  Just Charles. Oh, I deal with the accounts for the home farm. Then there are the cricket matches and fetes and concerts. The village always thinks it has a right to use my house and
  grounds for everything. I do a lot of gardening, lied Charles, who was beginning to feel, under her steady gaze, that he sounded like a dilettante.


  I love gardening. Tell me all about it.


  Fortunately, Charles had a garrulous Scottish gardener who was always lecturing him on flowers, vegetables, trees and mulches. So he talked about gardening while she listened with a little
  half-smile on her face, the kind of smile you see on classical statues.


  And then she suddenly rose to her feet. I must get back. Do stay and finish your drink.


  She gathered up her handbag and headed for the door. Then she turned and said sweetly, Do tell your friend Mrs Raisin that I didnt enjoy the film either. Pity. Such good
  reviews.


  
    
  


  Chapter Three


  Agatha was horrified when Charles told her of Mabels parting comment. I should never have employed an amateur like Phil, she raged.


  Thats not fair, Agatha. Amateur yourself! If it hadnt been for Phil, youd never have found Jessicas body, and both of you were tailing her. Mrs Bloxbys
  trying to get your attention.


  Agatha was aware of Mabel, back once more behind her jams, smiling that little smile.


  Oh, Mrs Raisin, bad news, said Mrs Bloxby. Mabel has just confided in me that she knows you were following her. She thinks its rather sweet.


  Sweet!


  Yes, she says her husband is so jealous and its very flattering.


  How did she know? We were well behind her.


  Perhaps she took out her compact or something to powder her nose in the cinema and spotted you.


  She doesnt wear make-up. Now what do I do?


  Havent you anyone else you could put on the case?


  Ive re-employed Patrick Mulligan. She doesnt know him. Hes working on the Jessica Bradley case. We could switch.


  So youve re-employed Patrick. I thought you were cutting back on expenses.


  Id forgotten the golden rule of business and thats to put money in to get money out. It looks, however, as if Mabel Smedley is a lot sharper than we thought.


  Charless mobile rang. He muttered an excuse and hurried outside.


  Phil came up and Agatha told him about Mabel spotting them. I dont know how she did it, he said. I mean, shes not the suspicious type and all the ladies here
  think shes a perfect paragon. Works so hard for good causes . . .


  And never was heard a discouraging word, said Agatha. Lets get back to the office, Phil. Wed better put Patrick on it.


  But what about photographs?


  Well go on to the Jessica case. If Patrick digs up anything worth photographing, he can let us know.


  Charles came back. Ive got to go, he said. Remember my date who didnt show up? Shes phoned to apologize. Her dog died and she was too distraught to get
  in touch with me.


  Ill drop you back at the cottage, said Agatha, and you can collect your car.


  She felt like snapping at Charles on the road back to Carsely. It was not as if she were jealous of this girl, she told herself. It was just annoying the way he dropped in and out of her life,
  using her cottage as a sort of hotel.


  After Charles had collected his bags and left, Agatha felt the old wave of loneliness descend on her. Then she remembered Roy would be coming at the weekend and set out for the office feeling
  slightly more cheerful.


  Before she left her cottage, she had phoned Patrick about the new arrangement. He was waiting for her when she arrived and listened intently as she outlined the case.


  Nobodys that perfect, he said. I think she found out that her husband had employed you. I think I know how she found out. His eyes slid to where Mrs Freedman
  was tapping away at the keys on the computer.


  Agatha stared in amazement. Mrs Freedman. Stop work for a moment. Did you tell anyone that Robert Smedley had hired us to spy on his wife?


  Mrs Freedman was a plump, placid lady with tightly curled grey hair, a pleasant face and thick glasses. A tide of red went up from her neck and covered her face.


  Do you remember the Boggles?


  Can I ever forget them? said Agatha. The Boggles were an elderly couple who had lived in Carsely and had demanded outings and treats from the members of the ladies society
  with ruthless energy. Agatha had heaved a sigh of relief when they had relocated to a nursing home in Broadway.


  Paid them a little visit and they were asking about things. I didnt think there would be any harm in telling them.


  Harm? raged Agatha. Theyd be on the phone as soon as you had left. You must never discuss anything that goes on here with anyone.


  Oh, I am so sorry. They looked so old and frail. I never believed for a moment they would phone anyone or tell anyone. I mean, they said that no one ever visited them.


  Thats that, said Patrick. Shes not going to do anything now that she knows were on to her. Better tell Smedley.


  No, not yet, said Agatha slowly. If theres anything to find out about her, it happened before, and thats what youve got to dig up.


  Do you want me to leave? asked Mrs Freedman in a quavering voice.


  Oh, go on with what youre doing, said Agatha.


  The door opened and a young man slouched in. He had a shaven head, a nose stud, earrings and was dressed all in black  black T-shirt under a black leather jacket and black leather
  trousers. His face was set in a truculent sneer. He had blue eyes, a sharp nose and a long mouth.


  Hi, he said and slumped down on the sofa.


  My nephew, Harry Beam, said Mrs Freedman.


  For a moment, Agatha was lost for words. She had imagined the nephew would turn out to be a bright, clean-cut young man.


  So this is your gap year? Agatha finally demanded.


  Yup.


  What are you going to study?


  Physics.


  Where?


  Imperial College.


  How on earth did he get in there? wondered Agatha. Threaten to break their legs? Oh, well, one day should be enough to get rid of him.


  Mrs Freedman, give Harry the files on the lost animals and let him get on with it. Patrick, did you manage to interview either Fairy Tennant or Trixie Sommers?


  Not yet. Ive been trying the neighbours. I was going to get them after school.


  Okay, Phil and I will go now.


  I know them, said Harry, looking up. Pair of slags.


  How do you know them?


  Year below me in school.


  And what about Jessica Bradley?


  Naw, she was one of the quiet ones.


  Agatha hesitated. The sensible thing would be to take Harry with her. But she balked at the thought of losing face by being seen with such an oaf.


  Come along, Phil. Harry, if you find one animal, youre hired.


  He grunted, staring at the photographs of the missing pets.


  Agatha sighed and went out, followed by Phil.


  When they were driving off, she said, I begin to wonder about Mrs Freedman. First she gossips and then she saddles me with that monster of a nephew.


  He may be all right, said Phil. They all look weird these days.


  They drove to Mircester High School and parked outside. Some parents were already waiting in their cars because a lot of pupils came in from outlying villages, some not served by a school
  bus.


  At four oclock, the pupils began to stream out. Agatha reflected that most seemed to have done everything they could to alter their school uniforms. A lot of the girls were wearing high
  heels and tiny skirts. The boys went in for the sloppy look. Trousers drooping over their ankles and shirt tails hanging out.


  Agatha recognized Trixie and Fairy and walked towards them.


  Harry Beam turned into a store where he knew there was a machine for printing business cards. He typed in his name, put private detective under it, the name of
  the agency and the phone numbers and email of the agency.


  Then he got into an old white Ford van he had hired and headed out to the outskirts, where the Animal Rescue Shelter was located. It had just started up a month before.


  He went into the reception desk.


  The receptionist looked him up and down and demanded, What do you want?


  And Harry smiled at her. The smile transformed him and Agatha would not have recognized his voice as he presented his business card and said meekly, I wonder if I could look at your cats
  and dogs. You see, the owners are so distressed and we would like to do everything we can to help them find their pets.


  She studied his card. Thats the agency which is helping poor Jessicas parents find out who murdered her?


  Thats the one.


  Wait here.


  She went off.


  Harry waited patiently. After a short time she returned with a man whom she introduced as Mr Blenkinsop.


  Mr Blenkinsop had phoned the agency to check that Harry really was who he said he was.


  Follow me, young man, he said. Well let you have a look.


  Clutching his folders, Harry followed him.


  He went carefully from cage to cage, turning occasionally to ask when either a cat or dog had been admitted.


  At last he said cheerfully, I think Ive got them all. Would you like to check the photographs with me as I point them out?


  Fairy and Trixie had the shortest skirts of all. They had both loosened their ties and unbuttoned their shirts to where an edge of brassiere would peep through. Both had very
  long legs ending in high heels. The school would have stopped short at allowing them to wear stilettos, so they had compromised by wearing black shoes with a heavy sole and large clumpy heel. They
  both had masses of brown unruly hair streaked blonde.


  Jail bait, muttered Phil. How can their parents let them go around like that?


  Agatha walked forwards. Fairy and Trixie? Remember me?


  Thats us, said Fairy. Who wants to know? Dont member you.


  I am a private detective investigating the death of Jessica Bradley.


  Look, said Trixie, weve talked to the police. We dont need to talk to you. You dont look like a detective anyway. Youre old.


  Cut the crap, said Agatha savagely. I find it damned suspicious that you have no interest in finding out who murdered your friend.


  They stared at her mulishly. Both were chewing gum. Then Trixie shrugged and said to Fairy, Lets split.


  They sauntered off, leaving Agatha glaring after them.


  I got their photos. Might come in useful, said Phil.


  Lets try the school, said Agatha. So much bureaucracy and paperwork these days, the teachers are probably all still chained to their desks.


  I took notes from reports in the local papers. Her English teacher is a Miss Rook.


  They entered the school and walked along corridors until they found a teacher who told them Miss Rook was in the staffroom and directed them there.


  There were five teachers in the staffroom. Miss Rook? asked Agatha.


  Thats me. A small woman got to her feet.


  Agatha introduced herself and Phil.


  Is it about Jessica?


  Yes.


  Well leave you to it, Alice, said one of the four other teachers, and then they left.


  Sit down, said Alice Rook. Would you like some staff coffee? I warn you, its pretty terrible.


  No, were all right. Tell us about Jessica.


  Up till six months ago, she was a very good pupil. Not like some of the others, who shout Paki at me even though Im half Indian.


  That explains the English name.


  Yes.


  Alice Rook was a pretty woman with a smooth coffee-coloured skin, large dark eyes and thick black hair.


  So what caused the change in Jessica?


  Fairy Tennant and Trixie Sommers. Bad influence. Jessica was quite shy, you know, and like all shy girls she wanted to be popular with the boys. She started to hang out with that precious
  pair. I told her her work was slipping, and that if she didnt get good grades shed never make it to university. She just stared at me and said nothing. You know what I think? I think
  she had a crush on someone. I think she had decided to do anything to attract that someone.


  Any idea who that someone was?


  She shook her head. I would swear it was no one in her class or in her year. I know the boys the girls fancy and it wasnt any of them. I think it was someone outside of this
  school.


  What makes you say that?


  I teach English, and for Jessicas form its the last lesson of the day. Towards the end of the lesson, she would keep looking out of the window and fidgeting. Her eyes were
  bright and shining. She looked like a girl waiting for a lover.


  Did you ever see her go off with anyone?


  Im afraid not. What a waste of a bright girl.


  Is there a school counsellor? Might she have consulted someone?


  There is a counsellor, Mrs Aynton, but if Jessica consulted her, she cant really tell you anything. What the pupils say to her is confidential.


  But Jessicas dead! Surely that makes a difference.


  Wait here and Ill see if shes still in the building.


  I went to a school like this, thought Agatha. Built of breeze block and already crumbling at the edges. Thrown up cheap. The smells are the same. Disinfectant and the metallic odour of school
  meals.


  Alice Rook came back. She shook her head. Jessica never consulted the school counsellor.


  What was her best subject? asked Phil.


  Definitely maths. The only subject she still got As in.


  Who taught her?


  Mr Owen Trump. Why?


  Pupils will always work hard for a teacher they admire and she might have said something to him, said Phil. Is he still in the school?


  Ill have a look.


  Agatha was torn between wishing she had thought of that idea herself and a feeling that she really ought to give Phil a little praise. Instead, she said, Well review your wages
  when we get back to the office. I think we can say your trial is over.


  Phils face lit up. Thank you very much.


  Only what you deserve, said Agatha gruffly.


  The staffroom door opened and a young man came in. Im Owen Trump, he said. Alice has gone home.


  Agathas heart gave a lurch. He looked in the dim room like a younger version of James Lacey. He had thick black hair and bright blue eyes. Ill put the light on, he
  said. I think were going to get rain at last.


  He switched on the light and Agatha realized he wasnt like James Lacey at all. His face was handsome but not as strong and he was wearing blue contact lenses. Whereas James Laceys
  mouth was long and firm, his was full-lipped and sensuous.


  How can I help you? he asked. He sat down in a battered armchair by the two-bar electric fire, and Agatha and Phil, who had risen when he entered, resumed their seats.


  As Miss Rook probably told you, began Agatha, I am a private detective investigating the death of Jessica Bradley.


  That was an awful business. She was my brightest pupil.


  She had fallen off in all her other subjects, said Agatha. Did she have a crush on you?


  Oh, well, he said with an irritating air of complacency, they all have a crush on me from time to time.


  So did she confide in you?


  No. She would sometimes stay behind to ask me some question about maths.


  Did you ever see her outside school?


  What exactly are you implying?


  Agatha back-pedalled. I mean, did you ever see her in Mircester after school hours with anyone?


  Only with that precious pair, Fairy and Trixie, in the mall. I hardly recognized Jessica. They were all in school uniform, but Jessica had hitched up her skirt and she was heavily made
  up.


  What were they doing?


  They were waiting under the clock in the centre of the mall. Its a favourite meeting place. I assumed they were waiting for boys.


  Did Jessica show any interest in any boy in the school?


  Not that I know of. You see, she was always a quiet, scholarly girl, up until about six months ago. I didnt notice much difference, but her other teachers wondered what had
  happened to her. If that is all . . . ?


  Agatha gave him her card. If you hear anything that might be important, let me know.


  I will let the police know. They are better equipped to deal with this. And with that, he walked out.


  Pompous twit, muttered Agatha. And vain. Did you notice those contact lenses?


  No, but a lot of people wear them. How can you tell?


  Its that unnatural bright blue. Well, I suppose wed better get over to the mall. Ive got a photograph of Jessica. Well see if any of the shopkeepers near the
  clock recognize her, although this photograph makes her look just like a decent schoolgirl, and if she was heavily made up, they might not remember her. Still, its worth a try.


  But the shopkeepers could not remember seeing Jessica. I took photos of Fairy and Trixie, said Phil. Ill get them printed up and try again tomorrow if you like. If
  they recognize Fairy and Trixie, they might remember a third girl. What now?


  Well go back to the office and start again tomorrow. I need to get rid of Harry Beam.


  Harry Beam was slouched on the sofa. On the floor in front of him were three cat boxes and a small Jack Russell was sitting on his lap.


  Good heavens! said Agatha. Youve found them all. How did you do it?


  Harry had told Mrs Freedman not to say he had found them all at the animal refuge. Just walking miles looking and looking.


  Agatha regarded him suspiciously. Are you sure youve got the right animals? Let me see the photos.


  She studied the photos and the animals.


  Am I hired? asked Harry.


  I suppose so, said Agatha ungraciously. Then an idea struck her. Do you feel like working tonight?


  Sure. What is it? More cats?


  No. I would like you to go to that disco Jessica visited on the night she was murdered. You look the part. Get friendly with the young people and see what you can find out. Have you
  phoned the owners of the cats and that dog?


  Thought you might like to do that personally and phone the local rag so they can photograph the happy reunion.


  Right. Agatha arranged a wage for Harry and an increased wage for Phil with Mrs Freedman and then phoned the owners of the animals, telling them all to call at the office at six
  oclock and then phoned the local paper.


  After she had dealt with the delighted owners and posed with them for photographs, Patrick arrived.


  Anything? asked Agatha.


  I went to the village pub for starters. Smedley is disliked, but everyone thinks his wife is a saint. Theres a rumour he beats her. His electronics factory is out on the industrial
  estate. They have a showroom, so I went out there and pottered around. I talked to the sales staff, asked them about their boss and all that. Dont like him. Asked if theyd ever met
  the wife and they brightened up. Say shes a gem. Hes so mean that he gets his wife to do all the catering for the Christmas party. They said the food was great and she was absolutely
  charming. Brick wall so far. But Ill keep at it.


  Phil said, Maybe if Harry comes home with me, I can print up the photos of Trixie and Fairy and let him see them. If theyre at the club tonight, maybe he can get into conversation
  with them.


  He knows them. Remember? But print them up anyway.


  Agatha was just microwaving her dinner that evening when the doorbell rang. She found Bill Wong on the step. I couldnt get round earlier, he said.


  Come in, said Agatha. I was just about to have dinner. Want some?


  No, Ive had something in the canteen. What have you been up to?


  Agatha told him about Owen Trump. Clever work, said Bill. I never thought of a schoolteacher.


  Agatha felt a little guilty twinge. It had been Phils idea.


  What about your end? she asked. Her English teacher thinks Jessica may have been in love. English was last period and she said Jessica kept looking out of the
  window.


  That doesnt sound like one of the schoolboys.


  She also said her work had deteriorated in the last six months, apart from maths.


  Well have a look at this maths teacher. So how are you? Heard from James Lacey?


  No, said Agatha curtly.


  No new interesting neighbours?


  The house is up for sale again. Probably be the middle-aged or elderly wholl buy it. Young people cant afford the prices around here.


  So hows the agency doing?


  Works picking up. I took on a divorce case. I dont think its really a divorce case. I think its a neurotic husband who is insanely jealous. His wife is
  regarded as a saint.


  There are no saints, Agatha.


  Theres Mrs Bloxby.


  Come on. Shes only human like the rest of us. Oh, listen. Theres the rain at last.


  Agatha surveyed him fondly. Bill, half Chinese and half English, had been her first friend. He was of medium height with black hair and brown almond-shaped eyes.


  Would you like a drink?


  No, thank you, said Bill, unwinding Hodge from his neck. Ive got to go. Why dont you come for dinner with us one night?


  Agatha repressed a shudder. Much as she loved Bill, she found his parents terrifying. Besides, his mother was a rotten cook and even a lifetime of microwaved meals could not inure Agatha to the
  overcooked meat and soggy vegetables that made up Mrs Wongs favourite cuisine.


  Id like that, she lied. Wait until things have slacked off a bit.


  When Bill had left, she opened the kitchen door and stood under the shelter of the overhanging thatch. She had recently employed a woman gardener and the long strip of garden
  was a blaze of flowers. She did wish Bill had not mentioned James Lacey. She often passed days at a time now without thinking about him or wondering if he ever thought of her.


  Loneliness gripped her again and as she turned to go indoors, she felt that irritating stabbing pain in her hip. After Roys visit, she would make an appointment with Richard Rasdall, the
  masseur in Stow. All she needed was a bit of limbering up.


  
    
  


  Chapter Four


  Harry Beam entered the disco and looked around.


  He had visited it before, but only on Saturday nights, and he was surprised to find it so full on a weekday.


  He wondered if the police ever raided the place because there were underage youths and girls drinking Bacardi Breezers at the bar while crowds of them gyrated to deafening music under the strobe
  lights.


  He made his way to the bar and ordered a beer. Then he turned and leaned his back on the bar and studied the dance floor. And then he saw them. They were heavily made up.


  Harry finished his beer. Trixie was dancing with Fairy. Mind if I cut in? He looked at Trixie. Fairy shrugged and headed off to the bar. Trixie threw herself all over the place,
  seemingly unaware of his presence. Harry realized it would be impossible to talk to her in the disco because of the noise level. He would need to court her for a boring length of time and then
  offer to take her home. So he danced with her and bought her drinks and at last she glanced at her watch and said, Gotta go.


  Ill take you home, shouted Harry.


  Got a car?


  Ive got my motorbike tonight.


  Cool.


  Outside, he gave her his spare helmet. Where to? asked Harry. Trixie gave him her home address. He registered that it was two doors away from where Jessica lived. He was just
  wondering how to manufacture a stop somewhere so that he could talk to her when she said, Can we go round to where Jessicas body was found?


  Sure, said Harry. She climbed on the back and they roared off.


  Harry knew as he sped along the dual carriageway that he would recognize the spot from the police tape. He just hoped there wouldnt be any police on duty because they would quickly move
  them on.


  He slowed and stopped when he saw the police tape. The earlier rain of the evening had stopped and a dank mist was swirling around the scene.


  He parked the bike and he and Trixie got off. She removed her helmet and her eyes gleamed with excitement in the dark. Lets do it here, she said. Down in the
  grass.


  And get my leathers mucky, said Harry.


  You a poofter or something?


  Listen, babes. The forensics will be back in the morning and I dont want my DNA spread over the grass. Youre weird.


  She stared at him sulkily. Dont you fancy me?


  I did but right now I dont, said Harry. What was a nice girl like Jessica Bradley doing having a friend like you?


  She wasnt no angel. I could tell you a thing or two.


  Go on. Bet you know nothing.


  I tell you, she was having it off with a man old enough to be her father.


  Who?


  Kiss and tell.


  Harry repressed a sigh and clamped his mouth over hers. Her tongue went so far down his throat he was frightened he would gag.


  When he finally came up for air, he asked again, Who?


  Salesman at that electronics factory. Smedleys Electronics. Names Burt Haviland.


  Id never have believed it, said Harry. Now lets get you home.


  Agatha was awakened at midnight by a call from Harry. He told her about Burt Haviland.


  Good work, said Agatha.


  Do you want me to come with you when you interview him?


  Ill need to think about it. Im awfully afraid we might have to tell the police.


  Why?


  If we go to the factory, we might run into Smedley, whod get huffy if he thought we werent solely on his case. Then this Burt can simply give us a flat denial. The police
  can take his DNA and compare it to anything they might have found at the autopsy. Ill ask Patrick and see you first thing at the office.


  Agatha rang Patrick. The former Miss Simms answered the phone. Wot you doing ringing in the middle of the night, Mrs Raisin? she demanded.


  I want to speak to Patrick.


  I wish youd left him alone. Hes never here and Ive got to look after the kids meself. What funs that? I think hes too old for me. I mean, old is all
  right in gentlemen friends, if you get my meaning. Besides, hes only got his pension and Ive had to take a part-time at the supermarket.


  I never thought you were mercenary, said Agatha, momentarily diverted.


  Like them men who go out to wars?


  No, after money.


  Who isnt these days? Its all right for you. Ill get him.


  Agatha heard her say, Wake up. Its Mrs Raisin on the line.


  What does she want? grumbled Patrick.


  Ask her and find out. Im going back to sleep.


  When Patrick came on the line, Agatha told him what Harry had found out, ending with, Should I tell the police?


  I think youd better.


  Any results from the autopsy? Was she raped?


  Too early to say.


  Ill phone Bill Wong.


  Agatha found Bills mobile phone number, praying the phone would be switched on, otherwise she would have to call his home number and maybe get one of his frightening parents.


  To her relief, Bill answered his mobile. She told him what Harry had found out.


  Oh, good work, said Bill. Well pull him in first thing tomorrow.


  You owe me, said Agatha. I want you to come round here when you can and let me know the result.


  After two busy following days  two divorce cases had come in and three missing pets  Agatha was glad to see Roy getting off the evening train at Moreton-in-Marsh.
  His thin hair was jelled up into spikes on his head, revealing, as he bent over the boot to put his travel bag in, that he had a tattoo of entwined snakes on his neck.


  Handling a pop group? asked Agatha.


  Yes, the Busy Snakes. Theyre hot and they think Im cool.


  Roy, youre like a chameleon. You change according to whoever youre doing public relations for. I never bothered.


  Im not as pushy as you, sweetie.


  But a tattoo? Have you considered the agony of getting that removed once tattoos become unfashionable?


  Dont tell anyone. Its a transfer.


  I was hoping to discuss a couple of cases with you but how can you go detecting with me when you look like that?


  Roy got into the passenger seat. Dont nag. Ill wash my hair and scrub off the fake tattoo. I hope were eating out.


  No.


  Aggie, much as I love you, I havent got your palate for microwaved meals.


  Its all right. Its a carry-out from a very good Chinese place in Stow.


  As they ate that evening, Agatha told him about the Smedleys and then about finding Jessicas body.


  Thats amazing, said Roy. Imagine you finding her when the police couldnt.


  Agathas conscience gave a twinge. Well, it was Phils idea, really.


  Whos Phil?


  Hes a seventy-six-year-old photographer who lives in the village.


  There you are. Age does bring wisdom.


  Not really, said Agatha. Ive found that stupid young people grow up to be stupid old people.


  You havent really softened up after all. Sometimes I wonder why you dont just chuck it all in and retire gracefully. I would.


  What! You? Out of all the trendy excitement of London!


  You know what its like. Public relations can be wearing. Being nice to some truly awful people. The Busy Snakes have one hit record and already theyre all prima donnas. They
  were lucky, thats all. By next year, no one will have heard of them and they wont have any money for their drugs and theyll be out mugging old ladies for a fix.


  You are gloomy.


  I tell you, a month ago I was driving down one of the motorways. It was a windy day and I saw them erecting a circus tent in a field by the road. I had this sudden fantasy that the wind
  would blow the tent away, right across my car. Id make an emergency stop. The circus people would come running and pull the canvas off my car and ask if I was all right. Theyd invite
  me back for tea and I would join the circus and I would never see another pop star again.


  There was a silence.


  Then Agatha said, I suppose you imagined the circus people in full costume.


  Of course. The horse riders had their scarlet coats and plumed hats and the trapeze artist, she was in sequins. She had long dark hair and it brushed across my face as I sat at the wheel
  when she leaned in the window.


  When did you last have a holiday, Roy?


  Cant quite remember. I just begin to plan and something else turns up.


  When you go back, said Agatha bracingly, book a holiday right away. Go somewhere where you can lie on the beach and think of nothing.


  Cant. The Busy Snakes are booked for Wembley.


  Didnt know they were that important.


  They arent. Theyre warming up for Elton John.


  Well, after that . . .


  Maybe. So are we detecting this weekend?


  After having listened to you, I think we both need time off. I know, well motor to Bath on Sunday and have an enormous cream tea and then sit in the gardens and listen to the brass
  band.


  That sounds great. Give murder and mayhem a rest.


  The following day was perfect weather with castles of white clouds piled up over a large blue sky. Anaesthetized by the largest cream tea they had ever eaten  Roy had
  insisted on two lots of scones, strawberry jam and Cornish cream  they slumped down in deckchairs in the gardens and listened to the band, surrounded by the amiable chatter of families with
  their children.


  Roy had bought a Panama hat and it was now tilted across his eyes. Agatha did not have a hat but she had edged her deckchair under the shade of a tree.


  After a few minutes, Roy let out a faint snore. Maybe he was right, thought Agatha. Maybe she should give up the whole business of detecting. But she knew all at once that if she spent too much
  time alone she would start thinking of James Lacey again. Still, at least she actually cared about poor Jessica and was determined to find out who murdered the girl. Robert Smedley was another
  matter. And then she blinked rapidly. At first she thought her mind had conjured up an image of him. Then she realized it really was Robert Smedley. He had risen from a deckchair near the
  bandstand and was helping a young woman to her feet. The woman was vaguely pretty in a vapid kind of way. Lots of red hair but a thin white face and a rabbity mouth.


  Roy!


  Snore.


  Agatha leaned over and prodded him in the ribs.


  Hey, what?


  Its Smedley, hissed Agatha, with another woman.


  Where?


  Over there. Theyre coming this way. Here!


  Agatha extracted a newspaper from the three she had been holding in her lap. Roy snatched one and opened it up to shield his face. Agatha did the same. They covertly lowered the newspapers a
  little.


  Robert Smedley was dressed in white flannels and a tight blazer with a flashy crest on the pocket. His lady was wearing very high heels and leaning on his arm. They waited until the couple had
  passed.


  Right! hissed Agatha. We follow them.


  But too many junk meals had taken their toll and Agathas hips were wedged firmly into the deckchair. She stood up with the chair sticking to her backside. Help me, Roy.


  He wrenched her free. There was a ripple of laughter from the other people in deckchairs. Agatha looked wildly round. Smedley and his companion had disappeared.


  You need to lose weight, said Roy.


  Ive only put on a little. It was that cream tea. They were heading up the hill.


  They hurried up to Pierrepoint Street. No sign, panted Agatha. Ill go right and you go left.


  I dont know what they look like. They were gone by the time I looked!


  Hes portly with thinning hair, tight blazer, white trousers. Shes rabbity with red hair, lots of it, wearing a blue-and-white-patterned dress and very high heels. She
  cant have got far in those heels. Well meet back here.


  They split up. Agatha went as far as the Grand Parade on her side and Roy went along Manvers Street, Dorchester Street and then St. Jamess Parade.


  When they met up again, they were hot and tired. I know, said Agatha. Hotels.


  There are loads of hotels. Loads! screeched Roy.


  Let me think. He was so solicitous, I think it must be a new love, so hed take her somewhere posh.


  Like where?


  Like the Granton Crescent Hotel. Wed better get a cab. Its a long climb up.


  But there did not seem to be any cabs available. By the time they had trudged up to the Royal Crescent, where the hotel was situated, Roy was flushed with heat and cross with Agatha.


  They entered the cool hallway of the hotel and approached the reception desk. Yes, madam?


  The receptionist was cool, slim and foreign.


  I wonder if a friend of mine has checked in? asked Agatha. A Mr Smedley?


  Long painted nails rattled efficiently over the keys of a computer. The receptionist raised her head. I am afraid we have no one of that name.


  May I just see the book? Such a rogue. He may have signed in under another name.


  What book?


  The book the guests sign, said Agatha impatiently.


  No, that is so old-fashioned. They sign cards and their bookings are logged on the computer.


  Oh, if you could just give me a printout.


  The details are private. Please leave. The receptionist turned away to where an overdressed woman was waiting. Mrs Bentinck, how nice to see you again.


  Agatha saw a bar leading off the hall. Im having a nice cold drink.


  Remember, youre driving, cautioned Roy.


  I dont think one mimsy gin and tonic is going to make a blind bit of difference. Come on.


  The bar was cool and dark. Agatha lowered herself into an armchair with a sigh of relief and wiggled her toes inside her sandals.


  A waiter came up and they gave their orders. When they had been served, Roy said, I know you like to take long shots, but this was a very long one indeed.


  I know, conceded Agatha. Still, I must have lost some weight with all that walking. Ill tell Patrick about it. She took out her mobile phone. Hes
  supposed to be on the Smedley case and Im supposed to be finding Jessicas murderer. Now I feel guilty for having taken time off.


  She spoke to Patrick and then said, Well collect the car and park somewhere on the road out. See if we can catch them leaving. I mean, its Sunday. Maybe he wants to get home
  before the wife suspects anything. Maybe hes not booked into a hotel.


  They may not be leaving, complained Roy as they sat in the sun inside the car by the side of a road leading out of Bath.


  This is the road theyll take if theyre heading back to the Cotswolds.


  But they may be shacked up somewhere for another night of mad passion. Isnt there any air conditioning in this car?


  No.


  What happened to the Saab? What happened to the Audi? Why are we sitting in a small hatchback Rover which looks as if it had five hundred previous owners?


  I wanted an anonymous-looking car. No one notices a cheap car. This is a very good Rover and I got it second-hand. Keep your eyes on the road behind.


  Its all right for you. Youve got the rear-view mirror. Ive got a crick in the neck from twisting around.


  Phils got the number of the wifes car, said Agatha half to herself. He wouldnt be driving that. I wonder if he knows the number of Smedleys
  car.


  She phoned Phil and asked him. Yes, Ive got it, said Phil. I went round after dark and photographed both cars in the driveway. Its a BMW. Dark green. He
  gave her the registration number.


  Agatha thanked him, rang off, and gave Roy the details. They waited patiently. This is hopeless . . . Roy was beginning to say, when Agatha exclaimed, Here they
  come!


  The BMW driven by Smedley roared past.


  Agatha set off in pursuit.


  I dont think you should be so close behind him, shouted Roy over the noise of the engine. Let another car get in between you and him.


  But Agatha hung on grimly, only glad that Smedley showed no sign of exceeding the sixty-mile-an-hour speed limit.


  Smedley cut off the A4 and on to the A365. Wheres he going? muttered Agatha. On they flew in pursuit  the A365, then the A361, A360, and turned off again on the A344.
  Is he going to Amesbury? wondered Agatha.


  I think hes going to Stonehenge, said Roy.


  Sure enough, that turned out to be where Smedley was headed. A car park attendant directed Smedley to a parking place on the right and then guided Agatha down to one on the far left.


  Quick! said Agatha, turning off the engine. We dont want to lose him now.


  They scrambled out of the Rover and ran to where they had seen Smedley directed to park  just in time to see the BMW roaring out of the car park.


  I told you not to drive so close, grumbled Roy. They must have seen us and driven in here to shake us off.


  They went back to their car and Agatha set off in pursuit, but nowhere on the road back did they spot the BMW.


  They drove to Ancombe. Roy, instructed by Agatha, got out and crept up the Smedleys drive. He returned with the news that the BMW was parked outside. He must have dropped her off
  somewhere or maybe itll turn out she was a family relative and the wife knows he was taking her for an outing.


  That evening Agatha drove Roy down to the station to catch the London train and then returned to find Bill Wong waiting for her.


  Whats the news about Haviland? asked Agatha eagerly.


  Let me inside and make me a coffee and Ill tell you.


  Seated in the kitchen over mugs of coffee, Bill said, Haviland was dating Jessica. Hes in his thirties. They didnt want the parents to know, him being so much older.
  Hes got a good alibi.


  Like what?


  Hes a sales rep for Smedleys Electronics. He was down in Exeter for a week and just got back when we picked him up. He was attending a convention at a hotel there. We checked it
  out and he never left Exeter.


  He could have done, said Agatha. I mean, conventions are such boozy affairs, he could have nipped back and no one would have noticed. They can check his DNA
  


  Thats the trouble. Jessica was not sexually assaulted.


  But she was naked from the waist down! And I found a pair of ripped knickers.


  Jessica Bradley was a virgin.


  What! In this day and age? Going to the club and dating an older man?


  I tell you, this Burt Haviland was definitely in love with her. Hes really cut up about everything.


  So did she tell him anything about anyone? Anyone she was frightened of?


  Bill shook his head. Haviland said they were waiting until she finished school and then they were going to announce their engagement.


  Id like a word with him. Whats his address?


  Im not supposed to give you information like that, Agatha.


  You know I can find it. No one needs to know you told me.


  Oh, all right. He lives at number ten Bascombe Way in Mircester out on that council estate.


  All roads seem to lead to Smedleys Electronics, said Agatha. She told Bill about spotting Smedley with a woman in Bath and ended by saying, Maybe all that stuff about his
  wife is guff. Maybe he wanted his wife to find out to throw her off the scent.


  If Smedley spotted you following him, hell be in the office tomorrow to cancel your investigation.


  Not only Robert Smedley turned up in Agathas office the following morning but his wife, Mabel, as well.


  
    
  


  Chapter Five


  They came in, holding hands, and beaming all around. Agatha wished in that moment that Harry Beam was out. The young man was slumped on the sofa with a can of Diet Coke in his
  hand. He was wearing a denim jacket and jeans torn at the knees.


  I have happy news, said Smedley. I no longer need your services. It was all a mistake. I am afraid I am so in love with Mabel that I am inclined to be stupidly
  jealous.


  As if he saw, hovering on Agathas lips, the question, What were you doing in Bath with a young lady? he added quickly, Of course, I wouldnt dream of asking you
  for a refund and please bill me for any expenses.


  Thank you, said Agatha, wondering whether to bill him for expenses for a trip to Bath and then rejecting the idea. He had already paid a great deal of money. She was supposed to
  have been spying on Mrs Smedley, not Mr. Then she wondered why he was not asking for any of his money back.


  I am very pleased that things have worked out for you, Mr and Mrs Smedley. May I offer you some coffee?


  No, we must be off, he said jovially.


  Harry Beam appeared to rouse himself from some sort of torpor. Thats a nasty bruise youve got on your arm, Mrs Smedley.


  She was carrying a light jacket and immediately put it on. For one moment, something unpleasant flicked at the back of Smedleys eyes as he surveyed Harry.


  And who are you, might I ask?


  Harry Beam, detective. Im on undercover work.


  From your appearance, it must be something really unsavoury. Come, Mabel.


  When they had left, Agatha asked, Was there really a bruise? I wasnt looking.


  A whopping great one, as if someone had grabbed her arm and twisted it.


  If hes hurting her, she should go to the police. Patrick came in and Agatha told him the Smedley case was over. He was followed by Phil, who said he had good photos of
  Trixie and Fairy.


  Right, Phil, said Agatha. Well get down to the mall. Patrick, the latest is that Jessica was not raped but it was made to look that way. This boyfriend appears to
  have a clear alibi, but go and see if you can talk to him. He might have something interesting to say about Jessica that hes forgotten.


  This murder looks like the work of an amateur, said Patrick. These days most people would know that with DNA theyd soon find out she hadnt been
  raped.


  Maybe not. They might assume the police would think a condom had been used. Whoever did it didnt know she was a virgin.


  What about me? asked Harry.


  There are two outstanding divorce cases, both well-to-do people, so youll need to blend in. Different clothes and no studs.


  She expected him to protest, but he gave a laconic Okay.


  Mrs Freedman will give you the files.


  Youve got the photographer, said Harry. You want me to take a camera?


  Agatha was reluctant to surrender Phil. He was proving to have a good insight into things.


  Come down to my car, said Phil, and Ill fix you up with a proper camera and a telescopic lens.


  Cool.


  What should I be working on? asked Patrick.


  See if you can have a chat with Burt Haviland.


  Agatha and Phil set out for the mall. The recent rain had left the skies grey and the air muggy and stifling.


  They went back to the clock and, armed with the pictures of Trixie, Fairy and Jessica, began to quiz the shopkeepers round about, but although four of them recognized the girls, it was always
  the same story. They had seen them waiting but after that had not noticed anything else.


  I think its time we went back and saw the parents, said Agatha. The body wont have been released for burial yet, so theyll probably just be sitting
  around. Id like to ask them about Burt Haviland. That sounds like a name out of a romance. Be interesting to find out if he changed his name at any time.


  Mrs Bradley opened the door to them, looking like a zombie. Agatha guessed she had probably been prescribed tranquillizers.


  Oh, Mrs Raisin. So kind of you to still offer to find Jessicas murderer. Do come in.


  Her voice had a soft Gloucestershire burr.


  They went into a pleasant living room. There was a large photograph of Jessica on the sideboard, looking every inch the correct English schoolgirl.


  Pretty net curtains fluttered at the open windows and the room was full of domestic clutter: books and magazines, videos and a discarded piece of knitting.


  Is your husband home? asked Agatha.


  Hes gone back to work at the ice cream factory. He says it keeps his mind off the horror of it all.


  You should try one of those bereavement counselling classes, said Agatha gently. Tranquillizers only keep the grief damped down and it can erupt worse later on. Ill
  find out where the nearest one is for you.


  Thank you. Tears spilled down her cheeks, rolling down silently, one after the other.


  Ill make tea, said Phil.


  Mrs Bradley mopped her eyes with a tissue.


  Did you know Jessica had a boyfriend?


  She looked at Agatha in amazement. No, was it one of the boys at school?


  It was a man of thirty-five called Burt Haviland. Works in sales at Smedleys Electronics.


  She said nothing of this to us.


  It appears Jessica may have been frightened youd stop him seeing her because he was so much older. He appears to have been very much in love with her. He has an alibi. Mrs Bradley,
  your daughter was not raped. The police will no doubt inform you. Jessica was a virgin.


  My poor little girl. She began to cry again.


  Agatha suddenly wished she was the type of woman who would find it easy to cross the room and give Mrs Bradley a comforting hug, but she wasnt, so she made what she hoped were sympathetic
  noises.


  Phil came in with the tea things. Ive made yours very sweet, he said to Mrs Bradley. Good for shock.


  She gave him a weak smile and sipped her tea.


  Seeing she was once more composed, Agatha asked, May we see Jessicas room?


  Please go upstairs. Its at the top on the left. I wont go up with you. I cant.


  Agatha and Phil went up the stairs and pushed open the door of Jessicas room. They each pulled on a pair of latex gloves. It looked the usual teenagers room with posters of pop
  stars on the walls, but with more books than usual. There was a computer desk against the wall but no computer. Agatha guessed the police must have taken it away to find out if she had been
  communicating with anyone on the Internet.


  She pulled open the drawer on the desk. I suppose if she had a diary, the police will have that as well. Unless she hid it. Where would a teenager hide a diary?


  Dont know, said Phil. Lets search.


  They began to search everywhere in the room. There was a chest of drawers. Agatha pulled out each drawer and felt underneath. Nothing.


  Lets try the desk. There were three drawers. Agatha began to slide them out one by one. The bottom drawer stuck a little and Agatha gave it an impatient wrench. It clattered
  on to the floor and a packet of letters which had been taped to the underside of the drawer spilled across the floor.


  They gathered up the letters. They were all addressed to Jessica, care of Sommers. Thats Trixie and her address, said Agatha. She must have been using Trixie to get
  letters from her boyfriend. She gently spread out the envelopes on the desk.


  Well split them up. There are twelve here. You take six and Ill take the other.


  They turned out to be passionate love letters from Burt. It was evident he hoped to marry her as soon as she had finished school.


  Theres something here, said Phil. He says in this letter that hes worried that Jessica was letting her friends blackmail her into going clubbing with them.
  If Trixie and Fairy are threatening to tell your teachers, then let them. I dont like you going around with that precious pair. The other thing with them is just a laugh, just
  work.


  Thats interesting. What other thing? Its time we had a talk with those girls after school.


  What do we do with the letters? Hand them over to the police?


  No, theres nothing there that can really help them.


  Yes, there is, said Phil. It sheds a new light on why she was seen with Trixie and Fairy. And I wonder as well about that other thing he refers to.


  Lets leave poor Jessica a bit of privacy. Well put them back. I mean, its awfully romantic to send letters in this day and age instead of texting and
  emailing.


  They went downstairs and Agatha asked Mrs Bradley, Werent you worried about Jessica going out clubbing?


  Yes, I was. But she had changed. She said all the girls did it. She was always home on time until the last night.


  Did the police take away her computer?


  They wanted to check if shed been in contact with anyone on the Internet, but I told them my husband was always afraid of girls getting into one of those chat rooms and meeting a
  pervert and he used to check all her emails.


  The Bradleys were turning out to be stricter than Agatha had imagined. Did Jessica have a mobile phone?


  Frank, thats my husband, wouldnt let her have one. She begged for one, but he said that perverts were texting schoolgirls. I suppose thats why we let her go clubbing,
  but just the once a week. We didnt want to put too many restrictions on her and they do grow up so fast these days.


  They promised to let Mrs Bradley know as soon as they found anything and left.


  Why, asked Agatha as she got into the passenger seat of Phils old Ford, would Trixie and Fairy blackmail her into going out with them?


  Jealousy, said Phil. Good scholar. Probably wanted to make her as low as they are.


  Im starving, said Agatha. Lets have something to eat.


  Agathas mobile phone rang just as they were finishing lunch. It was Bill Wong. Where are you? he asked.


  Just left Mrs Bradleys house. Why?


  The Smedleys came to see you this morning, didnt they?


  Yes, both of them. Very lovey-dovey. Smedley asked me to drop the case. Why?


  Smedleys just been found dead in his office. We think its poisoning. Youd better come here to police headquarters and make a statement.


  Agatha and Phil were interviewed by Bill Wong and Detective Inspector Wilkes.


  Agatha told them about the visit of the Smedleys. Then she remembered about Harry noticing a bruise on Mrs Smedleys arm. He could have been beating her. Oh, theres something
  else. She told them about being with Roy in Bath and seeing Smedley with a young woman.


  Description? snapped Wilkes.


  Lots of red hair, sort of pretty but with a pale face and a rabbity mouth. Good figure.


  Well look into it. Could be one of his employees. Sounds like his secretary. All right. From the beginning. They came into your office this morning . . .


  Didnt you get it the first time? demanded Agatha crossly. But Bill Wong flashed her a warning look so she went over the whole thing again.


  Finally they were told they were free to go. She must have cracked and poisoned him, said Agatha outside police headquarters.


  Theyll have a hard time proving that if she wasnt at the office with him, said Phil. Maybe it was that rabbity girl. Anyway, its police business
  now.


  They went back to the office. Patrick Mullen phoned. I tracked down Burt at a shop in Oxford. We went for a coffee. I swear the mans sincere and in a miserable state of
  grief.


  Two things, Patrick. Can you catch him again and ask him about a red-haired, rabbity-looking girl who might work at Smedleys Electronics? I saw her with Smedley in Bath on Sunday.
  Smedleys been poisoned. It isnt anything to do with us any more but Id really like to know who she is. And ask him about Fairy and Trixie. Evidently they were threatening to
  tell the school about him unless Jessica hung out with them. Also she was into something with them that he described as being just work.


  Will do.


  Agatha rang off and asked, What now?


  What about, say, talking to Trixies parents while we wait for the pair to get back from school? said Phil.


  Theres an idea. Lets go. Mrs Freedman, could you find out about a bereavement class and phone the information to Mrs Bradley? And is there any news from Harry?


  Nothing. Ill find out about the bereavement class right away.


  Agatha had expected Mrs Sommers would prove to be a hard-faced blowsy woman, but it transpired she was small and meek and harassed-looking with pale blue eyes and neat
  hair.


  We are investigating the death of Jessica, began Agatha, and wondered if we might ask you a few questions.


  Come in. That poor girl.


  The living room was almost a mirror image of the Bradleys: three-piece suite, coffee table, but no books.


  When they were seated, Mrs Sommers asked anxiously, How can I help?


  Jessica had a boyfriend, a much older boyfriend, said Agatha. In a letter Jessica received from this boyfriend, it appears that Trixie and Fairy had told Jessica that if she
  didnt hang out with them, they would tell her teachers that she was going out with this man.


  Agatha expected a hot denial, something on the lines of, My daughter would never do a thing like that, but Mrs Sommers looked sad. I dont know what to do with my
  daughter, and thats the truth. My husband wont hear a word against her. He gives her too much pocket money and just laughs when I protest at her clubbing and wearing make-up.
  Youre in the dark ages, he says. Let her have her fun when shes young.


  So you think Trixie might have been blackmailing Jessica?


  Thats too strong. She might have teased her about it.


  The front door crashed open. Trixie? called her mother. Trixie and Fairy sauntered in and stopped short at the sight of Agatha and Phil.


  What are you doing home from school so early? asked Mrs Sommers.


  Sports. We dont do sports, said Trixie.


  Is it true you threatened to tell Jessicas teachers that she was seeing an older man if she didnt hang out with you? asked Agatha.


  Naw. Well, maybe we might have teased her a bit. We was friends. Wasnt we, Fairy?


  Fairy moved a wad of gum to the other side of her mouth and volunteered, Yeah.


  Were you doing any sort of work with Jessica after school?


  They stared at her with flat eyes.


  Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to harm her? pursued Agatha.


  Maybe her boyfriend.


  He has a cast-iron alibi. Anyone else? Boy at school?


  Naw. She was crazy about her fellow. Said they was going to get married. Can we go to my room, Mum? This is boring.


  Theyre old, so old, thought Agatha, with their flat, dead eyes. I wonder if they do drugs. I must ask Bill if that club has ever been raided.


  Run along, said Mrs Sommers. She smiled weakly at Agatha. Its all a front, you know. Trixie will soon grow out of it.


  Wait a bit, said Agatha to the girls. Did you see her at the club the night she was murdered?


  Sure, said Fairy. She was there but she started rabbiting on about having to get home, so we left her to it.


  With that, they both slouched out of the room.


  Didnt get much there, said Agatha outside. Now what?


  Maybe send young Harry back to the club this evening, suggested Phil. He might be able to find out more.


  Agatha made an appointment with Richard Rasdall, the masseur in Stow-on-the-Wold, for early evening. All her hip needed, surely, was a bit of massage. The massage room was in
  the bathroom above a sweet shop called The Honey Pot.


  Lyn Rasdall, Richards pretty wife, looked up from serving chocolates and said, You know the way. Hes waiting for you.


  Agatha climbed up the steep stairs at the back of the shop where Richard was standing on the landing. He retreated while she stripped down to her knickers, covered herself with a large bath
  towel and climbed on the table.


  When Richard came in, Agatha said, Ive got a little twinge of pain in my hip.


  Arthritis?


  Of course not! Im too young!


  Can hit at any age. If I were you, Id get that hip x-rayed. But let me see what I can do.


  While he worked on her, Agatha told him about trying to find Jessicas murderer.


  It may turn out to be some stranger who just picked her up on the road, said Richard.


  I dont think shed have got in a car with a stranger. Not these days.


  She was stabbed, wasnt she? She could have been forced to get in.


  With a gun, maybe. But a knife?


  Maybe whoever it was saw her standing, waiting to cross. You said you didnt think shed use the bridge at that time of night. He might have looked quite safe. Middle-aged.
  Gets out the car and says, Are you all right? She replies that shes going home. He asks, Wheres home? She tells him. Funny thing, he says,
  I just happen to be going that way. Hop in. Was she murdered in the car?


  I dont know.


  You should ask.


  When Agatha left  pain in the hip gone, arthritis  rubbish!  she took out her mobile phone and called Bill Wong.


  Was Jessica murdered in a car? What do forensics say? she asked.


  Looks that way. Not enough blood at the scene. She could have been murdered anywhere and then dumped. Were going on television tonight again to appeal to any driver who might have
  seen her.


  The other thing. Has Mrs Smedley been accused of murdering her husband?


  He was poisoned in his office. She was in the church in Ancombe all morning, cleaning the brass and doing the flowers. Weve got nothing to hold her on.


  What about that girl I saw him with?


  His secretary. She said her mother, who lives in Bath, was poorly, so he drove her over.


  Come on! What were they doing listening to the band?


  We checked up. Mother is in a residential home in Bath. Yes, they did call on her. Maybe they decided to enjoy the sunshine. Relax, Agatha, its not your case.


  Agatha rang off and went home and fed her cats. Doris Simpson, her cleaner, had probably fed them earlier, but feeding them made Agatha feel less guilty for leaving them so much on their
  own.


  She started to heat up her own dinner. And then she stiffened. There was the sound of movement upstairs. She looked wildly around for a weapon and seized a bottle of spray detergent. She stood
  at the bottom of the stairs. Whos there? she called.


  Me, Charles, came a voice. Be down in a minute.


  Im going to take my keys away from him, vowed Agatha. He might have phoned to warn me he was coming.


  She said as much when Charles pattered down the stairs.


  He kissed her on the cheek. Sorry. Ill phone next time.


  What happened to your gorgeous lady?


  Youll never believe it.


  Try me.


  I was just moving in for the kill when she pushed me away and said she couldnt because she had found God.


  Excellent, said Agatha cynically. I must try that next time. What a put-down! I mean, there really is no answer to that.


  I havent noticed men queuing up to get you into bed.


  They were just glaring at each other when the doorbell rang.


  Agatha went to answer it and found Mrs Mabel Smedley standing on the doorstep.


  Come in, said Agatha.


  She led Mabel into the kitchen. Charles wandered off into the sitting room.


  Coffee?


  No, thank you.


  Please sit down. You must be very upset.


  Mabel did not look upset. She was dry-eyed and composed. Agatha sat down opposite, reached for her cigarettes and then decided against smoking.


  Its like this, said Mabel. My husband has been poisoned at work. The police have been questioning me all day  as if I had anything to do with it! I want you to
  find out who killed my husband.


  Very well, said Agatha. I will get Mrs Freedman to draw you up a contract. Now, did he have any enemies?


  No, everyone loved Robert.


  Agatha gave a little sigh. Look, I do not want to add to your grief, but I cannot envisage everyone loving Mr Smedley. I mean, someone must have hated him enough to poison him. Do they
  know how the poison was administered?


  In his morning coffee.


  And who took him his coffee?


  His secretary, Joyce Wilson.


  Does Joyce have red hair?


  Yes.


  I saw Joyce with your husband in Bath last Sunday.


  Did her eyes glint a fraction? But she said in an even voice, Robert told me about that. Poor Joyce had been to visit her mother.


  So he wasnt having an affair?


  Dont be ridiculous. He was devoted to me  so much so that he employed you to spy on me.


  And that didnt make you angry?


  I thought it was rather sweet. Do you know theres smoke pouring out of your oven?


  Blast! Agatha shot to her feet and switched it off and then opened the back door to dispel the smoke. She normally microwaved her meals but had found that the lasagne she had
  bought for dinner was of the kind that needs to be cooked in the oven.


  Mrs Smedley . . .


  Mabel, please.


  Right, then, Mabel. My assistant noticed you had a bad bruise on your arm.


  She gave a merry little laugh. Agatha was suddenly sure that merry little laugh had been well rehearsed. Im very clumsy. Im always banging into things.


  Well leave that for a moment. How do you wish me to start?


  I own the company. I shall sell it, of course. I have told the staff to be prepared to be interviewed by you.


  Ill start with Joyce. Surely she is under suspicion since she gave him the coffee.


  No, she says she took a new jar out of the cupboard. It was instant coffee. He always took four lumps of sugar in his coffee and I think that must have been what masked the taste of the
  poison.


  Ill try to start tomorrow, but the police will be swarming all over the place.


  Mabel rose to her feet. I will leave you to it. Do your best. Roberts murderer must not go unpunished.


  Have you got Joyces address?


  She opened her handbag and took out a notebook. Ill write it down for you. Agatha gave her a piece of paper and a pen.


  I might try her home tomorrow, said Agatha. She might decide to stay away from work.


  Agatha saw Mabel out and then went into the sitting room where Charles was sprawled in front of the television.


  This lack of curiosity is not like you.


  She made a bit of a fool of me, so Im prejudiced. I listened at the door. She did it. Must have. All this business of Find the murderer of my husband is just a
  blind.


  I dont know. Ill be interested to see what this Joyce has to say for herself.


  Ill come with you. Im bored.


  I wont need photos. Ill phone Phil now and tell him to hitch up with Harry.


  She dialled Phils mobile. When he answered, she could hear thudding music in the background.


  Where are you?


  At the disco with Harry.


  Youll stick out like a sore thumb!


  They dont know Im with him. I said I was taking photos for the local paper. The faces might come in handy.


  Can you go outside? I can barely hear you.


  Right.


  She told Phil about Mrs Smedleys visit, ending up by saying, You and Harry work on the other cases tomorrow and tell Patrick to keep on the Jessica case and Ill talk to you
  tomorrow. She rang off.


  Whats that terrible smell? asked Charles.


  That was dinner.


  Ill phone out for a pizza. Dont feel like going anywhere.


  Me neither, said Agatha. I can hardly wait to see what Joyce has to say for herself.


  
    
  


  Chapter Six


  The following morning, Charles and Agatha set out. What kind of car is this? grumbled Charles. Here we are in the middle of global warming and youve
  bought a heap without air conditioning.


  Its a sturdy little car. Nobodys going to steal it or scratch it. It doesnt even have a CD, so they wont smash the windows to pinch the radio.


  I wonder if Joyce lives alone or with other girls? mused Agatha. Easier if shes on her own.


  Is she that young?


  No, maybe getting on for thirty.


  That old, said Charles with a sideways malicious look at Agatha. He felt she was letting herself go these days, and although they did not have a romantic involvement, he
  thought she might have spruced herself up a bit. Her waistline had thickened and she had forgotten to put on any make-up. He couldnt remember Agatha ever forgetting to put on make-up
  before.


  Here we are, said Agatha at last. Cherry Road. Quite near Jessicas home. I cant see a secretary affording a house even in this modest neighbourhood. Rats! She
  must be staying with other girls.


  She stopped outside the house. Here goes.


  They walked up to the front door and rang the bell. Joyce Wilson answered the door. Her eyes were almost as red as her hair with recent weeping.


  Agatha introduced them and said, May we talk to you for a little?


  Joyce ushered them in. The living room was neat and tidy but strangely devoid of personality. New three-piece suite, low coffee table, television, mushroom-coloured carpet, mushroom-coloured
  curtains, and that was all.


  Have you lived here long? asked Agatha and they all sat down.


  Not long, said Joyce, clasping and unclasping her thin fingers. I rent it.


  Wonder if the horrible Smedley paid the rent, thought Agatha.


  We were interested to know if you had any idea how the poison got into Mr Smedleys coffee? asked Charles.


  She shook her head. I opened a new jar and tore off the foil at the top.


  Did he take it black?


  No, milk and a lot of sugar.


  What about the sugar? Lumps?


  Yes. He always had four lumps in his coffee.


  Have the police suggested the poison might have been in the sugar?


  They dont think so. Evidently it was a lot of poison and they dont think it could possibly have been inserted into the sugar lumps.


  What about the milk?


  Its possible. There was just enough left in a bottle in the fridge. There was also a full bottle there. I used the little left and then I washed out the bottle with hot water and
  put it in the rubbish. The police tried to say that maybe the milk was poisoned and that Id washed out the bottle to hide the evidence. But I didnt kill him! I
  didnt!


  Agatha took a chance. How will you be able to afford going on living here now that Mr Smedley isnt around to pay the rent?


  I dont . . . he didnt . . . She gasped and then burst into tears.


  Charles saw a box of tissues on the coffee table and handed it to her. She sobbed and gulped and then blew her nose.


  I saw you in Bath with Mr Smedley, said Agatha. You were having an affair.


  It was just until he got a divorce, she said in a low voice.


  But he seemed devoted to his wife, Charles pointed out.


  He hated her, said Joyce with sudden venom. I hated her. She was always turning up at the office and making catty little remarks in that sugary voice of hers. Not
  married yet, Joyce? Well need to find you a husband. Wont we, Robert? That sort of thing. Everyone thinks shes so perfect, but shes rotten underneath.


  How long had you been having an affair with him? asked Agatha.


  Six months.


  But why? asked Agatha. He was a pompous middle-aged man.


  He was sweet to me. He took care of me!


  Can you think of anyone who might have wanted him dead, apart from his wife?


  I cant. He wasnt popular, but the men said the wages were good, so they put up with him. Can you go now? Ive had enough. Ive got to go back to the police
  station later for more questioning.


  Agatha gave Joyce her card and asked her to phone if she remembered anything significant.


  When they returned to Carsely, it was to find Bill Wong waiting for them. Ive just heard from Mrs Smedley that shes employed you to find out who murdered
  her husband. I warn you, Agatha, not to keep things from the police. Youve done that in the past and nearly got yourself killed.


  Oh, come in and stop complaining, said Agatha. Its too hot. Ive ordered one of those mobile air conditioning units. Should be here this afternoon.


  Thatll set you back a bit, commented Bill, following her into the kitchen where the cats leapt on him in welcome.


  Lets sit in the garden, said Agatha.


  When they were seated over cups of coffee, Agatha said, What sort of poison was it?


  Weedkiller. He vomited most of it up and might have survived but he had a weak heart. He hadnt drunk all the coffee  just one gulp, but that was enough. Must have tasted
  bitter.


  Was there anything on his computer? asked Charles. I mean, there might be emails.


  Now thats the weird thing, said Bill. There was nothing but business affairs on the office computer, but his home computer had been wiped clean. So we took out the
  hard drive and ran it through that machine forensics has which can print stuff off the hard drive and it had been overwritten. You can buy a program that overwrites everything.


  That points to the wife, said Agatha.


  Mrs Smedley appears to know nothing about computers and the disk with the overwrite program had only Smedleys fingerprints on it. He might have indulged himself by watching porn,
  maybe kiddie porn, and decided to wipe it out.


  Does Mrs Smedley have any weedkiller?


  None at all.


  I thought everyone had weedkiller.


  Not her. She goes in for organic methods. No chemicals. Shes just what she seems, Agatha. Shes a thoroughly nice woman. She even baked a batch of fairy cakes for us at
  police headquarters. She said that baking took her mind off her grief.


  Youre a trusting lot, jeered Agatha. She could have poisoned every single one of you.


  Were trying to find out more about Joyce Wilson, said Bill. But I cant see how it could have been her. I mean, she gave him the coffee. Surely a murderer would
  not make things look so obvious.


  Weve just spoken to her, said Agatha. Shed been having an affair with Smedley for six months and he was paying the rent of the house shes living in. She
  says he promised to marry her.


  Could be a bluff. He may have told her it was over.


  What about the factory?


  Were currently interviewing all the staff. Then theres this Jessica murder. The press are hounding us for a result. Id better go. Now, dont hide any
  clues.


  He was about to leave when he hesitated on the doorstep. Are you all right, Agatha?


  Fine. Why?


  You dont look your usual self.


  Whats that mean?


  Not as groomed as usual. And you arent wearing make-up. Ive never known you not to wear make-up before.


  Oh, just giving my skin a rest. See you. Bye.


  As soon as he had left, Agatha nipped upstairs to the bathroom and stared in the magnifying mirror. She let out a squawk. Her hair was limp, her skin was shiny and she had a spot on her nose.
  Worse, she could see the shadow of an incipient moustache on her upper lip.


  She went downstairs and out into the garden where Charles was lying on the grass, playing with the cats. Ive got to go into Evesham, she said. Could you be an angel
  and wait here and let the air conditioning man in?


  Why Evesham?


  Hairdresser.


  Agatha spent a whole afternoon getting a facial, a seaweed wrap, and then her hair styled.


  As she drove back to Carsely, she hoped the air conditioner had arrived. The air was like soup.


  When she walked into her sitting room, she was greeted by a blast of cold air. Great, isnt it? said Charles from the depth of the sofa. He twisted up and looked at her.
  Now, thats an improvement. What if James came back into your life and found youd let yourself go?


  Stop making personal remarks. Ive an idea. Why dont we try to see Burt Haviland tomorrow?


  Who he? Remind me.


  Jessicas boyfriend. Im clutching at straws but he may just want to help us.


  I thought Patrick and the others were following that case.


  Yes, but he might know someone at the factory who had it in for Smedley.


  Agatha and Charles carried the mobile air conditioner up to Agathas bedroom that night. Ill leave my door open and youll get the benefit,
  too, said Agatha.


  Agatha undressed and got into bed. She fell asleep immediately and was awakened in the middle of the night by a crack of thunder. She fell asleep again and dreamed of Robert Smedley pursuing her
  across the icy wastes of the Antarctic. In her dream, she slipped and fell and awoke with a cry. Rain was lashing down outside and the room was like an icebox. Rain was drumming on the thatch and
  falling on to the garden in a series of waterfalls. She switched off the air conditioner, climbed back into bed and pulled the duvet over her head.


  When she awoke again, it was to find the house was still cold. Sodding British weather, muttered Agatha, turning on the central heating. I should never have bought that air
  conditioner.


  They set out to interview Burt Haviland after Agatha had called Patrick and found Burt was at home, having taken several days leave. The rain had become a thin drizzle and the day was
  cold.


  Its at times like this, said Agatha, that I wish Id never started a detective agency. I want to go somewhere warm and lie on the beach.


  I thought youd have had enough of heat.


  Heat on the beach is different from heat inland.


  They drove on in silence until they reached Burts address. Here we go again, sighed Agatha.


  Burt Haviland was a very handsome man with thick black curly hair and a light tan. He must be paid well, thought Agatha, who had noticed the expensive motorbike outside and now saw that his
  living room contained a huge flat-screen television and a fancy computer.


  Agatha explained that they were looking into the murder of Robert Smedley and asked him if he knew anyone at the factory who might have disliked him.


  Everyone hated him, said Burt. But he paid good wages.


  Why did they hate him?


  He was a bully. He liked finding out about people, finding their vulnerable spot, and pressing it.


  And yet they all stayed on?


  All that I know of. Ive only been with them two years. Oh, I think Eddie Gibbs left.


  Why?


  His wife has muscular dystrophy and shes in a wheelchair. Smedley said to him with a sort of fake jollity, Must be hard on you not getting your leg over. Eddie
  smacked him on the mouth.


  When was this?


  About two months ago.


  Do you know where he lives?


  Joycell know, said Charles. I took a note of her number.


  Agathas mobile phone rang. It was Patrick. Youd better get back here fast, Agatha. Harrys found something important.


  Weve got to go, said Agatha. She turned in the doorway. Is your name Burt Haviland? I mean, is that really your name?


  He turned red. I changed it a few years ago.


  From what?


  Bert Smellie. I got sick of people making jokes about my name and my girlfriend at the time picked a new name for me out of a romance she was reading.


  Outside, Agatha said, Weve got to get back to the office, fast. Harrys found something.


  You mean the one you told me was a troglodyte with studs?


  Yes, but hes bright.


  Agatha burst into her office with Charles at her heels. What is it? she demanded. What have you found?


  Harry went over to the computer. Ill show you. I was down at the cyber caf to send an email and this schoolboy was staring at something on one of the screens. I glanced
  over his shoulder and this is what I saw.


  He clicked on to the Internet and typed in hotsugar babes.com. A picture flashed up on the screen and Agatha bit back an exclamation. There was a photo of Jessica, Trixie and Fairy
  in their school uniforms. Now, you want to see more, you click here and enter your credit card number. Whats yours?


  Agatha took out her card case and read him out her Visa number. Another picture came up.


  It showed a film of Fairy, Trixie and Jessica lounging on a bed. They were all wearing lacy teddies and fishnet stockings. They giggled and pouted at the camera. Occasionally they kissed one
  another and fondled one anothers breasts. You want me to go on? asked Harry.


  No, thats enough for now. Does it get worse?


  Not really. Theres a lot of them in school uniform  you know, blouses open to the waist and stocking tops.


  Goodbye, age of innocence, said Charles.


  I dont think any of them had the expertise to set up a website, said Harry.


  Agatha remembered the expensive equipment in Burt Havilands living room. Wed better call the police on this one, she said. Ill phone Bill.


  Bill said he would be around right away. Agatha turned to Harry. How does this work?


  There are men who like looking at pictures of sexy schoolgirls. They pay up. Its usually safe enough for the girls because they never need to be in contact with their clients.
  Maybe one of them recognized Jessica at the roadside and got carried away.


  But it wasnt a sex crime, Charles pointed out.


  The door opened and Bill Wong came in. I hope youre not wasting police time. What have you got?


  Agatha silently pointed to the computer.


  Harry flicked through the images for Bill. Stop there! said Bill suddenly. Agatha looked over Harrys shoulder. The three girls were in bikinis, chasing one another around a
  garden. Jessica seemed to be protesting and the other two pulled her hair and then dragged her to the ground.


  How did you get on to this? asked Bill.


  How Agatha would have loved to take the credit. Harry, she said. Tell Bill how you discovered this.


  Harry did while Bill listened intently. Then Agatha said, Burt Haviland has a lot of expensive equipment in his home. His real names not Burt Haviland. Its Bert
  Smellie.


  Well run that name through the computer. Id better get a search warrant for his flat.


  Bill, remember we found this out for you and let us know how you get on.


  Ill try to get round tonight. You, Harry, come with me. Ill need to take a statement from you.


  Bill and Harry left, and shortly afterwards Phil and Patrick came in. They told them about the computer video.


  Well, said Phil, I was wondering why a nice girl like Jessica could go and get herself murdered in such a horrible way. Now we know. Could have been anyone.


  Well get back out there, said Patrick. Well see Trixie and Fairy and tell them theyve been found out. If the police have pulled them in, well try
  the parents.


  When theyd gone, Charles said, Im going off for the afternoon, Agatha. Got things to do at home. See you later.


  Agatha slumped down on the sofa. She felt tired and jaded. Mrs Freedman, she said. You dont wear make-up? Does your husband ever ask you to?


  No, mdear. Doesnt notice much.


  Bill noticed when I wasnt wearing make-up.


  Could be a way of him saying you havent been your usual sparky self lately. Have you eaten anything?


  Havent had time.


  Go out and get something. Ill look after things here.


  Youre a treasure.


  Agatha went out and round to a caf and ordered sausage and chips, which she doused liberally with ketchup. She wished she could shake off the heavy feeling of nothingness that was
  beginning to overtake her.


  She did not realize that the root of the problem was that she was obsessive when it came to men. Agatha was addicted to falling in love. While she was obsessing about some man, she could dream.
  But now, with no obsession, when she lay down to sleep at night there seemed to be a black hole left in her head, around the edges of which swirled nagging, petty little worries.


  Charles was sitting at his desk going through the farm accounts when his manservant, Gustav, announced, Chap called Freddy Champion to see you.


  Charless face lit up. Freddy! Havent seen him in ages. Show him in.


  A tall, lean, bronzed man with a shock of white hair and dark brown eyes came into the room.


  Out of Africa? asked Charles.


  Thrown out of Zimbabwe.


  What will you do now?


  Nigerias offering us farmers land. Might try that.


  Youre a devil for punishment. They talked of old friends and old times and then Charles talked about Agatha and the murders.


  What an extraordinary woman she seems to be. Id like to meet her.


  If youre not doing anything this evening, Ill take you over. Wheres the missus?


  Gone to South Africa for a break.


  Agatha tried to work in her office at home that evening, writing down everything she knew about the Smedley case. The evening was cold and damp and she wished shed never
  gone to the expense of buying an air conditioner. She switched off the computer. She had changed into an old pair of trousers and a sweater. No need to dress up for Bill and Charles.


  She fed the cats but was reluctant to prepare anything for herself. Perhaps she and Charles could go to the pub after Bill had left.


  The doorbell rang. When Agatha answered it, she found not only Charles standing there but a tall, handsome man. Charles introduced Freddy. Agatha was suddenly acutely aware of her old sweater
  and trousers.


  Any minute now, thought Charles cynically, Agathas going to say shes nipping up to the bathroom and shes going to come down with her face freshly made up. And thats
  exactly what Agatha did.


  Agatha began to ask Freddy about his life in Zimbabwe. Charles, watching her animated face and sparkling eyes, suppressed a groan. He was just about to drop some remark about Freddys wife
  when the doorbell rang announcing Bills arrival.


  Well? demanded Agatha eagerly.


  Bill sat down at the kitchen table. He looked enquiringly at Freddy and Agatha quickly introduced him.


  We ran the name Bert, or Albert, Smellie through the police computer. Im amazed he gave you his real name. How did you get on to that?


  Think of it, said Agatha. Burt Haviland is like one of those names in romance books.


  Anyway, hes got a record for armed robbery. In prison took his A levels. Left prison and took a degree in electronics engineering. Bright lad. His probation officer was so proud of
  him. We raided his flat. We found the video set-up hidden in a shed in the garden. But we recognized his bedroom and the garden from the video. He blustered and protested that it was just a bit of
  fun. The girls werent doing anything pornographic and it was an easy way to make money out of dirty old men. Were keeping him in overnight for more questioning and while we
  double-check his alibi for the night Jessica was killed.


  Did the parents know about this?


  They were genuinely horrified, said Bill.


  Where did three schoolgirls get the time to do all this?


  Weekends, evenings, school holidays. Were tracking down all the men who paid for a viewing.


  Ive an idea, said Agatha, suddenly excited. Maybe these two murders were tied up in some way. Robert Smedleys computer at home had been overwritten to conceal
  what he had been logging into.


  Its an idea. Well check his credit-card details. I dont suppose well need a search warrant. Mrs Smedley is very helpful. In fact, shes one of the most
  charming ladies Ive come across in a long time.


  Humph, muttered Agatha. But what about Burt? Is he still claiming he was madly in love with Jessica?


  Yes, he is. He said the video thing was a bit of fun. He was saving up to give Jessica a super wedding.


  And you believe him?


  I dont know what to believe and thats a fact. Thanks for the info, Agatha. We must have dinner sometime when all this is over . . . if its ever over.


  After Bill had left, Charles suggested they all go out for dinner. He watched uneasily as Agatha sparkled and told highly embroidered stories of her cases. He felt he should
  throw in some remark about Freddys wife, but it was so grand to see Agatha once more back on form. Let Freddy tell her.


  Freddy didnt, so Charles consoled himself with the thought that after this evening Agatha would probably never see him again.


  But when Charles, predictably, went to the toilet as soon as the bill arrived, Freddy said, as he paid for it, I have enjoyed this evening. Im a bit at a loose end at the moment.
  What about dinner, just the two of us, on Saturday?


  Agatha glowed. That would be lovely.


  Good. Ill pick you up at eight.


  Freddy did not tell Charles of the arrangement he had made with Agatha, and Agatha did not tell him in case he volunteered to join them.


  She went to bed that night wrapped in rosy dreams.


  In the morning, at the office, Agatha said, The police have talked to the parents, but see what more you can find out about this video business, Patrick, and take Phil
  with you. Did you see the girls?


  No, the police chased us away.


  Harry, said Agatha, you keep questioning her schoolmates. If a boy at the cyber caf came across that website, then it stands to reason some of the others must have
  known what they were up to. Charles and I will try to track down Eddie Gibbs.


  Whos he? asked Patrick.


  Some chap who left Smedleys Electronics. He evidently had every reason to hate Smedley I know, well start with Joyce. I wonder if shes still at home.


  Joyce was. Her face was very white against the red of her hair and her hands trembled. Come in, she said. The police asked dreadful things.


  What about? asked Agatha.


  Youll never believe it. They wanted to know if he was keen on young girls. I was furious. Robert wasnt like that.


  We were wondering if you could find the address of a former employee called Eddie Gibbs.


  Oh, I remember him. A quiet little man. Such a tragedy. His wife is in a wheelchair. I could look up the records in the office. I dont mind. I would like to get out for a bit in
  case the police come back. Its silly to go on hiding here. Id better get back to work. I suppose Mrs Smedley will sell the firm. Maybe the new people will keep me on. Ill get
  my jacket.


  They drove her to the factory. Agatha wondered why Smedleys Electronics hadnt bothered to put in an apostrophe. Joyce shuddered a bit on the doorstep of the office.


  Fingerprint dust everywhere, said Agatha. I thought they used a type of light or something.


  Do you think its all right to touch anything? asked Joyce.


  Sure, said Agatha. The office doors no longer taped off.


  Joyce hung up her jacket and sat down at the computer. She typed away busily and at last she said, Ive got it. Mr Edward Gibbs, 78 Malvern Way.


  Wheres Malvern Way? asked Charles.


  Its over at the other end of Mircester on the Evesham Road. You take the dual carriageway and turn off at the second roundabout into Cherry Walk and Malvern Way is the third on the
  right.


  How do you know exactly where it is?


  Eddie had a bit too much to drink at an office party and I drove him home.


  Did you ever hear him having a row with Mr Smedley?


  Well, yes, said Joyce awkwardly. But Robert was very good about it. He said Eddie was all strung up because of his wifes condition.


  They dropped Joyce back at the factory because she said she wanted to collect a few things and then set out to find Eddie Gibbs. Hell be at work, wont he? asked
  Charles.


  Well have a word with the wife and find out where he is. Maybe catch him on his lunch break.


  The house in Malvern Way was a small bungalow with a neat garden. Agatha rang the doorbell which played the Westminster chimes. The door opened and a woman in a wheelchair faced them. She had a
  long beautiful face, rather like one of the faces in a Modigliani painting.


  Yes? she asked.


  Agatha introduced them and explained they were trying to find out who had murdered Robert Smedley. She said they were anxious to speak to Mr Gibbs.


  Why? asked Mrs Gibbs.


  Because he didnt like Mr Smedley and we thought he might give us a good picture of his character. The more you know about the murdered person, the easier it is to guess who might
  have wanted to kill him.


  Well, my Eddie wouldnt. Hes too kind and nice. But come in. He wont be back until six this evening.


  She wheeled herself back and they followed her into a sunny living room.


  Sit down, she said. Agatha and Charles sat down together on a sofa covered in cheerful chintz.


  I thought Smedley was a despicable man, she said. He made several very crude remarks to Eddie about my condition. But his wife is a saint.


  You know Mrs Smedley? asked Agatha.


  I owe her a lot. She never said a word against her husband but she turned up here one day. Eddie had put his back out trying to get me to bed. She organized carers to come in the morning
  and get me up, give me a sponge bath and get me dressed, and to come in the evening to put me to bed. She organized Meals on Wheels to give me lunch and dinner, which means that Eddie has only got
  to pick up something for himself on the road home. That beast, Smedley, would not give Eddie a reference, but she wrote one out on the firms paper and signed it on behalf of her
  husband.


  And where is he working now?


  Over at Baxford Engineering on the Harley Industrial Estate. Its a good job and hes happy there. I know, he goes to Pegs Pantry at lunchtime, one till two. You
  cant miss it. Its the only restaurant on the estate. I dont know why we should help you with this because Im glad hes dead.


  We wont bother you any further, said Charles.


  Is there any news about that poor girl who was also murdered, Jessica?


  Were also working on that, said Agatha.


  They drove to the industrial estate and waited until lunchtime before going into Pegs Pantry. We should have asked for a photograph, mourned Agatha.
  We dont even know what he looks like.


  I do, said Charles triumphantly. When you were yakking on, I studied a photograph of him on the side table next to me.


  Good for you.


  Why are you looking suddenly uneasy?


  Agatha had in fact been wondering how to get rid of Charles on Saturday evening. But she said, I was thinking about poor Mrs Gibbs. I mean, people say if youre feeling down, find
  someone worse off than yourself. But all it makes me feel is that life can be terribly unfair. I think the sort of people who feel grateful at the expense of someone elses misfortune are the
  types in the old days who would have enjoyed a good hanging.


  Here he comes, said Charles.


  A little man with small features and wispy hair had just entered the restaurant. He was wearing a checked shirt, an old tweed jacket, and jeans with knife-edge creases in them.


  Charles rose and approached him. Agatha saw them talking and then Charles led Eddie over to their table.


  He introduced Agatha and then said, The least we can do is buy you lunch. What would you like?


  Ill have sausage, egg, beans and chips and coffee.


  Charles waved to the waitress and ordered the same for all of them.


  So why do you want to ask me about rotten Robert?


  We believe you had reason to dislike him, said Agatha. No, we dont mean you murdered him. We mean, can you think of anyone in the firm who might have done
  it?


  Eddie shook his head. A lot of us disliked him. Me, I hated him. But I cant think of anyone who would poison his coffee. Most of the men who disliked him would be more inclined to
  lash out with their fists. Poison is more a womans thing, isnt it?


  Only in fiction. Heres our food.


  There was a silence while Eddie and Charles ate. Agatha pushed hers round on her plate. Normally she loved greasy food, but she didnt want to get spots before Saturday.


  So, said Eddie, I dont think I can be of any help. Mind you, his wifes another thing. That womans a saint.


  Your wife told us all she had done for you, said Agatha.


  Marvellous, she was. Did all the catering for the office party. Kind to everyone. Always a nice word.


  Fond of her husband?


  Oh, yes. Devoted to the old bastard.


  Did you know, said Charles, that Robert Smedley was having an affair with his secretary?


  What, Joyce? I mean, why? What did she get out of it?


  Her rent paid and probably a few presents. Besides, evidently Smedley told her he was going to get a divorce and marry her.


  So Joyce might have poisoned him. I mean, who else had the opportunity?


  Thats what were trying to find out.


  Agatha paid the bill and they thanked Eddie and left.


  Maybe were being naive here, said Agatha as they drove off. I mean, Joyce is the obvious suspect. Maybe she found out he didnt mean to marry her after
  all.


  And maybe, said Charles, Mabel Smedley called on her and told her that.


  Good point. Lets go back and ask her.


  Joyce was dusting the office when they arrived. The factory is very quiet, said Agatha.


  Mrs Smedley has told everyone to go home on full pay.


  When?


  She called just after you left.


  Joyce, did Mrs Smedley know about you and Mr Smedley?


  No, he was going to tell her after our weekend in Bath.


  Charles said, Say someone came during the night and got into the building and poisoned that bit of milk in the fridge. Youve got CCTV cameras, havent you?


  Yes. That would be the job of Mr Berry, in security.


  Where does he live?


  She switched on the computer. Ill find his address for you. Here we are. He actually lives in Evesham, 4 Terry Road, near the tax office. Do you know where the tax office
  is?


  Agatha repressed a shudder. She had a good accountant but found the new complications of value added tax and staff pay bewildering.


  Mr Berry was digging in his small front garden when they drove up. Agatha, her mind full of Saturday night to come, left the introductions and explanations to Charles.


  Berry was a burly man in blue overalls with a round red face and strands of grey hair combed across a bald spot on his head.


  We were wondering, began Charles, whether the police found anything on the CCTV footage?


  I ran the tapes for them before they took them away. Nothing but the staff going to work and then leaving work. Nothing during the night but the night watchman.


  Whos the night watchman?


  Thatll be Wayne Jones, like. Lives over Worcester way.


  Do you know where in Worcester?


  Might be in the phone book. Ill get it for you.


  Im tired of all this running around, grumbled Agatha as they waited.


  We must persevere, Aggie.


  Dont call me Aggie. Agatha was beginning to fret. Charles was very keen and a keen Charles would certainly still be at her cottage on Saturday evening.


  Mr Berry came back with a slip of paper with an address written on it. That must be it, he said. His full names in the book and hes the only Wayne
  Jones.


  They went back to Agathas car. She opened the boot. Ive got a pile of street directories here, she said, pulling a box forwards. Im sure Ive got
  one for Worcester.


  She found the right map and looked up the address. Right, got it, she said, pointing it out to Charles. Its on this side of Worcester. You guide me.


  He must be a young man, said Charles. I mean, Wayne is a fairly new choice of name.


  Not that new now. I think it came in around the time Kylie became fashionable.


  But when they ran Wayne to earth it was to find he was in his late twenties. He was tall and surly with a cadaverous face and deep-set eyes under a shaved head.


  Again the introductions and explanations before Agatha asked, Did you see anyone lurking around the night before Mr Smedley was murdered?


  All quiet. The police asked me that. What you lot mucking about for? Its their job.


  I told you, snapped Agatha. Mrs Smedley has employed us to find out who murdered her husband.


  And Im telling you it was a night like any other. Now, piss off.


  Hes on the defensive about something, said Agatha as she drove off.


  Probably went to sleep on the job.


  How do we prove that?


  His patrolling should have been on the CCTV footage. Back to Berry.


  Agatha groaned.


  Now what? asked Berry, leaning on a spade, still in his front garden.


  Do you happen to know if the police studied the CCTV footage of the night before Mr Smedley was murdered?


  Yes, they did.


  And they saw Wayne on patrol?


  Berry grinned. The silly sod was missing. Probably fell asleep. Forgot to tell you before.


  So anyone could have got past him?


  The factory gates are locked and alarmed at night. There are cameras all over the place. Not a sign of anyone.


  They thanked him and left. Lets jack it in for the rest of the day, said Agatha. Well go back to the office and see how the others are getting on. But
  all the time she was wondering how she could get rid of Charles. Tomorrow was Saturday.


  Freddy Champion was having dinner that night with old friends, Mr and Mrs Burkington-Tarry. He regaled them with stories of Charles and Agathas investigation.


  We havent seen Charles in this age, said Mrs Burkington-Tarry. Well ask him to dinner.


  What about tomorrow night? suggested Freddy. I happen to know its the one night hes free.


  What about this Agatha woman?


  No, she works weekends.


  Agatha was lying in the bath that evening wondering whether she ought to tell Charles the truth about her date with Freddy when the phone rang.


  She heard Charles answer it but could not hear what he was saying.


  She got out of the bath, dried herself and dressed and made her way downstairs. Who was on the phone?


  Old friends of mine. They want me to join them for dinner tomorrow night. You dont mind, do you?


  Oh, no! said Agatha.


  You mean you dont want me to go?


  I didnt mean that at all, babbled Agatha. Go, go, go!


  All right. Calm down. Charles regarded her suspiciously. Not up to anything, are you?


  Me, no, of course not.


  
    
  


  Chapter Seven


  Agatha fretted all Saturday, wondering when Charles would leave so that she could begin preparing herself for the evening.


  When he finally left at six oclock, she hurtled up to her bedroom and started taking clothes out of her wardrobe. To her horror, after trying on a few of her best items, she found they
  were too tight at the waist. After agonizing for half an hour, she chose a black silk chiffon skirt with an elasticated waist and a white glittering evening top.


  Just before eight, she was beginning to fret she was too dressed up. But when Freddy arrived promptly at eight, he was formally dressed in a dark lounge suit, silk shirt and striped tie.


  Would you like a drink before we go? asked Agatha.


  Yes, please. Whisky and soda, no ice.


  They went into the sitting room. Agatha was just preparing the drinks when the doorbell rang. Maybe I shouldnt answer it, she fretted. But maybe its Bill
  Wong.


  She went and opened the door. Mabel Smedley stood there. I wondered how you were getting on, she asked.


  Come in, said Agatha reluctantly. She introduced Mabel to Freddy. Were only a little further with the case, Agatha was beginning when Freddy interrupted.


  I heard about your sad loss, he said. We were just going for dinner. Why dont you join us and Agatha can fill you in on the details?


  Thats very kind of you.


  Good, well take my car.


  Agatha cursed under her breath. Freddy was relieved. His conscience, not usually active, was bothering him. Agatha was not a beauty and yet she exuded a strong air of sexuality which quickened
  his senses. He wanted to have an affair with her, but he was pretty sure Charles would let her know soon enough that he was married. Charles might even have already done so. Anyway, Mabel would be
  chaperone.


  Over dinner in a restaurant in Broadway, Agatha forced down a resentment to Mabel  Mabel had taken the front seat in the car next to Freddy, leaving Agatha to sit in the back  and
  described what they had found out, with the exception of Robert Smedleys affair with Joyce. She felt she would rather impart that bit of information when she was alone with Mabel.


  Conversation then became general  or rather, it became general between Mabel and Freddy. Mabel, prim and proper in a navy wool dress, seemed to know a lot about Zimbabwe and the situation
  there and asked a lot of intelligent questions to which Freddy responded enthusiastically. Agatha sat practically ignored. It crossed her mind that Mabel might be cutting her out deliberately.


  The meal ended. Freddy drove them back to Agathas cottage and escorted Mabel to her car. Agatha said goodnight to Mabel, went into her cottage and slammed the door. A few minutes later
  the doorbell rang. Freddy smiled down at her. You didnt give me a chance to say goodnight.


  Goodnight, said Agatha curtly. The door began to close.


  Look, said Freddy, I was trying to help you by being nice to her. Lets have an evening by ourselves. He suddenly wanted to kiss Agatha as she stood, pouting
  slightly.


  Oh, all right. Just us. When?


  Wednesday evening?


  With Charles?


  Without Charles.


  What will I tell him?


  Tell him youre working on the case.


  That wont work. Hell wonder why Im not taking him along. I know. Theres a ladies society meeting that evening. Ill tell him Im going
  there.


  Good. He leaned forwards to kiss her on the mouth, but Agatha drew back and said again, Goodnight. She still had not quite forgiven him for spending the whole dinner
  talking to Mabel.


  Agatha heard Charles coming home sometime after midnight but pretended to be asleep.


  Bill Wong rang the next morning and invited Agatha and Charles to his home for Sunday lunch.


  Its an honour to be invited and I only accepted because of Bill, said Agatha. How did he turn out to be so sweet with such awful parents? And he adores them. He never
  notices how rude they are.


  Bills father was Hong Kong Chinese and his mother was born in Gloucestershire.


  Mrs Wong, small, bent, sour and fussy, opened the door to them. She jerked her head by way of greeting. They followed her into the living room. Bill rose to welcome them.


  The living room had been refurnished since Agatha had last seen it. There was a new three-piece suite covered in protective plastic, a low glass coffee table, a stuffed parrot on a perch by the
  window and a massive television set, all standing on a shag carpet of shocking pink.


  Where did the parrot come from? asked Agatha.


  Great, isnt it? Dad picked it up at a boot sale.


  Mrs Wong came in with three small glasses of sweet sherry on an imitation silver tray which she banged down on the coffee table so that some of the sticky liquid slopped over the side.
  Dont be long, she said.


  Bill followed her out and came back with a roll of kitchen paper and the bottle of sherry. He mopped the tray and refilled the glasses.


  They raised their glasses. Cheers, said Charles.


  The door burst open. Dont sit there drinking all day, said Mrs Wong. Foods ready.


  They hurriedly put down their glasses and followed her into the dining room. The table was covered in a pink crocheted cloth. The knives and forks were imitation gold. Mr Wong sat at the head of
  the table dressed in his usual old ratty grey cardigan. He grunted by way of greeting. His face was greyish yellow and he had a drooping moustache. Only his eyes behind thick glasses were like
  Bills.


  Soup was served, soup out of a can, tomato soup, Agathas pet hate. But she was terrified of offending Bills formidable mother, so she drank the lot of it. She tried to discuss the
  case, but Bill said gently, Afterwards, Agatha. Mum doesnt like talking at the table.


  Yus, agreed Mr Wong.


  The next course was roast beef, cooked to the consistency of shoe leather, flanked by soggy potatoes, sprouts which had been boiled nearly to extinction and those canned peas which spread green
  dye all over the place.


  Agatha chewed her way through the meal, glancing in amazement at Charless plate. He had eaten everything in remarkably quick time.


  She was the last to finish, aware the whole time of Mrs Wongs beady eyes on her.


  Mrs Wong bustled round, collecting the plates.


  Youre making a lot of extra work for Mother, commented Mr Wong.


  Agatha remembered her first visit to Bills home, imagining delicious Chinese cooking.


  Mrs Wong jerked up the hatch from the kitchen and shouted, Pudding. Hand round the plates, Bill.


  Pudding turned out to be a piece of sponge cake in lumpy custard. Agatha gave up after a few mouthfuls. Im sorry, Mrs Wong. I cant eat any more.


  Theres starving people in this world would be glad of that, said Mrs Wong.


  Inside Agathas head, a voice screamed, Then wrap it up and send it to them! But she sat in silence with her head bowed like a child in disgrace.


  At last the ordeal was over. Go into the garden, said Bill, and Ill bring the coffee out to you.


  Its raining, said Agatha, finding her voice.


  Ive built a little conservatory, said Bill proudly. Come and Ill show you.


  He led the way out through the kitchen. But as he closed the dining room door, Agatha could hear the Wongs breaking into animated speech. Evidently the ban on speaking at the table only extended
  to visitors. What were they talking about? Probably complaining about me, thought Agatha.


  The conservatory was a small room with a few potted plants and an iron table with chairs round it.


  Did you do all this yourself? asked Charles.


  I did the foundations and the brickwork and then got a firm to do the rest. Ill go and get coffee. Theres an ashtray on the table, Agatha. You can smoke.


  No sooner had he left than Charles extracted a plastic shopping bag from the inside pocket of his jacket. He opened the door of the conservatory that led into the garden, whirled the bag round
  his head and sent it sailing into the garden next door.


  When he returned, Agatha asked, Was that lunch?


  Yes.


  How did you do it?


  Apart from Mrs Wong glaring at you, Bill and his father never raised their eyes from their plates. So when they werent looking, I took out the bag, opened it down between my knees
  and quickly tipped the plateful into it. I couldnt get rid of the pudding because I knew that wretched custard would stick to the plate. Shh! Heres Bill.


  Bill came in with a tray of coffee things. Agatha lit a cigarette. So whats happening? she asked.


  Were checking up on all the men who paid to go into the girls website. We examined Robert Smedleys records, just in case he was tied up with Burt in some way other
  than employer, and there was no sign of any payment.


  I find it hard to believe that the girls parents knew nothing about what was going on.


  The parents are all pretty lax. We checked with the school. Most of the parents allow their kids too little supervision.


  There was one picture where Trixie and Fairy were pulling Jessicas hair and it didnt look like play. I think she was bullied into it.


  Probably did it out of love for Burt and was frightened of losing him if she didnt do what he wanted. How are you getting on with the Smedley case?


  Nothing. Joyce would seem to be the obvious suspect. I mean, the weedkiller in, probably, the milk bottle. Although someone else could have got to that milk bottle before they packed up
  work on the Friday. Even though she washed it, couldnt your forensic people still get something from the empty bottle?


  Were still looking for it.


  What? Wasnt it in the trash?


  Joyce said she always scalded out the empties with boiling water.


  Wait a bit, said Charles. This doesnt add up. She pours his coffee, adds the milk, and takes it in to him. Dont tell me she then calmly stood in the little
  office kitchen scalding out the milk bottle while her boss was noisily puking up his guts next door.


  No. She says that because the kettle had just boiled for the coffee, she used the rest of the water to clean the bottle before taking the coffee in to him and left the bottle upended on
  the draining board.


  Why didnt you tell us about the missing milk bottle before? asked Agatha.


  Because we didnt know it was missing. It now turns out that the Friday before, Smedley had a conference with several of the staff and they had coffee and biscuits. A bottle of milk
  and most of another bottle was used up, because two of the staff refused coffee and said they would each have a glass of milk instead. Joyce put the bottle with the little bit of milk in it in the
  fridge, scalded out the other one, and left it in the kitchen trash. She could be lying, of course. But we havent any proof. Weve searched all the outside rubbish bins. There were
  milk bottles in some of them. We tested them all. The staff have all been fingerprinted. But we knew we were looking for two that had been cleaned. Couldnt find one.


  But who else could have had a chance to take the bottle away?


  Joyce said when she heard Smedley dying, she screamed and screamed and everyone came running. It would be the one place that still has their milk delivered in bottles. The milk
  comes from an old-fashioned dairy in Gloucester.


  Did you tell Mrs Smedley that her husband was having an affair with Joyce?


  Yes. She says she knew nothing about it.


  There came a hammering from the front door of the house and then the sounds of an angry altercation.


  Id better go and see whats happening, said Bill.


  The food you threw into the neighbours garden, said Agatha. I bet thats what its about.


  Lets run away.


  We cant.


  Think of the fury of Mrs Wong.


  They ran down the garden from the conservatory and out into a field at the back.


  My cars parked a little way down the road, panted Agatha. I think we can reach it without Bill seeing us.


  They climbed over a fence at the side of the field and down a lane which led to the front of the houses.


  Right! said Agatha. Ive got the keys ready. Lets run for it.


  But as they reached the car, Bill Wong emerged from the other side of it and stood with his arms folded.


  Youre a disgrace! he said. Agatha had never seen him so angry.


  Its my fault, said Charles. I think Ive got an ulcer. I didnt want to hurt your mothers feelings.


  You have not only hurt her, youve humiliated her.


  Well go back and apologize, said Agatha.


  No, go on your way. Im sick of the sight of you.


  Agatha drove off. A tear began to roll down her cheek, followed by another.


  Hey! said Charles. Stop the car. Ill drive.


  They changed places and Charles drove off. He was my first friend, sobbed Agatha.


  Well stop in Mircester and send the old bat some flowers and a note of apology.


  Wont work. Agatha suddenly brightened. But I know what might. Stop in the main square outside police headquarters. Theres a shop down The Shambles which has
  something that might do the trick.


  Surely it wont be open on Sunday.


  Some of the shops are open. I think this one will be.


  You mean that? asked Charles fifteen minutes later as they both stood looking in a shop window.


  Shell love it, said Agatha. Trust me.


  What so horrified Charles was a cylindrical plastic floor lamp in which golden bubbles rose and fell along with tiny plastic sea horses in jewelled colours.


  They went into the shop and Agatha explained she wanted to buy it and have it delivered immediately.


  I havent anyone to deliver it today, said the sales assistant.


  I tell you what: just wrap it up and give me a gift card. Ill send it out in a taxi.


  Agatha paid while Charles wrote a card of apology. They carried the box with the lamp in it over to the taxi rank and paid a driver to take it to Bills home.


  I hope you know what youre doing, said Charles. That lamp might turn out to be adding insult to injury.


  Lets go and visit Mrs Bloxby. Havent seen her in a while.


  They saw Mrs Bloxby walking along the main street, stopped the car and hailed her.


  How are you getting on? asked the vicars wife. I was just going home for a cup of tea. Care to join me?


  Get in the car, said Charles cheerfully, and well all go together.


  In the vicarage sitting room, while Mrs Bloxby went to fetch tea, Agatha relaxed and looked around her. She could never quite understand why Mrs Bloxbys shabby sitting
  room should have such peaceful charm compared to her own. Everything was worn and parts of the silk cushions on the sofa were showing signs of splitting. There was a small round table by the window
  holding a blue jug of wildflowers and bits of chipped antique furniture in corners of the room. But somehow it created a harmonious whole.


  Mrs Bloxby came back with the tea things and a plate of shortbread. How is this business about Mr Smedleys murder going? she asked.


  Agatha proceeded to tell her everything they had found out. When she had finished, Mrs Bloxby said, I dont somehow think it could have been this secretary.


  Why?


  I cannot think anyone would have made themselves such an obvious suspect.


  Were going round and round in circles. Arent you shocked about the schoolgirls video games?


  I dont think anything shocks me any more, said Mrs Bloxby sadly. The last time I went to the hairdresser, I had forgotten to take a book. There was a pile of
  magazines meant for girls in their early teens. They were all about sex. Quite disgusting. I think this Burt put them up to it and they thought it a bit of a lark.


  If Joyce isnt the culprit, surely Mrs Smedley might be. She says she didnt know Robert was having an affair with Joyce, but I am sure she must have known there was something
  going on.


  Not necessarily. And how is your detective friend?


  Agatha let out a strangled sob. I dont think hes a friend any more.


  Why? What happened?


  It was Charless fault. Agatha plunged into a description of what had happened at the dreadful lunch.


  When Agatha had finished, Mrs Bloxby put a handkerchief to her mouth. Excuse me. She fled out of the room. They heard muffled sounds coming along the corridor.


  Is she ill? asked Agatha. Should I go to her?


  I think shes laughing.


  Laughing? Ive just lost my one best friend and shes laughing?


  Mrs Bloxby came back into the room. Agatha did not notice that Charless eyes had become suddenly cold.


  I am sorry, said Mrs Bloxby. But it really was so funny.


  Agatha stared at her and then slowly began to giggle. I suppose it is.


  Charles rose to his feet. If you ladies will excuse me. Ive just realized, Agatha, that I have been neglecting things at home. No, dont get up. Ill walk
  back.


  He went out, slamming the door. Whats the matter with him? asked Agatha.


  Did you say anything when I was out of the room?


  Let me see. I could hear sounds and I asked Charles if I should go to you. He said he thought you were laughing. I couldnt see the funny side of it just then. Thats all.
  Maybe he has just remembered something urgent. Im tired of murder. Tell me the parish news.


  Miss Simms  I think she will always be Miss Simms to me  is getting a divorce from Patrick.


  They said nothing to me!


  Probably didnt want any fuss. Its by mutual agreement. Both of them thought they wanted to settle down. Patrick found it didnt suit him. I think our Miss Simms missed
  her casual affairs.


  Agatha felt she should phone Charles that evening and ask him why he had decided to leave so suddenly. But an absent Charles meant a Charles who would, hopefully, not be around
  on Wednesday evening. She fed her cats and then switched on her computer and began to look up everything she could on Zimbabwe. She was just printing off some pages when the phone rang.


  She answered it, expecting it to be Charles, but it was Bill Wong. Youre a bad girl, Agatha, but really, Mum is over the moon about that magnificent present. She and Dad just sit
  there looking at it.


  I can only repeat how sorry I am.


  It was really Charless fault. Ive got this girlfriend, Harriet, a policewoman. I phoned her up and told her what Charles had done and how the pair of you had run away. She
  laughed and laughed and then she said my mums cooking was awful. I never noticed. Is it?


  Its a bit of an acquired taste. Oh, Bill, I am so glad we are friends again.


  Well, keep safe. And if you find a murderer, dont go tackling him on your own.


  Agatha found it hard to get to sleep that night. Instead of concentrating on alibis for the morning of the murder, everyone should have been concentrating on the period from
  Friday until Monday. Anyone could have got in and poisoned the milk. But how would anyone get in unobserved with cameras all over the place and the gates locked?


  Burt Haviland. Now he was the one with a criminal record. She resolved to go and see him the following day and take Phil with her. There might just be a connection between the two murders.


  Agatha was grateful to Mabel Smedley for having suspended the staff from work. That way she had a chance of finding the ones she wanted to talk to at home. There was no reply
  at Burt Havilands home, so she and Phil decided to wait outside in the car.


  Its a funny business, the Internet, mused Phil. Its so useful for research and yet everyone has easy access to porn. Now although what the girls were showing
  could be classified as soft porn, its still one more thing to corrupt the young. Even their figures have changed. In my youth, they stayed very slim and nearly flat-chested right up until
  they started work, but now theyve got busts and backsides starting around the age of eleven years. Then they either start dieting ferociously or become as fat as anything. Not to mention the
  terrific rise in sexually transmitted diseases.


  Agatha winced. She was mentally planning to start an affair with Freddy. But these were difficult days. No more tumbling carefree into bed. Always wondering if the sexual partner was really some
  sort of diseased time bomb.


  Oh, here he comes, said Phil.


  Burt Haviland was walking along the street carrying a grocery bag. They both stepped out of the car.


  Oh, its you, he said. Havent I enough to put up with having the police in my face all the time?


  Just a few questions, said Agatha.


  He leaned against her car. Fire away. Im not asking you inside.


  Who has the keys to the factory?


  The security man. He opens up and locks up. Smedley would have had a set.


  Look, were not accusing you of anything, said Phil. But is there any way anyone could get into the factory without keys, say at night?


  Well, there is. Berry was sometimes too quick off the mark at locking up. One of the men found himself locked in one night. He managed to get out through a fire door, but he
  couldnt find Berry anywhere. He walked round the perimeter fence and found a bit where the chain fence was loose at the bottom and prised it up and slipped through.


  Wasnt it electrified? asked Agatha.


  No, the current only goes through the main gate. Word got around, but no one told Smedley or Berry. We all wanted to think there was a way of getting out if the silly bugger locked anyone
  in again.


  Where could Berry have been when this man was searching for him? asked Phil.


  Dont know. He evidently wasnt in his office, which is just by the main gate.


  And can you show us where this bit in the fence is?


  Find it yourselves, snarled Burt. Im sick of you.


  May as well try, said Agatha as they drove towards the factory. What on earth was Mabel doing by suspending Berry from work? Anyone could raid the
  place.


  Maybe shes already got rid of any stock.


  So quick? I shouldnt think so.


  They reached the factory and parked and then began to walk around the perimeter fence. Agatha would have walked right past the spot because she was dreaming about Freddy, but Phil suddenly
  cried, Here it is. Look down. You can see where the grass has been flattened. He bent down and tugged hard at the bottom of the fence and bent the chain link upwards. There!
  Thats how it could have been done. Lets go inside and have a look.


  Must we? pleaded Agatha. She was wearing a yellow linen suit and the grass was wet.


  Weve come this far. I would like a look at the office door to see if its got the sort of lock that could be easily picked.


  He got down on the ground and rolled through to the other side. Come on, Agatha. Its easy.


  Agatha tried but got stuck halfway and Phil had to force the fence up even higher.


  She stood up and tried to brush herself down. Her suit was wet and smeared with green grass stains.


  They had just got halfway towards the buildings when an alarm went off and two security men with Alsatian dogs straining at the leash came running towards them.


  Stop! called one. Or well let the dogs loose.


  They both stood frozen to the spot.


  You will come with us, said one of them, while we phone the police.


  Were employed by Mrs Smedley to investigate the murder of her husband, said Agatha. She fished in her handbag and brought out her business card. Phone her.


  He studied the card and then took out a mobile phone. He was wearing a black uniform with a badge on the front which said Mircester Security.


  While the other man stood guard, he walked a little away and began to talk into the phone.


  At last he came back to join them. Mrs Smedley agrees she employed you, but says you had no right to break into the factory. You can go. Back the way you came and let me see how you got
  in.


  They led the guards to the vulnerable bit of the fence. Well get that nailed down. Off you go.


  Cant you let us out the front gate?


  Just go.


  They rolled through one after the other. Phil helped Agatha up. Her hip gave a ferocious twinge and she let out a gasp.


  Are you all right? asked Phil. Got rheumatism?


  No, just a cramp, said Agatha. Wed better go and see Mabel Smedley and find out why she laid off Berry. Maybe she suspects him. Ill drop off at home first and
  change my clothes.


  Mabel received them graciously and offered them tea. Agatha looked around the living room for clues but all she could see was a pleasant room with tasteful furniture and some
  very good paintings on the walls.


  When Mabel had poured them excellent cups of coffee and offered home-made biscuits, she said, All you had to do was tell me you were going to the factory.


  We found there was a way of getting through the fence. Burt Haviland told us. We wanted to see if the lock on the office door would be easy to pick. Because you had laid your security man
  off, we didnt expect anyone to be there.


  I hired a private security firm.


  Why?


  I never quite trusted Berry. I think he drinks. I thought it safer to suspend everyone and if the new owners want to keep them on, thats their business.


  Have you found a buyer?


  My lawyers are working on it. Its only a small factory, but profitable. It should not be on the market for long. I shall of course tell the new owners about Burt Haviland and those
  schoolgirls. The police told me about that. I was shocked. Pity. Burt was a very good salesman.


  Im sure you wont be giving Joyce Wilson a reference.


  I find it hard to believe that Robert should have had an affair with that silly girl. The police told me about it. More coffee?


  It must make you very angry.


  Robert is dead, she said with quiet dignity. I am grieving. Getting angry doesnt help.


  Of course, said Phil with quick sympathy. These biscuits are amazingly good.


  Have some more, do.


  Would you say the office lock could have been easily picked? asked Agatha.


  Its just a Yale. The bit with all the electronic components was always securely locked.


  Maybe nobody needed to break into the factory, said Agatha. Mr Smedley had a meeting on the Friday. There was just enough milk left over for the Monday. But he
  wouldnt have coffee first thing because that was the morning you both came to see me.


  I went home and he went straight back to the office. He would automatically ask Joyce to fetch him a cup of coffee.


  Do you suspect Joyce Wilson?


  Not for a minute. Shes too spineless. Not the type.


  When they had left, Phil said, If you dont mind, I think perhaps we should be trying harder to find out who murdered Jessica. She didnt deserve to die. But
  Smedley did. You said he beat his wife.


  I think he did. I really could do with something to eat. Those biscuits gave me indigestion. Agatha was lying. She had only eaten one delicious biscuit, but she was tired of the
  fact that all the men around her seemed to dote on Mabel Smedley.
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